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ANDY 

had hooked up 
with some colored folk he knew and smoked a bit of grass. And so he was 
a little loopy. When she opened the door, he was pushing a pencil 
around the desk with his nose. I distinctly remember that I was doing 
something embarassing too, though I dont know what. Probably scratching 
myself. The three of us had gotten into the rhum after another week 
without any work. That isnt exactly true -- John had been doing some of 
the cheeky work; watching a married man lie down with a married lady in 
a little place outside of town. In fact, he had left us to go do 
exactly that. He wasn't even collecting evidence anymore. He was just 
watching them fuck with my binoculars, parked on the highway in my car. 
Not that I blame him. But other than that bullshit, we weren't doing a 
damned thing. Just pretending my living room was an important looking 
PI's office and wasting our money on booze.

When she opened the door, Andy stopped dead, his nose pressed 
against the desk, his mouth gaping.

She looked away from him and then at me. She looked like she 
wasn't sure who to be more unimpressed with.

"Uh, shit," I said, putting our quart of liquor in the desk, 
"hello. I'm Christopher Brown."

I got up and stifled a burp, but she could hear it. Andy finally 
sat up. His eyes were bloodshot like an old hound.

Her mouth pursed and pouted up, fat sexual lips. Getting ready 
for a performance.

"Hello," she said. She shook my hand and I realized she was a 
solid foot taller than I was. She was monstrous.

"This is my associate, Andrew Bobby. Welcome," I swallowed 
another burp, "welcome to Gemini Investigations."

"A pleasure," she said, "I'm sure."
She and I looked at Andy, who was sitting with his hands folded, 

looking at her. I frowned at him, flaring my nostrils for what felt 
like forever. He looked up at me, licking his lips, his eyes dull. I 
cleared my throat, but still he sat motionless. Finally he let out a 
sound and sort of stumbled out of his chair to shake her hand. He 
started to walk around the desk the other way towards his chair when I 
yelled at him.

"Give her your fucking seat, Andy!"
"Oh shit, right," he laughed, but her face stayed the same.
He pulled the chair around, putting it down behind her. I watched 

him back up and look at her rich arse as she sat down. He seemed 
enchanted. I made another face at him and he came back around and stood 
next to me.

"Okay, so how can we help you?" I muttered, my words all soggy 
and slurred.

"I'm sorry, I forget your name," Andy covered his mouth, trying 
not to laugh.

"I didn't give you a name," she said cooly.
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"Oh man!" he laughed.
Andy snorted and started to laugh harder. His chuckles exploded 

out of him and he ran to the washroom holding his mouth. He shut the 
door, squealing. We could hear him roaring with laughter in there. A 
few moments later, we heard him taking a piss, still giggling. He 
stayed in there for a while, splashing water around the sink and 
laughing.

"Jesus, I'm sorry about him," I said, "I can assure you that he 
is not usually like this, he -- uh," I could hear the rhum dripping 
onto the floor. I threw the drawer open and straightened out the bottle.

"I'll come back tomorrow," she said, standing up.
Her dress was black silk, chinese, with the buttons all strange 

up her collar. Her breasts and ass were enormous, her hair pulled back 
in a fine kerchief. I felt myself twitch in my slacks as I stared her 
parts down.

"Shit, no, it's fine, sit down, sit down," I jumped up, wiping my 
hands on my pants. I came around the side, pushed on her shoulders. A 
little too hard, because she frowned when she finally sat down.

I leaned against the desk near her. I reached for the coffee pot 
to offer her a drink, but I noticed a cigarette in it. She did too.

We looked at eachother for a moment.
"So, uh, anonymity is fine. It isn't a problem if --- if I mean, 

discretion, that's us," I said.
Andy let out another clutch of chuckles from the bathroom.
"You can call me Mrs. Gold."
"Sure, sure, Mrs. Gold," I smiled, "or do you mean Miss Gold?"
"That's why I'm here, actually," she said. A bit of her hair had 

tumbled out of her kerchief. It was yellow.
I decided to sit down across from her again because I was 

starting to get an erection.
"So -- you, uh, got a cheating husband then?"
"Something like that," she said, crossing her legs. They were 

huge, milky.
I watched her dig through her purse and take out an envelope. She 

put it on the desk, and taking out a slim little pen, wrote a phone 
number on the side of it.

"I have a problem that I need solved as soon as possible," she 
said. Her voice was throaty, rattling.

"Absolutely," I said. The envelope looked like it was filled with 
cash. I kept looking from the envelope to her breasts and back.

"Call this number tomorrow," she slid it over to me.
"Soap!" Andy called from the bathroom.
"Shut the fuck up, Andy!" I roared over my shoulder.
Mrs. Gold was looking at me, her hand still on the envelope. Like 

she was thinking of taking it away.
"Absolutely, Mrs. Gold. I'll call you tomorrow," I wrestled the 

envelope out of her hand, throwing it in the drawer, "first thing 
tomorrow. We'll sort this all out."

She stood up, muscular and huge. An amazon.
"I surely hope so," she said, and left.

I waited until she closed the door and walked out before I went 
to the bathroom. The door was locked.

"Andy you cocksucker, open the fuck up!"
I heard him laughing inside.
"I'm gonna fucking kill you, you almost cost us a fucking job you 

little shit!" I kicked the door and he started screaming with laughter.
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I went to the desk and sat down, ignoring him.
The envelope had soaked up the liquor and was dripping wet. I 

cursed and quickly opened it up, booze dripping all over me.

A wad of alcohol-soaked bills flopped onto the desk.

I stared at it for a moment. They were all twenties.
"Holy fuck!" I said. I counted seven hundred dollars. I gasped.

Rent. Gas. Food. Casino. Girls.

I immediately ran to the safe, throwing aside the picture of my 
mother. Tearing it open, I shoved the wad in, next to the packs of 
smokes and rubbers, in behind the gun. I slammed it shut, spinning the 
combination. My heart was racing.

I decided I would take the cash west, drive out of here for good. 
Fuck this dive and fuck this job. Fuck Mrs. Gold, too, dumb enough to 
give me a small fortune for no good reason. When John got back with the 
hard top, I'd say I was going out for smokes or food or a date, or 
fucking anything -- peel out of here. I jumped towards the safe.

But then I saw mom. Her smiling face, her big brown eyes. And 
Andy started laughing again in the bathroom. I remembed my promise to 
her.

You take care of Andy Bobby, you hear me? She had said.
He doesn't have anyone, not a soul. You're his brother, even if 

its not in name or blood, she took my hand, an IV tube running up 
through her arm, you always look after family, Christopher.

Yeah, sure, I said.
I mean it, Christopher. Whatever you end up doing, wherever you 

go, you make sure that boy is taken care of.
Yeah mom, I tore my hand away, Jesus Fuck, I had said.
Not much of an oath, I suppose, and I could have gone without 

cursing at her, but I was stone cold sober at the time. And it was her 
goddamn deathbed.

John I could leave here for good, he's more trouble than he's 
worth anyways. Always eating my maltballs and playing that fucking horn 
all night. No, John I could fuck over. And Mrs. Gold could be Mrs. 
Platinum for all I care, wouldn't make things any different. Hell, I 
could probably fuck over anyone except Andy.

I looked up at the picture of Mom. Smiling as always.
"Chris?" Andy called weakly from the bathroom.
I sighed a long sigh. 
"What, buddy?"
He started laughing again, "I threw up."
I took the booze for myself and went to my bedroom. I locked the 

door.
"Chris," he laughed, "hey Chris."
"What?!" I screamed.
"Chris," he let out a whoop.
"Get the fuck out of there and go to sleep!" I called.
I poured the booze down my throat and tried not to puke. Andy 

started splashing around again and I kicked the wall. My oath kept me 
from both killing myself, and him. I thought of the money, the money, 
the money.

Then I started to get real drunk and real lonely. I put the 
bottle down, freeing my hands. Then I thought of Mrs. Gold for a long 
while. When that was done, I went to sleep.
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HARD TOP
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THE
 next day, Andy was up early. 

The place was cleaned, and he had finally shut the fuck up. He was in 
the kitchen (which was also the office) making eggs. For a split 
second, he looked like my ex-wife. Then I realized for all intents and 
purposes, he more or less was.

"Listen," he said without turning around, "you know as much as I 
do, that professionalism is important to this job--"

"Andy," I sat down at the table, my head pounding, "forget about 
it."

"Yeah?" he said, looking over at me.
"Yeah," I said.
He nodded, his hair bobbing with him. I watched him take a smoke 

out of his pocket and pop it in his lips. He nodded again, lighting it. 
Andy scraped the eggs off of the pan onto a plate.

"Eggs," he said. Then he pointed to the coffee pot, "Coffee."
I was happy to find there were no ashes in it.
He sat down and gave me a plate, handed me a cup of joe. He put 

down the unlit cigarette from his mouth and started to eat. His eyes 
wouldn't meet mine, so I slid the newspaper to me and read a headline.

"Mayor Douglas launches boating inquest," I said.
"Saw that," Andy said. He was spooning marmalade onto toast.
"You still got those affidavits?"
"The vault," he said, biting into the crust.
I struggled through the clouds of liquor around my head, trying 

to remember. Something about a giant woman and the safe. Money?
I smiled.
"Speaking of which. Last night, with the woman---"
Andy slammed his toast onto his plate. His knife clanged hard.
"I knew you weren't gonna let that go!" he yelled.
"Jesus, Andy ---"
"You just gotta say I toldjaso, doncha? You just gotta!" he 

stared at me, "you were right, okay? Stay away from those negroes, you 
said. Don't smoke that dope, you said. I know. I'm sorry, okay?"

"I didn't even ---" I took a deep breath, my head pounding harder.
"John costs us jobs all the fucking time with his bit, I don't 

see you chewing him---"
"Shut the fuck up!" I shouted. He went quiet for a minute, and 

then started shaking his head. 
"Andy," I grabbed his arm hard, "I told you, I don't give a shit. 

You didn't let me finish."
He looked down at his plate for a minute, hanging his head, 

"Okay."
I got up and went over to Mom. She smiled.
I tossed her aside and started to put in the combination.
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"It doesn't matter, because she still gave us the job. And a lot 
of fucking cash," I said, clicking open the door.

"Really?" Andy turned around in his chair.
"Yeah, we just gotta call her."
I reached inside. 

My booze-soaked blood went cold. 

I shot my head around and looked at Andy. He was yawning. I gave 
him a look.

"What?" he said, getting up from his chair with his coffee.
"Were you in here today?" I said quickly, clenching my teeth.
"No, I've just been cleaning all morning."
The vault contained my old flask from the war, two firecrackers, 

and Andy’s medal of honor.

No money. No gun. Not even the goddamn rubbers.

“Are the affidavits gone?” Andy asked, coming over.
“Yes,” I said, motioning to the safe, “and so is everything else.”
He looked inside, then to me, his eyes big.
“John came in this morning. Dropped off the hard top.”
I closed my eyes, nodding. 
Of course. What I couldn’t do because of my promise, John would 

do in an instant. Probably out buying a solid gold saxophone or fucking 
the world’s fattest whore at the circus.

I looked out the window. The car was parked on the sidewalk, a 
ticket under the wiper. The keys were on the table. At least John 
thought it was enough to rob us, he didn’t have to take the company car 
too. 

I took a minute to let me finish growing in my fucking gut. I 
took a deep breath and, sucking in all the air in the room, compressed 
it all into a little ball in the pit of my stomach. I named it John.

“Did he say anything?” I asked, letting the calm wash over me.
“He came in just before I got up. Said something about finishing 

a job, then he left.”
I sighed, and reached for the flask. “Mm Hmm.”
“What was he working on the uh, fuck --- what was her name?”
I went and sat down at the table. I took a swig with my eggs, 

then another with a bit of Andy’s toast. He put his coffee cup down and 
went to the desk drawer, where we put stuff sometimes.

“Are you sure you put the money in the vault? We can’t 
automatically assume he took it, right?” he said it like it was a 
reasonable question. Andy raised his eyebrows, and I gave him another 
look. The gin was almost as old as the flask.

“Well,” he continued, “you were pretty twisted last night.”
“Mm,” I said. I poured some down my throat, and then put some in 

my coffee. Then, after a moment’s thought, I poured some in his cup.
He rooted through the desk some more, his skinny arm buried to 

the elbow. He sighed and stood up, his hands on his hips.
“Maybe,” he scratched his stubble, “maybe John thought we had 

been squirreling the money away, that we weren’t sharing.”
I coughed.
“Maybe it was just a misunderstanding. He’s just doing what he 

thinks right?” he asked.
I didn’t answer him, sipped my awful coffee instead. I nodded 

towards his cup.
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“You should drink yours,” I said.

