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THE BUTTON COLLECTOR 

Old man Zacharias could smell the fetid stench of corruption 
whenever he left the sanctity of his tiny walk-up apartment. It had 
worsened in recent years to the extent that he would often wear his 
coat collar across his nose so as not to breathe it in. He was fortunate 
on this Saturday morning; the bitter wind whipped through 
Rivington Street with a force sufficient to ice his teardrops and leave 
thin fingers of frost dangling from his long, white nose hairs. 
Zacharias loved days like this. He could double-wrap his woolen 
scarf around his face to keep the stink away, and none would be the 
wiser. The west-bound gale tried its best to rip the ivy cap from his 
head and send it up the block and across Orchard Street. With the 
election of young Jack Kennedy, men had begun to shun wearing 
hats, and with his assassination, they’d all but abandoned them, but 
Zacharias couldn’t go all the way. Retiring his fedora for the more 
casual cap was as far as he’d go. Maybe the wind would take it and 
the dingy thing would make it all the way across Allen Street and out 
of the Lower East Side. It would give him a legitimate excuse to pull 
his real hat from its forced sequestration.  

“Morning, Mr. Z.” The voice belonged to young Willy who was 
selling newspapers from a sidewalk stand outside of Klein’s Bargain 
House. He’d peddle his papers to the locals and tender a few tastes 
of heroin to the outsiders. You could tell the ones who didn’t belong 
right off. They looked around too much and walked too quickly, 
almost always with their heads bent low to hide the glaze in their 
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eyes. The big H wasn’t as popular as it had been in the glamourous 
1940s, but Willy’s crowd seemed more desperate than ever, and the 
kid never wanted for clean clothes or a sharp pair of shoes.  

“Day to you, Willy,” Zacharias called back, giving a small wave 
with his free, left hand. 

“Don’t you ever wear gloves, Mr. Z?” Willy asked, blowing on 
his own hands as if he was oblivious to the fact that his hands were 
bare too. 

“No, I don’t need them,” Zacharias answered. He pulled a 
handkerchief from his coat pocket. “This does me just fine.” He 
wrapped the cloth around his right hand, the one proscribed to keep 
the stink from his brain, and jabbed the left into his coat pocket.  

Willy just shook his head and went back to work. “Daily Post! 
Daily Times!” He looked at a disheveled man who crept out of the 
shadows and nodded in his direction. “Get yers Post here. Get yers 
Nu Yawk Times.” He met the crumpled man’s eyes. “We have all 
the hits.”  

The man gave a shiver and a smile, the kind you make when 
you finally reach the top of a hill you’d come to think might never 
end. Zacharias pretended not to notice and kept on his way. Further 
along, at 126 Rivington, he intended to stop at Schapiro’s Wine 
Cellar to pick up a couple of bottles, but grumbled past instead, not 
wanting to wait on line. “I’ll pick ‘em up on the way home,” he said, 
waving when the store’s manager beckoned him to come in.  

Five more minutes of biting air and he was at his place, a dusty, 
disordered little shop that, like its neighbors, lived more on the 
pavement than in the actual building. There was little to advertise it 
save the ancient sign over the door that read Mo’s Collectibles and a 
faded, matching sign on the front window. Zacharias unlocked his 
door, smiling when the little bell over the front portal tinkled. That 
was the magic sound—the sound of money, of companionship, of 
life. The ringing bell meant customers or visits from friends like Sal 
from the little diner in the building that used to house the Corset 
Center, or more frequently, from Frances who would drop in from 
Rivington Foods, which Zacharias thought was quite a fancy name 
for what amounted to a neighborhood bodega. At least it was better 
than Appetizing Company, the old name that was still visible as 
faded lettering over the entry way. Frances would occasionally sneak 
him some fresh produce when her boss, Mr. Carrisi, wasn’t looking, 
and in turn, he’d slip her a marginally collectible shot glass from 
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some exotic destination like Miami or Reno whenever he got some 
in stock. Like Carrisi, Zacharias barely made a living from sales 
these days, but that didn’t matter. He was past caring about wealth—
at least the monetary kind. It was his beloved father, Moshe 
Zacharias, Sr., who’d labored for years to make Mo’s a hotspot in 
the area, selling household goods and handmade furniture. His work 
had put two kids through school and supported his wife in her later 
years when cancer took first her looks and then her life. Mo’s was 
the neighborhood’s lifeblood then, more of a general store than a 
specialty shop. To Zacharias, making a joyous place in the world—a 
safe haven for those without a warm place to sit, a gathering hall for 
those seeking connections to past glories, or an island for those 
adventurers hoping to find a treasure trove of tattered love-me-
downs in a world of crumbling commercialism—was the wealth that 
mattered. Mo’s had always been such a place. 

