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Chapter One


 


                The big CH 47 Chinook helicopter set down in the
valley, the rear ramp already down. As the helicopter wheels settled, the
fifteen men in full battle gear ran down the ramp into the night. They took a
knee, and the Chinook leaned forward down the valley and roared airborne. Total
time from touchdown to take-off twenty eight seconds. The men knelt in the cool
night air, listening to the silence. On both sides of the valley, little more
than a wide ravine, steep mountains rose, the still snow covered peaks bright
against the sky. Above them more stars than any of them had ever seen, even the
most rural, filled the black sky. The men stood as one and moved quietly up the
valley toward the target compound. They struggled over four wide terraces
crawling on hands and knees until the small compound came into sight. One
hundred meters out the machine gun team set up an over watch position and the
assault team spread out observing the mud walls and buildings through the green
glow of Night Vision Devices. Seemingly quiet the Patrol Leader gave the
command and the Assault Team moved fluidly toward the target house, fully aware
of how they would look to the Afghani’s in their helmets and body armor and one
hundred pounds of gear. But they also knew the Afghani’s were not afraid of
them and their look. Fifty meters from the target an IED exploded, amputating
the point man’s leg, then the compound erupted in Rocket Propelled Grenades and
AK 47 rounds. The Assault Team returned accurate, intense fire using full
advantage of their night vision capabilities.  Two Rangers sprinted forward,
grabbed the point man by his tactical vest and drug him backwards to cover,
where the team medic went to work. The Patrol Leader got on the radio to
request air support and on the far left of the fight a young Ranger on his
first deployment opened fire on three Taliban trying to move behind the patrol.



 


His bare feet slid smoothly, gracefully, silently over
the wood floor.  The floor, once a deep, rich coffee shade, was polished pale
brown from decades of use, of hay bales drug, feed bags and work boots.  The
sweet scent of feed and animals long gone still hung in the air as he moved in
a long practiced, ritualized manner.  In one corner a one hundred twenty pound
leather punching bag rocked gently, the inertia slowing, the chain from the
rafters creaking against the wooden beam.  Four bokken, wooden training swords,
rested in hooks on the back wall and next to them a homemade pull-up bar was
bolted.


                The T-shirt clung to him, sweat damp even in the cool of
the old barn. His build was thick, athletic, tightly muscled, his movements
fluid, quick and powerful, as he completed a traditional Okinawan karate
kata.   Finished, he knelt, haunches on calves, the big toe his feet crossed
behind him, slowed his breathing and tried, for a few short moments to think of
nothing.


Thomas Cole entered his room, which was attached to the
old barn.  It was a long rectangular room, full sized kitchen and dining area,
leather couch, two well used recliners and a 40 inch flat screen.  A king sized
bed and dresser to the rear.   A large open room with no walls. He peeled off
his shirt as he went into the bathroom, big too, with an oversized tub and
shower, and a stacked washer and dryer. And his most favorite thing, plenty of
hot water.  As he passed the dining table he noticed a message on his cell:
Missed Call Karen, and the voicemail icon.


                He stood twenty minutes in the shower, the hot water
landing on his neck and shoulders, the muscles releasing.  Done, he dried off
and ran his fingers through his longish hair.  In the mirror he contemplated
the puckered red scar at his waist, the tissue thick and hard. On both legs
were half a dozen whitening scars, like a knife had been taken to him. He
padded naked to the dresser, pulled on sweat pants and a faded Margaritaville
T-shirt from Cozumel, opened a cold beer from the fridge and contemplated his
phone.


                He hit playback and put the phone on speaker, knowing
what was coming.   His sister’s voice: “Tommy, dinner tomorrow.  I know you
don’t have plans, you never have plans. The boys want to see their favorite
uncle. Six o’clock.  Bring beer.  See you then.”  A slight perceptible pause.
“Love you.”


                He finished his beer and had a second while he cooked
quesadillas for supper, onions and peppers sautéed in olive oil, using the
richer more flavorful chicken thighs instead of the healthier dry, dull
breasts.  There was one bottle of beer left, so he had it with dinner while not
really watching a cable news station.  As always he made twice as much food as
he needed so he’d have leftovers. He put the leftovers away and washed up his
few dishes: knife, cutting board, frying pan, plate, fork.


                TV off, he picked up a history of the 20th
Maine Division from the Civil War he was halfway through.  History intrigued
him, especially military history, most especially the American Civil War and
the Indian Wars.  He settled in, the room dark save for the single reading lamp
next to the recliner, found his place in the book from memory, and had read one
paragraph when he heard the familiar sound of car tires on the gravel drive. 
He closed the book and waited. There was a knock at the front door which led
out to a small porch and the drive.


                The knock was light, which led him to believe it was not
old Pete Johnson who owned the barn and the land and lived in the house eighty
yards through the trees up a slight incline.   Once 400 acres of farm what was
left was five acres of tangled woods, the old house, the barn and a leaning
garage amid the well kept, manicured development of two story homes and half
acre lots.  Some of the residents saw the old farmstead as a blight, an
aggravation, a drag on their property values, others as a sentimental reminder
of the past.  Pete Johnson didn’t give a shit either way; the selling of the
land afforded him four winter months in Florida and an eighteen foot fishing
boat he spent most summer days on.


                Again the knock, firmer, but still not Pete forceful. Tom
flipped on the porch light. There was no peephole or door window.  He opened
the door and in the harshness of the white porch lamp stood his past.


 


                He did not step back from the impact, but he might have.
She was taller than he remembered, in heels now, and more beautiful than he
remembered, mature now, striking, a stature and confidence that if he were
honest with himself he could’ve predicted.  She smiled at what he assumed was
the look on his face.


                “Hi Tom.”


                “Vickie?”  The tone of his voice, the question, widened
her smile.


                “Yes.  Vivian didn’t warn you?”  His brow furrowed at the
question. He shook his head.  His eyes when to her left hand, the large diamond
on the third finger. “I talked to her a couple of days ago.  She told me where
you lived.  I just assumed she would let you know.  I apologize if this is a
shock.”


Tom shook his head again trying to process the information.
He looked past her, at the small black SUV parked in the drive.  “You spoke to
my Mom?”


Vickie tilted her head and smiled up at him.  “Can I
come in, Tom?”


Tom pulled the door wide. “Of course. I’m sorry.  I’m
just a little….”


“Surprised?”


“Surprised doesn’t quite cut it.”


“I am sorry about that.  I should have realized.  You
look good, Tom.  I like the longer hair.”


He ran his hand through his hair, feeling shaggy.  “I
like yours shorter. Looks good.  Lighter, right?”  He motioned at her hand.  “I
had heard you remarried.”


She clasped her hands, fiddled with the ring.  “Almost
seven years now.  His name is Robert.  We have two girls, Ella five, and Jean
three.”


She took a phone from her silver leather purse, thumbed
the screen and held it up.  Two little girls grinned from the screen, blonde
like their mother, obviously sisters, obviously Vickie’s, but different too,
the father’s features stronger in the younger of the two.


“Beautiful.  They look just like you.”


“They’re a handful sometimes.”


She sat her purse on the table, pointed at his arm. 
“And you have another tat?  Let me see.”


She knew about the diamond Ranger tattoo at the top of
his left arm, a rendering of the World War Two Ranger insignia, and the martial
art tattoo on his left shoulder blade, both inked when she was in his life. He
pulled his short sleeve up. An ancient mountain capped his shoulder, a forest
of pine trees covered his bicep and tricep, a lone samurai knelt at the base. 
She stepped closer, studied the intricacies.  


“Perfect for you.”


“You are one of the few I haven’t had to explain it to,”
he said.


She stepped back.  “I’m sure Martin understood it.”


“He’s the only other one.”  Tom closed the door. Long
buried regret rose in him. How could he have let her get away? “Can I get you
something, Vickie?  Water? Tea?  Wine?  I just drank the last beer, in case
you’ve developed a taste for it.”


“No, I still never drink beer. I don’t understand how so
many people like the taste.  I would have a glass of wine, though.”


He pulled a bottle of pinot noir from the wine rack he
had built into the cabinets, opened and poured two glasses.  He had no urge for
wine, no urge for anything really, but poured himself one out of reflex and
manners.  He handed her a glass and she lifted it, tilted it slightly, offering
a toast.


“To the past.”


He touched her glass gently, the crystal ringing.  “The
ancient past.”


“Not so ancient,” Vickie said. She sipped her wine,
watched him sip his, look away from her.  He sat at the dining table and she
did the same across from him.   “This is very good wine.  I like it.”


They sat quietly for a minute.  He studied her face, the
well remembered shape and curve of her, the smile that could light up a room.


“So, you have two kids, and I have a tattoo. What brings
you here, Vickie? Why search me out now?”


She took another sip of wine, set the glass on the
table, swirled the wine up the sides of the glass, studying the movement. If
she was surprised or shaken by his abruptness she did not show. She had
expected it.  “I need a favor, Tom.  Or this is a business proposition,
whichever way is easiest for you to look at it.”


He sat back, drank wine, and waited.


She sighed, looked over his shoulder before speaking. 
“You remember my sister, Jennifer?”


Tom nodded.  “Jenny? Of course.”  Jenny was five years
younger than Vickie, which would make her about twenty-five.  Tom remembered
her as a kid, a teenager, taller than Vickie, heavier, not as popular.


Vicki took another drink of wine, did not look at him.
“Jennifer got out of the house quick.  Right after high school. I mean
graduation day. Really even before that, she was basically gone. Out all the
time. You know she and Mom never got along.  She waited tables, bounced between
roommates.  Boyfriends.  Usually the boyfriends were her roommates. She had no
plans, no dreams that I know of.  But we weren’t really close.  As I’m sure you
remember.”


Tom nodded in acknowledgement, waiting.  Vickie glanced
up at him, smiled sadly and continued. “She got pregnant. And they married.
Funny how some old moral standards hold.  You have a baby, you get married. She
had a little boy named Kole.” 


Tom glanced at her, raised an eyebrow.


 “Kole with a ‘K’,” Vickie said. “Her husband worked
construction, a laborer, then the economy went in the toilet, so mostly laid
around and drank. I didn’t know him well; I’m ashamed to say I didn’t want to. 
My attitude was if Jennifer’s happy, then I’m happy.


“But she wasn’t happy. He was controlling, then
abusive.  No one knew, but I guess sometimes you don’t see what you don’t want
to see.  Which brings me here, Tom.  Jennifer wants out. Finally. “


Vickie stood, paced. “She and her son are moving into my
house.  With my husband, my girls, and I’m afraid, Tom. My husband doesn’t want
her there, doesn’t want us dragged into her problems.  But she’s my sister, you
know? Her husband might get violent, might take it out on me, my family. So
you’re the only person I know who has any ability, any experience to help.”


“This sounds like a police matter, Vickie.”


“She has a restraining order.  Do you know how many
women a year are killed while they have a restraining order?”


“Killed?  You really think it’s that bad?”


“Jennifer does.  She says he’s becoming more violent. 
And he has some strange ideas, black helicopter, new world order stuff. White
supremacist ignorance.  He’s hanging out with like minded guys. Camouflage and
guns and drugs. Not a healthy mix.”


“Still, this sounds like something a professional should
handle.”


Vickie slid back into the chair opposite him. “Robert
and I are not poor, but people who do this charge a great deal.  And you were a
professional, Tom.”


“I was a soldier, Vickie. A Ranger. We kicked down doors
and took down targets.”


“I know some of the skills you have, Tom.  And I’m sure
there’s more I don’t.  Robert is a good man, but he is a real estate agent. 
You know violence, Tom. You have experience in it and are skilled at it. You
seem to enjoy it.”


He looked away from her gaze, suddenly embarrassed.


“I need your help, Tom, or I wouldn’t be here.  And we
can pay you.  Not a lot, but something for you time.”


Her light blue eyes were tearing.  He’d never seen
another person with eyes that shade, pale, fragile.  “Can I think about it?”


She brightened.  “Of course.  Please, think it over.”


Vickie stood, smoothed her skirt, gathered her purse. 
She was at the door before he realized she was leaving.


She turned at the door.  “When I heard you were hurt,
Tom, I bought a card, wrote a letter, a long letter, but… I just couldn’t send
it.  You know, with the circumstances.  But I thought of you every day.”


Then she was gone.  He emptied his wine in one swallow. 
The book no longer interested him.  He turned off the lights and sat in the
dark.  Later he lay sleepless in bed, thoughts and memories rose and pooled,
agitating his mind, causing his body to twist and turn, and when he did sleep
it was shallow, disrupted by dreams that woke him but could not be recalled,
dreams that lay stayed just out of reach, dreams he knew were of his past, of
Vickie, and of course, the war.











Chapter Two


 


                Karen stood at the stove stirring a large pot.  She was
built like their father, heavier, thicker in ankle and wrist, while Tom was
taller, leaner.  A fact that had always aggravated her.  Tom leaned on the
nearby counter sipping a beer he had brought.  He sniffed the air.


                “Beef stew.”


                Karen smiled.  “Did you bring more than one of those
beers?”


                Tom popped the top off another bottle with a palm tree
shaped opener Karen had stuck to her refrigerator with a magnet and set it near
her on the counter.          


                “I like it when you bring the beer, Tommy.  Always
something more upscale.”


                “I bought this just down the street.  You could stop in
and buy some yourself.”


                Karen took a drink.  “Not how the economy of this
household works, Tommy.”


                “Vickie stopped by to see my last night.”  Tom studied
her for a reaction.  Karen stirred the stew with one hand, drank her beer with
the other.  “You’re not surprised.”


                “I know she talked to Mom, know she wanted see you, know
she has a problem of some sort that she thought you could help her with.  What
did she want?”


                Tom ignored her question.  “She talked to Mom.  You know
she talked to Mom, and yet I know none of this.”


                “Mom has talked to Vickie all along, Tommy. Ever since
she moved back.  Every few weeks or so.  Vickie and I meet for drinks once in a
while, just to catch up, especially now that she has the girls.  Did you see a
picture?  Aren’t they dolls?”


                “Jesus, Karen.”


                Karen set her beer bottle down, her older sister face in
place.  “Vickie was part of our lives for years, Tommy.  We loved her and just
because it didn’t work out with you two doesn’t mean we just forget her.”


                “Fine Karen, but I never knew any of this.  My Mom and
sister sneaking around, talking with my ex-wife, meeting with her, having
drinks. Something strange there.”


                “Most of the time, Tommy, you weren’t around.   You were
in Georgia, or Iraq or Afghanistan or where ever.  And we didn’t tell you
because we know you and we know how you would react.  Listen to yourself.”


                Tom stared at the oak grain cabinets, not looking at his
sister. Down the hall he could hear the boys, ten and eight, constant noise and
motion.


                “It sounds like Vickie is in trouble, Tom. If I were in
trouble you would be the one I would turn to. Listen, Tommy, you may not be cut
out for an average life; wife, pets. 2.5 kids, house in the suburbs, but you
are excellent in a crisis, at facing emergencies and trouble.”


                Tom set his empty beer bottle on the table.  “I think
I’ll take a rain check on dinner, Sis.  You can keep the beer. Tell the boys
I’ll see them soon.”


                “Tommy, don’t….”   But he was out the kitchen door,
through the open garage door and into his truck.


 


                 Twenty years ago The County Line was a dive bar in the
middle of farmland, the clientele rural, not caring for aesthetics, just cold
beer and camaraderie.  Civilization had grown up to it, and the core clientele
was still regulars sprinkled with suburbanites dropping in to experience what
they considered a rougher side of life. But thankfully, it was still a dive bar
with cold beer, bar dice, and a blend of country music and hard rock on the now
digital jukebox.


                Tom was a regular, but the bartender did not
automatically pour him a beer because Tom’s choice varied with his mood.  He
sat and ordered a Stella from the pretty blonde behind the bar and was thankful
someone was playing some old country on the box; George Jones, Waylon, Johnny
Cash.


                The music had switched to AC/DC and Metallica and the bar
was Friday night crowded by the time Martin walked in. A black man he always
stood out in the bar’s predominately white middle class crowd. At 64 he looked
younger than he was and at 5 foot 8 inches tall he carried himself larger than
he was. Forty five years of martial arts training showed in his graceful,
focused movement.  There were empty barstools on each side of Tom, not
surprising as his mood was radiating.  Martin sat in one of the empty chairs
and motioned the bartender and she opened a cold bottle of his usual, Bud
Light.  She brought Martin’s and set another glass in front of Tom.


                “Thanks for the beer, Martin.”


                “Thomas, do you know what your Indian name in this bar
is?  Three Beers, because you never have more than three beers a night.  Now
you’re on what, five, six?”


                Tom pointed at the fresh glass of beer. “Native American
name, don’t be so impolitic. Six.  And I was thinking of having a shot of
tequila. Or three.”


                “Shit, Boy, did your dog die or something?”


                “So they called you to look after me.”


                Martin nodded at the pretty bartender.  “Janey called. 
Because you’re a regular and because you’ve stopped more trouble in here than
you’ll ever cause, and because she cares.”


                Tom leaned back in the stool.  “Vickie stopped by last
night.”


                “Vickie?  Your ex Vickie?  Broke your heart Vickie? Holy
shit, Son.”


                Tom nodded, smiled slightly, sadly.  “The same.  And my
mother and sister have been talking to her for years, since the split.  How
about you, did you know any of this?”


                Martin laughed. “It was never a secret that I wasn’t
Vickie’s favorite.  She always did blame me somewhat for you joining the Army.”


                Tom rocked forward on his elbows, cradled his beer glass
in two hands.  “Funny, they never blamed the shitbags who flew the planes into
the towers.  Plus if it were your fault I would’ve joined the Marines.”


                “Shit, you’re too smart and pretty for the Corps, Thomas.
So why did Vickie show up now? I doubt if she wants a blast from the past
reunion.”


                Tom drank some beer, contemplated ordering a shot of Don
Julio. “Her little sister, Jenny, is in some trouble.  Abusive husband she
wants to escape from.  Vickie made it sound bad.”


                “Shit. What are you supposed to do, scare the guy, beat
him down?”


                “Not really sure.  If it is as bad as Vickie says, then
whatever it takes to protect Jenny, I guess.”


                “You’re going to do it.”  A statement.


                “Hell, I don’t know.  I thought I’d at least talk to
Jenny.  It’s her problem, so I should hear her side.  And what she expects me
to do.”


                Martin motioned to Janey for two more beers.  “How’s
Vickie?”


                “Great.  Beautiful.  Remarried to a successful husband
with two little girls.”


                Martin lifted his refreshed beer.  “Life’s a bitch. 
Order yourself a shot of tequila there Three Beers and I’ll get you home.”











Chapter Three


 


                Tom woke when he heard the distinct sound of tires on the
gravel outside, but his brain did not fully arouse until the knocking on the
door, repeated until he rolled out of bed.  Dressed in a T-shirt and nylon
shorts known in the Regiment as ‘Ranger panties’, he opened the door to a
bright cool morning.  Dew shone on the grass, the cottonwood leaves turned
noisily in the slight breeze. His mother looked him up and down disapprovingly
and walked past him.


                “Coffee, please.  You look like you could use a Bloody
Mary.”


                “Good morning, Mom.”  Tom took the coffee and filter from
the cupboard, filled the pot with water, put it all together and hit brew. 
“Let me guess what the unexpected and early visit is about.”


                Vivian Cole draped her leather jacket over a chair back,
placed her hands on the back and leaned. She was tall and lean, her face
tanned, her collar length hair silver. She had the same green eyes as her son,
which were now sternly set.  “Karen told me about your little fit at her place
last night.”


                “It wasn’t a fit, Mom.  I just found out that my whole
family has been going around behind my back.”


                “It’s not nearly that dramatic, Thomas.  Vickie has been
a part of our lives for a long time.  All the time you two dated in high
school.  We loved her and still do. She was family.  When she came back after
your split seeing her was in a small way like having a part of you around.  You
have never realized how difficult it was for me while you were in the Army. And
then you were wounded…”


                Tom’s mind was dull, fuzzy, unrested, and alcohol worn. 
His body ached, dehydrated.  He poured a dollop of milk in his mother’s mug and
handed her the coffee.


                “I should have told you when you came home, but I know
how much the divorce hurt you.  It wasn’t so much keeping a secret as
protecting you.”


                Tom slumped in a kitchen chair, drank the strong black
coffee, imagining relief, finding none.  “I don’t need protecting, Mom.”


                “Maybe not,” Vivian said softly. “But there was nothing
malicious or hurtful intended, Tommy.”


                Tom looked up at his mother.  “Do you know why she wanted
to see me?”


                “Jenny is in some kind of trouble. Vickie’s her sister.” 
Vivian looked at him over the rim of her coffee mug. “You will help her, of course.”


                Tom didn’t have the strength to smile. He shook his head
slightly; his brain feeling like it was bouncing around the inside of his
skull.  “I’m not sure what she wants, or what I can do. I was just a soldier,
Mom.”


                “I know better than that, Tommy. Ten years you were am
Army Ranger. I read and researched. I learned as much as I could about your
life and what you were doing. And I know your personality.” His mother took a
seat opposite him. “You have somewhat of a hero’s complex Thomas.  You have the
need to protect those that can’t protect themselves. You’ve always been that
way, even when you were young. Remember when you were suspended from school for
fighting?”


                Tom nodded, his brain still floating freely, remembering
his junior year in high school when he was suspended for three days for
fighting two senior football players who were picking on a sophomore cross
country runner.  As he sat in the principal’s office, head down, awaiting his
fate, both his parents stood right in front of the principal and told him how
proud they were of him and if the circumstances occurred again he should do
whatever he needed to do to protect the kid being bullied. Not what the
principal expected or wanted to hear.


                “And when your father died it cemented your feelings”


                “Dad didn’t die, Mom. He was murdered.”


                “You think I don’t know that, Thomas?  You think I don’t
live with that knowledge every day? You think I will never forget that?”


                Head shake again. “Of course not.”


                His father had owned an auto body shop for thirty years.
Built it up into three shops around town.  When Tom was a senior in high school
some gang members came into the shop and told his father he would begin cutting
up stolen cars for parts for them. He took the revolver he kept in his desk out
and told them to get the hell out of his office.  Three nights later he was
shot down as he walked out the front door. Tom spent nights driving around the
shop, baseball bat on the front seat, not sure what or who he was looking for.
But looking. Two gang bangers, low level members, teen soldiers with no future,
were convicted of second degree murder and less than a year later Vivian Cole
sold the stores.


                “Tom, I was so happy when you left the Army. But I was
also worried. You were good at the Army, at being a Ranger. It was the first
thing in your life that pushed you, made you want to be the best. You had found
something to excel at, something you were proud of. You had a purpose in life,
Tommy. That’s rare.”


                “And now?” Tom asked.


                Vivian’s smile was tight, wan.  “Now I feel you’re
drifting, Thomas. You say you’re happy. Content. And maybe you are.” She
reached across the table, laid her hand on his. “But a mother wants more than
that for her children.”


                “And helping Vickie and Jenny out will give me something?”


                “Someone is in trouble, and they need you.  This is who
you are, Thomas, what you were born for. I believe that.”


                Tom looked over at his mother, at the concern in her
eyes.


                “I will talk to Jenny,” he said.


                Vivian pulled a scrap of paper from her purse, slid it
across to him. “Here is Vickie’s phone number.  I’ll drink one more cup of
coffee and have my morning cigarette on the porch while you shower, then we’ll
go to breakfast where maybe a full stomach and a spicy Bloody Mary will help
you rejoin the living.”











Chapter Four


 


The Marines fought all day, clearing buildings, slugging it out door
to door.  At night they pulled back, refitted, rearmed, and the Rangers went
in. Landing behind the so called lines, they swept buildings, blowing doors or
holes in walls, flowing through the heat and dust and noise, killing the enemy,
owning the night, the rules of engagement such that any adult male was the
enemy. The Company killed over fifty insurgents a night. Choppering back to
reload, sometimes going out twice a night, cleaning weapons and gear and
sleeping fitfully in the daylight, the tempo so great they only stayed thirty
days before rotating out.


 


                The house was larger than he expected.  Brick front, two
stories, three garage stalls, the driveway a slight uphill curve, pine trees on
each side, a large maple tree for shading the west facing stoop. In the fading
sunset light, Tom parked his truck to the far right, before the third garage
door, assuming the third stall would be the least used.  He pressed the
doorbell, but heard no sound.  He was about to try again when he sensed
movement on the other side of the door.  As light spilled from the opening door
Vickie smiled, relieved that he actually came.  Behind her the little girl from
her phone photo peeked out.


                “I’m glad you came,” she said as he entered.  “This is
Ella.”


                “Hi Ella. I’m Tom.” The little girl scooted behind her
mom, a soft “Hi” spoken into the back of Vickie’s leg.


                The furnishings were neat, tidy, organized, the colors
matched and accented, which did not surprise him.  She had kept the trailer
they lived in outside the back gate at Benning always looking nicer than it
should have.  Always nicer than any other in the dirt road park where plastic kid’s
toys sat in the weedy yards. The pictures and hangings on the walls were
sparse, tasteful, and personal.  The walls were a warm rose tone, the ceilings
high.  Vickie’s purse lay next to a vase of roses on a silver and glass table
in the entryway.


                “Come on in.” She led him down a short hall, past a
living room decorated in shades of green, into a kitchen of granite and steel. 
“Can I get you something to drink?  Soda? Water? Beer?”


