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    – 1 –




    I put up a good fight.




    But once they get me on the ground, facedown, with the big guy holding my arms and pressing his weight into my back, there isn’t much I can do. I call them every name I can think of, but they don’t say a word. I tell them they can take my wallet, my car, anything they want, if they just get the fuck off me.




    Still nothing.




    I try to roll to the side, but the big guy grinds his knee into my spine and pulls up on my arms. My shoulder starts to slip in the socket and I scream, more out of frustration than pain.




    Inside the bar, everyone is still drinking. Doug is telling stories about the sixties and getting high with the Beats, while the rest of the faculty listens and laughs and pretends to be impressed. I know this because up until five minutes ago, I was one of them.




    Now I’m out here with these two, and I have no idea who they are.




    I’d seen them earlier, sitting at the end of the bar and staring at our table, but I didn’t think anything of it at the time. It was a quiet place, and Doug was loud. Everyone was staring. The only reason I noticed them at all was because of the jagged scar on the little one’s neck. It ran from one ear to the other like a swollen pink worm, bright and impressive.




    After a couple drinks, I told everyone I had to get home to my wife. There were a few good-natured newlywed jokes that I waved off before getting up to leave. Someone, obviously drunk, said we should have all our department meetings in bars.




    Everyone laughed.




    As I walked out, I didn’t see the two guys at the bar, and I didn’t notice anyone following me. Once outside, everything was quiet and dark. There was a soft breeze passing through the trees lining the parking lot, and the late summer air felt cool against my skin.




    I took the keys from my pocket and started walking. I was almost to my car when I heard footsteps coming up fast.




    I turned, but it was too late.




    One of them hit me across the face, hard, and for an instant everything faded. Then the pain focused me and I started swinging. It was two against one, but I still managed to get in a few good shots before they took me down.




    Now I’m here.




    This isn’t the first time I’ve been jumped, and since I don’t see a gun, I figure everything will be okay. A few bruises, wallet gone, nothing I can’t walk away from.




    Then I see the bolt cutters.




    “What the f—”




    Again, I try to struggle free, and again the big guy presses down on my back, harder this time, and all the air rushes out of my lungs. I can’t breathe, and an explosion of tiny black flowers blooms behind my eyes. I taste the oiled surface of the asphalt on my lips and try to lift my head to see what’s coming.




    Behind me, the big guy says something in a language I don’t recognize, then the man with the scar and the bolt cutters steps closer.




    I try to say something, anything, but there is no air and no voice. Dark shadows creep in along the edges of my vision, and I know I’m close to passing out.




    My lungs burn.




    I barely notice the big guy prying my hand open.




    I bite the insides of my cheeks so hard I taste blood. It brings me back, just a little, but it’s enough.




    I won’t let myself pass out.




    I feel the cold metal blades slide around my finger, and I close my eyes tight.




    I won’t pass out.




    A second later, the man with the bolt cutters leans forward. There is a quick, hard movement, and I hear something snap, loud and wet.




    The pain is stunning.




    It screams up my arm and into my brain and then it is everywhere and I forget all about my lungs. Again, the dark shadows rush in from the edges like a flutter of wings, blinding me, turning the world black.




    This time, I let them come.




    

      

        – – –


      


    




    When I open my eyes, the big guy is standing over me wiping his hands with a small white towel. I’m on my back staring up at one of the streetlights in the parking lot. Hundreds of tiny bugs circle in the pale yellow glow. It makes me think of winter and snowfall.




    The two men are searching the ground by my feet, ignoring me. A moment later, the one with the bolt cutters bends down and pushes my legs aside. When he stands, he’s holding my severed finger by the tip.




    The streetlight reflects clean and gold off the wedding ring just below the knuckle.




    I want to stand. I want to tell them not to take my ring, but I can’t find the words. I try to sit up, but the pain in my ribs pushes me back.




    I don’t have the strength to scream.




    I stay on the ground and listen to the breath rattle in my chest. I have to cough. I try my best to hold it in, but I can’t, and this time I do scream.




