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THE man in the khaki jacket stood in the middle of the sidewalk with his hand out.

“Change?”

Peter sidestepped him, kept walking.

I shook my head. “Sorry.”

The man said something under his breath, but the only word I caught was “Asshole.”

“Did you hear that?” Peter asked.

“Let it go.”

Peter turned, raised a hand, one finger.

“Don’t.” I knocked his hand down and looked back. The man in the khaki jacket was still standing in the same spot, watching us walk away. “Not worth it.”

Peter frowned, and we kept walking.

“You’ve got the right idea,” Peter said. “Get out while you can. This place is a shithole.”

I lied and said, “It’s not that bad.”

“Are you kidding?”

“There are worse places in the city.”

“Not many.” Peter thumbed back over his shoulder. “Could you smell that guy? Fucking drunks everywhere.”

“Like us?”

“You know I’m not talking about us.” He tapped a finger against his chest. “We might be drunk, but we live down here. More than that, we pay to live down here.”

“You live down here,” I said. “I’m just visiting.”

“Right, still getting used to that.” Peter took a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and tapped one out. He lit it as we walked. “I liked it better when there was nothing down here but warehouses and empty streets.”

“Everything changes.”

“Yeah,” Peter said. “I guess it does.”

We walked, and neither of us said a word. The silence was strange, but that was how the night had gone.

The plan had been to head over to Murphy’s for a few drinks. One last drunken night in the place where we’d spent so many drunken nights. A good-bye to college life, and a celebration of whatever came next.

As it turned out, we got the drunken part right, but that was it.

“I shouldn’t talk shit about this place,” Peter said. “For all I know, next month I’ll be down here begging for change right alongside these guys.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“If this grant doesn’t come through, that’s exactly what’ll happen.”

“Have you heard anything?”

Peter shook his head. “They make you wait. They want to drive you insane before they crush your spirit.”

“That’s positive.”

“That’s reality. Do you know how many artists applied for this grant? I’m amazed I’m in the running at all.”

“I’m not. You’ve done great.”

Peter smiled. “You’re kidding, right?”

“What about that gallery show?”

“That was almost two years ago.”

“No, was it?”

“Do you know how many paintings I’ve sold since then?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. “Three, and that includes the pity sale from you.”

“It wasn’t pity,” I said. “I love that painting.”

Peter waved me off. “Doesn’t matter. If this grant doesn’t come through, I’m done with art. I’ll move on to something else. I can’t live down here and starve anymore. It was fine when we were both in school, and I had you to split the rent, but I’m not doing it by myself.”

I wanted to tell him he’d be fine, that things would get better, but I kept quiet. Peter and I had been friends for too long. I knew his moods almost as well as I knew mine, and I’d seen him hit these low points enough over the years to know that sometimes the best thing to say was nothing at all.

Empty encouragement would just make things worse.

I glanced down at my watch. It was long past midnight, and the only sounds on the street were the wind and the low rumble of the highway echoing through the empty maze of buildings around us. The silence was nice, but it didn’t take long before it got to be too much.

“You can always stay with us,” I said. “If things get really bad.”

Peter laughed. “I’m sure Ronnie would be thrilled to have me crashing on her two-thousand-dollar couch. You know how much she loves me.”

“I’m just offering.”

“And I appreciate it, but that’s a terrible idea. She’d kill you for even mentioning it. No point in ruining your new life over me.”

Peter had a point, and I didn’t argue.

I didn’t think Veronica hated Peter, but they never saw eye to eye. She tolerated him because he was my friend, but I had no doubt how she’d react if I brought him home to stay for a while.

“I can lend you money,” I said. “Something to tide you over until the grant comes through.”

“Thanks, but I don’t want to take your money.” He got quiet again, and then he looked up and smiled. “Maybe I can find another roommate.”

“I thought you already looked.”

“Not seriously,” he said. “Can’t just jump into that kind of decision; you might end up sharing a refrigerator with a psycho. You have to know the person a little, right?”

“I guess so.”

“What about Julia?”

I slowed. “What?”

“Didn’t you say she was coming home in a couple of months?” He smiled. “If she’s really taking a year off, she’ll need a place to crash after your folks kick her out.”

“You think that’s funny?”

“What?” Peter held out his hands, palms up. “She’s going to need a place, and I need a new roommate.”

“Don’t even think about it.”

“I don’t see why not,” Peter said. “She’s what, nineteen, almost twenty? Home from her first year at college, confused about the future and the great big world out there. I bet she could use a sympathetic shoulder to lean on now and then.”

I stopped walking, stared at Peter.

“You think she still wants me, don’t you?” Peter smiled. “Look, that was years ago. She was just a kid, and I’m sure whatever urges she had are long gone.”

“Not funny.”

“Maybe you’re right to be worried.” Peter laughed. “Those high school crushes can die hard.”

“That’s enough.”

“Now that she’s all grown up, if I play my cards right, maybe I’ll wind up in the family after all.” He winked. “Even if it’s just casually.”

I stepped in fast, grabbing him around the neck, pulling him into a headlock. I thought I’d dug in, but he pushed me away easily, laughing.

“Come on, I’m not the one you have to worry about,” he said. “You know what she’s like. It’s only a matter of time until she works her way down the list to me. And let’s face it. She’s a beautiful girl. I’m only human.”

I charged him, and he stepped to the side.

“You really want to do this?” he asked.

“Stand still, asshole.”

I charged him again, but this time he didn’t laugh. He didn’t try to move or fight back. Instead, he just stood there, looking past me, frowning.

“What’s wrong with you?”

Peter shook his head. “Nothing, come on, let’s go.”

He started walking.

“It was a joke,” I said. “Don’t take it personal.”

“Forget it,” he said. “Let’s just go home.”

He walked faster, and I jogged to keep up.

“Move in with Julia for all I care. You’re both grown-ups, I don’t give—”

“It’s not that.”

“Then what is it?” I stopped walking. “Hey?”

Peter slowed, then turned and came back to where I was standing. “You know that guy who asked you for money after we left Murphy’s? The one who called you an asshole?”

“What about him?”

“Well.” Peter glanced over my shoulder and nodded. “I think he’s following us.”
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I turned and looked down the street. At first, all I saw were shadows. Then the man in the khaki jacket stepped under one of the streetlights.

He saw us and stopped.

For a moment, nobody moved. Then I said, “What the hell is he doing?”

Peter shook his head. “I don’t know. Should we wait here and ask him?”

I almost said yes, a year earlier I would’ve said yes, but things were different now. Times had changed, and I had promises to keep. Besides, there was something about seeing him there I didn’t like.

It wasn’t unusual to be followed by drunks looking for money, at least not in this neighborhood, but this time was different. Something felt wrong, and I couldn’t shake it.

“You’re right,” I said. “Let’s get off the street.”

Peter nodded.

He knew.

We started walking again, faster now, and neither of us spoke. Once we got closer to the apartment, I turned and looked back. The man in the khaki jacket was still behind us, but he was closer now, less than a block away, running to catch up.

Seeing him sparked something inside me, something I thought I’d buried. I stopped walking, feeling the anger build, and said, “What the fuck is with this guy?”

“Come on,” Peter said. “Let’s just go.”

I paused, watching the man get closer, then turned just in time to see another man step out of the alley in front of us. This one was wearing a blue down coat, stained across the front, torn along one sleeve. He had an aluminum baseball bat cocked over his shoulder.

He ran toward us, screaming.

From then on, everything changed.
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I don’t remember him swinging the bat, or feeling it hit my chest, but that’s what happened. What I remember is being on the ground with him standing over me, the bat raised over his head, and me thinking, I can’t breathe. Holy shit, I’m about to die, and I can’t breathe!

The man’s eyes seemed to roll loose in his skull, and his lips moved constantly. I tried to follow what he was saying, but none of it cut through the ringing in my head.

I saw something move out of the corner of my eye, and I looked over at the man in the khaki jacket. He was on top of Peter, swinging wild, connecting with every third or fourth punch. I wanted to help, but the pain in my chest was spreading, turning my arms numb.

When I was finally able to take in some air, I pushed myself up onto my knees. This only made the pain worse.

The man with the bat was still screaming.

“Give me your fucking wallet!”

The sour, wet stink of alcohol on his breath was so strong that I couldn’t believe he was still standing. I held out one hand and used the other to ease myself up to my feet.

The man stepped back and lifted the bat higher. “Your wallet, motherfucker, now!”

I nodded, my hand still up, and reached for my wallet with the other. “It’s cool. You can have it.”

I looked back at Peter and saw he wasn’t moving. The man in the khaki jacket was pulling at his feet, trying to get his shoes off.

I took my wallet from my pocket, but I couldn’t look away from Peter. I knew I should just turn it over and walk away, but seeing Peter on the ground like that changed something inside me. The pain was still there, the anger was still there, but it was different now.

It was focused.

The man with the bat stepped closer, reaching for my wallet.

“Here.” I tossed it to him. “Take it.”

The man let go of the bat with one hand and tried to catch my wallet, juggling it as it bounced.

I moved fast, grabbing the bat with both hands and twisting low with my hips, pulling it away. The man lost his balance and fell.

I stepped back with the bat.

The look on the man’s face was almost funny. It said that it wasn’t supposed to go this way. I could see the struggle going on inside his head as he stood up and tried to figure out his next attack.

I didn’t give him the chance.

I swung, putting all my strength into it, and felt the bat connect with the side of the man’s head. The sound was loud, hollow, and the man dropped. He hit the ground hard. His body twitched, and a dark swell of blood spread under him and ran along the pavement toward the gutter.

I turned to the man in the khaki jacket. He’d been watching all of this, his mouth open. He was staring at his friend on the ground and didn’t see me coming until I was almost on top of him.

I lifted the bat and swung down as hard as I could.

This time, I felt something pop in my chest and the pain tore through me as I swung.

The man raised one arm against the blow. The bat caught him just below the elbow, and the bone in his forearm snapped.

The man screamed.

I tried to lift the bat again, but this time the pain was too much. It didn’t matter. The man was already up and running down the street and into the alley, cradling his broken arm against his chest as he went.

The air was alive around me.

I dropped the bat and knelt down by Peter. He was lying on his side, trying to sit up.

There was blood everywhere.

One of his shoes was off, lying nearby. I grabbed it, handed it to him, and asked, “Are you OK?”

Peter looked at me, but I don’t think he saw me. The skin around his left eye was red and swollen. There was blood on his forehead and covering his mouth.

“What happened?”

“He’s gone,” I said. “He took off.”

I slipped down to the curb with my feet in the gutter and ran my fingertips over each of my ribs, feeling for breaks. There was pain, a lot of it, but I didn’t think anything was broken.

Peter touched his mouth and winced. I noticed one of his front teeth was hanging loose, dangling by a dark red slip of skin.

“You should go to the hospital.”

Peter ignored me. He reached up and squeezed the tooth between his fingers and pulled it free.

A thin trail of blood dripped down his chin.

Peter didn’t seem to notice. He held the tooth in his palm and pushed it around with his finger, mumbling something I couldn’t quite hear. When he finally looked up at me, I didn’t recognize his eyes.

“We need to call the police.” I pointed toward the man lying on the sidewalk. “I think I might’ve—”

I couldn’t say it.

Peter looked past me and stared at the man. Then he pushed himself up and started toward him.

“How does he look,” I asked. “Is he—”

Again, the words wouldn’t come.

Peter didn’t say anything. He stood in the shadows between the streetlights for a long time, studying the man lying at his feet

Then he bent down and picked up the bat.

“Pete?”

He moved closer, carefully avoiding the long trail of blood running into the gutter, and stood over him, his head tilted to the side, birdlike. I hadn’t seen that look on Peter’s face in years, and it turned everything inside me to ice.

I got to my feet, slowly, then said, “Come on, Pete. Let’s go home.”

Peter leaned forward and spit on the man’s face, then he gripped the bat with both hands and swung it up and back over his shoulder.

I yelled at him to stop, but it was too late.

The blow came in low, like a golf swing, connecting with the side of the man’s face and slamming his head hard to the right. There was a delicate rattle along the side of the building, like a handful of pebbles tossed against a wall. It took me a minute before I realized it was the man’s teeth.

“Pete, stop, that’s enough!”

But Peter didn’t listen, and he didn’t stop.

It wasn’t enough, not for him.

Not even close.
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“GIVE me your keys.”

Peter reached into his pocket, took out a green rabbit’s foot keychain, and held it out to me. His fingers were dirty, shaking, and stained red.

I grabbed the keys and flipped through them until I found the right one. I unlocked the door and went inside.

Peter followed.

“Leave the lights off,” I said. “And get rid of that Goddamn thing.”

Peter looked down at the bat in his hand. “What should I do with it?”

“Put it in the tub.” I dropped the keys on the table by the kitchen and braced myself against the wall. “And don’t touch anything until you get cleaned up.”

Peter nodded, and even in the dark, his eyes looked wide and scattered, almost glowing on their own.

I waited until he was out of the room, then I went into the kitchen and leaned over the sink. The room spun around me, and I could taste a bitter mix of beer and blood in the back of my throat. I closed my eyes and waited to throw up, but it never happened. Instead, all I saw was the man’s face after I’d pulled Peter away from him.

What was left of it.

I heard the water come on in the bathroom, followed by the loud clatter of the bat dropping into the tub. That was all it took. I turned on the faucet and leaned over the sink. This time, everything came up, and for a while, I thought it would never stop.

But eventually it did.

I washed my face and rinsed out the sink. I let the disposal run for a minute before shutting everything off. Then I sat at the kitchen table with my head in my hands.

The next time I looked up, Peter was standing in the doorway, watching me. He was wearing only boxers.

“Where are your clothes?”

“In the tub with the bat.” He hesitated. “There was a lot of blood.”

