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INTRODUCTION 



Focusing on the craft of fiction for over two years now, I have come to a few 

conclusions. For one, there is no definitive answer to anything. Even the most wide

spread beliefs in a subject, whether it be in literary study or on writing itself can, and 

most likely will, be refuted by someone, at some time, whom others tend to listen to. 

Second, a writer would do better to write than endlessly critique what others choose to. 

Writing fiction, striving to achieve greatness is an unattainable pursuit, but one that all 

writers must reach for anyway. The chase for perfection will most likely take a writer his 

entire dedicated life. Finally number three, fiction is story, and writers are its tellers. A 

writer may believe himself as important as he wishes. He may choose to feed ego and 

artifice as often as he likes. A writer can embed objects, experiment with deep symbolism 

and form the most cryptic of sentences, but he must ask himself, at some point, the reason 

for it. Is it all for the writer, or is it all for the reader? My belief is this: A writer writes for 

the reader. Without one, there is not the other. The writer is a storyteller foremost, 

whatever is taught today, and his pleasure in the craft should deride from the enjoyment 

he brings to the reader. It is a symbiosis that, if held at a delicate equilibrium, provides a 

great story to a willing readership with excited eagemess to devour it. My book, AAA 

Lock & Key is an example of the ideals that I have discovered in my time at Texas Tech 

University. I am a storyteller, striving all the time to tell a story better simply for the 

enjoyment of the all-important reader. In this modem world of film and television 

becoming the new literature, it is now more important than ever for writers to focus on 

one thing, at least for a while: To get people reading again. 



Fiction, at its base, is storytelling. A writer's imagination creates a story, a fiction, 

in which an artificial world and characters are created. They move about the world, 

govemed by all the parameters in which literature binds: Plot, theme, setting, and so on. 

Any child can come up with a story, but it is the implementation of those literary 

parameters that become the trick, well, that and the actual writing down ofthe story. 

It seems that two camps prevail. On the one hand, a writer may have his story all 

worked out from the beginning. The plot, the theme, everything is in place before finger 

touches key. Perhaps the writer creates an outline, however rough,of how the story should 

move, what happens to the characters, the ending and so on. But there are other writers, 

of which my procUvities lean, who cannot, will not conceive of anything outside of 

character and setting (and perhaps a broad premise). These writers live in the narrative 

now, where the story bubbles up from the imagination in real time, and immediately gets 

transcribed much like a court reporter in the middle of testimony. This kind of writer 

simply listens to what the characters say to one another. He creates the world and the 

characters, simply letting them go like a top spinning in a circle of children. AAA Lock & 

Key is a spontaneous novel. 

The very first thing is character. There is as yet no plot, no theme, not even a 

definite setting. There is only character. To belong to this spontaneous camp of 

scribblers, a writer must fashion a real human being from the mind's primordial ooze. I 

usually start with the look, the outward appearance. This much would seem simple, but if 

a character has a crooked nose, a writer must know exactly how and why that crooked 

nose came to be. And this even if the crooked nose never so much as appears in the story. 

One must not meticulously dress the character in three or four outfits like a costume 
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director in a stage production, but know and understand the style in which the character 

would dress outside the action ofthe story. 

The most difficult part of character creation is the psyche. Creating another 

person within oneself, in effect, is what a spontaneous writer does. It is much like a 

criminal profiler at work. How does the character think? What does he think about when 

he simply sits around doing nothing? Why does the character eat what he eats, or drive 

what he drives? The point here is that a writer must know details about a character that 

seem tangential to the action of the story. Only when a spontaneous writer sees a created 

character as a real breathing person, can that writer set it free into his created world. 

Otherwise, the results are flaccid, contrived, lifeless, and most importantly unbelievable 

to the reader. In AAA Lock & Key, I started with characters I knew inside and out. Any 

successes in the novel as a whole will most certainly be traced back to strong character 

creation. 

A veritable swirl of one million different voices and opinions exist telling writers 

how they should write, what is the correct way, and what is otherwise. The real question 

is whether or not a writer tmly knows how or why he does what he does? As before 

mentioned, there is no definitive method one should follow, no concrete answers for an 

artist. One only need to enter the writer/reference section of his local bookstore to find 

that very few writers agree with one another anyway. Of course, there are schools of 

thought where writers pontificate on what works for them, or what writing should be, but 

in the end, it's still all about what works. The focus should be this: How can I write the 

best story I can? The answer is simply to write it. I find that listening to a thousand 

different people telling one how to perform a task only results in a thousand different 
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voices swirling about the brain, confusing it ultimately to that most dastardly of a writer's 

foils, inaction. The more writing a writer does, the better that writer will get. 

In the process of writing AAA Lock & Key, I found that consulting almost any 

writer's reference outside the deities of dictionary and thesaums, proved more as 

obstacles in achieving my vision rather than helpful boosts. A writer need only write his 

story. After all, if there were one method, one totally correct way in which to formulate 

and execute a story, then would there not be but one book for readers to enjoy? No, to 

write for the reader is to know that your method will not work for everyone, but it will, 

with much work and a little luck, find an audience. Therefore, the writer must write the 

story the way in which he writes it, not the way someone else tells him it ought be 

written. Ultimately the marketplace, not academe, will decide success. 

In AAA Lock & Key, I strive to create a fun story with a solid plot line that is not 

too thin, while at the same time, not too heavy as to alienate readers. I write it for the 

escapism of the reader, for their pleasure. AAA Lock & Key is not interested in exposing 

or exploring philosophical truths or obsess on the human condition. This book is 

designed, perhaps as a wolf in sheep's clothing, a Trojan horse as it were, to bring back 

the excitement and enjoyment of reading to those who otherwise would not consider it. 

Today, when most want a story, they pay their seven dollars at the box office. 

High school English classes are often considered torture chambers more than gateways to 

pages filled with fantastic storylines. A widely held conception by those outside academe 

is that books are too deep, too long, and too boring. If we as writers value literature, if we 

are its creators and keepers, then we must be willing to try new ways in which to keep it 

alive and fresh. It seems almost as if that perilous job has been taken up only by the J.K. 
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Rowlings, Dan Browns and even Dr. Phil's ofthe world. For the most part, academe half

heartedly looks down on these writers, but one need only to check the sales behind such 

books to see what the common man enjoys reading. To promote literature, to promote 

reading again, writers must take this into account. My book is an attempt to bring reading 

back. 

Now, this is not at all to say that there is no room for more literary works. 

Literature is so very powerful, and it is imperative that such works continue to flourish. 

Important writers creating important works are the comerstone of literature. I am only 

suggesting that writers consider the value of both. While writers have a responsibility to 

add to the study of literature, we should also acknowledge our responsibility to keep 

people reading. If the preponderance of literature that academe recognizes only serves to, 

in turn, preach to the converted, then academe will only contribute to the decline in 

reading by the populace. 

Writers must meet readers where they are. Writers must welcome them into 

reading rather than constantly challenge those who wish not to be so challenged. Writers 

must meet them where they are, to not make reading something to be feared and shunned, 

but something to be eagerly anticipated and enjoyed. If writers begin again to embrace 

storytelling, and by proxy the reader, then literature will not only survive, but will then 

create an opening, an avenue for readers to come along to more challenging works. AAA 

Lock & Key is an attempt at such a bridge. 



CHAPTER I 

THE BOOK OF MUNICH 



Even at sixty-four, William was still an excellent locksmith. With his balding 

head of grey, crooked nose and teeth browned from coffee and cigarette smoke, he 

looked the part as well. None questioned his credentials when he arrived at a scene. His 

rusted white Datsun pickup wavered on its shocks every time the door shut. Having 

picked up his trade while working as a parking garage attendant at a small shopping mall 

in southern Texas, Corpus Christi, William spent over half his life in the business of 

getting into what was meant to keep most people out of. In all his years, and of the many, 

often strange devices and edifices that he had unlocked, William was never asked to 

retrieve a crate of cow knuckles. But the day came when such would indeed be his 

charge. It would prove to be quite a perilous and expensive venture, but, so goes the life 

of a master locksmith. 

"Who the fuck is at the door?" The voice muffled through the wood and glass. 

A woman responded to the gruff and accusatory interrogation. 

"Calm down, Morty. It's just the locksmith. Let him in. My nails are wet." 

William shifted at the door. The breeze disheveled his meticulous comb-over. 

Wild groupings of multi-shaded grey drifted up and to the left. He wet his tongue and 

licked the palm of his hand. He then slathered a coat of saliva on his bald scalp before 

pressing the hair back down on top of it. It was a technique he had watched his father 

perform as a child in social situations. The remaining residue William wiped on his 

sagging brown corduroys. 

The door swung open. A husky man towered over him and breathed. His silence 

suggested that perhaps William should announce himself. 

"Hello, sir." 



The man's obvious agitation rose. 

"I'm William Munich. I am a locksmith." 

The man stared and shrugged. 

"A Mrs. Grecco has called for my services. It seems that one or more members of 

this household have found themselves unable to access their pool floats and cleaning 

instmments?" 

The man nodded as if contemplating a hand of poker. 

"Fuck are you talking about?" he finally spoke. 

"You see, sir—," William attempted to clarify. 

"Morty," a woman with big blonde hair, a familiar voice, and upsettingly loud 

lipstick pushed past the man. "I told you, we lost the keys to the pool shed." 

"We? You lost them. I haven't been in that mud-pit in months." 

"Oh Morty, calm down will you? You're scaring him," the woman said. 

"Mrs. Grecco I assume?" William said, forcing a smile. 

She smiled back, and moved to take his wrist. William, having an aversion to 

physical contact, recoiled apologetically. 

"That's right, and I'm Mr. Grecco, and we don't need no fucking locksmith, 

alright?" the man said. He took a step toward William, who backed up and looked to the 

ground. 

"I don't mean to intrude," William mumbled. 

"Now you let him in, Morty. Mary and Joseph want to get in the pool." 

"Not now," he said back. "Tomorrow maybe." 

"Morty!" 

8 



"I said not now!" 

"I can come back later or not at all, whatever will make this stop," William said. 

"You bowing up to me, Pops?" 

William shook his head. Sweat beaded on his forehead. 

"I jus t - ," 

"Shut the fuck up," the man said. He cocked his head and halted in quiet 

contemplation for a moment. The man then slapped a hand on William's shoulder. The 

other hand pointed at his nose. "I tell you what. Pops. You come back tomorrow 

afternoon, alright? We'll get you to unlock it then. Okay? Good. Goodbye." The man 

stared at William over his shoulder as he went back inside the house, then closed the 

door. 

William wasted no time in starting up the Datsun. He patted his head with a dirty 

handkerchief. It left black spots with each dab. For a few moments he breathed deep and 

tried to act as if he wasn't severely frazzled by what had just taken place. Most of 

William's calls resulted in little or no discussion from either he or the recipient of his 

services outside of asking to whom the check should be made out. William and other 

humans rarely interacted with positive results, and therefore the locksmith kept 

encounters brief and stolidly professional. A stack of pancakes, dry with a dollop of 

butter, a cigarette, and a cup of decaf, though routine, would be especially needed that 

day. He drove to Ruby's with a window cracked for the smoke to escape, the radio tuned 

to AM hits from the fifties and sixties. 



A waitress in a burnt orange uniform stood precisely two feet from his corner 

booth, as per his request. She brought a decaf and an ashtray without provocation. Even 

after years of he coming in, she never called him by name. He never paid by credit card, 

and he never offered his name in conversation. 

"Want your stack?" she said. 

She didn't need to ask, and only wrote down his order as formality for the cook. 

William nodded without making eye contact. The waitress popped her gum and moved to 

the next booth where a young couple with a screaming baby in a blue carryall sat. 

William knew her name, the waitress. It was Hope. He got it from her nametag first, but 

later when she introduced herself. People had a reputation of wanting to know the names 

of other people, especially when there was a high probability they would see those people 

time and again. When William indulged in fantasy under cover of night in his bed, it was 

Hope he envisioned. She, with that orange uniform bunched around her waist like a 

twisting sash, exposing the milky skin of her chest and below, and always snapping that 

gum in her mouth. Only in his fantasies did he look her in the eyes. He didn't wear 

glasses in these dreams, and he had his hair back. He would stroke hers as they copulated 

silently but for the gum. He saw the entire procedure very much like a call. She had the 

lock, and he the key. 

After the meal and a meager tip, William drove home and sat in his office, a tin 

storage shed in his backyard. It once housed a riding lawn mower and other landscape 

manicuring instruments. William situated himself behind his metal desk and stared 

through the musty window at the hummingbirds darting about his neighbor's vines. They 
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spilled over the fence to his property, but against normal judgment, he refrained from 

approaching them about it. He welcomed the tiny birds. There were busy breaching their 

own impediments with sharpened pick-like beaks. William let the answering machine get 

the rest of the calls that day. The floor-fan in the office sounded like hummingbird wings. 

William Munich woke up in his chair to the sound of a fan and summer night 

cricket chirping. He hadn't moved from his chair all day. On his left arm, a slight sunburn 

tingled from the warm band of light that baked his skin through the window earlier. The 

wooden office chair creaked as he brought his legs down from the desk and stood. He 

checked his watch only out of curiosity. Clearly the dark outside spoke first. William 

turned off the fan and stumbled inside woozy from his extended nap. 

Why was he asleep so long, he questioned himself? Never in all his years at the 

profession had he neglected his work to such an extent. What calls could he have missed, 

and in tum, how much money did he lose? Money proved as precious a hfe source to 

William as an acrid waterhole on the Serengeti. Just to stay afloat, he figured a minimum 

of three jobs a day should be performed. It all evened out in the end. Some days no work 

would come his way. People would somehow manage to keep their house keys from 

falling off the ring or actually lock their vehicles after taking them out of the ignition. But 

still other days proved quite profitable, and always came in unpredictable spurts. A 

veritable gush of people in unison, linked by the hand of unfortunate fatefulness, would 

find themselves locked from their own precious devices. They would be barred from their 

cell phones and cigarettes, banned from the comfort of pets and pillows. And with a call, 
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William would appear. Within seconds he would give them access to that which they 

fought against for minutes and sometimes even hours to recover themselves. He noticed, 

more often than not, their detest for him as he worked. 

William often thought of his position. What a pity, he would think. The pride and 

skill of his work was only brought out in other's misfortune and absentmindedness. Often 

it seemed that his customers somehow knew this when the Datsun squeaked to a halt in 

front of that locked door. Rarely was he greeted with a smile, and William, leaming the 

soleminity of the game, began to rarely give one. Scrutinizing eyes stabbed the back of his 

head as he worked. Perhaps they felt his presence like a disappointed father figure, 

quietly scolding them for their foolishness. Or maybe they simply resented the fact that 

someone other could enter those sacred places. How he could enter them faster and with 

more grace than they could with a key. Nevertheless, he plied his trade in a professional 

manner, and little by little, he drew more comfort from the act than from those he 

serviced. Of course, most of them would give a cheap thank you, but that would soon be 

null by the time he quoted the price. No one likes a locksmith, but they are needed just 

the same. 

Forsythe Hardware Supply slumped in the middle of a sparse and decades old 

commercial zone. In the eighties, the town council had marked it as the next big thing in 

the city's growth. Plans for a shopping mall with an expansive "techno-aged" parking 

garage (the city's first) hyped anyone who paid attention to such things. They built the 

garage first, on the city's dime. Impressive as it was, the money didn't quite come in as 
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they hoped for the actual shopping mall. So, when all was said and done, an altogether 

meager single level, fifteen store shopping mall sat red-faced affixed to a rather proud 

four-story parking garage. This led to the eventual doom ofthe area for new business. It 

flagged as a bad punchline to the city, and a bmise to the council's eye. Still the city's 

leaders pushed to stand behind their misguided decision. Radio stations did half-hearted 

live remotes, local news organizations gave thirty second fluff pieces and obituary-sized 

write-ups. Four years later, the mall was dead, and the parking garage deserted as an 

Arizona ghost town, just with lolling tumbleweeds. 

The best four years of William's life had been spent in the employ of 

Constellation Shopping Center, Inc. William's joints didn't hurt so much in the eighties, 

and his outlook braced as strong and high as the girders of his concrete kingdom. 

William, along with four others, worked the garage gates and patrolled the yellow-lined 

spaces six days out of the week. That was at flrst. The other garage employees were 

considerably younger than he, a fact that lent him a certain gravitas. Even if mostly 

undeserved, William wore that carbon-dated badge of authority with all the protective 

determination of a sire lion in a minimum-waged pride. Tommy and Miles, both in high 

school, but on opposing factions, had it out regularly. William refereed many football 

fueled quarrels that would lay dormant only until the their two respective teams clashed 

again on a Friday night. This turned William off of sports for the most part, except for 

bowling, which he partook in religiously back then on his off day. Saffy, the redheaded 

new wave queen, was a bit older. She could have attended college in William's 

estimation. She seemed well-spoken enough, and he brought up the inclination often. 

Saffy never bit, but just cupped one hand tighter over a headphone tethered loosely to a 
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Walkman with a squeaky head endlessly turning tape. The fingers of her free hand either 

pinched a flat popping marijuana joint or Marlboro red. He never asked her what she 

listened to, but he secretly wished to hear. Ronald Wrorchock was the fifth Constellation 

garage attendant. He claimed to be fifteen, but didn't look it. He didn't speak enough for 

William to pinpoint the boy's age either. He remembered little of Wrorchock but for the 

interchangeable triangles on the sides of his Keds. They changed color almost every time 

he reported to work. 

In tmth, William held no official rank above the other four attendants, but when a 

question needed answering, or an order given, William took charge of both. People 

interested him then, and he met many. All had different questions and problems. He 

enjoyed solving them. People smiled at him then. Good deeds were appreciated. 

Only Forsythe Hardware Supply across the street survived the economic 

downturn, but even that was debatable. It was not one of those massive bastions of 

modern home improvement that now dominated terrestrial landscapes. It stood as the last 

holdout ofthe eighties. The motorized double doors wretched jaggedly open with the 

sawdust and dirt of decades gummed in the tracks. The ceilings hung low and bowed with 

water damage frequently, the aisles narrow and cluttered. Respectable contractors 

frequented the more respectable establishments. Forsythe Hardware Supply endured as 

the border town, the plundered pirate haven of tools, fittings, paints, and other odds and 

ends ofthe shoddy constmction world. Prices were no lower. Their price guns stabbed 

mnny-inked numerals on unpleasant neon orange squares of cheap paper, as if daring you 

to make the purchase. 
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William came to Forsythe because no one looked anyone else in the eye there. No 

one spoke to each other. No helpful attendants prowled the aisles for sales or cold 

puddles of spilt coffee. Forsythe was a place for painters high on fumes and jaded 

carpenters wired on Super Big Gulp refills. 

William made a left instead of a right at the old mall each time, and even so many 

years after, he desperately wished to make that right into the garage and to be greeted by 

Miles and Tommy and Saffy with his uniform pressed in order and theirs candidly 

disheveled as kids do. But the past proved to stay just that. Now it was all overgrown 

with yellow weeds and small piles of dirt like miniature dunes in concrete comers. With 

each Corpus Christi weather and humidity change from the Gulf, a dark and winding 

crack veined its way up the north girder, testing the garage's integrity. Why someone 

would torture themselves by again and again driving past the object of former 

exhilaration, he couldn't understand. Nevertheless, it was the closest he came to smiling 

most days. But, the store across the street had most of what he needed, and so he 

frequented it anyway. 

Back at his house, in the backyard, inside the shed he called his office, William 

had a key-cutter. It was crude, and a rather old model, but it did the job. The cutter never 

left him in a lurch, and he never had to change out the blades. This small fact was 

particularly remarkable since the H.P.C.'s date of production was 1964. Of course, he 

greased it often, dusted it meticulously with a glass of tea by his side on the weekends, 

but he never had to change out a single part on the unit. For years he even tried to keep 

the original paint job on by clear-coating the steel encasement. No matter how many 

times he did it, though the clear coat would fleck off, and so inevitably would the pasty 
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green beneath. So, he gave up on that duty, allowing the cutter to take on more and more 

of a strictly industrial personality. Most every hint of delicate craftsmanship, any sense of 

pride, the last vestige of its original omate detail went lost. Now the key-cutter endured 

for a single lonely purpose: to cut keys. 

Far back in a half-lit comer of Forsythe Hardware Supply leaned a four-sided 

perforated tum-around of blank keys. There were only four styles to choose from. The 

color options were either metal, green metal, or red. Only four bow styles accompanied 

the colorings. William usually chose the same. He thought long ago about using only 

green keys. He fought against it. Later he thought he'd choose a signature bow. That way 

everyone who used him would know who had cut the key. 

"Oh, hello, Gladys," a woman at a grocery store would say, William imagined. 

"Hi, Francine," the other would say, squeaking her stray-wheeled cart beside. 

"Couldn't help but notice your keys." 

"AAA, don't you know?" 

"Don't I know it? That William Munich is one class act isn't he?" 

"He sure is, Francine. I wouldn't even think of using another locksmith." 

"I'm with you, Gladys. Hey is that William Munich a married fellow?" 

"Boy, you know I don't know. But what a catch that William Munich is. I tell 

you, I'd lick that man's bald spot and see stars!" 

"Oh me too!" 

The latter part of the conversation deterred him from choosing a signature bow or 

color. He didn't need that kind of scandal unwinding itself like a stray ribbon on a windy 

day. And so, metal color, boxed top it was. For years upon years it held as the only key 
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he used. This, of course, in tum did end up giving him a signature bow and color, but 

William tried to keep things as generic as possible. Attention should be called to few 

things outside of Hollywood and hohdays, and as far as William knew, there was no such 

thing as a festive locksmith to the stars. 

William stood facing the wheel of blank keys. He stared at them, line by line, as if 

seeing them for the first time. Once, he intentionally took a red key with a rounded oval 

bow and buried it deep on a hook of steeple-shaped green ones. In twelve years, no one 

employed by Forsythe Hardware Supply so much as touched the misplaced key. 

Moreover, William understood the obsessive tendencies many people exhibited. Even 

children take care to group things according to size and shape. It is as if something in the 

human brain catches. It stops when something is out of place. It stifles the following 

thought. In order to think and progress, the person must remove the obstacle in its way, 

that being the misgrouped item. Knowing this about people, about this need to 

compartmentalize and remedy, to segment and partition, William knew that he must be 

the only one that used the key wheel. Since that red oval key continued to hang alone on 

a hook with twenty or so steeple-shaped green keys, and after twelve years no less, he 

knew that it was his tum-around. Forsythe kept that dusty rack for him. So it was his. 

Everyone else bought their leopard-spotted, their neon yellows, their smiley-bowed keys 

from the Titanic hardware stores down the road. They could deal in novelty. William 

Munich's AAA Lock & Key dealt in quality, consistency, reliability, and respectability. He 

took three metal box-bowed keys from a hook. He played with them in the palm of his 

hand. They clinked together. He tumed the squeaky key wheel, spotted the misplaced red 

oval bow and flicked it gently with a finger. William then tumed and made his way for 
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the counter to the beat of Crimson and Clover, which came crackling over the store stereo 

system. 

The answering machine blinked at him methodically. It reminded him of his long 

nap the day before, and quietly pierced his eye, scolding the neglect. 

It's very unlike you, the red LED pulsed. 

"What? I was tired," William responded. 

You should take more pride in your work. 

"And for what?" 

Because you have a reputation. You have a business to think about. 

"I know." 

A home. 

"I know." 

A truck. 

"I know." 

But no one to love you. 

"Stop." 

He stabbed the play button on the answering machine. Tiny heads inside the 

device swirled to attention. A latch clicked, then another. Tape swished back and 

stopped. Two more clicks. A garbled mess of audible garbage, then, muffled voices. The 

first message was from a young sounding lady who had locked her keys in the car at one 

ofthe local high schools. She fought to keep from crying over the telephone and 
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numerous times mentioned that her car was still mnning, and that her parents would be so 

mad at her. The second, third and fourth were hang-ups; standard fare for a locksmith 

given the timely component ofthe business. The next message stopped him dead. 

Yeah, this is Morton Grecco. You was over here the other day with the pool shed 

thing. Listen, I want you to come back over here. You can unlock thefuckin' thing now if 

you want. 

A high-pitched voice squelched behind Grecco's; inaudible. 

Alright, alright. My wife says that she would appreciate it if you called us back so 

we can make an appointment and what not, alright? Fm busy so call back quick. 

The all too familiar voice muffling up from the speaker chilled WiUiam. He didn't 

need customers like that. That man was a boorish brute. He could snap at any time. He 

could even end up getting physical with him. William's business did not call for that. He 

fancied himself a peaceful, non-confrontational sort of fellow. Customers like that 

obliterated his schedule, knocking it off course for a good few days. His uncharacteristic 

nap the day before had proved that. No, he shouldn't call back. Definitely not. 

William listened to the rest of his messages, but after the machine reached the end 

and gave its usual series of completion clicks; William had no recollection of either the 

content or number of messages following Morton Grecco's. The silence of his office 

sustained, broken only by the passing of a msh from fan blades, and the birds outside. He 

stood staring at his machine for almost three minutes. Upon regaining his composure, 

William decided to have some coffee and a cigarette. He closed the rattiing screen door 

behind him and strode upon the granite path across this backyard. He made his way up 

the cracked concrete steps, reached for the back door of his house. 
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Inside, William felt for the light switch. He had bought the two-bedroom pier and 

beam in the early seventies. He still didn't know where that damn switch was. The great 

majority of his time was spent in the Datsun, going to and from different jobs, unlocking 

something or delivering fresh keys to someone else. The rest of the time he spent in his 

office in the backyard. William rarely entered the house during the daytime, and he woke 

most days before the sun rose. Therefore, William's home decor was a bit less than to be 

desired. Of course with age one will acquire the odds and ends of domesticated living. He 

had all the necessary tables and chairs. He even had an easy chair. But, the frame broke in 

1988, so he never sat in it. The murky blue of its puffy folds only stared at the television 

and collected dust like everything else. William used the sofa. Red, green, brown and 

white stripes donned its fabric. This was the last gift his mother gave him before she 

passed in seventy-five. He didn't know when his father died, but he thought about him 

every time he looked over the sofa, where the swordfish hung. William's mother swore 

that his father caught the impressive fish on a business trip he took to Acapulco. William 

didn't know his father's business. He often wondered what line of work brought anyone 

to Acapulco. Whatever it was, William thought it must be something to get into. His 

father left one night when William was twelve. He never spoke to him again. Never heard 

from him either. He remembered plenty of stories his mother told him. William didn't 

know what to believe. So, the story was that his father caught the fish. A long time ago, 

after his mother already passed on, William had found a price-tag on the back of the 

mount. 

William Munich had a habit of smelling items before he took them from the 

refrigerator. Lunches were taken on the road; most dinners the same. Always lettuce, 
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some kind of cheese, condiments. Those were usually the only items languishing in the 

sparseness ofthe refrigerator. They seemed to remain. Why he bought them, William 

didn't know since those articles always wound up the same. They endured, sitting alone 

and festering, rotting away in the cold. Inedible. He would have to go out. Maybe he 

could call in something. A delivery. Someone to bring him something for a change. He 

could not wait. The hunger pangs grew. Apparentiy enough distance between he and the 

phone call from Morton Grecco presented itself. Bodily functions retumed. Eyes focused. 

Senses leveled out. He could eat without vomiting. So, Chinese it was. The Jade Oval, an 

all you can eat buffet, dangled before him as a carrot to a horse all the way there. 

"You alone?" the hostess asked. She wore a tight red number with lotus blossoms 

and swirling dragons embroidered all over in gold. It accentuated her thighs and buttocks. 

William peeked as she brought him to a booth. 

"Someone will be with you," she said. She never made eye contact. 

The Jade Oval was named for the building it inhabited, an old one-hour eyeglass 

lens store. The previous owners thought it would be noteworthy, catchy even, to build the 

place in the shape of an eye. William supposed that they must have gone with the lowest 

bidder, hence The Jade Oval, rather than The Jade Eye, Sphere, or Circle. 

"Drink?" a timid woman in white faux tux waitress garb asked. 

William glanced down at his menu for no reason. He always took iced water. 

"Drink?" the waitress repeated. 

"Oh," William said. He cleared his throat. "Water." 
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The waitress nodded and smiled. 

"Ice water," he said more confidentiy. 

"I know." Her smile died and she loafed off. 

What would he do about the phone call? Now it was like the only one he'd ever 

received. That voice lumbering toward him, charging through the speakers like an angry 

silverback. His palms sweated just thinking of it. Something would have to be done. He 

was a professional. He had a reputable business. People counted on him, trusted him 

even, to use his tools for good, even though the ability for evil was so close, almost 

coupled, a natural extension of his bag of instruments. 

"Order?" the waitress retumed, slapping down a thick plastic cup of water. There 

may have been three ice chips in it. It was the most unrewarding glass of water in history. 

The cup was mangled around the lip, as if two pairs of infant twins had gnawed on it 

through their teething years. Gouges and slivers of use marked its hull. The cup was 

warm, almost hot, certainly fresh from the washer. The water inside had an almost green 

tint to it. William imagined an algae ridden faucet with fluoride corrosion creating an 

interesting turquoise color around the head. He envisioned an orange-faced Oompa-

Loompa working a hand crank next to it, pumping the hazy liquid from a culvert 

somewhere behind the restaurant. The ice chips melted before William could take a sip. 

"Order?" the waitress repeated. 

William stared at the water. 

"Tea?" he said. 

"Drink?" she asked. 

"Yes." 
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"You have," she said, pointing. 

"I have?" 

"Drink," she insisted. 

"Water." William pointed now. 

"Yes." 

"Tea," William insisted. 

"You want?" 

"Ice," he said. 

"Ice?" 

"Yes." 

"In?" she asked. 

"In tea. Iced tea." He commenced hand motions. 

"You want?" 

"Yes." 

"Food?" she asked. 

"Yes." 

"What?" 

"Buffet." 

"One?" 

"Yes," he said. 

"And tea?" 

"Yes." 

"Ice in tea?" She pointed again at the warm cup of water. 
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"Yes." 

The waitress walked away from his booth scribbling something on a pad. 

William sighed and rested his head on the wall next to him. It smelled as if even the air 

had been battered and lowered into a vat of bubbling grease. William Munich made one 

trip to the meager salad bar, two to the buffet. The steamed rice was gummy. General 

Tsao's chicken tasted more like P.O.W. casserole. The egg rolls were wetter and colder 

than the cup of water glaring up at him from the table. The iced tea never came at all. He 

wiped red syrup from the comers of his mouth and left a thirty-six cent tip. He thought of 

Morton Grecco's pool shed as he walked like a pregnant woman to his old white Datsun. 

He picked at his teeth with a splintered toothpick, and under an ever-rising moon, made a 

most difficult decision. 

"Yeah?" the voice came over the telephone. 

"Hello?" William said. 

"What is it?" 

The voice was familiar because of its rising agitation with each syllable of each 

word. 

"Mr. Grecco?" William said. He wet his lips with his tongue. 

"Do I sound like my fuckin' wife?" 

It shocked William. He paused. 
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"Spit it out. The hell do you want?" the voice rose again. 

William stumbled before answering. 

"Retuming your call?" 

"Which one?" 

"AAA?" 

"Spit it the fuck out!" 

"William Munich, Mr. Grecco? The locksmith from before?" 

"I called you yesterday. Pops," Grecco said. "I told you to call me back 

immediately. Something stinks now." 

"No, I assure you, I had the best of intentions," William pled. 

"Relax, Pops. I understand you're a busy man and this. I'm talking about the 

fuckin' pool shed. It's starting to stink." 

"I'm afraid I don't follow," William said. He swallowed. 

"I'll tell you when you get here." 

William froze. He had only called to tell the burly behemoth that he was declining 

his services. His plan was to concoct a busy schedule without an opening for weeks. He 

would then suggest a competitor. Such proved quite out of William's character. To 

suggest an altemate locksmith was to arrive on the battlefield only to retreat into the 

trees. To provide the competition with business was throwing red meat over the bow to 

shark infested waters. But the voice on the other end was Morton Grecco, and in his 

presence, if only telephonic, William felt much more like the overboard meat than the 

shark. 
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Grecco had been on the news and in the papers. In a word, Greece's profession 

was that of suspect. Both senses of the word apply. Reporters labeled his dealings as 

shady, his life shrouded, padded and insulated from investigatory scrutiny by a tight knit 

collection of unsavory types. At ten, in his native Detroit, he had been incarcerated for 

the thievery of an ice cream truck. The booty he distributed around the neighborhood, just 

to show that he could do it. Parents formed a virtual lynch mob when they found out that 

their kids had desert before supper. At sixteen, he ran a joyride service to local high 

school kids, mostly used for quick dates. The four steps to impress were these: Ask girl 

out. Call Morton to reserve the make and model of your choice. Take girl out in "loaned" 

vehicle. Get lucky. That's when they started calling him "Lucky." It stuck. The cops 

didn't catch him stealing cars until well after his eighteenth birthday, and that was with 

the help of a task force. "Lucky" Morty Grecco spent four years in jail on over sixty 

counts of grand theft auto. He didn't get time off for good behavior. Jail taught Grecco 

how to be a better crook, and on a larger scale. When he got out, there was no stopping 

him. He leamed from the best how to keep a legitimate business on the side. How to take 

care of that business, even show up there most days; how to do the work, but also to keep 

it separate from the rest. In jail he learned how not to get caught. Everyone had a story. 

