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For Matt, who gave me the Lantern Bearers, 
 and many other things

   
      
       

      
Mountain grog seller and river gambler, Generous Sport and border jackal, blackleg braggart and coonskin roisterer, Long Knives
         from Kentucky and hatchet-men from New York, bondsmen, brokers, and bounty jumpers – right from the go it was a broker’s town,
         and the brokers run it yet.
      

      
—Nelson Algren

   
      
      August 11, 1992

      
His heart pumps fire.

      
Jason’s feet are impossibly heavy, and his world is blurring. Shin muscles stretch to snapping, rubber bands wound too tight.
            When they began racing, the breeze was like cool water he could melt into. But it has been an hour at least, and now the air
            is something to fight through, humid and thick.

      
Arms pumping, Jason risks a sideways glance at his older brother.

      
Michael catches it. His features are crinkled in effort, and sweat soaks the thin dark hairs pointing scraggly on his upper
            lip. His shirt is stained a dark V. But he manages to cock one corner of his mouth up at an ugly angle. ‘Give up yet?’ he
            asks. His voice the same as the upperclassmen in gym, the ones who snap locker room towels, who laugh at Jason’s hairless
            body, call him faggot.

      
Jason leans into the run, speeding up. Feet tingling. Mouth open. Gasping.

      
He will never stop running. Never.

   
      
      1. Funny in a Dark Sort of Way

      
When the man pointed a gun at him, Jason Palmer was cooling down after his daily five and picturing the first beer of the
         day, a sweating Corona-and-lime that he figured he’d drink in the shower. Happy hour had been coming early lately, but he’d
         decided not to worry about it. To pretend this was summer vacation. Spend it running along the lake, scoping the bikini-girls
         that hit North Avenue Beach every afternoon like rent was a concept they weren’t familiar with. He pushed sweat-damp bangs
         out of his eyes, laced his fingers overhead, and turned into the pedestrian tunnel beneath Lake Shore Drive. The change from
         blast-furnace sun to cement-cool shadows left him blinking, but when his eyes adjusted there the guy was, standing like he’d
         been waiting.
      

      
Maybe twenty, with dark skin and predator’s eyes. A sharp-edged soul patch cropped the same length as his hair. A chromed-up
         Beretta with the safety off. He held the weapon wrong, elbow cocked out and wrist twisted sideways, but his hand was dead
         steady.
      

      
‘Yo, I wanna talk to you.’ A diamond-studded Cadillac crest hung on a rope chain around his neck.

      
Adrenaline tingled up the back of Jason’s legs. His heart, still racing from the run, thudded louder as he  stared at the black hole pointed at his chest. He tried to remember everything he’d heard about getting mugged, how you weren’t
         supposed to look at the guy, that it could make him nervous. ‘Easy.’ Jason slowly unwound his hands from his head. ‘It’s no
         problem. Take the money.’
      

      
Soul Patch tilted his head slightly, the smile wider. ‘I say anything about money?’

      
Jason froze. He’d never seen the man before, and didn’t suspect they had much to talk about. He stood at the mouth of the
         tunnel, the sun roasting his back; behind him he could hear the sound of gulls calling to one another, fighting over garbage.
         There were always people on the beach.
      

      
Then Soul Patch narrowed his eyes. ‘Further than you think.’ His finger curled against the trigger. ‘You don’t want to be
         playing.’
      

      
Reluctantly, Jason stepped forward. Soul Patch nodded down the underpass. ‘Slow.’ He draped his track jacket to cover the
         pistol. A tattoo curled on his forearm, a six-pointed star with letters inside, a G, maybe a D.
      

      
Jason’s sneakers crunched sand as he walked toward the far end, Soul Patch falling in behind. The sound of their passage echoed
         in the closed space, scuffing back mingled with the faint rumble of cars above. His shirt went cold and clammy. Keep it easy, he thought. Get him off balance.

      
‘You know,’ Jason said, voice light, ‘I like the Cadillac myself.’

      
‘What?’

      
‘Saw your necklace, is all.’

      
Suddenly, he heard voices. For a minute, he was relieved. Then two girls turned from the ramp to the hallway, their voices
         young, college freshmen maybe, laughing like the whole world was their keg party. Soul Patch stiffened at the sight of them.
      

      
Jason’s fingers tingled. One thing when it was just him on the line; this was responsibility he didn’t need. He had to keep
         the situation under control. ‘Yup. Beautiful vehicles.’ Dry tongue forcing the words. ‘I got a ’72 Eldorado. Convertible.’
      

      
‘Shit, one of those old boats? I don’t roll that way.’

      
‘What do you like, the Escalade?’

      
‘I’m black, I gotta drive an Escalade?’

      
‘I don’t know,’ Jason said. The girls were ten feet away. ‘Just guessing.’

      
‘Man, I got me a XLR.’

      
Jason looked over his shoulder. ‘No shit?’

      
‘Leather interior and a DVD in the dash.’

      
He nodded, trying to ignore the tension in his muscles. ‘Nice.’ The girls drew parallel, and Jason clenched to jump if Soul
         Patch even looked their direction. But the blonde and brunette passed smooth-faced and oblivious. Jason let out a relieved
         breath, walked another dozen feet, out of earshot, and then stopped. Enough. ‘Listen, I’ve only got twenty bucks on me.’
      

      
‘So?’

      
‘So, take it.’ He started to reach, froze when Soul Patch shook his head slow.

      
‘Son, I wanted your money, you think you’d still have it?’

      
‘What do you want?’
      

      
‘I want to talk.’ He cocked his head. ‘About what your brother’s up to.’

      
Michael.

      
Jason felt his fingers go to fists. He fought the urge to jump the fucker right there. But the man’s gun was steady and his
         smile was cruel. ‘What do you mean?’ Jason’s voice thinner than he intended.
      

      
Soul Patch cleared his throat in a sticky gurgle and spat a chunk of phlegm against the wall. ‘Move.’

      
He forced himself to obey, biting at his lip, limbs raw with adrenaline. Ten more steps took him out of the tunnel, the sun
         landing with physical force on his shoulders, the faint burn on his neck. He walked up the concrete ramp to a two-story parking
         deck, most of the spaces filled, the BMWs, Hummers, and Mercedes of a class of people who saw Monday as just a quieter afternoon
         to take the yacht out. Soul Patch followed, gestured to the stairs.
      

