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PROLOGUE

	September 1982

	Eric Simons waggled his eyebrows at his friends; the yellow glow from the high sodium vapor bulb of the streetlight by the house next-door turned his grin into something sinister. He pulled a crinkled to soft August, 1981 issue of Gallery from the middle of the stack of comic books, Sears catalogs, and Hockey Pictorial magazines. He tapped the cover twice as he said, “I’m telling you, Mr. Bishop has a story in here. The Mr. Bishop. My uncle Ed showed me.” The glossy cover was rubbed dull and flipping it open revealed worn and bent interior corners—clearly this was the most visited of the stacked publications.

	Todd Beaman frowned at the idea and made a pfft noise from where he stood by the treehouse window as he ran a finger against the soft cedar. He’d always been one of those guys who seemed to disbelieve anything surprising, unless he was the one sharing. He also had cable and parents who were heavy sleepers when he got up in the middle of the night. 

	“Mr. Bishop can hardly write his name on the chalkboard,” he said. He had the heavy, black binoculars out, scanning the quiet suburban night. “You’re full of it and so is your uncle.”

	“He can write Butch’s name, no problem,” Freddy Sims said as he bent over the comics on the makeshift table—formerly a wire spindle. Butch Read was a boy who’d had to repeat ninth English twice and spent half an hour every day after school in detention. Freddy had witnessed Butch’s second go ‘round of nine English, firsthand.

	They all lived in Andover, which was a smallish town, though bigger than all the towns in the county—boasting 7,000 residents and four sets of stoplights. The large grocery and discount department stores pushed daytime traffic into the region of busy, though rarely jammed. Most who resided there lived a modest, middle-income lifestyle, leaning closer to low-income, but never really starving. A recent surge in marijuana and cocaine use demanded that the local police force hire several new graduates to bulk up the numbers—mostly young men from the country, because familiarity couldn’t be trained and doing away with one step toward readiness saved time and money. Still, a handful were from out of town, bringing with them families and outsider attitudes. Bringing with them unforgiving purviews.

	“No lie, stick a needle in my eye.” Eric put his hand on the porno mag like it was the Bible and he was swearing in at court.

	“Let’s see it here,” Freddy said and started snapping fingers with his right hand, reaching from the plastic Becker’s Milk Co. crate where he sat. He had a mini-flashlight in his right hand, currently clicked off.

	The cover model on the Gallery wore a blue two-piece bikini. She squatted. Her waxed smooth thighs acting like guardrails into where the eyes were supposed to look. And if imagining what lay beneath got old, she cupped a left hand just below her left breast, maybe offering a taste, if you were lucky, if you dared, if you bought the damned magazine. Her expression was vapid, an emptiness fogged her eyes, and her lips were parted about wide enough to slip in a pencil or to catch a housefly. 

	Eric had been whacking off to her, and the others featured in those pages, for a couple weeks already and didn’t hesitate on the images as he flipped past and to a section of straight black type on white background. “Look’it,” he said and handed it over so hard the glossy paper slapped against Freddy’s palm.

	Freddy lit his flashlight and cleared his throat. He said, “Quiet in the audience, please. Thank you.” He then began reading aloud—though not too loudly, they were supposed to be asleep in Eric’s basement already, hours ago in fact. “Overnight Repairs by Steve Bishop.” He stopped reading and frowned at Eric. “I don’t know, man, Steve Bishop’s probably a pretty common name. How many Steve Bishops are there?”

	“Like a million,” Todd said. He’d settled the lenses of the binoculars on a cop car rolling like a neighbourhood creep looking for parted curtains. The officer then parked and killed his lights about a half-mile from the closest property, which belonged to Eric’s next-door neighbours. The Talbots.

	The Talbot house was an eye sore, and it didn’t help that a streetlight shined directly over it like it was a museum exhibit. The lawn had a rusty ’72 Chevy Chevelle riding cinderblocks and an old Kenmore wash machine, dented and rusty where the green paint had flaked away. Three windows of the home had faded plywood boards instead of glass and the bug screen on the front door fluttered in the wind like a boat sail. 

	“Two million even. Hey, check it out. Think that’s that guy, Willie’s cousin, Landon?” Todd added, pointing out the window at the cop two lawns away, but coming closer.

	“Flip to the end of the story. My uncle went to high school with Mr. Bishop, he was always writing crazy stuff, he said. Said one time he got a three-day suspension for writing a story where the math teacher sprouted mushrooms out her head and one morning couldn’t get out of bed ‘cause she was stuck to the wall.” Eric spoke with his eyes focused on a smiling skeleton cartoon from inside the pages of an issue of DC Ghosts he’d picked up for a nickel from Aviation Comics and Collectibles. “For real. It’s him. Read the back.”

	Freddy cleared his throat again and flipped three pages to get to the bio. “Steve Bishop lives in Southern Ontario, Canada with his wife and dogs. His fiction has appeared—blah, blah, blah—Bishop got any dogs?” Freddy said.

	“’Course he does,” Eric said. “Two of them, and a wife, and he lives in Southern Ontario, don’t he? All adds up, presto whamo.”

	A second car pulled up to the neighbours’ place, driving much quicker, and parking by the nose of the police cruiser. This one was a beat up Buick with chrome accents and whitewall tires. A man got out and circled to open a back door. He was tall with glasses, had long hair and a black beard, but everything else was muddied by shadows.

	“Guys, check this out,” Todd said, clapping the fingers of his right hand against his palm. “Heck’re they doing over there?” 

	“Salty blood spurted between the pursed lips of the overnight repairman as he buried his face in old lady Johnson’s—whoa! No way Mr. Bishop wrote that.” Freddy looked at the cover and then flipped to the story again. First time in his life, maybe, he wanted to read a story. Hell, if they brought out stuff like that at school, every kid would be on the road to becoming a pleasure reader. “No way he did.”

	“Think I should take it into class and get him to autograph it?” Eric said, a grin on his words. He’d gotten a good enough look at the ghost skeleton and tossed the comic back onto the pile, and picked up a bulky plastic flashlight, then shined the yellow bulb on Freddy, who remained engrossed by the Gallery Magazine.

	“Guys, check it out,” Todd said, really waving his free arm now. “For serious.”

	“You gonna take this to school?” Freddy laughed as he spoke. “You got it stiff as Stanley Roper, bet the centerfold don’t even open. Might be that the sperm built themselves a civilization by now. How much squirt you dump in there?” 

	“Yeah, right. If it’s stiff it’s ‘cause you just greased all over it,” Eric said, blushing—a few pages had gone a bit stiff, accidentally on purpose.

	A light lit inside the Talbot place. An upstairs window—not really upstairs since the split-level had the upper floor only about six feet from ground level. 

	“Something’s funny,” Todd whispered, talking to himself.

	By the lawn, the cop and the other man dragged a third man from the backseat of the Buick and onto the driveway. He was out of it. They laid him flat and he flopped, his left arm flailing a little slower than the rest of his body in a way that suggested drunk rather than dead. The second man rushed back to his car and turned a key in the trunk’s lock. The lid came up and sat on hydraulic arms. He pulled out a red jerry can and hurried over to the cop. They were talking, but the treehouse was too far to hear what they were saying.

	“Guys,” Todd hissed, waving hard, trying his damndest to read the distance-fuzzied lips. 

	“Don’t get your undies in a twist,” Freddy said and lowered the Gallery.

	Finally, the guys joined Todd by the window. Eric crawled in close and sat on his knees, pushing Todd sideways, though not hindering his view any. Freddy leaned over Eric, one hand on the window frame. They quieted and clicked off flashlights, instantly, on instinct, like they sensed something untoward pending. 

	“That’s Leroy Talbot,” Eric whispered, pointing to the man passed out on the driveway. “I’d bet my left nut on it.”

	The cop and the other man forced their way through the front door.

	“That was Willie’s cousin. You know; that real dweeb in thirteen, always talking about this cop and how he’s gonna get him a job even though he just moved here. Willie didn’t just move, you know… The cop’s his cousin. That other guy, I’ve seen him, but I don’t know,” Todd whispered.

	Way down below, Leroy rolled sideways and vomited with a great, whooping gag, releasing a deluge of fluid that shined beneath the streetlamp. He didn’t awaken, only shifted a little. Another light lit, this one in the basement of the house. Something shattered, loud enough to carry through a wall and into the treehouse.

	“Maybe we shouldn’t be watching this? I mean, you ever see those movies with mob guys and the witnesses?” Freddy said and the other boys looked at him. 

	“Like, what? You think Willie’s cousin is crooked?” Eric said.

	That sounded right, given what they knew of Willie. Without another word, they scrambled through the trapdoor and down the rope ladder. Their feet were steady and sure on the damp lawn, swishing and kicking a gentle spray of the first hints of dew. Eric held open the back door so it wouldn’t slam and ushered the others in, slipping off his shoes as a silent example.

	They were only in the basement ten minutes before Eric’s father told them to get their butts upstairs. Pronto.

	—

	Rebekah Talbot stretched out on the brown corduroy couch they’d inherited from her grandmother, fingering a loose button that dangled like a breached eyeball. The entire mismatched living room set had seen better days, but it did the job and wasn’t as if anybody was about to judge her by her parents’ interior design options—most of her friends had hand-me-down furniture; new stuff would stick out like cherry lipstick on a nun. 

	A boy named Riley Townsend had just left her side half an hour earlier and she was feeling good and loose on pot and Pabst; all the hand stuff and making out didn’t hurt the relaxed vibe any either. Though kissing too much made her feel empty and weak in the head, fluttery enough that she’d have to walk with her hands out if she got the urge to go anywhere. Unlikely.

	On TV was an old, British horror movie about Dracula, and the only reason she caught that much were the fangs and the man’s stupid widow’s peak, otherwise it was all talking and facial close-ups with trickling, too red blood coming from the corners of mouths and alabaster necks. She wasn’t really into monster flicks, but she wasn’t really hanging on the same thread of reality as the rest of the house no matter what was on; and something was better than nothing. 

	Her little brother, Rusty, waddled out of his bedroom with his cotton diaper drooping to his fat little knees, wafting a boggy cloud in with him. Their mother sewed all the diapers herself, but had no qualms about delegating cleaning duties to other family members—mostly to Rebekah. The kid had chocolate rimming his lips like brown clown paint and tear streaks carved through nondescript dirt on his cheeks.

	“Sonofabitch,” Rebekah said, kicking down her feet.

	Her father had promised to tan her ass if she didn’t watch the little bugger while her mother was asleep in the basement—she worked the early bird shift at Walton’s Deli, mostly she baked bread but sometimes she ran the till. Her father was out on the town because it was Friday, and on days that ended in Y, he got drunk at Trent Tavern with a host of other bozos. Sometimes he never came home at all. She’d heard stories about him and the nasty women he trailed after, his nose in their asses like the dog he was. Those stories made her furious with her mother for putting up with him. More so than at her father for cheating and not caring enough to hide it. 

	“Come on. Come on.” Rebekah got to her feet and found necessity outweighing fluttery balance. She grabbed her brother’s arm and rushed him into the bathroom. Her fingers ground into baby flab and the kid started to whine as he fought to keep pace and balance. “You’re filthy. What’d you get into?”

	Downstairs, the too loud sounds of someone trying to be quiet—surely their father—rose like a warning shot. She ran the tub and felt the temperature with one hand, stripping the shitty toddler with the other. Water a decent heat, plug in the hole, she focused on the kid. The stink was fierce, he smelled decayed and she wondered how long it had been since anyone changed him—she didn’t consider that she was the only one home and awake. She wiped him clean, a grimace planted on her face, so firmly it had rooted, spruce elder style. The heavy diaper went over the toilet where she shook it out and then smeared away shit with a wad of toilet paper. That done, the cotton bundle went into the hamper and the toilet flushed away the evidence.

	“Bath time,” she said and lifted Rusty by the armpits. He still had shit smears on his butt cheeks and around the bump of his scrotum and his nubby penis.

	Something thumped downstairs and then something else shattered. Not good. Rebekah closed the toilet lid and sat, thinking her mother would be pissed all day tomorrow, and she’d have to put up with it. All because her mother put up with her no good, whore father. 

	Soon she’d be out of there. Go anywhere, get to a city, leave the hick town behind to live a proper life. She imagined renting a place in a high rise, taking an elevator with bags of groceries, standing next to an exotic neighbour with a skin tone impossible to pin down. She imagined loitering by the mailbox and in the shared laundry where she washed jeans and tank tops and skirts and stockings, but never shitty diapers. She imagined young men with German beers and French cigarettes. She imagined the way the light reflected into the lobby, her superintendent flagging her down while she ran by, grinning, a couple days late for the rent.

	Rusty made a wet, breathy noise, but Rebekah did not hear it.

	Conscious thought had fled on the first flight out of town. Her attention drifted out as her eyes glazed over, pinned to the soap-scummy wall of the tub. The hypnotic splash carried her further from home and she saw bright lights: Montreal, Vancouver, London, Paris. She was deep in her head until the coughing and gagging began. 

	Rusty was under the water, kicking and flailing, bubbles dancing from his mouth as he chugged down bathwater.

	“Ooh,” she whined and killed the flow as she righted the kid. She opened the drain, holding the lever, though not quite latching it all the way open. She kept her other hand on Rusty’s head. When the smoke began pouring from under the closed door, she became confused and let go of the lever; the water stopped draining. Up to her feet, across the small bathroom, she opened the door and an acrid cloud of smoke consumed her. There were voices out there. They sounded like men. Two steps onto the carpet of the hallway, she inhaled to shout and began hacking a painful cough when the smoke invaded her lungs more fully than any joint she’d ever lit. 

	She charged back into the washroom, closing the door behind her. She turned to Rusty and said, “House’s burning.” Her forehead was tight with concerned rolls, sweat sprouting from pores like dewdrops.

	The world was suddenly big and nasty, painfully weighty from the night’s fun with the lungful of smoke. Everything had too much gravity, and that vibe she was digging minutes earlier made the atmosphere seem sick with the flu and she saw that green colour that Rusty sometimes manufactured in his diaper. She smelled it even. She opened the window next to the toilet and punched out the screen. It dropped with a clank. 

	Rusty fell back again, splashing, kicking and waving his arms. He began gulping and coughing, his cries were huge and awful. Too big for such a small kid, but he wasn’t all the way under.

	Rebekah stood on the toilet. The window was plenty wide enough for her to get out, and the ground was only eight or nine feet down. She could drop the kid and climb out after him, save them both. Just grab him, toss him, jump, be some kind of hero. They’d written a newspaper article about this kid she knew who saved his family, everyone called him a hero until the cops figured out the fire started in his bedroom when a big box of matches met his bedspread. That’s how they’d do her, too. Call her a hero and then find out she was a little high and a little drunk.

	Had to be done. She nodded at Rusty and said, “Time—” But one word was all she got out before slipping off the toilet lid and cracking her right temple against the pointy corner of the sink counter. Blood spurted from a flesh tear where a piece of skull bone poked through like a nubbin horn. She flopped the rest of the way down, already dead. In the tub, while the house burned, Rusty lay back, his left eye and left cheek above water.
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	November 2001

	Christine Lawrence stood from the four inches of sheets and blankets piled on the floor where Rusty Talbot had been sleeping since three weeks after his sixteenth birthday. If it wasn’t for the easy access afforded to the bugs that came in through unseen cracks in the foundation, the makeshift bed wouldn’t have been so bad. That was a fall problem, mostly, and Rusty had only needed to squash a couple hard-shelled potato bugs that unwittingly rose to Christine’s radar recently.

	Christine stretched her back, curving in a way that sent her ribs jutting out beneath her breasts. She wore silky, off-white panties with lace edges. Her legs were shiny under the yellowed glass of the light fixture, smooth and pale, and led right up into something like heaven. She plucked her bra from the fuzzy brown chair of 100% polyester that belonged with the rented room—it folded out into a wildly uncomfortable single bed. The whole sum of the room’s décor was pure 70s’ chic. 

	Christine had pink wrinkles crisscrossing her back and thighs thanks to the folded and layered bedding. Christine’s curly blonde hair was a mess, but looked almost purposefully disorderly. She was smart, too smart—and too damned pretty at that—to mess with a guy like Rusty, but there she was, in the boarding house room he rented for $75 a week. A room that saw many insects, had tobacco-stained walls, and dirty dishes dotting the floor because there was no table.

	“Thought we’d have a little morning fun,” Rusty said, still stretched out flat on his back. His eyes remained closed, but he’d been mostly awake for about twenty minutes. He wiggled his hips a little as he spoke. “Morning’s my favourite time and you’re looking like a peach.”

	Christine was three years older than Rusty. They’d met six months earlier at Logic Appliance. She worked the phones and assisted with some of the repairs’ scheduling, and he did deliveries and labour around the store with a crew of underachievers just about at the height of all they’d ever be. 

	Rusty had been lugging appliances for Dwayne Siegenthaler since a week before his seventeenth birthday. Back then, and up until recently, he was full-time—he’d switched to part-time on September 14 after finally listening to the opinions of the few people who cared about him. 

	Rusty had no father figures growing up and typically revolted whenever something of that ilk presented itself. But Cary Watson felt different, and rarely gave him any advice. At first, Rusty only nodded how he did when anyone tried to steer his life away from his norm, but the words had roots.

	That Tuesday, September 11, 2001, they’d been on the road running deliveries and detoured to Cary’s farmhouse about twenty minutes outside their route because audio reports didn’t give the news any justice. The radio had ceased all music and aired non-stop coverage of the attacks on the Twin Towers and beyond. Once in front of the big-screen TV, Cary handed Rusty a Lucky Lager and told him the world was about to get a whole lot harder. Rusty took this with a natural, silent scoff—at first. 

	When he was a boy, his grandmother had showed him a news article with a photo of his home on fire. The headline disappeared from his memory, but the image seared as permanently as the blaze had against his face. His grandmother told him it was probably a mistake that he made it out alive when the rest of the family died—aside from the no good Leroy Talbot, who was outside, drunk and immobile next to a jerry can. She’d then touched that long, puckered scar running up his face and told him he sure was ugly.

	Cary shook his head, watching the endless loop of the planes crashing, and then repeated himself, as if Rusty really ought to listen. For almost three hours he held his eyes on the fifty-inch Toshiba cabinet that sat as the focal point in his living room, his voice solemn and his message getting clearer by the minute: if Rusty wanted anything more from life than lugging heavy stuff for fat asshole bosses, he had to get those final four high school credits. It took two days, but the guidance finally did sink in enough to take action. Rusty could afford—barely—to work part-time and live in the boarding house; he’d done so before, for two years in fact, but eventually dropped out, for a second time.

	Christine stepped into a sock and huffed at Rusty’s libido and choice of words. “A peach, huh? Good enough to eat I bet.”

	“I’m always down for a fair exchange.”

	“News to me.”

	Rusty got to his knees. “Want me to prove it?” He grabbed her by the thighs and nuzzled his nose into the warm cotton over the V of her sex, careful to keep the rough scar ridges on his face from touching her soft flesh. Not for her, she’d made it clear she had no qualms about the rough tissue, but he tried to keep that ugly part to himself. Lock it up whenever he could.

	She squirmed away, nonetheless. “Get out of here, talking like a movie…a peach. Some of us still have to go to work first thing.”

	Rusty fell back and made eye contact with her nipples until she hid them away behind a bra that almost matched her panties—the bra being grey rather than off white. “Not like I’m enjoying it. There’s these idiot kids, you wouldn’t believe.”

	Christine pouted her bottom lip and shrugged. “I would believe. What do you expect? You’re an easy target, but you’re an adult, so it doesn’t matter. Those kids might need to steal on you, only way they can deal with themselves. Being a teenager sucks, did you forget?”

	Rusty was twenty and had been on his own since sixteen, so high school, before he dropped out the second time, had been kind of fun. He was a hero to most of the other kids. The bad boy on the wrong side of the tracks for enough girls—that still mostly held true from the far side of it, they were interested, but he looked no further than Christine. Also, the teachers had reached a level of respect for his autonomy—though it had worn off some this time through and they were sick of looking at him. He was sick of looking at them, so, stalemate. Now, the majority of his classmates were only seventeen and had their mommies washing the skids out of their boxer shorts or drying their tears when they didn’t make a team. His school peers lived in a whole different world and treated him as foreign, a thing to poke and prod. Mostly. Though there were exceptions.

	Rusty reached for the golden pack of Matinee cigarettes from the floor next to the mounded bedding. The lighter he used was one of four or five tossed willy-nilly around the small patch of floor he had between his bed, chair, closet, and dresser. He exhaled a cloud. 

	Christine was already into her jeans and t-shirt. She sat to slip on her other sock—once she located it. “You graduate, you maybe get a better job. Maybe come with me.” She reached out with her fingers spread. She was trying to quit, typically only smoked when she drank, and sometimes the morning after a good night, also sometimes when she was stressed.

	Rusty handed off the cigarette. “Come with you where?” 

	“College in North Bay, probably. North Bay is cheaper and you get the same paper to become a dental assistant after. I got the early acceptance, didn’t want to say until I knew I’d get in. I applied to a couple others, too, but most places aren’t even open to applicants until April.”

	“College. No way?”

	“Way.” She took a long drag and spoke around the exhalation. “You should think about college, or a trade. No future in moving heavy stuff. Double no future at Logic. Dwayne wouldn’t let you on the sales floor for any damned reason and there’s no up in the delivery department, not really. Make you sick if you knew how little Dwayne pays Cary, and how long he’s been there.” She handed the cigarette back and slipped a foot into a short leather boot with a zipper running up its side. A cheap boot that only looked cheap under a microscope.

	“Dwayne’s an idiot and Cary’s too nice for his own good.”

	“No doubt. To both.” Christine stood and gave Rusty a grin. “Give me a kiss goodbye.”

	He rested the cigarette in the corner groove of the heavy glass ashtray he’d kept from his grandmother’s estate—the only thing of value to him—and got to his feet. He was naked aside from a pair of green boxer shorts. His middle was washboard tight, like a runway model, but skinny due to replacing at least one meal a day with coffee and cigarettes, sometimes two; rather than the gym and healthy living. Any abs that appeared were all natural, no sit-ups, no crunches, no Russian twists. His arms were ropey strong and his legs were rock hard from kicking out movers’ dolly wheels and lugging appliances into endless basements. He kept a buzzed head and a shaved face—part of that due to the burn, because nothing grew there. 

	Rusty and Christine were about the same height; kissing was good and right, a gloved hand in a snowstorm. They never knocked teeth. He leaned in, momentarily surprised when her tongue slipped between his lips and her right hand gave his manhood a quick squeeze.

	“Want to come over for supper tonight?” Christine said. 

	“Your dad home?”

	“Probably.”

	“Think I’ll pass. He hates me, and he’s still mad. Might be, one of these days, he gets really mad when he catches us.”

	“You shouldn’t’ve been doing that. Dads don’t like to see their daughters in situations like that.” Her words were heated whispers against his ear as her hand continued its gentle squeezing and brushing.

	“Doing what? I was just sitting there. You were doing it.”

	Christine pulled her hand away and lifted her eyebrows way up. She then tilted her head, straight attitude. “Oh, and here I thought you were all about the fair exchange.”

	Rusty smirked enough to show off a few teeth. “Stop by later, if you want.” His tongue flicked a few quick revolutions between his open lips.

	“Maybe. If you’re lucky.”

	“Good enough.” He sat back down and took up his cigarette. Once she was gone, he’d have to do something about his hard-on…or not, easy come, easy go. “Have a good day, dear,” he said.

	Christine waved as she left the tiny room and pulled the door closed behind her, though not before a waft of root vegetable scent entered—one of the other renters was on overnights and came home to eat stew when everyone else was just starting their day. Rusty lay back again and took another hit from the cigarette. College was an idea, one big enough that anything sexual fell by the wayside. It certainly wouldn’t fit in with the societal expectations for him, and if nothing else, that made it worth considering. 

	“More school.” Simply uttering the words made his skin crawl. Granted, college would be vastly different and he wouldn’t be the only adult. Still. More school. Costly school.

	Once he’d smoked the cigarette to the wrapping letters above the filter, Rusty butted it out in the loaded ashtray, and grabbed the ratty blue bathrobe he’d picked up at the Salvation Army for two bucks. He headed out for the instant Maxwell House he kept in a jar next to the jar of off-brand coffee whitener and two-pound bag of granulated sugar. There had been days when he dreaded going to work, the promises of Dwyane’s inanity and back-breaking delivery slips, but nothing was as bad as going to high school as a grown man. 
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	The door wheezed and shuddered as if the hydraulic arm was counting the days until retirement in trash heap heaven. The Fall Street Café was the last place in Andover with a natural ambiance—so said a handful of regulars who’d been regulars since the place first opened. Rusty didn’t know about all that, didn’t much care, but liked the workaday men who patronized the place day in and day out, as well as the owner. 

	Twelve wooden tables, four of which remained pushed together, always, and a collection of steel-framed padded chairs purchased from Wendy’s Bowl-O-Rama during their 1976 renovation—the chairs had been old then, but in decent enough structural shape, so Jean Rodmay, owner of the Fall Street Café, had refinished the cushions. That was about all she’d done by way of sprucing up the dining area besides changing the lightbulbs beneath the dingy fixtures attached to the forever spinning fan blades. And keeping the place clean. That dinginess settled a dimness about the café that forgave most of the age spots and coffee stains. In the corner by the washroom door was a faded Wurlitzer jukebox. The neon embellishments had long ceased singing their silent tunes of colour, but the crackly speaker kept on cranking out the oldies—whenever anyone bothered with the dated selections. Most times that happened in evenings when the patrons traded their cups of joe for glass bottles of Old Vienna beer, but even then, it was not commonplace to hear anything more than voices.

	  Smoke poured free as Rusty stepped through the door. He’d walked the two blocks in the opposite direction from school because he had more than an hour until his first class—most days he left his 1986 Ford Tempo parked on the dead end street in front of the boarding house because going back to school meant cutting corners and gas prices seemed to rise every other week, and they had skyrocketed like mad since the attack on America. The guys at work all talked as if they understood how oil traded and the effect it had on gas, but they simply regurgitated whatever the talking heads on the news or the faceless voices on the radio said. Meaning Rusty bought into about half of what he heard. Though there was something about getting news from a man in work boots rather than a man in shined-up loafers and a fifty-dollar haircut.

	“Hey there, schoolboy,” Jean Rodmay said, grinning. She was board skinny, her chest A-cup slim and her hips were a size twenty in men’s. She wore a tuxedo t-shirt tucked into her Levi’s, and Doc Marten’s boots, burgundy. She was the only woman in the place, but never acted like she noticed; maybe she didn’t anymore, as it was her norm. “Coffee?”

	Rusty yawned and said, “Yeah,” stretching the vowels triple long as he reached his arms out to his sides to pop a crack from his spine. 

	Rusty was about as close to being a regular as one could come without quite fitting the bill. He took a chair at the social table next to an electrician and across from a couple grocery clerks. Dotted around the room were three other singles, breakfast plates, cups of coffee, and cigarettes smoking in ashtrays before them, same as every other weekday and some Sundays. The Fall Street Café was closed on Saturdays.

	The men at the shared table nodded at Rusty. They’d all spoken before, but in that scene, Rusty was the young buck and he mostly listened when the others talked. They all recognized him by the scar, remembered the tragedy and his father’s short trial. The whole town knew what Rusty knew about his family and how he got to be where and who he was. Nice thing about the café, nobody said diddly about any of it to him because getting on a man’s case about something he had no control over was for kids and rich people.

	A while back, Rusty had discovered the place one night after work and was walking off some anger. Dwayne at Logic knew how to twist people, let them know how much—how little—respect he had for them. At the store, mentally handicapped workers came in mornings and nights to cut cardboard and vacuum the showroom, and Dwayne, showing Rusty the level of respect he felt, showing just what he thought of the two-time high school dropout, had him cut cardboard and vacuum the showroom when he could’ve gone home early on a Friday night. The carpet wasn’t dirty and the cardboard had a designated area, apart from anything critical, meaning it could pile up—it hadn’t, not by much.

	Rusty very nearly quit, but Cary caught up with him before he left the parking lot on foot, seemed to know the score without having to be told, and said, “Better eat that anger, veneer plant’s closing, gonna be a lot of guys out looking for work in short order.”

	That first meeting with Jean in the café, Rusty plunked down on a seat, dirty with dried sweat crusting the neck and armpits of his t-shirt. He’d had meant to say Dr. Pepper when she came by his table. He didn’t. He’d stared at a faded picture of a weeping beer bottle and asked for an OV instead. She hadn’t asked to see his mediocre fake I.D. and brought the glass bottle to him where he sat. Grateful, he left a four-dollar tip and basked in the vibe of the joint and the heeling properties of a cold beer after a hard day, two cold beers after a hard day.

	“You going back to high school?” one of the grocery clerks asked. “I hear that right?”

	Rusty nodded, he yawned again, this time a fake yawn to hide the embarrassment he felt.

	“How come you don’t do that test?”

	The other clerk added, “The G-E-D. You know?”

	Jean filled the mug on the table at Rusty’s seat. She had a way around the café, fluid and busy, but always fluttering nearby with a coffeepot. Patrons rarely had to wait long for anything.

	Rusty shot her a glance and said, “Thanks.” He focused across the table then. “I had that stupid book right by my bed for years. I can’t do it. I don’t know. I read the start of it like ten times, never got past the third page. I need the classroom structure or something. Maybe it was just too damned boring. Books, they’re all boring to me.”

	The first clerk nodded and the second clerk said, “My sister failed her test. Dumbass. Why take it if you ain’t going to pass it?”

	“She still in jail?” the electrician asked.

	“Yeah. Breach of probation and possession of illegal substance, or whatever they call meth when its law technical speak.”

	It was Rusty’s turn to shake his head. He’d avoided meth, and ecstasy, and pot, was careful about drinking—nothing else was really available to him. Story was, his father was a drunk long before he was sent to prison, and that asshole was sure as hell drunk when he had burned his whole family alive. Rusty was only lucky his sister happened to be giving him a 1:00 AM bath. His grandmother told him that every time he’d fought her about getting in the tub. She also reminded him that he shouldn’t have been her damned responsibility. “I already raised my kid and that was enough,” she’d say and Rusty would have to take it because there was no leaving it.

	Those shiny ridges of the scar tissue on Rusty’s face let nobody mistake who he was—part of the reason his fake I.D. hadn’t been reliable, not that he’d needed it for a couple years. It wasn’t until much later that he realized Jean was doing him a favour, maybe got that same bad day vibe Cary had and took pity on him. 

	It was also possible she simply didn’t give a shit.

	Rusty dressed his coffee, stirred, and took a sip as he set his spoon back on the napkin where it had been, leaving behind a growing brown blotch. The percolated brew was infinitely better than the instant mix he fixed at home. Like two distant planets, sure, they were in the same universe, but Saturn wasn’t much like Earth. He pulled a cigarette from his pack and did his bit to replenish the smoke that had escaped when he opened the door to enter.

	“You want any breakfast?” Jean asked.

	“Nah, not today.” Rusty absently touched his stomach. He’d eaten a single piece of toast with spread-on Cheese Whiz before he left home. Budget eating was great for the wallet, but a tough reality for an active young man.

	Jean nodded and returned to her spot in the kitchen doorway.

	“When you coming in to do the new meat counter?” one of the clerks asked across the table, but not to Rusty.

	The electrician burped without opening his mouth and then said, “Gord pushed it ‘til after Christmas because of the rush.”

	“Yeah, busy as hell in December.”

	“Meat counter’s always busy.”

	The electrician held his mug a couple inches from his lips. “Right, but I could use a little extra at Christmas so I have money to spend at the meat counter. Know what I mean?”

	One of the clerks pointed at him, “Touché. Gord’s funny sometimes, but a good guy to work for.” 

	The clerks and the electrician held their conversation and Rusty pushed out his chair, cigarette left smoking in the ashtray next to his coffee, and stepped past the jukebox to the hallway that led to the can. The walls were bare aside from a gold light fixture shaped in the vein of a set of juvenile elk antlers, bulbs rising from the tips like ET’s finger. The tiling from the floor had been scraped up sometime before Rusty had ever been there—glue residue remained on the cement but was rubbed mostly smooth. Along the outer wall were two washrooms. Inside, both were almost blindingly bright compared to the rest of the joint. One featured a stall and a urinal; the other only had a toilet; and a working lock on the door. 

	He stood at the urinal and unzipped his jeans. The instant coffee departed his system. There was something about its atomic makeup that allowed it to bypass the usual waiting period. The pink puck at the bottom of the urinal was sliver thin and the plastic mesh had shifted sideways, pubic hairs decorated the rim like a Mennonite nanna’s beard. He tried not to think about them, or the occasional sprinkling splash back that dotted his hands and pants. Piss particles from who knew whom.

	As he was shaking off, the door behind him opened. Before he could zip and turn, a quick clicking noise that went beyond recognition—a noise he should’ve known right away—buzzed next to his ear. A hand settled on his back and a cool blade pressed against his throat.

	“Your life or your money,” a gruff voice hissed, the words hot and sweet-smelling by his cheek. 

	“What?” Rusty began turning his neck.

	“Don’t you look at me. You see my face and it’s the last thing you ever see.”

	The voice was unfamiliar, which made it doubly terrifying. The reality of the demand flashed then: he paid rent weekly, had the next three rents, grocery money, cigarette money, and gas money all in cash in his wallet. That money was his life, there was no real separation. He couldn’t afford to lose more than a few bucks.

	“Man, I’m broke.”

	“Bull. Give that cash.” The blade pushed harder against his flesh and the body behind him, leaned in tighter. The lips were right by his ear. “Move it, you ugly sonofabitch.”

	The way the voice said ugly worked like pulling a plug from the drain and Rusty bumped his ass backwards. “Get outta here.” The box cutter—the blade had been pointed away from Rusty, dull side to flesh—clicked back to neutral. Rusty zipped up and turned to face his co-worker Danny Jacobs. Another of the geniuses from the Logic Appliance delivery crew.

	“You were filling your diapies,” Danny said, smiling crookedly. He’d started at Logic about six months after Rusty, but climbed the social hierarchy ladder over him the first time Rusty went down to part-time to re-explore the grand offerings of public education in Andover. “Gonna need to wash your ass before the teacher gives you detention.”

	“Man, piss off,” Rusty said, also smiling, but not feeling it. Going back to school sucked and ribbing him for it didn’t make it any easier. It was as if everyone wanted him to fail, wanted him to accept his shitty lot in life.

	One time, not too far into the past, he’d applied for a different job, a better paying job, on the line at the Butterball factory. A now drifted friend told him just to lie, that there was no way to check on graduation status. He had an interview and the woman was cold and condescending about every answer he gave. She wore a red jacket over a white blouse with a lace turtleneck. Whenever he spoke, she clicked the button on a steel Butterball pen. After ten minutes of giving him anxiety, she flat out asked him about school, the only question thus far needing a straight answer. She let him lie and then dropped that she saw his transcript, just to embarrass him. She’d called the school and a friend had no trouble digging through files. Every time he thought about how that woman made him feel it made him want to burn the place to the ground—a bit of his daddy in him, maybe. 

	A place where managers played jokes cruel as that deserved to burn. He needed to stick with Dwayne and the crew of idiots.

	“Yeah. Yeah. What are you doing tonight? We’re having a little powwow at Jim’s,” Danny said as he settled in at the urinal.

	“I work.”

	“So does Craig, but after.”

	“Who’s we?”

	Danny huffed. “All us, Jim, Cary, Craig, and me.”

	“Yeah, okay. Like right after work?”

	“Nah, go home and shower first. Don’t wanna sit around smelling your stink.”

	“You’re one to talk. You at work now?” Rusty ran the tap and rinsed, no soap, and then wiped his hands on his jeans. The inside handle of the door was grimy and it was best to have dry hands before touching it and stirring up any mysterious bacteria with a bus transfer.

	“Of course,” Danny said and added, “Oops,” as he side stepped into the stall with his work hanging out of his open pants and plunked down on the can. Not a workday went by that Danny didn’t evacuate his bowels on Dwayne Siegenthaler’s dime. It was almost respectable in its reliability.

	Rusty returned to his coffee and the final puff of his cigarette. Cary Watson stood with two polystyrene cups. He was tall and thin with big forearms, and hands like a first baseman’s mitt. He wore thick glasses and a thick black beard on the fast track to grey. 

	“Heya,” Cary said, an honest smile on his face. 

	Rusty fell into his seat and finished his lukewarm coffee. “You might want to sit. Danny’s dropping off the kids.”

	“That guy,” Cary said. 

	He was the oldest deliveryman on the crew, had worked fifteen years for Dwayne, and had grown kids, all older than Rusty. His wife had died sometime before Rusty knew him. He was the easiest going man Rusty had ever met, nothing ever got to him, and he always did his best. 

	“You have school today?”

	Rusty shot a look at the clock. “Yeah, but not for another forty minutes yet.”

	Jean came over and refilled Rusty’s cup as the main door opened and the hydraulic arm wheezed, letting out a squeak like a slipped fart. Three men from the Bohnert Construction team clomped through the door in permanently stained jeans, ripped hoodies, and cement crusty work boots. Big guys who obviously used their hands and backs all day rather than their heads. They filled in two of the small tables and Jean hurried their way with her coffee pot and a wipe rag.

	Rusty dressed his third cup of the morning and then lit his fourth cigarette. He took a deep breath, thinking it might just be easier to give up, maybe one of the construction crews would take him on. He could learn a trade, maybe, didn’t need to be a high school grad for that. Not yet anyway, but the way things were going…he knew a dozen college graduates who’d taken jobs at Butterball just as soon as they got home. 

	“You doing okay?” Cary said.

	Rusty understood when Cary asked that it encompassed all facets of Rusty’s life, he also knew he didn’t want to burden the man with complaints. “Good as it gets,” he said.

	The construction workers lit up and the place was hitting the stage of blue where Jean would soon prop open the door for a few minutes. Rusty spied them without being obvious, trying to imagine doing another kind of labour—a sore back was a sore back. Getting away from Dwayne, and to a lesser extent, Dwayne’s wife Linda, was the most alluring point, but in reality there were Dwayne’s everywhere, bred to ruin days, bred to be bosses of mediocre establishments, bred to give fuck-ups all the shit they could handle.

	“You coming out for beers tonight?” Cary asked, peeling open the plastic drinking tab one-handedly on the cup to the right before taking a sip. 

	“Guess I’ll have to go grab a sixer at lunch or something. Keep it in my locker like a cheerleader before a dance.”

	Cary laughed. “I used to do that, not the cheerleading; mind you I could’ve. I was a tart.” 

	Rusty flashed an image of a bearded Cary Watson rocking the purple, white, and gold skirt and sweater of the Andover Trojans squad. He barked a great laugh.

	Cary grinned. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll bring a few extra for ya. Don’t need to get suspended for something harmless.”

	“Yeah, if I get suspended I should at least break something.”

	“Steal some one-ply.”

	Rusty paused a second to imagine failing out like that. It sounded exactly like the kind of luck he had. 

	“Why aren’t we meeting at the Trent or Randy’s?” he said, brain back on pertinent subjects.

	“Privacy.”

	Rusty tilted his head slightly and furrowed his brows. “Privacy for what?”

	“You’ll see.”

	The door to the washroom hallway opened and Danny stepped out, looking light on his feet. Cary stood then and nodded once at Rusty. “On with the grind,” he said.

	“Have fun out there,” Rusty said.

	Danny took his cup from Cary and said, “Fun, my ass. Got six fucking frontload washers on the truck and two forty-inch Trinitrons.”

	 “I hear there’s a new fridge coming in. Sub Zero it’s called, weighs just shy of six hundred pounds,” Cary said, eyebrows high. “So, could be worse,” 

	“Could be worse,” Rusty parroted, completely intrigued by the idea of getting together as a group, outside Logic. The delivery crew had never met like that before. The walks of life didn’t really mesh outside the job. The job was all they had in common. That and beer.

	Two minutes after Cary and Danny left, Rusty dropped a two-dollar coin on the table and started home—had to grab his backpack.  
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	The rubber-tipped chair legs squeaked against the stone flooring—that sound that can only be made by chair legs—the way they had since the school installed them sometime in the late 80s. Rusty felt almost as if he’d been there since then, installed at the same time as those chairs and desks. He didn’t recall his first days at Andover High, didn’t recall the trepidation he must’ve felt, the nervous excitement of moving onto the big school; whatever the emotion, it was gone and what remained was the sense of sickly familiarity. From the stone floors to the white paint on the cinder block walls, to the cork drop ceiling, spotted with pencil holes from bored students with practiced aim. The room, like the three other classrooms he’d been stationed to, and the washrooms, and the cafeteria, and the hallways in-between, hadn’t changed at all since that first year of school. The students looked the same. The homework felt the same and the teachers sounded the same, mostly. 

	All that and still, the vibe was wholly different. The other students looked at him with big museum visitor eyes—the dinosaur exhibit in their midst—and the teachers either resented him or pitied him. It was part of what made it so easy to give up last time, and it had only gotten worse. 

	The bell, same as it always sounded, rang and the students departed in a flood around Rusty. He wasn’t in the same rush, didn’t have any socializing to do, and wasn’t aching to get into line at the cafeteria for crinkle-cut French fries or flour dusty pizza subs—he guessed if he went down and checked the menu, he could indeed order the same damned dried out bun with pizza toppings, same crinkle cut fries, or same overcooked, better safe than sorry, chicken burger. The long tables, more than were ever necessary, lined all the way to the chained doors that led to the music room’s storage department. 