Lately, however, things had begun to change and not for the 
better. New bodegas began sprouting here and there, fronted by 
hardworking families who needed their stores to keep afloat. The old 
sidewalk shops were still in vogue, but increasingly, patrons turned 
to the bigger name stores for the wares Zacharias, Sr. used to sell. By 
the time his dad passed on, Zacharias’s inventory had been depleted, 
and he began to collect and sell the remnants of the (now) antique 
goods and furniture the old man had specialized in. By the time the 
dawning 1960s faded into the late afternoons of 1966, the Lower 
East Side had managed to avoid the urban unrest of cities like 
Detroit; however, the hopelessness and anger that took those places 
had taken root here as well. Extended families gave way to 
communities. Communities warped into strangers. There was a time 
when Zacharias couldn’t walk down the street without encountering 
a half-dozen familiar faces as they emerged from the flats that lived 
atop the thin line of ground-level retail shops. Now, two decades 
later, he walked with his head down and eyes averted to avoid the 
new faces. 

He didn’t care that they were younger, browner, poorer, or 
angrier. He’d seen many faces in his life and more strife than most. 
In his experience, whichever people had been stepped on the most 
recently and with the most force were bound to be the most 
dangerous. However, with diversity came chaos. The families he 
knew moved away from the area. New people moved in, sharing 
little in common, or so they thought, and as a result, people became 
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proficient at ignoring each other. With the turning social tide, his 
home ceased to be a neighborhood and became, simply, a place. 
Neighborhoods had little old ladies that you knew and wanted to 
help across the street because they were like your own grandmas. 
Neighbors had children you knew and took personal responsibility 
for, as though you’d birthed them yourself. There was a time when 
Zacharias knew the names of every kid on his block. Now young 
Willy, the emerging drug dealer, was the only name he knew. Most 
importantly, neighborhoods had raucous parties and loud fights and 
drunken louts that you helped home because it was just poor old 
Uncle Jasper and he always needed a hand home on Saturday night 
because life was tough and shit sometimes, but Uncle Jasper had a 
good heart and you knew he deserved the chance. In a neighborhood, 
you knew everyone’s story and even those you didn’t like so much 
you could love … yes, they had love, that silly precious commodity 
that no one could buy but absolutely everyone tried to sell. Love.  

Nobody loved anywhere that was just a place. A place had not 
neighbors, but houses. It had not businesses, but chains. And most 
importantly, places were filled with guppies, and guppies drew 
sharks. His old stomping ground was swimming with them. 

It was too cold for sidewalk business, but he put out a few heavy 
and therefore thief-proof items like the antique adding machine his 
father used and a set of silverware that felt as though it had been 
forged from lead. “No one will know what the hell you’re selling 
from a sign,” his father would always say. The old man wasn’t 
wrong about much, in Zacharias’s experience, and he wasn’t wrong 
about that either. So, despite the bitter cold, with no one in the shop, 
he stood outside—still and tall as a graying pine—and waited. At 
9:15, just as the sun rose high enough to be felt, up the street swam 
the biggest shark of them all. His name was Walter Xavier Portroy, 
Jr., but he was known to all simply as X. He pranced down the street 
dressed in a garish maroon and black blazer with dark pants and 
white shoes. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, too old to be 
spending time with the likes of his usual group of young punks: a 
massive half-bear, half-bulldog named Ralph, a smarmy oil slick 
named Weasel, a thin, ginger man with pimply skin and rotten teeth 
named, of all things, Sweets, and a short Puerto Rican man with a 
neck the size of his waist. If the last man had a name, Zacharias had 
never heard it, as X either ignored the man entirely or simply 
referred to him as “PR” in the way one would refer to a weapon as 
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“gun.”  
Once, several months earlier, as Zacharias sat in his formerly 

