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Running from the mob is deadly. But running from your past...that’s impossible.
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For twenty years, adoptive gangster Jimmy the Grayduck has become the best bag man for the Chicago Polish mob. He’s earned the trust of Boss Vikk Korsack and is engaged to his youngest daughter Melina. 
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The envy of every wiseguy in the Windy City, Jimmy’s secret, runaway past still haunts him: the cursed satchel he and his childhood friends unearthed from an Ojibwe burial mound. It destroyed his family and childhood but helped him clean up after the mob and make a name for himself. But when Vikk retires and appoints the Grayduck his successor, Jimmy’s past kicks back. 
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His last job is to dispose of a hooded woman locked in a storage unit. A woman who threatens to topple everything he built in Chicago and force him to confront his past. Can Jimmy have the best of both worlds? Or will he be forced to cash out and run from the mob?
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To Jenni and Eric, friends with an unfathomable depth of conversation and good times, and the precious beta readers of this novel in its early stages. Unfortunately, the pink Hello Kitty suitcase did not make the cut, but I was still amazed at your diligent research to determine the exact amount of cash that could fit in that thing. Gold star for the effort. Huzzah!

“People talk about the middle of the road as though it were unacceptable. Actually, all human problems, excepting morals, come into the gray areas. Things are not all black and white. There have to be compromises. The middle of the road is all of the usable surface. The extremes, right and left, are in the gutters.”

— Dwight D. Eisenhower
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“My yesterdays walk with me. They keep step, they are gray faces that peer over my shoulder.” 

— William Golding
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For decades, Chicago’s Admiral Theater had entertained every creed of conman from common drunks and corrupt cops to gangsters and dealers—not to mention the seedier elements like pedophiles and politicians.

Every shade of criminal and shit-for-brains had at one time passed through its dark back rooms. If you were lucky, you found yourself in the parlor with a redhead playing your pipe, and if you were unlucky, you bled out in the back alley with the stars spilling across the sky while your vision faded. I don't know why I felt above it all. I was no better than all these fucks, but strip clubs never sat right with me. They were below the station of decent men. And was it wrong to think I had a shred of decency left in me? I wasn’t lost yet. 

The whole place seemed alien. The main catwalk jutted out into a slew of tables. Hairy hands groping, tight-fisted with cash. The music thumped in dub step to the lights careening off disco balls, glittered nipples, and rhinestone heels. An epileptic seizure bloomed in my brain. I felt faint. Like I had rushed up a flight of stairs and stood trapped on the verge of passing out and falling to the darkness below. Most of all, I felt eyes on me, watching me, judging me, pulling my good deeds from the bad. A whisper hid somewhere behind my ear—faint and unintelligible: There you are.

I forced a breath.

Relax, I told myself. Twenty years on the job and I still had to remind myself. My right knee bounced in agitation. I even had my goddamn arms stretched over the table, palms down, like I needed the world to stop spinning. I reached into my coat pocket and pulled out a small bottle of Xanax. Crunched down a few to take the edge off.

“Jimmy!!!” Rusty yelled over the music. Sweaty, he threw himself next to me in the booth, spilling some of his beer on my satchel. I pulled it closer for safe keeping. The Beretta 92 hanging from the shoulder holster inside his suit coat banged against the table. He wore a cheap brown suit and matching pork-pie hat. Tit glitter covered his face. “You look like you're about to toss your fucking cookies, man! Get up! Take a stack of tens and fill some fucking g-strings, Brutha!”

I retracted my arms and took a pull from the tumbler of Jameson in front of me. Lit up a cigarette to combat my shaking hands. “I'm outta place. I don’t belong here.”

“Everyone is outta place here,” he said. Then, like he remembered something important, he pointed at me and added, “You should have seen the new waitress the other night. She'd make you feel right at home. I'd stuff more than her panties.”

I shook my head. Smoked. Drank. “Still not interested.”

Rusty sidled closer, sucking air through his teeth like I was a misbehaving child. He lit up a cigarette. Relaxed a bit. He said, “I get it, dude. I do. You and Vikk's daughter. Bloodlines.” He exhaled. “You don't want to fuck that shit up. I get it.” He scanned the club as if looking for someone he couldn’t find. “But she's not here, Bro.”

Rusty had a mouth like an outboard motor set to Fuck Yeah! But he never thought past the words spilling from his lips. Vikk Korsack didn't get to run the Polish outfit in Chicago by being a chump. He had eyes in every doorway, fingers in every cash register, and shotguns under every counter. I looked toward the bar where Vikk's left-hand enforcer, Lucky, sat. Black merc stocking hat. Black leather duster. Fonzie white tee. Jeans and combat boots. Sam Elliott style ‘stache. Silently, he slammed tequila shots and kept a wary eye out in the crowd. Enforcers always came in pairs. One loudmouth fucktard with his thoughts like puke on his sleeve, and another as sullen as an abandoned church.

I turned back to Rusty. “Not taking that chance, Russ.”

Rusty squinted at me. “All this lone wolf, always on the job shit’ll kill you, man. You have to freeball more often. Loosen up.” 

My phone vibrated inside my coat pocket. “I was dead once. It’s not fun.” I reached in and pulled out my burner phone. An unknown number, but I knew damn well who it was. I flipped it open and said, “Hello?”

Vikk. He only said one thing, “You could use a good ribeye, kid,” and he hung up. 

Ribeye. 

Charles Mroczek. Vikk's second in command. Lover of thick-ass steaks. The future head of the outfit. Vikk had long wanted to retire. Everyone knew that. He had a villa in Greece lined up for him and the wife. His departure meant a power shift—someone had to take over—and it had to be clean, no in-fighting, no crazy shit. It was a wise choice, and I had to deliver that message. Someone new was in charge.

I put the phone back in my pocket while snuffing my cigarette in the ashtray. Rusty smiled. “Punching in?”

I grabbed my old leather satchel and slid out of the booth. “Night shift.”