      
Jason climbed, mind working furiously. What could possibly connect his brother and this man with the killer’s eyes? He tried
         and discarded a dozen explanations with every step, but couldn’t make the pieces fit. It had to be a mistake. They reached
         the second floor and started down the row of cars. The whole thing was funny in a dark sort of way. Used to be that every
         time the squad hit the street, someone might have been watching, sweaty finger on a radio detonator,  waiting for Jason to step a little too close to death. It was a feeling he’d grown used to, that proximity to nothingness,
         the way he might just disappear in a roar of flame. Now here he was, safe and sound at home, getting hijacked by somebody
         who couldn’t tell one white dude from another. It would have been hysterical if it weren’t actually happening.
      

      
So what are you going to do about it, soldier?

      
A delivery truck was parked forty yards up, the angular rear jutting out past the car beside, and he began to drift toward
         it, rolling on the balls of his feet to fight adrenaline-stiffness. Six cars to go: a couple of imports, a big SUV, one of
         the new Beetles, and then his truck. A lunge would get him behind it. Soul Patch might snap a shot off, but it would be hurried.
         And after that, it was just a matter of staying low and weaving. Killer or no, a man who held his weapon sideways didn’t have
         the skill to hit a moving target at any distance. Just a few more steps, and he’d be clear.
      

      
Three cars short of the delivery truck, a man leaned out from behind the big SUV and slammed his fist into Jason’s stomach.

      
Breath exploded from his lungs. He doubled over, hands flying out for something solid, coming to rest on the SUV. Pain blossomed
         in his gut, a warm and living thing. As his body fought for air, his mind raged, telling him to take the pain. He struggled
         to straighten, one hand against the rear door, the other up in a clumsy defense.
      

      
The man who’d hit him stood five and a half.  Elaborately muscled shoulders tapered directly into his shaven head. He wore a spotless white T-shirt that hung almost to
         his knees and ornate gold rings on every finger of his punching hand. Soul Patch stood beside him, chuckling, the gun steady
         on Jason’s heart.
      

      
Every breath was razors in his belly. Slowly, he forced his shoulders back, took the hand off the SUV. He glanced at it as
         he turned away, did a double-take, then looked at Soul Patch.
      

      
‘I thought,’ Jason said, ‘you didn’t like the Escalade.’

      
The man smiled, his tooth gleaming. ‘I was just playing.’

      
‘No DVD?’ He struggled to stay cool, to show that he wasn’t panicking, that they didn’t need to jump him.

      
‘Oh, I got the DVD. You can watch it in back.’

      
A shiver ran through Jason’s belly. This couldn’t be happening, not really. ‘Listen man, you’ve got the wrong guy.’

      
‘I feel you. Hop in, we’ll discuss.’ He gestured, and the wrestler stepped forward to open the back, standing like a limo
         driver on the other side of the car door.
      

      
Jason could feel the blood vibrate through his palms, pound in his neck. In the truck he’d be trapped. That action-movie stuff
         about people rolling out of moving cars and walking it off, that was crap. Bail out of a car going faster than twenty miles
          per, you weren’t walking anything off. Plus, here, in a public parking lot, he had some hope. A single bullet might be dismissed,
         but a firefight would attract attention. He hesitated.
      

      
‘I said get in.’ Sun made Soul Patch’s eyes glow yellow.

      
‘Okay.’ Jason held his hands up. ‘Easy. I’ll come.’ Electricity burnished his skeleton as he started for the car.

      
Then, for the first time, Soul Patch made a mistake. He stood still.

      
It was as much of a window as Jason could hope for. Continuing his forward motion, he stepped into Soul Patch like they were
         dancing, right hand closing on the guy’s wrist to lock the gun in place. But instead of grappling for the weapon, he spun,
         planting his back against the man’s chest, the gun arm now in front of both of them. The wrestler startled awake with a snort.
         Soul Patch gave a surprised yelp, struggled to free his hand. Jason continued his spin, remembering this fucker talking about
         Michael, threatening his brother. He yanked, and as he felt the man come off balance, he kept turning, transforming the fall
         into a throw that hurled the gangbanger against the half-closed car door. It flew open and slammed into the wrestler, the
         frame catching him square in the face with a meaty thump. The double impact knocked the wind out of Soul Patch, and the gun
         clattered from his hand.
      

      
The moment it did, Jason shoved away. Two  awkward steps and he had his balance. His heart screamed to run, but his head was cool. They were enemy combatants. He didn’t
         want to leave them armed. The grip of the pistol was warm and slightly sweaty as he snatched it from the concrete.
      

      
Then he took off in a sprint, knowing that he hadn’t incapacitated either man. His legs pumped clean and strong. He crossed
         the open asphalt to the next row, then planted his left foot and lunged behind a car. A window exploded with a sharp crack.
         All the old energy came back. He jerked to the side again and broke from the row, then poured it on in a straightaway to the
         boundary of the lot. Leapt for the concrete abutment, planted one foot, and sprang off the second-story parking deck.
      

      
In the endless instant he floated through the air, Jason Palmer realized he was smiling.

      
Then he hit the soft earth of the park. He kept the fall going, tucking one shoulder and rolling it off the way he’d seen
         Jump School candidates do it. He was back on his feet and moving in a fraction of a second, knowing he was clear but running
         anyway, loving the rush, the gun part of his hand. A copse of carefully arranged trees lay twenty yards away, and he angled
         for them. The wind on his face cooled the sweat, and as he dodged branches he could smell the fetid dampness of the earth,
         a good clean scent like sex. After another thirty yards, he risked a glance back.
      

      
Soul Patch stood at the edge of the parking lot, his face twisted into a furious snarl. The wrestler  leaned beside him, chest heaving, a pistol in one hand, the other clutching his nose. Blood seeped between his fingers.

      
Jason couldn’t resist. Smiling, he stood at attention and threw them a salute. The pure hate on Soul Patch’s face was the
         most beautiful thing he’d seen in days.
      