	In the ninth grade, he and a couple future mechanics broke into that room and smoked joints, and when they burned up the two Zig-Zag papers they had, tried to make a pipe out of a dented saxophone. Those days, he spent as much time in class as he spent dodging teachers in the hallways—those days, he was too young to kick out. Memories everywhere and they’d just about all gone sour. If only he’d tried a little harder that first time, tightened his belt and didn’t succumb to the siren’s call of full-time minimum wage.

	Everything else the same, basement to roof, he was the only thing that had changed. No more drug dabbling or laughing friends, no more dodging teachers. He was new, but so damned old. 

	The other students had cleared out the door and Rusty stood by his desk, packing his bag with intentional slowness. Life in the hallway was raucous and bordered on chaotic for those first seconds after the bell. A boy shouted, “My balls, your mouth, let’s dance!” and a girl shouted back, “Get away from my sister!” Rusty smirked and closed his eyes, Christ. 

	The hall wasn’t the only reason for pacing his exit. Whenever he had Mr. Beaman’s general English class before lunch, he stuck around to take advantage of the man’s respectful pity.

	“Remember this place being this much of a jungle?” 

	Rusty shook his head to this question. “Nothing’s changed but that the old guy didn’t drop out after the first couple weeks.”

	There’d always been an old guy, always. Someone like who Rusty would become, but they never stuck it out, perhaps they had better bad jobs than Rusty.

	“What you’re doing is commendable.” 

	“Something like that.” Rusty trained his eyes on the blackboard, away from the source of the awkward compliment.

	“Need some hot water?” Mr. Beaman asked then.

	Carting around a backpack might’ve been the most ridiculous point of the entire to and fro of the dance. Rusty retrieved his travel mug from the bag. Inside that mug were the dry ingredients that would become coffee, just add water. Preferably boiled water, but warm would cut it in a pinch.

	“Yeah, if you don’t mind.” He tapped an index dinger against the screw-top lid with a sippy lip and a vent.

	Mr. Beaman gave a single laugh. “Same game every time, eh?”

	“I guess. Wish they had a tap downstairs, like you have.”

	“Tea isn’t en vogue with too many students. Besides, they sell coffee and tea; cuts into lunch lady profits if they give away free hot water.”

	“You think?” Rusty asked, not looking directly at the teacher.

	“Ha, no. They run at a slight loss as it is. Lunch ladies are in the same union as the janitors.”

	“Huh.”

	“Yep.” Mr. Beaman gave a wave with his keys.

	They started out of the room, and most of the action had settled by then as the teacher locked his door. Littering the hall in pubescent chickenpox clusters, students sat and munched pack lunches, shared earbud headphones, and poked at magazines, but not many were up and moving. A few turned their heads as the youngish teacher and decidedly way old student walked by. The teacher’s lounge was on the same floor as the English classroom, so the trip was short, usually.

	Mr. Beaman entered. 

	Rusty stood by the door. He looked in without being obvious about it. There were only three teachers inside. They sat around one of three round tables, busy with food and reading materials, though still managing to converse. Rusty had never had any of them, not that he recalled. Behind them, Mr. Beaman took the travel mug and opened the hot water lever on the side of the dual coffee machine, but stopped before more than a dribble fell into the cup. He glanced over his shoulder at the other teachers. None of them paid attention. He then waggled his eyebrows at Rusty, and dumped the contents of the cup in the sink and rinsed it down the drain. He grabbed a nearly-full coffee pot and filled the cup. He set it next to the usual fixins and side-eyed Rusty. 

	Rusty held up two fingers, flashing them twice when Mr. Beaman lifted the sugar and then the creamer. The man gave the cup a stir with a communal spoon and dropped the spoon into a cup of murky grey water. Rusty rolled against his backpack to be fully outside the doorway in case anyone was watching and cared enough to give the teacher trouble for being kind. Mr. Beaman came out and made the hand-off. Rusty screwed the lid in place as they walked.

	“Thanks.”

	Mr. Beaman smirked with the left side of his mouth. “I drank that instant junk in college. Horrible.” 

	Usually, Mr. Beaman and Rusty walked separate ways from the entry to the stairway down, but the man kept on in the same direction as Rusty, even through a set of doors on the second landing. 

	“I don’t mean to be…you know, nosey, but do you ever talk to your dad?”

	A flush reddened Rusty’s cheeks and down his neck. “What, like at the pen?” He managed to keep his feet moving downward and the travel mug secure in his grasp while he leaned against the cold, steel railing. It was like asking about someone’s recently dead dog. Usually, nobody said much of anything about his father unless they were looking to start something, which kids did. But this was different. Rusty cleared his throat then when Mr. Beaman didn’t clarify what didn’t really need clarified anyway. “Uh, no. Not even letters or the phone. Not really interested in that.”

	“Hmm.”

	“Why do you wanna know?”

	“Well,” Mr. Beaman didn’t continue until they reached the main floor, “I was good buds with Eric Simons. He had another boy and myself for a sleepover once,” another long pause, all the way to the door closest to where Rusty would sit and smoke his way through the lunch hour, “that night. The fire night.”

	“Damn. Good. No, I mean. Yeah,” Rusty said, quaking inside. The topic had a way of shattering all but muscle memory resolve and emptied his reserve of words. He had zero notion of his family or the fire beyond his grandmother’s stories, the photos she’d had—didn’t know where those went when she died—and the newspaper article. Probably the dump. He’d really only kept a few blankets and an ash tray, knee-jerk mementos.

	“Look, it’s just.” He sighed. “It was something. I don’t know,” Mr. Beaman said and reached out, but seemed to think better of letting his hand make contact with a student’s arm.

	Rusty coughed for lack of a better option, eyes lowered. Words from somewhere close to the surface poured out: “You’re not trying to pick me up, right?”

	Mr. Beaman jerked his head back the way a chicken did when it walked, reeling his arm to his side. “Ah, no. I’m not—”

	“That’s good.” Rusty pushed open the door. “Thanks for the coffee. See ya tomorrow.” He glanced back once he reached the parking lot and Mr. Beaman remained in place, looking out the wire-reinforced windows of the doors how a horror movie kid looks out from the attic. 

	On the high curb across from the school’s property line, Rusty sat on a clean looking spot of concrete and pulled his cigarette pack from his pocket, stretching his right leg way out to do so. His hand shook and his guts felt like Jell-O. His mind was so far from the real world, he didn’t hear when the trio of football players shouted, “Scar face eats shit!” out the window of a late model Mustang as they passed. He didn’t acknowledge the strange girl with green pigtails and faded jean overalls when she ran up on him to show off her tickets to an upcoming Stompin’ Tom Connors concert in Hamilton. He didn’t so much as glance as the four red-eyed boys in hoodies and loose jeans walked by in a huddle, coughing, a harsh hash oil scent following them like Pig-Pen’s dirt cloud. 

	Rusty simply smoked and sipped from his travel mug, taking in the rare high note of decidedly decent coffee during school hours, until the warning bell rang and he pushed to his feet and crossed the street. He tried to think about nothing at all but was failing miserably.

	—

	The only constant Rusty was truly thankful about concerning his return to school was that he’d already achieved all the necessary physical education and arts credits. As confusing as general science was, at least he didn’t have to don the purple and grey gym shorts and tee or blow on a communal instrument, didn’t have to participate in drama exercises, and didn’t have to reveal his abhorrent painting skills. Still, the dead frog he and his lab partner—a tiny girl named Alley Jones who said about two words per class—had to pin and slice was some nasty business. A few weeks earlier, someone at the Fall Street Café told him they’d outlawed dissecting animals because PETA threatened to blow up schools. Rusty believed it at the time because it had seemed as if there was zero chance of its reliability mattering; thinking about that as he looked at the gooey innards in the steel pan, the use of the word outlaw should’ve rang some nonsense bells before what he saw and touched proved the news false.

	“You all right?” Rusty asked.

	Alley wore a green hue over her typically china pale complexion. She nodded and whispered, “What’s the yellow ones for?”

	“No idea,” Rusty said. The insides of the creature were mostly dark tones, things seemingly in place within the assumed guts of an animal, like stuff you saw on Friday the 13th or Evil Dead, but there were also vibrant yellow cords. “Maybe it has to do with waste or acid, like…I don’t know what the hell use I’ll have for this. I mean, what job does cutting up frogs matter?”

	The teacher had stepped up behind him in time to hear the comment. “Some students will go on to be scientists. Some students will need to—”

	Rusty interrupted her, said, “Students from a general science class going to go on to be scientists?” He looked around the room: a handful of stoners, a few shop kids, a few more country boy football players, and a scattering of underachievers and people lacking the mental capacity to learn much more than mandated minimums. “Which one of us? Maybe picking up roadkill. See stuff like this picking up roadkill.”

	“You could always drop out again,” the teacher said. 

	Her name was Mrs. Betts and, though he’d had her four other times in his harried high school career, Rusty had only learned her name a month earlier. He’d always called her Mrs. Botts. Honest mistake.

	“Guess I could.”

	“Save me the effort of grading your dimwitted answers.”

	He was doing all right in her class, and despite her bluster, she didn’t want him to fail; he could sense it. Experience gave him a perspective afforded to very few high school students. He saw through her thin veil of frustration. 

	“Guess that’s true, but then I’d never see you and that might break my heart.”

	Mrs. Betts rolled her eyes. “You could work harder, explore thoughts about where learning these skills might lead instead of naysaying.”

	“Yeah, but, it’s just, I mean, how smart is cutting up a frog?” Rusty had meant something else, but it was out.

	“Smarter than you, I suppose,” Mrs. Betts whispered and continued her rounds.

	From the table behind him, a tall and fat boy said, “Yeah, scar face. You shouldn’t even be allowed around us. I hear you got a criminal record.”

	Another boy, country ignorant, but not fat like his mate, said, “Probably for touching kids. Little boys.”

	Rusty turned, face scrunched. “Are you serious? I mean, how come you think you gain any standing by dissing me? I’m not in your social,” he swung his hand in circles, index pointed to the ceiling, “thing. I’ve ascended, kid. Out of your reach.”

	The big one folded his arms over his chest, as if his size came from weights instead of a steady diet of Doritos and off brand cola, Mom’s macaroni and cheese, and sitting in front of the TV after the bus dropped him off. The skinny one mimicked the big one, but added, “How ‘bout we kick your ass.”

	“You are serious,” Rusty said again. “How about you watch your mouths before your mommies have to yell at you about getting bloodstains out of your good school clothes.”

	The skinny boy turned red. 

	Rusty huffed, humourlessly. There was a good chance these boys had sets referred to as good school clothes, stuff that didn’t come near their barn clothes.

	The big one said, “Yeah, your blood.”

	“Good one.” Rusty turned back to his frog and lab partner. 

	“This isn’t very much fun for you, eh?” Alley whispered to him, pushing in very tight to his side. “Me either.”

	She smelled like girly perfume, something sweet as bubble gum and future diabetes. Something that perfectly scented her age and maturity. This happened every time he returned to school. Some girls dug an older guy, even if he wasn’t cool, sometimes because he wasn’t cool. The older, wrong side of the tracks boy to take home and shock mommy and daddy. Like rescuing a pit bull from a dog-fighting ring.

	“It’s okay. My girlfriend helps me with anything I suck at.” Which was a lie, though she would if he ever asked for help. He was not the asking for help type.

	Alley said nothing else for the final forty minutes of the period, but didn’t make space, kept tight against him—even when he moved—as if it might cast a lasting spell or he’d get stuck to her and have no choice but to follow her home.

	—

	“Sonofabitch!” Rusty said, face in a grimace, hand yanked out of his bag like it was on fire, frog guts clinging to his fingers, dripping gooey tendrils. In the hallway by his locker, a few students stood around, looking disgusted for him. More were simply shocked. The two country boys from his science class laughed with six others in matching purple windbreaker jackets—they hadn’t won any championships, so the team never sprang for celebratory leather jackets. Rusty set his jaw then and reached back into the bag, grabbed onto the brunt of the dead thing and charged at the fat one from his class. The boy remained planted in place, surprised expression budding over his ugly mug, as if nobody had ever charged him without his pads on for protection. Rusty slapped his face, smearing the nastiness on kid’s chins before he stepped back and said, “Eat it, fatty.”

	The shock wore off quickly and the kid took a step, fists clenched while the other footballers grinned. Rusty squared up, hadn’t been in a fight in years, but he’d won that one, so, what the hell.

	Before a fist flew or the crew in their cheap team jackets rushed Rusty, Mr. Beaman appeared and ordered their dispersal and separation. He then grabbed the fat one’s shoulder and spun him. “Let’s go.” 

	“He put frog on me!” the boy shouted.

	“Where’d the frog come from?” Mr. Beaman said.

	“He had it in his backpack!”

	Mr. Beaman yanked the kid hard enough to make him stumble. “And you put it there. I have zero doubt.”

	Rusty didn’t watch them go and stopped listening before they ceased arguing about the origin of the carcass. Over the trash can, he took out his binder, bundle of pens and pencils held together with an elastic band, and travel mug, and then dumped the remainder—arrant guts, a leg, a head, two pens, and a couple loose handouts—into the black garbage bag. A girl with braces and thick glasses handed him a wad of tissues from a pocket pack she must’ve had in her purse. He nodded to her, trying not to look at Mr. Beaman who’d come back and continued to buzz around the periphery, attempting to clear away looky-loos. The teens continued watching him despite the effort, whispering to one another. One voice rose above the hum: “Get a job, scar face.”

	“Got a job,” Rusty whispered and started off in the opposite direction from where Mr. Beaman sent the footballers. He went to the can at the end of the hall and was surprised as he backed through the door that the teacher hadn’t followed him in. 

	As he washed out his bag, he laughed quietly, humourlessly. He was a grown ass man and this was real life. Somehow. 
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	“Box up those units.” Dwayne pointed a handful of drooping McDonald’s fries at the three boxy 32-inch televisions with sales receipts taped to their rear casings. He had two empty wrappers from Filet-O-Fish sandwiches on the desk in front of him, a third still had its grease-sweaty goods wrapped and waiting. “Make sure you get the right boxes this time. Think you can handle that?”

	Rusty took a breath. What Dwayne alluded to was a time when Dwayne brought the boxes down himself and gave Rusty two minutes to pack the TVs while the other delivery truck idled out the back door. 

	“Well?” Dwayne said, mushed fries in clumps on his tongue.

	“Yeah. Got it.”

	“After, I want you to take a van and grab the electronics delivery.”

	The warehouse was large and had wall-to-wall appliances and electronics—aside from the spaces to roll dolly carts. Some of the appliances were used, but for the most part, the stuff was brand new and boxed up.

	“All fit in one trip?” Rusty asked.

	Dwayne pouted his lower lip, cheeks bulging like the world’s ugliest chipmunk as he nodded.

	“Any big TVs that I gotta grab? Do I need Craig to help?”

	Dwayne swallowed, but only enough to speak around a chewed mouthful. As was his usual. 

	The man tipped the scale at 350, was about 6’2”, wore untucked button-up shirts, most threadbare and translucent, revealing his thick black hair, and sometimes the massive brown rings of his nipples. 

	“He’s doing a dryer. No stairs.”

	No stairs. Stairs or no stairs, delivering a dryer wasn’t a job for one man. The worker’s compensation people would eat Dwayne alive if they knew half the stuff he had his employees trying on their own.

	“Fine,” Rusty said.

	“Good,” Dwayne said and gave a fake smile that told Rusty to get moving.

	The showroom was empty but for two salespeople and a DHL courier. None of them acknowledged Rusty as he passed by and made for the rear exit. He started up the ladder and got to finding the correct boxes for the TVs—down to the serial numbers—from the walls of the back bay where they rose almost to the twenty-foot ceiling. A bit like Jenga, Rusty leaned on the ladder and inched the boxes out, tilting them so the ones on top would slip into place without falling to the floor. He was experienced enough to extract boxes from middles of piles without tipping the works in just a few dozen seconds. 

	When the time came to put the TVs in the boxes, Rusty did a once-through of the showroom, suddenly finding it emptied, and asked Dwayne himself to take the opposite sides. 

	“Someday soon, these TVs will be so slim and light, they’ll hardly ever be on delivery trucks. Big ones will be, like fifty inches plus,” Dwayne said as he leaned over a boxy RCA. He smelled like McDonald’s grease and farted tuna fish; his shabby white button-up billowed out and his tit drooped from an edge like a kid peeking around his fingers at a horror movie—three-inch hairs sprouted from his areola and stood out stark as charcoal on snow.

	“Save you some money on deliveries,” Rusty said, eyes tight on the plastic of the TV, gaze anywhere but on Dwayne.

	“Save me money on labour, too,” Dwayne said. “You’re lucky appliances can’t really get much smaller.”

	“Yep,” Rusty said, but Dwayne was already heading away. “You fat prick,” he whispered once it was safe. 

	The first TVs stacked on a dolly cart, Rusty wheeled them to the bay doors. Just as he took up the van keys from a hook on the wall, Dwayne’s wife, Linda, came out of her cubby office, kissed Dwayne on the mouth, and squeezed one of his hefty love handles. Rusty grimaced. She’d really been laying it on the last three or four weeks like a bitch in heat. 

	They were an odd fit as it was. She was average to slim, had a face that might’ve been pretty in her youth. She wore a short greying bob and dressed in heavy cottons and loose-fitting blue jeans, hiding any figure she had. Something about her size next to Dwayne’s made everything nastier. 

	Outside, he parked the cart behind one of the Aerostar minivans. One benefit of being on the Logic delivery crew was that he was gone more than he was there. It was perhaps the only thing that kept him from quitting or beating Dwayne to death with a vacuum cleaner.

	—

	Rusty punched his employee code into the warehouse keypad. Back when Dwayne finally gave him a code, he half-jokingly warned that he’d know if Rusty stole anything or if he got kicked out of his place and tried to move into the warehouse by the entry code. Rusty was pretty sure it was more of a warning than anything else. 

	It never had crossed his mind to steel anything but time—that he took, but not even as much as other employees. He didn’t want for anything he might get away with taking and anything he might want—big TV or a banging stereo—were too obvious. 

	Then, if he stole something, he’d be right where most seemed to expect him: next to his daddy up north, behind bars. 

	He hit the lights next to the man-door. The fluorescent fixtures lit and shined on the rows of huge brown boxes with blocky black type and instructional areas. The electronics pile needing picked up had been separated from the rest of the inventory. It included two home theater stereo systems with subwoofers and three-foot cabinet speakers. 

	“One trip, my ass,” Rusty said into the warm evening air coming through the huge dock door.

	The warehouse sat in a newish section of town that would never connect to the residential areas or the busy contractors on the far side of a grassy hill. That nothing section of grass was a buffer between one of six industrial sections and countless new and future subdivisions. A green section worth more empty as it kept homeowners happy.

	He’d opened the big door only part way, more than enough to retrieve what he needed, also plenty enough to sit down over the lip with his heavy work boots dangling. On a four-hour shift, Dwayne didn’t give him a smoke break, so he took them when the opportunities presented themselves. He lit and puffed, looking at the nothingness surrounding the warehouse. There were no other buildings in the newly developed section, no streetlights yet that far down the street, and there were no homes close enough to watch him waste Dwayne’s dollar. Even the security cameras pointed inside, and none pointed at the big door.

	He smoked almost to the filter, tossed the butt into the gravel next to the asphalt, and got up and got to work. It was dimming outside, cooling off quickly, faster than inside the warehouse. The lights of restaurants and a car wash a couple blocks away started to stretch toward him and what the warehouse ceiling offered, but would never come together. The highway a quarter mile away hosted regular traffic, and only got busy when the school buses fell into line alongside the shift change at the Butterball factory and day’s end at the Dickies factory. Rusty had once applied for a job at the Dickies factory but never heard back. No surprise.

	A convertible rolled by with its music up high enough to entertain or offend the town, depending on where a listener sat concerning Ice T’s offerings. Rusty paused a moment, hearing the music only vaguely. He considered lighting another smoke, sit his ass down to appreciate the chill of a breeze. He leaned on the lip of the loading dock from where it butted to the rear of the van. KFC wasn’t visible but was close enough that his mouth began watering. 

	In the opposite direction, next to the buffer hill, was an apartment building and a ball diamond. Beyond, and through three backyards of grass that, if he cut, would take him to his street and the boarding house. The warehouse really seemed as if on an island. 

	“To hell with it,” he said and aborted the cigarette consideration.

	Rusty had thirty minutes until close when he got back to Logic Appliance with the first load. Dwayne watched him by the back door and said, “Where’s my Sony?” Meaning his Sony home theater stereo system. The one that, when sat next to a Pioneer system, would not fit in the van with the other items. 

	“Wouldn’t fit. Going now to grab them.”

	Dwayne shook his head. “Cary would’ve made them fit.”

	No doubt. Cary would’ve found a way, even if it meant he had to ride with the doors open and a TV on his lap and one of his long arms pinning a couple cabinet speakers to the roof. He was just that kind of guy, always put himself last. 

	“It’ll take like five minutes. Not a big deal.”

	“You have to put all this away, too. I’m not paying overtime for that.”

	Rusty turned and headed to the van, mumbling, “You bank the minutes anyway, you fat prick.” 
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	The dash heater blew like dusty radio static to fight the sundown chill and the condensation built on both sides of the windows—both front doors had gaps from slight bends in the hinges. Rusty bought the 1986 Ford Tempo two years earlier for $900, cash. He added a Pioneer CD stereo—purchased used for $25 from Dwayne—and a like new bumper cover. Aside from that, the car had been steadily rumbling to pieces and he had no grand repair plans. When he first bought the Ford, the machine falling apart bit by bit was funny. He’d been only eighteen, and back then, he had different ideas about the future and where he might get to with hard work. These days the car was a sad pain in the ass and he understood that no amount of hard work was going to take him anywhere, not without smart focus. Not without goals. The car would go until it didn’t. He would go until he couldn’t.

	He flipped through the tracks of a mix CD Christine made for him. Or rather, not exactly for him; she’d made it so she didn’t always have to listen to his music if they drove anywhere. Whenever they took the Tempo. Christine’s Tercel was a couple years older and the body was more orange and brown than paint, but it ran nicer, was almost silent, even revving the engine high, the thing was like a steady mouse fart. 

	He continued hitting the button on the stereo faceplate until it landed on an Our Lady Peace track. He sat back and waited for the window to clear enough to see the parking lot. He tapped the wheel in tune as he picked up his cigarette pack. Thinking about school and the absurdity of his existence, and damn it would be nice to see those dumbass farm boys get it. Somehow. 

	He lit a cigarette and shook his head gently. For a week, Jim McManus had taken to calling him Billy Madison. They’d driven together four days in a row because Cary took a week off to bring in the hay from the few fields he didn’t rent out standing to bigger farm operations in the area. Rusty couldn’t be sure, but guessed Cary squashed that nickname when he heard it, because it was surprisingly short-lived and totally fucking apt.

	Linda stood behind his car with a small box in her hands, looking at him through the rear window. She rarely spoke to him, didn’t seem to like his existence or that he worked for her husband. 

	“What you looking at?” Rusty said to his rear view. 

	As if hearing him, she tossed the box into the cardboard bin and walked around to the rear bay door.

	“I-ee-I-ee yeah…in my head,” Rusty sang under his breath as the world became visible beyond the windshield. He pulled the light plunger and rolled in reverse to turn around. He cast a second look back to where Linda had gone, and now she sat in the shotgun seat of one of the Logic vans, staring straight ahead, as if avoiding looking at him. 

	It made him paranoid.

	Town was mostly quiet. He passed the usual suspects that treated the length of Main between the theater and the Tim Horton’s as a runway; models on a catwalk, showing off the latest additions to their rides—the muffler tips and outrageous spoilers and unnecessary hood scoops, all the fast- and furious-looking plastic. Rusty never beefed with greasers, had some friends in the ninth and tenth grades who lived and breathed gasoline—prior to his dropping out the second time—and who collected shop credits like pimps collected tricks, but friendships like that never lasted. Friendships of convenience were how most small-town people lived, and since he wasn’t into Civics and Sunfires, wasn’t into NOS or betting pinks, they were doomed to drift apart. But even now, with all the shit he got, he didn’t really get it from them. Probably he got along with them a little better than others and for as long as he had because the foster family that took him in when he was nine—when his grandmother died—were farmers. They’d had him behind the wheels of a good variety of big machines, under the hood and chassis sometimes too. Rusty could swing with the motor heads, spoke their shop language, had grease stains on his hands some days; even if all the chrome tips and plastic flashing was confusing as hell.

	Two cop cars headed in the opposite direction; Rusty kept his eyes forward, glancing down to the speedometer to be sure. Cops were a lot like high school meatheads, but they had the power to ruin more than his day. 

	He pulled up to the light behind a farm truck and a Harley Davidson. A half-second after the light flashed green, the bike barked a growl and was down the block before the farm truck’s break lights died and the wheels got to rolling, into the left lane for the next set of lights. 

	Often, Rusty walked to work—usually cutting through fields—but most times, he just wasn’t up for it. Logic was tough enough to face without adding a walk to the equation. Lately, in the battle of saved money and mental well-being, it was the banked calories of not-walking that tipped the scale.

	Out front of the boarding house, he parked behind his landlord’s bread truck. He was rarely around and mostly Rusty dealt with the busybody old lady whenever something came up. If he could, he avoided contact with both altogether.

	—

	Showered and fed, Rusty got back into his car, which had only fogged up on the inside in that short period, so rolling was almost immediate. Craig Duclas had a house with his wife and daughters across town. His wife didn’t work beyond the duties of mothering and keeping house, and it was an unconfirmed group assumption among the delivery crew at Logic Appliance that his mother and stepfather offered up a down payment for the mortgage. He wasn’t the kind of guy to put up with Dwayne unless he had no other choice, meaning if he could scrounge enough money for the keys to a house, someone else had surely propped up his pockets. 

	Rusty arrived on the block and parked behind Cary’s beat-up Chevy Silverado. The porch light on Craig’s bungalow lit a yellow swatch over the walkway and the dewy lawn. The moon hid behind clouds and that light seemed doubly loud on the too dark street. It was only then, really looking at the house, that Rusty second-guessed the agreed upon assumption about finances. The place was capital R rough. The siding was cracked and discoloured, cheap to begin with. Bubbled yellow spray foam filled dozens of nooks and crannies by the front door alone. The carport looked rotten and the driveway had as many cracks as Humpty Dumpty the moment after all the king’s men got to him. 

	A quick glance at the shadowy houses on that section of block suggested there were more parts of Andover that needed an update than Rusty had figured. Hell, between the bug-ridden and drafty boarding house where he lived and the rundown roach hotel apartments where Jim McManus lived, the town seemed to walk a tightrope between broke and wealthy with hardly any in-between. 

	And there were wealthy people, had big houses, updated pretty regularly. Dwayne and Linda lived in one of the former wealthy homes, the places left behind, snakeskins of the local equivalent to socialites. 

	Rusty pressed the dried plastic doorbell. Like strangling a cat. A dusty piece of the crumbling button came away on his finger and he brushed his hand against a pant leg. He waited a sixty count. When nobody answered, he knocked. 

	Seconds later, the door opened, it was Craig. “You ring the bell?”

	“Didn’t you hear it?”

	“No. Didn’t get a shock?”

	“What?”

	“The bell shocks everybody. Don’t warn people because it’s funny.”

	Rusty shook his head and frowned. “Dick.”

	Craig stepped aside and let Rusty pass. “We’re downstairs. Everybody’s not here yet, so we can’t start.”

	“Start what?”

	“Be patient.”

	“Man, what’s this all about?” Rusty bent to slip off his Nikes.

	“Take your shoes with you. You can smoke in the carport, get there from the basement door. That way you’re not coming up here and bothering the girls. They’re sleeping, or will be soon.”

	Rusty carried the shoes over the patch of linoleum and then the pale brown carpet. Craig’s wife was on the couch watching Temptation Island, acting as if nobody had entered her home and the general hum of voices coming from the basement didn’t exist. 

	“Why we meeting here?” Rusty asked, rewording but looking for the same answer as before.

	“Got to wait,” Craig said, and led the way to the flimsy door to the basement, but didn’t follow Rusty downstairs. “I’ll be down in a bit. Once we’re all here.”

	The place was an organized mess, one of those spaces where the stuff seemed to breathe with regular use, even when nobody was touching it. The unfinished walls were part panelling and part vapor barrier covering pink insulation. Creeping dampness dotted the foggy plastic with promises of impending mold. The drop ceiling was off-white and had drooping spots and brown patches from water damage. The floor was cement with a huge rainbow-coloured throw rug, stained to a greasy charcoal hue. Pushed to the edges were loose toys and books in piles, willy-nilly. Jim and Danny sat on kids’ beanbag chairs, almost comically small beneath them. Each held a Playstation 2 controller, and on the 32” Magnavox were digital football teams, lined up. John Madden was saying something pertinent about the plays but was more white noise than anything else. Cary sat on a sloppy couch with a floral design and saggy folds. There was a dark brown coffee table centering it all and two interior doors. The basement was obviously where Mother Duclas relegated the kids and the hubby.

	Cary pushed to his feet, reaching into a soft cooler set on the coffee table. He held out a Molson. “Heya. You look thirsty.”

	“Thanks,” Rusty said and cracked the cap. Before he took a drink, he said, “So what’s up with all this?”

	“Oh, just a little chat, but we got to wait for everybody.”

	Rusty looked around. Craig was upstairs, so that was everybody, the sum of the delivery team. “Who else?”

	“All will be answered in time, Grasshopper.”

	Rusty took a mouthful of beer and instantly wanted a cigarette. “Craig said—” He stopped himself, registering the heavier of the two interior doors in the wall behind him by the bottom of the stairs. “Gonna grab a smoke.”

	“I’ll come. Beats the heck out of watching video games.” 

	Cary didn’t smoke. Wouldn’t fit him as a person if he did smoke. In fact, aside from drinking Molsons and foreseeing the resulting effect of the attack as far as general, everyday stuff being more complicated, futures looking a little greyer, he didn’t seem to have much to him. A simple farmer turned to delivering appliances because it paid marginally better. And even if his moment as Nostradamus might’ve been simple common sense, he understood how people worked—most of the negative effects seemed to be fuelled by paranoia rather than necessity. He saw the flawed nature in a world where capitalism had everyone terrified about tomorrow, terrorists or no. 

	Through the heavy, exterior door at the top of a set of cement stairs, Rusty led the way into the chilled night. His movement triggered a sensor light, revealing a space busy with junk, but also the second row of seating from a minivan, leaned against a wall. A steel Folgers tin was next to it; about a third of the way filled with butts.

	Cary plopped down while Rusty fished his darts from a pants pocket. He lit and sat clumsily, foaming a white turtle head from the mouth of his bottle. He sucked it away before it had a chance to spill. He wiggled to his right to get away from the female seatbelt coupler. 

	Sitting there like that wasn’t so different from work, aside from that they weren’t moving and they had open beers in their laps. When Dwayne had paired them up, which was the typical before Rusty dropped to part-time, Cary drove, sitting on the left behind the wheel, as he was then, too, sitting on the left as if by default. 

	“How’s school going these days?”

	Rusty blew an expressive breath through pressed lips, not quite whistling. “Man.” 

	“That good, huh?”

	Rusty told the tale of the frog and then of Mr. Beaman. The ups and downs of it all. Cary and Christine were the only people in his entire world who cared enough to listen. They were the only two he cared enough about to talk to, really.

	Cary laughed at the frog story, but not in a deprecating way. Laughing with Rusty. “I had Steve Bishop when I went there. He quit to write full-time about a decade after, in the mid-eighties sometime. He was pretty cool. This Beaman sounds all right. He’s not like a weirdo?”

	“I wondered, but nah.”

	“That’s good. Not that I give a heck, none of my business…guess you’re older than a normal student, so it wouldn’t be all that weird. Legal even.”

	Rusty huffed at this. “Weird to me. My ass is for exits only.”

	“Wait ‘til you get older, doctors’ll change all that. Dig in there like you’re hiding gold.” Cary then took on a somber tone when he said, “You think you’ll make it this time?”

	Rusty exhaled a white puff of smoke and said, “Yeah. Already wasted as much time as I can. Can’t do it this time, there’s no next time.”

	“Gonna go to college or anything?”

	“I’m not exactly Einstein. 

	“I’ve known some pretty stupid college graduates.”

	“Do I look that studious all of a sudden?”

	Cary took a sip. “Open some options. Not even just college, I’ve known plenty of people dumber than you who do all kinds of things.”

	“You sound like Christine. She’s going to college in August, the end of August. Hasn’t narrowed it to which school, but a school up north already accepted her.”

	“She’s a good one. You going with her?”

	Rusty tipped his head, left-right, right-left. “Long way away.”

	“Not so long, and you’ll need something soon.”

	Rusty turned to Cary at this. “Wait. Dwayne’s not canning me or something? Linda was fucking looking at me funny, too. Better not be canning me, Christ, I’ll have to drop out again and—”

	“I didn’t say that. Cool it, okay, just…you don’t want to be lugging appliances your whole life and Dwayne has the business sense of an alligator eyeing pork on a hook.”

	Rusty squinted at Cary. The motion sensor died and Cary became a simple silhouette—dark on darker. “Better be just that. I can’t lose my job, man.” Thinking about unemployment made the nights sleeping rough when he’d first took off from the farm flash like emergency lights. The hitchhiking to the cities and sleeping in church basements. The nights when he walked until the sun came up so he wouldn’t freeze to death. He couldn’t do that again. Not knowing what he knew now about futures and grey horizons. Not since he saw there was no better for certain people, there just was.

	Cary tipped his beer until it was empty, gave an ahhh, and then wiped his lips with the back of his hand. “I ever tell you I knew your mom a little. Kim and Carol worked together for a bit before your mom got in at the deli. That was way back, well, a couple years before you were born.”

	“Never told me that. Where was this?” Talking about his family with Cary was infinitely different from talking about his family with Mr. Beaman, or just about anybody else.

	“The casket factory. Carol kept on and worked there right up to a week before she went into the hospital. Some people tried to get me to sue, like it was a chemical in the production, but none of the others got sick from leaning over the paint and chrome.” He sighed. “Sometimes there’s just a demon hiding inside.” He touched his chest with two shadowy digits.

	Rusty knew some of that story but had never pressed. Cary had been a bachelor since 1990 and seemed like he’d accepted that life. Cary’s wife, Carol, had had stage IV breast cancer—heavy in her chest wall and skin—when she finally went into the hospital, and she died while the doctors were trying to work out a plan of hapless action, possibly taking their time, letting the cancer simply tick a job off their to-do list.

	“Right,” Rusty said.

	“I knew her to wave, but that’s it. Carol liked her. Now, your father—”

	“Tried to murder his entire family when he was drunk? Almost did it. Yeah, heard all about that guy.”

	Cary motor-boated his lips. “I guess, but he was a pretty fun guy. If you were on his good side. I always got along with him. We played hockey together for years. He could fight too. Not just on the ice. He was wild, partied like a maniac. I remember this one time he had this chicky…” Cary trailed. “Probably don’t want to hear that one.” He barked a single nervous laugh.

	“What?”

	“He did very well with women, but I guess some of those times, your mother was at home with your sister and you, probably even when she was pregnant. He was shameless about getting women into bed.”

	Rusty shook his head. “Another brick in that wall.”

	“Yeah, but you’d get it better if you saw how it was back then. People were easier. You see it on movies about the ‘sixties and ‘seventies, people getting away from atomic households. Here, we’re like twenty years behind. That new freedom people were feeling in cities for years was finally coming here. Know what I mean? Like how the stuff in the theater’s sometimes been out for a year already by the time it comes to town? 

	Rusty nodded, took a sip.

	“It was real different in those days. You might give your dad a chance, at least, I don’t know, ask him about what really happened. Might help you. You know, he signed that he didn’t remember doing it in a plea, but that was a bad deal. He had a public defender. Before that, he always said somebody else must’ve done it.”

	“I’d say that, too, if I were…you taking therapist night classes or something?”

	“Ha, no. That’d cut into my napping time. Just it never seemed to fit, not to me. I could imagine your dad doing some shady things, but burning people to death, it just seems…not him.”

	“Man. I wouldn’t know. You sound a bit like my English teacher.”

	“I don’t mean to—”

	The door opened and Craig called up the stairs, “She’s here!”

	Rusty finished his beer and then it hit him. “Her? Her who?” 
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	Cary left Rusty just inside the door and crossed the basement to put an arm around Linda Siegenthaler. An intimate and practiced dance, she pressed her lips against the skin above his beard and left a pink slash of Revlon. Rusty had never seen her wear lipstick—not pink, not purple, not anything, ever. His hand moved on motor memory and closed the door behind him as his legs pushed him forward. Linda looked freshly showered and clean in a way that she never had at work, on top of the colour to her lips, on top of a dusty shading above her eyes. Her, like that, and away from Dwayne, and clinging to Cary was a sight beyond the relationship logistics that made any sense. She wore a light blouse and fitted black trousers with a gold clasp centering the waistband, not expensive, but nice. 

	Rusty didn’t ask, couldn’t in fact. He made it back to the couch and reached a hand into Cary’s cooler for another beer, his eyes hard on the improbable pairing. The way she clung was not the same way she touched Dwayne, the expertise wasn’t there, but the replacement vibe seemed something like passion.

	Rusty peeled his eyes free and looked at the others. They were looking, but not how he was looking. The others had known; they’d obviously met before as a group, only including him now, but for what reason?

	“Okay, let’s start,” Linda said and separated herself from Cary’s side, falling to her knees behind the coffee table. She began spreading out the contents of a manila folder like a magician’s card deck. “Rusty, sit, please.”

	Cary nodded to him, told him to acquiesce with that nod, let him know everything was good and right. So, Rusty sat. What else was he doing there but to listen? 

	And that had been the question all along, though he was suddenly asking from an altogether different angle.

	“Cary’s pretty sure you’re more reliable than I’ve been led to believe,” Linda said. “We’ll have to see, but I trust Cary implicitly.”

	Rusty cleared his throat. “What is this?” he said, frowning, looking from face to face to face.

	Jim and Danny had scooted the beanbag chairs close to the table and Cary and Craig fell in on either side of Rusty on the couch, buoying him forward and up as if on a rising tide.

	“It’s an opportunity,” Cary said. “Listen, okay?”

	Rusty paused a beat, then gave a slow nod.

	“As you probably guessed, we’ve discussed this before you were included. But it’s come down to needing you.” Linda spoke with an authority she never showed at Logic, despite that she was Dwayne’s partner, did the paperwork, and scheduled the deliveries. She was an ancillary facet who sometimes asked, usually coolly, though politely, to take care of something.

	“For what?” Rusty was too confused to keep quiet.

	“We’re jacking that fat bastard,” Danny said, glowing. Danny hated Dwayne with an anger that went unmatched by any of the other employees, aside from Linda, apparently, maybe.

	“A week from today you’re going to help us rob my husband for every cent the warehouse stock’s worth.”

	“What? Why are…?” Rusty was shaking his head, piecing things that did not fit together into normalcy’s jigsaw.

	“He’s a pig. A broke pig. He’s flushed everything. He owes more than he’ll ever pay back. He’s done irreparable damage to my well-being and livelihood.” Linda spoke through clenched teeth and with the real emotion, righteous indignation. 

	“Okay, but, why me?” Rusty clutched his beer so tightly that the label had begun slipping sideways as the condensation nullified the glue.

	Linda loosened her entire body and then sighed. Obviously adding him to the mix was not her idea. “Because nobody would believe you could do this.”

	Rusty looked around the room again, only Cary kept eyes on him, everyone else looked at hands or beer bottles. 

	“What the hell does that mean?” he said.

	“It’s okay. Just listen, okay?” Cary said, his voice calming. “It’s the optics, that’s all. People think what they think. At one time, everyone thought the world was flat. It’s the optics of you, okay?”

	“I still don’t get it,” Rusty said.

	After a short pause and a shuffle of pages, Linda found her words. “You’re a twenty-one-year-old going to high school. The whole town knows your history. Everybody’s seen you hitchhiking, seen you driving that shitbox car, shopping at the goodwill stores, nobody expects much of anything from you. Get it, nobody would believe you could plan out a robbery, empty the warehouse, and liquidate all the assets while somehow the paperwork appears to match everything on the showroom floor and suggests that nothing’s missing at all. Imagine someone piecing that together, but with you as a mastermind behind it. No cop would ever put something like that together and say, yeah, must’ve been Rusty Talbot who pulled it off.”

	Rusty let his jaw fall, but snapped it closed with an audible click of his teeth. Offensive maybe, but right on the money. His social standing outside the school was only marginally better than in the school. If at all. “I’m only twenty. Okay, but it’s not like anyone would think Danny could do this. Why me?”

	“Sure, but maybe I know somebody. Everybody knows you don’t know nobody,” Danny said, his usually jokey character flipped into the opposite. His mouth was set tight, his eyes hard as diamonds. 

	“Okay,” Rusty said. “I get it, but what if I don’t want to?”

	“That’s fine, but Cary’s the only reason Dwayne hasn’t fired you. You’re in or you’re out,” Linda said. 

	Rusty rubbed his forehead, mulling this. It took him a second to clue into the full meaning. “I’m fired if I don’t join? That’s it, eh? What’s keeping me from going to the police?”

