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         The two men watch him cascade into the darkness, watch him tumble between the train tracks, his body spinning and broken, his arms snapping at him like whipping rope.

         The smaller of the two, Hector he is called, lights a cigarette and says, ‘So, what did we think of that?’

         The other waits. His look is pointed as an asterisk. He waits and looks at his companion until he is handed the cigarette. He draws on it and, while Hector retrieves for himself a replacement, he speaks.

         ‘Instinctively I suppose I enjoyed it,’ he says. This second man is called Charles. ‘It’s obvious enough why. There is inherent drama in the transformation.’

         ‘One moment he is a person,’ says Hector, ‘the next he is a clutch of broken pencils. He’s blood and meat and roiling volition, and nothing else. And gone. Backwards and out of sight, leaving us to think about him.’

         ‘Or we are gone,’ Charles points out.

         ‘Or we are gone. Of course you’re right,’ says Hector.

         ‘We are on the train, which is moving ahead at speed, uninterrupted. It appeared as if he was pulled away from us, backwards, snatched into the night, only because we continued to travel forward at the full speed of the train.’ 

         ‘There was a defiant, violent attempt at stillness—what else is a sudden exit from a moving train?—but momentum pulled at him as if he was bound to us at the waist. So he didn’t bounce backwards as it appeared. In that first bounce he was moving forward, and at speed. He was moving forward faster, in that moment, than he had ever before moved, outside of being in a car, or on a horse if we imagine he had ever ridden one, or on a train.’

         ‘One of the rush of new experiences that came to him all at the end.’

         ‘All at the end, all at once. And then the second bounce and any that followed it in the dark—’

         ‘There will have been some.’

         ‘—were quickly slower, as his body resisted movement beyond its capacity to resist, breaking and turning, torn apart by the effort.’

         Hector and Charles share in the loud silence of train travel, the exertions of the engine reduced by their regularity to a calming sidewise cradling.

         The man had dropped something as they lifted him to the railing.

         Hector kneels, inspecting the object where it trembles, insectile, from the movement of the train.
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         When _____ arrived in the city I was sitting outside a cafe. It was raining but not hard and I had been smoking a cigarette and patting the ash onto the shoes of a sap at the table next to mine, a man whose moustache I had taken a disliking to. The sap left promptly, leaving me with no one to pat ash on and not much of a cigarette when _____ arrived.

         _____ arrived thrown from a car. He led with his face, following with his knees, his arms back and up as if tied to his sides. When he hit the ground he somersaulted, and ended like a corpse on parade—flat on his back, legs and arms stiff-straight. The car that furnished him never completely stopped, so all that remained of it, when his hat had done spinning like a coin in the dirt, was whatever of its exhaust still lingered. He was thrown more or less at my feet. Somehow _____ managed to look down his nose at me, as if I was lying in his gutter.

         I offered him a cigarette and he took it, pulled himself up, cleared the grit from his hat and his face, and it came about that we got to talking.

         I admired the way he could make an entrance like that and not take it too sore. He admired my height. Or anyway, he said he could use a man like me, and when people talk about me like that, as if I was a ladder or an adjustable wrench, it’s usually my size they mean.

         _____ spat a little blood and said that he could only stay in a city if it had a fairground and rollercoasters, and I said we had a fairground with three rollercoasters, so that’s where we went.

         
            *

         

         We were told to remove our hats at the first rollercoaster, and we held them to our chests as it clack-clack-clacked us up high and then shook us all the way down again. I felt like a penny thrown down a drain or a man thrown from a moving car. _____ seemed to take it worse. When it was done he sat on a bench with his head between spread knees, a finger at each upper eyelid, compressing the sides of his eyeballs at a steady pace. He said it helped, he needed a reliable impression to attend to.

         I asked him why we’d come to the fairground if he didn’t like the rollercoasters, and he said he did like rollercoasters, and also that that was one of the better ones he’d been on.

         Once he’d recovered we rode it again, and then tried the others. Our first time on the tallest of the three it happened that I sat in the front carriage, in front of _____. As we turned the tallest peak, the city seemed to tip out in front of me like dark paint down a glass hill. This view struck me like I just woke up, as if I’d never seen the city before, or else never really believed it real—three times the ride took us round and each time as we went over the peak, this same feeling charged me, as if I’d taken some of _____’s love for these rides from him. I was still sharp with the feeling as we got back on dull ground. Only then did I find that on account of my height, _____’s view had been impeded and his enjoyment impaired.

         As we walked away from the rollercoaster, _____ with his drunkard’s stagger, he didn’t touch me or look at me, but he was speaking, and I realised he was talking to me, telling me that he would find me when I was asleep, he would stand over me and kick through my head, described the ear ripping off and the skull creasing then giving beneath his shoe. On the bench, as he pressed at his eyes, he finished snarling, then it was done, and we went back to riding the rollercoasters.

         We rode each of the three rollercoasters in turn for the next four hours. Every half-hour or so _____ would need to sit on the bench and press his eyes, looking like a man who’d been poisoned, but as we made our way to the next ride he’d be lit with glee.

         
            *

         

         That night, as he had no money and no other place to go, _____ came home with me.

         I got into bed next to him—an inverted _____, already snoring—and inches from my face were his naked toes, and I thought about his promise to drive this foot into my head. The hours at the fairground had left me slightly nauseous, I was in the tired, sense-drained final pull into sleep, and still charged by seeing the city tipped out below, and the threat too became part of a warm, muddled calm that was still there when I woke up.

         The next day I made us breakfast and we went together to find _____ an apartment.

         It was _____ that gave me the name Box. He never really explained it to me, and I never asked, not wanting to confront his generosity, but it spoke to me of an unassuming usefulness—and it stuck, and I was glad to have it.

         
            *

         

         It felt as if it had been weeks since I had found anything to do but sit by roads or in cafes. Or longer: for as far back as I could think, the best I could hope was that a fight or a conversation might break out nearby. Then _____ arrived and I had an expectation of relief.

         Only there was none. Life continued to move forward with the brakes on tight.

         Two things happened over a whole month with _____. The first was at a bus stop and meant nothing but struck me all the same.

         I was to see _____ at his apartment and as the bus didn’t arrive I grew angry. Angry at how long it would be until I was there, and also because I knew already that however long it took, I would still find ______ in his vest, and have to wait while he made himself coffee and washed his face.

         Then a man limped to the stop: he had big jug ears that poured white hair, he had watery eyes and hands that shook. We stood together.

         He said, ‘The thing to do is light a cigarette,’ and he took a pack from his pocket. ‘As soon as I light a cigarette, the bus arrives.’ He lighted his cigarette and smoked it to the last breath, without any bus arriving, then somehow found a way to keep smoking it. Finally he put it out under his foot. I said something to him about his system being flawed. While I spoke he looked at my mouth like I was a stumbling idiot and only the thought that maybe he was limited in his hearing stopped me from laying him flat. When I’d got it out he said, ‘Ah, the thing is you can’t always tell which cigarette it’s going to be,’ and he lighted another, and from around the corner turned our bus.

         On the bus ride, I spent my time looking at my packet of cigarettes, wondering if somehow I’d smoked the wrong pill on the wrong street corner and I had brought _____ tumbling to my feet. Maybe I would do well to be more cautious about lighting cigarettes, or else I’d light one and another car would tear its way through the street, and out from the door, his arms back and up, would come another _____. It wouldn’t need to happen often, just maybe every hundred or two hundred or three cigarettes, and another _____ would come out until they lined the gutter, until they started to pile up like cards in a deck.

