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THE GARBAGE COLLECTOR
 

 
 

One
 

 
 

As soon as they hired me and told me the details of the case, I knew it was going to end badly. That was as plain as the cultured marble on the law firm’s walls.
 

“We want you to find someone,” Lawyer #1 said.
 

All three of them were lawyers, and partners, in one of the largest and most feared firms in Detroit. The firm’s name alone was said to instill fear, panic and quick settlements.
 

Lawyer #1 was an older bald guy with the giant skin folds at his forehead that appeared and disappeared with each new expression. I knew his name, but for safety’s sake I’ll just stick to numbers. Besides, numbers just seemed to fit these guys better.
 

“And not just anyone,” Lawyer #2 said. His voice was high-pitched and whiny. Probably a tax attorney.
 

By the way, I should probably introduce myself. Naturally I have a name, but I’ll spare you that as well. Again, that whole safety issue.
 

The important thing for this story is that these guys called me the Garbage Collector, behind my back of course. There were a lot of fancy private investigators on the law firm’s payroll. They used them for the white collar crimes, the paralegal overcharging hours, the rich client cheating the IRS, etc. When they needed a guy who could get the dirty work done for them, though, that’s when they called yours truly.
 

“He’s our partner,” Lawyer #3 said. He was a short, squat guy. The only one who wasn’t wearing a suit jacket. His silk shirt was straining against his chest muscles. I worried about a button popping off.
 

This is the point where I knew it was most likely going to end badly. Finding a wayward client is one thing. Going after a blood brother of these guys was going to be sticky business. Bloody business, most likely.
 

“He’s developed an unquenchable appetite for an African-Asian prostitute named Hanicka,” #1 said.
 

“Hanicka,” I noted, jotting it down on a notepad.
 

“And Colombian cocaine,” #2 said.
 

“The white stuff,” I said, adding that to the notepad as well.
 

“And a Floridian villa called Jamaican Bay,” #3 said.
 

“The Sunshine State,” I said, putting that down, too, then adding a little sun with a smiley face. I enjoyed taking notes.
 

“I admire the international flavor of his addictions,” I said, deciding not to bring up the fact that they had already done quite a bit of homework. Usually, some of that would be left to me. My warning signals had gone to Code Red. But honestly, I was already thinking about my fee and a plane ticket to the land of Ponce de Leon. Anything to get the hell out of Detroit. The Motor City was bad enough in decent weather. Now, in February, it had all the charm of a leper colony.
 

“In order to fund his new vocations,” # 1 said, “Our esteemed partner has come up with a clever financing plan.”
 

“He made off with a host of the firm’s confidential materials,” said #2. “Materials that he’s using for a variety of purposes, chief among them blackmail.”
 

#3 slapped a plane ticket and a check on the mahogany conference table.
 

“Find him and deliver him to the authorities,” he said. “We’ll make sure the proper officials are notified ahead of time,” he said.
 

“But first,” said #1, “Please carefully separate said materials from our lost brethren and quietly deliver those back to the law firm.”
 

I sneaked a peek at the check.
 

It was triple my usual fee.
 

“One more thing,” #1 said.
 

“We would be remiss if we didn’t include this addendum,” #2 concurred.
 

“Absconding is not our friend’s historical pattern,” #3 said. “How shall I put this? Let’s just say he knows how to stay put in a demilitarized zone.
 

Great, I thought. A vet.
 

“Iraq,” #1 said, reading my mind.
 

“Delta Force,” #2 said.
 

“Accomplished martial artist, as well,” #3 added.
 

I suddenly felt as if I’d been underpaid. When you work with lawyers like these guys, it’s not a question of if you’ll take one for the team, it’s only a matter of when.
 

•
 

The Florida air hit my face like the warm, wet kiss of Life itself. As I walked toward my rental car, relishing the feeling of the hot sun on my skin, I heard in my head the sound clip from a horror movie: “It’s alive!”
 

I happily threw my leather jacket in the back of the white Chevy Malibu, rolled the windows down and hit the smooth, pothole-free highway toward a wayward lawyer debauching himself in Paradise.
 

There were several addresses in my pocket, all covering an area roughly 100 square miles. They were locations Lawyer #4 had used various credit cards, traced by his partners back in Detroit.
 

There was also an anomaly. One mysterious phone call trace that had taken place some fifty miles from the credit card purchases.
 

The partners had told me they believed their ex was living in the general area of the credit card purchases and that the phone call was most likely made during some sort of trip.
 

Although I agreed with them verbally, I believed just the opposite. The credit card purchases were most likely done on purpose, an attempt to throw his pursuers off track. The phone call was the mistake.
 

So I slammed the credit card information into the Malibu’s glove compartment and headed off for the area of the phone call. It had been made from a place called The Seminole, a bar between Ft. Myers and Naples on the Gulf side of Florida, two hours north of Miami.
 

By the time I got to The Seminole, I was tired, thirsty and pretty sure no one was following me. I’m not paranoid, but like I said, this case was going to be nasty and it wouldn’t have surprised me if the lawyers back in Detroit had something up their sleeves beside matching Cartier watches.
 

Anyway, I landed at the Seminole and the first beer went down in about four or five gulps. The second one took about four or five minutes. The third one was still in my hand when I started thinking about why Lawyer #4 would have chosen The Seminole for the place to make a call. It was a hole-in-the-wall, non-tourist destination. Just a few locals, and judging by the amount of mowed grass stuck to their work boots and socks, most of them seemed to be employed in the landscaping business.
 

Had Lawyer #4 been here for a drink? Dinner? Had he been golfing all day? Sending out manila envelopes with blackmail materials inside? Swimming at the beach? And then he stopped in here on the way…where?
 

When I called the bartender over for Beer #4, I flashed my picture of Lawyer #4. I love symmetry.
 

He actually considered it.
 

“Doesn’t ring a bell,” he said. “Why you lookin’ for him?”
 

“His great aunt died and he’s the only heir. About fifty large coming his way if I can find him.” I had to lie. This guy looked like a Florida native. On the way over, I’d seen a bumper sticker on a white pickup truck that had read: “Happiness is a Northbound Yankee.”
 

“What’s your cut of that?” he said, his eyes full of jaded suspicion. Hadn’t anyone told these guys they’d lost the Civil War? I made a note to send Ken Burn’s documentary to this guy.
 

“Fifteen percent finder’s fee.”
 

“Nice work if you can get it,” he said as he popped the top on my best friend from Holland, Mr. Heineken. He walked away shaking his head.
 

Yeah, screw you too, buddy.
 

I moved away from the bar, found a small table and opened up the thin dossier my employers back in Motown had provided me.
 

It was a single sheet of paper with about five single-spaced paragraphs. Not really anything historical, like his military service record. Just stuff that would help me find him.
 

Lawyer #4 liked to sail. He liked to golf. He liked to play tennis. Occasionally he fished. He was a reader. He liked movies. Mostly smaller independent films, not Hollywood blockbusters.
 

Nowhere on the sheet of paper did it tell me why such an obviously accomplished man had fallen into drugs and disrepair, so far down the hole that he resorted to crime. There were usually only a handful of reasons for that descent, all variations of a theme. Frankly, I didn’t care. I just wanted to bag him without him bagging me.
 

I spent the next two weeks canvassing golf courses, sailing clubs, tennis clubs, marinas, and artsy movie theaters, usually ending up in the vicinity of The Seminole for dinner.
 

Oddly enough, the case broke wide open at a barbershop.
 

I went in, sat down in the chair and the old man started clipping. I looked down at the ground and saw my still jet black hair clips landing next to the unswept floor’s remains. My clips were an ink spot in a sea of white.
 

“Do you know how to cut hair that isn’t gray?” I said. A couple of the old men laughed and then I knew what I’d been doing wrong.
 

After the ten dollar hair cut, it would have cost me seven bucks if I was over 62, I went to an art supply store, got a white art pencil, took out my black-and-white photo of Lawyer #4 and used the white pencil to turn his fine head of hair into a dignified silver mane. Then I went back over the same rounds I’d been making for two weeks.
 

Two days later at the artsy movie theater, I got a hit.
 

“Oh, yeah. He sees just about every movie,” the young lady told me.
 

The next night, opening weekend for a film called “The Willow Weeps,” I set up my stakeout as far as humanly possible from the theater. After all, this guy had done a reasonably good job of hiding from his former partners. I didn’t want to spook him by being overeager.
 

