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One

 


She had the perfect amount of fear in her eyes.
They darted beyond him to the pointed corners of the room, where
she searched for some consolation for what was happening, what had
already happened—some kind gesture or comforting embrace from the
truth perching on her shoulders. Each breath Melissa took
splintered a sharp ache through her ribs, like fingers had bored
their way through the thinner gaps of pain that were already there
and squeezed, crushing her into another shape to lift her from the
world she knew and shake what life was left in her lungs. Mashed
fibers of muscle tingled along either side of her spine.

Ryan noted every miniscule adaptation in her
eyes while she thought—a cautious awareness of any movement. He sat
motionless, watching her acceptance of where she was, a recycled
anticipation of the pain that had already drummed the chorus of a
song she was trying to forget. Fear. Enough for him to know that
she’d do everything he’d told her.

Beyond her fear, a coiling panic flexed her
pupils in the pulsing of the light from the lamp in the corner
behind her. The silence in the room began to drone a new noise in
her head—blaring static.

Her son squatted between her thighs where she
sat on the polyester comforter at the edge of the bed. He’d draped
his arms over her knees, the frail seams along the calves of her
jeans convenient crannies for his roving fingers. Sputtering came
from his bottom lip, and Ryan looked down at the boy’s
purple-bruise raccoon mask—the fragments of white tape still on his
skin that had bandaged the split in his nose.

The woman lifted a shoulder slightly, wincing
at the struggle to turn just a few degrees to check the clock
again—one minute and forty-six seconds since her last check. Her
back was rigid, and the panic in her eyes had drifted, replaced by
something else that she didn’t have the capacity to acknowledge
just yet, but it was him, Ryan sitting across from her on the
wooden chair he’d pulled from the desk.

Ryan reached down to the cuffs of his dark
gray suit, perfectly settled on the contour of his body. The fabric
was still flat and neat despite the long hours he’d driven, silent,
with the boy in the front seat next to him sleeping most of the
way. Melissa hadn’t slept, hadn’t made an attempt to notice the
landscape. She’d just sat in the middle of the back seat watching
the road ahead of her until they’d arrived there, in the hotel
room. Now, she stared at Ryan’s hand. At the edge of his left palm,
where his pinky should have been, was a small, mangled bump of
flesh. She hadn’t noticed until then. He pulled his cuffs down to
his wrists, saw her and the child staring at his scar. Ryan stopped
his movement, and the boy looked up, digging his middle fingers
into the holes he’d made in his mother’s jeans.

“What happens now?” she
asked.

“Now, you live your life, and I go
to Texas to make sure Victoria Williams thinks you’re
dead.”

His voice cooed into her soundtrack of
static—a raspy, whiskey-scorched voice wallowing in the shadowy
room. She focused on his eyes, a placid, motionless depth. Then she
looked away, peered at the overlapped edges of beige wallpaper in
the corners of the room where they were almost
invisible.

“What did you do to your pinky?”
the boy asked.

Melissa squeezed her knees together around the
child then winced. “Hey, don’t be rude.”

Ryan clasped his hands together and leaned
forward, toward the boy, a flickering patience at the edges of his
lips as he grinned. “Gator took it off.”

The boy’s eyelids retracted, and the cerulean
blue of his irises peered up at Ryan. “An alligator?”

“That’s right. Chomped it right
off while I was walking down the road.”

The boy scrunched his face, one eye closing
almost entirely, the thin white line of lingering tape bent away
from his skin. “In Albuquerque?”

“Yep.”

“But there are no alligators in
Albuquerque.”

“He was my pet
alligator.”

The boy stopped poking at the seams of his
mother’s jeans. “Pet alligator?”

“Yeah.” Ryan tapped his left leg.
“I kept him right here in my pocket.”

“Alligators are too big to be in
your pocket.”

“He was just little then, and I
carried him around with me everywhere I went.”

“Even to the bathroom?”

“Even the bathroom.”

The boy turned to look at his mother and
whispered, “Can you take an alligator to the bathroom.”

Melissa flinched against the child’s movement
into the sling around her arm. The finger-length bruises over her
neck wimpled when she swallowed. “If it’s your pet, you can take it
anywhere you want.”

The boy snapped his head back toward Ryan.
“Where is your alligator now?”

“Well, the alligator got too big
to fit in my pocket, so I had to let him go.”

“You let him go? Where did you let
him go?”

“I let him go in a swamp far, far
away from here, where he would have enough space to be with the
other alligators like him.”

“But why did your alligator bite
your finger off?”

Ryan weighed his response against what the boy
and his mother had already been through. “Sometimes, the things
that we have in our lives hurt us. And maybe they don’t mean to,
but it’s what they do. That’s how we know when to let things
go.”

The child worked his bottom lip back and forth
into his mouth, staring at the scar on the Ryan’s hand.

“Like what my dad did to me and
Mom?”

“Something like that.”

“Can I touch it?”

Melissa flexed her legs around the boy’s ribs
again. “Stop being rude. You don’t ask people things like
that.”

The boy looked down at Ryan’s feet. “I’m
sorry.”

“That’s alright.” Ryan rubbed his
palm over the edge of his scarred hand. At times, human touch felt
like the annoyance of flies buzzing around his face. Other times,
it made him feel like his skin would peel from his body, tear away
like thin fabric and all that would be left would be the tightened
flex of muscle covering his bones. Once, he’d let a woman take his
hands in a cluttered room when he was drunk on absinthe in some
dank corner of New Orleans. After just a sweep of her thumbs over
his knuckles, the woman flung his hands from hers, the hazy clouds
in her blind eyes swirling chaotically and she repeated bokor,
bokor, bokor until he rushed out of there.