Rusty lifted his beer to me. “Powodzenia!”
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Outside, a late November snow had blown in. I parked my Crown Vic yellow cab on North Pulaski Road, a few blocks away, and let it idle. The heater stirred the stench of sour sweat from the seats, the musty char from the ashtray. Snowflakes dashed themselves to melting deaths on the windshield. Vikk’s crew gave me shit for driving the cab. They liked their Camaros, Challengers, Mustangs. The high-end shit with chrome rims and engines that gargled like barking junkyard dogs. The cab kept a low profile and gave me good “civilian” cover. To everyone else, I was just a cabbie. Plus, Crown Vics took a fucking beating. Cigarette smoke escaped like a garter snake through the cracked window.

My work bag lay on the passenger seat. An old piece-of-shit satchel I had found back in the Minnesota woods when I was a kid. Half the size of a standard army duffle, it was made from some kind of old leather, buckskin, maybe. Someone had inked a blackbird or grackle on the front flap, but it’d faded over the years. Beneath the flap, a drawstring held the whole thing together with carved bone rings from some poor creature. It reeked of maggot-munching death most days, but it held all my tricks. It was as much a part of me as an internal organ.

12:53 AM. 

I got out with my bag in tow. Locked the car and lit another cigarette. Slung the satchel over my shoulder. The snow fell harder. Flakes cut the air at sharp angles. Streetlights projected lighted shafts of flurries. Cars fishtailed through glazed streets. Pedestrians held scarves to their faces, leaned into the snow, and made their slow, slippery way. Above, the silhouette of the city hunkered like a sleeping cement beast below the blown static of the storm. I zipped up my gray wool jacket against the wind and pulled my gray stocking hat over my ears, then humped it on foot. 

Whenever I went somewhere, I had a ritual to keep an eye on my back. For walking, I’d walk three blocks, then creep into a doorway or under an eave and wait. Check for anything suspicious. Tails. Cops. Most of the time, I’d fire up a heater and sit it out. When the street was clear, I’d walk another three and repeat the process. I did something similar when I drove, taking trips around the block to throw things off. It was paranoid, but it set my mind at ease. Helped me plan and re-check my contingencies.

After six or seven blocks, I arrived at a steakhouse called Mino. Once inside, I scoped out the place. Another habit. When I was young, my old man had always told me to keep my head on a swivel. I had never known what that meant, but in Chicago, I figured it out pretty goddamn quick. A server in her thirties sat in a small booth in the corner and polished silverware. Dark circles muddied her eyes. Probably a single mom, or an addict, or had an abusive boyfriend, or a combination of the three. To her left, a lone couple finished eating and lounged drinking red wine. Looked like a third bottle, judging from the purple smudges on their teeth. Someone was getting laid for sure. The bar ran through the center of the restaurant. A blonde man in his forties stood and sorted through receipts and entered them in the system. Wedding band. Marriage paunch. No upkeep required. 

Vikk had three security cameras in the joint. One in the office, one in the back hall by the staff exit, and another at the front entrance. If Vikk fronted the money for any laundering, he always kept tabs on the place. Charles sat in the house booth in the back by the bathrooms. 

He spotted me as I approached. His eyes relaxed. His shoulders loosened. He exhaled deep and long, but he didn’t bother to stand or shake my hand. “Jimmy,” Charles said. “This is a surprise.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” I said and slid into the booth across from him. I set my satchel next to me, careful to keep it close, and lit a cigarette. A side entryway to our right led to the kitchen. Three cooks clattered along the row of stoves and ovens, packing up food and cleaning counters for the night. “I think you knew this was coming.”

A plate with a half-eaten ribeye and garlic mashed potatoes sat in front of him. No veg. Charles cut into his steak, dredged a bloody piece through the mash and stuffed it into his yapper. Chewed like a death row inmate. “So Vikk is finally cashing out?” 

“Not the biggest secret in the world,” I said. I relaxed into the faux leather booth and blew smoke from my nostrils. With a sideways glance, I checked on the restaurant. The server sat at the bar and smoked, waiting for her last table to finish. A cook slopped a mop across the red-tiled floor in the kitchen. I brought my eyes back to Charles. 

He stopped cutting steak and ate his mashed potatoes. “You hungry, Kid?” he asked. “I can have Manny fire up a ribeye for you too.” He turned to the kitchen, his fork and knife in each hand and hollered into it. “Manny!? Manny!? Put a ribeye on for Jimmy quick.” 

I waved him off. “I’m good.” 

“Jesus, Jimmy. Have some fun for fuck’s sake.” Charles chewed with his mouth open. Ran the last morsel of steak through his potatoes and popped it into his mouth. He pushed the plate away from him and rubbed his hands together. “So I presume this is good news. For me.” 

“You and Vikk go way back,” I said. “The only man fit to run the outfit. He’s hosting a big dinner with the whole family. He’s announcing it officially then.”

“Yet he sends you to deliver the message. Fucking figures.” Charles took out a cigar from his suit coat pocket and set it on the table. “I see how Vikk treats you. Keeps you close. I get it. I saw it the night you got to town.”

I scratched my chin. Shifted my eyes back to Charles. “You were there that night?”

“Yep,” he said. “In the car with Vikk. You got shanked, what nine times in the gut and chest. Your little chicky-pie girlfriend ran off screaming. You even had a fucking ratty cast on your arm. I told Vikk to fuck off. Move along. But he had the driver stop.” Charles took out a cigar cutter, nipped the cigar and lit it with a match, puffing a good draw to it. 

“Huh,” I said in disinterest. I never knew Charles had been there that night. No one ever told me. I didn’t care. But the girl. The chicky-pie. Amber. The girl I grew up with. The girl who let me feel her up back when I was fourteen. Kissing in the closet at Holly Hollencamp’s Halloween party. Nights by the lake. Fireworks on the fourth. My runaway sweetheart. That I cared about. 

“I tell you this because we have a connection,” Charles said.

“What?” I said, still lingering on the memory of Amber. 

