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April, 2014

Greenwich, Connecticut

“Hey,” Ann Coleman said as her best friend came on the line. “Wake up.”

“What for?” Shannon Flynn groused as she brushed her long platinum hair from her eyes. “Jesus, look at that. How disgusting.”

“Never mind your crotch. Talk to me.”

“Fuck you. I was looking at the clock. It’s the middle of the night. How’s that for conversation?”

“About what I’d expect from you,” Ann laughed. “It’s one o’clock.”

“Just what I said. The middle of the night.”

“That’s one in the afternoon, dummy. It’s the middle of the day.”

“You should know,” Shannon snickered. “Standing out on that street corner in Bridgeport with your skirt hiked up, making everybody sick. You have a great sense for time. When does the vice squad hit the street?”

“Nobody saw me,” Ann blurted out. “You....oh, forget it. You wouldn’t understand. A girl has needs, you know.”

“You own a national scandal sheet. You have more money than me. Maybe. You’re single, and you have the body of a Playboy model. Unfortunately, it’s a model from 1957. You’re barely into your seventies, and most of your sexually transmitted diseases have cleared up. What more could a woman want?”

“Very funny. I need for you to talk to my niece.”

“Crazy Betty?”

“No. A different one. This one is human, and actually has a brain.”

“What species? This could be mating season for your family. I don’t want some misshapen female with bad vision and antlers humping my leg.”

“Nobody would hump anything you have. When can you be here?”

“When can she be there? And make sure she had all her shots.”

“She’s on her way.”

“Your family should be prevented from reproducing, you know. We have enough idiots running loose.”

“You would know, writer girl. Get out of bed and get down here. This sounds....never mind. Let’s just say it isn’t good.”

“What venue?” Shannon yawned. “Psychos who want to blow up the world? Casino robbers? That one was fun, huh. Ax murderers, killer cops who leave corpses on my beach, how about a repeat of the Dennison brothers? You tell me.”

“Never mind. We’ll talk. Phones have ears.”

“Unlike most of your relatives. Okay, I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

“Bullshit,” Ann snorted. “You live in Greenwich. That’s thirty miles away. You can’t do it.”

“I love a good challenge,” Shannon said. “Start the clock.” The phone went dead in Ann’s hand.

“Cripes,” Ann sighed as she hung up. “I’d hate to be on the highway right now.”

April, 2014

Interstate 95, Connecticut

Shannon got on at exit 5 in Greenwich and put her new Jaguar’s gas pedal to the floor. She cut off six cars making it to the third lane, three of which called the state police. In seconds, she was in Stamford. A tractor trailer from Alabama, illegally running the third lane, stood in her way. She came up on him hard, hit the  brakes, and started flashing her lights. The driver extended the middle finger salute and spat a long stream of tobacco juice out the window, some of which spattered the Jag’s hood.

“You bastard,” Shannon muttered. “I have the fix for you.” She looked to her right, then swerved all the way to the first lane amidst blaring horns. She took a revolving red police light from her glove box and stuck it on the roof of the car. Traffic immediately backed off. 

The tractor trailer driver continued on his way in the third lane; Shannon hit the gas hard and pulled up next to him. He swerved toward her but she held fast, watching the traffic pattern behind her. When it was clear, she made her move. She accelerated in front of him and slowed down. He hit the horn. She hit the brakes as hard as she could; at the last second, she swerved onto the grass divider to avoid being killed. The driver did exactly what she had expected; he swerved instinctively to the right to avoid the collision. The trailer went into a violent fishtail; smoke poured from the tires as the driver attempted to regain control.

Shannon swerved back onto the pavement in time to see the big rig go through the guard rail and down an embankment. She hit the gas hard and threw the police light away. In minutes, she was in Bridgeport.

April, 2014

Offices of The National Informant

Bridgeport, Connecticut

––––––––

Shannon strode into Ann’s office and flopped down on the sofa, a bag of potato chips in her hand. A pale girl with dark hair sat next to Ann, all prim and proper in a severe black dress. She just stared at Shannon as the blonde lunatic crunched away. Shannon brushed some crumbs from her blouse and looked up.

“What?”

“What do you mean what?” Ann said, looking at her watch. “How did you do this? Are you Houdini?”

“No, I’m Flynndini. I told you I’d be here in fifteen minutes. I keep my appointments,” she said haughtily, flipping her hair.

“How many people did you kill on the way up here? The police scanner is going crazy about some lunatic in a Jaguar.”

“Must be somebody else,” Shannon said innocently. “Probably from New York. You know how they drive. Want some chips?”

“No.”

“Good. More for me,” Shannon said. “Who’s the Amish girl?”

“This is my niece.”

“Yeah, I gathered that much. Does she have a name? Let me guess,” she giggled. “Rebecca or Sarah.”

“My name is Mary Coleman,” the girl said softly. “And you are Shannon Flynn, I presume.”

“Good guess,” Shannon said. “What gave me away?”

“The junk food, the blonde hair, and the attitude.”

“You don’t like my attitude?”

“I didn’t say that. I just said it preceded you.”