His time under the govemment's care proved the best schooling he could have ever 

hoped for. 

Since then, life took its turns. People got caught and stories were inked in the 

same papers William pemsed over morning coffee. Some people went missing, perhaps 

to exotic locales with embroidered bathrobes and umbrella drinks, or maybe one-way 

tickets underground or to the bottom of a body of water in a pair of cement shoes. These 
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stories showed up sometimes too, but sometimes they didn't. Either way, Grecco enjoyed 

himself at a comfortable distance from Uncle Sam: Just out of reach. 

When things got too hot in Detroit, he moved away, far away, to Corpus Christi, 

Texas; close to the Mexican border and nestled like an oozing wart next to the Gulf of 

Mexico. The Gulf gave the city a dead, fishy flavor, and the industrial district gave it the 

mediciny aftertaste. Some thought Grecco's reason for moving was witness protection, 

except everyone knew who he was. Hiding his identity seemed not to cross the man's 

mind. In fact, the only thing that changed with his arrival was the location of his news 

stories from the national to the local section of the newspaper. In any town, it seemed that 

Morton Grecco was two things: Street smart and lucky indeed. 

Funny how everyone can know something about a person, but none would ever 

bring it up in their presence. It is knowledge conveniently forgotten, a selective relaxation 

of temporal recall. Even reporters treated Grecco with a kind of polite aversion. They 

never camped out on his lawn, no matter how big the story. The dry cleaner always 

smiled at his wife and said "good day" with a plastered fagade. Businessmen gave genteel 

acknowledgement on the golf course. Grecco belonged to the Corpus Christi community, 

but not from invitation. It was because he said so. 

All of this swirled chaotically through William's mind. He didn't remember 

saying yes. He didn't remember saying goodbye. He didn't remember taking his keys 

from the peg or starting the tmck. At a stoplight on Forty-sixth and Mangum Way, the 

locksmith stared at a woman in a red dress crossing the street. The wind fondled her, 

whipping the fabric from one leg. She fought against it. William focused on the pasty 

skin of her exposed thigh, and the muscle underneath contracting and releasing in step. 
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Just as she gained control ofthe wind-ravaged dress, a westbound sedan made a right tum 

without much notice. She no longer fought against the wind. A crowd gathered. The old 

woman in the sedan got out to help. The light tumed green. William noticed her dress as 

he passed the scene. It seemed to have melted down her leg and onto the grey pavement 

beneath. 

He found himself parked in the same spot as before. Even the oil stains on the 

street matched up just under the Datsun's oil pan. The breeze whistled through the leaky 

interior of his tmck. Grecco's house loomed to the left, just across the street. A red brick 

tract castle pointed up to the heavens like a papal headdress. The blinds pulled tightly 

against double-pained glass windows scattered deliberately across the structure. Even 

though the home had only two levels, due to its gaudy design, a third could easily exist 

between where the brick stopped and the wood shingle spires began. To William, that 

house was a Camelot of the south Texas Cosa Nostra. Fixing his eyes down the street, he 

saw three children in the road playing with a beach ball. They stood in a cmde semi

circle, each bouncing the multicolored ball off the street to the hands ofthe next one. The 

breeze would catch the light ball at times, bending it off trajectory. The kids took great 

pleasure in these flights of uncertainty. William exhaled. 

It's just a neighborhood, he told himself. Just like any other one. Grabbing his 

small leather tool satchel, he emerged from the Datsun. He shut the door. The tmck 

wobbled and squeaked on its frame until he reached the opposite sidewalk. He stopped 

and stared up at the house like a reluctant exorcist. The beat of his heart brought a dull 
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ringing to his ears and a flush of sweat to his forehead and hands as he made his way up 

the steps to the front door. Adjusting his conservative white button-up, and creeping his 

belt back above the soft bulge of his belly, William extended his arm slowly. His finger 

rested upon the button for a beat before pushing it and snapping it back before it could 

bite him. Chimes filled the space beyond the door. Deep chimes. A song William 

couldn't name but heard numerous times before. It went on too long, but completed 

before a shape came into view through the thick omamental door glass. William cringed. 

"Hey, Pops!" the door swung open. 

"Lucky" Morton Grecco towered over him much as the house towered over his 

truck only moments before. He wore a smile, one that did not seem foreign to his 

features. Though the smile did give away more of his age. William thought certainly 

Grecco was at least twenty years his junior, an early forty-something, but the smile 

brought him a different perspective. The man looked older in the way dmnks tended to. 

Hard living wore the features of his face. They tinged the capacity of his facial 

expressions. More dry, less life, something. Noticing all this, William still managed to 

grin. 

"Get the fuck in here, huh?" the big man said, throwing an arm around the 

locksmith. 

Crossing the entryway, white marble beneath their feet, either real, or a good 

interpretation, William noticed the gaudiness of the home. If it could sparkle, it did. If it 

could be rendered or washed in gold, it was. The living room shimmered like a disco-ball 

hanging from the rafters of a museum. Stark white carpet spilled into every room he 

passed, save the kitchen, where the white marble continued. The decor proved an odd 
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mix. To the back ofthe living room, a giant rear-projection television overlooked a coffee 

table on which sat a golden wire globe with a golden arrow shoved through it. Next to the 

globe were two elephant figurines. They stood facing each other, tmnks meeting, jewel 

encrusted and shooting multicolored refractions in all directions. Most surfaces were 

covered this way, to the hilt with riches, some astonishingly beautiful, and others 

wrenchingly hideous, but all either very very expensive, or very very cheap. 

The walls also sent William into a state of wondrous perplexity. On one wall would 

hang Monet's Chemin Dans Les Bles a Pourville. It looked real. Across the living room 

from it, Katsushika Hokusai's The Great Wave ofKanagawa. William couldn't be sure 

by any stretch, but it looked real too. Neither were under glass. Both had incredibly 

intricate and ornate frames. Museum quality lighting shone down on the paintings. 

William could see the rising and falHng textures. Even from a distance, he could tell they 

were not prints. But all the more fascinating to him were the monstrosities, hung beside 

the masterworks. A mechanical fish began singing and gyrating on the wall when the two 

men crossed the living room threshold. Just inches from the Hokusai hung a framed 

poster of Bo Jackson. Half of the childish poster depicted the athlete playing football, the 

other half, Jackson swinging a baseball bat. At least it was signed. Other misplaced 

trinkets peppered the home. In the kitchen, beautifully outfitted in the finest of showy 

handles and faucets, high-quality granite counter tops and European apphances lived 

alongside a collection of Universal movie monster salt and pepper shakers, a toilet shaped 

cookie jar, and a complete set of NASCAR series commemorative plates in a glass case. 

"Sit down, huh. Pops?" Grecco said, almost forcing him into a fluffy suede loveseat 

in the living room. 
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Grecco stood over him for a moment, analyzing the locksmith. He adjusted the 

elastic waistband of his tracksuit. The man standing over him would cock his head to the 

left, peering down with scmtiny, then cock it to the right. Then he crossed and uncrossed 

his arms; repositioned his footing, and did it all over again. Such action made William 

nervous, but to sit before Morton Grecco was better to sit still. William avoided making 

eye contact, but slipped. Grecco spoke up. 

"How old are you anyways. Pops?" Grecco said, waving himself off and taking a 

seat across the room. 

William listened to an unseen grandfather clock ticking away the seconds. 

"Sixty-four, Mr. Grecco." 

Grecco nodded; mbbed the side of his face with one hand. 

"You got a wife? Family and all that shit?" 

"Not really." 

Grecco made a questioning gesture. 

"No. No wife. No family," William said. 

"So you live alone." 

"That's right." 

"How about work? You mn the show or what? Anyone work under you and that?" 

William shook his head. As much as he feared the man sitting across from him with 

his legs wide open to the world in that silly crimson jumpsuit; with that curly brown hair 

licking at the back of his neck, and those scuff-free blinding white sneakers on his feet; 

he still didn't like him. William had never committed a single crime in his life, that he 

could remember at least. He watched the news with a smirk and ever shaking head most 
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days. Many of his colleagues succumbed at one time or another to the allure their 

professional titie provided. The skill with their tools and the potential power they held 

proved more morally ambiguous for some of the other locksmiths he had known over the 

years. But not him. While William wasn't what one would call a people person, he also 

wasn't a crook either. The sight of that unshaven face, the sound of Grecco's cartoonishly 

macho voice, and the glitz of his classless and tacky fortress sickened the locksmith 

almost to the point of nausea. But it was fear of the man that kept him quietly in his seat. 

Fear of his money. Fear of his power. Fear ofthe remarkable will "Lucky" Morty Grecco 

displayed to his detractors both brought William there, and kept him there until Grecco 

would allow him to leave. 

"I work alone. It's just me. Nobody else," William finally answered. 

"Oh, yeah. You want somethin' to drink?" 

"Like what?" William cleared his throat. 

"Well, me, I don't drink, so's you'd know anyway. I'll have some when I'm here or 

there, but I don't drink so much. Tastes bad to me. I like some ofthe sodas, but I'm not a 

fan of caffeine really. Can't sleep on the fuckin' stuff. Sticks with me all fuckin' night, 

you know? I like the clear shit. Like Sprite. That's good. Sprite or that 7up. It's okay 

too." 

"I see," William said, and offered a polite grin. 

"So?" 

"I'm sorry?" William asked. 

"You want somethin' or what? We got shit to do," Grecco said, pushing himself up 

from his seat. He swirled his head around his shoulders. It gave a series of cmmpled 
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pops. Then he just looked at William with dead eyes. 

"Coffee will be just fine," William said, looking to the side. 

"You know, pops, you don't listen so good. You know that? I'll bring you a diet 

Sprite. You could stand to lose a few." 

Grecco stubbornly lumbered to the kitchen. William swallowed. He ran his fingers 

over what was left of his hair. Everything still in place. He took a handkerchief from his 

right front pocket, and wiped his head with it. It was not customary to spend this much 

time at a client's home. There were none in recent memory he would have rather left. 

William heard the suction of a refrigerator door break. A mmmaging. 

"Grace!" Grecco screamed from the kitchen. 

No answer. 

"Grace!" the agitation intensified. 

Still nothing. 

"Mary! Joseph!" 

No sound came from anywhere in the house. Not even a creaking. 

"Esmerelda!" 

A short, stocky woman waddled across the hall next to the hving room. She looked 

as if she had already died, but couldn't afford the retirement. Each of her squatty steps 

took great effort. Her torso leaned heavily to whichever leg her weight shifted, her 

fleeting frame dressed in turquoise polyester pants and flowered short sleeve blouse, 

moved without a look in William's direction. The woman had shmnk with extreme age. 

At that moment, William feared the coming years with a renewed fervor. He had to leave. 

"Esmerelda, where's the fuckin' diet Sprite, huh? I told yous to keep plenty of it. I 
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don't ever want to mn out of this, you hear me? How many times?" Grecco said in the 

kitchen. William imagined the finger wagging in the poor old woman's face. 

A fiery string of what sounded like Italian burst out. If William hadn't heard it 

himself, he would never have believed it to come from the littie old woman. Grecco 

seemed to understand her sentiment. 

"Fine, fine, fine. Fuck, Esmerelda," Grecco said. 

William heard a slap. 

"No. No! Non parli me come quello. Mai ancora! You no talka me that," she said. 

William's eyes widened. He tumed in his chair, but the wall blocked his view. 

"I'm sorry, mamma," he said. "Spiacente." 

Soon William saw the old lady travel slowly back across hall from whence she 

came. Again she didn't look into the living room where he sat. His muscles felt tight. 

Morton Grecco reentered the room. He had two glasses. It wasn't Sprite. 

"Lemonade, huh?" Grecco offered. 

William took one of the glasses, but he didn't take a sip. Grecco again took the seat 

across from him. He never took his eyes off William as he gulped down the yellowish 

substance again and again until finally slurping the last of it clinging to the ice cubes. 

Grecco then let out an exaggerated exhale. 

"That was good. That Esmerelda can make some fuckin' lemonade, yes?" 

"I haven't," William said, pointing at the brim-full glass in his hand. The 

condensation had chilled the glass. The cold sweat ran down the side of his hand. 

"Then do," Grecco said. 

"Sure," William said. He brought the glass to his mouth. The liquid lapped at his 
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lips. 

William couldn't tolerate lemons in any form. Also on the list were pineapples, 

orange juice, grapefmits, purple grapes, limes and star fmit. These poisons were lessons 

hard leamed through a childhood of crippling stomach aches and even more agonizing 

trips to the school commode. It didn't take long to diagnose his propensity to stomach 

ulcers. His first developed from an unfortunate dodge ball incident in the third grade. But 

children of the nineteen-forties endured many hardships. For young William Munich, this 

stood as just another added to the list. 

"Fuck's the matter with you. Pops?" Grecco said, coming very close to slamming 

his empty glass on the end table next to him. 

William shook his head and released the acidic liquid down his gullet. He tipped 

the glass longer than necessary for emphasis. He even swallowed an extra time. Then he 

grinned again. He would be alright for half an hour or so. 

"Pretty fuckin' good, huh?" Grecco smiled. 

"Mmmm," William said, still grinning. "Your mother makes wonderful lemonade." 

"Ha! My mother? That's rich," Grecco laughed. "That old bitch is Grace's mom. 

Me? I'm just waitin' until God can find some fuckin' use for her up there. That or the 

other place. I really don't give a crap." 

"I see," William said. 

"But, hey, that's family, right? Can't kill them.'" Grecco let loose a laugh that could 

drive grizzlies from the forest. 

William tried to make himself show teeth when he smiled, but he couldn't. He did 

not know whether it was due to his detest for the man sitting opposite him, the tartness of 
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the lemonade or because he couldn't remember how. 

"Anyway, Pops," Grecco became serious. "Finish up your lemonade. I'm not here 

to shoot the shit with you. Come out back with me." 

The locksmith set his glass down on a Morgan Fairchild head coaster and followed. 

Grecco's orders were always colored a certain way. While his voice remained 

consistently abrasive and impatient, an air of leisure in it caused most to quietly 

acquiesce as a new pet which approaches and retreats from its new owner in split second 

bursts of admiration and fear. 

Stepping out the sliding glass door, the floor went from fine marble to that talcum 

colored stone, a mock sand that the rich covet as their own private beach next to 

swimming pools. William crossed the vestibule with his black bag of lock picks. 

"Well," Grecco said as if expecting soft-shoe. 

William clutched the bag tight. He remembered his reason for coming, but a 

wariness took over. He began to sweat again. 

"Open it," Grecco said. He held the empty glass of lemonade at the pool shed door. 

"Open it," he said again. His eyes narrowed. 

William looked at him, but instantly diverted. It was a simple request, but a tainted 

one. William could see it. A pool house to "Lucky" Morty Grecco was not simply a pool 

house perhaps. 

William's job was to open what could not be. Emotion took him, but pragmatism 

and duty brought him back. He remembered the call and yet he retumed to the house. A 

job was just that. Feelings don't translate. Open says he, and so the pool house would be. 

That was, until the stopwatch came from Grecco's jumpsuit. 
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"Open it the fuck up, I said." The man loomed over him, stalking as the last soldier 

in a long night of fighting. He fondled the timepiece, held steadfast in his request. 

William looked back at him, then to his bag, then to the pool shed lock. He pushed 

himself to advance. He knelt at the door, set his bag on the ground, and unzipped it before 

searching within for the proper picks. William could feel Grecco breathing behind him, 

his eyes cutting at him from the back, and still holding that stopwatch at his waist. 

"Be quick," Grecco mumbled. 

William closed his eyes and swallowed. Two thin black picks trembled in his 

fingers like metal chopsticks. Inhaling deep, he shd the picks into the keyhole, and began 

feeling around for the inner topography. The rises and falls clicked against his touch, and 

the picks fluttered over them, decoding them, gently easing them down to a restful sleep. 

It was much the way a villager would creep past a sleeping lion. Carefully controlled, 

determined but soft in each step, the picks found their way. The lock gave a feeble click. 

William exhaled and opened his eyes. 

Grecco hit a button on the stopwatch. He brought it to his view and gave a shmg; a 

nod. 

"That'll work," Grecco said. "Better than the last guy." 

William didn't look up while he put away his tools, though he was puzzled at what 

Grecco said. 

"There you are," William said, rising to his feet with some discomfort. His knees 

were not what that had once been. 

It was always William's practice to physically open whatever he unlocks only 

slightly. He must show the customer that indeed he did perform the service they called 
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him for. It stood as a professional courtesy, much like a man opening a door for a woman 

on a date. But finally the act stood for a completion of duties, and by proxy, a polite way 

to nonverbally communicate a fulfillment of contract while simultaneously requesting 

payment. The cracking of this particular door stood much more for the latter. William 

stood in front of Grecco clutching his bag as before. A forced grin rested below his nose. 

"You not gonna open the door for me?" Grecco asked, waving the stopwatch at the 

pool shed. 

William hesitated. "I usually just crack it." 

"Go on, open it up," Grecco said. "All the way. Take a look inside." 

The locksmith warily approached the door. No light shone through the crack. The 

pitch black ofthe shed's interior gave William pause. He was not a fool. A chill in his 

shoulders braced him for something. Grecco wanted him to look inside for a reason, and 

it wouldn't be to grab a float and take a swim. William reached for the handle. 

"Hold it," Grecco said behind him. 

William froze his hand in mid-air. The stopwatch no longer sat in Grecco's palm. 

Now in it he jingled a ring with only two keys hanging from it. The locksmith dropped 

his arm and looked at the man with the keys, confused. It took him the time to pick a 

1971 Chevrolet to figure it all out. 

"A test," William muttered. 

Grecco didn't say anything. 

"You had the keys all the time." 

Grecco nodded. They stood silent facing each other. A jet passed over them to 

break the sounds of breezed trees and distant traffic. 
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"Why?" William couldn't help it. 

"We'll get to that. Pops," Grecco said, returning the keys to a pocket on his 

jumpsuit. "Now you're gonna open that door like I told you to." 

Again he approached it. Something inside stunk. It almost burned his nose, the 

closer he came to the door. It grew. Pushing the door, which creaking on its hinges, a 

waft of warm, humid stench pushed him back. As the door continued to open, sunlight 

from outside bathed the interior of the shed. Shadows cut in line with the door as an ever 

widening slice of pie. 

William saw pool floats, both inflated and otherwise hanging from pegs on the 

wall. Mats and patio seat cushions lined the back ofthe shed. Cleaning instmments with 

nets and long blue shafts, bags of solution, and pH balance beakers sat dormant on a 

metal workbench to the left. But, what caught the locksmith's eye lay on the floor. A 

shapeless mass, obscured by dodgy shadows. At first it seemed to be a pile of old 

laundry, dirty and wrinkled. 

The locksmith narrowed his eyes. He strained to categorize the mass. A thick, dark 

substance congealed to the edges, with a small dried line of it mnning off into a drain at 

the middle of the shed. It was there he noted the deep red, almost black color of the trail 

and drain mesh. That was when he saw the shoes. A second msh of muggy air from 

inside struck him. He had no idea that a human body could contort into such an unnatural 

position. The realization caused William to drop his bag, cover his mouth, and stumble 

backward. He forgot about the pool behind him, and expected to feel a msh of water as 

he fell back, but instead he felt a polyester wall. 

"Boo." It was Grecco. 
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He must have moved behind him. This startled William further. His first thought 

was to mn. His eyes darted the surroundings. Each way was either a wall or fence. No 

gates that he could see. The sliding glass door to the house was always an option, but he 

would have to negotiate the front door. The gangster, a man almost half his age, would 

have plenty of time to catch him. William decided on taking a chance with the fence. 

With this adrenaline, he could probably make it over. Then he would have to run for the 

truck. He didn't care about leaving the tools. He didn't care about payment. He didn't 

care for an explanation conceming why he had to open a door someone already had keys 

to, or of the dead body crumpled like pizza dough on the floor. He just needed to get 

away. 

But, before the locksmith could make a move, Grecco caught his arm. William 

couldn't hear it before, but the man was chuckling. It took very little effort to hold the 

locksmith at bay. William's resentment of the man reached a new level. 

"Relax, Pops. That ain't gonna be you in there," Grecco said. 

William stopped pulling away when he saw Grecco reach into the jumpsuit jacket 

and bring out a snub nosed .22 revolver. There was no use. The man had him. He knew 

he was too slow to get away. 

"Well," Grecco said, one hand locked hard around William's meager bicep, the 

other popping open the barrel to check the cylinder's bullet count. "Won't be if you do 

what I tell you." 

William lost all feeling in the arm Grecco had. He could no longer feel his feet 

either. His ears began to ring, and everything he saw got whiter. 

"You wouldn't fucking believe how tough it is to lose someone with a pea shooter 
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like this. Had to though," Grecco said, snapping the barrel back, latching it with a jerk of 

his wrist. "It's the quietest way to do it." 

William locked in on the gun. He could feel his chest throbbing. 

"Sure, the higher calibers have silencers if you want, but it ain't nothin' like the 

movies. It's still pretty fuckin' loud when you pop one off. But this." Grecco held the gun 

at arms length; peered down the sight. "You could let one go right here and people 

wouldn't even look out their windows to see what's goin' on." 

The last comment prompted the locksmith to look at the houses around him. This 

was an upper-class residential neighborhood. The kind of neighborhood where people 

watch their neighbors for the slightest infraction, eager to find anything worthy of 

reporting to the local home-owners association. William had come to this area plenty of 

times, and more often than not, he wound up showing his locksmith credentials to various 

police officers responding to calls of a "mysterious character prowling the area," even 

though his intentions were entirely professional in nature and by request. 

But "Lucky" Morton Grecco thought of that. He built his home at an angle, and 

erected walls as high as the neighborhood would allow. He took the neighbors and the 

positions of their back windows into consideration. It was as if his house was built around 

them; built specifically in order to shield himself from the scmtiny of prying eyes. 

"Funny they never thought to make bullets like these before," Grecco continued. 

"See, these here?" He snapped the gun open again, and brought William in close to him, 

tight as an Italian embrace. 

By force, William looked down at the open gun, and knowing nothing of them, 

gleaned little from Grecco's monologue. 
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"These bullets are actually designed to sound like a kid's pellet gun. Or one of 

those littie popping fireworks that you buy in long strings." Once again, he snapped the 

gun closed. "They do make a noise, but, no one's gonna give two shits, that is, when you 

take this gun and fire one off into that body over there." 

He shot his eyes up to Grecco. 

"Don't think so much. Pops. You seem like a pretty smart fuckin' guy. It'll come to 

you." 

All the saliva in William's mouth suddenly retreated. He couldn't talk. The vocal 

cords seized and formed a permanent lump at the bottom of his throat. He tried to mouth, 

why, and what's happening, but no sound crossed over, just air. 

"Take the gun, and do as I say. Pops, or I'll drown your ass and lay you next to that 

dead fuck in there." 

Grecco planted the gun in the locksmith's clanomy hand, and pushed him toward 

the pool shed from behind. As if guided by primordial instinct he thought to spin around 

and unload the remaining bullets into his captor. Just then, he could feel breath on the 

back of his ear. 

"There's only one bullet left in that gun. Pops. The other five are already in him." 

Grecco whispered and pointed to the lump on the pool shed floor. "I won't die from one 

.22 bullet. Believe me. It's been tried to death." 

The gangster's confidence derailed all thought of retaliation. William thought ofthe 

man's nickname. He had no reason not to believe him. Slowly, with the man inching him 

closer and closer until they were both inside the pool shed, Grecco suddenly closed the 

door behind him. Now it was pitch black but for some tiny slivers of light poking through 
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structural imperfections. William began to panic. 

He heard a sound like metal fumbling against glass, then a click. Just then, a lone 

bulb overhead washed the shed in dull red. The bulb swung around and distorted shapes 

with red and black shadows, much like a funhouse. The dried blood on the floor 

disappeared at the hands ofthe red glow. Now the stains were like spilled ink or cmde 

oil. 

The locksmith could feel Grecco still behind him. He could feel the man's chest at 

his back. Morton Grecco wasn't even breathing hard, the cadence of his chest like the 

lackadaisical ripples on the pool's surface outside. All at once, William was both 

befuddled and terrified. The gun trembled in his hand, and working together with the odd 

red light, created an uncomfortable time-lapse effect. William's stomach unsettled. He 

could hear it bubble and seep. 

"My daughter, Mary. She thought she wanted to be a photographer," Grecco said, 

finally. "Like for the paper or somethin'. I made this her darkroom, but, all the cracks." 

Grecco reached to his left and grabbed a pillow. He handed it to around to William. 

The locksmith took it with his free hand and closed his fingers into it hard, but it 

didn't provide the comfort he hoped for. 

"Now," the man behind him said. "You're gonna want to pop him in the head. He 

ain't mnnin' around anymore, so this should be pretty fuckin' easy for you, Pops." 

Grecco touched the arm William held the pillow in. 

"What you want to do is put that pillow over his head. Make sure you mark the 

place where you want the bullet to go with your brain," Grecco said, almost as if 

rehearsed. "Then, place the barrel of the gun on the pillow, at the point you remembered 
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before. Exhale. Then pull the trigger. Don't fully lock the elbow; your arm needs to give 

a little for the recoil." 

William couldn't believe where he was, or what he was hearing. He couldn't help 

but think of the weekend a few months ago he had spent at driving school. He took the 

class because his insurance company said they would lower the rates for anyone who did. 

This situation would likely have a very different effect. William knelt at the body. The 

smell had almost disappeared from exposure. The dead man wore a cheap grey suit and 

scuffed black dress shoes; dark socks unhitched, exposing a band of pale skin beneath. 

"Do it. Pops, and we'll call it a day," Grecco whispered to him. 

He performed each step. He picked a spot on the side of the head, but thankfully, 

and with the help of the red light, he concentrated on not making out features. He 

stmggled to form what was before him into something other than human. The pillow 

gently covered the head, and the muzzle of the gun dipped into the pillow. 

"Now, pull back the hammer," the voice whispered again. 

The locksmith's thumb fumbled up from the grip and eased the hammer back until 

it clicked. 

"Now shoot him." 

William closed his eyes. He did hear a pop. It was like a small firework in a 

covered garbage can. Muffled. A high tone came and rose. Despite the mild pop, his ears 

still rang. He tumed away from the body, dropped the gun and pillow and looked to a 

comer of the room. He felt like he should cry, but out of sadness or fear, he couldn't 

choose, so he didn't. 

"Look at me," Grecco said. 
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William turned to see a pet hair roller in Grecco's hand, the kind with a handle on 

one end, and a sticky masking tape side-out on the other. The locksmith, numb from 

everything, sat glassy-eyed as Grecco rolled the device all over William's scalp. He 

rolled it on top, where he combed over the bald spot, and he rolled it all around the sides 

where he still had hair. Then Grecco tore off the sheet on the roller, exposing a new one. 

This time he rolled it all over the dead man. On his suit, on his face and hair, and even on 

the bottom of his shoes. Having torn off that sheet as well, Grecco mbbed the dead man's 

sheet on William, and William's sheet on the dead man. 

"Now he's on you," Grecco said. "And you're on him." 

He had it all worked out from the beginning. Grecco told him to take off his shirt 

and pants. Then from another darkened corner he threw a thin plastic shopping bag to 

William. Inside were a pair of orange Hawaiian print shorts and a sleeveless yellow t-

shirt, both probably from a Randolph's Food & Drug Superstore. Morton Grecco 

instmcted the locksmith to get into those, and to give him the old clothes. He stuffed the 

clothes tainted with the dead man's evidence into the empty shopping bag, tied it off, and 

slung it into the comer. 

The locksmith continued to stare off, but he could hear every word. They echoed in 

his brain, even slurred sometimes, but he understood everything clearly. 

"I got your prints too," Grecco said, dropping the .22 into a clear storage bag. "You 

shot this man. Pops, how could you?" 

He heard Grecco chuckle again. 

"This gun is goin' somewhere safe. The dead guy's goin' in a dmm at a 

warehouse." Grecco pointed to each of the items. "You get itchy to talk to someone about 
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this? These two things will magically appear somewhere you don't want them to. I know, 

I could just kill you, but you don't seem like the type of guy who gets a whole lot from 

being alive anyway. So maybe the idea of being nniserable and in prison getting fucked 

by big hairy men for the rest of your life might give me a littie more leverage." 

Grecco grabbed William, who felt utterly ridiculous in his new clothes, and 

marched him outside the shed. Perhaps subtle humiliation was yet another of Grecco's 

goals. 

"My kids are gonna be home soon, so get your shit and go home." 

"Why?" William shook out of his daze just enough to get it out. 

"Because I don't want my kids to see this kind of shit, stupid." 

"No. Why this? Me?" 

"Just go home. Pops. Like I said, you seem like a smart guy. It'll come to you." 
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William's Dream #1 

The gentie breeze ofthe office fan washes over his face. The feet are propped on 

the desk, as usual. William rolls his head slowly to the side and gazes out the window. A 

setting summer sun paints everything outside with golden tinges; the vine creeping over 

the fence, the power lines, the well-manicured lawn, even the concrete border encasing 

the flowerbed. A bubbling in his stomach begins. It feels heavy. He takes his feet from 

the desk, sits up, and burps. Something clinks. 

Two monkeys in the comer of the darkened office sit on a lifeboat in the middle 

of a cold, watery expanse. William hunches over. Sharp pains press and mb against the 

lining of his stomach. The monkeys stab chaotic and helpless at oversized black padlocks 

with mst encmsted keys. They yelp and scream at their fmstration, but never stop 

slamming and scratching the keys into the black locks. The msty instruments screech 

across them, leaving deep orange marks and gouges in unsettling pattems. 

William sees the monkeys. He arches his head like a dog at the sound of an 

unfamiliar phrase. He covers his ears and shoots his eyes to the floor. As the stomach 

pressure builds, William burps again, but notices phlegm working into his upper throat. 

He spits a thick gelatinous ball to the colorless floor. The ball slaps down, only to 

instantiy be absorbed through the ground with a bubbly sucking noise. 

William swings his head back to the window at the roar of an eighteen-wheeler 

bearing down on his pre-fabricated office. His eyes widen. Ears strain to differentiate the 

monkeys' screaming and the tmck coming for him. William's legs, frozen in panic, lock 
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at the knees; he braces for impact as the engine gets louder and closer. A hummingbird 

hovers up from below the window outside like an attack helicopter. It pivots and trains 

one of its black eyes on him. The hummingbird's wings strobe up and down producing 

the forceful cacophony the locksmith had braced himself for. At first, William thought 

the bird winked at him, but soon finds that the pleasantry is rather for the woman directly 

behind him. 

William swivels in his chair, bringing him face to face with a slender beautiful 

woman. She wears a white waitress dress, and her hair is teased into a cartoonish puffy 

blonde bouffant. The woman offers him an iced glass of a rich-red something. She smiles 

as he puts his hand around the glass. The woman leans over. A streak of blood trickles 

down her forehead, along the bridge of her nose, and forms a large droplet that breaks off 

and splashes into the drink. 

"Tomato juice," she says. "Fresh squeezed." 

William lifts the glass to his lips and swigs. His tongue tastes metal on his teeth. 

"And thanks for the tip," the waitress says, still smiling while taking an index 

finger and jabbing it into the black hole in her forehead. She disappears instantly. 

The screams ofthe monkeys increase. Their hfeboat jars from port to starboard. 

William drops the glass. It shatters on the water at his feet. Sweat beads on the 

locksmith's cheeks. Blood, flesh, and black tufts of hair flurry into the air as the animals 

begin to tear each other apart in the lifeboat with claws and bared teeth. William falls out 

of the chair onto his knees and heaves. Lungs bum as the stomach contracts. A second 

heave. Uncut keys pour from his mouth and spill to the floor like a slot machine. He 

coughs. The keys melt together and morph into empty bullet casings. Acrid smoke rises 
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from the pile. The bullet casings rumble and shake as an arm bursts up through them. Its 

fingers wrapped tight around a .45 semi-automatic pistol. The barrel jams into William's 

mouth. He closes his lips around it and hears a discharge... 

William roused with a jolt. He sat up and cleared his eyes, noticing that the last 

night was spent on his couch, yet having no recollection of when or how he got there. In 

fact, as the doorbell that woke him continued to ring every fifteen seconds or so, William 

struggled to remember anything beyond Morton Grecco pressing that awful gun into his 

hand in the pool shed. The clothes he had on, ones Grecco clownishly forced him into the 

day before, were filthy, stunk of sweat and street. The locksmith cleared his throat and 

labored off the couch to his feet. The knees popped, and his muscles fought against him 

to remain tight and rigid on his way to the door. With his hand on the doorknob, the bell 

rang one last time. He peered through the peephole. 