    The big guy bends down and reaches for my hand.




    I don’t even try to fight.




    He takes the white towel he was using and presses it against the spot where my finger used to be, then he takes my other hand and holds it against the towel.




    “Tight,” he says.




    My left hand is warm and wet. I pull it in and squeeze it to my chest. The towel is red with blood.




    The big guy stands and says something to the man with the bolt cutters. The man nods and starts walking across the parking lot.




    The big guy watches him go, then looks down at me and says, “Nothing personal, okay?”




    The accent is thick, and I can’t place it.




    “Fuck you,” I say.




    It isn’t much, but it’s all I have.




    The big guy smiles, turns, and is gone.




    I stay on the ground, unable to move, staring up at the pale yellow light. I think about Diane and about the wedding ring I’ve worn for the past month, the one I’ll probably never see again.




    All at once, I feel like crying.




    I’m not sure why.




    I put up a good fight.
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    “The good news is that it’s a clean cut. You probably won’t need surgery.”




    This is good news.




    Anything is good news when you’re on morphine.




    My hand is resting on a silver suture tray and covered in a cocoon of white gauze that makes my arm look like an oversized Q-tip. The doctor examines the bandage, then puts a hand on my shoulder and says, “You’re not a piano player, are you?”




    I ignore him and turn toward the cop sitting on the red plastic chair next to the bed. He’s talking to Diane, asking her if she knows of anyone who might want to hurt me. He wants to know if I have any enemies.




    Diane is staring at the walls, the floor, her hands, anywhere but at him. There are tears on her cheeks, and when she speaks her voice is soft.




    “No one,” she says. “Of course not.”




    The cop looks at me. “How about you? Anyone out there holding a grudge?”




    “A grudge?” Diane looks from me to the cop, then back. “Over what?”




    The cop stares at me, waiting.




    “No,” I say. “I don’t think so.”




    The cop scribbles something in his notebook.




    “What is he talking about?” Diane asks. “Does someone want to hurt you?”




    “No.” I shake my head. “No one.”




    I can tell Diane wants to say something else, but instead she just frowns and looks away.




    Nobody says anything for a while. Finally, Diane straightens in her chair and says, “So, what’s the next step?” She reaches for my good hand, squeezes, then turns back to the cop. “How long before you find these people?”




    The cop looks up, and to his credit he doesn’t smile, but I can see it in his eyes.




    He tells her once the report is filed, it’ll be assigned to a detective who will go over the details of the case, talk to witnesses, run any descriptions through the database. He tells her they’ll follow every lead to make sure the two men are caught.




    If this were any other time, I’d laugh.




    The cop will file a report. A detective might even look at the report, but that’s where it’ll stop. Random violence cases, especially the ones with no witnesses and no fatalities, are rarely solved.




    I know this.




    The cop knows this.




    I think on some level Diane knows this, too, but we all go through the motions and play our roles. Who knows, maybe this will be the one time the system works.




    

      

        – – –


      


    




    Once the cop is gone, the doctor comes back with prescriptions for pain medication and antibiotics. He hands them to Diane and says, “Keep the hand clean and watch for infection. Make sure he takes the antibiotics. If you see anything strange, bring him in.”




    Diane tells him she will, and after he leaves, she sits next to me on the side of the bed.




    “What did that cop mean about someone holding a grudge?”




    “No idea.”




    “Is it because of your dad?” she asks. “You mentioned some of his friends in the book. You don’t think one of them saw it and—”




    “You’re reaching,” I say. “The two guys tonight were strangers, I’ve never seen them before. They were probably drug addicts who wanted my ring so they could pawn it.”




    “But they didn’t take your wallet.”




    “No,” I say. “They didn’t.”




    “It’s strange, Jake.”




    “It is what it is.” I sit up, slow, and point to my coat. “Let’s get out of here.”




    Diane helps me with my jacket. My ribs are wrapped tight, and my hand won’t fit through the sleeve so we run the jacket under my arm like a toga. It looks ridiculous, and I can’t help but smile.




    Diane doesn’t.




