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            Square Pair
Two Fours, Also Called “Hard Eight”

         
         
            Saturday, July 3, 1948

            11:58 p.m.

         

         Babe Boyce couldn’t lose.

         
         Bet after bet went his way. Pass line bets, backup bets, come bets, the field, the hard ways—the ten, four, six, and especially
            the hard eight—they all came in. Babe stacked his growing piles of chips in front of him, so many chips that the croupier,
            whom Babe called Stick Man, handed him his own tray. And when Babe filled that up with his winnings, the chips spilling onto
            the felt like a small black river, Stick Man handed him a second tray, and Babe started slamming chips into that one, too.
         

         
         The dice came to Babe again.

         
         “Let’s do the hard eight one more time! Two fours. Square pair. Eight. Eight’s my lucky number. August eight. My birthday.
            And the day I got engaged. Eight, eight. Come on, eight!”
         

         
         He tossed the dice and—

         
         “Eight again! And he made it the hard way,” Stick Man shouted. The crowd around the table roared. Babe ducked his head, gave the room a What can you do? shrug, and allowed a grin to snake across his face as Stick Man slid thirty more black chips—worth a hundred dollars apiece—across
            the felt toward Babe. Babe snatched them away as fast as a magic trick and slid them into his tray with a clack.
         

         
         “Guess tonight’s my night,” Babe said.

         
         A cheer went up.

         
         At midnight, the bell from the church at the end of Main Street clanged twelve mournful times, like a dirge, and Babe felt
            the energy in the casino shift. He actually saw it coming first, a shadow creeping across the craps table like a dark mist,
            hanging there for a moment as the entire room went dark.
         

         
         Then the new day started—July Fourth—and Babe couldn’t win.
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            Thursday, July 1, 1948

         

         Karter set up the meet.

         
         Midnight. Outside of town. Two miles down a dirt road.

         
         Karter drove Babe’s silver 1948 Studebaker Commander, new that year. Karter poked through the intersection, stopped the car,
            left the lights on, and kept the engine running. The big man with the glimmering gold grille and the ever-present wooden matchstick
            tucked into the side of his mouth, red tip out, adjusted himself behind the wheel. He grunted.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” Babe said.

         
         “Trying to get comfortable.”

         
         “You’re never comfortable.”

         
         “I was once. I had to be. Because I remember the feeling.”

         
         “When? Wasn’t in the army.”

         
         “Hell no.”

         
         “Oh, now I remember. When you were inside your mama’s womb.”

         
         “Probably was that long ago. Babe, seriously, I’ve been meaning to talk to you. I’m moving back to Chicago. I can’t take this town. It’s too small. Too peaceful. Too quiet. It’s so quiet I can’t sleep at night.” 

         
         “You’ve been saying this for years.”

         
         “Haven’t slept in years.”

         
         Karter lifted his butt, smoothed his pants, shook his shoulders.

         
         “This suit,” he said.
         

         
         “You need a dresser. You need me to come with you to buy your clothes.”

         
         Karter wriggled at the waist. “Damn thing’s too tight.”

         
         “It’s like a cheap hotel. No ballroom.”

         
         Karter grunted again and loosened a notch on his belt. The big man exhaled loudly, dramatically, as if he’d just finished
            running a hundred-yard dash.
         

         
         “Woo,” Karter said.

         
         “You got your gun?”

         
         Karter rolled his eyes.

         
         “Good,” Babe said.

         
         “Got two,” Karter said.

         
         “Should be sufficient.”

         
         “He’s late,” Karter said.

         
         “We’re early.”

         
         Then, abruptly, a car approached, coming at them, the snowy light from its headlamps washing over them. A Cadillac. Moving
            quickly at first, then slowing to a crawl. The Caddy stopped just short of the intersection, and the two cars faced each other
            like two steel bulls about to charge. The Cadillac’s doors swung open and three figures began walking toward Babe and Karter,
            their footsteps crunching on the dirt road.
         

         
         “Let’s go,” Karter said, starting to exit the car.

         
         Babe placed his hand on Karter’s massive forearm.

         
         “Me first.”

         
         Babe opened his door, ducked into a blind spot, and caressed Honey, his gun, inherited from his father, who fought in World
            War I. It was a single-action, semiautomatic Colt 1911 with a lacquered honey-colored handle he polished religiously. He eased
            Honey from the holster inside his breast pocket and stepped forward, barely out of the frosty haze of the Cadillac’s headlights.
            He kept the gun hidden, behind the sway of his suit jacket. He walked toward the three men, then moved aside into another
            dark spot on the road.
         

         
         “Mr. Wojak,” he said.

         
         “That’s me,” the man in the middle said.

         
         The two men flanking Wojak kept coming.

         
         “That’s far enough,” Babe said.

         
         Wojak nodded and the two men halted.

         
         “Mr. Boyce,” Wojak said. “Your reputation precedes you.”

