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The stale stink of piss snatched Ray away from the comfort of sleep. It was sweating from the walls, coupled with the stench of body odor and old cigarettes. His damp pants clung to his legs, stiffened by the holding cell’s air conditioning. At first he thought he’d pissed himself, adding to the aroma of the room, but then he remembered how he’d gotten arrested. And why.
The ice machine was as good a place as any to fall asleep. Los Angeles’ thick summer air drove most transient folks to the shore; cool Pacific winds and the dampness of the piers the only respite from the heat, but Ray didn’t care much for the beach. Sand snuck into every pocket and crevice, buried for months in his only change of clothes. He preferred to suffer through the heat rather than find sand in his skivvies come January. 
He remembered the sting of the sunbaked concrete. It seared his feet through the soles of his worn shoes as he walked the cracked sidewalk of the 101 overpass. A strip of seedy hotels on Sunset Boulevard, vacant in the daylight and popular only by the hour, offered small pockets of shade in their outdoor hallways. Ray could easily loiter there as he dug through the treasure troves of discarded soda cans next to the vending machines.
Huddled behind a wall of crumbling stucco, stewing in his own filthy juices, Ray watched a resident of the StayInn fill a towel with ice. The man, exhausted and hungover from the friendly exchange of venereal disease, let the cold air of the ice machine pour over his protruding belly before belching and stumbling away. 
Making sure he wasn’t being watched, Ray stuck his head inside the machine, the refrigeration cooling the dust-streaked sweat on his forehead. Frost soothed the ache building in his body and the world went away as he basked in the sterile smell of stainless steel and filtered water. 
A door opening down the hall pulled him out of his daze and he closed the ice machine’s lid. Beads of sweat immediately set up camp on his exposed skin. The frigid case beckoned to him, and opening the door again, he climbed in. The cold was sharp, but the dull bites of false winter were welcome after the beating he had taken from the sun pulsing in the cloudless sky.
He knew it was smart to get drunk before he tried his little experiment. A sober body couldn’t have taken the constant cold and the mixture of bourbon in his veins and ice on his skin produced a comforting tingle that lulled him to sleep. 
As his eyes slipped closed, he knew he’d made the right decision. When it came to the amount of paperwork a cop was willing to do for arresting a trespassing vagrant, liquored up was much easier to process than crazy. Ray also wasn’t the kind of guy who got off on assaulting tourists at Hollywood and Highland.
A meth addict peered down into his field of vision, reminding him he’d accomplished his mission.
“You holdin’?” the gaunt man slurred, noxious gas billowing from behind his rotting teeth.
Ray sat up, his temples exploding as his eyes opened to the light in the room.
“Sorry, pal,” Ray said. 
Drugs and weapons were at the top of the list of things that didn’t make it through processing, but those in need of a fix don’t necessarily thrive on long-term memory or common sense.
“Ask him,” Ray pointed to the bloated man with running sores on his face and neck. If the fuzz chose to not do an extensive sweep on anyone, it was the dude who might have given them leprosy. Meth Man didn’t care either way. He would have licked the tubby guy’s pustules dry if someone told him the juice was lined with buzzard dust. He shuffled across the room, leaving Ray to take in the rest of his roommates.
It had been a slow night for the Los Angeles Police Department. Two other drunks remained dead to the world, one wrapped around the steel communal in the corner. Decades of filth clung to his mouth as he drooled into the bowl, his lower lip stuck to the diarrhea-sprayed rim. A group of gang members had taken over the far corner of the cell. They’d managed to hang onto a deck of cards and were playing an odd variation of blackjack.
Ray stood up, bracing himself for the stiffness in his joints and swelling of his brain. He made his way over to the toilet and unzipped his fly. Doing his best to avoid splashing the bowl’s current occupant, Ray stared hard into the reflective piece of metal bolted to the wall. If he was in the wrong cell or was given the wrong information, all the bullshit had been for nothing. 