favorite bar, in walked X, Ralph, and Sweets. It was his first time 
seeing X, and unlike all future encounters, the young man wore a 
conservative, tailored gray suit. His two henchmen dressed likewise, 
at least giving the appearance of legitimate businessmen. The trio 
went straight to the bar where they were handed a wrinkled envelope 
by the owner and barkeep, Ed Davis. They took the envelope 
without a word, turned and headed to the door. Three steps later, X 
opened the packet and stopped short. “What the hell is this?” rang 
over the smoky din of the bar, as X turned back toward the counter. 
“You making some joke I don’t get?” he asked. Zacharias didn’t 
hear much of the rest of the exchange, as the men’s speech and body 
language had signaled most of the bar’s patrons to head for the exit. 
Zacharias sat in the corner sipping his white wine and watching. 
Davis spoke to the men, gesturing frequently with his palms out as 
though he were trying to surrender to an Army not interested in 
peace. At one point, X laughed, turned to Ralph, and the big bruiser 
swatted Davis with a backhand that sent him across the countertop 
and onto the floor. “Get the PR,” X said to Sweets, who grinned a 
black-toothed smile that gave Zacharias the willies. He darted 
through the door and returned in seconds, before Zacharias had even 
had time to swill the last of his wine and head for the fire door next 
to the ladies’ john. He remembered later not knowing what exactly a 
PR was, but thought perhaps it was some kind of pistol and he didn’t 
want to be in the bar when it showed up. 

He’d been right, of course, as PR entered the bar precisely as 
X’s trio left, those merciless three having cleared out the till in full 
and having sent Ed Davis sailing into the mirror behind the bar. PR 
said not a word, but threw two bottles with lit cloths inserted in their 
necks into the establishment, setting it alight before turning to leave. 
His expression had been one of boredom, the kind of look a kid gets 
when his mom asks him to take out the garbage for the fourth time. 
Zacharias barely managed to pull Davis through the emergency door 
before the whole place became a raging inferno. The next day, 
Willy’s New York Times included a page-three story about a fire on 
the Lower East Side that totaled the building and claimed four lives, 
including a mother and child asleep in a third-floor apartment above 
and a couple who’d been making out in Ed Davis’s men’s room, 
unaware of the commotion outside. Of course, the Post’s front-page 
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headline screamed, “DRUNKEN BAR FIRE KILLS MOM AND 
BABY.” Somehow, the enormity of those letters hit Zacharias 
harder. He wondered if the families of the couple in the restroom had 
been further traumatized by the paper’s having omitted them from 
the headline entirely. He’d taken his occasional glass of wine from 
bottles at home after that. 

Four dead and all because Ed Davis had come up $200 short on 
his protection payment. It had been the third time he’d come up 
short, and X had decided to make an example of him. Zacharias 
supposed that Davis was complicit in those people’s deaths since he 
should have either had the courage to refuse making the payments in 
the first place or at least had the sense not to try and shortchange the 
punks with $500 sitting in his till. The total dead from the experience 
ended up being five, as Davis was found a week later, lying in the 
cold, nude from the waist up with a bullet in his head and two in the 
chest. Neither the Post nor the Times bothered to mention that 
murder at all. 

Now, in the dead of winter, perhaps encouraged by the lack of 
police interest in the murders, X’s confidence and arrogance had 
grown measurably. His conversation with Zacharias was brief and 
about what could be expected. “You got my money, old man?” he 
asked. 