	“You wouldn’t do that,” Jim said.

	He was right. If it wasn’t his business, it wasn’t his business, but forcing him into this made it his business, though in a different way. Rusty clicked his tongue, thinking.

	“It’s simple, all you have to do is drive,” Linda said.

	“Drive what?” Rusty still had a hand over his face.

	“A truck,” Cary said.

	Craig cracked a fresh beer and added, “A rig.”

	“I never drove a rig. I can’t.” Rusty let his hand fall. He still hadn’t sipped from the beer he held; the label had migrated to the neck beneath his grip.

	“You can. It’s like a tractor, but a little more complicated. You only need to drive out of town,” Cary said. “A little ways, and I’ll help you understand beforehand.”

	“Cary will take over once out of town, but he needs to be seen first. Everybody but you needs to be in the public at the time; we aren’t worrying about you. You live alone, nobody knows if you’re home, nobody knows if you’re doing something, nobody cares. That’s why it has to be you.”

	Rusty finally rediscovered the beer and slugged half of it back in a single breath. Bottle lowered, he said, “I get it, I’m a screw up. Get over it already, okay?”

	Linda checked herself, surprisingly. “Sorry. You’re right.”

	“Start from the beginning,” Cary said and touched Linda’s arm with two fingers. 

	She took a deep breath. Six months earlier, Linda had begun tracking every item on the floor and marking off and swapping in old and nonsense serial numbers so that everything on the floor would match the most recent shipments, which would eventually clear the numbers on the items in their paperwork to move the items to a buyer. It wouldn’t stand great scrutiny, but it would give enough time for the entire scheme to appear that Dwayne was trying to weasel out of his grand and ever-increasing debt. 

	The night it was to happen, Linda had scheduled a light shipping day so nothing would hiccup with an exhausted delivery crew. Everything was ready and waiting for them to act. Linda offered this with more than a trace of pride, and when she finally said, “Dwayne will get everything he deserves,” she did so peacock proud.

	“Man, I think you’re missing something,” Rusty said, knowing there was an element somewhere in his subconscious ringing a warning bell.

	“I’m not finished,” Linda said and then continued.

	Linda had Dwayne’s door code and would call Jim that night—a last minute thing because Dwayne got suspicious and changed his codes on whims. Jim would’ve spent most of the day—his day off—moving boxes in the warehouse for easy access, readying them by the loading bay. At four, Linda would whisper into Dwayne’s ear concerning a certain new toy and set of lingerie that were to land in the mailbox that day—of course she already had the items, and after Rusty asked, she sighed and explained in detail, for the sake of full-disclosure, no surprises, nothing left out: a black crotchless teddy with garters, men’s edible underwear, and a refurbished sybian machine purchased from the estate of a dead pornographer. She then clarified the sybian for those who did not know—Danny knew what it was from Howard Stern—and that her husband had a frivolous Viagra prescription. Cary appeared visibly saddened by this last part. 

	In the early evening, after adjusting the warehouse, Jim was to arrive at the Trent and proceed to become publically drunk, staying there until last call, making sure he was so visible nobody would forget him. At five, Danny and Craig—Craig would drive—were to park the fifty-three-foot trailer at the warehouse’s bay door. They would work for thirty minutes, cramming as much as they could within, in the limited time they had. At a quarter to six, they’d visit the Fall Street Café, have supper and a few beers, they’d then catch the movie Rock Star, starring Mark Wahlberg, at the Bijou Cinema—running time one hour, forty-six minutes. After that, they’d go to McDonald’s and sit in the bright dining area until the place closed at midnight. Also at five, Cary would be dealing with an especially irritating customer and a small refrigerator she’d purchased and scheduled for delivery. A saleswoman, in order to make the sale no doubt, had promised a delivery driver would install the unit, turn the direction of the fridge’s doors, and flip a wooden door in the customer’s pantry—the ancient hinge grooves were already there, though painted over, from a previous owner’s preference;  Linda had nailed this down with the customer over the phone. Cary would take his time with the arrangement. Once through, he’d drive back to work, clock out, and then head to Randy’s Home Cuisine & Bar. He’d eat supper in a booth on the restaurant side, asking for refills and dessert before leaving a hefty tip. He’d then move to a front and center barstool in the rear portion. The Leafs were scheduled to play and he’d be there until after the game was over, chatting it up with the regulars. At eleven, he’d go to Tim Horton’s for a coffee to interact with whoever was on the late shift and any customers he might recognize. He’d then head out of town, and at the underpass lot by the Edgar Park turnoff, he’d park his truck and run to the defunct Leon Automotive. Between five and ten-thirty, Rusty would go to the warehouse on foot, and load the trailer. He’d reset the alarm at ten-thirty with the numbers provided and take the truck to Leon Automotive to wait for Cary. After that, he’d drive Cary’s truck behind the rig, all the way to a satellite warehouse on the lakeside of Hamilton. A building belonging to Charles Ranger.

	“Wait, can you find prices lower than Fast Charley’s? Noooo waaaay. That guy?” Rusty said, hands up in the crossing guard fashion. Fast Charley had regular spots on late night television and Sunday afternoon movies.

	“That’s correct. There’s a reason his prices are unbeatable.” Linda still had her index finger pressed against a black and white map printed on letter size paper.

	“But why doesn’t Cary just come get the truck from the warehouse?” Rusty said.

	“Having everything down, having everything perfect; that’s why. People know Cary has driven truck before, they see him and they think about it because they’ll recognize him, and it’ll make sense. It only takes one screw up and that screw up stacks all the other potential screw ups into a very small pile.” Linda was so certain it was eerie. “Issues act like dominoes; I’ve been waiting too damned long to not have every angle covered.”

	Cary nodded, grinning. “It’s going to work.”

	“Okay, I guess, but how do I figure out driving the truck? Even if you say so, it can’t be that much like a tractor,” Rusty said.

	“No trouble,” Cary said, tapping his temple with an index finger. “My brother put his old Freightliner out at the farm. It needs transmission work, but it’ll shift up to fourth gear, no high gears, but no worries.”

	“Why no worries?” Rusty said.

	“How fast you think you need to get going?” Danny said, huffing a breath from his nostrils.

	Rusty shook his head. “How’d you come up with all this?”

	Linda sneered. “I’ve had years to think about it.”

	The group lulled at this point, sipping beers, fidgeting in their seats. Danny tossed a lighter above his lap over and over, as if needing a cigarette, but unwilling to step outside just yet. Craig finished a beer and burped, began peeling the label from the side of the bottle.

	Finally, Rusty said, “So, how much?”

	Craig looked up immediately, as if he’d been waiting for this question. “We each get thirteen thousand,” he said, maybe a little too quickly. 

	Rusty chewed his bottom lip, felt a smidge like he’d just stepped into The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly; spying the others like they were coming for his gold. This time only Cary wouldn’t look at him. “I’ll do it, but I want my fair share.”

	“What?” Jim said.

	“You’re getting more; I want the same as the rest of you,” Rusty said and then sipped. His head spun, but his body held steady. This was the heaviest of heavy.

	“That’s the same!” Danny said, his light brown shades leaning into pinks. “That’s what we’re all getting!”

	The door at the top of the stairs swung open and Craig’s wife hissed, “You will keep it down. The children are sleeping.” The door clicked closed.

	Rusty held his ground, settled his gaze on Linda. She was the brains and he wasn’t about to be the ass end of anything for crumbs. “Fair share. I’m doing more work than the rest, I want my share.”

	She licked behind her lips and picked up a pencil, started into the math longhand on the side of the map. “Thirty-one each. Approximately.”

	“What the hell? Was almost forty, then thirty-six and change and now thirty-one?” Jim said. “That’s hardly more than if I keep going into work for the fat bastard.”

	“Not really. Logic doesn’t have a year of debt left,” Linda said. “Dwayne’s going to sink the ship, and I’m not going with it, but your jobs will. Right down the drain.”

	“And you can find another job somewhere else,” Cary said to Jim. 

	“Seems like a big risk now. Before it was like a year was free, a whole year of free living, but now…” Jim trailed.

	“There is no future job at Logic. Sure, there’s three or four months, maybe, until it all crashes, but this is it, this is how you get your wage. And it’s already set. There’s no backing out now. We’re all in.”

	Rusty frowned, he hadn’t agreed to jack or shit, but somehow they knew he would, even if he hadn’t yet admitted it to himself.

	The group continued light bickering and Cary leaned close to Rusty, bringing him from reverie. “You’ll be able to finish school and go wherever you want, start fresh. It’s not enough to live on for long, but it’s a life without your family’s cloud. You can go with Christine with nothing holding you back. You can just go and be whoever you want to be.”

	Rusty blinked. This was true, but Andover was home, always had been…then again, to hell with it. “Right. Yeah. What choice do I have anyway?”

	“You just can’t say a word of this to Christine…for the obvious reasons,” Linda said. “None of you can say a word to anyone.”

	“Damned right, I ain’t doing this so you can get us arrested,” Jim said, pointing with his eyes at Rusty. 

	Danny was looking at Rusty too, hard, that kind of look you gave foreign dudes who’ve come to your local fall fair.

	“I sure ain’t telling my wife,” Craig said, sad smile playing on his face. 

	The joke fell flat. The atmosphere was heavy as the crime, and it had them all suddenly silent. 
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	Rusty was nine and his grandmother was sixty-one. She sat at the kitchen table with an empty plate before her, toast crumbs freckling the white porcelain. The left side of her face was drooping and strawberry jam had nestled into the lowest section of rubbery flesh like she was saving it.

	Rusty had spent three nights in a row with the neighbours and was only just home—the neighbours sent him away on foot once seeing the lights of his grandmother’s Chrysler pull up her laneway.

	“Come here,” she said, slurring the words.

	Dutifully and terrified, he circled around and took his usual spot, doing his best to keep the chair feet from squeaking. Once he was on his seat, she grabbed his left hand with her right and pulled him close—the chair squeaking and rubber-thudding at top volume. She leaned her face at him, her breath strong and sour.

	“You did this,” she said.

	Rusty shook his head.

	“I’m probably gonna die soon instead of in twenty or thirty years.”

	Rusty kept on shaking his head as he attempted to reef free his hand, but her grip was too much for the scrawny little boy.

	“If you never came here, I could’ve relaxed.”

	Tears sprouted from Rusty’s eyes and shame fell in alongside his terror.

	“You little crybaby. I’m the one dying.”

	Rusty yanked again, but her fingernails dug into his skin, and he squeaked at the scratched pain.

	“I should sell you. Nobody would know and nobody would miss you.”

	A mosquito began buzzing around the table before hovering next to his grandmother’s right ear. Rusty saw it the second after she released him to swat it away. He tumbled back, hitting the linoleum hard with his elbows and tailbone. He bounced up and ran.

	“Nobody would know!” she called after him.

	Rusty kicked open the door of his car as he shook away the memory. Something about the meeting had triggered it, but he didn’t bother to delve any further. Did not at all need the added stress.

	His life was simple outside work and work wasn’t exactly brain surgery, and still, it was all difficult to maneuver. Rusty’s tastes and needs fell into the mold, perhaps simplistic enough to suggest ease of station, and yet, his road was bumpy as hell. Add in the sudden demands—between the robbery and Christine going off to school—his mind was again looking beyond and seeing all his shortcomings. 

	“Nobody would know,” he whispered his grandmother’s words and shook his head again, trying to sift that memory down the river because it surely carried no gold. 

	And perhaps it was totally wrong.

	And wasn’t proving that it was wrong the reason for exposing himself to the trouble of returning to school? And wasn’t that the reason for dealing with life in the boarding house instead of getting a proper apartment, a proper job, rather than finishing his education?

	He got into his room and immediately lit a cigarette. The smoke tendrils rose from the ashtray to join the bluish cloud forever lingering at the ceiling. Through the mounting and regularly updated haze, the walls featured very little by way of decoration, but there was a mirror, a round-faced clock, and a mounted-on-cork poster of 2pac Rusty had bought with the proceeds from his sixteenth birthday back in 1997—a couple weeks before he hit the road. He’d had to go back for it one day when he figured his foster parents weren’t home, which was tricky, but he’d gotten lucky. His foster sister was sneering at him when he grabbed it, sorry to give up the picture she’d hung in her room.

	He looked at 2pac’s dark eyes and the puckered bullet wound on the right side of his chest, over a tattoo of his mother. The glossy surface of the poster had gone dull and a gummy yellow film collected dust. A grey cloud left his mouth and he imagined the future again, maybe even quitting smoking after he climbed all the other hurdles.

	“One thing at a time,” he said to the cluttered room. “Get one thing right before you worry about the second.”

	Rusty had stopped on his way home from Craig’s house to buy a carton of cigarettes, knowing he’d be smoking double time for the next six days. He’d fixed a cup of instant coffee and drank and smoked, then fixed another cup to go with two more cigarettes, it was all he could manage since returning. 

	Eleven o’clock came and went. The basic cable that came with the room was on channel 22 and a re-run of Rescue 9-1-1. A girl had her tongue stuck in a Yoo-hoo bottle and it just kept swelling bigger and bigger and going into darker shades of purple. The visuals were wildly nasty, especially that it was all re-enactment—somebody had to build that tongue, somebody probably earned a month’s wage just building that ugly tongue. Rusty hardly noticed anything about the show beyond the tongue. It was incredible, the jobs some people had and how well they did them.

	Once the credits rolled, his mind got busy elsewhere, settling on the shifting versions of the future before him. After that second coffee, he had traded up and poured a cup of whiskey with ice. He sipped, his back against the brown chair and his feet resting next to his mounded and warm ashtray. He had to fight himself to put time between smokes.

	The more he thought, the more melancholy he became. The future wasn’t really that bright, not in comparison to the trouble he faced. The mess that was his life made him want to get stinking drunk. 

	A moment before he could decide what to do, knuckles rapped against the window above his bedding. He stood on his pillow and pulled open the condensation-sopping window. 

	“Hey,” Christine said.

	“Hey,” Rusty said and slid closed the window. He left his room, hooked a right to the short flight of steps, and opened the main door to let Christine inside. She slipped in around him, knowing better than to speak until they were back in his room. The landlords were jerks and Rusty was paranoid about being evicted—even if it had become a baseless worry. When he’d first moved in, he heard them arguing about how long he’d be there and how stupid it was to take a chance on a kid renter. That lingered, even despite that he was no longer a kid and could probably afford a spot in one of the slum apartments—after he finished school, of course.

	The she-landlord upstairs was downright vicious through the ceiling, though sweet as pie whenever they were face-to-face. Usually because she needed him to run to the Esso gas station on the corner to grab her a pack of cigarettes, which she smoked whenever she wasn’t wearing her oxygen mask, even sometimes when it dangled around her neck like pearls. Her skin was ash grey and her hair was long and white, and she wore it a foot high, straight up in a beehive. The he-landlord was quiet, but not exactly approachable.

	Christine pushed through his door and turned. Under the foggy lights of his room, the dried tear streaks became apparent on her cheeks. Rusty wrapped his arms around her where they stood. 

	“What happened?” he said.

	“My dad. I don’t know. He was drunk and being an asshole…about you.”

	“Yeah. Even if he didn’t catch us fooling around I think he’d still hate me.”

	“He tried to forbid me from seeing you.”

	“Really? Forbid?” Rusty pushed back and Christine started nodding, then bent to unzip her boots. “He give you a reason?”

	“He said you were probably like your father.”

	Rusty flinched some. Everybody wanted to talk about his father all of a sudden. “What?”

	“He’s said it before.” Christine spotted the whiskey glass and drained it, then shivered and barked out a hot after breath. “I just never said because it’s stupid.”

	Rusty dropped onto his chair and reached for the smoldering cigarette in the ashtray. “You’re the third person to bring up my dad today.”

	Christine wrinkled her face and unzipped her jacket. “It was my dad, not me.” She snatched his cigarette for a drag and immediately gave it back. She rubbed her palms against her pant legs and took a deep breath. She got frantic sometimes when she was upset—usually on account of her father. 

	“Yeah, but, man, it’s like the universe is conspiring against me. It’s been a hell of a…day.” Rusty stopped himself. The group had to be quiet for things to work, and a slip up might really make Rusty become like his dad, maybe they’d become cellblock neighbours. “Hell of a day.” If he said any more, the floodgates would burst.

	“Yeah.” Christine wiped a tear away and then pulled her shirt over her head. She wasn’t wearing a bra. The shirt landed on his portable CD player. She then got to unbuttoning her jeans.

	Rusty took the final drag from the cigarette. “You spending the night?”

	Christine shrugged, shaking her head simultaneously. “I don’t know. I don’t—just, let’s do it, okay?” 

	“Sure,” Rusty said and bent over to stub out the cigarette. He pulled off his shirt and opened his pants. Anything would be a welcome distraction from ripping off Dwayne and what the aftereffects might mean for his future. For his freedom.

	Christine gave a gentle wiggle to get her jeans down over her hips. Her panties were pink, cheap, cotton, the kind of stuff they sold in bins, three for $10. She dropped down onto his makeshift bed. Rusty followed her there and leaned flat as he tugged off his own pants and boxer shorts. He scooched down to where the padding ended and his feet dragged over the carpet until his socks balled up and slid off.

	Christine slipped those pink cotton panties down over the gentle curve of her ass and Rusty leaned his face in close, taking in her scents and the heat emanating from the hidden spaces of her body. Hands on thighs, he turned her some, pushed apart her legs. 

	Seventeen minutes later as they spooned tight together amid the sex-sticky sheets. An old Unsolved Mysteries about a dead bachelor with half-a-million in the bank, 98 sets of shoelaces, and no family was on the television. Christine said, “Do I grind my teeth when I sleep? The dentist said it looks like I grind my teeth.” 

	Rusty wasn’t really listening to her and came to a decision outside conscious thought. “So, something happened tonight.” 

	“What?”

	He took a deep breath, then spoke quickly. “Cary and Linda have a thing, and the delivery crew is planning a heist.”

	She turned at this, away from Robert Stack’s eyeliner. “Are you for real? 

	Rusty nodded and told Christine everything. This despite that her father was the local constabulary’s lead detective.
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	Keeping everything normal was the toughest part of the plan. From the onset, Rusty ignored one point of normal, skipping Friday’s classes, though that wasn’t entirely abnormal. The wheels of his Tempo hit highway asphalt and toured, passing by farmland and clusters of houses with huge yards and tall fences on the outskirts of town before hooking a right, bumping onto back road gravel in a plume of dust. Trees and fields and more trees and fields. Aside from the straight grey roads, it was probably not so far from what it looked like a century earlier. Deer and birds grazed while swarms of flies, big enough to be seen in passing, buzzed around carcasses in the ditches. In pastures with wire fences, cows and horses chewed glistening, dew-damp grass, while foamy globs of mucus trailed down their chins. The odd farmhouse stood flagpole amid all those greens and browns, whitewash paint and asphalt roofing. 

	Rusty hooked a left at a beat-up mailbox and pulled into Cary’s laneway. He rolled to what would amount to half a suburban block in Andover, fields on either side, emptiness until greenery sprouted in distant treelines. He kept on around the back of the barn, passing the house, where Cary had said to go to find the truck. Old feeders and tractor loader attachments sat dormant in four-foot grass, rusting, paint flaking. Piled cedar rails filled in a corner next to the barnyard fence, a few feet from where the world ran down a hill into a bush.

	The old truck was there, right where Cary said: maroon with sunburnt patches of pink, paint bubbled and peeling, ashy burn marks darkening the exhaust stack. Out front, a portable battery charger connected to the battery beneath the hood—cracked just wide enough for the cables to snake inside. An orange extension cord ran into some waist-high grass, trailing into the barn by one path or another. The hum from the machine was constant.

	Rusty knelt to look at the options on the face. Simple stuff. He switched the charger off to read the juice level. The truck’s battery remained in the red and maybe it would start if he switched the charger to jumper mode, but what if he stalled in the middle of a hayfield and the alternator wasn’t humming quite up to 100%? Couldn’t jump it again way the hell out there unless he grabbed his car—and who knew how well his balding tires would perform in that damp grass. Best to have a full battery. He switched it back to charge and stood straight, cracking his spine out with his hands on his hips.

	The farm was quiet, it seemed even the crickets were sleeping yet. An appreciable gentle breeze pushed the manure scents away from him. The cattle in the barnyard chewed hay and watched him with huge, dopey eyes. Rusty did not care for cattle, or pigs, or sheep, or chickens, any food animals in fact—this stemmed from his years on the farm. His foster parents were never especially mean, but they were cold, and during that last year, his foster father, Douglas, had gone angry. He seemed to walk around the house with a fist cocked all the time, building a Hitchcockian level of suspense, though only a couple times did he let the abuse fly in Rusty’s direction. Both times seemed like enough, but it took until the second time for Rusty to hone the courage needed to hit the road—perhaps it was cowardice in not fighting back.

	Eight months later, Douglas had a brain scan. An otherwise benign tumor pressed against his brain in a way that explained the drastic change in mood. Douglas showed up at Logic Appliance one day with an envelope. Rusty was out on deliveries, but Dwayne accepted the envelope and passed it on—I’m not your messenger, you know, he’d said. The note explaining the check for $2,300.59 read, simply: 

	What the government sent after you were gone and we figured you’d come back, but you didn’t. I had a tumor, so it’s not my fault I was different. Good luck. 

	—Douglas 

	Douglas had had that tumor removed, and if he went back to normal, Rusty never knew because he never cared enough to find out. The sum from the envelope was good though, it was the seed money for the next seven high school credits he’d managed to accumulate. 

	Rather than hangout in the barnyard, Rusty grabbed his travel mug and cigarettes and went up to the house. A modular home from the ‘70s, built-upon and sunk into a cement foundation. At some point since he’d moved in, Cary had replaced the vinyl siding with wood siding, which classed it up a bit, but essentially that was like giving a stray mutt the Westminster Kennel treatment—no matter what, a mutt’s a mutt. An empty hummingbird feeder dangled by the door, the red plastic gone so sun-bleached it was almost white on the outward facing side while remaining a dark pink on the back. Tacked to the wall in the feeder’s morning shadow was a DeKalb seed thermometer. Above that, some wasps had built a muddy nest where the siding met the steel soffit. Rusty slowed his motion and quieted his steps, just in case. He tried the handle, and then remembered. Hurrying away like something was chasing him, he went around back to the other door.

	He hated all sorts of stinging and biting bugs, too, almost as much as they seemed to love farms.

	—

	Sylvester Stallone, John Claude Van Damme, Arnold Schwarzenegger, and Bruce Willis. Despite being big and strong, Cary was almost timid as a man in action, but the huge VHS and DVD selection wasn’t much of a surprise. Who didn’t like action? Rusty selected Deep Blue Sea, having only ever seen part of it and liked the idea of a horror lean to the thrills, also he loved Samuel L. Jackson. He stretched out on a corduroy recliner, in reach of his travel mug and the universal TV remote, which also controlled the sound system. 

	The movie began and Rusty let it take him away—runtime 1:45. After the shark was done going shark, Rusty took a mug from the cupboard and nuked a cup of Cary’s morning pot in the microwave. On the back porch, he lit a cigarette and stood a minute, weighing whether or not the battery was apt to kick the truck into life. On the short back lawn, a pair of crows poked for food, bringing their heads up in what seemed practiced synchronization. Each carried a pink worm and each looked at Rusty while they slurped it down. 

	“Okay then,” he said and then carried on down to the barnyard. 

	The humming from the charger rode the warm late morning air in a way Rusty could feel in his teeth. The mug rattled momentarily when he set it on the machine’s steel shell. After the power switched off, the mug ceased its rattle and the truck’s battery readout was in the green. 

	He climbed the nose of the Freightliner and pushed open the hood far enough that he could reach the first cable. Squinting against the tendril of smoke rising from the cigarette between his lips, he grabbed the red handle of the second clamp. Battery disconnected from the charger, he tossed the cables into the dust of the path.

	Rusty hopped down and took up his mug. The cigarette burned between the first two fingers of his right hand as he mulled the coming hours. After a sip, and another puff, the mug went onto the rust-pocked chrome bumper of the truck. He stood a moment to look around the empty fields and imagine a course, but decided he’d just go where the truck took him at first, simply try to keep it going without mowing down any of the distant cedar rail fencing. 

	He rolled the power cord around the battery charger’s handles until it went taut against the hold of an extension cord. Strangely, he could almost hear the hum still, like energy lingered in a cloud around his head. He followed the black cord’s tail until it reached the coupler connected to the orange extension cord. 

	The hum was even louder and he dropped the cord after separation, imagining a shock. Rusty scrunched his face, turned his neck to the limits, one way and then the other. He picked the cord up from where he’d dropped it and looked into the shadows of the coupler’s grooves, as if he’d catch tiny bolts jumping and come to understand the noise and sensation he felt in his teeth. The cattle continued chewing, watching him like he was an especially rare bird. Rusty lifted the cord closer to his face, shrugged then, and dropped it again. 

	The heavy black coupler landed in a shadowy hole, puncturing an underground wasps’ nest. The humming became a steady buzz as angry occupants mounted an instant offensive. Before he had a chance to register the reality of the situation, a wasp had lit on his nose and plunged its stinger into his flesh. 

	“Sonofabitch!” 

	Rusty slapped a hand and stumbled backward, six more wasps landed on him: two on his arms, three on legs, and one on his neck, stingers plunged into skin and Lee’s denim alike, he slammed his palm at his neck and arm simultaneously, the wasps on his legs went unacknowledged, four more landed, two of which found his face: one on the eyebrow, one on the lip. Rusty took off, rocketing, running straight for the barnyard. The cattle bent at their fore knees a moment before they scattered in a rumble of kicked shit and arrant hay stalks, and he hadn’t even reached steel tubing of the gate. The wasps continued plunging stingers as Rusty sprinted through the slick cow manure and dove headfirst into the four-foot-high water trough. 

	The relief was immediate.

	He sat a minute with only his head above the mucous-busy surf before he considered the state of his cigarette pack. He popped up, huffing in frustration, and climbed out. The cows had gathered close, curious—calves hanging back.

	“What you looking at?”

	The big animals went on chewing, cud rather than hay now.

	“Thanks for your help, by the way. Could’ve warned me.”

	No change, they kept chewing, kept looking. Filthy, shit-spackled things.

	“I know you knew. Bet you think it’s real’ funny.”

	He parted the excitable beasts as they bucked and jumped to give him space. He climbed the fence and then gave the wasps’ nest a wider berth than the cows had given him. All the way around the back end and up to the driver’s side, he opened the door of the old Freightliner. The hinges creaked and settled off-kilter, revealing just how often someone had pulled themselves inside by the door handle. He could appreciate that, his car had the same damned problem, somehow.

	His cigarette pack was soggy as oatmeal. He opened it gently. The brown sticks came out of the sticky paper wrapping and lined the dash of the rig—after Rusty gave a cursory swipe at the thick dust collected there. He picked the one that looked the most smokeable and lit it on the twelfth flick of his damp Bic. He rolled down the window and watched the wasps circle the hole in the ground.

	This idea was doomed before it even began and he put his head in his hands, palms over his eyes, careful to avoid pressing on anywhere painful. Maybe he should go meet his father, get to know him before Rusty moved in himself. Could be there was some prep he could manage to make his future a little cushier. 

	He let his hands fall and looked around the cab. Spice Girls and Brittany Spears stickers littered a steel toolbox between the seats. The air freshener was so faded it was nearly white, but the ghost of a naked woman lingered, breasts so high they might stand in for CN Tower advertisements. 

	The whole damned idea was doomed.

	—

	Things were going better than expected. The truck was more lenient than the one and only sports car Rusty had ever driven—in the ninth grade, another kid stole his father’s Corvette, but got too drunk and Rusty, deemed least drunk at the party, and most able, had to return it to the shed at the kid’s house. He stalled it a handful of times before getting it to roll. Unlike the car, the truck seemed to want to run.

	By the lunch hour, he was doing rounds in a hayfield like he was trying to beat a personal best in steadiness. By three o’clock, he had it up to third gear, rolling a bit faster than comfortable on the relatively short, uneven tract of land. He practiced breaking, heavy wheels rutting into the earth, kicking up plumes of dust and strewn grass. He found that stopping and starting were by far more difficult than driving itself. At four-thirty, he parked the nearly dry truck by the locked diesel tank. A day burning fuel made the plan seem less impossible, made a happy ending seem not just plausible, but likely. He really felt more like he’d get his share of the cash and stay out of jail, so long as everybody did their parts as well as he was going to.

	“This could work,” he said as he slammed the door shut behind him. His face had numbed, but talking brought forth small jolts of pain yet.

	One point that kept lingering about his mind was how they’d get Dwayne to accept his fate. Even after the circumstantial evidence buried him, he’d be snapping like a chunky pit bull. He wasn’t the kind of guy to accept anything that pushed against his livelihood, and even as slovenly and hopeless as he was, the man had pride. A few years earlier, he’d tried to run over an employee who’d sold electronics at Logic and only got out of that situation when it came to light the employee had a cocaine problem and had tried to sue two previous employers. Dwayne was lucky, because no matter the prior situations the salesman had gotten into, Dwayne had lined him up and driven a van into the dumpster the employee had jumped behind. There was no doubt or chance at suggesting an accident, he was undeniably trying to nail him.

	“Linda must have something,” Rusty said and then moved his mouth around, attempting to force the stinging pain to abate—it was working, too.

	Rusty left Cary’s because he had to work at five. By the time he got to Logic Appliance, a few minutes to the hour—bag of McDonald’s in hand—he was thoroughly exhausted, though completely dried out from his dip in the water trough. His remaining cigarettes were loaded into the dry and sturdy decks of an empty pack retrieved from the floor of his car.

	Cary was in the lunchroom going over sales notes for the following day. He glanced up for less than a second. “Heya. We’re together tomorrow,” he said, business as usual tone, eyes down on his paperwork. 

	“How’d it go today?” Rusty asked, his voice rising strangely on the word go, his lip still aching from the swelling. He sounded a bit like an early pubescent. 

	“Had the first of one of those damned Sub Zero fridges. Dwayne must’ve had to special order it in early—been out for a year in some states. Barely fit through the door and Jim had to remove part of a cupboard. You go to school today?” Cary lifted his gaze from the paperwork. “Holy crow! Look at your face!”

	Rusty touched where it had swollen the worst—above his right eye. “No, well, not school school, but driving school.” Rusty said the last part like the secret it was. “You have wasps a few feet from where you put that charger. Damned things were not happy to see me.”

	“Yikes.”

	“Didn’t see them until I’d already pissed them off, royally.”

	“Holy, yeah. They got ya all right.”

	“Had to jump in the water trough.”

	Cary smiled with the right side of his mouth. “Oh, that’s good. That’s gold. Next time, film it. We can send it to Bob Saget.” His face soured some and his mouth leveled out. “Should maybe go to class these next days. Might regret it later if you don’t.”

	Dwayne stormed into the lunchroom. “What’s he gonna do with school anyway? Look at your face!”

	Rusty shovelled fries into his mouth. The salt stung like hell, but he wasn’t about to show it. “Wasps,” he said around a mouthful.

	Cary stood and reached into his pocket for his keys. “Well, close enough to five,” he said. “See you fine gentlemen tomorrow.”

	Dwayne never said a peep if Cary left a few minutes early. Cary always started before the hour and often enough quit after the hour. Much after the hour; never said boo about it.

	“You’re gonna do some cardboard tonight, the handicappers didn’t come in this morning.” Dwayne scratched at his nipple beneath his loose shirt, eyes hard on Rusty. “Geez, look at your face. Should put you on the sales floor, get a sympathy sale maybe…” he snorted, “imagine you out there, dealing with customers.”

	Rusty swallowed that mouthful, found he was too tired to care about the insult or to rebuff the cardboard demand. At least it was outdoors work. “Then what?”

	“Got a freezer needs cleaning.”

	Before Cary was beyond earshot, he said, “Lord save him.”

	—

	Long as a casket and deep as a hot tub, the chest freezer had been in a customer’s garage. A fuse blew while the family was on vacation in Aruba—perhaps the day they left, given the state of the contents. Only the lights and electrical sockets went with the fuse, the heat kept pumping around the freezer at night, during the day nothing had to be on, the sunlight coming through a window was enough to keep things cooking. 

	Estimated time to fester the goods: thirteen days.

	The customers came home and decided the wisest move was to use Logic Appliance’s removal policy, and purchased a new freezer rather than clean the one housing about fifty pounds of rotten sludge. Cary and Jim had used cranking straps to seal the freezer so as to move it, but once back to the shop took them off so Dwayne could assess and come to a decision on a plan of action. 

	Rusty spied the long white rectangle from the backdoor, knowing there was a damned good reason Dwayne had the guys leave it at the very edge of the parking lot. 

	No use in wasting time, Rusty started out into the cool evening. He carried a bucket, a garbage bag, rubber gloves, a jug of Mr. Clean, and a squeeze bottle of Goo Gone. Would’ve been smart to pack Vick’s VapoRub like a TV coroner. 

	Rusty had no one to blame; this duty was his own damned fault. Back when he was new to the job, and thankful for the opportunity to earn minimum wage while breaking his back, he’d cleaned a trade-in refrigerator to something close to showroom quality. Ever since, Dwayne had him clean every nasty trade-in. But this piece, this was the ultimate.

	He cracked the lid and immediately gagged, felt his supper rising, that secret Big Mac sauce especially. The burn crept up his throat and he dry swallowed a half-dozen times to keep everything down. Inside that freezer smelled like sun-sizzled roadkill, boiled down to its essence—from concentrate, like frozen orange drink. 

	“Christ,” he said, leaning on his knees, spitting saliva onto the pebbly parking lot. 

	Once he had his breath again, he cracked the freezer’s lid anew. His eyes burned and his nose tingled, despite that he hadn’t yet taken another breath. It was hot, like being near chili peppers boiling in a pan, but different. Once his lungs ached and he had to breathe, he choked up his throat a mix of fountain Coke and chewed Big Mac meal; an un-chewed half-pickle slithered out—like an afterthought, afterbirth. He gagged and jerked his head like a pecking chicken as sesame seeds fired from his guts on a wave of meaty backwash. 

	The freezer lid had fallen closed again and that whooshed wind seemed to scorch his lungs and singe his nose hairs. On top of it all. Just the syrup yet, not even to the cherry: he had yet to reach into that special, creamy slurry.

	He leaned up from his knees and looked to the bay doors. Dwayne was smiling at him, chewing an open-mouthed bite from the Snickers bar he held. 

	It all fell into place then, all the trepidation around the heist became excitement. Robbing this sonofabitch was good and right and Dwayne deserved all the shame that would come with his public failure. Hell, probably he’d go to jail, fraud and debt evasion, something official sounding like that. Make the whole world see what trash he really was.

	That string of thoughts alone gave Rusty the strength to open the freezer, to bag the soggy packs of putrid meat that floated in the thick pink swill a foot from the bottom of the freezer—up to his elbows almost when he dug deep for other hidden goodies. The drain plug was open, but only a trickle spilled. That liquid was too much solid food. He grabbed hunks of grey and green meat. Bits of blackened cardboard and a pizza still in its plastic—he laughed at a thought: he could wash it off, cook it up, and feed it to Dwayne. He pitched bucketful after bucketful like he was saving a drowning canoe and then scrubbed the interior to a magnificent white. 

	“Gonna make a bunch selling that one,” Dwayne said afterwards, his shadow looming over an exhausted Rusty, and then left. This was his idea of a compliment. 

	Rusty didn’t care, he even smiled as he cut and stacked cardboard in the recyclables dumpster after he’d bathed his entire torso and inside his nostrils in the employee washroom with gritty, industrial strength soap that smelled like oranges. 
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	Rusty bumped the main door closed behind him with his ass. There was a letter-size manila envelope on the chair that sat on the landing at the top of the stairs that led down to the rental rooms. The paleness of the envelope stuck out in the shadows like something radioactive, stark against the green velvet of the chair and dim panelling and brown flooring. RUSTY TALBOT was written in dense black marker. Beneath that, in the fluid scroll of the landlady, was the name Todd Beaman. 

	Rusty took the envelope to his room and fell into his brown chair, too addled and too tired to think about schoolwork. He tossed the envelope on the floor next to two empty toast dishes. After work, he’d gone back to McDonald’s—strange what the notion of an impending windfall had on the assumed value of the coins in a pocket. Maybe not strange at all, and he needed the mental nutrients that came with fast food, which more than made up for the lack of physical nutrients. 

	He switched on the TV and began untying his boots, working on muscle memory without looking. Freed, his feet ached and he groaned. The sour workplace sweat made him remove his socks as well and he rubbed his feet on the carpet to work out the lingering feeling of funk. As he did so, he looked around, considered a few things, but chose nothing over something. Only nine-thirty, but he was done. He switched off the old tube TV—belonged with the room—and stripped to his boxer shorts. All bones and sparse dark brown hair, muscles defined but skinny, like ropes. He stepped over the tossed around life that pretty well represented the sum of his existence, moving on his toes in hopes to avoid disrupting anything.

	His towel hung over one of three racks in the shared bathroom. The two other men weren’t messy and that made the situation agreeable enough, but the shower stall was black with grime. Years and years of men cleaning after themselves went only so far. They covered the messes they noticed, but not the larger group mess that mounted a microbe at a time. 

	Rusty was skinny enough that not even his elbows made contact when he bent to wash his feet with his soap bar retrieved from one of three small ledges. His shampoo was in a corner on the floor alone, same with the bottles belonging to the others. The fourth corner housed the slimy shower curtain when the stall was out of use.

	The other two renters worked at an electrical conductor factory in town, both were immigrants from different continents, neither had ever said more than a few words to Rusty, which worked. No borrowing sugar. No swapping recipes. No socializing. Most times, the men did not acknowledge one another at all.

	Damp and in a towel, Rusty returned to his room. He hung his towel on the door and sat naked amidst his mess. So worn out that his arms were a strange mix of wood and rubber as opposed to the bone and flesh he was born with. He yawned and plucked the envelope from the floor. He flipped it to see the blank back. The seal was tight and he gouged it free with an index finger. Inside were a note and a CD in a slim jewel case. 

	Rusty yawned again and withdrew the note:

	Please listen. Important.

	—Todd Beaman

	Assuming, of course, that it was school related, Rusty set the note and disc on the floor because even just thinking about doing anything else threatened a headache. He grabbed his cigarettes and lighter, extracted a smoke, lit, and inhaled. The TV went back on and he flipped channels while his cigarette burned before he hit the light and crawled into bed.
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	Out the window, farms crept up and then passed beyond fields, homes of people less than ancillary, people who meant nothing to the ever-encroaching plan that refused to leave the forefront of Rusty’s mind. He awoke two hours before work in a sweat, having dreamt something he could not remember, only that Cary was there, Linda was there, and so was Christine’s father. In uniform, with cuffs out. Things had gone sour enough that he didn’t need to remember a lick more than that to have it rattle him, even from a deep sleep. 

	He’d spent the morning thinking up ways the heist was apt to go sideways and just about all of them ended with his ass in the can. The whole crew would be there. Not a life worth consideration, but he couldn’t knock it out. His damned head refused him that small comfort for even a minute. The thoroughness had him imagining how rough the toilet paper was and how nasty the food might be—surely not as bad as the stuff they’d shown on the doc’ he seen about private prisons in the States, where the only goal was to make money. Hopefully not that bad.

	Rusty rode with the delivery truck window cracked, smoking twice as much as normal between stops. The seemingly unbothered Cary Watson was next to him, singing along to the country tunes coming through the horrendous stereo system that came factory in the Ford cube van. Cary kept the country station locked except during the lunch hour; he’d flip to AM and listen to the hog report. Usually they’d be parked by then, eating from pack lunches. If the price of hogs mattered to him one way or another, he never did say, he hardly mentioned anything personal, never complained, and could laugh off anything Dwayne said, as if the wisdom of age made him immune to that fat bastard’s words. 

	Lunch had come and gone. Rusty, despite having plenty of time to fix something from the meagre mix of groceries he kept at home, or grab something on the way, managed only to bring a partial bag of Oreo cookies and a thermos and travel mug of coffee. Liquid was typically enough for during the day. He’d worked out existing like that naturally, by financial necessity, his body reluctantly cooperating with capitalism.

	He’d thought about important points of the heist off and on since finding out, but there were bits that needed cleared up. Inconsequential things, or maybe important things, he couldn’t quite say, but he had to know. 

	“When and how’d you start banging Linda?” Rusty asked, focused on the green world passing by the window.

	“Oh, a girl never tells,” Cary said with a lisp, but only after a beat, and the joke fell flat. Here was a touchy subject, obviously, for a man with few touchy subjects.

	“Man, come on.”

	“About a year ago, a little more in fact.”

	“How?”

	“She was doing the paperwork late and, I guess, you know…we’d been making eyes some behind Dwayne’s back. She’d make fun of him sometimes to me. He’d tell me to do something stupid and then after he stormed away, she’d come over and say something in passing. Like mimicking him; stuff like that.”

	Rusty shook his head as he dumped the last of his thermos into the travel mug. “So what, you ask her out or something? Some sneaky dates?”

	To this, Cary’s grin stretched to his ears and his eyes sparkled a bit behind his heavy glasses. “Don’t you say a word to any of the guys. Got it?”

	“Sure, why would I tell them anything?”

