
 
    [image: ]


 
   
  
 



About TROUBLE BREWING
 
    
 
    
 
   With the help of his buddy, John, Preston scores a gig at the same struggling Tampa microbrewery where John and wunderkind brewer Waldie work. Preston soon replaces Waldie as brewmaster and devises a secret scheme to use the job to pry loose $5 million of his father’s inheritance.
 
    
 
   His plan appears to hit a snag when, early one morning, Preston discovers a brewery security guard accidentally ground into hamburger by the milling machine. However, Preston’s not going to let this mishap derail things. He calls the one person he knows will help: good, old, dependable, easy-to-guilt, John, who reluctantly caves to Preston’s cover up.
 
    
 
   Things go fine until cheapskate brewery owner Harry enters the polluted batch of beer in a tasting contest…and it wins!
 
    
 
   Now Preston must devise a way to keep up the winning streak and get his money amid the scrutiny of more mysterious disappearances.
 
    
 
   In Trouble Brewing, Paul Abercrombie takes a satirical look at just how far some ambitious microbrewers are willing to go to make a name for themselves and their company. With tongue firmly in cheek, Abercrombie delves deftly into murder, blackmail, and cover ups, all fine ingredients for an award-winning ale, and a great read.
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Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   John MacKenzie watched Waldie Anderson squat in front of the ramshackle backyard shed, reach a hand underneath, fish around for a few seconds, and finally come up with a key.
 
   Waldie grinned and held it up so John and Preston Maynard  could see it. “Eureka. The key to the kingdom.” He unlocked the rusty padlock and gave the wobbly door a shove. The three teenage boys crowded inside, where a smell somewhere between bakery and barn washed over them.
 
   Waldie took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and smiled as the other two looked around at what appeared to be the cramped lair of some mad scientist. A work bench was strewn with glass and plastic vials and beakers, rubber hoses, and things that looked like giant thermometers. Several five-gallon stainless-steel kettles were stacked waist high next to a propane tank. A battered full-sized fridge was wedged into the back right corner.
 
   Around the floor, big plastic buckets brimmed with empty, unlabeled beer bottles.
 
   Waldie nosed around, then began pulling things out—a big stainless-steel pot, a propane tank and burner on a stubby tripod—and arranged them on the parched grass in front of the shed. 
 
   John smiled, shook his head. While the shed’s exterior was all peeling paint and rust stains, the inside was spotless. Not a fleck of dust or a dead Palmetto bug in sight. He eyed a clipboard hung by a nail on the wall of the shed. Neatly clamped in its jaws was a thick pile of papers. John flipped through a few pages. Each was filled with meticulously written recipes for ales, stouts, pilsners, lagers, and other beers, with measurements and temperatures in metrics. 
 
   “That’s the bible,” Waldie said. “All my dad’s beer knowledge from like thirty years is in that one pile of recipes right there.”
 
   “Think your dad would be okay with us being here?” 
 
   “Of course he would,” Waldie shot back, maybe a little too defensively. “He’d be proud. I mean, he taught me all about this stuff. Now I’m teaching you guys, if you’re into it.”
 
   John said he was. Preston gazed distantly out one of the shed’s windows, which was clean on the inside but streaked with grime on the outside. John knew Preston was just along for the ride today. Waldie might be eager to teach John all about beer-making, but he wouldn’t have shown Preston how to turn on the water tap if John wasn’t there. 
 
   “What’s this?” John said, eyeing a faded purple award ribbon affixed next to the clipboard. Waldie’s name was on the medallion part.
 
   “First place. When my dad thought I was ready, like, my freshman year, he let me brew my own batch for a county homebrew contest. Flying solo, he called it. He didn’t even go into the shed that day. Said it was my batch. I had to do everything. And from scratch, too. I picked out all my own grains, milled them myself, did all the calculations. Sterilized the bottles. Bottled the beer. The whole thing. Anyway, I guess it worked. I won.”
 
   “Pretty cool,” John said. 
 
   Preston grunted.
 
   “And he taught me one of the most important lessons about brewing beer,” Waldie said.
 
   Waldie reached over and yanked the handle on the old fridge. It opened with a faint suction sound. Inside, row after glorious row of cold bottled beers glistened, perspiring gently.
 
   “The lesson is: It Takes Beer To Make Beer,” he said. “Grab one, pop it open, and let’s brew.”
 
    
 
   Waldie, John, and Preston stood over the tall kettle, watching the brownish goop bubble and boil. Blue flames licked up and around from the burner.
 
   John and Preston drank from the label-less bottles in their hands.
 
   Waldie grinned. “We’re about to learn what may be the most important lesson.” 
 
   Waldie plunged a hand into the right front pocket of his dirty jeans. “It’s how to turn regular octane beer into high test.”
 
   Waldie yanked his hand out and opened it, revealing a fat Ziploc bag filled with something brownish green. 
 
   “Gents,” Waldie said. “I’m talking about brewing beer with weed.”
 
   “Never knew you could do that,” John said, inhaling the spicy aroma from the gurgling caldron. 
 
   John killed his bottle and stood up unsteadily. “S’cuse me. Piss break.” He grinned and made for the back door of the bungalow.
 
   John stood bolt upright. The phone in the house was ringing. Were his parents calling? Did they know he’d left his brother, Phil, home alone? 
 
   “Yikes!” John said. “Gotta make sure that isn’t my mom looking for me.” 
 
   “I’ll cover for you if it’s her,” Waldie said. He glanced at the bubbling kettle, then at Preston. “Can you watch this and make sure it doesn’t boil over? That’s key. Don’t leave it, okay?” Waldie and John were already jogging toward the house.
 
    
 
   A minute turned into five, then what seemed like ten. No Waldie, no John, and Preston had to pee. 
 
   The kettle looked fine. The level of bubbling gunk hadn’t changed any that Preston could tell. He looked at the door. Fuck it. He’d just run in and take a quick piss.
 
   Preston walked into the kitchen to find Waldie on the phone, pacing back and forth. John stood at the counter, cramming Cheetos into his mouth. He waved an orange palm at Preston and smiled behind puffed-out cheeks. “False alarm,” John stage-whispered, spewing orange dust.
 
   “Wait,” Waldie said. “What about the beer?”
 
   “I—” Preston said.
 
   Waldie reached the kettle first and shut off the gas burner. Too late. The sides of the brew pot were coated in brown gunk. The inside of the pot was scorched and tarry. The grass underneath was wet with boiled-over beer. 
 
   Waldie dove to the ground and began trying to scoop the brownish gunk into a cupped hand. He looked up at Preston. “You let it boil over,” he said, flapping his gangly arms.
 
   “I just left for a second.” 
 
   “You were supposed to watch it.”
 
   “I had to piss.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you say so?”
 
   Preston shook his head. “So let’s just brew another batch.” 
 
   Waldie held out his cupped hand, which held a tiny lump of brown sludge. “Even if we had time—and we probably don’t—you just wasted a whole bag of good weed. That was seventy-five bucks!”
 
   Preston whipped out his wallet. “Here,” he said, throwing a fistful of bills at Waldie. “That’s at least a hundred. Happy now?”
 
   Waldie glanced at the money but didn’t reach for it. “Daddy’s wallet to the rescue like always,” Waldie said, wiping his soiled hand on his jeans.
 
    
 
   John opened the front door of his house, stumbled in, and propped it open with a foot. 
 
   “Waldie didn’t mean it to come out like that,” John said as Preston followed him inside.
 
   “No, he just wanted to be a dick,” Preston said.
 
   “Okay,” John said as he threw his keys into a ceramic bowl atop a table in the foyer. “So were you.”
 
   “W-wouldn’t happen if h-he didn’t shtart it.” Preston was still slurring a bit from all the afternoon beer.
 
   “Look,” John said, leading a not particularly steady way into the kitchen. “You guys are always going at it. Wait, hold that thought.” John opened the fridge, rummaged around, and extracted a couple of canned Budweisers. He handed one to Preston, who, after a brief hesitation, took it. 
 
   They popped the tops, touched cans, and drank.
 
   Into the kitchen walked Phil. Though hot inside, Phil wore a too-tight gray hoodie, pants and scuffed, brown, fleece-lined moccasins. Standard Phil uniform. Two years older than John, Phil was mentally a perpetual four-year-old with emotional issues. Or as the doctors put it: severely mentally deficient with emotional issues.
 
   Phil looked as if he might cry. But then, his eyes were always watery. “I woke up and you weren’t here, and I got worried, John.”
 
   John hugged his brother as if embracing a linebacker-sized teddy bear. “It’s okay, buddy,” John cooed into his man-sized brother’s ear. “I was just outside the door the whole time.”
 
   John pulled back and looked into his brother’s brown eyes. Made the goofy tongue-out-eyes-crossed face Phil always liked. Phil giggled. John hoped he believed him. He hated lying to his brother, but he couldn’t stay shut in with him every minute, even if that’s what their parents expected. He’s your responsibility, they hectored almost daily.
 
   “Go back to bed now, and I’ll come tuck you in in a little while. Okay, buddy?” John said. He kissed his brother on an ample cheek, reached a hand to smooth down an untamable black cowlick.
 
    
 
   John snored on the couch. Preston headed back up the street to Waldie’s house to retrieve his car, though he wasn’t in prime driving shape.
 
   Screw it. He could make it five blocks home.
 
   Waldie didn’t own a car. Neither did John. So Preston was always taxiing both of them around. Taking them to parties. To school. Maybe they were both just using him for his car. And his money. John always seemed to stick up for him, but it was probably all just a big joke to John and Waldie. And Waldie was the worst. He never did shit for him. 
 
   Preston looked across Waldie’s patchy yard, at the decrepit shed beyond. His precious beer-brewing crap. 
 
   Preston put his keys back in his pocket, glanced up at Waldie’s darkened windows and at the dimly lit windows of the neighbor’s house, and walked quietly toward the shed. It only took a few seconds to find the key, hung on a little hook, just where Waldie had retrieved it earlier. 
 
   Preston unlocked the door, opened it very slowly, making sure it didn’t bang against the wall. He glanced over his shoulder, up at the house. No sign of life, and Waldie’s mom wouldn’t be back for at least several hours. 
 
   A giddy thrill of revenge raced through him. 
 
   In the dim moonlight, he could make out the shapes of the gear. Now, what could he break first? He squinted, trying to make out in the half-light what was what. 
 
   The clipboard with all those precious recipes. Preston gently plucked the hefty clipboard off the nail. He riffled through the pages, but couldn’t make out the writing. He could rip up the papers. But then his gaze fell on the chubby canister of propane. He’d torch the papers. Poof. Up in smoke. Gone. 
 
   But he couldn’t very well crank up the burner; pulling it out of the shed would make too much racket. Besides, even though he had watched Waldie ignite it a few hours before, he wasn’t real sure how it worked.
 
   Maybe he’d just light the papers on fire. They’d burn on their own. He set the clipboard down in the grass and stepped gingerly into the shed, feeling his way in, holding his arms out for balance as he tried not to bang into anything. 
 
   He reached out and felt around on the work bench. His fingers found something. Glass. Nope. Then his fingers touched something small. Plastic. He grasped it and held it up to his face. 
 
   The yellow Bic lighter Waldie had used earlier on the burner. 
 
   Perfect.
 
   Hunching with his back to open the door so he wouldn’t be visible from Waldie’s window, Preston flicked at the lighter. A small yellow tongue of flame licked up. 
 
   He backed out of the shed, picked up the clipboard, and re-entered the shed. Holding the clipboard by two fingers, he flicked the lighter one more time, and within seconds the fire began to consume the papers. The corners curled into black ashes. 
 
   The paper caught so suddenly that the flame flared and burned his index finger. Startled, Preston dropped the flaming clipboard. It clanked against the edge of the shed doorframe and cart-wheeled inside. 
 
   Preston shook his burned fingers and stuck them in his mouth. He cursed.
 
   The clipboard was an orange ball of flame on the shed floor. Preston looked around for a stick or something to poke the clipboard out of the shed. Nothing nearby. He stuck his head back inside. The fire now consumed a plastic bucket on the floor and something else that made his eyes grow very wide—the black rubber tube to the propane tank.
 
   The bucket melted into fiery goop that sent little rivers of flame across the wood floor. Frantic, Preston yanked open the refrigerator door. He could douse the flames with beer. But they had drank it all.
 
   Preston looked toward the back of the house. The reflection of flames danced in the sliding door glass. 
 
   A garden hose lay coiled by the spigot. He dashed toward the hose. An upstairs window slammed open. 
 
   “The fuck’s going on?” Waldie called out. “Who’s out there?”
 
   Preston flattened himself against the aluminum siding. He wanted to shout that he was sorry. Really, really sorry. An accident. 
 
   But he froze in place.
 
   Waldie’s face jutted out of the window. But he didn’t look down. He hadn’t seen Preston—his gaze riveted on the shed.
 
   The hose. Enough time to turn the water on, put out the fire, and escape before Waldie came downstairs? Of course not. Waldie was probably on his way downstairs right now. 
 
   He glanced left, then right. There, beside the house, stood a squat palm tree. Big enough to hide behind. If he ran now, he could just reach it before Waldie discovered him. 
 
   Flames consumed the shed. The kettles and workbench and all the equipment were silhouetted by the orange and yellow blaze. He heard the thump thump thump of someone coming down the inside stairs. He ran and dove behind the palm. Waldie slid open the glass door. He ran to the shed but recoiled a few yards away from the heat. 
 
   Preston watched him dance around, trying to figure out what had happened and how to extinguish the fire. It was like watching an instant replay of his own torment a minute before.
 
   Waldie turned and ran back into the house. Preston looked at the open sliding glass door. Seconds passed—maybe a whole minute—and Waldie hadn’t come back. 
 
   Flames grew higher, lighting up the backyard with dancing light and shadows. 
 
   He looked down and could see his hands and feet perfectly. He had to get out of there or he’d be caught. 
 
    
 
   A block away, John dropped the phone and struggled to jam a sneaker on his left foot. He got it on but couldn’t find the right one, so he yanked the left one off and ran downstairs and out the door, barefoot.
 
   He stopped halfway down his driveway and looked back at the house. Windows dark. Phil was probably already asleep. Besides, he didn’t have time to check right now. 
 
   John saw the glow before he even rounded the corner. Black smoke poured from the door of the shed, obscuring his vision. 
 
   “Waldie!” he screamed, whirling around. “Waldie!”
 
   Was he calling 911? 
 
   Damn, the fire put out heat. John had to squint even ten yards away. 
 
   He turned to run into the house. Something in the smoke and flames caught his eye. A shape. Something longish, on the floor. 
 
   “Waldie!” John screeched, adrenaline blasting through him like a runaway train. 
 
   John crawled on hands and knees. The heat! He felt a painful tickling on his face. His eyebrows were on fire. He slapped at his face and kept moving forward into the black smoke. 
 
    
 
   Behind the palm tree, Preston watched John scramble into the flaming shed. Seconds passed. Black smoke poured from door.
 
   Preston sprinted toward the shed. Smoke seared his lungs. He could only make out shapes in the waves of fire and heat. Muffled screams came from behind him. Waldie. No time to explain; he crouched and jumped into the hellish maw. 
 
   His hands found skin immediately. A bare foot. He grabbed and pulled hard. He could feel John’s body move. He kept pulling until John was almost to the house before he let go. 
 
   Waldie and Preston worked together, Waldie ripping open John’s shirt and putting his ear to his chest as Preston slapped John’s face and tried to revive him. 
 
   “He’s got a pulse.” Waldie reached for the garden hose, cranked the spigot, and doused John’s singed clothing and hair with lukewarm water as an orange fireball erupted from the door of the shed. The roof and walls blew out. Fiery shards of wood and glass rained across the lawn.
 
   “Propane tank!” Waldie hollered. “That was it. There’s only one.”
 
   John coughed, coughed again, and opened his eyes. The coughing grew more intense. John’s body curled into a ball. Preston cradled John’s head in his arms.
 
   “What happened?” Waldie asked Preston after John’s breathing grew less ragged. 
 
   “I—” John gasped, blinking hard at Waldie. “I thought you were in there...He pulled me out.”
 
   John had turned his head and was looking directly at Preston.
 
   “I was coming to get my car and...and I saw John go into the fire,” Preston said, panting.
 
   John sat upright. “Phil!”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter One
 
   ELEVEN YEARS LATER
 
    
 
    
 
   Ernesto Gonzalez awoke from a mini-blackout to find himself draped over the steel railing that ran the length of Beaver Brewery’s second-story catwalk. The sudden confrontation with consciousness startled him. He twitched violently, almost enough to vault himself up and over the railing and headlong to the concrete brewery floor below. 
 
   Instead, he slowly unfolded his large belly from the rail and eased his weight back on his feet, teetering a bit on the mesh-metal catwalk. When his vision cleared and the involuntary shakes slowed down to a mere tremble, Ernesto unpeeled his fingers from the rail and looked around for his plastic tumbler, the one with a cheery, waving Bugs Bunny on one side.
 
   The tumbler sat on the catwalk just a few feet away. Amazingly, it still contained a few fingers’ worth of Beaver Brewery, and Ernesto allowed himself a moment of pride at the thought that he must have carefully put the Bugs Bunny tumbler safely down on the catwalk before he passed out. 
 
   “Nah, too bad,” Ernesto mumbled, teetering as he hoisted the cup to his eyes. During Ernesto’s three years at the brewery, Bugs’ once-snowy fur coat had turned the color of an overripe banana. 
 
   Ernesto frowned and looked into the cup, straining his blood-shot eyes to appraise the brew’s color and clarity. A little cloudy, he thought, recalling the fine pale Cuban cervezas of his youth. The beer in his cup now was really more of a nut-brown hue. No matter. He would have to make do with it.
 
   Ernesto had brought the Bugs cup with him to the brewery on his very first day of work as a security guard. For the low-end, low-pay, lonely job, the man who owned Beaver Brewery had a hard time finding anyone to accept it. But Ernesto fell in love with the job during his post-interview Beaver Brewery tour, when he got his first glimpse of the huge copper-colored kettles that held hundreds of gallons of freshly brewed beer.
 
   Ernesto reached into the breast pocket of his dark blue AAAA-1 Security Co. shirt and fished out a packet of Marlboros. Lighting one, he took a monster drag, his big torso expanding like a bullfrog’s. He exhaled and staggered off on his midnight rounds.
 
   He halted outside the mill room, upper body swaying like a dashboard hula girl. Ernesto had been everywhere in the brewery, even places like the boss’s office, where he wasn’t supposed to go. Most of these he’d visited often, but the mill room was one spot he’d neglected for several weeks. 
 
   Outside the door, a red and white sign depicted a smoldering cigarette with a thick red line slashing through it, superimposed by a cartoon explosion. In fact, smoking was prohibited throughout the brewery, though Ernesto’s aimless rounds could be charted each morning by the trail of crushed Marlboro butts sprinkled in nearly every corner of the cavernous old place, which, like many of Tampa’s oldest commercial buildings, had started life as a cigar factory.
 
   But even Ernesto didn’t smoke in the mill room. His own father, also a security guard, had been killed in an explosion in a Havana tortilla factory many years before. One of the dozens of young girls who worked pounding the coarse corn-and-water mush into disks had lit up when her employers were not looking, igniting the flour dust suspended in the air. The tin walls of the rickety building blew out and the heavy wooden floors and structural timbers burned for days. Three police came to the door of their small house, bringing his mother the blackened tin badge that his father had worn to work so proudly every day.
 
   Ernesto knew almost nothing about who caused the explosion. But he did learn that fire and dust do not co-exist happily. So he carefully crushed out his cigarette on the metal floor before pushing against the groaning mill door and confronting The Beast.
 
   “La Bestia.” Ernesto rasped, eyeing the broad mouth of the machine perched a few feet above his line of vision. “Jew don’t look so mean to me.”
 
   The mouth of The Beast resembled the dented silver gravy boat his mother had used back in Havana to dispense her salsa, tangy as battery acid. Ernesto’s nighttime dreams often starred his mother dressed as a priest consecrating the house by sprinkling everything inside with her salsa. 
 
   Ernesto had seen The Beast many times, but he had never peeked inside. His bleary gaze panned the room, beer sloshing from his cup onto his shirt and pants. Spying a step stool propped against the wall, he set down his beer on the floor and dragged the little ladder closer to the machine.
 
   Ernesto climbed to the top rung and peered into the gaping mouth of The Beast. 
 
   “My, wha’ big teef you haff,” Ernesto said, bowing deep so that his torso dipped below the machine’s wide mouth. He marveled at the snaggled metal blades festooning a sideways cylinder. The smell of barley filled his head, reminding him that he should go refill his cup. 
 
   “Adios, Bestia,” he said, his attention turning to the next free round awaiting him on the floor below. But as he tipped his top half back up, he grew lightheaded. 
 
   “Eeech,” he squeaked, darkness pinching his vision shut. His great chest heaved forward. His hands groped frantically for something to grab, something to stop his fall. Fingers fumbling, he felt something and grasped, thumb squarely depressing a big button. A sign next to it read “On.”
 
    
 
   Preston Maynard whipped his pre-owned Saab 9-5 sedan into the darkened Beaver Brewery parking lot and pulled into the “Brewmaster” space near the door. The lot was empty except for the Saab, and Preston wished Harry was on hand to witness his early arrival.
 
   Locking the car, Preston breathed in the cool Florida fall air and headed for the door. If he got started right away, he could almost have a fresh batch of Beaver Brewery Sunsplashed Stout cranked out before dawn. 
 
   Preston flicked on the lights and got immediately to work prepping the lines and making sure the booster rocket-sized brewing tanks were sterile, just as he had learned in brewing school. When all the preliminaries were in order, Preston pressed the fat blue button on the wall that remotely cranked up the barley mill above. All he got was circuit breaker hum. 
 
   NNNNNNZZZZZHH.
 
   It wasn’t the first time The Beast had failed to answer the helm. Sometimes the motor wouldn’t spin when the “on” button was pushed, and someone would have to go up to the milling room, make sure the power was off, and then reach down into the mouth of the machine and yank on the blades. Rotating the innards a bit usually did the trick.
 
   Only Beaver Brewery could have such a fucked-up contraption. 
 
   When Harry Grimaldi first purchased the old cigar factory and set up Beaver Brewery, he bought an old roller mill that he found in a classified advertisement in a brewer’s newsletter. The old mill was really well beyond its normal lifespan when Harry bought it, but a succession of ingenious brewmasters had kept the old machine going, and it gave Beaver Brewery four pretty good years before it finally collapsed so profoundly that all the baling wire and duct tape in the world would not have helped one bit.
 
   It was a bad moment for Harry, who was deeply in debt and was in no position to invest in a new roller mill. But say what you want about Harry, he was not a man wanting for ideas, and he conjured up a beauty as he gazed on the wreckage of his old machine.
 
   Harry scoured the classifieds again, this time in the Tampa Tribune, and an ad for an old wood chipper caught his eye. Harry bought the wood chipper, hauled it over to a local lawnmower repair shop, and had the blades changed and a big funnel-like device welded on. Beaver Brewery had a new barley mill. 
 
   Of course, The Beast—a snarling, rattling Frankensteinian bastard piece of equipment—did a perfectly lousy job with the barley. Forget a uniform size of correctly crushed barley, which offered more surface area for sugar-hungry enzymes needed for fermentation. The grain that came out of The Beast was more like chaff from exploded firecrackers. That’s if the whirling blades didn’t strike out completely. Plenty of barley flew through the thing completely unscathed. A “temporary stop-gap measure,” Harry called The Beast, but that was six months ago, and Harry never talked any more about replacing it.
 
   Preston usually had Waldie run up the metal stairs to give the blades a yank. But on this morning, more than an hour before dawn, Preston was going to have to do it himself. Grumbling under his breath about Harry’s stupid excuse for a milling machine, he headed for the metal stairs.
 
   Once in the milling room, Preston went to the electrical circuit breaker to put it in the “off” position. Then he climbed the conveniently placed stepladder, looked down into the mouth of The Beast and into the lifeless eyes of a severed head perched jauntily on a mound of barley.
 
   “Oh!” Preston looked away as if he’d accidentally opened the door of an occupied bathroom stall. 
 
   The next thing he knew, he was on his back on the concrete barley room floor. He propped himself up on his elbows, staring wide-eyed at the mouth of The Beast. Seeing the head perched on the pile of raw barley had had the same effect as a heavyweight’s uppercut—violently lifting Preston’s entire body up and back, off the step stool, and halfway across the room.
 
   For a very long time, nothing much went through Preston’s mind. It was as if someone had applied electrical paddles to his frontal lobes and moved the dial to “full power.” When his brain first tried to process what his eyes had seen, the image was little more than a gigantic Technicolor Mardi Gras mask, eyes aimed upward, jaw agape, and stained teeth twinkling under the florescent lights.
 
   That image slowly gave way to a flood of words that gathered force and gushed through Preston’s brain at lightning speed.
 
   “There’s a head in The Beast,” the words said. “There’s a head in The Beast! 
 
   There’saheadinTheBeastthere’saheadinTheBeastthere’saheadinTheBeastthere’saheadinTheBeast!”
 
   The words got louder and came faster until Preston rolled over on his right side and then sat up. Slowly, he stood, never taking his eyes off the mouth of The Beast. He started a slow shuffle that turned in a tight circle, moving his head so that his gaze remained on the milling machine.
 
   Walking helped. The flow of words in his head slowed just a bit. 
 
   Whose head was it? And where was the rest of the body? Had he seen a leg or an arm or a finger? Didn’t think so. Of course, the sight of the head had been so shocking that the rest of the body could have been standing at full military attention and he might very well have missed it.
 
   Preston kept moving, walking tight circles in the cramped room. Maybe the body was somewhere else in the brewery? Or crammed in behind The Beast? Preston stopped his circling. Without moving from where he stood, he tried to look around first one side of The Beast and then the other. He couldn’t see anything.
 
   Preston moved in little baby steps to the right of The Beast, edging around the machine’s equipment until he could peer into the dark space between it and the wall. Nothing.
 
   Preston backed out, moved around to the front of the machine, and absently righted the step stool that had gone flying when he launched himself backward onto the floor. 
 
   What if the head wasn’t real? What if it was a theater prop, or a carved coconut, or a Halloween mask tied to the front of a big spaghetti squash? What if this was just some sort of a prank, like maybe the brew crew’s warped welcome for Beaver Brewery’s new brewmaster?
 
   That made some sense. The guys who’d been making the beer got wind of the new brewmaster, who came down here with his shiny new degree from brewing school. Probably had all kinds of ways of changing things and wouldn’t have any respect and he’d make everybody’s life miserable, so maybe they needed to beat him to the punch. Shake him up. Humiliate him, deflate his big airbag. So, put a head in The Beast.
 
   Preston stared back up at the mouth of The Beast. It wasn’t a head. It was a big lump of paper mache, or maybe the top of an extraordinarily ugly store mannequin. Very funny, guys. Bet they had it all on tape.
 
   Preston spent about ten minutes looking around for the video camera. It might be hidden somewhere in the machinery of The Beast, or maybe behind the ventilation grate in the ceiling. In either case, the camera would be beyond his reach. How would his backward swan dive off the step stool look on tape? That image would be shown in the employee break room for years to come. 
 
   All right, if he couldn’t get to the video camera and destroy the tape, he needed to put something else on the tape that would turn things around and put the joke on them.
 
   The carved coconut needed to come out of The Beast. It needed to become the centerpiece on the break room table. Or maybe get perched at the top of the outside stair railing beside the employee entrance. Maybe an empty Beaver Brewery bottle stuck in the mouth would be a nice touch.
 
   Warming up to the idea, he grabbed the step stool, put it up against the front of The Beast, and almost scampered up to the top step. He started to peer down into the mouth of the machine but was stopped by an involuntary shiver. The image of the head had been so real. Somebody had certainly gone to a great deal of trouble.
 
   Preston peered down into the mouth of The Beast and waited a moment for his eyes to adjust. Slowly, the head came into view. Preston shuddered all over again. Damn, that thing was really something. Actual little red blood vessels in the eyes, at least two days of beard growth, and damned if that didn’t look like little flakes of dandruff in the greasy hair. The head actually looked sort of Hispanic. Great attention to detail.
 
   Preston gathered his courage, bent over, and reached down. The head was maybe four inches from the tips of his fingers. He thrust his shoulder forward to gain some distance. He groped around a bit and came up with a couple of handfuls of barley before his fingers touched the greasy hair on the top of the head.
 
   Wow. Even felt real.
 
   Preston moved his fingers through the hair until he could grab a full handful. He lifted the head up to what would be eye level, and then turned back to the right to get a good look.
 
   Preston expected to see plastic skin and fake beard stubble. Instead, the head’s jaw dropped open. A long, damp tongue fell out and briefly licked the end of his nose.
 
   The heavyweight uppercut happened all over again. Preston found himself in midair, falling backward as he cradled the head in his left hand. His body reacted automatically, searching frantically through its database of experience. 
 
   For some reason, the search stopped on “tennis,” a sport he learned painfully and thoroughly in an attempt to please his father. Preston flipped the head over to his right hand and flung the head sideways, as if stroking a forehand. The head sailed cleanly through the air and looped into the mouth of The Beast just as Preston banged his own head hard on the concrete floor.
 
   He saw stars and bright lights. Then he clearly saw the tennis courts at Jesuit High School. He heard the cheers of the crowd, watched as his teammates surrounded him, and then heard the last of the announcer’s excited play-by-play.
 
   “Game. Set. Match!” Preston smiled as the image faded to black.
 
   After a few minutes, clarity began to return. Preston didn’t move from his position on the floor, but he did fish the iPhone out of his pocket.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   John lay on his back in bed, gaze fixed at some point beyond the whispering blades of the ceiling fan, ears absently tuned to the rhythmic breathing of the woman lying next to him. He couldn’t sleep; his mind was endlessly considering the same things he always did when he couldn’t sleep. And sometimes while he was.
 
   His girlfriend, Rachel, beside him.
 
   How to convince The Wall Street Journal to run a nice story about Beaver Brewing.
 
   And Chloe.
 
   Together, these formed his Holy Trinity of Angst. Tetrad of Angst, if he counted Phil.
 
   At this moment, his mind happened to be worrying over the second. John knew that the Journal coverage was going to be part of the job right from the very beginning, when Beaver Brewery President Harry Grimaldi had hired him half a dozen months before as marketing and public relations director.
 
   “We’re small, but we think big,” Harry had told John during the interview. “What I need is someone who can land us a front-page story in The Wall Street Journal. Think you’re up to that?” 
 
   John wanted to respond with the truth – that Harry would have to screw a goat on the brewery roof to get that kind of national coverage. Instead he said, “I’m your man.” The words just popped out of his mouth.
 
   John, who had begun counting the revolutions of the ceiling fan, allowed himself a small grin. 
 
   Screw a goat. On the roof.
 
   The day before, Harry had summed up John’s employment future pretty clearly. “John, this is fourth down now. Fourth and very, very long. Time to wind ‘er up and let loose with your big gun. I’m callin’ on you to make the game-saving play. This is no time for field goals. We’re talkin’ touchdown only. You up to it? You gonna come through with the big publicity play? I want to hear my phone ring, Johnny. I want to hear the sweet voice of that reporter say, ‘Hello, Mr. Grimaldi. I’m with The Wall Street Journal.’ Can you rise to the occasion, Johnny? Can you make the big play? Can you handle the cheers of the crowd, buddy?”
 
   John had started to protest. “But Harry,” he wanted to say, “that kind of plum publicity just isn’t possible for a backwater beer maker like Beaver, and you can’t hold me to such an impossible goal.”
 
   The only word John was actually able to squeak out was “But…” and when Harry heard it, he dropped the rah-rah football analogy, squinted his pig eyes almost shut, and stuck the end of his stubby index finger into John’s sternum.
 
   “No Wall Street Journal story means no more job for you,” Harry hissed. “You got it?”
 
   Plain as rain.
 
   John interrupted his fan-blade counting and looked over at the woman beside him. Rachel’s curves and hollows showed clearly, even under the blanket. He thought about waking her to tell her about Harry’s ultimatum. He wanted to hear her say that it didn’t matter; he wanted her to wrap her arms around him and then fuck him silly just to make sure he got the point.
 
   Of course, maybe things wouldn’t exactly go that way. Maybe Rachel would be sort of quietly disappointed. Maybe she’d start to realize she was way better looking than he was. Maybe she’d stop giving him those incredible blow jobs.
 
   John had inched onto his side, edging ever closer to Rachel’s sleeping form. But now he rolled onto his back, interlocked his fingers behind his head, and tried to pick up the count of the fan blades that continued to lazily rotate above the bed.
 
   Inevitably, his thoughts turned to Chloe Paxton. Or as Waldie dubbed her, John’s “unconsummated soul mate.”
 
   Which meant nothing had ever really happened between them. Sure, it seemed like it would have. Was just about to. But Rachel had shown up, literally stealing him from her side at that party four and a half months ago—yes, he was counting. Plus, it was probably best nothing did happen between them. Chloe worked at the brewery, too. That was bound to make things messy. Still, he thought of her often. As in every day. Even, guiltily, when he and Rachel made love. Okay, nearly every time. What was wrong with him? Rachel was perfect. Chloe, with her one glaring imperfection, was not.
 
   John tried to return to counting fan blades. The phone rang. He grabbed it before the second ring.
 
   “John?” 
 
   “This is he.” John always tried to demonstrate good phone manners, even at 4:37 a.m.
 
   “It’s me, Preston. I need your help. I know this is a bad time, but I really need your help. It’s serious.”
 
   John exhaled. “What do you mean, serious?”
 
   “You’ve gotta get down here to the brewery. You’re not gonna believe it.”
 
   “What happened? A tank line bust?” John pictured a yellow, foamy flood all over the brewery’s concrete floor. “It’s happened before, man. Just wash it down the drain.”
 
   “No, lines are fine,” Preston said. “But you need to get here. Now. It’s serious.”
 
   “If it’s serious, call Harry.”
 
   “No, no, it can’t be Harry! It’s gotta be you, and it’s gotta be now, right now. Get down here, please.”
 
   “Okay, okay. I’m on the way.”
 
    
 
   Preston pocketed his cell and continued walking tight laps around the millroom floor. Ohhh, this was not good. Not at all.
 
   Preston had spent many hours in the past year carefully mapping out his career timetable. Beaver Brewery was going to be a very brief first stop on his march to success. Fall was already in the air, and Preston figured he’d spend Christmas and the rest of the winter in Florida’s warm air. A little more time, a couple of years, tops, in Harry Grimaldi’s crappy little brewery. He’d tweak the beer, maybe earn a brewing award or two, and then move on to the next career stop. With luck, he’d end up in Boston or San Francisco. With a little more luck, he’d then get his hands on his father’s money. Five million dollars.
 
   He spat involuntarily on the concrete floor.
 
   His father. Good old Dad. How many times had he heard his dad tell how he’d come from nothing, born dirt-poor in Pennsylvania coal country. Moved to Florida when Preston was three so he could take over a then-struggling chain of sporting goods stores that, by the time Preston graduated high school, was the biggest in the Southeast. So proud of himself. Never proud of his son. For Preston, nothing less than perfection would do. In sports. School. Probably even graded Preston’s potty training when he was a baby.
 
   For his mom, Preston felt something like pity. Perpetually cowed by her domineering husband, she seemed as if she were a ghost. Always smiling, though her thin lips never parted to show teeth, as if she were afraid to appear too happy. Not that she could have been. After his dad died—heart attack, of course—a few years ago, she’d moved with her sister to a condo in Ocala. Preston and his mother spoke by phone only on major holidays. She was always the one who called.
 
   Preston made a fist, unclenched it, and ran his fingers through his kinky blond hair. How he hated that hair, curls tight as little springs. Just like his mother’s.
 
   Of course, his father, ever the planner, had certainly arranged things before he died. “If you like beer so much,” he’d told him that day. “Then that’s where you’ll have to make your mark.” By mark, he’d meant earn a salary of at least $100,000. An incentive trust, the lawyers called it. Earning that much a year would then unlock access to the five million. Fail to make that much jack, and he’d inherit not one dime. Conditional love. Even in death, his dad controlled him. Lawyers just made his control immortal.
 
   Preston shook his head, took a few deep breaths. 
 
   If he could just get through this, he’d find a way to do it. Make enough. Get the real money. Escape. He’d be running his own brewery in a real town somewhere, and Beaver Brewery would be nothing more than a brief, distant, and rather unpleasant memory.
 
   But none of that was going to happen if Preston Maynard became known as the brewmaster with the human head in his barley mill.
 
   He stopped pacing. Wishing it gone wouldn’t make it go away, but the right action just might. 
 
   Action. The kind of action his father liked to talk about. “Actions speak louder than words,” his father had always said. Preston always thought it was just another of his father’s clichés, but now the cliché sounded downright wise.
 
   Preston strode over to the mill, propped up the little step stool one more time, and climbed to the top rung. Then he reached inside the gaping and bloodied mouth of the mill and, once again, grabbed the head by the hair. He climbed down off the step stool and placed the head in the center of the floor. Then he went off in search of cleaning supplies.
 
    
 
   On the side of Tampa Bay nearest the Gulf of Mexico, Harry Grimaldi was speeding. Fast was the way he did most things. Always a heedless blur forward, occasionally veering off violently toward some new shining pile of gold beyond the horizon. Even the tiny black radar detector on the dash of the leased Porsche Boxster couldn’t keep his puny glove compartment from overflowing with pink speeding tickets.
 
   Harry’s consistently bad business judgment (he called it shit luck) had left his past littered with small failures like so much fiscal road kill. Bum tips on Peruvian gold mines, lame-brained schemes to pierce the secrets of Wall Street’s buy-and-sell patterns—you name it and Harry had tried it and failed.
 
   This morning, Harry mashed the gas pedal harder than usual. He was happy, even giddy. Never before was he so close to actual affluence. Not the kind you get from juggling three-dozen credit cards. Nope. This was real moolah.
 
   Harry eyed the dashboard clock. Too early to call Tokyo? Too late? He could never keep that time zone shit straight. From his mouth dangled his ubiquitous e-cig. How was this supposed to make him quit? Same drug, just a more socially acceptable delivery method. But hey, wasn’t like he had to shell out $120 for a couple cartons every week. Fucking tobacco companies. Now that was a racket.
 
   Weaving among early-morning commuters on the way from Clearwater Beach to downtown Tampa, Harry piloted the sleek lozenge over the runway-straight Courtney Campbell Causeway and across Tampa Bay. Index finger of one hand hooked in the leather-clad steering wheel, his other hand stabbed at a cell phone. 
 