“We have a connection,” he said. “I saved Vikk. Forty years ago. He got caught skimming tills and old man O’Hara chained him to a tug anchor. Almost drowned myself jumping in after his ass. Broke his ankle up something bad to get him loose.” 

I nodded. Tried to get my head back in the conversation. Tried to get to the point he was trying to make. “That explains the limp.” 

“Yeah,” Charles said, puffing his cigar. Relaxed. “Spit a lungful of water in my face when I got him back, the fucker. So you see, in a way, you owe me your life, Jimmy.” 

“Ironic,” I said.

Charles puffed away. A gray cloud of smoke mingled around our heads. A pang of bleach reached out from the kitchen and twitched my nose. Charles nodded at me. “You ever see her again?”

“Who?”

“The fucking girl that ran away.”

“What? No,” I said. “Never saw her again.” I tried to fake a smile. Not my best. I spent the first half of my time in Chicago looking for Amber and the last half trying to forget her. Had a lot of low nights wanting her there, wishing things would have ended differently. I don’t know how many times I picked up the phone to call back home. Just to hear her voice. I chickened out every fucking time. After a while, it got easier. The closer I got to Vikk, the more I realized I couldn’t make contact. It was too dangerous. Too risky. After everything we’d been through, the last thing she needed was more trouble. 

“That’s a shame,” Charles added. “Ever look for her?”

“Nope,” I lied.

“Well, that’s a shitty story.”

“Sorry.”

A liquid gurgle rattled through his belly. Charles set his cigar in the ashtray. “Listen, Jimmy. I gotta take a dumper. Thanks for bringing the message.” He struggled out of the booth and stood up. Straightened his suit. “I can count on you to do some of the heavy lifting in the future, right? You’re one of our best bandytas.” I nodded to him. He turned to the bartender and yelled, “Bobby?! Set this boy up with a bottle of Jameson, would ya?” The bartender nodded back at Charles. Then, without even a hint of a handshake, he wobbled off to the bathroom. 

I sat in the booth, much like I had at the Admiral. A sense of déjà vu. I found my hands flat, palms down on the tabletop. Something about his story. Being there in the alley. He never mentioned her name, but he didn’t have to. I knew. It was Amber. But it didn’t change anything. It only made me angry. The job still had to be done. I waited for him to get out of range and into the bathroom, then scanned the restaurant. Eyed the bartender, stacking glasses. The couple had gone. Their table cleared. The server pulled a red stocking hat over her blond hair and left through the front door. The cook staff continued their closing duties in the kitchen. Everyone was too busy to notice. And why would they? I was there to clean up his mess.

I opened the front flap to my satchel. Metal carabiners hung between the bone rings running around the leather draw. Each had a different color for different situations. My stash. I passed the yellow, the blue, the black. Found the red one. Pulled the string connected to it to retrieve a small plastic case and inside—a custom-made, pneumatic tranquilizer gun. Similar to the kind ranchers use for livestock. Powered by CO2 cartridges. I loaded a vial of ketamine and a fresh cartridge into it and stuffed the gun in my waistband. Then I latched up the case, slipped it back into my bag, and slung the works over my shoulder.  

I slipped unnoticed to the bathroom and swung the door open. Charles stood at the sink washing his hands. Weird. I guess, I never pegged him for a hand washer. “Jimmy?” he said, his face wrenched in surprise.

When he slapped the air dryer on, I extended the tranq gun to his neck and gave him a pop. The dryer howled between us.

“What the fuck?” Charles said. He lifted his wet hand to his neck.  

I stuck the tranq gun back in my waistband. Charles stumbled backwards, slow, and weaving. The dryer drowned out his gasps, his plodding steps. He blinked dumb and drunk. Ketamine pumped through him with every heartbeat. Each time he lurched at me, I stepped aside like a rodeo clown. It only took a few miscues before Charles tripped over his feet and crashed to the floor. He tried flopping to his back, but a deep dream swam through his veins. Charles rolled onto his back. He tried to get up on an elbow and after a few exhaustive, whale-like breaths, gave up. I took the moment to transfer the tranq gun from my waistband to my bag.

His eyes followed me. Slow. Lazy. Angry. “I knew it,” Charles said, his words slurred together. “He chose you! A motherfuckin’ street dog! I saved his life! Without me, he’d be dead! You hear me? Dead!”

I ignored him. He had already gotten into my head once. I couldn’t let him do it again. I laid my bag on the floor and opened the draw as far as it could go—just shy of a three-foot circumference. I lifted his feet and tucked them into the bag. 

Drool slid out of his mouth. His eyes bobbed in his drugged head. He chuckled and tried to laugh. “You wait, Grayduck. Everyone has their time. Yours is coming.” He gurgled another laugh. “You won’t know what fucking hit you. Gone. Just like that.”

The dryer had shut off, so I lowered my voice and added, “Guys like us can’t get close to anyone, can we? They’re chips to play. All we can do is forget them. So thanks for bringing her up again, you fuck.” 

I hiked the bag up past his knees. Charles laughed at first, but his joy didn’t last long. Inside the bag, his lower legs hung weightless off some unseen ledge within it. Even with the tranq, Charles figured it out. The satchel wasn’t just a stinky old bag. It was a gateway to a vast black void. Panic rippled across his face. An unending space grew beneath his feet. He swung them to find solid ground but found none. This was something different. Unknown. Frightening. Ravenous. His mouth fumbled for words. The sounds. Until they burped out like blood clots onto his chest. “No...no...no.” 

The bag wasn’t wide enough to fit his beef-fueled gut. I had to fucking stuff his fat past the draw. Charles’s eyelids fluttered. Below his waist he felt nothing—only a hungry emptiness, a cliff to a bottomless canyon. Each tuck of fat inched him closer to falling. His eyes darted, feverish, scared.

“I know,” I told him. “Don’t worry. It’s painless.” 