“Oh, I see. A smartass. Okay, Coleman number two, tell me why I drove all this way in such a short time to be told I have an attitude and a bad diet.”

“Because you have an attitude and a bad diet,” Mary said. “That aside, there is a different reason.”

“Don’t keep me in suspense too long,” Shannon yawned. “I have a short attention span.”

“And a low IQ,” Ann mumbled.

“I heard that,” Shannon said. She pointed at the Informant’s latest issue, which was tacked up on Ann’s bulletin board. It featured a two headed baby with the caption Hitler’s Love Child Found Alive in Berlin. “I wouldn’t talk if I were you.”

“We verified that story with three different sources,” Ann huffed. “So there.”

“Why am I here?” Mary sighed.

“Not because of your sense of fashion, I reckon,” Shannon drawled. “Where’d you park your cart and pony?”

“I am not Amish,” Mary said. 

“Could have fooled me,” Shannon said, eyeing the black dress. “Bet they’d take you, though. So if you aren’t Amish, what’s with the dress? Who died?”

“My father,” Mary said.

“Oops. Sorry.”

“Don’t worry, we weren’t that close. Problem is, I could be next.”

“Was he murdered?”

“Suicide. From what I’ve learned, he took the best alternative to what they were planning for him.”

“Who?”

“That’s your job. I want to hire you to find out.”

“I don’t do that kind of work,” Shannon said. “I’m a writer. I occasionally dabble with a case if there’s a good book in it. That’s all.”

“You’ll take this one,” Ann said. “Believe you me.”

“Okay, convince me,” Shannon said. “What line of work was he in?”

“He was a scientist. Genetic research.”

“Why would anybody be interested in somebody like that? I thought all they did was look for a cure for cancer.”

“He was working on longetivity.”

“English, please,” Shannon said.

The science of aging. Rather, the science of stopping it,” Mary said, eyeing Shannon up and down.

“Watch it, Morticia, I know what you’re thinking. I’m well under forty.”

“We don’t use the Mayan calendar anymore,” Ann giggled. 

“So he was trying to figure out how to make people live forever, huh?” Shannon said. “Fountain of Youth  stuff. I thought that was all a big scam designed to sell food supplements.”

“It is,” Mary said. “Or was. He cracked the code.”

“Uh oh,” Shannon said. “I’m beginning to see the picture. People would love to get their hands on that one, I bet. Lots of money to be made. But why commit suicide? Why not just retire rich?”

“The work he did supposedly belonged to the company he worked for. Problem is, he developed most of this at home. He used their laboratory for some testing, and a little developmental work. The rest was the product of his mind. He felt that the discovery belonged to him, not them. He felt that no man has an absolute right to all the productivity of another man based upon a simple job agreement.”

“Sounds like Ayn Rand stuff,” Shannon said.

“It is. He adored her.”

“I kind of like her myself,” Shannon said. “But what happened?”

“He made one mistake. He confided in a friend. Next thing you know, suspicious cars were cruising up and down in front of his house. One day, two men grabbed him and told him they wanted the research. He was obviously, how do you say, ratted out. He asked what would happen if he didn’t give them what they wanted, and they promised to torture him until he either gave it up or died the most horrible death any man ever suffered. He agreed to give them the information.”

“And?”

“He told them most of it was at the work place, reams and reams of scientific formulas and calculations no man could memorize. He said he needed a day to retrieve it. They believed him. They never got it. Now those cars have been cruising in front of my house.”

“These dudes must have been pretty scary for your father to kill himself,” Shannon said. “Any idea who they were?”

“None whatsoever. He described them as generic men in black types. You know, suits and sunglasses, clean cut, bland looking. The politics of this would be something nobody could deal with. My father also knew that reverse engineering could produce genetics that would shorten life as well. Imagine someone designing a new world, getting rid of everybody they didn’t like, maintaining power over a slave class designed only to serve the elite.” 

“This is beyond my pay grade,” Shannon said. “I just like to write my novels and drink my beer. I don’t like getting involved in bullshit like this where people play God. People like that play dirty.” 

Mary got up and walked over to the window. “There is an old quote from the days of Nazi Germany. A pastor, I believe. Do you know it? Then they came for me, and there was nobody left to speak out for me. That is the crux of this. My father finally saw that. He knew that eventually his work would accomplish exactly the opposite of what he intended, just because of the primitive, rotten nature of the trash he thought he could make immortal. Personally, I think he wasted his time. Humans don’t deserve to live forever. Now they know they can if they can get their hands on his work. He died to prevent that. I guess he realized the folly of what he had done. The least you can do is try to stop the rest of it. If you don’t, you face the possibility of a knock at your door by some primitive rat in a uniform, or an unknown additive in your Sugar Pops designed to get rid of people who can actually think. Maybe you’d like that better.”

“You should have been a lawyer,” Shannon said. “You make a good argument.”

“I am a lawyer, for all the good it will do me. Nothing I ever learned is of any use here. This will not be solved by a judge, it will be solved by a gun.”

