
  
    [image: Wildcards]
  


  
    
      WILDCARDS

      URBAN FANTASY & CRIME NOIR OMNIBUS

    

    
      
        J. D. BRINK

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Fugitive Fiction]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2022, 2019 by J. D. Brink

        All Rights Reserved

        Previously entitled Grit & Shadows Omnibus

      

        

      
        JDBrinkBooks.com

      

        

      
        Join the Conspiracy

        https://www.subscribepage.com/jdbrinkconspiracy

      

        

      
        Published by Fugitive Fiction

      

        

      
        Cover copyright © 2022 by Fugitive Fiction

        Cover by Mibl Art

      

        

      
        “Mime” first appeared in Ascent Aspirations, October 2009

        “Lonely” first appeared in Cemetery Moon #6, 2010

        “Unfeeling” first appeared as a podcast on Pseudopod.org, 2012

        “Moondance” first appeared in the e-zine Crimson Streets, March, 2016 and also appeared in the anthology Crimson Streets #1: A Story a Week, 2017.

        “The Proposal” also appeared in Weirdbook #41, June 2019.

      

        

      
        Short stories herein also appeared in Waking in the Dark (2020), which was first published as A Long Walk Down a Dark Alley, published by Fugitive Fiction, 2012.

        Kiss of the Maiden published by Fugitive Fiction, 2018.

        One-Eyed Jacks published by Fugitive Fiction, 2016.

      

        

      
        This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. Under copyright law (and common courtesy), this book, or parts thereof, may not be copied or reproduced whatsoever without the author’s permission.  All characters and events in this book are fictional and any resemblance to real people or events is purely coincidental.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            YOUR FREE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Tuesday Afternoon Mayhem free download and signup]
          
        

      

      
        
        The infamous Eight-Ball Gang has returned and they're blazing a path of mayhem across the Midwest. Silk Spider is the super-powered femme fatale assigned to bring them down.

      

        

      
        Behind the Eight-Ball is a story of noir superhero action, dark humor, and wild entertainment set in the celebrated superhero realm of the Identity Crisis Universe.

      

        

      
        Get a FREE download of this noir-styled tale of capes and crimeby going to:

        https://BookHip.com/PVKZMK

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          ONE-EYED JACKS

        

        
          
            I. Rails End

          

          
            II. Fire Above, Mountain Below

          

          
            III. The Abyss

          

          
            IV. Proceeding Humbly

          

        

      

      
        
          A HAND FULL OF JOKERS

        

        
          
            Eating in the Underworld

          

          
            The Proposal

          

          
            Unfeeling

          

          
            Mime

          

          
            Lonely

          

          
            Moondance

          

          
            Epidemic

          

          
            Snake Eyes

          

        

      

    

    
      
        What’s Next?

      

      
        Sneak Peek: Green-Eyed Monster

      

      
        Hungry Gods

      

      
        The Many Worlds of J.D. Brink

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE-EYED JACKS

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART 1

          

          
            RAILS END

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Don’t you believe in magic?” the bartender asks me.

      On stage, cast in purple light, Marvin the Magician pours milk into a hat.  It’s a trick as old as he is, maybe older.  The audience, at less than half the club’s capacity, carry on their own conversations and pay the aged illusionist no mind.

      “Smoke and mirrors, Jerry,” I tell the big barkeep.  “I’ve been on the other side of those mirrors and there’s nothing there.”

      “That’s a depressing attitude,” Jerry says.

      I agree.

      “You want a drink?”

      “Better not,” I say.

      The Speakeasy is aptly named.  It’s got the look and feel of the 1930s, the walls, woodwork, and even the furniture showing fifty-odd years of stains and neglect.  Stained glass chandeliers hanging from the vaulted ceiling, dim light filtered yellow and blue.  Tonight there are less than twenty patrons in all, mostly couples, and they don’t seem to give a shit about the entertainment and his worn-out routine.

      Marvin the Magician chuckles to himself, trying to stir some interest.  His costume’s reminiscent of Vaudeville: a black tux that’s loose on his bony frame, a silken cape, and top hat.  At his throat is a string tie wound around an old brooch of blue stone, shaped like a beetle.

      That scarab is even older than Marvin, by millennia, and it’s the reason Edgar and I are here.

      Edgar returns from the toilet, wiping his wet hands on his Bermuda shorts.  His neck cranes toward a young lady laughing with her boyfriend at one of the tables as he plops down on the stool next to me, fire-colored Hawaiian shirt glowing in the gloom of this place.

      Eddie is the self-described “Mexican Tom Selleck,” a devotee of the Magnum, P. I. television show.  But the only thing he and Magnum have in common are the wardrobe and lip hair.

