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      There was something about Theresa’s mouth. Not the usual something; this was something I didn’t like.

      “But you don’t like much of anything about me, do you? Except the part you fuck.”

      She could always read my face faster than I could talk. “You’re wrong,” I said.

      She counted the money on the kitchen bar, rubber banded it in thousand-dollar stacks. “I ain’t wrong about the second part. So let’s hear you count the ways.” The suitcase was open on the bar. She lay five stacks in it and looked at me.

      “It’s something about your lips.”

      “That’s something you love?” She ran her hand over her black hair, but it was already pushed back and flattened. Her eyes were green like emeralds, nothing I’d expect from a face so dark. But I’d gotten over that surprise days ago.

      “No one’s ever gonna complain about the way you look.”

      “Not complaining’s a long way from loving.” Her eyes left me for the money and she resumed stacking.

      I stepped around the other side of the bar, poured two glasses of scotch, put one in front of her and sat beside her with the other and the bottle. “Is this about love?” My eyebrows rose. “When did that happen?”

      “Fuck you.” She kept counting money, and that was all I wanted her to do. The banded stacks were small. When she finished there would be a lot of them. Someone’s payroll must have been in that little bank. Now that payroll sat on our bar. Theresa sat on a bar stool in a short skirt, legs crossed, counting money.

      I put my hand on her thigh and she backhanded me, hard. I leaned into the slap and kept leaning, kissed her harder than she hit. She tumbled off her stool to the floor and I tumbled with her. That thing about her lips still bothered me, but it could bother me later.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Theresa changed clothes. I threw my old ones back on. She went back to counting, I walked around the room. “You’re right,” I said. “I do like that part I fuck.”

      Theresa looked like she’d throw something at me, but all she had near her was money and scotch, and she wasn’t mad enough to throw either. She shook her head, and it was almost there again, that thing I’d seen on her mouth.

      “I don’t know him,” I said, “but I earned this money. If you go, the money stays.”

      She looked at me like I made that shit up.

      “You do that good: mouth open a little, eyebrows up, eyes wide. Shit, I’m sorry I raised my eyebrows earlier. Didn’t mean to steal your act.”

      “You stupid fuck. When would I be with anyone else? There’s no one else, won’t be no one else. When I walk out on you, it’s all because of you.”

      I nodded. “I appreciate that.” But I didn’t believe it. There was someone else, someone she liked better than me. I slammed my hand on the bar, shook the glasses and the bottle and the money that wasn’t counted yet. I grabbed my scotch and took a drink. I finished it and poured another. “You want more?”

      She finished her glass, nodded. I pushed the bottle at her.

      She looked at the bottle, figured it out, poured her own. “So, the rules have changed.”

      She wore a different short skirt and her eyes batted at me and if she hadn’t just had me she’d have me now. “That’s on you,” I said. “You want a man or you want money. With me you get both.”

      “There’s no one else.”

      The money was all in the suitcase. I shut it, latched it, picked it up and put it in the hall closet, on the floor. “Then it’s just you and me and your boy.”

      “Jeremy,” she nodded.

      I stepped toward her. “The suitcase is unlocked. Stupid thieves break nice suitcases. You try and spend that money, those bills are marked, they will come back.”

      “I’m not ripping you off, Dustin.”

      I walked back into the kitchen, sat with it. “No shit. Ripping me off’s a death sentence.”

      Theresa’s eyes narrowed and she took a big drink. “I’m here for you, not the money.”

      I shook my head. “The money’s part of me. The other guy—what’s his name, Davis?” She flinched, tried to look normal. “He comes at me, it’ll look like you killed him. Believe me, that’s the way it goes down. He’ll be dead, you’ll be good as. I’ll be in a hotel with my suitcase.”

      “It ain’t like that.”

      “Don’t tell me what it’s like. Davis drives a ninety-nine Accord, lives at fifty-two thirty-five Lexington, he’s twenty-eight years old with one ex-wife and no kids, he owns the franchise on one Betano’s Ice Cream, and he’d fuck you if you had piranhas in your cunt. And he thinks that’s love. He also thinks you love money, and the only way he gets any is if he takes mine.”

      “My God.”

      “Yeah. He’s pathetic, ain’t he?”

      “I meant you.”

      “I’m not obsessed. Maybe he can win you from me. I don’t understand women. But he can’t take the money.”

      “And that’s what you care most about.”

      “I didn’t say that. You wanna think that way, fine. You and me, we ain’t even complicated and we’re complicated. Money’s simple. The money’s mine. You and me—I like what I know about you. You like me too, that’s how this started. Right?”

      Theresa nodded.

      “Do you give a shit about the money?” I said.

      “I like the action.”

      “Davis brings any action, he’s dead.”

      Theresa nodded again.

      “Explain to him he ain’t part of this. Explain to him you’re mine.”

      “I’m yours?”

      “We’ll figure that out.”
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      The little runt ran around like there was a motor in him. His black hair was too short to flap. It tried anyway, more like a wisp. He had a toy car in one hand, a plane in the other, and something else in his brain.

      “How old you say that boy is?”

      “Ten.”

      “Ten.” I looked at him close as I could, but he moved one side of the room to the other in nothing flat. “He like anything besides cars and planes?”

      Theresa laughed. “He’s too young for that.”

      She sat near me on the couch but I didn’t let her get too close. It was too long between jobs. I’d swapped out the marked suitcase for fifty on the dollar and we were running through the fifty. Clean money spends fast. At least I kept the suitcase.

      Jeremy ran out of the room. Theresa whispered. “I worry. Cars and trucks and whatever else is in that game. I don’t think school helps.”

      She had a drink. I couldn’t, I had to plan. “School’s like that.”

      “He’s in fourth grade. He’s behind.”

      “Maybe he don’t give a fuck. Who would?”

      The boy ran across the room and stopped right in front of us. “Wanna see my trick?”

      I smiled. Theresa didn’t. I didn’t look at her, I just knew. “Yeah, kid. Let’s see it.”

      Jeremy raised the tiny car as high as he could in one hand and the little plane in the other. He brought his hands together fast, let go of the toys at the last second. The plane went at an angle and one wing clipped the front of the car. Both toys dropped. Jeremy looked straight up, couldn’t turn away. The car hit him in one eye and the plane in the other. He howled like they were razors.

      I laughed, threw my head back, saw Theresa out the corner of one eye.

      “What the fuck?” she shouted and reached out to the boy.

      I kept laughing. Jeremy ducked his mom’s arms and stepped closer to me. He stopped crying. “It worked in my bedroom.”

      I still laughed but it tailed off. “It sure as fuck didn’t work here.”

      Jeremy grinned at me. “It sure”—he looked at his mom—“didn’t.”

      “What was it supposed to do?”

      “They hit each other HARD, and the plane goes back one way and the car goes back the other.”

