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PROLOGUE

	“B-I-N-G-O, B-I-N-G-O, and Bingo was his name-O,” the Patterson family sang at top volume. Had to sing at top volume. Wind whined in somewhere around the sheet metal walls of the Olympia camper that Derek Patterson had bought and fixed up to take on this very trip. The windows were down. The engine roared at the effort of keeping highway pace. 

	Derek was at the wheel, mucking about in a vinyl driver’s seat so damp with sweat it seemed he might be sucked out the window by the drag of a passing transport truck. The Arizona heat was something else. Back home, way up in Saskatchewan, people always said that dumb thing: but it’s a dry heat—as if that made it better. And until he reached this heat, he didn’t really get it and only nodded, smiling, excited for the month off from work. Excited to hit the road with his family in a machine he’d fixed up with his own damned hands.

	This heat. It was dry all right. Dried the lungs with each breath and made the skin weep for mercy. Christ. He swiped a sunburnt arm along his brow.

	“There was a farmer, had a cat and Bingo was his name-O…”

	The family was in the back eating off-brand Popsicles they’d grabbed at their last Walmart stop. Food was about the only thing in Walmart that wasn’t made in China—though the wooden sticks of the current treat most certainly had been, likely with North American wood shipped way the hell over there to be cut and shaped only to be sent back, environment be damned because someone’s share went up a billionth of a point. Buying Chinese stuff made him feel guilty, but the way the world worked, he couldn’t really afford much of anything made in Canada, or now that he was here, from the US.

	“Meow, meow, meow, meow, meow…”

	Derek pulled the damp sleeve from his collar and leaned his face down to wipe his eyebrows. The hairs had become like stringy sponges, like rainclouds trickling drizzle into his eyes. He groaned, thinking, next chance—

	The front wheels of the camper slammed down two inches onto gravel as the vehicle passed a blown over construction sign. They bumped back up when the asphalt continued. Rocking and swaying, Derek was suddenly wide-eyed and stiff-armed. Something was thumping, but from above instead of from below. He squinted, that was a new one. When something went wrong with a vehicle ninety-nine times out of a hundred it happened in the engine or below the carriage—the flapping stopped suddenly.

	Unbeknownst to the Patterson family, a chunk of sheet metal Derek had tacked over a rusty spot had taken flight and landed on the shoulder of the two-lane highway. Distantly, voices carried: “And Bingo was his name-O.” Seconds later, a Mack barreled by with about enough drag in its wake to pull a Ford Focus out of a ditch. The sheet metal—white on one side and silver on the other—swished and flickered in the sunlight. It fired high up and started its descent toward a dry ditch. 

	Hidden in plain sight amongst the yellowy dust and gravel, a diamond back rattlesnake watched in frozen fascination, attention fixed to this flashing object as it spun its mesmerizing revolutions. Like a second sun, it shined. Like the clipped hiss of a cat, it cried out. 

	The rattler had been bathing, basking in the mid-morning heat for twenty minutes when that flying sheet metal had appeared. The effect lost its hold once it became a threat and the snake sprung a moment before a corner plunged down to earth—though not quite in time. The rattler hissed as it spun, slamming its fangs into the smooth and solid form. Formidable, the sheet metal hardly rocked and remained solidly implanted in the hard, hard dirt. 

	The snake’s lithe body began dancing up a dust cloud, more quiet than at any time since it grew its rattle. It formed an S for a half-second before launching a fresh attack against the gently wavering sheet metal. Its open mouth slammed hard, leaving a milky residue against the clean silver wall. It jerked and worked and panicked, wriggling in manic need.

	The sun played down upon the passing vehicles and none of the drivers glanced into the ditch at that moment. In so many ways, it was as it always had been, but in all the ways that mattered to a handful of people, near and far, things had changed. That sheet metal, blown off the roof of the Patterson family camper, had set a series of bloody events into motion.

	Thrashing, the snake knew none of this, followed only the need. Panic invaded and conquered, and the snake attempted to flee what it couldn’t overwhelm, reefing against the improbable hold on its tail. Venom dripped from its mouth in thick, drooled rivulets, while spraying an after-mist of hissed saliva with each exhalation. The sound of tearing flesh and cracking and popping ribs and vertebrae were barely audible but for inside the snake’s head. The highway was a loud place, full of many vibrations.

	It took nearly two minutes of effort, but the rattler freed itself, and then looked to be anywhere but near the mysterious new predator. It burned frantically up through the ditch and toward the road, thinking only AWAY AWAY AWAY.

	 

	ONE

	“I never meant to leave you behind, buddy,” Priscilla Holly said, leaning over the grass where it rose gently in a mound. “Kind of figured I’d put a couple pets in next to you.”

	There was a shiny stone with the word LENNY carved in bold letters. Down below the dirt were the remains of a Jack Russell who’d gotten sick while the stress was so high with its keepers that they didn’t notice until it was too late to do anything about it. Not that they had pet insurance. They certainly didn’t have money for doggy chemotherapy.

	“You know what, someday, when I can, I’ll come out here and dig you up and replant you so you can be close,” Priscilla said, a tear falling down her cheek. She hadn’t been the one to bury Lenny, her boyfriend had. That he’d taken such pains to make it look so perfect were equal parts thoughtful and grating. Looking at grass instead of turned dirt gave the suggestion that they’d lost Lenny more than a month ago. That he’d been gone a long, long while and therefore it should be easier to forget. Well, he hadn’t and it was still tough.

	Priscilla pushed to her feet. “I won’t dig you up, that’s creepy, but I’ll come back to visit someday soon.” She started across the yard to the back door of the house.

	She went to the kitchen and filled an old mug from the tap. The water was cool and went down well enough that she repeated the act. There, she leaned, thinking of her dead dog and the world and what life was going to be like moving forward. 

	In another room, she could hear her long-time boyfriend, James McQuiston; twelve years they’d been together. He was moving things around. They hadn’t packed everything, just the best of what remained of their things. 

	Priscilla started the tap to fill her mug a third time but stopped. Outside, a vehicle was pulling in the lane. 

	“You said they’d be late. You said a week didn’t mean a week!” Priscilla said, walking from the kitchen to the front foyer. She drew aside a white lace curtain just enough to see the cop’s cruiser park in next to the Land Rover.

	James McQuiston shuffled from down the hall in his pajama pants, mug of instant coffee in hand. He leaned in tight next to Priscilla and said, “Well, shit.”

	“Now, who’s that?” Priscilla said, her voice climbing an octave, fringed with panic—thoughts of Lenny once again sidelined by financial woes.

	James blew out a heavy-duty sigh. “That’s Morgan Judd. He’s a locksmith.”

	“Meaning what?” 

	“Meaning they’re going to change the locks and you better hustle and gather up everything you can’t live without for the next few days.”

	Priscilla craned her neck, looking first at the nearly vacant kitchen and living room, and then to James. They’d sold most of the stuff worth anything and bundled up what she couldn’t bare to sell and put it in the storage locker with what remained of their store merchandise. There was nothing left worth grabbing, not really. 

	James had promised it was the eye of the storm. They’d get all their stuff back, get new stuff, better stuff; everything from there on was going to be sunshine and rainbows.

	“Can’t you convince him?” Priscilla let the curtain fall from her fingers.

	James shook his head. “Best I can do is stall him long as I can.”

	Priscilla huffed through clenched teeth, puffing out her cheeks, and stomped off toward the bedroom just in case she’d missed something. She kicked down the shorts she’d slipped on to step outside—beneath were a pair of black Dolce & Gabbana panties, lace frayed and the satin pitting and thinned to translucent—and a white Hanes t-shirt. She bent, rooting through marginally dirty clothes.

	James followed her in. He needed a change himself. He opened his mouth to speak but she beat him to it.

	“A different diamond for every day, sure,” Priscilla said and glanced at the man, using his own words against him.

	James snapped his mouth closed and cringed. That phrase, those lovey dovey words he’d almost certainly meant to stand by. She sighed and hopped into a pair of jean shorts. 

	They’d been drunk and in the kind of love that was so fresh and new that nothing in the universe would dare to compare when he’d said that. He’d also been riding a high with his fourth hobby shop opening and the revenues pouring in exceeded even his grandest wishful thinking. Back before the world laughed at their happiness, back before swallowing it whole, Priscilla would bring up the phrase with all the optimism and giddiness of a schoolgirl. 

	If nothing else, her sticking around despite that they’d gone flatter than flat broke suggested maybe she truly loved him. Especially since they weren’t married. Not that her love was in question, not really, but when times got tough…she was only human.

	A knocked landed on the door. “I’ll go see,” James said. 

	Priscilla abandoned her flustered search for clothes. James hurried down the hall and she trailed him, all the way to the front door—used to be only Latter-Day Saints, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and insurance salespeople who used this door—and put his hand on the cool knob. He peeked out the curtain before letting it fall back into place. 

	“You going to answer?” Priscilla whispered.

	With his eyes closed, he waited. It wasn’t long before a second, heavy, cop knock thumped. Three strikes this time. 

	“James? I seen ya in there, open up. No use in playing,” Sargent Ronan Flynn said to the closed door. 

	James and Priscilla were familiar with Flynn. Not so long ago the trio were on laughing terms. U DO U Hobbies sponsored a dunk tank at the fair. Kids and adults alike pitched balls at the target to drop cops into a four-foot pool with Plexiglass walls. Three tries, five bucks, all the proceeds going to Cops Against Cancer. They were a long, long way from there now.

	Flynn knuckled the door once more. “Come on.”

	Priscilla nudged him. James opened up, the morning sun shining brightly enough to make him squint around the shadowy visitor. “Can I help you?”

	Flynn was a big, meaty man with gorilla hands and loose neck skin that cinched up vaginally at his collar, funnelling down from a navy-blue mask that he wore below a nose red as Rudolph’s and porous as pumice. He’d been by seven days earlier, slapping a neon orange sticker on the front door of the home—four months past due on the mortgage—giving the occupants a timeline to evacuate. That sticker, though bold and alarming and clear as Evian, felt like a bluff.

	“You’re supposed to be out already,” Flynn said.

	A frustrated growl came up Priscilla’s throat and she stepped from view of the doorway and leaned against a wall. James remained in place, as if he might put on some of that salesman charm and fix this little misunderstanding. He ran his tongue over his teeth, which he hadn’t yet brushed. In fact, he brushed later and later every day since going into liquidation. They both did. Little things were becoming meaningless.

	“Yeah, I know, but…” James trailed. 

	Priscilla closed her eyes and imagined James reaching out, unclipping the service pistol, and popping Ronan Flynn in the eye. Then they’d be fugitives; since they were white in a MAGA country, they’d probably fare better than Bonnie and Clyde…plus free room and board. A humorless laugh escaped her throat. 

	“But nothing.” Flynn turned and called over his shoulder, “Do this door first.”

	Priscilla leaned from the wall to see. Morgan Judd, the locksmith, wasn’t wearing a mask. He looked just about sick to his bone marrow as he kneeled a foot inside the doorway. Though not sick with what was going around, more like sick in his actions. He had a drill in his hand and began removing screws, focusing hard on his task.

	He had also been a customer. He painted funny little figures under a magnifying glass. Not Warhammer, but something else. Priscilla had special ordered more than a few fine paint sets over the years. 

	“All right, you cocksucker. We’ll go, you soulless cocksucker,” James said and turned, stomped through the too big, too empty home. 

	Priscilla hurried past him, a wealth of emotion bubbling.

	“Not my fault,” Flynn said.

	James burned back down the hall while Pricilla carried on to the bedroom. There was packing to do yet.

	“You chose this job! You chose a job that ruins lives! When you aren’t shooting Black people!”

	The cop said something inaudible through the door. James was huffing when he reached the bedroom and stopped dead. Priscilla had three suitcases packed from the night before and she grabbed the first handle. Her breaths came out in great hitching sobs.

	“Hey. Hey,” James said and put a hand on her shoulder.

	Priscilla fell back onto the rubber bed and hooked her knees with her arms. The bed was more than a little soft from deflation. They’d sold their real bed to a couple who never came into the flagship store where Priscilla spent most of her time, but she assumed they were locals. Yard sale, announced on Facebook, so she guessed they didn’t have to be locals—but who cared? All that stuff they’d gotten rid of had kept them afloat for the last month, but they were down to nothing beyond a big red blotch on their credit, the looming repayment plan, and the personal junk with only sentimental value remaining—and store crap that had refused to sell in the first place. 

	“Hey,” James said.

	Priscilla looked at him through teary eyes. James McQuinston hadn’t taken the company big enough to go bankrupt like a celebrity. They never quite made it that far, and the government PPP loans were a drop of freshwater in an ocean of debt.

	“I never even wanted diamonds,” Priscilla said. “Well, okay, yeah, but not how you promised.”

	“I know.”

	The noise of changing a lock played background soundtrack.

	“How did this happen to us?” Priscilla said.

	James leaned his forehead against the doorframe. They’d watched so many other countries push through the spread of COVID-19 with care and heart, while America gave huge loans to millionaires and let the poor die. Nobody was hobby shopping after that first month, not in-person, not when they could hop online and buy from Hobby Lobby or Amazon.

	“I don’t know,” James said, because they both knew, and knew it wasn’t only the virus. U DO U Hobbies had been shrinking for six years. Between those online sales and huge chain stores, the American Dream was about 10,000 leagues under the sea. James dropped next to Priscilla—who’d never wanted to get married, despite that they’d been a couple for those twelve years, living together for ten of them—and draped his body over her.

	“I’ve never been so humiliated,” Priscilla said and nestled her face into James’ shoulder.

	“I know. Me too.”

	The drill began working at the back door and Flynn’s voice carried through the home: “Let’s go. You knew I was coming. Time to leave.”

	“Fuck off,” Priscilla whispered.

	James curled his bottom lip into his mouth and inhaled deeply through his nose against her neck. On the cheap, plastic file cabinet that had become their dresser, next to the dusty old RCA alarm clock that hadn’t gone at the three yard sales, or on Craigslist after the fact, were their masks. There at the end of it all, it seemed the only stock worth carrying were the funky cat, dog, seasonal, and farm animal masks—U DO U stitched along the bands. James reached for two from the small pile. 

	“Here. Dry your eyes and we’ll pretend we can handle this,” he said and passed over a mouse mask that would give her a little pink nose, a pair of bucky teeth, and whiskers.

	“We’re leaving Lenny, too.”

	James inhaled a loud, loud breath. “I know.”

	“Mask won’t cover my eyes.”

	“That’s the knock-off Ray-Bans’ job. Now—”

	“I’ll come in to get you if you don’t come out!” Flynn said. “Thirty seconds!”

	“Game face,” James said.

	“Game face,” Priscilla said.

	Priscilla stretched the second elastic band over an ear and now she was one part mouse, one part broken. James slipped on a smiling pumpkin mask. He didn’t bother with sunglasses as she would. He squinted at her, as if trying to channel a bit of Joe, Monco, Blondie, any dusty Eastwood character.

	“Ready?” he said.

	“No,” she said.

	James took two luggage handles—nice stuff, but essential yet, so it never went up for sale. The telescopic arm on Priscilla’s bag clicked like she’d been yanking a recoil starter rather than a flimsy plastic handle. 

	“The water pressure here sucks anyway.”

	James sniffled something wet trying to creep out. “Sure does.”

	“All right—” Flynn said, obviously now standing in the hallway leading back to the master bedroom.

	“Goddammit, we’re coming!” Priscilla shouted, her voice high, but strong.

	She led the charge and James followed close behind. Flynn had to step into the bathroom to let them by before trailing them. Their footfalls echoed against the walls and ceiling of the vacated house they’d once called their forever home. Priscilla stopped at the hall closet. She looped her purse handles over the luggage handle, and then reached inside with her left hand to the shallow pocket up top for the keys to the Land Rover. She hit the unlock button on the fob and the headlights flashed.

	“Oh, yeah, Teddy Nestlé said he’s sending someone for the Rover,” Flynn said.

	They stepped out the door and Flynn was only a few steps behind them. Priscilla kept walking, picking up speed even. James stopped and turned and squinted at Flynn.

	“Teddy? Good old boy Flynn and Teddy Nestlé. You make quite a pair. You make me sick,” James said. “Fucking lowlifes.”

	Flynn put his hand on his sidearm. “Say that again.”

	Priscilla opened the rear door of the SUV and tossed the bag in.

	“Hey!” Flynn said. “I told ya, someone’s coming—”

	“We’ll drop it off,” Priscilla said and hopped in the driver’s seat. 

	“No,” Flynn said, shaking his head and withdrawing his cellphone rather than his sidearm.

	“Come on, dear,” Priscilla said through the driver’s window where she leaned out like a delighted dog.

	James put on a genuine smile for the first time in a long time and raced around the rear of the Land Rover to deposit his helpings of the luggage, slowing only momentarily to push aside the gun lockbox—they had matching 9mm Brownings—Chuck, manager of Armadillo Ammo, had offered them 10% of what they’d paid only five years earlier to buy them back. James slammed the hatch door.

	“Hold up! The tow truck’s on its way now!” Flynn said and then looked up from his phone.

	James hopped in shotgun and waved. Priscilla pulled the shifter to reverse and kicked dust at the cop. By the front door, the one that only unwelcome visitors ever seemed to use, Morgan Judd was grinning and gave a salute with the tip of the drill.

	“I know we’ve lost everything, but almost you have to feel sorry for a locksmith in a recession. Probably this is the only work he’s getting,” James said as he pulled down his mask.

	Priscilla was crying again, the tears making the cheeks of the mouse mask go grey. “Where the hell can we go?”

	James licked at his teeth. “Maybe we can hole up at the store.”

	One store location left, and the bank had ordered a liquidation of assets three weeks earlier—they’d been trying to liquidate those assets for much longer, so good luck. Neither James nor Priscilla had been by the mostly empty building on the south end of town for many days. Each failed store felt like a lost pet and this store, the flagship store, felt a bit like a lost child. 

	“Might give us a couple days,” Priscilla said, agreeing. 

	They didn’t even have enough credit to get a room somewhere. The hope had been for a late game extension and renegotiation with that pinheaded, pencil pushing, weasel banker Ted Nestlé. 

	“Guess we could sneak into the storage locker and hideout, too,” Priscilla said.

	“I should’ve been five years from a million in the bank.”

	“We should’ve been five years from a million in the bank.”

	James reached over and grasped Priscilla’s hand on the wheel. “Every time I say I, I mean we. There’s no me without you.”

	“That’ll keep me warm tonight.”

	James laughed, but only briefly. Priscilla pulled into the big parking lot outside U DO U Hobbies. The draped steel chains and bulky Master Lock glinting like demonic twins under the morning sunlight gave a brief but concise answer to whether or not they could crash at the store for a few days.

	“Storage locker?” Priscilla said, a shudder behind her words.

	“No. I want coffee. Mall. Coffee. Then maybe see something we haven’t seen yet. We’ve been un-cooped.”

	“Fly free, Mr. Chicken.”

	For the first time since she moved out to go to college, Priscilla wished her parents were around; or at least wished she hadn’t unloaded their swamp parcel of land and the sinking bungalow to a developer for pennies after they’d passed, back when she was certain she’d never need to use it. 

	 

	TWO

	The cup of coffee next to Bill Flatley’s elbow had gone cool and filmy. A TV in the corner had Fox News on low, but he wasn’t watching, was hardly even listening. He’d retired three years prior and had never been bored enough to give daytime TV his undivided attention. Bored was for people without imaginations. Bored was for boring people. And addicts. 

	Bill held a scalpel in his right hand and a small wooden figurine in the other. He recognized that it might be tasteless to an outsider, but he’d been busy lately, keeping on top of obituaries and closures. The former Mayor, Maureen Bradshaw, had passed just a week earlier and in lieu of a funeral, the family asked that well wishes be emailed and donations be made in Maureen’s honor. It almost seemed as if it was his duty to give her a funeral himself. If only in miniature on the model of the town he’d built in his and his wife Noreen’s basement. Noreen was also retired, and like Bill, she was never bored.

	“Your coffee’s getting cold,” Noreen whispered.

	Bill gasped a little. He hadn’t heard her come downstairs.

	“You are the steadiest and somehow jumpiest man I ever met, Ducky Puss.”

	“In the zone.” Bill took up his coffee mug and sipped. He winced a little at the coolness—it was strangely lacking flavor.

	Noreen leaned close and assessed the figurine Bill had been working on. “Beats me, this one.”

	Bill snorted. “I haven’t even so much as asked you to fix up a dress for her yet. Can’t see how you’d know.”

	“Maureen Bradshaw’s daughter? Wouldn’t she be—?”

	“Not her daughter. Her granddaughter.”

	Noreen waved her hands briefly before tapping her forehead. “I forgot all about the grandbabies. Guess I had my mind elsewhere.”

	“Uh huh,” Bill said and recommenced carving the grieving child.

	“Ain’t you gonna ask me why?”

	“Why was your mind elsewhere?”

	Noreen straightened, put a bit of peacock shimmy into her tail feather and said, “I hit four hundred on a scratcher.”

	Bill was nonplussed. “Ah.”

	“No, Ducky Puss, this time I’m sure of it.”

	“Forgive me, hun, but those tickets are made to trick you, and I’ll believe cash when I see it,” Bill said. 

	They didn’t need money, not really. She had a pension and he had a pension, plus a 401K, plus bonds, plus a savings account, plus bought and paid for home, cars, and a trailer up north for when the heat rose to ungodly numbers. The lottery was just the second half of Noreen’s hobby interests—the first half being dressing up Bill’s model of the town and snapping shots for social media. The Facebook page for Bill’s model had more than 1,000 followers.

	“Are you suggesting I’m being ripped off?” The peacock was gone from Noreen’s tone and body language.

	Bill turned to face her. “My dear, not a soul on Earth would get away with ripping you off.” He faced his work anew. “The lottery’s more like ripping yourself off, but what makes you happy makes me happy, so if you come home with a windfall, I’ll be happy as peaches on the tree for you.”

	Noreen let a sinister grin play across her face. “You just watch. I’ll come home a winner and we’ll have chili to celebrate.”

	“Great.”

	Noreen flicked off the TV before snatching the emptied mug from the table and spinning on her heels. “Do you need anything from the store? I think I’ll walk; get some fresh air.”

	“Nope.”

	Footsteps played up the stairs as Bill continued the gentle slices into the wood. Nothing had to be perfect, but he wanted things as close as he could get them. He’d gotten so good that he’d had Noreen delete the earliest photos from social media. The stuff he’d been doing the last couple of years was scads better, and as much as growth made for a nice story, it wasn’t so pretty. 

	Bill reached for his mug without looking and found it gone. He sighed and swung for the stereo dial instead, turned on the tunes. AM 780, he’d been listening to the same station since boyhood. Saturday Night Special by Conway Twitty, a classic, even if it was never a hit. He began tapping his foot and interjecting the odd word that he plucked from memory. He’d had the album on cassette, way back when. 

	Bill sat back and closed his eyes, reliving a scene like he was at the drive-in: Noreen had her hand on his knee while he was behind the wheel of their Buick Roadmaster wagon. The kids had all flown the coop for college and it was finally just him and his lady. 

	“Going to be so quiet without the kids,” Noreen had said.

	“I figure you and me can make a little noise now and then,” he’d said.

	She’d squeezed his leg once and let her hand ride up his thigh until it found the axle of his jeans, then the button and the zipper. 

	“Dear, you’ll make me crash,” he said.

	“Then you better find somewhere private to pull over,” she’d said and freed his manhood.

	And he had found somewhere to park. On a secluded road surrounded by hayfields and cedar fences. They never really got back to the way things were in their youth, but they’d managed to stoke the fire just enough to keep the coals good and warm.

	Bill opened his eyes, the left corner of his mouth rising high. The Buick had shocks squeakier than the beds springs in a rental cottage. The memory of socially conservative Noreen riding him on a back road while crows looked on, and the car ree-ree-reed with their motions, was one of his favorites. He glanced at the clock face on the radio and wondered how long it would be before Noreen got home.

	He got to his feet and decided he’d take a break from intricate stuff—not enough blood seemed to be left in his brain at the moment—and readied a fresh chunk of wood on the band saw. Goggles on, Trisha Yearwood now playing on the radio, Bill Flatley got to cutting. The sexual urge departed five times as fast as it came, though he had a feeling he could call it back the moment Noreen walked through the door.

	 

	THREE

	“…leave you there, right where you stand,” Keith Gumb rapped in concert with Guru, coffee mug tilted before his lips, paused that way just long enough to do his favorite part of the song.

	The green digital numbers of the clock on the stove suggested he’d be late for work, but what was the rush? His boss had long proven he wouldn’t fire him over a few minutes. 

	Keith stood from the single chair—padded vinyl, crumbling fifties’ chic—and took his cup to the sink. He pulled the tap lever and looked out through the window at the other trailers in their various shades of suburban decay. His trailer was a rental and he’d been there since he was twenty.

	It was supposed to be temporary. His mother kicked him out of the apartment because he triggered too many noise complaints from the neighbors. But how in the hell was he supposed to make mixtapes, how in the hell was he supposed to get noticed, how in the hell was he going to get rich without making noise? 

	Keith took the Coalgate electric brush from its scummy base and drew a blue line of toothpaste over the bristles. He winced inwardly at the slight dip as the original track—Rite Where U Stand by Gang Starr featuring Jadakiss—laced inexpertly with the instrumental he’d laid a rhyme over back in 2015. Suds running down his hand, Keith rapped around the brush head that was currently working magic against the Cavity Creeps.

	“There ain’t no world where you can stunt on me, man, Lil’ Soda’ll bury you there, right where you stand. I’m telling you, man, open your mouth again and my glock’ll go where your teeth should be, I’m hard as concrete in the streets. There’s no—”

	His cellphone buzzed and he quit rapping to spit foam into the rusty water running from the sink tap and then rinse off. Surely it would be his boss. Surely he didn’t care. And still, he snatched up the phone and read the message.

	Your late

	Keith replied, You’re.

	Get in here‼

	He killed the tap and stepped out of the bathroom as he pocketed the phone. On the way by, he snatched up the stereo remote from the dining table—wood finish peeling, not at all matching his single kitchen chair—and reached around the partial wall to kill the music. Now and then he admitted it was never going to happen, but most days he fantasized about someone like J. Prince or Slug shooting him an email. He’d get out of the trailer, he’d get rich.

	“Or die trying,” he whispered as he slipped his arms into the long black duster that had been hanging on a nail above his shoe mat. He took the battered black cowboy hat from the nail next to it. He stepped into Timberlands, worn to a shine at the toes, marred by stains all over, and moved out the door. He’d purchased the getup for album photos to go alongside an album he never recorded—nine years ago.

	Too warm for the duster and hat, but that hardly mattered. Keith stepped thirty feet to the sidewalk and then another quarter mile into the parking lot of the Bates Milk & Lotto. The asphalt was all cracks and potholes. The building was whitewashed boards and faded soda and tobacco signs—ones that maybe the law could demand taken down, if they cared to. A fresh plastic Western Union sign hung above the door; the yellow making everything else appear that much duller.

	Keith stopped in the doorway and pulled out the black bandanna from his jacket pocket and tied it over his nose and mouth like a bank robber. Most places had gone lax about masks, but Herman Bates hadn’t. His wife had only recently survived a battle with cancer, and he wasn’t about to risk her life unnecessarily. Apparently. 

	The little stainless-steel bell jangled above the door and the Freon smell wafting out from the fridges and freezers hit Keith like an unexpected surcharge. He sighed behind the bandanna and carried on.

	“You look like a goof from a country music video,” Herman said from behind the till and a black mask that looped black elastic over his ears. 

	“Pure hip-hop,” Keith said, and the original point of the outfit was to come off as something new to the world of rap music. Though, Herman had a point.  

	“Ever wonder how many times you been late?” Herman asked.

	Keith didn’t answer as he passed through an aisle of chips and candy while slipping his arms out of his duster.

	“At least once a week. You been here for eleven years. That’s more than five hundred times!”

	“Is that how come I never win employee of the month?” Keith said and tossed his duster onto a pallet of 2L Orange Crush bottles in the hallway leading back to the toilet and the office.

	“I swear to god,” Herman said as he scooched his big belly around from behind the till while Keith waited to take his spot.

	“Don’t blow a gasket. I’m like five minutes late.”

	“Seven! And it’s every week!”

	Keith put his hands up in surrender. “What do you want me to say.”

	“Say you’ll be on time every shift!”

	Keith shook his head gently. “You know I don’t make impossible promises.”

	“I swear to god.” Herman stepped into the back hallway, ending the useless conversation in its tracks.

	Keith plunked down on Herman’s stool and scanned the short list of tasks. Filling the cooler was fine, as was counting the gum and lotto tickets, but for some reason, he figured it would be just a smidge too busy to put the mop to the floor. The bell above the door jingled and a skinny little man with a high-pitched voice stepped in. His name was Roy, had ROY tattooed from index to ring on the fingers of both hands. The man was plain miserable, the expression was written all over his mask-less face, and Keith couldn’t help himself. Never could with Roy.

	“My man, Roooy,” Keith said, going as close to Mariah Carey high on the name as he dared.

	“Carton of Marlboro Red,” Roy said, sneering.

	Keith turned around and dug from the shelves below. “How long you been smoking, Roooy?”

	“Just give me the smokes.”

	Keith turned and set the carton on the counter. “That’ll be seventy-five, Roooy.”

	Roy had the cash in hand—a mix of twenties, tens, and a five—and set it on top of the clear plastic lotto display on the counter. He shifted his grip to the carton, but Keith didn’t let it go.

	“Going to need to see some ID, Roooy,” Keith said, his smile obvious even if it wasn’t visible.

	Roy began shaking. He was clearly in his fifties or sixties. Wrinkles and age spots. Hair sprouted from his ears and climbed from his nostrils. His head hair followed the typical male pattern horseshoe. The t-shirt he had on was sponsored by Pabst Blue Ribbon and, though much of the lettering had crumbled away, it read SUMMER FEST ’91—his shirt was even of age. 

	“Just give me my fucking smokes!” Roy shouted, his voice so high and loud that it made Keith blink rapidly.

	“Give him his damned cigarettes, you moron,” Herman said as he stepped out from the back with a bag of cookies hanging from his right hand.

	The bell jingled again, and Keith let go of the carton. Roy huffed and stormed out through the door that had yet to close after a chubby woman in a powder blue cotton mask entered. Noreen Flatley, a regular, even with the mask on Keith and Herman recognized her instantly. Aside from the mask, she wore a white, floral print dress. She stepped toward the lotto barcode reader. She’d been in Bates Milk & Lotto twice every week since Keith started, and assumedly sometime before that.

	“You’d be wise to leave Roy alone. He once did five years for shooting another fella in the leg,” Herman said as he watched Roy through the glass of the door.

	“Bullshit,” Keith said.

	Noreen looked up from the card reader. “Also, Hank Ludlow was found with three holes in him. Last person to ever see him alive was Roy Malone.” She looked back down and squeaked. “I knew it!”

	Keith ignored the second half of what Noreen had said. “For real?”

	Herman nodded once. “Maybe stop messing with old Roy Malone, and maybe if you see him heading your way on a lonely street, maybe cross and pick up the pace.”

	Noreen hurried over to the till with a stack of used scratch tickets. “I told Bill. I told him and he didn’t believe me.” She waved the tickets over her head.

	“What you got?” Keith said.

	Herman left the store, opening and closing the door slowly enough so as to not jingle the bell.

	“Two three buck winners and, drumroll please, a whopping four hundred buck winner!”

	Keith shifted his full attention to the tickets. “Well, let’s see.”

	“Those top five are trash.” Noreen had separated the winners from the losers, and she obviously knew which were which before coming in, but always checked at the barcode reader, just in case. 

	The machine next to the register lit up and made two laser sounds upon reading each ticket. Keith took the trio of receipts and set them on the counter before tearing the losing tickets and dropping them into the bin by his boot. He tapped his finger on the plastic display window of the till’s countertop. 

	“Gonna max out on fresh plays?” Keith waggled his eyebrows at Noreen.

	She laughed and he slid a pen in front of her to sign the winning tickets. She signed slowly and clearly, like she was in grade school, impressing a teacher with her calligraphy chops. “Heavens, no. I need my Powerball, with, oh, let’s do five times Powerplay. I’ll take some Crosswords, one of those Triple Reds, and a Bingo.” Noreen spun on her heels. “Also, need some bread and a can of beans. Gonna have some celebration chili.”

