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Chapter 1: “Everything in Order”


The clock over the stove said 6:40. Three pages lay squared on the table, the red pen across them.



Page one was headed SCHEDULE — DRAFT. Under that, in smaller capitals, WEEKS 1–?

That was the trouble. She had built the rows first, because the rows were easy. Bank. Attorney. Suits. Notify Susan. Notify Dana (address?). Clean gutters. Cancel the paper. Twenty-one rows, each with a duration estimate in the right margin, each estimate honest. Cleaning the gutters was forty minutes. Brendan Muir’s office was ninety, allowing for Brendan.

Columns wanted a unit. Weeks meant eight of them, or six, or eleven. Months meant Christmas was a question, and she would have to decide about Christmas.

The scan in March had found the thing in his head, and it had come with two figures: three to eight weeks of him worth listening to, five to six months of him alive. A range would not head a column.

She wrote in the margin, ask G re: unit, and then crossed it out, because that was not a question you slid across a table with the coffee.

A small plane went over, low, on its way to Benning’s field. She waited for it to finish.

She turned to page three, where she had begun a list without a header. Bowl — top shelf, left of the mixing bowls. 38. Verify count. The bowl was for both of them. That had been settled in March: whatever morning Gerald settled on, she would be beside him.

The stairs did what the stairs had done for forty-one years, the third one twice.

Gerald came in with his glasses already on. He filled the kettle. He did not ask what she was writing, and she did not turn the pages over.

He set her cup down and stayed at her shoulder, reading.

“Schedule,” he said.

“It’s a draft.”

“Mm.” He leaned an inch. “Weeks one through question mark.”

“That’s the part I’m stuck on.” “Weeks or months. The rows are fine. The rows are quite tidy, actually. But a column wants a unit, and I can’t set the unit without a number, and there isn’t anybody to give me one.”

“There’s the brackets.”

“I don’t want the brackets.”

“Everybody wants the brackets.” He straightened. “Low case, high case, expected case. You put your reserves against the expected and you carry the high case on a separate line so nobody panics.”

“Gerald.”

“Forty-one years, Meredith. I can’t help it.”

“Then give me the expected case.”

She hadn’t meant to say it out loud. He was quiet a moment.

“Tomorrow,” he said.

It was the tone that did it. Not gentle. Not brave. The tone of a man quoting a delivery window.

The laugh was out of her before she knew it — unattractive, loud, at 6:41 in the morning. Gerald had his hand flat on the counter, making a sound she hadn’t heard from him since before the Webb thing, and the two of them stood in their own kitchen and howled.

“Tomorrow,” she managed.

“Friday’s clear.”

“Friday is not clear, you have the tailor—”

“I’ll go today.”

“You’ll go today—” and that set them off again, and she had to put her wrist against her eyes.

When it stopped it stopped all at once, and the kettle clicked off, and Gerald poured.

She drew one red line through WEEKS, and above it she wrote: Today, then.

“That’s not a schedule,” Gerald said, over her shoulder. “That’s a list.”

“It’s a draft,” Meredith said. “We’ll see.”






“Seven-thirty,” Meredith said. “DiMarco’s opens at nine. Brendan’s girl doesn’t come in until ten, but Brendan does.”



“Mm.”

“So the question is order.”

Gerald turned his cup a quarter turn. “I thought we’d just have the day.”

“Have it.”

“Sit in it. Not make an agenda of it.” He looked at the window. “Eat something at noon. See what happens.”

“Nothing happens, Gerald. That’s the difficulty with the approach.”

“Nothing’s all right.”

“Nothing is four hours in a chair and then it’s three in the afternoon and the gutters are still full.” “I’m not going to sit in it. I should think you know that by now.”

He did not answer. Above them a plane went over on its way to Benning’s, and they both waited, because you did.

“You want it written,” he said.

“I want it written.”

“Because of the gutters.”

“Because of the gutters.”

He looked at her then, longer than he generally looked at anyone, and she did not fill the silence with a reason. There was no honest figure for I cannot be in this kitchen with you unless I have something to do with my hands.

“All right then,” Gerald said.

“Thank you.”

“No. I mean I’ll give it to you.” He set the cup down. “You write. I’ll say them.”

“You’ll dictate.”

“I’ll dictate.”

“The dog goes to Joseph.”

Her hand did not move for a beat. “Joseph’s had the one hip done.”

“Joseph wants the dog.”

“He’s said that?”

“He’s said it twice.” Gerald’s voice did not do anything. “Write it.”

1. Dog to Joseph.

“Folder to Brendan. He’s not to open it today.”