	“Right. She called me into Dwayne’s office one night. It was way after we closed and I was putting the truck keys away. You’d just left before me. Dwayne was already gone.” He gazed into the past, as if relishing the memory in the physical rather than only in the visual. “Linda was bent over Dwayne’s desk, her skirt hiked up and she had garters and red silk panties. My god, I know Linda isn’t exactly Playboy material, but you get older and…I figured I’d never get laid again after Carol died. Not unless I paid for it.”

	“You did it on his desk?”

	Cary nodded, wide-eyed. “Oh yes. Linda hates that man, and she knows moves Carol would’ve never done. Only thing that sickens me is this playing around.”

	“You mean her staying with Dwayne?”

	Cary moved something around his mouth before answering. Something that appeared to taste like shit sandwich. “She wasted her youth, she says. She’s real’ sick about it and I’m betting she was Playboy material, once. I don’t know, Dwayne must’ve been trim or something, who knows. She says she has to get a win out of the whole mess of him doing what he did to her life. She says more than you’d ever want to hear. She put seed money in to start Logic, she says, but Dwayne thinks he’s some bigtime wheeler-dealer. Some of the stuff she tells me, I think it’s to make me hate him as much as she does, but…think only Danny might come close.”

	“Plus, he’s one nasty sonofabitch. Imagine rolling off that walrus.”

	“Especially that. I pretend to her I’m okay knowing it’s only to keep appearances, but that image makes me want to puke.”

	Rusty grabbed his smoke pack from the dash. “If this doesn’t work just right, we’re probably in a hell of a lot of trouble.”

	Cary turned then. “You don’t worry nothing about that. We pulled you in and didn’t give you a choice. We get in a pinch, I’ll tell it how it is. Won’t anybody come down on you without my dealing for you. I’m not saying I can get you out scot-free, but I’ll do my best.”

	Rusty had nothing to say to that, and time was up for the moment because the stuff in the back wasn’t going to install itself. Cary hit the turn signal and headed up a long, slender lane of ivory white gravel, bordered by deep, green grass ditches that bled into huge swatches of fields that were weedy with wild flowers. Sound of Music looking scene, replace the distant mountains with distant trees. The house was a redbrick bungalow. The colour stuck out stark against the greens. Two white dogs about the size of miniature ponies trotted out of an open garage door.

	“What kind of people keep horses in the garage?” Rusty said, hand on the door handle, but not quite ready to open up—he’d been bit on the job before, and these dogs were big enough to take a leg for an appetizer.

	“Those, young grasshopper, are great pyrenees, and they aren’t usually aggressive.”

	“That why you haven’t got out yet?”

	“I’m simply admiring them from afar.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“Sure, why haven’t you gotten out yet?”

	“’Cause those dogs could maul Cerberus.”

	Cary smirked. “Sounds like your wonderful public education is paying dividends. You probably wouldn’t have been able to make that joke without at least a ninth grade English credit, or maybe history. And who says you never use the crap you learn in high school?” 

	“Look at me. Call me professor and shine my apple.”

	Cary gave a soft punch to Rusty’s forearm. “Feeling strong?”

	“No.”

	“Too bad,” Cary said and then opened the door and stepped down. The dogs converged immediately. One popped up, putting its forelegs on Cary’s shoulders and began licking his face. Rusty opened his door then, free and clear of attention. The owner of the place came out after a few seconds, waving and smiling. He dressed Real Canadian: jeans, red flannel shirt, Terra work boots, Toronto Maple Leafs ball cap.

	“You bring my new washer?” the man said. The word came out washa—not Canadian at all. “Old washer hit the pits.”

	“Down. Go,” Cary said, laughing, and the dogs listened. 

	Rusty had the back rolled up and the steel ramp hooked into the grooves that kept the track smooth and the merchandise steady. He thumped his way up and unstrapped a dolly cart from the wall of the truck. He turned and the dogs stood at the foot of the ramp like the sisters from The Shining. 

	“Git,” he hissed and bounced down the ramp between them with the cart.

	The place was nice enough inside that the pleasant setting outside didn’t feel soured at all. It even fit the location. Decorated by a country person, old barn boards and baby pictures, and autumn centerpieces made of inedible corncobs and wheat strands. 

	“Wife’s off shopping,” the man said. All his vowels elongated, not just his As.

	The basement was clean and bright. The stairs were sturdy and much wider than most sets in old farmhouses. Cary made small talk as they lugged the old washer out. The customer was more than willing to do his part for the conversation. Rusty took the old Maytag the rest of the way once they’d cleared any stairs, and left it next to the truck. 

	Inside the truck, he hooked onto the big Amana box. He grunted as he kicked out the cart and tilted the fantastically heavy frontload washer toward the ramp. Cary was there how he always was just when he was needed and they wheeled the washer out to unpack it on the lawn. The dogs watched, panting. The customer was out there, too, and talked on and on. He was American. He’d spent years in Canada, coming up to dodge the draft in 1974. He married his wife in 1979 and had three kids in five years.

	“What a mess that war was,” Cary said, agreeing with the man’s tone more than anything he came out and said about ‘Nam and avoiding the bush, as the customer had called it.

	“And now the Twin Towers…they’ll be sending more and more boys to die and it won’t bring any of those poor souls back.” He put his hand to his chest and gazed vacantly at the painted blue sky above. “I pledge allegiance to the beautiful red maple leaf at the center of the peace-loving flag of my country, Canada.”

	Cary laughed as he took hold of the cart and Rusty grabbed the front of the machine to help it over stairs. Once they got it in place, Cary remained in the basement, hooking it up, while Rusty returned to the mess he’d left and began collecting the trash from the new washer. For a second, he imagined running away to America, how Americans had to run to Canada or Mexico sometimes. The thought was stupid. 

	“Could move one town over and be just fine…if you quit school again, and who’s gonna hire your dumb ass,” he mumbled.

	All that was left as far as the day’s load went was sorting the garbage that they’d tossed in the truck willy-nilly—packaging and useless appliances just past their primes—and a couple specialty order microwaves. Rusty picked up a big chunk of packing Styrofoam and slammed it into an empty box, just as from behind another box, leapt one of the dogs, sending Rusty flailing. One step, two steps, three steps and he was tumbling. He did a wild backward roll, screaming a little on the way out the gate and down onto the hard gravel laneway.

	Cary was coming around the side and did not see the fall, but heard it, and then saw the big dog trot out of the truck. He bent over to howl in laughter. 

	“He spook ya?” the customer said from the porch.

	Rusty rolled to his knees a little bit sore and a little bit more embarrassed. The dog leaned over him and swiped a long pink tongue along his face. Rusty tried to swat it away, but the other dog appeared and both began slobbering a great helping of goobers and saliva onto his face, neck, and arms. He couldn’t help but laugh then—only time all day he’d felt all right.

	“Shoo. Shoo. Git,” Cary said and bent to help Rusty. “Hopefully you’re just getting the bad luck out of your system.”

	They did two more deliveries—those fancy microwaves—then dropped off their heavy trash, and set the other stuff out for the cardboard crew who’d have a busy Monday. As Rusty was clocking out, Dwayne came up from behind and said, “Need you for two hours tomorrow. Say, one to three.”

	Rusty turned, frowning, annoyed on principal. He wasn’t scheduled, none of the delivery crew worked Sundays. “Okay, I guess.” It’s not as if he had plans anyway and he’d make like thirteen bucks, which never hurt.

	“Good, don’t be late.” Dwayne spun, surprisingly agile for a man that carried a gut like stacked beach balls made of jam, hurrying back to whatever he had going on.

	Christine had stuck around after her shift ended and caught Rusty by the time sheets. “Hey, holy, what happened to your face?” Her eyes were hard on Dwayne, and Rusty could almost see her thoughts. She was looking at him like she was thinking about how a bunch of employees were going to rip him off and that his wife was having a little extramarital attention paid to her.

	“Be cool, huh?” he whispered; she blushed.

	“What?” she said, though obviously she was caught. 

	“Wasps got me.”

	“What?” she said again. 

	“My face.”

	“I wasn’t…you want to go bowling tonight?”

	“Who all’s going?”

	She glanced sideways at Linda who had her nose buried in paperwork. “What?” she said.

	“Hope you haven’t been like that since I told you.” He’d put his mouth right close to her face for this. She smelled good, even if she was being bad.

	“I’m not meaning…what was the question?”

	“Bowling. Who’s going bowling?”

	“Oh, Lana and Dylan and Lana’s cousin who’s in town for the weekend. She’s some kind of hippie, all into new age stuff and healing. Guess she loves to talk about feelings or something, but it’ll be okay.”

	“Ooh, feelings, my favourite topic,” Rusty said and hooked the time sheet clipboard on a nail before letting it bounce off the wall where it hung. 

	“Don’t I know it.”

	“Want to meet me later or follow me now?”

	“Well, actually…we’re going to have a few drinks at your place. Lana and Dylan had a pipe burst, so they’ve been piling stuff on chairs and milk crates all day. And before you ask, my dad’s home tonight.”

	Rusty sighed, having guests sucked because the paper thin ceiling was auditioning to be a blow horn. “What time?”

	Christine tittered and then leaned in, gave him a mostly dry peck on the lips. “You’ve got time to shower for sure,” she said, grinning as she pulled back.

	—

	In fact, he had about two hours to hit the store for a six-pack, shower, dress, and clean his room. The others would probably get drunk, he might even want to after partying in his cramped space, but he had to stay mostly sober or he might actually invite them back afterwards, and his landlords weren’t playing that. Inviting people back after drinking was something he’d never tested. Having one girl come home with him was no trouble, having a few of them…it wasn’t worth the risk.

	He emptied the ashtrays into a grocery bag after putting on a blue button-up shirt and grey jeans. He collected the plates and put them in the shared sink to soak away the food and mold that had hardened. He then started a load of wash. That was the only aspect of cleaning he never really fell behind on—unless folding counted, which to him, it did not.

	Finally, he stuffed the envelope from Mr. Beaman into his backpack with the rest of his school junk and put it in the small closet alongside all the stuff that needed tidied out of the way to allow space for standing around, even swaying to some low-volume music. He gave cursory consideration to the tight space and said, “Good enough.” This despite that he really only took notice of the tobacco streaks when someone was about to come over, and he’d wished he could muster the energy to someday scrub everything. 

	A few minutes after sitting and stubbing out a cigarette into his freshly emptied ashtray, a knock landed on his window. He didn’t bother answering and instead hurried up the stairs to open the door.
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	Moon was tall and slim. She had big eyes and smelled a bit like the bagged topsoil available at Canadian Tire. With a slender hand, she reached out and ran a finger over the long burn scar running up from Rusty’s jawline to beneath the outer corner of his eye. Rusty focused on the sparkly nail polish as the finger roved slowly over the ridges of the stiff, pink tissue. Andover was so small, hardly anyone even looked twice at him anymore—having gotten that out of the way in the years of his youth. The town, as a whole, knew all about Rusty and the tragedy, and that sonofabitch Leroy Talbot. His business was everybody’s knowledge by way of experiencing his presence, but this was something else, this was beyond strange.

	Moon was Lana’s cousin and her given name was Jackie, but she had changed it because a lioness came to her in a dream and told her that was not how the spirits identified her. It was the first thing she said after introductions, got right into it while Nelly played on low from the boombox next to the old TV while the five of them held freshly cracked drinks. In the dream, the lioness then stepped to a cave in her childhood closet to mate with her father. Her mother was not there and therefore, her mother played no part in her destiny—could be for the good or the bad, on that point, Moon was still foggy.

	He’d said that was a wild story and then she touched his face, no request, no preamble of questions. The term whackadoodie had come to Rusty as he glanced to Christine, who was grinning at him. He’d then looked to Lana, who was blushing, all the while Moon was still inspecting him. The contact was not short lived, not a quick graze to get that oogey sensation up through the hand.

	“This scar travels much deeper than the surface,” Moon said, frowning.

	“Okay,” Rusty said, not exactly upset, but he could get that way if he let himself. He’d been a sideshow before and he didn’t care for it.

	“I feel it. There’s unfinished business here, isn’t there?”

	“Hey, anyone want to do a tequila shot?” Dylan had a micky of Jose Cuervo white and a fruit-shaped squeeze bottle of lemon concentrate between the fingers of his right hand. In his left, he had a handful of salt packets from a restaurant. “You have any shot glasses, Rusty?”

	Rusty looked at Dylan then and scrunched his eyes, thinking, even as Moon continued to trace the scar and hum her breath ever so gently to an indiscernible tune. There were things in the cupboards that belonged to the house that he never touched but had permission to use if he put them back clean. 

	“Yeah, maybe,” he said and turned from Moon’s fingers, saying nothing else to her. 

	“Oh,” Moon said, as if startled, like she’d forgotten what she was doing.

	The kitchen was a dim space with a single lightbulb in a fixture with no cover or embellishment—simply a lightbulb in the middle of a whole bunch of drab and dim. The unfinished walls, floor, and ceiling really pounded home the sense of poverty.

	“This is a nice place,” Lana said. She’d followed him out.

	Rusty barked a single laugh. “Not really.”

	“No, but at least your pipes didn’t break.”

	“Guess so.”

	“Hey, I’m sorry about Moon.”

	Rusty climbed up onto the counter with his knees and reached into the back of the highest cupboard. When he first moved in, he did a bit of snooping one night when stress had his guts acting up and wouldn’t let him sleep. Back then, that happened a lot. As precarious as his situation was now, it was smooth sailing back compared to when he first moved in.

	“There you are,” Rusty said and grabbed the four eggcups. They were heavy plastic with blocky floral designs, probably from the ‘70s.

	“She’s a bit crazy.”

	“Yeah,” Rusty said and hopped down. “It happens.”

	“I told her not to say anything else.”

	Rusty frowned. Lana looked so helpless. She was short and skinny, had on all black everything aside from a series of plastic bangles in a rainbow of colours and a pink scrunchy holding back her dyed black hair. Her eyebrows were medium brown.

	“Don’t worry about it. Seriously, it becomes a thing if you make a thing, just let her be weird.” Rusty stepped to the sink and rinsed out the dusty cups, drying them on the tail of his shirt. He handed them to Lana. “For your shots.”

	“You don’t want one?”

	“I’ll stick to beer. I can DD.”

	Lana nodded and her mouth moved, her expression suggested she might say something irritating, like it must be difficult or I can’t imagine or life’s just so unfair. Instead, she turned and headed back to the room. 

	Rusty followed her, thankful, and once through the door, Moon pointed and said, “It’s a family thing. The scar beneath the scar. Did a family member hurt you?”

	“Moon!” Lana said, not yelling because Rusty had warned them, but emphatic.

	“Guess so,” Rusty said.

	Moon’s eyes were wide as wide got over this.

	“Eggcups, classic,” Dylan said, trying to pretend they weren’t cramped, trying to party inside something like the world’s most awkward phone booth. “Only four. I’ll drink out of the bottle.”

	“None for me,” Rusty said. “I’ll be the lightweight tonight.”

	Moon tilted her head. “That’s part of it, right? There’s something to do with alcoholism. I can sense it. Your aura is very troubled.”

	“Sure, somebody has to drive us to the bowling alley. That’s the biggest part as far as I can see.” Rusty offered something a little bit like a smile and reached for his beer and then for his cigarette pack. Moon kept spying him, as if there were tiny words printed into the ridges and shiny flesh running up the side of his face.

	Christine held out two fingers at Rusty, asking to bum a smoke while on the boombox came the opening to k-os’ Man I Used to Be.

	—

	The bowling alley was all neon and shadows. The crash of pins and the buzzing of arcade games rang out alongside a background soundtrack coming from the end of the bar where a jukebox played Gowan. The crowd spoke over it all and despite everything good about the night, Rusty kept coming back to the plan and all the ways it might go wrong. Now and then he remembered how good it would be to stick it to Dwayne, too.

	Moon held a pink ball clutched to her chest with appropriate fingers in holes. The ball glowed electrically under the partial black light shine. She stepped to the line, wound back, and threw. The shot missed picking up the spare by two pins. She turned, her expression not exactly all there. She, Lana, and Christine had been into whisky sours for the last couple hours and the effect was visible. Before Moon stepped off the slightly raised platform of the lanes, her expression changed and she pointed at Rusty.

	“It was your father who burned you, right? And he was drunk!”

	None of their party said anything to that and almost as if it was timed, the Gowan song concluded and nobody had fed fresh quarters into the box, knocking the noise down additional decibels. Luckily, the alley was loud enough otherwise that nobody beyond their lane heard the proclamations. She was just another hooting young adult having a good time.

	Moon stepped down then and plopped her butt into the molded plastic seating next to Rusty. “And you haven’t forgiven him. You have to forgive him.”

	Before Rusty had a chance to react, Lana grabbed her cousin and dragged her away. Christine draped herself over Rusty’s shoulder as Dylan stood for his shot, again making-believe there was nothing untoward going on around him.

	“That bitch is fucking stunned,” Christine whispered and then kissed the scar and then his ear.

	“Maybe, but she guessed pretty dead on… Everybody this week is bugging me about my dad,” Rusty said, his throat raspy from smoking far too much. Whenever he drank, it was as if he became a character from a Mickey Spillane novel, lighting up in every scene he wasn’t getting into a fistfight or objectifying a woman.

	“Steee-rike!” Dylan shouted after the telltale pin crash symphony ate all other background noise for about a heartbeat. The game wasn’t even close. Dylan was well above one hundred and the rest of them swam somewhere between sixty and eighty with four frames left. Their first game had been pretty well the same, though Moon was much better before she’d gotten slippery drunk and fallen back into focusing on Rusty’s scar.

	—

	Christine rushed into Rusty’s room with only a towel around her after visiting the can. Her legs were shiny under the yellow bulb light and her hair was lank and stiff from hairspray and time. She dropped the towel and Rusty lifted the blanket. She snuggled in and spooned against his sticky, naked body. Most nights she didn’t seem really comfortable in the total buff when sleeping over and put on, at very least, her panties, as if the landlord might come in or one of the other tenants. But she was drunk and nobody was quite the same when they were drunk, so she nestled in, cool cheeks pressed against his flaccid sex.

	Rusty held the clunky old TV remote and flipped through the mediocre late night offerings until he found Porky’s on one of the stations that showed lowbrow comedies and porny horror flicks after midnight. Christine’s hair and neck were directly below his nose. She smelled like liquor and sweat and perfume, while the room smelled like smoke and old beer.

	“Did people used to say weird stuff like that all the time?” Christine asked.

	“Like what?” He knew, but asked anyhow.

	“You know, about the scar.”

	“Yeah, a little, but most everybody knew then, too. Kids were dicks. I’d even guess Lana or somebody told Moon about me. Maybe not recently, but like, sometime, and it was always in the back of her brain. Collected there and stored for future reference when she needed to be awkward at a bowling alley someday.”

	“She’s insane.”

	“She’s something.”

	“She was telling me about chakras and crystals.”

	“Sounds about right,” Rusty said.

	Christine sighed then. “I’m not telling you you should or anything, but did you ever wonder what your dad would say if you did visit him?”

	“I try not to think about it, mostly. Hell, though, but, well, maybe I should…I don’t know. I’m smart enough to know I don’t always know what’s best, and people keep on telling me…shit, I don’t know.”

	“I’d go with you.”

	“Yeah?”

	“Of course. I’ll go anywhere you want me to. I mean that.” She shuffled back a bit, rubbing her bare cheeks against him as if to really nail down her intent.

	“A lot of people think I’ll be in there with him. Enough people, like your dad, think I should be there already.” Rusty exhaled a deep breath. “Might end up there if this plan goes south.”

	Christine turned onto her back. “You said Cary would cover for you.”

	“Yeah, but who knows, right? It’s not like he’s one of those rich lake guys who can do whatever they want, just throw a lawyer at something.”

	“I guess. Probably you’d get my dad investigating…I used to think it was ‘cause you’re poor; wrong side of the tracks thing that made him hate you how he does.”

	“That’s how this started though, right?”

	“What?”

	He smiled a little. “You wanted to piss off your dad or something.”

	“Yeah, okay, a little, but that’s not all and that means nothing now. And that’s not it. He just hates you, plain hates you. I can’t figure it out.”

	“Maybe it has something to do with my family. He’s been a cop a long time…but then maybe he’d feel sorry for me. That’s what most people think. They feel sorry because my family died and my dad’s the one who killed them and I’m some dummy.”

	“They can think what they want and that’s okay, because I love you anyway,” Christine said and then gasped. 

	She’d never said it before. 

	He’d never said it before either.

	Rusty didn’t miss a beat though, somehow, when it came to Christine, he managed to say the right thing the first time and on time. “I love you, too.” He kissed her temple. 

	“I really will go with you, if you want to go.”

	“Yeah. I don’t know, but I’ll bring you if I do.”
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	The McDonald’s bag crinkled as Christine reached inside, her expression was dead and her eyes were vacant and pink. The colour of her cheeks was a bit yellow. She was hungover and didn’t plan on going anywhere anytime soon. Rusty had stepped out and picked up the meal before running it back like a good boyfriend. 

	“You’re my hero,” Christine said around a couple salty fries poking out from between her lips.

	Rusty grinned at her. There was something about hungover people that was decidedly charming.

	“Didn’t you get yourself anything?” she asked.

	Rusty shook his head. He ate only toast and drank coffee before heading to work, was not in the mood to fill up on grease in the same way he’d likely be after work. Not that he was in the mood for work either. Certainly not in the mood to team up with Dwayne for a couple hours. 

	“Isn’t it a little weird, Dwayne getting you to help him, I mean, instead of getting two guys in?” Christine said, eyes on the TV and a re-run of an Intimate and Interactive with Sarah McLachlan via MuchMusic.

	“I don’t know. Better go, though,” Rusty said and bent to give Christine a peck on the lips. She tasted like dragon breath and fryer grease.

	It wasn’t easy to walk quietly thanks to the mood he’d suddenly found himself in. Working on a Sunday just plain sucked. He pushed outside and huffed free a steamy breath. The sky above him seemed to amplify his feelings. Only a few degrees from freezing with slate grey clouds low hanging—much, much cooler than it had been all week. 

	Nothing would be good about the day aside that it was to be short.

	“Fucking Dwayne,” he said and swung open his car door. He lit the engine and blasted the heaters against the foggy windshield. He didn’t have time for all that. He rolled down his window and drove like a dog on a buddies’ adventure.

	When he arrived at Logic Appliance, Dwayne was just stepping out the bay door with the keys to one of the store’s three minivans. “Get in,” he said, pointing to the passenger’s side.

	“I have to sign the sheet,” Rusty said as he stood in the space between his car and the car door as he cranked up his window.

	“No. Off the books. Get in.”

	Christine’s words came back to mind, this time with a fresh new tone and whatever held up Rusty’s guts dropped. He felt a sloshing weight press on his sphincter, attacking like the Ottomans at the gates in Vienna—eleventh grade world history with Mrs. Bender. 

	Dwayne knew something, bad. The jig was up. He knew about the heist and Linda, maybe not every detail, but something had triggered his radar, and without signing in, Rusty wasn’t officially there, or whatever. A proof to offer a detective when Rusty went missing. 

	Rusty thought, holy shit, he’s gonna kill me! but said, “Okay,” and took a step toward the van. 

	Dwayne climbed in the driver’s side and Rusty looked back to his car, as if seeing a last chance there in the grey gleam banking off the windshield. The van shifted as Dwayne moved around, rocking the squeaky shocks: ree roo ree roo. 

	Against his survival instincts, Rusty opened the passenger’s side door and climbed in. The clank of the door meeting doorframe was that final nail in his coffin. Dead man, dead man riding here!

	“So, what’re we doing?” Rusty asked, trying to sound light, like he was simply curious.

	Dwayne turned the key. The stereo was off and the heater blew in loud, dusty gusts, suggesting the battery wasn’t quite up to a smooth flow. 

	“Heading out to Chelsea,” Dwayne said and pulled the shifter into reverse while simultaneously strapping himself in.

	Rusty pulled the loose belt around and tried to get it to snug tight to him. “A delivery?”

	“Sort of.”

	Dwayne pulled into McDonald’s first thing. Rusty’s life for the last week had revolved around the place, an unexpected side effect of stress, small town living, and the promise of a future windfall. Dwayne ordered three Filet-O-Fish sandwiches. He asked if Rusty wanted to order anything—not asking if he wanted something, certainly not offering to buy him something—but Rusty said no. As soon as they were on the road, Dwayne had a sandwich halfway unwrapped so as to tear into it as he steered. Rusty watched the drive-thru window shrink in the distance, like he should’ve ordered something, a last meal maybe. He hadn’t had nuggets in years. 

	Oh my god, what if I never eat another McNugget?

	“What’s in Chels—?” Rusty started.

	Dwayne interrupted him. “You live alone. No family, not divorced or separated, nothing like that, right?”

	Rusty’s heart pitter-pattered, not quite at torrential downpour speed, but the clouds would break at any second. “Uh, yeah, that’s right.”

	“You’re dating Christine though.”

	“Yeah, but she lives at home, still. Saving for college.”

	Dwayne balled up the wrapper from the first sandwich and tossed it into the bag yawning between the seats, then grabbed the next. “You were a runaway. When I hired you, you were a high school dropout runaway and nobody else would hire you, right?”

	They reached the two-lane highway leading out of town and Dwayne accelerated to the posted maximum, but didn’t go any higher. Maybe avoiding potential police detection so as to perpetrate a murder. Rusty watched the gravel of the shoulder, thinking about front rolling like in ninth grade gym class and how the side of the road wasn’t soft as a mat and how he’d never picked up any speed like that on the mats and how he never was so good at the gymnastics parts of gym class anyhow and just how many years ago was ninth grade? He exhaled a heavy breath and touched his pocket.

	“Okay, probably. Mind if I smoke?”

	Dwayne spoke around a mouthful, a glob of tartar sauce plopping onto his lip like a burst whitehead. “While I’m eating? No, you can wait a minute. Soon it’s going to be illegal in work vehicles. Maybe you should get used to that…but not on the clock, so.” The sentence ended there, Dwayne torn between paying for a break and having to smell smoke.

	“Right,” Rusty said, his hand staying steady over the rectangular curve in his pocket. He’d at least get a last smoke, dammit.

	“You’d probably be homeless if I didn’t give you a job and keep you on.”

	“Maybe,” Rusty whispered.

	Dwayne balled the next wrapper and swiped a hand across his lip, catching the nasty glob and licking it away with an orange soda-stained tongue—he wasn’t even drinking orange soda. “You doing right by me? Now that you’re back to school. You doing the right thing by me? It sure don’t look like it.”

	Rusty didn’t dare turn. His heart was going a million beats per minute. “What?” he said.

	Dwayne set his thrice-bitten sandwich on the dash and reached into his pocket when they stopped at a set of rural intersection lights where two highways crossed and pulled out a jackknife—blade about five inches long, dirty with tape grime from electronics boxes.

	“You doing right by me?”

	Rusty put his hand on the door handle and pulled gently. Locked. 

	Dwayne put the knife down when the light turned green and picked up his sandwich. The shoulder of the road started burning by again and Rusty glanced at the lock plunger and then weighed breaking his neck against being bled out by his employer.

	“What?” 

	“Are you doing right by me?” Dwayne looked at Rusty then. He had tartar sauce gunking the corners of his mouth like snow against the goal posts, and a large bun crumb clinging to his chin. His eyes were wetter than normal, not quite teary, but possibly emotional. “You ever stop to think about doing right by me? I give you a chance because Cary’s pulling for you, sure, but I keep you on all this time and what do you do to repay me?”

	Rusty didn’t know how to answer. The moisture in Dwayne’s eyes was the biggest tell of all. The man knew and he was taking Rusty out of town to get the facts straight. He imagined trying to fight Dwayne. The big man was more than double his weight. There was no chance.

	“What do you mean?” Rusty asked, looking away quickly.

	Dwayne took a huge breath, and then sneezed twice. “Ugh,” he said, wiping his eyes, nose, and mouth. “There’s about a thousand kids at that school. A bunch of them have cars. You telling them to check out my automotive stereo selection? Come on, Rusty, I do right by you, you can do a little by way of advertising for me. Simple, got it? Tell those kids about the theatre room, too. Some of those kids got allowances more than you earn in a month; they need to blow that money someplace.”

	Rusty blinked rapidly. “I don’t really talk to other students…I’m the old guy.”

	“No good. Really would be beneficial to move some stereos. Get those kids in with their parents, maybe have a look at a new TV or vacuum cleaner, microwave, fridge, something. Upsell, ever heard of that? Old Pete on the floor’s the only real good up-seller I got, you know, adding onto purchases, but one man can’t sell a whole store’s worth of stuff.”

	Dwayne exited the highway and rolled into the outskirts of the no-horse town of Chelsea, Ontario. Rusty was a puddle in his seat, the pent adrenaline going to rubber in his veins.

	“It’ll take you no time. You’ve got no competition there. Untapped market. Fish in a barrel. You should want to do right by me.”

	“I can try, I guess.” Rusty was still attempting to catch his breath.

	Dwayne balled the final wrapper and picked up the knife again. “Good.” He flipped the turn signal and before they got to the town proper, he pulled into a stubby driveway outside a string of newish retirement condominiums. He then dug the tip of the knife blade into his mouth and freed a hunk of mystery fish from between molars. “No swearing in front of my mom, got it.”

	“Your mom?”

	“Grab that Panasonic out of the back and bring it in.” Dwayne closed the knife as he shimmied out of the van. The van rocked and the door slammed closed. Rusty fell to pieces.

	—

	Inside the condo smelled sweet and sour, like turning bananas. Small boxes rose in pillars all over the living areas as if someone was stuck on stage one of building a cardboard fort. On a rocker recliner, beneath a fuzzy knit throw, a little old woman with bushy white eyebrows and curly white hair sneered at her son.

	“Where’s Dwayne?” she said. Her voice crackled.

	“It’s me, Mom.”

	Rusty held the large microwave and teetered back against the door, bringing his knee up momentarily to rebalance the heavy box. 

	“You’re not Dwayne. Dwayne’s not that fat!”

	Dwayne turned to Rusty. “See the space on the counter, plug that in and set the clock.”

	There was indeed a space left specifically for a huge microwave, as if the entire Golden Girls’ squad lived in the condo and would need to form a line to nuke their Hungry Mans and Hot Pockets rather than one tiny old lady. He crossed, careful to avoid boxes and slippers. It was messy and dusty, though not really dirty. 

	He got to unpacking and trying not to listen to Dwayne with his senile mother, which was impossible, given the tight quarters. The microwave beeped when he plugged it in, startling the old woman from her complaints against the milkman.

	“Who’s that, Dwayne? Who’s that?” she said, her voice shrill on top of crackly.

	“He’s a deliveryman, just putting in the microwave and helping you unpack.” Dwayne patted her head, but looked at Rusty. “Unpack these boxes.”

	“All of them?” Rusty asked.

	“Just the ones here and in the hall. Put stuff in normal places so she can find it.” Dwayne then bent and spoke close to his mother’s ear. “Let’s go to the bedroom and I’ll help you unpack. I think you’ll like it here.”

	Her eyes glistened and a vapid grin played across her face. “Barry’s going to love it. I’m thinking he’d like a pizza and some Coke. Maybe you can take the Plymouth and get us some pizza from Mario’s. And a salad, maybe you should eat a salad.” She touched Dwayne’s gut.

	“Sure thing, but first we unpack.” Dwayne lifted her hands and she cooperated, pushing upright with her knees. She looked sturdy enough for someone from the Paleozoic era. She shuffled down the hall, leading Dwayne away. Over his shoulder, he said to Rusty, who was watching with total focus, “Get to work.”

	—

	The earlier trepidation was gone. All that lingered was a general distaste for the job and what was coming in the future. Rusty pulled a cigarette from his pack and lit as they rode. “Where did your mom move from?” Rusty asked around an exhaled puff as he hit the button to put the window down about eight inches.

	“Nowhere. Been there for six years. Every few months she packs up her stuff to move.” Dwayne was sneering, maybe about the smoke and maybe about his mother, maybe just about life and unreliable human flesh. 

	Rusty wasn’t clueless, he’d noticed the mental deficiency, but he hadn’t considered the bold steps the woman’s dementia might take. “Man, that sucks.”

	“You’re lucky you don’t have any family. I mean that. Your mother’s dead and you don’t have to watch her turn into one of those.” He pointed vaguely over his right shoulder with his chin while his eyes remained pinned on the dim road ahead. “Her brain’s tapioca pudding sometimes, I swear to god. It’s supposed to be assisted, a little, but all those assholes do,” Dwayne threw a thumb over his shoulder, back toward Chelsea and the condos, done with vehemence, “is water the grass and keep the cable feed going.”

	“Shitty,” Rusty said, because what else?

	“Your dad did you a favour, too bad he didn’t kill himself.” Dwayne finished and then exhaled a long sigh.

	Rusty waited for Dwayne to add Rusty in there, too bad he didn’t kill you, too, but it didn’t come. “Oh yeah?” Rusty said.

	Dwayne puffed out his rubbery lips. “No. That’s mean. It’s just…it’s very difficult to watch her change into some crazy old lady. Linda keeps telling me she has to go into a home, but she’s good most of the time. Her bad days are bad though, but she can feed herself and dress nine days out of ten. She’s not a total old wacko like the nursing home biddies.”

	Rusty had no reply. Again, what could he say? They rode back to Logic and Dwayne paid Rusty with a twenty-dollar bill—a raise of $3.15 an hour. It took longer than expected, but that was better; even if he wasn’t happy to be there, three hours beat the hell out of two. Most of the stuff in the boxes fit into emptied drawers without hassle anyway. They’d been packed away as such because there were no box-lifting days left for Dwayne’s mother.

	—

	“She calls all the time,” Christine said. She hadn’t moved from the bed, but looked like she felt better. “She shouldn’t be on her own. You don’t see it ‘cause you’re on the road, but Dwayne runs out there at least once a day. Sometimes you can see he’s been crying when he comes back. He won’t talk about it in front of people, but we’ve all taken her calls.”

	Rusty had fixed himself some toast with margarine and a mug of coffee. He sat in the brown chair by the foot of the makeshift bed where Christine stretched out with the TV remote. She had on the Sunday movie that was sponsored by Tempur-Pedic beds, meaning half of the commercial breaks were the same. 

	“Be pretty neat to have a moving bed,” Christine said, the ads obviously working some marketing Voodoo on her.

	Rusty wasn’t ready to switch topics and said, “I didn’t know the guy had any emotions.”

	“I think he’s driving himself crazy. Maybe Linda’s doing it. Now that I know about…I know, I’m not supposed to talk about it.” 

	“Probably okay here. Help me with perspective.”

	“Yeah, how so?”

	Rusty scratched his head. “It’s driving me a bit crazy. I keep thinking about how bad it could go. Like there’s too many steps riding on me not screwing up, which doesn’t seem right. They planned it out and added me last minute…I don’t know. They all think I’m a screw-up, but Cary.”

	“Huh, and you, Cary, and Linda seem to be doing all the work, according to Linda’s master plan.”

	“Yeah, see? That’s what I was thinking and the whole thing is that I’m supposed to look like a screw up so nobody will figure it’s me, but I do screw up, plenty. So, why put it on me?”

	“I bet it’s Cary. He knows you better than the rest. Knows you won’t screw up. Not when you’re really focused. When you want to, you get it right.”

	“Like when?”

	“I don’t know, sometimes,” Christine said after a matinee graphic lit the TV screen for ten seconds, suggesting the movie would be back after another string of ads; a commercial for a new Tom Hanks movie came on. “If it works out, after you finish school, are you going to try for college?”

	“Man, I’m mostly thinking about what happens if it doesn’t work out. But then, I mean, how does it really come back to me if Cary does how he says? And he will, he’s like that. With me anyhow.”

	Christine squared her shoulders to Rusty. “You have to think more for yourself. The top people hardly ever go down, haven’t you ever seen any movies? You’re the very bottom rung. You need to protect yourself. It’s good that Cary promised you, but you have to make sure you don’t end up the loser here.”

	“Yeah.”

	“Yes.”

	Rusty brushed crumbs from his hands over the plate. “I’ll think of something.”

	“Think you’d better, and soon.”
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	Cary clutched the grooved grip of the door handle, the colour in his cheeks had gone pale, but he managed a tight grin as he bounced around the passenger’s seat of the worn-out Freightliner. Rusty had the speedometer up over fifty and was taking wide, bumpy corners through the dew damp field, sending mini-rainbows left and right like a leprechaun divesting his gold portfolio. He’d called Cary first thing and asked to come out and practice. Cary said nothing about school and answered that he’d be out there and that the coffee pot would be on.

	“Look out!” Cary shouted.

	Rusty slammed on the brakes, kicking hay stalks and topsoil in heavy ruts out the back and up under the front wheels. The truck stalled and a peach-coloured deer bounced across the windshield’s view. The cooling engine ticked and the dash fan’s blow grew shallow running on battery power only.

	Cary started laughing the way he did whenever something bad almost happened.

	“Geez,” Rusty said and put his hand to his chest, heart jackhammering. 

	“Look at that colour, huh?”

	“Man, I’m only seeing spots right now.”

	Cary tapped the dash. “You’re doing all right, though. Going to feel different with a trailer, but just slower and shifting a touch trickier. You won’t be going that far though.”

	“How’s the shift work into the higher gears? This button?” With the engine quiet, the transmission’s high-low shifter did nothing and Rusty thumbed it a half-dozen clicks as if it were a ballpoint pen.

	“It’ll be a new truck, probably a thirteen-speed with a paddle, but same idea. It’s a bit different from a tractor, but feels about the same to me. Just shift when it feels right, no need to touch the red like you’ve been doing.” He pointed to the RPM tachometer. “Have to keep a good speed up, though, never know what you’ll hit, even with only a few minutes of driving. Can’t get pulled over, that’ll be the game if that happens. Hopefully nobody’ll come up on ya when you’re waiting for me either. If we’re lucky, and I think we will be, it’ll be us and a whole lot of empty roads until we get further south.”

	Rusty rubbed his hand through his sweaty hair. “How long am I waiting again?”

	“The end of the hockey game, the end of my drink, plus what it takes me to get out here. Not too long, maybe bring your homework.” He smiled. “Might get into a conversation. Linda says I have to be seen in a way that people remember my being there, and that makes sense.”

	“Yeah, but what difference does it really make? I mean, if the place is robbed at night and you’re in town the same night, doesn’t that…I don’t know, seem convenient.”

	“There’s sensors in the warehouse and time stamps when doors open and close. When you close the door, it stamps a time. Right then, we’ll all be busy and you’ll be home alone because it’s a school night.”

	“Right.”

	“That’s why you’ve got to set the precedent for the rest of the week. Better if you don’t duck out again.”

	“Right.”

	“Maybe you should go to the afternoon classes.”

	“Right, yeah, okay, but what if something goes funny before we hit the road?”

	“All the layers are like failsafe steps. Linda says if we lose some, it’s not all lost, we just have to be a little more perfect with every piece that’s sacrificed. It’s only the truck driving step that’s totally important. We just have to be perfect if we make a couple mistakes, this scheme has tiers.”

	“Like what?”

	“Well, like if I go out to the lot and the rig’s not there and I find out at the warehouse you broke your leg or something under a stacker or a range or like under a TV or whatever, and I have to drive out of there. It’s still game on, even though I’ve blown the best parts of my alibi.”

	“Man, if we’re relying on me being perfect, we’re in trouble.” Rusty reached to the dash for his smokes.

	“Yee of little faith. It’ll be fine.”

	—

	“Hey, it’s Frogger!” shouted one of the country boys as Rusty stepped into class, reeking of diesel and cigarettes. “Why don’t you just go on welfare or something?”

	Rusty scrunched his face, squinting his left eye in one of those what in the hell are you talking about? faces. “You can’t just go on welfare, dumbass. That’s not how that works. Plus, I have a job?”

	The big boy’s frown suggested that he wasn’t anticipating this answer and had no rebuttal. He looked to his left and then right, found no assistance, and finally pretended to be mighty interested in his backpack. 

	Mrs. Betts came into the room and opened her leather accordion satchel. She then looked around the student body. “Ah, Mr. Talbot, you missed class on Friday.”

	“Yeah, had some stuff to do. I mean, I didn’t have much of a choice. I wanted to come, for real.”

	“Uh huh. School policy says if a student misses thirteen classes in a semester, it’s up to a teacher’s discretion whether or not to pass them, marks notwithstanding. Do you know how many classes you’ve missed?”

	Rusty didn’t bother thinking it through, probably he’d missed a bunch more than thirteen. This was her show and she was going to have her peace. He shrugged.

	“Counting those you missed before you rejoined the noble pursuit of a high school education, twenty-one.”

	The footballing farm boys sniggered behind him and Rusty was pretty near rattled enough to catch a murder case, or two. “Okay,” he said, the second syllable coming out on a jitter, his fists tight balls in his lap.

	“How do you plan to make up what you’ve missed, and will surely miss in the next month and a half?”

	Rusty shook his head slowly.

	“The answer is homework of course. I’ve talked to your other teachers and, all but your English teacher, have extra work for you—”

	“Why?”

	Mrs. Betts looked at Rusty quizzically. “Why what?”

	“Why did you go and do that? Why does it matter? I’m doing my best and you aren’t making it any easier. So I’m not good at school, and it only gets harder for me the longer I’m here. I have these little boys hassling me,” he waved over his shoulder, “I have you hassling me. I have my boss hassling me. I have bills to pay. I eat like once a day because I’m burning all my work hours in class, I’m trying to get this over with. If there was another way, don’t you think I’d do that? Shit lady, for a schoolteacher you’re kind of stupid.”

