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Koy Matthews is MISSING.

Chad Matthews has been trying to live a normal life for his sister. Growing up without parents is bad enough; she doesn’t need the strangeness that comes with his dangerous world.

Chad is lucky. Incredibly lucky. Things always seem to go his way. And some people tell him that that isn’t just chance—that it’s a power, and that he has to use it for good. But Chad doesn’t believe them: how could anyone that lucky be orphaned in a car crash?

When Chad comes home one night and finds his sister missing, he’s forced back into the world of espionage and intrigue he’d left behind to find her. He’ll have to rebuild every bridge he can, and burn even more, as he moves heaven and hell to get her back.

You can’t run from what you are.
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“So, you know where you’re going?”

Chad Matthews looked up from his phone and into the waiting eyes of his father. He was staring at him through the reflection in the rearview mirror, his hands perfectly at ten and two on the steering wheel. All Chad could see of him was the back of his head and those steely blue eyes that, when turned on him, could see right through to the truth of him. Every time.

The eyes were soft and squinting, but demanding all the same. There were many folds and wrinkles along their edges. Tanned skin creased and cracked like untreated leather when he smiled, which he did often. After a while the burned layer would leave the crevices and he would be left with tiger stripes: permanent laugh lines that splayed out from the corner of each eyelid like lashes. 

“I don’t know,” Chad said, his mouth warbling. He looked away from his father when he spoke, unable to meet his eye. He had managed to tear his gaze away from those cobalt orbs even though they had locked onto him, possibly for the first time but certainly for the last.

The wipers pushed back and forth ceaselessly; the windshield never quite free of the rain that came down in buckets. All Chad could see of the other cars were headlights in the dark, and even they were shimmering masses distorted by the rivers of rainwater.

He put his phone away. His sister Koy was in the car seat next to him, and when he turned away from his phone, he turned towards her. She looked up at him and smiled with a cooing noise of letter Bs, blowing spit bubbles and reaching out to him with plump sausage fingers. He let her take one of his fingers in her grip and smiled warmly at her. “Bidup Bib Bib B-b-b-b.”

“That’s right,” he said, drawing out his tone to a falsetto the way people only did when they were talking to infants. “That’s right. Bubby. That’s right. Yes.”

Koy smiled happily and waved her arms up and down in delight.

The way Chad leaned over to his sister made his father’s eye twitch. “Put on your seatbelt,” he said, his voice sterner than it had been a moment before. “And you’ve got to have a plan. You’ve got to know where you’re going, otherwise you’re going nowhere.”

“I was thinking about taking a gap year,” Chad said, not turning to acknowledge his father. He was smiling through his words at his sister, saying one thing to him while providing her with a totally different expression. She smiled and laughed at him.

His father frowned, so much so that it was visible even in the rearview, stretching out the folds in his skin until they were an unnatural shape. “I think that’s something you’d regret,” he said. “Life only has so many years in it, you don’t want to look back and look at the ones you’ve wasted.”

“Jeff,” his mother said calmly and calmingly, touching his father’s arm. She appeared as if out of nowhere in the passenger seat, its wide cushion having hidden her slender frame until now.

His father glanced up into the rearview again, seeing Chad lean over to play with his sister, his body splayed across the entire backseat. “Put on. Your seatbelt.”

“He’ll land on his feet,” his mother said, bringing her deft fingers along the hair of her husband’s arm. “He tests well and teachers like him. He’s smart.”

“He’s lucky,” his father corrected, his voice a low growl in his throat. He was talking about Chad as though he wasn’t in the room. 

Koy was pulling on Chad’s fingers and making a “Ba” sound with every tug, eventually snickering at the joke she’d made and blowing more bubbles as she did. Those big eyes of hers became thin slit and she laughed, her head pushed back in laughter.

Chad laughed with her, at her behavior, not whatever the punchline of her joke had been. Still, his laughter seemed to encourage her, and she reached out and grabbed his whole hand between both of hers and brought his fingers to her mouth like a microphone, then started speaking into them: “Ba ba ba.”

He laughed again, and when she thrust her head back this time and giggled, he could tell that she was putting it on for effect. Somehow, that made it even funnier. 

The headlights of oncoming traffic were amplified by the sheets of rain on the windshield, becoming bright suns in the thick dark of night. Comets whizzing by them on the path to their final destinations. Each one illuminated his father’s eyes in the rearview for a moment, making them glisten. 

“You could do stats,” his father said, his voice lifting at the end and trying to make it sound more enticing than it was. “You’ve always been good at numbers.”

Chad frowned. “I just... can’t see myself as a pencil-pusher. I don’t know how I see myself, but I know when it’s wrong and that’s wrong.”

His father turned back, showing his face for the first time since they’d run to the car. “Could you see yourself putting on your damn seatbe—”

“Jeff!” his mother screamed, suddenly grabbing a large hunk of her husband’s arm hair.

He turned back towards the road quickly. The comet headlights of a large truck had veered out of their orbit along the other side of the road and crossed the median and were now barreling towards them out of control. Chad’s father pulled the steering wheel sharply to one side.

For an instant, the light from the headlights was so bright that it had them all bathed in white. It was all that Chad could see: his father became nothing but white light, and so did his mother, and even Koy. It was like they talked about in church, except instead of going towards the light, the light was coming towards them. 

Chad lifted himself up off of his seat in an instant and grabbed the edges of Koy’s car seat. He pulled himself forward with it, yanking himself toward it until he covered the open cushion part — and Koy herself — with his body. She started the scream and he closed his eyes, clutching onto the plastic grips on either side of the seat for dear life.

