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        Serial Killer Chic

        A Null & Boyd Noir #4

        by Gary S. Kadet

      

      

      

      Not since the Boston Strangler has there been such a twisted rash of serial killings as the Mommy Porn Murders. Once again Lieutenant Kay Boyd is recruited by the FBI—specifically, because master criminal Null, her former CI, is now the CI of Special Agent Joel Thrawn and looks good for the murders. The only problem? Null is nowhere to be found, but not because of the murders.

      Null has gone to ground as he’s being hunted down by The Gangsta Boyz, the street gang that he had once been the Shot Caller for until he was deposed by the conniving Ronald Brogan. Now he’s laid up in a safehouse recovering from multiple gunshot wounds.

      Meanwhile, two villainous women from Null’s past are carefully plotting his murder.

      The Gangsta Boyz are hunting him down and law enforcement is hunting him down. His only ally? A very much conflicted Kay Boyd.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Kate Nicholas–and all her pretty castles. And for Susan Mears, my partner in crime.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        "I carried it too far, that's for sure.

        — JEFFREY DAHMER

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        "To me, this world is nothing but evil, and my own evil just happened to come out because of the circumstances of what I was doing."

        — AILEEN WUORONOS

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “The pursuit of justice is not for the faint of heart; it requires unwavering determination and a willingness to confront the unimaginable.”

        — ROBERT RESSLER, WHO COINED THE TERM “SERIAL KILLER” AND WAS ALSO THE INVENTOR OF PROFILING

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

          - THE SETUP -

        

      

    

    
      Sordid.

      If a brilliant, glaring, bright white could ever be called sordid, then the whole color of the big room of the squat that disgraced Boston Police Lieutenant Kay Boyd blundered into could credibly be described as that. It was a sordid effulgence. The room exuded sordor that was obvious to her even as her eyes adjusted to its sustained flash of so much color that it topped out as having virtually no color at all. The hallway she had just emerged from was a rough, dog-eared bible black which made the shock of her initial entry into the squat that much more jarring.

      Boyd was a study in contradictions from just her physical appearance alone: Though she stood maybe five-foot-five, her overall carriage made her seem taller. It was easy to see that she once had quite a shapely figure, but too much alcohol, bad food and a preference for the unisex or androgynous look in plain clothing made you have to look twice to see it. (And it’s quite likely that you would look twice to see it.) Her close-cropped, graying auburn hair and the drab clothing might have had you make her for a bull dyke, but she was the furthest thing from it. And despite the fact that in real life she could do what movie-star actress heroines only could do in the movies—bring a large man down to the ground and cuff him from behind in a few easy moves without missing a trick—you would never once suspect that she would or could do that, which was how she wanted it.

      “Only you,” she groaned in a parody of pain.

      “You’re surprised, Kay? Unable to anticipate my every move?”

      “Spare me the rhetoric.”

      “I’d have thought by this time, taking into account the fact that I only have maybe five or six real moves to make at any given time, that I’d be predictable to you by now.”

      “Oh you, you’re definitely that, you bat-shit crazy bastard. And yet I still don’t understand you.”

      Mass murderer, criminal savant and now the former “Meth King of New England,” Joseph Xavier Null—a.k.a. “DQ Null,” “Joey X” and—now that the street had become more relaxed about uttering his name with only one uneasy look over the shoulder (whereas before, that look would have been almost constant)—just plain Null cracked open his throat again to speak, sounding as parched, dry and distant as a mynah bird approximating human speech.

      “You know it, Kay, so don’t pretend you don’t. You know it. I only do one thing⁠—”

      “Yes, we all know all about it, Null. Everybody in New England who’s only heard your name once knows what the punchline to that old chestnut is.” And here she began to sneer. “Just one thing. You do just one thing.” She shook her head in mock disappointment and amusement.

      Null clapped his hands once, presumably as a sign of approval, although you couldn’t be sure of his meaning down to even the simplest of acts. There was always some sort of subtle mechanism at work within Null, which was why he seldom moved quickly. Every move he made was born of the hesitation of calculation. If you didn’t know it at the time, you’d come to know it sooner or later, that if he ever moved fast at all, someone’s life was seriously on the chopping block. And if you were in close proximity to that move, the life on the chopping block might very likely turn out to be your own.

      “I’d laugh if there weren’t too many logistical reasons that I can’t. I honestly would,” Null growled softly, yet nowhere near a purr.

      “Honestly. I just love that word coming out of the mouth of the king of lies.”

      “Haven’t you heard, Kay? I’ve been deposed.”

      “Everyone’s heard about it even if they had no reason to hear about it.”

      “I don’t think I made the Seven O’ Clock News.”

      “No, but there was something in the International Times about you. If I read it right, you were trying to push the button on the freaking pope!”

      “You read it right.”

      “Jesus. You botched your own hit?”

      “I wouldn’t put a hit on myself.”

      “And I wouldn’t rule that out.”

      “Nor would I.”

      “The pope!”

      “My failed assassination attempt you mean. Jesus wept when he should have just slept.”

      “Nevertheless, you managed to strew the Vatican with more than a few bodies as usual. You wrecked the place.”

      “It was a matter of convenience. I thought I might knock a few pins over as long as I was in the neighborhood.”

      “Some neighborhood.”

      “Jesus wept…I schlepped.”

      “Pins you call them. Great. Beautiful. Not really human at all. Onward Christian soldiers, marching as to war. That sort of thing.”

      “Oh, yes. Exactly that. The Pontifical Swiss Guards. Not the Vatican, really, but Casa Santa Marta—Domus Sanctae Marthae—the building next door to St. Peter's Basilica. And here I thought for a millisecond that I might have been acting as God’s cleanup man while all I did the whole time was make a mess.”

      “Make a mess. That’s what you call it? That’s all you ever do, you fucking freak. Don’t you get that?”

      “I think he got that a long time ago, Ms. Cop.” This from a woman who was obviously a nurse, as she was taking Null’s pulse with a wristwatch (not a Fitbit), although she too wore only drab, casual street wear, a layer of tee shirts and jerseys beneath a worn denim jacket above a pair of dingy khakis. And if you looked at the jacket for over a minute, you could see that at one time it must have been “bedazzled,” even though, for the most part, the gaudy plastic gems had all flaked off leaving behind a large number of crusty, gem-shaped shadows on the material. Her face was pretty, almost heart-shaped, but deeply lined, puffy, slack and haggard. Gin blossoms playing across her face betrayed her alcohol abuse. Her dirty blonde hair was long and hung heavily down in thin and matted clumps. It was obvious she hadn’t bathed in days.