“I have a gun,” Shannon shrugged. “So do the bad guys. I  do share your lack of love for most of humanity, as do most of my friends. I look at it this way; nobody who ever lived before I was born was too concerned about what kind of life I would have. Neither will anybody who lives after my demise. My life is what occurs in-between. As Ayn Rand would say, my motivation to stay alive should be my own happiness, not somebody else’s.”

“Then take the capitalist approach. As you said, you like something that can produce a good book. I think this fits. Nobody expects you to risk your life for strangers unless you decide that the ultimate reward justifies those actions. Considering that, coupled with the fact that you have no idea what these people will ultimately do to people like yourself, it may be worth doing.”

“I’ll think about it. It’s rather difficult to spend money when you’re dead.”

“There’s more,” Mary said quietly. “He figured out how to do....something else.”

“I can’t wait,” Shannon sighed as she threw the empty potato chip bag on the floor.

“Pig,” Ann muttered.

“He figured a way to....how can I put this. Download, that’s the best way to describe it. He learned how to download it.”

“Download what?”

“You,” Mary said. “He could take every single thought in your brain, the very essence of you, and put it on a CD. After that, they reinstall you and now there is a copy of you ready to go.”

“World’s smallest computer file,” Ann said.

“Very funny, Coleman. If you can live forever, what’s the advantage to putting you on a CD?”

“It’s the final protection. Aging stops, but you could still get killed, or get sick and die. Or you could just want a change for the sake of change. This would be a way to preserve what you are, and put it into a new body.”

“And where would you get such a body?”

“The slave class,” Mary shrugged. “They pick one out for you, or you designate somebody or some particular type, and that’s it. They kidnap the person, empty their head, and upload you into the new body.”

“That’s really creepy,” Shannon said. “Why would he develop something like this?”

“Again, he thought it would be beneficial in case a person became mentally ill or suffered amnesia. I really don’t know, this is beyond anything I can understand.”

“See the pattern?” Ann said. “This is New World Order  stuff. They kill off all but a few million people, all of whom are completely controlled by the ruling class. You step out of line, you get dead. No governments, no laws, no nothing. Complete control executed by a pack of lunatics who can literally be immortal. You could kill one of them, and they’d be back the same day in a new body.”

“Where’s the stuff?”

“I don’t know. He may have gotten rid of it.”

“But the bad guys don’t know that, so they’re looking for the next best thing, which is you.”

“Correct.”

“Been home lately?”

“No, and I don’t intend to go there. I’ve been hiding.”

“Then you should hide with me,” Shannon said. 

“Where?”

“Greenwich. Don’t worry, you’ll be safe there.”

“Then what?”

“I don’t know,” Shannon shrugged. “You get licked by my Cocker Spaniel, who will steal your clothes. You drink?”

“Certainly not.”

“Oh, great. Carrie Nation is coming to live with me. Ever go to the movies?”

“Yes. Why would you ask that?”

“Never mind,” Shannon said, winking at Ann. “Let’s go.”

“Now?”

“No, next week. Of course, now. You have to pack another funeral outfit or something?”

“No, my bag is here.”

“I see her,” Shannon said, eyeing Coleman. 

“You’re funny,” Ann said. “You should be on TV.”

“Do you two do this all the time?” Mary said.

“Mostly. Let’s go, time is wasting. Do you have life insurance?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Never mind. Just wear your seat belt And don’t scream too loudly, okay?”

“Just stuff a rag in my mouth,” Mary said.

“My kind of girl. Let’s go. Come on down later, horse legs,” Shannon said to Ann, who held up three fingers.

“Read between the lines, dummy.”

“This is your family,” Shannon said to Mary over her shoulder as she headed for the door. “Don’t say you weren’t warned.”

April, 2014

Greenwich, Connecticut

“How was that?” Shannon chirped as she pulled the Jaguar into the driveway of her home, a mansion that had once been owned by actor Douglas Fairbanks. “Home in record time.”

“You’re insane,” Mary whispered. “How is it that you aren’t in prison for the way you drive?”

“Nobody can catch me,” Shannon shrugged. “Only thing I worry about is bulldozers.”

“What?”

“Ever see Vanishing Point? The older one, with Barry Newman.”

“No. I don’t recall that one.”

“Oh. Too bad. Well, bring your shit inside and we’ll go see Tyler.”

“Tyler? Who is Tyler? And please don’t swear in my presence.”

“Fuck you,” Shannon said sweetly. 

“That’s rude.”

“Look,” Shannon sighed, leaning against the Jag’s hood. “You’re at my house, on my time, on my generosity. I talk the way I talk. You don’t like it, hike your ass back to Bridgeport or wherever the fuck you live and take your chances with these assholes you fear so much. Me, I’m going next door and get drunk.”

“I live in Westport,” Mary said.

“Well, lah-de-fucking-dah,” Shannon said. “Bag,” she said, pointing at Mary’s luggage. “Give it to what’s her name. Then we’ll go see Tyler.”

“Who’s what’s her....oh, never mind.” Mary took her bag and dutifully followed Shannon toward the limestone mansion.  Shannon let herself in and looked around, holding Mary back with her hand.

“What are you looking for?” Mary said.

“Dog,” Shannon said. “Okay, he must be asleep. Let’s go. Murray!” she yelled. A Spanish woman appeared, holding a mop.