His mother screamed at the same pitch of his sister. It was cut short by impact and the quick sounds of smashing glass and rending metal, and the sudden spin and yank as the inertia of the oncoming truck spun them mercilessly. His world spiraled in the darkness, and then something connected with his head and suddenly it wasn’t dark anymore, the void was bright and white. The light had found him. 

He opened his eyes when sharp, stabbing pain found its way into his side. His mouth went wide and he looked down: four long, sharp sheathes of metal had torn themselves free of the car’s chassis and were now embedded into his rib cage in straight lines, leading up to his left pectoral muscle. He made an agonized sound and turned back toward his father for help.

Chad’s father still had breath, but it was escaping in ragged red clouds of mist. There were shards of metal in him as well: travelling into his head just under the temple and exiting through a Glasgow smile torn into the right side of his face. That same shard of metal continued on, its tip one of the ones embedded in Chad’s side. 

His mother was limp, the seat around her ripped and torn with glass.

His father tried to speak, but Chad turned away, shielding his sister from the grisly sight. His father’s blood trickled down the metal shard that connected them as the yells and hollers grew outside, eventually finding his wound and mingling with it.

Koy cried, long and loud into the night, but Chad protected her until the firemen came with the jaws of life.
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Chad awoke in a thick sweat, jolting up into a sitting position so quickly that droplets of it flew off him.  He gasped for air, staring out into the dark of his room, the dim light from the Utah moon making its way in through his window and outlining everything in soft hues. 

For a moment he didn’t know where he was, the image of his father’s last moments staying with him like a hangover. He lay his head back down on the soft down pillows beneath his head and stared up at the stucco ceiling, feeling the damp sheets below and around him. His heart was pounding. After a few minutes of staring, he threw the covers off himself and got up. 

He walked to the bathroom alongside his room, which he still couldn’t help but thinking of as his parents’ bathroom. The bed he slept in had been theirs. The dresser had been filled with their clothes, and one drawer of it still was. The toothbrush holder on the rim of the sink had been theirs, and even though he had taken their brushes out of it long ago, he still could not bring himself to put his own down in it. He rested his brush on the side of the sink next to the holder. He did not do this consciously, but he did do it consistently.

He turned on the lights and it blinded him for a moment, so he pawed for where he knew the brush would be. As he prepared it with paste and brought it to his mouth to froth, he let his tired, red-rimmed eyes fall over himself in the mirror.

There were four long, thick scrapes stretching from his upper ribs to the nipple of his left breast, distorting its areola. There were flecks of discolouration where the skin had not healed properly. They clustered around that left side and cascaded out, becoming sparser and disappearing completely by the time they reached his right shoulder. 

He ran his middle finger of his left hand along the third scar from the top, feeling the way to traced over his rubs and glanced off of them. That one was still tender, even after all this time. It sang out every time he touched it. He knew realistically that that was impossible: that he was feeling it because he told himself he felt it and ignoring the many times a day his shirt or another object brushed up against it and produced no affect. Nevertheless, when he touched it, the sharp sting came with it.

He spit out his froth and ran the water in a thick stream until it was cold, then ducked his hand under and let it fill. He brought handfuls of crystal clean water to his mouth three times to fill it, then swished it between his cheeks and spit again. He took in one more water-filled palm and swallowed it, feeling the icy cool as it made his way down his throat and into stomach.

Chad stared at himself in the mirror and let out a long, haggard sigh. His eyelids looked as though they had weights attached, his blond hair straggled and coarse. He stared himself down for a long moment, as if waiting for something to happen, then pushed away from the sink when he couldn’t take his reflection anymore.

He stepped out of the bathroom and then out of his bedroom, down the hall to the room that had used to be his but was now solely Koy’s. The door was open a crack to let the light in and he wedged his face in through it, staring at her in her bed for a long moment before slowly opening the door and stepping in. He had grown up with that door, he knew how to make it not creak. 

She was in her bed with the covers kicked off, in a tangled bundle around her right leg. She was bigger than she had been in his nightmare, over double the size. Her wispy brunette hair clung to her scalp with sweat and her lips puckered out from between chubby cheeks. Those big eyes of hers were hidden behind closed lids right now, and she looked positively angelic. He knew that she wasn’t, though. She was four now, and these moments were the only times when she was not yelling from the top of her lungs just to make sure her voice worked. 

He almost laughed at the memory of her, just the other day, yelling and running around the circle that was their main floor to ‘see if she could catch up with the voice.’ He stifled it, not wanting to wake her.

Chad reached out and ran a hand through those dark curls, brushing them aside and smiling. He wiped his eyes as if there were tears in them, but there weren’t — he’d long since lost the ability to do that except in the most dire of situations. Time and experience had made his eyes dry.

Koy made a soft, cooing sound and shifted slightly, bringing her hand up from her side and onto her belly, where it rested against the clammy skin of her bare stomach. The night was hot, and sleep would be restless for the both of them. 

Kissing his hand and placing it down on her forehead, he stepped away from her and back out into the hall before her accidentally woke her. Although, there was a part of him — a large part — that didn’t even think that would be a bad thing. There was a part of him that wanted her to wake so that they could both be awake and spend time together watching television.

There was a part of him that always missed her when she slept.

Still, he knew that if she were awake as often as he was that that wouldn’t be good for her, so he resigned himself to seeing her in the morning and stepped back out of the room and down the stairs.

The house seemed quiet without her in it, too quiet. Deadly quiet, as though it were haunted by the quiet. In the dead silence of the night, everything made noise. Papers moving calmly in the breeze from the air conditioner. Floorboards. The fridge and deep freeze. Without Koy all those quiet things seemed louder, and he found himself jumping anxiously every time one of them made an unexpected noise. 