      Boyd kept enough of a respectful distance not to be able to smell her or the festering hulk that once was Null. And she was aware of it. “You can call me⁠—”

      “I can call you a fucking bitch any time I feel like it, Lieutenant,” Missy, the nurse spat.

      “Still aching over the loss of your husband, Missy?”

      “I’m better, thanks, Ms. Coppo. Null made a big mess of that too, as you just said, but, in that case, he made enough of a mess that it amounted to a kind of clean up. At least for me.”

      “Okay. Great. All better now?”

      “No, I’m a lot worse, fuck you very much. Do I gotta remind you? Nat was your CI.”

      “So was Null.”

      Null replied with some barb-edged wheezing as prelude to it. “But I wasn’t even that, was I?”

      “Take it easy, Joey X. Your sutures are still fresh.” Missy then shot Boyd a withering, narrow-eyed stare. “You’re almost as big a fuckup as Null, Ms. Coppo. Kinda makes me think you both deserve each other. Ain’t that so, Joey X?”

      “I’m not going to quote Clint Eastwood off ‘Unforgiven.’”

      “Now that’s the Null effect I was looking for⁠—”

      “Just do what the cops do best, bitch, and fuck the hell off, will ya?”

      “Love to, but I’ve been summoned to see the king.”

      “You know, it’s a bit too ironic to point out that I was never really a king when I ran things and now that I’m not running things anymore, everyone takes great pleasure in calling me one.”

      “I never said irony was dead, Null.”

      “It’s the one thing I could never kill.”

      “That and Ronald Brogan, current Shot Caller of the Gangsta Boyz, am I right? Isn’t that how you got laid up here in this preposterously laid-out makeshift critical care unit?”

      “Missy’s an RN, a certified level-one trauma nurse. Did e-room triage down at Mount Auburn Hospital.”

      “But not one right now, though, right, Null? Didn’t she suffer another one of your famous hiccups along the way? Like doing a basement autopsy of late Family Crime Boss Gomez Gomelsky. While he was still breathing?”

      “You’re a day late and a dollar short, Ms. Coppo. That’s just a vicious rumor. I ain’t interested in pathology.”

      “Except when it comes to Null, you forgot to add.”

      “Fuck you and the horse you rode in on,” Missy snarled.

      “Sure. Okay, Joey X—allow me to update you. How about a little waltz with Oxy that bought Nurse Numbnuts here three months of mandatory rehab and six months in a sober-house on unpaid administrative leave. I’m a little bit surprised she hasn’t fixed herself up with her own line-in by now with that all-important opium drip set on deadly. You know, Numbnuts. Of the two of you, I expect Null will survive. He survives everything because he just doesn’t give a shit. Meanwhile, I hear they got a slab reserved just for you down at Southern Mortuary. The plastic surgeon they got on ME duty will probably think you passed away due to natural causes. Anyone gets a clear-eyed view of your face wouldn’t give that COD a second thought.”

      “You should know better, Ms. Coppo. You’re living in the past century. Now we got our very own Office of the Chief Medical Examiner that’s got twelve full-time medical examiners⁠—”

      “Same shit, different day.”

      “Bite me, you dyke in denial. Why don’t you just suck my dick?”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me that you have one.”

      “Whyncha come over here and find out?”

      “Shouldn’t you be passed out on the floor OD-ing by now, Numbnuts? Oh, dear me. And here I forgot to bring along some Narcan as a house-warming gift.”

      “Got all that wrong, Ms. Cop. A line-in happens to be a catheter passed through a vein that winds up in the thoracic portion of the vena cava—that’s the large vein that flushes blood back into the heart to you, fucko. And that would go direct to the right atrium of the heart. Personally, I think just hanging myself a simple IV bag with an EID of morphine, not opium, would work best. Just like the one Joey X has now. And he’s got enough smack there to cool us all out, if it turns out now that you’re the one up for that long kiss goodbye. I’ll just bet you’re secretly pining for it.”

      “EID?”

      “Electronic infusion device. Dumb, much, Cop fuck?”

      “I bet they find you a riot at the meetings, Numbnuts.”

      “Only when I start talking about how I fucked your mother, Coppo.”

      “How many they put in him, Numbnuts? Do you have any idea?”

      “Since I yanked out and finessed as many as I could out of him myself, I counted seven and some fragments. There’s a few in there I wasn’t good enough to get. Still, not too shabby for an RN who ain’t no surgeon.”

      “Not too shabby, Numbnuts.”

      “Maybe nine?” Null asked under a cough. “Nine slugs. Still, I think I did a bit better than Legs Diamond.” His coughing jag this time was closer to a gargle, a fury submerged beneath blood, spittle or both. The two women were silenced by the idea that Null might never come back from that round of coughing, but he did, stubbornly unaffected. “You know, they shot Legs four times, and he walked away—or did he just pick himself up and dance away? Small-time hoofer that he was. I’m not quite sure. He might have taken as many as sixteen hits from four occasions or just one round apiece for each. It doesn’t matter. In the history books, he’s still the champ.”

      “You go, Legs Diamond, whoever that was. Well, you made sure to get me here. So, what do you want me to do for you? Other than arrest you, I mean. It should probably go without saying that you knew that was going to be my opening move. So what else could you have for me that could possibly trump that? Royal flush, maybe, oh King?”

      “I’ll tell you what trumps that, Ms. Cop,” hissed Missy. “If you try and move him, you’ll kill him.”

      “Not that I’m particularly broken up by the thought of dying at this point, but no matter which secure hospital ward you manage to put me in, if Missy’s wrong and the rough handling on the way doesn’t do me in first, you can be sure that the Gangsta Boyz not only will find out where I am, but they’ll clear the way so that Ronald can deliver the death blow himself. That kill has to be his as is his right, because now it’s a matter of the strict unwritten dictates of the street. My death has his name on it.”

      “Isn’t it just so cute that the little gang animals of the street want to play grown-up games of rules, regulations and conventions just like honest-to-goodness grown-up soldiers?”

      “No soldiers I ever knew abided by that. They were too busy covering their asses to live up or down to some code thought up by a bunch of Washington chicken hawks whose privilege let them get away with dodging the draft, or they had so much money it was never a question of starve or serve. As it is in today’s army.”