He was looking out the window again.
“Shoot Chris, how much money did you say it was?”
I finished his toast, put catsup on the eggs.
“Over seven hundred dollars,” I said.
He looked at me, smiling. He let out a little laugh. I raised my 

eyebrows, drinking my powerful brew. I watched his smile shrink into a 
puckered, horrified hole.

“Really?” he said.
I nodded.
He stood silent before the greasy windowsill.

“Motherfucker!” he roared, and kicked the wall, “who the fuck 
does he think he is?”

“John Hoobler,” I said, gargling eggs and gin.
He looked at me, his eyes bulging. His face red.
Andy screamed and went into the spare room and started wrecking 

up the place, his skinny arms flying everywhere, tossing furniture and 
papers.

I finished my eggs and choked back some hot puke in my throat. 
When that abated, I poured the rest of my coffee ontop of that, and 
grimaced. Andy was using his karate on the cot, it sounded like. 

John. Fucking John.
Andy came back into the room. His hair plastered to his face, 

stringy and damp. His sleeves were rolled up, his collar undone. His 
tie had disappeared somewhere in the room.

“Does the oath mean nothing to him?”
“What’s this now?” I asked, walking past him, into my room.
What a fucking mess. I stepped over slacks and belts, shirts and 

socks, a sticky magazine. I kicked a milk carton off of a heap of 
blankets and threw them aside. I found my jacket and put it on. Andrew 
Bobby was in the doorway.

“The oath. To protect each other and the company,” he recited, 
“like one Gemini watches after the other.”

I vaguely remembered the three of us getting shit-faced and Andy 
suggesting we take an oath. John had grinned and grinned, left the room 
and came back with a whole routine. This’ll be good, he kept saying 
from the other room, chuckling. Then I remember stumbling to my feet, 
while the other two dug up a taper and lit it. Raised our right hand 
and said some poetic nonsense, swore allegiance to Vidocq (whoever the 
fuck that was). Burned a Pinkerton liscence and shook on it. 

I guess it meant something to Andy. He must have been more sober 
than I was. Or maybe drunker. Did we piss out the flames afterwards? 

I felt embarrassed for him. 
“Yeah, I guess not,” I said. I finished off the flask, then 

looked around the room. The rhum was next to my pillow. I could feel 
the gin make my heart beat faster as I emptied the bottle into the 
flask. I threw it into the corner, where it clinked off of the lamp. I 
walked past Andy, and went into the main room again. I looked in the 
safe and shrugged, taking his medal and the firecrackers. I put them 
next to the flask in my coat, grabbed my tie off of the floor.

“Drink your coffee so we can go,” I said to Andy.
“Did you spike it?” he said, picking it up.
“Get that hooch in you,” I said, lighting up a smoke.
He sipped it softly, grimacing. He never was one for the gin. 

When he finally finished, he looked sick.
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I could already feel my hangover fading. I dragged hard on the 
smoke, nodded to the door.

“Clean yourself up, Andrew. Let’s go.”
“Where?” he asked.
“Grabbledini,” I said, tying the wrinkled piece of fabric around 

my neck.
“What?” Andy said.
“The case he was on. The lady was Rosetta Grabbledini. From the 

hills.”
“You think he’s there?”
“Only lead we got," I shrugged, then looked him over. Sweat had 

stained through his shirt, and his collar was askew. His hair was 
bunched up on one side of his head. One of his pantlegs was crammed up 
his leg. I shook my head at him.

"You look like a fucking two year old threw a tantrum," I said.
"Guess I should get cleaned up," he ran his hand through his hair.
Andy rubbed his face and eyes roughly before he slowly stepped 

into the other room in his sock feet. He came out cradling his tie like 
a dead serpent. He padded into his room, where he built up enough 
courage to put on his jacket and tie, knotting it in a tight little 
noose. From there, I watched him step into the bathroom to wash his 
face. His hands shook as he put the comb through his hair, his boyish 
face bloated and scared.

I decided I would bust John Hoobler's fat fucking head open with 
a tire iron.

We put on our hats and walked to the car, all business.
I threw Andy the keys and he got in the driver's side, puffing 

his cigarette.
I got in and dug the phonebook out from under the seat, looked up 

Grabbledini, R.
"We're coming for you, John," Andy grinned, turning the keys. The 

engine belched out a roar and we lurched forward.
He floored the petal and we wobbled awkwardly up the street. I 

looked up at the blurred road, then over to Andy.
He stopped the car and got out. Then he got back in.
"Tires are cut, boss," Andy said.

John Motherfucking Hoobler.
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CHAPTER  3  :
BIG DICKIE
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I
 was walking fast, too fast for a gutful of eggs and booze, 

and the sun had come out hot and heavy, so I was sweating up a mess 
under my arms. Andy was trailing behind me, but a little too far back, 
like he wasn’t sure he wanted to follow. I let the streets pull at me, 
sucking me downtown, and Andy did his best to keep up. I could hear him 
sort of muttering to himself, kicking his own ass about John. He was 
sore about it, that was for sure, but mostly he was just trying to get 
his head around the whole thing. He spat and grumbled things, kicked at 
the dirt. He hadn’t even asked where we was going, but I don’t think he 
even cared anymore. He knew we were going to kill John, he was just 
working out the reasons why.

Not to say I got more brains than Andy, but I didn’t have to work 
it out. I already knew. It had nothing to do with me being smart, and 
everything to do with being mean. Andy was too nice a guy to think the 
way I do. It was just the way we were. That’s why he was the one who 
talked to people, and I was the one who made people talk. You’ve got to 
keep an eye on people, or else you get fucked in the ass. And I’ve been 
watching John for too long to be surprised by this.

Andy and I grew up together in the same part of town. Our mothers 
would get together and we’d be sent outside while they shared recipes 
and gossiped or played cards. Both our fathers were dead from the last 
war, and we both liked playing toy guns. We were best friends almost 
instantly, that’s just how kids are. At that age, you don’t need 
nothing more than an interest in guts and mayhem to make a friend for 
life. Sometimes I was like his big brother, and sometimes I was the 
little brother. We came to depend on eachother a lot, which, in our 
neighbourhood, you had to. Andy and I had a good eight years of 
scrambling around as a duo before everything changed.

When John Hoobler came to town, nobody liked him. And I don’t 
mean that he was picked on for being new – I mean that he showed up and 
right away people knew to stay away. He started bullying kids almost 
immediately. Not just ordinary bullying, either. He would pretend to be 
your friend, hang out with you the whole day and then BAM! he’d sucker 
punch you, or give you a mean shot to the nuggets. He liked to go 
around at recess playing make-believe doctor and giving out “vaccines”. 
The poor kids who were dumb enough to go along with it ended up with a 
pencil broken off in their arm, him laughing away haw haw haaaw. He was 
mean, weird, unlikeable and vicious. He was a chubby kid with glasses 
and curly hair, one of those jew-kids who tried to pass themselves off 
as white. Before he ran out on them, his father probably changed their 
name from Hooblestein or some shit. But like I said, he was completely 
unlike what you’d expect from that make and model of a kid. He looked 
like a loser but had a mind like a serial killer. We caught wind of him 
after someone told us a story about a fourth grader who took a shit in 
his hand and threw it at a teacher. Yeah. I swear. John Hoobler.

Luckily, we were three grades older than Hoob, so we didn’t have 
to endure any of his bullying. He looked up to us because not only we 
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were the older kids, but we practically ran the school. On weekends we 
would cause havoc around the city, busting up windows, setting the old 
cars on fire, dumb shit, really. But it made us the ‘bad kids’, and so 
everyone either ran the other way when we were coming down the road, or 
fell in line behind us. 

Hoob became a part of the gang because he impressed the hell out 
of us. He was one of those kids who was scary, who mothers wouldn’t let 
their kids near. Not because he was strong or tough or any of that, but 
because you knew he’d do anything. He’d fight anyone, win or lose. He’d 
fight cops. There were no limits for him and you could see it in his 
crazy fucking eyes. Even when he’d get his ass kicked, he’d keep coming 
back, next time with a brick, the time after that with a knife, and so 
on until he won or died trying.

One time, Pies Fischer dared him to kill a cat that was prowling 
on some fence and he said sure, no big deal – and we all thought that 
meant he’d chuck a rock at it or something like that. But John just 
starts making kissy sounds and calling the cat to come to him, and it 
does. We’re all laughing and he’s carrying this black little cat, real 
nice and sweet, cooing to it, and Joey Gilespie goes You gonna fuck 
that thing or what? But then John is holding it hard by the throat, 
twisting its head like a screwcap, and it’s not even funny anymore, the 
sounds coming out of it. It’s screaming so loud it sounds human, and 
John Hoobler’s struggling and it’s biting him. We watched him do it, 
with this big goofy grin on his face, the cat’s claws piercing inside 
his arms, but he doesn’t even care. Finally there’s a wet snap and the 
thing’s head is backwards, and he’s just laughing Haaw Haaaw Hawww and 
lets it drop. No one else was laughing. We were all scared. By some 
miracle Andy wasn’t with us. I couldn’t imagine what he would have done 
– that kid loves animals like most men love cooze. We probably wouldn’t 
even be pals anymore if he had. Which, right about now, wouldn’t be a 
bad thing.

But John wasn’t always like that. Eventually he smartened up, we 
all did. But smartening up just meant he was wise to the game. He knew 
if he kept on, he’d end up in jail – he had to get smarter about what 
he would and wouldn’t do, about who he’d let witness it. When we 
started out, we were nothing more than a gang of hoods with knives in 
our pants and snot hanging out our noses. John was useful for vandalism 
and arson, giving kids a thrashing, the dumb pranks we’d pull. When we 
got a little older towards the end of school and realized we could 
maybe start making some dough, but a guy with no control, a guy like 
John wasn’t a good thing to have around. So after we started boosting 
cars, robbing little places like junkyards and corner stores, or doing 
some night-time burglary, John had to shape up or ship out. And at some 
point or other, he shaped up. Learned to talk to people, learned some 
civility and restraint. Learned about lying, about being sweet to 
girls, and how to make good with the cops. It was like a dog surviving 
rabies, almost never happens. And to be honest, he became a good guy, 
more or less. I used to think that maybe all the acting out when he was 
a kid was just a way to get people to notice him. And maybe once he had 
some guys who liked him for real, he started to grow up. 

The rest was history. We grew up like that, new friends coming 
and going, but Andy, me, Hoob, and Pies Fischer were inseparable. We 
all got jobs and girls and all that, but stayed in the same 
neighbourhood, stayed in touch, moved from petty crime to gambling – 
set ourselves up a little racket, nothing big, but enough to pay for 
the steaks at the barbecue. John tried to make something of himself, 

16



CASE OF THE STOLEN JEWELS  :  :  ::::::: :;:::::::::::  :  : BILL KURT BURTON

worked at a newspaper for a while, rented a house near the water with 
some fat little thing named Bonnie.

And then the war came, and our little show was broken up. Andy 
and I were drafted, Pies went into the Air Force, and John stayed 
behind. Because of the shortage of men, he was able to become – of all 
things, a police officer. And because of his attitude, his big mouth, 
and penchant for fat girls (Police Chief’s wife), he was able to get 
canned in under a year. That isn’t to say he was no good at it, he 
learned fast and was good with the books, but he was rough and abusive, 
even moreso than the regular coppers, and was big on the take. But he 
picked up enough experience and connections that when Andy and I 
somehow lived through the horror show across the sea, we figured he 
could be an asset to our little agency.

Like I said though, I keep my eyes open. As much as he’s changed, 
I know that people have lots of different parts in em. I see it all the 
time in this line of work, people hide away what they used to be and it 
comes out – fast and hard. It didn’t matter that he played the horn 
now, or had a little beatnik beard, that he actually had a bank account 
and could listen to instructions when we gave them. I’d been waiting 
for this to happen, I just wasn’t quick enough to stop it.

There was a while there when I forgot all that shit and believed 
he was like Andy, I’m embarrassed to say. Worth a damn, good to have 
around, useful, all that stuff. You start to let your guard down when 
someone gets useful to you. Makes you think of them like a tool, 
something you wield, and you forget that a mad dog’s a mad dog. There 
were times I’d even thought of him as a Good Man.