2. Folder to Brendan — unopened today.

“Mow the lawn.”

“It doesn’t need it.”

“It needs it Saturday,” he said. “It won’t get it Saturday.”

She wrote 3. Lawn. She did not write the rest of it.

“Gutters. The one over the back porch first, it’s the one that’s holding water.”

4. Gutters — back porch first.

“Tailor. Two o’clock, tell them two, they’ll say four.”

“You’ve not got an appointment.”

“I’ll have one by nine-fifteen.”

5. DiMarco’s — 2:00.

“Bank.” He said it the way he’d have said any of the others. “Close the two accounts and the little one from the credit union. Cash, not a cashier’s check. Webb’s teller will want to make a thing of it.”

The pen stopped on its own.

“Cash,” she said.

“Cash.”

6. MFNB — close accounts. Cash.

“And on the way back, Vine Street. Something decent to drink.” He turned the cup again. “Not for tonight. For with.”

She did not ask with what. “How decent.”

“Scotch. Fifteen-year, if they’ve got the Glenfarclas. Eighty-some dollars.”

“That’s a great deal of money for one glass.”

“It’s two glasses,” Gerald said. “And we’re not going to be spending it on anything else.”

7. Vine St — Glenfarclas 15. (2 glasses.)

She read the page. Seven rows, his words in her handwriting, and she had not moved a single item, not even the bank ahead of the tailor, though the bank ought plainly to go first.

Forty-one years and she had never once taken a list off him whole.

“Seven,” she said.

“Seven’s tidy.”

“Seven’s tidy,” she agreed.

“You’d have had eleven.”

“I’d have had nine, and two of them would have been yours anyway, and you’d have argued about the lawn.”

“Fair enough.” He stood and picked up the folder off the counter.

The brown accordion one. He put the elastic on and the folder under his arm.

“Nine-fifteen,” he said.

“There’s the pancakes.”

“After.”

Meredith took the red pen and wrote, in the margin beside the seventh row: — confirm 38.

“All right,” she said. “Sit down, then, and have your coffee while it’s hot.”






Brendan Muir had been on the walk four minutes and had not uncapped the pen.



“Meredith.” He shifted the portfolio to his left arm. “Gerald said ten. I’d have come to the door but he was out here.”

“He’s been out here since nine.”

Gerald was on the ladder at the corner of the porch with a trowel in his hand and both gloves on, which he never bothered with.

“Brendan,” he said, without looking down.

“Four things,” Muir said. “Five minutes, standing up, if you want. I’ve got the seal in the car.”

“The one over the back porch is worse than this one.”

“That’s fine. Four things, Gerald.”

“It’s been holding water since the thaw. You get a freeze in there and it lifts the whole fascia.” Gerald came down two rungs and showed the trowel, which had a black wad on it. “Look at that. That’s not leaves. That’s soil.”

“That’s soil,” Muir agreed.

Meredith stood on the patched drive. The fountain pen stayed in Muir’s hand, capped.

“Brendan drove out,” she said.

“I know he drove out.” Gerald came the rest of the way down. “The eaves need doing before anybody does anything.”

“We can do that after,” Muir said. “I’ll hold the ladder myself if you like.”

“You’d not hold a ladder.”

“I’ve held ladders.”

“Fair enough.” Gerald set the trowel on the rung and stripped the gloves off one finger at a time.

Muir opened the portfolio on the hood of his car. He had flagged the papers with four small blue tabs, done that morning.

“Durable power of attorney,” he said. “Sign here and here. This one supersedes the ’04, so I’ll want the old one back when you find it.”

“It’s in the folder.”

“Good.” Muir uncapped the pen and held it out.

Gerald signed — small, fast, no flourish on the K.

“Transfer on death, the house. Same two places.” Muir turned the page. “This one puts it outside probate entirely. Meredith, you’re not signing, you’re just standing there.”

“I can stand there.”

“Beneficiary change, the Wexler-Hyde policy. Here.” He put his thumb beside the line. “And the codicil.”

“That’s four,” Gerald said.

“That’s four.”

Gerald signed the third. Then he stopped, with the nib down, and said, “The gutters on the north side are original. Nineteen fifty-eight. You can see where they’ve been soldered.”

“I believe you.”

“Somebody’s going to have to do the north side properly. Not a patch. The whole run, with the hangers.”

“Gerald.”

“It’s a spring job. You want it dry.”

Muir did not look at the gutters. He put his thumb beside the line on the fourth page and did not say anything at all. Brendan Muir had sat across a desk from her husband for thirty years and had never once asked him a question he wasn’t paid to ask.