      “That woulda been cool to see.”

      “It WAS.”

      “But it’s not a good trick to practice inside. One good miss could bust a window. You got a pretty strong arm.”

      “Two,” Jeremy nodded.

      “The other thing, though, it’s not a good trick to practice outside. You miss, you know, people don’t like it when you hit em with a car.”

      “So where do I practice?”

      “I dunno. Maybe you should practice somethin else, somethin people expect you to throw at a park. You got a ball and a glove?”

      Jeremy shook his head.

      I glared at Theresa. “No?”

      “No.”

      “You got a boy throwing cars and planes in the house and he doesn’t have a fucking ball and glove?”

      She shook her head.

      “Jesus. How can I plan anything under these conditions?” I got up off the couch. “Come on, kid. We’re gonna buy some shit and go to the park.”
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      It ain’t like I like kids. Mainly I don’t like people running around batshit when I’m trying to think. Theresa, for all her great fuckable qualities, didn’t have a clue what a boy needs. Mainly, out of the tiny fucking apartment. Don’t isolate him from the rest of the world, he does that too much without your help. Don’t make him afraid of where he has to live.

      I would have said that to her but I was in the car with him. We talked on the way to the sporting goods store. Jeremy was a total dork, but he liked violence so he was alright by me. I bought two fielder’s gloves and a ball and we went to the nearest park.

      He threw okay, he must have seen other kids do it, but he was skinny and there wasn’t much power to the throws.

      “You gotta lean into it when you let go,” I said. “Put as much of your body in your throw as you can. But if you really like violence, you need other sports.”

      “But I’m small.”

      I tossed the ball back to him, it bounced off his glove and he scrambled to get it.

      “Yeah,” I said, “but we can beef you up. I’ll get you on some weights, get you strong for your size. Mainly, we gotta find the part of you that hates, and we gotta get that in your game.”

      Theresa might not like it if the kid liked me too much, might not want her boy to be like me. But if she thought of me like that, she was with the wrong man.
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      Theresa had these crazy oval eyes, she looked Hawaiian or something, but her last name was Rose, she was a pretty white girl with a tan. She owned a hipster clothing store, Rose & Flame (there wasn’t a partner, she just liked how it sounded). I walked in one day and she sold me a suit. I went in looking for something a little snazzy for myself or really mainstream for work, but she had gorgeous green eyes and a sense of humor and a mid-length skirt showing off legs that looked like they’d kill me if I went any higher. And man, I was ready to die.

      My usual lie to strangers about what I do for a living is that it’s boring financial crap but it pays well. This works fine when I never expect to see the person again. It doesn’t work so well if I actually like them and want to let them know that my line of work is exciting. I can’t fake interest in corporate crap, or what most people do for money. And I can’t tell a stranger the truth. So I found a lie I like, and I’m good at lying.

      “I’m an actor,” I said, as she walked me through the various suits. “I’ve been cast as a bank robber in the new Scorsese. I guess I look the part. Anyway, the research is a fucking blast.”

      Then I get to talk about robbing banks. And one good robbery story is one more than most women have heard. If I tell it right they think maybe I could be a bank robber, and that’s more exciting than my lie about being an actor.

      Theresa looked at me coolly. “I liked you better in the first jacket. Let’s try this one.” She lifted a coat from a hanger and handed it to me. “How do you research a bank robbery?”

      “Talk to robbers. One good thing about Marty, criminals know his movies. And they talk like crazy, so long’s they don’t incriminate themselves. How a thing could be done in theory, that sorta thing.”

      The other coat was already hung up before I had the new one on. Theresa smiled. “Twirl around, slow.” I did a full circle, felt like an idiot. “Look at yourself in the mirror.”

      The fit was good, I could tell that without looking.

      “So,” she said, as I smiled at myself in the mirror, “who stars?”

      She’d have wanted me to say some hot young star and I didn’t know who any of them were, or she’d have wanted me to say DeNiro but that was too easily checked.

      “I don’t even know. This just happened.”

      She looked at me in the suit. “Dress like this and maybe next time it’s you.”
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      “You shouldn’t talk to my mom like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “She thinks you might hurt her.”

      I knelt down so we were eye to eye. I smiled at Jeremy. “Don’t you worry about that. That’s just how grown-ups talk sometimes.”

      Jeremy shook his head hard and fast. “You talk about her dead.”

      I took a step back, patted Jeremy on the head. “Your mom tell you that?”

      He looked at the floor. “Sometimes I hear things.”

      “You’re hearing things wrong. I’m telling your mom ways she could get hurt. Not by me. I’m protecting her, telling her how to stay safe.”

      Jeremy raised his head and looked at me sideways. “Do you love her?”

      I shook my head. “Love’s something they teach in fairy tales. Your mom and me, we started out strangers. Now we’re not. That’s a good thing.”

      Jeremy had another question, I could see it in his wide eyes, but he covered his mouth with his hand. His eyes narrowed then closed.

      “Jeremy,” I said. “I’m your friend. And your mom’s. I’ll protect you. What do you know about this man Davis?”

      “Davis?” he asked, muffled, then dropped his hand.

      “The other man your mom was seeing. The one who might have lied and said he loved you.”

      Jeremy gulped and stepped back. He was only ten and he was scared. He was tiny.

      I softened my tone. “Did he say that?”

      Jeremy nodded and buried his face in his hands.

      “Then I know he said the same thing to your mom.”

      Jeremy shook crying but otherwise didn’t move.

      I put a hand on his shoulder, steadied him. “Davis is a stranger. He pretends he’s Prince Charming. You ever get a feeling from him, like he’s being too nice?”

      Jeremy stopped shaking.

      “I hope your mom’s not fooled, but sometimes even grown-ups want a fairy tale. Davis is a liar, and he’ll hurt you if he gets the chance. He’s bad for your mom. You let me know if he comes around. You promise?”

      Jeremy looked up at me, nodded fast.

      I reached out and shook the boy’s hand. “You’re alright, Jeremy. You tell me about Davis, stand up to him like that, you’re a man. He shows up again, you let me know.”

      I put out my fist. The kid stood taller and bumped it.

      “Alright,” I said, and he smiled.
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      Theresa was out with Jeremy, dragging him to the store after school. That was alright with me, the family thing got on my nerves.

      Theresa knew me well enough not to bother calling when it was unimportant, like them taking longer than expected shopping, but it was past six, the sun almost down, and I was hungry. There was no cash in my wallet, so I walked over to the closet and pulled out the suitcase.

      I laid it on the floor and popped it open. One of the banded stacks was light, I saw it right away. A stack of twenties. I counted it—two hundred short. Maybe that was why they were taking so long. I slammed the suitcase shut, held down the lid with both hands. She could have had the money if she’d asked, so long as it was for something she needed. If it was for Jeremy, no problem. What did she think I wouldn’t let her buy? And how stupid was she to think I wouldn’t notice it was missing?

