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Twenty minutes after receiving the worst phone call of his life, Gary Foster pulled his Corolla into the parking lot of McCann Medical Center. He followed the signs directing him to the emergency room and came to a stop in an open stall, slamming on the brakes hard enough to momentarily lock his seat belt.


He turned off the car.


Threw open the car door.


Sprinted to the ER entrance.


Inside, three women in green scrubs stood behind the check-in counter. Gary stared at them for a moment, heart thundering in his chest, every muscle in his thirty-nine-year-old body tight with tension.


“Someone just called me about my wife,” he said.


The oldest of the group, a woman with cropped black hair who looked to be in her fifties, stepped out from behind the counter. She asked for Gary’s name, then identified herself as Abby Fredrickson, the caller. Gary followed her to an empty nearby waiting area and sat down next to her.


“Right now, we don’t know much more than what I told you on the phone,” Abby said. She lightly touched Gary’s knee. “Your wife was at Town Shoppe Mall. Apparently, she just collapsed and started convulsing. Someone called nine-one-one and she was brought here by an ambulance. She was conscious when she arrived and she’s undergoing tests right now.”


Gary slowly shook his head. Not even a half hour ago, he’d received the call. He’d been working at the outdoor-clothing retailer he owned with his brother, Rod—just a normal afternoon at the store, spent putting away inventory and helping the occasional customer—when his cell phone rang, displaying a local 989 Michigan number, one he didn’t recognize. Pure terror had settled over him like a suffocating blanket as he listened to the story of his wife’s—Beth’s—sudden collapse. After the call, he drove straight to McCann Medical Center.


“What …” Gary said. The word trailed off. He swallowed and felt his Adam’s apple bob in his throat. “What happened?”


“Beth collapsed at the ma—”


“I know,” he said. “But why?”


Abby shook her head and shrugged. “We’ll know more after the testing.”


“Can I see her?”


“She’s having a CT scan right now. You can see her once she’s finished. It should only be a few minutes.”


Gary opened his mouth but no words came. He ran a hand through his thinning brown hair and massaged his temples, pausing for a moment to compose himself.


He just wanted to be alone, wanted to absorb this horrific news in private. But there was one final question he needed to ask, one question he had to have an answer to.


“Abby?” Gary said. He paused, glanced down at his hands, unable to look her in the eye. “The doctors know Beth is pregnant, right?”


“Yes,” she said. “They noticed the baby bump right away.”


“Is the baby …”


“We don’t know. We’ll know more soon. I’m sorry.”


Gary slumped down farther in the chair and exhaled. He could not comprehend how his life had been upended in such a short amount of time. “Let me know when you hear from the doctors,” he said.


“Of course. Please come get me if you have more questions,” Abby said. She walked back to the check-in counter.


Gary stared out the window at the light snowflakes lazily falling in the parking lot, accumulating on the pavement, sprinkling the windshields of parked cars with an early-March dusting. He saw his reflection in the glass; his face was numb with fatigue, his eyes distant. It was the expression of a man who’d had his soul crushed, the look of a man who could do nothing but helplessly wait to find out whether the unthinkable had happened.


Gary waited an agonizing five minutes until a doctor wearing green scrubs approached him. He had black hair, and the short sleeves on the scrubs revealed small, wiry forearms. Not young, but young for a doctor—mid-thirties or so.


“Gary, I’m Dr. Simpson,” he said, shaking Gary’s hand. “I’m the ER doc on duty.”


Gary followed Dr. Simpson through a set of double doors. Down a long, dark hallway. After fifteen seconds that felt more like fifteen minutes, Dr. Simpson stopped in front of an open door, Patient Room 121, and motioned for Gary to enter. Gary said a silent prayer—the third prayer he’d said since receiving the phone call—and stepped inside.


It was a small room with beige walls and no windows. An anatomy poster depicting the muscles of the human body was taped on the wall above a small desk. In the middle of the room was a hospital bed, elevated at a slight incline. Sitting on the edge of the bed, her legs crossed and hands resting in her lap, was his wife.


Beth.


She wore a loose hospital gown that covered her petite, ramrod-straight body. Her light brunette hair was pulled back into a ponytail, revealing the delicate features of her face. Gary rushed to the bed, leaned over, and hugged her.


“It’s so great to see you,” she whispered.


Blinking back tears, Gary ran his hands over her hair and rubbed her back through the thin fabric of the gown. He held her for a moment longer, then sat down on the bed beside her.


Dr. Simpson pulled a stool from under the desk and dragged it over to them. “What have you been told so far, Gary?” he asked as he sat down.


Gary reached over and grabbed Beth’s hand, squeezed hard. “All I know is that Beth collapsed and was rushed here.”


“She was fully conscious and cognizant when she arrived,” Dr. Simpson said. “After a few tests determined she was in no immediate danger, we performed an ultrasound. Your baby boy’s heart rate is strong and within the expected limits, and everything on the ultrasound looked fine. He wasn’t harmed in the fall.”


Gary looked down at the basketball-sized bump protruding against Beth’s hospital gown. Only six months ago, they’d found out about the pregnancy. After years of failed attempts, they’d accepted that starting a family through traditional means just wasn’t going to happen. They’d started looking into adoption, possibly from China. But when Gary returned home from a long day at the store last September and Beth greeted him by handing him a positive pregnancy test, they’d danced around and celebrated like teenagers. It had been the most surprising, euphoric moment of their marriage.


