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    For the women who shaped me — the kind ones, the cruel ones, and the ones who were only cruel because I gave them reason.
You know who you are.

      

    

For the women who shaped me, the kind ones, the cruel ones, and the ones who were only cruel because I gave them reason. You know who you are.
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CHAPTER ONE

Saint Jude’s
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Every loser in the city thought Saint Jude’s Coffee was his secret.

That was the first joke.

The second was that Saint Jude was the patron saint of lost causes, though nobody who came through the shop that morning knew enough about saints to appreciate it. They knew coffee. They knew rain. They knew the front door stuck when the weather turned damp and had to be pulled twice before the little brass bell over it gave its cheerful, lying jingle.

They knew the table by the window wobbled unless someone jammed two sugar packets under the short leg.

They knew the espresso machine screamed when Lydia packed the grounds too tight.

They knew Vince, the manager, smiled with his mouth but not with his eyes.

Most of all, they knew the regulars.

That was what Saint Jude’s sold better than coffee. Routine. Habit. The comfort of being recognized without being known.

Mr. Keene came in at 7:05 every morning, ordered black coffee and a plain bagel, and read the obituaries as if checking whether anyone had beaten him to the finish line. He was eighty-two, retired from the post office, and still carried exact change in a rubber coin purse. Lydia called him sweetheart. He pretended to hate it.

Nina from the dental office came in at 7:18 and asked for oat milk with the sorrowful urgency of someone pleading for a kidney.

Two patrol cops from the Fifth came in at 7:31, accepted free coffees they always promised to pay for next time, and stood by the pickup counter laughing too loudly at each other’s lies. They never stayed long. They liked being seen more than they liked coffee.

Saint Jude’s felt safe because everyone thought they understood it. That was the trick the shop sold first.

The other service hid behind routine.

Saint Jude’s Coffee had once been Saint Jude’s Bakery, and before the exposed brick, the chalkboard menu, the Edison bulbs, and the students discussing acidity as if coffee had a soul, the storefront had smelled of yeast, sugar, butter, anise, and flour dust. Evelyn Caruso and her husband, Michael, opened the bakery in 1978 in a narrow brick storefront between a pharmacy and a shoe repair shop.

The grime never fully left. It lived in the mortar between the exposed bricks, in the dark line where the tile met the baseboard, in the rubber mat behind the counter that always smelled faintly of sour milk no matter how hard Lydia scrubbed it. The new owners had painted, polished, sanded, and staged the room for laptop people, but old buildings kept receipts.

The buildings on that side of the block shared what the city map treated as a single rear alley, but it was not simple. It doglegged behind the pharmacy, narrowed behind the shoe repair shop, and hid a basement utility run, a rusted service stair, and an old flour chute that had been sealed badly and forgotten by everyone except the people who had reason to remember.

Evelyn believed bread could save a neighborhood. She was wrong in the way decent people are often wrong. Not stupid. Not naive. Merely guilty of believing that if something was warm and made by hand, it could hold back colder things.

Michael called the bakery Saint Jude’s because opening a small business with borrowed money was an appeal to lost causes.

In the beginning, Saint Jude’s sold bread, rolls, cookies, wedding cakes, Easter pies, and cannoli filled while people waited. Evelyn worked the front. Michael worked the ovens. Their son, Tommy, swept floors, licked bowls, and learned early that customers who said, “Take your time,” never meant it.

A man named Carlo asked if he could leave an envelope behind the counter for his cousin.

“Just for an hour,” he said.

Evelyn said yes because the envelope was small, the request was polite, and Carlo bought two dozen cookies every Sunday.

The cousin came. The envelope left.

Then more envelopes arrived. A shoebox. A set of keys. A small paper bag folded three times. Michael objected after the fourth or fifth time, but he did so privately, in the back near the ovens.

“I don’t like it,” he said.

“It’s nothing.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Carlo’s been good to us.”

“Carlo is good to everyone until he isn’t.”

Convenient was the word Carlo used. Evelyn was there anyway. People came and went. Nobody bothered her. Nobody looked twice at someone carrying a box of pastries, an umbrella, a paper bag, or an envelope folded inside a newspaper.

No one called it protection. A man fixed the lock after a break-in two shops down. Another man installed a brighter light above the rear door. A city inspector who had been bothering Michael about a vent issue stopped bothering him. A teenager who stole from the tip jar came back crying, with all the money and an apology written on notebook paper.

