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      Any resemblance to actual persons or events, beyond these intentionally fictionalized references, is coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, copied, distributed, transmitted, displayed, stored in a retrieval system, uploaded, shared, adapted, or republished in any form or by any means—whether electronic, mechanical, digital, photocopied, recorded, scanned, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the author or publisher, except for brief quotations used in reviews, commentary, scholarship, or other uses permitted by law.
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      "What the hell are you doing down there?" The sentence was spoken twice, each word assaulting my skull like a demented woodpecker.

      "Vox. Hey, shithead. Why are you spooning naked with the toilet?"

      Peck, peck, peck.

      "It's almost noon and you're gonna be late for your appointment."

      Peck, peck, peck.

      With great effort, I opened my eyelids a sliver to identify the annoyance so I could rise and kill it. In hellish happenstance, my head lay positioned precisely where the bathroom window intercepted the Tampa Bay sun, amplifying it into a death star. I bellowed like a crocodile-ambushed wildebeest as photon torpedoes incinerated my eyes.

      There would be no rising to kill anything. At least not anytime soon. My mind meekly flitted to a memory from long ago, to when I'd gotten shit-faced on tequila for the first time as a teenager, resulting in a declaration as earnest as it was ludicrous that I'd never get drunk again. A vow I promptly violated the next day… and uncountable times since.

      And what was this babbling about an appoin—Aphrodite's Tits! My frayed mind vaguely recalled a noon meeting with Lester.

      The intruding voice rang familiar now and I fully opened my eyes to confirm its identity. Yep, sure enough, it wasn't a woodpecker at all. The Goat peered down at me, shaking his head in pity.

      The Goat is the answer to the riddle of what abomination would be spawned if Tom Petty knocked up an actual goat. At least that's exactly what he looks like. His real name is Robbie but I can't remember ever calling him that.

      "You look like holy hell, Vox. Did you get into the red wine last night?"

      "Several bottles got into me."

      "Well, unless you're gonna have wake-up sex with that toilet, I'd suggest you call Lester and reschedule. You'd mentioned you were going over to his house today."

      I pressed my aching forehead against the cool surface of the bowl. Sometimes it's the simple pleasures that get us through the day. "No can do, Goat," I groggily mumbled. "This appointment is no doubt the highlight of Lester's week. The joy of yelling at me is the only thing keeping that fossil alive."

      "Any idea why you don’t have any clothes on?"

      I attempted to think. "No clue. Maybe I didn't quite make it to the shower, or I looked at this naked toilet and got horny. Either scenario is a possibility."

      "That toilet obviously ain't Valentina. But, hey, if you can't bone the one you love, then bone the one you're with. I ain't judging. There's no shame. You two need to finish up fast, though, 'cause I gotta take a shit."

      "Go over to your own damn house, then. If you recall, I installed a brand-new toilet for you last week."

      "This is my house, Vox, and that cuddle buddy of yours is my toilet."

      What the fuck? I probed back into the dense fog of last night's memories, trying to remember how I'd ended up at the Goat's. Nothing came. "So why am I here?"

      "The reason for this horrifying sight is exactly what I'm trying to figure out. Didn't anybody ever tell you that getting wasted drunk yesterday is stealing happiness from today?"

      This was beyond pathetic, even for me. I'd reached a new low. Tilting my ass up in the Goat's direction, I jettisoned a volcanic fart, redolent of garlic and cumin, causing him to yell in disgust and jump back into the hallway.

      "Give me five more minutes, bro," I muttered, closing my eyes and flirting with the temptation of falling back asleep. Standing wouldn't be pleasant and I needed every spare second of delay. "Call Lester and tell him I'll be there in an hour. Possum ate my phone. Pink pterodactyl crash-landed and backed up traffic. Whatever sounds best."

      "Let’s start by getting a vat of coffee in you." His voice trailed off as he walked into the kitchen. "And don’t throw up on my rug and make me beat your ass."
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      The grizzled old bastard stood before me, quivering with rage. Everything was clenched tight—jaw, fists, brow, and butt cheeks—every sinew and muscle taut and ready to snap. The former Marine was locked and loaded, ready for combat.

      "You dirty, dadgum Hurricane! They shoulda shut down yer corrupt program when they had the chance! Bunch of convicts, clowns, and closet-shitters!"

      Each word dripped with venom. Drool and mucus soaked Lester’s beard and a vein bulged in the middle of his forehead. The rabid werewolf I'd scuffled with on Halloween had been less surly.

      I forgot about my hangover and wagged a finger at him while digging my boot heels into the ground. "Listen, you inbred Gator. That closet-shitting was alleged. And stop living in the Dark Ages. Nobody can compete with the University of Florida when it comes to arrests. They had to expand the jail in that shithole called Gainesville just to accommodate the football team."

      A PVC fitting whistled towards me. I ducked just in time.

      "The only pitiful fools livin' in the Dark Ages are University of Miami fans. Y'all love to bring up those national championships ya won when Abraham Lincoln was in office. Welcome to modern football, yearlin'. You can’t spell scum without U-M."

      "You would reminisce about the Civil War era, you petrified log of mule shit. I guess you're too stupid to remember our championship years since there are so many." I counted them off, slowly enunciating to make the cumulative effect seem greater. "1983, 1987, 1989, 1991, 2001… and 2002, which we clearly won but were ripped off by the refs. It’s all about the U."

      I "threw up the U," the signature Hurricanes gesture formed by vertical, outward-facing palms joined by horizontal thumbs.

      "Aww, shut yer dicksucker. You pussies are still whinin' about that Fiesta Bowl? The only U that U have to be worried about is that U can suck my hairy balls if U think I’m gonna pay $6,025. On top of tryin' to rip me off, yer outlaw employee ratfucked my plumbin', tracked mud on my carpet, and raided my fridge. Vox, what kind of monster steals another man's milk?!"

      "Damn, I thought the two of you would get along. He’s a lizard too."

      Lester violently shook his head. "You think ye're smart, don’t ya? Oh, I saw the italic F on his hat and started quizzin' him. The hillbilly had never even heard of Two Bits. If the rotten teeth are any indication, I suspect he’s a Florida State fan. You gave him that hat to wear, Vox. I wasn’t born yesterday."

      "Clearly. Judging by all the wrinkles, you were probably cribmates with Jesus." I steepled my hands in supplication. "How can I make your world right? You won't be seeing Ernie again. He no-called/no-showed for the second time, so I had to fire him." I exhaled my disappointment. "Granted, he wasn't much to look at and had that blinking issue, but I'd been getting decent reports from his customers."

      "Not much to look at is an understatement. He was so buck-toothed that he coulda ate corn on the cob through a chain-link fence."

      Lester let fly a river of tobacco juice off to the side and slid a gnarled, cupped hand down his grey mustache and beard, wringing out the accumulated gobs of snot and spit before wiping it across the front of his royal blue overalls. The triangle of a pristine, unblemished orange hankie—purely for show—peeked out of his chest pocket, its emblazoned Gator logo staring at me malevolently.