         
            *

         

         The other thing that happened during that month was nearly a job until it wasn’t.

         ______ tried to find us work but he had no plan for going about it. We would set out from _____’s apartment, pursue a circuit, and as we went we’d see a key-cutter or a florist and _____ would make an approach. This didn’t come easily to him. Violence was all we had to offer, and there must have been those who wanted it, but it was too obvious in _____’s pitch, too close. Instead we got no work, and left a trail behind us of confused and intimidated key-cutters and florists and road sweepers, which we’d add to until one or other of us grew tired of the parade. At which point we’d take ourselves to a bar, where _____ would drink beer while I dwelt on what exactly I’d expected from him, and from us.

         We repeated this like a circuit on a ghost train where every ghost was an intimidated sweep, key-cutter, spotwelder or meter reader, and repeated it for days, until we hit on what seemed to be some good luck.

         
            *

         

         First thing that morning we passed a woman on the street, who was not much older than twenty and standing alongside a van maybe twice her age. She was turning a handle that fit into the vehicle’s chest—the whole side of it was open to copper ribs, a device for the production of coffee, and the handle, we found out, was fixed to a grinder.

         We bought coffee from her and it was dark and thick in tall mugs. As we drank it, _____ asked the woman if she had any work that needed doing, and maybe because _____ was occupied with his coffee and this altered the impression he made, she didn’t recoil from him, but asked what kind of thing he meant. _____ suggested maybe she was owed some money, or there could be someone who had taken advantage of her one way or another, or perhaps an ex-lover. She said she’d think it over. We drank the hot, heavy coffee.

         She said the longer she thought about it the more she realised she knew some kind, decent people, and she should be grateful for that. Because honestly if you asked her would she like to see any of these people have their teeth punched out of them or be made earnestly to fear for their life, then the answer was no. We finished our coffee, gave her back the cups and she reached into the guts of the van to rinse them.

         We went on with a feeling, maybe from the coffee, which was good, together with the outlook of the woman, which seemed good too, that we should stick to our circuit and we’d be rewarded. And before two hours had passed we were in the back room of a clockmaker’s, and he was telling us that there was a customer who owed him money and maybe we could get it back for him.

         The clockmaker was fat—as round as a watch face. He kept the back room of his shop cold, every window open, but still he kept wiping the sweat from his brow. He had been a military man once, he told us, and it had hit his head like a hammer hits an alarm bell, so now he had neuroses, and there were people who took advantage of them. For one thing, he could no longer be in the same room as anything that resembled a military uniform, whether it was a uniform on a policeman or a cigarette girl. Even as he spoke sweat sprang from every degree round the big circle of his face. Weapons too, he said: if a shadow reminded him too much of a barrel of a gun it could freeze him in his chair until some change of the light saved him. And he told us all this, because there was a time when he would have taken care of this customer himself, but now he was constitutionally unable. But then we had arrived to him. Like grace, he said, like daybreak.

         For the first time we had work. The clockmaker gave this man to us, a customer who had taken advantage of his weakness: he gave us the name, and the name of the joint the man owned and worked as a counterman. He said that we should go to him, take what money we could and retrieve a wristwatch that the man would be wearing.

         _____ had started twitching in his seat with anticipation, like he was grease in a hot pan. He started talking. He suggested that we might bust the customer’s nose. He said we might cut him up. A storm reached the clockmaker’s face, his big cheeks fluttered like tent canvas in the wind, but _____ didn’t see it: he swung his butterfly knife out from his pocket and its handle, and held it to his own throat as part of his play about what we’d do to the customer. The clockmaker’s face parted so wide and quick it might have been split with an axe, and as he shrieked he came over the top of his table and drove us out before him with his great chest, until we were back in the street and the door of the shop slammed tight.

         
            *

         

         From having our first piece of work to having nothing and being back on the street went so quick that we stood for a moment while the situation asserted itself. 

         _____ laughed and said he would come back later, when the clockmaker had calmed down, and he would speak to him again and the job would be back on, and he slapped me friendly on the cheek.

         Later though I watched through the door as one of _____’s hand slipped across the large, wet face of the clockmaker and the other drove short punches with the small knife through straining waistcoat fabric, which striped with blood.

         Outside I asked him how the talk had gone. The job was back on, he said.

         
            *

         

         So we went to the joint the clockmaker had given us, to find the man who owed him money. We sat, and spent the day smoking cigarettes, drinking coffee, drinking water. _____ would pour liquor into his coffee from a flask. The clockmaker’s customer worked the counter. He pinkened every time I caught his eye.

         As the place emptied he started sending us free coffee, free food. We ignored it. He had the expensive wristwatch on. This man pleading poverty: a romantic, clinging to heirlooms. Eventually, darkness filled the room like cold coffee, and the waitress lit the dim fluorescent night.

         At closing the counterman had her ask us to leave. I kept my eyes on him, while she tried her best, but timidly. _____ put out one finger, and used it to tip a cup onto its side. The cup rang a small sharp note as it hit the table top, and the waitress ran away like she was chased. 

         The counterman straightened his apron and organised his courage in a little heap and stepped out from behind his bench. Before he was halfway to our table we stood and left. We heard him, relief flooding out as anger, yelling at the waitress, and she got the door locked tight behind us.

         And then we met him that night as he took the garbage out the back.

         
            *

         

         We got better at finding work after that, but it still didn’t come easy. _____ had to bully work out of people. He had to have me shake work out of them. We were given some people to scare, a few hands to break.

         After some months, word started to get around that we were the people to go to if you needed a hand broken. In this city, that was a lot of hands. You’d be surprised. It was all we ever seemed to do: find people, young men mostly, and then break hands. Dried blood began to clog the metallic lighter I’d place between their middle and ring fingers.

         We grew bored.

         _____ wanted to approach Jarecki, but Jarecki was a notoriously difficult figure to approach.

         Jarecki owned half the city, Danskin the other half. Their nearness in size made the peace between them a particular kind of uneasy. The difference between them couldn’t have been much more than the weight of a single bill, but each eyed the scale and felt sure it fell in his own favour.

         The lesser man in any setup is always prone to indignities—raids, passing money up, receiving judgement when he gets above his station. Every so often, in all kinds of ways, he’s made to pay. Both Jarecki and Danskin thought the other should be suffering, so both made it happen. There were incursions, there was payback: the friction was constant, but didn’t often throw up so many sparks as to impede business.

         But it was a difficult atmosphere for a paranoid man, and Jarecki was a very paranoid man. Regularly, we knew, he would disappear from sight, convinced that Danskin was plotting to assassinate him, or that the police were preparing a raid, and in the meantime his proxies were left to manage his operation.

         This was during a long absence for Jarecki, but we visited his club anyway. It was one of the two big gambling joints in the city (the other was Danskin’s).

         _____ went to curse at waitresses and dealers, demanding to see Jarecki. They looked at him with the blankness of good discipline. He might as well have tried to shake some better news out of the man on the television set.

