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For my father, Roy Cosby

Your reach sometimes exceeded your grasp, but once you got a hold of
that steering wheel, you drove it like you stole it.

Ride on, wild man. Ride on.



A father is a man who expects his son to be as good a man as he was
meant to be.

FRANK A. CLARK



ONE

Shepherd’s Corner, VA
2012

Beauregard thought the night sky looked like a painting.

Laughter filled the air only to be drowned out by a cacophony of
revving engines as the moon slid from behind the clouds. The bass from the
sound system in a nearby Chevelle was hitting him in his chest so hard, it
felt like someone was performing CPR on him. There were about a dozen
other late-model cars parked haphazardly in front of the old convenience
store. In addition to the Chevelle, there was a Maverick, two Impalas, a few
Camaros and five or six more examples of the heyday of American muscle.
The air was cool and filled with the scent of gas and oil. The rich, acrid
smell of exhaust fumes and burnt rubber. A choir of crickets and
whippoorwills tried in vain to be heard. Beauregard closed his eyes and
strained his ears. He could hear them but just barely. They were screaming
for love. He thought a lot of people spent a large part of their life doing the
same thing.

The wind caught the sign hanging above his head from the arm of a pole
that extended twenty feet into the air. It creaked as the breeze moved it back
and forth.

CARTER SPEEDE MART the sign proclaimed in big black letters set against
a white background. The sign was beginning to yellow with age. The letters
were worn and chipped. The cheap paint flaking away like dried skin. The
second “E” had disappeared from the word “SPEEDEE.” Beauregard
wondered what had happened to Carter. He wondered if he had disappeared
too.



“Ain’t none of y’all motherfuckers ready for the legendary Olds! Y’all
might as well go on back home to your ugly wives and try and get some
Tuesday night pussy. For real though, y’all ain’t got nothing for the
legendary Olds! She does 60 in second. Five hundred dollars line to line.
Huh? Y’all mighty quiet. Come on, the Olds done sent many a boy home
with his pockets lighter. I done outrun more cops than the Duke boys in the
Olds! You ain’t just beating the Olds, homeboy!” a guy named Warren
Crocker crowed. He was strutting around his ’76 Oldsmobile Cutlass. It was
a beautiful car. A dark green body with chrome Mag rims and chrome trim
that ran across its surface like liquid lightning. Smoked-out glass and LED
lights emitted an ethereal bluish glow like some bioluminescent sea
creature.

Beauregard leaned against his Duster as Warren pontificated about the
invincibility of the Oldsmobile. Beauregard let him talk. Talk didn’t mean
anything. Talk didn’t drive the car. Talk was just noise. He had $1,000 in his
pocket. It was all the profits from the last two weeks at the garage after
most of the bills had been paid. He was $800 short on the rent for the
building that housed his business. It had come down to a choice between
the rent or glasses for his youngest. Which wasn’t really a choice at all. So,
he had reached out to his cousin Kelvin and asked him to find out where the
nearest street race was being held. Kelvin still knew some guys who knew
some guys who knew where the money races could be found.

That was how they found themselves just outside of Dinwiddie County
ten miles from the fairgrounds where legally sanctioned drag races were
held. Beauregard closed his eyes again. He listened to Warren’s car idle.
Under the sound of the boasting and dick swinging, Beau heard an
unmistakable ticking.

Warren had a bad valve in his engine. That left two possibilities. He
knew about it but thought it was an acceptable defect that could be
overcome by the sheer power of his motor. Maybe he had a nitrous boost on
it and didn’t care about one funky valve. Or he didn’t know it was bad and
was just talking a lot of shit.

Beau nodded at Kelvin. His cousin had been milling through the crowd,
trying to drum up a big money race. There had already been four contests,



but no one was willing to put up more than $200. That wasn’t gonna cut it.
Beau needed at least a $1,000 bet. He needed someone who would look at
the Duster and see an easy payday. Look at its stripped-down exterior and
assume it was a pushover.

He needed an asshole like Warren Crocker.

Crocker had already won one race, but that had taken place before
Beauregard and Kelvin arrived. Ideally, he would have liked to watch the
man drive before he made the bet. See how he handled the wheel. How he
navigated the cracked asphalt on this stretch of Route 83. But beggars can’t
be choosers. It had taken them an hour and a half to get out here, but they
had come because Beauregard knew no one in Red Hill County would race
him. Not in the Duster.

Kelvin moved in front of Warren as he was preening around his car.
“My man over there got ten friends that say he can be doing 70 in second
while you still trying to drag your ass out of first,” he said. He let his
booming voice fill the night. All the chatter ceased. The crickets and the
whippoorwills were working themselves into a frenzy.

“Or is all you do is talk?” Beauregard asked.

“Ooooo0h shit,” someone from the crowd that had gathered said. Warren
stopped strutting and leaned on the roof of his car. He was tall and thin. His
dark skin appeared blue in the glow of the moonlight.

“WEell, that’s a bold statement, motherfucker. You got the paper to back
it up?” he said.

Beauregard pulled his wallet out and fanned ten $100 bills out like a
deck of cards in his large hands.

“The question is, do you have the balls to back it up?” Kelvin said. He
sounded like a Quiet Storm DJ. He grinned like a lunatic at Warren Crocker.
Crocker tucked his tongue into the inside of his cheek.

Seconds ticked by and Beauregard felt a hollow opening blossom in his
chest. He could see the gears working in Warren’s head and for a moment
he thought he was gonna pass. But Beauregard knew he wouldn’t. How
could he? He had talked himself into a corner and his pride wouldn’t let him
back down. Besides, the Duster didn’t look that impressive. It was clean,



and the body was free of rust, but the red candy apple paint was not
showroom ready and the leather seats had a few rips and cracks.

“Alright. From here to the oak tree that’s split down the middle. Sherm
can hold the money. Unless you want to go for pinks?” Warren said.

“No. Let him hold the money. Who you want to call it?” Beauregard
asked.

Sherm nodded at another guy. “Me and Jaymie will call it. You want
your boy to go too?” he said. He squeaked when he talked.

“Yeah,” Beauregard said. Kelvin, Sherm and Jaymie hopped in Sherm’s
car. A primer-covered Nova. They took off for the split tree a quarter mile
down the road. Beauregard hadn’t seen any other drivers since they arrived.
Most people avoided this stretch and used the four-lane highway that
snaked its way from the interstate up through Shepherd’s Corner proper.
Progress had left this part of town behind. It was abandoned just like the
store. A blacktop wasteland haunted by the phantoms of the past.

He turned and got in the Duster. When he started the car, the engine
sounded like a pride of angry lions. Vibrations traveled up from the motor
through the steering wheel. He tapped the gas a few times. The lions
became dragons. He flicked on the headlights. The double yellow line down
the middle of the road came alive. He grabbed the gearshift and put it into
first. Warren pulled out of the parking lot and Beauregard took a position
next to him. One of the other guys that was in the crowd walked up and
stood between them. He held his arm up and reached for the sky.
Beauregard glanced at the stars and the moon again. Out of the corner of his
eye, he saw Warren put on a seat belt. The Duster didn’t have seat belts. His
father used to say if they ever wrecked the only thing seat belts would do
was make it hard for the undertaker to get them out the car.

“You ready?” the guy standing between them yelled.

Warren gave him a thumbs-up.

Beauregard nodded.

“ONE, TWO ... THREE!” the guy screamed.

The secret ain’t about the motor. That’s part of it, yeah, but that ain’t the
main thing. The real thing, the thing most people don’t want to talk about, is
how you drive. If you drive like you scared, you gonna lose. If you drive like



you don’t want to have to rebuild the whole engine, you gonna lose. You
gotta drive like don’t nothing else matter except getting to that line. Drive
like you fucking stole it.

Beauregard heard his Daddy’s voice every time he drove the Duster.
Sometimes he heard it when he was driving for crews. In those moments, it
offered him bitter pearls of wisdom. Nonsensical chatter that reminded him
not to end up like his Daddy. A ghost without a grave.

Beauregard slammed the gas pedal to the floor. Wheels spun, and white
smoke plumed up from the rear of the Duster. G-forces pressed against his
chest, crushing his sternum. Warren’s car jumped off the line and the front
two wheels left the road. Beauregard jammed the car into second as the
Duster’s front wheels grabbed the road like a pair of eagle’s talons.

The trees on both sides of the road were shimmering blurs as he tore
down through the night. He glanced at the speedometer. 70 mph.

Beauregard hit the clutch and shifted into third. There were no numbers
on the gearshift knob. It was an old 8-ball his Daddy had fixed to fit on top
of the shifter. He didn’t need numbers. He knew what gear he was in by
feel. By sound. The car shivered like a wolf shaking its pelt.

90 mph.

The leather-covered steering wheel crackled in his grip. He could see
Sherm’s car up ahead idling on the side of the road. He shifted into fourth
gear. The motor went from a roar to the war cry of a god. The duals were
the trumpets that heralded his arrival. He had the pedal flat against the
floorboard. The car seemed to contort itself and leap forward like a snake
about to strike. The speedometer hit 105 mph.

The Duster had passed Warren like he was mired in glue. The old
bisected oak tree was rapidly receding in his side mirror. He could see
Kelvin pumping both his fists in the rearview mirror. Beauregard popped
the clutch and downshifted until he was back in first. He slowed down even
more, executed a three-point turn and headed back to the old convenience
store.

Beauregard pulled back into the parking lot with Warren right on his
heels. A few minutes behind him were Sherm, Kelvin and Jaymie.



Beauregard got out, walked around to the front of the car and leaned back
against the hood.

“That old Duster got some get-up-and-go!” said a heavyset brother with
a wide nose and beads of sweat gathering on his forehead. He was leaning
against a black and white Maverick, Ford’s answer to the Duster.

“Thanks,” Beauregard said.

Sherm, Jaymie and Kelvin got out of the Nova. Kelvin trotted over to
the Duster and held out his left hand. Beauregard slapped the palm without
looking.

“You whupped his ass like a runaway slave,” Kelvin said. A deep laugh
erupted from his chest.

“That bad valve fucked him up. Look at that exhaust. He’s burning oil,”
Beauregard said. A plume of black smoke was trailing from the exhaust of
the Olds. Sherm came over and handed Beauregard two wads of money. His
original thousand and Warren’s roll.

“What you got under the hood on that thing?” Sherm asked.

“Two rockets and a comet,” Kelvin said. Sherm chuckled.

Warren finally got out of the Oldsmobile. He stood by the car with his
arms crossed. His face was twisted into a snarl. “You giving him my money
after he jumped off the line?” he asked.

The boisterous crowd became deathly quiet. Beauregard didn’t move off
the hood, didn’t look at Warren. His voice cut through the night like a razor.

“You saying I cheated?”

Warren uncrossed his arms, then crossed them again. He swiveled his
large head on his thin neck.

“I’m just saying you was two lengths ahead before he got to three.
That’s all I’'m saying,” Warren said. He put his hands in the pockets of his
baggy jeans. Then he took them out again. He didn’t seem to know where to
put them. His initial bravado was evaporating.

“I ain’t gotta cheat to beat you. By the sound of that leaky valve, your
motor gonna seize up tighter than virgin pussy any day now. Your
driveshaft and rear end too heavy. That’s why you pop up when you take
off,” Beauregard said. He pushed off the hood and turned to face Warren.



Warren was peering at the night sky. He was studying his feet. He was
doing everything except looking at Beauregard.

“Yo, man, you lost. Just take the L. and admit the Olds ain’t as legendary
as you thought,” Kelvin said. This elicited a few guffaws from the crowd.
Warren shifted on the balls of his feet. Beauregard closed the distance
between them in three strides.

“So why don’t you tell me how I cheated again,” he said.

Warren licked his lips. Beauregard wasn’t as tall as he was, but he was
twice as wide. All broad shoulders and wiry muscle. Warren took a step
back. “I’m just saying,” he said. His voice was as thin as crepe paper.

“You just saying. You just saying but you ain’t saying shit,” Beauregard
said. Kelvin got between them.

“Come on, Bug, let’s go. We got our money,” he said.

“Not until he takes it back,” Beauregard said. A few other drivers had
crowded around them. Kelvin thought they were two seconds away from
chanting “Fight! Fight!” like they were back in school.

“Yo, man, take it back,” Kelvin said.

Warren twisted his head left and right. He wouldn’t look directly at
Beauregard or the crowd gathering around them. “Look, maybe I was
wrong. I’'m just saying—” he started to say but Beauregard held up his
hand. Warren’s mouth closed with an audible plop.

“Don’t say ‘you just saying’ again. And don’t say you was wrong. Take.
It. Back,” Beauregard said.

“Don’t let him punk you, man!” someone yelled from the crowd.

Kelvin turned and faced Warren. He spoke in low tones. “Don’t let these
boys get your face fucked up. My cousin takes this shit seriously. Take it
back and you can go home with all your teeth.”

Beauregard had his hands down by his sides. He clenched and
unclenched them at steady intervals. He watched Warren’s eyes. They kept
peering around like he was looking for a way out that didn’t entail taking
back what he said. Beauregard knew he wasn’t going to take it back. He
couldn’t. Guys like Warren fed off their own arrogance. It was like oxygen
for them. They couldn’t back down any more than they could stop
breathing.



Headlights lit up the parking lot. Then blue lights flashed off the
weathered exterior of the SpeeDee Mart.

“Ah shit, it’s the sex lights,” Kelvin said. Beauregard saw a red
unmarked cop car parking diagonally across the SpeeDee Mart exit. A few
guys were walking slowly toward their cars. Most of them were just
standing still.

“Sex lights?” the sweaty brother said.

“Yeah, cuz when you see them, you’re fucked,” Kelvin said. Two
deputies got out of the car and pulled out their flashlights. Beauregard held
up his hand to shield his eyes.

“So, what we got here, fellas? A little night racing? But I don’t see no
NASCAR signs. You see any NASCAR signs, Deputy Hall?” the deputy
that wasn’t Hall said. He was a blondish white guy with a chin so square he
probably had to study geometry to learn how to shave.

“Nah, Deputy Jones, I don’t see no NASCAR signs. Why don’t you
boys get out your IDs and have a seat on the pavement here?” Deputy Hall
said.

“We ain’t doing nothing but parking here, officer,” the sweaty brother
said. Deputy Jones whirled around. He dropped his hand to his gun.

“Did I ask you a goddamn thing? Get your ass on the ground. All of you
get out your IDs and get on the ground.” There were about twenty of them
in the crowd and about fifteen cars. But they were all black and the two
cops were white, and had guns. Everyone pulled out their wallets and sat
down on the pavement. Beauregard sat on a sprig of scrub grass that had
broken through the concrete. He grabbed his driver’s license out of his
wallet. The cops started at opposite ends and worked their way to the
middle of the group.

“Anybody got any warrants? Child support, assault, shoplifting?”
Deputy Hall asked. Beauregard tried to see what county they were from, but
they kept the light in his eyes. Deputy Jones stopped in front of him.

“You got any warrants?” he asked as he took Beauregard’s license.

“No.”

Deputy Jones shined the flashlight on Beauregard’s license. There was a
patch on the deputy’s shoulder that said POLICE.



“What county you from?” Beauregard asked. Deputy Jones shone the
flashlight’s beam in Beauregard’s face.

“Fuck You County, population of one,” Deputy Jones said. He handed
Beauregard his license. He turned and spoke into the radio on his shoulder.
Deputy Hall was doing the same thing. The whippoorwills and frogs and
crickets had resumed their concert. Minutes ticked by as the two deputies
conferred with whoever was on the other end of their radios.

“Alright, fellas, here’s the deal. Some of you got warrants. Some of you
don’t. But that don’t matter. We don’t need y’all tearing up and down our
roads here in Shepherd’s Corner. So, we’re gonna let you go on down the
road. But to discourage you from coming back, we gonna get you to pay the
racing tax,” Deputy Hall said.

“What the hell is a racing tax?” the sweaty brother asked. Deputy Jones
pulled out his gun and put the barrel against the sweaty brother’s cheek.
Beauregard felt his stomach tighten.

“Everything in your wallet, fat boy. Or do you want to be a victim of
police brutality?” Deputy Jones asked.

“You heard the man. Empty your pockets, gents,” Deputy Hall said. A
soft breeze began to blow. The wind caressed Beauregard’s face. The scent
of honeysuckle traveled on that breeze. The deputies filed up and down the
men sitting in a row and grabbed the money out of their hands. Deputy
Jones came to Beauregard.

“Empty those pockets, son.”

Beauregard looked up at him. “Take me in. Arrest me. But I ain’t giving
you my money.”

Deputy Jones put his gun against Beauregard’s cheek. The harsh smell
of gun oil wafted up his nose and stuck to the back of his throat.

“Maybe you didn’t hear what I said to your friend over there.”

“He ain’t my friend,” Beauregard said.

“You want to catch a bullet? You trying to commit suicide by cop?”
Deputy Jones said. His eyes glistened in the moonlight.

“No. I just ain’t giving you my money,” Beauregard said.

“Bug, let it go,” Kelvin said. Deputy Jones shot him a glance. He
pointed his gun at Kelvin.



“He’s your friend, isn’t he? You should listen, Bug,” Deputy Jones said.
He grinned, exposing a row of crooked brown teeth. Beauregard pulled out
his roll of money and the one he had won from Warren. Deputy Jones
snatched them out of his hands.

“Good boy,” Deputy Jones said.

“Alright, fellas, go on and get out of here. And don’t come back to
Shepherd’s Corner,” Deputy Hall said. Beauregard and Kelvin got up. The
crowd dispersed amid a smattering of muffled complaints. The night was
filled with the howl of Chargers and Chevelles and Mustangs and Impalas
coming to life. Kelvin and Beauregard climbed into the Duster. The cops
had moved, and cars were leaving as fast as they legally could. Warren was
sitting in the Olds staring straight ahead.

“Move along, Warren,” Deputy Hall said.

Warren rubbed his hands across his face. “It won’t start,” he mumbled.

“What?” Deputy Hall said.

Warren’s hands flew away from his face. “It won’t start!” he said.
Kelvin laughed as he and Beauregard pulled out of the parking lot.

Beauregard turned left and headed down the narrow road.

“Interstate is that way,” Kelvin said.

“Yeah. The town is this way. So are the bars,” Beauregard said.

“How we getting a drink with no money?” Kelvin said.

Beauregard stopped and backed the Duster into the entrance of an old
logging road. He killed the lights and let the car idle.

“Those weren’t real cops. They didn’t have no county insignia on their
uniforms. And that gun was a .38. Cops haven’t carried .38s for twenty
fucking years. And they knew his name,” Beauregard said.

“Motherfucker. We got played,” Kelvin said. He punched the
dashboard. Beauregard glared at him. Kelvin ran his hand over the dash,
smoothing down the leather. “Shit, sorry, man. So, what we doing here?”

“Warren said his car wouldn’t start. He the only one that stayed behind,”
Beauregard said.

“You think he was the snitch?”

“Ain’t no snitch. He in with them. He stayed behind to get his cut. None
of us was from here that was racing. I'm thinking somebody like Warren



gonna want a drink to celebrate,” Beauregard said.

“All that shit he was saying about you cheating was just a show.”

Beauregard nodded. “Didn’t want me to leave. Give his crew time to get
there. He ran a few races to get people in. Probably was checking for how
much money was on the table. Then when I dropped that grip, he texted
them.”

“Son of a bitch. Huh. Dr. King would be so proud. Whites and blacks
working together,” Kelvin said.

“Yeah,” Beauregard said.

“You think he really coming this way? I mean he can’t be that stupid,
can he?” Kelvin asked.

Beauregard didn’t speak. He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel.
He figured not everything Warren had said and done was for show. He
really was a conceited ass. Guys like that never think they can get caught.
They always think they’re one step ahead of everyone.

“I used to run into guys like him when I was driving for crews. He ain’t
from around here. He sounds like he from somewhere north of Richmond.
Maybe Alexandria. Guys like that can’t wait till they get home to celebrate.
And he wants to celebrate. Cuz he thinks he won. He thinks he fooled us
good. He wants to get to the nearest place that sells alcohol and get his
drink on. He’ll be by himself cuz his partners can’t go walking around in
their fake uniforms. He’ll be in there talking big shit like he was before. He
can’t help himself.”

“You really think so, don’t you?” Kelvin said. Beauregard didn’t
answer. He couldn’t go home without that money. A thousand wasn’t
enough to pay the rent but it beat a blank. His instincts told him that Warren
was gonna go into town and get his drink on. He trusted his instincts. He
had to.

Minutes ticked by and Kelvin checked his watch.

“Man, I don’t think he—" Kelvin started to say. A car shot past them. A
bright green paint job that sparkled in the moonlight.

“The legendary Olds,” Beauregard said. He pulled out behind the
Oldsmobile. They followed him through the flat plains and the gentle slopes
of slight hills. The moonlight gave way to porch lamps and landscape



lighting as they passed single-story houses and mobile homes. They sailed
through a curve so sharp it could slice cheese and downtown Shepherd’s
Corner came into view. A collection of drab concrete and brick buildings
illuminated by pale streetlamps. A library, a pharmacy and a restaurant
lined the street. Near the end of the sidewalk was a wide brick building with
a sign over the front door that said DINO’S BAR AND GRILL.

Warren turned right and drove around to the back of Dino’s. Beauregard
parked the Duster on the street. He reached into the back seat and grabbed a
crescent wrench. No one was on the sidewalk or loitering outside Dino’s
front door. There were a few cars in front of the Duster. The deep tribal
thump of a hip-hop beat seeped through Dino’s walls.

“Stay here. You see anybody coming, hit the horn,” Beauregard said.

“Don’t kill him, man,” Kelvin said. Beauregard didn’t make any
promises. He got out and hurried down the sidewalk and across Dino’s
parking lot. He stopped at the back corner of the building. Peeping around
the corner he saw Warren standing next to the Oldsmobile. He was taking a
piss. Beauregard ran across the parking lot. His footsteps were hidden by
the music coming from the bar.

Warren started to turn just as Beauregard hit him with the wrench. He
slammed the tool into Warren’s trapezius muscle. Beauregard heard a wet
crack like when his grandfather would snap chicken wings at the dinner
table. Warren crumpled to the ground as piss sprayed across the side of the
Oldsmobile. He rolled onto his side and Beauregard hit him again in his
ribs. Warren rolled onto his back. A trickle of blood flowed out of his
mouth and down his chin. Beauregard knelt beside him. He took the wrench
and laid it across Warren’s mouth like a gag. He gripped both ends of it and
pressed down with all his weight. Warren’s tongue squirmed around the
handle of the wrench like a plump pink worm. Blood and spit ran from the
sides of his mouth down his cheeks.

“I know you got my money. I know you and them rent-a-cops was
working together. Y’all travel around setting up races and pop the fools who
show up. None of that matters to me. I know you got my money. Now I’'m
going to move this wrench, and if you say anything about anything other
than my money, I’'m going to break your jaw in seven places,” Beauregard



said. He didn’t yell, and he didn’t scream. He straightened up and moved
the wrench. Warren coughed and turned his head to the side. He spit a
globule of pinkish saliva and it landed on his chin. He took a few deep
gasps and more blood-spit flowed across his chin.

“My back pocket,” he wheezed. Beauregard rolled him over and Warren
wailed. It was a high animalistic moan. Beauregard thought he could hear
the soft clicking of his shattered clavicle bones rubbing together. He pulled
out a wad of cash. He flipped through it quickly.

“There’s only 750. Where’s my thousand? Where’s yours? Where’s the
rest?” Beauregard asked.

“My.... mine was a dummy roll,” Warren said.

“This is your cut,” Beauregard said. Warren nodded weakly. Beauregard
sucked his teeth. He stood and pocketed the money. Warren closed his eyes
and swallowed hard.

Beauregard put the wrench in his back pocket and stomped on Warren’s
right ankle right at the joint. Warren screamed but there was no one around
to hear except for Beauregard.

“Take it back,” Beauregard said.

“What ... what the fuck, man, you broke my fucking ankle.”

“Take it back or I’ll break the other one.”

Warren rolled onto his back again. Beauregard saw dark patches that
spread from his crotch to his knees. His dick was still hanging out of his
pants like a bloodworm. The smell of piss wafted up Beauregard’s nose.

“I take it back. You not a cheater, okay? Fuck, you not a cheater,” he
said. Beauregard saw tears slip from the corners of Warren’s eyes.

“Alright then,” Beauregard said. He nodded his head then turned and
walked back to the Duster.



TWO

The motion-activated lights on the roof of the garage flicked on as
Beauregard pulled up in front of the building. He stopped and let Kelvin
hop out of the Duster to open one of the three roll-up doors. Beauregard
swung the car around and backed it into the garage. Echoes from the motor
reverberated through the cavernous interior. Beauregard shut off the car. He
ran his wide, thick-fingered hands over his face. He twisted around in his
seat and grabbed the wrench off the back seat. It still had Warren’s blood
and a bit of his skin on it. He’d have to soak it in water and bleach before
putting it back in his toolbox.

He got out and headed for the office. A pale blue light flashed overhead
from a flickering fluorescent fixture. He went to a mini-fridge behind his
desk and grabbed two beers. He dropped the wrench on the desk. The sound
of metal against metal clanged against his ears. Kelvin came in and sat
down in a folding chair in front of the desk. Beauregard tossed him a beer.
They opened them in unison and raised their bottles. Beauregard killed
most of his beer in one loud gulp. Kelvin sipped his twice before putting it
on the desk.

“Guess I’'m gonna have to cuss Jerome the fuck out,” Kelvin said.
Beauregard finished his beer.

“Nah. It ain’t his fault. Them boys probably go up and down the East
Coast doing this shit,” he said.

“It’s still fucked up, though. I can ask around again. Maybe down in
Raleigh? Or Charlotte?” Kelvin asked.

Beauregard shook his head. He finished his beer and tossed it in the
trash can. “You know I can’t go that far out. Not for some maybe money.



Anyway, the rent is due by the twenty-third. I didn’t really want to ask Phil
for another extension. Not getting that contract with Davidson’s
construction company really put us in a bad spot,” Beauregard said.

Kelvin sipped his beer. “You thought about talking to Boonie?” he
asked.

Beauregard fell into his swivel chair. He put his boots up on the desk.
“I’ve thought about it,” he said.

Kelvin finished his beer. “All I’m saying is we been open three years
and then Precision comes along and it’s like people forgot we was here.
Maybe Red Hill ain’t big enough for two mechanic shops. Or at least not a
black one,” he said.

“I don’t know. We was in the running for that Davidson’s contract.
Twenty years ago, we wouldn’t even have been in the goddamn
conversation. I just couldn’t go as low as Precision,” Beauregard said.

“That’s why I’'m saying you might want to talk to Boonie. Nothing too
big. Just something to keep us afloat until ... I don’t know, until more
people move to Red Hill who don’t know how to change their oil,” Kelvin
said.

Beauregard picked up the wrench. He grabbed a rag from the pile sitting
in a plastic bin next to his desk and began wiping the blood off it.

“I said I’m thinking about it.”

“Alright, well, I’'m gonna get up the road. Christy is off tonight and
since Sasha is working I’m gonna go by and say heyyyyy,” he said, singing
the word “hey” until he hit a falsetto.

Beauregard smirked. “One of them girls is gonna cut your thing off and
mail it to you,” he said.

“Man, whatever. They gonna dip it in bronze and put that thing on a
pedestal,” Kelvin said as he rose from his chair. “Catch you in the
morning?”

