
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 






Scar Tissue:

Seven Stories of Love and Wounds

 


by Marcus Sakey






Smashwords edition.

 


Copyright © 2010 by Marcus Sakey

 


This eBook is a work of fiction. All rights
reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing from Marcus Sakey.

 


"The Days When You Were Anything Else"
originally appeared in Sex, Thugs, and Rock & Roll, published
by Kensington



"The Desert Here and the Desert Far Away" originally appeared in
Thriller 2: Stories You Just Can't Put Down, published by Mira



"Gravity and Need" originally appeared in Killer Year: Stories to
Die For, published by St. Martin's Minotaur

 


"No One" originally appeared in Thirteen
Magazine



"As Breathing" originally appeared in These Guns For Hire,
published by Bleak House Books



"The Time Before the Last" originally appeared in Hint Fiction:
Stories in 25 Words or Less, published by W.W. Norton



Excerpt from THE BLADE ITSELF courtesy of St. Martin's
Minotaur

Excerpt from AT THE CITY'S EDGE courtesy of St. Martin's
Minotaur

Excerpt from GOOD PEOPLE courtesy of Dutton

Excerpt from THE AMATEURS courtesy of Dutton

Excerpt from THE TWO DEATHS OF DANIEL HAYES
courtesy of Dutton

 


Illustrations and graphic design copyright ©
2010 by Jeroen ten Berge

 


For more information about
the author, please visit www.MarcusSakey.com

 


For more information about
Jeroen ten Berge, please visit www.jeroentenberge.com

 


 


 



Scar Tissue

Seven Stories of Love and Wounds:

 


The Days When You Were Anything Else

As Breathing

Gravity and Need

The Time Before the Last

No One

Cobalt

The Desert Here and the Desert Far Away

 


Bonus Materials:

 


Excerpt from The Blade Itself

Excerpt from At The City’s Edge

Excerpt from Good People

Excerpt from The Amateurs

Exclusive peek at The Two Deaths Of Daniel
Hayes

 


 


 



 FOREWORD

 


Scar Tissue will make your heart race
and your heart ache, often in the same sentence. In Sakey's lean
yet eloquent prose, pain is poetry, and loss has a startling beauty
that hits like a sucker punch.

This collection, filled with crime and
murder and betrayal and loss and hope and love and redemption and
pain and gorgeous irony, contains some of the best writing in crime
fiction today.

Hell, it contains some of the best writing
in all fiction today.

These stories don't just thrill. They
linger. You'll be thinking about them long after you reach the
end.

Welcome to the dark, lovely world of Marcus
Sakey. You don't read him. You feel him.

I envy you readers who get to experience
this for the first time. You're in for quite a ride.

 


-J.A. Konrath

 


 


 


* * * * * * *

 


 


 


 


 



AUTHOR’S NOTE

 


Short stories are tricky.

When at their most effective, they’re
tightly controlled glimpses of a larger world. The best shorts
evoke the feeling and mood of a novel. They suggest a whole
mythology.

That’s not easy to do.

It’s writing as a watchmaker’s art—every
line, every word has to function as a gear driving the story
forward.

I’ve written dozens of short stories, some
of which have been nominated for awards and been published
alongside the best in the business. Lee Child has edited my work,
and so has Clive Cussler.

But for all that, there aren’t very many I’m
happy with.

Seven, to be precise. The ones you’re about
to read.

I hope you enjoy.

 


 


 


* * * * * * *

 


 


 


 


 



I’m often asked where I get my ideas, and the truth
is, I don’t know. It’s a mysterious process that blends inspiration
from the real world with a lot of “What if?” questions and a
healthy dose of subconscious thinking. One thing I can tell you,
however, is that ideas pretty much never just present themselves,
all dressed up and ready to dance.

 


This one did.

 


I’d promised a story to an anthology called Thuglit:
Sex, Thugs, and Rock & Roll, and didn’t have any idea what that
story would be. When I’d agreed, the deadline had been a far off
thing, hazy and undaunting, but as it does, time kept passing, and
all of a sudden that deadline was growing big and ugly.

