The Last Americans by RC Murray


Chapter One

“Relax,” said the night man.  “We are programmed to receive.

You can check out any time you like, but you can never leave!”

Don Felder (The Eagles), “Hotel California”

Kathy took a sip from her Diet Coke then set it on the sales counter next to a bowl of assorted chocolates.  Satellite radio was churning out another ‘70’s hit through the store’s intercom system as she reached for a Hersey’s Kisses and looked over at the digital clock under the cigarette display.  Almost noon.  Three more hours to the end of her shift.  Three more hours!


Bob Seger was telling her “You’re still the same,” but Kathy disagreed.  She’d fallen far and fast and landed like a sack potatoes.  At least she was no longer tiffany-twisted, she mused as she shoved a chocolate morsel between her lips.

 Two years ago, she was the head of the English Department at a 3-A high school.  Now she struggled to pay rent on a duplex apartment and keep a reliable car, having to work the cash register at a right-off-the-interstate convenience store, just to make ends meet.  The early retirement they forced on her left her with a monthly check that didn’t go very far with today’s double-digit inflation.  She missed her old job, her used-to-be friends and her Mercedes, but she missed her self-respect most of all.  As the Kisses melted in her mouth, its sweetness failed to improve her bitterness.


It was bad enough having to serve the endless appetites of an ignorant populous, who streamed in and out of the store for gas, tobacco and alcohol products, snack foods or fishing supplies.  But she also had to take orders from an uneducated, retired Marine, who daily showed his utter contempt for her, “the over-educated, white trash infidel.”  On this thought, she turned back quickly to the chocolates and grabbed a fun-size Snickers bar.  She assured herself she wasn’t prejudice.  Jamal was prejudice.  Redneck Southerners were prejudice.  But nice, little Catholic girls from New Jersey were not prejudice.


“Are ya feelin’ sick?”  Jamal’s deep voice bellowed from behind her, causing her to jump.


“Huh?”  She asked, her nasally accent concealing how much he’d startled her, “Why do you ask that?”


“’Cuz yur face’s red,” he said, grunting as he bent over to pick up several tiny ribbons from Hersey’s Kisses that lay on the floor behind the counter.  “Don’t leave yur trash on d’flo’r.   I fig’ur yur blushin’ ‘bout somethin’ yur thinkin’, or yu’r sick.”


She didn’t reply to his reproof about the trash but tried to smile as she bit a chunk from the Snickers, surprised he was so observant.  She studied him as he twisted his huge body to move several cases of soft drinks from one side of the aisle to the other.  A large, nasty scar on his right cheek seemed to be illuminated by the sweat on his round, black face.  She’d always wanted to ask him how he got the scar, but they rarely had casual conversations.  

Jamal’s resentment for her bore itself out in whiny sarcasm and hateful stares.  As she now stared at him, she noticed he was shaped like a pear.  A six-and-a-half-foot, black pear with a shiny black, pumpkin head – no neck.  She was sure he had been kicked out the Marines for being overweight.  He did say he was forced to retire.  At least they had that much in common.  Still, he was in charge, not her.  And he was stupid.


“Life ain’t fair, ya know it,” he mumbled as he readjusted the unsightly stack of Fayetteville Observers some customers had rifled through, as though the top ones didn’t contain the same bad news about the economy, the war and the sheer hopelessness that consumed the country.  He suspected though they were looking for coupons, a sales gimmick brought back to get people to at least buy a paper, if not read it, which few people did anymore.  During the last four years, newspapers, magazines and book publishers had been folding around the world, especially in the U.S.


“Is he clairvoyant?!”  Kathy thought, again startled.  She wondered if she should even be thinking that.  Could he hear her thoughts?


“Things weren’t s’pose to be like d’is,” Jamal went on, still mumbling more than actually talking.   “’Bama promised change for d’better, not d’worse.  D’gov’ment done messed up ever’thang now.”

Oh, that again!  Kathy sighed with relief he was only talking politics again, his favorite subject.  Not hers.  He was right though.  Americans had wanted change and they got it – 18 percent inflation and 21 percent unemployment.  And the recession- turned-depression was the least of America’s problems.  In her bitterness, Kathy decided America’s taxing situation was what it deserved, especially for idiots like Jamal.

She laughed at herself for thinking he could read minds when he could barely read the instructions on the cappuccino machine?  Even Jamal’s religion was mostly about politics, which was more tolerable to her than his theology.  In the last eight months of hearing him preach his political gospel, she’d learned he belonged to an all black church that fused Christianity and Islam, whose Jesus was more like the Jesus of the Koran than the Jesus of the Bible.

The “Kingdom” will come, he’d say, but first the white man would have to pay for all his sins against the black man.  Though she wasn’t a practicing Catholic or one of those Bible-thumping Baptists she resented more than Jamal, she didn’t recall reading any biblical accounts of God promising to punish one specific race of sinners. 


A buzzer went off at the counter, disrupting her thoughts and his mumbling.


“Yes,” she answered the customer service call from pump 2, leaning toward the gooseneck microphone and pressing a button on the switchboard.  “May I help you?”


Kathy smiled to herself when she realized she’d said the word ‘may’ and not ‘can.’  Josh Athol would be pleased.  He was such a stickler for proper grammar.


“Turn on the pump!” An irritated voice came over the speaker.


“Sir,” she responded. “Are you using a credit or debit card?”


“Neither one.  I’m gonna fill up and pay cash,” the voice came back, sounding even more irritated.


“Then you’ll have to leave a $150 deposit first,” she explained.


“I don’t know if it’ll hold that much,” the voice came back, clearly angry now.  “Just turn on the pump!”


