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One

It’s too hot, even for mid-July. The mercury pushes past ninety degrees even as the sun stuffs its hands in its pockets, turns its back, and walks away for another night. I feel the same way.

We’re inside, though, momentarily away from the heat. Tan carpeting, blue wallpaper, white ceiling with track lighting. Six of us are in chairs, sitting in a circle, an obedient shape. We’re quiet. We’re trained. The hum of the central air conditioner is enough to keep us occupied while we wait for further instructions. No one wants to look at the other, or engage in conversation, not before the designated time. Normally, it’s the kind of situation I wouldn’t mind tweaking, but I’m still exhausted and overheated from my walk over here. Besides, we’ve all been tweaked enough.

This guy named Gus sits next to me. He’s been coming here as long as I have. He’s short and wiry, and he wears black horn-rimmed glasses. He has thick beard stubble that has been cultivated and encouraged and colorful tattoos on his pale, thin arms. Behind one less-than-impressive bicep is the face of a green cartoon dog that winks and chomps on a cigarette. The dog has the right idea.

Gus is around my age, early-but-aging thirties, and like me he’s dressed in vintage clothes: black leisure pants, black wingtips, a white, skin-tight V-neck T-shirt tucked in and underneath his unbuttoned powder blue guayabera, a canary yellow porkpie hat that struggles to hold down purposefully greasy tufts of black hair. He pulls off the look better than me. I look like I stumbled out of your grandfather’s closet, mothballs and all.

Gus is done with his drawing, and it rests on his lap. He taps his pen on the metal chair, working out something in double time. I sneak a peek at his picture. He took up an entire page. His head and hat are detailed and accurate. His body is a cartoonish mess. Legs and arms are broken, twisted. His forearms, hands, shins, knees, and feet and other unidentifiable pieces of himself break off and fall away, toward the bottom of the page. It’s a good picture.

Gus catches me looking and says, “Don’t judge me,” but then he winks, just like his tattoo dog. That’s supposed to be a joke. I don’t find anything funny.

Here’s my drawing:

[image: image]

It’s a smaller, doodle version of my head. It’s all anyone ever need see of me. Rembrandt, I’m not. I’m not even that paint-the-happy-tree-there guy.

Gus leans in and gets an eyeful. I say, “I did better when I tried drawing that turtle and the pirate for those art tests in the backs of magazines.”

Doctor Who announces his return to the circle. “Okay, everyone,” he says, and that’s it. It’s enough for us to know what to do next. He hands out bonus smiles while collecting the pens and our composition notebooks, the kind I used in elementary school. My notebook has chunks of paper torn out. The black-and-white cover is warped and cracked. Our assignment was to draw a self-portrait, but we’re not going to talk about it until next week. This is my sixth group therapy session at the Wellness Center, and I’m feeling weller every day.

If I sound skeptical, I don’t mean to. I’m just practical. My landlord and mother, Ellen, made my weekly visits to the center compulsory if I was to continue running my little private detective business rent free in her building. We’re at a point where she thinks my narcolepsy is some kind of social disorder, not physical. It’s all depressing enough to make me want to attend group therapy.

The doctor pulls a chair into our circle. He’s not British or into science fiction, but he tolerates me calling him Dr. Who. He’d tell you that my naming him is an attempt at asserting some control in my life. He’d tell you that my everyday existence is usually about naming and piecing together my reality even if the pieces don’t fit. I’d tell you that I just like calling a tall, skinny, bald guy Dr. Who.

The doc, he’s nice, plenty enthusiastic, and obviously means well—the ultimate backhanded compliment. There’ve been times when I wanted to tell him everything, tell him more than I know. But there are other times when I’m ready to take a vow of silence, like now, as I look at his faded khaki pants with the belt cinched well above the Canadian border and his white too-tight polo shirt. That shouldn’t bother me, but it does.

He swoops the drawings up and away. Now it’s story time. Everyone is to spill their tales in a regimented, predetermined order. I think that’s what I hate most about this whole setup. It’s disrespectful to stories. Stories don’t happen that way. There’s no order, no beginning, middle, or end; no one simply gets a turn. Stories are messy, unpredictable, and usually cruel.

I try not to listen. I’m not being selfish. It’s not that I don’t empathize, because I empathize too much, and I can’t help them.

I say I try not to listen, but it doesn’t work. The man across from me goes on about how his cats are trying to sabotage the fragile relationship he has with his third ex-wife. Or maybe I’m asleep and dreaming it.

It’s Gus’s turn. He has a smile that’s wholly inappropriate for the setting. I kind of like it. He talks about how his mother—who died two years ago—used to make her own saltwater taffy when he was a kid. He tells us that since her death, he craves social settings and has become a compulsive joiner. If you have a club or group or association, he’ll join it. He pulls out a wallet full of membership IDs. He gives me two cards: one for the Libertarian Party and the other belonging to some anarchist group that’s clearly fraudulent because anarchists don’t make ID cards. He seems particularly proud of that one.

Dr. Who holds up his clutched hands, like he’s arm wrestling himself, and says, “You’re always welcome in our group, Gus.”

Gus tips his hat and sags in his chair, clearly at ease in the group setting, a junky getting his fix. Despite his earlier protest, I’m judging him. I don’t feel guilty. I never promised him anything.

Dr. Who asks, “Mark, do you have anything to share with us today?”

Last week he phrased the question differently: Do you feel up to joining our conversation this week? I answered with a rant concerning his poorly phrased question, about how it was domineering and patronizing and made me feel more damaged than I already was. It was a solid rant, an 8 out of 10. But I don’t know how much of the rant I let loose. I woke up with my circle mates out of their chairs, standing, and staring at me like I was a frog pinned up for dissection.

Gus wiggles his fingers at me, a reverse hand wave, the international Let’s have it sign.

All right. Let’s have it.




Two

Here’s what I don’t tell them:

I don’t state the obvious; things are not going well for Mark Genevich. About a year and a half has passed since I broke a case that involved the Suffolk County DA and his dirty secret: the disappearance of a girl more than thirty years ago. My personal not so dirty secret was that my business had never been profitable, had never been anything more than a hobby, something to occupy my time and mind; private investigation as babysitter. But after the DA case went public, I had my fifteen minutes. Everyone in South Boston knew who I was, and my kitten-weak business experienced a bump.

Initially, I handled the bump okay. I had this one lucrative gig where I ran background checks for a contractor who was hiring locals to build the nursing home going up on D Street. I verified income and places of previous employment and the like for his applicants. My shining moment was ferreting out one guy who was illegally collecting disability on the side. But soon enough I started getting small-time cases—a popular subset of which were complaints of Facebook harassment and other online misdeeds—from people who’d read about the DA and only wanted to rubberneck, collect anecdotes for their friends. Because the money was good, I had an impossible time saying no, which means I didn’t play it smart. I played it desperate, like I always do. I took on too many cases, and I flamed out on most of them. I even tried taking an online course from some Private Investigating Training School, thinking it would help me organize and prioritize my schedule, identify my investigative strengths. Six months into the three-month course I identified only my growing stack of bills.

Narcolepsy was and is my only constant. It did not improve during the business bump despite renewed attempts at lifestyle changes and adaptations. I quit coffee, smoking, and booze for almost two months. Okay, maybe two weeks. I tried new and aggressive drug therapies, but it didn’t help and it left me washed out and washed up, and with a list of dissatisfied clients and an ever-growing monster named Debt.

Oh, what else?

I don’t tell the group that my business is just about dead, kept barely breathing in a monetary iron lung only because Ellen continues to begrudgingly fund it.

I don’t tell them about Ellen’s version of desperation, her Hail Mary: the humiliating group therapy deal. She even had me sign a contract. It was pathetic. I was asleep on my couch, and I woke up with her standing above me, the contract on my chest like a scarlet letter, and a pen in my hand, which leaked black ink onto my fingertips. After she sprang the deal on me, we had an argument that went atomic. We’re still in its nuclear winter. I avoid talking to her, and she does the same. She used to come to Southie and crash at my place two nights a week, but Ellen has quarantined herself on the Cape for the entire summer.

I don’t tell them the irony is that I should be the one sequestered and tucked away on the Cape and Ellen should be living here in Southie. Ellen is of this place and is only happy when she’s here, and I’ve never understood why she continues to stay on the Cape and not relocate her photography business. We’re both too stubborn to swap out. I’ve lived and worked in Southie for ten years, but I grew up on the Cape, where neighbors lived too far away and tourists were a necessary evil, a commodity. I grew up in a vacation spot, transient, by its very definition and purpose, so I do not understand identity by proximity, by place. I do not understand the want and will of a community, which is so insular at times, even after growing up in the considerably long shadow thrown by Ellen and her Southie, the Southie she always told me about. It is hers, not mine, will never be mine, and that’s okay. Granted, my South Boston years have been influenced, shall we say, by narcolepsy. Who am I kidding? It’s been ten years of me as Hermit T. Crab.

I don’t tell the members of my group therapy circle that I hate ketchup and pickles. I don’t tell them that I think the Godfather movies are overrated.

I don’t tell them—the hallowed members of our kumbaya circle—that I hate them and their cats and their problems and their we-can-stay-awake-on-command asses.




Three

Here’s what I do tell them:

Last week I tailed Madison Hall, wife of Wilkie Barrack, the local CEO of one of the Northeast’s largest investment firms, Financier. Mr. December thought his May bride was cheating on him. Standard kind of job. I usually don’t take on infidelity cases. Not because of some moral high ground I don’t have. I’m just not well suited for surveillance gigs. That said, the payday was too big to turn down.

Barrack’s lawyer was my contact, and he e-mailed me Madison’s photo and their Commonwealth Ave address, some high-priced in-town apartment they rented but rarely used. Apparently she used it more often than hubby thought.

Madison left her apartment building at seven each evening. I spent the two nights tailing her from a safe distance. She was easy to spot: a Marilyn Monroe–style platinum blonde wearing big Jackie O sunglasses, a white scarf, and a yellow sundress. She spent her evenings wandering over to Newbury Street and window-shopped all those overpriced fashion boutiques, exotic restaurants, and cafés.

The only place she entered was Trident Booksellers & Cafe. It looked like the perfect place for a rendezvous. Inside, she swapped out her Jackie Os for wire rims and wandered the stacks. She wasn’t meeting anyone there. She didn’t stop to talk to anyone, not even the staff. She bought a book on both nights, set herself down in the café section, ordered a coffee and tiramisu, and then read by herself until the place closed at midnight.

