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      Jacobs was hanging around in Eddie’s Pawn Shop for a few hours as he often seemed to do. For some strange reason that neither man could quite put their finger on, they actually were becoming friends. Jacobs found himself at the pawn shop, if not every day, at least four or five times a week. Maybe it was the boredom that was getting to him. He didn’t really have anything else to do other than training Gunner. But he couldn’t do that twelve hours a day. He didn’t want to overwork Gunner, so he tried to limit the training to a couple hours a day with some breaks sprinkled in between.

      It’d been several weeks since his conversation at the prison with Mallette and there hadn’t been a single incident since then. It appeared the two men had a truce. At least for the time being. But it also seemed to leave Jacobs with a void that he appeared to have trouble filling with anything else. He lacked a purpose.

      It was mid-afternoon and Jacobs was hanging in the back office as Franks was tending to a customer out front. As he waited, he did a few basic commands with Gunner and gave him a treat as he sat. After a few minutes, Franks finished with his customer and came walking into the back.

      “Making yourself at home?” Franks asked.

      “Sure am. Must be pretty awkward having to deal with a customer and all since it happens so infrequently.”

      “Ha ha, very funny. I have just the right number of customers that I need. If I get any more than that, then I’ll actually have to do work here and actually operate like a real business.”

      “Yeah. Who needs that?” Jacobs said, giving Gunner another treat.

      “Hey, I was thinking about visiting Lucy and Deb at the massage place after work. Feel like coming?”

      It didn’t take Jacobs long to respond. “Nah. I’ll just do some stuff at home.”

      “You need to get out of your doldrums, my friend.”

      “I’m not in any doldrums.”

      “I beg to differ. Ever since that meeting with Mallette, you’ve been looking like you’re down in the dumps.”

      Jacobs shook his head, not wanting to acknowledge it. “I’m not.”

      “Why don’t you just take out the rest of his men?” Franks asked. “You’re being very trusting of a man who’s tried to kill you and has killed members of your family.”

      “Don’t wanna risk it. If I take out a few more of his men, I don’t wanna risk him retaliating against my brother and his family, or even Val’s parents.”

      “You really think you can trust him?”

      Jacobs threw his hands up. “He’s living up to it so far.”

      “So, you’re just gonna wait ten years until he’s out of prison before continuing your war?”

      Jacobs shrugged.

      “How do you know he’s not just planning something against you right now? How do you know he’s not putting together some grand, magnificent plan to take out your brother, your wife’s parents, and you all at the same time? He’s capable of it, you know.”

      “I know. But what do you want me to do?” Jacobs asked.

      “I don’t necessarily want you to do anything. I’m just trying to make sure you know that you’re playing by rules that he might not be. Just because things are silent doesn’t mean you should let your guard down.”

      Jacobs just looked at him for a minute. Franks was right. Jacobs hadn’t done much of anything the last couple of weeks except sitting around. He stopped gathering intelligence, stopped keeping tabs on Mallette’s men, stopped doing everything. And he hated admitting when Franks was right. But there was no doubt he was here. Jacobs needed to get back on the ball. Just in case Mallette was up to something, Jacobs didn’t want to be caught with his pants down.

      “You sure you don’t wanna head to the massage place later?” Franks asked again.

      “I’m sure.”

      “C’mon, man, you need to get back on the horse and ride again.”

      “Uh, no, I don’t.”

      “You’ll be able to take a load off and de-stress.”

      “I’m fine,” Jacobs said.

      “You take Lucy, I’ll take Deb. You look like more of a Lucy guy. I prefer Deb anyway. She’s a little bit wilder if you know what I mean.”

      “Uh, yep, I know what you mean.”

      “Besides, I think Lucy is kind of sweet on you.”

      Jacobs shook his head, not really interested in any part of the conversation. “I’m good.”

      “Why not?”

      Jacobs didn’t have much of a reason except that he didn’t want to. Part of it was that he still considered himself attached to Valerie. He couldn’t see himself with anyone else, even for a night. “I dunno. I guess because I’m still married.”

      “But you’re not.”

      “But I feel like I am.”

      “Except that you’re not,” Franks said.

      “But I am.”

      “OK. Except that you’re not.”

      “Are we just gonna continue to do this Laurel and Hardy routine?” Jacobs asked.

      “Who?”

      Jacobs shook his head. “Never mind.”

      “Seriously, no disrespect to the former missus, but you gotta move on at some point.”

      Jacobs glared up at him, not really wanting to hear it. Franks could tell that he seemed a little agitated at the statement and tried to smooth things over.

      “I’m just saying,” Franks said, putting his arms up. “Move on when you’re ready.”

