
THE HOUR BETWEEN ONE AND TWO 

Book Three 

Down at the River 

Chapter One  

Charlie 

BLACKMAIL 

we knew it was coming  
but what could we do?  
he thinks he’s got me, ha! 

 

A few minutes after I got back from lunch, Benko walked into my 

office without knocking. I spotted his shoe so I knew it was him 

before he came all the way in. He shut the door, and locked it 

behind him and I kept my head down, watching his reflection in 

the stainless steel base of my desk lamp. He stood leaning 

against the door until I finally said, “Yeah?” 

 “Production’s going good, boss.” 

 “Yeah, Benko, I know. That’s your job. What do you want?” 

 “About that book? You got a good offer?” 

 I flashed a cold look at him, in his stained production 

whites, wearing short sleeves to show off his muscles, with a 

floppy net holding his hair off his forehead. I said, “Get that 

shit-eating grin off your face. I don’t have a number for you 

because you don’t have anything for me.” 

 “You don’t believe that. You know what I have and you need 

it. I give it to you. Cheap. Five hundred.” 

 “Five hundred?” I said, half in shock. I thought he’d ask 

for ten thousand at least. “Go home right now. Get that book and 
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bring it back and I’ll have five crisp hundred dollar bills 

waiting, right here on the desk.” 

 He laughed and laughed. Then he sat down on my couch and 

leaned back and crossed his legs. He spread his arms across the 

span of the couch and clenched his cucumber-sized fingers. A 

pulse rippled up his arms from his wrist to his biceps and 

disappeared under the sleeves. 

 “Thousand, boss. Five hundred thousand.” 

 Flabbergasted, I sat still and closed my eyes. 

 “Cat got the tongue?” Gladonov said. “Five hundred by 

February.” 

 He’s playing a power card, but hang in, be hard.  

“You’re an idiot, Gladonov. You want to blackmail me, go 

ahead. I was thinking ten thousand was a high number.” 

 He laughed again. “This is big company, boss. Make lot of 

tofu, lot of money. I see my workers’ payroll every week. Figure 

office pay is pretty big. You, Nora, Genevieve, me, we make good 

pay. Right now, it’s a record sales. You skim a little, hand it 

over to Russian friend. Save your ass. 

 “I’m not rich, Benko. Everything that comes in goes out the 

next day to pay bills. Anything extra goes to paying our people 

good wages, benefits, schooling.” 

 “Bullshit. Your house, this factory. Record sales.” 

 “Not bullshit. If you knew anything about business, you’d 

know we have assets, all mortgaged, and we don’t have cash. I 

couldn’t even get you fifty thousand from profits.” 
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 Benko leaned forward with his paws gripping his thighs and 

stared at the floor. As he pushed himself to his feet, he said, 

“Sounds like we’re close,” then he walked away. As he unlocked 

and opened the door, he said, “Four hundred, done deal. Like they 

say.” 

 “Fuck you, Benko,” I said. 

 “We talk later, Charlie.” 

  He left my office and just before he closed the door, he 

shoved it open again. 

 “I like you, Charlie. Very nice wife. Nice kids, too. You 

don’t want jail. It’s bad place for soft guy. Tell you what? Make 

business deal: I run production for Chinese New Year, you make 

big money. Give me two-fifty at end of sale, another one, one-

fifty in a month, I go. You stay out of jail. Deal?” 

 We were getting somewhere, and I figured he’d take two 

hundred, maybe one-seventy-five by the time we finished dealing. 

I might be able to handle one fifty if I hocked everything and 

tossed in some of Meng’s boon, but at that moment, he disgusted 

me and I lost my temper. I snarled at him. “Fuck you. You’re 

fired.” 

 He grinned and came back into the office. “Be careful, 

Charlie. Nobody makes production hum like me.” 

 “I’ll appoint Jorge or, hell, Nancy can do everything you 

do. I’m not stupid, Gladonov. I have back-ups in place.” 

 He knew I was bluffing. 

 “Sure. Tell me about it. Who knows electricity? Who keeps 

steam boiler up when electricity goes down?” 
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 Only one guy in the whole company could keep the electricity 

running. The same guy who could shut it down and keep it off. If 

he didn’t get what he wanted in cash, he’d take it some other 

way. 

 I stared at him until he said, “One last thing. You don’t 

want the diary, you know who does. I don’t mean Nora.” 

 He closed the door quietly, whistling as he went down the 

long hall toward the tofu production room. 

 

 

 