      Null tried to sit up and failed. Missy made quick cuts in the air with flat hands to signal that he wasn’t supposed to be doing that. She didn’t say a word, but the snorting she did through her nose was audible even with the clattering and shushing of the steam heat coming up from overly rusted yet apparently still functional radiators. There were three of them positioned against the wall directly under three large blacked-out windows. The lighting of the room was provided solely by high-wattage, high-output, forty-eight-inch Viribright T8 LED tube light fixtures throwing out 3,000 lumens each, precariously and tenuously hung from the high plaster ceiling by what looked like twine but which was actually old-fashioned speaker wiring. They swung gently, threatening at any moment to fall. The whole effect was one of hard-won sterility.

      The lighting was so harsh, in fact, that it provoked intermittent squinting from all who entered the space. Except Null. He was the type who would fry his eyeballs out staring directly into a total eclipse of the sun for far too long—if he cared to look up at all. But entirely characteristic of Null was the fact that he never felt he had any reason to look up at all. His stare was always straight and unwavering. You got the sense he could see right through you and that was by design. Null wanted to unnerve you, to keep you off balance. He cleared his throat again and it sounded for a moment as if he were drowning.

      Missy offered Null water from a child’s plastic sippy cup with a dancing bear on it, but he waved it away.

      “Some of the Gangsta Boyz actually were soldiers who served in the pointless Afghanistan embroglio. All of them to my knowledge have been dishonorably discharged from the permanent American war machine for following their own street-forged code of honor. Sure. There are two sides to every story, but who listens to or cares about what charges and remonstrations a ghetto grunt may make when challenging some chicken colonel or some other breed of anointed officer who came up from the right backgrounds and schools? Grunts have to shut up and take the brunt of whatever comes or find themselves in the brig and speedily court marshalled. Some preferred to shoot it out with a little friendly fire. Frag an officer. Perfect training to be in a gang. I’m just some ofay, chatted-out 5150 interloper into their world. It was only a matter of time before I reached my current position here lying before you, shot to pieces, laid up and half-dead. It was inevitable. And here am I, here are you, Missy completes the scene and we’re all on time for once. Right on schedule. Tell me, don’t it just seem that way?”

      “I don’t see it that way.”

      “But you will, Kay. I promise that you will.”

      “What about you, Numbnuts? You see it that way?”

      “If he does, then I do. Joey X tends to know what he’s doing. Nerve-wracking though that may be.”

      “Oh, believe me, Numbnuts, it totally is.”

      “It’s a byproduct of my intent, that’s all that is.”

      “Your intent has a few byproducts, Null. Chief among them is all the bodies.”

      “And another is getting kids out of foster care so they can have some kinda life.”

      “Hosanna unto God.”

      “Kay, don’t you think death himself is the only one late to this party? Or is that why I’m here? To pave the way like John the Baptist?”

      “I met the guy. He didn’t impress me.”

      “Okay. Death isn’t a person but the natural state of all living things. The endgame of our play. Maybe a kind of person.”

      “Swell. Okay. So, you wanted me to arrest you? Well, I was going to do that anyway, so why the secret messages, and why the hell disclose the secret location of your squat-of-the-moment? I could have battered down the door with a bunch of Nasty Boys in tow and dragged your bony ass down to the lockup infirmary. Quite a chance you took there, your majesty.”

      “I trust you, Kay. You’re a sentimentalist at heart. I knew you wouldn’t do that. At least until you heard my side of things.”

      “Your side of things? Holy crap, Null. The only two sides to the serial murders that brought me here are that you did it deliberately or that you did it and couldn’t help it. There is no ‘you didn’t do it.’ You’re all over it. We got hairs with follicles and skin scrapings under vic fingernails. Either way, though, no matter how you slice it, when we finish up here, I’m going to have to put you down. That’s all there is to it. So, you might as well get on with the show and finish up so I can have EMS deliver us a Pizza Wagon in time to get it outfitted to handle a barely-still-alive guy—security operations style.”

      “Get over yourself, Coppo, Null knows you’re bluffing.”

      “Let him make the charge then. He won’t do it because he can’t.”

      “Don’t be so smug, Ms. Cop. You think everyone knows about my none-too-original and way-too-prevalent dance with Oxy—fine. But tell us do. Who’s filling up your dance card, Coppo? Just tell us, because you have the time, don’t you? You ain’t goin’ anywhere after this cameo appearance. I doubt you can even put Joey X here under arrest. I think he doubts it too, which is why you’re here at all. What was it? Maybe insubordination? No? How about tanking a full-out FBI investigation? Ain’t that a felony? What is it, obstruction? Is that why you’re out on leave, maybe? You sanctimonious fuckup.”

      “How did⁠—?”

      “How did I what? Get that juicy piece of old news on ya? You ain’t figured out by now that the street knows everything? Even when it seems to know nothing, the rumors whispered down every dark and greasy alleyway are all a bunch of false positives and negatives and deadass facts of all the bullshit that goes down in this fucked up town. It’s just a matter of who the street thinks you are to get the dark market underground to spit out its data at you that you’d need a Rosetta stone to understand it all that you don’t got. But thankfully, I’m privileged. I got the former Meth King of Boston right here under my care. And he’s a wicked excellent interpreter. And so I get to know all those little relevant things that he knows that give me a leg up or two on a bull dyke fuckin’ piker like you.”

      “I don’t do chicks, Numbnuts.”

      “I say you’re a carpet muncher.”

      “I can tell you by experience, Missy, that she’s not.”

      “Why don’t you just put two in her, Joey X, and call it a day? You got the Heckler P30 under your pillow. I mean, what good is she to us anyway? Off the cunt so we can get back to the serious business of keeping you hidden and alive.”

      “But we’re not going to keep me, hidden, are we Kay?”

      “Not while I’m here you’re not.”

      “I don’t get it. Ya got a death wish, Joey X, or what?”

      Null turned his head to train his gaze on Boyd’s with blank fixity and replied to Missy in his usual half-mumbled monotone, “But that’s it exactly, Missy. You hit it with uncanny accuracy. I do have a death wish. But this is one of those cases where it’s far better to give than to receive.”

      “Oh, Jesus Aitch Christ!” Missy replied and slumped down to rest carefully at the foot of the bed.
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        * * *

      

      “Just get me the guy,” Special Agent Joel Thrawn fumed, exasperated” He was the very definition of rumpled, from his frizzy reddish hair to his decaying Florscheim shoes. He used to eye Boyd as prey but now could only do so as an inconvenience – an outright nuisance.