“I’ve given you every penny I owe you,” answered Zacharias. 
“You’ve not paid me anything, you retard!” 
“That is precisely so.” 
X grabbed Zacharias by the collar, pulling him so close that he 

could smell the man’s cigarette smoke and gum disease. “You got 
some kind of death wish, old man? If you’re anxious to go meet 
Jesus, we can help.” 

“Actually, I’m a practicing Jew, so although I appreciate the 
introduction, I’m not certain that we’d find much in common.” 

X slapped him across the face, hard enough to bloody his lower 
lip and set off a ringing in his ears. Zacharias tasted the blood with 
the tip of his tongue, but remained silent. Blood tasted of iron and 
anger, and he swallowed both with aplomb. The ringing sounded as 
an alarm in his head—wondrous, enticing. 

“Look, you’ve been in this neighborhood long enough to know 
we mean business. You read what happened to old man Davis when 
he wouldn’t pay up. It’s like we explained to him—when you let 
your insurance lapse, accidents are bound to happen. It’s the 
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inevitability of chance, don’t you think? Take a chance, get burned. 
Secure your assets and live in peace.” He leaned in closely enough 
that he was whispering, as though to a lover. “Now, you don’t want 
to tempt fate, do you?” The four idiots accompanying X laughed, 
and their leader turned, grinning at their approval.  

Zacharias’s attention vacillated between X’s putrid breath and 
the gilded tooth that matched the glimmering buttons on his asinine 
sport coat. X reached across and slapped him again, this time hitting 
him square on the nose, which began to spurt blood. Blood was 
good. Blood was very good. 

“Wow, boss,” chirped Weasel. “You got him right on the beak. 
He’s bleeding like a stuck pig now.” 

“Don’t mix metaphors, you idiot,” said X. 
Weasel looked at his companions and whispered, “What’s a 

meta-four?” The other three young goons shrugged. 
“Look, Mo,” said X. “I don’t want any more bloodshed, okay?” 

It was bad enough that me and the boys … the boys and I had to kill 
that jackass Davis, you know, to send a message.” He placed an arm 
around Zacharias’s shoulder. “But I like you, you understand? And 
you seem like a smart man. So hows about you and me doing 
business, like gentlemen?” 

 “You killed Ed?” Zacharias asked, speaking through the 
kerchief he held to his bleeding nose. It was ruined now, and this one 
was his favorite, a gift from his late wife. 

“Ed had it coming,” X said.  
“What about those other people? Did they have it coming too?” 
“What happened to them was … unexpected, I grant you, but 

like I said, accidents happen.” 
“There were ten apartments above the bar you hoodlums burned 

down. What exactly did you expect?” 
X gave Zacharias a duo of rough pats on the cheek as he led him 

inside his shop. “Allegedly burned down, Mo. Allegedly.” 
“Yeah, innocent until proved guilty,” said Weasel. 
“That you know, but you’ve never heard the word metaphor 

before?” asked X.  
Weasel shrank his oily neck further into his collar. “My lawyer 

ain’t never used that word before, boss.” 
“I’m surrounded by idiots, Mo. See, that’s why you’re smart, 

running this shop alone. You can’t even buy good help. Now, what 
do you say you have a seat while me and the boys find the money 
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you owe us?” X gave the old man a hard shove, sending him 
careening over a set of antique dining room chairs and onto a cherry 
coffee table. It had a glass top that shattered under Zacharias’s 
impact. He lay there, stunned for a moment, holding his bleeding 
wrist. “There, that’s better. You just sit right there while we take a 
look around.” He turned to PR. “If he makes a move, shoot him in 
the face.”  

PR nodded and jammed one hand in his pocket. Zacharias 
watched the movement and stood still. “I guess that’s the gun you 
used to shoot Ed Davis with, huh?” 

