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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


I want the boy institutionalized, Judge’s father told his mother. Try it, his mother said, and I will leave you.

His father, a US senator, decided on a different approach: the Marine Corps.

When Judge left for boot camp, they didn’t hug, didn’t shake hands. There was no imparting of keen insights or wisdom, no fatherly advice. His father made one simple, finally-rid-of-your-fucking-afflicted-existence comment that came directly from his black heart: They’ll either kill you or cure you.

His father would have been satisfied either way.

Judge’s affliction had embarrassed them on the grandest of stages: Nixon’s second inauguration, when Judge was fourteen. When he turned nineteen, his senator father wrote the letter. The president said yes, he’d make his son’s enlistment happen. A senator had this access, the Commander-In-Chief this power.

That was thirty-eight years ago.

Kill you or cure you.

… Judge waited for his bounty outside a Shreveport, Louisiana Starbucks, a long way from home for the both of them. A bail-jumping pedophile. Judge sat in the van, smooth talking his K9 deputies, waiting for the guy to exit, wanting, praying the guy would run …

Judge had proved his father wrong. The Marines proved his father wrong. Win-win.

His father died knowing this. His father died horribly. Win-win.

Judge had Tourette’s. There was no cure, but they had an arrangement, this affliction and him. Win.

His full name, Judge Terrence Drury. USMC rank at retirement, Gunnery Sergeant. His current profession, bounty hunter.

Semper Fi.


ONE

June 1985

Hotel Indigo Ballroom

South Dallas, Texas

Difficult beginnings, US Senator Mildred Folsom knew from her experience, often shaped a child’s worldview in ways that remained unrecognized far into adulthood. Ways that were permanently unhealthy and could stunt a child’s emotional maturity, could hinder her from becoming a responsible, God-fearing, conservative adult. It wasn’t much different today, the senator told her audience, than it was twenty-five years ago, when she herself was still in the system. A small lamp on the podium illuminated the senator’s speech, the light reflecting onto her face, her platinum hair.

“Many displaced children, if they age out un-adopted, will forever feel hungry and alone,” the Texas senator said. She was the last speaker for the evening, her speech a voice-over for a slideshow that to this point had only shown images of proud parents with their smiling adopted children.

The tone of the slides changed. The images shifted, became interspersed with pictures of twentieth-century group home despair. Children in dignified poses but with no individuality, at attention at the foot of their beds, lost and frightened, or in foster home kitchens seated stiffly upright, their adult caregivers smiling but the children rigid, with severe faces.

“Many, regardless of their achievements as adults, will feel colder than you in winter, or uncomfortably warmer than you in summer. Many will feel sick their entire lives. And many children …”

Three hundred moneyed Texan benefactors were in this audience for the senator’s fundraiser for the agency. By the end of the slideshow she expected their eyes to be moist, and their noses to be sniffling. Her voice caught in her throat. She tapped the podium lightly and pursed her lips, both meant to pull her out of some maudlin personal memory the gathering was expected to conjure up for themselves.

She was good at this. She had them.

“… so many children will feel perpetually unloved, perpetually unlovable. I’m sure our guests of honor have all had similar feelings on some level. But their adoptions, and mine, served to mitigate them, and our adoptive parents rescued us either from well-intentioned shelters, the foster care merry-go-round, or from much more compromising situations, and paved the way for us to realize our potential as productive citizens. Generous folks like you have helped defray the costs of adoption, allowing state and county adoption agencies to provide homes for children so deserving of them. Please give with your hearts tonight, ladies and gentlemen. Your honorees and I are proof that your gifts can and do make a difference. Thank you, and may God bless you.”

A round of applause erupted for the four guests of honor, all women: a heart surgeon, a homemaking mother-of-three, a kindergarten teacher, and a former Dallas Cowboys cheerleader, all assembled for the black-tie event by this popular first-term senator. After her speech the senator worked the gathering, on the stump as much for her campaign as she was for agency donations. She pulled aside Darlington Beckner, the local county adoption agency’s director, who was also a practicing minister. She had him light her cigarette.

“How do you like your new pen, Pastor Beckner?”

He patted his vest pocket. In it was a diamond-encrusted Montblanc, a gift from the senator’s pro-life campaign contributors, inscribed with his initials and the group’s slogan: Let them live, and we will help them thrive.

“I like it very much, Senator. Thank you.”

