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			“The more laws and order are made prominent, the more thieves and robbers there will be.”

			—Lao Tzu

			“To equal robbery with murder is to reduce murder to robbery, to confound in common minds the gradations of iniquity, and incite the commission of a greater crime to prevent the detection of a less.”

			—Proverbs

			“Yet thanks I must you con/That you are thieves professed, that you work not In holier shapes; for there is boundless theft/ In limited professions.”

			—William Shakespeare, The Life of Timon of Athens

			“Kill a man’s family, and he may brook it, But keep your hands out of his breeches’ pocket.”

			—Lord Byron, Don Juan

			

		


		
			Francis Hoyt

			“Where’s my fucking money?”

			“Francis, these things take time, man.”

			I pounded on the table. Ice clattered against the sides of glasses.

			“It’s been three fucking weeks, Artie. Are you running a business, or what? I want my fucking money and I want it now.”

			I moved my chair around until I was sitting right next to him and then I got all up in his face, so close I could smell his cheap after-shave. Old Spice. I hadn’t smelled that since I was a kid and my old man used to pour it on to cover his nauseating stink of alcohol and cigarettes.

			“Listen, Artie,” I whispered, “you do not want to fuck with me. I can be nice and I can be not so nice. Trust me, you do not want to deal with the not so nice Francis Hoyt. That would be a very big mistake, my friend.”

			We’re sitting at a table by the pool at the Fontainebleau Hotel in Miami. Artie’s wearing one of those obscene looking, loud Hawaiian shirts and a bathing suit to match. He looks like he’s some fucking fat tourist from Iowa on vacation for the first time. I’m dressed like a human being: khakis and a pale blue polo shirt, Gucci loafers. One of us looks like a complete asshole and it’s not me.

			

			I’m not registered at the hotel and I doubt Artie is either. I’m the one who can afford it. He’s not. But this is where he hangs out and this is where he likes to act like a big shot by conducting business by the pool surrounded by a bunch of old, overweight, greased up Jews spread out on chaises longue, staring up at the sun while they bake. Guys like Artie don’t have offices. They just exist somewhere in time and space. But they would not exist at all if it wasn’t for guys like me.

			Artie is a fence. I am a thief. Not just a run-of-the-mill, knock you over the head and steal your wallet thief, but the best damn thief in the whole goddamn world. Artie owes me money for goods delivered. The good stuff. Only the good stuff. Antique silver. Three heists worth. I figure I should clear at least a couple hundred grand after Artie takes his cut. That sounds like a lot but it’s only a fraction of its real value.

			“Francis,” he whines. “I don’t think you understand how my business works. You bring me high-end items like what you give me and I have to find unique buyers. And it ain’t here in the States. It’s much too risky to dispose of that kind of stuff here. I have to reach out to my European contacts. That takes time. You want me to get the best price, don’t you?”

			“Listen to me, Artie,” I raised my voice a little, just enough to raise the stakes slightly. Just enough to let him know I meant business. “Because I’m not going to say it again. I’m leaving town soon and I need that money. I’m not interested in your business problems, Artie. You’re a fucking fence. Do your fucking job. If you can’t, I’ll find someone who can.”

			Artie loves to look like a big man so he’s ordered lunch for us. Pastrami sandwiches on rye. I don’t want lunch, I especially don’t want a pastrami sandwich because I don’t eat meat. Artie would have known that if he’d bothered to ask, but he didn’t. He just wanted to look like a fucking big shot. I don’t care about his fucking lunch. I just want my fucking money. Besides, it’s hot, so hot I’m starting to sweat through my shirt, even though I hardly ever sweat. And it gets closer to one, it’s getting hotter. I look up and see why. There’s not a fucking cloud in the sky. Just the sun. A big, yellow ball in the sky, suspended in an ocean of blue. That’s why people come down here. For the sun and the heat. So, they can jump in the pool to cool off. Makes no sense to me. You want to cool off stay the fuck where you were up north. Or stay in your air-conditioned room.

			

			“Whoa, Francis, we go back a long way. I don’t want to lose an old client like you. Besides, You’re more like a friend than a client.”

			I laughed. I don’t think of myself as a client and I certainly don’t think of myself as Artie’s friend. I break into people’s homes and take what I want. Artie sells what I take. We have what they call a symbiotic relationship. It’s as simple as that. Only Artie isn’t making it as simple as that. He’s making it difficult. It’s my job to get him back on track. To remind him who the fuck he is and why the fuck he exists.

