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“How to Make the Perfect New York Bagel” 
	

The	metal	bowl	is	cold	when	I	remove	it	from	the	back	of	the	refrigerator.	Plastic	

wrap	clings	to	the	surface	like	skin.	It	peels	back	easy,	the	dough	cratered	

underneath	it.	There’s	a	subtle	sour	smell	coming	off	it.	I	put	the	bowl	on	the	counter,	

give	it	a	tap	on	the	side.	It	wobbles	but	doesn’t	fall.	

A	perfectly	fermented	sponge	is	the	best	part	of	this	process.	Nailing	that	first	

step,	it	never	loses	its	shine.			

I	scrape	the	sticky	wad	of	starter	dough	into	the	industrial	mixer,	measure	out	

the	rest	of	the	ingredients:	high-gluten	flour,	yeast,	salt,	didactic	malt.	Not	even	

eyeballing	it	because	I	can	feel	the	exact	moment	the	correct	amount	has	sifted	out	of	

the	old	plastic	jug	my	father	used	for	this	step.		

	 The	bell	over	the	door	of	the	shop	dings.	I	set	the	mixer	to	its	lowest	speed,	the	

whirring	sound	of	the	motor	bouncing	off	the	green	tile	in	the	small	kitchen.	A	voice	

forged	out	of	lead	in	Brooklyn	calls	out,	“Mikey	Bagels.	What’s	on	the	menu	today?”	

	 “Same	as	always,”	I	call	back.	“Plain	or	salt.”	

	 Paulie	is	shifting	his	not-insignificant	girth	onto	the	worn	stool	in	the	corner,	

nestled	between	the	dead	ATM	machine	and	the	cooler	that’s	barely	keeping	bottles	

of	soda	and	water	at	room	temperature.	He	says,	“You	know	what	I	like?	Those	

everything	bagels.	When	are	you	going	to	start	making	me	some	everything	bagels?”	

	 “I	make	the	bagels	my	father	made.	Plain	and	salt.	Putting	anything	but	salt	on	

a	bagel,	it’s	like	a	sin.	How	many	times	do	we	have	to	do	this,	Paulie?”	

	 He	pulls	a	mostly-smoked	cigar	from	his	pocket,	jams	the	chewed	end	in	his	

mouth.	“Mikey	Bagels,	Mikey	Bagels.	What	am	I	going	to	do	with	you?”	

	 “You’re	the	only	person	calls	me	that,	you	know?”	

	 “What,	Mikey	Bagels?	Your	name	is	Mikey,	you	make	the	bagels.	What	else	am	

I	supposed	to	call	you?”	

	 “It’s	a	funny	nickname	for	a	Polish	Jew,	isn’t	it?”	

	 Paulie	laughs,	the	cigar	nearly	tumbling	from	his	mouth.	He	holds	it	between	

two	stubby	fingers	and	points	it	at	me.	“You	and	me,	we’re	practically	blood.	How	
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much	do	the	Italians	and	the	Jews	have	in	common,	huh?”	He	ticks	off	on	his	fingers.	

“Secret	family	recipes.	Devotion	to	our	religion.	Guilt	related	to	our	religion.	

Rhetorical	questions.	I	could	go	on.”	

	 “You’re	funny,	Paulie.”	

	 “How	long	until	we	get	some	bagels,	huh?”	

	 “Got	some	almost	ready.”	

	 Paulie	nods,	fans	open	a	copy	of	the	Post	and	disappears	behind	the	thin	pages	

of	newsprint.	I	head	to	the	back,	stop	the	mixer,	put	the	dough	into	a	tray	and	cover	it	

with	plastic	wrap	so	it	can	proof.	Then	I	pull	the	finished	batch	of	bagels	from	the	

oven.		

Warm	and	crisp	and	deep,	deep	brown.	True,	hand-rolled	bagels	that	make	

your	jaw	hurt	to	eat.	Not	those	semi-raw	pillows	turned	out	by	machines	that	pass	

for	bagels	today.	

	 The	hot	bagels	go	on	the	rack	to	cool	and	I	cut	a	long	strip	of	dough	to	roll	into	

a	new	batch.	It’s	dark	in	the	kitchen	but	I	could	do	this	with	my	eyes	closed	and	half-

asleep.		

Wrap	the	dough	around	my	fist,	tear	it	off	with	my	thumb,	seal	it	on	the	

cutting	board	by	rolling	it	with	the	heel	of	my	palm.	My	father’s	voice	whispers	in	my	

ears,	walking	me	through	the	process,	even	now.		

The	bones	in	my	hand	creak	against	each	other,	the	pain	jolting	through	my	

thumb	and	up	my	arm	like	mild	electric	shocks.		

Carpal	tunnel	or	arthritis	or	the	march	of	time.	Whatever	it	is,	not	pleasant.		

	 But	it’s	all	about	the	hand	roll.	You	don’t	roll	a	bagel	by	hand,	it’s	not	a	bagel.		

After	rolling,	each	one	goes	on	a	cutting	board	dusted	with	a	yellow	field	of	semolina.	

I	pause	occasionally	to	look	at	them	and	that	makes	the	pain	worth	it.	Nobody	makes	

them	like	this	anymore.	Nobody.		

Paulie	shuffles	into	the	kitchen	and	pulls	a	salt	bagel	from	the	rack,	passes	it	

from	hand	to	hand	because	it’s	just	too	hot	to	handle.	Says,	“Where’s	my	schmeer?”	

	 “Go	schmeer	yourself,	Paulie.”	
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	 “Ah,	you	lazy	bastard…”	

	 He	disappears	to	the	front.	I	make	it	to	the	final	bagel	when	Paulie	appears	

behind	me.		

“Don’t	be	mad,”	he	says.	

	 “Paulie,	how	could	I	ever	be	mad	at	you?”	

	 “I	wasn’t	spying,	just…”	He	holds	a	piece	of	paper	in	his	hand,	staring	down	at	

it	like	it’s	in	a	foreign	language	he’s	trying	to	decipher.		

	 The	water	in	the	dented	kettle	pot	is	at	a	boil.	I	turn	the	knob	down	a	little.	“I	

wasn’t	trying	to	hide	it.”	

	 “What	does	this	mean?”	

	 “It	means	someone	took	a	truck,	filled	it	with	money,	and	backed	it	up	to	the	

house	of	the	guy	who	owns	this	building.”	

	 “So?	You’ve	been	here	forever.	Aren’t	you,	like,	grandfathered	in	or	

something?”	

	 “Not	if	I	can’t	pay	my	rent.	All	they	have	to	do	is	triple	it.	Which	they	did.	I	can	

barely	afford	it	where	it	is	right	now.”	

	 “You	make	the	best	bagels	on	the	Lower	East	Side.	Probably	in	the	whole	

damn	city	anymore.”	Paulie	shakes	his	head,	looks	at	the	floor	like	he	lost	a	member	

of	his	family.		

I	dunk	a	rolled	bagel	into	the	boiling	water,	let	it	disappear	halfway	below	the	

surface,	before	dropping	it	the	rest	of	the	way.	It	bounces	around,	buoyed	by	the	

roiling	water.	I	count	off	in	my	head,	thirty	seconds	on	each	side.	

“There’s	got	to	be	a	way	to	fight	this,”	Paulie	says.	“Talk	to	the	community	

board	or	something.	Get	the	people	involved,	you	know	what	I	mean?”	

I	pluck	bagels	from	the	boiling	water	with	a	wired	ladle,	fashioned	by	my	

father	from	who	knows	what,	dip	them	into	the	pot	of	ice	water	next	to	the	stove.	

“You	know	how	many	bagels	I	throw	out	at	the	end	of	the	night	now?	The	community	

would	rather	go	to	Starbucks.	Get	a	pastry	and	a	fancy	coffee.”	
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	 “There’s	gotta	be	a	way.	There’s	gotta.	We	can’t	abide	this,	Mikey.	What	about	

those	two	knuckleheads	who	come	in	here	sometimes?	Billy	and	Richie.	Word	is	

they’re	hooked	up.	Maybe	they	can	go	knock	some	heads	in…”	

	 I	transfer	the	last	of	the	bagels,	fish	them	out	of	the	ice	water	one	by	one,	and	

place	them	facedown	in	a	tray	full	of	sea	salt.	When	they’re	all	in	place	I	turn	to	

Paulie.	“Who’s	head	are	they	going	to	knock	in?	It’s	a	bank,	doing	this.	Who	do	you	

fight?	Go	find	the	guy	who	runs	the	bank.	Where	does	he	live?	Some	castle	in	the	sky?	

Who	even	knows.	I’m	seventy-three	years	old	and	my	hands	hurt.”	

	 Paulie’s	face	goes	dark.	“You	remember	how	we	met?”	

	 “Of	course	I	remember.”	

	 “After	what	you	pulled	you	should	have	been	dead	and	gone.	But	you	were	a	

fighter,	and	we	respected	that.	The	balls	you	had.”	He	shakes	his	head.	“What	

happened,	huh?”	

	 He	doesn’t	wait	for	me	to	answer,	just	turns	and	leaves.	The	bell	dings	over	

the	doorway,	the	sound	of	it	echoing	off	the	kitchen	tile.		

	 I	pull	the	bagel	boards	from	where	they’re	submerged	in	the	sink—more	

artifacts	of	my	father,	redwood	planks	a	little	shorter	than	a	baseball	bat,	with	a	

burlap	runner	to	keep	the	bagels	from	sticking.	Soaked	until	saturated	so	they	won’t	

catch	fire	in	the	oven.	I	place	the	bagels	on	the	burlap,	spacing	them	an	inch	apart.		

The	whole	time,	I’m	glancing	over	my	shoulder,	at	the	letter	that	Paulie	left	on	

the	counter.	The	letter	had	been	folded	in	threes	to	fit	in	the	envelope,	and	the	two	

ends	stick	into	the	air	like	an	accusation.	

	

V	

	

The	first	time	the	door	dinged	and	Paulie	came	through	it,	he	was	forty	years	

younger	and	a	hundred	pounds	lighter	and	wearing	a	suit,	the	crease	in	his	pants	

sharp	as	a	razor.	This	is	back	when	the	made	men	wore	proper	suits,	not	track	suits.	

