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Chapter 1: Prelude to a Hit
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There was only a quarter-moon, waning. The wind whipping past me off Lake Michigan felt like it was coming off a block of ice.

Under my thick black woven-knit wool balaclava, I had applied black greasepaint on my eyelids and cheeks. The guy would see my eyes, but nothing else would show through. Everything else about me was black too. And I’d dressed as warmly as I could, given that the temperature was hovering at around ten below zero when I left my hotel room an hour ago.

But even under three layers of matte-black spandex plus a thin but well-insulated black jacket and the balaclava, I was shivering almost uncontrollably. My hands were the only part of me that were semi-warm, and they were in black Gore-Tex gloves.

But I’m a professional. I adjusted, timing my steps to coincide with the shivering.

The target was just ahead, about another hundred yards or so. 

I still had to cover a little over a half-block to the corner of an abandoned red-brick industrial building left over from Detroit’s heyday. Then I would turn right into what the city had officially listed as a vacant lot. It was a kind of makeshift lover’s lane. 

Even in the dim moonlight, the craters in the brick, caused sometime in the past by the impact of bullets, looked like deep pockmarks.

Fortunately, the sidewalk itself was mostly flat and level with the curb. So no sharp upheavals to trip over. But it was also strewn with broken bricks, chunks of concrete, and even a few tree limbs. 

Maybe a lake-effect tornado had dumped them here. There were no trees around that I could see except farther down the street on the other side. There, six or eight trees marched away under the few streetlights that were still working. 

I picked my way through the debris almost gingerly, not making a sound in my combat boots.

Not that I was worried about anyone coming up behind me. The night was clear and crisp, and sound carries a long way in those conditions. I could have heard anyone coming long before they saw me. Only the dim moon was my enemy, but the hit had to be tonight. 

I also didn’t have to worry about cars or any other traffic. The neighborhood was abandoned and mostly lifeless. 

No shut-ins to receive Meals on Wheels, no medical emergencies that might require paramedics, nobody ordering pizza or Chinese takeout. No busses ran here, and there was no reason for even a delivery truck to drive this street, either picking up or dropping off. 

There was only my target, the woman with him, and maybe any other spur-of-the-moment couples who might have had the same romantic notion on the same cold night. If any of them happened to pick this same vacant lot, I hoped they’d keep their heads down when the hit took place.

I had even slathered the black leather uppers of my boots with black polish. Then I intentionally left it unbuffed so they wouldn’t shine. I didn’t want anything—not the sound of an errant step and not a chance reflection of dim moonlight off my boots—to alert the target that he was no longer alone in the vicinity.

Surprise is the friend of the assassin. If the approach is done right, the target never worries, never fears, never even knows you crossed paths.

Well, unless personal attention is required. Then the approach is necessarily up close and personal. But that wasn’t a requirement of this job. 

From what I surmised from the brief VaporStream message that had delivered the assignment, the target was an abusive husband. He was also a serial philanderer. That isn’t our usual target—it’s more the domain of private detectives—but I don’t pick the assignments. Someone, ostensibly either the man’s wife or someone who cared deeply for her, had paid TJ Blackwell an inordinate sum of money to erase the guy. And I’d gotten the assignment.

That the target was abusive was evidenced by his wife’s multiple trips to the hospital via ambulance. That he was a serial philanderer—well, apparently TJ took the word of the wife on that part, backed up by photos of the man in compromising positions with several different and probably gullible women. 

After some tense minutes, I reached the corner. I stopped, took a deep breath, then crouched low and peered around the corner. It’s always better when peering around a blind corner not to leave your head anywhere near head-height. Not that I expected gunplay of any kind. Or at least I didn’t expect any bullets to be coming in my direction. But neither did I want to be spotted out of the corner of the target’s or his paramour’s eyes.

That nasty-cold wind blasted my face, but the final scrutiny of the scene is important. You have to be careful. 

Despite my freezing sinuses and the pain that was slowly creeping into my forehead, I watched for several minutes and employed my sniper training. 

