

    
        
          Love Like a Loaded Gun: Mass Market Edition

        

        
        
          A Thriller

        

        
        
          Vincent Zandri

        

        
          Published by Vincent Zandri, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      LOVE LIKE A LOADED GUN: MASS MARKET EDITION

    

    
      First edition. January 25, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Vincent Zandri.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8215724323

    

    
    
      Written by Vincent Zandri.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Vincent Zandri

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker Box Set

          
        
          
	          The Chase Baker Trilogy:Volume II

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Dutch Diamonds

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Spear of Destiny

          
        
          
	          The Chase Baker Trilogy: The First Three Chase Baker Thriller Novels

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Quest for the Holy Grail

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Pyramid of Madness

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Hunt for Nazi Gold

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker und die Jagd nach Nazi-Gold

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Purple Robe of Christ

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Nazi Time Machine

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller No. 12

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Lost Ark of God

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          Young Chase Baker and the Cross of the Last Crusade

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 1

          
        
          
	          The Shroud Key

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 2

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Golden Condor

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 3

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the God Boy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 4

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Lincoln Curse

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 6

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Da Vinci Divinity

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Chase Baker Thriller Series No. 9

          
        
          
	          Chase Baker and the Seventh Seal

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Dick Moonlight PI Series

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Falls

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Gets Schooled

          
        
          
	          Blue Moonlight

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Weeps

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Breaks Bad

          
        
          
	          Murder by Moonlight

          
        
          
	          Divorce by Moonlight

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Gets Railroaded

          
        
          
	          Code Blue Moonlight

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Dick Moonlight PI Series Short

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Gets Served

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Goes Viral

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Mafia

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Detour

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Dick Moonlight PI Thriller

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Kills

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Falls: New and Lengthened Editor’s Cut Edition

          
        
          
	          The Dick Moonlight PI Box Set II

          
        
          
	          Moonlight and the Hitman

          
        
          
	          Terminal Moonlight

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Rises

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Gets Schooled

          
        
          
	          Downhill Moonlight

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Dick Moonlight Thriller Book 9

          
        
          
	          Dog Day Moonlight

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Frank Tassi Mobster Family Thriller

          
        
          
	          The IRS Agent Came Calling for Blood

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Gripping Ava "Spike" Harrison Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Concrete Pearl

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Gripping Dick Moonlight PI Thriller

          
        
          
	          Moonlight Sonata

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Gripping Dick Moonlight PI Thriller Boxed Set

          
        
          
	          Dick Moonlight Collection One

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Gripping Tanya Teal Corporate War Chronicles Thriller

          
        
          
	          Primary Termination

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Jack "Keeper" Marconi PI Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          The Sins of the Sons: A Gripping Hard-Boiled Mystery Thriller with a Surprise Ending

          
        
          
	          The Innocent

          
        
          
	          Godchild

          
        
          
	          American Prison Break

          
        
          
	          The Jack Marconi P.I. Box Set

          
        
          
	          White Wedding

          
        
          
	          The Body

          
        
          
	          Ruthless

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      (A Jack Marconi PI Series)

          
        
          
	          The Guilty

          
        
          
	          The Slender Man

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      (A Keeper Marconi PI Thriller Book 5

          
        
          
	          Dressed to Kill

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      American Crime Story: A Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          American Crime Story: Book I

          
        
          
	          American Crime Story: Book II

          
        
          
	          American Crime Story: Book III

          
        
          
	          American Crime Story: Book IV

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Meta Man Time Travel Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Passion of Casey Smith

          
        
          
	          Meta Man

          
        
          
	          Meta Man: Mars 900 C

          
        
          
	          Cashless Bail

          
        
          
	          After Life

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Sam Savage Sky Marshal Thriller

          
        
          
	          Dead Heading

          
        
          
	          The Sam Savage Sky Marshal Boxed Set

          
        
          
	          Tunnel Rats

          
        
          
	          The Empire Runaway

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Short Thriller

          
        
          
	          Ghosts

          
        
          
	          Pembroke Pines

          
        
          
	          The Killer

          
        
          
	          Hit and Run

          
        
          
	          The Devil Won't Have You

          
        
          
	          The Girl in the Window

          
        
          
	          Go Get Me A Gun

          
        
          
	          The Left Hook

          
        