	Mrs. Betts stiffened and the class sat in a rigid silence for a ten count and then the teacher continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “Like I said, I’ve talked to your other teachers and all but your English teacher have extra work for you to complete alongside your regular studies. Nobody gets a free pass in my class.”

	Quitting was the best solution. Quitting because going back was stupid. Quitting was what he ought to do again; he was right that second time all along…but the precedent, the norm, the staying out of prison. 

	“Fine, I’ll do whatever,” he said.

	Mrs. Betts frowned.

	“Hand it over.”

	“Well, I haven’t put it together yet.”

	Rusty folded his arms over his chest. “Did you think this little public shaming was going to go some different kind of way?”

	“Excuse me?” 

	“Pointing at me, in front of the class, and saying I was probably going to screw up, did you think the end result was going to be something other than what’s happening? Like, did you want me to get all red and scream or something? Maybe run away crying?”

	“I had no—”

	Rusty, really flying, interrupted her. “Ever pass up an opportunity to kick a dog when he’s down?” He spoke this without emotion. “I ask that honestly.”

	“Excuse m—this is a serious issue and I’m well within the school’s guidelines to—”

	Whenever he let emotion out, he got flustered and sounded stupid, the only chance he had at winning this, whatever this was, was to be neutral. He pretended he was Christine and said something she might say. “Yeah, yeah. Got it, whenever you get a chance, hand over the workload and I’ll pencil it in.” 

	“How about you shut up, scar face,” said one of the farm boys.

	Mrs. Betts made a pained expression, but had nothing new to add and turned to the chalkboard. 

	Rusty kept his eyes steady on Mrs. Betts until she got into her lesson plan. He then turned in his seat and said, “Bet you jerk off fifteen times a night, you pudgy, virgin, fuck.”

	A few girls tittered behind palms and one greaser in the back laughed outright with big, hearty guffaws, almost honking. The farm boy only sneered as his cheeks went pink.
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	Christine sat crossed-legged on Rusty’s bedding, still in her work clothes, and forked yellowy noodles into her mouth. Her father had brought home a huge trey of pasta in red meat sauce from a day conference he’d attended concerning online safety and using the internet to its full potential when it came to building cases and sharing information with other departments around the country. 

	Christine had taken the trey with her when she left the house without asking; her father only ever brought food like that home to lighten her duty load anyway. Rusty sat on the chair with a plate on his pinched together knees. A cigarette he’d stubbed out as she fixed him a plate remained smoldering in an ashtray. On the TV was The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air; one from the second season with the original Vivian.

	Christine swallowed a mouthful and then said, “Jim didn’t show up to work this morning, but he rolled up in a Cadillac around lunch. Not a new one, though. But not so old either. He told Dwayne to shove his job up his ass because he didn’t need it anymore.”

	Rusty paused, his fork of noodles floating just below his chin like a hummingbird considering all the items on the feeder’s sugar menu. “Man, that’s…that can’t be good.”

	“He called Dwayne Fat Bastard, like from the Austin Powers movies, and told him to eat another mystery fish sandwich and have a heart attack. He looked high.”

	“How?”

	“Not like weed high. His eyes were bugged and he kept licking his teeth. He looked like a junkie, just not all sick yet.”

	“Christ, most of us call Dwayne Fat Bastard, but never where he might hear it.” Rusty took the bite and chewed. “Linda’s not going to be happy.”

	“She didn’t say anything. Didn’t even look at Jim after he said what he said.”

	“What did Dwayne say?”

	“He screamed like a girl. It was weird. His voice went high and he started chasing Jim, but Dwayne’s too fat to catch anybody.” 

	“Jim’s lucky Dwayne wasn’t driving, ever hear about what’s his name?”

	Christine nodded. “Yeah, everybody knows that story. It was a little bit funny, with Jim, I mean.”

	An image came to Rusty’s mind and he shivered: Dwayne chasing him in a company van, thumping over him like he was a stick in the road. “This is all bad for the plan.” 

	Christine laughed then and dropped her fork to cover her mouth. “Dwayne’s shirt opened and his tit was hanging out and he was huffing and oh my god.”

	Rusty wished he could share in the humour.

	—

	Rusty was alone and halfway watching the Canucks against the Coyotes and halfway thinking about what kind of bullshit homework he might have to do in order to graduate. Mrs. Betts was a complicated woman and it really did Rusty no favours.  

	The game was close, but Rusty didn’t care enough to see it through and hit the POWER button on the remote. He rolled and kicked, brain too busy for sleep. “Homework,” he whispered, thinking he ought to take a look at what Mr. Beaman dropped off, but a banging against his window rattled the thought away. Rusty sat upright and rigid. He popped to his feet and drew back the curtain. Dark as it ever got in town under the block’s streetlights—nothing but shadows. 

	“Hey,” a deep voice said.

	Rusty squinted against the darkness. The figure was standing with only his legs in view, which was strange, even meter readers looked in the window when they walked by—one woman got a full view of Rusty fresh out of the shower, which was the same day he splurged on used curtains to hang on the vacant rod.

	Rusty slid the window open and hissed, “Yeah?” He was trying to shout and be quiet at the same time.

	“It’s Cary, you have to let me in.”

	“Oh, yeah. Okay.”

	Rusty closed the window and started across the room, stepping on a corner of his overlarge ashtray, sending ashes and stubbed-crooked butts onto his foot and then the carpet. He reached the light switch, and once his eyes settled, he hurried out and up the stairs, taking the steps quickly, but silently. 

	The second the door opened, Cary said, “Sorry, sorry,” his voice sounded off.

	“Shh, talk in my room.” 

	Cary followed Rusty downstairs. Cary’s footfalls were booted and thusly much louder than Rusty’s bare feet. 

	“Close the door,” Rusty said and sat on his bedding. He started scooping ashes and butts from the floor, back to where they belonged. “What happened?”

	“You got a beer or something?”

	“Not cold,” Rusty said and pointed to the skinny closet door.

	Cary yanked it open, looked around for a few seconds and found the cans of Wildcat Strong—four cans left behind from the Lana, Dylan, Moon visit. Cary cracked one and chugged the entire can like it was water. He then took another can and drank about half of it. 

	He belched. “Jim quit today, made a scene. Linda called me this afternoon, said something had to be done.”

	Rusty lit a cigarette and said, “Yeah, Christine said he quit. Not good, right? Is it going to screw everything up?”

	Cary shook his head. “Linda called me tonight. Again. Jim called up to their house and yelled some more.” He took a drink. “Christine told you about Jim?” 

	Rusty nodded slowly, severely. 

	“Yeah, well, Linda called me a second time, first time she said something had to be done, but the second time she meant like right flipping now, and told me to go talk to him.”

	“Didn’t go well?”

	Cary took another slug from the can. “You know where he lives, right?”

	“Sure.”

	“Well…”

	—

	The apartment building where Jim lived housed four squalid units: two upstairs and two downstairs. The first unit, the one on the ground floor of the place —the one at the street corner only a few feet from a BB pock marked stop sign—had a little pink bike chained to a wooden post with flaking white paint that sullied the kempt green grass on the street side with lead-based dandruff. Cigarette butts littered the asphalt and garbage bags and loose recyclables filled the entirety of the porch next to the door. A yellow bulb beneath a smoky, bug-laden cover lit the iron steps to the second-floor apartments. Grime coated everything. 

	Up top, the lights were out in apartment D, but in C, yellowy light filled the four dirty windows, and heavy metal music pounded, rattling the glass in the frames. If any of the other tenants complained about the noise, it hadn’t been to the police.

	Cary climbed the steps without touching the banister. He’d parked a block away and walked with his head down and hands stuffed inside pockets, trying to be forgettable if anyone saw him. Being inconspicuous was not easy for a big man with thick glasses. Before he knocked on the door, he paused in the light coming through the white curtains. A dozen or so heavy breaths entered and then left his lungs as he slipped blue, plastic gloves onto his hands. Linda told him about Jim seeming high and talked about residue. Told him that the ministry of transportation pulled over drivers and swiped their hands for drug residue—was bad enough he didn’t have the right kind of licence, but if they caught him with drugs on his hands while driving the truck, there would be even bigger trouble. She’d told him all of this in a way that he dared not question it, though he’d never heard of such things, but taking her at her word had become his norm and swiping a driver’s hands sounded plausible; also, why would she lie to him?

	He knocked and waited. The music was so loud that he had to knock again. The door swung wide and Jim wore only boxer shorts and a stained white undershirt. “Buddy!” He was thin, had ropey veins running up his arms and in his neck. One vein centered his forehead like an aboveground oil pipeline. 

	Cary offered a grin and stepped inside when Jim gave him room to do so. “Want to turn that down some?” He pointed to the stereo system. “We won’t be able to chat with it on that loud.”

	“No problemo.” Jim spun the dial to a quarter of its prior volume after he pushed the door closed.

	The room had white walls turned yellowy. Pinup girls in poster sizes and a Toronto Maple Leafs emblem big as a flag filled in a handful of eyelevel gaps. The ancient hardwood floor was as much grooves and gunk as it was wood. The ceiling fan was still, the blades furry and blackened with dust. A squat and long coffee table centered the room, between the second- or third-hand couch and the cabinet big screen TV. On the table were a mirror platform and a goodly mount of cocaine. The place smelled like tobacco and burned rubber.

	“You quit, that wasn’t part of the plan,” Cary said, trying to look at Jim.

	“So, what? Fucking Linda thinks she can pony train me. Nuh-uh, no way. Not me. See how it’s gotta—what’s with the gloves?”

	Cary lifted his hands and turned them back and forth. “Found some poison ivy today, filled these gloves with calamine lotion. Itchy as a bugger.”

	“Ha, you crazy sonofabitch! I got poison ivy on me once, just on my legs. My sister sat right in it when she popped a squat. Shit, she was in the back seat of the Jeep with her pants down, scratching herself bloody. Screaming her damned fool head off. Dad said he was going to pull over and give her something to scream—why’d you say you were here?”

	“What do you mean Linda can’t pony train you?” Cary said, finding it easy to stare into Jim now.

	“That bitch, I got her, see?” Jim tapped his temple. He’d obviously been at the cocaine all day. It wasn’t just the eyes or the ill-considered actions. He wore the aura of a man too cooked for anybody’s good. “I got her, she’s gonna pay me or I’m going to the cops, tell them all about her plan.”

	“So, what, you’re spending in advance?”

	“Yeah, well. I had this Investors Group guy convince me to save a hundred a month for my daughter’s school. Been doing it for six years. Sara’s mother’s a real piece of work, but she don’t bug me for money; married this lawyer wannabe and he does all right. Like not a real lawyer, though. I don’t see Sara much, that’s part of the ex’s deal, but I saved up a bunch of money, gonna put it back in when Linda starts paying.” Jim started pinching his penis through his shorts. “Am I pissing? I keep thinking I gotta piss, but I can’t feel my skin right.” He said this last bit double high and double quick.

	Cary wandered to the kitchen and started opening cupboards. They were all painted wood—lime green. The paint was dull and flecking. Every hinge squeaked when they moved, and in the cupboard next to the stove were enough mouse turds to fertilize a garden.

	“What you doing—I got the snow from the usual guy, you know Maurice, big Black dude? Real big guy, he’s good for—I got to piss. I got to shit.” Footfalls smacked down the hallway and a door slammed a couple seconds after Jim leapt from the couch. “You ever do really good shit?” Jim shouted through the bathroom door after he’d closed it behind him.

	Cary went to the sink cupboard, following Linda’s unspoken suggestion, and found what would have to do the job for him. The green container was old and rust bloomed at the steel seams. Most likely it was under the sink when Jim moved in, sometime after his failed marriage. Hell, it might’ve been from several tenants ago; the packaging suggested decades.

	Cary ran from the kitchen into the living room with the container. He picked up the mirror—Jim had begun to sing-shout let the bodies hit the floor, let the bodies hit the floor, let the bodies hit the raaah!—and Cary dumped the fine powder into the coffee table drawer. The mirror returned to its spot and Cary dumped a mountain of Comet a little right of center on the mirror. The crystals looked huge when compared to the fine granules of powder, but that was to a sober eye. He hoped.

	The door swung open and Jim started running. Cary threw the Comet container sidearm. It cracked a window before falling to the floor. 

	“What you doing?” Jim shouted.

	Cary stepped back from the table. “Just, looking. I mean, how do you do that stuff anyway? I never tried anything worse than pot.”

	“Goody-goody Cary never did no coke, ha! No way, José!” Jim dropped onto the couch and looked around the table until he found the hollowed Bic pen he’d been using as a straw. He used his pinky to push aside a bump and turned up his face, waggling his eyebrows at Cary like he was saying look what I can do. Bent, pen tube up his nose, opposite nostril pinched, he snorted up half the separated line. He popped to his feet holding his face. “Woo wee! Goddamn! That’s power.” 

	Cary stood back, blinking. He’d hoped the Comet would incapacitate him, something. But he was lively as hell.

	“You smell bleach, man?” Jim said as he bent back over the Comet again. He snorted the rest of the clumsy line and jerked back. “Hitting man. Hitting. Hit! Ting!” He stuck a finger into the crystals and rubbed the stuff beneath his lips. He then made a horse-like face, all gums and teeth. The cleaner seemed to sizzle, his gums were instantly red and white, the tissue hues desaturated, and blood really started running from around the teeth. “Man, that’s the shit. You gotta hit this! Turn you into a real boy, Pinocchio.” He was huffing, panting, his entire body rocking with each breath.

	Cary sat on the couch next to Jim and said, “Show me again. That looked like a pretty small bit.”

	Jim grinned, eyes huge and pink, smile bloody, lips and nose raw. “Yeah, man. Yeah, man! Let the bodies hit the floor! Let the bodies hit the floor!” He headbanged twice before settling in for another round. 

	Jim bent over the table, aiming, and Cary latched his fingers together. The man offered up a fairly big target and Cary drove his hands into the back of Jim’s head. 

	Blood spilled instantly over the Comet, fizzling pink bubbles, and Jim jerked upright, waving his arms in front of his face, screaming as blood ran down his chin and onto the floor. The pen casing had tapped him like a maple tree. The red patter ran, dripping everywhere.

	“Cary!” Jim screeched. “Help me, man!”

	“Okay, okay,” Cary said, trying not to panic. “Lie down on the couch and I’ll pull it out.”

	“Man. Man. Man.” Jim wasn’t making for the couch. He was just standing there, crossing his eyes and waving his hands near the pen casing sticking a few inches out of his face.

	“Jim, lay down!” 

	Jim nodded then, spraying blood like he was a baby elephant playing a game at the watering hole. “Yeah, man. Yeah.” He walked in movie mummy strides, arms reaching for balance, legs wooden.

	Cary grabbed him and sat Jim down hard onto the battered couch. He stretched Jim out and told him to close his eyes. The man still waved his arms near his face.

	“Grab onto the couch cushions, this’ll hurt,” Cary said.

	“Hurts now!” Jim said, spitting blood. His gums were clear down to the roots of his teeth and he’d popped dozens of vessels in his eyes.

	Jim did lie back, however, and Cary put his knees on Jim’s shoulders, grabbed the pen and withdrew, bringing it several gooey inches from the man’s sinus. He set it on the table next to the mirror, but didn’t roll off. Jim started shaking and screaming, blood bubbled from his nose and mouth. 

	“Jim, you’re a darn idiot,” Cary said.

	If Jim heard, he did not react to the sentiment.

	Cary leaned back over Jim and pinched the man’s nostrils and covered his mouth. Jim started bucking, but Cary rode him, on and on, the minutes passed and Cary pressed his weight into his co-worker’s face, a man he’d known for a decade, a man who’d shared laughs and beers and inside jokes and countless trips to and from Logic Appliance. Cary kept his weight pressed for a four hundred count after Jim stopped moving before he finally got off.

	—

	“I scooped the coke out of the drawer and onto the Comet on the mirror then, and I wiped the pen on the couch. I draped Jim over the table and let him fall sideways, naturally.” Cary shook as he spoke. He’d just finished the third warm beer and reached for the fourth. “I swear to God I wore the gloves so I wouldn’t get drugs on me. I didn’t go there to kill him, but he was going to ruin it and worse, worse because there’d be no future with Linda. We’d never be free because Dwayne would figure out the debt, string it along for years. Cripes, Jim’s eyes were coming out of the sockets, man, and his teeth were starting to poke out. He was crazy with that stuff. It’s not my fault. I didn’t mean it.”

	Rusty leaned against the wall. It was almost impossible. This was Cary, and Jim was Jim, hotheaded idiot notwithstanding. He barked a cough to force out a question. “Man, what are you going to do?”

	“I put the Comet back under the sink. I did that part right.”

	Rusty puffed out his lips. “Cary. Cary.” Cary looked at him then. “What are you going to do?”

	Cary turned his face and stared into the open mouth of the beer can. “Hope the cops think he got some bad stuff or mixed it with Comet himself, if they even check that close. I hope they see the scene and read OD, not go looking beyond that. He didn’t really have anybody who cared for him, so nobody should kick any stink about it. Plus, he was running around like a whack job today.”

	“What’d you do with the stuff? You put it back, right? That’s what you said?” Rusty was reeling some himself. This was all bad and took a great big step away from the perfect they needed.

	“The Comet? Put it back under the sink. Didn’t I say? The window crack, I don’t know. I don’t think they can tell how long glass is cracked…might be nobody finds him until he starts stinking.”

	Rusty blew out a breath. “Guess you had to, right? No choice. Maybe they’ll think Dwayne did it. Maybe they find it after Wednesday and just add it to what’s coming to him.”

	Cary lifted his head and then tilted his chin. “Hey, maybe. Still doesn’t…I killed him, Rusty, freaking dead.”

	“If he was going at the coke how you said, maybe he wanted to die. Maybe he didn’t and was going to overdose anyhow. Like, man, he sounded wild. It’s not your fault.”

	“Maybe. You should’ve seen him. Right whacked out.”

	“Man, you tell me how I play it and that’s how I play it,” Rusty said.

	Cary nodded. “We be quiet. Linda will know because she sees everything, but we’ll just pretend he’s good until the police find him.”

	“Works for me. I wouldn’t have seen him again anyway, right? Not if he quit.”

	Cary stood and downed the last of the beer and set the can next to the TV on the dresser. “Thanks for the beers. I need to go home,” he said and left how he came—only quieter—before Rusty knew what to say.

	He sat a few minutes. This whole mess was invisible acid, burning through them, one way or another. He lit a smoke and then thought of the door. He left the room to check. He turned the deadbolt and heard, “Rusty?” the voice was raspy and muffled. A light on the level higher lit and the landlady shuffled into view. She’d become a ghost, devoid of colour, had streaky grey hair in pink curlers. She wore an oxygen mask and pulled a small tank on wheels. “Rusty, me and Gerald agree, you can’t be having friends over so late. We’re trying to sleep and the door wakes us up. It’s fine if your girlfriend comes over, we know her family, and they’re good people, but what kind of men just show up at your door in the middle of the night.”

	“Right, sorry. Been a weird week.”

	“You need to be more thoughtful.”

	For no good reason, Rusty still feared eviction from that shithole, though much had changed since back when he moved in—those days, nobody else would rent to him. He wasn’t a kid anymore, but that stuff lingered and homelessness terrified him. “I will be. I’m sorry.”

	“Well, okay then. Who was that?”

	A voice in his head, clear as spring rain, implored him to say any name aside from Cary Watson, any name at all. “Jim McManus,” he said. The same voice seemed to finish the thought, also any name but the recently deceased Jim McManus, you dumbass. “I work with him…or did, he just stopped in to tell me how much he hated Dwayne. He quit today.”

	“John McManus?”

	“No, Jim.” What are you correcting her for?

	“He was a delivery guy and quit today. I think maybe he was sick, or drunk. I didn’t invite him. I don’t know exactly why he showed up.”

	“Okay.” The landlady turned and started away. “Don’t let it happen again.”

	Rusty raced downstairs, berating himself under his breath. “Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.”
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	A man named Mike Campbell turned from the till with a to-go cup of coffee and a brown paper bag. “Oh, hey Rusty, how’s it going?” he said.

	Rusty nodded, chewing a mouthful as he picked at the corner of his left eye. He’d rolled from bed after a night of broken sleep and guilty dreams, ate the last two pieces of bread from the bag, but found them insufficient so he went to the Fall Street Café. He was almost sick with hunger by the time he got there—his limbs felt hollow and sapped, his head light, his sneakers heavy as cinderblocks. He ordered a plate of eggs, sausage, hash browns, and two more slices of toast, despite that he felt guilty about it, despite that if nothing worked out with the heist, simply treating himself that little bit would throw him in arrears in a necessity someplace else.

	“Man, how’s it going?” Rusty said after swallowing. “You back in town?”

	“Great, and yeah,” Mike Campbell said and sat down at the communal table, though sideways with his knees poking out as if to solidify that he wasn’t staying long. “You still living in that little room?”

	Mike and Rusty were the same age and good friends when Rusty was in the eleventh grade—Mike was in thirteenth, grabbing extra credits to bump up his scores for a college application. One time Mike got too drunk at a school dance and Rusty piggybacked him all the way to the boarding house so he could sleep it off on the foldout chair without his parents finding out.

	“Yeah.”

	“Crazy, well, I got to run, but I bought the Pink Rose and I’m redoing the apartments upstairs. Come by if you ever want to see them. Won’t be done for another three weeks or so, would be cool to know some of my tenants.”

	“How big?”

	“There’s a one-bedroom and a bachelor.”

	“Hmm, maybe. How much?”

	“Have them listed at five-fifty and seven hundred.”

	Rusty paid seventy-five per week and that was about his limit, but said, “Sure, man, I’ll stop by for a look in a couple weeks or something. How’d you come to buy that place?”

	“My dad died and it went up for sale with the business. My aunt had the listing and knows the manager of the restaurant real good, so it kind of fell into my lap. I failed out at college and started working for a realtor and took courses myself, got into property management, then ass cancer got Dad and he had a bit of an estate. So, now I own a few places.”

	“Wild. Sorry about your dad.”

	“Yeah.” Mike got up as the restaurant’s door opened and Danny and Craig pushed into the Fall Street Café. “See you around.”

	“Man, yeah. Cool. Good luck with the renovations.”

	Mike lifted his coffee cup in a salute and then was gone. Rusty shifted his focus while he absently reached for his coffee mug.

	“Mr. Studious,” Danny said without the usual humour as he walked by. “You being a good boy?” The tone suggested that this was a real question, asking something more to the likes of am I going to have to put you in line?

	“Always,” Rusty said and sipped from his cup and wondered if these guys somehow knew.

	They ordered and had their drinks in seconds. Paid no more ceremony to the place or Rusty and started off.

	“Have fun today,” Rusty called out.

	“You too,” Craig said. He looked about as sickly as Rusty felt.

	Rusty turned in his seat and tried to focus on the day, rather than what might happen in the countless tomorrows to come. He finished his breakfast and a fourth cup of coffee without another word to any of the regulars. When he finally remembered the clock and stood, he found he had to piss and might arrive late for class, despite driving. He tried to care as he stood over the urinal, but gave his parts an extra shake as if to spite himself and the silly schedule he really ought to keep.

	He yawned behind the wheel, ready for a nap with all that food in him. He got to rolling and glanced at the clock on the face of his CD deck. “Close,” he said, slightly above the Juvenile track that spun on low. The guardian angel of stoplights was on his side, as was the guardian angel of school parking lot spaces, and he dropped into his seat at the front of the math class just as the bell rang. 

	The teacher said, “Nick of time.” He knocked on the front, right hand table and then pointed at Rusty. “I have a catch-up booklet for you.” He leaned in. “Only a study guide; if you need it, it’ll help you come test times and for the exam, but I don’t need to see anything. All the marks here are tests, you’re passing and I’m guessing that’s what matters and not a future in collegiate mathematics?” Rusty nodded and the teacher knocked on his table again. “Thought so, don’t envy your situation, but I admire the effort. Keep up the good work.” He straightened up then and walked to his desk at the front off to the side of the busy chalkboard. “All right, everyone, let’s continue where we left off.”

	The students, all but Rusty, began opening binders, bags, and textbooks. The hum was fine and steady, regular, normal, mundane, and Rusty’s mind wandered to future failures and how he’d be lucky to stay in his dumpy room—forget a nice, renovated place above a swanky restaurant.

	After the teacher got the class going on finding their morning’s work, he dropped off a booklet of photocopied pages onto Rusty’s table. The teacher looked as if he was about to say something else to Rusty, but a triple rap landed against the door and interrupted anything that might’ve been.

	Rusty inhaled through tight lips, clenching from his teeth to his asshole, knowing there was a cop on the other side, looking to book him on something he hadn’t even done yet. They’d found Jim’s corpse and his nosy landlady caught the name on the shortwave—sometimes he heard the broadcast from his room when he was home during the day. She’d call it in and tell them exactly what Rusty said and then some, add embellishments for the gossip mill—she was the foreman of that operation, as far as the sixty-plus crowd went in Andover—that way she could be front and center, and he’d be up to his neck in it.

	The door opened and a small girl stood on the far side with a Duo-tang folder. “My sister is getting her tonsils out. She told me to bring this here.”

	“Your sister?” 

	“Claire.”

	“Claire, who?”

	“Baxter,” the girl said through a whine, still holding out the Duo-tang.

	“Who’re you looking for?”

	“Mr. Jameson.”

	“I’m James. Two doors thataway,” the teacher said and pointed out the door to the left.

	“Oh, okay.” The girl left.

	“You’re welcome,” the teacher called out behind her, grinning as he closed the door. “Big news, everyone, Claire Baxter is getting her tonsils out and she’s in Mr. Jameson’s eleventh grade calculous class. Yippee.”

	—

	The lunch bell rang and Mrs. Betts had let him alone for the entire class—a record for her. Rusty was up and charging for the door. Anxiety assaulted him from multiple angles like a planned military exercise. His focusing on the lessons had been impossible, but he was there and that had to be enough. Had to be everything until the heist trouble was over, until Jim’s death had a ruling—or his body rotted beyond pinpointing date, long enough away that the landlady forgot that he’d opened his stupid mouth. One could pray for a rotting co-worker to stay that way with a clear conscience; not as if finding him sooner might bring him back.

	Rusty cleared the doorway threshold before anyone else, but in the hallway a hand clamped on his arm, twisting it, forcing cuffs, effectively removing him from the state of freedom he’d known all his…but, no, Mr. Beaman had him walking, not twisting, not handcuffing, not burying him alive behind cold bars. 

	“Rusty, we need to talk.”

	Rusty didn’t argue. This was a new and unexpected distraction, and enough of a relief that he just went along. They reached the back exit where a group of senior grades potheads usually kicked a hacky sack. They hadn’t amalgamated as of yet, so the area was clear. They continued onto a currently vacant path that wound around the side of the school to the student parking lot.

	“Are you avoiding me?” Mr. Beaman said.

	“What?”

	“You listened to the CD, right?”

	“What CD?”

	Mr. Beaman stopped. “Tell me you got it.”

	Rusty blinked and that simple, unimportant thing clicked. “Oh, yeah, no. I got it right here, but I never listened. Sorry.” He patted his bag. “I’ve been super busy to do any extra home—”

	“You have to listen right now. Did you drive? You can use my car if you walked.”

	“Yes. No. I have my car.”

	“Do you need coffee? I’ll get you coffee. I’m going nuts here. You have to listen. Right now. I thought I’d be able to wait, but I need to know what you want me to do. I can’t…your dad, it’s not right what they did to him.”

	“What?”

	“Just listen to it.” Mr. Beaman looked around the lot until he spotted the gold Tempo. “That’s you, right? Don’t drive anywhere. I’ll get you a coffee and you listen, okay. Put the disc in and listen. By yourself. Do it now.”

	Rusty moved in the direction the teacher had pushed him like he didn’t have a choice. “Man,” he whispered as he went. The world was at him, on him. A full diaper, spilling over edges, coming from everywhere, the shit threatened to drown him, but he unlocked his car and slipped in. He sat an extra moment, replaying how frantic and anxious Mr. Beaman had been, and what in the hell was he talking about his dad for? Rusty put the key in the ignition and spun it partway. He fished into his bag and took out the note and the disc. It looked like any other Memorex—the same kind Christine used to mix and mingle her tastes with his—but of course, it was not like any other Memorex. This one held a bombshell. 

	—

	Rusty pressed the volume upward until the hiss was apparent from every speaker. There were clicks and muddled whispers. The first clear voice coming through said, “My name is Todd Richard Beaman, born August first, nineteen-sixty-eight, currently residing in the town of Andover, Ontario, Canada.” And then, away from the microphone, that same voice added, “Now, you go.”

	The second individual cleared his throat and then said, “My name is Eric William Simons, born January nine, nineteen-sixty-eight, currently residing in Mississauga, Ontario. Uh, Canada. Formally of Andover, Ontario…Canada. And, um, I approve of this message.” There was a pause. “Ugh, ugh. Me and Todd agreed that this is how it happened and Todd’s going to read the statement about the night of August three, nineteen-eighty-one. I have signed the statement, but we’re recording it for…posterity?”

	Todd Beaman’s voice began again. “It’s so it’s believable. Eric, another friend—who wishes to go unnamed—and I were at Eric’s house for a sleepover. Eric wanted to show us a pornographic magazine he had—either Cavalier or Gallery, though we cannot remember which it was—which he said featured a horrific fiction story by our English teacher, Mr. Bishop, Steve Bishop. His uncle Ed had given him the magazine because of the story, but Eric couldn’t keep it in the house because his mother would find it and take it away, for obvious reasons.

	“So, he kept it in the treehouse, hidden amongst a series of other magazines and comic books. That night between midnight and one AM, we climbed into the treehouse built in a maple tree on the side nearest to the rear of the Simons’ yard, located at twelve-eleven, Timber Street, next-door to the home of the Talbot family: Leroy, Kim, Rebekah, and Rusty.

	“Shortly after we settled in to discuss whether or not the story was indeed Mr. Bishop’s—we found out later that it was—I noticed a police car pull up to the property. I had Eric’s binoculars out, which he kept handy because Rebekah Talbot often stood topless before her open window—according to Eric, she saw him several times looking at her through the binoculars and those were the times she would strip. He wanted to make sure I added that.

	“I told the guys to come over, but they didn’t come right away. A second car parked in front of the police car. It was a big, dark sedan. Possibly an Oldsmobile or a Buick. The officer was in uniform and out of his car, and then the second individual got out of his car. The officer looked at the Talbot house. He then turned back to the dark sedan, and with the help of the other individual, the officer laid an unconscious man on the lawn. The man was Larry Talbot; we have zero doubts about it as we all grew up in town and Larry was very well known, infamous even. I thought he was dead at first, but didn’t say so for fear of sounding stupid. 

	“After dragging Leroy to the lawn, the second individual went to the trunk of his car and retrieved a jerry can—assumedly full of gasoline. He gave it to the officer and they then forced entry into the home. That was when we hurried down the ladder and into—”

	Rusty hit pause. His body began a sickly thrumming from his cells outward, like it was ravenous for something beyond food, and not only his guts, everywhere inside, down to his bone marrow, he’d been scooped empty and needed to feed or fall apart. He swallowed and put a shaky hand over his pants pocket and cigarette pack. Out of the corner of his eye, exiting the side door of the school, was Mr. Beaman. Rusty took a deep breath, swallowed saliva as sticky as tar, and hit play, his hand returning to the rectangular form pushing through the material of his pant leg.

	“—Eric’s basement. Before we came down, we agreed that the officer out the window was the older brother to a boy we knew: Willie Lawrence was the boy and the officer was Landon Lawrence.”

	Rusty began shaking and his jaw began moving minutely, as if he was about to cry, but the emotion didn’t match.

	“Less than thirty minutes after settling into our sleeping bags in the basement, Eric’s father, Johnathan Morris Simons, born June ninth, nineteen-forty-one, deceased July seventeenth, nineteen-ninety-nine, told us to come upstairs. Once we got there, we discovered the home was on fire and the two vehicles, the police cruiser and the dark sedan, were gone from the scene. The fire trucks arrived first, and then the chief of police, I believe his name was Winston Gretchel. The chief managed to get Leroy mostly upright, but he was too drunk to stand on his own.

	“From what we saw, it appeared very, very unlikely that Leroy Talbot set his own home ablaze, and given that Landon Lawrence, now detective Landon Lawrence, and an unknown assailant entered the home with a container of accelerant, that it is much more likely that they set the fire that killed two people, scarred a third, and sent a man to prison to serve a sixty-year sentence.”

	Rusty was done, even if the disc was not, and ejected it. Christine’s father had destroyed his family. His girlfriend’s father had murdered Rusty’s family. He fumbled into his pocket for his cigarettes as Mr. Beaman approached and then knocked on the shotgun window. Rusty automatically reached over and tugged the silver nub upward to disengage the lock. Mr. Beaman opened the door, bent, and handed in the coffee. 

	“Can I sit?” he asked.

	The words weren’t there, so Rusty nodded.

	“It’s true, you know. We’ll do whatever you think is right. We’ll testify, we’ll keep quiet, we’ll do whatever you want. Your father wasn’t a great guy, if any of the stories are true, but he doesn’t deserve what they did to him.”

	Rusty sipped from the porcelain mug with a rubber lid. One side featured the Pearl County School Board crest, the other side was blank. The coffee inside was so hot he barely tasted it.

	Mr. Beaman began rubbing his hands together. “I don’t know…well, yeah, I do. I know why we never told. Police are supposed to be the good guys. Back then, nobody said anything against a cop. There were no Rodney King videos, there was nothing even close to that, cops were all Starsky and Hutch and Officer Friendly, and we were just kids and we weren’t supposed to be out that late.” He stopped rubbing his hands together and began rubbing his legs through wool pants. “We could’ve come at any time and helped your dad, but we didn’t think. Everybody called him scum and maybe we believed it, or chose to believe it. It wasn’t until I had you in the class that the guilt got to me. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

	Rusty dragged Mariana’s Trench deep on his Matinee cigarette and exhaled heavily through his nose—cartoon bull about to blow a bovine gasket. “Detective Lawrence. That sonofabitch. He’s fucked with me for…I’ll kill him.”

	“Rusty, you have to be sensible. If you want to get him, you have to be sensible.”

	“Christ, Christine,” Rusty said after a few quiet moments and then after a few more added, “I need to talk to my dad. I need to see my dad.”

	“Okay, I can help you. I sent your name and address to your father last week, to put on a list of visitors, just in case you wanted to see him. I figured you had gone through the motions, after you told me, so I went and did it. I can help you drive. I can take you. I can give you gas money. You’ll have to been put on the list for sure, so if they did that, maybe in a month or you can call—but I can help you no matter what.” 

	“When?”

	“Next week, the week after, minimum. I can take a couple vacation days and drive—”

	“Tonight. Tomorrow. No later, it can’t wait for later.”

	Mr. Beaman chewed his bottom lip, nodded once, and then said, “I can’t drive you, but I can call to see if you’re on the guest list. It won’t be tonight though and you’ll be more than lucky if it’s tomorrow. Maybe you can get on the call list if he didn’t want to add you as a visitor, but, I’ll do my best to make this happen.” He then burst from the Tempo and bolted across the parking lot in a clumsy penny loafer sprint.

	—

	Rusty watched the clock hands spin, impossible to keep up to the seconds, barely able to fathom the minutes as they turned into history. At the end of the third period, the bell rang and as if he were a programmed robot, he moved from one room to the next—did not make his regular pilgrimage to across the street from school property for a smoke. He found his seat. Around him, the students were busy with life; part of him couldn’t understand how they could exist so simply in a world where revelations hit with breathtaking severity, dropped on heads one after another like baseball-sized hail. 

	He wanted to scream at them to sit down, to shut up, didn’t they get it? didn’t they see? 

	Mr. Beaman ran into the room and headed straight for Rusty. He knelt before his desk and spoke low. “Your father has been putting you on his visitor’s list for years, I guess, but your address was good to have with it. Since you were little, he’s put you on the list. You can go tomorrow. You were approved to see him all along. You can go first thing, and they’ll fit you in tomorrow.”

	Rusty blinked. “Really?”

	“Yes.”

	“Just like that?” Rusty was terrified.

	“Yes.” Mr. Beaman was nodding, he looked as shaken as Rusty felt, almost.

	“Okay.”

	“I’m so, so sorry. If I were older when it happened—”

	“Man. Man.”

	A student stood behind Mr. Beaman had a folder in her hands. She stepped in close around his side then cleared her throat to get his attention. He turned and said, “What?” He almost shouted it.

	“I finished my essay,” the girl said, sheepish.

	“It isn’t due for three weeks!” Mr. Beaman said.

	“I am passionate about Jane Eyre,” she said. “It is truly a masterwork of English storytelling, and a pioneering work of feminist literature.” 

	It was painfully obvious that she’d practiced the speech. Rusty made a pained face; she was about to catch some collateral debris from the shit storm of his life.

	Mr. Beaman snatched the folder and pulled out the clipped pages. “I’d prefer if you spoke simply and honestly.” He then waved the pages at the student body. “Please, just a staple in the upper left corner; no folders or excessive bindings on essays. There’s no marks for presentation and one person doing too much makes it physically irritating to handle the workload.” He handed the folder over and began picking at the heavy purple clip.

	The girl stomped toward her seat with the discarded folder in her hands.

	“Alissa,” Mr. Beaman said. “You forgot your clip.” He held it out and waited for her to come back and retrieve it. Which she did, eventually, though she was clearly not happy. 
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	The polystyrene packaging squeaked with every bump, no matter how small, sounding like mice crowded into a rubber cell. Rusty rolled behind the wheel of one of the store’s vans. A white moon was out while the sun lingered pink on the horizon. Dwayne was ecstatic when he informed Rusty of what had to be done. The company who’d built the condos where Dwayne’s mother lived had called Logic—Dwayne took the phone himself so as to avoid doling out any unnecessary commission. They needed six units outfitted with TVs, DVD/VCR combos, and wireless landline telephones. Kind of cheap items, but all carried fantastic retail mark-ups. 

	Dwayne loved selling telephones, usually there was no delivery, no installation, and people paid triple what he’d paid to put them on the showroom floor. They were a smart item that the customers, for whatever reason, didn’t feel dumb about paying big money to own. “Just wait, there’s this thing called Bluetooth, everybody in town’s going to want to replace their phones,” Dwayne had said, but Rusty wasn’t listening, could only focus in a very minor sense on the job and what Dwayne was saying.

	At least Dwayne only followed him as far as the van and didn’t want to ride along to visit his mother. Rusty rolled down the window as he departed the lot and kept it rolled down, smoking one after another, warm coffee in the cup holder, all the way to Chelsea. 

	Life’s mounting elements had put Rusty in a shocked fog, but his hands and legs knew what to do. He installed and hooked-up the purchases, accepted a ten-dollar tip, and even managed to thank the greasy, red-faced, tired-looking contractor when he left. The whole business didn’t take three hours and he arrived back at Logic Appliance in time to clock out—most days, the short shifts hardly seemed worth it, but he’d never complained about them out loud.

	“Hey,” Christine said and grabbed his jacket sleeve as he made for his car.

	He turned and said, “Oh, hi.”

	“You all right?”

	To tell Christine or not? To let her in on the fact that it was her father and not his father that had torched his chance at a proper family, emotional stability, hell, maybe even high school graduation. 

	No, not yet. He loved her and that made the situation tricky. He had to spare her something and he had to know for sure first. The current overwhelming point of anxiety was just another element to figure out. He mumbled and fumbled words to her. Snapped his teeth tight and spoke slowly, working hard to loosen his jaws. The words came out before his coming to a conscious decision. “My dad didn’t kill my family. There’s witnesses…can you make a copy of a CD for me, but don’t listen to it?”

	“What do you mean he didn’t?”

	“There’s a witness. Two actually. Or three. They told the truth and recorded it.”

	“Could it be a trick?”

	“No. No. Not this. It’s, can you, but you can’t listen. Okay?”

	“What?” Christine grabbed him. “We have to show my dad! You have confessions? That’s what you’re—!”

	“No! No showing anything. Just make a copy and let me think. Give me time to think.”

	“That’s crazy! We have to…” Christine trailed and then wrapped her arms around Rusty and pulled him in tight. He let his face fall to her soft, welcoming shoulder. This was the only thing right in the world, all he had worth a damn.

	“I’m seeing him tomorrow. I’m going to the prison. Stay with me tonight?” he said.

	“Of course.”

	—

	The radio alarm went unused—switched off before necessary—for the last week, so when it clicked into life, Rusty sat bolt upright, panicked. He’d slept through the night. 

	For the first time in a week, he felt good. He looked at Christine’s beautiful, uncovered chest and the slight ski jump curve of her breasts, her shoulder moles, her short, but slender neck, and beautiful sleeping face. He bent to kiss her. She smiled, but did not move otherwise.

	Then it hit him. All of it at once. He might lose this and so much more. What was he thinking? But did he really have a choice?

	His good mood drained away in a toilet swirl. 
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	Seventy-five in cash and a slip of paper with his name written in blocky, capital letters went to the top floor landing, same as every Wednesday—excluding the handful of times he’d been late with it and had to duck in and out of the house in the middle of the night until he could play catch up with the due payment. Christine was already outside waiting. The neighbour had his two-year-old F-150 truck running in the laneway next-door, and as much newer as the Ford engine was, it still drowned out the gentle purr of Christine’s car. Some kind of marvel, it was so quiet.