      “I appreciate your concern,” Jacobs replied, remaining calm. “But you don’t just forget the love of your life in a few months.”

      “I’m not saying forget. I’m just saying move on to a new chapter. You can never get back what you had.”

      “I know that.”

      “That’s all I’m saying. And now I’ll stop preaching to you.”

      Jacobs gave him a fake smile. “I appreciate that too.”

      After a few more minutes of chat, Jacobs was ready to go home for the night. Before he left, though, Franks had a few more things on his mind.

      “So, if this moratorium with Mallette continues, what do you think your other plans will be?”

      “Moratorium? Big word. You been reading the dictionary again?”

      “Hardy har har. Seriously, though.”

      “I dunno,” Jacobs answered. “Why do you ask?”

      “Maybe you should take your talents elsewhere.”

      Jacobs looked at him strangely, sure he must have had a point in there somewhere. But considering Franks liked to talk in circles sometimes, he wasn’t sure he’d get it. “Um... is that supposed to mean something?”

      “Means there’s a lot of people out there who could use your help.”

      Jacobs still looked at him like he had two heads. “No idea what you’re referring to.”

      “Like I said, you need a purpose. A reason to keep on going. There’s people out there who could use you fighting for them.”

      “What, like a bodyguard or something?”

      “No. Listen, we both know there’s people out there who need help. People who slip through the cracks. People who won’t go to the police, can’t go to the police, or for whatever reason, there’s just nothing the cops can do at that point.”

      “Yeah?”

      “They need someone like you,” Franks said.

      Jacobs had an idea what he was saying but wanted to make it crystal clear. “What exactly are you saying I should do? Hire myself out to these people? Become some kind of vigilante or something? Become some kind of superhero?”

      “Hey, you can use whatever kind of term you want. I’m just saying there’s people who could use your talents.”

      Jacobs scrunched his face together as he thought about it, though the idea wasn’t something that initially struck him as something he was interested in pursuing. He didn’t quit his job or forge down the path he was on for any other purpose than revenging the murder of his family. Any other good he did while on that mission was just a byproduct of that and not his primary intent.

      “No, I don’t think so,” Jacobs said, shaking his head. “I’m not really interested in helping anyone else.”

      “You were a cop. Wasn’t that your life’s work?”

      “Was is the key word there. That part of me is gone.”

      “I don’t think it is. It’s still there. Maybe buried a little deeper right now, but it’s still in there.”

      “What’s gotten into you? What’s with this righteous civilian attitude that you got going on right now?” Jacobs asked. “Since when did you care so much about helping others?”

      “Hey, I may technically be on the wrong side of the law, but I don’t go around hurting people. I might make a quick buck sidestepping the law or skirting around it, but nobody gets hurt.”

      “That you know of. I’m sure people have been hurt as a result of things you’ve done, even indirectly.”

      Franks shrugged. “Maybe so. And maybe I’m just a hypocrite. I just think, looking at you sitting here before me, helping others would be good for you.”

      “Well, I’m deeply touched by your genuine level of concern over my well-being,” Jacobs said, putting his hand over his heart.

      “Fine, fine, make fun if you want to.”

      Jacobs laughed, not wanting to hurt his feelings. “No, I’m really touched. I am. I’m not trying to tease you or anything. I’ll think about it.”

      “All right. Just trying to give you some career guidance is all.”

      “And I’ll give it some thought. I really will.”

      With that out of the way, Jacobs left and went home for the night. Though he tried to just spend the night relaxing, he couldn’t help but let thoughts of his conversation with Franks enter his mind from time to time. It was one of the few nights where he didn’t try to do anything other than watch TV. He’d already spent time training Gunner earlier, so he had nothing else to do. Nothing except think. And the more the thought about it, the more he thought that maybe Franks was on to something. He needed a purpose. Something to drive him. He wasn’t a person who liked to wander around aimlessly with nothing to do.

      Jacobs gave serious thought to Franks’ proposition, wondering if that’s what he wanted. He wasn’t against helping anyone who needed a hand, but he didn’t know where he’d find these people. Would he just wander the streets at night and wait for someone to scream out? He also wondered whether he should just continue his war with Mallette’s troops. All was quiet now, but Franks was right, trusting Mallette was a losing game. Jacobs thought that maybe he should finish the job he started out doing.

