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Dedication

For the Stewarts and the Koises





Epigraph

I remember my own childhood vividly. I knew terrible things, but I knew I mustn’t let adults know I knew. It would scare them.

—Maurice Sendak
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The Van

Later, when they talked about that night, the boys would say that the van must have been cursed.

The van certainly looked cursed. It was the species of long white panel van into which, traditionally, perverts lured children. It had no sliding door at the side, only swinging back doors that hung loose on their hinges, ready to fall open at the slightest acceleration. Ten years of hard driving through Wisconsin winters had eaten away at the van’s flanks, which were the dark gray of a smoggy sky and pitted with rust the color of dried blood.

The boys knew the van. Early mornings, eating cereal in the warmth of their houses, they heard the roar of the engine, the distant thump of hard rock. The papers were supposed to be there by five, but Kevin, their Milwaukee Sentinel delivery manager, always seemed to be a little bit behind. When they peered out their front windows into the predawn gloom, they could just make out Kevin throwing open the back doors and hauling a pile of newspapers to the porch. In the darkness he was a tall silhouette against the taillights. He wore a thin jacket no matter how frigid the weather. His cigarette glowed infernally.

They’d never seen the inside of the van—would never want to.

That van was evil, they said in later years, joking but not joking, when one saw another in a tavern, or when they reconnected on social media. In fact, the van was a miracle, as Kevin could have told them. It always started, even on the coldest morning. Its engine screamed like a Harley’s. It handled like a dream, considering it was basically a shipping container on wheels.

The van wasn’t cursed. That wasn’t the reason it all went down like that, that night in Hampton Heights.

The boys lived in neighborhoods scattered around the north and east sides, neighborhoods that were their responsibilities, their routes. Each morning when the boys woke to clock radios beeping or buzzing or playing “The Lady in Red” again their neighborhoods awaited them. They dressed in the light of bedside lamps, moved quietly through their houses to avoid waking anyone up. After Kevin dropped off the papers, they hauled the stack into the house, a block of newsprint still cold to the touch. They used scissors or a box cutter to snip the dirty yellow plastic cord that bundled them together. Each day’s Sentinel came in two sections, the front-page section and the rest, so they sat on the floor inserting one part of the paper into the other, sometimes getting distracted by a Peanuts or a Bucks photo or, less often, a news story. They checked the drop/add list for changes; they piled the newspapers in their cloth carrier bags; they made their way into the street as dawn began creeping into the sky.

The job made them tired all day at school and dirtied their hands with ink. Adults complained: The paper came too late, the paper came too early, the paper needed to be between the storm door and the main door, not just on the porch or, worse, at the end of the driveway. The job didn’t pay well at all. It was just the only job available to a thirteen-year-old who needed money.

But then the flyer appeared one morning, tucked under the yellow cord. Here was a different kind of opportunity.

EXTRA MONEY

FOR HOLIDAYS?

Canvassing Nights

December 14, 15, 16, 17, 18

6:00 PM

Space Limited, Sign Up Now



REMINDER!

All Paper Carriers

Must Canvass Once Per Year

Sell Subscriptions

Get Cash!

Dinner at Burger King!

Burger King! Sigmone Washington’s eyes went straight to the bottom of the flyer. Burger King was his favorite restaurant. His mom and dad loved McDonald’s, so there he was always eating those sad little beef patties when he could be eating flame-broiled. And it was free! Wait—was it free? The flyer didn’t exactly say.

Burger King! Ryan Sapp read it again in the porch light. Burger King! His parents disdained fast food, prided themselves on home-cooked meals. Every night at the table, his dad at the head, his mom running and getting everyone more salad, another glass of milk. He’d only ever had Burger King once, at his best friend’s birthday party, and it tasted so much better than those home-cooked meals that he would do anything to go there again.

Burger King! Kneeling in the front hallway, Mark Hoglund held the flyer in one hand, rubbed the back of his neck with the other. He could sell newspaper subscriptions. Lay on the charm, tell a few jokes, just like he did with teachers and parents and his church youth group leader. It was harder to be with kids his own age, especially girls; the ease he felt with grown-ups evaporated. But he had to try, because Burger King was where Heather Marchese worked. Heather Marchese who was a high-schooler, Heather Marchese who sat behind him every Sunday in youth group and, every Sunday, doodled on his neck in ballpoint pen.