Charles pleaded with me. His eyes slid back and forth. Terror set in. Almost out cold, he stuttered for a scream but only managed a mumble. I figured it was an apology of some kind. After he closed his eyes to happy dreamtime, I hiked the bag up and around his chest. Tucked one arm in, and gravity did the rest. He slipped down into the dark abyss within the satchel. 

Gone.

I cinched the draw closed and hoisted the weightless bag to my shoulder. I took a quick leak in the urinal. Washed my hands. Combed my hair as I looked in the bathroom mirror. I felt bad. I lied to Charles. I had no idea what lay on the other side of the satchel. Maybe it was a kind of heaven? Or a burning hell? It could have been a portal to an alien dimension, for all I knew. I brushed my hair to the side of my forehead. I imagined Charles waking after his ketamine cocktail, shitting his pants in fear, then screaming to death as he fell through the void, tumbling end over end, never to hit bottom. At what point would his mind give up? When would the fear burn out all the synapses in his brain? I didn’t know. I could only imagine.  

Finished, I took a deep breath and stepped out of the bathroom and through the restaurant. A tall bottle of whiskey waited for me at the bar. I turned it over in my hand. Rubbed my thumb over the label. A night of lies. A lifetime of them. And the one truth Charles dared to speak, I couldn’t seem to forget again.

“Have a good night,” the bartender said.

I tried to smile. “You too.”
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Amber Spencer. 

Most guys say it’s the tits or the ass. At fourteen, there’s not much of either. For me, it was her hair. Short. Brown. The spots around her temples curled upwards from wearing a baseball cap throughout the summer. Freckles smattered across her cheeks and nose. And those blue eyes with just enough naughty in them to throw a baseball through a plate-glass window, or shove her hand down your pants. Two-thirds hot-blooded teenage girl and one-third shit-kicking boy.

She was perfect.

Our secret spot: a patch of woods atop Broken Tooth Hill. We laid out one of my grandma’s quilts and had just enough cover to feel each other up in semi-secrecy. Who were we trying to kid? Half the fun was being caught. The other half, well shit, let’s just say it had nothing to do with baseball cards, lightsabers, or comic books. 

I had both hands up her shirt and she had one down my pants. We lay together without talking—equal parts awkwardness and exhilaration. We fumbled in the tight confines, exploring each other like fucking Ponce De Leon. It was summer, I was with a girl, and she let me touch her tits. Time, as I knew it, had stopped. Nothing could ruin this.

“Atomic Snuggie!!!” a pack of boys yelled from the base of the hill. Another voice, higher-pitched, yelled above them to stop.

Amber stopped. Opened her eyes. She knew that voice. Shit, I knew that voice. “Don’t stop,” I said. “They won’t find us.”

Amber scrunched her face at me. “That sounded like Danny.”

“He’ll be fine.”

She rolled away from me. Fixed her shirt and got to her knees. “He’s in trouble.”

“He’s always in trouble.”

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s go help him.”

I rolled my eyes. I wanted her to come back to the quilt.

Amber stood up, hands at her hips. Those curls at her temples pointed up like little pitchforks. “Grow a pair, Jerry. Come on.” Jerry. It was my great grandfather’s name. I always hated it. Can you imagine being a teenager with a name like Gerald. Its fucking impossible. Johns, Marks, Keiths, Bobbys, Trents, and even a Rico filled our school. God, I’d kill for one of those.  

By the time we left the woods with our bikes, I had already figured it was Tommy Hilginbacher’s crew. Tommy Fartknocker we called him. A hormonal pubescent lab experiment of a teenager who looked like an earless, furless rabbit and smelled like Hickory Farms in the mall. Not a big shower person. He had the fucked-up desire to grab another dude’s underwear and yank until they cried. I mean who did that, when the girls were just starting to look good? 

When Tommy lifted his victim off the ground by their underwear, we knew it wasn’t good. The ginger hair. The cracking voice. The pleading.

“Danny!” Amber yelled. 

We pedaled like hell. I don’t know why. We had no plan. What the fuck were we going to do against Tommy? I could throw a few punches. Amber once scratched the shit out of Becky Tolliver. But this kid was twice as big as us. All we could do was to crash our bikes into him. As we neared, his band of toadies parted, and he just stepped away from us. I braked hard and jumped off my bike. Rolled up the sleeves on my flannel shirt for good measure. Amber dumped her ride and ran past me to get in Tommy’s face.

In the commotion, he released Danny, who cried and ran off to his bike. 

“Jesus, Fartknocker,” Amber said. 

“Don’t be such a homo!” I said in backup. “Why do you grab everyone’s skivvies, anyway?” 

“What did you call me?” he asked, more confused than angry. 

“Homo,” I said. 

“No,” he said. “Her. The other thing.” 

“Fartknocker?” Amber asked.

“Yeah. What does that mean?” 

“Seriously?” I asked. “You smell like butt, man. Like rotten beef and cheese.” The toadies grew quiet. Their glances shifted to the clouds above, the grasshoppers below, anything but Tommy Fartknocker. 

“Really, guys?” Amber said to the toadies. “You’d rather smell that all day than tell him the truth.” 

Nothing from the peanut gallery. In their silence, Tommy raised each arm and snuffled his nose into his armpits. “I don’t smell anything,” he said. 

“Of course you don’t. You smell it all day every day. You’re used to it.” I pointed at his friends, where some took a step backward, or picked up their bikes, ready for a quick escape. “Look at them. They haven’t said anything because they’re afraid to tell you the truth.” 

Tommy pulled at the neck hole of his Iron Maiden t-shirt and sniffed himself again. He made a sour face as he walked off with his bike. The rest of his crew scattered like ants. 

We caught up to Danny and let him catch his breath. Straddling his Huffy next to me, he shook his head. Blood dribbled from his lip. A shiner grew puffy over his right eye. He sniffled. Wiped off the blood from his split lip with the back of his hand. “Sorry,” he said.

“You got nothing to be sorry about, Danny,” I said. 