          
	          Autonomous

          
        
          
	          Delusional

          
        
          
	          Desperate Measures

          
        
          
	          Domestic Dispute

          
        
          
	          Living Doll

          
        
          
	          The Woman with Two Faces

          
        
          
	          The Man Who Prayed for the End of the World

          
        
          
	          Hitchhiker

          
        
          
	          Bang Bang Shoot Shoot

          
        
          
	          Memory Bank

          
        
          
	          Left Alone

          
        
          
	          The Commuter

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Short Thriller Collection

          
        
          
	          Desperate Measures: A Short Thriller Collection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Short True Crime Thriller

          
        
          
	          I Am God

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Steele and Blood Thriller

          
        
          
	          Alligator Alcatraz

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Steve Jobz PI Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Flower Man

          
        
          
	          The Extortionist

          
        
          
	          The Plumber

          
        
          
	          I, The Judge

          
        
          
	          The Steve Jobz PI Box Set

          
        
          
	          The Blackmailer

          
        
          
	          The Garbage Man

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Steve Jobz Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Embalmer

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      (A Thriller)

          
        
          
	          The Scream Catcher

          
        
          
	          A Touch of Evil

          
        
          
	          Detonator

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Caretaker

          
        
          
	          Tarantulas at Thirty Thousand Feet

          
        
          
	          American Crime Story: The Complete Saga

          
        
          
	          Deranged Fan

          
        
          
	          The Girl Who Wasn't There

          
        
          
	          Her Darkest Secret

          
        
          
	          Paradox Lake

          
        
          
	          Max Gator: A Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Squatters

          
        
          
	          Assignment Rendition

          
        
          
	          The Ex-Con

          
        
          
	          Bullet

          
        
          
	          Love Like a Loaded Gun

          
        
          
	          Everything Burns

          
        
          
	          Love Like a Loaded Gun: Mass Market Edition

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Tony and Stan Thriller

          
        
          
	          Bingo Night

          
        
          
	          Border Crossings

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Vincent Zandri Hard-Boiled Short Read

          
        
          
	          Pathological

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      A Young Chase Baker Thriller

          
        
          
	          Young Chase Baker and the Well of the Souls

          
        
          
	          Young Chase Baker and the President's Assassin

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Dick Moonlight PI

          
        
          
	          The Moonlight Falcon

          
        
          
	          Full Moonlight

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      PI Jack Marconi

          
        
          
	          Arbor Hill

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      PULP Thrillers

          
        
          
	          Pulp 2: Three Gripping Thrillers Collected in One Box Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Rebecca Underhill Trilogy

          
        
          
	          The Remains

          
        
          
	          The Ashes

          
        
          
	          The Bones

          
        
          
	          The Remains

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      (Vincent Zandri on Writing Book)

          
        
          
	          Pieces of Mind: Fictional Truths & Non-Fictional Lies about Writing and the Writing Life

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Writer's Life Mindset Lecture Series

          
        
          
	          The Writer’s Life Mindset Lecture Series Number 1: The Series that Helps You become a Real Pro Writer!

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Writer's Life Volume 1

          
        
          
	          The Writer's Life

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Pulp!: Two Thriller Novels and a Novella

          
        
          
	          Head

          
        
          
	          Pathological: Collected Short Reads of Sex, Lies, and Murder!

          
        
          
	          Go Get Me  a Gun

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Vincent Zandri’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Vincent Zandri

Begin your Moonlight journey today with a FREE copy of MOONLIGHT FALLS, the first novel in the Thriller and Shamus Award winning series. | Or visit WWW.VINZANDRI.COM to nab all of Vin’s pulse-pounding thrillers and mysteries. | PRAISE FOR VINCENT ZANDRI

Love Like a Loaded Gun | Vincent Zandri

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

54

55

56

57

58

59

60

Sign up for Vincent Zandri's Mailing List

Also By Vincent Zandri

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Begin your Moonlight journey today with a FREE copy of MOONLIGHT FALLS, the first novel in the Thriller and Shamus Award winning series. 


Or visit WWW.VINZANDRI.COM to nab all of Vin’s pulse-pounding thrillers and mysteries. 


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


PRAISE FOR VINCENT ZANDRI

––––––––
[image: ]


"VINCENT ZANDRI IS ONE of the most acclaimed thriller writers working today!" 

