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Everything’s Coming Up Roses


Out on Highway 66 in K-Vegas, there’s a local hangout famous
for burgers, hand-tossed pizza and bottomless pitchers of sweet tea. Tuesday
nights, it’s standing room only. That means all-you-can-eat wings, five-dollar
pitchers of PBR, and kids eat free. Everybody in Kernersville, aka K-Vegas,
knows that the real action at the Sixty Six Grill takes place outside—in
the parking lot between the restaurant and the paint store, where gleaming
icons of the working class face off like gladiators beneath the glare of
overhead lights. These days, those rows of quad-cab pickup trucks and
big-grilled muscle cars are a lot less impressive. They’re more like the people
who drive them: beat-up, worn out, and no longer fighting for ascendency in a
small town that time has left behind. The starry-eyed people who once went
all-in on coveted, high-dollar rides soon lost the means or the inclination to
keep up the payments on their EZ credit, no-questions-asked auto loans.


Enter “Fast” Eddie Abrams. His
job is to even the score when the balance of power gets shifted too far outta
whack. He says his mission is to make adjustments to the natural order. He
calls himself an agent of asset recovery.


The locals call him a repo man.


Fast Eddie did most of his
business in a back booth at the Six Six Grill, and it was there I went to meet
him for the first time when a client of the law practice I worked for engaged
me to find someone to recover a car that had gone AWOL  from his corporate
fleet. It wasn’t your run of the mill, beat-to-shit Chevy Impala, either. It
was a Mercedes-Maybach S560 twin-turbo 4MATIC. The thing had a solid-gold
sticker price of $180,545 and had been used as a limo  by the furniture
magnate’s business. I didn’t realize at the time that Mr. Mozelle’s
“hospitality car” was really a high-priced conveyance that delivered
higher-priced evening companions to his out of town customers—a nice little
bonus for a select few of the 75,000 buyers who swarmed the streets of High
Point twice a year during the International Home Furnishings Market. Mr.
Mozelle owned two of the largest showrooms on Eastchester Drive, and his premier
clients hailed from the four corners of the earth.


It wasn’t clear who’d absconded
with the Maybach, but Mr. Mozelle provided me with a list of hired drivers—and
escorts—and suggested I start with them.


That figured.


I routinely got saddled with
this kind of floor-scraping assignment because, even after six years of
eighty-hour weeks and ten times that amount in sweat equity, I was still the
lowest hanging fruit on the corporate ladder at Turner, Witherspoon, Anders and
Tyler, PA. To be sure, I didn’t know jack shit about how to find a stolen
car—even though most of the senior partners at the law firm assumed it would be
second nature to me.








































































































































































































































 




 


























































































































 




 


















































































































































































 




 






















































































Chapter One


Blow Gabriel, Blow


I wish I could tell you that Mozelle was so overcome with
gratitude about getting his car and contraband returned that he showed his
appreciation to the firm in material ways. By that, I mean material ways
designed to work like the best examples of trickle-down economics.


Not so much.


When I got my next paycheck
after the recovery heist, I expected to see a fat little bonus tucked inside
the envelope. Imagine my surprise when all I got was a hastily scrawled “atta
girl” note from Tyler and $250 in Kohl’s Cash.


Seriously? This was my reward for risking life, limb, reputation and
facial integrity to get his damn car back?


My loyalty to the firm wasn’t
helped by the competing bonus I got from Fast Eddie. A week after the transfer
of rightful assets was concluded, I met Eddie for lunch at the Sixty Six Grill,
and he passed me a sealed envelope that contained ten thousand dollars. In
cash.


I was overwhelmed. “What’s this
for?” I asked with bewilderment. 


“It’s profit sharing. I treat
my recovery agents right, Vera.”


“But I’m not . . .” I let my
protest die unexpressed. What was I? I sure as hell wasn’t a valued
member of the TWAT team. And ten large from Eddie would go a long way toward
defraying some of the law school debt
crushing me.


Ten large? Dear god . . . one job for the NRB and I was turning into
Joe Pesci.


“Think it over,” Eddie was
saying. “Hugh Don was right. You’ve got a knack for this kind of work.”


Was Eddie offering me a job? A job repossessing cars?


“But, I don’t know anything about
asset recovery,” I said, lamely.


Eddie seemed to notice that I
hadn’t immediately dismissed his suggestion out of hand. “You already
understand the important parts: follow orders and keep your mouth shut. The
rest is just technique.”


Technique? Like how to stay out of the slammer?


“I’m not sure . . .”


Eddie cut me off. “Mark my
words, Vera: six months with me, you’ll be out of debt and on your way to
financial independence.”


I demurred. Did Eddie somehow know about the humiliating
bonus I’d received from the partners at TWAT? An even more mortifying thought
occurred to me. Was I actually considering his absurd offer?


I was.


It was nuts. Me? Quitting
my job to become a repo man . . . woman?


I squeezed the envelope full of
hundred dollar bills. It was a tidy little package of pragmatic incentive.


“Fate, she show up in
mysterious ways,” my abuela always said. Of course, she was usually referring
to the time my uncle Rio won a million bucks in a grocery store Monopoly game.
He went in to pick up some cigarettes and a six-pack of Schmidt’s and went home
with a winning scratch-off card in his pocket. He and aunt Estela promptly
bought matching Yukon Denalis, a time-share on a condo in Belize, and a
ridiculously overwrought McMansion in Radnor.


My mother just clucked her
tongue and called her brother-in-law un imbécil.


Mamá didn’t suffer fools.


If I quit my job to go to work
for Eddie, what the hell would I tell my parents?


Papa would be easy. He was a
criminal defense attorney who could summon up about twelve zillion legitimate
explanations for just about any kind of mess a person could get into. He was
also the first African American to make partner at Fleischman, Metzger and
Mehta, LLC. But Mamá always said the best thing about him was that none of his
people had ended up in prison . . . yet. Papa knew better than to argue with
her when she was on a roll about something. He’d just wink at me and announce
that he was heading out to play fifty-four holes of golf. 


Papa? Papa was very forgiving .
. . The entirety of his lifetime advice to me was easily summarized: keep your
ass clean and save receipts.


He was a man of few words.


But Mamá? Not so much. She’d kill me.


I looked at Eddie. “Six
months?”


“Hell yes,” he said. “Maybe
less. Hugh Don says you’ve got real chutzpah.”


“Chutzpah” didn’t sound like a
word Hugh Don would use to describe anything, unless he was talking about liver
mush. Still, I knew enough to understand that this was pretty high praise from
an industry stalwart.


“Tell you what.” Eddie leaned
toward me. “Go by the office and talk it over with Antigone. She’ll give you
the scoop and set you up with an internship. That way, you can test the waters.
Do a couple of jobs and see if it’s a fit.”


“An internship?” I was tempted
to ask if I could get CEU credits, too.


Eddie nodded. “We do ’em all
the time. Got one working with us right now.
Sweet little thing.” He chuckled. “Nobody’ll see her coming, that’s for
sure. She’s been riding with Weasel on the weekends. He says she’s ready to fly
solo. Maybe you can hitch up with her? We could start you off easy . . . give
you a couple of SmartTrack jobs. They’re no-brainers.”