As his bladder finished evacuating, the final drops spattering the drunk’s cheek, Ray’s eye caught the small curl of paper from underneath the mirror. Tucking himself back into his ragged pants, he glanced over his shoulder. The poker game had become more heated and Chunky Sores had obviously been holding, because he and Meth Man were engaged in figuring out the best way to ingest said substance without arousing suspicion.
Ray turned his attention back to the mirror, standing as though he was still urinating, though the familiar ping was not reverberating off the bowl. He leaned forward with one hand held straight out to brace himself, like he was trying to pass a kidney stone, and began to finger the edge of the paper, prying it out from its hiding place. 
He crumpled it into his palm and bent down to flush the toilet. The loud rush of water didn’t awaken the sleeping drunk, he merely clutched the metal toilet tighter and darted his tongue out to lick the drops of Ray’s piss off his cheek. Ray’s stomach turned and he whipped around, a tattooed chest blocking his way.
“What you got there?”
He brought his eyes up from the dirty floor. Towering a good foot taller than him, one of the gang members breathed halitosis into Ray’s face. His beard was shaved into a thin line at the sideburns, but gave away to a scruff of hair at the chin. One of his eyes was lazy and Ray couldn’t figure out how to make eye contact with him.
“Bacon Cream!” Ray screamed.
“What muthafucka?”
“Happenstance would bequeath frosty bacon cream onto your majesty’s jowls!”
A fist as large as Ray’s head realigned his jaw, sending him to the ground. The impact caused his hangover to burst and the vomit burned his throat, stomach acid stinging the hole where one of his back molars had come loose. Crazy talk usually worked with the tough types, but Lazy Eye didn’t care how crazy he was, his curiosity was already piqued by what Ray held in his hand.
“You puke on my kicks muthafuck?” Lazy Eye wrapped his hand around the back of Ray’s neck and lifted him to his feet.
“You gonna lick that shit off them ‘til theys clean, crazy muthafucka.” 
One eye bore into him as the other drifted off to some unknown focal point.
Ray’s tooth slipped loose and dark iron began to fill his mouth. He spit the molar out and it bounced off of Lazy Eye’s forehead, leaving a pink streak of blood and saliva between his caterpillar eyebrows.
“Cobb!”
Lazy Eye’s rage was halted as all heads turned toward the voice beyond the bars. Ray raised his hand ever so slightly to indicate he was the one they wanted, and felt Lazy Eye’s fingernails dig deep into the flesh of his neck before letting him go. By some miracle, he’d had enough sense to give the attending officer his name the night before. If he had been a John Doe, he might not have made it to the end of the day.
Raymond Cobb staggered out of the holding cell and down the hallway of the county jail to be released back into the world. In one hand, he held his swelling jaw, and in the other, the last will and testament of the man Ray knew as Ernie Politics.
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Nick Archer was on his fourth Foster’s, a final swig lingering in the rounded basin of the large can. He wondered if it would be worth the story later to approach the strange woman winking at him behind too much blue eye shadow at the other end of the bar. There was just enough alcohol flowing through his bloodstream to give it serious thought, but he figured it would be an embarrassment to tell people he’d caught syphilis from its Patient Zero. He sucked down the final drops of warm beer before shoving off the barstool and into the street.
The air hit him hard as he stepped onto the sidewalk. He passed by a dirty man in a goose down coat rifling through a garbage can.
“Gotta quarter?”
Nick waved him off and kept walking.
“She should be asleep by now,” he said to himself, looking at his watch. 
He had taken to leaving his cell phone at home just so his mother wouldn’t be able to reach him. It was an awful thing to do considering the state of her health, but his moments of solitude were scarce and precious. 
The doctors said it was a combination of asbestos and cigarettes that caused his mother’s emphysema and eventual cancer. Early retirement from the world of textile manufacturing left her with a healthy pension, but an unhealthy dose of mesothelioma. 