He extended his hand to the boy.

Melissa gave Ryan an apologetic look, an
expression slightly more relieved than the look of worry on her
face. She nodded and the boy moved forward to his hands and knees
and reached one hand out to touch the scar. The pressure of the
boy’s tiny fingers squeezed at the gnarled flesh.

“It’s cold,” the boy said. “Does
it still hurt?”

Ryan shook his head. Melissa leaned forward
and pressed the forearm of her free arm over her thigh. The boy
drew his hand back, a flittering smile on his face. He held his
hand up and tucked his smallest digit into his palm then used his
other hand to hold the finger down and observe the four fingers he
held out.

“Alright, you,” Melissa said.
“Time for you to take a bath.”

The boy crawled across the dark green carpet
on his hands and knees into the bathroom.

“How did you know he liked
alligators?”

“I know a lot about you and your
son.” Ryan pulled a purse and an envelope from the top of the
dresser behind him. “Everything you need to know about your new
life is in here.” He held up the envelope. “Birth certificates,
social security cards, resume—all the things you need to move
forward.” He handed her the envelope and held out the purse. “In
here, your license, checkbook, receipts, a little cash. Day-to-day
stuff.” He tossed the purse on the bed beside her. “Your back story
is written in a narrative so it’s easier for you to absorb. You’ll
want to make that sink into your son’s head as much as possible.
There are about a dozen pictures for you to keep around. They’re
Photoshopped, obviously, but they coincide with the narrative. It
helps with the transition, especially for him. The mind will build
false memories. That’s all in the envelope.”

She flicked the corners of the envelope with
her thumb then placed it on the bed beside the purse, watching her
own movement. Her mother had probably found the letter she’d left,
which made worry set in about what might happen if someone else
found it. “How many times have you done this,
relocation?”

“Enough to know that everything
will be alright as long as you stick to the guidelines I told you
about.”

“Roy can’t find me
here?”

Ryan shook his head. “Neither will
Victoria.”

Melissa rubbed her shoulder. “I never thought
I’d live in Oregon.”

“The important thing is that
you’re living.”

“What happens
tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow you go to your new
apartment. A woman named Annabelle will pick you up and help with
the rest of your transition. You’re safe now.”

“Thank you, for all that you’ve
done. I’m not sure why you decided to help me.”

“You reminded me of someone I
wasn’t able to help.” He stood to leave the room. “This is where
you are, and you can never go home.”

 


 


As he left her in the room, he thought about
her question. How many times have you done this? Never. In
seventeen relocations, he’d never betrayed a client, and he
wouldn’t have, but a week after Victoria Williams’ bodyguard
Wendell hired him to relocate Roy, they decided to add duties to
the job. Victoria wanted assurance that Roy would be in the clear
for what he’d done. She wanted Melissa and her son relocated, too.
The type of relocation that Ryan didn’t hire himself out
for.

He made his way to the barren interstate that
extended east toward the cities he’d already been to, where he’d
completed this process before, undoing the ties that cinched the
helpless to their mistakes or other terrors they couldn’t escape.
Despite the hours he’d spent driving Melissa and her son to Oregon
from New Mexico, Ryan could still feel the tension in his hands
from his meeting with Roy, the smell of the bar where he’d found
him—liquor and sweat on Roy’s skin.

Ryan had made arrangements through Wendell to
pick Roy up at the bar where he worked as a bouncer. He found Roy
outside the door on a chair under the light of the bar picking at
the thin scabs from the fingernail wounds Melissa had left on his
arms when she’d gasped for breath and tried to fight him off. An
hour out of town, Roy made the call to his stepmother to let her
know that he was safe, that he’d be in touch in a few weeks. When
he hung up, Ryan wrapped a thin steel cable around his
throat.

Ryan could still taste the dust in the dry air
he’d breathed when Roy was beneath him, his knee between Roy’s
shoulder blades, the cable taught around his hands. He’d wanted Roy
to feel how much damage was being done. Wire would have cut
through, would have made it too quick, and Roy wouldn’t have had
the chance to tap against Ryan’s forearms. As if that was an
appropriate call to mercy. Ryan had seen Melissa’s back, the
eggplant shade of bruising in giant patches the size of continents
that Roy’s pounding fists left in their voyage. I guess you can
only get it up for your stepmother, she’d said to Roy before it
started. On the ground, Ryan had pulled the life from Roy, let it
seep into the air and drift above him, where the vibrant light of
the stars shined down on Roy’s ending.

If he had done everything he was told, Melissa
and her son would be dead, and Roy Williams would be alive, waiting
for everything to clear before he could find another woman to
damage. If Ryan had done everything he was told, he wouldn’t be
driving to Dallas to lie to Victoria Williams about what he’d done
with her stepson.

In the darkness of the highway, the foggy glow
of the next city hovered in the distance. Headlights on the other
side of the median crested the hill he was approaching, like
glinting eyes rising out of brackish water. He shifted his focus to
the white line separating the shoulder lane. The world was nothing
more than a swamp full of alligators—motionless predators lurking
in murky water that the helpless were trying to wade
through.