I nodded and sat back in the chair.

“What are we going to do?” he asked.

I told him I didn’t know.

“We’re going to jail.”

“It was self-defense,” I said. “We won’t go to jail.”

Peter stared at me. “Self-defense?”

“That’s right.”

“I don’t think it’ll look like self-defense. I lost it out there, Evan. I couldn’t stop.”

He was right, and I knew it.

I wasn’t sure what to expect when we talked to the police. All we could do was to tell them what’d happened, step by step, and hope for the best. It was self-defense, at least at first. After that, it became something else.

Something ugly.

I tried to remember everything that’d happened, starting with where we first saw the man in the khaki jacket, when we noticed him following us, and where we were attacked. I wanted all the details set in my mind before I made the call, but my thoughts were thick and jumbled and nothing seemed to make sense.

I figured we’d be OK as long as we told the truth, but part of me knew better. Even if the cops agreed that it was self-defense, the brutal beating of a homeless man was going to make the news, and our names would be all over it.

Both our names.

I thought about Veronica and what she’d say. I knew she would stand by me, but I wasn’t sure about her family. Future son-in-law or not, that kind of publicity was the last thing they’d want, especially when it was focused on the man engaged to their daughter.

Thinking about it made my chest ache. My heart was pounding so hard against my bruised ribs that I could feel it in my throat. I tried to force myself to calm down, but it was a struggle, and I was losing.

“What are we going to do?” Peter was still in the doorway. “He’s lying out there in the middle of the sidewalk. Someone’s going to see him.”

“Who?” I asked. “There’s nobody else around for two miles in any direction.”

“We still have to do something.”

“I know,” I said. “Just let me think.”

Peter turned and paced the living room, mumbling to himself. I blocked him out and tried to think of something, anything I could tell the police that wouldn’t end up with our names splashed all over the news.

With Peter gone, it was easier to think.

I got up, stood at the window, and looked out over the street below. Everything was deserted, quiet. All that moved was the wind and the lost things it carried.

A few minutes later, Peter came into the kitchen. He went straight for the phone and started dialing.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m getting it over with,” he said. “If we don’t call now, it’s going to look like we have something to hide.”

“Hang up.”

Peter frowned. “What?”

I didn’t tell him again. Instead, I grabbed the phone away from him and hung it up myself.

“What are you doing?”

“Maybe we’re looking at this the wrong way.”

“No, the longer we wait—”

“The longer we wait, what?” I asked. “What’ll happen?”

Peter stared at me, silent.

“Let’s play it out. If we did nothing, told no one, what’ll happen?”

“Someone will find him out there.”

“But probably not until tomorrow when the warehouses open,” I said. “Then what?”

“The police will come.”

I nodded. “They’ll file a report.”

“They’ll investigate, find evidence, hair and fiber, DNA, and all the rest.”

I shook my head. I was starting to see. “I don’t think they will.”

“You don’t think they’ll investigate?”

“They’ll investigate,” I said. “But those tests cost money, and that’s something the city doesn’t have these days.”

Peter looked at me. He wasn’t convinced.

“Think about it,” I said. “Why would they run a bunch of expensive tests when they can take one look and know exactly what happened?”

“How?”

“It was a street fight,” I said. “A couple of drunks had an argument and one of them lost. It’s open and shut.”

“You don’t know that, not for sure.”

“What’s more likely? They break open their budget to run pricey tests, or they make a quick decision based on what they see and move on?”

Peter looked away, didn’t answer.

“The city is broke. It’s why half those guys are out there in the first place. A month ago they were locked up down at Rain Tree, but after the budget cuts, where do you think they went?” I pointed to the window. “They’re all out there, and everyone knows bad things happen out there.”

“So, you don’t want to do anything?”

“It’s an option.”

“It’s risky.”

“If we call the police, even if they believe us, it’ll still be on the news. I’ll lose my job, maybe Veronica too. I don’t know.”

Peter turned toward the window, silent.

“And you—”

“Those records are sealed.” Peter looked at me. “They can’t pull any of that shit.”

I held up my hands, stopping him. “You’re probably right, but what about the grant? If we come forward, you’ll never see that money, not after this.” I paused. “I think this is the best choice, for both of us.”

Peter stared at me for a moment, then turned and walked out to the living room and sat on the couch.

I followed.

“What do you think?” I asked.

Peter leaned forward and thumbed through the ashtray on the coffee table. He found a half-smoked cigarette, blew the ashes off the filter, then put it to his lips. “We’ll have to be careful.”

“I know.”

Peter lit the cigarette, and I noticed his hand was shaking. He inhaled deeply, and when he spoke next, the smoke chopped out from between his lips in short bursts. “What about the other guy? The one you chased away?”

“He won’t say anything.”

“Are you sure?”

“He doesn’t have anything to gain,” I said. “They attacked us. He won’t go to the police.”

“I hope you’re right.”

I told him I was right.

Peter nodded, slowly, and took another drag off his cigarette. He didn’t say anything else, just sat and smoked and stared out at nothing.

And just like that, it was decided.
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MY old bedroom was at the end of the hallway. I went in and started searching through all the boxes I’d left behind. Most of the stuff was junk, things I’d collected over the years that didn’t have a place in the new house with Veronica. I’d kept them in storage because I wasn’t quite ready to throw them out, and now I was happy I had.

I found the box I was looking for. It was labeled “cleaning supplies.” I opened it and took a bottle of bleach from inside and carried it back to the bathroom, then stood over the bathtub. I looked down at the clothes and the bloody bat for a long time. Then I took a rag from above the sink and got to work.

I scrubbed the bat from one end to the other with the bleach before pouring the entire bottle into the tub and letting the clothes soak. After a while, the fumes started to burn my eyes, so I got up and walked out to the living room.

Peter was just coming in.

“I think we’re good,” he said. “I went downstairs and wiped the front door, just in case.”

“What about in here? Did you touch anything?”

He shook his head. “Everything’s clean.”

I looked around, nodded.

“Are you sure about this?” he asked. “No going back.”

Peter had put on a faded Ramones T-shirt spotted with cigarette burns.

“Are you?”

“Don’t worry about me,” he said. “If it weren’t for me, you’d be the hero who fought off two attackers. I’m the one who—”

I held up my hands. “That doesn’t matter.”

He looked at me for a moment, then turned away. I could tell he wanted to say something else, but whatever it was, he kept it to himself. I was glad too. I didn’t want to hear anything else. All I wanted was to go home.

“Don’t worry about any of this,” I said. “I don’t think the cops will be around long, but if they are, and if they talk to you, just stick to the story. We walked home, and we didn’t see anything.”

Peter nodded. “I know.”

“Give them my name if they ask. I’ll tell them the same thing.” I put my hand on his shoulder. “We’ve got this one covered.”

“OK,” he said. “I believe you.”

“Good.” I let my hand drop, and I pointed to the kitchen. “You got trash bags?”

“You know where they are,” he said. “Why?”

“We’ve got to get rid of those clothes.”
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I left Peter’s place a couple of hours before sunrise, driving through the city toward the highway and the long, straight road leading into the hills.

After a few miles, I pulled off the highway and crossed into a quiet neighborhood tucked in under a canopy of trees. The roads here were wide and lined with low shops and vintage streetlights. The houses were dark, and the only sound was the steady buzz of my tires on the pavement.

I found a public park on the edge of town. There was a playground, a boat pond, and a brick gazebo in the center.

Behind the gazebo, a Dumpster.

I pulled in, shut off the engine, and then I got out and walked around back to the trunk. I took the bat and the garbage bag with Peter’s clothes inside and carried them across the playground toward the gazebo and the Dumpster.

There was a stretch of oak trees along the edge of the park, and the wind passing through the leaves sounded soft, almost secretive, like a whisper.

The farther I went, the harder it was to shake the feeling I was being watched. I glanced around at the houses surrounding the park, and it wasn’t difficult to imagine someone watching from inside any one of them.

I shook the thought away.

I told myself I was just being jumpy, and considering what’d happened that night, I believed it.

When I got to the gazebo, I walked around back. There was a single white light shining bright above the Dumpster, and as I got closer, I noticed the locking bar across the lid and felt my heart drop in my chest.

I pulled the lock, but it didn’t move.

I stayed there for a minute, under the bright light, and tried to think about my next move. I had to get rid of the bat and the clothes, that’d been my job, but I didn’t want to drive around looking for an open Dumpster either.

There had to be another way.

Then I saw it.

I moved out from under the gazebo and headed toward the pond. I stood at the edge, next to a low flowing willow tree, and stared out at the black water. I thought it might be three or four feet deep in the middle.

Deep enough.

I turned this new plan over in my mind and looked for a reason why it wouldn’t work. I couldn’t think of one.

I knelt down and opened the bag with Peter’s clothes inside. Then I stepped back and searched the ground for rocks. I found several. I dropped them in the bag and tied the ends tight, and then I picked it up and swung it out as far out as I could.

The bag hit the water fifteen feet from shore and sunk fast. The sound of the splash was loud and it echoed all around me. I stood as still as I could and looked around at the houses for any signs of life.

All quiet.

I reached down and picked up the bat, and once again, the image of Peter standing over the man in the torn blue coat came back to me with force. The image was so strong that for a moment I couldn’t breathe.

Without thinking, I flung the bat into the pond, watching it helicopter in the air before falling fast and disappearing under the water.

“It’s done.”

The sound of my voice surprised me. I don’t usually talk to myself, but this time it made sense, like a prayer at a gravesite, a letting go. And wasn’t that what tonight was supposed to be about?

Letting go of an old life.

I thought about Peter, and for the first time I really understood this was the end. I thought we’d always be friends, but from now on it would be different.

I don’t know how long I stayed there, staring out at that dark water, but after a while the wind picked up, and this time it was more than a whisper.

It was time to go.

I turned and crossed through the park toward my car, and I never looked back.
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I pulled into my driveway and shut off the engine. I didn’t want to move, so I stayed in my car for a while and stared up at our bedroom windows reflecting the yellow of the streetlights.

When I felt ready, I got out, crossed the lawn to the front door, and went inside. There were no lights on, and I moved carefully toward the stairs and our bedroom.

Veronica was asleep, the covers pulled up to her chin. I undressed as silently as I could, then climbed into bed next to her and draped my arm over her hip.

She stirred, half turned to face me.

“Hey, you.”

I kissed the side of her head. “Sorry to wake you.”

“Did you have a good time?”

“Sure,” I said. “I guess.”

“You guess?”

“You know how it is. You can never go back.”

Veronica moaned and pushed back, curling into me. “Thank God for that.”

I kissed her again, then rolled onto my back and stared up at the ceiling and the jagged shadows thrown in from the streetlight and the branches of the ash tree outside. I tried to close my eyes, but every time I did, I didn’t like what I saw.

It was a long time before I slept.
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“COME on, get up. We’re wasting the day.”

I opened my eyes just enough to see Veronica standing in the doorway, fully dressed. “What time is it?”

“Late,” she said. “I told you I have to pick up the invitations for Wendy’s shower today, so come on.”

“Ugh.” I rolled over. “Go without me.”

“Come on, it’ll be fun.”

I didn’t say anything, and I could feel her standing in the doorway, staring. A moment later, I felt her hand on my back, pushing.

“This is what happens,” she said. “You go out with Peter, you drink way too much, and you end up sleeping all day.”

“So what?”

“So, I’m not going to let you this time. We had plans, and you agreed to come along, so get up.”

She pushed again, harder this time, then walked out.

I stayed in bed a few more minutes. Then I slid out from under the covers and sat up. My head felt too tight, and I leaned forward, elbows on knees, and waited to see if it would pass.

It didn’t.

A minute later, Veronica came back into the room carrying a glass of water and two white pills I recognized immediately.

“Thank you.” I took the pills, finished the water. “That was exactly what I needed.”

“Good,” she said. “Now if we hurry, I bet we can get done before lunch. We can try that new place on Sixteenth.”

I nodded, stretched back. “Sure.”

“I’ve heard good things—”

Veronica stopped talking and inhaled, sharp. She walked around the bed and stood in front of me.

“What the hell happened to you?”

At first, I didn’t know what she was talking about, then I looked down and saw the heavy purple bruise running along the side of my chest and spreading out under my arm.

I stood up and looked in the mirror over the dresser.

“Jesus, Evan.” Veronica reached out and touched the bruise, soft. “This is terrible.”

I was still half-asleep, but the look in her eyes changed that. Everything that’d happened the night before came back all at once, one image after another.

“Evan, say something. This looks awful.”

“I know.”

“What happened?”

I hesitated, trying to think of something. “It’s stupid, don’t worry about it. I’m fine, really.”

“Oh no.” Veronica shook her head. “Don’t you dare pull that shit. Tell me what happened to you.”

“The fire escape.”

“The what?”

“It’s really dumb,” I said. “Pete and I were drinking outside on the fire escape. I got up to go inside, and I slipped, landed on the railing.”

“You might have broken your ribs.”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “It knocked the wind out of me, but I’m fine. Nothing broken.”

“Can you breathe?”

“I’m talking, right?”

Normally a comment like that would’ve started a fight, but not this time. She was too focused on the bruise, and I wasn’t sure she’d heard me at all.

“You should see a doctor. Get it checked out.”

“I’m fine.”

“Evan?”

“It looks worse than it feels,” I said. “I’m not going to see a doctor. I’m fine.”

Veronica stared at me, frowning. “You’re lucky you didn’t fall over the edge all the way down to the street. You could’ve died.”

“You’re right, it could’ve been a lot worse.”

She watched me for a moment longer, then she reached out and put her hand on my chest and winced.

I took her hand and kissed it. “Let me get in the shower. We’ve got the entire day ahead of us.”

“Are you sure you’re up for it?”