   Wind whipped the thin scrim of hair that hung around his balding head and whistled in the cell phone at his ear. After a series of clicks, he got a ring. Then another click. 
 
   A voice answered.
 
   Harry had to almost yell, what with the ninety-two mph breeze.
 
   “Mr. Matsuda? How are you?” The e-cig fell into his lap. The car lurched as he swatted at his crotch with his cell phone. “Fuck me!” 
 
   The tiny, white plastic tube landed on the floor mat. Electronic cigarette. No real fire. Stupid. 
 
   Phone back to his head, he said, “No, sorry. Not fuck me. Or you. I was just…It’s Harry. Harry Grimaldi…Look, Mr. Matsuda. I wanted to see if you’d had a chance to talk with your business partners. Whether you all had given any thought to my proposal? Yes. Beaver Brewery is a great opportunity for you.”
 
    
 
   John’s battered Jetta nosed into the inky parking lot and eased up to the loading-bay doors behind the brewery, the headlights sliding over the building’s pocked red-brick exterior. 
 
   Something flashed. The silver reflectors on the pair of snazzy new running shoes that were attached to the pressed khaki-clad legs of Preston, who stood just inside the back door.
 
   John cut the lights, got out, and squinted. He started to say hello, but noticed that Preston held a finger to his lips and crouched slightly, as if trying to appear smaller. 
 
   “What’d you do, hurt your back?” John asked as his tennis shoes felt for the loading-dock steps.
 
   Preston shook his head violently, eyes wide. He stood up a little, then dipped back into his monkey-like crouch to demonstrate that his back was fine. He tapped his lips with a finger.
 
   “What’s up?” John stage-whispered, feeling silly.
 
   Preston waited until John reached the top of the short flight of stairs and was standing on the loading bay before speaking. “I called you because I knew I could trust you. I’ll explain when we get upstairs, okay?” 
 
   The two went inside, and Preston led the way up the metal stairs and down the hall. When they got to the milling room, Preston stepped aside. “Go on in. I’ll get the lights. You may as well just see it for yourself.”
 
   John stepped inside. The florescent overheads lit up. John squinted. It took maybe five seconds for him to focus on the object sitting in the middle of the floor, and maybe another five seconds for him to get an idea of what it was. “The fuck is that?” 
 
   Preston stepped inside the room. “Told you you needed to get down here.”
 
   “Jesus. It’s a head!”
 
   Preston nodded. “Pretty sure it’s Ernesto’s. Looks a lot like him, don’t you think? Only shorter.”
 
   John felt his chest rising and falling. “Where’s the rest of him?”
 
   Preston grabbed the step stool and dragged it over to where John was rocking back and forth on his heels. “You better sit down for a minute,” he said. 
 
   “Where is the rest of him?”
 
   “Oh, yeah. I guess it must be in The Beast. That’s where the head was. Take a few breaths and see if you can calm yourself a little.”
 
   John put his head between his knees and took four very deep breaths. Then he sat back upright. Preston sat down on the concrete floor beside the step stool, and the two of them spent a minute or two staring at Ernesto’s head, which sat (can a head sit?) on the concrete floor, canted slightly, left ear folded back a bit. It looked as if Ernesto was at the beach, playing a game of bury-me-in-the-sand.
 
   John’s mind raced. Ernesto resembled a dog cocking his head slightly, straining to understand human talk. Did Ernesto own a dog? And if he did, who would care for him?
 
   “You found the head in The Beast?” John finally asked.
 
   “I looked inside, and there it was.”
 
   “So…how did the head get out here on the floor?”
 
   “I…I took it out,” Preston said, wiping his hands on his pants.
 
   “You moved his head?” 
 
   Preston nodded.
 
   John’s heart hammered in his chest. Please, God, not a coronary, not at twenty-six. “You put your hand in there and grabbed Ernesto, grabbed his head, and moved it? You moved the—his head?” He stood and hopped up and down now, little springy motions on the balls of his feet. “Why?”
 
   Preston shrugged. “I don’t know. I freaked, I guess. It needed to not be in there.”
 
   “I would have to do some major freaking before I’d reach in there and grab Ernesto’s head, pull it out, and put it on the floor.” 
 
   Preston squatted on the floor next to the step stool. Staring at the head, he bounced his chin on his balled-up fists. “Yeah, well, to tell you the truth, I hauled the thing out of there twice. The first time I thought it was a coconut.”
 
   “The police are gonna want to know how the head got out of the milling machine and onto the floor,” John said. 
 
   Preston got up and brushed off his starched khakis. He looked like some poster boy for a race of Aryan super brewers. “There won’t be any police.” 
 
   John snapped his head up to Preston, who still stared at the head on the floor.
 
   “What do you mean?” John said. “Of course there will be police. Ernesto got his head chopped off in the milling machine.” 
 
   Preston finally took his gaze off the head and turned to face John. “I’m not calling the police, and neither are you. That stupid drunk isn’t going to ruin me. There’s no way I’m going to watch my life go down the tubes just because some idiot lost his head in my milling machine.”
 
   John felt dizzy. “Somebody loses his life, and you think it’s all about you? Are you crazy! Ernesto’s dead. It was just an accident—everybody knows he drank too much. Jesus, an autopsy would show his blood alcohol was through the roof, I’m sure.”
 
   “Well, you better hope they can do a complete autopsy on Ernesto’s head,” Preston said, “because the rest of him is in pieces the size of, well, barley.”
 
   John steadied himself. When he finally spoke, his words came out in a whisper. “Look, Preston. This isn’t about you; it’s about his life and his death. Let’s just put things back the way they were. C’mon, I’ll help you put the, ‘his,’ head back into the milling machine. Then we’ll call the police.”
 
   Preston’s voice was quiet, too. “It’s not just the head on the floor. I cleaned up a little, too.”
 
   “What do you mean, cleaned up?”
 
   “I mean, I just mopped up some, after I took the head out. It was a mess.” 
 
   John’s stomach tightened as if he’d been punched. “Cleaned up what?”
 
   For the first time, John focused on The Beast. Sure enough, white and red flecks stippled the mill here and there like soggy confetti. Ernesto. Pieces of him. All over.
 
   John’s stomach churned. 
 
   Beach-ball sized whorls of streaked red decorated the mill’s green flanks. Were those smears? What would cause that? 
 
   Then John saw a small pile of rags, wet and deep red, almost black, lying next to the mill. He looked at Preston’s hands, fingernails rimmed with red. 
 
   John pulled the step stool over to The Beast, climbed up, and looked deep down into the maw. Preston was right. The gnarled teeth of The Beast gleamed. Spotless. 
 
   “No, don’t do that!” John screeched, nearly falling off the ladder. “You can’t do that…clean it…or touch it.”
 
   Preston flinched, ran his fingers through his kinky hair. “Stop yelling.”
 
   “Preston. Please. This is insane.”
 
   “Okay. Yes,” Preston said slowly. Nodding. Looked sad. “But listen. I saved your life once.”
 
   John winced. He’d been waiting for this. 
 
   Preston held up palms. “Please do this for me.”
 
   John sighed. He felt deflated. Sick. “Do you know what you’ve done? Do you?” A drum beat in John’s head. He was shaking. His feet reached the floor and he stood, staring at Preston, unsure what to do next.
 
   “We can fix this,” Preston said. “I’ve got an idea.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Waldie Anderson, Beaver Brewery’s assistant brewmaster, was fast asleep beside his wife, Betsy, in their sagging, wood-framed bungalow on the outskirts of Tampa’s historic district, Ybor City.
 
   Beer, long hours at work, and Daisy, his baby daughter who was asleep in an adjacent room, made a potent halcyon. 
 
   Nothing could rouse Waldie. Except, perhaps, for the howler monkey-like cries coming from the walkie-talkie-shaped baby monitor on the cluttered dresser.
 
   “Nnggghh,” Waldie muttered, eye lids wrenched open by the stereophonic effect of reproduced and real baby wailing. 
 
   His feet were already on the floor when Betsy cocked an eye to the monitor’s maxed-out line of red indicator lights and muttered, “S’your turn.”
 
   Waldie sighed, padded into the baby’s room, and dodging a sea-creature mobile hanging above the crib, reached down and picked up his fussy daughter. As murmurings and rockings began to take gratifying effect, he realized for the fifteenth straight month since Daisy was born that sleep just wasn’t part of the bringing-new-life-into-the-world deal.
 
   Being dumped from the head brewmaster gig at Beaver Brewery had also seemed to suck the air out of his tiny home. 
 
   Not long after Waldie went to work for Beaver, he heard Harry was looking for a public relations director, and he had thought immediately of his friend John. Waldie was thrilled when John got the job. It was just like old times at Brew-Ha-Ha, the home-brew supply shop where Waldie used to work, and even like the great times they had back in high school.
 
   But when Harry announced plans to hire an assistant brewmaster, Waldie was less than thrilled when John suggested Preston for the job. 
 
   “I just never trusted the guy,” he had told John. “I know you always liked him, but to me he was always sorta creepy.”
 
   “Well, he was your friend, too, buddy,” John had said, and there was some truth to that. All three of the guys had hung out in high school, done things together, even gotten into the beer-thing together.
 
   “Yeah, well, he’s your friend first,” Waldie had said.
 
   But John kept pushing Preston for the second-fiddle job, and Waldie had finally given in.
 
   So what happened? When Harry saw that Preston had a degree from an official brewing school in Miami, La Playa College of Brewing Studies, albeit second-rate at best and so brand spanking new that the ink on the diploma was still tacky, he hired Preston and demoted Waldie, who had no fancy credentials but could brew circles around Preston and most people any day.
 
   John said he felt pretty shitty about how things turned out. Waldie wanted to say, “Not as shitty as I feel,” but kept his feelings to himself and concentrated even harder on making the beer.
 
   As he jiggled Daisy in his lap, Waldie’s gaze fell on his Fender Stratocaster, which was tucked behind a warren of infant debris – plastic xylophone, multi-colored plastic blocks, and a lawnmower thingy with a clear half-globe of balls that skittered about like popping corn when the donut wheels turned. He hadn’t felt like jamming with his brewgeek buddies in their band, Foam On The Range, for weeks. 
 
   Might as well make coffee, head for work.
 
   “Shit,” he muttered, hunkered over the antediluvian Mr. Coffee machine. No more filters. Then he spotted the jumbo-size box of Pampers nearby. 
 
   Hm, with a little modification it just might work.
 
    
 
   “This is like cannibalism,” John said. Visions of gnawing on Ernesto’s cheeks and flat, brown nose popped into John’s mind. Ernesto’s head on a silver platter, small apple between his teeth. 
 
   John’s knees felt heavy.
 
   “No. It’s nothing like that at all.” Preston spoke quickly. “More like an improper burial or something. All we have to do is leave Ernesto in the barley and run it through the brew process, just like normal. Then we tell Harry the batch is bad, the beer is undrinkable, whatever. And we dump it. The whole batch.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “What do you mean, how? Like any other batch that goes bad, we just pour the shit down the drain.”
 
   “Oh, no,” John said, shaking his head. “It’s not that easy. You don’t know Harry. We never dump beer, no matter how bad the batch. Waldie had a batch go skunky on him before you came to work here. Instead of ditching it, Harry donated it to a shuffleboard tournament in St. Petersburg.”
 
   Preston shrugged. “Look, I know Harry’s cheap, that he doesn’t care about the beer. I’ve heard all the stories. But I am the brewmaster, okay?” 
 
   John rolled his eyes. “Yeah. With a few months of experience, you are definitely The Man.”
 
   “Okay. I know. And I also know I got this gig because of you. But I’m sure I can come up with a good excuse for pouring it out that Harry’ll buy. Shit, I’ll tell him that it’s a health hazard. That it could be dangerous to people.”
 
   “But it is a health hazard.”
 
   “Not really. Come on, John, you know that after the lauter tun gets done cooking him and the barley, it’ll be clean. It’ll be super clean.”
 
   “What about his bowels, his…his shit?” John asked. God, how many times had anyone uttered such a sentence? 
 
   “You know how hot it gets. It’s boiling. No germs can live through that. The process sterilizes everything.”
 
   John blew air out through his mouth. His throat tightened. “But then there’s the other stuff, the bones and gristle and whatever. That stuff won’t just dissolve.”
 
   “No, I know,” Preston said, chewing on the corner of his lip. “But all we really have to do about that is clean out the lauter tun filters, which will probably get clogged some. That will make sure there’s no, uh, meat in there.”
 
   John’s throat pinched tighter. He closed his eyes. “This is a human being we’re talking about here, Preston.”
 
   “Of course it’s a person. A fucking idiot drunk of a person. But a person all the same.”
 
   “Then try to be, I don’t know, a little less…cold or something, man.”
 
   “Right. Fine. He’s a person. Okay? Yes. I know. But he’s just protein when you break it down. You. Me. Dogs. Cats. Ants. Frogs. Ernesto. Sure, this is Ernesto. But that doesn’t change the fact that it’s only animal tissue. It’s disgusting, I know. But it won’t hurt anyone. I promise. Ernesto, or what’s left of him, will be cleaner than he’s ever been in his whole life. Besides, no one will ever drink a drop of it. We’re pouring it all out. I promise.” 
 
   John moved away to sit on the step stool. “Look, just leave me alone for a few minutes, okay? I need to think.”
 
   “Great, absolutely, take all the time you want, as long as it isn’t more than a few minutes, because we’ve got a lot to do before the crew shows up.” Preston stepped toward the door. “I’m gonna go take a leak. Try to get your thinking done by the time I get back.”
 
   John squeezed his eyes shut and almost immediately imagined himself conducting one of the infrequent tours of Beaver Brewery.
 
   “After the barley and Ernesto are ground up, the bloody gunk is moved from the mill down through this screw augur you see here and into one of these twin copper-mash kettles below—here’s the part where John would thump one of the fat, gleaming tanks; visitors seemed to like the bell effect. 
 
   “Mixed with water, Ernesto and the malt will cook at precisely 130 degrees for a couple of hours. Liquid will be drawn off and the hot, bready—and let’s not forget bloody—mush left over is called wort. Worts and all, you might say. Anyway, this wort will then be filtered and pumped into steam-heated copper brew kettles. Hops will be added and the mixture will be boiled for another few hours. From there, hops will be strained out, the Ernesto wort will be cooled, and yeast will be pitched into the vat to begin fermentation. That’s when the yeasties have a feastie—chowing down on sugars, pooping alcohol, and peeing carbon dioxide. A few hours later, it’s ready to be bottled. Ready to drink.
 
   “Each batch produces about 700 cases of beer—16,800 bottles of Ernesto lager.
 
   “Take one down, pass it around, 16,799 bottles of Ernesto on the wall… 
 
   “…Pour it all down the drain.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Preston returned from the men’s room and got immediately to work, reaching down and, for the third time that morning, picking up Ernesto’s head by the hair. “Almost done. Just need to move this to clean under it.”
 
   Preston handed the head to John, who took it without really thinking, the way you accept a fruitcake from an elderly relative. Reflexive politeness bred from growing up with a school-teacher mom and postman dad.
 
   John held it with both hands by the ears. This made Ernesto appear to grin. 
 
   Vaguely remembered trivia from high school biology zipped through John’s brain, something about how the human brain is bigger in proportion to body size than any other mammal’s. He wasn’t so sure about that. Maybe he was confusing this with what his biology teacher had said about the human body being mostly comprised of water. How didn’t we just sag and leak like week-old water balloons or overripe tomatoes?
 
   Trying to avoid Ernesto’s fish-eyed gaze, John thought how Ernesto’s ears and thick mane of black hair made convenient handles. Especially when you’re trying to hold a severed human head away from you. John must look like he was waltzing with John the Baptist, post decapitation. He nearly laughed. Being held by the head made Ernesto’s eyes appear wider than before, as if he were plenty surprised to find himself dead and in pieces.
 
   Slammed with a one-two-three of massive guilt, self-pity, and fear, John giggled queasily. 
 
   Then he fainted.
 
    
 
   Preston’s mouth moved. But John didn’t catch any words. Was he deaf? 
 
   Then he began to hear words, muffled as if filtered through cotton. A fuzzy glow returned. John came to in installments, as if watching a slide show. 
 
   Blink, click. Sideways floor. 
 
   Blink, click. Sideways drain. 
 
   Blink, click. My God. Where was the head?
 
   Preston whispered, “John. You’re okay. You blacked out. Look at me.” 
 
   John felt the concrete floor, cold as an ice rink, beneath his shoulder and legs, through his shirt and jeans. He remembered Preston saying something about “put your hands behind your head and press down,” as if he were reading out of a manual. He didn’t know if he’d done that or not. Should he apologize? But for what?
 
   Preston crouched on his khaki-clad haunches, his face so close that John could smell the metallic whiff of Listerine and coffee. And beer. Always beer. Around here, beer breath went with the job. 
 
   Preston motioned with the nozzle of the hose. John cupped his hands and let his improvised basin overflow before splashing the cool water over his face several times. 
 
   “Might also help with the shirt,” Preston said. “But I think you’re going to have to chuck it.”
 
   John looked at his shirt, a dark stain spread like an upside-down Africa. He dabbed tentatively at it. Blood? What was it Mom always said, white wine lifts stains? Or club soda? Milk?
 
   His dabbing seemed to make the stain look bigger. He looked at Preston, who tried a smile, and said, “Fine.” 
 
   John was almost back, but consciousness still felt like a bad dream. He needed to walk. He stood up. Five steps, then turn. Still a little woozy. Breathe. Five steps, turn. The room felt smaller. 
 
   A few feet away, The Beast squatted obscenely. John didn’t want to look inside it again. He imagined that Preston had done a good job, brushed and flossed it of all the sticky red and whitish bits of Ernesto around its steel maw.
 
   “Come on,” Preston said, looking at his watch. “We’re almost done. It’s nearly dawn. We’ve got to get out of here before people start showing up.”
 
   John looked around the room.
 
   It was clean all right. Quite literally neither hide nor hair of Ernesto, except for the black plastic bag in Preston’s hand, which hung low like a big, shiny scrotum. Preston had tossed rags and gunk from the lauter tun filters into the bag on top of Ernesto’s head, making it look as if it had sprouted an afro.
 
   “I think the best thing is to drop it at the landfill,” Preston said.
 
   “Sure,” John said, not about to offer an alternative method of disposal.
 
   Preston and John walked in silence down the hall and down the metal stairs, and didn’t stop until they arrived at the brew haus.
 
   “What?” John said, listening hard. Had Preston heard something?
 
   “Hold on a sec,” Preston said, handing John the bag. “I gotta snag the tape.”
 
   “I don’t want to hold it,” John squeaked. Too late. Preston’s hand retracted like a moray eel backing into its coral grotto. Then he was gone.
 
   What did he mean, tape?
 
   John held the bunched top of the bag so hard his hand hurt. His legs felt like thick rubber bands.
 
   Preston moved quickly toward the office. John understood. Up on the wall near the exit a tiny red light glowed. The security camera. 
 
   They were being videotaped.
 
   Fuckfuckfuckfuckfuck. 
 
   John turned away from the camera, then back, and froze. He couldn’t bring himself to move, even though he knew this I’m-a-statue act was more than stupid; he was already on tape.
 
   A minute or so later, Preston returned. Click click went the black plastic cassette as he tapped it twice against a palm. “Switched tapes. Put in yesterday’s. I don’t even know why they bother changing them. It’s always the same scene. Except today’s, of course.” 
 
   Preston slipped the cassette into his back pocket.
 
   “Let’s go put this in the car, then I’ll go back in and dump the batch down the drain.”
 
   John and Preston walked out the back door of the brewery and came face-to-face with Harry Grimaldi, whose thin loafers made a sandpaper shoosh with each labored step up the loading dock stairs. Bowlegged, thick arms held far from his body, he looked like a balding gorilla. Or a high school football coach. 
 
   “Fuck,” Harry exploded, head jerking back, wispy curtain of hair that fringed his balding pate swinging as he rocked back once on his heels. He caught hold of the metal handrail. “Scared the piss out of me. Jesus.” Harry took a quick drag of his e-cig, puffed out a tiny steam cloud.
 
   John tried to casually rest his free arm across the stain on his shirt, and he slipped behind Preston, out of Harry’s line of sight. 
 
   “Morning, Harry,” Preston said at last, a little too loudly.
 
   “Preston. John,” Harry said, nodding slightly as he spoke each name. “You guys are here dark and early.”
 
   What happened next startled even John. He opened his mouth and said, “We had a bad batch.”
 
   Harry’s eyebrows rose, puff of e-cig steam rising, too. “Oh?”
 
   “Yeah, it was bad so, um, we’re going to have to dump it.” 
 
   Preston glanced at John. 
 
   Harry squinted at Preston. “Dump it?”
 
   Preston shrugged quickly. “Well, yes. We did have some problems with the newest batch. I’m afraid it’s a real health hazard.”
 
   John nodded vigorously. He tried to smile disarmingly, but had no idea how it looked. He pictured a cartoon rictus, all guilt and fear.
 
   “Really?” Harry pointed a thick finger downward. “That what caused the problem?” His finger pointed at the bag. Harry looked up at John, then at Preston.
 
   “Rat.” Again, John simply opened his mouth and something popped out.
 
   “Huh,” Harry said.
 
   “In the bag. It’s a rat,” John added. No stopping now.
 
   All three of them looked at the bag. 
 
   Rat? What was he saying? Panic threatened to make him smile defensively. “Are you a moron?” he wanted to scream at Harry. “It’s a human head. Can’t you tell? We’ve got a human head in a trash bag!”
 
   Harry cocked his head to one side, staring at it as if he were trying to put a name with a face from some Sunshine Brewers Guild shindig. 
 
   John tried to rotate the bag so the features that made it so obviously human weren’t so obvious. This made the head wag back and forth. 
 
   One more second of this, and he was going tell. Please. Quit looking at it. Stop it, goddammit. 
 
   “Big fucker,” Harry said finally. 
 
   John looked at his shirt. Holy shit, Harry didn’t even notice the stains. It was too dark. 
 
   Preston said, “Yes, that’s just what happened. You see, several rats, in fact, somehow got into the mill and got, um, ground up. And, of course, the augurs sent them straight on into the lauter tun. And, well, now they’re in the beer. In this morning’s batch.”
 
   Harry made a prune face. “Fuck sake.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s pretty nasty,” John said, making what he hoped was a sour face.
 
   But just as quickly as Harry seemed enthralled with John and Preston’s news, he rolled his eyes. Had he even heard what they’d told him about having to dump the beer? 
 
   Harry stuck his e-cig in his mouth, looked at his watch. “What time is it in Tokyo now?”
 
   Preston and John looked at each other.
 
   John said, “You mean, as in Japan?”
 
   “The very same.”
 
   Preston consulted his watch, mouth moving slightly as he counted. “I think they’re about eleven or twelve hours ahead. Why?”
 
   Harry smiled a big shit-eating grin, e-cig drooping. “No reason.” His smile grew more shit-eatingly big. “Oh, you’ll be here for our weekly meeting, right?”
 
   Preston and John both nodded.
 
   “What about the beer?” John asked.
 
   “Great, then I’ll see you two at the meeting,” Harry said. “I’ve got a big surprise for everyone.” Harry climbed the stairs. He stopped. “Door’s still open, right?”
 
   John nodded. 
 
   “Good. Left my fucking laptop at work again.” Harry continued up the stairs and into the brewery. For a second, John thought he’d heard wrong. But then he realized it was true. 
 
   Harry was whistling.
 
   The two headed for the parked Saab, and Preston started fumbling for his keys. “It’s kind of exposed out here,” Preston said, clicking the remote door-lock button. “Let’s talk in the car.”
 
   John got in, his pants squeaking on the leather bucket seat. Preston walked around back and popped the trunk. A second later, the trunk thumped closed. John imagined Ernesto’s head in the trunk, wedged maybe between the spare tire and Preston’s leather tennis bag. 
 
   The driver’s side door opened, and Preston slid in, cassette in one hand, which he tucked under his seat.
 
   “D’you think Harry will notice anything…strange?” John said as the car cranked, caught, and settled into an expensive, European hum.
 
   Preston pressed his palms to his khaki-clad thighs. “No. I think we cleaned it too well.” He eyed his upturned palm.
 
   John was annoyed at Preston’s “we.” 
 
   “What will you do with Ernesto’s head?” John asked.
 
   “Take it to the dump. Be the best place.” Preston examined his fingers, which shook. He lowered his hands, glanced at John. 
 
   “But that doesn’t mean it’s gone. What if someone finds it?”
 
   “Jesus, John,” Preston snapped, fumbling with a knob on the dash. A rush of cold air. “I’ll see you in an hour or so, okay?”
 
   John breathed in. And out. Concentrating on the usually involuntary action. Trying to avoid the reality about what he’d just helped Preston do that now came howling around his ears and through his head.
 
   John reached for the door handle, but his shaking hand grabbed the armrest instead, and his trembling fingers jiggled noisily against the tan leather. He searched unsuccessfully for the handle for several seconds, finally giving up and leaning his head back against the headrest. He closed his eyes, pursed his lips into a small “O,” and blew out a long stream of air. “You know, for a second there I thought about telling Harry everything. Just spilling it all, right there. ‘Hey, it’s not a fucking rat. It’s Ernesto’s head.’ ” 
 
   Preston spent a moment eyeing the green glow of the dashboard lights before saying, “I’ll dump the beer as soon as we get back.” 
 
   Head buzzing, stomach clenched like a knot, John groped once more for the Saab’s door handle. 
 
   “John, you okay?”
 
   “Sure,” John snorted. “Peachy.”
 
   “You know that we have to come in today. That we gotta go to work?” He reached into the console, hand returning with another cigarette. “Otherwise it’ll look suspicious.”
 
   “Ha.” John was feeling punchy on top of sick. “No doubt.”
 
   “But you’ll be here, right?”
 
   “Whatever. I don’t know what the fuck else to do.”
 
   “Just stay calm. Remember. Seriously now, John. We didn’t do anything bad to Ernesto. Okay? You straight with that? We’re innocent.”
 
   We we we.
 
   John nodded and climbed out. A moment later, he was behind the wheel of his Jetta, heading for home.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   John stood in the shower. He didn’t know how long. The water was still hot, and the apartment’s puny water heater was good for only about one-and-a-half normal showers. He didn’t want to take all the hot water and leave none for Rachel, who was still asleep in the next room. He let the water wash over him a few seconds more and turned it off. 
 
   Jeans, bloodied shirt, even boxers and socks he’d stripped and chucked into a garbage bag. Another bag! Landfills must be a cornucopia of criminal evidence. Go to the dump, pick out the nearest plastic bag, and Bingo! A virtual treasure trove of felonious trinkets and relics.
 
   John dressed in shorts and a T-shirt dug from the hamper, then sneaked downstairs to pitch the bag with the soiled clothes into the dumpster behind the apartment building. Then, as he stepped back and eyed the bag afloat atop the mound of garbage, he decided it was too conspicuous. He yanked a discarded mop from the refuse and plunged the bag down into the pile.
 
   Please, let it all be gone. Let this all be behind him now. Over. By now, Ernesto’s head must be part of the mountain of garbage at the Hillsborough County dump, or wherever Preston had tossed it. Jesus. They should have gone to the cops. And what luck, running into Harry.
 
   Did he really agree to do what he’d just done? 
 
   More than ever, he hated the debt he owed Preston for saving his life. Would this erase it? Would anything?
 
   It sat like a great weight on his chest. A boulder forcing out his breath. More about guilt than gratitude. John sometimes wished the debt would be like radioactivity. Would, like the atoms of uranium, decay. Break down. Vanish. 
 
   Be paid back. Square.
 
   Instead, the debt had made him change in ways he didn’t like. When, in their senior year, John and Preston began to drift apart, he’d clung to his friendship with Preston. Protected him, even. Went out of his way to include Preston, pull him into his circle of friends, even defend him when everybody else was calling him a jerk.
 
   If Preston hadn’t saved his life, would he still be his friend?
 
   Even so, why did he recommend Preston to Harry? And now, why was he going to help Preston cover up Ernesto’s death when he knew damn well they needed to call the police?
 
   Of course, Preston wasn’t entirely wrong about what was likely to happen. There would be some big-time bad publicity, and Beaver’s shaky sales would plummet when Tampa Bay’s beer drinkers learned what had happened. Yeah, Beaver might go under. Everybody might end up on the street. But that wouldn’t be so bad. John had been without a job before. Shit, everybody’d been without a job at some time or other.
 
   And it wasn’t as if John didn’t understand Preston. John knew Preston well enough to know that Preston was worried about himself, his future, his career. So what if his dad was a dick? For Preston, everything was always about Preston. Even the death of some poor drunk who didn’t have anything except a Bugs Bunny cup.
 
   Did he really just do what he thought he’d done? Did he really help Preston cover up Ernesto’s death?
 
   This wasn’t him. He didn’t do these things. He felt bad whenever a moth got trapped in the foyer at the entrance to their apartment building, and it kept bashing its stupid fuzzy head against the naked light bulb. 
 
   He poked his head into the bedroom. Steam from his super-hot shower puffed from his skin. Rachel was still asleep, head buried beneath the covers. She could sleep through anything. Didn’t even make a sound when the phone rang earlier. Not a peep when he’d left the apartment to meet Preston.
 
   John reached a finger up to the fogged-up mirror and squeaked away a little circle, just enough to frame one eye. It looked like someone else’s eye, as if his had been replaced with another person’s. Whose? He couldn’t think. He reached a hand toward the Cyclops, smeared a circle big enough to see his face and chest. His skin was splotchy from the hot shower, but he finally felt clean. 
 
   He starred in the mirror. Did he expect to look different? He ran his fingers through his short brown hair. Same gray-blue eyes. Same mouth. People had always said he was handsome. More than a few girls had said he looked like Paul Rudd. Not studly. Cute. Approachable. Nice. Safe. 
 
   He let the fog cover the mirror again and tried out versions of what he’d say when he called in sick. “Harry, I have the flu,” he mouthed silently to his gauzy reflection. 
 
   “Hey, you,” Rachel called in her sweet morning voice from bed. 
 
   John jumped a few inches, tried to land lightly on his feet. Heart clanging, he stood absolutely still. “Just taking a shower.” Christ, even his voice sounded weird. Alien, like some improbably chirpy talk-show host. 
 
   He walked back into the bedroom in time to see two tanned feet with painted toes sliding from the bed, touching the hardwood floor.
 
   “Morning,” Rachel sang. She sat on the edge of the bed, feet seeking the peach-colored slippers that were lined up next to the nightstand. 
 
   Even with half-opened eyes, wearing her oversized T-shirt and baggy boxers, she was hotter than any girl he’d ever known, much less dated. And she liked sex more than any girl he’d ever known. 
 
   The riskier the chances of getting caught, the more she seemed to get off. They’d done it in elevators. Stairwells. In his car. On top of her car. On roofs. In public restrooms. In a swimming pool. On a park bench. Under a bridge. In the cloakroom of a church. On Harry’s desk!
 
   It was as if she were in a contest to see how many places she could screw.
 
   But in the past few weeks she had begun bugging John about taking her to L.A. as soon as she graduated from University of Tampa in May so she could pursue an acting career. John couldn’t tell her the truth—that he liked Tampa and really didn’t want to move to L.A., and that she was a lousy actress. 
 
   Hell, judging from her performance in the one play he’d seen her in—some gloomy crap written by a fellow theater student—TV commercials or underwear modeling seemed like a smarter career move. But you couldn’t very well tell the most beautiful girl you could ever hope to call your girlfriend that she had zero acting talent. Men fought wars and bought Porsches and hair plugs for twenty-year-old nymphets like Rachel.
 
   Rachel wrapped her arms around him. He hugged her back—was that tight enough? too tight?—and they stood that way for what seemed a full minute. Would she notice his heart beating crazily? He swayed as he held her back, as if dancing, trying to keep her from feeling his heart pound. Trying also not to look her in the eyes. Of course, with her body pressed up against him, he was powerless to control a rising erection. 
 
   “I woke up, and you were gone,” she said, pulling back and giving an appraising look at the bulge rising in John’s shorts. 
 
   “I wanted to go for a walk,” John said, cringing.
 
   “Oh. You should have got me up,” she said. “I’d have gone with you. I got an 8 o’clock class anyway.” She looked at him, blinking. 
 
   But he couldn’t look her in the eyes. He could feel himself blushing.
 
   John glanced at the bedside clock: 6:47. “Oops, better get moving. Got a meeting with Harry in a little while. I’ll get the coffee going.” He kissed her quickly on the lips and went to the kitchen.
 
   When John returned, she was in the shower. He carried a mug of coffee into the foggy bathroom and set it down on the counter.
 
   A wave of tenderness washed over him. He needed her. Needed to feel himself in her arms, smell her skin. Needed to tell her his terrible secret.
 
   “John,” she called out. “Could you hand me a towel?” Her hand jutted from the shower, fingers doing a give-me wiggle.
 
   He spotted a towel, stretched to give it to her instead of closing the distance between them. Weird.
 
   The shower dripped, and he heard the faint scratch of terry cloth on her soft skin. She stepped from the shower. He must say it now. Tell her what happened.
 
   “I’d ask you to join me, but I don’t think we have time,” she taunted behind frosted glass.
 
   “Rachel.”
 
   She executed a head-bow move and came up, terry cloth flipping backward, a perfect turban on her head. She sighed and walked barefoot and otherwise naked into the bedroom. 
 
   “Yeah,” she said, planting a kiss on John’s stunned lips. She eyed him for a second. Then her whole face seemed to smile, coquettish to the extreme. Her hands reached to her turban. She moved toward him again, her hips swaying provocatively. He stirred against his will. But he wanted to say something. Had to. He opened his mouth.
 
   The phone rang. She frowned. It rang again, and she picked it up. Was it her agent—Ira or something? 
 
   “Sorry,” she mouthed, shrugging and blowing him a kiss. 
 
   She flopped down on the bed on her back, towel turban still intact. Normally, he loved to look at her naked. How perfect she was. But right now, it felt obscene to do so, even if his bottom half disagreed vehemently. He looked away.
 
   “I thought you said I had a lock on that part.” She was speaking in actress/agent pidgin again. John had given up trying to learn its secret vocabulary. “Goddammit! You’re my fucking agent, Ira. And as my agent I expect you to look out for my interests…”
 
   John stood by the bed, hands by his side. He opened his mouth to speak, but couldn’t. He left the room, heading for the kitchen, listening to Rachel’s lopsided conversation. 
 
   “Okay, I forgive you,” she was saying, her voice softening again. “But I still don’t see why I have to go through the bullshit of another call-back.” 
 
   He had to tell her. He screwed up his resolve, such as it was, took a deep breath, and marched back into the bedroom. 
 
   Rachel looked at him, pointed at the phone, and shook her head in disgust. “See, I knew you’d understand. Good. Fine. Ciao.” She hung up.
 
   It was now or never. How to say it? Never mind. Just say it. He took a deep breath, leveled his gaze right at hers. 
 
   Her turban began to unravel. She laughed and reached to shore it up. “John, I have a teensy favor to ask,” she said, bottom lip poking out. “I have to go to New York next week to meet my agent for a second audition for that part I want, and you know how my mom and dad won’t buy me a ticket.”
 
   John knew what was coming. Her parents spoiled Rachel. But they didn’t approve of her acting bug. And Daddy didn’t like seeing airplane tickets to New York and L.A. on her Visa account. So John bought them for her on his growing collection of nearly maxed-out cards.
 
   “Rachel, I can’t right now. I’m…I’m still paying off the last ticket,” he said, trying to stay focused.
 
   Her lips went all pouty.
 
   “Besides,” John continued, “we have to talk about something really important.”
 
   She knelt down, reached into John’s boxers, gently clasped his already raging hard on, and took him into her mouth.
 
   Afterward, John reserved Rachel a business class—“I have to be really ‘on’ when I arrive,” she’d whined—seat on a noon flight on Delta to New York. He felt the full weight of his inaction. 
 
   Once again, he’d succumbed to the blow-job method of persuasion. As always, it worked like a charm.
 
   Rachel was in the bathroom, brushing her teeth, something she did with the compulsive frequency of a raccoon. And it showed. Her big, perfect teeth were so white, they nearly matched the thong that divided her perfect, tanned ass.
 
   John felt himself becoming aroused again and looked away. “Gotta go,” he said, kissing her quickly, smiling feebly and making for the door.
 
   “Hey, speedy,” she called to his back. “Don’t forget to pick up the chairs.”
 
   “Chairs?”
 
   “You know, the folding chairs. Remember? My birthday party next Friday at Mom and Dad’s?” She thrust out her lower lip.
 
   Shit, he had forgotten all about it. “Of course. Didn’t forget.” 
 
   “Didn’t you say you could borrow Waldie’s station wagon?” 
 
   He guessed she heard his “Yes” as he slipped out the door.
 
   On the way to the brewery, John took an extra-long route, doubling back though some of the old South Tampa neighborhoods he’d known all his life. He drove at a geriatric crawl, checking the rearview again and again. No one, of course, was there. 
 
   He realized a second too late that he put the left blinker on to go around a sharp curve on the road that snaked around the Palma Ceia Country Club golf course. People would think he was another senior citizen. 
 
   Or a criminal.
 
   Weaving through South Tampa neighborhoods, John tried to concentrate on the soft flutter of the Jetta’s tires on the brick streets. 
 
   His mind drifted to memories of how he and Rachel had met at a local theater wrap party where Beaver Brewery had supplied the beer. He was talking to Chloe, and suddenly there Rachel was—the most absurdly hot girl he’d ever seen. She knew she was beautiful in the way beautiful people know such things on an almost genetic level. He’d almost let out a groan of anguished horniness when the warm skin of her bare arm brushed his hand. 
 
   So why did his thoughts always return to Chloe?
 
   It wasn’t as if they were a thing. They’d never so much as kissed. They were fast friends as soon as they’d met on John’s first day at Beaver Brewery. Just friends. But physical attraction was as strong as gravity. Chloe was smart, too. She made him laugh. She got his jokes. And her prettiness seemed less a function of the sum of her parts than some force animating them. Not that she wasn’t good looking. Long, slender runner’s legs. And those green, slightly Asiatic eyes (from her Filipino mother, she said) gave her an exotic, sex-kittenish cast. 
 
   Chloe’s only physical flaw was her left hand: a shriveled, useless thalidomide-induced appendage that she seemed, at times, to carry in not-so-secret shame since birth. Chloe didn’t hide it from John, though. Over beers, she’d told him how her parents had worked hard to make her feel normal growing up. But even as the tide of adolescent cruelty ebbed, she felt gazes on it, as if their pupils emitted beams of heat. 
 
