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PROLOGUE

	 

	Great Lakes National Savings and Loan had grown into a financial powerhouse in the banking industry. The institution boasted hometown personal customer service with competitive rates and a host of unmatched products.  They had not only survived the second great recession, but actually grew from it.  A new downtown location had opened among a renovated retail area that had brought back an aging population who liked to shop in a more traditional setting. 

	A new vault had been installed prior to the grand opening.  The state-of-the-art security features and cameras were meant to be a deterrent for any who might consider robbing it.  Great Lakes always had an abundance of cash near the end of the month to accommodate an ever-growing customer base who liked to bank the old-fashioned way.

	Seth Peterson opened the door to a Starbucks across the street and only a few blocks down.  He waited patiently in line with everyone else looking for their mid-day fix of caffeine.  The barista finally called his name after he had ordered a black coffee.  He selected a table away from the window with his back to the wall.  His cellphone buzzed before he could think about attempting a sip of the scalding beverage.

	He waited for a moment before getting up, and exiting out into the heavy foot traffic, outside on the sidewalk.  The car was parked behind an alley away from the traffic cameras.  Seth opened the door and sat in the backseat.  He adjusted the cardboard sleeve on the cup and removed the stopper.  Steam rose from the opening as he smelled the aroma escaping.

	Bobby Carswell made eye contact with him in the rearview mirror.  “This the one?”

	“We might not have to do this again for a year or two.  The Brinks guy was actually struggling with the bags.”  Seth quickly sipped his drink and looked out the car’s window.

	“You’re shitting me?”  John Blankenship stuck his head between the front seats.

	“What about the traffic down here?” asked Bobby.

	“Shouldn’t be an issue.” Seth drank some of the coffee when the temperature had finally reached a tolerable level.

	“Just like last time.” Bobby said as he started the car’s engine.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


ONE

	Willow Darby witnessed something in her bathroom mirror that caused her to stand frozen in place and stare back in disbelief.  A streak of gray hair had found its way up from her scalp.  Her reddish-brown locks were now hosting an unwelcomed guest.  She quickly donned her worn Detroit Tiger’s ball cap and left the house.

	Several drugstores later she found what she thought was the perfect match on the box.  Willow had even taken the time to read product reviews on her cell while standing in the middle of the aisle. When she returned home, Willow noticed that June’s car wasn’t in the driveway and the garage door had been left open.  

	Taking a deep breath after reading the directions for a second time, she readied herself for the plunge into artificial color.  The plastic bowl rested on the bathroom counter.  Chemicals from the mixture filled the air.  The door had been left open intentionally to allow the fumes an escape route.  She was about to put on the plastic gloves when she heard a notification sound from her cell phone.  Going over to the dresser, she picked it up, and was disappointed to find it was nothing more than an email advertisement.  She was half expecting a message from Miles Cooper.  He was the Aussie travel blogger she had met on Mackinac Island, a few years ago. 

	She thought about him for a moment.  The reception at the White House and a medal ceremony.  Thumbing through the pics in her phone she stopped on her favorite.  He was dressed in an expensive tux with his medium-length blonde hair, slicked back.  The Aussie’s accent was intoxicating enough, but the whole James Bond ensemble caused her to capitulate from lustful thoughts into action.

	His work took him all over the globe.  They had stayed in DC for few days after they both had received the country’s highest award for civilian heroism.  A suite at “The Wharf” on the Potomac River found them ordering room service for an entire day.  Neither wanted to speak of the inevitable.  He left for an assignment in South America the next morning and she returned home to Michigan.  Both agreed to meet again when he came back to the States.  Communication between them was daily at first but had since waned.  Who was she kidding, it had actually been weeks, since she had gotten a text message from him thru her social media app.

	The sounds of a plastic bowl striking the floor in the bathroom freed her thoughts of disappointment.  Their new houseguest emerged to shake a wet furry paw and then sat down in front of her.  Jax, was a tabby that had a prominent “M” marking on his forehead.  He had intense blue eyes along with beautiful long hair.  The family had taken him in during a strong thunderstorm as he sought refuge on their porch.  

	It was obvious that Jax had gotten into the dye and was at risk of discoloring more than his own paw.  