He sat on the couch with a novel he’d been working through — one of the early Bond novels by Ian Fleming — but every few seconds there would be a long scrape of paper that sounded like ripping, but wasn’t, that grated on his nerves like nails on a chalkboard. He grimaced, and after that third time he got to his feet and stepped over to where the sound was coming from.

There was a small stack of papers leaning off the edge of the end table they were on. There were four of them, weighed down by two plastic giraffe toys like paperweights, their corners hanging in the open air and catching the updraft created by the vent and making the sound. He moved them out from under the toy and stared at them, frowning deeply.

ELECTRIC - PAST DUE

WATER - PAST DUE

MORTGAGE - PAST DUE

PHONE AND INTERNET - PAST DUE - FINAL NOTICE

He let out a long, resigned sigh, staring at the red warnings stamped on each of the bills. 

As if on cue the phone rang, singing out into the still of the night sharply and loudly, making him jump. He bolted for it, not wanting it to wake Koy, without even considering the too-late hour before snapping it up. “Hello?”

“I figured I’d take a shot at you being awake already,” came a familiar, gruff voice over the receiver. “I spent a few minutes trying to parse out if it’d be me being lucky if I reached you or you being lucky that I reached you, but I then I figured... it all amounts to the same thing, really.”

The voice was hard, like glass and marbles in a blender. It sounded like the voice of someone who’d smoked all his life, but Chad knew the man on the end of the line didn’t and probably never had. He’d heard that voice in that tone dozens of times over the last year, and never found it quite so haggard as it was right now — he thought that maybe the man’s grin or the gleam in his eyes when he spoke mitigated some of it.

Chad moved the phone from ear to ear, his shoulders deflating and letting out a short sigh as he did. “What do you want, Victor?”

Victor paused on the other end of the line, the shuffling of fabric audible over the receiver. He didn’t answer, Chad’s directness having taken him aback.

“Why are you awake?” Victor asked finally, his voice gaining an empathetic tone to it.

“I assume I’m awake because you were calling.”

“Have you been sleeping?”

Chad was about to give another sarcastic response but found that it caught itself in his throat and he couldn’t manage to get it out. 

“I didn’t think so,” Victor said, nodding.

Chad could almost hear the nod in his voice, the tone he took when he did so familiar and paternal. It made him anxious and it made his stomach sick, the juxtaposition of that tone riding up against the resentment he had for him — the knowledge of the way he was, and the things he’d done. He let out a deep breath again but it was through clenched teeth.

“I could never sleep when I came back from being in-country. Never. Still can’t, really. There’s this energy when you’re a part of a war, this constant anxiety, constant alertness. Your body gets used to that, I think. Gets used to the constant barrage of fear hormones and fight or flight responses and, most of all, gets used to the constantly thinking. You never really sleep in-country, some part of your brain is always going. What’s that sound? Mortar fire. How close was it? Far enough away. Is it getting closer? No you’re fine, don’t wake up.”

“I’ve never been to war,” Chad said under his breath. All at once the crash came back to him, and the look on his father’s eyes as the last of what made him him left, forever.

“When I got back, that didn’t change. My brain was still working overtime in the background. Kept me straining to hear mortar fire and yells and instructions. Kept me ready to jump up and know just what to do at a moment’s notice... but there was nothing there. Just the quiet of country life. The quiet was what would wake me up. I’d get more and more anxious as I slept, body calling out more and more and further and further looking for information on the threat level, all those stress hormones fidgeting with my dreams and making them sick... until I’d just wake up in a cold sweat.”

“We were never at war.”

“It got to the point, I shit you not, that I’d put on tapes of battle sounds to listen to at night. Like, the same way that yuppies put on relaxing meditations or ASMR recordings or whatever... I’d put on battle sounds to occupy that part of my brain. I mixed the audio from a few different movies — the opening scene of Saving Private Ryan and things like that — and I sent them to a recording and I’d plug it in. And it worked... for a few weeks. Then my brain got used to the pattern of it, and it started to disregard it and reach out, still looking for the threat. Always just straining, looking for an enemy where I thought there was none.”

“There was no war!” Chad snapped, finally sounding off loud enough that Victor stopped and acknowledged it with pause. He’d yelled so loud and struck the coffee table to punctuate it to hard that he thought he now heard Koy stirring up above. When he spoke again his voice was lower, but still harsh. “There’s no war, now. There never was, not back here anyway. You said it yourself — you were losing it, and you reached out for a threat. Well, you found one. Whether it was real or not is another matter, but I’ve found when people of faith want to find something bad enough, they find it whether it’s there or not.”

“If I didn’t find a war and if you weren’t in one, then why do I get a full eight every night, and why are you up?”

Chad opened his mouth, but the words caught in his throat again. He deflated, visibly, falling onto the couch. “What do you want, Victor?”

“I thought that was obvious. I want you to have a calm, restful sleep.” He held that syllable for effect. “I want you back in the war.”

Chad squeezed the phone against his ear and brought his hand to the bridge of his nose, rubbing it so hard it turned red. “Did Abby put you up to this?”

“Abby’s gone. Alice too. The whole team’s gone... except me, again. Back to square one, and just like at square one, I need you. I need you to see the war and I need you on my side, because I get the feeling we’ll need a little luck to win it. The world is a mess, kid. And it’s going to get worse before it gets better.”

Chad sighed, long and loud enough that he knew the phone caught it. “I’m not coming back, Victor.”

He heard the shuffle of fabric that accompanied Victor’s nod again, then took the phone down from his ear and pressed his thumb to the ‘end’ button with finality. 

He put the phone back on its cradle and stared into the maroon of his walls for a long moment.

After a while he pulled up his laptop and put on an old movie to try and go to sleep on the couch to.