	Keith began punching numbers into the machine for the Powerball ticket. Noreen got the same numbers every time she played, and it had been a long time since she needed to tell Keith anything beyond how many Powerplay multipliers she wanted—typically it was one—when it came to ordering up her ticket. 

	“Five. Nine. Twenty-two. Twenty-three. Fifty-six. And Twenty-five for the red Powerball,” Keith said. 

	Noreen put the loaf of bread and the two cans of kidney beans on the till counter. She pulled scratcher tickets from the selection that Keith presented as if she had a hint of psychic knowledge.

	“I’ll need a bag. I forgot.”

	“But you remembered your mask, at least,” Keith said.

	“That I did.”

	“Okay. So, the winnings minus the tickets and food comes down to me owing you two hundred sixty-one, twenty-five.” Keith turned to the till.

	“And you take a five off the top for yourself. It’s bad luck not to tip the good luck,” Noreen said, gravely.

	“Can’t argue that, and I thank you kindly.”

	Noreen put the cash and tickets in her purse and then let the plastic bag hang by her side. She nodded once, eyes squinting with a smile, and started away. Keith watched her stroll out of the store like she was light as a feather. In the convex mirror in the corner across from the door, he kept eyes on her reflection as she left the parking lot on foot. He’d made ten bucks off her right there—he’d already shorted her a five-dollar bill when she tipped him a five. 

	“Good thing you didn’t sleep in any later,” he said to nobody and then crouched to flip the stereo from FM to the auxiliary port. He plugged in his phone and turned down the volume. Sometimes people complained about his tunes. 

	 

	FOUR

	“Do you think that’s the tow truck?” Priscilla said. 

	They sat in the Land Rover with coffees from Starbucks. The SUV faced the road and a local tow truck had gone by slowly.

	“Maybe, but—hello, yes, James Michael McQuiston.” The voice on the far end of the line had interrupted the elevator music in his ear and the response coming from his mouth. “Uh, September fourth, seventy-eight. Yes.”

	Priscilla set her cup in the holder and closed her eyes tight, hands clenched into prayer fists. Anything to give a little luck, make this one thing go their way.

	“I am wondering if I can increase my limit?” James said.

	Priscilla inhaled deeply through her nose. The SUV smelled like coffee and body odor. Maybe it was her. Maybe it was him. Neither were at fault if they’d produced the scent. That was stress sweat. Were they totally homeless or would they stave off that outcome for a month or two with a credit increase?

	“Oh, I understand. Right.” James tossed the cellphone onto the dash and looked out the door window. “Guess you’d better call yours. The bank’s gotten to mine. We can’t even spend the thirty bucks I thought I had in room.”

	Priscilla let her body unclench. “I called this morning before you got up. I called last week, too.” She shuddered. “What in the hell—it wasn’t the bank. The bank’s just a building with an idea. It was Ted Nestlé.”

	“Ted fucking Nestlé,” James said.

	“Yeah. And the bullshit world.”

	James paused a moment and then said, “Know how many times I’ve imagined taking the nines and filling Ted Nestlé with holes.”

	“Couldn’t be more times than I have.”

	They sat in silence for close to five minutes. They pretty much had what was left in their pockets and a key to a padlock on a storage unit. Unless the bank had gotten to that, too. Not that there was anything left in there, but the space itself had been rented for the year, it was where they’d stored seasonal display crap for the stores.

	“Did you ever think I’d sink us this low?” James said.

	“No. I thought I was going to be rich with you. Maybe if we hadn’t…” Priscilla trailed and looked around at the leather upholstery of the Land Rover Discovery.

	James had thought the same a million times before, but you dressed for the part you wanted, wasn’t that the saying? “It’s not anything we bought, or I did. It’s the system, it’s broken.”

	“Yeah.” Priscilla hit the ignition button. “I think that is the tow guy. Is he just going to follow us around until we get out?”

	The tow truck driver went by them a few rows back in the semi-busy parking lot. The driver didn’t seem interested in them, given their direction, but maybe the psychology of repossessing goods was more hyena than shark.

	“Probably,” James said and took down the final mouthful of liquid from his cup.

	—

	“Not supposed to let you in.” The young man at the counter had a nametag that read DALE and a scruffy mop of auburn hair. He stood behind a Plexiglas partition at the till.

	“I get that, but see, we’re paid up until the end of the month. That should entitle us to use of a locker until the end of the month.”

	The gears were turning in Dale’s head, visibly so given his expression. James shot a glance back to Priscilla. She was stone in her mask and sunglasses.

	Something clicked in Dale. “Oh, I get it. You want another unit until the end of the month?”

	“That’s what I’m saying,” James said, winning, business smile spreading behind his mask.

	“All I got right now are some eight by six cubbies.”

	Priscilla breathed deeply, a sound that was too wet to be without a fresh bout of tears impending.

	“That’ll have to do then. Hun, why don’t you watch the car?” James said. Through the window behind Dale, that same tow truck came creeping up the road.

	Priscilla turned and hurried away as James signed a piece of paper, keeping the small talk to a minimum. Dale explained where to go. 

	They drove a half-mile to the line of dull orange, roll-up doors that were maybe wide enough to drive a Fiat 500 through. Priscilla was shaking hard enough that James had to put the shifter into park.

	“I’m—I’m,” he mumbled, “I’m so sorry.”

	She launched her upper half over the center console and wrapped her arms around him. “Don’t be sorry. Think of something.”

	“I’m going to take our bags in and then we’re going to drive to the bank, okay? Then I’m going to convince Ted Nestlé. Don’t get out of the car. I’m thinking the tow guy can’t do anything if one of us is in the car…or maybe he’d simply rather not.”

	“Ted…you should kill him.”

	James rubbed Priscilla’s back. “I’ll get us through this.”

	“You won’t! This is it! There’s no coming back!”

	“Shh, there is.”

	“No! That sonofabitch has ruined us!”

	“I’ll get the bags, then we’ll head to the bank.”

	Priscilla released him, and James made two trips into the cramped and dusty locker. He pulled the light string and bent once everything was inside. He retrieved his keys to take the padlock off the gun box to use it on the door. Once it was off, he pulled the string and started back to the SUV but stopped. In the shadows, he bent and felt around for the two loaded pistols. The safeties would be on because they were always on inside the case. He slipped both into the waistband of his jeans and tried to cover them with his shirt, as if he were smuggling stolen goods from a shopping mall.

	Outside, he locked up and took overlong strides back to the SUV. Inside, he took out the guns and opened Priscilla’s purse. She simply nodded and pulled the shifter into reverse.

	 

	FIVE

	In the summer of 2005, Larry Kemp loaded up his twin children—Frieda and Freddy—and rolled south and east. Donna Kemp was in the wind, had called the married life boring, had called motherhood boring, had called Larry boring.

	Without Donna, Larry was free to raise his kids the right way, the way he’d been raised. The pecan farm cost everything he had and all he could borrow, but he knew his parents were proud—and more than a little happy he’d been split from a woman whom they’d called a Democrat whore. The children had been isolated from their friends and all semblances of life they’d known in Los Angeles.

	“You’re only six, you don’t have a say,” Larry said to Freddy.

	“Yeah,” Frieda said—also only six, but she’d chosen her side.

	Three weeks after their seventh birthday, Frieda ran to her father, screaming, “Daddy! Freddy’s got dead cats out by the big rock.”

	Six cats. Mutilated and posed with twigs shoved down their throats and up their rectums. Larry shook his son and demanded a reason.

	Freddy heard his mother’s voice in his head, just as fresh as when he’d leaned in to listen at his parents’ door, and now echoed the sentiment. “It’s boring here!”

	“Nothing boring about farming. You’re just lazy.”

	Freddy took licks and got sunburns hiding out, away from the shade of the pecan trees. He kept on with the animals, and fires, before finally seeing his sister in a new light, but it all became boring, too. His mother neglected them and it was as if they were celebrating it.

	In 2012, he acted on impulse. None of the papers called his crimes boring.

	Freddy hadn’t thought about what he did in that way for a very long time. No longer a child, in 2020, they let him go from the state hospital: sane as far as the paperwork suggested. He suddenly had the space to get busy living again, and the internet was a fabulous place, fabulous in the way a body could find just about anything.

	Even a mother.

	—

	The truck had too much blood on it, and Freddy Kemp didn’t think he’d handle all those gears convincingly enough that he wouldn’t get pulled over, wouldn’t have to kill a cop. The driver—a big man with a scruffy orange beard wearing jogging pants and a faded MAGA hat—had wanted privacy, didn’t want anyone seeing him with a queer.

	“Nobody’s ever gonna see you again, fatty,” Freddy said to the corpse. 

	The big man had his pants pulled down to his thighs and his shrunken worm of a penis poked its damp eye from the hole in his Jockey shorts. The stab wounds in the man’s chest ruined a t-shirt featuring a nerd called Big Johnson, at the bottom it read: YOU’LL GET YOUR NUTS OFF EASIER WHEN YOUR JOHNSON’S FULLY JACKED. 

	Freddy dug around the interior for the man’s wallet and anything else worth taking. In the sleep camper, he located a Kimber Custom .45 pistol and a clip with room for seven. He also found a small baggy of homegrown weed that looked like it came from the ‘seventies—all seeds and stems. The Zig-Zag papers were on the floor and Freddy decided to take a moment.

	“You didn’t even offer me any. Is it that bad or were you just a cheap prick?” Freddy punched the back of the driver’s seat.

	The big man was Freddy’s ninth victim since he cut off his father’s head and had run away from the smoldering timbers of the New Mexico pecan ranch. He lit the joint and breathed deeply. Almost instantly he began hacking at the harshness. 

	“Ugh,” he said and tossed the joint to the floor. “That’s terrible stuff. I thought you drivers made a decent living.” He punched the seat again. “You’re all so boring and predictable…just like Momma said about Daddy.” He punched the seat five more times in quick succession. 

	From the floor between the twin captain’s chairs up front, Freddy grabbed the smudgy bottle of Purell. The lid came away with a crack and the threads burned at the flesh of his palms. He poured the hand sanitizer on the bedding around him. It really wasn’t enough to promise a job well done, but the location helped.

	“I know a spot where won’t anybody see us,” the driver had said. “I ain’t no queer.”

	As Freddy stepped down from the passenger’s side, he said, “You’d probably would’ve been much happier if you’d accepted yourself.” 

	He took the roll of toilet paper from the inside of the shotgun door and began unravelling it onto the floor. Once he had a goodly mound, he lit it with the dead driver’s Zippo. He looked at the Zippo a moment longer, then tossed it into the alcohol-wet bedding. The flame roamed like a grass fire, quick and low.

	Freddy closed the door and started down a gravel embankment. He’d go across the creek and walk until he hit another road or a house—surely it wouldn’t be too far until he found something. The driver had taken him a good clip for the sake of privacy, so Freddy thought he might have to try hitchhiking. But that was no problem, as long as he wasn’t on the same road with a burned out truck and dead driver inside.

	“First time for everything,” he said, thinking the man took him way the hell out there so nobody would see him with a queer. “And I ain’t even gay,” he added and then howled to the mid-morning sun like a rooster having an identity crisis. 

	 

	SIX

	“Hey, it’s Mrs. Flatley. She taught me—hey!” James said and then grabbed Priscilla’s arm as the older woman walking along the side of the road suddenly stumbled and two cans of beans rolled onto the greyed asphalt.

	“Her husband’s the model town guy, right?” Priscilla pulled a U-turn at about ten miles an hour. 

	Noreen Flatley attempted to rise, an arm clutching her purse to her chest, and the other hand on her ankle, eyes wide as the Canadian Prairies. 

	James lowered his window. “Mrs. Flatley, you okay?”

	“Snake bit m—” she said calmly before tipping back and convulsing.

	“Christ!” James popped out of the SUV and opened the rear door. Slithering in a gooey, broken swing was a rattle-less diamondback. “A rattler got her!” 

	He clamped his hands beneath her shoulders and ass, using his hip to prop her upright. Priscilla rushed out of the driver’s seat and helped pull the woman inside. The same tow truck idled by, watching them.

	“Fuck off!” Priscilla shouted at him, though uselessly so, as she leaned into the backseat of the Land Rover.

	“Get in,” James said as he accordioned Noreen’s stubby legs inside. Sweat broke out all over and the sun seemed poised to melt him in place as he slammed the door and hopped in the shotgun seat. “Go!”

	Priscilla was already going by the time he finished that barked syllable. Noreen was shaking and foaming. Piss rained over the leather. Her right foot tattooed a rhythm at the door. Her eyes were the pinky white of strawberries and cream. 

	With another U-turn—this time reaching twenty miles an hour at its climax—Pricilla had them burning up the highway toward the hospital. James got on the phone with 911 to warn them of their arrival and explain what he saw. Three minutes later, Priscilla banked a curb that bounced and shook the cab, sending Noreen to the floor. 

	“Just keep going,” James said when she began to turn. 

	Priscilla followed the signs with the big red Es and came to a rubbery halt before a set of automatic doors. She kicked out but James told her to stay put.

	“Never know when that prick in the truck will catch us out.”

	For a few moments, she had forgotten herself. “Right.” She pulled closed the door and watched as James managed to get Noreen pitched over his shoulder. He ran with little speed or grace, but just inside, a nurse and a security guard met him. The security guard did nothing and the nurse fetched a gurney faster than a blink.

	This was the most insane day of her life, and it wasn’t yet noon. She watched her mirrors as she waited. The bright blue of the sky banked off windows and the air was heavy with spent exhaust. A man with his hand wrapped in a bloodied t-shirt jogged from a bus that had stopped on the street. A woman with a baby pinned to her chest hurried up the sidewalk, patting the little bundle and making a cooing face—sounds beyond earshot. An ambulance pulled up in her direction and she instinctively put the SUV in drive and moved to a temporary parking space next to a sycamore tree. 

	She killed the engine and with it, the air-conditioning. The piss scent finally hit her. She grimaced as she cast a glance to the backseat. Her eyes fell upon Noreen’s big purple purse. It yawned wide, and cutting through the shadows was the metallic glint of the wallet’s clasp. An internal battle waged, but the good in her lost. Pride lost. 

	“How low can you go,” she said, almost sang as she limboed her hand into the purse. 

	The metallic button clicked open, and she discovered close to $300 in cash and a stack of scratch-off lottery tickets, as well as one Powerball ticket. She shot a look around and stuffed the cash and the Powerball ticket into her pants pocket. She then folded the scratchers and shoved them in after.

	An eternity passed before James finally returned. He was sweaty and pale. 

	“So?” Priscilla said.

	“She was dead in my arms.”

	“You sure?”

	“Pretty sure.”

	Priscilla pushed the starter button and the Land Rover came to life. “How do you feel about stealing a few bucks from a dead woman?” she said and lifted the purse by the scruff. 

	“How much?” James said, a whistle trailing his voice.

	“Almost three hundred.”

	“Three hundred?”

	“And some scratchers.”

	James nodded and then shook his head. “When life gives you lemons.” 

	“Yeah.”

	Priscilla drove a big loop back to the emergency doors and James lifted his mask and carried the purse inside. He left it with the security guard who immediately began digging through the contents.

	“Guess we can get a room for a couple days, at least,” Priscilla said as she drove toward the bank. “Think we should both go in to talk to Ted?”

	James massaged his temples with his index fingers. “Yeah.”

	The last time they managed to score an extension, Priscilla wore a translucent blouse with a lacy black bra and the buttons open deep into her cleavage. Ted had stared like a hungry dog at chow time. That wasn’t their last visit however and James guessed that short of a handjob, the prick bank manager wasn’t going to budge.

	—

	“Ted’s on vacation.” The young man in the fine tailored suit greeted Priscilla and James by the entry. The bank smelled like recycled air and the young man smelled like Brut aftershave. “I’m the new assistant manager, Carl Newsome.” He held out an elbow.

	Neither took him up on the shake substitute.

	“Vacation,” Priscilla said—not a question.

	The arm lowered. “Yeah, he and his family went down to Disney World and Epcot; I guess there are some good deals on these days. It isn’t just for kids, you know?” Carl said, the wrinkles around his eyes suggested his mouth was smiling beneath his mask.

	James felt like bumping Priscilla, signalling for her to draw, and then drawing himself. He wasn’t totally sure why he’d suggested they carry the guns—part of it was that he expected the Land Rover to be gone, sure—but there was a fuzzy grey part that maybe wanted to smell something hot and metallic. He didn’t bump Priscilla, didn’t pull out his piece.

	Instead, they stood in their goofy masks, staring in quiet hopelessness at this young Black man trying to do the best job he could and hating him for it.

	“Disney World,” James said finally and sighed. “I hope he dies and his family all catch the virus.”

	Priscilla took his arm and ushered him toward the door. They hit the street and stood a moment, adjusting to the heat. The tow truck rolled by with the Land Rover hitched behind it.

	“Think Motel Six is cheapest or those weekly cabins?” James said, his head like it was a camera on a tripod, following his former ride. 

	“Gotta be those cabins, right?” Priscilla said, her head doing the same as James’ head. “But maybe they give some kind of company discount to groups and that’s why…either way, wherever we go, I need a drink.”

	The tow truck left sight and they started walking, absently, to Capone’s Shine Cellar. 

	—

	The weekly cabins were disgusting and cramped, little red ants lined the windowsills and rattraps dotted the foundation near doorways. Inside were a bed, a mini-fridge, a hot plate, and a 32-inch tube RCA with a cable box above. The bathroom was mildew city; the grout was slimy and the showerhead drippy. The mirror had packing tape holding four large chunks together. There was no air-conditioner.

	“Going to need that drink now,” Priscilla said.

	They had twelve weepy cans of Heineken and a bottle of Fireball cinnamon whiskey. James set the bag on the bed and pulled his mask down. He grabbed two smoky glasses from the cupboard by the hotplate and took them into the bathroom for a rinse. The water sputtered and thumped but eventually blasted out like an open fire hydrant.

	“At least we’ve found you some water pressure,” he said, setting the cups down so Priscilla could pour a couple shots. He pulled two beers from their turtle net and cracked them.

	“To a diamond for every day,” Priscilla said, raising a shot and accepting a beer can.

	“Ouch,” James said and then slammed back the candied poison, grimacing at the burn before swigging from his beer.

	“Oh, that’s an awful mix.” Priscilla held out her cup. “Better do another.” 

	 

	SEVEN

	Bill leaned in to turn on the table light over the sewing machine. The beam shined down on a tiny scrap of material in the shape of future trousers that now would never be. He hadn’t slept a wink through the night, instead, he stood in all the places Noreen had occupied regularly. 

	Sixty-six, healthy, and suddenly alone.

	He flicked the switch off but remained in place. Standing. Staring into the shadowy space at the far end of the basement, next to the door to the unfinished section where the furnace and water heater hid, as well as his gun racks and cabinet. The light from the early morning came through the various windows. By basement standards throughout the country, this one maybe didn’t fit the bill, but for most of Arizona, having a finished space dropping six feet underground beyond the usual crawlspace was a real luxury. Noreen had been born out east, and when they’d built, she’d demanded—if possible—to have some sort of basement.

	Bill leaned in again and flicked on the light above the sewing machine. Those little funeral trousers still would never be. 

	Upstairs, his cellphone pinged with a fresh email. He could go weeks without an email, but since the call to go into the hospital, and the news spreading throughout social media—he hadn’t posted, but hospital personnel had, the newspaper had, strangers thousands of miles away had—the emails had been landing in a steady flow. As had the Facebook notifications, but only when he opened the site on the computer; he’d never signed in on his phone.

	Facebook was Noreen’s waters. 

	He leaned in again and flicked off the light. He took a step back, waited a breath, and moved away from the sewing desk. Never in his life had he felt so wronged. A snake bite. Noreen knew to react when she heard a rattler, but this rattler had no rattle, according to the account James McQuiston gave at the hospital.

	“Should call him. Thank him. Buy something from the store,” Bill said. His voice seemed blow horn loud in the quiet of the home. In afterthought: I buy shit from his store all the time. “Yeah, but he hadn’t needed to stop, and he did all he could.”

	Bill sighed. He lifted and squeezed the mechanical handle to open the gun cabinet. He withdrew a long black box with a combination lock. In the dimness, he had to squint, but got it open. He turned and placed the box on the corner of his model town and withdrew another long wooden box. This one had brass clamps and brass accents around the corners. The Colt .357 Python Elite with a six-inch barrel and rosewood grips felt like revenge in his palm. He wanted to shoot the clouds, shoot all the snakes, shoot anything that had ever peeved Noreen. He wanted to make someone pay. He loaded the cylinders and flicked his wrist. The gun was so heavy it nearly escaped him for a moment. 

	He closed the wooden box, returned it to the lockbox, and set the lockbox back in the cabinet. He didn’t close the cabinet door. 

	Upstairs, he sat in Noreen’s chair by the backdoor. Her scratching chair. She’d had a laptop/TV tray and a sharp-edged tool that she used for instant lottery tickets. Nobody would ever use any of it again.

	Bill leaned his head back and closed his eyes. The revolver was heavy in his lap; so weighty it seemed it wanted to be acknowledged, but his mind drifted.

	Birds in the backyard visited the feeders, year-round. Noreen sometimes sewed by hand on the back deck, listening to birdsong, other times she simply sat out there to watch the comings and goings. Maybe laugh at some squirrels trying to climb the slick steel posts beneath the feeders. Maybe hold her breath as a skunk pranced by. Maybe shoot the hose stream at wasps trying to invade the hummingbird feeders.

	Now and then, Bill sat out there with her. He’d have his paint kit and small collection of lifeless figurines that he’d carved. He’d have bits of wood and his knives. He’d have a copy of Fine Scale Modeler or Woodcarving or National Geographic in his lap. He’d simply watch Noreen watch the birds.

	“You took her for granted,” he said, and that was mostly true, but they’d faced death. 

	They had life insurance policies and their wills drawn. They had burial plans and arrangements preordained. The funeral was off in the major sense—he wasn’t about to host a super-spreader event—and there’d be no visitation. The kids would still come, surely, but Bill hadn’t yet spoken to them beyond shocked statements conveyed over brief connections. 

	The sun streamed in around the blinds. The light touched his socked toes and then ankles, his shins, knees…he came to at the telephone ringing. In waking, he was no less angry. The universe had stolen from him, had ripped him off, and exactly what had it been that he promised Noreen just before she left and that goddamned snake bit her?

	He promised she’d never be ripped off. Wasn’t ripping him off, ripping her off by extension? Ripping off. Wronging. Fucking blighting.

	He scratched his inner thigh with the barrel of the gun. The telephone had ceased ringing but began anew. The nap he’d taken made him feel every modicum of exhaustion he should feel, but he rose and stepped to the portable on the charger base. He picked up and hit the button.

	“Yes?”

	“Bill?”

	“Yes.”

	“Bill, this is Lana from Templeton Funeral Home. First let me say, I’m so terribly sorry for your loss.”

	Bill only nodded.

	Lana continued after the pause, almost certainly knowing exactly what he was doing. “As you must understand in these trying times, we cannot carry out your wife’s funeral plan. This is a real regret, but in the interest of public—”

	“Did you bite her?” Bill said.

	“Excuse me?”

	“You didn’t bite her, you didn’t make the virus, you have nothing to be sorry for or regret. Please, put my wife in the casket she picked out and let me know when we can get her into the ground. You have the casket she picked in…stock?”

	“Yes, of course.” Lana sounded briefly flustered but recovered quickly. “Would you like anyone there to speak at the burial? Nothing’s listed as to suggest a religion.”

	“No. I’ll say goodbye to her body and then you can bury it.”

	“Yes, that’s certainly doable.”

	“Flowers?”

	“Whatever she wanted.”

	“She described more than only at the gravesite, the funeral and visitat—”

	Bill clenched his teeth, spoke through the tight space, “Do the funeral ones. You’re not…?” he trailed; was about to ask if she was stupid. He wasn’t mad at Lana Templeton, as they’d gone over already, she’d done nothing to hurt him.

	“Right, of course.”

	“Any way we can get it done tomorrow or Monday?”

	—

	Bill returned to the chair and sat in the dark eating dry soda crackers and drinking cans of Pepsi. The weight of the situation seemed to have sent his tastebuds home from work early. The funeral stuff was figured out and he talked the kids out of coming. Their mother was gone; the woman to be buried on Monday was just a body, their mother had already departed the scene. Eventually, as he sat beneath a goodly collection of yellow and white crumbs, the moonshine through the window began to play along the floor. He picked up his gun and had to breathe deeply through his nose to keep from shooting holes in the carpet.

	The quiet threatened to drive him mad, but he refused to turn on the television or the stereo, and he sure wasn’t about to open Noreen’s tablet. An urge recurred: go out and find someone to pay for the injustice of this loss. 

	But whom?

	“A snake?” he said, almost hissed it. 

	His legs went to pins and needles and his ass was asleep as he rose and started through the dark home to the stairs. He made it down, but once there, he had to hit a light so as to avoid bumping his model. He stopped by the sewing machine, leaned close, and lit the lamp. 

	The revolver thumped heavily on the desktop beside the machine. The chair came out next. Bill lowered himself in place and flipped the switch on the Singer. He inhaled and held it. He hadn’t sewn a thing in years, and never on a machine. He tapped his toe gently and watched the mechanism rise and fall.

	“Okay,” he said through an exhausted exhalation. 

	He adjusted the trouser pieces, paused for an interior five-count, and then slammed the pedal hard enough to snag and stuff the little trouser legs down beneath the machine’s feed dogs.

	 

	EIGHT

	James had awoken outside in a peculiar state of grogginess. He was hungover, sure, but there was more. He remembered everything they’d done the night before but wasn’t quite certain what it all meant. He didn’t want to wake Priscilla to ask, in fact, the quiet of the desert was pleasant enough that if fate struck him dead and forced him to play the role of ghost, he figured he wouldn’t mind haunting this very chunk of time and space.

	He played his fingertips over the dusty hood seam of the car. The paint beneath was slick, was something he might’ve called cherry back in high school. Candy red—layers of sparkle, layers of clear, and layers of red. Beautiful in a way the Land Rover never could be. He felt like a whole new him sitting there. The old worries were gone and the new worries were exciting and scary.

	Priscilla had encouraged them both to embrace a new kind of life the night before, but they’d been drunk—starting in their room, but making it to a bar downtown by evening. They’d blown all but a few bucks of the money left after renting the room for two nights in advance they hadn’t even used. And they couldn’t go back, not now, everything had to be forward.

	“I think I can live with that,” he whispered to a cloud shaped a bit like a llama. 

	In the rear bench seat of the 1969 Mercury Cougar convertible, Priscilla rolled from her side to her back, mouth lolling wide, drool playing down her cheek into her hair. James had to sit up to see her from where he was. He hoped she’d wake up, but not enough to disturb her sleep. He waited to see if her eyes would open. When they didn’t, he stretched out on the hood again, a squeak letting loose beneath him when the heel of his shoe played over the steel. The hood was nearly as long as he was. Unusually long, like an animal seen in the wild that had domesticated cousins sharing the same gene pool. In fact, though quiet at the moment, the entire car was a growling, snarling beast, and it had been fun as hell to drive. 

	They’d been very lucky to avoid the cops. The only thing he didn’t know was where they were now. Not that it mattered, so long as it wasn’t too close to home.

	According to the cacti and auburn soil mingling with stringy grass, they were probably still in Arizona. The road they’d taken was hard-packed dirt, the kind that existed a good many miles from the main thoroughfares. About fifty feet to his left—and according to where the sun was lingering, the west—was a shady outcropping of boulders. It made him think about rattlesnakes and then poor old Noreen Flatley. 

	“Where are we?” Priscilla said, voice foggy. “And whose car is this?”

	James sat up and spun around on his butt, legs crossed. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

	“Seeing Jimmy Riggs’ little sister at the bar.”

	“For real?”

	Priscilla sat up and winced. “Yeah.”

	James whistled and then licked his front teeth. “I do believe we’ve started down a fresh new path. You wanted to know what we’d do, then you had an idea as I was putting the key in the lock of our motel room.”

	“Just a second.” Priscilla rolled over the tipped-forward seat and out the open passenger’s side door. She crawled a few feet and got her pants unzipped and hiked down. She leaned against the rear fender in a squat. “Ahh,” she said as pissed pattered upon the desert floor.

	“Anyway, you said something like ‘hey, Ted Nestlé isn’t home, let’s trash the place.’ We got there and maybe it was all the walking we had to do, but we didn’t bother with the house. We broke into that stupid shop—if all those ADT stickers meant something, they sure were slow about doing anything.”

	“This is Ted Nestlé’s car?”

	“Bingo.”

	“Keys were in it?”

	James huffed. “Keys were on a pegboard next to all the other keys. He has like ten cars, you said you liked this one because it made you think of sex at drive-ins.”

	Priscilla rose and zipped. “I said that?”

	“Yep.”

	“I never had sex at a drive-in.”

	James barked a laugh. “I’d wondered.”

	“I only ever saw a couple movies at drive-ins. They’re all closed now, aren’t they?”

	James shrugged. “Think they might be making a comeback because of COVID. At least they should.” There was quiet a few seconds as a breeze played a whistle through a cactus and James reminisced. “I got a handjob at the drive-in once.”

	“Really? Who was it?”

	James covered his face. “I never told anybody this.”

	Priscilla leaned into the car and found her purse. There was a water bottle in it with about a mouthful left. “Who was it?”

	“Buck Ransom.”

	Priscilla nearly spit the precious water. She swallowed the lump. “What!”

	James shook his head gently with his eyes closed. “So, I was having some trouble when I switched schools into the ninth grade. Most of my middle grade buddies went to Gila and I went to Peyton. So my dad had this army pal with a boy-soldier son—crewcut, straight shoulders, super respectful to elders, the whole thing. Buck Ransom was his name. My dad and Buck’s dad decided it would be good for me, so I hung around with Buck and one night he said he was going to get us chicks and maybe some booze, and we’d go to a make out movie at the drive-in. 

	“When he came to pick me up in his mom’s station wagon, he told me the chicks bailed, but he still had the bottle of Jim Beam for us. So, we’re passing this bottle back and forth and we’re watching Disclosure—it was the fourth movie, it had Demi Moore and John Douglas…John?”

	“Think that’s Michael Douglas. That one scene’s almost pornographic.” Priscilla’s eyes were hard on James.

	“Yeah. Right, but after Demi gets on screen for the first time, Buck says, ‘She’s so hot,’ and then right away adds, ‘you ever even kissed anybody?’ I said I had and with tongue. He goes then, ‘What about European style?’ I had no idea and admitted that. He kissed me then and it was so unexpected I just sat there while his tongue and his liquor breath went into my mouth.”

	Priscilla leaned against the car, frowning curiously. “Then he just beat you off?”

	“No. So, he stops kissing me and we’re watching the movie again. Once the scene starts, I hear his pants open and I’m so freaked out I just stare at the screen. And of course, what’s on the screen is pretty steamy, so I’m like, having a weird, drunken moment. Then Buck reaches over and unzips me, spits into both of his palms, and jerks us off.” James finally opened his eyes to look at Priscilla. “I never told a soul about that.”

	“Then what happened?” 

	James shrugged. “Buck said to get some of the McDonald’s napkins from the glovebox to clean off. Then he took me home like everything was normal. After that, he stayed away until he joined the army and I haven’t seen or heard from him since. I saw on Facebook that he got married a few years ago. I’m not friends with him on there, but you know how it is.”

	“He marry a man or a woman?”

	“Man.”

	Priscilla offered the last few dribbles at the bottom of the water bottle. “That’s nice.”

	James waved off the bottle. “Nice?”

	“Yeah, nice. You hear about gay guys having to be straight in the army and whatever and…it’s just…nice that he followed his heart.”

	“What about sort of molesting a fourteen-year-old boy?”

	“How old was he?”

	“Probably only seventeen or recently eighteen. Guess I’d have to snoop around to find out when his birthday is.”

	Priscilla finished the water, holding the bottle a few inches above her mouth to let the drips drop to her tongue. “Did it scar you for life?” she asked after capping the bottle and tossing it into the back of the car.

	“No. I used to pretend I’d gone with a girl and jerked off to the memory of what it was like. Until it happened again—not that a girl ever knew to lubricate a handjob, not back then. I can’t watch Demi Moore in anything without getting hard as a rock,” he said.