	“Oh no, you didn’t.”

	He heard the inflection of her voice and bolted as Willow followed in hot pursuit.  He ran down the hallway and into the arms of Willow’s daughter, Hannah.

	“Why are you chasing Jax, Mom?” she asked.

	Jax purred loudly, his head on Hannah’s shoulder and turned away from Willow.

	The two were inseparable from the moment he stepped into the house and slept at the foot of her bed on the first night.

	“Sweetheart, go and lock Jax in the hallway bathroom and come back here.”

	“Why?” asked Hannah.

	“Just do it and not make a big deal out of it.  Whatever you do, don’t let him down.”

	Hannah returned after shutting the door and a vocal protest from the cat.  Willow was holding a plastic bag from the drugstore that previously contained her hair coloring kit.

	“Now, go into your room and change.  Put the shirt you have on now, into this.”

	“But mom, it’s my favorite.  It’s only a little wet. Jax just got into the bathtub or something, didn’t he?”

	“Afraid not, kiddo.”

	Hannah sounded concerned.  “So, what did he step in?” she asked.

	“Hair dye.”

	“Can’t we just wash it?”

	“Unless you want to turn that into a tie dye with a paw print design, we’ll have to replace it.”

	“Do I get a new one if I keep this?”

	“You may want to ask your grandmother that question since she bought it.”

	The sound of the front door closed.  June Darby appeared behind Hannah with an armful of groceries.

	“Ask me what?” 

	Hannah turned to her grandmother whom she had affectionately named, Nana Bug.  “Mom thinks Jax ruined my shirt that you got me.”

	June was feeling the weight in her arms and walked down to the kitchen and set the bags down on the table.  Her voice could be heard down the hallway.

	“How did he manage that?” asked June.

	Willow motioned for Hannah to take the plastic bag from her.  “It was an accident.” she said.  Hannah walked quietly down to her room.

	The cupboard doors in the kitchen closed.  June appeared back in the hallway.  She looked at Willow for a second.

	“Is that what I think it is?”

	“What?” asked Willow.

	June took a couple of steps toward her.  “Your hair.”

	“Don’t remind me.  Not what I wanted to see the first thing this morning, or ever.”

	“If it makes you feel any better.  That first white hair showed up on me much earlier in life.”

	“It doesn’t, thanks anyway.” 

	“So, what happened?” asked June.

	“I had everything ready.  I heard my phone and thought it was…”

	“Him?”

	“It wasn’t.  I left the door in the bathroom open.  It sounded like the plastic bowl hit the floor somehow.  That’s when you know who, walked out.”

	“Where is the little shit?” asked June.

	“Bathroom.”

	“How much did he get on him?”

	“Enough.”

	“How about I open the front door and see if he runs out?”

	Willow glanced at the bathroom door. “Doubtful.”

	She whispered to Willow.  “You know I don’t like animals.  If it weren’t for my granddaughter…”

	“Oh, I know.  I’ve seen the way you look at him.”

	“What is it with the male species and Darby women?  Except for your father, god rest his soul, we don’t have much luck, do we?”

	“We all make mistakes.”

	June saw that remark irked Willow and struck a chord.  She couldn’t take it back.  June rarely, if ever, filtered anything before speaking.  At times it was embarrassing and others, entertaining.  There had been progress on scaling back some of the profanity though, lately.

	Willow cinched the belt around her bathrobe.  “Hannah’s shirt won’t be the only thing changing color if we don’t do something about it, soon.  Jax or floors?”

	“It would be too tempting to drown him.  Better take the floors.”

	“Jesus, mother.  Keep your voice down.  That stray has been good for Hannah ever since…”

	“I know, I didn’t’ mean it.  But I figured there would have been a knock at the door with someone wanting to claim him already.”

	“Wishful thinking on your part.  Maybe he’ll grow on you.”

	“Speaking of which, his balls need to be clipped before he starts spraying all over the damn house.”

	“If I pay for the vet bill, that means we’re keeping him.”

	June went to turn away and head for the cleaning supplies under the kitchen sink.  “Why did I say anything?”

	“Because you love your granddaughter.”

	“Yeah, yeah.”