         
         “Merci,” Babe said.
         

         
         “Step out where I can see you.”

         
         “I’m good here. And please, call me Babe. All my friends do.”

         
         “All right, Babe. And please call me Tommy.”

         
         “Tomas,” Babe said. “In Polish.”
         

         
         “I go by Tommy,” Wojak said.

         
         Tommy Wojak.

         
         A new name to Babe. But the name didn’t matter. Wojak repped the Polish arm of The Outfit crime syndicate in Chicago. The
            Poles were run by the shadowy Hymie Weiss, whose second-in-command, Jake Guzik, was the public face of the organization. Babe
            tilted his head and took a long look at this guy, this Tommy Wojak, this up-and-comer, assessing him. Babe knew how to read
            cards, dice, and especially people. Babe saw gravity in Wojak. Presence. Something about Tommy Wojak’s posture in the moonlight told Babe that Tommy was a person to take seriously. 

         
         “My contact in Chicago informs me that I’ll be dealing with you from now on,” Babe said.

         
         “Is that a problem?”

         
         “Not at all. I’m curious. What happened to Stanley?”

         
         “He took another position,” Wojak said.

         
         Babe nearly laughed.

         
         Another position. Yeah. A position in the ground. Put there, no doubt, by Wojak.

         
         “No problem at all,” Babe said. “My contact also told me that you have a special shipment arriving by train this weekend.”

         
         “July fifth,” Wojak said. “Pick up at the old train station in Cuba, Missouri. Midnight. A boxcar full. Thirty pallets. Three
            thousand cases. If you want it.”
         

         
         “That’s a big haul,” Babe said. “More brown liquor than I’ve ever moved at one time, by a lot.”

         
         “Could be a new opportunity. A windfall. Of course, if you don’t want it, I understand. I’ll find a new partner. Somebody
            closer to the Windy City. Less of an inconvenience. I’ll tell Hymie you passed. But, hey, we had a good run.”
         

         
         What balls, Babe thought. Tommy Wojak’s threatening me. Right here, on my home turf. Calling my hand.

         
         “Gotta tell you, this is primo stuff,” Wojak said. “Top of the line.”

         
         A threat disguised as an invitation. Take it or leave it. Or else.

         
         “The only stuff worth drinking,” Babe said. “Or selling.”

         
         Wojak grinned, flashing teeth white as piano keys. “Liquid gold.”

         
         “I heard that,” Babe said. “So, for clarification, Monday night, you got your man on the train, escorting those cases up from
            Kentucky. Which distillery?”
         

         
         Trick question. Babe tossed it off as casually as flicking lint from his lapel.

         
         “Fucking guy. You’re testing me, right?”

         
         Even in the dark you could slice Wojak’s annoyance with a cleaver.

         
         “Nobody’s distilling good brown whiskey out of Kentucky since the war. You know that. We’re coming out of Canada.”

         
         “That’s preferable right now. Though things are changing.”

         
         “Let’s cut the bullshit. You want this shipment or not?”

         
         Babe paused for effect, pretending to consider the proposition.

         
         “I’ll have to consult with my business manager. He’s in the car.”

         
         The Commander’s door swung open. Karter unfolded himself from behind the steering wheel and, with surprising speed and athleticism,
            stepped out of the car. At his first step, the entire road seemed to tremor and sag. Karter kept his guns hidden as he walked
            toward the three men. Karter stopped suddenly, standing military straight, announcing himself without a word, all six feet
            ten inches and three hundred fifty pounds of him.
         

         
         Wojak and his two bodyguards froze at the sight of him.

         
         “This is your business manager?” Wojak said.

         
         “You heard of J. P. Morgan?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “This is F. U. Morgan.”

         
         Karter stared straight at Wojak and his men, training his eyes on them like high beams. He had already devised his plan. He
            would take out Wojak and the one to his right. Babe, whose hand dangled at his side, his fingers sliding down the crease in
            his pants next to his gun, would take out the one on Wojak’s left. If this went bad.
         

         
         “I’ll take half the shipment,” Babe said.

         
         Wojak seemed to relax. He snapped his starched white cuffs an extra inch through the arms of his suit jacket.

         
         “Half,” Wojak said. “Yeah. I can’t do that.”

         
         “I’m offering to take fifteen hundred cases.”

         
         “You have to take all of it. The whole lot.”

         
         “All three thousand cases.”

         
         A statement. Not a question.

         
         In that mere second, that blip of time, Babe looked into his future. He saw the farmland Rosie had purchased, and he saw his
            four kids running free, no longer confined inside the tiny alley house off Main Street. He saw the new house he would build.
            A porch in front. An open kitchen stocked with every food type imaginable. A living room with floor-to-ceiling bookcases filled
            with books. Three bedrooms for the kids, not one for all of them, a master bedroom for him and Rosie. Bathrooms inside.
         