“Tommy’s a fucking dickhead,” Amber said. “He gets off on beating kids up. Probably because his own dad beats the piss out of him on a nightly basis.”

“There were too many of them.”

“They travel in packs,” I said. 

“And run when backup shows,” Amber added.

“Yeah.” Danny sniffled one last time. “Thanks, guys.”

I pushed his shoulder. “I gotta teach you to throw a punch, dude. I can’t save your ass every time.”

“We,” Amber clarified.

“Right. We.” 

Danny laughed. Just a little. The shock seemed to be wearing off.

“You know what you need?” I asked.

“What?”

I cocked my head toward the steep gravel access road that emptied about a quarter mile below us into Turtle Lake. 

“Really, Jerry? Billy Watkins wiped out bad last week. Busted up his face something good.” 

On his right, I straddled my bike. Some generic, K-Mart blue-light special knock-off. I would have killed for a Huffy. “Jesus, Danny,” I said. “Have a little balls, will ya? Billy Watkins is a fucking wussy. And he rides bike like an old lady.”

Danny wiped his forehead with the back of a wrist. It was hot. One of those Minnesota June heats. The kind you wear like a wet, woolen mitten. 

I pointed to the curl of crystal water below the hill. “It’ll be cool.”

Amber straddled her beat-up BMX on his left and joined in. “Just think about the hang time. How cool that water will be. Like a Mountain Dew commercial, man.” 

She had him sold. Danny loved Mountain Dew. Drank it like it was going out of style. Plus, the babes sporting cut-off jean shorts in the ads didn’t hurt either. He probably sported wood just thinking about it. He smiled. “Yeah. Let’s go for it.” 

We high-fived each other and put our feet to the pedals. “I’ll be right behind you,” I told him. “And remember. Three-quarters down is that washed out crevice. Hop it and then stick the jump at the end.” 

Danny nodded his head. No trace of Tommy and his shitty rag-tag team of bullies on his face. “No problemo. See you in the lake.” 

“Not before me!” Amber yelled and sped off down the hill in a flash.

Danny smiled even more. Happy to be around good friends. He stood back on his pedals. Rocked a bit. Then launched himself downhill. 

I waited two seconds and took off behind him. Turtle Lake was a favorite of ours. Cottonwoods and ash trees shrouded the trail. Thick humid air. Bluegills skimmed flies off the surface. The access road roared beneath me. My tires spit gravel. Ahead, Amber skipped over the crevice and launched into the air over the lake. She waved to us as she fell into the water. Show-off. I focused on Danny. He neared the wide washout, formed after a torrential summer thunderstorm. 

Danny hopped the washout with no problem at all. 

I pedaled too fast. My momentum cranked more than my feet did. Still, I kept an eye on Danny. He wasn’t the best on a bike, but a quick three seconds after he hopped the crevice, Danny hit the jump and lit up the June sky like fireworks. At the top of his arc, he separated from his Huffy and splashed down. Awesome. It was my turn. I looked down at the crevice. A simple hop and I’d be three seconds from my sweet, sweet hang-time. 

But I mis-timed the washout. The reward? My front tire hit the groove in the crevice, catapulting me head over tea-kettle into the woods. As heinous as it was, my airtime was fucking spectacular. Breath-taking. The landing? Not so much. I must have blacked out, because Amber shook me back to consciousness, dripping cool lake water over my face. “Holy shit, Jerry! Holy shit. That was totally frickin’ awesome!”

Danny looked at me funny. “You alright?” 

My body tingled. Throbbed. A headache sprouted at the front of my head. When I lifted my right hand to rub it, my arm had an extra elbow. Danny and Amber watched it wobble like a gooey taffy bar. 

“Whoa, that’s wicked!” Amber said.

Danny had other thoughts. He barfed all over me. 

––––––––
[image: ]


“How could you be so stupid?” Dad said on the drive home from the doctor. Mom sat next to him in the front seat. My six-year-old brother and ten-year-old sister, Steph and Tony, sat in the second seat. Tony ate from a bag of Cheetos and Steph read her Mysteries of the Unknown book like a nerd. Danny and I sat in the back cargo area of the station wagon. I could still smell puke, even though Mom brought me a change of clothes. I inspected my new cast to avoid attention. It had a coolness that felt wet, yet wasn’t. 

Danny sat next to me, sullen and uncomfortable. He didn’t say so, but I figured he stayed because he was sorry for barfing on me. He stared out the window and imagined every way to escape. Every time I turned to him, or checked his eyes for support, he turned the other way. I didn’t blame him. He knew my father’s temper. Hell, he heard the verbal assaults in the neighborhood. I was glad Amber took off on her own. She knew better than to hang around for my old man.

“Easy, now Lester,” my mom added from the front seat. “If I remember right, you crashed a motorcycle once. Totaled it.”

“That’s different.” 

“How?” 

“That’s not the point,” he said. “He should know the difference between right and wrong, smart and stupid. There’s a goddamn line for chrissakes.” At that point in his lecture, Dad always held up his right arm, slashed a line in the air, and pointed out the two sides. “Work hard. Pay your bills. Watch your mouth. Keep your nose clean. And don’t be fucking stupid. Smart and stupid. Jesus. Everyone is born with the brains to make a decision, but very few ever have the balls to make the right one. Have some balls, Jerry. Jesus Christ.” 

Mom turned away and looked out her window. “Right. Monkey see, monkey do.” 

Dad squinted his eyes at her, looking for a fight. “What was that?”

Mom rolled her eyes. “Nothing. You could just try to show your son things, rather than lecturing and yelling.” 

“It worked for me when I was a kid,” he said. “And I got a lot more than words.”

“That you did.”

For the rest of the trip home, I didn’t say a thing. I learned in those moments, nothing I said would help. It was best to let Dad vent, get it out of his system, and forget about it thirty minutes later. Fed up, Mom rolled down her window and lit a cigarette. With no one to turn to, I followed everyone’s lead. Kept quiet and watched the boulevard trees stream past the window. 