      Agent Thrawn leaned over as much as he could, which wasn’t a lot, being that he and Boyd were sitting across from each other on either side of the long, wide cherry-wood table at the center of one of Legoland’s smaller conference rooms. It was dimly lit from recessed ceiling lights and the windows that looked out onto a busy corridor and also out onto the harshness of Maple Street had their blinds drawn shut. The activity of both locations had been soundproofed away down to zero such that Boyd was sure she could hear the beating of Agent Thrawn’s heart in the same way she could smell his sweat and couldn’t avoid the itinerant flecks of spittle that assaulted her face whenever his temper flared.

      “I can’t,” Boyd replied stiffly. She was in uniform which no longer fit her as well as it used to, and she squirmed slightly with discomfort. She harbored a deep desire to tear the damn thing off herself and run naked screaming through the streets of Chelsea, but she bit her lower lip instead and shook her head violently, “NO.”

      “Do you think you’re being funny, Lieutenant?”

      “No, Joel. However, the fact staring me in the face though of you acting like a field agent instead of a forensic accountant has the makings of bad TV comedy gold. We could call it ‘From Spreadsheets to the Mean Streets.’ Or how about ‘The Dawn of Special Agent Thrawn.”

      “You know, you could be in some serious trouble, Lieutenant. I’ll have to remind you that this interview is a courtesy while I make up my mind whether you might prove valuable to this investigation or if I just stop wasting my time watching you spin your wheels and charge you for obstruction and misprision of a felony. So give me some good answers pronto or I’ll add on lying to the FBI, which, guess what, is also a felony.”

      “Get over yourself, Joel. I wasn’t afraid of you when you were trying to jump my bones and I’m not afraid of you now. Misprision of a felony, now that’s a pretty one. I don’t think I’ve heard it before. Is it for real—and then, let me rephrase the question to make it a better fit for this discussion. Are you for real?”

      Special Agent Joel Thrawn was not the usual cinematic ideal of what an FBI field agent was expected to look like. He stood about five-foot-four, wore thick, heavy prescription rimless eyeglasses, had a bit of a lower back problem no chiropractor could fix and crooked teeth. When some dutiful orthopod discussed surgery, he couldn’t make it out the door fast enough. The untreated back problem contributed to his poor posture which made his pot-belly paunch look far worse than it actually was. He sweated easily and profusely and no anti-perspirant or freshly tailored Brooks Brothers suit could keep it in check, never mind put a stop to it. His hair was a bright reddish orange, the color of emergency reflective tape or heavy-duty traffic cones. He had a graying hair-brush mustache that more than lived up to the name and would have done bellicose right-wing former interim Secretary of State John Bolton proud. When he was about to lose his temper, his facial complexion telegraphed it by coloring up so reddish pink it looked as if he had been kissing either poison ivy or poison sumac. Suffice it to say that his skin tone seemed the victim of an allergic reaction. (Perhaps even a permanent state of hives.)

      “Eighteen U-S-C section four!” Agent Thrawn spat. When he was angry, the conspicuous gaps between his crooked teeth caused him to spit little flecks of saliva even if he didn’t mean to. So then he would spit anyway in the aftermath to make it a deliberate act.

      “Which means what exactly?”

      ‘You know, Lieutenant⁠—!”

      “Why don’t you just stop posturing and call me Kay like you did back when you made it look like you were interested in me instead of just my CI⁠—”

      “You mean, my CI, don’t you?”

      “Oh, you can go ahead and have him. Good luck with that. He’s so much more trouble that he’s worth.”

      “I don’t know, Lieutenant. The guy’s sitting on millions in unlaundered meth money.”

      “Well, he was, after all, the meth king of Boston. Nobody serious doubts that.”

      “Now they don’t. Even I no longer doubt it.”

      “More than that. Pretty much he ran the whole northeastern tri-state area making a play to go up the eastern corridor straight through New York to Washington DC. Ronald Brogan should get a medal for setting Null’s supply chain back a couple of years and maybe his manufacturing operation too. Everything got dinged up pretty bad when Null went to ground with nine slugs in him, courtesy of Mr. Brogan. Hell, I should make that douchebag my CI and fuck Null altogether.”

      “Be that as it may, Null’s retained piece⁠—”

      “Jesus, Joel. That mook don’t got any ‘retained piece.’ Criminals don’t save. Or have you been watching too many episodes of ‘Breaking Bad’ to get that? He ain’t a high school chemistry teacher. He’s a criminal degenerate, albeit a fucked up one.”

      “I got a source says the twisted little freak’s a miser.”

      “Null only spends cash on power and, despite what you may think, setting up funds to send his minnow meth delivery kiddies to college. Takes boo-koo bucks to pull that off, buddy.”

      “So he is actually a pedo then.”

      “Furthest thing from it. But I’m pretty sure his piece still ought to be worth more than petty cash. I also bet you dollars to donuts his petty cash could probably buy and sell you twenty times over. A conservative estimate. In fact, double or nothing, I bet he could probably buy the whole of Legoland and trash it just to be mean.”

      “He couldn’t and that’s a U.S. General Services Administration issue⁠—”

      “Money talks, bullshit walks. What if he threw a billion at the old GSA? What then?”

      “He’ll be on death row.”

      “Joel, Joel, Joel. We don’t have the death penalty in the Commonwealth.”

      Flecks of spittle landed in Boyd’s face when Agent Thrawn pronounced, “That zombie fuck Null!”

      “Has a ring to it, don’t you think?”

      “He’s your CI now, Boyd. Don’t try and snow me. You and that walking corpse have some kind of dirty connection. I’ve been tricked into keeping that fucker out of jail and how does he reward my munificent action? He decides to go serial killer on me. So he reconnects with you, goes to ground, flushes me down the toilet and all I’ve got to show for it is a potential career jacket full of shit. Just shit, and an unjustified stint of working in the field with a lot of finger-wagging holy-roller I-told-you-so’s shitting on me from above.”

      “Munificent relates to finances, Joel. I think you meant beneficent. And don’t we all know that zombies don’t have an appreciation of anything? Except maybe for eating brains. But Null may only be half-dead, so chomping down on someone’s cerebral cortex isn’t going to float his boat. I don’t think anything floats it but blood, frankly. To him, blood floats all boats, but only so he can shoot at them. He seems dead, even a little scary up close, but I can assure you he’s more alive than any of us want him to be. And he believes he has a purpose, but nobody knows what that is or wants to know.”