First, he noticed the day. It was no longer moming. The sun was high, and it 

looked hot, judging from the two men staring at his front door from the other side. The 

one on the left, William had difficulty labeling a man. While only being able to view him 

from the chest up, the man exuded beach bum. Messy short blonde hair, bleached by the 

sun: the kind the younger people pay a hundred bucks for at a trendy salon. His eyes were 

permanently squinted. Tiny crow's feet pecked the edge of his eyes, though the youth of 

the fellow would suggest such not to be an issue. Perhaps the most telling trademark of 

the man appeared beneath his nose. A perpetual wide grin, sometimes a stark white-
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toothed smile poignantly punctuating their lackadaisical lifestyle. On his emaciated torso, 

a blue and white Hawaiian button up short-sleeve depicting random pattems of palm 

fronds opened up to a bright yellow undershirt. Below that, William couldn't tell, but he 

could guess. He had seen plenty of the type loafing and bafooning around the area, 

mostiy hanging close to the dirty beaches on the Gulf. 

The other man, standing at the surfer's side, was short, elderly and Asian. He 

wore a black derby tight on his head, so low his eyebrows almost disappeared beneath it. 

Due to his short-comings, William could gather no more information on this most 

mysterious caller. 

William almost didn't answer the door. But somehow he knew, that they knew, 

that he was home. For a few happy moments rising from the couch and shuffling to the 

front door, William thought he must have imagined the more gmesome events of the past 

days, but staring through the peephole, and seeing the utterly disturbing coupling of the 

two standing at his door, the truth crashed back. Suddenly the surfer and the Asian took 

on a more sinister appearance, replacing his flrst mildly comical one. On a single hand, 

William could count every visitor to his home he had in the last six years. While the two 

were complete strangers, he had an idea who sent them, which made them both familiar 

and foreign all at once. The knob twisted under his control, and William pulled back, 

revealing the shadowed halves of these men, and their intensions. 

"Hey man!" the beach bum said beaming. "Littie late to be sleeping, isn't it?" 

"Sleeping?" William said, still a touch groggy. 

"You've got lines all over your face, man. It's all red and irritated." The surfer 

continued smiling and pointed at the side ofthe locksmith's face. 
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William glanced at the short Asian gentleman in the hat. To his surprise, the man 

sported an enormously bulbous midsection. It was like a human/anaconda hybrid. Every 

feature was that of a slender fellow, but all the sudden, just below the stemum, his body 

swelled out as if he had just swallowed an entire adult German Shepard. This William 

attributed to the man's pinstriped dress shirt being tucked into a pair of grey sweat pants 

with elastic band stretched to the hilt around the lower torso. William stared at the sweat 

pants for a moment. Then he nodded to the man's derby in greeting. The Asian 

gentleman shuffled back on the porch one step, and then gave a cordial bow. His eyes 

never left William's, and there was no facial expression to speak of. The act, very much 

as his dress, was a cross between traditionally elegant but culturally garbled, confusing, 

and with a hint of the unemotionally pedestrian. All of it baffled William, still at the 

door, squinting at the daylight. 

"Isn't he something?" the surfer said. "So mannerly like that? I wish I could bow 

like that." 

William gave another confused look. 

"I'm Buck, man. This is Tally-Ho," the beach bum said, presenting each other 

with his hands like a camival barker. 

"Talikamaka Ho," the Asian gentleman said. 

"Yeah, sure," Buck said, ever smiling, his sea-bleached teeth adding to William's 

macular sensitivity. 

"Yes. Talikamaka," the other man said again. 

"Man, nobody can say that. You can't expect anyone to call you that," Buck 

continued. 
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William's head began to swim. He watched the exchange like a bad commercial. 

" My...name...is... Talikamaka Ho," he said unemotionally pounding a fist at his 

side. 

"See how long that took you to get that out, man? We can't wait around all day for 

someone to call you that. That's why we shortened it, little buddy. Just go with it, man." 

Tally-Ho huffed and passively stamped one of his feet. 

"Just call him Tally, William. He doesn't really mind it like he puts on. He's been 

like this all day." 

"Can I do something for you?" William finally said. 

"You sure can, man," Buck laughed. "We just need to steal you away for a few 

minutes. We've got a car out here, if you wouldn't mind." 

William looked past the two and spotted an eighties model black limousine idhng at 

the curb. He shook his head. 

"Don't worry, man. It's no big deal. We'll explain in the car." 

"Limousine," Tally-Ho said staring at the ground and adjusting his derby. 

William didn't know what to think, but he thought that to fight it would be feudal at 

best. He glanced into his house over the shoulder. 

"Let me just get my keys," he said. 

"You know, I wish we could, but, man, we're against the clock on this as it is," 

Buck said, looking at his wrist as if there were a watch there. "If you could just close the 

door behind you, we'll be on our way. Won't take a minute." 

With that, William did as he was instructed, and followed the two men to the back 

ofthe limousine. The door shrieked open. Tally-Ho got in first. Buck held the door for 
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William, and Buck climbed in behind, having to slam the door twice to get the latch to 

catch. 

The interior smelled of rented years. There was no bar, no telephone, none ofthe 

modern accoutrements most people would think a limousine to contain. Tally-Ho drug 

himself to the seat closest to the driver and muttered something in a foreign tongue. Buck 

took the seat adjacent to William and smiled in Tally's direction. 

"Isn't he something?" 

William tried to grin. With the shriek of a loose fan belt, the limousine pulled away. 

No one said anything for a few minutes. The vehicle's worn shocks made the limousine 

bottom out on various dips, and the brakes hissed with wear at stop lights. 

"Ever been in a limousine before, William?" 

"Once," William said. 

"Nicer than this?" Buck asked, not really listening for a response. "I can't imagine 

you have." 

"Can I ask where we're going?" 

"Probably not," Buck said, staring out the window at a group of young women 

walking down a sidewalk. "Tally-Ho, tell him to make a right up here." 

"I know," the small fat man said, his belly waving at each nuance the vehicle 

exhibited. 

William became more and more impatient, but was very careful not to show it. 

These were certainly Grecco's men, and therefore he had good reason to be frightened. 

But the two men exhibited nothing menacing in either appearance or vocalization. 

Nonetheless, an unnerving uncertainty crept over him. 

53 



"So, William," Buck said. "How's the locksmithing business?" 

He didn't know how to answer. 

"It's about to get a whole lot better for you, buddy," Buck beamed. "Monetarily 

speaking, anyway." 

"I don't have my tools with me." 

"Oh, don't worry, man. You won't need 'em right now." 

A twisted industrial landscape of sheet metal and junk towered around him. 

Nothing with personality outside of rust, and next to the docks lapping foamy green 

against the concrete coastiine. But there it was, and there they stopped. Tally said 

something William didn't much understand, but all the same, the limousine lurched to a 

halt. 

"Are we here?" William ventured it. 

"We's here, indeed," Buck said. 

Tally-Ho found the question hilarious. Buck pulled the handle and let William 

out. He stood there looking up and wondering at the dreariness of the decrepit yet 

indistinguishable mill or warehouse, the condensation of the Gulf seeping down its sides 

tuming to ugly turquoise and orange rust. At this point, going along with events seemed 

the best way. There was no fear, but a certain edginess showed itself. Grecco was right. 

William didn't care if he was dead; might even be welcome. But the fear of death did not 

pervade the air around him. William wondered why he was there, to be sure, but the 

outcome of his irmnediate life was not under his control. Not now, and perhaps not ever 

again. And all because he returned the wrong phone call. 
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Both Tally-Ho and Buck made their best attempts at presenting the msted mill as 

an ominous structure. They saw William and his lack of emotion at the environment, so 

they simply led him to the door. 

"This is the place," Buck said. "Let's go." 

They walked toward the door, only a cryptic incongment slat in the free-form, but 

still there. It took a slight jolt of Buck's fist to dislodge it, but the door eventually gave 

way. It swayed open, and led to a gangle of voices inside. Indiscriminate laughter and the 

clinking of ware. Not glasses, but mugs of wine, liquor or coffee. 

"You're the guest," Buck said. "You first." 

William stepped over the thin aluminum door lip. Buck offered a hand, but he 

didn't take it. Tally-Ho went in before Buck and received all too enthusiastic applause 

from the main room. 

A heavy wooden table with crude concrete benches sat beneath heavy chains and 

hooks of unrealized or abandoned industry. This was a warehouse that had gone though 

many purposes, each of which left their mark. A slaughterhouse, a steel mill, a packing 

plant of unknown beast, and now a dark den of illegality. None of it mattered to William. 

His actions of the evening before did not afford him choices of any kind. 

Tally-Ho took much the same bow he did when William met him, and Buck 

walked past the table of foils, but as soon as the locksmith was spotted, everything 

stopped. They were sizing him up. They were weighing it all, him, and his importance he 

had not yet fully realized. 

"Sit," someone said to him. The accent was American, but an Eastem one. This 

was Texas. The table was Viking in scale. King Arthur's round where plans were made, 
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and foreign maps deciphered. Buck stood in a shadow at the northeast side, Tally-Ho at 

the adjacent corner. Only the locksmith was invited to sit. 

Most of the faces were strange and uncharacteristic of coastal Texas, but a 

familiar "Lucky" Morton Grecco rested his forearms at one head of the sprawling table. 

Only one chair remained vacant, and all at once, William figured it was his. He pointed to 

it, looking at Morton Grecco for approval. Grecco nodded like a friend, but the locksmith, 

as per his character, did not sink into it without the usual professional trepidation. 

"Fuckin' finally," Grecco said. 

The table of seven erupted into laughter. It was the uncontrollable kind, like when 

a father gets slammed in the testicles on a home video show. But, as soon as the table 

blew up, it quieted, almost as if they timed it. 

"So," Grecco said. "Met Tally-Ho, did you?" 

William thought it best to focus on Grecco at the far end of the table 

"He's really something, yes?" Grecco asked. 

A direct question demanded a direct answer. 

"He is," William said so low it almost didn't travel down the table. 

"Tell you what," Grecco said, a dark brown mug of something in his hand in 

gesture. "Fuck him." 

The table broke out in laughter again. William didn't get the joke. 

"This guy opened my pool shed the other day," Grecco said, pointing at William, 

but glancing to a man on his right. 

The level of laughter raised. 
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"Under thirty for the break, a little longer for the tag," Grecco continued. "You 

fuckin' beheve that? He's like Cirque de Fuckface over here!" 

The seven men at the table were a pack of hyenas. They barked and chirped. Their 

smiles contorted while eyes closed and heads cocked up to the ceiling. 

William bowed his eyes to the table. He could hear Buck, but it was a total 

different pitch than what was coming from the table. It was higher, but condescending 

nonetheless. The laughter subsided. 

"He's a fucker. That's for sure; I checked him out. But he's weak too," Grecco 

chuckled. "He's old and he's pissed off. Discontent is probably a better word. He don't 

like things as they are." 

William didn't look up. Grecco took a pull off his cigarette and never took his 

eyes off of him. 

"Might be better." 

Someone asked why. 

"Fuck. Look at him." 

He wanted to protest so badly, but it all held him cold in his seat. 

"What's he got?" Grecco said. 

"Family?" 

"Fuck no. Look at him." 

"Any good?" 

"I already told you. Timed him and everything," Grecco said on an exhale. 

"Good?" 

"Everything's good. Clean time." 
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"Looks old," a different voice. 

"So fuckin' what? The fingers aren't." 

"Fingers," the man repeated. 

"That's right," Grecco said. 

"Old...but the fuckin' fingers aren't," as if the other man finally got the point. 

"That's right." 

"Where it counts." 

"That's right." 

"The fingers." 

"Ever been any other way?" Grecco asked, a bit perturbed. 

No one said anything. William heard them pull smoke or draw a drink. Ice cubes 

clinked against some mugs. 

"Anyone?" It was Grecco. He waited for a minute, even took a drink. "Well?" 

"You askin'?" someone said. 

"Nope." 

"He'll take care of it then?" someone else asked. 

"That's right." 

"Don't give a shit." 

"Then what are we doin' here?" Grecco said, attempting to adjourn the meeting. 

"The decision's yours, Morty," some other one said. Wilham looked up. Most of 

them pushed him back with their eyes. 

"Just like to check," Grecco said. "Smooth business. That's important to me." 
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"That's why we didn't get rid of you yet," somebody said; the scratchy voice. The 

table bumped and empted in laughter again. 

"Fuck you," Grecco said back. 

"We done?" 

"You good with this?" Grecco said, serious this time. 

"Yes, Morton, we are fine with this," the scratchy guy said with inflection. "Is 

that the fuck what you needed or what? I don't come here much, but you have a nice 

piano bar here. They have the Billy Joel lookin' guy here. Let's go, yes?" 

The group murmured in tandem. William, like a marionette with strings loose and 

hanging in low arcs from his appendages, couldn't take his eyes off the table. 

"Fine. Fuck me," Grecco said. "I try to do right by you fucks, and I get the homs. 

What's the difference?" 

"What's the fuckin' difference," one of them said, not the scratchy one. 

"The friggin' difference," another one said. 

"Know what I like? That Billy Joel," a young one right next to William said. 

"Shut the fuck up, we know that," somebody else said. 

"Hejust said that." 

"I know, but I still think so." 

"You think like you shit," the raspy voice piped back. 

"C'mon," the man next to William came back. 

"Very little. And when you do, it stinks of rotten veal." 

"Hey." 

"Hey this," Grecco said to stop the quarrel. "Go call the fuckin' cars up." 
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"Fine," the younger guy next to William said. 

"Yeah, fine is fine." 

"Yeah, fine is fuckin' fine. Fuck you." 

"Just let's get that to happen, alright?" Grecco asked rhetorically. 

William looks up to Grecco who left his seat and moved very close. 

"You're comin'," he said. 

William didn't do anything. 

"You get it?" he said. "You ain't us, but you're with us tonight. They got to get to 

know you, yeah? You're going to be pretty important for the next few months, you know 

that?" 

William nodded and wanted to vomit, but he doesn't. 

"What is all of this?" he asked. His voice trembled over dry chords. 

"You're a locksmith. Pops," Grecco throws his arm around him as he said it. They 

walked all the way out to a Lincoln driven by an unfriendly Asian driver. "You're gonna 

open the shit I need to get into. That's what you do." 

The string of black cars pulled away from the industrial tangle in a caravan not 

unlike a nighttime funeral procession. Something kept teUing William it was his. 

However, the rest ofthe night was spent with Grecco's seven. Buck and Tally-Ho in tow, 

but at a separate table at the piano bar like children at Thanksgiving dinner. The stories 

and hearty laughter poured freely as the drinks that night, and for a glimmer of a moment, 

William felt not that they needed him, but that they wanted him. It was a sense of family 

that he knew would soon disolve, but one that he would take in whatever brief form in 
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which it was offered. For the first time in such a long while, William was a wiUing 

participant in the human race. 

At first, it started with a regular brand of fear and apprehension that marked most 

of William Munich's undertakings. The first job brought Buck and Tally-Ho to his door 

at midnight just a mere week after the strange meeting at the docks. Still he had no clue 

as to who had been seated at that table that first night, and "Lucky" Morton Grecco had 

all but cut communication off with him since. His only contacts now seemed to be Buck 

and Tally-Ho, who bowed in his derby and suit with multi-colored sweat pant bottoms 

each time at the front door. 

Sometimes the two would come to his home at dusk, but never a minute before. 

The day was for AAA Lock & Key business, but the night was for Grecco. It seemed 

there was an understanding between parties. Whether it be so simple as the back door of a 

barber shop, or the glass sliding doors of a car dealership by night. Each lock had a 

weakness, and William exploited them with the utmost urgency. And this done only so 

that Buck and other assorted henchmen could enter, take money from registers, safes, 

steal cars and merchandise from the supposed safety of their holdings. 

Those moonlight break-ins were not all so frequent, nor were they hmited to a 

single town. Sometimes Tally-Ho's old limousine took them on hour-plus treks to 

neighboring towns. In fact, William grew certain that his duties as mafia locksmith were 

much more deliberate and planned than he had in the beginning given Grecco credit for. 
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The first job was a local barbershop. William passed by the very strip mall it inhabited 

countless times while on call during the day. Though it was not where he had his hair cut, 

it resembled Savannah Garden's Barbershop very much. The chairs looked the same; 

black leather on weathered metal frames. Armrests wom, seat cushions soft from years of 

use. Comfortable and familiar. The chairs faced long and tall mirrors spanning opposite 

sides ofthe shop, segmented and joined by thin white frame tabs. Condensation through 

the years worked its way behind the mirror and spidered out in discolored veins, stealing 

the mirror's bright reflective surface in dark rotten patches. Hair products, years old in 

label yet still half full, lined neatly across a thin ledge just below the mirror. Blue liquid 

canisters with combs floating inside, the scissors resting expectantly on the counter half-

open and gently worked in through time and careful oil applications over and again. 

The shop had the smell of chemical and people, a combination that balanced itself 

out, creating a pleasant hominess to it. Take one contributor from another, and the 

remaining scent would prove far too strong to take. From the sleeping bell hanging from 

the front door, to the red, white and blue motorized candy cane barber pole out front, 

dormant, the barbershop by night was very much on pause. As much as William resented 

his position as the agent for its plundering, he couldn't help but feel a calming as Buck 

and the two other thieves passed over the shop with flashlight beams highlighting the 

hanging dust particles and old bluish-green linoleum flooring. 

He remembered just before he unlocked the back door. They were in the alley, 

sitting quietly in the limousine, its dirty engine out of timing, sending exaggerated 

vibrations through the interior. Everyone but the driver stared at William. Buck, of 

course, wore a grin, much like a child anticipating an impending prank. The other two 
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men stared at him like caricatures of angry overweight mechanics grizzled by engine 

grease and tire irons. They each wore navy blue sport jackets with blue jeans, t-shirts 

undemeath. The jackets seemed too small for their shoulders. They stared at him without 

expression. Even Tally-Ho sat facing him, back to the driver. He did not speak, but urged 

him out the door with his eyes. William looked to Buck. 

"Are we here?" William asked. 

"This is it William. First one. You ready? Got your tools?" Buck smiled. 

William didn't answer. 

Buck motioned toward the door. At first William did not want to leave the car. He 

imagined them screeching off in that sun-faded limo just as soon as he shut the door 

behind him, like a practical joke of some kind. But he knew better. What was happening 

to him at that moment was no joke. Through all their kind faces and artificial 

pleasantries, William knew he was not dealing with people who play jokes. His charge 

was a serious one, and therefore he decided then and there to take it that way. 

William exited the car, Buck followed, then the two angry mechanic looking 

gentiemen. Tally-Ho remained in the Hmo. William looked around the dark alley-way. In 

front of him was a very ordinary steel door, beaten by weather and sun, and housing it, a 

structure of unpainted cinder blocks. It stretched the entire length of the block both ways. 

The barbershop existed near the exact middle ofthe strip mall. He held his tools close 

and mutedly cleared his throat. William looked back at Buck and pointed at the door. He 

was afraid someone would hear him. The nerves in his stomach and hands were 

trembling. 

"That's the one. Go on and do your thing," Buck whispered. 
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"What about a security system?" William whispered back. 

"Don't worry about it, man. We check all this stuff out beforehand. Now, just 

open the door." Buck pushed him along like an untrained puppy. 

William knelt at the door; set his tool bag next to him on the gravel. He unzipped 

it, but realized he didn't have enough light to perform the breach. But he didn't need the 

light to choose his tools. That William could do in the dark. He did it by touch. It was 

only when he brought them up to the doorknob that he looked at Buck. He seemed to 

instantly recognize what William needed. A focused beam of light flashed on and stmck 

the keyhole. Everything that followed seemed to occur in slow motion. He brought the 

picks to eye level. His arms cast strange shadows as they cut into the flashlight beam. 

William inserted the picks into the lock cylinder and felt around the walls. Quickly he 

made out the tumblers and began manipulating them with minute gesticulations of the 

picks in his fingers. He pressed down, heard the click, and he was in. He had let them in. 

Buck and the others moved him aside and disappeared into the building. After a 

brief moment, he followed them in. The beams floated through the interior of the shop. 

One of the men found the cash register, but it all made little sense to William. To risk 

breaking into a place, and the possible attention such an act could bring, why a 

barbershop? Certainly never money could enough be found to justify it. To his 

understanding, the professions of cutting hair and cutting keys yielded pretty much the 

same rewards. Very little. 

"Got the register money," one of the angry mechanic men said. 

Buck and the other man where rifling through folders in a cubby hole that served 

as a cmde office. 
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"C'mon, man. Forget about that. How much do you think could be in there 

anyway, huh?" Buck said. "Find what we came for." 

"What did we come for?" William finally ventured after a few more minutes of 

the men franticly tearing over the small shop. 

Buck ignored him at first, but then, increasingly frustrated, he divulged. 

"A picture," he said bmshing past the locksmith. 

"What kind?" 

"One with a signature on it," Buck said. 

"Try looking on the wall?" Wilham asked rhetorically. 

Buck stopped and stared at him. 

"Listen, William, no idiot would hang up a picture like this. It's worth way too 

much. He'd keep it locked—" 

"Over here," one of the angry mechanics said. 

"He found the fuckin' thing," the other said. 

"This it? Rocky Marciano, yeah?" the first said. 

Buck smiled and walked over to the wall where it hung. He focused the beam on 

the black and white photograph, then trained it down to the signature. It read: To lago. 

Keep those hands up! And below that did indeed appear the signature of Rocky Marciano 

himself, the only heavyweight champion in history never to lose a fight. Even William 

knew his record: Forty-nine wins, not a single loss. Now he knew why they had him 

break into that barbershop. Buck unhooked the frame from the wall and together they 

fled. 
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Back in the Hmo, Buck showed Tally-Ho their newly acquired booty. He didn't 

seem impressed the least bit, only mumbled something in Japanese and tossed the picture 

back to the opposite end of the limousine. Buck scolded him for it, and gently placed the 

boxer's picture on the seat next to him. WiUiam swallowed. 

"How did you know that was in there?" William asked. 

"Grecco knew, man. I didn't. Not my deal," Buck answered. "Ijust picked it up 

for him." 

"How did he know?" William followed. 

"Don't ask stupid fuckin' questions. How 'bout that?" the angry mechanic in the 

shrunken jacket to the left said. 

"What he means is, Grecco knows his shit, and it ain't nobody else who knows 

how he knows what he knows. You may not even want to know what he knows if you 

know what I mean," the other one said. 

"Could be dangerous," from the left again. 

"Could be dangerous for you," the right. 

Buck chimed in. 

"William, when they're right, they're right, I gotta say it. I know, they come off a 

little angry up front, don't they? But it's just their day jobs, I promise. They really are 

nice guys once you get to know them." 

The two didn't smile, didn't grin, didn't so much as glance over to Buck, who sat 

wide-eyed and big smile at them. Noticing this lack of response, Buck eventually tumed 

back to William. 
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"Grecco knows a lot of things about a lot of things. I don't ask questions. Ijust do 

what he says and collect at the end ofthe week. It's a nice situation, William, really. 

Don't fight it, man. You've got something good coming your way. Just keep it simple. 

From now on, you just open the doors, and we'll take care of the rest, okay? That way it's 

easy on us, and most importantly for you, easy on you." Buck patted William on the 

shoulder, and soon let him off in front of his house. It was four AM. As the limousine 

pulled away, William used the key to his front door. He needed sleep desperately, not 

able to remember the last time he had seen that hour of moming. As it stood, he could 

grab three hours of sleep and still wake to go and get pancakes from Hope at Ruby's 

before catching up on his day job of helping people rather than stealing from them. At 

least that is how it was in his mind. Plenty of his customers would say different. But that 

was how it began, William's descent into the alluring maelstrom of criminal activity a la 

"Lucky" Morton Grecco. Even as early as that very moming, William started to wonder 

to himself what there was to be so afraid of. 
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William's Dream #2 

Hope retums from the back of Ruby's with a stack of pancakes in one hand, and a 

cigarette bumed close to the filter in the other. A thin white smoke-trail winds from the 

cigarette at her side around her again and again, winding up and around like a cyclone. 

The smoke never breaks through her tranquil gate, but passes gentiy over her face and 

holds stagnant, behind her creating a hazy tunnel. The restaurant is darkened, the blinds 

drawn on every window, and while each table and booth is occupied, the patrons are 

frozen mid-action. Their coffee mugs or glasses of milk raised, but never reaching thirsty 

lips. William notices that only Hope walking toward him in the veil of smoke, and Tally-

Ho next to him, have facial features. 

Tally-Ho is dressed in a full tuxedo. He is shm with no sweatpants this time, but 

the derby still pressed down snug on his head. Both ofthe men watch the waitress 

quietly, the only sound the heels of her mbber soles meeting the floor. A spotlight 

follows her to the booth as if she were in a seedy cabaret. It stops as she does, at the 

booth with the pink fabric of her uniform touching the edge of the table at waist level. 

"Want your stack?" she asks, expressionless. 

A series of blinding flashes explodes around him; from both sides, and above 

from all angles. William cringes and slides himself down in his seat. Then the flashes 

stop as abmptiy as they began. He looks up to Hope who holds the plate above her head. 

The hot end of the cigarette burns through the filter. The glowing cinder sizzles against 

the skin between her fingers. Hope drops the cigarette, but it hangs firm in mid-air. 
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"You know how you want it?" she says, paying no attention to the floating 

cigarette. 

William pushes himself back up in his seat. 

"It's just the way you made them," she says, and glances behind her to the 

kitchen. 

William follows her eyes. A bell rings on the metal counter where order tickets 

hang and orange heat lamps beat down on waiting plates of coloriess piles of food. A 

shape, the cook, William presumes, bustles about behind the counter. Suddenly a face 

darts under the heat lamps. It is WiUiam's own. It scowls at him from beneath the orange 

glow and holds, viciously locked into himself from across the diner. In utter disbeUef and 

confusion, William watches his doppelganger, who holds still, oddly contorted as the 

cheek closest to the heat lamps begins to smoke. The smoke gives way to a smoldering. 

William hears the skin crackle and bead up, releasing moisture from the skin of its face. 

Still his mirror stares, as William never has. The skin rises into blisters that pop and ooze 

down the face. Pools of blood flush up and trickle down to the metal counter. 

"Don't go inside there, you," the chef says calmly as his face melts under the 

lamps. "Don't you go inside." 

He could bear no more, and sensing this, the waitress turns back to the booth. 

"Here, eat these," she says, flopping the plate in front of him. 

His usual stack of pancakes has been replaced with a scattered pile of black and 

white photographs, soggy and limp, slathered under a greasy mixture of melted butter and 

syrup. 

"You might need a knife, if you love me," Hope says. 
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At that moment, Tally-Ho stands and takes Hope into his arms. They proceed to 

waltz about the diner, the white stage-Ught following them from above. WiUiam's heart 

sinks as he watches the waitress' joyous steps and turns at the hands ofthe other man. A 

Japanese version of a Dean Martin song flows around them. It fades the further the 

dancing couple moves from the booth. 

The diner goes completely black. A single orange heat lamp clicks on inches 

above William's head. He unrolls his napkin and places it in his lap. With a knife and 

fork, he meticulously takes each photograph from the sopping mess on the plate, and 

arranges them across the table in a grid pattem. Syrup and butter adheres them to the 

surface of the table. 

William studies each photograph. The forms become clear, each a depiction of the 

horrible scenes witnessed that day in the pool shed. The dead man's body, the one 

William was made to kiU again. Crime scene photographs, some from odd angles and too 

clear to bear. Finally William sees the face. The man's eyes are open, staring straight up 

at him from the table; a small bullet hole at one temple. It is then William recognizes 

him. Larry Bowie. It is Larry Bowie. WiUiam knew this man. C.S.N. Securities. A 

competitor. Larry Bowie was a locksmith. The dead man in the photograph winks. 

70 



To William, the nature of dreams in his waking hours were just as hazy as the 

dreams themselves. While the sight of Larry Bowie, his longtime Corpus Christi 

competitor, bordered on cordial; and while it was tme that he hadn't seen the man for 

quite some time, William still knew that a dream was simply that, and not to be unduly 

investigated or relied upon. Shocking as the image of a feUow locksmith dead and 

bleeding on a gangster's pool house floor, is soon began to fade. The reason for which 

most certainly aided by the weekly envelope of cash tender that somehow found it's way 

into his mailbox. 

At first he thought to give up the whole fa9ade and take his chances with the 

police. William Munich would not be muscled into a Ufe of paid crime out of 

intimidation, or so he thought. When the first thick manila envelope found its way into 

his hands, however, the shock ofthe contents nearly sent him to the carpet of his living 

room. $2,500.00 dollars flipped past his thumb in all denominations and condition. This 

was more money than he saw from the fruits of legitimate AAA Lock & Key business in 

a given month. 

But still, something ate at his insides. Never did he imagine life to take such a tum 

as to aid in the greed and lechery of organized thievery. His mother's old bones would 

rattie against the casket if she knew her boy was getting used in this capacity. William 

eased the stack of green back into the envelope. He didn't touch it again for a week, that 

was, until he had another to set next to it. One that contained the exact amount ofthe last. 

Now, $5,000.00 sat tranquilly on his kitchen table. Yet, to his count, he only earned the 

first envelope of biUs. In two weeks, the only job he completed for Morton Grecco and 
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company was the barber shop. Why then two envelopes? Could it have been a mistake, 

and if so, was it another calculated test, or was it something else? 

Soon William knew the answer. The work was erratic. No rhyme or reason could 

be attributed to Buck and Tally-Ho's appearances at his doorstep, but the envelopes 

arrived each Saturday moming like clockwork. Whether William performed openings 

once a week, three times a week or for a week not at all, an envelope containing 

$2,500.00 always made it's way to his mailbox before he rose that moming. 

At that point he could say nothing. After a month and a half, William, no longer 

struggled to make ends meet. He no longer shivered and sweated profusely both before 

and after a job was performed under the cover of night. He no longer trembled at the 

name of "Lucky" Morton Grecco. And stiU, he knew well that his acts were wrong, and 

that everything he worked toward for so long in terms of his professional reputation had 

all but dissolved. But two things kept William picking those locks. One arrived every 

Saturday moming, and the other was kept hidden from him in a promised drum with a 

bag of old clothes and a .22 revolver lying beside it. 

Two months of moonlighting for Grecco had passed when Buck told him about 

their upcoming trip to Califomia. It would be the farthest he would ever travel in his life. 

At first, William thought the trip served as a congratulatory overture, to a locksmith and 

his men, signaUng jobs well done, and better, jobs kept quietly anonymous. Such proved 

not to be the case. Instead, Buck, Tally-Ho, William, the angry mechanic brothers, and 

even Morton Grecco himself would make the trip. Grecco called it his personal gold msh. 

There was something in central CaUfomia that he wanted, something he said could 

possibly yield him well over a million dollars in cash. No job William had gone along on 
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was worth anywhere near that. As much as they asked, as much as Tally-Ho stomped his 

feet and Buck wooed toothy probing smiles at him, Grecco wouldn't crack a word to shed 

any light on the Califomia venture. 

It was not until forty-thousand feet, in a string of first class seats on a mostiy 

unoccupied red-eye flight to Sacramento that Grecco ever so much as hissed a whisper. 

"Two fuckin' words: Cow knuckles." 
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CHAPTER II 

THE MEDDLING MAN 



The expanse of tarred gravel that served as Randolph Food & Drug Superstore's 

parking lot witnessed, as every moming, another sun break over rooftops across the San 

Joaquin Valley. Warm beams bathed the neutral surface. Stray black pebbles cast narrow 

shadows that slanted like sundials with the morning minutes. The green and white 

behemoth towered over the parking lot, that mom and pop killer of Merced, Califomia 

that never sleeps, with its floodlights keeping the complex in a perpetual state of diffused 

illumination. Stockers roamed the aisles on less populated hours where night and 

moming blurred. Shelving groaned under the weight of their replenishment. The store's 

support system met or rivaled most United States military installations, if not in 

sophistication, then certainly in manpower. 

There were the greeters, mostly the elderly or mentally deficient; then the 

checkout crew scanning and beeping away the hours, making change and spinning green 

plastic bag carousels behind their automated terminals. Garden staff, cart coUection, 

snack bar operators, fabric technicians, customer service personnel, Une management, 

floor management, department management, store middle management, owner operators. 

All did their part like an ant colony motivated by American currency. Only one element 

from this communal microcosm watched over them all: Randolph Food & Dmg Security. 

Two details worked eight-hour shifts with the option of overtime covering the remaining 

four hours, which were saved from one to five in the moming. Two managers, a day and 

a night, oversaw all aspects of store security. 

Entrance doors slid open for the day shift Chief of Security. The creases on his 

grey-cuffed pants held stiff all the way down to the toes of shiny black dress shoes. His 

hair would match the shoes if not for the grey streaks taking over more and more each 
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moming in the mirror. He considered picking up something from work to color it, to 

bring it back to its former majesty. He wore his hair short with a little curi, blocked in the 

back without cUppers; scissors only. It was just as he had wom for the last thirty-plus 

years. Even though his skin began to sag undemeath the neck, his face still held the oUve 

hue and strong lines that helped him get the job fifteen years ago. He never followed 

through with the hair dying gel. Ultimately he felt the grey lent him gravitas. As head of 

day security, Vemon Marchbanks ran as tight a detail as the job would allow, which was 

not very tight at all. 