He was three movies in and about to start the third attempt when he heard Koy wake up, her small feet thumpeting against the hardwood floor and running to the bathroom to get the day started. He let out a long breath, then got to his feet and started the coffee.
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The sun was bright on Sugarhouse Park, shimmering down from a vast stretch of blue and meeting the stark green of the grass making Chad smile with the heat on his face. He pushed Koy on the swing and she laughed, falling forward and then up towards Karen. Karen tickled her feet and made nonsense noises that made Koy laugh even more, and then fall back towards Chad with the building up of the next laugh within her.

It was the type of day that made all the stress and strain of the rest of life fall away and become meaningless, and best of all — it was free. Nothing could take it away. 

The park was massive, the largest in all of Salt Lake City. They were in the children’s playground on the western edge, which was rimmed with food trucks (that were careful to stay just outside the park limits to escape rental fees) and benches and several monuments. There was a duck pond a little further up. Across the street from the food trucks were businesses: years ago, they had been markets, but as the price of operation had gone up they’d been taken over by law firms and accountants and corporate headquarters, media outlets. Businesses that wanted to be seen by the people in the park and associated with the blue skies, green grasses, and good times that were had there. And it worked: he could scarcely see the SLC Times logo anymore without feeling the warm sun on his face, even in the dead of night.

There was a copy of that very paper folded and sticking out of his back pocket, with items circled on it in red. The ink from the sharpie he’d used had bled into the newsprint, making tiny arms of ink that reached out for more of itself and obscured the words around it.

“Again! No no no no no... Again!” Koy squealed, asking for each push to stop as she went higher and higher, only to ask for it again once she reached its apex.

His gaze shifted towards the wall of buildings behind the food trucks. There were new buildings he hadn’t seen there before. There was a restaurant he’d never seen before with big looping letters in the name that made him think it would have been above his price range even if he’d had gainful employment at the moment, and an all-glass building that had previously been brick when last he’d seen it. Several chunks of the brick remained, fitting into rectangles in the glass as a sort of memoriam to what had been there before. There was a new accounting firm that looked sleek and attractive called Expo Accounting, and a building that had once been a tattoo parlor had been demolished and had been rebuilt as a new local branch of Shane International. 

Between the food trucks and the businesses were something else he’d never noticed before: the Religious Right, out in force, protesting the change of a building that had significance to them. There were twenty of them, each with signs and each looking angry. Angrier than he’d ever seen people in real life. They yelled and screamed and called people names as they walked by into the building, some getting close enough that they were within millimeters of it being an assault.

He tried to ignore them, but they were loud and bombastic and drew his attention from the corner of his eye when the laminate on their signs caught the sunlight.

He’d never noticed them before in all the years he’d lived in Utah in general and Salt Lake City in specific. He’d heard the rumors before — the jokes from comedians on either coast about the fanatics that were more populace in his home than other places, but he’d never seen it himself. It wasn’t until he’d been away for several months and then come back that he’d started to see it. He’d come back with Abby to visit Koy and had been approached by people with pamphlets the second they’d gotten off the plane, and from then on it had been a constant barrage of religiosity. He had lamented how he hadn’t seen it to Abby that night, and she’d said something that rang in his ears even now: “Fish aren’t aware of the water they swim in.”

“Space cadet!” Karen laughed at him, as Koy’s swing came up too high and clocked him in the cheek. He back peddled and laughed, wiping the spot to make sure there wasn’t blood. There wasn’t. Koy laughed, and once the shock wore off, he did too.

They stopped the swing and helped Koy out. She started towards the slides immediately, and both of them stepped after her, her tiny feet having trouble keeping up with how quickly she wanted to get there. 

“What’s got your attention?” Karen asked, touching his arm as they followed Koy.

He touched his cheek with all his fingers, manipulating the fascia and making it bend along his uneven face. He looked up at her suddenly, as if only now aware she was speaking. “Nothing,” he said. “You sure you’re okay watching her?”

Karen smiled a smile that was warm, but also a little patronizing. “I’ve watched her a lot, while you were gone. It was only me watching her. I can watch her at the park.”

She hadn’t meant the words to sting but they did, a reminder of the time he’d spent away from them both. Salt Lake City had seemed to change so much in only those few months... who was to say they hadn’t, too? What had he missed that he wasn’t even yet aware that he had missed, because he wasn’t aware of the water he swam in?

Koy bumped into a man waiting by the slide, who looked to be lost in his own train of thoughts as much as Chad was. He turned suddenly and made a surprised sound, but then gave her a smile that was warm but misshapen. His teeth were yellowed and his gums black above his right canine.  There were dark rings under his eyes, and he looked as though he hadn’t slept in days, a buzz-cut head revealing a scalp that was tattered in scars. “Sorry,” he said, even as Koy stepped around him to the stairs.

“I apalla-gize!” she said, in that too-quick kid way that made words run together. There were some words she was still reciting rather than recognizing, some phrases that had been engrained in as whole phrases rather than individual words.

The man smiled and watched her go, then turned back to see Chad and Karen.

Chad eyed the man, squinting and meeting his eye.

Eventually the man looked away sheepishly and started to walk away. “Nice day,” he said.

“Mmm.”

He stepped past them and walked towards the benches that bordered the food trucks.

Chad watched him leave like a protective bear, then his eyes went past him to the loud religious protestors again. “Have they always been that crazy... vocal?” he asked, finally.

“Who?”

He pointed his chin towards the chanters. 

“I... I don’t know. I guess I never noticed it before.” She paused. “Does it bother you?”

He shook his head.

“The building they ripped down to put in that new office, they were trying to get it declared a historical building or something and it didn’t go through. They thought it was once one of the original churches of their faith or... something. Anyway, they lost. Now they’re protesting the build site.”