 It was all because he was a good detective. Gemini wasn’t always 
a rotted-out arsehole of an agency. Things have been rough for the past 
few months, just getting by on scraps, Private Eye stuff, no real 
detecting going on at all, but we had a good string for a while, and 
Hoob had a lot to do with it. Before John, the Case of Little Lulu 
Mazuchetti broke us onto the scene, when we solved a case that half the 
country couldn’t solve – twelve year old singing dancing sweetheart 
disappeared – Andy eventually found where the suitcase she was in. 
Most of her anyway. We made the papers, got on the radio, the whole 
works. There was a photograph of Andy holding the suitcase over his 
head like a trophy he’d won. Then we did another big one almost right 
away, we always called it the French Caper – I got pushed out a window 
near the end of it, broke both my legs. Andy got pushed too, but he 
landed like a cat on his treads while I had a bone stickin’ out my 
fucking slacks. I don’t know how he even did it, but he sprung up and 
ran right back into the building and beat the frog fuck half to death 
with a candlestick. We eventually solved it, our own way, but I 
couldn’t get around for a while after that too well, so that’s when we 
hired John. 

I had some real worries about him, but he wanted to prove himself 
and he did. The Case of the Secret Chinamen was almost single-handedly 
solved by John, and is the reason him and Andy get on so well. He was 
like me at first, sceptical of Hoobler, but gained a lot of respect for 
the man on that case and put it all behind him. Which is probably why 
he’s so shocked by Hoobler taking all our cash and fucking us over. I 
never got all the details about what happened on that job, but they 
went through some hot water, hot enough that they won’t talk about it. 
I was laid up in the office like a cunt secretary for almost the whole 
thing, taking calls and booking work. I passed most of the time looking 
through my telescope at nothing, trying to catch a glimpse of a fat leg 
or loose tit, but mostly just watching birds and stars. Fucking useless.
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But John was instrumental in the next one too, when I was finally 
shuffling around on a cane. His connections to the queer fellas who 
wear dresses down on the harbour was the whole reason we knew where to 
dig during the Case of the Gentleman’s Labyrinth. And on our next one, 
the second time we were all over the papers, another big-time murder 
solved, the Missing Millionaire, it was John who had my back in the 
fight of my life, against that giant Pollack weight-lifter who put Andy 
in a coma (Andy has been in three comas since we started the agency). 
So a lot of our success and survival had to do with John. I would even 
say I was proud of him, something I wasn’t ever counting on saying.

That was then. Soon enough our luck was up, the economy was 
tanking, we were entering a dry spell. Bits and pieces of work. And 
John hoarded money, or short-changed the company and blew it on whores. 
He was drinking more (though we all were) but he blew jobs by getting 
caught investigating, getting arrested -- which led to us having to 
post bail (and further empty the coffers). And then I was remembering, 
oh yeah, John Hoobler, like I had forgotten who he was. And fuck me for 
not waking up sooner.

“Chris,” Andy was calling. I snapped my head around. He was tying 
his shoelace, hopping on one foot, trying to keep up. He had figured 
where we were going, I was sure.

“Hurry on up,” I said, my guts still boiling, a haze across my 
vision.

“Why are we going after the him? What’s he got to do with our 
tires?”

“Nothin,” I said.
“Chris,” he shuffled up to me, all sweaty like I was, “we’re 

supposed to stay away from Dick Douglas.”
“That’s what he says.”
He grabbed my arm and tried to stop me but I was going hard and 

he’s a skinny guy so it didn’t work well. He sort of spun off me and to 
the side into a bush. I was coming towards city hall now, the marble 
steps and pissing baby statue. I stopped at the foot of them and 
straightened out my tie, patting down my lapels, giving a spit to the 
cement. I needed composure for this. I can’t charge in there and puke 
egg all over the place. Andy had reluctantly joined me like he always 
did. I was the one with the plan, after all.

He sighed and started copy me, straightening himself out.
“Alright, what are we doing?”
“Your job’s gonna be the put Big Dickie’s bodyguard down. 

Immediately.”
“Why?” Andy asked. His round face was blank.
“I’m putting the screws to Mayor Dickie. He’s giving us what we 

want, or we’re going public with the affidavits we got.” 
Dickie had been taking contracts with the city to build 

restaurant boats for tourism, except he was selling them once they were 
used for a couple seasons, doubling his profits with the town’s money 
and keeping it for himself. We were hired to investigate, but I was 
sitting on the evidence because it was worth more to us than the money 
from our client. I hated to dump a job unfinished, but this was exactly 
why I did it. I was just going to have to blackmail him earlier than I 
thought I would.

“The affidavits are gone though,” Andy said.
“Which means he can’t steal them back from us,” I said. It was 

weak logic, but I was desperate. We both were. Andy nodded. I was up 
the stairs, partner at my side.
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“He keeps a pistol on his ankle. Don’t let him get it,” I said in 
a hush.

It’s easy. We push the secretary to the floor, watch her chubbies 
jiggle as she hits the ground, take the vase off the desk, throw it at 
the wall. Pull down a painting and punch through the canvas. Andy 
throws a chair and yells like a madman, so do I. Make as much noise as 
possible, that’s the key. The two renties coming down the hall, sashes 
that say SECURITY -- stop halfway when they recognize us and start to 
run the other way, just kids. Kick open the door to the office and make 
a run at Big Dickie, who’s eating an icecream cone in his faggy 
perrywinkle vest and cravat. Andy does one of his circus leaps right 
from the doorway, burping puke down as he flies through the air at 
Mattie Driscoll’s head. I’m always amazed when that oriental shit works 
– Andy’s heel smashes teeth the goon’s teeth out, dropping him like a 
sack of onions while Andy lands like a swan, does a half turn and kicks 
him with this spinning motion, crumpling the fat mess’ chest inwards. 
The wet crunch is his ribs and breastbone imploding.

 Mayor Dick Douglas in out of his chair, running for the door (he 
knows me), I shove him over easy enough, then I’m on him, snatching a 
letter opener from the desk, putting it up one nostril. I say what I 
need to, all the right names and amounts of money, dates, he knows I’m 
not bluffing. Andy has the goon’s little pistol snatched from the 
slumped body, the muzzle pushed into the poor sap’s fat head. I make my 
terms and he says some petty small-potatoes threat about his power and 
influence in his high whiny voice, which I wasn’t expecting. I stop for 
a second, trying to figure out what to do. Before I know it, I’m 
putting the little knife in and out of his stomach and he’s squealing 
and struggling like a piglet, out of control. It’s overkill, but again, 
I’m desperate and drunk and terrified. Andy looks stone-faced, a total 
professional, but he knows I’m going too far. I put the blade up to 
Dickie’s chins and he calms a little, but it has to work or we’re 
fucked. You don’t go back from something like this. We both start the 
countdown in our head to police getting here, and I shout my terms 
again, holding my breath for his answer. There’s a few seconds where I 
consider ordering Andy to put one in him, when everything’s up in the 
air, silent and horrifying. All at once, Dickie bursts into tears, 
pisses himself and throws up his hands, agrees to everything.

Wad of cash. New set of wheels. A loaded piece and a blind eye 
from his coppers.

I give half of the dough to the secretary who I feel bad for 
scaring, and give her my best smile, though it isn’t until later that I 
realize I’m covered in the mayor’s blood.
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CHAPTER  4:
INTERLUDE
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FUZZY dice, red-leather 

seats, Lodge bumper sticket, girlie mags in the glove compartment, this 
was a ride. Candy-apple red finish, big boppin’ tailfins and shiny 
chrome on the grille, ivory instruments on the inside. One of Big 
Dickie’s aides had come around to the front of the building with the 
thing as we came out, left the keys in, dashing away from us. It was 
loaded up with everything we wanted and more. As we pulled away, the 
ambulance rolled up behind us.

Andrew Bobby said that he was impressed.
“I’ll admit it,” he patted the side of the convertible, “I am. I 

didn’t think this was going to work, boss.”
After dropping by back at the office, we screamed out of the city 

like it was on fire.

I was grinning under the mayor’s sunglasses, coming up on some 
pills we found under the seat. The mayor was a real fop, and these 
shades were queer as hell, but we were feeling good about the situation 
and having fun. It would be easier to kill John later this way. Andy 
was wearing the mayor’s apron on his head, tied up like an Arab, 
Masonic signs and suns and spades on his brow. We were sort of 
chuckling to ourselves, chuckling at nothing, acting like kids, even 
though we were on our way to kill someone. What time was it?

“Do we even know what these jiggers are?” he held up the little 
bottle of pills to the glittering sun. The label was written up with 
marker. It read: GUMBALLS.

“Gumballs,” I said, and we laughed, whooping and hollering. These 
were definitely not gumballs. Already you could feel them working at 
you. 

The sky was getting so blue it was purple, the road snaky and 
strange, felt like it was snowed on, though it was July. The booze was 
making me feel sick before, but now it was a hard buzz in the back of 
my head like radio static ginger ale. I started to feel my body turn to 
liquid, getting looser.

“You’re all over the road,” Andy snorted, “what if we get pulled 
over?”

I pulled the gun out of my pants and held it up with a wink. He 
screamed with laughter, drumming the dash, all the veins sticking out 
on his neck, but I wasn’t laughing. I was getting into it. I would blow 
a cop’s head off if he gave us shit. Why not? We’ve solved murders 
before, you just need to do the process backwards to cover it up. The 
pills were ratcheting me up some more, working even faster. I felt like 
I could do anything. I wanted to get pulled over. BANG! Blow off his 
fucking top. BANG! Right into his partner, goosh his leg right off his 
body. The gun was too heavy, too long, a one-handed rifle, stretching 
like taffy into the highway. I kept looking in the rearview, waiting 
for a cop to come. Now that we’d been talking about it, it had to 
happen, right?

“Just gotta do it backwards,” I said.

21



CASE OF THE STOLEN JEWELS  :  :  ::::::: :;:::::::::::  :  : BILL KURT BURTON

Andy looked at me, puzzling over my words. His face crumpled like 
he was going to scream or cry, but he burst into uncontrollable, 
screeching laughter, his face burning red. His cheeks flooded and 
swelled up, and he laughed louder and louder, tears streaming down his 
face. He took the gun from me and aimed it out the window, convulsing 
deliriously, unable to get air in his lungs for all the laughter. He 
fired it off, an impossibly loud bang and the shattering of glass. Were 
we in the burbs already? I wasn’t seeing the road so much as I was 
feeling it, like an electric beam pulling us along. Could I take my 
hands off the wheel? I think there’s a button that would let me do 
that, but there are too many buttons  and they all look the same, plus 
I’m afraid that they’ll get stuck to my fingertips like melting candy, 
because they look melty.

I tried to get serious for a minute, to get the gun from him, but 
that made me laugh a little anyway, the way his arms looked hanging out 
the window. As I grabbed it, I shot off a round in the car, another 
loud report that destroyed the passenger mirror, blowing it right off 
the door and we were screaming with delight again. Did that even 
happen? I couldn’t control myself, and I was having more and more 
trouble keeping my eyes open, so I skidded to a halt, somehow getting 
onto the shoulder of the road, wheezing and crying. The two of us were 
going completely bananas with laughter, arms around eachother like a 
couple of old drunks, rocking back and forth, braying like donkeys. We 
were there for I don’t know how long, laughing until our mouths 
couldn’t move and our sides ached around our boiling guts.

Finally we got going again, pulling ahead at a crawl, crunching 
onto the gravel driveway of a gas station, trying to get straight, 
trying to get serious. I felt like I was peaking, reaching the end of 
it all. How long had it been since we took them? My wristwatch was a 
metal blur down my sleeve like dripping mercury.

“Only clockwater,” I muttered, but Andy was in another place, his 
eyes closed, his head shaking quickly while his mouth twitched. He 
looked like a broken toy, or a mannequin coming to life at a department 
store. He was trying to say things but his words sounded tattered and 
strange to me, like he was speaking another language. It was scaring me 
because they all sounded like threats and I suddenly thought I might 
start screaming so I covered my mouth hard, and sure enough I screamed 
muffled horror into it, rocking back and forth, convulsing. When I 
finally stopped screaming, I looked over at Andy again, but instead 
there was a twisted red baby looking up at me, a skinned gnome on the 
seat with a pot belly and cruel pointed face. He smiled at me with his 
horrible face and it was just too much to take. 