   What that must have been like, John could only imagine. Now he felt somehow smaller for not asking her more about it. But when Rachel showed up that day and literally stole him away, he’d never been able to bring himself to ask Chloe more about it. They were still friends, he hoped. But it was different now.
 
   John’s mind swirled with these memories and others, which he reached for and examined, searching for some ballast to keep him from sinking into panic.
 
   He remembered how he and Rachel found their apartment together, tooling around the sleepy streets of South Tampa in John’s Jetta one sunny afternoon those first few weeks. After a particularly athletic bout of lovemaking that morning in his cramped efficiency, he’d dropped the first big relationship question: “What do you think about living together?” 
 
   She smiled and edged closer. “I’ll be your randy haus frau.” She grinned, adding that she thought they’d need a bigger apartment.
 
   After the more tender tangling of bodies that followed, they spent the better part of the late morning scouring the city’s bungalow-peppered neighborhoods, deciphering the shorthand of the Sunday papers for-rent ads, and pouring celebratory mimosas into Styrofoam cups from an Igloo water cooler perched between them on the hand brake. 
 
   As soon as they rounded the cobbled corner and saw the three-story, Spanish-style apartment building covered with what looked like lumpy meringue, she was hooked. Rachel asked the landlord to remove the flimsy For Rent sign from the wrought-iron gate out front.
 
   Afterward the landlord left them to figure where furniture would go and generally moon over their new place. “To cohabitation,” John had toasted Rachel in the empty three-bedroom on the third floor, touching spongy cups together and making their own glass-clinking sound effects. 
 
   “To copulation,” she added, reaching to take the cup from his hand and pull him to the dusty hardwood floor.
 
   He’d had to scramble hard to pay the rent, what with his student loans. She’d pledged to help out, but was forever misplacing her checkbook.
 
   John made a U-turn, heading back down the long, curvy road along Tampa Bay. He checked his face in the rearview. Eyes a little red, the face staring back appeared slightly foreign, like a not-quite-identical twin.
 
   The pink of morning light had vanished with the rising warmth. There was still a good showing of joggers, rollerbladers, and mommies on power walks with knobby-tired sport strollers cruising the concrete boardwalk. Among them shambled a few scraggly fishermen, tan as tar and carrying empty spackling buckets and spinning rods. They hugged the balustrade, peering over the squat whitewashed railing from time to time to look for stingrays, crabs—anything that might be edible.
 
   After several trips up and down the six-mile ribbon, a dreamy feeling invaded John’s head like a bad cold, as if he’d been lulled by the trip back and forth. His panic eased slightly; he felt jangled. Exhausted. His head felt full of cotton. 
 
   He had no idea what to do about this morning. Turn himself in? Turn Preston in? Tell someone? Tell the police? No retreating now. 
 
   Earlier that morning seemed far away. 
 
   But he hadn’t killed anyone. And Preston hadn’t killed anyone, either. This was a crazy mess, sure. But he hadn’t actually done anything truly bad. Just broken the law, or maybe several laws, for all he knew. 
 
   Waldie had helped him get the sales gig at Brew Ha-Ha. With an English degree from University of Florida under his belt, John was also dubbed editor of the shop’s inexactly titled monthly newsletter. 
 
   It was there, among fellow hops-heads, that John felt at home. And it was from this profoundly geeky world that John had only recently made partial escape velocity when he’d been tapped a year ago by Beaver Brewery as its new public relations and marketing guy, mostly on the strength of a recommendation by Waldie, who had left Brew-Ha-Ha several years before to become Beaver’s brewmaster.
 
   John didn’t much care for PR and marketing. He would have preferred to just make beer, work at the brew shop, and hang with Waldie and his other homebrew buds. 
 
   But he liked being around Waldie. Plus, he could never afford the apartment if he didn’t keep his gig at the brewery. Come to think of it, he also wanted to show Rachel that he had something going for him. 
 
   Not that she was some harpy giving him shit about his job and constantly nagging him to live up to his full earning potential. In fact, she hardly asked him about his job at all. 
 
   But being a girl, and gorgeous and ambitious to boot, she was bound to find gainful employment more attractive than glorified clerkdom. What would happen to him and Rachel if he lost his job? Oh, she was very accepting of even his more idiotic habits, like Frisbee golf. But getting canned could strain even Rachel’s tolerance.
 
   Of course, any doubts her parents had about his suitability for their only daughter would only be confirmed if he lost his job. Rachel didn’t let them rule her life, but they still exercised plenty of sneaky parental control. They paid for her college, they bought the brand-new BMW that gleamed like a red gumball in the apartment parking lot, and her dad paid her to work at his real estate development company. 
 
   Then Harry told him yesterday he’d be history if he failed to make something big happen in the press—something big enough to make more people swallow more of Beaver’s ales, amber bocks (which occasionally achieved their cozy apple hue with a dash of red food coloring), cough-syrupy stouts, and saccharine honey porters.
 
   Then came this morning.
 
   What would his parents say? Think? 
 
   The last time he’d gotten some panicked call in the middle of the night, it had ended in fire.
 
   Worse was what happened to Phil because he left him alone that night was his fault alone. It would be his shame forever. For once, his parents didn’t say a word of rebuke. Their eyes said it all. You let him down. You abandoned him, their faces said as if by telepathy.
 
   He’d never forgive himself, even if Phil had never blamed him. Never blamed. John didn’t need to see Phil’s scarred body to know who was really responsible.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   The punch-card clock on the brewery wall read 8:14 when John arrived. 
 
   He glanced around nervously. Weird, but everything seemed completely and utterly normal. No police. No gaggle of TV reporters and newspaper scribblers straining behind sawhorses and crime-scene tape. Not the slightest whiff of breaking-news pandemonium. Nothing.
 
   It was as if this morning never happened. Or as if they were all playing a hideous prank, waiting for the right moment to announce: “Surprise! You’re on Candid Camera! You’re going to prison for the rest of your life.”
 
   But nothing.
 
   On the way across the brewery floor, John stopped and looked up. The red glow of the video camera looked back, unblinking. He shuddered and made for his office. Quickly, but not too quickly. 
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, he saw movement. He stopped at the small coffee station against a wall and snagged a Styrofoam cup, nearly fumbled the featherweight thing, then caught it with both hands and poured some coffee. He took a sip of what tasted like boiled tree bark. Institutional coffee. He held the cup out in front of him, a cross to ward off evil. Oh, very hot, he pantomimed, in case anyone was looking at him. Gotta keep walking, his little improv act said. 
 
   This was what crazy people do. Crazy, guilty people. 
 
   As he crossed the brewery floor, John kept an eye out for Preston. Finally, he spotted Preston’s pale blond hair across the cavernous room. 
 
   Preston was huddled up with Harry and Waldie. They wore serious looks, nodding sagely. Harry pointed at a small, amber-colored glass tube in Waldie’s hand, and Waldie said something. The testing tube was used for checking batch samples. Check color, taste, that sort of thing. They appeared to be discussing something about a test batch. 
 
   Ernesto’s batch?
 
   Preston was turned slightly, his long face at an angle. John couldn’t see if he was talking, too. Harry’s lips moved, then Waldie held the tube up and squinted at it, his mouth open a little. After a few seconds, he lowered the glass tube and shrugged. Preston reached out and tapped the tube with a finger, jaw moving. 
 
   What could Harry be saying? Was he trying to explain why the protein levels in the beer were off the fucking scale?
 
   “Yo, John.” 
 
   John jumped. It was Waldie. Harry looked up. Preston spun around, his gaze telescoping across the room, right to John’s.
 
   It took forever for John to walk the thirty or so yards to them. Beyond self-conscious, afraid that even his walk would betray him, he focused on making sure he appeared relaxed. Trying to keep his legs and arms loose. Shit, they were looking at him. Left foot, now right foot.
 
   Was he overdoing it? 
 
   No big fan of chit-chat, Harry said, “Waldie, Preston, and me are stumped by something. Help us out.” 
 
   “Sure,” John croaked.
 
   Waldie held out the testing tube filled with amber-colored liquid. John stared at it, not knowing if he should take it from Waldie or just look at it. Waldie didn’t push it at him so he kept his hands in his pockets, worrying a piece of dryer lint between fingers. 
 
   “What the hell would you call this?” Harry asked John.
 
   John glanced at Preston, wide-eyed and unblinking.
 
   Did they find something? Had Preston missed something? A toe? A whole foot? 
 
   Christ.
 
   “What Harry means,” Waldie chimed in, “is we’re trying to come up with a name for this new batch of Christmas stout. Something reflective of the holiday season but which studiously avoids association with organized religion.”
 
   John exhaled. His shoulders relaxed ever so slightly.
 
   Harry frowned. “Fucking political correctness,” he spat. “I need some help with a name for this holiday brew that won’t get anyone cranked off fantasizing that the beer’s promoting the Catholics or the Jews or some other cult. No elves or reindeer or Santas either, which we’re now supposed to believe is Pagan and therefore bad, but the point is that it can’t be religious in any way.”
 
   “Sort of like Festivus?” Waldie offered.
 
   “What?” Harry shot back, brow furrowed.
 
   “From Seinfeld. It was in that episode—“Harry’s perplexed look put an end to it. 
 
   “Forget it,” Waldie said with a shrug. He pretended to examine the tube.
 
   “Anyway, I’ve got a specific purpose to this questioning,” Harry said. He seemed to expand and grow taller. “I’ve been working on a whole new branding campaign.” He spun to John. “That reminds me, I need you to type up the press release when you get a chance.” 
 
   “Sure.” John felt as if he had been slapped. As director of public relations and marketing, he was supposed to be in the loop on new marketing plans. His role had shrunk considerably. Typing up press releases. If Harry wanted to squeeze him out of his job, this was a good start.
 
   “Now,” Harry said, “I’m going to need your input for sure on this idea. I’m just offering up the concept. The big picture. Which is what I’ll be doing in a few minutes.” 
 
   Harry looked at his watch and continued. “In fact, if you guys will help me round up the rest of us for a little meeting, we’ll get this show on the road.”
 
   Preston and John looked at each other. Then Preston gave a little nod and walked off, presumably to do what Harry had asked.
 
   “Excellent,” Waldie said, watching Harry walk off. He looked around, then back at John. “I swear that guy’s going to drive me nuts. He’s so cheap, it’s scary.” 
 
   He meant Harry. His nemesis. Next to Preston, of course, who was nemesis Numero Uno, depending on the day.
 
   Waldie took off his greasy Sunshine State Brewers Guild hat and smoothed back his long brown ponytail, redoing the rubber-band ring that bound it. Then he put his cap back on and shook his head slowly, maybe testing the weight. “So yesterday he wants me to substitute corn for some barley. Bye bye, taste.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Harry.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “And now he’s telling me to cut back on the use of hops, too. ‘Go a little leaner on it,’ as he puts it. ‘Make our dollar stretch more.’ First he says let’s stop using fresh hops. Let’s do pellets. Fine, I say. Now he wants to try some fucked-up idea about cutting the hops with other ‘non-traditional herbs’ is how he puts it. Something cheaper is what he means. Shit, hops is only the most important ingredient for taste when you think about it.”
 
   “Sure.” 
 
   Waldie’s lament was the same as always, only the details were fresh. Harry and Waldie were always fighting about how Harry “sabotaged” quality, as Waldie put it, by buying inferior ingredients. Which mostly meant he tried to sneak in ingredients that fermented, technically speaking, but were cheap or simply should be served as a side dish with a beer, not in it. Harry’s menu of bastard ingredients included corn, rice, even garbanzos beans once—anything that could be construed as organic material. Waldie said wood alcohol was the next rung down Harry’s beer-making devolution ladder. 
 
   Waldie said, “And I thought The Beast was his dumbest, most world-class fuckhead stunt yet.” 
 
   John’s cheeks felt as if he were too close to a fireplace. He coughed, looked away, and then coughed again to cover for his reddening face.
 
   “Y’all right?” Waldie said, goofy grin now a concerned frown.
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   Cough. 
 
   “I.” 
 
   Cough. 
 
   “Just got something in my throat.” 
 
   Cough. Cough.
 
   Waldie was about to re-crank his bitch session when a stuttering screech echoed through the brewery. The siren stopped for a second, then sputtered back to life for a moment before falling silent. It was the CO2 monitor’s air horn-like alarm.
 
   John’s nerves felt like shattered light bulbs, all brittle, sharp edges.
 
   “See? See?” Waldie said, giving a pained grimace and shrug. “They still haven’t bothered to fix the CO2 detector. Ten bucks says there’s not enough carbon dioxide down there right now for a plant to photosynthesize.” Photosynthesis, the indoor, hydroponically enhanced kind, was, next to beer, still one of Waldie’s areas of expertise.
 
   John tried to affect a look of casual, commiserating disgust, but feared he looked like a scared skunk caught in headlights.
 
   “Yup. I’ve told Harry every day about it, and he just blows it off,” Waldie said. “It’ll suck something serious when the detector finally farts for the last time and quits. Someone’ll waltz in there one fine day, suck a nice lung full of carbon dioxide, pass out, and croak. Maybe then Harry’ll get a clue.”
 
   John knew all about the CO2 detector glitches. The gizmo worked about half the time. Of course, this was dangerous, since it alerted brewery workers when the amount of CO2—a byproduct of fermentation—rose to dangerous levels. For the past few months, the detector had been squirrelly. Anyone but Harry would have fixed it pronto, if for no other reason than to protect Beaver from lottery-winning-sized lawsuits. But Harry wasn’t like most business owners. Or most people.
 
   Of course, a potentially life-threatening work hazard wasn’t something John wanted to talk about. Not now. Not ever.
 
   “But,” Waldie said, smile cleaving his hangdog face, “we know who could stop this if someone else gave two shits about craft brewing, who thought of brewing as an art, which it rightfully is, instead of some business equation.” 
 
   For Waldie, beer-making was religion. Waldie might be a stoner, but when it came to making beer, he was a high priest of hops and barley. John had seen him take a pair of scissors to a pile of discarded pot stems and smoke the caustic pyre from a rotten-apple fashioned into a pipe. But Waldie would rather lick a bus station toilet than put a Budweiser to his lips. He was hard core even for craft-brewer freaks. 
 
   He also happened to be a freak in another way. Waldie possessed an uncannily accurate beer palate. A diviner of sorts, Waldie could blind taste any beer and nail not only its kind—any idiot could do that—but its providence, even its age down to a handful of days and list of ingredients down to the gram. He was that spooky good.
 
   Not that Harry cared. 
 
   About the time John was hired, Harry figured he needed a brewer with a pedigree. Someone who could be more of a front man. Someone who’d appeal to potential buyers of both the beer and the brewery. Someone without seed burns on a ratty T-shirt and the daft look of a perpetual mouth breather. Someone decidedly not like Waldie.
 
   So when Preston appeared with his clean-cut, prep-school looks and an actual degree from brewery school, Harry immediately shoved Waldie to one side and named Preston brewmaster. And Waldie was re-cast as “Associate Brewmaster.”
 
   Even for a guy who thought titles were bullshit, Waldie knew he’d been screwed. And he was plenty pissed. But what could he do? Quit? Crawl back to Brew Ha-Ha? Not with the few bucks more he earned at Beaver. Not with a wife and baby girl.
 
   Plus, it wasn’t as if many other breweries would come calling, not with a certain blemish on his résumé called felony pot possession.
 
   So, Waldie did what he always did: He occasionally vented, devoted even more attention to his wife and baby daughter, and in what little spare time he had, played lead guitar with the guys in Foam on The Range.
 
   And he supplemented his anemic salary by growing the best pot in Hillsborough County.
 
   Preston’s hiring and Waldie’s demotion had driven a bit of a wedge between him and John. Waldie had never confronted John about his role, and John had been unable to find the right way to apologize. Their once-warm friendship had cooled into a kind of tepid facsimile of what it was. They still went out for beers together, they still asked about each other’s wife and girlfriend, they still talked about beer and beer making, but things were definitely not the same. 
 
   Waldie leaned toward John conspiratorially. “Get this shit,” he stage-whispered. “Today Preston won’t even let me touch the brewing process. Tells me he’s got this batch by himself. Won’t let me so much as look at the filters. Nope. ‘Just stand back and watch the fucking master,’ is his attitude. He actually got mad when I tried to help him run the chemical analysis—which is what he usually gets me to do, according to his lame-ass formulas he gets from the Internet. I swear but for a second there I thought the guy was going to take a swing at me or something. I just said fine and let him handle the shit. Hell with it. Went out to the loading dock and burned one.” 
 
   With his index finger and thumb, Waldie made the universal sign for smoking a doobie. “Anyway,” he continued, apparently oblivious to John’s nervous twitching, “I come back after a little attitude adjustment, and I’m about to get back to work doing I don’t know what when Preston tells me that the batch is bad. Says he’s going to dump it. I go to taste it, just to see how bad it could be, and he wigs out. Jumps all over me, tells me he’ll take care of it. Don’t touch it, shit like that.”
 
   Waldie adjusted his hat and smoothed his ponytail back again, a tic he repeated umpteen times a day. “And so then, when Harry asked to taste the batch, Preston even started to get lippy with him, telling him the new batch was bad. But Harry wouldn’t put up with that shit, told him he wanted to taste the batch anyway.”
 
   This last sentence struck John like a dart filled with paralytic potion. He waited, helpless, for what Waldie would say next.
 
   “So Preston lets him try the beer,” Waldie continued, “but at first, it was like this little thimble of beer he gives him—which pisses Harry off even more. Anyway, Preston winds up giving him a proper sampling. Harry sips it. And—“Hey!” Harry bellowed from the catwalk above. John flinched. “Meeting’s convening.”
 
   Waldie sighed. “Anyway, I don’t even know why Harry bothers keeping me around.” 
 
   Waldie shook his head and chuckled bitterly. “Of course, ain’t it always like this?” he said, wrapping up his bitch session with his usual cheerful fatalism.
 
   Preston appeared, which prompted Waldie to mutter a quick, “See ya,” and head for the meeting.
 
   “We need to talk,” Preston said. “We got a little problem.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Harry says we can’t dump the batch.”
 
   “Holy shit.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Go dump it now. Now.” John’s voice had jumped two octaves. “We’ve got to dump it right now.”
 
   “I can’t. Harry told me not to. Said it was an order. He sounded like he meant it.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Beaver Brewery meetings were held around a netless Ping Pong table in what served as both tasting room and boardroom, a duality that was not exactly bragged about to brewery visitors. But it wasn’t some big secret either. Outside the room (which smelled vaguely like barfed beer) a sign read: “Beer Tasting Room.” 
 
   It was little more than a large closet with a drain in the center of a lumpy linoleum floor. 
 
   When used for tastings, the Ping Pong table was folded up and propped against a wall. A pair of sawhorses with an old knob-less door stretched between them were erected and served as a makeshift bar. A half dozen beer taps poked from wood siding along one wall. Sprouting from the opposite wall, at about shoulder height, was a stubby log on which was affixed a mangy stuffed beaver. The animal’s tree-chomping incisors presumably had been nabbed by some asshole a few years ago, and no one had bothered to replace them so that the thing looked more like a giant diseased mole.
 
   Waldie glanced around the room at the Beaver Brewery team. That is, its handful of employees: 
 
   Chloe, face half hidden by a wedge of straight hair the color of black coffee, tapped away with her good hand at a tablet computer perched on her lap.
 
   Duane McCorkle, one of the brewery’s two security guards. His freckled hands seemed to be making sure his muffin-sized coral amulet suspended by a leather necklace was aligned with the buttons of his pressed AAAA-1 Security Co. uniform. 
 
   Harry, who stood at the front of the long, dining room table, checking his watch every few seconds and smiling mischievously between puffs of his e-cig. 
 
   Waldie sighed. This really was the Isle of Misfit Toys. Minus two, that is. Conspicuously absent were Preston and John, and Harry was probably pissed about that. Preston had popped in a few minutes before to say he might have to miss the meeting. Something to do with the newest batch. But where the fuck was John? Guy was really treading on thin ice.
 
   Harry noisily cleared his throat, took a final drag. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he began theatrically, bowing to both sides of the table. “As you know, I like to use our little monthly get-togethers to hash out strategies, offer kudos for a job well done or kicks in the pants, and generally give you folks a state of the state. Usually we start these get-togethers with me asking for suggestions about topics—”
 
   Duane’s hand shot into the air.
 
   “Today, however…” Harry’s words were clipped short as he turned toward Duane. “Right, Duane. What is it?” 
 
   Waldie had had to ask Harry to invite Duane into the meetings. Sure, the guy was odd, but after several break-ins—including a robbery of several full kegs in broad daylight—Waldie convinced Harry that keeping the security folks in the loop was a good idea. Plus, Duane, with his American Indian get-up and talk about great spirits, was at least comic relief. Though his off-kilter cheeriness at times made him seem a little like a serial killer. Anything to lighten the mood during these soul-suckingly boring meetings. Even weed couldn’t improve some of them.
 
   “I’d like to offer a suggestion, if I may,” Duane said, eyes feverish with participatory glee. “I think it would be a tremendous thing for the company and for all my people, Native Americans everywhere, for Beaver Brewery to create an education fund for children of Seminoles displaced by European invaders. It would—”
 
   “Funny you should bring the topic of American Indians up,” Harry said, clapping a meaty hand on Duane’s shoulder and gently pushing him down into his seat. “Because American Indianism is just the motif of our little meeting.”
 
   Waldie sat up straighter. This had to be good. Or bad. Probably bad good.
 
   “In fact,” Harry continued, “I was planning to do this a little later in our meeting, but what the hell, I’m too damned excited. ‘Sides, I think once you folks hear and see what I’m talking about… And seeing, haha, is a big part of this…Once you see this, I’m sure you’ll be as excited as I am.”
 
   Harry promenaded slowly around the table, hands flitting in front of him like stubby-limbed puppets. Holding an e-cig. Duane squirmed in his seat, his smile broadcasting pride as his hands reflexively reached for his amulet. 
 
   “Over the years, we’ve used plenty of different marketing strategies, some effective, some not,” Harry said. “And some of our branding campaigns have been less successful than others. I’m the first to admit some were outright flops.”
 
   As if on cue, everyone looked to the wall behind Harry. There a yellowing, ripped promo poster from last year’s dismally dumb ad campaign remained. “When you need a wet one, grab a Beaver,” read a dialogue bubble next to a bikini-clad girl with a preposterously huge chest and a sleepy left eye (Waldie maintained that he met her during the photo shoot and that she was just caught mid-blink).
 
   The slogan—Harry’s idea—sold little or no more beer, instead sparking a mini-demonstration by a local women’s group in front of the brewery. No one had bothered removing the poster, and tasting room visitors had since rubbed off the ink where the model’s crotch was. Why the poster remained on display was a masochistic mystery.
 
   Harry’s marketing efforts—and blunders—went much further. In fact, his tactics included a hefty bag of Watergate-like tricks. One of his favorite gambits was to have one of the sales girls—Erica had quit a few months ago—go into a pub where Beaver Brewery was sold and make like a customer. “Hey, I’ll try that new beer, Beaver,” she’d say, following to the letter Harry’s script. Then, after she’d sipped it, she’d declare loudly, “Wow, this Beaver Brewery beer is awesome.” 
 
   Of course, Erica sort of short-circuited not long after this. One day she pulled her little act, but when someone told her to shut-the-fuck-up-I’m-watching-the-game-on-TV, she screamed, “You know, one more of these Beaver ales, and I’m going to strip and fuck the whole bar.”
 
   That got everyone’s attention and also resulted in a complaint from the bar owner. Not that Harry would have minded if Erica had made good on her pledge, so long as it boosted sales.
 
   “And we’ve had our problems with the press,” Harry added. 
 
   Harry’s flirtations with the media tended to be of two distinct types: obligatory puff pieces every year or so in the local papers on the hometown brewery, and a few snide squibs in the beer press lampooning Beaver’s brews. 
 
   One of the few bits of national exposure Beaver got came from The New York Times, no less. Harry wanted it, and John managed to arrange it, even if he did warn Harry about being careful what he wished for. 
 
   The Times business writer called Harry and said he wanted to do a story about the microbrewery business in the South, and gee, Beaver sure looked nifty. 
 
   Immediately seduced by the prospect of a national press stroke job, Harry agreed, then spent the week before the reporter’s arrival outfitting everyone in fresh Beaver Brewery duds and scrubbing the place cleaner than it had ever been. The reporter spent a day with Harry, kicking tires, listening raptly to mostly bullshit tales of Beaver Brewery lore and love of craft. By the end of the day, the reporter and Harry were the best of buds. Harry even gave the reporter a lift to the airport. 
 
   The piece appeared a few weeks later in the business section. You had to read most of the way through the story to find mention of Beaver. And it wasn’t pretty. 
 
   “Microbrew mania has spread even to places not normally known as beer-making towns, places like sleepy Tampa, Florida. Here, in a ramshackle building near the sunny city’s port, is Beaver Brewery, a Lilliputian producer of craft brewed ales, lagers and porters.
 
   “Of course, being a microbrewer doesn’t guarantee high quality. Informal polling at Tampa Bay area bars and taverns stirred up strong opinions—mostly negative—about Beaver’s hometown suds. 
 
   “‘I’ve tried their beer a couple of times,’ said Eric Pellegrino, cradling a long-neck Budweiser on a recent weekday afternoon at T. J. McQuaffer’s, a tavern several blocks from Beaver Brewery. ‘But I’ve stopped drinking it. Tastes like cat pee.’”
 
   The guy had a point. Even if he was the bar owner’s cousin, and his uncle had dumped Beaver because Harry wouldn’t cave when he wanted more free neon signage, mugs, and other promotional trinkets than any bar in the state.
 
   Harry didn’t come out of his half-story office for two days after the story ran. When he did, he came bristling with a starter beard—and fresh, maniacal purpose. The Times article had apparently struck some strange chord. 
 
   Grinning like a lunatic, Harry set about to remake the beer’s image. This newfound zeal lasted about three months and produced in its wake an expensive J. Peterman-esque catalog of beers rendered in blurry pencil drawings, complete with weird literary blurbs about beer drinking, including questionable quotations supposedly from Hemingway novels, stuff like: “The beer was cold and good and the men drank the beer seriously.”
 
   John had tried to dissuade Harry from these schemes, but his opinions fell on deaf ears.
 
   And there were Harry’s plans to renovate their beer recipes. As usual, he wasn’t about to part with money in order to improve product. So he badgered then-acting brewmaster Waldie into cooking up some test batches of new types of beer and hired a couple of junior college kids to conduct man-on-the-street polling. 
 
   The result was what most of Beaver’s staff—except Harry, of course—expected. People, even homeless drunks snared by these pollsters, pretty much all said the new concoctions stunk. “Tastes like cough syrup and pine needles,” one survey participant said of some would-be Christmas-themed beer Harry forced Waldie to cook up on the little homebrew kit in Harry’s office.
 
   And Harry was slave to all beer fashions. But unlike the big boys, Harry always seemed to catch each trend at the tail end. That, and he did a crummy job of imitation.
 
   Wine coolers, lemon beer, clear beer, near beer, ice beer—you name it and Harry had leapt for the bandwagon as it was already running off the road and into a tree.
 
   Harry’s booming voice cut short Waldie’s ambivalent reverie.
 
   “But I didn’t call this meeting to talk about the past. No, I called you all here to be part of Beaver’s future.
 
   “Now I’ve been doing a little research, and I think I’ve found the perfect vehicle to pitch our new Christmas holiday-season brew. A marketing idea that’ll avoid pitfalls of the religious wingnuts as well as attract those on the tree-hugging hippy left. I’d like to think it strikes the perfect pitch, so to speak. Something that says Florida, history, and Old World craftsmanship.” 
 
   Harry smiled. He was in his element now, chief engineer on the Bullshit Express. “Without further ado, as they say, I’d like to unveil just how I think we’ll be able to turn this holiday season into a green, green holiday season,” he said with a wink. Then he walked to his desk, leaned over, and pushed a button on an intercom box.
 
   For the first time in, well, maybe ever, Chloe, Waldie, and Duane stared raptly, Harry’s mouth inches from the intercom box.
 
   “The eagle has landed,” Harry whispered into the box. A second later, the doorknob turned. Harry turned to those gathered and announced, “It gives me great pleasure to welcome Beaver Brewery’s new mascot, if you will, Little Beaver.” 
 
   Waldie nearly spit out his coffee. Duane stared, open-mouthed. 
 
   From his shoulder-length straight hair, dark as a raven and festooned with feathers, down to his sculpted six-foot-two frame, the young man in the doorway was quite obviously dressed as an American Indian.
 
   “Hi, or, that is, how,” the young man boomed with a mock serious smile of spectacularly white teeth. “I am Little Beaver.” He bowed, stomach muscles rippling. He wore only beaded moccasins, buckskin pants, and leather forearm bands. As he rose from his bow he reached a hand to his side, grabbed the hilt of a dagger. “I have traveled many moons to be your new mascot,” he said, hand still on the sheathed dagger. “Let me show you the path to great beer sales, big wampum. Together we will scalp competition.” He swept his arm attached to the dagger upward and across his body and held the small stone blade ceiling-ward in a kind of salute. His buckskin pants dropped to his ankles, the leather cord that held them up neatly snipped by the knife.
 
   “Travesty,” Duane hissed. 
 
   “Un-fucking-believable.” Waldie chuckled.
 
   “Oh, my,” Chloe gasped. 
 
   It occurred to Waldie that he’d never seen such a big human wang.
 
   “Oops,” Little Beaver said, reaching to pull up his pants.
 
   The only sound from Harry was the clink-clink of his e-cig as it hit the floor.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
    “There’s got to be some way to dump it, make it look like we accidentally spilled it,” John said.
 
   They were in John’s office, a converted closet crammed with a ten-year-old PC, putty-colored filing cabinets, and dog-eared books on beer brewing. Dusty and faded blue and red ribbons won eons ago at beer-tasting contests no one could remember were tacked to a cork bulletin board that showed more patchy wall than cork on the rectangle above John’s desk. John sat in his creaky chair. 
 
   Preston perched on the edge of a file cabinet. “But it’s too late now. Come on, you know that. You know…why.”
 
   John stared at the clear plastic prism—John MacKenzie, Director of Marketing & Public Relations—embossed in gold. Defeated, his head throbbed. Mouth tasted like pennies. “When this whole thing’s over, I don’t ever want to touch another beer,” John said with a shudder. 
 
   “At least not for another month or so,” Preston said. “Not until this batch is out the door and gone.”
 
   John winced. “Jesus. Who do you think will wind up buying beer from this batch?”
 
   “Dunno. I guess we could find out what stores and bars buy it.”
 
   John shook his head, stared at his old Converse Allstars. “On second thought, I think I’d rather not know.” 
 
   Someone knocked at the door. Shave and a haircut. Bap-bap. The door opened, and in popped Waldie.
 
   “Hey, hey,” Waldie said, smile drooping ever so slightly when he saw Preston. “You ready for tonight?”
 
   “Tonight?” John asked.
 
   “Ha ha.” Then he added, “Does, um, monthly trip to the track ring a bell?”
 
   “Shit. I mean, right.”
 
   Waldie snapped his fingers. “Forgot to tell you, Preston. Harry was looking for you.”
 
   Preston’s mouth opened and shut. He walked out. 
 
   “Works every time,” Waldie said with a wink.
 
   “Harry really wasn’t looking for him?” 
 
   “Actually, he was this time. But I use that line so often, I keep waiting for Preston to catch on that I’m the boy who cried Harry’s looking for you.”
 
   “Oh.” John tried to smile. 
 
   “Guess I better roll, dude,” Waldie said. “Man, you missed one hell of a meeting today. Later.” 
 
   John was finally alone. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed he had a voice message on his cell. From Rachel.
 
   “Hey, you. I’m off to the airport,” she said. “Have fun tonight. I’ll show you just how much I appreciate the plane ticket when I get home.”
 
   A suggestive lip-smacking sound followed before she rang off. 
 
   John could feel himself growing hard all over again.
 
    
 
   Knock knock.
 
   Harry sighed and looked up from his computer. E-cig back in his lips, puffing out tiny steam clouds like a chubby cartoon locomotive. 
 
   Not another interruption. First Preston. Now who? He’d been tapping away at the damn thing for more than an hour now. Office door closed, he was a man on a mission: to research Mr. Matsuda, see if there was anything out there on the Internet about the man that would give Harry some edge. Shit, was he as obsessed with golf as every other Jap? Disney World? Hookers dressed like Japanese schoolgirls? Harry didn’t want to get John to look him up, even though that would have made things a lot easier. But it might also have tipped John—and the rest of the crew—about his plans. 
 
   Knock knock knock.
 
   He closed the laptop and said, “Enter.”
 
   In came Duane. 
 
   Jesus. Of all the people to have to deal with now: nut case numero-uno.
 
   “Sir,” Duane said, bowing slightly. 
 
   If the guy was mad about the morning’s meeting, about the abomination and embarrassment and blah blah blah to his people because of the whole Injun thing, Harry didn’t want to hear about it. 
 
   “I thought it important to bring to your attention a breach of duty by a fellow officer,” Duane said solemnly.
 
   “Great. Thanks.” So he wouldn’t have to hear bitching about Little Beaver. Harry turned back to his laptop, flipped the screen back up.
 
   “Excuse me, sir, but I haven’t relayed the information yet.”
 
   Harry sighed, removed the e-cig from his lips. “Right. You didn’t.”
 
   “Sir, I thought you should know that Ernesto was not here when I arrived this morning. At first, I thought he must have called in sick. But when I called headquarters, they said he’d reported in when his shift began but failed to do so later, when his shift ended.”
 
   Incredible, the silliness Harry had to deal with every day at this place. It was like babysitting a bunch of retarded pre-schoolers.
 
   “Look, Duane,” Harry said, gaze on the big amulet around Duane’s neck. What was it with this guy and thinking he was Indian? With that ginger hair and freckles, he was obviously a mick. A crazy mick. “I appreciate your attention to detail and the fine job you’re doing for us. You’re quite an asset. But I’m betting that Ernesto probably, er, indulged too much last night and went home early to sleep it off. We all know how that guy likes the sauce.”
 
   Duane nodded slowly. “Yes, sir. I know about Ernesto’s…problems, sir. Normally I’d agree. But I thought it was a little odd to find this in the milling room, sir.” Duane walked to Harry’s desk and set a dirty plastic tumbler on top of a stack of papers. Duane stepped back, clasped his hands behind his back, and stood upright. “I’ve noticed that Ernesto always puts this cup in his locker. He never leaves this anywhere else, no matter how incapacitated he becomes.”
 
   Bugs Bunny smirked back at him. Incredible, the shit Harry had to put up with. Every day brought more horseshit. Lately, it seemed to come faster and thicker. Ah, but the horseshit spigot would clamp shut soon. Yes, he’d never have to deal with nutters like Duane again if everything went well with Matsuda-san. 
 
   “Great,” Harry said. “You’d make a crack detective, Duane. Thanks. I’ll be sure and look into it just as soon as I can. I’m glad we’ve got security like you.” Harry began to unfold his laptop.
 
   Duane nodded. “Thank you, sir. I thought I might also suggest a way to cut costs while ensuring better security.”
 
   Would the guy ever give it a rest? “Yeah, that sounds great. But I’m a little busy right now—”
 
   “I understand, sir. I’ll be brief. I’d like to propose that we use a guard dog for the night shift. Beaver won’t have to pay for another security consultant. That is, if Ernesto has indeed gone AWOL, sir.”
 
   “A guard dog? AWOL? Look, Duane. Thanks, but first, Ernesto dropping out of sight for a coupla days isn’t exactly what I’d call AWOL. It’s called being piss drunk. And as for a dog—that’s not exactly free.”
 
   “Actually, sir, it won’t cost much at all. The dog, that is. Just kibble and annual shots. That’s because I would train the dog. In fact, before I was recruited by AAAA-1, I worked for an outfit in Brooksville that trains guard dogs. I’m licensed by the state to work with guard dogs.”
 
   Half-formed objections and issues of potential liability bubbled up. But what the hell did he care? By the time the fuckwit got a dog trained, the brewery would be sold. Harry would be lying on an island. Maybe he’d buy an island.
 
   “Sure, Duane. Give it a go. Fine. Just make sure the animal doesn’t bite anyone or crap anywhere.”
 
   Was Duane standing at attention? “Don’t worry, sir,” Duane said. “You’re talking with a consummate professional when it comes to dog training.”
 
   Good God. What sort of misfirings doctors might discover behind the strange, little man’s forehead? “Great. Good luck.”
 
   “Thanks for your confidence, sir.”
 
   “Yup, sure. Bye now.”
 
   “Oh, one more thing, sir.” 
 
   “Jesus…I mean, yes?”
 
   “What would you like for me to do about Ernesto’s disappearance?”
 
   “His…? Look. Forget it. Or better yet, call the security company and tell ’em we canned his ass, I’ve fired him. ’kay?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Harry thought for a second about finally asking Duane what the hell that pooka-shell job around his neck was. “Thanks, Duane.”
 
   The door closed. Bugs Bunny grinned at Harry from the tumbler Duane had left on his desk.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   “Cheers,” Waldie said, clinking a beer bottle against John’s stubby glass of whisky on the rocks. 
 
   They sat in a big half-circle booth in the upper-deck lounge at Greyhound Downs Racetrack.
 
   Chloe had been invited but had bowed out, saying she had to catch up on some work. John wished she’d come, but didn’t want her to see him looking so…guilty?
 
   Glad to be away from Preston, he half hoped the guy was at Tampa International Airport right now, boarding a flight to Argentina. John didn’t really care where he was. Anywhere but here.
 
   “Thanks,” John said, tipping his glass back. The Black Label burned the back of his throat.
 
   Waldie drained his beer and reached inside his faded tan L.L. Bean bird-hunting coat. John didn’t need to tell Waldie that it was too much coat for the weather. It had big pockets inside around the waist meant for quail and ducks. Waldie used them as a kind of wearable pantry. 
 
   Waldie’s hand fished around inside the coat, muted clinking noises coming from his waist. His hand came up with a label-less brown bottle, no doubt one of his own concoctions. He raised the beer, along with a questioning eyebrow, at John.
 
   John shook his head. “No, I’m sticking to the hard stuff tonight,” he said, trying for a macho bravado but feeling more like a bad actor. Even with the numbing effects of the liquor, his stomach had experienced some rocky moments whenever he caught a whiff of Waldie’s beer.
 
