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ONE

Amos

 


An inch to the right and Amos Swain would have
killed a man for the second time. A .38 hollow point would have
shredded through the crest of skull just behind Bobby Sisk’s ear,
fragmenting, eliminating any chance for ballistics. Those fragments
would have sliced through brain and severed nerve endings like ties
to a relative who slept with your spouse. The main part of the
bullet would have tumbled to an exit, maybe through the palate,
blasting out the lower set of teeth. Bobby Sisk wouldn’t have felt
a thing—as merciful a death as any. Amos wanted him to feel
something, so he put the bullet through the top part of Bobby’s
ear. Blood sprayed on the fading yellow curtains and the money
Bobby had been counting. His head snapped away from the gunshot and
he dropped to the floor, cupping his ear. Caleb, Amos’s partner,
swept the money off the table into a brown paper bag and they left
him there, on the floor of his kitchen, howling like the wind of
the winter night outside. Amos and Caleb slipped through the
falling snow, their shoulders rolling into the shadows, and they
were gone.

If his father had fallen an inch to the right,
Amos wouldn’t have been waiting for Bobby Sisk to notice that he
and Caleb were standing behind him. Amos wouldn’t have pulled the
trigger and let a bullet blow out the tiny bones in Bobby’s ear. He
wouldn’t have known that Bobby was a dealer or that he’d be
counting a large amount of cash for his drop in the morning. He
wouldn’t have had to warn Bobby to stop peddling drugs at his bar.
He wouldn’t know the amount of tension it took to squeeze a
trigger. He wouldn’t know what spending three years in prison felt
like. He wouldn’t be a bouncer in his small Maine town just inland
from the coast.

Tourists come into Maine after the sloping
winter months, when the coastal air is sticky with salt, after the
squeeze of winter has coiled into the mud along the edges of tidal
rivers. They come north on I-95 from Boston and they hit Portsmouth
and then the Piscataquis River Bridge. They pass the sign on the
interstate telling them this is the way life should be, but
they never see past that. They never get a chance to look close
enough, and even if they tried, they wouldn’t see past the veneer
of Vacationland.

The streets and neighborhoods are stitched
together with the weakening threads of the past that once made the
place something more than just another dead New England mill
town—more than the people who stayed because they had nowhere else
to go. There are people trying to make it on three-hundred-dollar
paychecks, but their jobs age them more than their cigarettes and
drinking habits. Dealers sling stomped coke or whatever else they
can fit in a baggy, and cabbage patch gangsters run neighborhoods
thinking they’re as hard as the empty threats they make. Echelons
of single teenage moms push their babies in strollers over broken
sidewalks. The convenience stores pack with customers buying
Megabucks tickets with their cashed welfare checks on the first and
fifteenth, hoping for dreams that will never come true.

The mills are crumbling along the Mousam River
and haven’t been occupied in decades. The river continues to make
its way through the dams and toward the ocean, heading out of town.
Follow any street long enough and shabby, dilapidated houses and
apartment buildings sneer with the contempt of a bitter,
pain-riddled old man. Porches sag like weak shoulders ready to tear
away, and inside, linoleum peels up at the edges of the floors
waiting for the walls to buckle and let the place cave in. In the
cemeteries, headstones lean toward the grave and break while the
other rows wait patiently to follow.

Violence and crime and all fearful things get
shuffled to the backs of newspapers and barbershops. To most
people, Amos is just a bouncer, a washed-out criminal who couldn’t
make it through college, another flannel wearing, R-dropping
townie. But, he knew every crack in every sidewalk and every rusted
staple in the telephone poles. He connected himself to the whispers
of desperate men in his attempt to break away from his town, from a
place he, like everyone else, had gone back to because there was no
other place to go. More than anything, Amos wanted to flee, but not
to another town or another place. He didn’t want to be someone
else. Amos just wanted the freedom of solitude, the freedom to be
alone. He wanted the freedom to move through his life without the
snag from the fabric of his past.

 


 



 


 


TWO

Caleb

 


Caleb pushed a flat stream of smoke through his
right nostril. From certain angles, it looked like he shot it from
his ear, a clever trick that he used for entertainment even though
he didn’t remember that he did it to himself after he broke his
nose with the fat end of a pool cue. Caleb leaned on the porch
railing, flicking paint chips from the wood with his thumbnail, and
finished his cigarette. The two-hour drive and cigarettes and
coffee did little to help him wake up to make his collection in
Lynn, Massachusetts. He looked down the street at the other houses.
They were all just shitty enough to confuse with one another, like
those portrait cut kit homes they build in places nobody should
live, except these houses were rotting on their foundations.
Boarded windows, broken vinyl siding and graffiti clung to them
like bed sores. Trash twined into the rusted chain-link fences
separating small yards while mounds of trash bags covered in snow
were piled next to the steps—the houses that actually had steps
leading up to the doors. Other houses sat like stacks of
spine-mangled books, leaning or twisting with panes of broken glass
covered with cardboard and plastic and the flapping of loose
shingles or tarpaper on their roofs. The neighborhood had quieted
for the day, but that would fade and the dregs would come out to
shuffle along the streets with their noise. Lynn, Lynn, the city
of sin, Caleb muttered and rapped on the door.

The door opened wide enough for a sawed-off
double barrel twelve gauge to fit through. A dull brown eye passed
over the crack behind the gun. Caleb lifted his eyebrow and tilted
his head to look in at the eye. The barrel retreated and the door
opened.

