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“Hurry up and guzzle that down, Lenny. I wanna talk atcha and I wanna make sure you hear me.” Tony 
said, is voice like air bubbles gurgling up from a well filled with dirt and gravel. “I mean, really hear me.” 

 Lenny up-ended his glass and didn’t stop choking it down until he felt the ice cubes rest on his 
lips. Sitting at his old booth in the pizza joint on a quiet night. Dusk had passed outside on the busy Philly 
street. Cheese steaks—real cheese steaks—soft pretzels, roast pork, even the Johnny-come-lately 
infusion of Middle Eastern and Israeli cuisine scent the air. Easy lights pooling here and there, giving the 
whole place inside and out an air worthy of being photographed for a “Visit Philadelphia”-type 
advertisement.  

 Then there’s Tony sitting across from Lenny. Tony, who only shows up when Lenny is drinking. 
Tony, missing his right hand. Staring at Lenny, never aged since they were in their early twenties even 
though he’s downright ugly now. 

 “What, Tony?” Lenny said, a growl around the hot trail the alcohol left behind. It matched the 
burn of the cancer in his guts. Lenny’d worked all his life, but there was no under the table insurance to 
match his under the table paychecks. And that money ran through his fingers and followed the same 
black hole all the women who’d run through his fingers went down. For nearly fifty years. 

 “I wanna know how ya feel?” Tony said. 

 “Like shit.” 

 “I can see that.” 

 Lenny squinted, exhaled long and bitter. “No you can’t.” 

 “Sure I can.” Tony snarled. “I see yer whole life and you know it. I see it ain’t worth that magic 
bullet of yours you hinged your future on.”  

 “You’re a figment of a drunk and dying old man’s mind, you filthy prick.” Lenny hated it when he 
drank, but he hated it more when he was sober. “Just let me die in peace.” 

 “The docs gave you another six months.” Tony said, the hole in his forehead flexing with every 
word he spoke. “That’s six more months to be with your ghosts before you join ‘em." 

 Lenny glared at Tony. He reached across the bench and jabbed a finger into Tony’s forehead. 
Tap, tap. “Speaking of, how’s my magic bullet, eh?” 

 Tony laughed. He was missing most of his teeth by now. Nearly fifty years of being dead will 
hollow out a skull like that. “Look, I get it.” Tony said, changing his approach. “The boss decided to pick 
between us, and he chose you. I always liked bustin’ knee caps and makin’ ‘em bleed, but you seemed to 
get off on the death. Me? I enjoyed it when I saw that fear in their eyes. That was better than respect. 
You liked seein’ them eyes empty. So you was better, in the boss’s eyes. I left strings, I guess. You tied up 
them loose ends.” 



 “Shut the fuck up.” 

 Tony just smiled his toothless smile. “Nah, it’s good. It’s fine. For some bullshit reason they 
wanted me gone like there could only be one or somethin’. Like—” 

 “You left people alive that could identify you.” Tony said. “The cops could attach you to the 
organization. They could build a case and then the whole family would be fucked. No. You wouldn’t stop 
leaving witnesses so you had to go.” 

 Tony smiled again, tapped his forehead. Lenny’s bullet hole flexed rubbery and weird under the 
weight of his fingertip. “And you got the job. My childhood friend.” 

 “Ain’t no friends in the pain business.” 

 “That should be on your family crest, you treacherous mother fucker.” 

 Lenny sat back, feeling the cancer burn and radiate through his entire torso. On the bad days 
he’d shit water that smelled so bad it was like burying a corpse he’d whacked the week before and it 
was liquefying, it was dead so long. But what did he expect? He was rotting from the inside out. 

 “This cancer is a metaphor for my life, you know?” Lenny blurted out. The alcohol was taking 
hold. Buzzing his head and wiggling his eyes. He saw two Tonys, though he knew there wasn’t even one. 
Just a ghost, haunting him in his own mind while the pizza place was living all around him. Here he was 
drinking alone, arguing with a dead friend about why he plugged him nearly fifty years ago. 

 “I know.” Tony said. “I know your whole damn life, and it can be distilled down to the decay 
you’re leavin’ behind in the shitter. How does that feel, Lenny? You spend your life killin’ other people 
for a measly paycheck, just to be let go when you ain’t worth keepin’ around anymore and now you’re 
dying, leavin’ your life behind just to get flushed down with the rest of the shit? That’s you, my friend.” 

 “It woulda been you.” 

 Tony laughed hard. Something grotesque inside his corpse chest rattled and stirred with the 
motion. Lenny looked across the booth and swore that as Lenny threw his head back to bellow, he saw a 
few maggots in the roof of the dead man’s mouth. “You think you saved me from what your life 
became? You think what? I owe you? Well, thanks for killin’ me in cold blood and keepin’ me from bein’ 
the same washed-out, ate-up, useless piece of shit you is. Hurry up and die already, would ya?” 

 “I’d been thinking about that. I’d been thinking hard about that.” Lenny said, so defeated he 
nearly started crying. He scratched his chin, eyeballed Tony. “Does it hurt?” 

 Tony, calm and serious, said, “Nah.” 

 “I’m sorry, for what’s it worth.” 

 Tony leaned back and waved his hands. “Like I said, I ain’t mad no more.” 

 Lenny touched his gun. His faithful servant. The cancer didn’t hurt anymore and when the barrel 
entered his mouth he made sure to angle it deep into his skull.  

Tony disappeared the moment Lenny did. 