—Publishers Weekly

––––––––
[image: ]


“ZANDRI (IS) A VETERAN wordsmith who executes quality and quantity at superlative levels.” 

—Book Reporter

––––––––
[image: ]


"THE STORY OF VINCENT Zandri is the story of our times."

—Business Insider

––––––––
[image: ]


"VINCENT ZANDRI HAILS from the future."

—The New York Times

––––––––
[image: ]


“SENSATIONAL . . . MASTERFUL . . . brilliant.”

—New York Post 

––––––––
[image: ]


"...BIG TIME AUTHOR..." 

—Digital Journal

––––––––
[image: ]


“. . . OH, WHAT A STORY it is . . . Riveting . . . A terrific old-school thriller.”

—Booklist “Starred Review”

––––––––
[image: ]


“ZANDRI DOES A FANTASTIC job with this story. Not only does he scare the reader, but the horror 

show he presents also scares the man who is the definition of the word “tough.”

—Suspense Magazine

––––––––
[image: ]


“(THE INNOCENT) IS A thriller that has depth and substance, wickedness and compassion.”

—The Times-Union (Albany)

––––––––
[image: ]


"THE ACTION NEVER WANES." 

—Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel

––––––––
[image: ]


"GRITTY, FAST-PACED, lyrical and haunting." 

—Harlan Coben, New York Times bestselling author of Six Years

––––––––
[image: ]


"TOUGH, STYLISH, HEARTBREAKING." 

—Don Winslow, New York Times bestselling author of Savages and Cartel.

––––––––
[image: ]


“A TIGHTLY CRAFTED, smart, disturbing, elegantly crafted complex thriller . . . I dare you to start it and not keep reading.”

—MJ Rose, New York Times bestselling author of Halo Effect and Closure 

––––––––
[image: ]


“A CLASSIC SLICE OF raw pulp noir . . .”

—William Landay, New York Times bestselling author of Defending Jacob

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Love Like a Loaded Gun


Vincent Zandri


















[image: ]





“It was like being asleep when you were awake and awake when you were asleep. ... I’d pinch myself ... then I’d wake up kind of in reverse; I’d go back to the nightmare I had to live in. And everything would be clear and reasonable.” 


―Jim Thompson, The Killer Inside Me 
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I sat at the bar, tired eyes glued to a thing of absolute destructive beauty. But it was also a thing of absolute inebriation and therefore joy. The afternoon sun that leaked through the window illuminated its golden color, as if it were somehow made of real gold, not cheap hops shipped to New Jersey from flyover country, then bottled and shipped north to Albany. In this concrete jungle, you dare not go out of your house after sundown or risk taking a bullet between the eyes. Call me cynical.  

It was, of course, a cold draft beer that held my rapt attention. Correction, a draft beer served to me in a frosted mug of all things by a barmaid named...get this...April, who just might have been as beautiful as the beer. But this wasn’t just any beer. It was my first beer in more than ten years. They don’t go much for beer in state prison. 

In fact, about the only hooch you can get is the homemade moonshine the Blacks and Hispanics make out of the powdered potatoes they’d steal from the chow hall. The stuff was so powerful it could remove the battleship gray paint from off the floor when it dripped from the still. It was also lethal enough to kill at least one or two inmates per year when they imbibed too much. But then, for a lifer, an early death meant that he was escaping prison forever, and that was one of the sweetest gifts any condemned man could ask for.  

I eyed the beer, and about the only thing that could take my eye off it was April. She was younger than me by maybe ten years. She wasn’t skinny, but she wasn’t big either. Instead, she was what my late  mother would have called shapely, with perfect hips, a peach of an ass packed in tight jeans, and breasts that were bulging out of a black lace pushup bra shrouded by a bone-colored blouse unbuttoned enough to break my bleeding heart. Her shoulder-length hair was golden blond, almost like the beer, and it was parted on the side over her left eye, which was blue and, dare I say it, mesmerizing. When she smiled at me, I could tell it was not forced or fake. 

“Well, aren’t you the handsome one,” she said as I came through the glass entry and sat myself down on one of the many available stools that surrounded the horseshoe-shaped bar. 

Sure, it might have been a line intended to provoke an extra-large tip, but it seemed like she meant it. Or maybe I’d been in the joint for too long, and just hearing a knock-out of a woman pay some special attention to me was enough to fall in love on the spot. 