He shook his head, then turned to watch Koy come down the slide with a big smile on his face. She nodded at his appreciation, then ran around to the stairs again. As soon as she was out of sight, his smile evaporated. He took the rolled-up paper out of his back pocket and patted her on either shoulder with it as if he were knighting her. “Wish me luck.”

He stepped across the field and past the benches and food trucks. The latter was hard to do because of the incredible smells that tempted him. He didn’t know why food trucks always smelled so much better than restaurants, but they did. He crossed the road without looking in either direction, cars passing this way and that without either coming close to hitting him, then made his way into his first interview of the day.

Karen watched the way he crossed the street and shook her head, laughing to herself.

His first interview was with Red Butte Realty. Their office looked big from the outside, but within it was clear that they were leasing most of the space to other, even smaller businesses. There was a small foyer in the middle of the main hall with a young man behind it that was well kept and perfectly groomed. He had on one of those petite headsets with the thin wire that ran along the wearer’s jaw and terminated in a microphone that hovered just in front of his mouth. He was wearing a polo shirt and there were phones in front of him, each one with a different company logo on it. They all had the flashing lights of someone waiting on the line on them.

The man stood in a circular endpoint to the short hall. It splayed out in seven different directions, each with their own door and company logo on it. He didn’t get to see the inside of each door, but imagined that if any office started immediately as soon as it was opened, many of the others would have the start with winding hallways and stairwells to avoid the occupying the same space. 

He spoke to the man and waited, then was called into the door with RED BUTTE in large maroon letters. It was a serif font on a white background, the word RED in a bright shade and the word BUTTE in a much darker one. A man in a tan suit that looked like a prosperity preacher came to the door and greeted him, walking him in. They talked about the weather and the construction, and the man clapped Chad on the back and introduced himself as Tom. He had a smile like a Texan and spoke like one as well — not with an accent, but with that charm where he could shake your hand and ask you your name and seem like he’d known you your whole life.

They stepped into his main office and Tom sat down in front of a big red desk that was stained the same shade of maroon as the sign out front. Chad sat across from him and felt small: the desk was larger than any piece of furniture he’d ever bought with his own money.

“So you’d like to be in realty, ayuh?” Tom asked, splaying out his hands to either side as though he were displaying himself, or on a cross. “It’s hard, you know. Commission only, that’s not easy work. You got any dependants?”

“I have a sister.”

“That’s not a dependant.”

“I’m the one who looks after her.”

Tom stopped for a moment, that perfect salesman smile faltering only a little. He worked his tongue around his mouth as if to recharge it, then grinned again. “Well alright, what makes you think you can cut it? Because it’s not a job you can coast on. It’s not like at a fast food joint, where you can just be a zombie for a week if you’re not feeling it and still get your pay just for showing up. You have to work. Constantly. And even when you get a big win, the next day you’re back at the ground again — right back where you started. Are you game for that kind of work?”

Chad paused a moment, hesitating, and hoped he didn’t look like a deer in the headlights of an oncoming semi. He nodded suddenly and quickly, his enthusiasm making up for the lull in response. “Yes. Yes, sir. I can do that type of work. I’m... I can sell anything. I’ve got that knack. You give me something, make it important to me, I will sell that thing.”

Tom nodded as though he’d heard this before. He spread his arms wide, showing off the expanse of his office. “Okay, sell me this room.”

Chad looked at him, quizzically.

“I’m looking to buy an office. Sell me this room.”

Chad nodded, understanding. He looked around the room. There was a large duplicate of the Red Butte sign on the wall above a coffee maker that was far, far too expensive. The table it was on was cheap, pushed back against the wall where no one could see. There were plants against the wall that led up to a high ceiling, the sort of rubbery ones that he never saw the point in — they were real, but they always looked fake.

“Well, ah, it’s a great room for meetings. There’s lots of vertical room, so you could display things... vertically. Banners and sales figures and such.” He cleared his throat. “There’s not much natural light, but that’s great for tele-comming. You control the lighting, so you could be talking to anywhere and it’ll look normal?” He looked around, trying to find something for his brain to gain purchase on, and found nothing. He sighed. “The shared area has the benefit of—”

Tom raised his hand in an action that both stopped Chad and took mercy on him. The action deflated Chad, and his shoulders slumped like a balloon. “I’m sorry, it’s been a morning. Really, I can—”

“Look, this type of thing isn’t for everyone. In some ways, it’s a good thing. I always joke, you know what type of person you have to be to be able to sell anything like that, moment’s—” Chad checked out after that, the rest of Tom’s rejection fading into background noise as the buzz of the fluorescent lights got louder.

His mind began to wander to the park outside, to Koy on the slide or eating ice cream on the bench, and for a moment the buzzing was deafening and the walls faded away and he could see them but hear nothing.

It stopped abruptly when Tom clapped him on the back again, and he snapped back to reality. They were back at the door to Red Butte Realty, having teleported there while Chad was zoned out. The clap felt different now: less encouraging and welcoming, and more sad and commiseratory. He had had no idea until that moment that a simple clap on the back was capable of conveying such a wide range of emotions.

“You’ll find something. You’re smart, like you said,” Tom said, having no knowledge of whether that was correct or not. He closed the door behind Chad.

Chad stood in the foyer again, the well-groomed man in the polo shirt looking at him while listening to someone on the phone. He stared at him yet avoided eye contact as Chad fished the newspaper out of his back pocket along with a red sharpie, unfolded the former, and squiggled an X through the want-ad he had circled for Red Butte. When he was done, he sighed, met the unwilling gaze of the receptionist, then stepped forward to the desk.

After an awkward moment, the man tucked his phone down so that the mouth was pressed against his polo shirt. “Can I help you with something?”

