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  Foreword




  MANY OF THE GREATEST NAMES in the mystery genre have appeared on the pages of The Best American Mystery Stories during its fourteen-year history,

  including Elmore Leonard, Michael Connelly, James Lee Burke, Dennis Lehane, Laura Lippman, Jeffery Deaver, and Lawrence Block. Too, many of the major authors of literary fiction have contributed

  outstanding work to the series, including John Updike, Jay McInerney, Roxanna Robinson, Russell Banks, Alice Munro, and, of course, the incomparable Joyce Carol Oates. I would make the argument,

  however, that one of the greatest strengths of the series has been the stories of relatively littleknown writers who have graced its pages, many of whom have gone on to enjoy warm critical

  attention as well as popular success.




  Stories by these authors are seldom found in the pages of such acclaimed purveyors of contemporary fiction as The New Yorker, The Atlantic, or Harper’s Magazine. Most of the

  early work by these hugely talented writers has been discovered in the pages of literary journals, those labors of love produced in such modest numbers that very few readers ever get to see them,

  and a few in electronic magazines.




  Here was the introduction to a large readership of Scott Wolven, whose “Controlled Burn” was initially published in Harpur Palate and collected in the 2003 edition of The

  Best American Mystery Stories. This, and subsequent stories also published in BAMS, got him a book contract with Scribner’s (Controlled Burn: Stories of Prison, Crime, and

  Men).




  Tom Franklin’s “Poachers” was found in the pages of Texas Review and appeared in BAMS 1999. The story went on to win the Edgar Allan Poe Award from the Mystery

  Writers of America and a book contract from William Morrow for Poachers: Stories; it was later selected for The Best American Mystery Stories of the Century. Franklin has gone on to

  write several novels, including Crooked Letter, Crooked Letter, which was nominated for an Edgar as the Best Novel of 2010.




  “All Through the House” by Christopher Coake was chosen for BAMS 2004 after its first publication in The Gettysburg Review; it became the centerpiece of his Houghton

  Mifflin Harcourt collection, We’re in Trouble.




  It is profoundly gratifying and humbling to know that this series can have such a powerful impact on the world of mystery fiction and the enormously talented writers who toil in its gardens. One

  can only wonder if some of the contributors to this volume will go on to follow in the footsteps of Coake, Franklin, and Wolven to find similar much-deserved success in their mystery writing

  careers.




  While it is redundant for me to write it again, since I have already done so in each of the previous fourteen volumes of this series, it falls into the category of fair warning to state that

  many people regard a “mystery” as a detective story. I regard the detective story as one subgenre of a much bigger genre, which I define as any short work of fiction in which a crime,

  or the threat of a crime, is central to the theme or the plot. While I love good puzzles and tales of pure ratiocination, few of these are written today as the mystery genre has evolved (for better

  or worse, depending on your point of view) into a more character-driven form of literature, with more emphasis on the why of a crime’s commission than on the who or how. The line between

  mystery fiction and general fiction has become more and more blurred in recent years, producing fewer memorable detective stories but more significant literature.




  It is a pleasure, as well as a necessity, to thank Harlan Coben for agreeing to be the guest editor for the 2011 edition of The Best American Mystery Stories. Putting aside virtually

  everything on his very crowded plate, he delivered the work on schedule, thereby causing champagne corks to pop and hats to be flung in the air at Houghton Mifflin Harcourt as the very tight

  deadlines have been met. Sincere thanks as well to the previous guest editors, beginning with Robert B. Parker, who started it all in 1997, followed by Sue Grafton, Ed McBain, Donald E. Westlake,

  Lawrence Block, James Ellroy, Michael Connelly, Nelson DeMille, Joyce Carol Oates, Scott Turow, Carl Hiaasen, George Pelecanos, Jeffery Deaver, and Lee Child.




  While I engage in a relentless quest to locate and read every mystery/crime/suspense story published, I live in terror that I will miss a worthy story, so if you are an author, editor, or

  publisher, or care about one, please feel free to send a book, magazine, or tearsheet to me c/o The Mysterious Bookshop, 58 Warren Street, New York, NY 10007. If it first appeared electronically,

  you must submit a hard copy. It is vital to include the author’s contact information. No unpublished material will be considered, for what should be obvious reasons. No material will be

  returned. If you distrust the postal service, enclose a self-addressed, stamped postcard, on which I will acknowledge receipt of your story.




  To be eligible, a story must have been written by an American or a Canadian and first published in an American or Canadian publication in the calendar year 2011. The earlier in the year I

  receive the story, the more fondly I regard it. For reasons known only to the blockheads who wait until Christmas week to submit a story published the previous spring, this happens every year,

  causing much gnashing of teeth as I read a stack of stories while my wife and friends are trimming the Christmas tree or otherwise celebrating the holiday season. It had better be a damned good

  story if you do this. Because of the very tight production schedule for this book, the absolute firm deadline is December 31. If the story arrives two days later, it will not be read. Sorry.




  

    O. P.


  




  







  Introduction




  I HATE THIS PART.




  You should skip it. I’m serious. You know what this is, don’t you? This is the part of a story collection where the editor writes some faux-deep, pseudo-erudite essay on the larger

  meaning of the short story. It is, quite frankly, an irrelevant exercise. The collection is about the story, not my view of it, and thus this introduction becomes the literary equivalent of a bad

  overture at a musical: It gets you in your seat, but if you’re already seated, you just want the curtain to open. It stalls. It annoys. Even the best introductions, no matter how well done,

  are a bit like a toupee. It may be a good toupee. It may be a bad toupee. But it’s still a toupee.




  It is also pretty ironic when you think about it — an excess of words to introduce a form that relies on the economy of them. A novel is a long-term commitment. A short story is more like a

  heady fling — intense, adventurous, emotionally charged, and, when I was young, embarrassingly quick. Okay, forget that last one. The best short stories, like those high-octane lovers, never

  fully leave you. They burn, linger, haunt. Some sneak up on you in a subtle way. Others are like a punch in the gut — sudden, spontaneous. They knock the wind out of you.




  One of my favorite rules of writing comes from the great Elmore Leonard: “Try to leave out the parts that readers tend to skip.” If you learn nothing else from this

  introduction — as if you’re really learning something — please make sure you keep this rule front and center in your thoughts. The best writers do. The best writers ask themselves on

  every page, every paragraph, every sentence, every word: “Is this compelling? Is this gripping? Is this absolutely necessary? Is this the best I can do?” (So, too, do the best readers,

  but that’s for another time.)




  That doesn’t mean you can’t have larger themes, descriptions, well-defined characters, or explore matters of great import. You can and you must. All great stories — long and,

  yes, short — contain those elements. You will, in fact, witness many examples in just a few turns of the page. Again, my job here is to delay that sense of satisfaction, I guess, by pointing

  out the obvious in wonderful, economic storytelling, so let us continue.




  What Elmore Leonard means in the above quotation, of course, is that every word must count. The writers included in this collection are masters at this. In the pages after this intro, you will

  find no navel-gazing, no endless descriptions of winter weather or dithering on about worldview, no fashionable “look at me” acrobatic wordplay that amounts to nothing more than proving

  that someone bought a brand-new thesaurus and isn’t afraid to abuse it.




  What will you find, then? In two words: great storytelling.




  The writers in this varied and brilliant collection — a heady blend of household names, veteran scribes, and promising newcomers — have taken Elmore Leonard’s credo and fed it

  steroids and raised it to the tenth power and then driven it out to a dive bar by the airport and given it an unlimited tab. Yes, I know that makes no sense, but horrendous analogy aside,

  you’re in for a treat.




  Here, my good friend Otto Penzler and I have assembled the “best of the best” in mystery short stories. We often wax nostalgic about some past era, some now-gone golden age of — 

  take your pick — music, literature, cinema, art. Let me give you the good news here. We — you and me, dear reader — are living in the golden age of crime fiction. I do not say

  this lightly. Never in history have so many authors “dunnit” with such variety and such skill.




  In this collection you will find every sort of hero, every sort of villain, every sort of setting, every sort of crime, every sort of solution, every sort of surprise. To paraphrase the old saw,

  these stories will make you laugh, they will make you cry, they will make you cringe in fear, they will become a part of you.




  All of which brings me back to Elmore Leonard’s rule. Do you see something worth skipping? Cut it. Cut it off at the knees. Like, to give you an immediate example, this introduction. Cue

  the maniacal laughter. Fool. If you had skipped this part, you’d already be lost in one of the best mystery short stories of the year. Instead, alas, you’re stuck with me.




  But not for much longer. Turn the page, dear reader. These will be the last wasted words you will read in this collection. Go. Enjoy.




  

    HARLAN COBEN
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  Audacious




  FROM Sewanee Review




  SHE WAS A PICKPOCKET.