	Christine had called the Logic Appliance answering service and left a message for Dwayne and Linda. Rusty had suggested that she tell the truth, nobody would argue the nobility of being his lean-to, considering the touchiness of the subject—though Dwayne might ask why today? as in, why on a workday? Rusty hurried over and opened the passenger’s side door. Korn turned low rumbled from the speakers and the fan blew a gentle flow of warm air from the dash vents.

	Christine dressed the same as she did for work the day before. A blouse, slacks, flats, and her brown vinyl jacket. She still had on a light dusting of makeup around her eyes and foundation evened out her complexion from the morning prior, but other than that, she was au naturel. She hadn’t so much as splashed on any perfume to cover the odour of no shower and day-old clothes, letting the car smell a little like sweat and engine exhaust fumes. 

	Christine hit the road in the wrong direction and pulled into the McDonald’s drive-thru and ordered meals and large coffees. Rusty was thankful she hadn’t asked him if he wanted to drive. Because if she had asked, he might’ve opted to, anything to keep his mind busy, but he was jittery enough to ditch them and inadvertently sabotage himself. Again. His normal.

	They’d stopped by her father’s house along the way. The desktop in the cubby office was asleep, but came awake at a keystroke. Christine opened Nero and gave Rusty the pertinent instructions while she went off to shower. Rusty listened for chance movement entering the home while the computer hummed and beeped through copying the disc. 

	Rusty was thinking again. Cary made promises, but he was so trusting of Linda. Adding him last minute seemed off. Really, he simply hadn’t figured out how he’d protect himself against being the scapegoat of the heist, which the more he considered, the more that seemed likely. The idea that he could somehow convince Cary and Linda to sign a confession for him to carry seemed simultaneously the smartest and most unlikely option. Aside from that, he hadn’t come up with much worth considering because nothing seemed to fit. If the scheme was at all in Cary’s control, he’d come out okay. 

	But what if it wasn’t, not even a little bit? 

	Never even was?

	What if Linda was simply using them all to get away from Dwayne? Get revenge on Dwayne?

	Rusty looked at his reflection where it banked off the computer monitor and whispered, “You’re in a murderer’s house.”

	On the street outside, a heavy car rolled close and then slowed. Instinctively, Rusty’s hackles went up. The car idled before it pulled away…or perhaps killed the engine in the driveway. He took in a deep breath. If the man would burn a family alive, he’d have no qualms about killing right there in his home office. Hell, Rusty was already a missed notch in the belt.

	He waited. Did not dare take a breath.

	A door creaked.

	The trey on the tower rattled open after the speakers on the computer pinged and Rusty jumped at the sound, gasping a lungful. He paused, listening, but only heard Christine’s movements. He sighed as he read the message on the screen and removed the disc Mr. Beaman gave him and placed the blank Christine took from a spindle into the trey. He pushed it closed and the hums and beeps started anew. He watched the number jump a percent every handful of seconds until Christine stepped up through the hall, a waft of damp warm air trailing behind her. 

	“How’s it going?” she said, naked.

	“Fine,” Rusty said.

	“You figured it out?” She nodded at the computer screen and he nodded at her. He then watched her as she walked down the hallway until her bare backside disappeared through a door.

	Aside from the cramped office space, her father’s house was a nice place, spacious and clean. There were pictures on the walls and the furniture was newish. The kitchen had a clean white fridge and a glass-top stove—both mid-range models; Rusty would know. A built-in dishwasher below the counter. All of this was stuff Detective Landon Lawrence had stolen from Rusty. A murderer and a thief.

	The home shouldn’t exist. In fact, he could fix that with hardly any effort at all. Rusty stood…flames began licking up the walls as he dumped gasoline around the fine cherry-coloured baseboards. The linoleum began to split and bubble as fire met vinyl. The barren floorboards beneath seemed to pulse, red-hot. The screws began bursting into silver dust fragments at the heat, pinging bits everywhere. Shrapnel flew in every direction, shattering the glass of the hanging pictures and the living room bay window and…the computer pinged again and brought Rusty from reverie. 

	“Is it done?” Christine called from her bedroom.

	“Think so,” Rusty said and headed for the bathroom, that first coffee was through him. “Do you have a case for it?”

	When he came out, water rushing through the pipes in the background, Christine handed him the discs—one in a case and the other in a paper sleeve—and he followed her to the door. The prison was two hours away and it was already after eight, meaning they had spare room for about twenty minutes of road irritations. 

	—

	“I want to see him alone,” Rusty said, gaze hard on Christine. 

	“Okay,” she said, no visible emotion apparent.

	“It’s just…you know?”

	He had to ask the man direct questions, on a subject that might muddy things with Christine—about her father and what he’d done. Most importantly, now, he needed to know what the truth looked like after it swirled in with their relationship. He still wasn’t sure how she’d take it. It was always possible that she’d revolt, maybe against him for suggesting such a thing, even with proof. He’d seen a good many people do very strange things to protect family—an impulse he never understood, for obvious reasons.

	Christine nodded to the question that was more of a statement. “I know,” she said then.

	The first guard of the day stood outside the car. He was a big man with a black moustache and a tight fade leading up to a flat top. He wore a skinny gold necklace beneath the open collar of his uniform shirt, looking straight army cadet on steroids.

	“Can she wait?” Rusty asked, leaning over Christine. “It’s my dad, she don’t know him.” Thinking, not that I do.

	“Sure thing, but she has to stay in the car. No getting out. Not ‘sposed be any unnecessary civilians on the property, but the new warden’s a bit easier about the lot, so it’s okay, but she has to remain in the vehicle.” He said the last part like he was reading it from the memory of a memo he’d gotten in his company mailbox.

	Five silent seconds passed. Rusty glanced to the mirror and the line of cars and all the others attempting to get into the prison.

	Christine pointed. “So, up there’s fine?”

	The guard blinked. “Yep.” He reached into his booth and hit a button, kicking a motor into life that opened a gate affixed to a high chain-link fence with razor wire accents.

	Christine parked, pulling up tight enough to a cement barrier for it to catch and grind against a plastic carriage guard beneath her car. She backed up, unnecessarily, and they heard the grinding again before she put the transmission into park. She killed the engine and touched Rusty’s arm. “Good luck.”

	He took a deep breath, weighing having one last cigarette before he went inside, but instead got busy moving his feet. Metal detector, pat down, ID checks against records, through two heavy barred doors, and finally to a woman at a high desk. He was robot, moving on commands. 

	“Identification,” the woman said to the family in front of Rusty. She was big with cheeks so puffy they seemed to eat her beady eyes.

	A middle-aged woman and two boys. The boys wore cheap Sunday clothes and red bowties. Both had alfalfa shoots sprouting from the backs of their heads like stubby peacock feathers. The woman was in a drab dress, probably too light for the chill in the place. She handed up a card and then explained the kids as she signed a sheet on a clipboard.

	“All right, follow that man. He will seat you. Do not wander and mind that the children don’t wander either.” The woman pushed her kids and the woman behind the desk said, “Identification,” looking somewhere in Rusty’s general vicinity.

	Rusty stepped reluctantly, the floor gooey with second thoughts. Everything about the prison made him feel like he was doing life wrong, and if he screwed up too badly, they’d keep him there awhile. The stern voices and the hard surfaces, the complete lack of humanity. It was a building to make mice of men, to crush souls into subjugation, to destroy abnormalities and capitalistic pitfalls. He couldn’t imagine anyone going in and coming out shiny and new, feeling like they’d never crime it up again. No, there’d be no reformation occurring in any meaningful way between these walls, under this system of ownership. There’d be no mental betterment or correction in a place so damned cold. The only likely advantageous effect was that former inmates might fear returning.

	“Oh, you’re Leroy’s boy, huh? Surprised there ain’t a gang of you running around by now.”

	Rusty upturned his eyes at the woman. What did that mean?

	She was looking at the door where the guard had taken the boys in bowties and their mother. “Sign here,” she said, gaze still elsewhere. “Usually it’s just Leroy’s women who come to see him. You ever meet any of them?”

	Rusty signed his name and handed up the clipboard. “What women?”

	“Ooh, boy. He’s got murder honeys. Some women…they’ll do anything for a man that bad. They’re all nuts, you ask me. They all think they’re the only one or the relationship’s different, something like that. Leroy does unofficial conjugals with two of them lately. He’s had plenty over the years. We have a couple rooms made up to look like regular family houses for our best behaved. More like trailers, I guess. You aren’t going to one of those now, just so ya know.”

	“Wait, what?” Rusty said.

	The guard reappeared at the doorway and the woman on desk duty said, “Okay, follow that man. He will seat you; do not wander.” 

	Rusty started away and the woman asked for identification from the man and boy who’d stood behind him in line. He continued on until he met the next guard. He was tall and soft, and had tattoos on his fingers. Wore his head shaved and looked a bit like one of those neo-Nazis from the movies. The guard ushered Rusty through a door that led into a hallway of several open doors and mingled conversations. They passed a sign that looked something like a fart warning: a silhouetted figure had its knees bent and motion lines trailing its backside, the words SIT DOWN above and WHEN SHOTS ARE FIRED below. Pacing the hallway were two more guards—both tall, thin men. Through most of the doors, civilians sat at shining tables with an inmate, snack foods littering the tables like Halloween hauls. The walls and floors of the drab rooms were the same hard grey as the rest of the building. Above it all, looming like an angry god, was a tower. It had wire screens with spaces big enough for a shotgun. There were holes in the ceiling from where shots missed the bullet box—a We Mean Business warning system—high up on a pillar about ten feet away.

	“Holy shit! That you, Rusty?” Leroy said, standing with his arms wide, as if awaiting a hug. He looked strong and fit. Had the jawline of a movie star, but his teeth were crooked and one was missing, all were yellow.

	The guard said, “Twenty minutes. Don’t leave this room.”

	Rusty nodded and skirted his father’s hands to sit on one of the seats fastened to the table—they were firm and round, like how they had them at McDonald’s, but the seats did not spin and probably nobody’s kids begged to visit.

	“All right, no worries. Good to see you. Knew you’d come eventually. I even got a letter from your foster father once, you know that? Then I got one from your teacher. You look a little old for school.” Leroy made a face as if calculating age in his head, and then kept on with the fast-talking. “You gotta be nineteen or twenty? Usually I get the family units for visits. Got me some girlfriends.” He made an oval with his left hand and worked his right index in and out like a piston. “Usually, the visits is one of my girlfriends and I need the family space ‘cause it’s got a bed. These women are starving for a real man; bunch of them is married and still come to me. You got girlfriends? Bet you do, probably just like me, though you ain’t as good looking. Bet you do, though, like your old daddy.” He humped up into the table and stuffed his bottom lip under his top row of teeth, eyes downturned.

	Rusty swallowed a golf ball of mixed emotions. This wasn’t what he expected. The man was happy and strange, euphoric; a drunk who’d tumbled from the stool and smacked his noggin too damned often, dim as a candlewick in a hurricane. He reminded Rusty of this disabled older kid from the special ed. class who sometimes beat his meat under the slide at lunch. 

	As Leroy moved around, contoured muscles bulged from his arms and shoulders. He had two tattoos on his neck and at least one on his chest, more elsewhere—crude prison art up and down his arms. He had LEROY on the knuckles of his right hand. He wore his head shaved and had no facial hair. The only visible expectations being met were that he wore the uniform: a white t-shirt and dark blue pants, denim slipper shoes.

	“Man, I had this one chick in here, right? She found out about this other chick and where she lived and everything, went to her house and tried to kill her. What happened next was real wild ‘cause the chick who got attacked wrote me a letter, said she fell in love with the chick who tried to kill her and said they would both have to break it off with me. How about that? Psycho bitches, but man, they love to fu—”

	Rusty interrupted. “I know you didn’t light the fire.” Rusty forced a calm he did not feel.

	Leroy stopped moving and frowned. “Oh yeah? I don’t remember nothing ‘bout it. Had lots of girlfriends say I didn’t light it, wanted me to make appeals. The best ones is the ones who know I done it. They get so hot about Kim dying in a fire. They’re all nuts, but I get the benefits, so it’s all I need. Hell, I’m basically the king of this here cast—”

	“But you didn’t kill Mom or Rebekah.”

	Leroy folded his arms over his chest and stretched back to lean against the wall. “That scar don’t look too bad. Probably the chickies like it. Gotta learn what turns’m on. Learn that and you get all you want outta women.”

	“What in the hell are you talking about?”

	Leroy lifted his hands. “Pussy. Fuck else matters?”

	“You shouldn’t be in here.”

	“Pfft, whoever told you I didn’t light the fire probably just yanking your chain. Was it a chick? Probably she’s trying to nail you, maybe I already had her and she’s going for some kind of double dip.” Leroy smiled with a wide open mouth and then ran his tongue around his lips.

	It hit Rusty then. The man didn’t care, didn’t want out, didn’t need his freedom to get what he wanted from his pitiful existence. He was living the best life he’d ever known most likely. Possibly, the man assumed—could be rightly—that his women would forget him when he was free. He had a minimum of forty more years on his sentence, he’d almost certainly die behind bars, but it had become life and he’d manipulated it into a positive. Incredible. Almost unbelievable.

	Rusty put his elbows on the table and spoke slowly. “Why would Landon Lawrence burn our house down?”

	Leroy sat back again and licked his teeth beneath his lips. Then began slow nodding in something like surprised agreement. “Guess that might be right.”

	“Why?”

	“Why do you think?” Leroy was grinning again, on the sly. “Why do men always get mad at me? I beat as much ass as I pounded. Husbands and boyfriends—”

	“Tell me why him.”

	Leroy folded his arms behind his head. “’Cause of his wife. She was straight fiendin’ for it. What was her name again, Joelle? Janine?”

	“What?”

	“Not just his wife either. He had a better reason, that punk ass. Landon Lawrence’s kid wasn’t his.” Leroy began making a jerk-off motion beneath the table, thumping its underside. “She and me were wild together. That little dick cop couldn’t give her nothing how she needed it. His kid is mine. He wouldn’t even face me…”

	Leroy continued talking, but Rusty heard nothing. The world sank and every ounce of oxygen in the universe became poison. Christine. Christine. Christine Lawrence. Christine Lawrence, his girlfriend, the woman he loved, the woman he…Rusty began gagging and coughing. He pushed to his feet and stumbled to his left, leaned against the doorframe.

	“Hey, don’t go out there. Hey, sit down.” Leroy grabbed Rusty’s coat sleeve and kept him from going beyond the doorway. 

	“You done? Don’t move,” a guard said from down the hall.

	“I think he’s gonna be sick!” Leroy said, poking his head into the hall.

	In blinks, Rusty was passing the grey walls and the steel doors, passing a metal detector and more guards who wanted to see his ID, reaching into the dull mid-morning light and breathing in the crisp air. He opened the passenger’s side door of Christine’s car and fell in.

	“How’d it go?” Christine asked.

	Rusty was in shock, still couldn’t speak, and when he looked at her, he saw her beautiful nakedness. He felt her caresses and smelled the chemical reactions of their lovemaking. A little voice said, nobody ever has to know and you can forget.

	“You okay?”

	He managed to nod and with shaking hands withdrew a cigarette. She reached over and rubbed his thigh. He watched her hand like it was a deadly spider with bad intentions. 
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	It hit Rusty as he watched the hydro poles pulse by the window where he leaned his head: his life was completely and utterly over. Nothing could ever be the same again, nothing as he’d lived it would work out. Any positivity, any enjoyment, anything worth holding was gone. He had to rob a warehouse, get over the only love he’d ever known, and hope nobody connected him to Jim McManus. 

	And if they did? 

	To hell with his existence anyway. After everything else went south, what did it matter?

	 A small patch of homes came into view amidst the nothingness of farmland and it was as if the vehicle slowed to a crawl despite keeping pace. Bungalows with vinyl siding over cement foundations, roofs greyed and in need of fresh shingles. There was a tree in the lawn of the first and one in the third. The front door of the fifth banged open and a little kid came tearing out, and then the kid grew into a teenager and the steps played in reverse, the forward motion on the roadway ceasing altogether. Rusty saw himself the last time the world decided he needed uprooted from his normalcy.

	Into the house, no longer a bungalow, but instead, a big, old farmhouse with whitewashed interior walls and floral wallpaper borders—one ran below the ceiling and the other above the trim moulding. Probably somebody had thought this was cute. There were old pictures of men in military garb—ghosts in department store frames. The smell was there, the constant aroma of distant manure and boiled root vegetables. That scent was the intersection where hard headed poverty and an unwillingness to change crossed. It was bad days incarnate.

	Rusty was in the living room watching TV with two of the other kids and their sneering foster father. The kids started fighting, rolling around the heavy brown couch next to Rusty, the man called them assholes and told them if they didn’t quit, he’d beat their goddamned heads in. They didn’t listen. The threat was empty anyway. Their foster mother came out and ordered the pair to their rooms. Then it was quiet and Rusty went back to watching a re-run of Friends with his foster father. The atmosphere took on a shift, something like that silence preceding the napalm in a movie about the slaughters for capitalism in Vietnam. 

	The second commercial break hit on the tube and Rusty’s foster father, all packed fat and old muscle, leapt from his chair shouting about foul language. He punched Rusty in the eye and nose and mouth, then pinched his thigh until Rusty screamed for mercy and promised never to swear again—swearing had always been a normal part of life in the foster house, always, and nobody got in trouble for it unless they swore at one of the foster parents, and even then…rarely.

	Rusty got up and ran to his room once the man sat back in his chair to watch the gang at Central Perk. Door slammed, Rusty flopped onto his face, reeling, knowing he couldn’t handle another outburst, it simply wasn’t worth it. He wouldn’t take it from that nobody ass farmer who could only cover his bills by taking in foster kids and feeding them from the garden while using government supplied grocery money to shore up shortcomings. 

	Rusty sat up, idea in full bloom. He’d burn the house down just as his father—

	“But he didn’t burn down anything,” Rusty whispered, letting the remembered images and thought fade away.

	“What?” Christine said.

	Rusty simply shook, and not only his head, his whole body; if he kept on going, he might vibrate into oblivion and be all the better off for it.

	“You sure you’re okay?” Christine asked. 

	She’d asked him a dozen questions about his father and a dozen more about how he’d protect himself from Linda. He had no answers for anything. 

	They rolled the hours back toward Andover in quiet with the stereo just loud enough for them to hear. Even town seemed different when they returned, the luster that hid beneath the grime had disappeared and all that was left was a dried on muck stain. There was nothing for him here, not anymore, but where else? Where could he go and what could he do? 

	Christine kept the engine running outside the boarding house. “Call me at any time. If you want to skip town, I’ll do it with you. This thing with Linda and Dwayne, it’s not right and the risk…” she said, as if reading his mind, then added, “why won’t you talk to me?”

	“See ya later, babe,” he said and pecked her cheek, and even that sent dual shivers: revulsion and comfort. He kicked open the door and climbed out, trying to pretend—on top of all else—that he didn’t see the tear rolling down her cheek. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her, but shit.

	—

	Rusty couldn’t sit at home. He headed downtown to the Pink Rose and ate a medium rare steak that bled into a pearly mound of mashed potatoes, with a mostly untouched side of mixed vegetables, and a bottle of Heineken. The maître d’ sat him in a shadowy corner, only a few feet from the kitchen door. The Pink Rose was the kind of place where the local equivalent to high society met, and was not so much a place for old-head high school students who worked part-time for a buck above minimum wage. String music filled the background hum above the occasional clatter of dishware and silverware. A pink rose in a crystal vase centered the table, surrounded by two lit candles. The patrons conversed in whispers. It was easily the fanciest place he’d ever eaten, and it was the first time he’d been inside—a building he’d passed about a million times before.

	The food was good. The beer was six bucks a bottle. He left a twenty-dollar tip on a forty-dollar bill. Fun money at the end of days.

	He stopped in at home and his landlady headed him off in the doorway. “Detective Hanson was here today. He’s the youngest one. He came asking about Jim McManus! I told him he was here in the middle of the night. He’s dead! Did you know that?”

	“Gets us all, eventually,” Rusty said and continued down the stairs.

	“I told him you’d call the station just as soon as you got back! Don’t make a liar out of me!”

	He did the couple things he had to do and was back up to the main floor landing with his jacket over his arm and a fresh cigarette pack in his pocket. “I’ll give him a ring first thing.”

	“Where you going now?”

	Rusty turned and smiled. “None of your business, you goddamned busybody.” 

	She put her hand to her chest. She was wearing a lacy pink nightgown, had a cigarette between two fingers, and her oxygen mask dangling beneath her chin. “I will not be talked to like that in my own—”

	The landlady’s husband shouted from deeper in the home, “Gayle, quit being so nosey!”

	Rusty swung open the door with a humourless ha and stepped into the chilled evening air. It was after seven o’ clock when he started through the yards and fields, the moon was above, but cloud cover threatened its shine. He stepped around the Co-Op’s storage lot, and crested the hill that split the future subdivision and the section of industrial properties nestled away from the public eye. He reached the Logic Appliance warehouse with dew-damp shoes and three fewer cigarettes in his pocket.

	Parked against the warehouse, a black truck and trailer were like voids within the shadows. Multiplying the effect, clouds suddenly played over the moon. Rusty stopped a moment and waited, hoping he’d have a bit of light. The seconds mounted, but the cloud cover remained, so Rusty started off anew. He tripped going up the steps to the man-door. The keys went into the lock. The light switch was flicked on inside by the movement, and he very nearly punched in his own code, but caught himself. He clenched his teeth tight, as if trying to clamp onto the anxiety and fear playing within as he withdrew from his wallet the piece of paper Linda gave him after Jim was no longer available. Though adding a step to the original plan, for everything to work, Craig and Danny would’ve had to set it before they left—which they had.

	He punched in the code and the box beeped as the blinking red light became a solid—not how the situation was to play out. He tried it again and got the same result. 

	“What’s this now?” he whispered, hoping it wouldn’t work while simultaneously wishing it would.

	He squinted and tried a one where he’d used a seven. The box beeped and a green light lit. For a moment there, he’d considered simply walking away. 

	After hitting the rest of the lights inside, he used the tail of his jacket to wipe the door handle and the security box. Though that was probably pointless; how many times had he touched everything in the warehouse? So many plausibly deniable prints everywhere. Then again, it was possible all other prints would be wiped, maybe there was a grand scheme within the scheme, something that put him behind bars. Intentionally.

	“You’re being paranoid,” he said, but knew better, deep down. He glanced at one of two cameras inside the warehouse. Cary and Linda had taken care of that issue earlier in the week. “Better have,” he said to nobody—apparently the drive where the footage collected had met an unfortunate accident and Dwayne never checked the collected footage unless something seemed out of wack.

	On the floor, Craig and Danny had been to work on Linda’s purview. The most important, most valuable stuff was front and center, but he’d have to cart the heavier objects around them—as if he wouldn’t know to grab the boxes of fancy new iPod gadgets or the Sony and Panasonic video cameras. 

	The room was about one hundred feet long and fifty feet wide. The used stuff was where it always was, secluded at the far end as if it might taint the boxed-up goods. The rows of washers and dryers began from there—washers on the bottom and dryers on top, sometimes the dryers were stacked two high, though they wouldn’t be a main focus tonight. Then came the ranges and fridges—ranges stacked two high, but not fridges, they were too big and too easily ruined by a fall. Next came the small stuff, mostly electronics, from speakers to headphones to satellite dishes; clustered goods rising to about six feet up, all inside packed boxes. Lastly came the TVs, little units set on top of larger ones. Simple, logical. He’d clean the best of the electronics out after he filled up with the stainless-steel and specialty finish appliances because as just one man loading a huge trailer, he couldn’t stack much of anything without an extra set of hands.

	He walked to the front wall and the loading bay. He pulled on the rough, leather work gloves from his jacket pocket and opened the door without leaving a print. He’d suddenly began thinking like he was in a low-budget Mission Impossible reboot. Traces from his prior visits could be all over, but he’d do his best to not so much as spill a drop of sweat on the floor this time. As if they could carbon date sweat. And if they could, as if they’d bother over what would appear to be insurance fraud.

	The gloves were clumsy for little things, but great when the weight of appliances threatened to bruise or tear skin. Parked against a wall by the bay doors were three dolly carts and a single mechanical cart with straps and double railings; it was slower as it had small wheels, but the only way to move huge appliances down stairs. There were no stairs here, only the slim dip where the trailer touched the bay doorframe, so he’d risk a regular cart.

	A white-domed ceiling light in the trailer revealed a quarter of the space had already been filled—Rusty had an inclining that the guys might just screw him for kicks and let him load the whole damned truck by himself. Though, who was going to joke about this? The biggest and most expensive fridges filled the far end, closest to the truck itself. Manhandling those huge units would’ve been a tall feat all by his lonesome. 

	He grabbed a dolly and rolled to the fridges, and after reading the descriptions on the boxes of only simple, middle-income household appliances, he switched focus to the most expensive wash machines. He climbed up and lowered dryers out of the way—they were significantly lighter in weight and value. He put the cart under a frontload washer, rocking it three times to get a steady grip and the cart tilted.

	He then heard something piggish—all snorts and grunts and swishing feet. A fist connected with his cheek before he got the washer to much of anywhere. A black stain flashed.

	“Little bastard!” Dwayne shouted.

	Rusty stumbled before sprawling sideways, sliding on the shiny cement floor and knocking his knee hard enough to make him grimace. He turned his head, once again that day, he had been jarred inactive by unfolding events, helpless to what was coming, and thought, dumbly, that hurts! Once the black stain fizzled out, Rusty saw that Dwayne had a bloody lip and a puffy eye. There was blood on his mostly open button-up shirt and his pendulous belly swayed above the waistband of his pants. 

	He came charging, his gut meat tipping from side to side, and once overtop Rusty, dropped to his knees, plowing the air from Rusty’s lungs. A great double crack rang out and pain bloomed. A fist landed against Rusty’s cheek, doing little damage to his front half, but his head slammed down, opening a trickling gash at the back where his head met cement. So much for not spilling any evidence on this visit…then again, what could it matter anymore? 

	Dwayne knew and had him.

	“I’m not a failure! You’re all against me!”

	Rusty blinked dazedly, half thinking wrong and right as Dwayne slapped him with his palm and then on the backswing with his knuckles. The vibrating heat from the palm was tremendous and the knuckles had Rusty’s eyes rolling like dice in their sockets.

	“You won’t ruin me!”

	Dwayne began shaking, slamming Rusty in the shoulders and chest—a grizzly bear trying to open a garbage dumpster. Rusty gagged and wheezed, his world dimming and aching dully, as if it were someone else’s body getting pummeled and falling down Death’s hole. 

	He tried to beg for air, but the words never made it up his throat. Rusty had given up trying to roll and was only a little ways still conscious, knowing his end had come. 

	But the violence stopped suddenly. Huffing and gasping great whooping breaths, Dwayne grabbed his chest and the weight left Rusty’s abdomen, letting him fill his lungs like Houdini after springing from the water torture cell. A second gulp of oxygen seemed to awaken his injuries and a long whine escaped him as he brought his knees up and wrapped his hands around them, bending to the side in a fetal pose. Painful coughs erupted and he tasted pennies as he barked for air and his head swam on the influx of life.

	“You…won’t…ruin…me!” Dwayne crawled to where Rusty had rolled and began slamming his fists into Rusty, undiscerning of aim or of vital spots, simply letting out the fury that refused to acknowledge any cardiac events. 

	When he nailed Rusty in a kidney, Rusty jerked forward and instinctively swung a round-housing hook into Dwayne’s face. The connection was wet and solid. Dwayne growled at this and latched meaty hands onto Rusty’s skinny throat, looking to choke all the soul out of the sonofabitching employee who was never all that great and had only kept his job thanks to Cary Watson’s insistence.

	Rusty dug at the hairy grip, but the leather gloves kept his fingernails sheathed and Dwayne’s hands safe from any real harm. Deep red began to infringe in the periphery of Rusty’s sight as his lungs and organs fought for air once again. 

	“I can’t breathe!” Rusty howled, though only a wheeze crept from his lips.

	This was different from the encroaching dark of only seconds earlier; this made that feel like a game. Not a pinhole let air in and this time Death was physically upon him, invisibly reaching through Dwayne’s hands. 

	Pink filled the center of Rusty’s vision then and darkened a hint with each erratic heartbeat. Rusty tried to scream and kick and punch, but he was fading fast, his right hand fell aside and then his left, the maniacal Dwayne Siegenthaler was snorting and slobbering, his face bright purple, a drop of blood and saliva from Dwayne’s lip dropped into Rusty’s strained and bulging right eye. It spread like dye before dissipating on the steady flow of tears.

	Then something clicked and Rusty fell into an interior zone, he saw Dwayne through the crimson fog, but also saw himself, inside. The calm space just before dying and he thought the fat bastard’s gonna kill me. The fat—

	A pop echoed and a wash of blood spurted onto Rusty’s face like a near miss shot from a water gun. Hands came away from his throat and he gasped. The oxygen invaded with too much force and a life-saving spike drove through the meat of his brain by way of his lungs and bloodstream. One second before blackness bloomed a red ink stain, he recognized that he was maybe going to live. 

	The world blinked around him, quick as a penny viewer, before it began slowing and growing darker and darker. The last thing he heard before passing out was, “Oh my god.” 

	Words spoken by Christine, and from very close by.
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	Blood dripped into a puddle on the cement floor in a slow, but steady run. Rusty blinked at the reflection shot back to him upon the liquid red mirror, hoping the swelling wasn’t as bad as it looked. A hand fell to his shoulder and he flinched, shaking the rest of the way awake. The fight was not over. Dwayne wasn’t through and he’d only imagined a savior with the voice of his girlfriend—sister? He tried to skirt away from the impending punch his muscle memory saw coming, he juked and covered like Tommy Morrison after Ray Mercer beat him senseless, shadowboxing with a ghost, but it wasn’t the eventual will of Death at all. 

	It was Christine kneeling over him, not Mercer, not Dwayne. The floor was so cold beneath him and the pain in his back so great, he thought Dwayne had stabbed him.

	“He got me. Take the knife out!” Rusty spat blood as he yelled. His ribs vibrated and he tried to roll away from the agony, as if it was something that could be left behind.

	Christine was rough with him then. “Calm down! There’s nothing!”

	“He got me!”

	“You’re not cut, but you have to go to the hospital,” Christine whispered as she draped her arms around him and smothered his face with her soft breasts.

	Reality filled his head with a spike a lot less pleasant than the oxygen that had knocked him out earlier. This was not over and there was no calling it off. The heist had to happen. He had to load the truck. There were no options otherwise because now he needed this windfall to lift him into a new life, a new world as the other option was a heinous thing he dared not face. “No.”

	“Yes.”

	“No, got to do this. Don’t matter, everything’s ruined. Got to do this,” Rusty said, his words a mumbled jumble.

	“You’re hurt. Bad.”

	Rusty closed his eyes and pushed his right arm straight beneath him, testing his weight, buttressing himself into an isosceles and then hypotenuse triangle, before letting the arm fall to his side when he was up on his butt bones, then knees. He leaned forward upon gravity’s demand, the blood flow coming on quickly and pattering at his bent knees, coming from not only his nose, but his mouth and a gash on his chin, too. His hands were firm beneath him and he kicked his right leg up, toe of his boot pressed to the cement.

	“I’m okay. Got to load the truck.”

	“Like hell.”

	“Gotta.”

	“No.”

	“Yeah.”

	“You need the hospital.”

	At this, Rusty pitched himself forward, attempting to rise straight, but tipping onto elbows and knees like a felled boxer trying to beat the count—no Tommy Morrison this time, he was still in this fight, now Tommy the Duke versus Razor Ruddick; down but not out. He swayed and pain reached into every cell of his body with fresh stings. He clenched his teeth and pushed upright, onto swaying feet, unsure of how in the hell he did it until he recognized Christine’s arms around him, being the strength he needed.

	“Hospital.”

	“No.”

	“Rusty.” Christine began shuffling them toward a stack of microwaves in boxes.

	“No.”

	“Dammit! Yes,” Christine said, all the calming whispers long forfeited. 

	“Get Cary.”

	“What?”

	“Too late to stop. Get Cary. Dwayne knows. Get Cary.”

	At this, Christine inhaled a goodly gasp before saying, “Dwayne’s dead.”

	“What?”

	“He’s dead.”

	“No, he tried to kill me. He’ll come back.” 

	“He’s dead.”

	“Cary will know what.”

	“I killed him.”

	Rusty managed a sideways look at Christine. The world was still red-hued, but the rest of the colour palette was coming back through the fog as the pain began pulsing like the ebb and flow of a falling tide. “Cary?”

	“No. Dwayne. I shot him!”

	“Shot Dwayne?”

	“He was choking you and I shot him. I took a gun from home when…” Christine trailed as she sat Rusty down on a Panasonic built-in microwave—stainless-steel, 2500 watts, retail price $329.00—the polystyrene inside the box squeaked against his weight as if protesting.

	“Stole your dad’s gun?”

	“He has four of them. Handguns anyway. He has hunting rifles, too. The handguns he keeps in lock boxes, but the keys are zip tied to the handles.”

	“Smart.”

	“He loses things.”

	“Like his mind.”

	“What?”

	It almost slipped then, but Rusty swallowed the truth. One confession led to another and he just couldn’t face it. Not yet.

	“Get Cary.”

	“Hospital.”

	“No.”

	“Yes.”

	Rusty shook his head, sending red sprinkles onto the grey floor, appliance boxes, and Christine’s shirt. “Cary,” he said, petulant as a toddler.

	She sighed. “Where is he? At home?”

	“Randy’s, watching the Leafs.”

	“Right. Okay.”

	“Don’t move.”

	Rusty tried to pull off a glove. Christine had to help him. 

	“Just sit, okay?” she said.

	Rusty nodded and reached his bare hand into his pocket and found a smooshed cigarette pack. Only two were broken, but the rest were bent. He dropped the filter and some loose tobacco on the floor as he pulled free something he could smoke. He licked his lips, slipped in the cigarette and began feeling his legs for a lighter. “You see my lighter?” he said, but Christine was already gone. He continued patting himself down before finding that his lighter was in one of his jacket pockets.

	He lit and tasted blood with every inhalation. The smoke went to his muscles, doing its best impression of Popeye’s spinach, and once it was down to the letters above the filter, he found that his legs had enough power to stamp out his finished butt. He stood for thirty seconds, drunk swaying, and had to sit back down. He fumbled free another cigarette and lit it. He watched pinprick lights come and go in the distance from around the trailer parked at the bay door. He wondered if anybody out there could possibly guess all the wild stuff that had gone on in the last week. In the last hour, even.

	Done and stomped the second cigarette, he stood, steady, mostly. He took a shuffling step, then lifted one foot while no longer leaning against the microwaves. He set it down and took a long stride with the other leg.

	“Okay,” he said and then licked blood from around his puffy lips.

	He looked at the cart he had beneath the washer when Dwayne came in. He then looked at the big man and the incredible spray pattern streaking the cement, leaving a pretty good silhouette of Rusty’s head in the lack of blood.

	He licked again and then realized it probably was only mostly his blood he tasted. A groan predated a gagging spit by about a second. Rusty then stepped right up close to the corpse.

	“Dwayne, gonna get you to do the cardboard tonight. Then I got a freezer for you to clean, a real big one. Full of rotten shit.” He took a few steps sideways, cocked back his right foot and followed through, planting it in Dwayne’s gut. The motion and effort were too much, his arms pin-wheeled and he had to do some major leaning so as to avoid falling back. But he overcorrected. He lost his balance and fell on the corpse. A great, flappy, rancid fart blew from Dwayne’s ass. “Goddammit, man.” Rusty rolled sideways off the body, pushing to his hands and knees. 

	Fish and grease, always. 

	That fat, stinking Fillet of Prick.

	Rusty looked to the cart under the front-loader Maytag. That washer had to get on the truck somehow. He got to his feet, steadier yet than before. He took a breath and high-stepped simply because he could. 

	“Now, let’s have us a little cooperation,” he mumbled, feeling almost drunk.

	Foot against the leverage bar, one hand on the rounded handle, the other on the top left corner of the box, Rusty kicked, pulled, and shifted in the way he had a million times before. The washer tilted and tipped a few inches, but fell back into place. He took a breath and tried again. He had to repeat this stage three more times before he got the weight onto the wheels and the angle perfect. 

	Rolling backward, he skirted the corpse, but not the blood. Red tracks followed him until they’d thinned enough that only crime scene investigators might find them. At the lip where the bay dipped into the back of the truck, he nearly lost it on the bounce, but managed to keep the weight from going too far one way or another. He pressed the fridge in tight against the last item loaded and the cart flopped hard against the box once the weight shifted from the wheels. He leaned a minute, head clearing more and more by the second. 

	“Taking too—” he started, but stopped at the sound of a voice.

	“Rusty?” Christine’s voice echoed into the warehouse—had he really only gotten one piece into the truck since she’d left? “Rusty?”

	“Holy cow,” Cary said.

	“Here,” Rusty said. He reefed as he pushed against the washer to get free and then rolled the dolly to the lip. He lifted and pushed it out, stepping up into the warehouse behind it. “How’s she going?”

	“Heya,” Cary said, absently.

	“I told you not to move,” Christine said and then drank in the mess anew. “We have to do something about this.” She said this part to Cary.

	“Feeling strong?” Cary said to Rusty, ignoring Christine.

	“No.”

	“Too bad.”

	“You go into Randy’s looking like that?” Rusty said to Christine as he started after Cary who headed for Dwayne. She was covered in blood.

	“Not really,” she said.

	Cary smiled with the left side of his mouth, eyes still tight on Dwayne’s corpse. “She rang the fire alarm and grabbed me outside. Real clever.” He then turned. “You look like somebody whooped your butt.”

	“The fire alarm?” Rusty said, sniffing down a metallic trickle at the back of his throat.

	“The one by the washrooms.” Christine stared at Dwayne’s corpse—he had all the attention of a fine Christmas tree. “You know.”

	Cary side-eyed Rusty. “Dwayne got you a good one, eh?”

	Rusty leaned a shoulder and his swollen forehead against an interior wall next to the roll-up bay door. “The one…yeah…washrooms.” He closed his eyes.

	The bar entry led in two directions: one to the restaurant washrooms and the other to the bar itself. After eight, the door to the restaurant was locked, but the fire alarm was on the bar side of the door.

	Cary stood over Dwayne for a few seconds, tapping the toe of his boot like he had a tune in his head. “He really, really did a number on ya, eh? Gonna be much help?”

	“He kind of sat on me.” Rusty probed at his sore nose as he pushed upright. “I just need to catch my wind, or get a coffee or something.”

	“Lucky you didn’t fall through the concrete. All right,” Cary looked at his watch, “we have time to do this, but not a ton of it.”

	“Sure,” Rusty said.

	“He has to go to the hospital,” Christine said.

	“How’d you know to come here?” Cary asked her, again ignoring what she said.

	Christine pointed at Rusty. “I was watching his ass. Sort of. I went to their house.”

	“Dwayne and Linda’s?” Cary asked. “You saw Dwayne come in here?” 

	“Yeah, I was outside his house. He beat up Linda and then came here,” Christine said.

	Cary turned on his heels. She finally had his full attention. “She okay?”

	“She was sitting on a La-Z-Boy in her living room when I took off for my car. After, Dwayne brought the Van here,” Christine said.

	Cary nodded. “Can’t risk going there. Can’t call,” he said this as if to himself. “Okay, we’ll grab that big Woods, put it by the door, dump Dwayne in, lock it up, load the truck, and get the money.”

	Rusty started nodding. “Get rid of Dwayne somewhere?” With Cary there, they’d get it done. Together, they’d figure it out, they always did. Cary was calm and assertive, knew what had to happen. He saw the world so much bigger than Rusty ever had. That was good. Vital. 

	Cary ignored Rusty’s question this time. “And you, go get some good cleaning stuff, got anything like that at your house?” 

	Christine swallowed. “Not really. Dad hires a cleaning lady to come twice a week.”

	Cary huffed. “Never could do anything on his own. All right, you ever drive the roads southeast of town?”

	“Where?” Christine asked.

	Rusty grabbed his cart and pushed out along the shadowy rows in search of a chest freezer—huge, sure, but hollow and light. While empty.

	“You know the Matthews’ chicken barns?” Cary asked.

	Christine squinted in thought. “That near the Conti’s? Like Stacy Conti, I don’t—”

	“Exactly. Drive north three farms from the Conti’s. My mailbox is on the right side of the road. White, has Watson in big black letters. Right across the road is my place. Quarter-mile lane, two grey silos, two barns, a shed, bungalow, there’s an old Freightliner transport rig parked next to the driveway. Go around back of the house; door doesn’t lock anymore. Laundry room is just off the kitchen, cupboards above the washer have what you’ll need. There’s a mop next to the big sink where the washer dumps.”

	“Three farms north. Mailbox. Long lane. Big truck. Back door. Laundry room off the kitchen. Got it.” Christine broke away then, but stopped and spun around. “You’ll drop him off at the hospital after you load up?”

	“I’m okay,” Rusty said.

	Christine took a deep breath through her nose, accepting the situation. “Will you be here when I get back?”

	“Doubt it,” Cary said, eying the mover’s carpet hanging on the wall.

	“Rusty, I love you,” she called out.

