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            Foreword

         
         It’s April of 2022, and this Tuesday my son, born in the first weeks of COVID-19 lockdown, celebrated his second birthday.
            If all goes well, I will have a second son by the time you read this in November; if all goes well, this life-defining pandemic
            will finally be over. These last two years have been difficult for many of us—exhausting, repetitive, full of illness and
            death.
         

         
         We hoped 2021 would prove easier than 2020. Instead, we started the year with a lethal attack on the U.S. Capitol. We saw
            an increase in violent crime—and homicide in particular—accompanied by public anxiety and bitter political division. And of
            course people kept dying of COVID. We lost over 400,000 lives in the United States alone, surpassing the nightmarish toll
            of 2020.
         

         
         How to make sense of all this? The misery, the gloom, the relentless tragedy that pervades daily life, even here in beautiful
            America, one of the richest countries and largest democracies in the world?
         

         
         For some of us, the answer is the same as it’s always been: we read. I imagine that you, reading the foreword to this year’s
            Best American Mystery and Suspense anthology, are a bit like me: you draw some particular, necessary nourishment from crime fiction. I’ve been a professional
            crime writer for many years, so I’ve had occasion to examine what attracts us to this genre. I think we read to get educated
            and feel connected, as well as to escape and forget. But I developed my taste for dark, mysterious stories long before I thought
            to ask why. Animals don’t know why they eat tree bark. Scientists have studied them and determined that the bark helps them
            produce an enzyme that catalyzes the digestion of starch. But ask a beaver, capybara, or squirrel, and it’s liable to ignore
            you and keep munching.
         

         
         Whatever the mechanism, and whether or not we ask, fiction helps us make sense of life, the universe, everything. Maybe what
            we mystery fiends get from crime fiction is a way to metabolize the horrors and uncertainties of a violent world. Crime writers
            translate the mystery and suspense of everyday living, and we take these stories and make them part of ourselves.
         

         
         This is what I’ve found, anyway, in my years of reading and writing in this rich, expansive genre, and especially in the two
            eventful years since I started editing The Best American Mystery and Suspense. I’m proud to be part of this essential series, now published by Mariner Books, and grateful for the opportunity to curate
            these stories for your consumption. Since its inception as The Best American Mystery Stories in 1997, this anthology has published short fiction by many of your favorite writers at different points in their careers.
            It also boasts an illustrious roster of guest editors: Robert B. Parker, Sue Grafton, Ed McBain, Donald E. Westlake, Lawrence
            Block, James Ellroy, Michael Connelly, Nelson DeMille, Joyce Carol Oates, Scott Turow, Carl Hiaasen, George Pelecanos, Jeffery
            Deaver, Lee Child, Harlan Coben, Robert Crais, Lisa Scottoline, Laura Lippman, James Patterson, Elizabeth George, John Sandford,
            Louise Penny, Jonathan Lethem, C. J. Box, and Alafair Burke, who was the first guest editor under my tenure.
         

         
         For Best American Mystery and Suspense 2022, I had the pleasure of working with Jess Walter, a writer I have long admired. (I have a distinct memory of spotting him at
            a hotel restaurant in Seattle during the Association of Writers and Writing Programs conference in 2014; I was far too intimidated
            to approach him.) While his most famous book is probably Beautiful Ruins—an incredible literary novel as well as a publishing phenomenon—he is also a crime fiction luminary. His first two novels
            were wonderfully written thrillers featuring Spokane police detective Caroline Mabry; his third, Citizen Vince, won the Edgar Allan Poe Award for Best Novel in 2006. Like many of my favorite authors, Jess slips in and out of the genre,
            telling the stories he wants to tell in the way he wants to tell them. He is a four-time contributor to the Best American series, with three appearances in Best American Short Stories and one in Best American Nonrequired Reading. His most recent novel, 2020’s The Cold Millions, is a breathtaking historical work about the haves and have-nots in early-twentieth-century Spokane. It also features a drunken
            hit man and a fugitive outlaw, in addition to the crime that always accompanies stories of deep social inequality: corrupt
            millionaires, a thuggish police force, and desperate people in an existential struggle against a broken government.
         

         
         Early on in the selection process, Jess asked me what he called “the old unanswerable question”: How does one define a mystery
            or suspense story? I have found, after these two years of reading, that enforcing strict genre boundaries would bring me little
            satisfaction. The short form is inherently restrictive. It’s hard to deliver all the joys of a 300-page crime novel in a spare
            few thousand words. The traditional mystery structure—in which questions are asked and answered, the promises of the genre
            fulfilled—can eat up a lot of space in a shorter work, leaving less room for scene setting and character development, or any
            of the other colorful, interesting, sometimes extraneous elements that make a story memorable. One of the best parts of this
            job is seeing the many brilliant ways in which writers incorporate crime into a broad range of stories. Some are whodunits,
            some are thrillers, some are just about people in bad circumstances trying to get through their day. They all bring mystery
            or suspense in one form or another. 
         

         
         I sought out stories from a variety of sources, though I did start with the usual suspects. I read through every issue of
            Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine and Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine as well as Akashic Books’ collections of noir and genre stories. I tracked down all the crime anthologies published in 2021
            and kept tabs on the various mystery publications, both in print and online. I also hit up editors of literary journals I
            thought might have a few stories that would fit comfortably under the crime umbrella. I sifted through all these stories and
            picked around fifty of the best (or more accurately, my favorites), which I passed on to Jess. He read them closely, taking
            thoughtful notes, and we discussed their merits at length and with great enthusiasm (another amazing part of this job: the
            two-person book club with authors like Alafair Burke and Jess Walter). I gave him my input, and he narrowed down the list,
            making increasingly painful cuts, until he selected the twenty in this volume. You can find the remaining thirty candidates
            in the honorable mentions at the back of this book. All the writers and stories on that list are worth seeking out. In fact,
            two of this year’s contributors received honorable mentions last year.
         

         
         With two anthologies under my belt, I feel like I have some idea of what I’m doing as I start in on The Best American Mystery and Suspense 2023. That said, I still worry about missing eligible stories, so authors and editors, please do send me your work. To qualify,
            stories must be originally written in English (or translated by the original authors) by writers born or permanently residing
            in the United States. They need to be independent stories (not excerpts) published in the calendar year 2021 in an American
            publication, either print or online. I have a strong preference for web submissions, which you can send in any reasonable
            format to bestamericanmysterysuspense@gmail.com. If you would like to send printed materials, you can email me for a mailing
            address. The submissions deadline is December 31, and when possible, several months earlier. I promise to look at every story
            sent to me before that deadline. Afterward, you’re relying on the personal generosity of the mother of two children under
            the age of three.
         

         
         Thank you for writing. Thank you for reading. Now enjoy these killer stories.

         
         Steph Cha

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction

         
         I saw my first dead body before I was old enough to drink. A rookie newspaper reporter, I chased scanner traffic one night
            to a dark downtown alley. There, on the other side of yellow police tape, lay the crumpled body of a man who had fallen (or
            jumped, or was pushed) from a fourth-floor window. 
         

         
         I remember the eerie quiet, and the way flashlight beams lit a narrow slick of blood. I remember a handful of onlookers coming
            out of a nearby tavern to crane their necks, to see if it was someone they knew. Most of all, I remember thinking, Wait, that man is not getting up. The finality of it took my breath away.
         

         
         Over the next few years, I wrote news stories about Mafia witnesses, serial killers, a doomsday cult, and a shoot-out between
            federal agents and a white separatist family. I covered murders committed over drugs and greed and jealousy and who knows
            why. Two killers confessed to me, one of whom had already been acquitted of the crime. (After I was dragged into court to
            testify in one case, I decided to give up on jailhouse interviews.)
         

         
         When I became a fiction writer, I had no shortage of such material, and some of those experiences provided inspiration for
            my first few novels. 
         

         
         But I knew from the beginning that I didn’t want crime to be the only subject I wrote about. I wanted to write stories with suspense, but I wanted romance too. And humor! I wanted to write coming-of-age and social satire, domestic farce and paranoid fever dreams. Hell, sometimes I might even want to use footnotes.*

         
         I wanted to write the way I read: all over the place, expansively, without the artificial limitations of genre, bounding puppylike
            from philosophy to politics, from sentiment to snark, from darkness to absurdity, often on the same page.
         

