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  Praise for the Author



“A stunning tale of crime, corruption, friendship, and betrayal.”




“Readers looking for a deep, multilayered thriller that neither pulls its punches nor shies away from the more emotional aspects of its protagonist will not be disappointed by City of Forts.”




“Helluva storyteller … He can take you to a dark place one page and then have you laughing out loud on another.”




“Jason Beech has an amazing way with words and characters. His evocative turn of phrase, and his ability to guide us through this story from Ricky’s point of view is breathtaking in its simplicity and execution. You can sense the impending doom from the very first chapter, and this feeling never goes away even in the novel’s quieter moments.”




“City of Forts is beautifully paced throughout, and every character is given their moment to shine. By the time the book comes to a close, each of their lives have changed, not always for the better.”




“City of Forts is a compelling coming-of-age story that crosses over into crime fiction, with teenage characters that are likeable and frustrating, just as they should be.”




“Never Go Back is a fun, exciting read filled with twists you’ll love and characters you’ll love to hate.”




“The line between good and evil blurs in this fast-paced thriller.”




“Brit crime fiction at its very best.”




“The story ends with a neck-snapping twist that is both surprising and darkly satisfying.”




“This anthology is well-written, creative, thrilling, and bloody enthralling.”




“… his tales have wonderfully unexpected twists, a disturbing sense of wry humour and characters that jump right off the page.”




“Jason Beech has a pleasingly gritty writing style, chiseled, polished, a touch literary which I enjoy, instantly engaging and perfect for the hardboiled pulp and noir genres.”




“What makes this book a joy to read is the fact that you can’t guess what the ending of each story will be.”




“But if you also (even secretly, without ever wanting to be a social worker or a psychologist) like thinking about motivation, about what people really want, about how people end up doing terrible things, then you might like this book even more.”




“I think the reader’s reaction is so profound because Beech has such a deft hand as he paints snapshots of the lives of hitmen, the utterly selfish, or cops twisted by murders they can’t forget. He creates these vignettes through great descriptions, clever action, but above all, the relationships between characters.”




“A great collection of shorts from an author with a stellar writing style.”




“A writer to watch.”




“The title says it all, this read was one of a kind. I loved everything about it.”




“This is a gritty based story alive with character. Jason Beech is a master of description and it is compelling reading.”




“This book has some serious grip.”




“His writing is truly one of a kind and every story he writes has an epic feeling to it.”




“There are edges in every sentence. They keep the reader attentive and slightly off balance, alarmed maybe by what could jump out from the next page.”




“… all are of the hard-boiled noir type of tales that are right up my alley.”




“4.5 rounded up because I could not put some stories down until the end and they are still on my mind.”




“Vividly Written.”




“… gritty coming-of-age tale from a master of description. Compelling reading.”




“I haven’t read a book like this in years… I so enjoyed it”




“a cracking good read and highly recommended.”




“A gritty, compelling noir trilogy.”




“At last, book #3 in the City of Forts series and it starts off with a flash/bang.”
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Ricky Nardilo clamped the phone to his leg, his clasp so damp with sweat the object almost shot out of his hand onto the cheese-melt asphalt by the playground. His daughter, Evelyn, played there whenever her body allowed, a place of so much joy that sadness already tainted it. He concentrated on his girl, just five-years-old, as she danced and jumped and ouched her way from slide to climbing frame to swing, his heart in step to the beat of hers, at the thrill of watching her swat away obnoxious little boys and girls who he guessed never had a no thrown in their direction. Past disapproving mothers and the odd angry father, no time for any of them. He willed Evelyn onward and upward.

Before it banished her to bed and strangled her.

Ricky froze at the sudden urge, an urge that swamped him every other day since the doctor told him and Vicky about her condition six months ago. That urge demanded he smother his girl now before she tasted life and raged at what she would miss.

His phone buzzed again. He refused to look at the screen. The boss might require him to cut into his time off. A production line of broken motors overwhelmed the garage these last few days, but who knew how long God gave him with his Evelyn, so he squeezed the phone harder, wringing the call from the airwaves.

Even worse, perhaps his pa’s number pulsed at him, and if he mentioned making it up to him and Brett again, Ricky would aim every curse he’d stored over the years right at him.

Evelyn climbed the steps to the slide’s pinnacle and squelched her face through the safety bars. Blew her dad a kiss and threw him a wave. “Look at me, Daddy. Look at me.”

Ricky looked, but his heart hurt so much he turned away as she whhoooed down the slide. His phone stopped vibrating. He swiped away all the notifications, so he didn’t have to see who called.