      Of course, I wouldn’t have noticed if she hadn’t been late getting home. She was getting dumber by the second. I put a twenty in my wallet and put the suitcase away. Maybe I’d have to start locking the damned thing. If it came to that I might as well leave. For now I was going down the street—pizza by the slice and a forty would have to do until I got my answers.
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      They showed up at 7:30, each carrying a bag of clothes. I sat on the couch, drank from my forty. It wasn’t my first. “Did you get nice stuff?”

      “Show him, Jeremy.”

      Jeremy raised a black-shoed foot in the air.

      “Nice,” I said. “And it’s not Nike, you probably won’t get mugged for it.”

      “Mugged?” Jeremy asked.

      “This ain’t the inner city, Dustin.” Theresa glared at me. “No one gets mugged for their shoes.”

      “A few weeks training and Jeremy won’t get mugged anywhere.”

      “Jesus.” She took a step toward the couch, changed her mind, stepped toward Jeremy instead. She took the bag from his hand. “He got other stuff too.”

      “T-shirts? Jeans? A three-piece suit?”

      “How drunk are you?”

      I grinned and shook my head. “I’m smarter drunk than you think I am sober. Jeremy, go to your room.”

      Theresa stepped toward me like she was going to say something, but Jeremy was already on his way and she stopped. She waited until he shut his bedroom door behind him. “What was that about?”

      “You wanted him to hear this?”

      “I don’t even know what this is.”

      There was a large pillow behind me. I adjusted it and leaned farther back. “You got the boy clothes. All you had to do was ask.”

      “I don’t need to ask to take care of my son.”

      “You just take?”

      “From you? You think I’m stealing from you? Get the fuck out of here, I don’t need this.”

      I sat up straight as I could on the couch. My eyes were a little bleary, but I did my best to stare her down. “You don’t need two hundred dollars? So, you wanna give it back?”

      She stepped forward, leaned down and stuck her face in mine. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “The suitcase. Two hundred dollars. You think I don’t know a short stack when I see one?”

      Theresa stood straight. Her voice went soft. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      I set my bottle on the floor, pushed myself up from the couch and looked down at her. I spoke quietly. “You don’t know?”

      “I don’t even know what I don’t know.”

      “The suitcase,” I said. “You been in it?”

      “I got my grocery money. What do I need the suitcase for?”

      “Let’s see the kid’s clothes. And the receipts.”

      “You’re fucking kidding.” She glanced down. “You drinkin Olde English? How much?”

      “I know my budget. Twenty bucks. Two slices of pizza is six bucks. That left fourteen for beer, which is five bottles and change.”

      “And what bottle is that?”

      “I was sober when I counted the money.” I glared at her.

      “Maybe you counted it wrong when you put it in the suitcase.”

      “I wasn’t the only one who counted it. The count was right.” I gave her a little push. She staggered back a couple steps and I sat down, lifted my beer from the floor. “You know, this beer reminds me of you.” I took a long drink, put the bottle back on the floor. “It’s thin and it’s nasty and it gets the job done.”

      “Fuck you. You don’t trust me, take your suitcase and get the fuck outa here.” Her eyes were wide, she did the righteous thing well.

      I raised the bottle again and leaned back. “All I’m saying is someone besides me took money from that case. If it wasn’t you, it’s the boy.” I reached out one arm, waved her toward me. “Want a drink?”

      Theresa stared at me a few seconds, a bullshit check, then her face changed and she lurched at the bottle, grabbed it with both hands and took a slug. She coughed and sat beside me. She didn’t hand the bottle back.
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      I was still drunk and the alarm rang from a distance. I sat up fast and so did Theresa and our heads hit hard. I was so weak I could barely swear. We were on the couch, kind of sitting, kind of lying. My neck hurt and the alarm was nowhere I could reach. I tried to get up but Theresa pushed herself off me, one hand off my jeans and the other off my shirt and that’s when I knew I was fully dressed. I tried to move but she stood and I fell back onto the couch. In a minute the alarm stopped, and I lay there with a haze around my head and a pain inside it. Water and aspirin was what I needed. I got my neck off the cushion, turned my body and stuck a pillow so it was under my head when I dropped. Agony could wait until the next time I woke.

      I heard them hustle around me but that was only background, I had dreams to get to. I didn’t care what they were, they were a break from everything else. Theresa and Jeremy and maybe Davis. Eventually the next job, the next woman and whatever baggage she brought with her, but I didn’t want to plan that far ahead.

      Somehow I slept; when I woke whatever dreams I’d had were gone. I didn’t want dreams anymore, I wanted banks. This didn’t seem like a life that lasted long. I needed the rush of working a well-planned robbery.

      I don’t know what the action means for her. If she sees me soon enough after a robbery, she’s part of the score. Everything’s part of the score. Maybe it’s good to be around me when my adrenaline’s racing like that. Not like now, when there’s nothing but worrying and letting the tension build. If the kid took the money for himself, it doesn’t even matter. There’s probably a hundred ninety-five bucks stashed in his room somewhere. But if he took it for someone else—I worried about Davis, a man I’d never met.
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      I opened the door to Jeremy’s room. It would be easier if he turned the money over, but I couldn’t wait all day. I opened dresser drawers but I knew there were no false bottoms, I looked under clothes and was done in a couple of minutes. I moved to the bed, removed both pillow cases, found nothing and threw the mattress on the floor. There was nothing under the mattress so I stripped the sheet—nothing there either. It only took a second to look under the bed. I put the sheet back on the mattress and the cases on the pillows and put the bed back together.

      There wasn’t much else to the room: a computer desk and a small closet. I opened the closet door. A few jackets hung but the kid was ten, there were only a few. I searched every pocket, checked for holes in the lining, found nothing. There were three-ring binders on the floor. I opened every one and found nothing but cards for geek kid games, Yu-gi-oh and Magic, in plastic protector sheets, nothing worth a damn.

      I closed everything up, put it back where it had been. If Jeremy took the money, he’d either spent it or stashed it somewhere else in the apartment.

      Theresa brought Jeremy home from school and fed him. I’d already eaten. I waited, sober and anxious. I sat on the living room couch and watched Jeremy eat the tacos Theresa made. If I had any appetite they’d have looked good. He sat at the dining room table, eyes focused on his food. She stood at the stove with her back to him, but there was nothing left to cook. Jeremy got up from the table and I straightened on the couch. He said something I couldn’t hear and walked past his mom to the fridge.

      He poured a glass of milk at the kitchen counter, drank it where he stood, poured himself another and took it to the table. He returned to his tacos. I dropped my head forward and rubbed my eyes with thumb and index finger. I pushed my hair back with my palm and stood.