         
          

         I am also an inveterate journal-keeper, and I find myself drawn to the journals and diaries of other writers. 

         
         When the stories that make up this anthology began raining down on my computer desktop, I happened to be reading Patricia Highsmith: Her Diaries and Notebooks, 1941–1995, a fascinating collection of entries from the great suspense writer’s eight thousand pages of diaries and journals.*

         
         Here we encounter the young Pat in 1949, just finished with her first novel, Strangers on a Train (soon to be adapted by Alfred Hitchcock into the classic film). She was also working on a very different novel at the time,
            The Price of Salt.* This was a book she would ultimately publish under a pseudonym, out of fear that her career would be endangered by its lesbian
            themes and her refusal to “punish” the book’s female lovers—a literary requirement of the time.
         

         
         It is both sad and thrilling to watch the young Highsmith try to reconcile these seemingly divergent literary ambitions, to
            battle both her deep self-doubt and the strict cultural biases of the time, all while defining for herself a creative ethos
            that could contain such an expansive talent. 
         

         
         “I am curious as to that part of the mind which psychology (which denies the soul) cannot find, or help, or assuage, much
            less banish—namely the soul,” Highsmith wrote in June of 1949. “It is this I want to write about next.” Later that month,
            she added: “There must be violence, to satisfy me, and therefore drama & suspense. These are my principles.” 
         

         
         It was something I had to ask myself once the great young writer and unflappable editor of this series, Steph Cha, began emailing me dozens of mystery and suspense stories. What would be my principles?
         

         
          

         Several years ago, around the time of my seventh book, a clerk at that 1.6-acre temple of a bookstore, Powell’s in Portland,
            Oregon, paid me the highest compliment: “Fiction, nonfiction, literary, crime, short stories, I’m never sure where to put
            you. Maybe you should have your own room.”
         

         
         Even now, the thought makes me a little giddy. A room of one’s own* at Powell’s? This would be book nerd-vana.
         

         
         It is also a useful way to think of an anthology like this—as a well-designed, well-apportioned room. As with any room, you’d
            want plenty of style and panache, but you’d want utility and comfort too, a full range of furniture and art, materials and
            intentions, perspectives and effects. You’d want pieces that fit together, that complement the whole, but that stand on their
            own too.
         

         
         You certainly wouldn’t want a room with six couches. Or nine lamps.

         
         This is one reason, gentle reader,* you should take an especially close look at the list of thirty honorable mention stories at the end of this anthology. There
            are some marvelous couches and lamps on that list. Wonderful ottomans and credenzas.
         

         
         Choosing the best anything is an act of subjectivity. Choosing the best short stories in any given year is a festival of the
            subjective. Any one of those honorable mentions might have made the cut.
         

         
         The choices only got harder as we got closer to a final table of contents. Eventually, I got the fifty-some stories that Steph
            sent narrowed down to twenty-some, but the last few decisions were so agonizing that I kept trying to get her to make them.*

         
          

         So, what are the Highsmithian principles I used to assemble the pieces of this particular room? Well, you can’t argue with a master: we started with drama and suspense, some violence and psychology, and a fair amount of what Pat called “soul.” 

         
         “How little does plot matter,” Highsmith wrote in May of 1953. “The joy and the art is how it is handled.” Joy and art, check
            and check. Highsmith at another point: “One cannot write, however well, and leave out the heart.” Heart, check again. Still
            later, “The main thing in any book, for me, is the momentum, the enthusiasm, the narrative rush.” Momentum, enthusiasm, and
            narrative rush. Check, check, and check.
         

         
         In addition to these qualities, I have a soft spot for humor in short stories, especially of the dark and unflinching variety,
            and for writing that is imagistic and inventive. I like settings that I’ve never seen in fiction before, and characters that
            display a full range of human experience. And fair warning: I don’t mind a quality that (at least according to my emails)
            drives a few readers crazy—ambiguity.*

         
         Finally, there is something that I have trouble defining, but which I think of as snap. I like stories that, at some point in the writing, or in the plot, or maybe even in the conception, shift or pop or crack
            like a whip.
         

         
         This can take the form of a drastic turn of action, or a surprising revelation of character. It can be a ramping up of stakes
            or a burst of wonderful writing that makes you wish you’d been the one to compose it. It can be dialogue that crackles, beginnings
            that cause you to sit up, or endings that make you slap your head.
         

         
         And what snapped in the stories that make up this collection?
         

         
         
            	The vivid collision of unlikely narrative elements—lucha libre wrestling and an adult webcam girl in Hector Acosta’s “La Chingona” (“‘¡Que tal cabrones! How you all doin’ over en el cyber-spacio?’”)
            

            	The perverse joy of having a solid life lesson delivered by a sociopath in Tracy Clark’s “Lucky Thirteen” (“How many people
               got a chance to relive their glory days? To pick up again what they’d loved and been forced to put down?”)
            

            	S. A. Cosby’s marvelously rendered setting in “An Ache So Divine,” a southern juke joint that comes so fully to life you’re practically sweating (“The heat inside the building jumped from uncomfortable to unimaginable before the band was halfway through their first song.”) 

            	The one-two punch of the irresistible opening line to Alex Espinoza’s fuguelike political allegory “Detainment” (“The child
               returned to me by the border patrol isn’t my son. My Ariel is still missing.”)
            

            	The patient and clever Strangers on a Train symmetry of Jacqueline Freimor’s “Here’s to New Friends” (“I’ve been watching him watch her for almost fifteen minutes, and
               I know he’ll make his move as soon as the train pulls out of the station.”)
            

            	Everything about the hilarious low-rent grifting singer in Tod Goldberg’s “A Career Spent Disappointing People” (“On the dance
               floor, a woman was setting up for karaoke, and for reasons Shane could not fathom, there was a guy dressed as a clown sitting
               at the bar.”)
            

            	The inventive blend of crime and time travel (crime travel?) in Juliet Grames’s “The Very Last Time” (“Francis had been gone five days before the police came. In retrospect, perhaps
               I should have pretended I wasn’t expecting them.”)
            

            	The masterful way that Lauren Groff uses the distance of a story passed down as family lore in “The Wind” to create an almost
               unbearable narrative tension (“Mama? Ralphie said again, louder. It’s him, he’s here.”)
            

            	James D. F. Hannah’s irreverent hardboiled poetry in the real estate noir, “No Man’s Land” (“Except Hauerback’s once impeccable
               features are now most definitely peccable. His face resembles mashed potatoes—if mashed potatoes could bleed.”)
            

            	The keen understanding of mechanics, both in jukeboxes and in narrative plots, in Gar Anthony Haywood’s terrific “Return to
               Sender” (“Eight days after the robbery, Binny looked up to see Peoria sitting at her favorite booth, waiting for him to come
               around to take her order. He hadn’t seen her come in and was in no fucking mood. Business was in the toilet, the Sheriff’s
               Department was no closer to finding his father’s jukebox than they were the remains of Jimmy Hoffa, and the last thing he
               needed was his ex-wife dropping in just to twist the knife.”)
            

            	The relatable, perfectly drawn character who starts a marijuana grow-op in Leslie Jones’s well-crafted “Harriet Point” (“I
               know some people think my first mistake was going into business with my husband, but between retirement savings, mortgages,
               negotiating child care against workload and respective salaries—aren’t we all in business with our husbands? I won’t be faulted
               for having the strength of my ambitions.”)
            

            	The creative structure of LaToya Jovena’s “Stingers,” with its unreliable bartender, I mean, narrator, who shows us the importance of having substitute ingredients for recipes (“Life is a chemical process. If the correct compounds are present, a chemical reaction will occur. This can happen by accident, or it can happen by design.”) 

            	The impressive way that Elaine Kagan’s comic dialogue and layered characters in “God Bless America” find mystery in domestic
               life (“Someone didn’t like mayonnaise, but she couldn’t remember who it was. Joe’s Aunt Margaret? She sighed. You had to keep
               everyone happy.”) 
            