“Marya, dummy!” the woman  screamed. “Big blonde asshole no learn nothing after five years.”

“I learned where Immigration is, you invader. This is Mary. She’s Coleman’s niece. She’s from Pennsylvania,” Shannon giggled. “Take her bag.”

“I am not from Pennsylvania,” Mary said. “I am from Westport. Nice to meet you, Marya.”

“You won’t think so if she cooks for you,” Shannon muttered. “Unless you like cat shit and hot sauce.”

“Marya no cook for big bleach head drunk. You want food, go Mickey D’s.” She bit the side  of her hand and made an obscene gesture with her hips.

“See what I have to put up with? And you thought terrorists were bad. Try living with this border jumper.”

“Try making paycheck no bounce,” Marya grinned, giving Shannon the finger.

“You two deserve each other,” Mary sighed. “Show me to my room.”

“There’s a cot next to the furnace in the basement,” Shannon grumbled. “Minnie, show this... person to a room. Not too close to mine.”

“Good move,” Marya said. “Nobody want to hear snoring and puking all night, and crazy dog barking.”

“That dog loves me,” Shannon said defensively. “And I do not snore.”

“Upstairs,” Marya said to Mary. “Do fast. Marya have beauty appointment.”

“Hah,” Shannon snorted. “What veterinarian? Don’t forget to have him clean your udders.”

Five minutes later, Marya stormed down the stairs and headed for the door, followed by Mary. Just before she left, Marya mooned Shannon. “Bye-bye, dummy,” she laughed, and headed out.

“You just can’t get good help anymore,” Shannon sighed. “Hey Maury, are you ready to go see Tyler?”

“It’s Mary. And again, who is Tyler?”

“Mary, Maury, whatever. Tyler is my neighbor. You don’t get out much, do you?”

“How am I supposed to know who your neighbors are?” Mary laughed.

“Tyler. Doesn’t that name mean anything to you? Ever watch the Oscars?”

“Once in a while. Oh.....Tyler..... you can’t mean Tyler Brooks.”

“I can, and I do. He lives next door. He likes to help me in my cases. Let’s go, Maria,” Shannon said, motioning toward the door. Hope you like Coors Light.”

“It’s Mary, and I don’t drink.”

“You will,” Shannon winked as they headed for Tyler’s mansion.

Tyler came to the door dressed in overalls and a straw hat, a can of beer in his hand.

“Jesus!” Shannon exclaimed. “I thought Walter Brennan was dead.”

“He is,” Tyler said, eyeing Mary up and down. “1974. Damn fine actor, too. Three Oscars. Not unlike myself. Who’s the Amish chick?”

“This is Mary. She’s Coleman’s niece. Mary, meet Tyler Brooks.”

“Charmed,” Mary said. 

“Good God,” the world’s most famous actor sighed. “Another member of the Coleman brood. What specter of evil caused such a visitation upon us?”

“Somebody wants to kidnap her and do nasty things to her. I told her I’d help her out, but first I want to get shit faced. Do you have any beer?” Shannon grinned slyly.

“Does a hobby horse have a hickory....” Tyler stopped, looking askance at Mary. “Perhaps I should use another euphemism,” he said. “Please come in. Mary. Take off  thy shoes from off thy hooves,” he said in his best impression of Moses.

“This guy is about as funny as you are,” Mary said to Shannon. She kicked off her shoes and stared at Tyler. “So, I hear you’re an actor,” she deadpanned.

“That’s the current rumor,” Tyler said, doffing his straw hat. “Many have paid dear sums to find out that my talents are only exceeded by my ability to embellish them. Beer?”

“No. I don’t drink.”

“Pity,” Tyler clucked, flopping down on a sofa. “You don’t know what you’re missing. Delirium tremens, liver disease, bouts of unconsciousness, memory loss, and the ever present possibility that one may forget to remove one’s trousers before uh, you know.”

“No, I don’t know, and I’d prefer not to.”

Tyler studied Mary for a full  minute. “Single girl, eh?”

“How did you know that?”

“Lucky guess,” Tyler grinned. “Most men prefer a woman who does not appear to have just escaped a funeral home after Halloween.” 

“And what do you prefer, Mr. expert?”

“I prefer the company of my own gender.”

“What?”

“He sucks dick,” Shannon giggled. “Tyler’s had more fruits inside him than Jack La Lanne’s blender.”

“My God,” Mary sighed. “You are so crude. Denigrating a man because of his sexual preference.”

“Just what is your sexual preference, Tyler?” Shannon said. “Pitching or catching?”

“A little of each,” Tyler shrugged. “Depends on what mood I’m in.”

“So what’s up with the Hee Haw outfit?” Shannon said, helping herself to a Coors from the garbage pail full Tyler kept in the middle of the living room. “You have some kind of flashback involving the Beverly Hillbillies?”

“I have begun work in my tomato garden,” Tyler said. “I must prepare the soil. Today I took delivery of a large truck load of well composted bovine excretory material.”

“Just what is that?” Mary said suspiciously.

“Old cow shit.”

