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Prologue
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Now that I’m dead, this story is easy to tell. It’s extraordinary, and I suspect some people will just say, “Bullshit.” I don’t care. It happened. 

I had this unique ability to slow time, not constantly, but during certain circumstances. In those time-expansion situations, I had total clarity. This talent was a gift—especially for an assassin. 
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CURRENT-DAY JOE, LOS ANGELES

Let me start with what I prefer not to do. If someone needs to die, I’d rather not do it on a weekend. Maybe there are some who don’t like to relax on weekends, but I’m not one of those people. Now, sometimes I don’t have a choice. 

The following happened to Steve Pike because he worked weekends. And not coincidentally, so did I. 

He, Pike, had been sitting alone in his high-rise office in downtown LA. You’ve seen the tower. It has a slide outside the building encased in a plastic tube that goes from the seventieth floor down to a terrace on the floor below it. People ascend an elevator to 1,000 feet to pay to ride in this thing so they can scare the hell out of themselves. The whole thing is lame, but the potential experience served my purpose.

The first time I went there, I walked up the seventy flights—no easy task. Before 9/11, the New York firefighters had a contest to determine who was the ultimate badass: who could climb the 110 floors in the North World Trade Tower the fastest while fully dressed in their protective suits? I don’t know how they managed that feat, because I was ready to collapse after seventy flights, and I wasn’t wearing a fireman’s uniform and carrying gear. 

Now, I could get on the elevator and go up to the top floor as if I was one of those morons willing to pay for a ride down the slide. Not me. I rode up, went to the restroom for a moment, found the nearest exit, pressed a button on a device in my pocket, opened the door, and walked down two flights of stairs to Steve’s floor. Unsurprisingly, I found the access door to his floor locked, but I’m well-trained and know how to unlock a door. My little pocket device had disabled the alarm. And that’s the reason I’d walked up all those stairs earlier in the week.

I found his company’s name, Gravitas, stenciled on the glass door leading into corporate headquarters. I slowly opened the door and entered the empty reception area. It was a dark space, void of natural light with diffused artificial light coming in from the hallway. Maybe the guy stayed rich by saving on electricity. I opened an interior door and slowly headed to his corner office, passing by a serious collection of contemporary art on the walls in the corridor. 

His office door was open, and I walked in. “Hi, Steve,” and then I shot him, first in each shoulder. I could almost see the tracking of the bullets as they exited the guns chamber. He couldn’t figure out which shoulder to grab, which wasn’t necessary because my next shot struck the bridge of his nose. Conversation tends to be very minimal when you enter a room blasting. So, that’s what I did.

My gun has a silencer. It’s not quiet but has a fantastic sound, like a loud puff. Then the smoke comes out of the barrel. Puff, smoke, puff, smoke, puff, smoke, and that’s it. When hollowed bullets penetrate someone seated, they’re usually lodged in the chair after passing through the body. Not that I care because I leave the gun there. 

Of course, Steve’s blood had splattered everywhere.

But wait, I’m jumping too far ahead. That’s why I can’t tell a good joke. I’m usually laughing before I get to the punchline. So, long before I met Steve Pike, I met Jerome, whom I called Jerry. We both attended the same college, but Jerry never graduated. In fact, he rarely went to school. 

Jerry played cards daily. That’s all he did unless a shenanigan called to him. He was good at most games but specialized in bridge. I guess he’d be considered close to a Grand Master if this were a chess game. He made it to Diamond Life  Master status in bridge. Considering he played almost every waking moment, he should have been good. But he was great.

He was also the only person I ever met who never had a job. He never paid taxes and never had a boss. He did commute to the daily bridge game, once a nail salon in a strip mall in Encino, where he met other addicted souls who lived to play the game. But many of them had jobs, not Jerry. 

His employment was the bridge game. He’d play for money—sometimes a lot of money. He’d win about seventy percent of the time. If he won all the time, he’d never find a game. 

His partners would rotate. He played better bridge than anyone he teamed up with and understood how to bid. Most of his partners let him take the lead. When the bidding stopped, Jerry knew what everybody’s cards were. Please don’t ask me how.

Steve Pike also played bridge. He wasn’t as good as Jerry. He thought he was a great player but was delusional and usually lost a few thousand a week. But money wasn’t an issue for him. Sitting around a table playing bridge was a hobby, like golf for some or stamp collecting. He didn’t care about losing money. 