                “Water is fine. I have to work later.”


                Vickie raised her eyebrows. 


                “I cover for some of the local paramedic services
sometimes. Nothing full time.” 


 She filled ice and water into a glass from a dispenser
in the refrigerator door and handed it to him. “I always thought you might do
something medical, something to help people. Or be a teacher, you were always
so good with kids.”


Tom sipped the water. “That was when I was younger,” he
said.


“And kinder,” Vickie said, not looking at him. “I’m
sorry, Tom, that was uncalled for. Jennifer and her son, Kole, are staying
downstairs.  I’ll let her know you’re here.”


He guessed the kitchen woodwork was cherry, the floor
slate.  There was a long dining table, also cherry, but lighter,
complimenting.    On the wall was a wedding photo.  Vickie in white lace dress
and veil, her hair longer like he remembered, a bouquet of roses and baby’s
breath in her hands,  the groom round faced and grinning, his tuxedo
traditional, his right hand touching her left, displaying her ring.


Out of the corner of his eye he saw Ella peeking around
the corner.  When he smiled at her she pulled back out of sight for a moment,
then slowly peeked again, one eye visible around the door frame.


“Looks like you’re making a friend,” Vickie said coming
back in the kitchen.  “Jennifer should be up soon.  Robert just got home a few
minutes ago.  He’s changing and he’ll be down.”


Tom motioned at the photo.  “You finally got the wedding
you always wanted.”


Vickie smiled at the photograph.  “It was nice.”


Behind her the man from the photo came in, hair thinner,
face and body rounder, the littlest girl cradled in one arm. Vickie turned at
the sound.


“Oh, a this is….”


The man extended his free hand.  “Robert Hanson.  Good
to meet you, Tom.”


Tom took his hand.  The grip was firm, the skin soft,
uncalloused.  “You too. You have a beautiful home.”


                “Thanks. We got a heckuva deal. It helps to be in the
business. I don’t suppose you’re in the market?”


                Tom shook his head. “I doubt I could meet the income
requirements.”


Vickie took the little girl from Robert. “This is Jean
Bean,” she said. “And Tom is somewhat of a minimalist. I don’t think home
ownership is his thing.”


Tom touched the girl’s soft, tiny hand.  “Hello Jean,
nice to meet you. And Vickie is right; the more possessions I have, the more
suffocated I start to feel. I don’t like clutter.”


Robert Hanson got himself a beer from the fridge. 
“Victoria has told me some things about you, badass Army hero and all, but I’m
not sure you’re really necessary here.  I think Victoria is just overreacting.”



Tom looked from little Jean to her mother, locking eyes
with Vickie.  “I don’t remember Vickie being one to overreact.”


“No doubt Jennifer’s husband is a real jerk.  But this
is a simple domestic dispute. An ugly divorce. It happens a hundred times a
day.  I don’t think we need to send in the commandos.”


Vickie bounced Jean on her hip.  “It doesn’t happen a
hundred times a day in our family, Robert. Jennifer’s scared.  I’m scared. 
Perry has got some crazy in him.  He might hurt Jennifer.  He might even hurt
Kole.”


Robert Hanson shrugged.  Tom said, “Why don’t I talk to
Jenny and we’ll go from there.”


On cue Jenny walked in.  Taller than Vickie, more
athletic, shoulder length brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. Tom remembered
her as a teenager, scattered, a little lost. Sad.  She smiled at Tom, but her
eyes stayed flat.


“Hey Tommy.  Long time.”


“Wow, Jenny.  I wouldn’t have recognized you.  You’ve
grown up.”


“Time will do that, I guess.”  She hugged him, held him
tight a moment. “So you’re here to save me.”


“I’m not sure why I’m here yet, Jenny.  Let’s talk and
we’ll see.”


“Yeah, not sure if I need saving. Or deserve saving.  Is
it okay if we go downstairs?” she asked Vickie.


Jenny led him down a carpeted stairway.  The basement
was nicely finished with grey Berber carpet for high traffic.  The furnishing,
couch, loveseat, and two tables were nice, but worn, probably had been on the
main floor upstairs until replaced and moved down.  There was a bedroom visible
through an open door, a bathroom with a shower to one side, and a smaller room
that had maybe been toy storage and a playroom, but now had a small bed in it
and on the bed was a boy of six or seven intent on a handheld video game.


“Kole,” Jenny called to him. “Come out here I want you
to meet someone.”


The boy slid off the bed and came out. His brown hair
was cut short and he had Jenny’s sad eyes.


“Kole, this is Tom, a friend of mine from a long time
ago.”


Tom shook the boy’s thin hand.  “Nice to meet you,
Kole.”


The boy nodded, but did not make eye contact.  


“Kole, take your homework upstairs while I talk to Tom a
bit.”


The boy took a backpack from the floor and headed up the
stairs, still working on the video game.


Jenny sat on the loveseat, her legs curled under her. 
Tom sat on the couch, set his half empty water glass on the table and waited.


“My life is seriously fucked up, Tommy,” Jenny said
after a moment.  “Perry didn’t seem like a bad guy. He was intense, you know,
kinda like you used to be.  That intensity made life interesting.  Or so I
thought. It was never relaxed, but it wasn’t always bad.  And I got Kole out of
it.”


“He hurts you.”


Jenny did not look at him.  “He’s slapped me a couple of
times. Thrown me against the wall. He likes to choke when he gets drunk. Even
during sex. And he has guns which he likes to threaten with.”


“He’s pointed guns at you?” Tom asked, his anger rising.
He took a deep breath and released it.


“Once. He held me down, put it to my head and pulled the
trigger.” Tears ran down her cheeks and she wiped at them with the back of her
hand.  “I remember the click, you know?”


Tom moved next to her on the loveseat, placed his hand
gently on her knee.


“I’m such a fool, Tommy.”


“You made a mistake, Jen.  We all make them.  Now that
you’re out are you still afraid of him?”


Jenny looked up at him.  Her eyes were blue like
Vickie’s, darker, deeper, pained.  “He’s gone off some edge, Tom. He’s changed.
You should see his eyes. Animal eyes, but not natural.  Wild. Drug crazed. 
He’s going to hurt someone. Maybe me.  Maybe Vickie. Maybe some stranger. 
Maybe even Kole, though he’d only do that if he thought he couldn’t have him. 
He wants to make Kole in his image.  He has crazy ideas about the world, about
the government. White supremacist shit. He talks about killing people, enemies,
people who’ve done him wrong. About a month ago he beat the crap out of a
younger guy at a party over some insult. I’ve worked in bars my whole life,
Tom, I’ve seen some things, but Perry beat that kid like I’ve never seen. He
would’ve killed him if they hadn’t pulled him off.  He’s fallen in with some
guys, they all think the same and sit around and talk about how persecuted they
are, how tough they are.  What they are are lazy drunks.  Crazy.  Bat shit
crazy with guns.”


“What do you want me to do, Jenny?  How can I help?”


Jenny’s mouth smiled, but still not the eyes. “You could
scare the shit out of the asshole; put the fear of God in him.”


Tom smiled at her. “Maybe I will.  Do you feel safe
here?”


“I don’t know.  Logically yes, I mean he wouldn’t come
here and hurt people.  But there’s no logic anymore. No reason to him.”


Tom sat back, drank his water.


“What are you going to do?” Jenny asked.


“I don’t know.  But I can’t have you feeling
threatened.  I can’t have Vickie’s family feeling threatened.”


“Victoria,” Jenny corrected.  Tom’s brow furrowed. 
“Haven’t you noticed?  She’s Victoria now.  He’s Robert.  I’m Jennifer.  I’m
surprised you’re not Thomas.”


“The only time Vickie ever called me Thomas was in the
divorce petition.”


 


Tom was making a tuna fish sandwich when his mother called.
He’d poured a glass of Sauvignon Blanc from an already opened bottle. He had a
shift in four hours, but knew one glass of wine would have no effect. And
seeing Vickie, her home, and Jenny and her troubles, he needed it.


“So?” his mother asked when he answered.


“I think I like the BV better than the Old Vine,” he
said. “More florals and a lighter finish.


There was an exasperated sigh from the other end. “You
know what I’m asking about, Thomas.”


“I don’t think Vickie’s husband likes me.”


Tom could picture his mother smiling, shaking her head.
“That’s a shock. All your wittiness and charm can’t overcome the ex-husband
thing.”


“I told Jenny and Vickie I’d talk to her husband. He
sounds like a real piece of work.”


“Good. But take care of yourself. And Tom, just because
you’re a hammer doesn’t mean everything is a nail.”











Chapter Five


 


                Martin set a tall glass of gin and tonic, ice and lime
wedge, on the wrought iron table and sat across from him. In the early summer
heat beads of sweat rose and ran down the glass. Tom sipped his drink and
looked out over the flat green yard where he had spent so many hours training
karate with Martin, being bruised and bruising, often pushed until he was
light-headed and star burst light flashed in his eyes and he thought he could
go no more, wanted to collapse to the soft grass, then when his name was called
out into the circle of students summoning something from within and continuing.
The house sat on an acre and a half, with an oversized four car garage that was
still used as the training hall.


                “How was the shift?” Martin asked.


                “Quiet,” Tom said.  “Minor car accident, couple of
possible heart attacks.”


                “When are you going to start teaching class again?”
Martin asked, meaning the twice weekly karate class ran out of the garage.
Martin oversaw most classes, training and correcting, but he had turned over
the actual running of the class a few years before when he felt his skills were
no longer the level they should be.


                “How’s the class going?” Tom asked. “I thought Kyle taught
most classes now.”


                “Five regulars show up. A few more in and out. Some get
it, some don’t, as always. Kyle’s good. Proficient. But he doesn’t have your
ability.”


                “I’ll try to show up more, but I’m not ready for the full
time commitment.”


                Martin swirled his drink, the ice rattling against the
glass. He waited a moment, then ran out of patience.


                “So Vickie’s sister has some real trouble?” Martin asked.
Over Tom’s shoulder he could see his wife, Ruby, moving about the kitchen
working on dinner.


                “Still not sure how much.  She’s definitely frightened,
and her husband sounds like as a pure an ass as they make, but would he really
hurt someone? I mean there’s drunken sporadic violence, but to have
forethought, to plan and then execute the plan? You know as well as I do that
threatening is much easier than doing.”


                “Yeah, but if he decides to do, it can go to shit real
quick,” Martin said.


                “True.  I guess I’ll talk to him, see if I can get a
feel. Let him know that Jenny has some support.”


                Behind him Tom heard the seal of sliding glass door
break, heard it open.  A petite black woman with grey and black hair cropped
close and smiling eyes came out. She laid one hand on Tom’s shoulder and with
the other placed a bowl of fruit in between him and Martin.


                “I thought you all could use a snack while you wait for
supper.”


                “Thanks, Darlin’, but when I think snack I think chips
and dip.” Martin said, reaching for a grape.


                “I’ve decided to try to keep you around a few more
years,” Ruby said, smiling down at the seated Martin. “So when I’m around you
eat healthy.”


                “No more fried chicken?” Martin asked.


                “I said healthy, not crazy,” Ruby said. “Fried chicken is
God’s food. Ain’t nobody ever died from eating fried chicken on Sundays.”


                “Thanks for the snack, Ruby,” Tom said. “You’re not
working too hard in there, are you?”


                “Cooking for you has never been work, Thomas. You know
that.”


                “I’m not sure that’s true, but I do appreciate it.”


                “And Vickie?” Martin asked when Ruby had gone back in the
house.


                “What do you mean?” Tom asked.  Martin just tilted his
head, narrowed his eyes. 


                “Big beautiful home, two darling little girls, steady
husband. Everything I couldn’t give her.”


                “You know that’s bullshit,” Martin said.  “You didn’t
force her to marry you, to move to Georgia. She loved you and wanted that. I’ve
never seen two kids more in love, Tom. You were doing a job, a job that needed
to be done. And you were damned good at it.”


                “But it was my job and my choice. Vick had very little to
say about it. Nothing, truth be told. I was going in the Rangers no matter what
and she knew that.  So she went with me and tried.  I never much thought about
what it was like for her with me gone all the time on deployment.”


                Martin sat back.  “Thomas you and Vickie were young. I’m not
saying Vickie was wrong. She has a right to her life, to her happiness.  But so
do you.  You can’t beat yourself up because you felt a calling, a commitment,
to something bigger than yourself.”


                Thomas smiled.  “Yeah, but truth is I loved that shit; jumping
out of airplanes, blowing shit up, getting the bad guys.”


                “As Churchill said ‘nothing in life is as exhilarating as
to be shot at without result’”.


                Thomas raised his glass, gesturing a toast. “Amen to
that.”


                “But sometimes the fuckers hit you,” Martin said, and
tapped his glass lightly against Tom’s.


                “So, you’re going to talk to this piece of shit wife
beater.  Then what?” Martin asked.


                “First I’m going to call a guy I know who’s a deputy in
Lakeview. An ex 3/75 guy I served with.  See if there is any official info on
Jenny’s husband.  Gather as much intelligence as possible before hitting the
target.”


                “That sounds smart, but remember, this ain’t the
Mid-East, Thomas.  Just don’t hit it too hard.”                











Chapter Six


 


                The Blackhawk flared and the ropes were kicked out and
the Rangers fast roped to the building top. The helicopter leaned forward and
was gone, chased by random tracers. The dust settled and quiet came, broken by
gunshots and distant whump of explosions. The Rangers moved down a flight of
stairs, out onto the narrow street, turning left, then another left, moving
quickly and smoothly toward the target. Then the bright flash of an explosion,
tracers and RPG rounds. A Ranger lay crumpled in the street. Bravo Team
deployed and returned fire, hundreds of hours of training taking over. The Team
Leader sprinted through heavy enemy fire, grabbed the down Ranger by the back
of his gear and pulled him out of the kill zone. He then moved forward, firing,
getting close enough to throw grenades. His team leap frogged behind him,
suppressing the enemy so the wounded could fall back, so they could all fall
back and the AC130 gunship orbiting overhead could level the house.


 


                Tom left a voicemail, then worked out for an hour. He was
eating leftover meatloaf from Ruby when the phone rang.


                “Sergeant Cole,” the voice said.


                “It’s just Tom now Reg.”


                “Yeah, well you kept my dumb ass alive in Fallujah,
Sergeant.”


                “I did my job, you did your job, and most of us came back
whole.”


                “Shit, I didn’t know what my job was that first tour. I
just did what you told me and got lucky,” Reg said.  “And they don’t award
Bronze Stars for just doing your job, especially not in the Regiment.”


                “There is always some luck involved,” Tom told him.


                “Ain’t that the truth,” Reg said. “You mentioned needing
a favor.”


                “I was wondering if you could run a check on a person for
me? If it won’t cause you any trouble.”


                “No problem, Sarge.  Name?”


                “Perry Walker.  I don’t know his date of birth, but he’s
in his mid to late twenties. Local guy.”


                “Perry?  That’s an unusual name nowadays.”


                “So says Reginald.”


                “Reginald is a regal name. Not like Fillmore,” Reg said.


                “Touché’,” Tom said.  A young lieutenant, Tom’s platoon
leader, a history major from LSU, discovered his middle name was Fillmore, and
that he was in fact related to the thirteenth president, Millard Fillmore, on
his mother’s side, the LT started calling him Filly, and he caught a lot of
crap, mostly due to Millard Fillmore being historically ranked as one of the
nation’s worst presidents. Fortunately for Tom it was short lived,
unfortunately it was short-lived because the young lieutenant was severely
wounded in a firefight in the Afghan mountains. 


                “I work tonight; I’ll see what I can find.  What’s going
on?” Reg asked.


                “He’s married to a friend. She wants out, and he seems to
be a bad guy. I want to know how bad. Can I buy you lunch tomorrow for your
effort?”


                “No problemo, Amigo.  How about Mexican and a beer?
Twelve thirty at Loco Pablo’s?”


                “See you then, Pancho.”


 


                Loco Pablo’s had been a convenience store for years, then
sat empty before being nominally remolded into a restaurant.  The exterior was
painted concrete, the interior pale yellow walls and grass green carpet.  But
the food was good which explained the busy parking lot.  Reg was there before
Tom, seated in a booth at the back with a tall draft beer in front of him. Reg
stood, shook Tom’s hand and slapped him on the shoulder.  He was bigger than
Tom, and bigger than when he’d been in the Regiment. He wore khaki shorts and a
black T-shirt and a Lakeview County Sheriff’s Department cap. Dos Equis was the
lunch Happy Hour special so Tom ordered the same as Reg.


                “Looking good, Sarge,” the big man said.


                “You too.”


                Reg rubbed his belly. “Shit, I’m soft. The old lady shows
her love by cooking.”


                “Then she must love you a lot,” Tom said, laughing.


                Reg laughed too. “That she does.”


                The waiter brought Tom his beer. Reg ordered the
enchilada special without opening the menu. Tom ordered chili rellenos.


                “To business,” Reg said when the waiter had left. He took
a sheet of paper from the seat next to him.  “Perry Walker aka Peter Walker aka
Peter Waller DOB 6-20-83. Not a Boy Scout. Juvenile record sealed. A couple of
drunk and disorderly arrests. Suspended sentence for Misdemeanor Theft. Served
six months in the workhouse for 2nd degree assault. Driver’s license
currently suspended for Driving Under the Influence.”


                Reg slid the paper across to Tom. “See that at the
bottom?  He’s flagged by Homeland Security.”


                “What does that mean?”


                “Not sure. I would draw attention if I asked, and I
wasn’t sure you wanted that. Homeland is everywhere and into everything.  It
might be something as simple as he looked at a website they have flagged, or
associated at one time with someone on their radar. Or he could be a rotten no
good homegrown terrorist piece of shit.  Just because Homeland is paranoid
doesn’t mean they’re always wrong.”


                Tom looked at the printout. Thanks to Reg’s explanation
he could understand the abbreviations. There was a small color photo of Perry
Walker, an old mug shot Tom guessed, printed in the corner.  Walker had a round
face, thin lips and nose, and poorly cut brown hair that didn’t seem washed in
the photo.


                “You know we all thought you’d end up going Delta,” Reg
said. “You were the best on the ground NCO I ever worked with, hell all of us
privates would’ve followed you anywhere, but you made it clear you had little
patience for the day to day Ranger BS. It was obvious you’d do better with a
little more autonomy.”


                “I thought about it. Probably would have. But then I was
wounded, and when I came back things were changing, Rules of Engagement
becoming stricter with each deployment. More BS making it more dangerous.”


                Reg smiled. “They took all of the fun out of it.”


                Tom nodded. “I guess I was a little burned out. More than
a little in truth.


                “You can keep that,” Reg said motioning to the printout
as the waiter brought their food and each ordered another beer.


                “I don’t know how bad this dude is Sarge, but if you need
anything you give me a yell.”


                “I appreciate it,” Tom said, folding the paper in half
and sticking it in his back pocket.  “Now catch me up on the kids.”


                Reg smiled broadly. “Rochelle has started soccer….”











Chapter Seven


 


                Reg’s report had an address on it that didn’t matched the
one Jenny had written down for him. He decided to try the address Jenny had
given him first. Tom had no plan, really, wasn’t sure what if anything needed
to be done. He put his Kimber .45 automatic in the holster he had attached
within easy reach under the front seat of his truck, mapped the address on his
phone, and drove toward what Jenny said was a small one story house.


                It was an older neighborhood with mature trees and fenced
in yards.  Most of the houses were well maintained, some not so much. But Tom
picked out the target house from half a block away. The grass was too tall and
weed strewn, the shrubs in front overgrown. A black, square headed dog, pushing
eighty pounds, sat bored in the weeds, chained to the front porch. Two older
sedans were parked in the drive. He did not slow down as he cruised by.  There
was an unkemptness about the house, and air of uncaring.  He imagined the
neighbor’s frustration.  He drove around the block. Between homes he could see
a wooden fence surrounding the backyard.  Again the air of neglect showed in
missing and leaning boards.


                He circled back around and parked four houses down from
the target. He took out his phone and held it up as if reading something.  Soon
he would hold it to his ear so anyone observing would think he had pulled over
to use his phone.  He sipped from the bottle of water he’d brought and casually
watched the house.  All the blinds were drawn and the windows shut. He had sat
a few minutes, silent phone to his ear, when two men came out of the house. One
was tall and thin, the other shorter, heavier, with longish brown hair and
beard grown more out of laziness than style.  He might have been Perry Walker
from the mug shot Reg had given him.  The two were dressed alike in jeans and
white T-shirts. Both carried beer cans and cigarettes dangled from their
mouths, and they had the stoop shoulder slouch of civilians.  The tall one went
to the driver’s side of one of the sedans, and as he bent to get in, Tom
noticed the rectangle outline of a pistol grip pressing against the T-shirt at
the back of his jeans. They backed out and drove away from where Tom was
parked. He put his phone down, put the truck in gear and pulled away, not
really following them, not sure he had discovered anything useful.


 


                Tom called Jenny and found out she was meeting Vickie at
a fast food burger joint to pass her son Kole over to her before she went to
work.            Jenny bartended at a chain restaurant in a new section of
town, one of those with lots of glass and chrome and bright lights and a kid
friendly menu. It was cleaner than most of the places she had worked in over
the years, and she preferred nights and weekends because the tips were better,
but conceding to her son her usual shift now ended with happy hour.  She
covered some of her coworker’s night shifts when necessary, and tonight was one
of those times.


                Tom bought a large drink, filled it with Diet Coke at the
soda dispenser, and found Jenny and Vickie sitting at a table near the small
play area. Vickie’s two girls were in a cage like area filled with red and blue
plastic balls and Kole was with them, sitting up, still, observing. Tom raised
a hand in a wave at him and he smiled and dove into the balls. Tom reflected on
the resilience of children. He had seen it so many times on deployment, kids
wearing rags with nothing but sticks to play with smiling and laughing.


 Jenny was finishing a burger when he sat down at the
table. Vickie had only a drink.  Two half eaten kid’s meals were on the orange
table, the little girls probably sharing one Tom thought.


                “Did you talk to him?” Jenny asked when he sat.


                “Not yet.  What goes on in that house?”


                “What do you mean?”


                Tom looked at her. Vickie watched the three kids swimming
around the balls, flailing happily, trying to get somewhere. “It’s a beautiful
day out and all the blinds are drawn and the windows are closed.  The dog out
front.  I saw a skinny guy leave with a pistol stuck in his pants.”


                “I told you, they are crazy with guns.  The skinny guy
was probably Jesse. Another ignorant loser. Stupid fucker actually has a
swastika tattooed on his neck. ”


                “Jennifer,” Vickie scolded. Jenny glanced at her, then
back to Tom.


                “What does Perry do for work?”


                Jenny laughed. “He doesn’t work, just lies around with
those friends of his. I guess he’s holding out for a management position. He’s
on unemployment or welfare or something.”


                “Did you know his driver’s license is suspended?”


                “No. Doesn’t surprise me though. “


                “What do you think is going on, Tom?” Vickie asked.


                “Drugs probably. Guns maybe, though selling a large
quantity of guns usually draws the Feds attention.  Might be a combination of
both.”


                Jenny finished her burger.  “You are going to talk to
him?  Scare him away.”


                “Yes,” Tom told her.  “But I would prefer to do it when
he’s alone, one on one. If someone else is around they might want to get
involved, or Perry might feel like he has to do something stupid to impress his
friend.”


                Jenny stood. “Doing something stupid is his specialty. 
Thanks again for taking Kole, Vick.”


                “I’m sorry I brought you into my family’s mess,” Vickie
said to him after Jenny had left. “But I still think her husband might be
dangerous. Our security alarm went off early this morning. Three AM early.”


                “Does that happen often?” Tom asked.


                “First time ever. Robert checked all the doors and
windows; nothing had been disturbed so we called off the alarm company.  But
frankly it gives me the creeps.”


                “Does Robert own a gun?”


                “Yes. I wish he didn’t, but he says he carries large
quantities of cash, meets with strangers at all hours. He thinks he needs it
for protection.”


                “What do you know about Perry?” Tom asked her.


                “Not much.  I’m not exactly a fan. I tried to be
supportive of Jennifer, to be there, but our lives have taken different
tracks.  She is my sister and I love her and she is always welcome.  But Robert
did not want Perry at our house or around the girls.”


                “Understandable,” Tom said. “There is something not quite
right about the situation.”


                “That’s for sure,” Vickie said.  Behind her to Tom’s
right three men and a blonde woman in their twenties came in, their voices
filling the space. The men were large, accustomed to deference, and when they
ordered they were loud enough Tom could’ve repeated the order.


                “It’s not just the obvious.  I guess it’s just a feeling
I have.” He didn’t mention the Homeland Security flag. No reason to. He had no
idea what it meant.


                A worker was sweeping the floor nearby, a handicapped man
of indeterminate age, the nametag on his oversized yellow shirt read PETER. He
stopped at the table to ask if they wanted him to take their trash away, but
Vickie smiled up at him and told him they would take care of it.


                The four got their food and settled noisily at a table in
the center of the small dining room. Vickie glanced back at them. One of the
guys waved at her.


                “So you are going to talk to Perry?” she asked Tom. “Do
you think that will do any good?”


                “I’ll go back to the house, try to speak to him alone,
there or somewhere else. Not sure what will come of it, but he deserves a
warning.”


                “A warning?”


                “That Jenny is not alone in all this.”


                To his right the loudest of the three men called to the
worker sweeping. “Hey, you missed a spot over here.”