            	The devious series of expert twists in the classic antiquarian book world of Dennis Lehane’s “A Bostonian (in Cambridge)”
               (“Truth be told, Nathaniel wasn’t as interested in books these days as he was in his ever-growing collection of letters. Rejection
               letters, in the truest sense. Goodbye letters, stay-away letters, I-don’t-love-you-anymore letters.”)
            

            	The ingenious way Kristen Lepionka brings her indelible characters together for a perfect Elmore Leonard setup-and-spike in
               “Remediation” (“Without her bangs in her face, she looked like her father, if her father had been a semi-recovered junkie
               flyer-deliverer instead of an abusive carpet salesman.”)
            

            	The surreal and inventive writing in Megan Pillow’s rhythmic “Long Live the Girl Detective,” a wry and canny story that is
               also a pointed commentary on the commodification of women in crime stories (“The Girl Detective reads about her death on Twitter.
               She is surprised.”)
            

            	The lively voice and characters that propel Raquel V. Reyes’s “Mata Hambre,” a tale of a wild Miami sandwich-making competition
               dripping with sexual intrigue and violence (“With black marker eyebrows, hair pulled back so tight it looked like guitar strings
               about to pop, big gold hoops, and a push-up bra on display from the low scooped neck of a tight tank top, my cousin was sex
               and intimidation stuffed into a pair of butt-lifting skinny jeans.”)
            

            	David Heska Wanbli Weiden’s wonderful use of deadpan humor to heighten the suspense in his portrayal of a reservation enforcer
               caught between family, friends, and tradition in “Turning Heart” (“The dog was at full attention now, staring and growling . . .
               I could see that the dog’s face was scarred and its ears were mangled. Diesel was a fighting dog. Chunky must be one of the
               shitbags who entered their dogs in these matches.”)
            

            	The hypnotic way that Brendan Williams-Childs braids faith, family, and a missing body into the philosophical mystery “Lycia” (“How did my father find God? After years of personal atheism and public devotion, did he simply turn over the pillow on which he kneeled and discover God, resting amidst the fabric—a coin, a whisker, a surprise to delight?”) 

            	The comic realism of Matthew Wilson’s “Thank You for Your Service” and its keen understanding of the narrative possibility
               of a scheme not going according to plan (“Stolen valor. It was a crime. Put the videos up on YouTube, that was a public service, and if YouTube
               paid you money when you hit a million views, well, nothing wrong with that. But taking Odell’s money, that was something different.”)
            

         

         So, that’s what you’ll find in this room we’ve put together. My deepest appreciation to Steph Cha and Nicole Angeloro and
            everyone at HarperCollins for helping to furnish and decorate it.
         

         
         A big thanks, too, to the editors of the magazines, journals, and anthologies who first published these pieces and whose work
            highlights short fiction. These publications give young writers their first breaks and established authors a place to tell
            tight, coiled stories that might not fit elsewhere.
         

         
         For almost forty years, I have written two or three (or sometimes five) short stories a year. When I was starting out, in
            the late 1980s, these were my only introduction to the literary world—a one-sided introduction, as it turned out. I had no
            agent, didn’t know any editors, and didn’t even have a creative writing degree.
         

         
         Back then, you had to mail a copy of your story in a manila envelope with another self-addressed stamped manila envelope tucked
            inside. Not only did editors expect to reject you; they expected you to pay for it.
         

         
         I sent out these manila boomerangs for years, until finally, in the mid-1990s, I got a letter back saying that a story of
            mine had been chosen from seven thousand entries and was a finalist in a short fiction contest. My prize for finishing in
            twenty-fifth place: a check for $25.
         

         
         No novel advance has ever felt better than that first check, which I stuck to my bulletin board with a thumbtack. “Look at
            that,” I recorded in my writing journal. “Now I’m a pro.”
         

         
          

         I hope that after you finish this book, you will continue to seek out the work of the pros in this anthology, and of those in the honorable mention section too. There will be names you recognize, veteran authors, and there will be others at the beginning of their careers, names you are encountering for the first time. 

         
         All of them are on journeys that are worth following.

         
         Tellingly, those words, “journey” and “journal,” have the same root, the French word jour, or “day.” One is the record of a day’s travails and triumphs (I’m in the Best American Mystery and Suspense!); the other records the distance traveled.
         

         
         You see both in the diaries of Patricia Highsmith: the drudgery of daily work, and the small victories that come from it.

         
         “Absolutely nothing happens,” she wrote about a book she was struggling to write in 1953. “I try to think intensely about
            the suspense novel. It will not jell.” During that same month, she noted simply that her publisher didn’t want “another gay
            book.”
         

         
         But at other times she would write: “I produced 9 good pages,” and, “A splendid morning of sunshine . . . Came home and finished
            part one well.”
         

         
         But what really emerges from her journals is that sense of a writer on a longer journey, a quest, over all those pages, to
            cohere her ambition and talent, her subject and style, into work that might one day transcend.
         

         
         In 1952, Highsmith was in Positano, Italy, when she stepped onto her hotel balcony and spotted a man on the beach in shorts
            and sandals, a towel over his shoulder. He was “lost in thought . . . something enigmatic and captivating about him.”
         

         
         That vision would become the character Tom Ripley, the antihero of her classic novel The Talented Mr. Ripley, and its four sequels. In May of 1954, Highsmith was well into the first Ripley book when she wrote: “I have never felt so
            sure . . . The sentences of this book go down on paper like nails. It is a wonderful feeling.”
         

         
         Amazingly, these were the last words she wrote in her journal for seven years, until, in 1961, she suddenly began the practice
            again.
         

         
         I am fascinated by this seven-year gap, and by the fact that her final diary entry is about the writing going well. I imagine
            that gap as the place where the writer finally finds someone outside the self to speak to—namely, the reader.
         

         
         And how lucky that we as readers get to be the ones to encounter those wonderful Highsmith sentences, which, “like nails,” were used to construct rooms where we can be thrilled and disturbed, entertained and edified, where we can lose ourselves for a few hours, or days, or weeks. 

         
         It is, for reader and writer alike, “a wonderful feeling.”

         
         Here’s hoping that, as I did, you find some of that feeling in the twenty stories that follow.

         
         Jess Walter

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            La Chingona

            Hector Acosta

         
         
         from The Eviction of Hope

         
         The church stood across the street and flipped God off.

         
         Peering out of her bedroom window, Veronica noticed the old building, its crumbling brick spire poking through the fog like
            a middle finger directed at the deity throwing down the barrage of rain they had been experiencing in Spokane all week. Inspired
            by the sight, Veronica joined in flipping God, or at least her upstairs neighbors, off. Rain hammered her bedroom window just
            as a crack of thunder sent the lights in her room flickering. Upstairs, her neighbors started arguing again, their voices
            and plodding footsteps crashing down atop Veronica. She’d never met the couple, didn’t even know if they really were a couple,
            just assumed so based on how much they fought. It’s something she always meant to ask Dorothy, the Hope’s on-site manager,
            but had never gotten around to. Now, with everyone getting evicted, Veronica figured it didn’t really matter.
         

         
         The memory of the eviction notice she found tacked on the door jumped at her like a wolf at the throat of a felled deer. Developers
            had been buying entire city blocks all around Spokane, signs around the city advertising redeveloped complexes with names
            like The Cooper George, The Madison, and The West End Lofts. For the longest time, she believed a developer’s fingers would
            never reach the Hope Apartments. The building was almost a hundred years old, an institution Dorothy called it once, and the city would never tear down an institution, right?
         

         
         Turns out they would, likely swayed not only by whatever money the developers were offering but also by the Hope’s reputation
            as a place which drew criminals and violence to it.
         

         
         Waves of panic crashed against her, threatening to pull her under to the place filled with empty bottles, fast-food wrappers, and slipping time. Gripping the mask lying on her lap, the world went dark as she slipped it over her head, the familiar smell of the sweat-stained cloth becoming a pier to stand on. Split vertically into green, white, and red sections, the colors of the mask invoked the Mexican flag, the design having caught her eyes when she came across it online. The price was more than she usually paid, but she clicked the order button anyway. 

