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			PROLOGUE: 

			Quinn spots the crucifix on the wall above the altar as he enters the Cathedral, thinking it is as good a place to die as any. His car is out front at the foot of the concrete steps, which go with the rest of the place, all angles and greys, Gothic architecture mixed with the art deco the city’s known for. Needing a sanctuary, he pushes on the heavy wooden doors, finding them unlocked. Shuffling forward from the doors, he notices the crucifix is large and intricate. The smell of candle wax and incense permeates the air. While stumbling down the aisles, his blue eyes take in the red carpet, white walls, stained glass windows, and brown-varnished wood. The eyes of Jesus Christ stare down at him as he collapses into a mid-row pew, his body hitting the wood hard, scraping down the back, echoing off the emptiness of the place. He wanted to make it to the altar, but this pew will be fine. 

			Imagine: him here, early for his own funeral. 

			He’s telling himself, “No, not yet, don’t lie down. Get up, that’s important. Keep the chin up.” That’s what his mother told him. 

			She also told him, “Don’t die on your back.”

			With blood on his fingers, body heavy, Quinn rolls to the side and pushes off the pew, putting in the effort, arm straight, to support his weight. He sits up, slumping slightly to the side, and settles into the pew, making more noise, more echoes, thinking he’s dying. That’s what’s happening now.

			Or maybe not. 

			But there’s so much blood, it’s hard to tell. It doesn’t matter; time’s short and they’ll be coming. He might as well sit down for a few, catch his breath, and figure out what comes next. Sitting’s an effort, although worth it, because he won’t die on his back, not if he can help it. 

			A door opens behind him and then shuts, and footsteps approach, moving down the wooden walkways between the pews; the footfalls show how empty the place is, and they are closer now, behind him. 

			It must be the priest, and he’ll want to talk. Why not? The place is empty. No one else for him to talk to, Quinn thinks, laughing to himself about it, half-coughing, half-spitting as he does. A priest coming to talk to him—who’d have figured that?

			Now the priest is at his side, a shadow looming over him, dressed in black, white collar, with a grave demeanor wrapped in a solemn presence, which weighs the rest of the place down. The priest’s voice reveals he’s not from here, not from Oklahoma, as he tells Quinn something about locking up for the night, but Quinn’s mind doesn’t track the priest’s words. Instead, he wonders where the priest is from, while also noticing the heavy amount of sweat on his own forehead, dripping down into his eyes. Or is it rain from outside? It doesn’t matter. It’s not like he has the strength to do anything about it. Quinn drops his head back against his neck, eyeing the priest, holding his side, and asks, “Where you from, Father?” 

			“Nigeria,” the priest answers, his words coming into sharp focus. The priest’s dark eyes study Quinn for a moment, hands on the ends of the pew, bald head, with his feet apart, shoes shined, and then he smiles, showing his bright teeth. “I’m Father Julius. I was closing up for the night.” Saying Julius like Jew-lee-us, singsong-like, which gives his speech a beautiful quality and elevates his words, each coming slow and punctuated; Queen’s English mixed with his native tongue and Oklahoma’s drawl. 

			Quinn drops his head to his chest and tries to stand. It’s the polite thing to do. But his legs don’t work, at least not right now, so he drops back into the pew, with his body tingly and fighting to keep his eyes open. Quinn says, “Oh, well, I don’t think I’ll be going anywhere anytime soon. Don’t worry. Just let me rest here a bit, and I’ll let myself out.” 

			“I don’t mind you staying,” the priest—Father Julius—says, his words bounce in and out of focus now like they are coming down a long empty hallway, “—oh God, you’re bleeding.” 

			Quinn, trying to hide the wound, but not good enough, looks down at his hand, covered in something red.

			Blood? 

			Yeah, blood from the gunshot. 

			Quinn tells the priest, “You know, you shouldn’t take the Lord’s name in vain. You shouldn’t say that … you’re a priest … and that’s like what, a commandment or something? Saying God, I mean.”

			Father Julius steps forward. “You’re hurt.”

			Quinn’s eyes drift back to the crucifix. “There’s blood on him too,” lifting his other hand, pointing at the crucifix, “maybe you should go check on him. Look at him up there, nailed to a cross, wrapped in cloth.” 

			“You’re hurt.”

			Quinn waves the priest off and looks down at his side. “It’s nothing, just blood, doesn’t hurt that much.” Blood drops into the pew and drips to the floor, and both men watch it happen. “I’m sorry about the floor but go figure, me knowing my shit, huh? Maybe it’s ’cause I’ve been shot. Do you think…” he lets his voice trail off because talking’s an effort, and come to think of it, so is breathing. 

			The priest sits down next to him. “Do you want me to call someone? Get you an ambulance?”

			“No, I want to sit here for a bit,” Quinn says. “Figure out what happens next.”

			Father Julius has a pleasant smile, and he offers it once again as he asks, “What happened before? Care to tell me about it?” 

			Quinn puts his hand on the priest’s knee. “This ain’t one of those times where you get me to spill my guts about all the things I’ve done, masturbation, Hail Marys, and what for.” 

			“You mean confession,” the priest says, “And I believe this is the best time for that.”

			“Don’t be annoying. Let me be here, bleeding. Why do you got to go ruin it with all your talking?”

			“If you die—”

			“—without confession. Yeah, I got that, without it, Hell. Damnation—” 

			“—or eternity—”

			“—What is confession good for?”

			“Confession’s good for all things,” the priest says. 

			Quinn peers over at the priest. “Try not to be such a holy man. Doesn’t look good on you,” he says, leaning to the side, spitting more blood on the floor. 

			“Try not to bleed on my floor anymore,” the priest says. “I’m going to have to replace the carpet as it is, and I don’t give a fuck what you think. You need medical attention.”

			Quinn shifts in the seat, squaring the rest of his body to get a good look at him. He says, “Yeah, I can work with that,” and then pats the priest on the knee some more before removing a silver flask with black plastic around the midsection. Quinn takes it from his jacket pocket using one hand, and his fingers unscrew the cap, flipping it to the side. He takes a hit and offers the flask to the priest. 