      He also knew that up to this point, he had successfully avoided police operations. He wasn’t wanted for anything and he wasn’t hiding from them. But Jacobs knew that that could change if he kept up or even expanded his plans. The good thing about taking the fight to Mallette’s crew was that he could control the situation. He was on the offensive for the most part and he knew who and what he was dealing with. If he started helping every poor soul that came across his path, that wouldn’t always be the case. There would be times when he wasn’t sure who his opponent was or what their angle would be. And the more situations he got involved in, the more likely he was to eventually be put on the police radar. He couldn’t stay out of the spotlight forever.

      Jacobs was so focused on everything that was going through his mind that he didn’t even hear his phone ringing at first. It wasn’t until Gunner barked that Jacobs finally heard the phone ring. He looked at his watch, and it was after ten. Considering the time, he figured it was likely Franks calling for some reason. Maybe it was to brag about what a good time he had at the massage place without him. Knowing Franks, it could have been just about anything.

      “Hope you’re not calling to brag,” Jacobs said.

      “What? No. I could really use your help down here though.”

      Jacobs scrunched his eyebrows together, not sure what that was supposed to mean. “What could you possibly need my help with? Are you at the massage place?”

      “That I am.”

      “Then I don’t see what you need with me. I’m sure you are in very capable hands with Lucy and Deb.”

      “Well, that’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about,” Franks said.

      “Listen, Eddie, I appreciate what you’re trying to do. But I’m really not interested right now. Maybe in a few months or something.”

      “No, no, I understand all that. I respect your position, but I need your help with something else. Something important.”

      Jacobs was at a loss as to what else Franks would need his help with. “What’s going on?”

      “Is there a way you could come down here? I’d really rather show you in person.”

      “Show me what?”

      “Like I said, if you could meet me here, I can tell you what’s going on.”

      “Are you in some kind of trouble?” Jacobs asked, wondering if one of Franks’ former clients was unhappy with one of their deals and caught up with him. “Is someone there?”

      “What? No, no, no, nothing like that. There’s no trouble, everything’s fine, I could really just use your help.”

      “You realize you sound very creepy right now, right?”

      “Do I? I dunno, I’m just trying to figure out the best way to get you down here,” Franks said.

      “Are you setting me up for something?”

      “Do you really think I would do something like that to you?”

      “Uh, yeah, I do. It’d be a big mistake, but yeah, I think you would,” Jacobs replied.

      “Well, I’m not setting you up. I’m not asking you to do anything against your principles. Just need you to look at something and advise me how to proceed.”

      “I swear if you got me walking into something you’re gonna spend the next few months in traction.”

      “Uh, noted, noted. Just get down here as soon as you can, OK?”

      Jacobs hung up and immediately looked over to Gunner. Alarm bells were ringing out in his head as he wondered what he was walking into. Obviously, something was going on. His gut was telling him that Franks was in trouble and being used to get to him. He couldn’t think of any other reason as to why Franks would be so intent on having him come down to the massage parlor. As he looked at Gunner, assuming he was walking into danger, Jacobs thought this might be the right time to deploy the dog. His training had been going very well over the past few weeks. Maybe it was time to put that training to the test.

      “You ready to go to work?” Jacobs asked. Gunner perked up and looked at him, slightly tilting his head. “Let’s do this.”
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      As Jacobs approached the massage parlor, he kept looking around, waiting, almost expecting something to jump out at him. Whether it was just a sign of something to come, or an actual person, he was waiting for a surprise. But as he got to the door, it still hadn’t come. He opened the door, letting Gunner go through first. As he walked in, he had his hand behind his back, ready to withdraw the gun out of the belt of his pants. He saw the same person sitting at the desk as the last time he was there. Once again, he got a warm and friendly greeting.

      “Hi. Nice to see you again,” the woman said.

      Jacobs looked at her and tried to smile, though he was still feeling uneasy about being there. He quickly turned his head to both sides. “Is uh... is Eddie here?”

      “Eddie? Yes, he is. You must be Brett.”

      Jacobs gave a slight nod. “Yeah.”

      “He said you’d be coming. Just go straight down the hall there to the right. He’s in Deb’s room.”

      Jacobs had an uncomfortable look about him as he looked down the hall. He thanked the woman and started to proceed. “Hope he’s not… never mind. Just stop talking. Don’t even think about it,” he said to himself.

      Once Jacobs got to the door, he put his ear up to it, trying to hear inside. He heard a couple of voices and what seemed to be laughs and giggles. If this was a setup, it’d be the strangest one he’d ever heard of. He took a look back at the door behind him which was also closed. He looked down at Gunner who had taken a seat.

      “Here we go,” Jacobs said.

      He knocked on the door, though not very loudly. Part of him was hoping no one would answer so he could just go away. He had no such luck, however, as the door swung open only a few seconds later. Deb appeared in the doorway, only partially dressed. She had a thong on, but no top to cover her large breasts, and like the last time Jacobs saw her, she didn’t seem to care.

