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CHAPTER ONE

 

It's the worst luck any man can have. You find an empty stool in a nice quiet corner of a bar you often frequented before you were sent to County lockup for a three-year vacation—courtesy of the New York State Penal System and a court-appointed defense lawyer who was halfway through a pint of Jack just minutes before your short and sweet court appearance. 

You order a beer and a whiskey chaser, and the lovely young woman working behind the bar gladly brings the order to you with a smile on her pretty face. Of course, she's never seen you before, which means she knows nothing about you. Not your name (George Patton Custer—no joke, your Vietnam Vet dad had a passion for all things military, and for Jack Daniels and Pall Mall non-filters), not your gambling debts to Francesco "Frank" Tassi, the big boss man of Sicilian decent who used to frequent this joint regularly while hosting card games in the basement but is rumored to have been killed (his body never recovered) while you were in the joint by the local arm of the Gambino's. 

She has no idea about the wife who left you, the teenage daughter who doesn't speak to you anymore, the novel you've been trying to write for more years than you can count, or the persistently in-the-red bank accounts because you, "refuse to get a job!" 

She's got no idea about the famous last words your wife screamed as she walked out, slamming the door behind her (or that you hope it hit her in the ass). "God doesn't want you, George, and the devil won't have you! Now you can add me to the list!" 

That was months before you decided on an impulse to hold up the corner Stop n’ Rob down on Henry Johnson Boulevard with an Air-Soft pistol, and naturally, you were caught in the act and handed a three-year sentence. You were immediately handcuffed and tossed on a school bus retrofitted for dangerous criminals. The windows covered with steel plates, and the long seats protected by padlocked cages. As soon as you were processed—with a full anal cavity check—and handed a wardrobe consisting of a blaze orange jump suit (the words Albany County printed on the back in big white block letters), you were shown your bottom bunk beside two dozen other identical bunks inside a big room lit by harsh ceiling mounted industrial lamps. 

You hadn't even begun to make your bunk with the thin sheet and even thinner blanket when you found yourself surrounded. You couldn't actually see who was surrounding you, but you felt their presence the same way a soldier senses the presence of an invisible enemy. Turning slowly, you eyed the three head-shaved, tattooed, Arian gang members, and took in their grins. Grins that weren't welcoming but instead told you they intended to make you their bitch in every way possible. 

You did the only thing you could do under the circumstances. You slowly approached the biggest one—a man with a swastika tattooed to his bald scalp—and you said, "Can I help you with something?"

The big man laughed. All three of them laughed. Then he unzipped his jumper and pulled out his manhood. 

He said, "You can take care of me, right here and right now." 

"Really," you said, a fake smile on your face. "Well, thank you for that." 

You then grabbed his balls and squeezed them as hard as you possibly could. When he screamed, you ordered him to drop to his knees. He did. You then made a fist and knocked his teeth down his throat. That's when you turned to the other two. Almost as if on cue, they raised their hands in a gesture of surrender. Grabbing their big friend by an arm each, they then dragged him away. No one bothered you in the joint from that point on. 

But that was then, and this is now . . .  

The small but well-built young bartender, who smiles at you with bright brown eyes, white teeth, perfectly tanned skin, and shoulder-length hair tied in pigtails (she doesn't know you're a sucker for pigtails)—this young lady who has no preconceptions or judgments about you and your closely cropped scalp, your tight-fitting army green t-shirt, jeans, and black combat boots, left over from the first Gulf War when you were just as young, bright-eyed and optimistic as she is, is simply being friendly and
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