      “Theresa, it’s time to talk. You too, Jeremy.”

      Jeremy shoved a hunk of taco into his mouth and looked up. “Me?” He pointed his thumb at himself and I nodded.

      “It’s about you, Jeremy. Let’s go to your room.”

      He swallowed and stood, took a gulp of milk. Theresa turned and stood right behind him, laid her hands on his shoulders.

      “Am I in trouble?”

      “Let’s go to your room.” I turned in that direction and let them follow. I held Jeremy’s bedroom door open for them and they walked inside. I waved them to Jeremy’s bed and they both sat on it, a slight distance between them. I shut the door and leaned against it, five feet between me and the bed.

      “Where’s the money, Jeremy?”

      The boy looked scared, looked at his mom then back at me, still looked scared.

      “Look,” I said, “I know how much you took. I need to know what you did with it.”

      Theresa gave me a look but she didn’t say anything. Jeremy shook his head. That was as far as his denial got.

      I tipped my head back and exhaled. “We’re gonna talk, Jeremy. First tell me where my money is. There’s two hundred dollars missing from my suitcase and your mom says you took it.”

      Jeremy glared at Theresa and Theresa glared at me. I took a step toward her, leaned down so our faces almost touched, and smiled. “No take-backs on ratting out your son.”

      She swung at me open-handed. I pulled back so she missed and I grabbed her wrist on its way down. I let go and she glanced at her wrist, glared at me. “It wasn’t like that.”

      “Two hundred bucks,” I hissed at Jeremy. His mouth hung open, about to say “Mom.” I didn’t want to hear it. “You took the money from the suitcase, right?”

      He turned away from Theresa and his lips closed. He wiped his greasy mouth with an equally greasy hand. “I didn’t know what was in there. It was in the closet. It was open.”

      “But you knew it was my money when you took it.”

      Jeremy nodded. “I didn’t think you’d notice. I didn’t take that much.”

      “It might not seem like much next to what you left. But two hundred dollars is a lot of money. What did you do with it?”

      “No, I only took twenty dollars.” The kid was almost in tears.

      I looked at Theresa. Her eyes showed nothing. I tried to sound relaxed. “What did you do with the twenty?”

      “I went to McDonalds. I met some kids from school on the way. I bought them lunch.”

      “Friends?”

      Jeremy shook his head. I kicked at the floor but there was nothing to kick, only carpet. “Fuck, Jeremy, you don’t have to impress those assholes. And that wouldn’t impress them anyway. So you only took twenty?”

      He nodded.

      “That leaves me down one eighty. You and me,” I said to Theresa, “we gotta talk.” I looked at Jeremy. “You stay here.”

      Jeremy nodded. I grabbed Theresa by the arm and she got up from the bed. I opened the door for her, shut it behind us, walked her to our bedroom and did the whole chivalry with the door crap again.

      She stopped right in front of me as soon as the door closed. She looked up, stepped back and spoke. “You believe him?”

      “That he took some of my money? Yeah.”

      “You believe me?”

      “Can you tell me where the one eighty is?”

      Theresa shook her head. There wasn’t a lot of fear in her eyes, but she was good at showing nothing.

      “Then someone else has been here.”

      “I didn’t let nobody in.”

      “Who would Jeremy let in?”

      Her eyes changed, at least I thought they did, went a little dim. She shook her head again.

      “Davis,” I whispered. She took a step back and I took one side of her face in my hand, softly. “Davis?”

      Her eyes shut. Her chin dropped and came back up. I took it as a nod.

      “You were here and Jeremy let him in.”

      “I didn’t want to see him. Jeremy let him in anyway. I told him as soon as I saw him.”

      “And he turned and walked out and that was it.”

      “No. Of course not. Nothing’s that easy, he wouldn’t shut up.”

      I felt too aggressive standing up, walked past her so I didn’t hit her, sat on the bed, turned and looked up. I wanted Davis to be the only one guilty, the only one I’d have to punish. “What is he to you now? What was he before?”

      “This is bullshit.”

      “How long since you fucked him?”

      She turned her head. “What?”

      “A hundred eighty bucks? A total stranger who wants to take you from me? Why would he settle for that?” I undid my belt buckle, left the belt dangling and unsnapped the top button of my pants. “Lock the door. I need to know you love me.”

      Theresa blinked.

      “Get up and lock the goddamned door.”

      She stood and turned. She locked the door. I got up from the bed, my pants dropped a little, and I leapt at her. Her back was to me. My right forearm locked around her neck. She faced the wooden door and I banged her head against it, hard enough to get her attention.

      “I need to meet Davis. I need my money back. I thought I wanted to take care of you and Jeremy. Maybe I was wrong. Tell me about Davis.”

      The choke wasn’t tight but her arms were pinned, she couldn’t free herself. I released my arm from her neck so she could breathe better, but I kept her chest pressed against the door.

      She wriggled her head a little to the right, grabbed one free breath. “He didn’t take your money. He’s a good man. I told him we’re through.”

      “You told him who’s through?”

      “Me and him.” She cried. Her tears bugged me more than the money but I had to keep track of the money.

      “So he walked away. He says he loves you and he walked away. He’ll come back.” I let her go enough to turn around and face me.

      She turned slow, blinked fast. “I told him never to come back.”

      “Look at yourself.”

      Her head dropped down. Her whole body was there. This was about as haggard as she got.

      “You at your worst.” I shook my head. “Still worth killing for.”

      “What, now you’re gonna start talkin nice?”

      “Talkin truth. A man looks at that and there’s nothing you can say. He’s coming back.”

      She smiled at me. “Thank you.”

      “Yeah. I ain’t leaving either. So tell me about Davis.”

      “No,” she said.

      “No?”

      She stood skinny, backed against a door, but my words had made her full of herself again. “He looked at me and he couldn’t talk. That’s how it was. I thought he was an idiot. The usual man, full of lust and empty-headed.”

      “So there’s nothing to say about him.”

      “Except not for those reasons. He had something to say, but we couldn’t follow his words.”

      “We?”

      “Jeremy was in the room.”

      I stepped back, clenched my fists at my sides. “You’re making decisions with your kid there.”

      Theresa shook her head fast. “It wasn’t a decision. I’m with you. But he kept talking, I couldn’t stop him.”

      “So what did he say?”

      She started crying. I suppose she wanted me to hold her and offer comfort but I needed answers. I stood where I was and she cried. I waited for her to talk. Fucking tears kept falling.

      “What did he say?”

      “He loved me. Besides that, it was hard to understand him.”

      “And you and him are through.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You hate this motherfucker’s guts.”

      She braced herself against the door, leaned back as much as she could. I stayed where I was, kept her in easy reach, but my hands opened and hung at my sides.

      “No,” she said. “It’s not like that.”

      “You used to fuck, you don’t anymore, and you don’t hate him. That’s what you’re telling me. Hell, you still like him.”

