
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ELISE WHITMAN 

 

 

Elise charged into her apartment, trying not to think about what she had done tonight. Her 

Pomeranian followed her to the window, jumping on her leg, yapping to get her attention. She 

patted the dog on the head. “Not now, Chloe.” Then she pulled her phone out of her purse to see 

if she had a message from Liam. She didn’t. She cursed herself for not waiting to hear from him 

before calling the others and sent a text. 

I need to see you. 

Gripping her phone in one hand, she crossed her arms over her chest and waited. 

Elise had only lived in this apartment for three months. It was small, hastily decorated. 

The quasi-retro furniture from Value Interiors wasn’t her. Still, she’d come to like the place a lot. 

Part of it was because, at twenty-eight, it was the first apartment she’d ever had in her name. The 

other part was the location. 

From the window, Elise could see the quiet, tree-lined street that ran in front of her 



 

building. The old three and four-story condominium buildings lining most of it were charming. 

The neighbors were friendly, and she could walk to a grocery store and a coffee shop. 

She hoped that after tonight she wouldn’t have to leave. She hoped that by being honest 

with Liam her life would become something new and better than it was now. But if he didn’t 

take the news well, she knew she’d have no choice. She’d pack up the things she could as soon 

as everyone was gone and disappear. 

She looked at her phone again. Still no response. It had only been a minute, but she didn’t 

have time to wait, so she sent two more messages, back to back. 

I’m serious. 

I need you to come over right now. 

Then Elise got a bottle of Smirnoff from the kitchen to calm her nerves. She didn’t have 

any glasses, so she filled a mug to the brim, took one big gulp. She placed the mug on the coffee 

table and paced the room, rehearsing what she was going to say. She’d only get one shot at this. 

She’d better make it count. 

And, of course, she looked at her phone again. 

Come on, seriously?  

What was taking so long? 

She sent another text to Liam: Why don’t you answer me? 

Finally, she got a response: I’m on my way. We need to talk. 

Although Elise could tell she’d gotten under his skin, she didn’t care. What mattered was 

he was coming over. After tonight, the last thing he’d be thinking about was those messages. 

She returned to the window. If she craned her neck, she could almost see the entrance to 

her building. She thought it would be a good idea to keep a lookout, know who showed up first. 



 

But her mind wandered, back to what she would say and how she would say it—“Liam, you’re 

in danger”—and when someone knocked on the door, sending Chloe into a tizzy, she had no idea 

who it was. Since she was expecting company, she didn’t bother to check the peephole. She just 

tossed her phone onto the coffee table and turned the deadbolt. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LIAM PARKER 

 

 

Liam sat at the lone poker table in Midwest Design’s private room. The space was small 

but elegant, with polished hardwood floors and walls made of smooth brown tile. A combination 

of inset lighting and modern, ornate sconces cast the space in a warm glow. The only way in or 

out was through a door that opened onto the company’s darkened public spaces. 

At this hour, there were very few people in the building. The doors to the street were 

locked. A lone security guard manned the lobby nine floors below. 

The night had started with six players. The two who remained at the table with Liam 

were Emily Stewart, a regular, and a new guy he had taken to calling “the Grunter.” Their dealer, 

according to the nametag pinned to his tuxedo vest, was Jacob. 

Emily had stately features and short, black hair plastered to her head with large quantities 

of gel. Having already folded, she could do nothing with the jack that appeared on the river but 

scowl at it. Liam wasn’t sure if that look meant the card would’ve helped her or hurt her—his 



 

guess was the former—although it didn’t matter either way. Once you’re out, you’re out. 

Now he had to convince the Grunter to do the same. With a pair of twos, bluffing his way 

through this hand was about the only way to win it. 

Liam doubled down on his bet. 

The Grunter rolled his shoulders around in his tailored sports coat. He looked from his 

cards to those on the table and back. He shifted a toothpick from one side of his mouth to the 

other. Then, as Liam had come to expect, he grunted. 