      “Yeah, I’d like to make her laugh like that,” he says.  “Sad thing is, she’d be laughing at me, you know?”

      He gives me his goofy grin, then sticks his chin toward the stage.  “That what you used to do, Jack?  Pour milk into hats, hammer expensive watches?  That’d be a good way to lift them, right?  Smash a Rolex from some volunteer and give him back a fake.  Felix probably has a few you could use.”

      I nod dismissively.

      Marvin’s venturing into the audience now, trying to stir some participation.  He asks a red-haired woman in a scarlet dress to draw a card.  She rudely tries to ignore him, but her date shrugs and tells her to go ahead.

      “And fortune telling too, right, Jack?”  Edgar puts two fingers to his temple in a bad Johnny Carson Carnac impression.  “Nnnnn, a priest, a rabbi, and an old magi who makes money disappear…”  He rolls his eyes, chuckles to himself, and smooths his mustache with finger and thumb.

      “You missed your calling,” I tell him.

      Marvin’s victim draws a king of hearts from his hand.  She flashes it around the disinterested room, Marvin covering his eyes with his wrinkly old hand.

      “Bam,” Edgar says, pointing at me.  “What does it mean?”

      It’s the suicide king.  My father.

      “A hypocrite,” I answer.  “And a coward.”

      I rap my knuckles on the bar, extra hard, to feel the sting in my bones.  “You know what, Jerry, why don’t you give me that drink after all?  Gin and tonic.”

      “So you really were a magician?” Jerry asks, pouring it out.

      I roll the gin around in my mouth, savoring the flavor.  Edgar stares at me from the corner of my vision.  I ignore him.

      “Yeah, kind of.  I was the sorcerer’s apprentice, you might say.  Ever hear of Damien Deshanko, in Vegas?  Real name was Karl.”  Jerry just shrugs.  I stare at the ice in my glass.  “We had a falling out.  I tend to fall out a lot...  Anyway, I learned enough to know that there is no magic in the world.  Everything’s just Disney bullshit.  There’s no great mystery left worth exploring.  The only real trick I ever pulled was my own disappearing act.”

      I follow this with a big jolt from my glass.

      “Well, you’re in rare form tonight, Jack.”  Edgar’s tone is one I rarely hear from him: quiet and serious.

      This life is ending, and the drink knows it.  Sorry if it’s depressing.

      “So, uh, who else you planning to make disappear?”  The big bartender looks a little nervous.

      “Nothing like that,” I assure him.  “Marvin agreed to make regular payments and hasn’t.  We’re just here to collect what doesn’t belong to him.”

      Jerry steps away to help another customer, a fat man with a skinny girl on his arm.  I eye up the bartender: he’s a bull of a man, shoulders like mountains supporting a curly-haired rock of a head, no neck in between.  Jerry’s big, but not bright.  It’s obvious that he and Marvin are friends, which makes me wonder if Jerry could be a problem, if push comes to shove.

      Then again, I have Edgar.  Eddie’s more pear-shaped with chubby cheeks crowding his dark mustache.  He’s a caricature of himself, though that’s his greatest asset: he doesn’t look dangerous.  Jerry’s bulk is obvious, but I’ll bet on Eddie if things get rough.

      Marvin’s finishing up his act.  The audience doesn’t seem to notice.  This lack of popularity and his known gambling habits explain why he hasn’t had the money to pay for the brooch.  These days, he’s just the opening act for someone bigger.  Tonight that’s an up-and-coming comedian trying to get attention from the talent scouts down south.  But he’s hoping for too much on this side of the river.  Hollywood-types don’t venture this far north into Rails End.

      Marvin bows for some courtesy applause and disappears when the lights wink out.  And here I am, only half done with my drink.  I set it aside and we get to our feet.  Jerry holds out a meaty paw, tells us to wait.

      Just as I feared.  He’s getting a waiter to fill in for him so he can escort us backstage.

      We wind between tables and into a narrow hallway in the back, barely wide enough for the chubby comedian to pass by.  He smiles at us but gets no response.  We’ve got our game faces on now.

      An exit sign glows red at the end of the passage and I make note of it, just in case.  Another sign is glued to the dressing room door: Talent Only.  I go to knock and feel Jerry behind me, trying to bump by to get in first, so I forgo the polite formalities and head on in.

      It’s obvious that Marvin is the only regular act here.  The sole dressing room is crowded with things found at a stage magician’s garage sale: trapdoor tables, trick handcuffs, the Cabinet of Mystery.  The talent himself is seated in front of a big mirror, cape draped over his chair, wiping sweat from his brow with his impossibly long handkerchief.  His lined face melts when he sees us.