I ran screaming out of the car, and all I could think to do was 
go to the toilet because there would be nowhere for the goblin to sit 
if I got there first. I somehow ended up in there, the stink of piss 
and shit, the yellow buzz of overhead light and the unstoppable 
graffiti everywhere, describing sex acts and murder and so many awful 
things. The more I looked at the words, I could feel them coming to 
life and blooming, blurring into me. They were eating me, and I was 
experiencing what I read. 

Dale sucks dicks, and I was getting a dirty suck on my prick from 
Dale’s floppy mouth.

Eat my shit, and I had a mouthful of turd, an unstoppable brown 
load chugging down my throat.

The buzzing light was getting to be too loud for me, the room was 
quaking and shaking my vision around as I experienced the pornographic 
walls. A crude sketch of a woman getting fucked with an unreasonable 
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penis made me grow enormous plastic tits, with rubber nipples ten times 
too long. I looked down at my naked belly, pregnant and swollen over my 
bush, realizing I wasn’t myself, but my wife ten years ago, huffing and 
humping up and down on some great ogre’s dick.

I’m cheating on him, I muttered, the room shifting around me, my 
guts churning with nausea as I rocked up and down, I just gotta do it 
backwards.

I don’t remember what happened next, but I sort of stopped 
thinking. I felt like a sheet of paper getting crumpled up, all the 
walls and words and feelings gathering up on me and smothering me. All 
of them ganging up together to destroy me or fuck me or eat me alive.
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CHAPTER :5
SAINT HOOBLER
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AND then it was over. I was drenched 

in sweat, out of breath, pants down, magazine on the wet floor, sore 
and tired. A bang on the door made me jump in the air, right off the 
toilet seat. Everything was clear and sharp, and I was having trouble 
remembering what was happening.

“What?” I shouted, expecting Andy on the other side.
“You okay in there, mister?” a boy’s voice asked.
“You got it,” I said. I checked my ass and I was clean, though 

there was a coil in the toilet below me. I was good to go, so I pulled 
my pants up and started washing up. I washed my tie since it had been 
on the floor and was wet, unrolled my sleeves and did up my buttons 
proper.

What the fuck was that? I said to myself, embarrassment and guilt 
crawling up my body. That was certainly more than I’d bargained for. We 
thought they would either bring us up or calm us down, not melt our 
fucking heads in. Christ, we only took one each. What the hell was this 
guy into?

I left the magazine on the floor since I didn’t even remember 
bringing it in, and because it looked stained, already swelling on the 
piss-drenched floor. I tossed the pumpboy a coin as I passed by, 
telling him to clean up, because it’s a fucking mess in there.

“Yes sir!” he piped, and ran in with a cloth over his shoulder. 
By the time I made it to the car it sounded like he head found the 
magazine. Holy fuck, his little voice echoed into the open air.

Out there on the dusty lot I realized where we were, how far from 
the city we had come.  Everything had happened so fast, but it had been 
hours. The pills had slammed everything together like they happened all 
at once. I didn’t dare to consider how long I’d been in the fucking 
toilet, or what Andy was like out here in the passenger seat.

Andrew Bobby was cleaned up too, his hair combed back, his tie 
straight and narrow, smoking a new cigarette. But you could tell that 
he’d just come through something bad, his eye bloodshot like an old 
hound, a drenched shirt and a real fucked-up expression on his face. 
We’d been through enough shit together to know when not to talk about 
something, and this wasn’t a keeper. Who knew Big Dickie was a fucking 
doper beatnik?

“You drive,” was all I said.
He agreed with a quick nod, looking into the distance. We were up 

in the hills and the houses were few and far between, stacked on 
impressive mountaintops and plateaus, hidden by alpine treelines. The 
air was fresh and cool up here, so neither of us minded taking a rest, 
looking at the sky and those rich houses and the real pretty look of it 
all. I wondered, just for a moment, if it could ever be that I could 
get a place like this, a real piece of paradise. But those thoughts 
were gone pretty fast when I remembered that except for the skinny 
fella in the car, I wouldn’t have anyone worth sharing paradise with 
anyway. I looked at my watch and saw just how many hours those stupid 
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pills had taken away from us. We still had to find Hoobler, get to 
Grambledini’s and maybe, just maybe, get in contact with the big-legged 
mama from last night.

After a long rest, he scooted across the seat and took the wheel 
as I sat down beside him. I picked up the bottle of pills from the 
dash, pondering them. Why did we even do that?

“Chuck those things,” he croaked, his voice raw, “we’re lucky we 
even made it through.”

“No,” I said, putting them in my coat. I had a real habit of 
saving everything and it was one of the things Andy couldn’t ever stand 
about me. I could see about 50 different uses for the pills just off 
the top of my head, with 50 more on the way, so I ignored him. And he 
seemed too rattled to press the issue. He took a few deep breaths 
before turning on the engine and pulling away.

We stopped for supper at a little Mexican diner near a high-
traffic four-way out of town. There were little Senioritas serving up 
food and a band that was playing on a little wooden stage towards the 
back, guitars and sombreros, those black moustaches. We didn’t talk 
much, just ate out chilli and burritos in silence, nodding to eachother 
from time to time. It was always good when it was just us, when we 
could go without talking because we already know what we’d say. I never 
had any brothers but that’s what I imagined it would be like if I did. 
I think he was the only person I’d ever trusted, the only person I 
could trust not to pull shit like John had.

I had a fiver in my shoe to cover the meal so that we didn’t have 
to break the little stack of twenties that Dickie gave us, but that 
wouldn’t leave a good tip for the little brown girl with the big eyes, 
and she definitely deserved one. Andy should’ve been mad when I gave 
her the whole five-note and let her keep the change, he hates when I 
get after a girl, or when he thinks I’m after a girl. I was getting 
ready to shout at him if he said anything, but he didn’t. He was just 
looking out the window of the little restaurant, to the cliffs and the 
drop below, that wistful look on him.

“What is it?” I asked.
“I’m sober,” he replied, looking away still, “it’s all worn off, 

like the pill just washed it all out.”
“Yeah, me too,” I said, but I still had a fair pull of 

drunkenness in me, waning and hot. But I was feeling like him, I think. 
All bunged up. We’d been drinking too much lately, taking things too 
fast, too wild. We hadn’t been straight and clean for days, hadn’t felt 
the need to for too long. The messiness of my life was nagging at me, 
how when we finally get a break, something comes along to fuck it all 
up.

“You know, if we do get John, we’re still gonna go do the job for 
the tall woman,” I said, making it sound important.

“Oh yeah,” he said, tearing his napkin up like a little boy, 
“definitely.”

My anger was dull like my drunk, and I was realizing that I was 
too straight to kill Hoobler right now. That was part of taking the 
pills, when we thought they were uppers, it would only get us more in 
the mood. Now the most I could see myself doing was giving him nine or 
ten in the face, on the ear, turning him to pulp, which I’ve always 
sort of wanted to do anyway, to be honest. I needed to get more screwy 
to be able to go the rest of the way, and now that I was coming down a 
little, I wasn’t interested in getting twisted anymore. Little by 
little I could feel my thinking clear, and I was getting more and more 
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like Andy. I was just sad about our friend. I knew he was thinking it, 
because we were both looking at those cliffs the same damn way.

A nickel in the slot hooked me up to the operator and I asked for 
a connection to Motor City. Andy was getting things together in the 
trunk, ropes and gags, his B&E kit. We both knew that John had been 
fucking the client, and that we might need to get into the joint if he 
wasn’t there straight away. But in the meantime, I was feeling so blue 
that I told Andy I was gonna call Grambledini’s ahead of time. He knew 
it was a lie the second it left my mouth, he knew who I was calling, 
but didn’t say a thing about it.

A man picked up, “Hello?”
“Uh, hello there sir,” I tried to disguise my voice, “is the lady 

of the house home?”
“No,” he said sternly, “is that you, Brown?”
I dropped the façade. “I wanna talk to Audrey.”
“I told you not to call here, shitheel,” he growled into the 

phone.
“You listen to me, you fucking queer -- I don’t care who the fuck 

my wife takes it from, whether it’s from the postman or some trash 
collector from the other side of the tracks – if I want to speak to the 
mother of my child, I damn well can!”

He hung up on me and I found myself tearing the phone right from 
the cord and punching the wall with it, enough that I was scraping a 
lot of skin off my knuckles in the process. I threw it over the cliff 
and started to wrench the whole fucking thing from the side of the 
building.

“Hey!” a burly Mexican had come outside, the manager, “stop that 
at once!”

“Police business,” I said, flashing my empty wallet. Incredibly, 
he disappeared and I was able to throw the whole telephone over the 
guard rail into a ravine. I joined Andy and we pulled away as three 
brown fellows came outside with baseball bats cocked and ready. He saw 
them chasing us in the rear-view mirror, but for the third time today, 
Andy didn’t say a thing.

There were a number of abandoned or empty homes up in this part 
of the hills, not rich enough to stay after the big crash, fleeing 
elsewhere, leaving only the super-rich behind. Which was Grambledini – 
the wife of a museum director, fine art people. According to John, they 
had also owned a private gallery which they liquidated after the war in 
order to survive. It had worked, but there was no more income coming in 
– they weren’t going to be in coalmines or lumber yards or fields like 
everyone else, they were high folk. So they just sat in their pretty 
house, looking at eachother, enough money to survive so long as they 
didn’t live too much longer. The case was an infidelity job, because, 
for the first time, the old woman had actually paid attention to her 
husband and realized he was never around. Before he had excuses, and 
she had shopping. Now there weren’t any excuses left, there were no 
appraisals or auctions, and she wasn’t buying fur slippers or emerald 
rings. John had evidence of Mr. Grambledini’s crimes almost 
immediately, because he made no effort to hide what he was doing. Mr. 
Grambledini couldn’t afford the high-class escorts anymore, so instead 
he was making whores of local girls, getting a poor girl to suck his 
dink in exchange for a leg of lamb or a quart of milk that they needed 
to feed their kids. His car was usually filled with groceries for this 
sort of thing, and John broke into his trunk on stakeout more than once 
to bring home the bacon for us. He was milking her for as long as 
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possible, which was the usual procedure, telling her he needed more 
time or that it was too early to tell. He was also using this 
opportunity to gain her trust and hint towards his interest in her. By 
the time he gave her the photos of her husband giving it to a teenage 
mother in a dilapidated slum, she would be more than ready to hop into 
bed with him, and he might even get some extra cash or jewellery out of 
it.

This kind of thing was frowned upon by Andy, who called it 
unprofessional and cruel. And except for a few cases, I didn’t chase 
client’s tail either. I did, however, draw out investigations as long 
as possible. I didn’t use to, but with times like this you can’t help 
it. Even Andy would pull a few extra days surveillance that he didn’t 
need, though he would curse himself and say that he felt low for doing 
it. But when we rolled up in Big Dickie’s car to her residence, we 
didn’t feel bad about it anymore.

It was a long stone rectangle of a home with fancy ceramic tiles 
on the roof, huge white stone walls, a metal gate and gargoyles carved 
into everything. From behind the gate we could see a pool and a two-car 
garage, and a few other buildings on the property – like a squash court 
and something else. And all over everything was a finely groomed vine, 
so that it looked like the Garden of Eden. Another piece of paradise.

We parked out front because John wouldn’t recognize this car as 
ours, since we don’t usually drive a pimp’s car, and if anyone was 
clever enough to track the plates, they’d be hit by the name of one 
Dickie Douglas. The street was empty except for one car, and it didn’t 
seem like a very active neighbourhood anyway. I put the magnum in my 
pants, regretting not having a smaller weapon, while Andy slung the 
Breaking and Entering bag over his shoulder. We both laughed when the 
gate swung open with a push. There was a doghouse with the name ‘Tammy’ 
painted overtop, but no sign of a hound, just turds in the grass that 
were so old they were white.

The front door was locked, but it was just an ordinary four-pin 
tumbler. There were also two deadbolts and a magnetic lock, but none of 
them were in use. The old lady probably thought that the knob’s lock 
was enough to keep someone out. Andy was brilliant with locks and all 
that stuff, but this was child’s play. He gave me a smile as he raked 
the lock quickly, opening up the door with his little wrench in a 
matter of seconds.

Inside was pretty much what you’d expect: lavish tapestries, gold 
everything, high heavy drapes and ceiling that go up forever to crystal 
chandeliers. But cobwebs were all over everything, dust on tables and 
chairs, on the family portrait. Smelled musty, like someone’s ass.

