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      Mallette was being led into the visitors’ room, unsure of who or what was waiting for him. He hadn’t had a visitor in months, not since Roger Alexander had come by to tell him he was being replaced. He knew of Alexander’s arrest, but hadn’t heard much since then. He didn’t know what was going on with his organization or who was running things these days. In truth, Mallette didn’t really care. He had assembled about thirty men now, while he’d been in prison, all of whom he promised a job to once they got on the outside. And when Mallette got out, he’d start to reclaim what he believed was rightfully his.

      As Mallette stepped into the room, the guard pointed over to the table where his visitor was sitting. Mallette stood there, sizing the man up, never having seen his face before. The man didn’t notice Mallette yet; he was engrossed in some papers he had on the table in front of him. Mallette squinted as he tried to figure out what the man wanted. He could usually always tell someone who was a cop or on the right side of the law. They just had a certain look to them according to Mallette. But this guy, Mallette wasn’t so sure.

      The man looked to be wearing an expensive suit, had short black hair, wore glasses, looked to be tall and thin. He didn’t look to be more than thirty, maybe thirty-five years old. Mallette finally took a few steps forward, the man at the table still not noticing him until Mallette had reached the table. Once the man looked up and saw Mallette standing there, he fumbled with his papers and jumped out of his seat, seeming embarrassed to not have seen him coming. Mallette still had a scowl on his face, unsure what to make of the man.

      “Mr. Mallette, how do you do, sir?” the man asked, putting his hand out.

      Mallette still seemed wary, and hesitated for a few seconds, though he eventually did shake the man’s hand before the two sat down. Mallette still said nothing, instead, just staring at the man in front of him. It was an intimidating look for the man, who wasn’t used to such an evil type of stare. The man coughed and cleared his throat before beginning.

      “Umm, well, I guess you’re kind of wondering what this is about,” he said with a laugh, trying to put some levity in the air.

      Mallette didn’t break stride, though, and continued staring at the man with a stoic expression. The man was obviously nervous about being there, and Mallette, being who he was, would use that to his advantage if it was necessary. He was never one to ignore something that would benefit him somehow.

      The man cleared his throat again. “OK, so I guess I should tell you why I’m here.” He smiled at Mallette, hoping to get some kind of response, though Mallette still gave him nothing.

      “OK, so I’ve been appointed as your new lawyer,” the man said, digging in his briefcase.

      Mallette raised his eyebrows, having serious doubt about whether this man could even adequately represent a man convicted of jaywalking, let alone his situation. But it did serve to finally get him to open his mouth.

      “My lawyer?” Mallette asked. “Appointed by who? What are you? Public defender or something?”

      The man snapped his head out of his bag, almost as if he was insulted by the remark. “Oh no. I’ve been appointed by our friends back in New York.”

      Mallette tilted his head to the side, looking the man over again, sure that he couldn’t have known the same people that he did.

      “Our friends back in New York?” Mallette said.

      “Yes. They know you’ve been without representation for several months now, as I understand it, and they’ve got me looking into it.”

      Mallette looked confused, not having any idea what was going on. “Why would they do that? I succinctly remember my last lawyer coming in here and telling me I was being replaced, and I was on the outs.”

      “Well, that’s all changed now. They want you to run things again when you get out of here. That’s why I’m here. I’m looking at some technicalities, hoping that we can get you out early, combined with your continued good behavior, of course, which you absolutely have to continue.”

      “Good behavior?”

      “Yes, it’s imperative that you don’t get into any trouble while you’re here.”

      “I was stabbed a few months ago,” Mallette said.

      “Yes, I know about that. But that could hardly be construed as your doing. You were just an innocent bystander who was targeted by the wrong group of people.”

      “I was, huh?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “You mind telling me your name?” Mallette asked, still not sure about the man.

      “Oh, it’s Gary. Gary Whitson. I’m sorry, I should have told you that already.”

      “Would you care to explain how all this came to be?”

      Whitson looked at him, somewhat confused by the question. “I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”

      “This. You. Why you’re here? New York. All of that.”

      “Well, I’m afraid most of your questions are above my pay grade. I just can’t answer most of them.”

      “Why don’t you start with what you can answer?”

      Whitson adjusted his glasses and cleared his throat again. “From what I understand, New York was very angry about what transpired before. Apparently, they felt that the person who supplanted you was way over his head and didn’t handle things very well. That’s obvious with how things turned out for him. That’s why they want you in charge again. They feel you’re the best qualified person to run the operation here.”