			“I’ll give you two days. You understand? Two fucking days. No more. You either come up with the dough or you give me back the goods. I’ll find someone else to fence it or I’ll fucking melt it down and sell the shit myself.”

			“Francis, don’t do that! Please. Some of those pieces are part of history, man. American history. They go way, way back.”

			“I don’t give a fuck about American history. All I give a fuck about is the money. And Artie, don’t fuck with me when it comes to the money. I know the value of those pieces. I researched them. It’s not just the silver it’s the provenance. You know what that means, Artie?”

			“I do, Francis. I really do. And that’s why I’m being so careful. Whatever you bring me is high-grade stuff. I have to take special care. But you’ll get your money, I promise you.”

			I move my chair back a couple steps. I’ve been too close to him for too long. That stink coming off him is starting to make me sick.

			

			“In two days.”

			“I don’t want to set unrealistic expectations, Fran…” he said, as he reached for his sandwich. I grabbed his wrist before he could get it up to his mouth.

			“Artie, let me put this as simple as I can. If I feel like you’re trying to cheat me, or if I feel like you’re shining me on, or if I think you’re doing this just to Jew down the price, I’m going to deal with you in ways you don’t want to even think about. I may be physically small but I am very deadly. See that pool over there?”

			I gestured toward the enormous swimming pool filled with chlorine blue water and screaming kids.

			“Yeah. Sure. I see it.”

			“You don’t want to wind up floating in it, face down.”

			“Francis, please, there’s no need for threats.”

			“It’s not a threat, Artie. It’s a statement of fact. I’m a man who can see into the future. That’s your future, Artie. Two days.”

			I got up.

			“Francis, you haven’t even taken a bite of your sandwich.”

			“I don’t eat meat, Artie. Get yourself a doggie bag.”

			Fucking moron.

			

		


		
			Charlie Floyd

			“Good morning, Charlie Floyd. Do you know who this is?”

			The voice was vaguely familiar. Slight hint of an accent. Hispanic, probably. But I needed more.

			“Should I?”

			He laughed. Not one of those thin, phony laughs, but one that reflected genuine amusement. I leaned back in my recliner and stretched my legs out onto the ottoman. I’d already had breakfast, finished the morning paper and had nothing better to do till lunch rolled around, so why not play along?

			“Did I say something funny?”

			“No. Not funny, though I am amused. I thought that you would remember me. I am told I am a very memorable man. Frankly, I am a little disappointed, Charlie Floyd.”

			He’d said enough. I did know him. I’d spent a couple days with him in Miami Beach a while back, while I was down there looking for a killer named John Hartman. Murdered his family, wife, three teenage kids, mother and the family dog, then disappeared. Cuban born Miami detective Manny Perez did his best to help me out. That was back when I did that sort of thing for the State of Connecticut. Not anymore. For the past year or so I’ve been on my own, looking for ways to pass the time, hoping for divine inspiration on how I might spend the rest of my life. No word yet.

			

			“How are you, Manny?”

			“I knew you would remember me, Charlie Floyd. Am I not as I said, a very memorable man?”

			“That you are, Manny. How’ve you been?”

			“I have been very good, Charlie Floyd. Thank you for asking. Miami is a much better place than Havana, Cuba.”

			“You’ve changed your tune since I saw you last.”

			“Yes. I am for sure singing a different tune now.” He hummed a few bars of God Bless America, then that laugh again. “I do not wish to return to Cuba. Let Castro and his thugs have it and let them do with it what they will. Now Miami is my home sweet home.”

			“I’m happy you’ve become assimilated, Manny. But my guess is this isn’t a social call.”

			“Ha! I know you are not a very social man, Charlie Floyd. No, you are not one for idle chitchat. Me, on the other hand, I am very social. I like to meet new people. I like to go to nightclubs and have a good time. I like to dance. I like to sing. I like to drink rum and Coca-Cola. I like to talk to strangers on the street. But you are very correct, my friend. That is not why I am calling.”