Steve also had a few bad habits. 

He liked young girls. This didn’t bother people who knew him. “Oh well, it’s Pike.” They dismissed his perversion as if it was okay because it was him. Until it wasn’t. 

And that’s when I came in.

Pike met a fifteen-year-old girl at Ralph’s Grocery. She was cute, and he told her she could be an actress. Yeah, I know what you’re thinking. That’s such an old line. It is, and it still works. He didn’t realize that her daddy was rich and believed in street justice. Her daddy is Nick, a friend of Jerry’s. 

Now Pike, who bragged about his escapades when he played bridge, never considered any of these young girls problematic. No one cared, and they let him go on about his conquests. 

Nick and Jerry were friends, even though Nick didn’t play bridge. When Pike showed Jerry a picture of Nick’s daughter—whom he happened to know—in a nightgown, Jerry smiled to himself and called Nick up that evening. Shortly after that, I got a call from Jerry, and his request was unusual. With Pike gone, Jerry’s income would drop. But there is a code when it comes to pedophiles. 

Jerry knew what I did as my side gig. He’d never asked me to eliminate anyone before, but it was the least I could do for a friend. 

As a rule, I don’t kill a person just because someone wants them gone. Well, that’s not exactly true—I have—but usually, I’m called on because a person did something wrong or put their nose where it shouldn’t be. In this case, Nick’s daughter had been taken advantage of by a rich, perverted, mediocre bridge player. 

So, I killed him. 

Even though it meant working on the weekend.
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Growing up, I always thought my life was every day. My father was a policeman in Chicago, and my mom worked as a head cashier at Jewel Tea Company, a Midwestern grocery chain. I had one brother, and our family went through three dogs in eighteen years. The last was a poodle we all hated, except for my mom, until the dog bit her. We had her put down the next day. 

I never liked that dog. I can’t remember who pawned that nasty canine off on us the first night she came into our lives. I was in my room on the second floor when she arrived, and she immediately found me there and climbed up on my bed. I thought, How cute, until she snarled at me when I wanted to move her to the floor so I could get some shut-eye. 

But my mom loved her, and that was all that mattered because she was going through a tough time. I’m not sure of the specifics, but she might have thought my dad was having an affair, possibly because of the lipstick on his collar when he came home late one night. I didn’t understand or think much of it then, but as mom got older, I knew that weighed on her. She got sick and spent a lot of time in bed on her days off. 

I was born in the sixties at the height of the Vietnam War. I was ineligible for the draft. My memories of the 1970s were playing sports in the neighborhood, street baseball, pickup basketball games, and evening news with Walter Cronkite. Even though I didn’t have a clue what he was talking about, he was on our black-and-white television every night until my dad bought a color TV, and then Cronkite was on that one too. The newsman seemed important, and my parents always watched and nodded. Whatever he said, he was always right.  

I’m not always right. I wish I were, but who is besides Walter Cronkite? 

***
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After I killed Pike, I walked down his office corridor and almost took one of those expensive pieces of contemporary art off the walls. It was a moment of careless thought that I quickly dismissed. Yet, I liked that piece; it spoke to me. Isn’t that what art is supposed to do? I even imagined it in my home, on a wall in the living room over the fireplace mantle. I’d regret it if I took it, but still, I wondered.

The elevator ride down was uneventful, and I walked out the front door of the building and across the street to the Los Angeles Public Library. I went to a lonely computer and typed: Mark Rothko, No 2-painting value. Google provided an estimate of $10,000,000. Pike’s was a signed lithograph, one of twenty, so its estimated value hovered around $20,000. Not worth it. For a couple of million, though ... well, you never know.

Downtown LA looked different on the weekend than on the weekdays. More families wandered about, and no one carried an outdated briefcase or backpack as if they were going to work. There wasn’t density in the streets like you find in New York, but rather steady streams of people with plenty of space for them to walk without interference. 

LA needed a downtown like Chicago’s. LA’s downtown was bleak. It just seemed to run on and on, bland and gray without personality. When you’re in Chicago, you’ve got the backdrop of Lake Michigan, the extraordinary architecture, and Millennium Park ... you know, some great sites. Here, less. Cement on top of cement. I walked a few blocks, retrieved my car from a $20 four-hour lot, which was a weekend special rate, and headed back to Sherman Oaks anticipating a relaxing weekend, or what was left of it.

