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For Dominique




LANGUAGE TUTOR FOR HIRE 
SPANISH, ITALIAN, LATIN, GERMAN, OR FRENCH

Reply to: D. Knight

I provide one-on-one language lessons tailored to your professional and educational needs at $25 per hour. We can meet at a local coffee shop, a library, or a bookstore anywhere in the Detroit metro area. I also provide group lessons for up to six people. The price differs depending upon the number of people.

I was born in Detroit and so were my parents. I attended college in Florida, but I graduated from Cass Technical High School. Autoworkers or former autoworkers will receive a 15 percent discount or ten classes for the price of eight. It doesn’t matter if you worked on the line or were booted from a corner office overlooking the Detroit River. My wife and I are both out-of-work autoworkers, so I understand your hardships and can offer a payment plan, if that is what is needed. In this country being bilingual will give you a leg up on the regular Joes.

Every man has to pull his weight, so let me help you pull yours.

Dmytryk Knight




 Prologue

Eddie Coyle had parked on the right shoulder of I-94 and left the engine running and the heater on low. It was below freezing in the Motor City. My seat warmer was on low, but the heat became too much and I turned it off.

Eddie Coyle said, “Back in ’97 there was the Loomis Fargo Bank robbery.”

His words pulled me out of my trance. His voice was powerful.

I asked, “Where was that?”

“Charlotte, North Carolina. They withdrew over seventeen million dollars.”

“That’s a lot of money.”

“Seventeen million.”

“Where are they now?”

“Jail.”

I removed my black fedora, then reached inside my suit coat and pulled out my pocket watch, checked my time against the time on the dash.

He said, “Two minutes. That’s how long it took Dillinger to rob a bank. When you’re on the job, keep that number in mind. Two minutes. I’ll cover the rest with you next week.”

“Violence and injury occur in less than three percent of bank robberies.”

“You did some research.”

“Less than one percent involve murder, kidnapping, or hostages.”

“I never did the research. The only numbers that matter to me are on the front of money.”

“Well, I like to know my odds. They don’t look good, but they’re better than the odds in the unemployment line. I’m starting to feel I have a better chance of winning the lottery than getting a job.”

Sheltered from the inclement weather, I was sitting at the cross-roads with the devil.

Sometimes the only choices a man has left are bad ones.

Eddie Coyle asked, “How long have you been out of work?”

“Over two years.”

“You speak a handful of languages.”

“I do.”

“Your wife said that you used to be an executive.”

“I was. For a while, I was.”

“And can’t find a decent job.”

“Welcome to America. The long line on the left is the line for the disenfranchised.”

“A chicken in every pot and a car in every garage.”

“Add that to the long list of lies.”

“That’s not the way it’s supposed to be.”

“I know.”

“It goes against the grain of the American dream. Doesn’t make sense to me.”

“I worked on the line too. I was blue-collar too. Yep, I was laid off, lost my white-collar job, took a drastic pay cut, and ended up on the line for nine years. Seven years white-collar, seven blue-collar. I was willing to work wherever I could work, despite my education.”

“Not many executives are willing to take a blue-collar job when things get rough.”

“Not many.”

He looked at his watch and I thought about my own future, a future as dark as the night.

I pulled down the visor, flipped open the vanity mirror, and when it illuminated I stared at my image. My father’s image. My face was Henrick’s face. The face of a real man, a face not made for billboards and magazines. I used his pocket watch, a timepiece that had been his father’s timepiece, a pocket watch that had kept time for decades.

But the world had changed since Henrick walked on top of this littered soil, and not for the better. No one would say it was the best of times. It was bad for Wall Street, the housing industry, and law enforcement, and a travesty for the car industry. I didn’t see another way out.

As the SUV hummed, I asked Eddie Coyle, “What’s the cargo you have in the back?”

“I told you already.”

“What are we waiting on?”

“Godot.”

The man who had appropriated the name Eddie Coyle was in the driver’s seat, both literally and metaphorically. Ice spotted the sides  of the roads and icicles hung from barren trees for as far as the headlights from passing cars would allow me to see; the same symbols of a harsh winter hung from interstate signs. Detroit was in a deep freeze. The chill that had crippled the Midwest and parts of the North sat on us as we waited on the right shoulder of I-94, the engine running and the lights off. It was twelve thirty in the morning. Five minutes later another Cadillac Escalade pulled up behind us.

I kept my voice smooth, masked my nervousness, and asked, “Are you expecting company?”

“My brother.”

“So you didn’t come from Rome by yourself.”

“I haven’t been alone all evening.”

“You said you worked with two other guys, Rick and Sammy.”

“From time to time.”

“Which one is your brother?”

“Neither. My brother is Bishop. We call him Bishop.”

“What’s he doing back there?”

“He’s going to be our lookout.”

“You and your brother could’ve done this alone.”

