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PART I


Chapter 1


[image: ]


I’M AWAKE.

I know I’m awake because my eyes are open and I’m looking down at my hands, which are handcuffed. Funny how I don’t remember going to sleep in the first place.

Turns out I don’t remember boarding a plane either.

But I know I’m on a plane because when I shift my focus from my handcuffed hands to over my left shoulder and out the window, I see nothing but friendly blue sky resting atop an endless sea of the fluffiest white cotton-ball clouds you ever did see.

For sure I’m flying.

I. Am. Flying.

Thirty thousand feet above solid ground, inside what looks to be an Airbus. A USAir owned and operated Airbus. Or so says the color-coded, impervious-to-puncture/sudden-impact/water-and/or-fire-damage, floatable, plastic-coated safety manual stuffed inside the conveniently located seatback pocket directly in front of me.

Or maybe I’m just dreaming.

Tell you what. I’m gonna close my eyes now. Go back to sleep. Wake up in my own bed.
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Chapter 2
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I OPEN MY EYES.

Wide.

Still flying. Not lying in my own bed. Not imagining things. Not dreaming.

Fuck me.
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Chapter 3
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RECAP THUS FAR.

I’m awake. I’m handcuffed. I’m flying. And it isn’t a dream.

Far as I can tell, I’m seated in the final row of the plane. The bouncy bouncy seat, my ex-wife, Lynn, used to call it whenever we’d take a trip together, which wasn’t very often.

The cheap seat.

At first glance, there appear to be no seat assignments in the final rows of this plane. But that’s not exactly right, because the seat directly beside my own has most definitely been assigned. To say the guy occupying it is bigger than me would be like saying the Super Bowl is just another meaningless pro football game.

Dude’s so big he fills the narrow seat entirely, some of his excess bulk oozing over onto me. I’m not talking fat blubber here. I’m talking sheer, thick, hard muscle mass. The hand that’s attached to the wrist to which my right wrist is cuffed is bigger and thicker than both my hands put together. And I’m no lightweight. I’m a weightlifter. I can bench press two hundred and sixty-five pounds ten, sometimes fifteen times in a row. Clean. None of this bouncing it off your chest-cavity shit like all the high school meatheads do. But this Sherman tank of a man makes me feel about as rough and tumble as your average hopeless anorexic.

Like I already said, the half dozen rows of seats up ahead of me are unoccupied, as are the starboard rows to my right. A thick gray curtain is draped across the entire midsection of the cabin, as if to afford me the utmost privacy. Or it could be that the back rows have been closed off to the general law-abiding public due to my presence. But I can’t imagine why in the world that could be.

I’m not a criminal.

My name is Dick Moonlight, and I’m just a head-case who barely survives on a cop half-pension and the occasional private dick job I can scrounge up. A suicide survivor who carries a small piece of .22 caliber hollow-point lodged inside his brain. By all rights, I should be a dead man. But then there’s not a whole lot of right surrounding me these days since my girlfriend left me for another man, since my sweet, bushy-haired little boy Harrison went to live with his mother in LA and at the same time ripped the pumping heart out of my chest, since my bar—Moonlight’s Moonlit Manor—burned to the ground, since Jack Daniels came back into my life in a big way.

Welcome to my world.

The plane dips and lifts and dips again, the entire fuselage rattling and shaking. An overhead light clicks on, along with a gentle chime.

PLEASE FASTEN YOUR SEATBELTS.

You ain’t gotta tell me twice.

But then, I’m already strapped in.

A tinny voice emerges over the PA asking us fliers to return to our seats and fasten our seatbelts until the captain decides to turn off the warning light or we crash. Whichever comes first. We’re about to encounter a patch of severe head-wind-instigated turbulence that simply cannot be avoided.

Severe. Turbulence.

It rings a bell. No, it more than rings a bell. Just the sound of those two words send my balls on a vertical rise up though my colon, through my stomach, and on up into my throat, where they settle like two concrete lumps.

I tap into my memory banks. What’s left of them.

I’m flying.

But I don’t like to fly.

I hate flying.

I’m afraid to fly.

No, that’s not right.

I’m afraid of crashing.

We hit the promised patch of turbulence.

The plane rocks like a boat on a choppy sea. A wave of cold fear rushes through my body. But the big guy next to me, he’s smiling.

Correction.