She clinked her drink glass with his. “I’ve been told someone wants to thank you personally for all your hard work this year, Pastor.”

“How wonderful. Who?”

“I don’t have any details. The hotel concierge will be along in a minute to fill you in. Now, if you’ll excuse me …”
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Upstairs in one of the hotel’s luxury suites Mitzi, fundraiser honoree number four, the alleged former Dallas Cowboy cheerleader, was performing an act that Pastor Darlington Beckner knew broke at least one Commandment and countless other Bible admonishments. Influential religious leader, community organizer and adoption agency head, the forty-two-year-old devoted father of four was going through a tough stretch, his wife estranged, a divorce in the offing. Mitzi, naked from the waist up, was thanking the hell out of him. Seated on the edge of the bed, his tux pants off and out of the way, he had a close-up view of her bobbing head, her hair a soft, ash blonde, just like the hair of his lovely wife. At best, Mitzi had been a Cowboy cheerleader from the early seventies. At worst, she’d been a Cowboy cheerleader never, more likely a high-priced whore who filled out the formal gown nicely. Against his better judgment, a judgment significantly more impaired with alcohol than it was an hour ago, Darlington had succumbed to the temptation and was along for the ride. Just a few more seconds—

The closet doors burst open. Mitzi didn’t flinch. Two cameras flashed, then the photographers behind the cameras spilled out from their hiding place. Darlington recoiled, Mitzi disengaged herself. She pulled up the top of her gown and stood to leave.

“They want a name, Reverend,” Mitzi said. “An adoptee who came through one of the county’s agencies. She’d be about fifteen now. Someone will be in touch.”


TWO

Thirty-one years later

September 2016

Desoto, Texas

T. Larinda Jordan stepped inside Shiloh Southwood Tabernacle United, a white stucco one-story church that pastor Darlington Beckner had led for the last thirty years. The locals called the church “Shoebox Methodist” because of its low, rectangular stature, with no steeple, only a small cross nailed to the wall above the front door. Larinda wasn’t local and wasn’t Methodist. She’d been raised an Oklahoma Catholic. One time not too long ago, she’d been a cloistered nun. She entered the morning church service late, and she intended to leave early.

Larinda slipped into the last row of folding chairs, joining two other patrons. She was going for invisible in a high-necked white blouse and an eggshell white skirt of respectable length with embroidered white flowers. A short, unbuttoned denim jacket hid her toned, athletic upper torso. Flats lessened her height, makeup lessened her freckles, transitions lenses suggested dull gray eyes, and a blonde ponytail sold her as a college undergrad, reducing her age by ten years. The only thing difficult to hide was her bandaged left palm. The scabbing on it itched. A light fingertip massage provided relief until she was able to will the discomfort away.

She mouthed the words of the hymn in progress because she knew them, but she didn’t sing. She scanned the congregation. It was mostly Native American parishioners, many elderly, a few children, all dressed in light jackets, sweaters, or pullovers, geared to ward off the autumn chill. But she cared little about the parishioners. Her focus was the church’s pastor, now at the podium. A white male in his seventies, thin and vulture-like with a hunched back and a black comb-over, his eyes were a radiant light blue, their sparkle noticeable even at this distance. His hands rested flat on the lectern as he delivered a reading from the New Testament.

He matched the picture they’d given her.

A boy two rows ahead, a fidgeting pre-teen, scanned the congregation. Larinda lowered her head and tucked her face into a hymnal to blend in. After a moment she risked a peek to find him staring at her, his look judgmental, effeminate, with batting eyelashes. His mother whispered to him until he faced forward. The mother left behind a self-conscious smile for Larinda as an apology.

This was the kind of kid who saw more than he let on. The mother or the son or both could be a problem, but she wouldn’t worry about that now.
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Larinda waited in the church parking lot in a forest green, older model Ford Explorer, her binoculars raised. The midafternoon sun heated the car, forcing her to remove her jacket. Visible through the church’s barred windows, Pastor Darlington Beckner flipped through hymnals in a sparsely furnished sunlit anteroom behind the altar, smoothing out the rabbit-eared pages, straightening the piles. This was taking longer than she’d expected. Regardless, she would not sully the sanctity of a church.

Pastor Beckner hobbled to the door on aged legs. He exited the anteroom, her binoculars following his progress down the center aisle on his way to the back of the church, now empty of parishioners. Window to window, pew to pew, she had an unobstructed view of the small church’s interior because there was no stained glass. He reached the vestibule at the church’s entrance.

