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About the Author

Austin, Texas

March 15th, 2007, 4:15 p.m.

HOW’S MY DRIVING?

Call 1–800-EAT-SHIT

Billy Robinson shook his head for the thousandth time. The worn-out sticker littered the entire third of the car’s rear bumper, the same car he wanted to take a sledgehammer to every time they crossed paths.

“Hey Billy, your mom called; she wants you home before dark.” The man in the rusted out 1985 silver Buick laughed as he raced the remaining half of Colorado Street. The car sputtered a cough, then backfired, sending a black cloud of burnt oil out the exhaust.

Nimrod Skylark — Billy’s name of choice for the Skylark man — continued his maniacal laugh as the car disappeared around the corner. A second too late (and a dollar too short his dad said more often than he cared to hear), Billy flipped the Skylark the bird as it convulsed a second time halfway down West 5th Street.

In two days, he’d celebrate his third year here in Austin. When he landed in the great state of Texas, he never expected that working for himself was as an option. What he learned in short order — in his opinion — had been how everyone should learn to be their own boss. But it took hard work and discipline, he learned, very early on. Running his own Pedicab had turned into the dream job. After competing in three Ironman races, he wanted to do something where he’d stay in shape. A life of racing beat him up, but that’s not what made him hang up his bib.

He wasn’t good. Finishing near the back of each race offered an eye-opening slap that all but said: You might want to find another way to spend your time, my boy. The proverbial icing on the cake came after a man roughly three times his age finished two hours before he did. After that, Cambridge, Maryland turned into the resting place of his Ironman days. For three sleepless nights, Billy allowed the mental turmoil to linger longer than the worst case of food poisoning. Being the glutton for punishment that he is, Billy toiled over registering for the next race in Chattanooga, until finally deciding that running another Ironman was about as good of an idea as using a block of cheese and a glass of milk to cure salmonella. So, tooling along giving guided tours and (where most of his cash came from) delivering drunks to their hotels during the festival season turned into one of his best ideas to date. Not to mention the 40k a year padding his bank account and the freedom to do whatever he wanted, when he wanted.

Oh, and the weather...

Billy searched the blue sky and closed his eyes, taking in the unobstructed sun. The warmth felt good on his face. So good it made him forget about his daily meeting with Nimrod Skylark. After several seconds, he walked around his red Pedicab doing the usual safety checks before each shift. It wasn’t uncommon for competitive cabbies to sabotage another driver. Face to face we all got along, he mused, but no one cried if one less cabby patrolled the streets.

“Hey Billy boy, you ready for another hoppin’ night?” Sammy Hendricks said rolling up on his compadre with his patented ear-to-ear smile.

“Sammeeee,” Billy said peeking over the top of his pedicab. “I’m always ready to make money.”

Sammy pulled hard on the hand brake until his cabby skidded to a stop. “Bro,” he said, peering over the top of Billy’s cab. “You ready for some new wheels man, or what?”

“Naaa. This baby is gonna make me a lot of cash during the festival,” Billy said, patting the top of his red cab. “Speaking of which, how’d you do last night? They say this year’s South By Southwest Festival will be the best in a long time.”

“Not too shabby. Hit a solid three-hundred buckaroonies before midnight.”

“Man, better than me, that’s for sure. Only got two-fifty all night.”

Sammy laughed, lifting his head towards the sky. “It’s those ugly red wheels you call your cab,” he said, still laughing. “What’s with the name?”

Billy walked around the back of his cab giving it one more glimpse over and stopped, running his fingers over the fading stenciled letters across the side. “You mean The Red Rickshaw?”

“Um, yeah, that,” Sammy said stepping off his cab.

“I got it from a Chinaman-“

“A what? Bah ha ha ha,” Sammy belted.

“What’s so funny?”

“It sounds like the start of a joke.” Sammy slapped Billy on the shoulder, knocking him off balance — who had at least a hundred pounds on Billy.

“Show some respect, would ya. He was 89 when he hung up his pedals earning a living just like us. He pretty much gave it away, but with one stipulation.”

The two paused waiting for the other to comment further.

“And?” Sammy finally asked.

“And-“

Before Billy had time to respond, Nimrod Skylark raced around the corner from 6th Street. A plume of black smoke followed the car as if trying to catch up. As the car rounded the corner — almost taking out the black Subaru parked at the end of the road — the weight and momentum forced the car to sway right, making its tires screech from the force. Both Billy and Sammy peered through the windshield, eyeing the dark-haired man behind the wheel.

A second later Nimrod Skylark stomped on the brakes until the front tires screeched to a halt. As the car stopped, Nimrod’s body went forward bouncing his forehead off the steering wheel. “Hey girls,” he said after turning his head. His broad smile showed off his yellowed and jagged teeth that could’ve passed as fence posts in a Bob Ross painting. “You two lovebirds gearing up for a night at The Highland?” he continued lifting his head and eyebrows towards the next block over. “It’s Austin’s hottest and largest gay bar... in case you didn’t know.” He howled at this, tilting his head back so fast that he smacked the window. 

This time, nowhere close to being too late and a dollar short, Billy raised both hands with the left in front of the right and held them about shoulder high. Nimrod Skylark gazed back, perplexed. After a moment longer, Billy pulled his left hand away as a magician did revealing a big secret and said, “Look, it’s a bird.”

“Asshole,” Nimrod Skylark said, stunned. When he furrowed his brows, his lips pressed hard into a straight line. “You can take your finger and shove it up you’re a-“

The Buick sped off before he finished that all-important last noun, and weaved around the stopped traffic on Colorado Street honking his horn.

******
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OKLAHOMA CITY, OKLAHOMA

August 27th, 1937, 4:38 p.m.

Junpei Ito’s nineteen-year-old legs moved so fast, he leaned forward to not fall backwards. He glanced over his shoulder — his breathing shockingly controlled since his life was on the line — and thought, If I ever get out of this alive....

“Come here you little punk,” one of the three men twenty yards back screamed.

Since the middle of the nineteenth century, the Ito family made their way running for money. Then, as if opportunity fell into their laps, they started taking people from point A to point B for a fee, which meant a way of life. Commuting via the leg power of another person meant less stressful travel. Even back then, overworked customers needed a time to recharge while enjoying a few breaths of fresh air. In this era however, running meant a lot of things: Drugs, girls, booze, etc., but never in his life did Junpei think running for fares caused such a problem. That is... unless you’re stealing from the very hands of the mob.

At nineteen, Junpei learned more about real life working the streets than ever possible going to school. But what he didn’t learn (until now) was how fast guys much older than him were. (Not to mention their bulky cement mixer bodies compared to his hundred-and-thirty-pound frame.) They ran as if they were straight from last year’s summer Olympics track & field. Except when they crossed this finish line, they landed right in the middle of the Irish mob instead of getting a medal.

Of his nineteen years on this planet, twelve of them were here in Oklahoma City. For the last year he’d run rickshaw to earn some cash. His father brought the family here from Yokohama, Japan and turned ill after jumping from job-to-job. Each new job his father took was more labor-intensive than the previous. In the end, his death certificate stated he died from complications with pneumonia. Yet, he, his mother, and sister knew he worked himself to death to provide for them.  

Junpei redirected his focus ahead, searching for a place to make
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