“If you want to make it to the next level, you’ll do this, not him. He’s already in.”

When there was a break in traffic, we stepped out into the cold and moved to the back. Eddie Coyle popped open the rear of the luxury SUV. The interior light revealed a man stuffed inside industrial carpet. He had been rolled up like a cigarette. He wore wingtip shoes that were similar to mine. The man had been a professional. As we grabbed the dead body and unloaded it from the back of the SUV, one of Detroit’s landmarks, the giant Uniroyal tire, towered on the  opposite side of I-94. A freezing drizzle tapped against my fedora like an erratic heartbeat, that same freezing water adding weight to my long wool overcoat. The ground crunched underneath my Johnston & Murphy shoes as I held on to the feet of the dead man. My breath fogged in front of my face and my lungs contracted with each frigid breath. We were about forty yards into the brush and debris when we heard a boom, then in the distance the sky lit up. It was a new year and fireworks brightened the suburbs. For three seconds, if anyone on I-94 had looked into the wooded area that served as a barrier between the interstate and a strip mall, they would have seen two men wearing suits carrying six feet of carpet off into the nether regions. The carpet moved like a giant caterpillar battling to become a monstrous butterfly. The man in the carpet kicked, his right shoe slipping off his foot. Startled, I jumped and caught my breath. I didn’t yell, but inside my head my voice screamed, and I abandoned my end of the rug.

The dead man wasn’t dead.

Eddie Coyle dragged his end of the carpet another ten yards before he let it fall hard. While the man kicked and fought until the carpet unrolled, Eddie Coyle reached underneath his suit coat and pulled out a handgun. The man wore black socks and wingtips. Nothing else. He was naked, pale, tall, and no more than thirty years old. His wrists and mouth were wrapped in duct tape. He struggled to get free. Traffic passed by on I-94, everyone intoxicated and unaware. As another late round of fireworks put beautiful colors in the dark skies, Eddie Coyle fired three shots, each shot lighting up his face. He was a CEO who was executing his business with a calmness that was terrifying. The man collapsed, fell back onto the carpet.

Eddie Coyle regarded me, his breath fogging from his face.

He said, “No witnesses.”

I nodded.

He nodded in return.

I stood tall and firm, despite feeling that this frozen ground was about to become my grave as well.

He asked, “You ever heard of Yoido Full Gospel Church?”

“Can’t say that I have. That’s not in Detroit or Dearborn, is it?”

“It sits on Yeouido Island in Seoul, South Korea.”

“Okay.”

“It has over eight hundred thousand members.”

“You thinking about going there?”

“I can only imagine how much money they bring in every Sunday. I can’t imagine how much we could pull if we organized and hit a church that size.”

“Are we robbing a bank or are you talking about robbing a church?”

“Banks. I’m a bank man. Banks are federally insured, so no one loses in the end.”

Eddie Coyle’s attention went back to the work at hand.

Eddie Coyle said, “The body won’t smell for a while. It’s below freezing and will stay that way for at least a week. It’s cold enough to throw off the time of death by a few days. It might be weeks, maybe a couple of months before anybody finds what’s left of him.”

Another chill ran up my spine, a combination of coldness, fear, and hate.

Eddie Coyle said, “You’re almost officially one of us now.”

“Almost.”

“You just knowingly and willingly participated in a crime.”

“I guess this makes me a partner in your business.”

“You don’t get your name on the door, not just yet.”

“I stand corrected.”

“It gives me a bargaining chip in case you have other ideas. Mister Executive, so far so good. You didn’t fall apart. You didn’t freak out and run. You passed the test. You’ll need nerves of steel.”

I shivered from the cold. I knew it would have been futile to run. His brother was probably standing in the cold, waiting for me to panic and run out of the woods, his gun ready to fire.

Eddie Coyle took out a package of Marlboro Blacks, then tossed me his smoking gun.

He said, “It’s your turn to put a few bullets in one of my problems.”

“The man’s dead.”

“But he’s not dead enough, Dmytryk.”

He took out a plastic lighter and lit his cigarette, its tip glowing in the night.

Eddie Coyle smiled. “Any man who crosses me will never be dead enough.”

Again in the distance, there was an explosion and beautiful colors that lit up the skies.

I handed the gun back to Eddie Coyle. “He was your problem, not mine.”

“Be a man.”

“I am a man. And putting a bullet in a dead man won’t elevate that status.”

Moments later the sound of feet crunching the ground came toward us.

It was Eddie Coyle’s brother. He was a large man dressed in a fur coat that made him look like a bear stalking through the darkness. When he came closer I saw that he carried another rug over his shoulders. He dropped the rug and allowed it to unroll. The body of a woman rolled free and came to a stop next to the man who had been hidden inside the first rug. She was still alive.

Bishop regarded me. “You’re the new guy that my little brother is vouching for.”