	 Back	when	my	hands	didn’t	hurt	so	bad.		
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	 He	was	with	another	guy,	the	two	of	them	preening	like	they	owned	the	block.	

Which	they	didn’t.	Their	boss	did.		

	 I	was	behind	the	counter,	placing	bagels	behind	the	display	case.	Paulie	came	

up	and	put	his	hand	on	the	top	of	it,	the	thick	gold	ring	on	his	pinkie	clicking	against	

the	glass.	The	two	of	them	radiating	menace	like	heat,	trying	to	hide	it	behind	the	

veneer	of	their	smiles.		

Paulie	said,	“A	dozen	of	your	finest,	if	you	will.”	As	I	piled	them	into	a	paper	

bag	he	asked,	“What’s	your	name?”	

	 “Michał.”	

	 “Your	pops	used	to	own	this	place?”	

	 “Died	last	month.	It’s	mine	now.”	

	 “I’m	sorry	for	your	loss.”	He	paused,	letting	the	platitude	sink	in.	“You	like	it?	

Keeping	up	the	family	business?”	

	 “I	like	it	fine,	sure.”	

	 Paulie	nodded,	clicking	his	ring	against	the	glass,	looking	around	the	place	like	

he	was	interested	in	the	décor.	I	counted	out	a	dozen	bagels,	tossed	in	a	thirteenth,	

and	placed	the	bag	down	like	it	might	burst.	Paulie	slid	a	few	bucks	across	the	

counter	and	accepted	his	change.		

	 “Thanks	Mike,”	he	said.	“Mikey	Bagels,	I	think	I’ll	call	you.	What	do	you	think	

about	that?”	

	 I	shrugged.	“It’s	not	my	name,	but	it’s	fine.”	

	 Paulie	pursed	his	lips,	handed	the	bag	to	his	partner.	“Look,	something	else.	

Does	the	name	Joe	the	Bear	mean	anything	to	you?”	He	didn’t	wait	for	me	to	answer.	

“Joe	the	Bear,	he’s	the	guy	runs	things	around	here,	you	know	what	I	mean?	He’s	a	

good	guy	to	be	friends	with.	You	know	how	it	is.	Dangerous	neighborhood.	But	if	Joe	

is	looking	out	for	you,	no	one’s	going	to	touch	you.”	

	 “Are	you	shaking	me	down?”	
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	 Paulie’s	face	split	into	a	smile	that	showed	off	every	single	one	of	his	teeth,	put	

his	hands	in	the	air.	“Nothing	like	that,	no.	Think	of	it	like	a	partnership.	We	work	

together.”	

	 The	other	guy	was	rooting	around	in	the	bag	of	bagels.	Paulie	reached	over	

and	pulled	one	out,	took	a	bite.	His	eyes	went	wide.	With	a	stuffed	mouth	he	said,	

“This	is	great.	Perfect	New	York	fuckin’	bagel	right	here.”	

	 I	said,	“Same	recipe	my	father	used.	He	was	a	founding	member	of	the	Bagel	

Bakers	Local	338.”	

	 Paulie	huffed.	“What’s	that?”	

	 “The	bagel-makers,	when	they	emigrated	here	from	Poland,	they	founded	the	

union.	Used	to	be	you	couldn’t	make	bagels	if	you	weren’t	a	member.	The	meetings	

were	held	in	Yiddish	so	no	one	would	know	the	recipe.	You	know	what	they	used	to	

do	when	they	found	out	someone	was	making	bagels	who	wasn’t	a	member?”	

	 Paulie	swallowed	the	portion	in	his	mouth,	shrugged.		

	 “Same	thing	you	guys	are	thinking	of	doing	to	me	if	I	don’t	get	in	on	your	little	

protection	racket.”	

	 The	two	of	them	froze,	like	they’d	never	heard	a	threat	in	their	life.	And	I’d	

never	made	one,	either.	My	heart	was	racing	so	fast	I	was	worried	I’d	pass	out.	Then	

Paulie	said,	“Sounds	like	quite	the	racket	they	had	there.	Quite	the	racket.	But	I	never	

heard	of	this	union.	What	happened	to	it?”	

	 “Bagels	get	rolled	by	machine	now.	Nothing	is	sacred.”	

	 “So	they’re	not	around	anymore.	That’s	a	good	thing	to	know.”	Paulie	shook	

his	head.	“Mikey	Bagels,	Mikey	Bagels.	I	like	you.	You	seem	like	a	smart	guy.	I’ll	tell	

you	what.	I’m	going	to	tell	Joe	the	Bear	you	were	too	busy	to	talk,	but	that	you	

seemed	like	a	friendly	guy	and	I	wasn’t	worried.	So	I’ll	come	back	in	a	few	days	and	

we’ll	talk	again.	Get	this	all	straightened	out.	Give	you	a	little	time	to	consider…	how	

things	could	go.”	

	 He	raised	his	hand	up	like	he	was	offering	a	handshake,	then	turned	it	into	a	

fist,	brought	it	down	hard,	the	pinkie	ring	smacking	against	the	glass,	spider-webbing	
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it.	He	used	his	elbow	to	finish	the	job,	sending	shards	of	glass	to	rain	down	on	the	

fresh	bagels,	and	I	was	more	worried	about	them	than	the	case.		

	 Paulie	brushed	off	his	elbow,	said,	“I	know	you’ll	make	the	right	call	here.”	

	 The	two	of	them	stepped	to	the	door.	I	felt	a	surge	of	fear	like	bile	coming	up	

my	throat,	choked	it	down.	I	called	after	them,	“I’m	not	afraid	of	you	or	your	boss.”	

The	door	closed	behind	them	and	I	raised	my	voice,	hoping	they	would	hear.	“So	do	

what	you	have	to	and	I’m	not	going	anywhere.”	

	 I	stood	there	a	long	time	after	they	left.		

	

V	

	

Two	dozen	bagels	go	in	the	trash	at	the	end	of	the	day.	They	sound	like	rocks	hitting	

the	bottom	of	the	can.	The	fatal	flaw	of	authentic	bagels.	In	a	few	hours	they	turn	into	

concrete.	The	homeless	shelter	around	the	corner	won’t	even	take	them.		

	 I	prep	some	more	sponges	to	go	into	the	refrigerator	and	proof	overnight,	

dumping	the	ingredients	into	metal	bowls,	mixing	them	with	my	fingers	until	they	hit	

the	right	consistency.	A	little	sticky,	a	little	tacky.	I	cover	the	bowls	in	plastic	wrap	

and	place	them	in	the	back,	where	the	cool	air	circulates	better,	wipe	down	the	

kitchen,	the	semolina	and	high-gluten	flour	disappearing	into	a	wet	dishrag.		

	 Once	the	stainless	steel	sparkles	I	turn	off	the	lights	and	stand	in	the	dark.	Try	

to	remember	the	first	job	my	father	gave	me.	Official	Bagel	Inspector,	I	think	he	

called	it.	I	would	stand	on	my	tiptoes,	peering	over	the	lip	of	the	table,	watching	my	

father	roll	the	bagels	with	thick-muscled	hands	and	place	them	on	the	cutting	board.		

The	memory	is	there,	just	beyond	the	reach	of	my	fingertips.	The	way	my	

father	smelled,	the	heat	in	the	air,	the	line	of	people	wrapped	around	the	block.		

It	teeters	on	the	horizon,	but	then	slips	over	and	it’s	gone.		

	 I	pull	down	the	gate	of	the	store	and	it	rumbles	like	thunder	crashes.	I	twist	

and	clamp	the	heavy	padlock.	Looks	up	at	the	sign,	the	red	paint	in	the	cursive	script	

cracked	and	faded	to	a	dingy	pink.		
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	 Sal’s	Bagels.	

	 Sal,	shortened	from	Salomon,	because	in	America	they	like	names	that	are	

short	and	not	so	obviously	Jewish,	my	father	said.		

I	step	into	the	stairwell	next	door,	to	climb	up	to	my	apartment	above	the	

store.	Something	else	that’ll	disappear	along	with	the	business.	Halfway	up	I	stop	and	

decide	I’m	too	anxious.	I	walk	outside,	make	a	left,	and	begin	walking.	Through	the	

neighborhood	I	don’t	recognize	any	more.		

Tommy	the	butcher,	he	used	to	be	on	the	corner,	the	front	window	of	his	store	

crammed	with	maroon	cured	meats.	It’s	a	bank	now.	I	pass	the	vegetarian	bistro	that	

used	to	be	a	hardware	store.	Every	morning	they	would	pull	shelves	out	onto	the	

sidewalk.	This	is	back	when	you	could	trust	people	to	pick	up	a	coil	of	wire	or	some	

screws	and	then	come	inside	to	pay.		

Some	of	the	bars	have	the	same	name,	but	it’s	only	nostalgic	if	you	don’t	know	

the	original	owners,	all	of	whom	are	long	gone.	When	I	went	to	those	bars,	you	would	

go	in	and	ask	for	a	beer,	that’s	it,	and	if	you	asked	for	anything	else,	you	were	asked	

to	leave.	Now	college	students	huddle	outside,	smoking	cigarettes,	treating	this	place	

like	it	was	a	playground	or	an	amusement	park.		

The	city	looks	different.	Smells	different.	Cleaner,	like	it’s	been	scrubbed	with	

antiseptic.	The	things	I	remember	are	gone.	Everything	gone,	and	I	feel	an	empty	

space	in	my	chest.	Something	vital	is	missing	and	I	can’t	breathe	as	well	without	it.		

I	stop	outside	the	bakery	around	the	corner.	The	lights	are	still	on,	glowing	

yellow	through	the	huge	front	windows.	There’s	a	long	line	of	people	at	the	marble	

counter,	and	a	sign	in	the	window	advertising	jalapeno	bagels	and	sweet	potato	

bagels	and	chocolate	bagels.		

Nothing	is	sacred.		