      Since the spit wasn’t aimed at my face, I counted it as a sign he'd vented enough anger and insolence to get down to the price negotiation stage.

      "I’m keenly aware of the fact I need a durn repipe. However, this price is insane. I don’t mind helpin' to send any orphaned runts ya may have sired to college. I just don’t wanna be the sole, poor motherfucker footin' the bill."

      "I already charge you rock-bottom rates since you're a longtime customer. How low can I possibly go before it doesn’t make sense to do the job? Also, vans aren’t pulled by horses like in your day. They require gas and gas ain’t cheap. How much did Ernie quote you again?"

      With a withered claw, he reached into his back pocket, produced a furled copy of the estimate, and thrust it forward for me to take. I hesitated... for good reason. The relic had taken swings at me in the past. Though Lester owns the hand speed of a sloth, one jab had somehow snuck through the year before, catching me on the chin during a price battle to pump his septic. It had required every ounce of my willpower to keep from pushing him into the open tank, replacing the concrete lid, and driving off to Harpo’s Bar to properly commemorate the day with a frosty mug of Cigar City Lager. Sadly, killing cantankerous customers is still frowned upon by the state plumbing licensing board.

      I guardedly reached for the paper, aware that Lester sports other weapons in his arsenal. He's gifted with deadlier aim than a spitting cobra, and the stream is so powerful it'll knock off your sunglasses. Grabbing the quote, I immediately retreated. Thankfully, it was relatively free of slime.

      Sure, Lester’s bodily fluids are nauseating, but Lord knows I’ve dealt with a lot worse in my years of plumbing. For me, raw sewage is a part of life. Plumbers are constantly on their hands and knees in the vilest substances the human body excretes. Pus, ooze, snot, vomit, bile, sweat, piss, and, of course, the emperor who reigns supreme on his vitreous china throne—Almighty Shit in all his wondrous manifestations.

      The list doesn’t end there. Welcome to the world of the restaurant grease trap, the reek of which has no competition. Coagulated animal blood, fish guts, grease, sludge, and the stray decomposed rodent. When that toxic stew permeates your skin, infusing and marinating you with its wretched stench, a single shower—no matter how hot and soapy—is nowhere near enough. You're even stinkier than if you'd hotboxed dog farts.

      And people have the audacity to bitch that plumbing prices are too high. Let 'em do it themselves, then. Hot on the left, cold on the right, shit runs downhill. Easy enough, right? One customer even commented that plumbers charge more than some doctors. "We should," I countered. "We still make house calls."

      Ernie's estimate was a very reasonable price for a three-bed, two-bath repipe with block exterior walls and tight attic space. If anything, it was underbid. Where he'd foolishly gone wrong, and what I would've lambasted him for if I hadn't canned him already, was breaking the price point in the wrong direction. Keeping it slightly less than $6k sounds better to the buyer and is more likely to sell the job. Psychological claptrap, to be sure, but nonetheless a fundamental factor in closing the sale.

      It wouldn't have mattered in this case, though, because Lester is too crafty to succumb to pricing gamesmanship. He just needs to hear himself bitch and moan. He simply wants to feel alive, to prove he's still in the Game of Life, to convince himself a reason exists to wake up yet another day. His wife kicked the bucket long ago, and his children and grandchildren send their love via Christmas cards.

      Lester’s only real pleasure comes from watching the Gators. Hundreds of University of Florida figurines, statues, banners, pillows, posters, pictures, and other paraphernalia infest his house. It wouldn't surprise me if he owns a Gator butt plug autographed by Tim Tebow. I gag every time I'm forced to go inside, which is at least once a month.

      Nobody knows loneliness like a man who breaks his plumbing on purpose, then calls in for service. We both know his dirty little secret: that statistically there's no chance in hell all of his plumbing problems are purely bad luck. It's a "don’t ask/don’t tell" policy neither of us dares violate.

      Along with a few crusty geezers he plays shuffleboard with over in Zephyrhills, I’m sure Lester counts me as a friend. Truth be told, I feel the same way and drink a beer with him from time to time. Just the week before, we'd shared a six-pack of Mookie’s Malt Liquor, his preferred swill of choice, after I'd fixed a hose bibb that had mysteriously broken.

      "Lester, this bid is not too high. I maybe could wiggle around fifty dollars or so but it isn’t a crazy price. You could always call around for other quotes if you don’t think it's fair."

      Pouring a pail of diarrhea over his head wouldn't have elicited a more shocked reaction. I've never seen anyone more aghast. Trying to form a sentence, his mouth instead gasped for air like a suffocating salmon.

      "You f-f-filthy ch-ch-chode yodeler," he finally stammered. "You've sunk to new l-lows, even fer a Cane. I’ve been loyal to yer sorry ass fer years, even followed ya when ya started yer own company. This... this is how ya repay my loyalty, by tellin' me to take my bidness elsewhere?"

      Rather than livid with rage like earlier, the Gator looked hurt and betrayed, stabbed deep in his core. He reached down as if to pick up a stone and sling it at me but instead dropped to his knees and bowed his head, thoroughly defeated.

      Dammit, I felt like a dickhead now, but how could I have predicted these ridiculous theatrics? For years, we'd exchanged the most insulting barbs imaginable, hurled lightning bolts of cruel sarcasm and heinous vitriol, told the other to fuck off countless times in brilliantly innovative ways.

      "Easy, Lester. C’mon, man. I just meant that if you questioned the fairness of the price, you could verify it through alternate channels." I gingerly walked closer until I was only two feet away, aware I was risking life and limb. Who knew how he would react in this state of mind? "Don’t take it personally. It was just a misunderstanding. I’m sorry, dude. Listen, I’ll knock off two hundred dollars to show good faith."

      The surrounding air was pregnant with the funk of his insidious overalls. I prayed I wouldn't be forced to pat him on the shoulder. Or, God forbid, grasp him under his arms to help him stand. As much as I value a repeat customer and as accustomed as I am to foul smells, touching clothes that had never been washed would've been too much to endure.

      Lester remained with his head bowed low for another five full minutes, wringing every last ounce out of his sulk as I tried to coax him back from the edge. Finally, he peered up, gauging the sincerity of my plea for forgiveness. "Ya sure ya ain’t tryin' to git rid of me, Vox?"

      "Only if you were a Semen-hole," I casually replied. It was the perfect quip, exquisitely delivered. He chuckled at our pet term for an FSU Seminole fan.

      You see, that is the beauty and wonder of college football. While I despise your unholy fan allegiance to my team's evil rival with every fiber of my being, I can't help but respect it. Yes, I want to bash your face in, yet I'd be offended if you didn’t want to bash mine in as well.

      Lester and I, for all of our vast differences, both detest Florida State with extreme malice. The synergy and camaraderie of our shared hatred is much richer and more fulfilling than any individual hatred could ever be. Knowing that our kinship is fleeting doesn’t matter in the least. With a nod of reverence to Lao Tzu, we live squarely in the moment every time our mutual ire is directed at the Noles, drinking lustily of the sublime, heady brew.