      “Fine. And how many dead has he left us recently? How many mothers and their children? The word on the street is that he’s not really human – not much of a man at all⁠—”

      “But even now, when he’s rumored to be actually dead, they’re still afraid to say his name on the street. Maybe not even in whispers.”

      Special Agent Thrawn slammed his pallid fist down on the cherry wood table hard, which made him jump a little while Boyd didn’t even blink.

      “That’s the thing. Null has no compunction about killing whomever he has to whenever he has to. But he doesn’t get off on doing it. No buzz, no rush, no necrophiliac orgasm. No orgasm of any kind.”

      “But the kids, for Christ’s sake. We’re talking kids—little freaking kids! Toddlers in some cases.”

      “And that’s another thing, Joel. Null’s got a thing about kids⁠—”

      “I knew it! I saw it all along! The zombie fuck Null’s a damn pedophile!”

      “That’s not what I meant. It’s the opposite. He’s the opposite. He does his best to, for lack of a better word, protect them.”

      “Jesus, I can’t just jerk myself off alone anymore, can I? I have to go and rely on you do it for me now. Ain’t that it?”

      “Don’t be revolting.”

      “Too late.”

      “I’ll say.”

      “Say something to this: misprision of a felony.”

      “I don’t know what that is so you can assume I didn’t do it.”

      “Of course you did. Your entire relationship with that zombie fuck Null reeks of it. Misprision of a felony, Boyd. Null’s stink is all over you.”

      “Jealous?”

      “That’s a possibility.”

      “Prove it, Joel. Prove your dopey charge. You know, you keep acting more and more like a hump every time I see you. Keep at it long enough and I’ll rip your dick off and make you eat it.”

      “Be still my heart.”

      “I used to think you had one of those. Chalk up another lousy first impression for me. Y’know, I should just preemptively punch each one of you in the snoot the first time I lay eyes on you and work my way down from there.”

      “You don’t really mean that. You just don’t like my newly developed street savvy.”

      “Why would I ever not like that? Why would I ever not like elves and pixies? They don’t exist either.”

      “No? How about some core FBI savvy then? I quote you from memory, the statute in question: Eighteen U-S-C. section four. ‘Whoever, having knowledge of the actual commission of a felony cognizable by a court of the United States, conceals and does not as soon as possible make known the same to some judge or other person in civil or military authority under the United States, shall be fined under this title or imprisoned not more than three years, or both.’ I bet you didn’t expect that one, did you? Because the FBI prefers its agents have a law background or even better a JD. And I’m an amphibian because I have the law degree in addition my CPA.”

      “Amphibian. Good choice of words. Puts me in mind of a short, slimy salamander. That’s a really appropriate image for you, Joel.”

      “You’ve been hiding Null’s crimes for years, Boyd, and you know it. At best, it’s misprision and at worst, it’s criminal conspiracy 101.”

      “Ain’t you jammed me up enough as it is, Joel? You may have some other little plans for me, but I think they’ll fizzle. You may have gotten me unpaid leave, which to me has just been a mental health break. But it don’t take a legal scholar to see your misprision charge go poof with the first blush of a judge at the arraignment. You might want to talk to your assistant US attorney buddy, Muck what’s-his-name⁠—”

      “Telluric.”

      “Muck Telluric then. He’s also down at Joe Moaks. Let him hear your shaggy-dog story before you embarrass yourself in front of a judge. He’s not a bad looking guy either. Y’know, it sorta looked to me like old Muck had a bit of a thing going on for me, too. How long ago was the last time anyone was charged or convicted of this weenie version of indirect conspiracy anyway?”

      “Not so long ago,” drawled Agent Thrawn. “As a point of fact, back in 2017, Ms. Know-it-All. Karen Olson was found guilty of misprision of a felony for failing to report fraudulent conduct related to a USDA grant for a milk processing facility. Not so long ago, now was it?”

      “No, not so long ago at all, surprisingly enough.”

      “Look. Tell me where your boyfriend is so I can have him picked up before we wind up collecting any more corpses. And you can skate on your petty felonies all the way straight to hell for all I care.”

      “Ya know what, Joel? You may not be stupid, but you’re still a hump. And not that I’m the biggest fan of the man, but none of this stuff adds up to Joey X ever having done any of it. And that you’ve got forensics but for fingerprints doesn’t pass the smell test. It’s rank, as a matter of fact.”

      “It has to be him, Boyd. It has to. So he wore gloves and left no fingerprints. Big whoop. He’s a criminal and they’re not known for their brilliance or fastidiousness. We got hairs and skin, and this lowlife mope exists in the system. Not only that, but he’s one damn kinky son-of-a-bitch. You as much said so.”

      “That’s not quite what I meant, but I’ll bite. What has that got to do with it?”

      “Easy. The women were tied up in bed with scarves and in a state of undress, just like in that S-and-M. book. And the kiddies were all asleep in the next room too. That was before your boyfriend got up and…well…did what he did.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend and neither are you.

      “You know the book I’m talking about. You know the one, right? Everybody knows it.”

      “Yeah. I know it too. A fantastic and new literary genre. Mommy Porn. I’m excited to continue to avoid reading it.”

      “Mommy Porn. Great. You’re right but you don’t know, do you? You haven’t seen it.”

      “Seen what?”

      “It hit the Herald this morning, but you missed it.”

      “Yes, Joel. I missed it. Can I leave now?”

      “Go ahead. Take your guilt and go screw.”

      “You can go screw yourself too, while you’re at it, Joel.”

      And after Boyd was halfway down the hall toward the elevator bank, she heard Agent Thrawn call after her loudly:

      “They’re calling it the Mommy Porn Murders!”
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        * * *

      

      It was a heavy dusk that seemed to be falling hardest on H Block in Roxbury than anywhere else in the world. You could make that argument there any time of day, really, and whoever heard you would probably agree just before slitting your throat and cleaning you out.

      H Block was a little bit north of Franklin Park (and its famous zoo), a tiny slice of Boston’s murkiest, most violent and—despite a thwarted effort at gentrification—most persistent ghetto of Roxbury. H Block might rightly be called the nucleus of all crime and violence that still laid undisputed claim to Roxbury, despite all the vampiric house flipping of the 80s and 90s. The etymology of its name was simple enough; most of its street names began with the letter H: Humboldt, Homestead, Harold, Harrishof and Holworthy.