His voice was thick, not as refined as Eddie Coyle’s. Bishop sounded like years in prison, drug smuggling, and everything immoral. He sounded like crime personified. He was the type of man I loathed, the type of man I’d never wanted to associate with.

I said, “I’m the new hire.”

“You look like a jerk who would do my taxes, if I ever paid taxes.”

“You look like a man I’d hit in the mouth for insulting me, if he ever insulted me intentionally.”

“Your wife said you had a chip on your shoulder.”

“My wife isn’t part of this, so I’d like to keep this between the parties involved.”

“That’s what the old wheelman said. And you see where that got him.”

Eddie Coyle said, “Dmytryk is motivated and will fit in with Rick and Sammy.”

Bishop asked, “You ever been employed in this line of work?”

“That’s none of your concern. Eddie Coyle is the one I report to.”

Eddie Coyle hunched his shoulders and turned to walk away. I followed Eddie Coyle, my wingtips crunching over ice and frozen grass as we headed back toward the interstate.

We left Bishop behind. Halfway to the interstate, behind us, a gun fired three rapid shots.

Those celebratory explosions sent a chill up my spine.

When we climbed back inside the SUV, Eddie Coyle turned his lights on and put the Cadillac in drive, pulled away, and said, “No witnesses left behind. That’s my number-one rule. No witnesses.”

“Even the woman.”

“Breasts or balls, penis or poontang, spook, Jew, or wetback, a witness is a witness.”

The message was clear.

Eddie Coyle said, “Megachurches are nothing more than tax-free symbols of greed and power.”

“Back to talking about robbing God.”

“Megachurches are the Walmarts of the religious world, one-stop shopping, pulling members away from all of the local mom-and-pop box churches.”

“What’s the issue?”

“Capitalism and how it has infected everything that was once good.”

“Capitalism was all about big fish devouring little fish and never stopping to masticate their prey. It’s a good thing when you’re winning. When you’re losing, you see its faults.”

He nodded. “The country is devolving. The Tea Party is out there expressing their outrage over health care. If this is the outrage that comes from health care, it’s going to be crazy when immigration is brought to the table. Bad economy and racism, the fear of a new labor pool coming from beyond these shores to do jobs in an already jobless country—it will be a Molotov cocktail. It will be the Detroit race  riot in ’43 and the Detroit race riot in ’67 and the Watts riot and the ’67 Newark riots and the Oklahoma race riots in every state, city, and town in America.”

I didn’t say anything else. He’d just murdered two people and was engaging in a casual conversation about churches and politics.

Eddie Coyle said, “I hope your wife feels better. When you get home, tell her I said that.”

“You don’t have to worry about my wife.”

“Understood.”

“Worrying about my wife is my responsibility.”

“Again, I apologize for crossing that unseen line.”

I tightened my jaw and held on to my fedora, a classic hat I had inherited from my father.

In my mind I was grabbing Eddie Coyle’s gun and shooting him over and over as the SUV lost control and flipped over a half dozen times. As he sped down I-94, I should have killed Eddie Coyle right then. But I had known the man for only two hours.
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The state of being desperate or of having the recklessness of despair.
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Four walls closed in and I woke up wanting to scream at the universe.

Every man had a breaking point and I’d conceded to mine four seasons ago.

Before sunrise touched the iconic palm trees in California, palm trees that were not native to the region, those colorful fireworks had returned, only they were exploding behind my eyes and inside my head. I was caught in an ongoing war between stress and anxiety. The tightness in my chest slithered up to my throat, became a snake, and then I was being strangled. I gripped the edges of the sink and shut my eyes as the whole world closed in on me from every side. Head lowered, sweat ran down my neck and my body was racked with dread. Every now and then a man had to let his eyes spring a leak in order to remain sane.

I looked to my right, searched for something to focus on. I settled for the bathtub. The tub looked like it hadn’t been cleaned since  Kennedy was assassinated and the toilet hadn’t been treated to any harsh cleansers since Jack Ruby took out Oswald to cover up that conspiracy.

Almost a year had gone by since that frigid night I stood on the side of I-94 with Eddie Coyle, sealing a deal with a ruthless and congenial devil.

It seemed like it was yesterday. Maybe because nothing in the world had changed.

Money was still low. I found out that in this business the money was always low.

I had thought about that cold night on the side of I-94 every day and night since then.

I had on a Hanes T-shirt and the same dark pajama bottoms I’d worn when I was married. My wife had given these to me for one of my birthdays. I looked down at my wedding ring. It was a white gold wedding band that had cost a little less than six hundred dollars on Amazon, less than a tenth of what I had paid for my wife’s wedding ring. Whenever I looked at my wedding band I thought about my wife too. I thought about Cora every day, sometimes all day long. Six months ago, without notice, my wife had walked away from our marriage, had packed up and left the way people across the country were walking away from bad mortgages. I had returned home from a business trip and everything she owned was gone. I knew that I would be the last one to find out the truth. The fool was always the last to know.