Five minutes before eight o’clock, Lawyer #4 arrived. He had the hooker with him, which made me wonder if he’d leased her for a more long-term arrangement. I passed the time reading an AARP magazine I’d picked up somewhere.
 

97 minutes later, they came back out and I watched them get into a silver Cadillac. Following them wasn’t too difficult, despite the preponderance of shiny Cadillacs driven by gray-haired men.
 

They drove to a gated community, which was a problem. River Oaks. With a guard and a gate. Damn.
 

I watched them drive through the gate and I kept going. I pulled over to the shoulder of the road and hesitated for one brief second.
 

I put the hazards on, popped the trunk, threw the tire iron next to the back tire, climbed the fence and took off through the swampy grass next to the housing development. I could still see their taillights as they turned into the groups of homes and condos to the left of the gate. I prayed the community didn’t have super fancy security systems.
 

I made my way closer and watched the Caddy park in front of a small villa. I emerged from the grass near a play structure, for the grandkids no doubt, and strolled past the villa. I mentally recorded the number of the villa, then made my way back to the car. I threw the tire iron back in the trunk and went back to my hotel.
 

The next morning I was back. It took five cups of coffee and two deposits in the urine bottle before Lawyer #4 arrived for a late morning jog. He answered my prayers by leaving the compound and heading over to the running trails at the state park. I got out the necessary gear and waited for him to return to the entrance. Forty-five minutes later he did.
 

That’s when I shot him.
 

The gun was from my arsenal: a veterinarian’s rifle with a healthy dose of ketamine. Special K as the young kids at raves like to call it.
 

Lawyer #4 went down without a fight. Hey, they don’t call me the Garbage Collector for nothing.
 

I propped him in the passenger seat of my car and put an extra pair of sunglasses on him. Then I grabbed the subdivision i.d. tag from his fanny pack and drove through the gate directly to the villa. I put an arm around Lawyer #4 and brought him to the front door – he was quite a load. I unlocked it and went inside.
 

No one was home.
 

I set Mr. #4 on the couch, went out to the garage and brought some duct tape back inside. I trussed my quarry thoroughly and set about searching the villa.
 

It didn’t take long to find what I was looking for. It was in a room obviously used as a makeshift office. There was a computer and next to it and several boxes of documents bearing the name of my employer’s firm back in Detroit.
 

I went through the rest of the house very thoroughly. No other documents, no other computers. I detached the monitor from the main body of the computer and carried the hard drive out to the garage. I beat it into a few hundred little pieces with a rough framing hammer, then poured charcoal lighter on it, carried it in a metal garbage can to the back of the house by the grill and set it on fire.
 

Back in the living room, #4 was coming to. I carried the boxes of documents down and set them next to him.
 

Charbroiling the computer had made me thirsty so I got a Diet Coke from the fridge, went back to the living room and observed Lawyer #4.
 

Something had been bothering me, and now, watching my prize begin to stir, it started bugging me even more.
 

First of all, Lawyer #4 didn’t really look like a lawyer. Not that you can generalize. I’ve certainly seen them in all shapes and sizes. It’s just that before I became a p.i., I used to be a cop. And there’s just something about other guys who’ve either been cops or been in some kind of law enforcement position that sends your warning flags up.
 

Lawyer #4 was sending a few of my flags up. Way up.
 

His build, for starters. He was heavy. Not a giant guy, but big. And really solid. Not the kind of Brad Pitt Zone Diet kind of muscularity Hollywood favors. I’m talking big, hard muscles you get from years of training and/or fighting. Not necessarily working the Bowflex.
 

Two. His hands. Not a lot of scars, but several on each hand, across the knuckles. They were fighter’s hands. And I don’t mean fighter as in boxer. I mean fighter. On the streets or the back alleys.
 

Again, not a huge red flag, after all, a lawyer could have been a streetfighter from a tough neighborhood who made something better of himself.
 

Still, I had a feeling.
 

I went to the kitchen and got a serrated steak knife, then went back and cut off Lawyer #4’s shirt.
 

The tattoo wasn’t special ops. It was a prison tat.
 

This guy wasn’t a lawyer. And he hadn’t been Delta Force in Iraq as I’d been told by my employers.
 

This guy was a professional bodyguard.
 

And then it hit me. That initial feeling of things turning out badly had been more than that. It had been my instinct telling me I was being set up.
 

I went through the documents in the box. They were gibberish. Sheets and sheets of meaningless information.
 

They’d known all along.
 

And now I knew, too.
 

I had one shot to find her.
 

They would want to take her out of there as quickly and unobtrusively as possible.
 

I left the bodyguard trussed up, but with the knife close by so he could free himself. I ran out to the car, threw it in gear and rocketed out onto the highway, thinking they’d watched me watching the bodyguard, knew I was going to take him down while he was jogging. So they moved in, got her, and got out, leaving me to take the blame once what was left of her body washed up on shore somewhere, whatever the sharks decided not to eat. And they’re not known for being picky eaters.
 

I used my cell phone to call the marina. The only marina in the area if you had serious money.
 

I got the receptionist, named the law firm, and said I was a caterer needing to deliver a gourmet picnic basket for the law firm’s boating party.
 

She checked her records.
 

The firm had no boat at the marina.
 

I swung onto 41 South.
 

As I drove, I tried to put myself in the shoes of the cockroaches back in Detroit. They weren’t going to fly her out for the simple reason it’d be better to kill her down here. So if they were going to kill her here and dump her body someplace and they weren’t using a boat, they’d probably do it in one other place.
 

The Everglades.
 

I drove ninety miles an hour, approximately. I figured my odds weren’t that bad. According to my map, there was only one road to the Glades from here and I figured they had maybe a ten minute head start. But they wouldn’t want to speed and attraction attention.
 

I notched it up to a hundred, as fast as the piece of shit rental car would go. And I caught up to them ten miles from Everglades City. The touching off point for any forays into the swamp. As soon as I pulled up to the gray Buick, I knew it was them. Two bullet-headed thugs in suits in the front seat. The top of someone’s frizzy hair against the bottom of the back window. She was probably unconscious and bound. Slumped in the back seat.
 

I dropped back into traffic and followed them to a small, public marina. They parked in front of the public information area and one of the slabs of meat went into the little building.
 

The other one went around to the trunk of the car.
 

That’s when I shot him in the back of the neck with the tranquilizer gun. He took two steps and stumbled, luckily, on the side of the car not visible from the information shack. So when his partner came out, I shot him in the thigh. He took three steps and fell on the other side of the car.
 

I hurried out and saw the girl in the backseat. She was trussed up with nylon ties and a gag. Here eyes were open. She didn’t look scared.
 

I didn’t have much time. I loaded the two guys into the trunk of their car, undid the girl’s ties and walked her back to my car with my arm around her. I had no idea how many people were in the information building just how much they had seen. I backed out of the lot so my license plate wasn’t visible. It might buy me a little more time.
 

Back on 41, I turned right and headed toward Miami.
 

After a few minutes, she sat up a little straighter and looked at me.
 

“Who are you?” she said. Her voice was firm and low. A lawyer’s voice.
 

“A former employee of the same firm you worked for.”
 

“Are you going to kill me?”
 

“No.”
 

“Are you going to take me back to them?”
 

“That’s what I was hired to do,” I said.
 

“And?”
 

“And I don’t think I’ll be fulfilling my end of the bargain. I believe in lawyer’s terms it’s called misrepresentation.”
 

“Are you the Garbage Collector?” she said.
 

“I really hate that name. But yes.”
 

“Your reputation precedes you,” she said. She glanced back over her shoulder. No one was behind us.
 

After a beat, I said, “What do you have on them?”
 

She let out a long sigh. “Money laundering,” she said. “For the mob and a big collection of drug dealers.”
 

“Were you blackmailing them?”
 

She smiled, a tired exercise. “You don’t blackmail these guys.”
 

“So they tried to bring you in, you said no, then you had to get out. But they weren’t about to let you out.”
 

“No one gets out.”
 

“Why didn’t you go to the Feds?” I said.
 

“I did,” she said, an eyebrow raised. “They had an agent guarding me but he left for his jog and then they came and got me.”
 

“Oops,” I said.
 