	Hannah had returned with the plastic bag.  “Can we go to the Mall, today?”

	“Why don’t we just order that on Amazon?  It will be here in a couple of days.”

	Hannah shook the bag.  “I think I’d rather have a different one, now.”

	June came back, holding a bucket.  “Shopping trip and a nice lunch somewhere sounds good to me.  Maybe even a manicure might be in order after all the scrubbing.  But first we need to stop at the bank, downtown.”

	“Why don’t you use the ATM?” asked Willow.

	“I like cash.  Ever since I saw that segment on television about skimming it’s made me think twice.”

	After a few hours they backed out of the driveway.  The curtain parted in the front window.  Jax sat there washing himself on the head, lifting up a discolored paw repeatedly. 

	Hannah waved as their car entered the street.  “Bye Jax!”

	“I forgot to leave the back door open.” said June.

	Willow looked over at the passenger seat.  “Mother.” 

	June Darby rolled her eyes as they accelerated down the street.

	 

	 


TWO

	The spaces of Concord Dynamic’s parking lot were mostly occupied.  It was the last day before a scheduled shutdown.  Most of its employees planned accordingly for the involuntary layoffs which sometimes lasted upwards of five to six weeks.  The final shift was only minutes away from starting. 

	Seth Peterson parked in nearly the same spot almost every day.  His black Chevrolet Impala came to a sudden stop, causing the tires to skid slightly over the cracked asphalt surface.  Two men stood in a vacant space next to him.  

	Bobby Carswell dropped his cigarette on the ground.  It started to roll away before he stepped on it with the heel of his heavy black boot.  Smoke drained from his nostrils. “We’re almost late.”

	Seth made sure his car was locked by double tapping the button of his key fob.  “I missed something on that damn financial aid questionnaire.”

	“Now that’s odd, even for someone like you.” said Bobby.

	“Baby girl isn’t happy.”

	“I suppose that momma bear is slightly upset.”

	Seth stopped and lifted up his aviator sunglasses.  “Ever been inside a house full of unhappy females?” 

	“Poor bastard.” replied Bobby.

	John Blankenship adjusted his ball cap. “What’d you miss on the form?” he asked. 

	“Additional income.”

	“The wife’s scented oils and candles?”

	“Yeah.”

	“How much?”

	“Just under a grand.”

	The serious tone made the three of them stop before the gate leading into the factory.  A digital clock above the guard’s station indicated three minutes and counting.  “There gonna be a problem, Seth?” asked Bobby.

	“We’re solid.  If I wasn’t, we would’ve never gone downtown.”

	“Her financial aid?”

	“She might lose some of it?”

	“Shit.”

	“I’ll cover the difference.”

	“She doesn’t know, does she?”

	“I told her I’ve saved ever since she was a baby in her mother’s arms.”

	“Like those Gerber offers you get in the mail.” said John.

	“Something like that.”

	“Who the hell could’ve saved anything?  We were check to fucking check for so long.  Then the summer months, like now.”

	  They waited in line watching other employees swipe their badges.  “We’re a little better off these days, wouldn’t you agree?  Look at these younger guys with family.  They’re actually starting out at less than we did.”

	“This fucking place, I swear sometimes.” said Bobby.

	Seth reached into his pocket and pulled out his badge.  It was fairly worn, and his image was scarcely visible on the front.  “These poor bastards are gonna be hurting in a few weeks.”

	John turned and winked after he ran his badge through the reader.  “Some of them.”

	“The real clock starts right after this shift.”

	“Just like always.” said Bobby.

	Seth swiped his badge while they waited for him.  “We might have to do more than one this time.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


THREE

	Willow and Hannah waited across the hall from one of the two nail spas located inside the mall.  There were several vacant lease spaces that had recently been filled.  A trend of traditional shopping had started to make some inroads against the online retailers.

	June walked out with a smile after paying at the register.  The woman who had operated the cash register was still shaking her head.

	“I may have to find a new nail tech.”

	“Did we wear out our welcome?” asked Willow.

	She examined her fresh nails.  “I hope these last longer than the last ones.  They were so upset with me.”

	“Can’t imagine why, mother.”