The panic attack held me prisoner and refused to set me free.

It was my third episode since I started working with a crew that robbed banks. Last night while I slept on the forty-year-old sofa, I tossed and turned and was unable to get comfortable. Not because  of the flashing neon lights and the activity that was going on in Koreatown and the apartments around me. I never slept well during the two or three days before a bank job. Last night, no matter how hard I tried to rest, I’d tossed and turned on the old sofa out front. As soon as I had jerked awake, surges of heat trampled across my neck like a trail of anger and sorrow, and then those flames had made their way to my eyes and I battled with tears. I never shed tears as a boy. But when I was a boy there wasn’t much to cry about. As a boy I never had the stress that came with being a man. Every man carried an invisible load. Henrick and Zibba had been the best father and mother a boy could ask for. Bits and pieces of the dream had stayed with me. I’d dreamed I was back home in Detroit.

In my dream I was falling from the seventy-second floor of the Renaissance Center, the Detroit River and Windsor in the distance.

This morning I shivered like I was naked on that frozen tundra in Motor City. I cooked every day to relieve stress, but I never ate much. I’d lost my appetite two seasons ago. I was twenty pounds lighter than I had been a year ago. For half a year, sleep has evaded me. I was up and down most nights. And when I looked in the mirror I saw a man who had a six-inch knife in the middle of his skull.

On the other side of the bathroom wall, the bed rocked as they sang hallelujahs and called out to the man above. There was no escaping their maddening sounds. My team and I were sequestered inside a one-bedroom safe house that was no more than 120 square feet of claustrophobia. The bathroom and bedroom shared a wall and the open area was the living room and kitchen, both so small that they reminded me of when I was in college and living in the cramped dorms my freshman year.

I threw cold water on my face and tried to control my trembling and shortness of breath.

It was Friday morning, payday for the part of the nation that still possessed gainful employment. Friday morning before noon was the most popular day of the week for bank robberies.

Always on a Friday.

When I stepped out of the stale bathroom, I saw the bedroom door was ajar, open about the width of my hand. That was wide enough for me to see Sammy Luis Sanchez. He was on a shopworn twin-size bed and his face was between his mistress’s legs. The lights were off, the apartment was dark, but red and yellow lighting flashed in from their bedroom window. A neon sign that stayed on all night blinked across their bodies, allowing staccato glimpses of what looked like a psychotropic hallucination before sunrise. She was on her back, a shadow with her wrists tied to the metal bedpost; his necktie had been over her eyes as a mask. But the necktie had slipped away. His mistress saw me. She saw me and I knew she was gazing at me while Sammy held her legs and gave her his tongue. She stared at me, then closed her eyes and moaned for Sammy, begged him to come get on top of her, begged him to put it inside.

I backed away and crept toward the kitchen, opened and closed my hands, tried to strangle the invisible demon that had a hold on me.

I stepped over the silhouettes of my luggage and the board games we had left scattered in the cramped living room. The apartment made a Motel 6 look like the Charles Forte presidential suite at the Lowry Hotel in Manchester. My duffel bag rested at the end of a Knoll Charles Pfister sofa that had been made in the seventies. Beer cans littered the counter, along with empty wineglasses, a couple bottles of Smirnoff vodka, and two ashtrays that were overflowing with  cigarette butts. Even in the dark, the place looked and smelled like a dump, but the darkness that came before sunrise hid some of its imperfections. The lingering scents from the dinners I’d cooked over the last week didn’t mask the mustiness.

Rick Bielshowsky was sleeping in the middle of the floor with the plaid covers pulled over his head. I opened the refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of water. Jackie became louder. When I headed back to the bathroom, I paused in front of the bedroom door again. Sammy was on top of Jackie and she had her legs hooked around his ankles. Jackie’s eyes stayed with mine. I frowned at her, held eye contact until I closed the bedroom door. I closed the door hard enough to let them know I was irritated.

I went back inside the bathroom, splashed water on my face, and ignored their moans.

Before every job we all stayed in the same space, remained interdigitated until the money had been divided. That was part of the ritual. Maybe it kept us from having a snitch. Or fostered camaraderie, like soldiers before a big mission. Whatever the reason, it kept us safe. Maybe it made us more like family than thieves. We’d sat up and planned and ate and watched DVDs. We always watched the same DVDs. Snatch. Reservoir Dogs. Two Hands. Boogie Nights. Raising Arizona. Pulp Fiction. Heat. Dog Day Afternoon. Inside Man. Lock, Stock, and Two Smoking Barrels. Everything we watched kept us attached to the realities of a grubby, violent, and dangerous world. I took a deep breath. The last of the panic attack, the last of the stress, hadn’t abated, and the claws of anxiety were raking their fingernails up and down my spine in a way that let me know that it would return. I rubbed the last of the dampness away from my eyes.