   John eyed the beer suspiciously. Even if it was from Waldie’s own brewing kit, John couldn’t bring himself to drink any beer. Not now. Maybe never. He almost laughed. Not only had he screwed his life up royally, he’d also managed to find a way to abhor the very thing he loved most.
 
   “Suit yourself,” Waldie said, popping the bottle top off on the side of the table. 
 
   His coat had given birth to a half dozen more bottles of beer, which now stood on the table. He took a quick inventory, then put the beers back in his coat. Waldie had already drank two homebrews, plus a couple of Samuel Adams lagers he bought from the bar after a cocktail waitress with a big mole smack in the middle of her left eyebrow had given them suspicious looks.
 
   This wasn’t the first time they had brought their own to the track, but John knew Waldie would be extra careful not to get caught and kicked out. Lately he and John had thought the waitresses were beginning to catch on to their scheme.
 
   Waldie looked around the room and gave John a thumbs up, then took a long pull from his bottle and smacked the bottle down on the mirrored table. John tipped the stubby glass of whisky back to drain it and noticed the ceiling. Spanning the entire top of the room was a mural depicting sleek greyhounds chasing bunnies through fields of grass the color of lime hard candy. 
 
   John set the empty glass on the table, reached for the silver flask that Waldie had brought, and refilled his glass. He took a sip and tried to focus on what was going on beyond the floor-to-ceiling glass windows of club seating. His stomach was hot, and his head buzzed hard from the half dozen or so glasses of Black Label.
 
   John hadn’t been able to concentrate all day and found himself rewriting the same paragraph in the draft of the Little Beaver press release dozens of times.
 
   He had barely been able to choke down a few bites of a tuna sandwich and some soggy chips from the sandwich shop around the block from the brewery. But if he didn’t eat, his stomach might revolt in a big way. Now, his nerves jangly, he worked hard at keeping himself focused. He hadn’t wanted to go through with the trip to the dog track, but not going would have looked strange.
 
   God, he was thinking like a criminal.
 
   The night’s first group of greyhounds lurched from the gate and began sliding around the large, reddish dirt track, pursuing an electronic bunny they would never catch. As the dogs rounded the second and final turn, the crowd grew nosier. People stood up, clenching betting stubs, some watching the track outside, some the closed-circuit TVs suspended from the ceiling. 
 
   A loud group of three couples, men in DayGlo track suits, women dripping with jewelry bought off the Home Shopping Network, began chanting something and laughing.
 
   A crescendoing “AAAHHHH” built and then broke like a wave as the pack of long-legged dogs streaked across the finish line. Hands dropped, and a brief squall of losing tickets fell to the floor.
 
   Waldie patted John on the shoulder. “Why so glum? Everything okay with Rachel?”
 
   John tried to smile. “Yes. Fine. Guess the whisky hit me fast. Everything’s fine. Really.”
 
   Waldie took a quick sip and smacked his lips. “That’s cool. But just remember what I’ve been telling you. You start buying girls stuff their parents won’t or can’t buy, and you’re in danger of becoming a human wallet.”
 
   “Knock off the gold-digger speech, okay.”
 
   “Sorry,” Waldie said, holding up his hands in surrender. 
 
   “Just because I’m lucky enough to be dating someone who could be a Victoria’s Secret model doesn’t mean she’s using me. Jesus, can’t you get used to the idea that she likes me?”
 
   Even as Waldie nodded, John felt old doubts creeping in. He hadn’t been able to get used to dating someone so good looking. That he seemed to be lying more often to her parents about how she was at a friend’s studying when she was really up in New York or Los Angeles, auditioning for acting roles, didn’t help. Why every time she needed another plane ticket—zip went his fly and all possible argument dissolved on her dexterous tongue.
 
   “Okay,” Waldie said, rubbing his hands together and then picking up the racing program from the table. “Let’s see how these puppies look.” 
 
   Waldie had yet to win a single bet over the dozens of times he and John—and sometimes Chloe—had been to the track over the past year. Not that his unblemished losing streak seemed to deter his passion for the pooches. He pored over the pages crammed with the race histories of competing dogs like a tourist trying to unlock the secret code of a foreign tongue by sheer mental strain alone. 
 
   Even when Chloe came along and would tease Waldie about telling her what his bet was so she could at least eliminate one hopeless entry, the guy’s dog-betting spirits never flagged.
 
   Some might call such behavior stupid. Right now John felt something like admiration for his friend’s goofy hopefulness. And he found that he missed Chloe. She always seemed to know when he was down and how to pep him up.
 
   Waldie let out a low groan. “Oh, goody. Look who decided to come.”
 
   Preston, dressed in the same dun-colored suede jacket and khaki pants he had worn to work, approached the table and stopped. “Sorry I’m late. How’s it going?” 
 
   “Great. Join the party,” Waldie said, raising his beer in a halfhearted toast. Waldie’s gaze was locked on John’s. Preston barely glanced at Waldie.
 
   Preston’s blue eyes looked wider than normal. His hands fidgeted with the seams of his khakis. He shifted his weight slightly from foot to foot, as if he were getting ready to run or break into a fit of aerobics. “So, you guys look nearly out,” Preston said, taking in the table of empties. “Another round? My treat.” 
 
   “No need,” Waldie said, patting his waist with a clink clink. “You’re welcome to my stash, if you like.”
 
   “I think I’ll go grab a cold one for the first round,” Preston said, raising his eyebrows slightly. Then he turned and made for the bar.
 
   When he returned, Preston carried a pitcher of beer in one hand and two glasses in the other. Waldie and John butt-scooted around the U-shaped booth to let him in. 
 
   Preston didn’t so much pour as drag the pitcher over the top of the glass, beer slopping on the table. His hand was shaking.
 
   Waldie frowned—whether from the spillage or the poor choice of beer, John didn’t know—and tried to sop up the sudsy puddle with a tiny cocktail napkin. He finally gave up and used the soaked napkin to bulldoze the beer off the table and onto the paisley carpet that must have been chosen for its ability to camouflage stains.
 
   Preston gulped about half of one glass. “Cold,” he said, flashing a constipated smile.
 
   An awkward moment passed. 
 
   “Let’s see,” Waldie announced theatrically, reaching for the racing program on the far side of the table. “What say we do a little betting, fellows?”
 
   John felt a kick under the table and looked up to see Preston’s narrow gaze boring into his. Preston’s lips moved, but John couldn’t make out the words. He thought it looked like: “The raccoons are free.”
 
   Preston repeated the mute phrase, with the same result. John shrugged. 
 
   Waldie raised his head and winked. “I tell you guys. Little doggie by the name of Pete’s Pension looks hot tonight. Number six. Got gams.” Waldie looked out beyond the tinted windows that ran from the ceiling to the floor, to the rust-colored oval of the dirt track across the sloping concrete yard outside, as if Pete’s Pension was about to come prancing by on cue for their inspection. From a front pocket, he yanked a wad of cash, mostly ones—impressive in a trackie sort of way.
 
   “Let’s go take a little walk down to the track, shall we?” Waldie said. “I like to see them doggies for myself before I bet. They can sense you rooting for them. It inspires them.” Waldie sideways shuffled out of the booth and took off at a brisk walk toward the door. 
 
   Preston took his time getting out of the booth, then leaned over and whispered, “Try to get away from Waldie. We’ve got to talk. We’ve got a major complication.”
 
   Waldie had stopped a few tables away, waiting for them. 
 
   Complication? John felt light-headed.
 
   “Later,” Preston said under his breath, all smiles as he stood up and made room for John to get out.
 
   After placing their bets, Waldie, John, and Preston headed out the front of the racetrack building and walked down the sloped concrete yard. They stood along the metal tube guardrail beside the finish line. Bright-colored flowers, so delicate they seemed made of crepe paper, lined the space between the railing and the track. An American flag hung limply in the cool air from a pole in the center of the big oval.
 
   People, some solo, some in twos and threes, ambled down to the edge of the track. 
 
   It was cooler outside than John had expected. He could feel the air through his cotton shirt as the three walked down the sloped concrete. The coolness, and Preston’s secret, was sobering him up. He blinked hard, took a couple of deep breaths, and put his hand on the guardrail to steady himself. 
 
   Waldie thrashed around in his coat, adjusting his illicit load. Some spy Waldie would make—he looked as if he’d sprouted a fridge around his waist. Waldie finished whatever he was doing, reached into his shirt pocket, pulled out a betting stub, and kissed it. “Come on, boys. Let’s win John next month’s rent.” 
 
   The dogs didn’t waste time in the gate. But John was always amazed at just how quick they were in, then out, and down the track.
 
   It took about a quarter lap for the pack to separate enough to see who the leaders were. Waldie’s number six was in third place. And by the halfway mark, he had crept up to second. 
 
   Waldie began pogoing up and down. “Come on, six! Love you, six!”
 
   The crowd was getting louder, too. Everyone around was bouncing on tippy-toes, cheering on their dogs. Even the guy next to them with the piece of rope for a belt who shuffled around like a sleepwalker had begun flexing his knees and humming.
 
   In the midst of the excitement, Preston grabbed John’s arm and pulled him a few feet away. Waldie was too focused on the race to notice.
 
   “You know I tried to dump it.”
 
   John shook his head. “Tried?”
 
   “Yeah. I tried—”
 
   “But you said Harry wouldn’t let you. Right?”
 
   “Yes, but…it’s more complicated now. I tried to talk Harry out of it.”
 
   “Out of what? What do you mean?” John began gnawing on the side of his right thumb.
 
   Preston glanced toward Waldie and said, just above a whisper, “Harry said it’s going to be our entry.”
 
   “Entry? What are you talking about?”
 
   “The beer. The batch. Harry says it’s going to be our entry in the Sunshine State BeerFest.”
 
   “You mean…”
 
   “Yeah, the fucking batch. The goddamn fucking batch. Judges all tasting it. Everybody drinking it at the festival. Jesus.” 
 
   For the first time since the whole thing had happened, Preston looked genuinely scared. John heard a singing sound in his ears. “Didn’t you try to tell Harry to use another batch, another beer?” 
 
   “Of course I did. But he didn’t listen. He said it was a direct order.” Preston ran a hand through his blond frizz and let out a whoosh of breath. “Okay, we’ve got to stay calm. This is going to be weird, but we can ride this out. Our beer will just suck is all. Fuck. I can’t believe how bad it’ll suck. Shit, I’m going to look like a total fucking incompetent.”
 
   The singing sound in John’s ears grew louder. He thought his leg joints might give way, and he’d crumple to the ground. “We’re going to prison.” The crowd cheered the dogs across the finish line.
 
   John felt a sudden urge to go to the bathroom and headed for the clubhouse. He walked past the door marked “Setters” and through the one for “Pointers” and ran smack into a post-race line, guys waiting two-deep for four urinals and two stalls. The man in front of John made a dash for an open stall, squirted in, and locked the door. The sound of a stream of beer piss followed. 
 
   A wave of nausea broke over him. Someone please get out of a stall. He was about to lose it. Puke right there on the cement floor, or wet his pants, or simply curl up in a ball and whimper.
 
   John tried to focus on a flattened piece of chewing gum on the ground. His head sang with synaptic misfirings. The line shortened, and in a minute John found himself at the front. When a stall door swung inward and a guy came out, hitching his belt, John scooted in and turned the lock. Safe.
 
   He unzipped. But he didn’t have to go, so he re-zipped. He faced the toilet, so his feet would look as if he were actually doing something. After a couple of minutes, he flushed, just for effect, as he scanned the graffiti on the stall walls.
 
   “Tookie sucks big black cock,” one read. Someone had squeezed the words “big black” between the last two words, using the correct copy editing hash mark.
 
   John patted his breast pocket. No pen. But what would he write? A confession? “I helped hide a dead man’s head. His body’s going to be part of the beer in the Sunshine State BeerFest contest!” 
 
   His shoulders shook, but he was too drunk and freaked out to tell if it was a laugh or a cough. A squeak escaped from his throat, then another. Had anyone outside the stall heard? His shoulders shuddered. He was crying. Jesus, he was really crying. Now his shoulders heaved up and down in big shrugs.
 
   He sucked in air and took a deep breath. Then he tried to take an even deeper breath, listening to the shuffling feet of men in line and the watery roar of the flushing urinals. All his energy drained out through the bottoms of his feet. He sat down next to the pee-splattered toilet.
 
   He’d just sit here until he felt a little better.
 
   Images of Chloe floated through his woozy head. “I’m sorry,” he mouthed.
 
   A minute later, he was curled around the cool base of the toilet, asleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   John awoke. Black-out curtains drawn tight as eyelids. Alone. In his bedroom. His mouth tasted like dried battery acid, and his throat was so parched it hurt to swallow.
 
   He sat up, every little movement sending a volley of pain to his head. Jesus, this was one of the worst hangovers ever. He should never have agreed earlier in the evening to “Agent Orange,” Waldie lingo for shots of Gran Marnier. And then whisky. How many times had he refilled his glass from Waldie’s flask?
 
   He eased out of bed and stood. Someone had taken off his clothes. Rachel? Waldie? Shit, did Preston help bring him home? The thought of Preston being anywhere near his apartment inspired a new wave of nausea. He found a pair of boxers, put them on and shuffled into the kitchen. He picked up his cell, saw that he had an email from Rachel. 
 
   John,
 
   The airline called and said there was a problem with your credit card—something about you being over your limit. I told them they’d made a mistake, but they need you to call them to fix it up. Could you pretty please call as soon as you can? 
 
   XXXOOO,
 
   Rachel
 
   P.S. I’ll thank you properly when I get home!
 
   John stumbled into the bathroom and peed, leaning against a towel rack for support. As he washed his hands, he looked at himself in the mirror. It wasn’t a pretty sight—eyes with dark scallops underneath, skin the color of putty. Definitely not the face of a man on the way up. 
 
   He winced. This was a brutal hangover. Probably should have taken it easy last night, but he needed to forget, to erase. Not that it had worked. If anything, it made things worse.
 
   He’d had crazy, feverish drunk dreams. In one, he was on an old wooden pier. A boy in swimming trunks was crouched over something. John looked over the boy’s shoulder and saw that he had caught a tiny baby octopus. He and the boy squatted next to one another, marveling at the beautiful creature. Then the boy opened a pocket knife and neatly sliced off one of the animal’s tentacles and casually flicked it into the water below the dock. 
 
   John tried to scream. To tell the boy to stop. But the boy cut off another tentacle, then another. John strained to grab hold of the boy’s knife arm but he was paralyzed. Finally only a fleshy gray sack remained about the size of the boy’s thumb. The boy turned the oozing sack over. It had a human face. Ernesto, who opened his little mouth. “Why you do it, John? Why?” The boy was laughing. John turned to him. It was Preston.
 
   John went to the fridge, extracted the jug of water and took a long gulping drink, his teeth tender to the cold. Then he noticed the calendar pinned by magnets depicting old movie stars to the fridge door. Today was Friday. He squinted to look at the scribbling in the box to the right of today’s. Saturday. John’s jaw dropped. It wasn’t a dream after all.
 
   “Sunshine State BeerFest.”
 
    
 
   The sky was a filthy gray blanket by the time John arrived that morning at the brewery. Not your typical winter weather in Tampa Bay, where rain was confined mostly to summer months. He’d had to take the bus. His car was still at the dog track, where he’d left it last night. Waldie had confiscated his keys, though John figured there was little danger he’d have been able to find his car, much less thread the key in the ignition. And Rachel had left her BMW in airport parking. Probably short-term, the most expensive. Naturally.
 
   So here John was the next morning, legs wobbly from the six-block march from the bus stop. His empty stomach felt fragile. He’d need the car soon. It was the day of the week when he visited Phil.
 
   Dodging Harry, John found Waldie, asked him for a lift to his car. 
 
   “Can’t right now,” Waldie said, fiddling with a keg that had seen better days. Filling it with beer from a pressurized hose. “Can this afternoon. Gotta prep now for Fest.”
 
   Sunshine State BeerFest.
 
   Right.
 
   John’s stomach clenched. 
 
   “How ’bout Chloe?” Waldie said with a shrug. 
 
   John followed his glance to where Chloe was standing. With her punky dark brown haircut and long legs, she looked like an anime vixen come to life.
 
   John started to shake his head. Wanted to say something about how that wasn’t necessary.
 
   “I can,” she said, green eyes meeting his. Smiling.
 
   He couldn’t say yes. It felt so jerky or something. But what choice did he have—grab a cab? Or another bus? “Don’t you have sales calls?”
 
   “Sales, schmales.” Before he could protest, she was leading him to the door. Waldie lobbed him his keys. “Besides, isn’t today when you visit your brother?” she said.
 
   John stammered a yes.
 
   “So, I’ll go with you. If you don’t mind, that is.”
 
   John shook his head. “Please.” He was feeling pretty lousy, now that he thought of it. And being beside her somehow made him feel better and worse at the same time.
 
   “Great,” she said. “Been wondering how Phil’s doing.”
 
   The rain started before they’d reached her car, followed shortly by a huge clap of thunder. They dove into opposite sides of the Ford Focus, conking heads. 
 
   “Ooooh,” she cried. 
 
   They burst out laughing. How long had it been since he’d laughed? He’d instinctively put his hand on her head. Rubbed it where they’d collided. “Sorry, I…” he said, withdrawing his hand. 
 
   She smiled slowly. “Why apologize?” 
 
   He absently touched his face, could smell her citrusy shampoo on his fingers. He reached for his seatbelt. Pretended to need to look for it.
 
   She started the car. Rain lashed the hood, distorting the garish colors of the Beaver Brewery logo on the hood.
 
   “Least we don’t have to worry other drivers won’t be able to see us,” she said with a laugh.
 
   On the highway heading north, John could barely see out the windshield, even with the wipers manically slapping at the rush of water. 
 
   “So, how are things with Rachel?”
 
   John could feel Chloe glance his way. 
 
   “Fine, I guess,” he said. He realized how that must sound. “It’s complicated.” Jesus, as if that was better?
 
   She nodded, gaze on the road. 
 
   “Are you, um, dating anyone?” he said. What kind of asshole question was that? He fought the urge to smack his forehead on the dash.
 
   She turned toward him, smiled. Sadly? “Not at the moment.” She shrugged. “You know me and guys. I sure can pick ’em.” Her laugh sounded like a cough.
 
   John felt a stab of guilt. Where did that come from? Would she have picked him? “Even the best girl in the world can have crappy luck sometimes.”
 
   She smiled, gaze still ahead.
 
   The storm amped up. The roar of rain, and boom and rolling rumble of thunder, made conversation tough. For which he was glad. He didn’t know what to say to Chloe. Was afraid for what he might say if he did. He ached to talk with her. To tell her…what? He didn’t know. What happened at the brewery? About how he thought of her all the time?
 
   Chloe signaled, shot across three lanes to make the exit. John’s hands gripped his thighs. He glanced over at Chloe. Serene behind the wheel as always, a feeling few passengers felt when she drove.
 
   How many times had Chloe visited Phil with him, half a dozen? Maybe more. Rachel had gone to see Phil once. Just after they’d started dating. Since then, she’d always had excuses for not being able to join John. Not that he could blame her. It had to be pretty strange seeing a thirty-year-old man act like a scared toddler. Still, Chloe was just a friend, not girlfriend. But then, Phil liked Chloe. And Phil didn’t enjoy meeting new people.
 
   They parked on the street and ran through rain up the short walkway of crushed seashells to the front door of a small, cinder-block house painted a fading yellow. John pushed a doorbell, huddled under the aluminum awning. A minute later, they were buzzed in. 
 
   Phil had joined the group home several years ago, when John’s dad suffered a mild stroke, and his parents decided they could no longer care for their son at home. So Phil had come here, where he’d gradually grown accustomed to the rhythms of living with a dozen other men and women much like himself. Along with a group counselor, a bland and supernaturally patient man in his early fifties who lived with them. How the man didn’t go insane, John could only wonder. 
 
   Down the hall, John and Chloe stopped in front of the door to Phil’s room. John knocked, entered. 
 
   Phil sat in a chair in the middle of the small room, watching TV. He wore beet-colored sweats. Always sweats. He had the same hair cut as he’d had as a kid, only grayer. The curse of the Mackenzie men. Phil smiled broadly when he saw who’d come. Phil was up and hugging John and Chloe. Mashed up against Chloe, John could again smell her hair. He guiltily inhaled. 
 
   “Johnny! Chloe!” he squealed. 
 
   Chloe touched Phil’s face with her good hand, fingers brushing the scars that covered his cheek and temple. John winced. 
 
   John knew early on that something wasn’t right with Phil. When John was five and Phil nine, John began asking his mom about his brother. Why he was the way he was. Why Phil was doing or not doing whatever. Riding a bike. Walking, running, talking like other kids. 
 
   Phil was sweet-tempered, always gentle with his younger brother. When other boys on the block were chucking rotten oranges and catching anole, hand-length lizards, Phil clung to his mom’s side. Or he’d stand far on the sidelines of the action, smiling. Saying little. When he did speak, it was mostly “Mama” and “Dada” or “Johnny.” When he got anxious, Phil would make himself vomit.
 
   Phil was “special,” John’s parents would tell him. It wasn’t till John was in middle school that his mom and dad sat him down and told him the truth. That Phil was damaged at birth. His umbilical cord had twisted around his neck, his mother explained, choking him of oxygen for many minutes. Delivered by forceps, Phil had been irreparably damaged by the trauma of birth. 
 
   Doctors warned that he’d likely never learn to sit, walk, or talk. But his stubborn mom had helped prove doctors wrong, if only just so. John had known from an early age he would need to watch over his older brother. Would need to protect him.
 
   Which John did without protest. With love. Until he didn’t that one night in high school. 
 
   When Phil got what would become his scars, which formed a roadmap of pinkish ridges that extended from his face to most of the left side of his body, along with smaller squiggles on both legs. 
 
   Every time John saw Phil, he remembered that night. John had run down the block to Waldie’s house to help with the fire in the shed. Phil had woken up, seen the flames and—John could only guess—freaked out. John was already at the hospital, getting treated for breathing in smoke, when his parents had come home to find Phil lying in the backyard, covered in blood. Unconscious. In his panic, he’d run through the sliding glass door. Phil nearly died during the ambulance ride to the hospital. 
 
   John watched Chloe and Phil. They’d broken out the Chinese checkers board. He was giggling about something she’d said. She never talked down to him, even in the kind of baby talk that Phil understood. She really was an amazing girl. As John pulled up a chair to join them, he wondered what would have happened if Rachel hadn’t sat beside him at the party that night. If she’d been delayed. Or if the seat on John’s other side was already taken. Would he have done the right thing that night at the brewery? Would he stop wondering what it would be like to kiss her?
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Around dawn, Waldie and John finished unloading the beer at the Sunshine State BeerFest tents at Disney World: Twenty-four cases of the batch—dubbed Seminole Stout—plus an assortment of Thumpin’ Good Ale and the other regular brands. They had transported the beer in a big Beaver van, the one with detachable beer taps on the side panels, and in Waldie’s ’75 Volvo station wagon.
 
   No one knew why, but Waldie had a stubby dinghy lashed to the top of the Volvo. As far as anyone could remember, the thing had always been on the roof rack, the rope knots nearly fossilized. John always suspected the tiny boat was part of some counter-cultural declaration that only Waldie understood.
 
   Waldie set the last of the cases down in the back of the Beaver Brewery tent and sat on it. “Next job I get, my only stipulation will be no lifting of anything heavier than a fucking paper clip,” he said, puffing. “Or a bottle of beer.” With his pasty white skin, Waldie looked as out of place working in the sunny morning as a troglodyte at the beaches of Cannes. “Shit, I could use a fucking beer now,” he wheezed.
 
   Harry popped his head out of the room-sized tent, eyeing the other tents on the makeshift block. “The beer is for the festival goers and judges. Fellas, I do believe we have the perfect location. Not too close to the Port-A-Potties as to be in danger of catching a whiff, but not so far that people won’t be able to hang about, drink up, and feel secure that they are not too far away from a quick leak.”
 
   “Speaking of convenience, I wish they’d let Tampa host the festival some time,” Waldie said. “Be a lot easier on us. Plus, this place is a strip mall on steroids.”
 
   Of course, what Waldie and everyone at Beaver except Harry knew was that Florida and craft brewing still didn’t jibe with most people’s images of specialty beers. 
 
   To most of the microbrew-drinking set, craft brews conjured quaint, quirky New England towns and precious bohemian West Coast brew pubs. The state that Mickey built was more the place where college kids came to chug—and upchuck—Bud Light. Or where blue hairs teed off before they keeled over. 
 
   But Beaver was in Florida. And the Sunshine State BeerFest was the state’s biggest beer festival. And being one of the state’s biggest craft breweries—itself a curiously contradictory status—Beaver had to make a showing. Not that they ever fared well with the judges. Sure, Beaver had picked up a handful of fourth and fifth places, mostly honorable also-rans, for entries in years past. But nothing ever in the win column.
 
   Waldie felt the sting of failure acutely but had become resigned to Beaver’s diminished prospects for creating award-winning beer. Harry was the boss. The boss didn’t let him brew the sort of beer that would win. Now Preston was brewmaster; Waldie was eternally screwed. 
 
   Chloe popped her head into the tent and surveyed the arrangements. “Looking good.”
 
   “Thanks,” Harry said, grinning a tad lasciviously.
 
   Chloe asked, “You guys seen John?”
 
   “Yeah, I think he’s over at the press table, chatting up the media. Or he should be,” Harry said with a frown. “In fact, tell him I need to see him right away, would you? In fact, everybody be here in five for a quick meeting.”
 
   “Yes sir,” Chloe said, flicking the tent flap away from her face with a mock salute and walking off.
 
    
 
   John was indeed at the press table. Or, to be more accurate, near the press table. He stood a few yards away from a knot of beer writers and other press gathered around a table strewn with press kits and freebie trinkets. John had been unable to do the hi-how-are-you thing. He just couldn’t bear to talk to anyone, especially the press. Christ, he felt they might at any moment turn to him and say, “So, we understand you guys are making beer with human flesh?” 
 
   John had walked around for the past few hours in a kind of heightened zombie state. This was what it felt like to be a spy. Every single act, no matter how mundane, was suffused with an otherworldly quality. Even starting his car, tying his shoelaces, whatever, was charged with an illicit frisson. But unlike James Bond, John felt like a cheap, craven sneak. 
 
   So here he stood, hanging around, not doing his job, not doing a goddamn thing.
 
   “I thought I’d find you over here,” Chloe said. She’d traded in her usual tailored suit for a tight Young Veins T-shirt and shorts on the short side. 
 
   Even in his funk, John thought she looked amazing. “Oh, hey,” John said, standing up from the cases of beer he sat on and pretending to arrange a stack of Beaver Brewery press materials in his arms.
 
   “I can see you’re totally psyched to be here today.”
 
   “Yeah. I guess it’s obvious.”
 
   “Just a little bit,” she said, smiling and tucking her bad hand under the opposite arm’s bicep. “Look, Harry’s looking for you. Just thought you’d like to know.”
 
   “I figured he would be. Anything in particular?”
 
   “Just the usual mission impossible.”
 
   “Yeah. Almost forgot.”
 
   Chloe bit her lip. “You know, don’t take this the wrong way, John, but for a cute guy, you look like shit.”
 
   John rubbed a palm across his forehead. Was he blushing? “No offense taken. I feel like shit.”
 
   “You need some, I don’t know, Advil or something? You look like you might have the flu. Whisky flu, that is.”
 
   John tried to smile. “For once, I wish it was just that.” 
 
   Chloe frowned, patted John’s shoulder with her good hand. “Cool. Well, then Harry wanting to see you should brighten your day.”
 
   He wished Rachel would talk to him like Chloe did. Like a friend, too.
 
   When John and Chloe arrived at the tent, Harry was busy fussing over Little Beaver. Preston stood off to the side, talking about beer to one of the early-bird festival goers, who appeared already well on his way to getting trashed. 
 
   “So, John, any thoughts about how we’re going to market our new mascot?” Chloe asked, pointing discreetly at Little Beaver, who stood a few yards away practicing drawing his dagger. 
 
   If this was the new marketing gambit, John was as good as fired already. But then, if you’re going to do something this goofy, might as well go all the way. Hell, talking dogs and lizards worked for some brewers. Why not comic-book aboriginals? 
 
   “Well,” John said, still watching Little Beaver’s antics, “I’m guessing we go for maximum cheese factor.”
 
   Chloe nodded. “Hmm, looks as if we’re nearly there already.”
 
   “Pretty much. Little Beaver’s going to introduce the new seasonal brew, Seminole Stout.” He nearly flinched. He had to get through today. Then the batch would be gone.
 
   “Classy.”
 
   “Yeah,” John said, snapping back out of his trance. “Just one of my more tasteful contributions to the cause.”
 
   Chloe smiled and winked. “I can hardly wait to see the rest of the campaign.”
 
   “Prepare to be dazzled.”
 
   Waldie poked his head in the tent. His black Fender Stratocaster hung low from a thick leather strap around his shoulder. He also wore a huge grin. “I hope everything is under control, because they just opened the flood gates. Prepare for an onslaught of thirsty beer-swilling Mongols.”
 
   A knot of people ambled by, plastic Sunshine State BeerFest goody bags swinging from their hands. They looked like a bunch of over-aged trick-or-treaters. 
 
   “Gotta wrap up the sound checks,” Waldie said. “Foam on The Range is on in a few. We’re doing a breakfast jam.”
 
   Harry held a hand up. “Waldie, before you guys get the music cranked up, let’s rehearse the intros for Little Beaver, okay?”
 
   Waldie shrugged. 
 
   Harry turned to John. “But first, we need you to make a tiny change in the press kit.” Harry handed John a two-inch stack of papers. “I like what you did with the press release, but I thought it needed a little more impact.”
 
   Impact. John knew just what Harry’s definition of the word meant. He scanned the pages and wasn’t surprised to find such words as “empowering,” “ennobling,” and “world-class” peppering the press release and Little Beaver’s bio. 
 
   John had fought in these trenches before. He’d nearly begged Harry to knock off the marketing double-speak. And John had usually won at least some concessions to good grammar. But today, he didn’t care. He just wanted to get the day over with and behind him forever. If putting out a nonsensical press release discouraged the press from writing about this batch of beer, so much the better. 
 
   “Looks great,” John said at last.
 
   Harry cocked an eyebrow. “It does? Oh, well, good.”
 
   Little Beaver walked over to John and Harry, carrying a copy of his bio. He stuck an empty hand in John’s direction. “Hey. It’s great to get to work with such a wordsmith, man,” he said, pumping John’s hand and smiling a million-watt smile.
 
   “Uh, sure.” 
 
   John’s plan was simple enough. Halfway through Foam on The Range’s second set, right after a crowd-pumping rendition of “Cherokee People,” Waldie would bring Little Beaver on stage. Little Beaver would belt out a slightly reworked, punk version of the Disney tune “What Makes The Red Man Red”—tweaked to “What Makes Bea-ver So Good?” 
 
   Meanwhile, John would go pretend to chat up the reporters and beer writers, make sure they were keyed on the launch of the rebranding campaign, direct their attention to the stage and to the kegs of as-yet-untapped Beaver Seminole Stout. 
 
   The batch. 
 
    
 
   The crowd was definitely getting thicker. And drunker. People milled around, plastic cups in hand, sloshing samples. Sipping, drinking, chugging. Everybody nicely lit and getting more so. Folks had already started to dance in front of the stage where Foam On The Range jammed. Bikers and beer geeks mingled among the tents, toting cups and kielbasa and slabs of barbequed pork ribs as Waldie blissfully worked his way through the Stones’ “Brown Sugar.” He was on stage playing rock ’n’ roll at a party celebrating beer. Heaven.
 
    
 
   Action was good at the Beaver tent. Preston could barely keep up with the crush of thirsty drinkers bumping up against the folding tables. Preston was only pulling Beaver’s regular menu of beers. Seminole Stout would have to wait for the judges. This way, Harry had explained, they could create a buzz of a different kind. 
 
   Preston wanted to drain the beer with the crowd, not let the judges put the shit to their lips. But he could do nothing, short of ignoring Harry’s order. He wasn’t about to get himself fired. He could still pull this off. The beer could just be drunk, disregarded, and that would be the end of it. No more Ernesto. No more problems.
 
   “What’s under the tarp?” a big-bellied guy with a stained Harpoon Ale T-shirt hollered to Preston, pointing a half-full cup of beer at the mountain of cases under putty-colored cloth behind Preston.
 
   “Nothing,” Preston said, for probably the hundredth time that morning. 
 
   “Yeah, well, why does it say Top Secret?” the fat guy snapped. 
 
   It was Harry’s idea to spray paint in stencil “Top Secret” on the tarp covering the cases of Seminole Stout. Said it would create interest. For once, Harry was right about something.
 
   “It’s nothing. Top secret’s just a joke,” Preston said.
 
   “Come on, is it some kind of lambic? With air-borne yeast cultures from Belgium or something?”
 
   Preston shrugged, squeezing three full beers together and gingerly shepherding them to hands on the other side of the tables. “Hey, it wouldn’t be top secret if we blabbed. Seriously, we just painted that on as a joke. The beer’s skunked. Not worth drinking.”
 
   “Shit, man,” the fat dude whined. “Bet it’s some fuckin’ raspberry wheat beer or something. You guys always do some copy-cat shit.”
 
   The trio of BeerFesters ambled off with their beers, and Preston found himself alone with the fat guy. 
 
   “Tell you what,” Preston said in a near whisper, looking dramatically over one shoulder. “If you come back after the festival’s over, I’ll let you and your friends have it all. Free.”
 
   “Cool,” the fat guy said, and waddled off.
 
   At least he’d be rid of the crap. And judging from the guy’s girth, he could probably dispose of the batch all by himself. 
 
    
 
   Waldie stood on stage with Little Beaver, who was halfway through his tone-deaf “What makes Bea-ver so good?” song. He aped like he was riding a horse, loosing imaginary arrows from his real bow at phantom cowboys on the run.
 
   John had to admit—the guy had a kind of goofy charisma. The dance crowd had swollen into a solid mosh pit, all pogoing to the drummer’s tom-tom bass beat and Waldie’s power chords. A knot of girls near the stage was mooning over Little Beaver, who seemed oblivious to their attentions.
 
   John stood next to some beer writers who had come to check out Beaver’s new branding campaign launch. The writers sniggered as they scribbled in their notebooks and shook their heads.
 
   One of them, a shabby regular on the beer-festival circuit named Frank, leaned over and said, “You got-um squaw; you guys could do heap big lounge act.” Frank chuckled at his own joke. 
 
   John tried to smile. But the smile faded when he noticed Preston heading for the nearby judges’ table, his arms wrapped around a case of Seminole Stout.
 
   John knew this would happen. Even so, his pulse raced when Preston handed the case to a judging assistant, who stood like a sentry at the edge of a pair of wooden picnic tables where a dozen scruffy fat men were sipping beers from hundreds of tiny glasses. Every few sips, one of the men would smack his lips and scribble something on five by eleven cards next to the glasses.
 
   The assistant put down the case, ripped open the cardboard, and fished several long-neck bottles from the box. Then he poured a dozen shots into small glasses and handed them down the table.
 
   The judge closest to the assistant, whom John recognized as an up and comer on the judging circuit from Boston, gave his glass a sniff.
 
   Okay, this should be the end of things right here.
 
   The judge pulled back his nose, squinted, then sniffed again. John turned his head. Just get it over with. Declare it swill, dump it out, get on to the next entry. 
 
   Please, just dump it out. 
 
    
 
   “Ladies, gentlemen, beer drinkers,” the portly, red-faced emcee spoke into the microphone from the stage. “This year’s judging was among the hardest yet.” He grinned impishly. “Okay, well it wasn’t that hard. Hell, we were drinking beer after all.” 
 
   After some guffaws, the emcee strode down the short stage, mike cable following him as he reached down to grab a clipboard from another man. “We had more entries than we’ve ever had,” he went on, peering down at the clipboard. “In fact, we had—now get this—327 different beers. Now that’s a party.” 
 
   More laughter. 
 
   “But,” he paused, holding his palms up, “as we all know, there can be only one overall winner. One beer that reigns supreme…”
 
   Preston, John, Waldie, and Harry stood in a loose knot off to the side of the bleary-eyed but happy crowd around the stage.
 
   “…Our third place winner in the Sunshine State BeerFest contest is from Miami!” the emcee’s voice reverberated. “El Tropicale’s Seabreeze Lager.” 
 
   Applause snapped like popcorn.
 
   “Second place goes to a veteran of BeerFest since its creation twelve years ago. Give it up for Island Hopping Ale.”
 
   Another wave of applause.
 
   “First place. That means the best beer, for those of y’all who indulged too much to be able to count backwards. First place goes to…” The emcee glanced over at the judges table, where a bearded man shrugged and nodded. “Folks, this is a complete surprise…”
 
   “Probably fucking Naples Beer-gineers again,” Waldie whispered to John, who stared over the heads of the crowd, into nothingness.
 
   “First place in the Sunshine State BeerFest goes to Beaver Brewery. Their Seminole Stout bested the rest. Hey guys, it’s about time, too. Let’s give it up for…”
 
   The crowd was still for a second, everyone looking around at each other to make sure they heard the guy right.
 
   “That’s right,” the tweedy emcee went on. “Beaver Brewery won.”
 
   The crowd erupted in applause. 
 
   John, Preston, Waldie, and Harry didn’t move. Then Harry jumped up and down, bear-hugging John and Preston and Waldie as if in a rugby scrum. 
 
   They were borne up onto the stage. Hands slapped backs, high-fived. Waldie and Harry beamed. Preston looked out at the cheering mass of drunken beer lovers and smiled a sort of stunned smile.
 
   John was catatonic, a barely animated doll being pinballed around the stage. Pint glasses of beer were thrust in everyone’s hands. John looked at his in horror. The emcee was saying something about a toast. Everyone’s glass clinked, beer sloshing. Glasses were lifted. John watched wide-eyed as Preston took a breath, closed his eyes and drank. 
 
   “Come on, John. It’s a toast,” Harry said.
 
   John shook his head slowly. 
 
   Harry frowned. “I said it’s a toast. You drink. Come on, everyone’s looking at you. Drink. Now. Do it.” 
 
   John looked at the beer. 
 
   He looked at Harry.
 
   He drank. It tasted like beer. Pretty damned good beer, at that.
 
   John held his hand up to his mouth and ran for the back of the stage. Too late.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I know. But Preston is busy right now. In an interview…I will. I’ll tell him. Yes. I know he’d like to chat with you…Yeah, he’s got your number. He’ll call you back just as soon as he’s free. I promise. Thank you very much. Okay. Bye.”
 
