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    Inca came back into my life an afternoon in September. She was as beautiful as the first time I saw her. Maybe the long blonde hair didn't have quite the same feel of liquid silk, and the crow's feet around her eyes were not from laughter. But her smile was the same and she was still the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.

  


  
    Seeing her again for the first time in years, I forgot the bitter residue from our marriage. A marriage so bad that I in the end allowed the cops to pick me up for a bank robbery when I could have escaped through a back door. We had some good times together but her drug use had destroyed it. In the end, she was constantly lying to me, and I sounded more like a recording of Pat Robertson in my effort to make her stop using drugs than a career criminal. It is not like there is that much in my own life to be proud off, unless you think that being a professional robber is an accomplishment. I've spent more time in prisons than anywhere else. But I've never used drugs. While I did my three years in jail, we had agreed on the divorce. Since then I'd only seen her a couple of times. I hadn't tried to avoid her but life made it impossible to keep it up.
  


  
    Inca took a step toward me to embrace me. I locked the door before I let her touch me. She was warm and soft in my arms. Slowly I relaxed and put my face into her hair.
  


  
    "Long time - no see," she said with her mouth against my shoulder.
  


  
    I couldn't think of anything to say. Maybe I should have made an effort to keep in touch the years we had been separated, but it was too late to make excuses. Inca leaned backward, took my head in her hands and looked me over. Her face got worried as if she saw things she hadn't expected. Things I didn't know about myself. She let go of me and took a step back.
  


  
    "I heard that you retired," she said.
  


  
    I nodded and smiled vaguely at her.
  


  
    "Well?" she said.
  


  
    What could I say? I didn't think she wanted to hear about all the terrific programs for ex-cons or how I passed my time in the public library. It was not as if I stopped committing crimes by choice. I'd been perfectly happy robbing banks and an occasional post office, but just before my thirty-fifth birthday, something happened to me. Suddenly the thought of walking into a bank with a shotgun was more than I could face. It's not uncommon. Crime is young man's world. When you hit thirty-five you're either dead or reformed. I tried though. I made one last effort and the result was so embarrassing that I hope nobody will ever connect me to that job. I'd been so nervous that I walked into the bank with an unloaded weapon just to make sure that I wouldn't shoot an innocent bystander or myself by accident. In the bank, I waved the gun around for a couple of minutes before taking off without any money. That was it. After that, I'd been my parole officer's favorite client. The change from a life filled with excitement to this was hard. I'd tried to fill my time with alcohol, but it was a weak poison for someone who was used to the undiluted terror of armed robbery.
  


  
    "I don't know if I can recommend it," I said, "but it's better than prison."
  


  
    She nodded seriously as if she agreed.
  


  
    "I won't do any more time," she said.
  


  
    I'd heard that before. Inca said the same thing every time she got out. And not only her. Most of the people I know, including myself, have good intentions as long as we can feel the prison smell on our bodies. It goes away. A drink or two, maybe a fix, and you feel like your old self again. And you always have a better plan than the one that landed you in jail the last time. This time nothing can go wrong.
  


  
    I smiled and said:
  


  
    "Sure."
  


  
    She knew what I meant.
  


  
    "This time I'm serious."
  


  
    The intentions to reform are always serious and then you forget. Until you can't take it any more. Until the day when the mere thought of going into a bank or through a customs checkpoint makes you throw up from fear.
  


  
    "So you say."
  


  
    She looked me in the eyes and said:
  


  
    "Yes." She went past me into the apartment. "Are you going to offer me coffee?"
  


  
    "Sure."
  


  
    She looked the apartment over and I could see that she wasn't impressed. Inca has always been addicted to thrills, even more than I have. My tidy place and settled life were probably worse than any prison for her. I already had a pot of coffee on, as I always do so I only had to find her a mug that wasn't too chipped.
  


  
    "What do you do for money?" she said.
  


  
    I shrugged.
  


  
    "I do odd jobs and I get food stamps."
  


  
    She looked skeptical but didn't press it. I don't know how much she had heard about what I'd been up to. The truth was that I'd managed to make some real money after I retired, but since the source was not quite legal I didn't want to talk about it so I changed the subject.
  


  
    "When did you get out?" I asked.
  


  
    "Last week."
  


  
    "Where were you this time?"
  


  
    "The country club." She paused before adding. "Eight months for possession."
  


  
    She didn't have to say that. It was always drugs and never enough for her to get hard time. Usually the drugs belong to the current boyfriend. The boyfriends change frequently, but they always have one thing in common and that is the drugs. Inca had never turned tricks. She didn't have to. Her boyfriends always took care of her. That I refused to give her money for drugs was one of the things we had argued over. As I watched her, I wondered how long she was going to be able to find lovers prepared to support her. And what she was going to do when she was forced to pay for her drug habit herself. I couldn't see her prostitute herself. Inca always had too much self-esteem for that. Maybe she could sell drugs. God knew that she had enough experience from the drug trade to know how to do it.
  


  
    She told me about the months she had spent in prison. It hadn't been too bad. Inca is used to being locked up and the country club got its name because it's minimum security and most of the prisoners are white-collar criminals. The facilities are neat and there are amenities that you lack in a normal prison. Most of it donated by alumni. The management is young and idealistic. They really believe that they can make a difference.
  