      Mallette still didn’t seem impressed by anything he was hearing, still somewhat stunned by the news. “How much do you know about everything?”

      “Oh, I know quite a bit. Not everything, but most of the main points. I’m not involved in any of the higher-up decision making, but I know most of the details.”

      “Not to burst a bubble on your hopes or anything, but my previous lawyer had already checked all the minor details of the case. He didn’t find anything worth pursuing.”

      “Not to cast shade on the man, especially since he’s deceased, but I do believe there are several promising avenues worth pursuing.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes. It may take some time, but I’m confident that we’ll have you out of here within a year, two at the most.”

      Though it was obviously good news to hear, Mallette wasn’t jumping for joy just yet. Even if his time was shortened, another one or two years wasn’t a walk in the park. But it was still better than nothing.

      “In the meantime,” Whitson said, “I’ve been authorized to give you as much information as you need to get things rolling again.”

      “To get things rolling?”

      “Yes. Like I said, it’s your show again.” Whitson slid some papers over for his client to see. “Just to give you a taste, these are some of the numbers the organization has been doing in your absence.” As Mallette looked over the papers, his new lawyer continued giving him info. “I know this is a lot to take in on short notice, so I’ll be back in a couple of days to start going over things more in depth.”

      “Couple of days?”

      “Yes, we’ll start meeting twice a week now to get you back up to speed so you can start running things as quickly as possible.”

      “I’m only allowed one visitor per week,” Mallette said.

      “That’s now been changed. We’ve been able to bump that up to two times a week. So we’ll make the visits Tuesday and Friday just to space them out, unless you have any objections?”

      Mallette looked a little overwhelmed by everything, and though he still seemed unsure of his apparent new lawyer, there was nothing he could object to. He certainly liked everything he was hearing so far. “No objections.”

      “Great.”

      The two continued talking and looking over Whitson’s paperwork until the visiting time expired.

      “Time’s up, Mallette,” a guard said, tapping him on the shoulder.

      Whitson gathered his papers and put them back in his briefcase. “As I said, I will be back in a couple days so we can go over things in more detail.”

      The two men shook hands and then Whitson got up and left, with Mallette watching his lawyer every step of the way until the man disappeared from view.

      “He your new meal ticket?” the guard asked, a sarcastic tone evident in his voice.

      “I suppose so.”

      “New lawyer?”

      “Seems that way,” Mallette said.

      “I take it he’s gonna get you out early, huh?”

      “That’s what he says.”

      “Fat chance. You ain’t getting out of here early.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll just see about that. We will see.”
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      Jacobs and Gunner arrived at the pawn shop right at closing time, just as Franks had asked. They waited in the office until Franks was done locking everything up. After a few minutes, Franks came rushing into the office, eager to tell his friend the news.

      “You are never gonna believe this, man.”

      Jacobs put both his hands up to stop his friend from talking. “Wait a minute, wait a minute.” Jacobs then put his hands on the sides of his head, pretending to be clairvoyant. “I think I’ve got it.”

      Franks didn’t appear amused and just stood there, folding his arms across his chest. “Really, dude?”

      “Wait a minute. It’s coming to me. I’ve got it. One of your informants told you something, and it’s really big. Like really big.”

      “Real funny, man, real funny. Here I am trying to help you out, and you sit there on my couch mocking me.” Franks then looked at Gunner. “How do you stand working with this guy, huh?”

      Jacobs couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m sorry, but you have to admit, I do have it down pat by now, don’t I?”

      “No. I don’t have to admit anything.”

      “Admit it, Eddie, you have brought me here at least twice a month for the last six or eight months telling me you’ve got something big or heard something happening. Haven’t you?”

      “Hey, is it my fault I’m trying to look out for you?”

      “And I appreciate it, I really do,” Jacobs said. “But even you have to confess that not one… not one of these so-called tips has led to anything. Not one. It’s all been a lot of nonsense.”

      “That don’t mean that this one isn’t legit.”

      “Eddie, I think you need to get some new sources. Your well is drying out.”

      “My well is plentiful and shooting up gold miles and miles above us, man.”

      “Please tell me that that’s not why you brought me here again.”

      “What’d you think I brought you here for? Just to look at your ugly mug?”

      “Thought maybe you were taking me out to dinner.”

      “Ha, not likely.”

      “So what is it now?” Jacobs asked.

      “Hey, you know, I was thinking about visiting Deb and Lucy later, wanna double?”

      Jacobs gave him a nasty face, like he just ate something sour. “Are you serious? No, I don’t wanna double.”

      “Why not? You know Lucy’s always been kind of sweet on you.”