His shoes clapped along the freshly polished flooring as he nodded his way to the 

security booth doors; to a couple of attractive Latina cashiers to his right, then to a baker 

with a tall hat unloading pink topped donuts from a tray to the left. He heard a vacuum 

cleaner pulling back and forth over the carpet in the apparel department. He took a deep 

breath and glanced up to the tmsses of the ceiling, then to the hanging black orbs spotted 

about the store. These were security cameras, and to Marchbanks, they were never 

cleaned as often as they should be. The outer casing collected dust and the occasional 

attempted bird nest easily, and no matter how often he complained, the maintenance staff 

rarely took care to clean them. But something caught his eye to the left as he passed the 

dairy section. A voice. Vernon Marchbanks stopped and wiped his forehead. 

* * 

"You like that, don't you?" the stringy and excitable employee in green vest and 

flip-flops freshly lifted from the footwear department said. He held onto one lapel of his 

vest like a founding father as he leaned in close to a customer biting down on a cracker. 
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It was Jeff Loomis, big brother to R. Harold Loomis who happened to be general 

manager for all Randolph Food & Drug Superstores in central Califomia. Blind nepotism 

in full frontal force. Jeffrey Loomis had no qualifications to work on any level of any 

department in the store, a fact that frightened Vernon more than anything else. From six 

to six, Loomis was Vemon's problem. He stood there for a moment trying to make sense 

ofthe scene. Loomis stood behind a stack of old pickle boxes the stockers must have 

piled in the back. They were waist high, and on the top one rested a couple of paper 

plates full of brown crackers with cubes of Colby-jack cheese on top of them, fastened 

together by multicolored toothpicks. The remains of tom cheese wrappers and cracker 

boxes riddled the ground around him, and on one of the stacked boxes, written in thick 

black marker read: Try Our Low-Carb Cheese Here. It's A Lifestyle! 

Vemon glared at him with raised eyebrows. 

"Hey, P.v.! Here, you gotta try one of these things," Loomis said. 

Vemon shook his head and just kept looking. Most of his underUngs called him 

that: P V. It stood for Papa Vemon. Fifteen years working the same security shift made 

some form of nickname inevitable. 

"Here," Loomis said, holding out a cracker with cheese while shoving one into his 

own mouth with the other hand. 

Vemon Marchbanks didn't take it. 

"Just what is it that you're doing here?" 

Loomis pointed at the marker scriblings, then to an adjacent aisle. 

"I'm goin' low carb. AU low carb!" 

"That right?" 
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"It be. Take this delectable snack here for instance," Loomis said. "This cheese 

here, no carbs. Not a single one, and I'm enjoying every littie gram of it." 

"And all this?" Vemon fanned out his arms to note the discarded wrappers and 

boxes, the stacked ones, and the makeshift sign. 

"Marketing. See, we Loomi have a lot to say when it comes to salesmanship," 

Loomis said, cramming yet another cracker into his mouth. He then bulUed a few passing 

customers to take a sample. 

"Low carb," Vemon said. 

Loomis nodded and began cutting up more cheese. 

"How about those?" Vemon pointed at the stack of crackers. 

"Aisle twelve." 

"And all carbohydrates." 

Loomis shot his eyes at him. 

"Don't worry, they're just to put the cheese on," he said. 

"Like littie dinner plates, huh?" 

"If you must put it that way." 

"But you are eating them too, right?" 

Loomis gave him an obvious look. 

Vemon just closed his eyes and nodded. 

"Loomis. No one told you to do this. Your little set up here is totally unsanctioned 

by Randolph's management. Tear down these boxes and take them out back along with 

aU this other stuff you stole off the shelves." Vemon delivered the speech in much the 

same way he had the time before, and the time before that, and yet again the time before 
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that. It was a monotone labor adults reserved mostly for misbehaving children or adult 

inmates. "I will see you up in the booth in three." 

Vemon Ungered for nothing, but tumed and made his way to his original 

destination. And so the day begins, he thought, pushing the heavy white doors open, and 

moving up the staircase to the security booth overiooking the vast labyrinth of 

evolutionary consumerism. 

* * 

He was short and skinny; the type of skinny which made those who noticed 

wonder how God packed the necessary organs into him. A brown bowl haircut rested 

atop his head, hanging down to cover the tops of glinting green eyes. For all intents and 

purposes, Pete Keepres resembled a wet rat clinging to Ufe from a sewer pipe. He sat 

hunched over a computer terminal with a generic can of cola that seemed to never move, 

yet was always ice cold and fuU. Every so often. Peepers, as they called him, would look 

up to a mass of five tiny screens which wrapped around the terminal desk. His fingers 

were ever adhered to a keyboard by gangly fingertips; and while a mouse and joystick sat 

dusty on the desk before him. Peepers controlled the store's cameras by keyboard 

commands and shortcuts exclusively. It was the end-resuU of many companionless, 

insomnia ridden years. He'd cut his teeth in the Randolph's electronics section selling 

computers and their many convoluted components, but he proved himself most worthy 

two short years later in the security booth manning the once adequate surveillance 

system. 
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"I'm teUing you. Peep, I made out like you wouldn't believe. We're talkin' 

thousands of shares here. Thousands. You have any idea what that comes out to on my 

end? Like you wouldn't fucking believe." 

It came from the handsome weU-groomed man sitting adjacent Peepers and his 

terminal. His arms were propped behind his head, and his legs arrogantiy crossed and 

resting confident on the table next to him. The chair Ronny WaU Street sat on leaned 

back on two legs. An inviting, but "we're slashing prices" type smile wiped across his 

face; and his blonde hair bordered dangerously on pompadour. None but Vernon knew 

Ronny's given name. In fact it was Vernon who gave him the moniker of "Wall Street." 

Ronny had worked alongside Vernon for nearly a decade, a fact which used to baffle the 

chief. But that didn't last long, the bafflement. After a couple of years of hearing just 

about every combination of the few thoughts that clicked and clacked around Ronny Wall 

Street's brain, Vemon realized that all he beUeved in was sex, free time, his hair and 

impressing people with his status as an incredibly small time day trader. WaU Street did 

day trade, this was not in doubt, but the claims of his personal financial risk and rewards 

were suspect. He usually came clean at work, given time. Vemon leamed early on that he 

only traded penny stocks. Anyone who knew the amount on his paycheck could piece 

that together. But, judging by his stories told of the bars he frequented and the women he 

took home from them suggested Ronny Wall Street as a liar at either work or play, or 

both. 

"I'm serious, man, both of you. AU I need is like two hundred from each and in a 

couple months, you'll be kneeling in front of me begging for another tip." 
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The other person WaU Street addressed sat in the corner ofthe room, reading a 

coupon book in shadow. His name was Cyan Lang, former squad leader in the United 

States Marine Corps. Lang was strong, bald, black, and just generally pissed off most of 

the time. The quiet anger that lingered like a static charge around him kept people at a 

distance. Vernon thought that Lang's demeanor could have something to do with his 

dishonorable discharge from the Corps. Something about an unfortunate incident leading 

to the death of a Guatemalan dignitary's pet pot-beUied pig. No one at Randolph's 

investigated the matter further. 

And so this was the Randolph's security day team. Vernon and the four misfits, 

charged with keeping the peace inside a veritable biosphere of budget busting bargains. 

But, as in all things, the status quo is at a delicate balance atop a swinging pendulum. The 

back and forth will inevitably sway one side too far, thus breaking the tranquility. This 

would be that day. For outside in the parking lot sat a tortured soul bent on retribution. 

The old white Caprice in which he sat wobbled on relaxed shocks with each passing 

breeze. It gave a series of metallic creaks and whines in tandem. The movement only 

intensified the man's gaze at the superstore's signage. All at once, the car became his 

Trojan warship rolling on the swiping tongues ofthe sea, lying in wait to lay siege behind 

the city's fortified walls. To his right sat a Randolph's shopping bag, and inside it, three 

items. All had been purchased on the same day, all three from different departments, and 

aU three were defective, broken, diseased. 

Item number one: From the pet department, a fish tank oxygen filtration system. 

He found it on sale, and two days after introducing it to his school of Gold Metallic 

Lyretail MoUies, he found them floating dead atop a vat of hazy green bog water. Item 
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number two: From the electronics department, an AM/FM digital alarm clock with 

optional CD player waking option. This item he also found on sale, clearance to be exact. 

Sometime between eleven o'clock PM and six AM the night of first use, the clock 

shorted out, thus disabling the alarm function. He awoke the next day at ten AM, two and 

a half hours late for work at Shargrove Country Club where he held a position as golf ball 

marshal. Arriving late served him many disgruntied driving range patrons, enraged at the 

lack of their Uttle white dmgs at which to swing their titanium irons. Just as he franticly 

saddled up his armored baU coUection cart, his superior served him a few choice words 

and a pink sUp. And finaUy, from butchery, item three: a pre-packaged, pre-prepared, 

uncooked meatloaf of the heat and eat variety. It was fashioned quite fetchingly by 

Randolph's experienced staff of culinary artists, and reasonably priced by management. 

His mouth watered all the way home with phantom whiffs ofthe glorious confection 

fresh from the oven. That evening, he ate a full hour before his usual time. The meatloaf 

indeed melted in his mouth, even though it contained hints of a foreign spice that never 

his tongue had experienced. And, in his mind, it was that foreign spice that kept him 

awake for the rest of the night and well into the moming hunched both over the toilet and 

beneath it until not a hint of liquid remained in his body. 

Three consecutive days of misery systematically killed his friends, his UveUhood, 

and quite nearly his very being; all at the hands of Randolph's Food & Drug Superstore. 

What price this value? he thought to himself through clenched teeth. His eyes narrowed 

to a forceful squint behind inch and a half thick bifocals. He mbbed his mustache, his lip 

quivering below it. His chest rose and feU, pulse quickened, and his gut surged against 

and away from the bottom of the steering wheel. Felix Pferminn shot out of the car, 
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leaving the Randolph's bag and the remains it housed inside. He slicked back his thin 

brown hair and waddled toward the store's entrance with vengeful intent. 

* * 

"Moming, P.V." Peepers said as Vemon entered the security booth. 

"Moming, Peepers. Ready to work?" 

"Got everything booted up. Another day," he said belching after taking a gulp of 

soda. 

"Get your feet off the table. Street," Vernon said, taking a clipboard from the 

wall. He nodded to Lang who didn't nod back. "Okay, gents. Who wants to walk the 

floor first today?" 

"He'U do it." Ronny Wall Street pointed back to Lang. 

"Nope. I already got something for him to do," Vemon said. 

"ThenLoomis'Udoit." 

"Nope. That's what I got for Lang to do," Vemon said. He tums to Lang. "I 

caught him down there handing out snacks to the customers. He's in rare form today. 

Mind going down and keeping him in line while he breaks down boxes?" 

"No sir," Lang said, huriing the coupon book at the back of Ronny WaU Street's 

head, before lumbering out the security booth doors. 

"And you," Vemon turned to Peepers. "Don't you think you should have seen 

Loomis puUing that stunt down there?" 
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Peepers clacked away on the keyboard for a few seconds and then pointed at a 

smudgy, greyed out screen. 

"It's camera 6b, P.V." he said. 

"StiU. You've got to be kidding me." 

"Yep, it's caked with bird shit. They've had a pretty good nest above it for a 

couple weeks now," Peepers said. 

"Do they want me to climb up there and clean the damn thing off myself? Don't 

they care if security can see somebody shoplifting or not?" 

"Forget that," Peepers cut in. He clicked furiously on the keyboard. The different 

screens flashed black and white store scenes from various angles and levels of 

degradation. "Half of these camera casings have so much dust accumulation that you can 

barely make out what department you're in, much less faces." 

"I'm going to have a talk with Harold Loomis this week. This is ridiculous. We 

can't be expected to—." Vemon cut himself off. He didn't want to further demoralize the 

already demoraUzed. "Just keep it up. Peepers." 

Vemon patted him on the shoulder. Peepers grinned and nodded. 

"Street, you're going to have to walk the floor first today," Vemon said. 

"Hey, P.V., did I tell you how I came out on that Diatrol Industries deal?" 

"Not now. Go walk." 

* * 

Felix Pferminn avoided two greeters at the east entrance, covertly shielding his 

face with the collar of his coat. Almost mechanicaUy, he grabbed a cart from a long 
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impacted accordion-like line of them just beyond the doors. At first he had a bit of 

trouble backing out and separating one cart from the others. Felix grew frustrated and 

yanked at the handle with some degree of strength, at which time, his hands slipped 

forcefully back due to an unknown greasy agent slicking the surface ofthe handle. It felt 

Uke a powerful sneeze in the bones of his arms. He quickly cinched them close to his 

chest and shot a truculent look up to the lights. But another casualty of this wretched 

place, Felix thought. Now I've four injuries to return. No matter. There's time for one 

more, I suppose. 

One cart sporting one wobbly front wheel and one handle freshly passed over by 

his coat-sleeve later, Felix Pferminn finally grew able to bend his arms three quarters of 

the way without much pain. He stopped in the office supply aisle and used them to grab a 

loose legal pad and pen. The pen packaging crinkled in a flurry of fingers as he swung his 

eyes to each end ofthe aisle. Like a silent assassin, he must not be detected before, 

during, or after his work at Randolph's Food & Dmg Superstore began. The legal pad 

and pen were only the first stop. After aU was said and done, Felix would methodically 

jot down his thoughts and processes so that none in the future could mistake his 

masterpiece as mere coincidence. He became lost in the pen before his face for a moment 

mnning the plans back through his head again, envisioning his every movement; at which 

time he felt a sharp pain in his left shin. 

At about waist level stood a young boy. He had just kicked FeUx with a small 

sneaker, and had no apparent fear of retaUation. The child stood very close, his head 

cocked to one side and neck stretched back as far as it would go to look Felix directiy in 

the eye. The ends of a fine brown mullet rested on the boy's shoulders. He wore a 
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sleeveless white undershirt tucked sloppily into desert camouflage pants that looked two 

sizes too smaU. The boy just stared up. Felix sidestepped away from him twice, all the 

while locked into his stare, and still holding the pen at eye level. The child took the newly 

created space as a runway for a harder kick. And kick away he did, this time eliciting a 

high yelp from Felix Pferminn. Again, the boy only stared directly up. 

"Young boy, what's the meaning of this?" FeUx asked. The feeUng he 

experienced was very close to fear, yet his mind could not accommodate such a thought 

under the circumstances. 

"I saw you, you bastard." The picture was now complete. He was a backwoods 

Lilliputian, and had Gulliver been more ardent in locating their miniature stock car 

racetrack, Felix was sure he would have seen hundreds just like the one that had just 

stmck him in the leg. 

"Pardon me?" Felix said downward. 

The boy shot an accusatory finger upward. 

"You some kinda thief in here, you bastard," the boy said. 

"That is simply impossible, young boy," FeUx chuckled. "Tell me, have I left the 

store yet?" 

The boy retracted his finger, but didn't answer. 

"Precisely. Then how can I be a thief if I've not taken anything beyond the 

boundaries of this store?" 

The boy fought to hold his surly stare, but it wavered. 
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"Good day to you then," Felix said, turning his cart widely away from the boy and 

comering the aisle. His voice trailed back. "And if you must know, I forgot my shopping 

list this morning and needed a pen and paper to replicate it here." 

* * 

The door ofthe security booth burst open. 

"Get me some anal lubricant, stat!" 

It was Loomis. One of his hands was tightiy contorted, stuck inside a glass jar, its 

band pressed snugly around the wrist. Loomis held out his arm as if a bear had bitten it 

off. He looked close to tears. Cyan Lang came in only a second later and lurched to a halt 

when he saw Vemon standing unimpressed. Lang shook his head from behind Loomis. 

"Hurry, somebody, it's going numb already," Loomis said. He grabbed his 

trapped appendage at the forearm and tried to shake the feeling back into his wrenched 

hand. Something cUnked inside the jar. "I could lose it if we don't hurry. Get me that anal 

lubricant!" 

"Now what?" Vemon said past Loomis to Lang. 

"He got it stuck," Lang said. 

"I can see that." 

"There was a jar on the floor that had a penny in it." Lang didn't need to say 

more. 
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Peepers laughed out loud watching the scene. Coke in hand like a matinee. 

Vemon offered his hands to the sky in a very genuine attempt to be stmck by a heavenly 

bolt. 

"And you want what?" Vernon finally asked after the clinking ofthe penny 

against the jar became too much. 

Loomis glanced to the faces around him. 

"What? Anal lubricant. It's slippery." 

"So's Vaseline, jackass," Vemon said. 

"I suppose that could work too." 

"Lang, think you can handle this?" 

He took Loomis by the arm and plodded back out the security booth door. 

"Hey, and not in front ofthe customers, alright, Lang?" Vemon said. 

"Vaseline's on aisle sixteen," Peepers said, turning back around to the terminal. 

"Go to aisle sixteen," Vemon called after them. After a few moments, Vemon 

took a seat at the table. He rubbed his eyes. "Where's Wall Street?" 

"Not walking the floor," Peepers said, then let out a guttural burp. 

"Let me guess," Vernon said. "Women's apparel." 

"Yep." 

Vemon pushed to his feet and walked over to a side-desk with two waUcie-taUcies 

left sitting on it. 

* * 
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Felix Pferminn promptly located the hip-hop section of compact discs in the 

Randolph's electronics department. Taking a place between two teens whose pants hung 

just below their respective rectums, he carefully thumbed through the stacks. FeUx 

searched for something very specific, yet had no idea what that was. One CD after the 

next he flipped, reading names like EightbaU and MJG, C-Murder, MilkBone, 

Gravediggaz, and Lord-G. While he was far from a fan of that particular musical genre, 

Felix found the acquisition ofthe raunchiest, most sociopathic, lurid, vile, acrimonious, 

and overall most offensive CD, all too necessary. 

In order to complete the four acts of his big payback, certain items must be 

located in precise succession. Each act was carefully planned in such an order that one 

followed the last, layering over each other as a fine symphonic movement. 

Every mad scientist needs a laboratory, and what better place than outside in the 

garden center? During the winter months, the area served more as a waste bin and storage 

area than frequented floor space. The neutral remains of dead unsold shmbs, houseplants, 

and myriads of hibernating bulbs and flowers from the planting season before fashioned a 

harsh landscape. Dusty stacks of patio fumiture, cold barbeque pits, and molded concrete 

yard art served as the rocky terrain in which to lose would-be captors. Perhaps even more 

important than the fact that few ever went out to the garden center on the off months was 

the lack of camera surveillance. But the first deed, and the most meager of the four, 

required an incredibly controversial hip-hop CD, a pair of pliers from hardware, and a car 

stereo display case. He decided on one by an artist called The Lady of Rage. On the 

cover, a woman, presumably The Lady of Rage herself, stood on a comer in a skimpy 

dress with a man's severed head in one hand, and some kind of compact firearm in the 
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other. A trail of smoke curied out of it forming a skull and crossbones with gold teeth 

above her head. Felix wished he hadn't even read the names to some of the songs. It was 

perfect. 

Looking both ways as before with the pen and legal pad, Felix grabbed hold of a 

green handled pair of pliers. After taking a quick trip outside to the dark recesses of his 

garden center bunker for removal ofthe wrapper on The Lady of Rage disc, Felix 

marched back in and made for the car audio department. 

Luckily no other customer stood at the wall of display decks at that moment, nor 

did any Randolph's employee approach him as he pretended to admire a certain Sanyo 

unit. Bass tubes softly thumped an R&B rhythm fed through the Sanyo's FM radio tuner. 

Mounted midrange speakers and tweeters filled in the rest ofthe song. It sounded so 

crisp, even with the volume low. He brought the disc and the pliers slowly from 

undemeath his coat, and crowded close to the demo display, gentiy sUpping The Lady of 

Rage into the Sanyo's slot. 

* * 

Ronny Wall Street rested his arm on a rack of women's multi-colored belly shirts. 

A taut young woman at least ten years his junior worked to keep her mind away from his 

advances and on the clothing. Each hanger clicked against the next as she flipped through 

the different pastels. As she moved around the rack. Wall Street shuffled back like the 

second-hand on a cheap wristwatch. 
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"So I took that money, which was reaUy nice-came out pretty good on that one-

and just roUed it on over to Microsoft," he said. "Hey wait, this one is exactiy the color of 

your eyes." He took the material of a blue shirt and held it up close to her cheek. 

The young woman rolled her eyes and gently pushed past him, proceeding to an 

adjacent rack of flared ankle pants. 

"Oh, come on. I'm moving up in the world," he called after her. "Don't you want 

a man with a future?" 

She looked down at his vest and laughed. 

Suddenly both of them stopped and peaked their ears left. A booming msh of bass 

and snare drums empted across the superstore, highlighted by a female voice spouting out 

a string of incredibly depraved lyrics. A level of profane offense thought impossible for 

the human mind to conceive traveled down the aisles. Shocking verbal images of bloody 

dismemberment, torture, drug worship, and vivid descriptions of sexual acts on a Marque 

de Sadean scale tore into the ears of customer and employee alike. 

Even Ronny Wall Street was visually shaken by what he heard. The young 

woman next to him stared wide-eyed in disbeUef, her jaw unhinged like an Anaconda. 

Just then the red LED on his walkie-talkie flashed on, foUowed by a squelch of static. 

"Street!" It was Vemon. "Get out of those racks and hoof it to twenty-six." 

Ronny Wall Street sprinted away, pushing off a clothing rack toward the blaring 

music. It was a war scene. He streaked down aisle after aisle, tuming left, then right past 

ceiUng fans, then power-driUs, finally making it to a main walkway. The closer he got to 

the source, the more the devastation grew. Mothers cried, pressing their children's heads 

close over the ears like vice-grips. Old men struggled to turn off hearing aids, some going 
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down to one knee. Merchandise vibrated to the edges of shelving and spilled over, 

striking some customers on the heads. 

When he finally arrived, a cluster of Randolph's automotive accessory employees 

huddled around the blaring stereo display case. They could not communicate to one 

another through the crippling wall of sound, but simply pawed feverishly at a Sanyo deck 

to no avail. Wall Street leaned in grimacing, noticed that the dual power/volume knob 

had been tom from the deck. The sound was too much. A high squealing took over his 

thought process. He swung around and grabbed a Club auto security bar and swung, 

smashing the Sanyo over and over into a splash of plastic and metal. Through the Club's 

clear plastic packaging, the Sanyo deck's neon readout flickered like a rouge 

supercomputer and ground to a haU. Ronny Wall Street dropped the Club, and swished 

his fingers in his ears to stop the ringing. He could not hear the children crying, their 

mothers desperately calming them, or the old men cursing the generation responsible for 

producing such filth. Wall Street also failed to take note of Vemon's hails from the 

security booth on his walkie-talkie. 

* * 

Phase two of FeUx Pferminn's plan had already begun. The first had gone just as 

planned. With his empty cart rolling in front of him, the stray wheel leaving intermittent 

thin black scuffs behind, he made his way to the abandoned garden center. There he rifled 

through a stack of boxes containing small hibachi grills. He found a compact model that 

should suit his next act, and opened one side ofthe box for easy access. Next he found a 
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plastic bottie of Ughter fluid. These items, along with a book of matches he brought with 

him to the store in his pant pocket, gave him the go ahead to travel to the toy department. 

* * 

"How the hell did that happen. Peeps? Tell me you saw something," Vemon said, 

standing like a general behind Peeper's terminal with arms crossed. 

"Must have happened when we were watching Wall Street hit on that girl," 

Peepers said, clacking away on the keyboard. "Probably just a malfunction, P.V. Or a kid. 

Kids like to tum knobs." 

"Maybe," Vernon said under his breath. 

Ronny Wall Street came through the security booth door, still swishing his finger 

in one ear. He glanced at Vemon, but bmshed past him and sat at the table, staring at the 

ground with an uncomfortable look on his face. He knew what would follow. 

"Got anything to say?" Vernon asked. 

Wall Street just held up a hand to him. 

"It'soffisn'titr'hesaid. 

"Littie help from you. The display's smashed to bits," Vernon said. "Try selling a 

Sanyo today." 

"Put it on clearance," Wall Street said dismissively. 

"Chalk it up to experience? That what you want me to do?" Vemon opened the 

Une on his walkie-talkie. "Lang, get up here." He released the button and pointed the 
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antennae at Street. "You're off floor detail, so I guess you can baby-sit Loomis the rest of 

the day. Happy?" 

"Thrilled." 

* * 

FeUx Pferminn poked his head around the corner of aisle twenty, plush toys. His 

last task had effectively rid the section of small children, at least for the few minutes it 

was going to take for their mothers to regain control. He crept into the aisle and scanned 

the toys, which all stared back at him glassy-eyed, an animated jury. He plucked a 

flrebrick colored one with a big nose off the shelf at eye-level. Next, Felix exposed only 

the small red nozzle ofthe lighter fluid bottle from his coat. With his other hand, he 

brought the doll close and doused its oversized head with the Uquid. The clear fluid 

soaked into the dark-red fabric and disappeared. 

* * 

"P.V., have you taken a look at these numbers?" Loomis asked, before even he 

entering the booth all the way. As before, Lang was not far behind. 

Vemon didn't speak. He didn't even look in his direction, only kept his eyes fixed 

on the five hazy security screens. 

"Lang, I want you to walk the floor for the remainder of your shift. Street can't 

seem to keep his hands out of the cookie jar." 
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"Sir," Lang said, sighed, pivoted, and plodded back down the steps. 

"Now, I think some big changes need to take place if you value your position here 

at Randolph's," Loomis said, tapping the eraser end of a pencil on a clipboard of papers. 

"Peepers, you ready to take lunch?" Vemon asked. 

"If you say so," Peepers looked back. 

"I say so. Go on. Just be back in thirty, alright, kid?" 

"No prob." 

Ronny Wall Street shot his head up to Vemon's from the table. 

"You're staying right here, Street. Your new detail just showed up." 

"How about you, Ronny, you're a numbers man," Loomis said. "You should take 

a look too. These figures concern all of us." 

Loomis took a seat next to Wall Street, who begmdgingly took a look at the 

clipboard. 

Vemon didn't know the particulars of running the cameras. Peepers had the 

mouse taken off the security terminal a year or two ago. He said it only slowed him 

down, so to switch through the different camera positions on the five monitors was close 

to impossible with only a keyboard. That is why Peeper's lunch break was assigned early 

in the day. In Vernon's experience, the nere-do-wells usually rose from their hovels later 

in the day. The security booth would have to mn on auto-pilot, the old fashioned way, for 

the next half an hour. 

* * 
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Littie Zeb Spivy hung around the snack bar most of the day. His daddy and 

momma didn't mind if he missed school, as long as his chores "got did." He watched the 

people, laughed at the fat ones and made inappropriate quips to the pretty ladies. Zeb Sr., 

his daddy, gave him three dollars most days "so's he could git him sumthin' ta et." When 

he grew tired of taunting the customers, he would prowl the aisles in his camouflage 

pants and tank top, just Uke his daddy wore, and play super-spy. 

Littie Zeb Spivy heard the music bursting from the car stereos before. He 

investigated and watched a man with silly hair pound the thing into smithereens. It made 

him laugh. He watched for a while until the crowd dissipated, then decided to go and look 

at the toys. Zeb's daddy only bought him two toys each year, one for his birthday, and 

one for Christmas. That meant he had to spend a long time choosing just which one he 

wanted. For a while now, he'd had his eye on an oversized polar bear. It was on the top 

shelf of aisle twenty, so he couldn't reach it, but he could look up and throw candy at it, 

which he did all the time. 

Zeb skipped over to the aisle and smelled something strange. It bit at the inside of 

his nose. He tumed the comer and froze. The scream he let out could be heard all the way 

at the checkout Unes. 

Cyan Lang also heard the scream, and so did others. He and a few customers ran 

toward it. To Lang, it sounded very much like a Vietnamese pot-bellied pig, so his 

reasons for seeking out its origination were not as noble as his uniform suggested. 

What he saw gave even a man his size pause. There, in the middle of aisle twenty, 

sitting only six or seven inches off the ground was a smaU green hibachi, and on it, 

propped up by its own smoldering cardboard packaging, a doll whose head was 
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enveloped by swiriing red and yellow flames. The flame's tongue Ucked into the air 

wildly, a serpentine tail. 

"Elmo!" a smaU child with a mullet cried out. Mothers and children from aisles 

away must have mistaken the boy's waiUng as an unannounced blowout toy sale. Bodies 

big and small scrambled for aisle twenty, but what they found only sent them into a 

torrential panic. It was something out of a Grimm fairy tale: The Sesame Witch Trials. 

Soon the one child's cries tumed to many, but Lang was already in a frantic search for a 

fire extinguisher. He ran into an acne-faced teenage employee who had already located 

one and was scampering to the scene. Lang blocked him and ripped the extinguisher 

away. It took him only seconds to push through the crowd and release the pressurized 

white powder. Soon, the last wisps of fire were choked out. Lang stood in a soldier's 

stance, the fire extinguisher over his shoulder like an M-16. He unlatched the walkie-

talkie from his belt. 

"You see this sick shit?" he shouted into the microphone. 

* * 

Felix Pferminn fought to suppress his smile now. While his work would not aUow 

him the pleasure of witnessing his acts first hand, from a distance he could hear the 

results. Only a few aisles over from phase two, he Ufted a box housing a NICO Supreme 

Rally radio controlled car with Robotic Vice Monster Arm. He'd had to do a fair amount 

of research for this phase of his plan. The NICO Supreme was the only radio-controlled 

car Randolph's carried that was fully programmable. This meant the user could, with a 
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small keypad, program a set path for the car to take without having to manually 

manipulate the controls. This particular make also had a robotic arm capable of grabbing 

and squeezing small objects. As it was, of course, a chUdren's toy, the vice-like arm did 

not squeeze to any dangerous level, but he didn't need it to. But, the car required 

batteries. First he stopped off at health and beauty for a bottle of KY Jelly. Felix then 

snagged a pack of six AA batteries; after which, he returned to his garden center hideout 

for preparation of Phase three. His fourth and final phase would follow almost 

immediately after. Felix Pferminn's masterpiece was almost complete. 

* * 

A geriatric couple, presumably married, judging from their palpable dislike for 

each other, meandered the aisles. Hunched by the years and shuffling short floor-

sweeping steps, the two traded insults while also managing to shop for their miniature 

poodle, Garbo. 

"Here they are, Dorothy," the man said, a package of Purina Beggin' Strips 

trembUng in one hand. 

She cranked her head back to him with a baleful glare. 

"Those aren't them. She doesn't like those," the woman said, dismissive and 

continuing to search on her own. 

"Damned if they aren't, you old miserable nag," he said under his breath. 

"I heard y~," she cut off. They both heard something, a high-pitched whirring 

coming from the darkness ofthe garden center. The sound grew, approached closer. The 

98 



couple worked to turn themselves toward the noise at the main walkway end ofthe pet 

supplies aisle. Yet, by the time they did, the sound was already disappearing. The only 

evidence left behind being a thin clear slimy trail. It was as if a giant mutated slug had 

escaped from a top-secret entomology laboratory. 

The old man tumed back to his wife. 

"You see that sick shit?" he asked. 

* * 

"Somebody set mother-fuckin' Elmo on fire, man. That shit ain't cool," Cyan 

Lang said to Vernon. He acted as if Elmo was a member of his squad back in Guatemala. 

"Calm down, Lang. You put the fire out. Good work," Vemon said with one hand 

on the shaken man's shoulder, attempting to calm the situation. 

Wall Street brought Peepers back to the security booth early from his lunch break 

to man the terminal. Vernon did not think these two events were unrelated coincidence 

anymore. There was someone in the store doing these things, and it was his primary 

concem that there not be a third incident. In order for that to happen, he had to raise level 

of alert in the store, put non-security employees on notice that there was a possible 

saboteur in the building. He had to get the whole force, minus Peepers, on the floor for a 

sweep ofthe building. Perhaps even an announcement over the public address system 

would be in order at some point, but not yet. There was still no need to frazzle the 

customers. Still only two incidents had occurred in two different departments. That meant 

that ninety-percent of the store had gone untouched. 
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"What happened, P.V.?" Peepers asked, standing beside him. "I heard people 

screaming, but I figured there was a sale or something." 

"Somebody set a doll on fire on twenty," Vernon said. "Even set it up on a griU. 

From how high Lang told me the flames were they probably soaked it with gas or 

something too. I don't know." 

"Did you catch it?" Peepers asked, pointing to his terminal. 

"No. Had no idea it was happening," Vernon said somewhat dejected. 

Peepers took his seat back at the surveillance terminal. 

"I told you I'd take my lunches in here," Peepers said quietly. 

"I know, kid. Ijust thought you should get some air every now and then." 

Vemon moved behind him, hands on the back of Peepers, leaning in and 

concentrating on the monitors. Cyan Lang stood facing the monitors on Vemon's right; 

Ronny Wall Street the same on his left. 