“The timing,” Muir said, to the page. “In a case where things are—” He stopped. He started again. “Where we’re working to a horizon that’s, that we understand to be—”

“Say it, Brendan.”

“I won’t ask,” Muir said.

Gerald signed the fourth.

Muir gathered the pages and tapped the edges square and then, over Gerald’s shoulder, he raised one eyebrow at Meredith and gave her a single nod.

She nodded back. Her hand had gone to the bracelet and she took it away again.

That was the number, then — confirmed by a man with a notary seal in his glovebox, with his face, because he would not put it in his mouth.

Tidy, she thought. Everybody in agreement and nobody saying it.

“Copies,” Muir said. He slid a fresh manila folder out of the portfolio and held it toward her rather than toward Gerald. “Executed copies, all four. I’ll file the transfer Monday.”

“Thank you.”

“The other folder — the brown one — I’ll take that with me now if it’s ready.”

“It’s ready,” Gerald said. “You’re not to open it today.”

“We can do that,” Muir said.

Gerald fetched the brown folder and handed it over. Muir put it in the portfolio without looking inside it.

“Brendan,” Gerald said.

“Gerald.”

That was all of it. Muir backed down the drive, careful of the patch, and a plane went over on its way to Benning’s field, and both of them waited for it to finish.

Meredith had the manila folder against her chest.

She followed Gerald around to the back, and he held the screen door with his shoulder until she and the folder were through.

Then he came in after her and let it shut.






The dog came through the gate ahead of him, which meant the dog had not been left anywhere.



Meredith was on the back step with the manila folder flat across her knees. Gerald worked the latch with the hand that had the leash looped over the wrist, the copies clamped under his other arm, and the gate swung back and caught him in the hip.

“Joseph wasn’t in,” she said.

“Joseph was in.”

“And?”

“He’ll come in the morning.” Gerald came up the yard. “Early.”

“Early.”

“Before.” He crouched, which took him longer than it used to, and he couldn’t get the clip because the folder had started to slide. He caught it against his knee.

“Give me that.”

“I’ve got it.”

“You’ve got two things and two hands and a dog.”

“I’ve got it.” He put the folder on the step beside her, unclipped the collar, and stood up in stages. The dog went straight for the flowerbed and lay down in it.

He had done that gate one-handed for forty-one years with a bag of softener salt on his shoulder.

The hands would have gone first, then. Then the stairs, then the ladder, and he would have sat in the front room while other men did the north-side run with the hangers.

“You told Joseph what for?”

“I told him the dog.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s what I told him.” Gerald sat down next to her. The step took both of them if neither one leaned.

“He said what he says.”

“‘That’s a heavy thing.’”

“That’s a heavy thing,” Gerald said.

She let the yard be quiet. The lawn was cut and it had not needed cutting.

“He’ll want the bowl for water,” she said. “The green one, not the good one.”

“The green one.”

“And she won’t eat the first day. I should think you know that. She didn’t eat for two days when we had Susan’s cat.”

“He’s had dogs.”

“He’s had one hip done.”

“Meredith.”

“I’m saying it once and then I’ll leave it.” She smoothed the folder’s flap. “He’s sixty-eight and he’s had the one hip done and that dog pulls.”

“He wants the dog,” Gerald said. “That’s the whole of it.”

“All right.”

“You’d have put him on a list.”

“I’d have put him on a list with a duration estimate in the margin,” she said, “and it would have been honest.”

“Forty minutes.”

“Ninety, allowing for Joseph.”

He made the sound that was his laugh now, one note, mostly out through the nose.

Then the geese came, low from the north, and went over the roofline in their ragged V and were going away before she had her head all the way back.

Gerald didn’t turn.

“I want to be outside,” he said.

She waited.

“When it happens.” He said it the way he had said cash, the way he had said Friday’s clear. “Not upstairs. Not in the front room with the shades down like some—” He stopped. “Outside.”

The geese got small. She let them.

“The step,” she said.

“The step’s fine.”

“It’ll be cold in the morning. It’s cold now.”

“Bring the blanket off the chair.”

“I’ll bring the blanket off the chair.” Her voice stayed level, which she had earned. “It’s not a tidy thing to plan around. You’ll want the glasses where you can reach them and the bowl’s not going to sit on a step, Gerald, the step’s crooked.”

“Put it on the folder.”

“I’m not putting it on the folder.”

“Then put it on the flat stone,” he said. “There’s the flat stone.”

“There’s the flat stone.” She looked at it. It was a flat stone. “That’s a plan, in any case.”

“That’s a plan.”