	“Well, they charge an arm and a leg for everything in that place.  I felt negotiations were in order.”

	Hannah stepped closer to her grandmother. “Let’s see Nana Bug.”  

	She proudly displayed the new artwork.  “What you think, kiddo?”

	Hannah’s eyes lit up.  “They’re pretty.  Mom, can I get mine done, please?”

	“We have school shopping to think about.  Besides, we came out here to replace something, remember.”

	“It’s the middle of summer, Mom.  School isn’t for another couple of months.”

	“You’re too young.”

	“My friends have them done.”

	Willow was growing annoyed.  It sounded in her response each time Hannah came back and parried.  “Like grandma said.  They’re expensive.”

	Hannah was silent for a moment.  She was facing the salon and then turned to Willow. “I bet I can get them done for free.”

	Willow folded her arms.  “Really?”

	Hannah nodded her head confidently.  “Yes.”

	June chuckled.  “Now, how are you going to argue that?” she asked.

	“Go right ahead.  We’ll wait here.  See ya back here, in about what, less than a minute?” said Willow mockingly.

	They watched Hannah walk over to the nail salon.  Once inside, a woman behind the counter smiled and nodded after a few minutes of conversation.  It wasn’t long before June’s manicurist appeared and escorted her to a booth.  The woman donned a face mask and went to work.

	Hannah came back to them across the hall.  She examined her freshly polished nails.

	“How much did they charge you?” asked June.

	Willow looked down at her daughter’s hands then up at June.  “You two can stop the act.”  Hannah, give grandma her change back if there’s any left.”

	“I didn’t give her any money.” replied June.

	The whole series of events piqued Willow’s curiosity.  “So how did you…?”

	Hannah lowered her voice, but still with a proud tone, replied.  “I told them I have thousands of followers on Kinderest. It’s the new social media site for kids my age.  I said that I was an influencer and if they did them for me, I would post later and give them free advertising.

	“Nice, but you don’t have a cell phone.”  said Willow.

	“But I have Nana’s.”

	Willow turned to June immediately who responded after being suddenly outed by her granddaughter.  “Sometimes.”

	“Mother?” 

	“She doesn’t use it that much.” said June.

	“Really?  Obviously enough to set up social media accounts and messaging.  Who knows what else?” 

	June Darby instantly became defensive.  “I’m not that irresponsible.  I watch her.  I’m there when she uses it.”

	Willow sighed.  “What’ve we talked about with her?”

	“You don’t have to worry, alright.”

	Hannah ignored them both.  She tilted her hands catching the natural light coming down into the Mall. 

	Willow had moved closer to June and spoke quietly.  “She could sell choke weed to a florist.”

	June looked at her own nails before replying.  “I wouldn’t doubt it for a minute.  They don’t even speak very good English in there.”

	“Mother, that’s being…”

	“I know, it just that…”

	Willow could see the nail salon over June’s shoulder.  She then made eye contact with her.  “They speak well enough to know that you offended them by wanting to negotiate and that your one and only granddaughter got hers for free.  It’s eating at you, isn’t it?”

	June took her cellphone from her purse.  “I think Hannah has a commitment to keep with a post.”

	“Nice one. Real quick on the draw, aren’t you?” said Willow.

	Willow started to walk ahead toward the exit.  “The two of you sometimes.”

	June and Hannah trailed behind her comparing their nails with one another.  June whispered.  “Your Mom is a little upset with us.”

	“She’ll get over it.” said Hannah.

	“I heard that.” replied Willow.

	They purposefully slowed their pace allowing more distance between them.  June stopped for a moment.  Hannah stood next to her grandmother.  They were almost to the doors.

	“Careful, kiddo.  Your Mom has…”

	“Eyes in the back of her head.  I know.” said Hannah.

	Willow waited with a smile as she held a door open.  “Heard that too.”

	Hannah smiled with a big grin.  “Love you Mom.”

	There was no response as they walked toward the warm summer air infiltrating the Mall’s entrance and clashing with the cool regulated temperature.  

	“Parents never want their children to get older.”

	“She’s not mad?”

	“No, sweetie.”

	Hannah motioned toward the doors.  “You let her get older.”