 


 



 


 


Two

 


The splashing in the pool had gone still before
Victoria Williams surfaced at the other end. She found her footing
on the slick tile at the bottom and stood in waist-deep water.
Droplets beaded against the tanning oil on her skin, her stomach
flat from two-a-day Pilates sessions. She leaned back and dunked
her head below the surface to slick her hair over her head then
wiped the water from her eyes, toned arms flexing as she pulled
herself out by the railing. The cement around the pool was hot, and
she moved quickly on the balls of her feet back to her lounge chair
at the edge of the pool, where Wendell picked up a fresh towel and
handed it to her.

“What time is it?” she asked him,
taking the towel and drying her face.

He looked down at his watch. “Eleven
ten.”

She worked the towel down her legs. “And when
is he going to be here?”

“Two.”

“Bring me the documents on our
relocation expert.”

“I’ve got them right here.”
Wendell pointed down to a folder on the small table next to her
lounge chair. “The letter Melissa left is in there,
too.”

“Excellent.” She pulled her
sunglasses from the cement next to the chair and positioned herself
in it before slipping the glasses onto her face. “You’re ready for
tonight, yes?”

“I am. But, I—”

“He’s a loose end, Wendell. You
sure you’re ready or might this be an issue for you?”

“It won’t be an issue, Mrs.
Williams.”

 


 


The flat stretch of highway outside of Dallas
was a tight string of stationary vehicles. Various custom-painted
SUVs and vintage Cutlasses were tacked to the road among the
tinted-window luxury vehicles and dented trucks with broken air
conditioners. Heat rose from the tar in lines of crooked wisps, and
Ryan imagined the shiny, custom-painted vehicles melting into
colorful puddles along the road. The shrubs on the sides of the
highway appeared to be dying along the endless span of brown, but
they weren’t. Not like the people in the car accident ahead might
be dying—colors fading to blurry shades of black and white. He
thought about those people, where they may have been heading, what
their thoughts might have been before they’d crashed.

The motion to his left, a car pulling forward,
gave Ryan the sensation of movement and made him flex the brake,
afraid the distraction of his thoughts had made him careless in the
traffic. More movement ahead, and he let the vehicle roll forward.
Soon, the cars were at their normal pace. Eager drivers who’d been
behind him, those who’d sat still for the shortest amount of time,
swerved from lane to lane in an attempt to gain time and distance.
They could only gain distance. That time was gone. In a few miles,
Ryan passed the source of the backup, a small sedan, pieces of it
scattered on the median and shoulder, like a Lego structure
crumbled between angry fingers and left strewn in a
doorway.

The estate, where Mr. and Mrs. Williams lived
most of the time, was the smallest of their three homes in Texas.
They also had condos in Houston and El Paso. But their lake house
in Austin and ranch outside of San Antonio were nearly twice as
glamorous as the modernized antebellum-style mansion in Dallas.
Ryan expected landscapers and the rhythm of various small engines
working the property after he’d been buzzed through the gate, but
there was no one. Sprinklers rained water over the flower gardens,
plots bigger than the area of most middle-class homes—the colors
and shapes of the petals forming a syllabus of flora that he didn’t
know the names of, and the majority of which he’d never seen
before, despite his years of traveling the country.

Wendell waited for him at the end of the
driveway, standing on the blacktop like he’d grown from it, like
one of those pretentious flowers. In Albuquerque, Wendell had
delivered Mrs. Williams’ demands, hovering over him stiff-necked,
trying to show his former employer, Benjamin, who Ryan worked for,
how much of a big shot he’d become out in Dallas. Head of
security, he’d bragged. Ryan might have turned the job down had
he done more for Cripple Ben and Filipino Pin than clunking around
junk yards for VIN numbers and making collections for Benjamin’s
storage services. He’d wanted a chance to live his old life, the
life he lived before he’d left New Orleans, and Simon. He wanted to
feel like he had a purpose again. And then, after he found out more
about the Williams, he found more purpose in betraying
them.

Wendell moved toward the car, his goddamn
mirrored aviator shades punched over the bridge of his nose like he
couldn’t take them off if he’d wanted to. Ryan turned off the
engine and climbed from the seat, discreetly stretching the
stiffness from his back. As Wendell approached, Ryan realized how
tired he was from driving, and how badly he just wanted to collect
his fee and leave.

“Nice car.” Wendell
smirked.

Dust hid the forest green color of the Subaru.
He tossed his keys to Wendell, who caught them against his tie at
his stomach.

“It matches my eyes. Keep her
handy.” Ryan walked past him toward the door of the house. “Nice
suit, by the way,” he said as he passed. “Matches the
driveway.”

Wendell followed him, trotting up the steps to
Ryan’s left. At the door, he thrust his hand toward Ryan, holding
the keys out.

“I’m not the fucking
chauffeur.”

“Obviously. You’re the
valet.”

“Not the goddamn valet,
either.”

Ryan took the keys. “My mistake. Who are
you?”

“I’m the motherfucker in
charge.”

“Of the gate?”

“Of security. You not remember
me?”

“No. Don’t take it personally,
though. All you people look the same to me. By you people I
mean the ones who never take off their sunglasses, not that you’re
Black.” Ryan pointed at the door in front of him with his thumb.
“You mind?”

Wendell snatched his sunglasses from his face,
his left ear lobe flopping from the sudden pull.