			I loved the way Manny talked. Very few contractions, lots of sophisticated words, and every so often he’d throw in a colloquialism or cliché that if it were used by anyone else would be cringe inducing. Not so with Manny. With him every word counted. The English language was never frivolous or haphazard when Manny used it. I also loved the way he repeated a person’s full name at the beginning or end of a sentence. Some might think it’s an annoying affectation, but I think it’s to show respect and I’m betting it also turns out to be a very effective interrogation tool. Fact is Manny’s a very good cop. He knows how to work people. He’s got a good head for detail and a memory sharp as a Ginsu knife. If I like him, and I do, it’s better than even money everybody else pretty much feels the same. Even the guys he’s trying to put in the slammer probably find him charming and likeable. That’s not something that can be said about me.

			

			Although Spanish is his native tongue, Manny revels in the English language. He taught American studies back in Cuba for a while before he defected to the U.S. He loves all things American and there’s no reason to contract words when to Manny they’re so beautiful in their full-blown version. His style of speech reflects his style of police work. Slow, methodical, logical, he picks up every nuance, every comma, every semi-colon, every exclamation point, every period. Not like me. Seat of the pants, instinctive, sometimes impatient, some have even called me rash and impulsive. But it got the job done, and in the end, that’s how we’re all judged. Results. That’s the difference between the winners and the losers. While Manny is ingratiating I am just plain grating. But we both take police work very seriously. I suppose you could say both of us are a little on the obsessive side.

			“To what do I owe the honor?”

			“I am calling because I need your help, Charlie Floyd.”

			“In case word didn’t make it down there to Miami, Manny, I don’t work for the State anymore. I took early retirement about a year ago.”

			Every time I say the word retirement it sticks in my craw. I’m only forty-nine years old. Healthy, productive forty-nine year olds are not supposed to be retired. But when you start to work in the system when you’re practically right out of college, then twenty-five years later, no matter how old you are, you’re eligible for retirement. It was time for me to move on but I hadn’t yet decided where I was moving on to.

			“This is not good, Charlie Floyd. You are much too young to retire. You have a lot of life ahead of you. Retirement is for the senior citizens who reside down here in Miami. They play pinochle. They play shuffleboard. They go to the jai alai matches. They take naps in the afternoon. They line up for the Early Bird Special at four-thirty in the afternoon. I do not picture you playing pinochle or shuffleboard, going to jai alai matches, taking naps in the afternoon, or lining up before the sun sets for your evening meal. Take it from me, Charlie Floyd, retirement is not a life for a man such as you.”

			

			“Hunting people down for committing capital crimes can take its toll, Manny. It did take its toll. I don’t have the stomach for that anymore. It’s someone else’s problem now.”

			“Then how do you spend the many hours of your day if you are not chasing down criminals and putting them behind bars?”

			Good question. Nearly eight months off the job and I still hadn’t figured out what I was going to do with the rest of my life. Now Manny Perez, a man I hadn’t laid eyes on in close to five years, was forcing me to come up with an answer.

			“I seem to find ways to pass the time,” I said. Notice, I didn’t say, “productively.” Anyone can pass the time. It’s easy. You find silly, inconsequential things to do. Like getting a haircut every three weeks instead of every three months. Or fixing something around the house that doesn’t really need fixing. Or signing up for Netflix and binging on programs you can’t even remember the next day. Never had much time to make friends outside of work. I was never bitten by the golf bug. And so, what am I left with? Passing time till time passes me.

			“That is not how a man like you should live, Charlie Floyd. A man like you needs purpose. A goal. A man like you should not merely be ‘passing the time.’”

			“Why do I have the feeling you’re calling to change that?”

			“See, Charlie Floyd, you are, just as I always knew, an excellent detective.”

			“Not any more I’m not.”

			“You know what they say, Charlie Floyd. ‘Once a cop always a cop.’ Do you still dress like John Wayne?’”

			I laughed. “I never dressed like John Wayne, Manny.”

			“The cowboy hat, the boots…”

			

			“I still have ’em, and I still wear them from time to time, if that’s what you mean. But I never did learn how to ride a horse.”

			“I have a picture of you in my head, Charlie Floyd. And in that picture you are wearing a cowboy hat and cowboy boots. Just like John Wayne.”

			I wasn’t going to argue with him. That’s what I mean about Manny Perez. He doesn’t give up. Once he gets something in his head it’s hard to shake it out of there.

			“Maybe you should get to the point, Manny.”

			“Of course. The point.” I heard him chuckle. “My wife calls me long-winded and perhaps she is right. Have you ever heard of a man named Francis Hoyt?”

			“Can’t say I have. But I’m sure you’re going to enlighten me.”

