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Episode 23: The Bed
[image: ]


Her loft never slept. The bodega bell downstairs kept time with the city and the city kept time with her. Headlines on the walls breathed when the open window took a longer pull. Jack lay on the floor with his jacket for a pillow and his gun under it, not because he expected to use it, because men like him forget how to be without it.

She did not sleep. She waited in that way reporters learn when a source says soon. When he stirred she slid from the couch and straddled him, knees pinning his ribs, palms ripping his shirt open. "Fuck me like you break stories, Colder, make me front page."

He snarled, flipping her onto the floor, jacket crushed beneath. "Dripping ink already, good girl, spill every secret." Tank shredded off; her nails carved bloody trails down his chest, frantic grind against his thigh.

"Deeper, own the byline," she gasped, teeth piercing his neck, blood hot. He thrust savage in one plunge, loft echoing with skin slamming wood, her back bowing as relentless pounding shattered composure.

Eyes locked, truth electric in headlines, gasping coordinates between moans, "Forty-two... eleven... fuck, twelve..." She clenched around him, convulsing in explosive release, wailing his name like a headline.

He roared, flooding her as bodega bell rang indifferent.

They clung, panting, sweat-slick amid papers. No soft after. Just truth-tellers who fucked the lead raw.

They lay there with the window open and the bell downstairs ringing twice and then not. She reached for the pack on the sill and lit a cigarette. Smoke rings drifted and broke against headlines about men who liked committees. She watched them fail and smiled like someone who had learned to make better circles.

“Tomorrow,” she said, voice calm again. “We go in.”

“Which one first,” he asked. “Pier or morgue.”

“Both,” she said. “You take metal. I take paper. Meet on the hour under the skylight. If one of us is not there, the other burns everything and runs.”

“Good plan,” he said.

“Good plan,” she said again, as if saying it twice could make the city obedient.

He stood to kill the light and saw it then. A hairline bright where there should be dark along the baseboard behind the headboard. He touched the wall with two fingers and felt a warmth that did not belong to plaster. He moved the bed three inches and found a bead mic the size of a seed tucked into the seam. Painter’s tape. Fresh. He held it in the lamplight and watched a tiny red pulse try to decide whether to blink for him or for a room that had paid for the right.

“Not yours,” he said.

She exhaled a ring and let it drift toward the mic. “Hello, council,” she said. “You missed our good side.”

He pried the bead free and set it on the windowsill with the lit cigarette. Smoke wrote over its ear. The red light stuttered and stopped. He dropped the dead bead into the jar with her pencils and put the jar on the floor where feet would remember not to kick it. Then he tilted his head and listened. A second tone lived in the ceiling, a faint electric whisper like a tired insect. He followed it to the sprinkler head in the corner and found a pinhole lens glued to chrome. He put a dish towel over it and let the city film linen instead.

“Two eyes,” he said. “They filmed us walking toward a fight and hoped the tape would do their punching.”

She stubbed the cigarette and blew the last breath toward the towel. “Let them watch a nap,” she said. “It will be the most honest footage in their archive.”

They dressed without ceremony. The clock on the stove ticked toward three even though it had no second hand. She pulled on a clean tank and his overshirt. He put his jacket on and folded his holster back under his ribs, all the little rituals that make men like him feel like men again. She poured the last of the coffee into a jar and did not drink it.

“Run them again,” he said. “The numbers.”

She said them like a prayer she did not believe in. He wrote them on his palm with a pen that had come from a detective’s pocket and a day that had ended better than most. He added a note under the second pair. Newspaper building. Third floor. Cabinet B. Drawer twelve. He underlined twelve twice. She watched the pen move and nodded once.

“Sleep will not happen,” she said.

“No,” he said.

“Lie down anyway,” she said. “Quiet is a weapon.”

He lay on the floor again. She went to the couch and sat with her knees up and her eyes open and the cigarette pack closed. On the wall a headline about a task force tried to look brave. On the window glass his reflection tried to look restful. Outside, a panel van idled two blocks down and pretended not to. The city held.

When he woke there were thirty minutes left before dawn put gray into the room. She was still on the couch with her eyes on the door and her hand near the jar with the dead mic. He stood, stretched the way men do when their backs decline to be different men, and checked the building with a glance. The towel still smothered the lens. The jar still held the bead. The lock still wore last night’s scratch.

She handed him a folded note without standing. “If I do not make the skylight,” she said, “call the woman with the umbrella, not the detective. Make her loud. She is better at loud.”

He pocketed the note and gave her one of his own, a number that did not ring unless you knew where to stand when you called it. She read it, memorized it, and set it on fire in the ashtray. The number burned without smoke, a confidence trick he had learned from a man who sold perfume and lies.

He checked the drive. Still where he had left it. He checked the velvet ring box. Still heavy. He checked the cuff that had disappeared in the night and the skin it had held. No mark. Whoever had brought the drive back had not wanted to insult him with rope.