         I watched two gamblers playing blackjack. A child or a dog can learn basic blackjack strategy by rote in twenty minutes. Stick with a hard total of nineteen. Double down on eleven if the dealer’s got anything but an ace showing. Nothing in blackjack exists on a more complicated level than this. The gamblers were solemn with their cards and their chips. They weighed their options and tugged on their cuffs and tossed back their whiskies and then did exactly what they were always going to do. They didn’t seem sharp to the fact that the house was winning not because of some flaw in their tactics, but because the house is meant to win.

         You sit down to a game of blackjack and you begin to exist at two speeds at once. The excitement comes from the leaps you make from one hand to the next—up or down a bill (or twenty, or a hundred, or whatever it is you need to get excited). A good hand and your winnings jump up a step; a few good hands in a row and you really feel like you’re climbing somewhere. But you’re making all your leaps inside a train car which is being borne slowly, steadily downhill. Because the house has the edge.

         In everything there’s a house edge. The house edge is the average amount you lose relative to any bet you make. On straights in roulette, the house edge is the five and twenty you lose every hundred. When you get arrested in the city it’s the one time in three the police choose to fix you a beating. The individual leap is what you concentrate on when you sit down to a hand of blackjack, and the hands are skittish individuals, but the house edge is the larger container, and it moves at a slower, truer speed. The house edge is reliable as death.

         The two gamblers had dreamed away the house edge. It made them boring.

         Meanwhile _____’s strategy collapsed quickly. Every dealer on the floor had made the same argument to him in their own way: no they didn’t know a Jarecki, no _____ couldn’t see him, and either he was going to gamble or he was going to leave. Then two more men appeared from behind a curtain to make the point again. The smaller had the look animals get when they’ve grown accustomed to being beaten by the people they rely on for food and care. The larger had a nose that had been broken so many times it lay flat on his face like roadkill.

         Roadkill laid his hand on _____’s shoulder. _____ shook it off and attempted to tip over a roulette table, to shrieks from the opera crowd, who fled across the room, putting some space and their women between _____ and their chips.

         From the back room behind the curtain came a third man. He had grey fuzz for hair, sharp features and a cold eye for _____. This was a man called Fylan, one of Jarecki’s proxies. _____ dodged to Fylan and started to introduce himself. Roadkill caught up to him and laid a firmer hand this time. I left for the cloakroom.

         
            *

         

         By the time I was outside, _____ had already been deposited there. I gave him his hat and helped him off the ground. I said his strategy had collapsed quickly. He showed me a wallet and a watch and explained that the wallet belonged to the big man with the mistreated nose, and the watch belonged to Fylan, the proxy.

         Neither had been missed yet, he said, but someone would come to recover them. He was going to continue to irritate them until he got what he wanted.

         I dragged a mattress up the stairs to _____’s apartment and we set to waiting. 

         
            *

         

         The apartment manager was fond of _____. He’d bring up ice in a bucket and talk to _____ while I’d sit with the bucket between my feet and work at it with an ice pick. They’d have glasses of scotch on the rocks and I’d have a tall glass of ice chips (I didn’t care much for drink, which tended to make me feel too much like my head might tip off my shoulders if I made a sudden move). I’d suck on ice chips and listen to them talk.

         They talked about horses, which the apartment manager liked to play. He’d explain that he had just figured out why he’d never been a winner and now that he knew he was going to start winning big. Then he’d wait for _____ to ask him about it. He liked _____ even though _____ never did ask about his system.

         The apartment manager would say that in all his years of cursed luck he’d never managed to lose his wife in a bet however hard he tried, and then he’d laugh until he left to get more. He’d talk about the cars and apartments and women he’d buy when he started winning and he talked about what he’d do with me if he could afford to have us do favours for him. A big guy like me, he figured, could do things to a lot of guys he knew deserved it.

         His wife’s brother could take some hurting, could lose an inch or two in height and a pint or so of blood, he reckoned. There was a policeman who’d insisted on hauling him to court to answer a phoney vagrancy charge when all he’d done was have some drinks and forget how much coppers liked to be curtsied to and doted on. There was a woman in the building who’d no money because of all the hop she was taking—when the time came to pay the rent they’d reached an arrangement and he’d gotten something that still burned where you don’t tell the ladies. When he’d had a job at the racetrack, helping out in the stables, one time a horse came in that was more handsome than any animal he’d ever seen, so he’d put some money on it, and it won. He loved hamburger, the apartment manager, thought it was the finest food there was, and don’t try and tell him otherwise. So he figured the horse would like hamburger too and figured to treat it for the win. But the horse choked on the meat. He lost the job at the track and the son of a bitch who owned the horse shouted into his face for a good hour and more. He was sure I could do wonderful things with a thonged blackjack and that dumb horse owner’s teeth.

         He gave _____ thin black cigarettes from a metal case and lighted them for him. I sucked my ice chips and listened. We watched the rain for four days, and it never once stopped.

         _____ wanted me around all the time, but in the mornings when I’d watch him climb out of his bed and his shins walk past my mattress, he’d unlock the door of the apartment and I’d go for a walk, take the chance to stretch my legs.

         
            *

         

         One of those nights, while we were waiting, the apartment manager’s wife came up as well. She had a drink and talked about how unhappy her marriage was. Occasionally the apartment manager would help her out, reminding her of the start of a story about just how unhappy they were together, then pass her a black cigarette. She told good stories, and a dirty joke as well as anyone you ever knew.

         My back had been hurting from leaning down to chip ice, so I had taken to sitting on the ground with the bucket between my thighs. A while into one of her jokes she patted the skirt that sat up over her knees and I moved over and sat between her calves. She told the rest of her joke and stroked her hands through my hair and when she finished and I was roaring with laughter she patted my head and rubbed at my shoulders roughly, appreciatively, and I moved further into the vein-outlined world of those legs. The apartment manager blew smoke rings from his black cigarettes and scratched at the itch the hop smoker had given him.

         
            *

         

         On the fourth day I came back to the apartment from stretching my legs and found that our waiting was done. The broken nose and his smaller, beaten friend were there. Roadkill was clearly already sore to find that _____ didn’t contain apologies, and it only soured his mood when I appeared.

         Maybe he thought me coming up the stairs was a deliberate move—the two of us boxing them in. Anyway he lowered his head and charged me back into the railing of the stairs, but I got a low uppercut in before he reached me and I felt the nose give, though it didn’t stop him coming.

         He had me pushed into the railing and my arms pinned, but he was clumsy and I kicked his legs out from under him. His head caught the side of the railing as he went down. He made a move to get back on his feet that was more bullheaded than graceful, so I used a fist to make sure he’d stay put.

         _____ already had his smaller friend on the ground and was beating him with a belt. I took a moment to catch my breath and see if any of my ribs were broken. When _____’s arm got tired he went to his desk and wrote something out, then pulled off the sheet of paper and came over to me.

         There was blood around his mouth but I couldn’t see where he’d been biting the smaller man. He often bit. Once, among our hand-breaking, I had seen him bite through a man’s cheek and pull out one of his teeth with his own. The only explanation he’d given was to say that it was already loose.

         _____ stuffed the piece of paper half in Roadkill’s fly, pressed the lifted wallet into his jacket, and together we dragged the pair of them to the stairs and sent them sliding down the first flight.

         The next visit we had was a telegram. It took us back to Jarecki’s casino the next evening.