“Oh, that’s better. Now I remember
you, Wendell. You’re an interesting man. You grew up in
Fayetteville, Arkansas. You played the trombone in the high school
band, perhaps you even practiced with the rusty version in your
free time. You were a Razorback for just over two years until you
popped on a piss test and got kicked out of the ROTC program your
junior year, so you dropped out of college. You moved to Dallas and
worked at a Subway and then as a dishwasher. Then you started
working the door at the bar where you peddled ecstasy, which is how
you met Roy. Eventually, you started running E from New Mexico to
L.A., because you were a go-getter, and that’s how you met
Benjamin, and how our paths eventually crossed. You got Roy out of
a jam, something he’s been counting on from his friends and family
his whole life. In return, Roy got you a job with his stepmother,
and here you are, the motherfucker in charge.”

Ryan let Wendell absorb what he’d summarized
about his life.

“Now, Wendell, I can go on about
your love of tennis and how you purposely popped on your piss test
because of rumors that you jerked off the quarterback onto a
cracker that you may or may not have eaten, but I’d like to get
this over with. I’d hate to be rude and let myself into someone
else’s house. From what I can gather, the reason you’re out here is
to meet me and bring me to Mrs. Williams so I can get paid. So, if
you don’t mind, be the motherfucker in charge of that door and let
me in the house.”

Sweat formed on Wendell’s neck and seeped into
the brown ring around his white shirt collar. He inched the
sunglasses back onto his face and reached down to open the door for
Ryan. Ryan entered. Wendell moved slowly but composed himself and
led Ryan through the massive great room toward the echoing bellow
of Mr. Williams in the sunroom near the back patio. Before they
crossed through another doorway, Ryan spoke again.

“By the way, Wendell, I love
tennis. Your suit is a Dior, which is sharp as fuck. Move your belt
to the left three centimeters. You should know what a gig line is.
The most important thing, don’t take off your sunglasses to
intimidate someone. That shit only works in the movies and on
people who are afraid of Black people. Alternate your grip when
you’re doing shrugs. It’s either that or you jerk off way too much
with your left hand. One of your traps is slightly larger than the
other. Your suit will fit that much better. And ditch black. Your
skin is too dark. Wear tan. Also, stop wearing white shirts The
collars stain too easily.”

Wendell’s mouth hung slightly open.

“In other words, you’d look less
like an asshole.”

Wendell clenched his jaw before he spoke. “Mr.
Williams is in the next room. I’ll go get Mrs. Williams.” He turned
to walk down another corridor.

“You’re not going to introduce me,
Wendell?”

“I work for Mrs. Williams, not her
husband. He knows you’re here. Make yourself at home.”

 


 



 


 


Three

 


Victoria came out of the darkness of the
corridor to the sunroom where Ryan sat across from Williams. She’d
wrapped herself in a black silk sari that stuck to the wet bathing
suit on her ass and tits, which made her figure clear, the sway of
her hips the most prominent movement from the shadowy hallway to
the light of the sunroom. The dame. The black widow. The
hyper-sexualized female nemesis. He hadn’t expected her to be
closer to Roy’s age than his father’s. Who had initiated the
flirtations that led to their affair? She threw her hips slightly
more as she walked through the room to the bar, ignoring the
presence of other people, making them notice her—the trained gait
of superiority. And Ryan hated it as much as he hated loud chewing
or people who stood in doorways. Behind the sofa that Williams sat
in the middle of, she kept her back to them and poured her martini
ingredients into a shaker tin. Ryan thought about Roy’s wife and
son, how they were probably going through their new apartment and
testing out the sparse, inexpensive furniture or fumbling through
the few contents in the refrigerator, trying to adjust and absorb
all that had happened while Victoria checked her martini olives to
see if Sylvia, the servant, had stuffed them with the perfect
amount of blue cheese.

Williams loosened his tie aggressively at the
sound of the shaking tin, which Victoria shook for quite some time.
The others in the room, Sylvia in the back corner near an enormous
fichus, Wendell in the doorway with his sunglasses on, and Ryan in
the hard leather chair that carried a price tag for its brand name
and not its comfort, all remained motionless as Victoria shook the
tin, switched hands, and continued to shake without rhythm.
Williams had removed his tie and coiled it through the fingers of
his fist before she finally stopped and drained the slushy liquid
into a martini glass.

“Give it a few more shakes, dear.
I don’t think it’s chilled enough,” Williams mumbled.

Victoria turned to her left and Ryan could see
her profile—as delicate as the sip she took. She took a deep breath
through her nose. “That’s just perfect. No more shakes required,
darling.” She strutted to the other leather chair next to Ryan.
“You must be the…” She tried to find the words.

“The travel agent,” Ryan
said.

“Yes.” She took another sip of her
martini. “Travel agent. How clever.”

Her comment stuck with him for a moment, like
a stickiness between his fingers that would linger even after he
washed his hands.

“So, Mr.—?” Williams said and
stopped, looking confused, suddenly, that he didn’t remember Ryan’s
last name, not realizing that he had never learned it.

“Ryan, sir. Just Ryan.”

“Alright, then.” Williams took his
three-finger drink in one swallow and held the glass out. Sylvia
sprung from her station by the plant to retrieve his glass for a
refill. Williams leaned forward after Sylvia took his glass and
extended a palm to Ryan while he looked at his wife. “Ryan was just
telling me about the conditions Roy is in. He says Roy’s in a small
but cozy place and is adjusting well to his solitude. He says he’s
doing plenty of push-ups to stay fit.”

“Where, exactly, is
Roy?”

Ryan thought of the dusty earth where Roy was
buried four feet in the ground with a six-inch layer of lime over
him.