“Our goal now is to figure out why this happened,” Dr. Simpson continued. “Blood pressure will often rise and fall dramatically during pregnancy, and that can cause light-headedness, even fainting. But this was more than a dizzy spell. According to witnesses, Beth’s entire body was convulsing when she collapsed. To try to learn what caused this, we’d like to perform a few more tests and scans.”


Gary looked over at Beth. She stared back and slowly nodded her head—clearly, she’d already been told all of this.


“I’m sorry, but the only advice I can give you now is to stay positive until we have some answers,” Dr. Simpson said. “We’ll expedite Beth’s results and should know more in a few hours.”


Gary closed his eyes. Paused. Took a moment to let it all sink in.


“I realize this is a lot to hear,” Dr. Simpson said. “Do you have any questions for me?”


Gary opened his eyes and blankly stared at Dr. Simpson. Questions? Only about a million of them.


As Gary Foster and his wife waited in the hospital, a man halfway across the city nervously paced around the sales floor of a pawnshop named Solid Gold Pawn. He walked back and forth, back and forth, from the windows covered with iron bars at the front of the shop to the checkout counter in the rear, passing shelves and glass display cases filled with watches, electronics, and other assorted merchandise. His legs were unsteady and his hands trembled with nerves. His mouth was downturned, absolute worry etched over his face. He had much to worry about. His entire life was caving in around him. And he had no idea what to do.


His name was Otto Brennan. He was in his mid-forties, but his unforgiving face made him look older. Laugh lines spiderwebbed from the corners of his cold, snakelike eyes, but the lines weren’t from years of enjoying laughter and merriment with friends. A tight tan T-shirt revealed skinny, pasty white forearms covered in tattoos, a crisscross pattern of winding designs. His head was shaved completely bald.


More pacing. He moved with a slight hitch in his step, a limp that was a result of a bullet shattering his left kneecap when he was a teenager. Otto looked at the room surrounding him as he walked, as if the answer to all of his problems were resting on a shelf next to the display of photo equipment or hanging from the wall above the laptop computers.


But there was no answer anywhere. Just merchandise. Stacks and displays of stupid shit he’d purchased from customers over the years.


The pawnshop’s front door rattled open and he snapped his head toward it, alarmed. A Hispanic guy in his twenties stood in the doorway. The sides of his head were shaved but the hair on top was braided in tight cornrows. Underneath one arm, he carried a black flat-screen television.


“Yo,” the younger guy said. The pawnshop door shut behind him.


“Hey, Carlos,” Otto said. His voice was scratchy, like his larynx was wrapped in sandpaper.


Otto walked behind the counter and sat down.


“I got a TV for sale,” Carlos said, setting the TV on the countertop. “Heard this was a good place to sell it.”


“How much you want for it?” Otto asked.


“How much you gonna offer?”


“I’ll give you fifty bucks,” Otto said, making the offer without even looking at the television.


“Shit, fifty bucks? It’s worth a hell of a lot more than that.”


“So make a counteroffer.”


Carlos paused for a moment. He appeared to be a man deeply contemplating his offer, but Otto knew it was an act.


“I’ll take two hundred thousand dollars for it,” Carlos said. “Two hundred grand seems like a fair price to me.”


Despite everything going on in his life, Otto reacted to Carlos’s offer with a tight, restrained smile. He couldn’t help it. He and Carlos took part in these phony negotiations every time Carlos showed up at Solid Gold Pawn with something to sell. By now, these exchanges were an old song with a familiar tune, something they did for their own amusement.


“Two hundred thousand dollars, you say?” Otto said, keeping it going.


“Yeah.”


“Seems pretty pricey for a cheap-ass TV.”


“The TV’s worth every penny—believe me,” Carlos said.


“Piece of shit probably doesn’t even work.”


“How about I carry this downstairs?” Carlos said, picking up the television. “You can inspect it down there, appreciate some of its finer details. See what makes it so valuable.”


“Let’s go,” Otto said.


Otto walked over to a display of ten electric guitars hanging from the wall. He nudged the gray wainscoting next to the guitars and a hidden door slowly swung open, revealing a darkened wooden staircase that led down to the basement. He flipped a switch on the wall and a light at the base of the stairs flickered on.


They descended the stairs and reached a shadowy room roughly half the size of the sales floor above. It looked like a mini warehouse, with large cardboard boxes stacked on metal storage racks pushed against the walls. The boxes contained various items Otto had purchased for the pawnshop, the contents scrawled on the outside in Sharpie—video games, books, car stereos.


In the middle of the room was a stainless-steel table, as wide as a card table and twice as long. Carlos followed Otto over to it and set the television on top.


“Think I’ll take a closer look at this fine piece of equipment,” Otto said.


“Be my guest.”


A toolbox rested on top of the metal table, right next to the television. Otto grabbed a hammer from inside and hefted it in his hand, feeling its weight.


“Take a step back,” he said to Carlos.


Carlos did as requested.


Otto swung the hammer against the television screen, shattering it. He set down the hammer and snaked his hand past a few jagged shards of black glass that were still stuck in the frame. He grabbed a cellophane-wrapped package duct-taped inside the television and put it on the table. One by one, he lifted three more identical packages from inside.


