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Chapter One

“there is more than one way to skin a cat, but they all end the same for  the cat.”

 

The sign in the window says Quality Electrical Supply. If you wander in when we're open—Ten
AM
to Six
PM
, Monday through Friday—I could actually sell you some electrical supplies—wire, wire nuts, conduit, junction boxes, breakers, things like that, as long as you didn't need anything oddball.   

I do have a number of big catalogs under the counter. I have plenty of time to look through them, but there isn't a lot of point since we don't do special orders. Victor, the owner, doesn't like it.

Quality Electric is off the beaten path, at the corner of two residential streets, next to an empty space that used to be a corner market and then sold liquor and cell phones until the owner got himself shot.

 Now there are just some anonymous cardboard boxes covered with dust, a padlocked freezer, and a bunch of office chairs next door. I snagged one of the office chairs for behind my counter, to replace the metal folding one I used to have. If anybody asks for it I'll give it back, but I'm pretty sure no one ever will.

We don't do any advertising at all, not even a line ad in the Yellow Pages. Despite that, we do get some customers, mostly homeowners from the neighborhood who need to replace an outlet or install a ceiling fan. They come in and look around with a sort of half hopeful, half confused expression, like they're expecting to see a shelf labeled, Hey, Joe, This Is The Part You Need!
 

If I can, I help them figure out what they want, and if I have it I sell it to them. Sometimes they just have questions and I always make sure to tell them that I'm not a qualified electrician. I do know a lot about wiring though. I know a lot about things I'm not supposed to know about.

Sometimes I daydream about making it into a real business, getting an ad in the
South Side Journal
, building up the inventory, maybe a nice display of light fixtures, the kind of faux brass and stained glass stuff that looks vaguely Victorian. Rehabers eat that stuff up. There's a lot of rental property in this neighborhood. I could offer commercial accounts. I'm not saying I'd put Home Depot out of business, mind you, but I bet I could make the place turn a profit.

Of course, the owner doesn't care about selling breaker boxes and GFCI outlets, and he definitely doesn't want people coming in off the street and looking around, so it's just a daydream. It does help pass the time, though, in between the jobs I do for him that actually do make a profit.

Behind the counter there are three doors. There's the one that leads to this weird shaped little space that you could call either a big closet or a small storeroom. It's one of those rooms that no one planned to build, just kind of a leftover from remodeling. I keep a safe in there, but it would be really awkward to try to use it as a stockroom, so it's probably for the best that I don't have any stock. What's on the shelf is what we've got.

The second one is the bathroom thing—it would probably make a better storeroom, but the toilet and sink are in there. It's too big for just a bathroom, though, so it tends to gather all the stuff that I don't know what else to do with. A snow shovel, the folding chair that used to be behind the counter, a filing cabinet that'll come in handy if I ever have anything that needs to be filed. And my coffeemaker, since the sink's in there.

The third door leads to the hall. There's the back door of the building, the back door to the ex-market next door, and Victor's office. He almost never leaves his office, and I don't go back there unless I have to, so I might as well be alone in the building.

Except for Catskinner, of course.

There are apartments upstairs, but the only one that's occupied is mine. You can't get there from the shop, you have to go outside and go back into the building from the alley. When I first moved in I thought that was inconvenient, but now I kind of like it that way. When I lock up the shop at night there's a nice feeling of going home, even though the commute is only twenty feet.

There's an intercom under the counter with the other end in my boss’s office. I put it in myself, actually. I did most of the work setting up the shop. Victor would have been happy with an empty room and one bare light bulb. I had to explain that a cover business is supposed to, you know, provide some cover.

So I got a counter, and some shelves, and enough stock to cover the shelves, and a computer I can use as a cash register, but I use mostly to watch music videos on YouTube, and little bell that rings on the rare occasion that someone comes in the front door.

If someone was watching the place they'd know pretty quick that we don't do anything close to enough business to keep the lights on, much less pay my salary, but why would someone watch the place? We don't have enough foot traffic to be dealing drugs, and I keep the sidewalk clean.

 I was eating lunch—there's a little pizza place a couple of blocks away with really good sandwiches and free delivery—when Victor buzzed me.