When Tommy was sixteen, he found a roll of cash in a flour bin. Not hidden well. Not hidden at all, really. Wrapped in plastic, tucked under a folded towel beside the pastry flour. He carried it to his father.

“How much?” Tommy asked.

“Enough to make you stupid.”

“Whose is it?”

“Not ours.”

“Then why is it here?”

Michael walked to the back door and looked into the alley before answering.

“Because I let small things become big things.”

The mob changed because everything changed except appetite. The old men grew older. Their sons became businessmen. Their grandsons became investors, consultants, developers, restaurant partners, waste-hauling executives, men with degrees who did not know how to throw a punch but knew which law firms did. Cash still mattered, but paper mattered more. Debt moved through shell companies. Bets moved through phones. Favors moved through zoning boards, police unions, construction bids, pain clinics, charity events, and campaign breakfasts.

Saint Jude’s remained useful because it was ordinary.

Then coffee came. Not the drink. Coffee had always been there, bitter and burned in metal urns for men who worked with their hands. This was different. Lattes. Cold brew. Single-origin beans. Students with laptops. Women asking about oat milk. Men with beards discussing acidity as if coffee were a philosophy.

A developer named Gregory Mott saw the future and called it authenticity. Bakery cases in front. Espresso bar. Reclaimed wood. Wi-Fi. Soft lighting. Local art on brick walls. Keep the name, he said. The name had history.

History, in Mott’s mouth, meant something that could be sold after the people who survived it were gone.

Saint Jude’s Coffee opened eighteen months later with chalkboard menus, exposed brick, and one small framed photograph of Evelyn and Michael Caruso behind the register so everyone could admire the past without having to know what it cost.

The new manager was Vince Mazzara.

Vince had once wanted to be an actor, which was the first thing people learned about him if they stayed near him long enough to become trapped in conversation. He had gone to New York at twenty-two with headshots, a monologue from a play no one liked, and the handsome confidence of a young man who had not yet been priced out of hope. He came home years later with good hair, three boxes, and no story he wanted to tell straight.

Gregory Mott hired him because Vince looked the part. Handsome enough for customers, weak enough for management, vain enough to prefer a title to authority.

Then Sal Frisco came in.

Not alone. Sal rarely appeared alone the first time. He came with Officer Paul Castner, which made the visit look like community outreach to anyone stupid enough to enjoy being fooled.

Castner was in uniform, broad and red-faced, with silver hair cut close to the skull. He had the practiced ease of a man who never paid for parking tickets. Sal wore a charcoal coat and driving gloves, though it was warm.

Sal explained that Saint Jude’s had long served certain neighborhood functions. Castner explained that those functions were the reason the shop had no trouble with vagrants, vandalism, late-night break-ins, or city inspectors with ambitious clipboards. Sal said the new version of Saint Jude’s was even better than the old one because more people came in, stayed longer, and carried bags, laptops, cups, boxes, and packages without drawing attention.

Vince said he was only the manager.

Sal smiled.

“That’s why this conversation is simple.”

Mott had also paid for cameras, magnetic locks, a back-office keypad, and a security panel Vince did not understand well enough to distrust. The invoice called it modernization. Sal called it knowing which doors still belonged to him.

The system stayed simple because simple systems were easiest to hide.

Simple did not mean clean. It meant coffee sleeves in one drawer, cash bands in another, a safe hidden behind a saint poster, and a mop bucket whose gray water smelled worse on Tuesdays.

On pickup mornings, Officer Castner usually arrived around 8:20.

On some days, the package was a bakery box. Some days a shopping bag. Some days an umbrella if rain made props convenient. Castner joked with Lydia. He called Vince buddy. He never looked hurried. He wore the uniform like camouflage.

Lydia Karras suspected.

People mistook service workers for scenery. That was foolish. Baristas, bartenders, waitresses, clerks, porters, janitors, and receptionists saw the hidden gears of civilization. They knew who tipped, who lied, who drank before noon, who flirted with women too young to want it, who arrived angry, who left scared, who carried the same envelope every Tuesday and pretended to need the bathroom.

Lydia knew Saint Jude’s was dirty before she knew she was pregnant.

Her father had died during the second COVID winter after three weeks on a ventilator and two decades driving a cab. Her mother lived with Lydia’s older sister in a house already crowded with children, dogs, bills, and resentment. Lydia had student loans from one year of college and one year of pretending she would go back. Saint Jude’s paid badly but regularly.