"Tell me we got tape of twenty," Vemon said. 

"Depends," Peepers worked the keys. "When the system was set up, you could 

have a continuous recorded feed through ten cameras at once through ten different tape 

recorders." 

"And now?" WaU Street asked. 

"Now," Peepers continued typing commands, fingers blurring across the 

keyboard. "Now five." 

Vemon closed his eyes and shook his head, disgusted. 

"And it looks like the five are these monitors," Peepers pointed. "So if one of 

these monitors wasn't trained on twenty, then we don't have tape of it." 
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"Just perfect." Vemon tumed around to Wall Street and Lang. "I have an idea that 

this guy's still in here and is gonna keep going until we stop him. So it's back to the old 

school. We walk the floors, aU of us, except for Peep. He'U be up here, and we'U all have 

radio contact, so keep them on and loud. We'll go in groups of two, east to west down the 

two main walkways. Street wiU be with me, so, Lang, you'll have to take Loomis with 

you." 

"Oh shit," Wall Street said, looking around the room. 

Vemon also scoured the room. His eyes fell on the table where the clipboard full 

of produce orders rested, the ones Loomis thought were the store's economic analysis for 

the second quarter. The clipboard sat quietly on the table, but Loomis was no longer next 

to it. In fact, Loomis was not in the security booth at all. 

"He slipped out," Vernon said. He took a deep breath. "Okay, we can't worry 

about that right now. Let's just get down on the floor and find this guy." 

* * 

FeUx Pferminn heard the crashes even from his garden center bunker. He sat with 

his knees to his chest and giggled wildly. He imagined the NICO Supreme Rally Car 

rolling the ninety-eight feet straight down the northem main walkway. He saw the robotic 

arm gripping the tube of KY Jelly and squeezing down, leaving a solid line of the 

substance behind its revolving rubber wheels and electric whine. Felix giggled again 

when he imagined the first person losing control of their cart. When the front wheel met 

the sUck substance, it threw both cart and customer off course. The carts and their 
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operators would do half the work, smearing the thin line into a thick band with their 

shoes and wheels. Soon ninety-eight feet of walkway would become a stretch of unseen 

black ice. The carts to hit it first would continue sUpping forward, never finding traction. 

They would veer off and crash into kiosks of Q-tips and laxatives, toothpaste and bars of 

soap. Customers would slip, faU, and slide ever forward, while the pileup began behind 

them. It would take more than a few minutes for Randolph's Food & Drug Superstore 

staff to sort it aU out: To enter the slick and raise the fallen; to untangle the twisted 

wreckage of carts interlocked by their gridiron; to corral their gliding merchandise. It 

would be just the time he needed to grab an umbrella from handbags and accessories. It 

would be just the time he needed to pull the fire alarm and send a cascade of cleansing 

water from the ceiling sprinklers down on the store below. 

* * 

Loomis ran a piece of purple flower print fabric over his arm, presenting it to 

himself like a Rolex over the arm of a jewelry salesman. 

"Oh yes. This would look fantastic on my sofa," he said. 

"It's three twenty-five a yard," the employee working the fabric department said. 

She knew who Loomis was, if not by name, then by lineage. She also knew he would 

never buy anything. 

"Ooh. That's a little rough on the old wallet. Can't we come to some altemative 

arrangement?" 

102 



The woman shook her head and walked off; she wore an imitation smile the entire 

time. 

"We'll work something out," Loomis said before cringing in pain. It felt like 

something bit his ankle. 

At about waist level stood a young boy. The child stood very close, his head 

cocked to one side and neck stretched back as far as it would go to look Loomis directly 

in the eye. The ends of a fine brown mullet rested on the boy's shoulders. He wore a 

sleeveless white undershirt tucked sloppily into desert camouflage pants that looked two 

sizes too smaU. Little Zeb Spivy spoke. 

"I saw that bastard," he said. 

Loomis went down to one knee, the boy now at eye level. 

"Hey, little buddy." Loomis spoke to him as he would a bird at the zoo. "It's a big 

store, huh? Easy to get lost, isn't it?" 

Zeb just stared up. 

"Where's your momma, little buddy?" 

"I saw that bastard. He turned up the curse words on the radio." 

"Okay." Loomis had no idea what the boy was talking about. 

"He set Elmo's head on fire!" 

"Okay," Loomis said with a wide smile and a shaking head. 

"And now he made a robot piss all over the floor so's people fall down!" 

"Now, that's interesting," Loomis said, with a hand on the boy's tiny shoulder. 

"You have quite an imagination don't you, little boy?" 

Loomis fell to his side when the boy kicked him again. 
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"Look, you bastard," Uttle Zeb Spivy said, pointing at something on the floor. 

Loomis pushed himself up to a seated position and looked where the boy pointed. 

There, a thin black scuff mark presented itself, and about ten inches away, another; then 

another, until it became evident that the little boy was asking him to follow a trail of them 

down the walkway. 

*sH 

Vernon Marchbanks, Cyan Lang, and Ronny Wall Street arrived at the horrific 

scene at pretty much the same time after a call on the walkie-talkies from Peepers. The 

northern main walkway was a mess. There were carts on their sides bunched all around. 

People screaming underneath them, not injured, but just in shock and embarrassed. There 

were hundreds of bottles rolling around on their sides from the carts knocking over 

shelves of merchandise. Various Randolph's employees were struggling to pull people 

from the wreckage, only to be pulled onto the slick themselves. It was a pileup of 

metropolitan proportions. But, at one end ofthe near hundred foot wet-patch sat 

something. Vernon spotted it first, and walked to it. It was a children's r/c car, and in its 

robotic grip, crimpled and virtuaUy empty slouched a tube of KY Jelly, the last bit of 

lubricant dripping lazily from its spout. The Randolph's day security team traded looks. 

"He's stiU here," Vemon said. 

* * 
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Felix Pferminn left his legal pad manifesto in the garden center. Someone would 

find it in time, probably come the Spring, and certainly not sooner. But he took the 

shopping cart. It would be good cover while he picked up the umbrella and reached the 

fire alarm. He couldn't wait to puU the handle that would wash the sins of the store away. 

Not a single person, including three security guards inspecting the r/c car he used for his 

penultimate act paid him but a glance as he passed by his camal creation. After that fire 

alarm was pulled, the chaos it manifested would make even a lone man with an open 

umbrella walking out of the store on a clear day virtuaUy invisible. 

* * 

Little Zeb Spivy led Loomis down the dotted trail of a treasure map. Both hung 

their heads to the floor to follow the scuffs. First it led them to the car stereo case with 

shards of plastic still strewn across the floor. A Club lay next to a pair of green handled 

pliers. 

"That's where the cussing came from," the boy said. 

They continued on the trail of scuffs to aisle twenty. There were caution: wet 

floor signs blocking off the aisle, and bum marks blemished the floor. 

"That's where he killed Elmo," Zeb said to Loomis. 

After their journey led them to the r/c car shelf only a couple of aisles over, the 

thin black Unes disappeared at the edge of the garden center. Loomis told the boy to wait 

there while he investigated the abandoned outdoor garden center. He found footprints on 

the dusty floor. They ended behind a stack of boxes. Loomis knelt down to find a legal 
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pad with scrawled in pages of messy print. He picked it up, began reading the first page, 

then quickly scanning following pages. Loomis' eyes went wide when he reached the last 

page. 

Zeb saw Loomis barreling past him from the garden center in a fevered sprint, 

legal pad in hand with eyes full of frantic purpose. 

* * 

Felix Pferminn mbbed his hands together, and with one, took the umbrella out of 

his shopping cart. He stared at the red and white fire alarm before him and elicited a 

sinister toothy smile. Unlatching the umbrella with the one hand, the other slowly raised 

toward the alarm handle. He wanted to savor the quiet before the impending storm. 

"Hey," came from behind him. 

Felix tumed. A gangly man with a Randolph's vest stood before him holding out 

a legal pad. 

"You left this behind," the employee said. 

The last thing he remembered was a boney fist careening toward his face. 

* * 

The police cruiser pulled away with Felix Pferminn cuffed and blubbering in the 

back seat. Vernon, Peepers, Cyan Lang, and Ronny Wall Street watched it disappear 

around the comer. They didn't speak, even as their fellow employees gave them nods and 
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thankful grins all the way back to the security booth doors. Just before they entered, they 

could see Loomis in the distance. He was cutting raw fish on a stack of pickle boxes and 

attempting to fashion sushi out of uncooked rice and spinach leaves. The message in 

black marker on one of the boxes read: Hoochie Coochie, Try My Sushi! 

"Want me to get him, P.V.?" Lang asked. 

Vemon thought for a moment. 

"No," he said. "He's had enough for one day." 

* * 

Two weeks later, R. Harold Loomis, the regional manager, called Vernon into his 

office down the hall from the upstairs security booth. The job kept R. Harold Loomis out 

of town for long stints, since he was responsible for keeping tabs on many Randolph's 

stores throughout central Califomia. Often Vemon wondered what that "R" in front of 

Harold stood for. Certainly it couldn't be good, not any better than Harold anyway. If it 

was, then he would use whatever "R." stood for rather than Harold. And yet, he wouldn't 

get rid ofthe "R." completely, so he must not be totally ashamed of it. Vernon aUowed aU 

this to swim around in his mind as he walked down the haU to his boss' office. Either 

way, Vernon thought, the guy is kind of a jerk. He went over that kind q/" again and 

decided to delete it from his previous thought before perking up his face and plastering 

on a smile to enter the rather posh office of R. Harold Loomis. 
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"Ah, Vernon Marchbanks," R. Harold Loomis said, pretending to rise from 

behind his desk to greet the security officer. He wore a fine white dress shirt and yeUow 

tie, a telephone receiver adhered to the side of his face. 

R. Harold Loomis silently mouthed Vemon to take a seat, while giving a series of 

uh-huh's, certainly's md I don't foresee a problem with that's. For the next five minutes 

it took R. Harold Loomis to end the call, Vernon took in the office all over again. Though 

not oval, this was indeed a presidential office. SoUd dark-wood paneling clad waUs, 

burgundy carpet beneath his feet, a mahogany desk of Caesarian proportion sprawling 

before the wide and cushioned leather chair that served as the younger Loomis' throne. It 

served as such a disparity from the folding chairs and table in the security booth. So 

strange that someone half his age could have all that, while others working in eamest for 

twice the years sit with aching backs on metal chairs, and with very little in the bank to 

show for it all. What a difference to know the right people, Vemon thought to himself. He 

heard the telephone receiver retum back to the base. 

"Vernon Marchbanks," R. Harold Loomis repeated, sitting arms folded and 

leaning back in his cushy high-back chair. 

"Harold," Vernon said back with a grin. 

"R.H. is better." 

"Sure, sorry. R.H." 

"No problem. Hell of a job out there, my man. HeU.. .of.. .a.. .job," R.H. said 

nodding with each word, making a big production, less heartfelt but obliged. 

"Thank you, R.H." 

The superior leaned over an intercom, and then stopped. 
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"Get you something? scotch? I'm gonna have a scotch." 

"Be great," Vernon said. "Thank you." 

R.H. Loomis stopped inches from the button and squinted his eyes. 

"I can't remember, you still on the clock right now?" he asked. 

Vemon nodded and forced a grin. 

"Have about an hour left, give or take," he said. 

"We better not do that then," R.H. Loomis retracted back into his chair, then shot 

forward again unexpectedly. He pressed the button on the intercom. "Audrey? Bring one 

scotch in here," he eyed Vemon. "Just one. He can't have one." 

"Who what?" a crackly voice came through the speaker box. 

"That'll be all," he said, snapping his finger away from the intercom, and shooting 

back in his chair. "Thanks Audrey." 

Vemon was sure she didn't hear that last part. R.H. sat across the desk from him, 

seemingly in deep study of his head of day security. He shifted in his seat, inhaled, 

shifted again, and exhaled deeply bringing his palm to the bottom of his chin. Never once 

did he take his eyes off of Vemon. 

"So teU me," R.H. Loomis said. "This Pferminn. He comin' back?" 

Vemon started to answer. 

"Got an expert opinion on that?" R. H. continued. 

"WeU, I really doubt—" Vemon said. 

"Cause you know we can't have people like that menacing the customers," R.H. 

said waving an exclamatory finger in the air. 

"I totally—" 
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"He's a meddler. People like Pferminn make the doors slide open a few hundred 

times less a day. Make the carts Ught. Can't have it." 

"Right," Vemon said, deciding to keep his answers short. 

"Indeed so." 

"Yes." 

"Not here." 

"No sir." 

"Good. Glad we understand each other," R. H. said. "Now if you'll excuse me." 

Vemon pushed himself up from the chair. Audrey, R.H.'s secretary, waUced 

through the door with the glass of scotch. 

"Nope," R.H. said, holding up his hand to the glass of scotch, but looking down at 

a Rolodex. "Too late, Audrey. The moment has passed." 

"Should I give it to—" Audrey ventured. 

"No, no. He can't have that. Take it out of here, thank you very much, please, 

thank you." R.H. had the telephone receiver pressed against his ear again. 

Audrey disappeared, leaving Vemon to judge whether or not it was his cue to 

leave also. As he tumed his back and grabbed the door handle to exit, R. H. Loomis 

called to him once again. 

"Mr. Marchbanks, Randolph Food & Drug Superstore thanks you for your efforts 

in nuUifying Mr. Pferminn. However, let me remind you that your primary goal here as 

chief of day security is to prevent meddling men like Felix Pferminn to ever step foot one 

inside the store." 

Vemon dropped his eyes to the floor and bit the inside of his cheek. 
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"Is that understood?" R.H. Loomis asked, after telling whoever was on the 

telephone with him to hold just a moment. 

Vemon simply nodded and lightly closed the office door behind him. 

* * 

"Now just one damn minute, Lang. You were in the military, so I bet you sat 

around and played cards all the time," Ronny Wall Street said, cocking his head and 

leaning forward over the table in the security booth. "Those cards right there are 

community cards. It's Texas hold 'em, not Go Fish, big boy." 

Peepers laughed from his terminal and cmnched on a pretzel. Lang said nothing, 

but did throw the two cards in his hand at Wall Street and stared. Vemon came through 

the door. 

"Hey P.V." Peepers said. "Any luck with Mr. Loomis on getting someone to clean 

the camera housings?" 

"P.v.. You know how to play Texas hold 'em?" Wall Street asked while looking 

across the table at Lang with an antagonistic smile on his face. "I need a challenge. Lang 

would rather play checkers and watch Sesame Street." 

Cyan Lang stood up in a single impending motion. He looked down on WaU 

Street, whose smile quickly faded. 

"Go walk the floor. Street," Vemon said. "Once more and we can call it a day." 

Vemon retumed to the office much differently than he left. They all were certain 

that he was summoned to the boss' office for some kind of decoration or at least profuse 
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words of thanks for getting rid of Felix Pferminn. But that was not how he came back. 

His eyes hung glassy and moved through them. He came back defeated, but to what 

extent or purpose, none could tell. Bmshing passed Lang, Vernon took a seat at the table 

with a look of absence. 

"You okay, P.V.?" 

No answer, and finally. 

"Didn't get around to asking, Peeps. About the cameras." 

Lang and Ronny Wall Street forgot their small quarrel, 

"Ronny, maybe you should go walk the floor, huh?" Peepers said. 

"Yeah," Wall Street said back sobered by the chiefs melancholy. "You punch me 

out on time. Peepers? So I don't have to come back up here?" 

"Sure thing," Peepers said. 

"Okay, well. I'll see you guys tomorrow," and with that, he left. 

Vemon mbbed his eyes. Peepers watched him do it, and Lang started retuming 

the cards back into the box. 

"Better go find Loomis, Lang. We'll punch you out," Vemon said. "Just send him 

up here when you do." 

"Sir," Lang said, and also exited the booth. 

Now only he and Peepers sat together in the darkened room. Over the years, a 

father/son dynamic had developed between them. Peepers' father left when he was ten, so 

he gladly accepted a position underneath Vemon's wing, even if it was only for part of 

the day, and more professional than genuinely emotional. But, there were occasions 

where the one would confide in the other, and never was that confidence broken. They 
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did care for each other, and although Vemon, whether it be the era from which he came, 

or the strict adherence to professionalism, never once articulated that care in words. 

Peepers knew in his heart it was there. 

"He didn't even thank you, did he?" Peepers asked, but still focused on the 

terminal. 

"No." 

"He's an asshole." 

"That may be," Vemon continued. "But he is also our boss. He's got a lot on his 

mind." 

"Did you really expect him to thank you? To give you a raise, bonus, a friggin' 

free Coke? Did you really?" 

"I guess I hoped he would have," Vemon said, perking up a bit. "Just would have 

been nice to hear it, I guess." 

"Well, don't hold your breath," Peepers said, clacking on the keyboard. "He is a 

Loomis after aU." 

Vemon chuckled. 

"I suppose that's true. Peeps. You go on and go. Only a few minutes left now. I'll 

punch everyone out when night detail gets here." 

As per usual. Peepers rose from the terminal, methodically cracking each knuckle 

in both hands. He then bmshed off crumbs from the terminal surface with his hands and 

threw wrappers and soda cans in the trash by the door. After the door closed behind him, 

he popped his head back into the room. 

"You do a good job, P.V. We aU think so." 
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Vemon grinned and waved him goodbye. Not long after, Loomis burst into the 

booth with another clipboard. 

"I need to use the computer," he said, looking passed Vernon. 

"Oh no, Loomis. Peepers spent nearly a week getting that thing back up and 

running from the last time you messed with it." 

Loomis waved a clipboard in his hand. 

"C'mon, man! This is important," he said. 

"I said no. Now I only wanted you to come up here to punch out and make sure 

you weren't into anything you shouldn't be, okay?" Vernon said. He took off his vest and 

hung it on one of the hooks on the wall. 

Loomis followed him closely. 

"P.V., I need it bad, baby! I've got a line on something big that could really help 

out the store," he said, tapping the cUpboard. "Why let PetStop comer the market on 

these things, huh? You and me, we could open up the market, create some very spicy 

competition." 

He tumed and met Loomis face to face. They both stopped. Vemon was in no 

mood, and serious. 

"First, I don't know what the hell you're talking about, Loomis, and don't want to 

know. Second, your brother is going back out on the road as of tomorrow, and I don't 

think he's given you any kind of instmctions to make purchases for the store. Not after 

those home urinal mint-making kits from Bolivia or whatever the hell they were," Vemon 

said. 
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The first couple of security officers on night duty wandered into the office, 

signaUng Vernon to begin officially punching out his fellow-employees' time cards in the 

stamping machine. He inserted Peeper's first. Loomis buzzed around him like a fmit fly. 

"Now, I got a great deal on those kits, P.V., and you know that." 

"Not the point! It doesn't matter what kind of deal you get on something that no 

one wants to buy." Vemon raised his voice while punching Lang's card now. "Don't you 

get that yet? After everything? Tell me your littie brother has explained that to you." 

"Hey, if he had time to look at this information and just see how cheap I can get 

these things, he would have done it himself already," Loomis pleaded. "I'm just looking 

out for the store." 

- Vernon nodded poUtely to the night shift security guards and left the booth. 

Loomis followed. 

"That's.. .not.. .your.. .job, Loomis." 

Loomis heard this and stopped following. 

"What is my job?" a dejected voice came softly after Vemon. 

He stopped and tumed to him, not knowing how to answer the question at flrst. 

What threw him was that Loomis was aware of his brother's babysitting scheme of 

having the security staff deal with him day after day. He would have thought it lost on 

him, but then, he realized he would have been wrong. As much trouble as Loomis was, 

Vemon found it very difficult for his heart not to go out to him. Both of the Loomis 

parents were senile in homes down near San Diego, and R.H., his own Uttie brother, hired 

him only out of pity, not from love as far as Vemon could see. The brothers rarely spoke, 

and it was not Loomis that was ashamed of his younger, more successful brother. He 
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couldn't help but think many of Loomis' stunts were a plea for his littie brother's 

approval, though he couldn't be sure of it. Vernon paused. 

"You are a security guard, Loomis," Vernon said. Just like us." 

The white hallway was silent but for the buzz of the lighting. 

"Let me just say something, okay?" Vernon continued. "You are stiU riding pretty 

high in your brother's eyes for stopping that guy from destroying the store a couple 

weeks ago. He's real proud of you right now." He knew it was in all probabiUty a lie, 

almost instantiy. "Now, I wouldn't do anything to mess that up, Loomis. Okay?" 

Loomis looked around, tapped the clipboard on his thigh a few times, turned 

nodding, and walked quietiy back to the security booth. 

The next few days passed just fine. R.H. was out of town, visiting and critiquing 

his other Randolph Food & Dmg Superstores, putting out the fires and Ughting new ones 

at the same time. Wall Street continued his personal tales of stock market gold, guts and 

glory, while Cyan Lang walked the floor like a driU sergeant. Peepers watching the foggy 

cameras as best he could. It wasn't that Vemon by any means served as store manager 

while R.H. was gone, not by a long shot. But, he did love the times when there was no 

R.H. Loomis to gum things up, and they were plenty of those times. They usually 

stretched out for a week or two, and in his absence, Vernon Marchbanks felt more 

important, even respected. The other employees from other departments looked up to him 

not only because on some level he was responsible for protecting them, but also because 

he had held his position so long. He knew the store almost as well as R.H. Loomis, better 

even in certain respects. But, the big boss was never one for complements outside ofthe 

paper thin kind. He didn't know whether that was because the man was so busy, or if he 
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even stopped to realize that the other employees were human too. Around the middle of 

week one in R.H.'s latest absence, tentatively scheduled for two weeks. Peepers verbally 

jostied Vemon from the edge of a snooze in the comer. 

"Holy shit," Peepers said. 

"Wha? What. What is it?" Vemon said, startled and shaking himself awake. 

"Guess who." 

"Loomis?" 

A nod at the screen. 

"Lang," Vemon said. 

"I'm on it, boss." 

Vemon picked up his walkie-talkie, tuming the knob as the speaker squelched to 

locate the proper channel. 

"Street?" A beat. "Street?" 

"I'm here," the voice came through. 

"You keep on walking the floor, alright? I've got to mn down to the docking 

bays. Peepers will be up here if you need someone in the next few minutes." 

"What did he do now?" Wall Street's voice came back. 

"Don't know yet," Vemon said, tapping Peepers on the shoulder and exiting the 

security booth with deliberate strides. "But whatever it is, I'm sure it's more trouble than 

any of us wanted to deal with today." 

Vemon burst through the cargo double doors, which led to the back warehousing 

unit and the unloading bays for various tmcks to back into. Loomis wildly manned a 

yeUow forklift, clumsily unloading two giant crates of something from a flatbed that idled 
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outside. Vemon noticed Lang at a great distance from the action and shmgged his 

shoulders at him. Lang just threw up his hands and shook his head. Loomis caUed out 

something to the driver ofthe flatbed, who did nothing, probably unable to hear over the 

jerky movements ofthe forklift. 

"What's this now?" Vemon yeUed to Lang, moving close to one ear. 

"He won't tell me," Lang blurted back. "I'm gonna kick his ass when he gets off 

that thing too." 

"Why don't you get him off?" 

"Mother fucker's crazy, man," Lang said. "You see how he's swinging that shit 

around. Fuck that." Lang crossed his arms. 

"Those boxes are huge. What the heU could be in them?" Vemon asked, mostly 

rhetorically. 

Lang just shook his head in disbelief. 

"Hey P.V.! Our cash cow has arrived!" Loomis, noticing Vemon, yelled. 

Soon the forklift ground to a halt. Loomis shut off the engine, hopping off of it 

like a child from monkey-bars after recess. The three crates stood a good head and a half 

taller than Lang, and were about as wide as the average compact sedan. Loomis went to 

the flatbed tmck and shook a man's hand from the window. The truck then pulled away 

in low deep gears until it disappeared from view. Loomis approached Vemon and Lang 

next to the crates. 

"WeU, you've done it to me again, Loomis," Vemon said, unable to muster any 

more emotion. 
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"Just you guys wait. When you see what I've got in here, I think the only thing 

that wiU be happening to my ass is kissing." 

"Well," Vemon said. "You've managed to undermine your brother and I yet 

again. The boxes are already sitting here. The guy who brought them is aU the way gone, 

so, why don't you just let us in on this Uttle venture of yours." 

Loomis grabbed a crowbar propped up against one ofthe walls. He retumed and 

dug the head in between two slats of the giant crate. He began heaving and pulling until 

his face became red, and the veins in his neck and forehead strained just beneath his skin. 

This went on. Loomis worked and wedged the crowbar with littie result. Vemon and 

Lang had no interest in aiding him. Finally the side of the crate gave way and the force of 

whatever was inside forcibly slung the side ofthe crate away. A torrent of brown, hard, 

jagged, grapefmit-sized objects flooded out, spilling over each other in a wave that both 

Vemon and Lang did not manage to avoid. As everything settled, the security guards 

found themselves knee deep in a sea of meat and bone. There must have been thousands 

of them. 

"What the fuck is this shit?" Lang said, furious and a bit startled. 

"Tell me the other crate isn't fiUed with these," Vemon said, trying very hard to 

keep a vestige of calm. 

"Oh yeah, P.V., it's all this!" Loomis said. "We are gonna show PetStop what 

selUng dog toys is all about!" 

"I don't even want to know what you had the store pay for these, or how you got 

your hands on another purchase order," Vernon said, picking one up and inspecting it in 

disgust. 
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"You wouldn't beUeve me if I told you, P.V.," Loomis said, smiling wide with 

eyes popping. 

"What the fuck is this shit?" Lang yelled again, this time more distressed. 

"They're cow knuckles," Vemon said. "They are thousands of cooked cow 

knuckles." 
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CHAPTER III 

THE CALIFORNIA ROLL 



WeU after the layover in Houston, the plane dark, most in both first and coach 

napping near the end of the five-hour flight, "Lucky" Morton Grecco nudged William 

Munich to waking. Nary had he spoken a word to the locksmith throughout the trip thus 

far. Buck and he had a few words. Even Tally-Ho laughed with him over something 

WiUiam couldn't hear. The angry mechanic brothers snored through most of the trip's 

duration in the row behind them. But now Grecco had woken him, and he noticed that 

everyone else but the two of them were sound asleep. Grecco's eyes pierced from the seat 

left of him. He leaned in and attempted with his robust voice, to whisper. 

"You been getting the envelope every week?" Grecco asked. 

William nodded. 

"Good." 

Grecco checked around to make sure that he wouldn't be heard by any 

eavesdropping traveler or crew member walking the aisle. 

"AU this," Grecco continued. "Not so bad is it? Not really?" 

WiUiam shook his head. 

"Don't have to work everyday, heU even most days. Get a Uttie coin for it at the 

endof the week." 

"Yes," William whispered and took a look around himself. 

"Important to be careful with this kind of work," Grecco said. "Sometimes you 

have to look ahead to cover your ass. Have to do it in the beginning. Can't wait for 

problems to happen and then correct them. Most ofthe time, too late then. So, you have 

to do it first, whether or not you know if any problems will happen at all. You get what 

I'm saying over here?" 
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"I think so, yes," William said. 

So much of what Grecco said was cryptic, even back from their first encounter. 

And that's what William beUeved Grecco was talking about. It was his way to apologize 

for the pool shed. A way for him to tell WiUiam that he was doing a good job. In a 

strange way, he felt a certain comfort and pride that the man even tried to say it at aU. 

But, at the same time, William remembered his dream, the one where he saw the dead 

man's face. Surreal as it was, something must have sparked WiUiam's memory to 

identify the man in the pool shed as another locksmith, one he knew. The thought 

frightened him, and even though he couldn't be totally sure the dead man was Larry 

Bowie, something puUed at him, painfully urging that his identification was tme. What 

could the locksmith have done to Grecco to warrant his death. He had a good idea. It was 

clear at their first meeting that Grecco seemed very familiar with the whole routine. The 

stopwatch, the speech, the presenting ofthe keys to the pool shed so ceremoniously; it aU 

made sense. Grecco had clothes in the bag already inside the shed for him. They fit 

perfectly. The gun was a small caliber that, aside from making little noise, was also a 

caliber that he knew WiUiam could handle without much trouble. Larry must have been 

the first, and he simply the next in line. But how far back did the line go? 

The question that swirled around in his head like that buUet he had put in Larry's 

was whether the other locksmith made a mistake somewhere along the way, or if his time 

under Grecco's employ had simply run out. If the same type of intimidation befell Larry 

Bowie on his inauguration into the Grecco fold, then that meant that someone else laid 

dead on that pool shed floor, and that time Larry had to pull the trigger into the pillow. Or 

maybe the pillow part was new; or maybe the ridiculous clothes were. Any part could 
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have been, and then William supposed that Grecco could have mn this game all the way 

back in Detroit and simply brought it with him to Texas. Certainly virgin territory for 

such a scheme. One thing was for sure, if Larry's time had mn out, then eventually so 

would his. And what's more, if this job, one that would take them halfway across the 

country, was as big a payoff as Grecco let on it would be, then this could be William's 

last. It would be easy to have him do the job, get the team in wherever Grecco wanted 

him to, and simply leave him there in Califomia twisted and stuffed into a barrel of his 

own. But then, what would Grecco do to scare the next locksmith into submission? 

William thought about that for a moment, but soon came to the realization, at that point, 

it didn't really matter. Funny how just when you reclaim the desire to stay aUve, there's 

always someone standing over you intent on taking it away. 

It was then William pieced it all together. All the theatrics of the day at the pool 

shed were purely that, and all to intimidate. It was a kind of shock and awe campaign 

designed to fool the unwilUng participant of the thought, the power and will of the 

stronger man. Grecco had no intention, or probably any real capability, to transfer the 

evidence from his clothes to the dead man, and vice versa with any lasting effect. 

Certainly he could not have stored the gun or body in such a way that could hold up 

forensic scmtiny. The pool shed was the botched crime scene of an amateur gumshoe. 

The kind high priced defense lawyers pick apart until the state is forced to acquit, sending 

even the most obvious of murderers to walk from their trials as free men. Grecco didn't 

even wear gloves. He would be just as much on the body as anyone else. It aU happened 

in his own pool shed for goodness sake. It was only for the fear Grecco could do what he 

said that was tmly in play. The shock of it taking place worked on him. The fear that he 
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would be tried for murder before an angry, disappointed jury and media petrified him. 

The overwhelming possibility of prison for the remainder of life, and the stories of what 

took place there were too much to bear. To the uninitiated, straight-laced mind, to the 

average meek, law-abiding citizen, what Grecco had done to him were promises worse 

than death. And to think, all the while, Grecco only intended to kill him when his 

usefulness ran out, or his fear began to falter. He could almost feel the saber in his back. 

And yet, William knew all these things in his mind were merely educated speculation. 

But, if Grecco could fool him once in so grandiose fashion, chances are he could do it 

again. William knew that, and so he would have to act as if the status quo had been 

effortlessly upheld. 

Upon the plane's landing at L.A.X., the six of them stood in a semi-circle around 

a baggage claim carousel and watched as luggage of various sizes, shapes and colors 

tumbled down the metal sUde. "Lucky" Morton Grecco had five, and were easily 

identified by the scarlet velveteen that encased them. Buck and Tally-Ho had, between 

the two of them, just a small gym bag. The angry mechanic brothers brought nothing but 

their fmstrated jaw lines and undersized sport coats. They were charged with carrying 

Grecco's luggage, while he walked in front of the rest to the lobby of the airport. There, 

propped on a round white column was a younger-looking Asian gentieman dressed all in 

black. He wore round sunglasses, and lazily held up a card on which a string of Japanese 

characters appeared. Grecco spotted the card and made his way through the crowded 

terminal to the man who held it. William would never have taken Grecco for someone 

able to read Japanese characters. His daily butchery ofthe EngUsh language alone could 

be a Unguistics case study at any top university as far as William was concemed. The 
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group stopped before the man in the sunglasses who seemed to be passing in and out of 

sleep while stiU standing and holding the card. He was obUvious. It explained the 

sunglasses. Grecco looked to TaUy-Ho. 

"I see your brother runs his limousine service out here like you do yours in 

Corpus, yeah?" Grecco said. "You two should teach your employees to have a littie 

class." 

He reached out and thumped the man in the sunglasses on the forehead. 

"Get 'em to start writing peoples' fuckin' names in English too, for Chrissakes. 

This is America now. If I didn't ever see my name in Japanese before, I woulda never 

known that was me," he said, taking the card from the startled man and holding it up to 

TaUy-Ho's face. 

William leaned over to Buck and whispered. 

"Tally-Ho owns the limousines? That's what he does?" William asked. 

"What, you didn't know that, man?" Buck smiled. "Yeah, he's really something. 

You know. Tally used to be the big cheese in Corpus before the boss man came down 

from Detroit. 

"How did he start working for Grecco?" 

"WeU, limos aren't the only thing Tally owns. He's got those, and the dry 

cleaners all over town. He owns every single Holy Donut shop in the city. That buffet. 