         
         And he envisioned the culmination of his dream—not a mile away from his dream house, a sagging, crumpling, currently dilapidated
            mansion in disrepair that he would buy, retain the bones and the style, and remodel into his own entertainment complex, his
            own Sportsman Hall, with restaurants and a bar, all legit—a Black-owned business catering to the folks on his side of town.
            His business. All his. A brand-new beginning at forty. He would start over as his own man. All he needed was money, enough
            money to buy the mansion, finance the remodel, and pay off the politicians for the permits.
         

         
         “I presume you’ll take those thirty-six thousand bottles on consignment,” Babe said, allowing his grin to twist across his
            face.
         

         
         Wojak laughed, a sudden high-pitched keen that caused Karter to wrap his fingers around the handle of his gun. After a hesitation, Wojak’s bodyguards laughed with him. Babe joined in. Karter kept stock-still except for sliding the matchstick to the other side of his mouth. 

         
         Then Wojak went savagely serious. He sniffed and studied his glossy gold cufflinks. “Consignment. Good one, Babe. Funny. Yeah.
            No. Cash only. For the lot.”
         

         
         Now came the fun part. The deal making. The gambling.

         
         “We’ve been doing business a long time, Tommy—”

         
         “We just met,” Tommy said.

         
         “I meant with The Outfit.”

         
         “I know what you meant.”

         
         “What’s my cost?”

         
         “Per case?”

         
         “Per bottle.”

         
         “I can tell you have a price in mind.”

         
         “I’ll just quote the old price,” Babe said. “Fifty cents a bottle.”

         
         Silence. For the first time, Babe felt the humidity of the night pouring through him. Wojak took this moment to size up Karter.
            The big man felt Wojak’s eyes on him and, in response, took a long stride forward. He wanted Wojak and his two men to get
            a true appreciation of his size, his power, his menace. Babe and Karter were outnumbered two to one, but it didn’t feel that
            way to anybody on that road.
         

         
         “That price disappeared with the old guy,” Wojak said. “The new price—the going rate—is three dollars a bottle.”

         
         Babe stared right through Wojak.

         
         “Well, Mr. Wojak—Tomas—unfortunately, it appears that you came all the way from Chicago for nothing.”
         

         
         Babe nodded at Karter and slowly began backing up toward the car. Right before he reached the passenger door, Wojak called,
            “I can do two fifty.”
         

         
         “Seventy-five cents,” Babe said.

         
         “You’re not dealing, you’re stealing. Highway robbery.”

         
         “I’m taking the whole lot. I deserve my good-customer discount.”

         
         “Two dollars. My final offer. Or we do go back to Chicago.”

         
         “I might be able to do a dollar a bottle.”

         
         “A dollar fifty. And a guarantee we lock in that price for the next shipment.”

         
         “A dollar fifty,” Babe said. “And a guarantee you lock in the price for the next two years.”

         
         “You got balls,” Wojak said.

         
         “A dollar fifty,” Babe repeated as he did the math in his head—a dollar fifty times twelve bottles in a case came to eighteen
            dollars a case, multiplied by three thousand cases—
         

         
         “Fifty-four thousand dollars,” Babe whispered.

         
         “Deal,” Wojak said.

         
         Babe walked toward Wojak, his right hand extended, his left hand snaking inside his jacket, sneaking toward Pearl and Baby
            Girl, the twin barber’s blades he kept there.
         

         
         “Deal,” Babe said. He shook Wojak’s hand and then tipped the brim of his fedora.

         
         “Midnight. Monday. Cuba,” Wojak said. “Happy Fourth of July.”

         
          

         After Wojak and his men left, Babe and Karter sat in the Commander for a full minute without moving. Karter transferred the
            matchstick to the middle of his mouth and waited for Babe to speak. Babe appeared mesmerized by the dark night and said nothing.
         

         
         Finally, Karter broke the ice.

         
         “Raising fifty-four large in seventy-two hours. That shouldn’t be a problem, right?”

         
         “Nah. It’s just a matter of moving some money around.”

         
         They both went quiet again, this time so long that the silence filled up the space like a third passenger in the car.

         
         “Lot of ways to go,” Babe said at last. “I’m just figuring my move.”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “Maybe I’ll keep my investments intact. Maybe I’ll squeeze my man in Cincinnati—he owes me. Or maybe I’ll call in a few chips
            from St. Louis. Got a lot of moves, Karter.”
         

         
         “Always a step ahead.”

         
         “At least. You just be ready, Karter.”

         
         “Me? I was born at ‘let’s go,’” Karter said.

         
         “Let’s go,” Babe said.

         
          

         Karter parked the Commander at the corner of the alley, two or three tenements away from Babe’s alley house. Karter exhaled,
            cursed again at his suit, and extricated himself from behind the wheel of the car. He stood outside and stretched. Babe slid
            over to the driver’s seat. He smiled at Karter. For the briefest moment, he allowed a trace of concern to drop like a shadow
            over his face. He trusted Karter with his life. The trust went both ways.
         