      At the heart of H Block was The Jesse Jackson Towers.

      The Towers was yet more low-income housing from another era in a neighborhood that had seemingly cornered the market on most if not all of Boston’s worst housing projects. It sat back off a tarmac parking lot where nobody could park anymore since most of it had been reduced to rubble decades ago. The Towers was far less imposing than its name declared, being short and squat rather than tall and broad. It was set hard by the Bromley-Heath housing project in Jamaica Plain, neglected by even the rats who long ago determined they could never get a decent meal there and so scrambled off to more generous tenements. Only squatters and crackheads lived there full-time now and in a state so low that nobody could possibly kick up rent to anybody and the street gangs simply let it go.

      A grudging kind of cheap-ass charity.

      You could hardly call the few abandoned cars jacked up on concrete cinderblocks (that were never going to be moved) on the Tower’s busted-up tarmac parked. No, those rusted-out, chopped-up monstrosities were coded decoration identifying that address as a place where the myriad of Boston street gangs could meet at a pre-negotiated time without reprisal as long as enough cake and cheddar had been served up to all the gangs that weren’t meeting there at whatever agreed upon time had been blocked out in touchy negotiations.

      The dead hulks of decaying cars marked the towers like the twin lions at the entrance to the Parliament of Budapest in Hungary. It was a demarcation for serious wide-ranging business no one tampered with, and everyone understood—even those who would tell you emphatically that they didn’t.

      H Block was just as insular and exclusive as any other club in Boston, the Harvard and Yale Clubs included.

      The worst of the Boston gangs, the H-Block gang, the Heath Street gang and even the NOB Gang (an abbreviation for the Norton/Olney/Barry streets in Dorchester)—could meet there with an expectation of survival if a heavy tithe were paid to the non-participant gangs. So far, there had yet to be a double-dealing gang massacre, and every gang expected it and it was that unfulfilled expectation that kept the universal Grandma’s House viable.

      Also: the greed of all involved kept that routine gang slaughter at bay as well. Breaking the strict rule of non-encroachment by any gang that hadn’t paid the tithe to reserve it for meetings would make the streets run with an abundance of blood. It was a war all the Shot Callers swore they wanted and in a deeper reality tried to avoid like the plague with the kind of back peddling worthy of the best litigators of Boston law firms Palmer and Dodge or Hale and Dorr. This redoubtable Grandma’s House was a large suite made up of a few apartments whose walls had been broken down with sledgehammers as a sort of safehouse. Big enough to accommodate any gang and most if not all of its members. This was what had morphed into the universal Grandma’s House for all Boston gangs (except those of Southie as white faces in H Block carried their own too-obvious controversy). It had become a demilitarized zone of sorts for crucial meetings that was as safe and stable as a meth lab and meth naturally happened to be one of businesses at play in the universal Grandma’s House.

      Everything could blow up at any time and everyone knew it.

      And because the Gangsta Boyz got popped at the universal Grandma’s House just last year – and, after a few bodily sacrifices to the god of fuckups, whomever that may be (perhaps Genesius of Rome, whose mocking of baptism won him Catholic sainthood)—they had to pay double the tithe which they did without a single syllable of protest. Bringing down the heat on Grandma’s was a barely survivable breach of the street and Ronald Brogan, Jr. handled it well as he skirted the edge of being the biggest bitch of all the Shot Callers and the most willing to let those other Shot Callers feed freely from the Gangsta Boyz trough of meth profits for a few months, which was going fine. Without a hitch.

      But the problem that stared everyone in the face was just how do you cut off access to the money trough without sparking the gang war you paid the bribe to stymie in the first place? It was lost on exactly nobody who knew anything about it that it looked like the Gangsta Boyz were paying for protection from all the competing gangs. And paying for protection was the lowest position of street life that anyone could ever be reduced to. That made you, and in this case the entire Gangsta Boyz gang, a bunch of bitch ass punks. Everyone knew that that was a ticking timebomb ready to go off anytime, exploding into another street gang war. And the whole problem with another street war was the lingering universal bitterness toward anything anywhere close to Bloody April.

      Bloody April was yet another street feud gone wrong (do they ever go right?) over two decades ago when the Latin Kings and Gangster Disciples wannabes were lining up gun-shot bodies all along Geneva Avenue. What kicked it off?  The 2002 shooting of ten-year-old Trina Persad, killed in the crossfire of a showdown in a Roxbury Park over two decades ago, and even the lowest gang prospect knew about it and chewed on it. No, the meanest of the Shot Callers didn’t want a feud like that to turn into a war that could shut down any gang with a heavy toll of arrests that would lead directly to the overflow Federal incarceration cells at Fort Devins all the way the fuck out in Ayer (home of the Shoddy Mill, whose name is constantly second guessed, especially in light of its beautiful yet broken dam).

      The answer to the conundrum of a feud, who was to start it against whom and when, was abruptly and thunderously answered by the shock troop round up and mass arrest of over forty members of the Heath Street Gang, formerly the street gang considered to be so much worse and more frightening than the Gangsta Boyz themselves—but only after the surprising end to that most ghoulish and freakish of all the Shot Callers, that 5150 bug-house cracker Joseph Xavier Null. Grudgingly getting along to avoid more of the heat of the Feebs and also the looming possibility of another Bloody April was the lubricant for cooperation between the gangs.

      But it was still the very definition of an uneasy peace.

      Everyone grunted when they took it and it indeed hurt when they took it, but the pain was shared equally and therefore without shame.

      And since the Heath Street bust out shut down the enormous Mildred C. Hailey Apartments drug mechanism and safe house (on twenty-five acres of land!), with a half-life of another century before it cooled, civility and cooperation had to win out as a fact of mutually assured survival just to keep the last Grandma’s House standing.

      No. Things were forced to run smoothly, which made all the street gangs more irritable and impatient and gave all their members a major headache. And though the now-defunct Null’s great set up of the meth lab supply chain structure (down to JIT and last-mile completion) kept churning out product soothed a lot of the shared pain—it had already started the countdown of the clock of the walking timebomb that the Gangsta Boyz had become.

      That was the preface to the night in question:

      The Judgment of Shot Caller Ronald Brogan, Jr.