The Jade Oval too, plus a couple of dirty bookstores on the east side," Buck whispered. 

"Triple-X stuff, man. I'm really into the smoking fetish stuff right now myself." 

"Please," William cut him off. 
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"Tally's older brother Uves here in L.A. He took over the family Umousine 

service when Tally moved to Texas. Boss man says TaUy's always in a bad mood on 

account of his Uttle brother becoming way more successful than he ever was here." 

Tally-Ho standoffishly greeted the man in the sunglasses who motioned the group 

to proceed outside to a waiting white stretched Cadillac limousine. It was new and 

polished, gleaming against the street lamps hanging and buzzing above them. The car's 

interior out-styled the previous impressions. Seats overstuffed in fine leather, soft 

recessed lighting around the ceiling, a working refrigerator stocked with exotic 

chocolates and expensive bottles of brandy and champagne; all ofthe amenities expressly 

lacking in any one of TaUy-Ho's limousines. The rotund man wore his shame and 

frustration on his sleeve as he sat away from the group, near the driver. They conversed 

in Japanese through the open partition. William was sure the driver was getting chided 

for something he wasn't all that responsible for. Everyone needs someone to take things 

out on, he supposed. 

It was in the quiet seclusion of the limousine, gUding down the Los Angeles 

Expressway, the moon keeping pace at a distance beside them on the Ventura freeway, 

that Grecco finally discussed the reason for making the seemingly impromptu excursion 

to California. 

"Okay, Usten up. I haven't told you aU anything much about this job yet cause 

quite frankly, I didn't have the fuckin' thing totally worked out myself," Grecco said, 

looking at the floorboard. "But I think I do now. It's a big one. Possible miUions in it. 

Two or three. Can't really be sure just yet. As you all know, I've got certain business 

connections around the country. Because of Tally-Ho over there and a few others, I have 
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connections here in L.A. too. Sometimes people owe other people, people trade services, 

settle up on things, whatever the fuck you want to call it. This happened about a week 

ago from a guy who needed to settie up with me on somethin'." Grecco moved from face 

to face in the Umousine with his eyes. They were more serious than William had ever 

seen them. 

"In fact, this specific gentleman was in town a few months ago at the warehouse 

when we brought old man William in for his introductions to the boys. That's about as far 

as I'll go with that. The less some of you know, the better. Thing is, right now, we're 

heading over to one of Tally-Ho's brother's restaurants. We've got our own little private 

room locked in for us, and we've got the whole place on comp too," he said and grinned. 

"So, we're all gonna go in there like gentlemen. We're gonna eat everything on the 

fuckin' menu and then ask for seconds. We're gonna get shit-faced on some really good 

sake; then we're gonna stumble out of there and take this limo over to the Wilshire. I got 

each of us a separate suite." 

Everyone in the Umousine lifted. Ears perked up. Grins and smiles emerged. Even 

the angry mechanic brothers cracked one. While still wary of his thoughts on the plane, 

WiUiam could not hold back his enthusiasm for what he heard. He smiled at Buck who 

did the same and giggled like a child next to him. Suddenly the mood changed. 

"But I tell you this," Grecco said, leaning forward, wagging a finger and speaking 

through his teeth. "By the time this night is over, each of you had better have down pat 

what your job is on this. And, if anything fucks up, and I mean anything, nobody's ever 

gonna know what happened to you. This thing is too big to not go down because of one 
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of you. Eat, drink and be fuckin' merry aU you want tonight, because this could either be 

a preview of better things to come, or the last fuckin' time you have a meal on this earth." 

William pressed his back to the leather of his seat. But for the tires methodically 

thumping across seams in the roadway, the car was quiet. Even Buck let his smile slip 

away. Grecco said nothing, just continued scanning the faces around him. Soon the driver 

broke the silence by alerting Tally-Ho that they had arrived at one of his little brother's 

many Los Angeles restaurants. 

It's name: Hundred Cranes Japanese Steakhouse. It stood before them with a 

parking lot fuU with rushing valets chasing down keys and cars for sated customers. The 

building rested in a thatch of lush exotic greenery sprouting in all directions. Large stone 

pools on which giant lily-pads rested were home to schools of orange and white goldfish. 

An arched wooden bridge suspended over one pond connected the parking lot to the 

restaurant. William thought it a grand establishment indeed. None in the group had to 

announce themselves. The moment Grecco approached the hostess, they were 

ceremoniously whisked past low-lit rooms of tables with expensive looking men and 

women seated at them. William had never before felt anything like it: The most important 

person in a building full of important people. As soon as the men took their seats cross-

legged on pillows in the private room, orders were taken, warm sake was served, the 

waitresses slid the door shut. That's when Grecco's great plan began to unfold. 

"Everybody situated?" Morton Grecco asked. "Nobody need to take a leak or 

nothin'?" 

Those at the table looked around at each other. Everyone shook their heads. They 

all knew this was the moment when it would aU be revealed. They could tell by his tone, 
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and given the flavor of his frightening warning in the limousine, people leaned in, rested 

their elbows on the table, and tumed a better ear to their employer. 

"Let me tell you a story about a horse miU. It's not far, just about two or three 

hours south. Merced, Califomia. It's about as mid-state as you can get. No beach, no 

water, but plenty of green. Good for grazing. Good for horses," Grecco said. 

He didn't look at anyone in particular, but dug in a pocket, producing a long and 

thick cigar. WiUiam fancied it Cuban, but for all he knew, it could have come from the 

convenience store on the comer. Perhaps he just expected criminals to always choose the 

iUegal side of any given activity, as long as there was one to choose. The end of the cigar 

was severed quickly by Tally-Ho, who scrambled a brief moment with the cutter. Grecco 

took his time to light the enormous cigar with one of the table candles. Taut roles of 

tobacco leaf whizzed and sizzled with each draw. Embers took and gave off a satisfactory 

dull orange glow. Not a sound outside of the cigar occurred in the room. The group sat 

frozen, but impatient. Finally Grecco leaned back, first releasing a hazy plume before 

him, obscuring his form behind it. 

"So, this horse miU. They must have three hundred, four hundred horses. They 

come from all around. Some are there just to be boarded in the stables, some are old 

fuckin' race ponies, aU kinds. None of that really matters anyway, so." Grecco draws 

more smoke, then sets the cigar down in an ashtray. Only half of the gargantuan cigar can 

rest inside. "Sometimes trainers want their horses to get bigger and faster, you know, for 

the races. Sometimes other horses get sick, get weak, for whatever reason. So, just like 

every other fuckin' thing, they got medicine for that. This particular one that they use on 
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horses all the time is called Stanozolol. It's a steroid, like they give babies that got bom 

too soon or kids with shitty lungs. It makes them strong, helps them heal. 

"So think of that. If doctors give little babies and kids littie baby and kid steroids, 

think of the tiny amounts they give 'em. Then think of a fuckin' horse. Think of how 

strong a horse steroid is. You imagine how big that fuckin' needle would be? I know 

cause I looked it up after our friend called me about this little situation. Either way, it's 

fuckin' big, huge. And like I said, it's a steroid, designed to build them back up, the 

muscles the lungs, everything. Any ideas who else might want to get their hands on these 

horse steroids?" 

The angry mechanic brothers searched vacantiy at each other for an answer. 

William could see that Tally-Ho understood very Uttle of what Grecco had just said, and 

Buck only stared at the lengthening ash of his boss' cigar in the tray. William didn't 

know the answer to his question either. 

"That's W.W.E. shit, man. Yeah, man. I've heard of this." It was Buck, back to 

his usual self, wired and smiling ear to ear. "There's stories about this aU the time on the 

news. Some meat head pro wrestler is always getting arrested for using horse steroids. 

man." 

"Right," Grecco said, pointing to Buck and picking up the cigar again. 

"I mean, have you seen these guys? I'm almost positive you two do every week," 

Buck said to the angry mechanic brothers who were both confused as to whether or not 

that was an insult. "They're huge, man. No human being should have the muscles these 

people do. Now, I've been around dmgs, okay? I've even taken a few in my day." 

William furrowed his brow. 
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"I've seen addicts, man, but let me tell you, there are no addicts in the worid like 

these crazy jackasses that live at the gym all day long," Buck said. 

"Yes," Grecco said with the cigar in his mouth, pointing again at Buck. 

"I mean, it isn't like mn ofthe miU steroids and Ufting weights alone won't get 

the job done, and forget what that'U do your body, but some of these guys. Some of them 

are just insatiable with it. They just lift and Uft and Uft, then they need supplements to 

help them. Legal ones, of course, Uke you buy at the mall, creatine and such; and that 

takes care of most guys. But, boom! Then you've got some of these real freaks that just 

can't get enough. They have to get bigger and bigger and nothing will stop them. So they 

move to anabolic steroids," Buck said, winded, and stopping to take a deep breath. 

"Keep goin', Bucky," Grecco said. 

"Now these are human steroids, and they will stiU totally fuck your body up, man, 

but it takes a while. And there are all kinds of side effects that'U tell you when to stop. 

But some of them, some ofthe guys still won't quit. They still want more. I mean, it's 

just totally crazy, man. So they do whatever it takes to track down this—" he points to 

Grecco. 

"Stanozolol," Grecco offers back. 

"Yeah, man, this horse steroid, for god's sake." A pause. "Talk about doing a 

number on yourself. I hear you can't be on that stuff too long before your body just 

decides to give up on itself. It bleeds it. And it's really really difficult to find the right 

dosages for a human, tons of people crash simply due to that." 
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"And let's not forget the best part," Grecco said. "It's very, very hard to get your 

hands on without the feds knowin' about it; and it's very, very expensive to purchase 

without the feds knowin' about it too." 

William looked a little confused. 

"Look a little confused, Pops. Let me fiU you in. Buck was a low-Ufe street dealer 

when I moved down to Corpus. But he was smart enough to approach me when things 

cooled down after the move. Buck had a pretty good part in setting me up in Texas. So 

that's his story, Munich. He knows what he's talking about." 

William watched the cigar burn in the ashtray. 

"Now," Grecco continued. "This Stanozolol is what the D.E.A. calls a controUed 

substance. That means that it's legal to use in certain situations. None of those involve 

humans. But they know just like everybody else, that body-builders would love to get 

their hands on this stuff more than anyone else. So, in order to get even a drop of it, you 

have to be licensed to have it, you have to present reason for legitimate use, you have to 

keep a detailed ledger of how much you used, when, and even the exact horse that you 

injected it into. And, with this stuff, the feds are usually very clockwork with checking up 

on veterinarians and whoever else legally has it." 

"People pay thousands just for a single vile of it," Buck said. "I never sold any, 

couldn't get my hands on it. It was too rare for a street salesman like me. Only the higher-

ups, the distributors had any access to it, and I don't think they even had it that often." 

"That's exactly my point," Grecco said, "But I'm getting ahead of myself here. 

Let's back up. Okay, this horse mill in Merced has about four hundred horses. The place 

used to be weU known, but it changed ownership about fifteen years ago, from what I 
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understand, due to a card game. The guy that won the place was smart, though. He 

decided to basically keep most ofthe staff, the vets and shit, so that none ofthe clients 

would know the better. That way they'd keep the place just the same, and they wouldn't 

figure out what was going on behind the scenes." 

"Which was?" Buck asked. 

"That horse mill was the biggest distributor of illegal horse steroids in the whole 

western half of the country, or so they think. The new ownership kept everyone fat, dumb 

and happy. The vets were seeing money like they'd never dreamed before. They all drove 

$80,000 cars for Chrissakes. Even the scumbags sweeping the stables were making a 

huge living. But that's when things got ugly. That's where the guy tripped up." 

Just then, the sliding door to the private room opened, and two waitresses entered 

with a cart of steaming food. Plates were set before each man at the table. They poured a 

dark soup in each person's bowl, outfitting the table much as William imagined the 

Shoguns' own were in seventeenth century Japan. For the next hour, conversation 

slowed, taking place between slurps or mastication. 

"See, to keep everyone on the status quo, the employees and the clients, he had to 

pay the real low level guys a lot of money too. And he did. And that's why it fell apart," 

Grecco said. 

"What fell apart?" one ofthe angry mechanic brothers asked. 

"Poor people who all the sudden find themselves rich almost always end up broke 

again, and leaving a whole string of mistakes behind," Grecco said. "Word leaked out, 

probably at some local bar after work, of how the horse mill would legally acquire the 

Stanozolol in the front, but then just sell it right out the back to illegal distributors and 
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body-builders. Other people in town, even clients would notice everyone's nice cars. And 

these cUents are people that know animals. They know horses, so they're going to know 

veterinarians. Vets don't drive fuckin' Mercedes Maibachs." 

"I see," William said. "The police found out." 

"Not quite, William. The fuckin' good for nothin' media found out. One of those 

news magazine shows I used to be on aU the time found out about it." 

"Wait, I think I saw that one, man!" Buck said. 

"Yeah, see, they went out, did their research, shot a ton of video, basically blew 

the Ud off their whole operation; and aU this weU before the cops had a clue," Grecco 

said. "So, the owners and the vets who benefited panic." 

"Damn right they do," Buck laughed and threw back a sake. 

"They scramble. Gather up that huge stash of steroid they got lying around. 

They're freaked that the fuckin' feds are gonna be knockin' on their door any day now. 

They've got to find a way to get rid of this stuff, and fast. But, they can't just pour it into 

the ground or anything like that cause the feds can detect that type of shit, so they have to 

get it off property. But, the only way to get steroids to tmly disappear—" 

"Is to inject them into a horse," Buck said. 

"Or a man," WiUiam said. 

"Or a cow," Grecco said finally. "Tums out, one ofthe vets at the horse mill has a 

cousin who owns a feed lot ten or so miles away, you know, for cows to graze and shit. 

They end up giving the cousin a huge slice of dough to save their asses." 

The men at the table are lost in Grecco's words. They practically see the tmck 

barreUng down the Califomia dirt road, kicking up a brown cloud behind it, its tires a blur 
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of speed to the feed lot. They can picture the veterinarians taking a palette of vials from 

the tmck and meeting the cousin at the office door. Three men walk to the feed bins, 

where most ofthe cows huddle lethargically. Syringes are puUed, and at a fevered pace, 

plungers over and again draw the clear steroid from the vial. Needles puncture the thick 

hides of the cows and empty hilt-full syringes into them. There are close to a thousand 

cows in the area, but the men, sweating and huffing to get rid of the substance, and 

though weakened, continue to inject the Stanozolol into cow after cow until the last vial 

is empty. The glass vials are then tossed into a pail where they are ground into a sort of 

jagged powder, then mixed with heavy molasses and poured over a barrel of feed cake. 

The cows make short work of the barrel, and lick any and all incriminating evidence 

away. To William, the whole mess was a frightening and sickening mental picture, and 

why Morton Grecco would want to come within a hundred miles of such an affair was 

beyond him. 

"Nobody, for a second, thought any of the cows were going to live, but then, 

that's why vets paid the cousin so much money. With what they gave him, that guy could 

have bought a herd twice the size to replace the ones that died. And they did die, most of 

them anyway. Whether it was from the glass in their stomachs or the steroids, who 

knows, but now one thing was for sure, he needed to get rid of the dead cow bodies," 

Grecco said. 

"But what about the horse miU guys?" Buck asked. "When the feds did come, 

they'd still have to account for all the juice, right? I mean just because it was gone didn't 

mean that they never had it, and they couldn't forge a ledger that fast, could they?" 
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"I don't know if they could or not, but I do know what they did do. Those crazy 

fucks called the cops themselves. Can you believe that?" Grecco said. "Called and told 

them the shit was stolen right out of the back." 

"The cops wouldn't believe them at that point, man. Not after that particular horse 

mill was already on the news," Buck said, pouring himself another cup. 

"You got that right," Grecco said. "Every last one of them is sitting in a cell right 

now, waiting for trial. Not enough money in the worid to get them out on bail. They're 

fucked. But, fact is, they'll never find the evidence. There hasn't been a single word 

about the feed lot in the news. And even if there was, the cousin's already had the cows 

butchered. Now, of course, he can't seU the meat." 

"Yeah, man, the amounts that must have gone into those cows could probably kUl 

a kid," Buck said. 

"Which would make it easy to track, and all the fuckin' worse for everybody 

involved. So, what the cousin does is, he lets the dead cows sit out in the sun for a day, so 

that the meat will be easier to strip. Then he and a couple of his workers gut them, quarter 

them, takes every last piece of meat they can off those cow skeletons. Then he throws it 

all into the ovens. Pretty soon, it's all just ashes. And those he can dump," Grecco said. 

"But what does any of this have to do with us? If the steroids are aU bumed up, 

then why are we here? Like you said, there's nothing left," Buck said, pounding yet 

another sake in burgeoning fmstration. 

"Not so fast, Bucky. The cousin got greedy. He thought that with the cows dead, 

and with the meat burned, he's in the clear. Nowhere else for the steroid to go, right? 

Wrong. The doses they gave to these cows killed them in a day, some didn't survive that 
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first night even. Apparentiy, from what my guy tells me, the cows fall over dead, and 

almost immediately the body starts to decompose. It bloats, gets the rigamortis, all that 

shit we already know. The steroid begins to settle, because of the huge amounts, in the 

fuckin' bones." 

"It soaked the bone, man?" Buck asked. 

"Apparently. But the cousin doesn't know that, and he has his company process 

the skeletons, just as he usually does. They grind up cow bones for all kinds of shit: soap, 

glue, candles, buttons on your fuckin' shirt, tons of stuff. Problem with all that is they 

grind it into a powder. Can't get anything out of that. But, there's one thing they used 

cow bones for, that keeps them pretty much untouched." 

"Cow knuckles," William recaUed. 

"That's right," Grecco said. 

"For pets? Dogs? For them to chew on?" Buck asked. 

"Gentlemen," Grecco said with one hand on his cigar, the other on a cup of sake. 

"I found out where those cow knuckles are. They didn't even leave the city. Some 

supermarket chain bought the whole fuckin' lot of them. That's thousands of cow 

knuckles, and damn near every one of them has Stanozolol locked up inside. All we gotta 

do is take them from the store back to Texas. Then we'll use one of Tally-Ho's dry 

cleaning places to boil the knuckles in one ofthe big laundry vats. From what I 

understand, we can just start skimming pure Stanozolol off the top ofthe vat. Then we'U 

filter it, which isn't supposed to be hard, and then, badaboom! We've got free, totally 

untraceable, highly illegal steroid in our possession, ready to seU to the highest bidder. 

Now if that don't make you excited, I don't know what will." 
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They were excited, even William. How hard could it be to steal something that, 

on the surface, isn't worth very much, from a place that isn't expecting it, in a town 

where no one knows who you are? And all of it for an almost guaranteed couple of 

miUion. He couldn't help but be interested. Easy money like that did not cross a man's 

path. William thought that he may not even have to pick a lock to get in. Grecco told 

them that the store was a Randolph Food & Dmg Superstore. They were in every town 

big and small in every state in America. He shopped at them all the time. In his 

recoUection, the only people more depressed and aloof than himself in the store were the 

employees. No, he thought to himself, this shouldn't be difficult at all. Grecco also told 

him to case the place out, plan the entry point at Randolph'^ the next morning while he. 

Buck, and Tally-Ho procured a tmck big enough to transport thousands of cow knuckles 

safely back to Texas. For all the sake, the group would wake up late, but when they did, it 

was a day for planning the greatest heist for which WiUiam would be a part. He whistled 

on the trip down to Merced in one of many Ho family limousines. 

* * * 

The ground cmnched beneath Umousine tires. Randolph Food & Dmg Superstore 

loomed above him in enormous green letters attached to a behemoth of bloated buUding. 

Somewhere inside that coupon fueled fortress sat the crew's booty. The knuckles 

disguised as dog toys. To him they were the Ark of the Covenant. His sense of purpose, 

of obligation, his sense of excitement raised with each step he took away from the 

limousine. For reasons unbeknownst to him, WiUiam crept along the sidewalk, leading to 
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the back ofthe store. After aU, in Merced, William Munich was a ghost, a non-entity, just 

another nameless, faceless shopper. His conflict resided within. As interested and willing 

a participant in this game as he was, something he couldn't shake reminded him of the 

sheer immorality of his charge. True, in the months that led him to that point in time, 

needlessly creeping along the side of a stark discount metropolis, WiUiam's moral 

barometer had become somewhat lazy. But this was different somehow. This was a major 

job in a new place that, in however convoluted a way, involved drugs; the theft of them, 

the transportation of them, the processing of them, and in the end, the distribution of 

them. WiUiam Munich never thought he would end up a sixty-four year old dmg dealer. 

The sun baked down. Heat from the UV saturated outer walls of the store sent out 

waves of heat like methodic radar pings. A bead of sweat broke over the crest of his right 

ear and trailed down to his chin. William wiped it with a hairy wrist and continued 

around to the corner, to the back of the superstore. That would make for the best entry, he 

thought. Out of sight to most. No customers would come down the back alley. It was 

broad for eighteen-wheeler access to the docking bays, and shielded from shopper traffic 

by a high cinder block fence surrounding the east, south and west sides ofthe building. 

Judging by the grouping of large green dumpsters, there had to be an employee entrance 

somewhere around back. William poked his head around the comer and viewed the 

docking bays. He tried to figure which would be the best for their tmck to back into. He 

also wondered how the cow knuckles would be grouped. There would be hundreds, 

maybe thousands of them. Were they in an extensive series of bags? In crates? If so, how 

big? Would they need a forkUft or hand-jack trolley to move them? These questions 

diverted him for only a moment. Then WiUiam remembered the dream he'd had ofthe 
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dead locksmith. He didn't care. The only person worth caring for was himself. Grecco, if 

found in a predicament, would no doubt leave the rest ofthe group to fend for 

themselves. Why should he waste time working out Grecco's plans for him? WiUiam's 

explicit charge was but one: Get the doors open. After that, his job was finished. Sure, he 

may be asked to lift a box or two, but the details of things resting outside the realm of 

keys, locks and the picks that defeated them were Grecco's problem. 

A crash came from the cluster of dumpsters. WiUiam saw two boys in green and 

white vests. Employees, couldn't be older than seventeen. The one on the left had dark 

skin and black hair. The other, very pale, his hair in tight curls, freckles dotted the 

cheeks, large wire-framed glasses low on the nose. They took turns hurling cardboard 

clumps into the dumpsters, playing at it like a school game, gaggling and hopping around 

Uke drunken shot-put lobbers. William watched them, even grinned. To be young, he 

thought. To not have the knowledge or experience of dry, aged knees, stiff muscles in the 

lower back, or a constant crick in the back of the neck. The dark skinned one tossed the 

last grouping of cardboard into the dumpster. The metal inside thumped to a deep sustain 

while the boys began walking back to the building. The curly haired one pushed a 

weathered shopping cart in front of him. William quickly disappeared around the comer 

again to avoid detection. Though he did shoot his head around to glance for fractions of a 

second at a time. He thought it critical to see how the boys got back inside the buUding. 

Somewhere stood a door. Was it keycard protected? Was there a simple lock and handle? 

Perhaps a four-digit combination lock? Better yet, perhaps it was left casually open 

during the daytime hours. Such would most likely be a pipe dream, he thought. This 

Randolph's in Merced Califomia seemed to be identical to any other he had frequented. 
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Therefore, the locks would be the same. Care would have been taken in the back ofthe 

house security, just as on the store floor. He imagined a casino style video surveiUance 

system, much like he'd seen countiess times on the Discovery Channel. He pictured men 

in black suits and sunglasses with tiny communications ear-pieces. He pictured an office 

with twenty to thirty monitors, a wall of them spanning to the ceiUng, and in front of 

them long terminals with ten to twelve Randolph's operatives intently affixed to the 

screens. Suddenly WiUiam became nauseous. What was he doing here? How would he be 

expected to go through with it? Why him? But, the question that took him furthest aback 

was whether or not he would get to a jail cell before Grecco found a way to kill him. But, 

then, there was the other possibihty, however unlikely to him that he must consider. 

Perhaps they don't get caught, and they all get rich. William caught a glance ofthe boys 

reentering the store through a metal door painted grey with a simple looking lock in the 

knob. The door sat about fifteen feet from the corner he hid behind. It seemed one of 

medium strength and therefore the lock would match. Certainly a dead bolt would be 

afflxed to the inside accompanying the knob-lock. Calculating the possibilities in his 

head, mining through the years of expertise, William thought the dead bolt to be no more 

than one and three quarters to two inches in diameter. A hard blow wouldn't be able to 

break it. Actually, much more viable a possibility would be to pull with great force than 

to push. The weaker side of the door would be closer to the outer frame. Such proved the 

general mle. This, of course, was only a precaution, if a regrettably likely one. WiUiam 

could pick the lock on the knob, no problem, but if the dead bolt was enacted, that would 

be a whole different story. He hadn't the tools to silently negotiate a single sided dead 

bolt. If the dead bolt was indeed enabled, they would have to breach the door, which 
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would most likely shorten their window for taking the prize. WiUiam made a mental note 

to pick up a hefty length of chain and some "s" hooks in case they needed to use the tmck 

to yank the door back from its hinges. 

"Why look, it is Willy Munich." 

William spun around to see who said it. No one presented themselves. The area 

seemed as bare as before. Considering the stress, William thought it not entirely out of 

the question that the voice was his own. 

"Whatcha doin' all the way over on the coast?" the voice asked. 

He looked around. His ears gave a rough estimation ofthe voice's origination. 

Somewhere close to the dumpsters. He took a few reticent steps toward them, much like a 

curious antelope testing a waterhole, ready to dart away at any sign of trouble. He noticed 

something. A serpentine trail of thin smoke curled up from behind one ofthe dumpsters. 

William stopped about ten yards from the flrst dumpster. 

"You like the water? Why, you got water where you come from." 

William's knees started to tremble. He debated whether to continue toward the 

ominous voice, or whether he should just turn and try to flee. 

"Why you wanna come all the way over here for our water?" the voice continued. 

It possessed a strange mix of Boston with somewhat eerie Cajun highlights. 

"W—" he tried to force out. Was this voice real? Was the smoke? Where was he? 

"Wh-. Who?" 

"Don't worry WiUiam. You don't know me. But I know sho' nuff plenty about 

you though." 
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With that, WiUiam backed up, step after careful step until his back pressed against 

the heat of the cream-colored wall of the store. He didn't know what to do. The smoke 

disappeared, then a billow wafted up a few feet to the right. A man appeared from behind 

the dumpster. Average height, a bit taller than WiUiam. He wore a grey suit, white shirt, 

and black tie. A grey fedora with a wide white band adomed his head. Sweat circles crept 

from under his arms. The shoes were black and polished. The man walked deliberately, 

but slowly toward William. The heels of his fine shoes clumped on the alley way. An 

uncomfortable grin rested on his lips, and his face, while marked with the beginnings of 

wrinkles, and perhaps a moderate case of childhood acne, seemed not so much unkind as 

just oddly indifferent to his circumstances. 

"Hello there, Willy," the man said, stiU walking in his direction. 

WiUiam said nothing. He was sure the man intended to either strike him or kill 

him, so he cringed like some abused pet. 

"Come on now, Mr. Munich. I'm not gonna hurtcha. I'm your bestest buddy." 

The man stood only feet from him, a comfortable distance. He stood still and 

unblinking, taking a deep drag from his cigarette. Slowly and cautiously, WiUiam 

lowered his hands from his face, eased his tensed muscles back to normality. 

"Whatcha doin' back here? Entrance to the store's on a whole nother side." 

William didn't know what to say, so he kept quiet. He couldn't figure out if the 

man was a policeman, or a hitman. 

"Ed Tibideaux." He stretched out his arm to shake hands. 

WiUiam inched, then inched a bit more, shuffling tiny steps and eyes transflxed 

on the man in front of him who stood as stoUd as a Grecian monoUth. He reached out a 
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hand of his own. It trembled and retracted rapidly on first contact with the other man's 

hand. William watched Tibideaux's hand as he brought his back and completed a proper 

hand shake. 

"Ooh. Clammy," Tibideaux said unclasping and wiping a palm on his grey pant 

leg. 

"I'm sorry. You startied me," WiUiam said, looking at the sidewalk. 

"Well," Tibideaux said, moving on. He stepped back and looked up to the top of 

the building. "Looks to me like you've found the place." He pointed to the door the boys 

went into only minutes before. "Looks like you found your entry point too." 

"Who are you?" 

"Why, I've already introduced myself, haven't I? You and 'Lucky' Morty seem to 

still be getting along just flne though." 

WiUiam couldn't breathe. 

"Would've thought you could have gotten away by now. God knows you had the 

opportunity, plenty of times I'm sure." 

"Are—Are you the police?" 

Tibideaux threw his arms out. 

"You got me," he said. 

William searched for the right words. 

"But right now, I got you too, Mr. Munich," Tibideaux said. "Now you really are 

'tween a rock and a hard one. All you gotta do now is choose a side to stand on." 

"I'm not sure what you mean." 
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Tibideaux never moved from his spot, with the midday sun beating down on him, 

on the gravel where the heat loosened the tar beneath it, oozing under foot. Sweat beaded 

from beneath the fedora and broke into tiny clear trails, only two or three, but each one 

cutting a path down the agent's face. They collected at the chin and waited for others to 

take the plunge. He never paid the slightest bit of attention to them. Tibideaux was totaUy 

focused on William, and nothing at aU more. 

"Well, let's see now. On the one side you've got a jail cell just about as wide as 

that piece of sidewalk you're standing on. You'd be there a long time, long enough for 

you to probably be dead by the time you got out, anyway. That's the Morty Grecco way," 

he said, smiling wide and white. "But see, over here on the other hand, you've got your 

little life back. You know, the one in Corpus Christi where you unlock doors for people 

from moming to night? Of course I mean the legitimate ones. Paying customers." 

"How do you know me?" 

"Mainly cause your boss is stupid, I guess. Grecco was smart to leave Detroit, but 

he was stupid by not disappearing into Mexico or Canada, or hell, I suppose he could 

have gone to Italy, you know, like Al Pacino did in that movie? Instead he went to Texas. 

That's not quite out of our jurisdiction, now is it?" 

"You aren't a police officer." 

Tibideaux shook his head. 

"Got me again," he said. 

"You're F.B.I." 

"That's three," Tibideaux said. "Give that man a cigar." 

"And you want me to—." 
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"I beUeve the word is inform. Testify after Grecco pulls his Uttie stunt here with 

the dmgs." 

"You—" but then William stopped. Did he really know, or was this a trick? Was 

this man even an agent at all? As authentic as the man seemed, William still had 

reservations. Now days, he thought, you can find anything out about anyone on a 

computer. He could be a private eye. He could still be a hitman. "Let me see your 

badge?" William blurted out. 

"Why certainly," Tibideaux said, reaching into his coat pocket and bringing out a 

black wallet. "We don't really carry actual badges much anymore. But this ought to be 

good enough for you." He handed William the waUet with the I.D. card inside. 

WiUiam flipped open the waUet and stared at the identification card. It did indeed 

read: Edward Tibideaux, field agent. Federal Bureau of Investigations. The picture 

matched. It all looked official, but then how would William know? He never laid eyes 

upon an F.B.I, identification card before. 

"That work for you?" Tibideaux asked, holding out his hand to retrieve the waUet. 

WiUiam didn't know how to answer, so he simply retumed the wallet to him. 

"So," tucking the wallet back inside his grey suit. "You ready to play baU with 

us?" 

"I don't understand. If you know what we're here to do, and you know aU about 

me, and you already knew that we would be in town, even where I'd be right at this 

moment, why don't you just go and pick the others up and arrest everybody now? Why 

do you need me?" 

"That, Mr. Munich, is what we caU a multi-faceted question." 
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"Is it one you can answer?" 

An uncomfortable pause. 

"He hasn't done anything yet, Willy. We can't get him if he hasn't done anything 

yet." 

"But you know about me, why I'm with them. What do you mean he hasn't done 

anything yet?" 

"Grecco has been a lot like a swamp dobber buzzing around our faces for years. 

You watch the news. He keeps his illegal adventures small, low key, especiaUy since he 

moved to Texas. Small B and E, theft on the bottom felony tier. None of that adds up to 

much jail time, especially considering the team of lawyers he's got on retainer. We don't 

like Morton Grecco, and we want him to go away for a long, long time. Maybe for good, 

if we get the right judge." 

"And if he does this—" WiUiam said. 

"If he pulls this job off, it's weU over felonious possession of a controlled 

substance across state Unes with intent to distribute. But, see? In order to get the highest 

count, the highest charges and greatest penalties possible, we need him to actually steal 

these things, get them on the truck, and drive out of California with them." 

"And it would help if you had a witness," William said. 

"Yes. One on the inside with intimate knowledge of his group's members, inner 

workings, and intentions." 

"And that's me." 

"Wow. You're really racking up the prizes today, Willy." 

"So you know aU about what's in the back of that store." 
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Tibideaux nodded. 

"But you don't want to just go in there and confiscate the cow knuckles, because 

you would rather nail Grecco." 

