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When the act of remembering becomes illegal, the artifacts that remain tell the stories our unconscious wants to submerge.
Motes of dust float in the manufactured light. Muted explosions from outside, bombs maybe. I creep along the edge of his tenement hallway. Most people walk down the center and, over time, work some of the nails loose. The easiest way to avoid being caught while stealing someone’s past is to pretend like you don’t have one. Imagine you’re not human and eventually you won’t need to imagine anymore.
Inside his apartment, I take small, soft steps. Clothing scattered around the room, cut to rags and stained with soot water. A mattress and sheet pocked with holes in the corner. Turned sideways in the middle is a spool that used to house industrial wire, a plate and a few pieces of silverware on top. The wilting dandelion perched in a can is so sad I can feel my heartbeat slow. Two slivers of coal clack together in my pocket. The old man snores in rhythmic waves and this’ll be an easy job.
My fingers hover over faded pictures and yellowed notes stuck to the wall. The man snorts himself half-awake, mutters then rolls over and resumes snoring. His hand nudges a green-and-white striped mug. I inhale, bite my bottom lip. Hanging alongside a newspaper clipping of two children is a piece of brittle paper, a funeral card, looks like. I remove the photograph tacked beneath it.
A log cabin. Two men stand on either side of the doorway. The photo paper is old, a style I don’t see except in antiquarian bookstores. The men are smiling the way fathers and sons do; my mouth goes dry, a fist in the back of my throat. I blink my eyes a couple times. Their arms rest on a symbol nearly two feet wide in the center of the door, patterned with familiar lines. Some type of Nordic writing along the border, probably telling who’s in the picture, when and where. I wipe dust from their faces, look at the funeral card, hold the two together and feel a phantom blade in my gut when I recognize the boy as one of my old soldiers. James was his name. The old man sleeping behind me is a shriveled, sadder version of James.
I pull a slip of paper from my pocket to check the address, check it again, make sure I’m in the right place. This is deliberate, it’s got to be him fucking with me. The Boss, that motherfucker will answer for this. I take a long breath, then resign myself to the job.
Kneeling next to his bed, I lay out my kit on the night-table. Two cloth squares and one pipette of iodine. A needle, an empty vial, a round bandage. And the two slivers of coal.
His hair is thin and the temple is easy to find. A drop of iodine on the tip, the needle slides in without a bite. A little probing till I find the memory cortex. His eyelids flutter like there’s a flurry of ashen moths trying to beat their way out. Fingers claw and twitch. A wire oscillating fan pushes hot air around the room. Slowly, the vial attached to the end of the needle fills with milky liquid. I shift him onto his side to help it flow faster.
Outside the window, The City throbs faint crimson. If a red sky at night is a sailor’s delight, but the red is the flames of the Barrio that never stopped burning and we haven’t seen direct sun in years, then what the fuck do sailors know? This heat is tactile; instead of rain, we get condensation, a languid humidity that chokes the air. Each day we’re convinced it’s the day the smog will break, the day real light will cut through. Each night, we go to bed thinking tomorrow. Tomorrow will be the day.
As the vial passes the 10ml mark, his twitches become more violent and it takes both of my knees to hold him still. I press my thumb against his carotid artery until he falls limp. Memories seep from his temple, drip by drip. Something reminiscent of church bells rings out, but it might only be shots from home-modified weapons. In the distance, in the crack between a factory and its smoke stack, I can see the dull glimmer of Regent Pond, the pagoda next to it where the first congregations of The Struggle against The Party gathered.
‘Who the hell are you?’
I spin around, almost pulling the needle from the old man’s skull. A silhouette in the doorway, clutching a bag in his arm.
‘Get away from him.’ He has the kind of voice that accompanies a face painted with scars. There’s no wavering in it, but the timbre is higher than his bulk would suggest. He takes a step forward. ‘Get that out of him. Now.’
‘Just calm down.’ I realize how obnoxious that sounds. I know a man will kill for family without a second blink. Hand behind my back, I keep the vial level and the memories draining. It feels heavy, almost full. ‘There’s no problem here. Just be calm.’
The bag falls to the floor, spilling a survivalist cornucopia: two oranges, a chunk of bread, half a bottle filled with dirty brown liquor and a sprinkling of jagged metal shards. He takes two quick steps forward, a gash where his left cheek used to be, and fuck me if the genetics in this family aren’t strong: This man is no one if he’s not James’ father, the one pushed James to join The Struggle. I nudge the old man’s head back so the needle won’t snap and let my jaw go slack as the father’s fist kisses my mouth. It’s been some years since I felt something like that, not since the dying days of war, and the fucker might have a glove full of iron rivets. I stagger along the wall to keep the scuffle away from the bed. Rub the white dots from my eyes, and I look up just as he pulls something from his waistband. A flare gun, probably retrofitted.