         
         “We’ve been in worse jams, K,” Babe said.

         
         “Not in America.”

         
         “I pressed my bet,” Babe said.

         
         Karter grunted.

         
         “This is an opportunity,” Babe said.

         
         Convincing himself.

         
         Karter patted the top of the Commander and watched Babe pull into a parking spot behind his house. Karter turned, rolled the
            matchstick off his tongue, dropped it into the gutter, and disappeared into the night.
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         Babe stepped inside his narrow, cramped alley house and paused in the front room. He didn’t turn on the lights because he
            didn’t want to wake anybody. He shrugged off his suit jacket, removed the holsters that housed his blades and his gun, and
            slipped off his shoes. He tiptoed forward and stepped on one of the kids’ toys, a small metal fire engine. He swallowed a
            scream, gritted his teeth, and limped toward his bedroom. He stopped at the doorway. A sudden realization crept into his mind,
            invading his thoughts.
         

         
         Forty years old. And I’m starting over?

         
         Was that what this was about?

         
         Or was it his time? More than half his life, lived. And now, finally, an opportunity. A chance he may never get again. Or
            a choice he had to make.
         

         
         He peered up at the ceiling and said quietly, “Feels like I’m being squeezed.”

         
         “What?”

         
         Rosie, his wife, rustled in the bedsheets and sat up.

         
         “What do you mean, you feel like you’re being squeezed?”

         
         “Nothing. I think turning forty is getting to me.”

         
         “You feeling stressed?”

         
         “Nah. You know.” Babe slowly rotated his head and began kneading his neck with his fingers. “Maybe a little bit.”

         
         “I know what you need. Come on.”

         
         Ten minutes later, Babe lay stretched out in their stand-alone, slipper-style porcelain bathtub that rested on stumpy, silver-plated
            feet resembling four silver hooves. The extravagant tub arrived one day, a gift from an appreciative state senator who was
            an avid Bordeaux drinker, enthusiastic womanizer, reckless craps player, and Babe’s guest whenever he paid a visit to his
            constituents in Caruthersville. Now, nightly, or as often as he could, Babe submerged himself in near-scalding water up to
            his chin, his eyes pressed shut, the water stinging his skin, while Rosie sat on a footstool next to the tub and bathed him.
            Her hands folded inside a fluffy white washcloth, she leaned over Babe and slowly, sensually, lovingly worked her way up from
            his stomach, rising up his chest, arriving through a soapy wake at his right shoulder. Rosie dipped the washcloth into the
            water, rubbed a bar of lavender soap over it, and began massaging Babe’s shoulder. She hummed softly, a blues ballad, then
            brushed the warm cotton cloth back and forth, back and forth, over her husband’s arched and shrugging shoulder, occasionally
            applying the slightest pressure. Babe, lost in reverie, his mind half here, half somewhere else, moaned, his lips parting
            narrowly.
         

         
         “That feel good?” Rosie asked.

         
         “Um,” Babe said.

         
         Rosie leaned farther and ran the washcloth up and down Babe’s neck, slowly, achingly slowly. “You want to talk about it?”

         
         “Nothing to say. It’s all good.”

         
         She wasn’t buying this and he knew it. But to ease her concern, his eyes still shut, he went with small talk.

         
         “Everybody’s talking about the Fourth this year,” he said. “Setting up the teams for the tug-o’-war, the relay races, the parade, wondering who’s going to win Miss Caruthersville. You’d be a shoo-in based on your looks, but you’d be disqualified based on your husband and your four kids.” 

         
         Rosie laughed and gently swatted Babe’s head with the washcloth. She went back to massaging his shoulder. “My sister’s entering
            the chili cook-off this year. She wants you to be her official taster.”
         

         
         “Her chili’s like gasoline. Let her husband taste it.”

         
         “You know your brother-in-law. Montel has that queasy stomach.”

         
         “Leaky.” Babe elongated the two syllables of his brother-in-law’s nickname. “Always have to take care of Leaky.”
         

         
         “Oh, the kids are asking if you’ll be entering the greased pole climbing contest.”

         
         Babe roared and opened his eyes. “They just want to see me make a fool of myself. Hey, maybe if I had some of your sister’s
            chili first. Might rocket me up that pole.”
         

         
         “Now that would be funny.”

         
         “Pole climb is a hard no. Sonny Agnew has that locked up every year.”

         
         “Man’s a legend,” Rosie said.

         
         “God gave everybody a talent.”

         
         “Climbing a greased pole. What a talent. I hope God blessed our kids with some other talent. Any other talent.”

         
         Babe raised himself up in the water and studied his wife. Light from a streetlamp splashed through the small window in the
            bathroom and roamed across her face. Babe peered into Rosie’s green eyes and touched her almond-colored face.
         