I ordered my beer, and while she was pouring it from the tap, she said, “I don’t recall seeing you around here before.” 

I took a quick look around. The place hadn’t changed much since the last time I was here. It was called Tommy’s Place back then, and it was mostly filled with leather-clad bikers during all hours of the day and night. But it was called Lanies Café now. Gone were the dark wooden paneled walls and the ceiling fans. It was replaced with a more pleasant hunter green paint job, and the fans were replaced with air conditioning. Even the floor was clean.

The Quick Draw was still working, however, and the flat-screened TV that was broadcasting it was still mounted to the far corner of the square-shaped room by the entry. The picture was coming and going, but maybe the cable TV attachment was loose. Happened all the time in gen pop in the joint. 

Only one other patron occupied the bar. He looked familiar enough, but for the life of me, I couldn’t recall his name. He was an old man now, and he was drinking bourbon from a rocks glass, no rocks, as if he had a grudge against his liver or was committing a slow suicide, anyway. He kept one eye on the Quick Draw and the other on the numbers he’d chosen for it, which were recorded on a narrow yellow sheet set on the bar beside his drink. On occasion, he’d curse at the bad TV reception.  But then he’d shift his glance to me and stare me down enough to make me nervous. 

When you live in prison for as long as I did, you learn not to look anyone in the eye, since that was reason enough to get you shivved inside the showers. I carried the habit with me to the outside. But then, I couldn’t help but stare into his tired brown eyes, and at his wrinkled face and crazy gray hair.

“Say, how about some lunch, friend?” April said with that killer smile. “Best cheeseburgers in the city.”

It hadn’t dawned on me how hungry I was. Thirsty, yes, but hungry too. I’d even had breakfast at a diner after they released me since I had an hour to kill before my bus was due. But I found myself famished again. 

“Sure thing,” I said. “You got French fries?”

She pulled an order pad from her pocket and a pencil from behind her ear. 

“Well, of course we do, honey,” she said. “We run a respectable establishment around here.” 

I grinned. 

“Well, then make it a double order of fries,” I said. 

“Healthy boy,” she said while writing the order down on the pad and then touching the back of my hand with the tips of her red-painted stiletto fingernails. 

Let me tell you something. Just the gentlest touch of her fingertips was enough to get my blood speeding through my veins so fast I thought I might pass out. 

She was just about to turn back around when she said, “And what did you say your name was again?”

“I didn’t,” I said. “Least, I don’t think I did.” Then, “I’m Michael. Michael Sampson. But you can call me Mike.”

“Nice meeting you, Mike,” April said. She turned slightly then and pointed at the old man. “That’s my husband, Johnny.”  

A wave of deflation poured over me. So, the dame was married. Married to a man who looked old enough to be her father. I guess love, like God, works in mysterious ways. I glanced at him and nodded. 

“Been a long time, son,” he said in a gruff smoker’s voice. 

“Wait,” April said. “You two know one another?” 

I nodded. 

“When they let you out?” he said. 

“Just this morning,” I said. 

“Seems a bit early,” he said. 

“You'd be surprised what good behavior will get you inside the joint,” I said. 

I’ll be damned if I could remember his last name. 

“I’ll let you two talk,” April said. 

But it was then, when she pocketed her order book in her rear jeans pocket and quickly finger-combed her hair that I could see the scar on the left side of her face, in the narrow space between the forehead and the ear. No, scratch that, scar wasn’t quite the right word for it. More like a piece of jagged, purple scar tissue that had permanently welded some of her pores together so that a thumb’s worth of hair didn’t grow there anymore. If I had to guess, she’s been burned once. Tough break for such a beautiful girl. 

But then, you know what? The scar didn’t bother me one goddamned bit. What did my old man once tell me about women? “Never look for perfection, Michael,” he’d say. “It’s the little imperfections that make a woman beautiful. You know, like a birthmark, or maybe just a couple extra pounds that gave you a little more real estate to rub up against when you get in bed on a cold night. Remember, you ain’t perfect either. Not by a long shot.” 

April made her way through the opening in the bar and down a short corridor to the kitchen to place my lunch order. Or so I assumed. 

“We don’t got a lot to talk about,” Johnny said, breaking me out of my trance. 