	Priscilla pouted out her bottom lip and raised her eyebrows. “I’m more surprised by this story than by waking up in a stolen car.” She paused a moment, then asked, “What do we do now? Are we outlaws?”

	At this, James’ joviality drained away. “I imagine Ted had cameras. I imagine if we get caught, we can’t afford a real lawyer. I imagine we’d both be in big trouble. More trouble than going back is probably worth.”

	“I agree. Do we have enough money for breakfast?” Priscilla asked, pushing the shotgun seat into its upright position before falling in.

	James shrugged as he slipped off the hood. “You’ve got the cash.”

	 

	NINE

	Mimi’s Diner used to be a Denny’s, but the interstate came in three miles south and all the chains reverted to mom and pop’s. 

	It turned out Priscilla and James hadn’t made it far from home, so they parked the stolen ride behind the dumpster around the side, next to what were likely employee vehicles. The more they moved, the more they sobered and the reality of what they’d done and what awaited them truly sank in.

	“Probably the wise choice is to turn ourselves in,” Priscilla whispered around the side of a laminated menu. 

	They’d both switched masks from the luggage they’d grabbed after stealing the car; Priscilla wore a grinning pig and James wore a dinosaur’s muzzle, both cartoonish. The ones they’d worn to the bar were liquor soiled and stank enough to give rise to gagging.

	“Well?” Priscilla said, prodding.

	James glanced around his own menu in time to see three barrel-chested cops with buzzed hair and tattoos on their inner arms step into the diner. Without a word, he put his face back behind the menu and tapped his foot until he found Priscilla’s; he hoped nudging her a few times would have a desired effect.

	“Hey,” she said, “your legs still drunk?”

	Two of the cops sat at the table next to their table—though pointed their knees into the aisles. Neither wore masks. The third cop was by the till ordering three cups of coffee to go. The diner was slow enough and the radio low enough that focusing on the conversation between a waitress and a cop was simple.

	The waitress asked about any doings going on and the cop said, “Not much. Some banker’s shed burned down last night over by Angelfield. Guess he had quite a car collection.”

	“Arson?” the waitress asked.

	Priscilla gripped her menu tight enough that it shook her arms. James simply closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair, the menu no longer covering his masked face.

	“Yep. Got the culprits on video, but I don’t know. Guess the owner’s out of reach. The guys have an idea, but it looks like a couple real dumbasses, one might’ve been a woman. Hard to tell on CCTV. They might’ve gotten away with a car, a nineteen-seventy Mercury Cougar.”

	“I wasn’t born ‘til ‘ninety-nine, what’s that look like?”

	The cop made a brief whistle noise that wasn’t quite a whistle. “Real stunner of a car. This one’s a convertible. Big as a boat. Looks enough like most cars from that time that you can probably guess; so long as you see it’s a Mercury.”

	“How will I know if it’s a Mercury?”

	Another waitress piped in, “It’ll say Mercury on it, Shelley.”

	“That’s correct,” the cop said. “Also has a cougar hood emblem. You know what a cougar looks like, don’t ya?”

	The waitress didn’t respond verbally to the question, if at all. “Six-thirty for the coffees,” she said after squeaking three lids onto Styrofoam cups. 

	“Yeppers,” the cop said—he’d had the exact change in his hand.

	The two cops stood from the table and one stepped away. The other looked down at James. James felt it and opened his right eye, squinting at the cop.

	“You feeling okay, sir?” the cop said.

	“Long night,” James said.

	“Y’all from around here?” the cop said and looked at the menu Priscilla held like a shield.

	James gave Priscilla a gentle kick under the table. “Sure,” she said after lowering the menu. “Or, we were. We had to move up to Flagstaff. We just came back this morning to empty a storage locker.”

	“What’s in Flagstaff?” the cop asked.

	“Work. I had to take a job at my father’s landscaping company…lot of people losing work around here because of COVID,” Priscilla said.

	“Hey, Pete, let’s go,” one of the other cops said from the counter where he stirred sugar into his coffee.

	“Democrat hoax,” Officer Pete said under his breath and then nodded. “Good luck in Flagstaff.”

	“Thank you,” Priscilla said.

	Two minutes later, the younger of the two waitresses came by. She had a pin on her chest that read STEFFY. She leaned close. “I hate cops, too.”

	James nodded and Priscilla raised an eyebrow.

	“Oh, don’t think I didn’t see how you was trying to look small,” Steffy said. “Don’t worry nothing ‘bout it. Cops around here are sharp as horse apples.”

	“We weren’t…” James trailed. “Can I just get some pancakes with bacon and home fries?”

	“And for you?” Steffy straightened, all business now.

	“I’ll have the same. With a fruit cup,” Priscilla said.

	Around them, the volume of the diner picked up and the trio to their left were discussing muscle cars from the ‘sixties and ‘seventies—including the same model of Mercury Cougar James and Priscilla stole the night before—and at the table behind James, two retirees were talking about arson, speculating which banker in Angelfield might’ve owned a car collection.

	“Maybe we ought to order to go,” James whispered, face in his hands, elbows on the table.

	“Maybe we better, then drive a little off-road, make like Hebrews and take a trip to the desert. Fuck. I guess we didn’t mean to burn the place.”

	James shook his head minutely. “I remember everything, and I don’t remember anything like that. We’re in real trouble now.”

	“We weren’t before?”

	“Well, yeah, but this…I mean, we’re screwed.”

	Steffy came with the fruit and a coffee pot. Wordlessly, she refilled cups.

	Priscilla scooped a sugary peach chunk from the small bowl. “And we only have thirty-two bucks, if I have all the money. How much did we drink?”

	James huffed. “We bought Barry Henry and that Vern guy shots when we got ourselves shots. Remember?”

	“Why?” Priscilla scrunched her face like she’d tasted something sour.

	“Because Ted took their homes, too.” James stirred cream into his coffee and then sipped. “You didn’t seem that drunk.”

	Priscilla got to the end of the fruit cup and finally allowed herself to eat the lonely cherry. “Feels like I was that drunk.”

	James slapped his palms against the table before picking up his mug and slamming the steamy contents. “We have to get out of here, think a little.”

	Priscilla turned in her chair and called over her shoulder, “Sorry to be a pest, but can we get our breakfast to go? Something’s come up.”

	 

	TEN

	Freddy Kemp climbed out of the cab of the rust-bucket Caterpillar loader where he’d spent the night curled up on the floor with an old jacket beneath his head. This pillow smelled like diesel and it took hours for him to fall asleep. So many that when he initially awoke to birdsong, he rolled over and tried to continue on sleeping. The noon hour had come and gone by the time he climbed down.

	In hindsight, he shouldn’t have walked away from the road after killing the trucker; there’d been nothing but fields for hours until he came up the gravel pit and that one piece of machinery lingering like a single gold tooth in a mouth of pearly whites.

	The sun beat against his back as he trudged through the fields until he located another creek and some appreciable shade. The creek was but a trickle, and yet was enough to satiate his thirst. He plunked down and freed his feet from his shoes and dipped them into the water. Three feet away, a chubby grey toad with red spots watched him. It was maybe three inches from lips to ass.

	“You’re lucky I’m a nice guy, or maybe I’d take a bite out of you,” Freddy said.

	The toad went on looking at him. Its throat puffing and shrinking, puffing and shrinking just enough to prove it wasn’t taxidermy. 

	“Then again, maybe I’m not so good.” Freddy wiggled his toes and leaned back on his hands, fingers laced together. “You know, when I was in kindergarten, there was this girl called Zoey and she always had fits. She’d get so upset she’d piss herself, like until fourth grade, then she got therapy. Anyway, Mrs. Bell, my kindergarten teacher, she gives Zoey shit for something and Zoey loses it, but this time she’s next to the frog tank. Guess it was our class pet—don’t remember what Mrs. Bell named it. Real big frog, way bigger than you. Zoey reaches in and grabs this frog and just fucking chomps down on its head. Like arrrck. Then she gets that she’s killed the frog or she’s grossed out by the blood and guts, or whatever, and she fucking goes bananas.” He laughed gently, gazing off into the sand beyond the creek gulley. “Only thing I really remember from kindergarten. I remember Mrs. Bell’s name ‘cause she was still there until I was in fourth grade, when I was making better memories.”

	The toad kept doing the toad thing.

	“Think I should eat you raw? Or did you believe me when I said I was a nice guy?”

	Maybe the toad understood something because it jumped into the middle of the shallow creek and disappeared into the muck of the bed.

	“Ah, don’t go. I probably wasn’t going to eat you,” Freddy said and then got to drying his feet in the little bit of grass along the creek shore before slipping on his sweaty socks and his stinking shoes.

	He followed the creek until he thought he’d vomit, unwilling to veer from the water for fear that he’d never find another source. Dust puffed and his shadow softened as the sun pulled deep into the west. His guts grumbled and then hope came when he found a one-lane road that ran east and west.

	He’d killed the driver near Pink Rock and had inadvertently stumbled into badlands that, if he got unlucky, could keep him just barely missing the mark of civilization—had for far too long already. He took the road and followed the sun. Within another hour of exhausted shuffling, he hit a road wide enough for two lanes. He sat and looked around, licking sunbaked lips while digging fingers into taut calf muscles. 

	 

	ELEVEN

	Priscilla was behind the wheel and James had his head against the windowsill of the shotgun door. They’d put the top up to appear more conspicuous but hadn’t seen another car on the dusty desert road in more than twenty minutes. It seemed of utmost importance to keep moving, but the car wasn’t exactly fuel-efficient, and the notion of the next fill-up had them both thinking the same thing.

	Despite the emptiness, Priscilla flicked on her blinker and rolled to the right-hand shoulder. She killed the engine and they sat in the shadows, the key engaged enough that the radio remained lit. They’d heard a blip about themselves and discovered that the shed had not only burned, two residual explosions had demolished what remained, and did damage to Ted Nestlé’s home as well. The cameras were monitored from off the premises and caught video of two masked individuals committing the crime. Though they couldn’t be certain, it appeared one automobile was missing. The one they sat in, of course.

	“We have less than a quarter tank,” Priscilla said.

	James groaned.

	“I think the only real option we have is to boost some gas.”

	James side-eyed her. “What then?”

	“I think we try to get into Canada, with a different car. We get close, get a different vehicle, maybe even a boat, and we just start over. I don’t know, maybe find a cottage to squat in or something.”

	“Great plan.”

	Priscilla slammed the heel of her right hand against the steering wheel. “Well, what’s your plan, Einstein?”

	“I could turn myself in and make it seem like someone else was with me, not you, when the shed went up. We both don’t need to go down.”

	Priscilla’s hackles lowered and she sunk some in the strained white leather of the Cougar’s interior. “Who’s going to believe you? They’ll watch the video, see it was me. I think we can only run from this thing.”

	“And run forever?”

	Priscilla shrugged, eyes pinned on the midday shadows playing over a huge red boulder out her window. “What’s the difference? We’ll be miserable forever anyway. We go back, maybe we just have a huge fine and lawyer fees, put all that on top of the bankruptcy and that we have nowhere to live, we’ll never get out of this hole. Never.”

	“I know. I know.” James sat up and faced forward, licking his teeth beneath his lips, just how his father had, though unlike his father, James did not have a full set of ill-fitted dentures.

	Twenty feet from the front bumper, a coyote pranced by with a raven between its jaws. The animal looked well fed and lively enough. The bird looked like it was trying to play dead.

	“Maybe we can live in the desert? I mean, he’s eating,” James said.

	“What? That’s a coyote, they’re built for this. We’re a long way from—”

	“Yeah, but maybe we could. People do it.”

	“Maybe we can clear this one big hurdle and carry on through a slow marathon.”

	“What if the cops come? What if they shoot us?” James said. “I can’t remember ever stealing anything of value in my entire life. How are—?”

	“I’ll do it. We have masks already. We have guns. You fill the tank and I’ll walk up to the register, nice and slow, demand the pump turned on and the money from the till.” Priscilla had venom in her words, barked the same tone whenever James had let the recycling pile high under the sink, knowing she’d take it out eventually. “It won’t be the first time I’ve robbed someone.”

	James blinked rapidly. “What?”

	Priscilla sighed.

	—

	Peg Siskand thought she was such hot shit. She was wealthy, pretty, and smart. Teachers loved her and she dated one of the state’s top wide receivers. Her parents had supplied her with a Ford Mustang and the debit card to a virtually bottomless checking account. Peg Siskand had a trio of hangers-on, trailing after her popularity like three wise men, but rather than gifts, they brought taunts and pain to anyone coming too close. 

	Three weeks after the Christmas break ended, Peg Siskand convinced the vice principal and one of the guidance counsellors to help her setup a charity fund for a girl named Susan Doyle. Susan Doyle was poor and worked most days after school at a garbage depot because her father had survived a cancer treatment without insurance and the entire family was trying to pull the same rope out of the gutter.

	Quietly, Peg and her gang, alongside the vice principal and the guidance counsellor, arranged an unveiling of the fundraiser, including a short slideshow—which was swapped last minute, right before the eyes of the entire senior class.

	Susan sat in the middle of the gymnasium, surrounded by about one hundred fifty classmates—a couple of whom she considered friends. The vice principal welcomed everyone and started into a vague explanation of why they’d been summoned but quickly handed things off to Peg.

	The lights dimmed and Peg said, “As you know, life isn’t fair. Some girls are ugly, some girls are fat, and some girls just have worthless parents.”

	“How now, hold—” the vice principal said, but was cut off.

	The first slide lit on the white cinderblock wall. It was a picture of Susan’s parents, from before Susan, or her older sister, were born. Her mother was in a bikini, a soft roll playing over the middle, pink stretchmarks trickling up her sides and thighs. She was sloppy drunk with vomit on her chin. Her father was in plaid swimming trunks, helping her mother walk, but visibly drunk himself.

	“Some parents are deadbeats,” Peg said and skipped to the next slide. This photo featured the rundown apartment building where the family had moved. “Some parents can’t provide a decent home.” She skipped to the next slide, one stolen from a World Vision advertisement featuring a bloated child with a fly on their lip. “For just pennies a day, you make sure this doesn’t happen to our dear Susan Doyle.” The slide changed again and it was of Susan, taken in the locker room after gym. Susan was bent over and someone, likely Peg, had tinted a brown swatch onto the otherwise very white underwear—which was a reference to something that happened in kindergarten.

	The laughter was slow at first but ceased immediately when the vice principal waved his hands over his head and said, “Enough! Peg, this isn’t what—”

	Peg spoke over him again. “Susan, we’ve started a little fund, and well, we got you a gift!”

	From the shadows on either wing of Peg’s presentation stepped two girls with t-shirt cannons—borrowed from the local Double A ball club, the Razorbacks. Cotton panties burst over the crowd, each set had a stain either on the back or the bottom, some brown, others red.

	“They’re pre-soiled so you’ll feel comfortable in them!” Peg said.

	The vice principal and the guidance counsellor sat wide-eyed and were registered useless by the show. Peg’s girls reloaded and unloaded four shots each, the shots facilitating the launch of two dozen pairs of underwear apiece. And once that cotton started to fall, the students went a bit haywire, hooting and laughing, tossing the underwear at each other.

	Susan stood from the floor and hurried out of the gym, Priscilla and a girl named Kendra hot on her heels. The threesome had been tight all through school but would have to split for the night of retribution.

	“When did you think of this?” Kendra asked.

	They were in Priscilla’s bedroom. Both her parents were at work—industrial laundry—and wouldn’t be home until the wee hours of the morning.

	Susan grinned and sneered in equal measure. “Like tenth grade, but not really how I could do it or what exactly I’d need. Think you can do it?” The four days following the assembly had been rough on Susan, but didn’t seem to shake her, instead, it solidified something deep inside. “I’ll figure out a way if you don’t think you can.”

	“No. I know the stuff. It’s in little bottles that fit onto the machine at the back of the tanks. How you going to make it work without all the…you know…with the tanks and…whatever?” Kendra said, twirling her hands before her face when the words weren’t coming.

	Susan clicked her tongue. “My sister’s been going with Shawn Brown.” She exhaled a deep breath. “I came home after work late, but I drank three big Cokes and all I could think about was Mr. Maxwell’s stupid cricket thing.” They’d dissected huge African crickets in class and the teacher encouraged his students to go out and find crickets to watch. “So, when I got home, I went back out behind the apartment building and was going to sit behind the shed. There’s a lip of cement at the bottom, you know, where the, like, the shed sits on it.”

	“The foundation,” Priscilla said.

	“Right. So, I go out and there’s my sister and that junkie and they have a lightbulb and a straw going,” Susan said.

	“Oh,” Kendra said. “But how do we get them to smoke the sevo stuff?”

	“We don’t. We bag it.” Susan was alive with energy, as if this plan was her chance to, finally, really nail it to Peg Siskand. What her life so far was leading up to. 

	“Huh?” Kendra said.

	“We vaporize the knockout stuff in a lightbulb and put it in a bag. When those bitches are just sitting there, you let it go next to their faces, but not Peg. She always sits middle, right?” Susan said.

	“Always,” Priscilla said. 

	Priscilla would know. She worked at the multiplex theater where Peg and her crew visited every Thursday. They always went to the shows nobody really wanted to see and they sat dead center, tossing popcorn and making fun.

	“Then one of you use the voice thing.” Susan pointed to the white box with the word TELEVOICER over the bottom, and a microphone on the backside. She flicked the switch on the front and put the mic to her mouth. “Make a move and I’ll cut your fucking throat.” Her voice echoed on a tiny delay from the speaker, low and menacing.

	“Like Scream! Where’d you get that?” Kendra held out her hand and clapped her fingers against her palm.

	Susan tossed it over. “Shawn stole it from somewhere and was gonna pawn it, so I paid him five bucks. He tried to tell me it was worth fifty. Stupid junkie.”

	“Do you wanna die, Sydney?” Kendra said and then frowned. “Not as good.”

	“You have to play with those up and down buttons,” Susan said. 

	“But you won’t be there, right?” Priscilla said. 

	“No. I can’t be. In case she goes to the police. I don’t think she will, but just in case,” Susan said. “I’m the prime suspect.”

	“Why won’t she go to the police?” Priscilla said.

	Susan tapped the ancient Polaroid camera on the bed next to her. “You’re going to make her piss her pants and take pictures of it.”

	“And what if she won’t?” Kendra asked, through the voice changer, sounding very Ghostface this time.

	“Dump her Coke in her lap,” Susan said.

	—

	“I can’t believe you never told me that,” James said.

	The coyote was again crossing in front of the car, but this time had no prey in its mouth.

	“Must have a den near here…you never told me about your gay experience.” Priscilla tilted her head and gave James attitude eyes.

	He sighed. “Did it work?”

	“Mostly. We bagged the gas in the back of Kendra’s mom’s minivan and took it in through the fire escape door. We got a little high puffing out through straws near the other girls’ faces, but that was probably helpful. I was scared shitless. I never would’ve done it if it wasn’t for how damned mean Peg was to Susan.”

	“Dudes always just beat each other up, nothing so thought out.”

	“Yeah, girls are way worse.”

	“What was the end plan?”

	“That’s where I robbed someone. I had on a hoodie and big baggy jeans—my cousin’s hand-me-downs from the ‘nineties. Then I put on a hard plastic Hulk mask and Kendra kept talking through the voice thing. Peg totally pissed her pants, too. I took the pictures without saying anything and Kendra kept the knife on her as I ran out with Peg’s debit card and pin number. I had to go down the block because I wanted to use Bank of America, because that’s where it was from. The ATM froze the card at fifteen grand, but that was pretty good.”

	They sat silently for about two minutes before James said, “The Incredible Hulk, huh?”

	“No. Hogan, the wrestler. Susan scored it from a Goodwill.” She shivered. “I didn’t even wash it out; imagine doing that now.”

	“What happened after?”

	Priscilla shrugged. “I went back and gave the signal to Kendra. She used the last of the gas on Peg and it knocked her out. None of the five or six people in the audience said anything. They must’ve seen the camera flash, but people mind their business enough, I guess.”

	“And the money?”

	“Susan kept all but a hundred. We had a little party and then she doled it to her parents until it was gone, I think. She’s dead now. Got the same cancer her dad had; I don’t remember what. He’s dead, too.”

	“And is Kendra what’s her face from Faceboo—holy shit, what if the cops figure out from the video who we are and trace our cellphones. That’s real life, right? Not just TV?”

	Priscilla straightened in her seat. “Shit. Yeah, I think. It’s all in the SIM card.”

	James pulled out his phone and began clawing at the casing. “I need a pin or something, to pop it.”

	Priscilla began nodding and rooting through her purse. 

	 

	TWELVE

	“We’re going to take this back to last night, okay?” Detective Barnes, the man asking the questions, sat on the front edge of his seat and pointed a bladed hand vaguely at one of the interrogation room’s walls. “You with me? Friday night.”

	“Yeah, sure.” Vern Davis poked out his skinny knees, his hands between his thighs.

	The interrogation room was small with four white walls, four hard wooden chairs, and a cheap table with a veneer top and stainless-steel legs. A single camera drank in the scene for posterity, for court purposes.

	“So, you started the night where?”

	Vern nodded with his eyes closed but stopped abruptly. “Oh, uh, I guess over at Barry’s.”

	“That’s Barry Henry?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Then where’d you go?”

	Vern began shaking his knees anew. “The Watering Hole.”

	“What happened there, and you might as well be a little more forthcoming, I’m just going to keep asking. We both know you maybe took part in something that got a little bit out of control,” Barnes said. 

	The fourth individual on the CCTV camera was, without a doubt, Vern Davis. The third was probably Barry Henry. The first two had come an hour earlier, wandered around, opened car doors, moved cars around, and quite possibly stole a 1970 Mercury Cougar. They were wearing masks and they couldn’t say definitively if the Cougar had actually left the shed or was only moved close enough to the propane heating tanks—the shed being winterized—that not enough remained in one spot to say for certain, so they needed to lean on Vern. 

	They’d even pretend the first two never happened, so long as they got the pair who actually caused the damage.

	“We drank a lot, that’s all.”

	“Sure, you did. I have no doubt you wouldn't have done what you did if you weren’t drunk.”

	Vern shook his head and pouted out his lips as a single tear slipped down his cheek. 

	“There’s security camera footage of you and Barry. Did you know that? Did you know Ted Nestlé had closed circuit cameras?”

	Vern came to another abrupt stop. “No,” he hissed.

	“Yes, and they fed to ADT’s security system. You’ve heard of them?”

	Vern took a deep breath through his nose. “I—I—it was all Barry. I was just there. He lit the fires.”

	“Barry who?”

	“Barry Henry!” Vern’s eyes widened. “He’s on the tape too, right?”

	“Not clear as you. In fact, we had a good idea, but we weren’t rightly sure.”

	“No.”

	“Yeah, Vern.”

	“No.”

	“Yes, sir. Now, let’s go from the top and you can give me a point-by-point explanation.”

	Vern swung sideways and flopped his body onto the table. He began hitching and sobbing. “I’m too small for prison.”

	—

	“You received a link to the footage?” Barnes asked.

	“Yes.” Ted Nestlé sat on the edge of the bed in the suite he’d rented with his family.

	“You watched it?”

	“Yes, forgive me if I’m talking out of line here, but there are four individuals in this video, are there not?”

	“Possibly.”

	“And the first two took my Mercury Cougar convertible.”

	Barnes moved a porcelain coffee mug that read BLUE LIVES MATTER around the corner of his paperwork-busy desk. “Possibly that too.”

	“But you found the guys who burned it down?”

	“Sure. Barry Henry and Vern Davis. My guess, they finally got drunk and riled up enough to act on an impulse. I seem to remember both of them losing their houses this year.”

	“Well, yes. That’s what happens when you don’t pay your mortgage...but who are the other two? Is one a woman?”

	“Possibly.”

	“You keep saying possibly.”

	“I do.”

	“Why?” Ted nearly shouted this, like a big sneeze.

	“You’ve had to foreclose on a good many homes and vehicles this year, correct?”

	“Enough.”

	“If it’s following the same pattern, it could be a lot of people?”

	“Yes, okay, but what are you getting at?”

	Barnes sat his mug flat. “When’d you last update your home policy? The values of your cars, I mean?”

	“Shoot, I don’t know, recently enough, I suppose. Why?”

	“We have two suspects nailed to the wall, confessions, everything. We have two potential suspects who maybe only did a little trespassing, and who could be a good number of different people.”

	“I think it’s James McQuiston and Priscilla Holly. You know, they owned U DO U? I just had to—”

	Barnes interrupted. “Listen a minute. Possibly it was them, or maybe they left town right after Flynn escorted them out of their home. Possibly, they are gone and finding them might not be worth the hassle.”

	“What?”

	“What’s that one car worth on paper?”

	“Oh, about sixty thousand, I think.”

	Barnes blew a bull’s huff from his nose. “That’s a lot of dough. Would you say it’s a buyer’s market or a seller’s market out there, right now?”

	Ted Nestlé answered immediately, didn’t even need to consider things. “Could go either way; some stuff is way up. Classic cars are a touch down, I suppose. Maybe more. The market’s swelling with Fast and Furious kind of stuff.”

	“Okay, but if you got sixty, maybe even seventy, tacked on top of the rest of the insurance, you might be able to bump up your replacement. Possibly a little lighter on the miles, possibly all original, possibly something in an old car I don’t even know about.”

	Ted Nestlé did pause at this and took about forty seconds of silent thought to come to a full understanding and decision. “Damn, guess my Cougar must’ve burned right up.”

	“It was awfully close to the propane tank that eventually blew.”

	“That mean the first people on the video weren’t there, or what? Because I’d put money on it being—”

	“They’re gone, nobody’s seen them, and likely those first two were just coming over while you were gone, to check on the place, don’t you think?”

	Ted Nestlé sighed deeply. “That’s exactly what I think. Will the fire marshal find enough of the Cougar to convince Progressive?”

	“No doubt.”

	“How much time does this save you?”

	“I don’t know what you mean. Enjoy your vacation; I figure if you call a contractor and a cleaning crew, you can come home to a clean slate and the damage to the home repaired.”

	“Right.”

	“Right.” Barnes hung up and mentally patted his back for saving himself a whole load of hassle that simply did not need to happen. 

	As Flynn stepped out of the lunchroom and headed for the rear exit, crossing through the mostly vacant bullpen, Barnes waved him over. “Yeah.”

	“Forget we ever talked about James McQuiston or Priscilla Holly.”

	Flynn folded his arms over his chest and frowned with just his eyebrows. “Who?”

	Barnes shot him with a finger gun and Flynn carried on to the door. Once gone from sight, Barnes straightened some papers on his desk and rose, about to head home. 

	 

	THIRTEEN

	Wiley Gas was a two-pump station with a rubber bing-bong hose running across the cracked lot and a tiny convenience store inside a larger building that appeared to double as someone’s home. Through the dusty windows, wiper blades, pine tree-shaped air fresheners, and a shelf of Penzoil jugs were visible. The attendant was absent.

	Priscilla pulled up to a pump and then pressed the brakes. “Is the tank on your side? I can’t…” she trailed squinting at the rearview mirror. The goal was to keep this pit stop short as possible.

	“No. Just keep it close, probably under the licence plate—fuck, are we really doing this?” James had his mask up already; sweat had dampened the white cotton and matted his short bangs.

	“Game face, honey pie,” Priscilla said and took up her gun, planking her body to hide it in her waistband. “Get filling—looks old enough that they’ll flow without being switched on—and I’ll go in when it’s close to full. Move.”

	“There’s no coming back from this.”

	“We’re already past anything like going back,” she said and then pecked her face toward his, touching their goofy animal mouths in a fleshless kiss.

	James had never had so much trouble rising from a car and stepping around its lengthy rear end. Dust marred the Cougar’s fine finish and eliminated the reflected glare coming from the chrome bits.

	“Hey,” James said, once he had the pump pinging. “Hey.”

	Priscilla stood from the car. She kicked open the door to give the gun in her beltline more room to breathe, as well as to go for the easy look, like they were any weary travellers seeking a moment of relaxation. 

	“What?” she said once she got close enough to whisper.

	“Maybe the cops have this car all over the airwaves and there’s a guy in there and maybe he might call them…so,” James said, nodding.

	“Right,” Priscilla said, adjusted her mask, and got to walking. Behind her, the pump kept on kicking.

	Just before she grabbed the grimy steel door handle, she took a breath that sucked in the sides of her cutesy pig cheeks. The exhale puffed out the cheeks in equal measure. An electronic monitor beeped when the door opened. Priscilla did a quick, nonchalant scan of the store. She saw nobody.

	She took a step toward the cooler but stopped. She looked over her shoulder, fingers instinctively finding the grip of her gun. A strange wheezing sound rose from behind the till. 

	“Hello?” she said and turned.

	No reply came, but with focused ears, she heard the wheezing more clearly. It sounded like a fat old dog, like the fat pug her aunt had owned back when Priscilla was a small child.

	“Hello?”

	She made for the till—only about five and a half strides across the cracked and gummy tiles—and leaned over without touching anything. She needed gloves and she thought, if there’s a next time—

	A skinny man in a short-sleeved plaid button up was on the floor, his face almost blue. His chest had whispery white hairs poking through between the pearl and steel snaps which rose and fell with each meager breath. 

	“Oh shit,” Priscilla said and forgot that she didn’t have gloves on or that lifting a telephone receiver to her face was bad news when the man who owned it was mask-less and on the floor having a hard time breathing. The 911 operator answered immediately. “There’s a man, he’s having trouble breathing.” She paused to listen to a question. “At a place called Wild—no, Wiley Gas. It’s on—” The operator cut her off to give the exact location referenced in the landline’s connected data. “Yeah, good.” The operator told her to stay on the line, but Pricilla let the receiver drop to the floor and floated her hand above the till looking for the button to pop it open. “Ah, where the—Ah.”

	The till pinged when it opened, and Priscilla regarded the twenty-eight bucks and change. She left the change and took the rest.

	“Sorry, I can’t stick around. Good luck,” she said to the man. His eyes were open, but vacant. On the way by, she took three mini bags of Doritos and two Snickers bars. The cops would be coming and she needed to skedaddle.

	James was behind the wheel, waiting with the engine running. Priscilla raced across the lot and kicked the bottom of the door for James to open up. He reached across the spacious interior. With the door open, she tossed the junk food and trailed in after it, popping a bag and sending greasy orange chips about the white leather.

	“Guy’s dying in there. I had to call for an ambulance.”

	“What?” James said, eyebrows almost reaching his hairline.

	“Just drive!”

	 

	FOURTEEN

	Thirty minutes after leaving the scene, James hooked a left on a busier road heading northeast to be further from whatever rescue services were on their way to the old gas station. They’d absently eaten the junk food as they moved, but it left them both parched and aching for actual nutrients.

	Like a mirage, a copse of juniper trees rose from the red bedrock and gave shade to three picnic tables. Next to them was a cube van with a window, a generator, and a Chicano in a thin button-up, blue jeans, sandals, and a faded and dated Coyotes hat featuring the kachina-inspired logo with a solid wave of sweat stains rising from the edges.

	James let off the gas and hit the blinker.

	“Yes,” Priscilla said, as if he’d asked if she wanted something substantial to eat.

	James parked and kicked open his door. “You got some cash, right?”

	With what they had left over from before, the rescue-robbery, and a three-dollar winning scratch ticket from Noreen’s purse, they had a little better than fifty bucks.

	“Plenty for this,” Priscilla said, hurrying to keep in time with James.

	The man in the Coyotes cap popped to his feet and rushed around to the back of the cube van and up onto a stool without a word. He reappeared leaning through the order window.

	“Hey,” he said.

	The menu items were written in chalk:

	TACOS - $5

	carne asada

	al pastor

	chorizo

	BURRITO - $8

	carne asada

	chorizo

	SODA - $2

	limon

	tamarind

	pineapple

	mango

	WATER - $2

	“Hi. Can I get a beef taco and a pork burrito with a water and a pineapple soda?” James said.

	The man nodded and turned his eyes to Priscilla.

	“I want two pastor tacos, a lime soda, and a water. Please,” Priscilla said, midway through recalling the masks they hadn’t worn; not just for COVID reasons, but they didn’t need anyone, anywhere remembering their faces.

	“Six minutes,” the man said.

