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*

“And he even wears an orange windcheater?”

“At book conferences.  Yes.”

Jim Grant settled into the darkness of the cab’s backseat and looked at the literary agent who had turned him into a global brand.  Donna Bagdasarian gave the driver the address and shut the door.  Christmas music played in the background.  Grant rested one hand on the door handle out of habit, just in case he needed a quick exit.  He doubted if Christmas in New York with his agent would need a quick exit.

“Yeah well.  A dog is for life, not for Christmas.”

Donna gave him a sideways glance.

“You talking in riddles again?”

Grant met her gaze.

“It means, wear it all the time.  Not just at book conferences.”

“Oh right.  Like you never wear anything else?”

Grant tapped his chest and made a, look at me gesture.  The bright yellow windcheater was unzipped over a black sweatshirt.  The OLD TOWN TROLLEY TOURS logo was hidden round the back but a small patch on the left breast said the same thing.

Donna looked at the creased jacket.

“We covered that in book three.”

“You mean the fact that the orange windcheater didn’t survive Adobe Flats?”

She tapped the Perspex behind the driver…

“Left here honey.”

…then looked back at Grant.

“I still think he should buy another one.  After Jamaica Plain and Montecito Heights it’s become kind of a calling card.”

“He, being me.”

“In the books.  Yeah.”

“Then talk to Campbell not me.”

Grant shuffled in his seat and released the door handle.  A quick exit definitely wasn’t on the cards tonight.  He looked through the windshield as if searching for the Yorkshire author on the busy night streets.

“What time we meeting him?”

Donna knew Grant felt uncomfortable meeting his biographer.

“Should be there when we get out.”

Grant shook his head.

“I can’t believe he put the shower scene in.”

Donna tried not to sound voyeuristic.

“You did have sex in the shower didn’t you?”

Grant laid it out hard.

“I took a shit as well.  He didn’t put that in.”

Donna chuckled.  It was a deep and throaty sound.

“Creative licence.”

Grant let out a sigh but didn’t reply.  Donna explained.

“Like changing the names to protect the innocent.”

“He didn’t change mine.”

“Yours is a selling point.  Since you’ve been on the news so much.”

“Yeah.  All that Resurrection Man crap.  I’ll never live it down.”

“Your bank manager will.”

She jerked a glance past the driver and told him to pull up on the right.  She swiped her credit card in the reader beneath a small TV screen and paid the fare plus a tip.  Grant was out of the cab before the payment cleared.  He scanned the pedestrians just to be safe.  Some habits die hard, even at Christmas.  Donna joined him on the sidewalk and straightened her scarf.

Chestnuts roasting on an open fire added a festive flavor to the restaurant smells drifting across the street.  A cotton candy vendor added sickly sweet to the mix.  Grant preferred the burger and onions smell from the next vendor in line.  He looked around.  There was no sign of an orange windcheater or a six-foot-four Yorkshire author.  He began to think the evening was looking up but then a voice squealed from the crowd.

“Oh darling.  There you are.”

A squat black boxer in a Lycra dress and a Tina Turner wig surged towards them.  The broken nose was almost as ugly as the knobbly knees.  He/she squealed again and threw his/her arms around Donna.

“My name’s Joseph Hollywood.  So glad you could come.”

*

They met Colin Campbell outside The Little Owl restaurant at the corner of Grove and Bedford in the West Village.  Fifteen minutes after finally disentangling themselves from the boxing transsexual.  Campbell was wearing the orange windcheater.  Grant shook his hand then turned back to Donna.

“So you’ve never met him before?”

Donna stuck her chest out.

“Her.”

Grant shook his head.

“Never in a million years.”

“Once he gets enough money she will be.”

Grant shrugged.

“Christmas or not, I don’t think giving him a twenty dollar tip for directions was a good idea.”

Donna smiled.

“A sex change is for life, not for Christmas.”

Campbell looked confused.

“Did I miss something?”

Grant looked at the author.

“You missed everything.  Be thankful.”

Donna gave a flamboyant wave.

“What can I say?  I’m a magnet for strange and fascinating creatures.”