“I’m sorry, sir,” she said, trying to sound sympathetic.  “I can’t do that.”


The caller didn’t call back, but Kathy and Jamal could hear his explicatives from inside the store.  Jamal walked to the double glass door and leaned against the doorpost, watching the disgruntled customer speed away, almost hitting another customer’s car as it pulled in from the side road that led back to I-95.  Jamal then expressed some explicatives of his own when he realized the angry customer had left the fuel hose and nozzle stretched out on the pavement.

“Ya piece of white trash,” he mumbled loud enough that Kathy could hear him.  “Ya prob’bly didn’t have no money in the fus’ place.”

When he punched open the door, a tiny brass bell tied to the door handle tingled loudly.  Jamal waddled outside and across the station parking lot as a young woman hurried inside.  She wanted menthol cigarettes and light beer.  Kathy didn’t even card her.  It wasn’t necessary anymore, now that the federal government had standardized the legal drinking age at 18 and smoking at 16.

State laws concerning every aspect of society – education, health care, family life, social values – were being replaced by federal laws.  Congress called it the Children’s Rights Amendment.  Kathy liked some of the changes but questioned the federal government usurping the Constitutional rights of the states, and that thought bothered her because she was starting to think like those stupid Southerners and cowboys.

As the girl hurried back out the door, Kathy also wondered why tobacco, alcohol and greasy fast foods seemed to be the only products unaffected by the terrible inflation that swept the nation three years ago.  Now she really didn’t like where her thinking was going because she was starting to think like Josh.

Just because she’d lost her job and all the things that meant anything to her – just as he predicted – didn’t make him a prophet.  Besides, he’d also said the federal government would one day start rounding up “enemies of the state,” putting them in camps just like the Nazis did in Germany back in the 1930’s.  That hadn’t happened – yet.

Jamal hustled back inside gasping for air with every step.  His face was dripping with sweat, his dingy green polo shirt was soaked, and he smelled like a locker room.  Global warming, she laughed.  No.  Typical August day in North Carolina.

“You need to sit down, Jamal,” she told him, like a mother scolding a stubborn child.  “Here, let me get you at bottle of water.”

He didn’t argue.  He climbed upon a large stool near the back side of the counter and waited for the promised water bottle.  As Kathy walked back to her end of the counter and a smaller stool, he watched her.  She wasn’t hard to look at for a white woman in her mid-50’s.  He liked her shape, especially as she walked away.  He also liked the ruffled blouses she wore, always low-neck, always tempting him to look. 

Kathy’s dark brown hair was thinning on the top; he could tell that because he was a foot taller than her.  She kept it colored to hide the gray, but the roots along the top of her scalp often showed her real hair color, which was more gray than brown.  White women like to color their hair; black women like wigs and assorted hair stuff, as he called it.  It was all vanity.  Women were vain.  That was why he’d never married.  

But he did like to look at women, something that had gotten him in trouble as a Marine and as a store manager.  In fact, he was transferred to this store from Jacksonville because a high-yellow girl accused him of inappropriate contact.  All he did was touch her hair to see if it was a wig!

Kathy sensed his eyes groping her but pretended not to notice.  Jamal had very little use for white people, but he did like to look at women – white, black, yellow, brown – it didn’t matter.  Every day she watched him as he watched women come and go, and in this part of Benton County, most of their female customers were poor whites, blacks and Hispanics who lived in run-down trailer parks or on farms nearby, or they were wealthy Northerners stopping by on their way to or from Florida. 

Not many people traveled long distances these days, gas being over $9 a gallon.  Incidents like the guy trying to get her to pump the gas before paying were common.  Last winter, when gas went over $10 a gallon, there was rioting in the streets.  Some gas stations in L.A., Charlotte, Chicago, Atlanta and Miami were torched by rioters venting their anger at the high gas prices and government lies that no one was gouging them.  

But even the dumbest Americans understood someone was deliberately controlling the supply of oil and gas in order to increase demand and inflate prices.  It was too bad, she thought, that people couldn’t stay focused or angry long enough to change things back from socialism to a free, capitalist economy.

  She thought about that bogus “hit list” of oil company executives that made its way around the internet.  It supposedly contained names and addresses of top executives and urged a lawless public to take action against the greedy devils controlling their lives.  Kathy suspected it was probably a government-sponsored hoax, one performed by the Department of Homeland Security, the ATF or FBI, who used the riots and phony hit list to declare martial law in a dozen major cities.

No arrest of the subversive hit list’s author was ever made.  Seems the names and addresses were as fictitious at the government’s excuse for suspending civil liberties.

 “I’ve got to stop thinking like this,” she thought.  “I’m getting more and more paranoid – just like Josh.”

Josh Athol was one of the English teachers in her school.  At first they were friends, but his radical teaching practices forced her to take action against him.  Kathy sighed a moment when she thought about him.  Had he been friendlier, she might have overlooked his crazy ideas about returning to the basics of learning.

No!  That wasn’t true.  She wasn’t a woman scorned.  Josh made it clear his religion forbid extra-curricular activities.  She respected him for that and wondered how he could love his wife that much.  She never loved her husband like that, which was probably why the silly twit divorced her when he found out about the assistant football coach.  Called her a cougar!  It was the first time she’d ever heard the term.  At least he didn’t know about the others.  She wouldn’t have gotten a good settlement. 

She counter-sued her naïve husband on grounds of mental cruelty, getting the Mercedes and the house, which she sold back to him after their youngest chose to stay with her father.  Their son was a college student at the time, but he also sided with his father.  Kathy won in divorce court but lost her family. 