	Almost instantly four sets of meat made sizzling noises on the grill, one after another. The man reappeared again, this time handing out two weepy glass bottles of soda and then two weepy bottles of spring water. 

	“You get much traffic out here?” James said.

	Priscilla tried to side-eye him into quiet, but he was being his natural self.

	“Sure, highway just up there. I put out a sign and people come, then I go. No hassle. I move around, announce it on Facebook and Twitter, some people come just because.” The man turned away to check on the meal and called over his shoulder, “Here, I get the Hopis and the Navahos and sometimes construction crews passing through. Other side of the highway, I get red hats. Everybody pays; I don’t care who.” 

	This time, Priscilla forgot her trepidations about witnesses and asked, “What highway? Are we near a city?”

	The man turned and frowned. “Only Flagstaff, but it’s still a little ways. Highway’s eighty-nine. You tourists?”

	“Something like that,” James said.

	“Canyon is just a bit west,” the man said as he readied the meal.

	“Right,” James said.

	Priscilla had the cash in her hand and a couple bucks in change. The change went into a stubby Mason jar next to a napkin dispenser, clanging as if seeking acknowledgement for the tip. She added a single on top for karma.

	The man turned again, wiping his hands on his apron. “Thirty-one,” he said.

	Priscilla had it counted out and handed it over. The man took it with a short nod, counted it, and then stuffed it into his pocket. Before returning to the fryer, he took a squirt of Purell and rubbed his hands clean.

	The food came in a white cardboard tray with plastic forks, napkins, and hot sauce on the side. James took the drinks—what remained of the drinks—and followed Priscilla with the food to the picnic table where the man had sat.

	They ate quickly, despite the heat. It was delicious in that way only food truck food seems capable of. The tacos were smaller than the burrito, so Priscilla was finished first. She’d been thinking and continued thinking as she ran her right index fingers upon the carved grooves of SALLY + HANK 4EVER. It seemed like it should have a heart around it and Priscilla’s fingertip slipped from the grooves to draw a heart in invisible paint.

	 James leaned in after swallowing his final bite. “Maybe we can still fix it. I mean, we hardly got anything from the gas station, and you probably saved that man’s life.”

	“What about the car? What about the extreme debt? What about everything?”

	James leaned back and picked up his soda, put it to his lips, and drained the remainder. “Ahh,” he hissed, then licked his teeth. “What do you want to do, for an end goal? Where are we in say, two months?”

	Priscilla looked at the food truck man. He sat on the stool at the backdoor of the truck with his phone in his hands, eyes on the screen. “I’m not sure I care.”

	“What? What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

	“Things have been going downhill so damned long, it was almost a relief when the first notice got stuck to the store. It’s a bit of a weight lifted, though it’s created a new kind of burden, too.”

	James folded his hands together, elbows and wrists on the picnic table. “I understand that, but what comes next?”

	Priscilla, still looking at the man on the stool, shrugged. “We could open a food truck, an ice cream truck, we can stay small and stay under the radar. What about one of those tiny houses?”

	“You serious?”

	Priscilla looked at James, eyes wet. “Dead serious. We needed a change and now maybe we can do it. I know it’ll be tough for you.”

	James said nothing to this. He hadn’t starred in any of U DO U’s TV and social media spots in a few years, but not by choice. Priscilla had held a little anonymous focus group that cringed their way through more than a dozen such ads. When it came back unanimously in favor of losing James, she found fifty more people and forty-nine agreed. In total, sixty-two of sixty-three people asked thought James had the acting chops of a well-hung porn star. 

	“Think about it, you never have to touch another hobby supply. You don’t have to juggle impossible to juggle books. You don’t have to be the guy who failed—and I know, I know, tons of people are out of work and the economy’s in the pits, every other non-essential store seems to be closing, but still. It’s a burden on you, and it’s okay.”

	“When did you become so insightful?” James said after a pause.

	Priscilla took his hands. “Honey, if I thought you’d ever listen about any of this, I would’ve told you when I first accepted the fact that the books weren’t going to turn around.”

	“And when was that?”

	“After the first store closed.”

	James half-whistled, half-exhaled. “That’s a long time to sit quiet and swirl a drain, don’t you think?”

	Priscilla folded her lips in and pushed them to the left side of her face. “You were so sure; I didn’t let myself acknowledge anything out loud. Deep down, I saw it happening like a car wreck in slow-mo.”

	“Why didn’t I see it if it was so obvious?”

	“You’re an optimist. That’s part of why I love you. That’s part of why this works.”

	James sighed. “I thought it was the diamonds I promised...I’m not feeling very optimistic.”

	“Sure, you are. You think we can apologize and figure out a way back into our old life. But it’s time to shine that hope someplace else. I need it someplace else. We need a change. Maybe we shed the old us and run toward the fire and that hope you have will keep us from getting burned any worse.”

	“Insightful and poetic.”

	Priscilla let go of James’ hands. “And thirsty. I’ll get us a couple more waters.”

	 

	FIFTEEN

	Keith Gumb was on time, but his boss yelled anyway.

	“Look at this!” Herman said, waving a color printout he’d laminated. 

	“What?” Keith yawned as he pulled his sweater over his head. “Why’s it so hot in here?”

	The store had a half-dozen people milling about, five of them had scratch tickets and were busy trying their luck. And the assumption of extra luck was exactly what had brought them to Bates Milk & Lotto.

	“We’ve been busy.” Herman was all smiles. He had one of the big boxes of scratch tickets on the counter and was loading the display—something that only ever happened in the middle of a shift when the boredom became too much, but this was the opposite. “Look at this!”

	Keith got to the counter after tossing his sweater into the back on the two-liter Crush bottles and took the laminated announcement.

	 

	POWERBALL JACKPOT WINNING TICKET SOLD HERE

	$159,000,000

	5 9 22 23 56 / 25

	ARE YOU THE BIG WINNER?

	 

	“Holy shit,” Keith said. 

	Typically, Herman would scold him for swearing in a busy store, but he was so happy it was as if he’d caught the winning ticket himself.

	“I wish I could stay,” Herman said as the bell jangled and two people with Powerball tickets entered the store and went straight for the reader. “It’s like Christmas.”

	Keith set the notice aside and clenched his teeth. He was never the lucky one and some asshole in their shitty little town now had more money than God.

	—

	The afternoon sun baked Keith through the window next to the till. He hardly noticed it. His hands had been as busy as his brain, and with each passing minute, his fury crept up another modicum. If he had big cash, he could get a face full of tattoos, a grill, and all the hottest gear. He’d be dripping. The videos would have endless babes in bikinis, rented Bentleys and Lambos. His tracks would have original beats from all the biggest names: Premier, Kanye, Cardo, Storch…Dre. 

	It was a real effort not to slam his palm against the counter as a little old woman rooted through a ratty rubber coin purse to pay for her lotto tickets. Once she had the money squared and her tickets stashed, she ambled out and Keith had his first break of the day. He dropped back onto the stool and immediately, his feet sang. The throbbing soreness was enough to distract him for a few moments—thinking about what might’ve been, could drive a man crazy.

	He reached into his pocket for the granola bar he’d stowed upon leaving the trailer. Chocolate-coated, with chocolate chips and high-fructose corn syrup coating every millimeter of puffed wheat and rolled oats. That bar would be dynamite in a school kid’s lunch. Pure frantic energy. For Keith, it was just enough to keep him from nodding off where he leaned. He swallowed the last bite. The wrapper crinkled in his hand as he thought about old school lunches and how they were a statement in grade school. 

	“Lunchables,” he said with a huff.

	The rich kids brought Lunchables. Everything went better in high school, of course, they had a cafeteria, and generally, everyone had better things to worry about than the packaging on food. Mostly trying to avoid looking foolish while simultaneously looking for some kind of action.

	“Dunkaroos,” he said.

	A short, chunky man stepped into the store with his lotto ticket held before him like a dowsing rod. “I won ten. Did the big winner come in yet?”

	Keith stepped up, a burn spreading through his feet. “Not yet,” he said. “Could be they were just passing through.”

	“Passing through Angelfield? Ha, why would anyone do that?”

	Keith instantly liked this guy—he’d seen him in the store plenty, but he’d never really said much. “I have no fucking clue.” He took the ticket. The machine made its winner noise. “Yep, ten bucks. You want more tickets?”

	“Yeah, give me another Powerball and then the rest in dollar scratchers.”

	“Which?” 

	“Don’t care. I guess if it was a regular, you’d remember the numbers, huh?”

	Keith tilted his head, left right, left right. “A few who are crazy about it.”

	“Be too much to remember, I guess.”

	“I don’t know, when I see their face and they ask for a ticket, it kind of jogs something up here.” Keith tapped his right temple.

	“Hopefully I win something and I have an excuse to come back tomorrow, in case the winner comes in. An inside track would be handy knowledge.”

	“For what?”

	“I’m a lawyer. And as Biggie put it, ‘mo money, mo problems.’”

	Keith grinned widely. “Right on, man. I’ll tell ya if they come in.”

	The lawyer shuffled out with his tickets in hand. Keith watched him while something like grains of sand were beginning to tip a scale in his subconscious. The door didn’t close. Two kids came inside. Keith spied them, the little thieves had run off with an issue of Club Magazine from the top shelf about three weeks ago. They didn’t try anything this time, but Keith had plans to—

	5 9 22 23 56 / 25 on red

	“How come you don’t carry Monster Assault anymore?” one of the boys asked as he slid a tall black and green can of Monster Energy onto the counter.

	Keith opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

	5 9 22 23 56 / 25 on red

	“You okay, mister?” the second kid said.

	Keith took the can and ran it by the reader wand; the price lit up on the screen.

	“Uh,” the kid said and dug a crumpled five from his pocket.

	Keith picked it up and blinked at the big green five. Five. Five. Five—

	5 9 22 23 56 / 25 on red

	Keith handed over change from the till drawer. For a moment, the woman’s signature flashed upon his mind.

	5 9 22 23 56 / 25 on red 

	N…something?

	The second kid stepped to the till with a can of Monster Energy but used a debit card to pay. “You high?” he said.

	Keith closed his eyes a moment.

	5 9 22 23 56 / 25 on red

	N…Fla…something.

	“Hey. You gotta hit a button, damned junkie,” the second kid said as he looked at the screen on the debit pad.

	Keith blinked rapidly as he keyed up the debit machine for the kid.

	5 9 22 23 56 / 25 on red

	N…Fla…something.

	“Jesus, why do they let you flat…” the first boy began

	5 9 22 23 56 / 25 on red

	Flatley. Noreen Flatley.

	“…out retards—”

	Keith snapped to. “How about I call your mommies and tell them you’re swiping porn magazines and using the R word? I’m guessing your mommies have all the good sites blocked on your phones and computers, huh?”

	Both boys turned red, and the one paying with debit said, “Fuck off. Go mop the floor or something.”

	Emboldened, the other said, “Yeah. What kind of loser grown man works at a shithole like this?”

	Keith laughed a single harsh bark before leaning over the counter, giving the nearest boy the crazy eyes. “A loser with nothing to lose if he decides to beat the piss out of two little schoolboys on break from jerking their little schoolboy peckers.”

	The boys backed away, throwing insults and vague threats. Keith wasn’t hearing it; his mind was back on Noreen Flatley and the fact she hadn’t come in. 

	The bell jangled and Keith was alone.

	“She hadn’t come in because she always checks her ticket on Friday and Tuesday, when she comes in to buy the next ticket…though she knew that she’d won that scratcher…but maybe she hasn’t checked this one yet.”

	Keith had his phone out, still talking to himself, though mostly in repetition. He Googled Flatley Angelfield. One landline listing came up, complete with an address. It was almost a now or never kind of situation. After his shift and after night had securely blanketed his world in darkness, he’d head over there, see if he couldn’t walk around a little, find him a golden ticket to stardom.

	“This is it,” he said to himself, to the universe.

	 

	SIXTEEN

	Rather than crossing the highway ahead—one promised to be there by a faded and dented sign—Priscilla took a left on the next ranch road and continued until the dirt became trail. She killed the engine and tilted the driver’s seat as far back as it would go.

	“We need to figure this out,” she said.

	James tilted his seat back the same, the hidden eye hinges squeaking before thumping him down. A little worried, he tested if the seat would go back to the proper position. It did and he again stretched as close to flat as the construct permitted.

	“James?” Priscilla said.

	“Thinking.” He paused. “What do we need in the end? We can work backward. How much money? Twenty-grand? Would that start us out, or more?”

	“To do what?”

	“A food truck and a tiny house,” James said.

	“Seriously?”

	“Your idea.”

	A breeze played across the golden and red emptiness surrounding them. Priscilla shivered. “I was spit balling.”

	“I know, but I’ve been thinking about downsizing and lessening our stress. I mean, what all did we do by the end? After the big backyard parties were done and nobody wanted to make us happy for business reasons, it was just us, watching Netflix. If I ever had any real friends in adulthood, they’ve blown away. Probably I ignored them because everything revolved around business; by the end, I made every action I took orbit staving off failure,” James said. He’d draped his left arm over his face, elbow bent at his eyes.

	“That doesn’t necessarily mean—”

	“No, but a food truck is perfect. We’re our own bosses. We don’t live anywhere. We come and go like the ghosts of flavor town.”

	“So, just get a truck and pull a tiny house around the country?”

	James grinned. “Maybe we just call it a trailer…tiny house is probably yuppie for trailer. Maybe I mean hipster?”

	“Gentrified trailers.”

	“All about branding.”

	Priscilla burped taco. “Excuse me,” she said and then cracked one of the water bottles for a sip.

	“It’s not like we can get real jobs. We’re Bonnie and Clyde now.”

	Priscilla let out a singular barking laugh. “We’re the lowest budget Bonnie and Clyde in the history of Bonnie and Clydes. We’ve stolen a car and some gas and a few bucks.”

	“Right, but we need to come up with something bigger. So where do they keep cash on hand?”

	“The bank’s obvious, but also impossible.”

	James nodded and thought maybe he knew something most regular people wouldn’t, so did Priscilla. Maybe regular people, non-business owners, assumed small business skirted taxes when possible, but they really had no clue how it all worked. 

	“We hit a liquidator right after close,” James said. 

	“What?”

	“Think about it. Every time I sold off leftover junk to a liquidator, I was paid in cash. They do that so they can fudge paperwork and come out with smaller margins for the taxman. They do it all day and people doing the wholesale don’t mind because cash is a guarantee; it’s there, it’s real.”

	Priscilla set the water bottle in-between the automatic shifter column and the driver’s seat. She inhaled deeply through her nose. Out there smelled like nothing much. “That’s actually smart. Then we can go and buy all the kitchen stuff back from the same guy.”

	It was James’ turn to laugh without humor. “Yeah. Right.”

	“Take more than one robbery to pay for the whole outfit.”

	“Maybe. Also, could be the smaller the better—well, not too small, but not too big where they’ll have a security team.”

	“We’ll have to bypass some security, for sure.” Priscilla took up the water bottle again, crinkling it free from where she’d stuffed it. “Might have to shoot someone.”

	“I suppose that’s true,” James said, solemnly. “Think you could do it?”

	“Between a rock and a hard place?” Priscilla held the thought for a moment or two, or three, or four. “In the leg or shoulder maybe. I’d never sleep again if I killed someone.”

	“Same.”

	The open top of the convertible seemed to let free most of the tension that would’ve built around the conversation. From a short distance, the car was kind of amazing, but up close, all the cracks and blemishes revealed the truth that seemed to hide behind everything beautiful. It made James think about the first TV commercial he produced. The videographer was a kid who stocked shelves for him but was a member of his high school’s AV club—the AV club having access to semi-professional, though dated, equipment. He convinced the kid to make up a name for his production company so James could keep a straight story when he bullshitted his way through conversations at the rotary club. And then there was the load of MADE IN THE U.S.A. picture frames he’d purchased—from a liquidator—only to discover the supposed barn boards were falsely aged and that a little gold MADE IN CHINA sticker hid in behind the backing. He’d told nobody and set to work taking apart frames to peel away the little stickers, replacing them with some he’d had printed out of town and shipped to him. The flimsiness of general appearances suddenly made him laugh.

	“What?” Priscilla said.

	James continued laughing until the vibe turned sour and he had to swallow what felt like the first tears of his adult life. He hadn’t cried since he was fourteen and that old, ingrained manliness refused him the luxury now.

	“Just thinking about the store and just how much effort I put into everything to look a certain way. All that peacocking and sweeping flaws under the rug.”

	Priscilla puffed out her lips and blew a raspberry. “That’s like a nibble at tasting what it’s like to be a woman, hell, even a girl.”

	James was silent for a tick; he couldn’t argue her point. “I guess so.” A devil popped onto his shoulder and whispered a joke in his ear. “Me acknowledging that doesn’t mean you’re allowed to get fat or anything.”

	Priscilla launched the water bottle at him and then took two—albeit small—handfuls of his tummy fat. James squirmed until she relented and they held one another, each lost in their thoughts, but taking comfort where offered.

	They remained like that for five minutes until James said, “That Mexican’s going right through me. We’d better find a toilet or someplace where big leaves grow on trees.”

	“Such a romantic,” Priscilla said and let go.

	 

	SEVENTEEN

	Freddy had to sit again. Finding a road made him feel as if he was rounding a corner, but after three more hours of walking, he’d seen no cars and no people. The dusty, barren landscape was boring in a way that frustrated him further because he couldn’t change the outcome with brazen action. He had to move and when he couldn’t, he had to sit.

	Overhead and a little to the west—where the sun was well into descent—a carrion bird circled in the sky. Freddy felt himself lifted and pulled. The air whooshed from his lungs as if he were riding a coaster. In a flash, he was one with the birds circling the desert. His guts roiled at the motions. The feelings became extreme when his bird body dropped, dive-bombing toward the hard golden dirt below.

	Freddy tried to pinwheel himself into a stop, but the momentum was too great. The dead animal came into view, and it was him. His bird-form slammed into his dead human form, beak and claws tearing flesh. 

	He felt them on him. His dead form wasn’t all the way dead, was in fact alive enough to experience the sensation of being picked apart. He screamed and one of the birds latched onto his tongue and pulled him from the dehydrated vision. 

	He blinked. The sun had fallen, as had the temperature. Freddy pulled his arms into the sleeves of his shirt and sat up. Moving at night would be better, might even be necessary to stave off victimhood. 

	 

	EIGHTEEN

	All black everything: hat, hoodie, jeans, boots, and gloves, though the gloves had unbefitting cyan stripes along the index fingers. Keith drank down a shot of Jack Daniels and chased it with a half can of Pabst Blue Ribbon. 

	Earlier, after he’d discovered Noreen Flatley’s address, he discovered that she was dead. It was like a gift from God. Most likely, only he knew she was the big winner, which meant stealing the ticket and then finding a trusted friend—there’d be an investigation if a store clerk handed it in—to cash it were now the only problems. If Noreen were alive, he’d have to answer why her regular numbers had shown up on a ticket, one she claimed stolen. He’d almost certainly go to jail over something that obvious.

	But this.

	This.

	According to Facebook, Noreen’s husband was a model craftsman. In a word, a nerd. He didn’t need to worry, getting in and getting out would be a cinch. Nobody hid their purse; home was a safe place. So, all he had to do was find an open window and then locate the kitchen or a closet. He guessed the damned thing would be sitting there like an open mouth, screaming take me take me.

	He downed a final shot, finished his beer, and clicked the penlight he’d purchased at work for two bucks: off and on, off and on. He closed his door and locked it behind him. Hope fluttered in his guts and he again began imagining the future. He’d be a hip-hop star and he’d make it like those other rich YouTubers; of course, he wasn’t a dweeb like those braided, face-tattooed, biting-ass fools. He kept it real, didn’t steal flows, didn’t mumble, didn’t follow any of the splash in the pan trends. He’d be around for the long haul.

	“Crazy, when they start to blaze after dark…” Keith sang under his breath. He was feeling a little bit Warren g, feeling a little bit like a regulator. 

	He reached the corner where a right turn would take him to work and a left would take him down the highway toward the Flatley household. He clicked on the flashlight every handful of seconds. He’d become a bit wary of meeting a rattle-less rattler like the one described online in the news story about Noreen’s demise. 

	The road was barren and dark, and so, so quiet. Each footfall seemed to ring like gunplay. The crackle and grind of it had him spooked and he picked up his pace. It was minutes to midnight when he’d left, which meant he’d get to where he headed at just about quarter past; much earlier and he might have to wait for the widower to go to bed.

	Keith reached the stop sign that rose as if from a tuft of long grass like a super-weed. He stopped and pulled out his phone to be absolutely certain he headed in the right direction. Of course, he was right where he ought to be—Angelfield wasn’t exactly a metropolis, and the outskirts ended abruptly, pretty well at the very corner where he stood. He took a deep breath and drank in the shadowy road.

	In 1999, he’d been out here on his bike with a few other boys. They weren’t exactly friends, but he’d wanted them to be, which left him vulnerable. They rolled out past the Flatley home and three other ranchers before stopping at an old farm. The bikes leaned up against a wire fence and a boy named Hank instructed the others to follow him to the pecan trees to play a game. 

	The game sounded pretty stupid to Keith, but he went along, watching each of the other boys take a turn with his eyes closed, chin tilted to the air, and mouth wide open while Hank climbed up into a tree and tried to sink fleshy green bulb-like shells. Now and then, the other guys on the ground threw one of the dried old shells and in that, even Keith joined in. 

	When it was his turn to be the target, he stood and waited. The telltale rustle of branches made him wince, but nothing was thrown. Instead, another boy swatted a branch with a sticky caterpillar nest at Keith’s face. He screamed, swallowing at least two bugs while the other boys ran. The old farmer stormed out of his house. This turned out to be helpful because Keith was screaming and crying and the man got all the bugs off him in a hurry.

	“Eat shit, Hank,” Keith said and then grinned at the thought that Hank had lately been in and out for cancer treatments, and for about the last year, the guy looked like a walking skeleton.

	The Flatley house was the first on the road and all the lights were out. Keith took measured steps up the lane and made straight for the backyard and then first window that looked like it would open. And not only would it open, but it was already cracked, as if awaiting his arrival.

	—

	Bill was again by the backdoor in Noreen’s chair. He held the revolver in his right hand. On his lap was a half-sleeve of Premium Plus saltines and on the floor by his foot was a flat, room temperature can of Pepsi. The lights were out, mostly because he couldn’t think of a reason to turn them on.

	Two feet to his left, behind a long brown curtain, the window jerked a few inches further upward and something punched at the screen until the metal bent audibly and the screen landed on the ground beyond the wall. Bill watched curiously, lifting the revolver with his right and reaching for the lamp next to Noreen’s scratching chair with his left. The curtains rustled and something pressed heavily onto the carpet, like a foot. Bill waited, not scared, not excited, but slightly amused, for he understood a man had broken into his home, even if he couldn’t see that man.

	The figure pushed aside the curtains and Bill cocked the hammer. The slight change in shadow allowed a silhouette to reveal itself. Bill clicked on the light and looked up at the man cloaked in black, instantly recognizing him—he had what appeared to be a ski-mask bunched up on his forehead like a beany. The moron from Bates Milk & Lotto.

	“Oh,” Keith said.

	Bill scrunched his face. Here was someone to be mad at, someone to blame. He squeezed the trigger and Keith’s right testicle and part of his thigh exploded a heartbeat before he dropped in a heap and began wailing.

	“My nuts! My nuts!”

	It took some effort, but Bill got to his feet. The blood seemed to rush from his head, and he had to pause there, in-between motions, while his vision came back to him.

	“My nuts! Ooohgh, my nuts!”

	Bill wiggled his toes and then took a step. He’d regained enough of himself and leaned forward, pressing the barrel to Keith’s forehead. The sizzle was short-lived and smelled faintly of burnt hair.

	“You shot my nuts!’

	“Shut up or I’ll shoot your head,” Bill said.

	Keith continued to whimper but stopped complaining. His face was sweaty and pale, his eyes elephant wide.

	“Good, now what the fuck are you doing here?” Bill said. He’d done some quick calculations and unless this Keith was a technological wizard, breaking in for a passcode—maybe? something?—there was no easy explanation for this intrusion.

	Keith opened his mouth, but it was as if his being drained away on a harried breath. His eyes fell shut and the whimpering ceased.

	“Shit,” Bill said and let his attention fall to the blood leaking onto the carpet. The revolver went into the waistband of his pants, and he took Keith by the armpits, began dragging him backwards. 

	—

	Keith came to in a pastel pink bathroom, sitting in a bathtub, in icy water. Bill was on the toilet with the revolver in his hand. Keith smacked his lips and then made a cup of his right hand and scooped up water to slurp down.

	“What are you doing here?” Bill asked.

	Keith’s teeth chattered as he spoke. “I came…to steal…your wife’s winning…ticket.”

	Bill sneered. “That three-hundred-dollar ticket? She actually won?” 

	He’d looked through Noreen’s purse after he got it back from the nurses. There’d been no money inside the wallet—his curiosity was specifically concerning the ticket she thought was a big winner—and no new lotto tickets. He’d never actually been certain if she’d made it to Bates Milk & Lotto.

	Keith nodded and then shook his head. “That was…four…But…she won…the…Powerball…man.”

	“What?”

	“Man…I need…a…doctor.”

	“She won the Powerball,” Bill said vacantly.

	Bill hurried out of the bathroom and grabbed Noreen’s purse. He began rifling as he walked back to the bathroom. No cash, no tickets. He immediately thought about the nurses, but they wouldn’t, not likely. Jobs were worth much more than a few hundred bucks.

	“There’s no ticket,” Bill said when he got back to the bathroom.

	“I don’t…know,” Keith said, looking very sickly.

	It hit him then. The U DO U couple had taken her to the hospital. After visiting the funeral home for a second time, he’d driven by their house, only to find an eviction sticker. He’d asked around and found Priscilla’s cell number but received no answer. Their closing was a bit of a thorn in the side of his hobby, and he felt terrible that more people didn’t support them, as if he could’ve gorilla spokes-manned people into particular interests. It seemed, they’d tried to save Noreen’s life and then disappeared, so he’d called the police to ask and a detective named Barnes—a big smile on his voice—told him they’d probably never resurface around Angelfield, not the way he figured. When Bill pressed him on that, he said, simply, “They’ve burned this bridge. Actually, probably living under a bridge somewhere.”

	“They were broke, and took her money and tickets,” he said.

	“I need…a…doctor…man.”

	Bill lifted his gaze. The purse fell from his hands, spilling the contents onto the linoleum. 

	“I…need—”

	Bill shot Keith in the face. A hole next to Keith’s nose pumped two gouts of blood before ceasing, trailing almost to a dribble. His head slumped and he slipped a few inches lower into the frosty bathwater. Behind his head was a hole and trailing cracks in the formed plastic of the bathtub.

	“Darn,” Bill said. “That’ll leak. Get moldy.”

	 

	NINETEEN

	Night fell upon them quickly. Priscilla had curled up in the shotgun seat and James was in the back, his shoulders flat against the leather and his feet on the floor. Neither reached a deep state of sleep before a knock played a terrorizing jolt through their muscles.

	“You okay in there?” a young man said, voice raspy.

	Priscilla looked to James. The man had knocked with the barrel of a gun and his smile came through the window with maniacal forewarning. 

	“Uh, yeah.” James put his hand to the floor and felt both pistol grips at once.

	“You sure? Never saw people sleeping out here and my daddy owned this patch of nothing since before I was even a seed. You come to see the Big Ditch? Everybody who means to come here means to come for that.”

	James didn’t know how to respond because he didn’t understand what this man was saying. Priscilla kept her eyes on James, as if that might help him come up with something.

	“If you ain’t crazies, I got a spot and a couple couches. No need to be sleeping out here. If you like,” the man said.

	James sat up then and looked past the man and to his horse. His eyes played back and landed on the shotgun.

	The man saw this and lifted the weapon. “Better to have it and not need it than to need it and not have it.”

	“Oh,” James said.

	“You might as well follow me in, this car’s big enough to handle some bumps. Sheesh. Get you some water and some couches, long as you’re not crazies,” the man said.

	“We’re not,” Priscilla said and had to swallow a chunky bit of phlegm that had risen in the back of her throat. They’d been out of water for hours, so this offer was almost necessary. “We’ll follow.”

	“Right then. Don’t drive too close, might spook Patrick here,” the man said and gave the reins he held in his left hand a little tug.

	“You sure?” James said.

	Priscilla gave him that expression that asked, how do I know?

	“Okay.” James climbed into the driver’s seat and waited for the man to get a little distance ahead. “Maybe put one of the guns in your purse before we go in.”

	Priscilla reached back behind the driver’s seat as James cut headlights over the dirt trail, following the galloping horse. The rising dust from the hoof thumps played before the beams in a way that resembled fresh snow as a skier took to hill.

	“What are we even doing?” Priscilla said as the trail wound around rocks that had stood there since the Ice Age. “Why are we doing this?”

	James laughed. “If only you’d asked that before we became outlaws.”

	Priscilla looked hard at him and couldn’t help herself, began laughing too. “My god, who are these people in our bodies?”

	James’ laughter ceased as down a hill was a rancher and a huge barn. A laneway past the house continued to another road. “I just thought of this, but I hope Montgomery Supply got their payment before the bank froze us out.”

	Priscilla quit smiling then. “Just more victims of twenty-twenty.”

	The horse trotted under a yard light, tripping the sensor. James slowed the car to a crawl as the man rode the horse into the barn. They pulled up close and the man emerged, waving and jogging, as if excited about guests.

	“Do we wear masks?” James asked.

	“In someone’s house?” Priscilla said. “I don’t think so.”

	—

	Cold barbeque ribs with hot brown beans in molasses and weeping cans of SanTan 1920. The young man was twenty-four and his father had passed just that year—he’d been ninety—and his mother had already remarried and moved to another ranch in Montana—she was only forty-seven. The young man, Heston Wayne, had been a bit of a mistake.

	“Now forgive me if I’m wrong, but you two must be running from something, seeing as you’re from Angelfield and sleeping in your car only a few hours away as the crow flies.” Heston was all smiles and barbeque sauce rose from the corners of his mouth like budding clown paint.

	Priscilla swallowed a mouthful of beer and sat back deeper into the ancient and squishy couch. “You a cop or something?”

	“Who me? You kidding? If there’s one thing my daddy taught me was to never trust authority. You see what’s happening on the TV, you know that’s the smart way to be,” Heston said.

	“You have internet access out here?” Priscilla said then, the food on her plate congealing further with each passing second.

	James had his gaze fixed on a dusty and crumbling buffalo bust and he wondered vaguely if it had been shot before or after the Civil War. The house was rough beams and unpolished design but stood firm the way a mountain stood. The walls were thick and the fireplace was jagged rocks mortared together by anything but a master craftsman. The atmosphere was much cooler than outside. Heston had provided faded purple and turquoise afghans that weighed heavily on their knees.

	“No, ma’am. I’m off the grid. Y’all don’t have cellphones on you, do you?” Heston frowned, as if forgetting to ask beforehand was a major misstep on his part.

	“We do, but the SIM cards are out, in case they…” James trailed, they hadn’t yet admitted to being on the run, though he pretty much yanked that cat out of the bag right there.

	Heston swiped a palm across his brow theatrically. “Phew! So, what y’all do? You didn’t kill someone, did ya?”

	Priscilla sighed and then picked up a hunk of rib and bit into it. She spoke around the meat. “Bank foreclosed on our businesses and our home. So, we got drunk and accidentally stole one of the banker’s many cars and lit his shed on fire.” She gave James a look, asking permission a little late.

	James only shrugged and used a chunk of homemade bun to sop up bean sauce. Beans on top of Mexican, he’d need to ask where the toilet was before they left.

	Heston wore an open expression that carried all the way down to his body language. “No shit?”

	“No shit,” Priscilla said.

	Heston slapped his knee. “Now that’s what I’m talking ‘bout. My daddy would’ve liked you two. My momma, she would’ve gave me hell for bringing ya home. She talked a good Sunday service, but like most people ya meet, she didn’t trust strangers enough to put it into practice. I mean, for all I know, you’re Jesus and Mother Mary coming to test me.”

	James swallowed and said, “Uh, nope. Sorry.”

	“I know. Jesus wouldn’t a drank beer. He was a wine man.” Heston began laughing and then stood. “Have to get up in six hours for chores, so y’all make yourselves comfy. Oh, and there’s a toilet first door to your left, right down that hall.”