“’SmartTrack’?”


“Yeah. We call ’em ‘No Fuss
Repossessions.’ A lot of your nickel-and-dime roach motel lots install these
GPS devices under the dashboards of their
cars. Some schmuck defaults on the loan and, blammo—we know exactly
where it is. All we gotta do is go and grab it. It’s usually back on the lot
and on its way to a new loser the next day. Hell, we’ve hauled in the same damn
cars a couple dozen times.” 


Maybe Eddie was right. Why not
give it a try? Commit to a weekend or two and see if it clicked. I was going no
place at TWAT. If I paid off my law school loans, I could think about
relocating. Start fresh. Go someplace with better prospects and a climate that
didn’t imitate the sun. Maybe even be able to buy a bottle of wine without
having to show six forms of identification. Hell . . . I worked so many damn
hours a week that I didn’t even have friends—unless you counted Sebastian and
Carol Jenkins.


Yeah. I deserved a chance to have a life and a chance to
meet somebody. I hadn’t had a
date in . . . I couldn’t even remember the last time.


Wrong. I could totally remember. It had been a year ago at the
firm’s annual summer picnic at Tanglewood. I took Deloris Tyson from the Clerk
of Court’s office. Sebastian met her when he had jury duty and she set off his
gaydar. But that wasn’t unusual. Any woman with less than collar-length
hair and lace-up shoes set off his gaydar. He managed to talk me up to
Deloris and more or less pushed me into calling her. Understand that I don’t
have the best track record when  it comes to women. I’m kind of a one-hit
wonder. Deloris was no exception. To this day, I have no idea what lies
Sebastian told her, but Deloris seemed wholly underwhelmed when I presented
myself at her door the day of the picnic. She actually looked over my shoulder
and scanned the street, obviously hoping there’d been some mistake and Halle
Berry was still out there, waiting in the car. To give her credit, she hung in
with me for most of an hour. When I went to get us each another glass of
profoundly cheap wine, she disappeared. Jason from group management later told
me he saw her getting into an Uber.


Yeah. I could remember, all right . . .


A fresh start in a new place
was just what I needed.


Thirty minutes later, I was
seated across the desk from Antigone Reece.


She eyed me with suspicion. “This
ain’t no patty-cake enterprise, Not-Vera. You dip your pampered toe into this
pool, it’s likely to get bit off.”


“Well,” I began. “I wouldn’t
say my toes are exactly ‘pampered.’ And Eddie said I could start with some
simple jobs.”


“Simple jobs?” Antigone fired
up a smoke. “They ain’t no ‘simple’ jobs here. Understand something, Missy: the
NRB specializes in premier recovery assignments. We’re professionals, not day
traders.”


“Okay. But, Eddie said you have
another intern working here right now. Someone I potentially could partner with
to learn the ropes?”


“Intern?” Antigone blew
an impressive plume of smoke toward the yellowed ceiling—which was still
leaking. It looked like there were two five-gallon paint buckets in use now.
“We don’t do none of that affirmative action hiring here. So, if by ‘intern,’
you mean her,” Antigone tilted her head toward a smallish woman who was
busy decorating something at the back of the room, “she ain’t no intern. She’s
a damn pox eating away at my last nerve.”


A pox? The woman looked harmless enough. Kind of cute, too. She
was standing on a stepstool, stapling light blue construction paper to a
bulletin board. She was wearing a print dress and she had nice legs . . .


Antigone cleared her throat.


I looked back at her guiltily.
“Sorry.”


“I was saying . . . we don’t
have no interns. Or trainees. You want to work here, you make a commitment.”


“What kind of commitment?” I
don’t know why I was still sitting there. Clearly, Eddie had sold me a bill of
goods. Big shocker there.


“A commitment to keep your nose
clean and follow orders. You do that, and top-tier assignments will come your
way.”


I hesitated. “How long would it
take to get the more lucrative assignments?”


“Cut right to the chase, don’t
you Not-Vera?” 


“I’m . . . I have another job,”
I explained.


“Divided loyalties won’t serve
you well in this profession. No man can serve two masters.” Antigone tapped her
yellow pencil. She seemed to be deliberating
about something. “Maybe I can kill two birds with one stone and buy myself some
serenity in the process.” She swiveled around on her chair. “Stohler! Get up
here.”


The pert woman who’d finished
covering the bulletin board with blue squares of paper was now stapling
puffy-looking clouds along the perimeter. She turned around when Antigone
bellowed and beamed at us before scampering down off the stepladder. “On my way,
Chief.”


Antigone rolled her eyes. “Try
and cheer your ass down, okay? This ain’t Romper Room.”


I watched the woman approach.
She reminded me of somebody, but I couldn’t quite place it. I got to my feet.
Antigone noticed and slowly shook her head. “Oh, this is gonna work out just fine.”


The woman smiled at me as she
joined us.


“Stohler?” Antigone aimed her
cigarette at me. “Meet Vera—your new partner.”


“Really?” The woman beamed at
me. “Hi. I’m Frankie.” She extended a small hand. “It’s so great to meet you.”


“Um.” I nervously shook hands
with her. “I’m Nick. But I’m not really . . .”


Antigone interrupted me.
“Nick-Not-Vera here is Eddie’s idea of a trainee,” she explained. “Weasel says
he thinks you’re ready to solo—so Eddie wants you to show her the ropes.”


“Of course. How exciting.”
Frankie smiled at me. “I’d love to. Mr. Weasel
is a great teacher.”


“Uh huh.” Antigone finished her
cigarette and ground it out in the Roadway ashtray, which didn’t look like it
had been emptied since my last visit to the NRB. “Weasel is a regular Mr.
Rogers.” She opened a desk drawer and pulled out a sheet of paper. “Eddie says
he’s picked out a job for you two—real easy. Here are the details.” She handed
the paper to Frankie.


Frankie took the sheet of paper
and scanned it. I saw her eyes widen.


“A school bus?” she asked
Antigone.


“Why not?” Antigone shrugged
her wide shoulders. “They get behind on
their obligations same as everybody else.” 


“But it says here this belongs
to a Baptist Church.”


“Damn Skippy. Biggest bus
ministry in two states. Looks to me like they bit off a bit more’n they could
chew with this latest luxury acquisition.” Antigone pointed at some highlighted
text. “Six months in arrears on payments.”


“But, a church?” Frankie
was beside herself. “How do we take a bus away from a church?”


“Same way you take it away from
anybody else. These people ain’t no angels. They need to render unto damn
Caesar the things that are Caesar’s. And this bus right here still belongs to
Mr. Caesar—for at least another fifty-four months. So until they cough up the
cash—plus our recovery fee—this chariot of God’s fire is gonna cool its
sanctified jets in our impound lot. Now . . .” She cut her eyes back and forth
between the two of us. “You want this assignment, or not? No matter what Eddie
says, I ain’t gonna ask you twice.”


“We’ll take it,” I blurted.
Frankie looked at me with surprise. “How hard could it be?” I was pretty sure
there wouldn’t be any phantom guineas lurking around at the Mt. Zion Full
Gospel Baptist Tabernacle in China Grove.


