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Hitler was right.


Elias White scrawled the three words across a pad of paper, waiting for the students to arrive and for his 9:30 class to start. No, too provocative. Hitler was right? No. That made him sound unsure, something he tried never to be, neither in person nor in his writing. Was Hitler Right? It’d do, but it could be improved upon. He’d have to think about it.


Elias was trying to decide on a title for his newest article, a 15,000-word examination of Jewish issues in pre-war Germany, which he was nearly one hundred percent sure would be picked up by the Harvard Historical Review. He had already mailed it off, but had decided to change the title later. The title was everything. He wanted it to be shocking enough for the Harvard professors to notice and discuss it. He wanted the professors to be impressed by his courage in presenting an argument which flew so virulently in the face of political correctness. He imagined their faces as they read the title with horror; then, as they read on, they would be reassured by his intelligence, reason, and multi-colored graphs.


Elias also wanted the article to be posted on White Supremacist websites, so he could argue furiously against its misinterpretation by evil people with a harmful agenda. This kind of conflict usually resulted in the most prized of all commodities, news coverage. He imagined himself arguing his case on CNN, protesting with Chris Matthews, trading friendly jibes with Bill O’Reilly, perhaps even losing his temper and demolishing a token White Supremacist. The Historical Review was always looking for content of this sort, an opportunity to spark lively debate, and the name Elias White would soon be a perfect fit for their plans.


Elias White was a junior history professor who said what he thought, not what he was told to think. He was a man who presented arguments about Nazism, hate, power, and human nature, while others argued about who really invented the cotton gin. He was not afraid of hot-button topics. He was a researcher who traveled all over the world for his provocative and challenging articles. And he was going to get tenure.


The original premise of Elias’s article was that the persecution of Jews in Nazi Germany was actually a symptom of class struggle, an explosion of resentment by working-class Germans against a segment of the population they perceived as middle-class or rich. White got the idea while on vacation in Germany with his girlfriend Ann, who was interviewing for a six-month post-doctoral study program at Heidelberg University. There, he had been wandering around the musty book stacks in the library, and – crouching down as if looking for some crucial document, while actually trying to get a peek up the skirt of a German girl studying at a desk – he stumbled across a box of handwritten journals.


The journals were the diaries of local German soldiers who had fought during the Second World War, collected by the university and translated into English by a German graduate student in 1955. While waiting for the girl to uncross her legs, White sat and browsed through the diary of an artillery officer captured on D-Day. His leg had been amputated – needlessly, the officer felt – by an American Jewish doctor. While recovering in England, the officer, Heinz Werthal, scripted a ten-page rant about how the Jews owned everything and could never be trusted. White knew he had struck academic gold.


The diaries were in a box marked “Mull”, which, White remembered from three years of high-school German, meant “trash”. There were three other boxes there, full of diaries, documents and writings. They were from soldiers, housewives and even a few leading German intellectuals, all ready to go out the back door to the garbage pile, all full of Nazi rants. It was beautiful.


Especially good was that they were on the way to the trash. It gave White the opportunity to claim that the documents were “rescued”. In fact these documents were about to be “destroyed”, which was almost as intriguing as being “banned”. White already knew that his description of the discovery of the diaries would contain a passage about how he had searched for them for many years. It wasn’t a lie. He was always looking for cool documents to write journal articles about. Following the German girl into the library had nothing to do with it.


“You have to be careful about seeming to present Nazism as a positive force,” Ann had written back from Heidelberg after Elias had returned home and sent her the first draft.


Ann had missed the whole point. There was something about academia she just didn’t get. It was going to hurt her significantly throughout her career, Elias knew. She was always studying. Learning and knowledge had very little to do with it, once you had mastered the basics. Once you had studied enough so that you could find Poland on a map and you knew the names of the last three Presidents, the rest was mostly opinion. It was all in how confidently you expressed yourself. He had tried to bring her up to speed on this a few times, and arguments always resulted. And the trick wasn’t to be the smartest person in the room. That stopped being important in third grade. The trick was getting yourself noticed.


