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For Burke and Pansey. Thank you, Andrew Vachss.

 


Expectations, I once heard an old man say, were a
little like fat birds: you might as well kill them before they fly
away—Joe R. Lansdale, Edge of Dark Water
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Chapter 1

 Wednesday

 


The money sat in a bag in the middle of the woods,
waiting for someone to come and claim it. Above, the sky went from
the vast, dark emptiness of space to a bluish-black signaling the
arrival of a new day. Stars faded and winked out one by one as
birds began to talk to each other.

As the shadows retreated, a fawn stepped
along the trail and approached the duffel bag.

She had never seen such a thing.

Sniffing at it, she froze as a rustle sounded
nearby. When the noise did not repeat itself, the fawn took this as
a sign to proceed and stepped daintily from the trail into the
underbrush, swallowed amidst the trees where the remains of the
night would linger well into the mid-morning.

The bag hadn’t moved.

It lay where it was, waiting.

 


* * *

 


The thing of it was, Stephen Long thought,
concentrating on his breathing as he jogged into DePew Park from
the entrance at Montross Avenue; the thing of it was that as he got
older he found himself thinking more with his stomach and less with
his dick. Twenty years ago he’d be thinking about women he found
attractive and wanted to get with, and, if he was being honest with
himself, that was exactly what it was (thinking) because Stephen,
though no loser, knew he wasn’t exactly mister spit-and-polished
ladies’ man. At forty four years old, he still thought about women,
but things were different now.

He found himself thinking a lot about food
these days. What he was going to eat, what he’d eaten, when and
where. For example: that meal at Peppino’s over in Katonah before
Donna and the kids left two days ago to visit her mother in
Pennsylvania. Stephen had gorged himself on chicken
scarpariello—succulent chunks of breast meat with sweet sausage and
hot cherry peppers—and a side of ziti, the chicken covered in a
rich white lemon and garlic sauce, enough of a serving to bring
half of it home. As he ran now, the sweating and his heavy
breathing really kicking in, he was already thinking about what he
could stuff into his mouth when he got home. None of it good for
him.

He’d tried to explain this to Donna one time,
about thinking with his pecker versus thinking with his gut, but
she hadn’t thought it particularly amusing and afterwards he’d
wondered why he’d bothered. They’d had more in common ten years ago
when they’d married, but even then Stephen knew they’d had more
differences than points in common. The thing of it was, when they
were dating in his early thirties, her late twenties, Stephen’d
thought and bought that whole opposites attract thing, considered
it a source of strength that they weren’t one hundred percent in
lockstep about every little thing. A decade later, he wouldn’t be
lying if he said he was happily married, but Stephen also knew
happy was a relative concept, best measured along a continuum, and
he knew he was further to one side of that scale than another. As
someone once said: love was easy, marriage is work.

He almost ran by the bag as he passed it, not
understanding at first what it was, why it was right there in the
middle of his path. But Stephen slowed and halted above it, looking
down on the duffel bag, at first not comprehending.

 


* * *

 


A different kind of continuum, another type
of scale, had been what brought Stephen out onto the streets of
Peekskill this morning, into these woods. Two hundred and seven
pounds on the digital readout this morning when he’d woken. Stephen
couldn’t believe it. Looking in the mirror he felt disgusted with
himself. He took his boys to the city pool and felt embarrassed at
how he’d let himself go. Sure, he didn’t look as bad as some of the
other dads. At five-foot-ten he had a gut, but he wasn’t walrus
big. Still, the way those twenty-year-old guys strutted around at
the pool with their pecs, arms, and abs, all of them on ‘roids
probably…

Every few years something like this happened
to him. A wake up call, Stephen liked to think of it. Look in the
mirror, equal parts depression and repulsion flooding in. Had to
undo the top button of his pants after they’d eaten at Peppino’s.
His waist size creeping up over the years, from a thirty-five to a
thirty-six, now a thirty-seven. And every time he reacted the same:
launching himself into an extreme exercise regime. Okay, extreme
for him. Stephen knew his cardio-vascular health was paramount, and
jogging was free, didn’t require any kind of membership or personal
trainer, so he chose to hoof it. He always started around the track
down at the park, then when he was capable of longer distances and
growing bored of running an ellipse, he ran the streets of his
neighborhood.