         
         Picking up a plastic bottle from the floor, she gave it a couple of shakes and took a sip. The orange and vodka skewed more
            toward the OJ side of things, but Veronica didn’t feel like getting up to refill it. Screwing the cap back on, she threw the
            bottle on her bed and scooted closer to the desk which took up most of one side of the bedroom. She reached up to the webcam
            perched atop her computer monitor like a gawking bird and ensured it embraced her in the center of its lens while hiding most
            of her small and messy bedroom from sight.
         

         
         Disappointment stabbed her gut when she logged into her online account and saw only a dozen viewers waiting for her. Not for
            the first time, Veronica wondered how much easier all of this would be if rather than the brown-skinned, slightly chubby,
            masked woman her webcam captured, she could display a thinner, whiter, and blonder version of herself, features all the top
            female streamers, the ones with hundreds of thousands of followers and millions of views, had in common.
         

         
         She had started streaming six months ago, right after she lost her grocery job, and came across an online article about how
            much money people—especially women—were making by putting themselves in front of a camera. You didn’t even have to take your
            clothes off. All you had to do was play some video games and maybe talk about your day. And seeing how she was already doing
            the video games part, Veronica decided to go for it. If nothing else, it had to beat being constantly rejected for minimum
            wage jobs because she didn’t have a bachelor’s degree. Purchasing a web camera with her one and only credit card, Veronica
            sprung for the best Internet package her cable company offered and signed up with the website almost everyone used to stream
            out of, telling herself she would recoup the costs in a couple of weeks. A month max.
         

         
         Clicking through her inbox, Veronica scrolled through her messages, responding to the ones which included money—or donations, as the website encouraged her to call them. The funds would already be making their way to her bank account, minus the percentage
            the site took. The donations never amounted to much, barely enough to cover a night at the value menu, but she responded to
            everyone who sent her money, having learned early on the men (she always assumed they were men) liked to be acknowledged.
         

         
         She’d finished typing up her last reply just as a digital timer popped up in the middle of her screen, a reminder her stream
            started soon. Veronica’s finger rolled the click wheel on her mouse, as above her the neighbors continued to argue. Wishing
            she’d gotten up to refill her drink, Veronica shifted in her seat and watched the numbers on the timer bleed away. When it
            reached zero, she hit the blue Live button on the corner of the screen.
         

         
         “¡Que tal cabrones! How you all doin’ over en el cyber-spacio?” she asked, looking directly at the camera. Her words were drenched in a loud, overstylized accent, and she was thankful
            for the mask as her cheeks reddened, the heat spreading all over her face. “La Chingona sees we got Goku Did It 35 Minutes
            Ago on here already. How you doing, esé?” She waited for Goku to reply in the chat window before moving on to greet some of the other viewers.
         

         
         Early on, Veronica had tried to stream sans masks, but those shows had been disasters. She fumbled with her words, got flustered
            easily, and had a hard time splitting her attention between the video game she was supposed to be playing and the viewers
            she needed to interact with. Worst of all, she never knew what to talk about, leading to long moments of silence. Determined
            to improve, Veronica spent time watching the more popular streamers on the site, and it didn’t take long for her to discover
            something they all shared in common. Whether it be the girl wearing cat ears who was really into Japanese animation, the guy who wore a fake mustache and made dad jokes, or an entire subsection of female streamers
            who pushed the no-nudity rules on the site by wearing tight, almost painted on clothing, the best streamers all had defined
            personas. And as “woman with a nonexistent saving account, crippling debt, and no real options” wasn’t a character which viewers
            were flocking to, Veronica set out to find something new to present to the camera.
         

         
         La Chingona came to her one Sunday afternoon as she was curled up in bed, eating Hot Cheetos, drinking a beer, and stewing over yet another poorly attended streaming session. She was flipping through the television channels and wishing she hadn’t canceled the cable when she came across a movie playing on the local Spanish network. It featured a masked wrestler so famous even Veronica, who never had any interest in wrestling, knew about him. Watching the man strut around the screen in his silver mask and impeccable suit sparked an idea, and before long, she was online searching for a mask to buy and watching videos of wrestlers talking directly to the camera—cutting promos—she learned they called it. She spent days in front of the mirror attempting to emulate their speech pattern, the way confidence hung from their words like icicles from a roof. 

         
         “Órale pues, let’s get started, sí? You guys requested I play some Call of Duty, which no sé porqué—I don’t know why—La Chingona sucks at first-person shooters. But a deal’s a deal.” The character of La Chingona would have
            never worked without the mask. It shielded her from her fears and worries, allowing her to be someone else.
         

         
         Though she did wish she hadn’t gone so broad with the accent.

         
         She was in the middle of answering a question about what her favorite movie was when shouting from upstairs cut through her
            explanation as to why the much-maligned Ben Affleck superhero movie was better than people thought.
         

         
         “¡Qué relajo!” she said in La Chingona’s voice. “My neighbors, they make all the noise. That’s why La Chingona is trying to move.” She’d
            mentioned an upcoming move before in hopes it would garner more donations from people, but she always left the reason as to
            why out. It felt too pathetic, even with her behind a mask. Today, though, she found she was too tired to lie.
         

         
         “Saben que? That’s not the only reason why La Chingona is moving,” Veronica said, pausing the game midlevel. “The real reason, la verdad verdad, is that La Chingona is getting evicted. Pinche city is tearing my building down. That’s why I need your ayuda. Anything you can do or give to La Chingona will mean a lot.”
         

         
         Her chat window filled with well wishes and emoji prayer hands, and she was notified by a pinging noise of people sending her money, but when she checked her account, she found the amounts to be only a couple of dollars. Nothing which would make a difference. Veronica wanted to cry, wanted to scream about how hard she worked, and how she just needed a hand to pull her from this sinkhole. But she’d seen those types of public freak-outs, how they got spread through social media, the women getting labeled Karens, and the men pussies. They got made fun of, abused, and then forgotten. 

         
         She wouldn’t let that be her.

         
         Taking a deep breath, Veronica was about to get back into the game when a message popped into the corner of the screen. It
            was a direct message, meaning only she could see it, and it came from an account she didn’t recognize.
         

         
         I CAN HELP.

         
          

         The building wasn’t all glass, Veronica decided, stepping inside the elevator. Only about 80 percent glass, the stainless-steel (because of course, they would be stainless-steel) doors closing the moment her finger pushed the silver
            button with its inlaid black number. Veronica’s stomach tightened as the elevators started its ascent to the twenty-seventh
            floor, a sour taste clawing its way up her throat.
         

         
         She’d spent hours going through her closet, trying to pick an outfit which wouldn’t give people the wrong impression. In the
            end, she decided none of her outfits would hide the fact she was several neighborhoods and tax brackets away from belonging
            in the type of building she was walking into. So she went with a pair of faded blue jeans and a long-sleeve shirt for the
            cold weather. Her black hair she tied back in a ponytail, and she applied just enough makeup to look presentable. With the
            elevator pinging the twentieth floor, she turned to look at herself in one of the mirrored walls and not for the first time,
            wondered if she should put on the mask currently bulging in her front right jean pocket.
         

         
         The message told her to bring the mask but hadn’t been specific on whether she needed to show up wearing it or not. In fact,
            it hadn’t been specific about much. Just that he’d been watching the stream for a while now, liked what he saw, and if she
            were open to it, he might be able to help her situation. The message was signed ZERO_MIERDA.
         

         
         He liked what he saw, Veronica thought, checking one of the multitudes of reflections the elevator’s mirrored walls surrounded her with and running a hand through her hair. She wasn’t dumb, she knew the possible implications of an Internet stranger asking to meet in his apartment and had been ready to decline the invitation—especially once Zero shot down her suggestion of meeting somewhere public—when she received a notification that $1,000 had been deposited into her account. 

         
         To show I’m serious, read Zero’s second message.

         
         She tried googling his username but found very little information and nothing concrete about the person she was on her way
            up to meet. Same with checking his account on the streaming site. All that told her was the account had been created recently
            and that, per the brief analytics the site gave Veronica, hers was the only stream he’d watched in the last few weeks.
         