   Incredible. 
 
   John was just talking with Piers Johnston. Only the most venerated beer scribbler in the entire world. Shit, John had all of the guy’s books a few feet away on his office bookshelf. Now the guy calls from Brussels, or wherever he said he was, says he plans to run a “little squib” about Beaver in his next newsletter, and says he needs to talk with Beaver’s brewmaster.
 
   Piers-fucking-Johnston. In-fucking-credible.
 
   And that wasn’t even counting the other press people who had called. Most of them weren’t brewery trade-magazine schmucks, either. These were mainstream daily reporters. Tampa Bay Times. Tampa Tribune. Miami Herald. Even a writer with The Wall Street Journal had left a voice message—something about a trend piece on the microbrew industry.
 
   Harry might get his Page One story in The Wall Street Journal yet.
 
   John logged onto RealBeer.com and read a review of Seminole Stout filed that morning by one of the beer writers who had covered the festival. The judge had described Seminole Stout as “wonderfully pruney, with mocha aromas and a meaty oiliness of body that manages to be delicate and savory, with a subtle salsa finish.”
 
   John shuddered.
 
   The writer went on to proclaim the beer “a dazzling interpretation of the standard stout.” 
 
   Pulling the pages from the printer and adding them to the rising news-clippings pile, John heard TV reporters mincing up and down brewery stairs in high heels, clomping feet of cameramen following, everyone yabbering at Preston. John looked out his office window at the live-feed vans sitting outside, their microwave dishes bristling like porcupine quills. 
 
   Beaver Brewery was on top of the beer world. Chloe had seen new orders jump by more than fivefold only a few hours after Beaver’s stunning win. Distributors from Portland to Pensacola were ringing up Harry to find out how to score pallets, kegs, cans, whatever, of Beaver brew. What wasn’t drained by the marauding BeerFesters was already on trucks bound for pubs around the state.
 
   John had won, too, in a way. His job was probably secure, and he might even get a raise—hell, Harry would have a hard time denying pay increases for every Beaver employee.
 
   How could Seminole Stout have possibly won? By all the laws of chemistry, the beer should have been shit. Or at least so-so. To win the biggest beer festival in the state was beyond bizarre.
 
   Still, one person had to know something was up. Waldie, of the all-knowing beer nose, had to taste something funky about the batch, didn’t he? If anyone could, he would. Hell, the guy could divine the how and where and when of any beer on the planet.
 
   John thought he could taste Ernesto in the beer up on stage not a few hours before. Maybe his taste buds were playing tricks on him. Maybe no one could taste anything funny about the beer. Not even Waldie. The beer was all gone. They’d won. He hadn’t done anything too terrible, hadn’t hurt anyone.
 
   Maybe things would work out after all.
 
    
 
   Waldie was in the Tasting Room, dishing out sample brews and beer talk to a thirsty mob. He had lost count of how many folks had come through already today. 
 
   “I guess you could call us yeast herders,” Waldie was saying. It was his standard spiel. He could recite it on autopilot. Which was good because he had something he needed to do. Something he had to do away from these bozos. 
 
   “…Because our whole mission is to shepherd the yeasties into the yummy feeding ground comprised of sugars in the stew of sugary barley and water. It’s here where the yeast chows down…”
 
   Waldie suddenly stopped and pointed to a college type in the back of the room who was sniggering with a couple of friends. “Would you mind not rubbing the crotch of the poster girl?” 
 
   The offending hand retracted into the crowd.
 
   “Thanks,” Waldie continued. “As I was saying… ”
 
    
 
   “Excuse me!” Despite the heels and business suit that looked painted on, the woman was lugging a TV camera as she ran across the brewery floor toward Preston.
 
   “Yes,” Preston said. He was running on fumes. Jittery and terrified and strangely elated. Felt like he could laugh or cry. At the same time. The win was incredible. But he was always looking over his shoulder. Waiting to be found out. For the truth to be discovered. 
 
   The woman was in front of him now. Early twenties and extremely attractive. Perfect helmet of Lady Gaga-esque hair. Perfect tits. And legs sculpted by countless early-morning hours of aerobics and power yoga.
 
   Not as attractive as John’s girlfriend, but definitely a runner up.
 
   “Hi, I’m Tabitha Reed. News Channel 8,” she chirped, her improbably white teeth flashing. She set the bulky camera down on the concrete floor and shot her hand forward. Firm handshake for a girl. Probably a Gator cheerleader.
 
   “Hi,” Preston said, all smiles. “I’m Preston. I’m the brewmaster.”
 
   “Just the person I wanted to see. Sorry I’m a teensy bit late. Now, where do you suggest is the best part of this place to illustrate for our viewers just how you guys make your celebrated beer?”
 
   Was that gum in her mouth? Preston frowned. She was late, all right, and now he was late for his phone interview with Michael Jackson.
 
   “Sorry, I’ve got another interview I have to do right now. I thought you were coming at 11.”
 
   “I was. I was just a little late.” She glanced at her watch. “Bet we can wrap it up in twenty minutes.” She bent to pick up her camera, giving Preston a clear view down her perfect cleavage. Was that perfume?
 
   “Look, I’m sorry,” Preston said, glancing at his watch without reading it. He was late. “I have to go chat with a beer-critic guy right now.”
 
   Her face was instant pout. Did they teach her how to do that in journalism school? She did an absolutely outstanding disappointed vixen. 
 
   She set her camera down again and sighed a big sigh.
 
   “I’m real sorry about being late. You’d be doing me a huge, wonderful favor if you just take a few minutes. The station couldn’t spare a cameraman so I had to lug this out here. I can have this thing wrapped up in no time.”
 
   She bent to grab the camera, pretending it was sooo heavy and doing the thing with her tits again. “I know. But you see, I don’t really have any time right now. I—”
 
   Her smile vanished. Eyes turned small. “Shit,” she spat. “Can’t you just, like, make a little adjustment to your schedule?”
 
   “I’d really like to but—”
 
   She glared at him, then at the camera on the ground. “Fuck. I mean, this is free publicity for you guys.”
 
   The sweet, little cheerleader had been replaced by a brittle little bitch. 
 
   “I appreciate—”
 
   “Please,” she hissed, putting a hand up like a traffic cop. “You guys are always pulling shit like this. We’re doing you a fucking favor, you know. Number-one-rated evening news channel in the entire five-county area. Fifth-largest market in the country. You know how many times this month alone network has yanked our stories to feed its national news? Three! Three in one month. We’re not some rinky-dink cable channel.” She sighed, her grimace softening. “Look, can’t you just give me a half hour now?”
 
   “I’d love to but—”
 
   “Fuck, my producer’s going to kill me. Fuck!”
 
   Quite a temper. Preston tried a smile. 
 
   She beamed her best fake grin. “Oh, well, I guess there’s always other stories to do, like, maybe an investigative piece on the brewery’s Health Department violations, of which there were like seven in one week not too long ago. Or maybe we could follow up on a little thing I’d heard from a little birdie about one of your workers disappearing…”
 
   Preston’s calm shattered. He opened his mouth, shut it, then forced a smile. “I tell you what,” he said evenly. “Give me your home number, and I’ll call you tonight. I should be able to set up a special tour. Show you stuff no one else gets to see. In fact, we’re getting ready to launch a whole new line of beers, super-secret recipes. That’ll really be something. All very hush-hush. No one else knows anything about it.”
 
   Her face was angelic. “It’s an exclusive, only for us, right?”
 
   He smiled a broad sickle. “Cross my heart.”
 
    
 
   The phone rang. John looked up from his autistic rocking. Not another reporter right now, please. Ha, imagine that: A PR flack sick of good press. 
 
   “Hey, babe,” Rachel said. “My mom just saw the awesome news on Channel 13. That’s so great, John.”
 
   John’s heart raced. He sat up straight in his chair. “Oh, yeah. We won.” He hadn’t even thought to tell Rachel. It had all happened so fast.
 
   “I’ll say. Big time. Anyway, I know you’re probably really busy right now. I just wanted to say congratulations.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Oh, and I have another teensy favor to ask, John. You know now my parents don’t have the same vision as I…as we do about pursuing our goals? Well, I’m at the hotel right now, waiting for my audition…”
 
   A man’s laughter sounded in the background. 
 
   “Are you in the lobby?”
 
   “No, what are you talking about? I’m in my room at the Plaza… Oh, John, you’d love the view…”
 
   John heard the distinct pop of a champagne cork, then the faint tinkle of crystal. “Is…Are you in the restaurant?”
 
   A sharp sigh came through the receiver. “No, John. I’m in my room. Listen, what I reallllly needed to ask you, if you’d be so incredibly great and generous and wonderful like you always are to me, I realllly need your credit card number, just for the hotel room. You know I hate to do this, but you know how Daddy doesn’t understand my ambitions…”
 
   “Okay. Okay. Do you have something to write with?” John heard murmurs, then deeper-toned ones. Rachel came back on the line. “John, thank you soo soo much…”
 
   “Rachel, is your window open or something?”
 
   “No, why?”
 
   “I keep thinking I’m hearing another voice.”
 
   A few seconds of silence passed.
 
   “Rachel?”
 
   “No, John. I’m alone. What are you trying to say?” Her tone was cold.
 
   “Nothing. I’m not saying anything. I just—”
 
   “God, John. You’re not going to get all weird on me, are you? I mean, I’m up here busting my butt trying to make my dream of being a real actress come true and—”
 
   “No. Rachel. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply, uh, say anything. I just…Nothing. It’s nothing. I’m sorry.”
 
   Another second passed. John thought he heard what sounded like the wet smack of a kiss. 
 
   “Okay, I forgive you,” she said in a bedroom voice that sent a jolt to John’s nether regions. “And you know just how yummy make-up sex is.”
 
   “Yes,” John whispered, eyes closed. 
 
   “Now, what’s that silly credit card number so I can hurry up here and get home to my baby?”
 
   John opened his eyes and began reading from his credit card. 
 
   Either recent events were playing tricks on his mind, or he was going to nominate Rachel for an Oscar.
 
    
 
   Harry threaded his way through the lunchtime crowd along Franklin Street in downtown Tampa. He thought about going down to the Tampa offices of the Tampa Bay Times to buy some extra copies of today’s edition—the one with the nice write-up on Beaver. What the hell, it was quicker to run by the news shop and snag a dozen or so copies.
 
   The interview with the TV girlie from Channel 13 that morning had gone well. Should he call up in a week or so, ask her out? Hell, he had been working so hard he’d neglected his other needs. But then, all in good time. First, he had to clinch the biggest payday of his life.
 
   Just as he walked into the shop, his cell phone trilled. The Vietnamese clerk behind the counter rolled his eyes. 
 
   “Hello,” Harry said, pinching the phone between his head and shoulder as he reached to the stack of newspapers. He dropped the slab of newsprint with a thump and grabbed the phone with one hand.
 
   “Yes, Mr. Matsuda. Great. How are you?…Yes, I hoped you’d seen the tremendous news about Beaver. Yes.”
 
   The clerk looked over Harry’s shoulder as a woman in a business suit tapped her foot, then reached around Harry and plopped a magazine down on the counter.
 
   “You’d like to talk further? Of course. No problem. When’s a good time for you?
 
   The woman handed the cashier a big bill.
 
   “Next week’s fine. What day?”
 
   The clerk opened the register and counted out change.
 
   “Fine. Shall I call you?”
 
   The line behind Harry was now three people deep. Heads began swinging around Harry’s shoulders again.
 
   “You want to come in person! Yes, I think that’s always best. The best way to do business. Of course.”
 
   The clerk banged open a roll of quarters as if angrily preparing to make an omelet and counted out the woman’s change.
 
   “Great. Of course I’ll make sure a Beaver representative is waiting at the airport when you arrive.”
 
   Harry made a frantic scribbling-in-the-air sign with his free hand, and the woman behind him heaved theatrically, rummaged in her purse, and came up with a black Bic.
 
   “Right. Nippon Airlines. Flight 294. Arrives Friday night. Got it. Good bye.”
 
   Harry bent down and scribbled the flight info on the magazine. He clicked his phone shut and looked up at the clerk, then at the frowning woman, then at the magazine. “Oops,” he said digging into his pocket.
 
   A minute later, Harry walked out of the news shop, a thick slab of newspapers and a copy of Cosmopolitan under his arm. He set off down the brick street with the vivacious step of a man on his way to his first date.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Waldie was glad to be off Tasting Room duty. It should have been the head brewer’s duty to play show and tell with an open bar for a bunch of thirsty mooches. With the BeerFest win, they were getting slammed with interest from locals and tourists alike. He could have used the help.
 
   No matter. He’d shut the Tasting Room down at 3 p.m. Now he was free to do a little chemistry project. 
 
   He opened his scuffed red and white Igloo six-pack cooler and lifted the sole remaining bottle of Seminole Stout. All the rest had been pounded in the post-win scramble at BeerFest. This one he’d salted away in his jacket’s cavernous pockets before a quick trip to his car and the Igloo. 
 
   He popped the top with his key-ring bottle opener and smelled the cool halo at the bottle top. It was a stout all right. A little light on the roasted malt. What was that other flavor? He could almost nail it, but it eluded him. 
 
   He set down the bottle on the concrete ground beside the table arrayed with beakers, test tubes, and curlicue glass tubing. With a little prodding, he could entice this beer—any beer—to give up its secrets.
 
   And this beer was certainly a mystery. 
 
   That wasn’t all that didn’t make sense. How could that prick Preston, a guy who couldn’t tell a pilsner from cat piss, cook up something that would actually win BeerFest! And the guy had a big head before. God, he’d be insufferable now. Shit, how did he do it? It just wasn’t possible. What the hell? Even Waldie couldn’t pull that off with the crappy ingredients Harry bought. 
 
   Arranging his equipment, he realized that he had left his hydrometer in his car. He had brought it today for just this purpose. It was far more sensitive than the one the brewery used to determine the dissolved particles in the beer. And he was really going to nail this sucker’s recipe.
 
   Back in the brewery, it took a few minutes for Waldie’s eyes to adjust. As they did, he thought he saw a dog licking something on the ground across the brewery. Shit, did effects of long-term dope smoking include seeing imaginary dogs?
 
   He walked closer. The chimerical creature didn’t vanish. It really was a dog. A big one. Fang. Duane’s guard dog. And it was eating something.
 
   “Shit,” Waldie spat, dashing toward the dog and the overturned bottle nearby. But as Waldie reached for the bottle, Fang let out a low growl, black gums quivering up to reveal glistening white teeth. Waldie snatched his hand back. 
 
   A voice said, “Guess even animals dig that new beer.” It was Chloe, walking cautiously up to the scene from across the brewery. 
 
   “That’s one mean drunk,” Waldie said as the two watched the dog slowly finish lapping up the spilled contents of the bottle. 
 
   She looked down at the Styrofoam box in her hand. “I’d offer him my lunch doggie bag, but I’d say he’s a little grumpy.” 
 
   When Fang had finished, he licked his chops and looked up at the two spectators. Fang’s tail wagged and he trotted off.
 
   “Weird shit,” Chloe said. “Wait, wasn’t that the new guard dog?”
 
   Waldie picked up the empty bottle, turning it over in his hand. A small puddle of beer remained. It might be enough. Waldie looked around for a sponge or rag. There was a whole lot of weird shit going on. And he was going to find out what it was.
 
    
 
   Waldie had asked John for a ride. But John, sensing that his friend might want to talk about Beaver’s bizarre BeerFest win, claimed to have to run a birthday errand—which was true, in a way. Once John was sure that Waldie had driven off in his chair-laden Volvo, he swung by the Alvin Magnon Jewelers shop and further nuked his credit cards with a pair of diamond earrings. 
 
   This was getting worse all the time. He was nearly broke and he was avoiding Waldie.
 
   When John finally rolled the Jetta into the circular driveway of Rachel’s parents’ Culbreath Isles house, Waldie was waiting patiently beside the Volvo, looking a bit like some Bedouin posing next to his camel.
 
   “Welcome to Faaantasy Island,” Waldie called out in passable Ricardo Montalbanese as John pulled in. 
 
   “Wow.” John breathed nervously, unconsciously shooting his cuffs and smoothing his blue blazer as he beheld the shining manse. The whole house—it was really more of a compound in tropical motif—shimmered with light. Strands of twinkling white lights were draped over chiseled topiary. The fronds in the palm trees glittered like exploding fireworks. 
 
   “And I thought a double-decker ice-cream cake was a fancy birthday party,” Waldie said, agog at the place.
 
   “No kidding.”
 
   Rachel’s father had built the house. Not with his own hands, of course. His development company, Shamrock Development.
 
   Hardly a swath existed of upscale tract housing on either coast of Florida in which Rachel’s father had not been involved in some way. Tom Osborne had started small, fiddling with trailer parks in Central Florida, then moved into low-income housing. In less than two decades, he had zipped right on up the dollar-per-square-foot ladder. Today, his monuments to mammon peppered Florida’s waterfront like so many pastel wallets.
 
   Waldie strolled over, and the two stared at the front of the imposing residence together.
 
   “Now this is what I call service,” Waldie said as a clean-cut teenage boy in khakis and white Oxford shirt ran up.
 
   “Would you like me to valet your car, sir?”
 
   “Sure,” John said. “But give us a minute to get the chairs unloaded.”
 
   “I’ve got ’em,” the kid said, all smiles. 
 
   John and Waldie shrugged. Cool.
 
   “Watch out for the ax,” Waldie told the kid, who looked as if Waldie had just said something in Farsi. “The guitar. Would you please be gentle around the guitar.”
 
   The kid grinned and snapped his fingers. “Right. The guitar,” he said, pointing at the scuffed black case underneath the pile of chairs.
 
   “I was kind of hoping I could play tonight,” Waldie said.
 
   “Yeah, me too,” John said, watching the kid yank the chairs out of the Volvo. “But Rachel’s parents wanted a DJ. Sorry.” 
 
   “Hey.” Waldie waved a dismissive hand. “Just as long as Foam gets to play at your wedding.” Waldie winked.
 
   “If ever that day comes, you’re booked for it.” 
 
   “John!” Rachel floated across the manicured lawn, everything around her suffused with some aura of Hollywood expectancy. Her long, black dress looked painted on. She wore no bra, and judging from the lack of any lines around her perfect ass, no underwear.
 
   Good God. His mouth watered. 
 
   “Hey, you,” she said, making an exaggerated smacking noise as she kissed John deeply. Then she hugged Waldie. “Where’s Betsy?”
 
   “We couldn’t find a babysitter for Daisy tonight,” he said with a shrug. “Guess I won the coin toss for who got to go out tonight.”
 
   “Well, that sucks,” she said, flashing a quick pout. “Not that I’m not glad you came, Waldie.” 
 
   In the living room, Tom Osborne was busy directing a buzz of traffic, but Sarah Osborne immediately swept over like some predatory bird. She offered John her customary trio of air kisses and hugged Waldie with about as much gusto as one would offer in embracing a leper.
 
   “I’m so happy your friend could make it, too,” she said, drifting back while looking over her shoulder toward some imagined beckoning call. “I do hope you don’t mind, I’ve got just a few more things to do with the staff in the kitchen before the other guests arrive. Rachel, I know you don’t turn twenty-one every day, but would you mind if I steal you from your beau for just a second?”
 
   “Sure, Mom,” Rachel said as she headed toward the kitchen. 
 
   Rachel’s departure left John and Waldie standing alone. 
 
   Tom Osborne took that as his cue, and he approached smiling, capped teeth gleaming like wet ivory. “Hello, John! And it’s so nice to see you again, Walter. John, before this party gets going, I’d like to have a quick word with you.” He gestured slightly with an open palm near his side. His initials were printed in blue thread on his cuff. Everything in their house seemed to be monogrammed, a sort of subliminal turf marking. 
 
   John allowed himself to be herded toward a pair of closed doors off to the left. It was the first time John had been in the drawing room since he’d encountered her parents there about two months after he had started seeing Rachel.
 
   John and Rachel had been at a keg party held in the backyard of an old house that belonged to one of the Brew Ha-Ha guys. Rachel hadn’t eaten much, fresh air and the live Foam On The Range music had conspired to make the keg beer taste even better than usual. She’d downed several dozen waxy Dixie cups of the cold froth before the keg sputtered to empty.
 
   On the drive back to her house, she and John were barely able to keep their hands off each other. They stumbled through the door, all hands and mouths searching, never even making it to her room. They fell onto the couch in the drawing room and ripped clothes off. Afterward, they had fallen asleep.
 
   When Rachel’s father and mother awoke the next morning to make their 6 a.m. tee time, there was John, still on the drawing room couch, naked. 
 
   “Sweet Jesus,” Tom said, dropping a bulky bag of golf clubs onto the shag carpet with a long, crashing clatter. 
 
   Beside him, Sarah just stared wide-eyed, her lip-sticked mouth forming a red O.
 
   The clattering golf clubs woke John, who instinctively tried to form a fig leaf over his exposed genitals. 
 
   “Tom! Sarah!” John said, wondering for a moment why he had chosen this moment to move on to a first-name basis with Rachel’s parents. Up until now, it had always been “Yes, North Carolina’s wonderful this time of year, Mrs. Osborne,” or, “I’d love a single malt, Mr. Osborne.”
 
   John sat paralyzed up on the couch, his hands cupped over his groin. 
 
   “Get out of my house,” Tom uttered from behind clenched teeth. 
 
   John gathered up his clothes and dashed past Tom and out the door. He jumped into his car and peeled out of the driveway, not bothering to put on his clothes.
 
   The phone rang just as John unlocked his front door. It was Rachel.
 
   “Why didn’t you wake me up?” John whispered before realizing he didn’t have to.
 
   “I was sleepy. And now I really have a headache.”
 
   “Well, yeah, but your parents found me butt-naked on the couch!”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So! Why didn’t you get me up when you went to bed?”
 
   “I don’t know. I just didn’t.”
 
   “I…Rachel. That was pretty embarrassing.”
 
   “As if I wasn’t embarrassed, too. I mean, I was the one who had to deal with them afterwards.”
 
   “Yeah, but…” He sighed. “Sorry.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “I guess I forgive you,” she said.
 
   “Good. I…I miss you already.”
 
   “Ditto.”
 
   “So, what did you tell your parents?”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “You know…”
 
   “Oh, I told them your father just died in a skiing accident in Switzerland, and you were distraught, so you got drunk and broke into our house because you saw something on TV about the Winter Olympics and couldn’t stand to be alone in your apartment with so many memories haunting you.” 
 
   “Skiing accident! Switzerland! My parents have never even been out of the country.”
 
   “I had to come up with something. Besides, this makes your family sound, well, more cosmopolitan.”
 
   “But Rachel, my dad isn’t dead. He and my mom only moved to Cleveland.”
 
   “God, it’s about the same thing.”
 
    
 
   In the days that followed, John avoided Rachel’s house. His exile lasted about a week. Rachel’s mom finally called John at the brewery to ask if he could come for dinner that weekend.
 
   “My condolences,” Sarah had said when she’d opened the front door. 
 
   “Huh? Oh, thanks,” John replied. “Yes, they so loved the Alps.”
 
   And so he’d played along all night and hated every minute of it. But sure hadn’t hated what Rachel did to him later.
 
   Since then her parents tried harder to act as if they liked him. The result was a kind of cartoonish, frosty cordiality.
 
   Now here John was with Rachel’s father, back in The Room Where John Passed Out Naked.
 
   At first John thought the guy was about to shepherd him toward the very couch where it all happened. The scene of the crime. Did they have the couch cleaned?
 
   “Here, John,” Tom said with a faint smile as he motioned for John to sit in one of a pair of high-backed leather chairs arranged in front of a fireplace with gas jets. John remembered trying to start the fireplace that fateful night, but couldn’t find the knob to turn on the gas. Now he saw that it was a sundial thing about the size of a softball, sprouting from the wall off to the side of the fireplace. 
 
   “How about something to drink?” Tom asked, strolling toward a massive antique-looking globe in the middle of the room. He grabbed something in the globe’s South Pole region and slid back a hemisphere to reveal a bar chock-full of cut-glass decanters. Tom was at ease in this room, as if it were an extension of his manly man personality.
 
   A glass of scotch appeared in John’s hand. Glasses clinked. Tom nodded a silent toast, sipped the whisky with closed eyes, and eased back into an overstuffed leather chair that smelled of Lemon Pledge. “Rachel told me about the good news at the brewery.” He swirled the amber liquid around his glass before taking another sip.
 
   “Oh, yes. Thanks.”
 
   “Great news. Really great. I gather this really puts you guys on top here in Florida, right on your way to becoming something of a national force.” 
 
   John felt a trap. Proceed carefully. “Well, I don’t know about national, but it’s really good. Definitely very good. We’re getting a lot of good press right now.”
 
   “Well, I for one think it’s great.” Tom turned slightly to his left, opened a box of highly polished wood, and pulled out a cigar. “Have one?” he asked, not bothering to look up. 
 
   “No, thanks.” John had never been into cigars. About all he they did for him was make him dizzy and give him cotton mouth. 
 
   Tom took out a pair of small, gold scissors from the box and neatly amputated the tip of the cigar, careful to catch the dark nubbin in a cupped hand, which he dumped over a nearby crystal ashtray. As Tom worked on the cigar, John eyed the dozens of animals stuffed and mounted on the walls. 
 
   Tom said, “You know, some buddies and I get together every so often and go out to a cabin on four hundred acres I own near the Everglades. Great hunting place. Game galore. And a heck of a lot of fun. You’d be welcome to come sometime, if you like.”
 
   What would a load of shotgun lead slamming into his back do to his spine? He swallowed and forced a smile. “I guess I’m more of a beer hunter.” 
 
   Shit, why was he making lame jokes now? John gripped his chair’s bread-loaf-sized armrests and tried to relax a little while Tom struck a wooden match, waited for the phosphorus to flare, and then put the flame to the end of the cigar. The acrid, leathery odor of smoldering tobacco reached John before the bluish cloud did.
 
   “John, I want to talk a little about you and Rachel,” Tom went on, fellating the cigar. 
 
   An image leapt into John’s mind of how Rachel had on several occasions done the same to him in his Jetta in the driveway just outside this room. In the room, too. On The Couch. Was the guy trying to draw a confession by mocking him? ‘Yes, your daughter and I have had oral sex. And on this very property. Dozens of times. Oh, and by the way, let me tell you about what happened at the brewery.’
 
   “I know Sarah and I have had some reservations, I guess you could say, about, well, about you and Rachel being together,” Tom went on, a sort of wistful smile playing over his tanned face.
 
   John took a sip, more of a gulp, of his scotch, feeling the peaty smokiness burn his throat. Better stuff than what Waldie had poured into his flask.
 
   Here comes the we’ll-cut-your-balls-off-if-you-aren’t-good-to-our-daughter speech. Or maybe it wasn’t just words.
 
   “I might as well admit, Rachel’s mother and I were a little thrown off-balance by what happened that, er, that particular morning.“
 
   Dear God!
 
   As if in mutual preparation for what would come next, Tom and John both drained their drinks. Tom smiled painfully; John simulated a happy face.
 
   “But I want you to know that I understand how such a shock—how the death of one’s parents, I mean—can make a man act out of character. Can make you do some pretty strange things.” Tom held up a hand. “That’s not entirely excusing what you did. You really gave Sarah quite a shock when we came in and, well, there you were.”
 
   “Yes. I can imagine.”
 
   “What I’m trying to say, John, is that despite our rather rocky start, I wanted to let you know that Sarah and I are happy that you’re seeing our daughter.” His left eye ticced faintly.
 
   He rose on the last syllable and held out a hand, which John instinctively shook. 
 
   “Thank you,” John said. What else should he say? He didn’t want to say thank you again. 
 
   Tom gave John an awkward yet firm Episcopalian hug and then glanced at the glass still clutched in his right hand. “Well. We’ve got some celebrating to do. Not every day your only daughter turns twenty-one. Shall we join the party?”
 
    
 
   At first, Preston had been plenty pissed that John would dare not invite him to the party. Everyone else at Beaver apparently was going, even Duane, the goofy security guard with the Pooka necklace. The brewery was a ghost town by 7 p.m.
 
   Fine. Be that way.
 
   And with this big win, incredible fucking win, John was golden now, thanks to him. The whole brewery was. Thanks to Preston’s quick thinking. Jesus, it had been touch and go there, of course. Who’d ever have thought the beer would win. Much less not taste like total shit. 
 
   He might never figure that out. And why bother? That was what was wrong with his dad. Analyzing stuff to death. Incapable of letting something just be.
 
   This was just what he needed to pry his dad’s stingy fingers from the money that was really his.
 
   The bathroom door swung open. Out walked Tabitha. Gloriously, perfectly naked. She struck a pose. Winked extravagantly and arched an eyebrow. She couldn’t be more than 110 pounds. Not a blonde hair on her head was out of place.
 
   If the last twenty-four hours were surreal, last night was even more. He hadn’t gotten laid in forever. Then the win, and the next thing he knows, he’s taking this girl back to his place. He couldn’t tell if he was happier than he’d ever been. Or more terrified. 
 
   She climbed into bed beside Preston and pulled the sheet to just below her tanned boobs. Tanned ass, too. Did she suntan in the nude? Tanning booth?
 
   She frowned. Petted his chest. “So much for the big scoop.”
 
   “What? This wasn’t newsworthy?” Preston said in mock surprise. 
 
   “Hmm, maybe more of a drive by.” 
 
   “Ouch. I was thinking more multi-part series.”
 
   She lifted he sheet, peaked below at Preston’s waist. Smiled. “Let’s try for an update. See where that goes.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “The bar’s not just open. It’s gaping,” Waldie called out as John walked out the back door. 
 
   Waldie beckoned and John moved to join him on the other side of the patio, a big square about the size of a basketball court made from glossy, TV-screen-sized ceramic tiles that looked Mexican or South American. The patio was a postage stamp compared with the expanse of backyard that extended what seemed like miles to a dock and large motor boat.
 
   The place was made for a party. John threaded his way across the patio, stopping to shake hands and receive air kisses and real smooches from various friends and relatives of the Osbornes.
 
   Names floated in and out of his mind as easily as the soft fall air plays on one’s skin. Did Rachel actually know all these people by name? 
 
   The Beaver Brewery faction had gathered, in typical fashion, around a keg of beer, over which Waldie was now hunched, performing some surgery on the tap. Chloe held a long sleeve of plastic cups. She nodded at John, who nodded back. Little Beaver, still in costume. Even Duane was there.
 
   John’s hand reached to pat his front pants pocket, where he had slipped Preston’s invitation. It was one thing to have to party with that guy at the dog track; it was another to have to put up with him at his girlfriend’s birthday party.
 
   Looking at Waldie and the other Beaver folks, John sighed. He’d been holding his breath for days and only now was ready to let the air out. Things were going to be okay. He could relax a little.
 
   Maybe someday, maybe if he and Rachel ever got married, when they were old and wrinkly and their kids were all grown, he’d tell her a crazy story about what had happened early one morning at the brewery. And she’d laugh and tell him how he hadn’t done anything really wrong. “I’d have done the same thing, honey,” she’d say.
 
   Waldie huffed as he bent over and primed the keg, which was nestled in a trash can filled with ice.
 
   “I see you’re back alive.” Waldie grinned, holding out a just-poured beer. “Thought we’d find you neutered, wandering around the ninth hole. Try this. I made it a few days ago. Test batch of a new recipe I’m playing with.” 
 
   As soon as the beer reached his hand, John felt at home. But he stopped when he raised his glass—he flashed on his last beer, the one he was forced to drink the day of the BeerFest win. “What is this stuff again?”
 
   Waldie swallowed and said, “Shit I made at home. I.P.A. Why?”
 
   “No reason,” John said. He drank. It was more than okay. Cool, with a perfect balance of perfumed, floral bitterness from the hops and smoothness of the barley. Maybe the best beer he’d ever had. 
 
   How much he’d missed beer. Not so much an alcoholic craving, more the tender nostalgia of a homebrewer. John took another sip. It was very good. Yup, things were definitely on their way back to something like normal. Way better than normal. 
 
   The party was going well. In fact, it was by all accounts rocking. Even the DJ had decent taste. Nearly everyone, even Rachel’s grandmother, a desiccated strip of beef jerky in pearls from Fort Lauderdale, had taken a turn on the dance floor. Everyone, that was, except Rachel’s dad. 
 
   Tom was the kind of guy who most likely on principle didn’t dance. Lots of guys John hung out with in high school didn’t dance. But that was high school. And they were dorks. Tom Osborne didn’t seem like the kind of guy who was ever nerdy. Or ever went to high school, for that matter. He must have sprung as a fully formed adult from his mother’s womb.
 
   Rachel had been slammed by attention from the minute guests starting arriving, so much so that John had barely been able to talk with her. Now he was cornered by Cathy and Eric—a couple who looked so similar as to appear like brother and sister. They peppered John with questions about how he and Rachel had met. The questioning led inevitably to the topic of marriage. 
 
   “So, do you two plan to, you know, take the plunge?” Cathy said, reaching out to touch John’s elbow. It was a perfectly asexual gesture, like shaking hands with someone who’d just joined your Rotary Club. 
 
   “Uh, get married? No, I mean, we only just started dating,” John said. 
 
   “Cathy, he and Rachel have got plenty of time,” Eric said as he swirled his gin and tonic. 
 
   “Hey,” Cathy quipped, “time passes faster than you think. One day you’re dating, next you’re married. Then comes starting a family. Of course, we’ve been trying to get pregnant for over a year. Funny, but you think it’s like high school, where if a boy gets within a hundred yards of you, poof, you’re pregnant. We just hope we don’t have to resort to fertility drugs.”
 
   “I’ve heard drugs can lead to pregnancy,” John said, but Eric and Cathy rolled right on with their recitation of the travails of infertility. John found himself sneaking looks over their shoulders, hoping Waldie or someone would rescue him. Why was it that perfect strangers would tell other perfect strangers that they were “trying” to get pregnant? Why not just say, “Hey, we’re fucking like bunnies these days.”
 
   Is this what happened to you when you got married? Even sex lost its dirty fun? Raunchy pleasures turned into rote acts of procreation? 
 
   Rachel, radiant and sexy, swanned toward him across the patio as if floating above the ground, her arm intertwined with her father’s. Men’s heads snapped around. Their dates and wives frowned as she passed. Rachel was quite simply the most beautiful woman at the party. Or at any party. In fact, she was perfect. John couldn’t imagine ever not wanting her.
 
   “Get the camera ready for the rarest sight in nature,” Rachel announced when she’d reached John. “Daddy is going to dance.”
 
   Tom didn’t exactly have the moves, but he was doing a passable job of acting like a regular guy having fun. Coat off, Tom twirled and clapped his hands along with the rest of the crowd as Prince’s “Little Red Corvette” throbbed from the DJ’s speakers. 
 
   Waldie, Chloe, even Duane were out there, strutting their stuff. They were joined by a bunch of the guys from Brew Ha-Ha doing the white-man’s overbite, beers seemingly attached to their hands with Super Glue as they flailed to some beat other than that of the song playing. Little Beaver was dipping one of Rachel’s aunts. Every swooping plunge in his bare arms brought the woman perilously close to the floor and, judging from her hiccupy laughter, close to orgasm.
 
   Chloe, who was dancing with Waldie, looked over at Little Beaver’s antics and shook her head. 
 
   John’s shirt was damp and stuck to his skin, but he didn’t care. Neither did Rachel, who was bumping and grinding him into a state of buzzed euphoria.
 
   John felt a tap-tap on his left shoulder and turned around to face a tall, handsome guy about Rachel’s age. The guy was smiling. “May I cut in?” he said.
 
   “Billy!” Rachel squealed, brushing past John and falling into Billy’s open arms. A few seconds passed, then Rachel whipped her head back to John. “Oh, John, I’m sorry. This is Billy,” she said, beaming.
 
   “Hi, Billy,” John said, shaking hands. The guy’s grip was a vice. His teeth were white as Tom’s. His gaze never left Rachel.
 
   “Billy’s, um, an old friend,” Rachel said, more to Billy than to John. “He was a senior at Jesuit when I was a freshman at Academy. Then he ran off to play football at Vanderbilt.”
 
   Billy shrugged his big shoulders and smiled wider at Rachel. The fingers of his right hand were around Rachel’s waist. 
 
   John turned toward Billy and said, “What position?”
 
   Rachel coughed, smiled. “Sorry?”
 
   Billy smiled. “Quarterback,” he said, finally looking at John. 
 
   The song ended and “Mustang Sally” started up.
 
   Billy began to sway, and Rachel followed. 
 
   “Well,” John said, clapping his hands. “Guess I’ll let you two, um, dance now.” 
 
   Neither said anything as John retreated from the dance floor and stood over by the keg.
 
   “Taking a break?” Chloe said, motioning with the keg nozzle in her right hand. 
 
   John snagged a plastic cup from a sleeve and stuck it under the nozzle. “Yeah. Kind of hot.” John fanned his face with his free hand. 
 
   Chloe topped off John’s cup and looked over John’s shoulder toward the crowded dance floor. “Certainly seems like it.” 
 
   Rachel and Billy were dancing close. Billy’s arms were on her hips; her hands were looped around his neck. Every time the song reached the refrain, “Ride, Sally, Ride,” Rachel’s hips would grind on Billy’s left leg.
 
   John smiled and took a discreet gulp. “They were, um, friends in high school.”
 
   Chloe cocked an eyebrow and took a sip. “I’m sure.”
 
   John’s face went hot.
 
   “She’s very beautiful,” Chloe said.
 
   “Yes. She is.”
 
   On the dance floor, Billy leaned so that his head was obscured by Rachel’s. A second later, Rachel threw her head back and laughed. Her hands pulled Billy’s head back down to hers and she kissed him lightly on the lips. 
 
   John coughed and shuffled. He polished off the rest of the beer and refilled his cup and topped off Chloe’s. “We missed you at the dog track last week,” John said.
 
   “Look,” Chloe said, glancing out at the dance floor, then back at John. “I know it’s not my business…”
 
   “But you’re going to make it your business.”
 
   Chloe smiled quickly. “You’re a good friend and I hate to see you…Sorry, that was wrong. I shouldn’t…”
 
   John shook his head. “No. I’m sorry. I…I…”
 
   “You know, I think I see my friend waving to me,” Chloe said. 
 
   John looked but didn’t see anyone waving back. “I—” But she was already gone, walking around the edge of the dance floor and into the crowd.
 
   Meanwhile, MGMT’s song “Kids” had started. The dance floor was jumping. 
 