“I’ll want a minute with the door shut first. Before.”

“All right then,” Gerald said.

The dog came up out of the flowerbed and put her chin on his shoe, and neither of them moved her. A plane went over, on its way to Benning’s, and they waited for it to finish; after it finished, Meredith found she was listening for geese instead.

She didn’t get any.

Gerald’s weight came over by half an inch, and then more, and then his head was against the side of hers.

“Gerald.”

His breathing had already changed.

She sat very straight, because straight was what would hold him, and she put her hand over the dog’s chin on his shoe, and she stayed there while the yard finished going dark.










Chapter 2: “The Architecture of a Perfect Crime”


The butcher paper ran nine feet along the wall and the bank was on all of it. Dex had drawn it twice. The first time he’d gotten the vault door swinging the wrong way, and a plan with a door swinging the wrong way was a plan that killed somebody, so he’d torn it down and started over.



An hour out. Four chairs still stacked by the stairwell.

He walked the paper left to right the way he’d walk it for them. Lobby. Teller line. The gate. The stair to the roof access. He stopped at the roof and put his thumb on it and said, out loud, to nobody, “Four minutes.”

It wasn’t four minutes. It was closer to six. But Lenny would hear six and start doing the thing with his hands.

Four people were coming up those stairs and every one of them needed to agree to a different plan.

Lenny needed a plan where the guns were furniture. Where nobody’s finger went anywhere near anything. You told Lenny the truth about a job and Lenny sweated through his shirt by the second sentence and then he was a liability wearing a wet shirt.

“It’s a loud room and a quiet job,” Dex said to the empty chair he hadn’t set out yet. “Nobody touches anybody.”

Carla needed the opposite. Carla wanted the whole shape of it, the ugly parts included, and she’d know if he sanded an edge. Eight years. She could hear him lying the way you hear a bad bearing in a wheel. So Carla got the six minutes, the roof door’s contact sensor he’d chosen to live with, and the plain fact that the take number was a number, not a promise.

Sketch needed to be told less than either of them. Sketch cared about the aircraft, the weight, and how long he’d have to hover. Give Sketch a load number and he came back.

And Morris.

Morris needed to be asked. That was the whole thing with Morris. You couldn’t hand him a job, you had to lay it in front of him and wait while he looked at it like a man looking at a horse he didn’t intend to buy. And if he said no sense in it, that was the end. Dex had seen him say it twice and both times he’d been right, which was worse.

So: a plan that was gentle, complete, weightless, and voluntary. Simultaneously. In one room, to four people, in one hour.

“Fine,” he said. “We move.”

He wrote the roof timing in the margin where Lenny wouldn’t look and Carla would. He drew the gate as a gate and not as a choke point, because the word choke did things to a room. He put a small clean box at the top right corner for the aircraft and wrote FOUR PLUS CARGO inside it and nothing else.

For Morris he didn’t write anything. Morris got the chart the way it stood. Morris would either look at it or he wouldn’t.

The space at the top of the paper was still blank, on purpose.

A number said out loud got argued — is that gross or net, split how — and inside ten minutes you’ve got four people negotiating a plan they haven’t agreed to yet.

You put the number up before they walk in. You put it up in marker. Marker doesn’t come off.

He climbed the two rungs of the stepladder and wrote it across the top of the butcher paper in letters eight inches tall.

565,000

It was a real estimate, built off the armored pickup schedule and the branch’s commercial deposit rhythm and a Friday that fell after a payroll, run three ways with the middle taken. It would also sit in Lenny’s chest like a warm drink and give Carla something to push against.

Five sixty-five. Shit’s clean.

He set out four chairs facing the wall.

He poured the coffee into whatever was in the cabinet — a chipped diner mug, one that said WORLD’S OKAYEST, one with no handle, one from a tire shop in Akron — and lined them up on the crate.

Then he stood in front of nine feet of bank and waited to be believed.






They came up the stairs in the wrong order, which Dex noted and let go. Morris last, in the barn coat, taking the chair on the end without being told which one.



Four mugs steamed on the crate. Nobody touched them.

“Before you start,” Carla said.

“Sit down first.”

“I’m sitting. Before you start — how do we come off it?”

“Second question.”

“It’s my first question.”

“Tell me again about the guns,” Lenny said.

“Third.”

“Shit. Shit shit shit, that’s not — Dex, that’s not a third question, that’s the whole—”

“What’s the airframe doing while you’re inside?” Sketch had his headphones around his neck and was looking at the window. “Ballpark. I need a number or I’m guessing at fuel.”

“Fourth.”

“Yeah no. That’s a first question for me.”