Driving home on a Saturday afternoon was effortless, smooth traffic, with most people exceeding the speed limit. I exited at Woodman Avenue, turned left, and headed south toward my home in the valley hills. I liked this place. Trees were everywhere, and some tiny houses built after World War II remained but were slowly disappearing because of a preference for new structures that maximized lot space. Mine was a comfortable three-bedroom, two-bath with a backyard guesthouse. It was private, on a hill, and quiet. I could see anyone coming from the front, and because of the hill grading, no one would be climbing up from the side unless they had mountaineering experience. That could be an exaggeration, but it’s not easy to ascend.

My Corgi dog, Potato, greeted me in anticipation of food and a walk. I was hungry but fed her first. I also knew pizza, soup, and leftover chicken awaited behind the refrigerator door. I pulled a piece of cheese pizza out, set it in the toaster oven, and took a quick shower, ridding myself of the day. Five minutes later, I was enjoying a glass of Cabernet with a thin crusted slice of pizza. Then my phone rang. 

“Hey, Joe, how’s your day going?”

“Fine, Jerry, and yours?”

“All good here. And you?”

“All good.”

“Great, goodbye.”

It doesn’t get any better than that. Nick would get the message, and I’d get $25K from Jerry, less $2.5K for his efforts in putting the deal together. I didn’t have to cut him in, because I already knew Nick, but Jerry did help in facilitating the job. 

Now, that’s the right thing to do.
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If I could choose the perfect way to wake up, it would be with a dog licking my face, and that’s how mine started. My dog, Potato, with a mind of her own, would sleep wherever in the house and jump up on the bed when it was time for her to eat and me to wake up. I endured her disgusting tongue on my face, knowing I could soon hop in the shower. 

After feeding Potato, who pooped more than she ate, something I could never figure out, I took that shower, dressed, and walked down the driveway to pick up the paper. Most people I know receive their news online. I do as well, but I still enjoy reading the daily newspaper, and The Los Angeles Times awaited me every morning at the curb.

Many people in the entertainment industry lived in Sherman Oaks, and I didn’t know any of them, my neighbors, or anybody in the area. If anyone saw me, it was behind the wheel of my car or when I fetched the paper. If they said hi, I’d smile and continue doing whatever. 

I did know the gardener, Rafael. This guy’s crew came by every week to clean up my property. They did an excellent job of blowing stuff in all directions, hosing down the driveway, and some light trimming. For that, I paid him a hundred bucks a month. 

The big hit came annually when the property needed a significant cutback job. That would run about two grand. Rafael’s margins were around eighty percent for that service, but it was worth it. He also installed motion sensors and a few other cool items if I ever got an unexpected visitor. I’m not paranoid, but I don’t want to be one of those who says, “Gee, if I had only done ...”

***
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The Pike job had been a surprise. As I mentioned, Jerry and I met at college—Villanova University in Pennsylvania. I majored in psychology, and Jerry majored in ... well, cards. We were an odd couple of friends. Jerry wore the same clothes all the time, sometimes looking like he fell off the turnip truck, and I was a clothes horse. Nothing has changed since college. 

I enjoyed exercise while he detested it. I was a foodie, except when I wasn’t, while he was into junk food. We both liked sports—he observed, and I played. But our common interest was cars. We both loved cars and knew how to disassemble and reassemble most. Occasionally, we’d hotwire a car and go for a joy ride— something I mastered in high school. It was petty theft, and we relished every minute. 

We learned about our one common interest at lunch in our dormitory cafeteria, where a bunch of us gathered at one long table to discuss whatever as we devoured shepherd’s pie or a greasy cheeseburger. Jerry sat across from me, and the subject of cars came up, specifically muscle cars from the ’70s. I mentioned the Holy Grail, an Oldsmobile 4-4-2 W-30 Convertible with a cold-air intake system and high-lift cam under a twin-scooped fiberglass hood. We became instant friends. We knew more about those beasts than anyone at the table and thoroughly enjoyed testing our knowledge with each other.

One evening, a few months after our “love of cars lunch,” we were leaving a greasy spoon and saw a lonely 1969 Chevy Camaro convertible parked in front of a funeral home. It was dark blue with a white interior and whitewall tires, and it called to us. In one minute, we were off and running, wild and free, through the beautiful countryside that surrounded Villanova.