      Edgar claps.  “Hell of a show, Marvin, hell of a show.  But if you don’t mind a bit of advice, you need a lovely assistant.  You know, a cute little blonde in pink tights and cleavage.  All the greats have a lovely assistant.”

      The old man turns away from our reflections to see us in the flesh.  “What are you guys doing here?”

      “Wanted to catch your act,” I tell him.  “See if that scarab was all you said it was.”

      According to legend, the brooch Marvin bought from Felix is an ancient Egyptian amulet that was used by Akhenaten’s priests during the pharaoh’s religious reformation.  It disappeared from Berlin’s Altes Museum years ago and eventually found its way into Felix’s collection.  I don’t know how Marvin found out about it, but he’s a believer and had to have it.  You’d think an illusionist would know better, but the old guy’s obviously a romantic.

      “If this is about the money—”

      “Of course it’s about the money,” I say.  “And I know where all your money went.  A little pony told me you lost it all at the track, Marvin.”

      “Well, I...”  The old magician wipes his brow again, looking at the floor.  “I was trying to get enough to just pay Mr. Caterina outright, you see.”

      “Betting on the long shot, eh Marv?”  Edgar pokes a finger into a gilded cage of doves, but the birds want nothing to do with him.

      I’m aware that Jerry is still behind me, blocking the closed door, so I sidestep and lean against the Cabinet of Mystery, the kind that makes people disappear.  Now Edgar and I are on either side of Marvin and we can both keep an eye on the big barkeep.

      “The odds weren’t horrible,” the old man insists.  “Just bad luck, that’s all.  I’ll have Mr. Caterina’s money after next weekend.  I have another show—”

      “Marvin,” I say, “you haven’t made a payment in five weeks.  Felix gave you that trinket on the condition you’d be by every two.”

      “I know but—”

      I raise a finger toward him: “I’m not finished.”

      Jerry’s bulk stirs to my left.  Edgar notices, too, and he stops playing with the birds.

      “Marvin, I don’t think you appreciate the break you were given.  Felix Caterina doesn’t do loans.  He buys things, he sells things.  You were sold this item on a payment plan, which is a first since I’ve been working for him.”

      “And they say the old man has no heart,” Edgar puts in with grin.  “Must have been the Sacred Brotherhood of Grey-Haired Old Bastards, eh, Marv?”

      “I’ve known Felix a long time,” Marvin says.  He looks up at me with nervous brown eyes.  The old stone brooch is still fixed around his neck, ancient blue against his starched white collar.

      “Which is why we’re being so nice,” I say, rolling open my hand.

      Marvin’s hands go to his neck but they aren’t working to free the item, just cover it up.  Sad.  I feel like a stepfather demanding a boy’s favorite toy.

      The other boy steps forward.  “Hey, guys, we’ll give you the money next week, okay?”

      “It’s too late for that, Jerry,” I say, my eyes still on Marvin.

      “I don’t want to insist,” Jerry says.

      “Then don’t.”

      But he doesn’t heed my advice.  I see the big dark shape come at me from the side, but he’s intercepted by my partner.  There’s the muffled sound of fists impacting clothed bodies, an evacuation of air from lungs, and two knees pounding hard to the floor.  I don’t have to see the action to know the results.  I just ripple my fingers for Marvin.

      The old man frowns, unties the stone beetle, and sets it in my hand.
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      The next night I’m sprawled face down, drunk as hell.  There’s buzzing in my ears and a mechanical hornet stinging the shit out of my back.

      The immediate world below me is a familiar black and white checkerboard.  Drops of spittle glisten on the dusty floor.  Drool, no doubt.  Mine.

      I remember dragging myself through the door now.  The hornet digging into my shoulder blade is a tattoo needle.  It comes to me when I hear Skunk’s nasally voice.

      “I don’t know anything about Chinese dragons,” I mumble to the checkerboard tile.

      It takes me another second to realize that I’m not part of the conversation.

      “Depends on the size,” Skunk says, “color, stuff like that.  Why don’t you come in sometime?  You can look through my books and I’ll give you an estimate.”

      Skunk is sewing ink into my back with one hand and talking on the phone with the other.  The cord wobbles in a tight spiral past my head to the black rotary on the wall.  And now that I’m aware of the situation, I don’t really care for it.  I try to tell him that he needs to call whoever it is back, that I need two hands and all his attention on that needle, but my mind-body connections are clouded by alcohol vapor.  The words get lost in the ether.

      “Hey, I can do dragons,” Skunk tells his phone, “but any magical aspect is up to you, man.”

      What is it with magic lately?