“Everything’s a first question for everybody.” Dex put his back to the covered wall. “That’s why I’m standing here and you’re sitting there. One at a time. Carla.”

“The exit.”

“You get it whole. Not now. Now you get the front half.”

“Sweetheart, the front half is the part I don’t worry about.”

“I know.”

“So you understand my position.”

“I understand it,” Dex said. “You’ll have it before you leave this room. Lenny.”

Lenny’s shirt was already going dark at the collar. “The split.”

“That’s not what you asked.”

“It’s what I meant. I asked about guns because — look, I can’t ask about the split first, it makes me sound like—”

“It makes you sound like a man who wants to get paid. Ask it.”

“How’s it split.”

“Even five. Off the top, after the aircraft.”

“After the aircraft is how much?”

“Second question.” Dex looked at him until he stopped. “Guns are furniture. Nobody’s finger goes near anything. It’s a loud room and a quiet job.”

Lenny breathed out. Sat back an inch.

“Sketch.”

“Time on the ground.”

“Eight minutes.”

“Say again.”

“Eight.”

“Loaded or hot?”

“Hot. Idle to lift, you don’t shut down.”

Sketch did something with his mouth that meant he was doing arithmetic. “We’re light. That works. Eight’s fine. Nine’s fine. Twelve and I’m burning into what I want to keep.”

“You won’t see twelve.”

“People say that.”

“Morris.”

“Who else knows,” Morris said.

“Nobody.”

“That’s a fast answer, son.”

“It’s a short list. Me. Now you four.”

“The man who gets you the aircraft knows.”

“He knows a Friday. He doesn’t know a bank.”

“He knows you asked for a Friday.” Morris let that sit. “That’s a thing a man remembers when somebody in a jacket asks him what he remembers.”

“He’s paid and he’s scared of me.”

“Paid’s good.” Morris nodded slowly. “Scared runs out.”

“That’s fair,” Dex said, and he meant it, and it cost him something to say in front of the other three. “That’s noted.”

“I’m not saying no.”

“You haven’t seen it yet.”

“Well.” Morris looked at the drop cloth. “Show me the thing, then.”

Dex took the cloth at the corner and pulled it off the wall in one motion and let it drop.

Lenny made a small sound. Under the 565,000 the bank lay open end to end.

“Millbrook First National,” Dex said. “408 Main Street. Friday, April seventeenth. We’re through the doors at six-forty-two. Eight minutes on the ground, and the eight minutes is not a target, it’s the plan. If minute nine happens, something already went wrong and you’ll know it because I’ll say so.”

“Five sixty-five,” Lenny said.

“That’s an estimate.”

“Five sixty-five divided by—”

“It’s an estimate, Lenny.”

“I know it’s an estimate. I’m allowed to do the math on an estimate.” He was already doing it, lips moving. “Okay. Okay.”

Carla was up and close to the paper, reading the margins. She found the small numbers and didn’t say anything about them. She tapped the teller line with one knuckle.

“Six-forty-two,” she said. “Why not six-forty.”

“Armored schedule. Six-forty-two, the second drawer’s open and the manager’s already off the floor.”

“Look at you.” She kept reading.

Sketch had found the clean box in the top right corner. FOUR PLUS CARGO. He nodded at it once, satisfied, and put his headphones back over his ears with them off.

“Gate here,” Dex said, and walked it. “Lobby. Teller line. Gate. This side stays this side. Nobody crosses. Carla’s at the deposit rail like a customer, Lenny’s on the teller drawers, I’m at the line, Morris holds the door with the radio open. That’s the shape.”

“And out,” Morris said.

“Out the front. Same door, forty feet, straight into the vehicle.”

“And the second one.”

Dex looked at him.

“Every building’s got two,” Morris said. “You don’t draw a bank for a week and only find one. Where’s the other.”

The stair to the roof access sat right there on the paper.

“There’s a service corridor off the north side,” Dex said. “Door to the alley. It’s in the second half.”

“Second half.”

“You’ll have it before you leave this room.”

Morris looked at him a while longer. Then he took the mug that said WORLD’S OKAYEST.

Nobody had moved toward the stairs.






The crew had been gone forty minutes. Dex sat down on the crate with the laptop.



Four down. One left.

The man on the floor at six-forty-two was a fifty-eight-year-old branch manager named Howard Glasser, and the whole eight minutes rested on him the way a table rests on the leg you can’t see.