Students began to trickle into the room. Elias looked down at the paper he had been doodling on, and saw three letters he had penned in majestic, swirling script underneath his name: HAR. The rest, VARD PROFESSOR, would have to come later. He had a class to teach.


“Most of humanity,” Chico said, “isn’t worth the bullets it would cost to kill them.”


Think of the implications of that comment, Dixon thought. Unlike the rest of them, Dixon’s time in prison had not been wasted, because he had learned to think of the implications of other people’s comments. He had learned to think about all kinds of things. He had spent nine years looking out windows, staring at the prison laundry, at the workout yards, watching, learning, about humanity. The others were thinking about the best way to get a free carton of smokes and he was thinking about karma, and souls, and the significance of actions and the meaning of life. Dixon had not come to any firm conclusions, wasn’t sure there were any, but he had learned to think.


For instance, before Chico uttered his comment, Dixon had been wondering about how badly it damaged your karma to point a shotgun in a teller’s face and get them to give you the bank’s money. Not as badly as pulling the trigger, he had decided. Pointing the gun and scaring the shit out of someone was a forgivable act, one you could make up for. You could give some of the money to a worthy cause and be done with it. You could use the money to end suffering, even if it was your own, and be karmically back to square one. The important thing was not to pull the trigger. So then, why load the gun? In case the cops showed up. Then you’d have to kill a cop. But that was a different issue, because they were armed and could kill you. Self defence.


The debate could go on and on.


But Dixon realized, from Chico’s one comment, that he was in a lot of trouble. These other three had no sense of karma. He sensed that they didn’t really want to rob the bank. What they wanted was to wield The Power, that ultimate power you have when you pull out the shotgun and wave it around and people respond. Boy, do they ever respond. They’ll lie down when you tell them, they’ll roll over, they’ll bark like a dog if you like. You’ve got five or six people, bank managers, housewives, bosses of small firms, anyone who happens to be in the bank at the time, who’ll do whatever you say. If The Power is the point, then the chances that the bank will be robbed successfully are slim. The other three are going to drag out The Power, make it last longer than necessary, Dixon knew. And time meant cops. And cops meant a shootout. And a shootout meant everyone going out in a blaze of glory and no money and no farmland outside Edmonton, Alberta, which had been his plan all along.


It was too late to back out now. They were on their way to the bank.


Dixon had a bad self-image, but his image of humanity in general was even worse. He thought he was lower than snake shit – and he was one of the noblest people he knew. These other three in the back of the van had not a single positive characteristic he could think of that would make him feel anything if they were to be shot dead.


They were not dumb people, Dixon knew. Chico was smart, aggressive and charismatic, and had organized this whole robbery from scratch. Without Chico, Dixon might well be working in the lumberyard for the rest of his life, six dollars an hour and a rooming house and three visits a week to his parole officer. His first two months out, he had no energy to do anything, just took himself back and forth from work, and crawled into his bed in his tiny room and looked at the ceiling until it was time to go to work again. He didn’t wish he were back in prison, but he did occasionally wish he were dead. There was no reason to go on, nothing to look forward to but a life of punching in, punching out. Sleep wake work sleep. He mentioned his depression to the court-mandated counsellor, who was not interested. The court-mandated counsellor had been counseling cons for fifteen years and figured if they mentioned depression they were trying to score a prescription for pills so they could sell them on the street. The court-mandated counsellor was interested in whether Dixon was using illegal drugs. The counsellor shrugged, said “It’s normal” and tested his piss.


Then Chico came along, a machine operator at the lumberyard, and began talking about the bank. Chico was the type of person Dixon no longer wanted to know, a criminal who believed crime was his calling, with a hatred for the straight and narrow and a professed feeling of brotherhood for all cons. Chico ranked people according to the seriousness of their crimes. Dixon’s multiple armed robbery convictions put him just below a murderer, high praise indeed from a sociopath like Chico, and necessary experience for the job he was planning.


