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			To Jonathan Keith Idema - Misguided. Misunderstood. Unapologetic. Unforgiven. And definitely one of the craziest SOBs I’ve ever met. RIP.

			Adam Rocke

			Dedicated to the doomed writer and my good friend John Langsdorf, who “…took one real hot fix and blew off to the Lord’s left hand.”

			Mark Rogers

		

	
		
			Certainly there is no hunting like the hunting of man and those who have hunted armed men long enough and liked it, never really care for anything else thereafter. — Ernest Hemingway

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Nuevo Laredo, Mexico – One Month Ago

			Basilio looked out the driver’s side window of his battered Toyota Corolla at the three severed heads set atop a 55-gallon drum. Inside the convenience store, through the wide glass windows, he could see a campesino buying a sack of iced down Tecates, and a young girl scanning the displays of candy. From somewhere down the street, banda music played, joyful with chubby tubas.

			Basilio looked again at the three heads with fond remembrance. The one with the carefully barbered moustache had died hard, upsetting the chair he’d been bound to, kicking his feet, screaming soundlessly through his duct-taped mouth—until the machete cut halfway through his throat. Then he settled down, resigned to his death.

			The second prayed. You could see it in his eyes.

			The third voided his bowels long before he left this world. Many of those to whom he taught the “ultimate lesson” went out that way. It wasn’t pretty, but it went with the job.

			Basilio reached for his keys, still in the ignition. Might as well go. The police were paid. The journalists were paid. No sense staying here and asking for trouble. As he began to pull out of the parking lot, a man stepped in front of his vehicle. A drunk. An absolute bull of a man. Basilio braked, waiting.

			Then, something strange happened. A gray-haired gringo with a soft face and red cheeks, wearing one of those silly tourist T-shirts—One Tequila. Two Tequila. Three Tequila. Floor!—came charging out of the alley, stumbling toward Basilio’s car. The gringo’s eyes were wild, a mixture of fear and adrenaline. Basilio had seen that look before.

			The gringo pulled a stubby Uzi pistol from under his souvenir shirt and leveled it in Basilio’s direction. Shocked by the absurdity of what he was witnessing, Basilio froze. Prior to this moment, he had always been the predator.

			Not today.

			As the wild-eyed gringo clamped his finger on the trigger and the deadly little weapon belched flame, Basilio closed his eyes and recited a silent prayer. Considering his occupation, head enforcer for the region’s most powerful drug cartel, he had his doubts God was listening.

			***

			A few hours later, in a cheap motel room on the U.S side of the city, the gray-haired gringo was still breathing hard from the adrenaline rush. From the bathroom came the sound of splashing water. Moments later the bull-like drunk emerged dressed in a clean shirt, the picture of sobriety.

			The bull pointed at the gringo. “Lose the shirt.”

			The gray haired man dutifully pulled off his sweat-soaked tequila T-shirt and threw it in the corner. He unzipped a suitcase and changed into a clean Polo shirt and an L.L. Bean windbreaker.

			The gringo handed the bull an envelope stuffed with cash. “I did well, huh?”

			The large man nodded. “You did okay.”

			“Thanks to you, my bucket list is complete.”

			The big man eyed the gringo, starting at his Crockett & Jones loafers and working his way up to the ReSound LiNX hearing aid in his left ear. “What is it with you rich guys? Can’t you just dive the Barrier Reef or climb Everest or something?”

			The gringo laughed a little. “I don’t see you complaining.”

			“I didn’t create the market,” said the big man. “I just serve it.”

			“Amen to that.”

			“Our business is done,” the bull continued. “Follow my instructions and you’re home clean.”

			The big man stuffed the envelope in his pocket and started for the door.

			The gringo lifted his chin. “And if I want to do it again?”

			The bull paused, his hand on the doorknob. Without turning around, he said, “You know how to find me.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			New York – Present Day

			The blonde’s face was beautiful, bathed in the dim blue glow of a saltwater aquarium comprising the bed’s headboard. Lips parted, eyes closed, her golden hair in a fan over the pillow. A close look would reveal infinitesimal needle marks on her brow from too many Botox injections, mascara clumped on her lashes, puffiness under her eyes, and dehydrated and cracked lips from last night’s champagne excess.

			Still, she was gorgeous—a ten in any man’s book. Her body was something out of a school kid’s fantasy, the kind immortalized on posters and in magazine centerfolds.

			The blonde’s eyes opened. She listened to the sound of a shower running, then stopping. A few moments later the bathroom door opened and harsh light cut across the bed.

			Grimacing, she shaded her eyes. “Do you have to?”

			A young man—tan and toned, movie star handsome—swaggered into the room, a plush crimson towel around his waist monogrammed with script initials in gold: JS.

			Joe Sinclair moved like someone who had the world by the balls for a very good reason: he did. He waved a hand in the blonde’s direction. “Let’s go. Time for the night shift to punch out.”