“Specifics aren’t something I can
extend at this point, Mrs. Williams. It’s far too soon, and it’s
certainly for the best that you know as little as possible. For the
sake of any forthcoming investigation, that is. I’m sure that you
and Mr. Williams would handle yourselves quite adequately, but
investigators can get a little tricky with these matters. Given
your wealth, you’ll already be suspected of aiding and abetting. I
hope you understand my caution. I’ll arrange for contact when
enough time has passed.”

“I’m hardly worried about some
chicken-shit bingo investigation.”

Ryan gave himself a moment before responding.
“It’s simply a precaution to take in the best interest of everyone,
including myself. Roy is very secluded. There’s no phone service,
and access is limited by private roads. He’ll be safe until I send
my acquaintance out there to bring him back into
civilization.”

Williams rose. “I suppose, then, that you can
work out whatever details are left with Victoria. I appreciate your
services, mister…Ryan.”

“Yes, sir. Follow-ups aren’t
typical of my profession, but your wife insisted.”

Williams chuckled as he puffed his chest.
“Profession?” He took a swig of his fresh drink that Sylvia had
just delivered. “Oil, son. Oil is the only profession in Texas
other than cattle.”

“Yes, well, I’m not from Texas,
Mr. Williams.”

Williams swirled his drink, staring at Ryan as
if there were something more he’d expected Ryan to say. “Sylvia,”
he said, louder than necessary. “I’m going to my office. Bring the
bottle.”

“Seems that you’re one of the
first to leave my husband without words,” Victoria said, after her
husband had left the room. She lifted the glass to drink. “There
are a few more things I’d like to discuss. I’ve arranged a suite
for you at this address.” Wendell crossed the room then and handed
Ryan a business card. “Consider it a bonus. I’ll be in the bar for
drinks at nine. We can discuss the other matter then. When you get
to the desk, ask for Derrick and tell him you’re my guest. He’ll
take care of everything else.”

Ryan took the card. “Mrs. Williams, I really
appreciate the gesture, but I do need to get back on the road, so
I’d like to collect my fee now.”

“I understand, Ryan, but part of
your services were acquired without my husband’s approval, for lack
of better words. I won’t have your money until I meet you later
this evening. How would you like to be paid, Ryan, cash?” She took
a longer sip of her drink.

“Checks are a little too personal
for me, so cash is sufficient.”

She squinted. “Personal. Yes, I expect you
don’t get very personal despite being a travel agent.”

“My business is about being
impersonal, Mrs. Williams.”

She glared at him. “If you call me
misses one more time I’ll vomit. My name is Victoria. You
can call me that. Or would that be too personal, Mr.
Carpenter?”

“No, Victoria. I’ll look forward
to seeing you tonight.” Ryan smiled, not a shred of hesitation at
her mention of his last name. He followed Wendell back out to his
car, and when he drove through the gate and turned down the road,
he wondered what else she knew.

 


 



 


 


Four

 


Ryan didn’t check into the hotel. Instead, he
crouched in a dark corner of a parking garage a few blocks away and
watched his Subaru to see if Victoria had had him tailed. Other
vehicles moved in and out of the garage. Tires squealed from
drivers taking the sharp turns on the ramps too fast. The steel
cables along the back edges of parking spaces shook slightly as
drivers inched too far into the spots. People dribbled through the
garage. Lethargic shoppers carried their purchases and a brief
hesitation of buyer’s remorse before they got into their cars.
Restaurant employees shambled out to their vehicles stripping ties
and undoing buttons. Couples parked for dinner at nearby
restaurants. A small group of young professionals cackled before
cramming into an elevator.

Ryan focused on the movement of people as a
way to stifle his inner dialogue. The hotel arrangement. Victoria
patronizing him. Maybe it was more about Mr. Williams. Her tone had
changed when he’d left the room. But how she’d thrown in his last
name before he’d left bothered him. Benjamin didn’t seem likely.
Cripple Ben was paranoid about bug zappers and those sneakers kids
wore that lit up along the sole as they walked. He didn’t even have
electricity in his bar, if that’s what it should be called. Pin
might have said something, but Pin rarely said anything. Still,
that would make more sense. The more Ryan tried to focus on the
mundane, the shamble of people through the garage, the more the
queries nagged at him. Maybe Benjamin had rubbed off on him a
little too much.

Trust your gut, Simon had taught
him.

Nine thirty-five p.m. No one had taken a
second glance at the dusty Subaru. Ryan pushed away from the
corner, a hint of cigarette smoke and car exhaust in the garage,
and took the stairs to the ground level. Out on the sidewalk, he
strolled away from the hotel to make the block and return from the
opposite direction. The air was still hot, and he’d thought about
changing his clothes, but he didn’t. Sweat split the color of his
shirt down his spine into a darker shade of gray. At the corner, he
stopped at the feet of a grungy panhandler. His eyes were barely
open and he sawed his cardboard sign under his chin. The
Staffordshire terrier the man had leashed to his waist looked up at
Ryan and adjusted against the cement, wagging its tail chaotically
and sniffing at Ryan’s shoes.

“Got a dollar, man?” the
panhandler asked, looking straight ahead at Ryan’s
knees.

“Your dog looks
hungry.”

“Yeah, man. We’re real hungry. Got
a dollar you can spare so we can get some food?”

Ryan thumbed over the folded bills in his
pocket. “Maybe. If you’re here in an hour, I’ll have a
hundred.”

