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  No Matter What

  
  




Carl’s hands ached. It was a side effect of age, he supposed, but he pushed through it. Nobody paid him to think.

Lysette poured his second coffee of the morning at the Galloway Diner. She handed it to him with the same easy smile she gave every regular. When he looked down, he saw his reflection in the dark brew. The hell did he get those bags under his eyes? How do you get rid of those? Cucumber slices? That’s what they always used on TV.

Lysette set the urn back on the burner. Carl cleared his throat.

“Hey, Lysette.” He said.

“Yeah, hon?”

“I’ve gotten to thinking. Do you suppose you could pack up my egg sandwich? I think I’m gonna take it to go.”

“Sure, hon.” She turned toward the kitchen window and yelled at her husband, Randy, to wrap it up. Randy grumbled but did it.

Carl left a five on the counter, grabbed the bag, and stepped into the Nebraska cold. The air bit at his cheeks. He started his beat-up pickup and rolled down Route 64. Five miles later, he pulled into Higson’s Feed and Supply.

Jingle.

The bell over the door sang as he walked in.

“Morning, Carl.” Jeremy said without looking up from the till. Counting money took priority over conversation.

“Morning, Jeremy.”

“After you get your apron, can you refill the rope and chain dispensers? At least three cores are empty.” Jeremy still didn’t look up.

Carl nodded. “Will do.”

Jeremy Higson ran the place about as well as a phone on two percent battery. His father, Dan, had been a town treasure who managed the store for forty-six years. When Dan’s stroke took him, the whole community staggered. What replaced him was a son who played games on his phone in the garden section and vaped caramel apple clouds out front like that was his job.

Carl couldn’t bring himself to hate him. The boy was lost. Losing a father does that.

He tossed his sandwich into the employee fridge. His appetite had vanished when he saw his sagging reflection earlier, but he’d ordered out of habit. And Lysette and Randy needed every penny.

He pulled his apron from his locker and caught sight of himself again in the metal door. Still tall. Still had his hair. The face had started to droop, though. Sixty-five wasn’t the new thirty-five, no matter what anyone said. He still did his chin-ups and push-ups, but time was undefeated.

He rolled a dolly from the storeroom, stacked it with heavy spools of rope and chain, and was halfway through replacing a core on aisle seven when he heard the front door.

Jingle.

Carl checked his watch. Seemed too early for customers. He froze and listened. Jeremy greeted the newcomer with his usual lack of enthusiasm. The reply came in a thunderous British accent that made the hairs on Carl’s neck rise.

He peeked around the corner.

The man wore a wool coat and dress shoes, far too polished for any farmer. He was roughly Carl’s age with a scar that cut through his brow and cheek, leaving one eye milky white.

“Chicken wire’s on aisle six. I’ll page Carl to help you cut what you need.” Jeremy said.

Carl stayed crouched, heart thudding. He hadn’t heard that voice in years. He grabbed a loose length of chain from the dolly and coiled it around his hand.

“Carl, to the chicken wire for a cut.” Jeremy’s voice crackled through the speaker overhead.

Footsteps clicked on linoleum. Getting closer. Carl scooped a handful of screws from an open bin and lobbed them over the aisle. They clattered across the floor. The shoes squeaked and Carl knew his mark had turned. He lunged.

He swung the chain overhead in a quick, heavy arc. The milky-eyed man twisted back, catching the chain on his forearm. His counter-kick landed in Carl’s gut, sending him crashing into a rack of wind chimes.

Too slow. Too damn slow.

Jeremy stepped out from behind the counter. “What the hell?!”

Carl clawed at the chain tightening around his neck. His attacker sneered and he could smell the familiar aroma of menthol cigarettes. Avery, of course it was Avery. Carl’s vision pin-wheeled.

Jeremy grabbed a shovel from a display and charged. “Hey!” he yelled, swinging it high overhead. Carl was shocked that the kid had the gumption to make that kind of move.

Avery turned and kicked the kid square in the throat. Jeremy dropped to the floor, gasping and coughing, the shovel clattering beside him.

Carl used the distraction to shove backward. The two men stumbled down aisle four, crashing through a stack of concrete birdbaths. Stone shattered around them. Avery snatched a chunk of base and swung; Carl rolled away as it split the linoleum. He hurled a cracked basin back, aiming for the dead eye. Avery caught it but stumbled backward into a wall of lightbulbs. Plastic blister packs popped and crackled behind him.

Carl advanced, fists up. Avery grinned.

“I wish you’d been there.” He said.

“Where?” Carl asked.

“When I shot Z. So you could’ve seen him beg.”

Carl stayed calm. He knew the trick. Avery was trying to get him talking, make him reckless.