One Friday, she saw Vince open the office safe. He had forgotten to close the door fully. Lydia stood behind him holding a tray of clean mugs and saw the framed Saint Jude poster swung aside, the keypad glowing green, the inside of the safe stacked with envelopes, cash bands, two phones, a watch, and a black folder.

Vince turned.

“You didn’t see anything,” he said.

Lydia nodded.

The next week, her schedule improved. Fewer closing shifts. Better mornings. A small raise no one mentioned.

The black folder was Vince’s idea. He began keeping notes because Castner lost a package one summer and tried to blame him. Sal questioned Vince for forty minutes in the office with the door closed, never raising his voice, never threatening directly, only asking questions whose answers Vince did not have. Afterward, Vince threw up in the employee bathroom and decided memory was too fragile to trust.

Dates. Times. Initials. Descriptions. Who dropped. Who picked up. Which box went with Castner. Which envelope went with Sal. Which phone belonged to which runner. Which customer names appeared too often beside numbers large enough to ruin families.

By the week before the robbery, Saint Jude’s had become too full of watchers.

Lydia felt it first.

The woman with the laptop came too often and typed too little. The big man with the tea sat where he could see every exit. The man in the wet hoodie watched the office door as if it owed him money. The small man in the old pizza jacket appeared and disappeared around the block with the patience of something mean and injured.

The woman with the laptop: three nights before, standing in a dark bedroom while her mother slept downstairs and a revolver waited on the nightstand, wrapped in silk. Fifty-six thousand dollars and a name she had touched once on a loan document she should never have signed. She had polished her boots at midnight. She had told herself it was Tuesday she needed.

The big man with the tea: a loading dock at six in the morning, a folded piece of paper slid across a crate by someone he should never have trusted. Saint Jude’s Coffee. Tuesday/Friday. 7:44 first drop. 8:20 cop. Nine years out. The paper still in his pocket. He had loaded the gun and unloaded it and loaded it again and told himself he was only going to look.

The man in the wet hoodie: a school photograph slipped under an apartment door, four words written on the back in blue pen. Pretty girl. Good school. He had sat on the floor with the photograph in both hands and made a sound he did not recognize. That night he found the gun under the sink. He told himself he said yes for Sophie. He told himself a lot of things for Sophie.

The small man in the pizza jacket: a note in Joey’s handwriting that Ant found later behind a shelf in Joey’s halfway-house room. I can’t let it move to Ma. Seven words. He had cried with both hands pressed against his eyes, not because Joey was dead but because Joey would have called the plan insane and then asked if he could come. He had sat at the kitchen table with a flower box in front of him and laughed until he felt sick.

Lydia told Vince on a Thursday after the lunch rush.

“There are people watching the shop.”

Vince stood at the sink rinsing a milk pitcher.

“Customers do that.”

“Not like this.”

“What people?”

“The woman with the laptop.”

“She works.”

“She doesn’t type.”

Vince set the pitcher down.

“Who else?”

“The tea guy by the window. Raymond. The little one across the street.”

Vince turned on her.

“You think I don’t know that?”

He saw her flinch and softened immediately because Vince was the sort of man who hated himself after being exactly himself.

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m telling you something’s wrong.”

“Something is always wrong.”

“This is different.”

Vince lowered his voice.

“Do you want hours or do you want to be right?”

That ended the conversation. Not because Lydia had no answer. Because she did.

Tuesday morning came wet and gray.

Saint Jude’s opened at 6:30, though Lydia had been there since 5:52 because Vince believed opening shifts began when the manager still wanted to be asleep.

She unlocked the front door, killed the alarm, turned on the lights, and stood for a moment in the empty shop while the machines warmed and the rain ran down the windows in crooked lines. The chairs were still upside down on the tables. The pastry case was empty. The chalkboard menu promised honey-lavender lattes in handwriting that tried to seem cheerful but failed.

The place smelled of old wood, floor cleaner, yesterday’s coffee, and the first sour edge of milk heating in steel.

Lydia rested one hand on the small of her back.

She was twenty-seven, six weeks pregnant, and telling nobody.

The baby was the size of a lentil. She had read that on her phone while sitting on the toilet in her apartment at 5:10 that morning. A lentil. Impossible. Something that small had already changed the way coffee smelled, the way her stomach behaved, the way she looked at the father’s last unanswered text.