 


Then one perfectly average night I went to bed, and
in the morning, I awoke to find I was turning a fully-formed story
idea around in my head. A dirty little gem of a noir tale, and I
knew just how to write it.

 


The result is probably my favorite of the stories
I’ve written. I hope you’ll enjoy it too.



 



The Days When You Were Anything Else

 


 


She calls sometimes. Late at night, drunk or
worse. She calls to say she hates me.

One time she said a guy offered her money to
blow him in a bar bathroom. Then, defiant, told me she’d done it.
Fifty dollars, she said. That’s what she’s worth.

My Jessica. My baby girl.

The last call, three months ago, all she did
was cry. Not heaves and jags. Gentle sobs like rain that falls all
day. She never even said who it was. I held the phone and
whispered, over and over, that it would be okay. That she should
come home. That I loved her and would take care of her.

When she finally spoke, just before she hung
up, she said that it was all my fault.

She’s right.

 


#

 


After I got out of Dixon, I didn’t want to
be part of the game any more. It wasn’t a moral decision. I wasn’t
trying to prove anything. It’s just that hustling is like Vegas.
Play long enough, you always lose. And I’d lost enough.

So I talked to some people, and I landed a
job working the stick at Liar’s, a dive under the Blue Line. I’d
hung around there often enough anyway. It was the kind of bar where
workingmen go to find someone to kick them ten percent for leaving
the back door to a warehouse open. I’m not talking criminals. I’m
talking honest guys with more bills and children than a
nine-to-five coupled with a six-to-midnight could cover.

The criminals were the guys they talked to,
guys like I used to be before I trusted the wrong person, before a
job that should have set us up for six months instead sent me up
for five years.

Tending is no way to get rich, especially at
a dump like Liar’s, but my life is pretty simple. I have a studio
in Little Puerto Rico and a phone number I make damn sure stays
listed. At work, I keep a Louisville Slugger behind the bar, but
rarely pull it out. I know these men, even the ones I’ve never met.
After a year or two, I struck up a few friendships, guys that hang
around after I flip off the neons. We talk and drink and smoke the
place blue, and if Lester White is feeling magnanimous, do a couple
of bumps. It isn’t quite a family, but it’s what I have, and it’s
okay.

Sometimes, I even get to feeling good. Last
week Lester was talking on his cell, chewing out the guy who runs a
house he deals crank out of. He’s nice enough, Lester, until he
isn’t. Then he’s, well, not nice at all. I’ve heard stories about
him and pit bulls, and I don’t ever want to know if they’re
true.

When Lester hung up, I asked if everything
was okay.

“Fucking kids,” he said. “I don’t know how
many times I’ve told him to get a fucking security cage put on the
back door. Kid thinks because they’ve got one on the front, they’re
safe, but these days.” He shook his head.

He didn’t finish, and I didn’t ask him to. I
just topped off his Glenlivet. The rest of the guys I only spot
Beam. Lester nodded at me, smiled, said, “Frank, when are you going
to quit this bartending shit and come work for me? Kids these days,
they aren’t worth a goddamn.”

Like I said, sometimes I get to feeling
good. Silly, maybe, but there it is. I have a job and friends and a
daughter who calls every couple of months, even if only to say she
hates me. And as long as she keeps calling, there’s hope.

Hope is a dangerous thing.

 


#

 


He came in around three, when the bar was
all but empty. A thin kid in his twenties, sporting that cocaine
skeeze: long, limp hair, a complicated goatee, a mean twitchiness
to the eyes. A pack of Parliaments in his left pocket. A
plastic-gripped pistol barely hidden by a half-buttoned work shirt.
I know his type. I’ve been his type.

The locket dangles from his closed fist,
rocking like a hypnotist’s crystal. “You know this, old man?”

Do I know it?

Till the day I die.