   Rachel and Billy had kicked it into high gear. John was pleased to see they were no longer in a carnal clutch, but were dancing a few feet apart. Billy mouthed the chorus. He shuffle-danced toward Rachel, and his hand reached and lightly spanked her ass. 
 
   John nearly out spat a mouthful of beer.
 
   Billy’s left hand cupped Rachel’s exquisite left cheek. His left hand was joined by his right. Billy pulled Rachel closer. She smiled and closed her eyes, lips moving along to the lyrics.
 
   John’s face flushed hot as firehouse chili. But no one else seemed to notice the crime in progress on the dance floor.
 
   Billy’s hands had begun kneading Rachel’s ass. Left, right, left, right. 
 
   What the hell! 
 
   John began pacing. Come on, Rachel. Don’t do this to me. You don’t really mean it. She’s drunk, he reasoned. Just drunk. 
 
   The ass kneading continued. Billy tipped his head forward and kissed her full on the lips. And she kissed him back. John caught a glimpse of her tongue slipping into his mouth. 
 
   John was out on the dance floor before he knew it. 
 
   “May I cut in,” he said, all but punching Billy on the shoulder. Billy and Rachel retracted their tentacles.
 
   “Hey, song’s not over yet,” Billy said.
 
   “Call it an intermission.”
 
   “Just a second,” Billy said.
 
   “Whoops, second’s up.”
 
   Billy’s wide shoulders turned like a ship and squared with John’s. “Look, buddy. No need to get rude.”
 
   “Rude!” John nearly shouted. “You’re the one playing let’s-make-bread-dough with my girlfriend’s ass.”
 
   “Watch it.” 
 
   Rachel stomped her high-heeled feet. “Cut it out, John. You’re embarrassing me.”
 
   “Excuse me! I’m not the one ramming my tongue down Billy Boy’s esophagus.”
 
   “You asshole!” Rachel cried. “We’re just friends.”
 
   “As in fuck buddies?”
 
   “That’s it,” Billy said, lunging at John.
 
   Self-preservation won the battle over jealous rage, and John found himself backing up, trying to figure out what to do next. The guy was a goddamn wall. And the wall was headed straight at him—and fast.
 
   Billy cocked his fist back. Tremendous pain was on its way.
 
   Billy’s charge was interrupted when his right foot shot sideways on a patch of spilled beer. Billy hit the patio floor. Hard.
 
   One of the Brew Ha-Ha guys noticed Billy’s flop and yelled, “Gaaaaattttttooooorrrr!” He dove to the floor to join Billy. Then half the dancers were on their backs, kicking their legs and arms and wagging their heads back and forth in imitation of ecstatic reptiles.
 
   “Billy!” Rachel yelled as someone’s flailing foot kicked Billy’s shoulder. 
 
   “Grrrraah!” Billy cried, clutching his shoulder.
 
   “Gator!” echoed another beer geek from Brew Ha-Ha, apparently interpreting Billy’s cry of pain as a call for an encore.
 
   Rachel’s father appeared by his daughter. He looked at John and shouted, “What the hell is going on?”
 
   John opened his mouth, but no words came out. 
 
   “I knew you were a weirdo,” Tom said, seeing Billy’s anguished face. “I guess I didn’t realize you’re violent to boot.”
 
   “I…” John started, then quit. What was the point?
 
   Some of Billy’s friends scrambled to help Billy up, but it was no use—too much beer had spilled, and Billy’s shoes slipped this way and that. Billy had to crawl to the edge of the patio, where he could swing his meaty legs around and sit with his feet in the grass. He stood upright for a minute, wavering back and forth a bit. His face was pale, and he was sweating a lot.
 
   Tom helped Billy walk into the house, holding his arm tightly against his midsection.
 
   The DJ finally got some music playing again, but the crowd wasn’t dancing any more. Instead, people gathered in small tight knots and murmured quietly among themselves, pointing at John and his friends.
 
   The party barometer had fallen as fast and hard as Billy. Most of the guests said goodnight, thanks so much, and had drifted to the lawn, where valets dashed to retrieve cars. Only the Beaver and Brew Ha-Ha factions remained. They stood, predictably, around the keg now, Billy’s accident growing in gore and drama with each retelling.
 
   John found Rachel with her mother. 
 
   “Rachel, I’m sorry.”
 
   “Happy now?” Rachel said, looking away. Her hands were tight fists.
 
   “Mrs. Osborne, could I speak with Rachel in private for a moment?”
 
   Sarah hesitated, looked at Rachel, who shrugged. Sarah eased a few yards away, watching John suspiciously.
 
   Rachel crossed her arms, pushing her perfect, tanned breasts up higher. John tried not to notice. 
 
   “If you were trying to ruin my birthday, you succeeded,” she said.
 
   “Look, I didn’t mean that to happen. But Billy started it when—”
 
   “You really don’t get it, do you? Hello, I said you ruined my fucking birthday.”
 
   “But you’re the one—”
 
   “You really are a freak, John. I can’t even dance with another guy, a dear old friend, without you getting weird and jealous.”
 
   “He had both hands on your ass.”
 
   Sarah started to walk toward them, but stopped when Rachel put up a hand. “In case you didn’t know. It’s called dancing.”
 
   “Yeah, more like a mating dance.”
 
   “Pathetic, John. Just pathetic.”
 
   “You’ve got to be joking. I—” 
 
   She’d already turned and was marching dramatically back into the house. 
 
   He reached into his jacket pocket and felt the box with the earrings. Maybe he should have given them to her at the beginning of the evening.
 
    
 
   “Hey,” Waldie told John as they waited for the valets to retrieve their cars. ”Nobody croaks from a cracked collar bone.”
 
   “Too bad. But I got a sinking feeling that one relationship just might.”
 
   “Come on,” Waldie said. “He had it coming.”
 
   “Maybe. But now she’s pissed at me! Like I’m the bad guy here.” 
 
   “Wait a minute now. Did you see how she was hot-boxing that guy?”
 
   John gave him a look. “You’re not helping.” 
 
   “Okay, okay. But I think you’ll look back in six months and realize you were suffering from a very severe case of cock stroke.”
 
   “Not one more word…”
 
   “She’s unbelievably hot, no doubt…”
 
   “Enough.”
 
   “But, John, man. She’s using you.”
 
   “Waldie.”
 
   “Earth to John’s penis, come in please.”
 
   “Waldie!”
 
   Waldie sighed and made a zipping-his-mouth-shut gesture, reached into his pocket, and pulled his car keys out. “I’ve been meaning to ask you—and no, this is on a completely different subject—but is there anymore Seminole Stout around?”
 
   John felt his scalp itch. “No. I think it’s all gone. Why?”
 
   Waldie shrugged and took another sip of his beer. “I don’t know. There’s something weird about that batch, and I’ve been trying to figure out what.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Harry watched as the big, blunt nose of the Nippon Airlines jet eased into the gate. For a Friday night, Tampa International Airport wasn’t too crowded. He looked at his watch. Right on time. Those Japs were certainly punctual, all right. 
 
   Harry ran a finger over his teeth with a squeak and straightened his Hermes tie. He’d read somewhere that the Japanese were crazy for everything Hermes, so he’d run out the day before and bought one of their silk ties. He could have put a down payment on another Porsche for what it had cost him. 
 
   He jiggled his hands nervously in his pockets. Keys jingled. Shit, should he have hired a proper limo instead of renting the Expedition? Too late now. A black accordion device was extending to the plane’s door just outside the gate’s windows. Mr. Matsuda would likely be in first class, one of the first out the door.
 
   Harry was right. Mr. Matsuda was in the first knot of disembarking passengers. Harry charged him like a rhinoceros. Both men smiled and then began a dance that must have seemed strange to anyone watching. Harry started to shake hands just as Mr. Matsuda started to bow. They both realized their errors at the same time and switched roles, Harry bowing vigorously and Mr. Matsuda reaching insistently with his outstretched hand.
 
   Once past their uncertain greeting, Harry took Mr. Matsuda by the arm and herded him toward the small, driverless two-car train that delivered them to the large terminal building.
 
   “You must be jet-lagged,” Harry said once the little train was moving. “I’ll drop you off at your hotel so you can, er, freshen up, get some sleep before our big day tomorrow.”
 
   Mr. Matsuda was doing some stretching as he stood in place, clinging with one hand to a chromed handrail. “Thank you, Harry-san, but I rested on the airplane. I’m anxious to conclude our business. Can we go directly to the brewery?”
 
   “Absolutely, absolutely, absolutely.” 
 
   They got Mr. Matsuda’s bags off the carousel and then took the elevator to the fourth floor of the parking garage, where Harry had left the rented Expedition.
 
   In the ten-minute ride to Ybor City, Harry pointed out Tampa’s few interesting features along the way. Knowing of the Japanese love for baseball, Harry tried to talk about the Tampa Bay Rays, but Mr. Matsuda would do little more than nod politely. Both men were glad when the Expedition turned into the Beaver Brewery parking lot.
 
   They entered the brewery through the front door. Harry was nervous. And when Harry was nervous, his mouth went into overdrive.
 
   “I certainly appreciate your, um, your wanting to get down to business right away and not wait till tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Thank you, Harry-San, for being so accommodating.” 
 
   They walked through the darkened brewery room and then up the metal stairs and into Harry’s office. 
 
    
 
   Five minutes passed before Preston stepped out of the shadows in the brewery room. He walked past the fermenter that he had filled just a few minutes earlier, then headed for the metal stairs.
 
   Leaving Tabitha at his apartment was near torture. He couldn’t get enough of her. And apparently neither could she of him. He felt energized. The panic he’d been pushing down inside himself seemed to have nearly vanished. She was off tonight, so he left her napping. Scribbled a note. Literally tiptoed out. He’d intended to get started on tomorrow’s batch. Just prep stuff so he could sleep in a little with Tabitha. Maybe entice her for some morning fun.
 
   But then he’d seen Harry come in with the distinguished-looking Asian man. Suits were rare in the brewery. Suits that nice, and on guys who looked that polished, rarer yet.
 
   Something growled. He whirled around. Fang. Stupid Duane’s stupid guard dog. 
 
   “Easy, Cujo,” Preston whispered.
 
   Fang stared for a few seconds, then turned and trotted off into the darkened brewery.
 
   Once upstairs in the tasting room, Preston felt around until his hands clasped what he was looking for, a pint glass. Real glass, not one of the plastic ones. He could hear Harry and the other man talking in Harry’s office next door but couldn’t make out what they were saying.
 
   As soon as Preston put the glass to the wall and his ear to the bottom of the glass, he could hear everything. Perfectly.
 
    
 
   Harry was in his Porsche. He wasn’t about to bring Mr. Matsuda to the brewery during the day without some cover story. Waldie or one of the other smartasses would suspect something was up. Which made Matsuda’s request for an impromptu visit last night so freaking fortuitous.
 
   So when he dropped Matsuda at the Hyatt in downtown Tampa the night before, he said that he’d come by the hotel the next evening so the two of them could go over numbers together. Then Harry planned to take Mr. Matsuda to Bern’s Steak House. Being Japanese, Matsuda had to love the faux bordello look of the place.
 
   Harry would have the guy on the plane to Japan in no time. By this time next month, if everything went well, Harry would be several million dollars richer.
 
   But first, Harry had to keep focused on business. In particular, he had a little problem he needed to fix with his distributor. He couldn’t afford for Matsuda to find issues with his distribution system. A problem for Beaver would be a problem for Matsuda. And Matsuda didn’t seem like the type to put up with many problems.
 
   Harry pulled into the parking lot of Partridge Distributors and killed the engine. Smoothing the fringe of hair around his bald head, he took a rapid series of puffs on his e-cig, got out of the car, and headed into the building.
 
    
 
   “Look, Harry. You know how this shit goes. Now that you’re, well, more successful than in years past, now that people actually want your beer, we’re getting a lot more pressure from Bud to be a little less, shall we say, aggressive about pushing your product.”
 
   The man speaking was Jerry Blanten, owner of Partridge Distributors. Like Harry, he was on the heavy side and going bald. Jerry was fucking Harry over.
 
   “Goddammit, Jerry. That’s bullshit and you know it!” Harry roared as another forklift went spinning around the corner, laden with a pallet of canned beer.
 
   “Hell, Harry. You know how it goes. They’re fine with it if you guys carve your little niche out among the microbrewers. Shit, they probably even drink your beer at home. Better yet, they probably drink only French Bordeaux. But when you guys all-a-sudden have a growth spurt like you’re having, it makes them flinchy. They start to see you jumpin’ outta the two-percent market-share range in Florida, into the seven, eight, nine range, and into the double digits like you guys seem to be headed for, and they start to feel unhappy. And when they feel unhappy, they tell us to stop making them feel unhappy. You know how this game is played in this state, Harry. I feel for you, you know I do. But you gotta stop bustin’ my balls here.”
 
   “Fuck this shit,” Harry spat, nearly tripping over a piece of cardboard as they speed-walked down the seemingly endless indoor space.
 
   “Be reasonable, Harry.”
 
   “Reasonable? Are you really going to talk to me about reasonable?”
 
   “Hey, now those guys have done stuff that’s helped you, too.”
 
   “Like what? Give me one fucking concrete example.”
 
   “Like not allowing goddamn outta state brewers to import beer in those odd-sized containers. You know that shit helps keep a lot of foreign beers out of your backyard.”
 
   “Yeah, well, in case you didn’t know, they repealed that law. And anyway, it helped you and the multinationals more than it ever did us and you know it.”
 
   Jerry stopped and looked Harry in the eye. “Big beer will find some other way to squeeze you. They always do.”
 
   Harry sighed. “All right, Jerry. You win. Fuck it. But I need you to do me a favor. Not a big one. Just a tiny one.”
 
   “Okay. Shoot.”
 
   “I need you to act like you aren’t so, well, cozy with the big boys. That in fact you’re all behind Beaver Brewery one hundred percent. Just for a few weeks or so. If you could give me a little blip of heavy pushing, just for a few weeks or so, I won’t ever ask for any more help pushing the brand.”
 
   A slow grin spread over Jerry’s pockmarked face. “You sly dog,” he said, thwacking Harry on the shoulder. “Good luck with the sale.”
 
    
 
   John couldn’t stand to be alone in his apartment. Rachel was at her parents’ house. Or maybe in NYC. He didn’t know. She wouldn’t answer his calls. So John found himself driving again. As he rolled up North Florida Avenue, he realized he was near Chloe’s house. On impulse, he turned onto her street. He slowed as he came to her house, but didn’t stop. A lamp was on. No sign of Chloe. Was she working late? Probably out on a sales call to some bar. What if she came home now and found him, what, stalking her? Jesus, he was cracking up. 
 
   Thinking of Chloe. Rachel freaking out. Now Waldie saying something about testing the batch. Finding it had higher-than-normal protein levels. Did Waldie know why there was so much protein in the batch? Could he find out by testing what kind of protein?
 
   John’s hands felt clammy. His heart jackhammered behind his ribs. He wiped his sweaty hands on his jeans, turned on the radio. Began flipping through stations, scanning for a familiar song—something to calm him down.
 
   “…and so what you’re saying is that you can actually lose those unwanted pounds—and keep them off—by eating more meat? Now, that’s pretty amazing stuff…” a male voice on an infomercial chirped. John’s hand hesitated over the dial. 
 
   “That’s right,” answered an equally peppy female voice. “Throw out all your old ideas about dieting because this revolutionary medical breakthrough proves that the best way to firm up those buns and tighten that tummy is with a high-protein, low-carbohydrate diet…”
 
   John yanked the wheel and took a right, pulled over in front of an oak tree dripping with Spanish moss. He cranked the radio volume higher and listened. 
 
   This was it. 
 
   Harry adored new marketing gimmicks.
 
   John needed an excuse for that batch being screwy. Now he could simply say it was part of a test batch of high-protein beer. Get Preston to go along. Maybe add a little protein. Not human, for sure. Waldie would believe it. Would stop worrying about that batch. 
 
   And he may even save his job. Get Rachel back. His life.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Around two the next day, they showed up. Two of the Tampa Police Department’s finest. Waldie, back at work after a few days off caring for a wife and daughter with stomach bugs, saw them first. He was out on the loading dock sneaking a few tokes on a microscopic roach, which he promptly swallowed.
 
   The officers, a man and woman, got out of their squad car, sliding their billy clubs into metal rings on their belts as if performing a synchronized swimming move.
 
   “Morning,” the male officer said, tipping his hat to Waldie, whose smile was a picture of innocence. “You could help us greatly if you’d tell us where we might find Mr. Harry Grimaldi.”
 
   “He’s out to lunch right now, but he should be back any minute.”
 
   “We can wait,” the female said.
 
   “I know just the place. I’ll even give you an escort.” When neither smiled, Waldie turned and said, “Um, this way,” and led them into the cave-like brewery.
 
   Waldie found chairs for the two officers and walked back outside. He reached the bottom of the stairs outside the front door just as Harry was turning the Porsche into the parking lot. 
 
   Waldie met Harry as he was stepping out of the car. “There’s some cops here to see you, Harry.”
 
   “What is it now? Not another break-in.” Harry flicked his Ray-Bans closed violently and tucked them into his linen shirt pocket.
 
   “I don’t think so. It’s something about Ernesto.”
 
   Harry bristled impatiently. “Jesus. Didn’t…Fuck, all right. Where are they?”
 
   “The foyer.”
 
   
 
   Harry marched into the building. He found the two cops in an area Harry had hoped to turn into a mini-museum of Beaver Brewery lore. It mostly looked like a dentist’s office waiting room with beer bottles.
 
   “Officers,” Harry said spreading his arms in welcome as he walked toward them. “What can I do for you?”
 
   The cops stood up. The male cop said, “We’re investigating the disappearance of Ernesto Gonzalez.”
 
   “Disappearance?” Harry shook his head and laughed. “Don’t you mean truancy?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   The cops asked a lot of questions, but Harry didn’t have many answers. Yes, Ernesto had worked at the brewery. No, he hadn’t heard from him since the night he disappeared. Yes, Ernesto probably did have a drinking problem. No, he had never known the guy to go missing before.
 
   Ten minutes later, Harry was showing the nice police to the door.
 
   “I wish I could be of help, but I just don’t know anything,” he said.
 
   The two cops looked at each other, then back at Harry. The female cop held Harry’s gaze for a second. Nice tits. She reached to her belt and came up with a business card. “Here’s how you can reach me,” she said, holding the card between two scissor fingers. “Number’s direct. I’d appreciate if you’d call if you can think of anything that might help us.” 
 
   “Will do,” Harry said, taking the card and raising it in a kind of salute. He watched her ass as the two officers walked across the brewery and out the door.
 
    
 
   Preston half expected Tabitha to still be in bed. Naked. She was standing by the bookcase. Back in her cream-colored suit. Perfect hair perfect. He could swear he mussed it up earlier.
 
   Preston’s mind spun. It had taken him a few minutes of deep breaths and slow exhales to steady himself before he opened the door. His head felt only a little clearer. 
 
   When Harry had mentioned the cops visiting, he’d felt as if he’d been punched in the balls. Stomach knotted. Knees wobbly. Couldn’t breathe.
 
   The cops knew nothing, Preston reminded himself. Just routine follow-up on a missing person. Someone like Ernesto wouldn’t get more than an obligatory check. Nothing more. 
 
   Deep breath in, slow exhale.
 
   And with his new knowledge about Harry selling the brewery, he needed to move fast. Ask for a raise now. Would a pledge to keep quiet about the sale be enough to get what he wanted from Harry? Would it be enough to satisfy his father’s lawyers? 
 
   Tabitha looked at him. She wasn’t smiling. Sexy Tabitha had left the building. This was serious Tabitha. 
 
   “Hi,” he said.
 
   “What’s this?” she said, waving something in her hand. A book lay open on the bookshelf. 
 
   Frozen in place, he willed his legs to move, mouth to speak. He shrugged. 
 
   “What are you talking about?” He moved to the bookshelf. Maybe he was wrong. 
 
   He scanned the shelves. Dozens of identical leather-bound volumes he’d recently bought at a yard sale. She must have opened Don Quixote. It had seemed most appropriate for the task, faded gold letters on the craggy spine, though he hadn’t bothered to read the insides of it or any of the others. In fact, he’d used an Exacto blade to neatly slice a rectangular trench in this book. Inside he’d stashed the video tape.
 
   She held up the cassette. “You know, I figured you were a little weird, but what the fuck?” She took a step back, impatiently tapped a foot. “Is this some kind of snuff film?” She glanced at the front door. 
 
   Preston shook his head. Ignored the pounding of his heart in his chest and head. “Give me a break. That’s a…a prank. Some stupid shit we made up at the brewery.”
 
   “Prank?”
 
   “Yes, prank. As in, joke. Not real. At all.” He took a deep breath, held out his palms as if in surrender. She eyed him warily. “Look, if you don’t believe me, ask the other guy in the video, John. It’s just some goofy indie horror short we did.” 
 
   He was rallying now. Could feel his confidence coming back. She believed him. He could tell. 
 
   She frowned. Bit her lip. Tapped the tape on her palm. “Then why all the secret chamber crap? Why hide it?”
 
   His hands reached out to her wrists. She flinched, but didn’t pull away. 
 
   “Well, duh. Sometimes I babysit some friends’ kids. You think I want them accidentally seeing that shit? Totally not age appropriate.” 
 
   Her face softened. She shrugged. Sighed. Smiled. “Sorry, guess the reporter bitch in me went all Hulk smash.” 
 
   A moment later, the tape was back on the shelf. And Preston and Tabitha were back in his bed.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   “John, you’re a genius,” Harry whispered. He grinned like a Kennedy and eyed the assembly of print and TV reporters, some standing, some seated in folding chairs, in front of the dais on the brewery floor. “Of course,” Harry added through his teeth, “if this tanks, so do you.”
 
   John swallowed hard and tried to smile. “Always know just how to make a man feel confident.” John had had to scramble to arrange a press conference on such short notice. But by 11 a.m. the next day, the press had shown up in force.
 
   Harry shrugged slightly. 
 
   John glanced at Preston, standing on Harry’s other side, and walked up to the platform. He tapped the microphone twice. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to welcome you all to Beaver Brewery for an exciting new announcement. As you know, we’ve become a lot more popular these last few weeks,” John said, pausing for the good-natured chuckling to subside. 
 
   “Now I know that some industry folks, including beer critics, have noticed that our beer has lately had an unusually high level of, um, protein. This is all part of two new beers we’re introducing—beers aimed at the growing health-conscious market.”
 
   His throat constricted. He fought it off and swallowed. “A high-protein beer.” He took a quick breath. “And a low-carb beer.”
 
   A reporter’s hand went up. “Like Diet Coke but beer?”
 
   John nodded. “Sort of. Fewer carbohydrates and more protein means more fuel for building and maintaining muscle.”
 
   Reporters scribbled furiously. 
 
   John let out a breath. He glanced at Harry. “And in keeping with our new branding campaign celebrating American Indian heritage, we’ve decided to call the new low-carb beer Buffa-Low Lager!”
 
   “And the high-protein one?” a reporter asked.
 
   “Paleo-Pilsner.”
 
    
 
   Preston was in Harry’s office when the boss came in. 
 
   “You loving the new beers?” Harry said, heading for his chair opposite where Preston sat and turning on his computer. He banged on the keys as if on bongos. “’Cause I’m loving ’em. Preston, my boy, we are heading to the big time.”
 
   “I’d like to talk with you about getting a raise.”
 
   Harry coughed then chuckled. “What? You know we can’t afford that. Sorry. Next question.”
 
   “Darn.” Preston smiled, leaning back in his chair and crossing legs. “And I was hoping you, me, and Mr. Matsuda could do business together.”
 
   Harry’s body tensed. “Jesus H. Christ. Okay. What’s your angle?”
 
    
 
   The week since John emceed the debut of Beaver’s new beers had flown by, overtaken by a more urgent marketing headache known as Gasparilla. The city’s annual pirate-themed bash. 
 
   Every winter, South Tampa’s finest donned gauchos and puffy pirate blouses to pay homage to fictional pirate Jose Gaspar and crew’s invasion of Tampa Bay.
 
   Basically, Tampa old money imitated New Orleans old money, cooking up social clubs with goofy names such as Ye Mystic Krewe of Gasparilla. Members would spend several weeks playing dress-up, hosting dinners and holding balls, taking turns dubbing their winnowed-out teenage children kings and queens, and getting thoroughly—if less carnally and interestingly than in the Crescent City—hammered. Like the better-known festival in New Orleans, Gasparilla’s public celebrations mostly involved parades where rich people threw trinkets at less rich people.
 
   John sometimes thought Gasparilla was mostly an excuse for repressed old white lawyers and bankers to wear rouge and ruffles. 
 
   Gasparilla had also become another occasion to sell stuff to the public. Cell phones, fast food, cars, and most definitely, beer. 
 
   Which was why late one Saturday morning, John stood aboard the Beaver Brewery float, one of several hundred gathered like mutant spawning salmon at the day parade staging area. Like many, Beaver’s float was a pirate ship. A pirate ship that happened to have aboard a ten-foot-tall Beaver mascot. John hadn’t bothered trying to explain to Harry that this made it appear as if the ship were being attacked by a giant rat. 
 
   He and the rest of the Beaver crew had been here at the northern tip of Bayshore Boulevard since dawn, preparing for the several-mile crawl down the broad waterside road. Most of the pirate krewe members were already trashed. John almost wished he was. At least it might keep him from visibly flinching every time some pirate fired his blank gun. That, and he might not feel so acutely shitty about dodging Waldie for days. Which was near impossible on the rolling island on which he was now trapped, along with the rest of the Beaver crew. He didn’t know if he were more afraid Waldie would know something was up or that he’d be unable to resist telling him. 
 
   Chloe stood at the bow. Wearing green tights and the suggestion of a skirt, she looked like a punk Tinker Bell. “Tits out front,” as Harry explained her positioning. 
 
   Preston, wearing pirate garb, sat a few feet above the beaver’s snout, in the crow’s nest. Probably a good place to be, considering how Fang acted around him. He pretended to scan the crowd with an over-sized spyglass. 
 
   Little Beaver, in his Indian outfit, was all over the place. Running around the ship. No doubt he’d play to the crowd like a madman. The moms among the crowd would probably fight to catch his eye, encourage him to toss them baubles. 
 
   Duane was, well, Duane. He stood at about mid-ship, ramrod stiff. Fang at his side. Done up, of course, in full Indian. If he was annoyed by Little Beaver’s antics, John couldn’t tell. 
 
   Harry was, naturally, at the helm. His costume said refined pirate, complete with peg leg, eye patch, and fake parrot stapled to his captain uniform’s right epaulet. Omnipresent e-cig in his mouth.
 
   Last time John had sneaked a look, Waldie stood on the other side of the big Beaver from him. 
 
   The Beaver float lurched forward. John grabbed hold of a big wrinkle of brown Astroturf fur covering the mascot. Cannons boomed. Guns went off like firecrackers. The parade had begun. 
 
   Ahead floats vomited plastic beads into the surging crowd straining behind barricades lining the boulevard. John reached down and grabbed a handful of multi-colored necklaces and launched them into the cheering crowd. 
 
   “You don’t write. You don’t call.” It was Waldie. Standing in front of John. “Gosh, I’m starting to think you don’t love me anymore.” He dunked a hand into John’s bead bucket, flung a necklace to a young girl sitting on her daddy’s shoulders below.
 
   John wanted to jump overboard and hug Waldie at the same time. “Sorry, Waldie. It’s just…”
 
   “Just what?” Waldie said, batting his eyes cartoonishly. “Okay, I’m just giving you shit about being all aloof lately. I get it. Things aren’t all super-dooper with Rachel. But, dude. I thought you at least cared about the beer. Paleo-Pilsner? Seriously?” Waldie pretended to gag himself with a finger.
 
   “Come on, Waldie. It’s a business. I don’t like this gimmicky crap either. But Harry does. And, well, I play by his rules.”
 
   “Don’t have to.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You heard me. You don’t have to.”
 
   “Harry would fire me. Fire you.” 
 
   “So?”
 
   Waldie was of course right. 
 
   “So? He fires you. Big deal. You go back to Brew Ha-Ha. You make shit money.” Waldie absentmindedly flung a handful of beads.
 
   “I can barely pay my rent now, Waldie.”
 
   “Wow. You just don’t get it anymore. Yes, I understand. You’d have to move. You’d have to take a crap job. And, well, let’s face it, bro, you probably wouldn’t be dating Rachel.”
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “Is it? Really? John. I know you. Knew you. This, whatever you’re doing lately. It isn’t you.”
 
   “I…I wish I could explain.” 
 
   The float lurched to a stop. Started again. 
 
   Waldie shook his head. “Forget it. I understand. All good.” Waldie turned away, edging around the front of the giant Beaver. He stopped. Whirled around to face John. “You know, I used to think what was going on was you being whipped. Rachel having you wrapped around her little finger.” He pantomimed winding string around a finger. He shook his ponytail again, frowned. “But I realize something now. It’s not her. It’s Preston. He’s like some fucking Rasputin. Like he’s got some evil hold on you.”
 
   John opened his mouth. Waldie flapped his hands to silence him. “So he saved your life. A long time ago. Great. I commend him. I’ll admit, I didn’t think he had it in him. But he done good. He deserves your thanks. I can see why you feel obligated to hang out with him. Be his friend. Help him out. Get this job. Which, by the by, I’m not mad at you about.” Waldie smiled. “Okay, not as mad as I was.”
 
   Something welled up in his chest, making its way to his throat. He worked the plastic beads in his hand like a rosary.
 
   “Sometimes I wish it had been anybody but Preston who saved you that day,” Waldie said. “I mean, the price you pay—keep paying—is too much. I hate to say it, but you’re selling your soul to pay this guy back.”
 
   John opened his mouth. What was he about to tell Waldie? Even he wasn’t sure. But he had to say it.
 
   “Fuck are you two doing?” John and Waldie jumped as if jolted by an electric shock. Harry stood in front of them, ample face filthy with grease paint. “It’s a parade. Throw some fucking beads. Put a smile on your fucking faces, grab some beads and start tossing.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “He-llo?” the feminine voice called out, echoing throughout the brewery. 
 
   Preston jerked, hot water sloshing around him. He recognized the voice. He was glad it wasn’t that stupid dog again. What was that thing’s problem?
 
   “Over here,” he called out. A metal door slammed shut. He wore only a bathing suit. Shiny multi-colored Gasparilla beads hung from his neck.
 
   Tabitha peered around the hot liquor tank. She looked so tiny, a mere kid next to the gleaming vessel towering over her. But she was more dangerous than she looked. Why did she have to go and snoop around his shit, find the tape? He had to be very careful. It had been a week since they’d last slept together. She hadn’t returned his calls or texts since.
 
   “One of the secrets of the trade,” Preston said, putting a finger to his lips and moving his arm like Vanna White at the vessel he sat in.
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “That a lauter tun can double as a Jacuzzi.” Too bad he couldn’t share the irony of where he was relaxing with her.
 
   She smiled quickly. “Right.” 
 
   “Care to join me?” 
 
   She looked around quickly, then back at Preston. “Look, we need to talk.”
 
   So much for getting laid. She was still hot. But something was wrong. Were her knees shaking?
 
   He shrugged. Tried to make it look casual. Ran his hands through his hair. Even wet, his curls refused to lie flat. “Sure.” He lurched to the side of the tank closest to her, and she involuntarily took a step back. She turned away. Why the shy act now? Something was definitely wrong. 
 
   He leaned over the side of the giant copper kettle and plucked a chilled sixty-four-ounce, jug-like growler bottle from an Igloo cooler. Filled with Paleo-Pilsner. “Want one?”
 
   She shook her head. 
 
   He twisted off the top, hooked a thumb in the handle, and took a long drink. His nerves sang. Scenes tingled. He felt like he could drink forever now and not get even buzzed. He met her eyes. She stood taller. Took a deep breath. 
 
   “This,” she said, moving toward him. She held something up. 
 
   He rubbed his face, trying to clear his vision. It was a photo. He blinked. Less blurry. It was coming into focus.
 
   “Do you recognize this person?” 
 
   Ernesto.
 
   Adrenaline surged through his body. He fought the urge to snatch the photo from her hand. Seconds went by. Take it easy. She knows nothing. He squinted at the photo. Shook his head.
 
   “Nope. Sorry,” he said.
 
   Her pupils were huge. “Doesn’t he look like the guy in your little indie horror flick? I mean, his head?”
 
   Preston’s ears rang. Every sinew in his body a coiled spring. He pretended to regard the photo again. Shook his head. “Sorry. Not the same person.”
 
   She took a step backward. Eyed him. Crossed her arms. “That’s odd.” Her tone was flat. School-marmishly accusative. 
 
   He fake laughed. “Why”?
 
   “Because it’s someone you work with—worked with. Ernesto Gonzalez, the security guard who’s missing.”
 
   “I’m not—”
 
   “My producer asked me about a missing-person report. I saw the guy worked at Beaver, so I asked the police. I got the photo from them.” 
 
   Preston’s hands clenched. Right hand tightened around the top of the big bottle. He rolled his eyes. “Oh, that guy.”
 
   “I want to see the film again.”
 
   He smiled. Hands felt as if attached to live wires. He shrugged. “Sure, if it means that much to you.” He glanced to her left. “Could you give me a hand?”
 
   She started to raise her hand but stopped. She glanced to her left and right.
 
   “I can’t quite reach that towel,” he said, pointing toward a beach towel draped over one of the dozens of pipes jutting from the lauter tun’s sides. She hesitated, then set down her purse and walked over and pulled the towel. She held it out in front of her and walked, almost sideways, toward Preston. As she approached, he rose up so that the turbid water just covered his waist. She waited for him to reach out and take the towel, but he only unfurled his arm a little so that it was low and still bent. She came closer. 
 
   And a little closer. He reversed his grip on the bottle, upside down. Felt cold beer sluice down his thigh.
 
   He reached out for the towel with his left hand, grabbing both the edge of the towel and two knuckles of her hand. She seemed too shocked at first to react.
 
   “Thanks,” he said, slowly drawing it near. He smiled and looked directly into her blue eyes. 
 
   She shivered and looked at her hand, then back at his face. He reeled her closer.
 
   Why was she doing this to him? Why ruin his life? He almost had everything perfect. He almost had the money. 
 
   She opened her hand and jerked but his hand kept hers on the towel. “You’re hurting—” She gasped, tugging back harder.
 
   Still his hand held hers and the towel. 
 
   One more jerk and her hand would be free. She would be free. And she would run. She would tell. Everything he’d worked for would be gone.
 
   His mind roared. Thoughts became noise. A radio tuned to loud static. 
 
   He drew back his right arm. Checked his grip on the bottle. And all sound ceased. His body knew what to do. Remembered from countless drills. Countless tennis matches. How he hated his father. Hated this girl. 
 
   He let fly a blistering forehand. 
 
    
 
   A flash of light and then another illuminated the brewery like lightning. 
 
   Harry blinked. Again. This flashing was murder on his eyes. 
 
   Nearby stood Little Beaver, bow and several arrows clutched in his left hand, a bottle of Buffa-Low Lager in his right. Behind him hung a scrim as high and wide as a billboard with a big picture depicting palm trees. Peering from behind this lush façade was a Noah’s Arc tableau of native animals: A Florida panther, a couple of alligators, several herons. A buffalo.
 
   And a beaver about the same size as the panther.
 
   “Good. Excellent,” the youngish man with close-cropped platinum blond hair and black leather pants said. “Okay now, remember: You’re a fiercely proud man. You are one with the animals of the forest. Come on now, this is going to be on the bottle label, so I want to see fierce and proud, okay.”
 
   Harry took a drag from his e-cig. Glanced at his watch. They’d already been at this photo shoot thing for more than three hours. At this rate, it would be midnight before the ad campaign photos were done. And at this faggoty photographer’s hourly rate, he’d be thousands of bucks lighter. At least the goofball Little Beaver remembered to bring a real belt this time.
 
   The photographer waved an arm as if conducting a symphony of chimps. “And, you also happen to passionately love the beer. It’s the elixir that makes your muscles ripple, that gives you the strength of a jaguar. I need to see passion for the animals and nature  and the beer. Okay?”
 
   “Got it,” Little Beaver said, smiling. “I love the beer. There’s only, like, one problem. I don’t really drink. I think that’s messing up my motivation.”
 
   The photographer put his hands on his hips and heaved a big sigh. “Have you ever heard of faking it, honey?”
 
   “Yeah, like acting,” Little Beaver said, nodding. “Got it.”
 
   “Perfect. Now I want to see some real acting here, okay? You’re in the jungle. Better yet, you’re in the Everglades. You are one with the forest. You’re one with the beer.”
 
   The camera clicked and whirred. Little Beaver struck different poses. He crouched, reaching down as if to check the ground for tracks.
 
   “Great. Perfection. Fine. Now use your bow and arrow. Right. You’re hunting something. You’re on the trail of the perfect beer—”
 
   The bow curved into an oval as Little Beaver’s right arm drew back the string, arrow notched above his left hand, which was firmly clutching the bow. 
 
   “Perfection. Perfection.” The camera whirred.
 
   The bow went straight, followed by a sharp zipper sound, then a twang. Thwock came an answer from high above. The photographer and Little Beaver looked up to see the arrow vibrating in one of the historic wood beams above.
 
   Little Beaver looked wide-eyed at the bow in his hand. “Whoa. I guess it’s a genuine bow and arrow, man.”
 
   Harry rolled his eyes. Clapping his hands, he said, “Okay, great. Think we got that Injun angle covered. Time to change into the caveman get-up. Paleo-Pilsner time.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   That evening, John opened the door to his apartment. Something was different. The lights were off, just as he’d left them when he went to work that morning. But still something seemed…altered.
 
   Perfume.
 
   He walked into the bedroom. Rachel was lying naked on the bed, moonlight illuminating her body. 
 
   “I was getting chilly waiting for you.” She brushed a hand over an erect nipple. 
 
   John’s knees felt weak. “I thought you were mad at me.”
 
   “I was.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “I’m not now.” She swept a hand through her long, golden hair, which cascaded onto the pillow behind her. A diamond sparkled from each ear. “Well, don’t you want to make up?”
 
   “Yes. I mean, I…”
 
   She cocked an eyebrow, smiled mischievously. “Yes, but?”
 
   How could telling her now—just because she’s naked—seem obscene? Wrong. Was there ever a good time?
 