“All right,” Jacob said, “play it or fold it. Make a move.” Jacob was smiling and Liam 

could hear it in his voice. He didn’t intend to aggravate the Grunter, he was just gregarious. He’d 

introduce himself to every new player, welcome back every old one, ask about their work, their 

family, and their pets. 

Still, aggravate the Grunter he did. 

“Shut up.” The Grunter looked at Liam and Liam winked, trying to unnerve him. It 

almost worked too. The Grunter closed his cards into one hand, tapped them on the table like he 

did when he was about to fold, and hesitated. The corners of his lips curled down and his nose 

wrinkled up as if he smelled something rotten. “No,” the Grunter mumbled. He scooped up a 

stack of chips and threw them into the pile. “You got shit.” 

Liam didn’t know what to say. The Grunter was right. Still, he felt like he needed to say 

something. But his phone vibrated in his pocket, distracting him. He pulled it out, saw a text 

from Elise: I need to see you. 

Before he could settle on his next move, two more texts came in rapid succession. 

I’m serious. 

I need you to come over right now. 



 

He ground his teeth together. Fine. Elise wasn’t going to give up until she got what she 

wanted, and the Grunter wasn’t going to fold. Sometimes the closest you can get to a win is to 

quit. He placed his cards face down on the table and got to his feet. 

“You’re out?” the Grunter asked. 

“I am.” 

The Grunter threw one fist into the air and laughing with a sort of hee-haw chuckle. 

“Boom!” He tossed his cards onto the pile of chips—a four of hearts and an eight of spades. “I 

don’t know what you had, but it couldn’t have been worse than that.” 

He was right. It wasn’t. A pair of twos would’ve beaten him. But, Liam thought again, 

once you’re out, you’re out. So, as Emily groaned and the Grunter gleefully stacked up his chips, 

he did his best to smile and walked away from the table. 

He cashed out and said goodbye to Ava Perez, the owner of Midwest Design. She nodded 

to one of the two men standing guard by the door and the man opened it. Liam navigated his way 

around the tables where designers and clients would huddle during the day, looking at photos, 

fabrics swatches, and sketches, and took the elevator to the underground garage. 

He trekked the thirty feet through the cold to his Tesla, got in, and started the engine. 

Before he could put the car into drive, his phone vibrated again. Elise, no doubt. He took the 

phone out of his pocket and read the message.  

Why don’t you answer me? 

He typed: I’m on my way. This isn’t working. We need to talk. 

Before hitting SEND, though, he thought about the morning they’d spent down at the 

lake, sitting on the beach and watching a sailboat ease its way across the dark horizon. They 

were on the tail end of their first date. Dinner at Alinea had turned into drinks at Eno, which had, 



 

through a series of events long since lost to the bottle, turned into quiet conversation near the 

water. 

They’d learned a lot about each other that night; they’d both grown up in Oak Park and in 

households they would be hard-pressed to call middle class, their moms went to church and their 

dads liked fishing, they both worked in advertising, both liked ’70s rock, and neither one of them 

cared that discussing politics was taboo. 

He deleted the line “This isn’t working.” Elise might interpret that to mean he planned on 

breaking up with her, which wasn’t the case. Elise was something special. But they did need to 

talk. She had to start giving him some space. 

 

*   *   * 

 

Liam traded his parking spot in the garage for one on the street near Elise’s building. The 

midrise had a fob-activated security door but, unlike his building, no concierge, and most people 

paid the security protocol little mind. So it was no surprise when a young woman on her way out 

held the door for him. 

The elevator rose to the fourth floor in fits and starts, then opened onto a long, narrow 

hallway that forked at each end. The paint was fresh, but the lights along the ceiling bathed the 

walls in a grayish-yellow that could make you think otherwise. From the look of it, the carpet 

hadn’t received the same care. Worn thin, Liam suspected it had seen a decade’s worth of traffic 

since it had last been replaced.  

He headed down the hall to Elise’s apartment, Unit 423, and knocked. Per usual, Chloe 

started to bark. The Pomeranian wouldn’t quiet down until Elise opened the door and the dog got 



 

to sniff his shoes. Only thing was, she didn’t open the door. 