			Father Julius takes the flask from Quinn’s hand and takes a drink. “So are you going to tell me your sins, or am I going to let you bleed out here and go to Hell?”

			“Getting to it just like that,” Quinn says. “Hmmm, I getcha. Yeah, sure, what the hell? Why not?”

			“What happened?”

			“Do you believe all this? You know … what the church preaches? All this?” Quinn motions to the empty church. “I mean, really?”

			“I believe in the teachings of Jesus Christ, yes, and I believe in the church. I wouldn’t be here if I thought otherwise.”

			“Really, even the no sex part?”

			“Even that.”

			“You ever been with a woman? Because if you’ve been with a woman, how could you give it up for all this? Don’t you want something different from life, more than this, talking to someone like me? How’d you end up here?”

			“I imagine my path here was somewhat like how you ended up here,” the priest says, but Quinn’s mind is having a hard time processing what he said, so he doesn’t know what he means. Then the priest says, “But yes, I’ve been with a woman. I did live a life before all this.”

			“Like what?”

			The priest pauses. “I worked for the CIA,” he says, straight-faced, “killed people—an assassin.” Then he takes another hit of the flask before passing it back to Quinn.

			“Really?”

			“No,” the priest chuckles. “Although there’s a priest here in the diocese that did work for the CIA, and I hear from other parishioners that he may have killed people … with knives.”

			Quinn chuckles too. “You’re going to do that to a dying man, make jokes?” He forces his lips to form a smile and takes another drink.

			“I think that’s the best time to do it.”

			“I read a book once,” Quinn says. “Something about Viet-nom, that’s what the characters kept calling it, ‘Why Viet-nom’ like it was a joke or something. Anyways, there was this part about the war where this guy gets blown up from a mine or something. And the book’s main guy steps up because everyone else is new. And he lies to the guy about how it’s going to be okay. Both of them know it’s not. Like, both of them know the guy’s legs are hanging off and chunks of him are scattered throughout the jungle—”

			“—Do you think you are going to die?”

			Quinn remains quiet for a long time, sitting in the moment, and bleeds. The priest is good about it. Polite even. He doesn’t make an effort to call anyone or do anything beyond sitting here. 

			“What’s that priest say about bad people?” Quinn asks. “The one that was in the CIA?”

			“That Jesus forgives all. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be a priest.”

			“Is that how the church’s gotten around the little boy thing?”

			The priest shrugs. “Jesus forgives,” he says. “And sometimes it doesn’t hurt to have good people willing to do the right thing.”

			“Or cut your balls off.”

			“Or cut off our balls,” the priest says, with more smiling. “But more, hold us accountable.” His fingers close around Quinn’s hand, forcing the flask back into Quinn’s grasp. “Take a drink. You need it.”

			Quinn sips from the flask, and then he lets it drop to his knee. “You’re trying to tell me things are going to be okay, even though you and I both know they’re not.”

			The priest is silent and then says, “Did this…” he leans over to try to see how bad it is, but Quinn holds his side a little tighter. “…do you think you are going to die?”

			“I don’t know,” Quinn says. “Feels like it … say, do you believe bad people can do good things? I did a bad thing, several actually. I knew better. My mother’s not like that. She raised me better, but she ain’t a saint or a nun either.”

			“My sister’s a nun,” Julius says.

			Flashing lights shine through the stained-glass windows, red on blue, no sirens. Both men shift their attention to the windows for a moment.

			Quinn says, “They’re here for me, you know?”

			The priest nods, while contemplating the lights for a moment, and then smiles. He asks, “Did you do a good thing, or are you a bad person?”

			“That doesn’t answer my question.”

			Father Julius leans back in the pew, placing an arm on the back of the pew. 

			Quinn hears a door open and close, and more footsteps, heavier, not like the priest, from somewhere behind him. He looks over at Father Julius, who seems distracted, but then he’s not, and he’s back, looking at Quinn, saying, “I think you are looking at the world a little too two-dimensional. I’ve been doing this long enough to know that the world is not black and white.”

			“Says the guy dressed in black and white.”

			That gets a smile. The priest starts to say something else, but Quinn holds up a hand to stop him. “Yeah, yeah, I know, Jesus forgives.” He takes a drink from the flask and hands it back to the priest. “That’s what you were ’bout to say. You were about to tell me that he’ll forgive me for whatever I’ve done.”

			The priest accepts the flask. “I don’t think you need this anymore,” Father Julius says, taking a final drink. He screws the cap back on and sits it on the other side of him in the pew. After a long silence, which gives Quinn plenty of time to think things over, not that things are going to improve any, Father Julius says, “What have you done?”

			“There was a robbery,” Quinn says before his mind registers he’s talking, thinking that was easy, but confession’s always been like that for him. Everything else is just preamble. Fluff. Like getting the bra off a girl. 

			His mind flashes to Donny pointing his gun at everyone in the bar and yelling, “Eeny, meanie, miny, moe, which motherfucker’s got to go?” 

			Father Julius asks, “How did it go?”

			“Bad, like all robberies,” Quinn says while his mind takes him back to Donny turning to him, surprised, and then sinking slowly to the floor, face full of shock. Quinn explains, “We’re at this whiskey bar in the Village. They serve coffee there too. I like going there, so I guess that’s why we chose it.” 

			The priest gives him a look. 

			“Donny and me.” 

			Quinn neglects to mention his little brother, Reggie. He wonders if he got away. Quinn told him to run, yelled, “Get out of here,” and he did. Reggie ran.

			“What happened?”

			“Things went the way they were supposed to,” Quinn says. “We bust in, we get everyone that’s there to do what we want, and there’s not a lot … it’s a Wednesday night. Anyways, we’re there and Donny starts waving his gun around, screaming at people.”

			“Did you have a gun?”

			“I had one then.”

			“Do you have one now?”

			Quinn pats his pocket, showing him, and then uses his free hand to take it out, revealing the revolver. Quinn doesn’t remember where he got it. 

			Donny, maybe? 

			No. 

			Yes, Donny gave it to him a couple of months ago when they did the gas station in Little Mexico. 