    “I just don’t understand why they came after you,” she says. “There were a lot of people in that bar, but they waited outside for you. There has to be a reason.”




    “I was alone. That was enough.”




    “You think that’s it?”




    “What else could it be?”




    Diane stares at me for a moment, then shakes her head and looks away. “I don’t know.”




    I take her hand. “If you start looking for answers and asking, ‘Why me?’ you’ll go crazy. They came after me because they saw me as an easy target, that’s all.”




    “But it doesn’t make sense,” she says. “You had money, and they didn’t take it.”




    “I wish they had,” I say. “I hate to lose that ring.”




    “It was just a ring. We’ll get another.”




    “We can’t do that. It’s bad luck.”




    Diane laughs, soft and delicate. “The first one wasn’t exactly lucky, was it?”




    “No,” I say. “I guess it wasn’t.”




    

      

        – – –


      


    




    When we get out to the waiting room, I see Doug sitting in a chair by the window. His head is back and his mouth is open and he’s snoring. The sound echoes.




    “Has he been here all this time?” I ask.




    “I guess so,” Diane says. “He must’ve stuck around after he called me.”




    I don’t remember how long I was in the parking lot. My only memory is of someone pulling me up by one arm, then sitting in Doug’s backseat with him telling me to keep my hand over my head.




    “You want to wake him up?” Diane asks.




    I tell her to go ahead, and she does.




    Doug opens his eyes and looks from Diane to me. When he sees my hand, he winces. “Shit, Jake, what’d they say?”




    “Apparently, someone cut off my finger.”




    Diane looks at me, frowns.




    Doug shakes his head. “Who knows, maybe it’ll improve your typing.”




    “Always the optimist,” I say.




    Doug stands and grabs his coat and slides it over his shoulders. “What did the cops tell you?”




    “That they’re working hard, following every lead.”




    Doug nods. “Then I guess it’s just a matter of time.”




    He winks at me.




    I can’t help but smile.




    

      

        – – –


      


    




    The three of us cross the parking lot together. I feel fine, but Diane holds my arm every step of the way.




    Doug is reminiscing.




    “I never once locked my doors until I went to college, and you want to know why I started?” He doesn’t wait for an answer. “Because people kept coming in and taking my dope. Never because of this shit.”




    “It’s a different world.”




    “And one I don’t understand,” he says. “It’s like I woke up one day and everything was off-kilter. Not a lot, but enough to where all the rules have changed.”




    “I think that’s called old age.”




    “I never locked my doors growing up,” Diane says. “Now, I never leave them unlocked.”




    “See, your wife agrees with me.” He looks at her, asks, “Where did you grow up, hon?”




    “Name a place. My father was in the military so we moved a lot, base to base mostly.”




    “Military bases are safer than cities,” I say.




    “Obviously, you’ve never lived on one.”




    “Not everyone grew up like you did, Jake. Some of us remember a time when you didn’t need to look over your shoulder when you stepped outside.” Doug points at my bandaged hand. “And this kind of thing was unheard of. If they wanted your ring so bad, why didn’t they just make you take the goddamn thing off?”




    “You see?” Diane pulls at my arm. “It doesn’t make any sense.”




    “Tell you the truth,” Doug says. “I’ve had enough. A couple more years teaching, and I’m done. I’ve got a little place on the beach in Mexico. All mine. It’ll be me, a few drinks, and the waves.”




    “Sounds nice,” Diane says.




    “It’s beautiful. I’ll make sure to have the two of you down for a visit. You can see for yourself.”




    No one says anything else until we get to Doug’s car.




    “I’ll talk to Anne Carlson about rescheduling the meeting,” Doug says. “She won’t mind, considering the situation.”




    “I don’t want to reschedule.”




    “Why not?”




    “I don’t want everyone making a big deal out of this.”




    “It is a big deal,” Diane says. “Take some time before you jump back into things.”




    “I don’t need time off. I want to move on. As far as I’m concerned, this never happened.”




    “But it did happen. You can’t just pretend it didn’t.”