She was giving me an out, but I didn’t take it. I was awake now, and staying home would give me too much time to think, and that was the last thing I needed.

“I’ll be fine.”

Veronica leaned in and kissed me. “What is it with you and Peter?”

“What do you mean?”

“It seems like something bad always happens when you two get together. Why is that?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve never thought about it.”

Veronica nodded, turned away. As she walked out of the bedroom, she said, “Maybe you should.”
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Veronica and I spent the entire day driving from one store to another. The plan had been to pick up bridal shower invitations for her friend, then grab lunch. Instead, we spent the day shopping. By the time we got home, the sun had started to set, turning the air cold and blue.

We grabbed the bags from the backseat and walked up to the porch. As we got closer, I heard the phone ringing inside the house.

“Hurry,” Veronica said.

I unlocked the door and she ran past me.

She answered the phone, laughed, and then said, “No, we just got home. Yes, we got them. They look great. You’re going to love them.”

I carried the bags to the kitchen. Veronica saw me. She pointed to the phone and rolled her eyes. “Wendy, please don’t worry about it. It’s going to be perfect, trust me.”

I went out to the living room and sat on the couch. It was the first time all day that I’d stopped moving, and I didn’t think I could stand up again if I tried.

A few minutes later, Veronica hung up the phone, and then came in and sat next to me.

“How’s Wendy?” I asked.

“High strung.”

“Sounds like it.”

“She asked if we wanted to go out with her and David this weekend. What do you think? It could be fun.”

“Fun for who?”

“Stop it, they’re nice people.”

“David tucks his T-shirts into his jeans,” I said. “How do you talk to someone like that?”

Veronica smiled. “I’m sure you’ll think of something. You’re good with people.”

“I don’t know.”

“Will you do it for me?”

“For you?” I moved closer. “What’s in it for me?”

Veronica smiled and leaned in to kiss me, but before she could, the phone rang. She stopped halfway and touched my chin. “Don’t go anywhere.”

“I don’t think I could if I wanted to.”

Veronica got up, and I watched her walk into the kitchen. It was a hell of a sight. Once she was gone, I eased myself back and sank into the cushions.

I heard her answer the phone. She was quiet for a long time, and then she said, “Yeah, he’s here. Hold on a minute.”

She came back into the living room with the phone. “It’s for you.”

I sat up, slowly. “Who is it?”

“Guess.”

I felt my stomach drop, but I did my best to hide it.

Veronica handed me the phone. “He sounds upset.”
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“WHERE the hell have you been?” Peter’s voice was tense, urgent. “I’ve been calling you all day.”

“What happened?”

“What happened?” He laughed to himself. “The cops have been outside all fucking day. They’re going around and talking to everyone, asking questions.”

“Calm down.”

“I think we were wrong,” he said. “They’re all over the place down here.”

“They’re investigating,” I said. “That’s all.”

“We should’ve called it in when we had the chance.”

“Pete, relax. Just ride it out.”

“Ride it out?”

“Once they talk to a few people, they’ll decide it was a street fight and they’ll leave, just like we said.”

Peter was quiet. I heard the scrape of a cigarette lighter, and then he said, “They’re going to find him.”

“Find who?”

“The one who ran off.” Peter pulled the phone away and coughed. When he came back, he sounded worse. “He’s going to tell them what happened. He’ll ID us.”

I heard Veronica shuffling in the kitchen. I got up and walked to the front of the house and the bay window overlooking the street. When I spoke next, I made sure to keep my voice low.

“You have to calm down, right now.”

“Don’t you get it? They’re right outside on the sidewalk. I didn’t think—”

“Yes, you did,” I said. “This is what cops do. They look around, they ask questions, and they try to find answers. We talked about this. As long as there’s nothing that points back to us, we’ll be fine.”

“If they find that other guy, if he shows up—”

“He won’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do.”

Peter started to argue, but I stopped him.

“They won’t be able to trace this back to us,” I said. “Even if he does show up and talk to the police, they’re not going to believe him.”

“But—”

“We did all we could,” I said. “Now we wait it out.”

“I don’t know how long I can sit here like this, not with them right outside.”

“Then go to the studio, paint, bury yourself in work.”

Peter paused. “I can do that.”

“It’ll help get your mind off it,” I said. “When you get back, they’ll be gone and this will all be over.”

“You think so?”

“Trust me. I’m right about this one.”

Peter laughed, and this time it sounded almost genuine. “If they stop me and ask questions—”

“You’ll answer them,” I said. “And you’ll stick to the story.”

It took a few more minutes for him to calm down enough to get off the line. When I finally hung up, I went back into the kitchen and put the phone in the cradle.

Veronica was sitting at the breakfast table, flipping through a bridal magazine. She didn’t look up.

“What was that about?”

“Pete being Pete,” I said.

“He sounded upset.”

“Some girl he was dating ran off with one of his paintings.” I lied. “He needed to vent.”

“So he called you?”

There was weight behind the question. Normally, I’d ignore it, but not this time.

“What the does that mean?” I asked.

Veronica looked up from her magazine. “What?”

“Why wouldn’t he call me?” I asked. “Who else is he going to call?”

Veronica sighed, closed the magazine, and turned to face me. “Do you want to do this now?”

“Do what?”

“Talk about Peter and how he doesn’t make a move without checking with you first.”

“That’s not true.”

“Every problem he has becomes your problem. You’ve said it’s been like that since you were kids.” Veronica shook her head. “At some point, he’s going to have to grow up, and you’re going to have to let him.”

“You want me to turn my back on him?”

“I want him to live his own life,” she said. “It’s not up to you to solve all his problems.”

It was an old argument, and normally I’d nod along and agree just to get past it, but not this time.

This time, it struck a nerve.

When Peter was nine, his father came home and told him to pack some clothes in his backpack, that he was going to stay with his aunt Rachael for a few days.

This wasn’t unusual.

Both of his parents were drinkers, and the fights were constant. He was used to staying with his aunt until the storms passed, and this time was no different.

His father drove him to a house on the outskirts of town and parked half a block away. When Peter asked where they were, his father didn’t answer. He just sat there for a long time, staring at the house, mumbling to himself.

Then he stopped and looked at Peter.

He said, “Don’t ever get married.”

Peter watched his father get out and walk around to the back of the car. He took a ball-peen hammer from the trunk and started toward the house. When he got to the front door, he stepped back and kicked it in, hard, then went inside.

After a while, Peter got out of the car and followed.

He never told me what he saw.

He didn’t have to.

“You have no idea what he went through as a kid,” I said. “No idea.”

“I know what you’ve told me,” Veronica said. “His father caught his mother with another guy, and he killed them both. I get it, and it’s terrible, but—”

“In front of him.”

Veronica paused. “What?”

“He killed them in front of him.” I shook my head. “He didn’t tell me everything, only that they were tied up, and there was blood everywhere. He used a hammer.”

“Jesus.”

“His father didn’t know he was there,” I said. “Peter saw the entire thing.”

Veronica was silent.

“All the trouble he got into later.” I stopped. “It starts to make sense.”

“That’s terrible.”

“He’s not a bad guy,” I said.

“I never said he was.” Veronica shook her head, then closed her magazine and stacked it with the others. “It’s just sometimes I worry he’s holding you back, keeping you from growing up.”

“Keeping me from growing up? Are you fu—”

The words were there, riding a swell of anger I didn’t think I’d be able to control. Somehow I did, but when I spoke again, it took everything I had to stay calm.

“I’m getting married, I have a career, and I have a mortgage,” I said. “If you put my life up on display, I’m guessing most people would call me a fucking grown-up.”

Veronica stared at me, and I could see her jaw muscles working under her skin. I braced myself for a bigger fight, but then her shoulders dropped and she shook her head.

“You know what, forget it. He’s your friend, and it’s not my place.”

“You’re right,” I said. “It’s not.”

A flash of anger passed behind her eyes, then it was gone just as fast. She set the magazines down on the table and stepped closer. “I don’t want to fight.”

“Neither do I.”

“I’m trying to say I’m sorry.”

I nodded, kissed her, soft. “It’s OK.”

She kissed me again, and this time we let it last.

When she finally pulled away she said, “So, some girl stole one of his paintings?”

“Apparently.”

Veronica kept her arms around my neck, staring into my eyes. “Aren’t you glad you don’t have to deal with any of that stuff anymore?”

“What stuff?”

“Being single,” she said. “The drama of it all. It’s tiring to even think about.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I guess it is.”

“The slow, quiet life. It’s so much better.”

I nodded, said, “You’re right.”

And she was.
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I took the same advice I gave Peter and spent the rest of the week buried in work. It wasn’t hard to do. A development on the south side took all my attention. Even if I wanted to think about something else, it would’ve been impossible.

Despite all the extra work, I still made a point of watching the local news each night, just in case. As it turned out, one dead homeless man in the bowels of the warehouse district didn’t merit the airtime.

When Friday afternoon rolled around, I was stuck in a staff meeting. By the time it ended and I got back to my office, Colin Davis, the project supervisor and one of the firm’s senior partners, was already waiting for me.

“Where we at?”

I dropped my notebook on my desk and said, “I’ve got the demolition inspectors coming out early next week. If everything checks out, we’ll be able to move ahead by the end of the month.”

Colin nodded, then crossed one leg over the other and tapped his thumb against his knee. “What about the other issue?”

“The historical preservation society?”

He looked at me, frowned. “Of course.”

“We still don’t know how far they’re willing to go,” I said. “Nothing’s been filed so far.”

“That doesn’t mean anything,” Colin said. “These people don’t give up, trust me. They’ll be back out there causing problems before you know it, especially if we keep going with the demolition as scheduled.”

I listened to him, waiting for him to offer some kind of solution, but instead he just shook his head and stood up.

“I don’t envy you having to deal with those people,” he said. “But if it’s any consolation, you’re not the first around here, and you won’t be the last.” He started toward the door, then looked back. “Don’t screw this one up, Evan. A lot of people are watching you. Play it right, and you could be up for partner.”

I smiled.

“You didn’t hear it from me.” He reached up and picked at his tooth with his thumbnail, and then examined the find as he walked out of my office. “Best of luck.”

Once he was gone, I dropped into my chair behind my desk and looked out the window at the soft blue sky and the dark clouds rolling in from the distance.

I let my mind roam through all the possibilities. If it was true, if I was really being considered for partner, my life was about to change in all kinds of ways. Just thinking about it made it impossible to sit still.

The air in the office felt electric.

My skin buzzed.

I picked up the phone to call Veronica, but I didn’t dial right away. I had to figure out the perfect way to tell her the news. In the end, I decided to wait. I wanted to surprise her in person.

I dialed home.

Veronica answered on the second ring.

It was all I could do not to blurt the news out then and there, but before I could, she asked, “Are you ready for tonight?”

“What’s tonight?”

Veronica sighed, deep, and for my benefit. “We’re meeting Wendy and David for dinner. You agreed to this a week ago.”

I closed my eyes. “Right, sorry.”

Part of me had hoped something had come up and they’d been forced to cancel, but of course nothing had.

“If you don’t want to go, just say so,” Veronica said. “I’m not forcing you to do anything you don’t want to do.”

This was a trap.

I’d seen it before, I’d learned from it, and I wasn’t about to make the same mistake twice.

“No, let’s do it,” I said. “I’m packing up now. I’ll meet you at home in about an hour.”

Veronica hesitated. “I’m serious. If you—”

“I’m serious too. Having dinner with Wendy and Mr. Excitement? I’m all over it. It’ll be fun.”

“Please be nice.”

“I’m always nice,” I said. “It’s part of my charm.”

Veronica laughed. “OK, I’ll see you in an hour.”

I hung up and grabbed my bag off the floor. I opened it on my desk next to a stack of land development files that I needed to go over before Monday. I tossed a few in, shouldered the bag, and started for the door.

I’d just turned out the light when my phone rang.

I considered ignoring it and walking out, but something pulled me back. I walked around my desk and looked down at the caller ID.

It was Peter.

I reached for the phone, stopped, and listened to it ring a couple of more times. I tried to decide if I wanted to start my weekend with a call from Peter.

Of course I didn’t, but I picked up anyway.

“I thought I missed you.”

Peter’s voice was calm, peaceful, especially when compared to the last time we’d talked. It wasn’t what I was expecting.

“I’m just walking out,” I said. “What’s up?”

“I have to talk to you. Can you stop by the studio on your way home?”

“Tonight?” I looked at my watch. “Can’t do it. We’re meeting a couple of Ronnie’s friends for dinner. What about tomorrow? I can swing by in the afternoon.”

Peter was quiet for moment. When he spoke again, a lot of the calm I’d heard earlier was gone. “I need you to come by tonight. It’s important.”

“I’ll come by tomorrow,” I said. “Best I can do.”

“It can’t wait.” He pulled the phone away, coughed, then he was back. “How soon can you get here?”

I pulled out my chair and slumped down into it. I told myself that this was my fault, that I should’ve known better than to answer the phone.

“I can get there tomorrow.” There was an edge to my voice, and I didn’t try to hide it. “I have plans tonight, and I’m already going to be late. You know how Ronnie gets about being late.”

“It’s about what happened the other night.”

I stopped talking.

I felt something cold form in the center of my chest, grow heavy, and then settle in the pit of my stomach. I pushed myself up from my desk, walked to the window, and looked out over the streets below.

There was a man outside.

He was standing in the middle of the street, cars passing him on either side, not seeming to notice he was there at all. He was wearing a blue down coat. One of the sleeves was torn at the shoulder.

He was staring up at me.

There was blood.

I stayed at the window, unable to look away. I still had the phone in my hand, pressing it hard against my ear, but I couldn’t say a word.

Peter was the first to speak.