“Now what,” she said as much to herself as to me.
 

I thought about it.
 

“I have a buddy who makes people disappear,” I said. “He’s in Arizona.”
 

“I don’t have much money,” she said.
 

“I’ve got some money from the law firm. I don’t think they’ll be asking for its return.”
 

She smiled just a little bit.
 

“Consider it your severance package,” I said.
 

She gave a slight nod and I turned the car around.
 

Pointed it toward Arizona.
 

THE END
 








 

Hanging Curve
 

 
 

Looking back, it really all began and ended with a photograph.
 

As I stood and looked down at the black and white image of my brother, I sensed the irony immediately. You see, even though I was two years younger, we had looked almost exactly alike. Our build. The way we spoke. Our mannerisms.
 

In fact, when we were growing up, people constantly got us mixed up with each other. Our friends and our teachers would call us by the other’s name. It was like we were twins. But there was one thing that was different between us, and it was dramatically different.
 

It was the way we thought.
 

People sometimes joked that the way to tell us apart was that I was the one with the brain. Now, looking at the crime scene photograph of my brother, the memory seemed to echo.
 

Because someone had blown my brother’s head off.
 

•
 

“I really appreciate this, Mike,” I said.
 

“Least I can do,” he said, and flopped my brother’s flimsy case file onto his battered metal desk. Detroit was down to nothing in terms of money for cops, and Mike Haverley’s corner of the world was a prime example. He looked at his shabby black desk chair, then back up at me.
 

“I’m thirsty,” he said.
 

We walked down to a cop bar a few blocks from the station house.
 

“To Joe,” he said and held his bottle of Heineken up toward mine. We clinked, and he drank half of his in one long pull. Mike and my brother had been good friends growing up, often partners in crime until Joe had left to play ball. Mike had stayed.
 

I looked up at the television toward the other end of the bar. The Tigers were playing the Brewers. Mike followed my gaze.
 

“He was something else, wasn’t he?” he said. Mike smiled at the memory, and I took in the lines in his face, how was one of his teeth was cracked.
 

“Effortless,” I said. Because I knew, without asking, that Mike was talking about my brother’s ability on the baseball field. Joe had been a star for East Detroit High School, had gotten a full-ride scholarship to a college in Ohio where he’d promptly been booted out a year later and wound up on the Tigers’ farm team. A year after that, he was playing in the pros.
 

Mike slid a document out from the inside of his tan and coffee-stained JCPenney sportcoat.
 

“Don’t read this now,” he said. “An ongoing investigation, a lot of press because of your brother’s…” He paused, looking for the right word.
 

“I understand,” I said. Even though a bar is a great place to have a discreet conversation, it’s not foolproof.
 

He drained the rest of his beer and I signaled the bartender for another, which she placed in front of Mike. My beer’s level was still visible above the label.
 

“Can I ask you a question Tommy?” he said.
 

I nodded, already knowing what was coming. The same question I’d been asked a million times as a kid, and later, after Joe was playing ball for the Tigers.
 

“It ever bother you?” Mike said. “How good he was?”
 

“No,” I said. “I loved to watch him play.” And it was the truth. Joe Locker was the single most natural athlete I’d ever seen in my life.
 

“Besides,” I said. “All of our coaches told me the same thing.”
 

“What’s that,” Mike said. He looked at me, a little surprised at my honesty.
 

“I think too much.”
 

•
 

A day later, Mike called and told me the investigation was over. They had the guy. About a year before my brother Joe’s murder, a homeless guy had been found in an abandoned lot south of the city with his head blown off. And according to the report, that wasn’t just an expression. Literally, the head was almost completely gone.
 

Just like Joe’s.
 

The coroner was able to dig double-aught buckshot out of the neck stump and guessed the shotgun was probably a 10 gauge, maybe even an antique 8 gauge, judging by the size of the shot.
 

After the first homeless guy was found, every month or two another one was found around the city, usually in the poor sections. Unfortunately for Detroit, the poor sections constituted most of the city. The victims were all similar in that they were drunks, drug users, homeless, or all three.
 

My brother was a drunk and a drug addict, but I had bought him an apartment years back so he was never homeless.
 

Not that it mattered.
 

The cops had done their work, and eventually with some tire tracks, a key eyewitness and an informant, they had followed the trail to a guy named Wayne DeVoss. An artist with a warehouse studio overrun with rats, crack pipes, some unusual paintings and a suitcase with nearly fifty grand in cash.
 

At first, the suitcase got all the attention, but eventually, it lost favor to the canvases. Which soon revealed the heavy impasto and thick textures weren’t oil or acrylic, but blood and brain tissue.
 

Maybe inspired by the urban legend of snuff films, Wayne DeVoss had been an artistic pioneer, opening up a whole new field of modern art.
 

Death paintings he called them.
 

•
 

The funny thing about being labeled as an athlete who thought too much was that even back then, it didn’t offend me. Because I knew they were right. My brother could play deep shortstop, backhand a high bouncer, whirl and throw with a fully unconscious grace a “frozen rope” to first base. I was the opposite. I would charge a ball, sacrifice my body to knock it down and then throw it with a clenched fist and gritted teeth, holding onto the ball too long so that it scorched dirt at the first basemen’s feet.
 

Thinking too much.
 

Not a good trait for an athlete.
 

So I turned to computers. While Joe was out every night, drinking, getting high, getting laid, I focused on the family computer. I studied it. Took it apart and put it back together again. I studied software, learned code and more importantly, what good code could do. Within six months I had hacked into our high school’s computer system. Another six months and I was browsing private files at the University of Michigan, General Motors and the Detroit Mayor’s office.
 

But I never told anyone.
 

Even back then, privacy was all I really wanted.
 

Privacy.
 

And time to think.
 

•
 

I didn’t attend any court appearances featuring Wayne DeVoss. The man meant nothing to me. Instead, I booked a room at a nondescript hotel in a suburb of Detroit and fell into a routine. Early in the morning, I would study deals, contracts and project files for my company. I had also added a bit of a venture capitalist arm to my original software business and the profits from those half-dozen deals had made me a very wealthy man.
 

In a way, my success had eerily counterweighted Joe’s fall from grace.
 

His rookie year for the Tigers would be his best. The big contract that followed at the end of that year opened up the gates to the Party Palace and kept them open until long after Joe, his booze, his drugs and his money were thoroughly exhausted.
 

It happened quickly. After that first season, the steady diet of booze and drugs began to eat away at his reflexes. The errors occurred with greater regularity. His batting average, always high because of his instinctive hitting style, began to drop. At first, a few digits every month. And then double digits. During his sophomore season with the Tigers, he started using heroin in addition to cocaine and alcohol. And then, in a colossal blunder, he started sleeping with, and introducing drugs to, the 18-year-old daughter of the team’s owner, a billionaire businessman and entrepreneur named Nicholas Kuchin. The girl wound up overdosing and nearly dying, the tabloids went nuts, and at the end of the season, Joe was history in Detroit.
 

•
 

According to the Homicide Team’s notes and photographs, obtained for me by a subcontractor of my company who was an expert at illegally accessing government computers, DeVoss’s setup for his death paintings was somewhat ingenious.
 

The subject was placed on a chair, in profile, in front of a large canvas on an easel.
 

Directly in front of the subject was an old-fashioned still camera. The huge kind used by old portrait photographers, where the camera operator ducked under a black velvet shroud.
 

What DeVoss had, though, was a double-barreled shotgun set up inside the contraption. A thin plate of mirrored glass prevented the models from seeing the working end of the double-barreled shotgun.
 

DeVoss would no doubt tell the subject to remain still, then blow their heads off, splattering the canvas in the process.
 

A one-take shot.
 

•
 

Despite my reputation as being somewhat cold, a rational man driven by logic, I felt the fury building inside me.
 

So I did what I’ve always done best.
 

I thought about it.
 

The crux of the problem was that for the police, the victims of DeVoss were pretty much the same. They were drunks, drug addicts, homeless people, or some combination of the three.
 

My brother fit perfectly into the victim profile DeVoss had followed.
 

The cops thought so.
 

And I did, too.
 

Or, at least, I had initially.
 

But then I thought about it. And thought some more.
 

Eventually, I reached a decision.
 