She decided to go back to her maiden name and move south, to start over.  North Carolina needed English teachers, and she was a seasoned veteran, well-rehearsed in the latest research-based, field tested teaching strategies supported by the NEA, to which she’d belonged since 1988 when she completed her bachelor’s after 12 years of part time studies and fulltime housewife.

She started teaching with great expectations of touching the lives of kids in her classroom and maybe proving to her own kids why she’d chosen her career over family.  If only she’d known the NEA and the public school system itself would betray her 22 years later!  Maybe Josh was right.  The whole stinking system is corrupt.  Life itself stinks then you die!
Her mind drifted from how she was betrayed by the school system to how she betrayed Josh.  She could still see him carrying his last box of personal reference books, files and papers down the hallway, forced to pass by her classroom.  She was co-instigator with Brookie, the assistant principal for getting Josh fired for “refusing to meet the needs of diverse (non-reading) learners,” which in layman’s terms meant he refused to accept the modern education theory about learning styles (that some children learn best by doing, not reading). 

Josh was subversively asking other teachers how they would teach a child to understand abstract concepts like love, liberty and honesty with hands-on activities.  He flatly refused to teach using small group settings (group learning), refused to grade holistically (overlook grammar, spelling and sentence structure errors), and he wouldn’t allow his students to visually express (not write) how they felt about a particular theme in something he’d read to them (thematic visualization).

He actually expected his students to read their own literature assignments – not him read to/for them – and write their own essays.  As Superintendant Ferrell said, Josh Athol was too rigid for his own good.  He had to go.

“I’m sorry that teaching didn’t work out for you,” she remembered saying as Josh walked by her that afternoon.  “Maybe you can teach in a Christian school.”

“Maybe,” he said, pausing only for a moment.  “I’m not worried about me, and you don’t need to worry about me either.  You did what the system programmed you to do.  But your religious zeal for this system and these Different but Equal teaching strategies will be your downfall some day because this system you love so well considers you as much a threat as it does me.  You know too much.”

He didn’t wait for her reply, just walked away.  That was six years ago.  Someone told her he’d joined the sheriff’s department.  If so, she hadn’t seen him, nor did she wish to.  His insulting comment about her being “programmed” and especially her supposed “religious zeal” for the public school system would mean nothing – except that things came about exactly as he predicted. 

While she was busy weeding out classical educators like Josh, the system was purging itself of all teachers who’d come through Outcome-Based Education, Student-Centered Learning and even No Child Left Behind.  Starting two years ago, any teacher with 20 or more years in the classroom was forced into early retirement by the federal government, ostensibly, to create more jobs for “an army of new teachers,” who were supposedly better trained to understand the needs of today’s children.

Both assertions were boldface lies!  For 20 years public schools had had trouble filling classrooms with certified teachers, and for the last three, 70 percent of the younger teachers were quitting before the start of their second year on the job. 

 “Did ya eat lunch?”  Jamal grunted, breaking her from her thoughts.

“Not really,” she admitted.  “I ate some crackers and some candy.  That’s about all I’ll eat until I get home.”

“W’ah, I’m goin’ in d’back of d’sto’ to eat m’ah lunch,” he told her as he slid off the stool, plopping his nearly 300 pounds supported by hard-sole shoes that hit the tile floor with a clack.  “Buzz m’a if ya need help wid anythin’.”

As he disappeared through the stockroom door, Kathy realized Linda Ronstadt was singing to her, telling her “You’re no good.”  She tended to agree, but wondered why she felt more guilt for the deceitful way she’d treated Josh than the deceitful way she treated her husband and children.  She’d tried to achieve her American dream by cheating her way to the top then found out when she got there, she wasn’t welcome.  The dream was nothing but a nightmare.

She helped herself to a pack of cheese crackers from the small snack rack and walked around to the double doors to take a look at the world outside, the world that had beaten her twice – in her marriage and her career.  It seemed to be beckoning her to try just one more round.  As she nibbled on a cracker, she noticed a baggy pants teenager strolling toward the store from a wooded area that concealed a trailer park just up the road.

He held his britches up with one hand, and with the other, he seemed to be text-messaging on a cell phone.  Even though it was August, he wore a hooded gray, pullover sweatshirt.  Stupid, she thought.  As he drew closer, Kathy realized he was one of her former students.  She rushed back behind the counter and turned to one side, trying not to show her face when he burst through the double doors, ringing the little brass bell, which announced his arrival.

Tyrone didn’t even give her a glance, almost as if he didn’t want her to see his face either.  He went straight to the beer refrigerator and began plucking cans of beer from a six pack, seemingly placing each beer on the floor by his feet.  She could see him in a distorted way through the convex mirrors in each corner of the store. 

He was bending over the open refrigerator door in a way that seemed peculiar, but she didn’t want to say anything in an accusing way.  Then he stood up and walked casually by a large snack rack, snatching a family-size bag of potato chips before bolting for the door.  She knew better than to try to stop him.

Kids like Tyrone couldn’t get jobs when they were given (literally) their high school diploma because they were unable to read.  Employers didn’t want to hear about their learning styles or learning disability labels.  So now, a generation of diverse learners like Tyrone was putting the “hands-on” learning style theory into effect by stealing everything they could get their hands on!

“Jamal,” Kathy pressed the button for the stockroom as she spoke into the gooseneck microphone.  “You may want to come out here.  We’ve just had another shoplifter.”

She could hear Jamal cursing all the way to the stockroom door through which he crashed and continued on to the front doors, as if he might catch a glimpse of the culprit leaving the scene of the crime.  Tyrone was long gone by then, having jumped a ditch and run into the wood line.  Kathy imagined there was probably a beaten path there that led back to the trailer park, from which most of their non-paying customers came and went.

