
CHAPTER ONE 
 

In prison they called him Red Eyes — a variation of red eye, which meant hard stare. His given 
name was Farley. In Atlanta, they called him Frank. 

A noise awoke him. The city peddled noise like a drug, but this was different. This noise 
stood out. He pushed himself up to one elbow and cocked his ear toward the steel door to 
listen. There it was again. One small metal object probing another. 

Frank visualized a pick tool probing the tumblers of the disengaged deadbolt, guided by 
hands taking direction from a brain that didn’t know about the length of pipe laid across two 
L-brackets just above the doorknob on the inside. Frank didn’t use the deadbolt because he 
didn’t have the key. 

He threw back his blanket and groped the darkness for his boots, then pulled them on 
without making a sound. The noise at the door stopped, then restarted with less caution. 
Not the police, Frank thought. Cops would have reconnoitered the abandoned restaurant 
first, and would know the steel door that opened into the alley was the only way in or out of 
the ten-by-ten storage room. Besides, cops didn’t pick locks, they knocked down doors with 
rams, or blew them with explosives. 

If not cops then who? A bounty hunter perhaps, or someone out to settle an old score. 
Frank had lots of old scores against him, he supposed. He also had more sense than to seal 
himself into a room with only one way out. 

He crawled to the wall opposite the noise and ran his hand along the rough brick where 
a door had once opened into an upscale restaurant. Frank had sealed the doorway with 
bricks he pilfered from various places along the restaurant’s sidewalk-facing wall. A brick 
here, a brick there. Never more than one from the same place, lest he weaken the structure 
and force the city to demolish the building in the name of public safety. The mortar mix 
came from a hardware store two blocks south. He toted sand from a construction site three 
blocks east. The five-gallon bucket he carried the sand in now served as a coffee table at the 
foot of the mattress he rescued from a dumpster. 

His hand slipped off the brick and slid along unpainted sheetrock until his index finger 
found a small hole. He hooked his finger in the hole and removed a section of sheetrock 
sixteen inches square, then pulled four pins from holes in the wall studs at the corners of a 
stainless steel plate he had fabricated out of a shelf from the restaurant’s kitchen. Frank 
removed the plate, careful not to make a sound as he placed it on the concrete next to his 
knees, then slithered through the hole and crawled out beneath the sink in the kitchen of the 
now defunct restaurant. Before slipping away, he covered the hole with debris so the crack 
heads wouldn’t stumble across it and rob him blind in his absence. 

By the time Frank reached the alley, his would-be intruder had abandoned the door and 
disappeared, possibly into one of the half dozen cardboard boxes scattered up and down the 
length of the alley. A neighbor perhaps, jealous of his accommodations, or an interloper 
eager to capitalize on bartered information. It wouldn’t be the first time Frank had been 
forced to defend his territory. 

All the boxes looked familiar in placement and customization. A certain order existed 
among the homeless. No one new had moved in overnight. No one had left. It paid to know 
the neighborhood. 



A bitter chill hung in the air, reminding him he had left without his coat. Perhaps he 
should start sleeping in that too, or be better at remembering how cold Atlanta can be in 
December. 

He stepped back from the mouth of the alley, looked both ways, and pulled back the 
loose board over the window and stepped back inside the dark shell of the restaurant. The 
stench of mobile meth labs hit his nose. Frank hated dopers. His homeless neighbors 
avoided the building because the crack heads sometimes killed or maimed for sport. He 
retraced his steps to the kitchen and slipped back through the hole beneath the sink, into the 
warmth of his tiny room. Immediately he noticed the glow of his heater and cursed himself 
for his carelessness. Had he not come back for his coat he would have wasted an entire day’s 
worth of propane. After pinning the steel plate over the opening in his wall, he pulled on his 
coat, switched off the heater, and lifted the pipe from the door, all without lighting his 
candle. 

Wind whipped down the alley and almost yanked the door from his grasp as he pushed it 
open and stepped out. He scanned the alley without appearing curious, then closed the door 
and applied the padlock from his coat pocket to the hasp. Halfway to the street he stopped 
at an old refrigerator box with WILLE scrawled across the front in blue paint. The box lay 
on its side and had a piece of gray tarp draped over one end. Frank squatted and tapped the 
side with his finger. 

“Willie … it’s Frank. Open up.” 
“Frank who?” 
“You see anybody messing around my door this morning?” 
“What door?” 
Frank pulled a quarter from his pocket and pushed it through the opening in the tarp. A 

hand snatched the coin from his fingers. 
“You remember anything you let me know,” Frank said. 
He left the alley and crossed the street. A car turned from a side street and raked its 

headlights across a man with his back pressed against the recessed door of a coffee shop 
down the sidewalk to Frank’s left. Frank turned right and walked to the corner as the car 
rolled past. A taxi without a fare. He gathered his collar against his throat as the shadowy 
figure behind him stepped from the doorway and followed at a fast walk.  