“Yeah,” Chad nodded, his mouth curled down in a frown. He checked the paper again to make sure he had the next part right before putting it away. “I have another interview. At Cedar Insurance?”

The man in the polo shirt frowned at him pityingly, then nodded and pressed the call button.
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Chad sat on the park bench with the hot of the sun blazing down on his shoulders. Koy was at his side, close enough that their calves touched. They both ate tuna melts from the food truck that specialized in them — Tuna Meltoni’s — and took big bites. She smirked at him when she chewed, her head bobbing back and forth happily, and it made him smile back.

Karen was across from him, eating macaroni and cheese made with aged cheddar and blue. It was tangy and surprising and good, and every time she forked up a chunk of the macaroni a long, satisfying cheese string stretched out from it.

The newspaper sat on the table between them like a dead trout. It was covered in bloody stab wounds, places where there had been want ads circled and now were just abrasions bleeding ink. He stared at it out of the corner of his eye as he ate his sandwich, and it stared back, judging him.

“Tell me how this luck thing of yours works again?” Karen asked, reaching out and turning the paper towards her to try and see through all the lines that he’d crossed out.

“Why?”

“Because it doesn’t seem to be.” She raised an eyebrow to him skeptically.

His mouth squiggled and he looked gave her a dry, deadpan look. “We could never figure out how it worked, honestly. Months of getting me to do tests and situations and lord knows what else, we’re no closer to figuring out what makes my thing my thing than we were the day this all started.”

“I babysat your little sister for months so that you could learn nothing?” she smirked, stressing for comedic affect.

He smirked at her. She was trying to raise him from his depressive state, but it was tenacious and was having none of it. 

Koy looked up at Karen with one eyebrow raised in a way that perfectly mirrored Karen’s expression, aware that she was being talked about and not liking it. Both adults laughed.

“I was kidding,” Karen said, in that sing-songy way that adults spoke to children. She danced her fingers along the table towards Koy, then jumped them off and tickled under her cheek. “We had lots of fun. Lots and lots and lots.”

Koy laughed, twisting into the light, motherly touch and beaming. “Drink?” she said, and to everyone else it seemed like a non-sequitur. 

Karen gave her a side-on smile, reached into her pocket, and produced a dollar. She pointed to the closest truck with nobody waiting in line at it, of which they had a clear line of sight and there were no roadways between. “Go there and ask for a soda. Use your words, be polite. Say thank you.”

Koy nodded and took the bill, then descended from the bench as though it were a mountaintop. She got three feet from the table, stopped suddenly and though she’d hit a wall, then turned abruptly and said, “Thank you, Karen!” before turning to run towards the truck as fast as her chubby legs could carry her.

Chad watched her, unable to take his gaze from her. She had lost most of the lisp that he hadn’t even thought of as a lisp back in September. It had just been her idiolect, they way that she spoke, and he’d loved it. Now it was mostly gone, and he hadn’t even been there when it happened. He’d come back and suddenly she’d sounded like a different girl.

Karen smiled at her then turned back to him, the smile fading slightly and the colour draining from her face. “I’m sorry,” she said, embarrassed. “I should’ve asked you if that was okay.”

“No no,” he waved her away, passing his hand through the air between them. “Like you said, you were there. For months. It’s only natural.” He paused, watching Koy as she ran so fast she tripped on her own feet and stumbled, but did not fall. He laughed, then turned away and the paper caught his eye again. “Low-level probability control, that’s what he called it.” Chad said ‘he’ and both parties knew he meant ‘Victor’ and did not question it.

Karen turned to him, serious. “I still don’t get that. How are you not getting hired, then?”

He put down his sandwich and raised his hands, pantomiming setting three cups down on the table between them. “Let’s say you’ve got a game of cups and balls on the go. Simple game, the type they hussle you with on street corners all the time. And let’s say there actually is a ball under one of the cups, the guy is just counting on being faster than your eye.”

Karen nodded.

“The theory goes that if there’s money on the line and it’s in my interest to get it right, I will pick the cup with the ball under it every time.” He pretended to knock over a cup and pick up the ball, holding its imaginary sponge between them. “But, let’s say it’s different. Let’s say I’ve taken this guy’s money one too many times and he’s sick of me.” He moved one hand to under the table. “Let’s say he’s got a gun trained on me under the cloth, and if I get it right today, he’s going to shoot me in the gut... on that day, I’ll pick the wrong cup.”

They turned and watched Koy hand over her dollar, the man behind the counter at the truck smiling broadly at her before disappearing into the dark of the truck to pour it up. They smiled. 

Chad turned and looked over his shoulder. There was a third person watching Koy get her drink, and he had a broad smile as well. Broad enough that Chad could see that his teeth were yellow and gums black above his right canine. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days, and a buzz-cut head revealed a scalp scattered with scars. It was the same man Koy had bumped into on the slide, and he was watching her.

“Excuse me?” Chad said, projecting his voice with enough authority that it shook the man out of whatever daydream he was partaking in. The man’s smile fell and he turned to Chad with a shocked expression that Chad was not sure was genuine. “You have somewhere else to be?”

The man shrugged. When he spoke, his voice was hoarse. It was the voice of someone who had smoked too much and too many different things. “No, nowhere to be,” he forced a grin. “Not on a fine day like today.”

“Find somewhere else to be,” Chad said in a too-cheerful tone that was clearly the opposite. “Or you’ll find several.”

The man stiffened, then gathered up the remnants of his garbage and stepped away towards the road.

“No no, that way,” Chad said, motioning him away from the direction Koy was in. She was on her way back now, intermittently running, getting afraid she would spill and slowing down, then running again.

The man looked at his with exasperated annoyance but did not object again, and turned to walk towards the other end of the park.