      You want magic?  I vanish all the time.  My whole damned life disappears and reappears somewhere else.  Poof, I’m somebody new.  I don’t even bother pitching people a last name anymore.  Unnecessary detail.

      Of course, these words don’t actually come out of my mouth, and Skunk just keeps talking: “Sure, I believe in magic.  Yeah, ancient wisdom, all that, but do you believe?  That’s the question.  You have to have faith, man.”

      I have faith in nothing, I tell myself.  I try to push these words out, too, but my tongue just shoves slobber instead.  A fine, wet string stretches floorward.

      What have I done?  I’m drunk out of my mind and cast over Skunk’s padded table, the buzz of the needle singing a duet with the ring in my ears.  Does the ending of a life preclude the alcoholism, or is it the other way around?  Which is prophecy, which the coming?  Is it only boredom that drives me to drink my way out of a life, or a need to run, to move on before some past I left behind catches up to me?  Does my persona poison itself so a new one can crop up somewhere else?

      I’ve spent a year building this Jack of Spades, but I still feel empty.  The nomad in me has become impatient yet again.  I don’t know exactly what I’m looking for, but when too much time goes by without my having found it, my liver starts to get awfully thirsty.  It’s a sign that this life may not be good enough.  That it might be time to move on and start a new one.

      I ponder my pathetic cycle until the hornet backs off, falling silent.

      “All done, man,” Skunk says, talking to me now.

      I lie numb for several seconds, body slowed and mind busy.  Finally I push myself up and slide to my feet.

      Skunk’s a lanky a kid painted with tattoos.  Down his arms, up his neck: spider webs, mermaids, anchors and daggers, skulls and moons.  Every time I come in, he’s dressed the same way: wife-beater T-shirt and black jeans.  His face is peppered with metal and there’s a white stripe bleached down the middle of his spiky black hair.  Despite what anyone’s parents might think to look at him, he’s a good kid.  An idealist, too.  Even sober, I try to avoid deep conversations with him—rather than risk inadvertently showing my hand and revealing too much about myself—but Skunk always draws me in.

      Not tonight, though.  I’m in no condition for that.

      Light glimmers against the curve of his thick nose ring and I focus on it.  Finding a relative center to the universe helps me also find my bearings.

      The mouth below that ring is moving.  I realize that I’m actually ashamed to be so shitfaced in front of him.  There’s got to be a way to figuratively end a life without literally drinking myself to death.

      Skunk’s pointing to my left, at the mirror on the wall.

      “How’s it look?”  He hands me a barber’s mirror so I can bounce around the reflections and see what he’s done.

      I nod, pretending to know what progress is in this state.

      “Give it a week or so,” he says, “and I’ll add the blue.  If you still want it.  I kind of like it the way it is.  Or maybe add some white.”

      “What’d we do tonight?” I want to know.

      “Uh, the red?”

      Squinting helps me assess his work.  A playing card image covers the pale canvas, two simply rendered characters so similar and yet so different, juxtaposed yet tied together, opposing each other while being one and the same.

      At least, that’s how I see it tonight.  “Looks good,” I tell him.

      Skunk spins me around by the shoulders, pats the offended area with a Kleenex, and shows me the red spots he’s collected.  “Next time take it easy on the booze, okay?  Makes you bleed more.  I can’t carry your ass out of here, either, you know.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.  Sorry, brother.”

      “Brother?  Don’t go getting sappy on me now, Jack.”  He hands me a squeeze bottle of lotion.  “You’re going to go and change my whole image of you.”

      I retrieve my shirt from a hook on the wall and carefully slide it on.

      “Hey, I’m not done yet, man.  Let me put this dressing on.”

      “It’s alright, it’s alright,” I slur, buttoning up.  I just want to get out of here now.

      “You’re still bleeding, dude.  That white shirt ain’t going to stay white…”

      My head shakes, not caring, even as the shirt sticks to me.  Next, I pull on my lucky jacket and feel its weight against the tender areas.  In my pocket is a fat roll of cash.  I count off what’s due, plus a little extra, and stumble out into the street.
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      The next night, I’m working.

      Street lamps cast yellow spotlights along a dark urban landscape.

      Under a yellow glow comes a bus stop bench, paint flaked off to expose its rusted, true skin beneath.  A woman is piled on top of it—I think it’s a woman—hidden under a wild tangle of hair and layers of old coats.  She opens her eyes as we roll slowly past.  I think she even smiles at me.

      Fifty yards down the block.  Another lamp highlights two kids doing some late night window shopping, though the store front is as dark as the sky.  Face press to hands press to glass.

      Rummy beeps the horn at them and chuckles like hell when they scatter.

      A third light comes along: nothing but bare, cracked sidewalk and a gutter choked with trash.

