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  One hand on the door, Harry Turpin stopped before going into Apex Metaphysical Books. His stomach tightened when he looked through the glass.


  Inside, his girlfriend Betty scampered around the counter. Her mouth was wide with laughter Harry could just barely hear.


  Behind the counter, her skeletal co-worker, Gabe, gave mock pursuit. In one spindly hand he held a pair of scissors. He made chopping motions in the air and his face was bright with mirth.


  Gabe vaulted the counter. He landed right in front of Betty; almost ran into her. They were very close.


  It looked to Harry like Gabe said, “Ah ha,” or something like that, anyway, when he snatched the end of Betty's long brown hair and quickly snipped a lock or two. Betty squealed and darted away.


  Harry's eyes met Betty's through the glass of the door. He came in as smooth as he possible; of course he hadn't been standing out in the brisk October afternoon. Why would he do that?


  Betty's smile shifted slightly. Dimmed. She brushed the hair away from her flushed face.


  “Harry! I was just thinking about you!”


  Harry wasn't surprised she turned her head when he leaned in for a kiss. His lips grazed her cheek and his stomach notched tighter.


  “I thought I'd come see you on the way home from the site,” he said. She didn't avoid his hug. Harry glanced over her shoulder. Gabe busied himself behind the counter, near the dusty black velvet curtain that obscured the store's back meeting room.


  Betty pulled away. “I'm... um, glad you came by. I was going to call you later, but...”


  Harry made himself smile. “Hey, you can still call me later.”


  “Yeah.” Betty laughed. “Um.” She looked at her feet, at the wall rack of herbs and essential oils, at the tarot card display and very quickly in Gabe's direction before she took Harry's arm and lead him to the door. “Let's go outside.”


  Harry said, “It's kinda cold...” even as she led him though and onto the sidewalk.


  “I don't mind.” Betty wore a thin black leotard and an ankle-length pleated black skirt. She hugged herself. “I wanted to talk to you.”


  Harry dug his hands into the pockets of his paint-spotted blue jeans. “Yeah, okay.”


  Betty's focus skittered, landing anywhere but on Harry. She laughed, a short nervous cough. “I don't know how to say this.”


  Harry let himself fall back against the storefront window. His breath went out in a hard sigh. “That never means good things.”


  Betty seemed to study an old bit of gum on the sidewalk at her feet. The Autumn wind played with her hair. She looked up. Her eyes locked on his face, just below his right eye.


  “I think maybe... we're seeing too much of each other.”


  Harry moved his head slightly to force her to meet his gaze. She looked away.


  “Too... much of each other?”


  “Well, yeah.” Betty shrugged. “I think we're interested in different things.” She glanced over Harry's shoulder, into the store. Harry had the feeling she was looking at Gabe. For support?


  It hardened him a little. “So, what you're really saying is that you don't like the time we spend together. Not that there's too much of it.”


  She frowned and finally looked at him, quickly, before looking away again. “Don't twist it around, Harry. We never really just talk. It's like you don't even really want to be in a relationship in the first place, so I don't know why you're surprised.”


  “Talk.” Harry felt a weight, a constriction, wrap around him. He thought of a straight jacket, which made him think of his mother. “I thought we talked.”


  Betty tossed her head. “Yeah, I guess so. But it's about the dumbest...” Regret crossed her face quickly before irritation reclaimed the territory. “It's about just everyday stuff, y'know? Your work. Who you saw at the bar. All the same stuff. Nothing real! We never talk about us – how we feel about each other. What's the point?”


  She couldn't help shivering now. If Gabe hadn't taken that little bit of hair, Harry absurdly thought, Betty'd be that much warmer right now. “What's the point? I don't understand.” Harry really wanted to turn around to see if Gabe was watching. “What do you mean?”


  Betty blinked and shook her head. “That's what I mean, Harry.” She put her hand on the door and leaned in. “I never felt like you wanted to be in love, y'know?”


  “What? I --”


  “I can't even really take it personally.” Her lips pressed into an odd, small smile. “I don't think you have it in you. I'm sorry, Harry. I'll... I guess I'll see you around.”


  She went inside, made a bee-line for the counter and slipped past the velvet curtain, out of sight.


  Through the glass, Gabe looked at Harry and smiled before he followed Betty into the back.


  Heavy, laden, Harry shuffled back to his car and sat behind the steering wheel until the parking meter flipped to red; fifteen minutes. He felt nothing.


  ~


  Harry found himself at the Greycap Saloon and took a table he and Betty had never used. He nursed a stout and stared without enthusiasm at the basketball game on the big-screen televisions above the bar. When Charlie Kincaid threw his rumpled frame into the empty chair across the table, Harry startled.


  “Harry. What's shakin', kid?”


  “Just drowning my sorrows, Charlie.”


  The older man leaned forward. Crow's feet spread from the corners of his bright eyes. “Hm...” He rubbed the dark stubble on his chin. “It's not your job, I don't think, so... girl trouble?”


  “Yep.” Harry's head dropped an inch toward his chest. “Betty broke up with me.”


  Charlie scratched at his thinning scalp. “You ever bring her in here? Frail thing, dresses like a flapper, lots of earrings?”


