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Kiran didn’t think much of the parked car on the side of the road when Rajinder drove by it before turning into a nondescript strip mall. Late on Sunday evening only a couple of cars sat in its dimly lit parking lot. Except for an Indian grocery store at the end and a liquor store in the middle, all of the other shops stood dark and empty in the rundown part of the South Bay Area in California. 
With her huge pregnant belly pressing uncomfortably onto her bladder, Kiran ambled behind Rajinder inside the grocery store. The smell of spilled milk in front of a freezer made her nauseous. Sensing her pause, Rajinder turned, and with caution etched on his face, he helped her cross the wet floor.  
Rajinder picked up a pack of frozen rotis. “Let’s get these. I don’t want you to spend time on cooking.” He nudged her and with a wink said, “Now I realize how tiny our kitchen is.”
The doting look in Rajinder’s eyes made her blush inside. She instinctively caressed her belly and nodded faintly. At the checkout counter, Rajinder handed the car keys to Kiran and carrying the bags, he walked out toward their golden Toyota Corolla. While Rajinder stood near the car waiting for her to open the trunk, Kiran slowly approached, holding her belly to relieve its heaviness. As she bent over the trunk to pull it up, the air around her sung with a high-pitched ringing, followed by a thud and a crack, as if a hammer had driven a nail deep in a wooden plank. She heard a deep guttural croak that stirred up memories of her favorite childhood goat croaking hoarsely after it was crushed by a jeep in reverse. 
Thick liquid splashed on her right cheek and doused her clothes. She heard Rajinder grunt as if he’d been choking. Before she could stand erect, she heard another deep groan. Rajinder fell, slumped onto her back, causing her to lunge forward. The force of his body caused Kiran’s head to smash into the car’s tail light. Her heartbeat sped up. She hoped he had just tripped, but deep inside dread crept over her.  
She struggled to hold herself up but her back buckled under the weight of Rajinder’s body. As she fell, the concrete floor pushed her belly in with a hard slap that made her fear for her baby’s life. Potatoes and cauliflower from the grocery bags rolled away.    
“Kya hua? What?” Kiran struggled to push him away, but Rajinder convulsed in frantic movements, his feet scratching at the ground. With her heart racing, she somehow managed to shove his body off and sit up on the wet ground. Instinctively, her mind prayed—Mere Khalsa Guru, rahm karo.
She crawled forward and holding Rajinder’s shoulders, she pulled his head onto her lap. Her heart skipped. Blood sprayed on her fingers as they sank inside his face and touched his teeth. She recoiled with horror and instinctively let go his body. It slid off her lap onto the ground. The right side of Rajinder’s face was missing, as if someone had scooped out his cheek and nose. Blood spurted and oozed out of the ghastly wound, mixing with sweat on her palms and face. Her heart raced. But her mind grew clouded with emptiness. Holding Rajinder’s bloody, limp body and looking at his open but numb eyes, she screamed, “Mere Khalsa Guru, help! Help, Rajinder… Rajinder… Someone help!” 
Her heart sank down and deep. Her stomach churned and her breaths came in bursts. She started screaming. “He’s not moving. Please help. Madat. Please.” Her sobs muffled her wails. She attempted to get up, but searing pain rose from her heart and circled around inside. Her body shook and her weight pulled her down. She fell on the ground once again.  
She heard footsteps on the ground. A sliver of fear rushed through her mind. She opened her eyes and saw a dark skinned man standing near her asking, “What’s wrong?” 
In the dull light, he adjusted his glasses and looked down at Rajinder. He gasped, forming an instinctive cross with his hands. “Oh, my… holy shit. God!” 
“Help, help… Please help. He’s not moving.” Kiran sobbed. Once again, her heart trembled like an egg in boiling water. Gasping for air, she writhed. 
The man said, “Fuck! Fuck! Oh, Lord. Hold on. I’ll get help.” He sprinted out of sight.  
Kiran lurched forward as if to hold his leg, but snaking pain in her body pulled her down. “Please don’t go… help…” She struggled to breathe and clasped her arms around her abdomen. Kiran stared at the black sky, and an image of her walking with Rajinder in a wheat field in Punjab floated through her mind. She turned her head and gazed at Rajinder with love.
Then everything went black . . . 
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His back against a wall, Lothar squatted with his arms resting on his knees. The cold cell wall caused his body to shiver momentarily. He let his body loose and focused on his leg muscles, as if working them out with his mind. Lothar looked across the sparse cell, lit with invasive white light, and focused on a black dot on a white wall beyond the door metal bars. The dot had kept him centered like a magnet reeling in his wayward gazes, offering company. His stomach growled, but dinner was three hours away. He sat waiting.
A loud alarm broke Lothar’s concentration, and he sprang up to his feet. Pushing the metal gate, he walked out of the makeshift jail cell in his San Francisco apartment. The ten-by-ten jail cell, complete with its own ceiling and a door made of iron bars had occupied most of the living room. In the other corner of his apartment was a small TV, and in the opposite corner, there were an assortment of large dumbbells and kettlebells.
Glancing at his watch, he dressed in a hurry, slipping on a T-shirt and a leather cut, making sure the skull tattoo on his bicep was visible. He donned leather chaps, heavy boots, and rode out into the night on his Harley motorcycle toward the Stag’s Head bar in the Tenderloin district. The streets were full of funky people, and gaudy graffiti on the walls screamed at him.

