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The sky over Spartanburg, South Carolina was chain mail. The air was a damp cold that chilled you to the bone. The Reverend Charles Simms strolled through the Magnolia Street parking garage. Clad in jeans, a worn "Trump Won" tee-shirt, fake mullet wig, and fake push-broom mustache, he looked nothing like a typical preacher.

His footfalls echoed in the dim concrete structure. Despite that, he had no problem hearing parishioner, Ms. Etta Scruggs. Etta was a dreadful old bitty whose perennial marriage problems almost always ended up in Simms' lap.

"Well, Etta, why don't you read your Bible?"

Or just shooting the drunk! Have you ever thought of that?

“Any particular passages, Reverend?”

Simms spotted the vehicle, a Mercedes C Class. 

“Give 1. Genesis 1:27-28 a look.”

“That’s all you have to offer?”

“At this time, yes. God has a plan. Just trust in him.”

What bullshit! Simms rang off. He regarded the Mercedes for a moment. That's what they're passing off as Benz these days? Pfft! Modern cars! Can't hardly tell one make from another. 

But modern cars did have their advantages. They were easy to steal. Gone were the days of slim Jims and hot wiring. Now, all you needed was a tag number. With that, you could obtain a VIN and make a cloned key with $20 worth of stuff from Amazon.

Simms pulled his counterfeit key fob from his pocket and pressed the unlock button. With a "chirp chirp," the Mercedes yielded. He slid into the driver's seat and shut the door.

The first order of business was the glove compartment. He opened it. Inside he found some fast food napkins, a tire gauge, a business card for Natalie Fitzsimons, attorney at law. At last, he found what he was looking for, an insurance card, in the case from the company with a little lizard for a spokesman. That was rule number one, only steal insured cars.

The reverend put his foot on the brake and pressed the "engine start button." The Mercedes motor responded with a roar. A moment later, he pulled up the fee booth and rolled the window down.

“I seem to have misplaced my ticket.”

The attendant sighed. 

“That’ll be $20, sir.”

Simms took a 20 dollar bill and wrapped it around a pair of c notes.

“There you are, plus something for your troubles.”

The attendant smiled.

“You have a good day, sir.”

The gate opened and Simms made the right onto Magnolia. Magnolia flowed into Asheville Highway, which brought him to Heron Circle and the Business Loop 85 Freeway. He accelerated up the southbound ramp. The Mercedes purred, taking off smoothly and with minimal aplomb. I’d love to see what she can really do.

But there was rule number two, don’t draw attention to yourself. Don’t go flying down the road.  You never knew where the state bears would be lurking. But you also didn’t do the speed limit either. In its own way, that could arouse just as much, if not more, suspicion. 

So Simms went with the flow. Just as the Business Loop met I-85, he saw cars ahead braking. He took his foot off the gas and let the Benz cost down. Parked to the side of the road was a Wellford Police cruiser. Not today boys.

Soon, the Reverend was following Nazareth Church Road alongside the Palmetto Landfill. As a clergyman, he hated to refer to anything as "God-forsaken," but this area came damn close.

When he saw the weather-beaten lawn jockey, he flicked the turn signal stalk. He eased down the long, narrow dirt driveway until he reached a single-wide mobile home. The place had been white at one point in its life but was now nearly black with mildew. 

Simms gave two quick toots on the horn. The screen door swung open and a man with short blond hair and a mustache emerged. Clad in nothing but filthy overalls, he arrived .22 rifle and a plastic shopping bag in one hand and a can of Pabst Blue Ribbon in the other. This man was "The Connection."

“The Preacher! And the keys for a sawed-off weekend! Well, you’re both welcome.”

Simms killed the motor and stepped out. He clutched the key fob tight in his hand.

“My money?”

“You betcha!”

He tossed the bag to Simms.

“Ten grand, it’s all there.”

“Mind if I count it?”

The connection placed a hand on his chest.