      “As a person.”

      “He’s not a person. He’s a motherfucker getting between you and me. And you’re letting him.”

      I stepped so my face was almost against hers. She’d have backed through the door if she could. “You make Davis sound innocent and that’s bullshit.”

      She didn’t answer and I already knew she wouldn’t give him away.

      “You and me,” I said. “You, me, and Jeremy. And my hundred eighty bucks. We’re all together or we’re not.”

      “You and me isn’t a problem. Jeremy isn’t a problem. You’re making up problems from what isn’t here.”

      “My hundred eighty bucks isn’t here. Davis isn’t here but he was. You’re mine. Jeremy’s mine. And I’ll kill for what’s mine. You, Jeremy, the money. You understand that?”

      “You say everything like it’s a threat.”

      “If you mean I’d rather kill for you than die for you, you got that right.”

      She stopped pushing her body so hard into the door, relaxed it toward mine, leaned against me. I straightened and she rested one hand on my chest. She’d already changed the subject away from Davis, now she was changing it farther. I was okay with that, I’d said what I had to say, we could go in this direction for a while. When we were done, I’d tear this place apart until I found my hundred eighty bucks.
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      Theresa sat up in bed and sipped at a glass of red wine. The bottle was on the table beside her.

      “You’re not having a drink?” she said.

      I shook my head and turned away, put on a t-shirt to go with my jeans.

      “What are you getting dressed for?”

      “I was going to search the apartment. Thought I should wear clothes in case the kid saw me.”

      “You say you love him and you still call him the kid.”

      “That’s what he is, right?”

      “I bet you call me something else too.”

      I opened a drawer, pulled out some socks, sat next to her on the bed and put them on. “Fuck it, I’m going out, maybe the money shows up while I’m gone.”

      “It won’t. We didn’t take it.”

      “Then I’ll find who did.”

      I got off the bed and walked out the door, found my shoes and left the apartment. I tried not to hear the words she shouted at my back.
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      I drove in wider circles until I found a space four blocks from Davis’s apartment. It was in a district filled with bars and restaurants, and there were a lot of people on the sidewalk. The crowd thinned as I got closer. Lucky me, I’d found a space near the restaurants, while most of the people going out to eat had to park on residential streets.

      I stood on the sidewalk and flipped open my phone, saw all the calls I’d missed from Theresa, leaned against Davis’s building and went online, checked the baseball scores. Couples walked past, on their way to late dinners or drinks. In my black leather jacket I looked hipster enough to pass. It was time to go out, not time to go home, but I waited. Nothing better to do.

      It was only half an hour before some couple came back from their late dinner and walked up the stairs to the front door. I kept my phone open as I walked up behind them, let them open the door, and stared at my blank screen as they walked inside and I stuck my foot in behind the shutting door. They were too enthralled with each other to notice.

      Davis lived on the fourth floor out of five. Balcony view, but it was chilly tonight, and even if he’d been on it I’d leaned against the building, he couldn’t have seen me. Unless he’d been watching the sidewalk, if Theresa called him too. Stupid if she loved me, but she didn’t want him hurt, she was capable of stupid. I smiled as the elevator door opened. This was what it came to, figuring out enemies and lovers. I was alone and the hall was empty. I stepped to the left, read the first apartment number I saw, walked enough down the hall to see the numbers going the wrong way, turned and walked in the opposite direction.

      I stopped at 411. Fucking information. I tried the doorknob. It was locked so I knocked. The stuff I had on this guy didn’t tell me how he’d react. I didn’t even know how he felt, only that he told Theresa he loved her. I was about to find out what he meant by that.

      My ear against his door, I heard a television but no footsteps. He hadn’t buzzed anyone up, so he might think my knock was across the hall. I knocked again. The fuzzy TV voices kept talking. No one came to the door or called out like their show had been interrupted.

      I hit the door hard. “Hey, Davis!”

      A couple of seconds passed. “Who is it?” His voice was stronger than I expected, as though things were normal. Also as though he stood right behind the door.

      I hadn’t heard him draw near, which maybe meant he wasn’t in a panic. He could have been approaching slowly for a while.

      “I’m the suitcase man.”

      “Who?”

      “You know who. The suitcase man. Theresa’s man.”

      “I’m not opening the door.”

      “You don’t have to do anything. I know where you live. What you look like, what you drive, where you work. We’re going to talk.”

      There was a mumble and the door opened a crack. The latched chain hung in front of me. Davis blinked a couple times, opened his mouth and exhaled. He unlatched the chain and took a step back.

      I pushed the door and he stepped back farther. He stood with his arms at his sides, a big kitchen knife in his right hand.

      I stepped in sideways and looked at him over my left shoulder. He was my height and only a little thinner. “Drop it.”

      “When I feel safe.” He didn’t look scared, and I didn’t know how good he was with a knife.

      “Then step back farther.”

      He shook his head. “I stay where I can reach you.”

      That made sense, in case I had a gun, not if I didn’t. “I’m unarmed. You can frisk me.”

      Davis shook his head.

      “One step back then, so I can shut the door.”

      Davis hesitated, then stepped back. His grip on the knife tightened. I shut the door behind me. “I can take that from you any time I want.”

      “You get cut if you try.”

      “I don’t wanna try. I want my money.”

      “Money?”

      “A hundred eighty bucks. You know about my suitcase. It was in there. Now it ain’t. I want it back.”

      He waited a second before he spoke. “You had a suitcase with a hundred eighty bucks in it? What was it filled with, nickels?”

      “You know better than that. I’m surprised you got the balls to talk that way, but you know better. There’s more money. One eighty’s what’s missing.”

      “If someone robbed you, why didn’t they take it all?”

      “I figure you wanted something particular. You only took what you needed. You thought I wouldn’t notice. You thought I was your fucking bank, you could come back for more when you needed it.”

      He brought his knife up to his hip and I left jabbed him in the mouth. The punch knocked him back and the knife hand lowered but it didn’t let go. I spun around his left side, got behind him and brought my right arm up to his neck in a choke hold. He struggled but it wasn’t much. I tightened my arm on his neck, grabbed his right wrist with my free hand and waited.

      He threw his left elbow into my ribs. It hurt and I took it, kept my right arm tight across his neck and my left hand tight on his wrist. He elbowed my ribs again, not as hard as the first time but it still hurt. His knife hand tried to break free. I held it tighter and he elbowed me again, not hard this time. My arm pushed against his windpipe. He struggled for air and I pressed myself into him, leaned on him as I choked him. He toppled to the floor and I fell on top. He dropped his knife and I pressed hard into his lower back with one knee. I picked up the knife.

      “I don’t want this,” I said, stood over him with it and stepped away. “And you don’t want to fight me. Tell me where my money is.”