“Not buying it, Avery.” He said.

“You know what I’m not buying, John? That bloody accent.” Avery’s snarl warped around his scar.

Carl smirked. He could see Jeremy crawling toward the front door. At least the boy was alive.

“I thought it was rather good.” He said, sliding back into the crisp tones of his birth country. The sound felt strange in his throat after so many years.

Avery lunged, fists flying. Carl blocked and countered, a knee to the ribs sending pain through his side. He answered with a brutal right cross that staggered Avery back into an end cap full of wind chimes.

“You know, a better agent would’ve found me sooner.” Carl said.

Avery spat blood. “You got some nerve talking about good agents. Emily died because of you.”

“She died because of the job Avery.”

“She was your partner. You were supposed to protect her.”

“We were supposed to protect England.”

“England first. No matter what right?”

“No matter what.”

Carl tasted iron. One of Avery’s hits must have caused him to bite his tongue.

“Well, I can’t go back now.” Avery said.

“You made that choice.”

“And you made yours.”

Avery kicked a loose light bulb toward him. Carl swatted it aside, but Avery used the motion to close in. A punch to the ribs. A kick to the knee. An elbow caught Carl’s temple. He caught Avery’s leg, twisted, and sent him crashing through a display into the paint counter.

“Why couldn’t you just retire like the rest of us?” Carl said.

Avery cradled his arm. Dislocated, maybe. He looked smaller now, older. They’d both outlived their prime, ghosts of another era playing soldier in a feed store.

Carl sighed and lowered his fists. 

“It wasn’t my fault, Avery. She loved England, and the job, as much as we did. Don’t shame her by doing this. Is this what Emily would’ve wanted?”

Avery’s eyes burned. He spit a tooth onto the tile.

“Is that why you came here? Shame? Because you let her die?”

Carl hesitated. Maybe he wasn’t wrong. Maybe it was shame that sent him to America, not peace. Maybe both.

“I came here for peace.” Carl said.

“All I’ve had is hell.” Avery shrugged off his coat and raised his fists again. “This is for Emily.”

“No.” Carl said. “It’s for you.”

They squared off again. 

Avery lunged first.

The gunshot cracked like thunder.

Avery jerked once, twice. More shots followed. Three. Four. Five. He collapsed, face first, blood pooling beneath him.

Jeremy stood at the end of the aisle, shaking, one hand on his throat and the other clutching a revolver. 

Avery tried to speak. “For Em…” was all he managed before the life left him.

Carl limped over. He eased the gun from Jeremy’s trembling grip and returned to check Avery’s pockets. A fake Texas license. Greg Haywood. He pocketed it and turned back to the kid.

“Jeremy.” He said quietly, placing a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “You need to call the police.”

Jeremy nodded, lost in shock.

“Repeat it back to me.” Carl said.

“I need to call the police.” His voice rasped.

Carl gave a small nod. “Good.”

He sank down beside Avery’s body, the linoleum cold through his jeans. The air smelled of gunpowder and dust. His breath came in shallow pulls, each one tighter than the last. Jeremy moved to the phone behind the counter, voice shaking as he gave the dispatcher the details.

Carl sat there a long while. He looked at Avery’s still body, then at the chain coiled on the floor. He thought of Emily. Of London. Of everything he’d run from. He figured he could call the FBI field office in Lincoln. Sam Harper was still there all these years later. He was always good in a pinch.

When the sirens started to wail somewhere down Route 64, he leaned his head back against the paint counter and closed his eyes. For the first time in years, he didn’t feel the need to move.
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The dryers resumed their hum when he finished the job. Their round windows blinked as the fluorescent lights flickered back to life.

The girl sat on a folding table, knees pulled up, staring at the smoking ring of chalk in the center of her family’s laundromat. Her father was still on his back at the far side of the room.

“It’s gone.” Liam said. He wiped his palms with a dishrag from a nearby pile waiting to be washed. The girl ran to her father, and he leaned up with a groan.

“You can sweep the chalk when it dries.” Liam said.

“Wait.” she said. “What if it comes back again?”

When he had cleared the dust from his hands, he tossed the dishrag back onto the pile and turned to her.

“Don’t worry. It won’t.”

She stared at the circle on the floor as though she didn’t believe him.

He opened the door. Cool air and the low hum of the city bled inside. She chased him out onto the sidewalk, her shoes squeaking on the wet concrete.

“How did you know we needed your help?” she called.

But he ignored her. The rain had thinned to mist. Manhattan glowed like an aquarium of ghosts.

“I just did.” he said.



Liam slept above a deli that closed at two and reopened at five. He liked the in-between hours when the smell of onions and old grease sat in the walls like another tenant. He
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