The Bible passage he’d read at the morning service had stayed with her, as had his grandfatherly demeanor while he delivered it. Matthew 19:14: “Jesus said, ‘Let the little children come to me.’” The passage was a sign that this was right and just.

A dirt parking lot separated the church’s entrance from her SUV. Shoebox Methodist was a repurposed municipal building, the stucco exterior whitewashed but not adequately, some fluorescent-colored graffiti showing through. Rust stains dripped from the corners of its ancient iron window frames. One other car was in the lot, a late model Dodge sedan. The pastor exited the church, pulled the heavy front metal door closed behind him, making sure it latched. He paused, lifted his face skyward, and breathed in the sunlit September air.

Old age and the recent passing of his wife had softened Pastor Beckner’s conservative leanings, The Faithful had explained to her. He was now on the wrong path. His recent actions said he’d lost his own gospel, and this made him dangerous. The timing wasn’t a coincidence. A new Texas law now forced women to view an ultrasound of their fetuses before they were allowed to have legal abortions. Planned Parenthood appealed the ruling to the US Supreme Court. In two weeks, on the first Monday in October, the new Supreme Court term would begin, and the Texas case Babineau v Turbin would be argued. If The Faithful had anything to say about it, the Court would validate the original Texas decision, and this validation would eventually be used to leverage overturning the 1973 Roe v Wade decision in its entirety. The Court’s opinion was in the process of being reshaped, considering the recent confirmation of a new Supreme Court associate justice.

For the past thirty years The Faithful had followed Darlington Beckner’s every move. He’d never tried to contact anyone of political, municipal, or jurisprudence consequence in all that time. Not the liberal politicians, not the police, not the media. His marriage had been dead back then. Over time it resurrected itself to become rock solid. And if he’d felt the urge to confess to his wife his one and only extramarital transgression, The Faithful was fairly sure he hadn’t done so. He’d been a good Christian, and they’d seen nothing that merited his elimination. Until now.

His wife’s passing had been sudden. With it, apparently, came a need for him to divulge his miscarriage of duty when he was the county’s adoption agency director. His sin.

His first misstep had been to contact the FBI. The Faithful had the reach and the resources to know these things. His second misstep was booking tomorrow’s flight to D.C., where The Faithful expected him to fess up to his dereliction, his betrayal of the peoples’ trust: he’d provided stolen information, from records sealed by law, about a certain closed adoption.

The Faithful had explained this to Larinda without volunteering other specifics about their agenda, to provide the context she needed to understand that if his confession reached the wrong people, it would be a bad thing. Pastor Beckner was now a new threat to the war on the unborn, a war that was close to being won. Eliminating him would neutralize this threat. Exactly how and where he fit into this equation, Larinda didn’t need to know, and the good Christian that she was, she hadn’t pressed them on it.

The Faithful. Her confidants and spiritual guides for most of her life in Texas, composed of ministers, town elders, captains of industry, televangelists, congressmen, and a senator. They were also her clandestine employers, on a contract-by-contract basis. Their text message to her that morning:

CH, your new penance is to fix this. The Lord be with you

CH—“Church Hammer.” Larinda’s handle. She was a soldier, a righter of other people’s wrongs, in the name of Jesus Christ.

The pastor unlocked his car. She waited until he climbed inside. The mess would stay contained that way.

“Pastor Beckner,” she called, approaching his car on foot, her dimples accenting her warm smile. “Hello. A moment of your time, please.” Her smile widened as she speed-walked her way closer.

He powered his car window down, her smile contagious. “Of course, miss. What can I help you with?”

At ten paces from the car she raised her arm, ready to shake his hand. Traffic coasted by on the street next to the lot. He made eye contact, was still smiling. He reached his hand through the window to clasp hers. At three paces the small ballistic knife strapped to her wrist inside her denim jacket sleeve ejected from its compressed air sheath with a quiet thokkk, the short blade entering his neck above his Adam’s apple like an arrow, severing his vocal chords. He gripped his throat, a gurgling crimson leak springing from his neck and gushing through his fingers onto the steering wheel and windshield, asphyxiating him in his own blood. She clapped his shoulder like an old friend and scanned the empty parking lot for inquiring eyes, satisfied there were no witnesses. She removed the knife from his neck and wiped the blade on his shirt.

“That was a wonderful reading today, Pastor. Thank you, and may you rest in peace.”

