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Tell you what, there wasn't no way alive outta that stinkin' room. Not that I could see. Not at first.

An’ it was impossible things got that far all at once.
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Okay, so me an’ Nicky an’ Jake an’ Max, we was sittin’ there playin’ cards on one of them foldin’ card tables. Our jackets was draped over the back of the chairs. Just them metal foldin’ chairs, you know. 

Well, all except Nick. His jacket was hung up by the door on a hook over there. ‘Cause, you know, he’s Nick.

But that’s all there was in that room. I mean there wasn’t no couch to hide behind or no big ol’ easy chair, nothin’ like that. There wasn’t no regular table you could turn on its side. Not even a little coffee table, y’know? There wasn’t nothin’ like that. 

There wasn’t even no lamps or nothin’ like that. Just the bulb hangin’ down over the table. Hangin’ there on a wire, y’know? An’ one of them little brown push-button switch sockets on it. So you could turn it off right there or with the switch by the door.

So there was the main door an’ then the door to the room where we had the girl. 

In that room there was the little army cot where the girl was an’ one of them little blue plastic chairs with the chrome legs. 

An’ then along the wall in the main room on the other side of that door was the sink an’ a cabinet with a hotplate, an’ then that little refrigerator. 

It wasn’t much, that refrigerator. A little one, y’know? An’ old. It had that rounded top an’ the little ice box inside behind a little aluminum door. It wasn’t even turned on, but Big Mike said we wouldn’t be there more’n a day or two.

An’ then there was the back wall with the window, an’ then the other wall an’ then the front wall an’ then the door again. That’s all there was in the whole room. 

Well, an’ about in the middle of the room was that card table an’ them four chairs.

I don’t even remember what game we was playin’ for that hand. You know, dealer’s choice an’ all that. But I remember jacks was wild. 

Oh, an’ just before it happened, Stinky Gus came outta the back room there where we had the girl. I remember ‘cause he closed the door real quiet behind him. 

An’ Jake looked up at Stinky an’ he said, “Hey, you gotta—” an’ he was gonna say “stay in there” or somethin’ like that, you know. ‘Cause it was Stinky’s turn to stay in the room with the girl an’ watch her.

Big Mike said specifically we was to take turns watchin’ her, an’ he said we had to be in the room with her durin’ our turn. He didn’t want us to lose her. He was tryin to make a point with that Jack Tilden guy. You know, the private dick. He was tryin’ to make a point that the guy needed to leave us alone. 

So he had a couple of guys snatch the girl an’ bring her up there an’ put her in that room. An’ then he set us to watchin’ her.

Anyways, maybe that wasn’t right, y’know? I mean, it ain’t like there’s no windows in that room or nothin’ like that. The only window in the whole place was the window on the wall there behind me. 

Oh, an’ that one, it had sort of a curtain on it. I guess you’d call it a curtain, only somebody just kind of draped part of a ripped-up old sheet over it on a couple of nails or somethin’. 

I mean, none of us was interested enough to lift it up an’ see what was under there. But it looked like maybe nails or screws or somethin’ was tuggin’ up the corners.

But anyways, hey, what Big Mikey says, that’s what you do, that’s all. 

So that’s what we was doin’ when Stinky came out. It was Stinky’s turn to watch the girl, an’ then the rest of us was playin’ cards to pass the time.

Only Jake didn’t finish sayin’ what he was gonna say to Stinky ‘cause Stinky put his finger up to his mouth and said, “Shh!” real hard but still quiet, you know. An’ then he turned his hand around and said, “It’s a’right. She’s sleepin’ real good.”

An’ Jake, he just looked at me an’ shook his head.

An’ I knew what he meant. If somethin’ happened an’ that girl skipped out, Big Mike wasn’t gonna be happy about it. An’ if that happened, it ought to all come down on Stinky. 

Only that ain’t how it’d be. I mean, Stinky’d pay for sure, but the rest of us’d be right up the same creek with him. I mean, you know, we might be a little more dry than Stinky. We might even still be breathin’. Only you don’t wanna go up Big Mike’s creek any distance, y’know? That ain’t a good place to be. 

So I looked up at Stinky an’ I said, but real quiet, rememberin’ the girl was asleep, I said, “Nah, you gotta get back in there, Stinky.”

An’ he frowned at me real hard ‘cause he don’t like that name. Hey, I forgot for a minute, you know. 

An’ Stinky, he says, “Hey, she’s sleepin’. You wanna go in there an’ make like a log, go ahead. I want in the game.”

Well I wasn’t gonna go in there. We was on two-hour shifts watchin’ the girl, an’ Stinky wasn’t in there more than about a half-hour.

So I looked at Nick an’ Max, you know, with my eyebrows raised. Like askin’ them did they wanna go in there. I didn’t look at Jake ‘cause I already knew what he thought about it.

Max, he just looked down at his cards even though he didn’t need to. He already looked at ‘em once, an’ I never known Max to look more’n once before the draw.

That was it. We was playin’ five-card draw, jacks wild. A real sissy game, but Max called it.

Anyways, the way Max played, he’d look one time an’ pull out what he wanted to discard, an’ then he’d settle back an’ look at the other guys. You know, tryin to read ‘em.

Only when I raised my eyebrows at him, he looked down at his cards, so I knew he wasn’t interested.

Now Nick, he’s a cool customer. When I looked at Nick, he just smiled about halfway and moved his head real slow left, then right. One time each way, meanin’ no.

So I looked back up at Stinky an’ I said, “We ain’t interested, Gus.” That time I remembered not to call him Stinky.

But he just shrugged, then looked around the room for another chair. 

Only there wasn’t no more chairs except the one in the room with the girl. So he hooked his thumbs in his belt and just stood there, lookin’ down at the table. Waitin’ to watch the cards land I guess.

I should’a made him go back in there, only I didn’t. An’ really, it wouldn’a made a difference.

2

Anyways, we was sittin’ there playin’ a hand an’ I’m thinkin’ what do to about Stinky when all of a sudden somethin’ crashes through the window behind me.

I rocked my chair over backwards to the right, you know. I was figurin’ there was someone behind me an’ I was tryin to get outta the way.

An’ as I was fallin’ over, I seen Nick on my left an’ Jake on my right an’ Max across the table, all slappin’ toward their left side for their guns. 

Stinky slapped too, only there wasn’t nothin’ there. I could see that. There wasn’t even no holster an’ no rig. I guess he left his gun in the room with the girl, which wasn’t the smartest thing to do. I mean, the girl was thirteen, so prob’ly she could use a gun.

But that’s prob’ly what he done ‘cause Stinky had a bad habit of takin’ off his rig an’ drapin’ it over whatever chair he’s sittin’ in. Only the chair he was sittin’ in last was in the other room.

Anyways, then there was a crash on the main door an’ a big explosion.

Somebody grunted an’ landed hard to my left, like over by the counter or the refrigerator or somethin’ but I didn’t see who it was
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