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In this thrilling murder-mystery conspiracy novel, Xander’s war with the malevolent mob boss Stephen Fields attracts unwanted attention in the form of Engen, the sinister corporation that gave him his special abilities at birth. Although Xander has isolated himself from others to keep from being manipulated, Engen pulls in characters from his once dormant past to try and regain control of his life and power. Can Xander overcome some of the most powerful minds on Earth to finally be free of their influence?
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If you enjoy this novel, sign up to my newsletter to receive updates and news. Sign up now and get an exclusive FREE horror eBook from the Engen Team!

Sign-Up for the Engen Horror Society Newsletter by clicking this link!
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Breakfast at the Horton household typically consisted of plain toast and instant oatmeal, and today was no exception.

Thomas Horton sat at his kitchen table, that morning’s newspaper in hand, with a single slice of toast sitting on a plate beside him alongside a bowl of oatmeal. The toast was soaked with butter and cut into strips for dipping. The oatmeal had a healthy splash of cream settled across the top of it with a small pool of melted of butter resting in the middle, sprinkled with sugar. His wife, Martha, had laid it there for him ten minutes ago before leaving for her morning jog and it hadn’t been touched since... which was also typical. He ate most of his food cold, more by circumstance than by choice.

Page eight of the paper had had a piece about the local election he’d become absorbed in the last time he’d attempted to put down the paper. First it had been the sports page. Then finance, which he had started taking a keen interest in since his retirement, and then the city pages. There had been a small article there about Victor Murdock, a murderer he’d helped put away while still working with the LAPD.

Next to his oatmeal and toast was a red file folder with small scraps of paper sticking out of it. It was waiting for him too, although it would wait until after he was done his breakfast. That had been one of the compromises with Martha: the file could be at the table, but he could only look at it after he had eaten. He thought it was a reasonable compromise, in retrospect.

“Are you going to come in or stay out there all day?” Horton said without looking up from the paper in front of him. 

There was silence for a long moment, then he heard the screen door next to him open and shut again, and the sound of shoes tapping the dust from the driveway off of themselves. He finished reading about the mayoral race, folded his paper gently, took off his reading glasses, and laid both down on the table to the left of his breakfast. Only then did he turn toward his back door.

There was a large African-American man he’d never seen before standing on his doormat, looking pensive and unsure of himself. He was well dressed and broad-shouldered with palms that looked smooth on the front and rough on the back. His facial-hair was trimmed and precise. There was a bulge of a gun at his side.

Horton eyed him for a long moment, then nodded him in as he picked up a segment of toast and dunked it into his oatmeal. 

The man moved to enter, then stopped himself. “Do you always invite people you don’t know into your home?” he asked, his deep voice somewhat bemused.

“Only Feds,” Horton replied dryly, scooping oatmeal into his mouth and chewing.

The man looked surprised for a moment, then grinned. He stepped forward into the house proper and held out his hand to Horton, who shook it briskly. “Agent Tim White, FBI.” 

Horton nodded, then motioned to the chair across from him.

Tim took it, taking care not to chip the paint on the counter with the back of the chair. The kitchen was small but cozy. It was the sort of kitchen where if you got up from the table, you would have to ask politely to get around the other diners. One couldn’t be antisocial in this sort of kitchen. 

Tim looked around at the sunken stove and sink and the quaint curtains with ears of corn on them and loved it all instantly. 

Horton put some more oatmeal on his toast, chewed it, swallowed, then finally met Tim’s eye. “I’d offer you something, but I’m not sure how long you’ll be here.”

Tim almost laughed at that. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a folder of his own much like the red one Horton had on his desk; although his folder was blue. “I was hoping you could help me.”

“Obviously.”

This time Tim did laugh. He’d seen this before, and didn’t take offense to it. What would seem rude and needlessly adversarial to anyone else was actually a code: don’t drag me back in. Although by the look of the red folder on his desk, Tim measured that Horton would not kick and scream if dragged back into the world. “I’m dealing with a missing persons case from Maine; I was hoping you might be able to help me with it.”

Horton looked at him a long time, taking his measure of him. He had perfect teeth—his own. He’d been working with the Feds less than five years... nobody made it to the five-year mark working with the feds with all their original teeth. It was just one of those sad truths of the job. After what seemed like forever without making the slightest move, he shrugged. “Sorry to have wasted your time. I was in Homicide, and I’ve never been to Maine.”

“Don’t be so sure.”