At least, I hoped not.


“Okay,” Frankie said. “I guess
we’ll give it a go.”


“Wise decision.” Antigone
flipped Frankie an enormous key. I was impressed that Frankie seamlessly
snatched it out of the air with one hand. “We got this from Thomas Built. It’s
a universal key that should start it. Should. If it doesn’t, you’ll have
to hot-wire it. You checked out on that?”


Frankie nodded. “We practiced
on Linda’s car.” 


Antigone scoffed. “Don’t tell
her that.”


“Oh, it’s okay. Weasel says
that’s how she starts it, too.” Frankie met my eyes. “Linda drives a primered
’68 Road Runner. I’m told it’s a pretty nice ride. Weasel says it has something
called a 426 Hemi.”


I suddenly felt out of my
depth. “Um. That’s . . . cool.”


“I suppose it is.” Frankie’s
tone was noncommittal. “There’s a lot I need
to learn about the particulars of the vehicles.”


“Hello?” Antigone snapped her
long fingers. “Earth to Debbie Reynolds? You wanna get crackin’ on this before
I change my mind? Eddie asked for you two, especially—and I got nothin’ to say
about that.”


Debbie Reynolds? That
seemed like a stretch. But she did look like somebody . . .


Well. Maybe Debbie Reynolds
with a few decades lopped off?


I stole another look at her. Jennifer
Aniston! That was it. She could’ve just walked off the set of Friends.
Although the tiny cornflower pattern on her dress didn’t quite mesh with that
image.


Shit. She had to be straight.
Terminally straight. I stole another glance at her prim little print dress. And
square, too. In my experience, all women who looked like Jennifer
Aniston—or Debbie Reynolds—were straight. Straight and square—not necessarily
in that order.


What difference did it make? I
wasn’t here to find female companionship. I was here to get myself out of debt
and on the road to   a better life—a life someplace light-years away from towns
like K-fucking-Vegas.


“Why’d Eddie ask for us?”
Frankie asked.


“Fortunately, he don’t involve
me in the intricacies of his thought processes. If he did, I can assure you
that damn leak in the corner wouldn’t be like a fountain, flowing deep and
wide.”


“We’ll do it.” Frankie sighed.


“Well, praise Him. Miracles
still happen.” Antigone shooed us away. “Now get outta my hair and go take care
of business. I got better things to do.” She turned away from us and snapped up
her walkie-talkie. I surmised that meant Lamar’s day at Global Gospel Radio was
about to get worse.


“Come on, Vera.” Frankie
touched my arm. “Let’s go to my desk and get organized.”


“Nick,” I muttered, as we made
our way toward the back of the big, bleak room.


“Pardon?” Frankie turned back
and looked at me. She had nice eyes.
Friendly and appealing. Golden retriever eyes—except they were hazel. They
contrasted nicely with her sandy-colored hair.


Straight eyes, I
reminded myself.


“My name,” I explained. “It’s
Nick. Not Vera.” 


“Nick-Not-Vera?” she repeated.


“No. Nick. Just Nick. Not
Vera.” This was going nowhere. “Vera is my birth name, but I go by Nick.”


“Oh.” She seemed to catch on.
“Why does Antigone call you ‘Not-Vera’?”


“I thought it was better not to
ask her.”


“Good instinct.” She smiled.
“Mine’s Frances. But everyone just calls me Frankie.”


Nick and Frankie, I mused. We sounded just like characters in a Dashiell
Hammett novel.


Perfect names for a couple of car thieves.


At least, I was sure that’s
what Mamá would say when it all blew up in my face.


 


•••


 


“You’re
doing what?”


This wasn’t a good sign. I’d
just told Sebastian, in fairly direct language, about my decision to give a
temp job with the NRB a try. We were in the kitchen because he was cooking . .
. something. It smelled eerily like one of those hog lagoons in Yadkin
County. I knew better than to ask. Sebastian’s other passion in life, apart
from selling real estate, was to become a contestant on Chopped. That
meant he was always experimenting with horrifying combinations of ingredients—and
I was his self-appointed taste tester.


“I said I’m going to do a
little contract work for the recovery place that found Mozelle’s car. Just to
make some extra cash and help me get ahead on my law school loans.”


Sebastian glared at me through
the miasma rising from a big skillet on the range.


“The joint in K-Vegas with the
AM radio station out back?” 


I nodded.


“Are you insane?” He held up a
manicured hand. “Never mind. I already know the answer to that.”


“It’s just temporary. One or
two jobs, max.”


“Yeah.” Sebastian slammed a lid
into place on the skillet. “Don’t kid a kidder. I saw Goodfellas. I know
how this works.”


“The NRB is not the
mob.” 


“And you know this how?”


“Now you sound like my mother.”


“As if.” Sebastian poured us
each another glass of wine. At least that part of the meal was always
guaranteed to be good. He didn’t compromise when it came to swill—thank god. It
didn’t hurt that he was in a three-year relationship with Feliz Vargas, twenty
years his senior and a sales associate at Total Wine. Sebastian called him Feliz
Navidad. “Ro-Ro called today, by the way,” he added.


My mother’s given name is María
Manuela Álvarez de las Asturias, but Sebastian, in some bizarre homage to Will
& Grace, has always insisted on calling her “Ro-Ro.” Surprisingly,
Mamá, who under the best of circumstances has the sense of humor of a can
opener, just rolls with it and reciprocates by calling him “Karen.”


They have an understanding.


“Mamá called you?” I was
intrigued—and nervous. Mamá had a nose for trouble . . .


“Uh huh. She said she’d left
you, like, nine voice mail messages. She wanted to be sure you weren’t in jail
or off on a bender someplace.” He stirred a simmering pot of something beige
and gelatinous. “Good thing she doesn’t know about this harebrained scheme . .
.”


The word yet seemed
implied by the way his sentence trailed off. “If you tell her about this, I’ll
kill you.”


“Hey. I won’t have to
tell her about it. She’ll sniff it out on her own.”


Great. Something new to digest my organs worrying about. Maybe
if I just did a couple of jobs for Fast Eddie, I could make enough cash to wash my hands of the NRB and the dead-end job
at TWAT. Yeah. Right. That would happen about as fast as the vat of
toxic waste now reducing on our stove would land Sebastian a slot on Chopped,
and a dream date with Ted Allen.


I waved a hand back and forth
in front of my face to try and clear the air. “What the hell is in that
pot, anyway? It smells like liquid plague.”


“Pork bung,” he explained.


Pork . . . bung? “Oh,
dear god . . . are you kidding me?” 


“Of course not.” He held up the
recipe. “It’s a delicacy.” 


“Where? Gansu?”


“Stop being so judgmental. This
is gonna be delicious, so just slap the hogs and add it to the recipe book.”


Sebastian’s mention of hogs
prompted a painful surge of memories that didn’t make me feel much better.
“What else is in it?”


“It’s jackfruit-stuffed pork
bung, finished with a flash mole sauce and agar-agar noodles.”


My stomach turned over.
“Where’s the phone?” Sebastian retrieved his phone from the counter. “Why?” 