    “I’m not pretending, but I’m not going to let it stop my life either.” I look at Doug. “I appreciate it, but I’ll be fine.”




    “Your call.” Doug unlocks the car door and gets inside. “If you change your mind, let me know. Anne Carlson and I go way back. She’ll understand.”




    I tell him I will.




    Diane and I step back and watch him pull out of the hospital parking lot and drive away. We walk to our car, and when we get there, I notice she’s crying.




    “You okay?”




    She nods and fakes a smile. “I just feel so bad for you. You didn’t deserve this.”




    “It could’ve been a lot worse.”




    This doesn’t make her feel better, but I can’t think of anything else to say that might, so I put my good arm around her shoulder and pull her close. She leans into me until the tears stop, and then we get in the car and drive home in silence.




    Halfway there, I feel my hand start to pulse under the bandage, and I realize the morphine is wearing off. The pain is still far away, but I know it won’t be for long.




    I take it as a warning.




    Things are about to get worse.








  



    

       

    




    – 3 –




    The package arrives with the morning mail.




    It’s small, about the size of a coffee can, and covered in packing tape. I pick it up off the porch and set it on the kitchen counter.




    “Another gift?” Diane asks. “Who’s it from?”




    “No idea.” I hold it up and turn it from side to side. We’ve been getting a few late gifts since the wedding, but this one’s different. There’s no card and no return address, just our last name written on the plain white wrapping. “How the hell am I supposed to open it?”




    Diane takes out a pair of scissors from one of the drawers and says, “Let me try.”




    “I can do it.”




    She looks at my bandaged hand and pulls the scissors away. “You should let me. It’ll be easier if I—”




    “I’m not a goddamn child, Diane. I can do it.” My voice comes out harsher than I’d intended, and I stop myself. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean...”




    This isn’t the first time I’ve snapped at her in the past few days. Since the attack, all I’ve done is lie around the house and work my way through the bottle of Vicodin they gave me at the hospital. The pills help with the pain, but they don’t do a thing for the constant itch grinding up from the spot where my finger used to be.




    It makes it tough to stay in a good mood.




    Diane says she understands, but that doesn’t make me feel good about it.




    “I am sorry,” I say.




    Diane sets the scissors on the counter and walks out of the kitchen and into the living room, away from me.




    I don’t blame her.




    I look down at the scissors, then at the bandage on my hand. I feel the anger building in my chest, and I push it away the best I can.




    It’s getting harder to do each time.




    When I think I have it under control, I pick up the scissors and set them on top of the package, then go to the closet by the front door and grab my coat.




    Diane comes around the corner. “Are you leaving?”




    “Going for a walk,” I say. “I need to get out of the house for a while, get some fresh air, clear my head.”




    She steps closer and puts her hand on my arm, then leans in and kisses me, soft. When she pulls away, her eyes never leave mine, and as always, I lose myself a little inside them.




    “Don’t beat yourself up,” she says. “With all that’s happened, everything you’re feeling is completely natural.”




    I nod, but I don’t buy into the “victim’s trauma” theory, at least not in my case. All I want to do is move on, go back to the way things were before. Sometimes I think I can do it, but there’s another voice, a dark voice, and it won’t let me forget, no matter how hard I try.




    “I’ll be fine.”




    Diane smiles, touches my cheek, then turns away.




    I open the front door and walk out into the afternoon.




    

      

        – – –


      


    




    When I get to the end of the driveway, I turn left and start toward the university. I don’t know how far I’ll get, but I plan on walking until I can start acting human again, however long that takes.




    Luckily, it’s a nice walk.




    The sidewalks in our neighborhood are wide and lined with towering oak trees whose leaves drape green over the streets in the summer and cover the ground gold in the fall. The closer you get to the campus, the older the houses and the quieter the streets.




    Quiet.




    That’s taken some time to get used to.




    When Diane and I first met, I had a studio apartment a few blocks from the capitol. There was a rooming house next door and a bar across the street, and it was anything but quiet. It wasn’t the worst place I’d lived, but you didn’t want to be out walking after dark, either.




