Two Minutes
By Christopher E. Long

Two minutes.

That’s what historians claim it took Abraham Lincab deliver the Gettysburg
Address. And if it was only two minutes, then tmanutes was just right.

Two minutes is how long the average television cemonal break runs.

It takes an adult male’s heart two minutes to beathundred and forty times.

Is that long enough to say all the things I've nmesaad?

One hundred and twenty seconds.

But, more important—will she listen?

Two minutes.

How long does it take to tell someone you're sorry?

“Two minutes,” Bobby says, coughing up mucous srbouth. His bloodshot
eyes dart around to find somewhere to spit, bulifig nothing suitable, he swallows
hard. His Adam’s apple bobs up and down, as ddiiing traffic, ushering the phlegm
down into his stomach. “That’s it, no shit.”

“How does it work?” | ask.

He shrugs his shoulders, causing his stained T4shiift and revealing a large
belly that hangs over the belt cinched around &rsrd cargo shorts. Thick, blue veins,
which remind me of deep-sea eels, are visible utidepasty white skin on his flabby
stomach. “l don’t know,” Bobby says.

“I'm not gonna lay down two dimes for this phondass | get some reassurance
that it can't be traced.”

Squinting, Bobby studies my face, and says, “Egva;re safe for two minutes.
That's what my guy said, and he’s never steereavmag yet. He said that it bounces
off satellites or sumpin’ like that. ”

Inspecting the phone, its appearance underwhelmdin@oks like the first cell
phone | ever saw, which was actually larger tharcorgdless phone at the time. There
are scuffs and a large dent on the phone’s caaimjthe screen is cracked. | press the
power button. Nothing happens. Pressing it addinld it down for a moment, but that
doesn’t work. “This thing’s busted,” | say, tosgiimto Bobby. The phone lands on his
stomach and teeters there, like an automobilecart@on that dangles over the ledge of a
cliff. It finally slides down his belly, but hisamd snatches it before it can crash to the
floor.

“Be careful.” Bobby says, putting the phone up i®dar. “It's working.”

“How can you tell?”

“I hear it.”

Grabbing the phone out of his hand, | hold it uptpear. And sure enough, |
hear a faint mechanic hum. “Yeah, okay,” | mutter.

The man who taught me my trade was a crusty burmaied Dirty Mike. He
once told me: “You make a plan, follow it, and tiest is outta yer hands. Doin’ the job
is job enough.” | have two minutes for this neott,jand that’s just going to have to do.
The rest is out of my hands.



“Do you want the phone or not?” Bobby asks.

| stare at him, and he wilts under my gaze. H&damwvay, anywhere but at me.
“If this phone doesn’t work, you’ll hear from md,%ay, all calm and collected. “One
way or another, you'll hear from me.”

Bobby releases a tiny high-pitched fart. He alsviayts when he’s nervous. My
mother used to have a dog that would pee whentget excited or scared. The vet said
that it suffered from submissive urination disordBobby is a submissive farter. If he’s
startled or scared, he rips one. “Now, now, comekzra,” Bobby stammers. “Ain’t no
need for threats. We're buds, right?” He givesansgnile, but when | don'’t return it, he
releases another fart, a few octaves higher thefa#t one.

“We won’t have any problems as long as the phoneksvas promised,” | say.

“For two minutes, you're golden.”

Digging into the front pocket of my jeans, | pullta roll of bills, fastened
securely with a rubber band, and say, “Does the@ltot off at two minutes?”

Bobby shakes his head and says, “No, no, no. ¥ogot to keep track of the
time.”

In the motion of tossing him the wad of cash, pstowering my hand limply to
my side, still clutching the money. “How'm | supgea to do that?”

“Use a watch.”

“Does it look like I'm sportin’ a watch?” | say.

Glancing at my bare wrist, Bobby asks, “What hagoeto your watch?”

“I had to hock it to get the money to buy this padn

“Dude, that was a nice watch.”

“I know,” | say.

“What about your score? Where’d all that—"

“Do you have a watch | can use?” | snap.