Caleb looked down at the torn welcome mat.
“Gotta collect, Crow.” Nobody called Crow by his real name, and the
racist connotations of Crow, which was short for Velcro,
didn’t seem to matter to him, except when he needed it as an excuse
to accuse someone of being racist.

“Now?” Crow asked.

“I didn’t drive two hours to have
a fucking barbecue.”

He sighed. “Come on.”

Caleb entered the house, kicked through the
pizza boxes and empty two-liter bottles of Coke. In the dim light,
Caleb followed Crow’s child-like stature through the hall. In the
dark, his waddling movement made him look like a school kid
struggling with a heavy backpack, and when they entered the light
of the living room, Caleb could see the sag in his pants and the
oversized stainless-steel revolver tucked into his waist band. The
living room windows were covered with strips of blankets and
towels. The air in the room smelled of dirt and motor oil. When
Crow tossed the twelve gauge on the sofa in the living room, Caleb
pulled his hand from the hole in his hoodie pocket and away from
the pistol tucked into his belt.

“I figured you guys would at least
give me another week.”

“You already got another week.
It’s Moss’s birthday soon. I’d like him to start a new year with
nothing outstanding.”

Crow pulled the screen off the right speaker
of his stereo and pulled out four rolls of cash bound with rubber
bands. “You guys got anything else lined up?”

“Construction’s slow in the
winter, and riskier, you know, with the snow, but we should have a
couple things for you soon.”

“Alright.”

“How’s the other
business?”

“Same old, you know. Hard to find
guys that won’t roll if they get pinched. Plus, I got another crew
trying to make moves and I don’t have the posse to do shit. I was
going to talk to you and Moss about that.”

“Come up in a couple days and talk
to Moss. I’m not counting this.” Caleb held the rolls of money up.
“You sure it’s here?”

“Yeah, it’s there.”

“All twenty-five?”

“Twenty-five? The deal was
twenty?”

“Was twenty. That was
Wednesday, when you were supposed to meet me in
Portsmouth.”

“When I talked to you, you said,
okay.”

“Yeah. I did. But I didn’t say
there wouldn’t be any points.”

“This is fucking
bullshit.”

“So call the fucking
NAACP.”

Caleb heard lips smack behind him. He turned
to the man half asleep in the recliner by a boarded window. Crow
looked over, too, and jutted a thumb at him.

“My cousin,” he said.
“Motherfucker thinks it’s a motel.”

Caleb looked at the trash scattered around the
room. “Definitely not a motel.” Then he noticed the patches of pale
skin on Crow’s cousin’s face. “What the fuck happened to his
skin?”

“Vitiligo.”

“Is that from sickle-cell or some
shit?”

“Nah, man.”

The man opened his eyes, worked them with his
thumb and smacked his lips a few more times. “Yo, man. Shut
up.”

Caleb chuckled. “Is he talking to you or
me?”

“Talking to you,
bitch.”

“Is that right?”

Caleb slipped his hands under his shirt and
worked his fingers around the grip of his pistol. Crow pulled a
beer can from the top of the speaker and tossed it at his cousin.
It clanged on the floor at his feet. “I’m doing business, man. Shut
the fuck up.”

The cousin had already fallen back to sleep.
Crow snatched another roll of bills and tossed them to Caleb. He
snapped the speaker cover back on. Caleb took another look around
the room, crushed beer cans and empty potato chip bags. The
cardboard box serving as a coffee table by the plastic-covered
couch was littered with piles of marijuana stems and seeds. Butane
lighters were strewn on windowsills and other flat surfaces. Empty
Gatorade bottles and candy wrappers were piled in corners. Caleb
took inventory—crack, meth, pot.

“You should really clean this
fucking place up.”

Crow sucked his teeth. “Man, don’t be coming
in here talking shit about my home.”

Caleb ran his tongue over his teeth, annoyed
with the sound Crow made. “I’ll tell Moss you said happy
birthday.”

“Tell Moss to go fuck
himself.”

Caleb lifted an eyebrow.

“Just kidding, Jesus.”

Caleb dropped the rolls into an inside jacket
pocket. “See you ’round, Crow.” He clung to the walls on his way
out, keeping his focus on Crow and his cousin.

 


 


Sunlight broke over the narrow peaks of pines
as Caleb drove up the interstate back toward Maine. A mile from the
Lexington plaza, his ability to hold his stomach ceased and he
pulled his car over the rumble strip into the break down lane. He
opened his door and spun from his seat into the cold and an even
colder blast of wind from a passing eighteen-wheeler. He slid along
the edge of his car and retched into the dirty snow. Passing cars,
rushing by in their early morning commutes, shook him inside his
clothes. The gusts made his ears pop. He wiped his mouth on his
sleeve and got back behind the wheel.

Caleb waited in his car for a while after he’d
pulled into the plaza. He steadied his nerves and rested his head
against the steering wheel. He dug his fingers into the back of his
neck, pressing the muscle into his spine until his fingers went
numb.

A silver Ford sedan pulled into the plaza and
parked on the opposite side of the lot. The man driving climbed out
and peered over his sunglasses at Caleb’s car. He scanned the
parking lot and adjusted the pistol on his hip. He sauntered over,
rubbing out the bunching in his tailored blue suit. As he walked,
he looked inside the vehicles he passed, especially those with a
clear view of Caleb’s car. Caleb lit a cigarette as the man
approached the front of the car. He stood at Caleb’s passenger door
and tapped on the window.

