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His name was Adam Kyler. He had eyes as black as licorice jujubes and a spit curl hooked across his forehead that reminded me of a young Superman. He was nine years old. It wasn’t his fault he was standing in the alley, but I shot him just the same.

All that I saw was a shadow, you understand – from somewhere out of the corner of my instinct. Just the impression that someone was standing there, watching me run out from where the bodies of the three men I’d just shot lay dying.

The boy didn’t hear a thing. The silencer I’d jury rigged on to the end of my Glock had that much shush left. He didn’t hear the bullet that blew his voice box right out of his throat. He died quickly enough, I suppose. Just shush-bang, and then it was over, nothing left but the sound of the basketball that he’d chased into the alley way - thump, thump, thump.
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IT WAS SUPPOSED TO be an easy deal. Bing-bang, in and out. 

That’s how I planned it, only it didn’t work out that way.

I mean, how was I supposed to know that Chico Fat would have inspired that kind of loyalty in his bodyguard?

Here’s how it all started.  

Chico Fat ran the crookedest poker party east of Poughkeepsie, and I played patsy to his take-me-card, big time. I was into Chico Fat for more than I could pay him off in a couple of lifetimes.

So I decided to kill him.

It should have been easy, like I said, but should-have, would-have, and could-have were the three stooges of destiny, always hungry for another ripe fall guy.

Namely me.
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I WALKED IN THROUGH the front door, cool and calm and ready to bounce. I had it all down by the numbers. I’d stick my gun in the big man’s face, and we’d reason.

And then I’d shoot him.

He was supposed to have been alone, only he wasn’t. He was with a customer. Some guy with a tattoo of Jesus on the cross carved on the back of his shaven skull bone. A string of purple barbed wired dangling from his left ear lobe. He looked like he probably answered to the name of Screaming Pig-vomit.

Pig-vomit had a pretty good set of reflexes. He spun around in his chair when I kicked down the door. The next thing I know the guy jumps at me. I mean he freaking came out of his chair like he was part Doberman, going straight for my throat.

Then things got real slow. I could see Pig-vomit floating towards me like some sort of a playful helium filled guided missile, while Chico Fat’s bodyguard was stepping out in front of Chico Fat’s desk and dragging a pistol out from under his extra-extra-large dirty gray sports jacket. At the same time Chico Fat was standing up and pulling out a sawed off shotgun that was big enough to blow away half of Cleveland.

It happened so fast and so slow that all this time I still kept thinking how easy this gig was supposed to go down. The next thing I know I’m staring at Pig-vomit’s ugly face down the barrel of my Glock. I squeezed the trigger and things got real fast again.

Silenced or not, the bullet sounded loud to me, BOOOOM, and I wished I’d thought to bring ear plugs, only it must have been twice as loud to Pig-vomit. At this range it blew clear through Pig-vomit’s skull cap, blowing half of Pig-vomit’s meager brain mass into and onto the bodyguard’s left shoulder.

Which is a good thing for me because at this point the bodyguard has his pistol out. From this close up the pistol looks like the pistol has got a barrel wider than the Brooklyn Battery Tunnel. What was left of my first bullet and Pig-vomit’s brains slow him down just long enough for me to get a bullet into his chin.

Which makes for one hell of a terminal dimple and causes him to sink to his knees, which was why his face disappeared when Chico Fat decided that it was time to blow his wad and he fired his shotgun straight through his own bodyguard, straight at me.

I half-dropped, half-fainted to the ground, rolled like I thought I was in a Quentin Tarantino movie and put three quick shots into Chico Fat’s desk and everybody except me got real dead, real quick.

It was really quiet, and that was the scariest part of it. I mean it was so quiet I could hear my own sweat drop. I was begging myself to scream, only I didn’t. Every part of me wanted to run, but I stuck around long enough to torch his office. I did a pretty good job of it, even though I dropped the tin of lighter fluid twice because my hands were slick with fear sweat and lighter fluid and spattered blood and my pack of Redbird matches refused to sing and my nerves jittered like the lead foot of a coked up swing musician.

Once I was sure that Chico Fat’s desk and filing cabinet were going up like skyrockets on the Fourth of July I headed for the back door. It took me two, maybe three minutes tops. It went sweet and quick and maybe a little wetter than I figured but I figure I’m done. I mean in this neighborhood the cops all wait to read about it in the morning paper before they bother to make their crime scene reports.