         
         “I know you pray,” he said.

         
         “I do.”

         
         “What do you pray for?”

         
         Rosie folded her hands. “Health. For all of us.”

         
         “That it?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “What else?”

         
         Rosie faced Babe and stroked his cheek with the back of her long fingers. “I pray that soon we’ll start building on our land.
            Settling in our own place. The land I bought for us. Saving my tip money, working extra hours as a midwife when called, socking
            away every dollar I could all those years. That land. That’s what I pray for.”
         

         
         Babe nodded, their signal. Rosie stood and snatched a bath sheet hanging on a hook on the bathroom door. When she turned back,
            Babe had stepped out of the tub. She draped the big towel over him, wrapping him up, swathing him. She looped her arms around
            him from behind.
         

         
         “That land,” Rosie repeated. “That’s what I want. I want what we have.”

         
         “You’re right, Rosie,” Babe said. “It’s time.”

         
          

         Later, with Rosie sound asleep, Babe, fully dressed, made the rounds. He checked on his three sons—ten-year-old twins, Floyd and Lloyd, and his eight-year-old son, Melvin, who all slept in the same bed—and then he stood over his daughter, Rosetta, six, who slept on a mattress on the floor in the corner. He crouched next to her and watched her sleep. She snored softly, daintily, her mouth opened a crack, her arms clutching her favorite possession, a ragged teddy bear she called Blue. Babe had won Blue for Rosie at the Fourth of July carnival the year they’d met by shooting a toy popgun at a cardboard target of a cartoon outlaw. A varmint, the guy running the game called it. Babe hit the varmint in the center of his forehead, first shot. Now, watching Rosetta sleep, he felt riveted by his daughter’s beauty, this six-year-old replica of her mother. Babe often identified aspects of her personality that also mirrored Rosie’s—her whip-smart mind, her toughness, her ability to get her way with nothing more than a cute look, a pout, an eyeroll, a falling tear, all calculated. His daughter would be a force. Babe knew that already. 

         
         Back in the living room, guided by the flame from his cigarette lighter, Babe picked up the telephone and dialed a number.
            He waited. After hearing three rings, he hung up. He reached inside his suit jacket and pulled out his flask. He absently
            rubbed his thumb over the bullet hole in the center, then unscrewed the top, sighed, and took a swig. The Macallan single
            malt scotch, strong and rich, shocked his throat, then warmed him. He nodded, satisfied, screwed the cap back on, and returned
            the flask to his pocket. In the dark of his tiny front room, he shook his head and bit his bottom lip. He almost never drank,
            but recently he’d begun sneaking a sip a few times a day. When had he started? He couldn’t remember. He had to slow down.
            He needed to be sharp. He strapped Pearl and Baby Girl back inside his suit, eased Honey into the other holster, and slipped
            his suit jacket back on. He pulled his shoes back on and checked his watch. 2:33 a.m. He left his house, quietly closing the
            front door behind him.
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         On the way into the countryside, Babe took another nip from the flask, and this time he held the whisky in his mouth almost
            as if he were about to gargle with it. Then he swallowed and shook his head.
         

         
         Liquid gold.

         
         He knew Wojak’s three thousand cases wouldn’t be Macallan. He’d just have to sell it as if it were, or at least something
            close. That’s what selling was, after all—a confidence game. Making your buyers believe. Giving them confidence in your product.
            Ultimately, giving them confidence not in you but in themselves.
         

         
         He could make this happen. All he had to do was raise fifty-four thousand dollars in four days. And then—

         
         His own personal Independence Day.

         
         Turning down a backroad, not far from the intersection where he and Wojak came to their arrangement, Babe considered taking
            another draw from the flask. As he reached inside his pocket, he heard the siren and saw the red light flashing behind him,
            and then the sight of a police car filled up his rearview mirror. Babe shook his head.
         

         
         Cop. Out here. Middle of nowhere. Perfect.

         
         He pulled over and waited. He heard the door of the police car open and close and the sound of heavy footsteps approaching, boots thudding on the blacktop. The footsteps stopped, and a sheriff tapped on Babe’s window. Babe rolled his window down and grinned at the officer who stood a careful five feet away. 

         
         “Good evening, officer,” Babe said.

         
         “Good morning, actually,” the sheriff said. “It’s past three—in the fucking morning.”
         

         
         “Is that right? Time keeps on slipping away.”

         
         The sheriff frowned. “I smell alcohol. Have you been drinking?”

         
         “Hell no. I’m a teetotaler. Might take a drink on a special occasion. Holidays and such.”

         
         “Like, say, the Fourth of July?”

         
         “There you go. Yes, exactly, something like that. By the way, when is that this year? Is it coming up?”

         
         “You’re obviously drunk. Please exit your vehicle. Fine car, by the way.”

         
         “Thank you. I paid cash. Did you want my license and registration?”