Ryan walked away and kept moving toward the
hotel. Wendell sat in a brown leather chair in the lobby, near the
wall to the right of the entrance, watching the door. The blue
carpet under his feet shimmered it was so new. Almost everything
was marble. Most everything except the iron legs of the marble
tables. Shiny stone. Bright colored modern art hung on the walls.
The smell of the garage was still on him, like cigarette smoke on a
damp towel or maybe the smell of the panhandler on the corner. He
needed to change. He’d attract attention in that place without a
clean shirt.

Back at the Subaru, he pulled a fresh white
button down and jacket from the hanger in the back seat, carried
his soiled shirt to the staircase with him and flung it over the
railing on his way down to the street. He walked slowly and close
to the building edge of the sidewalk, peering into cars as he
passed them, looking for anyone who might have been sitting in
there for a while. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, so he walked
through the lobby, waving to Wendell on his way to the bar, and
stood next to Victoria just as she checked her watch.

She wore a black dress, pearls around her
neck. She’d taken her wedding band off, a red indentation on her
fingers.

“You’re late, Ryan. And Derrick
told me you hadn’t checked in.”

“Should I offer your friend
Derrick an apology?”

“That won’t be necessary. Besides,
I’m sure he’s done with his shift by now.”

She guided him to the bar seat beside her with
her eyes and perched her gaze on the cushioned leather until he
sat. “I just ordered another drink. I’m having a Manhattan. Would
you like one?”

“No thanks.”

“What will you be
drinking?”

“What do they have in a
can?”

She gave him a disgusted look, which pleased
him with the hope that he could conclude their arrangement sooner.
Her fingers waved at the bartender, a bald, middle-aged man done up
in his striped shirt and vest and red bow tie. Ryan had only ever
seen two men in his life who could wear a bow tie with authority:
Simon and a gray-bearded restaurant manager that he’d drank a few
Heinekens with at a bar in Oxford, Mississippi, where he’d been
once with Simon for an Ole Miss football game. To Ryan, the
bartender looked like he’d wrapped a hemorrhoid around his neck.
The man delivered Victoria’s Manhattan.

“There you are, madam.”

She pulled the look of disgust from her face.
“Thank you, handsome. My acquaintance here would like a
beer.”

Handsome turned. “Very good, sir. We have a
wonderful new Belgian—”

“I’ll take a Lone
Star.”

Handsome pursed his lips. “Very well,” he said
and floated off to fetch Ryan’s beer.

“I mistook you for a whisky
drinker.”

“I am,” Ryan answered. “When I
drink.”

“Well, we’re here
drinking.”

“You’re drinking. I’m here to get
paid.”

“So when I pay you, then you’ll
drink?”

“When you pay me, I’ll be
leaving.”

“Where are you in such a hurry to
get to?”

“Somewhere to drink.”

She squinted at him. “You’re a difficult man
to figure out.”

“Maybe you’re thinking about it
too much, like a crossword. It’s simple, really. I did a job. Job
is done. Now I’d like my money.”

“You must be a Libra.”

“Astrology now?”

“It’s a hobby. So, are
you?”

“No. I’m a Cancer.”

Handsome returned with Ryan’s Lone Star,
wiping the dust from the bottle.

“Cancer. I wouldn’t have guessed
that.”

“Water sign. Elusive. Like other
things, apparently.”

“So you are into
astrology.”

“I read my horoscope from time to
time.” Ryan took a drink. The beer wasn’t very cold. He calmed his
impatience. She didn’t correct him, so he guessed she didn’t know
Ryan Carpenter’s birthdate.

“Have you ever had your cards
done? Or how about your palms? Has anyone ever read your
palms?”

“Once. It didn’t go so
well.”

“That sounds like an interesting
story. Do tell. No, let me guess. You have no hope of love? Your
lifeline is very short? Something that ruined your day?”

“Didn’t ruin mine.” He took a
quick pull from the beer.

“Oh? Someone else’s?

“Yeah.”

“Whose?”

“The reader’s.”

She reached for the Manhattan and took a sip.
“I’d be a horrible fortune teller,” she said, after putting the
glass down. “Sometimes I’m good at guessing signs.”

“Like your husband said, oil is
the only profession in Texas.”

“That’s my husband’s profession. I
don’t have a profession. I have hobbies.”

“Aside from astrology and palm
reading?”

“People. My favorite hobby is
people. That’s why I’m quite intrigued by you, what you do. Doesn’t
your work make you curious about people?”

Ryan shrugged. “I used to be curious, but I’ve
met enough people to realize that they don’t surprise me
anymore.”

“You find them boring?”

“In a sense.”

“Do you have any
hobbies?”

“I like folding laundry and
sharpening pencils.”

“Fascinating.”

“Reading poetry by candlelight and
long walks on the beach.”

“So romantic.”

“It is when I’m alone.” Ryan took
a drink of his beer. “I also like getting paid.”

“Who doesn’t like getting
laid?”

Ryan focused his stare at the mouth of his
bottle. Was she baiting him? He’d thought about it, fucking her, as
soon as she’d swooped through the room at the estate. Perhaps not
there. After though. He’d thought about it after, wrapping his hand
through her hair and jerking her head back, hearing that startled
yip in her voice that would settle into a low moan. “I said, paid,”
he corrected.

“Yes, back to money. Things
getting too personal?”

“I’d need to get business out of
the way before I got into anything personal. So, if we could handle
that, then I’d feel much more comfortable complimenting you on
those shoes and how they match your nail polish.”