He resumed glancing at the TV. 

“That’s fine by me,” I whispered to myself. 

“What?” he said. “You say something?”

I shook my head and stared back into my beer. As wonderful as it looked, it dawned on me that I hadn’t indulged a single sip yet. But then, that’s what happens when a girl like April suddenly swallowed me whole, hook, line, and fucking sinker. 
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By the time my burger came, I’d already downed my first beer. It tasted delicious, and I could already feel the alcohol going to work on my brain and body. The burger smelled as good as it looked with its thick meat patty and red beef juices bleeding down its sides. The plate was covered in my double order of golden-brown fries. I was about to take a quick bite when April asked me if I wanted another beer. 

“You betcha,” I said. “And a double Jameson, straight.” 

I guess the booze was already going to my head. 

“You got it, Mike,” she said. 

Directly across the bar beside the TV was a long mirror. I glanced at my reflection. There were no mirrors in prison, at least none that I dared look at. So, when I peered at my face, I saw that it was covered in gray/black stubble. Where did the gray come from? My hair was short, if not cropped close to the scalp. Honestly, I felt like I was looking at a total stranger. I used to be a handsome, dark-haired young man. Had I really changed that much in the joint?  

I was wearing an old, wrinkled button-down, a red-and-black striped rep tie with the ball knot hanging low, with my top button undone. My suit coat was a little too big for me now, and so was the charcoal-colored overcoat that covered it. They were the same clothes I was wearing back when I was arrested for second-degree manslaughter. They were considered nice clothes back then. Expensive. Suitable for an up-and-coming writer. But I knew they didn’t bring out the best in me anymore. But what the hell was I going to do? I’d only been out of prison for a matter of hours. 

When April returned with my drinks, she set them on the bar and looked into my eyes. I couldn’t help but look for her purple scar, but it was concealed by her hair. Whether she’d hidden it on purpose or not, I had no idea. But I’ll be damned if I wasn’t feeling something coming from her then. It was a sweet fragrance that oozed out of her pores, and it grabbed hold of me and made me want to reach out and take hold of her. If I could have, I would have pulled her onto the bar, stripped her naked, and ravaged her on the spot. Women...attractive, sexy women...were also something you never got in prison. Unless, that is, you were one of the Guineas who lived in the mafia block. Those sons a bitches were not only allowed private cells and conjugal visits, they had their own kitchen.      

“Well don’t let your food get cold, stranger,” April said, her eyes locking on mine. 

“Wouldn’t think of it,” I said. 

It was funny, because I had to catch myself from adding a “Baby” to the end of my sentence. I took hold of the cheeseburger with both hands and consumed a big bite. Before I swallowed, I shoved a couple of the hot French fries into my mouth too. I’d never tasted anything so fine. Unlike the slop they fed you in the joint, this food went right to work on my body, to my muscles and bones, making them feel stronger and more confident with each and every bite. I ate with gusto, pausing only long enough to drink more beer and sip my whiskey. 

When April came to check on me, she gave me that smile again. The smile that told me she felt the same way I did. That is, if circumstances were just a little bit different, she would gladly come around the bar, take me into her arms, and kiss me hard on the mouth like she fully intended to break the skin on my bottom lip. And you know what? I’d gladly bite her back and swallow every drop of her blood. 

She glanced at my rocks glass and beer, and she went about refilling them both without asking me. I didn’t mind. I wanted more. To hell with my liver. When she arrived back with my fresh drinks, she set them down. I stole another bite of the burger and ate more fries. I also looked at the ice-cold beer and the brand-new glass of whiskey. I was in heaven. 

But something happened then that I should have fully expected. Money. In my brain, I saw dollar bills. But I didn’t know how many of those dollar bills I had left. The prison gave me what I had on me when I was incarcerated a decade ago, but I’d already spent most of it on my breakfast. There were a couple of credit cards, of course, but those were long expired. Before my arrest, I lived on credit cards. Who didn’t? 

She must have read my face, because she asked me, “Something wrong, Mike?” 

I dug into my pocket for my cash. My stomach sank when I realized I only had four dollars and some spare change on me. How could I have not remembered that I was broke? I guess I’d gotten used to not having any cash on me. You also get used to not using credit cards. When you’re locked up, you don’t worry about anything like that anymore, just like you don’t worry about where you misplaced your wallet or your car keys. 