Burger King! Alessandro Cotrone considered the flyer as he pulled on his coat, tied his scarf. A free dinner already, and cash to boot. How much cash? Probably that depended on how many subscriptions he sold. The question mark at the top of the flyer—EXTRA MONEY FOR HOLIDAYS?—was a tell, he suspected. It would require some real effort to sell those subscriptions, to persuade people to give money to a random kid standing at the door. But he’d done it before.

Burger King! Nishu Shah never got tired of watching the commercials on television: the gleaming patties flipping on a grill in slow motion, the flames flaring up, the vegetables cascading upon the burger in artful disarray. It would kill his parents to know how much their son wanted a hamburger. Before he showed the flyer to his mom, he took a pair of scissors out of the stationery drawer and cut off the last line.

Burger King! Joel Taylor, reading the flyer in his house’s cavernous entryway, hoped they would eat first and then sell newspapers. A big fast-food meal would generate incredible material for his fart tape.

Now the van was back, idling at the curb on a December evening. Whatever was hidden in its depths, the boys were about to see it.

“Baby,” Sigmone’s mom called from the living room, “the man’s outside waiting for you.” He finished tying his shoes and kissed her goodbye. On the wall by the front door, his grandfather smiled from the photo, a young Sigmone grinning on his lap. He picked his way down the icy steps to the ground floor of the duplex.

He usually avoided going out after dark, worried about the knuckleheads just a year or two older who spent the nights getting into trouble, but tonight no one was around. The van idled by the corner of Holton and Concordia. The clouds were fat and blank, illuminated from below by the lights of the strip a block away. It was going to snow tonight, he could tell.

Kevin had a thick mustache, a long brown mullet, and little eyes scrunched into his face. He was drumming on the steering wheel and jumped when he noticed Sigmone waiting outside the passenger door. He reached across to roll down the window. Sigmone had never met Kevin in person, only talked on the phone. He guessed his manager was forty or something.

“Kids in the back, man,” Kevin said, pointing over his shoulder. “It’s unlocked.”

The double doors opened with a groan. Inside it was nearly empty, it turned out. There weren’t even any seats behind the driver’s row, just the steel floor and the wheel wells on each side. Kevin’s hard rock music filled the stale air. Scattered around were loose pages from, Sigmone assumed, centuries of the Milwaukee Sentinel.

“You gotta really slam those doors,” Kevin called from the front. Even after he pulled the doors shut, Sigmone could still see street light between them, and he sat as far to the front of the truck as he could, his back against the passenger seat, bracing his feet on a wheel well. Somehow, when Kevin accelerated, the doors stayed closed.

Craning his neck, Sigmone could see they were driving north, toward the suburbs. The route was the same as the number 15 bus he took every morning, so Sigmone assumed the other kids they were picking up would be white. He prepared himself for the expressions that would flash across their faces when they opened the doors and saw him.

Ryan saw the van from his window when it pulled up outside his house. His mom joined him. The street was dark enough that they could see themselves reflected clearly, their near-identical faces, his eyes still well below hers.

“You’ll be careful?” his mom asked.

“It’s fine,” he said, zipping his coat.

“I wonder where the other boys will be from,” she said.

“They’re just other paperboys,” he said. “We’re not gonna be lifelong friends.” He saw her carefully not respond, saw her reach out for a hug. He squirmed away. They must have been lit up like a movie screen in the window.

On his way down the sidewalk, the salt his dad had made him scatter in anticipation of snow crunched under his feet. Kevin gestured toward the back, and when Ryan wrenched the doors open, he revealed a lone black kid sitting on the floor. The kid was big, way bigger than Ryan, but he looked so miserable wedged up against the passenger seat that Ryan could hardly be intimidated. Though he hardly ever talked to the few black kids at his school, he managed to squawk out a “Hey.”

The boy nodded. Ryan closed the doors, opened them, tried closing them again. He said, “Are these, like, actually—aahhh!” For that was the moment when Kevin hit the gas. Ryan tumbled into the doors, which gave, sickeningly, just an inch—but held. He shrieked, he knew, the noise that always made his dad wince.

The black kid was kind enough to pretend not to notice the sound. “I thought you were going out” was all he said.

“Oh my God,” Ryan said, scrambling forward as the van bumped along the road. “Oh my God.”

Mark was watching TV in the family room when he heard the horn. He checked himself in the foyer mirror: his Ocean Pacific sweatshirt, his freshly cut hair. “Yeah, make sure you look good,” his brother said from the top of the stairs. “For when he molests you.”