“A bit fucking cold out here.” The
man said, and pointed down to the lock button.

Caleb leaned over and unlocked the door. The
man got in. He pulled his suit tight around his back. Caleb looked
down at the man’s outstretched palm. He reached into his pocket and
pulled out one of the rolls of bills he’d taken from Crow. He
slapped it into the man’s palm.

“Now,” the man said, “tell me more
about Amos Swain.”

 


 



 


 


THREE

Amos

 


Amos stood on the cement platform at Wells
Beach, sipping coffee and working his way through an early morning
hangover. The only time he could turn his back to the world was
there, staring into the pulse of waves moving back and forth.
Tension surged through his spine when he had his back to people or
a door, especially in bars or restaurants or other public places.
He also hated standing in lines, and that had nothing to do with
being impatient. His biggest fear was locked doors. They closed the
walls in the room and he felt like an eggbeater was dribbling his
heart against his ribs. Prison did all those things to him, and the
most he could do for himself was to avoid those reminders. At the
ocean, though, he could breathe with his back to the
world.

Caleb leaned against the fence beside him
rubbing his temples with his thumbs. The air felt soothing on
Amos’s face. It numbed the hangover. Down the beach, waves slammed
against the jetty, sending a spray over the rocks. The wind heaved
in gusts rocking the birds huddled in the water between the swells.
The cloth of their suits was thin and Amos’s skin was already
burning from the cold. The smell of the ocean and wind and sand and
the glitter of sunlight reminded Amos of his father, of the time
they’d spent on the ocean. They reminded him of his father and the
promises Amos made to make a better life for himself. The last time
he saw his father was on his thirty-eight-foot Bristol. He was
taking it out for one last run before Amos headed back to college.
His father would have been proud of the suit, but not so proud of
why he was wearing it.

Gulls careened to the sand and shuffled their
wings between a retired couple who walked their golden retriever.
The woman carried a plastic bag in her hand, waiting, with a
condescending smirk on her face, for her dog to shit. When the
couple looked up at them, Amos waved, as he did to most strangers
at the beach, and they smiled. Caleb stared at him, shooting smoke
from the corner of his mouth. Caleb pushed more of his weight
against the chain-link fence and crossed one arm over the other.
His eyes were red, moisture building in the corners from the wind.
The stubble on his chin and around his thin lips was a few days
grown. He flicked his cigarette out onto the sand. Amos rubbed two
quarters together between his thumb and index finger inside his
jacket pocket.

When Caleb leaned back, the wind loosed his
tie and it fluttered over his shoulder. He rummaged his pockets for
his cigarettes and his Zippo. Criss-crossing scars on the back of
his hands stood out hard and red against the cold. He found his
pack, exhaled smoke from the cigarette he’d just cast off, and lit
another.

“Happy birthday,” Caleb
said.

“Thanks.”

“I went to Crow’s the other day. I
figured I’d save you the trip to Lynn. I was going to tell you last
night, but ah. Well, we were a little busy.”

“No shit. It’ll be a while before
I hit Boston again.” Amos took a sip of coffee. “Did he pay
up?”

“I got it. Splits are under the
seat.”

“Why’d you have to go all the way
to Lynn?”

“It wasn’t a big deal. There are
harder ways to make twenty grand.”

“How’d he like you showing up at
his place?”

“Same rambling and bitching he
always does.” Caleb grinned, and his dimples rose higher on his
cheeks.

“Fuck him.”

“How much closer does ten grand
get you?”

“Close. Really fucking
close.”

“It’s almost April and there’s
still snow on the ground.”

“Keeps the tourists
away.”

The air smelled like ice as Amos forced it
through his nose. Caleb scratched his chin then pulled the collar
of his jacket tighter around his neck. He reached down and pushed a
finger into his shoe.

“Why don’t you wear
boots?”

He righted himself. “I can’t wear boots with
this suit. These threads were nine hundred dollars.”

“I didn’t know JC Penny sold suits
that expensive.” Amos removed the lid from his coffee cup. The last
few drops were cold, and the leftover sugar slid down the
Styrofoam.

“What kind of suit are you wearing
then, Versace?”

“Corbin.” Amos pulled the flap of
his jacket open so Caleb could see the tag stitched to the inside
pocket. “Three hundred. Tailored.”

Caleb leaned into the fence again.

Footsteps approached, and the man behind them
cleared his throat before speaking. “Gentlemen, what a fine beach
day.”

They turned to face Detective Jones. He
strolled up to them pulling at the wrists of his gloves. The wind
toyed with his thinning blonde hair. His cheeks, raw from windburn,
matched the misery of his chapped lips.

“Detective,” Amos said, extending
his hand. “It’s been a while.”

Jones slipped his hands into his pockets. “I
figured you’d be here on your birthday.”

Caleb turned and spat. Wind carried the saliva
thirty yards.

“Holy shit, Dick. Did you see how
far that hock went?” Caleb asked Jones.

“What can we do for you today,
Detective?” Amos asked.

“There was a robbery the other
night. Down in North Berwick. Some dealer got his ear blown
off.”

“That’s a shame,” Amos said. “Hope
he has insurance.”