“Yeah,” Beauregard said. He set the wrench down again. Kelvin gave
him a two-finger salute and left through the office door. Beauregard swung
around and planted his feet on the floor. 750. That was worse than having a
grand. That’s not even considering the gas it took to get out to Shepherd’s



Corner. Phil Dormer had told him last month that he wouldn’t be able to
give him another extension.

“Beau, I know times are tight right now. I get it. But my boss has told
me we can’t extend you any more credit or time on this loan. Look, maybe
we can refinance it—"

“I’'m only one year away from paying it off,” Beauregard said. Phil
frowned.

“Well, that’s true but you’re also technically three months behind. And
per your loan agreement once you’re 120 days behind the loan becomes
delinquent. I don’t want that to happen, Beau. Refinance and you’ll have
more years, but you won’t lose the building,” Phil had said. Beauregard
heard what he was saying. He saw the pained look on his face. And in a
perfect world, he would have believed that Phil really was concerned about
his livelihood. The world was far from perfect. Beauregard knew that Phil
was saying all the right words. He also knew that the lot he sat on was right
next to a development. They were building Red Hill’s first fast food
restaurant. The old Tastee Freez didn’t count. They had closed ten years
ago. They were never fast but they had made one hell of a milkshake.

Beauregard got up and put the keys to the Duster on the hook in the
corkboard and grabbed the keys to his truck. He locked up the garage and
headed home.

The sun was just peeking over the horizon as he backed into the street.
Beauregard drove past the municipal offices of Red Hill County out to the
wide-open fields. He always thought it was funny a county with “hill” in its
name had a terrible paucity of actual hills. He passed Grove Lane. His
daughter lived down there. The sky was streaked with gold and red as he
turned down Market Drive. Two more turns down two more side roads and
he was pulling down the dirt lane to his double-wide.

Beauregard parked next to Kia’s little blue two-door Honda. He never
drove the thing, he just kept it running. He was an American Muscle kind of
guy. The house was quiet as he stepped up onto the porch. He made his way
through the rectangular house, passing the room where his sons slept. The
sun spilled through the blinds as rays of light filled the double-wide. His
and Kia’s room was at the end of the trailer. Beauregard slipped into the



room and sat down on the foot of their bed. Kia was sprawled across it like
a piece of origami art. Beauregard touched her soft, exposed thigh. Her
caramel-colored leg twitched. She didn’t turn over but spoke to him with
her face still buried in her pillow.

“How’d it go?” she mumbled into the pillow.

“I won but the guy didn’t want to pay. It got a little messy.”

She turned over then. “What you mean he ain’t wanna pay? What kind
of shit is that?” she asked.

She was propped up on one elbow. The sheet that had barely covered
her had fallen away. Her hair was sticking off her head in strange geometric
patterns. Beauregard kneaded the flesh on her thigh.

“You didn’t get arrested, did you?” she asked.

Yeah, by some fake-ass cops, he thought.

He took his hand off her leg. “No, but the guy, he didn’t have all the
money he said he had. The whole thing was messed up. I’m still 800 short,”
he said. He let it sit there between them for a while. Kia pulled the sheet up
and drew her knees up to her chest.

“What about that contract to work on them trucks from the construction
company?” she asked. Beauregard moved closer to her. His shoulder
brushed against hers.

“We didn’t get it. Precision got the contract. And then we had to get
those glasses for Darren. And last month I had to give Janice money for
Ariel’s cap and gown. It’s been a slow couple of months,” Beauregard said.
Actually, it had been a slow year. Kia knew this, but neither one of them
liked saying it out loud.

“Can we get an extension?” she asked. Beauregard stretched out beside
her. She didn’t lie back but instead wrapped her arms around her knees and
squeezed them. Beauregard stared up at the ceiling. The fan spun on a
shaky axis. The globe on the light of the ceiling fan had the image of a
Rottweiler.

They’d had that damn fan for five years and it never failed to give him
the creeps. But Kia loved the damn thing. One thing he’d learned about
marriage was that a novelty fan was not the hill you wanted to die on if you
could help it.



“I don’t know,” he said. She ran a hand through her tousled hair. A few
minutes went by and then she lay back against Beauregard. Her skin was
cool to the touch and smelled like roses. She had showered before bed. He
snaked one arm around her midsection and laid his hand on her belly.

“What if we can’t get an extension?” Kia asked.

Beauregard stroked her belly. “I might have to sell something. Maybe
the hydraulic lift. Or the second tire-changing machine. Which is why I got
the damn loan in the first place,” he said. He didn’t mention going to talk to
his Uncle Boonie.

Almost as if on cue, Kia turned on her side and touched his face.

“You thinking about it, ain’t you?” she asked.

“Thinking about what?”

“Going to Boonie. Looking for a job. You know that’s not an option,
right? You were blessed. We all was. You never got caught and you got out
and you opened the garage. That’s a blessing, baby,” she said. Her light
eyes searched his dark ones. They’d been together since he was nineteen
and she was eighteen. Married since they both were twenty-three. Almost
fifteen years together. She knew him about as well as anyone did.

A lot of couples liked to say they couldn’t lie to each other. That their
partner could spot their falsehoods from a mile away. That line of thinking
was a one-way street between him and Kia. He knew when she had gone
out drinking with her girls. He knew when she had eaten the last chocolate
chip cookie. Her face was an open book and he had read every page a long
time ago. He hated lying to her, but the ease with which he could do it never
failed to shock him. Then again, he did have a lot of practice with
mendacity.

“No. I'm not thinking of it. Did it cross my mind? Yeah. Just like
buying a lottery ticket crossed my mind,” he said. He hugged her close to
him and closed his eyes.

“It’s gonna be alright. I’ll figure out something,” he said.

“I got a call from the dentist yesterday. Javon might need braces,” she
said. Beauregard squeezed her tight but didn’t say anything.

“What are we gonna do, baby? I can try to pick up some extra shifts at
the hotel,” she said.



“That ain’t gonna buy braces,” he said. Silence enveloped them both.
Then Kia cleared her throat.

“You know you could sell—” But Beauregard cut her off midsentence.

“The Duster ain’t for sale,” he said. Kia laid her head on his chest. He
slipped his arm around her shoulders and watched the blades on the ceiling
fan spin until he drifted off to sleep.

* Kk Kk

“Daddy. Daddy. Daddy.”

Beauregard opened his eyes. It seemed like he had just closed them five
seconds ago. Darren was standing by the bed. He was holding his favorite
toy. A twelve-inch-tall Batman action figure. His tiny brown hand gripped
the Caped Crusader in one hand and a rapidly disintegrating biscuit in the
other.

“Hey, Stink,” Beauregard said. His youngest got Kia’s eyes and his
complexion. Powerful green eyes that contrasted with his dark chocolate
skin.

“Mama say come get your food before she gotta take us to Aunt Jean,”
Darren said. A smile flickered across his lips. Beauregard figured Kia had
used colorful language when she had instructed Darren to wake him.
Whenever anyone cursed, Darren was overcome with the giggles. They
didn’t subside quickly either. Judging by the slight grin on his son’s face,
Kia had probably cussed him out nearly an hour ago.

“I guess I better get my ass up then,” Beauregard said. Darren exploded
in a shower of giggles. Beauregard hopped out of bed and grabbed Darren
around the waist. He hoisted the boy off the ground and headed for the
kitchen, making airplane noises as he went.

“Bout time you get your ass up,” Kia said, but there was no malice
behind it. It was more for Darren’s benefit than anything else. Darren
howled with laughter again.

“Oooooh, you said bad words,” Darren whimpered between deep
breaths. “You going down there!” he exclaimed. Javon was sitting at the
small table, lost in his ear buds. Beauregard thought Javon could have
passed for his twin when he was that age. Slim and tall with sleepy eyes. He
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put Darren down and gently plucked Javon on the ear. Javon snapped his
head up and pulled out his ear buds.

“Good morning to you too,” Beauregard said.

“Y’all finish your biscuits so we can go to Aunt Jean’s,” Kia said.
Beauregard grabbed a biscuit and dipped it in the gravy that was in a bowl
on the table. He plopped the whole thing in his mouth.

“I knew I married you for some reason,” he said through a mouthful of
bread. Kia snorted.

“It wasn’t the biscuits,” she said as she slipped by him to put her plate in
the sink. He saw her in his mind as the young girl she had been when they
first met. She had been dancing on the hood of Kelvin’s car to a funky go-
go song. Her wild hair in braids and wearing a black jumper with a white T-
shirt. They had all been hanging out at the basketball court in the park near
the high school. He had been a teenage ex—juvenile detainee with a two-
year-old daughter. She had been an eighteen-year-old high school senior.
Three weeks later, they were exchanging promise rings. Four years later,
they were married and expecting Javon.

“Can I go to the shop with you today?” Javon asked. Beauregard and
Kia exchanged a glance.

“Not today,” Beauregard said. A long time ago, when he had worked in
a different industry, he had taken great pains to make sure his private and
professional lives never shared the same space. He didn’t want that world to
touch his family. He didn’t want it to sully them with its filth. He was three
years removed from that place, but he knew it still had teeth. He didn’t want
it to reach out and bite his boys or Kia. He kept them away from the shop
just in case someone from that world came knocking.

Javon popped in his ear buds and got up from the table. He went and
stood by the door. Beauregard knew the boy wanted to hang out with him.
He liked cars and he was good with his hands. He hoped Javon would still
be interested in cars by the time it was safe enough for him to come by the
garage.

“Come on, Darren, let’s go,” Kia said. She stood on her tiptoes and
kissed Beauregard on the lips. He could taste peppermint on her breath. He
slipped an arm around her waist and returned her kiss tenfold.



“Eww,” Darren said. He stuck his tongue out and rolled his eyes.

“Watch your mouth, boy,” Kia said after she had pulled away from
Beauregard.

“I’ll call you on your lunch break,” Beauregard said.

“You better,” she said. She and the boys left. School was out, and Kia
worked the ten-to-six shift at the Comfort Inn over in Gloucester. Javon
wasn’t quite old enough to watch out for himself and his little brother, so
while Beauregard and Kia were working, she took the boys to her sister’s
place. Jean Brooks ran a hair salon from the back of her house. The boys
got to play with their cousins the way Beauregard used to play with Kelvin
and his brother Kaden at his Aunt Mara’s house. Kaden had been dead for
seven years. He’d been murdered when he was just twenty-three years old
in a motel robbery. Word on the street had been that it had been a setup.
Kaden and his buddy had been lured to a motel in Church Hill by some
party girls they had met in the club. Church Hill was one of the roughest
neighborhoods in the city of Richmond. It was so bad the postal service had
stopped delivering mail there. They had gone there expecting some casual
sex and some bomb-ass weed. What they had gotten were two bullets to the
head and a closed-casket funeral.

When Kelvin and Beauregard had found the two guys that had popped
Kaden and his friend, they had tried to shift blame to the girls. Then they
had blamed each other. Finally, they had cried for their mothers.

Beauregard slipped out of his underwear and padded down to the
bathroom. He was going to take a shower and head to the garage after
making a few stops. As he turned on the water, he heard a chirping coming
from the bedroom. It was his cell phone. Kia had taken it out of his pants
and put it on the nightstand. He ran to the room and picked it up off the
nightstand’s scarred surface. He recognized the number.

“Hello,” he said.

“Hello, is this Mr. Beauregard Montage?” a slightly nasal voice asked.

“Yes, it is, Mrs. Talbot,” he said.

“Hello, Mr. Montage. It’s Gloria Talbot at Lake Castor Convalescent
Home,” she said.

“I know,” Beauregard said.



“Oh yes, I’'m sorry. Mr. Montage, I’'m afraid we have a problem with
your mother,” Mrs. Talbot said.

“Has she verbally abused another aide?” he asked.

“No, it’s—"

“Has she peed on someone on purpose again?” he asked.

“No, it’s nothing like—”

“Did she call 10 On Your Side again and tell them the staff was beating
her?” he asked.

“No, no, Mr. Montage, it’s not her behavior ... this time. It appears
there is a problem with her Medicaid paperwork. We were hoping you
could come by in the next few days to discuss it,” Mrs. Talbot said.

“What kind of problem?”

“I think it’s best if we discuss it face to face, Mr. Montage.”

Beauregard closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

“Okay, I can come in a few hours,” he said.

“That would be fine, Mr. Montage. We will see you then. Goodbye,”
Mrs. Talbot said. The line went dead.

After his shower, he put on fresh jeans and a button-down short-sleeve
shirt with his name over the breast pocket and MONTAGE MOTORS over the
other. He made himself a cup of coffee and stood in front of the sink taking
quick sips. The house was as quiet as it ever got. Through the window over
the sink he could see his backyard. A wooden shed to the right and a
basketball hoop to the left. Their property went back into the woods for
nearly two hundred yards. Two does were walking across the yard. They
stopped every few moments to nibble at the grass. It was so quiet around
the house this time of day that the does didn’t seem skittish. They were
taking their time, like shoppers at a flea market.

Beauregard finished his coffee. Once upon a time, he had dreamed of
living in a house like this one. A house with running water and a roof that
didn’t leak like a sieve. A house where everyone had their own room and
there wasn’t a slop bucket in the corner. He put the coffee cup in the sink.
He didn’t know what was sadder. That his dreams had been so modest or
that they had been so prophetic. That was in the days before his father had
disappeared. Seeing him again had taken over the top spot on his wish list.



But after all these years, he had learned to accept that some dreams don’t
come true.

He grabbed his keys and his phone and walked out of the house. It was
only ten and it was already as hot as hell. When he stepped off the porch, he
could feel the sun beating down on him like he owed it money. He hopped
in his truck and revved up the engine to get the AC cranking. He backed up,
turned around and drove down the driveway, leaving a cloud of dust in his
wake.

He hit the main highway, but instead of turning left toward the garage,
he turned right toward the outskirts of town. He cut through Trader Lane
and drove past the desiccated husks of several deserted houses. A little bit
farther up the road, he passed the abandoned Clover Hill Industrial Park.
Years ago, the Powers That Be of Red Hill County tried to reinvent the
former farming community as a mecca for manufacturing. They offered fat
tax breaks to the corporations, and in turn the corporations offered the town
hundreds of jobs. For a while it was a mutually beneficial relationship.
Right up until the 2008 recession hit. This was right about the same time the
corporations realized they could ship their plants overseas and cut expenses
by half while doubling profits.

The empty buildings stood like forgotten monoliths to a lost civilization.
The ice plant, the insulation plant, the flag factory and the elastic plant were
hardly discernible anymore. Mother Nature was reclaiming her land with
steady, implacable persistence. The pine trees and the dogwoods and the
honeysuckle and the kudzu were slowly but surely enveloping the old
buildings in an arboreal embrace. Beauregard’s mother had worked at the
elastic plant from the time it opened until its untimely demise. Which just
happened to be two years before her retirement, but only a week after she
had been diagnosed with breast cancer. A month later, he had taken his first
job. Boonie had set him up with a crew out of Philly who needed a driver.
Since he had been the new guy, his cut had only been five grand. That was
the going rate, or so they had told him. He had only been seventeen so he
didn’t really question it. That was a mistake. He would learn that the going
rate was a full share or nothing at all. He didn’t really dwell on it too much.
A mistake is a lesson, unless you make the same mistake twice.



As he got closer to the county line, fields of corn and beans began to
dominate the landscape. Residential encroachment hadn’t yet reached this
part of town. Eventually some enterprising developer would drop a dozen
or so narrow rectangular boxes out here and call it a trailer court.

He rolled through a narrow curve and spotted the sign. A five-foot-wide
saw blade attached to a three-foot-tall metal pole. RED HILL METALS was
spelled out on the sign with sections of rebar painted bright red. The saw
blade had been painted white, but the paint was peeling like a bad sunburn.
Beauregard turned down the gravel driveway. The driveway was buffeted
on both sides by enormous blue and white hydrangeas. At the end of the
driveway was a set of fifteen-foot-tall chain-link gates. As Beauregard
approached, the gates began to roll on large metal caster wheels. Boonie
had attached a motion sensor to the gate a few years ago. He’d gotten tired
of having to stop working every time someone pulled up with their mama’s
old wood stove. Rusted razor wire topped the gate and the equally tall fence
that was attached to it. Two dark-skinned men nodded at Beauregard as he
drove past them. They were both wielding massive reciprocating saws. A
mangled AMC Gremlin appeared to be their intended target.

Beauregard drove over the ten-foot-wide scale that was embedded in the
ground, took a hard left and parked in front of the main office. He got out of
the truck and immediately started sweating. The heat had gone from
volcano to Hell in the span of twenty minutes. Metallic screams of agony
filled the air as the two compactors crushed cars, trucks and the occasional
washing machine. Cubes of steel and iron were stacked across the yard like
giant dominoes. A graveyard of vehicles rose up from behind the office
building as they waited their turn in the maw of Chompy Number One and
Chompy Number Two. Kaden had named them on a summer day long ago.

Beauregard’s Daddy had taken him, Kaden and Kelvin out riding in the
Duster that day. “Gotta go see ya Uncle Boonie for a minute, then we can
go to the Tastee Freez. Y’all want some whiskey with your milkshakes?”
his father had asked with a wink.

“Yeah!” Kelvin had spoken up. Of course it was Kelvin. He had even
raised his hand.

Beauregard’s father had laughed so hard he had started coughing.



“Boy, your Mama would have both our asses in a sling. Maybe in a few
years.”

When they had pulled into the yard the three of them had leaned over
the front seat to watch the belching, groaning claw crane drop a car into the
crusher. It tumbled trunk over hood before slamming into the compactor.

“Chompy Number One, finish him!” Kaden had howled. Beauregard’s
Daddy had told Boonie and the names had stuck. They’d never had that
shot of whiskey, though.

The word “OFrICE” was spelled out on the door using lengths of copper
tubing. Beauregard knocked three times on the door in quick succession.
You never knew what kind of business was being conducted in there, so it
was best to knock.

“Come on in,” a raspy voice said. Boonie was sitting behind his desk. A
slab of iron on four wide metal cylinders. A ragged AC wheezed from the
window over his shoulder. It was making more noise than cool air. A
smattering of file cabinets and shelves ran along the walls. Boonie smiled.

“Bug! How the hell you doing? Boy, I ain’t seen you in what? Six
months? A year?” Boonie said.

“Ain’t been that long. Just been busy at the shop.”

“Aw, I’'m just fucking with you, boy. I know you working your ass off
over there. I ain’t mad atcha. I just ... just seems like you ain’t around like
you used to be,” Boonie said. He took off his oil-stained baseball cap and
fanned himself. His iron gray flattop contrasted with his coal black skin.

“I know. How things been around here?”

“Aw, ya know. Steady. People never run out of junk.”

Beauregard sat down in a folding chair next to the desk. “Yeah, always
got shit to throw away.”

“How you been? How’s Kia and the boys?”

“They alright. Darren had to get some glasses and now Javon gotta have
some special kind of braces. Kia doing alright. Coming up on five years at
the hotel. Anything else going on?” he said.

Boonie replaced his hat and cocked his head at Beauregard. “You
asking?” he said.

Beauregard nodded his head.



“Not that I ain’t glad to see you cuz you know I am, but I thought you
was done,” Boonie said.

“I’ve just hit a rough patch. Things been kind of tough ever since
Precision opened up,” Beauregard said.

Boonie entwined his fingers and laid them on his prodigious belly.

“Well, I wish I had something, but things have really dried up these last
few years. The Italians got pushed out by the Russians, and the Russians
only using their own crews. Shit, Bug, it’s been real quiet. Them Russians
coming through sounding like Ivan Koloff trying to be all scary and shit,”
Boonie said. He made a face like he had bitten into a rotten apple.

Beauregard let his hands hang between his knees and lowered his head.

“You ever thought about going out West? I hear there’s still some work
out that way for a fella who know his way around a steering wheel.”

Beauregard grunted. “My Daddy went out West and didn’t never come
back,” he said.

Boonie sighed. “Your Daddy ... your Daddy was one of a kind. I only
seen two other men who could handle a car under the hood or behind the
wheel like Ant Montage. You one of them. The other one is locked up in
Mecklenburg. Your Daddy was as good a driver as he was a friend. And he
was a damn good driver,” Boonie said. He pushed his baseball cap back on
his head and stared at the aluminum beams in the ceiling.

Beauregard knew he was seeing it in his mind. Seeing him and his
father flying down the road moving moonshine or speeding away from a
bank robbery on the streets of Philadelphia, hooting and hollering all the
way.

“You still think he might come back?” Beauregard said.

“Huh?”

“Daddy. You still think he might show up on my doorstep one day?
Carrying a basketball and bottle of Jack so we can go catch up,” Beauregard
said.

Boonie blew some air between his full lips. “Men like your Daddy, like
me, like you used to be, we don’t die in hospital beds. Ant wasn’t perfect.
He loved driving, drinking, and women, in that order. He lived life at 100
miles per hour. Men like that, well, they go out on their own terms, usually



with a bang. But I tell you what, if he did go out that way, you can bet your
ass he took some boys with him. You look so much like him. It’s like he spit
you out. But you different. Your Daddy, he just won’t the settling down
type. That made things hard for him and your Mama. How is Ella these
days?”

“She doing. She over at the nursing home. Her cancer done slowed
down but she still smoking like she got a bad ring in her engine,”
Beauregard said.

“Damn. That cancer, boy, it just takes ’em down inch by inch. Louise
went down so fast. Doctor told her she had it in March, she was gone by
September. How long your Mama had it?” Boonie asked.

“Since ’95.” Beauregard said. He thought his mother was going to
outlive them all. Unlike Mrs. Boonie, she was too mean to die.

“Ella was always tough as shoe leather,” Boonie said. He smiled at his
own joke.

“Well, T guess I should get on down the road, Boonie.” Beauregard
stood.

“Hey, hold up, let’s have a drink real quick,” Boonie said. He swiveled
in his chair and grabbed a mason jar out of one of the drawers in the filing
cabinet directly behind him.

“It’s 11 o’clock.”

Boonie unscrewed the lid. Two shot glasses had magically appeared on
the desk as well. “Hey, like Alan Jackson says, it’s five o’clock somewhere.
I’m sure glad we been able to catch up,” Boonie said.

He filled both glasses. Beauregard picked up a glass and clinked it
against the one Boonie was holding. The shine was smooth as the glass it
was held in. A warm tingle wound its way down his throat.

“Alright. Well, keep me in mind if you hear anything,” Beauregard said.

“You sure?” Boonie asked.

“What?”

Boonie put the mason jar back in the drawer.

“Just saying maybe it’s a good thing I ain’t got nothing. Like I said, you
different from your Daddy. You don’t live for this. It ain’t all you got,” he
said.



Beauregard knew Boonie meant well. Nowadays he was a connect. A
guy who could put you in touch with some other guys. He also hired out
Chompy One and Two as garbage disposals. They disposed of the kind of
garbage that bled and cried for its mama before it died. He was the guy who
could help you move your loot without charging an exorbitant finder’s fee.
He was also Beauregard’s de facto godfather. Boonie had helped him
refurbish the Duster. He’d given Kia away at their wedding because her
father was doing twenty to life in Coldwater for killing her mother. Boonie
was the third person to hold Javon when he was born. Boonie did all the
things Anthony Montage should have done. So Beauregard knew he meant
well. But Boonie didn’t have a daughter graduating from summer school
next month. He didn’t have two sons who seemed to grow six inches every
night. Or a wife who wanted a house with a foundation before she died. Or
a business that was one month from going under.

“Yeah, I’m sure,” he said.

He left.



THREE

Kelvin rolled up to the shop around eleven. Bug wasn’t there yet, so he
went across the street to the 7-Eleven and got a chicken salad sandwich and
a soda. He slipped into a weathered booth and ate his sandwich and sipped
his soda. Most 7-Elevens didn’t have a place to eat but this one had once
been a diner. When the Egyptian family that owned the 7-Eleven bought the
building they had kept the booths. It was a scorcher today. Not for the first
time, he contemplated cutting off his braids. But he knew he had an odd-
shaped head with a few too many indentations to rock the bald look. By the
time he finished his food, Bug still hadn’t arrived, so he walked back across
the road and opened up the garage. They had a transmission to put in for
Lulu Morris that was going to be a bitch. Shane Helton had dropped his
truck off complaining of a shimmy in the steering column. Kelvin thought it
might be the rack and pinion. Bug was of the opinion it was just the
velocity boot on the driver side. Bug was probably right, but a velocity boot
was only 300 bucks. A rack and pinion was at least 1500.

He hoped to God it was the rack and pinion.

Kelvin raised the three garage doors on the three repair bays and turned
on the overhead air handler. Whistling, he drove Shane’s truck onto the
hydraulic lift. As he was hopping out, he saw a faded blue Toyota pull up to
the first bay door. The car stopped and a short thin white man got out and
walked into the garage. He stopped just in front of the tire changer. He had
longish brown hair and a scraggly brown beard. His muddy brown eyes
darted from side to side.

“Beauregard?” he asked with an inquisitive inflection at the end.

“Nah, I'm Kelvin. He ain’t in yet. Can I help you with something?”



The man licked his dry lips.

“I really need to talk to Beauregard,” he said.

“Well, as he ain’t here can I help you?” Kelvin asked.

The man ran his hand through his hair. He stepped a little closer to
Kelvin. He smelled like cigarettes and old sweat.

“Just tell him my brother Ronnie is looking for him. Wants to talk to
him, patch things up, maybe have some work for him,” the man said.

“Ronnie who?” Kelvin asked.

“Ronnie Sessions. He know him. They used to work together,” the man
said.

Kelvin sighed. He knew who Ronnie Sessions was, or at least he had
heard the name. Ronnie was a crazy-ass good ol’ boy from Queen County
down on the back heel of the state. Ronnie was known for two things: his
twenty-three Elvis tattoos, and stealing anything that wasn’t nailed down
with titanium fasteners. Last Kelvin had heard, Ronnie was doing five years
up in Coldwater on a burglary charge. Robbed a marina or something. This
was after he screwed Beauregard over on a job.

Bug had not been pleased.

So Kelvin couldn’t imagine why in the hell Ronnie wanted to be within
one hundred feet of Bug. Let alone tell him he was back in town. Maybe he
had a fetish for getting his teeth kicked down his throat.

“Alright, I’ll tell him,” Kelvin said. Ronnie’s brother nodded his head
up and down rapidly then turned and headed for his car. He stopped
halfway and turned back around.

“Hey, you wouldn’t be holding, would you?” he asked.

“Why would you think I’m holding? Because I’'m black?” Kelvin asked.

The man frowned. “Nah. It’s just most everybody in Red Hill be
holding. I was just asking,” he said. He got in his car and slammed the door.
He tried to spin his tires on the gravel but the car stalled. He started it again
and eased out of the parking lot.

Kelvin chuckled. He hit the “up” button on the lift and raised Shane’s
truck until he could walk under without ducking. “He gonna spin tires like I
offended him. Motherfuckers will look high and low for a reason to feel



disrespected,” he muttered as he began inspecting the undercarriage of the
truck.

* * K

The Lake Castor Convalescent Home took great pains to not look like a
nursing home. The front of the building had an elaborate brick portico that
covered the automatic doors at the entrance. Lush green boxwood shrubs
that appeared to have been trimmed with lasers lined the sidewalk like
verdant sentries. The brick carport had a pair of flying buttresses at each
end. The whole campus seemed more like a small community college with
a decent alumni organization than a nursing home. Beauregard stepped
through the automatic doors and was smacked in the face by the pungent
scent of urine. All that fancy architecture couldn’t do anything about the
smell of piss.

A blond receptionist smiled at him as he entered the building. He didn’t
return it.