“Told you the TV was worth two hundred grand,” Carlos said. “Fresh from Xalisco. Four kilos of black tar heroin, straight Mexican Mud.”


“This looks good,” Otto said.


“Then let’s get to it. I got places to go. Our cut of last month’s profits plus the cost of this stuff is two hundred grand. Fork over the cash.”


Otto paused. He looked at the four cellophane-wrapped packages lined up on the table, stared at them for a moment before looking back up at Carlos. “Listen,” he said. “I don’t got the cash.”


Carlos’s eyes hardened. The hint of a smile on his face vanished. His casual, joking demeanor was gone—this was business now, pure and simple.


“You don’t got the cash?” Carlos said. Even his voice had changed—it sounded deeper, more menacing.


“Not right now.”


“Is this some kinda joke?”


“No joke. I’m serious.”


Carlos glared at him, the emotion completely drained from his face.


“What the fuck, Otto?”


“I’ll have the money in a couple months.”


“A couple months? Fuck that. What the hell am I supposed to tell De La Fuente?”


“Tell him exactly what I just told you. Something came up and I don’t got the cash right now. I’ll get it to him later.”


Carlos pinched his nose and ran his hand along his jawline. “Are you out of your mind? You’re gonna stiff De La Fuente?”


“I ain’t stiffing him. Make sure he understands that. I’m just delaying payment for a few months. He’ll get his money later.”


“He’s gonna go ballistic.”


“I know,” Otto said. He tried to speak coolly, but his voice quavered. “I need you to help me out here. Tell De La Fuente I’m good for this.”


Carlos shook his head. “I’ll do what I can, Otto. But this ain’t no joke.”


They walked across the basement and ascended the stairs, the creaking of the rotting wood underneath them the only sound in the stairwell. Back upstairs, Carlos turned around and faced Otto.


“So, what’s up?” Carlos said. “Between you and me, what’s going on?”


“Just some shit.”


“Gotta be pretty serious to screw De La Fuente out of nearly two hundred grand. This is the head of the El Este cartel you’re fucking with, bro. He didn’t get to where he is by letting people pull shit like this on him.”


“I got the situation under control,” Otto said. He hoped that Carlos didn’t detect the uncertainty in his voice. “It’ll be over soon, and I’ll have the cash then.”


“For your sake, I hope so,” Carlos said. “You may be the man who calls the shots in this shithole city, but you’re nothing but a pissant to De La Fuente. He’s got a thousand people just like you in every city you can think of. All you are is a steady source of income to him. If you can’t be counted on for the cash, he’ll replace your ass in a heartbeat.”


Carlos left the pawnshop and stepped into his beat-to-shit pickup. Once the truck had backed out of the stall, Otto locked the pawnshop front door. He walked back to the front counter and sat down.


He’d bought himself some time.


Now he had to somehow get out of this mess.


“I don’t know what to say,” Gary said after Dr. Simpson had left the room.


“There’s nothing to say,” Beth replied. “All we can do is wait. And pray. Pray that it’s nothing serious.”


She fluffed the pillow on the bed, lay back, and stared up at the ceiling. They’d asked Dr. Simpson endless questions, but he only repeated the same refrain: a few hours—they’d know more then.


“At least the little guy’s fine,” Beth said, running her hand over her belly.


She looked over at Gary, a feeble smile crossing her lips. She seemed so calm, so collected, almost as if she were unaffected by what happened. But that was Beth. She was a rock, always the strong one, the shoulder he’d leaned on so many times over the years.


“Do you have any idea why this happened?” Gary asked. He lay down next to Beth.


“I don’t know. I barely remember anything. I was walking, felt a headache, then blackness. Next thing I knew, I was surrounded by people. Paramedics loaded me into an ambulance and brought me here.”


A headache. Over the past few months, Beth had experienced a few headaches. Neither of them had paid much attention, figuring it was a side effect of the pregnancy.


“Do you think the headache has something to do with your fall?” Gary asked.


“Maybe. Maybe not.”


“What—”


“Let’s not talk about it,” Beth said. “I don’t want to think about this until we learn more.”


They learned more three hours later. There was a knock on the patient-room door and a tall, slender doctor with a graying mustache entered the room. He carried an iPad in one hand, a black leather case protecting the screen.


“Gary, Beth, my name is Joseph Levy,” he said. “I’m head of the Radiology department here.”


They shook hands. Dr. Levy sat down in a chair across from them.


“I’d like to discuss a few things with you,” he said. “Over the past couple of hours, we’ve performed an array of tests and scans to figure out what caused Beth’s collapse. One of these scans was a CT scan to look at her brain. I’m afraid that it gave us some bad news.”


Dr. Levy unlocked the iPad and flipped the device so the screen faced Gary and Beth. It displayed a scan of a human brain. Dr. Levy pointed at a dark, foggy mark toward the rear of the skull. It was roughly an inch long, shaped like a torpedo.


“I’m sorry to tell you this,” he said. “The scan showed a growth on Beth’s left temporal lobe. A brain tumor.”


It took a moment for the statement to sink in. Gary felt his body lightly sway to the left, then to the right. He was grateful that he was sitting down—had he been standing, he was certain the weight of the news would’ve made him lose his balance.