	“Thank you so much, we really appreciate this,” Priscilla said.

	Heston swung a wave at them as he walked away, finishing his beer and setting the empty on the counter by the sink before heading down the hall.

	James set his empty plate on a carved walnut coffee table. “Isn’t this something?” He stood and took his blanket to the couch facing the unlit fireplace.

	“Maybe we needed to be stripped down to nothing to finally have some good luck,” Priscilla said.

	“Yeah, maybe we need to be more like Heston: trust strangers in need for no reason other than they might be the son of a god.”

	Priscilla snorted as she ran the rib bone between spread lips and teeth, carving away any lingering meat. She was just about done in, exhausted, but feeling lighter than she had in months, as if the future might hold a modicum of hope.

	 

	
TWENTY

	Priscilla kept her eyes closed, listening to the clank and clatter coming from the kitchen. The sun was up and streaming enough to shine redly through her tired eyelids. She listened closer for James’ breathing and guessed that he was still asleep.

	Several minutes after it began, the noise ceased, and Priscilla lowered her feet to the cool wooden floor. At some point in the night, she’d toed away her socks and now she dug around the folds of the afghan to locate them. It was then that she caught the whiff of bacon on the air.

	Socked, she rose and stepped lightly through the kitchen. It was busy clean. Not much counter space, though still functional. The bacon was in a ceramic bowl next to bread in a bag and butter in a foil wrapper. Two plates and a knife sat next to the toaster. Tucked below the plates was a handwritten note.

	 

	Dear Jesus and Mother Mary (maybe),

	Have some breakfast. Stay if you like or leave if you like. I enjoy company and you guys are okay. My daddy would have agreed. If you are going to leave, go out the main driveway and hook a right, head south for six miles, and then hook another right on the dead highway. There’s no sign, but it’s 83. If you go left out the driveway, you will meet a road crew in about two miles and it is very slow going. I do not recommend going back the way you came as it is much easier to drive down a sand hill than it is up. Haha. Please don’t steal anything. Not that I think you would, not from me anyhow. I don’t think stealing from rich people or banks count.

	If you are gone when I get back tonight, good luck. 

	It was nice to meet you,

	Heston Wayne

	 

	The note made Priscilla smile. She headed to the bathroom and nudged open the door. There were three small prints in frames: babies dressed like angels in each. The mirror had angel accents in the corners and atop the toilet tank were three angelic cherubs, thick with dust. Above the toilet on the wall was a dated and faded Footsteps plaque. 

	Priscilla put down the toilet seat as she opened her pants. The seat was cold, sending awakening fingers up her legs. She shivered and reached into the wooden magazine rack next to the redheaded plunger. Maxim, full of women in bikinis and thumbed a bit too heavily for her comfort. She returned the copy to the rack and went about her business without distraction. 

	She flushed and looked to the shower, thinking the note said nothing for or against using the shower. “Have to risk it,” she said to herself and stepped back to the door. She stuck her head out. James had sat up on the couch but was no further along than that. “Go out and grab us a change of clothes, okay?”

	James ran his tongue around under his lips and then yawned. “Yeah, okay.”

	—

	Priscilla fixed bacon sandwiches while James showered. She nibbled bits of bread as she waited, listening to the local radio talk about everything but fugitives in a stolen convertible. That was probably good, then again, what if she’d just missed a report, seconds before she clicked on Heston’s radio?

	James came out damp and in fresh clothes. “I was thinking, Nevada might be a good spot to be anonymous. I don’t know what we’d do, but it just feels like the kind of place where nobody matters but the gamblers.”

	“Vegas?”

	“Not at first. If we’re going to rob someone, I think we should do it away from where we’ll end up.”

	Priscilla took a bite of her sandwich. No matter how much they talked about a criminal lifestyle, it still sounded surreal in her head. The resulting question had changed however, she no longer asked herself how they got there, instead asked why was it so easy to go from chasing the American Dream to scheming for somewhere to live?

	“That’s not a bad idea,” she said. “You think at all about who we should rob? Also, where do you get bulletproof vests?”

	James took his sandwich and bit, spoke as he chewed. “No, I haven’t, and I don’t know.”

	“We’re probably going to need to hit another gas station before we go too much further.”

	“Think we’ll get lucky twice?”

	Priscilla shook her head. “Not a chance. That’d be like hitting the lotto.”

	“Maybe we should tour into Vegas with whatever you have left and let it ride.”

	“Yeah, all six bucks or whatever.”

	“That’s it, huh?”

	—

	They followed what the note suggested and took a right out the laneway. The highway they were on was only a modicum busier than the road that ran onto Heston’s property—three cars had passed them in the six miles to the next turn. The old asphalt was dusty and cracked. The blacktop had been bleached white. 

	James was at the wheel. He reached down next to the seat for one of the water bottles they’d refilled from Heston’s tap. The minerals were heavy, but it beat the hell of that soapy taste of smalltown chlorine mixing. The gas tank remained half-full, but would fade fast, even watching how heavy they went on the accelerator.

	Thinking about it sucked, so they both tried not to. Priscilla tilted her head back and let her hair play in the slipstream of air riding over the windshield and down into the open interior of the Mercury. For the moment, she could let everything else go, riding under the hot sun in a very cool car was pretty damned nice. She reached absently for the volume control on the AM radio and turned up a station out of Flagstaff. It was scratchy, but they were pumping out some classic Alanis from Jagged Little Pill.

	“You know how us Catholic girls can be—” Priscilla sang along until James interrupted.

	“Speaking of Catholics, think that’s Jesus up there?”

	Ahead of them looking rough and nearly defeated was a young man with a terrible sunburn, dried to flaking lips, and eyes red as barn paint. He stumbled in reverse with his arm out and his thumb pitched skyward.

	“Guess we’d better give him a ride,” Priscilla said.

	“You never know, maybe he’s good luck.” 

	 

	TWENTY-ONE

	Freddy kept his feet moving through much of the night, though he made almost as much ground sideways as he did forward. His shoes scuffed the ruddy asphalt in a way that felt like dental work. His core vibrated and thrummed until he fell, face-planting, loosening a tooth against the hard road.

	“If you sit still for five minutes, I will eat you,” a voice whispered into his ear.

	Freddy rolled over and side-eyed Charlie Day. He had wide conspiracy theory on cocaine eyes and a fork in his right hand. 

	“Charlie?” Freddy hissed, sandpaper on his throat.

	“Four minutes more and I’ll call Frank.”

	Freddy blinked, recognizing this was the character, Charlie Kelly, not the actor, Charlie Day. He pushed to his knees and paused there, trying to find the will to move his aching, exhausted muscles while they cramped and begged for water.

	“Two minutes and I’ll throw away this pastrami,” Charlie said, holding a brick of bright red meat. His fork had disappeared.

	Freddy looked to the moon and his vision swam to depths beyond comprehension, but he rose quickly, violently, as if shot from a cannon. He was on his feet, dragging along, but he wasn’t sure how.

	Dolph Lundgren in full He-Man regalia had his hands on Freddy’s sides. “Easy does it,” he said, robotically. 

	Freddy tried to shake away the image and wound-up stumbling into a ditch. His face smacked hard against a beer bottle. Frantic, desperate, he used swollen and uncooperative hands to grasp the bottle and tilt it to his lips. Sand played into his mouth, and he spat. Too dry, the sand puffed out like baby powder.

	A goat appeared by his side and nudged him. “Does thee want to drink deliciously?” the goat said in a whispery predator’s tone.

	“Yes,” Freddy said, the S trailing like a snake’s tail. 

	The goat disappeared. Freddy was on his back, looking to the stars, suddenly too, too alone. He needed help. He needed—

	A pink sun baked down upon him and Freddy squinted through blinks. The night had fled and taken with it all his visitors. He pushed to his elbows and then knees. Minutes passed, but he was on his feet again. He shuffled out of the ditch and back onto the road.

	His legs grew stalk-like and continued rising. He was suddenly so high the air became frosty and his vision so focused it was as if his mind was spinning the wheels of a microscope’s handle; he could see the entire country in that moment. It had become a desert wasteland, the last of the fresh water being sucked into a tanker truck one hundred miles away. “No,” he tried to say, but produced only a hum in the back of his throat. He took a step. His ankles had stretched too far, had become too brittle. He stumbled forward, covering miles with each shuffle of his feet, before he lost the last of his balance and plunged a thousand leagues only to shatter his bones at the bottom of the universe.

	The sun was gone. Freddy was normal size again, his feet on the ends of average legs, right where they belonged. He rolled and writhed. Everything hurt and his belly ached like it had been sunburnt. A fresh pain in his side had him jerking to his right, sending him off the minute lip of the asphalt. Stones dug into his neck and chin, but something familiar pressed into his cheek.

	Round. Hard. Indented. Warmer than the chilled desert atmosphere, but not exactly cool. Freddy focused hard and tried to will away any hallucination, any chance that this Gatorade bottle about a third of the way full of orange liquid and with at least one cigarette butt floating inside was a mirage. 

	“Little dab’ll do ya,” Jack Nicholson—no, R.P. McMurphy said in his hospital whites.

	Thousand-pound hands dragged up and out from beneath Freddy. He secured the bottle and tipped it upright. The sloshing of the liquid on the quiet night was a symphony of angels playing his ring walk entrance music. The cap nearly burst from the pressure of attempted evaporation when Freddy spun it off. 

	The bottle itself became slick in his hands and his mouth stretched into a wide O of concentration. He managed to get the mouth to his tongue and tilted his head back. The liquid filled his cheeks and dripped into his sinus as he tried to swallow. The cigarette butt tapped his uvula as if seeking a dance partner at last call. He gagged but managed to keep the flow moving in the correct direction. The butt drifted down, as did that last of the Gatorade from who knew when and from who knew whom. 

	Warmth played throughout his muscles as the reality of night cradled him away. Hours later, he awoke to true day. He felt better but was dog tired and on the cusp of falling back to the dehydrated depths he’d been the hours prior. He climbed to his feet and looked back the way he came before continuing onward. If he had to trudge through another afternoon sun, he recognized the inevitable, so he pushed while the pushing was good.

	Shambling, shuffling, dragging his feet, he made it a quarter mile, once again woozy and aching from the inside out. He stopped and listened. Over his shoulder, a mirage barreled down on him. He stuck out a thumb in case reality was stopping by. 

	The dusty red convertible pulled over ahead of him, and despite that he knew there was no way the car was real, he forced himself to chase it for a seat. His hand touched the trunk and then the rear panel.

	“Holy, you okay?” a woman said, her hands holding his sides in the same way He-Man’s hands had, but better.

	“Look at him,” a man said from the other side of the car.

	Freddy tried to lift his feet over the low running board and tipped face first into the shotgun seatback. He whined, but the woman had her hands beneath him and the man had his hands on Freddy’s arms. They were moving him and he couldn’t do anything to help or deny. He was vaguely aware of the gun in his pants as the shifting weight slipped it free a heartbeat before his body covered it and his cheek played squeaks across the backseat’s leather.

	“Think we should take him to a hospital?” the man said.

	“I don’t know, what if he’s on the run…too?” the woman said.

	Freddy tried to speak, tried to say no hospital, but he was fresh out of words. Shortly after hearing a car door close, the familiar touch of a water bottle mouth pressed against his lips. The liquid was cool and clean, but even if it wasn’t, he would’ve swallowed it down the same way he had that cigarette butt in the Gatorade.

	“I guess we can let him sleep, hopefully he wasn’t trying to get somewhere right near here,” the man said, and the sound of the engine was Freddy’s lullaby.

	 

	TWENTY-TWO

	From the street, three different cameras were visible, and two employees manned side-by-side tills within the flashy Texaco—the only station and only new-looking establishment in the Podunk town of Casperville, Arizona. The lot wasn’t overly busy but the store had four or five young people milling around the aisles. Not promising at all. James rolled by four times before hooking a right at the only stoplight and driving until he came to a cemetery parking lot.

	“Well, if they didn’t know before what we’re driving, they’ll know after,” James said.

	“Didn’t those cops say something?”

	“Yeah, but nothing was for sure, right?”

	Priscilla looked to the dirty, dehydrated young man in the back seat. He seemed to be recovering, but then again maybe he was in a coma, maybe they should’ve taken him into the hospital. Maybe.

	Something clicked in her and she said, “Roll by one more time.”

	“Okay, but I’m telling you,” James said as he backed up, right arm draped over the shotgun seat and his neck craned to see behind him.

	“Just, let’s go, okay?”

	“Yeah, yeah.”

	They were back through the lights and en route to the gas station. James saw nothing new, but Priscilla wasn’t looking at the gas station, she had her eyes on a small stationary store across the street. One old woman stood behind a till, knitting. The aisles were barren of life.

	“See, no way it’s smart, we’ll be all over the news and they’ll know exactly where we are,” James said.

	“Not if we can squeeze a hundred bucks out of Grandmother Time over here.” Priscilla thumbed in the direction of Dixie Supplies. “We park a little ways away, one of us goes in, points a gun, gets the cash, and the driver zooms close enough to make a getaway unnoticed. Then, we loop back around and pump some gas.”

	James tilted his mouth to the right side of his face and then pouted out his bottom lip. “Okay. And since you say one of us, you mean it’s my turn, right?”

	“Fair is fair.”

	James blew out a deep breath and put his foot to the accelerator. He hooked a left on the first side street and pulled the shifter to park. Quiet, a business residential mix that suggested most people were working elsewhere and that Casperville was not a town on the rise. A short man with jean cuffs that dragged beneath his Doc Marten’s walked toward them, his eyes on the screen of an iPhone. James waited until he passed and then held his hand out to Priscilla. They’d put the guns in the glovebox less than a minute after they picked up the dehydrated man. Once the cool steel touched warm flesh, James rose from his seat. 

	“Game face,” Priscilla said.

	James gave her a wink, but the rest of his face betrayed the action. This was cold business and it had his insides swirling, looking for a drain.

	“Give me a three-minute head start from when I round the corner. Then I’ll keep going down the street until—wait.” He reached in for the keys and stepped to the trunk. From his luggage, he pulled out Priscilla’s lime green hoodie. She swam in it, but it would fit him fine. “If you need to say goodbye to this shirt, say it.” 

	Priscilla caught the keys after he tossed them. “Okay, three minutes from the corner,” she said.

	“Yep.” 

	James strapped the pumpkin mask over his ears and pulled the hood up over his head while Priscilla scooched over to behind the wheel and then withdrew her phone. She opened the timer app and let her thumb hover over the button. At the corner, James bolted to his right and Priscilla tapped the start button on the screen.

	—

	James’ heart hummingbirded against the insides of his ribs as he rushed up the sidewalk. He grabbed the handle of the barred door with his left hand, noting the heftiness when he pulled, but not the sign for electronics BLOWOUT SALE!!! 

	A buzzer sounded overhead as he gave the aisles a quick scan. The old woman put her knitting down, smiling in a way that sucked her mask tight to her face, but paused soundlessly when the gun came into view.

	“I need some money,” James said gruffly, trying to Batman-up his voice.

	“You want me to kill the cameras?” the old woman shouted. “Okay, don’t shoot, I will kill the cameras.”

	James stilled, squinting at the woman as she turned her Apple monitor far enough to reveal the camera program shutting down. She quickly opened another program and hit the red record button.

	“I’ll make it worth your while to shout, ‘kill the cameras,’” she said.

	“What?” James lowered the gun a foot, now aiming at the countertop of the till.

	The woman opened the register and took out three stacks of cash. “You can have this, but you have to tell me to kill the cameras. Nice and loud.”

	James, flustered, said, “Kill the cameras?”

	“Yes, but louder and make it a demand. I’ll splice it in after you go.”

	“Kill the cameras.”

	“Louder, please.”

	“Kill the cameras!”

	“Maybe add a slur, make it seem real.”

	James blinked at this woman and saw behind her the red Mercury Cougar rolling by slowly. “Kill the cameras, you old bitch!” he shouted.

	“Perfect.” The woman slid the money over and James came forward and snatched it. “I have two hundred more in the safe—the backup float in case…doesn’t matter—two hundred more, but you have to shoot those TVs.” She pointed behind James to a pair of floor model TVs and two lines of about thirty TV boxes on shelves. The boxes were dusty, a bit bulky, all promising incredible 3D graphics. “And those hoverboards, if you don’t mind.”

	“What?” James said, reeling his hand back and the maybe three hundred bucks.

	“Few years ago, my Brian got us tied into technology of the future. The Nintendo stuff sold, but that junk’s obsolete and we’re so deep in the red on it…please.”

	James understood then, understood better than the old woman could’ve hoped for. He licked his teeth. “Yeah, right. Get the money out of the safe, I’ll pop the TVs and the hoverboards, or as many as I can in a couple shots. Funny, that’s how…” he trailed, it wouldn’t be wise to spill those particular beans to this particular lady.

	“Yes. Perfect. You’re a lifesaver. I’ll tell the cops you’re Mexican.”

	James grimaced. “Don’t do that.”

	The old woman shook her head. “No? Right, no. That might be bad for somebody.”

	“They’ll see the video anyway,” James said as he tried to eye up a good angle to limit shots. He glanced back to the woman; she had the additional cash on the counter, and behind her, a red Mercury Cougar rolled by once more.

	“There. Here. Do it.” The woman pushed the money.

	“Can you put some waters and jerky and candy bars in a bag for me, too?”

	“Of course.”

	James snatched the additional money and stuffed it into his pocket. “What’s behind the store?” I don’t want to hit a bystander.

	“Two brick walls,” the woman said. She’d come around the front of the till and was stuffing a plastic bag with treats like it was Halloween.

	“Good.” 

	James aimed to hit the first row of TV boxes. The gun pop was louder than the fantastically dull destruction. He lowered and fired on the second row. The hoverboards weren’t as convenient to destroy, so he let off three shots. Then, for good measure, thinking ahead for the woman when she made her insurance claim, fired into the back wall three more times, hitting a laser printer paper display, a t-shirt featuring George Strait’s face, and plastic floor mats hanging from a hook. 

	He stuffed the gun in his beltline and the heat played a warning against his underwear. He accepted the bag from the woman.

	“Thank you,” she said and then hurried back to her computer.

	James walked quickly and slipped into the first alleyway and behind a dumpster. The hoodie came off and went in next to a leaning stack of piss-damp cardboard. He resituated the gun, thumbing on the safety, and headed back to the sidewalk with his bag and pocketful of cash. He made it to the next crosswalk when Priscilla pulled up and he climbed into the Cougar.

	“What took so long?” she hissed.

	He lowered his mask to sit beneath his chin, grinning in disbelief. “Luck was upon us.” 

	Priscilla wore an open and frantic expression.

	“I’ll tell after we get some gas and get out of town.”

	Priscilla rolled to the next corner—the fuel gauge resting lazily below the red marker—and took a left. At the following corner, she took another left. One more left and she pulled into the gas station. James handed off some cash and Priscilla went inside. He took off the pumpkin mask and stood barefaced.

	The flow came on after about a minute and James began filling the tank. Cop sirens polluted the air and the gas nozzle’s handle clicked, warning a full tank. Three officers from two cruisers hurried into Dixie Stationary. James got into the passenger’s seat and two minutes later, Priscilla got behind the wheel. 

	The young man in the backseat blinked a few times but wasn’t up to waking just yet.

	“Okay, tell me. I was freaking out. I mean. Freaking. Out.”

	“She asked me for a favor.”

	Priscilla balled her face up tight. “What?”

	 

	TWENTY-THREE

	The anger had shifted. He now had nothing against this dead man still half in the bathtub, but was furious at the supposed heroes who’d tried to save his Noreen, all the while ripping her—them!—off, and for millions. 

	Bill had checked online, and nobody had claimed the ticket yet, which made sense. Obviously, James McQuiston and Priscilla Holly—Bill hadn’t known they weren’t married and for some reason this upset him more—were waiting for things to cool down. Then, when nobody was thinking about them, they could claim the winnings. 

	If nothing else, killing a man in a bathtub was pretty handy. He’d used a Dewalt reciprocating saw to carve away the legs and arms. He wasn’t a young man anymore and digging that hole in the backyard left him just about spent, though not quite, and during his first break, an idea had formed.

	He got on the computer and located James’ U DO U email address from the website and penned a short note, which wasn’t easy. The anger boiling inside demanded he lash out, luckily that brainy part still intact kept his fingers cool on the keyboard.

	 

	Dear James,

	I hope this reaches you. I was truly saddened to learn of the store closure. COVID-19 has kept me playing things a bit safer these days, as I am not a young man. I am emailing to say thank you for what you did for Noreen, despite that it had an unfortunate outcome. If you’re willing, I’d like to hear/read a fuller description of what actually happened out there. 

	It’s just me now, so I’ll be by the computer; if you can get me a response, that would be great. 

	Bill Flatley

	 

	He’d checked the computer sixteen times through the morning and had to force himself to lie down just before lunch. Exhaustion was finally catching up to him, but that was okay because he had a reason to go on. His life with Noreen was in the past, fine; his future again had a bit of purpose.

	At 3:06 PM, he awoke with a headache and bypassed the home office to hit up the medicine cabinet in the bathroom for some Tylenol. He shovelled water from the tap into his mouth—three good scoops—before hurrying off. 

	The email remained unanswered. He took a deep, achy breath. If James never answered, what then? Who knew? He wanted to reach them in a soft way, with their guards lowered. He’d blow their heads off and they’d never be the wiser. What happened after that hardly mattered in the scheme of things.

	He left the home and made for the shed in the backyard. He pulled out the wheelbarrow and the garden hose. Yawning as he walked, he headed out front to the car to grab the bags of ready cement from the trunk. At first, he’d tried to cart two at once, but had to settle for a single. Nothing about getting old was easy. In his youth, he could probably lug four bags on his shoulders along with two five-gallon pails of sand…maybe not quite, but he’d do a hell of a lot more than one bag at a time.

	Once everything was ready, he started mixing, moving the powder around until it turned to a thick oatmeal consistency and color. Bill tilted the wheelbarrow and filled the bottom of the hole. Dust plumed, tickling his throat, forcing up a deep cough.

	At the door, he wiped his shoes, as Noreen always had him do, and stopped by the computer before the bathroom. No email yet. He sighed and picked up the mostly exsanguinated legs and took them out to the hole. His property was mostly shrouded by vauquelinia californica bushes, but there were openings that made his actions visible, had anyone been there. As it was, only a crow on the peak of his shed was watching.

	“Our secret,” Bill said to the bird.

	The legs went into the hole and Bill mixed more cement. He didn’t want any gaps that might crack and eventually deform his nice lawn, so he poured in more and wiggled the limbs around for the best possible coverage. In the house, he checked for an email. Nothing. He bent and grunted as he lifted the torso, the arms rolling down to the bottom of the tub and the resting pink water remaining beneath.

	The torso was the toughest bit, but it went into the hole and Bill had to sit in the grass for a minute to catch his breath and let the sudden ache in his back sing away until it ran out of voice. He leaned over the hole and looked down at the top of Keith Gumb’s head. The cement went only as high as his chest, so he reached, palming the scalp like a melon, wiggling away air pockets. 

	Up to his knees, he dumped the second half of the second bag into the wheelbarrow. He got to his feet and got busy. The cement went to the dead man’s chin with the next dump and Bill returned to his computer. 

	Nothing.

	He imagined them dumping their cellphones and computers, dumping away all traces of their lives in Angelfield. Another thought stalled him: what if they’d tossed the ticket, unknowing, unthinking… what were the chances it was the big winner?

	1 in 292,000,000.

	“Oh, geez,” he said and stumbled vacantly into his bathroom to collect the arms from the tub. In a defeatist haze, he moved to the backyard and tossed the arms in before he mixed the final two bags of cement. “Wait,” he said and straightened.

	What did it matter if they had the ticket?

	They’d wronged Noreen and he’d promised her.

	They’d made him a failure.

	The ticket was an afterthought, the lesser point.

	They had to pay.

	With that, he felt a little better. Once the cement was in, he’d wait a few hours to let it set. He checked his email once more before deciding to take a break from worry. He nuked two Hungry Man dinners, grabbed two cans of Canada Dry Cranberry Ginger Ale, and turned on the tube. Fox News’ Mark Levin was talking about rights and liberties, and it felt very on point for the night—a nice break from Hunter Biden coverage.

	Evening was reaching for night quickly when he rose from the couch and checked his computer for an email. A tickle played in his throat, rising up from his chest.

	 

	TWENTY-FOUR

	Priscilla drove for about forty minutes, cutting in and out from the main drag before pulling up to a roadside attraction called Grand Canyon Maze and parking next to a goofy green dinosaur with red gums and a pink tongue. She looked back at the young man.

	“We should probably ask where he wants out. Don’t you think?” she asked.

	James had a wad of jerky in his mouth. “Yeah.”

	“Still like Vegas?”

	“Sure,” James said and turned in his seat, rising to put his knees to the leather. “Hey, you okay?” He took a handful of shoulder and rocked the young man enough that one eye opened. “Hey?”

	“Water,” the young man said, clearly, though strained.

	“Can you sit up?” James said.

	The young man put his hands to his stomach, as if adjusting something, then managed to straighten… sort of. His back was crooked, bones poked in places there probably should’ve been more meat for cover.

	Priscilla handed over a cracked water bottle. The young man accepted it, and spun the top the rest of the way. He drank greedily, finishing half the bottle before stopping to gag. His chest and stomach heaved, but he managed to keep things down.

	“Where you headed?” James asked, then held out the jerky bag—all COVID worries sidelined for now.

	The young man reached into the bag and took a small piece. He grimaced and chugged on the water. “Salt hurts,” he said, and then, “California. My mom.”

	California was the location both James and Priscilla had defaulted to originally, before Nevada came into play. California was big and wealthy. Right on the ocean, so, many wholesalers buying things from cargo ships. They’d have cash on hand for deals that flowed beneath IRS notice. 

	“Okay. Good. You can stick with us a while, if you like,” James said.

	“Thank you,” the young man said.

	“Right.” Priscilla looked at the dinosaur and the building beyond. The vehicles by the kitchen door were grungy and the grease smell was thick in a way that mingled oddly. Probably the food would do, but they needed more. They needed a plan. “We need internet.”

	“For what?” James said.

	“To figure on a plan,” Priscilla said, lowering her voice as if to keep that piece of the puzzle from the stranger in the backseat. 

	The young man finished his water and lay down, again rolling onto his stomach with his hand beneath him. 

	“We’ll find some Wi-Fi…and a can,” Priscilla said, whispering the second bit.

	“Have to dig out the laptop,” James said.

	Priscilla started the engine and backed up—no cars were coming along the road—and then straightened out to start off anew. “Won’t need to, the phones work even without SIM cards if there’s Wi-Fi.” She pointed to the glovebox where the phones sat lifelessly.

	—

	They pulled into the fifth town they’d passed since hopping onto Route 66 after weaving about on utterly vacant stretches of cracked asphalt as if the owner back at Dixie Stationary had fessed up and the cops were using sniffing dogs. Kingman was only about two hours from Las Vegas, and it also featured two McDonald’s, both with Wi-Fi. 

	Priscilla parked on the street behind the McDonald’s; even at a hundred feet, the fryer scent hardly dissipated. James was looking at the young man. 

	“Leave him, huh?” he said.

	“If he’s still here when we get back, we’ll force some more discussion out of him.” Priscilla opened her door and stood on rubbery legs. She stretched her back and spoke vaguely out to the quiet street. “Maybe he’ll be gone.”

	“Better get him some food in case,” James said and closed his door gently.

	“If he wants to stick with us, we’d probably better tell him we’re on the run.”

	“Yeah.”

	Priscilla withdrew the pig mask from her pocket and slipped the loops over her ears. James put on the dinosaur mask. They’d need to dig out others; taking them off and putting them back on under such stressful circumstances was making them a bit crusty. A cop cruiser pulled into the lot and stopped to let them cross in front. The driver was grinning and making that universal hand gesture that said you first.

	“Well, at least we’re probably not on any wanted posters,” James said.

	“Not yet,” Priscilla said.

	The McDonald’s building was one of the more classically styled operations with a sloped and finned roof. The chairs had been flipped onto the tables inside and Priscilla and James groaned in unison, realizing their Wi-Fi plan might be foiled. 

	“Grab me that chicken sandwich meal I like and a Diet Coke,” Priscilla said and headed to the can once stepping through the door.

	James nodded and then inhaled deeply through his nose. If nothing else, McDonald’s kept all the promises it made, nothing more nothing less. There was no line and James stepped up to a short woman with jet-black hair and brown skin. 

	“I take you order?” she asked, clipped in the way that suggested English was her second language and that the first was probably something pretty Far East.

	An employee reached out from around a corner and slid a McFlurry cup with chunky chocolate toppings across the counter. A young man in a unicorn mask with dyed blue hair pushed by James and grabbed the treat. “About time,” he said.

	“Can I get a Buttermilk Chicken meal with Diet Coke, a Quarter Pounder meal with a root beer, and…I guess a twenty-piece nuggets and…a second Quarter Pounder meal, this one with a Coke? James said.

	The woman spilled the order back, but only the important bits. She then gave the total and James pulled out the wad of cash. It was slipping away quickly. He got what he needed and a few seconds later, the woman was back with three drinks in a brown tray. She took the cash and made change before spinning toward a hand sanitizer pump as she asked, “What dip?”

	“Uh, can I have two of each?” James said.

	The employee grumbled but tossed the McNugget sauce cups into a brown bag. Priscilla emerged from the washroom, waving damp hands. She was a model of efficiency and it seemed like not nearly enough time had passed between getting his change and accepting the huge bag of food.

	“Thought I’d get the guy nuggets and a burger.”

	Priscilla shrugged. “We’re going to need all the good karma we can get from here on out.” She pumped free three straws from the dispenser and grabbed a huge wad of extra napkins while the woman who’d taken the order frowned. “We’ll need to sit close,” she said and then led the way out the door.

	A few small clusters of people sat around the McDonald’s, digging into bags, sucking on straws, not doing so well at social distancing. James hardly had his mask dangling by an ear and two fries in his mouth when the kid who’d ordered the McFlurry started shouting.

	“Oh! My! Fucking! God!” He had the ice cream covered spoon lifted from the cup, on it was a frozen scrunchie. Fine blonde hairs played through the material—it had obviously fallen into the mix at the factory. “I just pulled this out of my ‘Flurry! Look, it’s frozen! It was totally in there forever!” He dropped the cup and maneuvered the found object in a way that proved his point to the other boy holding up his cellphone. “This is how they make ‘Flurries in Kingman, Arizona! I’m gonna sue!” He bent and picked up the cup before charging by Priscilla and James to re-enter the McDonald’s.

	“That’s nasty as hell,” Priscilla said and then opened her sandwich to peek between the buns—all clear…as far as she could tell.

	“At least with a food truck, there’s no ice cream,” James said. “I was thinking chili. We both know how to make it and you don’t see chili trucks too often.”

	Priscilla swallowed. “That’s a good idea. Could do chili dogs and chili fries, maybe think up some brand-new vehicle to gain a following.”

	James picked up his burger and let it hover near his mouth a second to say, “We want to stay small.”

	“Yeah, but who cares who runs a food truck if the food’s good. It’s not like food trucks make national news.”

	“We’ve been so damned lucky,” James said. “Sooner or later, our asses will be on national news.”

	“We keep the masks on, and we’ll be all right until they spot the car. Ooh, that looks uncomfortable.”

	James side-eyed a teenager with pimples upon pimples upon pimples stepping toward the entrance, about to affix her black mask—one that went pretty well next to her McDonald’s uniform. 

	“I always feel bad when I see that. Eventually someone’ll catch us, and the car, on video.”

	Priscilla swallowed a wad of chewed potato and salt. “Yeah, then we ditch it. Just hope that happens after we hit something big.”

	Finished his burger and fries, James withdrew the phone he’d grabbed from the car. Once connected to Wi-Fi, he recalled the simplicity of instant answers. As he typed into the Google search bar, a notice popped up from the work email.

	“Hey, Mrs. Flatley’s husband emailed to thank us and wants to know what happened.”

	Priscilla grimaced around the straw.

	“I know, creepy, but I guess I get it.”

	Priscilla swallowed. “Yeah. Hey, ask him, like nonchalantly, somehow, if the cops are looking for us.”

