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The dealer had set up shop behind a dumpster across from Sacred Heart Elementary, which was either the dumbest move in Carrick or the ballsiest. Spike was leaning toward both.

He rolled his bike to the curb behind Strip and Southside, killing the engine and swinging off in one motion. The afternoon sun cut hard across Brownsville Road, throwing long shadows between the row houses. School had let out twenty minutes ago. Kids with backpacks were still trickling past the corner store two blocks up.

And this asshole was selling dime bags within spitting distance of a playground.

"That him?" Spike asked, pulling his gloves tighter.

Strip didn't answer. He was already walking.

Southside fell in on the right side, and Spike took the left because that's how it worked — patched brothers picked their lanes and the prospect filled whatever gap was left. The dealer saw them coming when they were thirty feet out. White kid, maybe twenty-two, with a North Face jacket that cost more than anything in this neighborhood and a backpack that wasn't full of textbooks.

"Hey, fellas." The kid's voice cracked on the second word. "I'm not—"

"You're not what?" Strip said, stopping close enough that the kid had to look up. "Not selling to middle schoolers? Not working a block you weren't invited to?"

"I don't know what you're talking about, man."

"Sure you do," Spike said. "Because Mrs. Kowalczyk at the corner store called it in three days ago, and then again yesterday, and then again this morning because you're either stupid or you think nobody gives a shit about this neighborhood." He was talking fast, the way he always did when the blood started moving. "Which is it? Stupid or arrogant? Because I'm leaning stupid based on the location, but the fact that you came back after—"

"Spike." Southside's voice was flat. "Shut up."

The dealer tried to run.

He made it exactly four steps before Strip clotheslined him into the side of the dumpster. The kid bounced off the metal with a sound like a kicked drum and went down on one knee. His backpack split open and little baggies scattered across the asphalt like confetti at the world's worst party.

"See, that's what I'm talking about," Spike said, grabbing the kid by his jacket and hauling him upright. "You run, and now we gotta—"

The dealer headbutted him.

Stars popped behind Spike's eyes and his nose lit up with sharp, wet heat. He stumbled back a step and the kid swung wild, catching him on the ear. Spike's vision blurred for half a second and then snapped back with the kind of clarity that only came from getting hit in the face.

He threw two short hooks into the kid's ribs. Felt something give on the second one. The dealer folded and Spike grabbed the back of his neck, drove a knee into his stomach, and shoved him against the dumpster again.

"—gotta do this the hard way," Spike finished, blood running from his nose into his mouth. He could taste copper and Iron City from lunch. "Now where was I? Right. You're selling to kids. In Carrick. On a block the Reapers ride through every goddamn day. So either your supplier didn't tell you how things work down here, or he did and you figured—"

"Hit him or talk to him," Strip said from behind. "Pick one."

Spike hit him. A straight right that snapped the kid's head sideways and dropped him to the concrete. The dealer curled up with his hands over his face, whimpering something about not knowing, not meaning to, not coming back.

"That last one," Southside said, crouching down to the kid's level. "Say it again."

"I won't come back."

"Louder."

"I won't come back! Jesus Christ, I won't—"

"Good." Southside stood up and looked at the scattered baggies. "Clean this shit up. All of it. If I find one bag on this street tomorrow, we come find you at home. And we won't be this friendly."

They left the kid scrambling on hands and knees, scooping baggies into what was left of his backpack. Spike wiped his nose on his sleeve and saw more red than he expected. The headbutt had caught him clean on the bridge.

"You let him clock you," Strip said as they walked back to the bikes.

"He got lucky."

"He got lucky because you were running your mouth instead of watching his hands." Strip threw a leg over his Dyna and looked at Spike with the flat patience of a man who'd said this before. "You had him by the jacket. Fight was over. But you had to narrate it."

"I was making a point."

"The point is the fist. The words are extra." Strip kicked his engine over. "You fight like you talk — too much of everything."

Southside was already idling at the curb. He didn't add anything, which was worse than a lecture. Spike climbed on his bike, wincing when his nose throbbed, and followed them out of Carrick toward the Strip District.