      The same towering streetlamps scroll yellow lines over us, dipping inside the black Lexus as we quietly cruise the night.  I’ve never really thought about it before, but I suppose I’m a night shifter.  On the job, five or six nights a week.  Not that it’s all work.

      Sometimes Felix just likes to ride around.  Or maybe it’s Rummy who does, and Felix goes to give him an excuse.  Sometimes I even go along, just for the company.  But not tonight.  Tonight we’re making a delivery, selling something that’s so much like me: a counterfeit work of art.

      Felix is a stout silhouette in the back seat, straddling the middle with his legs set wide, soaking up the luxury of it all.  As usual, his suit is impeccable.  Both hands rest on the lacquered red cane set across his lap.  It’s more accessory than necessity.

      I’m in the front, next to Rummy, dressed for the occasion: nice black slacks, white button-down, and even a tie, skinny and black.  In place of a sport coat, though, I’ve got my lucky suede jacket, brown.  I’m rarely without it, even in warm weather, though it’s quite comfortable with spring being so late this year.  I’m also wearing my game face: dark eyes cold and indifferent, stubble freshly shaven, blond locks combed to the side.  Been needing a haircut for a while, but I need a lot of things.  Besides, longer hair is in right now.

      This is who I am most of the time.

      Felix clears his throat with a wet cough; a frog must have gotten comfortable there, he’s been quiet so long.  “I’m hearing some gruff about the Speakeasy.”

      “What kind of gruff?” I ask.  “About Marvin?”

      “Yup.”

      I half-turn and lean a bent arm over the seat.  “Like what?  What’s to complain about?”

      Felix rolls his eyes to one side.  “Complaints, about you and Laughing Boy.”

      “Laughing Boy...”  Rummy finds that funny, giving off more deep chuckles from the lump of neck wedged under his chin.

      “It happened just like we said, boss.”  Calling him boss, I figure, helps remind him that we’re mere errand boys, not responsible enough to do anything outside of our marching orders.  “We were polite, as always.  It was that big barkeep that got himself worked up.  And then worked over.  Edgar didn’t jump till Jerry did.”

      “I know.  And O’Keefe knows that, too.”

      James O’Keefe, the great grandson of Rails End itself: Miles O’Keefe, the town founder.  There’s a statue of him in Founder’s Park with a bullwhip over his shoulder, spurs on his boots, and bird shit on his head.  Miles was scary.  His great grandson is, too, but to a lesser degree.  James holds no official office, but he’s the closest thing to a consolidated criminal power base in town.  He’s got so many legit businesses, though, that he rarely flexes his illegitimate muscles.  O’Keefe owns half the city, including the Speakeasy.

      Chinatown is different.  David Li runs the show there.

      And Felix the Cat has his own small-time operation on the side.

      All three have history backing them and all three generally get along.  For the most part.

      “I explained it to him,” Felix says, “and he had no qualms.  But it sounds like that barkeep might.  Just watch your back, Jack, okay?”

      I ease into my seat, relieved.  Edgar and I sure as hell don’t want to be the reason that people stop getting along.  Or I don’t, at least.

      “Take Front Street,” Felix barks, subject forgotten.  “I like to see the river at night.”

      “Right.”  Rummy slows at the next signal, rolls through the red and hangs a right.

      “Is that what it looks like?” Rummy asks me, thumbing backward.  “The painting?  Like that traffic light?”  There’s a bit of light visible in those dark eyes, despite the tarantula eyebrows hanging over them.

      “Yeah,” I say, “give or take.”

      “Excellent job,” Felix says, leaning forward to pat me on the shoulder.  “We got a fucking artist here.  Should have had you doing fakes a long time ago.”

      I was almost an art major in college.  Of course, I was almost a lot of things, including a college grad.

      Where we’re going in the middle of the night is to a little meeting at the Regency Hotel on the pleasant side of town, Rails End, California.  Felix Caterina—Felix the Cat, they call him, no relation to the cartoon feline, though they were born around the same time—is a particular kind of businessman.  He dabbles a bit, here and there.  Has a diversified portfolio, you might say.  One of his more successful side ventures is getting artistic status symbols to the who’s who in Hollywood.  How does one movie star make another one jealous?  By having hard to find and harder to afford works of art on their mansion mantle.  Quite a bright idea, actually.  I didn’t know the vicious old pussycat was so criminally creative.  But Felix has built a whispered reputation among the pampered underground down south.  And he makes a tidy profit from it.

      Under the next streetlight stand a man and woman, talking.  She’s got her tits hanging out of a fuzzy pink top.  He’s leaning over a grocery cart full of belongings to inspect the merchandise.  I doubt he can afford her.