After thirty seconds or so, Liam knocked again. “Elise! Open up. It’s Liam.” 

When that didn’t work, he tried to call, waited an impossibly long time for her voicemail 

to answer, and didn’t bother to leave a message. Something was wrong. Even if Elise was mad, 

she’d at least open the door to tell him. 

He turned the doorknob, not expecting much, and the door glided away from the frame. 

Chloe trotted into the hall, gave his loafers a sniff, then started panting. 

Stepping deeper into the apartment, the Pomeranian at his side, Liam grew increasingly 

uneasy. “Elise?”  

The apartment wasn’t much bigger than the one he’d been in when he’d married his ex-

wife. Liam could see most of it by merely rotating his head ninety degrees. The floors were an 

oak-strip laminate and the walls were the same color as those in the hall. 

Elise was good about keeping things where they belonged and refrained from cluttering 

the space with things she didn’t need. Liam would have been able to tell right away if anything 

were amiss. 

The bathroom door was closed and, less than a minute later, it was the last room to check. 

Liam knocked, listened, heard only the sound of running water. As he stood there, he 

remembered Elise telling him once she didn’t leave her front door unlocked. There were bad 

people out there, she’d said. “You never know what could happen.” 

Screw this. Liam flung the bathroom door open. He thought he was ready for whatever he 

might find on the other side. 

He wasn’t.  

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LIAM PARKER 

 

 

Elise was lying in the bathtub. Her thin face was slack, eyes closed, mouth open. Her 

head hung to one side, resting against the tiles running from tub to ceiling. The mascara around 

her left eye was smeared down to her cheek. The faucets were on, the water spilling onto the 

floor and red from her blood. 

It took only two steps for Liam to cross from the door to the tub. He was muttering, 

asking for help, from God, from anyone. He reached into the water, scooping his hands under her 

armpits so he could drag her out. Liam didn’t care that her blood was soaking into his clothes. He 

didn’t even notice. He shouted her name, hoping she’d react, maybe say something or open her 

eyes or give him some sign she was still alive. Because she could be. The water was warm. She 

was warm. Maybe it wasn’t too late. 

He lifted, twisted, fought against her weight and the water. Her clothes, black slacks and 



 

blouse, clung to her body. She slipped out of his grip and back into the tub with a splash.  

That was when he saw the cuts to her wrists. Telltale signs of a suicide. 

It didn’t make sense. Elise wasn’t suicidal. But there was no time to think about that now. 

He needed to call 911. He should have called them as soon as he’d found the body, but he wasn’t 

thinking clearly. 

Liam went for the cell in his pocket, only to realize he’d left it in the car. He looked 

around, trying to figure out what to do. He remembered seeing Elise’s iPhone sitting on the 

coffee table. He grabbed it, pressed the home button. It asked for a passcode. 

Liam didn’t have time to start guessing combinations. He dropped the phone and ran 

back into the hall, pounded on the nearest door. No one answered. He tried another. When no 

one answered that one either, he ran for the stairs. They were cement and narrower than they 

should be. Keeping one hand above the chipped rail so he could grab it if he fell, Liam took them 

fast. Starting at the top of each flight, he went two or three steps and jumped to the next landing. 

He bolted out of the door leading into to the lobby and nearly ran into an old woman. She 

was hunched over and wearing something blue with white flowers on it. Her eyes popped open 

and she screamed. Liam suspected it was the sight of all the blood. As he’d hauled Elise out of 

the water, it had gotten onto everything, but was most visible across the front of his chest where 

it had stained his white dress shirt. 

He didn’t stop to explain or ask for help. He simply weaved around the stranger and kept 

going. He could hear her screaming until he exited the building and he wasn’t even sure she’d 

stopped then. 

His car was close. As he ran toward it, he fished the keys out of his pocket, pressed the 

unlock button. The lights flashed. His breath swirled in front of him. The cold seeped through his 



 

wet clothes and into his skin. 

Liam reached in through the passenger door and grabbed his cell from the center console. 

