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  EPILOGUE


  PROLOGUE


  “You know whatever you say to me… it doesn’t leave this room.”


  Todd Palmer looked at the pudgy court-appointed lawyer, unable to stop himself from thinking, There’s always a way out.


  That’s what Todd’s older brother used to say. The problem was, that was fifteen years ago, during the nights when Todd and Glenn huddled outside in sleeping bags, with no more worries than taking care not to kick out a bent limb that held up their pup tent.


  They had talked naively about life and what they were going to make of it, while the echoing call of crickets and the sweet scent of honeysuckle permeated the still, warm night. Todd remembered the potent sensations of those evenings of teenage philosophy. But that was back when Todd Palmer’s grasp of the world didn’t reach farther than Hilliard, Ohio, what was then a rural suburb of a fledgling Columbus.


  A lot changed in the intervening years. Now Glenn was a big-shot doctor. Always wearing a serious expression of ominous responsibility; polished stethoscope around his neck like a hangman’s noose. One day someone was going to tell his doctor brother that the future of humanity didn’t hinge on his self-boasted expertise, and Todd wasn’t sure whether Glenn would be relieved or saddened by the news. Or maybe Glenn would finally realize there wasn’t always a way out. This was something Todd was very concerned with at the moment.


  The lawyer was talking, drawing long pauses between sentences.


  “There’s a guaranteed confidentiality between a lawyer and his client.” Pause. “It’s guaranteed by law.”


  The lawyer’s name was Walker Johnson Charlemane. He pronounced it Shar-lah-main, accent on the second syllable, telling Todd that it was French. Small talk to help break the ice. Or maybe he was trying to show Todd he could be trusted.


  “No one, not the court, not the police, can force me to divulge the context of our conversations.”


  Todd nodded. He wasn’t worried about the details. This was the first time in two days he’d been in a room with daylight. There was lots of it all of a sudden. Streaming through barred windows. So bright against bare white walls it was nearly blinding.


  The light did funny things to Walker Johnson’s hair. He had maybe a hundred short white threads of it over his entire scalp, and it stuck up in the air as if he’d just taken off a sweater—each single hair as opaque and frail as a spider’s web.


  “So, anything you want to tell me, tell me now. Not in the middle of trial when there’s nothing I can do about it.” Hinting around as if he thought Todd was guilty.


  Walker Johnson rested the tip of a throwaway pen on a legal pad, not writing anything yet, just letting ink bleed onto the page.


  Todd didn’t have anything to tell him. Hell, he couldn’t even explain it to himself yet. One second he’s a breath away from a nice share of $11 million, the next he’s in jail.


  “This your full name?” Walker Johnson pointed to the charging document, a frayed page that had been the third carbon of the stock.


  Todd nodded. He wasn’t sure what felt more like a dream. Right now, or last week. Maybe this was the dream—it had that weird feeling to it. Like, with all that sunshine shooting into the small room, it should be hotter. But the sweat in his armpits was ice cold.


  “You ever been in this kind of trouble before, Todd?” Calling him by his first name, trying to personalize it, to get over the fact that they’d just met five minutes ago. “Ever been convicted of any felonies? Misdemeanors?”


  Todd shook his head no, which was basically the truth. He’d been in jail twice before—on dumb stuff, kid stuff. But charges had never been pressed. It was almost possible to guess that just from looking at him. The wavy blond hair, dark tan, reckless good looks. Such an easygoing aura about him that it survived even jail, even being scared to death. A certain glimmer in Todd’s eyes. An intuition for getting by on spirit, making the best of things.


  Todd waited for another question, but the lawyer was quiet. It might have been just another pause for effect, but it gave Todd the feeling that Walker Johnson didn’t know what to do next. Which wasn’t good. Because Todd figured he was going to need a good lawyer. In fact, good might not even cut it. The way the cops had been drilling him, a goddamned brilliant lawyer could still come up short.


  Walker Johnson doodled on the paper, smearing the blob of ink the pen had deposited. He finally asked, “You wanna tell me how this all happened?” Sitting back in the hard chair, trying to look as if nothing would shock him.


  “I wish I knew….”