The news app might have provided a distraction. Skipped the national headlines. A message from pa popped up. The preview on the notification said, “Ricky, it’s your old man. Brett …” Ricky thumbed it from sight. What did Ricky want with his family? Nothing he could think of. A coffee with Ma every so often, sure. But she never came over to San Diego to see him, her daughter-in-law, or her grandchild, so he found no reason to make theoretical coffee a regular event.

He typed his hometown into the news app. A local election dragged partisans into the gutter, where both candidates didn’t just propose to run things differently from the other, but would actually save the townsfolk from an apocalypse nobody but roaches would survive if their opposition triumphed. Somebody from back home won a sizable chunk of change on the lottery. Ricky blinked, as if a fly swam in his eyeball, until Evelyn became clear. She whooshed down the slide again, a little grumpy at his lack of attention. But Ricky wondered if the lottery win had anything to do with pa’s insistent messages. Ricky clicked the lottery story. Not one person claimed the prize, and if Brett or pa won the jackpot, they wouldn’t call him. The possible jump in fortune, where his family might have the means to help with medical bills, crashed and put the slump deeper into his shoulders.

The next article told of a murder, the body found by the waterfront where they played as kids in their City of Forts. It hurt to link it to Brett, but the boy never grew up, never washed away the criminal appetite he acquired as a teenager.

Ricky returned to the text messages, sliding beneath a thin tree to hide from the fireball in the sky, pinpointed on him by some giant magnifying glass. San Diego should have planted this playground beneath a canopy of trees years ago, because Ricky didn’t see how he got out of this playtime without skin cancer.

He put on a show for Evelyn, a smile wide enough to hurt. He scanned the steps up to the slide, crowded with a double-dozen baked kids, and failed to locate her. Pinched his eyes to target the sway of her ponytail, the flash of her red shorts.

Did she stand by the swings or the rope bridge? Lost in a boiling mass of bodies? On the carousel? No. On the swaying horse? No. His heart beat halfway out of his chest, his lungs on hold as he made his way through the thick, sweaty crowd.

Standing still might have brought her to him. Moms, dads, their kids all swirled around him in a blur, voices warping in slow-mo, their limbs moving through the thickness of the air as if they waded in syrup. Ricky’s dry tongue struggled to call her name. She sat in his heart. A crowbar could not pry her out. And yet the thought crept in that this was for the best.

She’d bankrupt him and Vicky with her love. They must pay those bills because she’s their daughter, and because she’s so damn wonderful, and never complains when the needles pin her to the table. Though her eyes well up and you can tell it hurts, and she’s not just there, she’s present and curious, and she’s the love of his life and …

She shouldn’t live much longer. It’s life’s flavor which embitters. Maybe she’d walked off into the park’s lake to end it all before it became too sweet to give up.

There … she knock-knocked on the ice-cream van over by the road, her chin lifted to the vendor, a finger pointed at a King Cone on the display menu. A man bent beside her, tall, in shorts Boy Scouts wear, his hair groomed preppy, his polo-shirt tucked into those shorts. So much money he didn’t know how to dress. The man rested on a knee, dipping his head to reduce his level to Evelyn’s. Ricky kneaded at the phone in his pocket and thought, just for a moment, that this stranger would take care of her. Let him deal with the emotional turmoil that comes from having a kid who’ll die on you within a year. He could save her. Pay the kind of cash the great American healthcare scam demands.

The right thing to do: step out of the throng and claim his daughter. But he watched her from the crowd, Brett tumbling to the front of his thoughts. His brother - mollycoddled into breaking out into a life of crime. That murder in the news - Brett the perpetrator? Or victim? Shit …

Ricky tracked Evelyn as she sneaked away from the stranger when he turned to the ice-cream van. Searched for her Pa. He tracked her in and out of a zoo of legs. Skinny legs, fat legs, athletic legs. She bumped and fell, shrugged it all off, and carried on, with not a single tear shed or lip curled downward. Until she spotted Ricky and pointed at him. The laugh fired from him, and he pointed too, arms outstretched for her leap, alive again to the horrific prospect of her absence from his life.

Before she gained enough speed for the takeoff, a middle-aged woman stepped between them. Defied summer in long pants and a pullover. She dropped to her haunches, her back to Ricky.

“Hello little girl, are you lost? Where’s Momma and Poppa?”

Evelyn hunched, shy, and looked at Ricky over the lady. He nodded encouragement. Come on, girl, get yourself out of this.

She pointed at her Pa, but twisted her lips, unable to make a sound. The woman turned her neck and hurled accusations from overdone eyes, panda rings around each. “You her poppa?”