The ride back was twenty minutes through streets Spike could navigate blindfolded. Down Brownsville to Route 51, through the Liberty Tunnel with the V-twins echoing off the tile walls like rolling thunder, out the other side into the South Side flats where Carson Street was already starting to fill with the after-work crowd. Right on Tenth, across the Birmingham Bridge with the Mon River brown and sluggish below, then north through Oakland and into the Strip.

He knew every pothole. Every light. Every shortcut through alleys that didn't show up on any map. Born on the South Side, raised in Carrick after his mom moved in with his grandmother, and he'd never spent a single night outside Allegheny County. Never wanted to. Pittsburgh was in his voice, his blood, the way he took his coffee — black with too much sugar, same as his grandmother made it.

The compound rose up between two dead warehouses on Smallman Street, a converted fabrication shop that looked like every other industrial ghost in the Strip District until you noticed the fence, the cameras, and the row of Harleys parked in formation by the loading dock. Spike pulled in behind Strip and Southside, backed into his spot at the end of the row, and killed the engine.

Inside, the clubhouse smelled like stale beer and motor oil, same as always. The bar ran along the far wall — built from reclaimed mill equipment, scarred and beautiful. A couple of brothers were shooting pool under lights that hung from exposed steel beams. The TV above the bar was playing the Pirates game with the sound off, which was a mercy because they were down six runs in the fourth.

Spike grabbed a rag from behind the bar and pressed it to his nose. The bleeding had mostly stopped on the ride, but the bridge was swelling and he could feel it tightening across his face.

Furnace was sitting at the end of the bar with a cup of coffee and a look that said he already knew. The President of the Steel City Reapers didn't miss much, and he had a way of knowing about problems before the men who caused them walked through the door.

"Handled?" Furnace asked.

"Handled," Strip confirmed. He dropped onto a stool and reached behind the bar for an Iron City. "Kid won't be back."

"And the prospect?"

Strip took a long pull from the bottle. "Fights like a jukebox. Put a quarter in and it won't stop playing."

Furnace looked at Spike. Those cold eyes didn't blink much. "Let me see."

Spike lowered the rag. Furnace studied his face the way a mechanic studies an engine — looking for what was broken and how much it would cost to fix.

"Dealer headbutted him," Southside said from the pool table. "Because he was giving a speech instead of throwing."

"It wasn't a speech—"

"Spike." Furnace's voice was quiet in a way that made quiet feel like a closed fist. "How many words did it take to put him down?"

Spike thought about it. Thought about the grab, the monologue, the headbutt he should have seen coming because any idiot with his back against a wall was going to try something desperate.

"Too many," he admitted.

"Your mouth is going to cost you your patch." Furnace said it the same way he'd say the weather was changing — matter of fact, no heat behind it, which made it worse. "You're loud. That's fine. Loud has a place. But loud in a fight means you're not focused on the fight. It means you're performing instead of finishing."

"I was finishing. He went down."

"After he rearranged your face." Furnace picked up his coffee. "Strip. How'd he do otherwise?"

Strip considered for a moment. "Hooks were clean. Good instincts on the body work. He just can't do it with his mouth shut."

Furnace nodded. "Learn when to close it, prospect. The patch doesn't go to the man who talks the most. It goes to the man who knows when talking's done."

He turned back to his coffee and that was it. Conversation over. Spike stood at the bar with a bloody rag in his hand and a nose that was going to look like hell tomorrow, dismissed without ceremony.

Carson was coming down the stairs from the upper floor, rolling his shoulders like he'd just woken up from a nap or finished beating something. He glanced at Spike's face and grinned.

"Other guy?"

"Worse," Spike said.

"Good." Carson kept walking toward the chapel. "Ice that before it swells shut. Can't ride if you can't see."

Spike tossed the rag in the bin behind the bar and grabbed a bag of frozen pierogies from the clubhouse freezer. He pressed it against the bridge of his nose and dropped into a chair by the window that looked out over the fenced lot.

The bikes sat in their row, chrome catching the late afternoon light. Beyond the fence, the Strip District was doing its thing — produce trucks pulling out after the morning rush, restaurants starting their dinner prep, the streets filling with that particular Pittsburgh energy that happened when a neighborhood was half-industrial and half-alive.

His phone buzzed. Text from his mother asking if he was eating enough. He typed back one-handed — yeah ma, eating fine — and deleted the part about getting headbutted by a drug dealer behind a Catholic school.