	Rusty paused, but returned the sentiment, and he did love her, but that poison stung afresh every time it crossed his mind. He latched onto the freezer and lifted from the knees, pitching it onto its end like a caber toss without all the air or revolutions, without any consideration paid to scratches or dents. He centered the cart and tipped it back to roll on.

	Cary was already in the trailer with a huge stainless-steel fridge on a dolly. The man flew when he had a mind to. In reality, if it weren’t for the awkward sizes and shapes, Cary could’ve been the whole damned delivery crew by himself. “Set that in front of the bay door, but not in the way,” he said.

	Rusty did. 

	“Unpack it.”

	Rusty got busy, still shaky and slow, but as the blood worked through his veins, oxygen awakened sleeping muscles and nerves. It hurt, but that was okay, because the pain sent information to the last of his unwilling cells. 

	Within minutes, Cary was drenched with sweat and Rusty had the cardboard and polystyrene set aside. He put the packet with the freezer’s keys in his pocket. Without a word, he got to grabbing the stuff he could carry and stacked the boxes on top of the big pieces Cary slammed home in the trailer, doing his best not to slow Cary at all.

	By a quarter after nine, the trailer was closed tight and Cary broke for the man door. The rig rumbled to life and began rolling. Rusty watched it and thought of the time he’d wasted, Mrs. Betts’ bullshit, and the damned wasps that nailed him—all for nothing. The time and stress, the whole show seemed doomed from the start and, now, here it was feeling doomed in the middle, which was a much worse place to be.

	But with Cary, maybe, just maybe… 

	The truck’s rumble ceased ten feet from where it had been, and within seconds, Cary’s truck backed up to the bay door. The bed was a whole lot lower than the trailer had been. Cary killed the engine and climbed over the rail, into the bed, and up into the warehouse. He was wide-eyed. His thin hair was in a wild stringy wave. His expression seemed almost happy. He pulled off his glasses and wiped away sweat condensation.

	“You got your other glove?”

	Rusty turned and scanned the suddenly sparsely filled warehouse. The other glove was over by the microwaves, the cheap ones left behind and not worth loading. He jogged over. He was not quite good as new, but he’d do in a pinch. As he grabbed the glove, Cary took the mover’s carpet from the wall—a three-foot canvas square with four long, looped straps jutting from corners.

	“Okay, like moving a prize hog when the skidder can’t get to it,” Cary said as he set the pad next to Dwayne’s corpse. “Ready?”

	“No.”

	“Too bad.”

	Dwayne lay face down, despite lacking most of his face. Rusty grabbed his right foot and Cary got a grip under his right shoulder. 

	“One. Two. Roll.”

	Rusty did as told, grunting at the weight. The body was reluctant, but went over, freeing a deluge of blood that widened the original puddle by several inches. Dwayne’s corpse kept on rolling until it was onto the pad where Cary stilled the motion. Both Rusty and Cary stood straight, grimacing.

	“Silent but deadly. Filet-O-Fish,” Cary said, making that face.

	“He farted before, too. Big one, maybe he shit.”

	Cary snickered. Everything easy-peasy. “Okay, one go, into the freezer.”

	“Yep.” Rusty had two of the straps over his wrists while Cary had the other two.

	“One. Two. Lift.”

	The body oozed and trailed blood. Both men grunted to lift all three hundred-forty pounds up over the lip of the freezer. The design of the mover’s carpet was such to spread the weight and make the impossible possible. The man dropped wetly, wedging near the top at first, but then slid to the bottom, slowly, his body conforming to the plastic contours within the 10.2 cubic feet of Danby brand molded plastic. His head turned and a piece of eye that hung by a tendril seemed to look at them.

	“Spooky,” Cary said and then, “Lock it up and we’ll use the castors.” 

	Rusty ripped open the plastic sack he’d pulled from his pocket and locked the freezer, and again pocketed the keys and their wrapper. Cary grabbed a dolly and Rusty hurried to the wall, pulling the foot-squared, wooden pads with single castors from their hooks. He slipped one beneath the end Cary lifted, then repeated at the other end once Cary repositioned.

	“Think I really gotta plow it in there, because there’ll be no second shot, not without bringing in a backhoe,” Cary said, pushing the freezer away from the door.

	There was no space for both of them to push, not and get maximum leverage. Cary circled the freezer, getting a good look at the sum of Dwayne Siegenthaler’s casket, and then wiggled his eyebrows at Rusty. Mimicking a bobsled rider, he did three practice pushes, reeling it back each time, before starting off running. The freezer flew from the bay door and thumped into the bed of the truck, but went too far, shattering the rear window. 

	“Sonofagun!” Cary began cackling and grabbed a set of walkie-talkies he’d pulled from a box labelled Stocking Stuffers. He tore the pack and handed over one of the devices and the wrapped Radio Shack brand batteries—before Logic was Logic, it had been a Radio Shack. “You follow in my truck. Don’t get pulled over, cops won’t appreciate you transporting a dead body.” Cary seemed to be having a good old time. “I know some decent bridges where we can pitch the fat bastard.” 

	“All right.”

	“Leave a note with the pass code for your lady friend.” Cary began fastening the freezer down with ratchet straps that never left the truck bed.

	Rusty wrote a quick note on the back of a packing slip, leaving his key to the door as well. Maybe, just maybe, not everything was lost.
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	Wind whipped around the truck’s cab through the broken window, agitating bags and arrant papers into a fury of action. Rusty tried to catch and stuff the moving items while he followed the red running lights of the truck and trailer ahead of him. A Zellers bag whipped by his ear and out the window. He glanced in the mirror, looking for red and blue lights. Nope.

	Sitting behind the wheel had him suddenly tired and woozy again, but managing to hold it together, despite that the longer he drove with a body in back, the more his anxiety increased, seemingly upending the rest of his core functions. If Cary didn’t beep him soon on the walkie-talkie, he might have to pull over, run into the woods, and start life anew as a hermit.

	 The minutes mounted as the miles mounted. Soon they were out of the county and driving the straight and narrow of the farmlands east of Andover and closer to the village of Peyton. Finally, the walkie-talkie beeped and Rusty lifted it to his cheek to hear above the steady thrash of wind.

	“Gonna take a left at the drive-in sign.”

	“Got it. Okay.” Rusty wasn’t sure if he got the message across given how loud the cab of the truck was, but it didn’t matter. 

	The rig started breaking a half-second after the turn signal started blinking. Rusty mimicked and followed onto the oddly wide gravel road—most country roads out there were about one and a half lanes, some slimmer than that even. Cary flipped his blinker again and pulled into the drive-in laneway. The big sign was dark, but the bit of moonshine coming through the steadily moving clouds banked off the back of the big screen, showing off a Native visage in traditional headdress. Done in brownish red on a blue hued white.

	—

	“Shove a bum, chum,” Cary said as he opened the driver’s door of his truck. 

	The rig was in the shadows next to the chain-gate crossing the entry of the drive-in. The marquee sign read SEE YOU NEXT YEAR and nothing else. Rusty had heard they’d closed the drive-in for good, but it didn’t seem like it.

	“Come on, scooch,” Cary said when Rusty was taking too long.

	Rusty got the buckle unlatched and slid across the bench seat, crunching glass pebbles beneath him. 

	“When I was little, I had a cousin who lived out here. Me and my brothers used to come over and swim in Cold Lake. Not just a name. It’s some cold.”

	“Figure that’s because it’s deep?” Rusty asked, licking at a split in his bottom lip. The swelling made it impossible to keep his tongue away right then. A few minutes earlier, he’d kept touching his eye, unable to stop himself.

	“Sure. The Gelee River runs under a bridge on an old no winter maintenance road; lake has spots way deeper than you could dive, well at least without a tank. Road’s closed now, but no trouble for this girl.” Cary rubbed the truck’s dash as he backed up to straighten out.

	“I wouldn’t dive anywhere,” Rusty said, looking out the side window.

	Not a mile down, the gravel road slimmed and once through a stop sign, they reached the first warning that the road was not kept up by the county. Rusty peeked out the back window when Cary nailed the first deep rut in the gravel gone to dirt. It had been seasons, many, and the telltale ATV and dirt bike skids and grooves suggested there were others who considered a closed road an invitation. 

	“Jesus,” Rusty said.

	“Hope Dwayne doesn’t bounce out,” Cary said, then laughed.

	Tree branches began reaching over the path and thwapted the windows and hood, trailing witch’s fingers along the body of the truck. They rolled up a steep hill and Cary pressed the gas pedal to the mat, shooting gravel in their wake and pinging the undercarriage with a steady rhythm as the engine gave a pleased growl. Rusty half-turned again to watch the freezer, the casket. It was almost startlingly white under regular light, but took on a demonic red gleam every time Cary touched the brake pedal.

	Once to the apex of the hill, the tree branches shifted, as if spreading open arms as the bridge came into clear view far below. The black river cut directly across the world below the bridge.

	“There she is,” Cary said as he began coasting. His expression, when exposed to the green and orange dashboard lights, made him look like some kind of b-movie maniac.

	The truck picked up speed and skidded with each tap of the brakes. Cary had both hands on the wheel while Rusty had one hand in a fist and the other on the grab handle above the doorframe, white knuckling while he held his breath. The bridge was suddenly before them, looking almost too skinny for even a truck. They bounced in their seats over a set of moguls created by rainwater runoff. The bridge was suddenly beneath them, smoothing out the track a great deal, but remaining far from level. Heavy, warped boards thumped beneath the wheels until Cary brought the truck to a slick stop. 

	The bridge wasn’t wide enough to open their doors—the rusted girder rail frame rising to about halfway up the body of the truck. Rusty shot a glance out the window and saw glints of the overcast moon on the water beyond the bridge.

	“Out we get. Don’t fall in,” Cary said as he held the window button on his door until the glass slid all the way down.

	Rusty said nothing. One more brick in this particular wall. 

	Cary looked over his shoulder. “Maybe that’s easier?” The broken window was straight access to the bed of the truck. “Nah, like a race driver,” he said and then slipped sideways and pulled himself out onto the bridge’s framework.

	Rusty weighed the options and went with the door window as there appeared to be much more room for his feet—the freezer took up most of the truck bed. He climbed up, his ass hanging out over the deep, black water. He huffed, gripping the edges of the doorframe tight where they synced up to the truck’s body. He put his feet on the steel of the bridge, shuffling sideways with his hands on the roof of the truck though it probably wasn’t necessary. Far enough, he slipped his feet in next to the freezer. Cary stood on the girder frame of the bridge and pulled the strap from the ratchet clip until it reached its knotted end before freeing the hooks. He climbed around the back then for a better angle.

	The freezer was still on the castor pads, but they’d slipped sideways, meaning they wouldn’t roll, but it left plenty of room to fit hands in beneath. Finally, some forethought going right; finally, some luck. 

	Cary squatted and put his muscular hands beneath the freezer. Rusty squatted, put his boney hands beneath the freezer.

	“Feeling strong?”

	Rusty shook his head. “Hell no.”

	“Too bad. One. Two. Lift.”

	The freezer rose a foot and the men grunted a long, low growl before letting it down. Cary straightened his back, wincing, and looked around the truck bed until he found the length of pipe he’d sought. Nothing in the truck bed had one particular reason, but stayed in there because it might eventually become handy. For something, anything.

	He shoved the pipe under the middle of the freezer. “Grab this and pull when I push.”

	Rusty did and stretched out the fingers of his right and then his left hand as Cary squatted and started another countdown. “Three, two, one, go.” The freezer levered upward and Dwayne tipped inside, fortuitously, sending the freezer onto the lip of the truck bed. Cary was panting at the effort once the freezer proved secure enough that it wouldn’t tip back.

	“Okay, just a wee push now,” Cary said.

	They pushed a hell of a lot more than a wee. The smooth white steel of the freezer against the rough and rusty steel of the bridge made a nasty grinding sound, but it was all over in a few seconds. The freezer splashed below, leaving behind startlingly pale paint crumbs on the browned steel of the bridge like a reverse skid mark.

	Cary straightened and said, “Huh, that wasn’t so bad.” 

	“No, but it’s floating,” Rusty said. 

	Cary scrunched up his face and said, “The danged drain plug.” He slapped his forehead.

	“Uh, what’s that mean?”

	Cary groaned. “Can you swim?”

	“What?”

	“Can you swim?”

	“Where the hell would I learn to swim?” Rusty was wide-eyed, ready to blow. There was no good luck, just the foreplay before things went to hell.

	“In a river? In a pool?” Cary stripped as he spoke. “I don’t know.”

	“I lived in town…then nowhere on the farm…by the time I got a chance…I just never learned, okay?”

	Cary was in his tighty whities, gorilla furry in some spots, smooth marble in other spots. “Back this up.” Cary climbed onto the railing. “Don’t go nowhere, now.” He balled up, knees tight to his chest as he dropped into the river very near the freezer.

	Rusty leaned over the railing, watching the gentle ripples, until he saw Cary pop up. “Man, Christ,” he whispered and got moving. No slipping, no sliding, but plenty aggravating to the injuries he’d already sustained, Rusty got behind the wheel and reversed the truck. Gravel spat and rutted as he dropped the three inches down to the road. He kicked the brakes and jerked the shifter, thumping the transmission when he slammed it into park. He popped out and looked at the river again. Cary wrestled with the freezer about twenty feet from the bridge. The river wasn’t in any rush to whisk them away, but given enough time, they’d be up to their eyes in shit if they couldn’t sink the thing. 

	Nobody along a river was apt to watch a freezer float by without stopping it, and what happened when enough water did leak in and sank the freezer somewhere shallow, maybe next to a school playground, or better yet, a police station?

	“Crazy. Crazy,” Rusty said, grabbing the ratchet strap, and then tearing down the ditch to the riverbank. His feet skidded and his arms pinwheeled, but he kept upright as he hit soft level at the shore.

	Cary was on the far end of the freezer, kicking against the gentle current. He began shouting. Rusty couldn’t hear him until he reached the mucky lip where the ground seemed to fall off and he turned his head.

	“Throw me the danged strap!”

	Rusty wrapped one finger over a hooked end and threw the heavy ratchet end high in the air. He missed the mark by several feet and Cary immediately dove under the surf, letting the freezer drift further. Cary popped up waving.

	“Pull it in and try again!”

	Rusty yanked and yanked, soaking his jacket and jeans until he had the cold steel ratchet in his grasp. Cary hadn’t returned to the bobbing freezer, instead waded in place, in the deep river, with his arms like football goal posts. Rusty aimed and underhand pitched the ratchet. It sailed over Cary’s head until the hook around Rusty’s finger lost slack and the ratchet—all three jagged pounds of it—dropped and arced back, conking Cary on the top of his head like gag reel footage.

	“Ouch!” Cary said and then disappeared with the ratchet end. 

	Rusty had visions of a second corpse joining Dwayne’s freezer body. A slapstick demise. But Cary emerged two seconds later. 

	“Come down stream!” Cary said.

	The riverbank was all burdock thistles and uneven ground where it wasn’t pure black muck—the kind of muck that ate boots right off the feet. Rusty high-stepped, thorns and burdock balls affixed to his pants and jacket.

	“Hurry up! It’s freezing!” 

	Rusty tried to hop over the bright pink eye of a thistle that seemed to aim and narrow a target on him. It landed. Its thorns jabbing into the crotch of his jeans as his right foot sank in the mud up to a knee. 

	“Sonofabitch!” The strap hook drew tight and he nearly lost hold. “Holy! Holy!”

	Cary wasn’t listening, or couldn’t hear, or just had too much else going on. Despite the mud and the prickly thistle, Rusty had come close enough for the strap to reach. Cary hooked the handle of the clamp over the highest corner of the front end of the freezer and then dove out of sight to get to the plug. Rusty tugged at his boot, his right arm straight out and steady, his focus on watching the bobbing freezer remain in place, though, at very best, the strap kept a precarious hold. The water might not be quick, but it looked about as cold as Cary had shouted. November, in Southwestern Ontario, that river had to be close to freezing.

	Cary popped up, arching his back and flicking his head in reverse like a swimsuit model, hands grabbing for the handle of the strap, shouting, “Pu-ull me-ee in-nn!”

	Rusty turned and reefed his hips in a corkscrew motion. The mud farted out his booted foot and he spun the rest of the way, reeling in the strap as he made it back to the mostly clear space by the corner of the bridge where it was rocky and comparatively clean. 

	In the river, the freezer was sinking. Splashes jumped now and then as air was forced out of the hollow walls as water filled the gaps. By the time Cary was crawling over the muddy shallows and onto the rocks, the freezer had all but disappeared.

	Shaking, arms tight to his sides, the fur of his chest pelt matted to his pale skin, Cary turned to watch the final moments. A great stream of glub-glub-glubs rose and the last remnants of white beneath the surface of the black water disappeared. 

	“Freezing!” Cary started running up the hill then. Once he got to the top, he reached into the truck bed and grabbed his clothes. “Freezing!” he said again as he slipped out of his underwear, his cheeks so bright they seemed to be aiming at taking the moon’s job. 

	Rusty waited until Cary was covered and then climbed the hill after him.

	“You drive. I’m fuh-freezing,” Cary said.

	They climbed in and thumped their door’s closed simultaneously. Rusty turned the key and the reliable truck came to life. Cary rubbed his hands together after spinning all the dash fans in his direction.

	Before going anywhere, Rusty tapped the clock on the stereo. “How we doing for time?” he said and pulled the shifter, and rolled in reverse until the road and ditch evened out at the bottom of the big hill where he could turn around. 

	Cary played with dials as if there was a secret combination to getting the maximum heat available in a minimal amount of time. “Fine. Fine.” Cary’s teeth chattered like someone had wound a crank on his back.

	Rusty had to drive slowly up the rutty hill, trying his best to keep from touching the brakes too much on the way back down. That road bared every warning of the sign that marked its entry. 

	Only a few minutes after midnight, they were right as rainclouds circling a drought. They were again at the drive-in. 

	“Follow me and we’ll get us some money,” Cary said.

	He kicked the door behind him and Rusty scooched across the bench seat. Cary was climbing back into the rig, no longer chattering, but still chilled.

	“We’ll get some money,” Rusty parroted to his reflection in the rearview mirror as he started a U-turn.
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	The red lights glowing amid the black paint on the trailer above and within the grey steel of the bumper, became something of a hypnotist’s coin. Rusty kept his eyes tight and his grip firm, for the most part. The road hardly deviated once onto Highway 6, so Rusty could free a hand and pull out his cigarettes without sacrificing his attention. He smoked one after another, tossing butts out the back window, letting his mind drift. It seemed highly unlikely that anyone would find Dwayne in the near future, if ever, and by then, there’d be mountains of plausible deniability. Somehow, they appeared to be on the home stretch. If nothing came of Jim McManus, they’d be fine. 

	Additionally, there was no way Christine would face trouble for Dwayne as his killer. For one, the investigation would likely fall into Landon Lawrence’s lap as its starting point lay firmly in the town of Andover, and never in a million years would he look into Christine…even if she wasn’t his. Her as the killer was simply a poor fit to consider. On top of that, what was her motive for being at the warehouse? Dwayne nor Linda had ever sent her there for anything. 

	Rusty dragged a long inhalation and let the smoke leave his lungs slowly through his nose. Dwayne being dead might better the situation, in the short run anyhow. 

	“Things might work out,” he said and then thought, kind of. Then again, he’d been wrong and naïve before, blind even. 

	It wasn’t until his late teenage years that he understood his grandmother didn’t like him, and that in needing her, he’d cramped her existence. He’d always thought she was simply stupid, which she was, and bitchy, which she was. No way to suggest otherwise on either point. But she’d been just about as lucky as Rusty had been. Rusty’s grandfather impregnated her when she was twelve and he was twenty-one. There was a shotgun wedding and a miserable marriage to a pervy older man who never lost track of a cute minor’s ass on a busy street. He’d been dead three years and she had her freedom for the first time in her life, then Rusty came along and stole it from her. He couldn’t be mad at her in hindsight, knowing what he knew. He’d come to terms with the reality that blood was more an inconvenience than a benefit. 

	After the grandmother came his foster parents. He was one of six foster kids, another government check for the family account—taking kids to earn only worked if the parents took in several and had gardening space. There were three hereditary children, too—all older and on their way to living elsewhere. The relationships in the home were cold and the pecking order was harsh. The foster kids received nothing new, instead cycled through the unwanted belongings of the natural children. Five boys and four girls, and Rusty didn’t get along with any of them. He was too easy to pick on: dead family, scarred face, short fuse.

	He made friends at school once he struck out on his own—a junior pioneer dirt bag—and moved into the boarding house. Being able to write his own notes and suffer by his own terms sprouted a level of high school acclaim. At Logic, he immediately developed a friendship with Cary, but the only person to love him—even if she had been reticent to say it before recently, and even if he felt it necessary for her to say it first—was Christine. 

	If only Mr. Beaman had let him be.

	If only he’d ignored the suggestions.

	If only Christine could’ve been someone else’s daughter. It made sense that her father was against the relationship in general—what prospects did he really have?—but this was too much. Of course he loathed them together as he did, forbade it even. What they were doing was an abomination fit for an Amish erotica novel.

	A sudden ache to see her, touch her, kiss her made his stomach roil. He imagined yanking the steering wheel, barreling over the shoulder and guardrail, dropping down into— 

	A beep from the walkie-takie saved him from his reverie. 

	“Heya,” Cary said.

	“Yeah?”

	“How about you pull ahead and zoom on up to Tim’s and get us some coffee and bagels. I don’t want to screw around finding some decent parking, better if I only stop for a minute.”

	“Right. Onion?”

	“If they don’t have that, get me an everything.”

	“Can do,” Rusty said and pulled left into the oncoming lane for a peek.

	“All clear up here,” Cary said.

	Rusty hit the accelerator. 

	The truck’s engine purred and the raucous whip of current through the broken window mingled with a trailing draft pulling alongside the transport truck. Rusty had to stiffen his arms to keep the wheel straight until he was out front.

	—

	The lights were too bright as Rusty stepped inside, squinting hard and navigating with his fingertips and ears. It helped that he’d been inside this very Tim Horton’s a half-dozen times before and that every location followed about one of five different layouts.

	“Everybody does that since the lot lights went out.” The woman behind the till was grinning at him when the spots finally started clearing. “Been out two nights now.”

	“That sucks.” Rusty blinked to speed the process.

	“Sure does. Makes everybody look drunk.” She paused, then added, “You’re not drunk, are you?” 

	“No.”

	“Look like you’ve had a night though.”

	Rusty touched his blood and mud crusty clothes and got to thinking. “Uh, hit a deer.”

	“Looks like it hit you back.”

	Rusty nodded. “Yeah, something like that.”

	“My brother had a deer jump out of a ditch into the backseat of his convertible once. Tore all the leather and broke two windows trying to figure how to get out. Conked my brother a good one on the back of the head, too. He was dizzy for a week.”

	“Crazy.”

	The woman was nodding, looking off into space and then turned back to Rusty. “Lucky it was just a LaSabre and not something fancy. Imagine if he’d had a Mercedes?” She smiled then and said, finally, “Anyway, what can I get you?”

	Rusty made his order.

	“No onion bagels,” she said.

	“Make it everything then.”

	“Sure, just the coffee and bagels?”

	“Uh, better get me a twenty-pack of Timbits. Mix’m, just nothing with raisins.”

	“I hear that,” the woman said and gave the sum. “Few minutes for the bagels.”

	Rusty pulled out his wallet and found exact change, nodding as he did so, as if things were starting to come up roses. The woman repeated herself that it would be a few minutes and Rusty headed to the can. Before he swung the door open, he saw a transport truck’s headlights and then trailer lights pull to the side of the road. The bulbs along the body of the trailer were the elements of a red constellation against the heavy dark of the night.

	“Oh, excuse me,” another employee said as she pulled a mop and rolling bucket out of the washroom. She looked at Rusty, then at the trail of mud he’d tracked in. “What did you get into?”

	“Some mud, I guess.”

	“And you wanted to share it with me?”

	Rusty lifted his arms, palms up. “Sorry.”

	“Somebody whoop your ass?”

	Rusty shook his head. “No, it was an accident, a deer,” he said and pushed through the washroom door. Another brick, they’d remember him if some future investigation followed the invisible trail. “Sonofabitch,” he whispered as he pissed into the room’s single urinal, didn’t dare look at the mirror on his way by.

	—

	Rusty had handed up the coffee and bagel through the open door. Cary came only down as far as the first stainless-steel step.

	“Ride nicer than your brother’s truck?” Rusty said.

	“This thing is almost too new for me.”

	Rusty nodded. “Maybe we’d better not stop again. How I look kind of made me the center of attention in there.”

	“Good call,” Cary said, as, generally, they weren’t exactly conspicuous in any event. “Another hour or so ‘til we get there.” Cary pulled the door closed.

	Rusty hurried back to the pickup in the Tim Horton’s parking lot. Traffic was sparse enough that they had no trouble clinging together. However, the closer they got to the cities on Highway 6, the thicker the traffic would become. 

	Once they hit the outskirts of Hamilton, the highway traffic quadrupled. Mostly it was cars, but a few transport trucks kept the slow and steady in the right hand lanes. Police cruisers blew by every few minutes and Rusty tightened his grip on the steering wheel with each set of running lights moving into the light-speckled horizon. 

	Rusty followed as Cary merged into the Highway 1403 lane and the pace picked up drastically. For a moment, with the crosswind attacking, it was difficult to breathe inside the truck. The flow in the cab swirled, sending a whipping frenzy through the broken window, fast enough that twelve Timbits didn’t hold the box steady on the seat and Rusty had to put a hand on it. Once he straightened into a lane, the atmosphere normalized and he could breathe freely. 

	It wasn’t much different from the smaller highway, just brighter and faster. The task remained the same: stay close to Cary and go where he went.

	Time mounted and Rusty felt his sore body relax some. Driving into the triple digits always had a soothing effect on him. For the first time in many days, he imagined buying something useless but fun with his chunk of the money—only a piece going to fun, of course, even his fantasies knew better than to stray too far afield. Nineteen minutes after getting on the highway, Cary signalled to take an exit toward Hamilton’s waterfront. Not a nice area, it was mostly industrial, and smelled as such; it featured a lake teeming with chemical waste and, if stories were true, three-eyed fish. Mostly it was warehouses and dated and ramshackle two-storey homes. 

	Rusty checked his mirrors and hit his blinker. A gust crossed the smashed window again and picked up the Tim Horton’s packaging. He put his hand on the donut box to keep it from flying away when it lifted, instinctively grabbing at it because food remained within, but the wrapper from his bagel was already gone like an exorcised ghost.

	Instantly, lights flashed behind him, filling the cab of the truck with the understanding of trouble, big trouble. His guts lurched again and adrenaline poisoned his veins, stiffening him. A voice inside told him to gun it, run for his life, but an ingrained, cooperative nature took hold. Rusty did as he had to and pulled to the paved shoulder of the exit lane, watching Cary trail away. Last he saw, Cary took a left at the first T intersection from the off-ramp. 

	He watched his rearview mirror like it was good porn, but nothing was happening yet.

	“Come on. Come on,” he said.

	By the time he’d thought of it, the walkie-talkies were out of range and his beeps went unacknowledged. The cop was doing whatever it was cops did to find all the previous dirt on a vehicle. Rusty watched for all the signs he was deeper than deep, imagining the next steps: the cop coming up, the cop looking in the back, saying something like is that blood and get out with your hands behind your head and spread’m and you’re going to jail for a long ass time you scar-faced, murderous freak.

	With a shaky hand, he reached into the glovebox for the ownership and insurance papers. They were there with a dozen condiment packets and three white napkins. Then he reached into his pocket for his wallet. He didn’t even know if Cary’s tags were up-to-date. Almost had to be, Cary was considerate, didn’t like to draw attention. Cary was the best of the working class ilk and played by the rules—until recently, anyway. Before Linda got to him, he was almost too good to be true.

	The cruiser door finally opened and the officer started walking with long, steady strides. Rusty tried to balance his breath, finding a modicum of hope in that at least one point of his damned fantasy proved wrong.

	“Licence and registration,” the officer said. She wore a ponytail beneath the uniform hat. She was shorter than Rusty and slimmer in the shoulders. 

	“Not my truck,” Rusty said, perhaps a little too quickly, handing everything over.

	“Oh?”

	“It’s my friend Cary’s. Cary Watson.”

	“Okay,” she said and started away with the sum of what he’d handed her.

	Rusty was a sitting duck, one already shot out of the sky. Dead. Dead. Dead and Purgatory was waiting on the side of the road to find out whether or not you were about to be right and proper screwed. Waiting was part of this cop’s game for Rusty. 

	And he did wait. And watched. And imagined every terrible scenario that came to mind. If there was blood, he was going to say it was deer blood, or pig’s blood, or dog’s blood, maybe. He didn’t have time to settle on which one sounded like the best and most likely excuse for it being all over him.

	She was back, suddenly.

	“Do you know why I pulled you over?”

	“Uh, maybe.

	“And?”

	“The wind whipped some garbage out the window?”

	“I pulled you over because you littered—where’d the window go?”

	“Broke, uh, a deer came out of the bush, at a hill. Freaked out when it landed in the box.” Not a pig or dog, but better, it was always best to stick to a lie and then embellish it with a borrowed truth. Maybe this even seemed plausible.

	“Where was this?”

	“In the bed,” Rusty said, pointing over his shoulder.

	The cop sighed. “In what part of the world did this happen?”

	“Oh, outside Andover. In the country. Uh, northeast a couple hours.”

	“When?”

	“Tonight.”

	“Tonight?”

	“Tonight,” Rusty repeated.

	“And what is it you’re doing down here?”

	“Uh, picking up,” he nearly said Cary, but decided on distancing the man from the task—forgetting he was in Cary’s truck—and totally screwing it up anyway, “Linda Siegenthaler.”

	“Who is Linda Siegenthaler and why does she need you to pick her up?”

	“She’s, uh, Cary’s girlfriend, but she’s married and, like, you know. I’m picking her up for Cary. They have a fling, or whatever.”

	“Where?”

	“Not far, I been there twice. Don’t know the street numbers or nothing.” Rusty gave a look back over his shoulder, turning further this time, as a lifted Dodge pickup blew by them, shaking the truck and forcing the cop to put a hand on her hat. Rusty turned his face a bit, leaned a hair farther forward, letting the orange glow of the streetlight cross his face.

	The cop tilted her head once everything was settled and pursed her lips for a moment. Appreciating the situation more fully. She then turned her face as well, but slowly, and just far enough to reveal the long scar running from her neck to her ear. 

	“Sounds like a bunch of drama I don’t care about. Go back and pick up a few pieces of garbage from the ditch and I can forget it.”

	She handed the papers and card back to Rusty. He swallowed a chunky ball of relief and said, “Sure. Thanks.”

	“That a burn?” she asked.

	“Yeah. My house burned down when I was a toddler.”

	“Terrible.”

	“Yeah.”

	“Okay, grab some garbage. I’ll stay here and watch until you get back.”

	“Right. Okay,” Rusty said and opened the door as the cop stepped a couple feet in reverse. He started jogging then glanced over a shoulder. The cop had a flashlight out, searching the box. He wasn’t sure how bad that might be, what might be left in there to find, but he picked up speed anyway. 

	He rounded the cop cruiser and worked in the shine offered by the brother light to the big highway lamppost that had fortuitously revealed his scar. He grabbed an empty bread bag, a Mac’s Froster cup, and hunk of retread from a transport tire. He ran back to the truck, seeing the interior light on and the cop leaning over the bench seat through the driver’s door. 

	“Hey!” he said once he got close, his hands full.

	The cop straightened and swung the door closed like he’d caught her doing something that was a little by the book adjacent, but not quite right. She shined her flashlight on the junk Rusty had grabbed, then trailed to his face. She drew closer. 

	“Looks like you were in a fight?” She made it a question, as if she’d said explain your face.

	“Uh, the deer got me, too. At first, I thought it was dead. But it was, uh, like, stunned. I was trying to get it out of the bed of the truck…it was just a little one, but crazy. You know what I mean? Like injured but still plenty alive.”

	“No.”

	“Okay. But like, it kicked and head-butted, it was real crazy. I was lucky it was so small and didn’t have any antlers.”

	They stood in silence for about thirty seconds before she said, “Go on and pick up Glenda.”

	“Linda.”

	“Of course.” She walked by him and he didn’t bother watching her.

	Rusty took the exit to a stop sign and hooked a left once the road cleared. He began beeping the walkie-talkie in ten second intervals. He drove a full block and then a second, he heard nothing, and as he was turning right to head back in the direction he’d come, the little speaker crackled. He laid off the brakes and rolled until the crackle grew louder. At an intersection, mixed industrial and residential buildings in need of paint or in some cases bulldozing, he took a right. Cary’s voice was in the crackle, but not clear enough to understand.

	He rolled another quarter mile and Cary’s voice came in through the static. “…ulled over? You okay? Rusty, talk to me. Rusty?”

	“Here. I’m here. It’s okay. Got lucky,” he said, leaving out how stupid he was under pressure. He then checked his mirror, terrified the cop had followed him. A heavy sedan pulled through the intersection behind him, and he gasped.

	“Where are you?” Cary said.

	The car rolled up. It was a Taurus, but a maroon one with as much rust as paint. Rusty exhaled a deeply held breath as he pulled to another stop sign and read the corners, and then said, “I think I see you. You parked at a great big warehouse? Looks like maybe it’s yellow?”

	“Probably me. Think it’s the yard light making it look yellow. Probably grey. See me now?”

	Rusty puffed out his lips, motor-boating them in relief as he saw the headlights of the parked transport truck flash. “Yeah, see you now.” 
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	Six men thumped up and down the steel ramp from the parking lot into the back of the truck. Big guys pushing dolly carts, they wore Fast Charlie’s uniforms, back braces, and new boots—yellow on black. Jim had once ranted to Rusty how Dwayne should’ve provided boots, coveralls, and gloves, and Rusty could only smirk at the idea, but here it was. A professional crew being treated professionally. 

	Cary and Charles Ranger stood under the parking lot light to the right of the ramp. Charles, Fast Charlie, held a clipboard and ticked away at listed items, only stopping the employees when they carted the small boxes of electronics. The speed and efficiency of the men shined a light on just how bad the Logic crew really were—well beyond the matching gear. What could’ve taken an hour, took nine minutes and change.

	Watching them made him think about the ant farm one of the kids at the foster home had kept on his shelf—until one of the familial kids winged a hockey puck through it. The steadiness and constant unwavering speed. Rusty was in awe; it was like six Carys.

	Truck emptied, Cary joined Charles inside the warehouse while the labourers stood outside near Rusty and the trucks. Rusty accepted a refill to his paper Tim Horton’s cup from a huge, stainless-steel Fast Charlie’s branded thermos. 

	“Man, y’all are pretty good,” he said. “You do these night deals all the time?”

	A man, maybe fifty with a salt and pepper beard, smiled at this. “No, not often.” 

	“You sure do boogie.” Rusty slurped his coffee—bold as a punch to the temple. 

	“Mr. Ranger is the kind of employer you work hard for or you get gone,” the bearded one said.

	Another man, maybe thirty, said, “We earn every penny we get, and Mr. Ranger respects our efforts and the skill by which we carry out our tasks.”

	Rusty sipped the straight black coffee and grimaced some at the words. “Our boss—is a shithead. We got one guy who takes a dump every shift and another who’ll park his truck on a back road for a nap whenever he wants. We had a guy quit this week, he was tweaking…” Rusty trailed, didn’t want to talk about Jim McManus, and sometimes his mouth did run like a river over a waterfall. “Cary’s the only one of us worth a shit at the job.”

	The men looked at each other and then to salt and pepper beard. “That’s not really our concern,” he said.

	These guys might as well have been wearing thousand-dollar suits and riding in BMWs, selling futures and bonds or whatever those smart assholes on TV did. They didn’t fit as a delivery crew. They were almost like cyborgs, so stern. 

	Rusty, thinking of their ill fit as deliverymen despite their skill, said, “You’re not cops or something, suckering us in.”

	Salt and pepper beard grinned. “Sure, you’re under arrest.”

	Rusty smiled, but didn’t feel it. There was a pause in the action and the air became very thin. The seconds ticked by like a cooling engine. Rusty made sure to hold his smile, hold, hold, hold.

	The other guys laughed and eased the tension. Right then Rusty wished he were at home in bed and everything was finally over, or he’d wake up and the last week would have all been a dream. Even with the promise of money just around the corner.

	Sunrise was a few hours away, but that particular industrial section of a particularly industrious city was already starting its day. The streets got louder by the minute. Trucks and rough sedans passed the warehouse and kept on going toward the other huge buildings on the waterfront. A van dropped off six men at a stop sign and they started away in different directions, feathers sprouting all over their dirty pants and sweaters like Rusty had just missed a werechicken transformation. A few crows sat on the hydro lines crossing the neighbourhood, looking down upon the world with obsidian eyes and great patience. A few dozen seagulls slept on the damp planks with black sandpaper stripping on a waterfront loading dock next to the parking lot.

	Rusty was going to ask about how much bird shit they had to clean off their cars at the end of the week when Cary emerged from the warehouse with a black and gold Time Magazine duffle bag. He was grinning ear to ear despite the obvious weight of the bag’s contents, or more likely because of it.

	“Heya,” he said and kept walking. 

	Rusty lifted his coffee cup to give a second thanks to the eerie crew and then stepped in line and followed to the pickup truck. The bag sat in the slim middle seat of the truck’s bench—most of the broken glass had settled into the crack at the back or on the floor. 

	Rusty climbed in and felt the undeniable draw of the bag. “Can I look?” he asked.

	“Sure, but zip it before we hit the highway.”

	Rusty pulled the zipper and eyeballed the stacks of tens, twenties, and fifties. Nothing brand new, a few of the bills were from older issuances, as if perhaps Fast Charlie was the kind of guy who had barrels of money buried in his yard. None of this was cop money, none of it traceable—he knew all about that from cable TV. Once Cary pulled onto the street, Rusty swung his belt over him. He continued thumbing the contents of the bag until he had to stop. It wouldn’t do to have a single one of those bills shoot out the window.

	“Get pulled over with that much, we’re going to jail and they don’t even need to know what we’ve actually done.” Cary hit the button on the stereo, turning it up loud enough that it drowned out some of the whipping winds as he pulled up the ramp, back to the highway. 

	Rusty reached around the floor and gathered arrant trash and paper. He stuffed it into the Timbits box. He sat still for a handful of seconds, then exhaustion hit him like a tsunami wave. Sometimes coffee worked opposite to what he wanted when he was totally exhausted and there was a ten-minute window where it was virtually impossible to keep awake. He looked at Cary and thought, doesn’t need me for a while. Cary was driving and bobbing along to something Rusty couldn’t name, though had heard it plenty enough times before. Rusty fought, but lost, and yawned, and then blink, blink, blinked.

	—

	“Morning, sunshine,” Cary said, they were pulling into a McDonald’s well north of the last of the cities and the heavy-traffic highways, about twenty-five minutes from Andover. The town of Artville was dead aside from the slim activity beneath the all-night golden arches that loomed, a lighthouse in a storm beneath the canopy of pre-dawn darkness. “What do ya want? My treat.”

	“Is it breakfast or supper?”

	“Looks like supper.”

	“Big Mac meal and a Coke,” Rusty said, thinking about something that managed to cling beyond the abbreviated visit to dreamland. 

	Whatever it was in the dream that reminded him, he needed advice on how to deal and Cary had always been the guy to go to. Rusty touched his jacket, certain the extra copy of the disc Christine had copied would be busted after the walloping he took. He reached into his pocket and pulled out what was there. Somehow, even with Dwayne sitting on him, thumping knees on him, punching and choking him, the thing appeared okay. The paper case was all dog ears at the corners, but the circle in the middle seemed peachy. 

	“Man, I need some advice,” he said, holding out the disc.

	“Wear a rubber until you’re married,” Cary said, straight-faced.

	“Christine’s on the pill,” Rusty said and felt that nastiness rising in his guts once again.

	Cary pulled to the drive-thru box and set to ordering while Rusty thought about his words, didn’t want to blurt the worst of it, didn’t want to jumble the order. Once they got to the second window, before it opened, Cary said, “So, what’s up?”

	The window opened before Rusty could say anything. Cary accepted the drinks, placing them into the flimsy swing-out cup holders and handed over the money. He waited a few seconds as the woman on the till counted out and then accepted the change and then the bag. He pulled forward into a drive-thru only parking space.

	“Let’s sit here and eat. I got something you need to hear,” Rusty said and held up the disc in the paper case, turning it gently.

	Cary sucked in deeply through his teeth but agreed. “But only for a few minutes. Be good to toss the garbage anyway, huh? Might be our luck runs out if we get pulled over again.”

	Rusty nodded and slipped the silver disc into the stereo. There was silence for ten seconds before the opening chords of Amanda Marshall’s Let it Rain came from the speakers. Rusty skipped a track. An Alanis Morissette song began next, then some Natalie Imbruglia. 

	“Something about Natalie Imbruglia…I get it,” Cary said, stuffing fries into his face.

	“What the fuck. No, this isn’t it.” Rusty skipped over thirteen tracks before he got back to the beginning. “Must’ve grabbed the wrong one.”

	Cary shovelled more fries into his mouth, swallowed, and then said, “What was supposed to be on it?”