“Who’s the girl pointing at?”

“She’s not saying anything. She looks scared.”

“We lost each other for a second. Course she’s scared. Come here, baby, let’s go and see Ma.”

Evelyn sidestepped to get past the woman, but the lady barred her with a baggy-clothed arm. “Why’s she not talking?” She turned to Evelyn. “Why you not talking, sweetie? This man, does he scare you?”

Ricky rolled his eyes. “Evelyn’s five. You’re the stranger. It’s you who unnerves her.”

“There she is.” A man joined the woman - the prepster who kneeled by her at the ice-cream truck. “You found her, Janice? Did you find her momma?”

This Janice stood, a hand around Evelyn’s arm now, even though she twisted to get out. Ricky stepped into the woman’s space, dug a finger into her wrist until she let go of the girl, and swooped Evelyn into his arms. Threw her on his shoulders, where she played bongos on his head and sang in a happy enough voice to convince them both. Janice rubbed the pain Ricky inflicted, and her man danced his eyebrows in confusion, half-scared of the rough-around-the-edges Ricky, half-duty bound to raise his fists for the manhandling of his woman.

Ricky nodded at the couple. “Thank you both for your concern. We’re good.”

He turned his back and headed to the car, the phone to his ear.

“Ma?”

No hello, no how are you? “I’m calling about Brett. He’s in the hospital. Beaten half to death.”
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“Why are you leaving, Daddy?”

Ricky bit into the toast, dragged his eyes from Evelyn and frowned at Vicky, who twisted her wedding ring and dead-eyed her husband. He finished the chew, thinking about another bite to delay the answer. But the girl didn’t have time for his delaying tactics.

“It’s your uncle Brett. He’s in the hospital.”

“I have an uncle?”

Vicky leaned forward, planted her chin in the cup she made of her hands, and waited for his response.

“Yeah, you have an uncle.”

“Why haven’t I seen him, then?”

The toast lost its heat. Ricky loved it hot from the toaster. The excess butter glued to the bread, only its base melted. Ricky squished it with his index and swirled it closer to the remaining warmth, but dropped the breakfast onto the plate and faced his daughter.

“He lives way out east.”

“By the sea?”

“No, honey, nowhere near.”

“He could get a boat. And visit us.”

“He’s far from the sea, sweetheart, I said.”

She pouted. “Doesn’t Uncle Brett like me?”

He gulped on his lukewarm coffee, lifted Evelyn in the air and swung her around until he thought she forgot about her long-lost uncle, but once he planted her on the floor and she stopped giggling, she repeated, “Uncle Brett doesn’t like me?”

* * *

Vicky stock-checked Ricky’s suitcase that night for his trip the next morning. “You don’t have much in here.”

“Spare clothes, toothbrush, deodorant, comb. What more do I need?”

“Dunno, just looks sparse. Can’t you take some kind of souvenir? Something of yours for him to think of you when he glances at it.”

“I’ll get him a San Diego fridge magnet.”

He liked it when she placed her hand on his heart. “I don’t want you to go.”

“Just two days. Be back for the girl before you know it. She still has a year …”

She wrapped her arms around him and pulled herself tight. “It’s not that. It’s just the way you talk about your home. The way you stiffen up, how your mouth turns into a grim line, how it makes you morbid. And that’s only talking about it. What are you going to be like when you come back?”

“I’m going to be full of beans, bouncing around the frying pan.”

He leaned in for a kiss, and they held each other until he squeezed the air out of her. She reached for his zipper and thrust a hand in, gripping him. He pulled away.

“What? We never doing it again?”

“You can’t get pregnant.”

“I won’t.”

“I don’t want to replace her.”

“There’s nobody can replace her.” Would she choke, swallowing her grief? Ricky shoved an unnecessary pair of shoes into the suitcase to hide his own despair, pulling himself together when she rubbed his arm. “But we mustn’t die with her.”

* * *

Ricky’s unsettled belly allowed him only a small bag of pretzels on the flight across the country. Every town and city he flew over a stepping stone away from his family, his job, from the money he needed for the skyscraper stack of bills and the collection agencies on their case.

He could have asked Ma to pick him up from the airport, even pa, but he paid for a hire car instead. His stomach screwed tighter with every mile closer to his old town, and by the time its skyline came into view, he could have worked his abs into an impenetrable six-pack. The ancient Ford Explorer growled along with his stomach as he sat outside the hospital, where he rolled a baseball up and down his leg, playing all the scenarios that led his brother to this beating.

A drug deal gone wrong.