I spent my surveillance time hunkered in the stacks or across the street smoking cigarettes, and managed to stay mostly awake the entire time. Mostly. The second night I ventured into the café and sat as far away from her as I could, she with her back to me. It was a slow night, and there was only one other person in the café. He nursed his coffee, newspaper, and considerable thoughts. The three of us spent a solid hour in silence. It was like I’d walked into that Boulevard of Broken Dreams painting. Would it be too self-indulgent of me to say my dreams have always been broken?

After closing time she took a cab back to her apartment. I hung around in front of her building until about 2:00 a.m., waiting to see if anyone rang her bell; no one did. A handful of men entered the building with keys but never the same guy on consecutive nights. She wasn’t cheating on her husband, at least not while I watched her.

After that second night, I e-mailed the lawyer an update, reporting her so-far chaste activities. That same morning, the Boston Herald’s gossip section, Inside Track, ran shots of Madison leaving some flashy and splashy nightclub, arm in arm with a professional indoor lacrosse player. I didn’t know we had a team. The woman in the paper wasn’t the same woman that I’d spent two nights following. Oops.

In the retelling for my fellow circle freaks, I leave out the names and Financier details, of course. If any of them really want to figure out who I am taking about, it won’t be difficult. I don’t really care. Timothy Carter, the CEO’s lawyer, is already threatening me with a lawsuit. Haven’t told Ellen about that yet. Don’t think it will go over well.

Dr. Who quickly thanks me for sharing, reminds us that our conversations are to be held in confidence—even if we don’t have any—and dismisses us. I closed the show.

Everyone is fixed and saved, at least for another night, and the circle disintegrates into its disparate points, everyone but Gus standing and slowly ambling away. He’s still in his seat, next to me, and he has his inked arms folded behind his head. I think about his picture and hope his arms don’t break off and into pieces. He sees me looking at him, laughs, and says, “Man, great story. You talk slower than a sloth on Quaaludes, though.”

What are you supposed to say to something like that?

He says, “Come on. Let’s go get a drink. I know a place. I’ve got the first round.”

I think I know what to say to that, even if I’m out of practice.




Four

Gus does most of the talking during our trudge down D Street and onto West Broadway. I’m not keeping up my end of the conversational bargain. He doesn’t seem to mind. He also seems to know half the city, nodding or semisaluting at the scores of pedestrians we pass. Everyone knows his name and they’re glad he came. It’s goddamn irritating. Me? I’m like my home base brownstone. People know I’m there, but I’m just part of the scenery.

Me and the humidity are going to duke it out to see who will be the bigger wet blanket tonight. I loosen my tie, unbutton my cuffs, and roll the sleeves to my elbows. I say, “Do we keep passing your fellow anarchists? Did you miss a meeting tonight?”

He laughs. It’s big and fake, a show laugh. “Anarchists don’t wave, my good man. They give each other the finger. Don’t give out our secret handshake, now.”

I limp and struggle to keep up with him. My gears aren’t fitting together right. Hard breaths leak out, and my muffler and exhaust system are shot. So I light a cigarette. Gus glides gracefully over the pavement, like he’s spent his prime years rigorously training how to walk. Another reason to despise my new drinking buddy.

We pass the Lithuanian Club, and its never-ending sign crawls along the brick in yellow letters, reading: SOUTH BOSTON LITHUANIAN CITIZENS ASSOCIATION. I point to it and say, “I might be able to get you in the Lit Club if you want.” I say it with spite. I say it to tweak him, although I have no reason to do so.

Gus stops and adjusts his hat. It’s a good move. He says, “Doth I offend you somehow, Mark? Look, man, you don’t have to come out for a drink if you don’t want to. I’ll shed no tears, and my heart will go on.”

He’s right. I don’t have to, but I want to, even if I’m not acting like it. I’m so complex. I say, “Don’t mind me. I don’t get out much, and walking makes me cranky and tired.”

“I understand. If you don’t feel up to it, we can do it again some other time, maybe next week.”

He doesn’t understand, but I’m not going to argue the point. I say, “I’m always tired.” I offer him a cigarette, and he takes two out of the pack, one for his mouth and one behind his ear. He’s earned it.

He lights up, points at the Lit Club, then says, “I’m already a member. I’m actually part Lithuanian.”

I won’t call his bluff, if it is a bluff. I say, “Which part?”

“We’re going to get along fine.” He pats me on the shoulder. Way to go, sport.

Not crazy about the physical contact. He’s too easy with it. Not crazy about everything. It has been too many years since my friends and roommates fled the apartment and the narcoleptic me, and seemingly longer since anyone other than Ellen has willingly made me, the self-styled narcoleptic monk, a social call. I can admit I’m drowning-man desperate for some companionship, even the most fleeting and temporary. I know, a real breakthrough. If only Dr. Who could see me now.

We traverse the remainder of West Broadway without further incident. He talks about being a kid and his family coming up from Hull once a month to go to St. Peter’s, a Lithuanian Catholic church. I sweat through my shirt and into my black necktie.

At the corner of West Broadway and Dorchester Street is the brownstone where I live and work. I make a show of checking the front door, to see if it’s locked. The window with my stenciled name and job description rattles in the frame.

Gus steps back to the edge of the sidewalk, looks the building up and down like he wants to ask it to dance, and says, “Nice digs.”

I shrug. I don’t take compliments well. Besides, it’s Ellen’s brownstone, not mine.

“Did you have an accident up there?” Gus points above, presumably to the stubborn soot stains on the bricks around the second-floor windows.

“Fire did a couple of laps around the apartment. Hazards of my thrilling glamourrama job.”

“You sure you weren’t just smoking in bed or something?” He takes the shot at me and combines it with a smile. Fair enough, and he pulls it off with the charm I don’t have.

I say, “I’m never sure.”

We cross Broadway and turn left onto Dorchester. I know where we’re going, but I don’t think I’ll like it. Two blocks, then left onto West Third Street, and we’re here. Here is a bar called the Abbey, which is as run-down as its reputation. Off the beaten Broadway path, the Abbey is stuck between abandoned or failing industrial buildings and a congested residential section of Southie. The two- and three-family homes are on the wrong side of Dorchester Street. They can see East Broadway and the houses and brownstones that have become high-rent apartments or high-priced condos, but they’re not quite there.

The Abbey’s front bay window runs almost the full length of the bar. The window is tinted black with only a neon Guinness sign peeking through, and it sits inside a weather-beaten wooden frame that could use a coat or three of stain. There’s a guy sitting on a bar stool next to the front door. He’s tall, thin, wearing a white sleeveless undershirt and baggy black shorts. His tattooed arms are wrapped around one of his propped-up legs. He’s a coiled snake, and he doesn’t like the look of me. No one does. He nods at Gus and says, “Who’s this you bringin’ in here?”

Gus’s voice goes performance loud. A bad actor reading worse lines, he says, “Mark, this is the ever-charming Eddie Ryan: bouncer extraordinaire, raconteur . . .”

I hold out my paw. Eddie reluctantly unfolds an arm and takes my hand like it’s a rock he’s going to use at a stoning. He says, “I don’t want no fuckin’ pretend cop in my bar.”

Always nice to be recognized by the little people. I say, “And I don’t like people with two first names.”

Gus laughs even though we all know this isn’t a joke. “Come now, Eddie. Mark’s not a pretend cop. He doesn’t even have any handcuffs, and he’s not working right now. Relax.”

“I know what he is.” Eddie rubs his buzz cut and rolls his shoulders, a boxer getting ready in his corner. I’d be intimidated if it wasn’t so typical. He points a finger at me and says, “No snooping around or buggin’ the customers with your shit, all right, or I’ll throw your ugly ass to the curb.”

I’d love to keep the witty repartee going, but I keep my tongue in a bear hug. I guess this means I’m serious about drinking with Gus, or at least serious about drinking.

Eddie opens the door with one arm. His tough-guy routine was not quite answer-me-these-questions-three, but we’re in.

It’s night inside the bar, with the overhead lamps and bar lights shirking their illuminating duties. There’s a moldy pool table in one corner, a dartboard with no players, and some wooden tables and chairs that look like black skeletons. The place is half full, which is to say it’s half empty. The patrons at the bar sit huddled over their drinks, protecting them. A small group stands in a dark corner, laughing loudly and too loose with their spilling glasses. It’s a place for small-timers, their small deals, and their smaller dreams. I feel right at home.

Gus and I claim two stools at the bar. He orders beers, and I add a whiskey kicker. The bartender is dressed like Eddie but is happier about it.

I say, “Do I get to meet any more of your charming friends?”

Gus smiles and waves me off. “Eddie’s all right. He’s just, shall we say, territorial. A dog barking behind a fence, but once you’re inside he’s all cuddles.”

There’s more to it than that, and conclusions about Eddie, Gus, and the other side of the law aside, I’m going to let it all go, and dive into a couple of rounds and see if I sink or float. I say, “I’m not going to let him lick my face.”

“I’d say that’s wise. You might catch something.”

We drink. He talks. I pretend that I do this sort of thing all the time, that a guy like me always goes to a place like this. Gus tells me that he’s a bartender here a few nights a week and a bike messenger during the day. He shows me some scrapes and scars from pavement and automotive metal. I’ll drink to that, and so we do. Gus keeps talking. He’s spent two thousand dollars on tattoos, drinks scotch only at home, had a bout with Lyme disease a few years ago, got the tick bite while biking in some local state park. There’s an overflow of information, and I’m not sure what to say, how to respond, how to act, how to be. This shouldn’t be as hard as it is.

Full glasses replace the empty ones, and I don’t remember making the empties. I’m winking on and off like a strobe light. Don’t know if Gus can tell. His words and phrases aren’t fitting together. I can nod my head and add the occasional commiserative chuckle in my sleep. I drink too fast and too much. My head slows down, gets heavy, fills with buzz and murk and anxiety, a stew that’ll just about guarantee that I shut down. I try to focus on my surroundings, but there is no bar. There’s no one else here. We’re a two-man play. There’s a spotlight on me and Gus, and everything else is black.

Gus hits me with questions. My turn to talk. I open my mouth and words sputter out like butterflies; they flitter around, so fragile. What am I saying? I might be talking about Ellen. Gus says he wants to help. I might be talking about my dead father, my dead best friend, or my dying business; everything is dying. Gus says he wants to help me. I might be talking about Dr. Who, the Red Sox, or the van accident that left me forever mangled and broken. Gus says he wants to help me out. I might be talking about how after my big case broke I thought everything would be better and easier for me, and it was for a little while, but then it wasn’t, and nothing gets easier because each day stacks on top of the one before it, building a tower of days that will lean and fall eventually.

Maybe I didn’t tell him any of that. Probably. Now he’s laughing, shouting to the bar patrons out there who I can’t see because it’s too dark around us. He’s clinking glasses with me, slapping my back like I’m choking and need some foreign object expelled from my throat. Maybe one of those butterflies got stuck.