A lot of the stuff I gave Lucy over the
years was pinched, and she was generally understanding. From the
beginning, my wife knew how I made our money. But I spotted the
locket in a display window one day I happened to be flush. When she
saw that it came in a box, with a ribbon and everything, she hit me
with that smile of hers, the one that lit me up inside. I know
just what to put in it, she’d said. I’d asked, What?, as
I hung it on her. Us, she’d said, and shivered when I kissed
the back of her neck.

That was a long time ago. I haven’t seen the
locket since the last time she visited me at Dixon. “That’s my
wife’s.”

“Not anymore.” His lips curl into a shape
nothing like a smile. “You know who was wearing it last?”

And all of a sudden I know where this is
going. “Yes.”

“Say it.”

I force the syllables. “Jessica.”

“Who?”

“My daughter.”

“So, then, Frank,” he curls his lips again,
“I guess you better do exactly what I say. Right?”

 


#

 


I don’t have many pictures. Three, to be
precise.

We used to have tons, albums full. I once
joked Lucy that she must’ve been born with a Nikon attached to her
head, all the pictures she took. And once Jessica came along,
forget it. Our daughter was the most documented kid on the North
Side.

But you can’t take that shit inside. They’ll
let you, but you don’t want to. It kills you slowly to have proof
of the way time passes, all those frozen instants that used to be
yours. So you keep a couple of shots, two or three, and you stare
at them until they don’t mean anything any more, and at the same
time, they mean everything.

After I got out, I tried to find out what
happened to the rest of our pictures. But after Lucy died, shit
fell apart. What little we had that was worth anything was sold for
bills, and the rest probably ended up in a dump. I like to think
that maybe a collector got the photos, one of those guys who sell
random snaps in boxes down at the Maxwell Street Market. I check it
some Sundays, flipping through other people’s lives, but I never
find mine.



Three.

One of Lucy, dressed as a sort of slutty
angel for Halloween a million years ago. It’s faded and blurry, but
she looks the way I remember when I close my eyes.

One of the room in Cook County Hospital,
Luce red-eyed but smiling, Jessica bundled like a burrito in her
arms.

One of Jess from Nag’s Head, the summer
before I went in. Eleven years old, just beginning to fill out the
bikini Lucy and I fought about her having. I’m dragging her into
the surf, and she’s fighting me, legs scrabbling at the sand, face
framed into the kind of mock fear you only have around someone you
trust. You can almost hear her shrieking, almost hear her
laughing.

I can, anyway.

 


#

 


I reach out, and he lets the locket slip
from his fist, the thin chain coiling in my palm. The filigree is
worn, the hinges dark with age. I stare at it, and then I look up
at the kid, and think about taking that pistol away from him and
cracking his fucking skull with it. Then I say, “I don’t have
it.”

“You think I don’t know who you are? What
you do?”

“I’m a bartender.”

“Bullshit. I know all about you. The
jobs you’ve pulled. Lucky I’m not asking for twenty.”

“Those jobs were a long time ago.” I gesture
down the bar. “You think I had any kind of money, I’d be working
here?”

He looks it over, taking in the two geezers
staring at their beer, the Cubs sign in the dingy window, the bowls
of pretzels the regulars know better than to eat. For a second, his
confidence seems to slip. But then he shakes his head, fingers his
shirt to make extra-sure I get a view of the cheap Chinese pistol.
“Ten grand,” he says. “By Friday. Or she fucking dies.”

My fingers go to fists. “Don’t,” I say.

“Don’t what?” His mask is back in place, all
insolence and swagger.

“Don’t threaten my daughter.”

He curls his lips again. “Friday,” he says.
Then he turns and struts out.

I open my hand to look at the locket. I know
it’s warm from being in his pocket, but it’s hard not to pretend
that it’s because she had it around her neck.

 


#

 


Ten years ago—Jesus, a decade—one of the
neighborhood kids came to get me.

It was eleven in the morning, and I had been
up all night doing a thing, so when I heard the doorbell, I wanted
more than anything to bury my head under my pillow. But Lucy was at
work, so I staggered out of bed.