They’d been living in Peekskill since they’d
married. He and Donna were happy enough. When they’d gotten married
and Stephen landed the job teaching English at Yorktown High
School, Peekskill was one of the few places in Westchester County
they could afford to live. Theirs was one of the most affluent
counties in the United States, thanks to the celebrities and Wall
Street types with their horse farms in Pound Ridge and Bedford
Hills, not to mention Scarsdale, down county.

Stephen used to come up here as a kid.
Growing up in the city, everyone knew you were better off going to
a DMV out on the Island or upstate than waiting in one of the
special circles of Hell that passed for a Department of Motor
Vehicles in the five boroughs. Kafkaesque, those places. His dad
used to troop him up here when he was younger to the DMV, which was
still downtown on Park Street. Peekskill looked a lot different
then. More crime. A lot poorer and darker. In thirty-five years,
city neighborhoods had changed, “gentrified” as critics referred to
it, like Park Slope and Harlem. Same thing in Westchester. Well,
maybe not so much Yonkers, Stephen thought as he sucked down air,
but they didn’t live anywhere near Yonkers.

They’d bought their three bedroom cape up in
the hills, had their babies, made their mortgage payments, and
watched those babies grow up and start school. There’d been
trepidation early on about the schools and maybe having to move,
but the schools had turned out to be alright, and Stephen and
Donna, teachers both, were happy with the education their sons were
receiving. Neither Joey nor Tim had any major issues at either
their elementary or middle schools.

Of course, Stephen did what he could around
the house to save money. They’d converted from oil to gas early on,
an initial outlay of close to twenty thousand dollars when all was
said and done. Donna had needed to convince Stephen of the prudence
in this, but he’d agreed. In hindsight, he was glad every time he
opened a monthly statement from Con Ed and compared it to what they
used to pay to refill their thousand-gallon tank. The tank, which
had been buried in the front yard, had been—from everything Stephen
had read—an environmental disaster waiting to happen, so there was
the added benefit of having that monster dug out and carted off,
the hole filled in and the front yard re-landscaped.

He did what he could around the house. Took
care of the lawn and the backyard. Got up on the ladder and cleaned
their gutters which, despite the gutter guards they’d had
installed, always seemed to fill with leaves and crap, and served
as the occasional nesting place for birds. This summer his project
was painting the house. The inside of the house. He’d hoped to get
as much done as he could while Donna and Logan and Paul were away
at her mother’s for the week. As the days unfolded and the enormity
of the task confronted him, Stephen had the growing feeling he’d
bitten off more than he could chew. Two days he’d had at it so far
and he wasn’t even done with the kitchen yet. And their kitchen
wasn’t even that big. Stephen didn’t want to think about the dining
or living rooms.

Donna had told him there was no way he’d be
able to paint the whole place while she was gone, that she’d help
him when she got back from Pennsylvania and the kids started camp.
Her doubt had only firmed up Stephen’s own delusions of efficacy
and he’d sworn in his mind he’d get as much of the house painted as
possible while they were gone. He’d patted Donna’s hand, told her
uh-huh, honey like he knew something she didn’t know. It was the
same patronizing tone of voice he felt she would use to offer him
help on her return.

He would do it.

He’d show her.

 


* * *

 


A road led into and out of DePew Park,
winding past Torpy Field, where the Jets had practiced back in ‘66,
branching off to Robin Lane, the Department of Parks and Recreation
Building, and the city pool. It twisted its way around a corner and
over a stone bridge spanning Lake Mitchell, another couple of
hundred yards before depositing traffic back on Hudson Avenue. Most
of the park lay off the beaten path, in the trees, where a series
of mountain bike trails crisscrossed the woods. The paths were
marked by blue, red, and green markers.

Stephen had been coming here with the boys
since they were small. One didn’t need to worry about mountain
bikes unless it was a weekend, when they seemed to turn out in
force. He’d bring Logan and Paul here for little hikes, get to the
side of the trail when they heard a bike coming, watch the
occasional rider pitch head over handlebars, and somehow,
miraculously get up and ride away unharmed.