“Maid’s fired,” Andy whispered.
I went into the kitchen, looking for the wastebin. I found it 

under the sink and turned it over right there on the checkerboard 
tiles. Andy was doing the same thing in an office down the hall. Nine 
times out of ten you get everything you need to know out of a person’s 
trash. People assume that dirty diapers or rotten tomatoes is enough to 
protect their old bills or receipts – no one counts on anyone being 
able to stomach this sort of thing. But detectives live in trash. 
Detectives are one-quarter garbage men. Fuck, a few years ago during 
the Ramon/Babcock Fiasco, we found the murder weapon in the litter box, 
clumped in cat shit. 

Before long I found a few scraps of paper from a stationary pad 
with hand-written numbers and addresses on them. One read: STARLIGHT 
MOTEL, room 233. Another read: Janice B 817 9042. A final piece of 
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paper that was soaking wet with some awful-smelling juice solved all of 
our problems. It was in John’s crappy hand-writing.

ROSIE,

I CAN’T STOP THINKING ABOUT YOU. YOU HAVE SO MUCH ENERGY FOR A 
WOMAN YOUR AGE. MEET ME AT THE PLACE AND BRING YOUR TOYS.

J.H.

“You fucking idiot, Hoobler,” I said, then called out to Andy.
“Find something?” he said from behind me. I jumped a little, but 

turned around and showed him my findings. He was holding a little bag 
of something. Candies maybe. He took one out.

“Rubbers,” he grinned, “they all say –“
“Starlight motel?” I held up the other note, “which I’m willing 

to bet is the place he mentions.”
He read it and nodded.
“John used to talk about his cousin who ran a motel. I bet if we 

look up Hoobler in the phonebook, the address would match the one 
listed for Starlight,” I said. Andy was nodding, clenching and 
unclenching his fist.

People are so careless. I personally destroy all our mail at the 
end of the week in the barbecue.

“Let’s go,” he said, “room 233.”
“Room 233.”
But then we heard the door open slowly, a long creak and a 

woman’s voice.
“Who is it?” she whispered.
“Shut up and stay here,” we heard John mutter.
Andy and I looked at eachother. I tried to get the gun out of my 

pants but it was stuck somehow. Andrew Bobby disappeared, silent as a 
cat, and I was left there, trying to yank the huge cannon out of my 
waistband.

And then John Hoobler was there, enormous, hunched up in the 
doorway in his wrinkled brown suit, his curly hair going everywhere. I 
saw that his thick hands were bunched around the little snub nose. When 
he saw it was me, he had a puzzled look on his face.

“Brown?” he said, lowering his pistol.
“Fuck you I kill you!” I screamed, a little too early, because I 

was still only getting the gun out. And John, for all his dumb fucking 
traits, is one hell of a draw. He had the pistol back up and firing 
before I could even raise mine.

The shot rang out in the kitchen, a dull pop from the revolver. 
The woman screamed, a bit of piss came out the end of me, and then Andy 
pounced on him all at once.

Sitting on the kitchen floor, I was stunned for a second, patting 
myself all over. And then I remembered that besides being a marvellous 
draw, Hoobler was a terrible shot. I was up in a flash, pulling the 
pistol from his hand, pulling his thumb back as far as I could until I 
heard a nice snap and a scream from his stupid mouth.

Andy was on his enormous back, using his foreign magic on him, a 
deadly choke wrapped around his neck that I’d seen work plenty well 
before. But John was trying to shake him off and Andy wasn’t able to 
follow through with it.
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I hit John twice in the mouth with the snub nose, splitting his 
lip open and starting up a good bleed.

“Fuckers!” he croaked, bending over and throwing Andy right into 
me like I had taught him. And he was immediately scrambling for the 
snub nose in my hand, screaming and crazed, blood coming down the front 
of him.

As Hoobler bent, Andy tried for his neck again from the ground, 
but received a size 14 loafer to the temple, and the boy slumped to the 
ground, blacked out.

This momentary distraction gave me a perfect opening from where I 
was in the entryway. I shot up and connected with the best uppercut 
I’ve ever thrown. It popped him right on the chin and he fell 
backwards, his thick Jew skull bouncing off of the wall behind him, 
sending him face-first into the open doorway he came in through, some 
few feet nearby. He fell crooked onto the steps, half inside and half 
out, his neck at a weird angle.

He looked dead, but I knew Hoob and how good he was at playing 
possum so I got on his back and took him by the hair, and smashed his 
face into mush on the entryway steps. I only got two in when I heard 
the old woman screaming and felt Andy grab me hard around the shoulders.

“Buhhhrgghh,” Hoobler choked under me, “huhhnn – hnn – stuuhhp.”
Brown. Stop. He was saying my name.
I looked over my shoulder at Andy, but he just motioned for me to 

look ahead.
A few feet from me and Hoob was a horrified old woman, a paper 

grocery bag overturned at her feet. But spilling out of the toppled bag 
was cash. Wads of it.

“Buuhhrowwnn,” Hoobler hacked, “puhhleese.”
I let go of him and stood up.
“It’s your money!” the woman screamed violently, trembling and 

gawking down at John Hoobler, “it’s your fucking money!”
John was rolling around, trying to get up, his hand holding his 

mouth, red everywhere.
“Why did you hurt him?” she crooned, tears wrecking her makeup as 

black dripped down the cracks in her horrified face, “whyyy?”
“Settle down lady,” I said to her, not knowing what else to say.
Andy went over to the money, rooting around in the bag.
The woman choked back a shriek as John stood up.
“Settle down!” I shouted again.
“Lot more than just 700 dollars here, boss,” he said, a stack in 

his hand.
“Uhh suhved thuh duh” John moaned from his fat pulpy lips, his 

mouth ruined.

30



CASE OF THE STOLEN JEWELS  :  :  ::::::: :;:::::::::::  :  : BILL KURT BURTON

CHAPTER :6:
DOUBLE OR NOTHIN G
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DOING his job 

for once, Hoobler had followed Mr. Grambledini to a meeting with a 
friend. Grambledini had mentioned it to his wife as the reason he was 
heading out, who passed it on to her private dick. Hoobler, like her, 
assumed a ‘friend’ meant some filthy housewife, but to his surprise, 
the old man was telling the truth. He went to a billiard’s club on the 
west end of town called Hookers Lounge and Gentlemen’s Club. He’d never 
heard of it (and neither had I), because it was hidden in the 
industrial part of town, nowhere anyone would go looking for hooch. It 
was in a white building turned grey from soot, wedged between two 
factories, a gutter of scrap metal. But inside it was the Ritz, a place 
where all the high-rollers went that we hadn’t even heard of. It was a 
place for smoking cigars in big chairs, playing cards with pots so big 
entire grocery chains and manufacturing patents were on the table. And 
incredibly, a sign that read Gentlemen Only. No woman could set foot in 
the joint. Seeing a place like this, John was intrigued, but knew the 
sign wasn’t only addressed to females. John’s about as much of a 
gentleman as I am a fucking A-rab, so he did his best Houdini 
impersonation and climbed in through the men’s room window around back. 
It was there, hiding on a toilet that he heard a couple curmudgeons 
having a secret talk, pissing beside eachother on expensive porcelin.

“Can’t be telling anyone, y’see?”
“Uh huh.”
“No foolin’, Mick. Not a soul. It’s a real hot tip. And I mean 

hot.”
“Uh huh,” Mick burped, “I getcha.”
There was a long pause while the first old man struggled to get 

the rest of the piss out of his old hose. John admitted to us that he 
was struggling with all his might to keep a tremendous fart in his body.

“Seven to one odds on a pony we got.”
“I see.”
“And the golden boy’s gonna get sick, you understand. Real sick.”
“I see,” Mick repeated. He sounded unimpressed.
“Keep your mouth shut. See to that,” John heard a belt buckle 

clinking, then more hushed whispers. He strained to hear the rest, and 
managed to hear the horse’s name: Cocounut Butter.

With that, John let it rip and burst out of the stall. One of 
them shouted at him, but he was already halfway out the window, 
giggling and farting “like a machine gun”. He drove home to get 
whatever cash he had at his place, then went to the office. When he saw 
the envelope, he knew he didn’t want to ask permission. He didn’t say 
this, but I knew it. He knew Andy and me wouldn’t allow him to sink 700 
bones on a horse. But we were asleep and hung-over so he was able to. 
And that money, plus the thirty-one dollars from under his mattress 
became $5117. 

I think I felt worse than even Andy did. It’s not that I smashed 
a mug that didn’t deserve it – I didn’t care about that. But we 
might’ve aced a guy who was actually looking out for us. And worse than 
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that, Hoob was a pal. He’d been our pal since back when Andy had braces 
on his legs. Somewhere along the way we forgot that. What the fuck were 
we thinking? Ma would’ve been spinning in her grave if it weren’t for 
the fact that she always hated John’s guts. It had been a combination 
of things that led up to it, but really it came down to me not thinking 
straight, which is probably the only thing I pride myself on. Andy and 
I usually levelled eachother out, but this time we just built eachother 
up along with everything else weighing on us. When I looked at Hoob, it 
was suddenly so frightening to think: we were going to kill him not ten 
minutes ago.

Andy later told me it was a miracle that John wasn’t sore about 
it, but that was just his guilt talking. John was downright affable 
about the whole thing, but when you considered it from his point of 
view, he had to be. He took all of our money except for the sixty 
dollars in the company expense account (but only because he didn’t have 
access to that) and dumped it all on some fucking tip. A horse race, no 
matter what anyone says, is never a sure thing. Even if a jockey was 
going to take a fall and make a pile up (which does happen, despite 
what people claim), things can still work out wrong. John had taken our 
money and disappeared for a while. He was probably expecting a fair 
beating, or even worse. He probably got exactly what he had expected. 
And if Coconut Butter would’ve lost, we probably would’ve never seen 
him again.

Andy couldn’t stop apologising for the first ten minutes, so I 
finally told him to shut up about it. He looked at me, outraged, but I 
just gave him a look. After a few seconds he understood why I didn’t 
care. You just had to look at it from Hoob’s angle and you felt a lot 
better. There were still a lot of questions, and I could feel a real 
nag in me, but I put that aside for now. After hearing his story, I 
finally went up to John and clapped him on the shoulder, gave him my 
hand.

“Are we good, you and I?”
“Uh yuh,” he said, a cloth to his cheek, “duhfuhnitely.”
We were in Grambledini’s musty old bedroom, cash all over the 

bed. She was lying on it like some wrinkled old cougar over a meal, her 
ancient breast almost falling out of her flowery dress.

“What a fortune!” she croaked, looking at us, “we can do anything 
we want!”

Andy looked uneasy being near her, like she was a fairy-tale 
witch who wanted to cook him. He kept looking away from her face, 
almost like it was emitting a bad smell.

She looked up to John and spat, “We don’t need Carson anymore.”
Then she nodded furiously to us, grinning, as if we know what the 

fuck she was talking about.
“Huh huhsbuhnd,” he said.
“Right,” I said, giving Andy a glance. He was looking pensive 

again. Things could weigh heavy on that kid, I tell you.
Grambledini was suddenly frightened by our silence.
“I’m – I’m with you boys right? No problem with that, right?”
“Uh huh, jush ruhlax Ruhsie,” John said. He winced when he 

talked, the pull of his lips apart made him bleed a little.
I didn’t want to think about what this woman meant yet, so I 

ignored her for the moment.
“John,” I laughed, “I really hate to make you talk right now…”
“Suh-kay,” he smiled, but that him groan and cover his mouth with 

the rag.
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“We still need the number on the envelope, though. Do you have 
that?”

I had a lot riding on that, and a lot of my anger and sanity was 
wrapped up in it too. I kept my smile but held my breath as he looked 
at me.

“Whuh nuhmbuh?” he asked.
Fuck.

“Fuck,” Andy punched the wall, “John!”
We were both thinking the same thing – the money didn’t mean shit 

if John had earned it. He would want to divvy it up as he saw fit. And 
even if we split it even (which I sure as fuck wouldn’t), he’s the one 
who put bread on the table with his stupid fucking move, not us, not 
the company. And if that 700 bones from the big lady was chicken 
scratch to her, just a taste to get the ball rolling, we needed her. 
And without the number, we could spend weeks tracking her down, a woman 
like her. Five grand was good. Split in three we got 1700 each. A nice 
payday, but that shit can go fast if it’s not in the bank. If that 
motherfucker tried to give her an equal share, it would be twelve 
hundred each – which I sure as fuck wasn’t gonna let happen. I know 
Andy would put his share in the company and so would I, but Hoob 
wouldn’t. He would be spending cash he got by stealing from us and not 
give a shit. Fucker probably already owes half the bundle to the city 
anyway.