      
With a laugh, Jason tucked the pistol into his pants, dropped his shirt to cover it, and set off at a gentle jog. Just another
         guy working out on a beautiful day. When he reached the edge of the grass, he crossed the street and cut into the neighborhood.
      

      
He knew a bar two blocks away, thought about heading there to call the cops, decided against it. If he’d had his cell on him,
         maybe; those two stood out in white-bread Lincoln Park. But by the time he reached a payphone, they’d be rolling down Lake
         Shore Drive.
      

      
Anyway, there was Michael to think about. Jason turned right, digging for the keys to the Caddy. Forget the police. He had
         to check on his brother, just to be sure. No way this had anything to do with Michael – you could take the boy out of the
         choir, but never the reverse – but no harm in being certain. They’d probably share a laugh about the absurdity of the thing,
         a gangbanger tying to hijack him. But Jason doubted he’d ever know what it had really been about.
      

      
He was wrong.

   
      
      2. Sinking In

      
It was funny how something inanimate could become the focus of your whole damn day.

      
Michael Palmer stared at the phone resting on the end of the bar. Standard-issue pub telephone: scuffed black plastic, cord
         a snarled mess, a chunk broken out of the handset where it had hit the floor two years ago. Funny thing is, I don’t know if I want it to ring or not.

      
‘Dad?’

      
‘Huh?’

      
‘What’s a,’ Billy hesitated, then took the plunge, ‘tay-vurn?’

      
‘Tav-ern.’

      
‘What’s a tavern?’

      
‘I’ll give you a hint. You’re sitting in one.’

      
Billy glanced down. ‘A stool?’

      
‘Not on one. In one.’
      

      
His son looked at him, looked around, then smiled like a burst of sunlight. ‘A bar?’

      
‘Bingo.’

      
Billy gave a little nod like he’d known all along, he’d just been asking to test his father, then returned to the newspaper
         spread out on the counter. Eight-year-old fingers choked all the way down the base of the pencil as he scratched the letters.
         As he hunched over to  read the next clue, his lips mouthed the words. His mother had been the same way. Michael used to find Lisa in bed with a
         novel, lips moving as though reciting a spell. How many nights had he stood in the doorway and watched her, just watched,
         entranced by the rise and fall of her breath, the curve of her shoulder, the smiles and frowns she gave her secret world?
      

      
He shook his head to clear the memory, counted how long since the last time he’d thought of her. Pretty good – not since lunch
         yesterday. Peanut butter and bananas cooked up like a grilled cheese, crunchy outside, gooey in. Lisa had always called it
         ‘De Elvis Especial,’ saying it in a bad Latin accent, and that was how Billy asked for it now, though Michael doubted he remembered
         much of his mother but auburn hair and love.
      

      
Michael, he remembered everything.

      
He glanced at the phone, then moved to the sink, started dunking dirty pint glasses: soapy water, clean water, stack to dry.
         A nice, easy rhythm, solid and steady.
      

      
‘Dad?’

      
‘Hmm?’

      
‘What’s another word for “lucky”?’

      
Michael thumbed something sticking to a glass. ‘What can you think of?’

      
‘Ummmm…’ Billy’s eyes unfocused. ‘Happy?’

      
‘Well, somebody lucky would probably be happy. But do they mean the same thing?’

      
His son chewed his lip. ‘Guess not.’ He twiddled  the pencil with his fingers, went back to staring. After a moment, he sighed. ‘Can I have a clue?’

      
‘How many letters?’

      
Billy hesitated, then ran his finger along the crossword. ‘Seven, eight, nine.’

      
‘Got any of ’em?’

      
‘It starts with an “F”.’

      
‘Nine letters and an “F”.’ Michael straightened. His feet ached like carpet tacks had been driven into the heels. Occupational
         hazard. Picking up a rag, he dried his hands. ‘Okay, if I’m rich, what do I have?’
      

      
‘Lots of money?’

      
‘Yeah, but what’s another word for that?’

      
‘Ummm… a “fortune”?’

      
He nodded. ‘And what’s a word like “fortune” that means –’

      
RING.

      
It wasn’t loud. Not any louder than usual, anyway. It just seemed that way.

      
RING.

      
The back of his neck tingled. Outside, a truck rumbled past, weight shaking the front windows. The towel was old and threadbare,
         worn soft on bar and glass, and every nerve of his fingers registered it.
      

      
RING.

      
He saw motion out of the corner of his eye. For a moment he stood rooted while his brain processed. Billy. Moving to answer
         the phone, a chore he delighted in.
      

      
That tore it.

      
Two quick strides brought Michael to the corner of the bar. He reached out and snatched the handset just before Billy reached
         it. ‘Mike’s Place.’
      

      
‘Mr. Palmer.’ The voice was soft and precise.

      
Billy stared with his mouth open like he’d had his ice cream taken. Michael turned, phone cord wrapping around his side as
         he spun to face the mirrored wall of bottles, bourbon and scotch and whiskey bathed in the reflected glow of afternoon. ‘Yes.’
      

      
‘You know who this is?’

      
‘Yes.’

      
‘Are you okay?’

      
He smoothed one palm against the leg of his pants. ‘Just a little nervous.’

      
‘Has something happened?’

      
‘No. I just…’ Michael squeezed the bridge of his nose between his thumb and middle finger. ‘It’s sinking in, you know? What
         we’re doing. The consequences.’
      

      
‘If you’re careful, there won’t be any consequences.’

      
‘Yeah, well, easy for you to say. You’re staying out of sight.’

      
A long pause. ‘Are you having second thoughts?’

      
The liquor was arranged in stepped rows, three of them. Sunlight threw spectrums against the mirror. The expensive bottles
         had dust on them. Why had he even bought the Balvenie? Who in Crenwood wanted seventeen-year-old single malt? His customers
         were Beam-and-a-Bud guys, payday drinkers, not connoisseurs.
      

      
‘Mr. Palmer?’

      
But then, shouldn’t there be something to aspire to?

      
‘I’m here.’

      
‘Listen, I know this is hard. I understand why you’re nervous. But so long as you do just as we discussed, you’ll be fine.
         You haven’t told anyone, have you?’
      