Not on him complying. Everybody complies. Dex had never once had a man on a marble floor decide to be somebody else. What he’d had — twice — was the hero problem, which wasn’t heroism at all, it was arithmetic. A man does the math on what the money means to him and if it comes out wrong he does something with his hands. The teller doesn’t. The teller’s twenty-four and the money is a number on a screen. The manager is the one who’s been there nineteen years and signed for it and knows the auditors by their first names, and to that man the money is a thing about himself.

So you learn the man.

Dex had learned him for six weeks. Glasser parked in the third space, ate lunch at his desk, drove a Camry he didn’t wash. He wore the same coat in March that he wore in November. He had a wife and a house on Vine with a lawn that was somebody else’s job.

And nine years ago the Millbrook Gazette had run a piece about a fundraiser at the Methodist church. Howard Glasser had been quoted in it, and the quote was why Dex had a plan at all.

He pulled the archive up.

BENEFIT RAISES $4,200 FOR YOUTH CENTER

And down in the fifth paragraph, one sentence:

Organizer Howard Glasser, whose son Daniel died in August at age sixteen, said the family wanted the money to go somewhere the boy would have gone.

Dex read it twice.

Here was the thing he didn’t like admitting: he was betting eight minutes and five people on a stringer at a county paper getting a name and a month right nine years ago. Not on surveillance. Not on anything he’d watched with his own eyes. On print.

Papers got a man’s son’s age wrong, got the month wrong, confused two Glassers in a town of twenty-two thousand where there were probably three. And if it was wrong — if Daniel Glasser was alive and twenty-five and selling insurance in Akron, the way the older boy sold software in Columbus — then the man on the floor at six-forty-two was just a bank manager with nineteen years of his own reflection in the vault door, and the eight minutes got interesting.

He checked the byline. He checked the date. He went looking for the obituary and found it, August, two lines, survived by his parents Howard and Janine, and a service at the same Methodist church.

That was two sources. Two sources was what you had.

Dex sat back.

You could watch a man for six weeks and see the shape of the hole without seeing the hole.

A man like that does not do math on money. A man like that has already done the only math there is and the answer was no.

“The bank is not the man,” Dex said, to nine feet of butcher paper and four cold mugs. “And the man is not the son.”

He closed the laptop.

He’d been half-holding a version where somebody said the boy’s name out loud on the floor. Leaned on it. Made it do work. It would have worked, too — that was the ugly part. It would have folded Howard Glasser into a chair in under two seconds and kept him there for the whole eight minutes.

He thought about Morris in the barn coat saying no sense in it, and about having to look at him while he explained it.

Not that. Some other way or no way.

He found the orange marker in the coffee can, the one he’d been saving for the part that mattered.

Then he drew it. Up out of the service corridor, through the north stair, onto the roof, and across the top of the paper to the strip — one line, unbroken, orange, from the building to the aircraft.

No arrows. No times in the margin. No little box with a number in it.

He capped the marker and stood back and let it be a line.






The press was running under the sidewalk, a soft double thud every second and a half, and Dex had his keys in his hand before he saw the car at the curb with its lights off and Carla in it.



She rolled the window down. “Get in or don’t.”

“Don’t.” He came over and put his forearms on the door frame.

“Lenny took the split home with him. He’ll sleep.”

“He’ll do the math twice more.”

“He’ll do it four times.” “You handled that room.”

“I handled three of them. Morris handled himself.”

“Morris likes you.”

“Morris likes the paper.”

She didn’t say anything for a second, which from Carla meant she was about to.

“You waited,” Dex said.

“I did.”

“For forty minutes.”

“Fifty. There’s a thing I didn’t want to say upstairs.”

“Say it down here, then.”

“The roof,” Carla said.

“You said that was the one.”

“It is the one. It’s clean and it’s ugly and I’d do it tomorrow.” She turned her head and looked at him. “The bags go up the north stair and out the roof door and the aircraft is off the deck, right? It’s hovering. It’s not sitting down on a gravel roof it wasn’t built to sit on.”

“It’s not sitting down.”

“So it’s a hover and a handoff.”

“Correct.”

“Okay. So what happens if a bag goes over the side.”

“It doesn’t.”

“Sweetheart.”

“It’s a net,” he said. “Cargo net under the belly on the aircraft’s electric hook, and I rig it and I cinch it myself. Both bags go into the net on the roof, the net closes, the net goes on the hook. Nothing is in anybody’s hands over that parapet, ever — Sketch never takes a hand off the collective, he doesn’t have to. The only open part is getting the ring onto the hook. That’s the whole exposure and it’s about nine seconds.”

“Nine seconds.”

“Call it eleven.”

She was quiet.

“You want the load rating,” Dex said. “I’ve got it written down.”

“I don’t want the load rating.”