Rolling his eyes, Bobby spins around and rollswhgelchair to a desk. He slides
open the drawer and rifles through its contentsssing aside magazines, unpaid bills,
and a variety of electronic devices, he finds wiels looking for: a stopwatch. Bobby
holds the string fastened to the stopwatch indeghtas he rolls back toward me.
Handing it over, he says, “This is on the house.”

| inspect it, my brow furrowing. “A High School Mical stopwatch?”

“It came with my Happy Meal,” Bobby says.

“Jesus, I'm glad this is on the house,” | say, lfintossing him the money. “I
don’t think | have the extra fifty cents it'd cdst.

“I would think you wouldn’t be such a prick wittoyr back against the wall,” he
says. | glare at him, but he holds my stare. epkiinking he’ll waver and look away,
farting in the process, but he doesn't.

“She’s a great gal,” Bobby says, “but enough isugio She’s not worth getting
rolled. Nobody is.” Heading toward the warehodser, | hear Bobby’'s wheelchair
rolling behind me, nipping at my heels. “You cédip away with your haul,” he says.
“Get away clean.” Reaching the door, I grab therioob, but before | can turn it,
Bobby says, “Two minutes, Ezra. Not a click longeryou’re as good as a ghost.”

With my back to him, | stand there a moment. Mgdie been screaming for
days, mulling over my missteps and mistakes. bgen treading water in a sea of regret,
and I'm on the verge of sinking into a watery graBat before that happens, there’s one



last thing | have to do. “Bobby, I'm already a ghbdl say, opening the door and
stepping outside into the afternoon sunshine.

Standing on the sidewalk, | watch the traffic heitily as | decide where to go.
After the shit hit the fan, | knew | couldn’t goddato my apartment. The feds would be
all over that building like ticks on a hound. Diieg all my possessions has left me with
the clothes on my back and, after paying Bobbydvamd, a wallet containing fifty
dollars. After collecting my money for the job, ih kicked up this shitstorm, | shipped
my money to a secure location. But having two maddnd fifty thousand dollars
squirreled away isn’'t the same as having cash im gocket. Essentially, I'm a broke-
ass washout who stayed in the game past my prirget distracted, which in my line of
work is game over. But she’s worth it, | keepitg/imyself.

| head left, because it’s just as a good as rigatking down the sidewalk, past
abandoned storefront after storefront tagged wathyspaint and scratches in the glass.
Pulling the cell phone out of my pocket, | sto@atrosswalk at a red light. | consider
calling her now, but the sound of vehicles speebtingrakes me reconsider. This is the
most expensive phone call I'll ever make, and itldde a shame having traffic noise
make it impossible to hear.

Pocketing the phone, | walk across the intersegctiorparticular destination in
mind. | remember a park somewhere ahead of mehaad in that direction. As |
search my memory, | vaguely recall beating a bobntyter unconscious a few years
back in that park. Tying him to a child’s merry-gmund, | got it going, spinning as fast
as it could go, and then I'd smack the guy witheg toranch every time he came around.

It sounds a lot worse than it was because | mikgadnore times than | cracked
him. At least that's how | remember it. The baguntinter might have a different
account of the event.

My twenties were a write-off. | made a lot of mgnbut | also did countless
things that still make me shiver to think abouheTnly thing of value that happened in
my twenties was meeting Tina. Actually, the vataene not from meeting her, or me
dogging her until she finally agreed to go out wite. The value came from her seeing
something in me that made her love me. | askedihez what that was, and she just
smiled slyly. If there was ever an opposite of fiea is it.

When we first met, we were both dating other peoplethe time, | was with a
girl that Tina later referred to as Ferret Facaingsing the girl had beady eyes sunken into
a puckered face. We were at Ferret Face’s Fotidhlp company barbeque. All the
women were wearing $300 designer jeans and dediimélops that cost nearly as
much as their jeans. When Tina strolled in withthen-boyfriend, | couldn’t take my
eyes off her. Her long, brown hair hung to herstvand shimmered under the sun. She
wore tight cut-offs, and the bottom of her Rolli&tpnes concert T-shirt—from their
1982 concert in Rotterdam, Netherlands—was tieal antnot at the small of her back,
revealing her tight and bronzed midriff. Tina doésemember this much detail, but |
do. She was barefoot, and the tops of her feet vegmed, a product of days spent at the
beach. She was a thing of beauty, and | was ia.lov

Ferret Face followed my stare, her eyes landingjioa. With a look of disgust,
she leaned next to my ear and said, “Ezra, you gassibly think that whore is hot.”

| turned to Ferret Face, smiled and said, “I thshk’s the most beautiful thing
I've ever laid eyes on.”