         
         “Do you have them?”

         
         “I believe so.”

         
         Babe snapped open the glovebox and lifted out a sheaf of documents fastened with a rubber band. He moistened his index finger
            with the tip of his tongue and began sifting through the papers.
         

         
         “Let’s see. Birth certificate. Passport. Marriage license. Fishing license. Hunting license. Certificate to operate a forklift.
            Honorable discharge. Permit to carry. Notice of Purple Heart, pending. College diploma—”
         

         
         “You didn’t go to college.”

         
         “Barber college.”

         
         “Exit the vehicle.”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         Babe grinned at the sheriff and stuffed the wad of documents back inside the glovebox. The sheriff stood, legs apart, as Babe
            opened the car door and eased out of the car. Babe, thin, lean, immaculately dressed despite the ridiculous hour, stood almost
            as tall as the sheriff, but the sheriff, whose badge read “Carl Holt, Sheriff,” was built wider, broad and thick across his
            pale pink neck and shoulders. Even in his pressed uniform he seemed rumpled. He wore his hair in a military buzzcut. He rarely
            wore his required Stetson. It made him seem like a cowboy, he thought, a look that the sheriff loathed. The sheriff personified
            the term local—born and brought up in Caruthersville, quitting school in the tenth grade so he could work on the family farm, tossing bales
            of hay onto flatbeds from dawn until dusk for his tyrannical father. At eighteen, the sheriff got into law enforcement to
            both spite and escape his father. When his father died, the old man left the farm to Carl’s brother who lived three hours
            away in St. Louis, distancing the sheriff from his family even more.
         

         
         “You smell like a brewery,” he said to Babe.

         
         “That would be a distillery,” Babe said. “I’ve had a few sips of Macallan to calm my nerves.”

         
         Hootie, the sheriff, shook his head.

         
         “Gate,” he said, slapping palms with Babe.

         
         “Yo, gate,” Babe said. “What’s the word from the herd?”

         
         “What’s the word? You ring me at three o’clock in the morning? You know I got that regional director moron coming in at eight.
            The guest of honor. He’s doing the ribbon cutting for the tug-o’-war. You know what this dumbass told me? He wants to rehearse the ribbon cutting.”
         

         
         “He’s never seen a scissors?”

         
         “This cracker couldn’t find his dick with two hands and a compass.”

         
         The sheriff shook his head. He waited a beat, then shifted his weight and retucked his shirt into his pants. “What are we
            doing out here?”
         

         
         “We got a situation, Hootie.”

         
         “We?”

         
         “You’re right. I misspoke. It’s not a situation. It’s an opportunity.”

         
         Babe stopped and angled his head longingly toward his breast pocket.

         
         “Bring out the Macallan,” Hootie said. “We could both use it.”

         
         “In a minute.”

         
         “All right. Tell me about this opportunity.”

         
         “The Outfit. They retired Stanley.”

         
         “Retired him?”

         
         “Well, they didn’t give him a pension. Or a gold watch. Or a warning.”

         
         Hootie whistled.

         
         “Karter and I met with his replacement. Tommy Wojak. You know the name?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “He’s running things now. I’m sure he’ll want to meet with you. Maybe right before The Outfit comes in on a hostile takeover.
            That’s their play. That’s what I see coming.”
         

         
         Babe paused.

         
         “Tommy—we’re on a first name basis—is bringing in a shipment by boxcar on Monday. Midnight. Three thousand cases. I told him
            I’d take the whole lot. He didn’t really give me a choice.”
         

         
         Hootie raked his hand through his buzzcut.

         
         “You make a deal?”

         
         “Eighteen a case.”

         
         Hootie looked up and scrunched his forehead, trying to do the math.

         
         “Don’t hurt yourself,” Babe said. “It comes to fifty-four thousand.”

         
         “Fifty-four—” Hootie scratched his head ferociously. “You don’t have that kind of money.”

         
         “Not at the moment.”

         
         “Not at any moment.”

         
         “Hootie,” Babe said, “listen to me.”

         
         The sheriff pointed at Babe’s chest. Babe reached into his pocket and handed Hootie the flask. The sheriff took a swig and
            licked his lips.
         

         
         Babe began again. “I want to ask you something.” He kicked a pebble across the pavement, then took the flask from Hootie and
            sipped.
         

         
         “We talked about this, Hootie. We’ve been talking about this. When this day came. What we would do.”
         

         
         Hootie swiped his mouth with the back of his hand and looked beyond Babe into a shadowy cornfield on the far side of the road.
            The smell of manure wafted over them.
         

         
         “This is my dream, Hootie,” Babe said.

         
         “Your own Sportsman Hall. I know.”

         
         “I’m turning forty in a month.”

         
         “I know that, too. I’m right behind you.”

         
         “I want to take this shot, Hootie. It’s time. I want to build that dream. Literally build it. I have to take my stand now.”

