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Thank you for supporting this work.  

In 1986, a group of young men were overheard in a small local diner talking about those fucking spear-chuckers up the block who wouldn’t stop blasting that bullshit they called music, and how you couldn’t even call the cops ‘cause there were more and more spooks on the force these days and those were the only ones they ever sent to this part of town anyway.  So you call a bunch of spook cops on a bunch of spook punks blasting their shit all day and night, and what are the cops gonna do?  They’re gonna high five those fuckers, then pull over the white man cuz he’s driving around with a busted tail light and happens to have an open beer between his legs.  If there was any justice in the world, they’d round them all up and ship them back, but no, now they go and give the fuckers their own holiday and everyone’s supposed to be fine with that?

The tirade went on for a while that morning and when the group of young men left the diner, none of them noticed they were being followed.

They led their tail to a gas station, then to their neighborhood where they pulled their crappy rust-covered Charger, into a beat-up back-alley garage where they all stayed for a while as smoke billowed out a small side window.  When they finally emerged, the tail uttered some gibberish line they didn’t quite catch, then opened fire.  Just four shots, one for each of them, fired by a nervous hand on a cold day in a part of town where gunshots weren’t exactly uncommon.

There was one survivor of that attack, but the shooter was never identified.

* * *
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It had been twenty-seven years since Stan had closed his eyes without seeing that gun pointed at him.  In all those years, he’d seen a great many more guns, and knives as well, but in all those years it was always that one that shocked him in the dark.  Whether in bed at night or just closing them under the spray of the shower, like now, every time those lids shut, there was the gun.  He’d kept his word that day, had even come to thank it in his secret heart for showing him the path to his true calling.

But that gratitude never made the sight less jarring.

He wiped and opened his eyes to the bright lights of the bathroom with its green tiles and ragged old towel in place of a bathmat, turned off the spray and grabbed his towel from over the top of the shower curtain rod.

He dried inside the shower before stepping out into that blast of cold air from the bathroom, then got dressed and combed his hair.  He’d been twenty-five the day all of this started, and now here he was, his life nearly over.  He didn’t like to think of it like that, but he was fifty-two now and even if he had another ten or even fifteen years in him, it was nothing compared to how long he’d already been around, so, yeah, like it or not, his time on earth was almost over.

Downstairs, he made breakfast, scrambled eggs and bacon and drank two cups of coffee—decaf; he’d given up caffeine after his second kidney stone.  He read the paper and watched the clock, then at just after nine o’clock, called his son to say hi.  They talked for a few minutes.  Troy worked at a meat processing plant making pretty good money working one of the machines, but was considering switching to a maintenance position.  Emptying trash and sweeping floors didn’t have the charm of machine operator, but it would get him on the shift he wanted, even if he’d have to take a cut in pay to do it.  Stan told his son good luck and said to tell his grandkids he loved them, then hung up and went to the basement.

He pulled a locked trunk out from behind the Christmas decorations, dug his keys out of his pocket and unlocked it.  He flipped open the lid and removed the old clothes, then took out the Sig Saur p226.  He carried it upstairs, then slid into his coat and put the gun in his pocket.  He grabbed his hat and gloves, then went out to scrape the windshield while he warmed up the car.

He’d spent a lot of years telling himself that day didn’t matter, that what was done was done, and he should just move on, but the more time went by since Lily died, the more difficult that was because he knew, once he was gone, there would be unfinished business and he wanted to be able to spend his time in the afterlife with his wife, not stuck in some limbo because he’d left things undone here.  Ten years ago he’d have laughed at that idea, but since Lily’s death, the more he talked to her, the more he was convinced she heard him, and if that gave any credibility to any sort of afterlife, he would do what was necessary to insure he spent his with her.

And that meant tying up his loose ends.  As he thought back over the last two and a half decades, this was the one loose end he had never bothered to take care of, and now it was the most important.

But more than that, he couldn’t let that punk escape.  He had to set things right.

He thought about that day in the alley, those gunshots, the noise, the fear.

He put his car in reverse and backed out of the driveway onto the slick, snow-packed street.