The	cold	wind	bites	at	my	neck.	I	bunch	up	my	shoulders	and	shiver,	head	

back	to	my	apartment.	Climb	the	stairs,	drop	my	keys	on	the	kitchen	table,	and	strip	

off	my	work	shirt.	I	pull	a	bottle	of	vodka	from	the	top	of	the	refrigerator.	The	light	

on	the	answering	machine	is	blinking	red.	I	press	it	and	sit.	
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	 “Mister	Joselewicz.	This	is	Mister	Chapin.	We	spoke	last	week.	I	tried	to	call	

you	at	the	store	today	but	nobody	answered	and	I	couldn’t	leave	a	message	and…	

well,	I	was	hoping	to	stop	by	tomorrow	so	we	can	talk	about	the	future	of	the	

building.	I’ll	come	by	around	opening.”	A	pause.	“Be	well,	and	I	look	forward	to	

meeting	with	you.”		

	 I	sit	at	the	kitchen	table	and	stare	at	the	machine.	My	hands	ache.	I	dig	the	

fingertips	of	my	left	hand	into	the	soft	web	of	skin	between	the	fingers	on	my	right	

hand.	I	consider	the	vodka	but	don’t	open	it.	There’s	no	real	solution	inside	the	

bottle.		

	 	My	head	dips	forward,	yanked	at	by	the	gravity	of	sleep.	My	thoughts	drift	to	

Paulie,	what	he	said	about	busting	heads.	Like	it	could	be	that	easy.		

That	was	a	different	time.	Different	time,	different	values.		

	

V	

	

When	Paulie	returned	he	didn’t	return	alone.	The	bell	above	the	door	dinged	and	I	

looked	up	from	the	remains	of	the	display	case.	Only	the	metal	trim	was	left—I	had	

cleared	out	all	the	glass	but	hadn’t	gotten	around	to	replacing	it.		

	 I	didn’t	need	to	be	introduced	to	know	it	was	Joe	the	Bear.	Big	guy	with	a	face	

like	sandstone,	shoulders	like	watermelons.	His	arms	were	tangled	with	thick	black	

hair,	the	same	that	curled	around	his	ears.	He	did	look	a	little	like	a	bear.	

	 He	stood	at	the	counter	for	a	moment,	sizing	me	up,	before	saying,	“I	heard	

you	make	a	good	bagel.	I	would	like	to	try	one,	please.”	

	 I	nodded,	pulled	out	a	plain	one,	asked,	“Schmeer?”	

	 The	Bear	nodded.	“Of	course.”	

	 I	placed	my	palm	on	the	top,	cutting	through	the	bagel	sideways,	crumbs	

flying	across	the	cutting	board.	The	Bear	said,	“I	knew	your	father.	Do	you	know	

that?”	

	 “He	never	mentioned	you.”	
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	 “We	weren’t	close.	Your	father	never	played	ball.	I	gave	him	a	pass	because	of	

that	damn	union.	Those	Yids	were	some	tough	bastards.	But	they	don’t	count	for	

much	no	more,	and	I’m	tired	of	looking	at	this	store,	thinking	about	all	the	wasted	

income.”	

	 I	put	the	bagel	on	the	counter,	cream	cheese	curling	out	of	the	sides.	The	Bear	

picked	it	up,	regarded	it	like	a	piece	of	art,	and	took	a	bite.	He	nodded,	chewed,	

swallowed.	“You	make	them	like	your	dad	made	them.	That’s	good.	If	you	want	to	

keep	making	them,	it’s	going	to	be	a	hundred	a	week.	That’s	less	than	anyone	else	in	

this	neighborhood,	and	only	because	you	make	good	bagels.	I	think	that’s	more	than	

generous,	don’t	you?”	

	 The	way	he	said	it,	like	it	was	an	act	of	charity.	Rage	blossomed	in	my	chest	

like	a	red-petaled	flower.	I	told	him,	“A	hundred	a	week	is	the	difference	between	me	

eating	and	not	eating.	No	deal.	I’ll	give	you	a	dozen	free	bagels	a	week.	Best	I	can	do.”	

	 The	Bear	took	another	bite,	chewed	it	carefully,	like	there	might	be	something	

sharp	hidden	inside.	When	he	finished,	he	turned	his	head	without	taking	his	eyes	off	

me.	“Paulie,	Rick.	Go	in	the	back,	look	for	the	most	expensive	thing	you	can	find.	

Smash	it	up.”	

	 The	two	men	smiled	at	each	other,	clenched	their	fists,	made	their	way	around	

to	the	side	of	the	counter.	Invading	the	space	that	only	me,	my	mother,	my	father,	

and	the	health	inspector	had	been	allowed	into.		

No	one	else,	ever.		

I	took	a	step	back.	The	Bear	said,	“Normally	I’d	have	them	break	one	of	your	

hands,	but	then	you	can’t	make	the	bagels.	I’m	not	a	bad	guy,	is	what	I	want	you	to	

know.”	

Rick	was	first,	not	concerned	with	me,	looking	toward	the	back,	his	eyes	

searching	for	something	to	destroy.	Sitting	on	the	counter	was	a	bagel	board.	

Without	thinking,	I	picked	it	up	and	swung	it	with	both	hands,	caught	him	across	the	

jaw,	sent	him	sprawling	to	the	floor,	taking	down	the	coffee	maker	with	him.	It	

shattered	across	the	white	tile	floor.	
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	 Paulie	stopped.	He	and	the	Bear	looked	at	Rick,	groaning,	holding	his	jaw.	I	

held	the	board	up,	pointed	in	Paulie’s	face,	but	I	was	looking	at	the	Bear.	“My	father	

escaped	the	Geheime	Staatspolizei	to	come	to	this	country.	He	fought	to	make	a	better	

life	for	us.	I	will	not	let	you	take	what	he	built.”	

	 The	Bear’s	lip	curled	into	the	facsimile	of	a	smile.	He	said,	“Okay	kid,	if	that’s	

how	it’s	going	to	be.”	He	could	have	been	furious	or	he	could	have	been	amused	and	I	

wouldn’t	have	known	the	difference.	He	didn’t	take	his	eyes	off	me	but	he	turned	

slightly,	to	speak	to	his	men.	“Paulie.	Rick.	Out.”	

	 Rick	used	the	counter	to	pull	himself	to	his	feet.	There	was	blood	smeared	

across	his	chin	and	his	jaw	looked	distended.	Paulie	got	underneath	him	and	led	him	

through	the	door.	The	Bear	nodded.	“If	that’s	the	way	it’s	going	to	be.”		

	 Then	he	left	too,	a	dark	cloud	in	his	wake.		

	 For	the	next	five	days,	every	time	I	left	the	shop,	I	expected	to	catch	something	

heavy	across	the	back	of	my	skull.	Every	time	the	bell	over	the	door	dinged	my	heart	

paused	and	waited.	There	wasn’t	much	to	do.	The	cops	were	in	the	Bear’s	pocket.	I	

could	have	gotten	a	gun	but	that	was	a	temporary	solution.		

	 When	Rick	and	Paulie	came	back	on	the	fifth	day,	I	was	sure	that	was	it.	Rick’s	

jaw	was	still	red	and	swollen,	and	there	was	a	thin	piece	of	shiny	metal	wrapped	

around	the	back	of	his	head	to	hold	it	in	place.		

Rick	looked	at	Paulie,	who	lingered	by	the	beverage	cooler.		

Paulie	said,	“The	Bear	told	you	to	do	it,	so	do	it.”			

Rick	walked	to	the	counter	with	a	look	in	his	eyes	could	have	melted	glass.	My	

hand	went	to	the	bagel	board	sitting	next	to	the	register.	It	wasn’t	a	fair	fight	but	that	

didn’t	mean	I	would	go	down	easy.	He	mumbled	something	through	his	wired	jaw.		

I	asked,	“What?”	

	 He	sighed.	Spoke	louder,	each	word	carefully	enunciated	through	clamped	

teeth.	“Our	bagels,	please.”	

	 	

V	



	

 13 

	

The	first	batch	should	have	been	in	the	oven	already	but	I	got	in	late,	after	stopping	

at	the	grocery	store	to	pick	up	plastic	containers	of	poppy	seeds,	sesame	seeds,	

roasted	minced	garlic.		

I	pour	equal	parts	from	the	three	containers	in	a	sheet	pan,	follow	it	with	

some	sea	salt.	I	pluck	the	bagels	from	their	ice	bath,	let	them	drip	dry,	and	place	them	

facedown	in	the	mix,	then	facedown	on	the	bagel	boards.	I	ignore	the	pain	

reverberating	through	my	hands.		

As	I	place	them	in	the	oven	I	feel	like	I’m	doing	something	wrong,	looking	over	

my	shoulder,	expecting	my	father	to	scold	me.	The	kitchen	fills	with	the	thick	smell	of	

toasted	seeds.		

The	bell	dings	as	I	put	the	first	batch	onto	the	cooling	rack.	I	head	to	the	front,	

hoping	to	see	Paulie.	Instead	I	find	Chapin,	the	kid	from	the	bank,	his	hair	slicked	and	

parted,	his	fingernails	buffed	and	shined.	Wearing	a	suit	with	razor-sharp	creases.	He	

smiles	a	plastic	doll	smile	but	doesn’t	offer	me	his	hand.	This	sets	a	bad	tone.		

	 “Mister	Joselewicz,”	he	says.	

	 I	watch	his	hands	clasped	in	front	of	him,	tell	him,	“You	know,	no	one	ever	gets	

that	right.	My	last	name.	You	must	have	been	practicing.”	

	 The	smile	on	Chapin’s	face	dims	a	little.	“So,	have	you	thought	about	what	we	

discussed?”	

	 I	place	my	hands	on	the	counter	and	my	finger	brushes	against	the	bagel	

board.	The	one	I	stopped	using	to	make	bagels	after	it	got	blood	on	it.	I	keep	it	next	to	

the	register,	as	a	reminder	or	a	memento	or	because	I	can’t	bear	to	part	with	

something	my	father	made,	I	don’t	know.		

The	door	chimes	again.	Paulie	lumbers	in,	says,	“Mikey	Bagels,	what	have	you	

got	for	me	today?”	