      
‘No,’ he lied.

      
‘No one?’

      
‘I said no.’

      
‘I don’t mean to tell you what to do. It’s just the people we’re dealing with… anyone you tell you put at terrible risk.’

      
‘I understand.’

      
‘Good.’ There was a pause, and the rustle of papers. ‘The usual place?’

      
Michael looked over at Billy, who leaned halfway across the bar, stretching for the soda tap. His stool was canted backwards
         on two legs. ‘I’ve got my son.’
      

      
‘Just half an hour.’

      
‘It has to be right now?’

      
‘Michael…’ A dignified sigh. ‘There comes a time when you have to decide whether you’re in or out.’

      
He closed his eyes. ‘I’ll be there.’ The bell gave a little ding as he hung up the receiver.

      
Billy had hooked a knee onto the bar and was leaning forward at a precarious angle.

      
‘Hey.’

      
His son froze, tilted his head to look up.

      
‘How many of those have you had?’

      
‘One?’

      
Michael raised an eyebrow.

      
‘Three.’ Billy leaned back onto his stool and dropped his chin in one hand, then gave a theatrical sigh.

      
Michael laughed. ‘I guess one more won’t kill you. Ginger ale, though, not Coke, and that’s it, okay? Plus you brush your
         teeth when we get home.’
      

      
He set the drink on the bar, then opened the corner cabinet. His wallet was brown leather, mottled with stains, the seams
         a mess of loose threads. Lisa had given it to him at their last Christmas together. Almost three years now. He slid it in
         his back pocket, grabbed his phone and keys. Straightened.
      

      
The tremor started in his belly and worked out through his whole body. He heard the words again. The people we’re dealing with… anyone you tell you put at terrible risk.

      
He looked at Billy leaning into the crossword with the intensity of a scholar studying an ancient manuscript. His son took
         a sip of the ginger ale as he puzzled out a clue, lips moving. Michael fought an urge to sweep him off the stool and clutch
         him tight in his arms, tight and warm and safe.
      

      
This is crazy.

      
It wasn’t too late. He hadn’t done anything that couldn’t be undone. Hell, not even undone – it hadn’t gone that far. All
         he had to do was not take another step. Blow off this meeting, and when the phone rang again, say that he had changed his
         mind.
      

      
‘Dad?’

      
‘Hmm?’

      
‘What’s a four-letter word for “obligation”?’

      
Michael laughed. Sometimes that was all you could do.

   
      
      November 13, 1995

      
The machines do not beep, not like medical shows on TV. Mostly, they hum with soft fans. There is a faint suction sound from
            the one helping his mother breathe.

      
Jason sits on the monkey bars and watches the sun set the city on fire and thinks about that suction sound. The sky is crimson
            and gold; the metal is cold through his jeans.

      
She has been in Cook County for weeks, and every day he and Michael have gone to visit. They sit on opposite sides of her
            bed – her body – slumped in comfortless chairs. Sometimes they talk, but not for long. She is tired, and drifts away in the middle of senseless
            sentences. The pills. But without them, the lines of her jaw draw tight and her eyes glisten with moisture.

      
Jason sits on the monkey bars and thinks of driving Michael’s car late at night on the Kennedy, pedal to the floor, the old
            Chevy rattling like it wants to come apart, the rush of daring it to. He thinks about Terry O’Loughlin, Sweet T, about her
            long brown hair and lean thighs, and the smell of the back of her neck and the sound she makes when he kisses the spot between
            her breasts. He thinks about screaming guitars and Pequod’s pizza with hot peppers and the high that shivers up his thighs
            when he runs for an hour. He thinks about swimming deep into the lake, the water colder with every stroke until he’s sure
            his chest will shatter in the frigid blackness.

      
None of it drowns out the suction sound. None of it helps  him forget that he and Michael should have left thirty minutes ago if they wanted to make visiting hours.

      
When his older brother finds him, the sun has fallen too low to see, though the sky still glows. Jason watches Michael draw
            steadily closer. He wonders what his brother will say. He wonders if today is the day his mother will die, and if he will
            forever regret not going to see her. He wonders if life will ever seem like it belongs to him again.

      
Michael stops in front of Jason’s dangling feet. He sighs.

      
Then he reaches for a grip and pulls himself up to his stomach, spins, and drops down next to Jason, the impact making the
            cold metal vibrate.

      
Together they watch the light fade.

   
      
      3. Ancient Fucking History

      
The door to his brother’s bar was unlocked, and a stool lay on the floor like it’d been knocked over.

      
Jason had blitzed to get here, the sun streaming in the windows as old Gordon Downie sang that he didn’t have no picture postcards,
         didn’t have no souvenirs, that his baby she didn’t know him when he was thinking ’bout those years. He’d swung onto the shoulder
         when the Drive jammed up, then jumped to the Dan Ryan, slapping the steering wheel. Riding south in the express lanes, skyline
         in his rearview, the corporate monstrosity that had replaced Comiskey Park on his right.
      

      
Even after he’d pulled off the highway and into the sweltering decrepitude that was Crenwood, he’d barely touched the brakes.
         Just let the tires squeal as he rounded corners where hard-eyed boys in long white T-shirts postured before crumbling storefronts,
         gang tags and liquor stores and rusted fences sliding by in a blur of heat and failure. And all the while, Jason told himself
         that this errand was nothing. Mistaken identity. No way could Michael really be in serious trouble.
      

      
But the door to his brother’s bar was unlocked, and a stool lay on the floor like it’d been knocked over.

      
Jason slid into the cool of the interior. The silence wasn’t reassuring. Hiking up his T-shirt, he eased the  Beretta from the waistband and disengaged the safety. Leaving the door open and holding the weapon low, he moved in. The
         animal part of him wanted to sprint. But he didn’t know the situation, and a soldier didn’t run in blindly blazing. He placed
         his feet gently, glad for his running shoes. A newspaper was spread open on the bar, the fallen stool in line with it, like
         someone had been dragged away while reading. Broken glass winked from a pool of dark liquid on the floor.
      

      
‘Freeze!’