It came down to the blackballing. That was the thing that really set Joe back. It hadn’t just been his own torrid demise, as thorough and impressive as that had been. In addition to himself, he’d also practically brought down the entire organization. The owner’s daughter, Victoria Kuchin, wound up in drug rehab, having narrowly escaped death. Nicholas Kuchin, at the end of Joe’s sophomore season, had a massive brain aneurysm, some claimed brought on by the stress of his daughter’s problems. The team had their worst season in twenty years, and nearly everyone blamed Joe. It was hard enough trying to find a new team when you had botched your own season as a player. But when you’d practically brought down a franchise single-handedly, well, no one wanted you. Period.
 

That summer I bought Joe a first-class ticket to the West Coast, and after I had badgered him enough, he finally relented and came to see me. And to get out of Detroit.
 

I’ll never forget the look on his haggard face when we toured my headquarters, which at the time, was easily half the size it is now. But Joe was genuinely happy about his little brother’s success. And everyone at my place loved Joe, his easy humor, and graceful presence even apparent away from a baseball field. They didn’t see him as I did. To me, he was a drink and drug-addled shell of his former self. Even at half power, though, his personality and spirit were enough to win people over.
 

That night, over broiled lobster and a few bottles of white wine on the balcony of my flat overlooking the Pacific, he let me get a glimpse.
 

“I’m finished,” he said. “I let down the wrong people.”
 

It was maybe the third time in my life I’d heard him say something negative.
 

“Baseball is a huge community,” I said. “Even you couldn’t piss everyone off.”
 

He took a deep drink of his wine.
 

“No, not all of them,” he said. “Just the ones that matter.”
 

•
 

The more I thought about it, the more it came down to that suitcase of cash. My expertise had to do with computers. But that suitcase made me think. I went back to the police reports and read them front to back, back to front, and back again. I set the papers down and went to the wing chair in the corner of my hotel room, turned it toward the window and stared until the last of the sun began to fade behind the wall of brownish green suburban sprawl. When the truth hit me, it did so as it often does; like a fist to the belly accompanied by a streak of white-hot exquisite pain.
 

*
 

I was up early the next morning. The freeway was packed but I eventually made way to the hallowed ground known as Grosse Pointe. I swung my rental car onto Lakeshore Drive, and when I got to the Grosse Pointe Yacht Club, turned left and cruised north along Lakeshore Drive. I caught flashes of the lake in between the pine trees, circular drives and mansions with their security gates. When I came to one of the biggest homes on the strip, I immediately saw the mailbox, which was a miniature replica of the huge home. I drove by slowly and took in the monstrosity. I’d read that it was nearly forty thousand square feet, with fifteen bedrooms and twenty or so bathrooms. When I saw it, the only doubt I had about the numbers was that someone might have underestimated.
 

•
 

It took me the better part of two weeks, which included lengthy staring sessions at aerial photos of the mansion and its grounds. There had also been dozens of articles written about the construction of the home, including plenty of photos. I also hacked into the home’s security center and downloaded everything I would need.
 

My preparations included a dry run and an unsupervised, unauthorized tour of the place. When I went back for the last time, I brought my equipment with me. I utilized the blind spots in the security camera angles, keyed in the alarm code and made my way inside. The security personnel were stationed at specific posts, including the exterior gate, and a small building just off the main house where another guard monitored the security cameras.
 

I went to the study, where an interview in one of the local business magazines had been conducted. The interviewer had marveled at the design of the space, stating that it was more of an art gallery than an office. I had to agree. It was two stories and the upper floor had a handrail that extended out over the lower level. I found what I needed, pulled a chair over to where I wanted to sit. And then I waited.
 

•
 

She walked in with a cup of tea and a cell phone. The phone was pressed to her ear, and she sat down behind the desk, which was situated near the front of the room. It was a nightly ritual for her. In several magazine pieces, she had described her routine of logging into the company’s stock portfolio every evening and studying the day’s gains or losses. She said it gave her comfort. That it helped her sleep better.
 

•
 

“Don’t bother hitting the panic button,” I told her. She looked up at me, not exactly fear in her eyes, but annoyance. And recognition. The phone was on the top of her desk. I knew she had a Bluetooth earpiece but it wasn’t in. And I knew she wasn’t on speakerphone. The call button, wired into the surface of the desk, was now dead.
 

“I thought you were supposed to be the smart one,” she said. The funny thing about people like Victoria Kuchin was that when they had absolute power, they rarely had to hide anything. If they wanted to fuck you over, they just did. No obfuscation needed.
 

I reached over the desk, took her phone and slid it across the hardwood floor into a darkened corner.
 

“I came here to get my brother,” I said, and gestured to the canvas I had taken from the wall and leaned against the edge of her half-acre desk. She didn’t even glance down at it.
 

“Well, you don’t appear deranged,” she said. “So you must be on drugs now, too?”
 

“DeVoss had fifty grand in cash, Victoria,” I said. “There were seven victims, but only six canvases in his studio. Which meant he’d only sold one painting. And Joe wasn’t homeless like the others. The more I thought about it, the more convinced I was.”
 

“Convinced?” she said. A sneer on her face. “Of what? That your brother was a worthless asshole who ruined people’s lives? Because that’s what he was.”
 

I shook my head. “I know what you did, Victoria. The cops don’t, but I do.”
 

Her face was a smear of white against the dark wood behind her. “When I OD’d, it literally killed my father,” she said. “When I finally got clean, the first thing I found out was that the old man was dead. It took me ten years to put my life together. Your brother killed my father. He got what he had coming.”
 

I nodded.
 

“I figured that,” I said. “When I realized Joe wasn’t another one of DeVoss’s random victims.”
 

She looked at me, pure, raw hatred on her Botoxed, heavily scalpeled face.
 

“I just had to think about it,” I said. “And when I did, I realized that someone hadn’t bought that painting of Joe. Someone had commissioned it.”
 

Her expression didn’t change. I gestured at the few hundred pieces of art around the room. “Your reputation as a serious art collector is well-known, Victoria. I’m sure your artistic connections told you about the nutcase in Detroit making Jackson Pollack splatter paintings with a shotgun and some poor, homeless bastards. Ruining Joe’s career wasn’t enough for you, it never had been. You wanted him dead, and a piece of him hanging on your wall. Like a trophy, right?”
 

She laughed then. And on her face, the bleached and polished teeth stood out like a death mask.
 

It was the first time I’d ever hit a woman in my life. I threw the punch without a thought in my head. It was pure, unconscious, and the only time in my life I experienced what it must have felt like to Joe when he threw a baseball. It was a perfect strike, right on the point of her chin. She flew off the chair and slumped against the mahogany paneled wall. I went to the side of the desk, pulled the canvas aside and lifted the duffel bag I’d brought. I pulled out the rope and the camera and got to work.
 

•
 

I drove north along Jefferson, until I got to the first public beach access. I grabbed the canvas and a few items from the duffel bag. I walked down to the shoreline, found a small jumble of rocks and set the canvas on top. I squirted some lighter fluid on it and tossed a match into the middle. The canvas and wood stretcher were immediately engulfed in flames. I sat on a fallen log and watched the last bit of my brother go up in smoke. It took another few minutes for it all to burn down to nothing.
 

•
 

The suicide of Victoria Kuchin made the sports page of the Los Angeles Times. I skimmed the article when I grabbed a coffee from my favorite coffee bar on Main Street in Venice, a stone’s throw from my condo. It appeared that the heiress had never really gotten over her various addictions, and she’d been found in her study where she’d hung herself after shooting up with heroin. I left the article in the coffee shop and walked out into the California sunshine and smelled the damp, salty ocean air.
 

I walked a few blocks up the street until I came to the shop. It was a small operation, known for their exacting standards and high prices. I picked up my order, which was quite large, and went back to my place.
 

•
 

I ripped the brown paper from the framed photograph, and found the hanging wire on its back. I went over to the space I’d cleared on my wall, just to the left of the picture window looking out over the Pacific. I hung the framed photograph there. It looked good. It was a black-and-white shot, a bit abstract, but one could vaguely make out a form that looked somewhat human. The figure appeared to be hanging, almost twisting slightly.
 

I made sure the photo and its heavy frame were hung perfectly straight. Then I sat down, looked at the photograph, and looked back out at the water. This was my favorite place in the world. It was where I loved to sit and think, and where I would always remember my brother as he was when he was playing. Smooth, carefree, living life like a cleanly hit ball soaring into the blue sky, unaware and unconcerned with the completion of any predestined arc.
 