When I stepped out of the bathroom, Rick was sitting up, yawning and rubbing his eyes. He looked like JFK Jr. with blond hair. His hair was naturally black, but he bought dye and colored his mane for each job. It was red for the last job. And now with the blond hair, he thought he looked like a California-born movie star and all he needed was Angelina Jolie at his side. He frowned and tsked as he used his thumb to motion at the hallelujahs coming from the bedroom, then he shook his head.

I shrugged and moved on toward the kitchen. “Second night in a row. All night long.”

“Sammy must be on Viagra, Enzyte, a handful of L-arginine, and two cans of Red Bull.”

“Probably.”

Rick turned the television to CNN. Northside United Methodist Church had been robbed. Someone had stolen the safe and gotten away with one hundred grand.

Rick whistled, shook his head, and said, “Geesh.”

“Yeah.”

“It’s an inside job.”

“Has to be.”

Rick moved from the floor to the sofa, where I had slept, and pulled the coffee table closer. He took his gun out, a .38, then opened a kit and started cleaning his weapon. I went into the kitchen and looked over my diagrams, the streets of L.A., the primary getaway route highlighted in yellow. I took my executive suit out of the closet, pulled on my slacks, did the same with a fresh Hanes undershirt, then pulled on a starched and crisp white oxford shirt. After I put my cuff links on, I took a deep breath and leaned against the counter and  listened to the broadcast on CNN. Newscasters used faux concern to talk about the high unemployment rate, but the words that stuck with me were the fact that 40 percent of the unemployed had been out of work for over two years.

I asked Rick, “Did you ever tell me how you ended up in the bank withdrawal business?”

“Thought I already bored you with that long story. I know I bored Sammy with it a dozen times.”

“Not that I remember. I’m not one to ask a lot of personal questions. But I’ll tell you this, and this you already know. What a man tells me, this is the end of the line. So far as whatever conversation we have, or have ever had, the buck stops here.”

“I had a business.” Rick said that and looked out at the city, his lips turned down, as if heaviness was rising from his heart to his mouth. “It was an import and export business. Long story short, my business partner died all of a sudden. Heart attack and he hadn’t made it to age thirty-five. Over two dozen creditors sued me. Not to mention the fact that my business partner had failed to pay the taxes on the business for three years. Between Uncle Sam and the creditors, the phone never stopped ringing. I was in over my head. I had a family to feed.”

“So you did what you had to do.”

“Did what I had to do. After I cashed in my stocks at a huge loss, I understood how people become homeless. I’d come here to Los Angeles and gone to meet with this guy who ran some cons. Guy named Scamz. I went to this pool hall to meet him, only to find out he had been killed the night before. Sammy had come here for the same thing. We put our heads together. So there you have it.”

“You met Eddie Coyle along the way.”

“Yeah. We met him along the way. Right after he had been kicked off the police force for taking bribes. He was working with his brother, this guy nicknamed Bishop, and they were hitting banks down south. We linked up with them and ran a four-man crew for a few jobs. Had a lot of fun.”

“Robbing banks, a vocation that can get you up to twenty years behind bars, is fun?”

“Was being facetious. I never really cared for Eddie Coyle and thought less of his brother. But Eddie Coyle handles his business.”

My mind drifted back to that night I’d stood in the cold on I-94. I said, “That he does.”

“We can’t all like who we work for, or work with, but so long as at the end of the day the checks clear and the bills are paid. . . . The bottom line is all that matters.”

“That’s what Eddie Coyle told me.”

“That’s what Eddie Coyle told us all.” Rick checked his watch. “I noticed that you’re cooking a lot, but you’re not eating much.”

“I eat when I’m hungry.”

“Stress will put you in the ground.”

“Nothing I can’t handle. Stress is nothing new, not in my world.”

“You’re a real good guy, Dmytryk. Real good guy. Now, Sammy, don’t get me wrong, he’s my buddy, and I love and trust the man, but he’s not worth a bowl of muddy cornflakes. But you, you’re a real good guy. Maybe you don’t belong here in this hustle.”

I smiled. “But I’m here. Therefore, here must be where I belong.”

He smiled in kind. “You going back to the Midwest after this job?”

“Yeah. I’m going back home.”

“Why?”

I searched for a lie, but the truth came out. I said, “My wife might come back.”

It was his turn to pause and become deadly serious. “You heard from her?”

“Not as of yet.”

He pushed his lips up into a thin smile. “When did you say she disappeared?”

“After that job we did in Pasadena, Texas.”

“That Wells Fargo on Spencer Highway was about six months ago.”

“About, give or take a few hours.”

“We’re taking bets that you killed her.”

I laughed a little. “Put me down for twenty. I’m betting I killed her too. I killed her and blocked it out of my mind. Better yet, put me down for forty.”