			He laughed. I liked Manny’s laugh. It was full and hearty and brimming with life. I could imagine him smiling, his head thrown back, his perfect white teeth set off by his dark Latin complexion. Just the opposite of my pale New England pallor.

			“That is what I shall most certainly do, Charlie Floyd, though I am surprised you have not heard of Francis Hoyt, because he is one of the most renowned thieves in the world today.”

			“I never worked robbery, burglary or run-of-the-mill street crime, Manny. Homicides and white collar crimes, that’s what interested me. Those other things, much too low-class for me to waste my time with. No challenge in chasing down petty crooks. You remember me, right? I’m a high stakes kinda guy.”

			“Yes, I know that all too well, Charlie Floyd, and that is precisely why I am calling. And what you say explains why you do not know anything about Francis Hoyt. But if you have a moment or two, and since you are now a man of leisure, I am sure that you do, I shall enlighten you. Francis Hoyt is a genius. A talented, artistic, criminal genius. There has never been anyone like Francis Hoyt before and we should pray to God there never will be one like him in the future.”

			

			I pictured Manny crossing himself as he mentioned the Almighty.

			“I’m sure you didn’t call me to give me a history lesson on this guy Hoyt, Manny.”

			“No. That is most surely not the reason I am calling you. The reason I am calling you, Charlie Floyd, is that it is the month of May. Do you know what that means, Charlie Floyd?”

			“April showers bring May flowers.”

			He laughed. “Yes, that is very true. But it also means something else. It means, the snowbirds head back north.”

			“And the significance of that would be?”

			“When the birds go north so do the predators.”

			“Manny, I know you well enough to know you’re a man of way many words. And believe me, no one enjoys hearing them more than I do. But I hate talking on the phone. This sounds like it has the makings of a very long conversation and for that I prefer face to face. And since you’re down there and I’m up here that’s going to be impossible.”

			“I am very glad you said that, Charlie Floyd, because you are absolutely correct. And that is why I am making a trip up to Connecticut to meet with you. In fact, I have a plane ticket that leaves Miami International Airport early tomorrow morning and arrives at Kennedy Airport at 11:42 a.m.”

			Jesus, he was really serious about this.

			“I hate to see you waste your money, Manny. Or the city of Miami waste theirs.”

			“If I am successful in my quest, Charlie Floyd, it will be money well-spent.”

			“Truth is, I could probably use the company. But you might be wasting your time, so why don’t you give me a hint as to why you want this face-to-face with me.”

			“I shall provide you with far more than a hint, Charlie Floyd. You are going to help me capture Francis Hoyt with enough evidence to put him back where he belongs.”

			

		


		
			Manny Perez

			I love America. It is the land of the free and the home of the brave. America has been very good to me and when people are not good to it I become a very angry man and this is not a very pretty picture. Ask my wife, Esther and she will tell you this is true. This is why I decided to join the Miami police department when I arrived here from Cuba almost twenty years ago. It was an opportunity for me to give back to a country that took me in and hugged me to its breast.

			I like order. If I see a thread dangling from a sweater or other item of clothing I need to pull on it. My wife, who is a born and bred American, originally from Chicago, calls me a “neat-freak.” She says I am very close to having Obsessive Compulsive Disorder. I do not believe that is true. I just like to see things in their proper place and I like to see people behave in a manner that is proper. That, I am sure, explains why I do what I do and why I love what I do. It is not the job I dreamed of having when I grew up as a child in Havana, but now it is my dream job.

			The idea to call Charlie Floyd, a man whom I came to admire because once he starts a job he does not stop until it comes to a proper end, came to me in a dream. Yes, a dream. I had not thought of Charlie Floyd in years but when I went to bed thinking about Francis Hoyt and how I was going to apprehend him and bring him to justice, I woke up thinking about Charlie Floyd. I do not believe in coincidences and I do not believe in visions. But yes, I suppose you could say that Charlie Floyd came to me in a vision.

			

			We are two very different people, Charlie Floyd and me. But I think that if Charlie Floyd saw a dangling thread he would also pull on it. Francis Hoyt is a dangling thread and that dangling thread must be pulled. But I needed help to pull it and that is why I called upon Charlie Floyd.

			There is no doubt in my mind that Charlie Floyd and I can bring this situation to a satisfying conclusion. That explains why I already had my airline ticket in my hand when I called my old friend. I knew that once I met with him and I told him the story of Francis Hoyt and what he has done and what he will do if not apprehended, how he insults every person who believes in law and order, how he laughs in our faces because we cannot catch him, he could not refuse to help me find him, capture him, and bring him before the bar of justice.