“You don’t know anything about
that do you?”

“Nah. Caleb and I were at Logan’s
every night this week.”

“There he is…Alibi Amos. Always
quick with a lie, aren’t you?”

“The truth comes naturally to me,
Detective. Besides, isn’t North Berwick out of your
jurisdiction?”

“Just making the rounds for a
friend.” He stepped closer to Amos. He put his hands on Amos’s
shoulders. “You know the drill, Swain. Turn around.”

“I suppose it still doesn’t matter
that I’m no longer on probation. Not to mention we’re in Wells,
which is also out of your jurisdiction.”

“You must have learned all about
that in college. No, wait. You didn’t finish college because you
went to prison. Maybe that’s where you learned all about
jurisdiction.” Jones parted his lips into a tiny smile. “Turn the
fuck around.”

Amos opened his arms and turned to the ocean.
Jones worked along his arms, down his ribs, around his belt, and
then his legs. The retired couple looked up at Amos while their dog
sniffed around the sand it had just shit on.

“Check his junk,” Caleb said. “He
keeps a bag of dope there.”

Jones finished and pulled Amos around by his
shoulder, gripping his suit and leaning closer to whisper in his
ear. “Pretty nice suit for a bouncer.”

“Appearances are
everything.”

“They sure are, aren’t they?”
Jones released the suit and worked the wrists of his gloves
again.

“Nice suit, Dick,” Caleb
said.

“Piss off, Finny. You and your
boyfriend have fun.” Jones took a step back from them.

“Hey, Detective.” Amos waved his
finger over his lips. “Chapstick.”

Jones backed away toward his car. Caleb and
Amos turned back toward the ocean.

“This guy knows your schedule
better than I do,” Caleb mumbled.

“You jealous?”

“No, just a little annoyed. How’d
he get Sisk’s name anyway?”

“Sisk has a big mouth, you know
that.”

Amos looked back toward Jones and then to
Caleb. “Do you two shop together at JC Penny?”

“I did not buy this at JC fucking
Penny.”

Amos chuckled and stepped by him to throw his
cup into the trash bin.

“It’s not funny.” He shook his
head at the ocean.

They moved back to the car and leaned against
the frame of the windshield.

“You think he’s figured anything
out?” Caleb asked.

“About as much as he ever has. I’m
not worried about him.”

Caleb unlocked the door of his car, a black
’69 GTO he’d spent two years restoring, a job he’d taken up to
avoid mourning the loss of his grandmother. He continued to mumble
as he got in and stretched across the seat to unlock the passenger
door.

Amos climbed into the car. The seats were
already stiff and cold again. The metal of his pistol numbed the
tips of his fingers when he pulled it from beneath the seat and
tucked it into his belt.

Caleb tossed an envelope on Amos’s lap. He
thumbed through the bills.

“Where are we going, birthday
boy?”

“We gotta go to Vassar’s and give
him his cut. Plus, Farrah’s dog had puppies.”

“Puppies, the ocean, if I didn’t
know better, I’d think you were a little, I don’t know, dainty.”
Caleb tilted his forehead to Amos and raised his
eyebrows.

“Is that why you wear such fine
clothes, to impress me?”

Caleb shook his head and shifted the car into
reverse. “Asshole.”

 


 



 


 


FOUR

Ruth

 


Fire burned in the fireplace of the empty den.
Ruth Archer looked down on the flames prodding the poker into the
coals and feeling the men behind her stare at the slate gray
business suit she wore. She was a woman deeply impacted by the
death of her husband and the near estrangement of her son. The
financial burden her husband left her after his death and the
decline in real estate investments gave her a terse, rigid look,
but she still carried a sly smile on her face. Her eyes were much
like her son’s, dark and piercing, which she used to glare at
Richard and Avery after they’d walked in with a third man. Three
was the sort of number that might make her feel intimidated, but
Richard and Avery were a couple and the third was the only one who
cared what was beneath her clothes. Richard introduced him as Seth.
She could sense Seth’s discomfort as he placed himself at a
distance from the other two in an effort to assure her that he
wasn’t one of them. She left the poker in the coals and
rested the handle against the rack with the other assortment of
fireplace tools. She slipped her earrings out and placed them on
the mantle, hand hewed from a nineteenth-century ship mast, and
tied her graying hair into a ponytail.

“What’s it going to be, Richard?”
Ruth turned to face him and folded her arms over her
chest.

“What you’re asking is too much.
We’ll give you half that.”

Ruth tilted her head. “This is the price it’s
been. I haven’t changed anything. Let’s take a walk around the
place, shall we? Perhaps after you’re reminded of its charm, you’ll
reconsider.”

She turned to her right and entered the foyer.
Her heels clicked in the empty hallway. She checked the long window
by the door, taking note that her real estate sign in the front
lawn was a bit crooked and snow had covered the last three digits
of her number. She let the thin drapes that she’d parted drift back
into place and started up the hardwood stairs to the bedrooms. The
men followed.

Richard followed closest behind her and
shifted from one side of the staircase to the other. He tapped his
knuckles up the balusters, letting a deep, hollow thump cadence his
ascent. He’d bought himself new clothes, Ruth noticed, a fitted
suit much like the ones her son wore when he wasn’t clad in hoodies
and jeans and Converses or Timberlands. Richard was pretty and in a
way that was soft, but not as soft as his partner Avery with the
similar, gel-drenched hair. She could smell the product. He wore a
suit as well. Also new, and also tailored, but Avery served as an
accessory to Richard, much like a celebrity’s toy dog with a
ten-thousand-dollar collar. Ruth flicked an itch from the corner of
her eye.