			The priest takes the revolver out of his hand, and Quinn lets him. The priest sets it next to the flask on the other side of him while Quinn continues. “Things went like they were supposed to, but then they didn’t. We got everyone in the corner. No one was doing nothing they weren’t supposed to. The girl behind the bar was listening, taking the cash out, and putting it in a plastic trash bag. But Donny started waving his gun at everyone, getting more amped up. His eyes…”

			“Have you heard the maxim about power?”

			“—Yeah, but—”

			“—power corrupts even the soul, even that quickly.”

			Quinn thinks about that, and then he says, “Donny’s yelling and playing games with these people, pointing the gun at them. And I’m yelling at him to cut that shit out, but he doesn’t. Then there’s this guy, he’s got a gun … I don’t know … I didn’t think you could have a gun in a bar, but he did. I don’t know where it came from. Then there’s a standoff, you know. Guy on the floor pointing the gun at me, and I’ve got mine at my side, frozen. And then Donny sees the guy and freaking unloads on him, shoots at him three times. Guy takes a round or two … I don’t know where, but there was a lot of blood. But as soon as Donny started shooting, the guy pulls the trigger.” Looking down at his side— “I didn’t even feel it. The guy rolls up into a ball and bleeds. But Donny’s pissed now and his gun jams. And as he starts to clear it…”

			“Yes?”

			“…I shot him.”

			“You shot him? Why?”

			“Because no one was supposed to get hurt. Because of the look in his eyes…” There is more, but the rest of Quinn’s words, his justification, die in his throat. He swallows roughly. “I guess I don’t know why I shot him, just needed to.”

			In Quinn’s mind, Donny is there looking at him, shocked, and then dropping to the floor, disbelieving.

			Father Julius digests the story and then asks, “So you feel like you did a good thing?”

			“No, he was my friend, but he needed to be stopped. I had to stop him. He looked like a rabid dog or something.”

			The priest says he knows what Quinn means. “Are you asking for forgiveness?”

			“No, I’m not.” 

			Or maybe he is. Maybe that’s why he’s here. He could have stayed in the car. Let them find him there. He didn’t. 

			“Do you think you did a bad thing?”

			“I killed my friend,” Quinn says. “That’s as bad as it gets in my world, when you turn on people close to you.”

			“How do you know he’s dead?”

			Quinn thinks about it. “I don’t.”

			“Maybe he isn’t dead.”

			“I’m dead,” Quinn says, not saying he doesn’t want to die alone. Maybe that’s why he’s here.

			“But how do you know?”

			“I don’t—”

			And then nothing…

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1:

			Reggie shoves the sawed-off shotgun in the old man’s face, telling him to put the money in the bag. He says it again with force while thrusting the double-barrel twelve-gauge forward, making sure the old man sees nothing but two black circles at the end of the barrel, emphasizing it could be the last thing he sees—nothing for nothing if he does nothing—and Reggie wants him to do something. 

			“Open the damn cash register.” 

			But the guy stays frozen. 

			Reggie yells at him again, inches from the guy’s face, spit and spittle covering his lips, cheeks bright red, contrasting with his otherwise pale face. “Get the fucking money and put it in the bag. What’s so fucking hard about that?”

			Reggie’s job is to put the gun on the guy behind the counter because that’s where the guns are kept—where the money’s kept, and the money’s important. But Reggie was worried some old man—like this guy, or some young punk—might grow a Charles Bronson complex and grab for his gun. So he took precautions and secured the shotgun to his shoulder with a makeshift sling, an old strip of bright orange extension cord tied around the topside of the trigger guard and looped around his neck and shoulder, keeping the shotgun under his leather jacket until he needed it, and now the crinkled black leather jacket scrapes against his bare skin, where the shirt is too short for his rail-thin midsection. The shirt is black like the jacket, flimsy and full of holes, and belongs to some band he’s never heard of or seen. Reggie bought it at a secondhand store, and he bought it for this. The jacket slides against his skin and makes him want to scratch at an itch, but he knows the itching is just a reminder that it’s time for a fix—but that comes later, comes after—and really, he knows the itch is the agitation and anticipation getting to him. Still, he removes his left hand from the shotgun—which causes the whole setup to dip slightly—so he can scratch at his left side, lifting the bottom edge of his black shirt to get at the spot and swiping his hand across his skin, which is taunt and rough. 

			The old man behind the counter doesn’t move. 

			Snapping his hand back to the shotgun, Reggie peers over the iron sights at the old man who’s shaking behind the counter and who’s probably not as old as he looks, with his dark hair haloing around his skull and wearing a white wife-beater and blue carpenter jeans. The man’s suspenders try their best to hold everything together, like a butterfly bandage, barely and not well, because his paunch pushes against the edges. The guy should invest in overalls, and he should understand what Reggie’s telling him, but he doesn’t. 

			“You speak English, don’t you? I know you do. You all do. Just open the damn register,” Reggie says, shoving the barrels into the old man’s face. 

			The guy’s eyes flicker between Reggie’s bloodshot eyes and the shotgun muzzle, saying nothing the whole time; he just stares. 

			Which genuinely confuses Reggie, making him wonder why the guy isn’t getting what he’s saying. There’s a damn gun in his face. He should be getting what Reggie’s saying. 

			Bobby yells from over by the door. “He doesn’t speak English, only Spanish, okay? Lay off him. Just operate off of the eternal understanding of stick-up charades.”

			Annoyed, Reggie glances back, switching between Bobby by the door and the old man in front of him, as he yells over his shoulder, “What the fuck does that mean?” 

			“Means you got to show him how it’s done,” Bobby says as he nervously checks the clock on his cell phone in his hand and peers out the front windows. The fat fuck’s not good for much—overweight and slow, and that’s the reason why he’s on the door—where he’s supposed to keep anyone from stepping into the store, disrupting what’s happening; which means he should just look out, mind his own business, and stop disrupting Reggie’s thoughts. Bobby squeezes the button on the phone, lighting the screen up in the dull dark haze of the overhead lights covered in yellowish dirt and grime, and he bends over to get a good look out the window. He’s wearing his ball cap low and an oversized black hooded sweatshirt with the hood pulled up over his large, square head for the cameras. He yells, “Time’s ticking, lads. Hurry up!” 