			When I disembarked from the airplane at Kennedy Airport Charlie Floyd was waiting for me at the baggage claim area. I had not seen him in almost five years but I recognized him immediately. He was wearing the very same cowboy hat and cowboy boots he was wearing when I met him in Miami five years ago. He claims he does not look like John Wayne and perhaps he is right when it comes to his facial features, but as far as I am concerned he is John Wayne, and that is probably something I would think even if he were not wearing a cowboy hat and cowboy boots.

			We greeted each other with a hug. We must have made a strange pair, since I am five foot seven in my stocking feet and Charlie Floyd is at least six-foot two. When I informed my wife that I was going to see Charlie Floyd she smiled and said, “Mutt and Jeff.” I was not familiar with what she meant but when she explained the reference I had to smile, too.

			

			“Good to see you again, Manny,” he said.

			“The feeling is very mutual, Charlie Floyd. And I am very sorry I got you up so early.”

			“That’s okay, Manny. I’m an early riser. It’s a habit I can’t seem to break. Car’s parked in the lot, not far from here. But I should warn you it’s a bit of a drive back up to Connecticut. But this time of day we shouldn’t hit much traffic. Still, you can count on about an hour and a half. I guess that’ll give you plenty of time to fill me in on why you’re here and how you think I can help you. But maybe you ought to visit the head first.”

			“That sounds A-okay to me,” I said, making a circle with my thumb and forefinger, something I learned from my son, Javier, when he was only three-years-old. “And not to worry, I have already visited, as you call it, ‘the head.’”

			“You drive a very nice car, Charlie Floyd,” I said, as we buckled up and began to pull out of the parking area.

			“I like to make a good impression, Manny. No point driving around in a piece of shit when you can afford a nice ride. You been up here before?”

			“Once. I came with my wife, Esther. We stayed for a long weekend. We went to the top of the Empire State Building, to the Statue of Liberty, down to Ground Zero, to Radio City Music Hall, into Central Park. We even saw a Broadway show. Cabaret. It was very entertaining.”

			“Sounds like you just about covered everything, Manny.”

			“It is a wonderful city, Charlie Floyd, though a little too noisy and messy for my taste. But my wife, who comes from a big city herself, Chicago,” he winked, “that toddling town, found it quite enjoyable. I promised her I would bring her back some day. But today is not that day. Today I come alone to see you.”

			As we pulled onto the highway Charlie Floyd turned to me and said, “Okay, Manny, now’s as good a time as any to tell me exactly why you’re here. Tell me more about this Francis Hoyt guy, why you’re looking for him and where I fit in?”

			

			“Francis Hoyt is nothing less than a master thief, Charlie Floyd. He has been taking things that don’t belong to him since he was a child. Candy from candy stores, bicycles from neighborhood children, wallets from pocketbooks of unsuspecting ladies. If there was something of value, something Francis Hoyt wanted, he did not purchase it like the rest of us, he stole it. Over the years, Francis Hoyt worked his way up from candy and bicycles to jewelry and now to antique silver. After years of practicing his trade he became so proficient that he was stealing hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of jewelry a night. His modus operandi was one of genius. He would break into the homes of the wealthy at the perfect time. Dinnertime. When the wealthy homeowners were home, downstairs, enjoying their meal.”

			“Sounds a little crazy to me. Why the hell didn’t he wait till after they went to sleep or better yet, when the house was empty? Less chance of being caught in the act, no?”

			“When it comes to stealing, Francis Hoyt is smarter than we are, Charlie Floyd. If the house was empty then perhaps all the jewelry would not be there, especially the most desired pieces. Instead, they would most likely be worn by the owners on their night out, or packed away in suitcases with them if they were on vacation. But if they were home, ah, then Francis Hoyt knew exactly where the jewelry would be. Upstairs, in the bedroom, of course. In the early evening the family would be downstairs having dinner, watching television, playing board games, whatever families do at that time of night. The upstairs would be empty. And at dinnertime, it was far less likely that the alarm system would be activated.”

			“I see what you mean, Manny. This guy is obviously a thinking man’s thief.”

			“Precisely, Charlie Floyd. And that is what makes him so successful, so dangerous, and so difficult to apprehend.”

			“How does he gain entry?”