He had moved to Tampa with a dental hygienist named Bree.

Lydia hated that the name sounded exactly right.

By 7:05, Mr. Keene had arrived, wet hat in one hand, rubber coin purse in the other.

“You’re late,” he said.

“By what, eleven seconds?”

“Fourteen.”

“I’ll try to rebuild your trust.”

“You do that.”

She smiled because that was the job. Smile. Steam milk. Take money. Wipe counters. Pretend not to hear things. Pretend not to see things. Pretend the office door behind her was just an office door.

At 7:18, Nina from the dental office came in for her oat milk.

At 7:31, the two patrol cops from the Fifth accepted free coffees they always promised to pay for next time and stood near the pickup counter laughing too loudly at each other’s lies. They left at 7:36.

Lydia watched them go.

The uniformed ones never stayed for the interesting part.

At 7:44, the first envelope arrived.

The man who brought it wore a tan raincoat and smelled of aftershave, cigarettes, and rain. A flat envelope pressed a hard rectangle against the inside pocket of his coat. He ordered a medium drip, no room, paid with a twenty, and left the change in the tip jar. He carried the coffee to the condiment station, removed the lid, stirred nothing into it, and put the lid back on. Then he walked toward the hallway with the bathrooms.

When he came back from the hallway, the rectangle in his coat was gone.

Lydia watched him leave.

She watched the untouched cup tremble on the counter as a bus grumbled past outside and shook the front windows.

Then she looked toward the office door.

The office door stayed closed.

At 7:52, the second envelope arrived.

This one came with a woman in a red scarf and black boots. Her name might have been Elaine, or Eileen, or maybe none of those. She had been in every Tuesday and Friday for three months. She ordered a latte, extra hot, and said, “Morning, hon,” to Lydia in a voice soft enough to make the word hon sound like a threat from someone’s aunt.

She carried a small brown clutch under her left arm.

When she returned from the bathroom hallway, the clutch no longer held its square shape.

At 8:03, the flower box came in.

The man carrying it wore an old pizza jacket with the hood up and his face angled away from the lights. In the rain, he looked like every delivery guy who had ever wanted to be somewhere else. The box was long, white, and tied with green ribbon. He set it under the coat rack in the hallway, bought a blueberry muffin, left it on the table, and went back out into the weather before Lydia could decide why he bothered her.

Lydia wiped the counter three times in the same place.

Vince opened the office door at 8:05.

He looked toward the hallway. Then at Lydia.

“You see anything?” he asked.

“No.”

Vince crossed behind her, brushed too close, and picked up a tray of wrapped banana bread slices no one had ordered. He carried the tray toward the hallway.

Mr. Keene turned a page in the obituaries.

Nina from the dental office complained into her phone about parking.

The rain ran down the windows in crooked lines.

No one looked at Raymond Bell when he came in at 8:09.

That was one of Raymond’s gifts. He could enter a room and make no claim on it. His hoodie was wet. His jaw needed shaving. His skin had a gray shine beneath the eyes, and his mouth kept moving slightly, as though his teeth were counting.

Lydia saw him and reached for a small cup.

“Black, two sugars?”

Raymond froze.

For one second, she thought he might run.

Then he nodded.

“Yeah.”

His voice was dry, scraped raw from bad sleep and worse mornings.

“Two seventy-five.”

He paid with three damp singles and watched her fingers touch the money. His own fingers twitched after she took it. He shoved his hand into the pocket of his hoodie, not because of the cold, but because of the gun.

The pistol sat against his thigh.

Raymond carried his coffee to the bad table near the hallway and sat with his back to the wall. He did not drink. Coffee made his stomach roll and his heart kick like a trapped animal, but the cup gave his hands something to do.

The flower box was still under the coat rack.

Not good. That meant something had been left behind for the room to pretend not to see.

The front door opened again.

Denise Kline entered at 8:11 in a charcoal wool wrap coat with a satin lining beginning to split beneath the left arm, black ankle boots polished hard enough to deny the scuffs, and an expensive oxblood leather purse she could no longer afford.

She ordered tea she would not drink and carried it to a table with a clean line of sight to the office door. She opened her laptop and waited for the screen to glow. It showed a spreadsheet of numbers that had ruined her life.

She did not look at Raymond.

Wet hoodie. Wrong eyes. Junkie.