The orange hand across the street switched to a white pedestrian. Frank stepped off the 
curb and walked toward it. His ears detected the scoot of a hard sole against the asphalt 
behind him, then nothing but the hum of a nearby transformer. He reached the sidewalk and 
shoved his hands into his pockets as a biting wind whipped between two buildings and made 
him shiver. A twinge of arthritis gripped his left knee. 

Halfway up the block he turned left into a dark alley, then stopped abruptly and pressed 
his back against the cold brick wall. Five seconds later, his pursuer turned the corner. Frank 
hooked the man by the throat and slammed him to the ground. The man grunted and 
twisted against the knee in his chest and the hand clamped around his throat. 

“Who are you?” 
“Get off me!” 
“Why are you following me?” 
The man’s eyes darted side to side, up and down. He tried to yell for help. Frank grabbed 

a fistful of hair and jerked the head upward, then slammed it into the asphalt. The body 
beneath him quivered violently, then fell limp. Frank stood and looked both ways to make 
sure no one had seen, then stepped from the alley with his hands shoved deep into his 
pockets and his shoulders pushed up against his earlobes. 



Atlanta slept. 
 

* * * 
 

“Table four says you overcooked his eggs again,” Rose said. Frank heard the plate clank 
against the counter at his back. 

“Tell table four I’m not his momma.” 
“And lose my fifty cent tip?” 
Frank cracked two eggs onto the stove, threw on a dash of salt and pepper, then 

transferred them to a plate. 
“Watch my bacon,” he said to Rose as he brushed past her and rounded the counter. 

The man at table four eyed him as he approached. He was a scruffy sort, with hands the size 
of baseball mitts. A short-haul driver who probably beat his wife because he couldn’t land a 
truck with a sleeper so he could go over the road and park at truck stops where hookers 
worked cheap. 

Frank pulled out a chair and sat down, sliding the plate toward the trucker so it reached 
his side of the table just as Frank's backside hit the seat. The man’s eyes twitched. 

“Eat.” 
“Now you look here,” the man said. 
“Eat your eggs.” 
The big man put his hands on the edge of the table and leaned forward. 
“If you leave that chair I’ll gouge your eyes out,” Frank said, snatching a fork from his 

side of the table and gripping it in his fist. 
The man’s eyes cut to the fork. He slumped back into the chair. “I’ll report this. You 

won’t get away with it!” 
“Eat.” 
The man sliced into one yoke with his fork and winced as yellow oozed like slime 

between the tines. “I can’t eat this.” 
“Eat it or wear it,” Frank said. “It’s your choice.” 
“Now look here, you,” he stuttered. “I’ve got a right to send food back if it ain’t cooked 

right.” 
“Not anymore you don’t,” Frank said. “I’m revoking your send-food-back privileges.” 
The burly man lifted a bite of dripping egg to his mouth and pushed it in. His face 

contorted as he swallowed without chewing. Frank let the fork drop to the table. 
“Now then,” Frank said. “Are we clear on how you like your eggs?” 
 Rose appeared beside them with a coffee pot and topped off the man’s cup. Frank 

stood and turned back toward his station. As he reached the stove, he heard the door open 
and close. 

Rose had let the bacon burn. 
 

* * * 
 

Noon came and went without a lunch hour rush. The after-church crowd didn’t frequent the 
Egg Shack. Most of the regulars were sleeping off hangovers, or trying to figure out how to 
slip away from a lover who had looked promising last night, or both. If not for the trickle of 
diners from the hotel across the parking lot, Frank wouldn’t have bothered to heat the grill. 

Rose ambled up and sat on a stool behind him. A stranger wearing a red flannel shirt and 
a Braves ball cap sat at the end of the counter reading a newspaper. 



“He ordered yet,” Frank asked her, cocking his head toward their lone customer. 
“Just coffee,” Rose said. “He drives a nice car, though.” 
Frank turned and looked through the window and noticed a dark blue BMW in the 

parking lot. It had to be his because the Taurus belonged to Rose. “Maybe if you bat your 
eyes at him he’ll leave you a nice tip.” 