Smacking me in the face, she turned and stormedeaffing me alone at her
company party. | could feel the sting on my chdmk,it actually felt good. 1 felt good.

| watched Tina and Boyfriend as they mingled withen couples. Sipping a beer,
| decided that I didn't like Boyfriend. He kepigpiting his hand on her ass and
squeezing. Tina finally grabbed his hand and peleff her butt, giving him a warning
look. Boyfriend made a big production of that,@iling his two male coworkers and
laughing.

Tina rolled her eyes and walked away from the laugkrio, heading to the
cooler to retrieve another beer. | cut throughthiteng of people, pulled up short by a
woman with too much makeup and fake tits. “HeyaEahere’s that lovely lady of
yours?” | smiled and gently ushered her out ofwmay, hoping to intercept the girl in
cutoffs at the cooler.

| came up beside Tina as she retrieved a bottieef from the ice chest and
attempted to twist off the cap. Spotting me, shieded over the bottle. “Will you open
this for me?” she asked. Taking the bottle, | tedsoff the cap, handing it back to her.
She took a long plug off the bottle, draining ngdudlf the beer. “Do you know Chad?”
she asked me, indicating Boyfriend with a nod efltkead in his direction.

“Nope,” | said.

“He’s an asshole.”

“Seems that way.”

She looked at me, a faint smile tugging at the esof her mouth. “You just said
you didn’t know him.”

“I'don’t,” | said, “but | don’t like how he manhates you.”

She looked at me over the top of the bottle as@bleanother drink. “You
caught that, huh?”

“Yep.”

“What should | do?”

Glancing over at Chad, who was staring back at mtte avsmirk on his face, |
pointed my finger at him like a gun. “Just give the word, and I'll take him out,” |
said.

Tina snorted through her nose, then put a handlmremouth and nose in
embarrassment. | thought it was the cutest thidgVer heard. “Are you some kinda hit
man or something?”

“Somethin’ like that.”

With my finger still pointed at Chad, Tina spunand and looked at her
boyfriend, who looked perplexed, trying to figunat evhat the two of us were doing. She
gently laid her hand on my arm and pushed my fakelgnd down. “He’s not worth it,”
she laughed.

“Yeah, but you are,” | said.

She gazed up at me, a mischievous twinkle in hes.eyHow can you tell?”

“Because something as beautiful as you is alwayshwb” Her smile faded as
she studied me. | couldn’t hold her gaze and Idakeay. “And I like your T-shirt.”

She glanced down at the front of her shirt. “Whixat?”

“I have a friend who lives in Rotterdam, and hessayery couple in love should
visit the city at least once,” | said.



“I wasn’t talking about the shirt,” she said, smgiat me. “I'm wondering why
something beautiful is worth killing for.”

“What other reason is there?”

Without saying another word, she turned and wabastk toward her boyfriend.
| watched her as she left. Before reaching ChaelJ@oked back over her shoulder and
flashed me a warm smile.

A few months later, | was downtown, having a littkeart to heart with Johnny
Nine Fingers, which resulted in me shoving himtb# rooftop of the Crescent Heights
Hotel. Johnny had skimmed money from my employ#io hired me to send a message.

| don’t usually take “muscle” jobs, but | was borud decided the money I'd
make would allow me to repaint my house. So theras, peering over the ledge of the
building, watching Johnny flounder in midair likdaane bird. Thankfully, he landed in a
dumpster in the alley. | couldn’t have plannebetter if I'd tried. The open lid actually
slammed shut when he hit the bottom, as if swaligwiim whole. That was a half-court
shot if ever there was one.

Stepping out of the lobby door, past a throng atht+hour business people
scurrying for a place to sit down and eat, | mageaay against the stream of foot
traffic. Passing the alleyway, | turned my heathie a quick look at the dumpster.
“Hey, watch where you’re going!” This from a womamna sharp suit and heels. It was
Tina.