      "Thank the heavens fer that," Lester said with a serene grin, arthritic legs struggling to bring him upright. "I’d sooner eat a skunk's asshole than cheer fer those Trailer-hassee hoodlums."

      That matter-of-factly, he was back from the abyss, acting as if his meltdown had never occurred. If nothing else, the old coot was resilient.

      "Amen, brother. So, you agree to the new generously discounted price?"

      He mulled it over, pursing his lips. "It’s still steep." Another moment passed. Pride prevented him from giving in right away. "I reckon that'll do. On one condition. I've got a hankerin' for ya to do the Gator Chomp out by the road where everyone can see. Make that happen and we’ll call her a deal." He punctuated the absurd demand with a loud cackle.

      The fucker can be funny on occasion and I permitted a half-smile to escape. "Don’t push your luck, Mr. Watts. Since your house backs up to a swamp, I might yet dump you out there to crawl around with your own kind." I threw up the U again and walked back to my van.

      "We’ll see about that. U better bring yer Hurricane Army along. And don’t send any more of yer worthless plumber wannabes around here unless ya want 'em back castrated. Fuck U, Miami scumbag," he called, waving merrily goodbye. "Tell that purdy Puerto Rican of yers ol' Lester sends his regards. Let that gal know I have a medicine cabinet full of Viagra when she decides to kick ya to the curb."

      "Fuck you too, Florida Goiter. Take care of yourself." With my middle finger held high out the window as a parting salute, I navigated the potholes of his long, dirt driveway. Turning right onto Gunn Highway, I eased into afternoon traffic and headed to Lola's Goodtime Emporium for some much needed hair of the dog.
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      Most people don't realize the parallels between plumbers and strippers. I admit it might not be apparent, but think about it. Both are on the front lines battling the most abominable forces in the universe. You think bodily waste is odious? Strippers have to contend with something even more hazardous: the male sex drive.

      Take away the seven-inch heels and sparkly costumes, and strippers are really just working folks punching the clock, hoping the bouncers don't have to punch any patrons who get too handsy. And exotic dancers are nearly as indispensable as plumbers are to the public good. Society desperately needs their services. The nation's homicide rate would at least double if those talented ladies didn't graciously shed their garments and provide an outlet to help quell the urges of heterosexual men. After all, plumbers lay pipe, and strippers create the fantasy of laying pipe by twirling on a pole. I could go on and on.

      By the time I reached Lola's Goodtime Emporium, it was still shy of three o'clock in the afternoon, and the beers would be 2-for-1 for over two more hours. Plenty of time to get a sizable buzz going without throat punching my precariously low bank account. I still needed to collect the money Mrs. McGillicuddy owed from the previous week when I'd installed a tankless water heater and replaced a shower pan. In retrospect, my bid had probably been too low, since I’d had to contend with the lunatic parrot she gives free rein of the house to—a devil bird that delights in terrorizing both plumbers and the lady's PTSD-addled Yorkshire terriers.

      The Emporium is like a second home to me. I've been going there since I moved to Tampa. The beers are cold and the daytime girls' hearts are warm. At night, it's a meat market and the chicks are all about making maximum bank. You certainly can't blame them; they're businesswomen after all.

      However, during the day you can relax and just sit around the bar talking about life. It’s a place where everybody knows your name. Kind of like the old TV show Cheers, except that Diane and Carla are tattooed and wearing thongs with glitter sprinkled on their tits.

      As is my custom, I nodded to the twin gargoyle statues guarding the front door before entering. Like always, I was struck by the transition between the world out there—a nonsensical place of honking horns and bill collectors—and the comforting darkness in here, a fantasy realm of protocols I could understand and shadows I could temporarily hide in.

      "Everybody Dance Now" by C+C Music Factory pumped from hidden speakers, smoke swirled among the ceiling beams, and the rotating can lights and disco mirror balls pierced the darkness with a bombardment of rainbow rays—each exposing a strip of naked flesh for a tantalizing moment before winking out.

      "Did you bring the ransom money?" a voice demanded from an elevated disc jockey platform several feet off to the left. My eyes hadn't yet adjusted but it could only belong to one person: Tony Keyes, Tampa's finest strip club DJ. I usually divide my time between drinking Guinness with him up in his perch and over at the bar chatting with my favorite girls. Tony has a syrupy baritone that wraps you up in a teddy bear hug. If you're not careful, it'll also hypnotically convince you to spend every buck in your pocket. I've seen dudes on payday empty their entire wallets into garter belts in less than an hour when he's on the mic. Unsurprisingly, all the girls love him.

      We're good friends, and I've been coming in so long that I remember the dinosaur days when Tony had to lug in his entire collection of songs each shift, stacked cases of CDs he'd wheeled around with a hand truck. Back before computers totally took over the world. So long ago that one of the girls from that era is not only a lithe, late-thirties mom still climbing the pole, but her daughter—a precocious, long-legged vixen with buttery smooth skin—is stripping to pay her own way through college.

      Kandi is the daughter's dance handle, and she'd just stepped onto the small, circular stage fronting the bar for the first of a three-song set. She'd only been at it a few weeks and was still working on her routine. You can always identify the rookies because they all dance too fast, like they're out clubbing. That's what's so comical about Demi Moore's character in Striptease. Way too aggressive. She was stomping and gyrating around the stage like a triceratops on crack. Awful technique. A true professional—a stripping craftswoman—knows that a sinuous, slow grind is far more captivating and, thus, far more profitable.

      "Tony, my main man. What's the word of the day?"

      He reached down and we fist bumped. "Goldschläger," he said, setting a bottle on the ledge.

      His sly smile told me he'd already enjoyed several shots of the gold-flecked cinnamon liqueur. He usually drinks beer when he's working, but when Queen Goldy whispers in his ear that it's time to play, Tony succumbs to her siren song. When that happens, no matter what subject you're on, he'll find a way to turn the conversation back to an ex-girlfriend of his we all call Fire Crotch—a red-headed dancer who two years ago broke his heart by running off with a bouncer and getting married in Vegas.

      I laughed. "She's a beauty. Remember, though, not all that glitters is gold. I might catch up with you later but I have an interview with a potential new trainee."

      He shook his head in sympathy. "Damn, man. Seems like you're interviewing every week."

      "Nearly so. The hiring pool for plumbers' helpers is a dumpster fire of pain and despair."

      Which was true. It'd been a revolving door of one slacker after another looking to get paid but with little interest in putting in an honest day's labor. And the few guys not scared of work had displayed life management skills even more pitiful than my own.

      "Welp, good luck, amigo. I’m working a double." He held Goldy up high in a salute. "The Queen and I will be fucking each other’s brains out the rest of the night, and she’s got friends if you’re in the mood for an orgy."

      Jesus, the poor guy was so bad off today that he wasn't even using a shot glass. Fortunately, Tony has the highest alcohol tolerance in the known universe.

      "I might take you up on that, T," I said and headed over to the stage to tip Kandi.