This morning he’d followed the brown trail to
the blue trail and was intent on jogging that into the Blue
Mountain Reserve, a fifteen hundred acre park DePew connected with.
He’d loop around Lounsbury Pond and circle back the way he came.
From the time he left his front door to the time he got back was an
hour, maybe longer if he stopped to walk periodically when he
needed to.

And then there it was, in the middle of the
blue trail, sitting in his path like it belonged there, the thing
that would change his life forever.

 


* * *

 


A duffel bag, like one of the ones a kids on
his high school’s tennis or wrestling teams would have. A black bag
made out of some kind of canvas or synthetic material, its shoulder
strap pooled around it. Plopped down in the middle of the trail, in
the middle of nowhere really, because, who would think to place
such a thing like that in a spot like this?

Stephen stared down at the bag warily.
Something like this, left alone in an airport or the platform of
the train station, would be a cause for concern. See something. Say
something. Stephen looked around, didn’t see anyone to say anything
to. He looked back down at the bag.

It looked…wet. Wet? Hadn’t rained last night,
or the night before. In fact, it’d been a dry couple of weeks
around the county, around the state, which only made the heat that
much worse.

Stephen breathed heavily. He was sweating
freely. Something told him to keep going, not stop running, leave
the bag be. Whoever it belonged to, it wasn’t his. He squatted down
next to it, trying to figure it out. Reached out and prodded it,
something solid inside. His hand came away wet.

He looked at his hand and then jerked his
head nervously up, taking in his surroundings yet again. Saw no
one. Deep shadows in the trees, the canopy thick and green
overhead. The buzzing of insects. Birds’ chatter. Stephen looked
back at his hand, knew what the wet was: blood.

For a moment he wasn’t going to open the bag.
What if it was one of those Mexican or Columbian cartel things he
saw on the news? A severed head in there. But whatever he’d felt
had been pretty solid, like a block. Not the way Stephen imagined a
head might feel inside a bag. Then where’d the blood…?

He shuffled closer to the bag, looked out
into the woods again. Still nothing. He found the zipper, saw it
was only three quarters of the way closed. Took it between thumb
and forefinger and pulled it back. Stephen parted the flaps and
looked down into the bag.

Holy shit.

 


* * *

 


Painting the house was turning out to be a
bigger, tougher project than Stephen ever imagined. That they were
having a record-hot summer didn’t help. Stephen found himself
taking three or four showers a day. He felt miserable painting the
house, his t-shirt sweat soaked to his body. Once or twice he’d
taken it off to sweat freely while he painted and felt miserable
again because of his size, because of his flab, the way he’d let
himself go these last ten years.

Stephen wasn’t particularly vain, but there
was no excuse for the sloppy way he looked. Neither was he stupid.
He knew he lived in an obese country. The people one saw on TV and
in the magazines were a lot different than the people one saw in
Wal-Mart or at McDonalds. He remembered taking Joey to the
supermarket when the boy was five. An obese woman in a motorized
shopping cart had passed them, oxygen tube disappearing up her
nose. Joey thought the people cart was cool, wanted to ride one.
Asked his dad what was wrong with the woman that she was in a
wheelchair. And Stephen had told him she was fat. That pretty much
summed up what was wrong with her.

Stephen believed there were genetic
limitations to some things. Your parents were a certain height, you
might get a little taller than that, but you weren’t going to be
the Jolly Green Giant if mom and dad weren’t. You could lift
weights and get toned, but unless you had the right combo of
genetics, nutrition, and, apparently, from all the newspaper
articles, pharmaceutical enhancements, you weren’t going to look
like Lou Ferrigno or hit a baseball like Alex Rodriguez.

This worked in the opposite direction as
well, Stephen thought. You could eat shit, not exercise, completely
let yourself go, but he believed there were limits to how bad you
could look. Those five-hundred, six-hundred pound people were
genetic freaks as much as the two hundred sixty five pound
bodybuilder or Manute Bol.

He spent a lot of time these days looking in
the mirror and being disgusted by what he saw. The paunch. Things
that were loose that had once been tight. Sure, not as bad as the
woman in the motorized cart in Wal-Mart, but Stephen didn’t think
he had what it took to look that bad. Was glad he didn’t. But that
was no excuse for his present state.