The kid was named Jimmy-something, a
scraggly little brat that had lately been sniffing around Jessica.
She was nine and he was maybe eleven, but things happen earlier
these days. I didn’t open the screen door, just glowered down at
him. “Yeah?”

And Jimmy-something, he said the scariest
words a father can hear. “It’s Jess. She’s hurt.”

I didn’t even change out of my pajama
bottoms.

Growing up in the city, it’s a blessing and
a curse. Kids are wired to run around shrieking like carefree
morons, and that’s exactly the way the should be. But between drug
dealers and speeding buses and evil fuckers in raincoats, it’s
tough to just let them go. So Lucy and I had set up boundaries;
Jess could go to the school playground but not to the city park,
she could walk on Augusta but not on Division.

So of course this Jimmy idiot leads me
straight down Division to the city park.

The first thing I saw was a ring of ten or
so kids clustered around someone on the ground, and my heart kicked
up to a hundred beats a minute, sweat running down my sides like it
never did on a job, ever—not even the time Leo-fucking-Banks shot
the security guard because he thought he was reaching for a
piece—and I tore ass across the street, shoved through the kids,
and there’s my Jess on the ground, clutching at her ankle, which is
bent way too far to one side, and her face is squinched up in pain,
tears cutting tracks down her cheeks, and then she spots me.

Ever seen your baby girl look at you with
relief and terror at the same time? It’ll rip your fucking heart
out.

I dropped to my knees beside her. She looked
at me and then at one of the other kids, and said, “I fell.” I
glanced up at the kid she’d eyeballed. A boy, maybe twelve and
already got that scraggly not-quite-moustache, pale and shaking and
looking like he was about to take off running. It was obvious there
was more to the story, but I didn’t really give a damn. I just
wanted to take care of her. So I scooped her up and walked out of
the park.

And warm and trembling, scrawny little arm
clinging to my neck, smelling of dirt and sunshine, she looked at
me, and she said, “I’m sorry, Daddy,” and my heart broke all over
again.

Everyone talks about how a kid changes you.
How there’s this whole sense of wonder, like, I don’t know, like
you woke up and could see colors that hadn’t been there yesterday.
Everything is still the way it was, but it all looks different.

So you change, too. Become a different
person. Self-preservation goes out the window. All of a sudden
you’d do anything, anything for this helpless little
creature. That’s what everyone says, and they’re right.

Especially if it’s a girl.

 


#

 


I drive an ’86 LeBaron. My furniture comes
from the Brown Elephant resale shop. Towards the middle of every
second week, I have to downgrade from Marlboros to Basics.

Ten grand. May as well ask for a ticket to
the moon.

After my shift, I go home to pace my shitbox
apartment and smoke and think.

I think about going to the police. Telling
them there’s a cokehead who says he’s kidnapped the daughter I
haven’t seen in seven years, and how I have two days to get him
what I make in four months. I think how they will listen to me very
intently at first, making notes with silver pens while they wait
for my file. I think how when it comes, they will see arrests for
assault, bad checks, unlawful entry, plus the conviction, five long
years.

The note-taking will stop. The pens will
vanish.

Truth is, I don’t blame them. I really
don’t. First rule is that everybody lies. Why would they bust their
ass running around to check out a story like mine?

After all, they don’t know Jess.

I think of the last time she called, when
all she did was cry. How each sob was like a spike through me,
because I knew every single one was a wound done her. Done to my
baby girl, who had once loved and trusted me, and then found me
gone when she needed me most. Whose mother had died while I was
inside, and who never knew what that did to me, how it emptied me
out to lose my wife. My baby girl, who ran away before I was
released.

Who had to do the things a sixteen-year-old
runaway has to do.

 


#

 


I figure that if I sell my car and my
records and empty my joke of a bank account, I can probably scrape
up two, three grand.

So I put on a clean shirt and I go to work.
I spend the longest afternoon of my life pulling Buds for losers. I
greet the dusk rush eagerly, glad for the distraction. I pour shots
and light cigarettes and forget orders and knock things over, and a
couple of the regulars make jokes about it until they see my eyes,
and then they wander away from the bar to the siderail on the back
wall.