 “I know this one’s name,” she told Jamal, who stood in the doorway mumbling.  “His name is Tyrone, probably 18 or 19 years old now.”

“Call the shur’ff’s office and r’port it,” he mumbled, too exasperated to ask how she knew Tyrone’s name.

Jamal’s store was hit at least three times a week.  Sometimes the punks were armed, for which he used to have a little something for them.  He’d pulled his Glock on a punk at his store in Jacksonville three years ago.  Scared the kid so bad, he wet himself as he ran back out the store, crying “Don’t shoot!  Don’t shoot!”

The feds seized his Glock there at the store four months later then raided his home that evening, taking every gun he had.  Their warrant was the NCIS Improvement Act, better known as the Veterans Disarmament Act.

Jamal had been medically retired from the Marine Corps in 2006 after surviving an IED attack against his convoy near Ramadi in 2005.  He was the only survivor in the Humvee, with blood and body parts of the only three white people he ever cared about splattered all over him.  Jamal suffered a broken leg and TBI but mostly PTSD.  And because PTSD was on his VA medical file, the government he had served for 20 years of his life stole his 2nd Amendment right to defend himself and his store, ostensibly because he might be a danger to himself or others.

Jamal’s blood boiled whenever he thought about it.  Nearly five years ago, the ungrateful government – both houses of Congress, including both political parties and a supposed-to-be gun rights president – was afraid of Jamal and millions like him, so they enacted a law that the new administration was using to disarm veterans.

Why?  Jamal knew why.  Anyone with any common sense knew why.  It was because he was a Marine, trained in the use of firearms and military tactics.  If it were not so, why hadn’t they bothered to round up the illegal guns owned and used by criminals to commit crimes?  Their purpose was never to reduce crime but reduce resistance.

If he still had his pistol, he’d use it to defend himself, even Kathy and his other employees.  But he wasn’t going to use it to murder anybody, not even the white and black trash or the Hispanic punks who came in the store to rob him.  He wasn’t crazy.  The war was hard on a lot of veterans, what with repeated deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan for nine years now.  Every day it looked like Iran, Syria and Pakistan were likely to be added to the Middle East bus tour.

What kind of way was this to reward veterans’ sacrifice by declaring war on veterans, pronouncing them guilty of a crime they might commit?!  It was like racial profiling, only it was committed against those Americans sworn to protect and defend the Constitution.  That was it!  Once a Marine, always a Marine.  Yeah, that was the reason.  He was disarmed because somebody was planning on taking over this country.  Or maybe they already had.

 It wasn’t fair.  And it wasn’t right.  He suffered enough in service of this oppressive nation!  Taking his pistols, rifles and shotguns was too much.  For over six years now, he’d lived with nightmares about the explosion.  Chaplain Leland was a good man, and it didn’t matter if he was white, and Southern white at that.  The driver, Pfc. Dayton was a little sweetheart, everybody’s little sister.  And Gunny Murphy was the only white man he’d ever called his friend.

The Army doctors in Landstuhl who removed the bone fragments imbedded in his right cheek determined that the bones splinters came from Murphy’s left thigh.  It grieved him to think about it.  It was Murphy who had stood by Jamal when Jamal’s ex-girlfriend charged him with sexual harassment.  He’d warned her she was going to ruin her career if she didn’t quit messing with that married white guy – an officer at that.  Served them right that they brought smoke down on themselves by trying to file charges against him!
Pastor Chavis here at Falcon A.M.E. Church of Christ of Prophecy and Pastor Odum at Trinity Holiness Church of Christ near Maysville had counseled and prayed with him about his feelings of guilt for having lived when his fellow Marines died.  They reminded him that he had been caught up in a white man’s war against their Moslem brothers, that the Father had chosen to spare him when he released his wrath upon the others, not that they were personally bad people but because they were guilty of white sins.  Jamal wanted to agree with them and go on with his life.

Even his mama had told him to let it go, saying, “D’ose white dudes and d’at white chick would long since be done furgot you by now.”

She was right, of course.  But Jamal was torn between his lifelong racial hatred and his genuine love for three dead white people.

“The sheriff’s office is sending a deputy out to get prints and a copy of the surveillance DVD,” Kathy interrupted his thoughts.  “I told them the kid’s name and where he was heading.  He’ll be in the county jail by sundown.” 

“Yeah, and in Kuwait w’in 30 days,” Jamal added sarcastically.  “D’ay don’t play games wid d’ese punks  no mo’r.”

“That just doesn’t make sense to me,” Kathy said, popping a top on another Diet Coke.  “I mean, why take a sociopathic punk like that, send him to a war zone and put a gun in his hand?”

“Weapon,” he corrected her.

“Huh?” She asked.

“Weapon,” he repeated.  “D’ay call ‘em weapons, not guns.”

“Whatever,” she responded, taking a sip from her Coke then biting a chunk from a cheese cracker.  “It just seems to me you can’t force somebody to fight a war for you without risking him going off on his leaders.”

“It happ’ns,” Jamal admitted.  “But lot of us have f’ot in wars we didn’t want to.  For d’most part d’ough, ya ain’t fight’n for d’gov’ment.  Yur fight’n for d’guy to yo left and right.  D’ay d’ones d’at keep ya ‘live, so ya wanna keep d’em ‘live.”

What he said made sense, even though she had no military experience.  It had become government policy now to ship out repeat, non-violent offenders to the war zone.  Congress paved the way for it, somehow with that all-inclusive Children’s Rights Amendment.  This was one of the measures she disagreed with because it, more than many other areas in which the amendment was now applied, essentially said the state now owned the children – and apparently adults too.

