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Just you and him, Stevie.  You gotta tell him.

 

“You’re bein’ quiet today, Steve.”

 

The miles rolled by in the old Cadillac, a thirty-year old
Eldorado with the largest engine ever dropped into a production
car.  At least, that’s what Milt said.  Steve would have
pointed out that back before the Second World War, car engines
could get monstrously large and have coffee-cans for cylinders, but
he couldn’t back it up with any displacement numbers, so he let
Milt’s comment go. 

 

Steve let Milt’s comments go a lot. 

 

His older brother was the loud, oafish type.  It wasn’t
like he delighted in hurting people’s feelings, but he always
talked first and thought second, a human bull in a China shop, and
he was so adamant about everything he said and did that
people usually didn’t call him on it.

 

“You with me there, Stevie?”

 

Steve tore his eyes away from the scrolling landscape, the power
lines that dipped up and down, and turned back to his brother’s
meaty, bald head.  “Yeah.  Just thinkin’, that’s
all.”

 

Milt gave his little brother a head-jerking glance, then focused
back on the road.  “What about?”

 

Tell him.  The ball ain’t rolling until you
do.

 

Taking a labored breath, Steve said:  “Nothin’.”

 

He’d always suspected they weren’t really brothers, but
they both had thick dark hair and the same droopy, amber-brown
eyes.  That’s where the resemblance stopped.  Where Milt
was built like a retired linebacker who’d put grown a boiler over
the top of his belt, Steve had a lanky frame, with the narrow face
of a hunger striker.  He ate, but just had a high
metabolism.

 

“Do I smell something?”

 

His older brother was no head case, so Steve tested the air,
with intermittent sniffles, for half a minute before saying: 
“No, musta drove by something back there.  You still smell
it?”

 

Milt sampled the air anew.  “No, I guess not.  You’re
probably right.  Musta been some roadkill, maybe.”

 

Steve nodded. 

 

He’d have put a little effort into changing the subject from
smelling something dead, but Milt was a walking change of
subject.  As if to reiterate the point, His brother
said:  “You know, Pederson wouldn’t have had to fire the whole
coaching staff if they just ran the ball more.  I can’t
believe everyone said they shoulda kept trying to pass.  They
didn’t recruit Lord to pass and it showed.  They put the ball
in his hands way too much.  That used to just drive
me nuts…”

 

Steve smiled a little, because one thing was sure about Milt:
you never had to wonder if something bothered him.

 

“Here’s a typical drive from last season: they’d run off tackle,
then try some foofy-fancy option play that took ten minutes to
develop, then pass on third and nine and wonder why it was
incomplete.  If they would’ve just shoved it up the middle
more… But hell, everybody wants the shiny new Jap car.  Nobody
wants a cool old lead sled, even though it’s simpler and does the
job better.”

 

Steve grunted to acknowledge he was listening.  He liked
football as much as the next guy, but it was frikkin’ April, and
he’d heard some incarnation of this speech almost every day since
the final gun on the bowl game. 

 

You gotta tell him, Stevie.

Now Milt would riff on football for the next twenty
minutes.  Steve turned back to the landscape beyond the
shoulder and broad ditch at the edge of the road, dug in for the
soliloquy.  Just like Siberians accept that it’s going to be
cold outside, he accepted that his brother would begin a tirade
that he’d carry all the way to their destination.

 

Steve did love riding in the Eldorado, though.  It
might not have been the smartest thing getting it out:  It was
just so big, and lovingly cared for, that it attracted
attention.  And they were working today; when they
were earning, they didn’t need attention.

 

Back in the garage sat Steve’s 2001 Grand Prix.  About
every fifth car he saw on the road today was a Grand Prix, and
about a third of those were the same maroon/red color as his. 
Nobody would have given it a second look. 

 

When he’d pointed that out, Milt said:  “So what if someone
wants to look ‘er over?  You ever nosy enough to just walk
over to someone’s trunk and open it?” 

 

Is it about that, Stevie?  About how he has to
win every argument?

 

It was more than that.  This whole…thing cropped
up because he was tired.  Steve had chalked it up to
the crappy winter weather, but now it was April, and though brown,
tan, and earth tones were still dominant, green was poking up here
and there.  Trees budded, or started to show small
leaves.  The world began smiling on them again.  And the
weather!  Today was one of those ten or eleven beautiful days
you got in the spring, before it got too hot, after it had been too
cold for months.  If Milt wasn’t so paranoid about dust on his
finely polished leather interior, Steve would roll the massive
window down, his arm scooping up and down with the air pressure
with impunity from the inevitable bugs that came out in May.

 

As beautiful as today was…it wasn’t enough to change his
mind.

 

“Really, Steve.  You’re not talkin’ much today.”

 

“Yeah.  Yeah…it’s because…  Oh, hey, the turn’s coming
up.”

 

Dammit.  Why didn’t you tell him?