He’s laughing. Laughing like flying through severe turbulence is the most fun you can have with and without your clothes on. What’s even worse is that every time we hit a wave of bad air, he yanks on the cuffs, the sharp end of the bracket digging into my wrist as if going for bone. I’m beginning to think he’s drawing blood.

“Mister,” I say, my voice a full octave higher than the good Lord intended. “Mister. Sir. Mister.”

He turns to me. He’s sporting this big-ass smile that’s centered in a bowling-ball-round face, thick red lips surrounded by a goatee and mustache that’s far thicker than my own. His hair is thick too, but sprinkled with gray and balding in the middle. I peg him for maybe fifty, but going on sixteen. You know the type.

“Well look who’s awake!” he barks. “And just in time too. We’re in for a ride. Turbulence. Makes things interesting, don’t you think? My three marriages were chock-full of turbulence. Never a dull day, sweetie.”

Sweetie...? Did this bruiser just call me sweetie?

He laughs, shaking his belly, which protrudes up tight against a Hawaiian print shirt that must have been specially woven for one of those huge-ass Samoan motherfuckers. He’s opening and closing the fingers on his left hand, the middle digit of which bears a thick gold ring with an eyeball-big red gemstone embedded inside it. The stone is bigger than my eye, and I’m betting the entire thing must weigh in at five pounds. Even from where I’m sitting, I can see the letters NFL embossed into the gold band.

Football.

Pro football.

I love football.

But this guy’s a dick.

Situation check.

I’m flying.

I’m handcuffed to a bigger than big man who enjoys turbulence. Handcuffed to a big man who likes turbulence and who used to play pro ball, and who just referred to me as sweetie. Attached at the wrist to an NFL man and flying through some of the worst turbulence I’ve ever experienced and I have no idea how I got myself into this little predicament.

Which of course, begs the question...

“How did I get here?”

“You mean like...here?” NFL Man says, yanking on the cuffs, sending a wave of electric pain shooting up my right arm. “Oops, my bad. You mean here on this plane? You tell me, sweetie...what’s your name again?” Reaching into his shirt pocket and pulling out a slip of yellow Post-it note. “Mr. Richard Moonlight, date of birth seven-two-sixty-something; Social Security number: zero-five-zero, yadda, yadda; height: five feet nine inches, even if you do look like five-seven with your boots on; weight: one hundred seventy-six pounds. Divorced, father of one poor unlucky kid, currently single after a crap-load of fucked-up relationships. Or should I say, relationship fuck-ups.” Staring down at me like I’m a booger on the armrest. “Five-seven and a buck seventy-six. Little guy, you are.”

“I’m five-eight-and-a-half. And your scale must be off...I’m one-seventy.” I wanna bust his ass for talking like Yoda, but I’m afraid he’ll yank on that cuff chain again. And besides, the plane is bouncing and I’m too scared out of my skin for idle chatter.

Another jolt of turbulence. I feel my heart stop for the briefest of seconds. It starts up again.

“We get the info from the computer,” he laughs. “We don’t actually weigh you. And besides, you wouldn’t have let us if we’d wanted to, anyway. Not in the condition you were in.”

“What. Condition.”

NFL Man just looks at me, into my eyes. “You don’t remember, do you? You truly don’t remember?”

“My head,” I attempt to explain. “I have this problem with my brain. There’s a—”

“—little piece of .22 caliber bullet inside it, pressed up against your cerebral cortex. Yes, yes, yes, I know all about it. You wouldn’t shut up about it on the drive all the way to the airport.”

“What drive?”

“From your crib to the airport. Plane didn’t very well pick us up in front of your loft, Moonlight.” Another belly laugh.

“OK, I give up. Who are you?”

Reaching back into his chest pocket, this time pulling out a wallet. When he does it, his unbuttoned shirt opens up enough to reveal a hand cannon stuffed inside a black elastic banded shoulder holster.

Guns on a plane. Cop on a plane. Or hijacker on a plane.

I’m putting my money on the cop. If I had any money. Even I’m not lucky enough to be hijacked by a hijacker.

He opens the wallet, revealing a laminated picture ID. There he is, all smiles and wavy black hair that isn’t yet sprinkled with gray. Big guy’s got to get a new pic. I try to catch the name printed in between the photo and the letters F, B, and I, but only catch the last name.

Zumbo.

Now if that doesn’t sound like a pro ball player, I don’t know what does. Turns out I recognize the name.

Zumbo.