  Walker Johnson mistook Todd’s composure for nonchalance, maybe even bravado, and it irritated him. “Look.” Saying it sharply, an attention-getter. “You better realize what you’re up against. You got three people dead.”


  Did Walker Johnson emphasize the word you, or did Todd just imagine that?


  The lawyer’s head tipped down, his pale eyebrows raised. “Maybe you don’t read the papers…or haven’t been down here too long…but Florida’s one state that puts white boys in the electric chair, too. We have equal opportunity capital punishment.”


  The cops had told him that too. They made sizzling sounds as they walked past the holding cell. One had even positioned himself outside the bars and described it, hungrily: How Todd would be strapped into that chair. Blindfolded. Arms and legs clamped down. Something stuck in his mouth to keep from biting off his tongue. Contact points dipped with water to conduct the juice. Then it would hit. Not a quick zap, either, the cop said. More like Brrrrrrrrrrrip-brrrrrrrrrrrip-brrrrrrrrrrrip. Making sure he was cooked all the way through.


  Now, facing Walker Johnson, looking at where the short man’s gray eyes were practically hidden by folds of blushed cheeks, Todd leaned forward. His neck was tight. “This may be a real oddity for you, Mr. Char-lemane, but I did not kill those people.”


  The lawyer considered him, doubtful. “So, you must know who did, then?” He twisted the pen between two fingers. “Who killed them. I mean, what choices are there?”


  Swell. The lawyer wanted answers and all Todd had was questions.
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  “El whore-o! Nothing but a goddamned el whore-o!” The man’s screams came from the apartment upstairs. A fist beat the wall. Something—a glass—smashed on the floor.


  Todd Palmer wrestled with the sheets and turned face down in bed. He put the pillow over his head, but he could still hear the outraged screams.


  “El whore-o, goddamned el whore-o!”


  Todd didn’t know much about the guy making all the noise, except that he was big and fat. A greasy T-shirt type who’d eat a dozen hamburgers in one sitting, then spend two hours belching the chorus to a top-ten country song. That, and he drove interstate transit for a living and had a thing for the little Latin girl, Rosalinda, who lived in the apartment upstairs.


  Whenever the glossy black truck cab with dual chrome exhausts was parked in the lot, Todd knew the jerk was back in town.


  “You don’t think I know you like turnin’ them guys on in that little skimpy thing!”


  The truck driver was, no doubt, yelling about Rosalinda’s bikini: the red string number she wore to the pool that left most of her cute brown butt peeking out.


  Something else broke upstairs, a heavier object than the first. Rosalinda screamed. Lots of excited Spanish. Mi madre, mi madre! along with a Dios mio! or two.


  “Fuck your mother!” the trucker yelled. “I’m sure everybody has. Which’s where you learned it from.”


  Todd gave up using the pillow to try to block out the racket. Instead, he lay on his back, crossed his hands behind his neck, and decided if the idiot hit Rosalinda he was going up there and break it up. He had a softball bat in the closet and a 9mm Beretta in the nightstand drawer.


  Rosalinda kept screaming in Spanish. The fat boyfriend yelled back for her to speak English, calling her an el whore-o again, as if he’d learned the word in some CB-Berlitz course.


  Somewhere else in the small complex a door opened. An angry old woman threatened to call the police.


  You get ’em, Grandma, Todd thought, staring at pulled stucco patterns in the dark ceiling. He considered sneaking out to the trucker’s cab, popping the hood, and going to town with some wire cutters, but that might only postpone the idiot’s departure come morning.


  Gradually the domestic Spanish-American war quieted, simmering down to mild, scolding tones. But Todd was wide awake now. Still staring at the ceiling. So, he got out of bed.


  In his gym shorts already, he did some leg stretches, feeling his hamstrings tighten from a late-night run around the football field at Flamingo High. He got down on the floor, extending his right leg with his left bent back. Reaching for his toes, pulling on them, doing it pretty well, just to the point of feeling a mild sweat warm his forehead. By the time he finished, all was quiet upstairs. Briefly.


  Then came the usual epilogue to many a lovers’ quarrels. The ceiling over his bed began to squeak like secrets being passed around the schoolyard. Rosalinda’s mattress buckled under the weight of her big boyfriend. The trucker’s deep groans were as audible as if his sweaty body were in the same room with Todd. Rosalinda let out a string of high-pitched cries. Pure ecstasy. Both into it.