                Peter swept the spot, collecting the crumbs in a
dustpan.  The loud one dropped a few wadded napkins on the floor.  “Missed some
over here too.”


                Peter moved around to sweep up the napkins and when he
did the loud guy tossed a few of the blonde’s French fries on the floor.  “You
missed some over there too.  Man, you suck at this job.”


                The blonde giggled and the other two men laughed and
shook their heads.  Tom sighed.


                “Tom,” Vickie said, watching him.  He smiled sadly at
her. “Don’t. They are not worth it. No one’s being hurt.”


                “You should gather the kids,” he told her.


                Tom piled their trash on a tray, carried it to the trash
can. The big guy tossed a few more fries on the floor as the table laughed. Tom
smiled at Vickie and the kids as they left all three holding hands in a chain.


                “Peter,” Tom said softly to the worker, “you don’t have
to sweep up after him.”


                Peter looked at Tom his eyes questioning, and Tom
understood; it was his job to sweep up.


                Tom stood at the table.  “You don’t have to be afraid of
him,” he said to the big, loud guy. 


                “What?”


                “He can’t hurt you.”


                “What the fuck?” The man’s eyes were glassy and Tom
realized he’d probably been drinking or was high, a lazy wasted afternoon.


                “It’s understandable.  There but for the Grace of God, or
one minor chromosome slip, go you.  Scary that it is that close.”


                “Fuck you, asshole. I ain’t scared of shit.  Get the fuck
outa here before I drag you out.”


                Tom leaned in, his tone didn’t change.  “Don’t confuse
being fat and loud with being capable. If you get out of that chair, if you
stand, I will take it as a threat.  There are three of you, and I will defend
myself.”


                “You think you can take all three of us?”


                Tom locked eyes with him.  “I will hurt you.  And your
boyfriends here too if necessary. Trust me, I want you to stand, I want you to
raise your hand to me.”


                The big man’s eyes shifted briefly away and his shoulders
sagged slightly, then he puffed himself up again. Tom glanced at the blonde who
was staring down at the table.  “Not so funny now, is it?”


                Tom straightened up.  “I’ll be out in the parking lot.”


                A balding middle aged man had come out from behind the
counter, his face tight with concern. On his yellow shirt in red scroll: Manager.


                “You need to take better care of your people,” Tom said
to him as he passed.


                Tom leaned against his truck, crossed his arms, waited.
He took some deep breaths to slow his heart rate, to flush some of the
adrenaline from his system. He knew he should just drive away, just let it go.
But he couldn’t, wouldn’t, didn’t want to. He had parked in the shade of the
single ash tree in the parking lot. Near the door sat a faded blue mid-nineties
Buick four door. The windshield was cracked, the shocks worn so the car
squatted just above the pavement. Of the five cars in the lot, Tom assumed the
Buick belonged to the loud mouths.


                They seemed surprised he was still there when they came
out. The loud one glared at him. Tom didn’t move. He noticed the guy had thin
ankles and wrists, meaning even more fat than muscle on his frame.  At the
Buick his friends seemed to want him to just go. Tom tensed when he reached
under the driver’s seat, but he came up with the thick end of a cut down pool
cue. He held the cue at his side as he walked across the lot toward Tom.


                Tom stayed leaning against the truck. He uncrossed his
arms. It is human nature to retreat from violence, to maintain a safe distance
from a threat, to recoil unconsciously. Years of martial arts training,
reinforced by ten years as a Ranger, had trained him to do the opposite. The
guy with the cue expected Tom to go backwards, to begin retreating. His round
face was red with anger and when he was about ten feet from Tom he picked up
his pace and began to raise the short wooden cue. Tom sprang forward catching
the arm with the cue as, surprised, the man began to swing it down. Tom slammed
his left forearm into the guy’s arm, stopping it at the beginning of the swing.
He grabbed the cue with his right hand and wrenched it downward out of the
guy’s hand. The guy reached for Tom with his left hand. Tom smacked the bicep
with the cue, then the guy’s ribs. He didn’t hit hard enough to break bone,
just hard enough for pain. The guy stumbled backwards and raised his right arm
defensively. Tom hit him on the forearm with the cue, then swung it lower and
hit him on the thigh. The guys feet tangled and he went down hard on the
asphalt.


                Tom studied the cue. “You assaulted me with a deadly
weapon,” he said. The guys friends were still at the Buick, watching. “Get your
fat ass out of here and don’t come back. I ever see you again and we’ll finish
this.”


                The guy rolled and stood and limped ungracefully toward
the car. They all climbed in and the tires squealed as the sped out into the
street. Tom put the pool cue on the passenger floorboard and headed back
towards the small house Perry and his friends lived in.  Tom thought of it as
the Target House.











Chapter Eight


 


He was always amazed at the number of people.  Teaming, streaming,
flowing on the broken concrete and dirt that passed for sidewalks, the streets
jammed with dented cars, motorbikes, bicycles. Though he didn’t show it, the
crowd made him nervous. Anybody could’ve been an enemy, many surely were, and
if they knew who he was the Glock under his loose shirt would not have stood
them off for long. He sat in a plastic lawn chair at a street café, an Arabic
newspaper open.  Down the street on the opposite side his partner J-man leaned
against the wall, cell phone up as if reading and responding.  A white Mercedes
sedan, dust covered with all four fenders slightly crumpled, pulled up across
the street and four men exited the building and climbed in.  Recognizing the
target from memory, he dropped a couple of Rupees on the table, stood and
folded the paper under his arm.  Seeing this J-man dialed his phone, said a few
coded sentences on the open line, got confirmation, flipped the phone shut and
walked away. Out of sight overhead a CIA Reaper drone was now locked on to the
target vehicle, and once it was clear of the city, would fire a Hellfire
missile, destroying the car and killing all the occupants.


 


                Both cars were back in front of the house.  A beer run,
Tom suspected. He wrote down the license plate of each and dialed Reg’s number.


                Reg picked up with, “You must have me on speed dial,
Sarge.”


                “I’m sitting in front of where I think Perry Walker is
living and I suspect some illegal drug dealing is occurring.”


                “Imagine my surprise.  What can I do for you?”


                “There are a couple of cars out front.  Can you tell me
who owns them? I doubt Perry does.”


                “Sure. I’ll call the station and have it done.”  Tom gave
him the make, models and plate numbers, and the address of the house.


                “It’s not my jurisdiction, but if you need some help out
there let me know and I can steer the right people to you.”


                “Thanks Reg, I appreciate it.  There is more Mexican food
in your future.”


                “Mucho gracias, me amigo. You know my price.  I’ll be in
touch shortly.”


                The neighborhood was active; kids played in yards, rode
bikes down the sidewalks, ran and yelled back and forth.  Tom knew he couldn’t
sit in his truck long without drawing attention. If this were his profession he
would have some magnetic door decals for his truck with a made up business,
landscaping or electrician, something that would belong in a neighborhood. 
Down the block a boy he guessed to be about Kole’s age rode a scooter in the
driveway of the house across from the Target House.  A woman sat in a lawn
chair in the shade of her porch smoking a cigarette and watching. Tom assumed
the mother; daycare would’ve had more kids.  He got out of his truck and walked
that way.


                The woman was heavy set, worn out from time and
responsibility, but she kept an eye on him as he came up the sidewalk, not
hesitant about him knowing she was watching. He liked that, letting the world
know she was a sentinel. Tom paused at the edge of the sidewalk at her yard. 
The boy on the scooter kept looping in the drive.


                “Excuse me,” Tom said, “My name is Tom. I’m a friend of
Jenny’s, the woman who used to live across the street. Did you know her?”


                “Jenny? Sure I know her. Dante and Kole play together.”
The woman shifted in her chair. “You say she used to live across the street. 
Did she leave?”


                Tom walked across the grass toward her so he wouldn’t
have to yell, but stopped ten feet away to keep her comfortable.  “She’s trying
to get out.”


                “Good for her.”


                “You don’t like her husband.” A statement.


                The woman smiled. “I don’t know him. This neighborhood
ain’t rich, but we’re hard working and we take pride. All except for...”  She
nodded at the Target House.  “Look at the place. One of these things ain’t like
the others.”


                “It’s pretty obvious,” Tom agreed.


                The woman looked him over. “You don’t look like a cop. 
But again from what I see on TV cops don’t always look like cops anymore.”


                Tom smiled. “I’m not a cop. As I said I’m a friend of
Jenny’s. Of her family, really.  I don’t know much about her husband.  There
are some things she left in the house that I said I’d help her get.”


                “Well we all think he’s selling drugs. Lots of cars, lots
of traffic all hours of the night. Shitty looking men in and out. I wouldn’t
let Dante go over there to play. Kole had to come here. Jenny understood.
Kole’s a good kid. Quiet, but he has manners, is well behaved.”


                “Have you ever called the police?  Let them know of your concerns?”


                “You know that saying on the side of their cars ‘To Serve
and Protect’?  More like ‘Show up and Clean up’ around here.  Nothing they can
do without proof and it’s too much work for them to get proof.”


                “Are you frightened by the people in the house?”


                “The people? No.  Lazy little piss-ants.  But where there
are drugs there are guns. I don’t want my boy to end up some dumbass crime
statistic.”


                Tom looked at the house. “Maybe they’ll be moving on
soon.”


                The woman’s eyes narrowed when she looked past him at the
house. “That would be a good thing for the neighborhood.”


 


                Tom’s phone vibrated on his way back to his truck.


                “Looks like you fell into white trash heaven,” Reg said
when he answered.


                “As you said, imagine my surprise.”


                “Yeah, first car, the Taurus, registered to one Nathaniel
Bradley.  Did time for Possession with Intent to Distribute.  Bench Warrant out
for nonpayment of child support. The other car is registered to Margaret
Horner, fifty-eight years old, no record. But I asked for a little digging and
her son is one Jesse Horner, a couple of drug arrests, did five years for
Assault with a Deadly Weapon, guess he stabbed a dude.  Hooked up with the
Neo-Nazi’s in prison. A real sweetheart.”


                “Thanks again, Reg.”


                “Hey Sarge, you’re not in over your head, are you?”


                “I don’t think so, but if I am, you’ll be the first to
know.”


                “Yeah, I know, one Ranger, one riot. But Tom don’t
hesitate to call the cavalry if the need arises. We all need a little close air
support sometimes.” Reg said and hung up.


                Tom took a bottle of water from the cooler on the
passenger seat. He knew he could sit on the Target House for days before Perry
Walker left alone, and he frankly didn’t want to put the time or effort in on
that. To do it he would need help, and to rent a car, a dark sedan that the
neighbors might assume was law enforcement and leave alone. He drank some
water, put the cap back on, took a pair of cheap running sunglasses from the
glove compartment and put a blue baseball cap with the logo of a local hospital
on the front. He considered briefly the pistol under the front seat, but left
it. Weapons tended to escalate trouble, and if things went that bad he expected
to be close enough to get his hands on his opponent.


                He crossed the street and walked toward the Target House.
The dog out front would dictate how this went. If he barked and raised hell Tom
would wait to see who came out. If no one came out he would walk to the back
door and knock until someone answered. Worst case if no one appeared he’d try
again tomorrow.


At the drive he slouched slightly, dropping his head
while keeping his eyes on the house. He wanted to look smaller, less
dominating.  The dog rose up and let out a low growl. Tom paused where the
trampled grass and dirt showed were the chain stopped the dog. The stench of
dog crap was strong. Tom slowly removed his sunglasses so the dog could see his
eyes. The dog growled again and took a couple of steps forward. Tom stood
still. In a low voice he said, “hey there, Boy. No problem here. We’re all
friends.”


                The dog growled again, but its tail whipped back and
forth.  Tom held out a hand and the dog sniffed it, then licked it.  Tom rubbed
his big square head. He put his sunglasses back on and walked slowly to the
porch, up the step, and knocked on the screen door. He waited a minute, then
knocked again.  Out of the corner of his eye he saw the blinds part slightly at
the front window. Tom put his hands in his pockets and shuffled about as if he
were nervous. The front door opened and the tall thin guy was there, the one he
suspected was Jesse Horner.  Up close his skin was pockmarked underneath a
scraggily beard, his eyes dull with drugs and stupidity. Swastika tattoo on the
left side of his neck. He looked down at the dog laying back in the yard as if
somehow betrayed.


                “Is Perry here?” Tom asked.


                “How’d you get by the dog?” the man asked.


                Tom glanced down at the dog, which was looking back over
its shoulder at them. “Dogs like me. What’s his name?”


                “Tyson.”


                “Like the boxer,” Tom said.  He looked back at the man at
the door.  “Is Perry here?”


                The man’s eyes refocused on Tom.  “Who are you?”


                “A friend. His wife sent me. I need to see him.”


                “His wife?” He smiled, crooked drug yellowed teeth. 
“Shit.”


                The door shut and Tom heard muffled voices.  In a few
moments the door reopened and there stood Perry Walker, recognizable from his
mug shot.


                “You say you know my wife?” he asked. He blinked rapidly
in the bright sunlight.


                “Jenny,” Tom said. “I’ve known her since she was a kid.”


                Perry looked Tom over. “How come I don’t know you then?”


                “I’ve been away.”


                “Prison?  She can sure pick ‘em.”


                “Do you know where she is?” Tom asked. Over Perry’s
shoulder he could make out the tall guy, Jesse, and at least one other person
in the dark living room.


                “You ain’t fuckin’ her?  Figured she’d be with you, or
someone like you?”


                Tom sighed. “So you don’t know where she is?”


                “Fuck no.  She has my boy though. I want to see my boy.”


                “That’s not going to happen right now,” Tom said.  “Look
Perry, from what I understand you’re a real prick, so I’m here to ask you
nicely, if that’s the way you want to see it, or to tell you, if you prefer it
that way; stay away from Jenny. Don’t go near her, don’t call her, don’t talk
to her at all. If she even feels that you’ve been around her or Kole I will
come back here. Understand?”


                Perry straightened up some. “Is that supposed to scare
me? You think you’re a tough guy?  I know tough guys, asshole.”


                His right hand drifted toward his hip and Tom assumed he
had a pistol stuck in his waistband under his T-shirt. 


                “You practice a lot?” Tom asked.  Perry looked
quizzically at him.  “Do you practice getting that pistol out from under your
T-shirt, getting it clear without it hanging up, getting the safety off, and
putting it in action?” Tom leaned slightly in. “How long do you think it will
take me to crush your trachea from this distance? Reach for that pistol and we
will find out.”


                Perry stepped back, glanced at the screen door behind
him, then back at Tom.


                “Look, Perry, you hang out with low level punks who play
at being hard asses. That’s fine, but think of it this way; if I come back
here, whatever you and your playmates have going here will end. Guaranteed. So
make damned sure whatever it is you think you want to do is worth it.”


                “Yeah, sure, whatever, Man. But you tell that bitch she’s
got a whole lot worse problems than me.”











Chapter Nine


 


                After Perry ducked back inside and slammed the door, Tom
said goodbye to Tyson and walked back to his truck. He turned his truck around
and drove out of the neighborhood, not wanting to drive by the house in case
they were watching. It was a twenty-five minute drive to the bar where Jenny
worked. The restaurant sat in the parking lot of a strip mall, all glass and
chrome and light. The sun was setting when Tom parked in the busy lot at the
far corner under a streetlight.


                Inside was well lit, the bar a square one step down in
the center, tables and booths on three sides. A teenage girl at the hostess
stand picked up a menu as he came in, but he pointed to the bar and walked down
the single step. There were half a dozen high top tables and stools at the
bar.  Three tables were full, men and women in casual office dress and there
were five people sitting at the bar, all men.  Jenny smiled at him as he took a
stool on the far side of the bar, opposite the others. He ordered a Summit Pale
Ale when she swung by.


                “Did you talk to him?” she asked as she set the beer mug
in front of him. Tom took a sip, noticing her tan uniform shirt was unbuttoned
to down to where her black bra was peeking out. Tom looked over at the five men
at the bar watching her. She knew her audience.


                “I did,” he said. She leaned on the bar and Tom fought
the urge to look down her blouse, keeping his eyes on her eyes and smile.


                “And?”


                “He said he’s not your real problem.”


                She leaned a little closer.  Tom could smell her flowery
perfume. Her brown hair was down, thick, wavy.  “What does that mean?”


                Tom kept his eyes fixed on hers. “You tell me.”


                “I think he’s full of shit. Trying to distract you. Or
he’s just drunk or high.”


                Tom leaned back putting some distance between them.
“Maybe, but it was an odd thing to say.”


                Jenny straightened up.  “Odd is the least of Perry’s
problems. Are you going to eat?  Need a menu?”


                “No, I’ve got dinner plans.”


                “A woman?”


                “A friend.”


                “Oh, yeah, I’m sure,” Jenny said and turned back to her
other customers.  Tom watched her work behind the bar, smoothly, unhurried,
always showing just the right amount of attention to each man at the bar, but
not too much to anyone. She was good at her job.


                Tom finished his beer, pulled bills from his wallet.


                “The beer is on the house,” Jenny said, but Tom shook his
head and dropped the bills on the bar.


                “So you think Perry is going to leave me alone?” Jenny
asked. She was standing, hand on hip, hip cocked, blue eyes on him. “That you
no longer need to guard my body?”


                “Not sure. I doubt he’s a man of his word. Keep an eye
out. If you see something, if you even feel something, let me know.  And trust
your feelings, too many people discount them.”


                “Okay.  Nice to know you’re out there if need be. And
Tommy, thanks.”


 


                Tom drove up the curved drive at Vickie’s house, parked
next to a newer Chevy Tahoe. Robert answered the door, wiping his hands on a
dish towel. Ella peeked out from behind him.


                “Tom, Victoria didn’t mention you were stopping by.”


                “I didn’t call. I was just driving by and wanted to talk
to her about Jenny. Is Vickie here?”


                Robert opened the door wider. “Sure, yeah, I’m sorry. We’re
just getting dinner ready. Come on in.”


                Tom followed him into the kitchen. “Honey, Tom came by to
talk about Jennifer.”


                Vickie was at the counter putting together a lettuce
salad in a large glass bowl. Little Jean sat on the counter next to her, dropping
torn lettuce leaves one at a time into the bowl.


                “Sorry to intrude,” Tom said as he came in.  Vickie was
halving cherry tomatoes with a paring knife.  Jean made a face.


                “She hates tomatoes,” Vickie said, smiling at her
daughter.  “Is there something wrong with Jennifer?”


                “No, not really. I talked to her husband today.”


                Do you want to talk alone?” Robert asked.  


                “That’s not necessary from my side,” Tom said. He looked
at Vickie. 


                Vickie cut another tomato. “So you talked to Perry. How’d
that go?”


                Tom shrugged. “He was calm. I told him to stay away, but
I’m not sure he will. But he did say he wasn’t what Jenny had to worry about.
Any idea what that might mean?”


                “I have no idea,” Vickie said.  “With Jennifer nothing is
impossible.”


                “Does she have any money?” Tom asked. Robert snorted.
Vickie gave him a glance.


                “No. She lives paycheck to paycheck. Credit card debt I
imagine. Jennifer has never been good with money.”


                “Or much else,” Robert said.


“So Perry still might bother her? Us?” Vickie asked,
ignoring her husband.


                “Maybe. Not sure he believed I’d do anything to stop him.
Not sure he cares.  I told Jenny that if she suspects anything to let me know.
Same for you. If you even feel something’s wrong, call me.”


                “I think I can take care of any protecting that needs
done around here,” Robert said.


                Tom looked at Robert. “Vickie said your alarm went off
last night. Does that happen often?”


                Robert shook his head. “No. I don’t think it ever has
before. But most of our neighbors have alarm systems, and some have mentioned
it happening. A deer or raccoon or something tripping it.”


                He sighed deeply. “I still think all this melodrama is
overblown. Jennifer is a lost individual in a messy life, and bringing you in,
big and bad, all macho testosterone will only make it worse.”


                “Robert,” Vickie said softly.


“Maybe that’s all it is,” Tom said to Robert. “Maybe it
will all just go away. Vickie said you have a pistol. Anything happens stay
upstairs with the family and call the police. The stairway up is a natural
choke point; you can easily keep any intruder from coming upstairs. You are
fairly rural so police response time is probably fifteen minutes or so,
depending on where they are patrolling at the time.”


                “I think Jenny’s husband is in with some bad guys. Worse
than she realizes probably. And that makes her involved as well.” Tom looked at
Robert again. “Hopefully she and her son can get away from it and that will be
the end.” He looked back at Vickie. “But if not, let me know.”











Chapter Ten


 


                “So the dude thought you’d been in prison?” Martin asked,
laughing. They were at the County Line for their usual Thursday dinner.
Thursday was Ruby’s poker night, so Tom and Martin usually met for burgers and
beers. Often Tom would go by the house to train with Martin, practicing karate
with him for an hour or so before showering and heading to dinner. But tonight
he’d been running late after stopping by Vickie’s, so he’d just swung by and
picked up Martin.


                “I’m a little insulted by that,” Tom said. “I mean
prison?  That’s his first thought?”


                “Do you own a mirror?” Martin asked. “Hair’s a little too
long, you shave every couple of days, tattoos, forty-six inch chest. Seriously
Thomas, you can look a little scary. And I know that’s the way you like it.”


                Tom smiled.  “But prison? I might have to change my look
some.”


                “Maybe you should start wearing polo shirts with little
emblems on the chest. You think this guy, Jenny’s husband, will leave her be?”


                Tom shrugged. “I don’t know.  Honestly, I doubt it.  He’s
in with guys who think they’re tough, who tell each other how tough they are. 
He’s bought in to his own mythology, I think.”


                Janey brought them over their meals; Tom had gone with
the fried chicken salad with honey mustard dressing. Martin ate the same thing
every Thursday; jalapeno burger with pepper jack cheese, medium, with fries.
They both thanked her when she said she’d be back soon with fresh beers.


                Martin cut his burger in half, setting one half aside to
take home. He took a bite, chased it with a sip of beer, then sat back and
looked around at the busy bar.


                “They say Thursday is the new Friday.”


                “Yeah, and they say sixty is the new forty,” Tom said.


                “Bullshit. I’ve been both and it ain’t even close.”


                “You’re doing okay,” Tom said.


                “Now it’s about pain tolerance and adaptation.  I can’t
remember a day when something didn’t ache.”


                “They also say growing old ain’t for sissies.”


                “On that one they’re right.”


                Janey swung by with Martin’s Bud Light and Tom a
Boulevard IPA. 


                “I think she’s a little sweet on you,” Martin said when
she’d left.


                “Why, because she brought me the beer I ordered?”


                “The way she looks at you. And the fact that she’s
tending bar, but she’s waiting on our table. The only table she’s waiting on,
by the way.  You didn’t notice that, Mister Observant. She’s going to school,
you know.”


                Tom nodded.  “To be a pharmacist.”


                Martin smiled. “You do listen. She’s smart, and the way
she looks in those jeans…”


                Tom looked over at her behind the bar. Almost as if she
sensed it she looked up and smiled at him. “Yeah, she is pretty.”


                “Pretty?” Martin said.  “Shit Thomas, those paint by
number oil paintings Ruby does are pretty.  Janey is damned gorgeous. Ask her
out; get your mind off Vickie.”


                “What does that mean?”


                Martin finished the last bite of his half of burger. He
would start on the fries next. He always ate one thing at a time.  “Do you
really think Jenny’s in trouble?”


                “Jenny thinks she’s in some trouble.  Vickie seems to
believe her. Vickie’s husband thinks my involvement is unnecessary, to say the
least. What’s on your mind, Martin?”


                Martin picked his mug up, hugged it in both hands. Tom
was always amazed at Martin’s knuckles. Tom’s were enlarged from years of
punching heavy bags, of breaking bricks and boards, from thousands of knuckle
push-ups, but the two dominate striking knuckles on Martin’s fists were like
twin peaks rising from the rest of his hand.


                “I know you miss the action. I understand it.  You work
as a paramedic, you get to help people, and sometimes you get a little excitement. 
But nothing like the Army. Nothing like combat. And now your ex comes back into
your life, an ex you’ve never gotten completely over I might add, and she needs
your help. You get to be her white knight, ride in and save her. You have a
need to protect people, Thomas, to fight for the underdog.”


                “Shit, Martin, that’s pretty deep.  And maybe a little
depressing. My mother told me basically the same thing.”


                Martin grinned at him. “None of it’s negative, Thomas.
Hell, the world would be a much better place with more people like you in it.
You’re a warrior, Son, in the best sense of the word. You aspire to the ideals
of the samurai, the medieval knights. Protector of the weak, righter of wrongs,
but, maybe you want this to be more than it is. You want the conflict, you want
to help. You want to save the day.  You want to use your skills, your abilities
that have no place in day to day life, in this modern world.  Believe me I
understand it, I’ve felt it many times myself.”


                “So you think I’m exaggerating the threat? Looking for
something that is not there just to feel useful?”


                “Shit Tom, I’m a retired Government employee, what do I
know?  Just keep it in mind. And be careful. I don’t want to see you hurt,
physically or emotionally.”


                “Well if it’s nothing, if Jenny’s ex leaves her be, I’ll
probably never see Vickie again.  I don’t think her husband is going to invite
me for the Fourth of July picnic.”


                “That’s a shame,” Martin said. “You could take Janey.
Remember what she looks like in shorts.”