	 “Check	the	back.”	
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	 Paulie	looks	Chapin	up	and	down,	then	heads	into	the	kitchen.	Chapin	opens	

his	mouth	to	speak	but	is	drowned	out	as	Paulie	hoots	and	hollers.	He	comes	out	of	

the	kitchen	holding	up	one	of	the	bagels.	“You	made	me	my	everything!”		

	 I	shrug.	“You’re	a	good	friend,	Paulie.	I	just	wanted	to	say	thanks	before	this	

son	of	a	bitch	shuts	me	down.”	

	 Paulie	says,	“This	the	prick	from	the	bank?”	

	 Chapin	says,	“Sir,	I…”	

	 Paulie	puts	a	stubby	finger	in	his	face.	“No,	shut	up.	You’re	a	prick.	This	guy	

has	been	in	business	since	before	you	were	a	cell	in	your	dad’s	balls.	And	you	think	

you	can	come	in	here	and	take	him	out.	Bullshit.	This	guy,	his	family,	they’ve	dealt	

with	tougher	than	little	shits	like	you.”	

	 “But…”	

	 “But	nothing.	You	ought	to	be	ashamed	of	yourself.	Destroying	neighborhoods.	

Destroying	history.	I	got	nothing	but	respect	for	this	man.”	Paulie	puts	his	arm	

around	me,	pulls	me	close.	As	his	fingers	clasp	my	shoulder	I	feel	a	rush	of	warmth.	

The	pain	in	my	hands	disappears.	Paulie’s	voice	rises,	face	reddens.	“You	know	how	

me	and	this	man	met?”	

	 Exasperated,	like	he’s	talking	to	a	child,	Chapin	asks,	“How?”	

	 “Like	this.”	Paulie	takes	the	bagel	board	and	swings	it,	smacking	Chapin	across	

the	jaw.		

Chapin	collapses	into	a	pile	on	the	ground,	trying	to	yell,	the	sound	coming	out	

garbled	and	thick.	He	grips	his	face	and	blood	seeps	out	between	his	fingers.	He	

stumbles	toward	the	door	and	bangs	into	it	before	sliding	out.		

	 I	know	I	shouldn’t,	but	I	laugh.	Then	Paulie	laughs.	And	then	the	two	of	us	are	

bent	over,	holding	each	other	up,	laughing	into	each	others’	shoulders.		

When	we’re	calm	enough	that	we	can	breathe,	I	tell	him,	“You	know	this	can’t	

end	well	for	us,	right?”	

	 “Ah,	I	still	know	a	few	of	the	bulls	in	this	neighborhood.	Anyway,	we’re	old	

men	now.	What	can	they	do	that	someone	else	hasn’t	already	tried?”	Paulie	takes	a	
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bite	of	his	bagel.	Through	a	wad	of	chewed	dough	he	says,	“This	is	a	damn	good	

bagel.	Look	at	you,	mister	traditional,	changing	things	up.”	

	 “Maybe	I’ll	get	a	new	sign,	too.	What	about	that?”	

	 Paulie	swallows.	“That	ain’t	such	a	bad	idea.	The	thing	needs	a	little	touching	

up.”	

	 “What	do	you	think	about	Michał’s	Bagels?”	

	 “You	know	it	should	be	Mikey’s	Bagels,	right?”	He	laughs.	“It’s	fine,	it’s	your	

business.	But	I	thought	you	were	ready	to	close	up	yesterday?”	

	 I	pat	Paulie	on	his	shoulder,	step	into	the	kitchen,	pull	one	of	the	everything	

bagels	off	the	rack.	I	join	Paulie	back	out	front,	take	a	bite,	and	the	bagel	isn’t	bad.		

Maybe	even	a	little	nice	to	try	something	new.		
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“Knock-Off” 
	

Money	is	money.	It	doesn’t	matter	where	it	comes	from.	It	only	matters	that	you	have	

it,	and	you	can	pay	the	rent,	or	the	electric,	or	the	grocery	bill.		

	 This	is	my	mantra.	It’s	what	I	repeat	as	the	temperature	inside	the	Almo	

costume	reaches	somewhere	around	200	degrees	Fahrenheit,	and	some	

prepubescent	goblin	is	driving	his	tiny	fist	into	my	balls.		

	 Before	you	ask,	yes,	Almo,	with	an	A.	It’s	a	knock-off,	supposedly	Mexican.	

Ultimately	who	cares?	The	kids	see	what	they	want	to	see—an	anthropomorphic	red	

monster	they	know	from	television.	I	would	never	refer	to	myself	as	anything	but	

Almo,	lest	I	find	a	lawyer	attached	to	my	neck.		

	 Back	to	my	balls.	You	would	think	the	fuzzy	padding	of	the	suit	would	offer	a	

little	protection.	And	maybe	a	decade	ago,	when	it	was	new,	it	would	have.	But	after	a	

dozen	owners	and	a	hundred	appearances	and	every	bodily	fluid	imaginable,	it’s	not	

up	to	the	task.		

	 Last	week	I	had	to	throw	some	red	felt	pens	into	the	wash,	just	to	re-dye	the	

parts	of	the	fur	that	were	fading.	Related	to	that,	I	am	no	longer	welcome	at	my	local	

Laundromat.			

	 The	tourist	couple—the	ones	responsible	for	the	goblin	trying	to	bludgeon	me	

into	castration—they’re	smiling	and	laughing.	They	must	assume	the	padding	is	

intact.	Or	at	least	I	hope	they	do,	because	if	not	that	would	make	them	really	terrible	

people.		

	 The	kid	finally	gives	it	a	rest	when	the	father	produces	a	black	behemoth	of	a	

camera	that	costs	more	than	probably	everything	I	own.	The	kid	grips	his	arms	

around	my	waist	and	smiles,	like	the	threat	of	violence	doesn’t	hang	between	us.	I’m	

wondering	where	they’re	from	when	the	father	counts	down	in	Czech—“jeden,	dva,	

tři”—so	that	answers	that.		

	 I	don’t	actually	speak	Czech,	but	you	work	in	Times	Square	for	a	few	weeks,	

dressed	as	a	knock-off	cartoon	character,	accepting	tips	for	photos,	you	pick	up	some	
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things	by	osmosis.	Hell,	you	live	in	New	York	City	your	whole	life,	you’re	doing	

something	wrong	if	you	can’t	say	“cheers”	in	at	least	six	languages.		

After	the	father	is	done	taking	his	photos	and	has	returned	the	camera	to	his	

side,	like	a	gun	back	in	the	holster,	there’s	a	brief	moment	of	awkwardness,	where	he	

assumes	our	transaction	has	ended	but	he’s	not	sure	what	to	do	next.	I	tap	the	red	

pouch	hanging	from	my	waist	that	has	“TIPS”	embroidered	in	white	stitching.		

There’s	a	brief	flash	of	recognition,	and	his	hand	twitches	toward	the	bulge	of	

his	wallet.	Then	he	shrugs,	says,	“Nemluvím	anglicky.”	

I	do	not	speak	English.		 	

Another	term	you	get	used	to	in	this	gig.		

There’s	a	giant	neon	clock	blinking	over	his	shoulder.	I’ve	been	at	this	three	

hours,	and	have	less	than	$50	to	show	for	it.	Friday	nights,	when	the	square	is	so	

packed	with	tourists	the	air	is	thick	with	the	humidity	of	perspiration,	I	usually	pull	

double	that.		

I’m	about	to	take	a	step	forward—one	step	forward	being	sufficient	to	scare	

most	tourists	into	acquiescence—when	I	see	a	cop	eyeing	me	like	we	broke	up	on	

bad	terms.		

So	I	bow	and	nod	my	head,	although	the	father	probably	can’t	see	me	nod	

inside	the	costume,	and	he	grabs	his	kid	and	his	wife	and	disappears	into	the	teeming	

mass.		

We	have	a	détente	with	the	cops.	We	can	accept	tips	but	we	can’t	charge	for	

photos.	Charge	a	tourist,	then	you’re	a	business,	then	you	get	cited,	and	if	you	mouth	

off	they	take	you	to	booking	and	your	costume	“disappears”	sometime	before	you	

work	your	way	through	the	system.		

It	happened	to	a	guy	who	dressed	as	Superman.	He	didn’t	call	himself	that,	he	

called	himself	Superguy.	He	also	called	the	cops	Nazi	Death	Pigs,	which	highlights	the	

importance	of	diplomacy	when	dealing	with	the	police.		

I	toe	the	line.	This	is	not	the	job	I	dreamed	about	as	a	kid—archeologist—but	

you	do	what	you	have	to.	America	is	the	land	of	opportunity	until	you	make	a	
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mistake.	Then	you	can	get	fucked.	I’ve	leveled	a	forest	with	all	the	resumes	I’ve	sent	

out.	The	problem	is	I	like	to	be	honest,	so	I	put	down	that	I	served	time	on	a	drug	

charge.		

It’s	not	even	like	it	was	real	drugs.	Pot	isn’t	dangerous	unless	you’re	a	bag	of	

chips.	But	the	cops	treated	me	like	they	busted	Pablo	Escobar,	and	it	seems	there’s	

not	an	employer	in	this	town	that’ll	look	past	my	status	as	an	ex-con.	

The	costume	thing	was	supposed	to	be	temporary.	But	the	more	I	do	it,	the	

more	it	feels	like	this	is	my	only	option.		

Exhale.	No	need	getting	worked	up	inside	this	thing.	It’ll	just	raise	the	

temperature	and	make	it	more	uncomfortable.	I	could	use	a	smoke	though,	so	I	leave	

my	spot	outside	the	M&M	store	and	head	for	a	vacant	sidestreet.	It	ruins	the	illusion	

if	the	kids	see	you	with	your	mask	off,	sucking	down	unfiltered	cigarettes.		

Anyway,	it’s	not	like	the	square	is	promising	tonight.			

Christ,	this	place.	It	used	to	be	great	if	you	wanted	a	handy,	or	some	blow,	or	a	

sucking	chest	wound.	Now	there’s	an	M&M	store.		

Back	in	the	days	of	David	Dinkins	and	Death	Wish,	it	was	like	there	was	no	

way	this	place	could	get	any	worse.	And	in	a	way,	that	was	true.	The	pendulum	

swung	as	far	as	it	could,	and	it	hit	the	end	of	its	arc	when	Giuliani	showed	up	with	his	

militarized	police	force.	After	that,	things	started	swinging	back	the	other	way.		