Standing in the road, hands shaking, he unlocked the device and saw a small red dot on the 

corner of the phone icon with the number twelve in it. When he’d pulled it out of his pocket to 

read the first text from Elise, he’d seen a notification announcing he’d missed a call from her. He 

hadn’t given it any thought. Ava had a strict “no calls” policy. His ringer had been on silent, and 

one missed call was no more significant than the message that had followed it. He cursed himself 

for not noticing the actual number of calls at the time, wondered if it would have made any 

difference, and dialed 911.  

“Nine-one-one. How can I help?” the operator asked. 

“My girlfriend needs assistance.” Liam gave her the address, and told her about the 

blood. 

He was barely off the call when a police car, lights flashing, rounded the corner at the end 

of the block.  

Thank God.  

He flagged down the black-and-white and the cop rolled down his window. The driver 

had a meaty face that crowded in on his small eyes. His partner was lean and cloaked in shadow. 

Before either of them could speak, Liam said, “You’re here for Elise, right? Elise Whitman? 

Where’s the ambulance? She needs an ambulance right away.” 

“Relax. It’s coming.”  

 

*   *   * 

 



 

The paramedics did what they could, but Elise was gone, and the apartment immediately 

transformed into a crime scene. Liam hadn’t been allowed back into the unit since the first 

officers arrived. With the apartment’s new status, he wasn’t even allowed to wait outside her 

door.  

“We need to make some room,” the meaty officer said, ushering Liam down the hall, past 

those ugly yellow walls that now looked even uglier. 

Liam didn’t respond. He felt numb. He couldn’t understand why Elise would kill herself. 

Maybe they’d find a note. 

On the elevator, the officer added, “I’m sorry for your loss” and, once they reached the 

lobby, “Have a seat on the bench over there. A detective will be along soon. They’ll want to talk 

to you.” 

“Sure.” Liam didn’t see the point; the cops already knew everything he did. But he didn’t 

see much reason to do anything else either. 

He sat down on a metal bench that had been designed more for form than function. 

Directly in front of him, a flat screen TV mounted to the wall flipped between an ad for rooftop 

yoga and the status of the morning trains. Right now, all the lines had green dots beside them to 

indicate the trains would be running on time. Liam doubted that would last much past eight. 

He called his receptionist’s office line. Even if he didn’t end up staying here all night, 

he’d be in no shape to go to work tomorrow. Her voicemail answered on the third ring and the 

message he left was brief. “Hey. I’m not feeling great. I’m going to be out Friday. Please 

reschedule any meetings.” (While she would get the time with the message and might think he’d 

been out late drinking, the nice thing about being the boss was it didn’t matter.) Then he called 

his business partner, David Hayes, and left a similar message. 



 

After he watched the screen rotate a dozen or so times, Liam turned his attention to the 

bank of mailboxes beside the TV. 101. 102. 103. He read every apartment number up through the 

third floor and started again. Anything to keep from thinking about Elise’s body. 

The few tenants who came in or out were rerouted through the garage, so at least Liam 

didn’t have to deal with them glancing suspiciously in his direction. 

When the detective finally arrived, he stopped outside the building and spoke briefly with 

the cop by the door. He was wearing a charcoal suit and had a thick mane of gray hair brushed 

away from his face. The cop pointed to Liam. The detective entered the lobby and said on his 

way to the elevator, “I’ll be right back. Say put, okay?” 

Liam nodded and started reading the mailboxes again. 

 

*   *   * 

 

The detective sat down next to Liam. For several seconds, he said nothing. Then he 

leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees, and sighed. “That’s a real shame.” The 

detective waited another beat, perhaps giving Liam a chance to respond, before adding, “One of 

the officers upstairs tells me her name was Elise Whitman.” 

It wasn’t a question, but since Liam could tell the detective was trying to engage with 

him, he said, “Yeah. It is,” then silently corrected himself. Was. It was Elise Whitman. Because 

that was what happened when you died. You were no longer anything. And you certainly never 

would be anything. Like Elise Parker. 