      "Hey, Kandi Cane. I do believe you're a prodigy." I took out my money clip and slipped a five-dollar bill in her garter, letting the back of my fingers linger an extra second on her astonishingly soft skin.

      Kandi flipped her platinum-blonde hair and launched a megawatt smile at my defenseless eyes, making my dick do a jig in my pants. "Thanks, Vox. A girl tries."

      Feloni and CashMoney were sitting over on the right side of the bar. I snuck up behind like a great white stalking unsuspecting seals and attacked, popping my head between them.

      "GRRR!"

      They both squealed and jumped a fathom.

      Feloni: "Shitsicle!"

      CashMoney: "Knob Gobbler!"

      I kissed each of them on the cheek. "Ahh, I love it when you classy broads talk dirty. Anybody tipping today?"

      Feloni laughed. "CashMoney had a twenty-one-year-old kid fall head over heels in love with her. Girly got him to buy two bottles of Dom and eight dances in the back."

      "Ouch," I said. "That's gonna sting when he sobers up tomorrow. You two forgot more about hustling than the rest of the dancers out there will ever know." They agreed with a "hell yeah" and a dainty high-five of matching bright orange, squared-off fingernails.

      "Hey, Kim," Feloni said to the daytime bartender, who was just finishing up at the other side of the bar. "Can you please get Voxy Man a Guinness?"

      I placed a hand at the nape of her neck and started massaging as I countered the request. "Hold up on that for now, Kim. I've got an interview to do first."

      Feloni relaxed back into her seat like a contented cat. CashMoney admired me through dark lashes. "No wonder Valentina keeps you around with those talented hands."

      I gave her my finest wink. "You can tell your third musketeer personally. She's swinging by soon." Glancing at my watch confirmed I had to get my ass moving. Time to see if the interviewee had shown up.

      "Duty calls, ladies. I shall return." I gave Feloni one last squeeze and turned to leave, prompting a mock pout from her.

      "Hurry back," CashMoney said. "Feloni and I are gonna get nasty together on stage in less than half an hour. We'd hate for you to miss out."

      "Missing those shenanigans ain't gonna happen," I assured them, breaking into a brisk walk towards the back of the club with fingers crossed.
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      Back in the bowels of the Emporium, past the bathrooms, offices, and storage rooms, a narrow hallway doglegs to the right. It ends at a door that reads "KEEP OUT — EXTREME DANGER" in wicked, red letters. I placed my hand in the center of the door, closed my eyes, and mentally searched for the chimes which would signal something had messed with my guard spell.

      Pissed off customers, psychotic parrots, and disgruntled ex-employees are bad enough, but for kahunas—the self-appointed peacekeepers of the supernatural world—there's always the chance that something with magical powers is gunning for us. Good, no chimes. "Vuna vima quai mox," I whisper-chanted, disabling my security system.

      I unlocked the door, entered, and flipped on the lights, checking my eyes in the mirror to make sure they weren't overly bloodshot from last night's drunken escapade. My hangover still nagged at me but wasn't as bad as I'd feared. After crossing to the other door in the room, I turned the deadbolt and pushed out. Sunlight streamed inside. Amazingly, there the applicant stood, right on time. A skinny, hipster-looking guy in his twenties, sporting a handlebar mustache, a navy blue Peaky Blinders flat cap, and a surprised expression.

      "Is this Kahuna Plumbing?" he warily asked.

      I stepped out onto the blacktop, giving the exterior letters a quick glance. "Yep, still there. Thank God. You had me worried flying raccoons might've nibbled off the letters in the night. Congratulations, Bart. You've successfully arrived at Kahuna Plumbing. After you." I pointed at a rickety folding chair.

      The offered chair was dwarfed by an enormous Gothic desk—hand-carved from a single block of redwood—that I purchased years ago and have been lugging around ever since. The sides are swooping wings. It perches upon monstrous talons, and thrusting out of the front at crotch level is a screaming, demonic eagle's head. The nightmare weighs over eight hundred pounds and takes up nearly half the room. He uneasily sat.

      I squeezed behind the desk into an equally bombastic, hand-stitched and brass-riveted leather chair, the backrest of which had been designed extra tall to accommodate the stuffed lion's head roaring down from the top. Setting out my tatted, muscled forearms on display, I stoically examined him and went as still as a barnacle.

      His eyes darting around the room, Bart looked afraid of being devoured. Which was exactly my intention. It's best to establish your tone from the outset. Frame control is key.

      "Are you nervous, Bart?"

      "No, it's just that, um, I thought this building was a strip club," he said, twisting a tip of his mustache.

      "An interesting observation. Do you often spend your time in strip clubs?"

      He sat bolt upright. "Um, no, sir. I'm not interested in strip clubs. I've never been in one."

      "Do you not like looking at naked women, Bart?"

      "No, sir… I mean yessir. I, uh, very much do like looking at them. I just don't have much money either."

      I sat back and smiled, letting him off the hook. "To each his own, young man. But staying out of strip clubs is a wise decision. They’ll rot your brain. You showed up on time, which is a helluva positive start, so we've got that going for us. Did you bring your resumé?"

      From the manila folder in his hand, he produced a single sheet of paper and stretched it out to me, careful not to get any closer to the hungry wooden beak inches from his cock.

      I quickly skimmed it over. "Hmm. Your only plumbing experience is that you worked with your dad one summer who, at the time, was a plumber's helper? I guess that made you a plumber's helper's helper?"

      "Exactly."

      "Interesting. I've never heard of such a thing, but I guess conceptually it's not out of the realm of possibility. Time for a short rapid-fire. Name two materials sewer pipes are made of."

      He pondered for a mere second. "Cast iron and Orangeburg."

      "Ah, Orangeburg," I noted with appreciation. "Bonus points for that. Do you know what a ballcock is?"

      "Yes, sir. It brings water into the toilet."

      "Which way do you turn a handle to shut off incoming water?"

      "Righty-tighty, lefty-loosey," he answered without missing a beat.

      "Name two materials other than PVC that water lines are made of."

      Bart searched his brain. "Copper and, uh, CVP... I mean, CPVC."

      "Cinnamon Toast Crunch or Golden Grahams?"

      "Cinnamon Toast Crunch," he said with a grin.

      I nodded and folded my arms approvingly. "All correct, Bart. Except for the last question, of course. Overall, a great job. Especially for the helper of a helper. You might have some potential."

      Although I wasn't sure I could stomach being subjected to his mustache on a consistent basis, I was desperate and he knew some plumbing basics. I absently looked up to the left at a spider’s web in the far corner of the ceiling. In all honesty, my gut told me he was the best candidate to walk through the door in a long time.

      "Alright, man. Here's the thing. I've run your background and it's straight. I need a helper I can depend on. How does twenty dollars an hour sound to start? If you show up when and where you should, steadily learn, and become more and more of an asset to me, your pay goes up. If you fail to do any of those, I'll allow my eagle unfettered access to your ballsack."

      I stood and extended my hand. "Sound reasonable?"