“Oh, I’m pretty sure I’ve never been to Maine.”

“That you wasted my time.” Tim smiled. He laid an open palm on the table. It wasn’t just smooth, it was unscarred, Horton thought. He amended his estimation of Tim’s time in the Bureau down to three years or less. 

Horton chewed, then swallowed. He reached over and placed one finger on the red folder next to him, dragging across the table until it sat between them like a spectre. He stayed there, hand outstretched, for several long seconds. “Young boy killed, ligature marks around the neck. Nanny-cam shows him in bed right up until we arrive and discover he isn’t, because he’s been found in a vacant lot with three dead dogs. Rectal damage to the three dogs, nothing to the kid. Nothing except the ligature marks that is. Marks were peri-mortem, exact cause of death is unknown to this day.”

He released his finger from the folder, tapped it twice, then retracted his hand. “Kid would have been twelve next month. Every few years while I was on the job I’d dig out this file, go over everything, try to figure it all out. Was it the kid sister? No, couldn’t have been the kid sister. But somebody knows who killed this kid, so every few months I’d take out the folder... now I’m retired, the folder gets taken out a couple times a day. Spend nice days knocking on doors, asking about a kid that’s been dead over eleven years, making people upset.”

Tim nodded, his smile gone. He looked at the file. “You’re telling me this because?”

“Because I know what it looks like when somebody’s investigating off the books. I’ve been there.”

At that Tim smiled again. “I’m not here officially.”

Horton eyed his with a suspicion that wasn’t prejudicial, but critical and clinical.

Tim swallowed. “I’m looking for a young man named Xander Drew.”

“Never heard of him.”

Tim raised an eyebrow, bristling for the first time. “Are you sure?”

“With a name like Xander, I’m pretty sure I’d remember.”

“That’s odd.” Tim opened his folder, keeping it tipped up so that Horton couldn’t see. He withdrew a photo printed on hi-res glossy paper and handed it to Horton. “That’s him sitting across from you there.”

The photo was a screen-capture of the security cameras at LAPD12, where Horton had worked Homicide for most of his adult life. In it, Horton and a young man were sitting across from each other in an interrogation room, much in the same positions Horton and Tim were sitting across from each other now.

Horton’s face fell slightly as he looked at the picture. He looked up at Tim, and when he spoke again all trace of indignation had left his voice. “I never knew his name.”

“We actually have several shots of the two of you—”

“I don’t deny it, but I never knew his name.”

Tim nodded, closing the folder and laying it on the table in front of him. “You didn’t run prints?”

“They’d been cut. Useless.”

If Tim felt surprise from this, he didn’t show it. He adjusted the orientation of the folder so that it was perpendicular to the table’s edge, fidgeting. “He’s wanted for questioning regarding several incidents.”

“Crimes?”

“Incidents. You had brought him in on impersonating a police officer?”

Horton gained a faraway look, his eyes growing dark and distant. “The Section 538 was bullshit,” he said. When he saw the way Tim was looking at him, he jolted back to sitting up straight. “He’d done it, but we didn’t intend on keeping him on it... we’d brought him in for arson.”

Some of the colour left Tim’s lips. 

Horton looked at the photo again, the way Xander leaned back on the chair. He’d remembered that conversation with the youth. It had been infuriating. “What turned you on to this?”

“Anonymous tip.”

“Sounds bull-shitty.”

“Believe me, we know how it sounds. Spent the last month trying to track down the tipster instead of the tip, but there’s nothing there. Like a fart in the wind.”

Horton squinted at the young man in the photo. He was smirking, his hands animated and in front of him. “You think it was him?”

“It’d crossed my mind.”

Horton nodded, then handed the photo back. “He was gathering up dirt on a local mob boss who’d hurt someone of his. He helped me solve another cold case of mine from way back—”

“Raymond Coup.”

“—and I turned him on to an old CI of mine from my time in Vice. It was too long ago now though, he’ll have moved on by now. I haven’t seen him since.”

“I’ll take the name all the same?”

Horton hesitated.

“Nothing on paper.”

Horton nodded. “Jim. Jim Soper. If you need to find him there are a few bars he frequents pretty regularly, unless he’s cleaned up.”

Tim nodded, picked up the photo, then rose to his feet. “Sorry to bother you.”

Horton said nothing as Tim got up, inched past the kitchen sink, then made his way to the door. Only when Tim’s hand was actually on the handle did he say: “What do you want him for?”