"And we are prepared to give you any and all clandestine information and/or 

assistance you need in order for Grecco, you and his crew to get inside, take the items, 

and cross the state Une safely and without incident from any other govemmental entity 

that may wish to hinder your attempt to do so." 

For the first time in a while, William actually looked away from Tibideaux and 

stared at the clouds. He couldn't believe what he was hearing. The agent broke his pose 

and lit a fresh cigarette. 

"You want to help us steal a thousand cow knuckles?" WiUiam said. 

"And then I want to bust "Lucky" Morton Grecco for doing so. Then I want you 

to testify. And after all of that, maybe we can work on trying to find out what happened 

to Larry Bowie." 

William suddenly lost his breath. 

"Thought you might like that one," Tibideaux said. "Don't need to teU you what 

happens to people who decide to kill locksmiths, do I Mr. Munich?" 

Agent Edward Tibideaux ended up giving WiUiam a phone number and a layout 

ofthe Randolph's. On the blueprint were two "x's" marking the exact locations of two 

gigantic crates of cow knuckles. A circle indicated the security booth's location, and 

another circle and dotted line mapped the traditional path taken by a Randolph's security 

guard at precisely 11:25 AM. This was the time Tibideaux labeled as optimal for pulling 

the job. There would still be plenty of late moming shoppers inside, plus, the first wave 
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of lunch crowd would also be straggUng in. Noon served as a fairiy weU-known time for 

most security forces to tighten up their watchful eyes, and therefore, few security guards 

ever took their lunches at noon with the rest ofthe working world. The Randolph's day 

shift began around six in the moming, so most likely, Tibideaux told him, lunchtime for a 

guard or two would be around 11:30 AM rather than after noon. WiUiam soaked up the 

information, still flabbergasted at receiving assistance from such a source. Tibideaux 

even told him which loading bay to pull the tmck up to. Apparently, he sent two agents 

over the previous night to rig the bay doors to open. WiUiam would have to pretend to 

unlock the doors, as he was also told that the lock to the metal back entrance door would 

be broken by the time they got there. Entrance through the back would be just as easy as 

entrance through the front. Lastly, Tibideaux told WiUiam to hold out his hand. He did, 

and in it was placed a key. 

"The crates are big. That key starts the forklift inside. Be quick. We can keep 

things confusing and ward off just so much local enforcement. Plenty of this is up to you. 

Think smart, and think fast," the agent said. "Get that truck over the state line, Willy. If 

you don't, it's going to be very hard to keep you out ofthe indictment papers." 

* * * 

They procured the truck from a friend of Tally-Ho's brother. While that went on, 

the angry mechanic brothers planned out their route from Merced back to Texas. It took 

only a rental car and a trip to the local library map room. William successfully retumed 

from the Merced Randolph's Food & Drug Superstore telling tales of easy locks and 
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docking bays. The crew met back at the Wilshire Hotel bar at four that aftemoon. Grecco 

seemed pleased with the way all had gone thus far, and extended, somewhat 

uncharacteristically, his thanks for aU the hard work. His excitement bubbled up through 

the gritty facade. Grecco's final words for the night were these: 

"Tomorrow's the day, boys. Tomorrow we drive the tmck to Merced. Tomorrow 

William gets us inside so we can load up. Then we drive off on the route you two planned 

out today. William says the best time would be a bit after eleven, so, that's when we're 

goin' in. Now there's only one last thing. We don't need to be seen together anywhere 

from this second until tomorrow moming when we meet by the tmck at the lot on 

Descala Boulevard. Each of you will take separate cabs to that location. Tally's brother 

will have a car waiting next to the tmck. We ride down together. Me, Buck, Tally, and 

William will take the car. You two brothers will drive the truck behind us. Now, we are 

each gonna get up and go our separate ways for the night. I'll be goin' wherever I'm 

goin', and each of you wiU do the same. I don't want to know where any of you are goin'. 

I don't care where any of you are goin'. Wherever you are goin', just make sure you go 

there alone. Now get up. I'U expect to see you aU at the Descala lot at eight. So don't get 

too dmnk, you get it?" 

Tally-Ho pushed his bulbous frame up from the table first, making no sound 

except a grunt, and no eye contact. He shuffled away, pushing his derby down on his 

head. The angry mechanic brothers who sat next to each other quickly down the rest of 

their Long Island iced teas. Ice clinked in tandem. Both slammed the empty glasses on 

the table, and stood. They ran into each other turning with their broad shoulders and 
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lumbered away like conjoined twins. Grecco shook his head watching them leave. Buck 

slapped a dmm beat on the table before rising himself. 

"Adios, amigos!" he said with a deviant smile. "Time for the Los Angeles 

nightlife to reclaim its long lost son." 

Now William sat across from Grecco alone. The gangster had no expression on 

his face, even though his eyes were fixed on the old locksmith. 

"Where should I go?" William said, leaning in to whisper. 

Grecco said nothing, but a finger in the direction of the street. WiUiam stood up. 

Again, his knees popped. He would have to find his entertainment elsewhere, at least for 

a few hours. Perhaps he would walk the streets, grab a movie or a meal; whatever it took 

to stay on his employer's good side and stiU make it back to the hotel and get to sleep 

before the nightly news concluded. 

* * * 
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Interlude: A Chance Encounter 

He stepped down a full concrete flight of stairs. The street disappeared above him. 

A duU red Ught bulb cast hazy scarlet shadows on a wooden door from behind which 

came the thumping traces of music. The bar's name was Cavern Si6. It seemed trendy to 

him in a middle class kind of way. But Corpus Christi nightiife, from what he saw simply 

from the hotel walk over, was very different from Los Angeles indeed. Before entering, 

he mffled his blonde hair, checked his breath with a curved palm, and slicked back his 

light eyebrows with a pinky finger and some saliva. The trademark white smile hung like 

a billboard on his face as he pushed open the door. 

He was taken by what he saw. The bar's interior was dark, except for some very 

tasteful blue neon lining the walls and highUghting the liquor cases. A surprisingly 

talented trip-hop band played in a comer to the right. Small black rounded tables with 

poUshed metal chairs dotted the scene. Around the edges were red velvet padded booths. 

The cUentele seemed late twenties, early thirties. Most wore something black and 

expensive looking. The women were generally very thin with disproportionately large 

breasts, and very beautiful, but at the same time seemingly displeased about life in 

general. They looked as expensive as the various martini glasses that sat on the tables 

before them. The men in the bar either pretended to not pay attention to the women they 

sat with, or hung upon them like weeds choking out a lawn of St. Augustine. 

Suddenly he wondered whether or not he should be in Cavem Si6, what with his 

moderately priced but wom Hawaiian print shirt and long cargo shorts. StUl, he thought, 
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he had one ofthe best faces in the place. After aU, this was L.A., certainly they've seen a 

surfer before. What's more, perhaps his eccentric appearance could win him audience 

with a few of the lovely ladies. Yet, he must be careful not to drink too much himself, as 

Grecco's orders remained clearly imprinted on his brain. One thing was for sure, he 

needed to stop standing at the door and find a table. Then he spotted the bar, maybe a seat 

there would be more appropriate. He intentionally didn't look around as he made his way 

to it. He didn't want any looks from patrons coloring his game plan either way. 

He took a high-backed seat next to a gentleman with big hair who seemed locked 

into a brunette woman across the bar. She seemed to take great effort not to look back at 

him. The bartender shot a glance to him and pointed. 

"Yeah, man, can I get a Mai-Tai?" 

The bartender nodded and took a high-ball glass from below the bar. 

He spun around in his seat and took a look at the band. Two keyboard players 

stood on either side of a DJ spinning and furiously switching vinyl. In front, an exotic 

looking woman sang deep and melodious to the crowd, dancing slowly in precise sultry 

movements to the electronic dmmbeat. He got lost in her. 

"That's twelve doUars, buddy," the bartender impatiently tapped on the bar. 

He swung back around. 

"What?" he said desperately, then calmly chuckled. "Oh, man, I thought you said 

twelve for the drink." 

"I did. Come on, buddy, I got a lot of orders." 

"Alright, alright, man," he said, digging out his wallet from a stubbom back 

pocket. "Take it easy." 
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The bartender held out his hand. 

"Man, it's just a Uttle shock is aU. I'm not from around here. Didn't know things 

were so expensive in California." 

The bartender nodded, unimpressed. 

"Wow," he said, flipping biUs from his wallet. "Twelve dollars just seems really 

high, doesn't it?" 

The bartender shook his head. 

"Do you pay less if you wear black cat-suits in here or something?" 

The bartender took the stack of bills and walked away. 

"That's a good one." 

He looked to the voice beside him. It was the fellow with the big hair. He seemed 

to have gotten the disinterest from the bmnette across the bar. 

"Thanks," he said, and offered his hand to the stranger. "Buck." 

They shook hands. 

"How are you? Ronny." 

"You aren't wearing black either, man," Buck said. 

"That makes two of us. Just got off work a couple hours ago." 

Buck took a sip of his drink and became surprised at how good it was. 

"Bar looks cool from outside," Buck said. 

"Looks a whole lot cooler from in here, my man," Ronny said, pointing at a few 

women, and flashing a snide grin. 

"I see what you mean, man. I see what you mean." 

Ronny scooted closer. 
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"See, aU these bitches need is somebody different. Somebody that actually does 

something for a living," Ronny said. 

"Yeah?" Buck had no idea what that meant. 

"Take me, I do stocks." 

"Oh," faking interest. 

"Yeah, I'm crazy with 'em. I could tell you stories. Buck, I'm telUn' you." 

"I'm sure you could, man. But not right now, okay?" 

"Huh. Okay, dude, don't want to break your stride or anything, shit," Ronny said, 

throwing up his hands, acting as if he had never heard it before. "Wouldn't want to bore 

you or anything. Sound a little like my boss, actually." 

"Listen, man, no offense or anything. Just, let's stick to getting a couple of these 

women to leave with us." 

Ronny took a drink, exhaled deeply with wide eyes. 

"Man after my own heart," he said. "So, what do you do. Buck?" 

He looked back at Ronny for a long time, brow scrunched up, very confused. 

"Hello?" Ronny said. 

"I'm just thinking about that one." 

"Hey, buddy, no pressure. If I told you my day job, you'd probably laugh in my 

face. That's why I come aU the way to L.A. to do my partying." 

"You don't live in the city?" Buck asked, adjusting himself in his seat. He took 

the final sip of his drink and attempted to flag down the bartender who had been avoiding 

him for the duration of his visit. 

"I Uve a couple hours south of here," Ronny said. 
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'Hmm. That's funny," Buck said in passing, without really thinking. 

'What's that?" Ronny said, passing over the bar with his eyes for any receptive 

women. 

The bartender reluctantly returned to their side of the bar and stared at Buck. 

"Hey, nice to see you again," Buck said to him. "Listen, man, do you have, like, a 

lower tier of drinks, you know, on the cost side of things?" 

The bartender just looked at him puzzled. 

"See," Ronny said. "At most other bars in the world, they have these things called 

well drinks. They're usually cheaper than twelve dollars. That's what he's asking." 

"Maybe you two would be happier at Joe's Crab Shack down the street," the 

muscular bartender said down his nose. 

Buck stopped smiUng. 

"We have beer," the underwear model with a bar towel behind the bar said. 

"What kind?" Buck asked, increasingly perturbed at his treatment. 

"AU kinds." 

"Give me a Budweiser." 

"We don't carry domestic beer." 

"Dude, wring your fucking dish rag into a shot glass. Just give him something 

cheap," Ronny said. 

The bartender walked off. Buck and Ronny gave each other a look. 

"Thanks," Buck said. "I own a tmcking company, by the way." 

"Yeah?" Ronny said, his tum to feign interest. "You public?" 

"What?" 
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"You on the stock market?" 

"No." 

Ronny nodded. The bartender brought a bottie of beer and set it in front of Buck. 

"What do you haul?" Ronny asked. 

"Things. All over. Mostly away," he then looked away to divert the questioning. 

Buck watched the band for a moment. They were both quiet. Then suddenly. 

"Bingo! That chick over there just looked at me," Ronny said. "FuU on eye 

contact. Time to go to work." He hopped up from his seat at the bar. 

Buck jolted. 

"Listen, Buck," Ronny said. "Very nice meeting you and all. Good luck with the 

trucking things...away, whatever. Gotta go, labia majora caUs." 

Buck smiled and nodded. The two men shook hands and Ronny staggered off 

across the bar. Buck tumed around, flnished his beer, then another, and decided to make 

his way back to the Wilshire Hotel. 
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The keycard slipped into a narrow slot in the door. A band scanner inside waited 

to read the magnetized identification strip on the keycard. William slid the card out of the 

slot. The reader sparked to attention as the encoded strip passed by. Electronically 

recognizing the code, the door lock disengaged with a snappy click. William was free to 

enter his suite at the Wilshire. The room was dark, not as he left it. The door closed 

behind him. 

"I need to talk to you, old man," came from the darkness. 

A light clinked on from across the room. Grecco sat in the padded chair next to 

the floor lamp. He didn't look happy. 

"I'm here," William said. 

"The fuck you been?" Grecco asked. 

"I walked around for a while. Had a hot dog at—" 

"Shhh. I don't wanna know." 

They both looked at each other. William was almost sure that Grecco had found 

out about the F.B.I., about Tibideaux and his ultimatum. 

"Come sit down," Grecco said without emotion. 

William acquiesced. 

"You feel good about tomorrow?" Grecco asked, looking away. 

"I suppose. A bit nervous, I don't mind saying." 

"Sure. This isn't your life. I can see that. Anyone can." 

The room was quiet for a moment. A door at an adjacent suite thumped shut. 

They listened. Two voices, one male, one female muffled through the waU. It wasn't long 

before the headboard began thumping in cadence against the wall. 
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"That's what we're all in it for isn't it, old man?" 

William forced a huff and stared at the ground. 

"Listen," Grecco continued. "Been thinkin'. After this job, I'm gonna let you out, 

if you want." 

William shot his eyes up. 

"I ain't ever done that before with any of my lock guys. But you, you're an 

exception. Might be the dumbest fuckin' thing I ever do. But, I think it oughtta be." 

"Why?" William couldn't stop it. 

Grecco stood. 

"Don't fuck this up, William. I'm in a good mood right now. You'd do yourself 

pretty fuckin' good to keep me in it." 

He began walking to the door, but stopped just before leaving. 

"All goes well tomorrow and you can take off when we get back to Corpus," 

Grecco said. "Won't bother you again. You can go back to opening up front doors for 

drunk house wives at thirty bucks a pick. But don't fuck up, William. Not ever. Just 

because I won't use you on a job again doesn't mean we won't be watching you." 

Grecco left the suite. William nodded at the floor and wondered how anyone in 

his position could ever sleep through anything again. 

* * * 

"Moming Peeps," Vernon Marchbanks said on yet another unceremonious 

entrance as chief of day security. 
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"P.V." Peepers said back, sipping on his perpetual can of soda. 

"Where's—." 

"Lang's walking the floor already. He's pretty pissed off at something today. 

Ronny went to get a cup of coffee downstairs. I think he got trashed last night." 

"What's new," Vernon said, thumbing through a clipboard. "And—." 

"Don't know where Loomis is, P.V. He's here somewhere, but I don't see him on 

the floor." 

"Maybe he's in the back with those crates of knuckles of his." 

"I sure wouldn't want to be him when his little brother gets back in town," 

Peepers said, switching through the security cameras on the terminal. 

"Him? I don't want to be me when he gets back. I'm the one that's going to catch 

hell from it," Vernon said, wiping his eyes and taking a seat at the foldout table. Then, 

after a pause. "Listen, Peeps, what do you make of those guys we've been seeing hanging 

around the past couple of days?" 

"The suits?" Peepers asked, looking back. 

"Yeah." 

"You said don't worry, so I didn't." 

"You see any of them this moming?" Vemon asked. 

"Nope. Everything seems clean." 

Vemon nodded in thought. 

"But I gotta say, P.V., it is weird. They didn't buy anything. None of them. I 

mean, if you say don't worry about it, then I won't, but something did seem a little fishy 

to me." 
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"I know what you mean. A couple of the day stocker kids came up to me right 

after you left yesterday. They said they saw a guy in a suit and hat smoking out by the 

dumpsters. Had the same suit on as the others." 

Peepers gave a concemed look. 

"Yeah," Vemon said. He stood and patted Peepers on the shoulder. "Let's just 

keep a special eye out today, okay kid?" 

"No problem, boss." 

Vemon left the security booth and ran into Ronny Wall Street who hung his head 

low to the floor with red, irritated eyes. He tried to pass Vernon without speaking. His 

clothes and hair were disheveled. As he passed, Vemon smelled last night's ailment, and 

he stopped mid-gait. 

"That how we're coming to work now, Street?" 

Ronny sluggishly came to a halt and did a half-tum. 

"Okay, P.V., I get it." 

"Do you?" 

"Yes." 

"Hope it was worth it, cause I'm not going to have you nursing a hangover all day 

when Lang and Peeps seem to make it to work with their vests on straight and ready to 

work." 

"She was worth it. Very worth it." 

"Good," Vemon said, walking off. "Because I've got you down to keep track of 

Loomis today." 
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Ronny Wall Street somehow hung his head even lower and sighed. It tumed into a 

cough rich with smoky phlegm. He continued on to the security booth and stubbed his toe 

on the on way inside. 

For the last three days, Vemon and Peepers had noticed the men wandering about 

the store. They wore suits, some with sunglasses, and then this guy the stocker kids saw 

outside with the hat. They wore their suits more like uniforms, and usuaUy came around 

in pairs. They rarely spoke to each other, and waUced the floor in a grid-like pattern. 

Peepers even caught one of them on a camera peeking through the doors to warehousing 

and the docking bays. The men seemed noticeably out of place. Just as Peepers said, they 

never bought anything. None ofthe checkers remembered their passing through when 

Vemon asked them. He remembered Lang approaching him a couple days ago saying that 

two men in a white Chevrolet Caprice watched the storefront from a handicapped parking 

space for a few hours. Instantly Vernon categorized them, and became more cautious by 

the moment. If they were cops looking for someone, why not approach the security team 

for assistance? It couldn't simply be the age-old fact that cops thumbed their noses at 

security guards. Something was definitely afoot, something possibly the security cameras 

could aid with. But maybe they weren't cops. Maybe they were a team of grifters. In such 

a case, should Vemon call the police and wam them? Could it be that someone wished to 

foUow in Felix Pferminn's oddly methodical footsteps and do God knows what to the 

store? Vemon could not know for sure, but one thing he stood by was the fact that hasty 

action is often just that. None ofthe strange men had been seen that moming. Perhaps 

they would never be seen again. The most Vernon could do was tighten security as much 

as possible with a set of dirty cameras manned by an overly caffeinated child, an angry 
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war veteran, a hung over skirt-chaser, and the crazy misplaced brethren of an absent 

owner. 

* * * 

Edward Tibideaux slumped in the front passenger seat of a white Chevrolet 

Caprice in the middle ofthe Merced Randolph's Food & Drug Superstore parking lot. It 

was almost eleven, and everyone was in position. There were two other units situated in 

the parking lot; one close to the gardening center to cover the west entrance, and one 

covering the eastem. They kept in contact through walkie-talkies on a supposedly secure 

channel. 

Behind the store was the alley. In the alley were the green dumpsters. Behind 

those green dumpsters was the taU cinder block wall. Beyond that sat an empty field; a 

two track dirt road cut through it, hugging the cinder block wall. And on that road idled a 

string of twelve black F.B.I, vehicles. Each housed at least two agents, who waited stoic 

behind their respective windshields, clad in Kevlar vests and blue F.B.L windbreakers. 

Their 10mm semi-automatics rested cocked on safety in leather shoulder holsters. You 

know, just in case anything were to go wrong. AU waited patientiy for the words of 

Edward Tibideaux. 

After the heist was complete, the tmck would proceed east down Highway 140. 

Since the tmck would not be able to carry everyone, most likely a car would foUow, 

certainly containing the other targets: the surfer, the bulbous Asian man, the informant 

locksmith, and "Lucky" Morton Grecco himself. The truck and the car behind it would 
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continue east to the Nevada state line. Promptiy after the truck's arrival into the 

neighboring state, the clandestine caravan, on Tibideaux's word, would overtake the 

targets and arrest aU occupants from both vehicles. The evidence would be 

overwhelming, and the locksmith's words would forever seal an already iron-clad case. 

Grecco would go to jail for the rest of his life, and all of his many sins, past and present, 

would be agonizingly paid in fuU through a cow knuckle conviction. 

Each field agent committed the plan to memory. They would operate as one, 

without pretense, hesitation, or abandon. The one that got away would once again, much 

as the prodigal son in reversal, be caught. But, in the back ofthe F.B.L collective mind, 

they knew that Morton Grecco had the nickname "Lucky" for a reason, and that is what 

gave them a deeper sense of commitment and silent determination. Well over two 

decades of hard work in the justice system failed to stop Grecco from his misdeeds. 

Today it would stop, that much every agent had to believe. Each man also understood 

that if each cog in the wheel executed their function exactly as mandated to them, Grecco 

would be stopped for good. The only problem was, one ofthe most crucial, load bearing 

cogs happened to be a sixty-four year old locksmith from Texas with two weak knees and 

an even weaker disposition. However many black cars and tmcks sat just beyond the 

Randolph's wall, no matter how many pistols with however many bullets were in the 

many holsters, it aU came down to a guy named WiUiam Munich. 

* * * 

Vemon Marchbanks released the button on his walkie-talkie. 
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"They're here again," Cyan Lang's voice came back. "They don't notice me yet, I 

don't think, but I can see them a few rows back clear as day." 

Vemon thought for a moment. Peepers began patching through to toggle the 

parking lot cameras. On his last attempt, two of the five stiU worked. When he brought 

the working two up on the screen, he quickly realized that they were at least twice as 

dirty as some of the cameras inside the store. He cursed and slammed a fmstrated fist on 

the keyboard in front of him. Only a blur of black and white blobs bled across the 

screens. 

"Okay, Lang. Keep a close eye on these guys. I have a feeling something's gonna 

go down around here pretty soon," Vernon said. "You just make sure they don't see you. 

You ought to know how to do that." 

"Damn right I do, sir." 

"Good. Keep it up," and with that, Vemon set the device down on the table. "I 

swear. Peeps. This just isn't making any sense. We need to find out what these guys are 

after. Getting nervous, don't mind saying." 

Peepers nodded. Ronny Wall Street bustled in the corner. He was in an uneven 

sleep in a chair, and covered with newspaper. 

"Street!" Vernon shouted. 

Ronny Wall Street slung his hands in the air. The back two legs on the chair in 

which he was propped wobbled and slipped, sending a cloud of newspaper in the air, him 

to the floor. He laid in the fetal position for a moment, cradUng his head in his hands. 

"For god sakes. Street, get up! Go find Loomis. This isn't a damn game!" 

Wall Street crawled toward the door on his beUy. 
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"You lead a filthy life, Ronny," Vemon said, watching him slither past on the 

floor. 

* * * 

WiUiam rested his head against the car window. He sat in the back, next to Tally-

Ho. They were only minutes from Randolph's. The tmck before them barreled down the 

highway, sending plumes of thick black smoke over the flatbed trailer it hauled, and onto 

their car. 

"Time is almost perfect," Grecco said from the front passenger seat. 

Buck fought to stay awake behind the wheel. He kept slapping his left cheek. 

Tally-Ho would chuckle each time and mutter something in Japanese. William's black 

doctor bag of tools rested on his lap. He tapped the worn leather with his fingers. He was 

most certainly nervous, but more for fear of letting on his situation with the feds. He 

would need to act with great conviction when "picking" the lock on the store's back door. 

Tibideaux told him that it, as well as the sliding door on docking bay number three would 

be left open for them. William wondered, did they not believe that he could pick the 

locks, or was it only to grease the wheels of crime, to cut to the chase, as it were. The 

agent also handed him the forkUft keys. He felt them in his left front pocket. How was he 

to explain them? He would most certainly have to enter the building first, notice the 

crates, and pretend to instantiy realize that they would need to use the forklift. He needed 

to come to that conclusion before anyone else, as weU as make his way over to the 

contraption so he could act as if the keys had been left in the ignition. The play would 
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have to be fast, accurate, and the model of convincing. It swirled around his head like a 

tsunami breaking on shore. 

"Here it is," Buck said. "Where you want me, boss man?" 

"Just foUow the brothers around back. They know. Bay three I think it is, right 

WiUiam?" Grecco said. 

"Yes, three. But we need to stop at the metal door before the bays. I have to pick 

that first." 

The angry mechanic brothers already backed the trailer up to bay three before 

Buck brought the black Caprice to a halt in front of the grey metal door. 

"K, Willy. Go pick the door," Grecco said, checking his surroundings somewhat 

nervously himself. "We'll be right behind you." 

William could tell what they were doing. He was the guinea pig. While everyone 

else was tucked away safely in the vehicles, William would be the lone person to be 

exposed picking the lock. If anyone caught him, all the rest would have to do is push 

down on the accelerator. WiUiam sighed, grabbed on tightly to his bag of instruments, 

and exited the car. 

* * * 

"Target just puUed around back," Tibideaux said over the walkie-talkie. "Rusted 

up diesel. Looks like late sixties, eariy seventies model, pulling a blue flat bed. Secure 

visual and come back." 
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Tibideaux licked his lips and swung around to check both entrances. He noticed a 

black Caprice following the tmck. 

"Son of a bitch! PuU back! PuU back!" he said. 

"What the fuck are you talking about?" a scratchy voice of another agent came 

back. 

"One of our fucking units is foUowing the truck around back. Get them out of 

there! We'U be made!" 

There was a pause. When line opened back up through the walkie-talkie, 

Tibideaux could hear snickering. 

"Cool your jets there, boss. That's Grecco and the rest ofthe crew, we think. 

Some old man is getting out ofthe car now. The tmck is backed into bay three, as 

scheduled. Mark that it is now go time as of 11:25 AM." 

Tibideaux, visibly embarrassed, slapped his hand to his forehead and brought the 

walkie-talkie back to his lips. 

"Roger that. The targets have been acquired," he said in a softer voice. "The old 

man is one William Munich. He is the informant. He will now attempt entrance. We are 

well on our way now. Have the first four vehicles proceed to Highway 140." 

5 H * * 

William reached out for the door knob. He held it for a moment as if expecting it 

to tum from the inside. Then he crouched and pretended to dig for a specific pick in his 

bag. He could feel Grecco's eyes on him. He suddenly remembered a saying his father 
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once told him: Don't bullshit a buUshitter. That was when William began to perspire. 

Everywhere. Dark circles appeared under the arms of his button-up. His forehead beaded. 

The chest thumped and released throbs of sweat into grey chest hair. William aU at once 

felt the eyes of heaven and hell upon him. He fumbled a pick up to the keyhole and 

inserted it. This time, he did not feel for the tumblers. This time he did not breathe slowly 

or listen for the cUck of the latch's release. Not accustomed to performance, William only 

swiped the pick around in the keyhole a few times, turned the handle, and slowly cracked 

the door. He looked back at the car, at Grecco, who was looking in another direction. 

Another truck was trying to back into bay three. The driver honked his hom 

repeatedly and threw less than cordial hand gestures to the rusty tmck that inhabited 

docking bay three. William wished he didn't see what happened next. 

Grecco emerged from the black Caprice and took position behind the tmnk. Buck 

released the latch, and the tmnk opened. Grecco dug around for something. He brought 

forth a shovel. He then motioned to the angry mechanic brothers. William saw their eyes 

light up when it was given. Grecco walked over to the driver, as did the brothers. 

Words were exchanged. The driver backed down, seeing the size and number ofthe men. 

This did not impress Grecco, who ordered the angry mechanic brothers to pull the driver 

from his tmck. Each brother held an outstretched arm. Grecco stood in front of the man 

and cocked back the shovel. Just then, the front passenger window rolled down on the 

Caprice. 

"Hey Willy, I bet this guy's mother wishes she taught him some manners right 

about now, huh?" Buck called out, smiUng wide, and motioning WiUiam to watch. 
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He didn't want to, but as these things are, he could not look away either. Grecco 

smashed the man in the face with the curved end of the shovel. WiUiam would never 

forget the sound: like someone tearing apart a head of wet lettuce. He hit him again with 

the shovel, again in the head. He told the brothers something. They dropped him and 

called WiUiam over. William looked around, hoping to see the F.B.L rolUng up to stop 

this. No one did. But, just as WiUiam was about to make his way over to them, he caught 

a glimmer. No one else saw it, but he did, behind the cinder block wall. It was a man with 

binoculars. William's eyes widened. He tried to play off a hand signal to the man behind 

the wall, knowing he was likely a federal agent. He swiped at the air once, but then 

remembered Buck. 

"What are you doing?" Buck asked. 

He thought quick. 

"A fly." 

"I think they want you to pick the lock to that guy's trailer," Buck said. "Better 

get over there. We don't have much time." 

William shuffled over to Grecco, the brothers, and the bloodied man laying at 

their feet. 

"Open this trailer, William. I'm gonna throw that bloody fuck back there and let 

him freeze with his own fuckin' ice cream," Grecco said, stiU enraged and red-faced. 

WiUiam glanced back at the waU. Nothing. 

* * * 
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Loomis fuddled around behind a stack of crates and boxes in the back 

warehousing section ofthe store, near the docking bays. 

"Where on Earth did I leave you?" he asked himself. 

He needed the forklift keys to move the crates of his cow knuckles out from the 

middle of the warehousing area. After he opened the one crate, spiUing the knuckles out 

all over the floor and onto P.V. and Lang, he felt ashamed and spent the morning tossing 

them back inside. He didn't even clock in first. P.V. was a good boss to him, and Loomis 

wished he didn't mess so many things up. But, when a bargain presents itself, one must 

act, and so he had. But, he figured, even if all men could not possess the purchasing sense 

ofthe Loomis clan, aU others should not be penaUzed for their inadequacies. 

Upon completing the job of wrangUng those many cow knuckles back into the 

crate in which they were delivered, he went to the forklift in order to move them to the 

side as P.V. had ordered the day before. But, upon taking a seat in the forkUft, he found 

that the keys had been taken, stolen, misplaced, removed, abdicated, simply taken away. 

Sure, he was the last to use the forklift, it must have been he that lackadaisically walked 

off with them. Now his charge was to comb the store, for they were no longer on his 

person. And, fully aware of his exploratory nature, those keys could, quite literally, be 

anywhere. 

* * * 

"Be advised that the target and the two henchmen driving the truck are beating the 

fuck out of some guy with a shovel," the agent on Tibideaux's walkie-talkie reported. 
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"What?" he sat up in the passenger seat. 

"Looks like a legit driver was told to dock in bay three. Started honking at 

Grecco's people. They got out. Grecco pulled a shovel and started clobbering the poor 

guy. Request permission to move in." 

"No!" Tibideaux screamed. "Your orders are to stay in position. This fuck is not 

getting away again, do you hear me? No one is to make their presence known until 

Grecco and the knuckles are across the Nevada border. Is everyone completely clear on 

these orders? The plan does not change." 

"Sir, the guy's going to freeze to death. Grecco is throwing him in the back ofthe 

guy's tmck," the voice crackled. "It's an ice cream tmck, sir." 

"I don't give a fuck what it is. Do not deviate from the plan. I will leave one unit 

behind to deal with the ice cream man, but only after Grecco leaves with the prize. 

Nothing changes." 

* H ; * 

"What was that?" Loomis said. He heard honking outside, but something else too. 

He popped his head up, then crawled through a row of boxes. Something hissed 

and scratched. Strange broken voices squawked about, whizzing and whirring. Listening 

and crawling toward the sound's origination, honing in, he stopped over a pink Barbie 

baby monitor. 

"There you are!" Loomis said, picking up the handset. "I thought I'd lost you for 

good." 
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Earlier that week, Loomis went through a phase where he waUced the toy aisles 

first thing in the morning. He felt that Randolph's should have more of a responsibility to 

their age impaired shoppers. Each time, he would choose a different toy. He would take 

that toy to a secluded place, picking up batteries or any other necessary accessories along 

the way, and give it a proficient test drive for an hour or two. After that, Loomis would 

fill out a report on the safety, reUabiUty, ease of use, fun factor, and age recommendation 

ofthe toy in question. His hope was to present his findings to his brother who would 

perhaps print the reviews in the local paper. But, his brother had since left town without 

granting him a single meeting. The Barbie baby monitor was the third toy he had tested in 

the warehousing area. And it was there that he was reunited with it. 

Though back in his arms, Loomis thought that perhaps he should retest the 

monitor, for the strange voices coming out of the device brought forth ideas of 

possession, and that, no child should be near. This he thought, of course, before Ustening 

closely to the words emitting from the pink speaker. He brought the device close to his 

ear, cranked up the volume, and listened. 

''Looks like a legit driver was told to dock in bay three. Started honking at 

Grecco's people. They got out. Grecco pulled a shovel and started clobbering the poor 

guy. Request permission to move in." 