Before turning away, she reached into his front shirt pocket for the jeweled pen she noticed during his sermon. A trophy, or it would be as soon as she wiped off the blood.
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The police found her six days later.

Teresa Larinda Jordan, in jeans, track shoes and a loose pullover sweater, sat in a holding cell waiting for someone to post her bail. The charge for now was possession of prescription drugs in other people’s names. She no longer considered herself a Teresa, answered instead to Larinda, not a saint’s name, because she was no longer worthy of a saint’s protection. She made the change when she was twenty-one, not long after agreeing to the decision that could send her soul to hell: to abort a child, an abominable wrong. There had been intense pressure from her grad student boyfriend, but this was no excuse. For her, the impact of terminating the pregnancy had been overwhelming. The impact to her boyfriend, nothing whatsoever, far as she’d been able to tell, that is until she killed him for being so cavalier, and fed his body to her parents’ hogs. Her first execution.

It stank in the jail cell, pungent as urine-soaked rotting meat. Most of the questions they’d asked her were about Pastor Beckner’s murder, her arrest prompted by statements from the boy in the Shoebox Methodist congregation who’d taken an interest in her. That Indian kid. In an interrogation room, her court-appointed attorney read her the boy’s statement.

“He said to the detective, and I quote, ‘You don’t wear white after Labor Day.’ He busted in on his mother and the detective interviewing her at home, did the whole finger-wag, no-way-girlfriend urban thing for emphasis. Then he added, ‘I don’t care what Emily Post says is acceptable now. Wearing white after Labor Day is abhorrent. If you take notes on anything, Detective, take a note on that.’ The kid’s a little different.”

A twelve-year-old Indian kid who sounded like a queer socialite from Manhattan. Where did these kids learn this behavior? From the atheist liberals, of course.

No evidence could place her at the pastor’s car, and no murder weapon had been found yet. They knew what it was, the police told her attorney. A knife or some other sharp projectile, based on the puncture wound to the neck. The cops did have an interest in the back of her hand and her palm, which showed scabbing in both places. They took a blood sample.

“From a nail gun,” she’d told them. “I’m a journeyman carpenter.” Closer to the truth than they needed to know.

All interesting stuff, her attorney had commented to her accusers, but how did any of it attach his client to the pastor’s murder?

The connection: she was a non-church member who picked that Sunday to check out the church’s service as a potential new parishioner. A coincidence, and detectives didn’t like coincidences. That, plus the odd kid who identified her also knew where the white-on-white embroidered skirt could be purchased—on summer clearance, the kid had emphasized—which led the cops to a certain women’s clothing store, which produced a corroborating physical description from a sales clerk. Store video footage gave them their “person of interest,” and local news stations blasted the airwaves with it. Anonymous tips brought the police to her doorstep.

Fingered by a cross-dressing Indian kid who knew his women’s clothing stores. She couldn’t have planned for this.

The search of her apartment produced no incriminating evidence regarding the homicide. What they did find were fourteen filled prescription bottles of OxyContin, all current, only one with her name on it, some open gauze packages plus, oddly enough, a novice nun’s habit, complete with a white wimple. The murder case remained open but there wasn’t enough evidence to hold her. The charge for illegal possession of a controlled substance was the only charge that stuck. But this would at least allow them to keep an eye on her. The judge assigned bail and scheduled her hearing for tomorrow, Monday.

As a transplanted Tulsa, Oklahoma Catholic schoolteacher turned cloistered nun turned itinerant Dallas carpenter, she’d never been arrested before, this despite three executions she’d committed in the eighteen months since she’d pledged her devotion to the cause.

“Your bail’s been posted, Larinda,” her attorney told her, his Texas drawl thick. A turn-on if she were still into sex, but only if he were a Christian. He looked like a Jew. No different than the moneychangers Jesus cast out of the temple.

She had only a few friends in Texas because friends were distractions. But she did have The Faithful, who were all that she really needed, and they had arranged her bail. Regardless, whenever and wherever her hearing would be, she decided she wouldn’t be there.

“Thank you for the information, counselor.”

She’d now find the mouthy little faggot Indian kid and his mother and kill them both.


THREE

Judge Drury left Shreveport twelve hundred bucks richer and rid of his bounty, a bail-jumping child pornographer-pedophile from Philly now in the hands of the Louisiana state cops. A short chase outside a Starbucks near a playground, no shots fired, dog bites to the bounty’s face and arms from his deputies and, unfortunately for the bounty, three fingers shredded by canine teeth, both thumbs included. Not a planned outcome, but Judge loved the karma. If his bounty ever decided to get back into child pornography, pleasuring himself would be a challenge.