         
            *

         

         The re-ruined nose met us in the club. It had been built into a thick package of gauze—two small plastic straws sticking out where the nostrils would be. It led us through to a hidden door set into the back wall. When the door cracked I could see Fylan standing in front of a large carved desk.

         _____ told me to wait outside. I didn’t want to mess things up without cause, so I stood and killed time listening to the breath whistling through those straws.

         After a while, Roadkill spoke, told me his name was Bernard.

         He told me I’d picked a bad one to arm for.

         I told him that wasn’t how _____ and I worked.

         ‘Right,’ he said. ‘I speak to a lot of brains out here in the cold.’

         After that we didn’t talk much.

         When _____ came out we had our first favour from Jarecki. _____ waved a piece of paper at me. He said there was a name and an address, and we were to search the place. I asked _____ what it was we were meant to find, and he explained that we were just meant to search.

         
            *

         

         The soft, pale man lived on the outskirts of everything. As soon as he saw us at his door he began apologising. It was as if he had just delivered us some bad news, and he felt cut up about it, eager to make reparations. As we went in, _____ reassured him that he had nothing to apologise for, which as far as we know could be true, though the odds are always against it.

         _____ started feeling along the seam of the cushions on his seats, then slicing them open and poking around inside with his knife, like he expected to wake something sleeping in there. I unrolled the blind, standing clear to let anything that might drop out drop. And when it didn’t I peered up behind it and then, to get a better view of the nothing that was up there, tugged it down.

         _____ called him Truford and asked him where it was. Truford looked at his toes like they were embarrassing him. _____ knocked down a couple of vases and asked again where it was. Truford claimed not to know what it was we wanted, which, if it was true, made all of us. _____ swept his arm through a shelf of plates and then used his shoe to rake through the pieces. It could be anywhere, anywhere at all.

         I threw everything out from the cupboard underneath the sink and a bottle—bleach, by the smell—started leaking on the floor.

         It might be tucked or taped behind a pipe, so I felt around behind the pipes. It was obvious before I touched one of them that I was going to burn myself on it, I could feel the heat off it, but it had to be checked. Still the burn annoyed me, and I tugged on one of the other pipes, just enough that a thin spray of water began pissing itself up against the underside of the sink.

         _____ kicked loose some baseboard, then pried it free with his hands. In the bathroom I emptied the pills from their containers and the containers out of the mirrored cabinet, and pulled the cabinet off the wall. I cut the toothpaste tube open and pulled down the curtain rail from the shower and peered along its hollow, empty length. In the bedroom I pulled the pockets and the lining off the only jacket he seemed to own and filleted his mattress and pillow.

         Truford was sitting on the guts and springs of one of his chairs, like a fat angel on a broken cloud. _____ asked him again where it was. He still doesn’t know, he said, which is or isn’t the same as he doesn’t know what it is. _____ separated the two pictures hanging on the wall from their frames. Neither showed Truford. I guess there’s no space for a man like Truford even on his own walls.

         
            *

         

         The search must have gone well, because it wasn’t long before Bernard came to the door with another job. His nose was still bandaged, but only over the bridge, so he didn’t need the straws to breath any more. This time he came with a Mexican boy of about fifteen. He spoke to _____ while the boy did nothing but flip a knife open and shut, open and shut.

         
            *

         

         I’m too large to make much of a tail and I sneak a bit better than I ice skate, but the work for Jarecki didn’t tend to the subtle, and made the time pass.

         Say the well-loved daughter of a well-connected father fell for a tough, and the tough’s paws turned fist too easy. The father would go to Jarecki, we would go visit the tough. The friends of a new dealer at the club come to visit him at his table and the house obligingly loses to them—we would go and see how their luck stood up to a test. We’d be given somebody; we’d extract apologies, reparations, we’d ease the flow of regret.

         We also turned down a few favours from Jarecki. As when _____ didn’t want to scare a girl back to work after she’d run off with a john. He’d realised that the madam, more romantic than most and caring for the girl, was, in this instance, for love conquering all. So when we let it, the madam grew a soft spot for _____, which suited him down to the ground. Other favours he turned down for less identifiable reasons. And we did favours on the side for people other than Jarecki, so we stayed what you’d call independents.

         As far as I could call it, _____ only ever spoke to Fylan, the proxy, and never to Jarecki himself.

         When there wasn’t work we threw cards into a hat, or we listened to the apartment manager’s stories while I chipped ice, or we rode the rollercoasters. I didn’t want to drag my mattress anywhere else, so I kept sleeping at the foot of _____’s bed.

         
            *

         

         I woke into darkness and to the sound of _____’s bed springs.

         _____ had a routine when he would wake. First he would sit up, then he would cough for a while, a prolonged fit of coughing, like he was a cage that he had to rattle to make sure he was all awake, down inside as well and not just got his eyes open. I listened to him go through this cough—which sounds like it hurts but gives him satisfaction—then spit into the handkerchief he keeps by his bed for the purpose. Then he stood and I expected him to step over me on his way to piss and dress, and instead I got a kick in the ribs, hard as I ever have.

         I’d thought before about whether _____ would ever try to kill me: how he would go about it. The threats, beginning with the first day at the fairground, didn’t worry me. I had learned that this was the sort of thing he threatened everyone with, and rarely did he mean it. But it was also true that we’d done things together in the course of our favours for Jarecki, and there are things you do with a person, shared experiences, that you’d be stupid not to hold in your mind when considering their character. These recollections aren’t something you could easily rid yourself of. It would be like digging a tick from your skin—the mouth can tear off and stay behind, still biting.

         When I took the kick to my ribs I was on my side, and I tried to jack-knife my legs up to knock _____ to the ground before he did whatever he was going to do next. But instead the pain made me buckle, set me clutching at my chest, and I thought I was going to vomit. It must have looked pretty funny.

         I was expecting, I guess, _____’s knife across my face or into my belly, or for him to stamp on me. Instead he mumbled something and shambled away and the lights in the bathroom flicked on, and I could hear him pissing.

         When he came back out I was still clutching at my ribs, and he patted me on the shoulder and then took the glass of water that I keep by the leg of his bed, filled it up and brought it back to me. Which was white of him, and not something he’d do if he hadn’t regretted the mistake. Then he went through to the main room.

         After a while he was joined by some noise at the door and then a couple of voices.

         When it was clear at least one of my ribs had broken and the pain was going to make sleep impossible, I followed.

         
            *

         

         _____ was dealing cards to the apartment manager—who was talking about some leg show he’d seen—and to a space at the table where a black cigarette burned in an ashtray. Once he’d dealt they did a round of betting, folding the empty seat when its turn arrived. _____ was dealing the flop when the apartment manager’s wife came back in the room.

         I pulled a chair up beside her and watched as they played, the apartment manager’s wife showing me her hands. Lydia she’s called—why shouldn’t she deserve a name?

         Showing cards like that is a compliment. It shows you trust the other person not to give any hint of what the hand is like, and it’s intimate. You get a better idea of how someone else plays the game when they’re showing you their hands than you will any other way. You don’t let someone see your weaknesses like that. Women do, I guess, when they like you. And it’s okay, when it’s like it was with Lydia. 

         When she folded a hand pre-flop she’d tell one of her jokes, and we’d all laugh, though laughing hurt my ribs. Sometimes when she got to the end of a joke, her eyes would lock with the apartment manager’s and they’d say the last line of the joke loudly and in time, like it was a line from a song, and already laughing, and then you’d kind of see why they’d ended up together.