			

			“In addition to being brilliant in the art of crime, Francis Hoyt is an extremely athletic man. He climbs like a monkey, runs like a jaguar, and he is strong like a lion. To get into the houses he would climb a drainpipe, a column or a trellis. And if there were no drainpipe or trellis he would use his skills as a free climber, using mountain climbing apparatus. He is not a big man. He is only five feet four inches tall, and he weighs no more than one hundred and thirty pounds and most of that weight is comprised of muscle.”

			“Once inside the house, on the second floor, he knows exactly where to go and exactly what to take. He does not bother with jewelry that is fake or of dubious value. He only takes what he knows he can sell. And since most thieves are fortunate if they get ten or twenty cents on the dollar, he is very discerning as to the quality of the jewelry he steals.”

			“I’m impressed,” said Charlie Floyd, and I could tell that he was. But there was so much more to tell him.

			“He leaves absolutely no forensic evidence, Charlie Floyd. Not a fingerprint, not a hair, not a thread. He appears dressed like a Ninja, all in black. With a black mask covering his entire face, except for slits for his eyes and holes just largest enough for him to breathe where his nose and mouth would be. He never comes armed. All he carries is a diamond tester to check the jewels, a long screwdriver to pop out windowpanes, and a small pen-size flashlight. He slips through second-story windows, almost always in the master bedroom and after he is done he sometimes run for miles to get to where he parked his getaway car. Sometimes, he has been known to even take public transportation.”

			“If he’s never been caught in the act, how do you know how he dresses, what he brings with him, how he gets away?”

			“No plan is perfect, Charlie Floyd. On occasion, he has encountered his victims and they have given what description they could. And when he has encountered his victims he has always been the gentleman. When a woman once complained that he had tied her hands too tight with her husband’s neckties, he loosened them. When another woman began to suffer an asthma attack, he gallantly handed her her inhalator.”

			

			“A gentleman bandit, huh?”

			“Make no mistake, Francis Hoyt is no gentleman. Under the right circumstances, he is capable of violence. He has been brought in for questioning on suspicion several times. He has even spent a night or two in jail. But there has never been enough evidence to hold him for long. It is possible he never would have spent time in prison at all if he had not made one crucial mistake.”

			“Which was?”

			“He stopped working alone.”

			

		


		
			Francis Hoyt

			How many times have I said to myself, “Francis, this is the last job you’re going to pull? You got enough money to last you the rest of your life. You don’t have to do this anymore.”

			Too many times to count. But the answer is always the same.

			This is what you do, man. This is who you are. This is what you’re good at. This is the one thing that distinguishes you from all the other assholes out there. This is what makes it worthwhile getting up in the morning. If not this, what?

			It’s not only the job itself. Oh, no, it’s much more than that. It’s the planning and preparation that goes into it. And of course, most of all, there’s the thrill of the actual heist. The incredible adrenaline rush I get as I enter someone else’s house, uninvited. I am a shadow moving silently from one room to another, through hallways, lit and unlit. Not always knowing who or what I’m going to find. Then there is the even greater rush I get when I exit the house, a small fortune in my pocket, knowing that once again I’ve proven I’m smarter than the people who live in that house. Smarter than the cops who are trying to stop me. Fucking smarter than just about everybody. No matter how much money they have, I’m better than they are because I will end up with what is supposed to be theirs. And I’ve done it the old-fashioned way. By stealing it.

			

			Let’s be honest. That’s what keeps me coming back.

			It wasn’t rocket science to figure out that dinnertime, when everyone was home, was the best time to strike. It was counter-intuitive, sure, but it made perfect sense to me. I could climb up to the second floor with no fear of alarms going off, and little fear of anyone being anywhere but downstairs at the dinner table, enjoying their meal, conversing with family and friends. I could only imagine that because it’s not like that kind of scene ever happened in my house growing up. No way. The old man grunted his way through meals. The only time he spoke was to complain about something. “Not enough salt,” he’d growl. “Too much salt,” he’d hiss. “The meat’s tough as the sole of my shoe,” he’d say as he flung it against the wall.

			That kind of shit.