She looked at the two men, one wearing a yellow windcheater and the other wearing an orange one three days before Christmas and realized what she’d just said.  Grant and Campbell exchanged glances then smiled in unison.  They were from Yorkshire.  They understood a dry put down when they heard one.

Grant nodded towards The Little Owl.

“Well, this being the West Village, you’d better get us inside before we turn into a pair of Christmas fairies.”

Campbell indicated the brightly coloured windcheaters.

“Or a couple of fairy decorations.”

The Yorkshiremen slapped hands in a high five and led Donna to the restaurant door.  The pissing contest was over.  Bonding was complete.  Campbell let Donna go first and Grant brought up the rear.  He scanned the street one last time before following them in.  The tall skinny man with the pockmarked face was still watching from the corner.  The man Grant had seen talking to Joseph Hollywood just after the twenty-dollar tip.

*

They had meatball sliders, pork chops and crispy chicken.  Grant had no idea what meatball sliders were but it all tasted very nice so he didn’t ask.  The Little Owl was an oasis of orange light in a darkened world.  There were pockets of darkness between clusters of lights dangling from the high ceiling.  Tables were arranged in uneven groups, some against the wall and some alongside the floor to ceiling double-glazing.  There were no tables free against the wall so they had sit in the window.  Grant felt like he was eating in a goldfish bowl, the outside world being dark while everyone inside was on display.  He couldn’t see if the skinny man was still watching but would bet his left knacker that he was.

The meatballs were gorgeous.  The Mediterranean tastes made his mouth water even after he’d finished.  He took a drink of Pepsi to clean his mouth.  They had talked all through dinner, conversation ranging from book talk to how long Campbell had served in the West Yorkshire Police before taking up writing.  Grant put his glass on the table.

“We worked the same area.  How come our paths never crossed?”

Campbell wiped red sauce from his lips.

“Small world.  Big force.”

Grant nodded.  People were always asking if he knew a certain police officer just because he’d worked in England.  Sometimes from the opposite ends of the country.  Members of the public assumed every cop knew every other cop even if they didn’t work together.

“I keep forgetting.  There were cops from the next shift I never met.”

Campbell raised his eyebrows.

“Cops?”

Grant gave a sheepish smile.

“I know.  I’ve been stateside too long.  I even go to the movies now instead of the pictures.”

“You’re assimilating then?”

Grant frowned at Campbell.

“Didn’t you put that in one of the books?”

“I put it in a couple of them.”

Grant picked his glass up and took another drink.

“It must be true then.”

Donna looked towards the door and then at her watch.

“I was hoping he’d be able to join us.”

Grant clinked the ice in his glass.

“The retired military guy?”

Donna looked at Campbell.

“More for you Colin.  He’s done a bit of work in Hollywood.  I thought maybe you could set up some kind of technical adviser service.  You know, him for the military and you for the police.”

Grant looked at them both but spoke to Campbell.

“You gonna teach thespians how to act like a cop?”

Donna interrupted.

“He’s got enough experience.”

Grant leaned forward.

“Maybe your mother could teach actors how to throw cans of soup.”

Donna looked over the top of her glasses.

“You threw the soup.  She kicked the guns away.”

“She was good at it though.”

Campbell looked a question at his agent.  Donna brushed the silent query aside.

“At the 7-Eleven last Christmas.”

Grant slid his glass across the table and got back on track.

“So, what’s this guy do now?”

Donna lowered her voice as if the retired guy might be listening.

“Okay.  Get this.  He trains the Marines before they deploy to Afghanistan.”

Grant was skeptical.  Anyone training the Marines didn’t need to be teaching actors how to shoot.

“Training them to what?”

Donna leaned forward.

“Local protocols.  How to talk to the villagers.”

Grant turned to Campbell.

“You were in the army.  Don’t you fancy that?”

“Protocols?  No.  I was a typist.”

Grant gave a disbelieving snort.

“Yeah.  Like you made me in the books?”

Campbell held up a hand.

“No, I really was just a typist.  Company clerk.”

“They taught you how to shoot though didn’t they?”

“Yes, but I didn’t hit much.”

Donna steered the conversation back to technical advisers.

“But Hollywood.  I thought you’d like that.”

Campbell shook his head.

“I prefer writing.”