			The blonde frowned. “Joe, don’t be like that.”

			Joe picked up a slinky spaghetti strap black dress from where it lay across a chair and tossed it at the blonde. “Now.”

			The blonde crawled out from under the silk sheets and slowly swung her long legs onto the antique Persian rug atop the black marble floor. She looked up at Joe. “You suck.”

			Joe chuckled. “Now, now, you’re the champion in that department.”

			She held her head, feeling the pain, then bent and retrieved a pair of lace g-string panties from the floor. She deftly slid them on.

			“I thought you had a good time last night.”

			Joe opened the massive walk-in closet’s door. “I always have a good time.” 

			Joe dropped the towel to the floor and pulled on a pair of briefs before flipping through the multitude of hangers. He eventually selected a black silk workout suit, as well as a pair of whiter-than-white Nike sneakers from one of the many custom polished wooden compartments that lined one wall of the closet. He opened a leather box on the closet’s marble island and donned a diamond bezel Rolex Daytona. He dug a little deeper and put on a platinum pinky ring crafted in a complicated Celtic design. The ring had once belonged to his father, Julius Sinclair, and also bore the initials JS, the letters flecked with many tiny diamonds.

			Looking over his shoulder, he said, “You still here?”

			The blonde—looking stunning in last night’s dress—didn’t answer as she wedged her feet into stiletto heels.

			Joe nodded. “Oh, yeah. Right.”

			Joe again dipped into the leather box and took out a platinum money clip tight with cash. He peeled off a thick wad of hundreds and held them out to the blonde.

			She paused, then slowly walked across the room and took the money from his hand. “You’re such a charmer.”

			Joe grinned. “Next week I’ll teach you to sit up and beg.”

			***

			Steve flipped his pillow over to the cool side and rolled up close to Emily’s bare butt, loving the smooth warmth. He cherished mornings like these when he woke up feeling refreshed. Glancing over at the cheap alarm clock, he saw he still had half an hour before the clock began its irritating staccato beeping.

			He reached over and splayed his fingers along the side of Emily’s breast, touching lightly so he wouldn’t wake her. His hand reached down to the swell of her belly, nearly seven months along. Em was going to be a great mother.... 

			His eyes drooped shut.

			Beep…beep…beep.

			Steve’s arm blindly groped the bedside table until he found the clock, thumbing the switch. Emily snuggled up to her husband, nuzzled her face against his chest.

			“I’m so glad you’re not going on that silly trip this year,” she murmured, eyes still closed.

			Steve’s eyes snapped open.

			He suddenly felt more tired than ever.

			***

			The instant the tips of his fingers on his right hand made contact with the pool’s wall, Trey Thompson, a tall, well-built African American, executed a perfect flip turn and made like Aquaman back toward the other side. Even though it had been seven years since he swam competitively in college, he wasn’t ready to give it up just yet.

			Twice a week was a far cry from his old twice-a-day team practice sessions, but it was all the time he could spare. The newspaper was demanding. And his journalistic success, while welcome and gratifying, only meant he had even less time to enjoy leisurely pursuits.

			He finished the lap, climbed from the pool, and bounced on one foot while shaking his head to clear his ear of water. En route to the locker room, he looked at his iPhone’s e-mail in-box.

			Christ! Forty-three new e-mails had come in during the single hour he was in the pool, more than half from work, according to the sender’s address. As he scrolled through them, his mind wandered to a recurring thought of leaving the paper, moving to a quiet little island in the Caribbean, and writing a novel. It was a good plan—but it wasn’t going to happen this year or the next.

			Forty-three emails. Forty-three fires to put out.

			Thank god for the upcoming trip.

			***

			The screen door opened and Steve stepped outside. He paused on the porch of their two-family home and fired up an American Spirit, drawing in the first deep drag of the day. It had taken awhile but he’d gotten used to smoking outside the house, trying not to feel like a loser as he nodded to the Astoria dog walkers and old gents taking their dawn constitutional.

			Steve looked over his shoulder and saw his wife at the window. Emily was usually quick with a grin, but not this morning. He’d promised he’d quit when the baby came, but apparently that wasn’t good enough for her.

			Steve flicked his cigarette into the street, blew Emily a kiss, and started off toward the subway. Passing his blue Ford Contour parked at the curb, he felt a pang. Cruising into Manhattan with the radio on, listening to something stupid like Stern, a cup of Dunkin Donuts coffee in the cup holder—how Zen would that be? That would be the upside; the downside would be shelling out over five hundred dollars a month for parking and tolls. Their budget would crawl into a hole and die. Of course, they’d be able to swing it if and when his junior partner raise came through. Then, when they made him a full partner, it would be car service all the way. Taking the evening elevator down to the street, a black Lincoln Town Car, among a long line of Town Cars, waiting for him in front of the building. It was going to be beautiful....