In the dim moonlight, I scrutinized every busted-down partial vehicle, the three abandoned refrigerators, and a discarded washing machine laying on its side. If an old discarded newspaper or magazine shifted in the wind, I watched it. I took in the concrete blocks, the bricks, the weeds and bits of paper whirling here and there. 

People are pigs, and that’s with my profound apology to pigs. Swine is a much better descriptor of the human race than of the porcine.

As I watched and studied, always I was looking for anything human: a shoulder, a foot, a head.  You can seldom see a human being who wishes to remain hidden, but you can often spot part of that human being if you take your time.  

All I wanted was complete and utter surprise.    

And it looked as if I had it. 

I had driven past the “vacant lot” six times during the past few days. Four times on the street and twice along the alley. I wanted to view it from every possible angle, become as thoroughly familiar with it as I could without actually walking around in it. 

I would have stuck out like a sore thumb. Why would I be wandering a vacant lot? Nothing there was worth finding or keeping. Besides, I didn’t have clothing suitable to making me look like a vagrant, and even if I pulled off the look, there still would be no reason for me to be there. There wasn’t even anything in the lot that would make suitable shelter for a night, not with that wind whipping through. Any doorway of any of the abandoned building would have provided better shelter.

But as I studied the lot, the difference between night and day also rendered the dim light of the moon my friend on this particular occasion. Things look different at night. Especially on a dark night.

The “vacant” lot contained only one vehicle that wasn’t familiar to me. The engine was running, probably for the heater. 

The exhaust was consistently light, a tube of silver slipping from under the back of the car in puffs only to be whipped away by the wind. 

Now and again, there was a little heavier puff. 

Missing on one cylinder. Well, that’s his problem. Or it would be if he had any tomorrows left.

I started checking off the mental checklist I had derived from memorizing the assignment. 

An older Lincoln Continental. Check. Spare tire compartment on the back of the trunk. Check. A black rag top. Check. It was difficult to tell the color of the car body, but it looked like faded blue to me. So check. Moonlight glinted here and there off the chrome bumper on the back. The assignment had mentioned chrome bumpers too.

Showtime. 
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Chapter 2: Playing Pop the Moron
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My due diligence finished and my checklist satisfied, I backed away from the corner, then straightened.

The last leg. All I have to do now is approach the Lincoln. 

Once I was there, I only had to get the guy to sit up, then play Pop the Moron and walk away. 

If the woman saw me, no biggie. She wouldn’t see much. If she got out of the car for some reason and came after me—well, then TJ would get a two-fer. 

I hoped that wouldn’t have to happen.

But the guy was a different story. He was obviously a jerk. Maybe my approach didn’t have to be a complete surprise. 

Under the balaclava, I pulled my cold, almost-numb lips into a smile. 

I’m out here in the damn cold anyway. Another few seconds won’t make any difference.

Maybe I’d just tap on the window of the car with the sound suppressor of my Kimber. That would make a sharp sound he couldn’t ignore. Like tapping sharply on pretty much anything with the edge of a quarter.

Maybe the guy would look through the window and scowl. Maybe he’d even yell at me. Something like “What the hell do you want?” or even something crass like “Get the f*** out of here!”

Then I’d smile at him, even though he wouldn’t be able to see the smile and—Hey! Maybe I’d pull the balaclava up a little so he could see my smile. Totally worth it. Maybe I’d even say something, like “This is from your wife,” or “Your wife says not to bother coming home.” 

Then I’d level the weapon in the dim moonlight and watch his face flash from angry to bewildered to scared out of his lousy damn wits. That could be fun.

Of course I wouldn’t actually do any of that. I was only playing What If to stay out of that icy wind a little longer. When I stepped around the corner, that wind would assault my entire front. No more of those silly little gusts I’d experienced on the sidewalk. Even those had me shivering all the way to the bone. Although I’d only endured them for maybe ten minutes as I made my way along the sidewalk to this corner. 