  She haunted the subway station on Thirty-fourth and Holloway, where every morning Gerald waited for his train on the same cold concrete bench. He watched her through thick glasses. She was

  young, frail and thin, waiflike, with short shaggy black hair, and she moved like a ghost, drifting in and out of sight as the crowd milled about.




  She made him look forward to the mornings. She made him feel sparks. Watching her was the only time that Gerald had felt alive since he found Dolores, his wife of fifty-three years, face-down in

  her Cheerios on a Sunday morning, dead from a stroke.




  Gerald’s pickpocket wore black leggings covered by a short blue-jean skirt. She wore two jackets, Windbreaker over denim — lots of pockets, Gerald figured. Sometimes she wore

  sunglasses, even though she was underground.




  She was good, crafty and swift and clever, and not greedy — you get caught when you get greedy. Gerald learned her patterns as he watched her on the way to work.




  Not work really. After Dolores died, and after the funeral and the family and the random visitors bringing potluck stuff over to mold in the fridge, he found himself alone in the house. He had

  been retired for nine years before she died, and they had never done much of anything. They never traveled or went to parties or joined any clubs. But they were in the house together, living close

  but separate lives, side by side. She was there, a constant, a daily affirmation, like the soreness of his right rear molar or the ingrown toenail on his middle toe — a part of life.




  Once she was gone, there was nothing there but an empty house and a lot of hours between waking up and falling asleep. Gerald cleaned and straightened until there was nothing left to clean and

  straighten; then he tried to get his job as a building inspector back, but the contracting business had moved on, far on, from the last time he worked. The site was now run by a kid who had been an

  intern when Gerald retired. He had laughed and put his hand on Gerald’s shoulder when he brought up returning to work. Gerald watched the light drain from the kid’s eyes, watched the

  uncomfortable tension slide in, when he realized Gerald was serious. The kid forced the smile back onto his face. “We’d love to have you back, Gerald,” he said, “but

  it’s just not safe to have a seventy-four-year-old on a construction site.”




  Gerald had smiled and nodded, shook the kid’s hand. His hand seemed old and callused in the young man’s grip. It felt bulky in his pocket as he walked away from the site.

  Gerald’s hair was white by now, even though he parted it the same way he had when he was thirty. His skin was weathered and wrinkled. Everything around him was new. He didn’t fit.




  He took an office downtown, a small dusty room with a big window that was full of sun and blue sky in the mornings. He told people he was going to be a freelance writer. He didn’t write

  much — a humor piece for the local tabloid, a few halfhearted attempts at a memoir; mostly he looked out the window and breathed in the musty air. He just liked the rhythm it gave to his life,

  this waking up and getting ready and going to work and coming home, although every morning it got harder to get off that bench and onto the train. And then he found his pickpocket.




  She followed patterns that no one but Gerald knew. She entered from the south entrance, the one with the stairs, rather than the escalator. She skipped down the stairs and moved close to the

  tracks, leaned her back against a cement pillar. She faced straight down into the black hole of the tunnel, but her eyes darted around — light, searching. She stood at the pillar a few minutes.

  When the first train came rumbling up the tunnel and the crowds pressed right up to the edge of the track, she drifted in, melted right into the throng, and when the doors hissed open, she made her

  move. Gerald had seen her unzip purses and unhook wallets from chains while the crowd jostled and shoved. She snatched a silver fountain pen from a stockbroker’s breast pocket, plucked a

  small jewel out of an Indian woman’s scarf. Then, as the crowd disappeared behind the sliding doors and was shuttled away from her, she slipped her prizes deep in her jacket, slid out the

  north entrance, and was gone until tomorrow.




  She was interesting, a diversion for a while, until the day she pickpocketed the cop. The cop was young and nervous-looking, and he stalked around the station every other day and ran out the

  bums who begged for change. He stood over a bum on a Wednesday morning.




  “Got to move along, buddy,” he said.




  The bum looked up at him. “Come on, man,” he said.




  “No panhandling in here.”




  “Cut me a break.”




  “Don’t make this hard,” the cop said. He wore a heavy utility belt loaded down with radio and gun and baton and other cop stuff. Everything was held down by leather straps with

  snaps on them. He unsnapped the pepper spray. “Just move along.”




  The train rumbled in and the doors opened and the crowd sardined its way into the waiting cars, and as Gerald watched, his pickpocket wove her way in between the people and up behind the cop,

  nicked the pepper spray right out of his belt, and scuttled on out the north entrance. The cop reached for his belt, fumbled thin air, looked down with confusion.




  “Watch out for those damn ghosts,” the bum said, laughing, grinning a dirty-toothed grin.




  Gerald fell in love with her that morning.




  Gerald stood at the edge of the crowd with his hand against a pillar. He ran his finger over the cold, gravelly cement. The subway station always smelled of metal and soap, of

  machines and people just out of the shower. A thin man in a suit stood beside Gerald, one of those phone earpiece things attached to him, making him look like a robot. He yelled at whoever was on

  the other end of the phone, like he was yelling into thin air. Two kids with lunchboxes sat side by side on a bench. One punched the other on the arm, and they both laughed.




  All around Gerald the crowd hummed, feet clicking and sticking on the cold ground.




  She came in through the south entrance, her sunglasses on, her jackets zipped up against the November cold. She leaned against her pillar. Gerald watched her out of the corner of his eye. He

  could feel her looking around, looking at him. He slid his hand further up the pillar, his jacket falling further open, his wallet inching out of the inside breast pocket. An inch and a half of

  leather showing now. She had to see it.




  The train snaked into the station. The doors opened. The crowd surged and shoved around him; he looked at her pillar, and she was gone. A woman with a bagel smushed into him, got cream cheese on

  his coat.




  “Sorry,” she mumbled without looking at him.




  The crowd pressed him into the car and the doors shut behind him. Warmth was everywhere, coming from the car’s heater, coming from the bodies pressed against each other. The odor of coffee

  on the air. Gerald felt his pocket. The wallet was gone.




  The train began to move and the station slid away outside the window. Gerald watched his pickpocket as she edged through the crowd toward the north entrance.




  He held on to the metal rail above his head and smiled as the train plowed into the darkness. Graffiti raced by on the tunnel walls. He closed his eyes and pictured his girl, climbing up the

  stairs and into the cold hard air of the city, scooting along the sidewalk, head down, hands in her pockets while the wind whips her hair around. She turns down an alley and tucks herself into a

  corner behind a dumpster. She unzips her coat, pulls the wallet out, and opens it, rifles through it, stares. No money, no credit cards, no ID. Just a piece of paper. She holds it in her little

  pink fingers. One side says BUSTED. She flips it over. So audacious. Find me tomorrow. She huffs, pouts, crumples the paper, sticks it back in her pocket. She fumes. A tiny ball of

  fire.




  Gerald smiled and felt his feet rocking with the train.




  She was there the next morning. She leaned against her pillar, her arms crossed, her top teeth biting into her bottom lip. She stared at Gerald. He sat on the bench and stared

  back while people cut back and forth between them. The subway came and went. She let the crowd and all their wallets and purses and jewelry walk right by in front of her. Then the station was

  nearly empty: the cashiers were changing shifts, the cop was heading out the north entrance, and the pickpocket padded across the concrete, the soft pat of her shoes echoing around the station. She

  stopped in front of him and crossed her arms again.




  “What was that all about?” she said.




  Gerald smiled at her. He put his palms on the bench and leaned back, crossed one leg over the other. “Surprised?” he said.




  “Are you going to turn me in?”




  “I wasn’t planning on it.”




  “Then what do you want?”




  He looked at her feet. She wore black ballet slippers. “I see you every morning,” he said. “Just wanted some company, I suppose.”




  “Are you trying to hit on me?”




  “No.”




  “How old are you?”




  “I’m not trying to hit on you.”




  “Okay.” She looked around the room. A janitor was wandering around with one of those grabber-claw things, picking up coffee cups and fruit-bar wrappers. She sat down beside Gerald

  and pulled the crumpled piece of paper out of her pocket. She looked at it, flipped it over, turned it between her fingers. “What does audacious mean?”




  “You’ve never heard it before?”




  “No.”




  He took the paper from her. “It means daring, bold.”




  “So audacious.”




  “Yup.” He handed the paper back to her. She folded it up and slipped it neatly into a pocket. She looked at her feet. Pushed her hair back behind her ears.




  “I’m Gerald. What’s your name?”




  She licked her lips. “You think I’m audacious?”




  “I do.”




  “So just call me Audacious.”




  “You don’t have a name?”




  “Not that I’m going to tell you.”




  “Well, Audacious is a little long for a name.”




  “So shorten it then, whatever. I’m not telling you my real name.” She stood up.




  “Shorten it? Like Audi?”




  She stood in front of him, zipped her jackets up, first the denim one, then the Windbreaker. “Like the car?”