Now, I know what you’re thinking. Heisting a car is a guaranteed way to get kicked out of school. The thought crossed my mind, but not as much as the thrill. Plus, we were both experienced car thieves and knew our limits. In this case, it was a thirty-minute joy ride. The only issue we faced was the two-mile walk back to campus. But it was worth it.

***
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I usually accept only four or five jobs per year. Besides, killing people wasn’t my full-time gig. I was a psychologist, counseling those in need, which included pretty much everyone. That’s what I did Monday through Friday, and the primary reason I was not particularly eager to work on the weekends was my counseling job. 

So, it was now Sunday, when I usually put Potato in the car and we’d go somewhere interesting. On this day, our destination involved two things we enjoyed—the beach and relaxing. 

I knew a spot to park in Marina Del Ray where I found a space in a public garage for ten bucks, and we headed to the sand. I plopped down a towel, greased up, and got into a book about meditation while Potato took her fourth dump. We stayed for around two hours and returned to the garage, where I’d thought my car was safe. Wrong. 

Somehow, someone snuck past the attendant, entered the garage, and broke into a few cars, including mine. There wasn’t much to steal except for a favorite pair of sneakers, a hat with a Yellowstone logo, and a water bottle. It didn’t make a difference what all it was—I was pissed. I returned to the beach and boardwalk to investigate. It wasn’t the loss of stuff that irritated me. It was the violation of my space. 

I walked up and down for a few minutes, checking people out, and just when I was ready to leave, I saw a greaseball wearing my cap, which was too small for his head. He was on rollerblades, shirtless in his early twenties, enjoying his stoned afternoon. He skated in my direction, and as he passed, I pushed his shoulder hard, causing him to lose his balance and fall into a sand-filled barrier wall. 

He bounced off the wall and hit the ground. Stunned, he stood up, mad as hell, and raced toward me. That’s when I kicked him in the balls so hard he doubled over, hit the ground, and lay there screaming in pain. I snatched my hat from his head and said, “Stealing is not nice.”

He tried to say something as a small crowd gathered, inquiring about what had happened. I just shrugged, saying, “Ya got me. No idea,” then returned to the garage. 

Now, I know what you’re thinking. I’m a badass. Well, to a degree, yes, I am. But someone who enters your space uninvited and steals from you is well aware of the potential consequences. On top of that, it ruined my Zen-like day!

Waze recommended that the drive back to the Valley would be best taken on Beverly Glenn, not the San Diego to the Ventura Freeways. It was an interesting route. Once you turned north from Sunset into the Glenn, big, expensive homes bordered the road leading into the narrow canyon. The farther you ascended the canyon, the narrower it became regarding useable land space for a home. In LA, that meant the house adapted to the land.

Homes on stilts cantilevered into the sloping hillsides with narrow, steep driveways. The price tags were still enormous, and for this, you got to live off a road where thousands of cars traverse from the Valley to the basin and back every weekday. People learned to rapidly back their cars into their driveways for a quick forward exit. 

Once I crossed Mulholland Drive and headed down the Valley, I saw an extraordinary view across its floor. Clear days were the best for this, not necessarily in the summer. A significant temperature change greeted us from the marina—about 20 degrees hotter. Thank God for air-conditioning. 

I stopped at a local store for provisions and arrived home around 3:30 p.m. I parked the car in the garage, still mad about my shoes, and entered my home. I let Potato out back so she could relieve herself yet again. 

I’m not attached to my cell phone on the weekends and usually keep it at home. I don’t want to be bothered. But I realize that’s problematic as it relates to my patients. My voice message is clear. “Hi, this is Joe. I don’t have my phone with me now, but I promise to reply within the next few hours. If, on the other hand, this is an emergency, please go to the nearest hospital.”

Here’s how I look at it. Let’s say a patient of mine is on suicide watch, and I’ve had a few of them. I want them to know I’ll be there for them, but not now when they want me. I’m basically saying, “Hold off, don’t kill yourself. I’ll call soon.” So far, that’s always worked. 

This call wasn’t from a patient. It was from Jerry. 

“Joe, call me when you get this.”
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I pulled a Corona from the fridge, opened it, and called Jerry. I knew he was smart enough not to say anything stupid on the phone, as in, “Hey, someone saw you kill Pike.” 

“Jerry, what’s up?”

“Want to grab a coffee?”

“No.”

“How about a beer?”

“No.”

“We should.”

“Okay. Where?”

“Mike’s on Ventura. See you at five.”