At first Dixon had been hesitant. He really did consider parole a second chance, and there was a part of him that wanted to be a normal civilian, just a guy who had his own place and went to work and had a family. But he knew he was kidding himself. “Guys like us don’t have families,” Chico told him. “Not until we make the big score. Then we have a family and live in a country with no extradition laws.” Chico laughed. “American girls don’t want the likes of you and me.”


That sounded about right to Dixon. He was so convinced no women wanted to talk to him that he avoided the eyes of the pretty teenager who sold him coffee and a bagel every morning on his way to work, at the small store across from the bus stop. He never spoke to Lois, the leggy secretary at the lumberyard, and whenever there was paperwork to hand in to the office he would give it to one of the other guys, who would take it just for an opportunity to view her firm calves. Dixon didn’t even entertain the idea of visiting a prostitute, which the other men in the rooming house told him was a rite of passage for parolees. Dixon considered himself not good enough for prostitutes. And yet he also considered himself to be one of the finest human beings in the prison system.


“Hey man,” Chico asked Dixon as they both slumped against the wall in the back of the speeding van. “You look good all shaved up. You got a date later?”


Dixon had shaved the night before, shaved off a beard he had been growing for ten years, a beard that made him look like a member of a biker gang. It was a badge of working-class toughness, all the country boys in the Maximum Sec block had one, and Dixon had removed it without a word to anyone. Got a haircut, too. Now he hoped he looked like a businessman late for a plane. Chico wasn’t paying him a compliment on his new, clean-shaven appearance, Dixon knew. Chico thought something was up.


“Dixon, how come you got a hammer and a chisel, man?”


He didn’t sound suspicious, just curious. Guys often changed their appearances just before a robbery. The cops always showed an old photo of you. Dixon smiled his easy, winning smile, which he had learned to use to disarm people, and turned up the slow Southern drawl, magnifying the effect. “You don’t ever know what you’re gonna run into, pardner,” he said.


Chico waved his sawn-off shotgun, making Dixon flinch. These guys knew less about gun safety than they did about bank robbery. “That’s what these are for, man.”


Dixon grinned at him. These men he was going to rob the bank with were not dumb, but dumb had nothing to do with it. The dumbest criminal Dixon had ever known, his cousin, once robbed a liquor store and got away with it. Mostly, he got away with it because Dixon got tried and convicted of the crime, due to his physical similarity to his cousin and because they both had the same name.


After the trial, family members made the cousin come forward and confess to the police that they had the wrong guy, but by this time Dixon had already been convicted, and the DA couldn’t admit he’d just convicted the wrong guy. It was a five-year term, Dixon’s first stint, and he did it as a juvenile offender as he was only sixteen at the time. By the time Dixon got out, just shy of his twenty-second birthday, he had become a hardened criminal. The cousin had got a job and straightened out his life.


Being smart had nothing to do with it.


What mattered was your karma, and these three looked karmically bankrupt. Where did that leave him? Maybe he was too and he just didn’t realize it yet. If you judged a man by the company he kept, then Dixon was in trouble.


Which was nothing new.


Elias White’s students loved him. He was one of the most popular teachers on campus. He was good looking, young (for a professor), charismatic and funny. He had a habit of failing no one who made even the slightest effort, and an unspoken yet widely known policy of boosting the grades of pretty girls who sat up front and wore skirts. It was ironic, therefore, that White hated teaching.


He couldn’t stand it. It was a complete waste of his time. What he really wanted to be doing was research, writing, and going on talk shows. He wanted to elevate himself in the academic world, focusing on his specialty, which was Germany between the wars. He wanted to reach and go beyond the pinnacle that his father had reached fairly early on in his career, where his words were a marketable product, his seeming genius and originality acclaimed, his theories widely admired. At the young age of forty, his father had published a book on the Russian Revolution and three years later was a full Professor at Tiburn College. White wanted his own career to follow the same arc, but he didn’t want to wait until he was forty – and Tiburn, where White now taught, was chicken feed.