      He lay still a minute, then rolled over slowly onto his back, checking for damage. He was out of breath, that was all. It came back and he spoke. “I don’t know about any money. I was there for Theresa. Anyway, a hundred eighty bucks ain’t worth the trouble.”

      More like an amount that would seem impressive to a kid. I’d believed Jeremy, but that meant nothing; children lie to survive.

      “I’m gonna go, but I’ll tell you this for the next time we talk. I don’t like complications. Some fucking complication got into my suitcase. When I find out the details, that gets simplified. I eliminate complications.”

      Davis’s eyes went wide. “Don’t hurt Jeremy.”

      I kicked him in the ribs and he doubled up. “That ain’t what I meant.”

      I walked out of the room and back to the elevator and rode down alone. Davis wasn’t the kind of threat I thought he’d be: I’d expected a romantic idiot but not one who’d pull a knife. Of course, he wasn’t much good with it. And I was still out a hundred eighty bucks. It was Theresa or Jeremy; Davis sounded like he knew which. I’d get back to the apartment and figure it out.
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      It had to be the kid. If Theresa needed two hundred she’d have told me. Hell, she’d told me Jeremy took it. She ratted out her own son, but she couldn’t have meant it that way. She was protecting herself, she had to think Jeremy would admit it. Still, it meant she feared me.

      “I thought you wanted to be Jeremy’s dad. I shared information. It’s something parents do. All I said was I didn’t take the money. You assumed from that.”

      It was late but she was standing and pacing when I got back.

      “If it wasn’t you, it was Jeremy.”

      “Says you. I never said he took it. And you said I did. And you said it in front of him.”

      “It’s you or it’s him.” I knew I was right, but she was too.

      “You gotta make this right.”

      “Okay.” I shook my head, stretched my neck and let it go. I ran my hands back through my hair. “You didn’t say it. But he’s the one took the money.”

      Theresa shuddered. “No.”

      “What’s he do for fun? He doesn’t play ball, no one ever taught him. What’s he do when he’s out of the house?”

      Theresa’s whole body quivered. “Nothin. He plays those card games.”

      “He plays cards?”

      “You know, the Yugioh, stuff like that.” She talked like I knew.

      “They have games with those?”

      “Hell yeah, they have tournaments, go all day on a weekend.”

      “And he goes and what happens?”

      She looked at me like I was an idiot. “He goes and he plays. Sometimes he wins, sometimes he loses.”

      “But sometimes he wins. Does he bring home prizes?”

      “Prizes? I think they pay those boys in cards. You wanna see Jeremy excited, talk to him about those damn cards.”

      I nodded. “I will.” I turned around, opened the door, walked toward Jeremy’s room.

      Theresa grabbed my arm. “Not now. It’s late.”

      I kept walking.

      She stepped in front of me, faced me. “I mean it. He has school tomorrow.”

      I pushed her aside. “And I have to know where my money went tonight.”

      She followed me down the hall.

      I opened Jeremy’s door, stepped into the room and shut it. I knew Theresa leaned against it, listening. Jeremy was in bed, but he was reading, not sleeping, sitting against a large pillow propped against the wall. The book looked too big for him. He peered over it.

      “Jeremy. The games you play on weekends. What do those cost you?”

      He lowered his book and looked at me. “The games are free.”

      “What about the cards?”

      He looked down, like he was reading again.

      “The cards,” I said.

      “Yeah,” he mumbled.

      “They cost money.” Jeremy didn’t answer. “Much?”

      “Well,” he said, “when new decks come out.”

      “New decks? With new cards?”

      Jeremy looked over his book, set it on his lap and nodded emphatically. “There’s Rares, and there’s Super Rares, and there’s Ultra Rares. And Secret Rares too. When the new deck comes out, you have to get them all.”

      “Or you lose?”

      “For sure. Everyone gets the new decks.”

      “And you have to buy a lot of decks to get a lot of Rares?”

      Jeremy nodded fast and stopped. “But I⁠—”

      I looked him in the eyes. My nod was slow. “You wanted to win and took what wasn’t yours.”

      “I—”

      “Got caught. You stole my money. You steal and get caught, you’re punished. That’s a rule outside this house, and it’s a rule inside. Outside, they got some nasty punishments. Inside, I set the rules, and those ain’t so sweet either.”

      Jeremy was in tears. He was a little kid, and I didn’t like seeing him like that. I don’t hate kids, I hate people who bully them. But he’d fucked up, there was nothing I could do.

      Jeremy looked up. “I’m sorry.”

      “I need two hundred dollars worth of sorry. That’s what you owe me.”

      The door opened at my back. I turned fast. Theresa spoke from right behind me. “We need to talk.”

      “Don’t sneak up on me. I almost hit you.”

      She took a step back, stayed in the room. “Okay. We need to talk.”

      I stepped past her into the hall. She shut the door.

      “I don’t think we do,” I said. “Not about this.”

      “He’s ten.”

      “I know. And you’re scaring the shit out of him bringing me out here. That’s more than the punishment would have done.”

      “What punishment?”

      “He owes me two hundred dollars. He can work it off. But he’ll get paid like a wetback.”
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      Paid like a wetback for what, that’s what Theresa wanted to know and I hadn’t figured out. I went back into that room and told Jeremy he’d have to work off what he owed me, but all I wanted to do with the kid was play catch and get him in shape, make him someone the other kids wouldn’t want to beat up. He might have had too many easy years to ever be tough, but I could help him get strong.

      “Fear goes away when you face it. But if you don’t face it with strength, you might get another fear. What are you scared of? Getting beat up?”

      Jeremy didn’t answer.

      “Who beats you up? Kids in your own class? Or older kids?”

      “No one mostly.”

      I’d been stretching when the kid got home, kept going while we talked. I stood in front of the couch, bent down until my right palm touched the rug in front of my left foot. “But when it happens—kids your own age?”

      “Yeah, well, sometimes.” His voice was quiet.

      I straightened up, bent down with the other arm. “Sometimes is too much. Are you scared of these kids?”

      Jeremy shook his head.

      My right palm touched the rug again. “But they hurt you?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “If you want me to save you…” I stood straight, between stretches. “It’ll never happen.”

      Jeremy had a helpless look on his face, like he was doomed and he always had been.

      “Jesus,” I said. “Don’t give up like that.” I stopped stretching, squatted down to his level. “Hit me in the face as hard as you can.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      His fist came up fast and I blocked it with my arm. He shook his little hand like he was getting water off it.

      “I’m gonna teach you two things. How to block that and how to land it. Your life will get better.”

      He looked up at me and grinned. “Thanks, Uncle Dust. Teach me fast.”

      “Every night after your homework’s done. I’ll get you in shape and I’ll teach you how to fight.”

      “Mom won’t like it.”

