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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            FUCKED FROM THE START

          

        

      

    

    
      You know your life is over when the Venn diagrams for drugs and weapons start to overlap.

      I’m thinking this as the bestubbled man wearing the Bachman-Turner Overdrive shirt picks up a knife without dropping his jug of shake-and-bake. He’s probably forgotten he has it. Probably too far gone. Now he’s double-fisted, unaware that he might be this scene’s reluctant hero. 

      The thing in his right hand is a bona fide moonshine jug, brown glass with a handle and all but a series of X’s on the side. He might be using it for a quickie infusion because he thought it’d be sturdy or because someone told him the acetone inside might leach polymers from a plastic bottle, whereas glass would be safe. You know: Safe. But as far as I’m concerned, that brown jug is just shrapnel that doesn’t know it yet. An army of silicate soldiers who don’t realize they’ve enlisted but could be deployed in a blitzkrieg of shards at any moment.

      You can’t snort a silenced Colt, but the low-brow hobby of everyone in this room could literally blow the skin off all our bones. They’d find us in a ring, blown out from the central cistern like the laziest game of Ring Around the Rosie. I have no idea what’s in the cistern. To the Crewtown Posse, it’s already meth. I know better. You have to extract the pseudoephedrine using a hydrocarbon solvent. Other items in the methamphetamine cookbook include anhydrous ammonia, which helped bring down a sizable building in Oklahoma City, acetone strong enough to strip paint, hydrochloric acid, and lye, all of which will eat off your hands and only one of which will trigger pain to let you know, phosphorous with its white-hot flashpoint, and toluene, which you might know as the final “T” in “TNT.” 

      A lot of people want to stop the spread of meth, but in my opinion, we should let them go. If you manage to make the stuff without blowing your face off, my philosophy is you earned it. 

      “Let’s all just …” I don’t think Emil thought he’d get too far into his sentence. If he has something in mind for everyone to just, we’ll all be waiting to see what it is. Stymied, he tries again the way you’d kick a truck from the mud with a running heave: “Let’s all just be cool.”

      The guy with the BTO shirt is either excited, agitated or has some sort of a seizure disorder. Everyone’s attention is on Emil, thanks to all those guns. Everyone but Mr. BTO has at least one weapon, and more than half are aimed at Emil. A few are pointed peer-to-peer. Several of the rednecks are targeting their fellows rather than us, either because what’s happened here is a combining of two Florida factions that don’t know each other or because these people have so many cousins, they forget who’s who until the time comes to cornhole each other. Only three of the guns in the room are aimed at me — and if we’re being technical, it’s possible those three are covering the door behind me. I’m not too insulted. 

      “Robert,” Emil tells me without lowering either of his weapons. His pistols are pointed full-arm out to opposite sides like he’s trying to impress John Woo. “Get the car.” 

      “The fuck you say?” The guy with the snubnose .38 is about four hundred pounds with a good complexion and perfect teeth. It’s like nobody told him this meth job had a dress code. The others in the tarpaper shack got the memo: add the molars, incisors, and bicuspids of the other six men in the room together, and maybe you’d get a full set of choppers. Maybe if you put those six guys back-to-back and bundled them with rope, they’d be as big around as one normal person. They’ve all got sores on their skin. Sunken, red-lined eyes. I’ll bet I could pretend to throw a tennis ball right now, and half of them would be confused enough to go for it. That’s what meth heads are supposed to be, and Fats here is way out of line with all his coherence and composure.

      “Robert,” Emil repeats evenly. “The car.”

      The fat man laughs. The guy with the jug, Mr. BTO, manages a little chuckle that spends half its time in my general direction. It’s like he’s following his boss’s lead, unsure of his own laughter. The knife shakes in his hand. The jug sloshes. I want to ask why he couldn’t wait. Shake-and-bake meth is fast and easy but not exactly pure. Or clean. I guess he couldn’t wait for the big batch. Had a jonesing he needed to handle. When nature calls, the tweaked must answer. 

      I’m sure the seven armed meth heads will stop me, but not a single gun twitches as I move toward the door. I look at Emil once there. 

      He nods encouragement. “Go on.” 

      “And where exactly are you going?” Fat Man’s eyes tick to the two dead men on the floor. 

      Anyone who showed up now would think we’re doing okay; we got two of nine and don’t have a scratch on us. In truth, Emil killed them before the others arrived. There’d been four; Fat Man had been checking the cistern when I broke the window, and BTO had been shaking his bottle. Even the two by the door — now face-down in their own blood and bile — were surprised. We’d have been in and out if they’d stayed that way. We couldn’t have cared less about their little cook lab. 

      But then the taller of the two had gone for a pistol tucked into the back of his belt, and worse, once it was out, its muzzle had strayed in my direction. That had been the beginning of a three-second end. I keep telling Emil I can handle myself, but he’s never listened. I guess I’ll have a protector forever, no matter where I go.

      Now, I think the meth heads actually care whether we leave peacefully. They keep looking at the dead men, unconvinced it’s water under the bridge. 

      “We got no quarrel with you,” Emil tells them.

      “Oh. You don’t, do you?” 