      And so, misery trudged up gradually in a slump defined by the shadows, swaying gracelessly negotiating the tarmac rubble. Pimp rolling bodies lurched up through the detritus of broken tar and garbage to the lobby entryway of the Jesse Jackson Towers and did so one at a time and sheepishly, bent over somewhat as if each gang member were carrying a heavy burden on his back. It was an insecure, unwieldy weight not contained and strapped on firmly as part of a pack. No, it was a sloppy burden and wasn’t at all carried proudly. You could say that if their individual attitude wasn’t one of sheepishness then it must have been one of shame. There was no conversation as the Gangsta Boyz approached the entrance one at a time. None of them seemed to be in a rush. No, they were taking their time as if monks making their solemn approach on a path that led to evening vespers.

      One at a time, no one had the appetite to tempt fate by taking the elevators when it was more grounded and secure to clomp up the flights to Grandma’s with the heavy footfalls of Timberland boots and Nike Cortez sneakers (LA gang life being only a six-hour, in-flight wish dream away). There was a silent unanimity in the knowledge that luck was squarely running against them.

      The central unit of the joined complex of units had been prepared for their arrival.

      New blinds for the windows had been installed and pulled down so that no one at street level could see the satisfactorily bright lighting of painters’ lamps clipped on every which way outfitted with thirteen-watt, spiral CFL Bulbs throwing out the equivalent in lumens to sixty-watt bulbs. The light was bright enough to throw the perma-filth of the room into high relief: the smears of long-ago dried vomit and blood on the matchstick furniture and disemboweled sectionals, ashes all over the baseboards and the floor where portions of debased wall-to-wall thick pile polyester rug had been ripped up and folded over. Miscellaneous clumps of dust and dirt compressed together and the obligatory array of rat turds.

      The dust in the air made your eyes water and your mouth could taste the cheesy scent of decay long before your nose detected it. A cooler of beer and various kinds of snack chips—Doritos, Pringles, Cheetos, little pretzel nuggets with a peanut butter center—had all been set out perhaps to take the edge off the meeting. However, much like a prison-yard stare down, no one was touching a thing. First one to grab a beer and chug or chomp down on even a single Dorito (which usually proved irresistible) was a bitch, and nobody in that room when all the Gangsta Boyz membership were finally all assembled was going to be the bitch of all bitches.

      The fact that no one touched anything was a somber and sad admission that their entire club and everyone in it had been tagged for a bunch of bitches by the harsh judgement and brutal assessment of the street. And every single one of them knew where that conclusion got them. They were about to be sodomized but good, which is what the street demanded. And the only way out of that was to deal directly with the author of their misfortune, the new Shot Caller Ronald Brogan.

      And he was the only one who came late to the party.

      In fact, he hadn’t come at all.

      This ramped up the silent tension in the room to an electricity so severe that their fillings hurt, their ears rang and, worst of all, it overwhelmed logic and self-interest in favor of a primal blood call that everyone shared and that no one was ready to talk about. And the longer it took Ronald to get there, the louder and the hotter that blood call of the street—already running through them as if on conductive copper wiring in their own vascular system—became.

      No one was sitting.

      All in the room affected a slouching posture that was supposed to telegraph a cool indifference, a position of superiority always above the sad facts, the bad deals, the open wounds, the privation of all the glossy, glittering things that the life of a street-gang criminal could never have or provide. Desi, rail thin, raw-boned tall and angular and the chunky more compact Brother Ray Carstairs with his off-putting grin and his lazy left eye both paced figure eights about the space nearly engaged in some weird square dance of stress and irritation that under any other circumstance would have been funny and an open invitation to ridicule and traditional dirty dozens rank downs.

      Nobody felt like making a joke.

      Nobody had the slightest desire to be cute.

      At that moment all the other Gangsta Boyz who could fit into the space were jealous of the two. They wished they, too, could walk off the heavy fog of disaster and threat that covered them with a pall of irredeemable failure instead of standing there trying hard not to shake beneath it.

      Do-Rag stepped up suddenly from where he had been ostensibly brooding in the furthest corner of the space that led to further quadrants of rooms beyond it that became progressively darker the further down you looked straight into them—or if you had the nerve to walk into them. The internal wiring of all the Gangsta Boyz who fit into the well-lit space was so taut and fraught with fright or flight impulses suppressed in favor of a face no one believed had been at all saved, they seemed to be paralyzed. No one had the slightest intention of walking into the darkness.

      Instead, they all to a man looked daggers at Do-Rag.

      Do-Rag just shook his head, stepped up, got in the way of Desi and Brother Ray, stopped them cold in their tracks and instead of clocking him one, they stepped back out of his way, not because of him but because every hand of every one of the Gangsta Boyz in that room but those three had one hand on the grip of whatever gun they had wherever it was situated. It looked like a few of them were grabbing at their crotches. It looked that way as if it were a momentary homage to Michael Jackson. It looked that way, but it wasn’t. It was a stiff and somber move whose hesitancy depended solely on whatever it was that Do-Rag had to say. And if he had nothing to say, then the hesitancy would end, and the result would have been the bullet-riddled corpse of Do-Rag without anyone having to say a single word about it.

      “You shoulda kicked me loose when y’all did the deed. Ya didn’t hear me out, dint think I had nothin’ to say ‘bout you puttin’ the molly whop on Null even when I tol’ ya and tol’ ya. Ronald ain’t shit for Shot Callah. I said we’d be fucked if you pulled his bullshit move. Well, you did, he did and look what we got.”

      “Oh, we all see what we got. What we see is you talkin’ shit out yo’ monkey mouth steada you in a unmarked grave somewheahs bein’ good and fuckin’ silent which you still should be. Steada walkin’ and talkin’ up in this bitch,” drawled Jo-Jo, who was as light and slight as a bird under his Boston Red Sox red, white and black leather training jacket and loose-fitting sweatpants with a red racing stripe down the sides. He had a ghostly look with deeply sunken cheeks, cavernous eye-sockets, longish natural hair and wide, clear, bright eyes in extreme contrast to the shadows around them.

      “Ya, you wanna do the work o’ the murk on my ass, Dillinge-jah? Den you best get to it. C’mon muthafucka—go off on my black ass. You know’s well as I do that we in this shape cuz Null made a mistake and let Ronald live after he challenged him last year at Desi’s crib. So yeah, punish me f’ dat. But if ya don’t, maybe I got a way outta dis damn quag-myah.”

      “You try’n to coronate y’self Shot Calluh, you little fat fuck?” Dominic challenged. Dominic was six-two, muscular and imposing if not threatening even if he just stood near you and said nothing, Yet he struck no fear at all in Do-Rag’s little palpitating heart. He was crazed with the bravery of conviction and the sure view that no matter what he did from that point forward there was no future on earth for him.