			Switching from Bobby to the old man, Reggie urges the shotgun forward again and decides to speak slower this time to see if it helps any. “Put the freaking money in the bag,” he says as he prods the plastic bag forward with his left hand, feeling like he’s being pretty freaking clear about what he wants, so much so the shotgun acts as an exclamation point to his words. “Take the cash out of the drawer, put it in the plastic bag, and hand it over. What’s so fucking hard about that?”

			Reggie’s free hand lashes out with the plastic bag still in hand, and his fingers play over the controls of the cash register, trying to hit the right buttons to pop the cash drawer open. He presses random buttons, some of which make chiming noises, trying to show the guy what he wants. The plastic bag crinkles against the counter. And then slowly, the old guy gets what Reggie wants, and he starts punching buttons too. It takes him three tries, but he gets it, and the cash register drawer pops open with a ring. 

			“See not so fucking hard, is it?” Reggie says. The guy smells like stale cigarettes, which makes sense, because this close, Reggie can see the ashes on the guy’s shirt. “Put the money in the bag.”

			The old man starts grabbing the wrinkled and worn green bills and pushes them into the plastic bag, doing the best he can to follow Reggie’s directions, moving as fast as he can. Not that it’s going to matter any to Donny. He’s back there, in the back of the store, forcing people to the ground, taking wallets and purses, yelling about how they need to hurry.

			Nothing matters to him. Not anymore. 

			If the guy doesn’t move fast enough, Donny might blow his top, lose it on the guy, come over, and shove a gun in his face. Hit him. Something. Reggie’s seen it, and that’s not something he needs right now. 

			Violence brings attention, and no one needs the cops putting more care into this little place’s affairs than necessary. 

			But Donny’s an angry little man, who is prone to random outbursts like all the good little Italians immortalized under Joe Pesci’s guidance on the silver screen. Donny has idolized him and his portrayals since childhood. But then again, if Reggie had to shit in a bag for the rest of his life, then maybe his worldview would be a little different. 

			“The world brings about varying degrees of troubles.” That’s what Reggie’s mother used to say. God rest her soul. 

			Donny has his troubles. Reggie has his own.

			Like how even though Donny’s family owns the fucking funeral home and Reggie’s mother paid her dues her entire life—not that she had much of a choice about it, but now Reggie’s suddenly forced to come up with the cash to give his mother a proper burial. Not that she’s not in the ground. She is. That’s what her dues got her. It’s a debt now, which is why he’s here doing this. But it was always a debt.

			Donny had sworn Reggie off after Reggie’s brother shot him years ago, making him shit in the bag for the rest of his life. Donny had one advantage going for him, football, but then after Quinn, well, it’s hard to get tackled after taking a bullet to the gut and getting a tube and bag as a receipt. Afterward, Reggie thought Donny was done with him. Never see each other again. Never talk. “Not friends no more.” That’s how Donny put it. Donny going off to do his thing, and Reggie dropping out of high school after that. Reggie heard Donny graduated from a community college and then floated through a few colleges before landing at a low-tier state school where his family’s connections pushed him through the end, and then he went out east to really learn how the world works. Now, Donny’s back in town, but he’s made nothing of himself but what Reggie already achieved. He just took the long way around to being an addict because both of them are nothing but burned-out ghouls waiting for their next fix, two paths to reach the same result.

			Donny’s wearing a black ski mask just like Reggie’s, stalking up and down the aisles of this shit-stained convenience store, forcing the random scattering of customers to the floor. Telling them to get their wallets and belongings out for his taking. Acting a fool. Yelling and screaming. Reggie figures it’s just a matter of time before Donny breaks into his Eeny, meanie, miny, moe shtick from when they were dumb kids. That’s why he got shot. 

			Glancing over his shoulder, Reggie yells, “Hey idiot, if you keep shouting like that, people are going to figure out who’s been ripping off these people, and then the cops are going to come running. We don’t need that.”

			From a couple of aisles over, Donny moves among the shelves like an undead monster from a B-horror movie, because the store’s small, with a couple of shelves crammed together and product stacked on the end caps. “No one’s going to say nothing,” he says, appearing from behind a shelf before disappearing again. “They’re fucking Mexicans. They’re not going to go to the cops. That’d be stupid. They don’t want no trouble. No reason for them to call the cops. They’d get shipped out faster than old Trumpster can get a spray tan. They aren’t wanted here.”

			Which is just another one of Donny’s justifications for why he’s hitting these little mom-and-pop gas stations. 

			Donny’s been planning what some people smarter than Reggie would call a coup. Donny wants the family business. He’s the black sheep with two siblings on either side of him who are better at acting like good children. They’re not, but they act better. Donny’s not an heir, not even in the running, and Reggie knows that grinds on him. He also knows being here now is Donny’s way of manipulating the situation, forcing Reggie and him to be friends again—even though they’re not friends now—taking advantage of Reggie’s debt by inviting him into this little operation for a cut of the profits and a cleared and balanced book. 

			Basically, Donny has Reggie over a barrel, and it’s hard to say no when you owe the guy’s family a couple thousand. But the family doesn’t know what Donny’s up to, and they don’t know about him running his half-assed criminal empire within the empire. 

			Donny says he needs money for what he wants to do. He explained it in the car before coming in here, leaving Omar in the driver’s seat parked behind the gas station. “The robberies are for raising the rest of the money to get everything started.” Said he started with about a hundred thousand to get into the dispensary game. Donny said he wants to “do it like the big dogs are doing out in Colorado and fuck the market, be a one-stop shop.” Donny said, “The laws change, and so can the Russos.” 

			Reggie knows part of the problem is Donny blew the money on gambling or something. Donny said he was trying to make it larger, but now he’s on the clock to raise back the difference and pay off his investors. That and everyone knows the Russos don’t do drugs, so it’s just a matter of time before his family finds out what he’s been doing. Which is why, for the last three days, Donny, Bobby, and Reggie have been knocking off mom-and-pop gas stations and convenience stores every night. Saying nothing to no one about what they’re doing.