“Evan,” he said. “Something’s happened.”
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I called Veronica on my way out of the building. I told her something had come up and that I’d meet them at the restaurant.

She wasn’t happy.

“If you didn’t want to come, all you had to do—”

“It’s not that,” I said. “I’ll be there, I just have to take care of a couple of things at the office first.”

Veronica was quiet.

“It came out of nowhere. I’m sorry. I’ll get there as soon as I can, I promise.”

“It can’t wait until Monday?”

“Not this time.”

I made sure not to mention Peter. If she knew I was going to be late because of him, things would turn bad in a hurry. As much as I hated lying to her, this time, I didn’t see any other way.

“I guess we can wait for you in the bar,” she said. “Maybe we can push our reservation back.”

I told her again that I was sorry.

“Just hurry,” she said.

“I’ll be there before you know it.”

I hung up and crossed the parking lot to my car. When I got in, I tossed my bag on the passenger seat and started the engine. I sat there for a moment, staring down at my hands. They were shaking, and I squeezed them into fists.

It didn’t help.

Peter wouldn’t tell me what this was about over the phone, but I knew him well enough to know it wasn’t going to be that important. Most likely, he probably needed to vent, to go over some paranoid thought or theory that had popped into his head and wouldn’t leave him alone.

Whatever it was, I was sure it could’ve waited.

The more I thought about Peter, the more the muscles in my shoulders tightened. There was a dull ache building in the center of my head, and I sat forward and stretched my neck, hoping to loosen the tension.

After a few deep breaths, I was ready to go.

I put the car in gear and pulled out into the street.
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Peter’s studio was in the back of an old boathouse on the banks of the Platte River. He found the place during our sophomore year, and he’d been there ever since. The woman who owned the building rented most of it out for storage, and she let Peter have one of the back rooms for almost nothing.

There wasn’t much to the space: one large room where Peter worked, and a smaller rinse room with a hose hookup and a floor drain that he used for storage. The air inside the studio was always cold and damp and smelled like rotted wood, but a thin line of painted windows running along the top opened to the north, letting sunlight slant in, clean and warm.

Peter loved the place.

When I arrived, I turned up the dirt road and drove through an arch of cottonwood trees on the way to the boathouse. There was a grated parking area and a long slope leading down to the river where boaters could back their trucks right up to the water.

I parked at the top and got out.

The wind passing through the cottonwoods felt cool on my skin, and I could hear the slow roll of the river just beyond the boathouse. I stood for a moment, listening, while the evening light slipped into the gloam.

I heard the door to the boathouse open, and then Peter stepped out. He was carrying a hammer in one hand and several nails in the other.

He nodded to me and said, “I was starting to think you were blowing me off.”

“I should have.”

Peter knelt down and hammered one of the nails into the doorframe. “All this wood is warping,” he said. “I’ve got to find a place away from the water.”

“You’ll never leave here.”

“You’re probably right.” He checked the rest of the doorframe, then got up and went back inside.

I followed him.

It’d been a while since I’d been inside Peter’s studio, and I was amazed at how little had changed. There was a long, paint-stained wooden table at the far end of the room, and several paintings stacked along the walls, four or five deep in places, all gathering dust.

“Come on in,” Peter said. “I’m glad you came.”

“We need to talk about that. You can’t just call and expect me to come running over here like this.”

“Special circumstances.” He pointed to a mini-fridge in the corner. “Want a beer?”

“No, I want to know why I’m here. You said it was important.”

“That’s right, I did.” He took a beer from the fridge and opened it on the side of the wood table. “It is important, and it’s good, I think.”

“You think?”

Peter laughed. “Jesus, I don’t know anymore.”

I looked at my watch and frowned. “I think good news can keep a day, don’t you?”

I started for the door, but he stopped me.

“Hold on,” he said. “You need to hear this.”

“If you have something to tell me, then tell me. But make it quick.”

Peter pointed at me with the open end of his beer bottle. “OK, but you can’t freak out. I want you to listen and think about what I have to say first.”

I didn’t like the sound of this.

“Just promise me you won’t lose it,” he said. “I’m serious.”

“Fine.” I held up my hands. “Just tell me this good news so I can go.”

Peter took a drink, never taking his eyes off me. Then said, “We’re free and clear.”

“What are you talking about?”

“All the shit from the other night,” he said. “It’s over. We don’t have anything to worry about anymore.”

I shook my head.

Peter laughed. “Come on, Evan. The guy who ran off? The one whose arm you broke?”

I felt my breath catch in my throat.

I couldn’t speak.

“I was worried he’d go to the cops,” Pete said. “But that’s over now. I took care of it.”

“You took care of it?”

“That’s right.” Peter smiled and held his arms out to the sides, beaming, as if welcoming me home. “I found the son of a bitch.”
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“WHAT did you do?”

Pete set the bottle on the table, absently picking at the label with his thumbnail, ignoring the question.

I asked him again, louder.

He looked up.

“I couldn’t stop thinking about him,” Peter said. “Just knowing he was out there and that he knew.”

He paused, and I waited for him to go on.

“I tried going back to the way things were before, but I couldn’t shake it. I started going downtown to the library. I’d sit across the street from where they all gather, and I’d just watch and wait for him to show.” Peter smiled to himself. “Then one day he did.”

I didn’t say anything.

“He wasn’t alone, so I didn’t get close, but I knew it was him.” Peter held up his arm. “He had a big cast all the way up to his elbow.”

I leaned back against the bench and rubbed the sides of my head with my fingertips. “What did you do?”

“What was I going to do? There were people everywhere.” He picked up the bottle, shook what was left around the bottom, and took a drink. “I went around the corner by the fountains where I could watch him, and I waited. Nobody saw me, don’t worry.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

“You should’ve seen him out there harassing people as they walked by, drunk out of his head. I watched him for an hour before he staggered off.” Peter paused. “Then I followed him.”

“Why?”

“I had to see where he went.”

“I don’t want to hear this.”

Peter kept talking. “I thought he’d stop somewhere and pass out, but he walked all the way down to the train yard.” Pete lifted his beer, finished it, and set the bottle on the bench. “He ducked through a hole in the fence, and I went in after him.”

“What the hell were you thinking?”

“I wasn’t thinking. I was just following him. I didn’t have a plan. I barely knew how I got there.” Peter drifted. When he spoke again, his voice was soft, barely a whisper. “He stopped between two boxcars to piss, and that’s when I saw the ballast rock by my feet, and I picked it up.”

I stared at him, couldn’t speak.

Peter held out his hand, palm up and cupped, as if holding an invisible softball. His eyes were glazed, unfocused, but I could tell he was seeing everything.

“I thought it would be easy, you know? Quick, like in the movies.” He lowered his hand and looked at me. “It wasn’t anything like the movies.”

“You killed him?”

“I didn’t have a choice,” he said. “He could’ve ruined everything for us.”

There was a metal stool under the table. I pulled it out and sat down, silent.

“Now you see why I had to talk to you?” Peter said. “I needed to let you know what happened.”

“Are you out of your fucking mind?”

“You’re mad at me? I just saved our asses.” He pointed at me. “Your ass, and you’re mad at me?”

“Saved me?” I shook my head. “You just killed someone in cold blood. You murdered someone.”

“So did you.”

I felt all the air rush out of my lungs, and it took me a while to find my voice. When I did, I said, “That was self-defense. If you hadn’t lost it, we could’ve gone to the police and none of this would’ve happened.” I stood, pointed at him. “You’re the reason I’m in this at all.”

“It was your idea.”

I waved him off, started for the door.

“Where are you going?”

“I have to meet Veronica,” I said. “I’m late, and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with all this.”

“Wait, have a drink with me.” He put his hand on my shoulder. “Just one. We’ll talk this out and—”

I turned and swung, hard, connecting with Peter’s face, feeling his teeth cut into my knuckles. He didn’t fall, but his legs wobbled under him, and he grabbed the bench for support.

It took all I had to stop.

“I’m leaving,” I said. “There’s nothing to talk about with you. I’m done, do you understand?”

“I did the right thing,” he said. “There was a time when you would’ve agreed.”

“I never would’ve thought this was the right thing.”

Peter reached up and touched his lip where I’d hit him. He pulled his fingers away bloody. “You’ve changed.” He stared at me, and the faraway look was back in his eyes. “This job, Veronica. It’s not who you are.”

“It’s exactly who I am.” I pointed at him. “This is not who you are.”

“It’s always been who I am,” he said. “You of all people should know that.”

I turned and walked out of the studio and crossed the gravel lot to my car. Peter stood in the doorway watching me. When I got to my car, he said something, but it was lost beneath the sound of the river.

I looked back. “What?”

“I said, don’t do anything you’ll regret.”

I stared at him standing in the doorway and listened to the rush of water passing just beyond the trees. This wasn’t the first time in our lives Peter had threatened me, but it was the first time I thought he meant it.

We stood there for a moment longer, neither of us saying a word, and then he turned and walked back into the studio.

I got in my car and drove away.
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“Scotch, neat.”

The bartender nodded, walked away.

Veronica smiled at me, but it didn’t touch her eyes. “Are you OK?”

I told her I was fine.

Wendy and David stood next to us. They had a menu open, discussing the options.

“We’re next on the list,” Veronica said. “So this worked out perfectly. Did you get your work done?”

The bartender set my drink in front of me. I lifted it and downed it in two swallows, then held up my glass for another.

“Whoa.” David slapped my back, laughed. “Looks like someone wants to catch up.” He grinned at me, and his teeth looked pink and soft in the back bar light.

I didn’t even try to smile.

Veronica stared at me, didn’t speak.

I could feel the whiskey burn through me, and I tried my best to focus, but all I could think about was Peter and the man he’d left by the train.

This one was going to come out.

Someone was going to find the man, and this time it would make the news. One unsolved killing in the warehouse district was one thing; the police could chalk it up as a street fight, or maybe a drifter passing through town, but with two bodies, someone was going to ask questions.

I thought about going to the police. I could tell them what happened, try to explain why we did what we did, and hope for the best. If I found a good attorney—

I shook the thought away.

It was too late.

The only chance I had of keeping my life together was to pretend nothing had happened. Maybe Peter was right, maybe the guy was a loose end and now it would be over and we could both go back to our normal lives.

I tried to believe it.

I really did.
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“YOU’RE not going back?” I asked. “Ever?”

Veronica touched my arm. “Leave her alone, Evan.”

I ignored her and stayed focused on Julia sitting across the table, moving her food around her plate with her fork. “What did Mom and Dad say when you told them?”

Julia looked up at me and smiled.

“You didn’t tell them?” I asked.

“Does it matter what they say?” Julia set her fork down and leaned back. “They’ll come around.”

I laughed. “You think so?”

“Honestly,” Julia said. “I don’t really care. Either they will or they won’t. It’s up to them.”

Veronica looked at me, chuckled.

“What’s so funny?”

“Trying to figure out where you two came from,” she said. “Are you sure you’re related?”

“Sometimes I wonder.”

“Oh, please.” Julia smiled. “This good-boy image of yours might fool some people, but I know better.” She leaned forward on the table and pointed at me. “Don’t forget who you’re talking to, Evan. I know you.”

“Is that true?” Veronica’s eyes were wide. She put a hand to her chest, feigning shock. “Am I marrying a bad boy? Oh my.”

“Don’t listen to her,” I said. “Julia is a compulsive liar, and she’s obviously been drinking.”

Julia’s eyes narrowed. “Ask him how he spent his high school graduation night.”

“She knows that story,” I said. “And that was a long time ago. Everyone should be allowed at least one big mistake when they’re young.”

“And your Vegas trip with those two hippie girls who had all those mushrooms?” She touched a finger to her lips. “What were their names again?”

“I don’t even remember.”

Julia laughed. “Bullshit, try again.”

I glanced at Veronica. She was watching me, her eyebrows raised. I thought I saw a hint of a smile.

“Freedom and Lunar,” I said.

“There it is,” Julia said. “How could I forget?” She reached over and put her hand on Veronica’s arm. “We were just so thankful he came home. He’d sent a postcard telling us he’d decided to follow some jam band around the country. He was going to make money selling T-shirts and homemade shell jewelry.”

Veronica looked at me, shook her head. “Oh, Evan.”

“Ancient history,” I said. “There were a lot of drugs involved. I can’t remember all the details.”

“I can,” Julia said. “If you want, I—”

“You can stop,” I said. “Besides, you weren’t exactly an angel growing up.”

Veronica laughed. “You two.” She finished her wine and stood up. “Anyone want coffee?”

“Yes, please.” Julia started to stand. “I’ll help with the dishes.”

“No, you won’t,” Veronica said. “You two go ahead and keep talking. It’s nice to have someone around to put him in his place.”

The phone in the kitchen rang.

“I’ll get it,” I said.

Veronica pointed to my chair. “Sit.”

I eased back down, silent.

Once Veronica was gone, Julia leaned forward, elbows on the table, and said, “I didn’t embarrass you, did I?”

I told her she didn’t.

“You sure?”

I nodded. “She doesn’t care about that stuff.”

“I didn’t think so, but you never know.”

The phone kept ringing. I was about to get up and answer it myself, but then it stopped. A minute later, Veronica came out of the kitchen with two cups of coffee.

“Who was on the phone?”

“Guess.”

I nodded.

Veronica set the coffee on the table, looked at Julia. “It was Peter. I saw his name on the caller ID.”

Julia turned to me. “What am I missing?”

I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it.”

“They got in a fight,” Veronica said. “They haven’t talked for weeks.”

“A fight about what?”

Veronica shrugged. “He won’t tell me.”

Julia looked back at me. “You’re not talking to Peter? How is that even possible?”

“Let it go.”

“You can’t just stop talking to him,” Julia said. “You two have been friends forever. Work it out.”

“Can we drop this, please?”