      Bart visibly relaxed and gave a relieved chuckle. "Deal, sir," he said, getting up and completing the shake. "Uh, I was wondering if there was any way you'd allow me to wear my hats. I've got several colors. They bring me luck."

      "Only if you add a pinstriped suit so customers think a 1920s gangster came to rob them." It took a second for me to realize he was serious. "Oh… sure. Why not? I'm not one to turn down an added measure of luck."

      I reached into a desk drawer and plopped a handful of shirts on the desk. "Hawaiian shirts are kinda our trademark here at Kahuna Plumbing. I even had company patches sewn on."

      Frowning, he held one up. "What size is this?"

      "Not sure. I got 'em on sale at TJ Maxx."

      He inspected the tags. "All of these are XXLs. I'm a medium."

      "Hmm. Yeah, I see what you mean. But better to have roomy freedom of movement instead of being too tight."

      "Maybe they'll shrink after a few hours in the dryer," he said with a shrug. "Also, that might get the wrinkles out."

      "That's the spirit. I love the can-do attitude. If that doesn't work, you could try putting them in the oven. We'll do your new-hire paperwork on the jobsite tomorrow. And call me Vox. I'll text you the address. Be there at 10:00 a.m. sharp."

      "Will do, Vox." He flashed a peace sign and turned for the door.

      "One more thing, Bart."

      He stopped, his hand on the handle, and looked back.

      "For real, though. Stay out of strip clubs. Plumbers plus strippers equals combustion."
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      After he left, I went back out the door leading to the club proper and reactivated the guard spell. For the foolish soul who trips it—whether they come through a door, down through the ceiling, tunnel in from underground, or materialize into the room—their time on Earth will soon be at an end. Any illicit intrusion morphs the gargoyles out front from stony statues into killing machines.

      On my way back, I saw that Slim, the men's bathroom attendant, was now on duty. He's an old, black guy who's been at the club forever. He keeps the urinals full of ice (to minimize the odor), gives you a fresh towel after you wash your hands, and has an assortment of colognes and other toiletries to prepare you for re-entry into the erotic jungle. Slim's always ready with a kind word and is so unfailingly happy that I wouldn't be surprised if he smiles when he sleeps. His services are definitely worthy of a buck tip.

      "Slimmaculate, what's the word of the day?"

      "Puuussyyy," he slowly drawled, then belly laughed, his body shaking like a paint mixer.

      As his laughter subsided, Tony's unmistakable voice growled from the speakers. "And nowww, direct your attention to the main stage where two of the most prestigious members of the Big Titty Committee are going to enjoy each other for your viewing delight and their carnal pleasure. They're gorgeous, they're talented, and they're hotter than Hades: I give you... Feloni and CashMoneyyy! Gentlemen, get your asses up to the stage, have your stacks ready, and... Make. It. Rain."

      Only Tony could've delivered such a compelling introduction. Although we were at opposite ends of the dimly lit club, I could see him tilt Goldy up and swig like she was a quart of beer. If he wasn't careful, even with his legendary tolerance, he’d be falling down drunk before the night was over. Fire Crotch's betrayal must've been feeding on him like a moray eel.

      Feloni and CashMoney sashayed onto the raised stage in their platform heels to an intro of Motley Crue's "Girls, Girls, Girls." Valentina, already seated at a table, spotted me coming and waved. I couldn’t help gasping. Ay Dios mío. What a prototypical example of prime femininity in the Latina form—jet black hair, café con leche skin, hoop earrings the size of Saturn's rings. Looking into her brown doe eyes for too long is as dangerous as challenging the sun to a staring contest.

      "Hey, señorita loca," I said, stretching out in the chair beside her. "Qué pasa, mi amor?"

      She leaned over to give me a peck on the cheek. "Hola, Papi Vox."

      Valentina can be a feisty thing and I'm no stranger to doing stupid shit, so perhaps it was a foregone conclusion our relationship has been occasionally rocky. But tonight the forecast was puppies and petunias. She looked to be in a particularly affectionate mood, and I was ready to celebrate since it appeared I might have a new helper who didn't suck.

      I flagged down the cocktail girl, GiGi, a tiny wisp with thick glasses and adorable pigtails. She was still learning how to walk in heels and had already gone down twice during her brief employment. I'm sure I wasn't the only one who held their breath when she tottered around with a full tray of drinks.

      "GiGi, darling girl. Could we please have a bottle of Rumple Minze and five shot glasses?"

      She chewed her bottom lip while meticulously writing the order on her notepad. "You got it, Vox. Be back soon. Wish me luck."

      "One step at a time," I called after her.

      "Cinco?" Valentina asked with raised, neatly manicured eyebrows.

      "Yep. The splendiferous Johnny Domingo should be walking in any minute."

      She clapped her hands together in delight. "I forgot he was flying in today. Feloni is hella thrilled. I've seldom seen new love burn for so long. Six months in and each can still do no wrong in the other's eyes."

      Tony shut down the primary lighting, plunging the club into darkness for a moment before dramatically switching on a spotlight zeroed in on the girls. They now faced each other and held hands at center stage. "Black Velvet" by Alannah Myles started up.

      Females learn early on that almost all heterosexual men enjoy watching them together. Even if a chick isn't bisexual, she's rewarded by acting as if she is. For dancers, monetarily speaking, there's a distinct advantage in performing with other women. Nothing opens up billfolds faster.

      When both dancers are as beautiful as Feloni and CashMoney, it's a mandatory must-see spectacle. I guarantee everyone huddled around the stage at that moment would've chosen to be there rather than anywhere else in the world. They were two divinely talented artists, at the height of their powers, about to craft a masterpiece.

      CashMoney played the aggressor and reached around to cup the back of Feloni's head, bringing their mouths ever closer. The entire club held its breath in anticipation. Finally, CashMoney's tongue slipped out and joined her friend's in a long, luxurious kiss, causing Feloni to emit a small moan in the back of her throat.

      Every movement was slow and smooth yet seething with barely restrained power. Each woman’s hands squeezed the other's ass as they leaned deeper into the kiss. The air pulsed with raw estrogen. Tops were removed and they caressed each other's heavy breasts.

      Down to the floor they descended. Inch by inch. Each lost in the other. Feloni laid on her back, her dirty blonde hair fanned out. CashMoney, her signature dollar-sign tramp stamp ablaze in neon green, gracefully spun around on top until they were in a classic sixty-nine position.

      Normally, they wouldn't have gone much further. Hillsborough County and city ordinances are very clear that overt sex acts in strip clubs are illegal. The club would be fined upon a confirmed violation. But that day there was no doubt in anyone's mind what would happen next. The women were too far gone. Even the daytime manager, Conway, was leaning over the stage railing—his eyes as big as Feloni's areolas—mentally urging them on.

      Once Feloni felt CashMoney slip her thong aside and go down on her, she returned the favor in kind. The crowd, already surging with the ferocity of caged rhinos, exploded in cheers, creating a transcendent energy which fueled each woman to explore the other even more intensely. Their hips rhythmically pumped to the music, allowing probing tongues to spear molten loins.