      Felix clears his throat.  “I’m working on something else, Jack.  Might have to send you and Eddie out of town for a few days next week.”

      “Where to?” I ask.

      “Still figuring that out,” Felix says, his dry voice cast out the window more than to me in the front seat.  “My friend is in Hong Kong, but we’re working on a middle ground.  Maybe Saipan.”

      “Out by Guam?” Rummy asks.  “I grew up there.  Guam, I mean—for a few years, anyway.  My pop was in the Air Force.  I remember poking at a dead seagull on the beach.  It was dead but alive with like…”  He lets go of the wheel and makes little pinchy motions with both hands.  “Little sand crabs.”

      “Yeah, nice fucking beaches,” Felix says hurriedly, unsympathetic to Rummy’s nostalgia.  “Might be a little Pacific vacation for you, Jack.  What do you think of that?”

      I nod, staring out the window myself.  I’m actually going to miss this town, and I don’t mean while I’m on some tropical island business trip.  The man I am, here in Rails End, he’s expiring.

      Maybe not, I tell myself.  Maybe a little getaway is just what I need to revitalize this life.  But that is the way it’s happened before: wake from a three-day bender and realize I need a change.  It’s the worst in me trying to send a message I can read in vomit and lost jobs and pissed off girlfriends.  The message reads: This shit ain’t working.  Time to try something new.

      Sucks, to tell the truth, because I’ve enjoyed being me here.  It’s been a good life.

      We drive by a phone booth.  A man outside is trying to force his way inside.  The skinny kid in the glass box has one leg crammed up to brace the door shut, his knee crushed into his own face with the effort.

      “Yeah, I could use a little vacation,” I admit.  “Clear my head a bit.  Though, I don’t know how relaxing it’d be with Edgar along.”

      They both laugh.

      “You got that right,” Rummy chuckles.  “You got that right.”

      The laughter fades to flat silence.  Then Felix gets uncharacteristically nosy.  “I figure you could use a vacation, Jack.  You ain’t seemed your cheerful self lately.”

      I half-turn over the seat between us.  “That mean you’re worried about me, boss?”

      “Maybe, asshole!” Felix grunts.  “What of it?”

      The car goes left onto Front Street.  I see legs dangling over the bank wall and the tiny red glow of two cigarettes perched on top.  The dark shine of the river is beyond them, the lights of the south side beyond that.

      “Alright,” Felix orders, “no more talking till we get to the other side of the bridge.  I want to enjoy the scenery.”

      We roll to a stop at the next light.  Between us and the river is a knot of young punks in an aura of cigarette smoke, standing in a ring and joking around.  One punches another in the arm.

      “What the fuck?” Felix grumbles.  “Somebody chase those kids home.  They’re fucking up my view.”

      The light blinks from ruby to emerald and the car gets rolling again.  Beyond the punks, a hundred tiny lights blur like watercolors on darkness.
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        * * *

      

      The Lexus eases over a speed bump and down a ramp into the caverns of the Regency parking garage.  This is Rails End’s only five-star hotel, the crown jewel of the south side, the burrow we call “Face.”  It’s the shiny, polite side of town that Rails End points toward the big cities down south.  There’s only a few cars here, most of them expensive luxury models or sports cars.

      Rummy parks over a blue wheelchair painted on the ground, getting us up close to the main doors.  He pops the trunk, turns up his favorite easy-listening station, and slouches in his seat.  Felix and I get out and meet behind the car.

      He starts picking at me, looking me over for show time, so I do the same for him.  Not that he’s got a hair out of place.

      Felix shakes his head, plucking a twist of lint off me.  “That fucking jacket…”

      I just smile.  Fashion isn’t my forte.  And I still look better than Rummy, who more often than not sports the stereotypical gangster jogging suit, though I don’t think he’s ever run in his life.  Except maybe from the cops.

      Lying in the trunk is a twenty by twenty-four inch rectangle of white butcher paper.  I take it out, slam the hatch, and follow Felix in.

      It’s a nice lobby with marble floors and columns, a carpeted corner with chairs, a couch, and a coffee table, all situated in front of the gas fire place.  The girl at the desk is a cutie with dark hair and a red smile.  I can see her rehearsed greeting on hold just behind that smile, but we don’t get close enough for her to pitch it, just head straight to the elevator.

      Twelfth floor.  Executive suite.