A gang killing turned around on him.

A simple step into enemy territory, a chase on foot, a trap in a dead-end caged by chain-link fences topped by barbed wire, ending in a flurry of baseball bats to the torso. Ricky hoped they beat some sense into him, but praying that he’d walk out, wheel-out, whatever. Ricky would at least learn to nod to his brother as they passed each other down a supermarket aisle if he came out of there with newfound maturity.

He switched the car off, careful to lock the door behind him, and slow-walked through the parking lot. He held the entrance open for a man pushing an older woman in a wheelchair. Squinted back into the day’s glare at the black Honda Civic. The driver watched him over the rim of his sunglasses and turned to his cellphone to pretend the news interested him when he recognized Ricky caught him.

Ricky merged into the throng of patients and hurried walk of doctors in the lobby, leaned against a pillar and observed the Honda Civic again. The driver, as far as he could see, pressed the phone to his ear. Ricky shrugged. The driver must have thought he knew him, and when he realized he did not, then looked away, embarrassed.

While the receptionist calmed an angry man, Ricky eyed a woman walking down the corridor to the central foyer. Black top, red skirt a violent splash against the clinical white walls, a swing in her hips as if she left shackles behind in a ward. Maybe a used-up lover. Maybe a needy husband. The more he watched, the straighter he stood.

“Well … shiiiit.”

Mrs. Vale marched past him as if she owned life, some transformation from the shrunken lady mourning for her lost son. The receptionist asked Ricky if she could help. The way her tone hit the higher notes told him she’d repeated the question many times. He only answered when Mrs. Vale bleached out in the sun’s wash.

Ricky found room 201. He rubbed the sweat from his palms and ground a welcome from his teeth. The scowl hurt his muscles, but he ironed it as flat as he could and pushed the door inward, gripping the baseball. Must have entered with violent force, because Brett’s eyes filled his melted face. Ricky studied him long and hard. He’d not seen him from fifteen onward, and the stubble on this twenty-two-year-old printed impostor all over his brother.

Brett looked him over twice, head-to-toe, alert to a weapon. Once he recognized him, he dropped his bag on the floor, held his arms wide, and stiff-walked his way to a man-hug.

“Brother.”

Brett squeezed tight, encouraging Ricky to lift the limbs from his side and embrace him in the same fashion. Ricky made wings of his elbows and gripped Brett with his mechanic’s hands. Pushed him back to get a better view.

A right eye cracked red, circled black and blue, a line of healing yellow. His arm in a removable brace, a limp in his leg, but nothing showed he hung on life’s edge like Ma said.

“I flew all this way and you’re not even dead.”

Brett raised an eyebrow, mocked up an offended pout, and patted Ricky’s shoulder. All, I love you, anyways.

“I got a good beating, bro, but it was just a smash and grab. They stole my wallet and a bit of cash. But they didn’t take my health. It’s nothing. Nothing at all.”

Time spent away from his Evelyn was not nothing at all. “Okay, you’re fine. I can get back on a plane and leave.”

“Aw, come on. I haven’t seen you for … what? …”

“Seven years.”

“Seven years. Do you believe that?”

Ricky released him, but Brett’s grip surprised him with its strength. “All I needed to know is that you’re alive. I’ve seen it’s true. I can go now.”

“Don’t go, brother. Stay. Stay a while. Even if just for a day or two.”

The don’t go chilled an organ in Ricky. He doubted the heart. Maybe a kidney. “I have responsibilities back home -”

“Sure you do. I’m sure your life over there is fancy and all, but what’s a day?”

Ma never told Brett where Ricky lived, or that he had married. Never told Brett about his status as an uncle to a girl who now wanted to know all about him. She’s got no time to waste on his brother.

“A day is everything.”

“Don’t do that, Ricky.”

“What?”

“You’ve done that all my life. Mr. Important. Too important for family. Too important for me. I’ve missed you. Really missed you.”

Ricky lifted Brett’s bag from the floor. “You signing yourself out?”

Brett’s smile revealed a missing tooth. “Before they charge me all I’ve got. Which isn’t much, I can tell ya. Come on, throw that ball at me.”

Ricky wiggled his forearm as if it remained broken from Mr. Vale’s thugs, and spun the baseball to Brett, who caught it with his good hand. The walk through the hospital lasted longer than the flight, and Ricky couldn’t get his head around Brett’s molasses vigor. He made up for his slow pace with the speed of his tongue. All he got out of Ricky is the fact that he’s a mechanic.

“You went all the way to Seattle to become a mechanic?”