He arrived a little after eight p.m. in Arlington, Texas, at AT&T Stadium, home of the Dallas Cowboys and this week’s Monday Night Football game. Two hundred miles, Shreveport to Dallas, in less than three hours. His retired Marine buddy LeVander Metcalf had called in a favor and scored a game ticket so Judge could see his Eagles play Dallas. He’d already checked into a pet-friendly B&B on a Texas farm, but it was always a risk leaving his two deputies somewhere. Not a risk for them, they were well trained; the risk was to him. For this reason they were with him in the stadium parking lot, resting in the van before he headed inside without them. A cool night, the late summer heat not a consideration. They had their orders, were well fed, watered and walked, with the windows cracked. They would be fine.

Well-fed, watered, walked, with the windows cracked—

Too many w’s. Unintentional, the alliteration, but Judge’s subconscious rarely missed it. He powered the windows up and gripped the steering wheel tight with both hands, an episode coming on, white-knuckle tight, tighter than a frog’s ass, tighter than a—

“Wombat wiener, winkin blinkin nod your noggin, donkey dicking daisy duck, cluster fuck, flop your jock, jackbooted jiffy-lubed, snipper snooper SNIPER SNOT—”

Maeby, his brindle boxer-terrier deputy, nudged his hand with her nose, for his comfort, not hers. His German shepherd J.D., short for Judge Drury, stayed relaxed in his large crate in the back, unimpressed by his master’s X-rated rap. Yes, he’d named his deputy after himself. Judge’s Marine narcissism had gotten the better of him. J.D. was a shelter puppy that was now a highly trained attack dog.

The Tourette’s tirade eased, then it powered off. He ran his hand over Maeby’s smooth coat then her silky ears, then he patted her head. She retreated to the floor in front of the passenger seat. Dogs situated, windows ajar, and Tourette’s episode number five thousand or so behind him, he was overheated from the rant but otherwise good to go.
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The football game sucked, far as Judge was concerned. His seat was in the nosebleeds with the drunks, so high up his shaved head got color from the intense stadium lighting. A jungle up there, just like the nosebleeds in Philly. No-man’s land for a visiting team’s fans, and for him especially, if something stoked his disease.

Judge’s afflictions: coprolalia and copropraxia. For the uninformed, this meant compulsive profanity and obscene gestures, respectively.

Respectively. A word he had little use for in his vocabulary other than to describe these subsets of Tourette syndrome simmering just below the surface. Proof that God or whatever other supreme being out there did have a sense of humor, considering Judge was fifty-seven years old and a Marine, and having TS had, so far, not been a picnic. Thirty plus years and out. Such hilarity at his expense, living with this affliction for every one of those years in the Corps. Back at you, God. About as hilarious as Hell.

Ten minutes left in the game with no issues so far, Judge was just another white face in a section loaded with them, all except for the one guy in the seat behind him. Judge’s Eagles were stinking up the joint, and this Dallas fan was verbally wailing on them big time. Black guy, a little shit. Seriously little. A dwarf, decked out in an outfit from the Old West. Brown leather children’s chaps, leather vest with fringe, a black sequined ten-gallon cowboy hat. Small body, big mouth, with one of the tallest hats Judge had ever seen. And drunk, with no idea that the guy in front of him—Judge—was an Eagles fan, and Judge wanting him to remain ignorant of that fact. This Dallas fan’s glee at the game’s lopsided 37-17 score made Judge want to puke.

Black dwarf: “Nice arm, Ramsay, you a gopher killer, boy? The gophers here in Texas are really big, son. Not like the ones in Philly. Gotta throw harder’n that to kill a Texas gopher, boy.”

The object of his derision was a rookie Eagles quarterback with a strong young arm that could throw bullets. With the tough Cowboy pass rush, too many of his bullets had misfired and landed at his receivers’ feet or were intercepted. Judge needed to stay in control, except, in his head—

… gopher dwarf, hogwart smurf, suck my trigger …

The dwarf was shouting now. “How’s that, you Philly cheese-shits. I got your cheez-whiz hanging right—” a crotch grab, “here.”

… gopher-fucker, stiffytucker.