“It’s twelve hundred pounds on a strap carrying a hundred and eighty.”

“Dex.”

“What.”

“That’s an answer to a different question.”

“I asked what happens,” Carla said. “Not whether it happens. You told me the strap. Fine, I believe you about the strap, you’re good with straps.” She let go of the wheel. “I’m asking what’s under the roof.”

“Alley.”

“What’s in the alley at six-fifty in the morning.”

“Nothing. Dumpster and a loading bay for the hardware store and the hardware store doesn’t open till eight.”

“And past the alley.”

“Carla.”

“Because a bag doesn’t go straight down off a building with a rotor over it,” she said. “That’s not physics I’m inventing. You’ve got downwash and you’ve got a hundred feet of air and you’ve got wherever the hell it feels like going. It goes over the side and it doesn’t land in the alley, it lands somewhere, and somewhere in this town at six-fifty in the morning is a street, and a street’s got a car on it, and a car’s got a person in it drinking coffee.”

“That’s a long chain.”

“It’s four links.”

“Every job’s four links from something.”

“That’s the thing you say,” she said. “That’s what you say when you’ve already decided.”

“I ran it,” he said.

“Ran what.”

“The weight. The drift. What it does off a hover at that height. I ran it three ways and took the worst one and the worst one puts it in the alley.”

“And if it isn’t in the alley.”

“Then it’s seventy pounds of money on Main Street at six-fifty in the morning and everything after that is different.”

“Say the rest of it.”

“There’s no rest of it.”

“There’s a person,” Carla said. “That’s the rest of it. You can say the sentence. You said the sentence about Glasser, you told me the whole shape of the man, you know what coat he wears. So say this one.”

“It doesn’t go over the side.”

“Look at you.”

“The strap is doubled,” Dex said.

She breathed out through her nose, and he knew exactly what he’d just handed her and he’d have handed it to her again.

“Eight years,” she said.

“Eight years.”

“In eight years I’ve never asked you a question you answered with hardware.”

“You’ve never asked me one that didn’t have an answer.”

“That’s not true either.” She turned the key. “I’m not out. Don’t call Morris tonight and tell him I’m out.”

“I wasn’t going to call Morris.”

“You were going to think about calling Morris.”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll be at the warehouse Thursday.” “I’m not agreeing with you. I want that on the record between us, because Friday you’re going to remember tonight as me agreeing with you, and I won’t have it.”

“Noted.”

“Noted,” she said. “Jesus.”

She pulled out and took the corner without braking much, and Dex stood on the sidewalk with his keys still in his hand.

Under his feet the press thudded, and thudded, and thudded, and somewhere behind his sternum the thing had already caught and was running, quick and orange, three days of fuse and not one inch of it going out.










Chapter 3: “No More Tomorrows”


The recliner was eight hundred and ninety dollars and Gerald had been standing in front of it for four minutes.



“That’s the Brentwood,” the salesman said. His tag said BRILL. “Top of what we carry.”

“I can see that.”

“Full-grain. Not the bonded. People come in and they don’t know the difference until they’ve had the bonded four years and it’s peeling off on them like a sunburn.”

“Four years.”

“Give or take.” Brill put a hand on the headrest, the way a man puts a hand on a horse. “This one you’re not replacing. This one your kids fight over.”

Gerald looked at the chair.

“May I sit in it?”

“That’s what it’s for.”

He sat, arms along the arms. He did not recline it.

Brill waited about the length of a held breath. “Handle’s on your right. Or there’s the power, but the power’s the Fairmont and the Fairmont’s a different animal, price-wise.”

“I’m fine.”

“Take your time.”

Gerald counted. Twenty. Twenty-eight. Out past the front window, a truck downshifted on Dixie.

Forty-one. Forty-three. Forty-five.

He stood up.

“Too firm,” Brill said. “I hear that. There’s the—”

“I’ll take it.”

Brill’s mouth stayed open one beat past the sentence. “The Brentwood.”

“That’s right.”

“All right.” “Color’s what you’re looking at, we’ve got the saddle and we’ve got a walnut. Walnut’s darker. Wears better, honestly, if you’re a man who eats in his chair.”

“This one.”

“This one.” Brill wrote. “Delivery’s the part I have to tell you. We’re out to next week. I could push for Monday but I’d be lying to you and then Monday I’d be calling you to say Wednesday.”

“Next week’s fine.”

“Next week.” He wrote that too. “Afternoon window, one to five. They’ll call from the truck.”

“There’ll be somebody there.”