“Fell into it. Pays decent.”

“Well, good luck and all. I hope it works out for you.”

Ricky planted Brett’s bag on the passenger seat and shut the door. Brett wound the window down on his beat-up Chevy and leaned across.

“You sitting in the back?”

“I got a hire car.”

“You following me home?”

“Where’s home?”

“… I’m in some kind of apartment.”

“You can make me a coffee, then I’m out of here.”

Brett’s face fell the same as when he swanned around in diapers, but he nodded and sprang a smile. “Best coffee you’ll ever have.”

“I don’t believe it, but I’ll indulge you.”

“Thank you, Oh Mighty One. Thank you.”

“You’ll never guess who I saw in there.”

Brett shrugged, eyes all Huh?

“Mrs. Vale.”

Brett blinked, as if Mrs. Vale existed only as an abstract part of Mr. Vale’s being. “Okay. If that’s all your news, then follow me.”

When the brothers pulled out of the parking lot, the black Honda Civic filled Ricky’s rearview as if it expected to get on Brett’s tail right away. Didn’t expect Ricky’s car to block him.
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Ricky wound the window all the way down and danced a heel to the Honda’s asthmatic engine, ready for when it swerved out of his rearview. A full hour into his brief return, and already the world had turned to shit. Should have listened to Vicky. Should have listened to himself and never returned. But now a man followed his brother, a bad bout of churning roiled his belly. He’d worked himself to the bone to forget about Brett. Married and raised a child to fulfill the love he wanted to give, and that diverted him from thoughts of his younger kin. Even on the rare occasion he called Ma, they skirted him, though he sensed how it hurt her.

The Civic trailed their every turn, distance no disguise to his intentions. Ma said Brett lived in Town’s Hearst district. They wouldn’t reach his residence for another twenty minutes, but memory may have increased the distance beyond physical reality. It’s possible this man identified where Brett lived, but if so, why not wait there?

Ricky did not follow his brother’s bend to the next road, but pulled to the curb and watched the Civic pass, stepping out of the car as if he headed for work, on the half-turn, facing an old building. Harry Vale’s death degraded the town. Mrs. Vale must have stuck a cork in all that fancy investment. Ricky reckoned he’d see the rotten stuffing beneath the whole borough if he picked at the thread, starting with the rundown pizza joint he parked by.

Once the Civic turned the corner, he jumped back in his car and pressed the accelerator just beyond cruise, targeting his crosshairs on Brett’s tail. He caught his ass-end at the Main Street junction, where he bought the toy knight with Ciaro’s money all those years ago. Kept his distance and slowed to a crawl when Brett halted by a fire hydrant on an empty road by overgrown parking lots on a stretch of disused industrial outlets. The Civic rolled to a stop behind Brett, and Ricky made a mental pro and con list about ramming the mysterious follower once he exited his Honda.

The cons outweighed the pros. Memories of how it felt to kill a man slowed his thinking. No matter how much a target deserved to meet his maker, it never satisfied. Harry Vale, a fine example of warranted death, pricked Ricky’s conscience every damn day these last seven years. Drink never helped. Not even Vicky. Only his girl could drag him from quicksand.

Ricky breathed the hometown air deep into his nostrils. It stank much as it ever did.

The man in the Civic stepped out without an eye over his shoulder. Brett texted Ricky.

Where are you!!! You snuck away from me????!!!!

Ricky slid out of his car and strolled. They’d talk this out. Whatever beef this man boiled, words could, despite all Ricky’s experience, steamroller the violence aside. The last of the morning’s dew strung into the air, the empty street a jungle of mist, litter, and concrete. Ricky drew closer. The heat wobble drifted in the distance, and the man following Brett shrunk to a teenager. A teenager with scruff on his cheek and muscle in his arms and chest, but a teenager nonetheless. The sun’s reflection off the kid’s white t-shirt burned Ricky’s retinas, but not so much as to blind him to the boy’s reach around the back of his pants as he stepped from the Honda. Ricky rushed his steps, loud enough to overpower the beat of blood in the assassin’s head. He turned and Ricky clasped his gun hand, twisted it so the boy had no choice but to drop it, and slapped the kid on the ear.

The boy dropped to the floor hard on his tailbone, blinking away the sun behind Ricky, the pain in his eardrum, the ringing in his skull.

“What the fuck, man? What the …”

Ricky toed the gun into the storm drain, and its clanging descent rinsed out the man’s bravery. He crawled backward, jaw hanging loose.

Brett, at last, noticed the events in his wing-mirror and lounged out of his car as if this kind of thing kick-started his day. “What you got going on there, Ricky?”