      Valentina reached under the table and grabbed my cock, which was as hard as an Applied Quantum Mechanics course at MIT. Utterly spellbound, she stared at her two friends while taking shallow breaths and kneading me through my pants.

      By this time, around two dozen guys leaned over the railing, each with a thick payload. Their hands blurred as they blazed through their stacks, rocketing greenbacks into orbit one by one. In another dimension, the ghost of George Washington smiled. You could barely see the chicks anymore because the air was so choked with bills floating down atop them. In all my years of going to strip clubs, I've never seen such a torrential rainstorm.

      The song neared its end. Feloni was the first to cum, shouting her pleasure loud enough for half of Tampa Bay to hear. A few seconds later, CashMoney followed suit, arching her back like a shuddering she-beast and repeatedly moaning Feloni's name.

      As Valentina desperately tried to free my dick, GiGi showed back up with the bottle of liqueur and shot glasses miraculously intact on her tray. Against all odds, despite the commotion and with virtually no lighting by which to see, she'd somehow made it back unscathed… and in remarkably prompt time.

      I was a reamed-out husk, barely able to talk. Valentina, her eyes glazed over, visibly panted. GiGi set everything on the table and smiled sweetly, patiently waiting for me to settle up.

      "Just put it on my tab, GiGi, and give yourself three dollars," I croaked. "And please put another bottle on ice for us."

      "Thanks, Vox." She beamed and carefully shuffled away.

      Feloni and CashMoney began collecting all the bills carpeting the floor. They were so plentiful that the women were stuffing them into Home Depot five-gallon buckets.

      I felt a hand squeeze my shoulder and looked up to see Johnny Domingo shaking his caramel-complected, bald head back and forth at Valentina and me, his amusement at our condition evidenced by his knowing grin. "Aloha, Johnny," I managed breathlessly. "What's the word of the day?"

      "Downpour," he laughed in his precisely enunciated, contraction-free, St. Maarten accent. "Obviously one of biblical proportions, my kahuna brother." He glanced over at the women gathering their money. "I am not sure what I missed, but I know a dawdling Uber driver who will find himself at the bottom of the bay if I ever see him again."
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      Not long after the deluge, the major record company exec who Valentina was scheduled to meet with the next day called and said he had to unexpectedly jet out to L.A. on a red-eye. Her only chance to talk with him before he left town would be at an airport lounge before his flight boarded. With the fickleness of the music business, she might never get an opportunity like that again.

      We all understood and were excited for her. Reluctantly, she left. But not before reminding me to exercise some maturity: "Don't go hog-wild on the Rumple Minze, bae." Her comment wasn't without merit. In the past, I'd made questionable decisions when drinking too much of the peppermint-flavored hundred-proof howitzer.

      I nodded agreeably at her indisputable words of wisdom and then immediately forgot about them after she left. By the time we vanquished the first bottle, the remaining four of us—Johnny, Feloni, CashMoney, and I—were on the path to getting plastered.

      GiGi stopped by to inquire if we were ready for the second bottle, which turned out to be Johnny's cue. "Mr. Montague, it is time for my lady love and I to enjoy some alone time. Then tomorrow I am off to visit my sister in Crystal River for a couple of days. I will let you know when I resurface."

      Even though Johnny and I had important matters to attend to during his visit to Tampa, his most urgent order of business, quite understandably, was to take Feloni on a trip between the sheets to Pound Town.

      As they got up to leave, Feloni smiled and wagged a finger at us. "Be careful now. You two are too much alike for your own good. Both of you get home safely."

      "Don't worry about us," I scoffed. "You just make sure your sex jaguar doesn't accidentally break you in half."

      The women hugged goodbye while Johnny and I opted for a forearm thwack. Now only two warriors remained in the battle against the enemy of sobriety.

      As they walked away, I turned to CashMoney. "What do you think? Do we succumb to cowardice and give up the fight, or do we move on to bottle number two?"

      The corners of her mouth curled into a Grinch smile. "Número dos," she purred.
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      Between the span of opening the Rumple Minze and waking up the next morning, I remember only two episodes. Each lasted barely more than a minute.

      In the first, I became aware of lying on soft sheets. My head was slumped to the side, and a thin rivulet of drool pooled on my shoulder. The lights were on. What time was it? Hoping I'd made it back to my house, I groggily tried to spot my Sebastian the Ibis alarm clock on the nightstand. Ah, there it was. 943943943 o'clock. What the hell? I was so drunk that I was seeing triple. Feeling motion above, I looked up to witness three CashMoneys straddling me, wrestling with the clasps of their bras.

      Hmm, how had this interesting development transpired? Finally, they succeeded and six magnificent breasts spilled out. Of course, I'd always fantasized about fucking her. I mean, who hadn't? Even though I couldn't remember how we'd gotten back to my house or why she was in my bed, it seemed a shame not to find out what those orbs of perfection felt like. I reached up and took the middle ones in my hands, giving them a squeeze. Apollonia's Udders! They were even more divine than I'd anticipated.

      What Valentina tried earlier, CashMoney accomplished: my dick was firmly in her grasp. Valiantly, my stalwart soldier saluted, ready for duty. The fragment of my brain still able to think rationally knew this wasn't a wise decision, but it was too overmatched to put a halt to the festivities.

      She lifted up to impale herself on Lil Vox, looking more and more unsteady by the second. Right then, the Rumple Minze battering ram circled around again, head-butting me back into the void. My last memory before going under the waves was CashMoney falling forward and a titty plugging my open mouth like a cork.
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      My second memory was a jangling sound jerking me back from the depths of unconsciousness so quickly that I was momentarily overtaken by the bends. Keys can be a signal which smacks your primitive brain in the mouth. Mayday! Mayday! Wake up, moron! A mental database query to check who I'd given a key to returned zero results.

      Unfortunately, CashMoney was still passed out on top of me. Though she couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred and twenty pounds, in my feeble state it felt like being pinned by a yacht. Spitting out my breast pacifier, I strained to rise but could get nowhere. Sooo heaaavy.

      Without warning, time down-shifted into slow motion. Turning my head as if chin deep in a tar pit, I eventually found the clock and could see clearly enough. 11:08. It took even longer to move my eyes to the window. No light came from between the blinds, so it was still nighttime.

      The keys fell to the ground. A feminine voice expressed mild annoyance. "Coño carajo." Its accent was Puerto Rican. I nearly died from panic. Again I tried to extricate myself but was backhanded with crippling fatigue for my effort. "CashMoney, SOS," I tried to say, though what came out is anybody’s guess. She didn't respond.

      Long ago, I strategically set up a multiple mirror system so I could enjoy the aquarium in the living room while lounging in bed. Since I hadn't closed my bedroom door, CashMoney and I would be on full display. I had just enough remaining oomph to cast my eyes in the direction of the full-length mirror positioned outside my room.