The trigger clicks and I flinch.
Nothing.
He smacks handle and I duck then he fires again and a hundred tiny metal bits speckle the wall behind me. He charges, wielding something small in his left hand. I step to the side, sweep his leg and use his own mass to send his shoulder through the wall. Before I can inhale, I find myself with a knee on his throat, ready to turn his weapon against him. The handle of a garden spade, sharpened to a blunt spike and reinforced with rusted metal.
His face is the picture of repentance. Eyes beg for mercy. Nostalgia sloshes around me: a man’s life, adapted weaponry, violence in the air. It’d be so easy to kill him now, it wouldn’t even be sneezing, but my face must project abject horror because the father scrapes a wooden comb across my eyes. I roll away but he’s on me before I can sit up, hands wrapped around my neck. His finger placement is wrong, though, and I’m able to swallow, to catch my breath. To say, ‘Be calm,’ before I clap my palms against his ears. He rears back and I pounce on him, cinching the crook of my elbow against his windpipe.
With one twitch, I could sever his spinal column. With one hard squeeze, I could pop his eyeballs from his skull. With one well-executed yank using the right pressure point, I could remove his skull.
Five seconds and he’s docile as a baby bird. I set a pillow under his head then lower him to the floor, my fragile oath sworn at the end of The Struggle still intact. He’s not on The Boss’ list, not in the usual demographic I hunt either, but I’m sure there’s some sick fucker who wants to see what this man knows. I use my extra vial, fill it before he wakes.
I shove the father’s memories in my pocket with the funeral card and photograph, place the old man’s in the package for The Boss, then gather my kit and remove every trace of being here. Pulling the slivers of coal from my pocket, I stand between the two men, debating which one to anoint. The old man did nothing to deserve this, but I understand the weight the father carries, sacrificing his son by proxy. I lay the coal on the father’s eyes, whisper be well into the old man’s ear, then slink away. The two lie as quiet as an abandoned catacomb, full of cobwebs and dead skin.
The Boss’ gallery lies in flickering shadow, nestled among cafés striated with iron bars, medical clinics guarded by teenagers wielding nail-speckled boards. The flames of kerosene streetlamps waver as wind whips off the river. Thick cobwebs hang from the armatures. I enter through the rusted front gates.
Guttural laughs undulate from the back, like vultures thrown down a well. The Boss’ men surround a circular table in the far end of the gallery, pushing tokens back and forth, arguing and yelling and slapping each other’s back. Someone says the wrong thing and weapons come out, then tentatively lower. My heels click on the cracked marble floor as I weave through customers hiding from the heat. The gallery is one of the few buildings left with air conditioning.
Canvases hang like colonnades on either side of me, swabs of oil paint in hyperbolically cheerful shapes and shades. Primary colors dominate: The reflection of a cloudless summer sky shimmering on glass water; the emerald knolls, ripe with the musk of fresh rain; the face of a child smeared with melted popsicle. Whenever patrons browse through the gallery, the paintings create a longing for an unknown, idealized past. The patrons feel needles in their fingertips, cramps in their intestines. They sink further toward the back of the gallery, the ache growing until they scratch at their throats and beg for air. The Boss gives them air; he supplies them with memory.
Conversation disintegrates into whispered laughs. I drop my satchel on the table. Vials clink against each other.
‘You’ve got red on your face,’ The Boss says.
I swipe my hand across my cheek. A slash of blood in my palm, from the man’s wooden comb.
‘How many tonight?’ He knits his fingers together behind his head. With his impeccable white linen suit, I would expect to see him selling luxury boats, not sitting inside an art gallery.
‘Five.’ I try to stare a hole through the forehead of Belousz, the man sitting beside The Boss. One eye is shocking blue and the other is grown over with skin, slightly sunken like a tarp lying over a gaping hole. ‘Two from uptown, two from the east, and one from the Barrio. The other ones on the list weren’t home. I’ll try them tomorrow.’
‘Did you find the jewelry? That uptown one?’
‘I’ll be all right.’
‘It’s not charity if you’re working for it. It’s a tip.’
‘I’m all right.’
‘Fine. Starve. See if I give a fuck.’ The Boss purses his lips then exhales, the perpetually faint smell of lavender riding his breath as if he’d twenty minutes ago eaten a lozenge. ‘What about mine?’
‘You didn’t tell me there’d be another man.’
He snorts when he laughs. ‘There’s always another man.’
‘You didn’t tell me there would another man. Home. Tonight.’
‘Surveillance isn’t my job. You’re responsible for getting what’s on the sheet, whatever that entails.’ He picks at a hangnail. ‘Though, if you’re not up for the job anymore, just say the word. There’s probably still a hole for you.’