 

Scale of Justice
 

 
 

The two men knelt side by side, peering into the deep darkness before them. They could hear movement and an occasional splash. Like something big and dark was moving quietly in the liquid blackness.
 

They knelt on the remaining edge of a wooden floor. But the floor itself had been torn out, and only a small ledge was left. The vast space below them was the house’s basement, now filled with something that stank of rotting meat. Something that was alive.
 

Their hands were tied behind their backs and a man with a semi automatic stood behind them, the barrel of his gun suggesting the general direction of the back of their heads.
 

The men kneeling were much alike, and much different. They were both Hispanic, short and stocky. The commonality of their sharp noses, large foreheads, and elegant lips put a vague genetic connection on display.
 

But the man on the left had pimples on his face, wore baggy pants, skateboard shoes and an untucked, oversized black T-shirt.
 

The man on the right had dark hair, graying at the temples, a crisp white button down dress shirt, black dress pants, and black wing tips. There was also a black apron tied firmly in place.
 

Behind them, a figure emerged, flanked by lean men dressed in dark clothes, save for large diamond jewelry, the occasional white baseball cap and large amounts of cologne.
 

The younger of the two kneeling men started to turn his head, but the man standing behind him placed the muzzle of the semi automatic firmly against his cheek. He turned his head back toward the darkness ahead of them.
 

The large figure emerged from the dark, a good head taller than any of the other men in the room, and twice as wide. The planks of the floor creaked underneath his massive weight. He walked until he stood practically over the two men.
 

The older man lowered his head spoke in a soft voice. “Jesus and Mother Mary, please…”
 

The big man slapped the back of the old man’s head. “Shut up,” he said. He was slightly short of breath. The old man could smell him, his breath had the scent of old beans and rice.
 

“So who’s the motherfucking junkie and who’s the pussy ass thief?” the big man said, his voice high and soft.
 

He reached down and slapped the younger man. “Talk, bitch,” he said.
 

“I…I…” the younger man’s voice caught and he choked.
 

“I am the thief, sir,” the older man said. “I am the one you want, not him.”
 

“I already know you stole from me you old maricón,” the big man said. He seemed to consider the old man for a moment. “Do you know who I am?”
 

The older man hesitated.
 

“You are Diego Villanueva,” he finally said.
 

“Yes,” the big man said. “And do you know who Diego Villanueva is?”
 

“You are the leader of the Detroit Kings,” the old man said.
 

“Yes, old fuck, but why am I here?”
 

“Because you own the restaurant where I am employed,” the older man said, his voice soft and hesitant.
 

“That is fucking correct,” Diego Villanueva said. “So when you stole from the till, you were stealing directly from my pocket you wrinkled old piece of shit!” He reared back and booted the old man in the ribs. He fell to his chest on the ground and groaned.
 

“And you,” Villanueva said to the younger man. “You’re so fucked up on X and who knows what else, that you went begging to this old prune for money to buy your crap.” He kicked the younger man in the ribs. Harder than he had on the old man, and then he added a couple more shots to the ribs for good measure.
 

Villanueva turned to the men standing behind him in silence. “Feed these two pendejos to the alligators,” he said. “They work in the restaurant, right? They probably smell like food.”
 

He leaned down to the old man. “These gators love Mexican food, do you know what I’m saying? We fed them two informants last week, and they loved them. They haven’t had anything since. They’re really hungry.”
 

The old man got to his knees. “Please, sir. Please do not kill us. My son made a mistake, and I made a mistake trying to help him, but please do not kill us.”
 

“Fuck off, old man,” Villanueva said.
 

“Sir!” the young man finally spoke. “He did not steal from you, I did! He is lying to try to protect me. I stole from you. It was me. I deserve to die, not my father!”
 

“What is this, Telemundo?” Villanueva said. “I don’t care who’s lying and who’s telling the truth. If I kill you both, the problem is solved.”
 

He turned again to the men behind them. “Open up the alligator kitchen. Feed them the younger one first. As an appetizer.”
 

He stepped aside as the men tried to grab the younger man.
 

“Please, sir!” the old man said and struggled to his feet. “I beg you! I am only a chef, but I will give you everything I have for his life. Everything! Even my life! Kill me instead!”
 

Villanueva turned back to the old man. An odd look crossed his face, and the old man noticed.
 

“You are a chef?” Villanueva said.
 

The old man said, “Yes.”
 

Villanueva’s men had the younger man at the brink of the ripped out floor where everyone could hear the sound of large animals thrashing in the water below.
 

Villanueva turned to his men. “Is he any good? Is the food at the restaurant any good?”
 

“It is delicious, Diego,” one of the men said.
 

“Is it heavy? All fat and deep-fried?” Villanueva said.
 

“No, sir,” the old man said. “I make many things alfresco. Very lean, grilled meats, fresh vegetables. Very light, very delicious.”
 

Villanueva seemed to think this over.
 

He pointed to the younger man with his chin. “Beat that one within an inch of his life, and then keep him somewhere under you control.”
 

He turned to the old man.
 

“Bring this one with me.”
 
  


Two hours earlier
 

The man from Colombia was known as The Machete. His real name was Símon Rios. He was the son of one of Colombia’s most notorious drug runners and had taken over his father’s business by the time he was only twenty-five years old. He had earned his nickname by using it as his chosen method for advancing up the criminal corporate ladder.
 

The fact that his father had been blow to bits by an American unmanned spy drone at the very end of his twenty-fourth year, had also helped speed his fast and furious rise.
 

Now, he sat in the penthouse of The Hotel Deco in the heart of Detroit. He was here for various meetings with his many lieutenants. Men who oversaw the American retail outlets for his highly coveted product.
 

The day had been filled with appointments, mostly successful discussions that resulted in problems being solved and strategies developed for stubborn obstacles. The only sour note for The Machete was the amount of pleading and excuse-making that some of his lieutenants displayed. The American raised ones were the worst. Men in Colombia would rather die than beg like a pussy.
 

He sat back as his assistants brought in the last petitioner of the day. After this, The Machete planned to go to the casinos and spend lots of money, and find a big blonde American bombshell with huge tits that he could play with all night long.
 

Speaking of big tits, he thought, as the fat man was brought before him.
 

“Diego Villanueva,” The Machete said. “How are you?”
 

“I am good, jefe, very good,” the big man said, out of breath. His voice was high and rushed. “In fact, I am doing so well, that is why I wanted to talk to you while you were here.”
 

The Machete looked at the fat man, noticed the sheen of sweat on his forehead. Was it from nervousness? Or was it just the exertion of walking the twenty feet down the hall to him? Either way, it was pathetic.
 

He watched as Diego Villanueva lowered himself into the chair across from him.
 

The Machete nodded for Villanueva to begin.
 

“I’m very happy to report on the success of our mutual programs,” Villanueva said. “In fact, we’ve done so well that I am able to provide a significant bonus to my usual contributions for your administration.”
 

The Machete smiled inside. Whatever the fat man was going to ask for, it was going to be a big one. No one ever offered more than the usual tariff.
 

“With your blessing, I would like to hand over my organization to my very capable staff, and move into more of a consultancy role.” The big man took a quick breath before adding, “In Florida.”
 

The Machete steepled his fingers together. Acted like he was thinking about it. The fat man didn’t move, nor did The Machete’s men. Several long minutes passed in silence. At last, The Machete spoke.
 

“You claim your enterprise is running so well that you can give me a bonus, yet you also ask me to let you change the whole thing,” The Machete said. “That is a bad business principle. To change something that is working so well. If I do as you ask, maybe next year it won’t be doing well and I will lose money.”
 

“I would not let that happen,” Villanueva said. “I have a very good organization in place. It is like a machine, it runs very smoothly. As you can see from my bonus.” The fat man took out a thick brown envelope and handed it to The Machete who tossed it onto the table next to him.
 

The Machete contemplated Villanueva for another long minute before speaking. “I see, I see,” he said. “So you are not important to the organization? That you can just leave and it will run fine by itself? What do you do, just sit back and eat donuts?” he said. His men laughed softly behind Villanueva’s back. The fat man’s breath caught, and The Machete could see the anger held in check.
 