      Slow motion further down-shifted into park. Now I couldn't move a muscle. Once more I tried to rouse CashMoney but found I couldn't utter so much as a peep. I was completely immobilized, trapped with no possibility of escape. Like a torture victim with toothpicks holding open his eyelids, all I could do was helplessly stare.

      The keys jangled again and I heard the door open. After a few steps of heels on tile, Valentina came into view. Her chocolate brown eyes scanned as her full lips parted. "Vo-ox," she called, turning my name into two playful syllables. "It's time to celebrate. Mamacita's gonna ride you like Secretariat. We're gonna win the Triple Cr⁠—"

      Our eyes met in the mirror. Mi princesa's expression was quizzical. She couldn't comprehend what she was seeing. The poor thing was in shock. And I wasn't the only one looking at her. The succulent ass and neon dollar-sign tat of CashMoney, one of her best friends since elementary school, had their gazes locked on Valentina as well.

      Realization set in. Fury overwhelmed mi corazón. Her eyes flared with hatred. "You fucking cunts," she hissed. "Burn in hell."

      With a heave that would've made Ryan Crouser envious, she picked up and shot-putted a bulky brass seahorse clear across the room at the mirror outside my bedroom. Her aim was dead on. The glass shattered with such force that shards nearly reached the bed. The heavy frame crashed to the floor.

      After a promise to cut my cock off in the near future, Valentina slammed the front door behind her. With my frozen eyes still glued to the now-bare wall, I heard her BMW's door receive her wrath, followed by the car’s tires as she left most of their rubber on the driveway as a parting gift. Through it all, CashMoney never stirred. I returned to oblivion within seconds, serenaded by my bed buddy's soft snoring.
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      The bizarre thing about Rumple Minze is, even though I suffer blackouts and it hammers the piss out of me when I don't imbibe responsibly, I'm not hungover in the slightest the next morning. My theory is that by not walloping me with physical pain, it hopes I'll return to its fiendish embrace that much sooner.

      So as I turned north on Dale Mabry Highway near the Bucs stadium to meet up with Bart at the first plumbing call of the day, my head was fine. It was the rest of me in tatters.

      What a back-alley abortion of events. Valentina was convinced I'd fucked one of her besties, and yet I'd barely even indulged in a titty-squeeze. While CashMoney and I had never come close to doing anything in the past, I'd always suspected she'd fit me as tight as an O.J. glove. Not only was I still as clueless as ever about that, both of us would now get blamed as if we'd banged all night.

      Damn you to hell, Fräulein Minze, you traitorous whore.

      When I awoke, CashMoney had already left; most likely she'd called an Uber. Although I'd texted her a message about what had happened, she'd probably figured it out. The trail of destruction left by Tropical Storm Valentina wasn't hard to decipher.

      Valentina and I have a unique relationship in that our problems aren't about me straying, which I only do an extremely rare basis. She tolerates it and knows my heart belongs only to her.

      Her rules are:

      
        
          	
        I won't go looking but I better never hear about it.
      

      	
        Don't get another woman pregnant.
      

      	
        If you give me a disease, I will literally kill you.
      

      	
        Never mess around with one of my friends.
      

      

      

      Coolest chick ever, right? And I'd turned belly up to my demons like the coward I am, shitting all over an ideal situation. In the end, I had no one to blame except myself. While I hadn't set out to get CashMoney in the sack, she'd ended up there nevertheless.

      Of course, my romantic dilemmas had nothing to do with paying my bills, while doing jobs this week most certainly did. In addition, if I fiscally collapsed, I could neither eat nor fulfill my obligations as the Kahuna of Florida West. Financial survival is what I needed to focus on at the moment. That and getting at least some control over my drunkardly ways.

      After passing the stadium, I turned onto Himes Ave and prayed with a reverence rivaling that of the most pious monk, "Please, Holy Creator, let Bart be waiting at the house."

      I hung a right across the street from Al Lopez Park and—lo and behold, thank the heavens, hallelujah, and praise the Lord—there he was, leaning against a beat-up Subaru Outback, eating a donut, and twirling on his mustache. His company shirt engulfed him like an old lady’s house dress.

      I pulled up behind him, jumped out, and joyfully hugged the confused lad. Maybe the day wouldn't be a disaster after all.
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      The first call went swimmingly well. I was a little leery at first because when I asked the customer what his issues were, he just mumbled incoherently, pointed, and then shuffled behind us with his head slightly upturned and his mouth agape—like a basking shark skimming for plankton.

      However, he turned out to be reasonably sane, which often isn’t the case with customers. Bart and I ended up installing a shower valve, relieving a laundry line blockage, and replacing two shut-off valves for $1,299. Cha-ching. On top of that, Bart passed his first test.

      On a trainee's first day, I always ask the same question: "You know what a pipe stretcher is, correct?" For those foolish enough to say yes, I send them out to my van to retrieve one. There's no such tool. Think about it. How the hell are you gonna stretch a pipe? I've had dudes rooting around out there for the better part of an hour, tearing their hair out with frustration.

      Bart cool-headedly thought about it for a scant few seconds before proclaiming that he was sure pipe stretchers didn't exist. That made me feel warm all over. More and more, my new employee was proving himself to be capable.

      After we finished that job, it was time to refuel our bellies. If we'd been on the other side of town, I would've chosen Mott & Hester for lunch. True, the owner is a Gator, but he's a nice guy and has some of the best deli eats in Tampa. Since we were up north, Bart followed me to a Raising Cane's on the way to our next call. We enjoyed a delicious, early lunch of chicken fingers, Cane's sauce, crinkle-cut fries, and coleslaw—all washed down with Arnold Palmers. After gorging ourselves, the plan was to leave his car at the restaurant. He'd ride with me for the rest of the day.

      Though I'd given the cab a once-over to hide my degenerate ways, an empty can of Dos Equis had materialized from God-knows-where and was waiting patiently on the recessed step for Bart. When he opened up the passenger door, it fell at his feet in greeting. Ouch. It's not an auspicious start to your employment when evidence of your boss's drinking and driving says hello. He just placed it on the floorboard as if nothing had happened, and neither of us spoke further of the incident.

      Another small but profitable job followed, Bart continued to shine, and a day that started like a sinking Titanic had somehow righted itself. The wind now blew from our backs and we sailed along smoothly on calm waters, under clear skies, with no icebergs in sight.

      The last scheduled call of the day was an especially easy one. I had already pre-sold it over the phone for three hundred and fifty dollars. We just had to replace a customer-provided toilet. Barely any parts costs meant another nice chunk of change in my bank account. Beep, beep, beep—back up the money truck.

      I even let Bart take command of the job. Knock on the door, establish rapport, fill out the invoice. Bing, bang, boom. Yesterday his handlebar mustache annoyed me. Today I realized it was actually endearing.

      Since he claimed to have replaced a toilet before, I just sat on the edge of the tub watching. While my mind ostensibly supervised, every few minutes it revisited last night—alternating between still shots of Valentina's stunned expression and CashMoney's extraordinary tits.