Now	look	where	we	are.	Seizure-inducing	lights	and	chain	restaurants	and	

Broadway	shows	based	on	Disney	movies.	Tourists	staring	into	the	sky,	eyes	glazed	

over	and	faces	slack,	like	they’ve	got	heroin	needles	jammed	in	their	arms.		

I	say	these	things	like	complaining	is	going	to	fix	it.		

I	hit	the	corner,	head	toward	the	dark.	Drunken	couples	stumble	out	of	the	

way,	point	and	laugh,	yell	things	at	me,	but	I	tune	them	out,	intent	on	getting	to	a	

quiet	alcove	where	I	can	take	off	the	damned	head	of	this	costume.		

And	when	I	do,	it	is	sweet	bliss.	My	skin	is	so	wet	it’s	shiny	and	the	cool	night	

air	caresses	me	like	I	haven’t	been	touched	in	a	long	time.			
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I’m	halfway	through	my	cigarette	when	the	shadow	in	the	doorway	grows	

deeper.	I	look	up	and	find	two	silhouettes	outlined	in	the	street	lamps.	One	of	the	

silhouettes	says	hello,	like	he	knows	me.		 	

The	two	of	them	step	in	the	light.	Billy	and	Richie.	Two	market-price	thugs,	

and	the	last	two	people	I	want	to	see	right	now.	Richie	smiles,	his	hair	slicked	back,	

his	eyes	twinkling	like	he’s	trying	to	sell	me	something	that’s	broken.	Billy	lingers	

behind	him,	just	like	he	always	does.		

Richie	says,	“We’ve	been	looking	for	you.	Heard	about	the	new	gig.”	He	taps	

the	Almo	head	with	the	tip	of	his	boot.		

I	shake	my	head,	wave	him	away.	“I’m	on	parole.	Absolutely	not.	Under	no	

circumstances.”	

Richie	puts	his	hands	up	in	a	‘calm-down’	gesture.	Says,	“It’s	just	an	idea.	Hear	

me	out?”	

I	tell	him,	“Dude,	no.	Please,	kindly	piss	off.”		

He	exhales.	“Look,	nobody	whose	hanging	out	in	Times	Square	dressed	like	a	

muppet	is	doing	it	because	they’ve	made	good	decisions.	I’ve	got	a	proposition	that’ll	

make	you	an	extra	couple	of	bucks.	Low	impact,	low	risk.”	

I’m	about	to	tell	him	to	piss	off	again,	when	I	remember	the	rent	is	due	next	

week	and	I’m	still	three	hundred	short.	I	do	not	expect	to	make	that	much	between	

now	and	then.	I	know	I’m	making	a	mistake	but	I	ask	for	the	details.	

He	says,	“You	sling	a	little	while	you’re	doing	the	muppet	thing.	And	it’s	

perfect…”	

I	cut	him	off.	“Have	you	ever	been	to	Times	Square?”	

He	inclines	his	head,	like	I’m	a	sphinx.		

I	tell	him,	“Let	me	rephrase.	Have	you	ever	gone	to	Times	Square	and	seen	the	

army	of	cops?	Half	the	police	force	is	there.	You	know	why	that	is?	Because	all	this	

city	cares	about	is	protecting	the	tourists	so	they	come	here	and	spend	their	money.	

You	want	me	to	sell	drugs	in	the	place	where	the	majority	of	this	city’s	cops	hang	out.	

Seems	dumb.”	
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Richie	puts	his	hand	on	my	shoulder,	bunches	up	a	wad	of	red	felt	in	his	fist.	

“You	make	it	sound	like	you’re	going	to	be	doling	shit	out	in	the	wide	open.	I	thought	

this	through.	Well,	Billy	thought	it	through.	Billy,	tell	him	the	idea.”	

Billy	clears	his	throat.	“Well,	think	about	it.	We	tell	someone	they	buy	from	

Elmo…”	

I	interrupt.	“Almo.”	

He	pauses.	“Almo,	whatever.	We	have	them	look	for	the…	Almo.	They	come,	

take	a	photo	with	you,	right?	When	their	arm	is	wrapped	around	you	for	the	picture,	

you’ve	got	like	a	sleeve	or	something,	with	the	coke.	You	hand	it	to	them	inside	the	

costume,	and	then	they	slip	the	payment	in	your	tip	bag.	We	supply	you	with	the	

product	at	the	start	of	the	shift.	At	the	end	of	it,	we	split	it	twenty	percent	to	you,	the	

rest	to	us.”	

“Bullshit	twenty.	I’m	taking	all	the	risk.”	

Richie	says,	“You’re	not	getting	the	product.	You’re	not	transporting	it.	You’re	

not	getting	the	customers.	You’re	not	doing	anything	but	standing	there.	So	it’s	

twenty,	or	we	go	talk	to	the	asshole	dressed	like	SpongeBob.”	

“He	calls	himself	SpongeTodd.”	

“Whatever.	Fuck	that	guy.	We’re	being	nice,	trying	to	give	you	first	shot	at	this.	

You	don’t	want	it,	it	goes	to	someone	else.”	

I	take	a	deep	breath.	Flick	my	now-dead	cigarette	to	the	curb.	Reflect	on	what	

my	life	has	become.	Finally	I	tell	them,	“Let	me	sleep	on	it.”	

Richie	puts	up	his	hands	up	in	a	‘sure-thing’	gesture.	Says,	“That	all	I	ask.	Call	

me.	Number’s	the	same.”	

I	watch	them	disappear	around	the	corner,	then	put	the	Almo	head	back	on,	

trudge	to	my	spot,	their	offer	trailing	behind	me	like	a	desperate	stripper.		

Money	is	good.	I	like	money.	Coke	is	not	so	good.	Nor	is	getting	caught	with	it.		

When	I	turn	the	corner,	back	into	the	searing	light	of	the	square,	there’s	a	bunch	of	

cartoon	characters	standing	around	in	a	circle,	while	a	cop	wrestles	with	a	pile	of	

black	and	red	felt.	I	jog	over	and	find	Mickey	Mouse	lying	on	the	ground	in	a	fetal	
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position.	One	cop	is	holding	what	looks	like	a	gun	in	his	hand,	but	then	I	see	the	wires	

and	realize	it’s	a	Taser.	Another	cop	is	trying	to	take	Mickey’s	head	off	but	it’s	stuck.		

Next	to	me	is	giant,	bulbous	Hello	Kitty.	It	leans	toward	me	and	a	male	voice	

with	a	Mexican	accent	spills	out	of	the	mouthpiece.	“Some	family	wouldn’t	tip	so	he	

pushed	the	kid.	Kid	hit	the	ground.	Everyone	lost	their	shit.”		

The	cop	gives	up	trying	to	get	Mickey’s	head	off,	and	they	pull	him	to	his	feet,	

drag	him	off.	I	push	through	the	crowd	of	people	taking	video	on	their	phones,	head	

back	to	my	position.	Within	minutes	the	cops	box	me	in	against	a	light	pole,	wanting	

to	know	the	guy’s	name,	where	he	lives.		

	 I	tell	them,	“No	idea.	It’s	not	like	we’re	in	a	union	or	something.”	

	 One	of	the	cops,	the	same	one	who	was	eyeing	me	earlier,	he	presses	his	baton	

into	my	side.	“Got	ourselves	a	comedian	here,	Officer	Ruiz.”	

	 The	other	cop,	presumably	Officer	Ruiz,	says,	“I	bet	you’re	all	a	bunch	of	

sickos.	Get	your	jollies	feeling	up	kids	or	something,	right?	You	keep	it	straight	sicko,	

or	we’ll	bust	you	down.”	

	 I	nod,	resist	the	temptation	to	do	anything	else	but	that.	And	I	have	a	lot	of	

temptations.		

	 After	an	hour,	and	four	dollars	in	tips,	and	the	tourists	avoiding	me	like	I	have	

hepatitis—which,	with	this	costume,	maybe?—I	pack	it	in	and	head	home.		

	 And	when	I	get	there,	I	find	the	icing	on	tonight’s	cake:	A	note	attached	to	my	

door,	saying	my	rent	has	just	gone	up	50	bucks	a	month.		

	

V	

	

The	kid	who	comes	stumbling	up	to	me	is	drunk.	He	reeks	of	cheap	beer.	That	I	smell	

it	through	the	mesh	of	Almo’s	mouth	means	that	he’s	probably	moments	away	from	

puking,	so	I	try	to	not	jostle	him.		

His	friend	is	holding	up	an	iPhone,	looking	around	nervously,	ready	to	take	

some	pictures.		
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The	first	guy	puts	his	arm	around	me	and	says,	“I’ll	take	one,	please.”	

	 But	he’s	using	his	right	hand,	not	his	left	like	he’s	supposed	to.	I	poke	at	him	

until	he	realizes	his	mistake.	Then	he	finds	the	hole	I	made	in	the	costume.	His	hand	

reaches	in—there	is	something	so	disturbingly	sexual	about	this—and	I	slip	a	baggie	

of	coke	into	his	hand,	leaving	the	empty	arm	of	the	Almo	costume	to	hang	in	the	air	

like	a	noose.	It	actually	probably	looks	nothing	like	a	noose,	but	that’s	just	what	it	

feels	like.		

	 We	pose	for	the	photos,	his	friend	snapping	away,	sweating,	looking	around	

for	the	cops.	The	guy	posing	for	the	photo	turns	his	body	toward	me	to	shield	himself	

from	view,	shows	me	three	$20	bills,	and	shoves	them	in	my	tip	bag.	And	then	they’re	

gone.		

	 Richie	was	right.	The	idea	was	so	stupid	it	actually	might	be	a	little	brilliant.	

Things	have	been	tense	with	the	cops—between	Mickey	Mouse	last	week,	and	then	

last	night,	Roger	Rabbit	went	haywire.	He	was	running	in	circles,	screaming	anti-

Semitic	comments,	before	charging	at	random	people.	Took	three	cops	to	bring	him	

down.	I’m	thinking	PCP,	but	the	guy	who	dresses	as	Spider-Man	thinks	it	was	meth.	