			Steve glanced at his watch and picked up the pace, hurrying toward Columbus Square. Although the firm demanded all associates be in-house by eight, Steve, like most of the others, was always at his desk by seven.

			***

			Billy Jensen stared at the prehistoric monitor with amber letters. When he took the telemarketing gig, they’d told him these old monitors and the keyboard with the backspace keys was all he would need; in fact, he’d be even more efficient maneuvering not having a mouse. Maybe they were right, maybe they were wrong. All he knew was he felt like even more of a loser using gear so old they’d have a hard time unloading it at a yard sale.

			Billy hit “take another call” and waited for the system to connect to another number. Sometimes it took a minute or two—very long minutes—and he could feel the sand of his life leaking through his cupped hands. He ran his fingers back over his hair, giving his ponytail a little tug.

			Last night, just before he’d killed his eighth bottle of Rolling Rock, when he was getting ready for bed, he’d taken one more look at Bing on his laptop. He saw a bloated looking guy pushing forty, losing his hair—an actor on the Big Brother show in England. The actor was showing off his washboard abs. Billy had clicked on the story and learned that the guy had a doc suck out all of the fat from the muscles of his abdomen. The guy had a double chin, skinny legs, and man-boobs, but his stomach was chiseled and carved. But instead of looking good, he looked like one of the Ninja Turtles. It was fuckin’ weird. Billy lightly patted his own belly. At twenty-eight he was still fairly trim, but he had to admit there was a serious lack of definition. Maybe he should look into it...

			A call went live. Billy pushed the microphone of his headpiece closer to his mouth and began reading his pitch off the monitor.

			“Hello, is this Mrs. Webber? Excellent. First, I want to thank you. Thank you for being one of our most valued customers. Now, not everyone is in a position to take advantage of a free cruise. Some people can’t get away no matter how much they’d care to. But our records show you’re one of the lucky ones, Mrs. Webber.”

			Ritchie, morbidly obese, paused as he walked by Billy’s cubicle. Ritchie was a scary sight in skinny jeans and a rugby shirt. Ritchie dipped into a bag of corn chips and crunched away as he watched Billy give his spiel.

			Billy used what he considered his emphatic alto voice. “So, how would you like a free three-day cruise on the Mexican Riviera?” Billy frowned when he heard a click and the line went dead. “Mrs. Webber? Hello?... Hello, Mrs. Webber, are you there?” Billy yanked off his headset in disgust. “Fuck!”

			Ritchie licked salt off his sausage-like fingers. “Striking out today, Billy?”

			“Bitch didn’t even give me a chance to get to the second ask. Waste of my fuckin’ time.”

			Ritchie rolled his eyes. “Until you get that big record deal you ain’t got much of a choice.”

			“It’s gonna happen.”

			Ritchie laughed as he wobbled off. “And I’m gonna play centerfield for the Yankees.” 

			Billy, looking angry enough to spit on the floor, flashed the bird at Ritchie’s double-wide back. Letting out a deep sigh, he retrieved a ragged Jack Daniels logo wallet from his back pocket. From inside he extracted a many times folded invitation—elegant, with red on black lettering in a Gothic script. Billy smiled as he read the invitation, and then carefully folded it and returned it to his wallet.

			Billy signed off and made his way over to his supervisor, Carol. She was deep into The National Enquirer, and although she saw Billy approach, she waited a beat before acknowledging his presence.

			“What do you want now, Billy?”

			“I’m cuttin’ out early.”

			Carol jerked a thumb over her shoulder at a white marker board. Most of the names on the board had slashes in the box beside them, indicating deals that were closed. Billy’s box was empty.

			“No deals, no cash,” Carol said.

			“Yeah, I know.”

			Carol flipped the pages of her tabloid and then looked up at Billy, clearly annoyed. “What?”

			“Look, Carol, I’m going to be trippin’ out for a spell, and I just wanna make sure you’ll hold my spot.”

			“No problem.” Carol went back to her paper, looking at a picture of Beyonce and Jay Z. “If I’ve got an open phone when you get back, you’ve still got a job.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Steve sat in his common-wall cubicle, poring over a lengthy contract. The silence was eerie. Every one of the young attorneys surrounding him was hell-bent on making partner. They worked tirelessly and spoke in hushed tones when they received a business call. If they met in the break room or by the water cooler, the conversation invariably revolved around sports or current movies, topics deemed safe. 

			Steve remembered a story he’d heard—maybe it was an urban legend, maybe it was true. A young guy in a huge corporation had been promoted; he’d finally made it from huddling in a cubicle to having his own small office. After the move he gloried in having his own door and window. Then someone double-checked the paperwork, and it was determined he was not eligible for an office, just a slightly larger cubicle. Problem was, all those slightly larger cubicles were occupied. There was only one thing to do. They ordered the material for the slightly larger cubicle and installed it in the guy’s new office—after removing the door. Everybody was happy—everybody except for the young guy, sitting on display in his cubicle, his back to the window.