“You guess right, Mo,” said X. “Now I suggest you shut the hell 
up before I have the PR air condition your face.” Weasel, Ralph, and 
Sweets cackled as X went behind the counter to the cash register. He 
smashed the button with his fist and the register slammed open with 
a chime. X reached in the till, and pulled up a paltry handful of 
money. “What the hell is this? What is this … twenty … thirty 
dollars? That’s all you got?” 

“I sell collectibles, and it’s after the holidays,” said Zacharias. “I 
won’t do much business until Spring starts and people start fixing up 
their homes.” 

“Oh yeah? Collectibles, huh? Well how about me and the boys 
take a look around and see what we can collect.” He gestured to his 
companions who began moving around the shop, pushing over 
shelves, breaking glass, and generally destroying the inventory they 
were meant to be stealing as payment. After some time, Sweets and 
Ralph came in from the back room struggling under the weight of 
Zacharias’s brand-new RCA color television. “Look what we got 
here, boss,” he said, grinning. 

“Be careful with that,” Zacharias said. “That cost me $500.” 
“Well, ain’t that convenient,” answered X. “That’s exactly how 

much you’re short this week. Of course, there’s the matter of the past 
two weeks, so …” He shook his head. “It don’t look very good for 
you, Mo.” 

“My name is Moshe. My father was Mo.” 
“I don’t care if your name is Holy Shitting Jesus. You’d better 

come up with another thousand bucks or we’re gonna rename you 
mud.” 

“You want we should burn him out, boss?” asked Sweets. 
“There are families living upstairs, you moron,” X answered. “I 

got enough heat on me without you retards frying up more kids. Just 
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find me something that’s worth something.” He gestured to Ralph. 
“And take the old man out back and smack the shit out of him. 
Maybe he’ll remember to have my money next time.” 

Zacharias smiled broadly, a gesture that caused Ralph to take a 
step backward. He snarled and snatched Zacharias up with one 
meaty paw before being interrupted by an excited Weasel, who’d 
gone rooting through the old man’s back room, likely because his 
partners had hit pay dirt there. “Hey, look what I found!” He was 
carrying a large, wooden case that was lined in gold leaf. The case 
was antique wood, a hand-carved piece that his father had brought 
back from Cuba, where he’d served during the Spanish-American 
War.  

“Be careful with that!” cried Zacharias. “That’s very valuable.” 
He regretted the words as soon as he’d spoken them. 

“Well, now, that’s what I like to hear.” He snatched the case 
from Weasel. 

“What’s in there, boss? Jewels?” asked Sweets. 
“Have I opened it yet? Am I some kind of fortune teller?” 
“Fortune teller,” sniggered Weasel. “That’s a good one, boss.” 
“I’m surrounded by genius,” X said, prying off the small lock on 

the clasp with a penknife from his pocket. 
“Be careful with that,” warned Zacharias again. 
“Or what?” X asked, barely looking in his direction. Zacharias 

opened his mouth to answer, but changed his mind. There would be 
plenty of time for surprises—surprise is best served, cold, his father 
would have said. “Good call,” X said. He lifted the lid and inside 
were rolls of black felt cloth. “Ah, this looks promising.” He set one 
on a table next to him and carefully unfurled it. The contents 
gleamed and sparkled in the light. 

“Is them diamonds?” PR asked. The other men jumped as none 
had likely ever heard the man speak. 

“I don’t know … not diamonds, maybe gemstones?” X picked 
up one small, glimmering gem that was mounted on a piece of 
cardboard-backed cloth. He held it between his thumb and index 
finger and squinted. “What the hell? What the hell is this?” he threw 
it at Zacharias, who grabbed for it before it disappeared into the 
wreckage of his shop. “Is this a stinking button?” 