      “You wylin’ ‘n’ buggin’ cuz to forget how Null got you justice for your brother. Remember that?”

      “I do. Thas’ the only reason you still alive. Thas’ why I didn’t—” Dominic strode over to Do-Rag and poked his forehead repeatedly with his right index finger to coincide with each syllable of what he was saying. “Put a damn cap in dat shallow brain pan you gots.”

      “Flash in da pan, my nigga. Flash in da pan.”

      “You ain’t my nigga, dawg. You ain’t nobody’s nigga up in this bitch. Soon you be nobody’s nigga in the world when they can’t find yo body. Real talk: they may nevah bothah to even look faw yo salty ass.”

      “My salty ass? You best do a think on that again, cuz what I’m sayin’ is we all playin’ on ass heah. Me, you and specially the new Shot Callah Ronald Brogan.”

      “Well, ain’t that what we all heah to figger out? You shoulda bin smoked when we capped dat zombie fuck⁠—”

      “Right, so I be’s dead as him, muthafucka? Get it—the zombie fuck ain’t dead. Not only dat, da new guy Ronald dat took his place got us spendin’ two thirds our guap on protection from all da gangbangas in da projects. We a laughin’ stock even to da ofay gangbangas an’ worse dan dat—and dis is why I ain’t dead yet—we a broke ass laughin’ stock. Now, while we all playin’ pretty much on ass, we all here wondrin’ what we gotta do to handle yet another Shot Callah who is also playin’ on ass. Hate me, shoot me, but Null even when he ackshully was playin’ on ass, never made us feel it and we all made a shit ton o’ cheddar. Now we not only got to feel Ronald playin’ on ass, but we bleedin’ cake all ovah town while we get to be free entertainment even da ofay mothafuckas find extra funny. You good wit’ all dat, den plug me. Merk me, cuz I don’t wanna be alive in a world where dats da only play we got.”

      Grumbling among the throng of Gangsta Boyz that fit into the lit space was building both harsh and fast.

      To break the tension and in a move meant to save Do-Rag’s life rather than take it, Dominic gave him a hard slap across the face that nearly knocked him down into the blackish moss of dust that covered the semi-carpeted floor. It was good that Do-Rag kept his balance because amid the dust and torn up rug were countless little carpet tacks shining in the light that would have stung him worse than a swarm of hornets.

      Guns were drawn anyway, not necessarily with decisive aim but because nobody knew where the hell this meeting was going.

      “Put them roscoes down my brothahs and chill,” Brother Ray Carstairs, Gangsta Boyz IT specialist and purser, exhorted almost pleasantly. “Da little fucka is deadass on da money. We losin’ bout two-thirds ow-ah revenues and we now ah the biggest bitches out theah and the only reason we ain’t in a war is because we bendin’ fawahd f’a giant ass fuckin’. Even what’s now left o’ the Heath Streeters ah fuckin’ us without a reach around and we gotta take this bullshit because da crazy scarred up white fuck got us all arrested right here at Grandma’s House. Right here on damn sacred ground where we all equal. Well, dat equality is more done and dead that that ofay fucked-up chatted-out Shot Calluh. And cuz o’ him, we da most unequal of all da gangbangas. Southie included. We can’t go back and change anythin’ now. We way too late on dat.”

      Brother Ray was gesturing with his Smith & Wesson M&P 2.0 nine-millimeter semi-automatic like an academic wielding a ruler, not realizing that this was why the thick tension of the room had yet to be relieved. He was a chunky, seemingly good-natured, avuncular man pushing thirty who had seen some terrible things before he was dishonorably discharged from the army for setting fire to his CO and threatening to douse him with lighter fluid. (He swore the whole thing was a joke at his court martial, but since he did actually douse his CO with the lighter fluid, Brother Ray was the only one who found it funny and still did should you ever ask him about it.) He wore a purple beret, thick rimless glasses and smiled far too much while at the same time seeing the humor in far too little. No one was fooled by his avuncular disposition because, despite being the highly reasonable Gangsta Boyz IT and moneyman, he was also a stone psychopath who would be happy to beat you to death with any blunt object that happened to be handy for even marginal cause. And he was always willing to improvise a murder, if that’s what it took to get whatever job it was that had to be done, done.

      “I say we ain’t.”

      “You ain’t got no mo’ ass to play on. You done run out.”

      “Maybe. But even though he got us popped, didja happen to catch that they could only hold a few of us guts warrants – but we dint even get a mandatory minimum chahge, dint make no arraignment. He know the molly whop was comin’ down. Mothafucka was strapped as always. Only one got popped was⁠—”

      “Me?” came the high squeak of a voice that turned out to belong to a lean, lanky guy in racing-style shades who rolled into the space swaybacked into the hippest gait in all of H Block amid all the other hip-gaited pimp rollers—undisputed Gangsta Boyz Shot Caller (until just a few minutes ago) Ronald Brogan, Jr.

      And he had the room’s attention with a sleek Ruger American 45 ACP full-size 10-round pistol drawn and ready at condition zero for firing.

      One in each hand.
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      “They die easy though, don’t they?”

      “The kiddies?”

      “Who else?”

      “As the old song says, ‘fattenin’ frogs for snakes.’”

      “You got the blues or somethin’?”

      “Who doesn’t?”

      “I don’t got the blues, but I do got a jones. I’ll just bet you do too.”

      “What must be done gets done.”

      “And I think you like doing it.”

      “No, I’m tellin’ you it ain’t like that. Just because it’s easy don’t mean I like to do it. Are you gettin’ squeamish now all of a sudden?”

      “I defended each and every miserable monster that the defunct Family threw my way. Do I need to enumerate the disgusting things those fucks did?” That was Sophie Thalberg, one-time chief defense counsel for the Family crime crew under the sobriquet of Ophelia, which had been mostly obliterated by the man in question, the man whose name she couldn’t bring herself to utter, perhaps out a lingering fear, perhaps due to an all-too-bitter connotation. She raised up her injured right leg, the bottom part of which was caged in a brace in a dramatic motion and plunked it down hard on the leather ottoman in front of her.

      “So you still can’t get past the kiddie thing. I told you pretty definitively that none of this is gonna work unless we nail down the kiddie thing good and tight.”

      “Okay, okay. I know. I was thinking about having kids one day, y’know.”

      “Could you
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The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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