Well, I almost got my Zen back. This was, without exception, the last thing I wanted to do. But I knew something was up, so I exited my sweet serenity and drove down the hill to Mike’s, a dive bar in North Hollywood catering to people one step away from homelessness. Jerry sat at the bar, finishing his beer.

“So, why am I here?”

“Because I have it on good authority Pike installed video cameras throughout his office. You’re on camera.”

“How do you know.?”

“One of the guys I play bridge with was talking about the ‘thing’ that happened yesterday. He had a cop friend who let him know.”

“So much for professional discretion.”

“Anyway, they’ve got footage of everything.”

“It must be quite entertaining.”

“Aren’t you a little worried?”

“Nope.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because I disguised myself, wig, hat, beard. Trust me, you would not have known it was me.”

Jerry ordered another beer and said, “Whew, I was worried.”

“Is that all?”

“Yeah. Wait—did you wear that watch?” Pointing to my Mickey Mouse watch on my left wrist.

“Yes, oh shit. Looks like I won’t be watching Mickey’s hands anymore.”

“Good idea.”

So, I left the bar, drove about a mile, and saw a roadside dumpster. The new resting spot for my Mickey watch. What bothered me about it had nothing to do with losing the watch but my carelessness. Something that stupid could get me in big trouble or worse. 

When I arrived home, Potato was ready for dinner and her whatever dump of the day. I reviewed my calendar for tomorrow’s appointments, ate a piece of chicken marsala and a salad, and hit the sheets by 9:30. 

The following day, after I got ready for work and Potato responsibilities, I headed to my office on Ventura Boulevard in Encino, just west of the 405. It’s an old building with one hydraulic elevator servicing three floors. My office, which looked out over the freeway, was on the third floor, and I always took the stairs. I didn’t have a receptionist, so I buzzed people in once they arrived. There were two doors—the arrival door and the exit door from my office into the hallway. 

Seeing a psychologist is difficult for some people. They don’t need to feel judged by others when they come to my office. My first patient today was Wasser, a mid-forties businessman from the Valley. He had a couple of kids and a wife of fifteen years who hated him, and he’d worked for the same company since graduating college. 

I heard the familiar ring notifying me of Scott’s arrival and buzzed him in. It was 10:00 a.m., and Scott was extremely punctual, announcing himself precisely at ten on the dot. 

“Good morning, Scott. How are you today?”

“I’ve had better.”

For the next twenty-five minutes, Scott went on about his abusive wife. She asserted herself in everything, was dismissive of his opinions, and mocked him constantly in front of their children. On multiple occasions, he asked her if she would accompany him on a joint therapy session, and she refused. 

Finally, I said, “Scott, maybe you should consider separating for an interim period. I know this is a difficult decision, but you’re living in a toxic environment, and you really need to regain your mental health. It might be a liberating experience.”

“But what about my kids? Where will they live?”

“My suggestion is a shared custody arrangement, with your kids staying with your wife but you have visitation rights to take them for a specified time. This won’t be easy; you should consult a lawyer. I know it’s a lot to process, but you must think about your well-being again.”

We chatted longer, and I bade him good luck until next week’s session. After he left, I scribbled some follow-up notes in his folder and thought about his wife. She seemed like a total bitch, and I could make this problem disappear. But I wouldn’t. 

I only had one more appointment that morning, and it was a patient who reminded me of my older brother, Bob, who died in Chicago years ago. Actually, he was the primary reason I became an assassin. He was a dick. I loved him, but he was a jerk to me. He teased me all the time, and I could handle that. What irritated me, especially when we got older, was his superior attitude. “Listen, Joe, you’ll understand once you’re older.” He was only two years my senior! 

Those twenty-four months provided him with entitlement. He got the biggest bedroom and never wore a hand-me-down. When he turned sixteen, he began to drive Dad’s 1977 VW and brought it to college. He had a reputation as the number-one lady’s man on campus and enjoyed every moment of that recognition. 

Then, one night, while his new girlfriend was pleasuring him while he drove her home, someone cut his car off the road, and he ran into a tree. They survived, but the VW was totaled. Also, she bit down on him during the accident and reduced his manhood considerably, losing his lady’s man moniker. 

As a result, when I turned sixteen, I didn’t have a car to drive when he came home for the summer. My dad had his car, a used Imperial; mom had hers, a 1985 yellow Pontiac Sunbird convertible. I could look at them but couldn’t drive them, maybe because my dad thought I’d get in an accident. So, I stole them whenever possible and felt good about myself until I got caught.