“Cow shit I know?” Shannon giggled as she slurped her beer.

“So, Mary,” Tyler said, raising an eyebrow, “just what would motivate a man to want to kidnap you? Certainly it could not be the insatiable desire for a sex toy.”

“You always talk like this?”

“Yes. Get used to it.”

“You sound like Bill Buckley on crack.”

“Never mind my crack,” Tyler said, opening another beer. Shannon snorted with laughter and beer shot out of her nose onto Tyler’s fabulous hardwood floor.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’ll clean it up.”

“I’ve heard that before,” Tyler said. “Come on, Mary, fess up.”

Mary told Tyler about what her father had done, and how it had turned against him.

“How unfortunate. I cannot imagine being in such a position. Miss Flynn cannot either, considering how many people would immediately kill themselves if they thought there was even the slightest chance that she would exceed the average lifespan of a common drunk.” 

“Hey, I’m an uncommon drunk, I’ll have you know.”

“Yes, I have firsthand knowledge. Myself, being a mere 40 years old and completely sober, would have no frame of reference.”

“Forty my ass,” Shannon said. “The only thing you have that’s forty is your IQ.”

“So, what do you think, Tyler?” Mary said. “What would you do in my position?”

“Leave the country under an assumed name. Unless, of course, you enjoy having objects shoved into parts of your body that normally receive no use. For purposes of making you divulge the desired information, that is.”

“I’ll have you know I’m very popular with men,” Mary said.

“So am I,” Tyler said. “You have an equal chance, I assure you.”

“Why does everybody pick on me? I’m not that bad, am I?”

“A little sun and a new dress wouldn’t hurt,” Tyler shrugged.

“Some expert you are,” Mary said. “What makes you qualified to judge what men want in a woman? You don’t have any experience with them.”

“I don’t have any experience with rotten fish, either,” Tyler said. “But I still know better than to eat one.”

“Remember that,” Shannon giggled. “Don’t get tuna twat, or you’ll never get a boyfriend.”

“You are without a doubt the most vulgar woman I’ve ever met,” Mary sighed.

“Thank you,” Shannon said. “That means I’ve accomplished my goal. Actually, that takes the place of the original goal I had as a teenager, which was not to wake up in the morning with sneaker prints on my forehead.”

“I don’t believe this. I ask for help and I get Sophie Tucker and Zeb Walton.”

“Have a beer and shut up,” Shannon said, tossing a Coors to Mary. 

“I told you, I don’t drink.”

“Drink it anyway. It won’t kill you. Go ahead, give it a shot.”

“Well, maybe just this one time. I never had beer. What does it taste like?”

“Beer tastes like beer,” Shannon shrugged. “There really isn’t anything similar. Unless you ever licked a skunk’s ass,” she giggled.

“I don’t believe you said that,” Mary sighed. She upended the can and drained it dry in a matter of seconds. Her eyes crossed, and she emitted a huge belch. “Excuse me,” she said.

“I think we have a winner here,” Shannon winked at Tyler as she fetched another can for Mary. “She has the old spirit.”

Mary downed three more in quick succession and began to slur her words. Cootie Head appeared out of nowhere, jumped up in her lap, and began licking her face.

“Good dog,” Mary giggled. “This is fun. I’ve never been licked before.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” Shannon sighed. “Check your undies and your sobriety at the door. Hey, how about that live forever crap, huh, Tyler? Is that a hoot or what? Imagine Joy Behar at 185.”

“I can’t imagine her now,” Tyler said, shaking his head. “What a beast. Even if I were not so disposed, such a cross eyed hideous creature would precipitate the change immediately.”

“Suck it,” Mary giggled. “I heard that on wrestling.”

“Funny you should mention wrestling. I happen to have some friends in the business,” Shannon said. “You may meet them some day. We like to go out to dinner and put people out of business. And in the hospital.”

“Less go,” Mary gurgled. “Less go out and eat something.”

“Nah, you’re not ready for that. Four beers doesn’t even get you a merit badge. You definitely are not ready for prime time.”

“I am.”

“Okay, she is. Let’s call her bluff, Tyler. I’ll call Ann, Richie, and Sid.”

April, 2014

Greenwich, Connecticut

The Greenwich Marine Club

“Nice joint,” Shannon said as the Maitre d’ approached. “Too bad.”

“I beg your pardon, Madam? He looked past Shannon, who he did not recognize. Oh, look, it’s Tyler Brooks! So nice to have  you in our establishment.”

“The night isn’t over yet,” Tyler smiled. “How long has this restaurant been here?”

“Two weeks, Mr. Brooks.”

“Record time for a bankruptcy,” Tyler mumbled, looking around. 

“Who are your guests?” the Maitre d’ intoned.

“Miss Shannon  Flynn the mystery writer, and Miss Mary Coleman, the undertaker.”

“Well, it’s nice to have you here.”

“You must be new in town,” Shannon giggled. 

“I am. My name is Reginald. I have been in the restaurant profession all my life.”

“Where?” Tyler said.

“Seattle and San Diego.”

“That explains that,” Tyler said, raising en eyebrow toward Shannon, whose status in most Greenwich restaurants was a couple of steps below the felons on America’s Most Wanted.