I was still keyed up on adrenaline and fear when I stepped outside and caught that movement out of the corner of my eye, and it could have been a cat and it could have been a cop, only it wasn’t either of the above.

It was that kid.

I saw him once, clearly, just before the bullet hit him. A little Italian looking kid with a cowlick hooked over his forehead like a young Superman, only the bullet forgot how to bounce off of his chest. I get one half a second’s full of his black jujube eyes boring like laser beamed heat rays into my memory for a twice or two of forever when the bullet blew it all away.

It gets weird from here on out, because I don’t remember much of anything, but I guess I must have knelt over the kid’s body, like I figured I could save it by saying a prayer, and then I guess I dug two pennies out of my pocket and set them down where the little boy’s eyes had been, because when they finally caught me, it was the bloody fingerprints on those two pennies that sealed my verdict shut.
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WHEN I CAME OUT OF the alley I knew enough to be cool. I slowed down, like I was out for a Sunday stroll, even though it was only Wednesday night. Then I tucked my hands in my pockets and I whistled something that I had heard my grandmother play on her old stereo, Beethoven’s Fifth.

Soo-soo-soo-sooooo.

Soo-soo-soo-sooooo.

That’s when I first heard it. That’s when I heard that damned basketball, bouncing up behind me like a phantom Wilt Chamberlain was trying his best to sneak up on me.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

I turned around, only I couldn’t see a thing. Just the street and a couple of rummies crawling around outside a burnt out barroom like mourners standing outside a funeral, and a cat that was sniffing around near the mouth of a sewer drain.

Then I heard it again.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

I heard it, lazy and slow, like a salesman’s knock on a hot summer day. I heard it just in back of my left ear, like it was somebody trying to get my attention in a crowded room.

There’s a word for it.

Insidious.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

Slow and insidious.

And relentless.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

That’s when I started to run.
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THE BASKETBALL FOLLOWED me clear across the city. By this time I’m running and looking over my shoulder, and jumping at every shadow I think I see. I must look like one of those crazy street bums you see every now and then, just running right down the center of the road, screaming and yelling at nothing.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

I remember it sounding like it was getting closer, like it was trying to climb right inside my brain, and I kept thinking there’s no way in hell I ought to be able to hear that thumping over the pounding of my heart and the banging of my footsteps. I’m breathing hard and heavy, like a half-backer headed for the goal posts of hell, and my heart is shouting in the back of my throat, and the coat I’m wearing feels sweaty and gross only I don’t want to take the time to take it off for fear of that thumping sound so close behind me.

Thump - thump - thump - thump.

Then I swing around a corner. I figure I’ve lost it, because I don’t hear it following me anymore.

Now that I’ve stopped having a galloping heart attack I can hear the sirens. Either someone has finally called the cops over at Chico Fat’s place, or else somebody got excited over the notion of a full grown man running down a New York street in the middle of the evening waving a silenced gun.

I want to slow down, to try and act cool. As scared as I am, I sure don’t want to wind up serving a term at Riker’s. But every time I start to stop, I think about that thumping sound.

So I kept on running, leaning towards the shadows and trying to blend in, and then there’s this pile of crates down by a wharf, a bunch of them thrown around like so many kid’s blocks, all empty and too big to be easily dragged away. It looked to me like an oasis in the middle of a blue suited Gobi, so I crawled in under one of the boxes, and waited.

I was always the best at hide-and-go-seek in my neighborhood. Nobody knew how to lay low like me. See, whenever you’re running and trying to hide there’s always this half a reflex that keeps you looking over your shoulder, and that’s usually when you get caught. As long as a fellow is quiet and calm, odds are he’ll remain hidden until the end of the game.

That’s what I’m counting on. Staying hidden until there’s enough of a backlog that the cops have to go and chase some other poor asshole. See, I figure they figure I’m just some harmless nut. It all depends on what they got called in on. If they’re down here looking for whoever shot up Chico Fat’s, then they might want to hang around a while. But if they’re just down here following up a complaint about some nut running down the road waving a gun that was probably a toy, they’re apt to give it up and go home, or where ever the hell cops go when they’re done for the day.

I crossed my fingers and I kept real quiet. A couple of times I heard footsteps going by, and once somebody even kicked the boxes on the edge of the pile, but I kept
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