			And the whole time, Donny has bitched about Reggie’s brother, Quinton, with all his righteousness and do-the-right-thing-attitude, about how none of that could keep him from acting like a dummy, doing something shit stupid, and ending up in prison, but really, Reggie knows Donny’s bitching about Quinn taking some of Donny’s dignity. 

			The old man finishes emptying the contents of the cash register into the plastic bag. Reggie asks if that’s all there is. “That it?”

			The man shrugs. 

			“Whatever, it’s time to go,” Reggie says, and then yells over to Bobby, who waddles over to Reggie and takes the bag from the old man. “Let’s go.” Reggie steps back from the counter but keeps the shotgun on the old man. The old man’s eyes stay on Reggie’s. To Donny, Reggie yells, “I got the money. Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

			Donny comes bounding around one of the shelves, wearing black on black, all leather and denim, laughing and sticking his tongue out at this dirty blonde looker who’s lying on the floor. In his hand, he carries a handgun and a plastic bag with all the wallets and shit he’s collected off the customers. “Got it all?” 

			“I got it,” Reggie confirms, motioning to Bobby holding the bag.

			“All of it?”

			Bobby puts his hand on the door’s handle and pushes it forward slightly, just a crack. The door chimes. 

			Donny pauses. “How much?”

			“All that there was,” Reggie says. “I think. What the fuck do you want me to do, stand here and count it?”

			Donny’s green eyes look hard at Reggie before turning his attention to the old man behind the cash register. “Hey dipshit, how much was in the register?”

			The old man doesn’t answer at first, but then, slowly and deliberately, the old man shifts the intensity of his burning gaze from Reggie to Donny. 

			“How much was in the motherfucking register?” Donny says, jutting his handgun forward. Gold watch on his wrist and chains on his neck bounce and rattle as he shakes the big silver handgun once in his outstretched hand. “How much motherfucker?”

			“He don’t speak English,” Reggie tells him, stepping to the side; he dips his head toward the door, “only Spanish. He doesn’t know. Let’s go.”

			While at the door, Bobby urges them to hurry. “Come on, we got to get out of here.”

			But Donny shakes Reggie off and steps toward the counter. “Listen here, you Spanish speaking cunt, how much was in the register? Is there more? There’s always more. A safe? A cashbox? Where is it?”

			The old guy stands straighter. His gaze remains direct and unflinching. 

			“Tell me how much fucking money you had in there,” Donny demands, but the old guy doesn’t say a word. “Oh, sure, you want to act like a big man,” Donny says. “You think we’ll just go on our merry little fucking way if you hand over the money and don’t cause no problems, but fuck you. You think if you don’t flinch, don’t look scared, we’ll leave you alone, is that it? Is that what you’re going to tell people? Tell them they come in here, steal from me, but I didn’t show them my belly? I don’t back down? I am a big man, a real man?”

			“Come on,” Reggie says, lowering the shotgun slightly. “We need to go. We got what we want.”

			Donny glances over his shoulder briefly and then, quick like a snake, he reaches forward, hand with the bag, snatches the old man’s wife-beater, and pulls on the collar, yanking the old guy off his feet and closer to the counter. Donny rams the barrel of the gun under the guy’s chin, pressing the gun hard against the man’s skin. As the gun sinks tighter against his throat, the old man makes a half-coughing, choking noise. “You scared now, motherfucker?” Donny says in the guy’s face, mouth and mask inches from the guy’s eyes. “You the man now? You think you’re going to be big? You going to be real? You want to eye-fuck me? You want to tell people you never blinked, backed down? Fine, do it from here. Show me how unafraid you are. You ain’t nothing, you piece of shit. I’m not scared of you, you little piece of shit. You think you got some balls. I got some motherfucking balls. Think you’re in charge? I’m in charge. You see that? You hear me? You feel this?” He presses harder with the gun. “Right now, you little brown beaner, I’m in charge. Continue to stare at me and see what happens.”

			Reggie says, “Come on, let’s go. We got it.”

			“We don’t got it,” Donny snaps at Reggie. “There’s always more.” Back to the old man. “Isn’t that right? There’s always more. There’s more. I know it. Where the fuck is it?”

			Reggie again says, “We’re done. Let’s go.”

			Donny to Reggie. “You think we’re done here?” Donny asks him and then turns toward the old man. “You think I’m done with you? Look away.”

			The old man doesn’t look away. He doesn’t move a muscle. 

			“Look away!” Donny yells, jamming the gun even tighter against the old man’s throat. The old man grits his teeth as the gun elongates his neck and causes pain. Donny cusses the man and demands him to look away. “Shut your fucking eyes.”

			But the old man doesn’t look away, and he doesn’t shut his eyes. 

			“Come on,” Reggie says, stepping toward the door. It’s dark out the windows, and Bobby opening the door the first time was a signal for Omar to pull the car around closer, so now Reggie can hear the car idling outside and smell the exhaust seeping in through the cracked door. Reggie tells Bobby, “Go get in the car.” 

			Bobby does as he’s told, steps out of the store, and disappears from view. The door chimes as he goes. Donny doesn’t seem to have heard the chimes as he continues to berate the old man. 

			Now, Reggie is in the doorway, pushing the door open, making the chime sound again, and catches Bobby ducking down into the backseat of the Grand Marquis. The back door hangs open; a black void bathed in the orange lights of the gas station. Turning back to the counter, Reggie urges Donny again to quit what he’s doing and get out of there. “Come on, man.”

			After a moment of hesitation and silence, Donny releases the guy and throws him back. The old man’s back slams against the shelf of cigarettes. A couple of packs fall to the floor. Reggie sighs in relief and opens the door fully. Omar looks at him from the driver’s seat, his eyes pleading with them to hurry up. Omar’s just a kid, and he’s sweating, showing how nervous he is with his hands tight on the wheel. 

			Then the old guy says something Reggie hears but doesn’t understand, his first words of the entire night. Reggie turns to tell Donny to come on, only to see Donny raising the handgun. He shoots the old guy four times in the chest. Each shot loud, each shot bouncing off the square corners of the station. Four shots in a tight grouping. 