When the state went smoke-free she stopped leaving the house. It was the only place she could smoke while doing all the things she loved, but eventually everyone but Nick stopped coming to her. Her friends refused to leave the beautiful comfort of their new senior center to aggravate their angina in the less desirable part of Mid-City.
Sweat emerged from his receding hairline and rolled down his forehead as he ascended the steps of the house he grew up in. The atmosphere changed as he opened the front door, not necessarily for the better. The cold breeze of central air and cigarette smoke produced a haze thicker than the smog on the 405 and Nick was beginning to wonder if he wouldn’t get emphysema himself just from living in the house. He tried to make the best of his situation and he loved his mother, but his tolerance deteriorated every time someone commented on how much his clothes stank.
Janice Archer was in front of the television, passed out in her easy chair. In one hand, she held an unfinished crossword puzzle from Parade magazine, and in the other, an uncapped ballpoint pen. There were tiny black lines written on the arm of the chair from the times she had stirred. A cigarette with a long ash hung from her lips, pieces of charred tobacco and menthol dusting the paper in her lap.
Trying not to disturb her, he pinched his thumb and forefinger together to pluck the cigarette from between her lips. He pulled it free, a dark ring of lipstick around the filter. Nick found it amusing that she took the time to make herself up every morning, though she knew he would be the only one to see her. She joked that if he spent every day looking at her “without her face on,” he would be dead long before her. Janice Archer had a self-deprecating sense of humor that Nick had inherited and appreciated. It kept them both from taking life too seriously. 
The removal of the cigarette brought her back to life and she sprang awake, hacking with a low and familiar cough. The expulsion of air from her lungs blew the long ash from the cigarette onto Nick. He wiped it off his shirt before grinding the remains of the butt into a nearby ashtray.
“Ma, you gotta watch the falling asleep while lit up.”
“Ah, I ain’t dead yet. The Good Lord will take me with my lungs burning from the inside or outside.”
“Yeah, but then I’ll have no place to live.”
“Sorry. Next time I get sleepy, I’ll be sure to ponder the current state of the housing market and put out my butt. You happy?”
“Thank you. C’mon, let’s get you to bed.”
“You forgot your phone again. The department called while you were out.”
“Ma, I told you not to answer my phone.”
“Well, maybe if you weren’t such a Mr. Forgetful, I wouldn’t fret that you were missing something important.”
“Even if I were, there would be no way for you to call me to pass on the message, so who cares? Just let it go to voicemail.”
“Like I want to be your secretary anyway, big shot Detective Archer.”
“You gonna start with that again?”
She shrugged.
“What’d they want?”
“They said you should come in an hour early tomorrow. Something about a backlog of cold cases. I don’t even know what that means, just what he told me to tell you. Made me repeat it back to him. That Jenkins you work with is a condescending prick, you know that?”
“You don’t have to tell me. I know. Thanks for getting me the message, Ma, I appreciate it.”
“There you go, that wasn’t so hard, offering a little thanks to your mother who you leave all alone to go drink swill and not come home with a girl.”
He hated when his mother baited him into talking about anything remotely resembling his love life. He was glad she cared, but the last thing he wanted to talk to his mother about was picking up some chick at a bar and bringing her home to hump in his boyhood bedroom.
“I had one, but she was about twice your age and half as good looking.”
“Hey, take what you can get. Maybe she has a brother for me.”
“All right, enough banter with you, it’s late. You need any help getting up the stairs?”
“You gonna put me on your shoulders and piggy back me up there? I’m fine. Go watch some TV. But not too late, remember, early to rise in the morning.”
“G’night, Ma.”
Nick watched his mother cough thick phlegm into a handkerchief as she steadied herself on the wooden banister. He waited for her to disappear into the bathroom before he went to the refrigerator to grab a beer, hoping to ride his buzz into dreamless sleep. 
Flipping the bottle cap into the ashtray on the coffee table he stretched himself out on the couch and stared up at the tar-stained ceiling, wondering what kind of horse shit Jenkins was going to throw at him in the morning.