         
         I’m only here to listen, she told herself, the doors to the elevator opening and revealing a long, white hallway with a black door at the end of it.
            Veronica thought of the Hope’s own hallways, of the crumbling art deco style no one bothered to ever update, of the broken
            tiles and scrawled graffiti adorning almost every inch of the walls. If there were any arguing couples on the twenty-seventh
            floor, Veronica was positive the walls would block out their arguments. The urge to slip on the mask rose with every step
            she took, and by the time Veronica reached the end of the hallway, a piece of it was between her fingers. Rubbing the cloth
            helped to steady her beating heart as Veronica studied the door in front of her.
         

         
         I’ll be fine, she thought. I’m La Chingona, remember?

         
         Stuffing the mask back in her pocket, she took a breath and knocked on the door, the sound dull and weak. She waited.

         
          

         The faces stared at Veronica from the wall, empty eye sockets and slacked mouths reminding her of the painting of sad clowns
            which people with little taste bought at art fairs.
         

         
         “Which one is your favorite?” Zero—Trevor, Veronica corrected herself—asked, handing her a can of Coke. Veronica glanced down
            to it and confirmed he hadn’t opened it for her. Then she looked back to the wall and its countless pinned faces.
         

         
         Well, not actually faces. Wrestling masks.

         
         They lined the wall of Trevor’s living room, a sea of colored and stitched fabric extending from the floor all the way up to the ceiling, the masks all arranged ten to a row. Some featured simple, one-color designs, while others included multiple layers of fabric in all sorts of colors and shapes to make them stand out from each other. Somewhere in the mix, she thought she saw the mask of the wrestler which inspired La Chingona, and because it was one of the few masks she recognized, pointed to it. 

         
         “See, that’s why I wanted to meet you,” said Trevor, apparently pleased with her answer. “You’re old school, I dig that. You
            have no idea how many people come here and immediately splooge over my Jushin Liger one.” He pointed to a red and white mask
            with multiple horns coming from its side which hung on the corner of the wall, before continuing, “I mean, yeah, it’s the
            one he wore for the Tokyo Dome show, and was a bitch to verify, but there’s history, and then there’s history history, right?”
         

         
         Veronica nodded, though in reality, she understood almost nothing of what Trevor said. Which, from the short time they’d been
            speaking, was becoming a worrying trend.
         

         
         The man who opened the door had held a game controller in one hand and looked to be in his early twenties. He wore a plain
            black shirt, cargo shorts, and flip-flops. Pushing away the shaggy, uncut hair from his face, he grinned when he saw Veronica
            and said, “La Chingona in the flesh.” With an awkward flourish, he stepped to the side and invited her in, introducing himself
            as “Zero Mierda, but you can call me Trevor” in the same breath. He didn’t ask for her name.
         

         
         “I need to pee,” she told him once inside the apartment.

         
         Leading her to a bathroom the size of her own bedroom, Veronica locked the door behind her and did her business. Afterward,
            as she washed her hands, she looked in the mirror and told herself she would give this guy five minutes and then leave. Five minutes, that’s it, she thought, rummaging through the medicine cabinet and finding a medication for asthma which confirmed Trevor’s identity.
            When she came out of it, she found he’d disappeared, leaving her to walk around his apartment and stumble upon the wall of
            masks on her own.
         

         
         “I wasn’t sure if you were going to show up,” Trevor told her, plopping down on the leather couch facing the masks. Opening
            his own can of soda, he took a large gulp and said, “Also, I didn’t know what you would want to drink. I have other stuff
            if you prefer.”
         

         
         “This is fine,” Veronica muttered, placing the can of Coke on the glass coffee table. She sat down on the couch, making sure
            to keep a couple of cushion lengths away.
         

         
         “I don’t have a lot of food in the house, but if you’re hungry, I can order us something. There’s a place a couple of blocks away which makes a kick-ass pizza. Or, shit, if you got, like, a taco place you want me to get you something from, go for it. I bet you know the best ones.” 

         
         “I’m okay,” Veronica said, looking around. “I like your place,” she lied.

         
         The apartment was gigantic, with a large open living room, a kitchen most chefs would envy, and a view of downtown Spokane.
            When she received the address of this place, she googled the building and spent a few minutes clicking through pictures of
            the apartments inside, all mocked up to look their absolute best, with understated artwork and furniture, mood lighting, and
            classic style. Trevor’s apartment was nothing like that. To Veronica, it looked more like a frat house, beer and soda cans
            spread everywhere, an obscenely big television sitting on the floor, wires running from it to multiple consoles, and a large
            desktop computer. Clothes were flung everywhere, and if Trevor cleaned up for her, Veronica couldn’t tell. The masks weren’t
            the only memorabilia on the wall, as Veronica spotted a signed Cowboys jersey, framed baseball cards, and a gold, oversized
            Championship belt. Taking it all in, Veronica was 100 percent certain that somewhere in the apartment, there was a Scarface
            poster.
         

         
         “This isn’t all my collection,” Trevor said, noticing her looking at the wall, “just what I managed to move from my old house
            in Texas. Cool, right?”
         

         
         “You’re new to Washington?” Veronica asked and reached for her Coke. She wished she could add some Jack to it, but even though
            Trevor seemed harmless so far, she wasn’t about to ask for him to pour her anything.
         

         
         Nodding, Trevor spent the next few minutes explaining how he moved from Texas to Washington not too long ago, “right after
            the Bitcoin market exploded,” which is how he’d made all his money. Once again, Veronica understood almost nothing from Trevor’s
            rapid talk and wasn’t even sure if anything he said was true. The whole mining for a coin which wasn’t really a coin, seemed like a fantasy story. But fantasy or not, she was currently in an apartment with a monthly rent which likely
            was more than what she paid the Hope in a year. And the man in front of her had given her $1,000 yesterday, just to prove
            he could.
         

         
         “Thank you for the do—money,” she told Trevor, having to stop herself from calling it a donation. Stupid website.

         
         Trevor finished his soda and crushed the can. “Nothing to it. Your story really touched me, you know?”

         
         Veronica fought not to cringe at the words “touched me.” Setting her still unopened Coke can down, she remembered her promise—five minutes, that’s it—and while she didn’t have a watch, she imagined those minutes were ticking down. “You, uh, you said you could help me.”
         

         
         “Totally,” Trevor said, moving closer to Veronica. “But I gotta ask, did you bring it?”

         
         For a second, Veronica was unsure what he meant, and it wasn’t until she caught his eyes darting to the walls of masks, and
            then to her, that she understood. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out the mask. If he asks me to put it on, I’m out of here.

         
         “Can . . . can I see it?”

         
         The tone of the question was all pleading reverence, and Veronica tried not to cringe at the words. Looking at Trevor, she
            found his own eyes locked not on her but on the mask held in her hands. He remained two cushions away, far enough for Veronica
            to react if he suddenly tried anything. Still, the question and the way he was acting set off a set of alarms in her head,
            and she almost stood up and left. But where would she go? Back to Hope and an apartment which would be yanked away from her
            at the end of the month?
         

         
         Still keeping an eye on Trevor, she laid the mask down on one of the cushions between them. For a second, neither spoke, both
            looking down at the tricolored mask.
         

         
         “Where did you get it?” whispered Trevor, picking up the mask in both hands, like a priest cradling a baby during baptism.

         
         “Online.”

         
         Trevor laughed, a giggling, nervous thing which went for too long and showed Veronica a chipped front tooth. “Online. That’s insane.” Turning the mask over, he ran his fingers across the laces and asked her if she’d changed them out. “Shame,” he said when she told him she did. “Still, I guess it’s not a big deal,” he added, though his voice said that yes, it was indeed a very big deal. Flipping the mask back around, he brought it closer to his face, stretching the fabric in his fingers and wrinkling his nose as if he and only he could detect an aroma emanating from it. “Some of the stitching is off, but that’s to be expected,” he said, glancing up to Veronica, who’d been watching this whole time, and said, “You said you got it online.” 

         
         “Off eBay.”

         
         “How much you paid for it?”