Liam had never thought seriously about them getting married. They had only been dating 

for two months; it was too soon for those kinds of thoughts. But the fact that the possibility had 



 

been ripped away seemed unfair. 

The detective nodded thoughtfully, perhaps even sympathetically, and tilted his head 

toward Liam. “Sebastian Wyatt,” he said. “Call me Bash.” 

“Liam Parker.” 

“How did you two meet?” the detective asked. 

They had met at Ava’s. In fact, Elise had even been one of tonight’s six players, but had 

bowed out early, claiming a headache. Liam, of course, couldn’t tell Bash any of that. The games 

were illegal. Still, he had to say something. “A bar,” he replied. “Downtown.” 

“Which one?” 

More specificity. Think. “The Tap.” 

“Nice place. A little out of my budget, but . . .” Bash shrugged. “So, tell me what 

happened.” 

“Well, I knocked on her door and when she didn’t answer, I tried the handle to see if it 

was unlocked.” Liam shifted in his seat a little in an attempt to make the metal bench more 

comfortable.  

“Was it?” 

“Yes, it was, which surprised me.” 

“Why is that?” 

“Elise kept her door locked all the time.” 

The detective looked past Liam at the computerized directory on the wall. “How did you 

get into the building?” 

“There was a girl going out. She held the door for me.” 

“Do you know who she was?” 



 

“I’ve never seen her before.” 

“After you got inside the apartment, what happened next?” 

“I found Elise in the tub,” Liam said, uselessly trying to recount the actions without 

visualizing them. “I tried to pull her out. When I couldn’t, I called 911.” 

“That’s how you got the blood on you?” 

“Yeah.” 

Liam remembered Chloe greeting him when he opened the door to the apartment. Where 

was she? He thought he’d seen one of the paramedics lock her in the bedroom, but he couldn’t be 

certain. He wondered what would happen to her. With no owner to take care of her, Chloe would 

probably get put in a shelter. If she didn’t get adopted, the shelter would most likely put her to 

sleep. Liam couldn’t let that happen. Elise wouldn’t like it.  

“The dog,” he said, shifting his gaze away from the mailboxes to meet Bash’s, “can I take 

her with me?” 

The detective frowned. “I guess so.” Then he asked Liam more questions. No, Liam 

didn’t know of anybody who was angry with Elise. He didn’t know if she kept a spare key with 

the neighbors. He was at home before he came here. 

 

*   *   * 

 

Bash ended the conversation by asking Liam if he knew how to get in touch with Elise’s 

family. 

“I’m sorry,” Liam said, “I don’t.” 

“That’s fine. I’m sure we can figure out how to reach them.” The detective gave Liam his 



 

card. “Call me if you remember anything important.” 

Liam slid the card into his jacket pocket. “Detective Wyatt, you don’t think somebody . . 

. ?” He could barely get the words out. When the apartment had been designated a crime scene, 

he had figured it was standard operating procedure, even for suicides. Now he wasn’t so sure, 

and he didn’t want to leave wondering if his imagination was running away with him. “You 

don’t think somebody killed her, do you?” 

“We don’t know,” the officer replied, which Liam figured was cop-speak for yes. 

Fuck, Liam thought while he waited for Bash to return with Chloe. Fuck, fuck, fuck. 

Suicide was bad, but murder would be so much worse.  

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

JACOB REED 

 

 

Jacob was, in all manner of ways, forgettable. Some of that was by birth. (He was five-

ten and of average weight. His oval face was neither particularly handsome nor ugly. His nose 

was straight and without defect. His eyes were a murky blue bordering on brown.) 

But most of it was by design. He kept his blond hair short, had no piercings or tattoos, 

even though he wanted them, and shopped at stores like The Gap, buying their most nondescript 

items. 

Jacob liked being forgettable. 

People who were forgettable were hard to find. Even if anybody did remember what he 

looked like, a description to the police would be so generic as to be useless. 