“You got an answer?” Andy asked.
“What?” I said. They had been talking but I hadn’t been listening.
“Uh suhd whut shuh we duh with tuh muhnuh?”
“What do you mean?” I asked. I had been wracking my brain how to 

handle this, I hadn’t considered that he’d leave it up to me.
“Ish up tuh yuh,” John said, shrugging, “s’onluh fuhr – uh took 

ih fruh yuh guys.”
“Of course that’s fair,” Andy said.
I thought about it for a minute.

“Half of it goes to the company right off the bat. That’s not 
negotiable. Tax for risking all of our money,” I said, looking at 
Hoobler. He seemed fine with it, but the old lady’s ugly face got 
uglier and she gave him a look I didn’t like.

“Ontop of that, 700 goes to the company, the cut from the 
client,” no one seemed to disagree with that, so I gave everyone a 
break, “the rest is split three ways, which gives everyone a 700 dollar 
payday.”

John and Andy were nodding. Andy was satisfied because his cut 
would go into the company, and the company was half his anyway. And 
John was getting more than triple what would’ve gotten from betting the 
money that was actually his. Plus he got to keep his life, which I’m 
sure was a nice treat.

“What about me?” Grambledini snarled, looking at me, “who says 
you say what’s what?”

I still had a lot of anger built up in me from everything, so it 
took a lot to keep my composure. John could see I was boiling up, 
because he made a point of sitting between us.

“Buhcuhse uh suhd suh,” he muttered to her.
“Anything that goes to her comes from your end, John,” Andy said 

sternly, almost right away. I nodded.
“What?” she stood up, “that’s practically nothing!”
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If I would’ve belted her in the mouth, we’d have a re-enactment 
of what just happened, except I’d be the odd man out. Andy would never 
strike a woman, and John, who was playing knight-in-shining-armour, 
would have me on the ground in a second flat. She’d probably get in on 
it too, by the looks of her. It was a long time before I spoke again, 
trying to keep from wringing her head off her neck. She had yet to 
realize she had no power here. She was just a snack John was gonna have 
before he went down to the docks to really fill up on a main course.

“Tell you what,” I pointed to the old woman, “we hit the casino 
tonight on my share. Any winnings are yours, no questions.”

A minute ago, I think she would’ve said it was a raw deal (it 
was), but she’d seen me change four shades of red and back at her words 
alone, along with the worried looks from the guys of what they were 
gonna do if I snapped. So she reluctantly agreed, shaking her little 
skull and not saying anything else. John had his hand on her back, 
petting her like a cat. She was still calming down, breathing a little 
too hard, but we were all coming down – things had been tense, too 
tense for too fucking long. We were all feeling the weight leave us, I 
think, because one by one we were letting out exhales and sighs, little 
laughs. Andy finally declared that we should hit the tables and we all 
agreed, even the old mummy, who was doing her best to stay positive.

They wanted to take one car, but I refused, me and Andy in the 
mayor’s ride, John and Rosetta in her Rolls Royce. There was no way I 
was gonna spend any more time with that old whore than I needed to. 
Andy was happy again – there was a ton of relief on his face, driving 
with one hand, his tie undone. I couldn’t really blame him for not 
thinking about the bigger questions. The whole thing had been tearing 
him up so bad, that now that it was over, he just wanted to relax. But 
my heart wasn’t as big as Andy’s and I couldn’t do that, so I let him 
feel relieved for the both of us. He talked about the money, about how 
he knew Hoob was innocent, how carried away we got. I was glad he was 
saying ‘we’. I could’ve been blamed for this (and rightfully so), by 
both him and John, but they had kept their heads after I didn’t. This 
was probably the best possible outcome I could’ve hoped for, really. 
I’d just need to take time to figure out the rest of it.

We stopped at a department store on the way and I bought John a 
new suit since I wrecked the other one. Finally he was wearing black on 
white like me and Andy, something he had been resisting from the start. 
He looked good in it; I don’t know why he had always given us a hard 
time. It made us look like feds or professionals, which was always a 
good thing to look like in this business. Usually our cover would get 
blown when people saw two spooks in funeral suits coming towards them 
but a big guy in a yellow blazer with a feather in his hat bringing up 
the rear.

It was nice to see Andy happy again, he had been glum for so 
long. He said I handled the whole situation well, “especially with that 
old crank,” he said. When we got there, I needed some time alone so I 
let them enjoy themselves at roulette while I took a walk around with a 
tonic-water. I checked in from time to time, watched them laugh and 
smile, his arm around Hoob, giving him shots in the side with his 
elbow. It was nice to see them that way, but I could see that John was 
holding something back. Something about the way his face and eyes 
moved. I didn’t know what it was, but for now I was guessing it was the 
wrinkled old bat playing ball-and-chain with him, hanging off him and 
Andy both, spouting lines that were supposed to be sexy but, coming 
from her, was just plain creepy shit. Her powdery face had a mashed-up 
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expression permanently pressed into it, like she was constantly 
disappointed. It would only get worse when she’d cast her lamps my way. 
She had a grasp of things now – her hold on John wasn’t as strong as 
she thought. He had obligations to us which ran deeper than her 
toothless blowjobs and French perfume. So now she was trying to get 
things going with Andy because she knew I was going to put her out to 
pasture the first chance I got. She was the type of woman who was used 
to getting what she wants – but her looks were gone and so was her 
money. All she could do now was sweeten up her pug face, try to make it 
look like she wasn’t pushing past 65. I couldn’t look at her while she 
did her bit, jutting out her skeleton hips provocatively, pouting like 
a little girl or doing little curtseys for thank-yous. At craps, I 
watched Andy wrestle with her as she tried to blow her rancid breath on 
his dice.

I played a little blackjack and a few hands of poker, the only 
games I liked, because they were about skill, not chance. I wasn’t 
really paying attention though, just going through the motions. I 
didn’t really want to be there, and I don’t even remember if I won or 
lost. John just loved to blow money here, and I guess this was a little 
way to make things up to him for the vicious beating he took. Hadn’t I 
thought about running off with the cash almost immediately when I got 
my hands on it? I’m sure the thought ran through his thick head, but he 
was man enough to fight back the urge.

 But still I couldn’t concentrate or relax. More questions were 
eating at me. I believed John’s story. There’s no way he would’ve been 
so careless if he was going to run away. He left a paper trail so 
obvious a boy scout could’ve found him, and we taught him a lot better 
than that. No, the problem was that if you believed John’s story, it 
raised a hell of a lot of other questions. Andy was a sharp guy, but 
he’d been through too much to worry about these things, but I had 
garter snakes in my guts just thinking about it. 

By now I was stone cold sober, but a mean hangover was coming on 
me. The little cigarette girl gave me a seltzer water and a medicated 
tablet for free, but I had to pay for my smokes. I could feel a bunch 
of prickles coming in on my face, and I knew I smelled terrible too, 
half from the dried blood all over me, and half from the sweat under my 
arms from that dope. If this was a nicer joint, we wouldn’t have even 
been let in here, three fellas and their grandma, two of them with 
beaten faces, the third with a pound of blood on him. But this was 
Lucky Streak’s Casino. Looking around the bar, I wasn’t even the worst 
looking fella. Hell, John wasn’t even the worst looking one, even with 
a set of lips like burst bratwurst. In the corner booth, there were a 
couple guys who looked dead. Junkies who looked like live-agains from 
some kid’s horror funnies.

I fished a nickel out of my pocket again and tried Audrey. She 
picked up on the first ring, her voice angry.

“Hello?”
“Audrey,” I said.
“Chrissy, have you been calling here and hanging up?”
“No, I haven’t. Well, I called earlier, but I haven’t been 

pranking you or nothing.”
“Someone’s been calling here, hanging up. Five times since 

supper.” I realized she sounded shaken-up, not angry.
“You want me to come over?” 
“No, Jerry’s here.”
“Is that Brown?” I heard him yell in the background.
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The phone scuffled for a minute and she came back on the line.
“Jerry says you called him a queer, Chrissy.”
“So fucking what. He is a fucking queer.”
I heard another muffle, her putting the phone to her chest, and I 

faintly heard her tell him that I was just kidding.
“No I wasn’t,” I said.
“What do you want?”
She wasn’t usually this direct, and it caught me off guard. I 

started reeling from her question. What did I want? I had a lot of 
things that I needed to talk about, some nagging things to go over, but 
I didn’t even know where to start. Mostly I just wanted to hear her 
voice.

“Just, uh, droppin’ a line. Wanted to say hello.”
“Uh huh,” she said. I could hear her eyes roll.
“No, really Aud. How – how are you doing?”
“Well,” she sighed, “I’m mostly good. We got the neighbour 

putting new tiles in the bathroom. What about you?”
There was something in how she said it that was too much for me. 

Like she didn’t mean the question, or didn’t care how I was doing. She 
knew I was calling her because I was in trouble, because I could see 
some bigger thing all around me and I was scared. But I could tell she 
didn’t give one shit. I could be dying or gut-shot or trapped under a 
pile of rocks and it wouldn’t draw so much as a yawn from her fucking 
mouth.

“I’m doing just fine,” I said, rubbing my eyes.
“How’s Andy?” she asked in that same tone.
I hung up on her.

One time John had said to us that there’s only living meat and 
dead meat in the world. That’s how he saw it. That’s how he saw people. 
Andy got mad cause he thought that was a sick thing to say, but I could 
tell John was trying to tell us something he saw as important. Andy was 
also mad because this was around the time the baby died, and he thought 
it would upset me. But I told him to go on. He was saying that there 
aren’t any rules to things, no sins or good or bad, not really. They 
exist in our minds, but don’t matter. It’s all something we’re told in 
school to keep us from acting like animals. But that’s what we are. 
Animals. Just meat, and we’re either alive or dead. Nothing else 
matters. He said that if anyone ever does you wrong, and you can’t get 
even, you can just picture them dead. Doesn’t matter who it is, it’ll 
happen to them no matter what. Even the toughest guy who sees all the 
angles and survives a lifetime of bad medicine, he’s gonna die. And if 
he’s really that tough, he might make it to the end, when there’s 
practically nothing left. That guy will die wrinkled and ragged, 
stewing in their own rotting shit from their broken assholes, crying 
like little faggots as they breathe their last breaths. It works every 
time, he told us.

When I was getting myself together in the restroom, the little 
towel-and-soap negro gave me the kerchief from his tuxedo. I asked him 
what the hell the damned thing was for.

“It’s okay to cry sometimes, sir. Sometimes it’s good for you.”
“I ain’t crying,” I said.
“You look like you might wanna,” he shrugged innocently.
“You look like you might wanna!” I shouted to his face, then 

smashed one of his perfumes on the floor.
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I went and got John and started to lead him out of the building. 
Andy asked what the fuck was going on, and I told him we’d be back. He 
asked what the fuck to do with the old bird, but I didn’t answer him. I 
could feel his eyes burning at me, but we kept on our way.
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CH A P TE R :7
SNIP SNIP
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HOOBhad sucked on enough 

ice at the casino that his mouth felt a little better. He was able to 
talk, but had to do it quietly without moving his lips. When he spoke, 
he sounded like he was telling nervous little secrets.

We were in Dickie’s ride, pulling along the highway out of town, 
and it was dark now, big black clouds killing what was left of the 
light. John seemed nervous, but he was playing it cool, which he was 
good at. People could never see what was coming with him, what was 
going on inside, whether he was gonna run out the door or flip over the 
table, but I could always tell. And right now he wasn’t gonna do shit. 
He was scared.

I don’t think he thought I was gonna kill him, but he didn’t know 
why I was taking him out either. We had resolved the money thing, and 
he had accepted my apology, so he thought there wasn’t much left to 
talk about. 

I gave him a cigarette and took one for myself and we smoked in 
the darkness. It looked like it hurt him even to do that.

“You win anything back there?” I asked.
“Naw. Lostabout seventy bucks,” he muttered. His words were 

jammed together and difficult to understand. Every time he said 
anything I’d have to pause and think about what he was trying to say.

“What about the old hag?”
“She actually did well. Probably won as much as I lost.”
“Andy’s probably gonna ditch her while we’re gone, you know.”
Hoob laughed, but the smile made his lips part again and he 

hissed. He had to stop doing that.
“Who gives a shit,” he said, wiping blood away.
I figured he’d say as much. Right about now, Andy was probably 

taking her into a crowd and doing his disappearing act. He was quite 
good at it. When we were being chased, he could always be counted on to 
lead someone astray and then evaporate into thin air. He said the 
secret was that he was so skinny. He could slip in and out of alleys, 
dark doorways, crawl up a fire escape or lay down in a dumpster 
unnoticed. 