“You’ll notice that the floors are
hardwood, maple, actually. The owners had them done after they put
the house on the market and moved out. We’re not talking barely
stepped on. Absolutely pristine. This is just one of the many
qualities. So, you can see, gentlemen, that negotiating a lower
price is just not feasible.” She stood at the top of the staircase
waiting for the men to finish climbing.

Seth had pulled his suit from another man’s
closet, a friend or uncle, Ruth thought. The sleeves were creased
from being smothered by whatever else had hung adjacent to it. He
was a few days beyond attractive stubble and his cologne irritated
her, something cheap that came in one of those Christmas gift
packages retail stores stocked their shelves with for easy, less
thoughtful gifts. He wore his sunglasses inside, which was another
element of his attire that she detested. He was hungover, trying to
protect his eyes, and the cologne didn’t cover the stench of the
alcohol on his breath as much as he’d hoped. She led the men into
the master bedroom.

“As you can see, the master
bedroom is quite spacious. It offers you plenty of room to move
around.”

Richard adjusted his hair in the door-length
mirrors of the closet. “We have enough room to move where we are
now. The price needs to come down.”

Ruth bit her lip. “I’m disappointed. Maybe you
need more convincing. Let’s go see how much heat the fireplace is
generating.”

Seth hung behind Avery and seemed anxious to
speak, to say something clever to impress Richard. She studied him.
He wanted their respect but would never have it. They wouldn’t
protect him, and they’d ridicule him. Every trio needed that. He
was the younger brother or cousin or nephew—the straggler dragged
down a path by two he could never keep up with.

The men followed her downstairs. She moved to
the mantle and put on the canvas work gloves resting on the small
pile of logs. “The place really is a steal,” she said, picking up a
log two inches in diameter.

The men leaned against the counter. “I told
you our price,” Richard said. “That’s what it’s going to
be.”

Ruth smiled. “You.” She pointed to Seth. “How
old are you? Come here.”

“I’m twenty-two.” He squared his
shoulders and walked to her.

When he stood close, Ruth patted his cheek
with her gloved hand. “Still a baby,” she said. “The fireplace,
gentleman, is my favorite feature. I enjoy the smell of wood. This
is a stone fireplace. Hand built by the owner. This is a work of
art.”

Ruth turned from the third man and held the
tip of the log near the flame. She slipped her feet from her
heels.

“And this, gentleman,” Ruth pushed
the ball of her foot into the floor to square her footing and swung
the log, bashing Seth in the center of his face. The pop of his
nose snapping echoed in the empty room. Ruth dropped the log and
swung the poker from the burning logs, the tip glowing orange—a
soft glow that would melt flesh. She rolled Seth to the side with
her foot and held the tip of the poker over his face. “Is not a
fucking negotiation. The price stands.”

 


 



 


 


FIVE

Amos

 


On the other side of town, heading north, the
sidewalks slowly disappeared. The shoulder of 109 got wider until
it touched patches of woods and fields. There were no mills or
convenience stores or kids hustling on the corners, only mailboxes
posted at the ends of driveways that led to houses barely visible
from the road. It took them nearly an hour to get to Vassar’s from
the beach. In the yard between the trees he’d left standing, black
smoke rose like pillars from scattered heaps of burning items—a
pile of dresses, a melting television atop a stack of brush,
blackened brass handles in a mass of charred wood that had been a
dresser, and a small mound of shoes and belts and some picture
frames. The snow around them had receded revealing dirt and
stones.

The exposed Typar wrapping on Vassar’s house
had faded. Caleb and Amos gave each other confused looks before
getting out of the car. There were no steps leading up to the
sliding glass door that they entered three feet above the ground.
Vassar stood shirtless in front of the open woodstove. A red, fiery
tongue lashed inside it beneath thick black smoke. The triceps of
his left arm flexed into an inverted V and he held a white puppy by
the scruff of its neck. The house smelled of burning hair and
week-old garbage. Vassar glared over his shoulder.

“It’s the only one left,” he said,
and toed the cardboard box at his feet. “You want it?” He held the
puppy out.

Amos nodded while the faint, hovering yelps
quickly died. Vassar flung the puppy as he turned toward them. Its
paws and ears fanned out as it spun through the air and Amos caught
it, barely. There was a black spot on its left shoulder—a mutt,
like its mother. Vassar kicked the door of the woodstove closed and
walked over to the counter. The floor was unfinished—plywood,
grooved and splintered by the dirt tracked in. Amos scooted his ass
onto the picnic table Vassar had in the kitchen. It was the
farthest place to sit from the woodstove.

Vassar picked up the freshly lit cigarette
from a plastic ashtray, the edges serrated by Farrah’s dog during
an afternoon of gnawing. “You guys hungry? I was about to grill a
couple steaks.” He blew smoke at the ceiling.

“I’m good,” Amos said, holding his
hand up.

“Me too,” Caleb answered, and he
stepped outside.

“That’s one way to get rid of
’im.” Amos massaged the puppy’s ear.

“I told that bitch anything she
left at my house I was gonna burn.”