At 8:13, Marcus Vale entered in a black wool car coat gone shiny at the cuffs and shoulders. He shook no rain from it. Men like Marcus did not fuss with weather. They let it happen.

He saw Raymond.

Problem.

He saw Denise.

Another problem.

Bigger problem.

Then Ant Rizzo came back in at 8:15, one hand tucked into a red-and-green pizza delivery jacket from a restaurant that had closed four years earlier. The nylon was cracked at the elbows and still carried a ghost of fryer grease, oregano, cigarettes, and wet cardboard.

Marcus almost stood.

Ant was five foot six, narrow, wiry, and built out of nerves. His hair was slicked back badly. His face was clean-shaven except for a stubborn patch under his chin that he had missed with the razor. He looked ridiculous, which had led people to underestimate him since childhood and made him meaner than necessary by the age of twelve.

Lydia looked up as Ant approached the counter.

“Morning,” she said.

Ant smiled at her, and for one second she saw the whole day go wrong inside that smile.

“What can I get you?”

“Nothing yet.”

The answer made no sense. People came to counters to order. That was the ritual. That was the little spell everyone performed to keep the world in place.

Lydia’s fingers curled around the edge of the register.

Behind her, Vince came out of the office carrying a bakery box tied with white string.

Raymond saw it.

Denise saw it.

Marcus saw it.

Ant saw it.

The bakery box was ordinary. That was why it was obscene. White cardboard. Red bakery stamp on top. String crossed over the lid and tied in a neat bow. It could have held donuts, muffins, a birthday cake for someone no one loved enough to order ahead.

But it did not.

Vince set it on the rear counter and checked his watch.

8:16.

Officer Paul Castner was due any minute.

Lydia looked from Vince to the box.

“Should I put that with the pickup orders?” she asked.

“No,” Vince said too fast.

Then he softened his voice.

“No, honey. I’ve got it.”

Honey.

Vince called all the younger women honey when he was nervous. It made Lydia want to throw hot milk at him.

The rain battered the front windows.

A bus hissed outside and pulled away from the curb. The room shook with it. The espresso machine screamed as steam punched through milk. The grinder started. Someone laughed. Someone coughed. Mr. Keene turned another page.

The room remained a coffee shop for nine more seconds.

Raymond looked at the bakery box and thought of Sophie.

Denise looked at the bakery box and thought of Sal Frisco.

Marcus looked at the bakery box and thought, Too many people are watching.

Ant looked at the bakery box and thought, Joey.

Lydia looked at all four of them and knew.

She did not know what she knew. Not in words. Not yet. But her body understood before her mind did. Her mouth dried. The baby, who was not yet a baby, became heavier than a lentil. The smell of coffee turned sour. Her apron stuck to her stomach. Every little sound in the shop separated itself from the others: rain on glass, milk steaming, chair legs scraping tile, the wet click of Raymond swallowing, Denise’s thumbnail tapping once against her purse clasp, Marcus setting his tea down without drinking it, Ant breathing through his nose.

Vince reached for the bakery box.

Raymond stood.

Denise opened her purse.

Marcus moved his right hand inside his coat.

Ant reached down toward the flower box under the coat rack.

Lydia said, “Vince.”

Vince looked up.

For one bare second, all of them saw one another.

Not as customers.

Not as regulars.

As thieves.

As fools.

What Saint Jude’s had not learned was that four people could study the same rotten little room and all make the same stupid mistake.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Guns Come Out
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Then the guns came out.

For one second, the room did not believe in them.

That was the strange mercy of the human mind. It refused the first impossible thing. It held the old picture in place after the new one had already arrived. Saint Jude’s remained a coffee shop for one more breath because everybody inside it needed one more breath of coffee shop before accepting that the world had changed.

Raymond Bell stood near the hallway with a small .22 in his shaking hand. The grip was worn smooth, the barrel almost childish, and the black tape around the handle had gone tacky from his palm sweat.

Denise Kline had a snub-nosed .38 up from her purse, both hands wrapped around it, arms too stiff, face too pale, lipstick perfect. A corner of the silk scarf she had wrapped around the gun still clung to the trigger guard like bad lingerie.

Marcus Vale had drawn a black nine-millimeter from inside his coat and held it low, not pointed at anyone yet, which somehow made it worse. The pistol had worn bluing along the slide and a strip of athletic tape around the grip. His stillness gave the gun patience.