Then it’s later only because it has to be later. It’s always later. It gets later early around here. I’m really drunk, can’t keep my eyes open, and I’m stumbling out of the bar with my arm around Gus’s neck.

Gus says, “No sleep till Brooklyn, my friend. Brooklyn being my couch.” I didn’t know he was a Beastie Boy.

The bouncer, Eddie, that fucking guy, he’s still there at the door, smiling and laughing at me, and he says something about taking that shit pile out of here and dumping it out back. I try to swing and hit him, but my arm stays around Gus’s neck. He must be strong to carry all my weight.




Five

I dream that Gus and I are walking down West Broadway, and we are the pictures we drew at the Wellness Center. We’re made of paper and very fragile. Gus is already in pieces. The wind growls and threatens to tear us up. Then I’m not little Jackie Paper anymore, and I wake up on Gus’s couch.

A puddle of drool sticks my cheek to his leather cushion. I sit up slowly, afraid my head might fall off and roll away. The room is too bright. I’m blinking madly, like a liar.

Gus sits in a chair by a desktop computer. He says, “Mornin’, sunshine. This’ll help.” He tosses me a half-full pint bottle of Irish whiskey. I actually catch it.

We celebrate appropriately.




Six

I wake up in my own apartment for the first time in two days, though still on a couch, my couch at least. Hopefully I’m working my way up to a bed soon. I’ll try my best. Today is going to be about survival.

A shower that empties the hot water tank isn’t enough. Clean clothes and a clean hat don’t really cut it either. I eat three slices of wheat bread only because I need to line my stomach with something other than the fur of the previous two-day bender before I swallow the bottle of ibuprofen. One must medicate properly, after all.

Water. Pills. Coffee. I’m only capable of action one word at a time. On my third cup of coffee I attempt forward progress.

I move like a slow leak down the stairs and to my office. I unlock the door but leave the lights out and the blinds closed. Coffee cup and my head go down on the cluttered desk. The clutter doesn’t mind, and my own lights dim. Mark Genevich, open for business.

Sometime later, it’s always later but we knew that already, my front door opens with a crash and the track lights in the ceiling flash on too. Someone is treating my office very rudely.

A man struts in, walking to the beat of his own inflated ego. He announces: “Mr. Genevich, I’m Timothy Carter.”

Oh, goody. The CEO’s lawyer is here. I guess I’m supposed to be impressed. He pulls my wooden client chair up close to my desk, against its will; the legs scrape and complain on the hardwood floor. He says, “I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”

Carter is tall, with a medium but athletic build, and wears a dark blue suit with creases sharp enough to cut meat. He’s youngish, has purposeful beard stubble and a trendy, slathered-in-gel haircut. He could be in those magazine ads with the models who look like weird mannequin/flesh hybrids, those ads that try to sexily sell vodka, perfume, jeans, and other shit we don’t need. If that isn’t reason enough to hate him, he adjusts his cuffs after he sits and doesn’t take off his Ray Ban sunglasses. Doesn’t he know that only self-important assholes wear those? Somebody should tell him.

Can’t say he’s at the top of the list of people I want to see right now. It’s a long list. I say, “Make yourself at home. You don’t mind if I sleep through this, do you? Don’t worry; we’ll make it work.”

“I’ll be quick. I have a cab out front waiting for me, and you’re going to pay that fare, too, Mr. Genevich.” His voice is small, rodentesque. Nobody’s perfect, and I take a measure of comfort in it.

“Sorry, I’m all out of coupons.”

He snorts and leans back in the chair. “It’s been one of those mornings, Mr. Genevich. Cooperate and don’t push me over the edge.” Some high-powered lawyer he is, quick to anger and reliant upon cliché.

I say, “Right now, I’d be more than happy to shove you off that edge and watch your pretty little plummet.”

“I don’t think you realize how serious my client and I are about suing you for willful negligence. It’s a serious charge that could bankrupt your business, Mr. Genevich. Your complete and utter botching of the contracted surveillance has publicly embarrassed my client, causing undue emotional distress, and is costing him untold dollars in damage control with his own clients and would-be clients . . .”

There’s more, but I don’t really want to hear the end. So boring and predictable. I wave my hand at him, shoo fly. “We all have problems, Carter. Life’s about overcoming adversity. Besides, that professional lacrosse player was awful cute.”

Carter laughs and leans in, putting his elbows on my desk. “You don’t understand . . .”

I’ve had enough. Yeah, I’m in a mood. I cut him off, at the knees preferably. “I returned what you paid me and you aren’t getting one fucking cent more from me.”

Carter leans back, and I can see him switching gears and game plans midstream. He says, “I want to see any photos you might’ve taken while on surveillance. Play ball and things will go smoother for you, Mr. Genevich.”

Oh, he’s smooth, like chunky-style peanut butter. I say, “I only took a few shots and didn’t bother downloading them off my camera because they didn’t seem to be all that relevant anymore.”

I find the pictures on my camera view-screen; the first few are of the apartment building, and then there are a couple shots of the woman I thought was Madison, the CEO’s wife, walking out the lobby door. It’s from the first night, I think. I stop, then flip back to a photo of the building, zoom in on the address numbers. I hadn’t really thought about it, been a little too occupied with my repeated failures, group therapy, and then the past two lost days with Gus, but I assumed my CEO case went FUBAR because I’d written down the wrong information, presumably the wrong apartment building.

I pass the camera over and say, “That’s the building where the CEO’s love nest is, right? That’s where you sent me?”

Carter looks at the picture and says, “Yes, of course.” He’s so pleasant. I wish we could hang out more often.

“I guess I followed the wrong woman, then.” I take the camera back and flip ahead to a picture of the woman, zoom in a bit, then give him back the camera. It’s great that we can share like this.

Carter takes the proverbial long hard look, hard enough to crack the LCD screen. Or he could be playing me. I don’t know. He’s still wearing those huge sunglasses, so I can’t read him. I’d be surprised if he could see anything in my office through those tinted windows. Maybe seeing the pictures isn’t as important as he’s letting on.

I say, “I assume Madison isn’t Madison.”

Carter hands the camera back to me, says, “No, she isn’t. Thank you, Mr. Genevich. We’ll be in touch. Soon.” He gets up and leaves as abruptly as he entered. His suit is loud; sounds like someone else’s money. I didn’t get to say goodbye, or tell him to fuck off, or ask him to turn out the lights.

My head goes back down on the desktop, and my eyelids are doing a damn fine job of dimming the room on their own. My breathing slows as my systems cool and default into hibernate mode, but I’m not asleep yet because I’m thinking about the surveillance gig and now this odd and confrontational exchange with Carter and how it all seems a little off. Maybe I should take another trip out to that apartment building. Maybe I’ll figure it all out after I park my head on the desk for a little bit, but that’s just the lie I tell myself, we all tell ourselves.

Sleep on it; you’ll feel better in the morning.

Sleep won’t solve any problems or answer any questions. My mornings are false starts, and I have them throughout the day and night. And sometimes, mornings are the promises that never come.




Seven

“Knock, knock. Hello, is the good doctor in?”

I open my eyes. I’m reclined in my office chair, hands folded across my lap; such a polite sleeping position. Gus stands in the doorway, lightly rapping on the door. He has a brown bag in his arms. I didn’t get him anything.

Two visitors in one day. I’m a popular guy. I wipe my eyes and face, stir in my chair, pat the desktop, and mutter, “I don’t make house calls.” A dumb, nonsensical line, and I hope Gus doesn’t hear it.

He doesn’t look like I feel; he’s clean-shaven, wide-eyed, and wears a new porkpie hat, this one danger red. I’m a barely there cadaver who shouldn’t be donated to science. If Gus tells me he feels fine, I might have to punch him.

Gus holds up the paper bag. “Do you have room on your desk for Chinese? I figured you’d be so busy playing catch-up today you’d probably forget to take care of your basic food needs. Chinese food is a basic need, my friend. Especially the day after.”

I nod. He laughs nervously. Then silence. We’re so awkward with each other when we’re sober.

Gus dishes out veggie lo mein with some seafood medley onto paper plates. He gives me a plastic fork and he uses chopsticks. Is the fork an assumption on his part, or did we previously have a discussion about Chinese food and my inability to use chopsticks? I don’t remember much from our two-day event.

I say, “This will help, especially if I can keep it down.” The food is good, increasing the odds of me surviving the day.

“So, dear, busy day at the office?”

“I saved the world and got some other shit done.”

He says, “I could tell.” From anyone else, that would be a cheap shot, but he makes the joke seem commiserative. I could just be rationalizing of course, acting like a puppy around my new friend. I need to keep a handle on my level of desperation. I’m no one’s lapdog.

Gus gulps his soda and looks disappointed that it’s not something else. “Do you remember climbing into a tree on K Street and yelling at kids and the drunks like us who walked by? Ha! You were pretending to be the voice of God. Old Testament, angry kind of stuff. You were very believable.”

I wipe my face and shake my head. There’s nothing rattling around inside. Climbing a tree doesn’t sound like something I’d do given my physical limitations. I guess the drunk, narcoleptic me wanted to impress his new BFF.

I say, “I didn’t even believe in myself.”

“Actually, at the end, you shouted about being the god of hellfire and then started singing some sixties tune.”

“I wasn’t God. I was Arthur Brown. Same thing, really.”

“I knew the song but couldn’t think of the guy’s name.” Gus slaps the table with his hand and chuckles. He pauses and gives me the look, the here-is-the-Broken-Man look. Gus puts down the chopsticks. He can’t think and work them at the same time. “You don’t remember any of that, do you?” When I don’t respond, he adds, “I tried to talk you out of climbing the tree with your limp and everything, but you were stubborn. You insisted. Then I ended up giving you ten fingers anyway. You’re heavier than you look; no offense.” He laughs and shakes his head. “I’m such an enabler. And I must say, getting you out of the tree was a project. Almost had to call the Fire Department. I was going to tell them my cat was stuck in the tree.” Gus laughs like everything he says is clever and doesn’t hurt.

The narcoleptic me would’ve clawed the firemen’s eyes out. I say, “There’s a lot I don’t remember from our night on the town. Most of it, actually.”

“Correction: nights on the town.” Gus performs some acrobatics with his chopsticks, before snatching a big piece of shrimp. No one likes a show-off. He says, “So you remember the guy who sang that fire song, but you don’t remember our soon-to-be legendary domination of the bars of South Boston?”

As a drunk narcoleptic, I have short-term memory issues. As an everyday narcoleptic, I have short- and long-term memory issues, but I still remember The Crazy World of Arthur Brown.