Chad watched him go a moment to make sure he was, then turned back to Karen. 

“So... it’s not just you getting what you want,” Karen said, passing her hand through the ‘cups’ and brushing his hand as she did so. There was an electric charge between them from the hot, dry air that they both felt but neither commented on. “Some part of you knows what’s best for you long-term and it’s acting on that?”

“That’s the theory,” Chad stressed. “We could never figure it out and it never seems consistent. If things don’t work out my way, we spend hours trying to figure out why they didn’t work out my way. Coming up with theories and back-writing and inferring and only hearing the data we want and ignoring the rest and —”

“And eventually that’s just belief, not science.”

He nodded, just as Koy climbed back up onto the bench. She tried to do so with the drink in her hand at first and almost spilled it, so he took it from her and held it, waiting for her to climb up before giving it back. She resumed her place next to him, leg to leg, her head swaying back and forth happily as she devoured the sugar.

Karen looked at the paper again. “Could that mean that these jobs just weren’t the right one for you?” she asked, her voice going up with hopefulness at the end.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” he said, flatly and definitively. “That’s what it took me so long to figure out. That’s why all the tests went bad, why we could never really get anywhere with figuring it out. Because it’s bullshit.” Koy turned and looked at him when he said the word with mouth agape but said nothing. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. “There’s one more gig, that wasn’t from the paper, if you can watch her another minute.”

“Of course!” Karen smiled, tapping the table happily as though she were checking a big pot. She beamed. “This is the one. That’s why you didn’t get the others, because this is the one.”

He gave her a droll look, then brought up his phone to the job listing for Expo Accounting to show her. A pop-up ad asking him to ‘try his luck’ with spinning plates came up immediately, blocking the view of what he wanted to see. It transitioned slowly into a businessman with his arms folded, smiling and nodding at the camera in a cross-fade. A logo started to fade in over that, but he cursed and swiped it down, then brought the listing back into view.

Karen scrolled through the listing, then turned over her shoulder to look past the food trucks to the Expo Accounting building itself. “That looks great,” she said, examining the screen again. “Like, that looks like something you could do. Something you could be good at.”

“I know,” he frowned, motioning with the tips of his fingers for her to return the phone. “That’s why I’ve been avoiding it.” He looked at the screen for another moment, then shut it off. He sighed. 

Koy tilted her drink up and her fingers slipped on the slick, plastic-coated paper cup, sending it out of her hands and hurtling to her lap. Chad reached out lightning fast, as though he’d started the motion before the action had happened, and caught it before it crash-landed on her jeans and threw up its contents.

Karen looked at him and smiled.
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The office of Marshall Kreisler on the second floor of the Expo Accounting building was large and spacious. It had its own small kitchenette that was separate from the communal office kitchenette, which had looked impressive enough on its own when they’d walked past it. There was a fish tank along one side: nothing outlandish or comical, just a largish tank that you’d see in the home of anyone who cared about fish to a reasonable degree. It was large and blue and had several beta fish swimming about it in and looked like it had the possibility of being incredibly peaceful. 

Chad found himself wishing that he had been tasked to sell this room in his first interview. He suspected that he could have accomplished that task without difficulty.

Marshall stepped into view from behind him, a tall man in a nice suit with salt-and-pepper hair. He was broad shouldered and looked like he worked out, and Chad had to fight the urge to hate him for it. In his youth he’d convinced himself that all men who lived to be successful had grown pudgy around the waist at their desk jobs, and that it was a fair trade-off that he’d worked dead-end jobs while still being attractive to the opposite sex. The theory held no weight upon scrutiny, and now here was Marshall Kreisler disproving it outright. “Your résumé is a little sparse,” he said, and his voice was as smooth as silk. He filled the page he had in front of him, eyes darting back and forth over each line as he read. “We usually require two years experience before we even consider someone.”

“Everyone requires that. I’m not sure how anyone’s supposed to get the two years experience if everywhere requires it.” When Chad responded he did so with an even tone, struggling to keep his typical snark out of it.

Marshall tilted his head in concession as he finished reading. “I mean, the answer to that old canard is that they expect you to have taken an unpaid internship somewhere for two years,” his mouth distorted. “There’s been a case made, culturally, that that sort of practice means the only people who get in are people with enough familiar wealth to support them for two years without pay.” He flipped down the corner of the résumé and smiled at Chad over it. “Can you afford two years without pay?”

“No, sir.”

“I thought not,” Marshall said, setting the résumé down on the table in front of him and then sitting behind it. “We do investigative accounting here. Hard accounting. We find things that every other accountant missed — gaps in records, missed opportunities, and occasionally uncovering things clients might want to keep hidden.” He paused. “Usually, the latter of that is in conjunction with a paper or news outlet. They’ll hire us to run the numbers on the latest budget and report back to them so they can report. We follow the money so they can, that sort of thing.”

Chad nodded.

“When it’s a client we’re working for, a person or a business, we then take that money we saved and invest it. Smartly. Part accountant and part stockbroker, that’s what the job is. We find you the money you should have been saving, say a hundred dollars, and we turn that into a thousand dollars. Found money. Investment without risk.”

Chad nodded again and smiled. The hairs on his neck were starting to stand up. “But there’s a chance you make a bad investment... right?”

“And if that happens, we still owe you that hundred bucks.”

“So it’s a little like poker.”

“You like poker?”

Chad smiled. “I love poker.”

“Then yes, that’s a solid comparison. Different rules, same basic premise.”

“I can do that. Despite what my résumé might tell you: I can do that. And let’s just say... I’ve got some experience you can’t put on a résumé.”

Marshall grinned a little at that but tried to hide it. “Would you pass a criminal records check?”

“With flying colours. Nothing like that.”