“Shut up, dick.” Danny had been a paperboy, too, when he was Mark’s age. He’d gone out canvassing, come back rolling his eyes. It was impossible to sell subscriptions, Kevin was a creep, and so on. Mark was pretty sure the problem was that Danny was a dick. In a moment of weakness, he had once asked Danny if he thought Heather Marchese liked him. “No,” Danny had said. “You’re a shithead.” Now Danny worked at Kopp’s Custard, where every time Mark showed up Danny pretended not to know him.

But it had to mean something, right? Heather Marchese was funny and cute and she always sat in the chair behind him, every Sunday. And every Sunday he felt the cold tip of her ballpoint on his neck. After the first time it happened, he recalled, he’d spent five minutes in the bathroom at home, angling his mom’s hand mirror, trying to get a glimpse of what she’d written. He was afraid it was something mean, KICK ME or something, but when he finally caught the image, he saw she’d drawn a delicate vine creeping up his neck, a flower sprouting from its top. The thought of talking to her at Burger King made him feel sick, but he also couldn’t wait.

The horn blared again. Mark flipped his brother off and ran out the door, pulling on his coat as he went. There were two other kids in the back of the van: a tall black kid and a short, chubby boy with freckles. “Sorry it’s so cold back there,” Kevin said as he threw the van in gear. “Heater’s on the fritz.” Neither of the kids was talking, and Mark always felt like it was his job to get people talking, so he said, “I’m Mark. Who are you guys?”

They were Ryan and Sigmone. On the way to the next house, Mark and Ryan talked about Weird Al Yankovic.

Al had considered asking Kevin to get picked up somewhere else, Food Lane maybe, so the other kids wouldn’t see him coming out of his town house. When kids at school learned he lived here, they put on an apologetic facial expression, as if they’d learned he had a childhood disease. The town house was perfectly nice, his mom told him, and he knew she was right, but that didn’t stop him from feeling bad when he saw the kinds of houses his classmates lived in.

But as he approached the van, he saw that all the other kids must be in the windowless back, from which loud noises emanated. When he opened the doors, he revealed two boys singing at the tops of their lungs. “Dare to be stupid!” they shouted, laughing. A black kid watched them warily. None of them, he realized, could see the town house, none of them even cared about where he lived. No one is thinking about you as much as you think they are, his mom had told him once.

One of the boys asked Al his name, then cheered when he said it. “Weird Al!” they shouted. Al felt his face heat up as he clambered into the van, but he’d take it. He pushed himself against the wall and nodded at the black kid, whose name was Sigmone. The other white kids, Mark and Ryan, went on singing. If he listened carefully, maybe he could learn the words.

Nishu’s mom didn’t want him to go. “He’ll be too frightened,” she said. His dad was exasperated, he could tell, but was trying not to show it. Instead he reminisced about all the weird jobs he’d worked when he was young: valet, fisher, assistant in his uncle’s shipping office. Most of the time Nishu felt no desire to go to India, but the idea of a country that would let a kid do all that made him laugh. Here all he was allowed to do was deliver newspapers.

“Don’t you remember the movie?” his mom asked. They had all gone to E.T. together, and Nishu, scared of the doctors in the astronaut suits, had hid under his chair. That was five years ago.

“That was five years ago!” his dad said.

“We don’t even know this Milwaukee Sentinel person,” she said.

The van pulled up and Nishu grabbed his backpack. “I have my homework,” he said, “we’ll be done at nine,” and charged out the door.

In fact, his mom had met Kevin before, when she demanded to interrogate him before she would let Nishu start delivering papers. (She said he seemed like an idiot.) That had been embarrassing, but not as embarrassing as his mom now shouting out the front door, “Buckle your seat belt, Nishu!”

Kevin tried to wave Nishu to the back but Nishu stood miserably at the passenger window. Kevin rolled it down and smoke billowed from the van. “Can I sit here?” Nishu asked.

“Is he smoking?” his mom called.

“Sorry,” Nishu added.

Kevin flicked his cigarette out the window, past Nishu’s ear, and waved cheerily to Nishu’s mom. “Sure, yeah man, no problem,” he said. “Just move that shit down there.”

The seat was covered with notebooks and pens and clipboards and—oh, wow, this was a big knife. Nishu piled them all up and placed them on the grimy floor of the van, then set the knife, tucked in some kind of scabbard, atop the pile. Then he put his backpack on top of the knife. Even when he buckled up, his mom wouldn’t leave the front door. Finally Nishu muttered, “Just drive, please,” and Kevin peeled out with a sound he knew his mom would talk about for weeks, maybe years.