Bob “Zump” Zumbo, fullback for the New York Football Giants from 1987 through 1994 when a knee injury sidelined him for good.

I might be flying, on the verge of crashing, but things are definitely looking up. “Giants,” I say.

Now the smile is so wide I fear it might split his entire face in half. “You a fan, Moonlight?”

I nod. “Never miss a game,” I tell him. “You were pretty great. The return of Larry Csonka. The Zonk.”

“Bad knees,” he says, cocking his head down toward his lap. “I had to retire with half pension.”

“That why you’re a fed agent now?”

“The FBI is my hobby. Keeps me out of the bars.”

“Mr., or is it Agent, Zumbo? Listen, I gotta pee something fierce. My back teeth are floating.”

He purses his lips. “Ah jeez, really?” he says, annoyed. Like I’m his five-year-old kid. “OK, but you gotta make it quick. Lots of turbulence. Case your injured brain hasn’t picked up on it.”

Reaching into his pocket, he pulls out a key, uncuffs my wrist.

I feel immediate relief. The skin isn’t broken, but it’s scratched. I run the fingers of my left hand over it.

Zumbo pushes himself out of the seat, stands up, and shifts himself into the aisle. His body fills out the entire back end of the plane. “OK, Moonlight, up and at ’em. And don’t try anything funny. We’re on a commercial flight and I have a gun, and by the looks of things, you don’t need any more trouble added to what’s sure to be an impressive rap sheet.

Behind him, a female flight attendant approaches. “Do you think it’s wise taking his cuffs off, Agent Zumbo?” she poses. She’s a small but attractive redhead with long, smooth hair parted neatly over her right eye.

The plane buffets and rocks again, enough that Zumbo has to grab the seatback to stay on his feet. Meanwhile, the flight attendant seems entirely unaffected by the sudden motion. She’s got her sea legs.

“Terrorists gotta pee too,” he laughs, a little under his breath. “Constitution grants the right for a suspected criminal to water his teensy-weensy hog.”

Back-stepping, the attractive redhead shakes her head in disgust and retreats into the aft galley. I know what she’s thinking: “Men!”

Zumbo picks me up by the arm, leads me the two or three feet around to the emergency exit area behind our seats, where the lavatory is located. He opens the door and shoves me inside.

“One minute, sweetie,” he insists. “Or I come in after you, guns a-blazin’.”

“Yeah, I got it.”

He goes to shut the door.

“Wait one second,” I say. “What did you just refer to me as?”

The look on his round face has gone from glee to confusion. “Oh. Sweetie?” he barks. “I call lotsa people sweetie. Come on, Moonlight. Pee already.”

“No, not that. I mean just a second ago when you were talking with the attendant. You called me something.”

Back with the smile. “Oh, yeah. I called you a terrorist. Well, allow me to rephrase. You are suspected of performing a quote, ‘domestic terroristic act,’ unquote, to be accurate. You haven’t been arrested for anything quite yet. You’re merely being detained under suspicious circumstances. Think of it as being waitlisted for a spot in a federal pen.”

“So where are we going and why have I been handcuffed and why does it take an airplane to get me there?”

“We’re on our way to the Manhattan field office, for an interview.”

“I don’t understand. I’m not a terrorist. In fact, I used to be a cop.”

“Hey, man,” he exhales, “a Mrs. Doris E. Walsh of the Internal Revenue Service of these here United States of America disagrees entirely. And she can prove it.” Pulling out a folded sheet of stock from the back pocket on his husky-size Levi’s 501s. Unfolding it, he glances at it, then back at me. “Where’d you learn to construct pipe bombs, Moonlight?”

He shoves me further into the bathroom, closes the door behind me. “One minute,” he repeats from outside the door.

The plane shakes again. Dips. We’re going down. I just know it. I’m gonna crash, burn, and die a tragic, violent death. Be identified later by my dental records.

But then that would be the best news I’ve heard all day.
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Chapter 4
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I TURN, STARE AT THE closed door.

The lock.

There’s a small, door-mounted diagram telling me that if I should wish to engage the lock and the interior bathroom lights, I must slide the device to the left. At the same time, this will alert other passengers whose teeth are floating that this lavatory is presently “occupied.” Zumbo didn’t tell me not to engage the lock. It’s one of those silent givens of the business, I’m sure. Which is why I reach up and slide the lock in place.

Moonlight the shifty.

The red light embedded into the small plastic laminate counter shines on.