      “Lower your weapons. My brother is already out the door.” 

      Fat Man laughs, so Emil continues. 

      “He can go for the cops, or he can ride off with me. Maybe we say nothing about what we found here. We can end this right now — no harm, no foul.”

      Fat Man looks down. “What about Jimmy and Ron?”

      Emil looks down too, but he manages not to laugh as I see him wanting to. Death is nothing new to us, and the fallen rednecks landed in some hilarious poses. The tallest one looks like he might be doing his impression of a little teapot. “Well. No more harm or foul, anyway.” 

      I’m halfway out the door now, surer than ever that the shooting’s about to resume. After Jimmy and Ron, the only ones left with guns high were me and Emil. That’s when the pickup truck showed, bearing five men with shotguns. I still don’t know where they came from, what tipped them off, or if their arrival right after our little skirmish was a coincidence. 

      It doesn’t matter. We have to be crack shots to do what we do, but with two already dead, something tells me these raccoon-fuckers won’t be caught off guard. Emil can clip one, maybe two. If I’m fast, I can plug a third. But by my math, that’s still not enough. Four swamp degenerates minus two plus five reinforcements still equals seven men standing. The fat man grabbed a pistol, and Mr. BTO only has a knife, but to get out of this by brute force alone, we’d still have to dodge some point-blank buckshot no matter how you slice it. 

      “You’re in a dangerous line of work,” Emil answers. “Shit happens, even to Jimmy and Ron.” 

      “Jimmy was my cousin,” says a kid of about nineteen. No teeth on this one, either. 

      “He must be so proud.” 

      The kid racks his shotgun, but it’s only for show. There’s a shell in the chamber already. Dumbshit. He’s made his point, though, and makes it finer by raising the barrel to center on Emil’s chin. “You wouldn’t be so funny without a goddamn mouth.” 

      It’s a terrible comeback. No wonder these guys have to cook meth this far off-grid. No respectable criminals would have them. 

      “Robert,” Emil says, looking right at me.

      Other heads turn, but I don’t give them time to center those guns in my orbit or fire. Instead, I’m out and running into Emil’s car, pulling the keys from atop the center console and shoving them into the ignition. 

      I turn, but nothing happens. The car is dead. It doesn’t so much as crank. Like I’m a goddamn ghost. Like the engine doesn’t have enough respect to even try or acknowledge my presence. 

      I shake my head. I bang my fist on the wheel after a few more attempts. I don’t really care about dying. Emil and I ride every day with death riding shotgun; that’s part of the job. I care about what’s coming my way from Emil once he finds out. 

      Can’t even start the car? You’re worthless, little brother. 

      I’ll show him who’s worthless.

      Emil carries guns like most people carry a spare tire. Literally. In the trunk, under the deck, beside a tire iron with blood and hair clotted on the end, plus a jack that’s never been used in the conventional way. The spare well is full of firearms like a party grab bag, all of them loaded. I keep waiting for one to go off and shoot us through all that thin aluminum and plastic whenever we hit a bump. Emil says I’m being paranoid. Tells me I’m being a pussy. 

      I select a nice little MAC-10. I’ve used it before at the range, which is what Emil calls the rising slope behind the log cabin he found six years ago before turning it into his most rustic squat. Hold the MAC’s trigger too long, and you’re suddenly out of bullets. 

      I’m at the window ten seconds later. It’s the one Emil kicked in, but nobody sees me. They’re all focused on my brother, with his double guns. Scenes like this, they’re not actually about might or firepower. They’re about balls. The two of us have walked into situations more unexpected and hairier than this one holding only our nuts and somehow walked out tall with all the marbles and our enemies pissing their pants.

      You can get away with just about anything if you do it with confidence. Walk into a sporting goods store and walk out with a canoe. Walk right into a mall Santa display and pull all the plugs, turning Winter Wonderland into something dark and soulless. That’s the secret right there, Emil says: Never ask permission. Just do, and see if anyone stops you. They won’t, he says. Because people obey. When it comes right down to it, people are sheep. 

      “Tell you what I’m going to do,” Emil says, and here I see him look toward the window, at me and through me and past me, the only one now who’s still curious as to my whereabouts. “I’m going to walk out that door and leave you alone. You’re going to let me go because none of us want trouble.” 

      “You already made trouble, friend,” says a voice I recognize as the fat man. 

      “More trouble,” Emil clarifies. 

      With that, his brow creases just a little, and he manages to shoot me a covert glance, and I know Emil’s wondering why I haven’t yet gunned the engine. But really, that’s not the biggest of my concerns. If he doesn’t know the engine died (cables cut by the newly arrived rednecks, perhaps; they’re good with greasy things), anything short of clearing the board inside will leave us with problems. There are two other vehicles out there, but I’ve already peeked inside, and neither left their keys on the dash or seats. Chances are, those keys are in the pockets of people who are still armed and very much alive. 

      I’m supposed to be our strategist. The brains behind the brawn. With all our data, I calculate our probability of getting out of here intact at fifty percent. I give our chances of getting away clean, without cops on our tail, at twenty right now — and easily below ten if we kill more than the two who are already napping. Ironically, leaving a few of them alive helps us. If they’re all dead, neighbors will find the scene and fink on us. If some live, at least they’ll try to cover the crime. 