“I was talking about Caleb. I take
it you and Farrah split up again.”

“This time it’s for good. Goddamn
skank.”

On Vassar’s right arm, just below the
shoulder, was a small scar where one night, while he, Caleb, and
Amos drank after one of his fights with Farrah, he cut off the
tattoo of her name. His coke habit had picked up consistently over
the past six months and except for his arms, his body had gone
soft, the clumpy consistency of wet leaves pushed tight in a trash
bag.

Amos pulled Vassar’s money from his jacket.
“Here’s your cut.” He tossed it across the clutter of blood-soiled
napkins, dirty silverware, and a tan work boot with the tongue
ripped out.

Vassar slipped the money into his pocket and
turned to retrieve a cutting board from the counter. He pushed the
board onto the table and shaved dust off the white chunk resting in
the middle. In the dish rack behind him, the barrel of a stainless
.357 revolver poked out behind a plate. The kitchen, like every
other room in the house, was walled with rough pine boards. Vassar
had driven every nail in the house to build it. He snorted the line
he’d cut and looked up at Amos.

“What’s wrong with
Cal?”

“He’s a vegetarian. You got
anything else lined up?”

Vassar laughed. “I got two things. A roofing
job in Ogunquit and some interior job at the Port. There’s a lot of
cedar and a shit load of copper and stainless going there.” He
wrote the addresses on the back of an electric bill envelope and
handed it to Amos. “What’ll that get you?”

“I don’t know but I’m sure I can
get you at least ten percent on the metal. Five on the other
stuff.”

He took a drag from his cigarette. “You want a
line?”

“No thanks. I gotta
bounce.”

“C’mon. It’s your
birthday.”

“How do you know it’s my
birthday?”

“Everyone knows.” He leaned over
and made a white line disappear. Flakes of cocaine spotted his
moustache. “Sure you don’t want one?” He held out a rolled-up
dollar bill.

“Nah. I really have to go. Where
do you get that shit anyway?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told
you.”

He cut another line as Amos stepped out with
the dying whimpers of puppies pulsing in his head. The lifeless
branches of the trees above clawed through the smoke until the wind
swept over the hill and through the driveway blowing it sideways
and into their eyes before they climbed in the car.

“What was that?” Caleb
asked.

The puppy nosed Amos’s chin. “I think it was
his way of telling Farrah to fuck off.”

“That’s one hell of a way to do
it. What are you going to do with a puppy?”

“Stop at my mother’s.”

“Serious?” Caleb’s left eyebrow
rose. “That’s not going to piss her off.”

At the end of the driveway, the puppy pissed
on the seat. Caleb threatened to pitch it out the
window.

 


 



 


 


SIX

Ruth

 


Ruth stopped on her way out to her car to brush
the snow from the real estate sign posted in front of the house
where two men were probably still struggling to scoop their friend
from the floor. She slipped her leather briefcase into the trunk,
got in her car, and drove away. A piece of bark had clung to her
foot, and she rubbed it away on the floorboard carpet. At a strip
mall off Route 1 in Wells, she parked at the far end of the parking
lot from a grocery store and a Reny’s.

She opened her trunk and pulled the box of
Grape Nuts from her briefcase, which she had packed with Richard’s
cash, and slipped it into a plastic Shop N Save bag. She left the
bag in the trunk, closed it, and walked toward the entrance,
digging for the grocery list in her purse.

Ruth had made her way through the produce
section and was reaching for the handle of the dairy cooler when
she noticed the spot of blood just below her right eye. It was dry
and flaked away as dust when she scratched it with her fingernail.
She thought about the boy, which was all she could think of him as.
A twinge of guilt peeped into the light of her thoughts, but she
quickly shadowed it with hopes that he’d change his course in life,
perhaps to something he was more suited to, like pumping gas or
bagging groceries. Eventually, probably sooner than later, they’d
all get pinched and if he went to prison, he’d have wished he’d
only had to suffer a broken nose. It was only pain and that was as
much mercy as he’d ever get, and the most Ruth could show. She
grabbed a gallon of milk and continued, crossing items off her
list.

At the checkout line, a man in a blue flannel
shirt and orange beanie met her at the same time.

“Go ahead,” she told him, looking
down at the one item in his hand, a box of Grape Nuts.

“Oh, that’s okay,” he answered.
“I’m not in a hurry.”

Ruth winked and stacked her groceries on the
conveyer, where they were scanned and bagged. Ruth paid and made
her way out of the store.

The man in flannel caught up with her in the
parking lot. “Why don’t you let me help you with those?”

Ruth popped the trunk and Tommy dropped his
bag containing the Grape Nuts in the left side. He began pulling
her bags from the cart and placing them in the compartment. The two
of them dropped their casual dialogue and lowered their
voices.

“How’d it go?” he
asked.

“Wannabe cowboys,” she
answered.

“They try to cut the
price?”

“They tried.”

“Which one did you
hurt?”

“The young one. They brought a
third.”

Tommy shook his head. “Ruthless Ruth strikes
again.”

“I hate it when you say
that.”

“I hate you taking on new clients.
It’s risky. You need to start bringing someone with
you.”

“Who, Tommy, my son?”

Tommy stopped moving her bags. “It wouldn’t be
that bad, would it?”

“Amos is on his own path. I don’t
want him on mine. I certainly don’t fucking want him to know what
his mother does.”