“Ever work at Mickey D’s?” Shannon asked.

“I uh....well, no. I have not.”

“You may want to fill out an application,” Shannon said, looking around. “Reginald, huh? I’ll remember that. The cops always ask for their names.”

“Whose names?”

“The victims, of course.”

“Do you intend to do me bodily harm?”

“Not unless you ask for it.”

“Oh,” he said, winking. “I’ll remember that. Are you a tough girl?”

“Ask the local dentists. Can we be seated?”

“If you have buttocks, yes,” Reginald said, smiling.

“Hah! I like you. You appreciate humor. We have guests coming, by the way. When they get here, show them to our table, okay?”

“That I will. Your waiter will be Swift.”

“I hope so, I hate to wait to eat,” Mary giggled.

“No, that’s his name,” Reginald said. “Imagine going through life with that one.”

“Yeah,” Shannon sighed. “I bet you’ve had quite enough of people calling you Mr. Van Gleason, huh?”

“Or the new sheriff in town,” Reginald smiled. “I’ll show you to your table. It’s actually inside the restaurant, too!”

“He’s okay,” Shannon whispered to Tyler as they headed for the dining area. “We may not have a valid excuse to wreck the place if this continues.”

“Don’t give up hope,” Tyler said. “The night is young. Even so, it may be a blessing in disguise. After all, what harm would it do to have a place where we can dine without dealing with a SWAT team?”

As they were being seated, Shannon happened to look across to where the offices were. A man saw her and froze, then quickly turned away and headed for the back.

“Look!” Shannon exclaimed, elbowing Tyler. “It’s Rat Face!”

“What? Are you serious? Where?”

“There. He saw me and ran for his office. I don’t believe it.”

“Son of a bitch,” Tyler hissed. “So much for having a place to eat. Reginald, come here. We just saw a man in the back we recognize. Small, gray hair, thin. Is that Michael Haskins?”

“Yes, it is. He is the owner. Do you know him?”

“Yes, we do. Look, don’t take this personally. Haskins is the most insufferable human being on this planet. He has owned three restaurants in Greenwich, each one of which suffered a horrible demise at our hands. He is the lowest piece of human garbage imaginable. This night may not go well at all. Again, it is not your fault. You may have signed on with Satan.”

“No problem,” Reginald shrugged. “I don’t much care for him myself. I’m quite wealthy. I am working for the fun of it. Do as you may.”

“You’ll be sorry you said that,” Shannon said as she sat down. “Get us as much Coors Light as these dummies can carry. And  Blackberry Brandy.”

“Let the games begin,” Reginald said, bowing from the waist. He snapped his fingers for the waiter.

“Brooks table?” another waiter called out nervously. He came quickly into the dining area, followed by Ann Coleman and two men who blocked out most of the light in the restaurant.

“Here,” Tyler called out. Sid Steinman, Richie Brown, and Ann Coleman waved and started over. On the way, a rather large man stood up from his table and grabbed Sid’s arm.

“I know you,” he smirked. “You’re Psycho Sid, the pro wrestler. You think you’re a pretty tough guy, huh. Well I know better. I’m a real wrestler from Yale, and all you guys do is fake everything. You wouldn’t last three minutes with me.”

Sid ran a huge paw through a long mane of tight curly blond hair and looked around the restaurant with dead eyes as he whacked away at his trademark chewing gum. 

“That so?”

“That’s so.”

“Oh.” Sid grabbed the man by the throat and drove his fist into his face twice. The man went out immediately. Sid let him slump back into his chair, to the horror of the man’s wife. “How about you,” Sid grinned, leering at the woman. “You think you can last three minutes with me?” The woman just sat, speechless. Sid motioned for a waiter. “Cleanup  on aisle six.”

“A good start to another adventurous evening,” Tyler crowed as the trio came to the table. “Nice to  see you, gentlemen.” Sid and Richie looked around.

“Who’s that? We ain’t gentlemen,” Sid grinned, massaging his somewhat injured hand. “Nice to  see you, Brooks. Hey, Shannon, how’s it hanging? Who’s the drunk chick?”

“Coleman’s niece. She never drank before. We gave her beer.”

“You what?” Ann exclaimed as she sat down. “She never had a drink in her life.”

“Now I did,” Mary gurgled. “And I’m gonna have more.”

“What’s with the KO on the way to the table?” Shannon said, nodding toward the unconscious man, who was being hauled off by two waiters.

“Big mouth rassler from Yale,” Sid shrugged. “Happens all the time. He won’t feel so tough when he wakes up,” Sid said, appraising his swollen knuckles. “Son of a bitch had a head like a cinder block.”

“Here comes his old lady,” Ann warned. “Watch this.” The woman stormed toward the table; Ann stuck out her foot and tripped her. She went head first into a punch bowl in the middle of a serving cart. Ann was on her in a second; she put her knee on the back of the woman’s head and held her under until she gurgled into passivity. “Oh, look,” Ann pouted. “Poor thing must have had a seizure. She’s out, too. Waiter! Get this old bag I mean nice lady some help.”