Okay, I acknowledge my brother was the family favorite. Even after his manhood was reduced, he was still number one. So much so that my parents bought him a used 1986 Ford Fairlane 500 with a big bench seat in front. He may have kept his ranking if he had been driving that versus the VW.

Back to my second patient, Frank Sherry. Frank always had an attitude: “I’m coming here, I’m paying you, I’m always right.” I wondered how that played in his professional life. He was a contractor, and I was always amazed at how he stayed in business, despite that kind of personality. 

Thanks to his distorted perception of himself, he usually needed to be corrected—my job. He was one of those souls who never really saw himself in the mirror. His reflection was far from reality. He was overweight, balding with a comb-over, and wore white socks with black lace-up shoes. He saw himself as an attractive man who couldn’t figure out why people, especially women, weren’t falling all over him. 

I learned long ago that most people don’t assess themselves accurately. They cheated reality, thinking they were younger, more intelligent, more athletic ... something more than they were. Eventually, this led to frustration and a disconnection from reality. They saw what they wanted to see in the mirror.  

My job was simple. To hold up the mirror and show them who they really were. 

“Hi, Frank, nice to see you today.”

“I can imagine.” And there’s the first clue that he was an asshole.

“So, when we left off last week, I asked you to write down any occurrences when people weren’t friendly to you. Were you able to do that?”

“Yes. I had a long list but narrowed it down to three times.”

“Okay, please enumerate.”

“I’m in line at Trader Joe’s. There’s a woman behind me with cantaloupes in her cart. I look at her, then her cantaloupes, and say, ‘Nice cantaloupes.’ Well, you would have thought I’d said, ‘Nice tits.’”

“And why do you think that is?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I did look at her tits but only mentioned the cantaloupes.”

“Maybe she felt like you were referring to her breasts.”

“So what? They were there just like the cantaloupes!” 

“Frank, what was your intention in complimenting her cantaloupes?”

“I don’t know. I just wanted to strike up a conversation.”

“Do you think that was the most appropriate way to do that?”

“It seemed like it at the time. Maybe not.”

“These are the things you need to consider before uttering a word. Think, Have you had the cantaloupes here before? How are they? Something like that.”

We discussed his other two social blunders, and I restated that he needed a filter. He disagreed, and we both agreed to meet again the following Monday.
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YOUNG JOE, CHICAGO

Being a psychologist is not what I thought I’d be when I was younger. Of course, I didn’t give much thought to many things back then. Basketball and driving were my main passions. 

I enjoyed driving and decided to do more of it, even if it wasn’t in my parents’ cars. Back in the late ’80s, cars were easy to steal, assuming you knew how to open a door. Then, you’d pop the ignition cap, cross a couple of wires, and bingo, accessible transportation for the evening. 

My favorite car to borrow was the 1985 Chevy Monte Carlo SS with a 305 cc small block. That car was so fast, and if I may say so, I looked pretty good up front, popping the clutch with the manual shift ... until I got caught.

So, one night, I found a sweet bright red one with neon signs pointing to it: Take me, I’m yours. That’s an exaggeration, but let’s say it called to me. I’m cruising down Western Avenue on Chicago’s South Side, minding my own business, and suddenly, menacing flashing red lights appear in my rearview mirror. Now, that meant one of two things. First, the police knew it was a stolen car, or two, I’d done something to call their attention to me. 

If you’ve ever driven a Monte Carlo SS, you’d know what I’m about to tell you. You stand on the gas, downshift to second from third, pop the clutch, and the G-forces pin you back against the seat as the smell of burning rubber trails behind you. 

Just my luck, the cops had the same car. 

I finally stopped after a few blocks, raised my arms after exiting, and was immediately told to lie down on the ground with my hands behind my back. When I began to speak, one cop said, “Shut the fuck up.” I figured they were serious, so I did. 

Next thing you know, I was in the backseat of the squad car heading to jail. That’s when I blurted out, “Excuse me, Officers, I forgot to tell you my father is a police sergeant for the force in Hyde Park.” I thought this might help my cause.

The cop sitting in the passenger seat said, “I think you’re fucked, and your dad may kill you.” 

I then did the only honorable thing I could think of and cried. 