“Moss is on your path, Ruth. He’s
right behind you kicking back your competition, just like I did for
your husband.”

“And it can stay that way. It’s
bad enough he found his way into this mess on his own. I’m not
kidding, Tommy. You made that promise to me.”

Tommy held his hands up. “I know, I know. I
was just saying.”

“Well, don’t. Keep my son in the
bar where you can keep an eye on him.”

“What about Caleb?”

“What about him?”

“Bringing him with
you.”

“I’m sure that Amos’s best friend
is an easy way to keep this a secret. I am a woman, but I don’t
need a bodyguard.”

Tommy finished loading her groceries and took
the bag of Grape Nuts on the right. “You have a good day,
ma’am.”

“Thank you, so much.” Ruth reached
into her purse. “Here, take this for your trouble.”

“Oh, it’s no trouble.”

“Please, I insist.”

Tommy shut the trunk and held his hand out,
the severed pinky twitched when she dropped the quarter into his
palm.

“Don’t spend that all in one
place, okay.”

Tommy shook his head and Ruth let a soft laugh
roll off her tongue.

 


 



 


 


SEVEN

Amos

 


When Amos’s father’s construction business took
off, he built a modest house for his wife at the end of Ezekiel
Avenue. Amos was in junior high and his parents were smitten with
his academic achievements, planning out his future before he’d even
considered his options. Amos’s acceptance to Bowdoin charmed them
with an exuberant pride that they shared with their friends, who
all seemed to fade back toward a social comfort of becoming
oblivious strangers when he went to prison. The two-story
split-level custom house stood at the end of the cul-de-sac, the
driveway lined with birches and lilacs. Glass tables and intricate
cast-iron furniture sat in the corners of the rooms inside.
Anywhere Amos stood in the house he could look around and know the
hundreds of ways he didn’t fit in among the pretentious display of
feng shui bullshit. Over the years, expensive candlesticks and
other shit on the glass shelves on the dining room back wall
replaced pictures of his father. Amos’s mother tried to eliminate
any memory of him associated with the house, except the house
itself.

The last thing Amos’s father gave his mother
was his sister Seneca—precocious, darling, and standing a few feet
from the door when he and Caleb walked in. She squeezed her
favorite doll between her elbow and ribs and held a painting
outstretched across her torso—a winged mermaid. The details of it,
shadowing in the faces and beneath the wings, the articulation of
each feather, made it difficult to accept that an eight-year-old
had done it.

“Hello, Uncle Caleb. Amos, I
painted this for your birthday.” She took a step forward and
extended her arms, pushing the painting away from her. Amos took it
by the top corners and knelt. Caleb squirmed to keep the puppy
concealed in his jacket. Seneca stepped behind Amos while he looked
over the painting. Her fingertips worked beneath the collar of his
jacket, behind his ears, and along the edges of his
eyebrows.

“You did this?” Amos asked over
his shoulder.

She nodded and drew her hands back. Her
fingers patrolled nervously through her blonde curls.

“I don’t know. It looks pretty
good to me. Are you sure you didn’t sneak this out of the
museum?”

“Nope. I made it.” He looked up at
Caleb who stared down at him mouthing, What the
fuck?

Seneca’s eyes grew wide and she pointed a
finger at Caleb. “You said a bad word, Uncle Caleb. You said
fu—”

“Ey.” Amos cut her off before she
could hear the word escape her mouth and become addicted to the
sound of it like most children did. “Let’s not say
that.”

“How about when I’m a
teenager?”

“We’ll see.”

“Uncle Caleb, what do you have in
your handsome jacket?”

Amos looked up at Caleb again and motioned his
head toward Seneca. He pulled the puppy from the inside of his
jacket and held it out with one hand like a piss-soaked rag. She
took the puppy in her arms and it sniffed her nose. Her squeal
rolled into a giggle and she turned her head away. “His nose is
cold,” she said, and sat on the floor.

“Where’s your mother?” Amos
asked.

She was still giggling. The puppy pushed his
nose against her face and kicked its hind legs. “She went to get
groceries.”

Caleb moved to the sink and washed his hands.
Small soap bubbles flew and landed on the petals of the yellow
irises on both sides of the sink. The sun funneled a cone against
the kitchen floor where Seneca sat with the puppy.

“You remember the rules when
you’re home alone, right?”

“Yes.”

“What are they?”

“Don’t unlock the door for anyone.
Tell them I don’t know the code for the security alarm. And, if you
mess with me, my badass brother will cut your balls
off.”

Caleb threw his head back and cackled and
clapped his soap gloved hands together. Amos stood and placed the
painting on the kitchen table.

“When did that last part become a
rule?”

“I made it one.”

“Who said I was a
badass?”

“Some boy at school.” She answered
quickly, turning her head from side to side away from the puppy’s
nose.

Amos knelt in front of her again and took the
puppy, tucking it under one arm. He palmed her shoulder and had a
hard time not laughing himself. “Look, Sen, tell that boy I’m not a
badass,” He paused to look at Caleb then back into Seneca’s eyes.
His cell phone vibrated in his pocket. “I’m the boogey man.” Her
eyes flew wide again, and her head moved back. Then she rolled them
and threw her arms out, palms up.

“Puppy,” she demanded. The puppy
went back to nosing and licking her face and kicking. Amos shook
his head and stood to answer the phone.