“This is getting too good too early,” Tyler said.

Reginald appeared, pushing a cart loaded with beer and brandy. “I didn’t see a thing,” he said, winking at Sid. “Now I know who you are; you’re professional wrestlers.”

“That we are,” Sid said, grabbing a bottle of brandy. “I like this shit. Shannon turned me onto it.” He upended the bottle and drained half of it off in one gulp. He turned a brilliant shade of red and shook his head violently. “Damn, that’s good! Whaddaya got to eat here, pal?”

“Anything you like,” Reginald said. 

“Let’s start with some salad and bread,” Richie chimed in.

“Yeah,” Sid nodded. “Salad and bread. Good bread, too. Real eye-talian  bread. And eye-talian  wine. Good stuff, too.”

“Your wish is my command,” Reginald said. “I shall have your waiter take care of this. I believe he’s through disposing  of the bodies now.”

“I have a little surprise for you,” Shannon said to Richie as she drained off a Coors. “Rat Face owns this joint.”

“You’re frigging kidding,” Richie said. “Is he here? I’ll kill him right now so we don’t have to do it on a full stomach.”

“Not quite yet. I have a better idea. Let’s run up the biggest tab ever conceived and stiff him. He’ll be all done.”

“I’m certain he will summon the police,” Tyler winked.

“I guarantee he won’t,” Shannon said. “You can’t dial a phone with no fingers. Reggie!” she yelled. Reginald came back over. “Everybody in this place eats on me,” she whispered. “And give every table a bottle of the best Champaign you have. No, make that two bottles. Don’t tell them who’s paying.” 

“That’s quite an expenditure,” Reginald said.

“I know. That’s the point. Don’t worry about it. In fact, encourage them to order more.”

“I think I see where you’re going,” he said. “Mr. Haskins won’t like that.”

“That’s the mission,” Shannon said. “And you never heard me say that to you.”

After salad and bread, Sid leaned back and drained off a third bottle of $300.00 Italian wine without benefit of a glass. A fat woman two tables over stared at him and shook her head in disgust.

“What’s your beef, tubby?” Sid called out. The woman looked away and whispered something to her husband, a pathetic, mousy little man. He shook his head and went back to his free dinner. The giant woman reached across the table and slapped him hard; the sound reverberated throughout the restaurant.

“Whoa!” Sid laughed. “Fatso got you there, didn’t she? You gonna take that shit from that big tub of guts? What the fuck has the world come to?” 

The man stared into space for a second, then vaulted to his feet. He pulled a pistol and pointed it at his wife. Sid was on him in a heartbeat.

“Whoa, dude!” he exclaimed. “You gonna kill the fat bastard at the dinner table? You wanna do time for this bag of suet? You ain’t too big, you know. You’ll be taking it up the ass from convicts the rest of your life, you do this.”

“You’re right,” the man said, slumping into his chair, staring malevolently at his wife. He put the gun away. “You’ll get yours,” he hissed. “I’ll have you chopped up and made into soap, you keep this shit up.”

“One more happily married heterosexual,” Tyler sighed as Sid sat back down. “Good work, Mr. Steinman. You saved that idiot from a fate worse than death.”

“Maybe,” Sid shrugged, winking at Tyler. “Taking it up the chute don’t seem to bother some people none.”

“That’s voluntary,” Tyler winked back. “It’s rather unpleasant if it isn’t agreed to. At least that’s what I’ve heard.”

“So this is dinner,” Mary slurred. “We gonna eat? Or we gonna have more beatings and attempted murders? Jesus, this is crazy. What’s wrong with you people?”

“We just seem to attract the best class of people,” Tyler sighed. “It’s a gift. Let’s eat.”

“Yeah,” Sid nodded. “Let’s eat. Get that waiter over here.”

The waiter came over, a petrified look on his face. “Relax,” Sid said, putting on his reading glasses. “We got class. You bring the grub, and we’ll let you live. Deal?”

“Deal,” the youngster stammered. “What would you like?”

“Three steaks each for me and Richie,” Sid said, perusing the menu. “Big ones. I want spaghetti and meat balls, a big bowl, and four baked potatoes with sour cream. And a big bowl of vegetables, any kind. Same for Richie. And this slop in the picture looks good, this fish crap. We’ll try that too. Oh, and dinner rolls. Couple dozen.”

“Of course,” the waiter said. “Are you sure that’s enough?”

“For now,” Sid said. “We make it up as we go along.”

“Excellent choice,” Tyler intoned. “I’ll have the fish crap and one steak. Ladies?”

Ann looked around, then blushed. “Oh, you mean us. I’ll have the same as Tyler. Same for Mary. Bring Shannon the dessert cart, she doesn’t eat real food.”

“I do so!” Shannon hooted. “I had Cheerios with M&Ms and maple syrup for breakfast yesterday, with a beer. That’s real food.”

The waiter left, shaking his head. Rat Face stuck his head out of his office door, then quickly retreated.

“He’s watching us,” Shannon giggled. “Wait until I go back there to pay the bill.”

“Or not pay the bill,” Tyler mused as he upended a bottle of brandy.