 Repeat offenders 17-21 years old, especially males were carted off to a special 12-week basic training camp in Kuwait that was ran by joint U.S. forces.  Upon graduation, they were required to serve 12 to 18 months combat service, usually with the Army or the Marines.  If they served their time honorably, they could reenlist with a promotion or go back home and report to a federal parole board.  Those who were killed in action, however, did not get the same life insurance and few of the veterans benefits afforded to volunteers and draftees.

Their families got a small indemnity from the government, but they couldn’t even be buried in a veterans’ cemetery.  Kathy had to admit that as harsh as this new arrangement seemed to be, it was helping to get juvenal and some gang-related crime under control, and it kept the government from having to draft as many law-abiding Americans since re-establishing the draft two years ago.

“Aaaah…….” Jamal growled then added some colorful language to go with it as he watched what appeared to be another baggy-pants, gangster-wannabe approaching the convenience store.  “We got ‘nother one.”

“I don’t know that one,” Kathy said, as she peered around Jamal’s massive form to see the approaching storm.

She quickly retreated back to her counter, setting down her Diet Coke and putting away the rest of her cheese crackers.  As the stage set itself for the show to begin, satellite radio began playing John Lennon’s imaginary world of peace, a world without possessions, hunger, greed or God.  Jamal ambled toward the rear of the store and began straightening items on each shelf, pretending not to be watching Iago as he made a beeline for the door.  The tiny brass bell announced his arrival.

“Yo, m’on,” Iago said, nodding at Jamal and pointing at him with his right index finger, thumb cocked back.

He headed straight for the soda refrigerator, walking with a defiant bounce, his long dreadlocks swaying from side to side.  He grabbed a 20 oz. Pepsi, twisted open the cap then began drinking it down, all of it.  Some spilled out over his grungy beard, but he continued until he’d emptied the bottle.  Then he belched, smiled and turned toward the counter.  He had a vicious look that made Kathy shiver.  Jamal took one look at him then at the metal baseball bat he kept under the counter, near where Kathy was standing.  He began moving toward the counter, figuring to nudge her aside.

Iago placed the empty bottle on the counter, belched again then grinned, showing off a sparkling gold tooth that he apparently wanted her to see.  A spider-web tattoo ran down one side of his neck into a dingy, oversize t-shirt.  Standing so close, Kathy could smell his intense body odor.  He wasn’t one of their local punks.

“M’on, d’at wuz good!”  He laughed to himself, realizing how uncomfortable he was making them both.  “It’s hot out d’are.”

Kathy tried to smile and nod her head in agreement.  Jamal continued to edge his way behind the counter.  Iago liked the odds, a skinny white woman and a whale of a brother.

“I need som’ gas,” he told them, trying to belch again but to no avail.

Kathy and Jamal looked at him then at each other then outside then back at him.  They’d both seen him walk into the station parking lot.  

“No, m’on,” Iago laughed, realizing why they were so puzzled.  “M’a van ran out of gas on m’e ‘bout half mile up d’road.  Ya got a gas can I can use?”

“I can sell ya one,” Jamal spoke up, now at the edge of the counter, facing Iago.  “Got some 3 gallon c’tainers right ova d’are.”


Iago looked up at Jamal, sizing him up.   It was a face off – a huge black American and a medium-size, black Jamaican.  Jamal’s cold expression was intimidating.  Even though he was overweight and out of shape, he was still a Marine gunnery sergeant and not the least bit impressed with this punk!  After several seconds, Iago grinned again then shuffled toward the aisle to which Jamal was pointing.  On the bottom shelf, he found a dusty row of bright red, plastic gas canisters.  He picked one up, blew off the dust and looked at the price sticker on the side: $27.95 plus tax.


“M’on, yur crazy!”  He said then swore.
“I ain’t payin’ d’at kind of money for no gas can!  I jest need a half gal’n or so to get d’van started d’en I’ll drive it up hea’ to fill it up.  Ya can sell m’a a whole tank full d’en.”


Jamal and Kathy said nothing, just stood there behind their counter fortress.  This guy seemed like he was getting ready to go off.  Jamal knew he could take him in a straight fight.  He just hoped he wasn’t packing a pistol or knife.

Iago put the canister back on the shelf then looked around with growing frustration.  Finally fixing his eyes on the refrigerator, he marched down the aisle, made a right face then jerked open the refrigerator door, grabbing a half gallon carton of milk off the shelf.  The price on the shelf said it was $4.51 plus tax.  Iago sneered at the price then marched back up the aisle with the carton, plopping it on the counter.  He pealed a $10 bill from a roll of bills in his left front pocket then snatched the carton of milk up as he headed for the door.


“D’ats fur d’soda an’ d’milk,” he told Kathy as he was almost at the door.  “I’ll pump whateva’ change’s left in d’is carton.”


Kathy looked at Jamal, as if asking what to do.  He lifted his left hand in a waving motion, as if to say, “Stay where you are.”


As he marched across the station parking lot heading for pump #1, Iago torn off the plastic ring on the cap then opened the carton, dropping the ring to the pavement and stuffing the cap in his right front pants pocket.  He started pouring out the milk on the pavement as he walked, then stopped and drank down as much as he could stand until brain freeze made him stop.  He shook his head wildly and coughed then poured out the rest, trying to shake out the last few drops of milk.  

 
He lifted the handle on the pump and stuffed the nozzle into the now empty milk carton then looked back at the store window, waiting for Kathy to turn on the pump.  She didn’t and he was about to lose his cool.  Inside, Jamal was losing his cool too.  He told Kathy to call the sheriff’s office again then leaned the ball bat upright, so he could grab it more easily.  Outside, Iago finally exploded.