“So?  He prefers singing but he still teaches the Marines.”

Grant chipped in.

“To sing?”

Donna beetled her brows.

“Now you’re being silly.”

She got serious again.

“He’s got a great singing voice though.  Won a Frank Sinatra competition.”

She threw her hands up in excitement.

“We should go to a Karaoke bar.”

Grant spoke for both of them.

“I’d rather nail my foreskin to a plank and whack myself off.”

Campbell nodded.

“With a rusty nail.”

Grant talked to Donna but his eyes wandered outside.

“How about a game of snooker?”

Donna frowned.

“This is New York.  We play pool.”

The street outside was dark but there was a streetlamp half a block up.  Joseph Hollywood stood in a pool of light as if he were on stage.  The skinny man with the pockmarked face wasn’t asking him to sing.  Grant’s voice sounded distant to his own ears.

“Pool will do.”

The pimp punched Hollywood in the stomach and Donna threw her hands up again.

“We should go to the Fat Cat.”

Grant didn’t answer.  He was already halfway to the door.

*

Joseph Hollywood doubled over and held his stomach.  The lamppost gave him some support but he looked like he might keel over any minute.  Grant sprinted up the street but the pockmarked man had already gone.  A quick scan of the area showed no sign of him.  Grant dropped to his haunches so he could look into Hollywood’s face.

“You okay?”

Hollywood took a deep breath and forced himself upright.

“Sweetheart, I’ve crapped baby turds worse than this.”

Grant stood up and indicated the transsexual’s nose.

“You used to box?”

Hollywood let out a sigh.

“I used to get hit a lot.”

“You should keep your guard up then.”

Hollywood glanced across the street.

“Some things there’s no guarding against.”

Grant considered that but the only thing he knew was that feeling sorry for yourself never got the job done.

“You had the operation yet?”

Hollywood stuck his chest out.

“Hormone treatment to start with.”

Grant nodded.

“Then you’ve still got balls.  Hit him back.”

Donna swept up the street like a tidal wave.  All concern and waving arms.

“Oh honey.  Are you alright?”

Hollywood got his act together, looked at Donna’s impressive bust, and squeezed his hormonal enhancements.

“I’d be better if I had those sweetheart.  I am so jealous.”

Campbell joined the group and stood beside Grant.  Hollywood’s eyes lit up.

“Ooh look.  Two straight men in gay colours.  This truly is a Christmas treat.  Let me sing for you.  D’you like Tina Turner?”

Grant considered the plank and the rusty nail but didn’t object.  Hollywood caterwauled Simply The Best.  The short version.  Donna waited before asking for directions to the Fat Cat Snooker and Pool Club.  Hollywood volunteered to walk them there, meaning another song and Donna feeling sorry for him even longer.  She gave him another twenty-dollar tip.  Grant shook his head, all the time watching out for the skinny pimp who had smelled easy money.  Grant got the feeling he’d be seeing again.

*

Fat Cat did have a snooker table but the basement club was mainly a pool hall with chessboards and table-tennis tables.  The sign at that end of the room said, Fat Cat People’s Ping Pong Party.  Grant thought it was only the Chinese who called it that.  There were curved leather booths along one side and a well-stocked bar in the corner next to a small stage for musical acts.  Thankfully Joseph Hollywood had run out of Tina Turner and melted away.

“You shouldn’t encourage him.”

Grant set the tray of drinks on the table and slid into the booth.  Donna distributed the glasses.  The retired military guy hadn’t shown up so it was just the agent, the author and the Resurrection Man.

“You’re the one went running out to help.”

“I’d have done that for anyone getting beat up in the street.”

“Well I’d have given twenty dollars to anyone down and out on the street.”

Grant took a drink of his Pepsi.

“You gave him forty dollars.  Blood in the water brings sharks.”

Donna sniffed her disapproval.

“Joseph isn’t a shark.”

Grant put his glass down.

“His pimp is.”

Campbell watched over the top of his glass.  He was on diet Pepsi, less taste and more gas.  Bubbles tickled his nose but his eyes never left Grant and Bagdasarian.  Grant looked at the author.

“Why don’t you get your note book out?  Then you won’t have to remember it all.”