While the fat man struggled to answer his question, The Machete thought that maybe he should toss this fat pig out on his sow’s ear, maybe even have him beaten a little bit. Have someone rape his wife to remind him how ugly the world can be.
 

But it had been a long day and he was in a surprisingly good mood.
 

“How much do you weigh, big man?” The Machete said.
 

Villanueva’s face became a stone.
 

“Too much, jefe,” he said.
 

“No fucking kidding,” The Machete said. “Your sense of humor is as large as your belly. How much?”
 

Villanueva’s big body seemed to cave in on itself. He glanced over his shoulder at the silent men behind him, then turned back.
 

“Four hundred.”
 

“Ayeeyah!” The Machete shook his head in amazement. “You’re a cow! If I squeeze your titties, will butter come out?”
 

More laughter behind Villanueva’s back.
 

“I tell you what, Fat Ass,” The Machete said. “I will grant you your wish on one condition.”
 

“Just name it, jefe, and I will make it happen,” Villanueva said, his face grim.
 

“Artemio!” The Machete called out. “Bring me the scale from the bathroom!”
 

Villanueva stood, trying to keep his shoulders straight, but his head sunk lower.
 

The man called Artemio put the scale next to Villanueva’s feet.
 

“Stand on it,” The Machete said. “Let’s hope it doesn’t break.”
 

Villanueva stood on the scale.
 

Artemio bent down and looked at it.
 

“Four hundred and twenty-seven!” he said.
 

“Dios mío!” The Machete said. “Do your men drive you around in a livestock trailer?”
 

Villanueva stepped off the scale. He kept his eyes straight ahead, ignoring the laughter continuing behind him.
 

“I tell you what, Fatso. Come back in one month, and if you weigh…” The Machete stared at the ceiling for several moments. “…four hundred pounds or less, I will let you retire to Miami.”
 

The Machete could see the uncertainty in Villanueva’s eyes.
 

“Do you think you can keep the bacon out of your big mouth for that long?” The Machete said. “It’s only twenty-seven pounds. That should be easy for a man like you, with your iron self-control. Maybe instead of eating ten cheeseburgers, you’ll just eat nine.”
 

The Machete’s men laughed.
 

Villanueva said without any enthusiasm, “Thank you, jefe. I will do my best.”
 

“Good luck,” The Machete said, with a hearty dose of sarcasm. He knew with the kind of certainty one felt in the very foundation of one’s soul, that Villanueva would never be able to do it.
 

•••
 

Tomás Sariagmo gasped at the sight of Diego Villanueva’s Grosse Pointe mansion. He had never seen a house this big, except maybe on the cover of a magazine somewhere. But the beautiful slate roof was a work of art, and the long sloping grass ending at Lake St. Clair was like something from a movie. He half expected to see men and women dressed in ballroom clothes dancing across the lawn.
 

The driver slowed the long black Lincoln Town Car as he pulled into the circle driveway. They stopped in front of the house’s gigantic carved wooden doors.
 

“Get out,” Villanueva said.
 

Tomás followed the big man into the house, through the grand lobby with fancy tile floors and big thick woodwork throughout the rooms. Finally, they ended up in the kitchen.
 

It was the most beautiful kitchen Tomás had ever seen. The wood floor was a beautiful deep oak, the cabinets painted a dark green and everywhere was Carrara marble. The appliances were enormous Viking sculptures in stainless steel. A Sub-Zero refrigerator practically took up one whole wall. And freezers disguised as drawers were below the island.
 

Tomás took in the kitchen, but he could not stop thinking about his son, wondering where he was, and if he was okay. Tomás felt an anger inside at the wealth this house displayed. This bastard, head of Detroit’s most feared street gang, the Detroit Kings, lived in this giant house, and Tomás’s son was beaten for a few hundred dollars. It disgusted him. He had to find a way to get his son free.
 

As if reading his mind, Villanueva spoke.
 

“Here is my offer,” he said. “You will cook all of my meals for me, using only healthy ingredients so that I lose weight. If I don’t lose 27 pounds or more during the next month, I will kill your son in front of you and then I will kill you. Do you understand?”
 

Tomás felt weak at the knees. He wasn’t sure what to say or think. He could not go to the police, before the cops even understood what he was talking about, his son would be dead.
 

“Do you fucking understand me?” Villanueva bellowed.
 

“Yes, sir,” Tomás answered.
 

“You will live in the small room upstairs that you can get to through those stairs,” Villanueva said, pointing to a small doorway at the back of the kitchen.
 

“”Diego, who is this?” a woman’s voice called out. Tomás turned to see a stunningly beautiful woman enter the kitchen. She had on a brilliant orange dress that set off her brown eyes.
 

“Ah, Elissa, this is our new chef,” Villanueva said. He turned to Tomás. “What is your name?”
 

“My name is Tomás Sariagmo,” he said.
 

The woman barely glanced at him. “What’s the matter, Diego, you don’t like my cooking anymore?”
 

They both laughed and Tomás looked again at the spotless kitchen. He had a feeling it hadn’t seen much use.
 

“So what time is dinner?” she asked Diego. Villanueva turned and looked at Tomás.
 

Tomás heard himself answer.
 

“Seven o’clock?”
 

•••
 

When pink, bubbly blood began to froth from the kid’s nostrils, Enrique Parlall got scared. The kid was on his side, his eyes closed, his skin a whitish gray Enrique had never seen before. He was scared the kid was going to die and then he would be in big trouble, so he kicked the kid in the ribs.
 

Afterward, he realized that may not have been the right thing to do.
 

Because the kid didn’t wake up, in fact, the blood started coming out of his mouth in great phlegmy gobs of pink mixed with dark red.
 

Enrique picked his phone up and called Pablo. This would be really, really bad.
 

While Pablo’s phone was ringing, Enrique used his foot to turn the kid onto his back. The good news was, the bleeding had stopped.
 

The bad news, well, the bad news, he would have to tell Pablo.
 

When the voice on the other end of the line answered, Enrique spoke.
 

“I think this bitch is dead.”
 

•••
 

That first meal had been a resounding success. Tomás had taken several split breasts of chicken, smeared them with a rub of spices that included oregano, chili powder, cumin and garlic, then grilled them. He had also created a dish using whole grain rice instead of the more calorie-laden white rice, and served an enormous salad with fresh romaine hearts, tomatoes and onions.
 

It was an event that began to repeat itself over the next few days.
 

Diego Villanueva seemed very pleased. Over the course of the following week, Tomás, with the help of the other household servant, an older woman named Anna, had completely stocked the kitchen with healthy foods and ingredients. Tomás spent hours at the ship-sized island of marble in the kitchen, planning meals. Egg white omelets, whole grain pancakes, turkey sausages and fresh fruits for breakfast. He created beautiful salads, vegetarian dishes, hot peppers stuffed with spicy beans and rice, and enormous platters of grilled fish, chicken, lean beef, and even some pastured-fed buffalo steaks that Diego Villanueva had devoured with relish.
 

By the end of the first week, it was time for a weigh-in.
 

Villanueva summoned Tomás into the massive library. Books lined one wall, Mexican folk art another, and a third featured an assortment of Mexican weapons, including a pair of matched dueling pistols from the 1700s.
 

When Tomás entered the room, he instantly knew something was wrong.
 

“You fool!” Villanueva cried. “”I have only lost a pound!” That is not enough! And I have been going for walks with Elissa. It must be your food!”
 

Tomás trembled inside. He had carefully managed the big man’s portions, calculated the rough amount of fat and calories. If the big man had eaten only wheat he prepared, there was no way he could have gained weight.
 

“I should kill you motherfucking old man, I need to feed your son to those alligators now!”
 

“Please, I am sorry, sir, I will do a better job, but I do not see how if you had only eaten what I prepared…”
 

“Of course I have! That is the deal. I have only eaten your breakfasts, lunches, desserts and late night treats. That is all!”
 

“What late night treats, sir?” Tomás asked.
 

Just then, Elissa swept into the room. “Come Tomás, I will help you, I will look over your meal plans, and figure out what went wrong, come old man!”
 

She was like a colorful whirlwind as she whisked Tomás from the room. The last thing he heard was Diego Villanueva’s voice.
 

One more week or your son is dead!”
 

•••
 

“What have you been giving him?” Tomás asked her.
 