    Diane wanted nothing to do with it.




    She was working as a buyer for a local art gallery, and living in a condo downtown. We decided that if we were going to get married, we needed a bigger place in a better neighborhood, something we could grow into. So, after I took the job at the university, we started looking.




    We fell in love with the first one we saw.




    It was a small brick Tudor tucked into one of the oldest neighborhoods in the city. Not too far from the gallery, and within walking distance of the university.




    It was perfect, and we put an offer on it that night.




    We didn’t move in right away. Diane was superstitious and didn’t want to live together before we were married.




    “We can wait a month,” she said.




    I pointed out that we’d spent almost every night together since we met, but she wouldn’t back down. She wanted us to be married first.




    If I said it made sense to me, I’d be lying, but you do what you do for love. In the end, taking a step back to catch our breath turned out to be a good thing. Up until then, things had been anything but slow.




    The first time I saw Diane was at a reading Doug had arranged at the university. I’d published a short novel with the university press earlier that year, and I was being considered for a teaching position. Doug thought a reading would cement the deal.




    Normally, I would’ve jumped at the chance, but not this time. My father had just died of a heart attack in prison a few weeks earlier, and the last thing I wanted to do was get up and read in front of a crowd. I tried to back out, but Doug was insistent, so I went along.




    The reading went fine, and after I’d finished, I stuck around to sign copies of the book. Diane was one of the first to come up. She told me how much my story had touched her and how it’d given her the courage to let go of her past and start over again. She said the book made her feel like anything was possible.




    We talked for a few minutes, but I don’t remember a word of what we said. What I do remember is the easy way she brushed a loose strand of dark hair from her face, tucking it behind her ear in one smooth and fluid motion, then smiling up at me in a way that I knew would change everything.




    It was impossible for me to pretend I didn’t notice.




    I signed a few more books that night, and talked to everyone who came up, but I kept looking for her. And when the crowd thinned and people drifted away, she was still there, waiting for me.




    That was the first night.




    A month later we were engaged.




    For the most part, people were supportive. We were both adults, and since neither of us had living family, we didn’t have to explain anything to anyone. In the end, it was just the two of us.




    We were married by a judge on a Wednesday afternoon.




    It was beautiful.




    It still is.




    

      

        – – –


      


    




    I walk to the campus then turn around and head back. No one else is on the streets, and by the time I get home things don’t seem so bad. When I open the door and go inside, I feel better than I have in days. Diane is sitting on the couch with a book open on her lap.




    She looks up at me and smiles. “Feel better?”




    I walk over and kiss her.




    “What’s that for?” she asks.




    “For being here.”




    Diane rolls her eyes, then turns back to her book and says, “Think about what you want to do for dinner.”




    I go into the kitchen and pour myself a glass of water. I finish it, then take a beer from the refrigerator and drink half of it.




    For a while, I stand at the sink and stare out the window at a pair of squirrels chasing each other through the backyard. I stay there until the beer is gone, then I drop the bottle in the trash and open two more, one for me and one for Diane.




    On my way back to the living room, I pass the package on the counter. The scissors are still on top, right where I left them. I set the bottles down and go to work.




    Whoever taped the box did a thorough job, and cutting into it one-handed turns out to be a challenge. After struggling for a few minutes, I manage to cut through one corner. I peel away tape in long strips until I’m able to open the top and look inside.




    The box is filled with bubble wrap, and as I pull it away, I begin to see the outline of a clear glass jar inside. It’s heavy, and there’s a piece of stationery taped to the lid, blank except for the words “From the desk of Thomas Wentworth” printed along the top.




    The name doesn’t mean anything to me, so I drop the note on the counter, strip away the last of the bubble wrap, and hold the jar up to the light coming in through the kitchen window.




    When I do, I almost drop it.




    The jar is half-filled with a thick amber liquid that glows gold in the sunlight. My severed finger is floating inside, weighed down by the wedding ring just beneath the knuckle.




    At first, my mind doesn’t register what I’m seeing.