We	have	a	pool	going.				

	 So,	anyway,	the	cops	are	on	edge	but	they	think	we’ve	all	got	mental	problems,	

and	don’t	like	coming	near	us.	As	long	as	I	don’t	punch	any	kids—not	always	the	

easiest	impulse	to	ignore	but	I	do	my	best—it	means	they	give	us	a	wide	berth.	And	I	

get	to	hide	in	plain	sight.		

There’s	a	tap	on	my	shoulder	and	my	heart	skips.	I	turn	and	find	Marvin	the	

Martian.	Except	his	costume	is	such	a	bad	knock-off,	the	colors	wrong	and	the	head	

too	small,	so	he	looks	like	Marvin	the	Martian’s	older,	socially-inept	bother.	Flanking	

him	is	a	Disney	princess.	I	don’t	know	which	one	exactly,	but	given	the	sunken	eyes	

and	stringy	blonde	hair,	I’d	say	it’s	whichever	Disney	princess	made	the	most	

mistakes	in	life.			

	 Marvin	leans	toward	me	and	mumbles	something	I	can’t	make	out.		
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	 I	put	my	hand	up	to	my	ear—or	to	Almo’s	ear—to	indicate	I	can’t	hear	him.	He	

adjusts	his	headpiece,	says,	“You	have	to	stop.”	

	 “What	are	you	talking	about?”	

	 He	says,	“We	control	the	coke	game	here.”	

	 “Dude,	I’m	just	taking	photos	with	people.”	

	 The	princess	says,	“You	must	think	we’re	kidding.”	

She	holds	up	her	sequined	clutch,	looks	around	to	make	sure	there’s	no	one	

watching	us,	and	pulls	out	something	black	and	plastic	that	looks	like	a	comb.	She	

presses	a	gloved	finger	to	the	side	and	a	blade	flicks	out.		

	 Purely	on	instinct	I	throw	my	arm	out	to	block	it,	and	for	once	the	padding	

comes	through—the	knife	barely	grazes	me,	instead	flies	from	her	hand	and	skids	

across	the	ground.		

She	looks	at	it,	looks	at	me,	shrugs,	and	plants	her	foot	in	the	back	of	my	knee.		

It	hurts.	I	go	down,	the	suit	not	doing	a	great	job	of	cushioning	the	fall.	Nor	does	it	

help	when	they	start	kicking	me.	The	princess,	driving	the	sharp	tip	of	a	ruby	red	

slipper	into	my	stomach,	is	yelling,	“You	can’t	fucking	sling	here	motherfucker.”	

	 When	there’s	a	lull	in	the	kicking,	I	look	up	and	see	that	there’s	a	kid	watching	

us,	his	face	flushed	red.	In	one	hand	is	an	ice	cream	cone,	in	the	other	is	the	princess’	

switchblade.	Through	a	veil	of	tears	he	asks,	“Why	are	they	hurting	Elmo,	mommy?”	

	 The	mother	plucks	the	blade	from	the	kid’s	hand,	her	mouth	opening	and	

closing	like	she	wants	to	speak,	or	puke,	but	can’t	figure	out	which.	She	drops	the	

blade	to	the	ground	and	runs	away	so	fast	she	leaves	a	sandal	behind.		

A	cavalcade	of	cops	is	headed	in	our	direction	from	across	the	square.	And	I’ve	

still	got	two	baggies	of	coke	on	me.	I	consider	swallowing	them	but	I’m	not	sure	if	it’s	

enough	to	kill	me,	and	anyway,	I	don’t	even	know	if	I	can	reach	them,	because	Marvin	

and	the	princess	are	back	to	kicking	me	into	submission.	

	 The	pain	builds	to	crescendo.	The	cops	crash	into	us	like	a	wave,	and	as	I’m	

rolled	across	the	sidewalk,	I	see	glimpses	of	the	tourists	huddled	around	us,	taking	
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videos,	snapping	pictures,	pointing,	documenting	the	story	they’ll	carry	with	them	

for	the	rest	of	their	lives,	or	at	least	for	one	good	status	update	on	Facebook.		

	 And	I	can’t	help	but	laugh,	even	though	it	makes	my	ribs	hurt.		

	 The	thing	about	pendulums	is,	eventually	they	swing	back	the	other	way.	It	

doesn’t	matter	how	many	lights	you	add,	how	many	cops	you	enroll,	how	hard	you	

scrape	at	the	scum—this	is	and	always	will	be	Times	Square.	
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“No Good Way Around” 
	

When	the	train	slams	to	a	halt,	the	cars	shudder	and	lift	from	the	track	where	they’re	

coupled	together.	They	come	back	down,	metal	crashing	on	metal	so	loud	it	echoes	in	

the	chambers	of	my	heart.	The	noise	is	enormous,	bouncing	off	the	brick	building	to	

the	right,	dissipating	across	the	vacant	lot	to	the	left.	

Once	it’s	settled,	there’s	no	sound	but	the	gentle	hum	of	the	car’s	motor,	and	

Johnny	Cash	whispering	from	the	only	working	speaker,	on	the	drivers’	side	door.		

	 After	a	moment	the	train	starts	up	again	and	travels	a	hundred	feet	in	the	

opposite	direction.	Then	it	stops.		

Same	crash,	same	tsunami	of	sound.		

	 Richie	comes	down	from	the	tracks,	illuminated	by	the	car’s	headlights,	

zipping	his	fly.	He	runs	his	hands	through	his	slicked-back	hair,	which	is	a	little	gross	

considering	he	couldn’t	have	washed	his	hands	after	that	piss.		

	 “Can’t	see	the	front	of	the	train,”	he	says.	“I	don’t	even	know	what	direction	

this	fucking	thing	is	headed	in.”	

	 We’ve	been	here	twenty	minutes	now.	The	train	moves	a	little,	stops,	goes	in	

the	other	direction,	stops.	The	no-crossing	sign	blinks	endlessly	red,	taunting	us.	

There	are	no	other	cars	on	the	road,	which	makes	me	think	there’s	something	

happening	that	we	don’t	know	about.	Like	a	spill	or	an	accident	or	something.		

Richie	bends	down	and	picks	up	a	rock	from	the	side	of	the	road,	chucks	it	at	

the	train.	It	bounces	off	a	gunmetal	gray	car	with	a	CLANG.		

I	ask,	“Why	do	you	need	to	do	that?”	

	 “Out	of	cigarettes.	So	why	don’t	we	just	go	around	this	fucking	thing?”	

I	pull	out	my	phone	to	show	him	the	map,	even	though	I	know	he	won’t	look	at	

it.	“There’s	water	to	our	left	and	the	track	loops	down	to	the	right,	cutting	us	off	from	

where	we	need	to	be.	There’s	no	good	way	around.	I	don’t	know	how	to	get	

anywhere	in	Baltimore.”		

Richie	nods	toward	the	phone.	“Don’t	you	have	some	fancy	GPS	in	that	thing?”	

“GPS	fucks	my	data	plan.”	
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“Fucking	fuck	it,	Billy.	We’ll	pay	the	bill.	I	don’t	feel	good	sitting	here.”	He	puts	

his	hand	on	the	trunk,	gingerly,	like	it’s	hot.	“I	don’t	feel	good	sitting	here	out	in	the	

open	like	this.”	

“Look,”	I	tell	him.	“Better	this	than	driving	through	a	busier	part	of	town,	

where	some	cop	is	going	to	pull	us	over	because	we	have	New	York	plates	and	we’re	

a	mile	over	the	speed	limit.	I	know	it’ll	be	nice	to	unload	this	but	we’re	not	on	a	clock,	

either.	This	is	the	route	that	I	memorized	and	this	is	the	route	we’re	taking.	Be	a	little	

patient.”	

Richie	bends	down,	picks	up	another	rock,	throws	it	at	the	train,	which	is	now	

moving.	CLANG.		

“Still	wish	we	weren’t	sitting	here	like	this,”	he	says.	“Fucking	trains.	Never	

seen	a	train	do	something	like	this.”	

“You	live	in	Brooklyn.	You’ve	never	even	seen	a	train	like	this.	All	you	know	

about	is	the	R	train.”	

Richie	shakes	his	head.	“What	if	it	jumped	the	track?	We’ll	be	here	all	night.”	

“Train	is	still	moving	though.”	

“Well,	maybe	it	went	the	wrong	way?”	

“But	this	much	course	correction?	It’s	like	the	thing	is	trying	to	parallel	park.”	

Richie	goes	to	say	something,	stops.	“Whatever.	Fucking	trains,	man.”	

No	sense	in	wasting	any	more	gas.	I	reach	into	the	car	and	turn	off	the	ignition.	

Johnny	Cash	stops	singing.	It	gets	real	quiet	then,	with	the	train	not	moving	and	just	

the	no-crossing	sign	blinking	at	us.	Quiet	so	big	you	could	fall	into	it.		

Richie	picks	up	a	rock	and	throws	this	one	high.	It	sails	over	the	train,	and	

after	a	moment	we	hear	the	sound	of	breaking	glass	on	the	other	side	of	the	road.		

He	laughs.	“Ten	points.”	

I	climb	on	the	hood,	lie	against	the	windshield	and	spread	my	legs	out.	The	

metal	is	hot,	but	that	feels	nice	since	it’s	chilly	out.	I	pull	my	smokes	from	the	inside	

of	my	coat	and	knock	one	out.	Richie	puts	his	hand	out	for	one	and	I	put	the	pack	

back	inside	my	pocket.		
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He	asks,	“What	the	fuck,	Billy?	I	said	I	was	out.”	

“I	asked	for	a	smoke	last	week	and	you	made	me	go	out	and	buy	them.”	

“I	was	down	to	my	last	cigarette.”	

“And	we’re	brothers,”	I	tell	him.		

“We’re	brothers	out	in	the	middle	of	nowhere	fucking	Baltimore.”	

I	shouldn’t,	because	Richie	is	a	miser	with	his	cigarettes,	but	he’ll	just	bitch	

and	moan	until	I	give	in.	I	pull	the	pack	out,	hold	it	toward	him.	He	pulls	one	out,	

gives	it	back,	doesn’t	even	say	thanks.		