  “As in short for Audacious.”




  “Fine then. Audi.” She turned around, headed for the north entrance.




  “See you tomorrow?” Gerald said. His voice bounced off the walls of the station.




  She tucked her hands into her jacket and walked out of sight.




  He brought her coffee the next morning. Audi stood across the station and stared at him until the train left, then came and sat down beside him. Didn’t say a word.




  “I thought you’d like it sweet. I put lots of sugar in it. Lots of cream,” Gerald said.




  She took it from him. “Thanks,” she said. She took a sip, licked her lips. “You know, this is two days in a row I’ve missed a score because of you.”




  “Whoops.”




  “You’re going to have to help me out if you keep this up,” she said. She smiled at him. The gums above her top teeth showed pink and tender. Her dark eyes sparkled. Gerald felt

  himself filling up inside.




  “I brought you coffee,” he said. “What else do you want?”




  “I’ll think of something.”




  For two weeks she was there every morning. Gerald missed his train to talk to her. He showed up late to the office every day. Not that there was anyone who would notice.




  Audi told him about herself. She was twenty-two years old, had been fending for herself for the last six years. She ended up on the street when her boyfriend left her. He owned a house, begged

  her to move in. She did, and a month later he’d had enough of her.




  “Get your shit and move out — that’s all he said to me,” Audi said, turning her coffee cup around in her palms. “I knew my parents wouldn’t let me back in;

  they were all pissed off that I left in the first place. So I went downtown to stay with one of my girlfriends. She said there wasn’t room, and that was that. I started sleeping in

  here.” She waved her arm, gestured to the cavernous space.




  “In the station?” Gerald said.




  “Over behind those vending machines. It’s warm back there, the machines make it warm, and there’s space. And the cops don’t look back there.”




  “Not the most comfortable place in the world, though.”




  “No.” She drank her coffee and looked at the vending machines. “But I hung around here enough that I figured people out. And started stealing their stuff. It’s easy. And

  I got enough to pay a sixth of the rent at this place.” She told him about the apartment, a place downtown where she stayed with a half-dozen other people her age, the population of the

  apartment constantly in flux as people disappeared and new ones showed up. She slept on the kitchen floor. Rent was cheap.




  “And you’re happy there?” Gerald said.




  “No.”




  She leaned forward, her paper cup dangling from her fingertips. She scrunched her face and looked at the ground. Her jackets bunched up around her shoulders, her back. Gerald held his hand

  behind her, an inch from her back, thought about it, watched her, and finally rested his palm flat and gentle against her jacket.




  “You know, I’ve got extra space, if you ever need somewhere to stay,” he said.




  “I’m not going to have sex with you.”




  “I’m not asking you to.”




  “You’re old enough to be my granddad.”




  “Probably so.”




  He left his hand on her back while another train came and went. Audi was gone the next day. He sat on the bench with a cup of coffee in each hand and watched four crowds get into four trains.

  Then he went home.




  The city turned dark, gray, and frigid as the month wore on. The streets were slick and the tall buildings looked like they were cut from wet cardboard and stuck against the

  sky.




  Each morning Gerald sat at the station, scanning the platform for her, searching the overcoat-wearing, briefcase-toting crowd. He noticed women with their purses hanging loose and open from

  their shoulders. Men shouting into cell phones while their briefcases sat unwatched beside them. A treasure trove of targets. But no Audi.




  Gerald watched through the window of his office as the winter came in fast and cold. The snow blew in sideways and piled in dirty drifts along the edges of the rooftops. The pigeons at first

  huddled together in the rafters and eventually disappeared altogether. Gerald tried to fill the hours in the day. He balanced his checkbook. He did crossword puzzles. He wrote, toying around with

  different stories, far-fetched tales with beautiful female pickpockets as the leading characters. Mostly he just looked out the window. He wondered if Audi’s apartment had a heater. He

  wondered if she’d really had an apartment to begin with.




  He went by the market near his house every day on his way home. He liked putting his hands on the fresh vegetables, weighing the ripe fruit. He walked slowly, taking his time, planning his meals

  as he wandered the aisles. This took time. Bringing it all home and cooking something also ate up the evening. By the time everything was eaten and cleaned up, it was almost time to go to bed, and

  another day was over.




  A week before Christmas, he was sautéing onions when he heard the knock. He left the onions sizzling in the skillet and went to the door. Audi was there, the wind blowing cold and wintry

  around her, her hands deep in her pockets, her ballet shoes wet with dirty snow.




  She looked at the ground, made patterns in the sludge with her toe. “Hi,” she said.




  “Hi,” Gerald said. He stepped aside and she came in.




  He put on a pot of coffee; then he made a huge omelet with eight eggs, green peppers, onions, chopped-up smoked sausage. Audi sat at the kitchen table with her hands folded in front of her and

  didn’t speak. She watched him cook. He cut the omelet in half with the spatula and put half on a plate and set it in front of her. He sat down with the rest of it and began to eat it right

  out of the skillet. Audi stared at her plate.




  “You don’t like eggs?” Gerald said.




  “They’re fine,” she said. “It just looks pretty. I don’t want to mess it up.”




  “It’s just an omelet.”




  “It’s been a long time since I’ve had an omelet.”




  She ate, and she told him the story, how she’d come home to her apartment and found the door boarded up, how she didn’t even know who the landlord was, how she had no idea what

  happened. She found one of her roommates on a bench at the park. He told her the rest.




  “Drugs or something,” Audi said. “The guy said that the cops came and busted them, and after that the landlord kicked everybody out. Boarded the place up. Said she’d had

  enough of renting to worthless kids.”




  “Shame,” Gerald said. “Not really your fault.”




  “Hmm.”




  She finished her plate, and he took it from her and put it in the sink. He poured her a cup of coffee and sat back down at the table. She held it tight between her hands.




  “How did you find my house?” Gerald said.




  “Followed you one day, a few weeks ago.” She pushed her hair back. Looked from the cup to Gerald and back again. “You said I could come if I needed to.”




  “I know I did. And you’re welcome to. I just wondered how.”




  “I don’t want to impose.”




  “You’re not.”




  She drank the coffee. “The food was good,” she said.




  They sat at the table in silence and drank their coffee. The snow started to come down again, edging against the windowsill like silent white feathers. Frost coated the glass. The heater kicked

  on with a groan, and the warm air blew through the kitchen. Audi squished her shoes against the tile.




  “You want some dry clothes?” Gerald said.




  She nodded. Gerald left her at the table and went upstairs. He had a walk-in closet in his bedroom; the right side was full of his stuff, on the left still hung all of Dolores’s clothes.

  He hadn’t known what to do with them. Her shoes were lined up neatly against the wall, except for a pair of heavy brown boots — the last shoes she’d worn — thrown haphazardly in

  the corner, exactly where she’d left them. He took a selection of shirts and pants and carried them back downstairs.




  Audi was sitting on the couch in the living room when he got back. Gerald laid the clothes out on the coffee table in front of her.




  “So retro!” she said, fingering the frilled sleeves of a scarlet blouse. “Where’d you get all this stuff?”




  “It was my wife’s,” Gerald said.




  Audi nodded and looked at the clothes.




  “She died a few years ago,” he went on.




  “Of what?”




  “Stroke.”




  Audi picked up a pair of brown slacks and stood up. She held the slacks in front of her and looked down, lifted her leg, twisted her toes. “Do you miss her?”




  He nodded. “Often.”




  “I’m going to put these on,” she said. She took the scarlet blouse and the brown slacks and went into the bathroom. She was in there a long time. Gerald turned on the TV. A

  rerun of The A-Team was on. Mr. T beat someone up. Gerald turned down the volume.




  “What was her name?” Audi said. She was standing in the doorway, looking slim and clean and young in his wife’s clothes.




  “Who?”




  “Your wife.”




  “Oh. Dolores. Her name was Dolores.”




  Audi looked at her reflection in the dark window. “Very pretty,” she said, flexing her arm, turning around and standing on her tiptoes. The snow fell quiet and heavy.




  She stayed in the guest bedroom that night. He took the sheets down from the top of the closet and made the bed while she stood in the doorway and watched him. She grinned at

  him.




  “For a guy you’re pretty good at that.”




  “I had to learn,” Gerald said. He tucked the sheets under the corners of the bed.




  “My ex-boyfriend was terrible at it. He always made me help him.” She sat down on the end of the bed. “It was a huge pain in the ass.”




  Gerald propped the pillows against the headboard. “There’s a TV,” he said, “if you want to watch TV, but I don’t have HBO or anything, and I don’t know where

  the remote is.”




  She crawled up to the top of the bed and settled back into the pillows. “I’ll be fine,” she said. “I think I’m just going to go on to sleep. I’m tired.”