    My finger looks shrunken, fake. The severed end is a shred of torn flesh that drifts back and forth in the dark liquid like pale seaweed surrounding a jagged nub of bone.




    I stare at it for a long time, feeling my hand pulse under the bandage. When I finally set the jar on the counter and step away, all I can think is that I got lucky.




    I got my ring back.
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    Diane isn’t taking this very well, so after I hang up with the police, I sit next to her on the couch and put my hand on her leg.




    She looks at me. “What did they say?”




    “They’re sending someone.”




    “When?”




    “I don’t know. Now, I guess.”




    Diane turns toward the window and stares out at the empty street, silent.




    I want to tell her everything will be okay, but I can’t do it. I can’t pretend that what happened to me that night in the parking lot was a random act, not anymore. I’m being targeted, and we both know it. I owe her more than false comfort.




    “I’ve been thinking about what you said in the hospital,” I say. “About my dad and the people he knew.”




    Diane looks at me.




    “I’ll give the cops a couple names. Maybe they can come up with some answers.” I pause. “I don’t want you to worry. I’m going to find out who’s doing this.”




    “How are you going to do that?”




    “I’ll call Gabby, see if he can ask around. Someone has to know something.”




    “Gabby?”




    “If anyone can find out, he can.”




    “That’s your solution?”




    “Whoever’s doing this, we can find them. We can end it with one phone call.”




    She shakes her head then turns away and runs her fingers under her eyes, wiping away tears. “Just let the police handle it, okay? Don’t get involved.”




    “I’m already involved.”




    “You’re also still alive.”




    “What does that mean?”




    “It means you don’t know anything about these people or what they’re capable of doing. You’re in way over your head, even with Gabby.”




    “I’m not scared.”




    “I am, Jake. I’m fucking terrified.”




    I start to argue, but she stops me.




    “I can’t stand by and watch you get hurt again, I can’t do it.”




    “Nothing’s going to happen to me.”




    “You don’t know that.”




    “I’m not helpless, Diane. I can handle myself.”




    She hesitates, and the way she looks at me makes me feel like a boasting child. I want to argue, but then I think about how hard all of this has been hard on her, and I don’t say anything. Instead, I reach out and put my arm around her shoulder.




    She resists at first, then leans into me and whispers something I can’t hear.




    I ask her to tell me again.




    She sits up and touches my bandaged hand. “What kind of person would do something like this?”




    I can think of a few people who wouldn’t blink at doing things like this, or worse, but I keep that to myself and say, “I don’t know.”




    Diane folds into me, and a moment later the tears begin again. We sit like that for a while, and neither of us says anything for a long time.




    

      

        – – –


      


    




    The field tech arrives ten minutes after the detective. He comes in wearing jeans and sandals and carrying a large black case over his shoulder. The detective, whose name is Nolan, motions him toward the kitchen.




    “On the counter.”




    The tech nods then disappears through the French doors. When he comes back he’s carrying the jar in a large plastic evidence bag.




    He asks if anyone touched the item.




    “Mr. Reese here is the only one.” Nolan watches me over his wire-framed glasses. “Is that correct?”




    “That’s right.”




    He looks at Diane, then turns back to the tech and says, “Better get them both, just to be safe.”




    The tech opens his case and takes out a smaller, dark blue container and a pair of plastic gloves. He unsnaps the smaller container. Inside is an ink tray, a roller, and several fingerprint sheets. He lays them out on the dining room table and slips on the gloves.




    Diane stares at him, then looks away.




    Detective Nolan flips through the pages in his notebook. “So this name, Thomas Wentworth.” He taps the paper with his pen. “It doesn’t mean anything to you?”




    It’s the third time he’s asked the question, and I tell him my answer hasn’t changed.




    “No need to get defensive,” he says. “I’m here to help.”




    “How exactly?” Diane says. “All you’ve done is ask the same question again and again.”




    “Mrs. Reese, I know these questions seem redundant, but look at it from our point of view. If you knew how many people we talk to—”




    I see the field tech wave me over. I get up, leaving Diane alone on the couch with Detective Nolan.