Tim turned and looked at Horton. The moment hung in the air.

“A little bit of everything,” Tim said finally, before taking his leave of the Horton household.
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Earnest Redding sat enveloped in a chair with spring-less cushions at the Cedarwood Plaza Bank. 

He had been there for twenty-three minutes. For the first ten he had waited in the line, which seemed to never move, but instead teased movement. Will we? No. Will we? No. Will we? Almost, but no. Although he could not remember stepping from his place, when he glanced over his shoulder he saw that the line had shuffled considerably and grown behind him. Directly off his posterior was a gaunt Mexican man with a thick mustache and thin scraps of a beard. There was a red indent across his forehead where his hat had rested for many hours, but there was no hat in sight now. He wore a cross around his neck that dangled precariously by a thin string.

After that his back had started to hurt, just to the lower left. He prayed it wasn't stones again. If he had to spend a weekend pissing tiny jagged rocks twice in the same year, he thought he might just get a sex change and be done with it. His cousin Linda had done it, although she called herself Lynus now. Still, how bad could it be? It had to be easier to dig a ditch than to build a tower, after all.

He'd asked the Mexican man—who looked to be about ten years his senior at forty-five—if he would hold his place in line. The man had nodded and smiled warmly, and it was only now occurring to Earnest that he may not have understood what he had said. He hadn't answered with the stereotypical "Que?" that all Mexican's did in the movies when they heard something they didn't understand, but not all illegals ignorant of the American language did that.

Earnest shook his head and chided himself. No, he thought, he knew what I meant. And when he gets up to the front of the line, he'll wave me over to go ahead of him. He smiled once at the Mexican—who he had tried not to mentally name Jose but had done so regardless—then forced himself to turn away. Jose was only, by his estimation, ten feet closer to the tellers then he had been when he'd stepped out of line, and still a good twenty feet away from them. So he guessed he had a good thirty minutes left to wait, and figured he might as well get comfortable. 

There was a man sitting across from him.

His chair and this man's chair faced each other, though the man did not. There was a small, circular marble table between them and his legs were open and straddling it, his hands dangling between them, and was staring out into the crowd. He wasn't staring at any one person, nor was he looking for one person searchingly. He was just moving his gaze back and forth, listlessly, yet with a dedication that bordered on the obsessive.

He looked to be about twenty-five, but Earnest still would have carded him to be sure, had he worked at a profession which required the carding of people. Landscapers didn't often have to card people, but there had been a few times when he was younger that doing so would have saved him some trouble with some girls, so perhaps, he thought, he should start. The man—whom Earnest named "Chris"—was wearing a black blazer and matching slacks that were just a little too big for him. His legs seemed too long for the rest of his body, somehow. Not by much, but enough that Earnest's discerning eye sensed that something was amiss. His hair was shaggy and touched the corner of his jaw. His face was clean-shaven. Calculating eyes looked out from beneath bushy eyebrows that made Earnest think the man was single: no female (or male) partner would have let eyebrows that bushy go during the morning shave.

He wasn't wearing a tie and his collar hung open. He looked like an usher at a wedding that had had one too many drinks and decided to loosen up. He fidgeted and twitched as his eyes passed over each person in the crowd, searching each but finding nothing. He tapped his foot, and it made a hollow sound.

Finally, his gaze met Earnest's.

There are rules to social conduct which have evolved to limit the social anxiety we feel. Humans can pack themselves into any space, no matter how cramped, as long as they avoid eye contact. The transit system relies on this truth. Should eye contact between strangers happen accidentally, it is social norm to break it, lest one or both parties become uncomfortable or claustrophobic.

'Chris' did neither of this. He met Earnest's gaze suddenly, as though during his head count of the floor he'd missed the man right in front of him. He met his eye and held it for a long time, a deer in the headlights of Earnest's pupils. His expression was expressionless, his face a solid slate of stone. For a moment, Earnest remembered that one line from that one movie based on that one book: "Don't move. He can't see us if we don't move."

Earnest shifted uncomfortably, an act that took great effort in the sand trap that was the leather chair, and succeeded in sending shoots of pain through his back once again. He winced, but the man did not look away from him. He maintained his gaze at Earnest, biting his lip, until the line moved.

A mother with straight black hair and her child—a little girl in a pink shirt that looked to be about three—stepped back from the teller and a young black man stepped forward from his place at the head of the line and replaced her. The whole line shuffled to compensate. 