Elias White’s father had been a sly, political old rooster whose unremarkable intellect was complemented by a remarkable desire to avoid work. After graduating high school a year late, and getting fired from three jobs for excessive laziness, Cornelius White Jr had been the black sheep of a working-class Boston family who prided themselves on their ability to be inconspicuous. Rather than have the family name besmirched by a son who couldn’t even achieve mediocrity, Cornelius White Sr pulled strings for his son to be drafted just as the Second World War was winding down. Convinced that a son who had died in the war made a better story than a son who was forever getting arrested for public drunkenness, Cornelius the Elder tried to arrange for his embarrassing namesake to see as much action as possible.


In this respect, the old man seriously misjudged his son’s skill in avoiding anything unpleasant. Within weeks of being landed in war-torn Europe, Cornelius Jr had secured a job as a hospital orderly in liberated Paris. He did this by using his family-given superpower for blending into the background and getting lost in the confusion, so that his absence from any given assignment was never noticed. When a truckload of wounded soldiers stopped for water at his encampment outside the Huertgen Forest, White simply hopped aboard and wandered off for good, just as his unit was ordered to the Ardennes to be overrun in the Battle of the Bulge.


By the time the war ended in May of 1945, Cornelius White Jr had become a highly unnoticed member of a military hospital in Paris, soon to become an anonymous face in the crowd of soldiers sent to West Berlin. It was here that he found his calling. One day in the winter of 1946, he wandered off from his job at a marshaling yard unloading trains, and walked into an American-run schoolhouse for displaced German girls. From the vantage point of the empty but toasty-warm classroom, Cornelius White Jr looked through the filthy windows at his countrymen unloading trains and decided that he was going to become an educator.


It took only a few weeks of lying to priests, nuns and Army officers, and a forged document here and there, before White was admitted to an army school that trained teachers as part of the effort to rebuild post-war Germany. Over the next six years, while teaching, White tried to learn Russian, as he knew speakers of the language were soon to be a hot commodity. The task was beyond him. It seemed like the most complicated language in the world. His instructors and other students at the language institute would pull their hair out over his inability to grasp simple concepts of grammar. After six years, however, his smattering of Russian, combined with what he knew of Russian history simply from hanging out with the teachers, was enough to get him a teaching post at a small New Hampshire college when he was discharged in 1952.


In the world of academia, Cornelius White Jr had found the perfect place for his talents. His God-given ability to slither around unnoticed was rewarded each year with a fatter paycheck and a slimmer workload, until, after forty years of teaching, he found himself collecting nearly $100,000 for teaching one class a semester. But in 1992, an auditor finally did what so many others had failed to do. He noticed Cornelius White. But at that point, there was little to do but ask him to retire, which White did with a pension nearly half his salary and no workload at all.


The only other person to notice White was his wife, Janet, and she only briefly. Impressed more by his résumé than his personality, which was near non-existent, Janet Korda was a secretary at Tiburn College whose goal in life was to marry either a war hero or a professor. Cornelius’ battalion had been issued a unit citation after the Battle of the Bulge, and his ingratiating manner with the heads of the college was all but guaranteeing him a professorship, meaning that Janet could kill two birds with one stone. By the time she began to suspect that Cornelius had never seen combat and was a dunce, she had a twelve-year-old son, Elias, the result of two weeks’ worth of sexual abandon at the beginning of the marriage. She carried on with her loveless and sexless marriage until one day deciding she wanted to become an actress, at which point she set off for Hollywood without warning or discussion. A letter was left on the table, which Elias found one afternoon on his return home from junior high school. The Whites never heard from her until the LAPD mailed her personal effects back home a year later, with a newspaper article about a hotel room slaying.