         
         Alarms rang in Veronica’s head again, but this time they were different. Tilting her head, she gave him what she hoped was
            a warm smile and said, “Oh, I can’t remember.”
         

         
         Trevor laughed. “I bet you can’t.” Placing the mask back down on the cushion between them, he stood and stretched. Walking
            over to a bar cart by the kitchen, he poured himself a drink and spoke, “I love your gimmick, by the way. The whole Spanglish,
            the mask, the third person. Reminds me of El Generico in lots of ways, but you know, less problematic seeing as you’re, umm,”
            he turned and motioned up and down, “you know. You. No one is going to accuse you of appropriating a culture.”
         

         
         “Thanks, I think,” Veronica said, the can of Coke he’d given her remaining untouched and gathering condensation on the table.

         
         “Oh, it’s a compliment. Seriously, you pull the whole thing off awesomely. When someone clued me into your channel, I wasn’t
            expecting much, no offense, but the whole act is really well put together.”
         

         
         “Someone told you about my channel?”

         
         “I got a couple of people who sometimes let me know when they find something they think I’ll be interested in,” Trevor said
            and shrugged. “And there’s always message boards, and Twitter too. When they started telling me about you and sharing videos,
            I knew I had to meet you.”
         

         
         “Lucky you and I live in the same city then.”

         
         Trevor turned from the bar cart and grinned. “Weren’t you listening? I told you I moved here from Texas.”

         
         It took a beat for Veronica to register what Trevor was saying, and even then, she found herself repeating the words out loud
            just to be sure. “You moved here just for me?”
         

         
         “No!” Trevor giggled again, a sound which tightened the smile on Veronica’s face and tensed her body. “That’d be creepy. I
            was bored of Texas. It’s hot down there, did you know that? Plus full of dumbass yee-haw cowboys who don’t get what I do.
            I needed a change. So I moved.”
         

         
         So I moved. He said it so simply, as if it wasn’t anything to him. And looking at the man in front of her, Veronica imagined that it wasn’t, not for him and his kind. 

         
         Walking back to the couch, he threw himself on his side and motioned to the mask. “And of course, there’s this. You know what
            you got here, don’t you?”
         

         
         “I think I have something you want,” Veronica said. A few minutes ago, she would have been worried Trevor might get the wrong
            idea at those words, but after watching the way he treated her mask and finding out about his move, Veronica thought she had
            a good idea of why Trevor asked her over.
         

         
         “Maybe, maybe,” he said, though the way his eyes kept returning to the mask betrayed him.

         
         “You do.” Leaning forward, Veronica’s hand grazed the mask. “Tell me why, though.”

         
         Trevor frowned. “You know whose mask this is, don’t you?”

         
         Veronica shook her head.

         
         “That’s, umm, okay. Wow. I thought you did.” Pushing the hair out of his face, Trevor looked up at Veronica and studied her,
            and she got the feeling it was as if he was seeing Veronica for the first time, and not La Chingona, or the idea of La Chingona
            he had in his mind. “This,” he pointed to the mask, “belongs, or belonged, to Gladiador Sagrado.” He paused and looked at
            her expectantly, as if the information he just dropped had some weight to it. After a second, he continued, “He’s a luchador—” he coughed and added, “wrestler,” which was kind of insulting to Veronica as she got his meaning the first time around,
            “who came up in the late seventies, early eighties. Never made it big, I think he maybe had a couple of tag matches with El
            Hijo del Santo, but that’s about it, which is a shame because he was ahead of his time in terms of what he could do in the
            ring.” Trevor’s voice sped up as he talked about Gladiador Sagrado, his hands gesturing as well. “But the thing which makes
            him special, at least to folks like me, is that the dude disappeared after a couple of years of going from promotion to promotion.
            There was no big send-off, no retirement announcement, and no comeback tour years later. That’s frickin’ rare. Everyone comes back.”
         

         
         “What happened to him?”

         
         Trevor shrugged. “Who knows. Some say he just switched masks, but none of the wrestlers of that era match up to what he could do. Others say, you know,” Trevor motioned to his throat with a finger, “offed himself. Couldn’t handle the pressure or was sad about his status, but I don’t believe it.” 

         
         “Why?’

         
         Another shrug. “Just a feeling. You watch his old matches, and like, you can tell the guy was having a blast. The love of
            wrestling just shined through, and I don’t see anyone who has that to be throwing themselves off a bridge or eating a gun.”
         

         
         Veronica could have told him differently. Could have told him how sometimes a job was a job, and no matter how much you might
            enjoy it, at some point, it beats you down. That when your options begin to trickle down, you start to wonder what the bottom
            is and whether you want to wait to reach it.
         

         
         “Truth is, I was kinda hoping you were, like, related to him. That you’d come here and tell me he was your abuelito or something.”
         

         
         Veronica laughed. She’d only ever met her grandfather on her mother’s side, but she couldn’t imagine the frail, old man whose
            faculties were already leaving him by the time she was born to ever have been inside a ring.
         

         
         “What’s so funny?”

         
         “Nothing, nothing,” Veronica said and reached for her Coke can. She played with the tab on its top, not quite opening but
            pulling it enough to feel the tension in it. “I’m sorry, Trevor, but no, I’m not related to any luchadores. Like I said, I saw this mask online and bought it ’cause I liked the design.”
         

         
         Trevor’s shoulders slumped, his pose resembling one of the drooping masks on the wall. “That sucks.”

         
         “I’m sorry, but I can still sell you the mask.”

         
         “Why would I want to buy the mask?” Trevor asked.

         
         Veronica blinked. “The way you were handling it a few minutes ago like it was a sacred work of art, I—”

         
         “That’s when I thought it belonged to GS, that he’d handed it down to his granddaughter.”

         
         “I told you I bought it online.”

         
         “I figured that was a line you were feeding me, ’cause you didn’t want to reveal all your cards. But if you’re not related to him, then I guess you did buy it online. And that means this thing is worthless to me.” As if to prove his point, Trevor swept his hand on the couch, knocking the mask to the floor. “I get you’re not a real fan—which by the way, is super shitty that you lied to everyone that—so I’ll explain it to you. Those masks over there? Those aren’t cheap replicas. Each of those have been worn by the actual luchadores.” He rolled the r in the same overexaggerated manner La Chingona did. “That one you pointed to when you got here? That one alone is worth ten
            thousand dollars. Because. It is. Real. Not something bought online.” With a sigh, he reached over and picked up a game controller
            off the floor and turned on the television.
         

         
         “You told me you could help me,” Veronica said, bending down to pick up the mask. Her mask.

         
         “Huh?” Trevor said, already starting up a game. Without looking away from the television, he said, “Why would I help a liar?”

         
         “I never lied,” Veronica said. Something cold lapped at her ankles, but when she looked down, she found they were dry.

         
         “Lie by omission is still a big old lie. You’re out there in your webcam, showing off your tits and pretending like you’re
            actually a wrestling fan.” Pausing the game, Trevor said, “Tell you what, if you can name three wrestlers off that wall,”
            he pointed to the masks again, “I’ll transfer ten thousand dollars into your account right now.”
         

         
         “Fuck you,” Veronica said and rose off the couch.

         
         “No, really, ten thousand right into your bank account.” Digging into his pocket, Trevor pulled out his phone and, after a
            couple of swipes, showed her his screen. He was logged into the streaming account phone app, and he’d already typed in the
            amount in the proper section, along with her account in the “to” section.
         

         
         “Tell you what, Chingona, I’ll make it easier. Just give me the name of who wore that mask over there, and the money is yours,” Trevor said, pointing
            to the mask she told him was her favorite when she first arrived. The mask belonging to the wrestler who she’d seen on television
            not so long ago, who had inspired her to start wearing her own mask.
         

         
         “I’ll give you ten seconds.”

         
         Stepping closer to the wall, Veronica focused on the silver mask. Her heart raced as the two empty sockets stared back at
            her. That cold feeling she’d felt a second ago was back again, and this time it reached all the way up to her knees. She gripped
            the mask in her hand and searched for her memories. The name was there, she knew it. She just had to retrieve it.
         

         
         “Four seconds.”