I say, “Don’t talk with your mouth full.”

Gus leans back in the chair, puts his arms behind his head. “That’s really too bad. We had a lot of fun.”

“I’ll read about it in the papers.”

My jokes aren’t all that good when I’m hungover. Gus doesn’t point out my latest flaw. What a pal. We stop talking and focus on the food.

A tidal wave of fatigue rushes in, and I can’t keep my eyes open. I full-body twitch, and my fork clatters to the floor—it’s loud and angry—and my head almost bounces off the desktop. I sit up quick, and everything looks a little different than it was. A common sensation for me, but one I’ll never get used to.

“Whoa. Are you okay, Mark?”

“Yeah. I’m fine.”

“You just fell asleep there for a second, didn’t you?” Gus has his elbows on my desk, our makeshift dining table. Such poor manners; I’m embarrassed for him.

I nod. No need to speak the words detailing the obvious, only need to acknowledge them.

I think about denying it, telling him, No, I’m fine. Just spazzed out with my fork. Lying about my narcolepsy is a natural impulse—first, second, and third nature. I lied when Juan-Miguel and my other roommates were living with me. At first, the lies were simple, harmless denials: “I wasn’t sleeping on the couch,” and “I saw how the movie ended.” I wouldn’t admit anything, even when the outlandish became my defense: “That’s not smoke, and I wasn’t smoking,” and “The cigarette burns in the couch aren’t mine,” and “I didn’t piss on the goddamn couch,” and then just a blanket “Fuck you, you’re making it all up” to the lot of them. It all piled up so quickly, an avalanche of symptoms, and no Saint Bernard with a barrel of whiskey around its neck to save me. I’m still there, buried. I lie to my mother, Ellen, all the time, even though she knows I’m lying. Maybe I should be consistent and just tell Gus that I didn’t almost fall asleep, and that I wasn’t God stuck in a tree.

Gus doesn’t say anything. He’s not letting me off without further explanation. So I say, “You have that effect on people. Sorry, someone had to tell you.”

“All right, all right, I know when I’m not wanted. I’ve got a couple of things for you, and then I’ll go so you can continue your recovery in relative peace. I wasn’t going to say anything, but you look like shit.” Gus laughs, pulls a small plastic bag out of his jeans pocket, and throws it on the desk: twenty or so green pills.

“My headache isn’t that bad.”

“Last night we talked about your trials with prescription drugs, Desoxyn especially, and how they never really improved your symptoms.” Gus pauses long enough to read the glittering neon sign that is my face. “You don’t remember, do you? Wow, we talked all about the side effects: the insomnia, headaches, tremors, how it made you feel depressed. Awake but heavy in the head, was what you said.”

“Sounds like something I’d say, but I don’t remember rhyming.”

“We were at the Playwright down on East Broadway. Oh, and you complained about raging diarrhea too.”

“Wasn’t I sparkling company?”

“You were a delight, as always, and it helped clear out our tidy corner of the bar. We also talked about trying amphetamines. They’d probably only handle the fatigue symptoms, but it’s better than nothing, and they wouldn’t have the rest of the neurological effects the Desoxyn had.”

“I don’t suppose you got a prescription for these.”

Gus sighs, his first sign of annoyance. “It’s not a big deal, Mark. It’s just a bag of greenies. Easy to get. Athletes and cops use them all the time.”

I lift the bag. “I’m not an athlete or a cop, or even a pretend cop.”

“Just trying to help. I know you don’t remember, but we talked about this.”

“Where did you get these? Do you take these yourself? I’m a semiconscious slug over here, and you’re . . . you’re Dr. Pepper.”

“Dr. Pepper?”

I wave my hands, frustrated at the words. Maybe I can swat the pesky ones away. “Christ, you know what I’m saying. I mean, Mr. Pep. Bushy eyed and bright tailed, and all that bullshit.” My turn to hit my desk. It’s taking a beating.

Gus shows me his pair of slow-down hands. “Hey, hey, take it easy, Mark. If in the light of this bright new dawn you’re not comfortable taking them, no big deal. You can throw them away. I won’t be insulted, and they’re not expensive.”

Gus doesn’t answer my questions. I don’t know if I should push him on it. He doesn’t sound nervous, just very matter-of-fact. He could be talking about a terrible sweater he got for my birthday and giving me permission to take it back.

I say, “I’ll think about it. I can’t make any big decisions until I’m a little more than subhuman, which could be a while. I’m a slow evolver, like the Galápagos iguanas or something.” Why am I so nervous around this guy? Not sure why I don’t tell him to go choke on the bag of greenies instead of serving up wishy-washy maybes and the inexplicable—apologies to Darwin—comparison of myself to isolated marine lizards.

“I’ll take your word for it, iguana-man. But that’s fine. I understand. Like I said, don’t worry yourself over it, one way or the other.”

We stop talking and nod at each other as if we traversed some grand intellectual impasse. That, or we don’t know what the hell to say to each other.

“Okay, I’ve got one more thing for you, Mark.” Gus cringes, tucks his head between his shoulders, and says, “A job, if you want it. You’d really be helping me out.”

“If it’s tracking down some punk amphetamine dealer, I have a lead.”

“Funny. Do you remember Eddie, the bouncer at the Abbey?”

“Him I remember.”

“He’s stalking my friend Ekat. She came by the Abbey a few weeks ago, and he wouldn’t leave her alone despite her clear communication to the contrary. He called her at work the next day, too. She told him to fuck off, and we thought that was that. But Ekat called me this morning, woke me up, and said he called again, threatening to show up at her bar tomorrow. She works at the Pour House, which is downtown, near the Prudential. Eddie’s not taking my calls yet. I checked the schedule and he has a couple of days off but I’m on tomorrow night. I tried calling the other bartenders already but none of them would take my shift. So I won’t see Eddie at the Abbey and I won’t be able to go to the Pour House either. It’s a scary little mess. Do you think you could just go hang out at Ekat’s bar tomorrow night? Maybe follow her home, make sure she’s safe. She lives here in Southie, over on I Street, between Fifth and Sixth. Ekat would kill me if she knew I was doing this, but I’m worried, you know?”

That was quite the speech. Quick and well delivered, but I don’t like its implications. “First, let’s pretend this is all legit.” I pause, and Gus does a classic double take. He really is an expressive son of a bitch. “I don’t back down from anyone, but I wouldn’t describe my particular skill set as including intimidation, muscle, or protection.”

Gus’s brow furrows; he’s in thoughtful mode, choosing his words carefully. He says, “I’m hopeful that if Eddie does go to her bar, he’ll see you. Knowing that she’s serious enough to hire professional help should throw some cold water on Eddie, at least for one night.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. Second, you heard the story about how my last surveillance gig went. It didn’t exactly fare thee well.”

“People make mistakes. Who knows? It might not have been your fault.”

“Yet to be determined, if I’m being kind to me.”

“Having spent the past couple of days with you, I know that you’re hard on yourself, a little too hard on yourself.”

“Are you taking over the group therapy session from Dr. Who next week? I suggest you arm wrestle him for it.”

“We’ll leg wrestle.” Gus pulls out a couple of cigarettes and lights them. Why didn’t I think of that? He says, “Now, what’s with the crazy talk about pretending this is legit? What are you trying to say?”

I inhale, let the smoke do its yellow voodoo on my teeth for a bit before spitting it out. I could use some real magic. I guess I’ll have to stick with blunt honesty for a change.

I say, “I feel set up. You only took me out for a drink so you could show me off to Eddie and then use me later, which is fine. I’m all grown up now, tuck myself into bed each night, tell my own bedtime stories even if they don’t work. But you coming in here and acting like you’re doing me a favor by offering some new gig when you wanted me for this all along doesn’t sit right. Why you want me, I don’t know. Maybe I’m the only PI you can afford. Maybe you think you can buy my help with cheap booze and little green pills. Can’t say I like that you obviously think I’m not smart enough to connect those dots. I don’t—”

“Whoa, whoa, Mark, stop, listen to yourself. I know it’s your job and probably a part of your DNA to not trust the scenarios laid out in front of you, but Jesus fuck, this goes beyond a little healthy paranoia.”

“Does it?”

“You can trust me. I promise. I swear it all came up this morning when Ekat called.” He shrugs, looks around, and then his hands scurry into his pockets again like bugs fleeing when the lights come on. “Look, I can show you my cell call history if that’ll help.” He holds out his phone, but I don’t take it. I clutch my cigarette instead. It feels safer.

Gus says, “We thought the Eddie thing was over. I had no idea he called her again until this morning, and then I just thought we could help each other out. That’s all, Mark.” Gus scratches his arms and rubs his face. He’s clearly uncomfortable. So am I.

“How well do you know Eddie?”

“Not well. We work together, and that’s it. We don’t hang out. I never talk to him or see him outside the Abbey.”

“What else does he do besides bouncing?” I stress the word do like it’s a cipher to my secret code. Not that I’m speaking in secrets, but I am trying to learn a few.

“Eh, he’s a small-timer. Really small-time, sells some stuff on the side, to kids at the bar mostly.”

“Did you get this bag of jelly beans from him?”

“No, Mark, I didn’t.”

We don’t talk, just share looks that we should probably just keep to ourselves. I’m getting tired again. Other people are such hard work.

He says, “There are plenty of small-timers in Southie who sell this stuff, you know. He’s not the only one.”

“So I’ve heard.” I take out one of my own cigarettes and put it to work. I don’t know what to think or how to think. There should be a manual or a training film. Our words are forming complicated crossing circuits in my head. I need to regroup. I need a nap. I do think he’s telling the truth about the amphetamine conversation that I don’t remember. The stuff about Desoxyn and the side effects, particularly the diarrhea, has the ugly ring of my truth. The Eddie connection, though, I don’t know.

Gus isn’t in the client chair anymore. He’s standing at the side of my desk, tugging gently on my sleeve. I must’ve gone out for a bit, and he waited. Don’t know if that counts for or against him.

“Hey, Mark.” He waits until I move my arm and adjust in my seat, then he adds, “I understand everything you’re saying. But I don’t know what else to tell you. I didn’t invite you out to set this up. There was nothing to set up. I promise.”

I don’t ask, Why did you take me out? I want to know the answer so desperately my teeth ache, but I won’t ask. I’m not that needy. I say, “All right, I’ll do the job.” I am that needy. I don’t say it aloud because I’ve already made my neediness quite apparent. “Write down the details for me.”

Gus slaps me on the shoulder. My shoulder is going to hit back eventually. “Thanks, Mark. You’re a lifesaver.” Gus brightens considerably. The eclipse of my mistrust has passed. He’s practically dancing in place as he pulls a folded check out of his pocket and tosses it on my desk. It lands like a betrayal.