Campbell wasn’t fazed.  He’d been a cop too.

“What I don’t remember I’ll make up.”

Grant nodded.

“Spoken like a true defender of the peace.”

He focused on the author.

“But I’d like some aspects of my life to remain private.”

Campbell added a hint of seriousness to his voice.

“Rescuing damsels in distress is what makes you popular.”

Grant picked up his glass.

“And the bad guy always kicks the dog.”

Campbell nodded.

“Universal truths.”

Grant paused with the glass halfway to his lips.

“Well universally speaking.  The pimp is going to kick our dog.”

Campbell made a typing motion with his fingers.

“That’s why this isn’t private.”

Grant took a drink and stood up.  The snooker table was free.

“Best of three frames.”

He waved his glass.

“Loser pays.”

Donna stood up to join them.

“Don’t take all night.  I’ve got one more surprise for you both.”

Campbell was already racking up the balls but Grant threw a glance at Donna.  He didn’t like surprises.  He brushed off the discomfort and went to help the author.  If they’d stuck with snooker then everything would have been all right.  The evening would have ended peacefully.  As it turned out Donna’s surprise pushed their luck too far and the bad guy was about to kick their dog.

*

The brightly colored windcheaters fit right in at Christopher Park.  Campbell and Grant did not.  The long narrow triangle was only half a block from the Fat Cat but it was a world away from the basement pool hall.  Historical notices proclaimed the park an important part of the gay liberation movement and there were modern statues of same sex couples sitting on the park benches.  There was a traffic sign at the intersection that said, NO HORN BLOWING – EXCEPT FOR DANGER.  Some comedian had scribbled out HORN and written GAZ underneath, so poor old Gaz wasn’t going to get blown tonight.

Donna steered the Yorkshiremen past the park to a bar on the corner.  Jaunty piano music spilled onto the street.  The name was picked out in lights all along one side.  Duplex.  A chalkboard outside the door billed it as, THE DUPLEX - NEW YORK’S LEGENDARY PIANO BAR.  Donna corralled the cop and the author on the sidewalk.

“Okay you guys.  I wanted you to see this because it’s part of New York culture that won’t be here much longer.”

Grant raised his eyebrows.

“The pub sing-along?  We’ve had them for years.”

“Not like this.  I need you to keep an open mind.”

The piano music changed tunes and a voice was added to the mix.  It was loud and confident and vaguely familiar.  Grant figured it out even before they went through the door and found Joseph Hollywood standing next to a grand piano belting out another Tina Turner.  With musical accompaniment he didn’t sound half bad.

Donna leaned between her chaperones…

“Find a table.  I’ll get the drinks.”

…then left them standing by the door.

The interior was small and welcoming.  It was a traditional pub with a bar along one side and a handful of tables across the floor.  Bench seats ran along the wall below the windows with tables and chairs to give more seating.  The entire corner nearest the door was taken up with a raised stage that was only just big enough for the grand piano.  The singer had to stand next to the pianist with a handheld mike.  The lighting was dark and intimate.  The smell was beer and perfume.

Grant pointed to a section of bench seating with an empty table and Campbell followed him.  They sat down and scanned the room together.  The patrons were quiet and appreciative.  They applauded after the song and chatted between acts.  Almost everyone was part of a couple.  There were very few lone drinkers.  Grant scanned the crowd looking for the pimp.  As his eyes adjusted to the dark he noticed that there weren’t many women in the audience.  It took a little longer to realize that even the women weren’t women.  All the couples were men.  Just like him and Campbell.  He chuckled at Donna’s attempt to disturb the Yorkshiremen.  Campbell looked uncomfortable.  Grant didn’t care.  The music was good and even Joseph Hollywood looked happy.

Donna arrived with the drinks and sat down.

“What do you think?”

Grant leaned forward to be heard over the pub noise.

“I think I’d better not mention the tattoo.”

Donna looked at Campbell.

“You couldn’t research this shit on Google Earth could you?”

Campbell looked around him.

“Some of the flavor would be missing.”

Donna grinned as if she’d just got the best Christmas present ever.

“Exactly.  Authors soak this stuff up.”

Grant took a drink.

“I’m glad you said soak.”