Ricky kept his attention all on the kid’s baby face. “You want to tell him?”

Brett rubbed the brace against his leg. “Paul Farman … you come to finish me off?”

Ricky tracked the Venn diagrams forming on Farman’s forehead. He nodded at the kid, who found his feet, a hand still cupped to the pain in his ear, green eyes pulsing. “You should sell soap with those peepers. Why would you waste your life doing … this?”

“What?”

“I’m sayin’, you’re a good-looking kid. Why you playing gangster when there’s a world to see? Be an adult.” Ricky wanted to eye his brother, but he refrained, certain Brett caught his direction.

Farman turned to Brett. “You two related?”

“He’s my brother, yeah. You know him?”

Farman beat the dust from the seat of his pants, longing, it seemed to Ricky, for the gun down the drain.

“I know of him.” He squinted at Ricky. “You still a cop?”

“Nah. That time’s long gone.”

“Well, that’s cool, at least.”

“Why do you want to pop my brother?”

“I didn’t want to pop him. Wanted to scare him, is all.”

Brett laughed. “You scare me just by existing. I mean, if I were your old pa, I’d have smothered you at birth.”

Ricky stared his brother down. “Why’s he want to scare you?”

Brett shrugged. Lit a cigarette the best he could. Scanned the chain-link fences and broken buildings Vale’s money never reached.

“Scare him for what?”

Farman rolled his shoulders. “You know what? I’m going to leave now. Nice to see you both. Real nice. I’ll send you the bill for the gun. I reckon you’re good for it.”

The teenager swaggered back to his car, believing the moral victory his. Ricky balled his fists, knuckles on fire, a tingle which hadn’t bothered him since he left this town. Waited for the cracker to explode. Some hidden pistol Farman hid down his sock, some serrated knife in his ass crack. This town sprung surprises for breakfast. Ricky breathed free again once Farman hit the seat and pumped his car into life. The revs whined across the sun-softened asphalt and the birds stirred. Brett tapped his brace against Farman’s window, an arm on the roof arching over the boy’s head, his face bent to go eyeball-to-eyeball.

“Been nice knowing you, Farman.”

“Fuck you, Nardilo.”

Brett pulled back, magic-tricked a gun from Ricky knew-not-where, and blasted Farman’s brains across the interior.
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The remaining time with Evelyn was shrinking to a grape’s pip. Ricky saw himself standing at this very spot until the sun exploded and ended life on Earth, because his legs couldn’t move even as Brett backed away, ground his teeth, and urged Ricky to assist him.

With what?

Brett opened Farman’s door, pressed the brake with one hand and reached to push the vehicle into neutral. Smeared an arm with blood.

“Ricky, damn you, help me.” He pushed the car toward the abandoned factory’s entrance ramp. “Ricky. Commme onnn.”

Ricky searched his rental and emerged with a cloth from the trunk, planted it on Farman’s motor and shoved with one hand to leave no prints. Brett could go to prison, Ricky didn’t care. He came back to his hometown to check his health status, but it’s other people’s health he needed to worry about.

The cinder blocks in the way of their entry proved tough to shift, but the brothers created a gap big enough for the car. They forced the Civic through, scraping a silver streak across the doors as they steered off-course onto the block. Guided it into a loading bay, caught their breath, and scanned the road beyond the fence. Not much traffic down this haunted route to nowhere. That side of the road was nothing but a Lego-land of busted factories. On the other, fields of sunburned grass, turfed-up rocks and tree stumps from a development that never happened. It all made the hairs on Ricky’s neck stand tall.

Did Brett expect this to happen? Plan it? Execute it?

Brett snatched the cloth from Ricky, wiped the blood from his arm, and twisted it into the gas tank’s funnel. Wincing at the pain in his wrist. Ricky chewed on distant memories and quelled those involving the Ithaca boys. His instinct to snuff the lighter’s flame in Brett’s hand dissipated in recognition that he had helped him this far, because though he wanted to beat his sibling around the head for his stupidity, blood really did trump logic. Ricky nodded, and Brett lit the cloth.

Farman’s blank face, so animated just moments before, dragged it all back. Death’s capacity to shock never dulled. They headed for the road, Brett whooping at the explosion and the evidence it burned, the fire sending a Bat signal into the blue sky. Brett opened his arms wide for a brotherly hug, his smile skewed by Ricky’s hand on his chest to stop such nonsense.

Ricky wanted him no closer than arm’s length. “Don’t touch me.”

“What?”

“I returned to see how you are, and this is how you are.”