			And my mother? Well, she kept her mouth shut and I can’t say as I blamed her. She didn’t want to risk saying the wrong thing, setting off the old man who more likely than not would then launch into one of his tirades, bitching about us, his boss down at the construction site, local politicians, or just the whole damn world. And maybe later, after a few more drinks, if you got on his bad side—and that was just about every side he had—he might even take a swing at you. Maybe that’s where I learned to be quick. My sister and me learned how to eat fast and keep our mouths shut except when asked a direct question. But that didn’t happen much. Nothing normal like “what did you do in school today?” My father, he didn’t give a shit. My mother, well, the dinner table, with my old man sitting across from her and with us sitting within striking distance of the back of his hand, sure wasn’t the place she was going to ask questions like that which would just get a grunt or maybe a “who gives a fuck?” from him.

			In the homes I “visited,” as an uninvited guest, that wasn’t the case. People talked to each other. They listened to each other. They valued what was being said. At least that’s the way I imagined it. In the beginning, I’d sometimes crouch at the top of the stairs and try to hear what was being said. I don’t know why I did. I knew every minute longer I stayed in the house upped the chances I’d be seen. I guess I just wanted to hear what normal dinner conversation sounded like. People connecting with each other in normal ways. No shouting. No sullen silences. The only connection that happened in my house was when my old man landed a smack.

			

			I got a kick out of imagining what it would be like the next night, after they realized their home had been invaded and their valuables taken. Then they’d really have something to talk about. I had violated them. I had upset their perfect lives. What I’d done to them would reverberate in so many ways. Things would never be the same. They would never come into that house again without wondering if they were alone. What I had done would leave a lasting impression. That’s the part I especially liked. The part where I’d become an integral part of their lives. Someone they would remember forever. I would be a story they would tell their friends and family. In a way, that would make me immortal.

			The goal, of course, was to avoid people, avoid confrontation, avoid the risk someone would get a look at me and could pick me out of a lineup. I wasn’t there to hurt anyone. They never did anything to me. They just had what I wanted.

			Not that I couldn’t handle myself if trouble came my way. Sure, I’m on the small side, but you mess with me you’re gonna be sorry you did. I did a little wrestling in high school. I was too small to do anything else, like baseball or basketball, even though I could have. But in wrestling they had weight categories and even at a measly hundred and twenty pounds, I fit right in.

			I worked out and practiced hard because I wanted to be good at something. No. Make that the best. I wanted to stand out. I wanted those fuckin’ high school snobs to look at me and say, “That’s Francis Hoyt. The wrestler. He’s fuckin’ State champ.” I loved it when I pinned some asshole and heard that “one, two, three,” and that slapping sound on the mat that signaling victory. I even got good enough to go to the States. Got all the way to the semi-finals and then got beat by this kid. Not because he was better than me—I should have whipped his ass—but because he had better coaching. But I held my own and figured the next year I’d just work that much harder and then I’d pin that sonuvabitch or anyone else I faced and I’d hear that slap of victory again.

			

			There was no next year for me. I lost interest. I quit school. But make no mistake, I was good. Good enough to win it all, if I’d kept at it. Good enough to be the best damn wrestler in damn the state. But now I had other things to occupy my time. Something I had a natural knack for. Something I could be the best ever at.

			Listen, I know I’ve got a lot of anger in me—I didn’t need a shrink to tell me that—but I’m not a violent guy by nature. It’s always a last resort. But sometimes you got to go there. You might have to prove a point or get an advantage, or protect yourself. That’s when violence is necessary. And when it is I’m not afraid to use it.

			I’m not stupid. Violence can wind up backfiring on you by raising the stakes and calling attention to yourself. That’s not something you want. You want to be invisible. You want to blend in, not stand out. So, I don’t go out of my way to get into a fight. But if I have to I can hold my own against anybody. I don’t fight clean. I take any advantage I can get. I hurt the other guy before he can hurt me. That’s what got me through my time in the joint. I think quick, I act quick. No one messed with me once they found out it they might lose an eye or get a nose busted. Respect. That’s what I got. That’s what I earned.

			When I first got to the joint some low-life wise-ass said, “Hey, Shorty, welcome to my world.” I can read between the lines. I knew what that meant. But I wasn’t going to be anyone’s doll-baby, so the first chance I got I confronted the dude in the yard, who was maybe half a foot taller than me and twice as wide, and said in a nice even voice, but in a tone everyone around me could hear, “Don’t you ever fuckin’ call me, Shorty.” Then I ripped into him and wound up kicking the crap out of him. No one ever called me “Shorty” again.