“Don’t mess wid m’a, m’on!” Iago said, cursing as he dropped the fuel nozzle and milk carton and began stomping his way toward the door.  He was having a bad day.


Two days ago, he and Leo were taking their time, sighting-seeing their way back north after making a pickup in Miami.  They were leaving Savannah, heading north on U.S. 17 but decided to grab a biscuit and coffee at Hardees.  Seeing a street preacher standing on the corner giving out Bible tracts, Iago had to play with him.

He lowered his passenger side window as they stopped for the light.  Grinning, he asked the preacher what he was selling.  It was the preacher’s fault.  He tried to hand Iago a tract that had the words “Heaven or Hell” on the cover then he asked him if he died that day if he was sure he’d go to Heaven.  Still grinning, Iago pulled his 25 caliber semi-automatic and put it in the preacher’s face, asking him the same question.


He’d have left him alone after that had the preacher not been so arrogant.  He hated people who were so sure about what they believe, about right and wrong, good and evil, God and Satan.  That preacher looked directly into the barrel of the pistol and said defiantly that he was sure he was going to Heaven then he added he wasn’t afraid to die because of his “relationship” with Jesus.  So Iago popped a few caps in his face.  Leo had thought his playing with the preacher was funny up till then.  He was superstitious or something, said you didn’t kill preachers.

Leo floored it, running a red light and having to dodge on-coming traffic.  Then he got off the back roads where they were safer, considering their cargo, and headed straight up I-95.  When they stopped for gas near Florence that afternoon, Leo drove off while Iago was in the bathroom.  He later called Iago on his cell phone and told him to find his own ride back to New York.  He told Iago he was “bad luck.”


After being stranded in a state full of redneck white dudes and in-bred brothers, Iago was beginning to believe he was bad luck.  Then this morning he saw the soccer mom jump out of her minivan and run in a convenience store just like this one.  She not only left the keys in the van, she left the engine running.  Iago walked right up to the van, opened the door and sat down in the driver’s seat, closed the door and drove away.  

As he headed up the street, he used the rear view mirror to inspect the back seat and make sure he didn’t have any kiddie passengers he’d have to drop off at the curb.  There was a child’s car seat behind him but no occupant.  Whether she intended to grab a cup of coffee, cigarettes or just leave the air conditioner running, the dear lady had done wonders for his self-esteem.  He wasn’t bad luck after all.


That’s what he thought.  He spent the next hour on his cell phone, calling Leo to report his good luck and to check on the delivery of their goods, particularly his share in the sale of those goods.  He had to be careful what he said, as the new and improved Patriot Act had given the FCC, FBI, ATF and Homeland Security the authority to listen to all calls.  He thought himself clever when he asked Leo if their sister had gotten home safely and if the folks were happy to see her.

To each of these questions, Leo was short with his answer, confirming everything was “cool,” that he and the “family” were looking forward to seeing him.  It bothered him a little that Leo wasn’t concerned he might want some sort of concession for having abandoned him in South Carolina.


After talking with Leo, he tried to call home and talk to his mother in Kingston.  But within minutes after he got her on the phone, his cell phone battery went dead.  And his charger was in his bag in Leo’s Camry!  He threw the phone in the passenger side floor and cursed just to hear himself curse.  His mother didn’t approve of his gang life and refused to accept any money from him.  She was always begging him to come home.  At least this time he didn’t have to hear her say she was praying for him.

Maybe he wasn’t that lucky after all.  He was sure of it less than half an hour later when his fuel light came on.  He had failed to notice how much gas was in the van when he stole it, and now he was 15 minutes north of the last exit for Fayetteville and at least five from a town called Doone.  He was hoping he could make it to the next station when the van’s engine died, a little more than a mile from this station and convenience store.   And now he was having to deal with these wanna-be heroes! 


The tiny brass bell announced Iago’s re-entry, not that Jamal and Kathy weren’t expecting him.  She was on the phone, trying to get help.  The Eagles were on satellite radio, taking them all down a dark desert highway.  It was Kathy’s favorite song, which now painted a better scenario than the one they were facing.


“Drop d’phone!”  He ordered after whipping out his pistol and pointing it at her as he approached the counter.  “I said drop d’phone.”


She dropped it, causing it to bounce off the counter then fall to the floor.  The dispatcher could be heard asking the caller to repeat what she’d said.  Iago knew they could trace the call in seconds.  He also knew he was on a surveillance camera at that very moment.  But he didn’t care.  His mind was running wild.  He wanted to shoot them both and make a run for it.  But he didn’t have a car!


“Let her be.  She ain’t done nothin’ to you,” Jamal said, sliding between Kathy and Iago’s gun.  “I to’de her to make d’call.  Figured d’at wuz why you wuz testing us.”


“What?!”  Iago demanded.  “What ya talkin’ ‘bout, m’on?”


Jamal told him he figured he was with the North Carolina Department of Agriculture, that he was there testing them to make sure they obeyed a state law about not allowing customers to dispense gas into unauthorized containers.  He was lying through his teeth, of course, trying to buy some time for both of them.  If that deputy didn’t get there soon, he’d have to distract this punk somehow and take his ball bat to him.  He was pretty sure he could hit a homerun with that frizzy head!  Still, he wished he had his Glock.


He wasn’t trying to be a hero, just a Marine.  It wasn’t as if he was trying to protect Kathy or that he particularly liked her either.  He didn’t.  But intelligent, dependable and honest employees were hard to find and Kathy was all three, something he couldn’t say about his other three girls or even his assistant manager.  Kathy was worth more to him than what he could afford to pay her, so he told her to help herself to all the sodas, snacks and chocolate she wanted.