OCCUPIED

A fist pounds on the door.

“Unlock that door, Moonlight!” Zumbo barks. “Or I’ll put my fist through it and do it for you.”

I’m still staring at the now-locked door. Still feeling the plane going bouncy-bounce under my feet.

Time to think. Quick. Me, the head-case.

“Cut me some slack, agent!” I shout into the door. “I can’t pee unless I know the door is locked. Stage fright. You know what that’s like, right?”

I picture him standing naked inside a ceramic-covered locker room bathroom along with fifty other like-sized men, all of them naked, slapping each other’s pale bare asses with white towels twisted into whips. In my head I hear him calling them “sweetie.” I’m here to pee. I try to erase the thought from my memory.

But first I run the water, place my hands under the flow. I splash the cold water onto my face, stare into the mirror.

Bloodshot eyes, sunk deep into black pools. Crow’s-feet dug into the skin along the outer regions of my sockets. Narrow fissures so deep I’m sure I could slip dimes into them and they’d stay. My goatee and mustache have turned into a full, three-day, salt-and-pepper beard, and my usually shaved head is sprouting new growth that not only doesn’t hide the bullet-sized scar that resides beside my right ear lobe, but somehow accentuates it.

Look at me...I tried to blow my brains out once.

It dawns on me that my head is pounding and my mouth tastes like an ashtray. I’m hungover. Crap, I hate hangovers. I’m thirty-plus-thousand feet up in the air, trapped inside a plane that’s rocking all over the cosmos, and I’m hungover and apparently under arrest...excuse me...under suspicion of being a quote, “domestic terrorist,” unquote, and I’m hungover.

The perfect start to the perfect day.

The water shuts off by itself. A nice, green feature of modern-day air travel. I pull some paper towels from the dispenser, wipe my face off.

How did I get here, and why don’t I remember it?

Because I’m a head-case with a small piece of .22 caliber bullet lodged in his brain. That’s why I can’t remember.

But that’s not exactly right.

I do remember some things.

Some. Things.

Coming home from Lanie’s bar, still drunk from the New York Football Giants’ last-second win over the division rival Dallas Cowboys, assuring them their first playoff berth in three years. Drunk and feeling no pain due to a half dozen shots of Jack and maybe, ummm, a dozen beers. I’d lost count after six. One of those late fall football Sunday afternoons spent on a barstool at Lanie’s Grille that eventually turned into one of those juicy Sunday nights, since I’m unemployed, have no girlfriend, no child to take care of, and no reason other than basic bodily functions to get up in the morning. Especially on a Monday. One of those rarer-than-rare blocks of time where the future was my oyster¬—but quickly turned into a clam when, upon arriving back at my riverside loft, I noticed an envelope sticking out of a stack of unread mail on my kitchen island.

A letter from the IRS, addressed to me.

A notice for payment for back taxes in the amount of five Gs and change. A letter identical to three notices I’ve already received and paid out over the past twelve months. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say the IRS was hounding me, baiting me, terrorizing me.

It’s all coming back to me now, like a badly planned murder.

I see myself sitting slightly out of balance on the rickety barstool at the kitchen island inside my loft while my skin begins to peel itself away from my flesh and bones. I see steam pouring out my ears while I reposition my entire bodyweight on the stool and begin typing up an e-mail to the woman from the IRS whose job it is to handle my delinquent account. The same woman who, for the past year, has been haunting my dreams more stubbornly than my own impending death, than the thought of rotting in the lowest level of hell, than the still-vivid face of Lola, my ex-sig other, who ran off to strike up a new relationship with her old boyfriend.

Doris E. Walsh, IRS Auditor.

I’ve never seen Doris in the flesh, but I couldn’t help but picture a great white whale dressed in a too-tight polyester suit, hair pinned up, a black mustache shading her upper lip. Thick-framed cat-eyed glasses would cover beady little eyes and, of course, horns would protrude from the top of her skull while a small scar might be implanted on the scalp that reads “666.” The entrance code to the Inferno. The PIN number to eternal damnation.

But then, maybe I was being a little harsh. Doris was just doing her job, after all. A horrid job, collecting money for her federal boss.

My laptop was sitting out on the counter, booted up and ready. Positioning index fingers on the keypad, I began to type.