			“Steve?”

			Steve looked up to see gray-haired Russ Mortimer, one of the firm’s founding partners, standing at his side. His heartbeat quickened.

			“How’s the WestCorp contract coming along?”

			Steve glanced at the phone book-thick contract on his desk. “Almost done, sir.”

			“Get it to me the moment it’s ready.”

			“Will do, sir. And thank you again for trusting it to me.”

			“Don’t let me down,” Russ said before walking off.

			“I won’t, sir.”

			Steve returned to his work, running the encounter over in his mind, ultimately deciding that there was almost something respectful in the exchange with Russ. It wasn’t a reprimand. No, nothing like that. He was in Russ’s good graces. And yet, there was something about the man that unsettled him. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Was he in or out with the guy?

			Steve’s phone rang, interrupting his reverie. He snatched it mid-ring.

			“Hello. Steve Lapinsky speaking.”

			“Jesus, you sound fifty years old.”

			“Joe?”

			“That job is killing you. What happened to your soul?”

			“It’s in my wallet, encoded in the hologram on my Mortimer & Crowe ID card.”

			“Come join me for a drink.”

			“It’s only eleven,” Steve replied.

			“Exactly. Knowing you, you’ve been going full-tilt since dawn.”

			“I was gonna skip lunch today.”

			“Who said anything about lunch? A mojito at ‘Fuegos won’t kill you. Besides, you haven’t called me since the invite.”

			“About that, I’m not so sure I—”

			“Can it. Tell me over drinks.”

			***

			Cienfuegos did a good job of bringing low rent Havana to the East Village. Rhythmic Cuban son played on the sound system, and the aroma of pernil and black beans wafted across the room. During the week, the swanky rum bar didn’t “officially” open until 3 p.m., but when a young billionaire has a craving for one of their signature cocktails, official hours went right out the window.

			Steve paused for a moment as he entered Cienfuegos, letting his eyes adjust to the gloom. He needed to blow out of work for a morning cocktail—with Joe, no less—like he needed an ice pick in his head. But as he was discovering, life was often about doing things you didn’t want to do. This short respite would probably do him good. His mind had become foggy from page after page of snooze-fest legalese. 

			Steve spotted Joe sprawled in a corner booth, a half-finished mojito on the table in front of him.

			“Morning, counselor,” said Joe.

			As Steve slid into the booth, Joe raised a finger to get the waiter’s attention and twirled it in a circle. Then he looked Steve up and down, eventually shaking his head. “Wow. Where’d you get that suit? Daffy’s or Men’s Wearhouse?”

			Steve shot his cuffs. “Sucks for you. I got the last one off the rack. It was a steal at fifty-nine bucks.”

			Joe mock-shivered. “Our drinks are gonna cost more than your duds.”

			The waiter appeared and deftly placed a mojito in front of Steve and a fresh one in front of Joe. Steve took a sip and the rum went straight to his head, smoothing out his jumble of thoughts. Images of the WestCorp contract slowly began to morph into visions of a sugar white beach and the gentle lap of azure blue waves.

			Yeah, this is exactly what I needed, Steve thought.

			“You alright there?” said Joe.

			Steve’s daydream evaporated. “Huh? Oh, sorry. Work’s got me frazzled. You know how that goes.” 

			Joe emitted a smarmy chuckle. “No, not really.” He killed his first mojito and started on the second. “But hey, God loves a working man.”

			“So they say.”

			“Let’s cut to the chase,” Joe said. “Trey’s in. Billy, too. Only one RSVP left.”

			Steve took another sip but didn’t say a word.

			“Well?”

			“I didn’t say I wasn’t coming.”

			“Uh-huh.” Joe glanced under the table, frowned. “I don’t see it.”

			“What?”

			“Your ball-and-chain.”

			“It’s my decision, not Em’s.”

			“Then what’s holding you back? We do this trip every year. And this one’s gonna be off the freakin’ hook. The best ever. Trust me.”

			Steve squirmed in his seat, like he was sitting on a charcoal grill that was getting hotter. “This isn’t semester break anymore. I only get so much vacation time. And right now, work’s more important than a vacation. Much more.”

			Joe shook his head in sympathy. “Your window of freedom is shrinking by the day. When that little screamer comes, you’re not gonna have a choice. This may be your last hurrah. Last chance to go balls-to-the-wall.”

			Steve took a gulp of his mojito. “I don’t see it that way.”

			“Of course you don’t. Who’d want to see into your future?” Joe put his fingers to his temples like a swami. “I see a wild night out at the Cineplex.... If you can get a babysitter.”

			Steve smiled. “Too bad you don’t have to work for a living. You’d make a killer closer in a boiler room.”