      “Is Eddie here?” Jacobs asked, trying to keep his eyes focused on her face.

      “In here,” Deb replied, backing up, and putting her arm out to welcome him in.

      As Jacobs walked in, his eyes immediately noticed movement to his right. As he looked over there, he saw Franks’ naked body getting up off the couch.

      “Awe, man, what are you doing?” Jacobs angrily asked, knowing he wasn’t going to be able to shake that vision from his mind for quite a while. He turned away and looked at the wall, keeping his back to Franks.

      “Oh, hey, I see you found me,” Franks said, standing up and putting his pants on.

      “Yeah, well, I was hoping not to find so much of you.”

      Franks laughed. “Ha. I see what you did there.”

      “And I see what you did there,” Jacobs said, still looking at the wall.

      “Got here quicker than I thought. Didn’t expect you for a few more minutes,” Franks said, still getting dressed.

      “Lucky me. I got here early.”

      Deb came over to Jacobs and put one hand on his back, rubbing it, while she had a drink in the other hand. “Want one?”

      “No thanks, but I’d settle for some burning sticks so I can poke my eyes out.”

      Deb laughed, then went over to the couch and sat down. “It’s safe to look now.”

      Hoping he wasn’t being toyed with, Jacobs slowly turned around, though he had his eyes closed, almost afraid to look and find out. He slowly opened one eye and found that Franks was indeed dressed fully by now.

      “You mind telling me what I’m doing here and why you wanted me to see your naked ass?” Jacobs asked.

      “Oh, well, you see it goes like this, it’s not about me.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      “Well, I mean, I didn’t bring you here to see me.”

      “Eddie, you better get to the point quickly or else I’m gonna beat you to death right here.”

      “Oh, OK, I can see you’re not in a great mood for some reason.”

      “Eddie!”

      “OK. Well, it’s about Lucy.”

      “What about her?” Jacobs asked.

      Franks looked at Deb first and nodded. She got up and left the room, walking across the hallway. Jacobs watched her leave, then turned his attention back to Franks.

      “Eddie, I’m not really in the mood for games. You cryptically got me here under very vague circumstances, then I walk in and see your naked tush, and unless you want me to go all bat-shit on you, you better start talking.”

      Now Franks had the uncomfortable look on his face, not quite knowing how to start. “Remember how I was talking to you earlier about helping people who might need it? People who couldn’t help themselves?”

      “Yeah,” Jacobs replied in a terse manner, close to having the limit of his patience reached.

      “Well…” Franks was interrupted as Deb came into the room, her arm around Lucy. “Well, it’s probably better to show you than to keep spitting out words.”

      “Show me what?”

      Lucy stood there, almost looking timid. She didn’t want to be there and told them both that she just wanted the whole thing to go away. As Deb pulled back the hair from the side of Lucy’s face, Jacobs could see right away the nasty-looking bruises on her cheek to go along with her puffy eye.

      “What happened?” Jacobs asked. His annoyance over being called there under questionable circumstances was beginning to fade away. He was genuinely concerned over Lucy’s well-being. Considering she was nice to him before and helped him when he really needed it, Jacobs was eager to find out her problem.

      “It’s nothing,” Lucy replied. “I just fell. They wanna make a big deal over it.”

      “You did not just fall,” Deb said. “It was that crumb, Jeremy Florian.”

      “Who’s he?” Jacobs asked.

      “Deb, just let it go,” Lucy said.

      “I will not just let it go. He roughed you over but good. And it’s not the first time either. You keep letting him get away with it now, and he’ll keep doing it until one time he knocks you down and you don’t get up. I’ll put up with a lot of nonsense from men, but physical abuse is something I don’t tolerate from nobody.”

      “So, who is this guy?” Jacobs asked.

      Lucy shrugged, still not wanting to get into it. Deb didn’t have any problem speaking for her. “He’s a guy who comes in here from time to time. And someone Lucy sometimes meets outside of here, though I keep telling her to stop doing that. There are too many weirdos out there and you’re put in compromising situations you can’t control.”

      Lucy started crying, getting a hug from Deb as she did. After a minute of consoling her, Deb led her over to the couch where she tried to calm her down. As they did, Jacobs pulled Franks to the side.

      “What exactly am I doing here?” Jacobs asked, keeping his voice down so the ladies couldn’t hear him.

      “I wanted you to look at her face.”

      Jacobs took a quick peek at Lucy. “OK. I see it. So what do you want me to do?”

      “I dunno. Like we were talking about earlier. Helping people.”