  She smiled at him. Her skin was fair and her cheeks were flushed and pink. Her hair fell over her eyebrows and spread out behind her on the pillow.




  Gerald backed out the door. “Okay, then,” he said. “Good night, then.” He pulled the door to behind him.




  The next day he woke at seven and got dressed. He cracked the door into Audi’s room and peeked inside. She lay asleep, under the covers, except for one leg, a long fleshy leg that hung out

  and down to the floor, bare and pink. Dolores’s pants were on the floor beside the bed. Gerald looked at Audi’s skin as she shifted in her sleep. He shook his head and shut the

  door.




  At the office, for the first time in weeks, he found himself compelled to write. He took his latest attempt at a memoir out of the drawer and read the first page. The writing was pedestrian,

  dull. The scene was a boring one, a school play, from ages ago, from third grade. He folded the pages in half and threw them in the garbage and slid a fresh sheet into the typewriter. He began to

  write, this time starting the story with Dolores’s death. He wrote with fire, the words crackling like lightning across the page. He saw himself rolling over to the empty part of the bed,

  relishing the space, nuzzling into the pillow as the sun made its way through the windows. Then rising late, stumbling downstairs, where Dolores’s hair was splayed across the table, her hands

  dangling limp and straight down at her sides, milk dripping slowly onto the tile.




  And then came Audi, a ball of fire in the empty house. He put the paper away and headed home.




  She was there when he got back. She was on the couch in another outfit of his wife’s, an old sweatsuit. She had cooked popcorn and was cuddled up under the blankets, watching TV.




  “Enjoying yourself?” Gerald said.




  “You know it.”




  He sat down beside her. She scooted closer. She took a pillow from the end of the couch and set it in his lap, laid her head on top of it, and turned on her side to keep her eyes on the TV. She

  was watching a music video.




  “What did you do today?” Gerald asked her.




  “This,” she said. “All day. Bummed around. It was great.” She laughed. It was the first time he’d heard her laugh, a tinkling wind-chime sort of sound that started

  in her chest and bounced its way across her tongue. It put tingles in Gerald’s spine. “How about you?” she said.




  “I did some writing.”




  “What about?”




  “About you.”




  She turned over on her back and looked up at him. “You’re writing about me?”




  “Yup.” He watched the TV. The band was playing in a warehouse. He could feel her eyes on him, cold and intense.




  “You better write me exciting. I don’t want to be a boring character.”




  “You’re not.”




  “And I better be pretty,” she said. Then she turned back to the TV.




  She stayed with him. He went to his office and wrote, and came home and talked to her about his day. He spent all day looking forward to his time on the couch with her, to the

  feeling of the weight of her head on his lap, the feeling of her breath so near his face.




  He stayed home on Christmas Day. He was cooking biscuits when she came downstairs, slow and sleepy-eyed.




  “Merry Christmas,” Gerald said.




  She sat down at the table and yawned. “Don’t say Merry Christmas,” she said. “It sounds so commercial.”




  “What do you want me to say?”




  “How about Happy Christmas, like you say for every other holiday?”




  “Fine, Happy Christmas. Honey or jelly? On your biscuits.”




  “Honey.”




  “Good choice.” He put the biscuits in the oven and took the honey from the cabinet and set it on the table in front of her. “They’ll take a few minutes to

  cook.”




  “I got you a Christmas present,” she said. She looked at the table and wrung her hands. “I’m not sure if you’ll like it.”




  “What is it?”




  “You promise you’ll like it? Or at least say you’ll like it?”




  “I promise I’ll at least say I like it.”




  “Smart-ass,” she said. She ran upstairs and came back down with a brown paper bag and handed it to Gerald. She sat back at the table and waited.




  Gerald opened the bag. There was a picture frame inside. He pulled it out. Inside the frame was the piece of paper that he’d left for her in his wallet, the side with the audacious

  bit on it. She’d taken colored pencils and traced over all the creases from where she’d crumpled the paper up; then she’d colored the sections all different colors. It looked like

  the dry, cracked ground in the desert would look if someone attacked it with a paintbrush. The word audacious was traced in brilliant red. The colors were amplified behind the glass of the

  frame. Gerald turned it between his fingers.




  “You like it?” Audi said.




  “I love it,” Gerald said. He propped it up on the table in front of him.




  “You promise?”




  “I love it.” He looked at her. She was blushing, her face turned away from him. “I didn’t get you anything,” he said. “I can get you something.”




  “You don’t have to,” she said. “You’ve done plenty.”




  They spent the entire day on the couch, watching the Christmas shows — Rudolph, Frosty, Island of Misfit Toys — until it got dark outside and the snow started to fall. Gerald went

  upstairs and got into bed. He closed his eyes.




  He didn’t know how long he had been asleep when Audi came in. He felt her as soon as she came into the room. Gerald watched her. She was wearing a T-shirt and panties. She tiptoed across

  the carpet to the side of the bed, then she pulled the covers back a bit and slid under them. She cuddled up close beside him, put one of her bare legs across his. Her legs felt smooth and soft.

  She pulled Gerald’s arm up above his head and put her head on his chest, wrapped her arm across his stomach. Gerald felt her hair on his chin. He felt her eyelashes on his chest. His muscles

  tensed.




  “You’ve been really sweet to me, Gerald,” she said.




  He let his arm drop slowly. He brought it around her and pulled her close to him. She wrapped her leg around him and squeezed back.




  “I could fall in love with you,” she said.




  “No, you can’t,” he whispered. He breathed in her hair; she smelled of honey and apples and skin. Then he kissed her on the top of her head. She looked up at him, her eyes dark

  points in the dark room. She inched forward and kissed him on the mouth, twice, feather soft. Then she laid her head back on his chest and fell asleep. Gerald stared at the ceiling and listened to

  her breathing.




  He woke up and the sun was bright on her face. He shook her. She stirred and batted her eyes and looked at him.




  “Hey,” she said.




  “Get up,” he said. “I want to take you somewhere. Late Christmas present.”




  She rolled off him onto her back, bunched the covers up over her face. “I’m still sleepy,” she said, her eyes peeking out above the bedspread.




  “You want me to make you some breakfast?”




  “Make me some more biscuits,” she said. “Just do it quietly.” She grinned at him, then she flopped over in the bed and covered her head with the pillow.




  Gerald walked downstairs and looked in the refrigerator. He was out of milk. He put on his boots and his coat and his hat and walked outside. The air was crisp and stung his nostrils. The sun

  glinted off the icicles that hung from the eaves of his house.




  He put his hands in his pockets and walked up the street to the market. The electric doors slid open and bathed him in warmth and fluorescence. He smiled at the cashier and walked to the back

  and took a carton of milk from the shelf. He turned it over in his hand, checked the expiration date. He looked at the back of the carton, where they put the announcements about missing children.

  Audi’s picture was printed in smudged ink beneath the nutrition information.




  Gerald stared at it. Her eyes looked back at him from the cold cardboard. Nikki Tyler, age sixteen, runaway, missing for a year. Height. Weight. Parents’ number and address. Her parents

  live just forty-five minutes outside the city, less than an hour from Gerald’s house.




  He put the carton on the shelf and chose a different one, one with a picture of a little black boy on the back, and bought it and took it home.




  Audi was on the couch watching The Price Is Right. “Took you long enough,” she said. She had the blankets tented around her, just her head sticking out, her eyes intent on the

  TV. Her nose was small in profile, her lips thin and pink. She turned to him, smiled. “You miss me?”




  Gerald shifted the milk from one hand to the other. “Terribly,” he said.




  He cooked the biscuits, and they ate some in front of the TV; then they packed a lunch and got in the car and headed north on the interstate. The roads were empty. The new snow was flat all

  around them, mostly smooth, but whipped by the wind in some places until it looked like peaked meringue. The sky was deep blue and far away. Audi pressed her nose against the window as they

  drove.




  “Where are we going?” she said.




  “Ultima Thule,” Gerald said.




  “What?”




  “End of the earth.”




  They pulled into a parking lot beside a huge frozen lake. Gerald got out of the car and opened the trunk and took out a blanket and their food. They set off toward the lake. Gerald stepped

  gently off the sand and onto the ice; it held firm.




  “Careful,” he said. He took Audi’s hand in his. They walked across the ice, their footprints sitting deep in the powdery snow.




  “It’s like walking on the moon,” she said, her hand tight in his, warm, her eyes scanning the blue horizon. Her feet were soft on the ice.




  A hundred yards offshore, Gerald spread out the blanket and sat down. He handed Audi a sandwich. They ate and looked out over the lake. The ice was cracked and shattered not far from where they

  sat, and beyond that there were huge gaps with water in between them. Silvery blue and white floes were broken off and drifting beyond, spaced farther and farther out toward the blue horizon.