      “Your mom loves you, Jeremy. But she doesn’t understand what a man has to be. I’ll explain it to her.”
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      I’d been spending too much time with people who weren’t thieves. I could tell Theresa some stories but I couldn’t let her into my life. Instead, I’d push myself into hers.

      Theresa got indignant fast. “It’s not like I have him playing with dolls.”

      “No, you have him playing with geeks.”

      She folded her arms across her chest. “Better than dumb jocks. Anyway, he likes the card games.”

      “Yeah, but he gets beat up a lot.”

      “What? At the tournaments?”

      I laughed. “Of course not.”

      “At school then.”

      “Kids from school, yeah.”

      She was putting groceries away. I sat with my back to the kitchen bar, a scotch in my hand. She shut the fridge door and faced me. “So who the hell’s beating up Jeremy?”

      I took a slug and set down my drink, leaned back on both elbows. “It’ll always be someone. So long as he’s weak and a geek. Other kids see that and they pounce.”

      “So what did you have in mind?”

      “Maybe he isn’t afraid yet,” I said. “But they can beat that fear into a boy.”

      “But they haven’t done that to Jeremy.”

      “Yet.” I got up from my stool and put an arm around her waist. We walked into the living room and sat on the couch. “When I was a kid I had to learn how to fight, my old man beat me. Jeremy’s at a disadvantage. I’ll get him gloves, headgear, a small bag. Some weights, too. He needs to bulk up.”

      Theresa looked me hard in the eyes. “You’re gonna teach him how to fight.”

      She didn’t treat it like a question; neither did I, looked straight back at her. “Yep.”

      “Good. I don’t want my boy getting beat up.”

      I’d expected an argument. Instead she leaned toward me and took my hands in hers. I should have known she’d do what was best for her son. I looked at where her hands held mine. We were both in this world, but not really part of it. I looked up at her face: serious, intent. I looked back down and held her hands tighter.
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      “Your mom okayed the gear.”

      “She did?” Jeremy’s eyes and mouth opened wide.

      “Get in the car.”

      Me and Jeremy at the sporting goods store: this could turn into a regular thing. I walked him over to where the heavy bags were. “I wanted to show you this stuff. We don’t need anything but gloves and headgear today. You need to get used to hitting and getting hit.”

      Jeremy grinned up at me. “I’m kinda used to getting hit already.”

      I patted him on the shoulder and smiled back. “Okay, maybe we need to get you less used to that.” I dropped my head and threw a hard left hook into the nearest heavy bag. It shuddered backward.

      “Wow,” Jeremy said.

      “Maybe we should get you a small bag. Good thing to have when you want to punch something.”

      “Yeah, we should get one.” He was little and excited and he wanted to hit something. He was mine.
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      Jeremy was a quick learner. He had plenty of anger but he needed more muscle, so I got him on ten pound dumbbells with a lot of reps. He needed power, leverage, and balance. He was aggressive, so when I taught him how to box I had to slow him down, make him focus on technique. I also taught him how to pull an opponent’s sweater up over his arms and when to stomp on a foot before throwing a step-back jab.

      In exchange for teaching him how to fight, he was supposed to teach me how to play cards. The type of cards he liked to play, where each card was some kind of monster with magical abilities. They all looked like dragons or gay Asians to me.

      “You gotta understand. I know poker and I know blackjack. These ain’t the cards I grew up playin.”

      “It’s for ages eight and up. I’m ten. You just have to want to know.”

      “Teach me how to play and I’ll kick your ass. If I don’t, you didn’t teach me well enough. It sucks to be the teacher.”

      We sat next to each other on the living room couch. It was a practice game and every card had to be explained to me. Jeremy squinted. “I’m the teacher?”

      “And your student knows nothing.”

      “But you want to play, right?”

      I dug an elbow gently into his ribs. “Yeah.”

      “So. You start with eight thousand life points.”

      “And how do you win?”

      “When your opponent has zero life points.”

      “So you kill him.”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      I looked more intently at my cards. “I can play that kind of game.”
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      There was nothing I wanted to buy, nowhere I wanted to go. I lifted weights in the apartment, went to the park and ran. Then I’d stay there and watch people. A movie was okay sometimes, but it was hard to sit alone in a theater knowing the world was outside, filled with real people I could be meeting, real money I could be stealing.

      I didn’t need money yet but I needed the rush. Daytime emptiness: Theresa wasn’t there to fill it, and booze couldn’t. Drinking was what I settled for when there was nothing else. Drunk, I could stay in the apartment and watch videos. Drunk, I could go outside and pretend I might get laid. Hell, if I got drunk in a bar I might not have to pretend.

      I had more options before Theresa, and now I cared about Jeremy too. So I couldn’t just take off, but sitting still was killing me. I needed a small bank, something I could do as a solo job. Somewhere that required mostly attitude and a basic plan. I searched for local banks online, wrote down the names and addresses of the ones I’d never heard of, and went for a drive.
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      “I got a job,” I said. “I’ll be gone a day or two.”

      “Where?” Theresa stood facing me in the middle of the living room. It was mid-afternoon, almost time for her to pick up Jeremy from school.

      I shook my head. “I’ll be back when it’s safe. Don’t worry. This is low risk.”

      That was bullshit, a bank job could always get a man killed, but I was more dangerous than any security guard, and no partners meant no double-cross.

      “You sure it’s only two days?”

      “Nothing’s ever sure. What, you gonna miss me?”

      Theresa stepped up close and whispered. “I hate you. You gotta come back, so I can make you suffer.”

      I took her by both shoulders. “Hurt me now.”

      Her arms broke free and her hands grabbed my throat. I let her hold me there, smiled all the way, until her mouth was on mine and her hands dropped.
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      The bank was called First National Security. There was one security guard and he stayed outside. He was a bored looking white guy with a seventies moustache, nothing extreme for that decade, the sort of thing only an ex-cop would wear. He might be able to handle himself.

      I wore a moustache of my own, salt and pepper like my wig. I felt like nodding to the guard in ugly moustache solidarity, but restrained myself. I walked in wearing a dark blue suit jacket, gray tie, white shirt, and black slacks and shoes. The moustache was new, but the rest of my face was clean shaven for the first time in days. I’d looked considerably grubbier when I came in the day before, wrote a fake name on the customer service clipboard and sat on a couch five minutes before walking out unserved.

      It was a narrow bank, one desk for the manager and four slots for tellers. Two tellers were working, the other slots were closed. One person stood in the regular line, a couple of people sat on the couch, plus one at the desk with the manager, a large, tired-looking woman with an artificial smile. I stepped to the back of the regular line and stood, adrenaline racing but my body motionless.

      Basic bank transactions are usually done at the ATMs, so a short line inside doesn’t guarantee fast service. I forced a slight smile onto my lips and looked around the room without moving my head. I waited as though patient and held my hands against the sides of my pants. I didn’t want my sweat dripping to the floor.