“I’m calling Door Dash.”


Sebastian yanked his phone
back. “How dare you order out when I’m slaving over a meal this rich in soigne?”


“What the hell is soigne?
It sounds like some kind of grill baste.” “Very funny.” He wasn’t ready to
forgive me yet.


“And I’m not calling to order
food,” I explained. “I’m calling to ask them to come get this and deep-six it in
Salem Lake.”


“So, why are you avoiding
Ro-Ro?” Sebastian had moved on. He was prone to making sudden conversational
lane changes without signaling.


“I’m not avoiding her.”


“What about the nine voice mail
messages?”


“Dude. She calls me a minimum
of nine times every day.”


“She’s just worried about you.
With good reason, I might add.” Sebastian was now basting his bung. Even the simple, cognitive act of stringing together the
words to describe that action made my stomach roll . . . I had to work hard to
clear my mind’s eye.


“The only thing Mamá worries
about is the looming certainty of not getting grandbabies.”


He huffed. “Fortunately, your
complete lack of competency when it comes to women is no longer an impediment.”


That confused me. “Why?”


“Because.” He waved the turkey
baster around like a magic wand. “Science!”


“Yeah. That’s not gonna happen.”


“I agree that in your case,
it’s becoming a time-value proposition. Your
eggs are about parboiled by now.” 


“Hey . . .”


“Am I lying? How old are you?” 


I didn’t answer him.


“Thirty-seven. That’s how
old you are.” 


“Hey, you’re no spring chicken
either.”


“Unlike you, I have no
biological restrictions on my ability to procreate. Every night, I worship the
god of sexual prowess.”


“Viagra?”


“No,” he glowered at me. “Mickey
Rooney.”


“My mistake.” I started
rummaging in the pantry for something edible. It was pretty slim pickings.
Almond butter. Matzo crackers. Soba noodles. Bits O’ Brickle. I did a
double-take. Yep . . . Bits O’ Brickle. I pulled it out. “What’s this
for?”


“I’m going to crust some
brisket with it,” Sebastian explained. “I found a great recipe. You throw it in
the Instant Pot with rainbow chard and Heering Cherry liqueur.”


“That sounds perfectly
disgusting.” 


“Not in Denmark,” he insisted.


“Remarkably, a place not
distinguished for its cuisine.” 


“Says you.”


“Yeah.” I grabbed for his
phone. “Where did you stash that Carrabba’s
home delivery menu?” 


“Cut me to the quick.”


I was already dialing. “You
want anything?”


He sighed and stared down at
his creation. “I suppose I could give this to Ricky’s crew. They’ll eat
it—especially if I dump a quart of Texas Pete on it.”


“Is that a yes?” I asked.


He thought about it. “Fettucine
Weesie—and a side of sautéed broccoli.”


While we waited on the food to
arrive, Sebastian opened more wine, and we sat down at the kitchen table.


“So when are you starting this
insanity?” he asked.


“Tomorrow. We’ve got an easy
job. Just a quick trip to China Grove to recover a school bus.”


“Did you say ‘we’?” 


I nodded.


“Color me intrigued.”


“It’s not a big deal. I’m
riding with someone. She’s new, too.” 


“She’s new?”


“Yeah. She’s a part-timer,
too.” 


“How old is she?”


“I don’t know . . . my age
maybe? A year or two on either side? I’m not sure.”


“I see.” He tented his fingers.
“She married?”


Dear god. This was like talking with Mamá. “How should I know?” 


“Easy. Did she look browbeaten?
Worn down? Did she have any pronounced
facial tics? Was she wearing a wedding ring?”


“No, no, no and no.” I took a
sip of my wine. “Why the third degree about Frankie?”


“Frankie? Her name is Frankie?”
He narrowed his eyes. “That’s a lesbyterian name if ever I’ve heard one . . . Nick.”


“You’re delusional.”


“I’m delusional? Let’s
do the math, shall we? A middle-aged woman with a guy name, moonlighting for a
repo agency. Not exactly a candidate for the
cotillion circuit, is she?”


“Since when am I middle-aged?
And she’s not gay.” 


“You know this because?”


I was losing patience with this
inquisition. “Sebastian . . . she’s a total sororitette. A girlie girl.”


“A girlie girl who repossesses
cars to get her jollies? I doubt it.” 


“Well, that’s hardly breaking
news. You also doubt the existence of
gravity.”


Sebastian dramatically selected
an overripe pear from a dish on the table, extended his arm, and casually
dropped it to the floor. It hit with a loud splat. We both stared down at the
impressive debris field its impact had generated.


“And yet, not so much,” he
said. 


“I am so not cleaning that up.”


“No worries. Carol Jenkins will
eat it.”


For the record, Carol Jenkins is
Sebastian’s traditionally built cat, who has never missed a meal or an
opportunity to editorialize. I call her Sebastian’s cat, but in actuality she
came with the house. When we moved in and discovered her, lounging on a
Buick-sized bed in the back bedroom, we called the previous tenants to report
that they’d left their cat behind.


Not so much.


“You try moving her fat ass,”
the man said. “I couldn’t dislodge her with a Hoyer lift.”


So we ended up with a
twenty-four-month lease and a bad-tempered cat with an appetite like Jabba the
Hutt. But it was true that we never had to worry about how to dispose of
leftovers—not even the more creative ones that should’ve been destined for
Yucca Mountain. Carol Jenkins took care of everything.


“So, I want to meet her.”


I looked at Sebastian with
confusion. “Meet who?”


“Your new partner. The not-gay
sororitette—Frankie Whoosis.” 


“What? Why? I barely know her
myself.”


“That’s why I want to meet her.
So I can get the lay of the land before you
have a chance to muck it up.”


My knee-jerk response was to
ask why he assumed I’d  muck      it up—but giving in to that impulse meant I’d
dignify his ridiculous supposition.


I was on to his reindeer games.


“Okay, wise guy. She’s picking
me up here tomorrow. If you’re around, you can meet her.”


“Interesting.” Sebastian
considered the new information. “Why is she coming here?”


“Because she lives in Winston,
too—and there’s no reason for both of us to drive to K-Vegas just to turn
around and head back toward China Grove.”


“What time is she getting here?”



“Around nine.”


A flash of car headlights lit
up the kitchen window. Our food had arrived.


“Whose turn is it to pay?” I
asked.


“Yours.” Sebastian pushed back
his chair and headed for the front door, being careful to dodge the pear-slick
on the floor. “But I’ll buy anyway since you’ll soon need all of your money to
post bond.”


“I appreciate the vote of
confidence.” 


“What are friends for?”


I had a sinking feeling I’d
learn the answer to that question at nine tomorrow morning . . . .
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Frankie arrived right on time.
Fortunately, I’d left the exhaust fan over the range going full-blast all
night, and the worst of the lingering bung odor had dissipated.


And Sebastian had been right:
Carol Jenkins had made short work of the pile of pear chutney on the kitchen
floor. All that remained was the stem and a smattering of seeds, which were
distributed in a pattern bearing an unmistakable resemblance to Stonehenge.


Carol Jenkins watched a lot of Nat
Geo.