“Not necessary. I’m not a charity.”

“Stop it, Mark. Take it. You’re doing work for me. Like I said, you’ll be helping me and Ekat out, big-time.”

I unfold the check. Five hundred bucks.

He says, “Is it enough? If it isn’t, I—”

“It’s plenty.” I fold the check and throw it at his chest. A strong throw.

Gus tosses it back. “I’m not leaving here with this check, Mark. I mean it.”

He wins. Again. I tell him, “I’ll be at her bar tomorrow night.”

“Great!” Gus claps his hands, then shakes one of mine and says, “All right, I’m out of here. Call me tomorrow night.” Still standing, but swaying side to side, he writes down his cell number and the other details I’ll need for tomorrow night.

“Thanks again, Mark. I’ll talk to you soon.” He backs out of my office, pointing at me like everyone should be looking here, at me, hiding behind my desk, the not-so-incredible shrinking man in his shrinking office, same as it ever was.

When the door shuts, I give the check my hairy eyeball. I might cash it, or I might lose it. I open my top drawer and put the check inside, wedge it under a cigarette lighter shaped like a handgun. It was a gag gift from my late best friend George, the one who died the night of the van accident. I don’t want to think about that now, so I won’t.

Instead, I think about turning on the computer and checking e-mail, but I decide to call it a day. My days usually end early anyway. The bag of amphetamines, almost forgot about the little fellas. They’re still on my desk. A bag of promises. A bag of threats. I don’t know which. Probably both. I pick up the amphetamines and tuck them inside my suit jacket. They make a lump on my chest.

Maybe I trust Gus. Maybe I don’t. I really want to, though, and it’s the want that scares me.




Eight

The next day comes like it was supposed to, though I suspect it won’t one of these days. I sleep in, cash the check at the bank across the street, and hit the office late—1:00 p.m. late. No one visits or calls.

There’s no real work to do until this evening, so I try verifying Financier CEO Wilkie Barrack’s Commonwealth Avenue apartment address by calling the building’s rental agency. No go there. Then I call the Boston Herald’s Inside Track pretending I’ve just spotted Madison and her lacrosse accessory coming out of a building, and I give Madison’s address. The wonderfully helpful intern with the asthmatic voice tells me that it’s covered; they already have a freelance photographer stationed outside that address.

So I had the right apartment, anyway. Not sure if that’s good or bad, but after experiencing a modicum of success I celebrate by sleeping.

It’s 7:00 p.m., and I wake up thinking about how I’m getting to the Pour House. Transportation is always an issue, an incident waiting to happen. Instead of a cab, I could pick up the number 9 bus at the stop right across from my building, and ride the 9 all the way in to the Prudential. It’d be easy and much cheaper than a cab, but I don’t do well on buses.

I take out Gus’s gift bag and dry swallow an amphetamine. Yeah, just like that. There is no soul-searching or deliberation. I summarily dismiss the nagging question, What if these aren’t amphetamines? because I can. Swallowing the pill is a complete what’s-the-worst-that-could-happen gesture on my part. Amphetamines are essentially the same stuff I tried before, and probably only have a little extra hot sauce. So why am I clutching the edge of my desk, expecting a Wolfman soft dissolve and transformation?

While waiting for the fangs to sprout, I do a Web search on amphetamines, which is something I should’ve done first. Apparently amphetamines are habit forming with both physical and psychological dependence. That’s nice. The drug has an impressive and familiar list of side effects that I jot down in my handy-dandy palm-sized notebook. I might need this list later. If I start freaking out, I’ll know why.

The list:

[image: image]

I wonder if diarrhea or constipation is user’s choice.

I close up the office and step outside. It’s another scalding-hot night, but lower humidity and there’s a coastal breeze. I limp across the street to the bus stop and light up a cigarette as the 9 bus surfaces and beaches itself on the corner. I make my first and only drag count before grinding it under my heel. What a waste.

Inside the bus, the lights flicker with the sputtering AC. It’s cooler in the tin can, but no one feels cool. I lay claim to a seat in the back, behind a couple of giggly teenage boys wearing crooked baseball hats, listening to iPods, and carrying on a loud semiverbal conversation. They’ll annoy me enough to keep me awake.

The bus rolls away from the curb, and we’re off. Should be a ten-minute trip. Fifteen tops. I’m growing more nervous that I’m too trusting of Gus’s little green pill. Is it too late to change my mind? I have a second pill in my pocket just in case I rechange it later. Gus never did tell me the recommended dosage. As a bike messenger/bartender, he makes a lousy pharmacist.

It’s a slow ride down Broadway with too many stops. I look out the bus window, but the interior lights reflect my mug on the glass. I’m having trouble focusing, a sentiment I should have tattooed on my tongue. My heart beats louder, knocking its Morse code against my chest. I check my pulse, and it feels quicker than normal, and seems to be gaining momentum, but I don’t usually check my pulse so I don’t really know what is normal.

I’m multiple-shots-of-espresso wired, but I’m also withdrawn, a step back from reality, whatever that is. My field of vision has a frame on it. I’m in a window. No, I am my own window, and I’m not making any goddamn sense.

The bus hits a pothole, and I almost scream out. Wait, there is no “almost” about my scream as the two teens turn and look at me, clearly a-scared of the hairy, sweaty, screaming man on speed. At least I’m not driving.

Okay, calm down, Genevich. I think we passed over Interstate 93 and are getting closer to Copley. I pull out my collection of side effects, and it reads like a checklist. I know some of what I’m experiencing is the placebo effect, me and my damaged gray matter simply cooperating with the list of symptoms, but it doesn’t make me feel any better.

I curl and pass the paper between my fingers. My fingers feel big and clumsy, and that’s because they are. The “may only hide symptoms of extreme fatigue” is a particularly ominous side effect.

Ten minutes past forever the bus stops at the Prudential. My fingers are vines, choking the seat in front of me, but I made it. I step off the bus on legs that are skittish and easily spooked. The fresh night air mixed with bus exhaust is a welcome splash of cold water on my face. Released into the expanse of the city, I relax.

The walk is short, two blocks, and I’m feeling good, confident, focused, the near meltdown on the bus already forgotten. The Pour House is a big place with an upstairs and a downstairs. It’s early, but most of the booths are full of late diners. Graffiti and collected kitsch cover the brick walls. The staff is dressed in black, with a few wearing neon plastic leis around their necks. I hate this place: it tries to be a dive, but it’s too happy, too young. The contrived spontaneity motif rubs me all the wrong ways. I need a smoke, but if I were to light up here the kids would throw their mojitos and appletinis at the grumpy old man.

I mosey downstairs. Here, it’s darker, and with less crap smeared on the walls. No crowd. The bar takes up most of the square footage with small tables for two tightly lined along the walls. TVs hang in the corners, each tuned to the Sox game, volume muted. Upstairs is the play room. This is the bar. I decide to lean on it.

Ekat works alongside a male bartender who is completely uninteresting. She’s pretty in an everywoman kind of way. Her face mixes a sharp nose with rounded cheeks. No makeup and her brown hair tied up tight. She sees me, jogs to my end of the bar, and says, “What can I get you?”

I’m doing okay, but I don’t know about mixing amphetamines, alcohol, and surveillance, oh my. I ask for a beer, Sam Adams. Can’t exactly sit at a bar and order water, now, can I?

Ekat is a few inches shorter than I am, but moves a hell of a lot faster. She drops my full glass onto the bar without spilling and asks, “Do I know you?” She doesn’t cock her head to the side or send her voice up a few unsure octaves. She says it like she’s mad at herself for not knowing the answer to a stupid question.

I throw a five on the bar. “Don’t think so. But I get that all the time because I look like everyone else.”

I went into this assuming Gus wasn’t going to tell her about me. She lives in Southie, so maybe she’s seen me around, or she knows of me because the DA died in my stairwell. Everyone in Southie knows who I am even if they never see me. I’m their Sasquatch, only no one collects my footprints. It’s hard being so popular.

She laughs—at me or with me, I don’t know. “You’re right. I get your types all night long, usually only on Wednesdays, though. You’re off a night.”

“I’m usually off.” I retreat to one of the small square tables up against the wall. I’m going to be here for a while and don’t want to be more conspicuous than I already am. I’m the only person in the joint not wearing a tight T-shirt and tighter jeans.

I think about calling Gus but decide against it. I poke and prod my beer through a couple of hours, then have the waitress bring me ginger ale on the rocks and without a straw. The Red Sox lose. People come and go, and Ekat and her partner serve the drinks. Nothing new, and even the randomness of who orders what and who gets served first seems regimented and predetermined if you watch for too long.

All around me there are pockets of conversations, some animated, some quiet and subdued, whispers in a crowd, but all the participants are engaged, effortlessly so. They know what to do and how to act. It has all been done and said before.

As the evening moves on past eleven, my companion fatigue returns, coming back like it’s mad at me for ditching it. I hurt its feelings, and it will not be ignored. It’s been four hours since I took the first amphetamine. I can’t fall asleep here. Taking the other pill isn’t even a choice now. This one, I swallow with ginger ale. I’m sure the carbonation will make it behave.

Ekat waves at me from the bar. She wants me to come over. Did she see me take the greenie? She’s wearing an I-gotcha smile.

She says, “Aren’t you the private detective from Southie?”

“I’m Peter Parker, but I’m all out of special powers.”

“Come on . . .”

“Okay. Don’t know if I’m the”—and I pronounce the as thee because I’m so fancy—“PI of Southie, but I do work there.”

“I knew it. You’ve only had the one beer since coming in. I’ve been watching you. You’re on a case, aren’t you?” She points a finger at me.

Her act tastes a little hammy. I still don’t know whether Gus told her I was coming or not. Maybe now that the night’s getting later, the threat of Eddie showing up seems more real and she wants her presumed protection closer. Or maybe she’s just fucking with me.

I sit at the bar. There’s room. I say, “You’re my case.”

“If that’s a pick-up line, it’s terrible and not funny.” Ekat wipes the bar with a rag, angry at the spill that I can’t see.

“All my pick-up lines are terrible and not funny, but that wasn’t a pick-up line. Our mutual friend Gus . . .”

She throws her bar rag, and it bounces off my chest. I didn’t deserve that. “Gus? Gus sent you here?” She swears and talks under her breath, and I’m too polite to eavesdrop.

“He didn’t tell me there would be flying bar rags.” I think I’m speaking louder than normal, my normal anyway. The second amphetamine has kicked in. Its charge and voltage hum through my system. I’m itching in my stool, toe tapping, both eyes dancing in their sockets. This will work as long as my blood doesn’t explode from my veins.