Dear Ms. Walsh,

I don’t have any money. I didn’t have any money the last time you hounded me for it, so I went to the bank and took out a loan for the five Gs you extorted from me then. I’m still paying on that loan and said financial institution surely won’t lend me more money to give to you. I’m not only unemployed at the moment, but I can’t collect unemployment insurance since I work for myself. I live off a small disability pension care of the New York State Law Enforcement Officers Union 82, along with a small Albany Police Department retirement account released early to me after I screwed up an attempt to blow my brains out.

Last year I made approximately forty thousand dollars as a private detective, most of which was paid to me in cash, which I assumed would not have to go reported to your organization. How was I supposed to know I would be 1099’d later on by more than one conscietious client?

Read my lips, Doris: I don’t have any fucking money!

Since I can’t possibly pay you, and since you have a job to perform and a boss to answer to, tell you what I’m going to do. I’m going to head out to Lowe’s and purchase several lengths of metal pipe along with some black powder and some simple detonators. Then I’m going to put one pipe bomb in your boss’s mailbox, another under his car, and one more in his locker at whatever country club he belongs to. And he does belong to a country club, am I right, Doris? Yes indeed, I’m going to blow up your boss and at the same time send a message to all the terrorized and overtaxed good citizens of the United States.

The message?

“They say you can’t escape death and taxes, but I’ve somehow managed to do both, on more than one occasion. And now I’d rather die again than shell out another dime.”

Problem solved for both you and me, Doris. No more boss, no more overdue back taxes, no more threats of prison time, no more pressure on you to collect them from me.

Sincerely,

Richard “Dick” Moonlight, Concerned U.S. Citizen

Standing before the mirror in the airplane lavatory, I recall the letter. Recall every word. All it takes to recall a letter like that is a little concentration and a patch of smooth air outside this airborne tuna can/death trap.

Exactly what happened next is not so easy to remember.

I was drunk. But I do remember sitting on that rickety barstool that I rescued from the ashes of the bar I owned for a few months: Moonlight’s Moonlit Manor. The stool wasn’t safe, its four legs wobbly, barely able to hold my weight. But you know how tough it can be to get rid of a piece of furniture? And barstools cost money.

I remember writing that letter, then sitting up straight, feeling the dizziness in my head and the sway of the stool. I read the letter maybe five times in a row and laughed out loud every time I read it.

I might have a bullet in my brain and I might have been drinking Jack and beer all afternoon and evening, but I wasn’t stupid. I was perfectly aware that I couldn’t actually send that letter to dear old Doris E. Walsh. Not without the FBI, the CIA, Homeland Security, the APD, the devil, and the good Lord himself coming down on me like a pack of wild dogs.

So, like a good, tax-paying American, broker-than-broke part-time private gumshoe, here’s what I did: Placing fingers back down onto the keyboard, I moved the cursor to CANCEL. That’s when I leaned forward on the barstool, placing more pressure on its legs. At the same time, dizziness filled my head. Like you might have guessed, I’m not supposed to drink to excess with my damaged brain. That bullet frag might be tiny, but it’s big enough to cause me to suffer short-term memory loss during times of stress. The bullet frag can also cause me to simply pass out, and at times, cause me to make wrong or illogical decisions.

Inhaling and exhaling, attempting to regain my equilibirum, I double-clicked on CANCEL and another box appeared, this one offering me three choices:

SAVE AS DRAFT

Or...

KEEP WRITING

Or...

DISCARD

Naturally I shifted the cursor to DISCARD. But that’s also when I began to feel myself falling backward, even before the crack of the stool’s back legs registered with my damaged brain.

Instinct kicked in.

I reached out, desperate for something to hold onto, something to break my fall. Instead of grabbing the counter, I slapped my hands down onto the laptop keyboard before dropping like a rock. A split second later I found myself down on the wood floor, my drunk body resting on a pile of twisted metal and broken wood.

Heart pounding in my throat, I felt for broken bones. But as luck would have it, I’d landed on my glutes. I waited for the initial wave of pain to subside. Then I raised myself onto my knees, and from there, onto my feet. Besides the lumps and bruises on my ass and a throbbing pain in my skull, I was no worse off than usual.

I was contemplating one more beer and an Advil chaser just before heading to bed when I happened to glance at the computer screen. Something had appeared on the screen that sent more shockwaves throughout my body than that suddenly broken stool had when it collapsed beneath my body.

It was a shiny happy little green circle that contained an animated black checkmark. But the symbol was anything but shiny happy. Because placed beside it were two words spelled out in bold black letters. The letters spelled the words
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