      But I’ve been at this for our entire adult lives, and as much as I’d like to believe in happy endings, I know this scene won’t have one. I see the slight twitching of muscles in Emil’s forearms. I see a prominent vein on his forehead. I can smell adrenaline and sweat even from the window, knowing that these hicks aren’t as cool, calm, and collected as my brother and me. One feathered gunshot, and we’ll be up shit creek. If not dead, unemployed. We’ll miss our window and the senator. Nothing will change. Not for the world or for us. 

      I’ve almost got Emil convinced: We make our one big dent, then walk away. I’ve even found an island where we can hide. We can drink mai tais all day. Little umbrellas in every one. 

      Emil moves for the door. I raise my MAC-10 when everyone flexes to stop him, but nobody loses their cool. I could take a few of them out ahead of time (so nobody ever loses their cool), but something tells me to keep waiting. It seems like Emil always gets the kills, ends our targets every time. Something tells me he’d be pissed if I sniped them now, and he’s already going to kick my ass thanks to our truck not starting. If he opens fire and runs out to find we have no way to escape? I’ll never hear the end of it.

      So I stay low, hating my obedience. I’ve always nodded along with Emil’s bit about being like sheep, knowing he meant everyone but us. Yet here I am, with three or four perfect shots, and nobody’s even looking my way except for Emil. It would be easy, and yet I hold my peace. Wait until he needs me. Emil always has something up his sleeve. 

      He’s still moving. Now around them, guns out, delicately holstering one so he can use the freed hand to take the knob. 

      “I’m going to go,” Emil tells them as I look over my shoulder, as I think of that car with its dead battery. “I’m going to go now, and you’re going to let me.” 

      “Stop,” says the kid whose cousin was killed by Emil. “Stop, or I’ll blow your fuckin’ head off.” 

      I peek back in. I figure he’s just being another dumb kid with more dick than brains, but a glimpse at the scene by the door convinces me otherwise. Now the kid has the shotgun six inches from Emil’s face, and Emil’s gun hand is trained on one of the many other gunmen. His second weapon is in his belt, and his hand is stretched back to take the knob. The kid won’t back down, and Emil is in exactly the wrong position to try and stop him. 

      My pattern recognition recognizes a new one. My algorithm discards all I was sure five minutes ago would happen and computes a brand new outcome. 

      Emil dead.

      Me stranded, soon to be just as dead. 

      And Senator Bisset? Well, he’ll be just fine.

      Indecision frustrates me. My finger applies increasing pressure to the sensitive trigger. When I look down at that traitorous digit, I don’t understand why it hasn’t yet fired. I squeeze more, and more, and more, still pulling all my punches and hoping what needs to happen will happen by accident. 

      What’s the poundage on this trigger, anyway? A million?

      I sight on the kid with the shotgun. He’s sidelong to Emil, and Emil is sidelong to me. If the kid would only refocus his eyes a quarter-inch downward, he’d see me in the window’s corner, waiting to turn him to confetti. 

      I calculate, knowing how my brother will respond. He’s seen me; he’s seen the gun. If I shoot, he has his next six moves planned already. Maybe we can get out of here. Maybe. 

      I give us fifty percent. 

      “Tell you what,” says Emil. 

      But I don’t get to hear what. The jug of shake-and-bake meth, agitated by the shaking BTO had been giving it before our arrival, suddenly blows like a bomb. It takes half of his face with it, pushing BTO’s skin from his skull like a winter tarp from a boat at the beginning of summer. I see a brilliant flash, big like a movie explosion rather than the inelegant sledgehammer of a real-life detonation.

      It’s the acetone, I think. Acetone, maybe butane, maybe hexane, maybe even gas. Stupid hicks; I wouldn’t put it past them to extract with gas. 

      A fireball fills the room, and it’s lit for a full second. It jolts Emil, but not as much as the others. He’s been watching me, knowing I might fire at any moment. This is different — a new strain of unexpected. But he keeps his cool enough to turn and fire: first at the kid with the shotgun, then back at his original target. 

      I’ve got my MAC up now, ready for real, but the fireball knocked them all to the deck. I stand fully, arms out and waiting, but seconds later, Emil sprints at my window and yells for me to duck, to get the fuck out of the way because I’m always right in the goddamned way, and I do as I’m told because despite my being the brains here, let’s face it: Emil has always been the brains. 

      He thinks, I do. He says, I comply. It’s like I’m nothing but a goddamn puppet. 

      Through the window, bullets flying behind. Emil hits the grass, and I reach to help him up, but he bats me away as if I’m responsible for all of this. He’s up before I am, sprinting for the woods. It’s swampy out there, and I keep thinking alligators. 

      Emil’s arm is covered in blood. Same for his neck.

      “You’re hit.” 

      He barely looks over. “I only told you to get the car.” 

      “It won’t start.” 

      “Jesus fucking Christ, Robert. You can’t start a car?” 

      “I can,” I say with gritted teeth. “But it won’t.” 