Brett turned from him and laughed, swung back, eyes pinched at the brightness, or at the relationship they had. The latter seemed more on target. “This is how I am? Farman was about to kill me. What did you want me to do?”

“I threw his gun down the gutter.”

“Don’t come all high and mighty with me, bro. You’ve done a lot worse.”

“Why did he want to kill you?”

“Poker. He beat me fair and square. I bet the house on a comeback, and now I owe the house and the comeback.”

“So your beating had nothing to do with a smash and grab?”

Brett shrugged. “Follow me back to mine. Let’s not get caught out here with our pants down.”

The black smoke billowed from the loading bay, a call for all the town’s emergency services.

* * *

Brett skulked in a place down a long alleyway between two empty, massive buildings on the outskirts of Town. A heat trap in summer, skiddy with slime in the wet months, judging by the litter blowing in the breeze. Brett’s car blocked most of the width, leaving just enough room for him to squeeze out the door. The alley stank of moldy cardboard, and someone must have used Brett’s living quarters for storage before he moved in his mangy furniture, battered toaster, and tiny gas stove.

Brett invited him to sit on the armchair, but Ricky didn’t want the dust to attach, so he remained on his feet.

“Coffee?”

“I’ll pass.”

“It’s not much, I know. Certainly not next to your fancy pad out west, I reckon.” Ricky ignored him, examining every part of the room, wondering where the night creatures prowled. “It’s temporary, is all. Until …”

“Until someone stops trying to kill you. That someone is the man you killed, right?”

Ricky didn’t trust the lopsided smile Brett replied with.

Three packages of bottled water filled a corner, and a couple of pans sat upside down on a dresser. No sink. The bright noon-sun washed through the doorway. Otherwise, Brett got his light from a handheld lamp that must throw shape-shifting shadows across his night hours.

“Where do you piss and shit?”

“End of the alleyway. Nobody comes down here. Rarely, anyway.”

“Someone has, though? What do they do when they see your car?”

“I scare them away. Usually some bum who lost his way.”

“You the bum who found his way?”

“Temporary. I’m just hiding.”

“Well, let me take you home, then. Your hiding is over.”

“Sure. But … I’ll stay a little longer.”

“For sentiment, right? What about your apartment?”

“Still there.”

“Did you hide at Ma’s? Before this place?”

“Nah.”

Ricky scuffed the rough concrete floor to-and-fro, easier to bear the featureless surface than the room’s Spartan contents and the faint stench of desperation.

“You been checking in on her?”

Brett sat on the edge of his couch, a hand down the back for loose change. Maybe his lost life. “What for?”

“Because … she’s our Ma.”

Brett picked at non-existent fluff from his t-shirt, scouring the room so he didn’t have to catch his brother’s hard eye. “She’s fine. Far as I can tell. Still working. Got herself a man. Been with him for a few years.”

“Yeah? We talk every so often. She never mentioned him.”

“That right? You never call me.”

“Don’t have your number.”

“Ma has it, you could ask.”

“Coulda. But do I even know you?”

Brett lunged off the couch and picked at the hardboard covering the window, back turned to his brother. The room closed in on Ricky, trapping him tighter than Town itself. He forgot to breathe, and when he realized it, his gasps exploded. He staggered out the door, shoulder bouncing off the wall, and dragged in the stale alleyway air as if it swept down a lush green valley.

Brett filled the doorway, hands above him on the frame. “You alright?”

Ricky nodded, as if he only imagined the time he, Liz, and Tanais almost died in their City of Forts, or Dave Heiller dug the muzzle of his gun into his skull in that grimy, disused factory.

Brett couldn’t hide the embarrassment behind the feeling when he said, “I’m glad you came.”

Evelyn filled Ricky’s thoughts. He kissed her head while she slept that morning, but already this town swept his life away until he wondered if his daughter sprang from nothing but his imagination. A day’s absence from her cut deeper than his brother’s troubles, and yet guilt tore at him for the way he abandoned him as a kid. Grew up together, sure, but their age difference made Brett a fly he swatted aside. The kid needed a sense of belonging to something bigger than himself. He found it in the wrong place and took a turn Ricky avoided. Ricky couldn’t convince himself of his moral superiority. Vale just didn’t appeal to him. If the big man had shown a different kind of charm, it’s possible he would have fallen onto the same path.

“I have to get home.”

“You flew here?”

“Yeah.”

“You booked your return for the same day? You kidding me?”

“There’s people needing me back home.”

Brett laughed. “You allowed others to need you? What the fuck? And you need them?”

