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			​PROLOGUE: 

			​JIM DIMAGGIO

			Jim DiMaggio steps inside Mayfield’s gas station. 

			“Welcome back, Jim,” old man Mayfield says from behind the counter. He is positioned to the left and perched atop his stool with his shoulders slumped forward and elbows on the counter, reading the newspaper. Mayfield licks his finger and turns a page. “Not working today?” 

			Jim glances around and sees a kid in a black sweatshirt using the phone off to the side. The kid is opposite Mayfield and turned away from Jim. He’s never seen the kid before. Figures, Tulsa’s a growing metropolis, the second-largest city in the state. Jim shakes his head as he grabs a styrofoam cup and begins to fill it with thick black coffee from the burners near Mayfield’s counter. “Boy’s playin’ in a tournament. I thought I’d stop by and grab some coffee while they’re warming up. Discount still good even if I’m not working?”

			“For you, always,” Mayfield says. “In uniform or out of it, coffee’s always free for you. How’s the kiddo doing? He decide on a position yet?”

			“He doesn’t know,” Jim says. “Like Willie Mays, he thinks he can play everywhere, and to be honest, he can. So I’m not sure if he wants to stay a centerfielder or switch to pitcher. He’s one helluva pitcher, but I don’t know about him being in a rotation and not playin’ every day. He’s leaning toward playin’ every day, like Willie, ‘cuz he is one helluva hitter. Can’t be both a hitter and pitcher. Babe Ruth had that problem, and we don’t remember him as a pitcher.”

			“His school win last night?” Mayfield asks without waiting for an answer. “I’ve not worked my way through to the Sports section yet. I have to start at the beginning and go all the way through to the end, every word, never skim. My wife hates it, but that’s how my granddaddy taught me to read. He used to say ‘don’t know what you might miss if you start skipping over things.’ Can tell a lot about a man by how he reads. Of course, people don’t read no more. 

			“My wife says I’m particular. I tell her, she could work the store from time to time, and then she’d find out just how slow it gets around here. When it’s busy, it’s busy, but when it’s slow, it’s slow. And I have a way of doing things to make time go by; I have to stay in a routine or I get all out of whack. I don’t like things out of whack. She asks ‘Aren’t you worried about someone taking something when you’re not looking?’ And I say, ‘Why would I stop them? With all that free coffee and donuts I offer Jim, we’re good. If you’re going to rob me or shoplift from me, that’d be pretty damn bold.’ I tell her that’s why I do it, to make sure nothing like that happens, insurance, see?” Mayfield pauses and removes an envelope from under the counter. “Which reminds me, here you go.” He slides the envelope across the counter toward Jim, who accepts it, hesitantly. “Look, I know how you are about this; buy your boy some new cleats or something.”

			“You don’t have to—”

			“—I want to. It keeps you around. I like you. I’ll pay for you to come in here because, if I have any problems, I know you’ll handle them.”

			“That’s extortion.”

			“Not when I choose to do it, it ain’t. I’m lucky you’re flexible enough to take it and see it for what it is.”

			“And what’s that?”

			“Me helping others; warms my heart to help out this way. Only way I can. Consider this me giving back to my community.”

			Jim shoves the envelope into his inner jacket pocket. “You mind watching the coffee while I take a leak?”

			Mayfield says, “No problem,” and Jim goes to the restroom next to the coolers, leaving his cup in Mayfield’s care. He steps inside, shuts the door, and does his business. After, he opens the door to find the kid, probably twenty, if that—the same one with the phone—pointing a big, shiny, silver handgun at Mayfield, who has one hand up in the air while using the other to drop some bills into a plastic bag—cash register open. 

			Jim pats the envelope in his breast pocket. 

			If he gets paid to come around and protect the place then he can’t let the old man get robbed or shot, can he? 

			Money comes at a price.

			Even if he sometimes takes a step sideways, doing little things, like slipping a twenty out of a guy’s wallet or coming in here to get an envelope full of cash, he’s sworn to do the right thing. As Mayfield said, he’s insured; Jim’s his insurance. It’s his choice to pay Jim. It’s not like Jim’s ever threatened him for the money. 

			But now someone is threatening Mayfield. 

			Jim unbuttons his jacket and lets it hang loosely. “Hey kid,” he says, keeping his hands from the .38 holstered at his side, which isn’t a bright move, but he doesn’t want to surprise the kid and make him lose it and pull the trigger. “Easy now, no one hasta act hastily; we can work this out. You keep doin’ what you’re doin’ and take the money and go. Don’t do something we both’ll regret.”

			“Stay back!” the kid yells, voice cracking with fear, attention on Jim. “Back!”

			“It’s alright.” Jim steps closer. “Look, I’ve done the draw and fire in under a second. All I need is one second, maybe one and a half, and I can clear this holster and have my muzzle on target.”

			“Mister, I’m warning you!” the kid yells, desperation in his voice. “Back!”

			“Kid,” Jim states sharply. “I’m saying, I’m a sheriff’s deputy. If I wanted you dead, you’d be dead. I’m not sayin’ you can do what you’re doin’. I’m not condoning this, but today, I’ll let it go. That’s a friend of mine right there. I don’t like you pointing that thing at him. Put it away and finish doin’ what you’re doin’, and we’ll all go our way.”

			The kid squares with Jim. “Yeah, well, I have friends too.” 