Finally, at eleven, Lester White comes
in.

The place reacts the way it always does,
shifting to acknowledge him, like sweeping a magnet above iron
filings. Men who work for him nod and raise glasses. Hard kids vie
for his attention. Suckers who owe him money stare at their beers
and hope to Christ he won’t pick them to make an example of. I pour
his Glenlivet rocks as he steps to a suddenly-open space at the
bar.

“Frank,” he says.

“Lester.”

He turns to lean an elbow, picks up the
highball glass and sips at it. “Heard on the radio, they’re saying
snow tonight.”

“Yeah?” I can’t imagine anything I could
care less about, what with the words my daughter, my daughter, my
daughter going round and round in my head, but I can’t rush into
this. Lester is the only option I have. How else am I going to get
the money by tomorrow? Rob twenty liquor stores?

“Winter again.” He shakes his head. “This
fucking town.”

“I hear you,” I say, and run a towel over a
glass that’s already dry.

He nods, starts to step away.

“Hey Lester, you got a second?” I try not to
sound anxious, but I can tell it creeps into my voice by the way he
narrows his eyes. He turns back, rests his forearms on the bar. He
knows something is coming. You don’t get where Lester is without an
eye for desperation.

I set the towel down, take a breath. “I was
wondering if I could talk to you about a loan.”

He raises an eyebrow.

“There’s a…” I sigh. “My daughter.”

“She okay?”

I think about telling him everything, the
cokehead, the locket, everything, but I know it’s the wrong move.
Lester may hang around after hours, but that doesn’t make us
friends. He’s a big man, a player, a very dangerous guy. If I tell
him the situation, it’s the same as asking him to help directly. A
bad play for a couple of reasons. First, he wouldn’t do it. Second,
I couldn’t afford it if he did. Third, and most important, Jess. If
something went wrong…

So I just hold my hands open and look him in
the eye. He finally bobs his head. “How much?”

I force myself to say it. He stares at me.
Sizing me up. Wondering if I’m for real.

I stare back. My daughter, my daughter,
my daughter. The bar noise goes away.

After a minute, Lester scrunches up his
mouth. “Frank, you know I like you. But ten grand?”

“I’m good for it.”

“Say I give you a friend rate, call it
seven-and-a-half. Almost a grand a week, and that’s just the juice.
You stop eating, stop smoking, give me your whole paycheck, it’s
what, five? So you owe a full grand the week after. One and a half
after that. Just in juice, you understand, I’m not talking
principal.” Lester shakes his head. “Sooner or later, I’d have to
send someone to put your fingers in a car door. Can’t do it. I like
you too much.”

I pick up the rag, start wiping the bar.
Truth is, I knew what Lester was going to say. But I had to ask.
Now there’s only one option. The one thing I said I’d never do
again.

My daughter, my daughter, my
daughter.

I rub the same circle over and over. “What
if I worked it off?”

“Doing what?”

I shrug. “Whatever you need.” I look up.

Lester meets my gaze, starts to smile like
I’ve told a joke. Then something creeps into his eyes, but I can’t
tell what it is. He breaks the stare and looks away. “Come on,
Frank.”

“I’m serious. You’re always saying you need
good people.”

He turns back, and I realize what I saw on
his face.

Embarrassment. Lester White is embarrassed
for me.

“When I say that, I’m just, you know.
Blowing smoke, playing around.” He shrugs. “You were a serious man
back in the day, but now …” He waves his hand, and doesn’t finish
the sentence, which was probably meant as a kindness. Except that I
can fill in the blank: Now you’re a 51-year-old bartender.
That’s all you are. The days when you were anything else—an
earner, a husband, a father—those days are gone.

There’s a lead numbness in my stomach that
I’ve only felt a couple of times. When the judge stole five years
of my life away. When Lucy told me the doctors had found a tumor in
her head. When my little girl called me to weep into the phone and
I couldn’t do a goddamn thing about it.