      As often happens, the bolts securing the toilet bowl to the floor were rusted on and couldn't be unscrewed. Which is why Bart had a Dremel tool plugged in to cut off the frozen nuts. He would just use brand-new nuts and bolts instead of the existing ones. I admired the steadiness of his hands.

      The shut-off valve, though it appeared to be structurally sound, had started leaking a tad. Happens a lot. It wasn't completely shutting off, and water slowly dripped from the end of the supply line onto the floor. Nothing major but enough to form a gradually growing puddle. The Dremel's cord was slightly frayed. As we all know, water and electricity don’t make compatible bedfellows.

      I'd just returned from another replay-loop and immediately grasped the situation. I was about to instruct Bart to tweak the valve a hair more to stop the drip and towel up the water. He’d also noticed the potential issue and was proceeding to do that very thing.

      He lightly grasped the football-shaped handle of the valve and nudged it clockwise. The leak stopped. An instant after he gave himself a fist clench of approval, the shut-off valve flew across the room, slamming into my shinbone. I howled like a werewolf caught in a bear trap.

      Hell hath no fury like an open pipe at full pressure. A fire hose of water blasted from the pipe, instantly beginning to flood the bathroom. It was a jailbreak and every water molecule sprinted towards freedom. The rest of the house, including the hardwood floors just a few feet away in the hallway, would be flooded in short order.

      Bart, who was on his hands and knees, tried to scramble to his feet. He almost succeeded but slipped, buckled an ankle, and fell to the tile with a yelp of pain.

      Despite my shin, the rapidly worsening water situation was unequivocally the top priority. Floods can be a company-killer. Besides a fire, nothing can fuck up a house quicker or more destructively than rampaging water with menace on its mind.

      I extended my hands towards the pipe and—in a sort of Karate Kid "wax on/wax off" manner—rotated them in small, circular motions. "Veena tom bok kwai," I whisper-chanted. The water spewing out of the pipe stopped. Not a drop more ventured past the lip.

      Next, I brought my hands to waist level, palms facing up, and rapidly fluttered them. "Zeely con zub kwai." The water on the floor beaded and awaited further instructions. Raising my still vibrating hands to my shoulders, the droplets humbly floated into the air. The water merged into a liquid rope as I brought my palms together. I thrust my hands towards the tub and the rope instantly obeyed, funneling over the edge and into the drain. The floor was now bone-dry.

      I looked over at Bart. He'd struggled to a sitting position with his back against the wall and couldn't have been more baffled than if I'd shapeshifted into a walrus and begun singing the chorus of "Let It Go." His right eye and cheek twitched.

      "Listen carefully," I said in a voice of confident authority. "The homeowner is probably coming through that door at any moment. Don't say a word. There's no telling where she was in the house and how much she heard."

      Sure enough, the sounds of her slippers shuffled our way shortly thereafter. The door opened and she stuck her head in. White Shoulders perfume filled the air. "Would you boys like an egg salad sandwich? I don't put relish in mine. Nothing's worse than egg salad that tastes like you're eating dessert."

      Staring at the tub, Bart just kept twitching.

      "No thanks, Mrs. Hankerson," I said. "We're fine. Just taking a little break."

      "Well, how about a glass of water?"

      "We've had all the water we can handle. You're too kind. Don't worry about us."

      "Okie-dokie," she said, closing the door and shuffling back from whence she came.
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      My shin throbbed like a bitch but Bart was worse off. His ankle was already swelling and he couldn't put any weight on it. After finding Mrs. Hankerson absorbed in her crocheting in the Florida room, I carried my helper out to the van and propped his foot up on the dashboard. I grabbed some ice out of the cooler, stuffed it into a trash bag, and wrapped it around his ankle with duct tape. All the while, not a single word was spoken about my demonstration of water powers. It was possible he was in complete denial and had already locked the memory away in a vault, then pitched it over the side into the Mariana Trench of his subconscious. Better that than a blown mind.

      "I'm so sorry, dude. I'm so sorry," he said over and over. With his burgundy cap askew and eyes vacant, both hands twirled his mustache in overdrive. I wondered how much more his handlebars could take.

      "No hay problema, jefe. You sit tight. And keep your foot elevated." I turned on the radio to what I usually listen to while driving between calls: the Bubba the Love Sponge Show. "I'll finish up inside and be back soon. Guaranteed Bubba's up to something amusing. It'll take your mind off the pain."

      Within twenty minutes, we were driving west on State Road 54, returning to Tampa from Wesley Chapel. Bart had regained some composure. His twirling was down to one hand, his hat was righted, the twitch was mostly gone, and he wasn't constantly apologizing anymore. All positive signs. He clutched his bucket of tools in his lap as if they were a favorite stuffed animal.

      "You think we might need to run by a clinic?" I asked. "Maybe that’s a break instead of a sprain."

      "Nah, my sister will take a look at it. All I want to know is how you did it, Vox." His voice was laced with the profound curiosity of someone trying to figure out a Shin Lim card trick.

      "What?"

      "I know it was another test for me. I just can't figure out how you pulled it off. That was super dope. We were on a TV prank show, weren't we? Unbelievable. You're a certified genius. Seriously, quit plumbing and take that show to Vegas, man. You'll make millions."

      Lamentably, he hadn’t thrown the memory overboard.

      "First of all, Bart, what happened back there wasn't your fault. In fact, your performance all day has been top-notch." I'd decided coming clean was the best option. He'd seen everything up close and personal. I mean, there was no logical way to explain this away, and—given enough distance and perspective—he'd come to that conclusion. The kid wasn't an idiot, he was just in shock. And it wasn't like I had to kill him and drop him down a well or anything. As supernatural peacekeepers, it’s impossible to keep all kahuna-related activities entirely under wraps. We just want them on the down-low as much as possible.

      "You remember how disappointed you were growing up when you discovered Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny were imaginary?" He nodded. "Well, today you got some payback on the world. You discovered some far-fetched shit actually exists. That valve breaking off was a freak occurrence. However, it 100% happened. What I did also happened. No tricks. No TV series. No tests. Have you seen The Matrix?" He nodded again. "You're plunging down the hare hole as we speak."

      Pausing for a second to let it all sink in, I turned back south onto Dale Mabry. So far, so good. He hadn't jumped out of the van in terror and splattered himself all over the road, which I counted as a win.

      "I'm part of a race of beings possessing certain magical powers. We call ourselves kahunas. One of our abilities is the manipulation of water. Generally speaking, we can make it do what we want. You bore witness to that today. Does that make any sense?"

      He slowly shook his head in wonderment. "You're serious, aren't you? Wow! I'm in, brah. Sign me up. How much would you charge to teach me that awesomeness? Can you swim as fast as a dolphin? Can you breathe underwater? Who would win if you and a giant squid got into a fight? Is the Loch Ness monster real? How about mermaids?" His eyes had gone from lifeless to Nicolas-Cage-guzzling-a-case-of-Red-Bull-manic-mode.

      It was impossible not to get caught up in his enthusiasm. "Sadly, my friend, it doesn't work quite like that," I said with a laugh. "It's not a club you
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