			The blonde-haired woman on the floor lets out a surprised whimper. 

			Reggie’s heart stops as his mind races. No one was supposed to get hurt. No one was supposed to die. 

			“Shit,” Reggie yells. “What the fuck?”

			The old man sinks to the ground, his body collapsing under its own weight, slowly crumbling. 

			Donny places the hand with the plastic bag against the counter, vaults over the top, and lands next to the old man. Reggie watches, shocked and frozen, from the front door as Donny puts two more bullets in the old man. Then Donny comes to his senses and blinks a few times behind the mask. He glances around the area behind the counter, searching for what else is around. Looking for anything good. Anything worth taking. Anything to justify him killing the old man. He shoves the handgun into his waistband and reaches under the counter, coming up with a cashbox. He throws it up on the counter, and it lands heavy with a thud, like it’s full. Then Donny tosses an old rusted revolver on the counter next to the box. 

			Reggie stares at the revolver on the counter, knowing the old guy could have gone for it at any point. He could have shot Reggie any time. 

			“Does the damn thing even work?” Reggie asks.

			Donny grabs some cigarettes off the back shelf and sticks them in his plastic bag. Then he jumps over the counter again, gathering up the cashbox and the revolver. He secures the cashbox under his arm. He skips toward Reggie and shoves the revolver into Reggie’s chest, hard, saying, “There’s always more.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2:

			Detective Gracie Jo Amzy stands off to the side next to the stack of energy drinks and watches Carl Sweeney work the death scene, eyes down on the floor, hands in his pockets, deep within the folds of the slacks, pacing back and forth, looking at this and that. Peering at everything from different angles. Then he bends slightly at the waist to study the floor again, walking toe to heel, slowly, across the dingy, off-white, scoffed linoleum, checking if there’s anything the uniforms missed or anything they fucked up. With his head down, Carl tells her the first lesson for being back in the field, “Check the ground.” 

			“What?”

			“The ground, check it,” he says, looking at her with upturned eyes. “Crime scenes aren’t like your lab. You never know what uniforms might miss. Once, I worked a scene where there was a robbery. Two high school kids shot this other high school kid in the neck at these apartments. Left him there to die. I show up and there’s a parking space where the witnesses said these people parked. So I go over to the parking space and I’m looking at the ground and seeing there’re all these cigarette butts and I’m thinking to myself, this is something. This is important. I tell the uniform, move your ass out of there; it’s a crime scene. The uniform said it’s over there. Pointed to where the kid got shot. I said yes, but this is where they parked. He asked how I know that. I said I know because I’ve talked to the witnesses. I said you’re standing on evidence. He said that’s just a cigarette. I said right, that’s evidence. He just laughed. The kid’s a paraplegic now, the one that got shot, and the lesson is to always look at the ground.”

			Gracie asks, “What’s the point?”

			He points at the floor. 

			That’s Carl. First to talk. Last to finish. A little man who resembles Tom Cruise if Tom Cruise had become a fifty-year-old suburban father, or in Carl’s case, a suburban divorcé. A combination of Tom Cruise meets Colombo, with a full head of salt and pepper hair, and the body of an aged high-school wrestler. That’s how Gracie describes Carl to others. Others say he’s short and stocky. Carl says he’s compact. Claims to be a mixed martial artist, claims to have run a dojo like Steven Seagal, but Gracie thinks that’s probably a twenty-years-ago-type claim. Although she can see they have similar body types, he and Seagal, if gravity hadn’t been kind to Seagal. 

			Awkwardly, Carl looks up and starts to say, “Look, you have to look at the ground, at the sky, at the walls. You never know what uniforms might miss. Like that scene where these two high school kids shot this…”

			“You just told me,” she tells him. “We don’t need to go through it again.”

			Carl does that; repeats his stories. He likes to talk. 

			Pacing, Carl mouths, “You just told me,” under his breath, turning his face down into an extreme frown, mocking her. “Gosh, I’m just trying to teach you a thing or two. Don’t you want me to teach you? The best way to do that is through example … I believe they call it antidotes.”

			“Anecdotes?”

			“Ever hear of the Socratic Method?”

			Gracie crosses her arms and leans against the stack of energy drinks, boxed and stacked on the end cap next to the chips. “That’s not the Socratic Method.” 

			Gracie examines the small square gas station. The uniforms stepped out while they waited for the ME and the crime scene techs to get here to allow Carl to do his thing. The place is nothing but shelves crammed in, product everywhere—much of it out of date or in faded boxes—with signs in Spanish. Signs in English. Coolers fill two-thirds of the place. The beer one almost empty. The blue lights of the colors hit the warm, dull, dank orange-ish glow of the rest of the place. Dark hardwood paneling on the walls and ceiling. Hollow doors separate the offices and the back, and one bathroom, and if she had to guess, the toilet is probably disgusting and barely flushes. 

			Gracie uncrosses her arms to tug at the ends of her sleeves to bring them over her thumbs. Then she crosses them again. “You see anything?” 

			Still bent forward, Carl pauses and rotates his head her way. Gracie can see his neck’s giving him trouble again as he rolls his head from shoulder to shoulder.

			“You really need to get that looked at,” she says. 

			“What?”

			“Your neck,” Gracie says, “looks stiff. You move like that when you don’t sleep well. You’ve been spending too many nights on the prowl and not getting the sleep you need.”

			“On the prowl,” Carl says. “What does that mean, prowl? Makes me sound like a jungle cat. I am not a jungle cat. Do I look like a jungle cat? Do I roar and have claws? Go stalking through the woods? Search for unsuspecting hikers? Okay, I do that. You know anyone single? You willing to help set me up? There, that’s something Socratic.”

			Gracie rolls her eyes. “You know all the same people I know,” she tells him. “And you’re going to hurt yourself chasing people at the bars. You’re not a young man anymore. And I’m not talking about this with you right now. I’m talking about this.” She lifts an arm and motions to the gas station. “We should be talking about this. The dead guy over there. See. What do you think happened?” 