He laughed for a moment, then rubbed his chin and became serious.

I smiled. “You okay, Rick?”

“So things were bad between you and the wife.”

“We had ugly moments.”

“Rihanna-and-Chris Brown ugly?”

“Mine wasn’t like that. But things were said. We both did things that left us with a lot of collateral damage. Losing jobs, a lot of psychological changes come with that.”

“I went through that with my wife too.”

I said, “Losing your job is like having your identity stolen, like having what defined you run through a paper shredder. After a while the despair gets you, and it gets you good.”

Rick nodded. “Yup.”

“Financial problems led to stress.”

“Me and my wife had it bad for a few years.”

“Stress led to desperation and that spiraled into depression.”

Rick nodded. “So, your wife was depressed.”

“Me too. I was depressed too.”

“I bet.”

“Cora wasn’t working a real job and my part-time gigs didn’t do much more than cover the mortgage and put food in the refrigerator.”

“She left you right after we did that job in Texas.”

“Maybe Cora had wanted to leave before she vanished, but she couldn’t afford to leave.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, Dmytryk. You did what you could to make it work.”

I nodded. “So did she.”

Rick paused. “It’s been half a year, Dmytryk. She hasn’t reached out to you. Your address is the same. She’s moved on. So maybe you should just let the wife go.”

“Would you let your wife go? Would you, Rick?”

“Well, we have three kids. Like it or not, when you have kids, it’s a different ball game.”

“Married is married, kids or not.”

He yawned. “You said that the jobs in Detroit are gone and not coming back, at least not the same jobs.”

“I did.”

“Some women are like those jobs. Gone and not coming back.”

The reality of his words put cracks in my wall of denial, added a hundred fissures to my heart. We sat on those words for a moment. I  knew that Rick meant well. I respected his every word. As we paused, moans seeped into the room. Then the bed rocked and Jackie sang.

Rick motioned toward the bedroom. “Sammy is killing Jackie in there.”

I smiled. “Like I said, we all kill what we love. We kill what we hate too.”

Rick yawned again. “You all cleaned up?”

“I showered last night. Didn’t want to hog the bathroom this morning.”

“You’re not going to shave?”

“I never shave before a job. Always shave after.”

“Right, right. Your ritual.”

“You could say that. Some people wear the same socks. I refuse to shave.”

“We all have rituals. I clean my gun before every job. I’ve never had to use it, don’t plan on ever using it, but I still clean it and carry it. Sammy, well, he’s doing his pregame ritual right now. He’s been through more women than I can count. They’re all disposable to him. As disposable as used condoms.”

“Except his wife.”

“Yeah, and I’ve had my share of one-nighters. Takes the edge off being married, if you ask me. But I’d never do like Sammy. I’d never get into anything serious. I’d never compromise my marriage.”

The sun started to rise and erase some of the shadows. I went to the kitchen table and studied the layout of the streets once again, playing it in my mind the way I had rehearsed and driven those streets the last seven days. By lunchtime this would be over and the anxiety and stress would lessen.

Rick came and stood next to me, looked down at the maps and checked the routes.

He said, “You’re a decent man.”

“Thanks. I feel the same way about you, Rick. You’re a real good guy.”

“I have to leave and handle one more job down south.”

I looked at Rick. “Room for me on that job?”

“Sorry. The crew’s been set for a while.”

“Is something changing that will open a door for a man such as myself?”

“After breakfast, I want to sit down and talk with you.”

I asked, “What about?”

“Just me and you. We’ll talk then. You’ve become like a brother to me.”

“Did I do something wrong?”

“Look, let’s talk later.”

I was confused. His tone was grave and shaky, unsettling, but I shrugged. “Sure. We can talk.”

“Just me and you.”

“The buck stops here.”

Rick grabbed his toiletry bag, his suit pants and starched white shirt, then he went inside the bathroom. He wanted to get in there before Sammy’s mistress went to shower. She would use up all of the hot water. The shower kicked on. I thought Sammy would come out of the bedroom, but I heard Jackie’s soft voice pleading, telling him she needed more. She begged him for more. Said that he hadn’t given her as much as he had promised. Not long after that, the moans started again.

While I was surrounded by noises that blended in with the bad news on CNN, I turned on my laptop and did my other ritual. I went to MySpace, Facebook, Twitter, Tagged, Hi5, Google, and a dozen other Web sites. I entered my wife’s name, her social security number, her driver’s license number, searched morgues and hospitals, pulled up missing persons sites, looked in the eyes of the living and the faces of the dead. Like a man obsessed with living in the epicenter of his own pain, I searched for my wife. While I scoured the Internet, Rick finished his shower, came out and put on his shoes, then grabbed his Marlboros and lit one before he gathered the garbage and headed out the front door. Jackie emerged from the bedroom, cellular phone in hand, deep in the middle of a hostile conversation.