	James’ eyes widened in agreement and then turned upward, as if searching his eyebrows for an answer. “How about I say, is anybody else missing us? He said he was sorry to see the business close. Kind of corny, but…” 

	“Whatever. Just ask, who’s he going to tell?”

	“Cold,” James said as he typed. “You have any ideas? We’re pretty close to Vegas, I guess we can try something…or maybe California?”

	Priscilla flipped open the nugget box after peeling the lip on a honey dip. She coated the tip of a pointy nugget and then bit. “If it’s Vegas, it can’t be anywhere near the Strip. Too much going on there.”

	“Agreed. So, just search—what?”

	“You finish eating,” Priscilla said, hand out to ask for the phone.

	James gave it. He’d responded to the email already and the last of his fries were cold. “Guess we should take food to the guy sooner than later. Totally cold fries are awful.”

	A Fox affiliate news van pulled into the parking lot.

	 

	TWENTY-FIVE

	Freddy awoke to voices, but not the ones from before. The car was stopped; the world reeked of glorious McDonald’s scent. He raised his head and looked around. Two girls and two boys stood on the sidewalk. The boys were grinning with their hands in the pockets of designer jeans, their ultra-clean, ultra-rare shoes standing in wild contrast to the lived-in world around them. The girls had on velour pants and thin tees with lime green bras beneath, despite the subtle chill on the air. Huge Gucci branded sunglasses hid most of their faces, below were bubble gum pink lips, moist and shining. 

	“Totally Kim,” one girl said, poking out her lips and ass as she took a selfie with the other girl who made a pouty face, trying to push together something like cleavage beneath the neck of her shirt.

	“Get the Yeezys in and we’ll tag them,” the second girl said and reached over to drag one of the boys close. He squatted and the girls hooked onto him for the shot. “Total vibe. Make sure to tag Skims.”

	“Duh,” said the girl posting the shots.

	“Cool car,” the boy who hadn’t been in the shot said to Freddy.

	Freddy hadn’t thought much about the car other than that the wind had woken him up a few times. He felt the leather, looked at the dash, probably it was a cool car. And the thing about cars was they could be cool, unlike so many other objects touted as cool. A car could have muscle, could have style. Freddy decided after he killed the people who’d saved him, he’d try out this car for a while.

	“Can we Insta’ in it?” one girl said.

	Freddy turned his attention on her, only his nose-up was within her view. “You said Kim before, you mean the celebrity?”

	“Uh, yeah,” one girl said.

	“Why?” Freddy said, honestly confused by people like these kids. 

	He knew the woman was famous for fucking, but he couldn’t understand what she did that kept her famous afterward. There was the dough-head husband, too. He knew from a kid in high school that Kanye took other people’s music and slowed it down and mixed it up, called it original, but he knew nothing more about them—aside from last minute she decided to cut the scene where Ray J pissed on her face from the sextape. Or so he’d heard.

	“Why, what?” a boy said.

	“What did they do? You’re talking about them, what did they do?” Freddy said.

	Four faces scrunched. “They didn’t do anything,” one boy said.

	“Are you gonna let us Instagram in the car, or what?” a girl said.

	“No. You’re boring, go away or I’ll slit your throats.” Freddy sat up further.

	“Fuck—” started the boy who’d been in the shot, showing off his Yeezys, but stopped when Freddy sucked deep and horked up a yellowy gob. He spat. The snot and saliva clung like bird shit to the ridges of the absurd shoe. 

	The boy screamed in a way that suggested puberty hadn’t yet visited, before he started bawling and took off. The girls chased after him and the second boy smirked at Freddy. He only got moving when Freddy lifted his hand and waved the little knife he carried.

	Freddy laughed at himself and then took a better look at his surroundings. The couple were walking toward him, so he made quick work of stowing the gun in one of the cracks of the seat. The knife went into his pocket, and he reached for a water bottle from the floor to busy his hands.

	“You’re alive,” the man said as he stepped around the rear to get to the driver’s door.

	“I guess, thanks,” Freddy said, and thought about the perfect time to kill these boring ass people. Likely at the edge of town. Kill the woman and then the man, toss them in the backseat and keep on driving.

	In the McDonald’s lot, a news crew was filming and a cop car pulled in. Freddy instinctively slouched some, just in case someone finally started doing math.

	The woman turned in her seat with a McDonald’s cup and a bag of food. “Here, if you want. There’s a meal and some nuggets. That’s Coke,” she said as she handed it all off.

	Stoplights loomed, the light red. Beyond that was another set of lights and then apparently nothing but road and on-ramps to a highway. Freddy set the bag on the seat and the cup on the floor between his feet. He reached into the crevice for his gun. The light turned green, but the next set had just shifted orange, then red.

	“Look,” the man said, “we’re probably not the kind of ride you want.”

	Freddy frowned. He hadn’t heard this before.

	“This car is stolen and we’re wanted for arson,” the woman said.

	“And we’re probably going to have to rob a few gas stations—and then some—to get where we’re going,” the man said.

	Freddy looked left right, left right. “Y’all serious?” 

	“As cancer,” the woman said.

	“Huh.” Freddy let go of the gun so he could reach into the bag of food for a fry. “That’s okay.” 

	“What?” the man said.

	“I don’t mind. I been in trouble before.” Freddy was thinking he’d maybe finally found something worth following for a time. These people were not boring, not at all. “Where y’all heading?”

	The woman sighed. “We’re still not sure.”

	“Kind of blowing in the wind, but we have an idea. Sorry if that doesn’t help,” the man said.

	Freddy smiled an honest to god smile. “Sounds perfect to me. I hate boring people who plan and do what they’re supposed to.” He opened the burger box to lift it free, took a bite. “I’m Freddy, by the way.”

	The couple gave their names and Freddy wondered if they’d ever killed before.

	 

	TWENTY-SIX

	Bill hit a Starbucks drive-thru at 6:35 AM the following morning. He wasn’t much of a fan, but Noreen had always brewed the coffee and the stuff he’d brewed before he left the house was the same color as amber ale and had a taste to match the shade. 

	Not ten hours prior, he’d been sitting in his living room watching Fox News when he saw something he could hardly believe. A kid’s cellphone video rant featured the former owners of U DO U Hobbies right there in a McDonald’s parking lot, eating take-out. A few seconds later, a reporter stood next to the kid, camera facing them and the back of the lot when Priscilla and James hurried toward a red convertible parked on the street. The Chyron read KINGMAN MCDONALD’S ICE CREAM INCIDENT. 

	Now Bill had a place to start. After that, he checked his email and he’d finally received a response—from late that afternoon. He had James hooked like a fish. He replied quickly.

	 

	Hello. It would be great to hear how it happened, face-to-face. I’d asked around and tried to visit you at home, but you’ve obviously headed out of town. I asked a few more people and finally I asked Burl at the gas station and he said you flew the coop on account of being of interest to the police in some aspect, though he didn’t know why. 

	I’m not sure where you’ve headed, but I’m on my way north. I need to get away for a bit. I can’t quite decide if I want to gamble some or hit the coast and ride all the way up. If you’re off in a northern direction, I’d love to meet up for a coffee or some burgers. If you’ve gone some other direction, maybe we can link up in a few months.

	 

	Thanks again for how you tried to help Noreen,

	Bill

	 

	He read it over three times before he hit send. To him, it seemed mighty clever: forward but not too forward, asking but not quite begging, stretching the truth but not so far that they’d think he was in with the cops if they were truly trying to snuff him out. He’d refreshed the browser a dozen times in the twenty minutes after he sent the message and decided it didn’t matter; he wasn’t lying when he said he was headed north.

	Come sunrise, he had his bag packed and his wheels spinning. In as close to a straight shot as was possible. Kingman was about six hours away, which was lots of time for James or Priscilla to catch his email and fire one back to him.

	—

	A few minutes past noon, Bill pulled into the same Kingman McDonald’s where he’d spotted Priscilla and James, coughing into his shoulder as he did so. He hadn’t received an email yet but refreshed four times while he sat in his car eating four McDoubles and a large fries. He’d brought plenty of water as anything fountain pop related gave him the scoots. 

	Given how close Kingman was to Vegas, he decided he’d drive on up to the Strip and blow some money until he heard back, assuming that would be their likely spot. He couldn’t quite figure out why they thought the police were after them, but it didn’t seem like the case, at least nobody he’d spoken to in Angelfield had said anything of the sort.

	Last time he and Noreen had visited Las Vegas they left with much lighter wallets and Noreen saying, “Never, ever let me set foot in that place again. I’m a junkie and that place is a heroin factory.”

	He’d laughed at the time, partly in surprise. He’d never guessed in a million years that Noreen could be so loose with their checking account, and since they had the money to spend, ten grand didn’t hurt anything more than their collective pride.

	“Give me my scratchers and my Powerball, thank you very much,” she’d said.

	That had been more than a decade into the past and all that remained of any sentiment they’d shared and any conclusions they’d reached from then on was to hope for a win. The hope was different because when it came to gambling, winning was a pipedream, but when it came to revenge, winning was only a matter of time. He’d get them for Noreen; he’d destroy them.

	—

	The dusty rolling hills became asphalt and Bill took the off-ramp from the US-93 to the I-11. The city remained distant, but he was covering those final fast miles. Not as quickly as many, soon enough he found himself behind a 1990-something ford Windstar with three small faces mooning out the back window. The kids mashed figurines against the glass and Bill shook his head. The whole damned world needed a spanking. 

	First, the couple stole from his dead wife and then that wannabe rapper from the convenience store broke into his house. Bill did not doubt for a moment that upbringing and technology were to blame. Why couldn’t the younger generations work more? He worked hard and he made his way, what was their problem? Everybody wanted something for free, everyone thought their feelings mattered, everyone wanted to change a system that had functioned like a train running on time his entire life. Before, Noreen helped him to keep from thinking about it, but the folks at Fox were right, everything was falling apart and America had lost its way.

	Bill hit his blinker and then checked his mirror before pulling into the left lane to pass. Once he got neck and neck with the big van, he paused to drink in the rough looking character behind the wheel: long hair, a scruffy beard, pale blue eyes. Instantly Bill knew what kind of jobs a slacker like this took, also knew whom he’d be voting for in a few weeks.

	“Hippy,” Bill said and rolled on by before returning to the right lane.

	—

	He hadn’t considered COVID-19 before reaching the city and seeing all the faces hidden behind masks—though not all the faces, not even close to all the faces. The air smelled of fried rice and gasoline fumes when he put down his window. 

	He’d done the research in the past and hoped not much had changed; anywhere with a proper casino attached had cheap rooms. Bill wheeled into the Excalibur loading zone. Busy enough, but nothing like it had been, and most, if not all, the visitors he saw looked American—though in many shades. Hardly anyone had actual cameras and only a foursome of young women in slinky dresses were taking pictures of anything at all—themselves, mostly.

	Inside, everyone wore masks and he dutifully slipped on the disposable mask he’d plucked out of the carton in his glove box. The room cost him $26 for the night and he could hardly believe it. He returned to his car and pulled into one of a sea of empty spots and put the parking card on the dash. 

	Exhausted, but wired and hungry again, Bill headed downstairs in a clean elevator next to a dishevelled looking white man rubbing his bare wrist, as if he’d had to pawn his watch somewhere to stay in the game. No buffet and Bill wondered if that kind of animalistic feeding ritual was dead.

	He sat down at Buca di Beppo—a little peeved the fancy steakhouse was closed—and ordered penne in marinara with tomatoes and chicken. The place was a ghost town. He pulled out his phone to check for an email. Nothing. 

	Unmasked, he nodded without breathing when the waitress brought over a bottle of Budweiser. He sipped and smiled to himself. Noreen would be warning him if she were still around, the beer would go right through him and he’d have a headache come morning. He decided he wouldn’t finish it—it lacked the usual punch of flavor anyway.

	“Watered down.”

	After eating, the buzzy pings and bumps of machines drew Bill from the path to the elevators. He needed a nap, but hell, a few minutes in front of a 25¢ machine wasn’t going to change much. He slipped in a twenty and went to quick work dwindling it, increasing it slightly, and dwindling it some more. He began imagining winning the jackpot. That turned sour quickly when he realized anything offered on the Excalibur floor was peanuts compared to what was stolen from Noreen, and by extension, him. He could invest, and in a few years, probably be one of those obscenely rich assholes who owned things like jets and yachts bigger than houses. He could own businesses and rent congresspeople or senators. He’d build a mansion and take one of those trips to the moon that weird Musk guy was promising in the near future. He could do anything he wanted and would do so much more than that because once he secured the money, he’d cover all the bases Noreen would have.

	With $1.50 credit remaining, he stood up from the stool and tapped the button once before deciding he’d leave a tip for the next money burner. The wheels spun and he only glanced over after hearing the positive outcome. The credit was back up to $11.50 and it was nearly enough to draw him in, but not quite.

	He grabbed two cookies from a vending machine on his floor and a bottle of water. In his room, he checked his phone for an email—nothing—and then switched on the tube. The wired feeling had yet to abate, but it would and quite possibly in a way that crashed him totally. Being in bed was wise.

	First cookie gone, he rubbed his feet on the bedspread until his socks rolled off. He flipped to his side to disengage the tucked sheets from beneath the mattress. They were soft, but in that way that suggested sterilization.

	“It was our kink, okay…well, my kink,” the frumpy woman said into the microphone. The TV was set to Fox’s 24-hour news station and the chyron beneath the woman suggested she was from someplace in Texas Bill had never heard of. “We taped it all, for later. I got to spell it out?”

	The reporter wore a stern, disturbed expression and turned to the camera. “Now, we have the footage. Warning, what you’re about to see is graphic in nature.” The image on the screen shifted and suddenly a man was taking his pants down in the cab of a truck—genitals blurred—and a young man was next to him, pulling out a knife. “According to Barbara Golden, she’d devised a plan for her husband to perform and receive oral sex from young men and stream the video, real-time, back to her from his truck. It’s obvious this young man—who has been identified as Fred Ronald Kemp—was unaware he was being filmed.” On the screen, the man named Fred stabbed the prone husband several times in the chest. “Authorities are also suggesting Fred, Freddy, Kemp is wanted in connection with at least four other spree killings in the southeast.” The image on the screen shifted to a headshot of the suspect. “This murder happened three days ago and Fred Kemp’s current whereabouts is unknown. If you see the suspect, do not approach, do not attempt to apprehend, he is assumed armed and extremely dangerous. The nature of his killings suggests he’s volatile and lacking any sense of remorse.”

	Bill yawned wondering what he’d do if he ever bumped into a real freak like Freddy Kemp. He guessed he might try to shoot him on-sight, if he knew for sure of course. Righteous killing had the kind of taste a man could warm to, like your grandmother’s apple pie. He could get to be familiar with that feeling and if he were being honest with himself, he was now chasing it.

	As his eyes began to droop, he killed the TV and then checked his phone one last time for an email. And he had one, right there; one saying all the right things.

	 

	TWENTY-SEVEN

	“Can we risk it?” Priscilla said.

	“I don’t know. It’s not like we’d stick out in a crowd of gamblers, right?” James said.

	Freddy was in the back, his smile suggesting he was intrigued by the idea of staying at a casino hotel. 

	“Where?” Priscilla said, she had her eyes on a man in a diaper walking a donkey on a leash wearing a sign for some casino she’d never heard of.

	“Last time we stayed at the Marshall it was only thirty-three bucks,” James said.

	“Guess that won’t eat much of the gas money,” Priscilla said and craned to look at Freddy. “How do we deal with you? No offense but having a stranger around while we’re sleeping doesn’t seem all that wise.”

	Freddy nodded. “I guess not. I can get my own room, and as far as gas money goes, maybe I can help…if you’re going out to California.”

	Neither Priscilla nor James had said it aloud, but both wanted to delay committing further crimes. In fact, both had lingering hope that something might come up, might save them from their fate.

	“Yes, I’m thinking,” James started, rambling, “thinking, yeah, California, probably.”

	“Did the Marshall have those resort fees?” Priscilla said.

	“It’s okay, you only have to pay them once, so if he helps with the gas along the way, we can get two cheap rooms and still have some money left over,” James said. He eyed the rearview mirror. “Sound fair?”

	“Hey, whatever you like. Beats the hell out of walking through the desert,” Freddy said. “I need a shower something awful. First thing.”

	“I hear that,” Priscilla said.

	James smelled his armpit, then grimaced outlandishly.

	—

	The rooms were starched white and royal blue. Priscilla and James had #1602 and Freddy had #1604. They agreed to meet up at 8:00 AM in the restaurant the following morning. If Freddy wasn’t there, he said to leave without him.

	“We’re just lucky they let us book without a credit card,” James said after Priscilla was marvelling that the rooms only cost $11 per night—the resort fee was $35 for the duration of their stay, but that still came out to a hell of a deal, especially since the fee included fifty bucks in meal vouchers of which they might burn through ten dollars.

	“COVID must really be hitting the vacation industry.”

	“Think they got bailed out; all the rich businesses did, didn’t they?”

	Priscilla sighed. Pretty much that was right.

	“Likely they’re just covering the minimum until someone finds a perfect vaccine, or whatever,” James said. He’d stretched out on the king bed in the middle of the room and slipped off his socks. 

	Priscilla picked up his phone and the card with the Wi-Fi info written in pen on the back. She signed in and then agreed to the hotel’s terms. An email pinged and she said, “Oop, that Bill guy emailed back.” She read it quickly and then tossed it over to the bed. “Doesn’t sound dire yet?”

	James read it himself and then licked his teeth. “Suppose not, not yet anyway.”

	“But he might’ve been talking to all the wrong people.”

	“Meeting with him would probably be okay.”

	Priscilla tipped her head right to left, left to right on a loose neck. “Better do it someplace where we can be conspicuous. Somewhere with a fast getaway and a few options…in case someone followed him or something.”

	“You’re paranoid.”

	“I am, and I realize that, which is half the reason I think we should meet him at all.”

	“To prove yourself paranoid?” Priscilla said.

	“Yes.”

	“Hmm.” Priscilla picked up the remote and flicked on the tube. The hotel channel was about to restart an endless loop of promises relating to COVID-19 protocols to keep their guests safe, when Priscilla punched the guide button. She located TLC and Dr. Pimple Popper was on. She cringed as two women in white suits and face shields worked on a pimple that took up the entirety of a man’s upper back. “Eww,” she said from the edge of the bed.

	James looked up. “Is this a new one?” They hadn’t had premium TV in months, but TLC squeezed every drop from all they produced.

	“I think so.”

	“How could you tell any…way?” It was his turn to cringe. The gunk was coming out like overcooked chowder loaded into a toothpaste bottle.

	“I don’t know,” Priscilla said absently, eyes hard on the screen.

	“I’m telling him to meet us at that truck stop we went to that one time on our way to the skydiving place.”

	“Okay…Love’s?”

	“Right, yes.” James had to force himself to peel his eyes from the disgusting visuals. Enormous pimples were worse than traffic accidents. He typed quickly, not bothering to ask further about the police. “You think this guy’s in cahoots with the cops?” he asked before hitting send.

	“Bill guy?” Priscilla was dreamy, distant. The velvety goop was still spilling from the man’s back like he was a Boston cream donut. 

	“Yes.”

	“No.” She paused, but the image went to commercial and instantly snapped her free of the hold. “Too much of a liability. Can’t just dangle civilians to catch bad guys, plus cops never really look. They wait for everything to fall into their laps or else blame it on someone who can’t afford a decent attorney.”

	James hit send and then sat up. He needed to find the charger they’d packed.

	“What time we meeting him?” Priscilla started pulling off her shirt.

	“Ten-thirty in the morning. Thinking we should find a grocery store and get some fruit or something. I’m a little meat weary.”

	Priscilla stood, moving quickly—the show was back on and she needed to get to the bathroom before any more pimples were getting popped. She dropped her jeans and stepped free. They were loose. All the stress over the last ten months had burned calories in a way the treadmill couldn’t. Nowadays, all her clothing had wiggle room. 

	 

	TWENTY-EIGHT

	Freddy had only entered his room far enough to be sure the key worked before he left off again. He rode the elevator to the lobby and scoped out the people moving about like goldfish in a plastic bag. They weren’t important to him yet, everything happened in stages, and right now, he needed to find a busy bellhop working for the right kind of tip.

	He crossed the hallway and cut off his view of the lobby to stand in the shadows. He sighed and waited. People came and went, rode the elevators up and got off on higher floors. Several minutes passed before a middle-aged man and a young woman in designer duds followed the bellhop and the load of seven pieces of Louis Vuitton luggage on a golden trolley. At the last second before anyone turned, Freddy got in line behind them. The elevator doors opened and after the others entered, Freddy entered. 

	Together they rode up to the eighteenth floor and Freddy nodded when the bellhop looked in his direction. Freddy hurried down the hall with his card in hand in the opposite direction to the bellhop and the guests. A corner appeared and he slipped in and leaned back to watch. He’d have to get pretty lucky for this to work, but luck came to those who took the risks, those who played the games as they arose. Once the bellhop and the trolley led the couple around a corner, Freddy doubled back, sprinting to the end of the hall. He peeked around this corner and saw the bellhop open the door and hold it wide enough to let the guests enter. He kept his foot in the doorway as he grabbed two bags and followed behind the guests. 

	Freddy bolted, charging at the luggage trolley. Five bags remained and he yanked one free from the top of the pile—along the bottom were extra-large bags he associated with the woman. He got three steps and heard the door handle click behind him. Immediately his pace slowed and he walked with the bag held out in front of him, elbows tight. He counted to ten and then glanced back. The bellhop had taken the next two bags inside, and Freddy resumed running; he ran all the way to the elevator.

	—

	He’d gotten lucky, sort of. One pair of jeans fit him fine and one blouse looked okay in a pirate sort of way. The rest were bikinis, trunks, sandals, and lotions. Little else of value or use to him. The clothes he did put on smelled like perfume, but they were cleaner than what he’d been wearing. 

	He’d showered quickly and formed a loose plan as he shaved his face with a pink Bic razor. He put the razor back into the bag and took the bag with him in the elevator. The bellhop had seen his face and if the couple complained…he didn’t want any such attention or to have anyone watching lobby camera footage. The bag went to the floor by the elevator doors at the lobby level and Freddy headed straight out of the hotel. That place had the wrong vibe, and though it was surely big enough to get away with, that adage about not shitting where you ate seemed like a good one to follow.

	Beneath the bright lights and loud noises, he walked. Many had masks on around him, but not even half the people. They moved in groups, laughing, making huge gestures, visibly drunk. Freddy thought about how easy it would be to pull free his knife and stab enough holes in them to create a tableau of flesh fountains, but being interesting didn’t mean being stupid, a little reckless, sure, but never stupid. He stopped walking when he came upon something his brain instantly matched to the term budget casino. The casino floor of slot machines and a handful of tables had a metal detector at its entry and a security guard with a card reader. He hooked a left and went to the lobby bar. The music was low and classy, most of the patrons were quiet and nursing pocket wounds. He had no identification and not much money, so he ordered a Coke with ice and teased it into himself like it was a triple with a splash of soda for color.

	Only thirty minutes passed before a prime target came up to him. She was in her forties or fifties, doughy around the middle, wearing clothes that made her seem out of touch with the times but didn’t necessarily look bad, and highly hair-sprayed hair. She made him think about the throwback music videos he’d seen as a kid.

	“Hey, cutie,” she said as she waited on a rum and Coke.

	“Hey, yourself,” Freddy said.

	The drink came and she put the tiny straw to her lips. Freddy mimicked, even tilting his head so their eyes met on a similar angle.

	“What you doing sitting there alone?” she asked, words heavy with booze.

	“I don’t know. Wasn’t very lucky on the floor,” Freddy said.

	“I hear that.”

	Freddy cracked a smile and a single huff of a laugh. “I hardly ever get lucky.” From his periphery, he saw the bartender roll his eyes in the reflection of the mirror behind the bottles. It was discreet enough to be forgiven.

	“You?”

	“Yeah, me.”

	“Me, I’m usually pretty lucky. Hang around and maybe my luck will rub off on you,” the woman said and then her straw made that empty cup bottom sucking noise.

	“Maybe some of me will rub off on you.” Freddy finished his drink, making the same noise with his straw, all the while the bartender was laughing behind a mask, facing away, and going unnoticed by the woman.

	“Doesn’t sound so bad. I’m done gambling for the night,” the woman said and leaned closer.

	Freddy was about to speak when the woman fell from her stool. His young arms shot out automatically to keep her from hitting the floor. She was heavy, but he had her. She smelled like liquor, sweat, and one of those classy perfumes door-to-door saleswomen wear.

	“You smell good.”

	“I do?” she said, breathy, words hot against his neck.

	“Good enough to eat.”

	She groaned appreciably and pressed her hand against Freddy’s crotch—the jeans didn’t have much space there before and had even less space now.

	Her room was in the same building but looked more like a place that did weekly and monthly rates. It had a mini-fridge and a hotplate next to a grimy white coffee maker. It was clean, clean enough to sear the baking soda scent deep in the sinus.

	The woman said her name was Tiffany and Freddy guessed she might be lying, and that she lived her day to day as Susan or Gloria. It didn’t matter, she’d die as Tiffany, if that’s how she wanted it.

	“Are you a hooker?” she said, her back to Freddy.

	“Would it matter?” He’d already taken off his shirt—blouse—and had the fly of his jeans open to reveal a thatch of thick black pubic hair.

	“Not really, but I don’t have much cash.”

	“Oh, I’m not a prostitute, not really, but I like a tip…there’s a cash machine in the hallway,” he said, and there was.

	“What kind of tip?” 

	Freddy came up behind her and ran his hands along her arms and then to her hands. He stroked her fingertips gently as he pressed his forehead against the back of her neck. He leaned his semi-erect groin against her plump ass and she pressed into him, moaning.

	“I always earn my keep,” he said and then stepped away from her.

	Almost frantic, panting the words, she said, “Okay. Okay.” She grabbed her big purse and left the room.

	Freddy stepped to the washroom and started the shower running. He hadn’t had sex in long enough that killing her was only a piece of the fun he’d have tonight. He also wanted her to have a good time, he wanted to be the character he was portraying right until the moment he killed the woman, thusly, he wanted her to shower. The metallic taste of pussy was so much better when it wasn’t hidden behind a day’s fish market sweat. 

	She came back and waved several twenties at him. “Three hundred bucks, if you can earn it.”

	“Hop in the shower,” he said, pointing.

	“Oh?” She seemed a little put out.

	“Baby, I’m going to taste every inch of you and I don’t want the flavour muddied by the day.”

	“Oh.” She unbuttoned her blouse quickly, revealing a sturdy beige bra that appeared to be defying gravity at about thirteen pounds per cup, perhaps more. She did her pants next and her underwear matched her bra, though did less work. “I look better in clothes.”

	“I disagree,” Freddy said and played a fingertip over cellulite bumps on the front of her upper thigh. “Every so-called imperfection is a deviation from boring. Now, get in the shower.”

	—

	Freddy had cum once and had made Tiffany cum twice—earning his keep. He was inside her, pumping away as she squirmed beneath him, face down. When they switched positions, he’d pulled his jeans closer by a leg and as he fucked her doggy style, he withdrew his knife from a pocket. He gripped it tightly as he came, pulsating into her. She moaned against the pillow.

	“I’ve never had it like this,” she said.

	The way she spoke, he knew her eyes were closed. It had been fun, so fun slicing her throat would almost be a shame. It wasn’t, of course, and before she had a chance to be a boring post-menopausal woman needing a good lay, eventually talking about her real life, Freddy leaned in and said, “You’ll never have it any way again.”

	The knife went into her throat, but not easy like a TV murder. TV murders were clean and simple. In real life tendons and muscles needed to be dealt with or mistakes might be made. Like what had happened with his sister so many years back and how he’d gotten himself put away with the coconuts. 

	Hot blood launched onto the bed and Tiffany gargled and shook while Freddy smothered her until he became totally flaccid. The nice thing about stabbing someone in the throat was the speed, the downside existed only when he wanted to see someone die as a person. Tiffany was boring as anyone else, but he’d liked fucking her, so a quick death was more pertinent.

	He hopped off and made for the shower. He took the three hundred as well as a VISA and sixteen more dollars from her wallet. On his way out, he hooked the DO NOT DISTURB hanger over the knob. 

	 

	TWENTY-NINE

	James awoke to Priscilla’s quiet tears. He rolled over and put his hand on her bare shoulder. She stiffened at his touch and information travelled via osmosis and he understood completely all the whys and hows behind those tears.

	“Are you—?” James started.

	“I know what you’re going to ask, and no, there’s no other way,” Priscilla said. 

	She had her eyes on the neon glow finding its way around the heavy curtains. That light, the money behind it, COVID came and revealed what so many tried to pretend wasn’t there: they’d all been sick long before the virus. The American Dream was a miniature Heaven. It made all the same empty promises, and satisfaction was for those who’d rejected playing by the rules of the game from the start. These thoughts had become a scratched record in her mind, bumping back, over and over to pound home the notions.

	“What would you have named kids if we’d ever had them?” James asked, plucking the subject from about three miles from where Priscilla’s head was at.

	“Where’d that come from?”

	James rubbed Priscilla’s shoulder. “I was thinking what life would’ve looked like if we’d done the exact opposite of everything. I can’t see it. My brain got stuck on what I’d call kids because I can’t imagine naming a child or taking care of one.”

	Priscilla peeled her gaze from the neon glow and lay flat on her back. “I don’t know. Maybe look at one of those lists with popular names and pick something from the bottom. In my kindergarten class, there were twelve or thirteen boys and six of them were names Shawn. Not to steal notes from our excitable co-traveler, but it’s all terribly boring.”

	“He is really hung up on boring people.”

	“Better not tell him how boring we actually are.”

	“I think that’s out the window, and doubly so once we nail down a place to hit,” James said.

	They’d been doing research for much of the evening and into the night before crashing. A couple places looked like contenders, but they’d need to scope them out beforehand. The biggest worry was security. They weren’t killers, and if guns appeared in resistance, they’d fold like a dish towel.

	“If we do it right and live frugally, we can go back to being boring,” James said.

	“I don’t know, being on the lamb will be—”

	James began laughing.

	“What?”

	“Lam, no B. Unless you want to do shawarma or something in our food truck.”

	“Huh. I guess…lamb is…really, kind of stupid.” Priscilla started laughing, until she began crying anew.

	James cradled her and a hot tear cascaded down her cheek onto his bare chest. As misogynistic and dated as it was, it had felt like his job to take care of her, provide for her as a husband. And he’d failed so miserably they were suddenly on the lam. On the lamb.

	—

	“You’re here. We thought maybe…you know,” Priscilla said to Freddy.

	He sat at a table with a dirty dish before him. A disposable mask sat next to his plate. “I wanted to get here early to make sure I didn’t miss you. Are you going to eat?” Freddy asked.

	James held up a two for one voucher. “Might be the last good meal we have for a few days,” he said, forced grin making a line of his mouth like a surgical slash, a bloodless gulley between pale lips.

	“You mean about money?” Freddy said. His expression was dull.

	“Yeah,” Priscilla said.

	“Money’s the easiest part,” Freddy said and pulled all the cash from his pocket and set it on the table. He put twenty of it under his plate and pushed the remainder to Priscilla. “Can always get more money.”

	Priscilla nearly asked but didn’t want to know the answer—though given how well this young man cleaned up, she thought she could guess. Besides, who was she to judge? She took the cash. It went into her wallet—next to the forgotten lotto ticket.

	Freddy got up from the table. He’d washed his clothes, likely in his bathtub. “I’m going to stretch my legs a bit before we go. You going to be here until eight?”

	James pulled out a chair at the table he and Priscilla had stood next to for the entire conversation. He sat and plucked the menu. “At least that. We’re going to make one stop in the wrong direction, then we’ll head west.”

	“Oh?”

	“The woman who died and…her husband,” James said and lifted his hands, palms up: what you gonna do?

	“Right,” Freddy said and departed.

	Priscilla waited until he’d left earshot and said, “Do you think he’s a thief or a prostitute?”

	“Likely both,” James said, scanning the menu in a way that suggested Priscilla mind her business.

	“Is that going to be us? I mean, honestly?”

	James set down the menu. “No. I’m not that good-looking… We’re going to do one big thing and turn this mess around. All we need is a little start-up capital. I wish I hadn’t been so blind, I’d have stashed cash from the credit cards and lines of credit before we landed.”