Judge kept it together, thoughts only, nothing verbalized, stayed tight, his meds and him on top of it, no fallout, everything okay.

Judge Drury hated the Cowboys, which made the beating his Eagles were taking particularly painful. He’d hated them since 1967, when the Cowboys’ Lee Roy Jordan cheap-shotted Timmy Brown, a star Eagles running back, in a lopsided Cowboys’ home game like this one here. An elbow from Jordan under the faceguard, after the whistle, fractured Brown’s jaw. Judge was eight years old when that happened, and he never forgot the Philly newspaper stills of the hit. Timmy Brown’s head went one way, and Judge swore the photos showed bits of his teeth go another. Fuck you, Lee Roy Jerkoff Jordan. Going on fifty years of fuck you, you cheap-shot Cowboy SOB.

Judge’s phone buzzed. A text message from LeVander, an Iraqi War Two vet like himself, and Judge’s closest friend from the Corps. LeVander became a bail bondsman and Judge became a fugitive recovery agent. A perfect match made in each other’s respective hells.

Yo Judge. Jarhead buddy laid off some money. A bounty skipped her hearing today. Drug charge

Judge replied.

Not interested. At the game

LeVander persisted.

Here’s her info. Not a hefty reward but easy money. You can bring her in tonight

The next text message showed her mug shot. Attractive face. Brassy blonde hair. Some freckles.

There was always a catch, taking favors from LeVander, with him a persistent SOB about it.

Negatory. Go Away

Dude. Female schoolteacher from Oklahoma. Piece of cake

You greedy SOB. You picked it up because I’m down here & you think I owe you. Answer’s still no, I’m busy

Eagles are getting mugged! Game’s a dog. Avoid the traffic, return my favor, earn some $. Ticket wasn’t cheap

Always about the favors.

Screw the favor. You gave me a bogus ticket

Wtf you mean bogus ticket?

Eagles are losing. You gave me a losing ticket

Fuck you Judge you wiseass. You have a trust fund, I don’t. I need to earn a living

In his text-returning frenzy he almost didn’t hear it, someone screaming “Cowboys bite it” in an infinite loop. Quick lip work, fast and irritating, like the fine print disclaimer for a car commercial. Soon, more of the same—

“Cowhumpers DALLAS SUCKS bite it bite it bite it, Texas wieners lonestar boners, boner eaters, E-A-G-L-E-S, EAGLES.”

Damn it, the screamer was him.

He shoved the phone into a shirt pocket so he could free his hands to find and stroke the rabbit’s foot talisman he kept on his belt loop for times like this, then he readied himself for whatever blowback that was queuing up from surrounding Cowboy fans.

What he got were arms around his neck in a chokehold, someone going for a takedown from behind, already airborne and on his back—kid’s arms that jerked up against his windpipe in a sleeper-hold wrestling move, then a fist to his cheekbone, then snarling, snapping teeth in his ear.

… beer, he smelled beer on his breath, not a kid—

The little black guy in the cowboy outfit bit him, sank his teeth into his left ear, ripped at it like it was a turnbuckle, went all Mike Tyson on him, was now screaming.

“People—from Philly—suck. You—SUCK—”

If he was shouting, he wasn’t biting. Judge’s move.

He ripped him off his back with one hand on his shoulder and whipped his little body forward until they were face-to-face. Judge snarled back at him. “Calm—the hell—down, sport. My bad. I got carried away. Sorry. My Tourette’s—”

He didn’t get to finish the sentence. Judge spat out more verbal diarrhea as his latent mind-fuckery arrived in full force, spraying the little guy’s contorted face and ending with:

“… smile and say dwarf. Nigger nigger dwarfy trigger.”

Stadium Security descended on them from both sides of the row. Judge’s mouth quieted. His attacker was drunk and Judge wasn’t, so he knew better than to resist the guards wading through the fans to get at them. They had tasers and shit.

Judge raised his arms straight up, readied himself for a full surrender. The attacker took advantage with a leveraged punch to Judge’s balls. Nothing small about his hands, damn it. Judge doubled over, felt his stomach lurch, but was able to suck the pain back so it didn’t explode out the top of his shaved head.