  “I used to take my wife here,” Gerald said. “She liked it. She said it was like the world was trying to stay together, but it was too much. The pull of whatever’s outside

  the world was too much, and it made the earth just break apart and float away.”




  “That’s very pretty,” Audi said.




  “She said when we were here, she felt like we were sitting on the very edge.”




  Audi nodded and chewed her sandwich. She took Gerald’s hand in hers and held it in her lap and squeezed it tight. The air was still and cold. Water birds cackled at the edge of the lake.

  The ice cracked and groaned.




  “Audi,” Gerald said, “what are you going to do?” He watched the birds as they pecked around in the snow. He felt Audi looking at him.




  “What do you mean?” she said.




  “I mean, with yourself?” He felt her put her other hand on his, closing his rough hand in her fists. “Don’t you miss your parents?”




  “They were mean to me, Gerald.”




  “Were they really? Is that why you left?”




  She squeezed his hands. “I’m not going to lie to you,” she said. They watched the ice float out over the deep water.




  They headed home as the sun started to go down. The sky was cloudless and clean; the sun turned the horizon a bright yellow-orange as the light reflected off the snow and the ice. Audi leaned

  back in the passenger seat and shut her eyes.




  “I’m stopping up here at this rest area,” Gerald said.




  Audi mumbled something, her voice heavy with sleep.




  “You got to pee?”




  She shook her head. Gerald pulled off the interstate and into a parking place at the rest area. He left the engine on, with the heater running. He used the restroom and came outside and stood in

  the cold, watching his breath form clouds in front of his face. In the parking lot a family rearranged the contents of their van.




  Gerald shook his right leg, then his left. They felt stiff from the drive. He took some long steps around the rest area. He wandered over to the drink machines and bought a Coke. He opened it

  and took a sip and walked back to the kiosk with the map and the advertisements. He looked over the ads for car insurance and get-rich-quick jobs. In the top right corner were six pieces of paper

  with pictures of people on them, fliers advertising missing children, the rest-area equivalent of the back of a milk carton. Audi’s was in the middle. He read her parents’ address

  again, looked back at the car in the parking lot. The headlights were on and steam was easing out from under the hood. In the woods behind, the snow lay heavy on the limbs of the trees. The

  branches crackled with ice.




  Audi slept in the passenger seat. Her mouth was open slightly and her right temple leaned against the window. She had her legs tucked into her chest and her arms pulled inside

  the sleeves of her shirt. Gerald turned the heater up and looked out the window. The dark in front of him grew brighter as the inky night slid past, and then the city rose up glowing and hard in

  front of them. He left the interstate and headed into the neighborhood.




  Gerald drove slowly, scanning the dark houses for the address. The houses were small and weathered; the streets were lined with ghostly bare trees. The wind picked up outside and tossed

  snowflakes off the ground and into the air. It ripped and whistled around the car. Audi woke up. She yawned and scratched her nose, looking around. She stared out the window.




  “What are we doing here?” she said.




  Gerald didn’t say anything. He turned the brights on to see through the swirling snow.




  “Gerald. Where are we going?” Audi was glaring at him, her eyes piercing neat holes in the side of his head.




  “I’m taking you home,” Gerald said.




  “I don’t live around here.”




  “I’m taking you back to your parents, Nikki.”




  Audi sat up straight in the chair. “You son of a bitch,” she said. “You knew? How long have you known?”




  “Only a little while —”




  “Have you been planning this? Is this your trick? Your trick to get me back to my parents?” She climbed onto her knees in the seat, one hand on the dashboard, the other on the

  headrest, and put her face close to Gerald’s, yelling at him. “They rewarding you or something? Are you some sort of bounty hunter?”




  “I only found out today,” Gerald said. He stopped at a stop sign and looked at her. “I just found out.”




  “I don’t want to go back. I told you they were mean to me.”




  “I know.”




  “They were awful! They never let me do anything. They wouldn’t let me see my boyfriend. They locked me in my room. They locked me up, Gerald!” She was raving, her breath hot on

  Gerald’s ear. “They were so mean. I told you they were mean.”




  Gerald sighed. “I know, Audi, but you’ve told me a lot of stuff.”




  “You son of a bitch.”




  “I just want to do what’s best for you,” he said. He started to pull forward.




  “Stop the car,” Audi said.




  “What —”




  “Stop the car!” She yelled it right in his ear. Gerald stopped and Audi sat back down in the seat. She looked out the windshield. The wind rocked the car and the snow made wispy

  patterns in the dark air. “Who the hell are you to say what’s best for me?” she said.




  Gerald sat quietly for a moment. The engine vibrated; snow melted on the hood. The air from the heater felt fusty and warm on his face. “I don’t know. I don’t know.”




  She didn’t look at him. She stared down at her shoes. After a while she said, “You don’t want to keep me?”




  She was so small in the chair. She had her knees pulled into her shirt again.




  “You know I can’t, Nikki,” Gerald said.




  She turned to him. Her eyes were wet pieces of coal. “Stop calling me that,” she said. She opened the door and the cold swirled through the car. She got out and zipped her jacket

  tight around her and slammed the door behind her. She walked up the street.




  Gerald reached across the center console and struggled to roll the window down. “Nikki,” he yelled after her. “Nikki, hang on. Audi! Audi.” He checked the intersection

  and put the car in gear and swung around the corner after her. She was hurrying along the edge of the street, her feet tromping through the matted snow along the gutter. Her head tucked tight

  between her shoulders, hands deep in her pockets.




  Gerald slowed beside her. “Audi, come on,” he said.




  She walked faster. The wind was high and the snow blew like a white sandstorm through the darkness. Street lamps lined the road, casting cold yellow pools of light on the asphalt. Audi walked

  through one; Gerald saw the snow stuck in her dark hair. She looked up at him, her eyes black, so black and cold. She began to run, cutting across a lawn, ducking between two houses.




  Gerald got out of the car. The wind hit him and blew his coat open, blasting his chest, the cold stealing his breath. He ran a few steps. His legs were stiff from the drive, stiff from the cold,

  stiff from seventy-four years of life. Audi was just visible at the dark edge of an anonymous backyard. Gerald called out to her again. He stepped out of the light of the street lamp and into the

  hard winter dirt in front of the house. He stumbled, put his hand out to catch himself. His old heart pounded in the cage in his chest. When he looked up again, Audi was gone, disappeared into the

  dark, into the wind and the cold.




  When Gerald got home, the house was empty and quiet. Upstairs Dolores’s clothes, the ones that Audi had worn, were scattered across the floor. The bed was unmade. He left

  it all there. In the kitchen the remains of the biscuits sat in the sink. His Christmas present, Audi’s artwork, audacious, lay on the kitchen table. He picked it up and carried it

  into the living room and propped it on the TV.




  He looked at his gift. The colors were still vibrant and glowing beneath the glass. The lines were fine but dark where Audi had traced. He pictured her small fingers, spending hours meticulously

  following the paths already set into the paper. Her lines followed those paths, the ones that split out in a thousand directions, one way leading to three more, each of those three leading to three

  new ones, on and on, the paths circling each other and spreading out and falling together again, a patchwork of possibilities spread across the once-blank field of the paper.




  He had thought of the other possibilities, of course, all the other paths. The other lives that he might have lived had always hidden somewhere in his subconscious, specters of other Geralds in

  other worlds where things were not the same. Worlds where he did other jobs, lived in other cities, married other women. Worlds where Dolores wasn’t dead, worlds where he’d never even

  met her. All the different paths, and now these new ones: he catches Audi out there in the snowy night, before she disappears into shadow, and she sobs into his chest, and they get back into the

  car. They go on living together, but for how long and for what purpose and under what pretense, he doesn’t know. Or maybe he adopts her, but that one could never be. Her parents would keep

  looking for her. They’d never allow it.




  And the last one, the one he felt in his stomach and pushed aside with his brain. Her leg wrapped so tightly around his. Her lashes on his chest. No, he thought, shaking his head.

  No.




  All those different paths, traced so carefully with delicate fingers.




  The wind had died down, and the snow was falling again. He wrapped himself up in a blanket and sat down on the couch and closed his eyes. The heater clicked on. Gerald listened to its ticks and

  pings and rumbles as the heat moved through the empty rooms.




  







  ERIC BARNES




  Something Pretty, Something Beautiful




  FROM Prairie Schooner




  WE DIDN’T START breaking into houses to steal things. The four of us started breaking into houses simply to see what would happen.




  By the time we were eighteen, we were still doing it because none of us had found any reason to stop.




  “Now” Will Wilson whispers, waving me forward, then silently pushing me over the high windowsill of another house we’ve broken into in Tacoma.