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...the government is using race relations to keep the common man from uniting and bringing down the imperialist pyramid system. The racial tensions have been eased with the civil rights movement, but branched out into the Arab peoples, who in turn oppress their women. The establishment fuels the fires of negative racial and gender relationships by publicly condemning the oppression of women, while privately encouraging proper gender roles with the sales of things like Barbie Dolls. This association of women with the perfect body image and infinite sweetness, causes internal struggle for both men and women as they try to grow into the modern world, while trying to hold onto the All-American tradition of the nuclear family. This constant tension keeps society focused inward on their own problems and not on the outward problems of big government committing crimes against humanity. John Q. Public trying to be sensitive and well rounded, while still being the breadwinner and Jane Q. Public trying to make her way in the modern world establishing an able minded identity while still being able to take care of the family and bake them goods like strawberry shortcake....

The splash of cold, rusty water couldn’t wash away the images of Ernie Politics ranting on the corner of Franklin and Vermont, throwing doll heads at passing cars. Ray stared back at his weary reflection in the gas station bathroom mirror, remembering the last time he saw his friend alive, but couldn’t shake the crime scene photos his imagination had constructed. 
He could see Ernie’s thin arms, the pink translucent skin sawed off at the wrists where his attacker had removed the hands. His face was contorted into permanent shock. Streams of dark crimson flowed down his cheeks, a hot spring bursting forth from the pits where his electric red eyes once lived.
After the police interviewed Ernie’s known acquaintances, the file went into a pile of unsolved transient murders, the “to do” stack of a retiring detective in the Robbery-Homicide division. In the movies, it’s always one last case that draws the old, grizzled officer back into the fold, tying up all the loose ends. In reality, it’s like any other job. On their last day, they’re ready to get the hell out, spend some time with their grandkids and enjoy midday naps, leaving that pile of cases for the next guy. 
The case did have some interesting particulars. An albino with missing appendages caused a bit of a stir. But with no motive, no real background, and no known enemies, curiosity quickly deteriorated into a theory that the murder was part of a gang hazing. Ernie was singled out because of his big mouth and unusual appearance. Now the ashes of Ernie “Politics” Gaffney sat on a shelf in a plastic bag, waiting the requisite four years before the Los Angeles County coroner’s office tossed it into a mass grave along with the remains of a thousand other unclaimed bodies.
The gas station owner banging on the restroom door pulled Ray from his memories. He dried his hands and face with a wad of paper towels and unlocked the door.
“Get outta here before I call the cops.”
Ray stopped and stared at the gray-faced man just long enough to make him uncomfortable, then tossed the used paper towels at his feet before walking past him.
He stopped at the outer pumps, pulling a stick of gum out of the pack he’d pocketed while asking for the bathroom key, and looked at the prick across the street. With Ernie gone, he figured he’d never have to talk to that son of a bitch ever again, but there he was, enlisting the asshole’s help for the second time in forty-eight hours. It only seemed logical to go to the man who knew Ernie Politics best, but Ray hated Benny 7-11. 
Benny always made a point of his appearance. He didn’t wear the same ragged clothes day after day. He would go to the Goodwill donation bin on Hollywood Boulevard at dawn, just before the place opened, and would pick out the most original ensemble. Then he would give himself a hobo shower in a public restroom, even taking the time to shave his cheeks and chin, but he never touched his disgusting mustache. 
It began to take on a life of its own, growing well over his lips and beyond the creases of his hustler’s sneer. The ingrown and dead hairs acted as a filter for all of his meals, preventing the wettest remnants of his food from reaching his mouth. The effort he placed in making himself look somewhat respectable was always undercut by the pride he took in neglecting the hideous creature on his face. 