“Reverend, I’m hurt. Does the Bible not say ‘let he who is without sin cast the first stone’?”

“It does. It also says thou shalt not steal.”

The Connection threw his head back and roared with laughter, showing off quite a few missing teeth.

“Go ahead! Count it! I’ll get you a beer!”

“Thanks.”

It was a brilliant yet simple operation, really.  The Connection ran a salvage yard. When the right car came in, Simms stole an identical model. Then it was merely a matter of swapping the VINs with wreck and obtaining a rebuild salvage title. 
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TANYA HARDWICK SAT in the anteroom of Sheriff Culver’s office. At age 38, she’d worked her way through the ranks of the Spartanburg County Sheriff’s Office. She’d made corporal in 2018 and now she’d made sergeant. She couldn't help but wonder what the big boss wanted from her.

Above her, a clock ticked with each passing second. She reached up and ran a hand through her blond hair.

The secretary cleared her throat. 

"The sheriff will see you now."

Hardwick drew in a deep breath and stood up. She entered the office. Sheriff Culver had a round face, slat and pepper hair, and a push broom mustache.

To Culver's right stood a younger man with short, black hair, mustache and goatee. He was of slender build with a rbonze complexion

“Good to see you, Tanya," Culver said

He offered his hand and she shook. He gestured to the other man.

"Tanya, this is Detective Danny Estrella from SLED."

As soon as Tanya hear the word SLED, short for State Law Enforcment Division, she knew something big was about to go down.

She regard Estrella, a rather dashing fellow indeed. She offered her hand.  

"Sergeant Tanya Hardwick."

Estrella shook.

Culver took his seat and set his hands on the desk. He gestured for others to be seated as well.

“As you know, the county has been seeing quite the upsurge in auto theft.”

“Yes sir, I am aware.”

“That’s why I’m creating a special task force to deal with it. I want you to work with Detective Estrella to get to the bottom of it.”

Estrella cleared his throat.

“Of course we'll have full SLED resources at our disposal. Whatever we need, we got it.”

"Sound great," Hardwick said. "When shall we start?"

"Immediately," Culver replied. "You get out of here and give ‘em hell.”

“Yes sir.”
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NIGHT HAD FALLEN AS Simms piloted his Beige CRV along Groce Road. He slowed as he reached downtown Ludlow. The first building he passed was the Methodist Church. Then, he came upon Ludlow First Baptist, his church. He used a feel a slight stab of guilt passing it on one of these drives, but no more.

Soon, he was pulling into the driveway of his brick McMansion. He shifted into park, shut the engine off, and sat for a moment. He looked around at this world of tranquil cul-de-sacs, good schools, and the so-called American Dream. He sighed.

“I hate it!”

He went inside his house and the smell of a home-cooked meal greeted him.

“Charlie!” His wife called. “You’re home.”

"Hello, Susan."

He found Susan in the kitchen. She wore a floral pattern dress. Her hair was in a bobbed cut. She came over and kissed him on the cheek.

“How was your day?”

"Oh, pretty ho-hum. Counseled a few parishioners."

Susan set her casserole on the kitchen table.

“Tina! Jenna! Dinner!”

The Simms’s twin daughters, both 13, entered the kitchen and the four of them sat down. They bowed their heads and Simms said grace.  

***
[image: ]


THE CONNECTION LOUNGED in his Lazy Boy, the pile of empty beer cans on the side table growing larger. It was just past three in the morning when he heard a pounding on the door. With considerable effort, he stood up and staggered towards the door. 

“What hell do you want?”

No answer.

He opened the door and was greeted with a fist. The Connection saw a flash of light before the world went black. He found himself on the floor, a crimson pool of blood beneath him. Before he could get his bearings, a foot kicked him in the gut.

“What the fuck?”

He looked up to see a large man standing before him.

“I believe you have something that belongs to me,” a feminine voice said.

Pain surged through The Connection’s body. 

“I don’t know what the fuck you’re talkin’ about.”

A woman with wavy, black
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