At the sixth and final house, Kevin had to pull up to a gate, roll down the window, and announce himself to an intercom. From the intercom came a squawk. In the front seat, Nishu said, “A kid lives here?” He turned to address the four boys in the back: “You gotta see this. It’s like a castle.” The other boys shoved the back doors open and clambered out to behold: It was a castle. A long driveway led from the gate to a massive cream-colored mansion, as big as a movie theater. Floodlights on either side of bright red double doors picked out the half-dozen columns reaching to the roof.

“Is this . . . Lake Drive?” Al asked. Everyone knew Lake Drive was where the mansions were.

“I think so,” said Nishu.

One of the doors opened and a figure in a blue coat hurried out. Lit now by the floodlights like a burglar caught by the police, the figure stopped, went back into the house, and in a moment reappeared carrying a big green backpack. The boys stood in silence for the long minute it took the kid to trudge down the driveway. He pushed the gate open and stepped through. The gate closed behind him with a gentle clang. As if coming out of a trance, the other boys returned to the van and climbed in.

Joel entered last. He hoisted his backpack over the transom, placing it carefully on the steel floor, then climbed in and closed the doors. Then he opened the doors and closed them again, because they didn’t seem that closed. As the van began to move, Joel set the backpack between his knees and unzipped it, revealing the biggest boom box any of them had ever seen. Huge woofers. A CD player. A graphic equalizer. Joel set the boom box on the floor of the van, then pulled out a microphone.

“Are we on Star Search?” Sigmone asked.

Joel tried to untangle the hopelessly knotted microphone cord. “This is great,” he said. “I don’t have any black farts on my tape at all.”

Everyone burst into shocked giggles, even Sigmone. Joel hit eject on the boom box and pulled out a cassette tape. He held it up under the dome light. On its label was written, in blue pen, FART TAPE.

“Fart tape,” Mark said, unnecessarily, with wonder in his voice.

“I’ve been working on it since the summer,” Joel said. He was skinny, almost as tall as Sigmone, with a blond crew cut. “It’s mostly me, but some of my friends are on it, too.”

He slid the tape back into the cassette deck, rewound a moment, and hit play. The boys crowded close to the blessed object, to hear over the noise of the van. Nishu’s entire top half was hanging over the back of the seat. Someone on the tape was saying “Here, here,” and then there was a rustling, and then a pause, and then a loud honking fart. Then laughter, on the tape, in the van. They couldn’t help it.

“How many farts do you have?” Sigmone asked.

“I’m almost done with Side A.”

“You have forty-five minutes of farts on that tape,” Mark said.

“Thirty minutes. It’s a sixty-minute tape. I got a lot at Boy Scout camp.”

Everyone nodded. It was amazing. There was no other word for it. They discussed its amazingness for a while, and then Al said, “Oh, I’ve got one. I’ve got one!”

“Get him the mike!” said Nishu, waving frantically from the front seat. By now Joel had untangled the cord. He directed Al to put the microphone directly under his butt, then hit record just before Al let loose. All six of the kids lost it.

“Oh God, it reeks,” Ryan said.

“Smells like a hodag,” said Mark.

“A what?”

“Like, a monster from the north woods,” Joel said. He’d learned about them during that mostly miserable Boy Scout camp weekend.

“Hodags are, like, made of dead cows,” Al said. “How dare you say my farts smell that bad.”

“Worse!” said Sigmone, and they all cracked up again.

The van crunched to a halt. Kevin turned to face them. “I swear to God,” he said. “You idiots having a good time?”

“Yes,” said Ryan.

“We’re here.”

“Where are we?” asked Mark.

“We’re in Hampton Heights.”

One by one they climbed from the van and stood on the pavement, hands in pockets. No one would have said aloud that the neighborhood was spooky, but it was spooky. They were standing in the parking lot of a tavern called Hampton House, and the lights of the bar gleamed in the fog. From inside came the murmur of music. Clouds obscured the moon. Half the streetlights were burned out.

“That’s Hampton there,” Sigmone said, pointing at the street sign. They knew Hampton. It went all the way east to the lake, through the parts of town where they all went to school. In those neighborhoods, the houses were nicer. Here they were small and wooden, one story, with little detached garages set at the tops of the buckling driveways.

Ryan, looking at the street sign, made a noise of surprise. “There’s a 54th Street?”