She laughed. She looked around the kitchen, at the array of fresh fruit, the vegetables in mid preparation, the papers on the marble island filled with notes for meals and recipes.
 

“You are a very good chef,” she said.
 

“Thank you, but you did not answer my question.”
 

“And I am a very good wife,” she said. She went to a cupboard, retrieved a large wine glass, and poured herself a healthy measure of white wine. Tomás looked at it. It was the Sauvignon Blanc he planned to pair with the macadamia crusted whitefish tonight.
 

“And a good wife knows what her husband needs,” she said. “And gives it to him.”
 

“But do you know about the arrangement?”
 

“Of course I do,” she said. “But he is a big man in his organization and gets very stressed. He needs it.”
 

“But people will die if he does not lose weight,” he said.
 

She looked at him, and something clicked in Tomás’s mind. The look in her eye, the smile that wasn’t real, and the shine of those deep brown eyes reflected a very intelligent, and very ambitious woman.
 

“A man in his line of work, Tomás. He cannot live forever.”
 

She smiled then, and swept from the room.
 

•••
 

It was the day of the second week’s weigh-in and Tomás had never felt so tired and stressed out in his life. He worried endlessly over his son, but he had no one to call. His wife had died years ago, and there was no one else.
 

So he had put his heart and soul into his cooking, creating dishes of maximum volume and flavor and a minimum of fat and calories. He had hidden the ingredients he feared Elissa was using to give to Diego (all chocolate and sugar and ice cream). But Tomás knew it wasn’t working, he knew Diego was not losing weight. Deep down, he knew that somehow, Elissa was sabotaging his efforts.
 

It was at the final stages of browning a veal cutlet when Anna entered the room. She and Tomás had become friends of a sort, and shared a mutual fear and hatred of Elissa.
 

“Tomás, I have to talk to you,” she whispered. “Outside.”
 

Tomás turned the heat down on the cutlet, checked the whole grain pasta that would go with it, and followed Anna to the outdoor kitchen and seating area.
 

“I heard Diego’s men talking. I’m sorry Tomás,” she said, her eyes brimming with tears. “But your son is dead. “
 

Tomás nearly buckled and fell to the ground.
 

“They said during the fight he punctured a lung and that he never recovered. They dumped his body and said the police found it this morning. They have probably identified the body.”
 

Tomás nodded, tears streaming down his wrinkled, leathery cheeks.
 

Anna patted him on the shoulder and went back inside.
 

•••
 

The next morning, Tomás brought a fruit platter to the weigh-in. This time it was being held in storage room just off the kitchen. Diego Villanueva stood on the giant scale used to weigh livestock that his men had bought in the Eastern Village. He had already broken every other scale in the house. This one had a leather harness that fit under Diego Villanueva’s arms, and a giant face at the top with an oversized needle.
 

After forcing his men to leave the room and locking the door, Villanueva had Tomás help him into the rig. Tomás watched as Diego adjusted the harness, and then lifted the lever that released the small platform beneath his feet. Tomás saw the needle rise above two hundred, then two fifty, then three hundred, then three fifty. He leaned closer as the scale needle went over four hundred. Four hundred ten, four hundred twenty…four hundred twenty-seven.
 

“Dios mio! “ Villanueva shouted. “I am the same!” He looked at Tomás with rage in his eyes and that was when Tomás calmly took the long knife from the fruit platter and thrust it into Diego Villanueva’s heart.
 

“For my son! “ he whispered. Villanueva’s feet thrashed, but he was held in place by the scale’s harness. Blood poured from the big man’s body and pooled on the scale’s platform. After several moments, Villanueva’s body went still.
 

Tomás took a butcher knife from the large pocket of his apron. He felt the cold fury of death inside and hacked at Villanueva’s neck until the head fell off.
 

Tomás stepped back checked the scale.
 

417.
 

He again lifted the butcher knife and hacked at the dead man’s shoulder until the left arm and part of the shoulder fell off.
 

410.
 

The other shoulder and arm went off.
 

403.
 

Tomás stepped back and looked at the big man, cut and hacked into a giant slab of butchered meat.
 

But he needed three pounds.
 

Tomás picked up the long sharp knife and cut into Villanueva’s chest. He made a large circular incision and pulled out a huge piece of meat, with blood and veins still attached. He threw it on the floor.
 

It was the big man’s heart.
 

Tomás looked back up at the scale.
 

400.
 

He wiped off his hands with a dish towel, then wiped off the handle of the knife and set it on the counter, just as the side door to the room opened.
 

Anna stepped inside. She looked at Tomás, then at Villanueva.
 

“Go,” she said and stepped away from the door. Tomás hurried past her and as he did so, she brought out the weapon she had been hiding behind her back.
 

Holding the machete by its handle with a rag, she wiped the long blade along Villanueva’s body, smearing it with his blood. Anna then set the weapon on the floor, in a pool of Villanueva’s blood.
 

She took one last look at the corpse of her former boss, then at the machete, and went to open the other door, prepared to tell Diego Villanueva’s men about the horrible man she had just seen, the man known as The Machete.
 

THE END
 








 

Take the Koi
 

 
 

I killed her in the Africa Room, not because she was black, but because there were already some dead animals on the walls. I figured they would keep her company.
 

She sent out a plea for help on her cell phone, per my request. They would come because I’d asked for their best, most expensive girl. Even mentioned that $800 for an hour of fucking was no problem at all. In fact, I might go longer than two hours, depending on well this chick could move her ass. That’s what I told them, but I had no intention of doing her, at least not in the sexual sense.
 

“I did what ya’ fuckin’ asked,” Nila said. “Now what? And who are you?” Her lips had a slight tremble to them, and I thought I could see the start of a tear in the corner of her eye. Either she knew what was coming, or she had sampled some of the product I knew I could find in her purse.
 

“My name is Theo,” I said. Not a lie. Theo Akerman. But my employers knew me simply as Taker. A bastardization of T. Aker. It was a good name because that’s what I did for a living. I took things. Objects. People. Payments. In this case, I was taking revenge. On behalf of a Grosse Pointe doctor whose daughter, now deceased, had been lured into drugs and prostitution by a slick pimp from Lansing named Ronnie Jay. Nila’s boss.
 

“I said, who the fuck are you?” she repeated.
 

“They call me the Taker,” I said. I put the muzzle of the silenced .22 Magnum to her forehead and pulled the trigger. I was hoping a little blood would splash onto the mouth of the wooden African mask directly over the bed to lend just a touch of realism to the scene. But it didn’t.
 

When I left my place in northern Michigan on Drummond Island and met my client in Grosse Pointe, I knew I would have to find the perfect place to trap Ronnie Jay. I had left Detroit and came to Lansing, then spent several days scouting the neighborhoods I figured would have what I needed.
 

Ultimately, I chose the Cozy Koi bed and breakfast for three reasons: it was in Ronnie Jay’s neighborhood, it was two separate buildings, and the whole place looked empty. After meeting the owner, and learning that a wedding party was going to be in the main house, she told me the second, smaller building would be completely empty. She said she could rent it to me, knowing that things would stay quiet.
 

I didn’t disagree with her.
 

Instead, I rented every room (each with its own theme! the owner gushed to me) in the second, smaller building.
 

Now, I looked down at the dead Nila sprawled across the bed’s tiger stripe comforter. I pushed her off the bed with my foot, so her body wouldn’t be visible from any of the windows.
 

I left the door to the Africa Room open, and moved to a rickety stairway leading to the second floor. I walked quickly up the stairs. There was an exterior door positioned just outside The Garden Room. I went there now, sliding my .22 inside my shoulder holster, and picking up the Mossberg Defender 500 shotgun.
 

I knew Nila’s driver would approach from the fire escape, not the front door. And I estimated the time it would have taken for Nila’s plea for help via her cell phone to reach Ronnie Jay and his boys.
 

I figured it would only take a few minutes for them to arrive. They would come to me, not the other way around, to do the killings at a place with which they had no connection.
 

It actually took less than three minutes. It was a reminder that Lansing is, after all, a small town.
 

Like any bodyguard, I knew he’d be big. And a quick look at the fire escape, old wood with a thin coat of white paint slapped on it, told me it would definitely make some noise underneath the footsteps of a three hundred pound man.
 

I’d unlocked the door for him to make it easy. When he crept in and quietly closed the door, I had already stepped into the hall. Thick carpeting helped me avoid making any noise. He turned to face me.
 