			“Fuck that noise.” After a healthy sip of his second cocktail, Joe gave Steve the hairy eyeball. “So you’re in?”

			Steve looked out the plate glass window at the morning sun streaming down on the city. The streets looked bathed with glory. He exhaled, shook his head. “Man, you really don’t get it, do you?”

			“Oh, I’m starting to,” Joe assured. “You went wuss on me. Big time wuss.”

			“No,” said Steve. “I just grew up.”

			***

			As Joe walked through Alphabet City enjoying the rum-induced buzz, his PDA buzzed to life. He snatched the iPhone from his pocket and stared at the screen; a financial app was alerting him that the Dow was down over two-hundred points. Time to move some money around.

			Before he returned his eyes front and center, SMACK! He bounced off what felt like a brick wall and landed on his ass in the middle of the sidewalk. Joe glared up at a grizzled, stoop-shouldered bum. A grimy overcoat hung off the vagrant’s shoulders, and his hands were black with filth. The bum hadn’t backed up an inch at the collision. In fact, he seemed to almost be dancing on the balls of his feet.

			The bum looked down at Joe with disdain. “You should watch where you’re going. Never know what you’ll run into.”

			Joe examined his hands. Did he touch this freak? He wanted to dive into a vat of antibacterial soap and scrub every pore. Talk about a buzz-kill.

			The bum reached down with a helping hand.

			Joe angrily waved him off and got to his feet on his own. He brushed off the back of his silk workout suit and frowned at the bum. “Fucking street scum. Go back to your box.”

			The bum stood there, motionless.

			Joe stepped around the bum and took off.

			The bum grinned, standing there watching—staring for a long time, until Joe disappeared from view.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			A non-descript Korean deli sat on the corner of 52nd and Third, the kind with fruit and vegetables in bins out front, and cheap red roses in a plastic vase by the cash register. At least twice a week Steve and Trey met there at five or six or seven—whenever it was convenient for both of them. They’d each buy a sixteen ounce Rheingold in a brown paper bag and walk around the block, either hashing over old times or catching up on what was current.

			This evening, as they walked, Trey said, “Billy’s in.” 

			Steve nodded. “Joe told me.”

			Trey did a double take. “When’d you speak to Joe?”

			“I had a drink with him earlier today.”

			Trey’s eyes bulged in their sockets. “A workday cocktail? You? Jesus, Steve, you get axed or something?”

			“Hardly. Actually, I needed a break. Plus, I really wanted to see Joe. You know, see how he was doing.”

			“And?”

			“Joe is Joe. Nothing’s changed.”

			“Did you really think anything would?”

			Both were silent as an ambulance screamed down the street.

			“I don’t get it,” Steve said. “We don’t hear from him in months and then out of the blue...” Steve pulled an invitation out of his pocket identical to the one Billy had. “This.”

			“What’s to get? His dad died.”

			“That’s my point. You’d think he’d reach out to his friends for support.”

			Trey shook his head. “C’mon Steve, this is Joe the billionaire we’re talking about, not some normal individual. And given the relationship he had with his dad, Joe could have been traveling around the world celebrating his passing for all we know.”

			“Man, you really make him sound like a prick.”

			“News flash: Joe is a prick. Always has been, always will be. But he’s our prick.” Trey chomped down on a shrimp and smiled. “But all that’s irrelevant, ‘cause even if I hated his guts and wanted to see him nailed to a cross, I wouldn’t miss out on the annual trip.”

			Steve looked away, avoiding his friend’s eyes.

			Trey frowned. “Don’t tell me you’re not going.”

			“The timing sucks. I’ve got a legit shot at making junior partner this year. And with the baby coming....”

			“C’mon. You more than any of us used to live for our yearly adventure. Who knows what kind of crazy shit Joe has planned this time?”

			“After last year, I promised Em. No more.”

			Trey made a whip-cracking motion and sound.

			Steve waved him off. “You don’t understand.”

			“I understand perfectly.”

			They were coming up on the stairs for the subway to Queens.

			“How could you understand?” said Steve. “You go home with a different woman every night.”

			“Like I said, I understand perfectly.”

			“You know,” said Steve. “I just had this conversation with Joe. Twice in a day is a little much. More than a little, actually.” Steve checked his watch. “I gotta run.”

			“You used to be good company, bro.”

			“Sorry, man.” Steve gave a wave over his shoulder as he headed for the subway stairs. “Have fun for both of us.”

			***

			Joe stood in a corner of his stockbroker’s impressive fourteenth floor office, looking out the floor-to-ceiling windows at a sweeping view of Manhattan, at a barge on the Hudson River, and further on a dismal stretch of Jersey City.

			Ken Haveril sat behind a mammoth polished black walnut desk, looking every day of his sixty-plus years. He’d come to hate these biweekly meetings.

			“Joe, please sit down,” Haveril said. “We have something to discuss.”