* * *
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He drove around town at first, working up to the task.  Violence had been a part of his life for so long, the prospect didn’t put him off, it was just something he needed to do.  He drove around, running through the events in his head, thinking about that gun pointed at him that day.  He thought of Troy and Lily.

He drove past the alley where it happened.  His will was strong.  He turned onto the avenue and from there headed for the library.  He parked his car in the lot and went inside, asking where the large print books were.  The kid at the desk nodded toward a row of books near the back of the building and the old man headed for them.

He wasn’t there long, a couple of minutes before the scruffy kid got up and headed to the bathroom and the old man walked out and went two blocks east, then slipped into a back alley and counted the yards.

Four yards up, on the left, that’s where he was going.  He stopped outside the garage and looked around.  In this weather, he wasn’t surprised to find himself alone and unobserved.  He peeked into the garage window and saw a car there.

He entered the back yard and crept to the back door.

He stood outside, still cautious, still quiet, listening.

Sounds came from inside, a television, but nothing else.

Images filled his head and made his heart pound, the gun pointed at him again, the gunshots, the fear, the feeling, when it was all done, of having survived, his promise, it all came back to him and he knew he just had this one last thing to do.

He took the gun from his coat pocket.

He turned the knob and found the back door unlocked.  He pushed and it opened.  He stepped inside.

The kitchen was what he’d expected.  Dirty dishes.  The smell of burned bacon hung in the air, combined with cigarette smoke and pepper.  The television in the living room blasted something he didn’t recognize, a movie he guessed.

He eased across the floor, the gun raised, his finger resting on the trigger guard.  He would make this quick.  He turned the corner, aimed at the couch and . . . found it empty.  There was a click and a voice in his ear.

“Took you long enough.”

Stan held his breath, but remained still.

“You’re going to put that down, then sit,” the voice in his ear commanded.

He lowered the gun, slowly, set it on the kitchen counter.  He stepped into the living room, his eyes scanning the room, looking for other people, possible weapons, the door, checking to see if it was locked or not.  It didn’t look like it.

He sat on the couch, turned and got a look at his possible murderer.  The man he had come to kill was named David Cooper and while he was almost thirty years older, Stan recognized him immediately.

“You waited a long time,” Cooper said.  He crossed the room, walking with a limp.  “Did it take you that long to find me again?”

“No.  I always knew where you were, just in case.”

“I knew you’d show eventually.”

“I almost didn’t,” Stan said.  “This close to letting you go,” and he held up his index finger and thumb, mere centimeters apart.

“You should have.”

“Loose ends,” Stan said.  “That limp, did I do that?”

“You were a shit shot back then.”

“Or you were just lucky.”

“This is luck?  Twenty-seven years and it still hurts.  You try working with that kind of pain.”

“We all bear our own pains.  So, you were expecting me.”

“Every year, this day.  I knew you’d be back to finish it.”

“You knew it would be this day?  So you know why I killed your friends.”

“Not at first, no.  I read the news, though.  I’ve seen your work.  Always the same day, always the same kind of victim.”

“Racist pieces of shit, you mean.”

Cooper limped to a chair across from the couch and eased himself down to it, sighing in relief to be off his ruined leg.

“Call it what you want, maybe you met a few of the good ones.  I’m not racist, man, I’ve got black friends, and they’re pretty cool.  But as a race—”

“As a race,” Stan yelled, “they’re human beings just like you.”

“No,” Cooper said.  “Don’t think that; that’s not true.”

“And that’s why I shot you.  The world is a better place the more of you imbeciles I get rid of.  What a waste.”

Cooper pointed his gun at Stan’s head and said, “Say that again and you get it.”

Stan shrugged.

“I came prepared to die,” he said.  “I’m old, and this carries the memories of that day, plus the reason I did it in the first place, and that’s a memory that never calms me.”

“Why did you do it?  We weren’t hurting you.  Hell, we weren’t hurting anyone.  We were just talking, man.  We did that.  We complained because we saw things happening in our neighborhoods that weren’t good for us.”

“Good for you,” Stan commented.  “What about good for the kids you tormented, and don’t tell me you didn’t.  I’ve met enough of your type over the years, I know you better than you think.  You’d see them walking to school, just a couple of kids who weren’t bothering anybody and because they’re black you have to make your ignorant comments.  You can’t
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