Lester is clearly uncomfortable. He breaks
the spell by downing the rest of his scotch, then pulling his roll
from his pocket. “Look, don’t think I’m a bad guy, though,” he
says. “Let me help you.” He flattens a wad of money a half inch
thick, and snaps off three crisp hundreds. As an afterthought,
pulls off two more. “Here you go, pal.” He smiles at me. Then he
sets his empty glass on the bar and gives the tiniest nod towards
it.

And, sick to my stomach, I reach for the
bottle and do what a bartender is supposed to.

 


#

 


Usually a couple of guys would stay after I
lock the doors, but tomorrow is Friday, so tonight I kick everybody
out. Then I pour myself four inches of Jim Beam, light a smoke, and
sit on one of the stools in the dark. Through the front window I
can see the snow falling. When the El clatters overhead, orange
sparks spray out to shimmer amidst whirling flakes of white.

I’m short ten thousand dollars, and I have
until tomorrow morning to get it.

I get off the stool and walk behind the bar,
punch open the register. Maybe two dozen twenties, twice as many
tens and fives, and a thick stack of singles. Call it a thousand
dollars. If I’m lucky. Taking it means losing my job, but that
doesn’t matter a damn.

But it doesn’t matter, because a thousand
dollars isn’t ten.

I crush my square and light another. Suck
hard, picture the smoke twisting and curling into my lungs. I tap
my lighter against the bar and I take a belt of the bourbon and I
think about the way my feet feel like someone is scraping barbed
wire across my heels and I watch the sparks and snow mingle and
none of it helps relieve the thought that I’m about to let my baby
girl down again, maybe for the last time.

And before I can think too much about it, I
lean down, grab a couple of paperclips from the junk cup beside the
register, take the bat from beneath the counter, and head for the
front door.

 


#

 


Three in the morning, snow whirling from a
sky stained pink with reflected light. The city sleeps.

I try not to think about what I’m doing. If
I think about it, I might back out, and if I back out, I lose
everything. So I just focus on Jess and the road.

It takes half an hour to find the right
block. The house is somber against the sky. A thin layer of snow
drapes the porch. I’d like to circle back to take another look, but
I can’t be sure that someone isn’t watching. So I keep my speed
steady, go two more blocks, then swing into the alley and kill the
engine.

There is no silence like the middle of the
night in the midst of a Chicago snowstorm when you are about to do
something truly stupid.

I take a breath.

I take my Louisville Slugger.

I get out of the car.

I rifle through the trunk for the ski mask I
wear to shovel the car out. Putting it on does nothing to muffle
the sick-sweet odor of trash. I stick to the side and move
carefully. The air is sharp. Snow crunches under my boots. My
fingers are cold, the skin waxy and thin. After two blocks, I’m
right behind the house. And sure enough, Lester was right.

Kids these days aren’t worth a goddamn,
because there’s still no security cage on the back of his stash
house.

Taking delicate steps now, careful not to
disturb the broken bottles and chunks of concrete that line the
sides of the alley, I move to the building. There’s no screen, just
a solid-core door with a metal kick plate. The cold of the wood is
startling when I press my ear against it, but I can hear music.
Someone is awake. Figures. Twenty-four-seven, people want what
Lester sells.

The door is locked, of course. But you don’t
go down for a robbery beef without knowing a thing or two about
locks. I bend one paperclip into an awkward tension wrench and the
other into a scooped pick. My tools are clumsy, and it’s hard to
work with numb fingers, so it takes almost ten minutes. But finally
the cylinder of the deadbolt gives, spinning counterclockwise.

My heart is hammering my chest hard enough
I’m afraid my ribs might crack. There’s no way to know what’s on
the opposite side of this door. I could be walking right into the
barrel of a shotgun. Even if I’m not, there will definitely be two
or three guys in the house, definitely armed and probably jacked
up. Tweakers aren’t known for trigger discipline.