   She crawled on hands and knees toward him, slow as a stalking puma. John’s feet were glued to the floor. She extended an arm as if to stretch and with a flick of her fingers his belt was undone, zipper unzipped. She smiled, her brown eyes shining. He swallowed audibly. 
 
   “Rachel,” he said, raising his palms. “This isn’t a good time.”
 
   She frowned. He started to step backward, but couldn’t. His pants, now boxers pooled around his ankles. He couldn’t breathe. He shuffled backward, his raging erection wagging and bobbing. 
 
   She smiled, continued her stalk forward. “For once in your life, John, don’t be stupid.”
 
    
 
   Later, after take-out Chinese, they sat cuddling on the couch, watching an old Cary Grant movie. John looked at the TV screen but saw nothing. Heard none of the madcap dialogue. He stared, numb. Pretending to watch TV as he’d been pretending to enjoy sex. As he’d pretended to be here, holding Rachel.
 
   Waldie. What he’d said at the parade. John had replayed Waldie’s words over and over. The more he did, the angrier he became. What did Waldie know about owing a life to someone else? What if John had saved Waldie’s life? Would Waldie act like it was no biggie? Just another day in the life of stoner brew-geek Waldie?
 
   Something stabbed John’s chest. A wave of tenderness washed over him, leaving aching guilt. Waldie wasn’t like that. He was good. Maybe the only one of them.
 
   John’s thoughts drifted to one night when they were twelve. Waldie and Preston were sleeping over at John’s. They snuck out John’s window and ran about a quarter mile to the railroad tracks. When a freight train came, they lay flat in the ditch, waiting till the engine was several dozen cars past before daring to reveal their faces, as if the howling steel creature might recognize them. They stood, feeling the cool air through their thin T-shirts. 
 
   It was Preston who threw the first rock, a fist-sized stone. He tossed it stiff-armed, like a movie soldier heaving a grenade. Up it arched, coming down on top of the moving train, which, at that moment, carried railcar after railcar stacked with new automobiles. Open to the star-lit sky, the cars’ windshields emitted a sickening crunch like potato chips being bitten. John had thrown rocks, too. Laughed when they rained down on the anonymous windshields. But the illicit thrill vanished as quickly as the red caboose light receded. John felt like a dick, picturing a poor car salesman—someone’s dad—stuck with ruined new cars he had to fix.
 
   It wasn’t till the train was only a far-away dot of light and faint moaning whistle that John realized Waldie hadn’t thrown a single rock. 
 
   “John, I need to ask you a little favor.” 
 
   He flinched. His trance broken. He turned to face Rachel, glanced to see she was lightly tracing a finger along his bare leg. 
 
   “You know I’ve been talking about getting new head shots done?” she said.
 
   His throat was dry. He swallowed painfully. “Um, no. I mean, I don’t remember.”
 
   “Well, I really need some new ones.”
 
   “Can’t you use the ones you have? You look great in them.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. But I have to go back to New York tomorrow and—”
 
   “Tomorrow? I thought you were going to try to do a play in Tampa.”
 
   “I was, but then yesterday Ira called, and he said there’s this incredible part in a new Tom Stoppard play that’s just perfect for me but that I’ve got to get updated head shots to send.”
 
   “I’ve got a Nikon. I’ll take some photos.”
 
   She sighed. “I mean professionally done head shots. You can’t even think of getting a real part without them.”
 
   John looked at a piece of lint on the ground, then back at Rachel. She gazed into his eyes, her lips ever so slightly parted. Her robe had come undone, and John could see all the way down.
 
   “How much do you need?”
 
    
 
   Four days had passed since John had seen or spoken with Rachel. She was supposed to be back from NYC. Just a quick day trip, she’d explained. Up and back. One audition. He’d left messages at her parents’ house. He’d even dropped by, but her mother had informed him through the intercom by the front door that Rachel wasn’t back. John thought about asking why Rachel’s Beemer was in the driveway but didn’t.
 
   Every morning when he left his apartment, he made up the queen-sized bed.
 
   It was made up, empty, every night when he got home from work. Maybe when he got home from work today, she’d be there.
 
   The phone rang, and again he hoped it was Rachel, calling him at work. 
 
   “Hi, this is Stan Patterson,” the voice said. “I’m calling for Harry Grimaldi.” The man’s voice sounded far off, as if on a cell phone.
 
   “Sorry, you’ve reached the PR guy. I’ll transfer—”
 
   “Hey, that’s okay. You’ll definitely want to hear this, too.”
 
   “Oh. Okay.”
 
   “Well, ready? You guys won.”
 
   “Huh? Won what? Look, we don’t accept calls from solicitors.”
 
   “No, no. I’m not a solicitor. Ha ha, that’s a good one. I’m with the Southeastern Beer Festival up in Atlanta. I’m here with your brewmaster, Preston, who’s a little busy right now with interviews about the big win. Your Paleo-Pilsner really blew the judges away.” 
 
   John had to sit down. “Oh my God.”
 
    
 
   Everyone was huddled around the TV in Harry’s office. 
 
   “Up until a month ago, few folks had even heard of Beaver Brewery, much less tasted their beers,” the CNN newscaster said into a wireless microphone as she strolled beside Preston at the Southeastern Beer Festival. “But now, you could say Beaver is on everybody’s lips.”
 
   Chloe caught John’s eyes and shook her head. John shrugged queasily. Ha, he tried to convey. TV people!
 
   “I’m here with the man—or rather, the boy wonder—who’s credited with this amazing turn-around dream come true: Preston Maynard, Beaver’s brewmaster.”
 
   Waldie groaned and closed his eyes.
 
   As the newscaster chirped on and Preston answered questions, John noticed something strange about Preston. 
 
   The camera zoomed in closer, revealing more. Preston’s face bore the first signs of the telltale wind-burned look of a drunk. His aquiline nose seemed wider, too, and John could swear he saw the beginnings of a roadmap of broken blood vessels. 
 
   “Now,” the newscaster started, “a couple of the judges are interested in where all the high-protein stuff comes from. You guys chucking hamburgers in there or something?”
 
   On the TV, Preston’s eyes darted back and forth. “I…um,” he stammered. He took a breath and looked directly into the camera. He smiled. “Let’s just say it’s a family secret, Janet.”
 
   “Well, whatever your recipe for success, it sure seems to be working. Back to you, Bob,” the newscaster quipped, smiling at the camera.
 
   A small nuclear explosion occurred in John’s head. 
 
   The story ended and Harry, Chloe, Duane, and the guys who worked on the loading docks all clapped and whooped. 
 
   John couldn’t make his hands come together.
 
    
 
   Preston’s plane arrived back in Tampa later that afternoon. Harry was there to meet him. Harry was beginning to feel like a limo driver himself, what with to and fro-ing of Matsuda and now his little prick of a brewmaster. 
 
   Harry had underestimated Preston, that was for sure. He had just about told him to fuck off when the kid had asked for a raise. Harry had said $65,000 was as high as he could go, and they’d settled on $70,000. Which was still way too high for what was essentially hush money. And the little bastard had even made Harry put it in writing. Right then and there. Pulled out a sheet of paper, scribbled a note laying out the basics, and he and Preston had signed it. Which any other time would be smart. Except the kid was shit out of luck when the new owner took over. Preston was stupider than he looked.
 
   Still, he had to give the kid credit. He had somehow pulled off another win. A big one. Biggest festival in the Southeast. Beaver had beaten out beers from around the country. Around the world. It was like the Tampa Bay Bucs winning the Super Bowl three years in a row. Plus the World Cup in their spare time. 
 
   With the boost to sales from the last win and now this one, Beaver would start to pop up on the radars of even the domestic biggies like a B-52 in their backyards. 
 
   Who knew but maybe Budweiser might come calling. Even if they didn’t buy the place, their sniffing around would definitely make Matsuda more amenable to opening his fat wallet even more. 
 
   A bidding war. Now that would be just the ticket.
 
   Yes, that little shit Preston was definitely worth his temporary raise.
 
   As soon as Preston emerged from the gate, Harry stepped up and gave him a big two-hander handshake that made it appear as if they were struggling over an opened tube of Super Glue. 
 
   “Hell, I don’t know how you did it, but you goddamn well did it,” Harry said, still shaking.
 
   Preston smiled. “Hey, it was in the bag.”
 
    
 
   John frowned, head in hands. He hadn’t eaten all day. Couldn’t. The CNN segment sparked a mini-media stampede. Everybody who had leapt to do stories in the early nineties about the phenomenon of the rise of microbreweries came back for another crack at it. Only now they focused more on how microbreweries were faring in a climate of increasing industry consolidation and internationalization. 
 
   A New York Times reporter called John to arrange interviews for a story for their business pages about how a scrappy little brewery in Florida was improbably bucking this trend. 
 
   After the initial shock of the second win ebbed along with the slightly hysterical aftermath of an adrenaline dump, John began to reason. This was only a fluke. He paced around his small office, the phone cord raking over his desk and getting snagged on the chair. Nothing more. Don’t start looking for shit where it wasn’t. Don’t let your imagination get out of control. 
 
   Plus, even if Preston had wanted to see if he could duplicate the results of the first batch, it was all gone. Not a drop remained. John was sure of it. 
 
   This new win was just a coincidence. Had to be. Preston hadn’t done anything bad. He knew Preston. 
 
    
 
   Waldie finally had it. 
 
   A bottle of beer. 
 
   In his hands. 
 
   It wasn’t from the first batch. But it was from the stuff that had just won the competition in Atlanta. Paleo-Pilsner. A sip confirmed that it shared some ineffable quality with the first batch. He’d had a buddy from another brewery snag some samples from the festival and bottle it. Which meant it was flat. But he had it. And now he could test it. 
 
   At home. 
 
   He opened his Volvo and stashed the bottle in the Igloo. He checked the door twice to make sure it was locked, and as he walked back into the brewery, kept an eye out for dogs.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   John was about to duck out for a quick lunch when Harry poked his head into his office. 
 
   “Hey, guy,” Harry said. 
 
   “Hi,” John said, motioning at the phone in his hand. “I’m on hold. What’s up?”
 
   “I want to treat everyone to dinner tonight to celebrate the win. Correction: Wins.” Harry smiled. “You know, you’re doing a fantastic job.”
 
   “Oh, thanks.”
 
   “No, you really are. Everyone is. Anyhow, I want to let you all know just how happy I am.” 
 
   “Sorry, Harry. I can’t make it tonight,” he lied, hoping Rachel would call from New York. 
 
   Harry reached into his pants pocket. “Oh, by the way,” he said, dropping the policewoman’s card on John’s desk. “Thought you should have this in case anyone asks about that security guard or some TV gal who didn’t come home for a couple nights.”
 
   John’s chair shot violently away from his desk. He looked up at Harry, eyes wide, and struggled to read Harry’s face. 
 
   “Whoa,” Harry said. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”
 
   “No, it’s. Um… nothing. I just…” John tried out a smile, took a breath. “Guess I wasn’t prepared for…for you to throw something at me.”
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   Harry’s mouth moved. Out came words.
 
   About the police.
 
   Something about some girl from a TV station.
 
   Harry left. John put his head in his hands, rocked slowly forward and backward.
 
   Preston had done something very bad.
 
   John rocked back and forth harder. 
 
   Nothing seemed to point to John turning to a life of crime. A life of deviance and shadows. Of hiding bodies. Of accessory to—what? Murder.
 
   His parents hadn’t beaten him. He had had no searing, mind-warping experiences at school. He was dealing okay with what happened to Phil. What he let happen. He had never smoked crack or shot heroin. He had made friends and he hadn’t hurt animals. He had a pretty normal sex life, even if he did at one time wonder if the frequency of his masturbating might indicate abnormality. 
 
   His life was like a long geometry proof that never came out right because the teacher was trying to trick you.
 
   Maybe he was just fucked all along, sort of predestined to screw up big time. Maybe finding the perfect girl was just a setup, a precursor to wrecking it all.
 
   As his head spun with fear and guilt, another feeling began to grow. This stuff about being predestined to be a fuckup was bullshit. He wasn’t following some script. He could change it all any time. 
 
   He just had to take action.
 
    
 
   “You did it.”
 
   “Did what?”
 
   John and Preston were in Harry’s office.
 
   “That girl from the TV station. You did something to her.” John hurled the words like rocks.
 
   Preston shook his head and smirked. He leaned back in Harry’s overstuffed leather chair. He looked beefier than before. His pressed Brooks Brothers shirt strained at the buttons. “Do you think black chicks would be better for stouts?” He guffawed, his chin jiggling. 
 
   “I should have done this a long time ago,” John said, reaching for the phone.
 
   “No, you won’t,” Preston whispered in a voice that made John stop. “Not when everybody loves us. Loves the beer. Do you realize what this win means for us? For you? We’re almost golden.”
 
   “I don’t give a shit about anybody’s career anymore. And I don’t give a shit if you did save my fucking life.”
 
   “Sure.” Preston looked comfortable in Harry’s chair. “That’s why you called the police the second you realized what had happened, right? Oh, I forgot. You just had no free will. Gimme a break. You chose it. Just like I did. You did it for your job. You did it for Rachel. You did it because you owed me. You did it for whatever. But you did it.”
 
   John was working himself into a good cleansing rage now. “Fuck you. I was stupid to let you talk me into this. Stupid fucking stupid. But now it ends.” He picked up the receiver again.
 
   “You won’t do that.” That whisper again.
 
   “Save it.” John reached with his other hand to turn the phone around so he could see the numbers to dial. Preston’s feet didn’t budge from atop Harry’s desk.
 
   “John, I don’t think you understand me. When I said we aren’t going to tell anybody, I meant nobody. Ever.”
 
   “You’re sick.”
 
   “Remember the tape?”
 
   “What—” 
 
   And then John remembered. 
 
   Little red blinking light. 
 
   Camera. 
 
   From a knapsack on the floor Preston pulled a paperback book-sized black thing like a rabbit from a hat and held it up. A video cassette. Preston’s face was all business, his smile flat and narrow like a knife.
 
   “Well, you go run along and tell the cops. Fine. But I’d like to see you explain why you’re on tape holding a bag with a human head in it, trying your best to look all innocent. I’d love to see you explain the tape to Rachel.”
 
   John’s face drained off all blood, as if an artery had been snipped.
 
   “Oh, and John. Don’t think this is the only copy. It’s amazing how you never think an old double-cassette VCR will ever come in handy. Go figure.”
 
   “You piece of shit.” John wanted to bash Preston’s smug face in. Grab him by his curly blond hair and smash his face into the ground. Instead he slammed his fist into the cinderblock wall nearby.
 
    
 
   Harry did a double-take when the steaks arrived. 
 
   Harry got the ten-ounce New York strip, but Preston’s Chateaubriand was a meat manhole cover. And about as heavy, judging from the way the waiter’s right wrist trembled as he set down the massive slab.
 
   Harry had sprung for dinner at Bern’s Steak House, a Tampa institution. No-frills whitewashed cinderblock outside belied a cavernous, bordello-like interior. Still, they had a very good steak. And it wasn’t cheap. Which was why Harry had never taken any of the Beaver Brewery staff there before.
 
   But for Preston, prick that he was, he could make an exception. Especially with the magic the guy was performing on Beaver’s sales. Harry still thought it was pretty shitty of the rest of the crew to fink out on his appreciation dinner. Screw ’em. Bunch of ingrates.
 
   “How’s the steak?” Harry asked, watching as Preston sliced off a hunk of bloody meat and popped it into his mouth. 
 
   “Hmmmrrmmm,” Preston mumbled, nodding appreciatively as red juice dribbled off the beginnings of a double chin.
 
   “Great,” Harry said as Preston stuffed another hunk into his maw and chewed. 
 
   “Um, Preston. I’m really glad you could come to dinner.”
 
   “Meh twuh.”
 
   Harry set his fork down on his plate and took a long sip from the glass of Belgian lambic beer in front of him. “And even if the way we went into business was a bit, well, unorthodox, I’m glad you’re at Beaver.”
 
   Preston stopped chewing, then took a drink of beer from his glass. He looked at Harry as he stuck another piece of steak in his mouth. He was waiting, his silence an invitation to continue. It was as if he knew Harry had something else he wanted to say, some point, and he was going to wait until Harry said it.
 
   Harry did. “So, I’m sure you know that the Great American Beer Festival’s coming up in Denver.”
 
   Preston smiled. “You want to know whether we have a shot at it?”
 
   If it caught Harry off guard, he didn’t show it. He smiled and said, “Sure, I suppose.”
 
   “Depends.”
 
   “What do you mean? Do you need some special hops or barley or something? ’Cause that won’t be problem—”
 
   Preston waved his fork. “Not what I’m talking about.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “I’ll need $125,000.”
 
   Harry stopped chewing. “Seventy-five.”
 
   “One hundred.”
 
   “Fuck. One’s as high as I’ll go. That’s it.”
 
   “Okay. One.” Preston grinned insanely and tucked back into his steak. 
 
   Harry shook his head. Enjoy your new salary of $100,000 for the next, oh, two weeks, dumbass. 
 
   Preston washed his mouthful of meat down with more beer and wiped his mouth with his cloth napkin. “I’ll draft an amendment.”
 
    
 
   Harry checked his e-mail as soon as he got home. As he’d hoped, one was from Matsuda.
 
    
 
   To: Harry Grimaldi
 
   From: Mr. Matsuda 
 
   Subject: Beaver Brewery
 
    
 
   I have considered your new asking price of $7.5 million for Beaver Brewery. While it is substantially more than your original asking price of $4 million, I understand that recent events have made Beaver Brewery a more attractive property. Therefore I accept your offer. Please have your attorneys send me a contract for review at your earliest convenience.
 
   Sincerely,
 
   Hiro Matsuda 
 
   President
 
   Matsuda Investment Bank
 
    
 
   Alone in his condo on Clearwater Beach, Harry danced a jig. 
 
   It was late, but Harry called his attorney anyway. At home.
 
   “Right, okay,” the attorney said wearily. “Look, I’m not at my office right now, as you know. I promise your contract is the first thing I do bright and early tomorrow morning. Okay?”
 
   Harry harrumphed but agreed, then hung up. Jesus, you’d think as a business lawyer, and with the rates the guy charged per hour, he’d start working on the john if he could balance a laptop on his knees.
 
   No matter. By the time he had the contract done, say, by noon at the latest, what time would it be in Tokyo? Harry looked at his watch. He frowned. 
 
   Fucking time zones.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
    
 
   John had come home from the hospital around midnight. He popped two Tylox and fell hard asleep on the couch. 
 
   The next day he awoke to the sound of keys rattling and the deadbolt sliding open. His right hand throbbed, and he looked at the cast. It wasn’t a dream.
 
   “Where were you?” Rachel gasped, lugging a garment bag and a large, thin leather portfolio into the room and dropping them on the wood floor.
 
   “What?” John asked groggily, wincing as he accidentally began using his right hand to prop himself up on the couch. 
 
   She wore a blue babydoll T-shirt two sizes too small, faded jeans, and shitkickers. Even in his woozy state, she looked great. 
 
   “The airport. You promised to pick me up from the airport,” she said.
 
   He slapped his forehead with his bad hand. “Ouch. Shit,” he said. “I’m…I’m sorry. I forgot.”
 
   She sighed. “Whatever. Did my mom call?”
 
   “Uh, yeah. Twice. But I covered for you. Said you were at a friend’s. Told her I didn’t know the number.”
 
   “Good. I’ve really got to get a shower. The air on planes is awful for your skin and hair.” She strode into the bathroom, boots clomping. 
 
   John looked at his hand. How could she not notice the cast? Did she wonder why he was sleeping on the couch? 
 
   He gingerly sat up all the way and probed the cast with his other hand. It was semi-soft, and he could feel his knuckles were swollen underneath. He flinched. He needed another Tylox. 
 
   The shower came on. He bobbled the bottle, but managed to wrestle one of the chubby pills out. He walked into the kitchen, poured himself a glass of tap water, and took the pill.
 
   “Are you using the water!” she yelled. 
 
   He clamped the faucet shut. “Sorry, I just poured a glass of water.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I…Nothing.” Then louder, “So how did the trip go?”
 
   “Tony was great.”
 
   “Tony?”
 
   “The photographer. Check out the portfolio. Got some great shots.”
 
   John picked up the black leather portfolio. He sat with it on the couch, unzipped it, and flopped it open. A stack of large color prints toppled, and he caught it before it spilled. He looked at the one on the top of the stack. 
 
   The camera loved Rachel. She wore a short tartan skirt and tight white blouse. Her hair was pulled back and tied with a ribbon. She stood next to a long wooden bar in what looked like an Irish pub. 
 
   He flipped to the next photo. Rachel in the same outfit. This time the photo was taken of her from just over her left shoulder as she leaned forward, her skirt riding up the back of her legs as she reached for a cigarette offered by a big, tough-looking Irish bartender. 
 
   In the next photo the bartender was extending a lit Zippo to the cigarette, now dangling from her lips. A little more leg showed. 
 
   John went and stood next to the shower. “This some sort of Irish theme?” 
 
   “Huh? Oh, yeah. Tony was after a kind of Belfast-NRA-ghetto kinda look.”
 
   O-kay. He flipped to the next photo. In this one Rachel stood with her back against a dart board. Her blouse was unbuttoned but still tucked in, one of her breasts clearly visible. A few yards away a rough-looking guy with a greasy T-shirt and work boots was cocking his arm back, ready to throw a dart, presumably at a cherry perched atop her head.
 
   “Pretty risqué,” John said, nearly whispering.
 
   “Yeah, Tony’s really known for his sexual vision.”
 
   John flipped to the next photo. In this one, Rachel’s blouse was gone. Across her bare chest the words Sinn Fein were written in lipstick. She lay on her back on the pool table, legs spread wide and dangling off the edge. She was barefoot and the soles of her feet were dirty. Or was that makeup? Her skirt was hiked up to show her black lace underwear. Her face showed fear and anticipation. Behind the girl, a man stood holding a half-inflated paper bag to his mouth. In the foreground was a man with his back turned to the camera. He clutched a pool cue, to which he was applying chalk.
 
   John heard the water turn off. “What’s the guy doing with the, um, barf bag?” he said, trying to sound teasing.
 
   “Supposed to be some guy sniffing glue.”
 
   “Charming.” He flipped again. At first he wasn’t quite sure which way was up on the photo. Then he realized it was an image of two people in one of those red phone booths you see in pictures of Britain. A man with very short hair was standing with his back to the camera. He had his pants undone and he was screwing—or doing a very good imitation—a very naked Rachel, whose clothes lay in a heap on the floor of the phone booth. Her eyes were closed and she looked like the photo was taken mid-moan. 
 
   “Wow,” John said, breathing out heavily. “Those are, um, pretty shocking.”
 
   “I know. And Tony said I was so good that he waived the fee.”
 
   “Oh. So you didn’t have to spend the five hundred bucks after all.”
 
   “I had a lot of other expenses.”
 
   “No doubt.” His face felt hot. He was losing focus on what he needed to do.
 
   Rachel popped her head around the corner. She wore a silk robe. She held a tube of lipstick. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Nothing…I mean something. Of course I mean something. Rachel, I don’t like this whole going up to New York thing. I can’t help it.”
 
   She smiled, narrowed her eyes slightly. “Now, we aren’t a little bit jealous are we?”
 
   “Of course I’m jealous.” He picked up the pile of photos and dropped them. He closed his eyes and let out a long breath. His heart slammed in his chest. “And there’s something else I have to tell you.”
 
   She walked toward him. “Oh, really?” she said, her voice soft and playful. “You’re a very jealous boy, John.”
 
   “I…this isn’t about jealousy.”
 
   “Oh, damn,” she said, pretending to pout. She was halfway across the room, and he caught a nice glimpse of her legs in her loosely tied robe. 
 
   John held up his bad hand. “Aren’t you even curious about what I did to my hand?” 
 
   “Very,” she whispered. “Did John get a booboo?”
 
   “I broke my hand.”
 
   “You must have missed me more than I thought.”
 
   “What? No, listen, Rachel,” John said, scooting forward and sitting up straighter. “I broke it when I punched a wall.”
 
   “Ouchy. I know just how to make it feel better.”
 
   John shook his head. “No, I need you to listen. This is really, really big.” 
 
   She smiled wider. “I bet it is.”
 
   He waved his bad arm in front of him. “Rachel. I mean it. Please. Listen to me. I’ve done something very bad.”
 
   She cocked an eye. “Have we been playing around with other girls?” 
 
   “No, of course not.”
 
   “Then it can’t be so bad.”
 
   John reached out. Grabbed hold of her bare shoulders. Harder than he’d intended. “Rachel.”
 
   “Ouch,” she cried, pulling away. 
 
   He looked down. “I’m sorry. Sorry.” He gazed into her eyes. “I just…I have something to tell you that’s going to be harder to say than you can imagine—”
 
   “Wait, don’t tell me. This is about money, right?” Anger flashed across her face. 
 
   What was she talking about? “No, I mean, yes, that is also a problem. But this—”
 
   She stomped a boot-clad foot. “I can’t believe you’re doing this to me.” She looked as if she were about to cry. 
 
   This was crazy. “What? No. Listen, Rachel. This—”
 
   “Fine,” she said. She crossed her arms, turned her head to the side. Her bottom lip quivered. “I didn’t want to tell you this before because, because I love you so much,” she said, tears flowing now. She turned to face him. “John, I’m pregnant.”
 
   God help me, John thought.
 
   An hour, and many tears later, Rachel left for her evening acting class. In the end, he’d said nothing about his awful secret. How could he? Pregnant. He mouthed the word over and over again. How could someone like her ever want his baby? John felt hollowed out. He needed to get out of the apartment.
 
   He knew just where to go. 
 
   He grabbed his keys and headed out the door.
 
    
 
   Waldie was sitting on the screen porch when he showed up. It was dark, but a soft golden light spilled from the bungalow’s open door. His bare left foot worked at keeping his baby daughter Daisy rocking back and forth in what looked like a tiny recliner. His hands were busy playing his Stratocaster without an amp. John could make out the faint, twanky notes of the Beatles song, “Yesterday.”
 
   Waldie cocked his head in mild surprise to see his friend. He glanced down to make sure his charge was still asleep, then leaned the guitar against the wall. “Come on in.”
 
   “Betsy home?”
 
   “Nope. Girl’s night out. Why?” Waldie’s foot had quit rocking Daisy but she remained asleep. 
 
   “I have to tell you something.”
 
   Waldie paused and scrutinized John’s face in the dim light. “Let me just grab a beer. You want one?”
 
   “No, thanks. Beer is definitely the last thing I want. You have no idea.”
 
   Twenty minutes later, Waldie set his beer down on the coffee table and eyed it for a moment, as if it might spring to life. “You’re right, that is the most fucked-up shit I’ve ever heard.” 
 
   “I know.” John was perched on a dining room chair on the other side of the coffee table. “I keep thinking I’m going to wake up, and it’ll all be some horrible dream or something.” 
 
   “No wonder my readings on that bottle of beer were so screwy,” Waldie said. “But I still don’t understand how it could happen. I mean, how would it actually improve the beer? It doesn’t make any sense, chemically.”
 
   “I don’t know. I just don’t fucking know. Anything anymore.”
 
   “Do you really think he had something to do with that newscaster?”
 
   “Well, Preston didn’t exactly admit anything. But I told you what he said. Don’t you think that’s what he was really saying?”
 
   Waldie nodded slowly. “Yeah, I do.”
 
   “I never thought he’d actually hurt anyone.”
 
   “Shit, he saved your life, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” John said. “He fished me out that night. I was good as dead.”
 
   “Jesus.” Waldie shuddered. “And I worked with that creep all this time. Every day that guy makes my life miserable.” 
 
   John stood up uneasily. “I know I’m going to have to go to the police. I just wanted you to know before I do. So you’ll be prepared.”
 
   Neither said anything for a minute, until Waldie looked up and wagged a finger. “Just a hypothetical question here, but do you actually have to tell Rachel yet?”
 
   John stared at Waldie. Was this the same guy who always did the right thing? “What? Of course I do. She needs to know the truth.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “What do you mean, why? Because it’s the truth. Look, I know you think Rachel’s this evil slut and all but—”
 
   “No, no, that’s not it. That’s not why I’m saying don’t tell her right now.”
 
   “Then why?”
 
   “Because what do you think she’ll say when you tell her?”
 
   “I don’t know. I guess she’ll be horrified. Disgusted. Terrified. Who wouldn’t be?”
 
   “Right. But just bear with me here. Is telling her really going to solve anything?” 
 
   “I’ve lied to you, to Rachel, to everybody.”
 
   “Sure, I know. And I wish you had told me.  But I also know that you didn’t know Preston would kill someone. I wouldn’t have thought he could do it. Dude, I know you wouldn’t have done any of this if it wasn’t an accident.”
 
   “I know. But it doesn’t matter.”
 
   Waldie flapped his palms up and down as if he were fanning something. “Listen, though. You say he’s got a tape that shows you holding that security guy’s head, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, what if we get the tape?”
 
   “Stop.”
 
   “No, really. We snag the tape. That way, at least the cops don’t have you holding the bag, so to speak.”
 
   “But Harry saw us both coming out of the brewery that morning, like I said. He saw me with the bag in my hand. He even asked me about it.”
 
   Waldie shook his head. “Doubt that’ll be a problem.”
 
   “What do you mean, not a problem? He’s an eyewitness.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I happen to know a couple things about Harry.” Waldie was smiling a little tight smile.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like Harry isn’t Harry.”
 
   John didn’t say anything for a moment. “Waldie, please—”
 
   “What if I told you that Harry’s real name is Norman Tuttle? And that Norman Tuttle was a very naughty boy back in Vegas?”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Well, it seems that our Harry used to work for a Vegas casino some years back. He was in some sort of business with one Vincente Caggiano.”
 
   “The mobster?”
 
   “The very same.”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “That is exactly the word I would use.” John’s mind was overflowing. He felt a little dizzy. “How do you know all this?” 
 
   Waldie was grinning like a cat. “I knew Harry was buying bad grains. They were showing up here in rental trucks in the middle of the night, and they were all moldy and rotten. I wanted to know where they were coming from. So one night I, uh, let myself into Harry’s office and looked around. I didn’t find anything about the grain, but I did find some of his paperwork from the Witness Protection Program.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s right. And that’s not all. I also found a folded-over manila envelope stuffed into the back of Harry’s filing cabinet. Inside where a bunch of personal papers including an old Nevada driver’s license. It had Harry’s picture but Norman Tuttle’s name.”
 
   John’s head was really spinning now. 
 
   Waldie was in overdrive. “I went back home and Googled the Norman Tuttle name. That’s where I found out all this mob-related stuff. Harry or Norman stole some money from Caggiano. Like more than two hundred grand. And it gets weirder. Harry turned witness after that and helped the feds on some big case. Really big. They never did get Caggiano, but a bunch of his lieutenants went to jail, which really pissed off old man Caggiano.”
 
   “Are you sure? I mean, this is Harry Grimaldi you’re talking about. He’d steal, but he’s not that dumb.”
 
   “Apparently, he was very stupid one very big time. Plus, I found out a little more. Harry used to have hair.”
 
   “Well, sure. He’s balding.”
 
   “No, I mean he had plastic surgery—I found receipts for it in his tax files—got what you might say is the opposite of a hair transplant. He actually had his hair yanked! Now that’s someone who doesn’t want to be found. He also fixed his nose, made it a lot smaller, got colored contacts, and some other stuff. Caggiano probably wouldn’t recognize him if he was standing next to him in an elevator.”
 
   “Whoa.”
 
   “No kidding.”
 
   “Okay, fine. But how does this help us? I mean, I don’t see what this has to do with Preston and the brewery.”
 
   “Well, I bet that when the shit hits the fan, Harry would really not like to have someone, say, mention to anyone in a city in Nevada that a certain Norman Tuttle is alive and well in sunny Tampa, Florida.”
 
   “But that would mean—”
 
   “Of course it would. But I wouldn’t really tell any of his old pals out in Vegas.”
 
   “Oh. Then why screw with him?”
 
   Waldie grinned wickedly. He moved his face within inches of John’s. “Because,” he whispered, “if we tell Harry about Norman, you can bet he’ll vouch that he never saw you at the brewery that morning.”
 
   John leaned back. “Fuck me. That’s nuts.”
 
   “Yeah. Great, isn’t it?”
 
   “Man. How long have you known this?”
 
   Waldie counted on his fingers. “About three months.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you go to Harry then? You could have at least kept him from hiring Preston.”
 
   “I know. But I didn’t think I had a big enough reason then to use it. Now I guess I do.”
 
   John leaned back, sinking into the sofa. He let out a long breath of air toward the ceiling, then looked at Waldie. “Only one problem,” John said.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I’m going to need your help stealing the tape.”
 
    
 
   They took Waldie’s Volvo, reasoning that the collection of tools that shifted around in the station wagon’s back like flotsam borne by the tides might come in handy if they had to break into Preston’s apartment. 
 
   Waldie and John sped up Dale Mabry Boulevard, a four-lane road that ran north and south and was lined with strip malls, strip clubs, and Raymond James Stadium, home of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers.
 
   Waldie was driving. Fast.
 
   “You sure Preston isn’t home?” John said.
 
   “Ninety-nine-point-seven-percent sure. He had some Chamber of Commerce dinner thing to go to. Something about small business of the year award dinner.”
 
   “Okay, that’ll give us about an hour and a half,” John said, holding his watch up high against the window in order to see it. 
 
   “Gonna need to be quick then,” Waldie said, nearly clipping the rear bumper of a Lexus as he searched for a gap in the right lane to pass. 
 
   Waldie peered out the smudged windshield. Hard enough to see through it during the day. At night, a joke. His wiper motor had given out a few years back, so Waldie had made do with generous applications of Rain-X, a sharp-smelling clear liquid that helped repel water. Trouble was, Rain-X had mixed over the years with a coating of dust and pollen from the oak trees in Waldie’s yard to form a kind of yellowish waxy film. Sepia-Shield, Waldie called his accidental invention. Guaranteed to make everything look like a Civil War photo.
 
   “D’you know the turn-off?” Waldie asked, squinting through the hazy glass at a glowing road sign ahead.
 
   “Yeah. I think so.” John remembered from something Preston had said the first few weeks he’d joined Beaver that he was living in an apartment complex called Wood-something. Off Wood-something drive. Or street.
 
   “There!” John yelled, pointing to a brick wall ahead on the right. The headlights caught the glint of a sign made of gold cursive letters that spelled out Woodland Lakes affixed to the wall. A few yards ahead was Woodland Lakes Street, the entrance.
 
   “Bingo,” Waldie said, whipping a right turn onto the street. 
 
   A little brick guard station, about the size of a Port-A-Potty, stood on an island of mulch and shrubs. A big Ford Explorer with tinted windows was stopped in front of Waldie and John. A hand reached out the window, into the beam of light, to wave. Another hand popped out of the guard station and waved back. A second later, both hands disappeared, the yellow crossing gate rose, and the Explorer squirted into the complex, shot left, and disappeared.
 
   “What if the guard asks for some resident card or I.D.?” John asked under his breath as they eased up. He looked in the side view and saw the headlights of another car easing behind them.
 
   Waldie must have been thinking the same thing. He glanced a few times at the car behind him and kneaded the steering wheel. “We bluff, I guess,” he said under his breath.
 
   The Volvo came to a stop beside the guard station. A man stood with his back to them, his head and features cloaked in darkness. From the light spilling onto the floor of the little hut, Waldie and John could see that he wore some sort of uniform and appeared to be writing something on a clipboard. “Be with you in a second,” the man said, still scribbling.
 
   “No rush,” Waldie croaked, glancing in his rearview. 
 
   John was about to tell Waldie to abort the mission when the guard turned around and leaned toward the car window, his face suddenly illuminated.
 
   Duane.
 
   “Hey,” Duane said. 
 
   Duane didn’t seem to be surprised at all to see John and Waldie. He leaned out of the guard’s booth and smiled, as if Waldie’s Volvo was a regular visitor. John could see Fang lying at his feet. Asleep.
 
   “What are you doing here?” John asked, trying to appear something other than panicked.
 
   Duane fingered his amulet and shrugged. “I work here on my days off. Every Tuesday. Preston got me the job. He lives here. You guys visiting someone?”
 
   “Uh, yeah.” Waldie said, turning to John and silently mouthing the word “Who?” 
 
   John couldn’t say or mouth anything; Duane would see. “The Johnsons,” John said.
 
   Duane consulted his clipboard. He moved his finger down the page, lips moving. He paused and leaned forward. “Sure is funny that Preston lives here, I work here sometimes, and you’re visiting. Small world, I guess. But then, Preston did help me get this job a few months ago.”
 
   At the mention of Preston, Fang’s head rose. Waldie and John nodded and looked at each other. “Wow, what do you know,” John said, eyes wide. “Small world.”
 
   A few seconds passed. Nobody said anything, so Duane returned to his clipboard. Coming to the bottom of the page, he flipped it and repeated the finger slide and lip reading down the next page. He stopped and sighed. He shook his head and looked up at Waldie and John. “Sorry, guys. I just don’t see any Johnsons here. I do have a Johansen.”
 
   John smacked his forehead with an open palm. “Johansen. That’s it.”
 
   “Great,” Duane said, reaching into the guard station and lifting a receiver off of a wall-mounted phone. “I’ll let them know you’re on your way in.”
 
   John glanced at Waldie, then back at Duane. “No, no, that’s okay,” John said. “We, um, kinda wanted to surprise them. The Johansens.”
 
   Duane looked at John, and back at Waldie, who smiled. Duane’s hand still held the receiver. “Guys, I’m really sorry,” Duane said, shaking his head and reaching with his free hand for his amulet again. “All residents have to be informed of visits. I’d like to let you in but I could get fired.” 
 
   “Oh,” Waldie said.
 
   “That’s cool,” John said, his voice thick with disappointment. “I understand.”
 
   “Don’t you want me to call them then?” Duane said.
 
   “No, that’s okay. It was just a lark,” John said. “Not really important. Calling would spoil the surprise. Anyhow, we just happened to be in the neighborhood.”
 
   “I see,” Duane said, replacing the receiver. Fumes from the Volvo drifted by. Duane coughed.
 
   “You sure you couldn’t just let us in this time for a little birthday wish, Duane?” Waldie pressed.
 
   “I’m really not supposed to,” Duane said, frowning and shaking his head. “Guess this is the sort of peace of mind that this type of security gives. My boss here always says that these people aren’t just buying waterfront property, they’re buying a whole secured lifestyle.”
 
   “Waterfront?” John asked.
 
   “Well, you could call it that,” Duane said, lowering his voice. “But it’s really more like ditch-front living, if you ask me.”
 