         Eventually I left the three playing and slept with the pain. Though whenever I wasn’t lying flat on my back any more I woke up to hear about it.

         
            *

         

         The poker games began to happen weekly, sometimes twice a week. Normally just with _____, the apartment manager and Lydia. Sometimes with one or two friends of the apartment manager, people he knew from the track, who bet big, hurriedly, eager to lose and recreate the thrill of losing on the horses.

         When someone took a break I’d sit in for them, or else Lydia would show me her hands, or else I’d just sleep and never mind the game in the main room.

         When _____ plays poker with people he hasn’t played with before, he begins by playing cautiously. If he starts off betting big, no one believes him. People think they know a man like _____ very quickly. If they met him twice they’d think they knew all there was to know. And they guess from the type of man they think he is that he’s going to play recklessly.

         He could win by betting like that, I’d seen him do it a couple of times, but only because the people he’s playing with are too scared to beat him. When they fold to a raise it’s not because they think he’s got them outmatched, it’s because they think it would embarrass _____ if they called him and he had to admit a dud hand, and they think the chips are not worth whatever _____ might do to someone who embarrassed him.

         So instead _____ begins slowly, he plays even good hands gently, until they come to believe he’s a man who can control his temper, who won’t go all in on a jack high and a sore head, but can wait for the cards and then play them the way they deserve.

         _____ plays cards like a saint.

         
            *

         

         I sat outside and shared some silence with Bernard while _____ was in talking to Fylan. By now Bernard’s nose was only ribbed with thin, slightly bloodied strips of bandage, a raised ripe scab down its crooked middle. At one point he looked almost like he was going to offer me a cigarette, which was white of him.

         _____ came out with our instructions and we walked four blocks to a hotel called the Elmwood, though only an ‘m’ still clung to the wall outside, the other letters readable in the embarrassed, clean spaces they had left behind. We got past the desk and up to our floor without difficulty.

         _____ took his butterfly knife from his pocket. He flicked his hand and the blade opened out and then was clinched again at the base by the two sides of the handle. Before he moved toward the door I asked if maybe he minded if I had a go picking this one. _____ pursed his lips for a moment, not like he was really considering, and then explained that he was better at this than me, which was true, and what if I botched it and then the guy comes in, not an unsuspecting sap but alert and on edge, with every chance to get a rod out?

         I thought about how was I ever going to get any better at it without a chance to practise? But this was a conversation we’d had before and I was not in a mood to go through it again. It would end, I knew, with mention of one occasion when my frustration led to a door being kicked from its frame.

         So _____ got the door open and we went in.

         The hotel needed better maid service or better guests. Clothes caked the two chairs, the desk and the floor, a towel was drying on the bedsheets and an ashtray overflowed onto the pillow at the head of the bed.

         _____ looked around and then removed his homburg and tucked himself in behind the curtain with a gesture to follow. The curtain was already drawn over the window. You could see his shape extruding from it—a man in outline, hat held to his chest, and below the curtain, a pair of shoes. But two pairs of shoes under a curtain is no more conspicuous than one, so I crept in alongside him.

         We stood and we waited. Maybe _____ could make some claim to being hidden—only because I was acting as a tent pole, sheltering him: I was a big dumb ghost in a sheet, with a smaller ghost hiding in his skirts. It got dark.

         Our sap came in and flipped on the light. We waited for him to spy the newly risen mounds in his curtain. With the light on we could see him through the material, and he was singing a show tune to himself. He had to see us. We couldn’t have been more visible if we’d been nude. If we’d been alight. If we’d had stage names and faces from the paper and spotlights trained on us.

         But he tossed his jacket on a chair, spun a merry spin on the balls of his feet, and finished his song with his hands on his hips, his back to the window and his head in easy reach of _____’s blackjack.

         So _____ reached.

         We snapped bracelets on the unconscious sap, slung him in a chair and waited some more.

         
            *

         

         _____ smoked a cigarette. The sap hadn’t paid enough to get a toilet of his own so I pissed in the sink, in a swirling, difficult manner. It all risked the kind of mistake that would have been taken out on the sap’s cheap hide, but I stayed dry and he got lucky.

         The phone rang and _____ glanced at his wristwatch and ignored it. We let it ring for as long as it cared to. In the chair, the sap slept soundly on.

         We kicked our heels until the phone rang again. _____ checked the time and picked up the receiver, and spoke without waiting, telling them to send him up. I took a guess that ‘him’ would be Fylan. 

         _____ considerately took the ring off his right hand and slapped the sap’s face back and forth a couple of times, and I took the opportunity to get rid of the rest of a glass of water by throwing it over him. The sap’s head lolled side to side and his mouth began chewing on vowels and letting them drip off him with the water.

         
            *

         

         The sap’s eyes were just agreeing to work together in the pursuit of common goals when they located Fylan, and an amount of fear shot through them that it’s not an easy thing to earn. I felt impressed with Fylan, his ability to incite this wide-eyed animal terror in the handcuffed man. I already knew I liked him. The impression he always gave—in the way he moved and the way he talked—was one of nothing being wasted, not a movement, or a thought, or a mercy.

         He asked us to leave the room. I’d reached the door and had it open when I realised that _____ wasn’t behind me. He was peering over Fylan’s shoulder at the sap. It took Fylan turning around and looking him in the eye and asking again before _____ understood that it wasn’t just big lugs like me that had to wait outside.

         
            *

         

         In the corridor, _____ and I talked about how we’d hidden behind the curtain with the blackjack. We discussed how unlikely it was that even a dumb sap like the one we clearly had on our hands would miss us. Would miss us and then wander directly over to the curtain, and then obligingly turn, as if presenting his hatless crown for the blackjack. We had started to talk percentages and odds when Fylan opened the door and called us in.

         He said there were a couple of things he had to check out, and depending on how well informed the man in the chair turned out to be, he might have a few follow-up questions to present to him.

         And then Fylan breezed.

         
            *

         

         I sat on the edge of the bed and watched as _____ tipped back the brim of his homburg and started to light a cigarette. But just as he had his hand cupped around the flame, he stopped, shook out his match and put the pill away again. He said we should have a bet, put a fin on it.

         He went over and snapped his fingers in front of the eyes of the sap in the chair. ‘Buddy,’ he said, looking to see if he was awake. The sap was awake, but struggling at it. _____ clicked his fingers a couple more times. When the sap had begun to pay attention to him, _____ lay his blackjack across his head, knocking him cold.

         Then _____ knelt down in front of the again-unconscious sap, unlocked and removed his handcuffs. He picked up my hat from where I’d left it, shoved it at my chest and told me to come on, then we hid behind the curtain again.

         We must have waited back there a half-hour, our bodies shaping the curtain like we were lying under a cover, our toes chilling themselves in the room, before a groaning came from the chair. The sap rubbed his head where he’d been twice laid out by the blackjack. He kept groaning and was saying some pretty restrained things about the Almighty, considering, when he seemed to realise that rubbing his head like he was meant he wasn’t in bracelets any more, and all at once he leapt from the seat. _____ jabbed at me with his elbow, edging over so he could see better through the split. The sap looked around the room. Then he opened the outside door and looked both ways along the corridor. Not so much as a curious glance at the shapes in his curtains. Then, filled with resolve he ran over to his jacket, grabbed it from its chair, threw it on, seized his hat, and stood in front of us with his hands on his hips looking around for anything else he might have needed. _____ reached forward with the blackjack.