When we got home, Danny didn’t even wait for Dad’s help. He swung open the back door to the station wagon and yanked his bike off the roof of the car. By the time I stood up, Danny had ridden off without a word. Dad stood by the back door and watched Danny pedal down the street. “He was in a fucking hurry,” Dad said, before yanking my mangled mess of a bike off the car. He dragged it to the side of the house and dumped it next to the aluminum garbage cans. 

I never made it a habit to look my dad in his eyes. His temper got the best of him most times, so I never dared. He punched me once, years ago, and Mom slapped the shit out of him. Since then, he didn’t dare do it again. He coasted that knife edge between asshole and physical berserker that every one of us, even Mom, feared. We caught glimpses of him in these moments, when his attention was elsewhere. He wore a Mack truck baseball hat, his favorite, smattered with dark smears of oil or axle grease. His style consisted of flannel shirts from red to blue to green, bottomed out in jeans, also spotted with various garage stains. Dad owned three sets of shoes: a pair of softball cleats for his beer league, brown, steel-toed work boots, and a pair of Sorels for deer hunting. That day he wore the steel-toes, and I feared they had eyes to crack my ass good.

Dad let go of the bike. I knew he’d turn around to face me, so I averted my stare elsewhere. The basswood in the front yard. The mailbox across the street. Omega to his Alpha. “I’ll just go to my room,” I told him. 

He adjusted his cap. Put his fists on his hips. “No. You won’t. Mow the yard.” 

Dusk grew near the treetops. “It’s almost dark.” 

“I don’t care. I’ll put the porch light on for you.” 

Great. I wanted to bitch about my busted arm, but I knew that would be pointless. I tried another approach. “It’ll be embarrassing, Dad.” 

“Not my problem.” He stepped past me and entered the house, leaving the screen door slamming in my face.

His shadow watched me from behind the door. He still hadn’t turned on the porch light and watched as I struggled to move the mower with my broken arm, fill it up, and pull the cord to start it. A stubborn bitch of a machine, it took twelve pulls for it to fire to life. Only then did Dad turn on the porchlight, casting a dull yellow glow over most of the backyard.

It took me an hour to mow the yard in the dark. The whole time, our neighbor, Principal Greysmith, watched from her deck, smoking cigarettes. Her mangy cat Dante stalked the yard. Whatever we did in that neighborhood, she always seemed to be there, taking notes and ready to bust balls. After I finished, I put the mower away. My arm hurt like hell, and I wondered if I called social services, if they’d bust my dad for abuse. It probably wasn’t worth the call.

I clunked downstairs to my room and slammed my door shut. The Star War models dangling from my ceiling swayed with the gust from the door. Dad pissed me off. I didn’t have the sense to know that he was just looking out for me. His constant judgment meant something more, the desperation of keeping me away from something much worse, like blowing my hand off with an M80. I should have seen it, but I never did. My mind contained a short fuse. No meditation. No thinking or introspection. Just simple anger, resentment, and hatred. 

I had a stack of Playboys and Penthouses stashed in the A/C vent behind my dresser, but that night wasn’t right for looking at tits. I needed a prolonged escape, and comics had always been good for that. I pulled out one of the many shoeboxes underneath my bed and paged through for the perfect story to settle my mind. Batman. Sometimes it felt like the only thing that held me together was the dark alleys of Gotham City and that one lurking shadow, waiting to rain down on any villain who deserved justice. A cat burglar, Penguin’s thugs, even my dad. As a kid, sometimes you let the worst thoughts invade your head. 

That night, nothing helped.

I don’t know why I did it. Maybe it was the blank white cast staring back at me, but I had to say something. I put down the comic and scrabbled around my room, looking for a worthy writing utensil. Tried a pencil. Not good. A ball-point pen. Even worse. It wasn’t until I dug into the bottom drawer of my dresser and found a box of mismatched school supplies and a black Sharpie. 

I took it in my left hand and tried to hold it like a left-handed writer would. Anything I wrote would look shitty, not even readable. I thought about the day. Helping Danny. The broken arm. My punishment. Everything that happened. I settled on something stupid. Set the marker to the cast and scribbled out: CROSSED LINES.
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Outside Mino, I pulled my gray stocking hat over my head. Snow fell in clumps like ash from a volcano. I lit up a cigarette and walked back to the Crown Vic. That was it. With Charles gone, there were no rivals, no power struggle. Vikk could choose his successor without opposition. In less than a month, he'd be in Greece with his wife, drinking ouzo, and eating olives straight from the fucking tree as he liked to say. Living the good life in his wife's home country. That had been his plan.

My plan? My future? Everything hit the shitter twenty years ago in Minnesota. Before getting shanked in that alley. My future wasn't so much a plan as it was a gift. I died. My blood had puddled beneath me. Slicked warm through my clothes. Nine jagged points of lightning ripped through my guts and chest. They don’t tell you how slow death creeps in moments like that. How it dowses the candle to each cell as it marches from your fingers and toes to your heart, your brain. It's fucked up when you’re dying in an alley and the last thing you're ever going to smell is the reek of a homeless man, who just shat his pants, lying in a trash heap. No one deserves that. 

Vikk saved my life. When someone has their private surgeon resurrect your sorry ass, you can't fucking disappoint them. You thank god he was there for you. When he offers you a home, a life, you don't turn him away. You listen. You accept. You forget your past, present, and future, and you get to work. That was my plan. My life. A sequel to Vikk's. If I played my fucking cards right, maybe I could retire too.

I arrived at the Crown Vic and fired it up. Rubbed my icy hands in front of the heater vents. Retire. The word lingered too long on my tongue, took me back to Amber. We had the same idea. To run away together. Some place different. Off the grid. The car vents grew hot. My fingertips warmed and with them my sense. No. That was a long time ago. If Amber had cared about me, she wouldn't have fucking run. Without her, my future took a different path. I had a job. A fiancée. I thought about Melina’s long mane of dark curls, the crook in her nose, the ice-blue eyes, her thin frame, and bright smile. 