“I just don’t think you end a friendship over one fight.” Julia looked at Veronica. “Besides, he’s really cute, don’t you think?”

Veronica nodded. “But he’s weird.”

“Weird is sexy.”

“When you’re nineteen, maybe.”

“I had the biggest crush on him growing up.” Julia looked at me. “Do you remember?”

I told her I did.

“I was just a kid,” she said. “I used to hang around hoping he’d say something to me, but he never did. It was so sad.”

“And obvious.”

“Really?” Julia crinkled her nose. “I was going for mysterious.”

I laughed. “You missed the mark.”

Julia picked up her coffee cup and leaned back in the chair. “Is he still in your old place downtown?”

“He was talking about moving.”

“Where?”

“No idea.”

Julia sipped her coffee, then held it in both hands and stared into it. “Is he seeing anyone?”

Veronica laughed.

“Don’t even think about it,” I said.

“Why not?”

“I think he’s worried you’ll end up marrying the guy,” Veronica said. “Then he’ll be part of the family.”

“Who said anything about marriage?”

“Pete’s not the same as you remember,” I said. “You need to stay away from him.”

“Does this have to do with the trouble he got into?”

“No,” I said. “I mean, maybe.”

“Because that was a long time ago,” she said. “And didn’t you just say that everyone should be allowed one big mistake when they’re young?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“You don’t have to protect me.”

“It’s not that,” I said. “Just not Peter, OK?”

Julia ignored me, turned to Veronica. “You should have us both over for dinner after they make up. Or at least give him my number.”

“This isn’t a Goddamned joke, Julia.” My voice came out harsh, but I couldn’t stop it. “Stay the fuck away from him.”

Veronica and Julia stared at me.

No one spoke.

After a while I said, “I’m sorry. Long day.”

“Apparently.” Julia reached across the table and pulled my coffee cup away. “Lay off the caffeine for a while, big brother. It was a joke.”

I nodded and tried to smile.

I wanted to say more, but the words wouldn’t come.

We finished our coffee in silence.
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THAT night, after Julia had gone, I went into the kitchen to wash dishes. We had a small TV mounted under one of the cabinets, and I flipped it on for background noise while I worked.

I’d made it through most of the dishes when Veronica came in and leaned against the counter, her arms folded across her chest.

“That went well,” she said. “Especially that part toward the end.”

“I said I was sorry.”

“I never thought of you as the protective-older-brother type.”

“I’m not.”

Veronica stepped behind me and leaned against my back, wrapping her arms around me. “What exactly happened between you and Peter?”

I felt myself tense.

“It’s obviously bothering you,” she said. “You know you can talk to me.”

“We’re just in different places in life,” I said.

“That’s it?”

“Isn’t that enough?”

“I don’t know.” Veronica hesitated. “What did Julia mean? Pete got into trouble?”

“When he was in foster care,” I said. “It was a long time ago.”

“What did he do?”

I stopped washing and turned to face her. “He had this dog. Well, it wasn’t really his. This ratty-looking stray lived in the alley behind the house. Pete would save part of his meals and sneak the food out to it every day. He loved the thing.”

“What happened?”

“The dog was always around,” I said. “He’d come in through a hole in the broken fence, and I guess his foster father got tired of cleaning the shit out of his yard. But instead of fixing the fence, one night he put a bowl of antifreeze out next to a plate of scraps.”

“Oh, my God.”

“Pete found him the next day. Dying. His guts coming out both ends.” I looked at Veronica. “He snapped.”

“What did he do?”

“He didn’t do anything at first,” I said. “He waited until his foster father was asleep, then he took the gas cans from the garage, poured gas all over the main floor, and he burned the house to the ground.”

Veronica stared at me, silent.

“Everyone got out,” I said. “But Pete was removed from foster care. There were psych evaluations, medication, all of it. In the end, I think they chalked it up to what happened with his dad.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“You know that’s why he started painting?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“It seemed to take the demons away,” I said. “At least for a while.”

“What do you mean, for a while? Is he dangerous? Because if he is—”

“No,” I said. “All this was a long time ago.”

I watched her, hoping she believed me.

“Does this have something to do with why you stopped talking to him?”

“Pete isn’t the person I thought he was,” I said. “That’s all it is, and that’s the truth.”

Veronica watched me for a moment before she moved away and grabbed her wine glass off the counter. “I think you should talk to him. Try to work out whatever it is.”

I reached for the dishtowel and dried my hands. “I thought you of all people would be happy about this.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You hate Pete.”

“I do not.” She paused. “OK, he’s not my favorite person, but I don’t hate him.”

“Then what is it?”

Veronica looked away, shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe I miss having someone to complain about all the time.”

I laughed. “Is that it?”

“No.” She smiled. “I can just tell it’s been on your mind. You haven’t been yourself for the past few weeks, and I don’t like seeing you unhappy. If that means having Peter in our lives, then there are worse things.”

I kissed the top of her head. “I’m fine, and I’ve made my decision about Peter. It’s for the best, so don’t worry about me.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

Veronica stood for a moment, looking up at me, then she leaned in and whispered, “I’m going to take a bath. Come up and join me?”

“I need to finish the dishes.”

She looked past me to the sink. Then she pressed into me, kissed my neck, and worked her way up to my chin. “I think they can wait, don’t you?”

I felt the heat of her breath against my skin, her legs moving against mine. The answer was clear.

I dropped the dishtowel on the counter and picked up my water glass. “Let’s go.”

She took my hand and started leading me out of the kitchen. I turned back to shut off the TV and stopped.

On the screen, a blonde reporter stood in the wind outside a well-lit brick building somewhere downtown. The image was a familiar one, but what caught my eye was the tagline at the bottom of the screen.

Overcrowding in city homeless shelters.

“Evan? What are you doing?”

“Just a minute,” I said. “I want to see this.”

Veronica was quiet for a moment, then said, “You’re kidding, right?”

I turned up the volume.

The blonde reporter said: “...not only this location, but several other shelters in the metro area are facing overcrowding after the body of Carol Vandertye, a thirty-seven-year-old female, was found beaten to death on the shores of the Platte River, a little over a mile from where we’re standing tonight.

“Ms. Vandertye is the third victim discovered in the last two months, and when I spoke to the shelter’s director, he said no one feels safe on the streets after dark, and—”

I felt Veronica’s fingers on my neck. “Evan?”

I dropped the glass, and it shattered in the sink.

“Shit.”

Veronica stepped back. “Are you OK?”

“I’m fine.”

“Let me help clean it up.”

She reached in, but I stopped her.

“I can do it.”

“I’ll help, it’ll be easier if we—”

“Christ, Veronica, I said I’ll do it!”

Veronica looked up at me and exhaled, quick and sharp. “OK,” she said. “You do it.”

She turned and walked out.

I wanted to go after her, to reach out and catch her before she was gone, but it was too late.

On TV, the blonde reporter was interviewing people at the shelter; each one looked tired and stretched thin. I watched them speak, one after the other, but it was just noise, and nothing sunk in.

My mind was someplace else.

Someplace dark.
  

[image: Image]
 

THE next morning, I drove downtown and parked outside Peter’s apartment. The warehouse district, deserted at night, was now crowded with people and the heavy sounds of trucks moving along the busy streets.

I went around to the front of the building and climbed the steps to Peter’s door, knocked, waited. There was no answer, so I knocked again, harder this time, then pressed my ear against the door and listened.

Silence.

I stepped back and ran my hand along the top of the doorframe, searching for the spare key. At first, I thought Peter might’ve moved it, but then my fingers touched something cold and metal. I grabbed the key, unlocked the door, and went inside.

“Pete?”

No answer.

I closed the door and stood for a moment, listening to the silence of the room. Even though not much had changed since I’d lived there, I was struck by how unfamiliar the apartment felt. It was like seeing it again for the first time, and something about it bothered me.

I moved around the room, running my fingers over the furniture. There was no dust, no dirt on the floors; even the windows were spotless. I didn’t like it. It was too clean. Peter had always been neat, but never like this.

I walked through the apartment, checking closets, cabinets, desks and drawers, but I wasn’t sure what I was trying to find. If my suspicion was right, and Peter was responsible for that woman’s death, I wouldn’t find evidence of it lying around his apartment. Peter was a lot of things, but he wasn’t stupid.

I went back to the living room and sat on the couch to wait for him. I thought about what I was going to say when he came home. I’d stayed up most of the night thinking about it, but now that I was here, in his apartment, it all seemed pointless.

Why did I want to talk to him?

I thought about it for a long time, but there was only one answer, and it wouldn’t go away.

Because all of this was my fault.

It was my decision not to go to the police that first night. It was my fault. I was the one who got rid of the bat and his clothes and coached him on how to act around the cops, how not to draw attention to himself.

I’d shown him how to be invisible.

If Peter killed that woman, she was dead because I allowed it to happen.

This realization sank into me, and I couldn’t shake it. I turned it over in my mind, again and again, but there was no way around it.

My chest felt tight, and my stomach cramped until I was sure I was going to be sick. I leaned forward, closed my eyes, and waited for the feeling to pass. When it finally did, I got up and opened the window leading out to the fire escape.

The sharp sounds from the street bled into the room, loud and familiar. I leaned my head out and breathed deep, letting the city air clear my head and settle the emptiness growing inside me.

I was still leaning out the window when I heard footsteps outside the door, and a key turn in the lock.

I turned around as Peter opened the door and stepped inside. He was carrying two white plastic grocery bags in one hand and holding his keys in the other, the green rabbit’s foot dangling loose.

“Evan?”

I stepped away from the window, feeling some of the strength come back to my legs. “We need to talk.”

Peter stared at me, a deep line forming between his eyebrows, then he nodded and closed the door behind him. “The spare key, right? I forgot all about it.” He slid the deadbolt in place, and then moved past me to the kitchen and set his grocery bags on the table. “You haven’t returned any of my calls.”

“Was it you?”

“Was what me?” He opened the bag and took out two steaks, a rainbow of peppers, and a bottle of red wine. “I don’t know what to say to you. You’re mad, I get it, but—”

“I saw the fucking news, Pete.”

Peter stopped unpacking and looked at me, silent.

“It’s everywhere,” I said. “A killer preying on the homeless. A woman’s body found floating in the river—”

“And you think it’s me?”

“Tell me it wasn’t you,” I said. “Tell me someone else killed that woman they found in the river.” I paused, watching him. “Please.”

Peter shook his head and turned back to his groceries. He started unpacking and didn’t say anything.

Something bitter crept up the back of my throat, and I swallowed hard. I wanted to say so much, but all I could manage was one word.

“Why?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You’re lying.”

Peter laughed then turned to face me. “Why are you here? Are you feeling guilty?” He stepped closer. “What’s done is done. Let it go.”

“I thought I did,” I said. “I let it go that first night. I let it go after what you did in the train yard. But I can’t do it again. I can’t stand by while you—”

“While I what?”

I paused, not believing the words forming in my head. “I can’t stand by while you kill innocent people.”

“Innocent?” Peter stared at me for a long time, and then he laughed and shook his head. “Go home, Evan, before this gets bad.”

“How much worse can it get?”

Peter stopped laughing. His face turned hard. “You’d be surprised.”

“Just tell me it’s not true.”

Peter looked down at the kitchen table and ran his fingers over the scarred wood surface.

“Pete?”

“You don’t get it,” he said. “And I’ll never be able to make you understand.”

“Understand what?”

“The way she looked at me,” he said. “She knew what was happening, Evan. It was all right there in front of me. I saw it in her eyes.”

I felt the air rush out of me, as if I’d been punched in the chest. The room shifted around me, and I backed up into the living room and slumped onto the couch.

Peter followed, leaning against the wall. “I’d never seen her before in my life, but in that moment, I owned her. I was in control, and she was mine. I knew her better than anyone else in the entire world.” He paused. “And she knew me, the real me.”

I held up my hands, stopping him. “We can get you help.”

Peter laughed. “Go home, Evan.”

“This isn’t you,” I said. “Where did this come from?”

“It’s always been part of me, and you know it.”

“No,” I said. “Not this. I didn’t know about this.”

“Then why did you come running over here when you saw the news?” He motioned to the window. “People get killed out there every day, but you didn’t think about that. You came straight to me. Why?”

I started to speak, but I didn’t have an answer. All I knew was that I didn’t want to hear any more. I couldn’t.

I got up and said, “I’m leaving.”

Peter watched me cross the living room toward the door. Before I walked out, he said, “What are you going to do now?”

“What the hell am I supposed to do?”

“Nothing,” Peter said. “You’re supposed to do nothing. You go on with your life, and I’ll go on with mine.”

“It’s not that easy.”

“You think it’d be easier to go to the police? Tell them what happened? You think if you come clean about all of this it’ll just go away?”

I didn’t say anything.

Peter stepped closer, his eyes never leaving mine. “I know how your mind works, Evan. You think all of this is your fault, that you should’ve listened to me and called the police that first night. But it’s not your fault.”

“We should’ve called the police that night,” I said. “I never should’ve talked you out of it.”

Peter smiled. “It wasn’t exactly hard to do.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but the words didn’t come.

He was right.

Peter watched me for a moment, then said, “Go home. Go back to your life with a clear conscience. This has nothing to do with you. I won’t call you again.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Of course you can.” Peter stared at me. “There’s too much on the line. You won’t go to the police.”

“How do you know?”

“Because you know they won’t believe it was just the one, and because you know what it will do to Veronica when she finds out what’s been going on.”

Veronica.

I hadn’t thought about Veronica, and for a second I let myself imagine what she’d say. It wasn’t good, and I pushed the thought away, fast.

“Go home, Evan.”

“You have to stop,” I said. “I can’t let this go on.”