So he came out onto the streets and into the
woods to partially punish, partially redeem himself. The jog home
was always tougher than the jog out because his house was up in the
hills. Stephen would get home having walked the last three or four
blocks to cool down, perspiring like a maniac. No use hopping in
the shower right away, he’d only get out sweating. One thing about
running, it exhausted him to the point that the food he’d been
thinking about earlier no longer tempted him. Later in the day it
would. Stephen tried not to think about what he had in the
refrigerator. The refrigerator in his kitchen that was draped in
white drop clothes, three walls and the ceiling painted, only the
wall behind the fridge next to the stove needing to be finished.
The wainscoting needed touching up where Stephen had grown
impatient and sweaty the day before, half-assed the job in an
attempt to get it done, get it out of the way.

The hell if he’d hire someone to paint his
house. Though the thought had crossed his mind. Stephen was a
teacher. He had the summer off. He could do it. If he didn’t
finish, Donna could help him when she came home next week, like
she’d offered. And so what if he didn’t get it done before they
came home? It wouldn’t hurt Donna or even the boys to pick up paint
brushes and rollers and lend a hand. If he hired someone he’d have
to pay them God-knows how many thousands of dollars.

Thousands of dollars he didn’t have.

 


* * *

 


There was money inside the bag.

A lot of money.

Stacks of it rubber banded together. Stephen
cast another anxious glance around his surroundings, saw no one.
Saw trees and brush, the trail ahead and behind. The insects
continued their buzzing, none flying too close to bother him.

He looked down on what was before him, trying
to fathom a dozen things at once. What was it? Where had it come
from? Whose was it? More money than Stephen had ever seen in one
place in real life. He assumed it was real money. Who would go to
the trouble of stacking together fake money and dumping it in the
woods for some schmuck to wander by and find? Monopoly money…no, it
definitely wasn’t Monopoly money. Which didn’t mean it was real.
Could be counterfeit. Only the top stacks were visible, but they
looked real enough. Hundred dollars bills.

Take the money.

A devil over one shoulder, telling him what
to do. Take the money and run, like the old Woody Allen movie.

Leave it be. Angel over his other shoulder.
His conscience. Walk away and leave it where you found it.

Take it.

It’s not yours.

You found it. Finders keepers.

It’ll only lead to trouble.

A fat insect of some kind circled lazily
through the air before alighting on a bush.

Stephen remembered to breathe.

 


* * *

 


The thing of it was, Stephen loved Donna, but
after ten years things were just, eeh. He didn’t blame her
completely. Their relationship had really changed when the kids
came along, Donna assuming the role of mother. Sure, there were
still moments of hotness, of passion…she’d said to him once, not
too long ago, said to him when they were lying in bed one night
after doing it, the boys asleep in their rooms, said to him,
“Remember when we first started dating, we were having sex every
day and it still wasn’t enough…” Of course he remembered. They’d
changed from those times, the both of them.

He’d put on some weight. She’d put on some
weight. He thought about sex a lot less than he once had but still
thought about it a lot more than she did. He found himself thinking
about Ming, this precious little teacher who taught at his high
school. Ming. Her actual name. Or the name she told people to call
her. Her real name was something longer and guttural, harsher.
Stephen imagined Chinese, or whatever she was, wasn’t one of the
more beautiful languages in the world.

He’d never been with an Asian woman.
Stephen’s experiences with females before Donna were truncated. He
could count the number of women he’d been with prior to his wife on
one hand and still have a finger or two left over. The fact didn’t
shame him, but it did leave him wondering sometimes. Like a black
woman. He’d never had sex with a black woman. He wondered what that
was like, if it was different than with a white chick. He imagined
it wouldn’t be, couldn’t be. Still, he’d never know. Or an
Asian.

Ming. God, she was cute as a dickens. Five
foot, if that, and he wouldn’t put her past a hundred pounds, maybe
even closer to ninety the way she was built. Petite. Polite. Well
mannered. She’d never done or said anything to signal her interest
in Stephen, but he was interested in her. Wasn’t that how a crush
worked? He didn’t know if she knew he was interested. First,
because Stephen wasn’t particularly smooth with the ladies and his
attempts at flirting, such as they were, could probably be mistaken
as just being friendly. Which was part of his ineptitude at the
game of love, but also part reasoned out. Last thing he needed was
a call from HR, a harassment charge. He would never think of
harassing Ming.