Jerry Greeley was dead. 

Jimmy the Grayduck wasn't. He would be king. 

I drove to Vikk's safe house and wondered if this path was everything I wanted. Did I like doing these things? Fuck no. But I had twenty years invested. Countless dark marks on my record. I couldn't just throw it out now. Besides, bagmen and wiseguys like me never got out of this shit. Not really. Plenty had tried and almost all of them came back to me and my bag. Before me, this meant a certain death, but at my hands, at least those poor fucks got a one-way trip to oblivion alive. Shit. Vikk owned a dog food business for disposal purposes. No one wants to be fed into an industrial meat grinder alive, only to be shat out by every mutt in the city. I was a goddamned blessing to the underworld.

Per my routine, I parked about six blocks away. Walked downtown Chicago after the first bar rush. Two blocks straight, then one trip around the block. Wait. Watch for tails. Repeat. While most of the city had gone dark, a few cars and taxis bustled on the main drags. The people left hung around bar doors, smoking cigarettes and jabbering about their day. I ducked into a few back alleys to adjust my course and check my back. A Sun-Times van rumbled by, sticking me with the exhaust fumes. I passed a garage. Wreckers hauled in illegally parked cars. Men in greasy coveralls worked in the cold. Unhooking chains. Backing cars. Popping hoods. Their breaths puffed from their mouths in icy clouds.

Vikk would be stashed at Clyde’s Arcade for the night. He had a handful of places like this. Hideouts. Safehouses. He bought the joint after I recovered. He never said why, but I always assumed it was part of his plan to ingratiate me. Give a fourteen-year-old an arcade and he was yours. The place even had the orange ghost from Pac-Man on the front, neon googly eyes and the whole spiel. I stepped through the alley to the back entrance and unlocked the door. 

Once inside, I caught the sweet smell of nirvana—pepperoni pizza. Double meat. Double cheese. I locked the door behind me and stepped into the glittering world of Centipede, Dig-Dug, Galaga, Street Fighter, Donkey Kong, Pole Position, and other wonders. Eight-bit bleeps and whistles filled my ears. Above, water spots had seeped into the wafer ceiling tiles. Splotches of long-trampled gum peppered the carpet from the eighties. Patrons had scrawled signatures and quotes on the walls. A living journal of all the south side Chicago kids. My signature hung over the corner booth. Such chicken-scratch handwriting.

Vikk often closed the place down for a night, so he could have it to himself. I adjusted the satchel on my shoulder and stepped through the labyrinth of game cabinets. After a few turns, I found him. Seventy-two years old, Vikk kept his long white-hair pulled back into a ponytail and wore a faded red Hawaiian shirt, khaki shorts, and flip-flops, when business allowed. He stood engrossed in a fierce game of Joust. His tongue darted out of his lips while he manned the joystick. “All these classics,” I said. “And you’re fucking around with Joust? What a fucking Polack.” 

The awkward squawking of a losing game clucked through the speakers. Vikk’s eyes never left the screen. “Only the Grayduck shits on Joust.” 

I stifled a smart-ass smile. “I was a Centipede guy.” 

“Fucking battle ostriches, Jimmy.” He hiked up his shorts and stuck out his arm for a handshake. When I took his hand, he pulled me in and gave me a chest-busting bear hug. Vikk stroked his white goatee. Squinted at me. Over twenty years and he still sized me up every time. When he had me measured, he said, “You don't know how long I've waited for this, kid.” 

“A long time coming,” I said.

Vikk beamed. His eyes glassy. “Seven daughters of my own flesh and blood and the kid I take off the streets has more Korsack in his veins than they do.” He shook his head. “Enough pissing and moaning, let’s celebrate. God knows I can’t get a good slice without the old woman stuffing fistfuls of arugula down my throat.”

“She’s Greek, Vikk,” I said. “And a former model. You can’t have pierogies every night.” 

Vikk shook his head. “The hell I can’t, Jimmy.” He exhaled through his nose. A timer beeped in the kitchen. Vikk turned on his heel and shuffled to the kitchen. His right leg slower than the left. The limp. Charles’s rescue. 

The arcade had two sections: eat and play. Behind both sections was a massive, renovated kitchen with industrial grade appliances, fixtures, and stainless-steel counters. On a good night, the place turned over ten grand, so they needed the right shit to push that many pizzas and subs. I followed Vikk through the swinging doors, where he removed the pizza from the oven, cut it in four quick strokes, and served himself a giant slice. He held it at his mouth, ready to dig in. 

I leaned into the counter next to him. “You’re gonna burn the shit out of your mouth.”

Vikk stopped short, squinted his eyes at me, and said, “All greatness comes with pain, Jimmy.” He bit into the molten slice and hammered the countertop in agony. “Mother fucker!” He gestured to the two-spot table by the office door, next to the back hallway. We sat down and I lit up a cigarette, while he mowed into another bite. 

“Charles was there that night?” I asked.

Vikk grabbed a napkin and wiped his lips. “What night?”

“The night,” I said. “The night I almost died.”

Vikk tore into another bite. “Almost died?” He laughed. “Son, you were fucking dead. I told them to juice the shit out of you until they got a heartbeat. They paddled you six times to get you back.” He rubbed the side of his face. “But yes, Charles was there. Back then, we did everything together. Thought we were big ass madralas.”

“I just never pictured him there, I guess.”

“Fuck him, Jimmy. He’s gone,” he said. Vikk got up and pulled two more slices. Brought them back for us. “How's my Melina doing? You guys should come by the Millennium. Have dinner. I haven't seen my baby girl in a week or two.”

I hadn’t seen much of her all week either. “She's taking art classes,” I said. “Wednesdays she throws clay on the wheel. Pots. Cups. Mondays its watercolors. Thursdays...it’s. Shit, I forget what Thursdays were. But she's pretty talented.”

Vikk frowned and cocked an eye at me. “Talented? You gotta be fucking kidding me. She made an ashtray in fifth grade. Looked like a frog fucking a deflated football.”