			“Not yet,” he says. He straightens, using his hands to help support his back. Then, carefully, he looks over at the dead guy lying on the floor behind the counter. “What was his name?”

			“Name’s Rodrigo Gabriella-Garcia,” Gracie says, “And you know I know you were standing there when the uniforms gave us the briefing on the crime scene. You remember, they said the guy’s name. Said his granddaughter’s out front, as well as the three people who were inside at the time of the robbery, who we still have to interview. Said three people did the robbery, and you called them Huey, Dewey, and Louie. And then the uniform guessed there may have been a guy out in a car. And you asked if he was sure? Being a dick about it. Was there or wasn’t there? The uniform, named Gilchrest, said he wasn’t sure. No one got a look at the car.”

			“I am a detective,” Carl says, as he leans forward on his toes to get a good look over the counter without touching the counter, ignoring everything else she just said. “That’s quite a mouthful for a name. Rodrigo Gabriella-Garcia. I once knew a Stephen Raymond Jones … went by the name Ray Ray. I liked to say, ‘hey, it’s Stevie Ray’ … but Rodrigo Gabriella-Garcia, that’s a lot to say, wonder if the guy went by his initials. ‘Hey everyone, meet R.G.G.’ Like, how do you go about introducing yourself to people with a name like that? ‘I’m R.G.G. Nice to meet you.’ Wonder if he ever got tired of that and just started going rrrggggg,” collapsing into the pirate sounds. Then he looks back at the ground and goes back to talking. “I’m talking about single ladies. I need to meet someone single. Good looking. Big rack. Perky. Like yours. Okay. Not like yours, yours are smaller than I want, but perky like I like. So like yours, but you know, bigger.” His hands jut out in front of him to demonstrate what he wants, staring close to his chest and then extending out, rounding, and then he gives her a wink with pistol fingers. “You know what I mean? You know who I mean? Anyone who’d be interested in me? You know, I’m a pretty good-looking fifty-year-old, fifty-one, give or take. Someone who’s good-looking and younger. We’d make a match, a pair. Like two shoes.” 

			“Younger? How young?”

			“I’d say no more than fifteen years,” Carl says. “Let’s see, I’m fifty-ish, so fifteen years would put them around…”

			“Thirty-five,” Gracie says. 

			“How old are you?”

			“We have the video,” Gracie tells him, trying to ignore him. 

			“Of course we do,” Carl says. “You’re here. That’s why you’re here. That’s what you do. But that’s not what you need to do. You need to set me up with one of those ladies from that group thing you got going on.”

			Gracie sighs. “You’re going to stay away from the group. They don’t need you to come around sniffing, or in your case, stalking, and that’s not the only reason why I’m here.” 

			Until a few months ago, Gracie ran the digital forensics lab for Major Crimes, but after she had her seizure, caused by stress, she started working general cases again and was assigned to Carl as a partner and training detective. 

			Carl smiles at her and then says, “You also bring me coffee. That’s what partners do, right? I’m senior. You’re junior. Why don’t you go over there and fill up a cup? Bring it over here. But I don’t want it if it’s burnt. Check it first. See if it’s burned.”

			“You know I know you don’t need any more coffee, or to be drinking something taken from the crime scene, and I know you think you’re funnier than you really are. Why don’t you, if you want coffee, go get your own damn coffee. I’m not your servant.”

			Carl says, “You know, with you being in the lab, I’d think you got used to people forgetting about you, got used to being mousy. Got used to scurrying around and minding your own business. Keeping your thoughts to yourself. Got used to being the one with the weird sense of humor or the one always thinking about sex because that’s all you ended up looking at.”

			“No,” Gracie says. “That’s all you think about. And it wasn’t sex, it was child porn.”	

			“Not all of it,” Carl says. “Some of it was suspected child porn, which means it wasn’t that, and that’s something else entirely. I believe they call those types of videos … home movies.”

			Gracie shuts her eyes. “Why are we talking about this right now? You know, you can be a bit ADD.”

			“That’s what makes me a good detective.”

			“No, that’s what you tell people.”

			“No, I know you tell people too.”

			“Not single people, just people,” Gracie admits. “Other detectives. Like when they ask me how I like being out in the field again. Or does it feel good being out from behind a desk? But I know what they’re really asking. They’re asking, ‘how is it being your partner?’ I tell them I’m your partner by default.”

			“Hey, you’re not my partner by default,” he says. “It’s not my fault no one wants to learn from the master.”

			“And that’s because no one else can put up with your talking. Or your driving.”

			“No, they cannot,” Carl says, definitive and more to himself, as he switches from the ground to the shelves behind the counter and then turns around to look at Gracie. He switches into a serious voice the way most people change expressions. “How do you think this happened?”

			“I’ve seen the video. I know what happened.”

			“Right, so how do you think it happened? Forget about the video. Look at what’s here. How do you think it happened? What do you see? There’s more than just the video. More to the scene.”

			“What do you mean ‘what do I see’? I’ve seen … I got the video right here.” She holds up a flash drive. “Do you want to see—?”

			The door chimes, interrupting her, and both of them look over at the door. 

			Gilchrest, the uniform, pokes his head in and says the transport’s here. “ME’s on their way. Got delayed on the highway. Went west instead of east.”

			Then a heavyset guy replaces the uniform in the door. The heavyset guy leans in and asks if he can step in. Nametag says Robert and he’s with Russo’s Funeral Home, who’s going to be the transport for the dead person on the floor. Gracie recognizes him from the old lady from the other day. Robert tells them, “Emily’s on her way, but she’s going to be a minute,” meaning the ME Investigator. 

			Then, without waiting for permission, Robert slides inside and stays standing by the door. 

			Carl dismisses him with a quick flick of his neck, rolls his shoulders forward, sniffs, and says to Gracie. “You want him.”

			“Want who?” she asks, pointing toward the heavyset transporter. “Robert?”

			Robert shimmies in place. 

			“No, not Robert, no offense Robert,” Carl says. “Gilchrest.”

			“I do not want Gilchrest,” Gracie says. 

			“You’re lying,” Carl says. 

			“I am, but you’re not supposed to know it. How do you know?”