Trying to remember the words for a Hail
Mary, I turn the knob, pull the door a scant inch, and press my eye
to the crack.

It’s dark, but looks like a backroom or a
pantry. I can make out metal racks sagging under the weight of
shadows. There’s an archway screened by a bed sheet, and beyond it,
yellow light. The music is clearer now.

Gripping the bat so hard my hands shake, I
step inside and close the door behind me, and just like that, I’m
back where I started. The last time I broke in where I wasn’t
supposed to be it cost me five years, my wife, and my daughter. And
now, here I am again, and just like last time, I’m doing it for
Jess, even if she’ll never understand.

The kitchen is on the other side of the
curtain. It’s been converted to a lab, every surface covered with
burners and flasks and tubing and jars. An efficient little
operation: cook meth in the back and sell it out the front. No
muss, no fuss. Of course, when the cops get wise to it, everybody
inside will face federal time. But what does that matter to Lester?
There’ll be nothing connecting him, and there’s always another
stupid kid ready to step up for a spin of the wheel.

I can hear voices now. The music swells, and
realize it’s a television. Perfect. If they’re caught up in
something, maybe I can sneak right by, find the stash, and get the
hell out without anyone the wiser.

Adrenaline sings in my blood as I step
through the kitchen towards the stairs.

 


#

 


One night in a past life, Lucy rolled on her
side and looked at me. Leno was on mute, and the light flickered
across her features. “I think Jess is starting to figure out what
you do.”

“She say something?”

My wife shook her head. “Not exactly. But
she roots for the bad guys on TV.”

“What, I’m a bad guy?”

Lucy touched my cheek. “No, baby. But you’re
not a model citizen, either.”

I snorted and rolled over on my back, stared
at the ceiling. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s time I quit.”

“Maybe it is.”

I looked over. “A little fucking judgmental,
are we?”

Lucy smiled, that slow sweet thing. She
turned to take the locket from the bedside table. Dangled it from
her right hand and used her left to open it. Inside were two pieces
of tan paper, cut to ovals and glued in place. Us. On the left, her
thumbprint; on the right, mine. Whorls and spirals marked in black
ink, two one-of-a-kind things brought together. Facing each
other.

I waited for her to say something. But after
a minute, I realized she had.

 


#

 


I can hear my pulse. Not just feel it—hear
it.

The house is a small bungalow, with two
bedrooms and a filthy bath opening immediately off the top of the
stairs. Which means that before I’ve even reached the second floor,
I can see straight into the opposite room, where a man lays on a
bed with his hands laced behind his head and a shiny automatic
beside him.

I freeze three steps from the top, one foot
stopping in midair. I’m a stranger wearing a ski mask and carrying
a baseball bat. If he looks over, I’m going to die. A warm fist
spins greasy in my belly. I realize I’m holding my breath. I was
scared before, but now panic hits, and it’s all I can do not to
turn and run. I can be out the back door and heading home in
minutes. No one ever needs to know I was here.

Then I see the money.

It’s in a paper grocery bag on the floor,
which seems strange until I realize that it’s not like addicts pay
in crisp C-notes. There are hundreds of dirty bills piled loose in
the bag. More than I need.

The man doesn’t stir. His eyes are
closed.

I stare at the money, and then at the man,
and then at the gun, and then at the money again, my eyes flicking
in a circle as my mind races, but the truth is, I’ve already made
up my mind, I’m just working on my nerve.

Gently, very gently, I lift one foot and put
it down on the next step. Again. Again.

A board squeaks and I freeze like I’ve been
turned to stone. Wait a long moment. Nothing happens.

I step onto the landing. The bat is a
comfort, and I grip it tight enough to leave marks. Force myself to
breathe, and take another delicate step, and another. The bag will
be awkward, and I’ll have to lift it carefully so as not to make
a—

The man’s eyes open.

We stare at each other for what’s probably
less than a second but seems longer. He looks to be in his
twenties. Black hair, soap opera scruff, blue eyes. I’ve seen him
before. He’s been in the bar. A vodka tonic man, I recall,
absurdly.