         We came out and stood over the sap, looking down on him like a mouse who’d been given a maze to run and was curled up at the start gnawing its own leg.

         I handed _____ a fin, and we dragged him back to his chair, put him back in the cuffs and waited for Fylan to return or for the phone to ring.

         
            *

         

         One night they were joined in their card game by a scrawny kid, making four of them: _____, the apartment manager, Lydia, showing me her hands, and this kid.

         The kid was talking plenty to begin with. He was not saying much, but he was talking. He was the sort that holds a cigarette only in ways that don’t quite make sense, like they’ve over-thought the whole exercise and now worry it won’t be impressive enough just to hold a cigarette.

         It was a friendly game and accordingly the chips were pretty sociable, passing the time with everybody in turn—but when this kid won a stack, pride would colour his face and his back would straighten right out. It was his dignity standing to attention. It was like seeing a corpse jump to its feet and give itself a round of applause.

         Whenever this happened, Lydia would tell a joke, distracting from the display, because she’s a good one and because it was embarrassing, watching the kid win. If you give yourself a parade every time you take a hand, it’s a cinch you’re not the kind of person it’s hard to read. Win like that, no one with any sense has to watch it happen too often.

         And then the kid started getting bad hands and kept playing them. It was clear they were bad because he gummed up. He was still okay in chips, but he wasn’t even laughing at Lydia’s jokes, and she tells a dirty joke as well as anyone you ever knew. But he kept raising, and losing, and when he lost his back crimped up.

         You could have beaten him at cards dead drunk in a dark room so long as you had a protractor to take the angle of his spine.

         
            *

         

         The kid became a regular. He also had a name—Holcomb. He played cards and he drank and he never seemed to get any better at either. And he talked, which he could do. Sometimes he talked like he was sitting at his own deathbed, reminiscing with himself. Sometimes he talked about girls he’d bought, and directed the worst of it at Lydia, as if he thought he could drive her to a fainting couch. Sometimes he talked like he was the first man to discover unhappiness and was deeply proud of the achievement.

         There was one hand late in an evening where Holcomb was almost out of his chair with excitement right from the deal, but the apartment manager was too drunk to notice. No one else wanted anything to do with the hand. Lydia had one arm across her belly, the other pressing a black cigarette to her lips, the lips much more red than normal. She was in a mean mood: sometimes the day after a mood like this and with her husband on a drunk, you’d see him wondering what he’d done to get almost markless but painful wounds on his arms, and on one occasion a cigarette burn in the centre of his back up between his shoulder blades, right where he couldn’t reach it or quite see it properly, that had him running out his door whenever he heard feet on the steps to get someone else to take a look and give him word on what exactly was back there.

         So Lydia began laughing at the apartment manager as he kept raising. The kid Holcomb is helium at this point. And of course it ended as a big win for Holcomb. Though it’s less a win for the player than it is for the cards, in this instance. He raked the chips to himself and then lighted a new cigarette, and as the next hand was being dealt he gave a wave over his part of the table like a magician over a coin trick that meant he wanted dealt out.

         While the other three played the hand, and for the next couple of hands as well, he started to talk about the story of Red Riding Hood, which I’d heard, and the Grimm brothers, who he seemed to think were quite the deal but were news to the rest of us. And he said that in the story of Red Riding Hood a little girl has been sent through the woods to visit her sick grandmother. And a bad wolf knows this, because he speaks to Red Riding Hood, and for some reason she gives him the straight tip on it. And the wolf goes ahead to grandma’s house and eats the old lady and dresses in her old lady nightclothes and climbs into her bed and waits for Red Riding Hood.

         Lydia showed me the low pair in her hand and then folded it to a modest raise from _____. She picked up her cigarette and said that she didn’t know about the rest of the table but she’d had a childhood and parents and—(she drew a circle with the smoke to say, and so on). She seems older when she’s in a mean mood. She tells fewer jokes, though they’re just as funny. I was thinking I might take a glass of milk and go get some sleep.

         Holcomb took a long draw on his pill and piped the smoke from the corner of his mouth, first in a thin stream, then, as the smoke kept on, in little rhythmic darts that still kept coming until it seemed the breath must have been spent, and then there was another squirt of smoke, and all the time his eyes fixed on Lydia. Finally he was done, and he continued his story. 

         According to the Grimm brothers, Red Riding Hood arrives and admires the wolf’s eyes and ears and teeth, and the wolf eats her up, and then a hunter comes by. And the hunter cuts open the wolf with a scissors and gets Red Riding Hood and the grandma out, and piles rocks into the wolf in their place, and then sews the wolf up again. And it’s having a belly full of rocks that does for the wolf in the end.

         But, Holcomb says, the wolf’s still lucky. Even the wolf in the next story, that no one remembers, the wolf that ends drowned in grandma’s gutter chasing the sausage smell of cooking water is lucky. Because a twist like Red Riding Hood is always going to find a story to be a part of—some characters just have adventures thrown at them—but what’s so special about a big, dumb animal with big teeth and big claws and no sense? And the grandma—if she didn’t have Red Riding Hood as an affectionate, selfless granddaughter, what are the chances she’d get to be in any stories? She’d just be an old woman, sick and bed-bound, alone in the woods.

         So, another version of the story, Holcomb says: Red Riding Hood’s on her way to grandma’s, and the wolf talks to her and then goes on ahead and devours grandma, but Red Riding Hood is distracted by another adventure, another story going on in the other direction through the woods, with a witch, or brothers turned into swans, or some bears instead of a big cruel wolf. So the wolf waits in bed, in grandma’s nightclothes, with the grandma’s sheets pulled up to its neck, but Red Riding Hood doesn’t come, and the wolf keeps waiting.

         ‘And after waiting for so long in the too-small bed,’ he goes on, ‘the wolf’s back begins to hurt, so as he scours the shelves of the house for something to eat, he finds that he’s begun to walk with a stoop. And as winter draws in, his feet are always sore and he has to rub them before trying to stand. And the wolf’s big eyes are no longer as good for seeing anything with, and the wolf’s ears can barely hear the wind whipping at the walls of the cottage, and the wolf’s teeth hurt whenever he bites anything, and he’s glad when one would fall out. And soon the wolf has no appetite at all and the nightclothes that used to bind his legs they were so tight, well, they hang loosely on him. And the wolf comes to think of himself as living in another wood, a wood within the cottage within the wood, an interior wood where each tree is another ache somewhere in his old body, and all the trees grow unnoticeably bigger day by day by day. And still his granddaughter hasn’t come to bring him some cake or a bottle of wine. And his hair is matted and thinned, and sometimes in the morning he finds clumps of it in his bed, which he carefully tidies, because it’s important to keep the place, even if no one is coming. And still the forest of aches in the wolf grows bigger and its branches more elaborately entwine, and he forgets ever living anywhere but amongst its dull pains and occasional sharp agonies in his small cottage, as his memory fades and dims.’ 

         And he blew smoke from his cigarette, a man whose mirror would never weary of admiring him.

         
            *

         

         Fylan gave _____ the name of a debt. We were to put a scare into him.