The tuxedo vest and bowtie he wore when dealing cards at Ava’s were too distinct to 

meet his standards. Before heading home, he changed into an olive sweater, a wool coat with no 



 

distinguishing characteristics, and a pair of blue jeans. He packed his work clothes into a 

backpack, then took a bus north and made his way down West Bourbon, hands in his pockets and 

dodging pedestrians. 

This was a popular area with college students and young professionals. Both sides of the 

street were lined with greasy restaurants, cheap bars, and hip boutiques like Wag-A-Lot and 

Berg’s Apothecary. 

Jacob had started his career in crime as a pickpocket. It was something he still did 

occasionally, mostly as a way of staying sharp. Over time, he’d worked his way up through a 

series of increasingly complex cons and from there into the world of cybercrime. These days, he 

did a little of both. 

He watched how the men and women around him moved, whether they staggered along 

in a zigzag or walked steadily forward. He noticed what they were wearing, if their coats were 

open or closed, if their hands were in their pockets, if the women wore their purses across their 

chests or over their shoulders. 

Jacob didn’t plan on stealing from anyone tonight. He was working something big, 

something involving Liam, and didn’t see any good reason to take the risk. Still, he couldn’t help 

looking for opportunities. It had become second nature. 

He stepped to the right to avoid a couple holding hands, to the left to avoid a pack of 

college kids. Then Jacob saw a man exit a bar at the corner of Belmont and West Bourbon. He 

was built like a boxer and “dressed for show,” as Jacob’s mom used to say. His tailored suit was 

probably Armani, his patent-leather shoes most likely Corthay. 

Jacob recognized him immediately. This man had been one of the first marks he and his 

partner had targeted. They’d worked a scam on him called The Ring. He’d caught on to it, 



 

though, and instead of simply taking off like so many others would, he’d beaten Jacob until he 

was just this side of unconscious and punched Jacob’s partner hard, leaning into the swing and 

connecting with her right eye before pushing her to the ground. That had pissed Jacob off, but 

there wasn’t much he could do about it at the time. 

The man turned in Jacob’s direction. The distance between them began evaporating 

quickly. Jacob’s fingers flexed the way they did sometimes when he was getting ready to slip his 

hand into a stranger’s pocket. He thought of himself as a man in control. He reminded himself 

that this chance encounter changed nothing. This probably wasn’t the first time he’d passed a 

mark on the street. The smart thing to do was leave him alone. Still, his fingers flexed. 

Jacob imagined waving the wallet in his partner’s face and saying, “Look what I got,” 

certain she would take as much joy from the theft as he would. He imagined this man going 

home, finding his wallet gone, and having nobody to punch but himself.  

Jacob looked to his right, pretending to be distracted. He had to do it, he decided. It 

would be justice—or, at least, justice of a sort. He stepped into the stranger’s path and they 

collided. “Oh, Christ, man. I’m sorry,” Jacob said, putting one hand on the man’s chest in a way 

that looked like he was trying to stabilize himself while at the same time reaching around to the 

man’s back pocket. 

The man pushed him away. “Idiot. Watch where you’re going.” 

“Sorry,” Jacob said again. He had his head down to make sure the man couldn’t get a 

good look at him. His hands were now in the pockets of his wool coat. 

Grumbling, the man went on his way. Jacob watched him as he charged into the distance, 

putting five feet between them, then ten. He felt a rush of adrenaline as he fingered the wallet. 

He wondered what he’d find inside. Cash, hopefully. Credit cards, for sure. Probably a license 



 

and an insurance card. But sometimes there were other things too. Once he’d found a punch-out 

card for Al’s Beef that got him a free sandwich and another time he found a twenty-dollar gift 

card for Starbucks. He’d also found bus passes, dry cleaning tickets, and family photos. 

Jacob thought of those photos as little treasures, glimpses into a life that could have been 

his if he’d gone a different way. He’d keep them for a while, carrying them around in the pocket 

of his jeans until they were worn out and cracked, pulling them out every so often to wonder 

what might have been and, perhaps one day, what might be. 

The man was twenty feet away when he stopped, felt for his wallet, and spun around. 