And then he’s lunging for the pistol, his
right hand flying, moving so fast I can almost see a blur behind
it. He must not have been napping, only lounging, he’s too alert,
and before I can move he’s got his fingers on the pistol and is
starting to bring it up and I don’t think, just step forward and
crack the bat into his head like I’m swinging for the fences.

The sound is nothing like hitting a
baseball.

Everything stops. I stand and stare at what
I’ve done. And for no reason I can understand, I think of that day
Jess broke her ankle, the way she said I’m sorry, Daddy, and
how all I wanted was to hold her and keep her safe from every bad
thing.

Then I reach down and pick up the bag and
tiptoe back down the stairs and through the kitchen and out the
back door, a grocery bag full of cash in one hand and a bloody
baseball bat in the other.

A whirl of soft white erases me.
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The shirt is different. Everything else is
the same: the sneer, the cokehead twitchiness, the pistol tucked
where I can’t help but see it. Standing across the bar from me, he
says, “You have what I want?”

I take a moment to study him. Not a
bad-looking kid if you could convince him to take a shower, get a
haircut. He’s young, and too cocky. I could yank the bat and sock
him in the head, and the way he’s got it tucked under his shirt
that gun would do him no good at all.

Instead, I open the cupboard and hand him
the duffel bag. There was almost fourteen thousand in the grocery
bag. I was up till dawn counting and bundling.

He unzips it, glances inside, and I can see
triumph flow through him. I remember what it feels like, that raw
and animal joy from taking something you could never earn.

“Smart move, old man.” He straightens. “So
here’s how this works. I’m going to walk out of here. You follow
me, or I get any hint the cops are following me, and your daughter
dies.”

And I laugh. Was I ever that young?

He’s not ready for that, and it throws him.
“You think I’m fucking kidding?”

“Come on, kid.” I shake my head. “You got
your money. No need to keep pretending you really kidnapped
her.”

He goes tense. His eyes dart right to left
and back again. “How—”

“Only a person that believes I have money
would bother to run an angle on a guy like me. And the only person
who’d believe I have money is Jess.” I shrug. “She always believed
in the bad guys on television. Why she ended up with you, I guess.
You two are together, right?”

The kid nods, looking like he’s trying to do
math problems in his head.

“Was this your idea or hers?”

He finally finds his voice. “She was always
going on about how her dad was this big criminal, been to prison
and everything. So I figured, you know…” He shakes his head. “Wait
a second. If you knew from the beginning, why—”

“Do you have a daughter?”

“Naw, man.” He says it almost boastfully,
like the idea is ridiculous.

I sip my beer and shake my head. “Then you
wouldn’t understand.”

He stares for another few seconds, finally
blinks, shrugs. “Whatever.” He backs towards the door, keeping an
eye on me, like I might lunge for the bag.

“Hey.”

The kid pauses, nervous.

“Give this back to her, will you?” I hold
out my hand. The locket dangles.

His features war with themselves, the sneer
faltering. He’s young, doesn’t know how to handle his emotions yet.
It’s easy to see that he doesn’t understand why I’m letting him
walk out with that money. It just doesn’t compute to him.

Not yet, at least.

For a long moment he just stares at the
locket swinging back and forth. Finally, he steps forward, and I
let the chain unspool from my fingers.

After he leaves, I think of following,
letting him lead me to Jess. The daughter I haven’t seen in seven
years, who calls every couple of months to say she hates me. My
baby. Instead, I pull a pint of Bud and drink it slow. I top off a
regular’s beer. I wash some glasses in preparation for the evening
rush. Then I lean on the bar and light a cigarette and watch the
snow fall.

I think about the guy I hit with the bat,
and whether or not I killed him. I wonder how long it will be until
Lester White runs down the list of people that knew about the back
door of his stash house, until he puts that together with me asking
for a loan. I wonder if it’s true what they say about his pit
bulls, and I think it probably is.

I wonder if, maybe, just maybe, my phone
will ring one more time before I find out.
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