He started to drop his gun.
 

I didn’t hesitate and fired directly into his face. The double-aught spread took off most of his head. Chunks of brain landed in the Garden Room, beneath beautifully framed antique prints of Alaskan wildflowers. The narrow hallway reeked of cordite. The Koi was not feeling all that cozy at the moment.
 

I walked up to the big bodyguard, and fished through his pockets. I found a thick wad of hundred dollar bills which I relocated to my front pocket. A quick glance at his watch told me I didn’t have much time, and that I didn’t want to take that from him, either. Too big. Even though it was crusted in diamonds, it looked like a toy.
 

I hurried back downstairs and this time I ducked into the Asian Room. A Geisha looked down at me from the wall, and I relaxed with the help of a little Buddha on the small, lacquer painted dresser. There was even a faint scent of incense. I breathed deeply, trying not to think about the noise of the shotgun and how soon someone would make the call to the cops. But I knew Ronnie Jay was outside and that he probably wasn’t alone. One bodyguard wasn’t enough to qualify as a ‘posse.’
 

Having slipped into my imitation of an eternally patient Japanese mind, I wasn’t sure how long it was before a shadow passed over the wooden blinds, changing the light’s reflection off the gold fan hung on the wall. Ronnie Jay and most likely his cousin, Big D, had arrived.
 

I got up from the jade-colored bed and walked to the front door. The door was solid wood with a small prism of art glass instead of a peephole. From five feet away I saw through the glass the shape of a black Adam’s Apple. It was like I was a sniper, and the little peephole was my spotter buddy.
 

In one smooth motion I raised and fired the .22 dead center through the little diamond of beveled glass. I heard the soft thud of someone falling, and a clatter of metal. I opened the door, saw Ronnie Jay, his throat shredded and blood on his face, sprawled beneath the big COZY KOI yard sign.
 

Rest and relax.
 

I watched pink bubbles pop from what was left of his throat. His eyes were already glazing over.
 

“You turned out the wrong girl, Ronnie,” I said. “Are you really not smart enough to know that all your guns and homeboys are no match for a Grosse Pointe doctor with an unlimited bank account?”
 

More bubbles from his frayed throat. Out of the corner of my eye, I thought I saw a face in the window of the Koi’s main house.
 

I raised the gun and put another bullet directly into Ronnie’s forehead.
 

I went back inside, snatched the shotgun from the dining room table, and raced up to the Tropical Room. I caught the scent of coconut, then gently slid open the glass doors to the little tiki porch above the back door.
 

Big D was trying to look through the kitchen window next to the back door. I’m sure he was hoping to see Ronnie Jay standing over my body, emptying his clip into my chest.
 

I could read the confusion in his body. He heard shots, but he couldn’t see anything. And Ronnie had told him to cover the back, so he wasn’t about to go against order and race to the front.
 

Inspired by the Tropical Room, I whistled a little calypso tune. When Big D looked up, I fired the shotgun and turned him from Big D into lower case d.
 

I went back down the stairs, collected my guns, and wiped down any places I may have left a print.
 

Back in the dining room, I opened the guest book and signed it.
 

Had a great time at the Koi. Very restful.
 

-Ronnie Jay.
 








 

Just A Taste
 

 
 

Delta Airlines flight attendant Tate Forsythe left Detroit Metro airport just past midnight. The flight from Dallas had been uneventful, boring, and a slight smell of shit had permeated the aircraft. Tate suspected the old guy in 14B had crapped his pants.
 

Tate took I-94 to Southfield Road, then shot over on 696 to his little two-bedroom flat a block from downtown Ferndale. Once inside, he stood his rollerbag up against the side of the kitchen table and flipped on the lights.
 

A noise behind him startled Tate. He felt something stab him through the cheap polyester fabric of his Delta Airlines shirt. His body jerked uncontrollably as pain radiated through every muscle in his body.
 

He collapsed on the kitchen floor.
 

A figure loomed over him. A face enclosed in a black ski mask.
 

A cloth was pressed over his mouth and a burning chemical stench filled his nostrils.
 

•
 

When he swam out of unconsciousness, Tate Forsythe was tied to a metal desk chair and his mouth was clamped open. Already, his tongue felt horribly large and dry. His jaws ached.
 

The figure in the ski mask appeared before him again.
 

“Hello, Tate,” it said. The voice was female. Any hope of a practical joke put on his by his buddies at the gym was gone. The knowledge that a woman had Tasered him, strapped him to a chair and clamped his mouth open set off a raging panic inside his brain.
 

The woman held a picture in front of his face.
 

“Remember her?” she said.
 

Tate closed his eyes.
 

The panic began to convert to pure, pitch-black dread.
 

He remembered the girl in the picture, and he didn’t.
 

•
 

There had been a time before his divorce when Tate Forsythe was out of his mind. His marriage was falling apart. He was drinking. Snorting cocaine. Watching pornography. Fucking hookers and strippers, anything he could get his hands on.
 

Including unaccompanied minors.
 

As a senior flight attendant, he was able to assign himself the job of caring for underage children traveling by themselves. So he developed a system. He was a walking pharmacy, after all. He would give the girl he’d targeted a complimentary drink, laced with a little bit of Rohypnol, a little bit of sedative. He would watch her start to slump over halfway into the flight.
 

Then, he would help her to the bathroom, go inside with her, and explore.
 

After, he would help her back to her seat. Before landing, he would give her another drink, this one laced with an upper, speed, maybe even a little coke.
 

It was just a phase he had gone through. There hadn’t been that many. And he couldn’t really remember them all, what they looked like.
 

But when he looked at that picture, he knew.
 

•
 

“I want to explain something to you,” the woman said. “I’m wearing this mask because I don’t intend to kill you. As long as you’re honest with me. Nod if you understand.”
 

He nodded quickly and with great gusto.
 

“Okay,” she said. “Now, did you rape this girl?”
 

Tate shook his head wildly from side to side.
 

“Did you take this girl into the bathroom, pull down her sweatpants, and violate her with your mouth?” the woman said.
 

It was a secret, Tate thought. Buried deep within himself. Despite the circumstances, he couldn’t will himself to respond in either the negative or the positive.
 

“I want an answer, or the mask comes off and you die,” the woman said. “This is the last time I will ask you. Did you drug this girl and perform oral sex on her against her will?”
 

It came then, like the root of a long-dead tree finally yanked from its burrow.
 

Tate nodded.
 

He heard the woman sigh.
 

“And did you avoid fucking her because you figured she was a virgin and would bleed and know she had been assaulted?”
 

Tate hesitated, then nodded.
 

He heard the woman sigh.
 

She took off her mask.
 

•
 

“She died six months ago,” the woman said. “My sister left a long journal that detailed her fall into drugs, alcohol and depression. I could never figure out what happened to Bonnie. Until I read her journal. Seems she thought she was assaulted by a male flight attendant. That’s when she started using drugs. It was the beginning of the end.”
 

The woman stepped back, pushed a cart carrying bottles and containers up next to him. She lifted a yellow plastic can he recognized as antifreeze.
 

“So tonight I thought I would arrange a sort of Taste Test for you. Seeing as how you are such a connoisseur of flavor. Tell me, how do you find the bouquet on this one?”
 

His mouth was suddenly full and he tried to spit out the antifreeze, but some of it slid down his throat.
 

“Let’s use this to cleanse your palate.” Tate’s mouth filled again. The burning liquid bit into his tongue and the walls of his mouth began to shred. He felt chunks of flesh slide down his throat.
 

“Don’t care for the drain cleaner?” the woman said. “I thought it had overtones of licorice, raw sugar cane and elderberries.”
 

Tate’s head spun and he vomited. The acid went through his nose, unleashing the scorching agony in a whole new area.
 

“I saved the best for last, Mr. Forsythe,” the woman said. “This is a very rare vintage from Vineyard Amoco. It’s called Octane 87.”
 

Tate smelled the gasoline, felt it flood his mouth. It splashed over his face. He tried to scream, but the gasoline poured in. He held his breath until his lungs gave out. He sucked gasoline deep into his body.
 

“This is best served as a flambé.”
 

Tate heard the explosion, felt the pain envelop his entire being and then he couldn’t feel anything anymore. He also realized something else.
 

He couldn’t taste anything.
 

THE END
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