She says, “I can take care of myself,” and points at herself with that finger. I’m much more comfortable with that thing pointing away from me.

I try to sound relaxed, even if I’ve been deported from the island nation of Relaxed. “Gus said the same thing. He also said he thought you could use a little help tonight, that’s all.”

“I don’t need any help.” Ekat stalks to the other end of the bar, but there’s no one to serve. Any customer would be scared of her anyway.

I hold up my empty glass, and she comes back with her arms folded over her chest. It’ll be hard to pour drinks that way. I order another ginger ale, no ice this time. I’m so sophisticated. She puts it down in front of me, and I ask her, “How are you taking care of it?”

“Excuse me?”

“The Eddie problem. You said you could take care of yourself, and I want to know what your plan is for tonight.”

Ekat pours herself a glass of water from the soda gun. It’s a good way to spend a pause. “I’m leaving early tonight, before closing, soon if they’ll let me.”

“Good idea. Mind if I follow you home? You could help me out, make sure I don’t fall asleep on the way back.” Oh hell, that sounds like a line when it isn’t. I shrug and hold up my empty palms as I really don’t know what I’m doing or saying.

“How am I supposed to do that?”

“I don’t know. But if you figure it out, please tell me.”

Ekat finishes her water and throws a quick, spinning look around the bar. “Fuck it. Let’s go now. You get to pay for the cab ride.”




Nine

I’m suffocating. I try to cover up my gasps with some fake coughs, but I can’t cover any of it up. It goes without saying I shouldn’t have taken the second little pill. What a drag it is getting old.

Ekat sits pressed up against the passenger door, as far away from me as possible. I wish I could sit far away from me too. Her posture is granite hard; a statue could take lessons from her.

We’re in the cab for days, and then she turns to me and asks, “What’s your name again?” She’s as formal as a free clinic doctor.

“Mark Genevich.”

“Do you know who Eddie is, Mark Genevich?”

“He’s the shady bouncer at Gus’s shady bar.”

“Does that make Gus shady? Or me?”

Good questions, ones that I’ve been too compromised to fully consider. “I think everyone is shady. Sorry, that wasn’t very nice of me.”

That last bit teases a smile out of her. She’ll probably regret it. “How much is Gus paying you?”

“Enough.”

Ekat shakes her head, expels her disappointment as a sigh through her nose. “I can’t believe he did this. He should’ve asked me first. I’m very mad at him.”

It’s not my job to defend my employer, new drinking buddy or not. “How do you know Gus?”

“We’re both from Hull, been friends since middle school.”

Hull is a coastal town on the south shore, and Hull to Southie is a common migratory path for wannabe urbanites. I say, “Isn’t that sweet?”

“You’re not funny.”

Maybe loss of humor is a symptom of narcoleptic speed freaks. I’d write that down on my list of side effects, but my hands are shaking too much. “I was only hired for tonight. What’s your plan for tomorrow?”

“You mean besides sleeping in and going to the gym?”

“What are you going to do about Eddie? You can’t leave work early every night.”

“I can do whatever I want.” Ekat crosses and uncrosses her arms, then her legs. Her anger is making everything uncomfortable. She pivots in her seat, turning to face me head on, as in the collision. “I might look into getting a restraining order. Or I might just buy a gun and shoot him in the face if he ever comes near me.” I don’t know if she’s giving herself a win-one-for-the-Gipper pep talk or if she’s serious. I don’t think it matters, because right now, when she says it, she is serious.

She turns away and asks, “Are you feeling okay?”

“I’ve been better. Has Eddie confronted you, in person, since that night you met him?”

“No, only the phone calls.”

We don’t speak for the rest of the ride. We’re in Sartre’s No Exit, only we’re in a cab, which adds the elements of potholes and random acceleration and deceleration to our quaint Hell. I wish I could smoke a cigarette, even if my chest is getting tighter with each breath, each strained heartbeat.

Finally, and right before the walls implode, we stop and idle in front of her I Street apartment. Ekat jumps out. I’m blinded by the interior light but manage to scrape together twenty-five dollars of Gus’s money for the cabbie.

Her building is a well-kept two-family house with yellow vinyl siding. It’s between Fifth and Sixth streets, and about the halfway point between Carson Beach and East Broadway. New and trendy cars and SUVs fill the street parking spots on both sides of the one-way.

Ekat is already past a chain-link fence, the basement bulkhead, and stands on a small wooden staircase, key in the side door lock. She says, “What are you doing?”

I stand outside the fence on the sidewalk, in the shadows. “Just making sure you get inside.”

“Don’t be an asshole; I’m fine. Seriously, why didn’t you just stay in the cab? You’re not staking out my apartment. I’m dismissing you, Mark. Say goodnight, tip your hat, get a cab, go home.”

I like that she used the term staking out, but I won’t tip my hat for anyone. I don’t say anything and only give a slight nod of my head. I’m too far away and out of focus for her to see it. She doesn’t wait for my long slow goodbye and disappears into her apartment.

Hostile client notwithstanding, a gig successfully completed. I’ll reward myself with a midnight trek home. As much as I hate walking—and I’ll probably hate it more in the morning—the outside air cools down my melting reactor core. That’s how it works, right? Simply walk off the speed like it was a big meal.

I make my way up I Street and take a left on Fifth. I turn on my cell phone, and there are no messages. Maybe I’ll call Gus when I get back to the apartment. He’s probably still at work. I walk behind a church, Gate of Heaven. It’s a big gate, taking up most of the block, its restored spire and turrets propagating the lie that they’ll forever point skyward.

Something’s off, and it’s not me for a change. The spire. There’s a light at its base, but there’s a dirty fog obscuring most of that holy pointing finger. Wait. It’s smoke, and I smell it too. I turn and stumble around, an aimless weather vane, and there, up ahead, at the end of the block, on the corner of H and Fifth, is a two-family with bright orange lights dancing in its first-floor windows, smoke billowing out of the second floor, and a stick-woman staggering around the street screaming for help.

I call 911. The presumably interested operator listens to my Timmy’s in the well spiel, then requests I stay on the phone. I hang up because I was never good at following directions.

I can’t really run or jog. My best is an awkward speed-walk crossed with a follow-the-yellow-brick-road skip. I’m off to see the grand and terrible wizard. I almost fall down, my weaker right leg buckles a few times, but I stay up and make it to the corner.

The woman, she’s young and skinnier than the scarecrow. Tears and mascara form twin muddy rivers on her contorted face. She bounces around like a panicky electron, all angular momentum. She peaks too fast for complete sentences. Alone and just a boy and upstairs are her verbal shrapnel.

I mumble something noncommittal, I think, and it works. She takes off down the street, screaming. I hope I didn’t say “I can help,” because that’s a promise I can’t make, nobody can make. Sirens harmonize with her screams, but they’re still the backup singers here, and they sound Rhode Island far away.

I climb the short set of wooden front stairs, fully aware that the worst of my symptoms—cataplexy and the hypnagogic hallucinations—attack when my anxiety levels go toxic. The burning building in front of me is likely to present as a stressful situation.

But with the amphetamines, I’m the new me, Genevich 2.0. I’ve been a physical wreck at times tonight, but I’ve made it without any real narcolepsy symptoms, without any gaps or naps or missing time. But the list, the side effects, that bit about amphetamines only hiding or masking the symptoms. But and but and but . . . Screw it. I open the door.

A blast of heat and smoke lands a devastating one-two punch, and I have a glass chin. I swoon into a standing eight count. Goddamn, I actually feel my consciousness want to detach and hide like a turtle retreating into a hopelessly soft shell that won’t save anyone.

I hike up my jacket to protect my head. Cotton is just so flame retardant. The front stairwell looks like my own brownstone’s stairwell. I can’t see the second-floor landing because of the smoke. I’ve seen this picture before. Orange flames chew their way up the left wall.

On my direct left, the front door is missing from the first-floor apartment. I shuffle by and peek inside. There’s a body in the middle of the floor, on display, writhing and twisting, jointless; its movement is too fast to be natural, but it is natural because fire is the body’s puppeteer. Dance, puppet, dance, the fire chants, and I vomit into my mouth. The body stops gyrating abruptly, and the entire apartment, the TV and furniture and rugs and floors and the discarded puppet bubble and melt, everything made of wax or some material that yields the deepest black smoke when it burns. I’m not supposed to go in there.

Then I’m halfway up the stairs, and they melt too, pool around my feet and ankles, so I climb through a bog of wood. Upstairs. The air is too hot; my lungs are quitting, shrinking away from their duties, the bastards, and after all the smoking I’ve done for them.

On the second-floor landing the flames talk to me, but I don’t understand. They’re being too loud. Their ancient roars and commands stick to the walls of my head. This time, I’ll never be able to get them out.

The second-floor apartment is locked up, but my hands and body pass through the door like it’s a curtain. I can do this because I know someone is keeping a precious secret in here. I ghost around the apartment so the smoke passes through me instead of into me. I can’t see very well, though.

I’m in a kid’s bedroom, and on his walls are the pictures of me that I drew in group therapy. I’m embarrassed at first, then relieved as the flames burn it all away. I hear the boy. He’s inside some makeshift nightstand, which was made from other bits and parts of furniture that don’t quite match up. He’s asleep in the top drawer. Patches of his skin are charred and still burning. I blow him out like a candle, any kind of candle that is small and can break easily. I pick him up and wish I could cup him in my hands like a firefly, but that’s not right. The fire isn’t his fault.

The bedroom walls collapse, and now I have a perfect sightline down Fifth Street, to Gate of Heaven, which looks old and useless. The building I’m standing in is its own church with its own turrets and spires, only they’re made of flames, and this building has its own gathering of folks below, watching, maybe even worshipping. I can feel them there, but I’m not the god of hellfire and I do not bring them anything.

I walk through walls of flame and down to the bottom of the stairs. The boy is now standing next to me, wearing powder blue PJs. He sits and wants me to sit next to him. That’s not a good idea.




Ten

Someone shakes my shoulder, and that someone says something from a science fiction movie. She says something about Soylent Green is people. Don’t know why that information is important. I’m not hungry, and besides, everyone knows that.

I think I’m still dreaming, but I open my eyes, and it’s Rita, a local homeless woman who usually hangs out in the bank parking lot across from my office. Couple times a month, I share lunchtime pizza with her in the lot and talk old movies. She’s anywhere between thirty-five and a hundred and five years old and is a Charlton Heston devotee. Who isn’t?

She slaps my cheeks, smiles, an infectious smile even if her eyes disappear somewhere into the bag of skin that is her face, and then she takes off, leaves me alone.

I’m in a stretcher, low to the sidewalk, oxygen mask over my mouth and nose. These are important details that take some time to verify, not that I fully trust the verifier. The oxygen tastes better than the smoky film of vomit in my mouth.