      A black woman with blond braids answers the door.  She smiles, gives us an overly friendly, “Come in, please!” and calls for Robert in the other room.  Of course he’s in the other room.  No doubt he planned it this way to look busy, important.  Our customer is Robert Waters, the latest action star to break through the picket line of waiters and waitresses waiting to make it big.  Last summer’s blockbuster The Fireman scored millions and made him an instant celebrity.  And so, like most of the new inductees into entertainment’s exclusive country club, Waters needs to quickly assume the life of royalty.  He needs to upgrade his tastes to the unobtainable.  Thus, his agent called Felix, probably having heard his name at a party.  Waters probably heard the name Carter Stanley at the same party, and how rare it is to find a Stanley piece.

      I learned in my own research that Stanley was an elitist, an arrogant bastard who didn’t believe his paintings should be in museums where just anyone might enjoy them.  They should only hang on the walls of the fortunate, and so very few people have ever seen his work outside of magazines or art books.  Thus Robert Waters’s sudden desire to become the envy of his more successful contemporaries.

      And, therefore, the ease of faking a rarely-seen Stanley piece and selling it to a newly minted millionaire for top dollar.

      Forgery, it turns out, is one of my many latent talents.

      Felix struts into the hotel room, barely leaning on his lacquered cherry wood cane, and gives the girl a nod and a smile.  I come in a step behind him with the Holy Grail in hand, wrapped like a Christmas ham.

      This one room of the suite is bigger than my entire apartment.

      Waters comes through a set of tall doors.  He’s in his mid-thirties, brown hair oiled back, dressed in a purple silk shirt and black slacks.  His arms are spread as wide as his smile, a glass of white wine in-hand.  “Mr. Caterina!  I’m so glad you could make it.”

      There’s something familiar about him.  I’ve seen him before, heard that voice, and not in a movie theater.  Did I know him in a former life?  I’ve had so many.

      Felix makes with the pleasantries but Waters can’t wait.  Maybe it’s his nerves.  He points at the item in my hands with gun-like fingers, just like in all the glamour mags—his trademark gesture.  “Is that it?”

      “It certainly is,” Felix tells him, going into his overworked miracle worker routine.  “And, I assure you, Mr. Waters, it was no easy find.  I had to call in two favors, and I don’t have many left.  But...”  He sidesteps and rolls his veiny hand like Vanna White: “Here it is.  You’re a very lucky man.”

      “Fantastic.”  Waters passes the wine to his companion and slaps his palms together.  “Can we take a look?”

      “Of course.”

      A switchblade appears in the Cat’s hand, the blade pops out.  Our host’s eyes widen.  I take the knife on cue, spin the painting, and slice an X into the white butcher paper.  The boss and I unwrap it, then spin it back around for review.

      It was only because of the simplicity of this piece that I let Felix talk me into painting it for him.  The canvas is consumed by the subject: a traffic signal with its caution light on.  The impression is of a hazy, perhaps rainy evening.  The background is black, dry brushed with charcoal grey and brown.  The ochre color of the signal itself is subdued and heavy with shadows.  Its red and green bulbs are the darkest areas, black hell pits, while the cautionary bulb shines with a full range of yellows, carefully blurred together, a white highlight just left of center.  Seeing it again, I’m even a bit impressed with myself.  In the bottom right corner is Stanley’s signature in red, which I practiced for an hour with pencil, pen, and brush, just like Felix taught me.

      This painting is a masterwork of bullshit.

      Waters eats it up.  “Fantastic,” he says, beaming.  He takes it gently away from me and sends the girl to fetch our payment.  She returns from the next room with a black leather briefcase, like this is some bad spy movie, maybe his next hit.  I make a quick estimate of the contents and nod to Felix.  We all shake hands and take our leave.
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        * * *

      

      It isn’t until we’re pulling back onto the street that I realize where I knew him from.

      “Robbie Watersworth,” I whisper sharply.

      Rummy looks over.

      Virgil, Indiana.  Hayes High School.  In my senior year, a new freshman—a lanky, red-headed kid named Robbie Watersworth—moved up from somewhere in Georgia.  Robbie the overly eager, clumsy kid whose feet were too big for his straw-like legs, who spoke with such a thick southern accent that he had to say things twice to be understood.  Robbie Watersworth who tried with such vigor to make the spring musical but was laughed off the stage by teachers’ pets who already had parts reserved.  Robbie who got his nose bloodied in senior hall for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.  I remember walking him to the bath room and sending the vice principal down the wrong track while Robbie stuffed toilet paper into his nostrils.

      Of course, this was half a lifetime ago.  Four or five identities back for me.

      Felix and Rummy get a big kick out of my Robbie Watersworth story.  They’re laughing all the way back across the Marshman Bridge.

      “No shit?” Rummy asks.  “Robert Waters is really Opie Taylor?  No shit?”

      “No shit.”

      The big man slaps the steering wheel twice.  “Oh, Eddie’s going to love this one.”