			Joe turned and took a seat across from his broker.

			Haveril tapped a thick stack of papers on his desk and breathed a weary sigh. “These trades were far too aggressive, and you paid through the nose.”

			Joe said nothing, just sat there looking bored. His silence made his broker all the more uncomfortable.

			Haveril continued. “Look, Joe, I admire your zeal and go-for-the-throat mentality. Sometimes I wish I had more of that gusto. But I really wish you’d allow me to manage the portfolio. Like I used to.”

			Joe glanced over Haveril’s shoulder at the view, at the tugboat pulling the barge. “Absolutely not.”

			Haveril reached out for a gold pen and began rubbing the polished surface with his thumb. “In less than two months you’ve lost fifty million dollars, when you should have made twice that.”

			Joe shrugged. “Shit happens.” 

			Frustrated, Haveril’s tone emboldened. “There’s no sense sugarcoating, so let’s cut to the quick. The market clearly isn’t your thing.”

			“With great risk comes great reward.” 

			“Yes, that’s true, but—”

			“Besides,” Joe said. “It’s my money now.”

			“Joe, please, listen to me. Your father and I worked for years to build his portfolio. I’m not going to sit idly by and watch you piss it all away.”

			“Fair enough.” Joe rose from his chair. “You’re fired.”

			***

			Across the street, a disheveled bum—the same one who had knocked Joe to the sidewalk—watched as Joe exited his stockbroker’s building and climbed into a stretch black limousine. 

			The light turned green and the bum crossed the street toward the Lower East Side. The man’s rags and filth couldn’t hide the military cadence in his step, the precision in his bearing.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			There were others like him on the street, as the bum walked down Avenue A toward Tompkins Square Park, others who were equally dispossessed and aimless. Even so, the derelicts were outnumbered by young professionals darting down the sidewalk, hipsters clogging the cafes and restaurants, and Latin thugs leaning against the sides of rides that sported rims more valuable than the cars themselves. Although there was a lot of new money on the Lower East Side, there was still an edge of danger in the air.

			The sun was just disappearing from view, slipping behind a block of pre-WWII-era tenements, as the bum entered a Subway sandwich shop. He ignored the stares from the other customers, ordered a five-dollar foot-long and a Coke, and headed into Tompkins Square Park.

			The park was crowded. The only bench with any privacy faced an open field where people exercised their dogs. The bum spread his sandwich out on the paper wrapper, took a hearty bite, and watched the people interacting with their four-legged companions; throwing Frisbees and balls, playing tug-of-war, or conversing with other dog owners while their canines sniffed each other’s butts. The dogs were a joy to watch. It didn’t take a lot to make them happy.

			He remembered an old joke about locking your dog and your wife in the trunk of a car. When you opened the trunk six hours later, you’d learn which of the two were truly glad to see you. It occurred to the bum that city dogs led strange lives. Whole days spent in apartments inside wire kennels, waiting for their master or mistress to come home. Chances were their master or mistress spent most of their day in a cubicle.

			Weird choices people made.

			The bum finished his sandwich, scrunched up the wrapper, and tossed it into a garbage can. Just as he was about to leave, he noticed he wasn’t the only one watching the dogs playing in the park.

			Standing at the edge of the footpath was a tall, muscle-bound man wearing a wife-beater. His body fat was so low that his muscles and veins bulged his skin, looking like tracing paper swathed over a topographical map. The man was a poster child for steroid abuse. In his right hand, a thick leather leash was connected to the spiked collar of a ferocious-looking chocolate brown pit bull. The big man was studying the dogs at play and their owners in a manner that made his intent obvious: he was hunting.

			The bum watched as the big man and his attack dog continued to scan the prospective targets: an older couple with a standard poodle, a pretty coed with a Golden Retriever, a thirty-something mother and her young child with a Boston terrier, a pack of small Yorkies and Scotties and their book club-type owners. By the looks of them, none would be able to put up much of a defense, if any. No, it would be a slaughter.

			For no good reason, the big man gave his pit bull a stinging backhand across the snout. Immediately incensed, the pit gave a guttural growl and drew back its upper lip, revealing flesh-ripping canine teeth. Before the mighty pit could turn its fury on its owner, the big man grasped the powerful dog by the scruff of its neck and, with his free hand, forced its head in the direction of the many playing dogs. He slapped the animal again, riling it up further, antagonizing it into fight mode. Then, to send the pit bull’s rage over the top, he bit the animal’s ear hard enough to make it yelp while simultaneously unhooking its leash. Free of its tether, the pit bull made a mad dash for the dogs playing in the distance, rocketing toward its unsuspecting prey like a fur-and-bone heat-seeking missile.

			The bum had anticipated this. Even so, the pit moved much faster than he expected and he was forced to quicken his stride, sprinting the last thirty yards, pumping his legs for all they were worth. With less than five feet separating the pit from the lap dogs, the bum dove into the side of the charging animal like an NFL linebacker tackling a running back.