The Stag’s Head had a tavern feel and ‘doing my thing’ mood. Waitresses were busy serving beer while some generic music played. Lothar scanned the restaurant and spotted a burly, goateed white man in his forties sitting at a corner table with two young leather-jacketed companions sipping Millers. Seeing Lothar, one of young guys signaled him to join them. With measured steps, Lothar walked toward the table. After a slight neck dip, he took a chair. 
The young man leaned towards the goateed man and said, “Buyer from Bakersfield.”
The man probed Lothar. “Did you grew up there?”
“Yeah.”
“Which school did you go to?”
“School?” Lothar laughed but he knew the trap. He had to be quick. He fired back. “Highland.”
With that the man grinned. 
“Caution is justified.” Lothar probed. “Your accent…Southern?”
The goateed man was taken aback. Perhaps he didn’t realize his accent was so dead giveaway. In order to gain the upper hand, he pushed, “How much you buy?”
“I straddle Vegas and LA.” With his chin Lothar pointed at the youth sitting at the table. “I need Sha-bang or Shabs by the car sacks. But mainly I need quality.” Sha-bang was the code word for Meth and car sack meant pound bags.
“Why I’ve never heard your name?” The man pushed.
“Neither I have yours.” Lothar grinned but was quick to add, “I keep only ten numbers in my phone. Seven buyers and three suppliers. I’ve one vacancy since one of my supplier messed up quality in last shipment. He lost a two millions a month contract.” 
The man’s eyes gleamed. He ordered a beer for Lothar and headed toward a restroom.
As he walked, a brown skinned man, possibly a Hispanic, carrying a drink crossed his path. The man stumbled and spilled his drink over the goateed man. 
The goateed meth dealer fumed, “Are you blind?”
The Hispanic man sneered. “Whom are you calling blind? You better watch yourself.”
Before the goateed could respond, Lothar was near him accosting the brown man. “Hey apologize. APOLOGIZE!”
The Hispanic man turned to Lothar. “Or what?” He pushed Lothar away. “Or what? Huh? What you going to do?”
Lothar grabbed the man’s neck and shoved his away. The Hispanic man crashed onto a couple of chairs and staggered. He regained his balance and came at Lothar with a swinging fist.
Lothar pounced on him, delivering a jab and a kick to his leg. The man took some wobbly steps and slumped on the ground. Lothar picked up a chair and threw at his direction. The chair landed on a table and slid off. The man staggered up and ducked behind the tables.
Lothar chased him while cursing, “Apologize. You motherfucker. You’ve no honor. The guys like you kill people in their garages.” 
Lothar was like a victorious boxer with overflowing adrenaline, taunting and closing in on his opponent. By this time, the other youth from his table had joined. A couple of people egged the Hispanic and it seemed they might even join the fight. 
But with pain splashed on his face, the Mexican found himself near an exit and, with a hand firmly pressed against his ribs, he pushed himself out of the restaurant on wobbly feet.
Watching for any signs of movement, Lothar gestured, urging everyone to sit down and return to their tables. 
Before Lothar could walk toward the table, there were sirens outside and four cops rushed in with guns drawn. Someone directed them at Lothar, who turned, and raised his hands while throwing expletives at them. “You pigs. You can’t do shit. You’ve no honor.”
The cops quickly handcuffed him and led him out.
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At the Tenderloin police station, the police shoved a handcuffed Lothar through the door. The Hispanic man who Lothar had beat up in the bar came forward. He had a bandage on his forehead, and his upper lip had swollen. He was the undercover detective. He ordered the cops to release Lothar. 
While massaging his ribs he said with a wince, “Popeye, what you stock in those fists? Man, I’d told you to go easy.”
Lothar smiled. “What? Sorry, I was soft as a cat.”
“Glad no one pulled a gun in the bar.” The detective winced again. “And what’s with that ‘killing people in the garages and shit’?” 
Lothar wondered if he really said that. Did the window that he so meticulously kept locked shut, crack for a brief moment? In recent years he’d leveraged the best sealant—undercover ops, to keep his bygone years tightly shut in a tar barrel, rotting in acid. But an occasional imperishable tooth bubbling through the acid made him aware of the line that thinly separated him from his knotted past. At times, the line became miles wide, and at other times, just a dimpled impression two papers deep.
Lothar shrugged. “Nothing. Improvisation. Convincing, huh? The drama went well. I guess he bought it.”
“Whatever. I’m not gonna play any role no more.” The detective plopped in a chair.
“Relax.” Lothar grinned and added, “Don’t worry. He’s convinced. After the trial, you only need to make sure I’m routed to San Quentin prison (SQP).” 