			Jim starts the draw, throws his jacket back, and drives his hand down on the gun in the holster, pulling the .38 clear, all in less than a second. But then he feels the movement off to his right: the whoosh of something in his peripheral, cold rising up to his ear, and a voice saying, “Wrong move.”

			Jim thinks of his boy and how he’ll never find out which position—

		


		
			[image: ]

			​CHAPTER ONE:

			​SONNY ROWAN

			“Let me go on sabbatical,” Sonny says, following Jimmy into his corner office, arguing his point some more.

			Jimmy half turns to speak over his shoulder. “Are those even real things?” he says, taking a seat behind his desk, ignoring Sonny’s actual point, and leaving Sonny standing in the doorway. “I mean do people actually leave their job for an unspecified, or specified time—seeing you’re always hearing about some teacher or overworked pansy leaving for a year to quote-unquote find themselves—and their employers actually let them? Would you do that?”

			Sonny stays quiet. 

			“Who would do that? I know who would, a coconut; that’s who,” Jimmy adds, tapping his temple with his left hand. “If you’re working for me, you’re working for me, not off, jerkin’ around on nothing, following some misguided attempt to manage a mid-life crisis. I’m not a coconut.”

			“So is that a yes?” Sonny asks. 

			“You know very damn well that’s a no,” Jimmy says dryly, relaxing in his chair behind the desk, hands together across his stomach, a big window behind him. Through the window, downtown is on display as if it were a matte painting, picturesque, almost perfect. It’s late evening, and the Oklahoma sky is painted in shades of oranges and purples. It’s the only elegant thing in Jimmy’s office and the only benefit to being the boss, as he puts it. Everything else is a cluttered mess of papers, books, and magazines, crammed in every nook and cranny. And that’s saying something because the office is the size and color of a horse’s stall, which means it’s barely big enough for Sonny to stand there trying to convince his boss to give him a couple of days off, and in the mess, hay wouldn’t look out of place. “This is a paper, Sonny. We have deadlines to meet. I can’t just let one of my highest paid journalists—I know you disdain the word. ‘Writer,’ is that better?”

			“‘Reporter’ is fine.”

			“Well, I can’t let one of those have a couple of days off at the drop of a hat or when the wind blows. And it gets hard when he’s already a week behind on his column and missed the last two weeks of football, for what—you going to tell me?”

			“I know it’s a paper.” Sonny shrugs. “You don’t have to tell me what I already know. But Jimmy, what I know is we are friends, long-time friends, and as a friend, I’m asking you nicely to let me go out to LA.”

			Jimmy massages his chin. “Well then, you should know, as a paper, we have certain obligations—”

			“—to our readers.”

			“I was going to say to our advertisers and the people who sign our checks,” Jimmy says sarcastically, “but sure, ‘readers,’ that sounds better.”

			“Don’t be like that.” 

			“Be like what?” Jimmy leans forward, picks up today’s paper, and motions for Sonny to sit. “You’re the one who interrupted me, has been giving me a hard time, and has been pestering me since I walked off the elevator. I could be in the car going home; you know, home, where there’s food, beer, and relaxation. Are you going to sit down or look like a creep lingering in the doorway?” Sonny doesn’t move and remains silent. Jimmy doesn’t move either; he just holds Sonny’s gaze until Sonny sighs and gives up. “Look, you’re right. You and I, we came up together, go back a long time. You—writing for the Sports section—did some great things—”

			“—I’m not dead yet.”

			Jimmy concedes, letting the paper fall back on the desk, abandoning his attempts at hospitality. “No, you’re not dead, but what I’m saying is, you stayed in Sports—you’re still in Sports. Hell, you’re the best sportswriter in the Midwest—literary novelists should write books about you—I think there might already be some, with the way you think you can swing that weight around, but you know what weight is in this business…” 

			 “…ego,” they say together, a motto hammered into them by the old guard, who’ve gone on to greater things—and the greater beyond. 

			Playing with him some, Sonny asks, “Are we in the Midwest?”

			“Are you going to bust my balls while trying to convince me to give you some time off?”

			Sonny grins. “You were saying.”

			“What was I saying?” Jimmy ponders, rubbing the dark bags under his eyes, where the skin has grown slack with his recent weight loss. Two heart attacks can do it to you. “Oh, yeah, that’s right, this is the Midwest, you stupid fuck, not the South.” Pointing at Sonny with the same finger, he adds, “We aren’t yelling about the Confederacy’s great return or moaning about cotton fields—however, I’ll entertain arguments for the Southwest.”

			“My grandparents had a cotton farm out toward the river on the other side of Coweta.”

			“That’s nice for them,” Jimmy continues, dismissing him. “But what I’m sayin’ is that you’re good, really good. You get those giants of industry like Sports Illustrated, Rolling Stone, ESPN to reprint your column, and it’s a good column, ‘Where Are You Now,’” Jimmy says, spreading his hands apart in front of his face in a grand motion as if the sun’s dawning on him for the first time. “A great freakin’ column, I mean you were in Playboy when it was good to be in Playboy, that freaking Jimmy Carter issue blew my mind—you weren’t in that—but it’s hard to stay good when your output’s already slacking and you’re getting old here. I can’t just let you zoom off at a moment’s notice—for what?”