“What then?”

“Gambling, mostly. And I was good at it. So good that I didn’t have to work, and that’s why my résumé’s so sparse.”

Marshall picked up the résumé again, his eyes moving back and forth in their sockets as he read it. The expressions on his face were at war with themselves.

“Give me a chance,” Chad said, leaning forward. “Please. I would be good at this job.”

Marshall pursed his lips. “You don’t technically have high school?”

Chad frowned. “I don’t, no, technically have high school. I can get it though, if that’s the only stumbling block. I can just go write the test, it’s fine.”

“It’s not the only stumbling block,” Marshall said, waving the résumé like an investigator waving evidence in front of a subject he was trying to break. “There’s no job on here that’s lasted longer than four months. Not a one. It’s expensive to train someone for three months and then have them leave a month in to making you money.”

“I wouldn’t leave, I can’t,” Chad said, before he could catch himself. “I have people depending on me.”

Marshall looked at the résumé, then looked at Chad... then looked back at the résumé, and in the back of his mind, Chad’s oft-touted intuition let him know that it was done. That the man across from him had subtly made the choice as to whether or not he could look Chad in the eye, and decided he could not. “You don’t even have high school.”

Chad pursed his lips and nodded, forcing a polite smile.
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CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Koy took a bite of her burger just to Chad’s left, stuck between the wall of their booth and her brother. He had his own identical burger in front of him, but it had been sitting untouched so long that it had started to go cold.

From across the table, Karen pushed it a little forward on the plate, as one would when trying to convince an abstinent child to eat. “I didn’t get that for you so you could look at it,” she grinned.

He looked up. Her own burger — hers with salad whereas he and Koy had gotten fries — was nearly done. 

“Can I get you a refill on your drinks?” Suzie, the server, asked as she stepped by. She addressed the table but aimed herself mainly at Karen, avoiding Chad and her cheeks turning red with heat a little when she had to turn in his direction. She smiled at Koy when Koy smiled at her. “Hey, sweetie.”

Koy beamed and hummed happily. 

“I’ll have another,” Karen said, moving her cup to the outside rim of the table. Suzie took it and stepped away without turning to Chad again. When she was back at the register she did turn, hair spilling over her yellow blouse, to see if his eye had followed her. He was still trained on the sandwich in front of him.

There was one just like it every neighbourhood in America, and although it wasn’t unique, the three of them had come to think of it as special. When he’d been out of state for the majority of this year, it had been one of the things he’d missed most about home. Burgers didn’t taste right anywhere else. 

Everything was painted and decorated in earth tones: mauves and deep, deep browns. On the walls, just above every booth and table, was a black-and-white picture of something oddly clever: like a fire hydrant shooting water into a waiting child’s chest, or a clown standing on a street corner and being ignored by men in suits walking to and from work.

There was a table near the back wall that stood empty at the moment that kept drawing Chad’s gaze. It was the only thing, it seemed, that could draw his eye other than the blank stare of his burger. He turned to it periodically as though his head were on a swivel and had to constantly be forced back.

“Seriously, eat it,” Karen said, nudging the plate and pulling his attention back again. “You’ll feel better.”

“I would have felt better if I’d been the one taking you out, to celebrate,” he said, dejected.

Karen frowned.

––––––––
[image: ]


Koy looked from one to the other chewing a mouthful of fries, noticing the energy between them for the first time. Her eyes got big with moisture, and she looked to Karen as if to ask if she should be feeling that way, too. “A-Nuh?”

“No, sweetie,” Karen assured, putting on a wide smile and touching her hand lightly. “We’re good. Everything’s good. It’s allllllll good.” She turned to Chad. “Right, Chad?”

Chad nodded, then picked up his burger and took a large bite. Even though it had lost a lot of its warmth, it was still good and flavorful, the meat spilling itself onto his tongue with ease. The juices were room temperature and felt wrong in a way, but were perfectly seasoned and still elicited the same memories of many diner burgers before.

The front entrance opened with the clang of the bell above it, and two men walked in that— despite not being in uniform — were clearly police. Their stance and gait made them police, the way they checked the room as soon as they stepped into it automatically made them police, and the set of their jaws made them police. They stepped in and looked around, the shorter of them pointed to a booth in the middle of the space, and they moved towards it and sat.

Chad’s eyes went to them from the second the bell rang, watching them as they entered. One of them was large and pudgy, about a foot taller than him and easily twice his weight. The weight was unevenly distributed in a way that Hollywood had told people was impossible but happened often: sagging him around the chin and middle while still having arms and chest that looked ready for action. His legs were somewhere between the two and looked odd. The shorter man — Chad’s size, if not a little smaller — looked more conventional. He had a brown crop of hair that was cut badly and pushed forward and a jawline that was unshaven, but clearly supposed to be shaven. His eyes were a steely blue that surveyed the room with calculation when he’d entered. When he sat at the table, his jacket fell to the side and Chad saw the badge clipped to his hip, near the holster of his weapon.

“Is everything okay?” Karen asked.

His head snapped back to her in an instant. “What? Yes.”

She gave him a look that asked why he’d taken such notice of the police without asking it, eyes upturned and almost disappointed in advance. 

“It’s nothing,” he smiled, easily and assumingly, this new thing making the pain of the old dissipate for a moment. Koy looked at him, and he tickled her under her arms. “Really.”

“You haven’t been gambling again?”

“How can I?” he said, his eyes fluttering to Koy so quick that the child wouldn’t notice that he was talking about her. Karen bobbed her head from side to side in acceptance. She took a bite from her salad, and both Chad and Koy looked at her with the same disgruntled face when she did. One was such a perfect mirror of the other that Karen found it hard not to laugh at it and continue chewing.
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