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      This was one of those days that I should have stayed in bed. Better yet, I never should have opened the door.

      You know the old saying, “It’s darkest before the dawn.” When your life is in the crapper and as bad as it can be, the dawn will come. All will be well.

      Hurrah!

      Only dawn never came. The three yahoos sitting in this motel room knocked me on the head, dragged me out of my home, and crammed me into a motel closet.

      I found myself overpowered by three men who I could realistically call fools at best. I’d left the fourth fool in my bedroom, sucking his thumb and whimpering.

      No, I didn’t do something horrible. I have no way of understanding such a man.

      Was I worried? Not really. For some reason I was born without a worry gene. I knew I’d figure something out or I wouldn't.

      What happened?

      Good question.

      Answer. Hell if I know. Mistaken identity? Maybe?

      I was sound asleep. My alarm hadn’t even gone off. Pounding woke me up.

      I’m being kind when I say pounding. It sounded like a five-hundred-pound angry gorilla was trying to break through my metal door. Yes, I have a metal front door. It looks like wood, but it wouldn’t fool a good thief. It would keep most people out.

      The experience was kind of like waking up to a phone call at three in the morning. Your heart tries to burst out of your chest. Your first thought is “My god, someone has died.”

      Actually, my thought was “My sister has died.”

      For the last few months, she’d been going through cancer treatment. The door pounding caused me to feel as if an angry giant had reached into my chest to rip my heart out.

      Needless to say, adrenaline shot through my body.

      I jumped out of bed. Didn’t bother turning on the light. I mean why should I? I know my bedroom inside and out. Bed to the left of the door. Big heavy oak dresser right by the door. I’m a minimalist, so except for the nightstand, that’s it.

      Of course, in my hurry I stubbed my toe on the dresser. I shouted so many curse words that even I blushed. I hopped on one foot holding my throbbing big toe as if that would help. It didn’t.

      Then I hobbled to the door, cursing the dresser under my breath.

      Usually, I’m a very cautious guy. I mean I always look through the peephole in the door. I trust no one.

      I’m a PI. I never really know who might show up at my door. Caution is like insurance. If I’ve somehow pissed off the wrong person, I’ll be prepared. But when your little sister is struggling for her life, all caution becomes cumbersome.

      So, what did I do?

      Barefoot and in my underwear, I hopped on one foot, I flipped on the porch light, and opened the damn door.

      Three sweaty, middle-aged fat dudes, I’m talking blubbery with questionable hygiene, stood on my porch. Wearing masks but no hats, they were all in various stages of baldness. That I couldn’t hold against them, but, dudes, take a bath and brush your teeth. They were breathing as if they’d just run a marathon.

      My first instinct was to punch them in the face and go back to bed. But I’ve been meditating and practicing yoga. Hell, I even read old Marcus Aurelius every morning. That man was one chilled dude.

      I’m what I’d call a chilled dude in the process of becoming. Until I glanced past the men and saw that someone had trampled my pansies, then chill flew away in an instant. Trampled pansies shattered my well fought for calm.

      Any good will I might have had toward these men vanished.

      The tallest and the baldest man held a gunny sack in his hand. He pulled his mask off, apparently too hot. The guy hadn’t shaved in days. Trust me, the look wasn’t good on him. The other two removed their masks. Now I could easily identify them. Like I said, fools.

      One had mud on his boot. Cowboy boots . . . okay. He’s the one who trampled the pansies that lined my walkway. No respect for nature or for my pansies. He just smashed their little faces into the mud.

      I love pansies. This man had two strikes against him, his body odor, and he murdered the pansies.

      He stuck his foot on the door frame as if he were going to walk in.

      “Are you Antonio Garcia?”

      I opened my mouth with the intention of saying, “No, you idiot,” and slamming the door.

      I reminded myself that Marcus Aurelius warned us we would meet fools, selfish men, liars, and other miscreants in daily life. Yeah, that thought did nothing to calm me.