  “Ah, love,” Todd said out loud. He got back in bed and started to drift off.


  It was another, different squeaking sound that alerted him a little later. He opened his eyes, listened to it again, realizing it wasn’t Rosalinda’s bed this time. It was something—or someone—outside the sliding glass door of his walkout.


  The noise came again, a little louder this time, followed by the mechanical pop of snapping plastic. The glass door was slid open. Someone was breaking in.


  Todd rolled quickly out of bed, went into the night-stand drawer for the Beretta. He spun into the open doorway aiming across the living room.


  The shadowy form of a man’s body, covered in a jacket and long pants, flashed toward Todd’s right.


  “Get the fuck out of here, man!”


  The intruder stopped, saw Todd crouched in the darkness, aiming the gun at him. Grunting, the figure leaped back toward the door, ducking as Todd fired the weapon.


  Three shots. The prowler lunged out the open door and rolled across the grass. He clutched his hat as he sprinted off into the night.


  Todd hustled to the open door, glanced outside. No sight of the guy. He took a deep breath. It was quiet now, except for his heartbeat and the ringing in his ears.


  The lock to the slider was broken, so Todd wedged a chair against it. Now what? Call the cops, he figured, still gripping the Beretta. Yeah, no doubt about that. He’d have to report it.


  In the kitchen, he turned on the light. A dozen palmetto bugs—Florida roaches—scurried beneath cabinet kick plates. Those bugs were not afraid of gunshots or anything else if it was dark.


  Todd slumped down in a vinyl chair. Looked at the phone.


  If only the guy breaking in hadn’t been wearing that hat. A scrunched-down bowler like some punk rock singer. Todd knew that hat. Knew the guy who wore it. The last time he’d seen him was in a courtroom. Six months and five hundred miles north ago, when Todd’s subpoenaed testimony put that hat behind bars to serve what was supposed to have been a seven-year sentence.


  The cop wanted to know where the girl was and when Todd said, “What girl?” the cop said, “The one you were having the argument with.”


  “There was no girl.”


  It was a small living room, but with only two pieces of Salvation Army furniture, it seemed roomy. Todd was slouched against a sofa corner, one bare foot up on the cushion, wearing a pair of ripped jeans and a sleeveless running top. He had an athletic look about him as if he could run circles around the cop, who was built more like a short roadblock.


  “We got a call about a disturbance. A man and a woman having an argument. Then shots fired.”


  Todd poked his thumb toward the stucco ceiling. “That was upstairs.”


  The cop, two stripes of authority on his sleeve, name tag Hauser, looked skeptically at three bullet holes in the wall.


  “The argument was upstairs. Trucker versus the chiquita.”


  Hauser said, “Uh-huh,” not buying that for a second. But then Hauser didn’t seem to believe anything Todd said. Even now, he had his partner jotting down the serial number of Todd’s Beretta to make sure it was registered, as Todd had told him.


  “There was no woman?”


  “Not down here.” Todd crossed his arms.


  Hauser jotted something down, holding a notepad with short cocktail-sausage fingers. He was strangely proportioned; his parts didn’t seem to go together. For a man 5’7”, his legs were unusually short, as if someone had sawed them off. And all the hours he spent doing bench presses bulked up his chest like a parade balloon. “So, who was it then that you almost killed?”


  “I didn’t almost kill anybody. Just tried to scare the shit out of him. See?” Todd pointed to the bullet holes, the lowest of which was seven feet off the floor. “I shot high. To chase him out.”


  “It was a man then.”


  “Yeah.”


  The second cop was finished with the serial number and started nosing around. Taking a report was a great way to check a place over without a warrant.


  “Can you describe him?” Hauser sat on the arm of a plaid chair, the only other thing to sit on in the room. Crossing his legs, he had to hold his ankle on one knee to keep his leg bent.


  “His name’s Ernie Tonkins.” Todd didn’t feel as if he ought to mention Tonkins’s nickname: Reefer.


  Hauser’s eyebrows raised, pretending to be startled. “You know him?”