Ant Rizzo held an old twelve-gauge pump where the flower box had been. The receiver was scratched, the stock cut down badly, and the barrel smelled of gun oil, cardboard, and the trunk of a car that leaked when it rained.

The white cardboard lay open at his feet. Green ribbon trailed across the tile like something festive at a funeral.

None of them had a clean target. Raymond’s pistol swung toward Vince, then toward Denise because Denise had a gun, then toward Ant because Ant had a shotgun. Denise’s revolver tracked Raymond before drifting toward Marcus. Marcus held his nine low, eyes moving from Raymond’s shaking hand to Ant’s barrel to Denise’s stiff arms. Ant’s shotgun covered too much of the room at once, which made it worse. Four robberies had entered Saint Jude’s. Now each one was in the way of the other three.

The room smelled human all at once. Wet wool. Burnt milk. Hot metal. Caffeine going sour in frightened stomachs. The espresso machine hissed behind Lydia like something alive and angry, and every breath in the room sounded stolen. Somewhere under the tables, somebody had already wet himself and was trying not to breathe like the smell belonged to him.

Lydia Karras stood behind the register with one hand resting against her stomach and the other hanging near the counter’s underside, six inches from the silent alarm.

Vince Mazzara stood behind her with the bakery box in both hands.

“Everybody the fuck down!”

“Open the safe!”

“Nobody fucking move!”

“Where’s the ledger?”

The young doctor by the window lunged sideways and overturned his chair. Nina from the dental office made a sound that began as a scream and became a hiccuping sob before she reached the floor. A man in a gray suit lifted his hands, dropped his phone, bent to pick it up, remembered the guns, and froze halfway down like a man praying to dropped technology.

A paper cup rolled across the floor, leaking coffee in a thin brown line that looked too much like something alive trying to crawl away.

The sound under the shouting was worse than the shouting: a chair leg ticking against tile, somebody breathing through snot, the espresso machine cycling with no one watching it, and Raymond’s wet sneaker squeaking every time his foot shook.

Mr. Keene said, “Oh, for Christ’s sake.”

Then Raymond swung the pistol toward him.

“Down, old man!”

Mr. Keene looked offended before he looked afraid.

“I’m down,” he said, though he was still sitting.

“Get on the floor!”

“My knees are eighty-two years old.”

“Now!”

“Raymond,” Lydia said.

Raymond turned toward her.

“What?”

Her face changed. She knew at once what she had done. She had made him known in a room where he needed to be only a gun. She had reminded him he had been coming in every morning, buying small black coffees with two sugars, looking sick, looking sad, looking like someone who might still be reached.

Raymond hated her for it.

The name dragged Raymond backward so hard he almost forgot the gun in his hand.

He had not been born a junkie. That mattered to him, even if it mattered to nobody else. He had been a warehouse kid once, a forklift driver who came home smelling of cardboard, diesel, sweat, and oranges split open under tires. He had a union card, a used Chevy with one blue door, and a girl named Marisol who could make him feel stupid and lucky in the same sentence.

Then Sophie came. Six pounds, nine ounces, red-faced and furious, her mouth opening before the cry arrived. Raymond had looked at her in the hospital room and cried first. For a few months he became the kind of man people had almost expected him to be: working, tired, proud, coming home with back pain and formula on his shirt.

The back injury did not look like destiny when it happened. A pallet shifted. Raymond twisted wrong. The pain went through him hot and electric, and he dropped onto the concrete while oranges rolled around him and burst under forklift tires. The pills came after that. Then more pills. Then pills from a man who knew a man. Then promises to Marisol. Then broken promises. Then withdrawal, sweat, leg kicks, sour skin, and mornings when light itself felt like punishment.

Nicky Bottiglieri found Raymond useful before he found him pathetic. Envelopes first. Phone boxes. Bakery bags with no grease stains. Side money that did not feel like crime until the body needed pills, the routes got dirty, and Sal Frisco learned Sophie’s school.

It was supposed to be temporary. Temporary ended when Nicky said Sophie was pretty. The four words came later, and they were the whole education.

Three days before the robbery, Sal Frisco slid a school photograph under Raymond’s apartment door. It had not been dramatic either. No severed finger. No ransom note. Just school-picture blue background, pink shirt, missing tooth, and four words on the back. Pretty girl. Good school. He sat on the floor with the photograph in both hands while the sickness moved under his skin like insects.