He didn’t make the same offer to the others.  Didn’t have to for they tended to steal small items from the store on a regular basis.  Kathy came to work, did her job and went home.  Except that she never went to church, she lived the same lonely existence he lived.  That, and both of them having been forced into an early retirement was all they had in common.



“You ‘tink I work for d’gov’ment?”  Iago asked, almost grinning again.  “M’on, yur crazy.  If I worked for d’gov’ment, why do I gotta gun in yo face?”


“Maybe ya jest wanna scare us,” Jamal told him, coolly.


“I don’t need no gun to do d’at, m’on,” he said, shoving the pistol in his right rear pocket then whipping out a long, lock-back knife from his left rear pocket.


He had the blade open and locked in place before they realized what he was brandishing now.  The blade alone was at least six inches long, with the lower part of it serrated so it would rip the flesh.  Iago had calmed down some now and realized using his pistol here would trace him back to the preacher he was sure he’d killed back in Georgia.  He could take care of these two with his knife then unload his pistol on somebody when he got back to New York.


“You ain’t playin’ me, are ya?”  Jamal asked, just to see his reaction, his eyes looking down at the bat that almost touched his left leg.


“Nah, fool!  I ain’t playin’ you!!!”  Iago shouted then tried to stick the knife in the Formica counter top. 

It wouldn’t stick, so he tried it again with more force.  Seeing this distraction as his chance, Jamal reached down and grabbed the bat, quickly passing it to his right hand.  But as he raised it in the air, Iago swiped his right forearm with the knife, cutting a long, deep gash.  The bat dropped to the floor with a loud clang!  Jamal grabbed his forearm with his left hand and cursed Iago’s mother.

Iago lunged forward and made an upward swipe with the knife, this time slashing Jamal’s throat from left to right.  The serrated edge ripped open the main artery in his short fat neck while the razor end sliced through part of his windpipe.  Jamal’s hands went for his throat, having immediately sensed he couldn’t get his breath.

With Jamal’s center of mass now fully exposed, Iago lunged forward again, this time plunging the knife in the middle of Jamal’s huge chest, just under the ribcage.  Blood was gushing all over the counter and onto the floor.  It all happened in a matter of seconds, too quickly for Kathy to react, not that she could.  She couldn’t catch her own breath and was unable to move her feet.  She was controlled by fear.

Jamal understood he was about to die, and this was just not the way he ever imagined it.  His murderer wasn’t a white man but one of his own race.  What would Pastors Chavis and Odum say now?  How would Mama explain this outrage?  His whole life’s energy had been wasted hating one particular race of people when now he realized all men were equally evil!  When Iago dared to step forward to stab him again, Jamal grabbed him by his skinny neck and began to squeeze.  He was sure he could rip his ugly head off if he tried. 

Iago wasn’t expecting the counterattack.  He tried slashing at Jamal’s arms and stabbing at his chest again, but Jamal had a much longer reach.  He was suffocating under his deadly grip and felt like his neck was about to break.  He tried to jump onto the counter or pull himself away, but Jamal was too powerful for him.  Iago started to feel faint.  He regretted not using his pistol.

Jamal suddenly relented.  He was barely able to see the face of his murderer whom he was now murdering, and he didn’t want to leave this world with that image in his mind or answer for it when he faced the God he now figured had been trying to talk to him the last seven years.  He released Iago and the hatred that had consumed him for 44 years then he fell forward across the bloody counter top, mouthing a prayer only Jesus could hear.  “I’m sorry, Lo’d.  He’s yo’s to deal wid.” 

Iago staggered backward for a moment, coughing and cursing then he lunged forward one more time, this time plunging the knife in the middle of Jamal’s back, its sharp point piercing vertebra and slicing into the spinal cord.  Jamal’s body flinched only slightly then went limp.  His eyes were still open, but the world around him was growing dim.  The last thing Jamal saw was a blurred figure approaching the doorway.

The brass bell’s tingle seemed louder than ever.  Still frozen in her corner behind the counter, Kathy snapped her head toward the door as did Iago who was wiping his bloody hands on his t-shirt.  A small Hispanic boy stood fixed in the open doorway, his mouth ajar.  He saw a pool of blood covering the tile floor in front of him and an enormous black man stretched across the counter, drenched in blood with a large knife sticking out of his back.  As if snatched from behind, the boy leaped backward out the door then raced across the parking lot toward his mom standing beside pump #3, apparently waiting for the pump to be turned on.

Kathy suddenly found life in her lungs and her feet, both at the same time.  She screamed for all she was worth and tried to make a run for it toward the door, but she slipped on Jamal’s blood that was oozing out in all directions.  Iago quickly plucked his knife from Jamal’s back then went after Kathy, jerking her to her feet, while himself slipping on the blood he’d shed.

“Ya gotta car?”  He growled, holding the bloody knife against her throat.  “Answer m’a!   ‘Ave you gotta car hea’?”

“Yes,” she whispered, afraid to open her mouth too much, feeling the edge of the blade cutting into her flesh.  She pointed outside, toward the far end of the store.  As she pointed, she was aware that his sweaty body odor now included the stench of blood.

“Where’s d’keys?”  He asked, dragging her behind the counter where he suspected she kept her keys.

He was right.  A large key chain holding her apartment and car keys, personal trinkets and a small leather pouch containing a bottle of pepper spray lay atop her hand bag on a shelf under the counter.  Kathy looked at the pepper spray longingly, hoping he wouldn’t know what it was.

“Don’t even tink ‘bout it, lady,” he told her.  “You touch d’at stuff and I’ll cut yo head off.  Now let’s see where d’at little brat done went.”