      “I’ve seen way too much of you in that place already.”

      “Why won’t you give that girl a chance, man? She’s pretty, good body, nice girl, what else could you want?”

      “We’re really not talking about this, are we?”

      “Why not, man? What’s wrong with her?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with her,” Jacobs said. “She’s all those things you said about her.”

      “Then what? Is it because she does a little extra, if you know what I mean?”

      Jacobs moved his head forward a little. “Yeah, that does bother me a little.”

      “Hey, we all gotta make a living, right?”

      “That don’t mean I gotta support it.”

      “What if she gave it all up? What then? Would you go out with her?”

      “What’s with all the questions?” Jacobs asked.

      “Just trying to find out your hang-ups, man. Still Val? What?”

      Jacobs leaned forward on the couch and put his elbows on his knees and looked down at the floor. “I really don’t believe I’m even having this conversation right now.”

      “So what is it?”

      “Maybe it’s all those things, OK? Can we not discuss it anymore?”

      “Ahh, looks like we touched on a sore spot, huh?” Franks said.

      “If we keep this conversation up, I’m gonna touch up a sore spot on your head.”

      “Threatening to resort to violence. That’s always a cue for when you’re getting angry.”

      Jacobs sighed, wanting to get out of there more than anything. “How about we get back to what you brought me here for to begin with?”

      “Oh, that. Well, yeah, sure, I guess so, if you really don’t wanna talk about Lucy anymore.”

      Jacobs looked up at him and grimaced. “Yeah, I really don’t.”

      “All right, fine.” Franks hesitated for a second, almost afraid to say what he was going to. “OK, so I heard something big…”

      “Ahh,” Jacobs said, rolling his eyes, leaning back on the couch, and throwing his arms up. “Eddie!”

      “No, no, I know what you’re thinking, man, but really, I’m not lying to you. This could be something…”

      “Could be. Keywords. Could be.”

      “Dude, you want the info I got or not?”

      “Just come out with it.”

      “I mean, you do an awful lot of complaining for someone who’s got it made. I mean, I come to you with the information. You don’t even have to go get it. I bring it right to you.”

      “Just say it.”

      “OK. So word on the street is that Mallette may have a new lawyer.”

      “So?” Jacobs asked, not impressed yet with the news. “Did you just think he was going to sit there for the next five years without trying to get out somehow?”

      “Man, when did you become such a Pessimistic Patty?”

      “Is that it?”

      “You know, I’m inclined to just sit on the rest of it, just because you’re being such a Negative Nancy.”

      “What’s with all the nicknames?”

      “The what?”

      Jacobs sighed and shook his head. “Just get on with it.”

      “Oh, OK. Well, apparently this new lawyer of his has been meeting with him two times a week for the past few weeks.”

      “Two times a week?”

      Franks raised his eyebrows, knowing he finally had his friend’s attention.. “That’s right.”

      “He was always only allowed one a week.”

      “Well, I’m guessing that’s changed with this new guy, whoever he is. And that’s not all.”

      “What else?” Jacobs asked, clearly looking more interested than before.

      “I’m hearing this guy’s from New York.”

      “New York?” Jacobs sat there thinking about it, trying to see how it all fit, if it fit anywhere at all.

      “I was giving it some thought and put some feelers out there… and it could be that our friend is regaining his power and getting his organization back.”

      “What organization? I’ve dismantled that a long time ago.”

      “Well, the one that Alexander rebuilt. I mean, those guys in New York wouldn’t just send him out a lawyer for no reason.”

      “His last lawyer was from New York too. Didn’t do him much good.”

      “But that guy was here to lead the charge,” Franks said. “This guy isn’t here for that.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Remember what Alexander did? Met with Mallette a few times, then basically ignored him the rest of the time. Because he was taking over. This guy is meeting with him a couple times a week. Says to me that he’s actually working for him… or with him. Whichever applies.”

      “You might be right,” Jacobs said. “I’ll ask Bucky to check the guy out, see what he can come up with.”

      Jacobs sat there for a minute, just staring at his friend. It was actually starting to make Franks feel uncomfortable.

      “What?” Franks asked. “What’s the matter? I got mustard on my shirt or something?”

      “No, but I got something to ask you.”

      “Sure, I’ll let you tag along tonight. I know it’s a little uncomfortable for you so I’ll just keep everything on the down low.”

      Jacobs got one of those confused looks on his face again. “What are you talking about?”

      “Lucy and Deb. I thought you maybe changed your mind.”