Past	the	yellow	street	lamp	overhead,	the	sky	is	black	like	ink,	and	no	stars,	

just	the	way	it	looks	from	our	roof.	Nice	night	though.	Especially	with	all	the	quiet.	

Broken	only	by	the	occasional	roar	of	the	train	and	the	CLANG	of	Richie’s	rocks.		

Richie	says,	“Ginny	ought	to	be	giving	us	hazard	pay	for	this	shit.	This	is	a	

waste	of	our	time.”	

“After	the	thing	with	the	guy,	we’re	lucky	she	didn’t	have	Samson	gut	us	in	

front	of	our	parents.	And	anyway,	where	do	you	have	to	be	that’s	so	important?”	

	 Silence.		

	 CLANG.		

	 “I’m	just	saying,”	says	Richie.	

	 There’s	a	flood	of	light	from	behind	us.	I	roll	over	and	look.	There’s	a	white	

pickup	truck	rolling	toward	us.	It	stops	a	few	yards	behind	our	car.	Too	bright	to	see	

the	driver.	Before	I	can	even	get	off	the	hood	it	whips	around,	pops	a	U-turn,	and	

speeds	off,	until	the	stretch	of	road	behind	us	is	empty	again,	down	to	the	highway	

exit	ramp	a	half-mile	away.		

	 “See,”	Richie	says.	“There’s	gotta	be	a	way	around	this	thing.”	

	 “I	don’t	care.	This	is	the	way	we’re	going.”	

	 Three	rocks	hit	the	train	in	sharp	succession.		

	 CLANG.		

	 CLANG.	

	 CLANG.	
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	 Richie	says,	“Fuck	this	train.”	

	 “On	that,	we	are	in	agreement,”	I	tell	him.		

	 The	train	moves,	picking	up	speed.	And	it	seems	to	be	moving	a	little	faster	

than	before.	Maybe	this	is	it.	Maybe	whatever	stupid	thing	happened	is	over,	and	we	

can	get	out	of	here.	I	hop	off	the	hood	of	the	car,	ready	to	get	moving.	Richie	feels	it	

too.	He’s	standing	next	to	me,	the	two	of	us	on	our	toes,	ready	to	bolt,	vibrating	with	

a	shared	sense	of	anticipation.	I	grip	the	car	keys	so	tight	they	cut	into	my	palm.		

The	train	slams	to	a	halt.	The	noise	hits	us,	then	the	world	goes	quiet.	It	sits	

across	our	path,	at	the	top	of	the	gentle	slope	of	the	road,	like	a	fucking	monolith.		

	 Richie	raises	his	hands	above	his	head.	“FUCK!”	

	 CLANG.		

	 I	kick	the	tire,	sit	down	on	the	road	at	the	front	of	the	car.		

Richie	says,	“So	what	do	you	think	is	in	the	trunk?”	

“Let’s	not	play	this	game.”	

“What	the	fuck	else	are	we	going	to	do?	Discuss	our	feelings?”		

“I’m	just	saying.	We	go	down	this	path,	one	of	us	is	going	to	get	curious	and	

want	to	open	it,	and	shit	like	that	never	ends	well.”	

Richie	sits	on	the	ground	next	me,	inhales	the	last	drag	of	his	cigarette,	and	

tosses	it	onto	the	smooth,	shiny	blacktop	in	front	of	us.	He	brushes	stray	spots	of	ash	

off	his	black	jeans.	“I	bet	it’s	a	person.”	

“First,	it	can’t	be	a	person.	We	haven’t	heard	a	sound	out	of	the	trunk	since	we	

picked	up	the	car.	Second,	stop.”	

“I’m	so	fucking	bored.”	He	takes	a	deep	breath.	“Drugs,	then?”	

I	shrug.	“Maybe.”	Sigh.	“Most	likely	is	money.”	

Richie	opens	his	mouth.	I	know	this	because	I	can	hear	the	vacuum	of	stupid	

it’s	about	to	create.		

The	train	starts	up,	moves	ten	feet	to	the	left,	and	stops.		

When	it’s	quiet	Richie	says,	“You	know…”	
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I	put	up	my	hand.	“Don’t	say	it.	I	don’t	even	know	what	you’re	going	to	say.	I	

just	know	it’s	going	to	be	bad.	So	don’t	say	it.	Don’t	say	anything.”	

Richie	climbs	to	his	feet,	his	boots	scratching	on	the	pavement.	“You’re	boring	

and	this	train	is	boring.”	He	disappears	around	the	side	of	the	car.		

CLANG.		

I	wish	I	had	some	Klonopin	or	Xanax,	something	to	cram	down	his	throat	and	

calm	him	the	fuck	down.	Richie	doesn’t	seem	to	get	that	we’re	on	Ginny’s	shit	list.	If	

Hell	were	a	real	place,	that	would	be	preferable	to	Ginny’s	shit	list.	This	thing	has	to	

go	clean.	Which	means	we	stick	to	the	route	I	came	up	with.	Stay	to	the	outskirts	of	

town,	away	from	someplace	that	we’re	going	to	get	noticed.		

Go	to	the	garage,	meet	the	guy,	hand	off	the	thing.	That’s	it.		

Planning	shit	isn’t	hard.	Getting	Richie	to	act	like	an	adult	most	certainly	is.		

The	train	hasn’t	moved	in	a	bit.	I	get	up	and	figure	on	walking	up	to	the	tracks,	to	see	

what’s	going	on,	and	because	now	I’ve	got	to	take	a	piss,	when	a	car	pulls	up	behind	

us.	A	little	sedan,	but	with	how	bright	the	headlights	are,	I	can’t	make	out	the	model	

or	color.		

	 The	doors	open	and	two	figures	step	out.	They	come	strolling	up	to	us,	backlit,	

so	they’re	just	two	dark	figures.	The	one	on	the	right	speaks.	Nice,	genial	tone.	“You	

fellas	okay?	Flat	or	something?”		

Richie	says,	“Nah,	this	fucking	train	has	been	going	back	and	forth	forever	

now.	We’re	waiting	for	it	to	clear	out.”	

The	two	men	get	far	enough	ahead	of	the	light	that	I	can	make	them	out.	One	

is	heavy	and	short	with	a	shiny	bald	head	and	a	big	mustache,	like	someone	glued	a	

feather	duster	to	his	lip.	The	other	guy	is	tall.	Uncomfortably	tall,	like	he’s	been	

stretched	out	on	a	rack,	with	a	tight	crew	cut	and	a	nose	like	meat	hook.		

The	short	guy	laughs.	He’s	gruff,	but	friendly	too.	“Shit.	And	there’s	really	no	

good	way	around.”	
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I	shoot	a	look	at	Richie.	“That’s	what	I	said.”	Then	I	pull	out	my	pack	and	toss	it	

at	him.	He	snatches	it	out	of	the	air	and	within	seconds	has	a	lit	smoke	between	his	

lips.	Ought	to	keep	him	quiet.		

The	tall	one,	the	one	who	spoke	first,	looks	at	the	plate	on	our	car,	then	says,	

“You	fellas	from	New	York?”	

“Yessir	we	are,”	I	tell	him.		

“Where	you	headed?”	

“Picking	up	a	friend	at	a	hotel	down	in	Fell’s	Point.	Aliceanna	Street.”	

The	short	one	says,	“You	could	get	around,	if	you	want.	Longer	drive,	but	

better	than	sitting	around	with	nothing	to	do,	right?	Need	directions?”	

“Nah,”	I	tell	him.	“We’re	in	no	rush.	We’ve	been	in	the	car	for	three	hours,	so	

it’s	nice	to	stretch	a	little,	you	know?”	

The	short	one	nods.	“Still,	I’d	love	to	find	out	what	the	fuck	is	going	on	here.	I	

haven’t	heard	anything.	Jacobs,	why	don’t	you	go	radio	into	central?”	

“Sure	thing,	captain.”	

The	tall	one—Jacobs—walks	back	to	the	car.		

That’s	when	I	see	it,	in	the	pool	of	light	created	by	the	red	blinking	no-crossing	

sign	and	the	headlights	of	their	car	and	the	single	street	lamp	above	our	heads:	The	

glint	at	his	belt.		

A	badge.	

Of	course.		

Something	smacks	the	side	of	my	head.	My	cigarettes.	I	look	down,	see	the	

pack	lying	on	the	pavement.	Richie	says,	“Think	fast,	little	brother.”	

I	pick	the	pack	up	with	shaking	hands	and	try	to	get	one	lit.		

The	short	cop	frowns.		

His	voice	is	slow.	A	little	less	friendly.	He	asks,	“You	okay,	son?”	

“Sure.”	I	tell	him.	“Long	time	on	the	road,	is	all.	You	know	what?	I’m	a	little	

tired,	actually.	Maybe	you	can	tell	us	how	to	get	around?”	

Richie	laughs.	“What	happened	to	sticking	with	the	plan,	huh?”	
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“Could	use	a	bathroom	and	some	food,	is	all,”	I	say.		

The	short	cop	is	still	frowning.		

I’m	fucking	up.	I	know	I’m	fucking	up.	The	excuses,	the	shaking	hands.		

He	doesn’t	even	have	to	say	it.	I	can	see	it	in	his	eyes.	He	can	smell	crook.		

The	short	cop	drops	his	voice	an	octave	and	takes	a	few	steps	toward	our	car,	

looking	at	it	like	he’s	trying	to	decipher	hieroglyphics.	“Where	did	you	say	you	boys	

were	from?”	

“Brooklyn,”	I	tell	him.	“About	those	directions?”	

The	short	looks	me	in	the	eye,	says,	“Excuse	me	a	minute.”		

He	doesn’t	say	it	out	loud,	but	“don’t	fucking	move”	is	implied.	He	disappears	

back	toward	his	car,	where	I	can’t	see	past	the	glare	of	the	headlights.	Just	his	shape	

and	the	shape	of	Jacobs,	the	two	of	them	far	enough	away	that	they	could	be	talking	

and	I	can’t	hear	them.		