She saw me going through my money. 

“Oh, jeez, April,” I said. “I’m afraid I’m coming up a little short.” 

Her smile faded. 

“Maybe you left your money in your car,” she said. 

“Something the matter?” the old man barked from across the bar where he'd abandoned his stool and was now doing his best to repair a TV that looked like it was shot. 

April turned quick. 

“This don’t concern you, Johnny,” she said. 

“If it’s my bar, it concerns me, woman,” he said, acid in his tone. 

“It’s my bar too, Johnny Fallon,” she said. “We have a deal, remember?”

Fallon...Johnny Fallon...It was all coming back to me now... 

Turning back around, she said, “Look, I can comp you on this if you like, Mike. You can just come back and pay me later.” 

I shook my head. 

“You don’t understand, April,” I said. “I don’t have a car, I don’t have a place to live, and I definitely don’t have any more money. Not even a credit card.” 

Her big blue eyes went wide. 

“I’m confused,” she said. “Where did you come from, anyway?”

“The joint,” I said. “Prison. Just like your husband intuited.”

The old man stopped fiddling with the TV, turned, and faced me. 

“He ain’t lying, woman,” he said. “I remember him from the old days, before we owned the place. He’s done time. Hard...time.” 

“For what?” April said. “You seem like such a kind soul.”

I inhaled and exhaled a breath. 

“I killed a man, April,” I said. “And that’s all there is to it.”
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April brought her hand to her mouth. Her face went pale. 

“Oh, my,” she said. 

Johnny approached the bar. 

“He’s not lying,” he said. “But in your defense, Mr. Sampson, from what I’ve heard, the son of a bitch had it coming. I’m guessing that’s why you got out so early.”

“Just to be clear, they busted me for second-degree manslaughter,” I said as if that would make up for the shock that filled the bar. “Not murder. I didn’t set out to kill him. Just rough him up a little. Send a message to my wife.”

“Sure, you did,” Johnny said. “Tough luck having a wife like that.” His eyes veered towards April. “Girl who cheats on you deserves only the worst. Ain’t that right, darling?”

I didn’t like the way he said it. But somehow, the color in April’s face returned. That was a good sign. It meant he didn’t have any power over her. It meant she could take care of herself. She bit down on her bottom lip, and she ran her hands through her thick, clean hair, and displayed just a hint of her scar. If given the chance, I would have run my fingers through her hair on her behalf. I could tell that her brain was spinning, and she was running a thought or two through her head. 

“Tell you what, Mr. Sampson,” she said. “Johnny and I are looking for some extra help around the place. You know, help with the cooking, kitchen clean-up, basic maintenance, expediting for food and drink, that kind of thing. Stuff Johnny and me don’t have time for, especially on weekends when things get busy.”

“April...” Johnny said cautiously, like he was trying to shut her up. 

But she waved him off, and he quieted down. The gesture only strengthened the feeling that April ran the show around here, which was just fine by me. 

“You can start now,” she said. “You’ve already had your lunch. You must be looking for something to do for the rest of the afternoon.”

Her smile had returned. When I glanced into the mirror, I could see that I was grinning too. I can’t recall the last time I grinned. I wasn’t used to it. But I kind of liked the idea of working here. Soon, I’d have to check in with my parole officer, and knowing I could tell him I had a job already would go a long way. 

“I still need a place to stay,” I said. “Maybe I should be doing that this afternoon.”

“Nonsense,” April said. 

“April...” Johnny said again in a harsh voice, like he was doing his best to rein her in. 

She quickly turned to him and shushed him. 

Then, her eyes focused back on me, she said, “We have a spare room upstairs. It’s not much. Just a studio with a small bathroom and a kitchenette. I think it would be perfect for you.” 

I nodded. 

“Depends on the rent,” I said. 

“Oh, you don’t have to worry about that,” she said. “We can just deduct it from your wages, and you won’t even notice the money is gone. It’s not expensive.”

“April,” Johnny chimed in once more with a shake of his head, “You know damned well I was planning on putting that room up on Airbnb and make a killing.” 

She glanced at her husband over her shoulder. 

“Always thinking with your wallet, Johnny,” she said. “Can’t you see this man needs help, and a new start in life? Plus, he’s still young and strong, and we could use a man like that around here.” She crossed her arms over her beautiful breasts. “You look in a mirror lately, Johnny? You’re not the man you used to be.” 