“You. Stop!” a guard barked at the sneak-punching little SOB. “Don’t. Move”

The guards advanced, tasers out. The closest one spoke to the attacker in a calming voice. “Relax. We get it. You hate mouthy Eagles fans. Relax, son—” He reached the two combatants. “Easy there, son, easy …”

Words to soothe the savage beastie. The little drunk was having none of it. He nailed the guard in the chin with a short, jack-in-the-box right. The punch sent the guard onto his ass into the next row. Three other guards pounced, and they all commenced stunning the pint-sized cowboy in his neck and chest, the high voltage jolts whipping his small body into spasms bad as a writhing flounder on the end of a fishhook. When the spasms stopped he curled into the cramped space under a now-empty stadium seat while Security reached in again and zapped him repeatedly, so many times Judge expected his hair to ignite. He was taking a beating, and he wasn’t so drunk that he wasn’t feeling it.

“Please, guys,” he pleaded, his hands up, his words staticky, “n-no m-more. Owww. Stop—sorry—”

The shocks his compact body took, he’d have permanent damage if they didn’t stop, so Judge waded his batshit-crazy six-three self in, went ballistic on their asses, ripped them off the little guy with a flurry of body slams, head and body shots, trying to keep them from killing him. An impressive burst of adrenaline and machismo on Judge’s part, but it didn’t last. A taser laid him out against some empty seats, then he dropped onto the sticky stadium concrete floor and twitched uncontrollably next to his semiconscious miniature assailant.
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In the stadium’s “police room” located on the event level, Judge still tingled from the taser with a bad headache, a bloody lip, and some bruised ribs, plus his balls still hurt.

“You. Mister Clean. Stand up.”

When Judge didn’t get the reference, a security guard, this one upwards of six-five, assisted him with two meaty hands under his arms and a swift clean-and-jerk move that lifted Judge onto his feet. The guy behind the desk was on a power trip, barking like he was a courtroom judge. At best he was a cop sergeant.

“I see from your IDs you’re an ex-Marine, Mister Drury.”

“Retired,” Judge said. There were no ex-Marines. Once a Marine, always a Marine.

“Yeah, well, whatever. You’re lucky there were witnesses to Chigger’s assault. You’re also lucky none of those witnesses didn’t go after you the way Chigger did, hearing how you bad-mouthed our football team.”

‘Chigger?’

“I’m sorry, your Excellency,” Judge said, meaning no disrespect. Well, maybe meaning some, knowing what stadium thugs had done to the guy who jumped him, juicing him up so bad he could have powered the stadium scoreboard. “The other guy, this Chigger—he okay?”

The official’s glare said the sarcasm had earned him no favors. “‘Your Honor,’ to you, son. Chigger’s sobering up. We’ll process him next. He’s a local sports writer with nine lives, although he’s drinking most of them away. I’m gonna give you a break, Mister Drury, you being an ex-Marine and all. You gave the security team a good workout. Charges won’t be filed. You’re free to go.”

Not an ‘ex,’ Bozo. USMC Retired, you pointy-headed bureaucrat. A grip of the rabbit’s foot helped Judge let it go. “I want to see the other guy, Your Honor. Can I see him, please?”

“Not going to happen. We’re busy. Albert, escort our Eagles fan friend here to the nearest stadium exit.”

Albert was the six-five, plus-sized giant whose acquaintance, and that of his taser, Judge had already made. Albert gestured at him with an after-you and Judge complied.
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Judge checked on his canine deputies, gave them quick walks, then returned to the stadium exit where Albert and another security guard had deposited him. The cloudless, starry autumn night wasn’t getting its due, losing out to blazing stadium lights that blasted the heavens at two in the morning with searchlight-equivalent candlepower. Judge seated his ass on a chilly aluminum bench, leaning away from the tender spot where the taser probes had connected, his headache almost gone. Ten minutes later, his eyes still on the stadium exit, he played with his phone, starting to think this wait was a waste of time. He read texts queued up from LeVander during the game.

Schoolteacher was more than a pill-popper. Only charge that stuck. Got 2 addresses for you

The bounty’s apartment was one, in a Dallas suburb. The other was a trailer park in Glenn Heights, a half-hour from Arlington.

People who ID’d her live there. They say she killed their church pastor. Not enough to hold her on it

Stop at the trailer park, ask questions, let them see your shiny dome, have them meet your cool dogs

The bounty had skipped bail, but who skips bail for possession of bogus prescriptions? Had to have been for another reason.

The lights inside the stadium dimmed to half-strength. The lighting for the exit in front of him switched off. The exit’s long hallway went dark, turned opaque black, thick and heavy as a stage curtain. Except they still had a volunteer from the audience by the name of Chigger in the bowels of the building somewhere.