“Hello, sir, can I help?” she asked.

“I’m going to see Mrs. Talbot,” he said without breaking his stride. He
was intimately familiar with the patient coordinator’s office. He had hoped
that putting his mother in the nursing home might make his life just a tiny
bit easier. She could yell at the staff not putting her drink on a coaster or
being too rough wiping her ass. The fact that she only had one coaster or
that her hemorrhoids were inflamed never seemed to cross her mind.
Instead putting her in the home made her meaner and in turn made his life
harder. In the two years she had been in Lake Castor, he had been called in
for corrective-action meetings at least thirty times.

Ella Montage was not a model patient.

In the beginning, he had smoothed things over with an extra payment
here or donating a piece of equipment there. A few times he had even
straight up handed the administrator an envelope. The money had been
rolling in and he had still had some savings from the jobs he had worked.
Those days were long over now. He wondered if this was the day they
finally rolled his mother out to that lovely exposed aggregate sidewalk and



told him to take her. He could see the administrator telling him she didn’t
have to go home but she had to get the hell out of there.

He knocked on Mrs. Talbot’s door then checked his watch. Almost
noon. Kelvin was probably already at work but it would take two of them to
get Lulu’s transmission out.

“Please come in,” Mrs. Talbot said. Beauregard did as he was told. The
slim and neat woman sat at a glass-top desk. She had her hair pulled back in
a severe bun with a pair of decorative chopsticks jutting out of the back of
her head. She stood and extended her hand.

“Mr. Montage.”

Beauregard gripped her hand lightly and shook it.

“Mrs. Talbot.”

She gestured toward the chair and Beauregard sat down. It struck him
how many times his life had been changed by sitting across from someone
at a desk.

“Mr. Montage, I am glad you could come in today to discuss this issue,”
Mrs. Talbot said.

“You didn’t make it sound like I had much of a choice.”

Mrs. Talbot pursed her lips. “Mr. Montage, I’'ll get right to the point.
There is a discrepancy with your mother’s Medicaid coverage.”

“No, there isn’t,” he said.

Mrs. Talbot blinked a few times. “I’'m sorry?” she said.

Beauregard shifted in his seat. “You said there’s a discrepancy. That
makes it sound like some books ain’t adding up. My Mama’s Medicaid ain’t
got no discrepancy. Now is there something wrong with her coverage?” he
asked.

Mrs. Talbot’s face reddened and she leaned forward in her chair.
Beauregard knew that he sounded like an asshole, but he didn’t like the way
she had framed the situation. Mrs. Talbot didn’t like his mother and
Beauregard couldn’t really say he blamed her. At the same time, it was no
need to make it sound like his mother was a thief. Cruel, insensitive,
manipulative, yes. Thief, no. The Montage men held down the thievery
crown in his family.



“I’m sorry, I used a poor choice of words. Let me phrase it this way.
Your mother kept up a life insurance policy that she didn’t declare when she
entered the facility that now puts her over the asset limit for Medicaid
assistance,” Mrs. Talbot said.

Beauregard’s mouth went dry. “Can’t she just cancel it? Or cash it out?”

Mrs. Talbot pursed her lips again. “Well, she can cash it out but it’s only
fifteen thousand dollars. The discrep—um, the mistake was noted by
Medicaid two months ago. They immediately ceased subsidizing her care.
As it stands now, she has an outstanding balance of...” She touched a tablet
sitting on her desk. “Forty-eight thousand three hundred and sixty dollars.
She could cash out but that would leave her owing—"

“Thirty-three thousand three hundred and sixty,” Beauregard said.

Mrs. Talbot blinked hard. “Yes. The facility is requesting that payment
in full by the end of next month. If you and your family can’t find the
resources to pay the outstanding debt, Mrs. Montage will have to leave the
facility. I’m sorry,” she said. She didn’t sound sorry to Beauregard. She
sounded positively delighted.

“Do you know if my mother has agreed to cancel the policy?” he asked.
His mouth was so dry he felt like he could spit sand.

“She has been made aware of the situation, but she insists this is an
inheritance for her grandchildren,” Mrs. Talbot said. The arch of her
eyebrows told him she didn’t believe that any more than he did. His mother
tolerated her grandchildren. No, that policy was all about control. His
mother reveled in being in control. Whether it was not allowing him to get
his license unless he broke up with Ariel’s mom or holding on to a life
insurance policy, Ella Montage liked having leverage. She might quote the
Bible from time to time but that was her religion.

“Let me go talk to her. Could you print me something with the date the
money has to be paid on it and I’ll pick it up on my way out,” he said.

“Of course, Mr. Montage. If you like, I could also print you up a list of
nearby facilities and their waiting lists.”

“Yeah, sure,” he said. He didn’t need to see a list of other places. If his
mother got kicked out of here, she would probably be dead before a bed
opened up somewhere else.



Beauregard got up and headed for his mother’s room. As he walked
down the hallway, he thought about what Boonie had said. A quiet,
dignified death in one of these dimly lit rooms didn’t seem so bad. That is,
until you realized that no death is dignified. It’s a messy process. The Grim
Reaper sneaks up behind you and squeezes you until shit fills your adult
diaper and an artery bursts in your chest. He works his bony fingers in your
guts and makes your own cells eat you alive from the inside. He skull fucks
you until your brain retreats inside itself and you forget how to even
breathe. He guides the hand of a man you’ve wronged and aims his gun at
your face. There is no dignity in death. Beauregard had seen enough people
die to realize that. There’s only fear and confusion and pain.

The door to his mother’s room was open wide. A CNA was standing
next to the bed. He heard his mother’s three-pack-a-day voice loud and
clear. The CNA could too, and by the way her neck and shoulders were
knotted up, she didn’t like what she was hearing.

“I’ve been pushing that ‘call’ button for forty-five minutes. You girls up
there with ya nose buried in a phone while I’'m sitting in piss. I’ve pissed
myself. Do you know how that feels? Do you understand that? I’'m sitting
here in a puddle of piss.” She paused to take a deep hit of oxygen from her
nasal cannula. “No, you don’t, but don’t worry, one day you will. You all
cute and pretty now but one day you gonna be right here like I am and I
hope somebody lets you sit in your own piss like your privates in a stew,”
she said.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Montage. We just so short-staffed today,” the CNA
said. She sounded genuinely apologetic. That was a mistake. Ella was like a
lioness on the Serengeti. She could sense weakness.

“Oh, I’'m sorry, chile. You’re short-staffed. I’ll try to die more quietly,”
Ella said.

The CNA made a wet strangled noise and rushed out of the room. She
brushed past Beauregard mumbling to herself. He caught the words
“miserable” and “witch.”

“Hey, Mama,” Beauregard said. He stepped just inside the door.

Ella appraised him from top to bottom with a gentle flick of her eyes.
“You getting skinny. I never thought that girl knew how to cook,” she said.



“Kia cooks just fine, Mama. How you feeling?”

“Ha! I’m dying. Other than that, I’'m feeling great,” she said.

Beauregard inched farther into the room. “You ain’t going nowhere,” he
said.

“Get my cigarettes out that drawer,” she said.

“Mama, you don’t need them cigarettes. Didn’t you just say you was
dying?”

“Yeah, so a cigarette ain’t gonna hurt nothing,” Ella said.

“Have you been smoking with your oxygen on? You know you could
blow this place up, right?” Beauregard asked.

His mother shrugged. “I probably be doing most of the people here a
favor,” she said. Beauregard had to chuckle at that one. That was the thing
about his mother. She could be emotionally manipulative one minute then
making you laugh the next. It was like getting hit in the face with a pie that
had a padlock in it. When he was a kid, she had combined that acerbic wit
with her looks to pretty much get whatever she wanted. All children think
their mother is beautiful, but Beauregard had noticed fairly early on that
other people thought his mother was beautiful too. Long coal black hair like
an oil slick ran down her back to her waist. Skin the color of coffee with too
much cream told the story of her varied ancestry. Her light gray irises gave
her almond-shaped eyes an otherworldly appearance.

Cashiers always seemed to have extra change if she was short at the
grocery store. Cops always seemed to give her a warning even if she was
doing the speed of light through a school zone. People always seemed to
want to do what Ella Montage told them to do. Even if she was telling them
to go fuck themselves. Everybody except his Daddy. She once told him that
his father was the only man to ever put her in her place.

“I loved him for it. Hated him too,” she would say between puffs on her
omnipresent dark brown More cigarette. He could remember sitting on her
lap as she told him over and over again how they met. He never got fairy
tales as a kid. He got Sturm and Drang epics set against the backdrop of
sultry country nights. Eventually he realized his mother considered it some
kind of weird therapy. She had her very own captive eight-year-old
psychologist.



The cancer and its subsequent treatments had taken her hair first. She
wore a black scarf now. Then it withered her skin. The stoma in her throat
stared at him like the mouth of some strange parasite. A lamprey eel that
was trying to crawl out of her neck. Only the gray eyes remained
untouched. So light they sometimes appeared blue. Smart eyes that never
forgot anything they ever saw. And they never let you forget it either.

“Mama, why didn’t you tell me about this policy?”

Ella fixed those cool eyes on him. “Because it wasn’t none of your
damn business.”

Ella stretched her thin arm out to the drawer beside her bed and pulled
out a pack of More cigarettes and a lighter. She lit one up and inhaled
deeply. A thin trail of smoke leaked out of the hole in her throat and
encircled her head like a dirty halo. Beauregard rubbed his hand over his
face. A long sigh hissed out of his mouth.

“Mama, that policy counts as an asset. That asset counts against your
Medicaid. Now you’re behind on your payments to the nursing home. Do
you hear what I’'m saying? They talking about kicking you out of here,” he
said.

“And you and Little Miss Big Booty don’t want me dirtying up your
fancy double-wide, right? You know she never brings the boys up here to
see me? I’ve seen Ariel more than I’ve seen Darren and Javon and her
mama don’t even like black people anymore,” Ella said. Beauregard
grabbed a metal chair from the corner and sat down close to his mother’s
bed.

“That ain’t just on Kia. We’ve both been real busy and I'm sorry for
that. Mama, look, you know I asked you when you first got sick to come
live with us. You said no. You said you didn’t want to live under my roof,
under my rules. “What it look like, a mother letting her child tell her what to
do?’ Remember saying that? Now it’s just ... you need a lot of help now.
More than we can give you.” He reached out and touched his mother’s free
hand. The skin felt like crepe paper. Ella took another drag on her cigarette
and moved her hand to her lap.

“You said it but you didn’t mean it,” she said. Her voice was a low
sharp rasp. Beauregard leaned back in the chair and stared up at the



acoustical tiles in the ceiling. He’d gone down this particular road a
thousand times over the years. He didn’t need a map or a signpost to see
where it was headed.

“Mama, we going to have to get rid of that policy. Ain’t no way around
that because you ain’t got anywhere else to go,” Beauregard said. Ella took
another long deep drag off her cigarette.

“If your Daddy was here, I wouldn’t need to be in no nursing home. If
he hadn’t walked out on me when I needed him the most I wouldn’t be here
sitting in my own piss. I’d be in my own house with my own husband. But
when it came to handling his responsibilities we both know Anthony
Montage was about as useful as a white crayon, don’t we?” Ella asked.
Beauregard let the question hang in the air between them.

“He left me too, Mama,” he said. His deep baritone had dropped four
octaves. The words seemed to emanate from his chest, not his mouth. If
Ella heard him she wasn’t in the mood to acknowledge it.

“He should have never walked out on me. Goddamn black bastard. He
promised me he would always take care of me,” Ella mumbled. Beauregard
saw her eyes begin to glisten. He stood up and put the chair back.

“I gotta go, Mama,” he said. Ella waved her cigarette toward the door.

Beauregard walked out of the room, down the hall and out of the
nursing home. He would have to ask Mrs. Talbot how his mother was
getting cigarettes. He couldn’t stand watching her smoke. It didn’t revolt
him. He just couldn’t stand watching her do that to herself. He was more
disturbed by her eyes welling up with tears. He could count on one hand
how many times he’d actually seen his mother cry. She gave up her tears as
sparingly as she gave out compliments. If she was weeping, she was in
terrible pain. Either spiritually or physically or both. Ella Montage was not
an easy woman to love but seeing the reality of her fragility pierced him in
places that were soft and frightened. It was like someone had shot him in
the stomach then shoved their thumb in the hole.

By the time he got to the garage, it was lunchtime. Kelvin was sitting at
his desk eating a cheeseburger with the radio turned up to eleven. A Stevie
Wonder song was warbling through the busted speakers. Kelvin had his feet
up on the desk as he bobbed his head in time with the music.



“Get your feet down,” Beauregard said as he entered the office.

“Well, look what the cat dragged in. I figure I could put my feet up
since I was the only employee who had actually done some work today,” he
said between bites. When Beauregard didn’t laugh, he moved his feet and
put the burger down. “Hey, you alright?” Kelvin said.

“Just got done talking to Mama,” Beauregard said.

Kelvin sucked in a breath. “Aw man, Aunt Ella being her usual
wonderful self?” Kelvin said.

Beauregard grabbed a beer out of the mini-fridge. Even though he had
chided Boonie for day drinking, he needed something after dealing with his
mother.

“There was some mix-up with her insurance and they might be kicking
her out the home. Unless I can pay it off,” Beauregard said. His head was
beginning to throb.

“Did you, um, go see Boonie?” Kelvin asked.

“Yeah. He ain’t got nothing. So I’m right where I started. Nah, actually
it’s worse cuz I gotta pay the nursing home,” Beauregard said. He killed
half the beer with one sip.

“That’s one of the perks of having your own business. Beer for lunch,”
Kelvin said.

Beauregard chuckled. “I see you got Shane’s truck up on the rack. What
was it?” he said.

“Fucking velocity boot. I was hoping it was the rack and pinion. Don’t
worry, I already ordered it,” Kelvin said.

Beauregard finished his beer. “Alright, let’s get on this damn
transmission,” he said as he tossed his beer in the trash.

“Oh hey, a guy came by saying Ronnie Sessions was looking for you. I
think it was Ronnie’s brother. He never did get you straight about that thing
with the horse, did he?” Kelvin asked. Beauregard sighed. He was sighing
an awful lot these days.

“No, he didn’t.”

Ronnie Fucking Sessions. The mastermind behind what Bug liked to
think of as the Fucking Horse Job.



Ronnie had approached him one night out at Wonderland. The way
Ronnie had told it, some fancy-ass horse breeder out of Fairfax was selling
a healthy young thoroughbred to some famous trainer in Kentucky.

One of the farmhands at the breeder’s ranch was buying OxyContin
from Ronnie’s cousin and had let the cat out of the proverbial bag while
making small talk during a transaction. Ronnie had come sidling up to
Beauregard to help him steal the horse and sell it to another trainer in South
Carolina so he could put him out to stud. Beauregard had taken the job, then
set about planning it out because, as Ronnie said, he was an idea man.
Beauregard was the details guy. Beauregard had gone out to Fairfax and
studied the breeder’s farm, the horse trailer, the hitch on the trailer, the
weight of the horse, everything. He ended up building an exact replica of
the horse trailer, right down to the fist-sized dent on the right side. Put the
equivalent of the horse’s weight in sandbags in the trailer. When the boys
towing the trailer stopped to get something to eat at the same diner they
always stopped at when transporting a horse for the breeder, Beauregard
and Ronnie were waiting. The fellas parked around the back of the diner
and went inside. Beauregard and Ronnie parked next to them, towing their
fake trailer covered in a tarp. Under the weak sodium arc lights in the
parking lot of the diner Beauregard and Ronnie switched the trailers. It was
just past midnight in the middle of nowhere in the Roanoke Valley when
they pulled out of the parking lot and hopped on the interstate headed for
South Carolina.

“Goddamn if that won’t work just like a fucking magic trick!” Ronnie
had said as they jumped on I-85.

Unfortunately, what Beauregard didn’t know, what no one outside of the
breeder and his vet knew, was that the horse had a fairly serious medical
condition. A condition that required a certain type of medication.
Medication that was in the pocket of one of the boys they had left behind at
the diner. Rich Man’s Folly was as dead as Dillinger when Ronnie and
Beauregard had reached South Carolina.

Beauregard had not been pleased.

“I ain’t got nothing to say to Ronnie Sessions,” Beauregard said. It was
a simple sentence but Kelvin felt the weight of the ominous intent that



clung to it like a shadow.

By the time they got the transmission out, the heat in the shop had
reached Saharan levels. They were both soaked in sweat despite the air
running at full strength. The transmission had fought them every step of the
way. Beauregard had busted one of the knuckles on his right hand after it
slipped off of a socket wrench. Kelvin wiped his face with a red shop rag.
Beauregard had the sickly sweet scent of transmission fluid so far up his
nose it felt like it was infecting his brain. Kelvin looked at his watch.

“Shit, it’s almost five. You want to call it for today? That torque
converter is all the way fucked anyway,” he said.

“Yeah. But we gotta get here early tomorrow. I wanna get both of them
outta here so we can get paid. I owe Snap-on a grip and the light bill is two
weeks past due,” Beauregard said.

“Damn, do you ever feel like Jean Valjean?” Kelvin asked. Beauregard
squinted at him. “Cynthia likes the movie. Anyway, I’m gonna get gone.
See you in the morning,” Kelvin said.

Beauregard grabbed his own rag and began to wipe his hands. He only
succeeded in moving the dirt and grease to different locations. Kelvin
headed for the door. Halfway there he stopped.

“Hey, Bug. We gonna be alright. You’ll figure something out. You
always do,” Kelvin said.

“Yeah. See ya tomorrow,” Beauregard said.

After Kelvin left, he started closing down the shop. He turned off all the
lights except for the one in his office. He lowered the roll-up doors. Turned
off the air compressor and the overhead air handler. On his way back to his
office he stopped by the Duster. He ran his hand over the hood. The metal
was warm to the touch. Like it was alive. His father had left the car at his
own mother’s house when he went West. It had sat in the backyard for five
years while Beauregard was in juvenile detention. When he got out, his
grandmother Dora Montage had handed him the keys and the title.

“Your Mama wanted to sell it to Bartholomew for scrap. I wouldn’t let
her do it. Her name might be on the title but this car belongs to you,” she
had said.



Beauregard remembered how strange it felt hearing Boonie’s Christian
name. He walked around the front of the car and got in the driver’s seat. He
ran his hands over the steering wheel.

His father was dead. He was sure of that now. Probably buried in a
shallow grave or chopped up and tossed in a river by the same kind of men
he had worked for as a driver. Just another job to killers who didn’t care he
had a son who loved his bad jokes. Anthony Montage always seemed so
full of life it was difficult to accept the fact he was dead. Beauregard had no
doubt that if his father was alive he would have come back by now. Most of
the folks around here who wanted him dead were either in prison or the
ground. When he hadn’t shown up for Grandma Dora’s funeral, Beauregard
had finally believed he was gone. Kia wanted him to sell the Duster. He
could probably get at least twenty-five grand for it if he spruced up the
paint job. That was never going to happen. She didn’t understand that the
Duster was his father’s tombstone. Beauregard let his head rest against the
steering wheel. He sat that way for a long time.

Finally he got out, turned off the light in the office, and headed home.
He had forgotten to call Kia. He called on his cell as he was pulling out of
the parking lot. She answered on the first ring.

“Hey, I’'m sorry I didn’t call on your break. But we closed up a little
early so I’'m headed to get the boys,” he said.

“They wouldn’t let me work a double. They actually cut me a little early
so I already got the boys. We at the house,” she said. There was a pause.
“Beau, there are guys here. They were waiting when we pulled up. They
said they friends of yours. I told them to wait on the porch,” she said.

Beauregard gripped the steering wheel so hard his hand ached. “What
they look like?” he said. His tongue felt thick and unsuited to his mouth.

“They white. One got long brown hair. The other one got a bunch of
Elvis tattoos running up and down his arm,” she said.

Beauregard’s vision got blurry for a second. He gripped the steering
wheel even harder. “Alright. I’'m a be there in like ten minutes.”

“You want me to tell them you on your way? I told them you wouldn’t
be home till seven. They said they was gonna wait.”



“No. I’ll talk to them when I get there. Just give the boys something to
eat and I’ll be there in a minute,” he said.

“Okay. Love ya.”

“Love you too,” he croaked. He hung the phone up and put it in the cup
holder.

Beauregard stopped at the intersection of Town Road and John Byrd
highway. He reached over and opened the glove box. There were no cars
behind him and only a few passing him in the other lane at the stop sign.
Lying there in the glove box mute as a stone was a Smith and Wesson .45
caliber semiautomatic. Beauregard rooted around in the glove box and
found the clip. He took out the gun and the clip and slammed the clip home.
He had gotten a concealed carry permit when he had opened the shop. Back
then, a lot of people paid him in cash.

Beauregard thought about the clichéd scene in every crime movie where
the main character who has gotten out of the “Life” buries his weapons
under a hundred pounds of concrete only to have to dig them up when his
enemies come knocking at his door.

He understood the appeal of the symbolism for filmmakers. It was just
unrealistic. You were never out of the Life completely. You were always
looking over your shoulder. You always kept a gun within reach, not buried
under cement in your basement. Having a gun nearby was the only way you
could pretend to relax. He had a gun in every room of the house. They were
like good friends who were always down to do bad things.

Beauregard didn’t know why Ronnie Sessions had come knocking at his
door but he was going to have his friends Mr. Smith and Mr. Wesson ask
him.



FOUR

Beauregard saw a faded blue Toyota sitting behind Kia’s Honda as he
parked his truck. He slipped the .45 into his waistband near the small of his
back. He could feel the butt of the gun and the textured cross pattern on the
grip against his skin. He got out and walked toward his house. Two men
were sitting in the white plastic lawn chairs arranged on the porch. He
didn’t recognize the one with the long hair. He figured he was Ronnie’s
brother. They both stood when they saw him approaching. Ronnie stepped
down off the porch first and extended his hand.

“Beau, how the hell are you, man? Long time no speak,” he said. He
was almost as tall as Beau so that put him around five eight or nine. He was
thin but wiry. Veins pressed against the skin of his left forearm and bicep.
He had a full sleeve on his right arm from his hands to his shoulder. The
tattoo was a time line of the history of Elvis Presley. On his shoulder were
images of gold-blazer-wearing Elvis. On his bicep and tricep were multiple
Elvises from the sixties. The forearm was fat Elvises in the sequined white
jumpsuit wearing Polynesian leis. The images continued until they reached
the back of his hand. There in full color was an Elvis with a halo and wings.
Angel Elvis. Ronnie was wearing a black T-shirt with cut-off sleeves. That
was all Beauregard had ever seen him wear. It didn’t matter if it was 100
degrees or 0. Beauregard wondered if he even owned a shirt with sleeves.

Beauregard grabbed Ronnie’s left hand with his right. At the same time
he reached behind him and slipped the .45 from his waistband. He put the
barrel against Ronnie’s stomach.

“Why are you at my house? My children in there. My wife. Why would
you come here? We ain’t got nothing to talk about. So now you gonna



leave,” he said. He spoke softly so that only Ronnie could hear him. His
brother was standing on the second step on the porch just out of earshot.

“Hey, now hold on, Beau, I ain’t mean no disrespect. Goddamn, man,”
Ronnie said. His blue eyes were open wide. His black goatee had more gray
in it than Beauregard remembered. His temples had gone white too, giving
him a redneck George Clooney look.

“Go, Ronnie. I don’t want my family to see me splatter your guts all
over the driveway. How did you even find my house?” Beauregard asked.

“Marshall Hanson told me where you stay. Look, man, I didn’t know
the goddamn thing had horse diabetes or whatever the hell it was,” Ronnie
said.

“But you should have known, Ronnie. That’s the problem. Now leave.”

“Beau, just wait a minute.”

“My boys are here. My boys, Ronnie. What we did ain’t got nothing to
do with them. I don’t bring that shit around my kids,” Beauregard said.

“Come on now, Beau, just hear me out.”

Beauregard pressed the barrel into Ronnie’s stomach. Ronnie winced.

“I got a line on a job, Beau. A big one. One that can set us up for a long
time. A long goddamn time,” he said.

Beauregard eased up on the gun just a hair. Sweat dripped into his eyes.
It was almost sundown and the heat hadn’t slacked off at all. He felt like he
was standing in an oven. Beauregard looked over Ronnie’s shoulder and
saw Kia peeking through the front window. The window of their house. He
remembered the day the company brought the double-wide down. He and
Kia had held hands as they watched the crew set the trailer on cinder
blocks.

Beauregard pulled the gun away from Ronnie’s stomach. He clicked the
safety into place with his thumb. He let go of Ronnie’s hand.

“What kind of job?” Beauregard said. The words tasted sour in his
mouth. The fact that he was even entertaining this fool for one second told
him how much his back really was against the wall.

“Can you put the gun away so we can talk? You gonna like what I have
to say,” Ronnie asked.

Beauregard eased up a little more.



“Come on, at least hear me out. Cuz I need ya, man. I need the Bug.”

Beauregard put the gun back in his waistband. He looked over Ronnie’s
shoulder again. Kia was gone. “Meet me at my shop in thirty minutes,” he
said.

“Alright, alright, that’s what’s good, man. You won’t regret it,” Ronnie
said. He motioned for his brother, who hustled over to the car and hopped
inside. Ronnie got in the passenger side. Beauregard went to his window
and squatted down on his haunches.

“T lost $3,800. That’s the cost of retrofitting the trailer and my time. So
what you got better replace that first. And Ronnie? Don’t ever come to my
house again. I’'ll shoot you next time. No questions asked, just a bullet in
your guts,” Beauregard said. He stood.

“I gotcha, bruh. Sorry, it’s just I'm ... uh, I’'m just really hyped about
this. You gonna get your money back and then some. I know I owe you,
man,” he said. Beauregard didn’t say anything so Ronnie thumped his
brother on the shoulder.

“Let’s go, Reggie,” he said.

The Toyota backed out of the yard and took off down the dirt lane like a
bat out of hell.

* * *

Kia was pacing a hole in the floor. Beauregard went through the living
room and sat at the kitchen table. Kia came and sat down across from him.

“What was all that about?” she asked.

“Just some guys with some work for me,” he said.

“What kind of work?”

He took her hand and closed his fingers around it. “The nursing home
called today. They say Mama owes them $48,000. Something went wrong
with her Medicaid. With everything else going, I think I should just hear
them out.”

“No. NO. Why the hell does your Mama owe them that much? Bug, I
don’t mean to sound evil, but that’s on your Mama. We got our own
problems,” Kia said.



“That’s why I’'m gonna hear them out,” he said. Kia pulled her hand out
of his grasp.

“No. I’'m not gonna let you do this. I can’t. Do you know what it’s like
laying in bed waiting for somebody to call and tell me to come identify
your body because you got killed on a job? Yeah, the money was good, but
I can’t take you coming in here with a bullet in your shoulder and a head
full of broken glass. Going up to Boonie’s when you should be in a
hospital.”

Beauregard reached out to stroke her cheek. She flinched but did not
pull away.

“We don’t have any choice. We right behind it. If this is legit it might
give us some breathing room,” he said.

Kia inhaled, held it for a second, and let out a long breath. “Sell the
Duster. It’s worth at least twenty-five thousand. God knows you’ve put
enough money in it.”

“You know that’s not an option.” His voice was low. Dark.

“Why, because it belonged to your Daddy? I don’t want you to end up
like him. You holding on to that car like he was some kind of saint when
everybody know he was a snitch,” Kia said. Beauregard stopped stroking
her cheek.