Johnny’s face turned redder than a traffic signal. I was getting the feeling that April enjoyed humiliating him in front of other people. It made me wonder why she married him in the first place. Maybe he had something on her. Or maybe he knocked her up. The more I sat there looking at him, the more I remembered him. He had always been a cranky, gambling, drinking man, and to me, he always looked old, even though he wasn’t much more than ten or fifteen years older than me.

But then, I guess he looked older than his years because of the way he abused himself. April, on the other hand, was young and fresh and put together. She seemed smart. Why the hell would she give up her life for this man who was old enough to be her father, and then some? Like I said, maybe he was holding something over her head. The Johnny I recalled was like that. Vindictive if not cruel.  

“I still won’t have a ride,” I say. “There will be times I’ll need a ride. I need to buy a typewriter, for instance.” 

“A typewriter,” April said with wide eyes. 

“Oh, yeah, that’s right,” Johnny said. “I totally forgot. The ex-con used to be a writer. Or wanted to be a writer anyway.” 

“Well, Johnny,” I said, “I still am, in theory anyway.” 

“We have an old pickup parked in back,” April said. “We use it for business purposes. You know, to pick up boxes of liquor and kegs of beer. Stuff like that.” She raised her right hand as though she were signaling a time-out. “Tell you what,” she went on while she went to the till and opened it. “If you need a typewriter, I want to help. You’ll probably need paper too. How exciting, a writer is working for us. Will you put me in a story, Mike?” 

“I just might,” I said. “That is, you give me something exciting to write about.”

I winked at her.  

Johnny's face went even redder, like his already high blood pressure was reaching its peak, and at any second, his heart would explode all over the bar. April pulled out two Benjamins and placed them on the bar in front of me. 

“I don’t know anyone who uses a typewriter anymore,” she said. “But if that’s how you make the magic happen, well then, I want to help. As your first chore for this afternoon, Mike, I want you to go to the pawn shop on Broadway and get yourself the best used typewriter they have. Don’t forget the paper. You’ll need that too.”

I picked up the cash and stored it in the chest pocket of my shirt. 

Sliding off the stool, I said, “Gee, I don’t know what to say.” 

Once again, Johnny shook his head. The disgust that was oozing from him was palpable. 

“Just make sure to keep your nose clean, or you’ll be down the road so quick your head will spin,” he said. 

“Duly noted,” I said. Then, “Well, I guess I’d better get to the pawn shop.”

I started for the door. 

“Hey, Mike,” April barked. “You forgot something.” 

I turned around and faced the bar. That’s when she tossed me a set of keys. I snatched them from out of the air. 

“Guess I should look into a new driver’s license, too,” I said. 

“We can take care of that online when you get back,” she said. 

I nodded and smiled at her. There was more to my smile than just thankfulness and happiness. It was a smile that said, I want to ravage you the first chance I get. I could tell that Johnny saw exactly what was in my smile, and that he didn’t like it one bit. 

“Good,” I whispered to myself as I opened the door and walked out into the warm afternoon sunshine. “Fuck the old bastard.”
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I went around the bar and found the pickup truck parked beside the dumpster. The dumpster smelled like rancid trash. Why the hell would they park the truck here? My guess is Johnny parked it here, and that because of his daily booze intake, his sense of smell wasn’t what it used to be. 

The door was unlocked. I got in, sat behind the wheel, and adjusted the seat to conform to my legs. How long had it been since I drove a car or a truck? 

“Ten years,” I whispered aloud. “Why you gotta keep reminding yourself of how long you haven’t done things that most people take for granted?” 

Talking to yourself. It was another habit you picked up inside the joint. You didn’t do it loudly so that the other inmates and the screws thought you were a nut case, but you did it quietly if not silently. You had no choice. Maybe the prison was overcrowded, but when you were on the inside, you were very much all alone. You learned to combat loneliness by becoming friends with yourself. By entertaining yourself and warning yourself about any impending danger. The danger was all around you. You just needed to learn how to sniff it out, and by creating a second you, you could better protect yourself. 

Call it a finely tuned built-in danger detector. You used to it to keep yourself from getting your ass kicked by the Nazi Aryans on the yard
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