Benny made his living soliciting change from people who frequented convenience stores. He would greet the patrons politely, opening the door for them, asking that they not forget the doorman on the way out. As he opened the door for them again when they left, he would hold his paw out for a polite donation. Sometimes the ploy worked, sometimes it didn’t, but Benny 7-11 always had a smile on his face. Regular customers at the handful of stores Benny had in his rotation were amazed at how upbeat Benny was when he opened the door, no matter how many people decided his service wasn’t worth their spare change. It was because Benny had a special secret.
When business was slow, Benny 7-11 would go into the store. The shopkeepers tolerated his presence because whatever money he could finagle out of their patrons, he usually reinvested in their merchandise. He was good-natured, never obstructed the entrance, and never hindered their business. He would slowly wander the aisles, plucking a Grandma’s Cookie or pack of sunflower seeds from the shelves. He’d spent time building up the clerks’ trust, so they figured they didn’t have to watch him too closely, knowing he would never shoplift. But when their eyes were turned away, or focused on other customers, Benny 7-11 would make his way over to the coffee station and grab a handful of to-go coffee lids. Those lids made their way into the waistband of Benny’s pants and eventually came to rest on his sweaty, never washed, hairy as his upper lip, balls. 
He usually did one more lap of the store before returning to the coffee station and pulling the lids out of his drawers, checking them for stray pubes, and putting them back into the stack at random intervals. He’d pay for his item and resume his post back outside the door, grinning from ear-to-ear every time he was ignored by a person holding a coffee cup, right before they took a nice big gulp of mocha java laced with his rancid nut juice.
Benny 7-11 had sent Ray into lockup after he’d started poking around for information. A few weeks earlier, Ernie Politics had been arrested for aggravated assault and ended up in the same cell Ray had recently occupied. Like most of L.A.’s homeless, Ernie had a few previous arrests, most of them misdemeanors: trespassing, public intoxication, disturbing the peace. Usually he did nothing more than putter his 99-cent store shopping cart up and down the streets of the City of Angels. After he was found dead, Ray went looking for Benny to find out what had really happened. And, of course, Benny had a long-winded story to tell.
“So, Ernie attacks this spic kid, don’t know who, probably just some asshole in the wrong place and was real quickly taken into custody, right, and shoved in the clink to cool off. Now, you and me and everybody else knows, you spend a day in holding then you’s done. Released. Finito. Maybe they send him up to Gateways for some antipsych meds. But he don’t move. Ernie was in holdin’ seven whole days. They didn’t process him to be moved to general population to await trial, didn’t do nothing with him. About day three at the L.A. County Bed and Breakfast, he starts to get real paranoid, like they’re never coming for him and are gonna let him rot. So, he starts beggin’ around the room for a paper and pen like they’re hookers and blow, finally getting a ballpoint out of some dude covered in shit and a stack of Post-it notes out of the pocket of some corporate dude with a double limit DUI blow. And then, they finally come for him.”
“He starts rantin’ to me about how they only let him out ‘cuz they were followin’ him and wanted to keep tallies on all his known associates before finally doin’ away with him, and that all his secrets and final thoughts on the matter were, and I quote, ‘In his will.’ You want some answers? Get yourself arrested and look behind that metal slab they call a mirror in holdin’ number two, hopin’ you get yourself lucky enough to be placed in holdin’ number two. All I know is, he tells me this whole tale and three days later they find him without his hands or eyeballs. He may have been crazy paranoid, but that shit is worth a look. Now, I’d go myself, naturally, but I have a livelihood to protect here. I’d hate to have mom and pop towelhead in there see me get dragged into a squad and then find themselves tellin’ me to move along. You get my drift, Cobbsy?”
As much as Ray hated to admit it, Benny 7-11’s intelligence had checked out, even if he was one tooth poorer for it. Now, perhaps Benny could be of more assistance. 
Ray found him in West Hollywood at his usual perch on Santa Monica Boulevard, wearing a bright pink windbreaker and some loud golf pants.
“Looks like you had some jaw trouble there, Cobbsy,” Benny called to him as he nodded politely to the old Asian man entering the store.