“Bug, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t—"

Beauregard slammed his fist down on the table. Two jelly jars at the far
end fell off and shattered on the floor.

“The Duster ain’t for fucking sale,” he said. He got up and stalked out
the front door. The whole house shook when he slammed it.

* * K

Ronnie and Reggie were sitting in front of the garage when he got there.

Beauregard didn’t speak to them when he got out of the truck. He went to

the door, unlocked it and stepped inside. They got the hint after a few

minutes and followed him. He was sitting behind his desk by the time they

got to the office. Ronnie sat and Reggie leaned against the door frame.
“Talk,” Beauregard said.



“Damn, right to the point, huh? Alright. So I got this little piece I mess
with. She lives over in Cutter County near Newport News. She works at a
jewelry store. The manager is this big bull dyke who probably got a strap-
on pecker bigger than yours and mine put together. Anyway, she been
trying to get down Jenny’s pants. That’s her name, Jenny. So one night a
couple of weeks ago, this carpet licker took Jenny out for drinks and let it
drop they were getting in a shipment of diamonds. Diamonds that ain’t on
no manifest. Jenny said she was talking about giving her one of the
diamonds. You know, because she all sweet on her and shit. Now this the
part when you ask how much we talking about,” Ronnie said.

Beauregard took the gun out of his waistband and put it on the desk
between them.

“How much we talking about, Ronnie.” His tone was flat as a pancake.

Ronnie ignored his apparent disinterest. He knew the next words out of
his mouth would change that. “Five hundred thousand dollars’ worth. I
know a boy out of DC who says he will give us fifty cents on the dollar for
them. That’s $250,000 split three ways. Eighty grand, Beau. That can buy a
lot of motor oil.”

“It’s $83,333.33. My cut would be $87,133.33. You owe me,
remember,” Beauregard said.

Ronnie sniffed hard. “Yeah, I remember.”

Beauregard leaned forward and put his elbows on the desk. “How many
people know about this other than you, me, Jenny, your brother back there
and the fence?” he asked.

Ronnie frowned. “Well, Quan knows,” he said.

“Who is Quan?”

“He’s the third guy. I met him upstate. He’s good for this.”

“When you trying to do this?” Beauregard asked.

“Next week,” Ronnie said without hesitation.

Beauregard got up and grabbed a beer out of the mini-fridge, then sat
down again. He popped the top off with the edge of the desk. “That ain’t
gonna work. Next week the Fourth of July. Traffic on the roads gonna be
heavy as shit. Plus it’s supposed to be nice. In the mid-eighties. Cops are
out heavy in that kind of weather.” He took a long swig and killed half the



bottle. “Plus we would need to go check it out. Plan routes. Get the layout
of the store. Things like that,” Beauregard said.

“So how long you thinking?” Ronnie asked. Beauregard hadn’t offered
him a beer, but he wanted one. Badly.

“At least a month. Depending on the route,” Beauregard said. He
finished his beer.

“A month? That’s not gonna work. I need this like yesterday, man,”
Ronnie said.

Beauregard tossed his beer in the trash can in the corner. “See, that’s
why that damn horse died. You always in a rush,” he said. Ronnie didn’t say
anything. He rubbed the palms of his hands over his thighs. He pushed the
heels down into his thick-corded quadriceps.

“Look, man, can we split the difference and say two weeks?” he said.

“I didn’t say I was in. I’'m just saying what you would need to do,”
Beauregard said.

Ronnie leaned back in his chair until the front legs came off the floor.
“Bug, I got a guy who is gonna be in DC on the twenty-sixth and gone by
the end of the thirty-first. At the most, that gives us three weeks to get
ready. And that’s pushing it. This gotta move smooth and quick. Like I said,
we can get paid. Real money. Not some pissy-ass stick-up money. Real
dollars. But we gotta move fast. I need you on this, man. Not just cuz I owe
you but because you the best. I ain’t never seen nobody do what you can do
with four wheels on the road,” Ronnie said.

“l ain’t some trailer park trick you trying to talk out of her panties,
Ronnie. I’'m listening to what you have to say. You lucky I’'m doing that,”
he said.

“Alright, Bug. I hear you. I’'m just trying to help you out. It looks like
you need it,” Ronnie said.

“What you mean by that?” Beauregard said.

The way he stared at him made Ronnie’s balls climb up somewhere
around his ears.

“I didn’t mean nothing. Nothing. I noticed you only got the two cars on
the lifts, that’s all,” Ronnie said. Beauregard studied Ronnie’s face. His



cheeks bloomed with red splotches that worked their way up from his neck.
Ronnie’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard.

“I’ll think about it,” Beauregard said.

“Alright then. Look, let me leave you my brother’s cell phone number.
When you make up your mind, give me a call,” Ronnie said.

“Go get a burner phone and call the shop tomorrow around noon,”
Beauregard said. Ronnie nodded his head up and down like he was in a
lecture hall. He stood.

“Hey, man, don’t think I don’t understand what you are doing here. This
is legal and ain’t nothing wrong with that. I just figured I could give you a
little help, that’s all,” Ronnie said. Beauregard didn’t say anything. “Well,
talk at you tomorrow, man,” Ronnie said. He brushed past Reggie and
headed for the door.

“Reggie, we leaving,” he said. Reggie jumped like a demon had spoken
to him.

“Oh yeah,” he said. He slipped out of the office and ran after his
brother.

Beauregard waited until he heard their car start, then he got up and cut
the lights off for the second time that day. He locked up, hopped in his truck
and headed back toward his house. He was passing the Long Street Mart
when he saw a pink Ford Mustang idling by the gas pumps. He slammed on
the brakes with his left foot while hitting the gas with his right. He swung
the steering wheel to the right and the whole truck did a 180-degree turn. It
slid into the parking lot sideways. He let it roll until he was behind the
Mustang. He got out of the truck and walked up to the driver’s side.

She wasn’t in the car. That didn’t mean the car was empty. A young
black guy was in the passenger seat. He had frizzy braids sticking up all
over his head like he had thumb-wrestled a light socket. A teardrop was
drawn near his left eye. Beauregard thought the lines were too clean to be a
jailhouse work of art. He had those small, thin features that teenaged girls
loved and grown women avoided like the plague.

“What you want, old man?” the boy asked when he noticed Beauregard.

“Where’s Ariel?” Beauregard asked in return.

“Why you asking about my girl, nigga?” the boy asked.



“Because I’m her daddy,” Beauregard said. At first the words didn’t
seem to register. As they sank in, the boy’s face broke into a wide platinum-
toothed smile.

“Aw shit, man, I thought you was some old dude trying to holla at my
girl. My bad, man. She in the store with her fine self,” the boy said.

Beauregard thought he was entirely too comfortable talking about how
fine Ariel was. “What’s your name?” he asked the boy.

“Lil Rip,” the boy said.

“No. Your name. What your mama calls you when she mad at you,”
Beauregard said.

The boy’s smile faltered. “William,” Lil Rip said.

“William. Nice to meet you. I'm Beauregard. You be nice to my girl,
alright?” He squatted and extended his hand through the open car window.
Lil Rip stared at it for a second before extending his own hand. Beauregard
grabbed it and squeezed as hard as he could. Years of gripping pliers,
stretching serpentine belts and pulling apart brake calipers ensured that was
quite hard. Lil Rip winced. His lips parted slightly, and a few drops of
spittle fell from his mouth.

“Cuz if you don’t, if she ever tells me you giving her some problems,
you and me are gonna have problems. And you don’t want that do you ...
William?” Beauregard asked. He clamped down on Lil Rip’s hand even
tighter before finally letting it go. Then he straightened up and walked into
the store without waiting for an answer. Lil Rip flexed his hand.

“Crazy motherfucker,” he said when Beauregard was almost out of
earshot.

Ariel was standing in front of the drink cooler. She was sporting a pair
of cut-off denim shorts and a black tank top that Beauregard thought was at
least one size too small. Her mop of brownish black curls was piled up on
the top of her head in a loose bun. Beauregard’s dark chocolate genes and
her mother’s French and Dutch genetic code had given her a light toffee
complexion. Her light gray eyes were a gift from her grandmother.

“Hey,” he said. She turned, gave him a once-over and then turned back
to the drink cooler.

“Hey,” she said.



“How’s the Mustang holding up?” he asked.

“I’m driving it so it’s doing alright, I guess,” she said. She grabbed a
fruit drink out of the cooler.

“I met your friend. Lil Rip. The one with the teardrop tattoo,”
Beauregard said.

“It’s not a tattoo. He had me draw it for him with my makeup pen,” she
said. She pushed an errant lock of hair out of her face and then poked out
her bottom lip and let out a gust of air. It was her tell when she was upset
about something. He had watched her do the same thing in her car seat
when he wouldn’t let her have another piece of candy.

“What’s wrong?”

Ariel shrugged her shoulders. “Nothing. Just getting ready for
graduation. Me and the other five dummies who couldn’t graduate with the
rest of the class.”

“You ain’t no dummy. You had a lot going on,” he said.

“Yeah. Like Mama getting her third DUI and wrecking my car. Of
course, that ain’t no excuse, according to her and grandma,” Ariel said. She
shook her bottle of juice lackadaisically in her left hand.

“Don’t worry about them. You just concentrate on college and getting
that accounting degree,” Beauregard said.

Ariel blew air over her bottom lip.

“What?” Beauregard said.

“Since I won’t be eighteen until January, Mama has to co-sign for my
student loans. She says she don’t want to put her name down on nothing
like that. She says I should just take classes at J. Sargeant Reynolds and get
a job until January,” Ariel said.

“I could sign for you,” Beauregard said.

“I don’t think Kia would like that, do you?” Ariel asked. She put one
hand on her hip and kept shaking the bottle of juice. “It’s okay. I'll just get a
job at the hospital or Walmart or something. Go to school in the spring,” she
said. Her body language said she was resigned to the fact that college was
on hold for now.

But she didn’t sound resigned to the idea. In fact, she sounded pissed.
Beauregard thought she was about to blow up on him. He felt like their



conversation was on the verge of devolving into a clichéd confrontation.
She would start screaming at him about why he hadn’t done more for her.
She would ask why he hadn’t taken her and raised her in his house. He
would respond that he had only been seventeen and fresh out of juvie when
he got her mother pregnant. He readied himself to take whatever came out
of her mouth. He deserved it. Ariel deserved a better father and a better
mother. She deserved a father who wasn’t barely treading water. She
deserved a mom who wasn’t eating OxyContin like Tic Tacs and washing
them down with vodka. She didn’t deserve a grandmother who took one
look at her tawny skin and cranked up Fox News as she tried to pretend her
granddaughter wasn’t half black.

Ariel didn’t scream at him. She didn’t ask him anything. She just
shrugged her shoulders. “It is what it is, I guess. I gotta get Rip to work,”
she said.

Beauregard stepped aside. He wanted to ask for a hug. Wrap his arms
around her and tell her he was sorry he hadn’t been stronger. Apologize for
not taking her from that viper’s nest of a household. Tell her that every time
he went on a job, he gave her mother half his earnings. Let her know he
fought for her. Actually, fought her grandfather and her uncles and her
mother for her. That he was the reason her Uncle Chad walked with a limp.
Pull her close and whisper in her ear that her grandmother filed a restraining
order to keep him away. Wouldn’t even accept child support from him. That
once he got married he filed for custody, but the judge took one look at him
and threw the case out of court. Squeeze her tight and say he loved her just
as much as he loved Darren and Javon. He wanted to say all those things.
Had wanted to say them for a long time. But he didn’t. Explanations were
like assholes. Everyone has one and they are all full of shit.

“Alright then. Let me know if you have any problems with the
Mustang,” he said.

Ariel shook her head. “See ya,” she said. He watched as she walked up
to the counter, paid for her drink and her gas and strolled out of the store.
As she stepped across the parking lot it was like he was watching a time-
lapse movie in reverse. She was sixteen, then twelve, then five. By the time
she got to the car, he could see her in his arms just after she had been born.



Her little fists had been balled up like she was ready for a fight. A fight she
was destined to lose because the game was rigged, and the points didn’t
matter.

Through the big picture window he saw her get in the Mustang and tear
out of the parking lot spinning tires. Like grandfather, like father, like
daughter.

He would tell himself later that he had slept on it. That he had mulled
over the pros and cons and finally decided the benefits outweighed the
risks. All that was true. However, in his heart he knew that when Ariel told
him about skipping college, that was the moment he decided to take the job
with Ronnie Sessions and hit the jewelry store.



FIVE

Ronnie rolled over on his back and stared up at the ceiling. The AC in the
window of Reggie’s trailer was as weak as a chicken. It pushed the heat
around but didn’t actually condition the air. A trickle of sweat was working
its way down his forehead. He hadn’t slept at all. He and Reggie had left
Beauregard’s and went over to Wonderland to score some Percs.

Reggie had $100 left from his disability check. Ronnie had nothing left
from the $2,000 he had gotten for running some stolen eels up to Philly for
Chuly Pettigrew. Eels were a delicacy in fancy restaurants all over New
York and Chicago. Chuly’s men had stolen a batch of eels from a fisherman
in South Carolina who was now sleeping with the fishes. They weren’t
worth much in South Carolina, about $70 a pound. But take them up to
Philly or New York and some pretentious celebrity chef would cream his
linen pants for eel sushi. The guy in Philly had paid $1,000 per pound.
There had been 125 pounds of eels in the trunk of the car he and Skunk
Mitchell had driven to Philly.

That was $125,500 for some slimy sea worms. Skunk was one of
Chuly’s main men. Ronnie had done some of his time with one of Chuly’s
other main guys, Winston Chambers. He’d recommended Ronnie as a good
ol” boy who could handle a gun and keep his mouth shut. Everything had
gone smooth and less than a week after leaving prison Ronnie had a
pocketful of money. Which he promptly blew up like the World Trade
Center. That wasn’t that surprising or that big of a deal. How he had blown
it, however, was quite concerning. Ronnie swung his feet around and
moved into a sitting position. He grabbed his T-shirt from the back of the
couch he had crashed on and pulled it over his head. Reggie was in his



room with a girl they had taken home from Wonderland. She was a big girl,
but Ronnie didn’t mind. She tried hard to please both of them, but Reggie
couldn’t get it up and Ronnie was quick on the draw. She didn’t seem to
mind that and curled up with Reggie after Ronnie had rolled off her.

Ronnie got up and went into the kitchenette and grabbed a beer from the
fridge. When he had gotten back from Philly, he had gone down to North
Carolina and celebrated a job well done at a strip club Chuly owned just
outside of Fayetteville. A strip club that had poker games and craps in the
back. Long story short, he had drunk away two hundred dollars, made it
rain with a hundred dollars’ worth of ones and gambled away the rest. Then
he had done something so monumentally stupid he figured he should be the
one getting a disability check. He had gotten a marker from Chuly’s guy at
the club. They let him play and play until Skunk had the guy cut him off.
By that time, he was fifteen thousand dollars in the hole.

Skunk had called Chuly, and Chuly had said he had thirty days to get it
to them.

“He gave you thirty days cuz he likes you,” Skunk had said in that
gravelly voice that made his skin crawl. He sounded like he gargled with
battery acid.

“What happens if I don’t have it in thirty days? You gonna kill me?”
Ronnie had asked as they walked him out of the strip club.

Skunk had pushed him into the passenger seat of Reggie’s car and
closed the door.

“Nah, not at first. First, I’ll come get you and take you out to the farm.
Cut off a couple of your toes. Let you watch me feed them to the pigs,” he
said. He tapped the roof of the car and motioned for Reggie to leave.

“Jesus, Ronnie, what you gonna do? He was talking about cutting off
your damn toes. I think that fucker would do it too. He got crazy eyes,”
Reggie said as they barreled out of the parking lot and onto the highway.

“Shut up, Reggie,” Ronnie had said. His head had begun to spin and not
from the all the alcohol he had drunk.

Ronnie took a sip from his beer. The sun was shining through the small
window over the sink. The rays of light found every crack and crusty
crevice in the trailer and highlighted them. Ronnie pulled a crumpled pack



of cigarettes from his back pocket. He turned on the stove and lit his smoke
from the blue flame of the front burner. He had gone to Wonderland last
night to find another driver. He had fucked things up with Beauregard. That
much was obvious. He might as well as gone to a chicken coop to count
hen’s teeth. There wasn’t one decent driver among all the pill-popping,
moonshine-swilling meth head patrons of Wonderland. At least not one he
trusted with his life. And none of them had one ounce of the skill
Beauregard had. Ronnie heard some noise from Reggie’s room. Maybe they
could do it without Beauregard. Him, Reggie and Quan. He pushed that
thought away. He loved his brother but what little in the way of brains the
good Lord had given him was being eaten away by pills and on occasion
Mr. Brownstone. Technically Reggie could operate a motor vehicle. He just
couldn’t drive.

Reggie came stumbling out of the bedroom. He tripped, righted himself,
then headed for the fridge.

“I gotta take Ann back up to Wonderland. You wanna go with?” Reggie
said. He opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of orange juice and took
off the top.

“Don’t drink that. That shit’s rancid. I can smell it from here,” Ronnie
said. He took a drag off his cigarette.

“Might as well finish it. My EBT don’t come until next week,” Reggie
said.

Ronnie took another hit of the beer. When you grew up poor you got
used to waiting. Wait for a welfare check in the mail. Wait in line for the
poor box from church. Wait for the parishioners to gaze at you with a sour
look of pity on their faces. Wait for your brother to outgrow his no-name
sneakers so you could take over gluing them back together. Wait, wait, wait.
Wait to die so you can finally get out of debt. He was sick to death of
waiting.

“So, you coming?” Reggie asked.

“Nabh. I gotta find somebody to help me with this thing,” Ronnie said.

“You gonna call Bug? He said to call him,” Reggie asked.

“I don’t think it’s gonna happen. Anyway, I didn’t get the burner,”
Ronnie said.



“I did. I got it from the 7-Eleven last night when we left Wonderland,”
Reggie said. He took a drink from the jug of orange juice.

Ronnie stubbed out his cigarette on the stove top. “When was that?” he
asked. He didn’t even remember stopping at a store last night. Maybe he
was the one who needed to cut back on the moonshine.

“I just told you. When we left Wonderland. Ann wanted something to
eat so I stopped,” Reggie said.

“WEell, that ain’t no fucking shock,” Ronnie said. Reggie grimaced.

“Hey, she might hear you,” Reggie said in a hushed tone.

“And? What she gonna do? Sit on me?” Ronnie asked.

“Why you so mean, Ronnie?” Reggie asked. Ronnie finished his beer.
He felt his gorge try to rise but he forced it back down through sheer will.

Hair of the dog my white ass, he thought.

“Where’s the phone?”

Reggie jerked his thumb toward the door. “It’s in the car. You gonna
have to plug it into the charger,” he said.

“Wow, thanks. I had no idea I’d have to plug a brand-new phone in to
charge. I was only gone five years. I ain’t Buck fucking Rogers. You and
Big Bertha hang tight for a minute,” Ronnie said. He walked out the door
and down the rickety steps.

“Who?” Reggie asked as Ronnie went out the door.

* * Kk

Ronnie plugged the phone into the charger then called information and got
the number for Montage Motors. He started the car and turned on the AC.
The AC in the car was cooler than the one in the damn house.

“Montage Motors,” a voice said.

“Hey, Beau? It’s Ronnie.”

“Yeah.”

“So, um ... that thing. We good to go or you ain’t...,” Ronnie
stammered. He didn’t know how much he should say over a cell phone.

“You mean that car you want me to look at? Yeah, I’'m good to go,”
Beauregard said. Ronnie had been slouching to his right. He sat up so fast
he bumped his head on the roof.



“Yeah. Yeah, that’s what’s up. So, when you wanna get up and talk
about it?” Ronnie said. His skin felt like he had sat too close to a wood
stove. This was happening. He was gonna do it. He was going to be able to
keep all his toes.

“I can come take a look at it later today. Where you got the car at?”
Beauregard asked.

Ronnie didn’t say anything. He was lost. “Um ... I uh have it out at my
brother’s place. Over on Fox Hill Road,” he said finally.

“Alright. I won’t get done around here till seven. I’ll see you then. If I
call you back and can’t get you, just sit tight. I know you been having
trouble with that phone. Hope you don’t have to trash it,” Beauregard said.

Ronnie caught that one. He had to trash the phone. “Alright, alright,
alright. See you then,” he said. The line went dead. Ronnie got out of the
car, threw the phone on the ground and crushed it beneath his black
motorcycle boots. He gathered the pieces and carried them back into the
trailer. He tossed the remains in the trash. Muffled grunts and groans were
coming from Reggie’s room. Ronnie flopped back on the couch and
grabbed Reggie’s cell phone off the coffee table. He called Quan.

“What up?” Quan said.

“The guy I was telling you about is in. We bout to do this. Can you get
to my brother’s place around seven thirty?” he asked.

“Man, I don’t wanna come down to that country-ass, big-mosquito-
having redneck town. Why can’t y’all come up to Richmond?” Quan asked.

“Cuz I’m the one planning it. You in or you out? I mean if you don’t
want $80,000 I can always get somebody else,” Ronnie said.

“Hold your horses, white boy, I’ll be there. Shit. Goddamn mosquitoes
driving trucks down there,” he said.

“Don’t worry, just put a Dixie flag in your back window, you be fine,”
Ronnie said.

“Fuck you, Ronnie,” he said. The line went dead.

He dialed Jenny’s number from memory.

“Yeah, what’s up?” she asked in that honey-coated husky voice that
drove him crazy.



“Hey, we on. You wanna come by tonight and celebrate?” he asked. All
he heard was the hum of the open line.

“Celebrate what? Planning a robbery? I don’t know, maybe we should
call the whole thing off,” Jenny said. He could see her in his mind.
Sprawled out across her futon in that efficiency apartment over in Taylor’s
Corner. Her red hair fanning out around her head like a wreath made of fire.

“Come on now, baby girl. We done talked about this. Nobody gonna get
hurt. Nobody is gonna get caught. I got it all planned out. Don’t back out on
me now. I need you. None of this works without you, baby girl,” he cooed.
He had known Jenny since high school. They’d been on-again off-again for
decades. Whenever she got on her feet, they were off. Whenever she found
herself adrift, they were back on. They usually made each other feel good
for a few weeks. That was a better ratio than some supposedly monogamous
couples.

“I only been working there for a few months, Ronnie. Don’t you think
they gonna be all up in my face if the place gets robbed?” she said.

“Not if you play it cool. Sit on your cut for a few months. Then slip
away. We can go down South. Florida. Maybe even the Bahamas. If there’s
as much as you say, we can be farting through silk the rest of our lives,”
Ronnie said. He couldn’t let her back out now. The thirty days were almost
up. The guy in DC who was going to pay them for the stones was waiting.
He had gotten Beauregard on board. He would sweet-talk her until she had
Type 2 diabetes if he had to, but he couldn’t let her back out.

More silence.

“This is what I do, Jenny. You know that. I been doing this since I had
hair on my nuts. This is what I do, and I’ve only taken one fall and that was
because of a fucking snitch,” he said. That was partly true. He had gotten
five years for robbery for stealing a gold-plated cupola from a vacation
house out in Stingray Point. But he hadn’t gotten caught because of a
snitch. He had gotten caught because Reggie hadn’t fixed the tail lights on
his old truck. When the cops had pulled them over he had taken the whole
fall. Reggie wasn’t built for doing time. He couldn’t be in tight spaces. He
freaked out in elevators. He lost his shit in revolving doors. If you yelled at
him, he would shut down like a robot who had gotten his plug pulled. So he



took the weight. Those three years taught him two things. One: Prison food
tasted like wet, piss-soaked cardboard. Two: He was never going back.

“I can’t come down tonight. I gotta work today from noon till close.
Then tomorrow I open,” Jenny said.

Ronnie smiled. She was still in. He could hear her letting herself be
talked into it.

“Alright, well, things gonna start moving fast,” he said.

“I’ll call you when I get off. Maybe you can come by,” she said. Ronnie
thought she was thinking about white sand beaches and margaritas the size
of washtubs.

“No doubt,” he said.

“Okay. I gotta go take a shower,” she said.

“Thanks for that nice mental image. I’ll be filing that away for later,” he
said.

“Nasty,” she said. He could hear the smile on her face.

“Talk to you later, baby girl,” he said. They hung up and Ronnie lay
back down. He let his boots hang over the arm of the sofa. This was it. The
big one. This was the one that you had wet dreams about. This wasn’t some
stupid-ass sickly horse or some roof trinket. This was the one that let you
write your “fuck you” list. He’d told Beauregard there was five hundred
thousand dollars’ worth of diamonds.

That wasn’t exactly true either. Lying in her bed after bumping uglies,
Jenny told him it was three times that much. Even after taking a hit from the
fence and giving Beauregard his cut plus his goddamn $3,800 and paying
off Chuly, he would still be able to use ten-dollar bills for toilet paper. If
everything worked out, people would be waiting on him from now on. If he
was superstitious like his Mama had been, he might have worried about
things falling into place so easily. Getting in the hole one week, then having
this jewelry store drop in his lap the next. Things didn’t usually work like
that for the Sessions family. He didn’t let it shake him. He didn’t believe in
superstitions or religion. His Mama had spent her life watching Sunday
morning televangelists and throwing enough salt over her shoulder to
season a full-grown hog. She still died broke and lonely on the bathroom
floor of a bingo hall in Richmond. That wasn’t how he was going out. Not



now. He started humming “Money Honey.” It was one of the King’s lesser-
known hits, but it was one of Ronnie’s favorites. Because everyone knew in
the end it always came down to money, honey.



SIX

Beauregard pulled down the first bay door and locked it while Kelvin shut
off the air compressors and the overhead lights. The sun had finally set over
Red Hill County, but the heat hadn’t subsided at all. A few lightning bugs
performed aerial acrobatics near the motion lights. They didn’t have enough
mass to set off the sensors. Beauregard paused and watched them for a
second before closing the other two doors. They reminded him of summers
gone by when he would sit on his grandparents’ porch playing checkers
with his granddad. The old man was a checkers savant. The day Beauregard
finally beat him was the day he knew his grandfather was slipping away.

“You wanna go over to Danny’s Bar and play some pool? I got a few
hours to kill before Sandra gets off work,” Kelvin asked.

Beauregard wiped his face with the least dirty rag in his pocket. “Who
is Sandra? I thought you was seeing Cynthia and the other one,” Beauregard
said.

Kelvin grinned. “Met Sandra on Snapchat. She from Richmond. I’'m
riding up there when she gets off from her job at the tobacco plant,” Kelvin
said.

“Nah, I got something I gotta do,” Beauregard said.

Kelvin raised his eyebrows. “That something got anything to do with
Ronnie Sessions?” Kelvin asked.

“Something like that,” Beauregard said.

“You want me to go with you?”

Beauregard shook his head. “No. I’m just getting more details. It still
might be nothing,” Beauregard said.



Kelvin shrugged. “Whatever, man. Let me know. I’ll be at Danny’s till
about ten. If y’all get done. I might be down if it’s something worth doing,”
Kelvin said.

“I’ll let you know,” Beauregard said. Kelvin walked toward Beauregard
and held out his hand. Beauregard slapped it as Kelvin passed him and
headed out the door. He heard Kelvin’s Nova start up and tear out of the
parking lot.