“There’s a every number street,” Sigmone said.

“My grandma lives on 83rd Street,” said Al.

“Good for your grandma,” said Joel, looking around to confirm the sickness of his burn. Al just shook his head.

Kevin, meanwhile, was pulling a sheaf of papers from under the passenger seat and smoothing them out. Nishu had stepped all over them. “Marching orders,” he said. “I’m splitting you up. You and you, you’re already getting along. You’re a pair.” Mark and Ryan high-fived. He paired Sigmone and Joel, Nishu and Al, and handed a clipboard to each duo. “Anyone ever done this before?” he asked.

“My brother did,” said Mark.

Joel perked up. “Good for—”

“Man, shut up,” Sigmone said.

Kevin eyed Mark. “Danny, is that right? He didn’t sell shit, in my memory.”

“Probably not.”

“Sort of a dick.”

“For sure.”

“Well, you can do better than him.” Kevin pulled a smoke from a pack in his shirt pocket, found a lighter, shielded the cigarette from the wind. The boys paged through the printouts on the clipboards, trying to make sense of them. Kevin puffed. “Those are master lists of everyone in the neighborhood who is not a subscriber,” he said. “Your job is to go house to house, door to door, and sell subscriptions to these people.”

“How much does it cost?” Al asked. He already had his printout pinned neatly under the clipboard’s steel clasp.

“Ten bucks for three months. But push the year, it’s a good deal—twenty-five for the year. Plus if you do the year you get a commemorive”—he stopped himself—“a commemora-tive plate.”

“What does it co-mmem-o-rate?” Ryan asked.

“I dunno,” Kevin said. “Probably the Packers.” He took a pull off the cigarette, and the smoke faded into the fog. “We can send them a bill. Or if they want they can pay now. Don’t let ’em write a check. Cash only.”

“Where’s Fairmount?” Al asked, angling his list toward the one streetlight.

“North,” said Kevin, pointing across Hampton. “About a block that way. Whoever sells the most subscriptions,” he added, “gets twenty bucks.” That got their attention. “Meet back here at the van at eight thirty. And don’t be late, or no one gets Burger King.” Sigmone raised his hand and Kevin said, “What.”

“I don’t have a watch.”

“So ask someone the time. Figure it out.”

“I’ve got a watch,” Joel said, and brandished it. To Kevin he added, “Can you lock the doors? My boom box is in there.”

Kevin looked at Nishu. “You?” But Nishu kept his backpack on. Kevin made a big show of locking the back, then tucked the keys in the wheel well. “Okay,” he said—here came the big pep talk—“go make some money.”

Ryan and Mark headed south. Sigmone and Joel turned west. Nishu and Al crossed Hampton to the north. Kevin waited a moment, then tossed his cigarette butt to the ground, where it hissed in a patch of dirty snow. Before the bartender at Hampton House could even say hello, Kevin had ordered his first beer.





Kevin

If it wasn’t for Theresa treating him like that, Kevin Kaczorowski never even would’ve looked at the woman in the bar.

The bartender was taking his sweet time pulling Kevin’s second beer. That was the way it was when you were the new guy in a neighborhood tavern. He’d been the new guy in plenty, driving kids all over the city to sell newspapers. Sometimes the bar he ended up at was lively, exciting, like sometimes the neighborhoods were lively, exciting. And sometimes he was in Hampton Heights, where no one he knew lived and where the tavern was a weird mix: black and white, old and young, everyone seeming to recognize one another but also staking out their own space.

Down at the end of the bar, the tender wiped the counter with a towel like a bartender in a TV show, talking to an older blonde in a Packers jersey. She nodded and laughed at something the bartender said, then looked down Kevin’s way. Kevin had been waving his cardboard coaster to get the guy’s attention, but shifted the move—smoothly, he thought—into a greeting to the blonde. She lifted her cocktail. Her long earrings sparkled in the beerlight. Even from here he could see how long her nails were.

He stood the coaster on its edge, flipped it back onto the bar. There was basically nothing to look at in this tavern, which resembled every other tavern in the city. A single room, square, lit by neon beer signs. Low ceilings to keep things warm. Wood-paneled walls covered in Packers and Badgers schedules. The TV was showing some cheesy horror movie, a shapeshifting monster taking men apart. A sign on the wall, above the liquor, caught his eye.

Our Credit Manager

Is Helen Waite

If You Want Credit

Go to Helen Waite

What a weird thing to put on a sign. Why would a shitty bar like this even have a credit manager?