“The bulls didn’t take too well to you sleepin’ in an ice machine? Nice choice, by the way. You couldn’t have gotten pinched for anything more pussy, like disrupting a feather convention or givin’ out too many free hugs?”
Benny laughed at his own joke. Ray wasn’t in the mood.
“You wanna put your bullshit slinging aside for a minute and see if you can make heads or tails of this nonsense?” Ray asked, holding the crumpled piece of paper out to Benny.
He snatched the paper out of Ray’s hand, trying to appear tough. Benny 7-11 saw the burning hate in Ray Cobb’s eyes and realized that with Ernie gone, he was definitely down a few friends and up a few enemies.
“Well?” Ray asked with an impatient tone. Benny unconsciously looked up at every person entering the store without him there to dutifully open the door.
“What’re those, phone numbers or somethin’? Addresses? I dunno,” Benny shrugged.
“Those numbers, that pattern. You’ve never seen it before?”
“You knew Ernie, man, he was always writing some crazy shit you could never make heads or tails of. There was always some theory about somethin’ or another. Maybe it was the last year’s average lotto numbers, like he was looking for a pattern, or maybe he was countin’ how many people were in that cell with him from day to day. I sure as hell wish he was ‘round right now so I could ask him, but far as I know, it was a dude who was hallucinatin’ with paranoia, wrote some crazy shit on a scrap of paper and stuck it behind a mirror. Probably don’t mean nothin’.”
“If you thought Ernie was just talking nonsense, why the hell’d you send me in there?”
“You mean to say you didn’t enjoy the air conditionin’ none?” Benny joked. The throaty laugh scraped at Ray’s ears.
“Turn it over,” Ray stared through him, trying not to grit his teeth and irritate the hole where his molar used to be.
“Sometimes I wondered how that see-through bastard ever got to writin’ so small. Can’t make it out too good, my eyes ain’t what they used to be, pretty sure I’m getting a cataract or somethin’ in the left one, but that ain’t no English. Looks like Russian or Spanish or somethin’. Only word I can make out is here at the top. Looks like,” he squinted at the paper, “Manifesto. Jesus, that little bastard had a one-track mind.”
“Do you have a copy of Ernie’s manifesto?”
Ray never took the time to read the entire 1300-page rant on everything from how Black Friday was a communist conspiracy to how public buildings and bookstores use the cheapest brand of toilet paper to irritate the bowels of the lowest common denominator. The manifesto was Ernie’s life.
“Naw, man. You know he changed that shit every few days, scribblin’ stuff out, addin’ notes in the margins, writin’ extra pages. Last version I read was like two years ago, after that I’d just take ‘em from him and throw ‘em away. With Ernie, man, if he brought up some new thought on the proletariat or whatever, and explained it in that book of his, I’d just nod and smile at him right through it, repeating somethin’ he said earlier in the conversation so it sounded like I was listenin’.”
“Glad to know you were such good friends.”
“Now don’t you put that shit on me,” Benny started to get upset, “Ernie was a good dude, always good for a talk and a laugh, but you couldn’t take him all the time neither, so don’t play mister innocent over here.”
“I didn’t come here to play the ‘who was a better friend’ game. I could give a shit. I’m just trying to get some answers and you are apparently the dumbest fuck in L.A. County.”
“Would you care to repeat that, Cobbsy?” Benny asked, his anger swelling.
Ray got as close to Benny’s face as he could, navigating past his mustache.
“You heard me.”
The bell on the door rang over Benny’s shoulder, neither of them taking notice.
“Get out of here,” a heavy accent said from behind them, “I will call the police for you hanging out at my store!” 
They broke their gaze and both turned to face the dark-skinned clerk who stood quivering on the sidewalk, brandishing a broom handle. Ray had taken one good whack to the jaw in the last twenty-four hours; he wasn’t looking forward to another one. Benny just waved his hand at the man before hurrying around the corner with Ray behind him.