      
Jason’s heart shot into his mouth. The voice had come from behind and beside him, and he whirled, pulse-pounding, pistol up,
         finger on the trigger, staring down the barrel –
      

      
At his nephew.

      
Billy stood behind the bar, arms braced and pointed like Starsky, fingers curled into the shape of gun.

      
‘Jesus!’ Jason jerked the Beretta downwards, then blew a breath as his heart hammered his rib cage. Sweat slicked his armpits.

      
Billy stared at him wide-eyed. ‘Uncle Jason.’

      
‘You scared the crap out of me, kiddo.’ He held a hand to his chest, made himself take slow breaths. The image of his nephew lined up dead between
         the pistol’s rear sights burned on his retinas. ‘Where’s your dad?’
      

      
‘He’s not here. Why do you have a gun?’

      
‘Did he say where he was going?’

      
‘Nuh-uh.’ Billy stared at him. ‘You’re not in the Army anymore, right?’

      
Jason fought a grimace, knowing his nephew didn’t  mean any harm, but still feeling the Worm twist in his belly. His wet-palmed panic and greasy shame had built every day for
         months now. He’d named it just to have something to hate. ‘No.’
      

      
‘So why do you have –’

      
‘Your dad left you alone?’

      
‘Mrs. Lauretta was here for a while. But she had an appointment. Besides,’ Billy straightened, ‘I’m eight. I’m not a little
         kid. Can I hold your gun?’
      

      
‘No,’ Jason snapped, harder than he intended, and he saw Billy recoil. ‘Listen, this isn’t a toy. And your dad would kick
         my butt if I let you touch it.’ He cocked his head. ‘Actually, your dad would kick my butt if he even knew I showed it to
         you.’
      

      
Billy sucked a bit of his lip between his teeth. He seemed to be weighing something. After a moment, he nodded solemnly. ‘Okay.’

      
‘Okay?’

      
‘I won’t tell.’

      
‘Thanks, buddy. I appreciate that.’ Jason forced a smile, then tucked away the pistol. He closed the front door and bent to
         retrieve the stool. The broken glass lay in a pool of what looked like soda. ‘What happened here?’
      

      
‘Oh, I knocked it over when I was reaching for… ummm…’ The boy rocked from foot to foot and stared at the floor. ‘I just knocked
         it over.’
      

      
Jason laughed. He went around the corner of the bar and ruffled his nephew’s hair, then took two pint glasses. Filled the
         first with Coke, then pulled Bud into the  second, the beer splashing sweet and cool as a memory of swimming, a lake he wanted to throw himself into. ‘Tell you what,’
         he said, and handed the soda to Billy. ‘I won’t rat on you if you don’t rat on me. Deal?’
      

      
‘Deal.’

      
They clinked glasses on it, and Jason took a long open-throated swallow. The first hit off the first beer of the day was always
         the best, a deep and satisfying shiver of relief. Budweiser wasn’t his favorite, but cold beer was cold beer.
      

      
He helped Billy clean up, gathering the big chunks of glass by hand, then sweeping the rest into a metal dustpan. His nephew
         bounced around like a cat with its tail on fire, and part of Jason was wondering whether another soda had really been a good
         idea.
      

      
But most of him was thinking of Soul Patch, the steady gun hand, the look in his eyes when he had said he wanted to talk about
         Michael.
      

      
He finished two Buds quickly and poured a third, let it settle on the counter while he went to the stockroom. The dim space
         smelled of stale beer and wet cardboard. Jason had just returned the broom and dustpan to the rack when he heard the front
         door open.
      

      
He stepped out of the back, hands at his side, alert.

      
Michael froze like a convict in a spotlight. His eyes darted in nervous circles. ‘Jason. Jesus.’ He wore khakis and a faded
         oxford, and carried a soft leather briefcase, tapping absently at the handle. ‘You startled me.’
      

      
‘Lot of that going around.’ Jason walked past his  brother and shut the open door, then locked it. ‘I need to talk to you.’

      
‘Sure. Sure. Let me just,’ Michael hoisted the briefcase, then lowered it quickly. He turned to Billy. ‘Hey, kiddo. Everything
         good?’
      

      
‘Hi, Dad.’ The boy waved, then went back to working on his crossword puzzle.

      
‘Where’s Lauretta?’

      
‘She had an appointment.’

      
‘Ahh, right.’ Michael winced, glanced at his watch. ‘She said. Guess I ran a little long.’ He walked behind the bar, opened
         a cabinet and put his wallet and keys inside. Lifted the briefcase up, started to slide it in, stopped. He looked around,
         then set the case at his feet, beside the cooler. ‘Beer?’
      

      
Jason gestured to the one he had going, then pulled out a stool and sat down in front of it. ‘Where you been?’

      
‘Errands. Nothing exciting.’ Michael held a pint glass under the tap. When it was finished, he set it down, picked up the
         briefcase, frowned, then spun in a circle and set it against the back counter. ‘Cheers.’
      

      
They tapped glasses.

      
‘So. To what do I owe the plea sure?’

      
Jason looked at Billy, then back at Michael. Gave a little jerk with his head.

      
Michael got the point. ‘Hey buddy, your uncle and I have a few things to talk about. You mind finishing your crossword over
         there?’
      

      
Billy sighed. ‘I am eight years old.’

      
‘And you know what? When you’re nine years old, I’m still going to want to talk alone some times.’ Michael smiled, then jerked his thumb toward the tables. ‘Git.’
      

      
Grumbling, the boy collected his newspaper, slid off the stool, and moved in front of the window. A beam of afternoon sun
         set the paper on fire.
      

      
‘So what’s up, bro?’

      
‘I was going to ask you that.’

      
‘Huh?’

      
‘Are you in any trouble?’

      
‘Trouble?’ Michael took a sip of his beer. ‘Well, I haven’t won the Mega Ball yet, but other than that, I’m fine.’

      
‘You’re sure?’

      
‘Sure. Why?’

      
‘A guy tried to hijack me this morning,’ Jason said, then took a long slow swallow of beer. ‘I was jogging, this guy with
         a soul patch and a Cadillac necklace jumped me in the pedestrian tunnel, said it had something to do with you.’
      