         
         “Fifty-four thousand,” Hootie said. He exhaled again, feeling his knees starting to buckle. “How much do you have?”

         
         “Half,” Babe said. “Almost.”

         
         “No, you don’t,” Hootie said.

         
         “Pretty near.”

         
         Hootie stared at him.

         
         “I have twelve,” Babe said. “I could sell the car, raise it to fifteen, sixteen.”

         
         “Still not half,” Hootie said. “Far from it, I think.”

         
         “I’m seeing the future both ways, Hoot. It’s only a matter of time before The Outfit comes in and takes over the whole thing.
            The Sportsman Hall, everything. They’ll run the gambling. Control the liquor. Then what? Where are we?”
         

         
         Babe nodded at Hootie’s badge.

         
         “I know where you’ll be. You got a job.”

         
         Babe fixed his eyes on his friend.

         
         “What I’m asking is,” Babe said, “be my partner. I’m your silent partner in this Sportsman Hall. Be the silent partner in
            mine.”
         

         
         “So, cash-wise,” Hootie said, squinting into the night, his face starting to contort. “Let me see.”

         
         “Twenty-seven thousand,” Babe said.

         
         “Yeah, that’s what I figured, too.”

         
         For a moment, the two men stood side by side, saying nothing, soaking up the humid night.

         
         “I know,” Babe said. “It’s a big ask.”

         
         “Well, it’s only our lives, our futures.”

         
         Hootie again passed his hand through his buzzcut.

         
         “I’m in,” he said.

         
         Babe exhaled from exhaustion, from relief.

         
         “But it’s actually fifty-four thousand divided by three.” Hootie looked off again, trying to do the math. He grunted in frustration.
         

         
         “Eighteen thousand,” Babe said. “But why three?”

         
         “We got a third partner on this side, Babe. You know that.”

         
         “Your daughter’s husband.”

         
         “Clyde.”

         
         “Clyde.” Babe frowned as if saying the name came with a foul odor. “You know how I feel. I don’t trust him. I don’t like him.
            And neither do you.”
         

         
         “He’s my son-in-law.”

         
         “He’s a gum beater. A freeloader. Among other unsavory qualities.”

         
         “Babe,” Hootie said. “I have to think of my daughter. If I leave him out, she’ll never talk to me again. I can’t do that.”

         
         Babe bit down on his lip. He felt as if he were preparing to slug down some disgusting but necessary medicine.

         
         “He’ll be a real silent partner,” Hootie said. “I promise you that. But I have to bring him in. I need to keep my family together.”

         
         Babe nodded. He knew all about Hootie’s family: his difficult relationship with his daughter; his commitment to keeping Clyde
            employed, out of the whorehouses, and off the whiskey; his flashbacks of his abusive father and brutal upbringing; and his
            estranged brother who inherited the family farm and left him out.
         

         
         “You know what?” Babe said suddenly. “I changed my mind. I need to do this myself.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “I appreciate it, Hoot, but I have to go it alone. I realize that now.”

         
         “Why? We’ll do it together. I’ll wrangle Clyde. I’ll muzzle him like a goat.”

         
         “I know, but . . .” Babe sighed. “It will complicate things.”

         
         They took another minute, standing shoulder to shoulder in silence except for the sounds of the night and their breathing.

         
         “I have some money in the bank,” Hootie said. “Not much, but some. It’s yours. Pay me back later, whenever, once you start
            bringing cash in.”
         

         
         “It’s okay, Hootie. You hang on to it. Let’s keep it clean. It’s better that way.”

         
         Hootie shifted his weight, looked off. “Have you thought any of this through?”

         
         “Don’t have time to think. Only have time to act. All I know is, I need to have my own thing.”

         
         “That decrepit mansion.”

         
         “Going to be a showplace when I fix it up. A real hummer.”

         
         Hootie nodded.

         
         “Okay,” he said, then squinted at Babe. “We good?”

         
         “Yeah, we good.”

         
         They slapped each other’s backs familiarly, acknowledging their more than half-a-lifetime friendship, a friendship that at
            a different time, in a different place, they might enjoy and experience publicly—at a bar, drinking together, sharing a meal,
            playing a sport. But now, at this time, in this place, they kept their friendship closed and secret because it had to be.
            They assumed that, even with that, they would always be able to keep their friendship intact. Until tonight, on that road.
            They knew without either of them uttering a sound, speaking even a syllable, that time had instantly, irrevocably accelerated,
            and that nothing, including them, would ever be the same.
         

         
          

         After meeting Hootie, Babe called Karter from a payphone. He knew that even at this hour, Karter wouldn’t be asleep. Still,
            he asked.
         

         
         “Did I wake your big ass up?”

         
         “I told you. I don’t sleep. This town is so damn quiet, it’s eerie. It’s like a horror movie. I lie awake, waiting for something
            to jump out at me. I go to bed with my gun in my hand. I don’t know how anybody sleeps here. I’ve been wide awake for four
            years. What do you need?”
         