Once out of sight of the storefront, Benny changed his tone.
“Listen, Cobbsy, I don’t wanna fight you on this. We both wanna know what happened to Ernie, right? So why don’t we work together to figure out what this shit says? Find one of Ernie’s latest manifestos. Fuck this big ego bullshit.”
Ray looked down at the creased and stained paper in his hand.
“Seems to me, if you really wanted to know what this was, you would’ve gone after it yourself.”
“What you want, Ray? You want me to admit I’m a chickenshit for lettin’ you do the dirty work? Fine, I’m a chickenshit. Now gimme another look,” Benny reached out for the paper as Ray shoved it into his pocket.
“I think I’m about done with you,” Ray spoke softly, letting all the rage he felt toward Benny throb at the base of his spine.
“You wouldn’t even have that shit if it weren’t for me. You’d still be cryin’ over that cardboard box Ernie called home, wiping your tears with the shit stains on his underpants.”
“Time to walk away, Benny,” Ray’s hands remained in the pockets of his coat, but he could feel the electricity running down the tendons of his forearms, his fingers starting to shake as he held tight to the worn lining.
Benny stepped back and reached into his own pocket, pulling out a battered hunting knife. Ray remembered the day Ernie gave Benny the weapon, after Benny was mugged on Skid Row. Ernie slipped it into the cast where Benny’s wrist had been broken and merely said, “For protection,” before going back to handing out handwritten pamphlets. Ray looked down at the knife and back up at Benny. Sweat ran down Benny’s face and spackled wisps of hair to his forehead.
“Really?” Ray asked without moving.
“Just give it here. Didn’t wanna hafta do this, but you had to be stubborn.”
Ray had seen people stabbed, beaten, shot, raped, and killed over stupid arguments and items of little importance, but Benny was a different brand of scumbag; he didn’t pull out the knife unless he had to protect himself and his cash flow. Ray knew the note was more than just a piece of paper.
He looked at the dull blade, shaking in Benny’s unsteady hand.
“Now’s about the time I’m gonna make you admit you’re a chickenshit. Chickenshit.”
Benny flinched as he realized Ray wasn’t going to relent to his empty threat. The thrust at Ray’s gut was predictable and sloppy. The telegraphed movements gave Ray plenty of time to dodge the blow as he grabbed Benny by the greasy hair and slammed his skull into the cement wall.
“Listen up, you coffee-lid-dick-wiping motherfucker. I’m sick of your fucking face!” 
Ray spit on Benny as he spoke, spittle catching on his mustache like rain droplets on a canopy of banyan trees. His fingernails dug deep into the tendons of Benny’s wrists, causing the knife to drop to the concrete. 
“If you didn’t think this note meant anything before, you sure do now.”
Ray kicked the knife out of Benny’s reach and let go of him.
“I don’t know shit!” 
Benny was holding one hand to the gash above his left eyebrow, while the other was clumsily trying to gather the change that flew out of his coffee cup after being kicked in the struggle.
“Where’d you toss those manifestos?” Ray asked through clenched teeth.
“What?”
Ray kicked him in the guts hard and he doubled over on the cracked sidewalk, coughing.
“Ernie’s papers, you dim shit! When you didn’t read them, where’d you toss them?”
“In the garbage, fuckstick,” Benny gasped in, trying to regain his breath.
Ray stamped down hard on the hand Benny was using to gather change and heard a snap as his shoe sandwiched Benny’s middle finger with the cement. Ray silenced his shriek by giving him another sock to the midsection. Grabbing the scruff of his shirt, Ray raised Benny up to meet him face to face.
“I know you’re dumb, but you’re not stupid enough to deposit those papers where you knew Ernie would find them. You and I know that Ernie was about all you had.” 
His breath was fire on Benny’s cheek.
“This little beating I gave you doesn’t compare to what could come your way if you don’t give me some answers. So, unless you wanna lose the use of both of your hands, I suggest you quit fucking around, or you’ll spend the rest of your days masturbating with your feet.”