“You little shit!” His square face was screwed up tight and his hands were curled into fists. He 

pointed at Jacob. “You think you can steal from me?” 

Everyone within earshot turned to look. Upon seeing the man, some checked the traffic 

and scurried across the street. 

Jacob broke into a sprint and the man came after him, moving just as fast. Jacob was 

slight and agile. He gracefully dodged pedestrians like a running back headed for the end zone. 

The mark, who might be able to stare down a bear if he had to, simply shouldered people out of 

his way. 

Jacob turned onto Belmont. There was less foot traffic here. He could go faster. He 

passed a church and thought about trying the doors, but if they were locked, the narrow lead he 

had would be lost. He passed an alley and thought about running down that too, but what if it led 

to a dead end? 

Beyond the Lincoln Belmont library, the street became residential, with old brick houses 

and small fenced yards. There was no one in front of him now but a homeless man pushing a 

shopping cart. 



 

Jacob was getting tired. He could feel the mark gaining on him. Eventually he crossed 

underneath the Belmont station. Not sure where to go but unable to run much farther, he heard a 

train rattling to a stop on the tracks overhead. 

That was his ticket out of this mess. His only chance. He broke to his left and ran across 

the street. A series of faces, cartoonish in proportion and color, had been painted onto the cement 

pillars supporting the tracks. He fished his metro card out of his pocket and fed it into the 

turnstile’s reader. 

If Jacob could have jumped over the turnstile, he would have. But Chicago turnstiles 

worked like revolving doors, with over eight vertical feet of rotating bars. The city had made 

sure that if you wanted to get through, you were going to pay. 

The reader rejected his card. He could feel the painted faces staring down at him, telling 

him he wouldn’t escape, not this time. He shook away the doubt and inserted the card again. 

His pursuer’s footsteps were getting louder, his winded voice shouting obscenities, telling 

him to stay where he was, threating to kill him. 

As tempting as it was to look back, Jacob kept his eyes on the reader. A wasted second 

might be all it would take to lose his lead. 

 This time the reader processed the metro card without issue. Jacob snatched it up and 

pushed into the turnstile. A hand grabbed his jacket and tugged, but his momentum kept him 

moving forward. As the turnstile rotated and the metal bars closed in behind him, the hand 

released. 

“You son of a bitch!” the man shouted. 

Jacob bolted up the stairs to the platform, taking them two at a time. The red, purple, and 

brown lines all came through this stop. He didn’t care which train was up there. He just wanted 



 

to make sure he was on it when it pulled away. 

The train’s doors were still open when he reached the top of the stairs. Jacob slipped 

through them right before they closed. The car wasn’t crowded—no surprise, considering the 

hour—and he took a seat by the window. 

He watched the stairs until they were out of sight. That was close. Was he getting sloppy? 

He replayed the theft in his mind. Hand to the chest, hand to the back pocket. An apology. No, he 

wasn’t. That was as good a lift as he had ever done. But this man had figured it out. 

He pulled the mark’s wallet out of his jacket. Inside, he found a stack of cash and counted 

it. Two hundred and thirty-two dollars. He slipped the money into his coat. Then he pulled out 

the only photo and pocketed it too. It was of the man and a much younger woman. She was 

draped over him in a loving way that, like so many wallet photos, reminded him of the 

relationship he wished to have. 

Jacob was about to close the wallet, ready to dump it in the trashcan at the next station, 

when he felt something on an inside pocket that caught his attention. He looked, slid out a key. It 

was for a safety deposit box, that much he could say for sure. His curiosity was piqued. People 

kept valuable things in safety deposit boxes. What bank did this key go to? Jacob could find that 

out as long as he had a name. He checked the man’s license. Christopher Bell. It sounded 

vaguely familiar. Perhaps it was just that the name was so ordinary. 

Well, he decided, even if he was going to forgo further pickpocketing for a while (and, 

after what had happened tonight, he meant it), there was no reason not to see what was in this 

man’s safety deposit box. Wouldn’t that, too, be justice? 

 