I set down my sandwich, locked the front door, and turned around the
We're Open
sign to the
Back In Ten Minutes
side, and went down the hall.

My boss's office door is metal and it's very heavy. Partly it's because he wants to keep people out, but mostly it's because it's insulated. He likes it cold in his office. Really cold. Outside it was the end of May, and I kept the windows open in my apartment, but in Victor's office it was always darkest February.

I waited until he pushed the button that made the lock go
ka-chunk
—
I didn't wire the electric lock, he called a real electrician for that—and then I pushed it open.

“Hello, Victor,” I said. He's fat and he smells awful. His skin is ugly, too, yellow and dry and cracked. Anyone who took one look at him would know that there has to be something seriously wrong with him. I don't mind, though, except for the cold. There's something seriously wrong with me, too—it just doesn't show on the surface.

“Hello, James.” He smiled. He's always friendly when he talks to me, and he smiles a lot. His teeth are mostly black.

 I sat carefully in the chair in front of his desk. The wood back was fine, but the cloth seat always seemed damp. But it was either that or sit on the big floor safe—he only had two chairs, and he was sitting on the other one.

“How are you doing, James?” Victor asked. There was really only one reason he called me back to his office, and it wasn't to make small talk, but he always asked how I was doing.

I shrugged. “Okay. Good, I guess.”

Victor nodded. “You look good. You look like you've put on some weight.”  

I nodded. “Yeah, probably.” I'd always been scrawny, but working for Victor gave my life some stability, including regular meals like the meatball sub waiting for me on the counter.

I wasn't going to ask how he was doing. Not that he'd tell me in detail, anyway. My words came out in little puffs of cloud when my breath hit the cold air. His didn't.

“I think I'll do a little shopping on Saturday. Maybe look for a new stereo.” I hadn't been thinking any such thing, but I had to say something. “Okay if I take the van?”

“Of course, of course, any time.” Victor grinned at me. “Just make sure you gas it up.” Victor always made sure that the company van had a full tank of gas. Why, I wasn't sure. It's not as if he ever drove anywhere.

I nodded, then rubbed my arms. Maybe if I reminded him how uncomfortable his office was he'd get to the point.

It worked. “Well,” he said brightly, “it looks like we've got a little job for our friend tonight.”

Suddenly I could feel Catskinner's attention from my back. He likes Victor's little jobs.

Catskinner isn't really on my back, because he's not really anywhere—he doesn't have a physical body, so he doesn't have a location in space the way that physical objects do—but that's where the tattoo is, so that's where I always feel him. When he talks to me it sounds like he's standing right behind me, even though I know his voice is just in my head and nobody else can hear him.

Victor handed me a picture, an older man, bald, nondescript in a kind of generic white guy way.

remember him
,  Catskinner prompted me, even though I was already studying the photograph. He can't recognize humans from pictures of faces, so he relies on me to identify our targets.

I felt my mouth go numb and heard Catskinner using my voice to speak to Victor.

“
just him?
”

“He'll have bodyguards. Three, maybe four. Ex-cops or ex-military. Armed.”

“
where? when?
”

Victor handed me a paper menu. It was from a Italian restaurant not that far from our shop. “He'll be there at nine tonight.”

“
dinner out,
” and I felt Catskinner laugh. It feels like bugs running up and down my backbone, “
lots of other customers. . . .
”

Victor looked serious. “Only if you have to—and I mean really have to. We want this to be as clean as possible.”  

Silently I said, Do you want me to get locked up again? and the laughter stopped. Catskinner's bound to my body, and if I'm locked up, he's locked up. Granted, he can make my body do things that ordinary humans can't do, but he can't fly or walk through walls, and if I'm drugged into unconsciousness, he can't see through my eyes or hear through my ears. I spent most of my childhood in and out of institutions until I got big enough to live on my own without arousing suspicion.

I've never been certain, but I think that when I die he'll go back to wherever he came from. In any event, he takes my personal safety very seriously, and it's not from compassion—he's proved many times that he doesn't have any.

“He says he'll be good.” I told Victor. I hoped he would be.

Then I went back to finish my sandwich. The job wasn't until late that evening, so I wouldn't have to close up early. I don't like to close up early.
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