Chapter Eleven


 


                Tom dropped Martin off at home, then drove to his place. 
He was making a cherry bookcase for Pete Johnson’s daughter, Susan, for the
nursery she and her husband were putting together for their first child, and he
thought to work for awhile on it. It was late, but he was restless from all the
thoughts running through his mind. He had just turned the lights on in the
workshop area of the barn when his cell rang.  The screen said it was Jenny.


                “Is something wrong?” he asked when he answered.


                “No, everything’s fine.  It’s quiet here and I’m going to
get off early.  I thought I could buy you a beer and we could sit and talk. 
Really talk, not just about the shit going on.”


                Tom glanced at his watch.  “Yeah, I guess so.  You want
me to come there?”


                “No way. I don’t drink where I work. Too many prying eyes
and big mouths.  How about the Pit Stop?  You know it?”


                The Pit Stop was louder than he preferred and younger
than he preferred, but it occurred to him he didn’t want to take Jenny to The
County Line when Janey was bartending.


                “Yeah I know it.  I can be there in forty-five minutes,”
Tom said, already wondering why he was agreeing to meet.


                “Perfect. See you then.”


 


                The Pit Stop was on its third resurrection.  It had
started as Lane’s Party Place, and lasted eleven months due to poor management
and worse service. It closed and reopened two months later as Stooley’s Bar and
Grill. That had been shut down eighteen months later after the second citation
for selling alcohol to underage guest.  Now it was the Pit Stop, but all three
had had the common theme of young males, too much booze, fights and drug sales
in the parking lot.  The police patrolled it heavily and though he had only
been in it once before when it was Stooley’s, it seemed to Tom to be more
trouble than it was worth.


                The parking lot was full when Tom pulled in.  The front
of the bar was blacked out glass, one with a silver X of duct tape reinforcing
a long crack. Tom assumed a fight had damaged it, but it might’ve been
something as innocent as a rock kicked up by a car tire.  Tom could hear the
thud of bass coming from the bar. To the right were the doors, also blacked
out. Inside the door a large, thick necked bald man in a black T-shirt with
SECURITY in white letters across the chest was checking IDs.  He took Tom’s,
looked him over as if to assess the threat, handed him back his license and
nodded him through a second set of doors.


                The bar was dark and cavernous and hard rock music
thumped.  At the back left six pool tables stood, an island of bright light in
the gloom. Booths and tables were scattered in the murky light and straight
ahead was a long rectangular bar, and by quick observations Tom guessed the
ratio of men to women was three to one.  Jenny was at the bar, her back to the
pool tables which Tom would not have preferred. She had changed into a white
top which glowed in the dim light and accented her tan skin. Gold hoop earrings
caught the bar light. On the bar in front of her was a martini glass with a
pink drink in it.  Leaning next to her was a guy with gel spiked hair and
fashionable beard stubble. Tom slid onto the bar stool next to Jenny and as he
did she turned away from the guy. Tom subconsciously ran his hand over his own
unshaven face, thinking that he too might be trendy.


                “Right on time,” she said, raising her voice over the
music. There were three bartenders working the long bar, two women in halter
tops and a guy in a black T-shirt. Tom hoped they shared tips or the poor guy
was going to get screwed. One of the women leaned in to hear above the music
and Tom ordered a Heineken tap.  The guy next to Jenny stood for a few moments
watching Tom and Jenny, then drifted away.


                “I wonder if he thinks I’ve been in prison?” Tom asked.


                “What?” Jenny asked, looking from Tom to the guy’s back.


                “Just something someone said to me today. They thought
I’d been in prison.”


                “Unfortunately due to Perry I’ve met plenty of guys
who’ve been in prison and believe me, you don’t fit the type.  The way you
carry yourself. Most cons exaggerate their swagger to hide their fear, but they
keep their eyes down.”


                She sipped her drink. “Plus all the ones I’ve met are
assholes.”


                Tom spun around on his stool. He did not like having his
back to the crowd.  There were a few tables of young women, their hair done,
makeup exaggerated, clothes meticulously picked, and around each table men
circled, moving in and out, back and forth. It might’ve been predator and prey
on an African savannah.


                “What are you smiling at?” Jenny asked.


                “Just people. This is like watching the Nature Channel.”


                “So you know the mess my life is, what have you been
doing since you and Vickie split? I heard you got shot.”


                Tom watched the crowd, how young they were, but really
not much younger than he was.  But they did not carry his weight of experience.
“Yeah, just below my body armor.”


                Jenny spun on her stool, put her elbows back on the bar
arched her back, the tan of her breasts against the white top. “Did it hurt?”


                Tom’s lips curled into a half smile. “No, not when it
happened.  Felt like I’d been punched hard in the gut.  But no pain, not then. 
There’s a detachment….hard to describe….anyway…by the time the fight was over
and the pain set in the medic was drugging me up.”


                “Did it leave a sexy scar?”


                “I have a few scars, not a one is sexy.”


                “I doubt that’s the case,” Jenny said. “Vickie said you
won some medals.”


                Tom stayed watching the crowd, did not look at her. 
“Just did my job like everyone else.”


                Jenny leaned against him.  “Yeah sure.  So what do you
think of Vickie’s new life?”


                Tom felt the warmth of her bare arm against his. “She
seems happy enough.”


                Jenny reached back for her drink, turning to add pressure
against him. “Vickie always wanted that white picket fence shit.”


                “And you don’t?” Tom asked.


                “Shit no.  I want some stability for Kole.  Money, you
know, but I’m not one for the PTA or Boy Scouts and stuff. Life is too short.
How about you?  Anybody special in your life?”


                Tom shook his head.  Jenny finished her drink, motioned
at a bartender and she brought another. She glanced at Tom’s beer and he shook
his head no.


                “What’s next for you?” he asked Jenny.


                “I think I’m going to get a little drunk.”


                Tom smiled and let it go.


                “How about you, Tommy? You want to get drunk?” She
turned, leaned, her left breast against his arm, moving ever so slightly to
create friction. “Vickie says you live in a barn.  We could get a little drunk
and go back there. I told Vickie I might be late.”


                Tom looked into her deep blue eyes, her smile, warm and
inviting. “Jenny, we don’t have that kind of relationship.”


                Jenny sat back. “We could. It might be fun.”


                Tom turned back to the bar, drained his beer.  In the
time he’d been there the bar had gotten busier, the young late night crowd
coming out.  He remembered after Vickie left, after his second Iraq deployment
he fell into a black hole of nightly binges and Alabama dive bars and violence
at the slightest provocation. 


“I still think of you as a little sister,” he said.


                Jenny gave a short, harsh laugh.  “If you haven’t noticed
I’ve grown up.”


                “I’ve noticed, Jen. You are very attractive, but our
history, our relationship, your current situation…”


                “Because of Vickie.  I always wondered if she was as
boring in bed as you would expect. She always was the good one, even when she
wasn’t, you know?  Well, Tommy, you’re not the only guy here. I’m going to have
some fun. It’s your loss.”


                Jenny picked up her drink, slid off her stool and moved
toward the pool tables. Tom almost told her to be careful, but thought better
of it. He thought to stay, to keep a protective eye on her, but thought better
of that too. He took thirty dollars from his wallet, dropped it on the bar and
wound his way through the crowd to the door.











Chapter Twelve


 


                “So you solved Vickie’s problem?” his mother asked.  They
were at Karen’s for dinner, a cookout on the patio. Tom was mixing a bowl of
lime cilantro slaw at the kitchen counter as his mother leaned on the counter,
watching.  Through the window over the sink Tom could see Karen’s husband, Joe
at the grill, Karen seated at the table in the sun, watching through
sunglasses. In the yard the two boys played on a wooden swing set.


                “It was Jenny’s problem, and yes I think so. There wasn’t
much to be done. But if it’s not solved I will revisit it.”


                His mother held a glass of chardonnay. “And you are over
your little fit about me speaking to Vickie?”


                “It wasn’t the talking to Vickie, it was the secrecy. 
Remember it is always the cover up that gets you. I thought Nixon would’ve
taught your generation that.”


                His mom smiled. “Fair enough. How was it seeing Vickie? 
I know a lot of time has passed, but...”


                “She seems happy, as you probably know.  Truth is we were
young. Very young, looking back. If we met now we would probably have zero
interest in each other.”


                “I doubt that, Tommy.  You and Vickie were in love,
that’s a powerful force even when you’re young. Especially when you’re young.
Your father and I were teenagers when we met. And she always asked about you.
Always.”


                “I can’t be friends with her, Mom. Vickie and her husband
and her daughters and I are not going to have barbeques together. No one big
happy family thing. I’ll probably never see her again.”


                Karen stuck her head in the patio door. “Five minutes to
Joe’s world famous hamburgers. And bring a couple of beers when you come,
please.”


                Tom felt his Mom’s hand on his shoulder. “It was good of
you to help Vickie, Thomas.”


 


                Tom worked on the bookshelf for Pete Johnson’s daughter,
sanding, then staining the boards. At dawn one morning he joined Pete on his
fishing boat, the lake glass still, wisps of mist rising in the cool air. He
filleted five nice bass they caught and Pete fried them up with sliced potatoes
for an early lunch.  He and Martin went out to fifteen acres of land a friend
of Martin’s owned, part of which he had built into a shooting range. They spent
a hot bright afternoon shooting pistols, then sat in the shade and thoroughly
cleaned each one. Tom preferred shooting in the woods to professional ranges;
at ranges there were too many rules. Here he could move and shoot, get his
heart rate up and stress shoot. He’d sprint fifty yards, or do twenty pushups
then spring up, draw his pistol and engage the target. He knew from experience
that his breathing and heart rate would never be normal during a gunfight.


He worked out.  He drank beer with Martin. And he
expected to hear from Jenny, expected the phone to ring.                


 


                Early one morning the phone did ring. Tom was at his
kitchen table finishing his coffee, reading the paper, contemplating a workout.
Caller ID said it was Reg.


                “You calling to collect your lunch?” Tom asked.


                “I wish, Sarge. There was a body found in the corner of
the county, dumped in a drainage ditch along a dirt road. Homicide.  ID is
Perry Walker.”


                “When was he killed?”


                “It’s still pretty preliminary.  Thirty-six hours ago or
so.”


                “Have you contacted his wife, Jenny?” Tom asked.


                “Haven’t been able to find her.  Detectives haven’t been
to the house yet either. As I say, it’s very preliminary.”


                “Jenny is staying at her sister’s. I’ve got cell numbers
and the address.”  Tom scrolled through his phone and read them to Reg.


                ‘Don’t tell anyone about this yet, Sarge. I shouldn’t
have called you, but since you were asking about this guy….”


                “What do you know about the cause of death?”


                “His throat was cut. Knife must’ve been dull, it was a
messy job. But before that it looks like someone took a hammer to his fingers
and toes.”


 


                Tom tried Jenny’s cell number; it went straight to
voicemail.  He contemplated a moment before calling Vickie. She picked up on
the third ring, high pitched children noises in the background.


                “Bad time?” he asked.


                “Not at all. Just pancake time.”


                “Is Jenny there? I tried her cell, but no answer.”


                “No, she didn’t come home last night. I assume she’s out
with some guy. I even considered it might be you.”


                Tom ignored that. “Is that normal, her not coming home?”


                “Afraid so.  Jennifer likes her good times.” Vickie’s
voice changed. “Is something wrong, Tom?”


                “No, I don’t think so.  I just wanted to ask her a
question.  If you see her ask her to call me.  Thanks Vick.”


 


                “So your services are no longer needed,” Martin said. Tom
had called him after hanging up with Vickie.  Tom knew his routine; Martin woke
at 5:30 each morning, spent thirty to forty-five minutes at his computer
answering email and reading the news, then he worked out for an hour usually
followed by a twenty minute jog.  Tom had caught him just after his shower and bribed
him over with a three egg cheese and green onion omelet. 


                “So it would seem.”


                Martin finished his orange juice.  “Hell of a
coincidence.  You get involved, talk to the guy, and now he’s dead. “


                “And Jenny’s missing.”


                “Grown woman, known to not make it home every night.  Not
exactly missing yet, Thomas.”


                “How long do I give her?  She has a young son.”


                Martin thought a moment.  “Until school is out today. If
she’s not back or heard from, then I would suspect something is wrong.”  He
looked over at Tom.  “Then what?”


                “All I can think of is to go back to the house, ask
whoever’s there what is going on.”


                “They won’t volunteer anything.”


                “It looks like Jenny’s husband was tortured. You only do
that for information. Somebody wanted something from him.”


                “You said he was into drugs for sure, and probably guns.
Maybe someone was sending a message,” Martin said.


                “I doubt it.  Cut his balls off, his eyes out, his ears
off, that’s a message. A hammer to the finger and toes is about pain, and the
continued expectation of pain.  Twenty digits to smash.”


                “So if you go to this house…”


                “I’ll bring a hammer,” Tom said.











Chapter Thirteen


 


                Tom’s cell phone rang. After Martin had left he had half
heartedly worked out for an hour, his mind on Jenny, then had gone to the
workshop to varnish the bookshelf, not accomplishing much, running scenarios
through his mind. The phone broke the spell.


                “Have you heard from Jenny?” he asked when he answered.


                “No,” Vickie said.  “Tom, the police were here looking
for her.  They wouldn’t tell me why. What is Jennifer into, Tom?  What the hell
is going on?”


                Tom thought a moment.  “Jenny’s husband is dead.”


                “Perry?  What, a drug overdose?”


                “No, it looks like murder.  His throat was cut.”


                “Good Lord.  Tom, you had nothing to do with it, did
you?”


                Tom laughed, shook his head.  “Jesus, Vick, of course
not.”


                “What about Jenny, was she involved?”


                “No, not at all.  This was not an act of passion, it was
business,” Tom told her.


                “But you think Jennifer could be involved?”


                Tom sighed. “I’m not sure what to think, Vick. Her
husband has been murdered and no one has heard from her. It might mean
something, it might be nothing.  What time does Kole get home?”


                “Usually about three-thirty. Why?”


                “If Jenny’s not working is she usually there?”


                “Yes, of course,” Vickie said. “Jennifer has her issues,
but in her own way she works hard at being a good mom. I told the police that,
that she was a good mom to her son.”


                Tom looked at his watch.  “Just over two hours.  If we
haven’t heard from Jenny by then I’ll call my Ranger buddy in the sheriff’s
department.”


                “I’m frightened, Tom.  Should I be?”


                “Honestly Vickie, I don’t know.  But if Jenny’s in
trouble I will do everything I can to help her.”


                “I know that, Tom,” Vickie said softly.  “I know you will
do what you can.”


 


                Tom worked on the bookcase, glancing at his watch every
fifteen minutes, accomplishing in two hours what he could’ve in forty minutes
of focused effort.  At three thirty five he dialed Jenny’s cell number. 
Straight to voicemail; “Hey, it’s Jenny, leave a message.”  He called Vickie
knowing the answer.


                “No, nothing Tom,” she said. Tom could hear the strain,
the weight. He was sure she had to smile at young Kole and reassure him his mom
would be home soon, tell him things she did not know to be true. “I’ve tried
her phone five times.”


                Tom phoned Reg.  He told him Jenny had not been heard
from.


                “My shift starts in a couple of hours,” Reg said. “I’ll
go in a little early and see where the investigation is.  I’ll call.”


 


                “They haven’t located the spouse, Jennifer,” Reg told him
when he called back two hours later.  “They haven’t been out to the house you
visited yet because Perry Walker’s last known address was a trailer park in
Hilldale.”


                “So they’re not busting ass to track down the killer,”
Tom said.


                “We don’t get many dead bodies out here, Sarge, and
frankly our investigators take it personally when someone is dumped in our
county.  But old Perry was a known scumbag, drugs and shit, so the working
theory is he was killed by another scumbag.”


                “A scumbag who crushed his fingers and toes with a
hammer.”


                “There are a lot of sick bastards in the world. And I
agree that the simplest answer ain’t always the right answer. The thought on
the missing wife is she is off on a drug bender, you know, scumbag by
association, she is married to Perry.”


                “Was,” Tom corrected. “Till death do us part. Her sister
told the cops she was a good mother.”


                “Yeah, I know,” Reg said, “but investigators don’t
completely trust what family members say.  I tell you, Sarge, this job breeds a
cynicism that would make your average Ranger seem open minded.  But they are
working it, and if the current theory doesn’t pan out, they will update the
theory.  It will get solved.”                


                “Any word on why the Homeland Security tag on Perry’s
file?”


                Tom could almost hear Reg smiling. “Nothing definite
yet.  Domestic Terrorism, but like I said he might’ve looked at the wrong
website.  Twelve years after Nine Eleven and the agencies still don’t
communicate real well.”


                “Bureaucracy upon bureaucracy.  But at least they have
armored vehicles and grenade launchers and millions of rounds of ammunition
stored away.”


                “Yep,” Reg said. “I fucking sleep better knowing they
have more firepower than an 

Army division. I’ll be in touch, Sarge.”


 


                Tom called Martin who picked up on the first ring.


                “What’s the plan?” Martin asked after Tom had brought him
up to date.


                “I’m going to visit the house tonight. Late. See what
they know. They’re friend and drug buddy and fellow neo-Nazi has been killed,
so they know something and are probably scared.  I will take advantage of
that.”


                “What time are we going?” Martin asked.


                “We?  That’s not necessary, Martin. I’m not sure what
I’ll find at the house and I don’t want you involved if something goes bad.”


                “You can’t leave your truck parked on the street, Tom. It
might draw attention. I’ll drop you off and cruise nearby, just in case
something does go sideways. Consider me fire support, an escape hatch. It’s
happening so just accept it.”


                “Okay, okay.  Pick me up about midnight.”


                “Midnight?  Shit, I’d better get a nap in.  I’ll be
there.”











Chapter Fourteen


 


The rooms were small, square, the walls a concrete of mud and rock,
the floors often dirt. The doorways were short, narrow, made for small, hard
people, not men wearing one hundred pounds of gear, armor and weapons. The
smell of smoke and sweat, of strong spice and livestock. He led with his left
shoulder through the doorway, pushing aside the rug hanging as a door. His
right shoulder wedged, stuck, his M4 muzzle down. He shoved, wriggled. In the
green of the night vision goggles he could see people huddled in the corner, a
woman and children. From his left a blow, a man striking his shoulder with a
melon sized stone, again, another blow to the side of his helmet, another
knocking the night vision goggles away. He wrenched his shoulder through the
door, slamming his left forearm against his attacker, driving him back against
the wall. The man hit him again at the base of his neck, drawing blood. He
pressed the man back with his forearm creating space, and pulled his combat
knife from the sheath. He stabbed the man’s torso, three, four, five times
until the struggling ceased, then dropped the knife and brought his rifle up.


 


There was not a great deal of preparation.  Tom made and
ate a turkey sandwich, then made and ate a second.  Even though it was warm he
dressed in jeans and boots, a black long sleeved polyester workout shirt.  A
baseball cap. He slid a hard case from under his bed. Inside was a modified
Ruger Mini-14 and a Smith and Wesson Model 919A 12 gauge pump shotgun, six
round capacity, nineteen inch barrel. The same shotgun used by many law
enforcement agencies. From another smaller case he took a Smith and Wesson
compact 9 millimeter automatic pistol. Like all his guns both had been bought
at a gun show so there was no federal paperwork tying him to them. If the
government was going to give him a loophole he was going to take it. He put on
a pair of thin leather gloves and wiped both the shotgun and pistol down, then
lightly oiled them. He loaded the shotgun with buckshot shells, and the pistol
magazine with seven rounds.  He laid both on the kitchen table, checked his
watch and waited.


Serving in a line company in the Ranger Regiment had
taught him to go in loud, hard and fast. Shock and awe. Kick ass and take
names. Gain fire superiority and never let up. His time in the Regimental Recon
Company had taught him stealth, observation, evaluation.  But tonight was
definitely a kick the door and overwhelm the room situation.


                At five minutes to midnight Tom heard
tires on the gravel. He racked a round into the chamber of the pistol, then
slid it into a belt holster.  He picked up the shotgun and went out to Martin’s
grey Impala. He laid the shotgun on the back seat and got in the passenger
seat.


                Martin looked back at the shotgun.
“Nothing subtle about you Rangers,” he said.


                “Speak softly and bring firepower,” Tom
said. 


                Martin put the car in gear.  “All right,
where am I going?”


                They rode in silence with only Tom’s directions breaking
the night. Traffic was light and they had the windows rolled down, cool damp
night air swirling over them. The neighborhood was dark, very few streetlights,
and fewer porch lights on. Martin cruised past the target house, not slowing. 
Tom noticed a slight glow behind the front window, probably a television or
small lamp. The neighbor across the street that Tom had talked to had her porch
light on, and Tom assumed it was on every night, a dim white shield against the
trouble across the street. Tom thought of how the target house would look in
the digital green of night vision goggles, how the depth perception was off,
but with hours of training, wearing them constantly, how seeing the world
through them, fighting in them, became second nature.  He remembered how in
time he would know all the members of his platoon by the way they moved, the
way they stood.


                Martin swung around the block so Tom could approach the
house from the rear. He turned off the headlights and pulled to the curb where
Tom directed.  Martin reached up and flicked a switch so the interior dome
light would not come on when Tom got out.


                “I’ll be cruising a couple of blocks away,” Martin told
him.  “Just call and I’ll be there.”


                Tom nodded. He tossed his wallet on the dashboard and
opened the door, took the shotgun from the backseat and disappeared into the
night.


                Tom moved smoothly in the shadow between houses to the
wooden fence that framed the target house back yard.  He knelt and listened,
looked between the fallen down boards, keeping an eye out for the dog, Tyson.
He assumed if he was outside he’d be in front, but wanted to make sure. He
didn’t care about the people in the house, but he didn’t want to hurt the dog.
They’d had to shoot dogs in Iraq and especially Afghanistan. After his first
deployment when he’d told people back home about it, they didn’t understand. 
It always amazed him that you could kill twenty terrorist, human beings, and
nobody would comment, but talk about how you had to kill one dog and people
judged you harshly.  He would try to explain that these were not sweet suburban
American dogs, but mangy rabid wild animals that barked and snarled and
threatened the mission.


                The yard seemed quiet. He tapped a board watching for any
movement. Nothing.  He moved in a low crouch through the tall grass to the dark
corner of the house. He paused and listened. He could feel his heart beating
and smiled at the familiar rush of adrenaline, how his senses heightened, every
sight and sound vivid. He approached the two concrete steps to the back door,
stepped up and crouched next to the door. He felt exposed on the white colored
concrete, but he knelt and waited.  Through the door he could hear faint
sounds, conversation maybe, or a TV or possibly a video game. He stood and
looked through the doors window.  The room was dark, but he could see the white
rectangle of a refrigerator. In the room beyond the light flickered, confirming
TV or video game.  He could see no movement. He wished he had a team with him
to sweep in behind him and clear corners, to control rooms.  He opened the
screen door, slowly, inch by inch to guard against the telltale whine of old
hinges.  The hinges did squeak, a small mouse-like noise. Tom watched through
the window for any reaction. With the shotgun in his right hand he slowly
turned the back door knob.  It turned freely, and when he pushed the seal of
the door cracked.  He smiled. During training they had hammered doors with
sledgehammers, blown the hinges off with shotguns, even kicked the doors open,
only to be told later the door was unlocked. Lesson; always check the easiest
solution before trying the difficult.


                He took a breath and committed. 











Chapter Fifteen


 


                Tom shoved the door open with his shoulder and moved
rapidly through the dark kitchen. Quick, smooth, not hurried. He scanned the
room as he moved; table cluttered with bottles, beer cans, sink and counter
piled with unwashed dishes.  The sweet stink of old food. The dust of cigarette
smoke. He was at the entry way to the living room when the back door banged.


                A narrow room, cheap carpet dirty. To the left a
television glowed and seated on a folding chair in front of it was a man so
intent on the game he didn’t look up at the noise.  Past him was a coffee table
with more food and cans on it, then a couch against the wall.  Seated on the
couch was the man with the long hair Tom has first met on the front porch,
Jesse. His head came up at the sound of the door.  Tom worked the pump action of
the rifle, the distinct CLICK-CLACK sound filing the room. By the front door
the dog, Tyson, opened his eyes and raised his head, but did not stand.  The
long haired man’s eyes widened and he fought to stand, arms wide on the back of
the couch, trying to push off. Tom crossed the room as the long haired man made
to an awkward crouch. Tom followed his eyes to a silver automatic pistol on the
table. A cigarette burned in an ashtray next to it. As he reached for the
pistol Tom hit him on the side of the neck with the butt of the shotgun. He
wobbled from the blow and Tom grabbed the back of his head, shoving him hard
face down on the floor.


                Tom turned to the video player. He was staring at Tom,
controller still gripped in both hands. In the flickering light of a zombie
battle he looked young, late teens or early twenties. Tom moved to him and
grabbed a handful of hair, lifting him up out of the chair. Tom kicked him hard
just below the knee, sweeping one foot off the floor, then drove him face down
near the long haired guy. He ran his hand around the kid’s jean waistband
feeling for a weapon. Checked his pockets.  He took an older flip model cell
phone front the right front pocket and put that in his back pocket. Tom picked
the pistol up from the table and stuck it in his pocket as well. The dog was
standing now by the door, but seemed passive, observing the activity, but not
involved.