His nose throbbed under the frozen pierogies. Strip's voice played back in his head: You fight like you talk — too much of everything.

The problem was, Spike didn't know how to be less. Less loud, less fast, less Pittsburgh. He'd been this way since he was a kid yelling across playgrounds in Carrick, since he was a teenager talking shit on Carson Street, since he walked into this compound and told Furnace he wanted to prospect because the Reapers were the realest thing left in a city that kept trying to polish itself into something it wasn't.

He shifted the pierogies to the other side of his nose and watched a brother he didn't know well roll through the gate on a matte-black Road King.

Learn when to close it.

He could do that. Probably. Maybe.

His nose disagreed.
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The last dryer buzzed at ten thirty-three and Kristen pulled the load without checking whose it was. Mrs. Petruska's. She could tell by the floral housedresses and the faint smell of lavender sachets that the old woman tucked into every pocket. Kristen folded them on autopilot — halves, then thirds, stacked neat — and set them in the pickup basket behind the counter.

Twenty washers. Fifteen dryers. A service counter with a register that jammed every third transaction and a tip jar that collected more lint than quarters. Wash & Fold, same block of Brownsville Road in Carrick it had been on since her grandmother opened it in 1987.

Kristen locked the register, wiped down the folding tables, and started killing the lights from back to front. The fluorescents buzzed and clicked off one row at a time, turning the long narrow space into stripes of darkness. She'd done this every night for two years. Close at eleven, clean until eleven-thirty, drive the four blocks home, check on her mother, collapse.

Eighteen-hour days. Seven days a week. The margins were so thin she could see through them.

She grabbed her keys and her bag, checked the back door, and stepped out the front into the parking lot. The October air hit her face — cold enough to feel, not cold enough for a coat. Three streetlights lit the small lot. Her Civic sat alone under the far one, same spot she always parked.

Gary Novak was leaning against the driver's side door.

Her feet stopped before her brain caught up. Every muscle in her body locked at once, a full-body flinch she couldn't control. He was standing with his arms crossed, wearing a sport coat over a polo shirt like he was waiting for a table at a restaurant. Soft build. Patient smile.

"Kristen." He said her name the way someone would say finally. "I was starting to think you closed early on Tuesdays."

She gripped her keys until the teeth bit into her palm. "Get off my car."

"That's not very friendly. I drove all the way down from Greentree to have a conversation."

"We don't have anything to talk about."

"Fifty thousand dollars says we do."

Kristen's jaw tightened. The number had been thirty-two thousand when her grandmother died. Then late fees. Then interest. Then penalties she'd never heard of on a debt she hadn't signed for, attached to equipment loans her grandmother had taken out fifteen years ago. Every time she made a payment, the number grew.

"I've been paying," she said. "Two hundred a month. That's what I can—"

"Two hundred a month." Gary pushed off the car and stood straight. He wasn't tall. Wasn't big. But the parking lot was empty and the street was dead and he knew it. "At two hundred a month, Kristen, you'll be paying me until you're sixty-three. And that's without the interest adjustments I haven't applied yet."

"Those interest rates aren't legal."

"They're in the contract your grandmother signed. Pennsylvania doesn't cap rates on commercial equipment loans." He smiled. "I checked."

Kristen's hand was shaking around her keys. She forced it still. "I'm not discussing this in a parking lot at eleven o'clock at night."

"You won't take my calls. You won't open the door when Rick knocks. You won't answer the letters." He took a step closer. "So the parking lot it is."

The space between them shrank and Kristen held her ground because moving backward felt like something she couldn't come back from. He stopped three feet away. Close enough that she could smell his cologne — something expensive that didn't belong in Carrick.

"Your mother's room is the one on the second floor, right side," Gary said. "Blue curtains. She leaves the window cracked at night even when it's cold. There's a pharmacy bag on the nightstand — looks like blood pressure medication, maybe a sleep aid."

The air left Kristen's lungs.

"The hallway light stays on all night. She's got one of those plug-in nightlights in the bathroom too. Sweet woman. I can tell she worries about you."

"Don't." The word came out cracked. "Don't talk about my mother."