I wasn’t  sure how to dress for
The Great School Bus Caper, so   I had opted for something innocuous: jeans, a
rugby shirt and some high-top sneakers. Sebastian offered to disguise my features
with grease paint, but I declined. I had no desire to look like Bill Bojangles’
demented little sister.


When Frankie rang the bell,
Sebastian laid a patch getting to the door ahead of me. He opened it with a
flourish.


“You must be she,” he said, in his best
Michael Jeter impression. “S’il vous plait venez.” He held the door open
for her.


Frankie didn’t seem to miss a
beat—nor did she seem very surprised by his greeting.


“Merci Monsieur.” She
stepped inside and extended a hand. “I’m Frankie.”


“Yes, you certainly are.”
Sebastian was giving her a good once-over. Frankie was more casually dressed
than she’d been yesterday: a print blouse, slacks and low-heeled shoes. “I love
that bag,” he gushed. “Ann Taylor?”


“Nope.” Frankie held it up so
he could examine it more closely. “Knockoff. Stein Mart. Fifteen ninety-nine.”


“No way!” Sebastian was
impressed. “How’d you find it?” 


“Persistence. I go through
there about twice a week. You have to, if you’re
interested in finding anything other than last year’s Nine West closeouts. I
really hoped to score on a Louis Vuitton Neverfull knock-off, but that idea was
a total fantasy.”


“Honey, can we talk? I’ve seen
a couple of those on eBay. One numbskull even called them ‘Louis Futon’
Neverfull bags. That’s just fine by me. I live for a good bargain.”


“Me, too,” Frankie agreed. “I
have to on my teacher’s salary.” 


“You’re a teacher?” He cut his
eyes at me. “Nick didn’t mention that.”


I cleared my throat. “That’s
because Nick didn’t know that.” I approached the two of them. “Hi
Frankie. I see you’ve already met my housemate, Sebastian?”


She smiled at me. It was
another one of those full-on Jennifer Aniston smiles. I was aware that
Sebastian was watching me watch her. His scrutiny made me feel itchy beneath my
clothes. Guilty, too. Like I’d been caught having impure thoughts about the
Blessed Virgin.


Probably not too far off the mark, actually.


“So.” I clapped my hands
together. “Ready to get this show on the road?”


“What’s the rush?” Sebastian
took hold of Frankie’s arm and led her toward the kitchen. “I made coffee.”


“Well,” I said to their
retreating backs. “I think we ought to get an early start.”


“Why?” Sebastian called over
his shoulder. “It’s Saturday. Does that bus have a hot brunch date?”


I heard Frankie chuckle. “Some
coffee would be wonderful.” 


Okay. This little drama was
going off the rails at warp speed—even for Sebastian.


On the other hand—what had I
been thinking? Stein Mart? Why wouldn’t these two get along? They were both total valley girls.


I hated my life sometimes. I
should’ve listened to Mamá and stayed in Philadelphia. By now, Aunt Estela
would have me married off to her third cousin, Juana, from Trenton. Juana was a
Teamster—and a USBC three-time bowling champion.


Yeah. Life could’ve been so much
less complicated if I’d just listened to Mamá.


The three of us sat around the
kitchen table and drank cups of Sebastian’s ridiculously strong coffee. I had
to cut mine with two packs of Splenda and about four ounces of Half-n-Half.
Unhappily, I noticed that the creamer just floated on top of the coffee like a
beige oil slick. Not a good sign.


Frankie, however, seemed to
have no issues with the hot sludge Sebastian called “coffee.”


“This is delicious,” she
remarked. “Is it a local roast?”


Sebastian nodded energetically.
“It’s Krankies. I try to support the local economy.”


“Me, too,” Frankie agreed.
“Although, in my case, it’s kind of required—since both of my parents run
businesses.”


Sebastian’s eyebrows lifted.
“Do tell?” 


“Heard of Stohler’s Funeral
Home?”


“No way!” Sebastian was
practically vibrating on his chair. “You’re a Stohler?”


“Through and through.” Frankie
looked at me. “Surprised?”


I wasn’t sure what to say. I
fought hard to keep any hints of reaction off my face.


“It’s okay,” Frankie said. “I’m
used to people being creeped out by the information.”


“I’m not creeped out,” I lied.


Frankie laughed. “Of course,
you aren’t.”


Sebastian had been slowly
tapping a finger against his chin. “Stohler,” he pondered. His eyes
widened. “Does your mama own Shear Elegance?”


Frankie seemed surprised by his
question. “Guilty, Your Honor. Both counts.”


“Well butter my ass and call me
a biscuit. I love that place.” His voice grew reverential. “Nobody does
Balayage hair painting better than your mama. She’s a legend.”


“I’ll agree with you that it
beats the hell out of wrangling perm rods.” Frankie sighed. “Sadly, not a skill
I’ve inherited.”


Sebastian giggled. “Knowing
your other options, I’d say you need to try harder.”


“I don’t know about that. It
took five years of independent living to shed the combined odors of embalming
fluid and activator. I’m very happy now just to be dealing with chalk dust and
finger paint.”


“So you teach little kids?” I
asked.


“Uh huh. Third grade. South
Fork Elementary.”


“Not exactly the high-rent
district,” Sebastian noted. “Why isn’t a Stohler breathing the rarified air at
Forsyth Country Day?”


“Because Forsyth Country Day
doesn’t need any more good teachers . . . they’ve already bought enough
talent to succeed.”


“You talk about them like
they’re the Yankees.”


Frankie batted her eyes at him.
“And your point would be?”


Sebastian was enthralled by
Frankie. I could see it in his eyes. He had that same dreamy expression he got
whenever he binge-watched Project Runway. “Screw my Pilates class. Can I
ride along with you two today?”


“No.” I stood up. “Come
on, Frankie. Time is money.”


Frankie got to her feet, too.
“May I use the restroom before we head out?”


“Sure.” I pointed down the hall
that led toward the bedrooms. “First door on the left. And make sure you don’t
miss it and take the second door.” Frankie looked confused. “It’s
complicated,” I explained. “You don’t want to wake Carol Jenkins.”


“Okaaayyy . . .”


“My cat,” Sebastian added.
“She’s not a morning person.” 


“Right.” Frankie looked at me.
“You’ll explain later?” 


“Count on it.” I said.


After Frankie disappeared
behind the correct door, Sebastian leaned across the table. “Ohdeargod .
. . you absolutely have to marry her,” he whispered.


“Are you insane? Stop
with that shit. She’ll hear you.”


“I’m just saying . . . a
hot-looking Stohler and a lifetime of truly exceptional haircuts—or Aunt Estela’s cousin, Juana. You do
the math.”
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Frankie drove us to Spencer, an
old Southern Railroad town on the Yadkin River, and parked her car in the big
public lot across from The NC Transportation Museum.


“I thought we’d leave my car
here,” she explained, “and Uber over to China Grove. Once we have the bus, we
can come back and pick  it up.”


That sounded like a good
plan—with one exception. “Who’s going to drive the bus?”


I didn’t know much about this
business, but even I knew you had to have a multi-axle license to drive a ninety-passenger
bus.