Caleb sat on the floor next to Seneca while he
spoke. He tugged on the puppy’s ears until it yelped, and Seneca
whined for him to stop.

“Who was that?” Caleb asked after
Amos hung up.

“Tommy. He says there’s a couple
roaches at the bar. He wants us to come down and take care of
it.”

“Finally, some action. Fucking
dealers. How hard is it to hand someone a baggy?”

“Uncle Caleb said, fuck,” Seneca
whispered to the puppy, massaging its ears.

“Uncle Caleb’s going to get soap
in his mouth.” Amos kissed Seneca on the cheek. “Be good. I love
you.”

 


 



 


 


EIGHT

Ruth

 


Ruth strolled into the house to find Seneca on
the kitchen floor holding one end of a hand rag and a small white
puppy tugging on the other end. She let the weight of the grocery
bags pull on her shoulders, the handles stretching between her
thin, hooked fingers.

“Gividdame,” Seneca
whined.

Ruth put the groceries on the table. “Seneca,
honey, you can’t pull that hard. It’s just a puppy. Its teeth can’t
take that.” She knelt beside her daughter and ran her hand over the
puppy’s head. It released the towel and bobbed, lifting its paws
from the floor. A shrill bark followed, and Ruth squinted with its
sound.

“Mommy, I named it Ariel.” Seneca
smiled and the brightness of her blue eyes filled Ruth with a rush
of quiet delight that she hid with a blink.

“That’s a pretty name. Did your
brother come by earlier?”

“Yes, and Uncle Caleb.”

“And how is Uncle
Caleb?”

“He’s funny.”

“Yes, he is. What do you want to
do for supper?”

“Can we have pancakes?”

Ruth stood, smiling. “No, Seneca. We can’t
have pancakes for supper.”

“But it’s Amos’s
birthday.”

“Yes, honey, I know, but Amos is
celebrating his birthday with Uncle Caleb.”

“Where?”

“Down at Logan’s.”

“Why does Amos and Uncle Caleb
hang out in that shithole?”

“Seneca.”

“What, Mommy?”

“Language.”

“But I only said shit.
That’s not even that bad of a swear word.”

“Do I have to go through this with
you every day about your language? Speaking of which, do you have
your progress report from school?”

Seneca circled the corners of the room with
her eyes. “No.”

“Don’t you lie to me, young lady.
Where is it?”

Seneca snapped her arm at the dog and pointed.
“She ate it.”

Ruth gripped her hips. “Seneca, go get your
progress report.”

“Oh, alright.”

Seneca moped from the kitchen and pounded up
the stairs to her room. The puppy flopped to its side on the floor.
Ruth tilted her head and looked at it. “I suppose you’ll need some
food.”

The puppy lifted its brow in reaction to her
voice. Ruth pulled the grocery items from the bags and placed them
in their proper places in the cabinets, freezer, and refrigerator.
She was down to her last bag when Seneca returned to the kitchen,
holding out the slip of paper. Ruth slipped the report from her
fingers and read. The expression on her face shifted slightly and
she looked down at her daughter.

Seneca is a bright, articulate
child, but she has a propensity to use inappropriate language
during class discussions. Last week, during science class, she told
another student that Tyrannosaurus Rex is named so because if he
shit on your head you would be “wrecked.” When questioned where she
heard this, Seneca replied: “It’s true. That’s why dinosaurs had to
become birds, so when they ‘shit’ on people’s heads, they wouldn’t
be wrecked.” In all honesty, I had to contain my laughter. Seneca
is clearly a very intelligent little girl; however, her language
for the class needs to be curtailed or I will have to begin sending
her to the office for these offenses. Other than that, Seneca is a
an enormous pleasure to have in class. I will continue to send home
weekly progress reports on Seneca’s language.

Ruth reread the comments to Seneca, while
Seneca sucked her bottom lip.

“Am I in trouble?” she asked her
mother.

“Seneca, you can’t use this kind
of language in school. Now, what do you think an appropriate
consequence should be for this?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, the puppy is going to be a
big responsibility. I think that you should prove that you’re able
to handle that, so the puppy is going to have to go back to Amos
for two weeks until you can improve your language.”

“But—”

“No, buts. Two weeks. If you don’t
get in any trouble with your language, then you can have the puppy,
okay?”

“Okay, but do we have to give her
back right now?”

“No, honey. Let me finish putting
these away and we’ll go get some treats for Ariel.”

Seneca’s expression ignited with joy. She dove
to the floor and crawled on her hands and knees to the
puppy.

 


 



 


 


NINE

Amos

 


Logan’s, the windowless, cement bomb shelter
where Caleb and Amos collected a pay stub, was one of the few bars
left in town that hadn’t been shut down for too many stabbings,
fights, or cars being torched in the parking lot. But Tommy didn’t
call the cops when those things happened. He called Amos and Caleb.
The bar was always dark. A lack of windows prevented any natural
light from slipping in. It also gave Tommy the privacy he wanted
after hours, after he’d shut the bar down. He’d built the bar in
the center of the room against the back wall, with an island in the
middle. A narrow path between the island and the back wall gave him
access to the small basement room where he kept a hyper-vigilant
supply of firearms and ammunition. The walls were drab,
gray-painted cement. Tommy didn’t like decorations, except during
Christmas, but he kept a price list above the bar.
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