      
‘A Cadillac necklace? He have a tattoo on his arm, some letters?’

      
The muscles in Jason’s back knit tight. ‘You’re kidding me.’

      
‘What?’

      
‘He didn’t have the wrong guy. You do know him.’
      

      
‘I know him.’

      
‘Who is he?’

      
Michael shrugged. Jason stared at his brother. ‘What are you mixed up in?’

      
‘What’re you, Jimmy Cagney? What am I “mixed up” in? Gee willikers, little bro.’

      
‘Fuck you.’

      
Michael laughed. He glanced at the briefcase, picked it up, then put it back down in front of his legs. With a worn rag he
         began wiping the bar. ‘Listen, it’s nothing to worry about.’
      

      
‘Yeah, well, you weren’t the one had a gun pointed at him.’

      
The cloth stopped. ‘He pulled a gun?’

      
Jason nodded. ‘Said he wanted to talk about what you’re doing.’

      
For a moment, there was a flash of something that could’ve been fear in Michael’s eyes. It went fast, and then he was back
         to wiping the bar. But he kept running the rag in the same circle over and over. ‘What else did he say?’
      

      
‘Not much.’ Jason leaned back. ‘He and a buddy of his, short guy looks like he’s auditioning for the WWE, tried to muscle
         me into their car.’ He ran Michael through the whole story, enjoying telling it, the way he’d once enjoyed telling war stories.
         ‘You shoulda seen it, bro. The two of them standing there trying to murder me with their glares. The short one’s nose is broken,
         and Soul Patch, he looked like his head was about to explode.’
      

      
‘You call the police?’

      
‘Nah. After my heroic escape, I figured it made more sense to see if my big brother needed any protecting.’

      
Michael smiled. ‘Next time I hear this story, there are going to be four guys, right?’

      
‘Only if my audience is cuter than you. Want to tell me what’s going on?’

      
His brother shrugged. ‘You know the neighborhood.’

      
‘Not really. Not anymore.’ When Dad had lost his job, they’d moved from Bridgeport to Canaryville; when he’d started drinking
         at breakfast, they’d moved from Canaryville to Crenwood. When he’d run off with the waitress from his off-track betting house,
         Mom had taken a third job, but never made enough to climb back up the ladder. It’d been an interesting place to grow up, white
         in a black and Latino neighborhood with a high school dropout rate of fifty percent.
      

      
‘Things are getting out of hand,’ Michael said. ‘You remember, it used to be manageable – the gangs drew up lines and mostly
         respected them. Did a lot more posturing than killing.’ He shook his head. ‘These days, though, if somebody gets killed on
         Monday, Tuesday his boys ride around till they find somebody from the other side to shoot. Wednesday, it’s the reverse.’
      

      
‘So?’

      
‘So, this my neighborhood, man. I’m trying to raise my son here. Right now, I can’t even let him play in the front yard.’
      

      
Jason groaned. ‘I get it.’

      
‘What?’

      
‘You’re at it again, aren’t you?’

      
‘At what?’

      
‘You’re running some kind of crusade.’

      
‘I got involved.’ Michael shrugged. ‘After Lisa died.’

      
Jason softened. ‘That was an accident. This is different.’

      
‘Is it? My wife was killed by a thirteen-year-old in a stolen car. He was running from the police. That sound like the sign
         of a healthy neighborhood to you? And things get worse every day. Why shouldn’t regular people fight back?’
      

      
‘Because…’ Jason held his hands open, all the reasons in the world between them. ‘These guys are dangerous, for Christ’s sake.’
         Behind him he heard a faint rumbling, something rhythmic. He spun to look past Billy out the window, where a shiny drop-top
         with four men drove by, music trailing behind them like a bad smell. ‘What exactly are you doing?’
      

      
Michael shrugged. ‘Everything I can. I work with Washington Matthew’s gang recovery program. I talk to local business people.
         I organize community-watch groups. I even met with the cops, not that it did much good.’
      

      
‘You talked to the cops?’

      
‘Sure.’

      
‘You mean you informed on a gang?’

      
‘Don’t be so melodramatic. I just talked to the police.’

      
Jason stared across the bar, his mouth open. Growing up here, you learned certain things. The cops were good guys. They fought
         for the real people, the ones with jobs and homes and children. Some innocent kid  got killed for his sneakers, they rolled in hard. But sooner or later they rolled out again.
      

      
The gangs lived here. They were eternal.

      
‘Why haven’t you told me any of this?’

      
‘I don’t know.’ Michael sipped his beer, looked out the window. ‘I didn’t want to burden you with it. I mean, I know you’re
         dealing with your own baggage. From what ever happened in – over there.’
      

      
‘You can say it. Iraq.’

      
‘Okay, tough guy, Iraq. After everything there, I know it’s been bad for you. Besides,’ Michael shrugged, ‘you’ve made it
         pretty clear how you feel about taking responsibility.’ He said it in the older-brother tone of voice he reserved for Jason,
         like he was a puppy that might piss the rug.
      

      
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      
‘Let it slide.’

      
‘No.’ Jason set down his glass. ‘You got something you want to say?’

      
Michael sighed. ‘Brother, you were always the smart one. You could make something of yourself. Put down roots. Fight for something.’

      
‘Like you?’ The anger was quickening in Jason’s chest. ‘Pretending you’re Charles Bronson?’

      
‘Keep it down.’ Michael nodded to where Billy sat.

      
Jason lowered his voice. ‘And that’s another thing. It’s not just you. You’re putting him at risk, too. Do you know what you’re
         doing?’
      

      
Michael hardened. ‘I’m trying to make a better place for him to grow up.’

      
‘Bullshit.’ He shook his head. ‘I’ve tried to save the world, okay? It doesn’t work.’ The Worm looped another knotted segment
         around his ribs. Jason looked at his hands, the wrinkles that lined the flesh between thumb and forefinger. He could almost
         see his pulse jumping there.
      

      
‘Bro,’ Michael spoke softly, ‘I know something happened, and I know you blame yourself for what ever it was. But this is different.’

      
‘You don’t know shit, bro.’
      