			Sonny doesn’t say, which grates on Jimmy. Jimmy’s a man used to getting the facts, so he hates not knowing things. Sonny knows this about him; they’re friends, and he’s using it against him—building suspense. Sonny asks, “So what’s the problem?”

			“The problem is that’s where you’ve stayed,” Jimmy says. “We started together, and yes, we’re friends, but you know where I started? I wasn’t lucky like you, I didn’t get to just fall into my dream gig—you had Sports. No, I had to work, scrape by, do the proverbial this and that to get where I’m at. I started by workin’ midnights and chasin’ ambulances and police cars—otherwise known to Joe Blow as the Crime Desk—but I wasn’t even getting the sexy pieces. You know those things that people remember, not the pieces—the crimes—like those two jerk-offs who murdered their entire family and tried to slit their sister’s throat but didn’t touch the baby. Those types of pieces. No one remembers us, you know? I mean, some do, but you’re not freaking Gay Talese—he dressed a helluva lot better than you do. It doesn’t matter how good you are; there’s always someone better and bigger, and most importantly, they know someone more important. You know no one, but yet I’ll say, you still get out there, grind out a story now and then, and let’s be honest, with the quality of your work, these high school pieces, although important to us—because well it’s Friday Night Lights out here—mean jack shit to anyone else in any other market. You’re not even in the City with the Thunder, you’re here, where the best thing we could manage was a half-assed woman’s basketball team, which is gone now by the way, and some minor league teams. Now, yes, the Dodgers own the Drillers. And that’s all nice and dandy. I like the Drillers, don’t like their beer prices, but I like watching some major players, humbled and in-town. And the hockey team makes for good copy when nothing else is happening, but let’s be real, people would rather read those crime pieces than about someone slapping a puck.” Jimmy mocks a shiver. “It sounds so dirty when you say it out loud.”

			Sonny expected Jimmy’s response. “Well, then, I have an idea for a story. I’ve already made some phone calls.”

			“What sort of story?” Jimmy asks, intrigued but playing like he’s not.

			“For the column—a retrospective piece on Kobe Bryant.”

			Jimmy’s eyes thicken stale, and his body stiffens. “He’s dead.”

			“That’s why it’s a retrospective piece.”

			“No one likes reading about dead people.”

			“Sure they do. Weren’t you just pontificating on crime?”

			“I was trying to make a point.”

			“You never got there,” Sonny says, motioning to him behind the desk, “and you’re the editor.”

			Jimmy frowns. “That’s hurtful, you know. That’s hurtful. You’re trying to make me feel bad. That strikes deep.”

			“I’m just saying, I’ve thought of a couple of options here,” Sonny continues. “I thought of some ways to play it. You won’t give me the time off. Well then, fine. I’ll make it worth the paper’s time.”

			“You have a great thing going with that column, but I don’t think you understand. No one’s going to want to read a piece written by you about a dead guy. That’s not you. That’s not what you do. Next, you’re going to say you want time off to write a book—not to go to LA, for whatever it is you want to do because you haven’t said that yet.”

			“I do want to write a book.”

			“Jesus.” Jimmy drops his head into his hands. “What’s gotten into you? Why do you need to go out there all of a sudden, screw me and everything else? That’s not like you.”

			Sonny deflects. “I have an appointment with the widow.”

			“What widow?”

			“Kobe’s widow.”

			“Are you talking about the retrospective?”

			“I’m talking about the story.”

			“The retrospective—she’s going to talk to you?” Jimmy asks, pointing a finger at him again, not hiding the disbelief. “Why would she go and do something stupid like that?”

			“Her husband’s dead,” Sonny says and then adds, “Something we share, something I can relate with.”

			“What, you have a dead husband too?” Jimmy says. Sonny frowns. Jimmy holds up a hand. “Alright, alright. That was a low blow, but it’s been a few years, relax, will ya? I’m sorry about that, I liked her you know, she kept you… well she made you dress better. And yeah, we all know that he’s dead, but that’s not saying what the point is.”

			“I told her why I wanted to come to LA in the first place.”

			“And yet, you haven’t told me—someone, who you said you were friends with—why you want to go.”

			Sonny crosses his arms. “I don’t know if I want to tell you.”

			“If you want to go, you better damn well tell me, especially now that I said you can’t go on your own, you’re wanting the paper to flip the bill. That’s just like you, saying you want to negotiate, but you aren’t doing it right. Like a baseball team with the star pitcher and this second-tier team comes to them and is like, ‘Let’s trade,’ and the team says ‘No, we’re good,’ and so the second-tier says, ‘Let’s trade, and you pay us money,’ and the first team says, “Yeah, sure, why not?’”

			“It’s not like that.”

			“It’s exactly like that.”

			“You stole that from the internet.”

			“That’s what the internet’s for,” Jimmy says. “Don’t you know? I mean, how many of your pieces have been transmitted without your permission or mine? Why do you think I’m stressing about you not making a deadline or trying to manage an ulcer?”

			“Paywalls are stupid,” Sonny complains, falling into his assigned role in a conversation that both he and Jimmy have had for the last twenty years.

			“They make us money,” Jimmy says, parroting his line perfectly. “Just like selling ads, but now we’re selling papers—”

			“It’s digital. We’re not selling nothing.”