He went and sat in the Duster. The old leather on the seats smelled like
tobacco that had been soaked in oil. He could see his Daddy sitting in the
same seat he now occupied. He could see himself sitting in the passenger
seat. Beauregard didn’t dream of his Daddy. He didn’t have dreams. He
never had nightmares. At least none he could remember. He slipped into a
quiet darkness when he slept and then emerged from that blackness when he
awoke. Usually to the sounds of Darren and Javon fighting about any and
everything.

When his father came to him, it was through memories. Waking dreams
that grabbed him by the neck and pulled him into the past. He would see
himself and his father as they had been. Sometimes he would see his
grandparents or his mother. But mostly he saw his father. Smiling, laughing,
sullen or sad. His father working on the Duster. His father coming up
behind his mother and wrapping his tree trunk arms around her waist. His
father storming out of the trailer and slamming the door so hard the whole
structure rocked. His father beating down Solomon Gray with a bar stool.
Him and his Daddy sitting on the hood of the Duster under a star-filled
night sky looking for Orion’s belt. He remembered how his five-year-old
self had thought it would look like an actual belt. Whenever he went into
these fugue states, he felt like Janus. Looking forward and backwards with
equal amounts of trepidation.

Sitting there in the darkened garage, he was transported back to the last
day he saw his father. It was hellishly hot that day too. He had waited on the
steps of their trailer for his Daddy to come pick him up and go riding. He
had known this visit would be a different one. His mother was more
agitated than usual. He had overheard her talking to one of her friends about



“Anthony done got himself in some shit he won’t talk his way out of,” but
he didn’t know what that meant. By the end of that day, he would learn.

His cell phone rang, breaking the spell. He pulled it out of his pocket. It
was Kia.

“Hey,” he said when he answered it.

“The boys want to spend the night at Jean’s. Her neighbor’s grandson
got dropped off while they were there. I told them it was okay,” she said.

“Hey, I’'m sorry about yesterday,” he said. When he had gotten home
last night, she was in the bedroom pretending to be asleep. He had stayed in
the living room playing with the boys. When he had finally put them to
sleep and gone to lie down, she wasn’t pretending anymore. He had left
before breakfast. His temper could be like a lightning strike. Kia was like a
smoldering forest fire. He knew he had to give her some space to let it burn
itself out.

“Yeah, me too. I shouldn’t have said what I said.”

“I shouldn’t have slammed the door like that. You know I’m just trying
to do right by you and the boys. And Ariel,” he said.

“You wanna do right by us, don’t do nothing with them boys that came
by yesterday. As far as Ariel goes, you been trying to do for that girl. Ain’t
your fault her mama a cracked-out bitch,” she said.

Beauregard clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “Knowing
these boys, it probably ain’t nothing too serious,” he said.

Kia grunted. “Baby, nobody gets you to drive their aunty to the store.
So, don’t talk to me like I’m dumb. You wouldn’t even be thinking about it
if it wasn’t something big. And that means it’s dangerous,” she said.

“I don’t wanna argue with you, Kia,” Beauregard said.

“And I don’t wanna lose you, Bug,” she said.

They both went quiet.

“I’ll talk to you when I get home. I gotta go,” he said.

“Yeah, you will. We need to do a lot of talking,” she said. She hung up.

Beauregard put the phone in his pocket and got out of the Duster. The
thing about loving someone was that they knew all your pressure points.
They knew all the spots that were open and raw. You let them into your
heart and they cased the place. They knew what made you feel weak and



what ticked you off. Like somebody hanging up on you. He opened his
mouth and closed it like a lion then shook his head violently side to side. He
had to let that go.

He needed to have his head in the game. Getting ready for a job was
like putting on a new coat. You had to make sure it fit. If everything didn’t
look right he would walk away. Leave that coat on the rack. No matter how
much money was on the table. He glanced back at the Duster. The money
was important. God knows they needed it. So many people were depending
on him. Kia, his Mama, the boys, Ariel, Kelvin. He thought about what
Boonie had said. About how he wasn’t like his father. That’s what he liked
to believe. That they were completely different. In some respects that was
true. No matter how intense the pressure got, he didn’t run out on his family
or his friends. He wasn’t Anthony Montage. So why did he feel a flutter in
his chest like a hornet was trapped in his ribs? If he wasn’t like his Daddy,
why did he miss the Life?

There were nights he would cruise around and find a race on his own
without Kelvin. Mostly young kids with some aftermarket overseas windup
toy of a car. Other times he took the Duster and blew it out on a
backcountry road. Passing by the trees and the raccoons like a comet
running on high-test. He’d get up to 160 before slamming on the brakes and
drifting to a stop. No matter how fast he went or how many races he won it
didn’t compare to driving for a crew. Being behind the wheel with the cops
behind you and the road in front of you while everyone around you was
wishing they had worn brown pants. It was a high that couldn’t be
replicated with drugs or drinks. He’d tried both and they didn’t come close.

They had never spoken about it, but he was sure if he could talk to his
Daddy he would have felt the same way. The words “need for speed”
should have been burned onto the Montage family crest. Along with a skull
and crossbones.

He locked up the garage and hopped in the truck. As he drove away the
sun cast elongated shadows against the front of the garage. Narrow black
fingers squeezing the building in their grip.



SEVEN

Beauregard navigated his way down a pothole-filled dirt road that the
county in their infinite wisdom had decided to name Chitlin Lane. When
Virginia went to a statewide emergency GPS system, they required any
road, lane or cul-de-sac with more than three residents to have an actual
name. The county administrators decided to fully embrace the stereotypical
Southern ethos and name all the side roads with names that sounded like
rejected country song titles. They thought it might help tourism. The only
problem with that was that Red Hill was no one’s destination. It was a place
you drove through, not to.

Wild blackberry bushes lined the lane, interspersed with the occasional
pine tree or cypress. The black sky was moonless. The truck creaked and
groaned as it rolled over the rough terrain. He passed a dilapidated one-
story ranch and two newish double-wides similar to his own. Finally, the
lane widened into a clearing with a rusty single-wide smack dab in the
middle. The blue Toyota was parked near the door beside a tricked-out
Bonneville with 24-inch rims and a matte black paint job. Beauregard
parked behind the Bonneville, got out and knocked on the door of the
trailer.

Ronnie Sessions opened the door and smiled at Beauregard. Beauregard
didn’t return the smile. Ronnie stepped aside and beckoned for Beauregard
to come in.

“Quan just got here. We was about to have some beers. You want one?”
Ronnie asked. Beauregard surveyed the living area of the trailer. A huge
brown couch covered in threadbare suede upholstery dominated the room. It
was too big and too ostentatious for the small structure. It had the feel of a



yard sale find that was shoehorned into the single-wide. A heavily scarred
wooden coffee table composed of rough-hewn planks of timber sat in front
of the couch. An easy chair sat at the head of the coffee table. Sitting in the
chair was a chubby black guy with a forest of tiny braids protruding from
his scalp. He was wearing a baggy T-shirt that was two sizes too big. On his
feet were the latest incarnation of a washed-up basketball player’s most
enduring legacy. His jeans were so baggy they could have been pantaloons.
He had a wide face that was slick with sweat. An unruly goatee covered the
lower half of his face and threatened to envelop his mouth.

Across from the couch was a love seat. It was covered in a bright red
and yellow floral print. Beauregard thought it looked like a clown had
vomited on it. Reggie was sitting there next to a large white woman with a
rat’s nest of green and blue hair. Whoever had dyed her hair had missed a
few places. Blond spots dotted her head like cheetah print. A wooden chair
sat at the end of the coffee table nearest to Beauregard.

“No,” Beauregard said. He sat down in the wooden chair. Ronnie
grabbed three beers out of the fridge and handed one to Reggie and one to
the black man. Beauregard figured he was Quan. Ronnie plopped down on
the couch and opened his beer.

“You got somewhere to be?” Beauregard said to the large woman sitting
next to Reggie.

She scrunched up her face. “Uh ... no. I mean not really,” she said.

“Yeah, you do,” Beauregard said.

The woman turned her head from Beauregard to Reggie then back to
Beauregard.

“Huh?” she said.

“Reggie, go on and take her back to Wonderland,” Ronnie said.

Reggie opened his mouth, closed it then opened it again. “Come on,
girl, I’1l take you back,” he said finally.

“I thought I was spending the night again?” she whined. Her eyes
pleaded with Reggie. Reggie stood.

“Let’s go. I’ll just crash up there with you,” he said. The woman didn’t
seem like she was going to move at first. She crossed her legs at the ankles
and her arms across her ample bosom.



“You deaf? Get the fuck up,” Ronnie said. The woman flinched.
Huffing and puffing she pulled herself off the love seat and got to her feet.
Reggie shot Ronnie a dirty look, but Ronnie was studying the top of his can
of beer.

“Let’s go, Ann,” Reggie said. He headed for the door. She followed him
without saying a word.

“I bet people scream ‘Godzilla!” when they see her walk into Walmart,”
Quan said. He tittered at his own joke, then sipped his beer. Beauregard
caught his gaze. Neither one of them said anything for a few seconds.
Beauregard turned to Ronnie.

“Three things. One: We don’t talk to nobody about this but the five
people that already know about it. Not no girl you might meet in the club.
Not some homie you trying to impress. Not your mama or your daddy.
Nobody. Two: When it’s done, we stay away from each other. We don’t go
get drinks to celebrate. We don’t go to Atlantic City as a group and hit the
slots. We go our separate ways and we stay separate. Three: The day it goes
down, we are all straight. Don’t get high. Don’t pop no Oxy. Don’t smoke a
blunt. Nothing. If y’all can get down with that, then I’m in. If not, I walk
right now,” Beauregard said.

Quan and Ronnie exchanged bemused glances.

“Alright, Ethan Hunt. I feel ya,” Quan said.

“Hey, man, that works for me,” Ronnie said.

Beauregard sat back in his chair and put his hands on his knees. “Then
let’s get to it,” he said.

He listened to Ronnie talk about the job for twenty minutes before he
held up his hand and stopped him midsentence.

“You haven’t checked the place out, have you? Does your girl know the
code to the alarm system? How far from the interstate is the store? How
many ways are there other than the interstate to get away? Is there some
construction going on down there? How often do the police patrol that part
of town? Is there a lock-down system? Who knows the combination to the
safe other than the manager?” Beauregard said.

This time it was Ronnie’s turn to hold up his hand.



“I get it, okay? We need to do some recon on the place. Jenny can get
the alarm code, but the way I figured it, nobody will have a chance to hit
the alarm. We get in, we get the diamonds, we get out.”

“You have to take more than the diamonds in the safe,” Beauregard
said. He flexed his left hand. His knuckles popped like knots of green wood
in a fireplace.

“Why you say that?” Quan asked.

“Because if you only take the diamonds, the cops will know it was an
inside job. And I bet there ain’t more than five or six people that work at
this store,” Beauregard said.

Ronnie stared up at the ceiling.

“That’s a good point,” he mumbled.

“Man, fuck all this ying-yang. We go in there, blast the ceiling, them
motherfuckers do what we say do. Or we ventilate they ass,” Quan said.

He reached around to the small of his back and pulled out an enormous
nickel-plated semiautomatic pistol. Beauregard thought it might be a Desert
Eagle.

Quan held the gun near his face. “I got the gat, so I make the rules,” he
said. He punctuated each syllable by shaking the gun.

“Put that thing away,” Beauregard said.

Quan smiled. “Don’t worry, big man, I got the safety on. I know how to
handle it,” Quan said. He tucked the gun back in his waistband. Beauregard
figured it was a miracle of physics that the gun didn’t fall to his feet every
time he wore those baggy-ass jeans.

“We gonna need new guns too,” Beauregard said.

Quan rolled his eyes. “Nigga, this my favorite gun.”

“That’s why we need new ones. How many bodies on that one? How
many robberies? You think the cops don’t keep them shell casings?”
Beauregard asked.

Quan seemed to ponder this for a moment. “Where we gonna get new
pieces from?” Quan asked.

Beauregard rubbed his palms over his thighs. “I know somebody. We
can get two pieces for five hundred. But before we get to that I need to go
to check the place out.”



“Damn, nigga, five hundred? I thought we was the ones doing the
robbing,” Quan said. Beauregard glared at him. The other man held his
gaze. Eventually Quan looked away. Beauregard got up and went into the
kitchen. He opened the fridge and grabbed a can of beer. He went back into
the living room and sat at the end of the love seat near Quan’s chair. He
popped the tab and took a long sip. The beer was cold as ice and chilled him
all the way to his belly.

“You know, I had this friend who had a Chihuahua. Little nasty ankle
biter. Every time I came around, he would bark and bark and bark. Bare his
teeth and shit. But if I stomped my feet at him, he would run and hide under
the couch,” Beauregard said. He set the beer on the coffee table close to the
edge.

“Why the fuck you telling me about some dog, man?” Quan asked.

Beauregard didn’t respond. Instead he tipped over the can with his right
hand. Beer splashed over Quan’s sneakers and pants. Cursing, he jumped up
out of the chair. At the same time, Beauregard jumped up too. He grabbed
Quan’s gun from his waistband near the small of his back. Clicked off the
safety and let the gun hang loosely by his side. Quan spun to his right until
he was facing Beauregard. Beauregard heard a strangled cough come from
the couch as Ronnie choked on his beer.

“Because you remind me of that little dog. You yap and yap and talk a
lot of shit, but I think at the first sign of trouble you might just piss your
pants. Or run. Or both. Ronnie say you good people. He says he knows you.
He trusts you. That’s fine. But I don’t. You talk like this a movie. It ain’t.
It’s real life. My life. And I ain’t putting it in your hands. So, I’'m going to
check the place out. I'm going to get the car. I’'m going to take us to get the
guns. You don’t like that, then I walk. Cuz I ain’t trying to wake up to three
hots and a cot because you gonna ball up like a baby when the work goes
down,” Beauregard said.

He ejected the clip from the Desert Eagle and then racked the slide to
eject the one in the chamber. It rolled across the vinyl-covered floor and
came to rest against the far wall. He tossed the gun and clip onto the couch
next to Ronnie.



“You got a problem with that, we can handle it. Or we can get this
money. It’s up to you,” Beauregard asked. The AC wheezed as it struggled
to cool the rectangular box. Quan scowled at Beauregard but didn’t say a
word for nearly a full minute. He glanced at Ronnie then turned his
attention back to Beauregard.

“Oh, we gonna handle it, motherfucker. After. But for now, let’s talk
about making this money,” he snarled. Beauregard sat back down. Quan
waited for what he thought was an appropriate amount of time before he sat
down as well.

“Alright then. Like I said, I’'m gonna go check out the place tomorrow.
Ronnie, can you talk to your girl and find out if she knows the alarm code
and the combination to the safe? Once I scope the place out, we can go talk
to my boy about getting strapped. The two of you should be able to come
up with five bills for the pieces,” Beauregard said.

“Sure, sure, I can talk to her. You need the address of the store, though,”
Ronnie said. He dug around in his pocket for a piece a paper. He pulled out
an old receipt and grabbed a pen off the coffee table. Beauregard shook his
head.

“Don’t write nothing down. You said the store is in Cutter County. I
think I can find it. We’ll meet again in a week to get the guns. That will
give me enough time to get some wheels and make some modifications.
We’ll only use burners from here on out. Keep your mouth shut and your
head down,” he said.

“What we do with the pieces after we done?” Quan said.

Beauregard tilted his head toward him. “If you don’t have to use them,
you can keep ’em. If you do, we break ’em down and toss them,” he said.

Quan rolled his eyes. “Five hundred down the drain,” he said.

“What, you want to make it a family heirloom?” Ronnie asked.

“Just a waste of money. That’s all I’'m saying,” Quan said.

“I don’t think you get what’s going on here. Armed robbery in the state
of Virginia is a Class 5 felony with a mandatory minimum of three years
with a maximum of life. That’s if no one gets hurt. The guns are just tools.
Tools break. Tools get lost. Don’t get attached to them,” Beauregard said.

“Sound like you talking about people,” Ronnie said.



“Same difference,” Beauregard said. He stood. “I think that’s all we
gotta talk about right now.”

“What kind of car you gonna get?” Ronnie asked.

“What difference do it make?” Beauregard said.

“It don’t. I was just curious,” Ronnie said.

“Can you get a BMW like in that movie with the motherfucker from
England? The Transformer,” Quan said. Beauregard closed his eyes.

“It won’t be a BMW,” he said. He ground his teeth together. “I’m out.”
Beauregard turned and headed for the door. He opened it and was just about
to step out when he stopped. “You wanna see me after the job, that’s fine.
But if I see you coming and you ain’t smiling and friendly, it ain’t going to
go well,” he said.

He stepped through the door and into the night. A few moments passed,
and they heard his truck start. The trailer was silent save for the shuddering
AC and the slight hum of the overhead light fixture.

“Hey, man, he takes this shit seriously. I don’t think he was trying to
disrespect you,” Ronnie said finally.

“Man, give me my fucking gun,” Quan said.

* * *

Beauregard parked his truck next to Kia’s car and got out. The air was still
stifling hot. The house was dark save for the porch light. Beauregard
unlocked the door and made his way through the shadowy interior toward
the bedroom.

Kia was spread across the bed like a Botticelli painting. A thin white T-
shirt and zebra-striped panties were her only accoutrements. Beauregard
took off his boots and let his pants fall to the floor. He pulled his shirt up
over his head and let it fall to the floor as well. He eased his body down to
the bed, snaked his arm over Kia’s stomach.

“That night you came home with that bullet wound, I asked you how
much more of this we was supposed to take. You said the juice was worth
the squeeze. Do you remember what I said?” she asked.

“You said that was the dumbest shit you had ever heard,” Beauregard
said. Kia grabbed his hand and pulled his arm tighter around her body. He



could feel the warmth from the small of her back against the bottom of his
belly.

“But you was right. It was worth it. We got the house. We got the
garage. We got out, baby. We got out. And now you wanna go back, and
I’'m telling you this time the juice ain’t worth it,” she said. Her voice
hitched a few times and Beauregard knew she was crying.

“If there was any other way, I would do it differently,” he said. He
spoke directly into her ear.

“Sell the garage. Take a job at the tire plant over in Parker County. Start
selling vacuum cleaners,” she said.

He moved closer to her and squeezed her tight. “It’s gonna be alright. I
promise,” he said.

She squirmed against him and rolled over onto her back. “I shouldn’t
have said that about your Daddy. I’'m sorry. But that’s something he would
tell your Mama. You can’t promise that it’s gonna be okay. You don’t know
that. What if it ain’t? Then I have to tell your sons stories about you the way
people told you stories about your Daddy. Because memories fade, Bug,”
she said.

Beauregard ran his index finger down the length of her face and under
her chin. He tilted her head up and kissed her cheeks. The salt from her
tears lingered in his mouth. He had no rebuttal to her argument. Things
might go south. The job might fall apart. Anyone who was in the Life knew
that was a possibility, but he didn’t dwell on those kinds of thoughts. He
had survived this long because he never envisioned himself behind bars. He
refused to see that as an option. Five years in juvenile detention had given
him focus. Sharpened his mind to a deadly edge. He would never be at the
mercy of anyone who controlled his freedom again.

Beyond the vanities of his own ego, he could see that his wife was also
right about memories. He thought about his father all the time and yet his
Daddy’s voice seemed to grow more and more faint. Did he sound the way
Beauregard remembered or was there more vibrato in his speech? Did he
have a scar on his right hand or left hand? His father’s face was becoming
blurred around the edges in his mind. Unless he was sitting in the Duster,
Anthony Montage was a shade who spoke in whispers. Sitting in the car



brought everything back into crystalline clarity. If he went through with this
job, would his sons have to sit in the Duster to recall his face? Would they
even want to?

“I promise you. We will be fine,” he said. He leaned forward and kissed
her on her mouth. At first her lips were set in a hard line but slowly they
opened, and her tongue slipped into his. His hand slid up her thigh until he
touched her in the center of her body. She shuddered and pulled away from
him.

“You better keep your promises,” she moaned. He crushed his lips
against hers again, and they fell against each other in a tangle of arms and
legs and groans and sighs.



EIGHT

Jenny awoke to a series of horns and trumpets going off like Judgment Day.
Her text message tone echoed through her tiny apartment. The horns
reached a crescendo then started at the top of the melody again.

She grabbed her phone off the nightstand. The contact name on the
screen said Rock and Roll. Her first text message of the day was from
Ronnie “Rock and Roll” Sessions.

Need the alarm codes, the message said.

Jenny stared at her phone and blinked her eyes. Hard.

I don’t know what you are talking about. Call me. She typed. She hit
send then grabbed her cigarettes and a lighter out of the nightstand. After
her third drag off the smoke a set of bird chirps began to emanate from her
phone. This was her ringtone. She touched the screen and answered the
phone.

“Don’t text me shit like that. Jesus.”

“Well, good morning to you too,” Ronnie said.

“I’m serious, Ronnie. Who do you think the police gonna be looking at
with all the eyes they have if we pull this off? I don’t need shit like that in
my phone records.”

“Damn, you woke on the wrong side of the crypt this morning. Sound
like you need a good tuning up,” Ronnie said.

“You know, your dick ain’t the answer to everything,” Jenny said.

“If my dick ain’t the answer you ain’t asking the right questions. But
never mind all that. Can you get it?”

“Get what?” Jenny asked.

“The alarm code,” Ronnie said. Jenny took a long drag off her cigarette.



“I already know it. Lou Ellen told me what it was the other day.”

“How is your girlfriend doing? She get that call from the Cowboys yet
about that starting offensive lineman position?” Ronnie asked.

“Not funny, Ronnie. She’s nice.”

“Don’t tell me you’re falling for her. She can’t be that good at eating
pussy.”

“You so damn nasty. She’s just nice to me. I don’t want her to get hurt. I
don’t want anybody to get hurt. Not Lou Ellen, not you, not me. I just want
to get out of here. Get out of Cutter County. Out of Virginia. I want to go
somewhere and answer to a new name for the rest of my life. Try to start
over. Maybe try not to make so many mistakes this time,” Jenny said.

“And we will. All you got to do is exactly what I tell you to do. And
before you know it we will be fucking on a bed full of hundred-dollar bills,”
Ronnie said. Jenny exhaled. A plume of smoke billowed from her nostrils.

“I just don’t want to get fucked up behind this,” Jenny said.

“Baby girl, you won’t. All you got to do is trust me. Is that so hard?
Now stop worrying about all that and let’s get back to talking about more
important things. What you getting into today? Maybe I can come over. I
got some Percocets and a case of beer with your name all over them.”

“Down, boy. I gotta go into work. You know, that thing people do
instead of stealing.”

“Well shit. Hey, tell your sugar mama I said hi.”

“Bye, Ronnie.”

“Wait, what time you get off?”

“About fifteen minutes after you roll off me and go to sleep,” Jenny said
and hung up the phone.



NINE

Beauregard got up at first light. Kia was curled up next to him like a cat. He
slipped out of bed and put on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. He grabbed a
baseball cap out of the dresser drawer and pulled it down over his eyes.
Then he kissed Kia on her cheek.

“You leaving early,” she said without opening her eyes.

“Gotta get to the shop,” he lied. He stroked her cheek with the back of
his hand.

“I’'m gonna need you to pick the boys up tonight. I’'m going with
Lakisha Berry to clean up some offices near the courthouse,” Kia said.

Beauregard kissed her again. “That’s good, boo. I’ll get ’em when we
close tonight. Love you,” he said.

“Love you too,” she said. The last part of the sentence disintegrated into
a sigh. Beauregard left the house and got into his truck. He turned on the
radio and scrolled through the stations until he hit one playing some old-
school R&B. Rev. Al Green’s trembling falsetto drifted out of the speakers
like a cool mist. He headed out of Red Hill and onto Route 60 toward the
interstate. Just before hitting the on-ramp he passed the abandoned Tastee
Freez. The white aluminum carport that had covered the pick-up window
had collapsed but the rest of the building appeared solid. A crowd of thistles
and kudzu covered the eastern side of the building. Verdant green weeds
had forced their way up between the seams of the pavement in the parking
lot. Ellery and Emma Sheridan had run the Tastee Freez for fifty years
before Ellery died in 2001. Emma had tried to soldier on without her
husband, but Alzheimer’s had snatched the remnants of her mind and tossed
them to the four winds. The county had stepped in after some customers



had pulled up and found Emma making milkshakes and burgers in her
birthday suit.

When he had been a kid, Beauregard had loved the Tastee Freez double
chocolate milkshake. It was a rare treat on a hot summer day like today. The
kind of dessert that made you throw caution to the wind. His Daddy used to
joke that if a van pulled up with no windows, Beauregard would jump in the
back if they promised him they were taking him to the Tastee Freez. As
they had ridden around on what would be the last day he would see his
father, the Tastee Freez had been one of their stops. Years later, a legend
spread through Red Hill that there were bloodstains on the pavement that no
amount of water could wash away.

Beauregard turned the music up and merged onto the interstate. The
sounds of Rev. Green did little to drown out the memories of that long-ago
day.

* * Kk

Cutter County was seventy miles away from Red Hill County on the other
side of the state. Through a combination of chance and design it had
begrudgingly become a suburb of the city of Newport News. Most of the
residents worked in the city at one of three large employers. The naval
shipyard, the Canon manufacturing plant or Patrick Henry Mall. Beauregard
could see the effect of those industries on Cutter County. It was like Red
Hill’s wealthier twin. He had only seen three mobile homes as he drove
through town. There were more brick houses on one road than in all of Red
Hill. He turned onto Main Street and passed two cleaners, a liquor store,
three consignment shops and two medical offices. The traffic was light, but
it was all BMWs and Mercedeses with a stray Lexus here and there. For a
moment, he was afraid there would be five jewelry stores and he would
have to call Ronnie from his personal cell and not a burner. Before he had
to suffer that indignity, he spotted a sign for a shopping center that listed
VALENTI JEWELERS as one of the tenants. Apparently, the residents of Cutter
County needed a wide variety of choices for their dry cleaning, but when it
came to jewelry, Valenti’s had cornered the market.



Beauregard drove past the shopping center. He turned left at the next
cross street and saw a blue sign that indicated the sheriff’s office was 3.5
miles away. He followed the road until he passed a small brick building
with the Cutter County seal emblazoned on its front door. Beauregard
counted two cruisers parked in front of the building. They would have to
move quick. The sheriff’s office was much closer than he would have liked.
He turned around at the end of the street and headed back to the shopping
center.

Beauregard pulled in and drove through the empty parking lot. The
shopping center was composed of one long L-shaped building divided into
individual units. The jewelry store was the last unit at the bottom of the L. It
was also closest to the entrance/exit. Beauregard rolled through the parking
lot and out of the shopping center. He didn’t need to go in the store. That
was on Ronnie. His job was to drive. He committed the layout of the
shopping center, Main Street and the road to the interstate exit to memory.
He noted the one stoplight at the corner of Main and Lafayette. The speed
bump at the exit of the parking lot. The coffee shop across the street with
the big picture window, which would give any potential witnesses a bird’s-
eye view to the job. All these and dozens of other details filled his mind. It
was like his brain was a sponge absorbing water. The counselor in juvie had
told him he had an eidetic memory. Mr. Skorzeny had tried his best to get
him to consider going back to school when he got out. Maybe college.
Beauregard knew Mr. Skorzeny had meant well. Unlike a lot of the staff at
Jefferson Davis Reformatory, he didn’t view boys like him as lost causes.
What Mr. Skorzeny didn’t understand, what he couldn’t understand, was
that boys like Beauregard didn’t have the luxury of options. No father. A
mother who was one flat tire and a bad day away from a nervous
breakdown, and grandparents who had lived and died in a constant state of
abject poverty. For boys like Beauregard, college was the stuff of dreams.
Mr. Skorzeny might as well have told him to go to Mars.