The girl jumped happily as she walked beside her mother, her head craned up and smiling at her. She had been patient during the long wait in the line—more patient than any mother could expect a three-year-old to be—but now displayed her happiness at her renewed freedom of mobility without reservation. Red cheeks beamed, still full with baby-fat and teeth that were small round rivets inside her skull.

The man across from Earnest watched the Madonna-and-child make their way past the long line of bank patrons and out the main doors. There was talk of ice cream that could be faintly heard before the doors closed. As soon as they were gone the man turned back to Earnest, his gaze hard and determined. He looked at Earnest as though he were willing him to do something, or not to do something, but for the life of him Earnest couldn't understand what.

Then, as if from nowhere, there was a gun in the man's hands.

It had appeared suddenly, the hand empty one instant and armed the next. He wasn't sure where it had come from, but he reeled back from it, his mouth going slack to yell but producing no words. The man stood and raised the gun skyward and let out one shot that rang out and echoed off the tile and came back as suddenly as it had gone. The sound was everywhere, in everyone in the line. They all dropped as one, as though choreographed to do so.

Earnest stared up at him, trembling. "Gun," he managed to say finally, his voice small and weak.

The man turned his icy gaze back to him for a moment... then winked, quickly, before stepping past him. Plaster fell from the hole in the ceiling onto Earnest's lap.

"You all know how this works," the man said in a loud, authoritative voice. "You've all seen this on TV a million times. It's so engrained in you that you all ducked as one. Now just stay there and keep looking down at your shoes and everything is going to be fine. Nobody has to get hurt. I just need to make a withdrawal and I hate lines."

The words came out with the practiced rigidity of someone who has said them in the mirror one too many times. He seemed neither confident nor overconfident. It was as though he were regurgitating the words from a script. All except for the last sentence—that had been ad-libbed, and the tone of it was markedly different. He said them with a grin even if his face had remained stagnant. 

A man somewhere in the velvet maze yelped, his voice the high-pitched yelp of a dog. There were tears but everybody stayed where they were as the man (who Earnest had decided was no longer a "Chris" but seemed more like a "Damien” or possibly a "Frank") walked past them all toward the tellers. His gun was at his side but ready, the arm holding it loose but firm all at once. It was a rope ready to be pulled taut.

The man walked past three tellers before stopped at a young African woman whose nametag identified her as Cindi, with an ‘i’ instead of a ‘y’. Her hands were up, elbows bent at ninety degrees and palms facing forward. Her lips were large and shaking, her eyes like dinner plates with quivering black pupils in their center. They looked moist. 

"You," the man said, making no gesture toward her. "Cindi. I need you to put the money in this; is that going to be okay with you?" He handed her a large burlap bag, the same type they used to transport the money in. 

She nodded and opened the drawer in front of her and immediately started shovelling money into it in large handfuls, large bills mixing with small as they fell down into the sack.

The man raised the gun just until it was in view and placed his open palm down on the counter between them to stop her. "No," he said plainly, keeping steely eye contact with her. "Not that money."
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Cindi's heels clacked loudly against the floor as they rounded the corner and came to a long row of safety deposit boxes. They were large—much larger than the standard ones found in the halls they'd passed on the way there—each door two feet by two feet and looked to go deep into the wall with their drawers.

There were sounds of panic coming from the main hall, as if people had decided that Cindi and the man had been gone long enough that they could make it out the door safely. Cindi trembled, a large key ring in her hand shaking and jangling. She was crying although she didn't know why, tears escaping those big brown eyes of hers without her even being totally aware of them until they patted along the contours of her breasts.

The man fished into his pockets and withdrew a crumpled sheet of paper. He held it in front of his face at an odd angle and squinted to read his own dishevelled hand. "I need boxes 306, 305, 309, 312, 304 and.... 319. In the bag. Please."

She moved quickly, opening drawer 304 first and fumbling with the keys. She did this without thinking about where she was or what she was doing. Her brain had switched off all thought except for the gun, and whatever the man with the gun said.

When the drawer slid open, thought returned to her.

Packed neatly into the drawer, filling up every spare inch of space, were hundred-dollar bills. They were dirty and used, not like the ones kept in the drawers out front, and were held together in uniform bricks with elastic bands. Some of the bands had notes scribbled along their edge in a ballpoint pen, like: "short one hundred" or "Canadian bills."