Richie	comes	up	next	to	me,	asks,	“What’s	wrong,	bro?”	

I	point	with	my	chin.	“Five-oh.”	

“Fuck.”	He	looks	around,	like	he’s	searching	for	an	escape	route.	“Fuck.	Is	this	

car	hot?”		

“How	the	fuck	would	I	know?	It	could	be.	Samson	told	me	to	drive	as	safe	as	

possible.	It	could	be	hot.”	

“If	they’re	running	the	plate	we’re	six	different	kinds	of	fucked	right	now,”	

Richie	says.		 	

I	nod	my	head,	slowly.	“Yup.”		

Richie	takes	a	deep	breath,	shoves	his	hand	inside	my	jacket,	pulls	out	the	

pack	of	cigarettes.	He	flips	open	the	cardboard	top	and	makes	a	noise.	I	ask,	“What?”	

He	places	a	smoke	between	his	lips	and	says,	“Last	one.	Sorry.”	

“Fuck	you.”	

“Don’t	worry.	I’ll	get	you	a	pack.	Smokes	are	cheap	down	here.	And	I	have	a	

good	feeling	about	this.	I	think	we’re	going	to	be	fine,	okay?	We’ve	had	a	run	of	bad	

luck	lately	and	we’re	paying	off	some	karmic	fucking	debt,	but	right	now,	brother,	I	
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have	to	believe	that	we’re	in	the	black,	and	we’re	owed	a	little	good	will.”	He	smacks	

the	flat	of	his	hand	against	my	chest.	It	stings	and	I	take	a	step	back.	He	says,	

“Positive	outlook.”	

Jacobs	and	the	short	cop	come	back,	and	their	faces	are	grim	as	headstones.		

Richie	says,	“Or	maybe	not.”	

“Listen,	fellas,”	Jacobs	says.	“Probably	nothing,	but	you	can	we	see	some	

paperwork,	for	you	and	the	ride?”	

The	train	starts	up.	Moving	forward	or	backward,	who	knows.		

“Sure	thing,	officer.”	I	reach	into	my	pocket,	trying	to	keep	my	hand	still.	

“Anything…	um…	any	problems?”	

The	short	cop	speaks	but	the	train	slams	down,	drowning	him	out.		

When	it’s	quiet	again	I	ask,	“Sorry?”	

He	smiles.	“I	said,	nothing	we	can’t	clear	up	pretty	quick.”	

I	hand	over	my	license	as	Richie	goes	around	to	the	car,	to	the	glove	box.	The	

short	cop	takes	the	license	from	my	hand,	looks	at	it,	nods,	but	doesn’t	hand	it	back.	

Instead	he	looks	at	Richie,	who’s	walking	too	fast,	like	he’s	planning	something.		

The	short	cop	puts	his	hand	on	his	hip,	over	the	outline	of	what	could	be	a	gun.	

“Slow	down	a	little	there,	partner.	No	one’s	in	any	kind	of	rush	here,	all	right?”	

Richie	puts	his	hands	up	and	smiles,	then	sticks	his	hand	into	the	car,	not	

taking	his	eyes	off	the	cops.		

I’m	a	little	afraid	of	what	he’s	going	to	come	back	with.	I	don’t	remember	

Richie	bringing	a	gun,	but	he	sometimes	manages	to	pull	them	out	of	thin	air.	And	

he’s	dumb	enough	to	draw	right	now,	too.		

The	short	one	is	tensed.	His	hand	has	slid	to	the	inside	of	his	jacket.		

Jacobs	seems	to	notice	what’s	happening	and	he’s	looking	between	all	of	us,	

wondering	where	he	should	be.		

The	train	is	moving	again.	Slow	at	first,	picking	up	speed.		

In	the	flashing	red	light	of	the	no-crossing	sign,	I	see	sweat	beading	on	the	

short	cop’s	forehead.		
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We’re	not	looking	at	the	train,	too	worried	about	each	other,	so	when	it	

crashes	to	the	ground	we	all	jump	a	little,	come	back	down	planted	in	our	spots.		

Richie	jerks	his	hand	into	the	air.		

The	short	cop’s	arm	twitches	and	I’m	not	even	breathing.		

There’s	a	piece	of	crumbled	paper	in	Richie’s	hand.		

“Registration,”	he	says.		

Me,	Jacobs,	the	short	cop,	we	all	deflate.		

Richie	brings	the	paperwork	around,	hands	it	over	with	his	license.	The	short	

cop	snatches	them	from	the	air,	looks	at	them,	hands	it	all	to	Jacobs.		

Jacobs	nods,	says,	“You	fellas	mind	if	we	take	a	peek	inside	the	car?”	

Richie	shakes	his	head.	“Where’s	your	probable	cause,	huh?	You	need	

probable	cause.	Right?”	

The	short	cop	cuts	across	the	space	between	them	like	a	battering	ram,	until	

he’s	an	inch	from	Richie’s	nose,	looking	up	his	nostrils.	He	growls	when	he	speaks.	

“My	probable	cause	is	two	fuck-o’s	from	New	York	driving	a	car	where	the	

registration	doesn’t	match	either	of	their	names.	Which	wouldn’t	be	such	a	big	

problem	if	there	weren’t	clearly	some	anomalies	with	the	registration.	And	I	don’t	

even	need	to	run	your	names	to	know	I’m	going	to	see	a	smorgasbord	of	arrests.	So	

you	got	two	choices.	Pop	the	trunk	for	me,	or	I	get	out	the	crow	bar.”	

I	hold	up	the	keys,	dangle	them	in	the	air.		

Jacobs	snatches	them,	and	he	and	the	short	cop	walk	to	the	car.	I	lean	over	to	

Richie.	“Might	be	nothing.	Just	a	briefcase.	I	think	you’re	right.	We’re	owed	a	little	

luck	right	now,	don’t	you	think?	Like	maybe	just	this	once,	the	universe	isn’t	

conspiring	to	fuck	us?	If	it’s	just	a	briefcase,	we	can	talk	our	way	out	of	this.”	

Richie	frowns.	He’s	about	to	say	something.		

The	short	cop	inserts	the	key	and	turns	it.	It’s	quiet.	The	train	isn’t	moving.		

The	hood	pops	with	a	creak.		

And	the	short	cop	goes	flying	back,	hitting	the	ground	with	a	thud.	
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A	thin	figure	pops	from	the	trunk.	Naked	and	white,	except	for	blue	pinstripe	

boxers,	a	pair	of	dirty	work	boots	laced	tightly	to	his	feet,	and	a	bright	red	ball	gag	in	

his	mouth,	bound	with	a	black	leather	strap.	His	hands	are	tied	behind	his	back.		

The	man’s	eyes	are	wild,	sandy	bangs	hanging	down	into	his	eyes.	He	steadies	

himself	on	his	feet,	using	the	shock	and	surprise	to	his	advantage,	and	barrels	into	

Jacobs,	who	then	trips	over	the	short	cop,	who	was	trying	to	get	up.		

The	two	cops	tumble	to	the	ground	into	a	twisting	mess	of	limbs	and	grunts.	

The	man	in	the	ball	gag	looks	at	me	and	Richie,	then	arches	his	back,	looks	to	black	

ink	sky,	and	howls	like	a	wolf,	except	the	sound	is	muffled	by	the	red	rubber	ball	

crammed	in	his	mouth.		

Then	he	takes	off	for	the	train,	which	isn’t	moving.		

“Didn’t	expect	that,”	I	say.	

Richie	smacks	me	on	the	back.	“Told	you,	Billy.	Told	you	it	was	a	person.”	

“Fuck	you,	Richie.”	

Richie	bounces	on	the	balls	of	his	feet,	watching	the	cops	struggle	to	get	up.	

“Do	we	get	the	guy?	Do	we	run?	Fuck	it,	let’s	run.	Fuck	the	car.	They	can’t	trace	us.”	

“Car	is	covered	in	our	prints,”	I	tell	him.	

“Should	we	kill	the	cops?”	

“Jesus.	Really?”	

“C’mon	man,	you	come	up	with	an	idea.”	

Richie	keeps	bouncing.	I	can’t	even	move,	like	my	feet	have	sunk	into	the	

blacktop.	

The	man	in	the	ball	gag	picks	up	speed,	takes	a	running	leap	onto	an	open	car	

of	the	train.	He	lands	safely	just	as	the	train	starts	moving.		

And	it	doesn’t	stop.		

The	guy	disappears	from	our	view,	and	eventually	so	does	the	train.	It	just	

keeps	going,	and	it’s	gone,	like	it	was	never	there.	The	red	no-crossing	light	stops	

blinking,	and	the	white	arm	blocking	the	road	slowly	raises	up	until	it’s	flush	with	the	

light.		
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Then	it’s	just	us	and	the	empty	road,	a	car	that	doesn’t	belong	to	us,	and	two	

angry	cops	back	on	their	feet,	one	of	whom	is	reaching	for	his	gun,	the	other	for	

handcuffs.		

Richie	puts	up	his	hands.	“Okay,	okay.	Look.	I	get	it.	You	have	a	job	to	do.	But	

can	you	do	one	thing	for	us	though?	When	you	radioed	in.	Did	you	find	out	what	the	

fuck	was	happening	with	that	train?	Because	it’s	killing	me.”	

He’s	smiling	that	big	dumb	smile	of	his,	and	I	can’t	help	but	laugh.		

It	starts	as	a	giggle,	and	then	it	reaches	through	my	body	like	a	flame,	until	I’m	

bent	over,	laughing	so	hard	my	ribs	ache.	I	look	up	and	the	cops	are	laughing	too,	

Jacobs	with	his	hand	on	the	short	cop’s	shoulder,	trying	to	stay	upright.		

Richie	is	laughing	too,	that	uncomfortable	laugh	where	even	though	you	made	

the	joke,	you	can’t	help	yourself.		

That’s	the	only	sound,	the	four	of	us	laughing,	echoing	down	the	empty	road.	

When	we	finally	calm,	when	we’ve	wiped	the	tears	from	our	eyes	and	caught	

our	breath,	Jacobs	shrugs.	“We	still	have	to	arrest	you	fellas	though.”	

Richie	sighs.	“Fuck.”	
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