      “No, I haven’t changed my mind. Like I said, I have seen way too much of you in that place already.”

      “What do you got against a good time?”

      “I’ve…,” Jacobs then shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. “Just no. OK?”

      “All right, fine, if you wanna be a bore, go right ahead.”

      “Thanks, I will.”

      “OK, then.”

      “Instead of this go-round we’re having, will you just let me ask you what I wanted to?”

      “Go ahead and ask.”

      “Well, I need money,” Jacobs said. “I’m starting to run short. Probably got enough for a few more weeks, but I’m gonna need a hookup soon.”

      “What are you coming to me for? I’m not a bank. Listen, dude, we’re friends and all, and if you need a few bucks, like ten or twenty, that’s fine. But I know you’re talking in, like, the thousands, so I’m afraid I can’t help you there, brother.”

      “I wasn’t asking you, numb nuts.”

      “Oh. Then what are you asking?”

      “I was asking if you knew of any gangs around that could stand having their pockets cleaned.”

      “Oh. That. Well, yeah, I might know of a few people who would probably deserve getting cleaned out. I’ll probably need a day or two to figure something out for you.”

      “OK.”

      “Ever think about just getting a job and working for it?”

      “I do have a job,” Jacobs replied. “I sweep the city streets and take out the trash. I just use different tools.”

      Franks then laughed. “Yeah. You’re kind of like Robin Hood. You rob from the dirtbags and then give to yourself.”

      “Yeah. Something like that.”
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      A couple days had passed before Franks had gotten the information that Jacobs requested. Instead of having him come to the pawn shop like usual, Franks went to Jacobs’ condo after he closed the shop down for the night. After being let into his condo, Franks looked around, not seeing a stitch of improvement since the last time he was there.

      “How long have you been here?” Franks asked.

      “I dunno. I didn’t check it off on the calendar.”

      “I mean, what’s it been? Six months? Nine months? A year?”

      “Yeah, something like that,” Jacobs replied, not really caring. He started moving toward the kitchen, but noticed his friend wasn’t following. Franks was still stuck in the living room, just looking around at the walls. “You coming?”

      “You know, in whatever time you’ve been here, you haven’t done a single thing to spruce this place up.”

      “What do you want me to do? Call an interior decorator or something?”

      “Try a few pictures, maybe a plant or two; would do wonders in here.”

      “Yeah, I’ll go to an art gallery soon and make it nice and pretty in here,” Jacobs sarcastically said. “Because I have so many guests over.”

      “What do you call me?”

      “You’re not a people, you’re just a… you’re just a you.”

      Franks smiled. “Thanks. I appreciate that. I’m like totally different from a normal person.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “I’m like on my own plane all by myself.”

      “You certainly are,” Jacobs said. “You’re so far up in the clouds sometimes, I wonder how you get up there.”

      Jacobs then put his arm out, hoping his friend would get the hint that he wanted to move things along. Luckily, Franks took the bait and followed him into the kitchen. Before sitting down and talking business, as Jacobs was ready to do, Franks always seemed to have a way to prolong things.

      “You got anything to eat or drink in here?”

      Jacobs put his hand out toward the refrigerator. “Help yourself.”

      “Thanks.” Franks opened up the refrigerator and thought he’d stepped into another room there was so much space in there. “Dude.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You got like nothing in here.”

      “Yeah, I been meaning to go to the store.”

      Franks did find a can of soda and a small container of chocolate pudding so he settled for that. He sat down at the table and started eating and drinking.

      “Feel better?” Jacobs asked.

      “Yeah. You know, sometimes after working at the store I just get so hungry and thirsty from working so hard.”

      Jacobs rolled his eyes. “Because you’re so busy, huh?”

      “Working in a store all day is not as easy as you think, man. There’s a lot going on. Customers, sales techniques, merchandising, dealing with vendors…”

      “Ghosts.”

      “Ha, ha, very funny.”

      “So you got something for me?”

      “Oh, I got something for you,” Franks answered. “Targets. Beautiful, ever-loving, pretty, despicable, targets.”

      “You know you just contradicted yourself, right?”

      “I don’t care, whatever. You want it, I got it.”

      “You act like we’re painting a picture here.”

      Franks laughed. “We are, man. Some artists use a brush to spray paint. We use a gun to spray bullets.” Franks then laughed some more, completely amused by himself.

      All Jacobs could do was shake his head. There was a lot he could say, but then again, why bother?

      “What’s this we stuff?” Jacobs asked. “Since when did you start spraying bullets, as you say?”

      “Hey, we’re a close-knit group here, amigo. What happens to one of us, happens to all of us.”