                “Keep your heads down,” he ordered, then moved down the
short hallway where he assumed the bedrooms were. The first room on the left
was empty, queen bed unmade, dresser, clothes on the floor. The stars and bars
of the Confederacy hung above the bed. In the second room a man lay face down
on the bed, shirtless, wearing only jeans. Heil Hitler was tattooed in scroll
across his pale upper back. He didn’t move when Tom flicked on the light. One
foot hung over the edge of the bed. Tom kicked it hard and he shifted a little
and grunted, but didn’t wake.  Tom scanned for weapons, saw none. He turned off
the light and pulled the door shut.


                Back in the living room he saw the kid’s head drop
quickly to the floor.  The long haired one had his right arm up trying to lift
himself. Tom kicked the arm hard, dropping him face down again. He jerked the
plug to the TV out of the socket, silencing it. Tom knew there was a basement
to the house and a garage, but he didn’t have the manpower to clear them. He
would listen, keep his eyes up and moving, and get this over as quickly as
possible.


                “I’m looking for Perry,” he said, standing over them,
relaxed, shotgun pointing down but ready.


                “We ain’t seen him,” the kid said.


                “He lives here,” Tom said.  “Where is he?”


                “Look,” the kid said, “tell Rockwell we don’t know shit,
okay?”


                “Shut the fuck up,” the long haired one said. Tom kicked
him on the side of the head, hard enough to make his point. The man’s head
rolled to the side. By the door the dog stood, watching.


                “You stupid fucking dog, do something,” long hair
shouted.  The dog’s dark eyes moved from him to Tom. The dog sat down.


                “Where’s Perry’s wife?” Tom asked.


                “How the fuck should we know?” the long haired one said.
He was spread eagle on the ground, hands out. On the back of his left hand was
a crude SS tattoo, probably hand done in prison with a sewing needle and
writing ink. Tom stomped the back of the hand with the heel of his boot,
breaking small bones. Long hair cried out, then squirmed, cussing.


                “Who’s Rockwell?” Tom asked calmly, standing on the hand.


                “What?” the kid said, confused. The long haired guy
laughed harshly through gritted teeth.


                “He didn’t send you. You’re some freelancin’ bitch. What
you don’t know goin’ to fuckin’ kill you,” he said.


                Tom angrily kicked him again on the side of the head,
harder this time. The guy moaned and half rolled to the side.  Tom stepped
behind the young guy and pressed the shotgun barrel behind his knee.


                “I pull this trigger and you will lose your leg,” he told
him firmly.  “Who’s Rockwell?”


                The kid said nothing.  Tom thumbed the shotgun safety
off, the click audible in the quiet.


                “Fuck, okay,” the kid said, his pitch high with fear. “I
don’t know Rockwell, man. He’s like some scary boss dude. Everyone here is
afraid of him. He’s into guns, drugs, everything, man. I heard he’s killed
people. I’ve never seen him. No one has. Only Perry. Perry was the contact.”


                “What’s his first name?” Tom asked.


                “Mister.  Mister Rockwell, that’s all I ever heard. Man,
he’s in charge of the group, God’s Hammer, or some shit.”


                “Where is this Mister Rockwell?”


                “I don’t know. I don’t want to know, man. It was supposed
to be fun, like a game, you know? Some drugs, some guns, some partying. Then it
started getting serious. White supremacists shit. Now…fuck.”


                “I suggest you all pack up and move on. Or I will be
back.”


                Tom scanned the room, wondered briefly how people could
live like this. On the table next to the ashtray was another cell phone, this
one newer, probably password protected if these idiots were smart enough. He
dropped in on the floor, stomped it with his heel.


                “Keep your heads down,” Tom said from the kitchen
entryway. The dog stood up, watching him.


                “Tyson,” Tom called patting his leg. “Come on.”


                Tyson hesitated a moment, then trotted over to Tom.  Tom
went out the back door and jogged to the fence, Tyson at his heels.  At the
fence Tom knelt and while watching the back door of the house, hit a speed dial
number on his phone. Tyson passed through the hole in the fence, turned and
waited.


                “Yeah,” Martin said.


                “Pick me up at the same place.”


                “Be there in less than a minute,” Martin said.


                The Impala pulled smoothly to the curb, lights out. Tom
crossed from the shadows, opened the back door, and Tyson jumped in.


                “What the hell?” Martin asked. He was watching the big
dog settle into the seat, then looked over at Tom. Tom laid the shotgun on the
floor and got in the front seat.


                “Martin, this is Tyson,” he said as Martin turned on the
headlights and accelerated.


                “Shit, Thomas, I didn’t expect prisoners.”











Chapter Sixteen


 


                Tom described the events as they drove back to his place.
He spoke slowly, evenly, forcing himself to focus, to override the adrenaline,
for his heart rate to return to normal. Martin asked few questions, the first
being, “Any shots fired”? When Tom told him the name Rockwell Martin looked
over at him.


                “George Lincoln Rockwell?”  


                “I don’t know the full name. Why?” Tom asked.


                “George Lincoln Rockwell was the founder of the American
Nazi Party back in the fifties. Real sweetheart.  Gunned down by one of his own
followers if I remember right.”


                “So it can’t be the same guy. Maybe a wanna be.”


At Tom’s Martin parked and got out of the car. Tyson had
been watching the lights pass by out the window, a silent, stoic passenger. He
hopped down and followed Tom inside.


                “All the excitement I could use a beer,” Martin said.
“Plus I had a nap earlier.”


                Tyson followed Tom into the apartment. Martin took a
revolver from a hip holster and laid it on the table. Tom unloaded the shotgun
and laid it and his pistol next to it. He pulled the automatic he had taken
from long hair and unloaded it. It was a .40 Caliber Sig Sauer P224 subcompact,
no cheap throw away punk gun.


                “The forty-four Bulldog,” Tom said, nodding at the pistol
Martin had carried. “Were you expecting us to be jumped by an elephant?”


                “Shit, the noise alone would kill most bad guys,” Martin
said. He watched Tyson move about nose to the floor, sniffing. “What are you
going to do with a dog?”


                “Be careful, he’s been raised by white supremacists. He
might be racist.”


                Tyson looked up at Martin, his square head angled. Martin
angled his head to match Tyson’s. They stared a moment, then Martin smiled. He
reached down and rubbed Tyson’s ears.


                “Only white supremacists would name their dog after an
angry black man and find no irony.”


                Tom handed him an opened bottle of Bud Light. Tom had a Kona
Longboard. “I couldn’t leave him with those dumbasses. He was the smartest one
in the house.”


`               “You’ve got a truck, you’ve got a gun, now you’ve got a
dog.  Shit boy, you’re life is a damned country and western song.”


                Tom opened his laptop on the table. “Don’t forget the
ex-wife.”


                Martin raised his beer bottle in salute. “I’m about to
break into a yodel. If black men could yodel. Speaking of the ex, what’s next
in finding Jenny?”


                “First I search the Internet for racists named Rockwell
involved with a God’s Hammer.”


                “Let’s hope there’s not a lot of them.”


                “Yeah, make it easier on us,” Tom said.


                “The hell with us, makes it easier on the country,”
Martin said.


                As he expected most sites referenced George Lincoln
Rockwell. A few mentioned a campaign advisor for a southern congressman. On the
third page was a link to a Leana Rockwell’s version of ‘If I had a Hammer’.


                “Too much information,” Martin said. He finished his beer
and opened another. He brought one for Tom as well without asking, set it down,
then looked over at Tyson who was sitting by the door staring at them. 


                “What are you going to feed him?” he asked. Tom glanced
over at Tyson, went to the refrigerator, took out a left over hamburger patty
and popped it in the microwave for forty seconds. He filled a plastic bowl with
water. The microwave beeped and Tom called Tyson over and set the plate on the
floor.


                “I’ll get some real food for him in the morning,” Tom
said.


                “Nice touch, heating it up.”


                “No one likes cold hamburgers,” Tom said. Tyson picked
the burger up, arched his neck, chewed three times and swallowed.


                “Shit, look at him,” Martin said, “I think he’d eat a
dead skunk.  A cold dead skunk.”


                Tom sat back down and typed God’s Hammer into the search
engine. There were movies and books and links to church sites, but nothing
seemed too extremist. Tom scrolled pages, scanned. On the fourth page something
caught his eye; The Hammer of Yahweh. A Facebook page came up when he clicked
on the link.


                “Got something?” Martin asked.


                “Maybe.”  Tom studied the screen. Swastikas. Confederate
flag. American flag. Reference to Chosen People. Mud People. Racial purity. 
“Definitely white supremacist bullshit.  I don’t see any reference to a
Rockwell. Everything’s anonymous.”


                “The scourge of the Internet, people can say things they
wouldn’t have the balls to say to your face.”


                Tom looked over at the hard man sitting next to him, the
thick muscled forearms, the raised calloused knuckles, and wondered how many
people would say anything insulting to his face.


                “And the site has ten thousand ‘likes’,” Tom said.


                “Of course it does. Now that I’m depressed by humanity,
what is the next step?”


                “I’ll call Reg at the sheriff’s department in the
morning.” Tom picked up the cell phone he had taken off the young guy at the
house. It was an older flip phone model with no pass code. He opened it. “Maybe
I’ll call some of these numbers, ask for Rockwell.” He looked at Martin. “I
doubt time is on Jenny’s side. Whatever these guys wanted with her husband,
they were serious.”


                Martin stood and stretched. Yawned. “Maybe they don’t
have her and it’s all a coincidence.” 


He could tell by Tom’s face that he didn’t believe that.
“Call me when you know something.”


                Tom stood and by the door Tyson stood as well.  “Martin,
I appreciate the help tonight, but I don’t want to get you involved in anything
too serious.”


                Martin smiled. “Thomas, you just try to keep me away from
that ignorant white trash.”











Chapter Seventeen


 


                Tom had been asleep three hours when the phone woke him. 
He saw Vickie’s name on the screen and hoped for the best.


                “Yeah, Vickie, what’s up?”


                “Tom, our home was broken into last night.”


                “You okay?”


                “Yes, we weren’t home, thank goodness. The alarm went off
and the police responded.”


                Tom sat up in bed. “What did they take?”


                “I don’t know.  They broke down the front door and went
down to the basement. They tore up the beds and ripped through the closets,
just trashed the place.  It took the police fifteen minutes to get to our house
and by then they were gone.”


                “So they were looking for something Jenny has. Or they
think she has.”


                “That’s what it looks like. I told the police all of
that, told them she was missing, told them about Perry.”


                “Vickie, any idea what they were looking for? Anything
Jenny might’ve talked about or implied?”


                “No, Tom. Nothing I can think of. I can’t imagine what
they think she has. As far as I know she left with little more than what was on
her back.”


                “Is Kole okay?”


                Vickie sighed. “He was with us. He’s confused. He’s
wondering where his Mom is. He’s worried about her.”


                “Are you at the house?” Tom asked.


                “No, Robert refuses to stay there until all of this is
over. We’re at the American Inn on Randolph. It’s got an indoor pool for the
kids. Tom, what is going on?”


                “I’m not sure, Vick. Is there a way I can get into the
house?”


                “I can give you the garage code. Why, do you think you’ll
see something the police didn’t?”


                Tom rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “Hell Vick, I don’t
know. I’m not an investigator. I just want to find Jenny and get her home.”


                “I know, Tommy, I’m sorry.  I’m sorry about all this
mess. Just try to find her.”


                “I’m working on it, Vick. I’m working on it.”


 


                Tom took a hot shower, made coffee, and took a travel mug
in his truck. It was still rush hour so traffic was a slow moving mass. The
morning was cloudless, promising a perfect day for outdoor work or sitting on a
bar deck drinking beer. Traffic thinned when he turned toward Vickie’s house,
going out of town against the flow. In the driveway he noticed the sheet of
clean, new plywood screwed into the front door frame. He parked and walked to
the front door, but noticed nothing; no foot print in the dirt, no misplaced
piece of paper with the bad guys name on it. He typed in the code Vickie had
given him and went in through the garage.


                The interior had the empty still silence of abandonment. 
The front door frame was shattered where the deadbolt had given way. The door
was buckled; the exterior knob smashed off by what Tom guessed was a sledge
hammer. Next to the door the alarm panel had been ripped from the wall,
probably in hopes of quieting the sounding alarm.  Nothing subtle or
professional about it. Tom wondered if they knew the house was empty, or if
they had planned violence if they found anyone home. He shivered slightly at
the thought.  Other than the front door the upstairs seemed undisturbed, so Tom
went to the basement.


                The old fashioned word ransacked came to mind.  The couch
and loveseat had been turned over, the cushions tossed, the fabric covering the
springs torn away.  In the bedroom the mattress was shoved off the bed, the
closet emptied, clothes strewn, the dresser drawers dumped. Cody’s room was the
same, and in the bath the vanity was opened, contents scattered, the top of the
ceramic tank shattered on the floor. Quick, violent, thorough in an amateurish
way. They searched where they would’ve hid something. Tom figured three to four
people. Anymore and they would be in each other’s way. Looking for something
specific Jenny had, or they thought she had.  Whatever it was, his guess was
they didn’t find it. If they had there would be an abrupt halt to the mess, a demarcation,
a room left unscathed.


                He thought to pick up some, to put things right. But he
wasn’t sure where to start, the task overwhelming. Plus it was not his place to
do such a thing.  He went back upstairs, outside and walked once around the
house. The backyard was kid trampled, but that was the way they would’ve come
and gone. The police, when they answered the alarm, would pull up out front so
any cars on the street would become suspect. From the edge of the backyard Tom
could look down a long grassy hill to another neighborhood, another backyard
and a street with a separate exit. He considered the symmetry of his actions
last night and what was occurring here. Maybe like he and Martin someone had
stayed in the vehicle and kept moving, waiting for the pickup call.


                In the truck he called Reg. He picked up and Tom told him
of the break in.


                “I’m sure the locals will give us a call and coordinate,”
Reg said, “but it will take time.”


                “I’ve got another favor to ask,” Tom said, “but if I’m
putting you in any kind of hardship let me know. I don’t want to cause you any
trouble, Reg.”


                “You understand bureaucracy as well as anyone, Tom.  We
want to solve this crime, we want to solve every crime, but we are spread thin
and there are rules and paperwork and processes. Rules of Engagement, just like
overseas. You are focused on this one thing. It makes you more efficient. So
ask away and if I can help I will.”


                “Can you see if you can find anything on a group called
Yahweh’s Hammer, and a person named Rockwell? They are white supremacist
anti-government types.”


                Reg snorted. “It would truly amaze you how many of these
groups are out there. Most of them are a handful of drinking buddies with a
computer and a fucked up world view. You’d be surprised how many are vets.
You’d think serving would expand your horizon, not shut it down.”


                “There was a lot of ignorance in the Big Army, Reg,” Tom
reminded him. “A lot of dissatisfied customers.”


                “Yeah, I guess so. Rockwell and Yahweh’s Hammer. I’ll
check and get back to you, Sarge.”


                Tom sat in his truck and contemplated the light brown
plywood against the sandstone brick. His coffee mug was empty. He had no next
step. He was useless at this point. He drove back toward his place stopping at
the Buckshot Diner for a three egg Denver omelet, hashbrowns and coffee. He
laid his cell phone on the table and watched it, waiting for Reg to call,
hoping he would come up with something useful.


 


                Tom had three cups of coffee, which was two too many. He
could feel his body tense with chemical energy. He read through the local
weekly newspaper; building permits, road construction, the boy’s high school
baseball team in the state playoffs. Then his phone buzzed with Reg’s number.


                “Well, we now know why Perry was on Homeland’s list,” Reg
said when Tom answered. “Dealing with these Yahweh boys will get you flagged.”


                “Tell me about them.”


                “Like you said, neo-Nazi, white supremacist, into drugs
and guns. Pretty small time really, but they post enough internet crap to get
the government’s attention. And the leader goes by the name Rockwell, real name
Johnny Thorpe. Served four years in the First Infantry Division, one tour in
Iraq couldn’t get promoted past Specialist. Walked out with a General Discharge
for being a piss poor soldier. Older than you would think, he joined up at age
thirty, so that makes him pushing forty. No record, which is surprising. But
more than a half a dozen claiming to be members have been busted for assault,
possession with intent to distribute, and illegal possession of a firearm.”


                “Where can I find Rockwell?” Tom asked.


                “Johnny Thorpe inherited his grandparent’s farm four
years ago. It’s about one hundred eighty miles south of here. Started out as
five hundred acres, but he’s sold chunks off. Looks like he owns about fifty
still. Taxes are delinquent, which being an anti-government wacko, means he
claims their illegal anyway. According to intelligence there’s a farmhouse and
a barn and a handful of trailers have been moved onto the property. Made it
into a compound of sorts.”


                “How many live at the compound?”


                “It’s believed he only has eight to ten hard corps
followers, but plenty of white trash drifts in and out. Usually fifteen or so
on the property, including white trash women and their poor ignorant children.
Sometimes more, sometimes less. Probably depends on how much beer and drugs are
around. A couple of miles from the place there is what passes for a town; one
store, one bar, one church.”


                “What about local law enforcement?”


                “It looks like they don’t shit where they eat. Local
sheriff leaves them alone.”


                “They have drugs and guns, what about federal?”


                “If they get too big or too violent ATF or DEA will go
in, but honestly Sarge, it’s a lot like overseas; if the bad guys stay in their
area and leave the civilians alone, we sometimes stay out of it.”


                “Do you have any photos of the compound I could get?” Tom
asked.


                Reg chuckled “This ain’t the Ranger’s, Sarge. I got no
drones or satellites overhead.  I can give you the address of the farm and the
address of the store in town.”


                “That’ll have to do.”


                “I assume you’re going to go down there looking for your
friend. Be careful. These guys aren’t particularly skilled, but they are the
bad combo of ignorant and crazy.”


                “I’ll watch myself and tread as lightly as I can.”


                “And Tom, if anyone asks me, we never once discussed
these guys.”


                “I get it, Reg,” Tom said.  “And thanks.”











Chapter Eighteen


 


                Tom stopped at a pet store and bought leather collar, a
twenty foot dog chain, a food bowl, a water bowl, bacon and liver treats and a
twenty five pound bag of dog food. Next to the checkout he picked out a large,
pillowy dog bed and put it in the cart. He parked in his spot next to the barn,
shouldered the bag of dog food and carried it into his place. Tyson met him at the
front door and followed him into the kitchen where Tom filled the water bowl
and put a large scoop of food down, which lasted fifteen seconds. Tom dropped
the bed next to the front door, snapped the chain on Tyson’s new collar and
took him out to the front porch. Tom sat on one of the two lawn chairs, tilting
his head up to the warmth of the mid-morning sun, listening to the birds call
and respond, the red squirrels chatter. Tyson sat next to him, his head
rotating back and forth, observing.


                Tom opened his eyes to the sound of a vehicle. Pete
Johnson’s truck pulling his fishing boat stopped in front of him.


                “This property is not zoned for livestock,” he said,
nodding at Tyson.


                “You’re getting a late start,” Tom said, rubbing Tyson’s
ears.


                “Had some chores. I don’t plan on catching much, but it’s
too nice a day not to be on the boat drinking beer. Where’d you get the dog?”


                “I sort of adopted him from an abusive household.”


                “I’ve always been partial to larger dogs,” Pete said.
“He’s got an intelligent face. I like that.”


                “Would you mind looking after him for a few days? I’m
going up north camping.”


                Pete looked from Tom to Tyson and back. “You think he
likes fishing?”


                Tom shrugged. “Not sure. This is a brand new
relationship.”


                Pete nodded. “No problem.  As long as you don’t mind me
spoiling him some. I ain’t big on rules when it comes to other people’s
animals.”


 


                Tom hit the speed dial to Martin’s phone after Pete had
driven off. 


                “Did you get enough sleep?” he asked.


                “Shit no,” Martin said. “Up at five-thirty like always.”


                Tom told him about the break in, filled him in on the
information Reg had given him.


                “So when are we heading down there?” Martin asked.


                “There’s no ‘we’,” Tom said. “I appreciate it, but this
might get ugly and I don’t want this to affect you.”


                “Bullshit, Thomas. Extra eyes, extra hands, different
ideas. Extra firepower if it comes to that, which it sounds like it might.
These are bad guys, and you do not have the corner on wanting to make life
difficult for bad guys.”


                “A black man might stand out some down there, Martin,”
Thomas said.


                “Shit, I hope so. Shake those crackers up, put them on
their heels. Might come in handy.”


                Tom sighed, resigned. “Okay. It could be a couple of
days. No hotel so be prepared to rough it.”


                “We should drive separately,” Martin said. “Give us more
flexibility.”


                “Good idea.  I’ll come by in a couple of hours and we’ll
make a quick plan and caravan down.”


                Tom left Tyson lying in the sun and went inside to gather
equipment. From the closet shelf he took a sleeping bag and a pair of
binoculars wrapped in an old brown T-shirt and laid them on the bed. He put on
a pair of leather driving gloves and took the hard gun case from under the bed
and opened it, confirming what he knew; that the shotgun and rifle were both
there. He took a box of buckshot from the back of the closet shelf and loaded
the shotgun. He loaded five magazines of .226 rounds for the Mini-14 and
stacked them on the bed. He took the Sig Sauer pistol he’d taken off Long Hair
at the house, unloaded it, wiped it down, checked the action, and reloaded it.
He set it and his Kimber next to the loaded magazines. He put a pair of old ACU
trousers, two black T-shirts, hiking boots, and a black sweatshirt along with
the pistols in a small duffel bag.  In the kitchen he put twelve bottles of
water in a cooler and covered them with ice. Tyson watched him carry the gear
to the backseat of his truck. Tom put Tyson in the house, gave him another
small scoop of food, rubbed his block of a head, and locked the door.


 


                Maybe because it was on the way. Maybe because he thought
to update Vickie on the situation. Maybe because he just wanted to. Tom pulled
into the Americann Inn parking lot and cruised through. There were only a
handful of cars in the lot. He remembered Robert and Vickie had an SUV, but
then it seemed everyone else did too. The pool was in the front of the motel, a
room jutting off the main lodge with tall windows on three sides.  Through the
window Tom could see Vickie sitting at a table.  He parked and went in through
the small lobby turning right to the pool door.


                Robert was in the shallow end of the pool with the three
kids. He was holding Jean and Ella and Kole were on the pool steps. All three
wore life jackets, the girl’s pink and Kole’s blue. Robert’s face darkened when
he glanced as Tom came through the door.  Vickie was seated at a plastic table
and stood when she realized it was Tom.


                “Jennifer?”


                “Not yet,” Tom said. Their voices echoed in the closed
pool area so he spoke softer. “But I have an idea who might’ve broken into your
home. They were obviously looking for something Jenny has, or they think she
has.”


                “Who are they?”


                “Some people her husband was mixed up with. White
Supremacist drug dealers. Generally bad dudes.”


                “Good Lord.” Vickie hugged herself as if suddenly
chilled. She looked at the pool, at the kids splashing, at her husband, turned
so he could watch her and Tom. “We kept Kole out of school today and the girls’
home from pre-school because we wanted them close.”


                She glanced back at Tom. “What are you going to do?”


                “See what I can find out. Do what I need to,” Tom said,
being vague for his protection. And Vickie’s.


“I just want this done, Tommy. I want to go home and
feel safe and not worry about all this anymore. I want Jennifer back, safe. I
appreciate your help. I don’t know what to do. ”


                Tom smiled the same small reassuring smile he used to
when they were young. He lightly touched her hand. “I think it will be soon,
Vick.  I’ll call as soon as I know anything about Jenny.”


                Tom could feel Robert’s eyes on him as he walked out. He
knew Robert felt helpless, and that helplessness manifested itself as anger and
fear. Tom tried to understand the feelings, tried to empathize, but couldn’t.
Try as he might, he just could not relate to helplessness.











Chapter Nineteen


 


Tom spread sheets of paper on Martin’s kitchen table,
maps he’d printed from the internet. The area was rural, the roads laid out in
a grid. The farm was off a County road and a couple miles or so east was an
intersection where Tom guessed was the store and bar and church. Roads
paralleled or met at ninety degree angles. The maps had no topography, but Tom
expected gently rolling farm land. There were snaking blue lines of creeks and
streams which meant gullies and woodlines. Tom and Martin decided to start with
a simple drive by, depending on traffic.  If there was none at all on the
County road, any vehicles might be noticed. After seeing the lay of the land
they would plan from there. Ruby stood in the kitchen, a mug of tea in hand,
listening.


                “This is important,” Martin said to her. “A young lady is
in trouble.”


                “I know you and Thomas are not looking for trouble. If it
has to be done, do it well and get home.  It’s poker night; they’ll miss you at
the County Line.”


                Tom gave her a quick hug. “We’ll make it up when we get
back.”


                Tom gathered the maps and left Martin to say his
goodbye.  The Impala was fueled and packed and backed into the driveway ready
to go.  Martin came out and handed him a walkie talkie, the batteries fully
charged.


                “Easier than cell phones,” he said, “and no history
logged.”


                “What’s my call sign?” Tom asked, grinning.


                “White Knight.  And I’m Chocolate Thunder.  Let’s get on
the road, smart ass.”


                In his truck Tom keyed the walkie talkie. “Come in,
Chocolate. Radio check, over.”


                Martin’s voice came back surprising clear. “Up yours,
loud and clear. Out.”