“Chigger-swigger nigger-dwarf, earwig snort, cowboy jig, jiggy with it—”

All were whispers through Judge’s pursed lips, no one there to witness them.

And then, showtime. His pint-sized assailant stumbled or was pushed out of the darkness and fell onto all fours. No black sequined hat, but the rest of his cowboy outfit was intact. He struggled getting to his feet, brushed himself off, then swept a tangle of black and gray dreads fit for a Rastafarian maestro out of his eyes. At full height in his cowboy boots he was at best four-foot-eight. The boots had spurs, something Judge had missed earlier, and was thankful he hadn’t learned about them the hard way. The little guy squinted, the bright light from an overhead lamppost offending his previously light-deprived vision, or maybe it was his hangover.

A tossed black hat split the darkness from behind him, spinning out to hit him in the back of the head. He wobbled, picked it up and dented its sparkled ten-gallon top before he placed it on his head. A slight tug on the brim just above his forehead snugged it up. Calm and unfazed, his squint got more severe as Judge approached. Judge was calmer too, now that he saw they hadn’t maimed or killed him. Coming face-to-face, sort of, his attacker’s head tilted up, Judge’s tilting down. They assessed each other.

“Owen Wingert. Dallas Morning News sportswriter. One helluva fight, huh?”

“One helluva fight. Gunnery Sergeant Judge Drury, USMC, retired.”

Bare-knuckled combatants always shared a certain camaraderie with each other after the fight was over. Judge first learned this growing up on the streets in Philly, where fistfights were common, even between best friends. And where some friendships grew from battles between sworn enemies.

“I appreciate what you did for me tonight, you going all superhero on them. No one’s ever jumped in like that before. Wasn’t needed, but I appreciate it.”

“Certainly looked like you needed it. They were zapping you pretty good.”

“They know when to stop. I don’t, but they do. Sorry about the groin shot. You left yourself open.”

“I didn’t leave myself open. I was surrendering to Security. Hands up means white flag. ‘No mas.’”

“No such thing as surrender for guys like me. Surrender only means getting a worse beating.” They began their trek to the far reaches of the parking lot. “So it’s Tourette’s, huh?”

“Yep. Sometimes the medication works, sometimes it doesn’t.”

“How the hell did they let you in the Marines?”

A direct little SOB, Judge had to give him that. “Friends in high places.” Better word would have been “acquaintances.” Judge’s father was responsible, but he was never a friend. Best word, prick.

Owen was late thirties or early forties, seemed easygoing enough and well adjusted. Judge addressed the other elephant in the room. “So it’s dwarfism, then.”

“Can’t put one past you, can we, amigo?” he said, staying deadpan. “‘My affliction’s medicated, too.” He pulled out a flask, took a hit. “Medication success rate one hundred percent, long as I stay that way.” He offered Judge some and Judge waved him off. He took another hit, then got panicky. “Shit. What time is it? I’ve got a column to write.”

Judge checked his phone. “Two forty-five. You all right getting home by yourself?”

“I could use a lift,” he said. “I have no idea where I left my horse.”


FOUR

The Palace Motel clock rearranged its red LED dashes. Two-forty-five a.m. Larinda watched the five become a six, the six a seven, then an eight.

She was wired, her adrenaline still pumping. A busy day yesterday. Productive, with one threat to the cause eliminated. The next threat, this one to her personally, needed addressing, and this was keeping her awake.

She’d been told to disappear, to use an alias, as in make herself a ghost and leave town. The ID by the mom and her kid at the church made her a person of interest in the pastor’s murder, her appearance just before the murder too suspicious. It made The Faithful nervous in addition to the cops.

Out of bed now, face down and horizontal to the floor, her toes flexed, she locked then unlocked her elbows. Background noise drifted from the TV while she pounded out her pushups. An early morning farm and ranch report showed a farmer milking his cows, the flat screen’s volume turned up to drown out neighbors who were bouncing off the adjacent wall, fornicating themselves silly. The cheap motel carpet smelled of mildew and wet dog fur, and it tickled her nose on each downward thrust as she counted out fifty intense pushups, “… twenty-two for Jesus, twenty-three for Jesus,” her stress soon dissipating, “forty-nine for Jesus, fifty for Jesus.” She dropped hard onto the floor after the last pushup. “Thank you Jesus, my Lord God and Savior.”

Larinda relocated a
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