“A brain tumor,” Gary repeated. Not a question, but not really a statement, either. Just something to say to break the silence.


“Yes. Again, I’m very sorry.”


Gary put an unsteady hand to his face and wondered if he was going to vomit. He turned to Beth. She stared at Dr. Levy. Blinked once. The corners of her mouth were turned down.


“Is it cancer?” Gary asked, turning to Dr. Levy.


“We don’t know. We’ll perform a biopsy to remove a small sample of the tissue, then send it to Pathology for analysis. Once we get her results back, we’ll determine our next steps. It should be a few days.”


Dr. Levy continued talking, but Gary was unable to process any more information. It was all too much. He looked at the screen of the iPad resting on the desk a few feet away. The screen hadn’t yet gone into standby mode and the image of Beth’s brain was still displayed. Gary glared at the foggy, inch-long tumor with confusion, nauseating anger. Something so small, and yet it could have such a huge impact on Beth’s life, their son’s life, Gary’s life.


On everything.
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Gary and Beth didn’t tell anyone about the tumor in the days that followed. They knew their friends would have questions—How serious is this? What happens next? Will Beth be fine?—and right now, they didn’t have any answers. It seemed better to wait until they heard back from Pathology, wait until they knew more about Beth’s condition, before telling their friends.


They hardly left the house at all as the time passed. Gary told Rod he wasn’t coming into the store for a few days, and he and Beth did whatever they could to distract themselves. Watched a few British crime shows on Netflix. Played Scrabble. Crossed items off their to-do list to prepare for the baby.


No matter what they did, it was impossible for Gary to focus. All he could think about was the worst-case scenario: What if this was something serious? What would his life be like if he lost Beth?


Eighteen years they’d been together. Nearly half his life. A mutual friend had introduced them during their senior year at the University of Michigan, and the connection was instant. They were inseparable for that final year of college, not falling in love so much as dive-bombing into it like two full-throttle kamikaze pilots. After graduation, Beth followed Gary when he found a job selling insurance in his hometown of River Falls, Michigan. Within a year, they were engaged. Within two, they were married.


They’d been through a lot in the nearly two decades since then. They’d helped each other through the deaths of both sets of parents. They’d dealt with a flooded house. They’d fantasized about moving somewhere exotic but had never gotten around to it. They’d made mistakes and come to understandings. They’d won. They’d lost. They’d binge-watched countless shows together. Seinfeld. Criminal Minds. Dexter. Mad Men.


Beth was the best person he knew. She made the good times better and the hard times easier—and there’d been plenty of both over the years. If he were to list the ten best moments of his life, every one of them involved Beth; if he were to list the ten worst moments of his life, Beth had been there to comfort him during each one. She was his soul mate, his best friend. Happily ever after had always seemed a foregone conclusion. A given.


The call came after three days: The Pathology results were in. Gary and Beth returned to the hospital and waited in a room that looked nearly identical to the one they’d been in earlier. A few minutes in, there was a knock on the door and an older Asian doctor with wispy white hair entered. He introduced himself as Alan Narita, an oncologist. He sat down across from them and paused for a moment. Then, in a calm, even voice, he spent the next ten minutes explaining three things.


Brain cancer.


Stage IV.


Inoperable.


Sitting behind the counter of solid gold pawn, Otto stared out the pawnshop’s front window at the dirty piles of half-melted snow accumulated in the parking lot’s cracked and uneven asphalt. He massaged his knee as he stared, working his fingers deep into the hardened tissue around the ligaments—cold weather, for some reason, always made his bad knee throb.


The pain had him in a shit mood. His mood worsened considerably when his phone rang and Carlos’s name popped up on the screen. He’d spent the past few days dreading this call.


“You talk to De La Fuente?” Otto answered, getting straight to the point.


“Yeah. I finally did.”


“And?”


“He’s pissed,” Carlos said. “He went apeshit when I told him.”


Otto clenched his jaw, ground his molars together.


“I’ll have the cash soon,” Otto said. “De La Fuente’s overreacting.”


“What else is new? He overreacts to everything.”


“So what’s the bottom line? How do I get out of this?”


“Bottom line is this: I’ll be back up in your area at the end of April. About six weeks from now. Have the cash then.”


“Might need more time than that.”


“Tough shit—you get six weeks,” Carlos said. “That’s two hundred thousand dollars. No IOUs. No excuses. Nothing but the cold, hard cash. If you don’t have it, you’re a dead man. That simple. De La Fuente don’t play when it comes to money.”


“I’ll have it,” Otto said. Better to agree now and figure it out later.


“One final thing,” Carlos said. “De La Fuente wants you to know just how serious this is. Wants you to know exactly how he deals with people who owe him money. I just sent you a video. Watch it on your phone. Then call me back.”


Otto ended the call and looked at his in-box. He had a message from Carlos—a hyperlink. Otto tapped the link and his phone’s video player opened. An image of a dark, dingy room appeared on-screen. A shirtless man was chained to a wall in the room, his face beaten to a bloody, bruised pulp. His arms were extended from his body, restraints pinning his limp hands to the cement wall behind him. Nothing happened for a few seconds; then a second man wearing a black ski mask walked into the picture.


He carried a chainsaw.