    “I thought you could go first,” the tech says. “It’ll just take a minute.”




    “What’s this for?”




    “We need to distinguish your prints from anyone else’s they might find on the jar. It’s standard.”




    “Sounds reasonable.” I hold out my bandaged hand. “I’ll be the easy one. Only half the work.”




    The field tech smiles, but I can tell he doesn’t know what to say. He runs through the fingers on my right hand, rolling them along the inkpad then across the paper. When he finishes, he hands me several Kleenex and thanks me.




    “No problem.”




    Behind me, I hear Diane say, “But you’re not doing your job. If you were, we wouldn’t be sitting here. Those two men would be in jail.” She stands, and her voice gets louder as she speaks. “Don’t come here and act like this is his fault.”




    Detective Nolan holds up his hands. “Mrs. Reese, I never said anyone was at fault.”




    “Just do your fucking job.”




    She moves past him to the front door. I try to stop her, but she grabs her purse from the small table in the entryway and walks out.




    I look back at Nolan. He’s watching me.




    “What the hell did you say to her?”




    “Nothing.” He shakes his head. “I asked if you had any enemies, that’s it.”




    I look out the window in time to see Diane’s car pull out of the driveway and disappear around the corner.




    “Maybe I should’ve saved that question for you.”




    I let the curtain close, then turn back to the living room and Detective Nolan. “The cop at the hospital already asked me.”




    “Right, but it’s been a while, and you’ve had time to think about it since then. I thought you might’ve remembered someone.”




    “Sorry,” I say. “No one.”




    Nolan flips through his notebook. “I pulled your old file.” He taps his pen down the page, counting as he goes. “Multiple assault and battery charges, disturbing the peace.” He turns the page. “And an assault with a deadly weapon charge. A brick.” He looks at me. “All street fights. Sounds like you had quite a temper.”




    “It was a bad neighborhood.”




    “Does your wife know about all these?”




    “She knows.”




    “Are you sure?” He motions to the door. “Because it doesn’t look like it to me.”




    I hear the smile in Nolan’s voice, and all the muscles in my body get tight, ready to snap. I remind myself who I’m talking to and try my best to calm down.




    “She knows about all of it.”




    “Then what else can you tell me?”




    “You’ve got my file. It’s all in there.”




    “It’s never all in there.” Nolan closes his notebook. “Look, Mr. Reese, I want to help, but I can’t do much if you won’t talk to me.”




    “That was another life,” I say. “I put those days behind me a long time ago. And if someone from those days is coming for me, why did they wait so long?”




    “You tell me.”




    I shake my head. “Isn’t that your job to figure out?”




    Nolan stares at me for a moment, and then he stands and takes a card from his jacket pocket. He holds it out to me and says, “Call if you think of anything that might help.”




    I don’t take the card.




    He drops it on the coffee table. “Tell your wife I’m sorry for upsetting her.”




    “I’ll do that.”




    Nolan walks to the kitchen table where the lab tech is filling out forms. He leans in and says something I can’t hear. The tech nods, then packs his case and slides it over his shoulder.




    I hold the door open for them as they leave. Once they’re outside I remember and ask about my ring.




    “Your ring?”




    “My wedding ring.” I point to the evidence bag the tech is carrying. “On my finger, in the jar.”




    “What about it?”




    “I want it back.”








  



    

       

    




    – 5 –




    “Evidence,” I say. “I can get the ring back when they send my finger off to medical disposal, whenever the hell that happens. Your guess is as good as mine.”




    Diane doesn’t say anything.




    She walked through the door about an hour after the cops left. Now she’s sitting at the kitchen table picking over a bowl of butter noodles with a fork.




    I watch her for a while, then say, “You think this is my fault, don’t you? Something I did.”




    She looks up. “No, I don’t.”




    “What’d that cop say to you?”




    “He kept asking about you.”




    “Do you think I’m hiding something?”




    “No.”




    “But you’re not sure?”




    Diane sets her fork down then reaches across the table and puts her hand on mine. “I know you’re not. And I know that whatever this is about, you’re not the one to blame.”