			

			I remember the look on my old man’s face the first time I stood up to him. I was what, maybe fifteen, sixteen, and I’d done something to piss him off, like maybe look at him the wrong way. That’s all it took. He was drunk, as usual, so his reflexes weren’t the best. I saw his hand ball into a fist and he started to bring it up. I was way too quick for him. Instead of running away, like I usually did, I just stood there. I watched his hand which seemed to move in slow motion. As soon as it was no more than six inches away from my face I ducked to the side. He lost his balance and as he fell forward I socked him on the cheek with a right and then, as he started to fall, like a fucking tree in the forest, I punched him back with a left.

			I didn’t hurt him much, even though I wanted to. But the shock of my fighting back was much worse than the blows themselves. From that day on, the sonuvabitch never raised a hand to me and I learned a valuable lesson. Fear is the best offense and best defense. You don’t necessarily have to use force you, you just have to make sure the other guy knows you’re not afraid to do whatever it takes to win. That’s how you established dominance and control.

			Once inside the house I’m careful to make sure I’m not heard or seen. But you can’t make the mistake of thinking you can control everything all the time. The unexpected can happen. Like the time that little girl, hell, she couldn’t have been more than seven or eight, popped out of her room dressed in her pajamas holding onto her little Barbie doll. She probably thought I was the fuckin’ boogeyman of her worst nightmares. She takes one look at me and screams. I already had the goods, so all I had to do was get out of there quick, and the quickest way was diving through an open window at the end of the hall. I landed on my feet, on the roof of the porch, then shimmied down the column and in the darkness, I ran the mile and a half through backyards and empty lots to where my car was parked, a quarter of a million dollars-worth of jewels stuffed in my pockets.

			

			You’re nothing if you don’t learn from your mistakes and from then on, I always wore a black ski mask.

			I’m always a gentleman. I’m not there to frighten or intimidate anyone. I’m a professional. I’m there to do a job, to get the goods and get out. I don’t carry a weapon. That only leads to trouble. If you carry you’ve got to be prepared to use it and someone’s bound to get hurt.

			That time in Florida where I wound up getting pinched, just proved my point.

			After I got out of the joint, I swore I’d go straight. I probably meant it at the time. But a week later I was at it again. Only now, evolving like one of those creatures that slithered up from the ocean to dry land, I drastically changed my way of doing business.

			

		


		
			Charlie Floyd

			I’m an early riser. Probably the result of way too many years getting to work by 8 a.m. That’s when the office was quietest, a time when I found I could get the most work done because there was no one else around to distract me. That or staying late, after eight o’clock in the evening, when you could fire a cannon in that place and hit no one except maybe me. Focus. I needed complete focus. Time to think, to plan, to get into the mind of whoever I was chasing after. Time to understand what they did, how they did it, why they did it and what they might do next.

			I showered then headed down to the kitchen. Manny’s door was closed. I figured he was still asleep and there was no reason to wake him. I’d just started the coffee brewing when Manny, dressed in a seersucker suit and polka-dot tie, his black hair even blacker than usual, as if he’d applied some product or it was still wet from the shower, appeared at the doorway. His attire was in stark comparison to me in my faded blue sweatpants, a maroon UConn T-shirt with small holes at the shoulders, my hair rumpled, my face reflecting two days straight of not having shaved. Maybe Manny was right. Maybe I did need something to get me the hell out of the house. I was probably one step away from getting a cat to keep me company and we all know what that leads to.

			

			“Ah, there is nothing quite like the smell of fresh coffee in the morning, Charlie Floyd. Good morning, my friend.”

			“And good morning to you, too. You know, Manny, we usually don’t dress for meals around here. Every day is casual Friday at casa Floyd.”

			“Today we are going to work, Charlie Floyd. This is the way I dress when I go to work. When I play, maybe I dress like you, but today is a momentous day. It is the first day of our investigation.”

			“Okay, Manny, I hear you. Sit down. How about something to eat? I can rustle up some eggs. Or I think I’ve got cold cereal up there in the cabinet. An English muffin? If you’ve got a hankering for fruit, though, I’m afraid you’re in the wrong place.”

			He smiled. “Just coffee, thank you very much.”

			“My grandma used to say breakfast was the most important meal of the day.”

			“I am sure your grandmother was a very smart woman, Charlie Floyd, but I am just not very hungry at the crack of dawn. I must work up a hunger before I am ready to eat.”

			“To be honest, she wasn’t all that smart. She just had an awful lot of advice to hand out, most of it pretty useless. You could’ve slept in, Manny. We don’t punch a time clock around here.”

			“No
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