Donna nudged him hard enough to knock him sideways.

“Stop it.”

The piano started up again and a quieter voice began to sing.  Frank Sinatra crooned and Grant realized who it was even though he’d never met him.  He turned to Donna.

“Afghanistan?”

Donna’s jaw dropped.  It was her turn to be surprised.

“I told you he had a great voice.”

*

Grant watched the man with the goatee beard and the short leather jacket and had to agree with Donna.  The retired military guy did have a great voice.  If you turned away and just listened it could have been Ole Blue Eyes himself.  It was a complete contrast to Joseph Hollywood’s rendition of Tina Turner.  There was one other difference between the two singers.  For a man singing in a gay piano bar Chuck Varrick was definitely not gay.  Thirty years in the military had forged a man’s man who was so comfortable in his own skin he didn’t mind singing at The Duplex.

Donna was still surprised to see him though.  She stared open mouthed.  Chuck saw her and nodded, the hint of a smile playing right into the Frank Sinatra persona.  Joseph Hollywood looked less comfortable.  He watched Donna’s face then lowered his eyes.  Donna left some money on the table and stood up.

“Get another round.  I won’t be long.”

She stalked past the bar and down a dark corridor to the restrooms at the back of the building.  Campbell picked up the money and indicated the drinks on the table.  Grant nodded that he’d have the same again and watched the author go to the bar.  Frank crooned on.  Joseph Hollywood continued to look downcast.  Grant waved him over and the transsexual reluctantly came and sat down.

“How’s the stomach?”

Hollywood sucked his stomach in.

“Carrying too much weight.”

Grant watched the boxer’s eyes and kept his questions innocuous.

“You been singing here long?”

Hollywood still looked uptight.

“A while.  It’s the place to sing.  Bette Midler started here.”

Grant focused on the eyes for any signs of evasion.

“That was pretty good.  You’re better with music.”

The eyes relaxed.

“Well, thank you kind sir.”

Grant closed in on what he really wanted to ask.

“You should stick to this instead of streetwalking.”

The eyes fluttered but Hollywood didn’t respond.  Grant leaned forward.

“Where is he?”

He watched for the instinctive flick of the eyes towards the pimp but Hollywood looked at the table instead.  His eyes were full of sadness and his shoulders sagged.  The effervescent singer was gone, replaced by the guilt-ridden husk of a man who wanted to be a woman.  It was the guilt that worried Grant.

“Where is he?”

Before Hollywood could answer Campbell came back with the drinks.  He put them on the table and asked Hollywood if he wanted anything?  Hollywood shook his head and stood up.  He backed away before turning and walked straight into Frank Sinatra.  Chuck Varrick towered above Hollywood and they did a little waltz as they tried to pass each other.  His voice was deeper than his Sinatra.

“Shall we dance?”

Hollywood gave up trying to get away.  Varrick stuck out a hand and Grant shook it.  The strong dry handshake of an army man.  Grant nodded to include Campbell.

“Glad you could join us.  Donna’s been talking about you all night.”

“Yes, sorry about that.  I should have told her I’d be here.”

Grant looked towards the corridor and then at his watch.  The first seeds of worry flitted through his head.

“She’s been a long time.”

Varrick mimed smoking a cigarette.

“She’ll be out back having a smoke.”

Hollywood let out a whimper and tried to leave again.  Grant saw the boxer shiver and knew where the guilty look had come from.  He grabbed his arm and held it tight.

“What have you done?”

“It wasn’t me.”

Grant squeezed.

“Where is he?”

Heavy eyes looked up at Grant then glanced along the corridor.  Grant let go and marched towards the dark passageway.  Hollywood called after him.

“He’s not alone.”

*

The back alley was dark and dirty and carpeted with cigarette butts.  Rusty fire escapes climbed into the darkness before disappearing into the night.  Several dumpsters serviced the businesses that backed onto the alley.  Only one building had an outside light and even that was so begrimed it only threw a pool of dirty light around the back of The Duplex.  Water dripped from a broken pipe.  It was a haven for rats and other vermin.  The other vermin were standing either side of Donna near the fire exit door.  The King Rat was behind her with one arm locked around her neck.  The pimp.