	“Didn’t really have much of a choice.  You’re a lot like her in some ways, kiddo.”

	Willow checked the phone for the time.  “Too much sometimes.  Let’s get a move on.  We still need to decide on a place to eat before the rush.”

	Hannah stopped at the entrance.  “I just wanted them, Mom.  I didn’t mean to disappoint you or make you angry.”

	Willow studied her daughter’s features.  They were nearly identical to her own. “I’m not mad at you, sweetheart.  You know what I do at work.  There’s a lot of bad people out in this world, and they try to lure children away from their parents.  Sometimes, it even happens to adults.  I just want you to use everything online responsibly.  You’re getting older.  I can’t stop that, I know it.  But I have to be sure myself that I’ve given you everything I can to navigate your way safely.”

	June had joined them at the entrance.  “We’ll be careful.  Won’t we, Hannah?”

	“Always, right Nana Bug.”

	“Feel better now?” asked June.

	“Not really, no.”

	“Why not, Mom?” asked Hannah

	Willow casually replied before kissing her daughter on the forehead.  “Because you didn’t take me with you.  That way I could have gotten my nails done for free.”

	The three of them walked out in the humid air.  It was early afternoon, but the temperature had continued to climb.

	 

	 


FOUR

	A late Friday evening found the local softball complex lit up and filled to capacity, both on the fields and in the stands.  The first half championship was being played in several divisions.

	All three had played little league together growing up in the same neighborhood, even attending the same Catholic Church, St. Pius.  When the prospects of playing beyond high school dwindled, they turned to softball.  BT’s bar had been their sponsor for nearly two decades.  They had provided the benefactor several trophies that lined the walls.

	The established team had a serious challenger to their continual reign as champs.

	Bobby nodded toward their opponent’s dugout.  “The goon over there, the one with the man bun.”

	A single sunflower seed shot out of his mouth passing through the chain-linked fence, landing between blades of short green grass.  “What about him?” asked Seth.

	“He’s been talking shit, all night.”

	“Yeah?  What’s he saying?” asked Seth.

	Bobby snarled.  “Says they don’t have all their players but can still beat us.”

	Seth let another seed fly, landing near the first one.  “Fuckin dreaming.” 

	There was a loud metallic clank which drew everyone’s attention.  John had drilled a screaming line drive into the gap in center field that bounce one time off the fence.  He was at second in a flash and headed to third.  Everyone yelled at him to get down and slide.  He was tagged out before reaching the bag.  The game still remained tied going into the last inning.

	Bobby took his time getting to the batter’s box.  The score was still deadlocked with two outs and BT’s being the home team had last bats.  He noticed the goon had taken a few steps in from his position in center field, as if to taunt him.

	He muttered to himself. “Prick.”

	The pitcher lobbed a perfect ball over the plate and Bobby swung with everything he had.  He rarely had any discipline and was notorious for swinging at the first or second pitch.  The bright yellow ball went flying into the night sky and into the lights.  He watched it for a second as it flew out toward center field.  The goon timed his leap and snagged it out of the air, but not before he crashed into the fence, catching him in the midsection.  A bright yellow softball dropped from his glove on the other side giving BT’s the victory and a first half season championship.  The despised player’s hair had come undone and hung in his face.

	Bobby’s entire team waited at home plate to mob him.  BT’s was busier than usual as the victor’s paraded into the bar with their trophy.  Their celebration lasted into the late evening hours.

	The three of them sat in their usual spot.  It was in a corner booth, opposite of the hallway that led to the bathrooms.

	Bobby took a drink from his second beer of the night.  “Man, that was great watching that bastard eat the fence after talking all that shit.”

	“They’re good.  We should maybe scout around and pick up a player or two for the second half.” said Seth.

	“You’re kidding me?  Just a couple hours ago you…”

	Seth cut him off.  “I’m being realistic.  You hit a homerun.  But it didn’t get over by much, did it?  I remember when the outfielders wouldn’t even move after you connected.  Father time is undefeated for a reason.  We can still play this game for a long, long time.  But longevity is born from intelligence.”

	“You read too fucking much.” replied Bobby.

	John lifted his bottle up to toast and two more met his and clanked.  “It was a great hit.” 