Beauregard turned onto Route 60 West and headed back to the
interstate. He checked his watch. It was exactly thirteen minutes from the
jewelry store to the exit with minimal traffic traveling at 55 mph. He would
be going a lot faster than 55 when they left the parking lot. On his way into



town, he had noticed the interstate was undergoing some extensive
renovations. The road crested just before the exit to Cutter County and
became an overpass for nearly a mile. Under that overpass was a single-lane
highway that led to Cutter County through the back roads. The concrete
median between the northbound and southbound lanes had been
demolished. It seemed the state had finally decided to address the god-
awful clusterfuck that was Interstate 64 and widen the road to six lanes. A
silt fence encircled the gaping maw. Beauregard noticed that the distances
between the overpass and the road couldn’t have been over twenty feet.

Interesting.

Up ahead Beauregard saw brake lights flash like Christmas decorations.
Traffic on Route 60 moved to the left lane then back to the right. Once the
box truck in front of him had changed lanes, Beauregard could see what had
caused everyone in front of him to hit the brakes. A small boxy car was
sitting in the middle of the road with its hazard flashers on. A slim black
man with a youngish face was next to the vehicle, frantically waving his
arms. A diaphanous plume of steam was billowing from under the hood of
the small car.

Vehicles zipped by the man like he was one of those tube men flapping
in the air near the entrance to a car dealership. Beauregard started to pass by
the man too. As he drove by, he noticed a woman was sitting in the
passenger seat. A young white girl with blond hair too bright not to have
come from a bottle. The blond hair was plastered to her head. She was
panting like a hound dog and her eyes were closed tight.

“Shit,” Beauregard breathed. He pulled over to the side of the road and
hopped out of his truck. The man came running over before he had closed
his door.

“Hey, man, I need help. My car just broke down and my wife is in labor.
Piece of shit just died on me. No warning, no nothing. Fucking piece of
shit,” the man yelled.

“Why you ain’t call a rescue squad?” Beauregard asked.

The man cast his eyes downward. “Our cell got cut off a few days ago. I
got laid off last month from the shipyard. Look, man, I think the baby is
about to come. Can you give us a ride to the hospital?” the man asked.



Beauregard took in the whole scene. The man was breathing hard. The
girl in the car was moaning. He recognized that moan. He recognized the
quivering lips of the man standing in front of him. They were terrified. The
baby was coming, and they didn’t know what in the hell they were doing.
Fifteen minutes of fun was about to turn into a lifetime of responsibility.
The weight of that responsibility was pressing down on them like an anvil
on their chests. He was on his way home from casing the site of a job. He
needed to get in and get out without being noticed.

The smart thing to do, the professional thing to do, was to get back in
his truck and drive away. The girl moaned again. The moan became a
scream that Beauregard could hear over the sound of traffic zipping by them
on the lonely stretch of road. Ariel had been a breech baby. The doctors had
a hell of time getting her out of Janice’s uterus. They told him that if she
hadn’t been delivered in a hospital, she would have probably died.

“Let’s get your car out of the road first,” he said.

The two of them were able to push the car off to the side of the road
without too much difficulty. Beauregard grabbed the young girl and half
helped, half carried her to the truck. The man opened the door for her and
together they helped her up into the cab. The man hopped in on the
passenger side and Beauregard ran around to the driver’s side.

“You think you can get us to the hospital before...” The man let the
statement hang in the air. Beauregard almost smiled.

“Just hold on,” he said as he hit the gas.

The nearest hospital was Reed General in Newport News. It was thirty-
five minutes away. Beauregard pulled up to the emergency entrance
eighteen minutes after picking up the couple. The man hopped out and ran
into the emergency room. A few seconds later, a nurse was following him
back out pushing a wheelchair. They helped the girl out of the truck and
wheeled her into the hospital. The young guy lingered by the door.
Beauregard got back into his truck. When he looked up, the guy was
trotting over to the window.

“Hey, man, I don’t know what to say. I wish I could give you
something. I’m just so strapped right now, and Caitlin had to stop working



because of the baby. We moved in with her mom and...” Without warning,
tears began to trickle from the corners of his eyes.

“Hey. Hey. You don’t owe me nothing. I just hope everything goes
alright,” Beauregard said.

The man wiped at his face. He had a close-cropped haircut and the
beginnings of a moustache. Beauregard figured he was barely out of his
teens.

“Yeah. Me too. Hey look, thanks, man. I don’t know what would have
happened if you hadn’t stopped. Everybody else drove by us like we were
shit that they didn’t want to get on their shoes. I tell you what, you one
driving mofo. I think we got here before we left,” the man said. He held his
hand out to Beauregard. Beauregard took it and shook it. The guy had a
firm grip. A working man’s grip.

“Hey, what’s your name? If it’s a boy, we might name it after you,” the
man said. Beauregard didn’t say anything. He shook the man’s hand again.

“Anthony,” he said finally. His father’s name tasted like a bitter pill that
could save your life by almost killing you.

He let go of the man’s hand and drove away.

Red Hill County
August 1991

Beauregard could feel the power of the Duster’s engine rumbling up
through the floorboards, through the seat and out the top of his head. A
Buddy Guy cassette was playing in the tape deck. The warbling whine of
Buddy’s polka-dot guitar erupted from the radio speakers. His Daddy had
one hand on the steering wheel while his other hand gripped a brown bag.
He alternated between singing along with the cassette and taking swigs
from the bottle. Beauregard glanced at the speedometer. They were
approaching 90 miles an hour. The trees and the rolling fields looked like
pieces of Technicolor taffy as the Duster flew by.

“You know why I wanted to have you come over this weekend, don’t
ya, Bug?” Anthony said.

Beauregard nodded. “Mama says you going away. For a long time,” he
said.



His Daddy took another long swig from his bottle. He switched it from
his right hand to his left hand while holding the steering wheel steady with
his knee. Then he launched it out the window. Beauregard heard it smash
against a sign that stated the speed limit on Town Bridge Road was 45 mph.

“Your Mama say anything else?” Anthony asked. Beauregard turned his
head and gazed out the window. “That’s what I thought. Your Mama ...
your Mama is a good woman. She just can’t stand herself for falling for my
bullshit. She don’t take it out on you, do she, Bug?” Anthony asked.

Beauregard shook his head. He hated lying to his Daddy. But he hated
seeing his parents argue more.

“Well, T ain’t going away for that long, Bug. A year, maybe two. Just
until things cool down,” Anthony said.

“Where are you going?” Beauregard asked. He already knew, but he
wanted to hear his Daddy say it. Until he said where he was going, it wasn’t
real.

Anthony cut his eyes at Beauregard. “California. There’s work out there
for a man that can drive,” he said. They slid through a curve without
downshifting. Anthony pressed on the brake and the clutch with his feet and
let the car drift into the turn then hit the gas before it could stall. Neither
one of them spoke for a few minutes. The 340 did all the talking for them.

“Why you gotta go away, Daddy?” Beauregard asked.

Anthony didn’t turn his head. He gripped the steering wheel so tight
Beauregard could hear it creak. The muscles in Anthony’s neck bulged
under his dark obsidian skin. The Duster leaped forward as they descended
a slight incline. Beauregard felt his stomach float up near his neck.

“Bug, I want you to listen to me here. Really listen. I’m gonna say two
things and I don’t want you to forget them, alright? Shit, what am I saying,
you don’t never forget nothing. First thing is I love ya. I done some fucked-
up shit in my time but the best thing I ever done was be your Daddy. No
matter what nobody ever tells you, including your Mama, don’t ever doubt I
love ya,” Anthony said.

A park-and-ride lot came into view about five hundred feet up ahead.
As they approached it, Anthony whipped the steering wheel to the right and



the Duster skidded across the gravel until it came to a stop in front of a
concrete parking bumper.

“Second: When it comes down to it, don’t nobody care about you the
way you care about yourself. Don’t ever let nobody make you do for them
something they wouldn’t do for you. You hear me, boy?” Anthony asked.

Beauregard nodded. “I hear ya, Daddy,” he said.

“People want you to put up with something for a lifetime they wouldn’t
put up with for five minutes. I’'ll be damned if I’'m doing that. Hey, look, I
know your grandma put her foot in them biscuits but I could use a shake.
You want to go to the Tastee Freez?” Anthony asked.

Beauregard knew his Daddy didn’t really want a milkshake. He was
trying to be nice. He always tried to be nice whenever he did something that
hurt him or his Mama.

“Yeah,” Beauregard said.

“Alright then. We gonna get you the biggest strawberry shake they got,”
Anthony said. He put the Duster in gear and spun his tires as they sped out
of the park-and-ride.

“Chocolate. My favorite is chocolate,” Beauregard whispered.



TEN

Beauregard closed the shop early. He’d let Kelvin go around noon. The
morning had been painfully slow. They’d passed the time playing checkers,
listening to the radio and shooting the shit.

“You want me to call you tomorrow before I come in?” Kelvin had
asked.

“Yeah.”

“Just so you know, I told Jamal Paige I would help him out a few days
next week. Driving his tow truck for him while he out of town. Just so you
know,” Kelvin had said.

“That’s fine.”

“Told him I might be available a few days a week. Until things pick up
around here,” Kelvin said.

“I understand. You gotta do what you gotta do. It’s cool,” Beauregard
said.

Kelvin had stood there with his hands in the pockets of his coveralls. “I
just don’t want you to think I’'m dipping on you.”

“I know you ain’t,” Beauregard said. But he wouldn’t blame Kelvin if
he did.

After Kelvin had left, he had sat in his office watching the minute hand
on the clock on the wall. It moved languidly. He held on for three more
hours, then went over to see Boonie.

The yard was busy. Cars and trucks were moving across the weigh scale
at a brisk clip. A cavalcade of rusted iron and crumpled steel was passing
through the gates of Red Hill Metals. Beauregard wondered about where
some of the items came from. A wrought iron bed frame sat on the back of



a lime green pickup sitting in front of him, waiting its turn on the scale. The
finials on the headboard were shaped like blackberries. Had children
pretended they were real? Had a beautiful woman reached out and grabbed
them as she sat astride her lover? Did an old gangster experience the death
Boonie said was denied to men like him in that bed?

He got through the gate and went into the office. Boonie was sitting at
his desk counting out money to a wide white man wearing a Confederate
flag hat. Beauregard stood near the door.

“That’s two-fifty, Howard,” Boonie said after he had finished counting.
He handed the wad of bills to the man, who seemed to hesitate before he
grabbed them.

“That motor by itself is worth $200. It weighs damn dear a thousand
pounds,” the man grumbled.

“Howard, that’s the motor out a Gremlin. Now if you want to try your
luck somewhere else, go right ahead. But they gonna ask a lot more
questions than I do,” Boonie said.

Howard stood up and put the money in his pocket. He left without
saying a word.

“You wanna bet he’s calling me a nigger in his head?” Boonie asked.

Beauregard chuckled. “Hell, he was probably doing that before he sat
down,” he said.

Boonie swiveled in his chair and locked the safe that sat behind him.
“Long as he don’t say it out loud. You see that hat he was wearing? Them
good ol’ boys always telling us to get over slavery, but they can’t get over
having their ass handed to them by Sherman,” Boonie said.

Beauregard sat in the chair Howard had just vacated. “I need a favor,”
he said.

“I haven’t heard anything about any jobs yet,” Boonie said.

Beauregard shook his head. “I need a car. I can’t pay you up front, but
I’ll get you on the back end. Doesn’t matter what condition the body is in,
but the frame gotta be tight,” he said.

Boonie leaned back in his chair. It wailed under his weight. “You got a
line on something?” he asked.



Beauregard crossed his legs at the ankles. “Something like that,” he
said. He could feel tremors coming up from the floor as a dually drove by
the window. Boonie rocked back and forth in the chair. It cried out for
mercy.

“This wouldn’t have anything to do with Ronnie Sessions, would it?”
Boonie said. Beauregard held his face in check, but the shock registered in
his hands. He squeezed them into fists so tight his knuckles popped. They
sounded like pieces of glass thrown against a brick wall.

“Why you say that? Did he tell you that?” Beauregard said. His words
came out in a slow monotone.

“Nah. But he came in here this morning talking a mile a minute with
five rolls of copper that I know he fucking stole and five bags of mulch that
I also know he stole, but I can’t figure out why. I gave him four for the rolls.
They were worth five, but I don’t like that boy. He like to play dumb, but he
as slick as two eels in a bucketful of snot. He told Samuel he had a job in
the works and needed some money for tools. Told him it was a rocking
chair job. He wouldn’t never have to work again. And now you asking
about a car,” Boonie said.

He let the statement hang in the air between them. Beauregard didn’t
say anything. He kept his face placid.

“Well, shit. Just promise me you gonna be careful. Let’s go out back. I
think I got something for you,” Boonie said.

They wandered through the maze-like back lot of Red Hill Metals.
Dozens upon dozens of junk cars littered the landscape like the dead husks
of some great forgotten creatures. The smell of stagnant rainwater mixed
with oil and gas and grease filled the air. Dust devils chased at their feet as
they crunched across the gravel. Finally, they came to a dark blue two-door
sedan.

“Just got this the other day from Sean Tuttle’s old house. 87 Buick
Regal GNX. The motor’s shot but I don’t guess that gonna bother you
much. The bones on this ol’ boy are rock solid. Transmission was still good
too. Sean didn’t see himself doing anything with it, so we picked it up. I
was gonna start selling parts off it, but I can let you have it for a grand.”



Beauregard peered through the driver’s window. The interior was torn
and busted in multiple places. The headliner was drooping like a stroke
victim’s cheek. The front bumper had a hole in it the size of an offensive
lineman’s fist. Pockets of rust covered the hood like some oxidizing
eczema. The side mirrors were barely holding on. A good stiff wind would
send them flying. It saddened him to see a car in such a state of disrepair. It
made his skin crawl to see a car deteriorate like this. There was a part of
him that wanted to fix up every junked broke-down rambling wreck he saw.
Kia told him he felt about cars the way most people felt about puppies.

“Can you bring it by the shop tomorrow?” Beauregard asked.

“Yeah, I can. Probably shouldn’t, though. I know you pressed up against
it, Bug, but I don’t trust that boy. He so crooked they gonna have to screw
him into the ground when he dies,” Boonie said.

Beauregard knew Boonie meant well. He knew the old man cared. But
Boonie had options. Beauregard didn’t. “I’ll get you straight after it’s all
done,” he said.

“I know that. Just make sure you straight after it’s done. And if that
cracker come at you sideways, get at me and we’ll make sure he meets
Chompy Number One up close and personal like,” Boonie said.

He better not come at me sideways, Beauregard thought.

“You know I used to drive too. Got hung up one time, almost didn’t get
away. Your Daddy said something to me that made me stop driving. Get
into the other side of things.”

Beauregard wiped his hands on his pants.

“What was that?”

“He told me that I had a wife who loved me. I had the yard. He said,
‘Boonie, a man gotta be one thing or another. You either gonna run the yard
or you gonna be running in the streets. Man can’t be two types of beasts,’”
Boonie said.

“Too bad he didn’t take his own advice.”

“Didn’t he, though? Ant wasn’t a mechanic who drove. He was a driver
who sometimes worked as a mechanic. Love him or hate him, he knew who
he was,” Boonie said.

“You think I don’t know who I am?”



“I think you know. You just don’t like it,” Boonie said.

* * Kk

He left the scrap yard and headed for his sister-in-law’s place to pick up the
boys. As Beauregard pulled into Jean’s driveway, he wondered, not for the
first time, how a single mom could afford such a nice house on a
hairdresser’s salary. He parked the truck but before he could get to the door
of the two-story brick Colonial Darren was already running out the door.

“Daddy, look, Javon made me a tattoo!” Darren said. He rolled up the
sleeve of his Captain America T-shirt to show Beauregard the drawing of
Wolverine on his arm.

“It’s just magic marker. It’s not permanent,” Javon said. He was walking
out behind Darren.

“We should take a picture of it before your Mama makes him wash it
off,” Beauregard said. The detail in the drawing was uncanny. Javon had
even added the iconic “Snikt!” in a thought bubble above Wolverine’s head.

“No, I’m never washing it off,” Darren wailed. Beauregard scooped him
up with one arm and slung him over his shoulder.

“You gonna have to take a bath someday. You can’t walk around with a
shitty butthole,” he said. Darren exploded with laughter. Javon walked past
them carrying his backpack and Darren’s bag of crayons, coloring books
and action figures. He climbed in the truck and put in his ear buds.

“Hey Beau,” Jean said. She had appeared at the door like a wraith.

“Hey Jean. How ya doing?” Beauregard said. His sister-in-law crossed
her arms. She and Kia had similar features, but Jean had a video model’s
shape. Full in the hips and the chest with a figure like a Coke bottle.

“Oh, I’'m doing alright. You are looking good, though. Being your own
boss agrees with you.”

“Well, you should know all about that.”

“Yeah. I'm used to doing things my own way by myself. When you do
it that way, you never get disappointed. At the end of the day, you’re always
satisfied,” Jean said.

Beauregard felt his face get hot. “Well, I'm gonna get on down the
road,” he said. Jean smiled and faded back into the house. Beauregard



carried a still giggling Darren to the truck and put him next to his brother.
They backed out of the driveway and headed home.

“Is Aunt Jean lonely doing everything by herself?” Darren asked. He
had his hand out the window waving it up and down in the wind.

“I think Aunt Jean is just fine,” Beauregard said.

They pulled into their own driveway and Darren was out and running to
the house before Beauregard had put the truck into gear. Javon didn’t move.
During the ride, Darren had fished his I[ron Man action figure out of his bag.
He was now pitting Iron Man against the geranium Kia kept on the porch.

“Are we gonna be okay?” Javon asked.

Beauregard sat back against the bench seat of the truck. “Why you
asking me that?”

“I’ve heard you and Mama talking,” Javon said. He had pulled his ear
buds down around his neck.

“We gonna be fine. We might have hit a rough patch, but you ain’t gotta
worry about that. All you need to do is get ready for the eighth grade,”
Beauregard said.

“Mama was on the phone the other night saying she might have to get
another job because that Precision place opened up,” Javon said.

“Listen. Don’t you worry about Precision or your mom getting another
job. All you gotta worry about is hitting them books and getting through
high school,” Beauregard said.

“I wish T could just go to work too. I could get a job helping Uncle
Boonie. I hate school. It’s boring. The only thing I like is art class and I can
do that on my own,” Javon said. Beauregard drummed his fingers on the
steering wheel. He knew Javon was struggling in math. Beauregard had
tried to help him. He tried his best to unravel the Pythagorean theorem or
scientific notation for Javon but he knew he was a piss-poor teacher. He
couldn’t seem to explain angles and variables to Javon in a way that made
sense to his son. Beauregard just seemed to get it and it was hard to
articulate how he got it to someone else. He figured Javon felt the same way
about drawing. His son was smart and talented, just in a different way. His
Daddy used to say you didn’t call a fish dumb because it couldn’t climb a
tree.



Beauregard held his hand up in front of his son’s face.

“You see this grease on my hands? I’ve washed them five times today
and it still won’t come all the way off. Don’t get me wrong, there is no
shame working with your hands for a living. But for me, it was the only
choice I had. It don’t have to be that way for you. You wanna go to Auto
and Diesel school and get a job working on race cars, that’s fine. You
wanna go to VCU, take art classes and be a graphic designer, hey that’s fine
too. You wanna be a lawyer or a doctor or a writer, ain’t nothing wrong with
that either. Education gives you those choices.”

Beauregard sat back against the driver’s seat.

“Listen, when you’re a black man in America you live with the weight
of people’s low expectations on your back every day. They can crush you
right down to the goddamn ground. Think about it like it’s a race.
Everybody else has a head start and you dragging those low expectations
behind you. Choices give you freedom from those expectations. Allows you
to cut em loose. Because that’s what freedom is. Being able to let things
go. And nothing is more important than freedom. Nothing. You hear me,
boy?” Beauregard said.

Javon nodded his head.

“Alright then. All T want you to worry about is keeping your head in
them books. I’ll take care of everything else. Now help me get your brother
in the house. We don’t watch him he’ll be out here all night fighting with
that damn plant,” Beauregard said.

Beauregard got the boys inside and made them their favorite daddy
dinner. Cheeseburger casserole with a pitcher of lemon-lime Kool-Aid.
Later, after he had put them to bed, he waited up for Kia to get home. A
little after eleven, she came stumbling into the house.

“What did you feed the boys?”

“Their favorite,” he said.

She collapsed next to him on the couch. In less than five minutes she
was asleep. Beauregard got up and carried her to bed. Her lithe body
wrapped around him like a snake. He laid her down in the bed and went
back out to the living room to cut off the lights. He pulled his key ring out
of his pocket. As he was hanging it on the key hook the key to the Duster



slipped from the ring. The 8-ball at the end of the chain clattered across the
floor. He bent over and picked it up. The letters ATM were scratched into the
surface of the plastic resin on the miniature 8-ball. Tomorrow he would start
working on the Buick. He’d have to go back up to Cutter County and check
the route a few more times. He needed to go over the plan with Ronnie and
that Quan character again and again. Boonie was right about Ronnie. He
was playing some angle that only he could see. That was his way. It was
like he was addicted to being duplicitous. Quan was a wannabe gangsta
playing with a grown man’s gun. He didn’t trust either one of them, not
even a little bit. His father had trusted his partners and they had tried to kill
him in front of his only son. He had no intention of letting that happen to
him.

Beauregard knew there was no honor among thieves. Boys in the game
only respected you in direct proportion to how much they needed you
divided by how much they feared you. There was no doubt they needed his
skill.

And if they weren’t a little bit afraid of him then that was their mistake.



ELEVEN

Ronnie and Reggie sat in Reggie’s car with the engine idling so hard the
doors were rattling like maracas. They were parked on a lonely county
service road. A cell phone tower rose out of the woods behind them like the
arm of a titanic robot. Beauregard’s truck came rumbling down the gravel
road, throwing up a hazy cloud of dust. Beauregard pulled up to Reggie’s
car so that their driver’s side windows were parallel to each other. He
grabbed a cooler from the passenger seat and passed it to Reggie through
the window. Reggie handed the cooler to Ronnie.

“We been out here for almost an hour. I hope you got some beers in here
too,” Ronnie said. Beauregard ignored him.

“The guy I got ’em from don’t live around here. And he stay nervous.
Takes a little time to do business with him,” Beauregard said. Ronnie
grabbed the lid of the cooler.

“Don’t open it here,” Beauregard said.

“Well can you at least tell us what you got?”

“Six-shot revolvers. Made from pieces of a .38 but with an extended
barrel. No serial numbers and no ballistics history. Madness makes them
clean. Ghost pieces,” Beauregard said.

“‘Madness makes them clean.” Where you get that from, some fucked-
up fortune cookie?” Ronnie asked.

“Madness is the guy who makes them,” Beauregard said.

“Oh. Six-shooters huh? Quan ain’t gonna like that,” Ronnie said.

“Quan ain’t gotta like it. Revolvers don’t leave behind shell casings.
And if you need more than six shots you in the wrong line of work,”



Beauregard said. He put the truck in reverse, turned around and flew down
the service road.

He didn’t really like leaving Ronnie with the guns but he didn’t need to
get caught with unregistered weapons. Beauregard didn’t think Ronnie was
dumb enough to use the guns before the job. At least he hoped he wasn’t.

When he got to the shop, Kelvin was changing the oil on Esther Mae
Burke’s ancient Chevy Caprice. He had it up on the lift while Mrs. Burke
sat on the bench seat near the door.

“How you doing, Mrs. Burke?” Beauregard asked as he passed her on
his way to his office.

“I’'m well, Beauregard. Things a little slow around here today?” Mrs.
Burke asked. She was a trim, neat little white woman with a helmet of
bluish white hair propped up on her head like a rooster comb.

“Things will pick up eventually,” Beauregard said.

“My neighbor Louise Keating says them fellas at Precision Auto only
charge $19.99 for an oil change. And they top off all your fluids and will
even rotate the tires. All for $19.99. I told her if it’s that cheap, they
probably ain’t doing it correctly. I’d rather come here where I know it’s
done right,” Mrs. Burke said.

“Well, we appreciate your business,” Beauregard said. He continued to
his office.

“I’ll keep coming here until you close down, Beauregard,” Mrs. Burke
yelled. Beauregard didn’t break his stride. He went into the office and
closed the door behind him. The mountain of bills on the desk had gotten
higher. It was like financial plate tectonics. He sat down and began going
through them. He divided them into two different piles. Thirty days past due
and final notice. He had a credit card with about $200 left on it. He could
use that to pay the light bill. But that would burn up his budget for supplies.
He wasn’t robbing Peter to pay Paul. They had both ganged up on him and
were mugging him.

An hour later there was a knock on the door.

“Yeah,” Beauregard said. Kelvin came in and shut the door behind him.

“Mrs. Burke told me to tell you if you’re here in three months, she will
get us to change her brakes,” Kelvin said.



“I should thank her for the vote of confidence,” Beauregard said.

“So you gonna show me?” Kelvin asked.

“Show you what?”

“Don’t play with me, man. Come on, show me what you been working
on under that big-ass tarp in the corner,” Kelvin said.

Beauregard leaned back in his chair. “It’s just a little personal project,”
he said.

Kelvin laughed. “Bug, I know it’s for a job. I just wanna see it. You
been working on it day and night for a week and a half. The other night I
drove by around three A.M. and the lights were still on. Come on, let me see
this masterpiece, then we can lock up and go over to Danny’s for some
liquid lunch. It’s been a pretty slow day,” he said.

Beauregard sighed. “Alright, come on,” he said.

They went back out into the shop area and walked over to the far corner
near the used oil container. He pulled the tarp off the car with a flourish.
The body had been painted a dark navy blue. Nothing extravagant, just
serviceable. Kelvin noticed the windows and the windshield were slightly
opaque.

“You put homemade bulletproof glass in the windows,” Kelvin said. It
was more a statement than a question.

“Yeah. Fixed up some run-flat tires too,” Beauregard said. He opened
the driver door and popped the hood. The motor was pristine. Kelvin let out
a low whistle.

“V6?” he asked.

“Yeah. I rebuilt it from the top down. Got some extras in there too,”
Beauregard said.

“Ha, I bet you do. Shit, man, I wish I was driving it. She looks legit. I
bet she get up,” Kelvin said.

“Yeah. She got some legs. I burnt up all my credit with Bivins Auto
Supply getting her straight,” Beauregard said. He slammed the hood down
and took a step back from the car.

“Feel good, don’t it? Getting ready for a job,” Kelvin said.

“No,” Beauregard lied. It felt better than good. It felt right. It was like
he had found a comfortable pair of old shoes that he had thought were lost



forever. Intrinsically he knew that was a problem. It shouldn’t feel good or
right. The list of things that should bring him joy should begin with his wife
and children and end with something benign like an upcoming fishing trip
or going to a see a legal drag race. But what should be and what was rarely
aligned.

“Let’s get that beer,” he said.

The music in Danny’s was as dark as the décor. “Hey Joe” by Jimi
Hendrix was pumping through the surround sound. Danny’s had a fancy
new LED illuminated jukebox, but someone had decided Jimi’s old tale of
murder and woe was apropos for some day drinking. Beauregard ordered a
Bud Light and Kelvin got a rum and Coke.

“You sure you don’t need some help on this?” Kelvin asked.

Beauregard sipped his beer. “I’m sure,” he said.