I had parked my rental, a plain white Ford Escort, on the other side of the second massive building on this block. I practically ran to the corner of that building, propelled by and trying to escape the same wind.

But enough delay. It was time to step around the corner. The sooner I did the job, the sooner I could get back to my room and a semblance of warmth. Ooh, even a hot shower!

I peeked around the corner a final time. That blast of cold air hit me in the face again. 

Yeah, I don’t have to do all the theatrics. Just do the job and leave. At least when I came back the damn wind would be behind me again. 

I pulled back, took another deep breath, and took my Kimber from the holster inside my jacket. 

And stepped around the corner. 

The wind gusted hard, like it was on the guy’s defense team or something. 

For an instant, I thought maybe I could wait back by the wall, out of the worst of the wind. Maybe I’d hear the car shift into gear, the tires on gravel. Maybe he’d drive past the corner and I could pop him then.

But no. This was the plan. My plan. I had to carry it through.

I continued toward the car, some forty yards away in the biting wind, my Kimber in my right hand, snug against my right hip.. 

The gust that had met me as I turned the corner hadn’t relented. My headache was revving up.

My stride is almost three feet long. Say three strides a second on stiff legs, so almost two and a half yards. So fifteen seconds, give or take. 

Damn. Does noise really matter at this point? With the wind blowing and the heater in the target’s car running, he probably won’t hear me coming anyway.

I lengthened my stride, reaching with the heel of each boot. Gravel was crunching underfoot, but I was making a lot better time.

Finally! The back of the car was maybe ten feet away to my left front. I’d tap on the window, pop the guy in the face when he sat up to see what was going on, then run like hell back to the corner and down the sidewalk to my car.

No plan succeeds the beginning of the final engagement.

As I took another long stride, my left foot still in the air, a shadow appeared at the front of the car. Its arms were wrapped around itself, and it was shivering uncontrollably. A drunk, sleeping it off in front of the car in the freezing wind. Or maybe under the car. Why hadn’t he gotten behind the car?

“Hey, mister, spare a dollar?” 

I kept walking, brought the Kimber up and put one merciful bullet into his forehead, then stopped next to the back passenger window.

I reached with the Kimber to tap on the window, but a man’s face appeared. Round, jowls and a double chin, eyebrows arched, mouth open.

Apparently the guy had heard the suppressed explosion.

The weapon was already pointed at him.

I fired a double tap in case the window glass deflected the first bullet.

Glass shattered, and two neat holes appeared, one in the forehead, one just lower.

As I pivoted and started away, the Kimber again clenched close to my right hip, a woman screamed, “Harold? Harold!”

At the corner, I glanced back.

The woman wasn’t following me.

Good.

* * *
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The inside of the Escort was literally as I imagine Heaven to be: warm and comfortable, even before I started the engine. When I did, the heater was blowing full-blast. Even before it warmed up with water recycled from the radiator, the air felt magnitudes warmer than the air outside.

I removed the sound suppressor, seated it and the Kimber into their respective areas of my shoulder holster, zipped up my jacket and drove back to the hotel.

But I was antsy. The little guy appearing at the front of the car had unnerved me a bit. 

My shivering had subsided, so as soon as I was in my room, I went online and booked a flight to Los Angeles. The earliest would leave at 5:45 a.m.

I glanced at the clock on the nightstand beside the bed. That was just over three hours away. 

Perfect. 

I showered, changed, packed my crap and drove to the airport.

Generally speaking, airports are uncomfortably cool.

But I was pretty sure I wouldn’t notice.

* * *
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The flight home was fine, but during most of the trip I kept comparing, or maybe contrasting, the hit in Detroit with the previous hit in Bakersfield. I don’t know why my mind works that way and especially for those two hits. 

For one thing, Bakersfield couldn’t approach that level of cold if the whole place was dipped in a bucket of ice water. For another, the situation that led to the target being assigned to me was completely different. Sam Windham, the target in Bakersfield, was generally an all-around bad guy. He was a bully, a druggie and drug dealer–though only a medium-sized fish in a very small sea–as well as a drunk and so on. And he tended to take his horrible life out on other people.  