“Of course it’s a button. I collect buttons.” 
“Who the hell collects buttons? Are they even worth anything?” 
“Probably only to me.” 
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One by one, X and his men unfurled the rolls of cloth onto 
which the buttons were mounted. Some were hand-painted scenes 
over porcelain, others oddly shaped bits of art like ovals or 
adornments carved into cat’s faces. There was a set of matching 
flower buttons, sea shells, an entire roll of butterfly buttons, and 
others that looked more like works of art than clothing accessories. 
There was even a trio of buttons taken from a schoolteacher’s old 
frock that were made into the form of pencil boxes with protruding 
colored pens. There were hippo buttons, candy buttons, scarabs, a 
button painted with the face of a lion, another with two children on a 
seesaw, and a vast assortment of military buttons in brass, silver, and 
even gold. One roll was devoted solely to buttons from old Nazi SS 
and Wehrmacht uniforms. The men stumbled upon that bundle with 
something akin to horror, looking on the old Jew across from them 
with shock and putrefying contempt. 

“Jesus, man,” said X. “The hell is wrong with you?”  
PR crossed himself and kissed his thumb, wiping his hand on 

his coat after having held a button with the SS’s logo on it. On a 
square by itself was the highpoint of Zacharias’s collection, a 
porcelain button that had been painted with his mother’s portrait. 
“Careful,” he said, his hands quivering. “Please be gentle with that.” 

“This one’s got a pretty lady on it,” said Weasel, holding it to 
the light. 

“Good. You take that one and maybe you can marry it later,” 
said X. Weasel grinned and slipped it in his coat pocket. “This whole 
case was nothing but a crock of shit.” It was true, perhaps. The 
preponderance of the collection were ordinary buttons that could 
have been taken from anyone’s clothing. They were sorted by shape 
and color but otherwise were largely nondescript. X glared at the 
collection laid out on the table and then at the old man. He scowled, 
grabbed the edge of the table, and sent it flying backwards, the cloths 
and buttons scattering. He stormed over, grabbed Zacharias by the 
thin, white hair that still grew along the back of his head and 
slammed it into the nearest wall. “Listen here, you crazy old coot. 
We’ll be back here in four days. Four! And you best have my money 
then.” X released him and walked to the door, with his four 
henchmen behind him. “Oh, and the price just went up another five 
C’s. So now you owe me 1,500, got it?” 

“Yeah, 1,500,” echoed Weasel as they opened the door to leave 
the broken shop.  
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“Yes, I have it,” said Zacharias. “But now let me ask you a 
question.” 

“Fair enough,” said X. He waved one arm. “Ask away.” 
“The suit you wore when you burned down Ed Davis’s bar—is 

that the one you want to be buried in?” 
Ralph lunged toward Zacharias, but X held him back. “It’s okay, 

Ralphie. Let the old man have his fantasy.” To Zacharias, he said, 
“Four days, old man.” He held up four fingers. “Four.” 

Zacharias sat there for long moments before gathering himself 
for the onerous task that lay ahead. His shop was in ruins and he 
lived alone, so he would have no one to help him put things back 
together. His sister would probably help, but she’d be too busy 
complaining that he’d lost the button with their mother’s face, the 
only work of art their mother had ever owned. Besides, she would 
have questions—too many questions, and most he couldn’t answer, 
or wouldn’t. No, he would have to rebuild the shop by himself, 
which was for the best, as he’d have to meet X alone as well. He 
brushed the dust from his coat and went back to the small restroom 
to see if he could wash the blood from his face and collar.  

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” he asked the old man in the 
mirror. He received no response. 

 
 
Three days came and went without incident. Few saw Zacharias 

during that time, as he lied to the few people who’d care by claiming 
he was traveling to Philadelphia to visit his ailing sister. Of course, 
she wasn’t sick at all, being of hearty disposition and far too mean 
for any virus to take root. He wasn’t hiding; however, he was 
embarrassed about the condition of his store and determined to make 
it as good as new—or as good as he could—before anyone 
discovered the state it was in. He’d not mentioned X or his cronies, 
and if anyone asked he would claim he’d earned his broken nose due 
to clumsiness and the city’s failure to clear ice from in front of his 
walkway. 