“You need another one?” The bartender had finally sauntered over and noticed Kevin’s empty glass.

“You bet,” Kevin said. Did he ever. Theresa was sleeping with Crazy TV Barry again.

She said that Barry wasn’t like he was in his TV commercials. “He’s just a normal guy,” she said. A normal guy Kevin was sure she’d slept with last year, during their fight. A normal guy Theresa still called sometimes, just coincidentally when they weren’t getting along. A normal guy who drove an Audi. What normal guy drove an Audi?

In his commercials, for the big appliance store out on Brown Deer Road, Crazy TV Barry ranted and raved, a nonstop stream of come-ons and shrieks and gobbling noises. Everyone told him he was CRAZY to cut prices this low! He wielded a giant pair of scissors to slice big cartoony price tags in half. His competitors despaired! His customers celebrated! Sometimes the guys in white coats hauled him away to a padded room, but that’s what it takes to offer low, low prices on Amana freezers. His commercials appeared so frequently—between innings of Brewers games, during time-outs in Packers games, sometimes two or three commercials in a row during the late movie on Channel 18—that Kevin, like everyone he knew, had parts of his patter memorized. “They said I was nuts when I asked, what’s lower than zero percent financing?!” Even Crazy TV Barry’s phone number was as familiar to Kevin as his own: 466-1987. Last year it had been 466-1986. He imagined Crazy TV Barry, eyes bugging out, haranguing some poor asshole at the phone company to secure the numbers in advance. “Whaddya mean you don’t have 1996? You gotta have 1996!”

Kevin knew that Crazy TV Barry drove an Audi because this afternoon, parked kitty-corner from Theresa’s duplex, he’d watched Crazy TV Barry pull up in an Audi, deep blue and sleek as hell. He’d watched Theresa clip-clop out of her house in heels, smiling and waving at the car. She’d looked happy, at ease. Kevin tried to remember the last time she’d looked that happy to see him. When she got in the Audi, she hugged the entirely recognizable driver. His hair was combed and he wore a suit, not a straitjacket, but it was definitely him. His license plate read CRZYBRY.

He’d waited until they pulled away, then driven home, glumly flipping from ballad to ballad on the radio. It was true that things hadn’t been great. When they first got together, five years ago now—Jesus!—he was twenty-one and they went out all the time, drinking with buddies or to the bowling alley or just driving. He had money because he had a job, one that at twenty-one had seemed amazing—someone paying him just to drive newspapers around? Now she worked a lot of nights at Froedtert Hospital, so she came home tired and they were always renting a video or talking about her fucked-up family. Sometimes they had sex, depending on whether she fell asleep during the movie. His job, once a stepping stone to something else, was now just what he did. He started work at four in the morning, but he still wanted to have some fun.

But if she was so tired, what was she doing going out tonight? She had a midnight-to-eight in post-op. But there she was, dressed for dinner, more decked out than he’d seen her in a long time. When they watched movies at her place, she wore pajamas and put her hair up and they’d eat on the couch, some green salad or pesto pasta—she was on a health food kick so she hardly ever cooked burgers anymore.

When he’d finally gotten home, he’d turned the van off and then simply sat in silence. The only sound was the wind blowing outside. The forecast was for snow. In the mirror, his eyes were red. What did Crazy TV Barry have that he didn’t have? Money? A nice car? Fancy suits? Celebrity? A successful business? The list continued; he didn’t need to go on. But he’d loved Theresa for so long. He couldn’t believe she was going to dump him for a guy who appeared on TV foaming at the mouth.

When he finally snapped out of it he went inside, ate a can of ravioli. She was probably dining on steak downtown. After his shower he stood naked in the bedroom, pawing through the underwear drawer. On his dresser sat the Hampton Heights master list he’d pulled from the giant printer at work. It was slim pickings, probably, a neighborhood without too much extra money to spend. He was well behind his quota, hopelessly behind for the year, probably. Well, what was the paper gonna do? It wasn’t like there were people lining up to take this job. Were there?

Kevin was completely out of clean underwear. In the depths of his closet, he recalled, he had a pair of flannel boxers Theresa had given him for his birthday in July. “They’re warm,” she’d said. “You’ll love them this winter.” He pulled the boxers out of the gift bag and tore off the tags. They were soft and plaid, navy blue and black. They did look warm, he had to admit. He wasn’t really a boxers guy, liked his shit
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