“A man of detail.” She offered a
twisted smirk. “Alright then. First, I need to know where Roy
is.”

Ryan reached into his pants pocket to the card
she’d given him earlier. She took the card and glanced at the
numbers.

“What is this?”

“GPS coordinates. That’s where Roy
is, within one hundred meters or so. There’s something you should
know about how this works. One phone call makes your son. His new
identity won’t do shit for him if he gets busted. His prints are
already in the system.” Ryan reached into his back pocket and
pulled out a folded envelope. “This isn’t typical, and it’s on you,
now, what happens to Roy.” He slid the envelope to her.

She rubbed her thumb over the card and slipped
it into her purse. She took a sip of her Manhattan then dug her
fingers in the envelope and pulled out photocopies of a birth
certificate and a Kansas driver’s license with Roy’s photo on it.
There was also a photo in the envelope. Black and white. Roy’s
ex-wife Melissa sprawled out on a sheet of plastic, a bullet hole
in her right temple. Melissa had done a good job pretending she was
dead. And then she’d ridden in the back of the car in silence all
the way to Oregon. Victoria licked her lips.

Ryan thought of Roy’s phlegm strung lips, his
ears turning purple, the cable disappearing into a fold of skin
around his neck. The hiss of the wind against the sand. The song in
his head that he’d hummed when he killed Roy—This little light
of mine…

“It was quick,” Ryan said. “In
case you were curious about that.”

The corners of Victoria’s lips quivered into a
smile and she tucked the items back into the envelope. “Forgive me,
Ryan.” She lowered her hand from the bar and scraped the nail of
her index finger down his ribs and then his leg. He contained his
shudder. “For some reason, I find that arousing. I find you
arousing. From the moment I saw you, I wondered what it would be
like to have you slip into my pool with me some night.” She looked
up at his eyes. “Your suite has a hot tub.”

Ryan followed her hand as it drifted back up
to the bar and the stem of the martini glass. She raised her
eyebrows, waiting for his reaction.

“I haven’t tried to bruise a
cervix in a long time. Seems like it would be a tremendous release,
right now, but you’re not really my type.”

She jawed away the rejection as if a fly had
hit the back of her throat. Then she gave him a cold stare. “I’m
surprised a man like you has a type.”

Ryan tried not to find enjoyment in the
dialogue. She was used to people pining over her. Even Handsome
might pour himself a Drano martini if she told him to. “Most men
will stick their dick in anything, but they all have a type—the
kind that will ruin him.”

“And what is the type that will
ruin you, Ryan?”

Ryan leaned toward her, felt her quick breaths
against his lips. “The kind of lady who likes to get choke-fucked
to Norah Jones.”

She brushed her cheek against his to whisper
in his ear. “You are a savage.”

“You seem like the type of woman
who’s comfortable with that.”

She finished off her Manhattan and held her
palm up to Handsome who was eager to make her another. She reached
to the backrest of Ryan’s barstool and leaned toward his ear.
“Wouldn’t that make me your type? Take me upstairs. I haven’t had a
cock hit my cervix in ten years. Besides, that’s the only place
it’s safe to deal with your money.”

 


 



 


 


Five

 


Nearly everything in life comes down to who
someone is fucking or who they’re trying to fuck. Nearly every
problem that anyone has ever had has been about who they’re fucking
that they’re not supposed to be fucking. There’s no straighter
avenue toward violence. As Ryan followed Victoria into the
elevator, Wendell stepped in and blocked the doors. As they closed,
he flashed the handle of the pistol tucked into his
belt.

“I knew I should have taken the
stairs,” Ryan said.

Victoria stepped to the corner of the
elevator. Wendell nudged Ryan to the opposite side, near the
numbers, and put the barrel of his gun in Ryan’s ribs while he
patted him down. He took Ryan’s cell phone and reached around him
to hit the button for the twenty-second floor. Ryan thought about
the gun. Plenty of people had pointed guns at him. It had happened
enough that it didn’t bother him anymore. His mind never stumbled
over an existential crisis or made a plethora of promises to God to
make it through the situation. And of all the people who had ever
pointed a gun at him, only one of them ever pulled the trigger. His
mother. Ryan reached forward and ran two fingers over the line of
buttons.

At Victoria’s command, Wendell punched Ryan in
the kidney, and the pain shot through his balls—a sharp merciless
pain that made him feel like he was pissing himself.

“If he moves again, Wendell, break
his ribs.”

Ryan winced as he spoke. “Ribs would have been
better than the kidneys.”

“Okay then. His throat next
time.”

Wendell chuckled while Ryan slowly breathed
away the pain, He turned his head to Victoria. “I guess maybe you
are my type. But I think Wendell’s love tap is going to have some
effect on my performance.”

Wendell flashed a look of curiosity as he put
away his gun.

“Wendell, if he says anything
else, crush his throat and his balls.”

Ryan winked at Wendell. Wendell gave him a big
grin.

On the next floor, they exited the elevator to
enter another. Wendell put a hand on Ryan’s shoulder to keep him
away from the buttons. The music was so quiet that Wendell’s low,
wheezy breaths were more audible.

On the eighth floor, the elevator stopped.
Wendell inched closer to Ryan, his breath tickling Ryan’s ear. The
couple who entered were transfixed with each other. They ignored
the three of them already in the elevator. The woman wore a tight
silver sequined dress. Her platinum hair filled the space with a
faint aroma of lilac. The man’s contour, like the blonde’s, was a
streamlined, athletic frame. He had a perfect chin and nose, the
kind that people liked to see on magazine covers. His stubble was
an abrasive exfoliant, especially to the woman’s lips that Ryan
could see were already raw. The man reached up to touch her arm and
brushed against the nickel-sized mole on her elbow and his fingers
wilted slightly. He moved his hand down to the small of her
back.