They went out by the back stairs and met the morning at the alley where the dumpsters always believe they are thrones. The bodega man looked up from a crate of apples and nodded like a parishioner who had decided to pray for both. The panel van had gone. In its place a city truck with a light bar that did not light.

“See you under glass,” she said at the corner.

“Under glass,” he said.

They split. He took the river. She took the stone. The city put a red at the first light and a green at the second as if to keep them honest.

The pier wore fog low and mean. Two gulls argued on a lamp and lost. He skirted the guard booth and let the loop of last night’s cry play in his head until the rhythm told him where the relay lived. He found the panel in the wall halfway down the aisle, new screws in old holes, the paint a shade off. He listened. Three clicks. Same as the church. Same as the warehouse. He pried the plate and found the power pack with its serial filed down and its ground wrong by half. He shut it and left it living. You do not cut a wire a room is counting on until you know which room is listening.

In the newsroom’s basement the morgue cabinets smelled like damp paper and method. He flashed a smile at a janitor who knew better and waited for the elevator to change its mind. On three, in a corridor with tiles that had learned not to squeak for reporters who were late, he found the film drawers. Cabinet B. Drawer twelve. A lock made for old keys. He did not have one. He set his palm on the face and pressed in four places until the brittle gave and slid.

Inside, paper sleeves with dates and assignment names in pencil. Halfway back, a packet bound with a rubber band that had outlived two editors. On the top, a contact sheet of a warehouse door with chalk letters half in frame. Down the strip, a girl in a hood standing under a fire escape. On the next strip, a river. The exposure was wrong and the grain heavy. The last frame caught a shoulder and a jaw at the edge of the scene, clean and smiling and present in a way a man like that never lets himself be. A. M. had learned to stand just off camera for a decade. Once, he had not.

Jack slid the sheet into a sleeve and into his coat. He did not take the rest. Paper needs to be there when a judge who still loves it arrives. He closed the drawer and left the lock a shade prouder than before.

On the roof under the skylight, the city poured white over glass. She was there first, standing in a circle of light with her hands in her jacket and her hair damp like she had chosen the weather. She lifted an eyebrow and he answered with a nod and a sleeve lifted enough to show the contact sheet. She looked and the breath she took had satisfaction in it.

“We print him,” she said. “Not his room.”

“Tonight,” he said.

A phone chimed that did not belong to either of them. The skylight glass reflected the screen like a message in a puddle. A photo slid up. Two figures in a bed, their shapes familiar, shot from across the street at a height that meant a tripod on a fire escape or a man with a taste for climbing. The caption was short.

We prefer the other angle.

Initials under it, small, amused.

am

They stood in the white and let the city watch them decide. She did not look away. He did not either.

“Tomorrow,” she said.

“Today,” he said.

They left the roof together and the skylight held the light like a promise it could not keep.

The river held a skin of fog that made the pier look older than it was. Jack stayed in the shadow of the pilings and let the hum of the highway set his pace. The guard booth had a light on but no guard inside, only a thermos and a folded tabloid open to the horoscope. He read the day out of habit. Do not confuse patience with surrender. Lucky numbers were four and twelve. He smiled without meaning to and moved on.

The new screws on the relay panel were proud of themselves, bright and slightly off in hue. He ran a thumbnail along the head of one and felt a burr that cheap bits leave. Whoever mounted the box had money for cameras and no time for proper tools. He listened. Three clicks in sequence, the beat he had chased from church to warehouse to this damp hallway of steel. He traced the bundled cable with his eyes to a conduit that dove into the slab and came up along a column painted six coats ago. He followed the column with his hand until he found the sticker under the second ring.

Bellwether AV Rentals. A phone number with two digits transposed. A joke for people who knew where to dial.

He peeled the corner and left it crooked. A small sin that told him later if someone had touched it. He took out a carpenter’s pencil and marked the inside lip of the panel with a dot where no one would look unless they had learned that trick under a different name. He did not kill the power. You do not silence a room until you have a louder one ready.

A forklift beeped somewhere out of sight and then did not turn the corner. He heard the light scrape of a pallet against wood and a man cough like he had lost a bet with cigarettes. Jack stayed with the steel. He looked up at the chain of sodium fixtures and counted the buzzing ones. Every fifth bulb had a softer hum. Someone had replaced them in a pattern that read as maintenance until you asked why a pattern existed at all. He put that in his pocket with the sticker. Patterns were a language men like A. M. preferred to dialects.

He slid between stacks and paused at a doorway where a clipboard hung from a nail and pretended to care. The top sheet said Receiving with columns for time and carrier and seal. The bottom edge had oil where a thumb always sat. Two entries were in the same hand, neat, precise, wrong. He memorized the driver names and the trailer numbers and left the page where it lay. The detective liked paper. He would bless this one.

Jack cut back to the apron and watched the river move like a thought. A gull walked the rail and pretended it had a job. He made himself small and waited through three truck sounds that never arrived. When he was done with
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