	“Landed? Babe, we’re still falling.”

	A waiter came over, stopping a few extra feet away. The dining area was empty enough that his doing this was possible while still hearing them. “Can I get you something to drink or are you ready to order?”

	James looked at Priscilla. She read through the dozen options. “Coffee, orange juice, and the diamond platter with hash browns.”

	“And for you?” The waiter wrote on a tiny notepad as he spoke.

	“I’ll get the platinum, waffles and bacon. Coffee. Water,” James said.

	“Water for me too,” Priscilla said.

	The waiter nodded and spun on shiny black heels.

	“A diamond for every day,” James said.

	Priscilla huffed. “If I had this kind of diamond every day, I wouldn’t fit in my jeans after a week.” She put her head in her hands. “Is there no other way?”

	They’d switched—something that happened often enough between them—he was now certain and convincing her. They had no options and nothing would be simple. 

	“One little job,” James said.

	“Nice lingo.”

	“Thanks.”

	The drinks came and two minutes later, the food came. They ate in silence. Their minds wandering as the minutes passed. Futures envisioned, crashing deeper, but hope remained on the periphery of everything. What if? What if?

	James was about to ask Priscilla if they needed another coffee, but Freddy rushed into the restaurant and leaned against the table. “I was walking by a cop car with the windows down and overheard on his radio a description of a red convertible. Maybe they’re looking for you?” he said, hissing it out.

	“No,” James said.

	“Yes. We need to get out of Nevada, pronto,” Freddy said.

	Priscilla left a twenty and a five on the table. “Where was this cop car?” she asked as they made for the elevators.

	“Around the front,” Freddy said.

	“Okay, okay. We should be okay,” she said as the elevator doors pinged and opened. 

	 

	THIRTY

	A fly buzzed around Bill where he sat with his thrice-refilled coffee mug. A fly had touched down against his skin several times, but he remained statuesque, a samurai waiting for that moment to strike. Finally, the bastard landed on his right hand, just above the webbing between his thumb and index finger. As it played the violin with its forelegs, he snapped upward, twisting his wrist while making a fist. The tiny crunch was only moderately fulfilling, but the pair of truckers across the aisle, a waitress leaning on the counter, and a woman in a too tight vinyl skirt and billowy t-shirt standing by the door applauded him when he dumped the dead fly on the tile floor.

	He looked around, hadn’t realized he’d acquired an audience.

	Without acknowledging the attention, he picked up his mug and drained the dregs. The mug came down on the table hard enough to jar all interest but from the waitress. She came over with the coffee pot.

	“Another cup?” she said.

	Bill nodded. He needed to piss in a way that made him ache, but he didn’t want to move. Though they were already two hours late, he had a date with his destiny.  

	“Say, that was some neat trick. You for hire? We get about a million flies around here on account of all the cattle and pig trucks,” the waitress said.

	The sting moved into Bill’s penis and he shot to his feet as the sting became a hot, damp burn. “If a man and woman come in, tell them I’ll be back!” he shouted as he broke for the can at the rear of the dining area.

	“God makes ’em in all kinds,” the waitress said and began a loop of the room with her coffee pot.

	The washroom was crummy, but it reeked of bleach. He staggered to the urinal with a pocked pink cake sitting at the bottom like the queen of discarded pubic hairs. He pulled himself out past his wet underwear and the hungry teeth of his jeans’ fly. The first moment was agony, followed by full-body relief. Halfway through, he noted the wet spot, and its size and shape. A pickle round of piss, enough to say he’d pretty well wet himself. He groaned, suddenly wishing for Noreen.

	It made him angry. Angrier.

	What they’d done and that he couldn’t keep up his end of the bargain made him boil. Well, when he got that ticket back, he’d make sure all of Noreen’s favorite charities and not-for-profits had wonderful surprises. Then he’d buy James McQuiston’s home at auction and burn it to the ground. He’d buy the U DO U store in Angelfield and turn it into a Hobby Lobby.

	He washed his hands with pink soap the same color as Pepto Bismol before turning to the hand-dryer. A sudden and harsh fit of coughing played up his throat from his lungs, burning something awful as he tipped the stainless-steel mouth after hitting the button, holding his pelvis in a thrust, close as it would get to the ancient, not especially powerful flow of air.

	A voice in his head stopped him before he hit the button a third time, warning him that everyone in the dining area could hear the dryer and would know anyway. He looked around for a solution but found none.

	“Hell with it,” he said and stepped out of the washroom, the damp spot on his jeans feeling like a lighthouse beam.

	Nobody looked at him, and he plunked back down in his chair. He withdrew his phone from his pocket for about the hundredth time and refreshed his Gmail. Nothing. Those pricks.

	Still, he waited. He ate lunch there and visited the can two more times, just in case. By 5:00 PM, he’d grown tired and defeated. Maybe he’d never fix this thing for Noreen. He headed south, back to his hotel. Since he was a loser already, he gambled away five hundred bucks with Noreen in mind, knowing that’s exactly what she would’ve done had she been with him. 

	In his room, he checked his email.

	 

	Sorry we couldn’t make it. Some police were talking about looking for a car that matched our car, so we got out of Nevada. I really feel terrible about missing things, but we’re in California now, some little roadside place that’s all mountains and men in flannel shirts and trucker caps. 

	Maybe we can talk over the phone sometime.

	 

	“That so?” Bill said and rolled from the bed to pack his bag.

	 

	THIRTY-ONE

	The roadside hotel had a restaurant and gas station attached. Freightliner, Mack, Volvo, and BMW rigs populated the vast and dusty lot. Priscilla had gone in to pay and James pumped fuel in behind the licence plate.

	“We should probably get California plates,” James said, a bit absently. All day he and Priscilla watched for shadowy places cops might sit to catch speeders—and those on wanted lists.

	Freddy sat sideways in the backseat. “I can get some tonight.” They’d already discussed renting a room, this time comfortable enough to include Freddy—since they’d be using the money he gave Priscilla. “Tomorrow’s the big day, huh?” he said, grinning.

	James licked his teeth beneath his lips. “Yes, I suppose it is…unless some substantial gift falls into our laps.”

	“What fun would that be?” 

	The nozzle clicked and James put the pump handle back into its base. “Nothing fun about any of this,” he said.

	“Come on, you never play cops and robbers?”

	“Well, yes, but this isn’t a game.”

	Freddy made a gun of a hand and fired rounds into the sky. “Life’s a game,” he said. “Once you start taking yourself and your problems all seriously, things get boring. Boring’s worse than dead.”

	James put the cap back onto the fuel access and let the spring slap the plate into place. “So, you’re going out to see your mother, does she know you’re coming?”

	“It’s a surprise,” Freddy said and looked away. He’d take this convertible from this couple right after he showed them all the fun they could have with murder. Then he’d say hello to his mother, he’d show her what was boring and what wasn’t. “Think they have HBO Max here?”

	Both were changing subjects and TV stations were as good as talking mothers instead of robberies. They’d pinned down a target when they stopped at a Burger King for supper. The store had posted hundreds of photos of inventory, as well as the office and the safe in the background. They watched three different videos on how easy it was to crack Sentry Safes that looked similar to the one behind the big woman in the white cowboy hat in the manager’s chair. Freddy had suggested they wouldn’t need it because they had guns.

	Priscilla wasn’t so sure. James thought they might be called out on their bluff, he decided he probably couldn’t shoot a rabid dog.

	Priscilla waved from the gas station/motel office door and then pointed before she started walking down the long line of overpriced rooms.

	—

	Their room had pale pine panelling on the walls, a browned Bakelite rotary phone glued to the dresser, and a Zenith tube TV. The linens were thin and pebbly while the blankets on the matching double beds were flannel with pale spots, as if crimes had been scrubbed away. 

	“It’s like something from a movie,” James said.

	“From an ‘eighties movie,” Priscilla said.

	Freddy followed them in and touched a few things before stating that he was going to take a walk.

	“If we’re not here to let you in, we’re in the restaurant,” Priscilla said and then added, hastily, “Do you want some of your money back?”

	“I have other money,” Freddy said.

	“Oh, okay,” Priscilla said, and after a few moments of silence, Freddy departed.

	James tried to pick up the TV remote from the bedside table but discovered it was glued down, like the phone. He hit the power button while Priscilla hurried at finding clean clothes amid the mess they’d made of the luggage. A local channel was just getting into the newscast. The man and woman anchor team had matching nasally tones. They started with a segment about the upcoming election.

	“I’m taking a shower,” Priscilla said.

	James waved at her and then thought of Bill Flatley. He felt guilty as hell about skipping out on the meeting. The Wi-Fi was unlocked and he hopped on, didn’t even need to agree to anything. He read a strained email from Bill after cleaning up the spam that landed in the main folder rather than the trash.

	“Damn,” he said, reading the anger as desperation, even sadness. 

	He quickly typed out a reply as the telecast switched to COVID numbers. The sound of the pipes closing off thumped loudly enough that James turned his attention from the TV. 

	“James?” Priscilla said, voice light.

	“Yeah?”

	“Why don’t you come in here?” she said.

	James knew that tone and was curious: why now? Then again, why not? They’d been so stressed about money through the last calendar year that they’d maybe had sex four or five times, which made little sense since sex was the most fun a couple could have for free. If they had rhythm. If they’d figured one another out. 

	James and Priscilla certainly had.

	James pushed from the bed, slipping out of his socks as he walked to the can where Priscilla’s sopping arm and leg wrapped around the door, her right breast pressed to the wood like she was hiding a nipple from a viewing audience of a basic cable channel.

	“Hi,” she said.

	James unbuttoned his pants. He was becoming more ready by the second and Priscilla played her tongue around the inside of her cheeks before letting the tip trail up to her philtrum. 

	“Gonna let me in?” James said, lifting his shirt over his head.

	“Maybe. You gonna be a good boy?” 

	James tossed his shirt and dropped his pants unceremoniously. The front of his boxer shorts pitched out like the peak of a pup tent. Priscilla stepped back, opening the door, revealing that her hidden hand had fingers playing lazy circles over her clitoris. James stepped into the steamy and surprisingly spacious bathroom as the newscast switched to the story of a spree killer named Freddy Kemp.

	—

	While still driving, Freddy had accepted a mask with a grinning zombie mouth from James and Priscilla’s luggage. Now, he stepped into the large gas station and fingered the t-shirts and jogging pants on the racks as he peered onto the thirteen single men sitting at booths that would seat four.

	The restaurant went for the lodge look: fireplace, bumpy cedar furniture, high timber frame ceiling. The waitresses wore black pants and pink shirts. Both were good-looking thirty-somethings who’d probably once had big screen dreams further west and had run out of steam as they turned tail for home someplace in the east. Most, if not all, of the men took an extra second to appreciate the curve of their asses as they walked by.

	Not great.

	Freddy had a plan B, of course.

	He left the building and started walking. A thin patch of trees bordered the lot. Freddy put his hands in his loose pockets, feeling the handle of his knife. He kept his movements slow, looking at everything but the trucks, until he pretended something caught his eye and he made for the trees furthest away from the buildings. He looked up into the high branches as if seeing something totally engrossing, all just in case someone was watching. There were more trucks than truckers eating in the restaurant, and by more than double. 

	Focus still on the trees, he stepped back and bumped the front wheel of a truck hard enough that anyone inside would notice him. He took two steps in reverse, looking into the cab, hands up in apology. But nobody moved inside. This truck was as good as any other to start with. He stepped to beyond where he’d be spotted and dropped to his belly, began dragging himself along the gravel, beneath the truck.

	This was the worst part of his secondary plan, but without more trucks and men visibly into other men, he had to play snake in the grass. The waiting and uncertainty was beyond boring. 

	The light in the lot shifted from sun to bulb and Freddy stiffened twice at the sight of approaching boots, but none made for the truck he hid underneath; and in reality, this particular driver might even be staying in a room. They did that sometimes, even with a cab; he knew that.

	Quiet everywhere around him, Freddy punched his thigh. He’d picked a lame horse. He began pulling himself out from beneath when the truck rocked and a door opened. The driver had been inside, hadn’t noticed Freddy’s bump. The door that opened was the passenger’s side, the one facing the trees. Freddy tried to spin around silently. The gravel crunch beneath him rang like bullhorn cries.

	The sound of pattering piss suggested an open window and Freddy pulled himself out. He couldn’t see much of the man beyond his skinny frame and the bulky headphones resting over his ears. A yellowy glow lit from behind him and a new edge to his plan came into play. Freddy scurried up into the cab of the truck, diving through blackout curtains, into the sleeper compartment. There was an iPad playing a movie starring a young Kim Basinger who was packing a little gun.

	Freddy barely had time to register the actress when the curtains opened and a boyish face loomed before him, full of shock, Beats by Dre cancelling out the noise Freddy’s knife made as it slammed into ribs, cancelling out all but the interior sounds of gasping and dying. 

	Freddy jerked and stabbed seven times, aiming for the heart. The blood was hot and sticky, pumping in a few good gouts before slowing drastically. Next to the bed were a variety of cleaning products and he started with paper towel, wiping down the brunt of the blood on his arms. The blood had gotten on his shirt, but his jeans remained dry. He slipped out of the shirt and Clorox wiped away the remainder of the mess from his person.

	From the dead man’s luggage, Freddy selected a forest green t-shirt featuring a cartoon cactus flipping the bird. He then got to digging in the man’s pockets. 

	“Shit,” Freddy said.

	The man had twenty-eight bucks and some change. He searched through the dead man’s belongings and found nothing else of value. He didn’t like touching credit cards, most were useless without the pin code, but he took the dead man’s Master Card and slipped it into the pocket of his jeans.

	In the cab of the truck, he yawned, wondering which truck might have some luck left in it. Then he decided to hell with it. He took the keys and climbed out of the truck. He hit the lock and tossed the keys into the trees. He had a sudden hankering for chicken wings and there was no way some out of the way motel and gas station would charge more than he’d just scored for a couple pounds of wings.

	At 9:14 PM, he knocked on the door to the shared room. Priscilla let him in and put a finger to her lips. James was asleep. Freddy nodded. Priscilla had the TV on low, watching a different Kim Basinger movie. Freddy was tempted to explain the coincidence but had already decided tomorrow he’d reveal all and push these half-hearted criminals into murderers.

	 

	THIRTY-TWO

	Bill drove through the night and overshot his target by close to one hundred miles. He settled into a motel room just outside Bakersfield as the sun breached the sky. He checked his phone for the umpteenth time. He’d emailed a response in the middle of the night, stating that he just so happened to be Cali’ bound, would be there in the morning, but he hadn’t heard back.

	The room he’d selected was like nothing he’d seen before. The walls and floor were molded fiberglass. The dresser was wood painted white, the TV on top was black and cheap, but new. The bed had white bedding and the nightstand matched the dresser. A molded plastic chair with a removable cushion sat in the corner next to a barred window, all white. Everything was sterile but the light fixtures overhead. Plastic covers fit neatly over the halogen bulbs. Dead houseflies dotted the underside of the cover, cracking the promise all those white and hard surfaces made to visitors.  

	Dead tired, Bill slipped out of his shoes and flopped onto his face. The bedding smelled like nothing, somehow, complete nothing. He closed his eyes and couldn’t help but to reach into his pocket for his phone one last time. He refreshed his email and had no unread messages. Again, his eyes closed.

	“How can you sleep?”

	Bill gasped and jerked his head back. Noreen joined her voice, though not as he knew her in life. She sat in the chair, bloated at the neck and face, lips and eyelids blue, cheeks grey as ash. In her lap sat a diamondback rattlesnake. She petted its head as one would a cat.

	“You’re so close.”

	Bill licked his lips, unable to speak.

	“I’ve been asleep a long while, it’s drastically overrated.”

	“I—um—uh,” Bill mumbled.

	Noreen rolled her eyes. The irises were vein-less, all white where the pupils didn’t touch. “You used to be so much more focused. You’d finish a task as quick as was possible, and you’d do a good job of it, but this sleeping?” Her expression soured and the hand not petting the snake unbuttoned her burial blouse. She pulled aside the silk and tugged down the left cup of her bra, setting the heavy globe of breast upon the uplifting material.

	“I have to sleep,” Bill whispered, mesmerized. 

	Noreen stopped petting the snake and it lashed out, latching onto the bare nipple. Noreen had no reaction to the snake or its disgusting slurping. “You have work to do. You made me a promise and—”

	“I know!” Bill interrupted, eyes playing full moons.

	Noreen’s forehead dipped at its center and the snake’s rattle grew double. She pouted out blue lips. “If you know, why do I have to remind you?” she said, and the top of her head followed the spot on her forehead. The snake grew fatter and longer.

	“It’s not so easy. They’re running from me!” Bill had tears streaming his cheeks, pattering the pillowcase below, turning the cotton blue. 

	“I never knew I married a crybaby,” Noreen said. Her head had sunk to the bridge of her nose, disappearing her eyes in a concave gulley. The snake had grown to cottonmouth size. “I could’ve married anyone, and I married a strong man. Get up and get it together. You’re being…” The words became a mumble as the snake sucked so much from Noreen that her entire head had deflated. 

	Bill turned away, blinking at the strong light banking off the white wall across the tiny room. Silence. He spun back around. The chair was empty, and his cellphone was ringing.

	 

	THIRTY-THREE

	First step was to visit Luca Liquidation in the nowhere town of Tumult along the I-40, about twelve miles west of where they’d spent the night. While eating breakfast, they’d decided to camp out someplace after getting a lay of Luca Liquidation. Luckily, business at the fifty-year-old store was enough that a handful of other businesses had sprouted up to give a few blocks a sense of community, two of which were restaurants, both had scads of outdoor seating for the tourist season and day-trippers. 

	James parked the car two streets east of the target. He looked at Priscilla and she looked at him. 

	“Game face,” he whispered, and she nodded.

	They’d gone ‘round and ‘round looking for some other way, but they were all out of hope and options, same place they were the morning after they’d discovered they’d committed grand theft auto.

	Freddy had his mask on already and popped out of the car full of energy. That excitement was a little off-putting, but there was no turning back. They were down to less than one hundred bucks.

	They walked slowly, Freddy in the lead, passing a Bank of America, a gas station, and one of the two restaurants—Mexican. They also passed the only traffic light in town; a single amber bulb that blinked in two second intervals. They took a corner around a warehouse and stepped onto the asphalt parking lot. Two cube vans and seven customer vehicles sat outside. Priscilla nodded over to the trio of vehicles parked behind a fenced gate. Two were pretty rough sedans and the third was a new, white F-250. 

	The doors yawned and fans blew warm air around the hot room. Freddy entered first. The photographs they’d posted online gave a very good idea of the size and layout. Appliances lined three long rows at the entry of the store. Beyond those were living room furniture and refurbished televisions. Priscilla and James moseyed around like regular customers while Freddy took a straight line toward the electronics and a door marked MANAGER. There was a single security guard. A tall, fat man with a bald head and enough ink in his skin to print a novel. He leaned on a high stool, perched like a crow, right next to the till.

	An employee in black slacks and a company t-shirt, rag in one hand and Lysol spray in the other, approached Priscilla and James. “Just holler if you need help,” she said and continued on by.

	Priscilla sat on a couch and James sat on a chair from the same set, feigning interest. The furniture was cheap for how nice it looked, but it smelled like marijuana smoke. 

	“Probably repossessed,” James said.

	“Hmm,” Priscilla said. “That point actually makes me feel a bit better.”

	“Bet our inventory’s on its way to a store like this by the end of the month.”

	“Yeah-huh.” Priscilla stood and continued.

	Looking down on the floor was a loft. Priscilla led the way up the stairs and discovered four hundred shades of office art; the generic crap housed in banks all over the country. At the far end were seasonal decorations in bins at rock bottom prices. A second employee, a young man, was busy rooting through bins, grunting in irritation as he fished skulls and pumpkins out of the Christmas ornaments.

	“Let’s go,” James said, touching Priscilla’s elbow.

	They left off, going slowly so as to make quick eye contact with Freddy who feigned an interest in portable mp3 players, but was obviously getting a read on the security guard. He gave a short eyebrow wag and then picked up a thumb drive from a bin of thumb drives and stepped to the window next to the manager’s office.

	Priscilla side-eyed this transaction up to the doorway. Outside, she and James walked lazily across the empty street and paused there, pretending to have something to see on James’ phone.

	“I have to piss,” James said.

	“You go to that diner. I’ll make sure Freddy sees where I am. Maybe he’s buying something?”

	“Who knows. I’m thinking we should lose him sooner than later. There’s something funny about how he deals with all this.”

	“Uh-yeah.”

	“Okay,” James said and started a hurried pace up the cracked sidewalk.

	The diner, Maggie’s Place, was exactly what one would expect when using the word diner. Red and white all over. Stainless-steel legs and accents. Booths with red vinyl seats. The single waitress wore a tight button-up top, white—something like a bowling shirt—and a billowy skirt, red with white piping. She had on a little white hat and her nails were painted red. 

	James waved as he crossed the dining area, into the washroom. The waitress shouted after him, “Can’s for customers only!” and James called back, “Don’t worry!”

	James stood before a urinal reading a brief and again desperate message on his phone. This one put a feeling of foreboding into him, but he quashed it and pocketed the device with a plan. He washed his hands and stepped back into the dining area. He was the only customer.

	“Two more are coming…is there a payphone somewhere?” he asked.

	The waitress was youngish, but it was hard to tell because she had her mask up by the time he got close to her. “No payphones,” she said.

	“Oh, hmm.”

	“Three of you? You going to eat?”

	“Yes,” James said.

	“Okay, you can use the portable so long as it’s in-country.”

	“It is.”

	The waitress reached under the counter and pulled out a white Panasonic telephone. James withdrew his cellphone and then saw her squint. “Just need the number. Phone’s only good with wi-fi now.” Though Bill had said they’d meet, he’d sent over his cell number. As it rang, he said, “You own this place?”

	The waitress nodded.

	The line clicked through. “Hello?” 

	“Bill?” James said to the owner of that groggy voice. “It’s James McQuiston.”

	“Oh, hello, yes. Where are you?”

	“Doesn’t matter. I don’t have time to meet. What do you want to know?” James said.

	Priscilla and Freddy walked in through the door.

	“Where are you?” Bill said.

	James looked at the phone, suddenly harboring a very bad feeling. He hit END and set the phone on the counter. “Let’s get food to go, sound good?” James said.

	“Who were you talking to?” Freddy said from halfway across the dining area.

	“Just that old guy about his wife’s snakebite,” James said.

	“Y’all ready to order?” the waitress asked.

	The prices were good, the food was fast and edible. They accepted it in a brown bag and took it to an out-of-the-way picnic table—one of about twenty. A leafy tree offered them cover in case the cops were coming. It suddenly felt very stupid that he’d called Bill Flatley.

	—

	“Who needs ketchup?” Freddy said after setting his tray of food on the picnic table. “Keeetchuuup! Keeetchuuup!” He spread his arms as if summoning a kraken from the gravel floor of the extended outdoor eating area.

	“I already…” Priscilla said, pointing to the red lines splashed over her scrambled eggs.

	“All right then!” Freddy skipped away, reaffixing his mask in place.

	“Okay, that fucking kid’s treating this like Christmas,” James said.

	“Maybe he’s scared?” Priscilla stabbed several canary yellow bulbs of egg onto her fork and then dipped them into where the ketchup touched.

	“You think?”

	Priscilla shrugged as she chewed.

	The town was so quiet, it was almost as if they’d planned ahead. The nearest police station was thirty miles if they’d done their math correctly, and the single security guard seemed lulled into a nearly constant stupor. The only real problems were that the highway in and out of town was the only mapped road for a very long stretch, and that they hadn’t figured out what to do with Freddy. Mostly because he’d bankrolled the operation for the last two days and sleeping in a bed and eating hot meals was infinitely better than sleeping in the car and robbing junk food from snack machines for supper.

	Freddy was on his way back from the diner building with ketchup packets in his hands. The smile was visible in his eyes even if the mask covered his mouth.

	“Idea, we go in with no bullets, or maybe you have bullets. Then I offer Freddy my gun. If he tries to shoot someone, we go through with things, but leave him on the side of the road at the next decent-sized town. What do you think?” James asked, growing hushed by the end because the subject was nearly within earshot.

	“Deal,” Priscilla said.

	Freddy dropped heavily onto the seat and tore the corner from a Heinz packet. “One nice thing about these is the lady in there can’t buy cheap shit and pretend it’s Heinz.”

	Priscilla hadn’t thought of that and it was so outside of where her brain was at it caused her to pause, egg and hash browns speared on her fork, hovering six inches above her plate. “Huh.”

	“They do that. Especially places where they use the glass Heinz bottles. Buy the good stuff once, fill them forever. Is there anything more boring than pretending to be the good stuff? Like, look at designer clothes and the assholes who wear them,” Freddy said all this around chewed food, “they’re just about the sorriest nothing people on the planet. They’re obscenely nothing. They do nothing on purpose. They have to put on gold and glitter and name brands because they’re nothing. The only thing worse than that is pretending to be nothing.”

	James made a sandwich of two triangles of bread, some hash browns, bacon, and a chunk of hard-cooked egg white. “We should probably talk about what we’re going to do.”

	“Yeah,” Priscilla said.

	“Right. I just get a wee smidge excitable. But it’s simple. The sign on the door said they close at three, which is in two hours and about twenty minutes. Just before close, I go in again and start talking about this faulty USB stick I bought.” Freddy held up a small black and red thumb drive. “I’ll get the manager for that. Then one of you goes in, maybe sits on that couch again. At least one employee will come running ‘cause they’ll want you out of the store so they can go home to watch Judge Judy or something. My guess, the security guard will be up and moving by then, and that’s where the third waits outside the door after bringing around the car. The hope is the guard is the one to turn the sign and lock the door. Before he has a chance, a gun goes into his cheek and he gets disarmed. I’ll already have the manager begging for his life by then and there’s only one employee left, but they’ll probably hide. Simple.”

	Priscilla and James looked at one another and then back to Freddy.

	“When’d you think of all that?” Priscilla said.

	“In the store?” Freddy said, somewhat taken aback. “That’s why we went in, wasn’t it?”

	“Sure,” Priscilla said. “But…I…”

	“Think there’s a better way?” Freddy said. 

	He suddenly seemed much older than his years and much more mature than the excitement of the last hour suggested. In reality, it shook Priscilla and James. They were the rookies. They needed the guidance. Hell, it might’ve been the best luck they’d had the whole trip that put them alongside this kid.

	“Don’t worry, this’ll work out just fine,” Freddy said, smacking at chewy bacon.

	 

	THIRTY-FOUR

	Maggie’s Place came up when he searched the number James had called from. Probably they wouldn’t be around town long, but who knew for sure? Maybe that was where they’d hole up? He had to try. It was about two hours from his current position—thanks to the road work he knew to be happening just outside Bakersfield.

	Sleep had done him good, even if the dream made him sick…and it had been a dream. “Maybe not,” Bill whispered to nobody as he pissed into the toilet in the blinding white bathroom. 

	It matched the sleeping area: it was all hard surfaces, bright white, likely very easy to clean. He dribbled on the floor out of principle and then zipped himself away. He washed his hands and got moving. From a snack machine on his way out, he grabbed a mini bag of chips and a bag of Nibs. He had water in the car and would get some coffee along the way. 

	This roadwork was taking longer than he’d hoped, giving him time to dig his toothbrush and toothpaste free from his luggage. It had felt as if days had passed while he waited as the little man with the sign stood on the road, receiving orders on his walkie. Bill had a mouth full of suds as he rolled at about 12 MPH over the cut asphalt and by slow-moving men in hardhats. A wave of exhaustion hit him before the road opened and he leaned his head out the window. The heat of the dream seemed to have stayed with him. He cleared his throat three times before coughing just as the car ahead of him bolted into regular highway speed. Bill had to take a few extra seconds—the car behind him honking—to compose himself enough to match the pace.

	He drank some water and that seemed to quell the cough. In no time he was on the ass of the car ahead of him and barreling quickly to the tiny town of Tumult, California.

	“Next town, co—” 

	A fit of coughing interrupted Bill’s promise to himself.

	“Dammit,” he said once it ceased. It was a deep, ragged cough, all mucous. “You’re too old to be running around like this.” His eyes fell to the mask on the passenger’s seat and he understood a bit better then. “Well, shit.”

	Bill put his blinker on and his foot down before veering into the left lane and overtaking a late-model VW wagon. If he was getting sick, he was getting sick, but he wasn’t about to be laid up before he took care of business.

	The desert gave little idea of distance passing and Bill had to periodically stick his head out the window to wake himself up, but he was getting somewhere. And more so than the meeting he’d planned at the truck stop with James McQuiston, this one felt right. Tumult was miniscule according to Google. Even if they didn’t want to be found, that bright red convertible was a real giveaway…would become a dead giveaway.

	“All will be right, Noreen.”

	 

	THIRTY-FIVE

	2:55 PM. Priscilla was voted driver and she rolled by the store, stopping for just a moment to watch Freddy and James outside the door, where James was to hitch the plan a hair.

	“Hey, since you’re going to the manager already, maybe take my gun, then, you know…” James trailed. His gun was not loaded and neither was Priscilla’s; it seemed the wise way to go.

	Freddy snorted and leaned in close. “You didn’t think I’d do a robbery emptyhanded?” He showed James the handle poking up above his waistband and then lowered his shirt again before entering the store. 

	James looked back for Priscilla, but she’d already gone by. He took a deep breath and then entered the store. It almost seemed as if Freddy was psychic. The security guard had his keys out and was milling around the front. Freddy was on his way to the counter, ignoring an employee trying to get his attention. The second employee was headed straight for James as he moved toward the pot-smelling couch they’d sat on during their first visit.

	“Hey, not to rush you, but we’ve shortened the store hours,” the young man said through his black, reusable mask.

	James went into semi-irritated customer mode—something he’d seen one million times in his years managing retail—and gave the young man all the attitude his eyebrows could dish. “I think maybe your manager would be surprised at you rushing someone who’s come in twice now to consider this stinky couch.”

	“Oh.”

	“Did you try washing it?” James said, leaning close again. It was a big L-shaped deal, charcoal corduroy. Hell of a price at $499, if the smell would come out.

	“Uh,” the young man said and then looked around, and once he spotted the other employee he said, “Jessica, come here, please.”

	“She your boss?” James asked and the young man nodded.

	She dropped what she was doing and jogged over. “Yeah?”

	“Did we try to wash the smell out of this couch?” the young man asked.

	Not missing a beat, Jessica looked at James and said, “What smell?”

	“This couch smells,” James said. “And it’s probably real’ heavy.”

	Jessica leaned her face close to the couch and then straightened. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“She a pot head? Can’t smell the greenery on this thing?” James said, really feeling the part, channeling his inner-Karen. “And how heavy is it, can you two lift that big part?”

	Jessica huffed but went around the back and lifted at the middle. The steel-on-steel grind announced disconnection of the parts and then she said, “Mike, get that end.”

	Mike, the young man, grabbed the big end. James saw a flicker of daylight as sun banked off the opening door and then the security guard put his hands in the air. The gun came out of James’ waistband, even as his focus remained on his wife while she tossed the guard’s gun out into the parking lot after removing it from his belt. When James turned to face the employees, Jessica had big eyes and Mike was looking over his shoulder, at Priscilla and the guard as they slow-walked through the store.

	“You can set that down. Do you sell zip ties?” James asked.

	“No,” Jessica said at the same moment Mike said, “Yeah.”

	“Jessica, you don’t want to die over this crummy job, I assure you,” James said, wondering just where in the hell all this bravado and these smart words were coming from. “Now, together, let’s march to the zip ties. Mike, you lead the way.”

	Mike began walking and Jessica followed in close behind. The zip ties were up with the TV and video equipment. Cheap, colorful ties used to keep cords neat. They weren’t big enough.

	“Connect two and then loop them around your wrists, behind your back.” James poked Jessica when she seemed to be reaching for tin snips instead of the ties. “Don’t be a hero.”

	The ties were loose around their wrists and James squinted at where to go from there. It was a two-hand job and he didn’t trust Jessica a lick.

	“No, actually, Mike, you secure her hands first.”

	Jessica huffed.

	“Nice and tight,” James said.

	“Don’t shoot me, my wife’s pregnant,” Mike said as the barrel of the gun pressed in against his spine.