She had a boyfriend, he was pretty sure.
Women reached a certain age, they usually did. He thought he’d
heard the guy referred to once by someone in her department, not by
Ming herself. Which made Stephen think of a song from his twenties,
a rap song with a girl telling the guy jocking her she has a
boyfriend, the guy asking what her man had to do with him, brushing
her concern aside. Stephen found himself thinking a lot about
things from his twenties and even younger—movies, songs,
television, old girlfriends—as he got older. It wasn’t so much
nostalgia as it was the maturity now to realize how youthful he was
then when he was in no position to appreciate it.

That was one of the things he appreciated
about Ming: her youth. She had to be less than thirty, twenty-five
if that. She was young and pretty and thin and nice. He didn’t
overly sexualize her. Since puberty, Stephen found when he had a
crush on a girl he tended to pedestal her more than objectify her
as a piece of ass, though Ming had a tiny waist, nice hips and
butt, unmistakable if not overly large breasts. None of that was
deniable.

He’d had a flat stomach then too, in his
twenties, could eat whatever he wanted, didn’t need to torture
himself running up and down hills and through the woods thinking
about all the shit he wanted to stuff into his body when he got
home.

 


* * *

 


The contents of this bag, it had dawned on
Stephen, could change his life. Make it different than it ever had
been, different than it would be if he hadn’t come out here this
morning. The many and various ways his life would change—even he
understood—he couldn’t begin to fathom, but Stephen knew squatting
out here, all sweaty on the trail alongside the bag, wasn’t any
good. Eventually, those whom the bag belonged to would show up, and
Stephen didn’t want to meet anyone who could legitimately lay claim
to a blood soaked, bullet pocked duffel bag stuffed with cash. They
wouldn’t be wanting to thank him for keeping an eye on it.

He looked around the woods for the umpteenth
time, almost shaking. Fear or excitement, he couldn’t tell which.
Both. Stephen zipped the bag shut and wrapped his hand around the
handles, stood up. It was heavier than he expected. My God. How
much money was in the thing?

Forget his run. Stephen turned around and
started back the way he’d come. He hadn’t seen anyone once he’d
turned onto Montross, hadn’t crossed paths with anyone on these
trails, and hoped his luck would continue to hold out. If he could
just get home with the bag, get it inside his house…

Overcome with emotion, Stephen fought back
tears.

His life was going to change.

Change big time.

 



Chapter 2




“Would you look at this poor son of a bitch…” said
the one.

They stood above him, over him, looking down
on the man as if from a great height. His vision swam: there was
one, then three, finally the blurred forms coalesced into two
distinct figures. He didn’t know who they were. He’d lain there for
some time, slipping in and out of consciousness, only vaguely aware
of the little gnatlike things that swarmed around his downed form,
drawn to the holes in his body, to the fluids leaking from him.

“Holy shit I don’t believe it,” said the
other. “He’s alive.”

When he’d first been shot, he’d shrugged it
off, muscled through to the car, got behind the wheel, somehow
managing to clutch the bag and the rifle the whole way, the Bowman
boys firing on him the whole time. Amped up on adrenalin and fear,
he’d gunned it through the city, shooting through red lights, not
sure where he was going, breathing hard, becoming aware of the pain
that seemed to have a hold of his entire torso. He’d watched the
rearview like a hawk, seen no one in pursuit, ducked the car into
the park for what was meant to be a few minutes, to gather his
thoughts, come up with what was next.

Crossing the bridge over the lake, he parked
in the gravel lot. He’d coughed then, blood flecking the
windshield. The glass spider-webbed. Steam rising from the grill,
holes in the hood. He’d stopped long enough for the pain to catch
up to him; each breath found his body screaming. He leaned on the
bag in the car, resting on it. When the worst of the pain subsided,
he’d unzipped the bag, looked inside. The money hadn’t gone
anywhere. It was his. He smiled despite his situation and laughed,
the laugh costing him, his body going rigid, consciousness
lost.