         
         Fragments of the movie replayed in her head as she waded deeper into her mind, the cold waves of panic surrounding her. She resisted drowning in them, focusing instead on the wrestling movie, on the announcer who kept mentioning the title every time they cut to commercials. 

         
         “Two seconds.”

         
         She almost had it. It was there. The Priest? No. But something like that. Closing her eyes, Veronica gripped the mask tighter,
            pulled and twisted it in both hands, the laces becoming entangled in her fingers. The name came to her just as a ripping sound
            filled her ears, her hand tearing the laces and some of the fabric of the mask.
         

         
         “Santo!” she shouted and turned around to look at Trevor. “His name is Santo.”

         
         The two stared at each other, Veronica holding the two halves of the mask in each hand, Trevor holding his phone in one hand,
            the television controller in the other.
         

         
         “Oooh, it’s El Santo. So close, but I’m sorry, the judges won’t accept your answer.”
         

         
         “I got the name right.”

         
         Trevor shook his head. “You almost got the name right. If you were a true wrestling fan, you would have gotten it right. And it wouldn’t have taken you ten
            whole seconds.”
         

         
         “I got the name right,” Veronica said again. In her mind, the waves of panic had become still, stiller than they’d ever been
            even when she put on the mask. “You said if I got the name right, you’d give me the money.”
         

         
         “I say a lot of things. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I gotta beat this level. You can either show yourself out, or I can call
            security, and they’ll show you out.” Throwing his phone on the couch next to him, he picked up his game controller and sat
            down.
         

         
         The masks were all looking at her. She felt their weight against her back, the way they judged her for being here, for having been so dumb to hope someone like Trevor could help her. They laughed at her with the black voids they had for mouths, at the fact she couldn’t even name the mask which inspired La Chingona, at the accent she used whenever she slipped her own mask on, at the persona she draped on herself for what? For a couple of dollars and nothing more. Glancing down to her hands, she watched as her fingers loosened and the torn mask dropped to the floor. Looking up, she focused on two things, on the phone next to Trevor, the way it landed face up, and showed he was still logged into his streaming account. The second thing she focused on was the unopened can of Coke still sitting on the coffee table. 

         
         The ocean inside her mind was perfectly still as she approached Trevor and picked up the can. Trevor didn’t even glance at
            her, his attention still on the television. La Chingona smiled and swung.
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         from Midnight Hour

         
         Henry Pearse made his way up the quiet street, a bag of groceries light but cumbersome in his arms. He walked slowly, mindful
            of the icy sidewalk and the slush beneath his feet. He was of a certain age now, not as sure-footed. Caution was the ticket.
            He wasn’t infirm, by any means. He got around just fine for a man of sixty-two. Still to himself, as the old folks liked to
            say. But sixty-two was not twenty-two, and ice was ice.
         

         
         He stopped a few feet from his cracked front stoop and glowered up at the old frame house, then turned to scan the raggedy
            block, his eyes narrowing, his look accusatory. He would have to say, if asked, that he could just about smell its despair,
            its cowardly resignation. It had died years ago but hadn’t the good sense to lie down and toss the dirt.
         

         
         The town had had a thriving factory once and jobs that paid decent wages, but the factory folded and snatched the jobs away.
            Now the town was as close to nothing as nothing could get. The left-behinds, the ones caught sleeping by change and innovation,
            now stumbled like zombies after an outbreak. Aimless. Henry hated them. They hated him right back.
         

         
         He made his way up the cracked walk, wanting to get inside and settled before the fools came out. They always did on New Year’s
            Eve, as though clowning it up at the appointed hour would make their lives any less of a waste, any less insignificant. Shooting
            off cheap pistols and even cheaper firecrackers like it was the Fourth of July was nothing more than meaningless noise, Henry
            thought. Childish.
         

         
         If they knew anything, they’d know how important New Year’s Eve was, especially midnight. The stroke of twelve was a gift, a sparkling moment of transformation from old to new—a new day, a new year. It was a renaissance. 

         
         Henry looked up at his mother’s house and scoffed. Robin’s-egg blue. It had been that color for as long as he’d known the
            place. As though the lightness of the paint could cancel out the darkness inside.
         

         
         “Gone now, you old cow. And good riddance.”

         
         The woman had never understood him. Tried to remake him, hadn’t she? Turn him away from his passion. Stuff him in a box like
            everyone else. What kind of mother did that?
         

         
         He’d known early what he was meant to become, and he had considered that certainty heaven sent. Henry had had a calling, a
            talent, drive. All behind him now, though he missed the thrill of it, the sense of accomplishment. But a man had to know when
            to hang up his cleats, when to take his bow and leave the field.
         

         
         Henry climbed the front steps, opened the door, and pushed inside, damp mustiness smacking him in the face as violently as
            the snap of a wet towel. He drew in a sharp breath, held it, until he could ease into the stench of his mother’s rotting belongings
            and the ghostly remnants of her disapproval. The stink seemed to seep up through the floor cracks, slither out of the heating
            vents, bleed out of the walls.
         

         
         Straighten up and fly right, Henry boy, she’d say. You got to learn to get along in this world. And later when she saw she couldn’t change him, You’re the devil, Henry Pearse. The devil come straight from hell.

         
         Henry smiled, remembering. She hadn’t known anything. But it was always the ones who knew the least that never shut up about
            a damn thing, wasn’t it?
         

         
         Whistling his favorite tune, Henry walked the bag back to the kitchen, past the worn couch and end chairs with those infernal
            doilies on the arms. His mother had made them one after the other like it was an obsession. Crazy bat. He trailed a finger along the length of the dining room table as he passed it, making sure not to disturb the single neat
            place setting at the table.
         

         
         He’d left a simmering pot of mulligan stew on the greasy stove, and he checked it now to make sure it wasn’t sticking to the bottom. He loved stew. All kinds. Stew was efficient, offering several things all at once, no need for a second pot. He’d learned to make it a while back. Another useful skill he’d acquired along the way. He’d had such a productive life, really. He had few regrets. 

         
         The kitchen was small, outdated, painted white, but the paint had long since yellowed with grease and gunk singed into the
            many coats. The old woman hadn’t even noticed, he bet. Just kept cooking her tasteless gruel in this grimy, dark witch’s kitchen,
            never caring how it might look to the outside world. To him. And on the yellowed walls more of those damned doilies, like
            sooty butterflies spread wide and matted for display. God, he hated this house.
         

         
         He hadn’t planned on coming back here, ever, but there’d been unfinished business, and Henry hated leaving anything undone.
            Maybe he’d sell it, move on. There was nothing tying him here, really.
         

         
         The doorbell rang. Henry turned, stared down the long hall, then took a deep breath. He peeled off his jacket on his way to
            answer it, stopping at a chair to fold the coat neatly and place it over the back. When he got to the door, he stood for a
            time, his hand on the knob, watching the obscured figure of a man through the glass.
         

         
         He looked back over his shoulder, scanning the front room, past the threadbare couch, the scarred coffee table, his eyes landing
            on the mantel over the neglected fireplace where he’d lined up his treasures. Clocks. All the same.
         

         
         They were no more than a few inches tall, small, the kind folks used to travel with back in the day, before cell phones made
            that unnecessary. Each clock had little silver hands, the second hands no wider than a hair. He’d placed them side by side
            like a stilled phalanx of minutemen waiting for a call to battle. Twelve of them. Henry counted them again now, taking great
            pride. The bell rang again. He opened the door.
         

         
         The man on the doorstep was in his twenties, average in every way, Henry thought. A man most people would walk right by without
            noticing. Not dark or light, short or tall, thin or not thin, just unremarkable, like a mailbox or a light pole. The man held
            a clipboard and wore a bomber jacket with the left pocket ripped. Henry’s keen eyes took him in, unimpressed. He kept his
            face blank. “Help you?”
         

         
         The man consulted the clipboard, a little nervous, Henry would have to say, unsure. “Yeah, this is forty-three thirty-nine,
            right?”
         