	There was a moment where none of them spoke and just drank.  The sounds of the bar filled the gap.

	“We need to talk.” said Seth.

	“About?” asked Bobby.

	“The summer.” replied Seth.

	John had deposited pieces of a napkin along with the beer’s label inside the brown bottle.  He examined the contents turning it on the table.  “Not gonna lie.  I think we all need more.”

	“The markets haven’t done anyone any favors.  All that money we lost the second time around in our 401k’s.  It’s not coming back.”

	Bobby leaned forward on the table.  He casually looked around before he spoke.  “What are you thinking, Seth?  

	“Two.”

	The three of them had been robbing one bank every summer for a couple of years.  It was always during shutdown at the plant.

	“You’re fucking serious.” said Bobby.

	Seth’s expression never changed.  “We’re going to do things a little differently, this time.”

	John moved away from the table with his back against the wall.  “What if we get caught?  Better to be broke and free.” 

	“Is it?” asked Seth.

	John deposited his gum that he’d been chewing into the beer bottle.  “No offense, but don’t you think we’re pressing our luck, just a little?”

	Bobby cleared the space in front of him.  He turned his ball cap around, so it was on backwards.  “You’ve got my attention.”

	Seth took another swig of his beer.  “It’s not complicated.  Most of the work is done upfront.  The actual operation takes under four minutes.” 

	“Why four?” asked Bobby.

	“Response time.  The average for this community is about six minutes.  National average is seven.” said Seth.

	John moved forward toward the table.  “Gives us a cushion.” 

	“What about the…?” asked Bobby.

	“We go big, every time.”

	“Vault?” 

	Seth nodded.  “The money drops by these armored cars vary week to week, except for one.  At the end of the month the banks always stock cash for paydays and the senior citizens.”

	“Who’s got the time to track all this shit?” asked John.

	“We do.”

	“Our trip downtown the other day.  It was more than the drawers, wasn’t it?”

	“How much of this have you thought out?”

	“Nearly everything.”

	“Except for?” asked Bobby.

	“You guys greenlighting it.”

	“What about us?  What if we don’t agree with the plan?” questioned John.

	Seth finished his beer and set it down on the table.  “Something you guys don’t like or doesn’t feel right, we walk away.  Like you said.  Broke and free.  But if we do this, the four minutes, never changes.”

	“Need a car and driver.” said John.

	Bobby and Seth looked at him without hesitation.

	“Not using my car again.”

	John took a napkin and wiped the moisture off the table in front of him.  He folded his arms and rested them on its surface.  “I need to be honest with you guys.”

	“About what?” asked Bobby.

	“I didn’t exactly lose all my money from my 401k.”

	Bobby sounded annoyed.  “Thanks for fucking telling us.”

	“I pulled some out so we could use it for the job.”

	“You been thinking on this for a while, haven’t ya?” asked John.

	“Yeah.  Our lives are a little different, especially the needs of our family.  But we don’t deserve to be broke.  No one does.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


FIVE

	Bobby turned into his driveway.  The porch light was on and an array of nighttime insects flew erratic patterns next to it.  He sat in his car thinking for a moment.  The engine had been turned off, but the dash remained illuminated.  A local radio station was about to announce the time as he opened the driver’s door, and everything went out.  He was much later than he thought.  Bobby had taken the long way home from BT’s.  His son, Devon, typically waited up to get highlights of the game.  There was no sign of movement inside the small house.

	He didn’t even take a step up the driveway when he heard the voice behind him.

	“I know you’re on board with this.”

	Bobby whispered.  “Jesus, you watch too fucking many movies.  You could have texted me or something.”

	Seth emerged from the shadows near a tree in front of Bobby’s house.  “You need to work on him.”

	“I know.”

	“Maybe I should have asked someone else.”

	“You know how he is.  He’ll come around.”

	“Tired of living like this, Bobby.  Aren’t you?” asked Seth.

	He looked at the shape of his house in the dark and then at the ten-year-old car next to him in the narrow driveway. “Yeah.”

	 

	 

	Seth stood next to him.  “Not the material things.  What’s inside there is more important.  I know you and Trina hedged your bets on the investments for Devon’s surgery.”

	“See
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