“Hey, hey, kid?” The men in the woods were
talking to him again. “You hear me?” The taller and meaner looking
of the two squatted down for a better look. “You don’t look so good
there, kid.”

The other man had moved out of his range of
vision.

He lay where he was, breathing quick little
raspy breaths, untroubled by the appearance of the two white men in
these woods.

“Wha’ happened? You got shot? That it?”

The other man’s voice: “Shot a few times,
looks like.”

 


* * *

 


When he came-to in the car, it was still
night. Still night, still in the car, still in the park. The
automatic rifle between him and the door. The money in the bag on
the seat. Bandolier of magazines slung over his shoulder.

He hadn’t brought his cell phone. His brother
knew where to meet him. The question was, how was he going to get
there? He knew he was hurt bad. He’d need to see a doctor, but it
wasn’t like he could just walk into the ER at Hudson Valley. He
didn’t know how many times he’d been hit, but one gunshot wound was
enough. The hospital would contact the police, the gig would be up.
Couldn’t let that happen.

When he went to start the car it wouldn’t. He
couldn’t imagine. The gas gauge was fine. He’d filled it up earlier
that day.

Getting out of the car, he nearly blacked out
again. He’d regained his senses, leaning against the open door,
studying the car by the light of the moon, a lone overhead
streetlamp casting its sallow glow over the parking lot. Flat front
tire. Pock marks in the hood of the car. Windshield shot up. Rear
windshield shot out. The steam had stopped pumping out from under
the hood, but the car wasn’t going anywhere. And his staying here
wasn’t an option.

He’d gone around the other side of the
vehicle, seen he was riding rims on that side. Opened the passenger
door, taken the money. It felt heavy. He’d slung it over his neck
and shoulder and done the same on the other side with the rifle and
bandolier of magazines. Staggered away from the car, gravel
crunching under his sneakers until he reached the trail, his soft
soles making little noise on the mulch.

This was definitely not part of the plan. If
it was, he would have thought to bring a flashlight. He looked at
his watch. What time had he said he’d meet his brother down in
Ossining? One foot in front of the other, he pushed on, pushed on
just like he had when they’d been shooting at him, their bullets
burning around and through him, his mind intent on one thing and
one thing only, bearing down through those muzzle flashes to the
car, duffle bag pulled in close to his body, like a linebacker
intent on the opposite team’s quarterback.

“Whoa,” said the man he couldn’t see. “Wha’s
this?”

“What you got there?”

“This.”

The man squatted over him looking off to
where the other man was, whistled. “She’s a beaut. He’s wearing a
bandolier of ammo.”

“Yeah. This is our guy.” Stepped back into
the downed man’s vision, holding the rifle. Said, as if to himself:
“Where you think someone like him gets somethin’ like this?” A
rhetorical question.

“So where is it then?” The squatting man
reached down—“Hey, kid”—slapped the side of his face gently. He was
aware of it but didn’t feel it, like it was someone else’s body.
“Where is it?”

The night before he’d lost track of his time
in the woods, lost the trail he was on. Looked for the moon and
seen nothing, the canopy of growth overhead too thick. Or maybe the
moon hadn’t been out then. In his state, he couldn’t remember.

At one point he tripped and went down, and
when he went down he almost didn’t get back up. But he did, and he
started forward again, his mouth wet, his breathing ragged. And
realized the rifle had slipped down off his shoulder, the sling
hanging from the crook of his elbow, most of the stock dragging
along in the dirt and mulch of the trail. At least, he’d thought,
he hadn’t dropped the money, and then, like the punchline to a bad
joke, he realized he didn’t have it any more. The money. It’d come
off his back and was gone.

He’d dropped the money.

He stopped and turned back the way he thought
he’d come, wheezing, wondering where he was, what this pain was all
about. And collapsed. The ground beneath him soft, he breathed
quick shallow breaths, staring up into the dark. This was it for
him and he knew it.

They found him in the same position a few
hours later, the two white men from down in the city.

 


* * *

 


“Where’s it at, kid?” The squatting man
slapped him again, not gently this time.

“Stop hittin’ him.” His partner stood there
with the automatic rifle, brushing dirt and twigs from the stock
and receiver. “He’s trying to say somethin’.”