The slight frown on her face faded, replaced watognition. “You,” she said.

Extending my hand to her, | said, “My name is Ezra.

She looked at my hand before shaking it. “Tingmalohnson.”

“It's very nice to meet you, Tina Johnson.”

“Do you work down here?” she asked.

“Um ... no. | just paid a visit to a friend. How alio/ou?”

“I'm a computer security specialist at Edwards Treadbgy.”

I’'m not at all surprised that she wears busines®atist as well as weekend
casual wear. “I'd never guessed you were a cavearan.”

“Why's that?”

“You struck me more as a beach loafer.”

“Well, 1 don’t think one’s career should consumerthentirely,” she said,
grinning.

“I couldn’t agree more,” | smiled.

She told me over coffee that she dumped Chad gtadtédr the barbeque. After
that, Tina and | became inseparable. It was alwinid romance. When we weren’t
working, we were together.

At first there weren’t too many questions about itdid for a living. While she
got ready for work in the morning, she’d grumblelehlay in bed. Tina was satisfied
with my explanation that | was between jobs. Bhtwa month went by, she asked how
much money | had squirreled away. | told her emaiegast a few more months. It
wasn’t that big of a deal. Whenever | got a joth thke care of my business while she
was at work. It worked perfectly, until | was sémthe Dominican Republic to track
down a guy who'd been hiding from powerful peopiatthe’d swindled. When | told
Tina that | was leaving town for a week, she sthtteask questions. The lies came
easily at first, which surprised me because I'manbéar. | hate it. I've never been good



at white lies, much less the black ones, but theerhtold her, the easier it became. It
was like | was an athlete who grew stronger antkfabe more | practiced.

Tina and | never officially moved in together, balways spent the night at her
apartment because it was closer to her work. 8barbto suggest that | should actively
look for a job. Things were getting serious betwas, and she wasn’t about to take our
relationship to the next level with a deadbeat, 18loget ready with her in the morning,
shaving, showering, and putting on a suit, preteméd go out on interviews. We'd
leave together, kiss on the sidewalk, and headeparate ways. I'd jump in a cab and
head to my apartment, lounging around until | gphane call notifying me of a job, or
just waiting until Tina got off work, meeting headk at the apartment. I'd plop down on
her sofa, loosen my tie, and grumble that the jalket was tough. She’d give me a kiss
and tell me to hang in there. | just had to kegimgj and something would turn up.

One day, I'd just finished putting a bullet into &he C’s head and dumping the
corpse into Porcupine Reservoir. | raced backina'$ apartment just as she was pulling
a casserole out of the oven. She gave me a dmileduld melt ice, and said, “Where
have you been?”

Crossing over to her, | planted a kiss on her claeeksaid, “This bastard kept me
waiting for nearly three hours for my schedule@miew.”

She placed the casserole on the table and turnedkat me as | dropped my
keys in the glass bowl on the counter. Her snaitketl as she reached out and touched
my hair, pulling her hand back and staring at hegdrtips. “Is this blood?” she asked,
concerned.

“What ... um ... no,” | stammered, ripping a paper tbfsem the roll and wiping
the blood from her fingers. | hurried into thelvabm, with Tina in tow behind me.
Peering at my reflection in the mirror, | inspectbd blood on my hairHow could |
have missed that?hought, cursing myself.

“What happened?” she asked. “Are you all right?”

Turning on the sink, | splashed water on my haashing it away. “Yeah, I'm
fine. 1 don’'t know what it is.”

“It looks like blood.”

Drying my hair with a towel, | turned to her and ainy best to give her a
reassuring smile. “Nah, it's not blood. It kinld@ked like transmission fluid or
somethin’.”

“How would transmission fluid get on your hair?"eshsked, looking entirely
unconvinced.

“How would blood get on my hair, for that mattet®aid, pushing past her.

“The food smells great. Let’s eat.”

The lies were a heavy weight on my shoulderslt like freakin’ Atlas, carrying
this enormous burden. As much as | would've likeeénd the charade once and for all, |
wasn’t willing to lose Tina in order to clear myrswience. So | trudged forward,
weaving deceit like a tapestry.