At precisely two o’clock on the day of reckoning, X and his 
gang returned to the store, finding it closed and dark with a 
handwritten note on the front that read: In back – Moshe. X 
motioned, and the five men walked around the corner to an alley that 
led to the back of Zacharias’s store. The passageway was a clatter, 
with garbage crews of frustrated artists emptying metal cans and 
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trying to reform them into as many avant-garde shapes as possible. 
Midday traffic formed a slow ballet due to snow plows languidly 
clearing side streets from overnight snow and unprepared drivers 
sliding hither and thither in their haste to overtake them, all with 
honking crescendos sounding their dissonant accompaniment. 
Zacharias almost didn’t hear the men walk up. 

“See, I knew I could trust you, Mo,” said X. “The boys here said 
you wouldn’t show, and when the place was dark, well, I had a 
moment of concern. But I said to them that there was no way you’d 
call and ask me to come a day early and then have the gall not to 
show up.” 

“Well, I’m here,” said Zacharias. He stood with his hands in his 
pockets, shivering against the cold air. The wind was biting in the 
alley, with his ivy cap offering the barest protection against winter’s 
wrath. 

“So, let’s get this over with.” X held out one gloved hand. 
“Fifteen hundred dollars, cash.” 

“I’m not giving you any money.” 
“I told you, boss! This guys a flipping retard. Let’s do him.” The 

four henchmen fanned out behind their boss. Zacharias merely 
watched their movements. 

X held up one hand, stopping his men. “You know, we have a 
lot in common, Mo.” 

“Really?” 
“You don’t believe me, but it’s true. See, you and I are both 

businessmen strapped by cash in the same economic sector … the 
service sector.” Weasel muttered a weak echo behind him, as if he 
knew what the words meant. X continued. “Plus, like you, I inherited 
my business from my father.” The henchmen nodded. “However, 
probably unlike you, my dear, old dad wasn’t quite ready to turn 
over the business, so I had to convince him.” 

“And how, exactly, did you do that?” 
X made a gesture like a gun. “With a .38-caliber bullet to the 

head. My dad was a stubborn son-of-a-bitch, just like you, who 
didn’t know when his time had come.” He glared at the old man 
across from him. “I hate stubborn old men.” 

“I’m sorry to remind you of such bad memories.” 
X gave a rough, unhappy laugh. “You really got a pair on you, 

you know that?” He laughed louder and was joined by his men, all 
but PR. “So, I’m going to give you another chance, just one more. 
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Now give me my money so I don’t have to kill you. I even sort of 
like you. Maybe when this is over, we can go get a drink … oh, 
that’s right, there’s nowhere to drink anymore, is there?” X’s smile 
faded into an angry glare. 

Zacharias’s face drew into a faint, serpentine smile. Both Sweets 
and Weasel took an uneasy step backward. PR pulled out a gun and 
aimed it at the old man. It was small, but it gleamed in the sun like 
new money. Mo Zacharias, rooted firmly in society’s fading 
simplicity, never cared much for new money, claiming it only made 
small people grow smaller while thinking they’d somehow enlarged 
themselves. His son, now confronted by the five-man cesspool in 
front of him, couldn’t have agreed more. 

“You’ve killed a lot people in your line of work, have you?” 
Zacharias asked. 

X answered. “Murder is bad for business. Why do you ask? You 
got some kind of recorder?” 

 “Not me. This is just you five and me.”  
“Good, okay, yeah. You asked, so yeah, we’ve had to kill a few. 

Those people living in the apartment and that couple screwing in the 
john were accidents, but yeah. What d’ya figure boys, fifteen, 
twenty?” His men murmured and nodded. 

Zacharias noted the barest look of surprise in PR’s eyes, and he 
didn’t mean to, but he began laughing. The tighter X’s glare became, 
the harder the old man laughed, until like PR, X pulled a shiny, new 
gun from his pocket. “What about you, you crazy, old coot? You 
ever killed anybody?” 

“Me? Well, I did fight in the war, you know. All of my mother’s 
siblings were murdered by the Nazis in Poland, so I was one of the 
first to volunteer when we heard they’d disappeared. They told me I 
was too old at first, but, well, I convinced them.” 