      Shouts from inside the shack, which is now burning. I saw Emil plug two people before running out, and the blast took care of BTO for us. But there should still be two men left. Three, if any of Emil’s shots weren’t fatal.

      “Goddammit, Robert.” 

      “I can’t start a car that won’t start, Emil!” 

      “How exactly do you expect us to get out of here now? I told you before: Just do as I say. That means no shooting.” 

      “I didn’t shoot, Emil.” 

      “That fucking jug about blew my dick off. You think of that?” 

      “I … You think I made that thing blow up?” 

      Emil falls silent, watching two men emerge with their weapons. 

      “God dammit, Robert.” 

      “This isn’t my fault!” 

      “One thing I asked you to do. One thing.” 

      “Hey, fuck you!” 

      But now, there’s a splash from behind us. From this ass basket backwater shitburg motherfucking swamp we wandered into, and goddammit if we’re not even supposed to be here. 

      How far is Bisset from here? A state? A country? A planet? 

      I stop in the middle of being offended and look back to see two enormous dark shapes in the shallow water behind us. 

      “Fuck,” says Emil. 

      I aim my MAC-10 hand at the alligators but seem to have dropped the MAC-10 itself. I try to hide the motion once I realize I’m empty, but of course, Emil sees it and knows the contents of my head. 

      “Oh, fucking brilliant,” he says. 

      “You’ve got a gun!” 

      Emil puts it to my head and pulls the trigger. His face is angry and frustrated — the way he used to look when I borrowed his Big Wheel. When I ran it into the mud, he forced me to clean it off. “Seven rounds. I told you I’d need more than seven rounds.” 

      The slide locked open. As if this is my fault. As if I chose Emil’s weapon, then forced him to use it and refused to let him take an extra magazine. He’s the one who wanted big caliber. That tends to accompany small capacity. He could have gotten a nice little 9mm, but no, he wanted the .45. I don’t even know how he managed to fire seven times. I wouldn’t have been as sure as him. In Emil’s shoes, I would have put a gun to my head and pulled the trigger only to learn I’d miscounted, and Little Brother is dead.

      “How is that my fault?” 

      “You planned this trip.” 

      “What, you can’t take care of your own ammo? Do you want me to wipe your ass for you, too?” 

      The alligators move closer. Their mouths open slightly. 

      “I think you have to run in a zigzag,” I tell him, but Emil only scowls. 

      “Two guys left. The building is on fire, and we’ve got two fucking lizards behind us. We can’t drive off and don’t have any ammo. How is this any closer to where we want to be, Robert?” 

      “Oh, and it’s all on me?” 

      “Of course, it’s all on you!” 

      There’s a new sound, and all four heads turn as a new truck roars from a distance with its brights at full bore. We’re about to be even more outgunned than we already are, and the best we can hope for is that the newcomers will shoot us outright instead of feeding us to the animals. 

      But then the truck swerves, and I see that it’s puke green, and there’s only one person in the world who’d own a piece of shit like that. 

      The truck barrels into the two remaining rednecks one at a time, starring the windshield with one and making mud pies of the other. 

      With the headlights back on us, a silhouette emerges. 

      “Get in,” it says. And just in time, because now in the distance, here come even more redneck engines. 

      “Is that …?” Emil squints into the light at the truck and the driver’s backlit silhouette.

      Of course, it is.

      I should have known. 

      This job? It was fucked from the start.
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            A MILLION PLUS

          

        

      

    

    
      With nothing to focus on, your mind goes just about anywhere. 

      You’re playing with coins on the table — a cash tip from the last diner the server never cleared, say — and suddenly you’re thinking about that shirt you never returned even though it was two sizes too small, six months old and therefore forever one of the deep tracks in your wardrobe’s extensive discography. 

      You think about the thyroid pill you took this morning, suddenly sure it was the wrong color and hence the wrong dosage, or possibly another medication entirely, even though there are no other meds (or other dosages) in the usual drawer. 

      You wonder if anyone ever inspects the underside of tables in restaurants or if the Air Bud movie franchise is done forever. 

      You start to think about high school chemistry, about that time Maddie Vickers set her hair on fire. Maddie was hot before that, then hot even after, when she returned with a shortened bob that was somehow even cuter than her long hair. You wonder what Maddie’s doing now. 

      You wonder if the wrong pill you took this morning will have any adverse side effects. Like: Maybe you’ll flip your thyroid from hypo to hyper, and suddenly it’ll be too active. Maybe it’ll swell, like a goiter. Good luck flying under the radar when everyone knows you as the team with great aim and a giant neck. 

      It’s like someone else is in control of my brain, digging through a grab-bag of thoughts. 

      I wonder what the bathroom of this place is like. 

      I wonder if I should switch from canola to olive oil. 

      I remember this kid, in second grade, who a bunch of us convinced was living a dream. He bought it for about a half-hour, then told the after-school counselors we were messing with him. 

      I remember the shape of our father’s hand. 