  When we were little kids, like eight or nine years old, my friend Teddy and I would walk home from Sherman Elementary together collecting bottle caps and Popsicle sticks and

  cigarette butts. We searched the grass and the sidewalks, under bus stop benches and around paper boxes, keeping what we found in secret pockets we made in the lining of our jackets. Teddy and I

  would walk home in the rain, racing the cigarette butts and Popsicle sticks along the narrow streams of water in the gutters; then days or weeks later, when it was dry, we searched for the butts

  and sticks in the stiff, matted mess around the sewer drains.




  Teddy and I were best friends.




  On rainy days back at Sherman, Teddy and I built dams during recess in the dirt near the long-jump pit. The rainwater ran through the pit in a shallow, foot-wide stream as it flowed along the

  far side of the schoolyard toward a big iron drain. Other kids came out to make dams too, but Teddy and me were always the first there, building the main dam, a tapering arc six inches high and

  five feet across, leaving the other kids to make small dams and beg us to release some water.




  I remember being out there in my corduroys and nylon coat, wet like everyone else. None of us wearing raincoats. It’s as if it rained so much no one bothered to fight it. Except Teddy.

  Teddy always wore one of those bright yellow slickers, curls of black hair bursting from beneath the yellow hood. Scraping more dirt toward the dam with his yellow rubber boots.




  And as recess went on and our dam got to be seven and eight inches high at the front, now ten feet around, the kids below would always start their really loud yelling, wanting us to break our

  dam, to let the water rush down and wreck theirs. But Teddy and me always held out, even when one of the kids tried to kick a hole in our dam — one of the hyperactive kids, usually, the ones

  that every day had to go to the nurse’s office to take their medication. The ones like Michael Coe, who we weren’t friends with then and didn’t ever want to have to talk to.




  I had to push Coe away once, after he tried to kick at our dam. He was a low, heavy kid with a buzz cut and tight T-shirt. I knocked him into a small mud puddle, and he went into this frenzy,

  whipping himself in circles and screaming and his face turning red. Coe told on me, and the teacher made us put our desks together for a week, and that, we always said, is how we became friends.

  Although, really, that is how Coe started following Teddy and me to my house after school, showing up uninvited when me and my babysitter and Teddy were playing Wiffle bat baseball or eating

  bologna sandwiches. How, after a while, Coe started bringing his new friend Will Wilson over to my house.




  But on those rainy days in the dirt, when the bell to end recess would finally ring, on those days Teddy would only then begin to smile, carefully moving to the very front of our big dam, the

  other kids now yelling happily and jumping up and down and Coe and the hyperactive ones turning in fast circles, flailing their bodies onto the hard, wet ground, the teachers a hundred yards away,

  screaming at us from the dry doorways, and Teddy with the tip of his round, brightly booted yellow foot, he’d make just a nick in the dirt of our dam and the water would begin to trickle

  out.




  And Coe and the other hyper ones would be breaking their thin little dams even before the water had reached them, the water flowing faster through the now bigger break in ours, Teddy pacing back

  and forth, staring and watching and smiling.




  And sometimes I thought I wanted to smash the wall of our dam, jump on it with my wet sneakers and let the water rush down. But I never did that to Teddy.




  And I remember now a day when I looked past the kids around us, seeing some new kid leaning against the high chainlink fence, watching us all and smiling too. Smiling like Teddy was. Smiling

  like he understood something more. Although now, when I think of him, I think of Will Wilson in that first moment, and he had a lean face, older, eighteen, not eight.




  Will Wilson did look young then, I know. He’d been just a child. But I can’t remember that so well.




  But I remember standing next to Teddy, so satisfied with him. Teddy, my best friend, dry beneath his coat, me wet and warm in the rain, both of us watching our dam in the schoolyard, smiling as

  it went through its slow self-destruction.




  Old Town was the wealthiest area of Tacoma, an area that we sometimes drove through just to look at, to see it. And as I cross that sill into the darkness of this house in

  Old Town, I see the black shapes of unseen furniture, gray light from a window. Touch my feet to a wood floor, then carpet, feel around me the full and spreading silence, and even then I

  can’t explain it, can only sense it and want it, but from that moment, like the first moment we ever entered a house, the break-in is about the violation itself, the entering of a space that

  isn’t ours, that is protected not by guns or bars or even locks but by an assumption of safety. An assumption that we — with one easy motion — have taken hold of and

  destroyed.




  And like most every time before, I now turn to Will Wilson, standing with him in the shadows of a wall, the two of us smiling as we think of the owners and their children upstairs asleep.

  Oblivious to it all.




  When we were seventeen and eighteen, we’d wake up at Will Wilson’s house. It was a house on an empty road between two neighborhoods, some unplanned midpoint between

  subdivisions. It was like a lot of places I remember in Tacoma, one of those forgotten roads lined by high fences and tall, overgrown bushes and lit just barely by intermittent streetlights.

  Sometimes there’d be a store, a corner store with faded advertisements for cigarette deals and inexpensive beer, and in a few places there’d be duplexes or old storefronts, doors that

  faced these forgotten roads, dark doorways that looked abandoned until you looked close and you saw something, mail in the mailbox or the flickering blue light of a TV behind a curtain or a

  tricycle pressed against the side of the building, and you realized that someone was home.




  It was always damp in Will Wilson’s house and it smelled bad, and you’d wake up on the thin hard carpet feeling sick and like you’d never slept at all. His stepdad was always

  teaching himself to play the guitar, this bright pink guitar he’d bought at a pawn shop and that he’d rigged up to run through the old console stereo that filled one wall of the living

  room, which was one of only a few rooms in that whole house, so a lot of the time I’d end up sleeping against that hard wooden stereo with the tan cloth over the speakers. I’d wake up

  hearing the feedback still ringing quietly from the speakers, my face against the floor and having to pee, feeling cold and wet in my jacket, wet maybe from the night before out in the rain or just

  wet from the air in the house, with the curtains pulled shut and the floor and couch almost damp when you touched them. I’d wake up in the silence, turning over and staring up at that gray

  ceiling sprayed rough with texture and mixed with the thousand glimmering bits of pink and green and gold, lying there feeling so gray through my body, hurting, and wanting to throw up, and staring

  up at that ceiling and now hearing the buzz from the speakers next to me and hearing the others sleeping in the room and remembering all that beer we’d drunk and the half gallon of gin and

  the dope his cousin’s friend had had, because you couldn’t not remember it, every drink and all that smoke now so deep in every part of your body, turned sick now and dying, and for me

  staring at that ceiling glimmering pink and green, I could remember every drink and every breath of smoke and would feel it still, wondering now if I was really sick or just stoned or drunk, all of

  it turning bad through the end of the night, that fight in your mind that you’d forgotten in the drinking and smoking and that had finally just sunk you, so you’d only known to drink

  more, drinking through the smoking hoping another drink would make you feel like you had when you’d started, that soft, warm moment of the first hit of the pot and the first sip of the first

  drink. But now it was lost, everything awful, and worn, and gone. And I’d sit up finally, among my sleeping friends, finding Will Wilson sitting up, on the couch, sipping a beer, staring at

  me, gray eyes in a leathered face, nodding at me like he’d never gone to sleep.




  Bad things had happened. I’d feel my hand then and know we’d gone out and fought. Know we’d driven to each corner of Tacoma. I’d close my eyes and see dark figures

  tearing at each other, hidden faces in the black backyards of the houses we’d passed, faces turning gray as they ran in groups through the pale white light of empty parking lots.




  And I’d blink my eyes and know there’d been a dream I’d just woken up from, that I couldn’t quite remember, a dream of the hidden faces in groups, in backyards,

  roaming.




  Bad things had happened. We’d started here and ended up here, on this floor, in the quiet of this small, forgotten, almost unidentifiable home.




  “What happened?” I’d ask Will Wilson then, my mouth hurting just to speak.




  And he’d sip beer. “Fuck you,” he’d say, swallowing. “You know. You know what happened.”




  “Hung over,” I’d say, and close my eyes, touch them lightly with one hand, then another, pain shooting through my eyes to the top of my head, my neck, the front of my

  chest.




  “Fuck you,” he’d say. “You were right there.”




  And I’d still have my eyes in my hand, pressing just that bit harder, the pain going white, with the other hand finding a Valium in the pocket of my jeans, slipping it across my lips,

  biting it once before swallowing it down.




  And I’d be nodding now. Saying, “Right,” realizing my face was damp too, like the carpet and my jacket and the insides of my jeans, and I’d know that I was damp from this

  house we were in and from the rain we’d run through and from the sweat of all that we’d done. “Yes,” I’d say. “Yes, you’re right.”




  Coe’s low, heavy body is moving so gracefully in the dark, silently bouncing on couches, stretching out easily on carpets, walking quietly across dining room tables.

  He is trying to circle the room without stepping on the floor, hiking up his badly fitting jeans as he noiselessly leaps from a piano bench to a radiator to a TV on a rolling stand that he uses to

  pull himself three feet before the cord goes tight. And only when he seems on the verge of thrashing about and finally making noise does Will Wilson step in front of him and grab his face at the

  jaw, shake it: No.