X sniggered. It sounded hollow. “Yeah, so? Even my old 
grandma killed a couple of Nazis in the war. How many men you 
killed?” 

Zacharias tilted his head to the side. His answer was interrupted 
by a garbage crew stopping just next to his building and bashing all 
hell out of the cans they found. “They finally got here,” he said, 
stepping back and into the building’s shadow. “Do you want to know 
how many I killed in the war, or how many in total?” 

“H-how many in total?” 
Zacharias looked up and squinted one eye shut as he tried to pull 
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the figure from his memory. Things had begun to cloud in his old 
age, and the fog was getting denser each year. “Let’s see, three …” 

“Three?” The five men exploded in laughter. 
“… Eighteen.” They stopped. “Maybe three-twenty.” He looked 

directly at X. “If you kill a pregnant woman, say one who was a 
former concentration camp guard, how many is that, Walter, one or 
two?” 

From behind X, PR spoke up. “Two!” X spun and looked at the 
man. “Hey! I’m what you call it, I’m against killing babies, okay?” 

“I’m not,” said Zacharias. He pulled his right hand from his 
pocket—the one wrapped in his handkerchief, the one holding a .44-
caliber pistol—and fired a single shot straight through PR’s 
forehead. The man fell dead. “Poor baby,” he said.  

“Jesus!” shouted X. He turned, trying to aim his shaking 
weapon at the old man. “I told you, I’m Jewish.” Zacharias fired four 
times, striking X once in the arm, and then one shot each into 
Weasel’s, Sweet’s, and Ralph’s chests. The three men fell, one dead, 
two writhing in pain. “For the record, Walter, I killed Ed Davis. He 
was number three-eighteen … rather, three-twenty.” He walked over 
to where X stood, ignoring the thug as he stumbled away. With 
barely a look, Zacharias put two bullets into PR’s chest, then added 
one bullet through the heart to each of X’s other men, followed by 
the single shot through the forehead that formed his trademark. “You 
see, Walter, it was Ed’s stupidity that got those poor people killed. I 
couldn’t sleep at night for thinking about that little girl, six years old, 
curled in bed with her mother. All I could hope was that they died in 
their sleep.” 

“I-I told you. It-it was an accident. Nobody was supposed to 
die.” He fell to his knees. “Please! Pleeaase! I was lying, okay? We 
ain’t never killed nobody. PR fucked up. That’s all that happened. 
He made a mistake.” 

“I didn’t.” Zacharias fired one shot into X’s head, this time, 
however, in the temple. He fired several shots into a wooden board 
he had nearby, holding the gun in X’s dead hands while doing so. He 
dropped his gun next to X. He recovered PR’s gun, fired two shots, 
and dropped it by the youth’s body. “There,” he said, once he was 
finished. “Murder-suicide. It’s a shame what happens when these 
drug deals go bad. Zacharias pulled out two small bags containing 
heroin that he’d taken from Willy and dropped them on the ground 
next to X. “I had to put the fear of God into that meshugga boy,” he 
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said. He was almost certain Willy would be selling nothing but 
newspapers from now on. He knew the police’s forensics would find 
the bullet in X’s arm matched the gun he’d “killed himself” with, but 
somehow, he doubted they’d care much. 

Zacharias bent over, looking at the lovely buttons on X’s silly 
blazer, holding them in his handkerchief-covered fingers. “It’s a 
shame I can’t add these to my collection,” he said. “But the police 
would be curious.” He turned to leave and then turned back. He 
pulled out a penknife and snipped off one button. “Well, one button 
couldn’t hurt. Who doesn’t lose a button every now and again?” 

He walked over to Weasel, reached into his coat pocket, and 
retrieved his mother’s button. All was right with the world again, he 
thought. His collection was intact once more, and mother was 
headed back home. 

“Three hundred twenty-five. I must remember that.” Zacharias 
pulled up his coat’s collar and turned the corner for home. One more 
day off from work couldn’t hurt. After all, this was winter. Who 
buys collectibles in the middle of winter? 
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