      I’m a big guy. Six four. Broad shoulders. Muscles. Who’d be dumb enough to mistake me for an Antonio Garcia? Also, who was dumb enough to bang on my door in the middle of the night?

      I decided the best thing to do was to say nothing and close the door. Actually, I slammed the door, and it bounced a little.

      That’s when I heard someone pop the lock on the sliding glass door that led to the backyard. There was a fourth one.

      Fools.

      I turned to address whoever had illegally entered my house.

      Another big, middle-aged, balding, cowboy-boot-wearing philistine walked toward me holding a revolver. His hands were shaking. His red face dripped with perspiration.

      He was tracking mud across my new gray carpet.

      “Hands up, Antonio.”

      Being a retired Marine, I did what came naturally. I relieved him of his weapon and punched the guy in the stomach. The noise he made as he doubled over made me wonder if a rib or multiple ribs were broken.

      “You’re under arrest for murder,” he said between gasps.

      I squinted at him and held up his gun.

      “Get out of my house, now.”

      Finally, he realized he’d lost control of the situation. He raised his hands and began backing up toward the sliding glass door. He didn’t look as he backtracked and tripped over the end chair which was sticking out at an angle.

      I heard footsteps and heavy breathing behind me. The others had broken into my house. Now, those fools had somehow gotten inside. Apparently, I didn’t completely close the door.

      I yanked the man pretending to be injured by the arm. He didn’t fight back.

      I dragged him across the room and threw him toward the two men standing inside the entry. They hadn’t bothered to close the door.

      I imagined I was a slingshot, and he was a little pebble. I slung him past me and toward his buddies. He flew into the others.

      In an effort to stop his momentum, he grabbed two of them by their arms. Swerving wildly, he managed to drag them onto the porch. I watched as they fell onto the concrete porch and slid along the walkway.

      They landed in the pansies. Damn it.

      I slammed the door, locked it, and checked out the revolver. It was empty, no cartridge. I tossed it onto my new charcoal couch. Marching to the bedroom, I grabbed my phone and my ear buds.

      “Call Christy.”

      As the phone rang, the sound of glass breaking in the living room added to my annoyance. I didn’t know who these yahoos were, but they had just busted my newly installed monster window. There was probably glass on my new charcoal couch.

      First the pansies. Then the window. Now the couch.

      “Bastards,” I whispered as I grabbed my whip.

      Yeah, don’t judge. Like any professional, my guns and ammo are under lock and key. Plus, guns are fucking dangerous.

      I didn’t know who these guys were, but I knew they weren’t professionals. If they were cops, they were the Keystone Cops.

      I wished I’d had time to put on my shoes at least, but I didn’t. I slipped into Jackie’s pink fuzzy slippers. Jackie’s my girlfriend, and she leaves stuff here. She has big feet. Sometimes I borrow her slippers. They have rubber soles that should give me some protection.

      Christy finally picked up. “Skep, it’s three in the morning.”

      “I know. I got three, no four dudes in my house, attacking me. Could use a little help. They have guns. They are trying to arrest me. I think? Not sure.”

      One of the men stepped into my bedroom. I lashed out with my whip catching him in the face and making a cut down his cheek.

      He yelped like a puppy. It was the saddest little sound. He looked at me with big brown eyes that were tearing up.

      “You cut me,” he whined.

      “Are you using your whip,” Christy asked.

      “Yep.”

      I flipped the whip again. The leather wrapped around his ankles. For a short second, I felt a pleased sense of pride. Great hit.

      No time for gloating.

      I yanked the whip toward me. The dude crashed toward me feet first. He hit his tailbone on the hardwood floor. He’d be walking funny for the next few days.

      This time he did not sound like a puppy. I’d characterize his cries as something between a raging elephant and a whimpering bull.

      I left him lying on the floor with my whip wrapped around his legs. I grabbed the baseball bat I kept by the door and stepped over the dude.

      Now he was crying like a hound dog. And, yes, I am aware that hound dog is redundant, but it is a legit term.