  Harry raised his head. “She kicked your ass playing darts last week. Remember?”


  Charlie shrugged. “I try to put my losses behind me. So, what's the problem? I thought you were pretty cozy with this one.”


  “Not cozy enough.” Betty's words came back to Harry. He wondered if she was right, if he was in love with her; if he could be. If ya gotta ask...


  Charlie clicked his tongue and shook his head. “Ah, right. Like your old man used to say. 'Artistic differences.'” He chuckled.


  Harry looked at Charlie. “What?”


  “You know. Two people might want to do the same thing, but they go about it so differently...”


  “No,” Harry held up his hand. “I know what 'artistic differences' means. You said my old man used to say that?”


  Charlie laughed again. “I told you I knew him.”


  “No.” Harry thought about it. He only knew Charlie from the bar. How much had they talked about that was pissed away with the beer? “I don't think you ever did. Jesus. How did you know my dad?”


  Charlie shrugged and spread his arms. His smile found its place. “Same way I know you, pretty much. I'd see him here. Back in the day.”


  “Back in the day,” Harry repeated. “You can't be that much older than me... what're you, forty? Forty five?”


  Charlie put his hands behind his head and tilted back in is chair. He looked at the ceiling. “I'm a sight older than forty five. I guess I'm well preserved.” He laughed. “Your dad had a real interesting perspective on things, I have to say. Helluva guy.”


  Harry shook his head. He would have liked to bring a pleasant memory of his father to mind, but all he could see was a metal loop of the eleven o'clock news. “My dad,” he said, “jumped off the Vincent Thomas Bridge when I was twenty two.”


  Charlie crossed his arms across his chest and leaned forward. The front legs of his chair thumped. “The seventeenth of August, 1987,” he said quietly. “A Monday.”


  Harry realized with a a strange sense of distance that was feeling something. It was notable.


  “You're just some barfly I play darts with.” He realized the feeling was anger. “You never said anything about knowing my dad.”


  Charlie twisted up his face, thinking. “I'm pretty sure I did. Anyway, I figured you'd be pleased to maybe hear some about what your dad was up to when he wasn't doing dad stuff with you.” His eyebrows went up and he nodded. “I've got a few stories...”


  Harry downed the last of his stout. “You probably have a million of 'em, 'cause he spent shit time being a father to me. See you around, Charlie.”


  ~


  On the way home, Harry stopped at the grocery store. He dragged his feet through the aisles. Choosing a box of cereal took an undue amount of concentration and effort. Food was not appealing when one had no feeling of hunger. Harry didn't feel much of anything at all.


  Instead of the thirty feet of cereal boxes in front of him, images of his day slid past his mind's eye. Snapshot of Betty shivering outside of Apex. Snapshot of Gabe pretending to not watch. Snapshot of Charlie Kincaid throwing Harry a line and waiting to see if he'd bite.


  Harry extended his arm to pick up the first box of cereal he touched. He stopped when his hand entered his field of vision. It was confusing. When had his hands become so torn up, so calloused, so large? These were his father's hands.


  Aching nostalgia pummeled him. He missed the hands he had as a child.


  He grabbed some plain label corn flakes and everything locked down again. He had the hands of a house painter. He grimaced. You've got the hands you're supposed to have, whiner.


  He tucked the cereal box under his arm and walked quickly to the frozen foods. He needed to be done and get home, get away from everything.


  The sound of Betty's voice stole his initiative. She stood with her back to him in the liquor department at the end of the frozen foods aisle.


  With him.


  Gabe held up two different bottles of wine, presumably for Betty's approval. He glanced over her shoulder and looked directly at Harry. Gabe's mouth moved just enough for Harry to be certain he was being laughed at.


  Something pale, thin and wet slipped out from Gabe's tight mouth. The ropey thing writhed, gleaming.


  Betty turned around and blocked Harry's view of whatever in the hell was on Gabe's face.


  Betty's eyes showed a lot of white when she saw Harry. Her hand covered her mouth and she turned away.


  The thing Harry thought he saw on Gabe's lips was gone.


  Harry pivoted on his heel and headed for the farthest checkout counter. He fumbled with his wallet and almost dropped his money. The cashier carefully avoided looking at him. He paid for his groceries and made it home in a blind rush, chased by anxiety.


  ~


  Harry stepped over the small spray of mail just inside the door of his tiny apartment, dropped the grocery bag on the floor and flopped into his ratty easy chair. His heart crashed around in his chest. His hands shook.


  Stress does not equal crazy. Bad day. It's been a bad day. Stress does not equal crazy.


  He let those thoughts chase themselves around in his head for a while. He took a few deep breaths. He got it together.


  It was a trick of the light, or a shadow, or something.


  “Yeah.”


  Harry realized he had been too far away to see something as small as a... worm... on that jackhat's face. It wasn't possible. Hell, it could have been a floater on his own eye. There were all kinds of explanations, rational ones... so many that the real reason didn't even matter. It was enough to understand that logical reasons existed.


  Harry sighed. “Okay.” He tapped the arms of the chair. “Okay. Bad day. Okay.”


  He got out of the chair and bent down
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