Ryan thought of the last time he’d put his
hands on a woman. Back when he’d first left Simon and New Orleans,
when he thought he could pursue something normal—stable. He’d met
her at a campground in South Dakota, near the Black Hills—Laura
Quinn. She was on her way to Tahoe. In that moment, there in the
elevator, he could smell her again—an evergreen scent on the
flannel shirt she’d been wearing when he’d met her. A peppermint
aroma on her skin just below her jaw. Her short hair, the half
sleeve of tattoos on her right arm—clocks in chains. Maybe he’d
fallen in love. It had felt like love when he lifted the edge of
her beanie to whisper his adoration into her ear between hisses and
cracks in the fire. She left the next morning. I’ll think of you
fondly, and I’ll think of you often, but that’s all it can ever
be, she’d said. He remembered how suddenly he’d realized that
he’d never been in love, had nothing that it would ever hurt to
walk away from. He had no one to fight with over trivial things, to
fight for. Falling in love is a hard way to make a
friend.

Sometimes, starting a fight is the best way to
make a friend. Ryan needed a friend if he wanted to get out of that
elevator before the twenty-second floor.

“You see, Wendell. That’s how you
wear a suit.”

The man turned his chin to his shoulder but
didn’t look back.

“And I really wish I could show
you how to wear that blonde all the way down to my balls. I bet her
asshole tastes like key lime pie.”

The man drew his hand from the woman’s back
and shifted his feet. The woman looked at him, an obvious hurt on
her face, but the kind of comment she was probably used to hearing
from men. Wendell shuffled his feet and looked toward
Victoria.

“What do you think, Wendell? I bet
you a dollar seventy-five that I could knock the sequins from her
dress like fucking dandelion seedlings.”

The man created some distance from the woman
and turned, his right fist clenched. He brought the fist up as he
moved and stopped suddenly.

“Victoria?” His fist
loosened.

“Hello, Derrick.”

“This fucking asshole with
you?”

Victoria looked down at her powder blue nail
polish. “Yes, unfortunately. But feel free to teach him some
manners.”

“Shit,” Ryan muttered.

Wendell reached down and took Ryan’s wrists in
his hands.

“Just so you know, Wendell, since
we’re on the topic of manners, I hate being touched.”

“That’s too bad,” Wendell
responded.

“Just a caution.”

Without warning, Derrick punched Ryan in the
side of the face. It was a solid hit, a smack that flung its sound
around the elevator for a moment, and Ryan’s ears rang. His teeth
cut into the inside of his cheek, but his knees stayed under
him.

“Hard jaw,” Derrick
said.

“Good punch.” Ryan licked the
corner of his lip to sweep the blood back into his mouth. “I’m
sorry.”

“I bet.”

“Not you, dickhead,” Ryan said and
nudged his jaw toward the woman. “Her.” He pointed to the blonde.
“I have Asperger’s. It’s a condition that affects my thought
process. I say impolite things because I usually don’t know they’re
impolite until someone socks me in the jaw.”

The blonde gave him a disbelieving look. “Like
Tourette’s?”

Ryan shrugged. Wendell was still holding his
wrists. “Sort of.”

“So you’re retarded,” Derrick
said, glancing toward Victoria. “Sorry, I didn’t mean like, you
know, Down’s Syndrome.”

“No, it’s totally fine. I am, in a
sweeping, generalizing way, retarded. But that’s why I’m with
Victoria. She pays to watch Wendell beat the shit out of
me.”

“Are you fucking serious?” The
blonde asked.

“How much?” Derrick asked,
enthusiastically.

The blonde shifted her body to Derrick.
“Really?”

Derrick threw his palms out. “What? He’s
obviously high-functioning.”

The blonde threw a hand up, then jutted it
past him to the button for the next floor.

“It’s okay, really,” Ryan said.
“Do you want to hit me, too?”

The blonde looked around the elevator at their
faces, shock on Wendell and Victoria’s. The elevator doors opened
and she marched out. Derrick trailed behind her.

“Well, his night’s fucked.” Ryan
looked over his shoulder at Wendell. “Seriously, though, I really
hate being touched.”

The elevator doors closed. Ryan
tensed.

“Wendell,” Victoria
said.

Wendell let go of Ryan’s wrists, put his big
hand against the side of Ryan’s face and paused.

“You’re not really retarded, are
you?” Wendell asked.

“For fuck’s sake, Wendell,”
Victoria barked.

Wendell slammed the side of Ryan’s head
against the side of the elevator. After his head sprang away, Ryan
leaned against the wall, his vision blurred. He wished he’d passed
out.

Twenty-second floor. Victoria led the way out
of the elevator to the suite, carded the door, and entered. Wendell
nudged Ryan into the room, and he took in the fragrance of fresh
sheets, the sharp corners of the pillowcases. A glow hovered over
the display of small liquor and wine bottles lined atop a slab of
marble in the back corner, two bottles of champagne angled in the
buckets. Victoria walked to the bar and pulled a bottle from the
ice. The rattle of falling cubes against the steel like a quick
applause. Ryan scanned the room, waiting for the echo of the pop on
the bottle. It came, followed by a low hiss of the pour.
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