It was at his father’s funeral in 1995 that Elias White looked around and decided to make some changes in his family history. The event was attended by hundreds of people from Tiburn, a tribute to the remarkable power of familiarity, to the warm feelings that people have for the predictable and uninteresting. It occurred to none of these people, Elias knew, that in a lifetime of supposed accomplishment, his father had accomplished nothing but an act of sustained fraud on the entire world. And as they draped an American flag over his casket while a Vietnam veteran from the local VFW played Taps, as Cornelius White Jr’s casket was dropped into the dirt where it belonged, Elias determined that come hell or high water, he was going to be noticed. The New Hampshire Whites were not going to shuffle past any longer. They were going to stride. He was going to make a mark on the world.


“Go! Go! Go!” Chico yelled as he slid open the side door of the van and leapt out. Dixon jumped out the back, followed by two Mexican kids waving shotguns like they were tennis rackets.


Immediately, Dixon knew they had a problem. The van had pulled up over thirty feet from the front door of the bank. Thirty feet! The two seconds it would take for masked men with rifles to run that distance to the door would be about one and three-quarter seconds longer than needed for a teller to hit a silent alarm, perhaps even an automatic door lock. The alarm would go off before the robbery even started. What the fuck were they thinking?


Chico walked into the bank and fired a twelve-gauge shotgun into the ceiling tile.


“Awright, you fuckers, listen up! We just want the money! Give us the money and no one gets hurt!”


There was silence. There always was. In the movies people screamed, but in real life, they just stood there, petrified, horrified by the idea that they might be noticed. They were deer in headlights. Ceiling dust and gun smoke wafted around the room.


Chico was shouting instructions about staying on the floor and Dixon could hear him as he pushed against the teller’s door leading behind the counter. It was open. It always was. The tellers never locked their own door, their final failsafe, except for a few weeks after a robbery. Then they got lax again. Dixon walked back behind the tellers, who were standing at attention while one of Chico’s Mexicans ran in behind him and began looting their drawers. He was even taking the coins.


He was taking the coins. That was what happened when you robbed a bank with maniacs. It was impossible to find a good partner these days. The Mexican was pointing a pistol in the face of the teller, enjoying her terror. “Get on the floor,” he was shouting. She was already in a kneeling position.


In a small office with a window out to the tellers’ station Dixon could see a manager standing, looking out, arms at his sides, helpless. Dixon pushed open the manager’s door, looked out, closed it behind him.


“Where’s the back door?” he asked, his pistol pointed at the manager.


“We . . . we don’t have a back door.”


“All buildings have more than one door. That’s one, where’s the other one?”


“You mean the employee entrance?”


“Hey now, do you think that’s the fucking door I’m talking about? Where is it?”


The manager started to motion. “You take a right, out this door . . .”


“Show me, don’t tell me. And if you move your hands away from your sides again you’re a dead man.”


“I . . . I . . . Don’t shoot me!”


“SHUT THE FUCK UP!” Dixon watched him for the expected and immediate effect, of silence and complete obedience. It worked. It always did. “Show me where this door is.”


Dixon could hear Chico intimidating the tellers and customers. His words had exactly the same lilt and manner as the block warden’s spiel at Falstaff Correctional Center when the new inmates got the intro speech in that drone of unquestionable authority. “Any man caught masturbating in a public area will lose a point. Any man caught fighting will lose a point. Any man caught stealing food from the mess will lose a point. And believe me, you don’t want to lose three points.”


“Any one of you that slows us up will be shot,” Chico was droning as he paced back and forth with the shotgun held high in one hand. “Any one of you that looks up or looks around will be shot.” The lilt of his voice was a perfect impression of the block warden. Chico had The Power. He was the man in charge.


The bank manager was leading him to the back door, past the vault. Dixon grabbed the man’s shirt.


“Wait here.”