Peter shook his head, smiled. “You don’t have a choice.”
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THE weekend passed in a blur. Veronica spent it making last-minute arrangements for her trip to Vegas for Wendy’s bachelorette party, while I hung around the house, dazed, thinking about Peter and what I needed to do.

Eventually Veronica noticed, and when I came in from loading her suitcase into the car, she took my hand, pulled me close, and asked, “Are you OK?”

I kissed her and told her I was, but it wasn’t good enough. She wouldn’t let me go.

“Is it work?”

I shook my head. “It’s nothing, don’t worry about it.”

“It’s something. You’ve been so preoccupied the last few days. I’m worried about you.”

I told her again that I was fine, and for a while, she seemed to accept it. I finished packing the car, and then we both climbed in and I drove her to the airport.

Halfway there, Veronica turned to me and said, “It’s Peter, isn’t it?”

“What’s Peter?”

“The reason you’re so distracted,” she said. “It’s this fight you’re in with Peter.”

“It’s nothing, I promise.”

“You can talk to me,” she said. “You can tell me anything.”

I looked over at her, smiled, put my hand on her leg, and said, “If there was something to talk about, I’d talk to you about it, but there’s nothing.”

“Evan, I—”

“Stop worrying about me,” I said. “Enjoy the trip, sit by the pool. I’ll be here when you get back, and everything will be fine, I swear.”

I kept my eyes on the road as I drove, but I could feel her watching me. Eventually she relaxed and turned away, and neither of us spoke again until we got to the airport and said good-bye.
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When I got to work Monday morning, my boss, Colin Davis, was waiting outside my office.

“Got a minute?” he asked.

I told him I did and led him into my office. I set my briefcase on the floor beside my desk and motioned to one of the chairs across from me.

He didn’t sit.

“I’ll get right to it,” he said. “It looks like those historical preservation nuts are going to get their day in court. Word came down this morning.”

“We’re going to court? When?”

“Who knows? They can keep this tied up for months, maybe years, and I’m sure that’s exactly what they want to do. They think they can wait us out.”

My phone vibrated in my pocket. I took it out and looked at the ID. It was Julia. I hit the ignore button.

“Can they wait us out?”

“Of course they can,” he said. “They have all the time in the world.”

I waited for him to go on, but he didn’t.

“There has to be something we can do,” I said. “I’ve been working on this for months.”

Colin looked down, nodded. “At best, this puts the project on hold for a while, but the truth is that we just don’t have the resources to wait that long.” He tapped my desk with his knuckles. “I’m sorry, Evan. There will be others.”

I tried to keep my disappointment from showing, but it was impossible to hide. I thought about asking what this did to my chances of making partner, but there was no point.

I already knew.

“You’re right,” I said. “There will be others.”

Colin held out his hand. I shook it and did my best to smile as he walked out of my office.

Once he was gone, I thought about calling Julia back, but the last thing I wanted to do was talk to anyone. Instead, I leaned back in my chair, and closed my eyes.
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That night I poured myself a drink and watched the local news. There was nothing on about the murders, new or old. When the broadcast was over, my head ached, and my stomach felt twisted and raw. I reached for the remote and flipped through the channels, looking for something to take my mind off Peter.

I stopped on a program about crocodiles in Australia. It was talking about a remote spot along a river that was popular with rafters, even though long stretches of it were infested with crocodiles.

Every year, people would ignore the posted warnings and paddle through, and every year the local police would have to pick pieces of them out of the water.

One rafter they interviewed had been able to grab a branch and pull himself up into a tree after his raft had overturned. Once he was out of the water, he looked back and saw his friend dragged under by one of the crocodiles, and he could do nothing to help.

The rafter stayed in the tree for two days before the rescue teams found him, and the crocodile waited below the entire time. At one point, the rafter said the crocodile surfaced with what was left of his friend’s body in its mouth, holding it up for him to see.

“He was trying to scare me down,” the rafter said. “It almost worked too. I’ve never been more terrified in my life. All I wanted to do was run.”

I’d seen enough.

I flipped through a few more channels before shutting off the TV and pouring another drink. By the time I finished it, I thought I knew what needed to be done.

I had to make Peter stop.

I fixed one more drink and made the call.

The woman who answered at the police station sounded bored and annoyed. She asked if I had an emergency.

“No,” I said. “But I think I might’ve seen something the night that man was killed downtown.”

She asked for my name, but I didn’t give it to her. I told her about a man running into Peter’s building carrying a baseball bat. I gave her the address and a description that could’ve been anyone, and hung up before she could ask anything else.

I held the phone in my lap for a long time. Then I dropped it next to me on the couch and leaned back and closed my eyes. My chest hurt, and the whiskey in my stomach burned through me. I thought making the call would make me feel better, but it didn’t.

I felt even worse.

I stayed in bed for a long time that night, unable to sleep. I kept going back to Peter and the call I’d made to the police. I didn’t know what would come of it, and that worried me. But it was too late. Whatever was coming would come, and I could do nothing to stop it.

When I finally fell asleep, I dreamt of rainstorms over black water, and of things, ancient and dark, sliding cold under the surface.
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PETER called the next night.

I didn’t answer, and for the next few days, I avoided all of his calls. Each time I saw his name pop up on my phone, I felt a sickness in my chest that hung on for hours.

Eventually, the calls stopped.

Veronica came home from her trip later that week, and it didn’t take long before life went back to normal. With the demolition project on hold at work, I moved to a school restoration project backed by the city. There was a lot to do, and the workload helped keep my mind off Peter. But I still read the paper each morning and watched the news every night, just in case.

After a while, I started thinking everything would be OK, that the killings had stopped, that it was over. But all that changed the day Julia came to see me in my office.

I’d arranged a job interview for her with Human Resources, and we’d planned to grab lunch together after.

Julia showed up in a dress.

It was the first time I’d seen her in one in years, and I couldn’t help but smile.

“You like it?” She held her arms out and spun. “I thought I should look the part.”

“You do,” I said. “Very professional.”

“I think I might’ve overdone it.” She stepped back and ran her hands down her sides. “It’s just a receptionist job. It’s not like I’m going to do whatever it is you do every day.”

“You’re lucky,” I said. “I’ll trade you.”

She looked around the office and the maze of cubicles and wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think so.”

“Did I tell you they were considering me for partner?”

Julia’s eyes went wide. “Were?”

“The project I was working on fell through,” I said. “But I’m on their radar, so it’s just a matter of time.”

“That’s great, Evan.”

“It might still be a while,” I said. “And I’ll have to buy in, which is a lot of money. More than we have.”

“So, borrow it.”

I nodded. “I’ll figure it out.”

“Of course you will.” She reached out and hugged me. “You always do, don’t you.”

I chose to ignore the tease to her voice. Instead, I asked her how her interview went.

Julia rolled her eyes. “The lady talked about her cats the entire time. She mentioned the job only once, and that was to tell me how much everyone loves you around here.” She leaned in close. “I think she has a crush.”

“Did she give you the job?”

“With you on my side, I think I’m in.”

“Then we should celebrate.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Julia said. “But not now. How about this weekend? I want to take you guys out for dinner, on me. There’s a lot to talk about.”

“Like what?”

“Like stuff that can wait until the weekend,” Julia said. “Right now, I’m starving.”

“There’s a Thai place down the street.”

“Sounds perfect.”

I held out my arm. “Then let’s go.”

Julia hooked her arm through mine, and we walked out together into the afternoon sun.
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The restaurant was crowded, but we managed to find a small table in the back by the kitchen. When our waiter came, we both ordered the same thing, and after he left we laughed about falling back into old habits.

“Remember how we’d drive Dad crazy when we’d order the same thing every time?”

“We both have good taste,” I said. “Always have.”

Julia reached out and ran her finger along the edge of her water glass, silent.

“Something wrong?”

“No,” she said. “Not really.”

I frowned. “Tell me.”

She looked up at me, smiled, then lifted her water glass and took a drink. “I don’t know why I bother hiding anything from you.”

I told her I didn’t either.

“I’m thinking about moving out of Mom and Dad’s,” she said. “If I’m going to take some time off from school, I can’t be there anymore.”

“Did you talk to them about it?”

Julia shook her head. “Not yet.”

“You’re nineteen,” I said. “They can’t stop you.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s not what I’m worried about.”

“Then what’s the problem? Do what you—”

I stopped.

There was a man standing outside, staring at me through the full-length windows that overlooked the street. He was wearing a blue down coat. The left side of his head was broken, and blood ran down his shoulder and over his arm and dripped steadily onto the sidewalk.

I looked down at the table and started rearranging my silverware. I couldn’t breathe.

“Evan?”

I nodded toward the window without looking up. “Do you see that guy outside?”

Julia turned, said, “What guy?”

I looked up, slow.

All I saw were spring trees and the midday sun reflecting white off the passing cars.

I exhaled, but my heart was still beating hard.

“Are you OK?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Jumpy today.”

Julia watched me. “It’s more than that.”

I waved her off. “It’s not important,” I said. “You were going to tell me about moving out?”

“Forget it. We can talk this weekend. I want to hear what Veronica has to say anyway.”

“Should I be hurt by that?”

“Aw, it’s OK.” Julia smiled, reached out, and put her hand on mine. “You know your opinion means the most.”

“But?”

“But sometimes you can be a little...” She paused. “Closed minded.”

“And you think you’ll get a better response from Veronica?” I laughed. “I can’t wait.”

She started to say something else, but then the waiter came with our drinks. After he left, Julia didn’t bring it up again, and I didn’t ask.

For the next hour, I listened to her stories about late-night college parties and early morning classes. It was fun to hear about, but it also made me realize how little I missed those days.

My life had moved on.

After lunch, I walked Julia to her car. The sun was slipping behind a wall of dark clouds along the horizon, and the wind was cold and strong. A storm was coming, but I hoped it would hold off for a while longer, at least until I was back in my office.

Julia stopped at her car and gave me a hug.

“Don’t forget about this weekend,” she said. “We have a lot to talk about.”

“You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

“Now what fun would that be?” She smiled, then got in her car and drove away.
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The storm didn’t wait, and when it hit, it hit hard. By the time I got back to my office, I was soaked.

The receptionist watched me walk in and shake the water from my coat. I smiled at her, and she handed me a stack of pink message slips and pointed to a man in a wrinkled brown suit sitting in the lobby.

“This gentleman is here to see you.”

“Did we have an appointment?”

The receptionist shook her head and looked away.

I frowned and crossed the lobby to where the man was sitting and held out my hand. “Evan Teller,” I said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize we had an appointment.”

The man stood and shook my hand.

“We didn’t,” he said. “I’m Detective Rustin with Metro Police. Do you have a minute?”
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I led Detective Rustin back to my office and closed the door. He sat in one of the chairs across from my desk, crossed one leg over his knee, and watched me.

I tried my best to stay calm, but my heart was beating so hard against my ribs that I couldn’t focus. All I could think was that he could tell something was wrong, and that made everything worse. I was afraid that at any moment I’d start talking and wouldn’t be able to stop. I’d tell him everything, and he’d end up leading me out of the office in handcuffs for everyone to see.

But I didn’t.

Instead, I said, “What can I do for you, Detective?”

“I’d like you to take a look at something.” He took a photo the size of a playing card from his jacket pocket and handed it to me. “Do you recognize her?”

The girl in the photo was young and blonde and looked like a thousand other young, blonde girls. I didn’t know who she was, but I stared at the photo for a moment longer before handing it back.

“Sorry,” I said. “Who is she?”

Detective Rustin watched me as I spoke, his eyes never leaving mine. “Theresa Griffin. Her mother reported her as a runaway three weeks ago. From what I can tell, she’d been staying downtown with friends ever since.” He paused. “A jogger found her body by the Platte River yesterday.”

I felt everything inside me fall away, and I tried my best not to let it show. “Christ, how old was she?”

“Sixteen.” Rustin looked at the photo, then held it up again. “Are you sure you don’t know her?”

I nodded. “I’m sure.”

“Check again.” He handed me the photo. “Maybe something will come to you.”

“I’ve never seen her before.”

“You’re positive?”

“If I recognized her, I’d tell you.”

Rustin took the photo and tapped it against his open palm before putting it back in his pocket. “Can you tell me where you were this past weekend?”

“Am I a suspect?”

“We don’t have any suspects,” he said. “I’m only contacting people who might’ve known her, asking questions, hoping someone can give us some insight into what happened.”

“I was with my fiancée all weekend.”

“What did you two do?”

I thought back and told him everything Veronica and I did over the weekend that I could remember. He listened, nodded, didn’t speak.

“We can call her if you’d like,” I said. “She can verify all of this.”

“That’s not necessary.” He opened a small notebook and scribbled something on one of the pages. “Like I said, we’re just contacting people who might know something, nothing official.”

“I don’t see why you’d ask me,” I said. “I’ve never seen the girl.”

Detective Rustin looked up from his notebook. “What about Peter Williams? He’s a friend of yours, right?”

I opened my mouth to answer. All I could do was nod.

“Do you talk to one another?”

“Occasionally, sure.”

“Would you consider yourselves close?”

“What do you mean?”

Rustin closed his notebook. “Are you good friends?”

I shrugged. “Sure, I guess.”

He nodded, opened his notebook again, and made a mark. “When was the last time you two spoke?”

“It’s been a few weeks. Why, is he—”

“He’s someone we’d like to talk to, that’s all.” Detective Rustin slapped his notebook closed. “I believe that’s all I have for now. I appreciate you making time for me today.”

I told him it wasn’t a problem, then added, “Anything I can do to help, let me know.”

Detective Rustin smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I sure will. Thank you.”

I followed him to the door. Once there, he stopped and turned back, snapped his fingers. “You don’t happen to have a business card, do you?”

“Of course.” I felt my pockets, then walked behind my desk and opened the top drawer. “I should be getting new ones soon, but the number is the same.”