"I'm not threatening your mother, Kristen. I'm telling you I know where she sleeps. There's a difference." He tilted his head. "The difference is what happens next."

Her hands were shaking again and this time she couldn't stop them. Her keys jingled against each other, a tiny sound that felt enormous in the empty lot.

"Time's running out," Gary said. "I've been patient. More patient than I usually am, honestly. But patience has a shelf life, and yours expired about three months ago."

"I don't have fifty thousand dollars."

"I know you don't." His voice dropped. Conversational. Almost gentle, which made it worse. "But there are other ways to settle a debt. I've been very specific about that in my letters. You read them. I know you did because Rick watched you open the last one through the window."

Kristen's stomach rolled. The letters. She'd burned the last one in the kitchen sink because the words on the page made her feel like something was crawling on her skin.

"I want payment, Kristen. Cash is preferred. But I'm flexible." He looked at her the way someone looks at something they're going to buy. "Think about it. You've got my number."

He walked past her toward a black Lexus parked on the street. No rush. No urgency. He'd said what he came to say and now he was leaving on his own schedule, the way he always did everything.

Kristen stood in the parking lot until the Lexus pulled away and its taillights disappeared up Brownsville Road. Then her knees buckled and she caught herself on the hood of her Civic with both hands, breathing hard, staring at the cracked asphalt between her shoes.

Blue curtains. Window cracked at night.

He'd been watching the apartment. Standing outside in the dark, looking up at her mother's window, cataloging details like a man planning a renovation.

She got in the car. Her hands shook so badly it took three tries to get the key in the ignition. The engine turned over and she pulled out of the lot onto Brownsville, driving the four blocks home at fifteen miles an hour because her vision kept blurring and she couldn't tell if it was tears or terror.

A parked Subaru appeared in her headlights and she jerked the wheel right, missing the bumper by inches. The Civic's tires scraped the curb and she corrected, heart slamming, and pulled to a stop in front of her building.

The apartment was above a closed insurance office on the corner. Two bedrooms, one bathroom, a kitchen where the linoleum was peeling up by the stove. Kristen climbed the stairs on legs that felt borrowed from someone else and unlocked the door as quietly as she could.

The hallway light was on.

The nightlight glowed blue from the bathroom.

Her mother was sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of tea and a crossword puzzle, reading glasses perched on her nose. Barbara Walsh at sixty-one — thinner than she'd been a year ago, slower to stand, but still sharp enough to notice everything Kristen wished she wouldn't.

"You're pale," her mother said without looking up.

"Long day." Kristen set her keys on the counter and opened the refrigerator so she'd have a reason not to face the table. "Dryer six is making that noise again. I think the belt's going."

"Kristen."

She stared into the refrigerator at a half-empty carton of eggs and a Tupperware of soup she'd made on Sunday. Her reflection stared back from the butter compartment cover — blonde ponytail coming loose, dark circles under her eyes, mouth pressed into a line so tight her lips had gone white.

"I'm fine, Mom."

"You don't look fine."

"I'm tired." She grabbed the soup and closed the door. "I'm going to eat and go to bed."

Her mother studied her over the reading glasses. Sixty-one years of raising a daughter alone in Carrick had given Barbara Walsh a bullshit detector that could pick up signals from three rooms away.

"Is it the money?" her mother asked.

"It's always the money. Dryer belts cost money." Kristen put the soup in the microwave and punched buttons she didn't read. "Go to bed, Mom. I'll lock up."

Her mother watched her for another long moment, then folded the crossword and stood slowly, one hand on the table for balance. She kissed Kristen's forehead on the way past.

"Your grandmother worried too much too," Barbara said. "It's genetic."

Kristen waited until her mother's bedroom door clicked shut. Then she braced both hands on the counter and pressed her forehead against the cabinet above the sink.

I know where she sleeps.

The microwave beeped. She didn't move.

Through the kitchen window, Brownsville Road was dark and quiet. Carrick sleeping the way it always did — porch lights on, TVs flickering blue behind curtains, the occasional car passing slow. Her neighborhood. Her grandmother's neighborhood. The place where Walsh women worked and stayed and held on.

And somewhere out there, a man in a sport coat was driving back to Greentree knowing exactly which window to look at.
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