When Dad showed up at the police station, he already knew I was behind bars, sitting alone in my cell, which was just as well. No one had seemed particularly friendly around there, especially the garlic-breath, overweight cop who had locked me up. The other prisoners were downright rude as I passed them in handcuffs; they leaned against the bars of their cells and vaulted insults.

Dad finally walked down the cell corridor an hour or so later. He didn’t say a word as he stood by Garlic Guard. If it had been any other situation, he would have said to the officer, “What the hell did you eat with your three pounds of garlic?” But he didn’t care about the guard’s fragrance. He only cared about me.

I’d never seen my father wearing the uniform of rank that accorded him the respect that came with his profession. The other police officers gave him a wide berth. It was his show. He didn’t have to ask the guard to unlock the door—the guard just did it—and my dad and I walked out of the station in total silence. 

I hoped he’d berate me, maybe even slap my face, yet he did nothing. It was silent torture from when I left the cell until we arrived home. Nothing, an empty, wordless ten-minute ride. Well, I did say, “Dad, I’m sorry.” I anticipated the, “Oh, you disappointed me and your mother.” But ... nothing.

We arrived at 1650 West 105th Place and drove down our driveway to the garage. I instinctively exited the car and opened the barn doors for him. Dad pulled the Imperial inside the garage, then left the vehicle and walked into the house, still not uttering a word. I followed him through the back door and into the kitchen, then through the dining room and into the living room, where Mom sat watching her favorite rerun show, Bonanza. I began to say something, and she said, “Not now, Joe. Let me finish this episode.”

At the time, I didn’t think much about her reaction. It was not until I went to a therapist for my own self-awareness, or lack thereof, that moments like that began to surface in my consciousness. 

“So, how did that make you feel, Joe?” the therapist asked. 

“Not great, but that was my mom. She just avoided things that would potentially drain her emotions.”

“What do you mean?”

“She had a tough life coming from a family of seven, living in a two-bedroom, one-bath house across from the steel mills in Hammond, Indiana. Her father was a chronic gambler, and her mother had multiple moods. I suspect she had bipolar disorder. Also, her mother was raped by one of her father’s friends, resulting in her youngest sister’s arrival.” 

Mom left home when she was around fourteen but remained a dutiful daughter once she married and had security. She’d drive to see her parents weekly, bringing food or whatever she thought they needed.

“It sounds like she persevered through a lot of adversity.” 

“She did. She was strong and frail at the same time.”

“What do you mean?” 

“She had a demanding job at Jewel Tea as head cashier. That meant staying on top of everything related to checking out at the store, personnel, balancing the daily registers, scheduling ... you know, a whole bunch of stuff. But her emotional quotient was fragile. She had a hard time expressing herself and avoided all conflicts at home. When she finished her day at the store, she’d be exhausted.” 

“How would that play out? Her coming home so tired.”

“We had a nontraditional family in the ’60s. Both of my parents worked. But my father still expected dinner on the table when he arrived home. That was Mom’s responsibility.”

“How do you think your mom felt about that?”

“Resentful, I suspect.”

“Do you think she ever addressed it with your father?”

“No, or not in front of the kids.”

“So, she kept a lot inside?”

“I guess.”

“How about you, Joe? Do you keep a lot inside?” 

And there began years of me being on the couch. I liked it. Those sessions freed me up and gave me confidence—maybe too much.
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CURRENT-DAY JOE

Later in the week, I arrived home from working out, let Potato out, got the mail, and opened the refrigerator to find something to eat. I turned on the television and watched a live report of a nut case in a house with SWAT outside. The reporter was talking about a hostage situation. Someone was in the house with a man the authorities identified as Scott Wasser—my 10:00 a.m. appointment this past Monday.

Now, here’s the dilemma. Do I leave my couch, forego a meal, and head to Scott’s house? Yes, immediately. I didn’t want to get involved, but I had to. But first, I decided to call Scott while I was on the way.

After a few rings, he must have seen me on caller ID and picked up his cell.

“Hi, Joe. I guess you know what’s up.”

“Yes, along with most of LA. Do you want to talk?”

“Sure. About what?”

“Scott, the police surrounded your house. Why?”

“Because the police think I kinda lost it and shot my wife.”

“Where is she now?”

“Dead on the front porch.”

“Is there anyone else in the house with you?”

“No, my kids are in school.”

“Okay, so what are you going to do?”

“I’d like to put a few more bullets in her, but it won’t do any good. She’s already dead. The problem is it wasn’t my fault. A neighbor saw her stagger out of the
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