			“Anything,” Jimmy corrects as any good editor would, but he ignores the rest of Sonny’s comment and continues with his point. “Because I don’t know if you know this, but we are actually in the business to make some mon-ey. I mean, you can’t just feed the neighborhood and never charge for the service. Eventually, bills come due, and where I’m sitting, that’s what I care about right now.”

			“You can still be stupid and make money. Look at who was just president.”

			Jimmy raises a graying eyebrow. “I think people would argue with you about whether he made money or not.”

			“They say he did it in office,” Sonny adds, “so what’s your point?”

			“My point is, I started in crime, moved to local events—puff pieces and what not—then, moved on to local politics, and finally, national politics, then editor, and now I’m in charge of all that you see,” he motions to the newsroom outside the doorway. “A dying empire but still mine.”

			“Well maybe if you stop running all the AP bullshit then people may actually buy the paper and digital copy.”

			Jimmy doesn’t miss the contempt. “Well, the AP bullshit, as you say, also picks up your pieces and transmits them around the country, but I don’t see you complaining when a dead basketball superstar’s widow not only knows who you are but also agrees to give you an interview.”

			“It wasn’t easy to arrange.” Sonny drops into the one seat across the desk from Jimmy, a metal folding chair. “I wasn’t going to tell you about the piece because I know how you don’t like me writing about dead people.”

			“You’re not a biographer.”

			“I’m not a biographer, but I figured, she’s alive. She lost a husband and daughter, so why not make the piece about her? She’s just as much of a sports person as he was, and she’s probably more important. Plus, I’ve written about family members before.”

			“I know you have,” Jimmy says, softer, signaling he has some idea where Sonny’s going with this. “You’ve always had an ear for sympathy.”

			“Empathy.”

			Jimmy bristles. “I know what I meant,” he snaps. “You know how to put soul in a piece. You’re a dying breed, but the paper can’t have you going out to LA to do something like that. That’s why we have kids with computers and phones. We don’t have to pay them as much as we pay you, and I don’t have to put them on a plane.”

			“But they don’t have rhythm,” Sonny argues, leaning forward. “They don’t have any soul, as you put it, no energy in their words.” 

			“Since when has the paper ever cared about prose?” Jimmy sighs. “I know you do, but you write within certain established parameters, which allows you to do what you do. Again, you’re good at it, but these kids write like they’re trying to grow a garden, and I can’t have that much copy; otherwise, we’d go bankrupt.”

			“Jim, I need to go out there, next week, just a couple of days,” Sonny says, leveling with him. 

			Staring Sonny in the eyes, Jimmy considers it. “Just a couple of days?”

			“Not long, but this is something I have to do.”

			“This Bryant piece, is that bullshit, or you really going to try to do something on his widow?”

			“Not bullshit,” Sonny says. “I had a contact at ESPN put me in touch with her. You remember Jennifer the sideline reporter?” 

			“The one who sent nudes to that quarterback?”

			“No,” Sonny states. 

			“Her name was Jennifer too, right? She was a sideline reporter, aren’t all of them called Jennifer or Heather?”

			Sonny shakes his head. “No.” 

			“But the one who put you in contact with the widow is named that, so doesn’t that sorta lend credence to my point?” Jimmy argues. “She’s a sideline reporter, no? That’s where they belong, by the way. At least, that’s what my wife says. I frankly don’t care, but she’s got this thing about seeing them commentating.”

			“What?” 

			“My wife, she hates seeing women commentators,” Jimmy exclaims. “Christ, you’re getting old. Keep up lil’ doggie. I mean for men’s sports, manly sports, for like football—NFL. She hates it. Doesn’t like listening to their voices or something. Maybe it’s the tits on the display, but most of these broads used to play sports, and most of them, although not ugly, aren’t exactly a thirty-year-old’s wet dream. But still, she can’t stand them. I mean I sit down to watch a game, and here she comes with the comments like the helicopter momma trying to shove the airplane down the baby’s throat.”

			“So you’re going to let me go?”

			Jimmy closes his eyes and leans his head to the side to stretch his neck. “Are you going to tell me what this is actually about? I haven’t seen you fight this hard for something since that story with the Olympic swimmer you got so hot and bothered about—didn’t you win a Pulitzer for that—something about him being wrapped up with a cartel or something?”

			“It’s important, big.”

			“That’s what you said then.”

			“But yes, I’ll tell you what it’s about; just it’s a long story.”

			“We’re in the newspaper business,” Jimmy says. “Humor me; do it in five paragraphs or less.”

			“Alright,” Sonny says. “It’s my daughter; she’s getting out of jail.”

			“Jail?”

			“Like I said it’s a long story, but I’d like to go out there for a couple of days, be there for her when she’s released, and maybe… I don’t know.”

			“You haven’t gotten that far.” Jimmy turns his head to look at the photograph next to his computer. 

			“No,” Sonny says, “I haven’t gotten that far, but it’s a feeling, you know?”

			“Ole Jiminy Cricket talking to you?” 

			“Not a conscience.”

			“You weren’t there for her.” Jimmy’s meaning isn’t accusatory or judgmental, but a plain statement of facts. Jimmy reaches down below the desk, and Sonny hears a drawer open. Jimmy comes up with a good bottle of bourbon. He reaches down again and returns with two small plastic cups; he sets them next to the bottle. “Emergencies and special occasions” is all Jimmy adds to explain. “Like two friends talking, not colleagues.”

			“Not after her mother died.” Sonny looks down. “I sorta disappeared into my work.”