	Deep breath, hands rubbing his sleep-crusty eyes, no time like the present. Rusty decided to begin with Mr. Beaman’s story and depending on how that went over, he’d go onto the thing his father had said about Christine. That incredibly painful thing that made too damned much sense. 

	“Uh, so my English teacher, Mr. Beaman, Todd Beaman, he was at a sleepover the night my house burned down. He and a couple friends were up in a treehouse next-door and they saw what happened, all of it…” The story was out of him too quickly, he’d missed many of the details that built the reliability of the story. “There’s more, but that’s the just of it.”

	Cary tongued at something in his teeth, bulging his cheeks out. The burger wrapper had only a bite left resting on it. The last bite went into his mouth.

	Rusty then seemed to notice his own meal had gone mostly unacknowledged. Waiting for an answer made him uneasy, so he tackled the box of fries in four handfuls and the Big Mac in six bites as Cary made minute expression changes around his lips and eyes. Like he was working out a reply.

	Rusty finally had to say something. “Well?”

	Cary then started the truck and then reached around for the garbage. He kicked out, the interior light had lost the very same sum of power the darkness had lost with the distantly rising sun—though it was still plenty dim beyond the lit parking lot. Cary stuffed the bag and the Timbits box into a brown fiberglass receptacle. Then he was back in and reversing from the parking spot. 

	“Sounds wild. You want me to tell you what to do?”

	“I guess so, or, like, if you have any opinion. You’ve always been…you know, good and I need…hell, I don’t know what I need.”

	“Let me think on it. Sometimes things aren’t exactly as they seem, sometimes things don’t go how they’re supposed to. Has to be more to the whole story.” 

	Rusty was about to interject that Christine was his sister, that his father did what he did with many, many women with the cop’s wife, but Cary cut him off.

	“Let me think, okay. Just let me think about things, okay?”

	“Sure, man.”

	This was a good thing. Cary was the last good pillar in Rusty’s existence.

	The lights of Andover were in sight a couple minutes after they got moving, and despite the missing the rear window and having the wind wipe in unabated, everything smelled like grease. Rusty ran his hand on the zipper of the duffle bag, the tines like little teeth and he was teasing out a bite. He’d meant to ask, but forgot in the heat of it all, why the bag said Time Magazine.

	Any other day, he would’ve told Cary how his foster mother had one just like it. She got it for signing up and cancelled the day the first issue and the bag came free in the mail, before they’d have a chance to charge her for the rest. Then he might’ve said something about how it was funny what people remember, what they hold onto by accident, but didn’t. 

	Maybe another time. 
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	Gravel churned beneath the wheels of the pickup as Cary steered off the asphalt to park crossways in the area in front of the warehouse. Cary left the engine running, but turned down the stereo. Ten yards or so away, Linda’s personal car, a blue Chevy Impala, faced the street. Dim but not dark even in the dreary shadowy space surrounding the warehouse. The sky was light enough to see that the interior of Linda’s car was empty. Dwayne’s van was there, parked crookedly and angled almost directly at the side of Cary’s truck. Also empty.

	“Well,” Cary said.

	“Well,” Rusty said and glanced at the duffle bag.

	“Guess this is where we part.”

	“Wait, what?”

	“Linda’s going to set a meeting to divvy the proceeds of our little venture.” Cary tapped the bag.

	Rusty’s frown was pretty near deep enough to drag his eyebrows over his eyeballs. “Man, no way. That bag’s not leaving my sight.”

	“It’s cool, I promise.”

	Rusty shook his head. “Man, no. Listen to yourself. If it were flipped and I asked you to trust some woman I was screwing—”

	“Don’t be disrespectful. I love Linda and she loves me. It might be a new thing, but that doesn’t mean it’s not real. Trust me. Have I ever led you wrong?”

	“That’s not the point. Maybe you’re being led wrong. Just ask her to count it and give me my part, see what she says. She’s here somewhere, right? It should be simple to give me my chunk of the money, right?”

	Cary sighed and stretched his back where he sat, planking his pelvis up against the steering wheel. He eased and put his left hand on the door handle, right hand still on the bag. “Okay, we’ll do that. You want to carry the bag? I’ll tell her the plan and we’ll go somewhere. Nobody’s pulling a fast one here; it’s simple, like you said.”

	“You carry the bag. She might listen to you. Linda thinks I’m stupid, and maybe she’s right, but you’ll get more respect to demand something than me.”

	“Man, it’ll be cool. She’ll be cool.”

	Cary tapped a finger on the door handle. There was a crack somewhere with Linda, something Rusty had to show him, even if he didn’t see precisely where it was. Since the beginning of time, buds had to watch out for buds when it came to girls and women in relationships. Maybe that was sexist, or maybe it was smart.

	“Where is she anyway?” Rusty said. “She’s supposed to be here, right?”

	“Probably napping in the back seat of her car.” Rusty pointed to the Impala. “That thing’s half as big as your whole apartment. Not that that’s saying much.”

	Rusty barked a single laugh, letting some of the pent air from his chest. Cary opened his door and pulled the bag behind him, the canvas of the bag swishing against the seat, sounding something like windbreaker pants between meaty thighs. 

	They couldn’t go to the shed because of the security panel. Linda sleeping in a car seemed absurd. Handing over all the cash for Linda to dole out later was more absurd. Absurder. Everything about the situation was off, they should’ve been meeting with everyone, and how Cary didn’t see it was almost a mystery…though not quite. He’d been lonely and Linda gave him something he’d thought was gone forever, but at what price? Didn’t he see there had to be a cost?

	Panic bubbled inside Rusty, welling and filling him up, boiling over. “Second thought, what if we all meet somewhere, all of us. Get Danny and Craig involved.” Rusty put his hands on the warm, vibrating hood and drummed a short beat. “What do you say?”

	“That’s not necessary,” Linda said. She started from the shadows next to the warehouse. She wore a charcoal pea coat, had her hands in the pockets. Her lips had been painted pink, and makeup prettied her face, but swelling was apparent underneath it all.

	“Heya,” Cary said and took a step toward Linda.

	“Where’s Dwayne?” 

	Out of the shadows and facing the gentle glow coming from the eastern horizon, Linda’s wounds were clearer with each step. Her hair was damp, as if she’d recently showered—though that wasn’t exactly it. Her eyelid bulged and a dark hue played behind the gentle blue eyeshadow. Add on a burst lip and a gulley slightly lighter pink than the lipstick. A trickle of glistening fluid trailed down from her hairline. She lifted her elbow without removing the hand from her coat and swiped at the fluid. Not blood. Thinner. Darker.

	“He showed up here. He’s gone now though. You dye your hair?” Cary said.

	Rusty tilted his head. Not just showered and dolled up, she’d changed her hair. She’d changed her hair because… 

	Cary was going with a plan that was business as usual, even after the facts started mounting. Rusty looked at Linda’s car, the way it faced the street, like she’d backed in, and for what reason? Dwayne’s van was there, parked in a way that an obvious rush had occurred—which Christine would’ve been in when she came back. She was smart to leave it; she was always so damned smart. 

	Rusty blinked and drank in the entire scene. If anybody happened by, they’d know something was up. Anybody but Cary.

	Why didn’t Cary see it, even if love was in the way? 

	And why in the hell did she want to meet at the quiet, secluded warehouse?

	“Did you kill him?”

	“Well, Christine did that. He was choking Rusty…” Cary shrugged as if to say what do you expect?

	“Christine—?” Linda started but was cut off.

	Like lightning, a thought struck. “How did Dwayne know I was here?” Rusty said, still planted on the far side of the truck’s hood. “Dwayne knew I was here, how’d he know to come here?”

	Cary looked at Rusty, the expression suggested he’d forgotten Rusty was there. Guy was in Lalaland. Linda had him blind, existing in a pussy vacuum. 

	“I told him,” Linda said. “I hadn’t expected him to hit me. That prick, if he’d had any real balls all these years, this might’ve never happened.”

	“You told him before he hit you?” Cary said, again facing Linda. Nothing beaten out of her, the information was the cause of the beating. To Cary the plan was foggy, but clearing, maybe. “You wanted him to come here and see Rusty?”

	“Of course.” Linda had a trace of a smirk playing on her swollen lips.

	“She wanted me to be a body or maybe just get beaten by Dwayne, and what then?” Rusty said.

	“Come—” Cary started, but Linda had the floor.

	“Cary would’ve taken care of Dwayne if he did something to you. Maybe he would’ve if I’d asked, but I couldn’t be sure. I knew he’d lose his damned mind if Dwayne killed you,” Linda said, stepping closer as she spoke. “Wouldn’t even have to ask.”

	“Ho-now. Wait,” Cary said.

	“So, what’s the deal with the truck? Who would’ve loaded it?” Rusty said, adrenaline filling his veins once again.

	“Plan A: Dwayne killed you and Cary killed Dwayne. Craig and Danny load the truck and take it south, tonight. Plan B: Dwayne dies, somehow, you still take the truck south to get the money.” Linda took two more steps. “Plan A would’ve been nicer, but this’ll have to do, for now.”

	“Linda, no. No.” Cary spoke with tears behind his words.

	“Plan A, I’d pay Craig and Danny but let a paper trail follow them home and I’d reap the benefits of my dear husband’s life insurance…which isn’t much, fat sonofabitch, cost two hundred a month for a hundred grand of term. You know about term insurance? You pay and pay, but if the insured doesn’t die in a specific window, you’re out of luck. Sorry for your loss. But you also can’t make it obvious. There’s a waiting period, wildly irritating thing. I was on year four of a five-year term, paid for four fucking years straight. Almost ten grand.”

	“Rusty, get in the truck,” Cary said, his words almost as shaky as Rusty’s legs.

	“It’s the problem with insurance companies, they have investigators and ideas. Trick is to pay the big fees for a couple years, more if you can handle climbing on top of a disgusting slob of a man while simultaneously fucking one of his dough-headed labourers.” Linda brought out her left hand, reaching and open with her palm up and her fingers folding and unfolding. “Cary, give me the bag.”

	Cary sneered. “Like heck—”

	Linda brought her other hand from the coat, whipping a handgun from her pocket, the steel glinted a gentle flash from the truck’s headlights before touching light from way out at the road in two distinctly different tones. At three feet away, Cary didn’t stand a chance. The top of his head split and a great mist of blood rode the air while bits of skull and grey matter rained down. Rusty eyed a pink meat nugget resting in a contoured dip on the hood of Cary’s still-running truck, his heart pausing before pattering in triple time. A second shot left the gun, whizzing by Rusty’s head—close enough that he felt the atmospheric shift. He dropped to his ass a blink before a third shot shattered glass.

	Linda grunted, “Let go,” peeling Cary’s dead hand open. She grunted again, likely at the unexpected weight. 

	Rusty should’ve bolted but instead watched her feet. She took a wide circle, her steps careful in black flats with brown rubber soles. He lost them then for a dozen terrifying heartbeats and weighed the options apparent in a scatterbrained panic. He grabbed a chunk of asphalt about the size of a hardball and then looked beneath the rumbling truck again. It wasn’t a big truck, but if he made some skinny thoughts, could be it was possible that he could squeeze.

	But then what?

	“Rusty, I’m going to kill you. Stand up and take it like a man.”

	Was the answer go under? 

	Face her?

	Run?

	“Rusty?” She held longer on the E sound. Taunting him like a schoolyard bully.

	He didn’t respond, eyes hard on the corner he expected her to round and maybe charge, but also maybe play shooting gallery. The gravel beneath him seemed to come alive, vibrating, bumping him along to the end of his life as her steps brought her closer. He leaned away from the truck and still felt it. It was a different side to a pre-death moment, before, with Dwayne, it was physical. This was mental. 

	It hit him then, was death really so bad? He was on borrowed time when the job wasn’t finished back in ‘82. What was the point of carrying on without that money, without Christine, even Cary?

	Shit.

	Those feet appeared around the nose of the truck as Linda stepped sideways. She had the bag in her left hand and the gun in her right, leaning like a little teapot—tip me over and let’s shoot it out.

	Linda waved the gun gently. “This was mighty handy. A gun just sitting there by the bay door. I’d fully expected to have to poison Cary later on down the road. This the gun that killed Dwayne?”

	“Uh, yeah.”

	“So, it’s a cop gun? That’s so damned perfect.”

	Rusty watched the barrel. The eye of death. The blackest void in the universe. 

	One thing, Christine would never have to know the truth. Another thing, he’d never have to go back to high school. Third thing, he’d never have to interview for a new job… Fight! a voice cried inside, Fight! 

	He reeled back and threw the chunk of asphalt harder and straighter than he’d thrown anything in his life. The world slowed and he watched that rocket of a pitch—move over Roger Clemons. The way it left his hand, that perfect feel, it was the toss of countless tomorrows to come, it was his redemption. 

	Until it sailed six inches over Linda’s head.

	She’d ducked, a little too late, but that did not matter. “You stupid, scar-faced bugger, that almost hit me.” She re-aimed and charged forward.

	Once five feet away, the world disappeared. Rusty and Linda were in a grand emptiness. No money. No warehouse in Andover. No yesterday. No tomorrow. No double cross. No bodies piling up. Rusty and Linda, and the bullet with his name etched into the steel. It was almost perfect. Landon Lawrence tried to kill him once before and here was his gun, finishing the job. 

	Rusty forced himself to look into Linda’s eyes and at the barrel. It would be the last thing he’d do. He’d see the last thing he’d feel.

	“Go fuck yourself, Linda,” he said, calmly.

	“Maybe later.” Linda made a squeezing face.

	The dented and paint flecked front end of Christine’s Tercel zoomed into peripheral view—that beautiful, impossibly quiet bucket of a car. The shot went off the second the bumper connected with Linda’s knee. Nailing a hole in the warehouse roof. 

	Linda tipped immediately, slamming into the windshield, shattering it before flying way up into the sky. Dollar bills seemed to explode, showering in a geyser of green, and auburn, and purple. The echo of the errant shot sang background vocals to Linda’s surprised gulping sounds. 

	Beautiful.

	Rusty followed her movement like he was at a fireworks display, craning his neck up and then starting down. She was sideways and cartwheeling while airborne, a gymnast doing a floor routine. A howl left her and the world began picking up pace before Rusty. Her arms stretched out like da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man the second before the asphalt rose to meet her and bent her neck, slamming her left ear into her left bicep with a tremendous snap. The rest of her pile-drived down onto her spine and her shapes went all out of wack.

	Then it was mostly quiet, the rumble of Cary’s truck and the knowledge that Christine’s car was running somewhere nearby. A high whine left Rusty, like the air let from a spike hole in a tire. In a flash, the rest of the world came back and there was Christine, her car door open, breaking toward Linda. 

	“Where’s the gun?” she shouted. 

	The Tercel looked ready for the scrapyard, but somehow, the engine purred on, though much louder than before. The hood had a U-shaped dent. The windshield was only marginally better than the rear window of Cary’s truck—though the shattered and fallen window gave a much clearer view.

	Rusty licked his lips. There was a fifty-dollar bill on his lap. He snatched it up and studied the face of the solemn chubster, Lyon Mackenzie King. 

	“Come on!” Christine screamed, waving the gun.

	In the distance, but drawing closer quickly, were police sirens. Of course, shoot enough gunshots in small town Canada, eventually someone, somewhere nearby takes offense. 

	Rusty crawled, grabbing bills, half of them torn and worthless. The sirens were almost on them, surely within a block’s distance.

	“Forget the money!” Christine stamped her right foot like an angry brat.

	Forgotten, mostly. Rusty sprinted to the car and swung open the passenger’s door, fell in behind the spider web screen of glass. He slammed the door closed and Christine hit the gas. The front wheels dug divots in the gravel before biting down. Rather than turning and taking the road, she charged the dead end, nailing a curb and catching air. Chunks of glass tumbled onto the dash, but the brunt of the sum held steady. 

	“Ho-whoa!” Rusty said, bouncing in his seat as the car crested a hill and rolled runaway train down toward a construction zone. 

	Elements rose before them; a sudden, unplanned obstacle course. Christine skirted most of a gravel pile but not all, and they rolled on two wheels. The shocks creaked beneath the weight. She jerked the wheel against it as a squeak left the back of her throat. Rusty felt his bowels going to water. But the car fell back to all four tires with a metallic crack that came from somewhere deep in the carriage. Immediately she had to pull in the opposite direction around the cement of the foundation of someone’s future home.

	“Geez! Ho!” Rusty was rebounding off the door and the center armrest, his hands busy with money, too busy to grab on for life. He’d only saved a little and he didn’t dare lose hold of what he had.

	The left side tires rolled onto a lumber pile, clanking the planks like chattery teeth before bouncing down into the soft topsoil. Another curb came at them, but this one fell two feet to the cut but unpaved street below. Christine slammed the brakes. The car fishtailed, spinning two revolutions in the hard-packed dirt before facing the same direction they had been headed.

	“Holy shit,” Christine said, panting, both feet pressed against the brake pedal.

	They sat like that a moment before Rusty reached over and put the car in park. Christine touched the key.

	“Better not, might never start again. Probably won’t.”

	Christine nodded and let her arm fall. 
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	The engine coughed, then sputtered before smoothing out. The air coming through the dash smelled burnt, and tendrils of smoke rose from around the dented hood. The scene out the windshield—where things were visible—was of an uncooked neighbourhood where life had yet to come home. A few real estate signs sprouted from mud lawns, though it seemed unlikely that any regular traffic would be visiting the subdivision for a very long time.

	Rusty rubbed the bills in his hands. He’d managed to grab $620 of usable cash. The torn partial bills were the bigger focus, they seemed to represent his life, his relationship, his future.

	Out there was a world that would forever be beyond Rusty’s grasp. If nothing else had proven inarguable, the collective recent weeks of his life nailed a stake in the ground and hoisted a flag. There was no shaking his caste, the universe had him right where it wanted him and where it wanted him was a couple steps up the ladder from the bottom. He always had room to fall further. 

	Like somehow not telling Christine and going along as they had.

	Rusty clicked his tongue and then sighed at what might’ve been. Christine was the only person in the world he’d ever been able to talk to without his words rushing ahead of his brain and he had to speak now. It had to come out. 

	“So, I found out a juicy bit of gossip,” he said and then reached into his pocket for his cigarettes.

	Christine wasn’t hearing him, had her own agenda. “Rusty, I kept the copy of the CD and listened to it.”

	“Yeah. I was going to tell you, but…” He shrugged and flicked the flint roller to light up.

	“I get it. My father murdered your family, that’s not exactly casual convo.”

	Rusty barked a laugh. “Casual as it gets compared to telling why your father murdered my family.”

	“Does it have to do with my mother?”

	“Oh yeah, and you.” Rusty forced himself to look at her; she was already looking at him. Beautiful as ever despite being up all night: her skin blotchy, her eyes puffy, and her hair in a vulture’s nest. Beautiful.

	“Me?”

	“See, my dad and your mother had a thing.” He huffed. “They had a thing and your father killed my family because my dad was the father of your mother’s child. Meaning you are my sister.” He swallowed to keep the creeping bile down.

	Christine frowned. “What in the hell are you talking about?”

	“Your father killed my family to ruin my father’s life because my father fathered you.”

	Christine’s mouth dropped and then she began laughing until she started crying. “He told you… Your dad said…” She pushed down at nothing but air, as if to clear space. “Rusty, I’m three years older than you. I was born in Niagara when my father and mother were in school. My dad’s last year. My mom dropped out. I guess it’s possible your father impregnated my mother, but I was already four when your house burned down and we’d only been in town for like a year or so.”

	Rusty shook his head minutely but quickly, squinting. “No, wait. But. No. Uh, why would your dad burn down my house if not…?” He trailed, trying to reconcile what she’d just told him. The wondrous thing.

	“Dad demanded a divorce after Mom got an abortion. Kind of gross that my mother and your father, you know, but we’re not siblings.” 

	Rusty blew a goodly mouthful of smoke, feeling equally deflated and elated.

	“Now I get it,” Christine said.

	Rusty let his arms go loose and his jaw fell as he sank into the seat. “Holy sweet god.”

	Christine was still laughing some and said, “No wonder you were so moody yesterday.”

	“Yeah.”

	“Yeah.” She held out a hand for the cigarette and Rusty passed it over.

	“Yeah.”

	“Are you going to try to get him out?”

	“My dad?”

	“Umhmm.” She sucked on the cigarette around the sound.

	“He doesn’t want out. He’s got women who come to see him. Women who want conjugal visits with a murderer. Guess it’s not technically conjugal visits, but they figure it out.”

	“Wow,” Christine said.

	“Yeah.”

	“So now what?”

	Rusty held out his left hand with his index and middle fingers spread to ask for the cigarette back. “No idea. I’m jobless, so are you. Guess I find another job, give up on this school idea. Just face reality.”

	“That’s kind of stupid.”

	“What other option is there? Dropping out is the only way I won’t go homeless.” Rusty took a drag from the cigarette.

	“Or we could get a place and make it work. I have savings for school. I’ll just have to get a bigger loan when the time comes.”

	“Really?”

	“Sure, and living together, I’ll have more chances to get some of that brotherly love. I need that brotherly love real bad.” She said the last part in a sexy Marilyn Monroe Mr. President pout.

	Rusty grimaced and then smiled. “You nasty.” The smile fell away as quick as it came. “What’ll you do about your dad?”

	“He won’t say anything. By extension, you’ll be okay, probably. I’ll lay it out for him, how things’ll go.”

	“All right.”

	“Look, I need to sleep. Let’s get together later, plan our future.”

	Rusty exhaled a thankful breath, thinking he should’ve said something about fifteen hours earlier and saved himself at least that much grief.

	—

	Christine stopped three blocks from the boarding house. It was a busy street and her car needed to keep a low profile, let her father work out what to do with it, let Rusty walk off any of the jitters he still harbored.

	“Morning,” a man said, waving from next to his truck. Rusty had seen him plenty at the Fall Street Café, but didn’t know his name.

	Rusty nodded and then moved on quickly with his head down, filthy, bloodied, exhausted. Once at the boarding house, he recalled telling off the landlord as he slipped the key into the lock as quietly as he could and closed the door behind him as he entered. It wasn’t the first time he’d snuck into his own home, but it would be the last time. 

	There was zero surprise when he discovered a handwritten eviction notice Scotch taped to his door. They gave him until Tuesday—one benefit of renting rooms for a week at a time.

	“My pleasure,” he said and left the note on the door. That was a later problem. He stripped to his boxer shorts and fell to the mound of blankets he used as a bed, curling into a comforter.

	He blinked, uncertain if he’d actually slept. He must’ve. The light coming through the window had changed, also, he was certain Detective Landon Lawrence hadn’t been on the brown chair when he’d come home.

	“Jim McManus overdosed on coke and chemical cleaner. Linda Siegenthaler’s dead, surrounded by cash. Cary Watson has a hole in his head.”

	“Yeah,” Rusty said.

	“I sent out the APB on Dwayne, but my guess, he won’t surface. You want to know why I think that?”

	“Nope. But I’m sure you’ll tell me.”

	“I found a CD in my computer. I’m surprised you figured it out when those bozo kids didn’t recognize him. Cary wasn’t the same after that night. He used to be fun. After the fire he was like a kid locked in a confessional.”

	Rusty lifted his head. The room was dim, gloomy, but every shape had an obvious form, particularly the big man in the chair. And what was this about Cary?

	“So, what, there was some scheme planned out, but you went to visit your father—I checked—and you let him fill you in on the people I ran with back then. Then you understood why Cary treated you how he did. Or did he confess? Poor sonofabitch was always feeling so guilty. Only reason he didn’t flip was he had his own kids and wife to worry about.”

	Rusty sat all the way up and leaned against the wall, still not fitting the pieces together, but starting to suss out the pattern they’d make.

	“So, what, you tried to get the money and even things with Cary in one go?” Landon said. His voice was a deep, deep baritone when he kept it low. It was almost as if he knew the rules of the house.

	“Wait. What the hell are you talking about?” Rusty finally said.

	“Come on, you can tell me. You’d already be dead if it wasn’t for Christine. She’ll figure you out eventually, trash just like your father, and then I’ll close that loose end.”

	“Shut up, wait. Cary was the man with you?”

	“You’re not a bad actor.”

	Rusty shook his head. “Linda shot Cary. She had this plan that had Cary killing Dwayne for insurance money, but if that didn’t work, there was this heist thing. We emptied the warehouse; Dwayne was supposed to kill me, and Cary would…Cary was with you when you murdered my family?”

	Landon pop-smacked his lips, kissing the dark air above Rusty. “Hmm. That actually makes more sense. You’re just an idiot who got lucky. Might be tough to skirt a murder charge if Dwayne shows up.” He leaned closer. Light coming through the window banked off the wet teeth behind his snarl.

	“That was Christine, with your gun. The bullet in Cary will match too.”

	Landon stood then, looming, but different. “You brought my daughter into this.” Not a question.

	“No. She brought herself. You might want to go home, probably there’s parts of Linda in her car. Have to take care of that sooner than later.”

	“She killed Linda?”

	“Yeah-huh. Cary killed Jim. Linda killed Cary. Christine killed Dwayne and Linda. All I did was help sink a body in some river Cary knew about and help load a truck. Turns out I was supposed to be a patsy.”

	“You little prick…Christine,” he said and stomped away, slamming the door behind him. His footfalls echoed up the short stairs and he slammed the outer door behind him.

	“Rusty! Rusty! We know you’re home! Why was Detective Lawrence here? Was this about that McManus man? Rusty!” The landlady was frantic. “Rusty!”

	“Shut the fuck up, you nosey old cunt!”
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	The sizzle from the fryers was constant and constantly stinking. 

	“Dammit,” Rusty said and tossed his apron into the laundry bin at the back. He should’ve been out of there ten minutes ago. He clocked out with his employee code and pushed through the employee door. He broke past three customers in the parking lot and hopped into his car. He had to change before getting to the school, no way he’d go in stinking of French fry grease, even if it was a split shift and he did have to go back in later.

	Passing dozens of storefronts and company trucks, Rusty counted off all the places he’d rather work than McDonald’s, but wishes and turds, they both belonged in the toilet.

	—

	The gymnasium had nine rows of eleven desks, spaced a few feet apart. Students from three classes sat, sprinkled among the rows to avoid the temptation to cheat—meaning the closest people weren’t even taking the same tests. The huge clock on the wall rolled silent seconds as pencils and pens scratched at multiple choice Scantron sheets, photocopied fill-in-the-blanks papers, and essay pages. A gym teacher named Mr. Jackson stood at the front of the setup and a French teacher named Mademoiselle Burke held vigil at the back.

	“Twelve math, you have half an hour left. Ten geography and nine civics, you have two minutes,” Mr. Jackson said, his voice booming and bouncing off the painted cinderblock walls and the waxy basketball court floor of the huge space.

	Sweat rolled down Rusty’s nose. This should be his final exam, his final day as the oldest student in that unwelcoming hole. He’d dreamed of failure the night before and then of his first day back the next Fall. Christine poked fun at the terror. He’d have to score a thirty percent to drop to forty-nine, and even then, Christine guessed any one of his teachers, even the self-righteous Mrs. Betts, would bump up anything close to passing, if simply not to see him again. Probably she was right, and still…

	He flipped to the final page and found it blank. The tension that had settled in his shoulders tightened further and he fought the urge to go back through and second-guess his answers. Either he was a fool or he was a fool who’d finally graduated high school. He stood, the feet of the desk and chair combination rubbing a cry against the floor. A few students glanced at him. He put his face down and stepped toward Mr. Jackson’s table.

	“Fag,” said one of the country boys from his science class—he must’ve had to retake one of the lower grade courses, because he wasn’t in Rusty’s math class.

	Rusty furrowed his brow at the kid. Possibly the kid saw his future in Rusty…but he thought, nah, there’s no foresight at that age. The kid was plain stupid and ignorant, and who cared anyway? It didn’t matter a lick to him anymore, hopefully. Please, gods in the sky let this be the last, please.

	The intercom buzzed, filling the gym with distraction. “Please send Rusty Talbot to the office if he’s still here. Once he’s finished, of course. Thank you.”

	Rusty frowned. Somehow, he was sure it was going to be someone taking this away from him. A couple teachers banding together to reveal they’d made a mistake in adding up the credits he’d earned and he’d have to do a whole ‘nother year. He’d skirted so much trouble and an incest relationship, the usual trouble was due. Time for him to pay because good luck belonged to the wealthy and the pretty.

	The students who hadn’t looked at Rusty began watching him. He continued to the table up front and Mr. Jackson grinned at him. “This is it huh?” he whispered.

	“Hope so.”

	Mr. Jackson put a meaty hand on Rusty’s bicep. “Good luck.”

	“Thanks.”

	“You’ll stop by the office.”

	“Sure thing,” Rusty said.

	—

	The apartment smelled like spaghetti, and for once, it wasn’t from the restaurant downstairs. Rusty and Christine had moved into Mike Campbell’s one-bedroom unit two days after the eviction notice and the landlady’s outraged tirade down the stairs—she couldn’t yell face to face because her oxygen tank was on wheels and smoking left her too winded to descend from the main floor.

	Rusty hung up his coat and untied his boots in the doorway. Christine kept a pretty tight ship; everything had its place. Took some getting used to, but it was worth it.

	The TV was on in the living room. Springer. Christine was in the kitchen stirring noodles. She was taking well to living outside her father’s confines—taking that she’d killed two people even better. She’d told Rusty on the third night she hadn’t realized how small her world had been. How much her father had coddled and manipulated her.

	The man himself built a case against Dwayne Siegenthaler, even going so far as manufacturing eyewitness reports of Dwayne being spotted at a small airport where private planes took people into the north without purchasing tickets—no ID used for those flights, no trail left to follow. Craig Daniels got a job at the local Butterball plant. Danny Jacobs left town after robbing the electronics section of the Logic Appliance storefront. Rusty met Cary’s kids at his funeral. They’d embraced him as a friend. Cary had spoken of him and all the things he’d managed to overcome. Cary had loved him like a son and was so proud of Rusty.

	That was a hard part, but Rusty was doing okay. It was almost as if he’d swapped Cary for Christine—got her back anyway, mentally.

	“Hey,” Rusty said and kissed Christine by the ear.

	“How’d it go?” She wore pajama pants, a t-shirt, and a silly apron they’d found under the sink—it featured a chicken looking shocked, holding a half-eaten drumstick, caption reading, It’s what?

	“No idea. Okay, I guess.” Rusty waved a slip of paper he pulled from his pocket. “This guy called and left his name and number at the office for me.”

	“At the school?”

	“Yep.”

	“Who is it?”

	“William Reid from Canada Life.” Rusty picked up the chintzy telephone Bell had installed a week after they’d moved in and dialled the local number on the paper. “Guess he has something for me. If he’s trying to sell me on something, I will not be a happy camper.”

	The line rang.

	“Your celebration lunch will be ready in like ten minutes.” Christine had the day off. She’d gotten a job at the racetrack casino serving drinks at the tiki bar. The operation made money hand over fist and treated the managers right, so, in turn, the managers were great about employees picking days. And they paid four bucks more per hour than Logic Appliance. After leaving there, it was as if everyone else took a step up—aside from Rusty, of course. That extra money from her job was plenty helpful because McDonald’s wasn’t paying Rusty enough, especially not when his eighteen-year-old managers took themselves too seriously, demanded much more than what they offered in renumeration—really, that scene was just about the norm for Rusty, so at least that was reliable. He had to go in for the second part of his shift at four that afternoon.

	“Okay,” he said, and the line connected in his ear. “Canada Life, Shirley speaking, how may I direct your call?”

	“Hey, yeah, I need to talk to William Reid.”

	“Who may I say is calling?”

	“Rusty Talbot.”

	“Oh, excellent. One moment.”

	The line clicked and elevator tunes played gently until the line clicked again. “Rusty Talbot!”

	“Uh, hey.”

	“How are you?”

	“Fine. What can I do for you?”

	“I’ve been looking for you. I need a signature.”

	“For what?”

	“A check.”

	“A check?” Rusty said.

	“Yes, sir. A policy payment.”

	“What policy?”

	“Um, name is, hmm, I have the paperwork packed in the car. I didn’t sell the policy. I started last year, took over Gary Tarnell’s book. I’ve had this check for a month and a half. Are you somewhere I can get a signature?”

	“Okay. Yeah.” Rusty gave his address and how to get to the apartment rather than the restaurant, and then hung up. 

	A check?

	Probably it was some kind of scam.

	“I shouldn’t have told him where we live,” Rusty said.

	“Maybe,” Christine said.

	They ate and chatted. Rusty did most of the listening, a little stunned that he’d finally—fingers crossed—finished high school. 

	—

	Sitting with emptied plates, Rusty about to step onto the outdoor staircase to light up and Christine sipping from a water glass, a knock landed on the door. Half an hour hadn’t passed since Rusty got off the telephone.

	“You answer. I’m not hardly dressed,” Christine said and made a mad dash for the bedroom.

	Rusty pushed to his feet. The kitchen table to the door was about nine and a third steps. He opened the door a crack and a balding man in a wool coat and Sorel boots that went almost to his knees waved a white package in a clear sleeve.

	“Russell Talbot?”

	“Rusty.”

	“Rusty Talbot.”

	“You the insurance guy?”

	“That’s right.”

	Rusty opened the door and the man stepped inside. He took a deep breath through his nose. “Ooh, some Italian. I’m not interrupting, am I?”

	“No, we’re just finished.”

	The man looked around. Alongside the envelope, he had some sales flyers and decided to pocket them as he fished inside his coat for a gold toned ballpoint pen. “I’ll just get you to sign the receipt and be out of your hair.”

	“Okay.”

	The man pulled away the sleeve and folded open the envelope. “I know it doesn’t replace a person, but hopefully it eases the loss.” He held the pen to the line next to the word beneficiary. Beneath the line was his name, typed out: Rusty Terence Talbot.

	Rusty took the pen and the stiff envelope. He scanned until he found another name: Cary Robert Watson. “Oh, from Cary, but…?” he said, scrunching his face in confusion.

	Christine hurried out of the bedroom in jeans and a tee, her hair in a clumsy ponytail. “What is it?”

	“Hello,” the insurance man said.

	Christine nodded and Rusty caught her eyes. “What?” she said.

	“Cary had a life insurance policy with me as the beneficiary.” Rusty held out the envelope to see.

	She spotted the number before all else. “Holy shit! Fifty grand?”

	“I guess,” Rusty said and scribbled his name. “Less after tax, though, right?”

	The insurance salesman smiled a moneymaking smile and said, “Individual policy proceeds are not taxable. The policy itself is taxed at purchase. I’m sorry for your loss.” He took the envelope and moved the pen to another line. “Sign here, too. It’s simply a receipt to say I delivered the check and I saw your identification.”

	“You need my ID?” Rusty said.

	“Nah.” The man tore two signed pages from the booklet, then separated the check from the first page. He then handed over the check and a business card. “Have a good day. Consider me if you’re ever thinking of your future, you know, when you’re steadier.”

	“Uh, okay,” Rusty said.

	Christine was wide-eyed and dumbfounded.

	The man left and Rusty crossed the room to the telephone—a zombie seeking brains. Christine remained where she was, shaking a bit all over. Rusty dialled and then came to. He looked at Christine and gave her a small grin as the line rang.

	“McDonald’s.”

	“Hey, this is Rusty Talbot, can I talk to whoever’s in charge today?”

	“This is Martin Bower. Let me guess, you’re,” he coughed twice, “dying of the flu.”

	Rusty barked a laugh. “No siree Bob. I’m just peachy. Feel better than I have in…well, maybe better than I have in my whole fucking life.”

	“Okay? So, what?”

	“I quit.” 

	“What?”

	“Martin, you putz, I quit.” Rusty slammed the phone into its cradle and melted a little inside. 

	 

	


EPILOGUE

	September 1982

	Jessica Trainer backed into Leroy Talbot’s groin and bounced to the beat. The Trent was slow most nights, but Leroy treated the joint like a home base for every night on the town—he might end up elsewhere, but the Trent was where he’d start. The drinks were cheaper there and, now and then, some of the honeys from one of the three factories would come in, raring to go, purses heavy with paychecks. 

	He never eyed the prime cuts, always shot for the realistic targets because getting laid wasn’t the only point, being kept for the night and getting laid was the point. Jessica Trainer was maybe twenty and maybe twenty-five pounds overweight. She wore a bright pink shirt, and gold bangles on her wrists. Her jeans were tight enough to turn the extra dough around her middle into a muffin top. 

	Leroy’s kind of girl.

	She’d spent half the night talking to Cary Watson and the jerkoff cop with the easy wife. Larry or Langdon or something like that. Lawrence was his last name for sure—he’d been mean mugging Leroy from the go, but he was in uniform, so what could he do, really? That uniform was a billboard. 

	Leroy wasn’t fazed, husbands and boyfriends, even some brothers, many men gave him that look and from all walks of life. Nine times out of ten, it meant nothing and on that tenth time, he’d love to bloody up a dance partner. 

	If he met up with Jeri-Lynn Lawrence again, they could practice mimicking the cop’s face while they went at it. Leroy was getting hard thinking about Jeri-Lynn while Jessica backed up on him. He kissed her neck and she spun sideways, grabbed the drink she’d bought him, put the straw to her lips, though didn’t appear to take a sip. She then pushed the drink to Leroy’s face.

	“Let’s get wasted, baby!” she said.

	Leroy took the glass, tossed the straw without losing step with the Stones track coming from the stereo, and then downed the drink. It had a weird aftertaste, but he felt the tingle play immediately and got over it. 

	“Strong one!” he shouted, just loud enough to be heard above the music.

	“I wanna show you the back seat of my car!” Jessica licked the inside of Leroy’s mouth and grabbed him by the beltline, pulling him tight.

	“Damn right!” he said, his words slurring into a wet and sloppy mess. 

	They started across the dim dance floor, passing three small groups of drinkers, passing the washroom doors and the sign that gave the number for Sid’s Taxi. They got to the back hallway and the fire doors with the alarm warning in bold red letters. The alarm hadn’t sounded in years and the warning was all smoke. Leroy stumbled through to the cool night, his legs like rubber, his knees refusing to stay locked. Hands clamped onto his arms and his toes dragged along the pebbled asphalt. 

	The world came at him in orange flashes. 

	He was in a back seat, but Jessica wasn’t there. Only a man. Leroy squinted.

	“Cary?” he said, his tongue felt huge and the word came out covered in fat.

	“Rest easy. You’re in trouble, but you’re okay for now.”

	“Wherdachick?”

	“Sleep. Gonna be a long day tomorrow and you won’t remember any of this.”

	—

	“So, where’s Kim?” Cary walked behind Landon Lawrence, up the steps of the Talbot home. 

	“Took the kids to their grandmother’s place.”

	Landon kicked next to the doorknob twice before the wood splintered, and they entered. It smelled faintly of pot and beer. A bit like shit too. Cary hit the light switch. Cobwebs drooped from the corners, yellowed by tobacco smoke. The wallpaper was bubbly and faded pink where it hadn’t peeled. The gold and white linoleum had large gouges burned out of it and the brown carpet was thin and uneven.

	“Right.” Cary paused a moment just into the living room. Somebody had left the TV on, had to be Leroy before he went to the bar. “You sure we should be doing this? Maybe it’s too far?”

	“He ruined my life. I’m ruining his life. That’s how even retribution works.”

	Cary rubbed his beard. Leroy Talbot wasn’t the only man who’d had a thing with Jeri-Lynn, not if any of the stories around town were true, and they sure sounded true. 

	“All right,” he said, looking around the less than modest home and at the hard luck furnishings. If they had insurance, maybe they could fib a bit and score some nicer stuff. Possibly, it would come out in a win win.

	Landon found a set of stairs and descended with the jerry can. Cary went over to the TV and shut it down for no explicable reason. Smoke billowed up, something downstairs was itching to burn. 

	Landon started yelling. 

	Kim Talbot started yelling back.

	Cary stood dumbly, unable to move. He clenched his jaw when a thump followed by a crash seemed loud enough to shake the entire house. Water was draining somewhere on the main floor. A door opened and closed. It hit him then, they were all home. The realization turned him to ice, even as the smoke engulfed his tall frame.

	Landon raced up the stairs with his arm over his face. Cary grabbed him and shouted, “They’re all home! They’re all home!”

	“Who gives a shit?” Landon said, wrenching free, stomping to the door.

	Another thump, loud enough to cut through the fog and the closed doors, pulled Cary to the hallway. He opened the first door. It stopped mid-way and he pushed harder. On the floor was a teenaged girl. Blood haloed her.

	“Oh no,” Cary whispered and then began coughing. 

	He pulled on the body, it was too floppy, but it was warm, so despite the cracked head, maybe, just maybe. He grabbed a crunchy towel and began mopping at the blood when he noticed the stilled baby in the tub. Its nose and lips mostly out of the water.

	“Dammit. Dammit,” he huffed, fought off a hacking fit as smoke poured through the door behind him. He tossed the towel onto the kid in the tub, couldn’t look. The towel soaked through, the sitting water swirling pink. He pumped at Rebekah’s chest. “Come on,” he said and coughed again, hard.

	She wasn’t moving.

	Landon had killed them. 

	Cary himself had helped. 

	Dammit.

	With the fire raging behind him and below him, Cary opted for the window and the route Rebekah would’ve taken. Outside, Landon was already gone and Cary was already thinking up his guilty statement. Rebekah’s eyes and that baby’s lips, they followed him until they became his own children and right there, he knew he’d never tell a soul.
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