Kelvin threw back his drink. The ice cubes clinked together. “Alright.
Just saying you keep me in mind,” he said.

Beauregard sipped his beer again. “Yeah. I think this is gonna be a one-
time thing. Everything goes right we can make some improvements to the
shop. Add an auto body department. Compete with Precision for the next
round of county contracts,” he said.

“Yeah, I hear you. Don’t mean we can’t do a little something on the
side,” Kelvin said.

“Actually, that’s exactly what it means,” Beauregard said. He finished
his beer and slid off the bar stool.

“Hey, man, I didn’t...” Kelvin’s voice trailed off.

“I know you didn’t,” Beauregard said. He leaned forward and put his
mouth close to Kelvin’s ear. “If anyone asks, I was at the shop all day this
coming Monday and Tuesday.”

“You didn’t even have to tell me that. I already know what time it is,”
Kelvin said.

Beauregard patted him on the back and headed for the exit. As he
approached the door a tall gangly white man stepped through. A mop of
unruly brown hair sat on his head like a designer dog. His wide brown eyes
were rheumy and bloodshot. The man gave Beauregard a brief glance
before sidling up to the bar. As he passed, Beauregard noticed a red



birthmark on his neck that bore a passing resemblance to a map of the
United States. The birthmark ran in the man’s family. His father and his two
uncles had sported the exact same birthmark in the exact same place. That
was how they had acquired their nicknames. Melvin’s father had been Red,
and Melvin’s uncles were White and Blue. The Navelys had been what
passed for bad around Red Hill back in the day.

Melvin Navely sat two seats down from Kelvin at the bar. Beauregard
heard him order a gin on the rocks. When he raised the glass to his lips he
noticed Melvin’s hand was trembling. Beauregard wondered if it was the
d.t.’s or seeing him as he entered the bar that made Melvin’s hand shake.
Despite Red Hill being such a small town, they didn’t run into each other all
that often. He could count on one hand the number of times he had seen
Melvin Navely in the last fifteen years. Did Melvin consciously avoid him?
Beauregard thought it was possible. He didn’t blame the man.

He wouldn’t want to see the person who ran his father down walking
around free either.



TWELVE

Monday morning, Beauregard woke up at six. He put on a pair of blue jeans
and a black T-shirt. He dug an old pair of sunglasses out of the nightstand.
He left his wallet on the nightstand. Kia was lying on her side with her legs
tucked up to her chest. He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. She
turned and kissed him back.

“Hey,” she said.

He stroked her hair. “I’m heading out,” he said.

Kia opened her eyes. “It’s today, ain’t it?” she asked.

“Yeah. I might not be home till late,” Beauregard said.

She sat up and kissed him on the mouth. “You just make sure your ass
comes home,” she said.

“I will,” he said.

They stared at each other and spoke with their eyes.

Don't get killed. Don't get caught.

I'won’t. I’'m built for this. It’s all I've ever been good at.

That’s not true. You’re a good father. A good husband. I love you.

I love you too.

He went in and kissed his boys too. Then he headed for the shop.

* * Kk

Beauregard slipped into the Buick and fired her up. It didn’t sound as
impressive as the Duster, but it was almost as fast. He had taken it out last
night for a test drive. It handled smooth, taking the curves like a tango
dancer executing a balanceo. He eased her out of the garage, got out and
pulled down the roll door, and headed for Reggie’s trailer.



Ronnie and Quan came out on the second honk of the horn. They were
dressed identically in blue coveralls. They both carried plastic grocery bags
with the IGA logo prominently displayed. Ronnie got in the passenger’s
seat and Quan climbed into the back seat. Ronnie was uncharacteristically
quiet. Quan was humming a tune Beauregard recognized as “Regulate” by
Warren G and Nate Dogg. He backed up next to Quan’s car, then headed
down Reggie and Ronnie’s driveway. The Buick had tags from another old
Buick in Boonie’s yard and a counterfeit inspection sticker. Beauregard kept
it well under the speed limit as they drove out to Cutter County. They would
be fine unless some overeager Johnny Law decided to racially profile them
and run the plates.

“Did you get everything I told you to?” Beauregard said.

Ronnie flinched like he had been kicked in the nuts.

“Huh?”

“The ski mask and the grease paint and the surgical gloves,” Beauregard
said.

“Oh yeah. We paid cash like you said. Got the mask at different stores
than the grease paint, on different days.”

“Good. You guys both straight?” Beauregard asked

“Yeah. I didn’t even have a beer this morning,” Ronnie said.

Quan didn’t respond.

“Quan?” Beauregard said.

“I’m straight, nigga,” Quan said. He spoke clearly and distinctly. His
voice was even and clear. He pronounced each syllable with articulation so
sharp you could have sliced bread on it.

“This thing got a radio?” Ronnie asked. Beauregard pulled on to Town
Bridge Road and headed for the interstate. He had on a pair of black driving
gloves with holes over the knuckles. He flexed his right hand and pushed a
button on the radio in the center of the console. “Ante Up” by M.O.P.
started to fill the car.

“Well, that’s appropriate,” Ronnie said.

The AC in the car did not work. Beauregard cracked his window and a
torrent of wind barreled into the Buick. He felt his heart begin to pound. It
felt like a dogfish flopping on a pier. The sky was so dark it looked like



dusk. A blanket of clouds obscured the early morning sun. Another old hip-
hop song came on the radio and Beauregard felt himself nodding his head
before he realized the title of the song. “Mind Playing Tricks on Me” by
Houston trio the Geto Boys. He remembered when that song first came out
how Kelvin wanted a copy of the tape so bad he convinced Beauregard to
hitchhike with him to the mall in Richmond and try and steal one.
Beauregard had gone to the arcade and hustled some white college kids on
Pit-Fighter and earned enough money to buy the tape. Kelvin had asked
him why they didn’t just take it.

“My Daddy says a risk always gotta be worth the reward. That tape ain’t
worth getting caught at the door,” he had said.

“He told you that?” Kelvin had asked.

“Nah, but I heard him talking to Uncle Boonie.”

He knew why that memory had come to him. He didn’t need six years
of overpriced psychoanalysis to understand his own mind. The diamonds
were worth the risk. Even if Ronnie was shady and Quan was shaky. The
reward outweighed the risk by a metric ton. Beauregard merged onto the
interstate and hit the gas.

The parking lot of the shopping center was nearly empty when they
arrived. There were two cars in front of a Chinese restaurant two doors
down from the jewelry store. There were five cars in front of the jewelry
store itself. The rest of the parking lot was bare. The clouds had cleared,
revealing a cerulean sky. Beauregard thought it looked like someone had
spilled watercolors across the heavens. He drove past the store and parked
so that he was facing the exit. He took a deep breath. “Time to fly,” he said
as he expelled the breath.

“Huh?” Quan asked.

“Nothing. Check your guns. Make sure they loaded. Put on the makeup.
One minute to make sure no heroes get in the mix. Two minutes to open the
safe and grab the diamonds and some other pieces out of the display case.
One minute to get back here to the car. Four minutes. At five minutes, I’'m
leaving the parking lot. You hear me?” Beauregard said.

Ronnie and Quan opened their bags and took out cans of white grease
paint. They pulled on their latex gloves and light camo hunting masks. They



both pulled out their pieces.

“I hear you, man. We’ll be back quicker than a hiccup,” Ronnie said.

“Quan, you hear me?” Beauregard asked. He studied Quan’s reflection
in the rearview mirror. A backwoods Grim Reaper was sitting in his car.

“I hear you, man,” Quan said, over-enunciating each word.

“Are you fucked up?” Beauregard asked.

Quan shoved the .38 in his pocket.

“Nope.”

Beauregard turned around and leaned over the seat. “Look at me.”

Quan raised his head. “Nigga, I said I’'m straight. Damn, let’s just do
this,” Quan said.

Beauregard rubbed the thumb on his left hand against his forefinger.

“Four minutes. Two hundred and forty seconds. That will give us a two-
minute head start on the cops that are three streets over. Get in, get out, get
gone,” he said. An old Irish bank robber he had worked with on three
separate occasions had coined that phrase, but Beauregard never forgot it.
That Irishman had been a professional. These boys were not in his league.
They weren’t even playing the same game.

“I got it,” Quan said.

Ronnie adjusted his mask. “Let’s shake, rattle and roll,” he said. He
opened the car door and hopped out. Quan climbed over the seat and
followed him after slamming the door shut.

Beauregard watched them hurry across the parking lot. Fifteen steps to
the door from where he was parked. He had come back up here a few days
ago and counted the steps from the door to the closest parking space. He
checked his watch. It was 8:15.

He gripped the steering wheel.

“Time to fly,” he whispered.



THIRTEEN

Ronnie felt like he was in a movie. Everything around him seemed electric.
Shimmering like scenes coming out of a projector. He had scored a tiny
miniscule amount of coke the night before. This morning he had done two
lines. Just enough to sharpen his senses. He realized now that had been a
mistake. He felt overwhelmed by all the stimuli around him. He thought he
could hear his eyelids click when he blinked. His skin felt raw and exposed
as a nerve in a broken tooth.

Fuck it. Get this money. Blue suede shoes, motherfuckers, he thought.

Ronnie pushed through the door of the jewelry store with his shoulder.
He had his gun in his right hand and his plastic bag in his left. The overhead
recessed lights bathed the sales floor in a sepia tone. The display cases were
laid out in an upside-down U shape. A long case at the rear of the store
served as a sales desk. The cash register sat on the far left side. Two long
cases ran the length of the store on both sides. A huge picture window took
up most of the front of the store. Jenny was standing behind the desk with a
stocky woman in a shaggy crew cut. They were talking to an older white
woman in a rainbow-colored sundress. Her long white hair was plaited into
two long pigtails. To his right a young black man was leaning over one of
the display cases, obviously deep in thought.

“You know what time it is! Get on the floor and shut your goddamn
mouths!” Ronnie screamed.

“Get on the ground or they gonna be cleaning your brains off the
fucking ceiling tiles!” Quan screamed. At first no one moved. The young
black guy didn’t even raise his head.



“NOW!” Ronnie screamed. The young man dropped to the floor so
quickly he might have stepped through a trap door. The older white woman
took longer but she too got down on the floor. Jenny and the heavyset lady,
who had to be the manager, also got down on the floor. Ronnie rushed over
to the desk. The two of them were on all fours about to lie flat on the floor.

“Come on, Red, you and me going in the back,” Ronnie said. The
manager hopped up faster than her size would have suggested.

“Don’t you touch her!” she said. She put herself between Ronnie and
Jenny. Ronnie nearly took a step back. The ferociousness in her voice was
palatable. Her eyes were bugging from their sockets and a vein was
pulsating in her forehead. As a rule, Ronnie didn’t believe in hitting
women. He had enough Southern hospitality instilled in him as a kid that he
found the idea distasteful. Under normal circumstances he would never put
his hands on a lady. However, these were not normal circumstances. Not by
a long shot.

Ronnie struck the manager just above her right eye with the butt of the
.38. A divot the width of a popsicle stick appeared above her eye. Blood
spewed from the wound like water from a broken faucet. The manager fell
forward, grabbed at the counter, and fell to the floor. Ronnie grabbed Jenny
by the arm and pulled her up to her feet.

“Keep an eye on them!” Ronnie barked.

Quan nodded his head vigorously. Ronnie dragged Jenny into the back
room.

Once they were through the door that said EMPLOYEES ONLY, Ronnie
pulled Jenny close.

“Did you deactivate the alarm?” he asked.

“I couldn’t. Lou Ellen was here when I got here. She was supposed to
be off, but she traded with Lisa.”

“Fuck. Does the alarm run through the safe?” Ronnie asked.

“How the fuck am I supposed to know?” Jenny said.

Ronnie almost hit a woman for the second time in his life. “Just open
the damn thing,” he said. Jenny wrenched her arm free and navigated her
way through three wide metal worktables and past a large metal desk. She
stopped at a large gunmetal gray safe nearly as tall as Ronnie. She punched



a few buttons on a keypad on the front of the safe. A green light started
flashing on an LED screen on the door. Jenny pulled on the handle.

Nothing happened.

“Try it again!” Ronnie hissed. Jenny punched in the combination again.
The green light flashed. She pulled the handle.

Nothing.

“Get out the way,” Ronnie said. He pulled on the handle. At first it
didn’t seem like it was moving. He pulled harder. The door started to open,
painfully slow. It was heavy as hell. He put his gun in the pocket of his
coveralls, dropped his plastic bag and used both hands to open the door.
Inside the safe were six shelves lined in black fabric. On the first shelf were
three bundles of cash. Ronnie picked up his bag and threw all three bundles
into the former grocery sack. He didn’t know the money was going to be in
the safe, but he wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. On the next
three shelves were ledgers, files and random papers. On the sixth shelf was
a nondescript brown box the size of a pencil box. He grabbed it and ripped
open the stiff cardboard lid. It flew up and Ronnie was greeted by the
prettiest sight his eyes had ever had the pleasure of viewing. The box was
full of uncut diamonds. Each one was as big as a good-sized raisin.

“Hello, ladies,” Ronnie said. He snapped the lid back down and shoved
the box in his bag. “Come on, you gotta lay down beside Indigo Girl out
there.” He grabbed Jenny by the arm and headed back out to the sales floor.
His heart was a hornet in his chest. He tried to will it to calm down, but it
was futile. That was alright, the job was almost done. He had done it. He
had seen the opportunity and he had grabbed it. Like the King said,
ambition was just a dream with a V8 engine. He was gonna ride that V8 all
the way to a place with sand by the ton and water so clear you could see a
mermaid coming up to give you a kiss.

* * *

Ronnie knew something was wrong as soon as he opened the door, but he
didn’t know what it was until he saw the dyke’s reflection in the polarized
glass in the door of the shop. She had a handheld howitzer pointed at Quan
from the other side of the office door.



Ronnie reached into his right pocket and gripped his gun. He fired
through his pocket into the door. Lou Ellen fired her gun as she lost her
balance. As she fell she let out a jagged wail. While she was falling she
continued to pull the trigger on her gun.

Glass rained down on Quan. One of the shots from the woman behind
the counter had whizzed by his head and punched a hole in the picture
window in the front of the store. Ronnie saw the brother on the floor pop up
and run toward the door. Quan’s hand raised reflexively.

The young brother’s head snapped back like it was tied to an invisible
rope that had been pulled taut. A red mist filled the space between him and
Quan. The brother dropped like a wet sheet falling off a clothesline. Quan
was blinking frantically. There was something in his eyes.

Ronnie stepped over the brother with half his head missing and grabbed
Quan by the arm. He shoved him toward the door. He could hear Jenny
screaming. Her sugar mama was howling like a banshee. The old woman on
the floor was crying. Ronnie pushed Quan through the door. They hit the
sidewalk in a dead sprint. The picture window in the front of the shop
exploded. Ronnie didn’t look back but he knew the dyke was still shooting
at them. He ran toward the Buick with Quan in tow. It wasn’t until he got to
the car that he realized he was screaming too.

* * %

Beauregard opened the passenger door when he saw them run out of the
jewelry store. Quan climbed into the back seat and Ronnie jumped into the
front. Ronnie had barely closed the door all the way when Beauregard took
off, tires squealing and leaving a cloud of gray smoke in his wake. The
Buick sailed out of the parking lot doing 40. Beauregard slammed on the
brakes and the gas as he twisted the steering wheel to the right. There were
only a few cars on the street this time of morning. Beauregard careened
around them going up on the sidewalk then back to the street. He ran a red
light and Ronnie screamed as he threaded the needle between a jacked-up
good ol’ boy truck and a short-body delivery van.

Beauregard gripped the steering wheel like it was a life preserver. He
could feel the vibrations of the engine radiating through the wheel and up



his arms. His heart wasn’t pounding. He guessed it wasn’t doing more than
70 beats per minute. This was where he belonged. Where he excelled. Some
people were meant to pound the keys on a piano or strum the strings of a
guitar. A car was his instrument and he was performing a symphony. A
coldness filled him. It started in his stomach and spread to his extremities.
He knew no matter what happened he would never feel more alive, more
present than he felt at this moment. There was truth in that idea and sadness
too.

Quan pulled his mask off and tossed it to the floor of the car. He wiped
at his eyes while simultaneously spitting repeatedly. There was a hot
coppery taste in his mouth. Sirens erupted behind them. He turned and
looked out the back window. Two blue and white police cruisers had
materialized out of nowhere. The lights were nearly lost in the glare from
the sun. Quan wiped his eyes with his sleeve again. He looked at it and
noticed the grease paint had a pinkish hue. Blood. It was blood. The guy’s
blood. He had killed the guy. He had killed someone. Quan dropped his gun
to the floor like it was on fire. The vomit was coming out of his mouth
before he even realized he was nauseous.

Beauregard cut his eyes to the left and appraised the cruisers rapidly
approaching in his side mirror. During his second recon trip he had driven
by the police station once again. It had been near dark and he had counted
four cruisers sitting in the parking lot next to the station. Counting the one
he had seen parked near the exit made five. A place the size of Cutter
County didn’t need more than five police cruisers. The two that were
chasing them and the one that was likely on patrol were Dodge Charger
Pursuit Special Editions. A 340 hp Hemi engine under the hood meant the
car could accelerate from 0 to 60 in six seconds. They came equipped with
advanced steering and suspension options. A powerful rear suspension
camber linkage and wider-than-normal disk brakes gave the car near
supernatural handling capabilities.

As his Daddy would have said, them dogs could hunt.

Beauregard had calculated they would have at least two minutes before
the cops even knew the store had been robbed once they had left if
everything went smooth. Conversely, he had figured they would only have



thirty seconds if shit went south. He had heard gunshots as he sat in the
Buick. That was a good indicator things had gone pretty far south. The cops
showing up in his rearview mirror was not a shock.

A sign near the on-ramp indicated sensible drivers should slow down to
35 mph to access the ramp and merge into traffic.

Beauregard took it doing 60. He held the gas down with his right foot
and the brakes with his left. The car drifted in a semicircle before emerging
onto the interstate.

“Shit shit shit!” Ronnie howled.

Beauregard let up off the brake and held the gas pedal down to the floor.
The Buick leaped forward as the five-speed transmission he had installed
engaged. Beauregard merged and cut off a tractor trailer as he slid into the
second of the interstate’s three lanes. The trucker laid on his horn, but
Beauregard only heard it as a faint trumpeting in the distance. The sirens
soon overwhelmed the horn. Beauregard glanced in the rearview mirror
without moving his head. Drivers were pulling over for the cruisers as they
closed in on him. They would be close enough to ram him with their
bullbars before he knew it. Beauregard cranked up the radio. “WHAM!” by
Stevie Ray Vaughan was on the radio. He must have hit the PBS station.
Regular radio didn’t play instrumental tunes anymore.

A blue toggle switch was just below the radio. Beauregard pushed it and
the engine roared like a cave bear. Nitrous oxide. N,O. He had installed a
plate delivery system on the engine. He’d also adjusted the piston rings so
that when the engine heated up from the introduction of the nitro the rings
wouldn’t fuse shut and crack the pistons.

A lot of work but it would be worth it. The needle on the speedometer
was lying all the way to the right. It trembled just above 135. An SUV with
a plethora of stickers on the rear window that told the story of a stick figure
family and several honor roll students loomed in front of him. Beauregard
slammed the steering wheel to the right again and drove on the wide
shoulder of the interstate to get around the SUV.

“OH JESUS!” Ronnie screamed.

Orange triangle-shaped road signs warned of construction ahead.
Beauregard hazarded a look in the rearview again. The cruisers were still



back there but he had at least six car lengths between the Buick and their
Chargers. The overpass that carried the interstate over a two-lane
intersection rose up in front of him like a pale white whale’s back breaching
out of the ocean depths. The interstate had narrowed from three lanes to
two. When the construction was completed the lanes would widen to four.
Two additional lanes were being added to the overpass. The new
construction stopped well short of its older cousin. A gap sixty feet wide
stretched beyond the end of the concrete and the exposed rebars. Twenty-
five feet below this chasm, a mound of reddish clay-infused soil rose ten
feet into the air. Orange traffic barrels and neatly stacked steel struts and
angle iron occupied the space to the right of the pile of dirt. To its left was
the intersection and a single-lane highway that had been closed off by
traffic cones.

“Shit, tell me you ain’t trying to jump this motherfucker!” Ronnie said
over the last notes of Stevie Ray’s Stratocaster.

“Put on your neck pillows,” Beauregard said. He grabbed his own from
his lap with one hand and slipped it around his neck.

Ronnie grabbed the pillows from the floor. He put one on then tossed
one to Quan.

“Why we gotta wear these, Bug?” Ronnie asked. Instead of putting on
his pillow Quan fell over and lay down in the fetal position.

Beauregard ignored Ronnie’s question. He slammed on the brakes and
yanked the steering wheel to the left. The Buick did a 180 as a gray cloud of
smoke engulfed them. Without a second of hesitation he slammed the car in
reverse and stomped on the gas. The wooden pickets that had surrounded
the median had been replaced with orange snow fencing.

Ronnie was screaming in his ear. No words, just one long nonsensical
wail. They were doing 60, hurtling toward an unfinished section of road.

Backwards.

The police were closing in like wolves chasing a deer.

Then the deer sprouted wings.

Beauregard didn’t say hold on. He didn’t say watch out. But in his
mind, he heard his father’s voice.

“She flying now, Bug!”



The Buick sailed off the overpass. It plummeted twenty-five feet like a
stone. The trunk slammed into the pile of dirt, but the dirt helped to cushion
their fall. The edge of the overpass rapidly receded from Beauregard’s
vision as they fell. He braced himself by gripping the steering wheel and
leaning back in his seat as hard as he could. The rear bumper took some of
the force. The load-leveling shocks he had installed took the rest. He could
feel every inch of the steel plating he welded to the chassis stretch to its
tensile limit.

The cop car that had been closest to them had slammed on the brakes.
The cop car behind hadn’t. It crashed into the first one and sent it careening
off the edge. It landed nose first into the asphalt. Steam and engine coolant
burst from the crumpled hood even as the car fell forward on its roof.
Beauregard jerked on the gearshift, dropped the car into drive and
extricated himself from the dry dirt pile. Red clay flew fifty feet into the air
as the rear tires strained for purchase. Finally, after what seemed like ten
years Beauregard felt the rubber meet the road. He slipped by the upside-
down cop car and crashed through the traffic cones. He took the road back
to Route 314 and turned right.

“I think I done shit my pants,” Ronnie mumbled.

The Buick streaked down the single-lane blacktop road. They passed
one decrepit work van and then the road was empty. Two miles later
Beauregard turned off the blacktop onto an old dirt lane with mud holes
deep enough for spelunking. He did his best to navigate the Buick around
the holes. The trees lining the lane cast awkward shadows as the sun
seemed to rise higher in the sky.

The road ended twenty feet from a wide body of standing water.
Beauregard had found the place on his second recon trip. The lane was
overgrown now but once it had led to a quarry. Over the years, rainwater
had filled it and created a man-made lake. There were no fish in the water
but sometimes the local kids would ride down the road to go swimming.
Sometimes young lovers would come down the road to engage in awkward
couplings as they fumbled their way to ecstasy. Boonie’s wrecker sat near
the edge of the lake.



Beauregard stopped the Buick. Ronnie and Quan got out and stripped
out of their coveralls. Ronnie was wearing his usual attire and Quan had on
sweat pants and a baggy blue T-shirt. They tossed the coveralls in the car
but not before using them to wipe the grease paint off their faces. Ronnie
and Quan ran over to the truck. Beauregard got out and retrieved a short
two-by-four from the back seat. One end was covered in what appeared to
be ground beef and tomato sauce. He put that end against the gas pedal and
wedged the other end into the steering wheel. Beauregard wound down the
window and closed the door. Then he reached through the open window and
shifted the car into drive. Beauregard jumped back as the car began to
rocket forward.

The Buick hit the edge of the lake and for a moment it took flight again.
Gravity reached out and snatched it out of the air and pulled it into the
water. A spray of stagnant water rained down on Beauregard, but he didn’t
move. He watched the car sink until it was fully submerged. How long
would the engine run underwater? The question popped into his head and
he made a mental note to research it later.

“Come on, man, let’s go!” Ronnie said.

Beauregard got into the truck and eased it back to the main road. He had
borrowed it from Boonie. One of Boonie’s guys had followed him to Cutter
County last night. The guy had parked at the convenience store two miles
down the road. Beauregard had hidden the truck then hoofed it back to the
store.

They turned left onto Route 314 and headed for Route 249. Beauregard
wanted to avoid the interstate. The old state roads would get them back to
Red Hill. It would just take a while.

A state police cruiser shot past them doing at least 100 headed back
toward Cutter County. Ronnie put his hand in his pocket as if reaching for
the gun that he’d thrown in the lake.

“They’re looking for a primer blue Buick. Not a tow truck,” Beauregard
said.

It took them nearly three hours to get back to Red Hill. Beauregard
drove Ronnie and Quan back to Reggie’s trailer. He stopped the truck and
put it in park. The three of them climbed out of the truck. Ronnie had the



box tucked under his arm like a high school textbook. He walked around
the front of the truck to the driver side and playfully punched Beauregard in
the shoulder.

“Now that was what I call some driving! That’s why I needed the Bug!
Goddamn, I thought I saw Jesus trying to take the wheel, but you were like
nah, Hoss, I got this!” he said. He held up his hand for a high five.
Beauregard put his hands in his pockets. Ronnie held his hand up for a few
more moments then put it down by his side. Beauregard looked at Ronnie.

“I heard shots. Other people heard them too. That’s why the cops got
called. What happened in there?” Beauregard asked.

Ronnie shrugged. “That dyke pulled a gun.”

“You kill her?”

“Well, I didn’t stop and take her pulse.”

“What about him? He kill anybody?”

“Man, it got crazy in there. Couldn’t be helped.”

“How she get the drop on you? I thought he was supposed to be crowd
control while you went in the back,” Beauregard said. Ronnie had been
wondering the same thing but now that they were out and back home he
wasn’t that concerned about it.

Beauregard walked around him and went over to Quan. He stood well
inside the other man’s personal space.

“How about it, gangster? What happened in there?”

“Man, what difference it make. We made it,” he said. He slurred the
words “made it.”

“What you say?” Beauregard asked.

“I said—"

Beauregard slapped him so hard it sounded like a rifle shot. Quan did a
180 and slid against the hood of the wrecker. His blue T-shirt got caught on
the wire cage over the headlight. Beauregard squatted beside him.

“You fucked-up, ain’t ya? I can see it in your eyes. Let me tell you what
difference it makes. It’s the difference between an armed robbery that they
might chase for a few months and first-degree murder that they won’t never
let go. I told you not to get fucked-up. But you did it anyway. Let me guess.



That lady got the drop on you when you zoned out while Ronnie was in the
back. You stupid ass.” Beauregard stood.

“Don’t come back to Red Hill. You’re persona non grata now. I don’t
ever wanna see you again. And you,” he said as he turned to face Ronnie.

“I don’t wanna see you until you got my money. Then we meet
somewhere outside of town. Toss your phones,” he said. He squatted down
again. He grabbed Quan by his braids.

“I don’t think I gotta tell you, don’t say nothing to nobody about today. I
heard you vomit in the back of the car. I know this gonna be hard for you to
live with. But you gonna learn to live with it or you gonna die because of it.
You hear me?” he said. Quan nodded. Beauregard got to his feet.

“Last time, Ronnie. After you pay me, don’t ever come around me or
mines again.” Beauregard climbed in the truck and fired it up. Quan
extricated himself from the grill and got to his feet. Beauregard backed all
the way out of Reggie’s driveway.