			Jimmy undoes the lid and begins to pour, saying, “As most of us do.”

			“She was old enough that she should have been fine.”

			“Obviously she wasn’t.” Jimmy sets the bottle down on the desk. “And obviously you weren’t either.”

			Sonny nods. 

			Jimmy hands him a plastic cup. “So lay it on me, big Daddy, tell me what happened. Remember five paragraphs or less. I’d like to get home sometime tonight.”

			Sonny accepts the bourbon. “She drove a car for a friend. It was packed full of drugs. She was arrested, bonded out, and skipped town.”

			“I see.” Jimmy studies the liquid in his plastic cup. 

			“A little while back, she got picked up in Texas, but now they’re dismissing the original charges. Next week is the hearing, and the judge’s indicated to her lawyer that she only had to wait because she skipped town, but he’ll let her out next week.”

			“I like it,” Jimmy says, nodding. “Not as much drama as I like or want. Where’s the narrative here? Like what’s the lesson or takeaway? Your lead sucked. Coming on strong like you were, asking for time off without saying what for, being secretive about it—that was annoying—making a big deal about it, and then bringing that sabbatical nonsense around, like that’s going to make a bit of difference with me. However, I’ll give you points for the stroke of genius of having an idea for a column ready to play, that was a good card, played well, you did well there. But all of that, just to ask me to let you have some time off to go see your daughter and be there when she gets out of jail?”

			“Yeah.” 

			“Drink.” Jimmy tilts his cup toward Sonny. They take a hearty sip of the bourbon. “You know, you could have just opened with that, and I would have said yes, right?”
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			​CHAPTER two:

			​MAURIZIO DIMAGGIO

			Christmas: It’s the most wonderful time of the year. Yeah right, not for Maurizio “Maggie” DiMaggio. Not for someone like him, a workingman. Not when he has to kill someone. 

			But today is Christmas Eve, so here he stands, someplace that ain’t his place. He’s used to it because, for years, he has traveled across the country; there’ve been normal days, holidays, and every day in between, and except for a few exciting bits, he is doing things most people would consider boring such as sitting in cars, lounging in diners, working out in hotel rooms: basically, waiting. Sometimes, he runs in parks—he has run in all sorts of parks, all kinds everywhere ‘cause staying fit is important—but not in the winter. He’ll stick to the treadmill or elliptical, thank you very much. He hates the cold. And every now and then, he kills people, which is its own form of cardio.

			That last one is far and few between, but it does happen. 

			Maggie works for Siriano, who has been in prison for the last couple of years serving a sentence equivalent to chicken shit, considering all the things Siriano’s done. The man went down for embezzlement, accused of taking money from his own legitimate company. How does that work? Maggie’s never been able to figure it out. 

			But that’s why he’s here. Branson Henry, Brandy to his friends. 

			This house sits in a neighborhood in Colorado Springs and is covered in fresh powder, with wood siding, broken and rotting. The place looks like it’s been here a hundred years, at least  that’s how it looks. Christmas lights hang like limp strands of hair over the front door, wrung out and tired bangs. The colorful bulbs shine off the fresh snow, lighting the place up like it’s … well Christmas … and give everything a Roy G. Biv reflection. It shines off the white siding, or what’s left of it: Maggie’s shoes; his face; the car in the driveway; and the front window, which looks full of warmth and love. And that’s the pain here, seeing windows like that, golden squares of something Maggie’s never had. Covered in cardboard and plastic sticker cut-outs of snowmen and gingerbread men, faux frost mixed with the real frost collecting on the outside of the window, and paper snowflakes, taped in the corners, stuck on the center of the glass, it looks like a home. 

			Here he is, standing outside, wearing his tan overcoat with simple clothes underneath: black turtleneck, black jeans, black shoes, shined to a shimmer, and black stalking cap secured to his head with his hands shoved into the pockets of the overcoat, fighting the cold. 

			“Fucking Christmas,” Maggie mutters to himself. 

			“Can I help you?” a young female voice asks from behind him. 

			Maggie turns around to see this kid standing there holding a skateboard. She surprises him. He didn’t hear her coming up behind him. That could’ve been a problem. “Excuse me?” he says, cutting off the front syllable. 

			“You’re on my front porch,” the kid says. “I’d like to go inside. It’s cold and the lights are on.” She points to the Christmas lights over the doorway. “When the lights are on, I have to be home. Well, I have to be home before they come on. They come on at dusk, but see, I’m not. I’m late. So with you standing here…” She smiles, “… I guess, I’ll just blame it on you for blocking the way. You’re blocking the walkway, and I don’t want to get snow all over my boots when I’ve been stomping my feet halfway down the block.” 

			“Kid.” Maggie puts it as a challenge, shaking his head. “That’s your fault. Your choice. Not mine.”

			The kid, maybe twelve, is obviously a tomboy, with a hat on her head, gloves with the fingers cut out and wearing warm clothes, standing with her hip cocked to the side, showing attitude, showing spunk, skateboard under her arm.

			Maggie starts to say, “Listen, kid—” 

			“—Mister, what are you?” she asks, dropping the edge of the skateboard onto her pink and polka dot rain boots. 

			“What do you mean?”

			“You a salesman or something?”

			Maggie rolls his shoulders, up and down once. “Something.” 