    “You’re distant now.”




    “I know.”




    “Are you going to tell me why?”




    She sits back. “I suppose I feel helpless, like I should be able to do something.”




    “That’s it?”




    “That’s it.”




    I don’t believe her.




    I know Diane loves me, but this wasn’t what she signed up for. She wanted to marry the kid she read about in the book, the one who pulled himself out of the fire, not the one still burning.




    I hope I’m wrong, but something tells me I’m not.




    

      

        – – –


      


    




    Two days later, I go back to the doctor and have the Q-tip bandage replaced with a smaller one. The new bandage covers the fingers on the left side of my hand, leaving my thumb free. It’s not much, but I can use my hand again.




    We haven’t heard from Detective Nolan, so on the third day, I call him. He tells me there were no fingerprints, other than mine, on the jar, the tape, or the packaging.




    “So now what?” I ask.




    He pauses, then gives me the stock answer: following every lead, no stone unturned.




    My fault for asking.




    “How about the two men who attacked me? Anything on either of them?”




    “Not yet,” Nolan says. “We talked to the bartender who was working that night. He remembered them, but didn’t have much to add. Said they never talked, even to each other, and when they talked to him, he could barely understand a word.”




    “That helps.”




    “Did your wife make it back?”




    “She did.”




    “No worse for wear, I hope.”




    “She’s fine.” I try to move the conversation away from Diane. “Will you call if you find anything else?”




    “You’ll be the first person I call.”




    

      

        – – –


      


    




    The next day Diane tells me she’s leaving.




    “Just for a couple days,” she says. “I have to meet with a client in Phoenix who wants to sell part of his modern collection. We’re meeting with his lawyer to go over the details. He has to sign some papers.”




    I’m used to Diane traveling for her job, but this time it’s different. I want to ask her why she didn’t tell me about this trip before now, but I don’t.




    I understand what’s happening.




    We drive to the airport, and I wait with her until the flight boards. Diane doesn’t like to fly, so I keep talking, trying to distract her.




    “My classes start this week,” I say. “I think I’m ready, but I guess we’ll see.”




    She nods, silent.




    “There were still seats open last time I checked. That’s not a good sign.”




    Diane looks at her watch, then back over her shoulder. She’s not listening to me, so I decide to keep quiet until they start boarding her flight.




    When it’s her turn, she looks at me for the first time since we arrived, then leans in close and kisses me, long and soft.




    I tell myself it isn’t a good-bye kiss.




    “I’ll see you in a couple days,” she says.




    “Call me when you get to the hotel.”




    She stands and slides her purse over her shoulder then takes a deep breath. “I should’ve driven. If I’d gone through the mountains I could’ve made it to Phoenix in plenty of time.” She smiles at me, but it doesn’t touch her eyes. “Have I ever told you how much I hate flying?”




    “You might’ve mentioned it a few times,” I say. “But it’ll be all right. It’s a short one.”




    She nods, kisses me again. “Bye, Jake.”




    I watch her cross the terminal and hand her boarding pass to the ticket agent. Before she starts down the tunnel toward the plane, she looks back and waves.




    I raise my hand. Then she’s gone.




    

      

        – – –


      


    




    A couple days turns into a week.




    Diane apologizes. She tells me her client and his wife are fighting over what pieces to sell, and the lawyer can’t work up a contract until they make a decision.




    I tell her it’s fine, then ask, “How’s Phoenix?”




    “Hot, dry, and crowded,” she says. “It’s grown so much since the last time I was here. I’m not sure I like it anymore.”




    “Sorry to hear it.”




    “No, I’m being too negative. The hotel is gorgeous. I’ve got a row of palm trees right outside my window, so that’s nice. I just wish you were here.”




    “Me too.”




    “I think I’ll take a day and explore, maybe drive up north to Sedona. Spend some time having my chakras realigned or my aura polished or whatever else they do up there these days. I’ll bring you back a crystal necklace.”




    “Sounds like fun.”




    “I’d rather be home.” She pauses. “Hey, how did your class go? I forgot to ask.”
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