He positioned the bank manager directly outside the vault door and pulled the door open. It was unlocked. It always was. Look around, what do you see? Three trays piled high with hundreds. Dixon pulled a black laundry bag out of his pocket and with one smooth movement swept the stacks of hundreds into the bag. Dozens of them spilled onto the floor and he left them there, twisted the laundry bag shut. He turned to the bank manager. “Let’s go.”


The Mexicans were still pulling money out of the cash drawer and terrorizing the tellers. Dixon actually heard a handful of quarters spill onto the floor and, as he turned the corner with the bank manager, out of the corner of his eye he saw one of the guys scrambling for the coins. When were these guys ever planning to go for the vault? He had left plenty in there for them. Were they going to have coffee first?


The manager walked him down a carpeted hall, took a left, opened a door and there was a back door. A big, beautiful back door.


“That’s alarmed,” said the manager, pointing to the door. “The second you open it an alarm will go off. It’s real loud, too.”


“Turn the alarm off.”


“It’s timed. If I try to turn it off before 11:30, it’ll go off.”


Dixon didn’t have time to ask why. He took out his hammer and chisel and started whacking away at the alarm box. Sparks flew. The metal began to change shape, and he took the chisel, jammed it between the door and the box and jerked it halfway off the door. The alarm began to go off, a feeble gurgling. Dixon pushed the door open.


“Gimme your car keys.”


They heard gunshots. The manager stiffened and turned pale. “What was that?”


“Cops are here. Gimme your car keys.”


“Cops?” The man looked mystified, dazed. Dixon knew the trick. It was a delaying tactic, because he didn’t want to give up his car keys. This man was trying to act dumb.


“Gimme your fucking car keys or your brains’ll be all over the floor in three seconds. Three two . . .”


“Gaaaagh!” He was flipping backwards as if standing on an electric fence, body jerking, trying so hard to get the keys out of his pocket that he was almost going into convulsions. He pulled out a ring of keys. Dixon easily spotted the car key.


“What color is the car?”


“Blue. A blue Nissan Maxima.”


The guy had balls. It was black, Dixon knew. He’d watched the manager getting into it every night for the last week. It was a black Nissan Maxima. He parked it in the same place every day, a few yards from the employee door. “Lie down on the floor and count to fifty.”


The manager lay down cautiously amid all the broken metal while Dixon unzipped his coveralls and revealed his business suit, tie slightly crumpled. He pulled off his boots and tossed them in the corner of the stairwell. There were a few more gunshots. He heard the van pulling off, gunshots and screeching tires. The van. His ride. He was glad he hadn’t depended on it. He pulled the bank manager’s shoes off, nice black loafers, and slipped them on his own feet, and threw the coveralls next to the boots.


“See ya,” he said to the manager.


“Bye,” said the manager reflexively, another thing that always amazed Dixon. How unwilling people were, despite the circumstances, to drop formalities. Dixon hopped out the door, looked around the corner, and saw the manager’s black Maxima there. He pressed the keyless entry, threw the bag of money into the passenger seat, fired up the car and drove back behind the Wendy’s next door. He looked in the rear-view mirror as he drove across the strip-mall parking lot, and he saw three cop cars parked outside the bank. A fourth was just now going back behind the bank to the employee entrance. The white van was on its side at the other end of the parking lot, having crashed head-on with a fire hydrant, which was spraying a fountain of water up into the air. As he pulled out the parking lot exit into traffic, he turned the radio on to drown out the noise of gunshots. The first station he came to was country, just what he was looking for. He drove carefully and quietly, and he was listening to the Dixie Chicks’ latest as he pulled out onto Northbound Route 26.
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Elias saw Melissa Covington on his porch when he pulled into his driveway. Dammit. Probably locked herself out again, he figured. He had been looking forward to opening a bottle of wine and kicking back in front of the television, another hard week of work under his belt. Now he was going to have to entertain Melissa until one of her parents came home. Sometimes they didn’t come home until eight or nine.


“Hey, Melissa,” he called to her as he grabbed his briefcase from the back seat. “How’re you?”