			“What’s that mean?” the girl asks, picking the skateboard up and tucking it under her arm again. “Are you or aren’t you? Are you here to sing carols or something?” 

			“You here to start being smart?”

			“You’re the one standing in my way.”

			“Well, I’m here to see the man of the house,” Maggie admits while dropping down to one knee. He notices the girl has Brandy’s eyes, he can tell, ice blue, his attitude too. “He around?”

			“Who around?” The girl laughs. “The man of the house? Who’s that? He have a name, this man of the house? Who are you looking for?”

			“Branson Henry,” Maggie says. “But he might have changed it. I don’t know what he’s calling himself now. He your father?”

			The girl half-closes an eye and studies Maggie’s face while sticking her tongue out of the corner of her mouth thinking it over. Finally, she says, “He’s not here.”

			“Where is he?”

			“Hell if I know,” she says. “It’s Christmas time. He isn’t here, that should be enough. Hasn’t been for over two years.”

			“What?”

			“You’re thick-headed, aren’t you?” the girl says. “I think that hat is boiling your brain or something.”

			“Ha, ha, very funny.” Maggie stands because the crouching is killing his knees. He reaches out to place a hand on her shoulder. “Brandy here or not?” 

			But just as the girl’s about to answer his question, the front door of the house opens, casting a curtain of warm orange light across the snow and the walkway, the unattainable glow of heart, soul, and comfort. The kid glances at the door, drawing Maggie’s eyes with her. In the doorway, he sees a woman with a faded dye-job, blonde, standing in the doorway, brushing a strand of hair over her right ear, and then hugging herself tightly against the cold. As she crosses her arms over her off-white sweater, she braces against the doorframe. Addressing the girl, the woman says, “Brandy,” sharp and with a bit of concern. Maggie does not miss the concern, and her eyes tell Maggie that she recognizes him. She knows him for who he is and knows immediately what it means to see him standing here. She has a hand out toward her child, but she does her best to play it cool, staying calm. She yells sharply at the girl, “Get in the house.” 

			 The kid says, “I’m sorry I am late. Jennifer wouldn’t—”

			“Just get in the house,” the woman snaps, cutting the kid off. 

			Brandy rolls her eyes, gives Maggie a look, and races off into the house, passing the woman on the steps, pausing briefly to apologize. The woman says something to her that Maggie can’t hear. 

			Dropping his hand to his side, Maggie stands straight and squares to face the front door. 

			“What do you want?” The woman’s hands grip the frame tightly.

			“I met you once.” Maggie shakes a finger at her, nodding, and taking three large steps forward. “It was a couple of years ago, you might not remember, but I met you.”

			“Stop.” The woman thrusts her palm out toward him. “Don’t come any closer. What do you want? Why are you here?”

			Maggie stops at the foot of the steps and runs his hand over the stalking cap, adjusting it on his scalp. “You were… you were a dancer, right? I mean, you weren’t blonde then, but Brandy said you danced. I think I saw you once, but that wasn’t my thing. Brandy’s thing though, obviously. I gave him a hard time about it, falling for a girl like that, well like you, but he said he loved you. Said you been dancing since you were ten. Said you wanted to follow after some woman, Vara—oh, what was her name?” he asks, snapping his fingers.

			“Vera-Ellen,” the woman supplies the answer. Maggie’s not sure what’s colder: her or the outside. 

			“She was in that movie—”

			“White Christmas.”

			“Yeah,” Maggie says, chuckling. “With Bing Crosby. Huh, Christmas, what a bitch.”

			“What are you doing here?” she barks.

			“I don’t remember your name,” Maggie tells her. “I’ve been standing here, talking to your kid, cute kid by the way, talking to you, and I can’t remember it. Driving me nuts.”

			“Oasis,” she says. 

			“Like the band?” 

			“Or paradise in the desert.”

			“Where thirsty men go to get a drink,” Maggie says. “I remember now. Brandy said that all the time. All the damn time. He loved you. I didn’t know you all had a kid.”

			“She’s a good kid,” Oasis says. “I remember you. When we crossed paths, I’d already had her. Brandy didn’t trust the people he worked with, I guess with good reason. Guys like you… when she was little, to keep her away from guys like you, she spent most of her time with my mother while I worked. You know the first night Brandy and I were together, he didn’t pay for nothing. He took me out on a nice date, a real nice date; the only guy I knew at the time who actually cared what I thought about things instead of how I moved my body. But that first night we were together, I got pregnant. That’s a bitch. But I wouldn’t give nothing back. Brandy is my life, and all that’s good.” She pauses. “It’s been a while since I saw you last. What do you want?”

			“Brandy,” Maggie says. “Branson, I’m looking for him.”

			“Why?” 

			“He here?”

			Oasis lifts her chin, hesitant to answer, making Maggie wonder if she thinks he’s here to kill her. “Why are you looking for him?”

			“He’s an accountant, right?” Maggie says. “Well, he needs to account for some things, settle some matters.” 

			“He’s not here,” she tells him, matter of fact. 

			“Don’t be offended if I don’t take your word for it.”

			She pushes the door open more and retreats into the house. “Be my guest.”

			Maggie thanks her and ascends the stairs, peeling the stalking cap off his head. He steps across the threshold aware the woman could be reaching for a gun, or something hidden just behind the door. He pauses to wipe his feet on the mat. The house smells like a home. 