“Lindberg,” Benny rasped out between coughs and tears.
“You’ve seen what I can do to you, Benny. What’re you feeding me?”
“Lindberg, I swear. Use my name. You’ll get access.”
Ray dropped the sobbing mess that was once Benny 7-11 to the ground.
“You know what happens if you’re lying, right?”
Benny nodded, trying to keep himself in a little ball, not knowing where the next blow would come from.
“I’m going to need some insurance.”
Benny looked up at him with glossy, shocked eyes, no idea what “insurance” meant and scared out of his mind to find out. Ray reached down, grabbed Benny’s mustache, and yanked hard, pulling a huge section of it out by the roots, leaving a bloody gap. Ray shoved the hunk of hair into his pocket.
“Just a little collateral. If Lindberg pans out, you’ll get it back.”
Ray looked around to see if anyone bothered to take notice of his little battle. His hands were shaking as he grabbed the knife from the ground and tossed it into a storm sewer. Taking one last look at the damage he’d done, his mind unable to process what caused him to snap, Ray tried his best to control his breathing. The accelerated beating of his heart started an engine in his legs and he disappeared into the neighborhood. 
Benny slumped against the wall, his middle finger broken and askew. He wiped the blood from his eyes and cried heavily to himself, cursing Ray Cobb under his breath.
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Penny’s eyes flicked back and forth over the computer screen, her finger lingering over the mouse, waiting for her brain to send the go-codes. All she had to do was click one little button and she would strike a blow for abused executive assistants everywhere. 
Gabriel stepped into her cubicle and she clicked off the page, revealing the quarterly costs spreadsheet open on her desktop.
“O.M.G. Have you seen what Margie is wearing today?” Gabriel whispered between his cosmetically altered teeth. 
“I try not to notice anything about Margie,” Penny joked in her tiny voice. She swallowed her words and the quip came out flat, causing Gabe to ignore it and burst into his diatribe.
“Seriously? It’s as though she spent the morning finding a vintage furniture store, digging in the dumpster for a discarded couch, and cutting herself a blouse out of the upholstery.”
“I’m doing my best to avoid her today, probably a good thing I did,” Penny said. 
“Thank the Lord above, because, honey you would lose your lunch over that wonderful little scarf you’ve chosen to accessorize with today. Where ever did you get that little piece?”
“Oh, I found it on sale at Bloomingdale’s,” she lied. There was a discoloration hidden by the knot at her neck, an irregularity that landed it in the clearance bin at Marshall’s.
“Matches the low-cut blouse you have on there to a tee. Way to show off the goods today, Pen.”
She blushed. Penny supposed she had a good figure, despite the time she spent scrutinizing herself in the mirror, pinching a bit of fat here, sucking in to flatten her tummy there. She’d spent a lot of time at the gym lately. Not because she had some fitness obsession, it was more to avoid spending her entire life stuck on her couch reading magazines and eating peanut butter from the jar with a spoon. She had trouble hiding her glee that Gabriel would take notice of her. That anyone would notice her, really.
“All right, enough of the gabbity gabbing gorgeous, we’ve got a budget meeting in forty minutes and I’ve got a few expenditures I have to reconcile. What’s the best way to get a reimbursement for going to Bardot and getting silly on Grey Goose martinis?”
“You could call it celebutantertaining.”
“My stars and garters, I’m stealing that. I knew you’d have an answer. Peace.”
“Bye, Gabriel,” Penny smiled, giving him a little wave.
Penny turned back to her computer, but before she could return to what she was doing, a gargoyle’s voice approached from behind her.
“Penelope?”
Margie and her mother were the only people on Earth who called her Penelope. As a child, she didn’t mind the name; she actually reveled in its relative rarity. But when she was in junior high, Penelope came up in her Greek Mythology unit of English class. Delighted that she’d received
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