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The drive south from east central Seattle was not long enough to give Sandi time to reconsider what he had planned. He was never one to act recklessly, but this was different. Despite the inherent dangers of the undertaking, he had his mind made up. And when Sandoval Rivera Garcia Diaz decided to do something, it was as good as done. He simply was not going to play host to an animal that did not respect the boundaries in the human-dog relationship.
After Doreen had taken the wild dog into the house a couple weeks before, the situation had only gotten increasingly worse. She had been feeding the animal all winter, leaving leftover food outside by the edge of the woods. This was a kind enough act that Sandi did not object to at the time, though he wouldn’t have done it himself. Still, it was an arrangement he would have okay with her continuing. However, the current situation was untenable. The dog had fully asserted itself in the house and his wife had grown unnaturally attached to the beast, in his opinion, having it eat at the table with them and allowing it to sleep in their bed. It had grown bold as a result, alienating Sandi. It was not going anywhere, but neither was Sandi, who was not about to surrender his dominance or his home. It was him or the dog.
He knew he was getting close to his destination as he drove past the airport. The entrance to the trailer park was off one of the side roads. He was relying only on his limited knowledge of the area rather than GPS, avoiding use of all electronics to prevent cyber evidence that could later be traced to him. He didn’t want to leave anything to chance in case things went sideways. He had played it safe the whole way. It was how he did everything. At that moment, no other soul even knew what he had planned, not even the third party he was going to contract to get rid of the animal.
As the neighborhood became seedier, he was glad he didn’t take the Mercedes. The Volvo stuck out enough around this part of town. Fortunately, it was an overcast night and there was little un the way of street lighting. Even if someone identified the make and model, he had strategically secured a plastic bag around the rear license plate to conceal the tags. If the police pulled him over, it would appear that he had run over the bag, and had inadvertently wrapped itself around the plate.
The sign for Glad Tidings Estates was small and he almost missed it. He used a computer at the library to find Brance’s last known address. He pulled into the trailer park, surprised by how many residents were out and about. Sitting on porch chairs and benches, they looked up and stared as Sandi drove slowly through the park. A number of children were playing in the side yards near rusted heaps of old junk cars. He didn’t like it, but he had to drive extra slowly to see the numbers on the homes. Some didn’t have any at all. Then he saw it, a nondescript double wide with 99 affixed to the red vinyl siding near the front door, which was accessed by a set of simple wooden stairs. There was no attached porch like most of the other units. It looked fairly new, and in a lot better shape than the others in the park. It was adjacent to a neglected inground pool, half full of inky black water. The surrounding yard was overrun on all sides by tall weeds and enclosed by a sturdy chain link fence.
Sandi pulled his Volvo to a stop beside it and stepped out, pulling the tan suitcase out with him. As he approached the trailer, he was careful not to look around at anyone who might be watching him. He pressed the doorbell at the top of the stairs, listening to the muted chime inside. As he waited, he looked at the windows. The blinds were drawn, and he could not tell if any lights were on inside. He could feel his heart begin to race with nervous excitement. He was about the ring the bell again when the door parted slightly and a raspy voice from the darkness on the other side said, “Yeah.”
“Are you Brance?” Sandi asked.
“What do you want?” the disembodied voice snapped back.
“I have a proposition for you.”
After a lengthy pause, the door opened wider. “Come in. Close the door behind you.”
Sandi entered without hesitation and was immediately stuck by an offensive odor. It was the rank, ammonia-like smell of rotting fish, which he realized was coming from the two sets of muddy boots on the floor by the door and chest waders hanging from a coat rack on the near wall. The stench was so bad, Sandi reflexively coughed, nearly gagging.
“You get used to the smell,” Brance said with a sense of satisfaction. He was tall, with distinctive Native American features; high cheekbones, almond-shaped eyes, and straight black hair that was beginning to thin and recede. Sandi recognized him easily as Brance. “Have a seat,” the host told him.
There were a couple of ratty couches and a wooden chair arranged around a cheap, glass-topped cocktail table where a couple of scented candles burned. With no other source of illumination, the interior was glazed in heavy shadow. Whatever the fragrance of the candle, it was overpowered by the fishy aroma. There was drug paraphernalia scattered across the top, as well. A bald anemic-looking man with a neck tattoo sat like a statue on one of the sofas. He appeared to be sleeping, though he had a wide grin baked onto his face and a small glass pipe in one hand.
Sandi made his way across the roomy trailer, littered with snack food wrappers and empty whiskey bottles.
Brance dropped down onto the other sofa as Sandi sat in the chair opposite, placing the suitcase on the floor between them.
“Do I know you?” Brance inquired.
“We used to go to the school together,” Sandi said. “Olive Street Elementary.”
“Olive Street Elementary,” Brance repeated with a half smile. “That was a long time ago.”
“I’m Sandi Diaz.”
Brance squinted back at him in silence.
“Sandoval. Sandoval Diaz.”
Brance’s eyes flashed with recognition. “Sandoval,” he said, nodding. “I remember you. You were that smart kid who always sat in front. I think I remember hearing that you went on to some expensive boarding school for rich kids.”
“Well, Creedmont is rather prestigious, I guess. But it’s really diverse and inclusive. I’m Puerto Rican, right?”
“It’s diverse around here, too.” Brance said with a cackle. “I’m Native American. The only color that really matters, though, is green, ain’t that right?”
“Yeah, I suppose so,” Sandi concurred. He shot a brief glance over at the other man. “I was hoping we could talk alone.”
“This is my associate, Declan. Whatever you have to say to me, you can say in front of him. Declan, say hello to Sandoval.”
“Yo, Sandoval,” Declan said, his voice slurred, his eyes half-lidded.
Sandi hesitated a moment. He did not make the other guy out as a cop, but he had to ask. If he was a cop, wearing such filthy clothes, stinking of brine and dirt caked under his fingernails, same as Brance, he would have to be deep undercover. “Are you a cop?”
The two men looked at each other and started to laugh, then Declan relit the pipe. “What do you think, Sandoval?”
“Call me Sandi.”
“Sandi, you kinda caught us at a bad time,” Brance said. “We were about to get ready for work. So, tell me, and make it quick, what is it you came all the way out here from you ivory tower to ask me.”
“I need you to do a job for me.”
Brance gave a quick nod at the reeking gear by the door. “As you are quite aware, I already have a job.”
“This is specialty job. Not much to it. The pay is good.”
“What are exactly are you looking for?”
“To be perfectly blunt, I want you to kill my dog.”
The two men looked at each other and burst out laughing so hard this time that it produced a coughing fit in Declan that lasted for several moments before subsiding.

2