“It’s not right,” she snapped into the phone. “How do you keep a child from her mother? How do you even sleep at night doing something like this? I don’t need to talk to your attorney, I’m talking to you.”

She had a white robe wrapped around her body, but her left breast was exposed to the nipple. The robe was short, barely hit below her backside and candy store. She was a tall woman. She had a small waist and plenty of very nice curves, a dark-haired, full-figured woman with a youthful girl-next-door face but a complexion that had noticeable acne. Her skin had a radiant glow, was actually shining while she held her cellular up to her face and argued with her ex-husband about their ongoing custody battle. She had a kid who she was fighting to see.

Sammy’s mistress ended the call, then closed her cellular hard and shot me a nasty frown.

She asked, “Did you lose something?”

“You really should dress appropriately in an apartment this small that is filled with men.”

“I’m not a daisy chain kind of woman, if that’s what you’re implying.”

“I’m just saying take into consideration that other men are present and be mindful and respectful. Despite pretending that you’re Sammy’s wife, you’re not his wife and this isn’t your honeymoon suite.”

“Screw you.”

“That’s Sammy’s task, not mine.”

“I hope you enjoyed the show.”

“I’ve seen better on YouPorn, but that’s not the point.”

“In case you didn’t hear me the first time, screw you.”

She broke her stare and headed inside the bathroom and showered, then came out about twenty minutes later, the scent to her perfume leading the way, her hair wet, wearing pink Reeboks, tight jeans, and a SOY LATINA IN THE EEUU T-shirt. Sammy had given her that T-shirt as a gift, had bought it for her two days ago in Santa Monica.

She was part Latina but couldn’t speak or understand more than a handful of words in Spanish. Sammy told me that she had grown up ashamed to be Latina. The woman had many issues. She had put makeup on top of her acne, had piled it on so thick her oval face looked as pallid as a ghost.

She said, “Keep looking at me and I’ll tell Sammy to put his fist in your piehole.”

She grabbed a small duffel bag, left without saying good-bye, high heels dangling from one of her hands, her face in a deep, harsh frown despite the riding Sammy had given her. Sammy called his wife, talked with his kids, made plans to go snow skiing next week, got back on the phone with his wife, told her he loved her, then hung up, showered, and put on his business suit.

Rick came back inside and saw I had the browser open to a Web site for earthquake victims.

He said, “I don’t think she’s hiding out in Haiti.”

“I’m not looking for her.”

“Yeah, whatever. Look, nobody runs away to Haiti. People run away from Haiti.”

I gave him a short smile. “Told you, I wasn’t looking for her. I was checking the news.”

Rick put his loaded gun inside his holster, one he wore underneath his suit coat. Sammy did the same, holstered his gun before he adjusted his tie. A small version of the U.S. flag was pinned to his collar, like he was a politician. Sammy reached inside his pocket and took out a Mexican switchblade.

I asked, “Where did you get that toy?”

“Bought it yesterday afternoon when me and Jackie were in Hollywood.”

“Prop knife or the real deal?”

“This six-inch blade is sharp enough to leave your head hanging.”

A moment later I picked up my thirty-year-old black fedora and slid my silver pocket watch inside my pants pocket, eased it inside by its silver chain, then I took out my iPhone. I slipped on earphones and turned on an app that tied me into scanners for the LAPD and the Los Angeles sheriff’s department. I pulled on my suit coat and grabbed the keys to the stolen car we had left parked down the street.

Sammy asked, “Dmytryk, man, you cooking again tonight?”

I said, “Tell your mistress to put on some decent clothes, make herself useful, and cook.”

Rick chuckled. “If he can get her to stand up that long.”

Sammy said, “She thinks I’m going to leave my wife and kids to take care of her and her kid.”

I said, “You’re joking, right?”

Rick said, “Sammy, tell Dmytryk about her big scheme.”

“She’s planning on kidnapping her kid and hiding out in South America. I’ll help her get her kid, then I’m done. I worked for five years and saved enough to pay a coyote ten thousand to get me out of South America when I was seventeen, and going back would defeat the purpose of spending ten grand and walking across three deserts and sleeping in the wilderness for three months so I could get bussed up from San Diego and work in sweatshops and cut yards and build houses and wash dishes and cook and labor and send money back to bring up my brothers and sister and educate myself and get a better life than the one I had when I was a kid.”

I said, “Sammy, you and those long, run-on sentences.”

He went on. “I know how it would go and I’m not stupid. She’d get knocked up and I’d be trading problems for problems, end up having to support two households. So yeah, I’ll take her out tonight. Sure, we’ll have fun, then go balls to the walls. But at the end of the day, I’m a married man with a family.”

Rick interrupted. “Okay, boys, adjust your panties and let’s go make some money.”

Sammy said, “Two twenty. I’m betting we’re in and out in two minutes and twenty seconds.”