“Too white,” she said. “I bet his shadow’s white.” 
Frank laughed. “Sounds like somebody needs to watch Mr. Pete’s sensitivity tape again.” 
“Peter High can kiss my turd squeezer,” she said. 
Frank slapped two frozen hamburger patties onto the grill. One for him and one for 

Rose. The sizzle caught the man’s attention. 
“Smells good don’t it,” Frank said to him. 
“Not particularly,” he said, returning his attention to his newspaper. 
Rose rolled her eyes. The door opened. “Well look who the cat dragged in,” she said. 
“Not Cee Cee,” Frank said. Cindy Cutter hadn’t been on time since Thanksgiving. 
“In the flesh,” Rose said. 
Cindy stowed her purse beneath the counter and tied on her apron. Frank glanced 

around and noticed the sunglasses, which meant another shiner. Second time this month. 
“Hungry?” 
“Sure, why not?” 
“You can lose the glasses, hun” Rose said. “Ain’t no sunshine up in here.” 
“Don’t you two start lecturing me this morning.” 
“It stopped being morning half an hour ago,” Frank said. 
“Has Mr. High been by?” 
“Nope.” 
“Good thing the time clock’s still broke,” Rose said. 
“I’m not that late.” 
Frank turned and dropped a third patty onto the grill just as Rose exclaimed Lawd have 

mercy on this child, and supposed Cindy had taken off her glasses. 
“I ran into a door,” Cindy said. 
“Well you need to get that door fixed ‘cause it’s gonna kill you one of these days,” Rose 

said. 
Cindy brushed past them and disappeared into the bathroom. 
“I wouldn’t give you two cents for every redheaded man in Atlanta,” Rose said. 
“Mr. Cee Cee has red hair I take it,” Frank said as he flipped the burgers. 
“More orange than red,” Rose said. “Orange as fire. Ain’t never knowed a orange-

headed man who didn’t have a bad temper.” 
“Your husband ever hit you?” 
“That man would sooner kick Sasquatch in the balls than swing a fist at me.” 
Frank laughed. “The world’s full of women like Cee Cee, I guess.” 
“She’s pretty enough to get a good man,” Rose said. 
“In a plain sort of way.” 
“You gettin’ old. Cindy ain’t plain. She ain’t no runway model, but she ain’t plain. Little 

breasts sitting up there like two hen apples. Some men like little breasts long as they firm.” 
Frank scooped two burgers off the grill and placed them directly on the buns so the 

grease would soak into the bread. The third needed to cook a while longer. 
Cindy stepped out of the bathroom and slammed the door. “I can hear y'all in there, you 

know.” As she brushed past Frank, she said in a low voice, “I’m prettier than anything 



you’ve ever had.” Then she turned on Rose and said, “and at least my little hen apples ain’t 
in my lap when I sit down.” 

“Right on both accounts,” Rose said. “Ain’t she right, Frank?” 
Frank grunted. To look at him now, no one would think he had once been somebody. 
 

* * * 
 

Frank slipped out the back door of the Egg Shack as soon as his shift ended at four. A cat 
hissed at him from the rim of the dumpster. The sky carried a threat of snow. He gathered 
his coat and walked across the empty lot toward the grassy slope that led to the sidewalk 
below. A gust of arctic wind lifted his hat off his head, but Frank grabbed it before it got 
away. It was a slouch hat, torn and tattered from years of exposure to the elements, but it 
kept his balding head from freezing. 

He passed the alley where he had left a body that morning, half expecting to see cats 
feeding on a corpse, or yellow tape where the cops had established a crime scene. Instead he 
saw nothing. No sign of the man who had tracked him. Perhaps he hadn’t killed him after 
all. Alive or dead, the man had learned his lesson and wouldn’t bother Frank again. Of that 
he felt certain.  

He crossed the street with a wad of fellow pedestrians. At the corner, he made eye 
contact with a beggar as the crowd split unequally in two directions. The beggar stopped in 
mid-sentence and shrugged at Frank, perhaps remembering their tussle a few weeks back. 
Frank turned right and continued walking. A wino lay on the sidewalk outside a liquor store, 
clutching his half-empty bottle like a newborn child. The proprietor came out and poked the 
lump of tattered rags with a broom and shooed the man away. Bad advertising, Frank 
supposed, and turned left down his alley. 

Seven cardboard boxes of various sizes lined the alley. One more than expected. Frank 
stopped at the third box and tapped the side with his finger. A flap moved and a small hand 
appeared through the gap. He pulled a pint of milk from his coat pocket and pushed it into 
the hand. The hand disappeared and the flap closed behind it. 

Halfway down the alley, Frank stopped again, this time at the door secured with a 
padlock. His door. He reached into his pants pocket and produced a key. As he removed the 
lock, he eyed the unfamiliar cardboard box a few feet away. An eyeball watched him through 
a hole the size of a half dollar. 

Frank pushed the door open and stepped into the pitch black room. He closed the door 
and struck a match to light the candle on the upturned crate in the corner. As soon as the 
wick took flame, he extinguished the match with a shake and secured the door with the iron 
pipe. 
Before he had time to sit down, he heard a knock at the door. Bare knuckles on steel. Three 
knocks, then silence. The pattern repeated six times. Opening the door never crossed his 
mind. Why face the unknown when he didn’t have to. 