  “I know who he is.”


  “A friend of yours then?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “You mean not anymore?”


  What was it about cops? Todd wondered. They always read way more into a statement than was intended, as if they had it in their mind how something happened and were going to twist the details to make them fit, like doing a jigsaw puzzle with a hammer and scissors. “A couple of months ago I testified against Tonkins. He went to jail for trying to shake down a store owner for protection money.”


  “What, you were a codefendant?”


  There he goes again, Todd thought, Hauser’s missing it by a mile. “I worked in the store. It was a mom-and-pop gas-and-go on the highway. The owner was retiring, selling the store in a few months and moving down here—”


  “To Florida?”


  Todd nodded, Hauser got something right, but Todd was sorry he’d mentioned that part. Hauser would think it had something to do with the story, which it didn’t. “Yeah. He’s down in Naples.”


  “Nice neighborhood. What’s his name?” Hauser got poised over his notepad like a beetle staking out prey.


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  “I’ll decide that.” Hauser turned up his authority. “What’s the owner’s name?”


  “Hinton. Charlie Hinton.” Todd waited for him while he wrote that down.


  “So, you were working for him, this Charlie Hinton.” Hauser balanced the notepad on his knee.


  “Yeah. And Tonkins was shaking him down. Mr. Hinton had some heart problems. Got shaky when he was nervous. He was all worked up about having to wear a wire to tape Tonkins threatening him. So, I did it.”


  The other cop was in the kitchen, opening the refrigerator to see if Todd had any frozen bricks of marijuana.


  “Then you testified in court?”


  “Right.”


  “Where was this?”


  “Raleigh, North Carolina. About six months ago.” Todd figured if Hauser was going to waste taxpayers’ money verifying it, he’d simplify it by narrowing the dates.


  “So, what happened at the trial?”


  “He got seven years.”


  “So, he should still be away.” Hauser smiled, discovering a flaw in the story, or thinking he had.


  Todd wondered what was so incredible about this that the cop couldn’t believe him. “Maybe he got out. Paroled. Escaped.”


  “We get bulletins from the FBI on fugitives.” Hauser dismissed the escape notice. “How good a look d’you get at this guy? I mean, it was dark in here, right?”


  “Tonkins wears a hat. Like a bowler. A British-looking thing and he mashes in the top.”


  “You saw a hat?”


  “I saw Tonkins wearing a hat.”


  “You’re positive it was him? Maybe you just saw a hat like he used to wear. Thought it was him.”


  That’s right, Todd thought, it was just my imagination. And there were fire-breathing dragons and trolls too.
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  Wednesday morning, just after 10:00A.M., Rosalinda’s bed started squeaking again. Things were really moving upstairs.


  Todd pictured the girl’s bed dancing across the hardwood as she and the trucker did it like bucking broncos.


  Once the trucker bellowed a deep-grunted Do it to me baby and Rosalinda squealed Oh … ohh … ohhh … eeeeee! it was all over but the shower, which followed shortly thereafter, making the pipes bang as hot water surged through sleepy plumbing.


  By ten-thirty, the big diesel engine cab was roaring to life outside. Todd separated drawn Venetian blinds to look through his ground-level window. He saw the shiny black truck belch smoke from twin chromes as it rumbled over the parking lot. Todd also wanted to make sure there weren’t any recently incarcerated felons out there wearing mashed bowler hats.


  After going into the kitchen, he poured a glass of orange juice from a Winn-Dixie container. Sitting down, he propped up his bare feet and thought again about last night. Actually, he hadn’t been thinking about much else.


  Maybe that cop Hauser wasn’t convinced, but Todd was. His guest had been Reefer Tonkins. Who else wore a leather jacket in hot weather? Tonkins was weird for leather jackets. He had worn three different ones while shaking down Charlie Hinton. Even had on a black one with epaulets all through the damned trial.


  And now Reefer had come for what? A little revenge. Swell. So, what was Todd supposed to do? Wait for this nut in a leather jacket, a guy with a special lust for firebombs and extortion, to deliver a return performance? Todd didn’t think so. He was going out.