  Often the four of us don’t speak at all. We just move our lips or point.




  The guy was still smiling as I broke his first finger. My hand already holding his thick, wet hair, pulling his head back and another finger back, and I was pulling him to the

  ground, the side of his head smacking loud against the sidewalk, the second finger breaking easily in my hand.




  When I was a child, one night I watched my dad lean over the kitchen sink, washing blood from his swollen face as I stood near my babysitter. There’s nothing you can’t do in a

  fight, Brian, he said to me quietly, his voice slowed and heavy. Long hair in his blue eyes. Pushing his fingers along the thin lines leading to his lips. Twenty-two years old. Maybe

  twenty-three. You just want to win, Brian. You just want to hurt him.




  I was hitting this guy in the face now, striking his nose, his eye, his cheek. We were in front of a mini-market near school, and it was raining, hard, after school and this guy, eighteen,

  he’d pushed Teddy hard into a door, being cool in front of his friends, this guy from school who’d tried to push Teddy around a few times that week, and today I’d told him to fuck

  off, and he’d turned to me, smiling, leaning close and pointing his finger in my face, smiling down at me, a foot or more taller.




  “Fucker,” I said quietly, feeling the light rain against my lips as I spoke. Breathing steadily, finding a rhythm between my words and motions. Feeling all that anger, feeling it run

  through my chest and arms and hands.




  And I turned slightly as I swung, seeing Teddy standing near the window of the store. Watching.




  And the guy’s friends, they hadn’t moved.




  Will Wilson had shown up. Standing near Teddy. Not smiling, just watching. He carefully sat down. Cross-legged on the wet sidewalk. Watching.




  The guy rolled away from me, standing and turning and trying to find me, his right eye covered with blood and the left side of his face bleeding too, his twisted hand wiping at his good eye, and

  when he saw me he came at me. Not wildly. Moving forward, saying, “No,” and breathing hard. Swinging straight and almost hitting me again. “No.”




  I hit him in the throat and he leaned over. I moved to my left. Watching him gag. I kicked him in the chest.




  “Don’t ever,” I said. Spitting blood from my lips. Tasting blood in my throat. “Don’t ever fuck with my friend.”




  Teddy had stepped forward. Standing on the curb, a few feet away. Watching.




  The guy’s nose poured red and yellow. He sat up. I knocked him onto his back.




  My hands were wet with spit and blood and rain.




  I was tired. I was mad.




  The guy looked toward his friends, three of them standing on the sidewalk. He stared at them for a moment but didn’t ask for help. Didn’t expect them to do anything.




  I hit him in the ear. His face hit the street. He was laid out on his side. In a moment, he asked dully, “Why won’t you stop?”




  I was tired. I was mad. I didn’t know why exactly.




  Will Wilson stood up now. I turned to look at him, and behind him, in the window of the store, I could see my reflection. Hair so wet in the rain. Hair that hung straight past my eyes.




  Will Wilson was standing. It was time to go.




  The guy was screaming, blood and spit spraying across the street.




  I walked to the curb and kneeled at a puddle, rinsing my hands in the cool rainwater. Two fingers on my right hand were numb and bent. I turned my face to the sky, let the rain run down my eyes

  and neck. Wiped the water away before again rinsing my hands in the puddle. Again wiping at my face before the three of us met up with Coe and we all walked home, fourteen, and none of us had a

  car.




  Teddy is standing at a window. With his curly hair turned gray in the darkness, his soft and round face turned pale by a streetlight outside, Teddy looks like an aging man.

  Some old guy at his window. With nothing to do but stare. For a while I’d thought Teddy stood at the windows because he was watching for the police. But one time he tells me he is just seeing

  what this family looks at during the day.




  Will Wilson is going through cabinets, drawers, seeming to count the forgotten records and books.




  Coe is rolling, on his side, across the couch.




  And years later, when I find myself thinking about the break-ins, I know that what I liked most was watching the three of them in a house that was ours. I bounced soundlessly on chairs playing tag with Coe, stood next to Teddy staring out at the night, searched through closets and drawers with a smiling Will Wilson. But I now mostly

  remember watching through the shadows, seeing my three best friends doing a careful and silent nighttime dance.




  Maybe because they’re too small to park in or too far from the house, but the garages behind a lot of the houses in Tacoma’s blocky, sprawling neighborhoods often

  stand unused, the swinging door left open, the small panes of the windows broken by neighborhood kids. And beginning in the middle of our senior year, Will Wilson, Coe, Teddy, and I had started

  burning these garages down. At two or three in the morning, we’d sneak along a dark alley with a can of gasoline, pouring it against the inside base of the wooden walls, making a big pool in

  the center of the smooth, concrete slab. Lighting the gas, the four of us throwing matches while watching the alley and the surrounding houses, the garage igniting in front of us like a huge gas

  oven, the walls burning with low flames, the pool in the center burning with flames three feet high.




  We’d burned nine by the end of May. Six days from graduation, we burned another one. The next day, we made the newspaper, a small article about what fire officials believed was a pattern

  of arson. The police had been consulted. Officers on patrol in Tacoma’s North End would be checking alleys.




  We went out that night at two A.M. in our black sweatshirts and gloves and ski masks and found a garage on Cheyenne Street only ten blocks from the last garage we’d

  burned.




  Will Wilson went to check if the house was dark.




  “Shit,” Teddy whispered to me in the dark. “Shit. This is serious. They’ve got to be watching, Brian. Fuck, Brian, fuck. This is serious, Brian.”




  “Well,” I whispered. “Fuck. Well.”




  Will Wilson came back, matches in his hand. There were paint cans and a can of paint thinner in the garage. There was also a lawn chair, an old croquet set and a cardboard box full of books. We

  spread out the junk and books and some boards from the stairs, then poured thinner and gas over it all.




  Coe was bouncing on his heels, circling in place.




  Will Wilson held a book of matches out to Teddy and me but didn’t look at us. We were all near the entrance, and Will Wilson lit a match and tossed it, then another, the gas catching.

  Teddy kept looking over his shoulder, glancing down the alley.




  “Come on,” Will Wilson said, still not looking at Teddy and me, just flicking matches across the floor, small blue fires now burning in four or five places.




  And finally I took a match from Will Wilson. Lit it and threw it because Will Wilson wanted me to. But most of all I lit it because I wanted to be a part of this. I wanted to see what would

  happen.




  Blue flames had spread across much of the floor. A small pool near the books ignited.




  I lit and threw another match.




  And Teddy was starting to go down the alley and Will Wilson turned quickly, grabbed him hard by the neck, pulling Teddy close to his face. “Come on,” he said quietly and held up a

  lit match for Teddy.




  The books were burning orange and red, the wood catching now. The plastic seat of the lawn chair burning bright, shining on Will Wilson’s face and Teddy’s face and sending a foul

  smell through the garage.




  “Come on,” Will Wilson said, and then smiled and took a high voice. Whining, “This is serious.”




  And Teddy did light a match and did throw it then, lighting another and another, tossing each into the already hot fire, the tiny match flames disappearing in the gold and growing light, but

  Teddy just stared at Will Wilson, not scared, not weak, just staring, Will Wilson holding him by the neck and not once looking at the fire behind him, whining over and over, “This is

  serious. This is serious.”




  And then a white police cruiser turned down the alley and hit its lights.




  And Teddy’s pool of gas was burning yellow, blue, and white.




  We ran. Through alleys, across yards, over fences, and through hedges. Ducking behind houses, running along streets, trying to make our way toward a huge, wooded park where we could hide.




  Fifteen minutes later, with two cops on foot behind us, the sirens of three cruisers screaming near us, Will Wilson and I were sprinting toward the park, Teddy and Coe probably already in there,

  the two of us crossing a brightly lit street, aiming for the low white wall that bordered the park, the park here sweeping in an arc a half-mile around, sloping a few hundred yards deep like a quilt

  of thick green trees and bushes, stretching three quarters of a mile uninterrupted to the waterfront. And as I ran across that pavement with a cop car skidding to a stop near me, both doors

  opening, two more men jumping out, I saw the glow of lights from the unseen mills and oil plants five miles away where right then my dad was working.




  And I do remember wondering if the police would shoot an arsonist.




  Will Wilson and I hit the low fence, stepping off, jumping, floating for that moment, silently flying into the park. We hit trees, then bushes, finally sliding across the wet, steep ground. We

  were a hundred feet down before I looked back. Another hundred and we stopped sliding, seeing the pinpoint of searchlights waving back and forth above us.




  It only took twenty minutes to find the base of the Proctor Bridge, where Teddy and Coe were waiting.