He began dragging her back around the counter toward the door, this time avoiding the still growing pool of blood.  He could see the little boy talking to his mom, pointing toward the door.  No real threat, he told himself and shoved Kathy forward and out the door, the little brass bell clinging one last time. 

Iago wasn’t sure just how he’d make his escape, how he could get her to believe he wasn’t going to kill her, so she’d drive them out of there.  He would, of course, but later.  Not now.  He was taking it one step at a time.  Not only was he having trouble adjusting his eyes to the bright sun, it was just his luck that as soon as he exposed himself and his hostage, Deputy Sherman would finally show up to investigate the earlier shoplifting.  He whirled into the station then wheeled his patrol car around, so he could park directly in front of the store.  Only then did the rookie realize he’d come up on a hostage situation.

“Hold it,” Sherman said, pulling his service pistol as he leaped into action, his patrol car still running.  “Just hold it right there.”

“Well, well,” Iago laughed, seeing skinny, little Sherman take an exaggerated military stance with his pistol, as if he was good enough with it to pick him off from behind his hostage.  “Don’t try to be no hero d’are, Barney.  You better wait fur Andy to get hea’.  So you jest hold it right d’are yo’self.  We got some place t’go.”

Kathy was in another world.  Though it had all happened in a matter of minutes, it seemed a lifetime ago that she watched Jamal step between her and a pistol.  The guy she thought hated her was willing to die in her place.  That didn’t make sense.  Why would anyone die for someone else?  Maybe, like her, he was fighting demons of his own.  They could have been friends!

Now Jamal was dead and she would be as soon as this devil forced her to drive them away from there.  He would kill her.  She knew it.  Not that she loved this life; she simply wasn’t ready to die.  She was afraid.  She was baptized as an infant and confirmed by the Church when she was 10, but she had no confidence in religious ceremonies and wished she had a personal faith like Josh.

Iago forced Kathy to move sideways in front of him, down the length of the store to where she’d said her car was parked near the dumpster.  Across the station lot, he could see the Hispanic kid and his mom hiding on the opposite side of their car.  He could see Sherman crouched down, still hold his gun on them with his face full of confusion.

What he failed to see was the faded blue Dodge Ram that was parked in the far corner of the parking lot.  He didn’t see the silver-haired man standing by the open door of the pickup, removing a rifle from a leather case he’d retrieved from behind the seat.  In all the excitement, he failed to hear the sound of a round being chambered.  But he did hear the deep, loud voice calling to him.

“Hey, prole!”  The silver-haired man called to Iago.

Iago turned his attention away from the others toward the voice.  He saw the faded blue Dodge Ram and the silver-haired man and the reflection of light off the scope of the rifle aimed at him.  The last thing Iago saw was a 180 grain Bronze Point™ slug that pierced the inside corner of his left eye, spiraled through his brain then exploded from the back of his head at 2500 ft/sec.  Though only slightly deflected, the round continued on a path some ten feet behind him, ricocheting off the brick wall of the store into the dumpster behind and to the left of it.  There, it ricocheted again into a group of pine trees behind the store.

The force of the bullet’s impact knocked Iago and Kathy backward onto the burning asphalt.  Iago’s world was already fading to black as his soul cried out in terror of the hellish darkness into which he fell.

Kathy found herself screaming again, clutching her throat where the knife had sliced into her flesh.  It was cut but not seriously.  She felt weak and put her hand down to steady herself as she tried to stand, but she felt something warm and wet where her fingers touched.  She looked down to see a pool of blood and brain tissue flowing out from Iago’s dreadlocks, which lay sprawled out on the pavement like Medusa’s hair.  What used to be his left eye was now purple pulp.  His mouth was wide open, his blood smeared face frozen in a look of surprise.  His gold tooth didn’t sparkle anymore.

Kathy fainted.    

The silver-haired man started to eject the shell in his rifle then stopped.  No.  There would be a pretense of an investigation.  Just a pretense.

“Sherman, call for an ambulance and CSI,” he shouted as he carefully put his rifle back in its case and behind his seat then he reached for his badge clipped on the sun visor.  “I s’pect we’ll find another body inside.” 

“Yes, sir,” Sherman saluted after he putting away his pistol.

The silver-haired man clipped his badge on his belt then slowly walked across the station lot toward his victim and Kathy.  He had a serious limp that favored his right leg.  As he neared the dead and the fainted, the deputy eased up to the store window, close enough where he could see inside.  The silver-haired man refused to even look at Iago, but he painfully bent down on one knee beside Kathy and shook his head.

“I thought that was you,” he said, almost whispering.  “You’ve aged some, Kathy.”

He slid one hand under her legs and another under her head, gently picking her up and moving her into the shadow of the building.  He then plucked a white handkerchief from his back pocket and wiped the blood under her chin.  She had a nasty cut, enough for two or three stitches, but he had saved the hostage.

“Inspector Athol, you were right,” Sherman said, excitedly.  “There is a body in there, a huge black dude laid out on the sales counter.  Looks like another black on black crime, huh.  Two down, 38 million to go.  Hey, what was it you called that guy?”

He didn’t respond, just looked up at Sherman through his dark photogray glasses, sneering at his racist comments and insensitivity in general.  Sherman was a bigoted idiot, just like his namesake ancestor.  He then looked back at Kathy, though his eyes kept trying to look over at Iago ten feet away.  He refused to let them.  He held the handkerchief to Kathy’s bleeding chin, hoping she wouldn’t awake before the rescue squad got there.  Didn’t feel like talking about old times with her.  But the sound of the sirens approaching ended all hope of that.

“Josh?” Kathy asked, waking up in a panic, “Is that you?!”

So much for going fishing today, he thought.
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