The target in Detroit, whom I’d learned at the last second was called Harold by at least the woman on the scene, was a bully only to his wife. Well, and he was a philandering jerk. I assume she had money. Probably paying to have the guy removed was less expensive than divorcing him. Or something. I don’t know. 

Anyway, I looked forward to getting home and enjoying some much-deserved down time.

Having finally dismissed thoughts of Detroit and Bakersfield, I relaxed in my first-class seat and let my mind wander.
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Chapter 3: Prelude to a Reminiscence
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When I first got home to Hollywood from Detroit, there were seven messages on the answering machine for the landline in my apartment. Yes, a landline. I keep my business life as the host of The Way Things Go separate from my personal life. Well, and from my other business as an operative for TJ Blackwell.

The calls were almost evenly split. Three were from my old buddy and the producer of the show, Peter Frank. He has my cell number too, but he almost never uses it. These days he prefers to keep our friendship more on the professional side. Which is fine. He’s the producer, after all. I understand him preferring to maintain a professional distance. 

The other four were from my companion on stage—I can’t bring myself to call her my “co-host”— Rosalie Stone. She doesn’t even know I own a cell phone. And she must’ve gotten my landline number from someone else. Unlike Peter and unlike almost any other woman I know, she’s never been in my apartment. And I’m good with that. The woman’s a smiling, sweet-talking barracuda, and the sweet talk is over the top obvious. 

I really can’t help her climb the rungs of her show business career. I don’t have the contacts or the influence. But so far I’ve been unable to convince her of that. 

Doesn’t matter. I wouldn’t help her if I could. I don’t like her. At all. 

I wouldn’t give her the time of day if my middle finger was a watch.

You know.

Anyway, after I listened to all seven messages and cleared the machine, I carried my bag into the bedroom and set it on the foot of my bed. Later, I’d separate the clothes I hadn’t worn during the Detroit assignment and put them away. Sometime in the next week or so, I’d send those I’d worn in Detroit and the rest out to be laundered. The building has a great laundry service.

I hung my thin brown-leather jacket in the closet, then went to the counter in the kitchen. I unrolled a few paper towels, folded them to size, and laid them on the kitchen table. Finally I took my Kimber Ten II .45 caliber semiautomatic pistol from my shoulder holster, the sound suppressor from a smaller tube-shaped compartment I had sewn onto the front, and the two 14-round magazines that had accompanied me to Detroit earlier on the paper towels. Then I retrieved my cleaning kit from a cabinet in the kitchen and sat down. Take care of the equipment and it’ll take care of you. Fail in that discipline and you’ll be taking a dirt nap far sooner than you expected.

After I stripped all the rounds out of the one magazine that was still loaded, I set five of them aside. I would put those back in the box. The other nine rounds would go into a normal magazine. As I worked with my Hoppes solution, gun oil, brushes and pads to get my Kimber back into pristine shape, I thought about the calls.

Predictably, in every message, Peter wondered where I’d been.

I grinned. Shove it up your ass, Peter. After he and I met in college, whenever one of us said or did anything the other didn’t like, that was our standard line. It had become an ongoing joke between us.

The messages were professionally personal. Or maybe personally professional. He wanted to get dinner or drinks sometime, more than likely both, but not just to reminisce. For three months out of every year when we were taping the show, we saw each other every day. He wanted to discuss what he called “a potential new direction” for the show.

I’m not quite sure what “new direction” the show could go in unless the executive producers—read “the money folks”—decided they wanted to loosen the rules a tad and give me a script with fewer trick questions. In other words, they wanted to make it at least possible that the contestants might actually win the smaller prizes more often and maybe even the big prize someday. 

But nobody will ever win the big prize. I’d mentioned that one day in a closed meeting, mostly to clear my conscience, and they practically laughed me out of the room.

Then again, at this point in my
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