	Jessica huffed again. “You don’t even have a girlfriend.”

	“Shut up,” Mike said through clenched teeth, as if James wouldn’t hear.

	“Okay, hands behind your back,” James said and quickly zip-tied Mike’s wrists.

	The low music piped in over the sales floor ceased upon a breathy crackle before Freddy’s voice carried loud and clear. “Can I have my good pals come to the manager’s office, and bring along their detainees?”

	—

	The manager sat on his knees, hands on the back of his head. He was a pudgy little man in a white button-up shirt that had blown a button, revealing the milky cream of his belly. His expression was a mix of discomfort and anger.

	“You don’t know what you’re fooling with,” the manager said.

	Freddy clucked his tongue off the roof of his mouth. “Actually, you don’t know,” Freddy said and then turned his face up to the camera in the corner of the room and pulled his mask down to reveal himself. 

	The security guard groaned and the sweat leaking from his pores picked up pace, streaming down his arms from where his hands pressed to his scalp. His wide eyes looked at the others, but they didn’t see it. Obviously, they weren’t up on that particular news story.

	“All we want is the cash,” Priscilla said.

	“Yeah, all they want is the cash,” Freddy said, again looking at the manager.

	“Do it,” the security guard said. 

	“Like fuck,” the manager said.

	The security guard looked to Freddy. “Hey, man, I told him to do it. You gotta let me go. I told him, see?”

	James and Priscilla looked at one another with matching frowns. This was not normal behavior for a security guard, especially not a man as big as this. Even when Priscilla put the steel to his chin, he had more strength, and in fact, he had seemed downright bored with her.

	“What are you talking about?” the manager said, side eyeing the guard.

	“He’s talking about my friend here putting a bullet in…” Freddy started, pointing the barrel of his gun as if picking a contestant from the crowd, “…this girl’s head.” He stopped at the employee named Jessica. “Everybody wants to save a girl. Go ahead, Priscilla, blow her head off.”

	“We just want the money. Nobody gets hurt if you give us the money,” James said.

	“Fuck you,” the manager said.

	The security guard began to whimper words under his breath; it sounded a bit like a prayer. 

	“Such language,” Freddy said and pointed his gun at James. The light glinted off the steel and James turned, suddenly terrified. “Priscilla, shoot the girl or I shoot James here.”

	“What?” The word came out of Priscilla in something like a screech. 

	“Do it,” Freddy said.

	“What?” Priscilla and James said, nearly in unison. 

	“Shoot the chick or I make brain chowder of your man here,” Freddy said, smiling nastily, smiling a kiss of death.

	“I…the…the gun’s not loaded,” Priscilla said.

	“You kidding?” Freddy said. 

	The manager put his hands down and started to push to his feet. Freddy lowered his weapon in a sweeping gesture. The first shot went off near the bottom of the arc, blowing through James’ left hand, sending his gun clattering. The next shot, still rising, painted the wall and the shelf behind the manager with blood, brain matter, and bone fragments in a Rorschach blotch of gore.

	The employees screamed. The security guard prayed louder. Priscilla leapt to James, who’d fallen and was moaning, wrist of the destroyed hand clutch by the other hand.

	“Do you know the code to the safe?” Freddy asked Mike, who shook so hard it made screws in the pocket of his employee shirt jangle. “Do you?”

	Mike howled, words beyond him.

	“Ugh,” Freddy said and shot downward, snapping a hole through Mike’s chin and then the hollow of his throat. He fell to his side, unconscious and soon to be dead.

	“Don’t kill me!” Jessica screamed.

	“Code?” Freddy said.

	“Don’t kill m—!” Jessica began, but two shots went into her chest. She toppled sideways, making fish out of water sounds as she gasped for breath. The pool of blood on the floor was starting to build, and quickly. 

	“I can do it!” the security guard said, frantic, eager to please as an apple polisher knowing the answer to the question on the board. 

	“What’s. The. Code?” Freddy said.

	“I don’t know, but it’s got a print reader!” the security guard said, tears running down his cheeks, mingling with the sweat, but clearly distinguishable.

	“Fingerprints?” Freddy said, focus shifted to the knee-high safe on the floor. It was similar, but a newer model than the ones from the pictures they’d found on Facebook. “Okay, slowly.”

	The security guard started to rise.

	“On your knees!” Freddy said.

	Priscilla and James were both subdued by shock, slightly different flavors, but feeling the same effect. This was not what they’d planned, and Freddy was a lot more trouble than they ever could’ve imagined.

	The security guard waded and splashed as he crawled through the pool of mingled blood. He held his whimpers in well enough until he reached the manager and had to begin dragging the dead man by his arm. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” he said to the corpse, but kept moving, slow and steady.

	“Why?” Priscilla said, dreamy in tone.

	Freddy grinned down at her. “What’s more exciting than murder?”

	Priscilla began to sob against James’ shoulder as the safe’s door popped open. The security guard swung it wide and then backed away. There were two small stacks of cash—fifties and twenties with a few hundreds interspersed—on the floor of the safe. Other than that, it was all paperwork, a small pistol, and a set of keys.

	“Kindly hand over that cash,” Freddy said. “And do ignore the urge to grab that pea shooter.”

	“I wasn’t gonna. I wouldn’t,” the security guard rambled, hands up, shuffling on his knees back to the safe.

	“That’s a smart boy,” Freddy said. “Priscilla, pick up the guns you brought.”

	“Why?” she said.

	“You have bullets for them, I’d bet my beans on it.” Freddy accepted the cash from the security guard. “Now, you, big man, how’d you know who I was?”

	“The news,” the security guard said. He’d regained enough of his resolve to speak clearly.

	“Tell me. I obviously screwed up somewhere,” Freddy said, gun pointed to the floor.

	Priscilla had the guns in her waistband and was trying to get James to his feet. He’d become like energized clay, pliable but tough to work with.

	“There was a trucker and he streamed sex with men back to his wife and she told the cops and I guess your father and…before that…your sister’s eyes?” the security guard said.

	“Uh oh, Spaghetti-Os. Guess I’m pretty hot,” Freddy said, absently, smiling to himself.

	“Yeah, but if you go n—”

	The trio of shots rang out like hammer blows and the security guard fell sideways. Freddy turned his head to watch the light fade from behind the security guard’s eyes.

	“Why?” Priscilla said again.

	“Come on, you two. We still have a lesson to teach you,” Freddy said, directing them through the door of the manager’s office and onto the sales floor. They hurried through the building, but any hope of running was moot because James hadn’t mentally returned from wherever that unexpected shot had taken him. 

	 

	THIRTY-SIX

	Bill Flatley’s first stop was Maggie’s Place. She had two patrons sitting at booths at opposite ends of the room. He ordered a water and a muffin and then began coughing into his sleeve. The waitress lifted her eyebrows high as they went and took two steps back from the register.

	“A man called me from your number,” Bill said, wheezing some. He was hot and lightheaded. Willful ignorance allowed him to continue chasing this thing. “A man with a woman.”

	“Two men,” the waitress said and then nodded at the door. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

	“Do you know where they went?”

	“No. Now, leave.”

	“Were they driving?”

	“No, walking. Now, go,” the waitress said, pointing.

	“When?”

	“Hours ago. Now, out!”

	Bill walked slowly, unwrapping the muffin from its cellophane. The waste went into a red trash can with a swinging mouth and Bill backed through the door as he bit into the muffin. The waitress called out for the patrons to please remain seated for a moment while she washed the till equipment and the door handles. Bill huffed, he’d bank on it being the flu, nothing more.

	The muffin had to be forced down, tasteless thing. He climbed into his car and drove five hundred feet eastbound and reached the end of town. He pulled a U and drove less than a mile to where the buildings ceased and the desert recommenced. As he sat, stalled in the road, he thought of the possibilities. There was little chance they’d crossed him on his way to Tumult. The car was all kinds of flashy, no way he’d miss it. There were a couple side streets and a park, so Bill turned around, all the while thinking they’d eventually have to settle somewhere, especially if they thought they were being chased by the cops.

	“But they walked to the diner,” he said aloud and coughed. 

	He slipped the cap off the water bottle and swallowed down a quarter of the contents. Once he reached the park, he wheeled around again, this time continuing east, beyond the edge of town and then turning north on the first gravel road he came to. The route was short and ended abruptly at a gate blocking passage to a gravel pit. He turned around and stopped at the highway. Leaving town was a tough idea, but it seemed smart. He’d head west until he reached the next town and ask at the first roadside business if anyone had seen the car. 

	At the edge of town, off in the distance, about a mile west of his position, he saw what appeared to be the red convertible parked at the local liquidation store. Quickly as he could, he got into the lot and parked in a space—the convertible was parked crossways over two handicap spots. He licked his lips and felt along the seat for his gun.

	“For you,” he said and climbed out of the car.

	Almost instantly, a man and a woman stumbled through. They were wearing masks, but Bill was fairly certain of who they were, but then a third man came out. Bill gasped.

	“Freddy Kemp!” he shouted, recognizing him from the TV news and recalling his name from the radio news.

	The mask-less Freddy Kemp turned his gun on Bill and squeezed the trigger—nothing but clicks. “Lucky, old man.” Freddy pushed along behind the couple and hopped into the backseat of the convertible.

	Bill was stunned and could only watch as they peeled up the highway, a dust cloud hanging at the curb where gravel separated the asphalt of the road and the asphalt of the parking lot at the liquidation store.

	For a solid twenty count, he remained in silent, surprised awe, the red car grabbing more and more space between them. He fell in behind his wheel and turned around. As he reversed and then straightened out, a shiver played over his skin, sweaty but suddenly chilled. He stamped his foot to the mat. 

	They were already way down the highway. It quickly became clear he wasn’t about to catch them; his car simply didn’t have big enough cojones beneath the hood to challenge the Cougar. Still, his foot remained pinned.

	Desert loomed heavy, eating the horizon, swallowing the highway. “No. No,” Bill said when not a hint of the convertible remained before him. The steering wheel shook in his hands and a whistle invaded the interior. It seemed as if the car might fall apart, and the speedometer refused to inch past 104 MPH. “Fucking come—” His words stopped in his throat as he rolled through a curious dust cloud. His foot came off the gas pedal and the speedometer needle dropped quickly and steadily. 

	There’d been a slim gravel road headed north and the dust hung there like a clue turned zephyr. He fought the urge to slam the breaks and instead eased into a stop. The highway around him was empty. He began the turn that truly felt as if it led to the red carpet of his destiny. 

	The feeling faded as he passed one, two, three miles on the vacant, pot-holed road, but bloomed fresh when he saw the distant compound fence. Once he got close enough, he recognized the age and wear of the once luxurious property. He also saw the convertible parked behind a dated and faded Ford Bronco. 

	“Better stop here, Bill,” Noreen said from the passenger’s seat. Her hair was crawling with snakes. “You’re going to need to surprise them. There’s a reason that James McQuiston hung up on you.”

	Bill’s foot slipped off the gas pedal and his car veered from the laneway, causing him to slam on the brakes.

	“Here was good enough anyway,” Noreen said, and Bill threw the shifter into PARK. “You’re up for a little walk.”

	Bill took hold of the gun once again and climbed out of the car.

	 

	THIRTY-SEVEN

	A man in his forties and a man looking to be reaching for his eighties stood on the lawn out front of the massive, dated rancher. A woman in her forties leaned over a flowerbed, a small trowel in one hand and a weed in the other. They’d paused that way as soon as the flashy red convertible burned through the gate about a quarter mile down the laneway. Two calico cats were in the shadows by the covered porch that had obviously been added long after the original builder concocted the place. 

	The property featured the telltales of early-century finery, but all the flash was gone.

	“Can I help you?” the younger of the men said. He had a tightly cropped beard with grey bolts running down from the corners of his mouth like fangs.

	Freddy popped up from the backseat, holding James and Priscilla’s guns—both loaded. He fired once at the younger man’s feet, hitting the gravel. A ricocheted chunk of rock burst upward and nailed his shin, sending the bearded man down in a heap. 

	“Now, we’re going to go into that fine old house and have ourselves a sit down, but first I want you standing together. Go ahead,” he said, nudging the driver’s seat with his knee, “stand with these nice folks.”

	“James, can you move?” Priscilla whispered.

	James had returned to the land of the living but was sweaty and exhausted. The blood from the wound had become sticky as paste and dust clung everywhere. He pulled the door handle and started to slip free.

	Priscilla watched him a moment and then turned a seething gaze upon Freddy. He paid her no mind as she climbed out of the car. Freddy stood higher, onto the seat, and jumped over the side, sneakers kicking up a puff of dust upon landing. 

	“Jesus. Jesus,” the woman said, crawling across the lawn over to the downed younger man. He wrapped her in the kind of embrace that suggested intimacy and partnership.

	The old man stepped forward. “You look here, you—”

	Freddy charged across the lawn and slammed the butt of the gun in his right hand across the man’s face. “Now, we’re all going to go inside and act civilized.”

	“Why are you doing this?” the woman said.

	Freddy’s eyes glistened and his brows waggled. “Gets your heartrate going, don’t it?”

	“What?” the woman said.

	Before Freddy replied, Priscilla chimed in. “He’s a killer and he’s obsessed with boredom.”

	“That ain’t nice,” Freddy said and tapped the barrel of the gun in his left hand against Pricilla’s forehead. “Let’s go. Everybody up; move slowly.”

	Distantly, an engine rumbled, but the shuffling of the five detainees’ feet covered all faraway sounds. Inside was a dim foyer, resplendent in dated glory. Gold accents against pale yellow wallpaper featuring blue pineapples. A bookshelf that spanned the entire living room wall. There was a massive U-shaped couch, just about perfect for Freddy’s needs.

	“Everyone, take a seat. We’re going to have a bit of fun before I hit the road,” Freddy said.

	“Just don’t hurt us,” the bearded man said, cradling his partner.

	“I won’t,” Freddy said.

	“That’s a lie; he’s a killer,” James said through clenched teeth.

	“I have been, but now you’re the killers,” Freddy said. “Who do you want to shoot first?” He pointed one gun at Priscilla and the other dangled by his leg. “Or maybe your lady wants to kill for you.” He shifted his aim at James. “Yeah, I think so. She’s the tough one.”

	The man and woman were crying on one another, while the older man leaned back on the couch, trying to keep the blood inside his head instead of spilling from the room. The atmosphere was electric, triggering something in Freddy. It had happened many times before and every new time it occurred again, it felt like the sweetest time, the balm to sooth his soul and the elixir to ignite his heart.

	“We’re not shooting anyone.” James said while Priscilla sneered, shaking her head gently.

	“Give me the gun,” the old man said, “I’ll shoot all—”

	Freddy aimed and fired. The old man’s head misted; bone and brain shrapnel littered the thick brown shag. “Zip it. Now we all know how serious I am.”

	“Dad?” the man wailed. “Dad! No, Dad!”

	The woman buried herself in the man’s chest as he pawed at the remains of the dead man on the couch.

	“I said, zip it,” Freddy said and waited until a semblance of order resumed.

	Priscilla and James sat almost stoically. 

	“Should’ve let you die out there,” Priscilla said.

	Freddy smirked. “No doubt. But you didn’t and we’re all gonna sit a spell and get to know one another. Now, you, man, what’s your name?”

	The bearded man cleared his throat. “Stieg. I’m Stieg.”

	“Ooh, that’s a good one. And what’s the woman’s name?”

	The woman said, “I’m—”

	“I was asking Stieg!” Freddy shouted, cutting her off, and the captured foursome winced. Freddy plopped down on a sturdy wood and steel coffee table. “Now, Stieg, what’s her name?”

	“Ashley,” Stieg said. 

	“Very well. This other couple here are Priscilla and James. They’re budding criminals on their way to doing their first murders. Exciting. But I also fear they’re cowards, so that’s how I’ll give you two the chance to pull the rug out and you can save yourselves by murdering them, but we have to pick a winner.” Freddy was speaking quickly, the adrenaline of the moment and the stage it set was close to perfection, as close as humanity dared try to reach. “But first, we need some drinks. So, Stieg, I’m going to press a gun to Ashley’s forehead. You have thirty seconds to run to the kitchen and grab us cups and something from the fridge, ready?”

	“What?” Stieg said.

	Freddy reached out with a lashing hand and thumped the barrel of a gun against Ashley’s forehead. “Thirty seconds, starting…now!”

	“What?” Stieg said again.

	“Thirty, twenty-nine…”

	“Do what he says!” Priscilla shouted.

	“…twenty-eight, twenty-seven…”

	Stieg bolted, tearing around the back end of the couch.

	“…twenty-six, and no funny business! Twenty-four…”

	—

	Bill had to force himself to keep going, but with every step, the house seemed miles from the gate, though it couldn’t be. His breaths were ragged and the ache in his chest ran fingers of acid through his veins. He’d never been so suddenly sick before, and if it wasn’t for Noreen moving next to him, he might’ve stopped. Might’ve rolled in the sand and took a long and deserving sleep.

	“You won’t let me down,” Noreen said, she wasn’t exactly walking, more like slithering.

	“No. Never,” he said through gasped breaths.

	Bill trudged on, refusing to look up until his feet touched grass. There was the house, wide and faded. A bay window centered a wall just ahead and he made it his target. The gun came out of his pocket as he moved.

	“Yes, Bill. Kill Little James McQuiston and his girlfriend Priscilla. Yes, Bill.”

	Bill nodded at his wife, and she rattled her tail appreciatively. 

	Four more steps and his empty hand came into contact with the stiff siding of the rancher. His forehead leaned against the stone windowsill as he brought the gun higher. His face lifted next, but it was almost a minute before his eyes settled on the room beyond his reflection. He licked his lips and took aim as soon as he could discern which of the five people in that room was James McQuiston.

	“You die first,” he said.

	—

	“Nine. Eight. Seven. Six,” Freddy said, grinning as Stieg fumbled with five glasses and a plastic pitcher of iced tea. “Five. Four. Three. Two.”

	Stieg dropped one glass, breaking it on the table, but managed to get the others set down, as well as the pitcher, without making any additional mess.

	“Just made it. So, here’s the plan—Amanda, go ahead and pour us some glasses; Stieg doesn’t get one since he broke his. Now, the plan, see, having sidekicks was a little bit fun, but I want something new, something different. But before I get rid of these two, I want to be sure I’m trading up. Otherwise, I’ll have them each pick one of you to make murderers of them. Make them even more interesting, not that they’re so special. It’s circumstances that made them outlaws, not intent,” Freddy said and set one of the guns on the table behind his ass in order to accept a glass of iced tea.

	“You’re nuts,” Amanda said.

	Freddy nodded. “Blame my momma. Now, are you going to tell me the worst thing you’ve ever done?”

	“We haven’t done anything,” Stieg said, pleaded it in fact.

	“So, it’s better to simply have one of these two shoot you?” Freddy said and then took three tiny slurps from his cup. “Why am I the only one drinking?”

	Priscilla grabbed two glasses and handed one to James. Amanda didn’t move. Freddy leaned toward her and pressed the gun barrel to her eye. Stieg pulled a chunk of glass closer with his foot, inching it, moving almost imperceptibly.

	“I told you! Drink the—fuck!” Freddy shouted.

	Stieg had sat straight back after slamming the jagged hunks rising from the base of the broken glass into Freddy’s side. Amanda reached for the gun on the table behind Freddy. Priscilla and James stood.

	The window broke and a shot’s report echoed through the living room. James barked a wordless noise and flipped backward over the back of the couch. Amanda’s hand gripped the gun just as a bullet gored and crushed the top of her head. She fell flat onto the table and began flopping.

	“Manders!” Stieg squealed, flinging himself onto Freddy.

	Freddy fired five times into the man’s gut. “What the hell is going on?” 

	Another shot buzzed through the broken window, knocking a family portrait from the wall. Freddy ducked, bending at his knees and rushing toward the window. In the flowerbed, now beneath view, was a man. He was flat on the ground but trying to aim a gun.

	“Who are you?” Freddy said.

	“Noreen’s ticket,” Bill Flatley said.

	“Not even a cop?” Freddy laughed until a sharp burst of pain rang out from his side where the piece of glass remained lodged. Angrily, he fired down into the man until the clip was empty. He spun on his heels and looked around the chaotic living room. James and Priscilla were gone. “Ooh, we’re having fun now.” 

	Distantly, he heard the sound of a door opening hard enough to knock against a wall. He rushed over to Amanda and pried the other gun free.

	“A hunting we will go, a hunting we will go. Heigh-ho the derry-o, a hunting we will go.” 
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	“Come on,” Priscilla whispered while the action on the other side of the couch ensued. 

	James took that second shot in the right shoulder, making both arms useless, but the wooziness didn’t strike as it had earlier, and the shoulder wound felt like a kitten bite in comparison to the destruction of his hand. Through the living room and to a storage area filled with canned goods and huge five-gallon jugs of spring water. Behind them, distantly, several shots rang out. 

	“Shit. Shit,” Priscilla said.

	A heavy door in the back wall became the only option. Priscilla led the way. She swung it hard enough open that it nailed a steel shelving unit and sent many of the contents—jars of nails and screws, ceramic fencing couplers, dozens of miscellaneous farming do-dads beyond identification—to the floor in a raucous crash. The backyard was of pale grass, not nearly as kempt as the front. Beyond was dirt and an old horse barn, but that was a pretty decent clip away, on foot.

	“Can you run?” Priscilla said.

	James didn’t answer, instead he fell into a stumbling jog. It wasn’t long before the whiz-bang of a shot passed between them and James found another gear, even as his arms dangled limply at his sides and left a dribbled blood bread trail. 

	“Where y’all going?” Freddy shouted.

	Priscilla stumbled over an unnoticed divot in the vast spread of desert, accidentally ducking just as another round left Freddy’s gun. She glanced back and he was running, moving faster than they were. James was sweaty and slow. The color had gone from his face and his legs were fading.

	Priscilla had no choice and sprinted ahead. Freddy’s laughter almost pained her enough to stop, but it didn’t. Not even did hearing those horrible words slow her sprint.

	“Gotcha!” Freddy said, pushing James. He oomphed as he landed facedown. “Well, James, do we go in or make her come out?”

	“Fuck you,” James said.

	“All right, die slowly,” he said and fired a round into James’ stomach. 

	James curled like a snail and continued bleeding out into the hard, hard earth.

	—

	Priscilla was crying as she made it into the barn; the sudden change in brightness momentarily blinded her. She tipped forward and smashed her forehead against a time-worn ladder that led into a haymow. She looked up and then back to the bright halo of doorway. A shot rang out and she winced.

	Any plans she’d hoped to hatch departed with that sound and she charged up the ladder and flopped onto her belly once to the top. There was a six-inch lip and from the main floor, she’d be almost impossible to see. 

	Only seconds passed before Freddy’s menacing shadow filled in much of the light. Priscilla rolled deeper into the mow. Bits of old hay and straw clung to her sweaty arms and in her hair. She needed to think of something.

	Up in the mow was barren. The barn had been cleaned out, probably years upon years ago. In one corner was a large auger engine that broke through a wall at the back.

	“Where’d you go?” Freddy said. 

	Priscilla got to her knees and crawled as quickly and as quietly as she could to the big rusty engine. The grease on every hinge was black and thick, spilling out in chunks like spray foam. She pulled on a slat of the wooden wall.

	“You know, it’s either you’re in one of the stalls or up in the mow. How about you this easy,” Freddy said and kicked open the first horse stall door.

	Priscilla reefed on the slat hard enough to bend a series of old nails. They squeaked against the wood, and so loudly that she knew this had to be her escape or she was a dead woman.

	“Okay, I know where you are, why don’t you just go ahead and come on down.” Freddy crossed the barn floor and put a hand on the ladder the led up to the mow.

	Priscilla gave up on keeping quiet and yanked on another slat. Freddy’s footfalls raced higher and without consideration, Priscilla tipped sideways out the gap she’d created, landing with a hard enough thud to knock the wind from her chest. She whooped and gasped but managed to crawl into the shadows of a small outbuilding, hidden by the barn, dwelling in its afternoon shadow. 

	“I see you,” Freddy said and fired two rounds. 

	One pinged off a nail in the shed with a terrifying spark and the other slammed the ground close enough to Priscilla to shower her hand and arm in dirt as she crawled around the corner of the smaller building. She kept going, sucking hard for air, and stopped when the oxygen just wasn’t coming. She had to tilt her head and hug her knees. She leaned back, trying for a wall, but instead tipped onto her spine, rolling painfully on an unexpected cement floor.

	The shed had only three walls. Inside were three wine barrels and the fixins to build a fourth. Priscilla pushed to her knees, trying to rise and run, but she couldn’t. Footfalls thumped around the barn and Priscilla acted fast. Her toes skidded and her feet slid as she made her way to one of the barrels. She used it to stand, pausing a moment, spotting a strange little hammer with a flat face and a mean looking hook. She snatched it up.

	“Priscilla, come on out here!” Freddy shouted.

	He was right there, just on the other side of the three-walled shed. Priscilla kicked off a wall crosser and hopped into the second barrel in the line. Far away, barely perceptible, the faint wail of police sirens promised that if she could avoid Freddy a little while, she might only go to jail, instead of a morgue. Hell, if he heard them, got spooked and—

	“Priscilla? Praaasciiillaaa!” Freddy said, toying with his prey. “Where’d you…oh, you! What’s more fun than a barrel of monkeys.” 

	Priscilla swallowed and cradled the strange hammer tight to her chest. She’d trapped herself. 

	“I know. One, two, sky blue,” Freddy sang, counting out, playing his aim over the trio of options, “all out except…you!” Freddy shot into the first barrel. “Two left. One, two, sky—”

	Priscilla couldn’t risk waiting. She popped upright. Freddy’s eyes lit and he swung his hand around as she launched the hammer. The shot cut a gash in her neck as the hammer spun on air, flipping and spinning before that sharp pick end hit pay dirt and sprang a short-lived geyser that sprouted from Freddy’s forehead.

	He dropped to his knees. The gun in his hand went off three more times, sending puffs of dirt with each. Priscilla tipped back and finally began to catch her breath. 

	Eyes hard on a man she wasn’t sure was dead, Priscilla climbed from the barrel. Drawing closer, police sirens were on the property. She wondered if one of the trio had survived. Feet on the ground, she backed away from the psycho, watching until the building obstructed her sightline. She lifted her hand and sprang like a shot, headed to where Freddy had left James.

	The police were all over and more were pulling in. One demanded that she get on the ground. She did, but shouted, “Help him! Please!”

	James was breathing, that much she could see as a fat cop nestled his knee between her shoulder blades and zip-tied her wrists. 
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	To Priscilla’s utter shock, the police let her go after questioning her for less than an hour. The adult son living in the invaded home had called the police and filmed the encounter, the only question she couldn’t really answer was what Bill Flatley was doing there. Not really, she’d suggested he wanted to talk to them about his dead wife and how they’d taken her to the hospital before she died, but nothing more. Three times she hinted about Angelfield; a risky topic, but she had to know. When asked whom the car belonged to, she said Freddy. She also said Freddy met them at a bar in Angelfield and offered to take them out of there, on a joyride. They had no notion that he was a spree killer taking it serial—thankfully the camera the adult son used for Twitch gaming was placed in the living room and caught Freddy absolving Priscilla and James of wrongdoing.

	Somehow, stealing Ted Nestlé’s car never came back to them, which was a mystery she’d have to look into. 

	James was alive, but unconscious better than twenty-three hours a day. It almost made Priscilla laugh when nurses had her fill out forms concerning payment for treatments. She filled out those forms because it wasn’t the nurses’ fault that the American Healthcare system was totally and utterly fucked.

	“When they say health care, the care part means the top one percent,” Priscilla said from the chair next to James’ bed during one of the visiting hours she spent in the ICU. When the staff kicked her out, she simply left and sat on a bench or on steps against the hospital wall. It didn’t take long before a nurse noticed her and gave her twenty bucks to get something to eat. Priscilla was proud and wanted to deny this man’s gift but couldn’t. 

	The lights shined dully off the sun-paled asphalt streets and Priscilla forced her tired and shaky body upright. There was a dingy ampm on a corner less than a block from the hospital loading area—many clean boxes for bedding back there—and Priscilla’s guts grumbled at what that money might get her. 

	She was homeless and almost looked it, but in a semblance of normality, she put the cash into the billfold of her wallet and placed the wallet in her purse. Her hair was a rats’ nest, but since she’d sold their luggage and all the contents to a used store for eleven dollars, she didn’t even have a compact mirror.

	The inside of the ampm was blindingly bright and instantly made her think of the barn and Freddy. He’d promised to make a killer out of them and had scored a fifty percent success rate. She’d killed a man and acknowledging that demanded chocolate and beer. If she was going to be a bum, might as well dive right in.

	She grabbed two tall cans of Beck’s from the cooler, a pack of bread, a jar of peanut butter, and a Mars bar from the display at the till. A small woman looking only two steps better off than Priscilla felt operated the register behind a wall of bulletproof glass. Priscilla handed the items through the little window hole.

	“Slow night?” she said.

	“Yeah,” the clerk said, sighing. “That’s thirteen-twenty.”

	Priscilla pulled out the bill and with it came Noreen Flatley’s Powerball ticket. She handed the cash through and absently stuffed the ticket back into her wallet.

	“Want me to check that?” the clerk said.

	“What?” For some reason, Priscilla thought she might be bleeding and this clerk was an incognito nurse. “Where?” She scanned her hands and arms, then chest.

	“That Powerball ticket.” The clerk pointed into the purse.

	“Oh,” Priscilla said, still a bit disconnected. “Okay, probably a loser anyway.”

	“You never know,” the clerk said and accepted the ticket through the little window.

	—

	James awoke thirsty, sore, and groggy. He’d come to enough times to know where he was, but every time he opened his eyes after sleeping, the hospital was a bit of a shock. Priscilla was by his bedside. She wore a new blouse made of silk, and gold bangles, necklace, earrings. Her slacks were black and tailored. She had on designer sandals, something expensive, he could see that even from his drug-cloudy distance.

	“You rob a bank?” he said.

	Priscilla tipped the Vogue she was reading and waggled her eyebrows at James. If he could’ve seen her mouth, he would’ve seen a smile stretching as far as the Indian Ocean. She’d waited two weeks to get excited. The clerk at the ampm kept insisting the machine was making a mistake and Priscilla didn’t argue it, though a euphoric little monster in her belly wouldn’t deny this possibility fully. The ticket went to the lottery office and Priscilla had to borrow money from the same nurse who lent her a twenty to rent a room and get a post office box. She opened a fresh new bank account and put five dollars in it. 

	Every day for those two weeks she focused on the rug being yanked and her tumbling ass over teakettle. There had to be a mistake. It wasn’t until the seventh day in the crummy rented room that it hit her: Bill Flatley knew they’d stolen Noreen’s ticket and he was there to get it back—or at least get revenge, seeing as he shot at them. Hope started to bubble and she began to see a future.

	“Almost,” she said to James.

	“Can you get me that—yeah,” James said, eyeballing the water cup with the straw poking out.

	“Say, do you remember when we got booted from our home and had to leave behind Lenny and committed grand theft auto and went on the run and planned robberies and picked up some psycho murderer all because we couldn’t figure out what to do?” 

	Before James could answer, an excited nurse in head-to-toe PPE popped into the room. “Biden’s leading Pennsylvania now, too!” She was gone before any of the current residents of the room could say anything. One man groaned as if his heart was breaking, but no more than that.

	 “Do you remember all that? And then you got shot, three times?” Priscilla said.

	“Yes,” James said. “More.” 

	Priscilla was still holding the cup and brought the straw close enough for him to grab with his mouth. “Can you guess what fifty-nine twenty-two twenty-three fifty and red twenty-five mean?”

	“What?”

	“Can you guess?” Priscilla leaned in closer.

	“No.”

	“They were the numbers on Noreen Flatley’s Powerball ticket.”

	“What?” James’ expression looked pained, but inside he was starting to quake, rattling all the injured bits in his body.

	“They were also the winning numbers the day after Noreen bought the ticket.”

	“No?”

	“We’ve been millionaires pretty much since we started that dumbass mission.”

	James flattened out, seemed to sink deep into his pillow. He then began laughing until he hurt all over but continued laughing anyway. 

	Priscilla took his good hand and squeezed. “A diamond for every day. That’s what you said.”

	“A diamond for every day,” he parroted, a sparkling tear sliding down his cheek. 
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