         
         He had beady eyes, Henry noted, and if he had to describe the man’s hair, he’d have to say it was darkish, not blond, not quite black, ashy maybe? Whatever it was, it came to a point in a prominent widow’s peak. The eyes made him look ratlike. They were shifty too, making him appear no-account, his mother would have said. “Not interested in whatever you’re selling, son.” 

         
         The clipboard came swinging toward Henry’s face fast as anything and clocked him on the chin, tumbling him back. The blow
            was followed by a violent shove that sent him crashing to the gappy, ratty carpet, all of it, the hit, the shove, happening
            so quick Henry barely had time to register surprise.
         

         
         On the floor, Henry squeezed his eyes shut to quiet the ringing in his ears as the man slammed the door closed and locked
            it behind him. Henry lay there, the wind knocked out of him, dazed. He raised a trembling hand to his chin and drew back bloody
            fingers, the sight of his own blood a fascination. He looked up at his assailant. “I’m bleeding.”
         

         
         Bomber Jacket grinned, revealing yellow, crooked teeth, then reached down and dragged Henry by the back of his shirt into
            the living room, depositing him next to his mother’s whiskey-stained lounger. It smelled of hooch and of her. Henry held his
            breath, not wanting to take it in.
         

         
         “If you don’t do what I tell you, old man, you’ll get a lot worse.”

         
         Henry struggled to get up but faltered on the cheap carpet, worn thin by years of his mother’s hateful pacing. “You’ve made
            a mistake. You need to leave.”
         

         
         Bomber laughed. It was a deep, sour, soulless sound, full of menace. “Shut up. I’ll leave when I’m ready. First, you’re going
            to tell me where you keep it.” He pulled a .22 from his pocket, aimed it at Henry’s head. “Or I’ll end you right here.”
         

         
         “What are you talking about?”

         
         He kicked Henry hard in the side, grinning as though he enjoyed the pain he caused. But Henry denied the young man even a
            groan, which earned him a second kick. Still he made no sound.
         

         
         “So you’re tough, huh, old man?” Bomber leaned down, pressed the gun to Henry’s stomach. “Well, I’m tougher. Now you’re going
            to get your old ass up off that floor, and you’re going to give me everything you got in here that’s worth anything.” He pulled
            Henry up by his shirtfront and pushed him onto the couch. He sneered, glancing around the place, taking it in, finding it
            wanting. “What a shithole.”
         

         
         Henry massaged his wrists, rotated them to make sure he hadn’t broken or sprained them. He’d fallen hard. His eyes held the man’s. “Ask yourself, then. If I’m living here, what could I possibly have that you’d want?” 

         
         “You think this is some random hit? I been watching you. Coming and going. An old lady used to live here. I don’t see her
            anymore, so I’m guessing she kicked off.” He pointed the gun at Henry’s head. “I’m betting she left a little something behind
            when she did.”
         

         
         Henry shook his head. “All I’ve got is what you see.”

         
         Bomber scanned the living room with its mantel full of clocks. An even dozen. All frozen at the same time. Midnight. He chuckled.
            “You’re so far gone, man, you don’t even know what time it is.” He shook his head, watched Henry sitting there helpless. “But
            what does it matter, right? You with practically one foot in the grave.” He sniffed, his eyes following his nose toward the
            kitchen. “What’s cooking?”
         

         
         “My dinner.”

         
         Bomber tucked the gun in his waistband, hovered over Henry. His breath rancid, foul. “My dinner now. Get it dished up.” He pulled Henry up, took hold of his collar, and thrust him toward the pot. “I got time enough
            to eat, then deal with you.” He leaned over, whispered in Henry’s ear. “Because you’re just a lonely old fool, aren’t you?
            Nobody ever visits. Nobody comes. Not even the mailman.”
         

         
         He watched closely as Henry scooped the stew out of the pot, making sure the old man came nowhere near the knives in the drawer.
            Then he made Henry dish up a bowl for himself. At the table, Bomber sat with the gun in his lap, Henry across from him eating
            slowly as the thief ate like a man who hadn’t touched a meal in days. He noticed Henry.
         

         
         “Don’t like your own cooking?”

         
         Henry stared back at him. He could feel the blood drying on his chin. “I like it fine.”

         
         The thief put his spoon down, his eyes hardened. “Then fucking eat it.”

         
         Henry dipped the spoon into the bowl and slid stew into his mouth.

         
         “More like it.” Bomber ate half the bowl before he spoke again. “Don’t you ever use salt?”

         
         “It’s bad for you.” Henry slid in another mouthful. He figured it was going to be a long night. Best to be fortified.

         
         The thief chuckled. “Just like an old grandpa. No salt. Nothing crunchy because you don’t have teeth. What good are any of
            you?”
         

         
         “You don’t like the stew, don’t eat it.”

         
         The man’s eyes fired. He raised the gun from his lap and showed it to Henry, in case he’d forgotten who was in charge. “You’re
            going to want to cut that crap out right now, you get me?”
         

         
         Henry flicked a look at the saltshaker between them. “There’s the salt. Add it yourself.”

         
         Bomber put the gun back in his lap, grabbed for the shaker, and sprinkled salt generously over the stew before digging in
            again. After one taste, he smiled, finding the improvement satisfactory. “More like it.” He sprinkled a little more, then
            winked at Henry playfully. “When I’m done, we’ll do business.”
         

         
         Henry let his stew go and sat with his hands clasped on the table. His side ached from the kicks, but he’d get over that in
            due time. He’d always been a patient man. He’d had to be in his line of work. The breaks didn’t always go his way. Sometimes
            when he went out, he didn’t get anything, and he’d have to wait for another try. Like fishing. Fishermen weren’t guaranteed
            a catch, were they? Sometimes they had a good haul, sometimes the nets came up empty. Henry had learned to deal with disappointment,
            to delay gratification.
         

         
         Henry moved the shaker back to its original spot, next to the pepper shaker, touching, perfectly aligned. “Three days this
            week. Two the week before,” he said, his voice placid as a summer lake.
         

         
         The spoon stopped halfway to Bomber’s mouth. “What?”

         
         “That’s how long you’ve been watching. You stood across the street, down two houses, behind that big elm.” Henry smiled. “Nothing
            wrong with my sight or my hearing.”
         

         
         Bomber registered a slight confusion but not worry. He was a man with a gun in an old man’s house. He smirked and went back
            to the stew. “Good for you, then. When I finish this, you’ll do what I need you to do, and then I’ll be out of here.”
         

         
         Henry pushed his bowl toward the center of the table, checked his watch. “Okay.” He ran a hand along the tabletop. Not a scratch on the dark, polished wood. It had been his mother’s pride and joy, a big, heavy table, a lace runner down the middle. Handed down by some dead relative, it was the only thing of real value she’d had to her name, other than the house. 

         
         Bomber looked up, frowned. “What the hell are you doing?”

         
         “Admiring the table. It’s worth something. You want it?”

         
         “What the hell am I going to do with some old table?”

         
         “Sell it.”

         
         Bomber leaned back, taking the old man in, slightly amused. “Listen up. I’m here for money, and that’s all. You got that?”

         
         Henry’s eyes met his. “Sure.”

         
         Bomber looked around the room, his eyes landing in the corner where a chair sat covered in a paint-splotched drop cloth. “What
            the hell’s all that?”
         

         
         “It’s a chair.”

         
         “I see that. Why’s it covered up?”

         
         Henry sighed. “You cover furniture if you’re not going to use it for a while.”

         
         Bomber blinked, dullness in his eyes. “And, what? You don’t use that chair?”
         

         
         “Haven’t in a while.”

         
         Bomber shook his head. “That’s dumb as hell. You even have plastic under it, like it makes a difference if this jacked-up
            carpet gets any dirtier.”
         

         
         Henry let a few moments pass. “How old are you, son?”

         
         “Not your son, gramps.”

         
         “I need to call you something. What’s your name?”

         
         Bomber pushed the bowl away, clattering the spoon. He leaned back again in the high-back chair, his stomach full, certain
            of how this was all going to go. “You can call me the man who’s going to break you, right here, right now.”
         

         
         “On New Year’s Eve, no less,” Henry said. “A special day. Will you wait for midnight or no?”

         
         “Midnight? Man, I’m going to
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