  We climbed up the dirt hillside, the bridge’s heavy concrete supports stretching out over our heads, hearing all around us the low, numbing sound of the rain against the leaves. We reached

  the wide dirt ledge just below the surface of the bridge, the four of us sharing from a bottle of vodka that we had hidden there.




  “God,” Will Wilson said, “God.” He somehow seemed so thin in the dark. A bare, hard person drinking next to me. “They were chasing us. Everywhere we went they were

  chasing us. And it was beautiful.”




  The four of us never called anything beautiful.




  He told Teddy and Coe how the two of us split off from them, crossing through yards and over fences, and he was drinking and saying beautiful, and finally he sat down in the dirt and I

  realized Will Wilson was drunk.




  And I watched him and I remembered how, when we were running, he’d split off from Coe and Teddy, touched my arm, pulled me with him. Taking the two of us down an alley he knew, toward a

  street we’d been on a hundred times.




  A brightly lit street that led away from the park. Where the three police cars had been waiting.




  Will Wilson hadn’t made a mistake. He’d just tried to draw out the chase. To make it more dangerous for me and him.




  Will Wilson was getting bored.




  I watched him now. Even in the shadows under that bridge, I could see his eyes staring out behind half-closed lids. His usually hard face gone somehow soft. I don’t think I’d ever

  seen him drunk. I’d seen him drink twice as much, but I’d never seen him drunk.




  “It’s coming to an end,” he said slowly. “We’ll get jobs. And sooner than you think, it’ll all come to an end.”




  We hear the steps upstairs and my legs go blurry, then numb. I’m pulling in air as slowly as I can, turning left, seeing the door I can run through if the voice comes

  any closer.




  “Colleen?” the voice says. “Colleen?”




  Coe is crouched low on the floor. Teddy stands at the door. Will Wilson stands at the foot of the stairs.




  But then it is quiet, a door upstairs closing. And I look at Will Wilson and he is smiling.




  “Almost,” he whispers. And he smiles even more.




  Teddy and Coe are already starting to climb out the window, Will Wilson next. And as I turn to lower myself over the sill, I think about Will Wilson standing at the foot of those steps, Will

  Wilson like always starting to think of another way, another step, another thing we can do to find something more. And as I drop to the ground I glance back in the house and I see a woman sitting

  in the dark kitchen off the wide living room, her eyes barely white in the darkness of the house, staring at me as I still hold on to the frame, having watched the four of us wander through her

  first floor. Not saying a word, Colleen just a silhouette in a far corner chair.




  Teddy had come by to pick me up. He wanted to go for a drive. The two of us used to go for drives a few times a week. We were thirteen and neither of us had a license, Teddy

  using his cousin’s Volkswagen Bug as just me and him went driving around Tacoma.




  As we’d turned fourteen, though, I was less interested in driving with Teddy, wanting instead to go by Will Wilson’s house, wanting to see what he had going on. And Teddy always

  agreed.




  We were eighteen now, and it was a few days before we all were going to graduate, then leave for summer jobs in Alaska.




  We drove in Teddy’s white Dodge Dart, the June night air swirling cool around us in the car.




  And Teddy then quietly told me he was thinking about going to college when we got back from Alaska. Trying to get into Washington State University, in eastern Washington, three hundred miles

  away.




  And as he told me this I nodded and was quiet.




  We were crossing along the waterfront at low tide, the wet and salty, heavy bay smell pouring through the windows. And the silence, not speaking, it was a kind of answer. Teddy, who’d

  never thought school was important, needed my encouragement to go to college. Teddy, who seemed bound to Tacoma and Will Wilson as deeply as me, needed my support to leave. Even to Seattle.

  Especially to eastern Washington. Teddy was trying to make a break. But that night I gave him nothing.




  Teddy and I drove up McCarver Hill toward our small houses above Old Town, silently driving past the steplike rows of nice homes, the reflection of the yellow streetlights glowing on the hood,

  the reflection of a house window sometimes even shining on our windshield. McCarver Hill, which we’d ridden up on our bikes when we were ten years old, back then talking about being little

  kids, saying, do you remember that bush on that corner where we found that whole box of Popsicle sticks? Do you remember the day we skipped school and walked through that alley and then that alley

  to cross just an edge of the gulch, going to the waterfront with the sand and the rock crabs? Saying, do you remember the lady who lived in that house, who gave everyone the cocoa on snowy days? Do

  you remember that kid in the window of that house, how he’d smoke pot and stare, just stare out his window for hours, how he was there at the start of that walk and when we got back? Do you

  remember racing sticks down this hill in the rain, this very spot on this very block, me and you chasing boats, right here, right there, eight years old and passing through this place, me and you

  in a race at one hundred and twenty-five miles an hour?




  But that night on McCarver Hill, I just stared at the road. And, still, said nothing to Teddy.




  The car stopped in front of my house. The engine still running. I was about to open the door when Teddy said quietly, “Will Wilson was blowing up some old toaster this morning.”




  Teddy didn’t talk for another moment. I held on to the door handle, thinking Teddy must have something more to say. Will Wilson was always blowing things up.




  “And an old gas can,” Teddy said quietly, “and this little black-and-white TV. Two M-80s each. He called me at six this morning. Said he was blowing stuff up. Told me to come

  over.”




  Teddy was leaning against his door, turned as if looking toward me but staring out the windshield toward my house. The light from the radio glowed above my knee.




  “It’s like I can’t say no,” Teddy said. “Going over there at six. I’d rather be in bed. But I can’t say no.”




  I didn’t say anything, just looked out the window. I could feel Teddy staring. Wanting me to agree.




  “He was talking about break-ins and all,” Teddy said, his voice loud now and awkward. “I don’t know. It’s like he’s maybe pushing for something more. When we

  get back from Alaska.”




  I stared ahead, the intersection glowing pale yellow from a streetlight, the roads leading into it all lost in shadows. “Like what?” I asked.




  “I don’t know. He was just talking. All quiet like he gets. Taping M-80s to this toaster. He unscrewed the back of this TV. You should have seen that TV go.”




  “What was he saying, though?”




  “Like, I don’t know,” Teddy said, turning the radio up slightly. “I love this song.”




  “Come on, Teddy,” I said.




  “Just more, you know? When we’re in the house. Things he’s thinking about for when we get back from Alaska. I don’t know. He blew up an old wooden mailbox. It caught

  fire.”




  I sat in the car, staring at the shadows beyond the intersection. I knew Will Wilson was making decisions. Will Wilson was thinking, wishing.




  Will Wilson was getting bored.




  Teddy’s face looked a little pained, talking now like he was answering a question. “More,” he said, shrugging. “Just doing more. I’m not sure about it. Like, I

  don’t know. He was saying stuff. While, like, he was blowing these things up. Six A.M.”




  I lowered my head. Saw my feet. “Come on, Teddy.”




  “Just saying,” Teddy went on, but getting quiet now and his voice evening out, not struggling. “When we’re in the house. Doing more. I’m not sure about it, Brian.

  Like, I don’t know, Brian. Like waking people up.”




  The four of us leave the houses almost completely undisturbed. Even Coe is always careful to return furniture to its place. I think the owners woke up in the morning and

  never knew anything had happened, maybe wondered weeks or months later, How long has that lampshade been crooked? Is this where I left my shoes?




  Teddy had been wrong. Will Wilson didn’t want to wake people up when we got back from Alaska. Will Wilson didn’t want to wait even that long.




  One night later, we were in a house in Old Town, the four of us standing against a wall in the living room, after hours of near silence under that bridge near the park, under there quietly

  drinking, and I was blurry now, and slowed and focused from all the drinking, watching the lights on the ceiling now, light from the bay that flickered up through the windows, white, white flashes

  in a room that was dim violet from a streetlight outside, and I think I knew it was different when I saw Will Wilson pull a bottle of bourbon from a liquor cabinet, take a drink, and we’d

  never drunk in a house, never stolen anything. Coe was smiling, drinking, and I was watching Will Wilson, in his gloves like we always wore, with a ski mask in his pocket this time, and passing the

  bourbon to me before he put the mask over his head.




  “Let’s just see what happens,” Will Wilson said.




  And I knew what would happen. Knew we would do anything. Knew we would not stop. I knew we had so lost ourselves to whatever was possible. And so I was watching Coe and Will Wilson move and I

  was drinking from the bourbon, and I looked around for Teddy. He was staring out a window. And for a moment I thought I’d stay with him. For a moment I thought I’d grab his arm, pull

  him with me, and we would run from here.




  Because I knew I would do what Will Wilson wanted.




  And because I knew I wanted it too.




  I found Will Wilson and Coe on the second floor, already turning down a hall, at a door in their masks, Will Wilson turning the knob, and there would be chaos soon, and violence, and power and

  fear and anger, and I drank from the bourbon, still in my hand, drank again from the bourbon and heard the screaming.
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