         We tried his front door as a start. Cain was the name we were after and it was listed as the basement apartment. We got no response. There was an office where we could have enquired but we wouldn’t have wanted to trouble anyone. _____ sized up the building, then we walked around the side. We had to climb a wall. _____ had me make a ledge with my hands and hoist him over. Then I found a trashcan and achieved the same using it.

         The back of the building was more promising. _____ lifted a grate and dropped in beside some half-moon windows that looked into the basement apartment. He took off his hat but then returned it to his head and told me to pass him mine. He put his hand inside it and punched a hole in the window, then traced the frame to get rid of the remainder of the glass. He shook the hat and handed it back to me. Then he pushed his legs in the window and slipped inside.

         I was pretty convinced my shoes would fit through the window—I wasn’t so sure about the rest of me. Still I climbed into the trough and fit the grille back in place above my head, and started measuring myself with a small half-moon-shaped window. Feet in first, then legs, then as if I was wearing the window as a belt a couple of notches too tight, but I made it through. I had to hold my arms straight above my head and fall into the room like that. It didn’t do my back much good, being bent out of shape and raked by the bottom of the window frame, and my mood wasn’t in great shape either by the time I reached the floor, my feet crunching on glass, my mitts high, like I was surrendering to an empty room and _____’s grin.

         I gave my shoulders a turn just to make sure I still could and _____ came over and took my hat off my head. He brushed some more glass from it and handed it back.

         After we had given the apartment a once-over, _____ dragged over a high-backed chair and arranged it facing the door.

         _____ told me what we were going to do to Cain. He said that we could just beat him or break his hand, and that would, doubtless, be enough to motivate him to pay his debts. I started to say that we’d beaten plenty of people, and broken enough hands and thumbs, and he interrupted, agreeing. This was why we’d always made a good team, because we understood each other, _____ said. He flipped out his knife and said that when Cain appeared we would take him and cut off his ear, and he made a slicing motion with the knife.

         I thought it over and had to admit that I couldn’t remember us ever having cut off an ear.

         _____ sat in the chair, where he’d be the first thing Cain would see when he walked in. I would be standing behind the door, hidden from view. So I stood behind the door, and we waited.

         
            *

         

         It took some time for me to feel my legs beginning to lock into place. I stayed still. I watched _____ sitting in his chair, watching the door.

         I wondered how long we would wait if we had to, whether _____ would still stare at the closed door through another day if the sun came up and the door still hadn’t opened and Cain still hadn’t returned. I guessed that we probably would—this was the only job we had to do.

         And then it was so dark I could barely see _____—just his outline, just. I had lost all the feeling in my legs—I was half a person. We waited.

         
            *

         

         When Cain opened the door and entered the room, he was back-lit from the corridor. He was a large man, tall with long arms that hung from wide shoulders with an aspect of weighted force, like a piece of prospecting machinery. He stood facing _____ sitting in his shadow and his chair. I swung the door shut behind Cain and the light slid away like it sensed trouble. The last thing it showed was his face turned to me, a good-natured face trying to figure out what joke we were playing on him. Then the darkness had crossed him and the three of us sunk to the bottom of it.

         
            *

         

         Soon we had the lights back on, and Cain dragged into the chair. _____ pushed back his forehead—his hair was cropped too close to grab—and gave him a couple of slaps around the face. He told him to pay attention and, as he put his hand toward his pocket to get the knife, I saw for the first time that Cain was unbalanced when it came to ears.

         The left was as it should have been, but above the central hollow of the right there was nothing and below it there was only a mound of flesh like drooping wax, which ended in an earlobe.

         _____ had seen it too. He held the knife down by his side and looked at the half an ear. It was peculiar. We’d decided to do something, and here it was already done for us. _____ pressed a finger at the side of Cain’s head, as though he was testing if it would hurt him. It didn’t seem to. Cain’s head bent away from the pressure, but he didn’t wince.

         _____ took his cigarettes from his pocket and lighted one as he inspected the missing ear. The top of the half-ear was lined with darkness that mottled and sent chubby wisps of black into the remaining pink flesh. And in the red outline of the whole ear—from when it had been whole—there was a gallows, a sickly yellow colour.

         Cain looked at us both from the chair. He rubbed at the base of his back. His face went from _____ to me and back. He looked awake. He looked keen to find something to feel good-natured about. _____ drew on his smoke and told him to sing out. And when Cain’s face again turned to me, for explanation _____ pushed his finger into the grisly red where Cain’s ear wasn’t. 

         Cain started to say something about money, and _____ said ‘Nix’ and prodded the ear again. ‘Tell us this story.’

         
            *

         

         When Cain told it, it was from that place that people keep stories they’ve told so often they no longer see anything past the words they’re using. The words have become shapes that they know from experience construct what they mean to reconstruct. He said how he’d been an iceman a long while, carrying ice on his shoulder wrapped in a sackcloth. He’d wear a wool shirt and a leather vest and a sackcloth would go around the ice. Except one day, not long after he started carrying ice, so he was still probably seventeen at the time, maybe eighteen, he forgot to take his sackcloth with him, and he was already slow doing his round so he couldn’t go and get it.

         He found another wool shirt, and draped that across his head and shoulder to give him some cover for the ice, and didn’t even notice how cold he had become. He said that you were always cold carrying ice—probably the first thing he should have noticed was how quickly his head stopped feeling cold, numbed. And he said that at the end of his route the ear was yellow and, when he touched it, like it would have been happy coming clean off, if he’d been able to get a grip on it. It felt wet, like he was reaching his hand into a bucket of ice water with an ear sat in the bottom, not something attached to a head, certainly not to his head. And then the ear blackened and hardened, and most of it did come off. 

         
            *

         

         Cain gestured with his hands, like he was sorry his story didn’t have much of an ending. _____ didn’t say anything, just leaned down toward him, putting his hands on the chair’s armrests, and kept leaning, so far forward that Cain pressed himself into the back of the chair and had to turn his head to the side, leaving _____ staring at a missing ear, which he did. _____ didn’t rush. There was no rush for us, not with our job already done.

         Then _____ pushed the flat of his hand into Cain’s head, pinning it to the chair, and raised his knife. Cain watched it like there was fishing line from his eye to the edge of the blade. When it had almost reached him, his body threatened to make a move, and _____’s hand widened and pushed him more firmly back. _____’s knife touched the half-ear, and slid slowly, deliberately along and down its blackened edge, tracing it like a barber shaving a well-liked customer’s neck.

         
            *

         

         That night there was another card game, larger than usual. It started with five players. _____, Lydia, a Greek barber who lived in the building, an ex-buzzer called Palmer, a dog handler from the track.

         And the kid, the talker, was there—Holcomb, who sank into a ball when he got a bad hand and about bust through the ceiling when he had the goods. He was on cheerful form. He made it clear that he’d just been paid, talking about it and then, when that didn’t get the acclaim he wanted, taking the money from his pocket and fanning it for us all to admire.

         Only now that he had some money, for the first time he didn’t seem to have any interest in losing it. He made himself comfortable in his chair, sitting out as many hands as he played.

         One hand he folded his cards before the flop, then pulled out from under the table a small calfskin case that looked new and opened with a snap. From the case he took some wine glasses, enough for everyone at the table. A red scale curved inside each base, a wine stain. He took a bottle from the case and half-filled the glasses with whisky.