			“Something cooking in the oven?” he asks. “Smells like a roast if I’m not mistaken. I like roast. Like it with mashed potatoes. You making those? I love it with the roast, the roast being the base of the gravy. Brown gravy is the best gravy. Mashed potatoes, carrots, and peas. I love vegetables. Love them the most. I’m not much of a meat-eater, potatoes yes, meat no. Never have been.”

			Maggie scans the surroundings, glancing at any number of items that would constitute a weapon in his hands, but he finds nothing that would be effective against him in her hands, so no worries or concern.

			Weaponless, Oasis nods and shuts the door behind Maggie. “He’s not here,” she says, protesting his intrusion once more. 

			Maggie gives her a fierce look, not with dead eyes although there’s no life in his, but with eyes that could kill, filled with fury and venom.

			She shrugs her shoulders and throws her arm out. “Take a look around if you don’t believe me.”

			Maggie breaks the look and smiles with both his mouth and eyes. “No, that’s alright.”

			“You’re not going to look for him?”

			“Oh, I’m going to look for him, just not here,” Maggie says. “Cause he ain’t here. If he were here, there’d be pictures and shit decorating the walls and that table over there. All of them showing him in them, or at least hint at him, but all I see are you and that kid. Nothing older than a year or two. And that kid wouldn’t have reacted the way she did if her pops were really here.”

			The woman relaxes some, not all the way, but some. She walks a bit tense as she steps into the dining room, back straight like she’s unsure if he’s going to shoot her in the back of her head or follow. She beckons him farther into the house with a flick of the wrist. 

			As she makes for the kitchen, she says, “He gave her that skateboard as a Christmas present.” Her voice fades as she retreats into the house, to safety. Maggie, gripping his stalking cap in both hands, follows in the wake of her voice. “Left it under the tree when he left, wrapped in this elf wrapping paper. You know that elf that goes on the shelf. It was paper with that on it. I like the Keebler elves, but I can’t stand that creepy doll. He bought her one once back when we lived in Springfield, and I buried it in the backyard. She spent months begging us for a skateboard. I told them both that I didn’t think a ten-year-old needed something like that. I guess I sounded like someone from that one Christmas movie, but instead of saying she’d shoot her eye out, I was telling them she’d break a leg or arm or something. A damn good way to break an arm. But Brandy, he just thought my reaction and protest of her getting one was the funniest, dumbest thing in the world. Called me ‘Worst Case Scenario.’ He left and left that as her present.”

			Stepping into the kitchen, which could have any number of weapons, Maggie sees Oasis, bent at the waist, ass pointed his direction, dancer perfect, tight and round, checking the oven. He says, “Kinda like a fuck you?”

			“Yeah I guess,” she says, closing the oven. “Kinda like that.”

			“I’m sorry,” Maggie adds. 

			Oasis stands and talks over her shoulder. “Me too.” She turns to face him. “But not really. It’s better this way. You know, I don’t remember your name. You think, with Brandy worried for years someone would come for him, that I’d remember the people from that life. I mean, I remember you, but I don’t remember your name. Come to think of it, I guess it’s fitting that it’s you that’s come for him. Brandy wouldn’t see it coming. But he’s not here. He left about two years—”

			“—ago,” Maggie says, “Yeah, the kid told me.”

			“I don’t know your name, though. You know mine. I think it was a girl’s name, like Brandy’s, but I don’t know. All that was so long ago.”

			“DiMaggio, Maurizio, but most just call me Maggie.”

			Oasis appears to think it over before turning around to check the stovetop. “Mashed potatoes are done,” she says, lifting the lid of a silver pot and then placing it back on the pot. She does this well, this act, but he hears the fear in her voice, shaking in time with the slight tremor of her bottom lip, which seems to be radiating out and up from her shoulders. “Are you doing anything for Christmas? Dinner or anything? Any plans? Or…”

			“I’m not,” Maggie says. 

			“I’m cooking for tomorrow.” She turns to face him again. She’s pretty. Her hair is streaked with gray at the roots, but she’s still the looker he remembers, the girl on Brandy’s arm. “Cook the night before and then that way on Christmas morning, it’s all about Brandy.” She points to the ceiling, showing the girl’s upstairs. “That way she can wake up and come down to the tree and open presents, be like a real freaking kid for once. I had to grow up quick. Her father had to grow up quick. I’m sure you’re no different, but I don’t want her growing up like that. I want her to have the childhood I didn’t. Course, I’d have to get rid of all men from her life. I’m not going to do that. But I’m not going to have those types around either.

			“My mother and stepfather will be over tomorrow,” she tells him. “My sister and her piece of shit boyfriend and my cousins. I love my cousins. They’re more like siblings. Love them more than my sister. You know, when we were in the program, that was the hardest part—not contacting family. Were you looking for us then?”

			“Yes and no. The big guy wanted me to find Brandy and bring him to court, so to speak, kinda how I came to be. But it wasn’t until Junior came around that I was hired, officially.”

			“I thought—”

			“—not anymore; not since the big guy legitimized Junior, now Junior runs things.”

			“I had no idea.”

			“No reason you would.”