  First, he phoned the temp agency that had been finding him decent jobs since he’d moved to Flamingo Key. The nice woman, Jenny, answered. The one who tried to get him to take office jobs, saying he had the smarts for it. Todd’s answer was always the same: no way, he wanted to be outside, doing something physical. Todd told her not to assign him anything for a while, that he had to tend to some personal business.


  That extent of his responsibilities tended to, Todd finished the orange juice and took a quick shower. He turned off the water twice when he thought he heard something. But it was nothing. Just his imagination.


  He got dressed in sweat shorts, plain blue T-shirt, and Reeboks without socks. Standing on the front landing, he was double-checking the dead bolt, when Rosalinda came out.


  The quick pop of her door pulling away from a sticky doorjamb made Todd flinch.


  “Hi,” she greeted in her happy voice, bouncing down the steps with a towel in her hand. Wearing the red thong bikini that made a shrine of her ass.


  “Hey.” Todd forced a smile. The sound of the door sticking had startled him.


  With sexy strides, Rosalinda followed the sidewalk toward the pool. Todd went back inside.


  Okay, so he was a little jumpy. It was no big deal. Reefer Tonkins shows, he can be dealt with. Todd just had to be prepared. Which is why he switched into jeans instead of the shorts; a baggy Hawaiian shirt for the runner’s top. The holster was strapped to the belt that went with the jeans, and the Beretta fit snugly into the holster, which was then covered by the exposed shirttail. Be prepared.


  “Here’s the man.” The bartender wiped away glass rings on the counter where Todd took a stool. It was a standard greeting, not reserved for anybody special.


  “Hey, Maxie.”


  Three other guys with their backs to the dim bar glanced toward him, then looked back at the girl.


  Strip’er G’s was that kind of place. Dark and anonymous. Most guys came in alone, watched the girls dance, drank reasonably priced drinks, then went home.


  It wasn’t a tourist spot, didn’t pick up city traffic, being stuck out in the middle of a small industrial park that pretty much shut down at night. Mostly it was for locals, boys in baseball caps stitched with company logos, looking to kick back, fantasize while the girls stripped on a pair of stages outlined in bright neon.


  Todd sat sideways against the bar to keep the bulge of the 9mm from poking an outline against his shirt. He was already accustomed to the feel of it hooked to his belt, where it had been all day.


  Maxie fixed Todd’s drink under the overhang of the counter. Using his belly to block anyone’s view of the soda gun, he shot 7-Up into a glass of cracked ice. “Vodka and soda,” he announced, setting up the drink.


  It was a little fraud Todd worked with him.. There wasn't usually trouble in Strip’er’s, but the best way to make sure none developed was to fit in. Drink a real drink. Otherwise, the construction workers with big forearms might have a few too many, think maybe they had a lightweight on their hands they could work over—the way some of them were eyeing the guy seated up against the other stage.


  He was wearing a suit and tie—a suit in Strip’er G’s. One of those good-looking business types who never shined his own shoes. Half off his stool, he was waving over the topless Asian girl with an ample lure of folded green.


  The regulars didn’t like guys like that, he reminded them of their bosses. Educated guys in soft offices pointing laborers around with nonchalant fingers—move this, pick up that—like the stuff didn’t weigh a couple hundred pounds. And the guy who did the pointing made three times as much as the ones doing the lifting.


  Maxie asked, “You still on that big landscape job?” Being barkeep sociable, talking under the beat of a dance tune that propelled the girls.


  “Finished last week.” Todd watched the reflection of the dyed blonde in the mirror behind the bar.


  She was down to French-cut panties, wrapping one leg around a shiny fireman’s pole. She arched her back, shook her breasts, very proud of her body.


  “Sounded like some kind of place. What d’you say, ten G’s just for plants?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Incredible.” Maxie rested his arms on the cooler. His handlebar mustache and suspenders were right out of an Old West barbershop. “Where do people get money like that, huh?” He shook his head, not jealous, but he had no concept of ever being handed that kind of paycheck.


  “I think they steal it.”


  “You know that.”


  The blond dancer caught Todd’s eye in the mirror, gave him a wink.


  “Hey, Bette.” Todd smiled.