The lights from traffic were lighting up our faces off and on as 
we passed and got passed on the road.

“Some ride,” John batted the fuzzy dice. This was the least that 
John had spoken in months. Usually he couldn’t stop talking. I don’t 
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know why I never thought of busting his mouth before. It was working 
well.

“It’s the mayor’s,” I said, “and that’s one of the things I want 
to talk about.”

“What?” he whispered.
I took a long deep drag and hoped this would go smoothly.
“I’m gonna ask you some stuff, and I need you to put it on the 

line and tell the damn truth. And I’m gonna give you my word that I 
ain’t gonna hurt you or do nothing like that, I just need to know some 
things because it’s important.”

“Okay.”
“The boating scandal with the mayor we were hired to investigate. 

We got written testament of the shit he was up to.”
“Yeah.”
“When you got in the safe, did you take those? I want you to take 

a minute, think about it. Were they there? Did you move them aside or 
kick them out of the way or something? Just think about it.”

He looked out at the trees burning by, taking the time I gave him 
to remember. Finally he turned to me.

“The only things in there,” he paused, “was the rubbers, the gun, 
the money, Andy’s medal. And firecrackers.”

“And what did you take?”
“I took the gun, the rubbers, the money,” John repeated slowly.
I nodded and took my flask out, throwing it on his lap. Then I 

fished out the little firecrackers and gave him those. I dug around 
some more, looking for Andy’s medal, patting myself all over. I felt 
something sharp in my outer pocket and realized the little orange pill 
bottle was busted, and a lot of the “Gumballs” were crushed. I threw 
the thing out the window and wiped the little grains of dope off of my 
hands. 

“I thought I had the medal, but I guess not. Anyways, you’re sure 
you didn’t see anything else?”

“No, I didn’t.”
“Because I know the affidavits were there last night. Andy didn’t 

touch them and neither did I.”
“They weren’t there Chris,” he looked me dead in the eye.
“Alright. Now I’m gonna ask you this second question and I swear 

it ain’t a trick. A simple yes or no is all I need, and I’m not gonna 
hit you, okay?”

“Alright.”
“When you got that cash – did it occur to you at all to run off 

with it? I don’t mean to the tracks, I mean away. For good. Did you 
have it in your head, even for a little bit that it was bye-bye to me 
and Andy? And again, this is very important. I need to know if you know 
what I’m asking.”

John immediately shook his head, and said no, which honestly made 
me feel bad. It seemed sincere. Was I the only one who wanted to run 
away from this place? He seemed like he hadn’t even considered it for a 
moment. 

“So when I tell you our tires were slashed, that’s new 
information to you?”

“What?”
“Did you cut our tires John?”
“Why would I do that?” he said in a hush. He took my flask and 

shook it, heard a splash. He took a swing, capped it and steadied 
himself, hissing again from the burn on his lips.
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“No,” he said quietly, “I didn’t do that Chris. I dropped off the 
car because I said I would. That’s the only reason I went to the office 
in the first place. Grambledini drove with me to the track.”

I nodded. And again, he seemed sincere. I looked in the rear-view 
at the hard-top pulling along behind us.

“Okay,” I breathed out, “one last thing, Hoob. And listen up, 
because this is important: when you were on your way out, did you see 
anyone hanging around? Any cars nearby, anyone watching from the corner 
or the deli – anything like that?”

This was the big one. The rest didn’t really matter because I 
knew he wasn’t responsible, but this was information I needed. If the 
affidavits were gone before he was here, that means the tires had to be 
cut after he left. If someone was somehow at our place, they didn’t 
leave right away.

“Honestly?” he said, “if there was someone like that, I wouldn’t 
have noticed. I was goin’ cuckoo with that tip about the track.”

“Think back. Anything out of the ordinary at all?”
He shrugged. “I really don’t know, Brown.”
A car passed the hard top, pulling up behind us. A red little 

Chevy. Behind it, the hard top maintained a steady pace. I started to 
speed up, pushing our garish car even harder.

“Good news is I believe you. I already figured most of that, but 
I wanted to hear it from you,” I said, adjusting the mirror, “that’s 
the first reason I brought you here. If you didn’t do that, who did?”

“Someone with the mayor?” Hoob asked, “Dickie’s no angel.”
“He’s not, but it ain’t Dickie. He wouldn’t have anyone able to 

do something like this. Cutting tires is one thing. But getting into 
the office, with Andy’s locks on the door? That’s something else. And 
maybe you could say I just misplaced the papers, they weren’t in the 
safe, I’m mistaken. Maybe I’m making a big deal of nothing. But I also 
just found out my wife’s been getting some calls that scared her. Hang-
ups.”

“Fuck.”
“Yeah. And so, when you put that together, plus this fucking tail 

we got,” I pushed harder on the pedal, “you’ve gotta wonder why.”
Hoob looked over his shoulder, then at me. He spotted it and 

shook his head.
“Was it the woman? Andy said the money was from a client.”
“Probably someone who doesn’t want us to take the case, more like 

it. I was trying to think around her, try to see if there’s anything 
else, but there ain’t. We have enemies, sure, but this all happens 
right after she comes to see us?”

Hoob was getting it now. He looked in the rearview and the dark 
car was pulling along at a good clip, just barely in sight. The both of 
us knew how to tail and how to spot one, and this was definitely one.

“This was the other reason we left. I wanted to see what would 
happen,” I squinted and took another long drag, “and it’s like I 
thought. That car was also outside of Grambledini’s house tonight, I’m 
pretty sure. Someone’s been fucking with us all day. I would’ve figured 
it out by now if not for…”

I trailed off because I didn’t need to go into any of that. John 
and I had made peace and I wasn’t going to bring it up again for a long 
time. John nodded.

“What about Andy?”
“I’m sure there’s someone on him too,” I said, “but I’m also sure 

that he’ll figure it out. He’s no fool, that kid.”
“What if he gets hurt?” John asked.
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“Do you really think that’s a problem?” I laughed, “it’s fucking 
Andy. Remember the brothel case? That guy fought his way out of a whole 
fucking whorehouse unarmed.”

“Yeah, but one tap on the head…” John wagered, but I wasn’t 
worried. More than likely he wouldn’t fight anyone. If he knew someone 
was playing eye-spy, he’d sit right down at a slot machine and not go 
anywhere. Stay in the open, not give them anything. If anyone 
threatened him, he’d laugh it off. If someone started shit, they’d get 
theirs, if not from him, then from the football team of goons that look 
after Lucky Streak’s.

“We need to figure out who the fuck these people are,” I said.
“Holy fuck,” Hoob watched the mirror, “look at that!”
Suddenly it looked like we were gonna find out who our friends 

were. The hard top was burning towards us at a wild pace. 
I shot John a grin.
“You wanna see how fast this thing goes?”

I haven’t driven that fast for a long time, mostly because Ol’ 
Blue back at the office would likely catch fire if I pushed her this 
far. Plus the springs were shot from John fucking his lady-callers in 
the back (though he denied this through and through). Dickie’s car had 
a real mean bitch of an engine under the hood, a loud belching roar 
with top acceleration. I felt like I was flying a fucking rocket ship. 
Before long, we lost them, screaming down the highway out of the city, 
laughing and screaming. It hadn’t taken long. Whoever they were they 
were riding a dame’s car. It was too bad that Andy wasn’t here, he 
would’ve enjoyed this.

“Say what you want about Big Dickie, but he drives a mean fucking 
hot rod,” I laughed, “or he did.”

But then there was a loud bang and my face was cut, my ear 
ringing. The driver’s window was shattered. I started to swerve and 
knocked into something. Suddenly the car next to us turned on its 
lights. Some mug was hanging out the passenger window with a pistol. 
The motherfuckers were keeping pace with us!

“They fucking shot at us!” I roared.
Hoob was digging under the seat for the magnum when they slammed 

into us again. And they fired another shot, blowing out the back window 
before John could even grab a hold of our piece. I grabbed at my waist, 
but the snub nose was with Andy. 

Then there was more lights and a siren. I looked over and their 
two mean faces were lit up by a spinning red light on their dash.

“Coppers!?” Hoob shouted. The pistol was in his hand, but he 
looked stunned, but I wasn’t falling for it.

“Coppers my fucking arse,” I spat, then grabbed for the magnum.
As it got into my hand and I took aim at them, they moved behind 

us. Before I could think, they nudged our tail and we were spinning off 
the road going at top speed. I smashed my head open on the broken 
window and I heard Hoob scream as we skidded off the road and into the 
dirt. We both groaned and screamed as we spun and spun until finally 
the whole rig just jumped over and started to roll.

I don’t remember then next little while, because I think 
something was wrong with my head and it was hard to breathe, sharp pain 
in my sides. I remember the metal taste of blood, the flash of lights 
from the highway, dirt in my nose and mouth. I remember being dragged 
through dirt, John screaming his head off. I was cuffed, pushed around, 
strange men laughing. Watched blood come down my nose from my head. At 
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some point someone sunk a fist into my balls and I nearly puked so they 
did it again and I gagged audibly. Then we were in the back of a dark 
car, which was grated like a cop’s car, and John was swearing at them 
through the mesh, calling them every cuss he ever learned, but they 
were laughing. It had started to rain and I remember being dragged out 
through it, cold and wet, getting slaps in the back of the head which 
hurt so bad.

It all happened so fast that by the time I was with it, I was 
being walked up some stairway to a back door, a pistol trained on me, 
cuffs on my hands. The both of them were built like brick shithouses, 
big shoulders under their dark blue suits, mean faces under their hats. 
I was having trouble telling them apart when I realized suddenly that 
they were twins. The one at the top of the stairs was instructing John 
to open the door, his pistol shoved hard in his back. I hadn’t heard 
them talk much, but I also was foggy on what exactly had happened the 
way here. 

Inside it was pitch black, but our escorts seemed to know what 
they were doing. I was thrown to the floor and so was another body that 
I assumed to be John. I hit my head and began to scream in pain, but 
the more I screamed, the worse my sides hurt. I must’ve had some popped 
ribs, but they were nothing compared to the orchestra beating away 
inside my head.

A light switched on and I saw the two of them standing over us. 
The room was a dive, old stained walls and dirty floorboards, two 
wooden chairs and a bucket in the corner. There were three doors, the 
one we came through, getting locked by one of the brothers, and then 
two others. No windows, nothing on the walls. Just us, them, and a 
swinging lightbulb. 

“Have a seat, fellas,” one of them said. His voice was booming 
and even cheerful sounding. They were heading for the door.

“You going somewhere, girls? Need to get eachother’s peckers hard 
before you come back in?” John shouted, his mouth splitting his wounded 
lips. I looked over at him, barking at them like a rabid dog, blood all 
over his face. He looked like he had taken a few more to the eyes that 
I hadn’t dished out.

“That was some stunt,” one of them said, “I’m impressed, really. 
A lot of balls.”

“Take off these cuffs and I’ll give you a real fucking show!” 
John roared.

“You just wait till Cappy gets here,” the other one said, “then 
you’ll be having fun.”

John stayed mean until they left. He turned his eyes to me, 
terrified.

“Who the fuck is Cappy?”
I was weak and dull-headed. I guess I took the worst of the crash 

because John seemed to have a ton of energy. That only seemed fair 
after the licking I gave him back in the hills. He started bucking 
around on the floor, screaming and spitting, but there was no one for 
him to impress. I could barely lift my head up, and was trying to 
gather my composure. Trying to remember what Andy had shown me about 
getting out of handcuffs, but they had taken everything, I didn’t have 
so much as a paperclip. And I couldn’t move the cuffs around front 
because of my ribs. As I slowly slid around on the floor, John 
scrambled to his feet and ran at the door, smashing it with his 
shoulder.

“John,” I said, “just have a seat.”
“They’re gonna fucking kill us!” he screamed at me.
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“If they were gonna do that, they would’ve done it already,” I 
said quietly, “think about it.”

“Well maybe they want to torture us then kill us!”
He kicked the door a couple more times and we heard laughter 

again.
I shook my head and tried to sit up, but my sides ached too much. 

John could see how much pain I was in and he quieted down. He walked 
over to me.