 


                The drive south took a little over two hours. The two
lane roads were straight, the traffic light.  Three times they had to pass a
slow moving car, the drivers older, surely locals in no hurry. The land was as
expected, gentle hills, pastures with black cattle grazing, fields of new crops
just emerging, farm houses and sheds and barns every few miles. When they
turned on the county road that ran past the farm, Tom decided there was enough
traffic for the drive by.  Martin slowed down, dropping back so an observer
would not put the two vehicles together. Tom slowed to just below the speed
limit as he crested a hill guessing the farm was up ahead on the left.


                The farmstead was similar to what he expected, but more
dilapidated. A farm that had once been proud left to seed. The white two story
farm house had faded to gray. The barn roof was missing shingles, pale patches
on the dark roof where rain leaked in.  Behind the house a smaller shed leaned
as if preparing to lie down. Two small camping trailers and three larger double
wides sat with no particular plan in the tall weedy grass, dropped on the
property wherever it was easiest.  An old pickup was parked in the dirt drive,
an older sedan next to it.  There was a dirt bike off to one side, the front
wheel off.  A stand of tall cottonwood trees lined the rear edge of what used
to be the yard, their leaves rattling in the slight wind.  As his truck cruised
smoothly by Tom saw no people moving about.


                Another slight rise and the buildings came into view.
Identical single story cinder block painted bright white, one on each side of
the county road.  The one on the left side had three trucks, two cars, and two
motorcycles parked in front, which made it the bar.  Across the street was the
general store. Off the road, up a curving gravel road was a small clapboard
church. A gold painted sign at the roads edge read ‘Holy Trinity Baptist Church
est. 1940’.  


                Tom turned right at the intersection past the buildings.
Less than a mile ahead another road, narrower, less maintained, branched off to
the right, back the direction of the farm.  Tom turned on it, followed it a
half a mile until he came to a dirt turn off that led to a pasture. Tom parked
in the turn off and radioed Martin where he was. He took a bottle of water from
the cooler and stepped out into the bright sun. It was warm, but the humidity
was low. The breeze did little to cut the heat. Tom stood and watched the road,
waiting for Martin’s Impala.  Ten minutes later he heard it before he saw it,
appearing and reappearing in the gentle roll of the terrain. The Impala slowed
and turned in next to his truck.  Martin got out, a tall Styrofoam cup in his
hand. His mirrored aviator sunglasses reflected a bug eyed world.


                “I stopped at the store for a coffee,” he said.


                “And?”


                “Mostly what you’d expect. A mix of everything;
groceries, hardware, beer, even sporting goods. The coffee’s good.”


                “Learn anything of use?” Tom asked.


                “The gal behind the counter was friendly enough. This is
a quiet area, except for the bar across the street which can get rowdy now and
again. Too many aimless young men, she says.”


                Tom raised his water bottle. “Amen to that.  What do you
make of the farm?”


                “Looks like the results of laziness. Most people have no
idea how much work it takes just to maintain a place like that. They go to hell
in a hurry.”


                “Did you see anyone?”


                “Nope, not a soul. Probably laid up in the house and
trailers drunk or stoned.”


                “Or at the bar,” Tom said. Martin nodded.


                “Did you see the gully on the other side of the road?”
Martin asked.


                Tom had seen it as he approached the farm, a curved line
of brush and scrub willows running down the slope across from the farm.


                “Be a good observation post.  Easy to keep eyes on the
farm without being seen.” Martin hit a button on the key fob and the Impala’s
trunk popped open.  Inside was a sixty quart cooler, a sleeping bag, a duffel
bag and a rifle case. Martin lifted the cooler lid.


                “Beef stick?” he asked, taking one from a plastic bag.


                “How much stuff did you bring?”


                “There’s cheese sticks and a bag of grapes. Water.
Mountain Dew. Diet Coke.  A couple of celebratory beers for when we’re done.
Ruby made sandwiches. Turkey, I think.” He looked at Tom. “Why do you insist on
being uncomfortable? Let me guess, you brought a knife and a bottle of hot
sauce.”


                “And water,” Tom said.


                Martin shook his head. “Fucking Rangers.”


                He dug an olive drab day pack from the trunk and began
filling it. Water, a Mountain Dew, a sandwich, a couple of beef sticks.  He
took a pair of binoculars and a tan long sleeve shirt from the duffel bag and
put them in.


                “You brought the 700,” Tom said, meaning Martin’s
Remington 700 30-06 bolt action rifle with a 7x12 Leopold scope.


                “Just in case you need some overwatch.  I know you’re not
such a great shot with a long gun, being Army and all. Should I bring it or
leave it?”


                Tom looked at the rise in front of the parked vehicles.
He knew over the hill and down a gentle slope was the gulley and across the
road from that the farm.  


                “How long to get into position?” he asked.


                Martin looked at the hill thoughtfully. “Twenty minutes.
Thirty tops.  I’ll take it. I don’t want an hour turnaround time if shit gets
ugly.”


                Martin holstered a .45 caliber Colt automatic on his
belt, took the rifle case from the trunk. He slung the case over one shoulder,
the day pack over the other.


                “What if someone sees you?”


                “I’m scouting hunting spots. Rifle is in a case so it’s
legal.”  Martin looked around.  “Not much traffic, I doubt I’ll meet anyone.”


                Tom went to his truck and came back with a cell phone. 
“If you need to call in the cops use this cell. It’s the one I took off the guy
at Perry’s house. Won’t be traced back to us.”


                Martin smiled.  “What are your plans?”


                “I think I’ll drop in for a beer, see what’s what. Maybe
rattle the cage, a little.”


                “Shit, you get all the plum assignments. Give me time to
get in position that way I can see if your arrival causes any movement.  I’ll
call when I’m in place.  And Thomas, be careful.”


                











Chapter Twenty


 


The four man Recon Team had watched the compound for two days, sending
video and still photos back via SATCOM radio. A platoon would hit the target at
2100 Zulu, or 1:30 in the morning local time. After dark the Recon Team moved
down the steep boulder strewn hillside to a narrow ravine leading to the target
compound. They were to block the ravine to prevent any ‘squirters’, enemy
combatants from fleeing the compound, then join up with the assault element to
exfiltrate by helicopter. They moved cautiously in the night, slowly picking
their way down, watchful, careful to be silent. They were twenty feet from the
bottom of the ravine when the familiar whoosh-bam of RPG’s broke the night. All
four men were wounded by shrapnel and rock shards in the first volley. Tracers
and RPG filled the night. Behind them up the hill a half a dozen large boulders
would provide some cover. The Team Leader directed his men back, firing short,
accurate bursts at the enemy fighters, as AK tracers skipped off the rocks in
all directions. He was almost to the boulders when the bullet hit him low in
the abdomen. He dropped to one knee, knowing he was hit, then rose and
continued to cover. Behind the rocks he fired to keep the enemy from flanking
them, to keep the enemy at a distance as they tried to close, tried to negate
the firepower they knew was coming. After twenty minutes a helicopter gunship
came on the net, and the Team Leader directed half a dozen gun runs on the
enemy, breaking their spirit, driving them back. The Quick Reaction Force
reached them thirty minutes later.


 


                Tom leaned against the Impala and watched Martin stride
purposely up the hill on the narrow gravel shoulder until he reached the crest
and disappeared.  He ate one of Ruby’s sandwiches and had another bottle of
water. He changed out of his jeans and tennis shoes into the ACU pants and
hiking boots. He put on a ball cap. He slid his SOG folding knife in his right
front pocket.  He sat in the cab of his truck with the door open and waited.
Prairie birds called back and forth. The breeze made small, faint tones.  It
was peaceful and pleasant. Not a single car passed by.


                Twenty two minutes after he’d left Martin’s voice came
over the walkie talkie.  “I’m in place. Good location at a bend in the gulley
with willows for cover. I have a clear sight line to the farm and the road and
enough elevation to see it all. The crackers couldn’t see me if they tried.”


                “Good, Martin.  I’ll call just before I go into the bar. 
Get comfortable and try to stay awake.”


                Tom pulled the door shut and started up the truck,
smiling at the thought of a sixty-four year old black man lying in the weeds
watching a white supremacist compound.  And enjoying it.


                Tom backtracked to the bar parking along the north side.
He took a twenty dollar bill out of his wallet and dropped the wallet in the
center console next to the pistol he had taken from Perry’s house.


                He keyed the walkie talkie. “I’m at the bar. Any movement
at the farm?”


                Martin came back. “One man walked from a trailer to the
house.”


                “What did he look like?” Tom asked.


                “White.”


                “Is the 700 uncased?”


                “Nope. Don’t see the need. I can have it in action in
thirty seconds if necessary.”


                Tom looked at his watch. “It’ll be dark in an hour and a
half. I’m leaving the walkie talkie in the truck, but I’ll have my cell. Call
or text if you need to, but be cryptic.”


                “Roger that White Knight.  Check in later.”


                Tom looked at the bar building. Nothing much to see. No
windows, a single door on the side rear, probably the minimum code for
emergency exits. Tom guessed there probably was a matching door on the other
side. Up close the white paint was thin, the dimples in the concrete block
showing gray. A simple sign over the front door read ‘Monte’s’, in
scroll. A single mercury light high over the front door, a second light on a
pole near the road. Weeds poked through the gravel. Cigarette butts and
Styrofoam cups littered near the front door.  Tom sighed and got out.


                He had expected it but couldn’t prepare for it. With no
windows the interior was near nighttime dark. Tom blinked hoping to speed the
transition from bright to dim. Straight ahead at the back was the bar, bottles
and glasses shining under pale direct light. To his left was a pool table, a
splash of light. He stood just inside the door waiting. Tables and people rose
out of gloom as his eyes adjusted. Decades of cigarette smoke and grease
scented the carpet, the walls.


                Everyone watched him as he crossed to the bar. He’d been
in places like this before, places where a stranger was uncommon, where the bar
was a small club, a clique. His experience was that folks usually became
pleasant, or at least left him alone. Usually.


                “Can I help you?” the woman behind the bar asked. She was
mid forties to mid fifties, hard to tell, short unnaturally black hair, lean,
formed of work and hardship.


                “What do you have on tap?” Tom asked.


                “No taps, just bottles.”


                Tom took a stool at the far end of the bar, away from the
four men already seated, turned to watch him. “Budweiser, please.”


                She popped the top off and set the bottle on the bar.
“Three dollars.”


                Tom handed her the twenty. She laid a ten and seven ones
back on the bar. He left it lay, sipped his beer. The pool game continued,
muted conversation resumed. The four at the bar returned to their beers, their
attention still tuned to Tom. 


                “You Monte?” Tom asked the bartender. She laughed and a
couple of the guys at the bar shook their heads.


                “Ain’t been a Monte for ten years,” she said. “He sold
the place and died six months later of lung cancer.”


                “Too bad,” Tom said.


                “Happens all the time,” one of the men at the bar said.
“Don’t pay to quit workin’.”


                “You think Monte’s cancer knew he retired?” one of the
other men asked.


                “Hell, I don’t know. I just know that when you start
sittin’ in a rockin’ chair, your body gives up on you.”


                Tom looked at the four men. They were of the same type;
older, heavy set, faces and thick forearms burnt tan from years in the sun,
shoulders and backs wide from labor. Dressed in collared shirts, all had caps
from the same feed store perched on the back of their heads. Different colors,
slightly different logos, but the same store.  Generations of feed store caps
at the bar. Tom guessed there were four sets of worn cowboy boots on the bar
rail.  They were locals, been here all their lives, and definitely not who he
was looking for.


                But the ones at the pool table were different. Younger.
Buzz cut hair. Tattoos. Tom drank his beer and turned slightly to look at them.
Four of them playing, one leaning on the wall, watching the others. The
spectator was large, huge really, the excess fat on him making it hard to guess
how much muscle there really was. Tattoos covered both arms from wrist to where
the disappeared under his T-shirt sleeves. His bald head gleamed in the pool
table light. He eyed Tom too from under a deep forehead, but unlike the men at
the bar his eyes held a certain venom.


                “What brings you to Monte’s?” the bartender asked.  “We
ain’t exactly on the beaten path.”


                One of the men at the bar snorted.  Tom smiled. “I prefer
the back roads when I travel. Less traffic, less stress.”


                “You can’t get more back road than out here,” one of the
men said. The others smiled and nodded. Tom imagined days of this, slow moving,
minutes passing without a word spoken. Tom was thinking of how to insert
himself among the pool players, of going over and putting money on the table,
calling the next game, disturbing them, disrupting them, pissing them off, when
he saw the bartender’s expression change; a sad, narrowing look come over her. 
To his left the big man approached with empty beer bottles.  He set them on the
bar and the bartender dug out fresh ones without a word.


                “So you’re a traveler?” he said to Tom. He was half a
foot taller and a hundred pounds heavier than Tom. PAIN was tattooed in scroll
on the right side of his neck. “I suggest you finish your beer and keep
travelin’.”


                Tom touched his own neck where the big guy’s tattoo was.
“Did that hurt?  The arm wasn’t much, a little burning, but I bet that hurt.”


                The big guy looked at him, dark eyes confused. Behind him
the pool players had paused, watching the show. Tom glanced down at his hands,
a habit from years of martial arts training. The hands were large, but pale and
meaty. The big guy did not work outdoors or with his hands. Probably just
survived by being large and intimidating.


                “Let me guess,” Tom said, “your nickname is Tiny.”


                “You’re real funny.  We’re not big on strangers around
here. No reason for you to be here, so drink up and move on.”


                “He’s welcome as long as he wants,” the bartender said.
“And as long as he has money.”


                “Be a shame if there was a fire here some night,” the big
guy said to the bartender.


                Tom lifted his empty beer bottle, motioned to the
bartender. She opened another and set it before him and took three ones from
his money.


                “So that’s how you want it,” the big guy said. “How about
I drag you outa here and kick your ass?”


                “I would not suggest putting your hands on me,” Tom said,
watching, waiting.


                “You some kinda bad ass?”


                Tom’s eyes did not waiver. “No reason to damage this
place. And I have a fresh beer.”


                “You gotta leave sometime, asshole. I’ll be waiting.”


                Tom smiled at him. “You’ll be the first to know, Tiny.
Now leave me drink me beer in peace.”


                “Enjoy it cause it might be your last.”


                Tom watched the big guy take the beers back to the pool
table.


                “There’s a back door if you want to use it,” the
bartender said quietly


                “He’s a regular?” Tom asked.


                “Unfortunately, the last few weeks. There’s a pretty good
turnover, coming and going, from the old Thorpe place.”


                “That was a nice place, good people, hard workers,” one
of the men said. “Never an unkind word said about them.”


                “Until they left it to that shithead grandson,” another
said.


                “You worried about what he said? About him torching the
place?” Tom asked.


                The bartender laughed. “Look around. I got insurance,
something happens I can rebuild. Hell, he’d be doing me a favor.”


                One of the bar men lifted his hands “What, lose all this
ambience?”


                “Yeah, Walt,” one of his companions said, “If it were
fixed up you might no longer be allowed in.”


                Tom looked at his watch. The sun was on its way down,
dusk approaching. He wondered how Martin was settling in. 


                “So the grandson’s not a farmer,” Tom said.


                “Hell no. Not sure what he is, but he ain’t no farmer.”


                “Rumor is he’s into drugs,” the bartender said. “But you
know how rumors go; can’t trust them.”


                “Yeah,” one of the men said, “there’s a rumor this place
has decent food.”


                “Sure is a lot of comin’ and goin’ out there,” Walt said.
“All those trailers on the place, it looks like hell.”


                “Hey badass,” the big guy called from across the bar,
“how’s that beer comin’?”


                Tom held the bottle up, held his finger to the side to
show about a third left.


                “How long has he been here?” Tom asked the bartender.


                “All afternoon.”


                “Has he drank a lot?”


                “Steady,” she said.  “He can put it away. Beer mostly, a
shot every now and then. He ain’t stone cold sober, I can tell you that. What’s
that got to do with anything?”


                “The more he drinks the slower he gets, brain and body,
if it comes to that.  Do they have a large tab?”


                She shook her head. “I collect every so often. Their type
has a tendency to run off without paying.”


                Tom drained his beer, slid the remainder of the twenty
toward her.


                “The back door,” she offered again. Tom smiled, shook his
head no.


                “I doubt he’d do much, but I can call the sheriff.”


                Walt snorted. “That sum bitch is about as useless at tits
on a bull.”


                “That won’t be necessary, but I appreciate the thought.”


                She looked at Tom. “I sure hope you know what you’re
doin’.”


                Tom stood. “Me too.”


                











Chapter Twenty-one


 


                The game paused when he walked over, and they all stood,
cues in hand like weapons. The big guy pushed off the wall.


                “I think we got off on the wrong foot,” Tom said. “I’m
not looking for trouble. Actually you all might be able to help me.”


                “Why would we help you?” the big one asked. Tom could
feel the other’s confidence rise as he stepped forward.


                “Human kindness?” Tom said. “I’m looking for someone who
might be at the farm down the road. That’s where you all are from, right?”


                “What makes you think we’d know this guy?” Tiny asked.


                “It’s a woman; mid twenties, pretty, long brown hair.” 
Tom saw a couple of the men glance at each other. “I think your general, or
leader, or furher, whatever he goes by, might know her whereabouts.”


                “We might’ve had a little party with her. But why should
we tell you shit?”


                “You’re looking at it all wrong. Why not tell me? Or
better yet, let’s run down to the farm and talk to Rockwell.”


                At the name Tom could feel discomfort sweep the men, as
if some secret had been let out. Tom watched them shift and glance. The big guy
smiled, but his predator eyes narrowed.


                “Sure,” he said. “Let’s take a ride, get this all
straightened out.”


                “Cool,” Tom said.  “I’ve got to pee quick. Too much beer.
You can only rent it, right?  Do you mind?”


                “Wouldn’t want you to pee your pants,” Tiny said. 


                Tom smiled at the bartender as he went down the narrow
hall to the men’s room. He went into the single stall and quickly sent a text
message to Martin. ‘Got an immediate appointment.’  Within seconds came a
reply; ‘Good for you. Just bird watching.’ Tom took the pair of leather driving
gloves from his pocket and put them on.


                Tiny was standing by the bar door when he came out, the
other four gathered behind him. Tom had his hands thrust deep in his pants
pockets.


                “We’re all going?” Tom said.  “The more the merrier.”


                The sun was nearing the horizon when he came out of the
bar. The mercury lights were prematurely on, bright white, and beyond the
fields were beginning to fade into expressionistic outlines of reality.  The
big guy had smiled at Tom and motioned for him to lead the way out the door,
just as Tom had expected. Tiny was confident in his immediate future.


                Tom turned left out the door around the corner to the
side of the building where his truck was parked.  He slowed slightly, setting
up the timing. The big guy came around, closed on Tom and when he was near Tom
pivoted quickly to his left and hit him in the throat with his right hand. The
big guy stopped, staggered, eyes wide, hands to neck, his breathing a labored
wheeze. Tom kicked him hard in the groin and when he doubled over, when his
head came down, Tom struck both ears with the palms of his hands, then holding
the head drove his knee into the man’s face. The head snapped up, the big man
listed, then collapsed to his right, blood flowing from the crushed nose.


                The four pool players stood slightly behind the big guy,
mouths slightly agape at the speed of what they’d witnessed. Tom paused,
judging who would attack next. Or maybe they’d all run. To his left a guy
shorter than Tom, stockier, dropped his head and rushed, probably an
ex-wrestler trying to take him down. Tom pivoted, grabbed the back of the
attacker’s head and used his momentum to drive his head and shoulder into the
cider block wall. As he turned back another man stood three feet away. He had a
pistol in his left hand, arm extended, coming up, pointing at Tom. Tom sprung
toward him, grabbed the gun hand with his left hand, twisting the wrist,
jerking the arm down, jerking the man off balance. He drove his right heel in a
sidekick to the side of the man’s left knee, dislocating it, then punched the
man twice to the side of the head, as hard as he could, vicious strikes, and
the wrist cracked, the gun came free, and the man fell face down, unconscious. 


                Tom switched the pistol to his right hand as he finished
turning and came around, gun up, ready. The last two were standing still, eyes
wide with shock. They raised their hands and retreated a step back. 


                “Shit,” one of them said softly.  The wrestler was on his
knees facing the wall, head in hands. The big guy was on one elbow and one
knee, blood making a dark pool in the gravel under his head, struggling to gain
some footing. Tom kicked him in the side of the head and he caved down.


                “Any more weapons?” Tom asked. These two were younger,
short, poorly chopped hair, wispy chin whiskers, joiners not leaders.


                “I got a knife,” one said.


                “Take it out slowly,” Tom ordered. “Drop it on the
ground.”


                He pulled a long, folding knife from his back pocket,
showed it to Tom, then bent and laid it on the ground.  When opened the thing
would’ve been about a foot long.


                “Do you have a car?” Tom asked the one who’d dropped the
knife. He lowered the pistol to his side.


                “Yeah.  Out front.”


                “Come on,” Tom said.  “You and I are driving down to the
farm.”


                He followed him around front to an old rusted Honda
sedan. The back seat was littered with fast food bags and paper cups. Tom
opened the passenger door, motioned for the kid to get in the driver’s seat,
then climbed in. He put on his seatbelt and kept the pistol pointed in the
kid’s general area.  The car ran rough; the vibration would’ve given Tom a
headache on a long drive. But they were only going a mile.


                “So you’ve seen the woman I mentioned,” Tom said as the
kid dropped the car into gear and backed out. “Long brown hair.”


                “You a cop?”


                “Cops have rules. Laws they must obey. I am free of all
that.  Is the woman still at the farm? Is she all right?”


                The kid was quiet.


                “How’d you get involved with this group? I’m guessing you
don’t really believe all their bullshit. You just wanted to belong to
something, a bunch to hang at with, be part of it.”


                Tom could see the farm house and trailers coming into
view. The big dark barn melding into the darkening shadows of the trees.


                “I suggest you drop me at the gate and keep driving.”


                The kid looked over at him. “We’re family. You don’t
leave family.”


                The kid slowed, turned through the open gate.  Two men
stood where the short dirt drive ended. Behind them tall grass and the trailers
set with no thought given to the layout. One man held a pump action shotgun,
the other an AK-47.


                “Pretty fucked up family,” Tom said as the car stopped.











Chapter Twenty-two


 


                The Honda stopped about fifteen feet from the men. The
kid reached for the door handle, but Tom told him to wait. He did not want to
hurt the kid, or any of the others unnecessarily, but they had made their
choices, picked the path that led them to this moment, to this point in time.
Live by the sword, and if necessary, die by the sword. You could not live a
violent life and not expect it to come back on you. Tom knew he himself could
not avoid it; he expected it, anticipated it, and waited for it.


  Tom scanned the grass and buildings for other threats.
Up close the place looked worse than from the road. The trailers were rust
streaked, the weeds tall and tangled, the porch of the house listed. The two
men in front of the car did not take their eyes off of him, but didn’t raise
their weapons, which probably saved their lives. Tom knew Martin had them in
the scope of the Remington 700. Tom held up the pistol for the two to see, then
opened the car door and laid it on the roof. Tom slid out and stood. He closed
the car door because it wouldn’t stop an AK round anyway. The kid got out and
hurried over to the men, anxious to put distance between him and Tom.


                The screen door creaked and slammed on the farm house. A
heavy set man navigated the stairs, followed the path through the weeds. His
thin blonde hair was close cut, his round face red. He had on a khaki shirt,
khaki military style pants tucked into shiny combat boots, and a pistol in a
belt holster.  He moved with effort, the steps a chore. 


                “I’m looking for Johnny Thorpe,” Tom said when the man
reached the dirt drive.


                “No one here by that name. My name’s Rockwell.” The voice
was deep, cigarette burnt. “You armed?”


                Tom motioned at the pistol on the car roof. “That’s it.”


                “You’ll understand if I don’t believe you.” Rockwell
nodded and the man with the shotgun came over. Tom raised his hands and the man
ran his left hand over Tom’s sides, around his waist, down his legs. It was
amateurish and sloppy and Tom could’ve taken the shotgun from him if he chose. 


                “You attack my men and then come here unarmed? Ballsy.”


                “I figured if I need a gun they’d be around. It wasn’t
too hard to come by that one.”


                “The boys here are a little spooked by what you did to
Big Harold. Didn’t think anyone could put him down. Though I hear you cheap
shot him.”


                Tom looked back the direction of the bar. “Word travels
fast in the internet age. Seems to me it was five on one, and Big Harold got
over confident.”


                “And now you want some woman.”


                “Jennifer Walker.”


                “Never heard of her,” Rockwell said.


                “Bullshit.”


                The guy with the AK took one step forward. “You’d better
watch your mouth.”


                “Easy there, Carlton. Mister….what is your name?”


                “Smith,” Tom said.


                Rockwell smiled.  “Sure. Mister Smith is just confused.
He believes something is one way and it is another, that’s all.”


                Rockwell sighed. He tilted his head up.  “Just look at
that sunset.”


                Tom glanced quickly to the west, then put his eyes back
on Rockwell and his men. The sky was red and pink and purple, flowing and
changing. Under different circumstances he might be on his patio with a beer
enjoying it.


                “I heard that the reason the sunsets are so pretty right
now is there are all kinds of fires in California. So a bunch of rich Jew’s and
faggot’s houses burn and we get the view. Amazing how one person’s misfortune
is another benefit?”


                Rockwell looked back at Tom.  “You know this fellow,
Perry Walker, Mister Smith?”


                “I’ve met him.” 


                “What’s he to you?” Rockwell asked.


                “Nothing.”