“Hi, Mr White,” she called back. “I locked myself the fuck out again.” She was sitting on his porch couch, and appeared to be filing her nails. A bright, pretty eleventh-grader with rosy cheeks and short blond hair, she appeared the quintessential fifties’ prom queen, and Elias was always surprised by the filth that came out of her mouth.


“Doesn’t your Mom ever say anything to you about you saying fuck all the time?” Elias asked as he opened the door. Melissa, uninvited, got up and followed him into the kitchen.


“I don’t say ‘fuck’ in front of my Mom. I only say it in front of people I feel comfortable with.”


“I’m flattered.” He tossed his briefcase and keys on the kitchen table and looked at his mail. Electricity bill. Supermarket coupons. Something addressed to “single occupant”, from a dating service. I’m single, Elias thought? Maybe the mailman knows something I don’t. Nothing from Ann. Again.


“Fuck yeah, you should be.” She walked by him and grabbed a glass out of his kitchen cabinet and poured herself a glass of water from his chilled bottle in the fridge. “Mind if I watch MTV?”


She leaned back against the wall while she said it, slowly sipping her water, looking at him over the top of the glass. With her other hand she was fidgeting with the tie on her loose blue lacrosse shorts. Suddenly irritated, she put the glass on the kitchen table and began to unlace the tie, as if she were going to undress. She played with the tie for a second longer, then huffed, and came over to Elias and stood right next to him, holding her shorts – which were slipping down – by the tie, revealing powder blue panties.


“Could you help me with this?” she asked.


“What’s the problem,” said Elias, professional and competent, pretending not to notice where his attention was being drawn. She brushed lightly up against him and she held open her shorts, giving him a clear view.


“I can’t get them tight enough. It was bothering me all during lacrosse practice.” She looked up at him, their faces only inches apart, and Elias could smell the fresh sweat on her. “Could you tie it?”


“Hmmmm,” said Elias, suddenly at a loss for words. He had been looking in the cabinet, wondering which bottle of wine he should open, and had been caught off guard by Melissa’s sudden flirtation. Was it flirtation, or did she just need her shorts tied? Who couldn’t tie their own shorts, for God’s sake? She had been over three or four times before, waiting for her parents to come home, but had always just sat watching TV. She had never really attempted conversation before, except for a few questions about Ann’s whereabouts. Elias took the tie of her shorts and began to tie a bow quickly, hoping to disguise the sudden trembling of his fingers. The result was a joke, and unraveled almost as soon as he let go.


“The string’s frayed,” he said, as if his statement of the obvious would clear the problem up.


“Yeah, I know,” Melissa said, with a clear ring of disappointment in his competence. She walked back over to the table, picked up her water, and walked out of the kitchen, throwing him a look of bored distraction as she entered the living room, which Elias knew was actually to see if he was watching her. He was.


He reached into the cabinet, and with fumbling hands pulled out the first bottle of wine he touched. A Chilean Pinot Noir “blend”. What did blend mean, he wondered? That they just threw in any old grape from the vineyard, probably. Why had he bought this wine? He looked at the bottle for a clue. He was usually a savvy consumer at the Wineseller, not apt to try something Chilean. Then he saw the price label: $3.99. Discount rack. He remembered thinking that even if it was vinegar, it wouldn’t be a bad buy. He uncorked it and poured it, and wondered what to do now. Stay in the kitchen? Read and re-read his mail? Go up to the bedroom and start reviewing the term paper outlines his students had handed in today? He grabbed an empty glass and went into the living room, sat down on the couch next to Melissa.


“Want a glass of wine?”


Now it was all about distance and time.


A bank robbery in which people had been shot would make a splash, but the splash would have a distance limit and a time limit. The robbery had occurred in a fairly small town in southern New Jersey thirty miles from Philadelphia. It might get coverage on the Philadelphia TV stations, but New York and Baltimore would never hear about it. So heading into Philly was out.
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