“You’re fucked up, huh?”
“You think?” I said.
“What are we gonna do?” he asked, sitting down on one of the 

chairs.
“I’ll guess that they’re muscle, whatever they are,” I wheezed, 

“so what happens to us isn’t up to them.”
“They aren’t police.”
“You’re fucking right they aren’t police,” I choked. It took a 

long time before I was able to sit up, and there was a lot of sharp 
pains shooting up through me.

“So what are we gonna do?” he asked quietly.
“I’m thinking that they don’t really care if we live or die. They 

don’t want to have to murder anybody, but if they have to, they will,” 
I said.

“Yeah, they were just fucking with us until we took our piece 
out,” John said, “that’s when they decided to railroad us.”

“Exactly.”
John was one the floor, trying to bring his cuffs around his feet 

to his front like I hadn’t been able to. After a lot of huffing and 
rolling around like a turtle he did it.

“So we might be able to talk our way out?” John asked, sitting 
back in the chair, out of breath.

“Maybe if you calmed down a little,” I coughed. I crumpled over 
in pain, but then forced myself through it by trying to stand. With 
John’s help I managed to get to my feet, flopping into the chair next 
to his.

“They’re trying to scare us,” I said, hissing in pain, “all the 
shit they did so far to intimidate us. Show us how powerful they are.”

“So what, we gotta cry like babies and they’ll let us go?”
“Maybe not. Maybe we can just be straight with them. If they want 

us off the case, we take their offer.”
“Fuck that, Brown!” he growled.
“You see a lot of other options?” I asked.
“What if you’re wrong?” he asked, “what if we’re just waiting 

here for Cappy because he’s really into this shit? What if he’s gonna 
come here because he’s the one who knows how to chop up the bodies?”

He had a point.

We were there for a long time. Both of us had to use the bucket 
twice, which was embarrassing and incredibly difficult for me to do 
with my hands behind my back. I’ll let you figure out the rest. I fell 
asleep a couple times, but John woke me up both times, worried again. 
We heard the guys laugh in there, talk quietly and maybe even have 
drinks. A phone rang, they talked for a while. John shuffled over and 
tried to listen, but couldn’t understand anything. At some point in the 
night we smelled cooking coming from one of the doors, shadows and 
footsteps from underneath.

“Do they live here?” he asked.
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I was half asleep, looking around the room when I spotted it. 
White powder on the floor, a light sprinkling of it with footsteps 
through it. I shot my head around and looked at John. 

“What?” he asked.

I went into convulsions and John started screaming for help, 
louder and louder. After a moment, the kitchen door opened and one of 
them came in with an apron on, his jacket gone and his sleeves rolled 
up. The veins sticking out of his arms looked like clothesline. It took 
Hoob one second to put his foot in the door and slip into the kitchen 
after him. He was nabbed almost two seconds later, but that’s all it 
took to throw a handful of the powder from my pocket into their ragout. 
We both took a beating for it from the bull, and soon enough the other 
one was there to even it out. I thought I was gonna die. It wasn’t the 
worst beating I’d taken, but with my injuries I was in agony, 
convulsing and screaming for real, my throat closing up and blood 
pumping out my wounds. I watched Hoob’s red face swell and grit his 
teeth, laughing and screaming furiously through the pain.

When it was all over, I realized John was right. They probably 
were going to kill us. We were being saved for something. John and I 
waited, rolling around, twitching and terrified they’d come back in 
before their meal. It was through sheer luck that they hadn’t taken the 
dope dust out of my coat, and pure magic that I noticed just in time.

 At one point, one of them came in to let us know that Cappy 
wasn’t coming in after all, that we were their responsibility now. He 
flashed us this smile, a real handsome, genuine smile, but his eyes 
looked dead to me. It was meant to scare us, but it only made me feel 
more relieved. The goon seemed distracted and strange, swaying a 
little. It was working.

“What the fuck did you have me put in their soup? Rat poison?” 
John asked.

“You’ll see,” I croaked.
Not a moment later though, they were back in the room with us, 

with garden shears. One of them put a pistol in John’s mouth, and the 
other one rolled me onto the ground, pulling my pants down. 

“Alright now,” my guy said, “you know what this is.”
“No!” I screamed, but already he was doing it.
I was in too much agony to try and stop him, all I could do was 

try to keep my legs closed, but as the shears go near my balls, there 
wasn’t anything I could do. If I closed my legs, I might chop them off 
myself. I watched in horror as he gently laid them under my genitals, 
my prick and balls shrinking, but not enough to get out from under the 
V of his scissors.

“Snip snip,” the one next to John said.
“A lady came and saw you, real pretty,” he said to me.
“So pretty,” said the other one, his voice sounding wistful.
This was probably the worst possible situation I could imagine. 

They weren’t going to really cut off my balls before. They just wanted 
to scare me. I just needed to plead and cry and moan and I’d be free to 
go. But now they were dosed with enough goofballs to knock out God. I 
was trying to remember how long they took to work, but I was getting 
nervous. My fella’s face was unusually red, sweat all over his forehead.

“That lady’s case is closed. We solved it…“ he trailed off.
“Suicide,” the other one said, but then he made a gesture to his 

head with the pistol in his hand. John looked up at him, bewildered.
The brother with the shears around my nuts saw this and started 

to giggle, then he put his gun to his head. While they were distracted 
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I tried to shake a little, to knock the clippers off of me, but they 
hardly budged. They were wedged under my sack. I kept imaging closing 
my legs by accident and chopping it all off with my thighs. They looked 
fucking sharp. I cried out to John, my guts sinking. 

The one next to him was laughing harder now, muttering something 
about “murderball”. The pistol was lowered from his head to his side, 
as his shoulders began to convulse in laughter.

“The murderball!” mine screamed, and began to shake with laughter 
too. The snippers jiggled under my balls and I groaned.

“I could – I…” the one next to Hoobler stuttered, but then became 
deadly serious, “I miss her so much.”

Mine put down his gun and grabbed the shears with two hands.
“JOHN!” I screamed.
Hoobler snatched the pistol from his captor and swung around as 

he opened the shears around my nuts as wide as they could.
“JOHN!” I screamed, a jet of piss shooting out.
But then the man fell onto his back, screaming at the top of his 

lungs, the shears clattering to the floor.
“Oh fuck!” I screamed, backing away from them on my bare ass.
I looked over to John and he was standing upright next to the 

other brother, who was completely paralyzed, frozen on his feet.
“Why the fuck didn’t you shoot him!?” I screamed.
“You broke my thumb.”
“What?” 
“I couldn’t aim the gun because of my thumb. You twisted it, 

remember?”
I looked at the shears and tried to laugh but I couldn’t breathe.

Andy and I had taken one each when we went on our trip, but John 
had thrown the equivalent of at least eight of them into their food. By 
some miracle they hadn’t noticed it and chowed down on the whole thing. 

Before long, the one on the floor was screaming so long that he 
couldn’t breathe, was fighting for breath as his face turned blue. The 
other one, stiff as a mannequin, wept like a baby and whispered things 
to himself.

When we unlocked ourselves, John wanted to beat them as bad as 
they had us, or worse, but I wanted to think about it more. He was 
furious with me for even suggesting it. He paced around the room like a 
big ape, his nostrils flaring. I went for a walk in the little 
apartment, which I guess was some kind of safe house. It was mostly 
empty, a couple cans of food in the cupboard, a pot, some paper plates. 
One of their wallets and a set of keys was on the counter in the dingy 
little kitchen. Gerald Martin. The badge inside had a Pinkerton’s 
license with a division I’d never heard of. I felt my stomach sink just 
thinking about it. I looked around a little longer, my head banging 
away, a wet grind in my ribs every time I moved. Past the kitchen was a 
little den. A front door with a window looking out onto the street. We 
were still in the city it seemed. As I turned to get back to Hoob, I 
saw that there was a document on the table near the door marked Gemini 
in red letters. There was a strange two-headed eagle crest stamped on 
it.

To think that the badge had bothered me. Inside the little folder 
was a whole fucking file on us, an entire surveillance report from six 
AM onwards. Photographs of me and Andy walking down the street, one of 
Andy in Dickie’s car, his head thrown back wildly, another of John with 
his arm around the old cunt coming out of a brick building. They were 
from today! How did they develop them so fucking fast? But the pictures 
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were just the tip of the iceberg. The sheer size of this thing was 
overwhelming. Tax returns, records of our military service, carbon 
copies of letters I don’t even remember writing, Hoobler’s mugshot and 
fingerprints, a letter explaining why John Hoobler couldn’t attend Our 
Sacred Mother’s elementary school any longer, overhead maps of the 
apartment, Audrey’s house, Hoobler’s house, months of phone bills for 
Gemini, our record of transaction with the bank, along with our 
holdings, previous cases, newspaper clippings. I couldn’t believe what 
I was seeing. I flipped through page after page, bewildered. Who the 
fuck were these people? I’d be naïve to think it impossible to put a 
file like this together, but if Mrs. Gold had caused it, that means it 
was done in under 24 hours. They’d have to have fucking teams of people 
working on this. A dozen people with tons of connections and more money 
than the devil himself. I really couldn’t fathom what it was we were 
dealing with. At one point I noticed something attached to a page. I 
flipped back to it and saw Andy’s medal. The same one that had been in 
my coat most of the day. Suddenly the pain wasn’t bothering me. I was 
numb all the way through. I don’t think I’ve ever been that scared. I 
left it on the table and didn’t bother to show Hoob.

I came back into the interrogation room and sat down on the chair 
with my hands down my pants, gratefully holding my sack and sausage, 
though the rest of me ached. Everything hurt. Breathing, swallowing, 
walking, talking, but that didn’t matter now. Now fear was stronger 
than any of it.

 I was trying to calculate what might happen as a result of 
hurting these two, but eventually I decided it didn’t matter. Dosing 
them with some mystery dope that still might kill them was just as bad 
as crippling them with a chair. Pinkertons were like rats. No matter 
how many you drown there were always more. And by what I saw in there, 
this was one hell of a team effort. There were gonna be repercussions 
no matter what we did now. The only thing we weren’t gonna do was kill 
them. A death like that on your head will haunt you forever. But still, 
something told me we needed to send a message.

We did a decent job with just our fists and shoes, but they 
didn’t seem to feel a goddamned thing. They flopped around gyrating as 
we kicked their faces open, stomped on their bodies, John raining blows 
onto their faces, going through such powerful hallucinations that they 
seemed unaffected by the pain. For a moment John considered the shears. 
I screamed at him not to, he had no idea what it was like. Just 
thinking about it, I almost threw up all over myself, and had to sit 
down to hold my dink again. We talked about payback, about maybe 
torching the place, or leaving them bound and gagged in the forest, but 
then John had another idea. The other door led to a little room with a 
couple cots in it. I watched as he took one of the guys, who came as 
gentle as a lamb, and laid him on the ground. Hoobler lifted up the 
legs of the bed and put the chump’s hands underneath them, palms down. 

“What are you doing, Hoob?” I asked. 
“Watch this,” he said. 
He jumped as high as he could into the air and came down on the 

bed. John did it to the other one too, laughing his ass off as he 
joyfully bounced into the bed, crippling the man’s hands and crunching 
off several fingertips along with at least one whole finger in the 
process. When it was over, they were rolling around laughing with the 
skin hanging off their wrecked hands, grabbing at spare parts with 
their stumps while John laughed in their faces.
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I started to remember why I kept the sick fuck around.

In their car, I found a small address book with her name in it.
John was giggling, ecstatic as he got into the driver’s seat. 

Even though his face was worse than ever now and he was in a lot of 
pain, he was delighted to have survived it.

“Where to now?” he asked, “hospital?”
I crawled into the back seat to lie down and have a smoke to wind 

down. I found my flask back there too, and sitting up despite my 
screaming ribs I looked at my face in the window. All up my temple and 
into my scalp were little cuts, leading up to a fat gash towards the 
back of one side of my head. When I touched it, a wave of strange 
electric pain went through me but I ignored it.

“Andy first. Then,” I read through the little book, “then 1595 
Castle Bay Road.”

He turned around and looked at me through the mesh.
“We’re taking the case, Brown?” he seemed surprised, but 

delighted to hear it, like it was something he wanted to ask for but 
didn’t.

He already knew that the case was gonna be dangerous, but he 
wasn’t aware of just how dangerous it was. I found myself hesitating 
for a moment, but then I just barked out a wet laugh.

I finished all the booze in the bottle and put my cigarette out 
on the fine leather finish.

“You expecting us to put our tail between our fucking legs?” I 
croaked.

I couldn’t see his fucked-up mouth in the rearview but I could 
see by the way that his eyes squinted that he was smiling.
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