 

Milt squinted over the top of the steering wheel.  “You
sure?”

 

Because we’d have missed the turn, asshole.  There’s
still a job to do.

 

“This one for sure,” Steve said out loud.  “There’s a grove
of trees a mile or so up the road, by an abandoned
farmhouse.” 

 

Milt blanched.  He hadn’t had the prescience to understand
he’d have to take the Eldo on the gravel.  He looked over at
his brother, like a deer in the headlights, his mouth working from
side to side.

 

Milt almost always got his way, but this was the
job.  The Hoffmann Brothers didn’t do their thing
right off the side of the highway, and the big guy, deep down,
knew that.  “You know it’s how we gotta do it,
Milt.  We ain’t going all the way back to Omaha to
swap your car out for mine.  That’s where cracks start to
appear, man, when you take extra steps you don’t need to.”

 

Mouth set, Milt flipped on his turn signal.  He had
difficulty slowing down several tons of Detroit metal, so the
Eldorado slewed through the apron of the intersection.  A
splash of gravel across the asphalt made traction even worse, but
the big guy got control before the ass end came around too far.

 

“Close call,” said Steve.  “I wouldn’t want to know how
we’d have dealt with getting your car stuck in the ditch.”

 

“Bite me.”

 

Seconds later, Steve moaned:  “Oh, come on,
man.  You can’t just putt-putt along like you’re driving a
tractor.  You’ve got mud flaps.  You ain’t gonna chip
your paint.”

 

Milt swung his big, bald head back and forth.  “This is as
fast as I go.” 

 

Steve turned his head and made a pouty face out his
window.  It seemed like an hour to top one low hill, climb the
next, and arrive at the abandoned farm.

 

The house looked like it had been empty for over a decade. 
The wood siding bore a few peeling strips of white paint on its
rough gray skin, the grain standing out in washboard strips up to
the sagging roof, where some of the asphalt shingles had worn away
to the black tar, ulcers here and there exposing the wood shingles
underneath.

 

A barn, faded away to nothing but in a little better shape,
dominated the collection of buildings.  Perhaps whoever farmed
this land now stored stuff in there.  A corrugated metal shed
and skeletal corncrib flanked the structure, while a moldering old
farmhouse shielded the collection from the road.  A small pile
of shattered wood that may have been an outhouse sat on the
fringe.

 

Milt piloted the Eldorado around hard-packed earth, putting the
old house between them and the road in case anybody drove by, which
seemed unlikely given the traffic they’d seen back on the
highway.  New grass was starting to sprout between the spikes
of last years’ growth, which had gotten thigh-high before winter
shut it down.

 

A ring of old cottonwoods and cedars screened the buildings from
the north wind which must have been ubiquitous and bitter in the
winter.  It also gave the place a feeling of enclosure, and
provided a canopy of shade to the corners of the plot. 

 

Steve was first out, walking around in a random, exploratory
route, stretching his legs and recuperating from almost an hour of
sitting still.  It took his brother a little longer, but he
too emerged, stretched, and shook out his legs.  He looked
around, then casually strolled over to the back door of the
farmhouse, the entry most likely used all of the time while the
front door stood mute to the road, forever closed because nobody
parked on the front lawn.

 

“Come on, let’s take a look.”  He looked the same as he did
when he was twelve, and Steve was a skinny tagalong who hadn’t
really understood his brother’s sudden interest in girls. 

 

Steve continued along his random ambling pattern, hoping his
brother would just let the issue drop, knowing he wouldn’t. 
“What?” the big guy asked, a little too loud.  “You ain’t
afraid, are you?  Think there’s a boogeyman in there?”

 

“No,” the younger man countered, much quieter.  “Just don’t
see the point.  We should get to work before someone comes by
and gets nosy.”

 

“Oh, come on, chickenshit.”  He would not let
off.  His big brother could just as easily go in alone, but
wouldn’t.  It just wouldn’t be fun, doing something
by himself. 

 

“Five minutes.  Then we’ve got stuff to do.” 
Yeah, there Steve went again, sounding firm, like the older brother
instead of the younger, but knowing that Milt would take as long as
Milt wanted to take.

 

The back porch creaked in protest to their weight, but still
remained stable under the soles of their shoes.  Through the
kitchen door, worn linoleum stretched over dry boards.

 

Steve didn’t find the musty smell of the abandoned house
entirely unpleasant, but it definitely was not the scent
of human habitation.  Mold lay under everything, but it was
bolstered by the smell of dust and earth, of nature.  This was
probably what a cave smelled like, thought Steve, who suddenly
realized he’d never been in one.  Milt entered the kitchen
like he owned the place.  Several windows let in the sunlight,
illuminating more of that dilapidated linoleum.  Steve studied
the abstract, stippled pattern on the floor, the look of someone
trying to imitate quarried stone and failing miserably.  The
walls were pink, that dirty reddish pink that vied with aquamarine
for the color of choice of the early sixties.  Steve could
feel the plaster and lath underneath.  A few chunks peeled
away, desperately clinging by a few rough tendrils of
horsehair.