      I stood in that spot five minutes. The room was air-conditioned but I felt hot the whole time, hoped the perspiration was only under my clothes and not on my face. This was where the good nerves and the fear came together. The woman before me stepped up to a teller, and I shuffled forward to where she’d stood. My hands remained at my sides, pressed against my pants, not in a coat pocket where they might crumple my note.

      Two men stood in line behind me. I’d noticed them coming in the door, didn’t look at them now. It was my turn to approach a teller.

      She was college age, Asian, and I liked her smile as she greeted me. I didn’t want to hurt her, or even scare her.

      “A withdrawal,” I said, and removed the note from my pocket. I’d written on the back of a withdrawal slip

      
        
        I HAVE A GUN

        GIVE ME ALL THE MONEY YOU CAN REACH

        NO ALARMS OR I WILL SHOOT YOU

      

      

      She didn’t gasp or sigh, didn’t move or make a sound, stood there reading.

      “I know it’s a lot,” I said softly. “But I’m in a hurry.” I reached out with one finger and tapped the top line of the note. She looked at me, saw something in my face or in herself. I watched her hands, made sure they didn’t dip lower than they were supposed to. Suddenly she opened a drawer and started piling bills on the counter.

      “Look like you’re counting them,” I whispered. “They can go here.” I passed her the standard blue bank deposit bag I’d wedged in my other coat pocket.

      Her hands busy on the counter, my eyes flickered side to side, but if the other teller noticed anything it didn’t show. To the people in line I was some businessman slowing down their day. I swallowed hard, wanting to speed her up, expecting something to go wrong and trying to anticipate so I’d react when it did.

      The girl put the last of the large bills into the bag, followed it with a stack of tens, then a stack of fives. I’d have taken the ones too but the timer on my phone went off. “That’s enough,” I said. “Give me the bag and remember.” I tapped the note with my finger again, saw her eyes drop to the words. I crumpled the note and returned it to my pocket.

      She pushed the bag across the counter. It bulged. I stuck it inside my coat and turned away.

      “Thank you,” I said, and walked quickly toward the door.

      If she set an alarm it would be a silent one, but I listened anyway. It would be stupid to alert me before I got outside, but I wondered if the security guard had a beeper. I opened the door and he stood a few feet away, facing the bank. I looked at him and nodded, took two steps forward, about to turn away and walk down the street. He had a pistol on his right hip and his hand suddenly dropped near it. I pivoted quickly. He looked at me casually; I couldn’t tell what that meant. My left hand held the money bag, my right reached inside my coat and removed my .45 from its shoulder holster. I swung the pistol and slammed it into the guard’s temple. He dropped, and I hit his temple again as he fell. I ran.

      I turned the first corner and got into the car I’d stolen a couple of hours earlier, pulled away from the curb at the first opening and cringed at the yellow light. I hit the brake, couldn’t take a chance on running a red. So I sat there, pushed my teeth together tight, and listened to the approaching sirens. Fuck, they’d better not be close when the light changed. Fuck.

      I sat and waited. I hate waiting. I tore off my coat and tie, bent down and removed my wig and moustache, and stuffed them with the money and my pistol under the passenger seat. I could have made that light. I knew the guard would be there, maybe I panicked, but when I looked at the old guy I couldn’t tell if he knew anything. Anyway, he didn’t know much now. The camera knew more.

      The light finally changed and I drove through the intersection. The sirens were closer but they came from east and west and I drove north. Once I got into the hills I just had to hole up until it was safe. Even though I’d been disguised I didn’t want my face seen in town for a few days. That wasn’t quite what I’d told Theresa, but it was more than she needed to know.

      It didn’t take long to get from city to suburbs. From here it was only a couple of miles into the hills. Expensive homes were up there, once you drove along enough empty winding roads. I wasn’t going that far. I got onto one of those nowhere roads, saw the curve I was looking for and pulled onto the shoulder. I slowed the car to a crawl and let it dip off the shoulder. It thumped down onto a dirt path. I kept my foot light on the brake and the car rolled slowly downhill. I turned the wheel enough to ease behind some trees. The car wasn’t visible from the road.

      I got out and stepped forward ten yards, to where my own car was parked. I popped the trunk and removed a suitcase. Back at the stolen car, I opened the passenger side door, took everything I’d stashed under the seat and stuffed it into the suitcase. I closed the suitcase and ran a flashlight underneath the seat and throughout the car’s interior. Nothing left behind, I shut the door, returned the suitcase to my trunk and drove away. I had a motel reservation five miles from here. I’d stay there until it was safe.
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      “Ten days,” Theresa said. “You told me one or two.”

      I pushed the door open farther and stepped into the apartment. “That’s what I thought. My business doesn’t work like that.”

      She shut the door. “I kept waiting to hear you were in jail or dead.”

      “I did things so it didn’t turn out that way.”

      “This is how it’s always gonna be with you.”

      Her voice stayed flat, and I knew she wasn’t asking. She was getting it. “I don’t want to go back to prison. There’s no banks there.”

      Theresa laughed. I figured we were good.
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      I met Rico for coffee at noon. It wasn’t raining, or too cold with leather jackets, so we sat outside.

      “I called you,” he said, his back to the café wall, his eyes to the street, “cuz Tenny got work.”

      I angled my chair beside his, looked out on the street as well. We were dead men if anyone attacked us through the wall; outside of that we’d see them coming. I smiled as I sat. “Tenny always got work.”

      Rico nodded, settling his mass into the mid-sized chair. I sat comfortably in mine; he overflowed his. “It’s a little busy right now. There’s money to be made.”

      “Thanks, Rico. But it ain’t my kind of work.”

      “Maybe not.” Rico sipped at his coffee, his cup barely visible behind his large hand. “But you’re good at it. And the money’s good. I know you say there’s always money in banks, but it ain’t what it was.”

      We both spoke quietly. I leaned my head out, made sure no one was approaching. “It’s enough. And I like what I do. It’s the right kind of rush for me.”

      Rico sat silent a minute. “Yeah. But it’s a small town, there ain’t that many banks. And word is you got a family now. Thought maybe you want something steady.”

      The small town didn’t matter. There were banks all up and down the freeway. It was better in a town where no one knew me. But the other part made sense. “Yeah, you know, me and family. Who knows what that means?”

      “Well, if you decide it means family…”

      “I’ll call you.”

      We drank our coffee. Rico had to get back to work, I had to go nowhere. I didn’t know which of us was better off.
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      Rico was the first guy I ever saw use brass knuckles. Tenny sent us down to get information. Rico usually went alone, and I was a fucking kid, but things were getting rough and Tenny thought I’d be good muscle. Rico was supposed to show me the ropes.

      The guy was called Shooter and I guess he’d earned it. Rico took
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