From a nearby desk, Lothar dialed for Luke Scott, the SAC (Special Agent in Charge) of the FBI division of Birmingham, Alabama. 
“Luke, good news. He bought my story. I made it look like I’m going to prison as I defended his honor. Once I’m in the SQP our inside man in the prison would get me close to their power structure.” 
“Ahem… about the SQP sting…Was about to call you. There is a change in plan—”
“No. What?” Lothar tightened his grip on the receiver.
“Something urgent. Someone is popping off brown skin people like dogs in the Bay Area. The SF SAC suspects an anti-immigrant group on a rampage. Knowing your background with hate groups, he requested your help.”
“No. No. What about the prison sting?”
“Ah, that’s the pickle. The SF division may provide some replacement.”
“No, no Chief. SQP is the whole reason I moved to California.” He gestured with a raised hand. “Luke, you can’t do this to me. I put up a jail cell in my apartment to prepare for the solitary. I even memorized Bakersfield maps. You’ve no idea how deep I’m into this. Besides, I can’t be on a ship that I can’t steer.” 
“Lothar, I know how thoroughly you operate. But I had no choice. They were begging. Considering the SF division’s cooperation so far, I had to return the favor.”
“Oh, and you just chose to pawn me out, huh, is that it?” Lothar squinted. “You knew it would mess with my head, right?”
“I’m sorry to do this to you. But you know the desk attracts many skunks.” 
“But why you choose to play a game of politics with them?”
“I’m sorry. This is the new initiative of sharing resources and whatnot.”
“Fuck that.” Lothar banged his foot on the ground and knocked down a trashcan.  “Tomorrow, they’ll ask to share an underwear.”
Luke laughed hard. “That’s a good one. I’m going to use it.”
“So what about the SQP?” Lothar pulled the train back on track. 
“You check out these killings shit. I’ll keep the sting on ice till you return. How’s that?”
“Is this gig undercover?” Lothar asked.
“Nah, regular.  Try it out for a change.”
“You know I’m not fit for that. I don’t handle briefing rooms well.” 
“Lothar, you’re my best guy, but also the most difficult. I’ll do all I can. Call the SF SAC.”
Lothar smashed down the receiver and with an expletive landed his fist on the telephone, cracking it. As he became aware of PD officers staring at him, he stormed out of the station. 

Lothar claimed his motorcycle from the impound lot and rode out into the dark, driving aimlessly for hours. The months of ass-busting for the San Quentin Prison sting had been washed out to the bay. Wasted for a political favor. Luke, a fucking sellout. In prison, everyone knows what happens to a sellout. Lothar had a mad thought to keep on driving straight to Alabama, but instead, he kept circling downtown San Francisco. The sight of bar drunks, empty prostitutes, slumped homeless guys, and flashing neon soon tired him, and he headed back to the FBI’s apartment where he was living since last couple of months.  

He repeatedly kicked the makeshift jail cell. Lothar had thrown out his bed to avoid the temptation of sleeping on it. He undressed and, getting inside the cell, lay down on the floor. Restless, he rose and sat by the wall. Looking at the sharp, unsettling white light, he pondered his next moves. 
With the SQP sting called off, the prison routine was pointless. Now he could chow down on whatever, whenever. Like a lethargic snake showing signs of life after an especially cold morning, his desire for a woman that he had suppressed for two months uncoiled. Lothar pulled his legs into a fetal position and closed his eyes. His irritation, stemming from politics yanking him out of the operation, kept him company. Somewhere in his sleep, he had a dream. 

A young boy of twelve or thirteen walked out of a yellow house on a cul-de-sac. He just had a fight with his foster siblings, and one of them had lost a tooth in the scuffle. In a fit of anger, he kept on walking for a long time. In the evening, when the tired, hungry boy returned, to his surprise – and delight – the yellow house had disappeared. Kaput, like a sand castle swallowed by a wave. Gone without any trace. Before the boy settled on the nearby grass, he saw Susan, a middle-aged woman clad in a lily painted dress. Seeing her, the boy started running while shouting at her. “Leave me alone. I don’t need a family. Leave me alone.”
But amazingly, Susan was agile enough to catch him. “Lothar, Lothar, what have you done? Now where shall I take you? Where will I find a family that’d take you in? Lothar… Lothar.”

[bookmark: _GoBack]The recurring dream woke him up in sweat and jitters. It always used to pounce on him whenever he wasn’t in control of the situation. He kicked the wall and headed to the exercise equipment. The only way to calm himself down after the unsettling dream was to workout hard. Picking up the fifty-pound dumbbells, he worked his arms, and after two sets of sixty pushups, semblance of control returned to him. Lifting up a curtain, he saw it was morning outside. He picked up his phone and called the FBI’s SF Division SAC for the rundown on the sniper case.  
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