The tied-up man began wildly screaming and pulling against the restraints. Chainsaw man slowly walked across the room. When he was a few feet away from the tied-up man, he yanked the chainsaw’s pull cord and the motor fired up. He inched the whirring blade closer and closer to the tied-up man, who was hysterically crying.


Just as the chainsaw was about to rip into the side of the tied-up man’s neck, Otto exited out of the video. He called Carlos back.


“You see the video?” Carlos answered.


“I saw enough.”


“That poor bastard was a dealer from some shithole in Tennessee who owed De La Fuente just under sixty thousand dollars. If you don’t have the cash when I visit, the same thing will happen to you. De La Fuente will decapitate your ass with a chainsaw. Understand me, Otto?”


“Yeah. I understand.”


Carlos ended the call. Otto set down his phone. The call had brought on a headache that mirrored the dull pain in his knee.


He blew out a hard, frustrated sigh and closed his eyes. What a mess. What a complete fucking disaster. He’d been involved in the drug trade for more than twenty years, had operated Solid Gold Pawn as a front to launder his drug money for fifteen of those years, and he’d never been as royally fucked as he was now.


He couldn’t get that video out of his mind. He’d never even met Miguel De La Fuente, the ghostly figure who ran the El Este cartel from the bowels of Mexico, but he’d heard enough stories from Carlos and other drug runners to know how ruthless he was. But it was one thing to hear stories; getting a firsthand look at De La Fuente’s cold-bloodedness was entirely different. The video had left Otto rattled—and very few things in life rattled him.


The hell of it was, this problem with De La Fuente wasn’t even his biggest concern at the moment. There was something else—rather, someone else—he had to take care of first.


It was lightly snowing when Gary and Beth exited the hospital an hour after speaking with Dr. Narita. Beth slipped on her peacoat but left the front of it hanging open—over the past month, the swell of her belly had become too pronounced for her to button the coat.


She hooked her arm into Gary’s for support as they trudged to their Corolla. Gary helped her into the car and brushed a thin layer of snow from the windshield with the sleeve of his jacket. He opened the driver’s-side door and collapsed into the front seat. They both stared blankly out the windshield at the storm clouds scudding across the sky like evil spirits.


Neither of them had reacted much while Dr. Narita gave them the news. They just sat there, expressions of disbelief frozen on their faces, as Dr. Narita explained that Beth’s tumor was classified as a glioblastoma, an extremely aggressive, hard-to-treat cancer. The tumor was too deep, too far developed, and in too sensitive of a location to perform surgery.


They asked about Beth’s outlook, and Dr. Narita gave them some statistics. Grim, but they appreciated the honesty. The average length of life for people diagnosed with glioblastomas was eight to twelve months. Eight without treatment. Twelve with. Only a few survived longer than that.


Staring out the windshield now, the memory of the meeting still fresh in his mind, Gary slowly shook his head. “I refuse to believe this,” he said. His voice didn’t sound like his own.


He reached across the armrest and placed his hand on Beth’s thigh. She turned to him and opened her mouth but didn’t even get a word out before she burst into tears. She covered her face with her hands and deep sobs racked her body. She let go of her posture and collapsed forward in her seat.


Gary draped his arm around her and she buried her face in his shoulder. The sobs kept coming, unstoppable. She cried the way someone might heave after food poisoning—explosively, violently. He felt the shoulder of his shirt dampen with her hot tears. Her deep, sloppy breathing and incoherent sobs were the only noises in the car.


In all their years of marriage, Gary had never seen Beth cry like this. He could barely even remember the last time he’d seen her cry. She’d cried on the day they’d found out she was pregnant, six months ago. But those tears were tears of happiness. She’d cried on the day he proposed to her almost two decades ago, but those tears, too, were tears of happiness, tears of joy. She’d cried five years ago, when both her parents passed away within a three-month span, but those tears weren’t like these. These tears were like a tsunami, a full-scale emotional breakdown the likes of which he’d never seen from his wife.


Face burrowed into Gary’s shoulder, Beth’s tears continued. She’d been brave as they’d listened to Dr. Narita, but the floodgates had now opened. Gary tried to hold back but it became too much. His eyes filled with tears and he started sobbing, too.


They stayed in the parking lot for a long time—no words, just tears.


Holding Beth in his arms, Gary looked at the slender willow stem of her neck, the tender curve of her skull. Inside that small, delicate cradle of bone was a mass of foreign cells that could end her life at any moment.


A time bomb that was ticking away.
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Gary and Beth Foster lived in a ranch house with two small bedrooms, an even smaller kitchen, and a living room filled with a sad ensemble of giveaways and Craigslist purchases. A starter home, the Realtor called the house fourteen years ago when they bought it. A house to live in for a few years, build up some equity, then sell to raise a family in a more spacious house.


More than a decade later, they still remained in their starter home.


On the morning after they returned home from the hospital, Gary and Beth sat at their kitchen table. Beth’s chair was pushed back a few feet, the upper curve of her belly just visible over the tabletop. A Detroit Tigers mug filled with coffee was in front of Gary, a glass of orange juice in front of Beth, and bowls of Cheerios in front of them both. They were doing more looking at their breakfast than eating.


“Can you give me a ride at ten?” Beth asked. “I’m going to head to yoga class.”