      I know that blood cells have to go through our smallest capillaries one at a time, so I picture a queue of big red donuts made of hemoglobin waiting patiently inside my ring finger, except that one of them is an asshole with a hipster fedora and a cigar, and that blood cell just takes his sweet time while the others wait, with an attitude like, Oh, yeah? Well, what the fuck are you going to do about it, smart guy? 

      Nobody would ever like that red blood cell. They’d probably all gang up on him in the spleen, forcing him to jump ship into pus or offal. Or they’d hold a molecular knife to his round red lack-of-a-neck and bully him into apoptosis — that programmed cell-death thing. My mind always imagines it as happening like hari-kari: cellular samurai falling onto microscopic swords in a ritual act of self-immolation. 

      Emil slides into the booth across from me. His food arrives at exactly the same time, with mine ten seconds later. He looks at my plate with disgust before noticing his own. 

      “It’s like someone took a shit, then baked it.” 

      I look up. 

      He adds, “You heard me.” 

      I glance back down at my meatloaf. Ordering meatloaf in a restaurant is like playing slots. Every once in a while, you get lucky with all of those cherries lined in a row. More often, you pull nothing and end up with something that looks like it’s been digested a few times already. 

      “We’ve been on the road too long,” I tell my brother. “I need some decent food to counteract all the garbage.” 

      Emil looks at the meatloaf. 

      “I had to try. It was this or the fifteen-dollar salad.” 

      He rolls his eyes. He’s got an enormous plate of beer-battered fish. The menu said the fish came with a side of fries, but in reality, the fish is served entangled with fries. There’s no order on Emil’s plate. There’s fish; there’s fries; there’s even a small side of fruit that was probably some manager’s idea of raising the bar. But it’s all in a pile, like dry jambalaya. Like the waiter tripped on her way to our table and tossed it all in the air but managed to catch the plate before it hit the floor. 

      “You’re going to Hell anyway,” Emil says. 

      I fork off a piece of my gray-looking meatloaf. It tastes better than it looks, but that’s barely saying anything. 

      “Uh-huh.” 

      “You can uh-huh me all day. But it isn’t me you need to convince.” 

      I don’t look over. Even if I couldn’t see him in my peripheral vision, I know this routine by heart. He’s pointing upward at the yellowed drop ceiling stained by asbestos-filtered water. I’m supposed to know he’s pointing at God, but even if I was a believer, up wouldn’t make sense. Earth rotates. So is God’s home planet “up” at noon or midnight? It can’t be both unless God orbits us in geosynchronous orbit, which definitely isn’t what I’d do if I was all-powerful and could watch celebrities in the shower. And what about the Chinese? Whenever we’re “below” God’s 10-20, all those Asians on the other side of Earth had better know to point at the ground when getting pious. 

      I wonder what Mel Tormé would be doing right now if he was still alive. 

      I wonder if I actually lost one of my forks — or if it’s in the disposal, waiting until I flip the switch for a deafening discovery. 

      “God doesn’t care if I eat meatloaf.” 

      “God cares all day long about your meatloaf. That’s the problem with you, Robert. You don’t believe what you read.” 

      “Today? Yeah. I don’t believe what I read. Kind of hard to believe anything you read in this day and age.” 

      “Except that the Bible is God’s diary, straight from His lips, and nothing to do with our day or age.” 

      “I don’t think God has lips.” 

      “Of course he has lips! You ever seen a fresco?” 

      “You’re thinking of Jesus.” 

      “Fuck you, I’m thinking of Jesus. I know the difference between God and Jesus. There’s that mural where he’s like this.” Emil points at me, but his arm is soft and flamboyant. “And he’s like, ‘YOU, Adam. You da man.’” 

      “Are you talking about the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel?” 

      “Fuck you, Sistine Chapel. I’m talking about the mural where God and Adam are like, ‘All riiiight.’” 

      I think of the blender Emil wants to buy. 

      I wonder what happens if you die on a plane. Do they keep you buckled in, and your seatmates simply have to deal? It’s probably that or the bathroom, and bathrooms reek enough as it is. 

      I picture God and Adam starring in Dazed and Confused. He’s Matthew McConaughey, saying to Adam, Alright, alright, alright! 

      “That mural is not God and Adam saying, ‘All riiiight.’” 

      “It’s—” 

      “And the Bible is not God’s diary.” 

      “You know what I’m talking about.” 

      “Do you?” 

      “I think we were talking about how you’re going to Hell.” 

      “For eating meatloaf?” 

      “What day is it, Robert?” 

      “Friday.” 

      “But not just any Friday.” 

      We go through this every year. I always forget Lent. I only learn about it in retrospect, after Easter hits. Emil goes to St. Anthony’s and gets ashes on his forehead every year, and I always point it out, thinking he accidentally got a smudge on himself somewhere. 

      I pluck a fry from Emil’s plate, then dip it in some of the ketchup on mine. I hold it up like a freshly severed spine, still dripping on one end. “So what you’re telling me is that Heaven has a really big problem with my eating meat on Fridays during Lent.” 

      “You bet your ass.” 

      “But not with us killing people.” 

      “That’s work.”

      “It’s okay to kill people if it’s for work,” I say. 

      “Sure.” 

      “Like how Amish people can use power tools so long as it’s for work.” 