  “Look like they’re gonna bust, don’t they?” Maxie watched Bette shake her breasts. “S’not right doctors do that. I read in a magazine they’re only supposed to increase them one cup size. Hell, lookit her. Doctor must’ve traveled to the next county to do her nipples.”


  “What the hell, man.” Todd shrugged. “That’s hardly the worst evil in the world.” He switched his eyes between the mirror and the front door, half expecting Reefer Tonkins to show.


  But Todd had been waiting for that all day. Driving around Fort Myers, always checking the rearview mirror, knowing it would be easy to follow his busted-up red Jeep.


  “Sih down, asshole!” The sudden shout came from the other end of the bar.


  Todd shifted around to see what was going on.


  The slick dresser was trying to reach across the stage to slip some bills into the Asian girl’s G-string. He was younger than Todd had first thought, probably no more than thirty-five.


  “Sih down ’fore I make you sih down!”


  The suit stood and raised his arms like he was surrendering. His balance a little wobbly, he apologized to the guy who’d shouted, then plopped back into his primo seat. The wad of bills in his hand could’ve choked a goat —a big goat.


  What a guy like that was doing in here, Todd had no idea. Must be lost. He belonged in one of those Fort Lauderdale clubs, where the girls lap-danced and sucked on $100 bottles of house champagne.


  “You seen a fella in here,” Todd asked Maxie, “with a black hat like Englishmen wore in old movies? Except this guy mangles his, knocks the top in.”


  “You supposed to meet him here?”


  “It’s possible.”


  “I don’t know. Don’t think so.” Maxie glanced down the bar, making sure no one needed a refill. With the blonde working out of her panties, it was Maxie’s slack time. When the dancers changed the drink-orders backed up. Except to cast aspersions on the morals of plastic surgeons, Maxie didn’t pay much attention to the dancers. Not after five years. Whenever a new girl started, he’d watch her a few times, but rarely after that. Most of them let their routines get tired. The good ones left for better clubs, places where making a grand a week—just in dancing and tips, nothing bizarre—was easy.


  “Guy’s name’s Ernie Tonkins,” Todd said. “But he goes by Reefer. Or he used to, anyway.”


  “Nah. Reefer, that I’d remember.”


  “Well, if you see him—”


  “I’ll tell him you were looking for him.”


  Todd started to correct that idea, then thought, Why not? Get Tonkins thinking Todd was looking for him. Todd was contemplating how he could make that work when there was more commotion at the other end of the club.


  This time, Maxie looked, too, leaning on the counter, to make sure he wasn’t needed.


  It was the guy in the suit again, Todd saw between other heads. He was trying to crawl onto the stage, going about it like a human frog. Elbows propped up, palms down on the wood platform.


  The svelte Asian girl was backing away with her panties rolled halfway down slender thighs.


  The other bartender, an ex-FSU tight end named Ritchie, grabbed the man by his belt. Started pulling him off the stage as the suit flailed his arms toward the girl as if he were doing the breaststroke.


  “One kiss,” the suit cried. “Just one. Right there. Mmmm-uhhh!” He blew a kiss toward her panties as a strand of slicked-back hair fell across his forehead.


  Ritchie half walked, half carried him to an empty corner table. He propped the suit upright, held him so he wouldn’t fall over.


  “I love you!” the suit called to the dancer from his newly assigned seat.


  “Little break from the ordinary,” Todd commented, watching the suit nod obediently as Ritchie pointed a finger in his face, putting emphasis into a verbal warning.


  The suit tried to stick a few bucks in Ritchie’s shirt pocket, but the big man roughly pushed him away. Dollar bills floated to the floor like Beacon Hill snowflakes.


  The suit bellowed, “Ahh, shhhiiiit,” and went down on his hands and knees to retrieve his stash. When he got back into his chair, he looked around for the dancer, startled to find she’d finished her act and disappeared behind a velvet curtain.


  Todd thought the guy might start to carry on again, wanting the girl back, but, instead, he stumbled to his feet—with just about everybody watching him—and made his way to the back door.


  He hadn’t been outside ten seconds when three big pokes in straw cowboy hats and dusty work jeans followed him. None of the three looked much over thirty, and they were all in shape.


  “Uh-oh,” Todd said.