“Why Tyler, I’ve never seen you drink from a bottle unless it was beer,” Ann said.

“You never saw Dead Men of New Mexico,” Tyler smirked. “In that western tome, I played a most despicable killer who regularly drank whiskey from a bottle. I didn’t shave, either.”

“God save us all, Tyler didn’t shave,” Shannon exclaimed, throwing her hands in the air.

“I shave,” Mary giggled. “Wanna see?”

“No thanks,” Shannon said. “Just shut up and drink.” 

“You can show me,” Richie leered. “Your grandmother over there won’t give me the time of day,” he said, nodding at Ann.

“Okay,” Mary grinned, and held up her arm. She pointed at a neatly groomed armpit.

“Just my luck,” Richie sighed. “I was kinda hoping for something else.”

“Like what?” Ann snickered. “A cure for degenerated testicles brought on by steroid abuse? She could offer up the golden triangle on a platter and you couldn’t do anything about it.”

“Wanna find out?” Richie grinned. “Give up the fur pie and I’ll put you in the hospital.”

“Yeah, I’ll have to be treated for extreme frustration and emotional distress caused by unfulfilled expectations.”

“You people are sick,” Sid said. “This is disgusting, all this Dr, Ruth sex talk shit. You are corrupting my morals.”

“And this from a guy who did time for trying to whack his own mother,” Shannon giggled.

“She asked for it,” Sid said. “At least she didn’t tell me my nuts was shriveled up from drugs.”

“She probably never looked,” Ann muttered.

“Oh look, our food is here,” Tyler said as he slurped away at his brandy. “Enough talk about Mr. Brown’s testes. Or Mr. Steinman’s.”

The waiter handed out the food and ran for the back. Mary looked at her  Bouillabaisse and started to gag. 

“What the fuck is this?” she gasped. “It smells like barf.”

“The dreaded Fish Crap dish,” Tyler grinned. “Have you never before consumed anything that smelled like the bathroom door from a tuna boat?”

“I have,” Sid muttered.

“I can’t eat this shit,” Mary said, pushing the dish away. “It’s gross.”

“I’ll take it,” Sid shrugged, and grabbed the dish. “I like fish.”

“Eat your steak,” Ann said to Mary. “And since when did you start swearing?”

“Same time I started drinking beer,” Mary said.

“She needs training,” Shannon said as she shoveled pecan pie with whipped cream into her mouth. “She only uses one swear word at a time. She has to learn how to string them together.” 

“Motherfucking cocksucking son of a bitch,” Mary giggled loudly.

“Go to the head of the class,” Shannon said, as she gave Mary the thumbs up.

“Would you mind?” a large woman at the next table snapped. “We’re trying to have a nice dinner. We don’t need to hear your filth.”

“Looks like you had a few nice dinners before you got here,” Shannon smirked, eyeing the woman up and down. “What is it with this town, anyway? I’ve lived here for a long time, and never saw a thin woman unless she was visiting.”

“I know who you are,” the woman sneered. “Everybody in this town knows who you are. You’re nothing but a lowlife tramp with a foul mouth who beats people up.”

“Wanna be next?” Shannon grinned. 

“Lay one hand on me and I’ll call the police.”

“You have to be conscious to call the police,” Shannon said as she crossed her legs seductively, eyeing the woman’s husband. “How about you, handsome?” she cooed. “Tired of riding the Sweaty Express over there? How do you do that, anyway?” she said, a studious frown on her face. “I mean, fuck a fat woman. What do you do, roll her in flour and look for the wet spot?”

“NOOOOOO!” Mary shrieked, beer shooting out of her nose. “That’s so fucking funny. Waiter! Bring me a bag of flour. I wanna see this.”

“You rotten pigs,” the woman seethed. “You should die and burn in hell. You are pure evil. I’m going to report you to Mr. Haskins.”

“Yeah,” Shannon sighed. “You let me worry about Mr. Haskins. The same way the Tattaglias worried about Luca Brasi. Meanwhile, go back to your trough and shut the fuck up.”

“Yeah,” Mary said, turning around. “Shut the fuck up, or I’ll come over there and rearrange what passes for your face. Or I’ll have him do it,” she gurgled, pointing at Sid. Whaddaya say, Sid?”

“I got no problem with kicking some fat bitch’s ass,” Sid shrugged. “Been there, done that.”

“You vile hooligan, you come near me and you’ll spend the rest of your life in prison.”

“I kinda like prison,” Sid mused, rubbing his chin. “Tell you what, you lard ass pile of flab, I’m going with option two.”

Sid got up and walked over to the woman’s table, and jammed the extra dish of Bouillabaisse into her face. Her husband stared in amazement. He looked at Sid, then looked away, a smile playing at his lips.

“Reggie!” Sid yelled. Reginald came over.

“Yes, Mr. Steinman.”

“Put that Fish Crap on her bill. And bring me a replacement.”

“As you wish,” Reginald said, trying not to laugh. 

The woman vaulted to her feet and screamed at her husband.

“Look what he did to me! Are you going to take this from him? DO something!”

“Like what?” he snapped. “Look at him. He’s almost seven feet
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