The sun exposed every crack, every stain, every broken brick, every weed, and every emotion in Ricky’s stiff torso.

Brett dropped his hands from the frame, folding in on himself in readiness for some disappointment. “You got a family over there?”

The heat, the town, his brother, they sat on his breast. Crushed his lungs, his spirit. “Wife and daughter.”

“Wife and daughter … You got a wife and daughter … How long?”

“Married six years, been a father for five.”

Brett popped an eyeful of water, the doorframe supporting his shock. “I see. I see.”

“I gotta go. Seeing that you’ve solved a problem this morning and all.”

“Yeah, you go. You go and make a better attempt than you did with me.”

“I’m not your pa. Yours has returned. Tell him about it.”

“Fuck that useless piece of shit. You were my pa, my brother, all wrapped up in one. You were still absolute dogshit, but I’ll pick you over him. But you go. See you in another six, seven years, yeah? You can let me know then how many more nephews and nieces I have.”

Ricky shook himself out of the past. “Mind your own life, brother. Take control and stop blaming everyone else.”

“I’ll try. See ya, then.”

Ricky pinched his eyebrows, catching the longing in his last words. Brett didn’t mean a word of it, he just wanted his brother to look after him. Ricky fought the guilt, wrapped it in a fist, and crushed it. Brett showed this morning that he could take care of himself. Ricky half-turned, pausing at the sound of a foot crushing a soda can. Brett hardened to stone, and the day’s golden glow couldn’t color his face. His hand spidered to the back of his pants as the lone figure emerged out of the garbage and the heat haze that made a water feature of them all. Ricky reached out for Brett’s arm, found it even as he kept his eyes on the man, and gripped him tight against pulling that gun.

“Let go of me.”

“You can’t bang your gun to every problem. Stay cool, dickhead.”

Ricky disengaged as the man’s features came into focus. Slim jeans, shoes that could chisel brick, and a Nirvana t-shirt fit the athletic man on the verge of middle age. He wore a military haircut, but his chin bore a salt and pepper scruff. Not a bum. The cologne fought off the alley’s stink.

“Hello, gentlemen.”

Brett shoved his trigger fingers into his back-pockets and lounged against the doorframe as if he enjoyed a beer in a bar. “Hey.”

Ricky nodded, glad he stood outside this factory alcove so he didn’t appear to live like scum, too.

“You boys looking to rent a place?”

Brett straightened. “Maybe.”

“This is my property, you see. All of it. You been here long?”

“Nah, not really.”

“I’ll waive the past. Now, I’m not handing you a contract, or anything as formal as that, but I am offering you a gentleman’s agreement. You park yourself here all you want for six-hundred a month.”

Ricky grunted. “Six-hundred? For a hovel?”

“You two lovebirds can share the burden. Only three-hundred a-piece by my reckoning.”

Relief slid the fear from Brett. “Four-hundred, total, and we’ve got a contract.”

“Five-hundred.”

“Four-fifty.”

The man scrunched his face as if Brett wrought a hard deal from him. A twinkle in his eye said he had the better end of it for this dump.

“You have the first payment now?”

“I do not.”

Ricky glanced between them, not believing any of it. “You gonna pay four-fifty for this hole in the wall? Do you even have four-fifty?”

Brett wrinkled his nose. “I’ll get it.”

The man interrupted their flow. “The name’s Dabo. We gonna shake on it?”

Brett wiped his sweaty palm across his t-shirt and thrust the hand forward. Dabo took it, gripped it, manly, biceps bulging the sleeve of his Nirvana t-shirt, pecs making a balloon of skinny Kurt Cobain’s head. “Nice doing business with you.”

Brett chewed a dozen responses. Settled on, “Same.”

“Hope you both enjoy. I’ll be back tomorrow for the first payment.”

Ricky didn’t bother to correct his assumptions. Watched the intruder melt into a dot in the distance. “Unnatural. That man is a demon who stalks this hell. You’ll pay a price.”

“Four-fifty.”

“A rip-off by any sane man’s reckoning. You got it?”

“No.”

“So what you gonna do?”

“What do you care? You’re heading back to your happy family.”

Ricky couldn’t shake the fear on his brother’s face. If Ricky had turned around at the airport this morning and headed to the loving arms of his wife and child, Farman would have shot him in the head. Ricky would have had to come for the funeral. No way could he bury his guilt along with his brother.

“There’s got to be better places.”

“Find me one.”

“This is not a hiding place anymore. That man, he knows you’re here. He knows you.”

“I don’t know him.”

The cocky smile made Ricky suspect some connection between the men. “I think you’re about to.”
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