"No!" a voice screamed. "Your orders are to stay in position. This fuck is not 

getting away again, do you hear me? No one is to make their presence known until 

Grecco and the knuckles are across the Nevada border. Is everyone completely clear on 

these orders? The plan does not change." 
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"Sir, the guy's going to freeze to death. Grecco is throwing him in the back ofthe 

guy's truck," a separate voice came through. "It's an ice cream truck, sir." 

"I don't give a fuck what it is. Do not deviate from the plan. I will leave one unit 

behind to deal with the ice cream man, but only after Grecco leaves with the prize. 

Nothing changes." 

Loomis tumed the volume back down and swallowed. He looked to the docking 

bay doors. He passed over them with his eyes in numeric ascension. One, two, three, 

four. He looked back to three and shot his head over to the grey metal back door to the 

store. The knob on it twisted, and sunlight poured through the crack into the warehousing 

area. Loonnds scrambled and disappeared behind a pile of boxes, trembUng 

uncontrollably. 

* * * 

WiUiam, now back at the door, with Buck, Tally-Ho, and everyone else watching, 

tumed the knob and pushed it open. He closed his eyes and sucked in a breath before 

entering. 

The area was all concrete, sheet metal, and wire tmsses with crates and boxes of 

unopened merchandise stacked and lining the walls on wooden palettes. It was also weU 

lit with huge fluorescent lights flooding the warehousing area with a greenish tinted 

brightness. But there, in the middle of the room sat two oversized crates, at least eight 

feet in height. Grecco and the others entered the store behind William, and noticing the 
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crates right away, Grecco ordered the angry mechanic brothers to open them up and make 

sure they were the ones he wanted. 

WiUiam spotted the smaU yeUow forklift. His eyes went wide when he caught 

Tally-Ho pointing at it too. William did his best to sprint over to it. Tally-Ho yelled 

something and took off for it as well. It was a strange race in which William did not 

understand why Tally-Ho was a part. WiUiam simply didn't want any of them to know he 

already had the keys. He wanted to transfer them from his pocket to the ignition without 

being detected. WiUiam figured that Tally-Ho just wanted the credit of bringing it to 

Grecco's attention first, and therefore wobbled toward the forklift, round as a Weeble. 

William reached the forklift first. He went around to the other side and stabbed his hand 

in his pocket. Bringing out the key, he sUd his hand inside the cab and slipped the key 

into the ignition; all this before Tally-Ho even laid a hand on it. 

"Looks like we may need this," WiUiam said, a Uttle hurriedly and out of breath. 

Grecco looked over at him with a confused look. Just then, Tally-Ho's finger 

wagged in front of WiUiam's face. The man's belly pressed against WiUiam's 

midsection. Tally-Ho panted, red-faced and livid. 

"I saw first!" Tally-Ho pushed out. 

"I'm sorry," WiUiam offered, leaning away from him. 

"Bad boy!" Tally-Ho said, before storming away. 

The angry mechanic brothers struggled to get up to the top ofthe crate and loosen 

it to check its contents. Someone had triple nailed the top ofthe crate closed. They told 

this to Grecco, who, displeased and feeling the element of surprise which left them by the 
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moment, ordered the brothers to pry open a side of one ofthe crates. One ofthe angry 

mechanic brothers found a crow bar and began to go to work on the side panel. 

"Not too much, you idiots. Just enough to—," Grecco stopped short. 

A flood of a thousand cow knuckles poured out from the side of a crate. A tidal 

wave of bones knocked both angry mechanic brothers off their feet. They were swept 

away, buried in a sea of knuckles. 

"Sonuvabitch!" Grecco screamed. "You, you, you! You, you! You, holy, you! 

You ta, you, oh, you chi, die! You, holy yek. You fucks!" 

Grecco began hopping around in littie circles in a crazed tantmm. He was 

uncontrollable. He could see his plan turning sour. Tally-Ho was off in a comer pounding 

a box with his tiny fists and gmnting. William stood on the step-side ofthe forklift. His 

eyes went wide, and his mouth hung open the same. Soon the angry mechanic brothers 

emerged from beneath the torrent of cow knuckles. Buck crossed his arms and laughed at 

the whole scene. 

* * * 

Loomis poked his head carefully from his hiding place when he heard the first 

words. He witnessed two old men, one Asian, and one not, sprinting toward the 

Randolph's fork Uft like children to the Tih-A-Whiri at a traveling carnival. He saw the 

older one move around to the other side of it. Loomis had a clear shot of him taking a set 

of keys from his pocket and inserting them into the forkUft. 
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Hmm, he thought. How did you get your crusty hands on my forklift keys, you 

spry old devil? This is truly a mystery. 

He had never seen the man, or any of the men for that matter, and he was quite 

positive they had no business inside the back ofthe store. He looked down to his belt and 

noticed that since he had not clocked in that day, he did not pick up his walkie-taUcie. All 

he had was the baby monitor. It lay on the floor next to him. Luckily he'd turned the 

volume down when he saw the back door open, because again, tiny voices began 

emanating from it. They were too low for the intmders to hear. 

Loomis heard a loud crashing, then a series of successive clumps. He didn't need 

to look to know what had just occurred. The same thing had happened him only the day 

before. And to keep it from happening again, he even triple nailed the top ofthe crate 

closed. The knuckles were loose again. Incoherent screaming began. The old man on the 

fork lift seemed befuddled. The fat Asian man relentiessly struck at cardboard boxes in 

the far corner, angry, spouting foreign expletives in a furious cavalcade of ineffectual 

rage. 

Loomis grew fearful ofthe chaotic scene. These men were up to no good, but 

without his walkie-talkie, how could he get to P.V. and sound a red alert? 

H < H i * 

"They're inside," an agent said through Tibideaux's walkie-talkie. 

"Everyone? The two in the truck and all the rest?" Tibideaux asked back. 

"Repeat. They're inside." 
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"Okie-dokie, shouldn't be long now," Tibideaux said. "The informant has the 

keys to the fork lift. I want two men to enter the store through the front and hang by the 

doors to the warehousing area. I want them to act as surveiUance and mn interference to 

any employee that decides to enter the back of the house. Do it now." 

Two men in suits and sunglasses got out of a white Chevrolet Caprice a few rows 

over. These were the agents Tibideaux ordered inside the store. They proceeded through 

the increasingly crowded parking lot toward the west entrance. 

* * * 

Cyan Lang saw the men coming. He had been watching them from behind a coin 

operated merry-go-round for about an hour. He opened communication to the control 

booth. 

"You up there, boss?" he asked. 

There was some static, then an answer. 

"I'm here, Lang. What you got?" It was Vemon. 

"Got two of 'em. They're headed toward me. Looks like they mean to come in." 

A pause. 

"Should I?" Lang said, a grin creeping up on his face. 

"Should you what, Lang?" Vemon said back. 

"Stop them. I'd like to stop them, boss. Can I?" 

"You sure these are the same guys from before?" 
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"Can't tell, they're wearing suits. They're gonna pass me in a couple seconds, so 

if you want me to—" 

"Stop 'em Lang," Vernon said, then cringed. 

Cyan Lang waited a couple of seconds, a smile on his face. The two men in suits 

saw him, and faked smiles back. Lang shot out a muscled arm, clothes lining the men, 

sending them backwards to the sidewalk. 

"Stay down, punk bitches!" he said. 

Vemon was already halfway down the stairs to the store floor. He second-guessed 

himself the minute he gave the order. 

"You have them? You have them, Lang?" he said into his walkie-talkie, dodging 

shoppers and their carts from aU sides. "Lang?" 

There was silence. No contact. He stepped up his gait to a slow jog toward the 

security guard's last known position. 

Outside, a crowd had formed. Vemon pushed through to find Lang on the ground 

with his hands outstretched. Six men with guns drawn encircled the fallen man. All 

screamed orders over each other. None were intelligible. 

"Hey, hey, hey!" Vemon yelled. "This is my guy. I'm chief of security. What the 

hell is going on here?" 

It took a while for any ofthe men to acknowledge him. One, in a grey suit and hat 

lowered his gun and approached Vemon. 

"You chief of security?" 

"That's what I damn well said, now get your guns off my man here," he said. 

"Who the heU are you guys? What's going on here?" 
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"I'm afraid that's classified, sir," the man in the grey suit said. 

"Classified? Listen, just let my security guard up off the ground, wiU you?" 

"This man is under arrest." 

"For?" Vernon's pulse quickened. 

"Assaulting a federal agent." 

"So that's what you guys are? Spooks? I think we're aU entitied to know what's 

going on here. What's your name? I can know that, can't I?" 

"My name is Agent Edward Tibideaux ofthe Federal Bureau of Investigations. I 

do believe that jurisdiction supercedes yours, Mr.?" 

"Vernon Marchbanks, chief of day security. C'mon guys. Let him up, huh?" 

Vemon motioned to Lang who stiU gritted his teeth on the ground. "You're causing a 

scene here. It's dismpting the customers, you see that? Let's go up to the security booth 

and talk this out." 

"Mr. Marchbanks, your offer is greatly appreciated, I assure you, but we are here 

on a very time sensitive assignment of which we are not under any obligation or intention 

to discuss with you or your security team. I suggest that you and your 'team' retum to 

your booth, and watch the cameras for kids steaUng Bubble-Yum." 

Vemon had enough. He bmshed past the other agents, still with guns drawn and 

helped Lang to his feet. He was furious, and no longer entertaining the emotion of fear 

toward them. Vemon didn't like to be pushed around in his own store, but one thing was 

for sure, security guards were security guards, feds were feds, and never the tween shall 

meet. When Lang was on his feet, he helped him back into the store. But not without a 

parting shot. 
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"We've got a heU of a surveillance man upstairs. A lot of cameras and a whole lot 

of videotape too. Hope you boys have eyes in the sky yourselves. Hope you do whatever 

the hell it is that you're doing in my store by the book. If not, I might have pictures to 

prove otherwise." 

The officer in the grey suit only mock smiled, nodded, and waved at Vemon as he 

and Lang disappeared inside. 

* * * 

In the back of the store, most of the group found a way to calm themselves. 

Grecco had the angry mechanic brothers find a hammer and nails to board the side of the 

crate back on, tighter this time. Tally-Ho mmmaged around the back, opening boxes and 

checking their contents away from the pack. He found a box of goldfish crackers, which 

he opened and proceeded to eat. Grecco told William to cover the doors to the store to 

make sure no one attempted to come into the warehousing area. Buck, the brothers, and 

Grecco waded into the spilled pile, tossing knuckles back into the crate, one by 

painstaking one. 

William stood close to the white double-doors that led to4he store floor. On each 

door was a smaU, smudgy window in which he could view incoming Randolph's 

employees. To his right, a staircase stretched up to a brightly lit hallway on the second 

floor. Behind him, Grecco continued his cursing and his threatening. He screamed at 

Tally-Ho in decidedly unkind terms to stop eating crackers and start looking for a snow 
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shovel in which to make their job more manageable. William chuckled inside considering 

both their immediate location and season. 

* * * 

Two of the faceless agents foUowed Vemon and Lang into the store. They kept 

their distance while still staying close enough to project an uncomfortable sense of 

menace. Both security guards knew the men were behind them, matching their steps 

toward the double doors to the staircase leading to the security booth. Of primary 

importance, at least to Vernon, was keeping the customers in a seamlessly compUant and 

consistent shopping state. He had no idea why federal agents were so interested in his 

store, but somewhere in the back of his mind, he stmggled with the impulse to clear the 

place entirely. If correct in his fear that something sinister was indeed afoot, Vemon 

would be chastised and perhaps fired by the younger Loomis upon his return. If incorrect, 

sending out an alarm and clearing the many aisles of customer and employee alike with 

nothing of note following, well, then Vemon would quite possibly receive the very same 

fate. 

Suddenly, the footsteps behind them quickened. Vemon caught a gUmpse ofthe 

agents coming closer in his peripheral. Vernon picked up his pace. So did Lang, but it 

wasn't enough. Only a few yards from the double doors, the agents overtook them, 

passing quickly by and dauntingly bmshing shoulders. They swung around and 

robotically blocked Vemon and Lang from going through the doors. 

"Hey!" Vemon blurted out. 
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The muscles on Cyan Lang's arms tensed up, veins bulged and pulsed. His teeth 

clenched. He shot out his hand and grabbed one ofthe agent's lapels. The fabric twisted 

in his fist. Vernon reacted by resting a hand on Lang's forearm. 

"Don't do it. Cyan. Don't. We can't win." 

Lang looked at him with furiously bloodshot eyes. It took a moment for them to 

soften and relax. The red in them dissipated. He let go ofthe agent's coat and took a step 

back, breathing slowly. Vemon tried to reason with the agents, however he didn't have 

much confidence in a positive outcome. 

"Listen, guys, we need to get through." 

The agents did not answer, only stared back through impenetrable sunglasses. 

"The security booth's up there for god sakes!" 

Still no response. Vemon motioned to Lang. They tumed and began walking 

away from the agents guarding the door. Passing the footwear department, unpaired shoes 

strewn haphazardly about the aisles, Vernon tumed to him. 

"We gotta find out what's going on." 

A comer of Lang's mouth raised. He nodded while Vemon opened 

communication to Peepers upstairs at the terminal. 

* * * 

WiUiam couldn't believe it. While covertly peeking through the small door 

window, he saw two men, dressed much as Tibideaux had been, block a couple of 

Randolph's security guards from coming inside and thus preventing the crew's untimely 
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discovery. Never would he have imagined a premier branch of United States law 

enforcement actually aid a weU-known Mafioso in the theft of items holding controlled 

substances within them. Just then, he heard someone staggering down the stair case to his 

right. That was it, he thought, game over. Certainly they would be noticed, the security 

guards notified, and the local poUce called. He could only hope the F.B.I, could keep it 

together long enough for Grecco and company to get on the highway with the crates. He 

couldn't bare to look to the stairs. 

The person on the stairs reached the bottom and shuffled past William without 

saying a word, like a man easing himself awake from a long nap. The man's shoes 

continued to shuffle away. Finally William turned to witness the man yawn and scratch 

his scalp through a messed tuft of blonde hair. Soon he stopped shuffling and raised his 

head. The man scanned the warehousing area. He saw Grecco, the angry mechanic 

brothers and Buck lobbing cow knuckles into giant crates, Tally-Ho sitting up on a tower 

of boxes kicking his legs out like a child and eating crackers by the handful. 

The man looked back at Buck, paused deep in thought for a moment, then pointed 

at him. Buck pointed back and smiled. 

"Hey, man! I know you!" Buck exploded. 

"Yeah, dude!" the man said. 

"From—" 

"The bar." 

"Last night," Buck said. 

"Yeah," they both said in unison. 

Buck dropped the cow knuckle in his hand. Grecco and the others froze, confused. 
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"Hey, by the way, how did things tum out with that hottie last night?" Buck 

asked. • 

The man shot back a sly grin, raised eyebrows and two thumbs up. 

"Kick ass, man," Buck laughed. 

"So what are you doing here, bro?" the man asked. 

Buck threw his arms into the air and then waved them at the crates trying to flnd 

the right words for almost a full minute. 

"Um...Just, you know, trucking," Buck said. 

"Right, right. Tmcking things," the man said smiling. "Mostiy away right?" 

"Absolutely man," Buck said. He pointed at the crates. "These, away, man. Out of 

here." 

"Hey, you gotta do what you gotta do, right?" 

"That's what I keep saying, you know?" Buck said. 

"Right, right." 

"The fuck is this?" Grecco chimed in. "We got work to do." 

"Well, man, it was crazy seeing you here. It really was. What are the chances, you 

know?" Buck said. 

"I know it. Life is totaUy crazy," the man said. 

Grecco huffed and continued throwing the last of the cow knuckles into the crate. 

"Gotta get cracking, my man. Gotta get these crates on the tmck and get on the 

road." 

The man nodded and gave another thumbs up to Buck. 
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"Well, take care, buddy. Feel free to use that forklift if you want. The keys should 

be in it," he said. 

William shook his head and chuckled. 

"Will do, man," Buck said, waving. 

"By the way, did you guys see a tall, lanky weirdo looking guy wandering around 

anywhere back here?" the man asked. "I'm supposed to be looking for him." 

"Hey!" It was Grecco. "No we didn't. Why don't you go and look for him 

somewheres else, will you please?" 

The man with big hair shuffled off. 

"William," Grecco called. "Pick the bay door and open it up." 

The locksmith came to find the lock on bay three already negotiated. He worked 

to lift the door with old muscles. He heard Grecco ordering the angry mechanic brothers 

to seal the top of the refilled crate. Buck ran over to help lift the bay door, and Grecco 

crawled into the forklift, starting it and throwing it into gear. 

"Let's go," Grecco said. "We got made. Even if he don't care, he'U still teU 

somebody about this. Gotta be quick with the loading." 

* * * 

Loomis took a deep breath and looked through a vent in the air duct high above 

the store floor. He ooched his way inside the ventilation system when none ofthe robbers 

were looking by climbing up a tower of beer cases. Fingers trembled against the thin 
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metal of the duct. Fifty feet separated he from the cold floor below. The suspended duct 

system reacted poorly to his shimmying movements. 

Loomis narrowed his focus to the floor. There, standing in the middle of a main 

walkway, next to the footwear section, were P.V. and Lang. He tried to call down to 

them. Somehow he had to alert them. Over and over he yelled out their names, telling 

them to look up. The docile music playing over the store speakers covered his voice. 

That's when he saw the cloudy black ball in which housed one ofthe many security 

cameras. 

Loomis said a hackneyed Hail Mary, squinted his eyes, and took a deep breath 

before commencing to pound the side wall of the air duct. The pliant metal tunnel 

shuddered and crackled as again and again he stmck the sides. He rolled back and forth 

as a msh of cold air flushed the tunnel, mffling his shirt and vest over his face. He had to 

break out ofthe air duct, somehow hang on for dear Ufe, and quickly get the attention of 

Peepers up in the security booth. Having not thought out his escape into the air ducts 

before hand, it was his only chance. 

Suddenly he heard a snap and something gave way. 

"Peeps." 

"Yeah, P.V.?" 

"Did you get any of that on the security cameras?" 

"Yeah, is Lang okay? What's going on down there?" 
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"I don't know, but we're going to find out. We're gonna need your eyes and the 

cameras to do it." 

"Sure thing. What do you want me to do?" 

"Make sure there's fresh tape in all the recorders. Keep your sights trained on the 

suits. Something big is going on. They won't let us through the doors to the booth, so 

check back there too. Send Street if you can." 

"He's gone." 

"Where?" 

"He woke up from a nap and went looking for Loomis?" 

"We still don't know where Loomis—" 

"Holy shit!" 

"Peeps?" 

"Loomis, P.V., I found him." 

"Where is he?" 

"He's hanging from camera six. He's right above you." 

Vemon and Lang looked up. Loomis was, in fact, flailing fifty feet above them, 

his arms wrapped tightly around the security camera housing. He screamed out. 

Frightened customers dodged falling metal from the air ducts and scrambled chaoticaUy 

away from the scene. Some merely looked up and gasped at the man, wondering how 

ever he could have gotten himself so far up there. 

"It's the PetStop people! They're trying to steal my cow knuckles!" Loomis 

screamed. 
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Vemon and Lang ran across the aisle, ripping clothing from the racks and tossing 

it on the floor. He told Lang to commandeer a couple of carts and get all the pillows and 

featherbed Uners from the bedding department. Lang fought for a few seconds with a 

geriatric woman who refused to let go of her cart. Vemon continued to throw clothing 

onto the walkway. Lang retumed only seconds later with the first load of pillows and 

bedding. Three loads later and most ofthe relevant bedding department was empty. A 

behemoth of a soft pile heaped before two security guards and beneath another whose 

grip ceased to cling dearly as it did only moments before. A large crowd encircled the 

heap on the walkway. The agents who blocked the double doors had moved into the 

crowd, and ceased with their cover. They stared up at Loomis, who hung limp and feeble 

from above. They chattered into their own walkie-talkies and glanced back at the double 

doors every so often. 

"Your going to have to drop, Loomis," Vernon said. "This is just about the best 

we can do for you." 

"It's too small," came from above. 

"Might look small from up there, but the whole bedding department is down here 

to break your fall. It's like feathers. Ten feet high of clothes and feathers. You'U be fine." 

Vemon looked hesitantiy at Lang when he said it. 

"Just drop, you crazy bastard!" A small boy in tight camouflage pants and a 

blonde mullet yelled from the crowd. 

"Got to do it eventually, Loomis. You can't hold on up there forever," Vemon 

said. 

"Okay," Loomis retumed. "I'm going to do it, but first, can I read you my will?" 
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"What?" Vemon said. 

The crowd booed. 

"My wUl. I want to read it." 

"You have it with you?" 

"I always have it with me. For times like this." 

"Just drop, Loomis, or I'm going to put aU this stuff back on the shelves," Vemon 

said. 

Loomis shut his eyes. His hands clammy and sUpping aU the time, gave way. He 

dropped, all hands and wild arms swirling, screamed all the way down, and splashed into 

an explosive puff of feathers and fabric. The crowd awed and roused into a salutary 

frenzy, clapping and whistUng. Without missing a beat, Loomis darted to his feet and 

grabbed Vemon by the shoulders. 

"Didn't you hear me, P.V.? PetStop! PetStop! They've sent their street tuffs to 

steal our cow knuckles. And guess what, the F.B.I, is behind the whole thing! I heard it 

through my baby monitor! They won't let us win, P.V. They won't let us win! And you 

know what else, I bet PetStop kitty-kitties don't like to get wet now do they? Well, I'm 

about to rain aU over their parade!" Loomis screamed and sprinted away, leaving Vemon 

and Lang to decipher what had just taken place. 

* * * 
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Tibideaux wiped sweat from his eyebrows. The white Caprice in which he sat 

baked beneath the midday sun. He shifted in his seat and tapped on the armrest. He 

checked his watch. 

"Have they loaded the crates onto the tmck yet, for god sakes?" he said into the 

walkie-talkie. 

"No," scratched back. "Can we turn off our cars, we're mnning out of gas back 

here?" 

Tibideaux roUed his eyes. 

"Fine. Whatever. What the hell is going on back there?" 

"Having trouble loading the crates, I guess." 

"WeU, no shit, Kojak," Tibideaux said. 

He tumed to the silent agent sitting in the drivers seat next to him. 

"I swear I never seen thieves so stupid," he said, watching a Merced County 

squad car roll slowly around the parking lot. "This is taking too long. Two more minutes 

and we're going in." 

Loomis swept down the walkway flashing and weaving in and out of shopping 

cart traffic. One of the agents who watched him fall from the ceiling took off after him. 

The other took his place back at the double doors. He peeked through one of the small 

windows and saw two men on top ofthe crate naiUng the top back on. The old man and 

the blonde one in the Hawaiian shirt stood over by the docking bay door, the tmck ready 
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to receive the crates. Grecco, behind the wheel ofthe smaU yeUow forklift, had 

considerable trouble positioning the fork property beneath the first crate. 

Skidding around a corner, Loomis finaUy got a visual on the object of his feverish 

dash. He attempted to slow himself by digging his heels into the floor. This attempt, of 

course, proved exceptionally unsuccessful. He skided forward uncontrollably across the 

nightly polished floor. The agent, following too close, did the same. Both barreled toward 

a fire alarm on the wall in front of them. Loomis reached out his arm. The agent leapt and 

tackled him to the floor before he could trip the alarm. On the shiny floor, the two fought 

to untangle themselves from each other and stand. Loomis stood first. He shot his hand 

out, and clamped the fire alarm. 

"Don't do it," the agent screamed, drawing his firearm. "Wait. What are you 

trying to do?" 

"I won't let PetStop steal my knuckles. Their ridiculous prices have haunted me 

and my Jonesy for years!" Loomis said. 

"What?" The agent lowered the gun. 

"Jonesy's my sweet puppy dog. But my question to you, Mr. F.B.I, man, is this: 

Who's gonna look out for the Uttie guy, huh? Who's gonna bring back pet care value to 

the common customer; the common Joe, like me...like you?" 

"Why is your hand on the fire alarm, sir?" the agent tried. Then he brought the 

waUde-talkie to his mouth and pressed the button. "Tibideaux, I got a crazy security 

guard in here. He's threatening to pull the fire alarm." 

"Look up," Tibideaux responded. "Are there sprinklers in the ceiling?" 

The agent looked up and spotted them dotting the store from above. 
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"Yes," he said. 

"Don't let him turn those sprinklers on with that alarm, agent!" Tibideaux 

screamed. 

The agent standing before Loomis had a confused look on his face. 

"You see," Loomis said. "Seventy-five percent ofthe protein in our bodies is 

something called collagen. It's a connective tissue, like glue. It bonds us together on a 

cellular level. CoUagen is in every bone in the animal kingdom, buddy." 

"So what? Are you totally nuts?" the agent asked. 

"He could min our evidence if he pulls that switch, agent. City water mns through 

those sprinklers. There's tons of fluoride in it," Tibideaux called out. "It could eat away 

the Stanozolol levels in those cow knuckles. Stop him." 

"He's right," Loomis continued. "Fluoride attacks tissue. Even bone. If I can't 

have those cow knuckles, then no one will!" 

With that, Loomis pulled the fire alarm. The overhead lights dimmed all across 

the Randolph Food & Dmg Superstore. A piercing siren wailed from low to high. An 

incredible and forceful whoosh mshed through the pipes. The sprinklers sputtered before 

exploding into mist, then poured down a clean and consistent rainfaU. The field agent, 

stiU befuddled and standing increasingly soaked before him, the store's population 

screaming and mnning wildly to the exits, water matting down Loomis' hair, with his 

hand stiU on the tripped alarm; it aU made Uttle sense. The agent didn't know what to say. 

"How did you know all that stuff?" the agent asked over the msh of water, gun at 

his side dripping to the slick fioor. 

"Medical journals mostly," Loomis yelled back. "I have a subscription." 
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Outside, Tibideaux ogled at waves of wet people bursting from the exits. Two red 

bells affixed high on the outside walls began to ring. He and the agent in the car with him 

broke out of the car and stmggled past the fleeing customers and employees to get inside. 

"I have to arrest you," the agent said to Loomis. 

"Okay," Loomis said. 

"You really screwed something big up today." 

"He does that a lot," a voice came from behind them. It was Vernon and Lang, 

both just as soaked as the rest. Lang shook his head, water beading and rolling down his 

bald head. "But you're not going to arrest him. Not today." 

"The heU do you think you are?" the agent said to Vemon. 

"Well, okay," Vernon said. "But you're at least going to give him a mnning start." 

"I am an agent with the Federal Bureau of—" 

"Oh, why don't you just shut the fuck up, huh?" Vemon said. "Lang? I believe 

there's something you've been wanting to get off your fist for a while, yeah?" 

"Yes, sir." Lang walked over to the agent and towered over him. "His face." 

The agent raised the gun, but Lang knocked it out of his hand and then unleashed 

a haymaker at the man's face, sending sunglasses broken and airbome, the agent sliding 

on his back down one of the slippery aisles. Vemon went to Loomis. 

"Get out of here, Loomis. That was it. That was the last one I'm going to help you 

with. I wouldn't ever come back to this store if I were you. Won't be safe for a long 

time," Vemon said, shaking Loomis' hand. "Now go. If you hurry, you can still slip past 

them with the crowds. Leave the vest and go." 
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With that, Loomis nodded and ran off into the store chaos. Vemon and Lang 

made their way back to the double doors, up the stairs and back to the security booth, 

their shoes squishing and squirting water with each step. Street and Peepers were there. 

"There you guys are," Peepers said. "Guess what, I can see perfectiy out of all the 

cameras now. We should have tripped that fire alarm a long time ago. Where is Loomis 

going? Who was the guy with the gun? Who are those people in the back with the truck?" 

Vemon and Lang sat at the table with Ronny Wall Street. 

"Just give us a minute to dry out. Peeps. Just give us a minute." 

* * * 

In the back, when the sprinklers burst open, William and Buck leapt quickly onto 

the flatbed of the tmck to avoid the spray. Tally-Ho, Grecco, and the angry mechanic 

brothers were not so lucky. Neither were the crates of cow knuckles. While the top of the 

crate was just about closed, it was not, however, water-proof, and when the sprinklers 

opened up, the brothers leapt down from the crate and ran for cover, frightened and 

screaming that they did not know how to swim. TaUy-Ho dropped his box of crackers and 

began to cry atop his lofty tower of boxes. Soon the brim of his derby flUed with water. It 

overflowed and created a strange sort of personal waterfall that mixed with his salty tears. 

William looked to "Lucky" Morton Grecco in the forklift. He was a defeated 

Centurion retuming in shame from a losing battlefront. His crimson velvet jumpsuit was 

waterlogged and sopping wet, bleeding red dye mnning down his chest hairs. He did not 

196 



curse. He did not react as William thought he would, with feral gesticulations of anger 

and fmstration. Now with the blades ofthe forklift wet, getting a good hold on the crates 

would be all the more difficult. And no matter the reason for the alarm's activation, 

WiUiam knew, just as Grecco did, that every possible local authority had automatically 

been alerted with the fire alarm. WiUiam could see all of Grecco's hope for a successful 

job fade like the moming smog over Corpus Christi. 

Suddenly, WiUiam and Buck saw a convoy of sleek black vehicles screech to a 

stop just in front of the tmck on which they stood. From them emerged blue jacketed men 

with guns drawn. One after the other they either went through the metal back door or 

jumped through the open docking bay. Four agents tackled Buck and he to the floor of 

the flatbed trailer. They were quickly cuffed and read their rights. The same happened to 

the angry mechanic brothers who seemed not so much angry anymore, but almost 

grateful to the agents for bringing them out from the water and into the back of a dry car. 

Tally-Ho cried even harder when he saw the F.B.I, climbing up to him. He kicked out his 

stubby legs at them and hopped up and down on his buttocks. But, Grecco, he was the 

most interesting of apprehensions that day. 

William saw Edward Tibideaux burst through the double doors into the 

warehousing area. He stood in front of the forklift with the water raining down on him. 

His grey suit was completely saturated and clinging to his body. The brim of his fedora 

hung flaccid, but the man's eyes never bUnked. He did not draw his gun, but just stood, 

making his resilient presence known to the man he had chased for so many years. Grecco 

simply stared back. William could make out no discemable emotion on his face. Whether 
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he was so mad he was calm, or so insane he was sobered, WiUiam did not begin to 

predict. 

For minutes the men stared at each other, Tibideaux standing and Grecco behind 

the grate ofthe small forklift. It was Grecco who broke the silence. 

"Guess I know what happens next," he said over the sprinkler noise. 

Tibideaux nodded. 

"I didn't do anything. The fuck could you charge me with?" 

A smile crept up on Edward Tibideaux's face. 

"I don't know," he said. "I suppose we'U think of something." 

* * * 

Two months later, a key cutter could be heard in William Munich's back yard 

office one aftemoon. He was making a set of keys for Hope down at Ruby's Diner. She 

wanted the locks changed on her house after a bad breakup with an overzealous 

boyfriend. Recently he'd plugged in a small radio so that he could Usten to music while 

he worked. He tuned it to the oldies station most days. He bought the radio at the local 

Randolph Food & Dmg Superstore in Corpus Christi. He bought the keys there too. They 

had triangular heads and rainbow stripes aU down the bow. He thought Hope would like 

the extra touch. Multi-colored shavings fell from the key cutter like confetti. 
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EPILOGUE 



A letter addressed to the cell of one "Lucky" Morton Grecco in CaUfomia's Pascadera 

Prison: 

Most Dear Mr. Morton Grecco, 

Well, I suppose that is that, what might have been. Funny how things tend to work 

themselves out. I too, Mr. Grecco, tried to gain vindication from Randolph Food & Drug 

Superstore. That meddling security team left me blind to many things, and yet they 

opened my eyes to others. 

What with the the abundant media coverage that I was most certainly due, and 

yet you received upon your capture, I would say that you have not only bested them, but 

me as weU, at least in scope of notoriety. I tried to beat them at their own game, but it did 

not come to pass. Interesting as it all is, you, almost successfully tried to beat the team, 

and you did so lose, that much is conflrmed by your recent incarceration. But remember 

this, as long as they are, so are we, and in that we must find solace. 

There wiU be other times to test them, and if only one in aU of those, we will win. 

I give you this in confidence, and I give you this as a true friend in the cause; Randolph's 

will fall, and all in good time. When and how I promise is not the stuff of men, but, as 

they say, the proof is most indeed, in the proverbial pudding. My intensions are true. I 

offer you the recurring dreams and hopes of an America absent the wrongs of Randolph's 

value driven iniquity. But, most of all, I offer you the promise of sweet revenge. 

Atrocities as this wiU not stand, and for a time, neither will we, but we wiU eventually 

prevail. Let this comfort you until we meet personally. Let it comfort you until that day 
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when Randolph's faUs beneath our own four hands; yours and mine. And with this, I say 

goodbye to you, Mr. Grecco, but not forever. It is only until we are free to liberate our 

noble devices. That day will be most assuredly cherished, and in so, will most assuredly 

come soon. 

Love and all things that ebb and flow, 

Felix Pferminn, 

A fellow casualty of a most unfortunate reality... 
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