      “Exactly.” 

      “And drive to job sites.” 

      “Gotta get to work somehow.” 

      “So faith matters,” I say, wanting to get this right, “but not as much as a steady paycheck.” 

      “You know what I mean.” 

      “Fish is meat, too, you know,” I say, indicating Emil’s plate. 

      “No, it’s not. Fish is fish.” 

      “It’s the flesh of an animal. That’s ‘meat’ by definition.” 

      “Fish aren’t animals.” 

      “Fish are animals, Emil.” 

      “Well, fish are fine.” 

      “Why?” 

      “Because it’s in the Bible.” 

      “What about salmon? Can you eat salmon on Fridays?”

      “Salmon are fish. So yeah, that’s fine.” 

      “Yeah, but everyone says it’s so close to red meat.” 

      “Except that it’s not.” 

      “What color is it, then?” 

      “Well … It’s red. But⁠—” 

      “What about portabella mushrooms?” 

      “What about them?” 

      “People say portabella mushrooms are like meat, too.” 

      “Except that they’re not.” 

      “Mushrooms are connected by mycelium. A lot of people say they might possess a primitive kind of intelligence, like an underground brain that connects them all.” 

      “Whatever.” 

      “You know. Like in Avatar, where all the plants were connected.” 

      “Just shut the fuck up, Robert.” 

      I rarely get the upper hand with my brother, so I let myself enjoy it for a few moments. Emil has something to tell me, but right now, he’s too annoyed to do it.

      “You know what I wonder?” I ask. 

      “I don’t give a shit.” 

      “I wonder what happens if you’re in a car, and you’re eating a burger, and the car’s driving east at like ten minutes after midnight early Saturday morning.” 

      “Look,” he says in his most dismissive voice. “I got a message this morning from⁠—” 

      “Because you might cross a time zone, is what I’m saying.”

      “Robert …” 

      “It’s technically Saturday when you start, but then you cross the time zone, and it’s Friday again. You’ve got a full burger in front of you. What do you do?” 

      “You stop eating until it’s after midnight where you are.” 

      “What if you’ve got a bite still in your mouth? Can you swallow it?” 

      “I don’t fucking know. I guess you spit it out.” 

      “What if you don’t know you crossed into a new time zone?” 

      “Then it’s okay.”

      “Kind of like how if you kill someone by accident, it’s okay.” 

      “That’s different.” 

      “Are you sure, Emil? We’re talking about the fate of immortal souls.” 

      “Hey! Just because you lost your⁠—” 

      “Okay. Okay. I’ve got one.” 

      “Shut up, Robert.” 

      But I push on, ignoring his interruption, thoroughly on fire. “You got the fish, right? And I got the heathen’s meatloaf. So you’re okay, and I’m going to Hell. So far, so good.” 

      “Robert …” 

      “Let’s say I’m really going to town on this meal. I’m fucking this meatloaf up. And in my frenzy, I accidentally fling a wad of meat your way. A piece of the loaf lands in your mouth, and you start choking on it.” 

      “Okay. That’s enough.” 

      “You can’t even hock it back up. Everyone’s tried the Heimlich, and nothing’s doing because it’s not really in your trachea; it’s right at the fork and keeps flapping back and forth between windpipe and esophagus. But! There is a way out, Emil. There’s still a way to save yourself.” 

      I take a dramatic pause, but my brother doesn’t bite. 

      “Swallow the meat, and you’ll live. Of course, you’re then doomed to fire and brimstone just because your brother is sloppy, and you decided, in a moment of crisis, to save yourself. So, Emil, tell me you think that’s fair.” 

      Silence at our table. Emil has his hands on the edge, with the posture of a gopher about to climb out of his hole. Before I know what’s happening, he pops upright in his seat like a Jack-in-the-box and jabs me in the face with his fist. An instant later, he sits right back where he was. It’s over so fast, I might not even believe it happened if not for my bloody nose. 

      “You done?” he asks. 

      “I’m done.” 

      Emil hands me a bright white handkerchief. I know for a fact that I’ve bled on one just like it before. How does he get them so clean? Does my blood just vanish as if it was never there, or does Emil have a dispenser full of them, plucked from a box like Kleenex?

      I consider asking Emil if I’ll go to Hell if I swallow any of this blood but decide to quit while I’m ahead instead. I’ve been trying to be more assertive lately since I can rarely manage more than a few words with Emil, but my assertions wreak all sorts of havoc with his worldview. I represent everything Emil is comfortable not accepting, and I’m not even trying. 

      “Like I was saying,” Emil’s tone makes it clear that the last discussion didn’t happen — and that if it did, he won, “I got a message this morning from Heinzie.” 

      “About a job?” I dab at my bloody nose, pretending it’s not happening. Same as everyone else in the diner. Several people looked over when Emil jumped to his feet but stopped caring after he hit me. Either no one’s sympathetic, or everyone heard what I said to earn my beating. 

      Don’t argue with big brother. 

      It was true when we were kids, and the object of debate was the family’s single Big Wheel. It was true in George Orwell’s novel, and it’s true today. 