I sit up and take off the mask. I lose a few beard hairs in the elastic strap. No pain, no gain. Me and the stretcher are on the corner diagonally across from the burning building. A roped-off crowd and twin fire engines, ladders extended, block my view of the first floor. Firemen aim their hoses at the roof and the second-floor windows. Everything is loud, a world of noise too big for my shrunken head. Flash floods of debris-filled water run down H Street.

I wouldn’t mind curling up on the stretcher for a bit. All of which means I’m feeling back to normal, my normal. I stand slowly, making sure the earth doesn’t spin too fast. All of my body parts seem to be intact, and in the right place, or, more accurately, everything is where and how it was when I started the evening.

Two people sprout up next to me, one on each side, and they both take an arm. They can’t have them. The paramedic asks me politely to sit. The cop is less friendly with her invitation.

I sit and tell them that I’m fine, that I black out all the time and I keep score at home. The paramedic gives me his best professional voice: low, soothing, but insistent. I cooperate with him long enough to have my blood pressure checked and a light flashed in my eyes. I pass.

I give the cop my IDs. She writes everything down. I’m convincing enough that they let me stand again, and the paramedic says I’m okay, but gives me a list of go-to-the-hospital follow-up directions should I experience any severe symptoms of smoke inhalation. I guess it’d be a bad time to take out a cigarette. He leaves.

I ask the cop, “Is the kid okay?” I’m asking about the little boy who was in my hands. She doesn’t say anything right away, and now I’m afraid I didn’t make it into the building, and I didn’t save anybody.

“I don’t know. A neighbor found him at the bottom of the stairs, hiding behind an old coat rack, and pulled him out.” The cop nods her head at the corner behind me. An older, bald, pink-skinned man draped in one of those tinfoil emergency blankets has a microphone and a camera in his face. She says, “They sent the boy right to Mass General.” She clicks her pen twice on the notepad and tells me that, according to eyewitnesses, I went into the building and came stumbling out a short time later. My stumble carried me across the street, where I puked and then dropped to the sidewalk. She finishes with “That was admirable of you to run into the building. Tell me what happened in there.”

I’m stuck and can’t talk. I don’t remember the kid hiding behind the coat rack. I don’t remember a coat rack. Was the whole scene a dream? No, that doesn’t feel right. I was up on that second floor. Or at the very least, the narcoleptic me was up there. I helped that kid. I had to have helped him.

I try to stick to the facts, even if I’m missing some. I say, “I was on my way home, saw the fire. There was a woman screaming about a kid on the second floor. I ran inside, upstairs, found the kid in his blue PJs in his bedroom.” I pause, waiting to see if she’ll verify that the kid was actually wearing blue pajamas. She doesn’t give me anything. I add, “I got him out of his apartment, helped him down the stairs before succumbing to the smoke and everything else.”

“Everything else?”

“Yeah, everything else. Severe stress tends to goose my narcoleptic symptoms into action. Or inaction as the case may be.”

“What are those symptoms?”

I hesitate. Which means I’m lost. “Hypnagogic hallucinations. Cataplexy.” Might as well tell her lycanthropy with the looks I’m getting.

She writes something down in her notebook and doesn’t ask how to spell anything. “So you left the boy by the coat rack? Right near the front door?”

“I got down the stairs with him, and then it all kind of goes black. Look I did what I could, all right?”

“Okay, Mr. Genevich. Please remain calm.” She says it like she has proof that what I told her didn’t happen. Maybe the kid’s pajamas weren’t blue. The smoke was thick and the flames were bright, so the narcoleptic me got a color wrong. So fucking what? How else would the kid have gotten to the bottom of the stairs, if I didn’t help him? I don’t need a hero’s badge or the camera in my face. A one-on-one acknowledgment of what I did would suffice.

She asks, “Why were you at the scene, Mr. Genevich?”

Her tone has gone from dismissive to accusatory. Can’t say I’m shocked. The South Boston police don’t like or respect me. To them, I’m a sad clown relegated to children’s birthday parties compared to their big-top, big-show clowns. A pretend cop again.

I’m no longer feeling very helpful. I say, “Did you talk to Rita, ask her what she saw?”

“Who’s Rita?”

I point out Rita in the crowd. She’s behind everyone, looking for an opening, too short to see anything.

The cop says, “Yeah, we talked to her. She only followed the sirens here.” Her answer is a shrug, brimming with impatience, and it’s a lie. She hasn’t talked to Rita. “Let’s try again. Why were you at the scene, Mr. Genevich?”

“Like I said, I was walking home, down Fifth Street, and I just happened by it.”

“Walking home from where?”

I yawn and don’t cover my mouth. I’m not very polite. Mom would be mortified. “From not home. I was on a job.”

“Where was that, Mr. Genevich?”

I could tell her. I could do a lot of things. “Sorry, client confidentiality.” I reach for my cigarettes. It’s all about timing.

“You’re not a lawyer, Mr. Genevich. Just a PI.”

“Really? I guess I’ve been doing it all wrong. I’m so glad you’re here to straighten me out.” I’m being a jerk, and yeah, she deserves it, but I’m also frustrated with myself. It isn’t so far-fetched to conclude she doesn’t believe me because I don’t and can’t fully believe in myself.

“Have you been drinking, Mr. Genevich?”

I light up, fully aware there’s already too much smoke here. “Not enough and not very well. Look, goddamn it, I’m fine, I was fine, there was just too much smoke, and I did what I could before I passed out, and . . .”

The cop flips her notebook closed. She’s not waiting for me to finish. “Go home, Mr. Genevich. We may call or stop by your office tomorrow. Maybe you’ll be better equipped to help us after a good night’s sleep.”

That hurts. The cop leaves me alone, propped up against someone’s apartment building. I’m behind the crowd, which has gathered around the news crew and the hero neighbor.

I check my cell, and there are no messages. It’s almost 1:30 a.m., and I think about calling Gus and asking him to come get me, to help me home, but I won’t do that. It’s easier to think about closing my eyes and just disappearing, even if it’s only for a little while.

Ambulance lights and sirens explode, giving me a jolt. The flashing lights reflect off the huddled buildings. We’re all in danger. I stub out the cigarette on my heel; maybe it’ll help spur my shoes into carrying me home. I adjust my hat and coat in anticipation of my renewed journey.

I notice my stretcher is gone. I didn’t see it leave. Maybe it rolled away, slinked off on its own, looking for someone to help.




Eleven

I wake up on the couch. Again.

I had a crazy dream about two FBI agents busting in and knocking my ass around the apartment, asking me about aliens, little green men. I had one living under my couch apparently. It said we tasted like chicken.

My heart beats hard enough to alter my chest’s concavity. The sun is out, spewing its radiation through the windows. I sit up, blink, mash my hands around the mess of my face, and I might need to shave my tongue.

Where the hell did that nightmare come from? My dreams and hypnagogic hallucinations are always so vivid and real, like snippets and disjointed scenes belonging to my incredibly detailed secret life, a life usually more inhabitable than my real one. But my recent dreams seem pumped up, maybe amphetamine enhanced.

I’m wearing the same clothes I wore last night. I’m embarrassed for myself, so I take off the jacket, which feels lighter than it should. I check the pockets. My little bag of greenies isn’t in there. I could’ve hidden them in an odd place while asleep and in the throes of automatic behavior, but I’m not getting that vibe. I’m a vibe guy, after all.

This summer, ever since Ellen left, my apartment has been a dog-eared paperback that’s missing its cover, nearly unreadable. Magazines, newspapers, DVD boxes, and assorted entertainment accoutrement crowd the coffee table and leak onto the floor, adding to the musical chairs of clutter that I don’t bother to rearrange after the music stops. That said, the apartment looks different. Stuff’s been moved, and not necessarily by me. There’s a kitchen chair on the other side of the coffee table. I know the asleep me a little bit, and he wouldn’t do that. The placement of the chair is too neat, too purposeful. My apartment door isn’t locked or latched. Someone was here.

Maybe it was Gus, and he showed up this morning, following up on his nocturnal surveillance investment. Maybe the asleep me accepted his bon mots on a job well done, returned the amphetamines, and sent him on his merry way. If so, the asleep me is so thoughtful.

I do a cursory search of the apartment, including the leaning tower of dishes in the sink and the butter and egg drawers of my refrigerator. No sign of the greenies. No butter or eggs either. I’ll worry about it later.

My kitchen clock tells me it’s 12:39 p.m. The clock is a filthy liar. After a quick dry cereal and past-the-expiration milk repast and a gallon or two of coffee, I paint on a fresh change of clothes, shuffle down to my office, and crank up the computer. I want details on that fire. I’m not disappointed.

Lead stories in all the local papers and blogs. Bold, large-font headlines at both the Boston Globe and Boston Herald Web pages; both original stories already have links to updates: Two-family town house on the corner of H and Fifth burned almost to the ground. There was one fatality—the first-floor resident whom authorities would not identify yet—and one critically injured eight-year-old boy who lived on the second floor with his single mother, Jody O’Malley, age twenty-four. The apartment lease lists her boyfriend, Eddie Ryan, as a cosigner. Yeah, that Eddie Ryan. Fire Department officials suspect arson, and while no suspects have been announced, the press is clearly presenting Eddie as one.

Despite the late hour of the fire, Jody wasn’t home. She was drinking at a friend’s house down the street and had left her son alone. Jody O’Malley has been previously arrested a handful of times, and DSS has a file of abuse and neglect on Jody. Her son has now been removed from her custody. The updated links are about O’Malley, her documented violent relationship with Eddie, and years of oversights by the DSS concerning the well-being of her son, who had been removed from the home before, in 2006, but returned only six months later because the child’s grandmother was moving in to help out. The grandmother was never listed on the lease, and neighbors claimed she hadn’t lived in the apartment for over a year.

There are also stories about Fred Carroll, as well. He’s the former air force lieutenant turned baker, the Good Samaritan neighbor who went into the burning building, found the O’Malley boy at the bottom of the stairs, and pulled him to safety. The cops didn’t believe I could’ve found the boy first. My continued snubbing is not Fred’s fault, but I hate him anyway.

When I look up from my computer, four hours have disappeared. I’m not doing well today. I don’t know what to do or whom to blame. I get up and pace the room. I should never have taken the greenies. They hath forsaken me. But if I’m being honest with myself, which isn’t often enough, I know the greenies are another crutch, one too small even for Tiny Tim, and just another place to assign the blame because this day has really been no different from all the shitty ones that came before it. My time is always unstable and breaking down.