The detective took the card and turned it over in his hands. “Would you mind writing your cell number?”

I wrote my number on the back.

He looked at it for a moment, then took a clear plastic evidence bag from the inside pocket of his jacket. One of my business cards was inside, bent and bloodstained.

“Theresa Griffin had this card in her pocket when we found her.” He held up the card I’d given him and compared it to the one in the bag. “Your cell number is on the back, and it looks like your handwriting.” He stared at me. “Any idea why?”

It took me a minute to find my voice. When I finally did, all I could say was, “I have no idea.”

“Do you want to look at the photo again?” He reached in his pocket. “Maybe jog your memory?”

“I don’t need to see the photo,” I said. “I’ve never seen her. I don’t know why she had one of my cards, but she didn’t get it from me.”

“OK,” he said. “Have to check every lead, you understand.”

“I lived downtown for a long time, and I tossed out a lot of things when I moved. She could’ve found that card anywhere.”

“Very possible.” Detective Rustin nodded. “Do you remember what else you threw out? Any old clothes?”

“I threw out all kinds of things.”

“Because she was wearing a man’s shirt.” He paused. “Maybe that was yours too.”

I didn’t say anything.

“There was dried blood on the front. Not a lot, and not hers, but it did make us curious.” He held up the plastic bag. “Your card was in the breast pocket.”

I shook my head. “I don’t understand how.”

“Neither do I,” Rustin said. “That’s why I came down.”

“But—” I stumbled over my words. “I was with my fiancée all weekend. I had nothing to do with any of this.”

“I’m sure that’s true,” Rustin said. “Theresa probably found the shirt. Runaways aren’t normally picky. Most likely, this is just a coincidence.”

I nodded.

“It’s my job to follow up every lead no matter how small. That’s all I’m doing. You understand, right?”

I told him I did.

“Good.” He reached out and shook my hand. “I’ll be in touch. You’re not going anywhere, are you?”

“Going anywhere?”

“Any trips? A vacation?”

I shook my head. “No, nowhere.”

He nodded, slowly, then turned and walked out of my office. I stayed in the doorway and watched him until he was gone, then I closed my door and walked back to my desk and sat down.

I stayed there for a long time, staring at the papers on my desk and listening to the dull shuffle of the people working in the office.

My arms and hands were numb.

I let several minutes pass. Then I reached for my trash can, leaned over it, and vomited.
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THE car next to me honked, and I swerved back into my lane. “Shit.” I turned the windshield wipers up and leaned forward, wiping the fog away with my sleeve. Traffic had slowed to a crawl, and I did my best to fall in line.

When I got to Peter’s apartment, I parked and ran up the stairs to his front door. I knocked, hard, but there was no answer. Then I noticed the bolt lock. It was clean and silver and new.

“No.”

I reached up and ran my hand along the top of the doorjamb, one side to the other, feeling for the key. I knew it was pointless to check. If he’d gone through the trouble of changing the locks, the last thing he’d do is put the spare key back in the same place.

“Goddamn it!”

I kicked the door, the sound echoing loud, then turned and paced the hallway. I tried to figure out my next move. I knew I had to get my boxes out of the apartment, even if it meant waiting for Peter to get home.

For a moment, I considered going around the building to the fire escape, but I pushed that idea away fast. The ladders and platforms had rusted through in several spots, and even on dry days, the metal was slick and dangerous.

With the rain, dangerous would be deadly.

I thought about my options for a while longer, then took the only one I had left. I opened my phone and dialed Peter’s number.

He answered right away.

“Evan?” His voice sounded bright, cheerful. “I didn’t expect to see your name pop up. Long time.”

Every part of me wanted to scream at him, but I kept it under control and focused on the goal. “I need to get in the apartment.”

“What? Why?”

He kept the same bright tone, but this time there was something else. He was mocking me.

“I’m taking my boxes,” I said. “All my things.”

“OK.” He paused. “They belong to you.”

“You changed the lock.”

“That’s right. I’d forgotten all about the spare key until you reminded me that day. I figured with you gone, it was time to change.”

For a moment, neither of us spoke.

Outside, a car honked.

“How soon can you get here?”

“Today?”

“I’m standing outside your door.”

“Can’t do it today. My girlfriend is on her way over to the studio to see some paintings, then we’re going to grab dinner. I might be around later tonight, but if things go right, you’ll have to wait until morning.”

I could hear the smile in his voice.

I squeezed my phone hard enough to hear the plastic crack. I switched it to the other hand and said, “Let’s cut the bullshit.”

Peter didn’t say anything.

“A cop came to my office this afternoon.”

“Is that right?”

“Do you have any idea how that looked?”

“Bad,” he said. “But you know, I had two cops come to my door a little while ago, right after the last time we talked.” He hesitated. “You don’t think they’re related somehow, do you?”

“Fuck you, Pete.”

Peter laughed. “Listen, I’ve got to go. She’s going to be here any minute, and I have to get—”

“Do you think you’re going to scare me into keeping quiet?” I asked. “Is that what you’re trying to do?”

Peter didn’t answer right away. When he did, the brightness in his voice was gone.

“I’m not trying to scare you,” he said. “I’m trying to show you that we’re still in this together, and that it’s in both of our best interests to stay quiet.”

“No,” I said. “We’re past that now.”

“You’re wrong, we’ll never be past what happened that night. No matter what happens, it’ll still be there.” He paused. “And you played a role.”

“Don’t blame what you’ve done on me.”

“See,” Peter said. “Right there, that’s what it comes down to. You want absolution from what happened. You want to file it away and never think about it again, like it never happened.”

“Yes,” I said. “That’s exactly what I want.”

“You’re a coward.”

“And you’re insane.”

Peter ignored me. “I saw it that first night when you stopped me from calling the police. You were so relieved when I agreed to do it your way. Your selfishness is why we’re here.”

I wanted to argue, but something about what he said wouldn’t let me. I couldn’t help but wonder if he was right, if there was some truth in what he was saying.

“If I’m charged for anything,” I said, “I’m going to tell them everything.”

“You won’t be charged,” Peter said. “They don’t have the evidence to charge you. At least not yet.”

“Now you want to threaten me?”

“I want to motivate you.”

I let that sink in, then said, “What would you have done if I’d told that cop this afternoon everything that’s happened? Then what?”

“You weren’t going to do that.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I know you,” Peter said. “I knew you’d stick to the story and pretend you knew nothing, at least until you had a chance to think it over. It’s how you operate.”

“Well, guess what,” I said. “I’ve thought it over.”

“And now you’re going to confess, am I right?”

There was no trace of fear or worry in his voice.

I didn’t like it.

“What choice do I have?”

“Only one,” Peter said. “It’s the same one I gave you last time. Leave me alone, and go live your life.”

“It’s not that easy.”

“It has to be.” I heard a knocking in the background, then Peter said, “Hold on a second.”

He set the phone down. I heard the locks on the door click open, and a woman’s voice, light and faint, followed by laughter.

When Peter came back on, the tone of his voice was once again cheerful, but there was a coldness to it that twisted inside me. For a second, I thought I was going to be sick again, but I fought it.

“Got to go, Evan.”

“Pete, wait.”

”For what? We’re done here.”

Again, I heard the whisper of a woman’s voice, muffled, then the wet sounds of kissing.

“Get over here, and let me in.”

“Sorry, can’t do it.” He pulled the phone away. “Here, say hello.”

“Pete, no.”

“One thing first.” This time the lightness in his voice was gone. “Be careful what you say to her. I’d hate to lose this one. Do you understand?”

I did understand, all too clearly.

“Don’t, Pete?”

But it was too late.

Peter handed the phone over. There was more kissing, then she put the phone to her ear and said, “Surprise!”

In an instant, everything inside me fell away to nothing. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t breathe.

“Anyone there? Hello?”

My chest ached, and I swallowed hard. I tried to find my voice, but when I finally did, all that came out was one word.

“Julia?”
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“WHAT are you doing there?”

“So much for waiting until the weekend.”

“Pete?” I stumbled over my words, not believing this was real. “That’s what you wanted to talk about?”

“Evan, don’t freak out.”

“Don’t freak out?” I ran to the steps, then started down, taking them two at a time. “You have to get out of there, right now.”

“What?” She laughed. “No.”

I got to the bottom of the stairs and pushed through the front doors into the rain. I crossed the parking lot toward my car. “Please, will you trust me for once in your life and do what I say?”

Julia started to say something, then stopped. When she did speak again, her voice was soft, a whisper. “You’re not going to do this, Evan. Not this time.”

“I’ll explain later. Just trust me.”

“I’m not going anywhere. Who the hell...” She paused, inhaled deep. “I’m not a child, Evan. I don’t need you to protect me.”

“You don’t understand.”

“Then explain it to me, because it sounds like you just don’t want me seeing Pete.”

“It’s more than that, I—”

“Here’s the deal,” Julia said. “This is my life, and I’ll date whoever I want to date. If you have a problem with me seeing Pete, then get over it. I like him.”

I got to my car, climbed in, and backed out of the parking lot. The rain was coming down harder now, and my windshield wipers fought to keep up. “Just stay on the phone with me until I get there, can you do that?”

“You’re coming here?”

“Don’t say anything to Pete.”

“Don’t come here,” she said. “This is none of your business. I’m not going to pretend your opinion matters. I know what I’m doing.”

I started to tell her she didn’t, but I stopped myself just in time. If I told her anything at all, Peter would find out. I wasn’t sure how he’d react, but I had a pretty good idea.

“You’re right,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re a bad liar, Evan.”

“Not as bad as you think,” I said. “Look, I need to talk to you, away from Peter. Can you do that for me?”

“Not right now,” she said. “Not today.”

“We have to talk.”

“Why, so you can judge me? I’m tired of you picking at everything I do. You’re as bad as Mom and Dad.”

“Wait. Julia.”

“Don’t come here, Evan. I mean it.”

“Julia?”

The line went dead.

“Fuck.” I dropped the phone on the passenger seat and hit the steering wheel, over and over. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

I tried to calm down, but it was impossible.

I turned onto the highway and pushed the gas pedal to the floor, merging into traffic. There weren’t many cars on the road, and if I hurried, I could be at Peter’s studio in ten minutes, maybe sooner. The question was what was I going to do once I got there.

For that, I had no answer.

I drove fast, weaving between cars. I was still a few miles from the river and Peter’s exit when my phone started vibrating on the passenger seat.

I picked it up and answered.

It was Peter.

“I think you and I have a problem,” he said. “You’re on your way down here?”

I told him I was.

“I’d like you to turn around.”

“Excuse me?”

“Go home,” he said. “Don’t come here. It’ll make things so much worse for us all.”

There was no right way to respond. Peter knew me well enough to know I wasn’t going to leave Julia alone with him.

”You know I won’t do that.”

Peter was quiet, then said, “I think it’s unfortunate. Just so you know, I never had any intention of hurting her. I’ve always liked your little sister.”

“And I’m supposed to believe that?”

Peter made a small dismissive sound. “It doesn’t really matter anymore, does it?”

The tone of his voice was flat, emotionless.

“Pete?”

“She’s already asking questions.” He laughed to himself. “I should’ve known you wouldn’t be able to keep your mouth shut. Not to her.”

“I didn’t say anything.” My voice sounded too high, too weak, even to me. “And I won’t, not ever.”

“Why do you insist on lying to me?”

“Come on, Pete, please.”

There was a long, familiar scraping sound, and I knew he was opening the sliding metal door to the rinse room. When the scraping stopped, I heard Julia.

“This isn’t fucking funny, Pete. Let me down!”

She kept yelling, but Peter must’ve walked away, because her voice faded into the background.

“What are you doing?”

Peter made a slow clicking sound with his tongue and didn’t say anything. It made me think of afternoon game shows, or heavy footsteps on stone floors.

I looked down at my speedometer. I was already going twenty miles an hour over the limit, but I didn’t care.

I pushed the pedal to the floor.

“I’ll turn around,” I said. “Just let her go.”

Again, no answer.

I heard a hard thump on the line, the gentle pop of latches, then the clank and slide of metal on metal.

I knew the sound.

It was Peter’s toolbox.

I thought of the shower room, and the long sloped floor leading to the open drain in the middle of the room.

“I swear to God, Pete, if you—”

Peter shushed me, soft.

“Life is a funny thing, Evan.” He laughed. “I mean, who would’ve thought we’d end up here?”

“Pete, please. We can talk about this.”

“No, we can’t,” he said. “But don’t worry, none of this matters. It’s all a dream.”

“Please, what do you want me to do?” There were tears on my cheeks. “Just tell me.”

“You can listen,” he said. “But, if I were you, I wouldn’t.”

I heard him slam the toolbox shut. Behind him, Julia’s voice began to get louder.

“Please, Pete, this isn’t funny. Let me go.” A pause, then, “What are you doing?”

Every muscle in my body felt ready to snap.

“Pete,” I screamed into the phone. “Don’t!”

Outside, the road sped by, and rain slammed against my windshield.

Now Julia was screaming, telling him to stop. He didn’t, and she cried out. The sound came from somewhere deep inside, and it sucked all the air out of my lungs.

“Evan, help me!”

I heard the dull smack of metal against flesh, once, then again, and again.

Julia kept calling for me, but this time her words blended into a thick, incoherent moan, as if she were trying to speak while biting her tongue. Then the moaning stopped, leaving only the sound of metal and the cracking of bone.

I dropped the phone, pressed my head against the steering wheel, and screamed until my throat ripped. When I looked up, someone was standing in the road.

A flash of blue.

I jerked the steering wheel hard to the right and felt the car tip onto two wheels. I tried to adjust, but I was going too fast. There was a sick feeling of detachment as the car lifted off the road, spinning in silence.