Gary glanced up from his Cheerios. “Yoga?”


“I think so,” Beth said. “Not to work out. When it’s over, I’m going to give the girls the news. I’m going to tell them about the brain tumor.”


“You’re ready?”


“Yeah. I thought about it all night, and I think it’s time.”


They’d planned on telling their close friends yesterday; instead, they spent the evening alone in the house, just the two of them, trying to make sense of it all.


When they weren’t crying, they’d searched online for as much information as they could find. Glioblastoma treatment. Brain-tumor remedies. Odds of glioblastoma survival.


Everything they read only reiterated the depressing, dismal news Dr. Narita gave them earlier. The cancer spread fast. Eighty-five percent of people diagnosed with glioblastomas didn’t make it a year. It was rare, extremely rare, for patients to survive longer than five years.


But the situation wasn’t hopeless.


They’d found a blog from someone who had lived for twenty years since being diagnosed with a glioblastoma. A message board post from another survivor who was diagnosed ten years ago. Various articles about new treatments that doctors were encouraged by.


“I just don’t know what to say at yoga class,” Beth said. “How do you tell people about something like this?”


“Just be honest. Up-front. Direct.”


“I suppose so. I have to tell everyone at some point. Might as well be now.”


Beth carried her bowl of Cheerios over to the sink and rinsed it out. She gazed out the small window over the countertop, out at the front yard.


“It will be good to get out of the house,” she said. “There’s nothing to do here but sit around and feel sorry for myself. Think about things I don’t want to think about.”


Otto sat in a diner a few blocks from his pawnshop. The interior of the diner was shabby and worn down, with a few old Coca-Cola signs and sun-faded pictures hanging from the walls. Long strips of duct tape were raggedly patched over the booths, covering cracks and rips in the vinyl upholstery. On a chalkboard behind the counter, the day’s specials were written in neat cursive writing. Open-face Turkey Sandwich. Cobb Salad. Minute Steak with Mashed Potatoes.


Otto was the only person inside the diner other than the cook in the back and the waitress reading a paperback book behind the counter. A cup of coffee, bottom-of-the-barrel slop, rested on the table in front of him, steam rising from the cup.


He lifted the cup but set it back on the table without drinking from it. He pushed it aside so hard that some coffee sloshed out. Nervous—he was so damn nervous.


After Otto had waited for five minutes, a guy walked into the diner. The waitress set down her paperback and asked if he needed help, but he ignored her and headed to Otto’s booth.


Otto watched him approach. The man was six and a half feet tall at least, with a gray ribbed T-shirt hugging tightly against a chest so massive it looked like he had a bulletproof vest concealed under his shirt. His arms were two thick and defined cannons dangling from his body. He was almost bald but not quite. His nose was a mangled, crooked mess.


He reached Otto’s booth and sat down across from him. Otto nodded at the big guy.


“Thanks for coming, Champ,” Otto said.


He wordlessly nodded back. His name was Robert Smith. He was a retired heavyweight boxer who’d transitioned into a life of crime after his career ended, doing dirty work for whoever hired him. As a boxer, he’d collected a few small purses, but his career ended before he competed for, let alone won, any sort of championship; he had the brute strength but not the intangibles to go far. Despite never having won anything noteworthy, he told people to call him Champ. And when a guy that big told you to do something, you did it.


“You wanted to talk about something?” Champ asked. His voice was so deep, the question sounded like the blaring of a foghorn.


“Yeah. Yeah, I did.”


“So start talking.”


“I got a problem I need you to take care of,” Otto said.


“Figured as much.”


“It’s some pretty serious shit.”


“It’s all serious to me. You know I don’t play.”


Otto looked over his shoulder. Empty booths and tables all around. The waitress behind the counter was focused on her book.


“What I’m about to tell you remains between us, all right?” Otto said, turning back to Champ.


“No shit, it does,” Champ said. “You don’t have to tell me that.”


“I know, I know. But I gotta make that perfectly clear. No one can know about this.”


“My lips are sealed.”


“Good. I’ll get straight to it, then. There’s someone who’s making my life hell. I need you to kill him for me.”


Champ’s heavy eyes stared across the table. Otto had hired him for jobs before, mostly to talk some sense into dealers who were behind on payments. Usually, the mere sight of Champ was intimidating enough for the problem to be resolved. But things got ugly occasionally. Champ put one guy in a coma for two weeks. Another time, Champ used a baseball bat to break a guy’s leg so severely, the bones had been damn near pulverized.


“Murder, huh?” Champ said. “This won’t come cheap.”


“I’m prepared to pay.”


“Who’s the target?”


Otto grabbed a manila envelope resting next to him on the booth. He removed an eight-by-eleven-inch sheet of paper and slid it across the table. Printed on the sheet was a black-and-white photocopy of a Michigan driver’s license.


“Devon Peterson,” Champ said, reading the name on the license. “What’s the story with this guy?”


“It don’t matter. I need him dead. I want you to do it. That’s all you need to know.”


“Devon Peterson. Name sounds familiar.” Suddenly, Champ’s dull eyes lit up. A spark of recognition. “Wait a sec. Shit, is this—”


“Yeah,” Otto said. “It is.”


“How’d you get messed up with this guy?”


“Long story. You gonna be able to help me out?”