Rick said, “Two minutes. This feels like a two-minute job.”

“Put your money where your mouth is.” Sammy yawned. “Dmytryk, what’s your bet?”

“I’m betting on two minutes thirty seconds.”

Rick said, “You’re on. Five hundred a bet as usual and winner takes all. Anything over three minutes goes back in the pot. I’ll have both of you ladies’ monies before we eat breakfast.”

Then we left together, three men in suits and wearing the same brand of shoes—the Johnston & Murphy Bandits—and stepped out into the din and early-morning pandemonium. It was an area that had over three hundred forty thousand registered people in less than five square miles. Might have been close to a half million when the illegal immigrants were added in.

Sammy said, “Mad Men. We look like those cats in the TV show  Mad Men.”

Rick said, “People trust men in suits. Especially women. It puts them at ease.”

Sammy said, “Makes their legs open like doors.”

Rick nodded. “That too.”

 

 

 

 

A stolen four-door Chevy was waiting on us. The car was ten years old. The type of car no one would look at twice. I walked around the car like I was inspecting a private plane before takeoff. The tires were good, the lights worked, the engine ran smoothly, and we had gas.

My personal automobile was parked half a block away. I owned a Buick Wildcat. It had been my father’s car. Like my father, I kept the car’s exterior looking top-shelf. I’d used money from the first two jobs and made the Wildcat look the way it had looked when my father drove it off of the lot in Michigan. Only a fool would drive his own car to go rob a bank.

After I finished looking over the stolen Chevy, I climbed inside and  took to the wheel while Rick took the backseat. Sammy always rode up front with me. He had that Mexican switchblade in his hand. He kept opening and closing it, made the blade click out, that sound like the click of death.

From Koreatown, across Wilshire Boulevard and over to Crenshaw Boulevard, the radio was off. My ears were tuned in to the scanner. It was almost Christmastime, and during morning rush hour in Los Angeles people wore Lakers baseball caps and scarves and drove around with the tops dropped on their convertibles. Back east and in the Midwest everyone was shoveling snow and bundled like Eskimos, but out here the people stood at bus stops dressed in T-shirts and gloves. A few women were dressed in shorts that barely covered their backsides, shorts that were highlighted by fashionable, furry, knee-high boots; a few of the others wore sandals that matched their gloves, scarves, and sunglasses. We looked at the strangeness as we rode to our destination.

There were no smiles. There were no jokes. Our game faces were on.

Rick and Sammy were professionals. All jobs had been walk in and walk out, not a shot fired, people terrified, but not a person injured. They’d made a lot of tax-free money over the last decade, but not enough to rival Wall Street. Family and women on the side were expenses that required a man to have deep pockets. Soon the quick money was gone and it was time to make a few more withdrawals.

I’d worked with Eddie and his crew on five jobs. I was in an unwanted and dangerous occupation that was a long way from the simple life I had planned for myself back in Detroit. In high school, I’d mapped my life out to the other side of grad school.

But as they said, man planned and God laughed.

God must’ve been sipping a Corona, doubled over and slapping his knees right about then.

Baldwin Hills appeared on our right, behind one billboard for a local radio station and another billboard for The Leonard DuBois Story  on HBO. The area didn’t look like much, but Rick and Sammy had said this neighborhood had million-dollar homes. What a man got for a million dollars out there in Botoxville was nothing to brag about. Thousands of L.A.’s hyperinflated properties were being foreclosed on. Every man who had been inspired by free enterprise and greed was tumbling down the hill like Jack, dragging Jill and their tofu-eating rug rats along with them, silver spoons flying from mouths as they busted their crowns on oil- and urine-stained streets populated with the poor and the unknown. The rich had the most to lose, and the people at the bottom of the hills probably took joy in watching all the Goliaths fall.

I entered the parking lot on Santa Rosalia, just as we had planned. The street ran parallel to Crenshaw at this end but curved and gave us a great escape route. I parked outside the bank and watched the flow of traffic between there and the Baldwin Hills Crenshaw Plaza.

Sammy stepped out first, adjusted his suit coat and tie, then put on his killer smile.

He tossed me his Mexican switchblade. “Hang on to this for me, Dmytryk.”

I dropped his souvenir inside my suit pocket.

Rick nodded, then he stood next to Sammy and took in the surroundings.

All was clear. Everything was perfect. This small crime would be over in a few minutes.

Rick and Sammy didn’t walk inside the bank like they were the  Sons of Anarchy. They entered the bank at a casual pace, heads up high and confidence strong—not stick-up men, but businessmen making an early-morning transaction, two chisel-chinned CEOs stepping into a Fortune 500 meeting. They walked in like gentlemen and would exit the same way.

Anxiety moved up my spine like ice, gave me a chill that rivaled the coldness I had felt in Detroit.

I whispered, “Two minutes.”
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