Marisol would not forgive him if she knew. He knew that before he let himself finish the thought. Not because Marisol was cruel. Because she had spent years building distance between Sophie and the kind of men who used children as invoices. Raymond had helped make that distance necessary. That was the part that made breathing hard.

He wanted a fix so badly that night that he could taste metal. He wanted money worse. He wanted to be the man who walked into Marisol’s doorway clean, paid, useful, and allowed to stand near his daughter without everyone watching his hands. That man did not exist anymore, but desperation is a counterfeiter. It makes copies good enough to fool the person holding them.

He went into the bathroom and ran the shower because that was what a father did when he did not want his daughter hearing the animal noises addiction pulled out of him. Sophie was not there anymore, but habit had a cruel sense of timing. Raymond still turned on water for a child who had been moved out of earshot years earlier.

The gun under the sink looked ridiculous when he first lifted it. Too small to solve anything. Too large to ignore. He loaded it by the milk crate with fingers slick from sweat and withdrawal. One round rolled under the radiator, and he got down on his stomach to reach it, cheek against dust, old hair, and the sticky outline of something spilled months before. That was when he understood how low a man could get before the day even started.

On the walk to Saint Jude’s, every bus hissed like accusation. Every school crossing sign looked like Sophie. Every woman with a child’s backpack made his throat close. He told himself he was going to steal money to save her. Beneath that, in the place where truth sat ugly and patient, he knew he was stealing money because he had made danger and now wanted to buy it off with someone else’s cash.

Mikey Shakes had given him Saint Jude’s like a favor. Tuesday mornings were fat. Vince took first. Castner came after. Enough to disappear if Raymond did not get stupid. Raymond should have heard the trap in that sentence. He heard only disappear.

Show the gun. Make Vince open the office. Leave before Castner arrived.

That had been the whole plan. It sounded stupid, but simple. Now Lydia had said his name, and Saint Jude’s had turned him back into a person in front of everyone.

“Don’t say my name.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t say it!”

The pistol bobbed in his hand. Not much. Enough.

Marcus saw the movement and shifted his own gun two inches.

“Easy,” he said.

Raymond whipped toward him.

“Don’t talk to me.”

“Then stop pointing at people by accident.”

“This ain’t an accident.”

“No,” Marcus said. “It’s a disaster.”

Ant laughed.

“Look at us,” he said. “Four geniuses. Four masterminds. All that planning and we picked the same fucking pastry case.”

Denise’s revolver trembled. Her finger strained against the heavy double-action trigger, and she hated the stupid weight of it, hated that the gun wanted a steadier hand than she had.

“Shut up.”

Ant looked at her. “You first, Realtor Barbie.”

“My name is Denise.”

“That’s worse.”

“You always insult women during armed robberies,” Denise said, “or am I catching you on a special occasion?”

“Lady, if this was special, I’d have worn a cleaner jacket.”

Raymond’s eyes darted from Ant to Denise to Marcus to the bakery box in Vince’s hands.

“The money,” Raymond said. “Give me the money.”

Vince held the box tighter.

Nobody had pointed a gun at Vince yet. That was because all four robbers had been too busy being surprised by one another to remember the one man in the room who had what they wanted.

Marcus remembered first.

“Set the box on the counter,” he said.

Vince did not move.

Marcus lifted the gun.

“Vince.”

Vince looked at Marcus.

“You know me?”

“I know enough.”

Ant stepped forward with the shotgun.

“No, he sets it on the floor and kicks it to me.”

Raymond raised his pistol.

“Like hell.”

Denise said, “Nobody takes anything yet.”

Lydia flinched.

Marcus noticed.

“Turn that off,” he said, looking at Lydia. “The machine. Turn it off before it trips the fire alarm and brings police.”

Raymond shouted, “Nobody moves!”

“She’s turning off a coffee machine,” Marcus said.

“Why are you giving orders?”

“Because you’re not able to.”

Raymond’s face tightened.

Denise saw it and looked away.

That made her angrier. She did not want pity in her before breakfast. Pity weakened the arms. Her revolver already felt too heavy.

Vince slowly set the bakery box on the rear counter.

Every gun moved toward it.

The box looked ridiculous beneath that much attention. White cardboard. Twine bow. Red bakery stamp. Something a person might bring to a school office on the last day before Christmas break.

Raymond took a step.

Ant took one too.

Marcus said, “Both of you stop.”

Ant grinned. “Or?”