Cindi emptied the contents of safety deposit box 304 into the bag the man had provided, taking the money in large armfuls. She then opened box 305, and found it to be nearly identical. It was not quite filled to the brim, but it was close. She began emptying it as well. The man watched her perform this action coldly, taking in her every movement with voyeuristic intensity. 

"Do you have any idea whose money this is?" Cindi asked, a trace of bitterness in her voice now. "Do you have any idea whose bank this is? Really is?"

"I have a pretty good idea," the man said without looking at her. He was looking at the remaining safety deposit boxes and eyeing them carefully, as though he expected them to perform some special function.

The bank outside was eerily quiet now, but there was noise outside. There were cars stopping and starting, and in the distance Cindi could hear sirens.

Box 306 was half empty when the bag he'd handed her was full. "That's enough," he said, and pulled it away from her by its drawstring. The same action tightened the bag's mouth and he let it fall onto the floor. Cindi started to rise, and he shook his head. "No, on the floor."

She tilted her head toward him quizzically.

He motioned to the money remaining in Box 306. "On the floor."

She emptied the money into a pile onto the floor.

"And the rest."

She repeated this process with Boxes 309, 312, and 319 until the pile of money on the floor reached her knees.

"Step back," he said, and fished around in his pockets again. He withdrew the note he'd made for himself and tossed it onto the pile, then a small flask. He unscrewed the top with two quick jerks of his thumb and poured it down over the pile of money. The smell brought Cindi instantly back to childhood and to her father, who never drank but often had bonfires in the back yard.

It was gasoline.

She backed up a pace.

He turned and looked at her over his shoulder. "You can go."

She did, backing up until she was out of the vault and then running out to the lobby and the world outside.

Alone now, Xander Drew lit a match and looked at it for a long moment before tossing it down onto the pile and watching it light.
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Rain in Los Angeles was rare. That was both one of the highlights for those who visited the Sun Valley and the sunset strip, and one of the hazards for those who lived there. Water hikes, excessive drought, heat exhaustion, and bizarre bylaws were the bane of the residents of LA... but right now the first-and-foremost negative affect for Crowley was that she didn’t have an excuse to stay inside.

Until eight months ago, Crowley had lived her entire life in Seattle, a city known primarily for two types of weather: wind and rain. If anyone had asked her in those first two decades if she would ever miss either the force of the wind or the wet of the rain, she would have called them crazy. She might even have shoved them, playfully. There had been so many days wasted as a child, sitting alone at the edge of her couch as she watched the world pour over her windows in sheets... how could she ever miss that?

What had never occurred to her was that there were some days when she would want to stay home. When the idea of getting out of bed and going outside was the antithesis of what she wanted to do with her day – when she just wanted the world to leave her alone. On days like that – like today – she would have given anything for Mother Nature to have given her a simple sign: stay in today. As it was she was sitting on the edge of a sturdy old coffee table, a long-cold cup of tea humming next to her, and looking out into the bright orange sheen of a Los Angeles evening. There were no clouds in the sky, and only a little smog if you looked toward Hollywood.

Down below there were children playing in the street. It was another odd paradox in a city known for its paradoxes: in Los Angeles, the worse the neighbourhood, the more comfortable parents were allowing their children to play on the streets and sidewalks. These children were mostly Latino or mixed, like almost everyone else in her building. They ran from one side of the street to the other—when there was no traffic—in a game that, from above, seemed to mimic a mix of a sprint and Red Rover. There was one person nearby who appeared to be old enough to look after the pack of almost fifteen children, a young man working on a purple LeSabre on the side of the road, with grease stains slathering his white shirt. He had a thick upper body that came down to a small waist and one of those pencil-thin mustaches on his upper lip.

She forced herself to turn away from the window, rubbing her hands through her brown hair and forcefully shaking it out. She tilted her head to one side until it made a small krick sound, then stared down at her phone. It stared back at her blankly, the screen a dark void. 

Since moving to Los Angeles, she had had three jobs. The first had been a front-line cook in fast food, the sort of place that was always hiring, but where the work was less than desirable. She’d gone home from that job every day smelling like hamburger grease and fry salt, until she got a job as a cashier at a loan office. She’d worked there for nine weeks, until, at the start of week ten, she’d found herself incapable of getting up out of bed. Her limbs could move, she wasn’t paralyzed: she just couldn’t will herself to get up. She’d called in sick three times in a row before her boss, Mr. Needler, had called to let her know that her services were no longer needed.