“Oh, I will.” Frankie shut off
her car. “I do it all the time on field trips.”


Right. Of course she did. It seemed the Stohlers
were regular Renaissance women.


“Okay.” I unfastened my seat
belt. “Hey . . . I apologize if Sebastian was a little too . . .”


Frankie looked at me. The close
quarters in the car made it possible for me to see the little green flecks in
her eyes. I felt myself shrink back against the passenger door.


Damn Sebastian and his infernal meddling . . .


“Too what?” Frankie asked.
“Charming?”


“Well, that wasn’t exactly the
word that occurred to me.” 


“Relax.” She patted my knee.
“He’s wonderful. I adore him.” 


“I have to ask you something.”


“What?” She looked amused. 


“How’d you get into this
business?” 


“Repossessing cars?” she asked.


I nodded.


“I agree it does seem like a
stretch. And my parents would die a thousand deaths if they ever found out. But
teaching—especially in the public schools—barely pays a living wage. I refuse
to ask my parents for help, and it takes half of my take-home pay to keep the
kids in supplies. So I need part-time work to fill in the gaps.”


“But the NRB?” I let the rest
of my question remain unasked. 


“You mean, why aren’t I working
at Stein Mart so I can reap the benefits of
the employee discount?”


I shrugged. “Something like
that.”


“Let me ask you a
question. How much of a bonus did Eddie give you for getting that Maybach off
the hog farm?”


I was surprised. “You know
about that?”


“Everybody knows about
that. Weasel laughed for a solid twenty minutes when Antigone told us about you
and the chickens. And trust me—Weasel
doesn’t laugh. Ever.”


“Those guineas are real
bitches,” I muttered.


“So I’ve heard.” Frankie
laughed. “Now, about that bonus?” 


I sighed. “You’re right. I’m
cheap. He bought me.”


“Same here.” 


“The money?”


“Pure and simple. I make more
doing weekend work for the NRB than I could ever make in the classroom. It’s
simple math even I can do. So when a friend at the elementary school floated
the idea, I decided to take a chance and look into it. It seems to have paid
off. Weasel says I’m good at it because nobody would ever see me coming.”


“I think he’s right about that.
You don’t exactly fit the mold.” 


“Trust me.” She chuckled. “I
never much have—at anything. It’s all window
dressing.”


I was tempted to follow up on
that, but it seemed too personal. “I, on the other hand, seem ideally suited
for the work.”


Frankie looked perplexed. “I
don’t follow you.”


“Really? The senior partners at
my law firm had no difficulty discerning how perfectly disposed for
‘asset recovery’ work my genetic makeup rendered me.”


“That’s a ridiculous
supposition. And offensive. I hope you’re joking.”


“Not really. But you’re right
about one thing: Eddie’s approach to profit-sharing does provide powerful
incentive to try something new.” 


“I rest my case.” Frankie
plucked her iPhone out of the center console and ordered our Uber. “It says
they’ll be here in eight minutes.” 


“Okay.” Something occurred to
me. “Hey, do we always have to use our own
cars on these jobs?”


“Oh, that.” Frankie shook her
head. “No. Once Antigone thinks we’re solid and not a total insurance risk,
we’ll get to use one of the special stealth trucks. Of course, Linda will have
to teach us how to use the stinger.”


“Stinger?”


Frankie nodded enthusiastically.
“It’s a hydraulic tow bar that


folds up and retracts beneath
the bed of the truck so it looks just like a normal trailer hitch. Eddie has
two of them, installed on F-150s. They’re very specialized.”


“Who is Linda?”


“You haven’t met her yet?”
Frankie seemed amused.


I shook my head. “I haven’t
really met anybody but you.”


“Linda is an old-timer. Used to
be the finance director for a score of used car lots all over the state.
Antigone says she’s got experience with most of our skips.”


“Skips?”


“Sorry. Delinquent clientele. Weasel says it’s
best not to fuck with her.”


I blinked. Frankie’s casual use
of the word fuck surprised me. She must’ve noticed because she laughed.
It was a merry sound that filled the small space.


“Sorry. Did I offend you?” 


“I’m not offended. Just . . .” 


“Surprised?”


“Well. Maybe a little.”


“Don’t be. I went to college at
St. Mary’s, so I can knot a sweater with the best of them—but I also swear like
a sailor. My father loves to point out how this shortcoming made me a bad fit
for the family business.”


“Lucky you.”


“You don’t know the half of it.
Fortunately, I have an older sister who’s made for it. She gives the whole goth
vibe new meaning.” She pointed at the white Honda Accord pulling in beside us.
“Our Uber is here. Ready to go recover an asset?”


I opened my door. “Right behind
you.”


 


•••


 


“That’s the biggest damn bus
I’ve ever seen.”


Frankie and I were crouching
behind a large recycling dumpster at the
back of the Mt. Zion Full Gospel Baptist Tabernacle and School. 


“No kidding,” Frankie
whispered. “It must be one of those high-dollar
coaches with the wheelchair lifts.”


“I guess the salvation business
is good in Rowan County?”


“I suppose we should be
thankful that God is ADA compliant.”


I bumped her shoulder. “Don’t make
me laugh . . . I don’t want us to get busted.”


“Me either. I’ve heard the food
in the Rowan County J sucks out loud.”


“I mean it . . . don’t make me
laugh.”


“Okay, okay.” She pulled the
big bus key out of her oversized Stein Mart bag. “It looks like the coast is clear.
Ready to go?”


I took a deep breath. “I
guess.”


We left the safety of the
dumpster and walked as casually as we could toward the row of buses. Our target
was easy to spot. It was plainly the newest member of the fleet, and the VIN
was clearly visible on the windshield in front of the driver’s seat.


Nobody was around the church
school this early on a Saturday. That was the good news. Maybe with
luck, we’d be able to drive this behemoth out with no ceremony—and, I prayed, no
guineas.


The doors stood slightly ajar
on all of the buses, which made getting inside easy.


“This thing is fucking plush.”
I was dumbfounded. It even had leather seats. “School buses sure weren’t like
this in Philly.”


“Is that where you grew up?”


“Yeah. Our buses were more like
the ones you see hauling inmates around—only with bigger cages and more bullet
holes.”


Frankie strapped herself into
the driver’s seat. “Here goes nothing.” She tried the key. It fit but wouldn’t
turn. “Son of a bitch.”


“What’s wrong?” I fought a
surge of panic. 


“This so-called ‘universal’ key
doesn’t work.” 


“What? Are you kidding me?”


Frankie tried the key a few
more times. “Nope.” 


“What do we do now? Call Weasel
for the tow truck?”


I was grasping at straws.


Frankie looked at me with
incredulity. “Not if we want to be paid for this job. We’ll have to improvise.”


Improvise? That didn’t sound good. “Do I want to know what that
means?”


“Watch and learn.”


Frankie extended her arm and
felt around beneath the dashboard. I could hear her fumbling with something,
and then she jerked her arm down sharply. Her hand reappeared, clutching a
wiring harness with a bunch of cables attached to it. “Et voila,” she
said, proudly.


“What the hell are you doing?”
I was sure we were going to get arrested now.