“Or I shoot first.”

Behind the register, Lydia lowered one hand toward the steam knob.

Raymond caught the motion and jerked the pistol toward her.

“I said don’t move!”

The old man rose halfway from his chair.

“She’s pregnant, you idiot.”

Pregnant.

Lydia’s face went white. She had told nobody. Mr. Keene had simply watched her turn green over the steamed milk every morning for a week.

Vince looked at her stomach.

Marcus looked too and hated that he had been right.

Raymond’s eyes changed. For a second, not enough, Sophie’s school picture moved behind them. Pink shirt. Missing tooth. Pretty girl. Good school.

His gun dipped.

Lydia did it without thinking. Not as a decision. As a reflex born of too many mornings watching men leave envelopes, boxes, and fear behind. Her fingers found the button under the counter and pressed once.

But Marcus heard it.

So did Vince.

So did Ant.

Raymond did not.

Denise did not.

Marcus closed his eyes for half a second.

“Damn it.”

Lydia pulled her hand away as if the button had burned her.

Raymond saw his face.

“What? What did she do?”

Marcus looked at Vince. “Tell him.”

Vince swallowed.

“Nothing.”

Marcus stepped toward him.

“Tell him.”

Vince’s gaze flicked to the counter.

Raymond followed it.

“No,” Raymond said. “No, no, no.”

“You hit something?”

“I...”

“You hit something?”

“She hit the alarm,” Ant said, almost delighted. “Beautiful. Pregnant barista just put a clock on this whole shitshow.”

Denise closed her eyes briefly.

She had imagined a robbery a hundred times. In every version, fear belonged to other people. Her own fear had been controlled, rehearsed, theatrical. She would pull the revolver. Vince would obey. The safe would open. The cash would enter her purse. She would walk out before the room understood her.

Now the alarm had been tripped, the room smelled of burned milk, and three other criminals were arguing over her catastrophe.

“We still have time,” she said.

“We still have time,” she repeated, louder.

Raymond turned on her. “Shut up.”

“No. Wait. Police aren’t here yet. Phones first. Windows next. Vince opens the office. We use hostages. Then we figure the door.”

Marcus studied her.

“You ever do this before?” he asked.

“No.”

“Then don’t say use hostages like you read it in a pamphlet.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“Yes,” Marcus said. “One voice. No shots. Box stays shut. Nobody touches her.”

Ant said, “She hit the alarm.”

“She gets to live anyway.”

“Real generous.”

“No,” Marcus said. “Practical. Dead women make people brave outside.”

Officer Paul Castner stepped into Saint Jude’s Coffee with rain on his shoulders, a coffee cup from another shop in his left hand, and the blank, irritated look of a man whose routine had been interrupted by weather.

Castner had not started as a monster. That was one of the facts he hated because it sounded like mitigation, and mitigation was for defendants, not police. He had started as a big young cop with sore feet, a mortgage too early in life, and the kind of confidence that came from discovering people moved when he told them to.

The first free coffee had not felt corrupt. Neither had the first envelope from a grateful bar owner after Castner looked the other way on a fight that would have cost licenses and lawyers. Then his wife got sick of overtime. Then his brother-in-law needed bail. Then a knee injury made stairs hurt and side work attractive. Small things became habits because habits did not announce themselves as crimes.

Sal understood cops better than cops understood themselves. He never asked Castner to do something dramatic first. He asked for a plate number. Then a complaint number. Then a warning before a raid that everyone already knew was coming. By the time the bakery box arrived, Castner had crossed the line so many times that looking back required more imagination than he had left.

He told himself he was managing evil. Keeping it orderly. Keeping amateurs from making blood in places where children walked to school. That lie worked for years because the city rewarded order more reliably than virtue.

Then Vince started writing things down. That was when Castner began to hate him. Weak men with records were more dangerous than brave men with guns.

For half a second, he did not see the guns.

People down. Chairs overturned. Coffee spilled. White flower box open. Pastry case cracked. Lydia behind the register with both hands visible. Vince standing stiff beside the bakery box.

Then he saw Raymond.

Then Denise.

Then Marcus.

Then Ant and the shotgun.

Castner’s face changed so completely that he became another man under the uniform.

Marcus fired his voice before anyone fired a gun.

“Don’t.”

Castner stopped.

Ant pumped





















































































































































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE

REGULARS

A Crime Novel With Guns & Wit






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