      “Uh, yeah, OK. Anyway, do you have something or not? I mean, besides your little quips and one-liners.”

      “Didn’t I tell you I did?”

      “You haven’t really told me much of anything so far!”

      “Oh. Have some patience man, have some patience.”

      “OK. I just got some patience. Now can you tell me?”

      “Barberio’s Butchers.”

      “Who?” Jacobs asked, never hearing the name before.

      “Barberio’s Butchers. They are a small-time gang, looking to make the move up. They could stand to be knocked down a peg or two.”

      “With a name like Barberio’s Butchers, you’d think I’d have heard of them before.”

      “Well, that’s because I just made it up,” Franks said.

      “You what?”

      “I just made the term up.”

      “Does this group exist or not?”

      “Oh yeah, they’re real, man. I mean, there really is a Barberio, not the Butcher part.”

      “Say what?”

      “I’m saying Barberio’s a real dude, the leader of the group.”

      “Then why’d you just say you made it up?”

      “Because they’re not really known as Barberio’s Butchers,” Franks said with a laugh. “I made that part up. I thought it made them sound cooler.”

      “You’re unbelievable,” Jacobs whispered.

      Franks laughed some more, cracking himself up. “No, but seriously now, these guys are bad dudes.”

      “Are they new?”

      “Nah, they been around for a while. A few years at least. They’ve been pretty content operating in the background, working in the shadows of bigger groups like Mallette and people like that. While the focus of the police, and dudes like yourself, have been on Mallette, they just do what they do, working quietly, making money.”

      “What are they into?”

      “What aren’t they into? They’re a free enterprise, man, they don’t really care what they do as long as it brings in the green stuff. They don’t specialize in anything, but they don’t exclude anything either. They take what comes, dabbling in everything.”

      “Doesn’t sound like anything to really be concerned about,” Jacobs said.

      “Let me stop you right there, my friend. Don’t misunderstand what I’m saying. These are not good guys. If you need someone killed, they’re perfectly willing to do it. You need drugs, they’ll supply it. You need someone worked over, they’ll punch them out. They need money, they’ll rob whoever they think’s an easy mark. There’s nothing they won’t put their hand in. And they don’t mind hurting anyone who stands in their way.”

      “How come I haven’t heard about them before now?”

      “Like I said, man, they don’t mind operating in the background. They don’t try to get their names in the papers; they don’t do things for show; they don’t try to puff themselves up for a bigger reputation. They just quietly go about their business. That’s all it is for them.”

      “Then how do you seem to know so much about them?”

      Franks looked away for a second, putting his hand over the side of his face as if it was supposed to shield him from Jacobs looking at him. “Well, I mean, I might have done a job or two for them before. Like, way in the past. Like.... way, way…”

      “Didn’t you tell me the same thing about Mallette?”

      “Umm, yeah, I might have.”

      “So when you told me about Mallette, exactly how long before that did you do business with him?”

      “Oh, like a year or two easy.”

      “And this Barberio bunch?”

      “Uh, you know, like, I haven’t really kept count,” Franks said, trying to avoid answering.

      “How long?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. What’s with all the questions, man?”

      “How long?”

      Franks sighed, knowing he wasn’t going to be able to sidestep it any longer. “A couple months ago, I guess.”

      Jacobs raised his eyebrows, a little surprised by the answer. “A couple months?”

      “Yeah, what’s the matter? Something wrong with that?”

      “So you’re effectively still doing business with them, and you’re now giving them up?”

      “I’m not still doing business with them.”

      “Oh, so you had a falling out with them, huh?”

      Franks turned his face away and itched the top of his head. “Uh…”

      “What did you do?”

      “I didn’t do anything! What makes you think I did something?”

      “Because I know you.”

      Franks held his arms out. “I just…”. He stopped talking, seemingly forgetting his train of thought.

      Jacobs could tell he was holding something back. “You screwed them over somehow, didn’t you?”

      “No! Well, not on purpose anyway.”

      “What’d you do?”

      “It wasn’t my fault!”

      “What did you do?”

      “You know, they came to me for some information on a possible target, so I gave it to them.”

      “What’s wrong with that?” Jacobs asked.

      “Ahh, you know, turned out to be bad intelligence.”

      “What happened?”

      “What am I, getting grilled here?”

      “So let me get this straight, you screwed them over, so they got mad at you, and then you got mad at them, so that’s why you want me to mess with them?”

      “No, it’s not anything like that.”

      “Then how is it?”

      “It’s just, um

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