But two weeks ago, Tina finally had enough. Shaeaome from work in a
crisp mood, walked into the kitchen and slammedfiisedown on the counter.

“God damn you, Ezra!”

| stared at her, shocked by the outburst. “WhatRat'd | do?”



Tina hung her head, unable to look at me. “I dmhekground check on you
today at work.”

I'd suspected this day would come, hoping it wattdhe later than sooner. I'd
run the scenario over and over in my mind, likdass player seeing ten moves out and
knowing how to counter. But now | felt like | whacked into a corner, with all signs
indicating checkmate. “Why ... why’'d you do that?”

“Because I'm tired of wondering,” she said. “I'ined of always wondering.”

“Tina, |1 don’t know what you're—"

“Shut up! Just stop lying, Ezra,” she said. “Dmuyknow what | found in your
background check? Do you?”

“No.”

A lopsided and pained smile crossed her lips. hNam. | found absolutely
nothing.”

“See, | told you—"

“The only people who turn up nothing on a backgbaheck are people who've
taken great pains to do so.”

“What're you sayin’'?”

“I'm saying | don’t believe your lies anymore,” shaid. “And I'm saying | want
you to leave.”

| remember the time | drove down to the Wakulla Bywado dump some bodies.
As | was passing under an overpass, somethingkstinecvindshield, leaving a chip in
the glass. | drove for another five miles beforedlized cracks were spreading out from
the chip like tentacles groping around for a victiin just a matter of minutes, it was
nearly impossible to see through the shattered shiiedd.

| had seen the signs of the first crack in Tinalst, but from that chip, it spread
fast, leaving both of us facing the web of my deck&Tina, come on,” | said. “This is
crazy.”

“You remember when | found your gun in your gym Paghe asked.

| nod my head.

“Why did it smell like gunpowder and why were therdy four bullets loaded?”

“| already explained that to you.”

Mimicking my voice, she said: “I went to a shootiramge and must’ve forgot to
finish firing the rounds.”

“You remember, then,” | said.

“Just tell me the truth.”

“That’s the truth.”

She stared at me for the longest time, our eydethcl didn’'t know if she was
waiting for me to speak, or if she was figuring adtat she was going to say. We were
locked in a game of chicken, and the first onepiek lost. It got to the point where if |
said something, I'd feel like | caved in. The damn the oven ticked, ticked, ticked.
Water dripped from the faucet into the sink. Tharsl of my breathing echoed in my
ear. The air-conditioner suddenly turned off, vilhncade all these noises suddenly
louder. When | thought all this was going to dnae mad, she said, “Take your lies and
get out.”

“Tina—"

“Get out.” Those were the last words Tina saidha



The park is right where | remember it. Standinglmsidewalk, | watch three
shirtless skateboarders getting run off by two tlieyxops wearing short-shorts that
would make John Stockton jealous. | consider legviinding somewhere else to make
the phone call, to avoid being identified by theefo, but they ride behind the cursing
skateboarders, ushering them out of the parkguré I'm safe.

In recent days, my face has been on the televistovs stations and all over the
Internet. It was my own damned fault. The pdieltl after Tina kicked me out of her life
was unbearable. | was a mess. So when | got &@al Buster Horn asking if | was up
for a job, | jumped at the chance. Anything wolnéda welcome distraction. However,
while | listened to the details surrounding thik,jony enthusiasm waned. | don’'t know if
I'd characterize it as a suicide mission, but isyaetty damned close. Blue Lloyd was
in protective custody awaiting trial. Many peogidn’t want that to happen. That's
where | came in. Well, the money was good — verydy— so | agreed. To be honest,
at that point | didn’t really care if | lived thrgt it.

Good news was | managed to hold Blue Lloyd’s heaaltoilet until he stopped
struggling. The bad news? The feds ID’d me hilag my mug all over the news. | was
screwed. Anonymity is really the only job requiramhin my field, and mine was blown.
| packed up my money, shipped it to a safe addeessmade my plans to skip out of
town. But before | left, there was one thing | teg to do.