         
         “Yo, gate. Set up a game for Saturday night, afterhours, late.”

         
         “Night of the third.”

         
         “Reel in every fish you can find.”

         
         “A high-stakes craps game,” Karter said.

         
         “That’s the move. You ready?”

         
         “Got my pole, my hook, and my net right here.”

         
         “Make sure you catch me at least one big fish.”

         
         “Shoot, I’m hooking you a whale,” Karter said.
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            Sunday, June 4, 1944

            Four Years Earlier

         

         Lying on his cot in the barracks, Babe gulped a final drag off his cigarette, crushed the butt in the plastic ashtray he balanced on his chest, placed the ashtray on the floor, and eased the letter out of his shirt pocket. He sliced open the envelope with his fingernail, reached inside, and pinched out two photographs. In the first one, Rosie wore the uniform of the diner at the Sportsman Hall where she cooked, her clothes wrinkled after work, her arms spread wide, she and their four kids occupying the living room couch. A resigned, happy grin ran across her face as the three boys climbed over her, using her as a play structure. Rosetta, the two-year-old with freckles and big red hair whom he called “Tulip,” sat by herself, perched on the edge of the couch, staring straight into the camera, her eyes seemingly zeroed in on Babe. He felt he could read her thoughts, always could. Now he saw in her eyes the same question he’d asked himself: “Papa, why did they draft you at thirty-five years old? You’ve been gone long enough. Get your butt back here. Mama needs you more than the army.” 

         
         Babe looked at the other photograph. In this one, Rosie stood alone, wearing a one-piece bathing suit, posing like a centerfold,
            her mouth in a pout, her index finger curled, pointing at herself, suggesting, “Come and get it.”
         

         
         Babe sat up, feeling himself gasp.

         
         “’Lo, BabyLou,” he said aloud, invoking her family nickname.

         
         He studied her photo for a good thirty seconds, considering it from every possible angle—tilted, at close range, at arm’s
            length. Then he flipped the photo over and saw the note Rosie had written in her flowery cursive: “Can’t wait for you to come
            home.”
         

         
         “Damn,” Babe said. He leaned over and lightly brushed Rosie’s pouty mouth with his lips before fitting the photo into his
            shirt pocket with a pat.
         

         
         “Private Boyce.”

         
         Babe searched through the darkened barracks for the man who had just spoken in a stage whisper. He made out the profile of
            his sergeant striding toward him. His commanding officer. His boss.
         

         
         “Sergeant Ruggs.” Babe sat up even straighter, debating whether he should stand and salute.

         
         Henry Ruggs, tall, slender, taut, his shaved head glistening, his movements so fast you barely saw him move, suddenly appeared
            at the side of Babe’s cot. Sergeant Ruggs spoke in a melodic tenor. Close your eyes and you heard Nat King Cole. But Ruggs
            was military all the way. Special forces. He oozed stealth, a warrior in the shadows. The man had night moves.
         

         
         “How you feeling?” Ruggs asked. “You tired?”

         
         “No, sir. Feeling strong.”

         
         “Good. Very good. Put on some pants.”

         
         “Got an assignment for me?”

         
         Ruggs sniffed, slashed his thumb on a line right below his razor-thin mustache. “This won’t take long.”

         
         Outside the barracks, another officer, another Black sergeant, sat behind the steering wheel of an idling jeep belching exhaust.
            Ruggs hopped in and Babe settled into the back. The cold night air bit Babe’s cheeks. He shivered and rolled his shoulders.
            As the jeep took off, the usual midnight drizzle started.
         

         
         “It’s raining,” Babe muttered. “Again.”

         
         “Always,” Ruggs said. “England has the worst weather in the world. And I’m from Detroit.”

         
         “Food’s for shit, too,” Babe said, then added, “sir.”

         
         “You won’t have to worry about that no more. You’re shipping out tomorrow.”

         
         Babe leaned forward. “Where we going?”

         
         Ruggs squinted into the rain. “I didn’t say we.”

         
          

         Ten minutes later, the jeep arrived at the far end of the base and parked outside a massive oval-shaped hangar. Babe followed
            Ruggs and the other sergeant inside. The moment they entered they encountered a wave of noise, voices shouting, overlapping,
            some cheering, others hollering, cursing, and then the clang-clang-clang of a cowbell. The three men headed toward the sounds, as if pulled by a magnet, walking by four enormous helium-filled balloons.
         

         
         “My blimp babies,” Babe said, rubbing his hand along the side of one of them as he passed.

         
         He knew this hangar well. Overseen by Sergeant Ruggs, he spent all his days and occasionally—a dozen or so times—a few minutes here at night. By day, he and a team of four worked both inside the cavernous hangar and outside on a football-field-size patch of dirt, tending to the balloons, filling them with helium
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