  Maxie didn’t know what Todd meant at first, then caught on as the last of the three headed out. Maxie cupped his hands to his mouth, called Ritchie, and pointed toward the door.


  Ritchie shook his head, shouted back, “He gets what he deserves.”


  Todd sighed. “They’re gonna beat the shit outta him.”


  Maxie shrugged.


  Todd scratched his neck, thought of all the reasons he should stay in his seat. But he ended up swiveling his stool from the bar. “I’m gonna regret this.”


  On his way to the door, Todd passed Bette, the blond dancer. She was circulating for tips in a red silk robe. One leg was raised on a chair rung, showing naked thigh and a lace garter strung with dollar bills. “Running out on me?” She played it hurt, touching Todd’s arm.


  “You got plenty of man there, I’m sure.” Todd confidently slapped the shoulders of the guy Bette was posing for, then went out to the parking lot.


  His Reeboks scratched loose gravel as he moved between a row of cars. Everything was tinted orange beneath Strip’er G’s neon sign.


  Behind a custom van came the sounds of a struggle, but not much of one. It sounded like a baseball bat hitting a sack of wheat. Followed by a loud, human Mmmmmphh. Then hard, spasmodic coughing as the suit, down on his knees, threw up five rum sours on the tar and chip.


  “Oh, shit, man. Oh, shit.” The suit gagged after all the vomit came out. “Whaddaya boys want? Money? Huh?” On all fours, he wiped his mouth. Head hung painfully, maybe afraid of what he might see if he looked up.


  The cowboys’ shadows stretched long across his prone body. The one in the iguana boots kicked the suit’s midsection with enthusiasm.


  The suit grunted, doubled over onto his side.


  “We think you’re a goddamned faggot.”


  Todd came up on them as Boots grabbed the suit’s hair, looking as if he were going to blast him with a strong fist to the face and knock the guy’s perfect nose flat against his cheek.


  “Hey, just take his money,” Todd suggested. “Whad-daya say? Whaddaya want to mess this guy up for, huh? He’s bombed out of his mind.”


  “Who the fuck’re you?” Boots kept hold of the suit’s hair.


  “Look, I’m nobody. I just don’t wanna see some guy get busted up.”


  The other two turned toward Todd, looking about as hungry for a fight as anyone could be. As if staring at bouncing breasts all night had their hormones revved into overdrive.


  “You his faggot lover ’r somethin’?”


  “I got money,” the suit slurred weakly, cringing from the grip held on his hair.


  “Just take his money and go back inside, all right? Spend it on the girls. He looks flush. Whaddaya got, pal?” Todd edged a few steps closer. “Couple hundred?”


  “Two grand. You can have it.” The suit tried to reach his jacket pocket.


  Todd attempted a smile. “There you go. Hell, you boys could screw everybody in there for that. This is a small town, you know.”


  One guy—the smallest of the three—seemed to ease down a little; his shoulders relaxed inside his tight-fitting work shirt.


  Todd hoped it might start a trend. “How ’bout it?”


  The now-calm one said the hell with it, he was going back inside. That left two of them. They didn’t look like such easy sells.


  In the glow of orange neon, Boot’s slack jaws had the texture of dried cowhide. “Billy”—he nodded at his thick friend toward Todd— “you go kick that one’s nosy butt while I take care of this boy here.”


  Todd went inside his shirt, drew the Beretta, and fired a shot closer to Billy’s head than he’d aimed.


  Billy ducked, shouting Goddamned, shielding his head as he hurdled over Boots and the suit and took cover behind a van.


  “No!” Todd warned Boots. “You don’t move. Cause your friend comes out with a gun of his own, you’re dead, pal. So, you don’t fuckin’ move.” Todd crouched, looked under the van. There were Billy’s flat-toed boots.


  “We ain’t got no guns.” Suddenly Boots was all shucks-we-was-just-playin’ charm. He released the suit’s hair, then raised his hands to shoulder height.


  “Get your buddy back where I can see him. I want both of you on all fours crawlin’ into that bar. Hurry up!”


  “Billy,” Boots urged, “Come on, boy. Man’s serious.”


  Billy came around the front of the van, doggie style, head tilted so the straw hat wouldn’t fall off. He and Boots
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