“Warranty’s ten years on the frame, five on the mechanism. Extended’s another ninety-nine, covers spills, covers pets, covers your grandson deciding it’s a trampoline.” He looked up. “Most people take it.”

“The brackets on that are generous,” Gerald said. “Ninety-nine against the odds of the frame going. I was forty-one years in insurance. I’d have sold it to you myself.”

“And?”

“And no.”

“Fair enough.” Brill turned the slip around and held out the pen.

Gerald signed. He was surprised, distantly, at how steady it came out.

“You’re going to sit in that thing next week,” Brill said, tearing the customer copy free, “and you’re going to think, why’d I wait.”

“Next week.” He handed it over, and then he did something Gerald did not expect: he touched two fingers to his forehead and flicked them off, a small dry blessing, the kind a man gives another man he’ll never see again. “Enjoy it, sir. Enjoy the hell out of it.”

Gerald folded the receipt and put it in his shirt pocket and walked out to the lot without the chair.






Gerald came up the worn library stairs with the two books against his chest.



Alice was at the desk.

“Gerald Kowalski.” She reached for the books. “These aren’t due.”

“No.”

“April twenty-seventh.” “That’s eleven days.”

“About that.”

“Nobody brings them back early.” She set them side by side. “Did you finish them?”

“I finished the Shelby.”

“And this one?”

“I got most of the way.”

“Most of the way is where it gets good. He doesn’t get to the Wilderness campaign until page four hundred.”

“I expect not.”

“You going somewhere?”

Gerald put his hand flat on the counter.

There it was. He could say it. He could say, Alice, Friday morning, nine-fourteen, and there would be a sound out of her and then a phone call and then people in the house, and the woman who had handed Tommy his first library card in 1997 would spend whatever was left of her life turning it over. One sentence. Four seconds, maybe five.

“No,” he said.

“Because people clear out their books when they’re going somewhere. Florida. Or the daughter’s, out by Cleveland.” She had the second one under the scanner. “That’s the tell. I’ve been doing this a long time.”

“No trip.”

“Then what.”

“I’ve been reading less lately.”

It came out level, smooth as a good gasket. Alice nodded at it and let it be true, and something in him went quiet and cold.

He had been reading every night. He had read until two on Monday because the alternative was the ceiling.

“Well, it happens,” Alice said. “After a thing. My sister didn’t pick up a book for a year and a half. She watched the shopping channel. Never bought a thing off it, just watched it.” “It comes back.”

“That’s what they say.”

“No fines, no holds, nothing outstanding.” She said it the way she said it to everyone, and then she looked up. “Say hello to Meredith for me. I haven’t seen her in here since—”

She stopped, and started again.

“Just say hello.”

“I will,” Gerald said.

He sat in the car in the lot a while before he turned the key.






He was parked across from Rossford at ten past three, on the side of the street where the parents didn’t park because you had to cross Ellis to get to the doors.



He hadn’t planned it. The car had gone where it went on Thursdays for six years, 1997 through 2002.

The bell had gone, and the guard walked her stop sign into Ellis.

Forty-one years in the business had taught him that most things can be priced. There was no number on this. He had looked.

Then a boy came down the sidewalk on a skateboard.

He was nine, maybe ten, backpack riding high. He came to the driveway cut by the flagpole and he did not slow down for it. He stamped the tail and the board came up into his hand — up, turning once, into his hand, without his looking at it, because looking at it was for people who had to look at it — and he carried it three steps across the cut and put it down and went on.

Gerald’s chest did something he had no word for.

That was it. Not something like it. That. The stamp, the turn, the hand, the not-looking. Tommy had done it at eleven, up and back on the forty feet of sidewalk between the mailbox and the Dunleavys’ hedge, which was all the run he ever had, and had never once missed the catch, in Gerald’s memory, and Gerald had stood in the driveway with the hose running and watched him do it and had said something about the concrete and the seat of his pants, and Tommy had said, okay so the thing about that is, if I fall I fall, but statistically speaking, Dad—

The boy went on down the sidewalk. Somebody’s mother called a name that was not Tommy’s.

“Tommy,” Gerald said.

It came out into the closed car and stopped there, against the glass. He had not heard it in his own voice since the twenty-eighth of February, standing in the front pew while a man who had never met his son said it into a microphone. He had not said it since — not to Meredith











	Dog to Joseph.

	Folder to Brendan — unopened today.

	Lawn.

	Gutters — back porch first.

	DiMarco’s — 2:00.

	MFNB — close accounts. Cash.

	Vine St — Glenfarclas 15. (2 glasses.)
















	Don — 7:00

	Dana — 8:00

	Joseph — 8:30

















