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DOWN THE BARREL OF A GUN

THE END

Chapter One: A Friday Morning

The ice had come in overnight, the way it always did in North Texas — quietly, almost politely, until you stepped outside and realized the whole world had turned to glass. It was February of 1995, a Friday, and from the kitchen window I could see the streets wearing a thin coat of frost that caught the gray morning light. Nothing moved out there yet. No cars, no neighbors scraping windshields. Just ice, holding the whole block still.

I was already at the stove. Bacon popped and hissed in the skillet, biscuits were rising gold in the oven, and a bowl of eggs sat cracked and waiting their turn on the counter. Cooking was never a chore to me. It was something closer to peace, a way of starting the day on my own terms before the day had a chance to start on me.

I had learned it standing at my grandmother's elbow, watching her move through a kitchen like she owned the place — which, in every way that mattered, she did. She cooked from sunup to sundown some days, feeding whoever showed up at her table, family or otherwise. I used to sit on a stool by the counter and watch her hands work.

"You gonna just watch, or you gonna learn something?" she asked me once, handing me a spoon before I was even tall enough to see over the stove.

"Learn something," I told her.

"Then pay attention. Cooking ain't about the recipe. It's about paying attention to what's in front of you."

I never forgot that. Somewhere in all that watching and all that paying attention, I caught the same love for it that she had. It stayed with me for the rest of my life. It still challenges me to be creative every time I stand over a stove, still feels like the one thing in a day I can control completely, start to finish.

My wife came into the kitchen first, still tying her robe, drawn more by the smell than anything else.

"Smells like Saturday morning in here," she said, taking her seat at the table.

"Every morning can be Saturday morning," I told her, sliding a plate in front of her. "Long as I'm the one cooking."

My youngest son shuffled in not long after, hair still flattened on one side from his pillow, and reached for a biscuit before it had even finished cooling.

"Careful," I said. "Give it a second."

"It's fine," he said, already chewing, which made his mother laugh.

We sat together at that table the way we did most mornings — nothing special about it, nothing we thought to remember on purpose. My wife asked about my schedule for the day. I told her I had a few stops to make around town, a couple of shops that were behind on payments for the payphones, and that I'd be heading over to the club that evening to open up for the night.

"In this ice?" she asked, glancing toward the window.

"Forecast says it's done falling," I told her. "Just what's already on the ground. I'll take it slow."

She didn't argue. It wasn't the kind of thing either of us thought twice about back then. It was just another Friday, another night of work layered on top of the two businesses I was already running. None of us knew, sitting there over bacon and biscuits, that before the night was over I would be staring down the barrel of a gun, bargaining for my life on an empty stretch of icy road four blocks from that same kitchen table.


Chapter Two: Between Jobs

I had left Sears in March of 1993, taking a buyout after years built on the retail floor. It wasn't a decision I made lightly. I had a family to think about, a mortgage, the whole weight of what it means to walk away from a steady paycheck. But it also wasn't a decision I made out of fear. I had spent enough years learning how to sell, how to read a customer before they said a word, how to close a deal that seemed dead in the water — and I believed, all the way down, that I could take those instincts and build something that belonged to me.

"You sure about this?" a friend asked me around that time, the kind of question people ask when they mean I wouldn't do it, but I hope it works out for you.

"I've never been more sure of anything," I told him. And I meant it.

By February of 1995, I was two years into that self-employment, running two ventures at the same time — Unlimited Communications and Rent-A-Vac. Both of them took me through barbershops and beauty salons all across the Dallas–Fort Worth Metroplex, week after week, building relationships one shop at a time.

"You're the payphone man," a barber told me once, laughing, when I walked into his shop with a sample unit tucked under my arm. "Everybody's been talking about you."

"Good things, I hope," I said.

"Depends who you ask," he said, grinning, and waved me toward an empty chair so I could set up my display while he finished a fade.

That's what my retail background had given me — the ability to walk into a room full of strangers, some of them skeptical, some of them just being polite, and leave with new customers more often than not. Within a couple of years I had built a base of over three hundred of them, barbers and stylists and shop owners who trusted me enough to let me set up shop, quite literally, inside their businesses.