      
Michael ran his tongue around the inside of his mouth, making the cheek bulge. He just stared at Jason. ‘I know you could
         have been the first of us to get a degree, until you blew your scholarship. I know your longest relationship lasted three
         months, and that you got busted for stealing televisions when you were twenty.’ Michael snorted. ‘I know that if it weren’t
         for Washington, your ass would be in jail.’
      

      
‘That was kid stuff. And ancient fucking history.’

      
‘Kid stuff? You haven’t changed.’

      
‘I was in the Army for seven years,’ Jason hissed.

      
Michael shrugged. ‘Sure.’

      
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      
‘Never mind.’

      
‘No,’ Jason said, feeling sweat in his palms, ‘what does that mean?’

      
‘You really want to know? It means you’re twenty-seven years old and only qualified to flip burgers or carry an assault rifle.
         It means you’re willing to fight for something, you just don’t want to decide  what, or have to stick to it. I think you enlisted so other people would do that for you. And when that didn’t work out,
         you fell back into what you knew. Drinking at noon and trying to get laid.’
      

      
Jason stood up, his stool scraping across the floor. ‘Fuck you, man.’

      
‘Yeah, fuck you too.’

      
Their voices had risen, and Jason saw Billy staring at them from the front table, his mouth wide. He felt bad about that,
         his nephew seeing them this way, but it wasn’t his fault. It was the old dynamic, Michael pushing that same old button, and
         Jason blowing up over it. Shaking his head, Jason hip-checked the stool and headed for the front door. Behind him, he could
         hear Michael sigh, and he knew if he stood there for three seconds his brother would apologize, but he didn’t have it in him.
      

      
The bell on the door tinkled, and the sun hit like a slap. He kicked at a chunk of broken glass, sent it skittering to break
         against the plywood facing of a burnt-out store. The Caddy was parked with two wheels up on the curb; he’d been in such a
         hurry to make sure Michael was okay.
      

      
Brothers. Shit.

      
He fired up the engine and cranked the radio, then stomped on the gas. He needed a shower. And then a drink. Several drinks.

      
Michael saw him as a flake? Fine.

      
Jason could play the part.

   
      
      4. Single Malt Heaven

      
During Prohibition, the bar had been a speakeasy. The real estate agent who had sold Michael the place had known the whole
         story, told him about the hidden nooks and crannies, the safe concealed behind the radiator. She’d called the narrow basement
         steps ‘Navy stairs,’ and the phrase fit: narrow, steep metal that would be at home on a cramped battleship. Standing on them
         and looking up through the ancient trap-hatch, Michael could almost feel the basement roll with the waves. ‘Come on,’ he called.
         ‘Time to go.’
      

      
‘One sec.’ Billy was lost in a stack of cardboard boxes. The air smelled of dust and time, of the junk piled against crumbling
         retaining walls: a piano with keys like nicotine fingers, a sofa with cushions worn thin, his own stuff mingling with the
         detritus of a dozen previous owners. Someday he meant to go through all of it, figure out what was worth giving away. Meanwhile,
         the basement was Billy’s favorite haunt. What was it about dark places packed with sharp rusting junk that so fascinated boys?
      

      
‘Let’s move, kiddo.’ The bar would open in less than an hour. Given the contents of the briefcase, it seemed ridiculous that
         he had to spend the rest of the day pouring boilermakers for municipal workers and  construction guys, but at least he’d taken care of business down here. All he had to do was get through today, then tomorrow
         he could do some real work. ‘Now.’
      

      
Billy emerged smiling, something clutched in his hand. ‘Check it out, Dad! Was this yours?’ He held up a laser gun.

      
Michael squinted, recognized it as a Transformer, a toy robot that origami’ed into a purple pistol. ‘Would you look at that.’
         He reached for it. The plastic felt oddly familiar, comfortable, like some part of him had been yearning to hold the toy again.
         ‘I used to love this thing.’ He turned it over. ‘See, I even carved my name on it.’
      

      
‘It’s crossed out.’

      
‘I know. Uncle Jason won it from me on a dare.’

      
‘What did you dare him to do?’

      
Michael remembered just fine, but no way was he planting ideas about sprinting across the El tracks, so he just shook his
         head and handed the toy back. His son took it, stared at like there was a message written in invisible ink. ‘Dad?’
      

      
‘Hmm?’

      
‘What’s wrong with Uncle Jason?’

      
The question brought him up short. ‘How do you mean?’

      
‘He doesn’t seem like when he used to visit.’ Billy stared at his fingers tapping the pistol grip. ‘He’s sad, and you guys
         fight more.’
      

      
Michael opened his mouth, then closed it. Truth was, he didn’t know what had happened to his brother.  The week he returned he’d stayed with them, sleeping on the sofa, drinking most of a case of beer during the day and bringing
         home a different girl most every night. When Michael had broached the subject, Jason had said he was fine. The next week he’d
         moved out.
      

      
Michael looked at Billy waiting for an answer, his eyes the same brown his mother’s had been. The truth seemed to best way.
         Never could lie to those eyes. ‘You know your uncle was a soldier.’
      

      
‘Uh-huh.’

      
‘Well, sometimes when soldiers go to war, they get hurt. Wounded. Sometimes it’s on the outside, like –’

      
‘Getting shot?’

      
‘Sure, like that. But sometimes it’s not that simple. Sometimes they’re hurt on the inside.’ He paused. ‘Sort of like getting
         sick.’
      

      
‘And that’s what happened to Uncle Jason?’

      
‘Yeah. He got sick, and so they sent him home.’ Not perfect, maybe, but not bad.

      
‘Will he get better?’

      
‘Of course.’ Michael smiled softly, and set his hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘Of course he will. But it might take a little
         while, and we have to be here for him.’
      

      
Billy nodded thoughtfully. ‘Okay.’

      
‘Okay. Now,’ Michael gestured for the stairs, ‘what say we get out of here?’

      
‘Can I bring this?’ Billy held up the Transformer.

      
‘My friend, you can have it.’

      
They climbed back to the world. Billy immediately sat at the scarred desk in ‘his’ corner of the stockroom  and began playing with the Transformer, figuring out how the thing bent, which parts twisted to convert it back to a robot.
         Michael watched the boy work with that familiar feeling in his chest, a sort of liquid bursting. That’s my son. Like always, the thought seemed both novel and ancient, a profound thing that could be taught only by the wet-lipped intensity
         of an eight-year-old boy.
      