Champ slid the sheet of paper back across the table. “I’m passing on this one,” he said.


“You’re passing? The hell you talking about?”


Only when the waitress set down her book and looked in their direction did Otto realize how loud his voice had been. Otto raised his hand to let her know they were fine. She eyed them for a second and returned to reading.


“What do you mean, you’re passing on this?” Otto said, lowering his voice.


“I’m not fucking with this guy,” Champ said.


“You turn into a Boy Scout overnight? You’ve never had a problem with shit like this before.”


“This is different.”


“How so?”


“Too much of a risk.”


“It’s no more risky than anything you’ve done for me in the past.”


“That’s bullshit and you know it.”


“I got everything you need. I know where he lives. I know when he arrives home every night. I know—”


“Save your breath. I ain’t doing this.”


Otto’s anger crystalized, becoming pure and diamond hard. He took in a deep breath through his nose, filling his nostrils with the stale smell of fried food and grease.


“You gotta help me out here. I’m desperate.”


“The answer’s no.”


“Listen, I—”


Champ cut him off with the wave of a burly, calloused hand. “Look, homeboy, the police don’t care if some low-life dealer gets murdered in a shit area of the city. A case like that, the investigation lasts for a few days and the cops move on to the next scumbag who gets killed. But if this guy”—he tapped the picture on the table—“shows up dead, the cops will care. They will look into it hard. And I ain’t facing that type of heat for anyone. No way.”


Champ lumbered out of the booth. “My mouth is shut,” he said. “I ain’t mentioning this to no one. But I don’t want nothing to do with this.”


With that, Champ walked across the diner floor. After he disappeared outside, Otto looked back at the photocopied driver’s license and stared at it for a long time.


Gary dropped Beth off at her yoga class and drove back across River Falls, through working-class neighborhoods filled with unremarkable houses. Unremarkable: a fitting description for the city of River Falls itself. It was a drive-through city in a fly-over state, a once-proud manufacturing city that had seen its population steadily decrease for each of the past five decades as auto plants and other businesses shuttered. With more than two hundred thousand residents, River Falls was still big enough to have a mall, an airport, and most major chain restaurants. But the mall was barely half-occupied. The airport had fewer than ten departures a day. And it had been years since a worthwhile new restaurant had opened.


He reached the downtown district, passing a few of the city’s essential institutions—the post office, the fire department, the water plant. Half a mile later, he drove past the junior high building where Beth had taught art up until the beginning of the school year, when she lost her job in a budget cut that gutted the district. She’d served as a substitute teacher since then, working no more than a few days a month.


Gary finally arrived at the small red-brick development that housed his store, Ascension Outerwear. He stayed in his car for a moment, tried to think of how to break the news about Beth’s condition to his brother. It was going to be difficult. In some ways, he was closer to Rod than he was to anyone else in his life, Beth included.


Ever since they were young, Rod had been his opposite in almost every way imaginable, and Gary always felt that the differences in their personalities were why they’d grown closer over the years instead of drifting apart like other siblings he knew. Rod was impulsive, spontaneous, carefree—everything Gary wasn’t. After dropping out of college more than a decade ago, Rod had failed and flailed his way through life, jumping from job to job and wandering from state to state without ever finding any sort of path to pursue. He’d worked at a ski resort in Colorado, painted houses in New Mexico and Arizona, bartended at a casino in Vegas. There was even a stint in LA when he tried to become an actor.


To Gary, their relationship always felt more like a father-son relationship than a brotherly one. Rod was the rambunctious, immature child; Gary, the responsible, straitlaced parent who looked out for Rod, cared about him, worried about him constantly.


Gary stepped out of the car, still unsure of what to say to his brother. Just be up-front, honest, direct—the same advice he’d given Beth.


He walked up to Ascension Outerwear and opened the front door, stepping inside. It was a small, quaint store with narrow aisles crammed with outdoor equipment and clothing—sandals and waterproof boots displayed on acrylic shelving, hiking coats and shell jackets hanging on rolling garment racks, backpacks and hundreds of other items neatly organized on the white slat panels that covered the store’s walls.


“Look at what the cat dragged in,” Rod said from across the empty store.


“Hey, Rod.”


Gary passed the single cash register on the front counter as he approached the shoe display, where Rod stood with a small pile of shoes on the ground beside him. At thirty-four, Rod was a few years younger than Gary but looked like a man-child who’d never outgrown his early twenties. His shaggy blond hair was uncombed, a tangled mess of curls. His eyes were wide and expressive, the eyes of an overactive teenager. He wore an untucked black polo over his khakis.


“Jesus, man,” Rod said. “Where the hell have you been?”


“I had to deal with some things.”


“So you just disappear? Stop showing up to the store for a few days? I could see me doing something like that. But you? I thought you were supposed to be the responsible one.”


Rod chuckled. He grabbed a shoe off the ground and tossed it over to Gary, who caught it.


“I’m just busting your balls,” Rod said. “You haven’t missed anything. Wanna give me a hand, or is this too much excitement for you?”


“Actually, there’s something I want to talk to you about,” Gary said. He walked over and placed the shoe next to a few others displayed on a half-empty shelf. He took a deep breath—Just be open, honest, direct—and turned to face Rod.