      Emil nods. “A toss-up job.” 

      “No.” 

      “Yes.” 

      “I mean, no, we don’t want to do a toss-up.” 

      “So you’re in charge now? You decide which jobs we take and which we let go?” 

      “I suppose it’s up to you who’s in charge.” Pause. Then I add, “Do you want to take it?” 

      “It’s 1.2 million Pentz.” 

      That hits me like a miniature bomb. That many Pentz translates to … Shit, I don’t even know. A lot of dollars. Enough that I understand why Emil didn’t shut Heinzie down the second he made the offer. But a toss-up? We’d decided. Both of us, together. 

      “Who’s the target?”

      The booths behind each of us are empty, but we’re still in a public place. Emil calls up a photo on his phone and slides it in my direction. 

      “You’re kidding,” I say. 

      “I’m not kidding about a million-plus-Pentz job.” 

      “If we get the million,” I remind him. “Remember Fresno?” 

      How could he forget? The target of the Fresno job was a snaggletooth everyman named Gordon Roberts, CFO of a small company called Baker Financial. Heinzie said the client wanted him out of the way because Baker was poised for a several-billion-dollar buyout … if Roberts would stop blocking finance’s approval. 

      The job was a toss-up. The client, through Heinzie, had hired three different assassins. We found him first with a substantial lead over both our competitors, then got starry-eyed dreaming of a quick end to an easy job. We tried to scare him first, knowing the fallback clause would deliver two-thirds payment so long as the deal went through, even if Roberts stayed alive. 

      When that didn’t work, we showed up at his office on a Saturday. Problem was, our scare had raised his antennae. Roberts was a bleeding-heart social justice type, but he turned hardcore when pressed. Long story short, I managed to cut one of his arms mostly off and scramble his kidneys using an ornamental sword he’d had on his wall. The asshole ended up in a hospital two cities away, at which point Nisha Swartha walked in under an assumed visitor name and injected him with an anticoagulant. Roberts bled out, and the doctors couldn’t stop it. Heinzie gave Nisha the bounty, even though she only exacerbated the wounds we’d already given him. 

      “It’ll be different this time,” Emil says, shoving breaded (and holy) fish into his face. “I reminded Heinzie about Fresno. He knows we got fucked and promises that if anything like that happens again, he’ll go to bat for us with the client.” 

      “So he says.” 

      Emil shrugs. Heinzie is an impenetrable buffer but also a total and complete goat fucker. I’d have a problem with it, but it’s not like there are a lot of assassin brokers in the market. 

      “You want to do it,” I say. 

      “I want the payday. Maybe if we get it, you can finally have your way.” 

      “If we get it.” 

      “We’ll get it.”

      I look down at the photo still visible on Emil’s phone. It’s Senator Simon Bisset, who I, of course, know on sight. He’ll be the hardest job we’ve done, and the presence of competitors won’t make it easier. Considering Bisset now, I sure hope we do get the bounty if we take the job. With a gig that high-profile, everyone involved will need to hit the dirt for a while. There will be a ton of cops. PI’s. FBI. Hell, knowing Bisset? There might even be CIA and NSA … and that’s not even counting the public shitstorm that, by nature of Bisset’s business, will surely erupt the second he’s hit. 

      I sigh. For months now, I’ve been on edge with every job. Something changed, and now it feels wrong in the air. I keep telling Emil that we need to get out. Quit while we’re ahead. But he still steers this ship for both of us, and that means I’ve been losing. A score on this job would satisfy us both. I want out, and Emil wants us rich. Both happen if we can take down Bisset. We’ll be ordering mai tais and rinsing the blood from our hands. 

      “How many in the toss-up?” I ask. 

      “Four.” 

      “Four other contractors, or four including us?” We count as one person — long-established, no need to clarify.

      Emil finishes chewing before replying. “Four others.” 

      I shake my head, looking down.

      “So you agree,” Emil says. 

      This isn’t really a question. 

      “Fine.” 

      “We have a score to settle anyway.” 

      It’s one of many fights Emil has imagined for me, and which I’d never give another thought if left to my own devices. I try to see it as sweet: brother protecting brother. In practice, it’s kind of annoying. 

      “Just promise me one thing,” I tell Emil. 

      “Anything.” 

      “If we kill him on Friday, don’t eat him. I’m already going to Hell, but at least save yourself.” 

      My brother doesn’t respond.
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      Only, there are seven instead of four other assassins in the toss-up. 

      If I know Heinzie, there were at least five when he told Emil there were four, and he’d planned to use administrative sleight of hand to make us all believe the competition was lighter than it was. He’d probably started to sweat logistics after hitting six … and once the field reached seven, he’d had no choice but to call a fellowship to make sure we were all on the same page. 

      I can see him now, slinking around in the back of the bar, pretending dishes were in need of washing to steer clear of our glances. Emil and I aren’t the only ones pissed off. His plan seems to be getting us all together without him to dilute our initial aggressions, then slip into the mix once we’re calmer. Whether it’s working or not is yet to be seen.

      My mind starts to wander. To take it all in.

      I think about my first-grade teacher, who told me I’d come to a bad end.