      
Funny. The toy had been his, then Jason’s, and now Billy’s. Just plastic and metal, and yet it bound them all together, tied
         the present to the past. Michael found himself remembering another trip to the basement, years ago, he and Jason clearing
         space, hauling loads of sweating junk up the narrow stairs. When they were finished, they’d dropped into folding chairs, and
         Michael had opened the safe, taken out the Black Label he’d stashed. He could still remember the smile on Jason’s face.
      

      
He smiled himself, then ruffled his son’s hair and left him at work. Behind the bar, he finished washing glasses, then checked
         the supplies of Beam and Jack. As he did, his eyes fell again on the rows of bottles, the dusty bottle of Balvenie he’d noticed
         earlier.
      

      
What the hell. The cork twisted free with a pop. Holding the bottle under his nose was like dissolving in a river of warm
         caramel. He poured two fingers, took another long inhale, sipped with his eyes closed.
      

      
Damn. Something to aspire to indeed.
      

      
The thought came with a stab of guilt. The words had come out all wrong, again. Hell, he’d damn near  called his brother a coward. Michael sighed, reached for the phone. If he could get Jason back down here, he could apologize
         with a glass of single malt heaven, try again. He’d dialed the first couple digits when the front door opened, the bell rattling.
         The brilliance of afternoon framed a silhouette, big, balding, another man behind him.
      

      
‘Sorry,’ Michael said, setting down the receiver. ‘We’re not open yet.’

      
The men stepped inside and closed the door.

      
‘I said, we’re not –’ But as they blotted out the light burning behind them, Michael Palmer saw who had entered his bar.

      
The highball glass slipped from his fingers to spin, glinting, until it passed into shadow and shattered.

   
      
      5. The Sexiest Porn in the World

      
The girl was up, bustling around in the kitchen. Jason could still smell her perfume on the pillow beside him, something fruity
         and strong. Nice, though. His head ached a little with the remnants of last night’s bourbon, and he toyed with the idea of
         rolling over, grabbing another hour of sleep.
      

      
But the sheets were muggy and close, and a fat-bellied fly buzzed around the room, dodging between the blades of the ceiling
         fan. Forget it. He pulled himself upright, leaned against the bare wall and watched the girl make coffee in the studio kitchen.
      

      
She still looked good in the morning sun, a long, toned body. Pixie hair. A curvy faux-tribal tattoo led into pale blue pan
         ties that fit well, no droop. She opened one cabinet and then another, searching with quiet efficiency.
      

      
Her name was… Jackie. Yes.

      
‘Filters are in the drawer.’ He rubbed his cheek, the skin sticky and full.

      
‘You’re up.’ She turned to smile.

      
‘Yeah.’ He pulled the sheet off and spun to the edge of the bed. The hardwood felt nice, cool. As he started to rise, pain
         spiked his belly. The muscle had a purple and yellow bruise, courtesy of the wrestler’s  rings. He winced, then smiled, remembering the rushing air as he’d jumped off the parking deck. With one hand on his gut
         and the other on the bed, he stood, glanced out the window. Morning, world.

      
Clark and Division. A weird-ass place to live. Lincoln Park to the north, all that prosperity: tree-shrouded sidewalks, little
         dogs yipping in graystone windows, the streets safe at three A.M. And south of him, the Loop, bristling with skyscrapers where
         the Lincoln Parkers made their inexplicable livings. Then here, smack in the middle, his corner. One block of ghetto-light
         carved out of the otherwise pristine Gold Coast, courtesy of the #70 bus connecting the Red Line and Cabrini Green. Twenty-four-seven,
         guys hanging out by the Currency Exchange, the sandwich shop. Late some nights he’d hear the hookers fighting, hollering the
         way only pissed-off black women could. But the studio was cheap and month-to-month, and that was about all the thought he’d
         put into it.
      

      
The smell of coffee pulled him from his reverie. The girl had found two mugs and was pouring carefully. Jason never knew how
         to handle the morning after, if they were supposed to hug and kiss like a real couple. Her eyes were blue and steady, but
         she didn’t make any moves. He opted just to squeeze her arm as he took a cup, and she smiled, then pulled a chair out from
         the table and sat down. ‘I’ll just have one before I go.’
      

      
‘Take your time.’ The coffee tasted great, strong and bitter.

      
She smiled again, then glanced around the kitchen as if she looking for a topic of conversation. There wasn’t much – a pantry
         with folding doors, a couple of dishes in the sink, a bottle of Jim Beam on the counter, grade-school analog clock on the
         wall. Finally her tour brought her full circle, her eyes back to rest on his. She hesitated, then said, ‘Were you really in
         Iraq?’
      

      
‘First Brigade, Twenty-fifth Infantry.’

      
‘Can I ask you something?’

      
He said, ‘Sure,’ but sighed inwardly.

      
‘What’s it…’ She paused, stared down at her cup. ‘What’s it like?’ When she looked back up at him, it was with something like
         lust in her eyes. He recognized the look, saw it all the time. Like pulling back a curtain, you could watch people change.
         Their inner darkness hungry to know what it felt like to get wet. Wanting him to tell them horrible, delicious things. The
         sexiest porn in the world.
      

      
‘Hot,’ he said, then stood and opened the refrigerator. Leftover Thai. When had he gotten it? He opened the container and
         sniffed. Seemed okay, though how spoiled curry would smell different from regular curry he couldn’t say. He found a takeaway
         packet with a napkin, chopsticks, soy. He split the chopsticks, rubbed them together, then scooped up a mouthful of noodles.
         Tasted fine.
      

      
‘That’s it?’ she asked, turning to look at him. ‘Hot?’

      
He shrugged. ‘Noisy.’

      
‘You don’t want to talk about it?’

      
‘Want some?’ He offered her the takeout container. She stared at him, and he sighed. ‘Look, it was hot, it was noisy. I was
         there, now I’m back.’
      

      
‘Okay,’ she said.

      
They small-talked through the rest of the
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