      Anyway, I marched into the living room only wearing purple briefs with pink hearts and pink fluffy slippers. My toe throbbed. I carried a baseball bat.

      I was really hoping there were no more guns.

      “I’m on my way,” Christy said.

      I smiled. I’d forgotten about her. I stopped in the hallway, looked into the living room. It was empty. But there was glass all over the floor and couch.

      “One’s down in my bedroom. Going to find the others,” I said. “Come in hot. Not sure what exactly we got here.”

      “Come in hot? No one says that. I’m not a missile,” Christy said.

      “You’re as deadly as one.”

      What happened next pissed me off so much. I have to confess I completely and unequivocally lost my chill. I’m sure Marcus Aurelius would understand. The dude was a giant among men. Even he lost it sometimes. Ask his wife.

      
        
        II: Christy

      

      

      Christy was having a perfectly lovely dream when her watch buzzed for the third time. Her subconscious simply added the first two buzzes into her dream. The third time, her conscious mind took over. She glanced at her watch. The brightness of the light made her squint.

      Skep calling at three in the morning was never good. Something was wrong.

      She slipped out of her warm bed as quietly as possible. She and Lacy slept on a foam mattress so there was no creaking or bouncing as she left the bed. She tiptoed across the room. Her toes dug into the plush carpet. The moonlight came in through a small crack in the curtains.

      She glanced at Lacy, who slept peacefully. She snorted in her sleep and made a cute little whistle sound.

      Christy made a mental note to tell her about the snort. She grabbed the clothes she’d worn yesterday and moved toward the door. She thought she was home free when Lacy spoke.

      “Where you going?”

      “Skep’s calling. Gonna answer the phone.”

      “With your clothes?”

      “You know him. If he’s calling, something’s up.”

      “Be careful. Let me know if I can help.”

      That right there . . . that was the reason she loved Lacy with all her heart. The woman was amazing.

      “Will do.”

      Less than ten minutes later, she was speeding toward Skep’s place. She only lived a mile and a half away. She hoped no cops were around. Her eyes moved, continually checking all the streets for traffic. Normally she kept to the speed limit, but Skep was using his whip, which meant he was really, really angry.

      That meant he couldn’t get to his guns or the invaders were regular guys who probably couldn’t fight back. She wasn’t sure which, so she was speeding. If the cops did see her, they could follow and that might be good, too. Just let them handle whoever had invaded Skep’s house.

      She grinned to herself. That would annoy Skep. He didn’t have anything against the cops, but they sure didn’t care for him. Professional jealousy. Yeah, right. More like she and Skep got in their way too many times to count. They would love to bust them for something . . . anything.

      When she arrived, the front door stood open. The large front window was broken. No men were in sight. Being cautious, she proceeded slowly. When she passed the row of smashed pansies, she worried about what she might find inside. Skep had a strange affinity for pansies. No one in their right mind would touch the man’s pansies.

      She flipped on the entry light when she entered. To her right was the living room. Glass from the window was everywhere. All over the charcoal gray sofa. Christy grimaced again. Whoever these guys were, they did everything exactly wrong.

      Since getting Skep’s call, she’d been trying to figure out who might come after him. He said they were looking for a guy named Antonio Garcia. That name was so generic there could be hundreds of Antonio Garcias in the area. No help.

      The house was quiet. Too quiet.

      She moved to the living room. Bits of glass sparkled in the carpet. An end table was turned over next to the couch. The great room also had a dining room table. Two of the chairs were overturned. The sliding glass door was open. Someone had popped the lock.

      She shook her head. She told him to get a better lock. He claimed this was a peaceful, law-abiding neighborhood. Someone came in that way and tracked mud across the carpet.

      She moved to the kitchen. Nothing was out of place. It was newly remodeled. Marble counters, oak cabinets. Skep was a fool for oak. She kept telling him it was out of style, but he never listened.

      A glance in the laundry room satisfied her.

      She grabbed two cookies out of the cookie jar and swallowed the first one whole. She got low blood sugar when she was tense.

      Retracing her movements, she
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