An instant later, the world exploded around me.

After that, there was only darkness.
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“Evan?”

One voice in the haze.

“Baby, can you hear me?”

Veronica’s voice, far off, barely a whisper.

I opened my eyes and she was leaning over me, holding my hand. There were others, nurses or doctors, moving through the room. I tried to sit up, but I couldn’t move.

“Just lie still,” Veronica said. “You’ve been in an accident. They’re taking you into surgery.”

One of the nurses said something to Veronica, then she lifted the rails on the bed, and I was moving.

I felt Veronica squeeze my hand, and even through the fog, I knew that was a good thing.

“I’m going to be right here when you come out,” she said. “Don’t worry about a thing. I called your parents. They’re on the way. I can’t find Julia, but I left her a message. I’ll keep trying her.”

I shook my head and tried to say something, but my mouth felt locked shut. When I tried to speak, all that came out was a low moan.

Veronica shushed me, brushed the hair from my face. “We can talk when you wake up. I’ll be here. I’m not going anywhere, I promise.”

I thought of Julia and felt the tears push behind my eyes. I tried to tell her about Peter.

Veronica frowned. “Peter?”

I nodded.

“I haven’t called him,” she said. “I can—”

“Ma’am?” One of the nurses put her hand on Veronica’s shoulder. “I’m afraid you’ll have to wait here.”

Veronica nodded, leaned in, and kissed me, soft. “Don’t worry about anything,” she said. “You’re going to be fine.”

She let go of my hand and slipped away.

I stared up at the fluorescent lights passing above me and tried to piece together what had happened. It came back to me in fragments, but nothing specific.

I closed my eyes and tried to remember.

At first, there was nothing, and then it came to me.

Julia.

I felt my breath hitch, and a wave of pain tore across my chest. One of the nurses put a hand on my shoulder and said, “Please, try to relax. You’re going to be fine.”

I looked up at her, and she smiled. It was a sweet smile, calm and young, and it made me want to believe her.

But I knew better.

I wasn’t going to be fine.

Never again.
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I’m not sure how much time passed after the surgery, but when I woke up, the windows were dark and Veronica was asleep on the small couch in the corner of the room.

I tried to call her name, but my throat was raw and my mouth wouldn’t open. All that came out was a weak moan. I tried to sit up, but my arms felt heavy and full.

All I could do was wait.

Luckily, I didn’t wait long.

After a few minutes, a nurse in green scrubs opened the door and came in. She saw me and said, “Well, hello.”

Veronica sat up, crossed the room, and stood by the bed. “Hey, you’re awake.”

The nurse motioned to the door and said, “I’ll let the doctor know.”

Then she was gone.

I looked up at Veronica and saw the tears in her eyes.

I tried to smile, but something wasn’t right.

She put a hand on my chest. “Don’t try to talk. Your jaw was shattered, so they had to wire it shut.” She paused, tried to smile. “It was a bad accident, Evan.”

The tone of her voice cut through the fog.

I closed my eyes and tried to move my arms and legs. I thought they were moving, they felt like they were moving, but I’d heard that some people who are paralyzed think they are moving when they’re not.

Veronica must’ve read the look on my face, because she took my hand in hers and said, “You’re going to be fine, Evan, don’t worry. But it’s going to take a while to heal.”

I thought she was going to go on, but then the doctor came in with my chart in his hand.

“Welcome back,” he said. “Is there any pain?”

I took a mental inventory. The pain was there, buried deep behind whatever medication they’d given me. I knew it was only a matter of time before it became an issue, but right then, it was far away.

I shook my head.

“Good.” The doctor closed my chart and put a hand on my shoulder. “Your legs were pretty severely damaged in the crash. We put pins in your right leg and a metal plate in your foot, but we had to remove your left leg below the knee.”

I looked away and stared up at the ceiling. The words he was saying were clear, but they weren’t sinking in.

The doctor read down a list of injuries. In addition to my legs, I had four broken ribs and a ruptured spleen that they’d had to remove along with a foot and a half of my intestines. My pelvis was chipped in three places, and my jaw and left cheekbone were shattered.

I listened, but I was somewhere else.

Veronica asked about rehab and recovery. The doctor answered her questions, then turned back to me and said, “It’s not going to be easy, but you’ll get there.” He patted my shoulder. “You’re very lucky.”

After he left, Veronica pulled a chair close to the bed. Her eyes shone in the soft light coming in from the hallway. She reached up and wiped tears away with her fingertips, then smiled.

“Your parents were here, but they went down to the cafeteria to get something to eat. They’ll be back.”

I nodded.

“We can’t find Julia, but I’m still trying.”

I closed my eyes.

“And I called Peter,” she said. “He’s waiting outside. I know he wants to see you.”

I looked at her, unable to move.

Veronica leaned in and kissed my forehead. “I’ll go tell your parents you’re awake while you two talk.”

If I could’ve talked, I still wouldn’t have known what to say. I didn’t want to see Peter, not there, not like that. But I was also curious.

Part of me had to see him.

Veronica walked out of the room, and a few minutes later, Peter came in and stood in the doorway. He stared at me for a moment, then leaned out and took one last look into the hall.

“Well, Evan, I think it’s just the two of us.” He turned back to me, smiled, then stepped into the room and closed the door behind him.
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PETER crossed the room to the bed, never taking his eyes off me. When he got close, he reached down and ran a finger over the blanket covering what was left of my leg.

He shook his head. “What a pity.”

For a moment, he seemed lost in thought, then he said, “You realize you’ll never walk again, ever. Did they tell you that?” He pointed toward the door. “They were talking about it out there. Veronica made quite the scene. It was sweet, in a way, but a bit melodramatic.”

I could hear my breath loud in my head.

Peter leaned in close. “How do you think you’ll handle the next fifty or sixty years in a wheelchair? If it were me, I’d probably opt out. Who wants to live an entire life like that?” He paused. “I can help you, if you like.”

He reached behind my head and took one of my pillows, turning it over in his hands.

“It might be the best choice for both of us,” he said. “I know you’re going to want to do something about Julia, wheelchair or not. And honestly, I wouldn’t expect anything less.” He sat on the chair with the pillow on his lap. “I can tell you that if it were me, and our roles were reversed, I’d be thinking all kinds of unwise thoughts right now, am I right?”

I stared at him and didn’t move.

Peter waved the question away. “Don’t answer that.” He leaned back and looked around the hospital room. “You must have good insurance. Private rooms are hard to come by.”

He looked down at the pillow on his lap and laughed to himself. He didn’t say anything else for a while, but his lips never stopped moving.

I stared at him the entire time, imagining what it would be like to watch him die.

“That’s the way it has to be.” Peter sat up, eyes clear, his face solid. “There’s no other choice.”

I didn’t like the look on his face, and I felt around for the nurses’ call button. At first, I couldn’t find it; then I did, and I pulled it close.

Peter noticed and said, “Not yet, buddy. There are a few things I’d like to talk about first.”

When he reached across me for the call button, I tried to knock his hand away, but I could barely move.

“Don’t do that,” Peter said. “You’re going to have to conserve your strength. Even though you’ll never walk again, I’m sure you still have months of physical therapy ahead of you. And believe me, that’s going to take it out of you.”

In my head, I screamed at him.

What came out was a sad, low moan.

“I’m really sorry how things turned out for you, Evan,” Peter said. “I really am. I never thought I’d hurt Julia. That was a mistake on my part.” He looked at me, leaned in close. “What was that?”

I didn’t make a sound.

“No, they won’t catch me,” he said. “See, they’ll never find her, I made sure of that. And I’m leaving town, maybe for a while, maybe forever.” He tapped me on the chest. “That’s up to you.”

Peter leaned in again, listened to the silence, nodded.

“It’s up to you, because only you can bring me back here.” He got up, carrying the pillow with him. “See, I’m willing to let this go, put it all behind us, and move on.”

I looked away.

“I know you’re not, and who can blame you. I know how much you loved Julia.” Peter stood by the side of the bed. He set the pillow on my chest. “But here’s the thing, Evan. You have other people in your life that you love too, and you need to ask yourself if they’re worth the risk. Is seeing me arrested worth Veronica’s life? How about Mom and Dad?”

The rage exploded inside me. It came on too fast, and it was impossible to control. I tried to sit up, and the pain screamed through me.

Peter picked up the pillow, and for a second, I knew exactly what he was going to do. In my mind, I saw him reach in and press the pillow against my face, leaning on my chest, pushing all the air out of my lungs. I’d be helpless to stop him. I’d die, and I’d feel every burning second.

But he didn’t do it.

Instead, Peter lifted my head, and slid the pillow under my neck.

“So, I’ll make you a deal.” Peter sat back in the chair. “I’ll leave town, tonight, and never return. I’ll never even think about you or this place again.” Peter held up one finger. “But no cops. If I so much as see one looking at me sideways, I’m going to blame you, and I’m going to come back. Do we have a deal?”

I looked away.

Peter waited, then leaned forward and put his hand on the spot below my knee where my left leg ended and squeezed.

The pain was electric.

“Do we have a deal?”

This time, I nodded.

When he let go, there was sweat on my forehead and tears running down my face.

He watched me for a moment, then said, “I do feel bad for what you’re going to have to go through, Evan. It’s funny, but I still consider you a friend. The best I’ve ever had. I hope you believe me.”

I stared at the ceiling, breathing hard, trying to push the pain back, and failing.

“Focus on getting better,” Peter said. “Forget I exist. Whatever it takes, just don’t make me come back here.”

There was a soft knock on the door, and Peter stepped away from the bed as the nurse came in carrying a tray with several syringes.

She smiled at Peter.

He smiled back.

“OK, buddy, I’m going to head out.”

He touched my shoulder. It took all my strength to shrug him away. When I did, the pain was everywhere.

But it was worth it.

Peter laughed, soft. “Get better, Evan.”

I watched him walk out.

He stopped at the doorway and looked back. At first, I thought he was going to say something else, but all he did was glance around the hospital room, one side to the other, breathing deep, taking it all in.

Then he nodded at me and was gone.

It would be nearly two years before I saw him again.
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THERE is a woman in the next room who cries every night. I hear her most often when I’m lying in bed, staring at shadows, unable to sleep. This afternoon, the hotel manager knocked on her door and told her she had to pay her bill or he would throw her out on the street.

They fought, but she didn’t leave.

At first, the crying was a distraction. The walls between our rooms are thin, and it was hard to focus. I wanted to get everything down the best I could. Whether I did or not will be up to whoever finds these pages to decide. I’ve done my best.

I could tell you more about what happened, because there’s always more to tell. I could talk about the seven months I spent in the wheelchair after leaving the hospital, or about the endless therapeutic torture sessions I endured while learning to walk again.

Yes, I’m walking again.

Peter was wrong about that, at least.

I could tell you how I took an unpaid leave from my job after the accident, and how I never went back. Or, I could tell you about Veronica.

Veronica.

Yes, I should start with her, tell you how she stuck with me for almost a year after the accident, how she surprised me, standing by my side every step of the way.

I didn’t make it easy on her, of course, and one day she just decided she’d had enough. She told me I’d changed, that I wasn’t the person I used to be.

I didn’t argue.

In a lot of ways, seeing her go was the hardest part of all. I didn’t want her to leave, and it killed me to push her away like I did, but keeping her in my life was too dangerous. I loved her too much to take that risk.

Through it all, I kept my end of Peter’s deal.

It wasn’t easy to do, especially with Julia gone.

Peter said no one would find her, and so far, he’s been right. I’ve had to lie to everyone, telling them how she broke down over lunch and said she was leaving, that she’d decided to travel the world and disappear for a few years.

My parents were furious, but they weren’t surprised. No one was surprised. Julia was Julia, and for her to pack up and leave without so much as a good-bye wasn’t exactly out of character.

If only it were true.

It’s been a long time since Julia’s death, but even now, sitting in this shitty motel, surrounded by newspaper clippings, and staring out this dirty window at an even dirtier street, I still can’t bear to talk about it.

But maybe that’ll change soon.

You see, I found him.

After months of searching, and countless hours spent combing through old newspapers and forgotten police reports with no results, I finally got a break.

I came across a tiny police beat column in the back of the metro section of the Albuquerque Journal. A twenty-eight-year-old prostitute, single mother, was beaten to death in an alley outside the rooming house where she was living.

It could’ve been anyone, but somehow I knew.

The next day I got on a plane to New Mexico, and I’ve been following his trail ever since: Colorado, Arizona, and now California. Eight bodies, all leading to this dirty little town and this perfect night.

I’ve been patient, watching him for weeks, studying his habits, his patterns. I know when he leaves his room, and I know when he comes back. But this time when he comes back, I’m going to be waiting for him.

Tonight, it all ends.

[image: Image]
 

My watch says eleven o’clock.

I’ve spent the last few hours sitting at my desk, staring out the window at the street below. Everything is deserted and silent.

Peaceful.

Soon, I’m going to cross the street to his hotel. I’ll use the passkey I bought from the maid to get into his room, and I’ll wait.

I don’t know what will happen when he sees me.

I’ve played the different scenarios over in my head, time and again. Sometimes he’s happy, sometimes he’s angry, but it doesn’t matter. However he reacts, whatever he does, the end result will be the same.

It’s funny to think about, if I let myself. Even now, sitting at this scarred wooden desk with my notebook, my black pen, and my loaded .45, I can’t help but laugh.

How did I get here?

It’s a question I’ve asked myself many times over the past couple years, but the only answer I’ve found that makes any sense is just another question.

How does anyone get anywhere?

It’s time to go.

I can hear the woman in the next room crying again. It’s the same as every other night, except this time it’s not a distraction. This time, it’s a comfort.

She’s still crying, but at least she’s still here.

Sometimes, that’s enough.
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