			“We left the program for a couple of reasons. My family being one. Brandy never trusted them, you know. He felt like they tricked him into doing everything, threatened to arrest me, take Brandy away from us—she was six at the time—I don’t know, I think he talked to a lawyer who told him he had to cooperate or things wouldn’t work out in his favor. But you know what I figured out after everything was said and done and he’d gone and plead to get his deal? Lawyers are only in it for the paycheck. Of course, this guy wanted to extend this out, get Brandy to cooperate with them and continue representing his client. Get more money that way. Brandy and I had a deal that if he went down, he’d cut the easiest deal, go down, and we’d see how long he got. I mean, he wasn’t you. He’s an accountant; how long would they give him? Those guys from Wall Street, they got nothing, not really. But he didn’t follow the plan, and well, here we are.”

			“Everyone makes mistakes.” 

			Maggie doesn’t miss that she keeps a hand behind her back near the cutting board with carrot pieces piled up on one side. Would she stab him? He would if he were in her place. Could he pull his father’s police special from his pocket before she clears the space between them? Maybe. Or he could just pull it now and send a message, but that’s not how he works, not how he wants to work.

			“What do you do for them now? To be looking for Brandy, you must work for…” Her voice fades, not wanting even to say names because saying names is why Maggie’s here looking for Brandy. “… what’ll you do when you find him?”

			“I’m in the restoration business,” Maggie says. “When you knew me, I drove. I was a gopher, but now, I’m somewhat in business for myself. Sorta freelance, sorta not. Something goes wrong, a disaster, the types of things that cause certain people problems, gets other types’ attention. You know, something like sending you to prison puts you in the news, drags what shouldn’t be in the light out of the dark; then, you hire me to assess the damage and make repairs. Something like this, like with Brandy, that’s my specialty. Track the person down. Do what I do. Hefty fee. Lots of work but pays well.” He steps forward. “Do you know where he might have gone? Or what he’s calling himself now?”

			“Jefferson and I have no idea. If I had to find him, I’d look where he’s been. Maybe back in Tulsa.”

			“Why there? Why not stay with you?”

			She fixes her eyes on him the same way he glowered at her just moments ago. The look tells him a couple of things—mainly, trouble at the Oasis.

			“Did he stay paranoid? Think someone was going to come after him?”

			“Every … damn … day,” she says. “But he likes it out there. That’s where I’d look for him ‘cause he always thought it was easy to hide in Oklahoma. Thought, if he stayed close, Siriano’d never think about looking for him in his own backyard.”

			“I’ve not been back there in a while. My work keeps me on the road.”

			“That’s where I would start looking for him,” she says and then pauses. “Do you want to stay for dinner? We were going to have some roast, dip into what I’m making for tomorrow. There’s more than enough. I could…” But her voice dies in her throat. Her body shakes, but she plays calm well; it must be all those years of dancing in the soft light with lecherous fingers groping at her, acting like it wasn’t a problem to get tips, keeping the pasted-on smile, which might as well be the grimace of a cheerleader. 

			Maggie looks around the kitchen. In the corner is a small table, with two placemats set out. Four chairs. Fridge to the side, artwork on it. A piece of paper with a large red A and a note saying, “Good job.” Dirty dishes. Scuff marks on the cabinets. But still, her kitchen, her house. 

			Their house. 

			Maggie tells her, “I couldn’t impose.”

			“It wouldn’t be an imposition.” 

			“You want him found?” Maggie asks, going back to why he’s here. “Like really? Want him to come back? Say he’s sorry or something?”

			“Not really, Not now. Not after the last year of being on our own. The first year was rough, the shock of it. But now, let’s just say I’d only want to see him again for sentimental reasons. I don’t need him.”

			“Like if I found him, I’d let him know his wife says hello?”

			“Something like that.” She lets out a held breath.

			And now the moment of truth, Maggie, still holding his stalking cap with one hand, slips his other hand into his coat, grips the butt of the pistol. Plays relaxed. The way he sees this, if she charges him, he’s just going to poke the revolver forward and pull the trigger. Shoot through the coat. That way he’s not going to get hung up trying to get it out of his pocket. Then, he’ll have to do something about the kid but first things first. 

			Oasis asks, “Am I a problem? You said you were in the disaster business, and with what Brandy did, talking the way he did, well, that’s a disaster from their point of view. Not his. Not mine. We got a chance to start over, a few times, but from theirs, that’s a disaster. That’s what you fix.”

			Just then the kid comes bounding around the corner, surprised to see him standing in the kitchen, blocking the fridge. She says, “First the sidewalk and now the fridge? Come on, man.”

			Maggie steps to the side to allow the kid to pass. She steps around him and opens the fridge door. She pulls out a carton of milk. 

			Oasis asks again, “Are we…?” She doesn’t say the word problem, not with the kid in the room. She keeps her hand behind her back, pressed against the counter. 

			Maggie removes his hand from his pocket and uses both hands to reaffix the cap to his head, taking his time. He glances at her. “Not as long as Brandy isn’t here. See no reason to go fixing things here. Wasn’t paid for that; paid to find him. He’s the water leak, not you.” He lets the news sit for a moment. “I’ll see my way out.”

			The kid says she was glad he took the hat off for a little bit, let his head have some air, otherwise she’d be worried about him, boil his brain like a frog or, worse, turn his head all red and scaly like a lobster. She told him to have a safe trip back to wherever he came from.

			Oasis says nothing, but Maggie doesn’t miss that just before leaving the kitchen, she slips the knife back onto the counter. 

			“Merry Christmas,” he says as he closes the door behind him. 
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