“Is he?”

“Look.”

“Nah, Dennis. I think he’s just
confused.”

“No, listen, he just said it again.”

The squatting man leaned in, put a hand to
his ear.

“Say it again, kid. What’d you jus’ say?”

“He said money. Something about the
money.”

“Quiet, Dennis.”

“…money…” The dying man murmured.

“Yeah, the money.” The meaner looking one
gave his friend, Dennis, a look, turned back to the man where he
lay. “Where’s our money, kid?”

“…took it…”

“We know you took it. Where’s it now, what
we’re askin’?”

“No, not what he means.” The standing man,
Dennis, corrected. “Took it. Who took it?”

“…why-white guy…”

“White guy like me?” Dennis asked. “Like
him?”

“…tah-tahl…”

“Tall white guy.”

“…fah-fat…”

“Like him.”

“Funny,” said Dennis. “Tall, fat, white
guy.”

“You got your sketchpad?” The squatting man
stood.

“…tah…tah…”

“He said tall already.”

“Quiet, Jack. Tah what? Come on, you can do
it. Tell us.”

“…tattoo…left leg…calf…”

“Tall, fat white guy with a tattoo on his
calf? That it?”

The downed man moved his head. He was
nodding.

Jack, took up the questioning. “What kind of
tattoo, kid? Listen to me. Kind of tattoo the guy had?”

It took him another minute or two of halting
breaths and barely perceptible words, but the dying man described
the tattoo he’d seen on the tall, fat white man’s leg.

“That’s good, kid. You done good.”

“Don’ lie to him, Jack.”

“He knows he fucked up. Right, kid? Know you
fucked up? But he’s trying to make good. What it’s all about,
right? Making good?”

The dying man spoke: “My mun…my money…”

“Your money? Your money?” Jack laughed at
that. “That’s a good one, kid. That’s the best one I heard all day
so far.”

“Day’s only a few hours old…”

“Don’t remind me.” Jack snaked out his leg
and worked his foot, his ankle cracking, put his hands on his
knees, rotating them. “Up here in the middle of nowhere. Getting’
too old for this.”

“Getting?”

“…my money…”

“Yeah, kid, the money.” Jack to Dennis: “You
want?”

“What? Ah, look at him. He ain’t gonna make
it.”

“He made it through the night. No bears or
shit came and ate him. Hey, you think there’s bears up here?”

“This is a park. In a city.”

“This place is a city?”

“Yeah, twenty-six thousand people.”

“Not a city I want to be in.” Jack reached
inside the track jacket he wore and drew a pistol. “Quicker we find
our money,” he pulled the slide back, “quicker we go back home,”
let the slide go, chambering a round. Gestured to the wounded man,
asked Dennis, “Take it you don’t want…?”

“No, you go ahead. I’ll get the next
one.”

“You’ll get-the-next-one. Hmrph. That’s a
good one.” He moved closer to the man on the ground—“Moment of
truth, kid”—extended the arm with the pistol. “Fuck. Would you look
at that.” Lowered his arm. “Went and died on us.”

“Told you he wasn’t going to make it. Took
half a dozen hits looks like, maybe more. He was tough.”

“Tough? Kid was fuckin’ stupid. Which is why
we’re here, Dennis.” Jack stood there with his drawn pistol,
looking into the trees around them. “This is fucking bullshit.”

“What’s bullshit?” Another young black guy
stepped from the trees.

“Whoa!” Jack brought his pistol up and aimed
it at the guy’s chest.

“Whoa yourself.” The black man had his own
piece pointed right back.

“Stop right dare, son. What’s your name,
son?”

“It ain’t ‘son,’ and I’m no kin to you.
Name’s Andre.”

“Andre.”

“Hello, Andre,” said Dennis, holding the
dirty combat rifle. “I’m Snowman. This is Bandit.” Jack winced at
this and turned his head slightly to the other before turning it
back.

The two men looked at Andre and Andre looked
right back at them.

What they saw: A black male, early twenties,
medium height, and athletic build. A neat, tight line of hair
crossed under his jaw from ear to ear, a chin strap. The white
t-shirt he wore hung off his shoulders and traps. Baggy jeans
sagged in the back, revealing his boxers. Head shaved, a soul patch
under his lower lip. Some kind of automatic was in his right hand,
aimed straight at Jack, the arm and hand rigid, never wavering.