      “Yeah, you keep saying that, but I don’t understand what you want me to do.”

      “I dunno, take care of the guy or something.”

      “What exactly do you want me to do, kill him?” Jacobs asked, still keeping his voice low.

      Franks shrugged. “There must be something you can do.”

      “Why me?”

      “Beause you seem to be good at this sort of thing. And Lucy’s a nice girl. You said so yourself.”

      “Yeah, she is nice, and I’m sorry this happened to her, but I don’t know why you’re involving me. There’s nothing I can do. If you want my advice, call the police and tell them what happened so they can pick this guy up.”

      “And what’s she gonna tell them?” Franks asked. “That she works in a massage parlor that dishes out a little sex on the side? They’ll close this place down in a week.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe that’s not such a bad thing.”

      Franks’ eyes almost bulged out of their sockets, looking like he might revolt at the thought of the business not being there. “Aghast at your devious words. Bite your tongue at such an unpleasant thought.”

      “It’d be for their own safety. Then maybe things like this wouldn’t happen.”

      “Hey, we both know there’s people out there on street corners and hotels who do this all the time.”

      “Yeah, and they get caught up in the same situations,” Jacobs said.

      “So instead of having them out there on the street with some undesirables, isn’t it better to stay here, under the same roof? Where you have a certain amount of control over things?”

      “Except that she doesn’t do that. You heard it yourself that she’s gone out with this bozo. And I know it’s not the first time she’s done it. She did it with Mallette’s crew too.”

      “I think this is what she needs to finally drive the point home,” Franks said, really hoping Jacobs would change his tune.

      Jacobs sighed, hating that Franks was getting him in the middle of it. Though he did like Lucy, he didn’t really want to be fighting her battles for her. Or anyone for that matter.

      “Please. As a personal favor to me,” Franks said, continuing to plead his case.

      Jacobs looked away for a second and shook his head. When he brought his head back around, he noticed Gunner had moved away from him and was sitting by the couch in front of the two women. They were both petting him, even getting a smile out of Lucy.

      “See, even he knows a good thing when he sees it,” Franks said.

      “Traitor,” Jacobs replied.

      Franks laughed, though it was more out of nervousness, hoping that his friend wouldn’t turn him down. Jacobs’ defenses were starting to break down, but before they were completely shattered, he turned the questions around.

      “So let me ask you something.”

      “Shoot,” Franks said. “Well, I mean, not literally.”

      “So if you’re all fired up about this new attitude of yours and helping everyone under the sun, then why don’t you do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “Why don’t you help her?”

      Franks looked at Lucy, then back at Jacobs. “Who? Me?”

      “Yeah. You.”

      “You know I’m a lover, not a fighter.”

      “Convenient excuse.”

      “Well, first of all, I’m not in the violence game. That’s your bag. I’m in the information business,” Franks said, putting his hands in the air and pretending to pick things out of it. “Little bits of information that I just pick from the sky and pass them along to other interested parties.”

      “For a price.”

      “Of course. So that’s my thing. But roughing people up, no, I wouldn’t do too good with that.”

      “So you want me to do it?”

      “Well, you just took out fifteen of Mallette’s men. What’s a few more? And besides, it’s not helping everyone under the sun, just a few that I know. And these people are friends of ours.”

      “You mean friends of yours,” Jacob said.

      “Come on, man, help a brother out. What else you got going on right now?”

      Jacobs closed his eyes and let out a deep sigh, knowing he was about to be roped in. Maybe it was his police background, or maybe it was just his personality to not turn away somebody who was in trouble, but either way, he couldn’t just turn away from Lucy and pretend that he didn’t see it. He would never forgive himself if he walked away from this and he heard in a week or two that something had happened to her. Something that he could have possibly prevented.

      “I know I’m gonna regret this,” Jacobs said.

      Franks smiled and clapped his hands. “That mean you’re in?”

      “It’s up to her.”

      “She’ll come around.”

      “And one more thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m not looking to kill anybody else,” Jacobs said. “What’s happened with Mallette… that’s personal. I don’t wanna kill everyone I come into contact with.”

      “Understood. But, uh, how you gonna get this guy to see the light if you don’t flash it in front of him with his life in danger?”

      “Sometimes people just need a good stern talking to to see the error of their ways.”

      “Well, I guess you’re the boss.”

      With them in agreement, Jacobs and Franks walked over to the couch where the ladies were still petting Gunner.

      “This little guy yours?” Lucy asked, her mood picking up.

      “I’m beginning to think I’m his,” Jacobs replied, getting a laugh from the room.

      “Seems like he

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

