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TRACEY AND I BURST OUT of the apartment building and she ducked behind a dumpster while I kept going, heading for the alley, and as far away from there as I could get. When I noticed she wasn’t right behind me, I stopped and turned, saw her head bobbing just above the rim, and ran back for her.

“For fuck’s sake, not there, idiot. Come on!” I grabbed her arm and hauled her along. We turned up the hill instead of toward the street because it offered more cover in darkness.

“T, he’s coming!” Tracey said.

“Keep quiet,” I hissed. “Come on!” We were halfway up the alley when I heard the screen door slam and I knew it was Junior.

“Shit!” Tracey said. “He’s really coming.”

“I know!”

I grabbed her arm and pulled her along faster until we hit a dead end. The only way out was through the yard next to us.

“This way,” I said and tugged her sleeve like a cowboy pulling the reins to get his horse to turn. “We can cut through here.”

We ran up into someone’s back yard and I was pleased no security lights flashed on, giving us away. Then I glanced up at the house, a three-story structure looming over us in the night sky, and I realized why there were no lights.

“Empty!” I exclaimed without raising my voice. “Follow me.”

“Where are you going? He’s going to find us!”

“Not if you shut up and do what I say!” I insisted. “Let’s go.”

I opened the storm door and checked the inside door. Locked as I’d suspected it would be. But that never stopped ol’ T.

I cupped my face over the window and saw just enough to know the place was empty.

For some reason in that moment, I heard Marilyn Manson’s “Burning Flag” playing in my mind but it seemed to be the motivation I needed. I told Tracey, “Hold the storm door.” She did and I moved back several feet, then took a quick run at the door with my shoulder in front of me and managed to burst inside the house.

“Quick!” I whispered and pulled Tracey in with me. “Close it.”

She closed the storm door and I shut the inside door as best I could in its busted frame. It smelled of sour milk and old smoke and despite the summer heat outside, it was freezing inside the house.

“Look at you, Mrs. Schwarzenegger,” Tracey managed to joke.

“I’ll be back,” I added and left her there while I checked out the next room. “It’s empty,” I said over my shoulder. “Let’s go.”

“Go where?” she asked, following behind.

“Away from the door,” I said. “Junior’s a moron, but we don’t need to make finding us any easier for him.”

“We need to call the police,” Tracey said.

“Are you stupid? And what do you suppose we tell them, huh? The guy we were running drugs for figured out we were skimming and he tried to kill us. So I panicked, clocked him with an ashtray, and we broke into this empty building to hide out from him. Please overlook all the crimes we committed and help us out of a jam?”

“Well, not when you say it like that.”

“That’s the only way to say it!”

“Well, still.”

“Still nothing. We need to hide and wait this out. When it’s safe, we get the fuck out of Angel Hill.”

“How are we gonna know when it’s safe?”

“Always with the questions. I don’t know!”

We had this exchange while standing in the middle of a dark, empty room in a house neither of us had ever seen before. Not entirely true, we’d done enough business with Junior at the bottom of the hill to have seen the place, and we knew this as the house that burned down years ago and that, while they were renovating it, a guy had killed himself here, but we’d never seen it, you know? Talk around town was it was haunted, but that was talk around town about a lot of places. Haunted or not, I thought, I could deal with some phantom footsteps and creaky floorboards a lot easier than I could deal with a pissed off Junior.

“Let’s head upstairs,” I said.

“Why?”

“So we can see better,” I said. “If he comes, I want to know it before he gets here.”

“Do you know where the stairs are?” Tracey asked.

“Yeah, I grew up here, remember?”

“You did?” she asked, looking around.

“Christ,” I said. “No. I grew up across the street from you! I don’t know where the damned stairs are, I’ve never been here before, same as you. Let’s check over here.”

We saw another doorway across from the one we’d come through, and we stepped out into a long, very dark hallway. We’d have to feel our way along the wall.

“Come on,” I said and Tracey followed behind. “It’s a hallway, so there are probably stairs around here somewhere.”

We scooted in darkness along the wall. Tracey gave a YIP of surprise when her feet hit a large metal grate in the floor.

“Shh!!!” I said. “It’s just a cold air return.”

“Well it’s badly placed.”

She couldn’t see me roll my eyes in the dark.

“You know,” she said. “When you think about it, T, it’s not so bad.”

“How do you figure that?” I asked.

“As bad as things look right now, one day we’ll have bigger problems than these.”

“You are shit at motivational speeches,” I said.
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WHILE WE’D LIVED ACROSS THE street from each other on Nelson Road since forever, Tracey and I didn’t become friends until middle school when, in the seventh grade, we both wound up at Jane Miller’s house after school one day. I’ve no idea how it happened. One day I barely knew Jane, the next day she was inviting me to her place after school. Her parents got off late every evening, so she had the house to herself. They had a big screen TV and Jane’s dad had lots of booze. That was the first and last place I ever tasted Jack Daniels. But Jane had an older sister who had recently moved out and when she found a pack of her big sis’s cigarettes stashed in the closet in her old bedroom, Tracey and I took to those like fish to water. Tracey and I were friends with Jane for most of that school year and it’s where I picked up the nickname of, simply, T. Tracey and I shared a first name but I didn‘t have the E in mine, so Jane called her Tracey and shortened mine to a simple letter. I felt slighted at first, why does Tracey get the name and I don’t, but then something about it struck home and it felt tough. Tracey was the name of the girl you put in dresses and curled her hair. T was the one who wouldn’t hesitate to punch you in the throat if you got too handsy in the backseat.

We both lost touch with Jane over that summer, but for Tracey and I it was much simpler. Jane lived six blocks away on Vogul. Tracey and I could see in each other’s bedroom windows if we wanted. So from then on we grew up together, shared all of our firsts, and made plans for where life would take us once we graduated and got the hell out of this town.

My parents had their eye on college for me, but nothing interested me less, and we couldn’t afford it anyway. I don’t believe Tracey had ever considered it even for a second.

So instead, after graduation, we got jobs. Tracey manned the front counter while I did drive-thru duty at the Burger King on Marshall. We cut our hair the same, although when I dyed mine a brilliant purple Tracey opted for a shocking orange a la Ziggy Stardust. We even got matching rose tattoos on our wrists. It was a glamorous life. That’s where we met Tony Cross. He was a couple of years older, but Tracey had the hots for him from the start. And he played her like a fiddle. Strung her along and made promises he had no intention of keeping and she ate it up. I saw through him, but knew trying to make Tracey come to her senses was useless. So I tagged along. Drive-thru order taker and cashier by night, third wheel by later that night became almost a second profession. Tony Cross was the one who asked Tracey if she’d do him a favor.

“Of course
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