                “And this girl that’s supposedly here, his wife, what’s
she?”


                “A friend of a friend,” Tom said. “And she’s here. Or
was.”


                Rockwell’s red face darkened. Behind Tom there was the
sound of a car approaching up the county road, the noise slowing as it neared
the farm. Rockwell smiled.


                “Looks like our brothers back from the bar,” he said.
“Big Harold might want to continue his conversation with you.”


                A silver four door pickup turned into the drive. The one
Tom had left standing, and had called the farm as soon as Tom left, was
driving. Big Harold sat up front, his face a smear of wiped blood. The other
two were in the backseat.


                “Unless Big Harold is as stupid as he is large, I don’t
think he’ll want to speak to me,” Tom said.


                “Maybe you won’t talk so much with a bullet in you,” the
man with the rifle said.


                The sun was down, the reddish sky going purple, sliding
to dark. Tom was five feet from the car, the pistol still on the roof. He knew
if he went for it Martin’s first shot would hit the man with the AK giving him
time to reach the pistol. Big Harold climbed slowly from the truck, eyes on
Tom. His nose was bent and bruised dark and twice its original size and his
eyes were beginning to blacken and shut. The driver helped the man Tom had
taken the pistol from, supported him by an arm over his shoulder as the man
hopped on his undamaged leg. He cradled his left wrist to his chest, protecting
it. The all moved over to Rockwell who talked softly and patted their
shoulders.


                “You did some damage,” Rockwell said to Tom. He put his
hand on the holstered pistol. “Gary is going to need a doctor.”


                “I’m sure there’s a neo-Nazi white trash medical plan,”
Tom said.


                “Who the fuck are you, Mister Smith?”


                “I told you, I’m here for the woman.”


                “And I told you I don’t know her.”


                Tom smiled at him. “You knew she was Perry Walker’s wife.
And when I mentioned her to your boys at the bar, they reacted.  Shot their big
mouths off about some party you had. She is here, or was here, and you’re going
to tell me. And if you’ve hurt her you will suffer.”


                Rockwell shook his head. “Boy, you got balls the size of
basketballs, I’ll grant you, but I don’t take to being threatened. One word
from me and Carlton here empties the AK into you and you disappear.”


                Carlton grinned a gap toothed grin and a couple of the
others chuckled. Triggered by a timer a light on a pole at the end of the
driveway cut on, brightening the dusk. The group around Tom smiled more,
comforted by the light.


                “I know you’re a big badass white supremacist,” Tom said,
“But I think you want to live. And I think you want to keep doing whatever
little crimes you get away with around here, and keep slapping each other on
the back about how tough and smart you are.  I get the woman and I go away. You
and your group get to go on playing… whatever it is you’re playing.”


                Rockwell sighed, rubbed his red face. “I’m tired Mister
Smith. I think I’ll let Carlton and Big Harold have at you. They can shoot you
or stomp you to death, I don’t care.”


                “Carlton,” Rockwell said and turned to walk back to the
farmhouse. Out of the corner of his eye Tom could see the pistol on the car
roof, silver against the black. He exhaled and forced himself to relax, saw in
his mind his coming movements. Waited. Carlton smiled wider and lifted the
AK-47. When it got to his shoulder the right side of his head exploded, the
sound of the rifle shot arriving as the blood and brain matter still hung in
the air. Carlton’s knees buckled and he caved straight down like an imploded
building. The others stood motionless, brains seized in shock for a split
second. Tom burst into movement, grabbing the pistol off the car roof, swing it
up in a two handed grip, and squeezing the trigger, and shooting the man with
the shotgun twice in the chest as he stood watching Carlton die next to him.


                In the instant the shock wore off half the men dropped
flat on their stomachs and the other half turned to run. Tom crouched behind
the front of the Honda, pistol up, sweeping, scanning for threats, knowing
Martin was doing the same. Rockwell had turned back at the rifle shot, saw
Carlton die, then turned and lumbered toward the house. Tom tracked him over
the sights of the pistol, watched him approach the listing porch, climb it, and
disappear through the screen door.  Tom ran over to where Carlton lay,
crouching next to the body. He ignored the head wound, focusing on the AK-47.
He put the pistol in his back pocket and picked up the rifle. He pulled out the
clip, checking that it was loaded then pulled back the bolt an inch to see the
brass of the chambered round.


                Tom ran to the house, not following the trail as Rockwell
had done, but cutting through the knee high weeds to the corner of the house. 
He looked back to make sure there were no threats behind him. He knew Martin
was covering him, was tracking with the rifle scope, but he also knew the only
sure thing in combat was chaos. The young kid from the Honda was spread eagle
behind a small tree, cheek pressed flat to the ground, eyes wide. Everyone else
was gone or was scrambling for cover. Tom could see movement away from him
through the brush. He stepped up on the porch, the wooden stock of the AK
firmly in his right shoulder, muzzle slightly down, and walked smoothly across
the grayed wood to the screen door. He could feel his heart in his chest; feel
the adrenaline surge that heightened every sense that made the world around him
more vivid, each sound, each movement clear and obvious. He stuck his head
quickly into the screen door opening, then leaned back and crouched down in
case Rockwell shot head high. Nothing. Tom exhaled, grabbed the screen, jerked
it open, and went in.











Chapter Twenty-three


 


                The room was square, hardwood floors, a worn green couch,
table, two chairs. Nothing matched and no one would’ve cared. Beer cans and
paper plates. Flowered wallpaper peeled from the walls like faded banners of a
lost campaign. A Nazi flag lazily nailed hung crookedly over the red brick
fireplace. Tom swung left first, rifle up, finger on the trigger. Alone he
would have to move quicker than he would’ve liked, but he knew from training
not to rush: smooth was fast. His eyes swept the room, the rifle muzzle
traveling with them. No movement. To the right an entryway to the kitchen.
Yellow linoleum, table with six chairs, dirty dishes in the sink, on the
counter. No Rockwell.


                He turned and moved deeper into the house. The house was
old, Tom would’ve guessed near a hundred years, the rooms small and boxy, the
air dry as old newspaper. In the back corner of the house a steep staircase
rose up to the second floor. The center of the treads were worn near white, the
edges rounded smooth by thousands of footsteps. The steps would creak under his
weight as would the upstairs floorboards. Tom paused and listened. The house
was still, nothing moved the air. Outside he heard two booms, shotgun blasts,
followed by the crack of a rifle shot. Next to the stairs a heavy panel door
was open, rough hewn stairs led down to a basement. Up or down? For no reason
he could name Tom sensed the basement, but after ten years in combat he trusted
the sense. At the top of the stairs, narrower than those leading upstairs, dim
light at the bottom, no cover on the way down. He could see the stone wall at
the bottom of the stairs, smell the dampness.


                Tom pushed his back off the wall and shuffled quickly
down the stairs, stepping as lightly as possible for someone six foot one and
two hundred ten pounds. He braced for the gunshot, knowing from experience how
hard it was to hit a target under stress. At the base of the stairs his left
shoulder hit the white stone wall. Two bare low watt bulbs hung from the
ceiling beams. The floor was dirt packed concrete hard. The scent was stale
beer, sweat and urine. One wall was shelves of ancient jars of home canned
vegetables, fruits and jams, cobweb and dust covered so the contents were
indiscernible. A single unfinished sheetrock wall jutted five feet into the
basement, partitioning a small section for a workshop or more storage.  In the
far corner were three stained mattresses and on one mattress was a brown haired
girl. She was naked, curled up on her side to protect herself as much as
possible, and a rag tied over her mouth. A ring was bolted to a post near her
head and a length of cotton rope was looped through it and tied to her hands
stretched up over her head. Her face was bruised and swollen from beatings, one
eye swollen shut, the other open and darting from Tom to the walled storage
area and back. At the two by four open edge of the wall Tom could see the
gleaming toe of a combat boot.


                Tom sighted, exhaled half his breath and squeezed the
trigger. Tom’s ears rang from the sound of the shot echoing off the stone, but
he could still hear Rockwell cry out, see the top half of his body as he fell.
The girl on the mattress turned her face away, whimpering. Rockwell had dropped
the big revolver at the surprise of being shot. Tom crossed the room, rifle
still up, and stomped his right wrist as he reached for the pistol, then kicked
it away. Blood splattered from the hole in Rockwell’s boot as he squirmed against
the pain.


                “You fucking shot me?”


                Tom pressed the muzzle of the AK into Rockwell’s cheek,
tearing skin. “Where is Jennifer Walker?”


                “I told you she’s not here. Jesus Christ!”


                “Perry Walker is dead and she’s missing. You’d better
tell me something.”


                “We had nothing to do with Perry. He was on his own. He
wanted to be some big player, thought he was a mastermind. Wanted to prove how
dedicated to the cause he was. The guy we supply to, he started selling to
suburban white kids. Perry didn’t mind him selling to the spics and niggers,
but that pissed him off. He stole some product off the dude, trying to teach
him a lesson. Fucking idiot. This guy wears a suit and tie, but you don’t fuck
with him and his friends, man. He’s the one that did Perry.”


                “His name?” Tom pressed harder on the gun barrel.


                “Shit, okay.  His name is Ken McCarthy. He’s got like a
legit front as a businessman.”


                Tom nodded toward the girl. “And her, who’s she?”


                “I don’t fucking know. One of the guys picked her up
hitchhiking.”


                Tom looked over at her, curled tightly on the soiled
mattress, eyes on him. He looked back at Rockwell lying on the ground, then
shot him in the groin. Rockwell screamed and curled into a ball. There was an
old faded sheet hanging over the single small rectangular window at the top of
the stone basement wall. Tom tore it down and shook as much dust off as
possible. He draped it over the girl, untied the rag from her mouth, flipped
open his knife and cut the rope for her wrists.


                “What’s your name?” he asked while working.


                “Mary.” Her voice was a whisper, her lips cracked.


                “I’m going to get you out of here, Mary. Can you walk?”


                “I don’t know. I….”


                Tom lifted her up, wrapped the sheet around her. She
wobbled, leaned against him, couldn’t weigh more than a hundred pounds. She was
shaking as if chilled. He put his left arm around her waist and carrying the AK
in his right hand like a pistol they started up the stairs. Rockwell’s moans
followed them up the stairwell. Tom helped her into the living room and sat her
on the couch. He looked out the front door, took out his phone and dialed
Martin.


                “What’s up,” Martin said softly.


                “I’ve found a girl who needs help. Not Jenny, but I still
need to get her out of here. I’m going to head to the Honda. I think the kid
left the keys in it.”


                “I’ve moved down to just across the road. I’ll shoot out
the big light and you make your move.”


                “When we get to the Honda and get out of here you call
911 on the drop phone and head back to the cars. I’ll meet you there.”


                “Roger that,” Martin said and hung up. Tom gathered the
girl up and moved to the door.


                A rifle shot rang out, then another. The lamp shattered
and the night went dark. It took Tom and the girl fifteen seconds to make it to
the Honda. Tom opened the back door and the dome light came on. He dropped the
girl roughly in the back seat among the trash and as he slammed the door,
gunshots snapped by his head from one of the trailers. Tom opened the front car
door and emptied the AK magazines in the direction of the muzzle flashes. He
tossed the AK in the front seat, jumped in and fired up the engine. The
windshield spidered as he backed up and another bullet pierced the radiator. 
But he wasn’t going far. He kept the headlights off until he was on the road
and past the farm, then flipped them on and stomped the accelerator. The sickly
sweet smell of anti-freeze filled the car and the temperature gauge jumped up,
but the bright light of Monte’s came into view. Tom skidded into the lot. He
left the keys in the ignition and the AK in the car. He picked the girl up from
the backseat, not wanting her bare feet on the gravel and carried her to the
five by five concrete pad at the front door. He stood her up next to the door.


                “There are good people in there who will help you, Mary.
Tell them to call the police, tell them what happened.”


                She kept one hand on Tom’s arm, her dark eyes pleading.
She was still shaking violently and he thought her legs might give out. He took
her hand from his arm and put it on the door knob.


                “Go on, they’ll take care of you, I promise.”


                She turned the knob and Tom ran around the building to
where his truck was parked. He backed up and was out on the County road,
headlights off, heading to where Martin’s car was parked before the bar patrons
could register what was happening.











Chapter Twenty-four


 


                Tom forced himself to slow down. Once the bar was behind
him he flipped on the headlights. He watched the speedometer needle drop to the
speed limit. He turned onto the farm road, pulled in next to Martin’s car and
turned off his headlights. Martin was not there yet, which was expected. He
knew Martin had to clean up, pick up the brass from the bullets he’d fired. He
sat in the truck a minute, but had to move, the post mission adrenaline
coursing through him. He grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler and got
out.  The night was full of insect and night bird sounds. Frogs cheeped from
the gulley. Tom walked up the road toward where he assumed Martin would come,
then turned and walked back.


                Martin cut across the field, coming silently out of the
dark. His smile was bright, his face glowed with sweat. He had his pack over
one shoulder, the Remington in the opposite hand.


                “No Jenny,” he said. He popped the Impala’s trunk,
dropped his gear, cased the rifle, and took a water from the cooler.


                “No. I’ve got a lead on her though. There was another
girl they were keeping as a prisoner. They were some bad people, Martin.”


                Martin looked at him. “I’m okay with that.”


                “Did you call the cops?”


                Martin smiled. “Made it sound like world war three was
happening out here.”


                He handed Tom the phone. Tom took the battery out and
tossed both into the weeds.


                “Let’s get out of here before the cavalry arrives,” Tom
said. “Remember that small park about twenty miles north?  Let’s meet there.”


                Martin slammed the trunk. “See you there.”


                The Impala pulled slowly away. Tom took the pistol from
his pocket, unloaded it, then broke it down. He threw the pieces as far out in
the field as possible, the barrel one direction, the slide another direction,
the receiver a third, and the clip a fourth.  That done he took off the leather
gloves got in his truck and followed Martin. As he crested the ridge and turned
away from the farm he could see the blue flashing lights of a sheriff’s car speeding
along the straight country road toward the farmhouse.


                The park was small, six angled parking spots, a couple of
acres of mown grass, a five foot tall obelisk marking some western migration.
Martin beat him to the park by five minutes and was coming out of the shadows
zipping his pants when Tom pulled in.


                “I saw a sheriff’s car heading toward the farm,” Tom told
him as they stood between the vehicles.


                “I hope he brought back up,” Martin said. “Those assholes
seemed really anxious to use their guns.”


                Tom took a heavy black trash bag from the back of his
truck and shook it open.


                “Everything we’re wearing goes into the bag,” he said.
“Pants, shirt, boots, everything.”


                “Shit, Tom, these are my favorite boots,” Martin said as
he pulled off his shirt. “The Corps issued them to me in sixty-eight.”


                “I’ll get you some new ones,” Tom told him. “You can get
anything on the internet.”


                “Actually, I still have three other pair. I stocked up
before I got out.”


                Martin stripped down to his white boxer shorts, stuffed
everything into the bag. From the duffel bag in the trunk he dressed in cargo
shorts and a polo shirt, slipped on sandals. Tom put back on his jeans and
T-shirt and tennis shoes, then tied up the garbage bag and put it in the bed of
his truck. Martin dug deep in the cooler and pulled out two beers, Bud Light of
course, twisting the caps off before handing a bottle to Tom.


                “Not a celebratory beer yet,” he said. “What’s next?”


                Tom told him about Ken McCarthy, about Perry stealing
from him.


                “Well, if McCarthy’s got a legit front he should be easy
to find,” Martin said. “Same plan; track him down and hit him?”


                “Yeah, but I go this one alone,” Tom told him. Martin’s
mouth opened to protest, but Tom raised a hand. “I know you saved my ass back
there…”


                “Damned right I did.”


                “But this is getting out of hand. Too violent, too
dangerous. I’m not worried about you getting hurt; I’m worried about the law,
about this getting traced back to us.”


                “Bullshit, Thomas. The worse it gets the more help you
need.”


                “Maybe. But the only thing I’m afraid of is facing Ruby
if something were to happen to you.”


                “She understands, Thomas. She’s a tough old gal. She
knows the value of right and wrong and she knows sometimes right has to be
fought for.”


                Tom sighed. “Okay.  Let me recon this guy and if I feel I
need backup I’ll call. Plus it would be good to put some miles between us.”         


                Martin drained his beer. “Fair enough.  Where to next?”


                Tom took Martin’s empty bottle and his to the trash can.
“Need to know information. Plus, I’m not sure. I’ll drive a little, find
somewhere to dump our clothes, see what I can find about Ken McCarthy, then go
from there.”


                Martin handed him a bag of Ruby’s sandwiches. “All right.
Stay in touch. Next time it’s a celebratory beer.”


                “And it did take you two shots to put out that light back
at the farm,” Tom said when Martin was in the car.  “Your old drill sergeant
would be disappointed.”


                “Up yours,” Martin said, then backed out and pulled away.


                Tom drove west for an hour, the road mostly empty. As the
adrenaline faded he struggled to stay awake, rolling down the windows, cranking
up whatever radio station he could find. In a small town he pulled in behind a
darkened grocery store, tossing the trash bag of clothes in the dumpster. At
the junction of the north-south Interstate he stopped at a 24 hour McDonalds
advertising free Wi-Fi. He ordered a double cheeseburger and large coffee, sat
down with his tablet, connected to the internet and searched Ken McCarthy.


                It was easy to find the one he wanted. Ken McCarthy CEO
of McCarthy Investments, owner and manager of commercial properties. There was
a photo of him; tan face, graying temples, sincere smile. The website showed
four small strip malls in suburban towns, all similar in layout, all with space
available. The company address was listed in one of the strip malls. Tom mapped
the location and headed north on the Interstate.











Chapter Twenty-five


 


                Two and a half hours later Tom drove by the office of
McCarthy Investments. The mall was half a block long, one story, brick and
glass, on the down slope of better days. Empty storefronts, burned out exterior
lights, weeds pushing up through cracks in the concrete, windswept trash
collected in corners. Clear packing tape reinforced a crack in the upper corner
of one window. Tom backed his truck across the street in the lot of what had
once been an auto towing and repair shop.  He killed the engine, rolled down
the windows and waited.


                The four lane street was quiet, only the occasional car
driving by on the way to somewhere else. Tom remembered when he’d been in high
school this had been a vibrant area. But unemployment and suburban flight had
started a long slide. Streetlights made the night daylight bright to deter
crime which Tom guessed failed miserably. Twice Tom got out of the truck and
stood in the shadows just to keep awake. Two hours before dawn a black four
door Mercedes turned in to the mall lot and pulled smoothly in front of the
McCarthy Investments office. Tom watched through binoculars as a broad
shouldered black man in a black suit got out of the driver’s door, walked
around and opened the rear passenger door for a gray haired man in a white
dress shirt and charcoal dress slacks. The gray haired man used keys to open
the office door and the black man stood arms crossed outside. A few minutes
later a Harley came down the street from the opposite direction, turned in and
parked next to the Mercedes.  The rider’s gray hair was in one long braid down
his back. His cut off denim jacket had some writing on the back Tom couldn’t
make out. He leaned the bike on the kickstand and raised his hands to the black
man who nodded and motioned him through the door.


                Tom waited a few more minutes for any other activity,
then put on the leather gloves took the Sig Sauer he had taken from Perry’s
house from the center console and from habit checked the magazine and the
action. Seven rounds in the magazine, one in the chamber. If he needed more
than that the situation had gone to deep shit.  He walked down the street away
from the mall, jogged across the street and walked back toward the mall,
keeping the mass of the building between him and the bodyguard.


                Tom stopped in the shadow at the edge of the building.
Once he turned the corner there was only twenty feet between him and the
bodyguard. The bodyguard seemed relaxed, complacent, his size and demeanor
being enough the majority of the time. Tom had seen it many times. Hell the
U.S. Army was the prime example, but that didn’t stop the dedicated from
finding ways to hurt them. The bodyguard had his suit coat buttoned up, which
meant it would be almost impossible for him to get a weapon out quickly.


                Tom turned the corner, pistol up, safety off, finger
lightly on the trigger, moving with intent toward the black man leaning on the
wall. He pushed away, dropped his arms, but then Tom was ten feet away, pistol
pointed at the man’s face. He lifted his arms out to his side, palms out.


                “Face the wall,” Tom ordered. “Hands on the wall, feet
back, you know the drill.”


                The man did as he was told, turning slowing, hands spread
wide on the bricks, resigned. Tom took a nine millimeter automatic from holster
on his waist. He pressed the magazine release, dropping it to the ground,
racked the slide to eject the bullet from the chamber and tossed the pistol out
next to the Mercedes. On his right ankle Tom found a five shot revolver. He
dropped the shells from the cylinder and tossed the pistol out next to the
automatic.


                “This has nothing to do with you,” Tom told him. “So be smart.
Lead the way in.”


                The bodyguard opened the glass office door into a bare
lobby and walked down a plain hallway. Tom followed five feet back, pistol
pointed at the center of the big man’s back. Tom had the bill of his cap pulled
low, kept his head down, but he didn’t see any security cameras. Which made
sense; if McCarthy were conducting illegal business he wouldn’t want a video
record. There were soft voices coming from a well lit office in the rear and
the bodyguard walked straight there and in.


                “What the hell? Myron, I told you to stay out front.”


                Tom stepped in and shoved the bodyguard hard toward the
back wall, then moved left to the center of the room. The biker and the
businessman were at a conference table, the biker at the head, the businessman
at a right angle to him to his left. The room was plain, nothing on the walls,
the blinds on the single window drawn. The businessman was Ken McCarthy, though
the online photo was no longer accurate. Like the property, he was on the
downhill side. His hair was too long, his face pale. In the harsh fluorescent
lighting Tom could see spots of grey stubble where he’d missed shaving. The
Mercedes and the bodyguard were affectations, displays to the world that things
were better than they were. The biker was hawk faced, bearded and confident.
Between them on the table was a battered old style attaché case.


                “Hands on the table,” Tom said. “Palms flat. Myron move
to the corner, please.”


                “Goddammit Myron, you get paid to stop this shit,”
McCarthy said.


                “I guess you don’t pay him enough to die for you,” Tom
told him.


                “If this is a robbery you are seriously fucked up,” the
biker said calmly.


                “Jennifer and Perry Walker,” Tom said to McCarthy. “You
killed Perry, where’s Jennifer?”


                “I have no idea what you are talking about,” McCarthy
said. The biker smiled.


                Tom thumbed the hammer back on the pistol. “One more lie
and I shoot you somewhere very painful.”


                McCarthy exhaled. The biker still smiled. Neither of them
looked particularly nervous.


                “Let’s just say, hypothetically, that if someone were a
thief, if he stole something of great value and showed no respect, then that
could not go unpunished,” McCarthy said.


                “So you tortured and killed him.”


                “I do not act in such ways. But I do have associates who
are glad to handle these matters. They relish it actually.”


                The biker’s smile widened, his confidence angering Tom.
He leaned back, hands still on the table and cocked his head as if he knew
something no one else did. 


                “Where’s Jennifer Walker,” Tom asked him.


                “Pretty close to where her husband was, and where you’re
going to be soon,” the biker said. “In a ditch somewhere.”


                Tom shot him in the forehead. The impact snapped him
back, but his thighs caught under the table and pulled him forward. His face
hit the table between his hands, the back of his head a hole of dark blood,
gray brain and shattered white bone. Myron looked from the dead biker to Tom,
but his expression remained stoic.


                “Jesus fucking Christ!” McCarthy cried out. He recoiled
back in his chair, palms still on the table, head turned away from the dead
man. “What the fuck do you want?”


                “Jennifer Walker.”


                “She’s dead, all right, goddammit. Like…like he said.
That piece of shit Perry stole from us. He admitted it, but said his bitch of a
wife stole it from him. So they picked her up. She was frightened, as she
should’ve been. She told them where it was, but it wasn’t there. The bitch
lied.”


                “So you killed her.”


                “Like I said, I don’t deal with those things.”


                “Yeah, you’re clean,” Tom said and shot him three times
in the chest, knocking the chair over. Tom looked at Myron. 


                “I only worked for the guy three weeks,” Myron said
looking down at the body. “He played like he was some crime syndicate king. I
don’t know nothing about any girl.”


                “I don’t think I’d put this on my resume if I were you,”
Tom said. “I’m going to leave. Give me ten minutes to get clear then call the
police if you want. I don’t know what’s in the case, but I’d leave it here if I
were you.”


                “I was never here,” Myron said. Tom nodded, then backed
out the office door, turned and retraced his steps back down the hall and out
the front door. He jogged straight over to his truck, but didn’t leave. He
didn’t want Myron to see him driving away, see the make and model of his truck.
A few minutes later Myron came out, the battered attaché case in hand. He
collected both pistols from the parking lot, got in the Mercedes and drove
away.











Chapter Twenty-six


 


                The eastern sky was going from pale to light as he drove
home. Tom stopped at a riverside park not far from his place, took the pistol
apart and threw it in the water. He put the gloves in a trash can. It was full
light when he drove up to his place. He carried everything in from the truck,
unpacked it all, took a hot shower and stretched out in bed on top of the
covers. He thought about Jennifer, about her being out there somewhere alone.
He thought about helplessness, about failure. He got up, ate one of Ruby’s
sandwiches, made coffee, and poured a shot of Jamison in the cup. He took the
newspaper out on to the porch, but did not read it. It was a crystal clear
morning, warming with a soft breeze. A bluebird day, his grandmother would’ve
called it. A great day to be alive. 