Grant stood at the doorway in the middle of the group.  He saw the fear in Donna’s eyes.  Dark and terrifying fear that suggested this was the trigger for even darker memories.  Grant looked into her eyes and tried to transfer the calmness he was settling into.  He breathed in through his nose and out through his mouth then turned to the pockmarked pimp.

“You missed Frank Sinatra.  He was pretty good.”

The pimp tightened his grip around Donna’s throat.

“You should have stayed in then.  Might have been an encore.”

Vermin Number One was bigger than his boss but had the vacant expression of a punch-drunk boxer.  Vermin Number Two was smaller but brighter.  He edged towards Grant and the big guy kept station two paces to his left.  The pimp pushed Donna forward and the entire group closed on Grant.  Grant moved to one side then took two steps backwards away from the door.  The group followed him to the edge of the light.  Grant looked at the door then back to the three men.

“Looks like the main performance is out here.”

His back came up against a dumpster blocking the alley.  The pimp smiled.  His henchmen spread out to widen the fighting arc.  They were standing at the very edge of the light.  Grant was swathed in shadow.  The pimp was center stage under the circle of light.  He squeezed.  Donna winced but didn’t cry out.  Grant kept his voice calm for her benefit.

“You should let her go now.”

The pimp stared at Grant.

“Why would I do that?”

Grant kept his hands at his sides, soft and loose.

“Because you’re hurting her.”

This time the pimp’s smile was twisted and cruel.

“A little pain never hurt nobody.”

Music from The Duplex sounded distant.  The dripping water sounded loud.  The circle of light grew smaller as Grant focused on the man who had punched Joseph Hollywood in the stomach and was strangling Donna Bagdasarian.  He ignored the other two.

“That’s an oxymoron.”

The pimp frowned.

“What?”

“A figure of speech where contradictory terms appear in conjunction.”

The pimp shook his head.

“I didn’t understand half the words you just said.”

Grant relaxed his shoulders.

“I never knew what an oxymoron was until I saw this Danny DeVito movie.  The one where he’s training army recruits to comprehend.”

The pimp hardened his eyes.

“I don’t think you comprehend the situation right here.”

Grant ignored him and continued.

“Of course back home, a moron is an idiot and oxy is a recreational drug.”

He glanced towards the door, which was now behind the three men and their hostage.  The music drifting through the doorway changed.  The water dripped on.  Grant focused on the pimp but nodded at the other two.

“At least we’ve got the morons covered.”

The pimp pulled his shoulders back and stretched to his full height.

“I’d say the moron’s the one who came out here on his own.”

The dripping stopped.  The music paused between acts.  Grant smiled.

“Who said I was on my own?”

The pimp realized his mistake.  The fire exit was behind him.  His flanks were exposed.  Campbell came through the door and stepped to his left.  Varrick followed and moved to his right.  A broad base of attack.  Grant nodded towards Varrick.

“He isn’t Danny DeVito, but he trains the US Marines.”

Then he acknowledged Campbell.

“And he was a cop for thirty years.”

He stepped away from the dumpster and flexed his arms.

“So who’s the oxymoron now?”

The pimp tightened his grip around Donna’s neck.

“All this because of her?”

His other hand went into his pocket and came out slowly, hidden behind the agent’s body.  Grant felt a worm of doubt twist his stomach as the hand came up to Donna’s throat and a sliver of shiny metal glinted in the light.  The pimp opened the straight razor with his thumb and held it against soft white flesh.

“Well, here’s another one for you.  Painfully beautiful.”

He nicked Donna’s neck.  A single drop of blood formed like a dark red pearl.

“Reckon you’re fast enough?  Get to me before I open her up?”

Grant let out a sigh.  Campbell and Varrick had the other two covered but Grant was too far from the pimp.  He gauged angles and distances but even with a sprint start and fast hands he wouldn’t be in time to stop the blade from slicing flesh.  He tried to keep the hopelessness off his face but Donna caught the vibe and sagged in the pimp’s grip.  This was going to end badly.  The pimp widened his stance to cope with the extra weight.  Grant tried to buy some time.

“Okay.  You win.  So take the money and go.”

The pimp’s smile became a grin.  His teeth were as bad as his skin.