      The car dodges effortlessly around a red Buick, then cuts back in front of it.

      “So he bought it, huh?”

      “Damn right he did,” Felix says.  “That jerk-off wouldn’t know Stanley from fucking Stan Lee.  He went from Redneck, Georgia, to Bumfuck, Indiana, to Hollywood, California.  We could sell him a paint-by-number and tell him it’s a fucking Van Gogh, he’d buy it.”

      Rummy’s eye-bushes crowd over his eyes and he shoots me a suspicious look.  “Indiana, huh?  What town did you say?”

      I smile, him trying to pry another clue from my past.  “I didn’t.”

      Felix scoffs behind me, mumbling, “Secret fucking identity.”

      “Jack of spades,” I say, turning back to the open window.

      That’s my card.  I have a person assigned to most of the face cards, people from my past.  It’s like a tarot deck in reverse.  As I’m placing cards in a hand of solitaire, a ghost will crop up in my game.  It’s the past coming back to haunt me.  Or to warn me about the future.
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      Edgar and that caterpillar on his lip grinning down on me from above: this is what wakes me the next day.

      I have to start locking that door.

      After prodding me off my couch, Edgar plops down at the kitchen table.  Laid out is last night’s hand of solitaire, which he’s happy to finish for me.

      Sluggish with a hangover, I shit, shave, and shower, and we head out.

      Though my stomach is in no shape for it, we stop at Whitey’s Diner for breakfast.  Edgar inhales pancakes, eggs, and sausage while relaying the highlights of his evening as a wedding crasher.  “They really shouldn’t put that info in the newspaper,” he says.  He regales me with his dramatic account: how he proposed a toast, took over for the DJ while the guy was in the john, and then, for a finale, banged the groom’s wallflower cousin behind the banquet hall.  Great pride and detail go into the play-by-play, until the waitress comes by and asks him to stop.
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        * * *

      

      At ten o’clock we pull into the parking lot of the Caterina Playing Card factory, carried by Edgar’s royal chariot, a rust and orange ‘74 Gremlin.  The factory’s on the north side of the industrial ghetto, housed within brick and glass that dates back to the twenties.  The estate is a castle of criminal tradition.  Felix’s father, Old Man Caterina, started the factory a long time ago, thinking the gambling industry in California would make him rich, but it was Prohibition that did that.  He converted his humble building into a bathtub gin distillery, making a modest fortune on the era’s greatest commodity and quite a few criminal connections in the process.  When the bottom fell out and alcohol was legal again, Old Man Caterina was content to retire early and raise his family on the money under his mattress, right up until it nearly ran out.  Then World War Two happened and he was back in the playing card business; it seemed soldiers in foxholes and sailors at sea needed something to pass the time and take their minds off of dying.

      Felix took over in the late fifties and still makes a good living, both legitimately and illegitimately.  Today, he’s a black market entrepreneur.  I consider us soft criminals, rather than hard ones.

      We go in the side door.  The presses roar, running sheets of paperboard inked with royalty, all exposing their hearts, weapons, and wealth, then getting sliced, diced, and hot-waxed.

      Such is life.

      The boys in grey, as we call them, are hard at it, circled around in grey coveralls, smoking cigarettes and shooting the shit.  These are the legitimate employees of the factory (if not legitimate citizens of this country), and they all nod their heads or raise their chins as we go by.  We give our good mornings and head straight into Felix’s office.

      Rummy’s in his corner seat, a rusted-out swivelly number, with nothing visible behind his newspaper but his big mitts, curly hair, and bushy brows.  Those eyebrows that could snag sparrows from the air.  He starts up when we come in, then settles back when he sees it’s just us.

      Felix barks into his office phone.  Sounds like it’s a convenience mart rep.  I once saw a pack of Caterina playing cards at a gas station, hanging between a shelf of 10w-30 and a row of bubblegum-flavored condoms.  It seemed an appropriate place to have the cat-faced king winking at customers.

      The boss motions for us to sit.

      Felix the Cat actually looks younger in the daytime.  At night, in the shadows, you get the impression that he’s an old man.  Especially when he’s quiet.  But plainly seeing his vigor and viciousness in the light of day…  I wouldn’t want to be on his bad side.  Lucky he likes me.  He’s built more like a bulldog than a feline.  And don’t let the bifocals fool you: I could see him jumping on a man twice his size and biting his face off.  Edgar calls him Archie Bunker with a tan, but I don’t think the description fits.  Felix hair is a stonier grey, his nose wide and flat, but I’ll give him the grumpy attitude—that fits.  Though in his pin-striped suit, he’s too well dressed to be sitting in the bare, drywall office of some smalltime factory.  His wardrobe
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