“Look, there’s no easy way to say this,” Gary said. “That phone call I got the other day, when I disappeared? It was from the hospital. Beth collapsed while running some errands. At the hospital, they found that she has a brain tumor.”


Rod stared back with a dazed, blank expression on his face. “A brain tumor?”


Gary nodded.


“My God. Is she going to be all right?”


“It’s a pretty aggressive type of tumor. Hard to treat. The outlook isn’t good.” Gary cleared his throat. “But she’s going to beat this. She can do it.”


“Is the baby …?”


“He’s fine.”


A silent moment passed. Rod’s eyes welled with heavy, glistening tears.


“I can’t believe this,” he said.


“It’s awful,” Gary said. “There’s no other spin you can put on it.”


“How’s Beth holding up?” Rod wiped at his eyes with the sleeve of his shirt.


“She’s strong, man. Heck of a lot stronger than I’d be if I just found out I had a brain tumor.”


“And you? How’re you taking the news?”


“It’s tough. I was twenty-one when I met her. I’m thirty-nine now. I don’t even remember what my life was like without Beth in it. If I lost her …” He paused for a moment. “If I lost her, that’d be it for me. There’d be no coming back from that.”


Rod walked over and hugged Gary tight. Gary could feel the raw emotion in his brother’s embrace.


“I’m telling you this right now: I’m here for you guys,” Rod said. He pulled away but looked Gary in the eye. “Whatever you need. Whatever you want. If you need someone to spend time with Beth, I’ll do it. You need someone to run errands, I’m your man. Hell, if the doctors find a way to perform a brain transplant, I’ll let them crack open my skull and donate mine to her.”


A weak smile crossed Gary’s lips.


“I’m serious,” Rod said. “I owe you two everything. You guys have done so much for me over the years. Who drove me out to Colorado when I got that job at the ski resort all those years ago? You and Beth. Who constantly loaned me money when I was trying to make it as an actor in LA? You and Beth. Who let me live with them when I moved back to River Falls—thirty years old, flat broke, no idea what to do with myself? You and Beth. Time and time again, my dumb ass has screwed up, and you and Beth were there for me. Hell, I wouldn’t have even met Sarah if it wasn’t for Beth, and Sarah’s the best thing that ever happened to me.”


Sarah was Rod’s wife. Wife—no matter how many times he heard it, Gary still couldn’t get used to the fact that Rod was married. Sarah owned the yoga studio where Beth took classes, and Beth had introduced her to Rod eighteen months earlier. No one had expected much—Sarah was sophisticated and mature, about as opposite from Rod as a person could be. Instead, in true Rod fashion, the relationship became a yearlong whirlwind that culminated in a wedding six months ago.


Since meeting Sarah, Rod wasn’t drinking nearly as much and stopped staying out with his buddies until the early-morning hours. He’d thrown himself into Ascension Outerwear, regularly putting in twelve-hour days. Rod had even read a few books about running an online business—the first books Gary had ever seen him read—and set up an eBay store and a few other online channels to sell product through.


Rod had changed. Maybe it was being married, maybe it was his devotion to the business, or maybe it was a combination of both. Seeing his transformation over the past year, Gary couldn’t help but feel like the proud parent of a misfit son who was finally getting his life together.


“Whatever you need, Gary,” Rod said. “Don’t hesitate to ask.”


“I might be a little busy. Might not be able to devote much time to the store.”


“I can hold down the fort,” Rod said. “Take off as much time as you need.”


Rod hugged Gary tightly again. “This will have a happy ending for you guys. You and Beth are two of the best people I know. There’s no way this won’t have a happy ending.”
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Four weeks passed.


There are twenty-eight days in four weeks, six hundred seventy-two hours spread across those days, and for every hour of every day, it seemed like something was happening.


Friends visited constantly as word about Beth’s condition spread—there were questions, tears, vows to help, more tears. A group from her yoga class showed up with pink shirts inscribed with TEAM BETH over a small cartoon caricature of Beth. She broke down crying upon seeing them.


Endless trips to the hospital. Countless discussions about what to do next. Specialists were consulted. Oncologists, neonatologists, obstetricians. The fetus, they determined, was developed enough that Beth could proceed with treatment.


Treatment began. Targeted radiation. Weekly IV chemotherapy.


Some days were bad days—tiredness, vomiting, nausea. Other days were good days, times when Beth didn’t even appear to be sick. She’d even substitute taught for a few days.


The month had been the most exhausting time of Gary’s life, but as he sat on the living-room floor now, ten o’clock at night, Beth directly across from him, he was nowhere near tired. Wearing the same outfit he wore most evenings after his nightly shower—a pair of blue-plaid pajama bottoms and a faded Pearl Jam shirt from a concert he and Beth went to a decade ago—he stared at the Scrabble board on the floor between them.


“Jump,” Beth said, placing her tiles on the board. “That’s eight, nine, twelve, fifteen points.”


Gary wrote down the score. They’d been playing Scrabble for as long as they’d been together, thousands of games over the years. It was a simple pleasure, but that was their relationship—one full of simple pleasures, a relationship defined by little moments. Chinese takeout instead of a five-star dinner; a night watching Netflix instead of an evening at the opera. Vacations spent hanging out, maybe making a day trip to Detroit, instead of something exotic.
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