    
 
   “Ditch front,” Waldie repeated, winking at John, and glancing up at the roof.
 
   The Volvo’s headlights formed twin tunnels that illuminated big discs of palmetto and gray-green scrub and two sandy ruts where other car tires had traveled before. Insects swarmed.
 
   “I think we better kill the lights,” John whispered, looking over his shoulder at the three-story condos sprouting up several hundred yards away. They stood in what was now a vacant lot, except for the construction trailer and Caterpillar earth scraper nearby, quiet as slumbering dinosaurs. With the way apartments were sprouting up, this place would be pavement and pint-sized palm trees soon enough.
 
   The brick wall they’d seen at the front of the complex extended around the development but quit where it reached the still, mucky water of a long lake-cum-drainage ditch. Where the brick fence ended at the water’s edge, a metal chain-link extension started, running another twenty yards or so out into the dark water.
 
   Here was where Waldie and John would begin their assault.
 
   “Lights. Got ’em,” Waldie agreed, reaching into the driver’s side. The lights went off. His head popped back up. “Sheesh, I guess that’s technically waterfront,” he whispered, looking out at the stagnant pool that stretched several hundred yards.
 
   They had thought about simply hopping the brick fence, but the crenellation of decorative-iron spear points atop it was a powerful dissuader. Nope, there was only one way in.
 
   “I can’t believe this boat has finally come in handy,” John marveled, sawing with a Ginsu knife at a thick and frayed knot of nylon rope that held the dingy, a faded blue barnacle atop the Volvo. Waldie nodded as he attacked the knots on the passenger’s side with a rusty pair of scissors. “Why’d you get it?” John asked.
 
   “Came with the car. I thought about taking it down, but figured I might want to go fishing sometime.”
 
   “Did you?”
 
   “Never even been off the roof.”
 
   John stopped his sawing. “D’you think it’ll float?”
 
   Waldie shrugged. He looked up but kept at his knot. “I guess we’ll find out.”
 
   Frogs belched and chirped around them in the moonless night as if trying to outdo each other with the strange sounds from their throat sacks. At least John thought frogs were making those noises. This was Florida, after all, land of monster cockroaches and creatures that hadn’t been informed that the Jurassic period was over.
 
   The faint glow of artificial light from the apartment complex was enough to see the little boat floating high on the water, like a bathtub toy. Waldie stood just off shore, feet disappearing into the muck up to his ankles, and held the bow with an outstretched thumb and forefinger, as if the boat weighed little more than a scrap of paper. His other hand held his cell phone, which was bent to his ear.
 
   “Nope. Preston still isn’t home.”
 
   “Or isn’t answering.”
 
   Waldie shrugged. “True.”
 
   John sighed. “But then, we may never have another chance.”
 
   Waldie pocketed the cell phone and looked at the boat. 
 
   “Looks seaworthy,” John said. “But then, there’s no weight in it yet.”
 
   “Right. Shall we shove off, Cap’n?” 
 
   Waldie held the bow with two hands and swung it slowly around to its port side, nearest John, who clambered aboard.
 
   “Whoa,” John whispered as the boat rocked violently. When the
 
   swaying quit, Waldie got in, pushing off from the bank. 
 
   Thffwooock.
 
   “Shit,” Waldie hissed, looking around to see the bread-loaf-sized indentation where the mucky bank had swallowed his sneaker. He shrugged. “Pick it up on the return voyage.”
 
   The boat sat low in the water now, with only a few inches of chipped gunwale peeking over the still dark water.
 
   John handed Waldie one of the paperback books they had found in the Volvo to use as paddles, and they began to gently stroke toward the apartments.
 
   “Okay,” John said to Waldie’s back. “Judging from the map on the side of the guard station, I’d say our best landing spot is near the exercise room.”
 
   “Where’s that?”
 
   “Near the end of the complex.”
 
   About halfway down, Waldie turned around, bowing his head slightly. “Jesus, it didn’t look this lit up from back there.”
 
   Sure enough, the lake felt like a waterlogged field on Super Bowl Sunday. Lights shown from everywhere—porches, faux gas-lamp posts, lamps, and chandeliers inside apartments. Even cars coming into the complex sent light ricocheting off the water’s surface. 
 
   “We’re almost there,” John answered. “We can’t turn back now.”
 
   The back of Waldie’s head nodded, and they continued paddling.
 
   A few minutes later, they nudged the little boat against the white sand shore of a volleyball court in front of the exercise room.
 
   “Our little boat should blend in nicely with the waterfront living motif,” Waldie said as they strolled toward one of the identical apartment buildings.
 
   “Look for C-731,” John said, eyeing the card Preston had given him some weeks earlier with his phone number and address.
 
   They found it in only a few minutes. On the second-story, door identical to every other one in the complex. Some doors had different door mats. Preston’s was bare. 
 
   “Wow, that was easy,” Waldie said.
 
   That was when easy ended. 
 
   They tried the front door. Locked, of course. But then, none of the tools Waldie had brought seemed to work. Even the hair-like L-shaped tool Waldie swore he had used to jimmy his own backdoor failed to elicit even an encouraging click from the sturdy Yale lock.
 
   “There’s only one other route in,” John said.
 
   Waldie squinted. “You mean—”
 
   “Yeah, the porch.”
 
   Climbing up the drainpipe was surprisingly easy for Waldie. The fasteners made handy rungs. But things were a little different now. He was busy hanging off a second-story balcony, and it wasn’t even Preston’s apartment. For that, he’d have to scoot two more apartments to the right.
 
    
 
   Waldie studied the thin lip of excess concrete, barely a thumb’s width, that ran along the outside edge of the linked balconies. The lip of his one sneakered left foot and prehensile toes of his bare right foot clung to the rough edge. He wasn’t about to even sneak a look downward. Even a quick march down the catwalk in the brewery filled him with vertiginous unease. 
 
   He wished John’s hand wasn’t broken. Then John could be up here instead of him.
 
   I can do this, Waldie chanted silently, teeth clamped over a screwdriver; it kept squirting out of his pockets when he climbed. 
 
   I can do this. It was partly his idea, so he had to.
 
   The tape had to be in the apartment. But what if there really were copies? And what if the copies weren’t here?
 
   He took a deep breath, let it out around the screwdriver. He could hear John’s feet squishing on the just-watered sod below. That was a comfort. Even if he fell, he might not break anything too badly. 
 
   Seizing hold of the next strut, he began his incremental segue. It was excruciatingly slow going, but Waldie made steady progress. He was almost across the second balcony, a paltry yard or so from Preston’s apartment, when the apartment in front of him suddenly lit up. He heard a thump, felt the crisp shudder of a front door being shut. Then he saw a figure behind the gauzy curtain in front of the sliding glass doors.
 
   The person was female in shape, and she was headed right for him.
 
   Panic turned his hands into awkward and sweaty vise grips. He thought about retreating, but that was farther than Preston’s apartment. Maybe he could still make it. He began inching onward.
 
   He almost screamed when the curtains blinked open with a tearing sound. The girl didn’t budge for a few seconds, just stood there, mouth open, staring at Waldie, screwdriver in his mouth.
 
   A second later the spell broke. The girl reached toward a nearby table, picked up a cordless phone and pushed some buttons.
 
   Waldie was halfway back to the drainpipe when he heard the voice.
 
   “Waldie? Is that you?” It was Duane, holding a flashlight.
 
   “Uh, yeah, Duane. It’s me.”
 
   “I just ran into John on the volleyball court.”
 
   “Hi, Waldie,” John said. His voice came from where Duane’s did.
 
   “What are you doing up there?” Duane asked. 
 
   John said, “It’s like I was saying—”
 
   “I want to hear it from Waldie,” Duane said.
 
   “Just thought I’d surprise the Johnsons,” Waldie said.
 
   “You mean the Johansens?”
 
   “Right. Look, we’re sorry, Duane. It was just a harmless prank.”
 
   Duane seemed to realize something and looked up at the apartment and Waldie, then back at John.
 
   “That’s Preston’s apartment you were heading for, Waldie,” Duane said.
 
   “Really? What a coincidence!” Waldie exclaimed.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
    
 
   It was early morning by the time John got back to his apartment, mission unaccomplished. 
 
   He half expected Rachel to be there, but when he turned the key and opened the door, he heard only the silent ticking of the leaky bathroom faucet he’d been meaning to call the super about. The image of her in that photo with the skinhead and the phone booth popped into his head, and he let out a long breath. 
 
   He shut the door and went to open the window blinds but stopped. He sat down, closed his eyes, and let the full force of recent events roll over him like a blast of cold air. 
 
   I can’t do this anymore.
 
   He had made an unbelievable mess of his life with his stupid goddamn secrets and his weakness and his lies. His right hand ached in its cast as he found himself trying to curl his left hand.
 
   It was all his fault.
 
   Time passed, maybe an hour. His deep dejection was starting to turn to rage. Preston had to pay. 
 
   Maybe he did, too.
 
    
 
   Preston opened his front door and noticed that, once again, the stupid delivery person had slung his Tampa Tribune against the far wall. Whatever happened to service? Couldn’t the guy wing the fucking thing three measly more feet to his doorstep? Was it so hard? Lazy fucks.
 
   Wedging one of his leather slippers into the door so it wouldn’t lock him out, he shuffled across the cool concrete floor to fetch his paper. He squinted in the harsh sunlight, his nose and whole head throbbing from beer and cigarettes. 
 
   He plucked the plastic-encased paper from the ground just as his next-door neighbor came out of her apartment, dressed for work. She was a frumpy girl with those new braces that are supposed to be invisible but which look more like congealed drool.
 
   “Sheesh, you’d think for the rents we’re paying they’d have better security,” she said.
 
   “Sorry?” Preston said, holding the newspaper under his right arm like a football.
 
   “Last night?” the girl said. “Maybe you were out. Well, guess what, I came home and found some guy hanging off the outside of my screen porch.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah, he was really creepy looking and was all muddy and had a screwdriver in his mouth.”
 
   “Yikes. What did you do?”
 
   “Well, I called security, of course. They came and took them away.”
 
   “Them? There was more than one?”
 
   “Yeah, there was, like, an accomplice or whatever standing on the ground. But he wasn’t as scary looking as the guy hanging on the screen. Except he had this big white bandage on his hand.”
 
   The hair on the back of Preston’s neck stood up. “What did the guy hanging on the screen look like?”
 
   “Like a hippy. He had this ponytail and a cap on his head, and he looked like he hadn’t taken a shower for months.” She shuddered and shook her head. “The weirdest part was they’d broken into the complex in a little boat. The guard told me.”
 
   “Huh, that is weird.”
 
   “No kidding. Plus, I kinda think the security guard knew them. Maybe they’re like habitual offenders or something.”
 
   “Sounds like you had a hell of a scare.”
 
   “I sure did,” the girl said, fumbling her keys as she was trying to stuff them into her purse and glanced at Preston’s feet, then back at him. 
 
   “Funny, but the guy hanging on the screen was wearing only one shoe too,” she said.
 
   “Huh.” The girl looked at her watch and said she was late. Preston went back into his apartment and went directly to his bookshelf. He yanked off the Don Quixote. Still there, he thought, taking the tape out of its secret cradle. Next to it lay another tape. From when Tabitha came to the brewery.
 
   These tapes and all that happened those nights were getting to be a little too widely known.
 
   Waldie. John. And maybe Duane. Chloe and Rachel couldn’t be too far behind. This was going to be quite a challenge. 
 
    
 
   “You don’t understand,” John said, looking from Chloe to Waldie and back. “None of this would have happened if I’d done the right thing in the first place.”
 
   Chloe nodded. “True. But look at it this way. You couldn’t have known that Preston would turn into a total psycho. Yeah, you were a dumbass, I’ll give you that. But you’re a loyal dumbass.”
 
   Waldie chimed in, “You got duped, is what your big crime was. You were too freakin’ loyal. It clouded your judgment. I mean, sure you should have called the cops when the accident happened. But you didn’t out of loyalty.”
 
   “Plus, you’ve been a little distracted lately,” Chloe added.
 
   “Yeah, you gotta admit, Rachel’s got you wrapped around her little finger,” Waldie said. Again with the pantomime of winding string around his finger.
 
   John started to protest but stopped. “Okay, maybe you’re right. I guess my judgment’s been clouded by a lot of things lately.”
 
   “Hey, it’s not like I wouldn’t have done the same thing, if I were in your shoes,” Chloe said, smiling sadly at John. “I mean, shit, when Waldie told me, I thought he was fucking crazy.”
 
   “She did,” Waldie said.
 
   “Of course,” Chloe added, “it is one crazy story.”
 
   “You gotta admit,” Waldie said. “It does have a sci-fi ring to it. Like Soylent Green, where Charlton Heston finds out the food, this green goop, is made of people.” 
 
   A new wave of nausea swept through John.
 
   Waldie adjusted his cap and leaned closer to John. “Screwing your own life up isn’t going to make everything right. We gotta nail Preston.”
 
   John wanted to believe them. “Okay. Even if I agree that I’m not the son of Satan, we gotta come up with a real plan. A way to make sure Preston goes to jail forever.”
 
   “And that you don’t,” Waldie said. 
 
   “Right,” Chloe added.
 
   John let out a breath of air. He tried a smile and asked Waldie, “So, what did Betsy say when you told her?”
 
   Waldie’s own grin crashed. He rolled his eyes. “I haven’t exactly told her about it yet.”
 
    
 
   It wasn’t as if Waldie hadn’t thought about telling Betsy. But after mulling it over, he concluded that he would have a better chance of winning every dog track bet for the rest of his life than convincing Betsy that some bizarro scheme to exonerate John and entrap Preston was a fine idea. 
 
   In the end, he told Betsy he was going to Home Depot to buy material so he could finally drywall the bathroom. The story was partially true. He had stopped at Home Depot. And he had picked up the drywall.
 
   But he picked up a few other items, too—two pairs of black work gloves and black coveralls.
 
   Now, back at his house a couple hours after he’d met with Chloe and John, Waldie began work on the drywall. When Betsy went down for a nap with little Daisy, he abandoned the nail gun and waded quietly through a hall closet full of crap. 
 
   So this was where all the broken toys went. He used the red plastic hood of a since-lost or demolished kid-sized Jeep as a shovel to dig through rubble. 
 
   Disgorging a tangle of plastic coat hangers and soft baby blocks, he spied it—the box of finger paints that in a moment of supremely misguided nostalgia for his own childhood he had bought at Toys-R-Us. Daisy had done well with the finger paints at first, daubing seriously at her big sheet of construction paper spread out on the kitchen floor. But when Waldie turned to get more paper towels on the kitchen counter, she’d bolted for the hallway, squealing with insane baby joy. The walls and baseboard still bore phantom splotches. 
 
   Waldie carefully opened the plastic box and inspected the vials of colors. It was impossible to discern which, if any, held what colors, as they’d been fused by wandering little fingers into a uniform greenish black muck. 
 
   Waldie smiled. 
 
   Perfect.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Preston padded across his apartment, toweling his hair dry. Chill air blasting from the overhead air conditioning vent made his scalp tingle. 
 
   He kept turning over the words his neighbor had said, trying to figure out the next course of action. 
 
   He grabbed a pack of cigarettes, shook one out, and lit it. He’d started smoking right after the second contest win. Thought it would calm his nerves. He took a drag and exhaled from his mouth, noticing that the cigarette’s paper was gray with water from his fingers. 
 
   Well, he would simply have to be more careful about whatever he did now. Had to think things out all the way. Especially now. This was a tricky time, what with the sale of Beaver just about inked. As soon as that happened, he could take the currency of his newfound reputation, not to mention a tidy chunk of cash, and skip right on up the road to one of the big breweries.
 
   Come to think of it, why bother with being what amounted to an employee at another brewery? He glanced at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. He was pretty charming, even the hair. A lot more than he used to think. And he had talent of a kind at brewing. He could find investors, launch his own brewery. 
 
   Fuck it, he could become a biggie himself.
 
   He already knew how to make beer. And money. 
 
   He sat down and unfolded the newspaper. He glanced at the headlines, gave the business pages a little more attention. Then he stubbed out his cigarette and dropped the newspaper on the table. As he started to stand up, something on the section that flopped open caught his eye. 
 
   Gun Show, it read.
 
   An hour later, Preston stabbed a finger at his iPhone, ending the call. He stood on his balcony, mind soaring up and over the squat apartment complex to the horizon. Cloudless sky. Mid-morning sun warming his skin. A giddiness rose through his body like champagne bubbles. This was first time he’d ever enjoyed a conversation with his father’s lawyer. He’d more than enjoyed it. Barely made it through the call without positively giggling his ass off. 
 
   Finally, he had it. Would very soon. His money. $5 million. To be wired into his bank account by Friday no later than 3 p.m. Only three days away. Seventy-two hours till freedom. 
 
   How long he’d waited for this day. All those schemes that hadn’t panned out. They all seemed so childish now. And then. This happened. What had seemed like tragedy turned out be his salvation. He couldn’t have planned it better. True, the journey wasn’t without problems. Like Tabitha.
 
   He shuddered. Reached for a cigarette. Lit one and took a long, glorious drag. He exhaled.
 
   The only problem left was John. John rattled him more than he’d like to admit. Preston didn’t think he’d tell. Not now. No. As soon as the money was in his account, he’d be out of here. Hundreds, maybe thousands of miles away. Then his new life—his real life—would begin.
 
   Bing-bong. The doorbell. Preston froze. Stared at the door. Easy. No reason to freak out. Just the doorbell. Probably that dumb neighbor chick again. Wanting to borrow something. 
 
   He hesitated. Looked at his still-lit cigarette. The apartment was supposed to be non-smoking. Fuck it, he thought, walking inside.
 
   He squinted through the peephole. Dark blue shirts.
 
   Cops.
 
   He drew back as if slapped. Speed-walked barefoot to the kitchen and ground out his cigarette in the stainless steel sink. He looked to the patio. What was he thinking? He couldn’t run. Climb down from the balcony. He took a deep breath. No time to freak. Everything was fine. Probably just following up on Ernesto. Routine shit. 
 
   He opened the door.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Wednesday wasn’t the usual day John visited Phil. But he needed to see him. Depending on how things went in the next few days or so, it could be the last time in a long time. Maybe the last ever. 
 
   In the common room, Phil sat on a tan couch, several bingo boards perched in front of him on a folding TV table. He’d swapped out his red sweats for gray. His housemates were similarly arrayed around the small, over-heated room. The group counselor sat in front, pulling numbered disks from a clear plastic ball that he spun each time. He held in his hand a oversized yellow bingo marker pen, which he held a few inches over the little table. Poised to daub at the next number match.
 
   The group counselor called out numbers, slowly and with the pronunciation of someone trying to make himself understood by foreigners or the elderly. Or the severely brain damaged. “Sixty-four. Six. Four.” His gaze swiveled slowly over the small crowd. “Six. Four.”
 
   John nodded at the group counselor, who returned the gesture. John squeezed onto the couch beside Phil. 
 
   “Johnny,” Phil cooed, hugging his brother. Phil’s eyes glistened. He pointed at the bingo boards, smiling. Giggling a leg. 
 
   “Good job, Phil,” he whispered into his ear. “You’re winning.” 
 
   A wave of impossible tenderness washed over John, leaving him weak. He wanted to tell Phil not to worry. All the drive here, he’d gone over the words. Tried to script them so they were just right. So Phil would understand. So Phil wouldn’t be upset or sad if John stopped visiting him for a while. How long could he go to prison for what he’d done? For what he’d failed to do?
 
   In the end, John said none of this. He told his brother that he loved him. Loved him so so much. Told him that he’d see him in a few days. Kissed his cheek. Tried uselessly to smooth down the cowlick. And then he left, waving to Phil, still seated. Eager to see if the next number called out was on one of his little cards.
 
    
 
   If it had been only about Ernesto, it would have been manageable. This could have been avoided. But the two cops had somehow bumped into Duane, who’d recognized Tabitha from the photo they’d shown him. The same one they’d shown Preston an hour ago. He thought they’d never leave his apartment. So many questions. Each one like Chinese water torture. Drip, drip. He wanted to scream. To tell them to stop. But in the end, they knew nothing. That’s why they were there. Asking. Seeking answers. But they didn’t know.
 
   Preston hadn’t thought about Duane. How the oaf might remember seeing Tabitha come and go from his apartment. 
 
   This was bad. Very bad. But fixable. A stupid mistake, not factoring in Duane working the guard gate. True. But from now on, there would be no more mistakes.
 
   Preston piloted his Saab west. He was headed to the Florida State Fairgrounds just outside of Tampa. 
 
   It wasn’t a carnival he was looking for. Rather, he was off to what the paper touted as “Florida’s Biggest and Best Gun Show.” 
 
   Thanks to a legal loophole you could drive a tank through, anyone in Florida calling himself a collector can meet at these itinerant arms bazaars, held at fairgrounds, bingo parlors, and civic centers around the state, and swap all manner of firearms without filling out pesky federal forms or dealing with encumbering waiting periods. 
 
   Maybe Florida wasn’t so bad a place after all.
 
    
 
   Standing at the electronics counter at Best Buy, John finally caught the eye of a pimply kid in a blue smock.
 
   “Welcome to Best Buy. How can I help you?” the kid recited in a monotone.
 
   “I need a video camera.”
 
   “We have many different models to choose from,” the kid quoted perfectly from his sales training course. “Any particular price range or features you’re looking for?”
 
   “Yes. It needs to work in extremely low light.”
 
    
 
   Harry resisted the very powerful urge to slam his cell phone onto the tiled floor of the men’s room. He’d made it a rule not to take calls in such circumstances. Especially when standing in front of a urinal, taking a leak, as he was now. But when he’d seen Chloe’s name come up, he worried it was some sales problem. Chloe never called him. With every word he heard, he regretted making the exception.
 
   “So you see, Norman,” Chloe said, “I’m going to need your help. All you have to do is hire someone to break into Preston’s apartment and car, and make sure there are no video tapes of any kind, anywhere.”
 
   “What makes you think I know where to find somebody to do a job like that?” Harry’s e-cig bobbed between his lips. 
 
   “Come on, Norm.”
 
   “Okay. Okay. But I don’t get it. What’s so important you gotta pull this shit on me? You and Preston make some amateur porn tape or something?”
 
   “Shut it. Just get any tapes.”
 
   “Jesus. I got it. Anything that looks like a VCR or cassette tape or computer disk. Got it.”
 
   “And Norman? I know you won’t let me down, right?”
 
   “All right already. I got it covered. But you gotta keep up your side of the deal, too, honey.”
 
   “You know I will. Honey.”
 
   He rang off. “Fuck me!” Regret came even before his e-cig hit the blue urinal cake. He glanced to his right. A tallish man stood beside him. Was he smiling? “Not you,” Harry mumbled. “Asshole.” 
 
   He zipped up, fumbled in his pocket for a spare e-cig. He was losing these things like Bic pens. Fresh e-cig installed between his lips, he began dialing his attorney. Took two steps from the urinal. This deal was going to need to close sooner than he’d thought. A lot sooner.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Preston felt much better with the gun. It sat next to him on the passenger seat, gray and cool to the touch. Dispassionate. Lethal.
 
   The guy at the gun-show booth was right. The SIG Sauer P229 was a fine choice in handguns. Nicely balanced. Not too much power so that it was a monster, hard to control. But plenty of firepower to be for real.
 
   “Stopping power,” the guy had called it. 
 
   Preston liked the ring of that. Stopping power. Like a big fat period on any declaration or action Preston didn’t like. 
 
   Plus, Preston could tell just from raking the pistol’s slide and hearing the muted click of the firing pin that it was of high quality. That was the Swiss for you. Preston had always had an eye for the better things. An artist’s sensibilities.
 
   He had flinched at the price at first. But when the dealer had invited him to take a look instead at what amounted to a row of cheap little nickel-plated jobs—chick guns—he had felt a flush of anger. He shouldn’t have to buy cheap shit. 
 
   So he marched right to an ATM machine and returned with $550. Ha! See if Preston would ever be buying less than the best. Soon he would be able to afford to surround himself with beautiful things. Soon his father would hand over what he deserved.
 
   But he had to be careful. 
 
   It was hard to tell what John might do now, even though Preston had the tape, safe and sound, in his car.
 
   As Preston eased the Saab into Beaver’s darkened parking lot, he smiled. There under the stark spotlight was John’s car.
 
   Guess he might be brewing tonight after all.
 
   
 
   John felt the door close more than heard it. Some minute change in barometric pressure detected in his chest, like the single beat of a bass drum.
 
   Preston.
 
   John glanced quickly left, then right.
 
   Chloe and Waldie hid nearby behind a big cardboard box filled with Little Beaver’s mascot costume and accessories. The little red video camera light was hidden beneath a piece of masking tape.
 
   Please, let this work, John prayed. 
 
   “You’re working kinda late, aren’t you?” Preston’s voice bounced around the brewery and died.
 
   It was the first thing either Preston or John had said after they had seen each other across the length of the brewery floor. John stood in the center of the concrete floor because it offered Waldie the best light for filming.
 
   Now that Preston came closer, walking right down the center and over the drains, John had the queasy feeling that from above, on the cat walk, it must look a lot like the scene from a western in which two men face each other at high noon, ready to draw.
 
   “We need to talk,” John said, trying to make himself sound resolved. And alone.
 
   Preston leveled his gaze at John’s and shrugged. “Sure, I like to talk,” Preston said with a faint lisp. 
 
   John felt dazed by Preston’s alarmingly casual attitude. He had expected wariness, but this was harder to figure. 
 
   So he plunged.
 
   “I know what you did to the TV newscaster,” John said.
 
   A flicker of a smile was born and died on Preston’s lips. He nodded slightly. “What I did to whom?” he asked, shrugging theatrically.
 
   “You fucking know exactly what I mean,” John said, a burn of anger igniting in his stomach and chest. Preston was trying to goad him, and it was working. “You killed her. You put her in the beer.”
 
   Preston smiled broadly. “I’m shocked,” he said, arms rising as if in truce. “This coming from a guy whose life I saved so many years ago.”
 
   John took a breath. “They all know.” 
 
   Preston stared. “I guess you have been a busy little beaver, haven’t you?” 
 
   “How long did you really think this could go on? That you could get away with murder forever?” 
 
   “Whatever are you talking about?” Preston said, that infuriating smile returning to his lips.
 
   “You know what I mean,” John said. “That you killed the girl from the TV station, added her to a batch of beer. The batch that won the beer contest in Atlanta.”
 
   “John, John, John,” Preston said, shaking his head like some mildly perturbed uncle. “What are we going to do with you?”
 
   Preston moved toward John, still wagging his head and looking at the floor as he advanced, as if making sure he didn’t trip over something. He didn’t stop until the two of them were only an arm’s length apart.
 
   “Of course I killed the girl from the TV station and put her in the beer,” Preston said in a barely audible whisper. “Or would you like me to say that a little louder, for the benefit of your friends?”
 
    
 
   Waldie saw the gun in Preston’s hand, muzzle pressed against John’s temple. It was very clearly displayed in the camera’s viewfinder.
 
   “Staff meeting in four seconds!” Preston yelled.
 
    
 
   Preston looked at the pistol in his hand, then back at the group in front of him. Sure, he could shoot them all—there were only three of them. He had a thirteen-round magazine in the gun and another one in his back pocket. But if he did that now, how would he get their bodies up into the milling room, into The Beast? 
 
   Better to just corral them up into the milling room. He could shoot them all up there, right next to The Beast. How convenient. Just point the gun at them, and they would dance up the stairs like puppets. 
 
   “You all seem so fascinated by what’s been going on up in the mill room. I think we should all go take a look at it,” Preston said, flicking the gun toward the stairs. 
 
   He felt like an actor on stage. Everyone hanging on his every word. 
 
   Preston edged sideways, gun still trained on the group, and flipped the clear plastic cover up over a small box on the wall. He pressed the blue button inside and the milling machine hummed to life.
 
   “Come on now; don’t be shy,” he hollered. He raised the pistol over his head and squeezed the trigger.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Harry saw a flash of light and heard a pop when he whipped into the brewery parking lot. 
 
   His cell phone was pressed against his ear. “I don’t care if you tossed his apartment and can’t find shit. I want that tape!” Harry hollered. “You better try his car…No, I don’t know where his fucking car is. That’s your job. How about trying the fucking brewery…Right.”
 
   He hung up and briefly considered throwing the phone out the open car top. “Fuck!” 
 
   What a colossal fucking mess. First that little fuck Preston squeezes him. Now Chloe—shit, he should be given a fucking medal for hiring that gimp—blackmails him into paying some goon to find some fuck video. Probably a lousy one at that. 
 
   Jesus, he thought, working to control his ragged breathing. What was it that his masseuse called it, creative visualization? 
 
   Okay, he was on an island. 
 
   He owned the island. Maybe he’d call it Grimaldiland. 
 
   And he was $7.5 million richer.
 
   He stepped from the car. Now to deal with the photo session that was obviously going on in the brewery. Dammit, he wasn’t about to pay for more photos.
 
   “Hey, folks. I didn’t authorize any more photo shoots tonight!” Harry hollered, clapping his hands.
 
    “Jesus,” Harry said, looking almost wistfully at Chloe, then at the video camera in her hand. “I knew you were making fuck flicks.” 
 
   “Creep,” Chloe spat.
 
    “Hel-fucking-loooooo!” 
 
   Everyone shut up and looked at Preston, who waved his pistol wildly. “I have a real gun and you don’t, so I’m in charge!”
 
   No one said a word. All gazed at the gun in Preston’s hand, which he waved about like a wind vane in a hurricane. He pointed it at Chloe one instant, then at John, then at Waldie.
 
   Preston’s aim settled on John and he frowned. “Fine. I understand. Not in the joking mood. No problem. But we’ve got a little problem to take care of here. I’m going to need some help with a batch of beer.”
 
   John could wait no longer. “Preston,” he said, just above a whisper. Eyes level with Preston’s. Body coiled. “Please, you have to let them go.”
 
   Preston rolled his eyes. “Time’s up for talking, John.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Duane walked in, Fang by his side.
 
   Preston didn’t miss a beat. He turned to face Duane, lowering the gun and hiding it nonchalantly behind his thigh. He smiled. “Hey, Duane. Good to see you. We’re, uh, here for a staff meeting.”
 
   “A staff meeting? But why would you have a staff meeting at this hour?”
 
   Preston kept his grin. “You know how it is, Duane. You just can’t get everybody together at one time during the day. The phone is always ringing, ringing, ringing, and Harry is always wanting something yesterday. So we all decided to come down in the middle of the night so we could get some things done. It’s great that you’re here, too. C’mon over here.”
 
   If Duane was confused about the hour of the meeting, he looked extremely pleased to be invited to be part of it, and marched eagerly over to join the group.
 
   “Well, great,” Duane said. “I’m glad I happened along, because I would like to share some thoughts with you about brewery security.”
 
   When Duane got within touching distance, Preston reached out with his empty hand and grabbed Duane by the front of his AAAA-1 Security Co. uniform shirt, pulling him close and pressing the muzzle of his gun hard under Duane’s chin. Then he pushed the guard roughly backward into Waldie’s arms.
 
   “I think I speak for all of us when I say we are pleased to have your input,” Preston hissed through his gritted teeth. “Here’s what I see as the first lesson about brewery security: When you are inside the brewery, never, never, never fuck with anyone who is holding a gun to your head.”
 
   Everything seemed to be coming into perfect, crystalline focus. It was as if Preston had spent his life until this moment flailing about, searching for his true destiny. Now he knew exactly what he was doing, and how he would do it. 
 
   An ecstatic giddiness rose through his legs, up his torso, and through his arms, exiting his scalp like champagne bubbles. He felt stronger and smarter than he ever had before.
 
   This was exactly what he wanted to happen. Now he had them all together. It was the perfect opportunity.
 
   “They’ll catch you, you know,” Chloe said. “You’ll never get away with killing that girl and putting her in the beer.”
 
   Preston’s expression didn’t change as he raised the gun and fired. The bullet struck Chloe in the left shoulder, and she spun around and fell hard. The ejected shell casing bounced off the concrete floor with a tinkle tinkle and come to rest near her feet.
 
   Preston said, “Now what did I say about talking?” 
 
   The acrid smell of burnt gunpowder pierced the bready smells of barley and yeast and hops. 
 
   Chloe slowly sat into a cross-legged position on the floor. She looked with what appeared to be detached curiosity at the growing splotch on her shoulder.
 
    
 
   John felt as if he’d been shot, too. Chloe looked as if she were going into shock. He made to move toward her, to help her, but froze when he saw the barrel of Preston’s pistol staring at him.
 
    “Okay, folks,” Preston cried out like a carnival barker. “Now that you know this isn’t a water pistol, I suggest you start climbing the stairs.”
 
   For a second, John thought the crash had been created by another shot from Preston’s pistol. But then he saw the shadow drop through the glittering hail of shattered glass.
 
   Fang. 
 
   And the animal was moving fast. 
 
   The dog was halfway to him when Preston began firing, pistol rocking back and forth, bullets chirping and singing over the concrete and the stainless tanks.
 
   The dog kept coming.
 
   The gun stopped firing. Preston looked down at it. He turned and ran, past the group and up the stairs, Fang right on his heels.
 
   Preston got up the stairs and to the heavy milling room door a few steps ahead of Fang. He managed to get inside and slammed the door shut.
 
   On the level below, the others had begun to run for the exit. Halfway to Chloe, John saw Waldie struggling to help her up. 
 
    “Chloe,” John managed. 
 
   She winced and mouthed John’s name.
 
    
 
   Inside the milling room, Preston was engulfed in barley dust and noise. He depressed a button on the side of the pistol and the spent magazine dropped onto the floor. He reached into his back pocket, grabbed the fresh magazine, and slipped it into the pistol’s heel.
 
   Covering his mouth with his shirt sleeve to protect his throat from the dust, he took a choking breath, and another. His eyes felt as if they had been rubbed with sandpaper. He checked the pistol in his hand. Locked and loaded, safety off.
 
   With all the noise from the mill, he couldn’t hear the dog anymore. He reached for the doorknob. 
 
   Here, boy.
 
   Preston lunged out of the door and stopped on the metal landing, barley dust and noise billowing out behind him.
 
   No dog. Instead, what he saw was Duane, crouching over the big cardboard box on the floor below. A second later, he stood holding something in his outstretched fist. Little Beaver’s bow and arrow!
 
   In spite of all the dust in his lungs, Preston had to laugh as he gripped the pistol with two hands, arms locked straight.
 
   He brought the gun up to firing position just as Duane loosed the arrow. Preston could see right away that it was going to miss him by a wide margin, maybe five feet or more.
 
   The arrow zipped by, slow as a paper plane. Right on into the milling room, where the flint arrowhead sparked against the side of The Beast.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   TAMPA, Fla. (AP)—A powerful explosion ripped through Beaver Brewery around 10 p.m. Wednesday, possibly killing at least one person, injuring several others and showering adjacent streets with broken glass and bricks.
 
   Police were still investigating the incident, but they said one person appeared to be injured by gunfire at the brewery before the explosion happened.
 
   The police said Preston Maynard, Beaver’s brewmaster, is believed to have been killed in the explosion. His body has not yet been found. At least three other Beaver Brewery employees were injured.
 
   Besides suffering various cuts and bruises, several had their faces blackened, apparently by smoke and soot from the explosion.
 
   Beaver salesperson Chloe Paxton was shot in the left shoulder by Maynard, police said. She was listed in stable condition at Tampa General Hospital.
 
   Beaver spokesman John MacKenzie, who was at the brewery when the explosion happened, said he and several colleagues were at work on a new batch of beer when brewmaster Maynard went on a shooting rampage before holing himself up in the milling room. 
 
   The explosion that destroyed the brewery apparently happened in the milling room, the police said, although the exact cause could not be immediately determined.
 
   Beaver Brewery owner Harry Grimaldi was asked for comment but would only repeat “seven-point-five million” several times before declining further comment.
 
   Duane McCorkle, Beaver’s security guard was hailed as a hero by the brewery workers.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   To: Waldie Anderson
 
   From: John MacKenzie
 
   Subject: Hey
 
    
 
   So much to tell you about. 
 
   First, things are going great here in Oregon. Chloe and I are having a blast. You guys have to visit.
 
   We’re pretty busy right now, what with buying a house—it’s a very cool little cabin-like place a just outside Portland—and getting the second Foam On The Range brew pub up and running. Thanks again for letting me rip off the name from your band. Just sold another four of your “Chloe and John Get Married” CDs last month!
 
   Phil’s adjusting to his new home. He’s in a group home five minutes away. We visit him almost every day. I’m afraid he’s got a crush on Chloe. He always seems to be happier when she comes with me. But hey, can’t blame him.
 
   Plus, (and don’t tell anyone else just yet; we haven’t told my parents) Chloe’s pregnant—for real! Not like Rachel’s faked pregnancy. Dodged a bullet there, huh? Anyway, we just found out three days ago, when the little wand thing turned blue instead of pink. Yep, I’ll be joining you in the daddy ranks soon. Guess I better get as much sleep as I can now. If it’s a girl, Chloe wants to name her Sonya, after her mother. And if it’s a boy, we both know exactly what we’ll be calling the little dude—Waldie. That’s right, after his uncle in Florida. 
 
   That reminds me, how’s the reconstruction of Beaver coming? Did the insurance money Harry “donated” to you cover the whole thing? In your last e-mail you said you’d sprung for a proper malt mill. Sure you don’t miss The Beast? Yikes. I still can’t believe that shit ever happened. Weird, but who’d have ever thought you’d get to own the damn place? I always knew you had good karma. 
 
   Anyhow, I got the photo of Daisy you sent. Man, she’s a cutie. Definitely takes after her mom…Ha. 
 
   Oh, and the weirdest thing happened a couple days ago. I was closing up Foam late one night. I’d just locked the front door and was heading to my car, when I saw some guy standing across the street. Just standing there, I guess watching me. The light was pretty dim, but I swear he looked exactly like Preston. Same kinky blond hair and everything. That’s impossible, I know. No one could have survived the explosion. But when I walked toward him, he turned and ran. He had a limp. Probably just some sketchy homeless guy, but weird, huh? 
 
   Anyhow, tell Betsy hey for me.
 
    
 
   Love,
 
   John
 
    
 
   John read over what he’d typed. He massaged his right hand. Mostly healed. Except for the scars. Now he and Phil had something more in common. On the bed across the room, Chloe slept. Against the white pillow, her brown hair shined in the half-light. Longer now, less punky. He smiled and pushed send.
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