      I wonder what the inside of Heinzie’s skull looks like. 

      I wonder if anyone’s ever played solitaire with a fully shuffled deck but found that the cards came out in perfect order by chance. 

      Emil says, “Pay attention. A professional uses his eyes and ears more than he uses his weapon. Ninety-nine percent of the job is observation. Anyone can pull a trigger.”

      I roll my eyes. Not only have we been through this ad nauseum in the past, and not only have I learned it repeatedly on more jobs than I can count, but Emil constantly reminds me. 

      I know it, Emil. I know it like you know it. 

      I settle for belligerence. “I am paying attention.” 

      “No, you’re not. You’re counting bottlecaps or something.” 

      “I am not counting bottlecaps.” 

      “You know what I mean.” 

      “There’s not even anything to pay attention to.” I switch from denial to justification. We’re talking in hard whispers — the kind where you add force to compensate for quiet. “Look around. He just wants us to shark-tank in here without him. Maybe thin the crowd before he has to jump in and explain the job to all these pissed-off people.” 

      I scan the crowd. I know almost everyone, but curiously I had no idea that some of them were in the business. Len and Kerry, for instance. Like us, they’re considered one player rather than two, but I don’t know them as assassins. I know them as the husband-and-wife realtor team who negotiated Emil’s lease, and from the signs bearing their faces in yards all over town — the signs where Len looks like a serial killer. 

      I watch them now from across the pitted mingling floor of Heinzie’s pub, called The Rear End, without any irony, and I think: I should have known. What kind of realtors don’t have last names? I assumed there just wasn’t room on their signs, what with all the space required for Stepford grins and sensible housing in the background. 

      My eyes continue to scan. 

      If I believe enough in reincarnation, can I come back next time as a tortoise? Tortoises don’t have to deal with shit like this. Almost never.

      The woman everyone’s calling Dahlia, I know as Rachel. A barista at our Starbucks for a while. My brother thought he had a shot at nailing her. Seeing her and the realtors here — three people we know, but not as killers — makes me wonder. Has someone been scoping us for a hit? It’s possible, seeing as Heinzie once approached us about hitting Terry Bartow, who’s also here. Paranoia begets paranoia. Taking out some insurance begets insurance against your insurance. Not a peaceful field of work, murdering people for money.

      I glance at Heinzie. He’s the only one who knows all of what’s happening here. He has his client snowed, I’m sure of it, arguing that more is better for this seemingly important job and arguing (more importantly) for a commission on each black hat he brings to the party. He’s invited eight singles or teams of killers, but not because he’s being thorough. Heinzie is greedy. 

      If we all kill each other and the mission suffers, he won’t care. Heinzie probably has side bets on all of us. One of us will inevitably kill this job’s target, but along the way, he can also contract with Terry to eliminate us and contract with Len to kill Terry and contract with us to get rid of Len. 

      Once we get to know each other, new animosities will form. It’s inevitable when enough of us bump elbows. We’re like beta fish. Put one of us in a tank, and we’ll do as we’re meant to. Put two in a tank, and one will chase the other into corners, bullying all the way. Put eight of us (ten if you’re counting individuals) into a tank, and it’ll be a fucking bloodbath. 

      Heinzie is too smart to let all that opportunity go. He’ll collect payment from the survivors, then keep the deceased’s initial deposits. The target will end up a nice bonus. 

      “Emil …” I whisper indistinct sounds and wave him toward a plant that’s either naturally lacquer-sheen or made from green wax. “We need to excuse ourselves from this one. Just take the exit.” 

      Emil looks only half surprised. “I told you. It’ll be fine. We’ll either get the collar or⁠—” 

      “—end up dead?” 

      There’s a moment of confusion, but then his eyes close and reopen. “Oh. I get it.” 

      “There’s too many people here. Blood in the water.” 

      “What, you think there’ll be a loose cannon?” 

      “I think we’re in a room full of loose cannons. This field is made of loose cannons.”

      “So we’ll stay out of their way. Whatever the most obvious start is, we’ll head in a different direction.” 

      It’s how we tend to work anyway. If you’re looking for a spot in a crowded parking lot, you can linger in the aisles behind other waiting cars and just accept that they’ll take any spot before you can reach it, or you can drive all the way to the very back of the lot and park without the hassle. 

      Most professionals in a toss-up do something like the former, always tripping over each other’s heels, hitting the same clue points, and relying on speed, stealth, and backstabbing to reach the next waypoint first. But Emil and I have always been circuitous, looking for less obvious ins to our targets. Our way is harder and longer, but it avoids the infighting and crowd-pushing that ultimately costs more time and life than it saves. 

      That’s been our method for a while, and so far, it’s kept us alive and well-fed.

      “I’m not worrying about the field being crowded. I’m worried about the field being hostile.” 

      “What, like Heinzie’s brought in so many professionals to thin us out?” 

      “It’s happened before.” 

      “When?” 

      “San Francisco.” 

      “Oh, that was different.” Emil’s body relaxes as he decides I’m hysterical.

      “Emil, I’m serious.” 

      I’m always serious about these things, and I’ve made the mistake of saying
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