What Andre saw: Bandit appeared an older
fellow, maybe early sixties, aquiline nose segueing to a convex
profile, prominent brows—the eye brows themselves looked
sculpted—sloping back to pomaded hair gone white, kissing his scalp
on the sides, short on top. Skin tanned to an almost orange tint
contrasted by his black jump suit. The jacket was open to reveal a
wife beater over a thick, still-muscular chest beneath. A gold
Gucci link chain hung over that chest. He and Bandit were drawn
down into an early morning standoff, the heavy automatic in
Bandit’s right hand as steady and true as the 9mm in Andre’s
own.

Snowman appeared younger than Bandit, though
not young anymore and in far worse shape. The man was heavy and
sloppy-looking in his black slacks and collared polo. Sweat stains
already dampening the underarms. His dark hair, slightly
disheveled, was longer on the top than the sides, graying at the
sideburns and temples. Tufts of it jutted out randomly at his
crown. Olive skinned but not tanned. He held some kind of army
rifle in both his hands, barrel aiming down at the ground, like he
either didn’t know how to use it or didn’t want to.

Decidedly out of place here in the woods, the
two of them. As was Andre in his own way.

 


* * *

 


“Lemme guess.” Bandit spoke out of the side
of his mouth. “Out for a hike in the woods or some shit?”

“Nah, hiking’s for white folk. Like you all.”
Andre nodded to the body. “I’m lookin’ for Xavier there.”

“Yeah, well, he’s not here anymore.”

“I can see that.”

“You with him?” Snowman asked.

“Hells no. I find him,” Andre raised the
pistol in his hand ever so slightly, “I’m supposed to put one of
these in him.” He centered the pistol on Bandit again. “Maybe more
than one.”

“Well, you’re too late for that party. So
were we.” Snowman raised the rifle barrel towards the sky.
“Thinkin’, maybe—” he slung the rifle across his back “—all uh us
on the same side in this game.”

“Think maybe you right.” Andre never took his
eyes off Bandit or his pistol.

“Let him lower his first,” Bandit said out of
the side of his mouth.

“Bandit, listen—”

“Don’t start that shit now, Dennis.”

“Listen to me, Jack. This guy come in here
lookin’ for the same thing we lookin’ for.”

“Then tell him to stow it. We all on the same
team in this game an’ what-not.”

“Where’s the money?” Andre asked.

“That’s a story,” Bandit snickered.

“Look.” Urgency in Andre’s voice. “I found
ya’ll same way you probably found him. The car. Any time now
someone is going to report that car to the police, if they already
haven’t. And they gonna show up.”

“You’re sayin’?” Bandit squinted one eye.

“I’m sayin’ we all might want to get out of
here, ASAP.”

Snowman asked him, “You’re one of Antoine’s
guys?”

“Yeah, I know Antoine. You from down in the
city?”

“Not from roun’ here,” Bandit answered
quickly.

“I didn’t think so.” Andre lowered his pistol
first. “Come on.”

Bandit kept his .45 leveled on Andre another
few seconds, showing him, then let his arm down.

“Let me grab the bandolier,” said
Snowman.

“What’d you want that for?” Bandit gave him
another what-you-doing look.

“We got the rifle.”

“Ditch that shit.”

“My prints all over it.”

“Who went and told you to pick it up?”

“Might come in handy later.”

“Yeah, we’ll see about that. You know a way
out of here, son, away from that car?”

“I do, and it’s Andre, not son. Bandit.”

Jack Valenti, who didn’t like being called
Bandit, winced, said nothing.

 


 



Chapter 3




Shit. Shit. Holy shit.

Stephen looked down on the money he’d stacked
on his kitchen’s glass tabletop. Packets of a hundred one hundred
dollar bills. Each packet half an inch thick. He’d laid out ten
packets in two rows of five. Stacked them up twelve high. Left him
looking at a pile roughly a foot wide, a foot deep, five inches
high.

One million two hundred thousand dollars.
Holy shit. He knew the exact amount because he’d counted. More than
once.
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