Pulling out the two-minute untraceable cell phond Bligh School Musical
stopwatch, | sit down in the shade of a pine tr&ger fiddling with the stopwatch, |
figure out how to work it. It would be stupid iEpent all that money and then didn’t
know how to press the knob above Zac Efron’s heasddrt the clock.

Taking a deep breath, | dial Tina’'s number, thigkinhat two minutes is the length
of time dentists recommend for brushing teeth.

The phone rings.

Rings.

Rings.

Right when | hear the call connect, the phone erother end picking up, | start
the stopwatch. “Hello,” Tina says.

“Hey, Tina.”

There’s a pause on the end of the line. The stleeems like it goes on forever.
| glance at the stopwatch.

00:00:10.

Only ten seconds, so not that bad.

“...Ezra..?”

“Yep.”

“You shouldn’t have called,” she says, her voiceebamore than a whisper.

“Are they there with you?”

“Yes.”

“I don't have much time,” | say.

“Is it all true?” she asks, raising her voice.

“Yes.”

00:00:23.

She takes a startled intake of breath. “Even ..neveall the people you ...
killed.”



“Yeah.” As | admit my crimes to the woman | lovean actually feel a weight
being lifted from my shoulders. I've heard thapeession before, but | thought it was
just that, an expression. | never thought youddel an actual weight being lifted.

“How could you?”

“I'm sorry, Tina, I'm really sorry.”

“Tell that to your victims,” she says, soundingtbe verge of tears.

“No, I'm not sorry for killing them. They had ibming. They were scumbags,” |
say. “I'm sorry for lying to you.”

00:00:40.

“I don’t even know what to say to that,” she saysdon’t know who you are.”

“I'm the same person you fell in love with,” | sayAnd weren’t you the one who
said ‘I don't think one’s career should consumenthentirely’? Well, mine doesn’t.”

“l was talking about a normal job, not going arowilting people!”

00:01:00.

“Tina, 1 don’t have a lot of time to argue with ybu

“Why?”

“I've got less than a minute left.”

“What're you talkin’ ‘bout?”

“Tina,” | snap, “listen to me.”

00:01:11.

“Okay,” she mutters. “I'm listening.”

“I love you more than life itself,” | say. “You’rey soul mate. You're my best
friend. You make life worth living — and I'm sortiiis sounds like a poorly written
greeting card.”

00:01:22.

Silence. Like the line’s been cut. There’s no humthe sound of her breathing.

“Are you still there?”

“I'm listening.”

“I'm sorry | lied to you,” | continue. “It tore map inside. | don't like keeping
things from you. That’s not how it's supposed torkv”

00:01:35.

“How’s it supposed to work, Ezra? Tell me. I'minly to know.”

00:01:40.

“We share it all with each other, the good, the,lzamdi the ... the everything,” |
say. “When you share your whole life with somegrmm can't pick and choose what to
share, it has to be all of it.”

00:01:52.

‘Ezra—"

“Tina,” I interrupt, “a rolling stone in love vistthis city.”

There’s a pause on the line. | fear she didn’t hea | can feel my heartbeat in
my ears, sounding like the beat of a bass drum.

“Huh?” Tina says.

Click.

| turn the phone off.

00:02:00.

Staring at the phone, | hope she figures out whatdnt. | really do.
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Getting up, | survey the park. There aren’t amgysiof law enforcement, and I'm
sure not going to wait around to see if any arrivesing my best to not appear like I'm
in a hurry, | walk out of the park, crossing oveo\sn grass and patches of dirt. Stepping
past a garbage can, | toss the cell phone inkeé#ting the muffled plop as it lands on the
pile of rubbish inside.

In my head, | repeat what Dirty Mike told me, oa&d over, like a mantra: “You
make a plan, follow it, and the rest is outta yands. Doin’ the job is job enough.”

As | head across town, | think maybe I'm expectog much, hoping she’ll
remember the first time we met.

Maybe she’ll figure it out. The real question,colurse, is what she’ll do with that
information if she even remembers that informatidvill she fly to Rotterdam, or will
she tell the feds what she knows?

Like Dirty Mike said: You make a plan and follow iThe rest is out of your
hands.
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