“I hate that motherfucker,” Quan said.

“I don’t think he too fond of your ass either. Come on, let’s get a beer.
In a week, you gonna be eighty grand richer. Then you can hire a boxing
trainer,” Ronnie said.

“Fuck you, Ronnie,” Quan said. He rubbed his face.

“Yeah, yeah. Let’s get that beer before Bug come back and give you a
matching set,” Ronnie said. He headed for the trailer. A few seconds later,
Quan followed him.

“I hate that motherfucker,” Quan murmured under his breath.

* * Kk

Beauregard drove out to Boonie’s, traded the wrecker for his truck and
headed to the shop. The sign on the door had been turned to cLOSED. Kelvin
must have been at lunch. He unlocked the door, went inside and turned on
the lights. The Duster sat in the corner mute as the Sphinx, yet it still spoke
to him inside his head.

“We are who we were meant to be.”

The voice in his head sounded like his Daddy. That rough, whiskey-
soaked melodic voice that haunted his daydreams. But the words belonged



to someone far more eloquent that he couldn’t recall. He ran his finger over
the hood of the Duster. People had been shot. They might even be dead.
There was going to be major heat coming down after such a brazen robbery
in broad daylight. He had a feeling Ronnie was going to try and fuck him
over for his cut. Quan was a fucking train wreck.

But they had gotten away. He still had it. Whatever “it” was.

“We are who we were meant to be,” he said.

His words echoed through the garage.



FOURTEEN

“Ms. Lovell, we just want you to know we are sorry about what you have
been through,” the first cop, whose name was LaPlata, said. He was tall and
thin but had big veiny hands that looked strong enough to crack a coconut.

“Just so you know, the Commonwealth Attorney is not inclined to press
charges against you for discharging your weapon,” the other cop, Billups,
said. “Mrs. Turner is going to be fine and she doesn’t want to pursue any
criminal action. Since the gun was registered, you’re in the clear as far as
that is concerned.” He was built like a fire hydrant and had a hairline that
was retreating like Lee at Gettysburg. They sat across from her on a narrow
love seat covered in a fading floral pattern. Lou Ellen sat in her recliner
with her legs elevated on the foot rest. Her crutches lay on the floor next to
the chair.

“Well, that’s good to know. I mean since I was trying to save her life,”
Lou Ellen said. She shifted in the recliner and felt a bolt of pain shoot
through her entire left side. She grimaced and let out a long guttural moan.

“Can we get you something?” Billups asked.

Lou Ellen shook her head. “Docs already got me on the highest legal
dosage of Oxy. They say the bullet bounced around in my thigh, bounced
off my femur, and came out near my ass. It’s been two weeks and it still
feels fresh. I think I’m going to be in pain for a long time. Might as well get
used to it,” Lou Ellen said.

“Ms. Lovell, can you tell us anything about the people who robbed the
store?” Billups asked.

Lou Ellen shook her head again. “They were both men, I think. They
both wore masks. And gloves. They had gloves on.”



“You’re positive they didn’t get away with anything? The safe was wide
open when the deputies got there,” L.aPlata asked.

“Just a few hundred dollars in petty cash,” Lou Ellen lied.

LaPlata stared at her. His almond-shaped eyes seemed to be studying
her like a child studies an ant right before he holds a magnifying glass over
it.

“It’s just strange. There were pieces in the display cabinets worth a few
thousand dollars. But they didn’t go for them. This wasn’t a smash-and-
grab. They specifically went for the safe and safe alone,” LaPlata said. His
eyes never left Lou Ellen.

“I guess they thought we had the good stuff in the back, I don’t know.
Look, I don’t mean to be rude but I'm really not feeling too great. Can we
finish this later?” she asked.

LaPlata turned his gaze toward Billups. After a few seconds, the big
man nodded. Both detectives stood.

“Well, Ms. Lovell, if you think of anything, please give us a call. We
will get to the bottom of this, I promise you that,” LaPlata said. He handed
her a business card with his name printed on it in small neat letters. She
took the card but didn’t meet his questioning eyes. She could feel them
boring into her skull.

“Get some rest, Ms. Lovell. We will be in touch,” Billups said. The
detectives stalked out of her apartment.

When she heard the door shut behind them, she closed her eyes and
sighed. She dug in the pocket of her lounge pants and pulled out a brown
plastic pill bottle. She dry-swallowed two more OxyContin. The bitter taste
soon gave way to a languid turgidity that moved through her body with a
stealthy determination. She leaned the recliner all the way back and tried
not to think about the cops or the store or the pain in her leg.

Twenty minutes passed before her cell phone rang. Lou Ellen sat
straight up, feeling her heart pounding like a pile driver in her chest. She
pulled it out of her pocket and looked at the screen.

The caller ID said John Elevonone. John 11:1. The first mention of
Lazarus in the Bible. Getting a phone call from Lazarus “Lazy”



Mothersbaugh was never a good thing. Getting a call from him after you
had let one of his fronts get robbed was terrifying.

She could ignore it, but he would just call right back and that would
make things worse. As if they could get any worse. She pressed her finger
against the screen then held the phone against her ear.

“Hello?”

“Well, well, well, if it ain’t Annie Oakley herself,” a reedy, high-pitched
voice said. You could hear the mountains of Lynchburg and Roanoke in his
speech. Some people would make assumptions based on that thick accent.
Those people were foolish.

“Hey, Lazy,” she said.

“Hey, Lou. How ya feeling? I hear tell you got a bullet that took a tour
of your nether regions,” he said. He laughed softly.

“Nah. Got hit in the hip and it came out near my ass.” She heard him
take a deep breath. Phlegm rattled through the phone.

“This a mess, Lou. A big ol’ greasy killing hog of a mess,” Lazy said.
Lou didn’t respond. “You done good by me, Lou. That’s why I let you work
that store.”

“I don’t know what happened, Lazy. Those guys they just came busting
in and ... I just don’t know,” she said. She didn’t really know. She had her
suspicions, but she didn’t know anything for sure.

There was silence on the other end of the phone. A loud banging came
from her front door. It sounded like someone was trying to hammer through
the door frame.

“Yeah, ya do. Horace and Burning Man gonna ask you about it and you
gonna tell them. I tell you, Lou, I wish it didn’t have to come down like
this. But if wishes were horses, beggars would ride,” he said. The line went
dead.

Lou Ellen turned her head in the direction of the door. They were still
pounding on it. Lou closed her eyes. “It’s open!” she yelled. Fuck them. If
they were coming to kill her, they could open the goddamn door
themselves. She heard heavy steps and then she saw them come around the
partial partition in the hallway.



Horace was grinning with a smile that made him look like a jack-o’-
lantern that had been carved by a Parkinson’s victim. His salt-and-pepper
hair was piled up on top of his head in a bedraggled, greasy mop. He wore
an old Texaco T-shirt and denim jeans. His arms were covered in Nordic
tattoos. Vikings and battle axes and skulls. Billy “Burning Man” Mills stood
next to him. He was a foot taller than Horace and half a foot wider. He wore
a white button-down shirt open at the throat and a pair of wrinkled khakis.
He had lank black hair with wisps of gray that was parted down the middle.
His Vandyke goatee was still more black than white. His green eyes were
flinty flecks of jade. If not for the scar on the left side of his face he would
be considered a ruggedly handsome man. A burn mark stretched from his
chin over his cheek up to his eye and around what was left of his ear. Lou
knew he wore his hair long to obscure the scar as much as he could.

“Hey, Lou Ellen. How ya doing?” Billy asked.

“I’m alright, considering,” she said. She realized Lazy had only called
to make sure she was home and not in the hospital. Lou dropped her hand to
her right side. The cops had her gun, but she had a switchblade that she
carried with her nearly all the time.

“Yeah. Getting shot hurts like a sonofabitch. Feel like somebody
sticking you with a hot poker all the way down to the bone,” Billy said. He
sat in one of the chairs the cops had retrieved from the kitchen. He leaned
forward and let his hands hang loosely between his legs.

“Makes you think it’s the most pain you ever gonna feel,” he said.
Horace tittered.

“Yeah,” Lou Ellen said. Her mouth was desert dry.

“It ain’t, though. There’s always more pain,” Billy said. He ran his hand
through his hair and she saw the rest of his scar.

“Billy...”

“Shh. I just gotta ask you two things, Lou. Just two questions. Then we
gonna be gone,” he said.

“The cops were just here. I didn’t say anything. You know I didn’t,” she
said. She felt tears building up in her eyes and hated herself for it.

Billy smiled. “Aw, I know that, Sis. We watched them leave. They long
gone now. But thank you for answering my first question,” he said. The



smile seemed to make his scarification more disturbing. It was as if the
ghost of his old face was rising from the grave. Billy scooted his chair
closer to her recliner.

“Now my second question is the humdinger. Who’d you tell about them
diamonds? You know, the ones Lazy was using to pay for them girls?” he
asked. He smiled again and the skin around his eye crinkled like crepe
paper.

Lou Ellen felt her tongue squirming in her mouth. She could tell the
truth. Just let it all out and hope for the best. Or she could lie. Just pretend
she had no idea how those guys knew there was almost two million dollars’
worth of diamonds in the safe. Or she could try and find some middle
ground.

“I didn’t tell nobody. But there’s this girl that work there,” she said.

Billy leaned forward. “Aw Sis. Not another girl with a pussy that taste
like cotton candy and dreams,” Billy said.

“I didn’t tell her nothing. Not really. We just kinda hung around each
other. She might have picked up on some things,” Lou Ellen said.

Billy nodded sagely. He ran his right hand along Lou’s left thigh. “Lazy
got a friend in the hospital. She says a little to the left they could have hit
your femoral artery.” His hand stopped at her wound.

“Yeah,” Lou Ellen said.

He squeezed her thigh. His hand closed on her like a bear trap as his
thumb dug into the wound. The pain was a living thing that grabbed at her
throat and choked off her breath. She instinctively pulled out her knife.
Billy’s left arm shot out and caught her wrist as she came up with it.

“Come on now, Lou,” he said. He gave her wrist a hard twist and the
knife fell into her lap. “What’s her name? The girl who must have a pussy
that taste like magic and star-shine?”

“Lisa,” she wheezed.

Billy let go of her leg. He plucked the knife out of her lap.

“Lisa’s the blonde, right?” Billy asked.

Lou Ellen nodded.

“That means it was the other one. The redhead. Jenny,” he said as he sat
back in the chair. The biscuits that held it together creaked. Lou breathed



heavily through her mouth. “I didn’t think you’d give the real one up. You a
bad liar, Lou Ellen. You always had a soft spot for a fat ass. Lisa too skinny
for you.” Billy stood.

“No, Billy, don’t hurt her. Please.”

“If it was just a jewelry store, this could go another way. But them cops
gonna start poking around. They gonna be looking at the books and seeing
the math don’t add up right,” Billy said.

“I ain’t gonna say shit,” Lou Ellen said.

Billy frowned. “I know you good people, Lou. But them boys gonna
lean on you hard. If it makes any difference, I told Lazy it should be me.
Seeing as I done known you the longest,” he said. He walked around to the
back of the recliner.

“Billy, just tell Lazy I can explain. I can make this right,” Lou Ellen
said. She twisted in her chair, so she could see what he was doing behind
her. It hurt like hell, but she contorted her torso and tried to look over the
top of the chair. Her eyeballs bulged from their sockets as she strained to
see. Billy pulled a rolled-up black plastic bag out of his back pocket.

“Nah, ya can’t, Lou. Some things when they get broke, you can’t put
them back together.”

He slapped the bag over her head and pulled it tight around her neck.
Lou Ellen bucked up out of the chair and tried to stand as she clawed the
bag.

“Can you get her fucking hands, please?” Billy asked. Horace ran over
and straddled her hips and grabbed her arms. Horace thought he could see
the outline of her nose in the dark plastic. A bubble rose and fell where he
thought her mouth was. Lou screamed but the sound was dampened by the
bag. Her screams became a desperate squealing. The squealing devolved
into animalistic grunts that became increasingly desperate. Her
gesticulations slowly became less frantic. Her grunts slowed and became
nearly imperceptible gasps. A few minutes passed, and her legs stopped
kicking.

A few more minutes passed, and she stopped moving completely.

A pungent stench filled the apartment. Neither Billy or Horace were too
perturbed by this. It wasn’t the first time someone had voided their bowels



in their presence. Billy removed the bag, rolled it up and shoved it back in
his pocket. Lou’s head lolled to the right. Her tongue protruded from her
mouth like a turtle’s head from its shell.

Billy reached into his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief. He wiped
his forehead and put the cloth back in his pocket. From his other pocket he
pulled a flat silver flask, a pack of cigarettes and a book of matches. He lit
one of the cigarettes with one of the matches and dropped it on the floor
between Lou’s feet. He hadn’t put it in his mouth. He’d just held the match
to the tip until a small cherry appeared. He poured the contents of the flask
on the floor and the curtains. He poured some of it directly on Lou Ellen’s
body. The acrid smell of moonshine overtook the scent of shit that had
filled the air.

Billy let out a sigh and gently stroked Lou Ellen’s cheek.

“Dammit, Sis,” he mumbled.

He tossed another lit match onto her body. The flame started slowly,
shyly. Then it spread quickly up her leg. He tossed another match near the
curtains. They went up like paraffin. Billy watched the flames dance across
the fabric like zealots full of the holy ghost. The flames reminded him of
the snake handlers at his grandfather’s church. Gyrating across the rough-
hewn wooden floor boogying for the Lord.

“I guess we better get going,” Horace said. Billy blinked his eyes.

“Yeah. You go see the redhead. I’'m gonna talk to Lisa.”

“I thought Jenny was the one.”

“Yeah, but it doesn’t hurt to cover your ass. Come on, let’s get the fuck
out of here. I don’t want to watch her burn,” Billy said. He pulled his sleeve
down over his hand and opened the front door. He and Horace strolled to
the Cadillac. By the time they left the parking lot and turned onto the street,
the first plumes of smoke were just beginning to pour from under Lou’s
front door.



FIFTEEN

Beauregard sat in the Duster and tapped his fingers on the steering wheel.
The skies were overcast, threatening to release a deluge of much needed
rain. In the distance a water tower emblazoned with the name CARYTOWN
stared down at him like an iron giant. An abandoned train trestle bisected
the horizon to his left. All around him the remains of an old factory were
scattered like the bones of dinosaurs made of brick and steel.

He checked his watch. It was five minutes after four. Ronnie was
supposed to meet him at two on the dot. He wasn’t surprised he was late for
the meeting. He had been a week late getting the money from his “guy” in
DC. The delay had made Beauregard’s already desperate situation worse.
His suppliers were blowing up his phone like a spurned lover. The mortgage
on the garage was due in three days. Not to mention the deadline for Ariel’s
college registration was approaching quick, fast, and in a hurry. The nursing
home staff was gleefully packing his mother’s bags, anticipating her
imminent removal.

“God, Ronnie, don’t fuck me on this. I think I just might have to make
you into a paperweight if you do,” Beauregard said to no one. He checked
his watch again. It was ten minutes after four. He closed his eyes and
rubbed his forehead. He heard the rumble of a big-block engine. He opened
his eyes and saw a black Mustang rolling across the pavement. The driver
navigated the vehicle around cracks and potholes with the gentle ease of a
new car owner.

The Mustang pulled up alongside the Duster. Ronnie Sessions grinned
at Beauregard from behind the wheel. Beauregard lowered his window as
Ronnie did the same.



“What the fuck is this?” Beauregard asked.

“What? It’s a car, man. A BOSS car. 2004 Mustang.”

Beauregard leaned out the window. “Have you been watching the news?
All they been talking about is that someone died, and two other people were
shot in a brazen jewelry store robbery. The police are on this like stink on
shit and you go buy a new car,” he said. He said each word slowly and
distinctly like he was biting them out of the air and spitting them at Ronnie.

“It’s not new. I got it used from Wayne Whitman.”

“What you pay for it?”

“T got a deal. $7,000. He even threw in a set of rims.”

“And you don’t think broke-ass Ronnie Sessions throwing around
money ain’t gonna attract some attention?”

Ronnie rolled his eyes. “Bug, will you get that six-foot-long stick out ya
ass? We did it! The cops ain’t releasing any information cuz they ain’t got
no information. They chasing their fucking tails. So, relax.”

Ronnie leaned over and grabbed two cereal boxes out of the passenger’s
seat. He handed them to Beauregard.

“Go buy yourself something nice. Take your wife over to Barrett’s. Go
have some nice quiet married people’s sex at the Omni Hotel.”

“Don’t talk about my wife, Ronnie.”

“Hey, I ain’t mean no harm. I’m just saying Captain Crunch and Toucan
Sam are holding $80,000 that belongs to you. Enjoy that shit.”

“$87,133.33. It’s supposed to be $87,133.33.”

“It is, Bug. Jesus, I was just talking.”

Beauregard put the two boxes in the back seat.

“Hey, man, maybe down the road we can talk about working together
again. We make a good team. I can get somebody to replace Quan. I know
how you feel about him. To be honest—"

Beauregard cut him off. “No. We done. And keep my name out ya
mouth, Ronnie.” He wound the window up and started the Duster. He hit
the gas and tore out of the lot. The sky began to cry as he passed the water
tower and turned onto Naibor Street. As he merged onto the interstate a sign
to his left thanked him for visiting Carytown, Va. He turned on the radio
and settled in for the two-hour ride back to Red Hill County. Felt like the



bear crushing his heart began to relax a bit. No one had seen him in the
store. Only Ronnie, Reggie and Quan knew he had driven for the job. If his
name ever came up, he knew who he had to go see.

And who would have to disappear.

* * *

Ronnie passed a box truck on his way down 64. He had Jenny’s cut in the
back seat and an overnight bag in the trunk. He didn’t know about Bug, but
he planned on partying like Tony Montana all weekend. Ronnie steered
around a ramshackle SUV while taking a sip from a pint of Jack Daniel’s.
He put the bottle back in the cup holder and popped in an Elvis CD. The
King’s deep baritone rumbled through the speakers.

“That’s what I’'m talking about,” Ronnie said. He took another sip.

Bug was giving him a hard time, but he had a point. The Sessionses
were not known for their immense wealth. People would start talking if he
spent too much money around town. Good thing he didn’t plan on being in
town much longer. He realized he had meant what he had said to Jenny.
They were going to leave the coal mines and cornfields and crab pots of
Virginia behind. He was going to go somewhere and spend his days
drinking pifia coladas and his nights getting his dick sucked by Jenny until
the cash ran out or it was time to trade up. He didn’t understand why Bug
couldn’t take one minute to celebrate. True, he had held out on him and
Quan a little, but they were still rolling in enough dough to make it rain in
strip clubs for the next three years. That black motherfucker wasn’t even
grateful Ronnie had let him in on the deal.

He put the bottle in the cup holder and pulled out his new smartphone.

“Call Jenny,” he said into the phone. He had picked it up the same day
he got the car. The hands-free feature was like science fiction. Fuck a flying
car.

He’d gotten back from DC three days ago after spending some time in
the nation’s capital with Reggie. They’d met Brandon Yang in Chinatown
and gone to see his boss at a bar that catered to Chinese diplomats and
immigrants. Ronnie had met Brandon inside just like Quan and Winston.
Brandon was doing a year for mail fraud. He’d told Ronnie that the mail



fraud beef was nothing. He worked for a guy that moved so much money as
a fence for high-end merchandise, he stored it in coffins stacked six high in
a warehouse he owned in Maryland. Brandon said he would be taken care
of for keeping his mouth shut and doing his time.

He hadn’t been lying. No one hassled him inside. He had a cell to
himself. He had a cushy job in the prison laundry. Guards let him have two
conjugal visits a month. It was like he was on a vacation instead of doing a
bid. The only thing he didn’t have was someone to play chess with. He was
absolutely obsessed with the game. Ronnie approached him one day and
offered to play him for some cigarettes. He’d lost, but he made Brandon
work for it. They’d hit it off and when Brandon left Coldwater he told
Ronnie to look him up if he ever came across something that might interest
his boss.

He had done just that. When they went to see Brandon’s boss, he had
learned two things. First thing he learned was that Chinese guys liked to
smoke a LOT. Second thing he had learned was that he didn’t know shit
about diamonds and neither did Jenny.

“I give you $700,000,” Brandon’s boss had said. Or more accurately,
Brandon had said after translating for the old guy, who looked like a villain
in a kung fu movie.

Ronnie had held on to the sides of his chair. Seven hundred thousand.
You could add up all the money everyone he had ever known had made and
it wouldn’t come close to that. If they were offering seven there must have
been three or four million worth of diamonds in the box. He couldn’t speak.
His tongue refused to work.

They thought he was negotiating.

“Seven-fifty. Final offer,” Brandon said after some more gibberish from
his boss. Ronnie found his voice.

“Yeah. Yeah, that’s fine,” he said. For a fraction of a second, he
wondered why such a small store would have that much in diamonds sitting
in a safe. The bag of money they handed him forced that idea to flee like a
startled rabbit. It didn’t matter. With what they were giving him, he could
pay Chuly, give everybody their cut, and still have enough to shit on a gold-
plated toilet.



After the meeting, they hit the town. Drinking up and down the alphabet
streets. Going to rooftop clubs where the waitresses walked around opening
champagne bottles with swords. They’d eaten in restaurants with names
Ronnie couldn’t pronounce. They had even picked up some women who
had turned out to be working girls. He and Reggie and Brandon had taken
turns with all three girls. Ronnie had lived out one of his fantasies and
snorted coke off the sexiest hooker’s ass. They had partied like rock stars.
And why not? He was in high fucking cotton now. No more counting loose
change for gas. He wasn’t Bill Gates rich, but he was far from poor. Even
though the AC was on, he lowered the window. He let out a loud whooping
rebel yell.

“Hello?” Jenny said.

Ronnie raised the window. “Hey, sugar bottom. I’m on my way to you
right now. I feel like Santa Claus. Can I put something in your stocking?”

“You got the money?” Jenny asked.

Ronnie frowned at the phone. She sounded ... strange. Like a kid who
had dropped his ice cream cone, lost his puppy, and seen his dad get beat up
all on the same day.

“Yeah, I sure do. I’ll be there in like forty-five minutes. Maybe sooner.
This Mustang got some kick.”

“Okay.” She hung up. She didn’t even ask about the car.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” he said, staring at the phone.



SIXTEEN

Beauregard got back to Red Hill a little after six. He got to the bank just
before the drive-thru window closed. He deposited three thousand for the
mortgage payment and another five for all the other bills. He left the bank
and headed for the nursing home. He pulled in and headed straight for the
administrator’s office.

Mrs. Talbot was putting her laptop in a leather valise.

“Mr. Montage, how are you? I’'m just about to leave for the day. Perhaps
you can come back in the morning? I can help you arrange transportation
for your mother. And I’ll be more than happy to organize her oxygen
deliveries at your home,” she said. Beauregard could count every one of her
capped teeth as she smiled at him.

“That won’t be necessary,” he said. He had already counted out $30,000
in the car. He put six bundles of $100 bills on Mrs. Talbot’s desk. Each
bundle consisted of fifty $100 bills. The smile on Mrs. Talbot’s face melted
away like the wax from a cheap candle.

“Mr. Montage, this is highly unusual.”

“No, it’s not. I’ve paid y’all in cash before. I’ve specifically paid YOU
in cash before when my Mama has shown her ass up in here. So, could you
please give me a receipt? I’'ll have the remainder of the money later this
week. I don’t have any change right now,” he said.

Mrs. Talbot sat down and pulled out her laptop.

* * Kk

His mother was lying back against a pillow that was engulfing her head. A
few cardboard boxes were stacked in the far corner of the room. A talking



head chattered on from the television about the weather. The rain that had
blessed Carytown was not headed to Red Hill. She was so still he almost
thought she was dead. Her thin chest barely rose as she took a breath. He
turned to leave.

“You gonna make me sleep on the porch?” she asked. She sounded
weaker than the last time he had visited her. He went to her bedside.

“No.”

“Oh joy, I get to be in the big house, Massa,” she said.

“I paid the bill. Well, most of it.”

Her eyes widened. “That was you?”

Beauregard frowned. “What was me?”

“That shit on the news. The jewelry store. When they said the robbers
got away in a Buick Regal that jumped an overpass under construction, I
knew it. I just knew it. Sounded like something your Daddy would have
done.” She started to cough ferociously. Beauregard grabbed the pitcher off
her nightstand and poured her a glass of water.

“Don’t you worry about that.”

“You would do anything not to have me at your house, wouldn’t you?”

“Mama, please. It’s not that. I’'m just trying to do what’s best for you.”

“Right. Right.” She coughed again, and he gave her another sip. She did
not say thank you. Beauregard smoothed her head scarf.

“They gonna find you.”

“I told you don’t worry about that.”

“They gonna find you, and you gonna have to run just like he did.
Leave your kids and your wife behind. Let them fend for themselves like
your Daddy did to me.”

“To us,” Beauregard said.

She ignored his correction. “You thought you was saving him that day at
the Tastee Freez. All you did was postpone the inevitable.”

Beauregard flinched. “Mama, don’t,” he said.

His mother turned her head. The low fluorescent lights gave her a
cadaverous appearance.

““I’ll save you, Daddy. I’ll stop the bad men from hurting you.” And
what did he do? Left town while they tossed you in a cage. Lord knows I



didn’t have no money for a good lawyer. You did all that for him and he just
ran.”

Beauregard’s head began to throb. “You think he ran from me or the
cops? He ran from you. He couldn’t stand to hear your mouth one more
minute,” he said. The words left a foul taste in his mouth, but he couldn’t
help himself. No one knew how to push his buttons like his mother. If
anyone else had talked to him like that, they would be counting their teeth
in the palm of their hand. All he could do to his mother was try and strike
her where she was softest.

“That’s how you talk to your mother?”

“That’s how you talk to me.”

“When I die, don’t sit up in church pretending you miss me. Just burn
me up and toss me in the trash like you doing now.”

Beauregard rolled his eyes. This was her fighting style. Attack you from
the front, then pivot and spring a surprise attack on your flank.

“Good night, Mama.” He turned and walked to the door. Before he
could leave, Ella had another coughing fit. He went back and gave her some
more water, but it didn’t seem to help. He slipped his hand under her back
and was shocked by how insubstantial she felt. He pulled her up and lightly
tapped her between her shoulder blades. She nodded, and he let her lie back
on the bed.

“I ... should have picked a better father for you. But Anthony had the
cutest smile I’d ever seen,” she said. She was wheezing, and a thin line of
saliva was hanging from her stoma.

“You want the nurse?”

She shook her head. She wrapped her bony fingers around his wrist.

“You could have been better than you are, but you spent too much time
looking up to a ghost.”

Beauregard felt a hitch in his chest.

“Not anymore.”

“Liar.”



Beauregard got in the Duster and pulled out of the nursing home spinning
tires. He had one more stop to make, and he was dreading it.

Beauregard brought the Duster to a stop in front of a two-story white
farmhouse that was quickly going to seed. The black shutters had faded to a
washed-out greenish color. The porch was beginning to lean on the
everlasting. Beauregard got out of the car and tramped across the yard. His
feet kicked up dust devils as he walked. There was no grass or shrubs near
the house. An El Camino sat up on blocks near the front door. An old brown
couch covered by a tarp sat on the right corner of the house. Empty beer
cans and cigarette butts littered the yard.

Beauregard knocked on the screen door. He didn’t hit it as hard as he
could because he was afraid it was going to fall off the hin