                Through the trees he saw Pete Johnson’s truck towing his
boat drive up to the main house and park. Heard car doors slam, watched Pete
come down toward the barn. Tyson was out front, no leash or chain on.


                “You’re back earlier than I expected,” Pete said. He sat
in the other lawn chair, took off his floppy fishing hat. Tom leaned forward
and rubbed Tyson’s head.


                “Didn’t work out like I thought,” Tom said. “You want
some coffee?  A little Irish?”


                Pete nodded and Tom went in to refill his and get another
cup. He brought a treat for Tyson.


                “That’s the best fishing partner I’ve ever had,” Pete
said. “He’s quiet, well mannered and he’ll never out fish me.”


                “I’m sure he’d be happy to go whenever you like. Just
stop by and pick him up. I should have Susan’s bookcase done in a couple of
days.”


                “That’ll tickle her,” Pete said.  “She’s almost got the
baby’s room ready. Painted it green thinking that would suit a boy or a girl. 
What do I owe you for the bookcase?”


                “Nothing Pete, it’s a gift for the baby,” Tom said.


                “Not necessary, but that’s nice of you.”  Pete flipped
his hat back on his head, drank coffee. “I heard on the radio that Ken McCarthy
was found murdered this morning.”                


                Tom looked at him blankly. Exhaustion and the Jamison
made it easy to seem unknowing.


                “He wanted to develop my land back when I was shopping it
around. His plan was crap. Underfunded. Projections based on ridiculous growth.
You know that townhome development on Hampshire Street, the one with four units
built and fifty planned that is now an overgrown field with roads that go
nowhere?  That was his. Fell apart when the market tanked. I heard he went
bankrupt at least once. His reach always exceeded his grasp.”


                “What happened to him?”


                “Didn’t say, but you’re usually killed by someone you
know. My guess is a pissed off business partner or a pissed off ex-wife. Or a
combination there of.”


                “Another coffee?” Tom asked holding up his mug.


                “Naw, I got errands to run and if I have another my day
will drift to laziness and beer drinking.”


                 “There’s worse things. I’m going to feed Tyson, then try
to get some sleep,” Tom said.


                “Do that. You look like warmed over shit.”


                Tom smiled and Pete rocked himself out of his chair,
scratched Tyson’s ear and promised to take him fishing again soon, then slow
paced it up the hill. Tom poured Tyson some food and fresh water, turned the
ceiling fan on over his bed, lay down with his arm across his eyes to try to
block some light, the same position he always used on deployments when they
operated at night and slept during the day, and just like back then he
attempted to quiet his mind. And just like back then he mostly failed.


                The buzzing of his cell phone brought him out of a sleep
he didn’t remember dropping in to. The clock told him it was late afternoon,
the phone told him it was Vickie calling. He braced himself and answered.


                “You can stop looking for Jenny,” she said softly. “They
found her body this morning.”


                “I’m so sorry, Vick. I wish I had been better, that I
could’ve done something to prevent this. I…” He laid back, words lost,
meaningless.


                “Some kids riding ATV’s found her about a mile from where
Perry was found.” Her voiced cracked, she sobbed twice, paused to compose
herself, and then continued. “I have to tell Kole his mom is gone. First his
father, now this. Poor kid, suddenly alone in the world.”


                “He’s not alone, Vick, he has you. Anything I can do?”


                “I just don’t understand, Tom. Perry was trouble, but
what did Jenny do?”


                Tom stayed silent listening to Vickie’s sniffles. “The
police didn’t tell us much, but they suspect it is the same person or persons,
as they say, that killed Perry. It just doesn’t make any sense, why Jennifer?”


                “Robert found someone to replace the front door and the
alarm company is coming out tomorrow to fix the alarm system, so we’ll be going
home tomorrow. Try to get some normalcy back, whatever that means.  I’ll let
you know if we hear anything from the police and I’ll also let you know the
funeral plans, if you’re interested.”


                “Of course, Vick, I want to be there.”


                “Shit, Tom, how do you plan your little sister’s
funeral?”


                He showered again after Vickie had hung up, attempting to
rinse the fog of broken, jangled sleep from his brain. He snapped the twenty
foot lead on to Tyson’s collar and they walked the mile to one of the few
remaining locally owned groceries in town. It was a small store, the size of
most convenience stores now, but the produce was fresh, the meat cut in the
back, a small selection of wine and beer. Everything he needed. Tom hooked
Tyson’s chain to the bike rack and bought a fresh porterhouse steak, a russet
baking potato, and a bottle of pinot noir for dinner, then he and Tyson
retraced their path home.


                They got back in time for the early local news. The
shooting of a local real estate developer was the lead story.  An intense young
reporter stood outside the office building, yellow police tape X’ed across the
glass door. The second victim had been identified as a member of a notorious
motorcycle gang. Officially the police had no comment yet, but a law
enforcement source said the suspicion is that the men had been involved in
illegal activities. Tom clicked off the TV when they left the story, poured a
glass of wine and lit the charcoal in his Weber grill.


                After dinner he sat on the porch with his book and
finished the bottle of wine. He sat with the book open on his lap, not reading.
Tyson noisily gnawed the steak bone to dust, then settled next to Tom to watch
the sun set and dusk drift to dark. When it was done, when the trees in the
yard were a dark mass, he and Tyson went inside to sleep.











Chapter Twenty-seven


 


                Tom slept fitfully, waking, tossing, dreaming. He dreamt
of his war, waking not with the vivid memory of the dreams, but of the aura,
the brief knowing of the content, gone at full wakefulness, but leaving in its
wake the taste of sadness. And Jenny was in the after taste. And Vickie. And
seemingly every mistake he’d ever made. He got up early, the sun just beginning
to color the sky, fed Tyson, and went to the barn to workout, more out of habit
than motivation. After thirty minutes he snapped on Tyson’s leash, thinking of
taking him for a run. But Tyson was even less motivated than he was, so the run
turned into a slow jog which turned into a walk. They wound down through the
neighborhood that used to be the Johnson farm, watching it wake up to Saturday
morning as they went.


                There was a blue Honda mini-van in the drive when they
walked back up it. Two blonde haired girls in socks and shin guards but
different oversized colored shirts with numbers on the back where kicking a
soccer ball in the grass. Reg sat in one of Tom’s lawn chairs, coffee mug in
hand. He had on a T-shirt that matched the taller girl’s jersey, and on the
left breast it read Coach.


                “I didn’t know you knew anything about soccer.” Tom said
as they neared.


                “I just have to know more than an eight year old,” Reg
said. “But I’m sure by age ten she’ll be past my knowledge level.”


                Tyson let out one low woof at the girls, straining at the
leash, his head up, his tail wagging.


                “Is he good with kids?” Reg asked.


                Tom shrugged. “I’ve only had him a couple of days. He
seems pretty docile.”


                Reg looked at Tyson. “I always trust the tail,” he said.


                “Were you waiting long?” Tom asked. He sat in the other
lawn chair, took off his workout shoes and stretched his legs out in the sun.
The girls came over and rubbed Tyson and his tail swung wildly.


                “Just a few minutes. We had time to kill anyway. I
promised if they played well this morning we would go to McDonald’s for lunch.
And they always play well. Bribery is my primary parenting tool.”


                “Would you like some more coffee?” Tom asked. “I can make
some quick.”


                “Naw, thanks. I worked last night so I’m full up. I need
to be able to sleep some this afternoon.”


                The girls went back to their ball and Tyson woofed and
bounced around at the far end of his leash.


                “Looks like there was quite the shootout at Johnny
Thorpe’s, aka Rockwell’s, farm a couple of nights ago. Three dead, two wounded.
There was a fourteen year old runaway from Indianapolis that was rescued from
the place. She’d been held there a week or so, beaten, drugged, raped. She
couldn’t offer much of a description of her rescuer, just that some big guy
with nice eyes had gotten her out of there. Matched the description of someone
seen at the bar right before all this went down. Sounds like he was about your
size. By all accounts he was pretty capable.”


                “Are you asking me a question, Reg?”


                “Shit no, Sarge. I’m a don’t ask, don’t tell guy. And it
sounds like there was a small army down there, not one man. The surviving
dirtbags say there were bullets flying everywhere. The working theory is either
drug deal gone bad or competing dealers fighting it out. The boys were cooking
meth in the barn down there. And they had over two hundred pounds of ammonium
nitrate in the barn and a couple of illegally modified AK’s, which makes the
ATF boys happy. The only confusing thing is the girl being rescued; drug
dealers are not known for having a soft spot for teenage girls. Plus I never
thought your eyes were that nice.”


                Tom smiled. “What of Rockwell?”


                “DOA. Seems someone shot him in the balls. He bled out
before they found him.”


                “They found Jennifer Walker’s body,” Tom said. “Not far
from where her husband was.”


                “Yeah, I heard that too. Sorry about that. I didn’t call
you because the family had already been notified, so I assumed you knew. It
looks like the same people as her husband, similar M.O.; only she was shot once
in the head with a small caliber bullet, wrapped in plastic and dumped in the
country.  I think this thing at Rockwell’s farm is going to unravel a whole lot
of shit.”


                Reg glanced at his watch and pushed himself up out of the
chair.  “Lunch time. Come on, girls, time for a Happy Meal.”


                Tom stood with him. “Thanks again Reg for everything.
Beers on me very soon.”


                The girls swung by to pet Tyson one more time. Reg
introduced Tom and they each said ‘hi’ then climbed in the middle seats of the
van. Reg turned the van around and gave a quick wave as they passed.


                Inside Tom found he’d missed three calls; one from his
mother, one from his sister Karen, and a voicemail from Martin. He listened to
the voicemail first; Martin saying he was stopping by later, not asking,
telling. Tom then called his mother back. Vickie had called her with the news
about Jenny.


                “It’s not your fault, Thomas,” his mother said. “One man,
no matter how good his intentions or how hard he tries, cannot stop all the
evil in this world. There’s just too much of it.”


                “That’s what I’ve been telling myself,” Tom said.  “Not
getting much traction though.”


                “Vickie doesn’t blame you. I’m afraid Jennifer had more
problems than anyone knew. It’s just such a tragedy.”


                “Yes it is,” Tom said.


                “I should have never gotten you involved in this.”


                “No, Mom, I’m glad you did,” Tom told her. “You were
right; it gave me the first real purpose I’ve had since I left the army.”


                “Meet me for breakfast tomorrow,” his mom said. Tom knew
the tone, declining was not an option, at least not without a fight.


                “Nine o’clock, the usual place,” he said.


                “Come over for dinner tonight,” Karen said when he called
her.


                “Martin’s already claimed tonight.”


                “Tomorrow night then.”


                “I’m having breakfast with Mom tomorrow. Might be too
much family for one day.”


                “Bull crap, I’m fun. I’ll make margaritas.” Her voice
went up an octave on margaritas. “After Mom you might need one. Or five.
Wrestle with the boys, drink too much. Take you mind off all this crap.”


                Tom sighed. “Okay, Sis, dinner tomorrow.”


                Tom was outside working with Tyson when Martin drove up.
He was working on sit and stay, on coming when called. The goal was that
someday the chain would no longer be necessary. Martin had a six pack in each
hand, one of Bud Light bottles and another of Kona Longboard. He went in the
house and came out with small cooler, the beer now packed in ice. He opened one
of each, handing the Kona to Tom.


                “I like beer,” he said when he and Tom were seated on the
porch. The sun came down through the trees, the shadows flowing with the
leaves.


                “You okay with what happened at the farm the other
night?” he asked Tom.


                “Completely.  You?”


                Martin nodded. “Worried about blowback?”


                “No. There’s no physical evidence. No reason to tie us to
anything. Even if someone claimed they saw me there, eyewitness accounts are
pretty easy to discount anymore.  I just wish we’d found Jenny there.”


                “You saved that other girl, almost guaranteed. And Jenny
was already dead by then, Thomas, you know that.”


                Tyson had curled underneath the tall maple tree. The blue
jays nesting there were on the low branches shrieking at him.


                “Looks like that developer who was shot the other night
was another bad guy. Mixed up in the drug trade with a biker gang. Never
underestimate the power of greed and laziness.”


                Martin dug in the cooler for another beer, handed one to
Tom. “Justice is only pure in children’s books, Thomas. Right does not always
triumph, not completely anyway, and you sure as hell don’t always get the girl.
Here in the real world we do the best we can.”











Chapter Twenty-eight


 


In dress uniform they stood in formation, row upon row, tall, proud,
their decorations glinting in the sunlight. What had once been a rarity was now
a post deployment constant; memorializing their dead. The commander spoke. The
chaplain spoke. The sergeant major spoke. The families of the fallen were
there, comforted by these men who had been with their loved one at the time of
their deaths. After, the wakes where alcohol flowed and the men spoke the truth
of the comrades they had lost, spoke of their strength and weaknesses, allowed
them to be real, to be human, not just Rangers that died for some patriotic
cause.


 


                Jenny’s funeral was five days later. The police had
needed time for the autopsy, to collect evidence.  The Dalton Funeral home was
an older brick building in a residential neighborhood. One story with white
trim and few windows it could’ve been a community center. But it wasn’t, it was
a funeral home, and Jenny’s service was in one of the clean, tastefully warm
and sterile viewing rooms. Soft music, selected by Vickie, played in the
background. Her cherry wood casket shone under recess lighting, closed with a
spray of roses and a framed eight by ten photograph of Jenny smiling on top. A
half a dozen other plants and flowers were arranged on either side, and two
poster boards of photo chronicling Jenny’s short life rested on easels. 


                Tom, clean shaven and hair freshly cut, dressed in khaki
pants, light blue shirt, with a dark blue tie, arrived early. He had been to
three funerals and too many memorial services while in the Regiment. And
usually he felt the same guilt he now felt. Not the guilt of any particular
action or failing, but of not being there when he should’ve been. Maybe he
could’ve made a difference, could’ve saved some lives.  He knew in Jenny’s case
it was true; if he had been with her whenever they had come for her, if he had
been between Jenny and the men that took her, things would’ve turned out
differently. 


Tom stood in the back behind the four neat rows of white
folding chairs. Vickie stood near the casket greeting the mourners. In a black
skirt, cream blouse, and pearls, wadded Kleenex in her left hand; she was the
picture of the stable, conservative, grieving sister. Cousins came, and aunts
and uncles, friends from high school, coworkers from the bar, and previous
bars. Ella and Jean, pretty in white dresses, ran among the chairs and
occasionally hung on Vickie’s skirt. Robert sat in the front row of chairs
watching the girls, watching the procession at the casket. Kole sat a few
chairs away in a brand new white dress shirt and black pants, head down, his
attention on his hand held video game.


                Martin and Ruby came. Tom’s mother and sister came in
together and held Vickie in their arms for a time before coming over and
standing quietly with Tom and Martin and Ruby, a small circle apart. There was
nothing much to say, so they stood, their small talk aimlessly drifting. Tom
walked with them outside, out into the cloudless sunshine, hugging his mother
and Karen at Karen’s mini-van, then walking Martin and Ruby to the Impala.


                “There are no answers, Thomas,” Ruby told him. “Some
things are out of even the best of men’s hands. Sometimes we just have to trust
in God’s will, believe there is a purpose we don’t understand. And mostly
forgive ourselves.”


                Tom stayed for the entire visitation, mostly standing
alone at the back, watching the mourners, admiring Vickie, her strength, her
warmth. Two of Vickie’s uncles, both Vietnam vets, recognized him, came over,
shook his hand, stood with arms crossed, and repeated over and over what a
waste it all was.


                People came and went, and when the three hours had passed
Tom helped Vickie carry the photo boards and plants to her SUV. They had
brought both cars and at some point Robert and the two little girls and Kole
disappeared. Vickie cradled the spray of roses from the casket, placed her hand
palm down on the cold wood.


                “It doesn’t seem real. Jennifer didn’t deserve this. I
know no one ever said life was fair, but this, after everything she’d been
through.  She was trying so hard, Tom.”


                Tom retrieved a box of Kleenex from one of the chairs and
handed them to Vickie, taking the roses. 


                “She’s going to be cremated, then we’re going to put her
ashes with Mom and Dad.  I think she would like that. I remember her once
saying she didn’t want to be buried, moldering underground. But who talks
funeral plans with their baby sister?”


                Vickie sniffled, blew her nose. “Would you mind stopping
over to the house for a few minutes, Tom? Seems like we ought to have some
family gathering for Jenny.”


                “Of course not, whatever I can do.”


                Tom carried the roses out, laid them in the back of
Vickie’s SUV, and shut the gate, leaving her alone.  He took off his tie,
rolled up his shirt sleeves and sat in his truck. After a short time Vickie
came out, sunglasses on, and climbed into the SUV. Tom started his pickup and
followed her out.


                At the house he helped unload the flowers into the
garage. Vickie was unsure of what to do with them. Maybe take some down to the
Senior Center. Be a shame to waste them. She’d keep the plants in spite of
having what she called a ‘brown thumb’. To give them away would be like giving
Jenny away.


                Ella and Jean had been changed out of their dresses and
were on the couch in front of the TV, eyes drooping, worn out from the day.
Kole was still in his dress clothes, still intent on the video game. He looked
up at Tom in the doorway, locking eyes for a moment, Kole’s young, dark eyes so
sad that Tom fought the urge to look away. Then Kole looked back down at the
game and Tom walked into the kitchen.


                Robert had changed out of his Navy blue suit into jeans
and a green polo. He was at the counter drinking a beer.


                “I need a glass of wine,” Vickie said. “How about you,
Tom, can I get you a glass of wine or a beer?”


                “Do you have iced tea?”


                She looked at Robert who shrugged. “I think so,” she said
opening the refrigerator door. She found a pitcher and poured Tom a glass of
tea.


                “Are you hungry?  The neighbors keep bringing over food.
Wonderful tradition to feed you when you’re grieving.”


                “People just want to help,” Tom said.  “It gives them a
way to show some support, to offer comfort.”


                “I know. It’s a gesture of kindness and I really do
appreciate it. Let’s sit out on the porch,” she said leading the way out the
open door. “I’ve spent all day inside.”


                They sat at an oval wrought iron table on wrought iron
chairs.  The house shaded the patio and there was just enough breeze to make it
pleasant.  Vickie sat at the head of the table, Tom and Robert on each side,
chairs turned toward her as if in a meeting.


                “What will happen to Kole?” Tom asked. He looked Robert’s
direction.


                “He’ll live with us,” Vickie said.  Robert looked from
her to out over the yard.


                “Does he have any other relatives?” Tom asked.


                “Perry’s mother is alive,” Robert said.


                “And Kole wouldn’t even recognize her,” Vickie said. “The
only reason she would want him is the Social Security money he might get. I’m
not letting him go to the same environment that created Perry.”


                Robert sighed and drank his beer. Tom sat and waited.


                “We appreciate what you tried to do for Jennifer, Tom,”
Vickie said. 


                Robert looked back at Vickie, “I’m not sure how it
could’ve turned out worse, Victoria. Our house broken into, Perry murdered.
Jennifer murdered.  Thanks for the help.”


                “Obviously Jennifer was into something more serious than
we ever knew, Robert. How was Tom to know that?”


                “I should’ve,” Tom said. “I believed what I was told and
I shouldn’t have.”


                “It’s not your fault, Tom. We all trusted Jennifer. I
just wish I knew why. If she had let me help her…” Vickie’s eyes filled and a
tear trickled down her cheek.


                Tom watched Robert. His eyes were down, his face blank as
if lost in thought. He dug at the label on his beer bottle with his thumbnail. 


                Vickie dabbed her eyes with her sleeve and stood. “I’m
going to get out of these clothes.”


                When she’d left Tom turned toward Robert. “Where are the
drugs?” he asked.


                Robert looked at him. “What?”


                “I was told that Perry stole from someone and that Jenny
stole from Perry. And you took it from Jenny.”


                “What are you talking about? Who told you that?”


                “Not important.  But I believe it. Perry took the drugs,
probably meth, because he wanted to be a bigger fish. Jenny took the drugs from
him because she thought to sell it for a better life for her and Kole. And you
found it and took it because the real estate market has bottomed out and you
have a lifestyle to support. Or maybe you’re just greedy.”


                “Sounds like bullshit to me,” Robert said. He was looking
at Tom, trying to sell, trying to close the deal. “You fucked up and Jennifer
is dead. You’re looking for someone to blame.”


                “What sealed it was the break-in. Jenny told them exactly
where to look, but the drugs weren’t there.” Tom leaned his elbows on the
table. “So they killed her.”


                Robert was looking at the house, at the door Vickie had
gone in. Tom saw the resignation sweep briefly into his eyes, there and gone.
“You can’t prove anything.”


                “I don’t have to. I’m not a cop remember. That’s why I
was brought into all of this in the first place. You go get the drugs, put them
in the bed of my truck. Or when Vickie comes back we’ll talk about why her
sister was really killed.”


                “So you can sell them yourself.”


                “Robert, I’m trying really hard not to break your fucking
neck, but you are making it very difficult. Get them, put them in the truck.
Now, or this will get serious and ruin your life.”


                Robert pushed his chair back, the metal grinding on the
concrete.


                “You’d better treat Vickie right,” Tom said when he’d
stood. “And take care of Kole like he was your own. If I hear any different I
will come back.”


Robert went in the house and Tom assumed upstairs,
probably in his closet behind a row of expensive suits. Tom finished his tea.
He was standing when Vickie came down in white shorts and a white V-neck
T-shirt. 


                “More tea?” she asked.


                “No thanks. I’m going to take off. You’ve had a long day.
Heck, you’ve had a long couple of weeks. Get some rest.”


                “I can’t remember not being worried, or frightened or
sad,” she said.


                She stepped into his arms, and he held her tight, remembering
how small she was. He smelled the flowers of her shampoo, felt the angles of
her back.


                “I’m sorry, Tom,” she said into his chest.


                “You have nothing to be sorry for, Vick.”


                “Don’t be a stranger, okay.”


                “I’ll be around,” he said.


                She walked him through the house and out to his truck.
Robert was by the garage. It had occurred to Tom that he might have the pistol
on him, might do something out of desperation. But his arms were crossed, his
head down. He turned and went into the house. In the bed of Tom’s truck was a
blue gym bag. Tom tossed the bag in the passenger seat, started his truck and
unzipped the bag. It was full of small individual bags of crystal meth. He
zipped it shut and backed down the drive.











Chapter Twenty-nine


 


                Tom dropped the gym bag in the fifty-five gallon burn
barrel behind Pete Johnson’s garage. He soaked it in gasoline, then tossed a
lit match, igniting it with a Whoomp! He watched it burn for a few minutes, the
flames high, then receding, and then walked down to his place. He fed Tyson and
rubbed his ears, and opened a beer, then changed into jeans and a cotton shirt.
He tied Tyson up on the porch and sat finishing his beer. Pete Johnson’s truck
rocked up the gravel drive.


                “I’ve got a bucket of chicken if you’re hungry,” Pete
said through the open window.


                “Thanks, but I’m meeting Martin for a beer.”


                “You and your pet dinosaur want to go fishing tomorrow?
There’s a front moving in, should make ‘em active.”


                “Sounds good,” Tom said. Tyson stretched to the end of
his chain toward Pete, possibly excited about fishing, probably smelling the
chicken.


                “All right. See you two in the morning.”


                Tom left Tyson on the porch and drove out to the County
Line. He was a half an hour late, so Martin was seated at the bar, Bud Light in
front of him. He made a point to glance at his watch when Tom walked in.


                “The funeral ran longer than expected,” Tom explained as
he sat.


                Janey came over all tan and blonde. “Martin told me about
your friend, Tom. I’m sorry.”


                Tom thanked her and ordered a tall Boulevard IPA, and
after it was delivered he told Martin about Robert and the drugs.


                “And you’re going to let him get away with that shit?”
Martin asked.


                “What good would it do at this point? I could not care
less about Robert, but why add more hurt to Vickie and the little girls?”


                “She should know what kind of man her husband is.”


                “She will. You know true character always comes out. Or
maybe this was a moment of desperation, a moment of weakness, never to be
repeated. But whatever it is I’m not going to be the one to hurt Vickie again.”


                “Karma always catches up with you,” Martin said. “That’s
the only real truth I know.”


                “Amen to that,” Tom said.


                Martin emptied his beer and held the bottle up for Janey
to see. She pulled a bottle from the cooler, twisted off the top and when she
sat it in front of Martin he said, “Janey and I were discussing that Monet
exhibit at the Art Institute. Seems she’s a fan. And she’s off work Sunday.
You’ve always said how the Impressionist are your favorites, Tom. Even
mentioned Monet by name.”


                Janey laughed and shook her head. Tom studied Martin as
if he’d grown a second head. “Seriously Martin?”


                Martin sipped his fresh beer. “We were just talking is
all.”


                Tom kept his eyes on Martin for a minute. Martin stared
straight ahead. Janey watched them both, still smiling.                


                Tom shifted his eyes from Martin to Janey. “He is right
Impressionism is my favorite style of painting, what little I know of it.
Janey, would you like to go with me to see the exhibit Sunday? We can go
downtown early afternoon, then have dinner after.” Tom looked back at Martin.
“If you’re not doing anything.”


                “I’d like that,” Janey said. She took a bar napkin and
wrote on it. “Here’s my number.”


                Tom folded the napkin and put it in his pocket. “Happy?”
he asked Martin.


                “I’m getting there, Thomas. I’m getting there.”
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