			Blindsided, the bum and the pit bull tumbled in a heap. Before the gnashing dog could turn its fangs on its attacker, the bum jammed his hand under the dog’s spiked collar, grabbed hold of its throat, squeezed, and twisted. The pit bull growl-gasped and threw its head back, desperately trying to break free and deliver a vicious bite.

			Then, the bum did something truly remarkable: with one hand he lifted the animal off the ground and brought its face near his own so that he could lock eyes with the enraged, choking beast. He squeezed the pit’s throat tighter, feeling the animal begin to weaken. Soon, its dangling legs stopped kicking. The dog’s eyes fluttered once, twice, then closed and remained shut. The bum held the squeeze for a few more moments—just in case—before slacking his grip and throwing the limp animal over his shoulder as if it were a sack of potatoes. He then turned and slowly started walking toward the big man in the tank top, leaving the confused dog owners in the park to contemplate the strange scene they had just witnessed.

			The big man’s face was awash with malevolence as he tromped toward the bum.

			“What the fuck did you do to my—?”

			He never got to finish.

			The bum’s left hand snapped out mamba-fast, delivering a brutal open-palm shuto blow to the big man’s windpipe. The big man dropped to his knees, clutching his throat, gasping for air. Without breaking stride, the bum continued on his way, the pit bull over his shoulder.

			***

			Steve got out the chopping board and began slicing scallions for his famous Tokyo burgers. After dousing a bowl of chopped meat with a liberal dose of soy sauce, he scraped in the scallions. He vaguely wondered if Em would find it too spicy. With each passing day of the pregnancy, she was getting more and more particular. And some of her craved combinations…. Yeesh. The chopped chicken liver and rainbow sherbet nearly caused him to call a divorce lawyer. Or an exorcist. But it wasn’t just the cravings that were driving him crazy.

			Last night, he was halfway through The Expendables when she asked him to turn it off—the violence was creating bad vibrations, and she was convinced the baby could feel it. They’d run through the channels until she found Marley and Me, something they’d seen way too many times. Em hated dog hair, hated it when dogs slobbered on her, and went into full skeeve mode the first time she saw a dog eat its own shit. But there was something about this movie that melted her heart.

			Steve had felt sad watching Owen Wilson, acting in the biggest hit of his career. In less than a year he’d be attempting suicide.

			Steve had settled back on the couch, acutely aware of the clock ticking. In ten hours he’d be waking up for work. In twenty-two hours he’d be coming home from work. In thirty-four hours he’d be going to work...

			***

			Billy squatted in the back of the van, trying to keep his balance as they rolled up to the back door of Kenny’s Castaways. They were going on third in a Tuesday lineup of six bands. It was a far cry from top billing, but, like their drummer Mike always said, “I ain’t ready to hang it up and join a bowling team just yet.”

			After lugging their gear in through the back door, Billy took a quick look at the familiar stage before collaring the soundman.

			“Haven’t seen you before,” said Billy. “You new?”

			The skinny, hawk-nosed soundman nodded.

			“We’re Left Hand Yellow,” said Billy. “We go on after Mack One.”

			“You must be the lead singer.”

			“Correcto.”

			“And you want me to make sure the levels are good, that your vocal isn’t lost in the mix.”

			“Yeah man, you know it.”

			The soundman sarcastically pantomimed making a note on the palm of his hand. “Got it.”

			“Billy!” It was Mike, looking anxious.

			Billy hurried over.

			“What’s the score?” asked Mike.

			“Two beers on the house.”

			“Domestic?”

			“I think you can go imported. Depends who’s behind the bar.”

			“I saw Suze on the tap.”

			“Well fuck then. Rolling Rock it is.”

			Billy headed toward the bar, walking past tables filled with band members and their girlfriends. Going on third wasn’t so bad. If you went on last, chances are you’d be on a first name basis with every member of the audience.

			Billy slid onto a stool next to an old alky with liver spots.

			The female bartender, Suze, sidled over. “What’ll it be?”

			“Left Hand Yellow,” said Billy. “Rolling Rock.”

			“First of two,” said Suze matter-of-factly. “And don’t try scammin’ a third like last time.”

			Billy acknowledged the bartender’s admonition with a sheepish nod, then glanced at the alky on his left. “Hi, Scooter.”

			Scooter grimaced. “Yeah, yeah. Hello.”

			Billy frowned at “Radioactive” playing on the sound system. “Fuckin’ Imagine Dragons. Their music ain’t nothing like what we play.”

			Scooter was grinning before Billy finished his statement. “That’s why it sells.”

			“What the fuck do you know?” countered Billy. “You think the hangover poundin’ your head could go platinum.”

			“You’re lucky if your platter goes tin, fuckhead.” Scooter laughed. He enjoyed cracking himself up.