Frankie calmly detached two
wires and proceeded to spark them against each other until there was a low
rumble and the bus engine turned over.


“Holy shit!” I was dumbfounded.
“You mean that really works?” 


“Of course it does.” She
released the brake and shifted the bus into gear.
“Now sit down. We’ve got other problems.” 


“What do you mean?”


“Company! Over there. Coming right at us.”


I looked out the window toward
the school building. Two rather rotund men wearing white shirtsleeves and
sporting what Sebastian called, Republican hair, were charging toward us. They
did not look very forgiving . . .


“Hey!” The larger of the two
hollered as they closed in on us. “Stop! What
do you think you’re doing? That’s private property!”


Frankie started pulling out of
the parking space—after first closing and securing the door.


“Can you go any faster?” I
asked with urgency. The men had caught up with us and were pounding their fists
on the side of the bus. “They might have guns.”


“Will you relax?” Frankie was
busy working her way through the lower gears. “They don’t have guns.”


“What makes you so sure?”


“Because state law forbids
carrying weapons on school campuses.” 


“Are you crazy? Did you get a
look at these dudes?” I ran to the back door and watched as the men peeled off
and made their way toward the row of buses. “I think they’re getting into one
of the buses,” I hollered. I watched their progress with horror before running
back toward the front. “They are! They’re going to follow us. Besides, aren’t
we supposed to stand down if the owners raise
objections?”


“These guys aren’t the owners.
They don’t know we’re repossessing this thing. They think we’re stealing it.”
Frankie watched me in the giant rearview mirror. “Will you please sit
down and stop running up and down the aisle? It’s dangerous.”


“Didn’t you hear me? They’re
chasing us!” I ran toward the back again.


“Yes,” she replied calmly. “I
think the entire county heard you. Now please take a seat.”


“Frankie! They’re coming after
us in another bus.”


“Seriously?” Frankie met my
eyes in the mirror. “In another bus?” 


“Yes, yes . . . in another
bus. Can you please go faster?” Frankie made the turn onto the main
road at about the rate molasses flowed in January.


There were two loud reports.
Something dinged off a nearby metal signpost.


“Sweet mother of pearl!” I
screamed. “They’re shooting at us! They have guns! Step on it, Frankie—now!”


“I am driving as fast as permitted.”
Frankie stole another look in the mirror. “Besides, they’ll never catch us. It
looks like they’re in a short bus.”


Short bus? I let
that one go. I stared at her. “Permitted? Permitted by what?”


“The law. This is a school bus, remember?”


“Frankie—did you not hear those
bangs? They fucking shot at us.” 


“I am not breaking the
law, Nick.” Frankie ground the gears. “Not for
you. Not for the NRB. Not for anyone. I’d lose my license.”


I anxiously looked out the rear
window. The beefy Republicans were gaining
on us. I sank down onto a seat and looked back and forth between them and
Frankie.


I just know I’m gonna start having black and yellow
nightmares . . . .


It was worth one more try. I
got to my feet and unsteadily made my way back up the long aisle, crushing an
open bag of Cheez-Its that had slid into my path. I stopped just behind
Frankie’s seat, being careful not to cross the white line, and held onto the
shiny metal support pole.


“Frankie?” I was desperate to
come up with an argument she’d buy. “Those two Bible-beating goons behind us
are having no problem breaking the law. They’ve already fired a gun at
us. If they catch us, god knows what they’ll do.” She looked at me in the
mirror. That was a good sign. “I need to make extra money as much as you do—but
I’ll be damned if I’ll risk ending up on a slab in your daddy’s basement
because you don’t have the guts to exceed a fucking speed limit.”


That seemed to work. Frankie
narrowed her eyes briefly, then floored it. The bus shot forward and I about
lost my footing.


“Will you please sit
down?” Frankie ordered.


“Yes, ma’am.” I took the seat
behind her and twisted around so I could watch the road behind us.


The shorter bus began to recede
into the distance, and mercifully there were no more gunshots. I slowly began
to relax. We were only about a mile from the intersection with I-85. Then it
would be clear sailing back to Spencer. My heart rate slowed, and my breathing
returned to its normal state of only half-panicked.


Then Frankie abruptly slammed
on the brakes and the bus screeched to a stop. I lurched forward against the
metal bar. Damn! That shit’s going to leave a mark. Frankie flicked a switch
on the dashboard and the bus’s hazard lights began to blink.


“What the fuck are you doing?”
I shrieked. 


She shrugged. “Railroad
crossing.”


My head was about to explode.


We sat there for a full ten
seconds before she turned off the lights and started rolling forward again. It
was only ten seconds, but it felt like ten
lifetimes. It gave me a chance to rethink all the ways I needed to revise my
will . . . .


“You’re killing me here,” I grumbled.


Seconds after we’d cleared the
double set of tracks, the earsplitting alarm signaling an advancing train
sounded, and a big set of striped crossing gates dropped down across the road.


That meant the assholes chasing
us would be held up while the train passed . . . .


I prayed it would be one of
those long-ass trains, too—the kind that always rolled through during rush hour
when you were desperate to get home—pulling about five thousand freight
containers from China.


I stared at the back of
Frankie’s head. “One of us leads a charmed life.”


Frankie was still shifting
gears, getting us up to speed for the interstate. “I’m guessing it’s you,”
she quipped. “It took some balls to play the funeral home card.”


I felt irrationally proud.
“That was pretty good, wasn’t it?” 


She nodded. “They teach you
those tactics in law school?”


“Yes. Absolutely. Just like I’m
sure they taught you how to hot-wire a bus at St. Mary’s.”


“It was an elective.” She
smiled at me.


If I hadn’t known better, I’d
have sworn the look she shot me was downright flirty. Fortunately for me, I did
know better.


“I guess we understand each
other.” I said. 


“Oh, I think we’re beginning
to.”


I didn’t reply because I was
sure I’d say something profoundly stupid, and then I’d have to spend the rest
of the night reliving the horror of my bad instincts.


Frankie navigated the turn onto
the highway and we roared back toward Spencer, never exceeding fifty-five miles
per hour, to pick up her car. I spent the rest of the ride marveling that I’d
actually survived my second heist for the NRB. With luck, we’d drop the bus off
in K-Vegas and find ourselves one step closer to earning Antigone’s coveted stamp of approval.


And confronting my desire to
gain that bizarre approbation was the most horrifying revelation of them
all.
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It was Frankie who suggested we
stop for a bite to eat when we got back to Winston-Salem. I was surprised by
the suggestion, but not unwilling. I hadn’t eaten much for breakfast and a
cocktail—or five—was sounding pretty damn good.


“Sure,” I agreed. “Got any
place in mind?” 


“Someplace with alcohol?”


“You’ll get no arguments from
me. How about Sweet Potatoes?” The arts district restaurant featured
Southern-inspired uptown and down-home cuisine and was famous for its
innovative menu and superior cocktails. And for me, it was a warm reminder of
my paternal grandmother’s cooking. Sunday suppers at her house were always
special for me. I still had her old cast-iron skillet and used it to make
cornbread whenever I could commandeer the oven between bouts of Sebastian’s
test kitchen antics.