			“You called me a dick earlier,” he says. “You’re right, I’m a trained detective. I know these things. I know he does it for you, doesn’t he? I can see it now.” Carl waves his hand across his face as if he’s envisioning it. “Chiseled beat-cop and hapless detective, in love—”

			“Sounds like a romantic comedy, something I’d see.”

			“No, it sounds like a trashy romance novel.”

			“Hey, those types of novels have sex in them, hot, trashy, steamy, sex, with younger people, fifteen years younger or so. When’s the last time you read something?” Gracie asks, but she’s not really asking about reading.

			Carl nods, dismissing the question about his sex life. “So, what do you see here?”

			“I told you, I saw the video; I know what happened.” She holds up the flash drive again. 

			“That’s purple,” he says. “Why does the drive have to be purple? What, we don’t have anything black anywhere? I know how you favor the darker tones. It’s big enough to be black.”

			“Mauve,” Gracie says. “And you’re going to make me regret telling you personal things. Telling you what I like to read.” 

			But Carl likes embarrassing her. “That’s what I said,” he says. “Purple, and you already regret telling me things. You know there’re things I regret too.”

			“It’s mauve. Purple is completely different.” 

			“Purple is purple.”

			“It’s a girl thing then,” Gracie says. She tugs at the collar of her shirt. “What color is this?”

			Carl pauses. “Gray,” he says. 

			“No, this is charcoal. Gray is completely different.” 

			“What do you mean? Different? It’s gray. I mean, charcoal makes it sound like it could be two different things. Things can’t be two different things. Day can’t be night. Black can’t be white. Charcoal is gray. It’s like saying a goose is a duck. What I’m saying, the way you say it, it’s gray by the way, but saying it’s charcoal, like that, means it could be gray, could be black. You ever use charcoal to cook with? There’s charcoal before you throw it in the grill, gray by the way, in case you didn’t know, and then there’s what it looks like when you clean it out. Reminds me of kitty litter, the way it comes out all misshapen and black, covered in all the ash looking like sand.”

			“So gray,” Gracie says. 

			“Right,” Carl says, pointing to her. “So gray is gray and black is black, and let’s pretend you didn’t see the video. Pretend you’re me. Pretend you’re trying to read the scene.”

			“Why would I pretend to read the scene? You’re reading the scene. I’ve seen what happened.”

			Carl stops and shuts his eyes. Drops his head to his right. Bends his neck to an extreme angle. Then he straightens and opens his eyes. “If you want to get back out here, you’re going to have to let go of the video side of things and get in touch with your instincts. I get it. There’s no porn involved here, so it’s going to be hard, but humor me. Read the scene.”

			“That’s hard,” Gracie says. “And I didn’t just look at porn.”

			“Could have fooled me,” Carl says. “That’s what the lab was all about right, you in a dark room finding kiddie porn. Going through everyone’s naughty pictures? How many dick pics did you see? Every time I work a case, I see at least one dick pick in the phone. Hard to sit across from a guy when you know what his penis looks like. One guy had all these knobby little growths. I wanted to tell him to go get it checked out, but I thought that might be weird.” 

			Gracie shakes her head. “That’s what’s weird?”

			Carl smiles softly. “Just humor me. I can’t train you for the field again if you aren’t going to at least try. Try.”

			“I am trying,” Gracie says. She lifts her arms. “I’m here. I’m not the lead detective. You are. I came ’cause you said you needed help. You tell me what happened.”

			“No, and you were the one that was awake.”

			“You think you know what happened?” Gracie asks him, trying to tempt him into testing his knowledge. 

			“I know what happened. I’m asking you if you know what happened.”

			“We’re going to keep going around in circles, aren’t we?”

			Carl puts both hands on his hips. “I … I have nothing better to do.”

			“Well, I do—sleep,” she says. “Okay, you really want to know how I see this?”

			“Yes,” Carl says, playing to Robert for audience input. Gracie glances over at Robert standing by the door. 

			Robert’s dressed in all black; black slacks, black button-up, with shiny dress shoes, but everything looks worn and cheap. He nods his head several times. Robert’s overweight, so his neck compresses with each nod, which looks funny with the dark black peach fuzz on his ample chin. Goes along with his dark hair cut close against his scalp. 

			“See, even Robert wants to know what you think happened.”

			“I saw what happened. You know what happened,” Gracie says. “What’s the point?” 

			“The point is, I’m teaching you … Call me sensei, and I’ll call you grasshopper. I’m teaching you. That’s the point. So put it all together and tell me what happened.”

			“Fine, I’ll tell you what happened.” Gracie stands and takes five steps forward toward the door with one hand on her hip, the other on the butt of her gun. “Okay, so what we know: there were three guys inside.”

			“What type of guys?” Carl quizzes her from near the door, near Robert. 

			“White guys,” Gracie says. “Probably a fourth one out in the car, if I had to guess.”

			“Why do you guess it?”

			“You going to ask me questions the whole time?”

			“Are you going to actually tell me what happened, or are we going to keep doing this?”

			“Fine, there were three white guys, wearing all black, and probably a driver. We know from the video One, Two, and Three—that’s Huey, Louie, and Dewey to you—walked around the front of the building so they were probably dropped off, and then they came around front.”

			“Good, keep going.”

			“Guy One comes in and goes straight to the counter, whips out his shotgun, and puts it on Rodrigo.”

			“R.G.G.,” Carl says. “What’s that tell us?”

			“Rodrigo,” Gracie says. “And it tells us that’s what Guy One was supposed to do.”

			“Which means what?”

			“That was his role; this was planned.”

			“Which means?”

			“Means, they’re probably the same three white guys that have been robbing the other places around town, which is why Major Crimes got this and not Tulsa, and why we are here right now.”

			“Good, you’re learning, grasshopper.”

			“Don’t grasshopper me.”

			Carl motions to her. “Keep going.”

			“So witnesses say Guy One goes to the counter, Guy Two comes in and handles the witnesses and customers.”

			“That the short guy or the fat guy?”

			“Short guy,” Gracie says. “Fat guy stood over there near the door
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