  
    I don't have much experience with those kind of prisons. The type of crime I commit gets me hard time. With my rap sheet, I always get sent to a level four maximum-security facility. My only experience with minimum security is from the last months of a sentence when they want you to get used to the idea of freedom before they let you loose. The funny thing is that many cons that get into minimum-security panics. I don't know if it's the relaxation of the rules or the fact that they'll soon be on the outside that does it but somehow they manage to screw up the last month. Even those who have been perfect prisoners suddenly throw tantrums and get sent back to level four, if they're really unlucky, they get their parole canceled. I've never messed up myself but I can understand it. On the inside, everything is predictable in its inhumanity. Outside you're on your own.
  


  
    "Don't you ever get fed up?" I said.
  


  
    Inca began to get angry but took a deep breath and said:
  


  
    "I told you, it's over," she said.
  


  
    "That's what you say."
  


  
    "I'm serious."
  


  
    "We always are."
  


  
    A smile of recognition crossed her face but didn't leave any traces. We were already back to where we left off.
  


  
    "I've heard that you stopped drinking, committing crime and spend most of your time in the park feeding the pigeons," she said.
  


  
    I didn't know if it was supposed to be an insult but if it was, I was not going to acknowledge it. I poured some more coffee for us before I answered.
  


  
    "My nerves are shot," I said. I can't go into a bank with a gun any longer, and I don't enjoy partying as much as I used to."
  


  
    She nodded and said:
  


  
    "I've quit doing drugs. No more crack, no grass, no nothing."
  


  
    This time I was surprised. No matter how good her intentions when Inca gets out from prison, it has never before included quitting drugs. Crystal meth is the only thing that is stable in her life. While we were married I could never make her realize that there was anything wrong with spiking your veins with a mixture of amphetamines and whatever the dealer had handy when he cut the goods.
  


  
    "Have you gotten religion or something?" I said.
  


  
    She laughed.
  


  
    "Something - I'm in love. Not that I don't miss it. I do. You can't imagine how much I miss it. But he doesn't want me to use it so I don't."
  


  
    I felt jealous. She had never been that much in love with me. Drugs had been her first love. The perfect lover who never disappointed her.
  


  
    "So what are you going to do?" I said. "Are you turning into a housewife?"
  


  
    She smiled.
  


  
    "Not quite. That's what I need to talk with you about. The guy I'm with is a heavy hitter and he has something big going down. Bigger than anything you and me ever been into."
  


  
    I can't say that I was surprised. Most of my old friends have dropped by with an offer to make some easy money. First, they congratulate me on my new honest life. Then they usually tell me that they're quitting themselves. Just one last job, a job that will give them the venture capital they need for their new career. Very few of them imagine that their new life will include any manual labor. Since they don't have, any qualifications that would make any sane employer want to hire them they want to go into business for themselves. To run a company appeals to them since they think it could be almost as interesting as selling dope or robbing armored cars. If you want to hear the details about their new life, they are ready to tell you about how they'll take their clients to the best restaurants to discuss profitable deals. How it is necessary for a serious businessman to own a BMW, Italian suits and preferably a corporate jet. Not that they're going to ignore the day-to-day running of their imaginary company. They'll drop by the office regularly to collect the profits that the half-wits who work for a living have accumulated while the boss has been drumming up new business. But all this depends on one last job, one more bank. And to do this they need my help. Not that they wouldn't be able to pull it of without me, but since we're old friends, they thought they would cut me in on a sure thing. Everybody knows how tight things are when you don't work anymore and this would be a chance for me to pick up some easy cash. Without any risk at all, of course. I was getting tired of it. I'd already run off a dozen clowns with their fool proof plans and now Inca was trying to involve me into something that would be a ticket back to maximum security.
  


  
    "Didn't you hear what I said? I don't want go back to jail."
  


  
    "It's not like that," she said. "My boyfriend is a businessman. He moves paper around, not drugs. You don't get shot doing what he's doing."
  


  
    "In that case what do you need me for?"
  


  
    "If things turn ugly we might need a back up."
  


  
    I was disappointed. I'm a bank robber, not a heavy that you hire to break bones. Inca should have known better than to ask me to do something like this.
  


  
    "Why don't you ask your brother?"
  


  
    She smiled.
  


  
    "Benny is a good kid but you know how he is. You can't take him anywhere. We need somebody who's got some finesse, somebody smooth, somebody like you."
  


  
    "Sorry but I'm really out of that life."
  


  
    She shook her head and said:
  


  
    "Can't you see that you're rotting from the inside out? You're not more than what thirty-seven years old and you're ready to give up. Why don't you grab the opportunity and have a good time before you check into the big hotel in the sky?"
  


  
    "Maximum security is not my idea of a good time."
  


  
    She could see that I was serious and drank the last of her coffee without trying to convince me that I was wrong.
  


  
    "You really have lost your nerve," she said as she was getting up. "It was worth a try though."
  


  
    There was no resentment in her voice. It was as if she pitied me as much as I pitied her.
  


  
    "Take care," she said.
  


  
    When she passed me, she touched my hair gently. I wanted to ask her to wait, to give me another chance but the door closed behind her without me speaking up. I waited a few seconds then I got up and went out in the stairwell. I could hear her steps bellow but I didn't call out. There was nothing I could do for her. It was over for me. It would fall apart for her again but maybe it was worth it. At least she knew that she was alive.
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