“Maybe I’ll take myself a little pleasuring first.”

Donna’s eyes flew open and Grant was certain now where the fear had come from.  He struggled to keep the anger out of his voice.  If there was ever a time for staying calm it was now.  Campbell and Varrick kept their positions covering the big guy and the little man.  Donna began to hyperventilate, her eyes staring in panic.  Grant took half a step forward into the circle of light.

“Whatever happens in the next few seconds…”

His eyes drilled into the pimp’s but his vision took in everything around him.  The rusty fire escapes.  The dumpsters.  The big guy to one side and the little man on the other.  He saw Varrick brace himself and Campbell ball his hands into fists.

“…you’re gonna be pulling teeth from the toe of my boot.”

He saw Donna’s eyes begin to glaze over.  She was barely holding it together.  If she passed out now the razor would cut deep on her way to the ground.  Grant looked in her eyes and blinked the tiniest of nods.  Her eyes cleared.  Behind her the pimp’s expression hardened.  Behind him the fire exit door stood open under the grimy yellow bulb.  Joseph Hollywood came through the door and stood under the spotlight.

Grant kept his eyes front and center.  They didn’t waver and they didn’t blink.

“Only way you walk out of here is, you put the blade down and let her go.”

He stared at the pimp.  He smiled at Donna.  He reassessed angles and distances and noted the pimp’s wider base.  Triangles never fall over but they don’t protect the family jewels.  The silence was deafening.  Another oxymoron.  It was taking an eternity for the music to restart.  Hollywood hung back near the door.  He looked almost as frightened as Donna, but the fear on his face was mingled with shame and guilt.  This was all on him.

The piano intro started inside. The noise covered Hollywood’s footsteps as he moved towards the gathering.  The boxer stopped two paces behind the pimp and fear took over again.  He stood rooted to the spot, unable to move forward or to retreat.  His face was a picture of indecision.  Grant saw the opportunity slipping away and made one last attempt to provoke a reaction.  He stared at the pimp but spoke to Hollywood.

“I see you’ve still got balls.  So why don’t you use them?”

The pimp looked confused.

“What the fuck?”

He used the razor as a pointer.

“You got a funny way of starting a fight.”

Joseph Hollywood took two steps forward and swung a full kick up between the pimp’s legs.  The pain was instant and obvious.  The pimp’s eyes flew open and his hands reflexed down to cup his squashed balls.  Grant dashed forward and grabbed the hand with the razor at the wrist.  He yanked it down and outwards until the wrist was bent back and the elbow locked.  The fingers were paralyzed and spasmed open, dropping the blade.  Campbell pulled Donna to one side.  Varrick blocked the other two.  Hollywood came round the front and faced his tormentor.

Grant looked down at the kneeling figure.

“Yeah, but my friends know how to finish one.”

Hollywood braced himself. The punch came all the way from Hollywood’s boots, solid stance, full body turn, years of pain.  He drove his fist into the pimp’s teeth and almost knocked his head off his shoulders.  The pimp tumbled backwards and lay spread-eagled on the floor.  The other vermin made a dash for the door.  Nobody stopped them.  Hollywood stood over the pimp like the prizefighter he used to be.

“He should have kept his guard up.”

Grant nodded at Hollywood’s clenched fists.

“Some things there’s no guarding against.”

Hollywood smiled.

“Seems that way.”
Donna leaned against the wall beside the door, hands shaking and her face as white as a sheet.  Her eyes slowly came back to reality and when she eventually found her voice it was a croaky whisper.

“I need a drink.”

Grant nodded for Campbell and Varrick to take her inside then bent over the pimp and took his wallet.  He tossed it to Hollywood.

“Loser pays.”

Hollywood squealed.  Donna laughed.  The tension eased.  Grant stood up but hung back from the door.  As a cop he’d learned there were two ways of dealing with the fallout of violent action.  You either got the adrenaline shakes and felt sorry for yourself or you made light of the situation.  Grant reckoned that feeling sorry for yourself never got the job done.  He took one last look around the alley then followed the others through the door.

“Did Frank and Tina ever do a duet?”

He decided to dispense with the plank and the rusty nail.

“I might even join in myself.”
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