         Then he sat back and swirled his glass lazily and started talking. His subject was how much he liked getting paid, and particularly how much he liked getting paid by the word. (Holcomb, it transpired, wrote stories.) He spoke for a long time about the various feelings having some money in his pocket gave him. The other players sipped at their whiskies. None of them listened.

         Lydia went to smoke a black cigarette at the window and look out at the street. The apartment manager was gone and she didn’t know where. If anyone at the table knew they were too kind to tell her. I sat in for her.

         Holcomb reached quickly the point in his bottle and the evening where his glass butted against his mouth when he lifted it, and drops of the whisky slid down his chin, and when he set it on the table more slopped over the side. He said, 

         ‘The beautiful thing about being paid by the word is that it supplies us with an exchange rate between reality and language. Wait, no, that’s getting ahead of myself, that is abrupt and ugly, a dull edge. We shouldn’t allow dull and brutal things,’ he said, looking at me—I guess because I was the only person still giving him the attention he wanted, ‘when we speak any more than we would when we write.’ I had low suited connectors in my hand.

         ‘The beautiful thing about being paid by the word,’ said Holcomb, ‘is—well, let’s say all my money comes from my writing and all the writing I do is paid by the word. I write for the love pulps mainly. Terrible things, too coy even to have the dignity of the earnestly seedy. Some science fiction too.

         ‘Now obviously you could go through my apartment, and for each of my belongings you could attach a label with the cash value of that item. I paid this much for the typewriter, this much for the desk, this much for the brandy. Each word I write I get paid a nickel. Sometimes it’s less than that, sometimes it’s even a bit more. But let’s say a nickel. If you know how many nickels I paid for something you could figure out a word that I’ve sold the necessary number of times to pay for that thing.

         ‘Now we’ve got a new set of labels for my belongings. It’s not a number and a dollar sign. The scotch is labelled “suddenly”. The typewriter’s got the label “lusting”. There’s plenty of lusting in love pulps. But the desk’s even more expensive, so it’s labelled with a pronoun maybe, or a conjunction. Perhaps “because” is enough to buy the desk. I see your “rugged” and raise you “wistful”!’ he said and threw a couple of chips into the pot, though he’d folded the hand without even looking at his cards. _____ gave him a look and the kid pulled them back, being careful not to disturb the pile.

         I folded. Only two players, _____ and Palmer, were still in the pot. Palmer had got early retirement from the force when he was photographed selling guns out the back of his prowl car. We’d met him when we had to break his hand over a small debt. _____ called a raise and dealt another card. Holcomb drew on his cigarette with a look of great concentration.

         _____ took the pot and passed the deck for the dog handler, sitting on his left, to shuffle and deal.

         ‘What’s beautiful about being paid by the word,’ said Holcomb, ‘is that we know exactly what everyone in this room is worth.’ He crossed his arms and took another drag on his smoke. ‘Assuming that they’re worth anything.’ He was offered a card and rejected it, and the game carried on without him. I got another bum hand and folded to a low raise. From the window, Lydia said, ‘What’s horrible about low-rent writers being paid by the word, is that they feel the need to keep going on even when they’ve run out of things to say.’

         ‘Think about how many words anyone’s going to spend describing you,’ Holcomb carried on, looking at her. ‘Maybe your beau’s composing sonnets right now instead of at a leg show or haggling prices for a lay. Could be.’ Lydia threw a look at him, spat it. ‘And maybe Mrs Palmer’s at home right now filling notebooks with beautiful similes, pages and pages of heartfelt whimsy.’

         ‘There ain’t no Mrs Palmer,’ said Palmer, though I don’t think Holcomb heard him. ‘Not presently, leastways.’ Lydia smoked her black cigarette and looked out at the empty street however people look at things that don’t mean anything.

         I nearly said something to all this, but I couldn’t find the words or the energy. If Lydia had been the kind to take offence I might have worked harder at it.

         ‘Let’s suppose they are! Right this moment—they’re hard at work behind a pile of heretofore unexpressed affection and rhyming dictionaries. Unimportant—it doesn’t matter. What I mean is, how many words would it take to plumb the depths? How many nickels before they, or anyone else who might turn their pen to the task, scraped bare the walls of the soul they set out to describe?’

         The dog handler pushed in half his chips, the stub of his cigar rolling from one side of his mouth to the other. It was the most he’d moved all night. He was like an old Basset Hound which didn’t get excited for much of anything lately, not since its owners had it put down. He kept his hat on at the table, the smoke from the cigar catching and then deflecting on the brim, so it tumbled like a waterfall upended.

         The only others left in were me and _____. I called, _____ folded. Palmer laid another card on the table. The old dog handler didn’t raise his old runny eyes, just pushed in the rest of his chips, worked his cigar with his big jaw. I called, and looked round to find Lydia had turned from the window and moved toward the game, watching as I doubled her chips, which felt good. When I’d turned my cards to show the droopy hound, I looked to her and she smiled at me, a small smile like it was something she’d whispered, so just I’d catch it. The dog handler took his jacket from the back of his chair, straightened his hat on his head, nodded to the room and left.

         Holcomb watched the door close behind the dog handler. ‘A paragraph and a half? Maybe two? What’s that, two hundred words? Five cents a word gives us five dollars for a hundred words. So ten dollars,’ he said and turned around to look at Palmer, then Lydia, then at the Greek barber. ‘How much for this whole room? How much for you, loogan?’ he said to me. I stood up and he backed off as if I’d pulled a gun on him, and Lydia took her seat at the table. Holcomb lighted a cigarette, trying to look casual. ‘How many words for you, Box?’ he said again. I filled my glass at the tap and sat and watched the game for a while longer.

         I didn’t even own a rod.

         Neither did _____.

         
            *

         

         After he’d quit talking, Holcomb found himself in a room where all there was for him to do was lose money, but still not in a mood to do it. Losing he could do when it made him feel a victim, but the bills in his wallet were too big a cushion for him to be anything but comfortable, at least in a small stakes game like this. And he was all but incapable of winning.

         If only he hadn’t been so lousy at cards. It must have been bittersweet for him—a writer that easy to read.

         I didn’t think of that line, that’s something Lydia used on him once at the table. A good one.

         
            *

         

         In the uneasy relationship between Jarecki and Danskin, we were an incursion or we were payback, depending on how you happened to approach the issue. One of Danskin’s boys had got on the wrong side of Jarecki. Whether or not he knew he had wasn’t a question for us.

         He was called Gabriel. He had knocked around a girl—something he’d done before, but in the past it had always been one of Danskin’s girls, and with Danskin, Gabriel enjoyed immunity. He didn’t get that freedom with Jarecki, and this time he’d taken it out on a girl who belonged to someone who belonged to someone, who belonged to—and at the top of the chain was Jarecki, and then it becomes politics.

         We took him off the street outside Danskin’s club, where it would be clear that we knew exactly who he was. The club was called ‘The Little Death’, which is one way to bring in the crowds.

         
            *

         

         We took him to a hold-up outside the new quarter: two rooms and no neighbours. 

         Soon we were mainly waiting for the times when he regained consciousness. I was drinking water and _____ was throwing his knife into the wall, and Gabriel would wake cautiously and maybe feel around his mouth with his tongue, counting the missing teeth, touching the split across the edge of his lower lip.
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