‘They’re in the bag.’ I nod towards the table, not allowing him to bait me into it again. He’d said he was doing me a favor, that this position is actually coveted. Sometimes I think the dirt hole would’ve been better. ‘I’ll get the rest tomorrow.’
He smiles and smoothes the silken strands of hair on his boy, Cobb, who sits beside him like a Parkinson’s peregrine falcon. Cobb stares at the wall, but I can feel his gaze burning on my flesh. The Boss pulls on the collar around Cobb’s neck, checks to make sure it’s not too tight. Cobb’s head rotates, eyes focusing as if it’s the first time he’s seen me and is determining whether or not I’m a threat. He rubs his gnarled body on The Boss’ suit, scratching scaled skin against the linen fabric.
Six years, ten months and twenty-eight days of this and still my skin feels like it’s too small for my body when I’m near him. ‘Anything else?’
‘What about mine?’
I exhale and point at the table. ‘I just said they’re right there.’
‘No.’ He smiles. ‘Mine.’
The men hunched over the table find this irresistibly funny. Again. One of them taunts Cobb, making a hole with one hand, poking three fingers through said hole. The Boss sucks on his tongue, beads of sweat rolling down his swollen forehead. He inhales the moment, tastes the static electricity between us.
‘Don’t you speak her name,’ I say.
‘Careful, boy.’
‘Just leave it.’
He motions with a crooked finger to come closer. I lean over the table, checking for someone behind me in the reflection on the glass tumblers. With lavender-tinted breath, he thanks me for the good work and urges me to stay true the course. ‘I’d hate for you to stop being useful. All of those vibrant stories—’ he taps my temple with a finger ‘—it’d be a shame to waste them. Like Maxine was never even yours.’
The clack of teeth snapping silences the table. The taunting man examines his finger, checking for Cobb’s teethmarks, and as he looks up to retaliate against the crippled boy, The Boss swings a palm. The sound of cartilage piercing his frontal lobe is muted and wet. The Boss strokes Cobb’s scalp. The man’s body slips down the leather bench and folds lengthwise in the urine.
The Boss returns his gaze to me, cocking his bulbous head to the side. His eyes are solar eclipses. Cobb runs his triangular forearm over his face, as if preening.
‘Finish the list tomorrow,’ he says. ‘And I’ll take mine whenever you’re ready.’
Out on the street, a barker stands in front of a gilded doorway, calling for patrons. Above him: Purgatory, in nouveau lettering. Gold paint flakes away like the building has eczema. Sedated horns slither beneath the door, hints of carnival music. Through the cracks in the brick wall, I hear the exaggerated giggles that probably mean extra tips are being made. On the wall above me is a spray-painted pictograph from an animistic religion in The Barrio, outlawed even before The Party banished God. I keep my hand in my pocket, shielding the vials from pickpockets.
Children climb piles of discarded furniture and chunks of collapsed building in the alley. Mud and ashen water streaked across their faces. One stands at the top, holding a broken table leg in place of a scepter, shouting that she is Queen of The Struggle. The others scramble towards her, hoping to steal her spot. My stomach clenches at the sound of her declaration, the pang of guilt like rusted metal on my tongue. They don’t yet understand that no amount of violence or coercion can replace complacency with the religious fervor sovereignty brings. Their hands are still pristine. The streetlamp flickering alternates their faces between playmate and ghoul.
At the dawn of The Struggle, before Sebastian was born, The Boss and I would stand on the second tier of the pagoda by Regent Pond. The Party had just begun surveillance of suspects. Of what, we had no idea, but knew the line between protection and oppression was tragically thin and notoriously flexible. We preached, crowds gathered and militias formed. The People organized, rose. Skylines fell. Blood congealed over the rest. Around the time The Party began leveling entire blocks to dispatch with a single cell, The Boss saw the writing that I and the other platoon leaders refused to acknowledge. He gave their addresses to The Party’s death squads, but left mine off. Now, when the sky dims at night and the liquor is low in my glass, I tell myself it’s because he respected me as a soldier and a man of ideas. That those years organizing raids and collecting intel and giving the people the truth, they meant something. That when he told them I’d seen the error of my ways and believed their creed, he thought working as a thief would actually be a favor, not some passive-aggressive payback for slapping him. The rest of the time I think he felt sorry for me because my family was crushed in a riot.
If I thought God actually existed, I would call him out as the coward he is and spit in his face.
Blackened lines, the residue of fire that spread from the building on the left, climb along the stairwell to my apartment like the EKG of a cinder heart. Water drips with a rhythmic plink and matches my steps. On the wall of the landing was painted Chandler Cliffs: A Garden Community in what used to be gaudy colors, though they’ve now decayed into varying shades of grey, sections chipped away so that all remains is _hand_ f_G_d__.
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