“Well, she's trying,” I said.

Vikk nibbled at the tip of his slice, a bit agitated. “You get the ring yet?”

I hadn't. I tried, but none hit me, nor screamed for Melina. I couldn't put a finger on it. No ring clicked. I wanted it perfect. “Still looking.”

Vikk shook his head in disappointment. “You gotta get the ring, Jimmy. It's important. For Melina. For my wife and me. For the business.”

“I know,” I said. “I just want it to be perfect.”

“It doesn't have to be perfect, son,” he said. “She'll love whatever fucking rock you give her. She's been smitten with you since you were kids.”

I bowed my head. “I know.” And I did.

Vikk put his slice down and looked at me. I half expected lasers to shoot out of his eyes and vaporize me. “Business is about family, Jimmy. We love each other. Sometimes this love has to be expressed in different ways to get people to see the long game, but we do it for the greater good. You and Melina will make this family whole again. For the future. Don't forget that.”

“Love, huh?” I said. I didn't know if I bought it. Vikk's philosophy rationalized the nasty shit we did. There were no angels coming for us in the end, but I listened and took in whatever he offered.

“I know I’ve done my fair share of shit,” he said, waving his folded slice around in a gesture. He shook his head. “People think the world is all black and white, good and evil. They don't get it. It’s all fucking gray, kid. And the gray wants to eat us alive. Chew us up and shit us out. We’re just lonely, bright specs lost in that murk. Surviving. I couldn’t stand to see a kid like you get fucked over like that twenty years ago, and I'll be damned if I let that happen to my family.”  

Vikk sure made our job sound good. By his account, we were all fucking saints. Doing the right thing, just in the wrong way. My entire adult life, I could get by doing cleanup tasks and behind-the-scenes shit. That I could manage. That I could do in my way. With my own moral code. But running the show? That was near impossible. But it didn't mean I wouldn’t try. I wasn't completely fucking lost.

“You understand, right?” Vikk asked. A violent thumping came from the back door. Vikk turned his attention to the noise, then back to me. Waiting for my response. 

“Yes” I said. 

Vikk smiled and said, “Good.” Another round of pounding boomed from the back door. Vikk got up from his chair. “Jimmy, go into the back hallway and turn on some tunes.” 

“Sure.” I grabbed my bag and made for the back hallway. I found the sound system and hit the power button. Kansas’s Carry On Wayward Son belched out in mid-chorus over the speakers. When I walked back into the kitchen, I heard the chatter. Hushed tones. Angry voices. All drowning in Kansas. I snuck up to the swinging kitchen door, but it burst inward on me. A man crashed through the door and took a header against the stainless-steel counter. Alfor Kowalski. I knew him. Mid-forties. Well-groomed beard. Gray suit. Gray shirt. Gold chains. A wife. Two kids. An inside track on electronics shipments. His forehead bled all over the place. 

Lucky stepped in next. A sawed-off shotgun swung underneath his black leather duster. Rusty came in after him, talking enough for both, as usual. “But I got to tell you,” Rusty whistled. “She had a lot more going on than the fucking strippers. Had an ass like a goddamn heart-shaped throw pillow. You think she’s a plant? Or a cop?” He stepped into the kitchen, leaned against a counter and pushed his pork-pie hat back on his head, revealing a fresh shiner over his right eye. He cocked his head at me and winked. “Sup, Jimmy. Feeling better?” 

Vikk stepped in after them. Rusty laughed to himself. Lucky stood guard over Alfor. Both of them hung on Vikk’s decision. “What’s the call, boss?!” Rusty asked. 

“Just shut the fuck up,” Vikk said. Vikk reached down to Alfor bleeding all over the floor. Picked him up by the scruff of his shirt. “Alfie, Alfie, Alfie.” Alfor whimpered and tried to wipe the blood from his head. He stammered. Pleaded. Apologized. Said anything that he thought would save him from the beat-down we were sure to give him. Vikk hoisted him up and flopped him on the counter by the prep sink. Alfor lay there on his stomach like a beached beluga. I thought about his wife, Callie. His sons. Alfor Jr. and Guy. I shouldn’t have thought about them at all. Never the names. I had to dehumanize them to get through it. 

“Aw, quit your fucking whimpering, Alfie,” Vikk said. “You know why you’re here.” 

Alfor stammered. He hadn’t keeled over with a massive coronary. “What? The truckload of phones? It was one fucking case. That’s just a drop in the bucket.” 

Vikk wrapped his hand around Alfor’s tie and choked him, dragged him face down into the sink. He jerked his legs about the counter, trying to free himself. Vikk leaned into him, said, “But it was our bucket, Alfie. We're all family and family don't steal from their own without consequences.” Vikk waved his free hand behind him toward Rusty. Rusty took out the Beretta from inside his suit coat and handed it to him. Vikk released his grip from Alfie and handed me the gun. “Pass the judgment, Jimmy.”

The gun sat foreign in my hand like a dying star, boring itself through the fabric of the universe. Vikk expected me to shoot him. My forehead grew hot. I thought about Alfor's wife and sons again. Imagined his brains splattered over the kitchen's wall. My stomach roiled. I had to find a better option. I looked down in the sink long and hard, then took off my coat and handed it to Vikk. I stepped back to Alfie and pressed the pistol against Alfie’s temple good and fucking hard until he stared at the drain in the sink. “Put your right hand down the drain, Alfor,” I said. 

Alfor knew what was in the drain. The garbage disposal. Vikk always kept beefed up tools in his places. He once used a jackhammer on a guy’s leg. He installed the garbage disposal for shit like this. Industrial grade. Ready to do whatever grisly shit needed to be done. All of us knew that. Alfor did too. He thrashed his arms and legs against the steel counter. Rusty and Lucky stepped in and held Alfor down.

“I’m not putting my hand in there,” Alfor said. 

“Put your hand in the drain,” I said. “Or I blow your brains all over this stainless-steel
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