The third job had been signing people up for credit cards at a local grocery store. She’d made it less than three hours before she had a massive panic attack and had left to go home. She made it only to the local library a few streets over before she had thrown up everything she had eaten that day.  

She’d spent the last two weeks blanketing her tiny borough of Los Angeles – or anywhere she could reasonably get to via the transit system – with resumes. Since then she had been waiting, at first patiently, and then less so, for an interview.

Stubbornly, her phone remained blank.

She looked back at the room she shared with Lisa Rowdan. It was tall and slender, with just enough room lengthwise to fit the bed they shared. The ceiling went up for what seemed like forever. They had not yet had the need to change the light bulb, but were not sure how they would handle the event when it came to pass. It stuck out from the wall at its highest point, connected to a long, beaded string that came down to eye-level for switching it on and off. The outside-facing wall was bulbous and malformed, with insets and divots making it impossible to hang anything. Anytime anyone flushed the toilet or drained a sink anywhere in the building, that wall filled with a rushing noise that would have reminded her of home, had it been clearer. The only space on the wall flat enough to have hung something on was taken up by the window. 

She picked up her phone and unlocked it, a bright picture of a star-field shining back at her. She opened it to the number pad and stared at the twelve circles therein for several seconds. Then, as if by instinct, she started to dial.

(206) 555 – 32—

The sound of the door opening interrupted her, and she pressed the back button until the phone was clear.

Lisa entered the room, all curly short-cropped blonde hair and a big smile that seemed to escape her face. She was carrying her coat—why she had brought it to begin with was beyond Crowley—and two large bags. “Hey,” she smiled warmly, her face catching the evening orange glow from outside. She reached into one of the bags and produced a Diet Pepsi and tossed it to Crowley, who caught it deftly. “Any calls?”

Crowley looked back down at the phone, which had once again resumed its black poker-face expression. She didn’t answer right away, not until after Lisa had already shed her coat and taken her own drink out of a bag, a noxious pink liquid in a large glass bottle that filled the room with a bitter aroma when she drank it. “No,” she said finally, glumly.

“Someone will,” Lisa said reflexively and without looking at her roommate. She took a second long gulp of the pink beverage, then stuck out her tongue and made a disgusted face. “Bleh.”

“What the hell is that?” Crowley asked, motioning to the pink bottle with the tip of her own.

“Grapefruit juice.”

Crowley raised an eyebrow. “Why in the world would you be drinking grapefruit juice?”

“Read it was good for the baby,” she said, touching her hand to her waist gently.

Crowley rolled her eyes, then turned back toward the window.

The children outside ran and played and moved, coming far too close to the cars that whizzed by, but they never seemed to mind. It reminded her of an aerial display she had once seen, fighter jets whizzing above the football stadium of her hometown, coming within feet of each other and then veering away at the last possible second. As the evening drew on, one by one the children broke off from the pack and went home, each time replaced by an older, middle-school aged child. When this happened, she wasn’t sure, but by the time dusk had fallen the median age of the people on the street below had risen from nine to fifteen. The broad man in the grease-stained shirt was still working on his car.

“Hey,” came Lisa’s voice from behind her.

When she turned around, the room was tidied and Lisa was wearing a different dress, fidgeting with the second of two earrings. Crowley blinked twice, unaware of when these changes had taken place. “Are you... going out?”

“We’re going out, yes.”

Crowley furrowed her brow, then looked down at herself.

“Don’t be like that. You need to get out of the house.”

She turned back towards the window. Even the teenagers were gone now, but the tanned man working on the car was still there. There was a lamp resting against the hood to give him light where he needed it. She wondered if he’d always been there, but that didn’t make any sense. He hadn’t been there even earlier that morning. Still, she wondered it.

Lisa made a clucking sound with her tongue, then pulled Crowley to her feet by one arm. “You’re coming out with me. We’re going to have fun.” She raised a small clip of bills. “On me.”

Crowley looked at the money in awe. “Where’d you get that?”

“Hocked a TV.”

“We don’t have a TV.”

“Someone on third threw out a TV. I brought it down to the Buy N’ Sell and hocked it. Found money, baby.”

Crowley smiled. “If you could find food like you found money and men, we could start our own restaurant.”

“Cunt,” Lisa laughed, pinching Crowley on the arm.

Crowley laughed, and when she did she felt a weight on her heart unlock itself and fall away. She knew it wasn’t gone: it always came back, given enough time... but for now they were going out.

Fifteen minutes later they were walking past the man fixing his car. She smiled and waved to him with gall she
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