Frankie looked over at me. “You
like Sweet Potatoes?”


“Yeah. But if you’d rather go
someplace else, that’s totally okay.” 


“Are you kidding? I love that
place. I’ve already decided to name my
firstborn Fred—regardless of gender.”


I laughed. “Fred is a damn fine
bartender.” I knew firsthand how Fred’s particular brand of TLC could make any
lingering effects of my worst days at TWAT disappear.


We lucked out and got a parking
space on Trade Street, about a block from the restaurant. I wasn’t positive,
but I saw a man who was a dead ringer for Eddie going into Single Brothers bar.
He was walking with another man who was very oddly proportioned. The guy topped
Eddie by at least a foot, had an unusually long neck, short torso, and gangly
arms that flopped against his sides as he walked.


I nudged Frankie. “Is that Eddie?”


“Where?” she asked.


“Up the street, going into
Single Brothers with some strange looking dude.”


She squinted. “I don’t see
him.”


The two men had already
disappeared behind the door. “Never mind. It probably wasn’t him.”


“Probably not. I think the only
time he ever leaves the Sixty Six Grill is to meet with his bookie.”


“Bookie?”


“Oh, yeah.” Frankie nodded.
“Weasel says Eddie bets on everything . . . NASCAR, horse races,
boxing—even golf.”


“Golf? People actually bet on
golf?”


“Of course. People will bet on
anything with a spread or a score.” 


“Yeah . . . but golf ? I
mean . . . my father is addicted to it, but I always assumed that was because
it got him out of the house for nine hours
at a clip.”


“Not my father.” Frankie
laughed. “He says if he’s going to chase something around all day, he’s either
going to eat it or have sex with it.”


I looked at her with surprise.


“What? Being a mortician
doesn’t make him a man of refinement.”


I was beginning to get a sense
that the still waters of the Stohler clan ran deeper than expected.


When we entered the restaurant,
we were seated at a great table near the windows. Fred recognized us as soon as
we walked in, and we both had cocktails within ten seconds of taking our seats.


Frankie all but purred when she
picked up her drink—an Uptown Cosmo. “Did I mention how much I love this man?”


“Only about five times.” My
Classic Manhattan tasted pretty divine, too. Memories of my recent near-death
hell ride on a Thomas Built bus began to recede. I took another sip of the
perfect cocktail. “I don’t even care about food anymore.”


“That’s why God put me here—to
make you care.”


While it’s true I was beginning
to have my own questions about why God put Frankie in the chair across from
mine, coercing me to eat wasn’t among the
roster of possible explanations. 


“Okay,” I said. “How about an
appetizer?”


Frankie nodded with enthusiasm.
“Fried green tomatoes and okra?”


I thought about it. “Why the
hell not? But you have to eat the okra—I don’t really care for it.”


When the server came by to take
our order, Frankie took the liberty of adding a side of the 3-Cheese Macaroni
and Country Ham Soufflé and, of course, a skillet of sweet potato cornbread.


Oh, yeah . . . we were gonna need a shit-ton more drinks
. . .


“Antigone seemed pretty pleased
with our progress,” Frankie observed.


“What tipped you off? Rapid eye
movements?”


Frankie laughed. “Once you’ve
spent more time around her, you’ll catch on to her tells.”


“She’s got tells?”


“Of course she does. Everyone
does.” 


“Not me.”


Frankie had been taking a drink
of water and nearly sprayed a mouthful across the table.


“What?” I feigned innocence.
“You’re saying I have tells?” 


“Yes.” She set her water glass
down. “You might say that.” 


“Such as?”


“Nick.” Frankie leaned toward
me. I caught a scent of her . . . something. Hair? Cologne? Body wash?
Whatever it was, it was sweet and slightly intoxicating. Or it could’ve just
been the way it combined with the bourbon now coursing through my veins, nicely
warming up every part of me. Every part. “You’re practically the poster
child for tells.”


“Am not,” I declared. 


“Are, too,” she insisted.


I folded my arms. “How?”


“How? Let’s see.” She began to
tally up the tells on her fingers. It took both hands. “Facial tics. Hyperventilation.
Sweaty palms. Dilated pupils. Spastic
gestures. Stertorous respiration. An increase in profane language.” She batted
her eyes at me. “Shall I go on?”


“You mean there are more?”



“At least five or six more,
yes.”


I slumped in my chair. “You
make me sound like an inpatient at Butner.”


“If the wraparound blazer fits
. . .”


I tossed my swizzle stick at
her. “So kill me if I don’t have your level of advanced field training for this
work.”


“You mean teaching third
graders?” 


“Something like that.”


Frankie patted the back of my
hand. “Relax. It’ll come to you.” 


“That’s what I’m afraid of.” I
shook my head morosely. “Maybe I should go back to Philly and marry cousin Juana . . .” 


Frankie looked perplexed. “Who
is cousin Juana?” 


“It’s a long story.”


Our appetizers arrived. Frankie
loaded my plate with a couple of perfectly crusted fried green tomatoes. “It
appears we have plenty of time. I’m all ears.”


I looked at her. She was a lot
of things, but “all ears” didn’t come close to describing the overall picture
she presented.


“Maybe another time,” I said,
lamely. “Tales of my abortive love life will just succeed in giving us both
heartburn.”


“Really? I bet I can one-up you
in that particular relay race.” 


“Wanna bet?”


We looked at each other. Did I want
to bet her? Bet her on anything?


I was a total coward and I knew
it. Unfortunately, I could see by the way Frankie’s expression changed that she
knew it, too.


“Don’t worry,” she said in a
more level tone. “Let’s order another round.”


We were halfway through the
appetizers when Frankie seemed to recall something. She picked her bag up off
an empty chair and rummaged inside it. She withdrew a sealed envelope.


“I almost forgot. Antigone
slipped this to me as we were leaving.” 


I was suspicious. “What is it?”


“I have no idea.” Frankie
opened the envelope. It contained a single key and a folded sheet of paper.
Frankie scanned the document. She met my eyes. “Well, I’ll be damned. It’s
another job.”


She passed the paper across to
me.


I read the details. Twice.
“Are you kidding me?” 


Frankie shrugged.


“A hearse?”


“Why not?” she said. “They
default on loans, too.”


“Wait a minute . . . are you
seriously entertaining this . . . heist?”


Frankie sighed and snapped the
paper out of my hand. “It’s not a ‘heist,’ Nick. It’s a recovery. And trust
me—I know this place. They’re a fly-by-night operation with a terrible
reputation in the industry. We’ll be doing the community a service if we take their
cold-cut wagon offline.”


Cold-cut wagon? Dear heaven. . .


I raised a hand to rub my
forehead. “Frankie . . .”


Fred delivered our next round
of drinks. “Here you go, beautiful ladies.”


Frankie beamed at him. “Keep
’em coming, handsome.”


“You know I will.” He squeezed
her shoulder before returning to the bar.


Frankie pushed my drink toward
me.


“Drink up, sidekick.” She
raised her own martini glass. “Gabriel’s blowing his horn, and we’re gonna
answer his call.”
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