I chased that momentum all the way to New Orleans, Louisiana, for a trade show, where I introduced the barber and beauty industry to something a lot of them hadn't considered before — the telephone headset, freeing up a stylist's hands while she talked to a client on the phone between appointments.

"Now why didn't I think of that," one shop owner said at my booth, turning the headset over in her hands like it was some kind of magic trick.

"Because you were too busy running a shop to think about it," I told her. "That's what I'm here for."

She laughed and bought two.

I spent three days on that trade show floor, and by the end of it my voice was half gone from talking over the noise of the convention hall. I watched other vendors selling chairs and clippers and capes, the ordinary tools of the trade, while I stood there with something nobody else in the building was offering. A stylist from Baton Rouge stopped by my booth twice in one afternoon, the second time dragging her business partner along with her.

"Tell him what you told me," she said.

"I told her," I said, turning to the partner, "that you'll make back the cost of this headset in about three weeks just from the extra clients you can take on the phone without dropping your scissors."

The partner crossed her arms. "And if it doesn't?"

"Then you call me, and I'll take it back myself. But it will."

They bought four units before they left New Orleans, enough to outfit their whole shop. That was the kind of confidence I carried into every pitch — not because I was certain of everything, but because I had already proven the product enough times that the doubt had worn off of me. It caught on fast. But it was the desktop payphone that really took Unlimited Communications to another level. Barbershops loved it. Beauty salons loved it. Customers waiting on a cut or a color had somewhere to make a call without tying up somebody's cell phone, and shop owners loved the extra bit of income the quarters brought in every week. It wasn't long before that same little machine would lead me somewhere I never expected — into a club, and into the worst night of my life.


Chapter Three: The Man at the Barbershop

I was making my rounds one afternoon, pitching the desktop payphone the way I always did, when a man in the shop struck up a conversation from the waiting chairs. He wasn't a barber, and he wasn't waiting on a cut either. He owned a club a few miles away, and something about the little machine had caught his eye.

"How much does something like that run?" he asked, tapping the top of the unit with two fingers.

"Depends on the setup," I said. "But I'll tell you what — let me put one in your place on a trial basis. No cost to you up front. If it works, it works. If it doesn't, I take it back and we shake hands like nothing happened."

He looked at me for a second, sizing me up the way club owners size up everybody, out of habit more than suspicion. "Trial basis. Alright. Let's see what it does."

"You won't regret it," I said.

"We'll see," he said, but he was already smiling a little when he said it.

I liked the idea myself, more than I let on. It was something new for me — a way to prove the product without asking a stranger to take a risk on my word alone. Numbers don't lie, and quarters in a coin box don't either. The delivery and setup at the club took no time at all. A couple of hours, a handshake, and the machine was up and running against the back wall near the restrooms, right where foot traffic would find it.


Chapter Four: Forty Dollars in Quarters

For the next couple of weeks, I made it part of my Friday routine. I'd pop into the club in the afternoon, before the doors opened for the night, and empty the quarters out of the payphone while the staff mopped floors and restocked the bar around me.

"How's it looking?" the owner asked the first Friday, leaning against the doorway to his office.

I counted it out on the bar top. "Forty-two dollars."

"That's it?"

"That's a full week of quarters for a phone that cost you nothing," I said. "Give it time."

By the third week, it was closer to fifty. The little machine was practically paying for itself, exactly the way I'd told him it would that first day in the barbershop.

"Told you," I said to him one Friday, holding up a handful of coins with a grin I didn't try to hide.

He nodded, more impressed than he wanted to admit. "Yeah. Yeah, alright. This works."



Chapter Five: Earning the Keys












Chapter Six: The Ice on the Road













Chapter Seven: This Is a Jack












Chapter Eight: The Trunk











Chapter Nine: I Can't Get in the Trunk









Chapter Ten: The Back Seat










Chapter Eleven: The Opening









Chapter Twelve: Four Blocks Home









Chapter Thirteen: The Report







Chapter Fourteen: Caught









Chapter Fifteen: The Phone Call












Chapter Sixteen: In the Courtroom












Chapter Seventeen: Justice





Chapter Eighteen: What Stayed With Me
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