 

The floor protested loudly under Milt’s footsteps, as he studied
the rounded, enameled double sink, then admired the wood-burning
stove.  He looked like a kid once more, wishing he’d been able
to drive out in the country and go exploring like this. 
Nothing available for poking through like this in the City, unless
you wanted to stumble across a homeless guy or rabid dog.  He
disappeared through a broad, open doorway that must have led to a
dining or living room.

 

Steve stayed in the kitchen, taking it in as best he could
through his apprehension.  They had stuff to do,
man.  They oughta be doing that now, and after they
could go poking around if Milt absolutely had to.

 

A cracked wood table sat in the middle of the kitchen, plain and
blocky, and several steel-framed chairs still occupied its
perimeter.  They looked like they’d still hold up, so Steve
took a seat.  He began admiring how the sunlight, filtered
through the branches of overhanging trees, danced on the far wall,
and how tiny dust motes wafted in and out of the ever-changing
rays.

 

A small spider—one that would definitely grow much larger and
powerful as summer came with its humidity and the heat became a
constant—had retreated to the ceiling in a dim, forgotten corner
when they entered.  It now ventured back out, tracking
silently down the wall.  Steve wondered if the spider could
see him, if its eyes were equipped for distance at all, or if it
just sensed a change in color from far away, the way people notice
when clouds thickened or cleared.  He almost smiled, watching
the only visible resident of the house, oblivious and uncaring of
the intrusion.

 

Suddenly, his brother’s crashing down the stairs jarred Steve
from his trance.  The big guy loped back in the kitchen.

 

“This place is boring.  They didn’t leave nothin’ cool
behind.”  And with that, he began fishing his keys out of his
pocket and made for the door.

 

Steve almost hated to follow him, but his strong sense of duty
always won out.  As he paused on that small landing by the
back door, hand on the knob, he looked around one last time and
listened to the last things the house had to say to him.

 

It was always Steve’s job to start the hole, mainly because Milt
was larger and he didn’t mind slinging body bags over his
shoulder.  By the time his brother had joined him he’d gotten
a good head start; the two of them could get to a good depth within
an hour and a half, especially on a beautiful day like this, when
they didn’t need to keep hydrated.  Steve started digging a
few feet into a field whose endless rows of stubble indicated it
held corn last year; this year it would probably be soybeans. 
He remained in the shelter of the canopy of nearly empty
cottonwoods, with the nearest visible road over a mile away. 
In the far distance, a train whistled; it must have carried from
the river valley, which was at least three miles over a set of
rolling hills.

 

Milt always did the talking while they dug; his younger brother
was the sort to focus on a job and didn’t seem to need to talk all
the time like his brother did.  Sweat began oozing out of his
forehead, in spite of the breeze and cooling temperatures, so Steve
straightened up and leaned on his shovel.

 

“I think I’m going to ask around, maybe buy this place.”

 

Milt kept digging, looking like the statement was his
humor-impaired brother’s version of a joke.  “Yeah, why don’t
you get into farming?  I hear there’s a ton of money
in that.”

 

Steve stayed on his shovel.  “I’m serious, man.”

 

His big brother stopped at last, tossing the point of his shovel
into the floor of their pit with an air of disgust.  “What the
hell?  I could understand you snapping after the Anderson job,
but the last couple—including this one—were easy.  What’s
really eatin’ you?”

 

In response, the younger man just shook his head slowly. 
“I’ve had a feeling since the beginning, Milt.  I knew some
day I’d decide it was enough.  And, honestly… There’s gotta be
something else out there.  I just… You ever wonder about what
we do?  It ain’t exactly a noble profession.”

 

Milt shook his head with sad eyes.  Steve understood his
brother didn’t waste time wondering about anything. 
He sighed, collected his thoughts as best he could, and gave what
might have been his best attempt at being deep.  “Look,
Steve.  Whatever’s eatin’ you, well, I wouldn’t know about
it.  But… Look around you.  No matter what you’re
thinking, shouldn’t we at least finish this job
first?  Besides, what are you gonna do?  You can’t just
stay out here, go wandering around door-to-door.  You’re going
to have to come back with me.  Can we at least get
that done?  We’ll get home, shower off or whatever, crack a
beer or two, then you can think all the crazy thoughts you
want.  Alright?”

 

Steve did look around him, and liked what he saw. 
Peace.  Money wouldn’t be a huge problem.  Once he bought
the place, expenses would be pretty low.  What was
eating him, anyway?  Why now?

 

He decided he’d better get back to digging, because they
did have work to do, and they were the only two out here
who were going to do it.  Since it was the last thing he’d be
doing as a hit man… he attacked the hole with gusto.
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