			“Billy, what about that zillionaire friend you’re always yappin’ about?” said Mike. “Why doesn’t he produce our album?”

			“Friends and biz don’t mix,” said Billy. “But he is taking me on a cool trip. We’re leaving in two days.”

			“Yeah, right,” said Scooter. “Like anybody would wanna take you anywhere.”

			“Hey, fuck you, too, ass-breath,” said Billy.

			“Enjoy your trip,” said Scooter. He poked a digit in and out through a circled thumb and finger. “And don’t forget your K-Y.”

			Two hours later Billy took the stage. He looked over at his band mates, saw they were good to go, and leaned into the mike.

			“‘Sup everyone. We’re Left Hand Yellow, and we came to rock!”

			They charged hard into their standard set opener, “Telephone Blue.” The bass pumped, the lead guitar crunched the solo, and Billy delivered a heartfelt wail over the closing chord.

			For a moment, there was silence—a beautiful suspended moment. Then a drunk in the audience hollered for all he was worth, “Play some fuckin’ Stones!”

			***

			Trey padded across his apartment dressed in boxers, carrying a bottle of chilled Chardonnay in one hand, two wine goblets in the other. He entered his bedroom, walking by scattered clothing—a bra, panties, and a pair of high heels.

			A gorgeous young woman lay naked on her belly on his platform bed, looking at digital photos on an iPad. Trey filled her glass with the California vintage and handed it over, then filled his own.

			“What should we toast to?” asked the stunning brunette.

			“Endless adventures,” Trey replied. “And I do mean endless.”

			The brunette smiled and they clinked glasses. After each took a sip, she said, “Seems like you’ve had quite a few.”

			Trey gave her a look. “I, uh, just haven’t been ready to commit.”

			The brunette giggled. “No, silly.” She tapped the iPad. “I’m talking about your photos.”

			“Oh, right. My bad.” He looked at the displayed photo of him and the guys—Steve, Joe, and Billy—mountain climbing ice-covered cliffs.

			“That one’s from Cho Oyu in Tibet. We all made the summit.”

			“Wow. That must have cost a fortune.”

			“Around two hundred thou, but that’s just a drop in the bucket for Joe.” 

			The brunette swiped the screen, switching to another photo, this one of the four guys underwater in a large shark cage, using hookah-like scuba gear. Two enormous great whites, resembling small submarines with teeth, were just inches from the bars.

			“Where’s this one from?”

			“Guadalupe Island, off the coast of the Mexican Baja. Joe takes us someplace new every year.”

			“What about this year’s trip?”

			Trey turned off the iPad and tossed it to the far edge of the bed. Then he began rubbing the woman’s back, tracing his fingers down her spine. She closed her eyes, loving his touch.

			“This trip’s a mystery.”

			“And you’re still going?”

			Trey’s hand journeyed over the girl’s fine ass and slipped down between her legs. “I love a mystery.”

			She licked her lips and moaned softly. “So do I….”

			***

			It was getting near midnight. Steve sat on the sofa in the darkened living room, playing Boeing Flight Simulator on his Xbox. His jet passed through dark clouds of booming thunder and bright lightning, the jet bouncing all over the place, anything but level. If there were real passengers on board, they’d all be reaching for their airsickness bags.

			Steve noticed movement out of the corner of his eye and saw Emily hobble into the living room, wrapped in a blanket. She plopped down on the couch next to him.

			Steve managed a brief glance away from the screen. “I tried to keep the volume down. Sorry if I woke you up.”

			Emily patted her bulging bell. “You didn’t. Little kicky here.”

			Steve grinned and continued struggling with the plane.

			“You coming to bed?”

			Steve’s eyes remained glued to the screen. “Gotta land this thing in Bangkok, during a fuckin’ monsoon.”

			“Hangover Part Two,” said Emily. “You haven’t given up, have you?”

			Steve did his best Zach Galifianakis impression. “First the monkey and now my hat. How much worse can this day get?”

			“Come to bed,” said Emily. She leaned over and gave Steve a kiss on the cheek, getting a smile out of him.

			Emily gestured toward the hall to the bedroom, “C’mon.”

			“Just a ‘sec,” said Steve, working his joystick. “I’m approaching the runway.”

			Emily pointed at the screen. “You’re coming in too fast.”

			Steve frowned. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

			“I love you,” said Emily. “With every fiber of my being. But I’d never fly with you.”

			The wheels made contact with the runway, and that was all she wrote—the jet crashed and burned, tumbling down the runway, a mass of flaming wreckage.

			***

			Joe stood in the center of Grand Central Station’s Main Concourse. He looked up at the huge clock: midnight. Where the fuck was he? And why did Haden have to choose this place? Joe hated mass transit and anything to do with it. Mass transit smelled bad and it ushered in an intimacy he’d much rather
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