I have a message on my cell. It’s Ellen, reminding me that the group therapy session will meet earlier than usual tonight. She has the schedule printed up and magnet-stuck to her refrigerator. She says that Dr. Who reports perfect attendance. She says, Keep it up, but leaves out the or else. Love you, too, Mom.

I don’t call Ellen back. I call Gus’s cell twice. All I get are rings and a recorded Gus saying, “Speak and be free,” then a beep. The beep freezes me. I don’t know what to say. I want to talk about Ekat’s night, and the fire, ask why Eddie’s name is popping up everywhere, ask if he came by the apartment this morning and relieved me of the bag o’ green. If he was here, do I admit I was asleep again?

I call a third time and leave the following message: “It’s Mark. Call me. We need to talk.” I can’t decide if I sound serious and threatening, or like a moon-eyed teenager pining over someone who might have dared sharing a look with me in the hallway between classes.

Even if Gus did visit this morning, I don’t like that he isn’t answering his phone. I don’t like any of this, and I’m not sure what to do next, besides go to mandatory group therapy and draw Ellen something pretty for her fridge.




Twelve

This is the earliest our group has met, and it’s too bright in here. I shouldn’t have to squint indoors. Some shadows are okay, even necessary.

Dr. Who passes a photocopy of the collective self-portraits we drew last session. There’s the doodle I drew of my head, center square. Below mine is Gus’s everything-falls-apart picture. Above me is the cat guy’s portrait, an anal-retentive stick figure surrounded by other, small, anal-retentive cat stick figures, with whiskers. He has whiskers too. Isn’t he so clever!

There’s an empty chair in our circle: Gus’s. I hoped he would be here, but didn’t expect it. I leave my cell phone on, violating the number one group rule of phones off.

A brief discussion ensues about the drawings, which quickly focuses on my doodle head. The agoraphobic woman in the baggy gray sweats thinks my picture is the most accurate, likes how I conveyed the height difference in my eyes, then asks me how my pulverized face happened. Cat guy cuts in and disagrees with her assessment and says there’s plenty of style but no substance to my doodle.

I tell him I hate his cats, then I thank everyone for making me more self-conscious than I already am. That effectively ends the group chat for the day.

Dr. Who hands out our journals. Today’s assignment is to write a sentence or two about yourself that you’ve never said aloud to anyone.
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All the other points of light at the Wellness Center are in deep thought, even the cat man, and scribbling down their sentences. Apparently, those secrets are easy to give up, which means they can’t be trusted. Dr. Who should know that. He hovers and gives winks and nods of encouragement.

I look at my crossed-out note and think about Ellen and the current state of our nonrelationship. Never been good at playing along, but I try again.
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Not exactly a breakthrough, and too ham-fisted and teen angsty.

Dr. Who gives follow-up instructions. We can leave what we wrote hidden in our notebooks, or we can tear the page out, pass it up, and he’ll read the sentences aloud for discussion, without necessarily identifying the author.

My circle mates rip and tear their journals like they’re opening presents from Santa Claus, although nobody believes in him. I tear mine out, too, but just a rectangular ribbon of paper, enough to encompass what I wrote. Dr. Who walks around the circle, moving but not really going anywhere, and collects the sentences. When he gets to me, I put the piece of paper in my mouth, chew it up, and swallow. It tastes stale, but it’s mine.

Dr. Who tilts his head because I’m tilted. He says, “I don’t know if that was necessary, Mark.”

I say, “Sorry, I slept through lunch.”

Dr. Who reads what everyone else wrote, and I can’t pay attention. The anonymous secrets aren’t exactly helping my focus. I nod in and out of sleep, my head bobbing up and down in rhythm with my consciousness. I don’t participate in any discussion, and for once Dr. Who doesn’t prod me. Today I’m the kid in the back everyone ignores, and that’s fine.

After the session ends, Dr. Who shepherds me aside. He has the journals stacked in his left arm, and his right hand rests on my elbow, gently holding on like it’s a rare musical instrument. He says, “Mark, you can of course say no, but I’m wondering if you’d consider sharing with me, just me, what you wrote today.”

“Regurgitation isn’t a part of my skill set, doc. I bet the cat guy could cough you up a nice hair ball to interpret, though.”

“Not quite what I had in mind, Mark. I was hoping you might just tell me what you wrote.”

I can’t believe I’m the one he’s holding after class. And Christ, he’s leaning on me in his own wishy-washy way. I’m too aggravated to continue being a smart-ass or resist. I say, “How about I write it down again, doc? Don’t worry, I’m not hungry anymore.” I pull my journal out of the stack and rewrite the screed that sits in the bottom of my stomach. I close the book, put it back in the middle of his stack, and say, “Have at it,” then head out the door.

I take the long cut home and walk by Gus’s East Second Street apartment. He lives in a run-down three-family. Its forest green paint sheds in giant flakes, falling green leaves from a sick tree. The other houses around him aren’t faring much better. I ring the bell and then press my face against his first-floor front window. The curtains are open, but it’s too dark inside and I can’t see anything. I knock on the glass, and it’s thin, brittle.

I want to believe Gus came by my apartment this morning while I was indisposed, and don’t know what to believe if he didn’t. I sit on the warped and slanted porch stairs, cheek resting on fist, pouting. I think about leaving a where-are-you-where-have-you-been? note under his door but, feeling more angry than pathetic, I call the Abbey instead and ask if Gus is bartending tonight.

“No.” The answer is a quick jab or a rabbit punch.

“Can you check the schedule, tell me what night Gus will be there?”

Mr. Happy says, “We’re too busy, call back later,” then hangs up.

I light a cigarette and attack my lungs. The sun is setting, hiding behind the city somewhere. A cool breeze kicks up, but it’s a lie. It’ll be world-melting hot again tomorrow. I finish my smoke quick, the only thing I can do quick, and leave the stub on the porch. As my calling card, it’s perfect: bent, broken, and all used up.

On the walk up Dorchester, I sneak a peek at the Abbey as I pass East Third. There’s a cop car parked out front, real cozy with the sidewalk. No bouncer at the door. Everyone’s playing Go Fish inside. I wonder where Eddie is right now. I wonder where everyone is.

A few more tortured steps and I’m through the nexus of Dorchester and Broadway and to my building. As I unlock my door, a guy who isn’t Gus appears to my left and leans on the building like he won’t tip it over. A practiced posture, and he’s good at it. He might be too relaxed, though. It could get him into trouble.

I say, “Hey.”

He says, “Hello, Mr. Genevich.”

We’re communicating. He presses a button on his key ring, and the blue Crown Vic parked right in front of my place chirps and blinks. Nice spot. If I had a car, I’d be jealous.

My key and lock cooperate finally, and I say, “The door is opened, but I’m closed. Come back tomorrow morning, and bring donuts, preferably honey-dipped.”

The guy who isn’t Gus laughs loudly; it’s high-pitched and sounds like a call from one of those almost-extinct New England birds that spends too much time alone on a frigid lake. I guess I’m a funny guy.

He asks, “Given any thought to our conversation this morning?”

That, however, is decidedly not funny.




Thirteen

A narcoleptic is the ultimate cynic, left with nothing to believe in, least of all himself, because everything could simply be a dream, and a lousy, meaningless one at that. Have at it, Freud.

The alien dream from this morning has retreated to the shadows, a vampire hiding from the daylight, but I still remember its fangs. The man who isn’t Gus doesn’t look like either of the FBI agents who burst through my dream door. He’s African American, a few inches shorter than I am, and likely a few years younger too. Thick through the shoulders and chest. He wears a Red Sox hat, jeans, a white dress shirt, untucked, and a blue sports jacket, the color a little faded, a badge hanging out of the side pocket.

I don’t recognize this man at all. I recognize the badge, though. He’s a Boston Police detective.

I say, “No, I haven’t thought about our conversation.” He probably doesn’t want to hear that, even if it’s the truth. I don’t remember any of our conversation, assuming one did take place. I doubt it was about aliens.

“I thought our chat was riveting, and I’ve been thinking about it all day. Mind if I come in?”

I don’t think that’s a question upon which I can drop a no, like an anvil on a coyote. “My office is your office, Detective . . . sorry, I forgot your name already. I’ve never been good with details.” If I play nice, maybe he’ll give me the highlights.

I fiddle with the office door. The detective moves in, stands behind me. I hear his pause but don’t see his is-he-serious? facial contortions. “Bayo Owolewa. You spent the morning calling me the Big O.” Sounds like something the asleep me would do. He’s a rascal, that one.

I finally get the door open, and we enter the magic chamber. After last year’s ransacking, fire, and rebuild of my office, I haven’t added any personal touches. Don’t see that much sense in adorning what has been made painfully clear to be nonpermanent. The walls are split, the lower half is wood paneling that matches the hardwood floor, and the upper half is wallpapered, some shade of light maroon Ellen picked out. Apparently it’s soft and nonthreatening, just like me. Nothing else on the walls other than some brass light fixtures. I turn them on. It’s show time.

We sit, take our positions. “Apologies, Detective Owolewa. I wasn’t exactly myself this morning. Never am before my first vat of coffee.”

“Is that so? Who was it that I talked to this morning, then?” He smiles. I’m treating his question as rhetorical, even if it isn’t.

I take a shot in my proverbial dark and say, “Going solo tonight, Detective? Where’s your partner from this morning? He didn’t want a return engagement? Was it something I said?” I keep talking because I already know the shot missed and missed bad, and the only way to prevent the uncomfortable conversation that is sure to follow is to go defensive and box it out with my misguided words.

Detective Owolewa takes off his Sox hat and rubs his shaved bald head. “I don’t have a partner, Mr. Genevich.” He doesn’t raise his voice, and I appreciate his patience with me, but his calm is probably much more dangerous.

Maybe I should take off my hat too, but I’m afraid he’d somehow see how much I’m panicking inside my head. I scratch the side of my face, and like the majority of lottery scratch tickets it’s a loser. I say, “I don’t remember meeting you or talking to you this morning, Detective.” I’m not quite sure how to continue, how to explain, so I blurt out, “I have narcolepsy,” as if narcolepsy was a thing, something I could cup in my hand, show it off, and then coo, Look, isn’t the narcolepsy adorable?

“I know that, Mr. Genevich, and I know who you are.”

“That makes one of us.”

“I spent part of my afternoon reading up on you, familiarizing myself with narcolepsy.”

Yeah, because all it takes to know narcolepsy is an hour or two in the afternoon, or, more likely, a coffee break spent on a cursory Web search. I say, “Great, then, and since you’re a self-appointed narcolepsy expert, you won’t have any trouble believing that I was asleep for the duration of your a.m. personal appearance. Or asleep enough that I don’t remember you.”

There are shades and hues of my sleeps that I discover every day. A panoply of consciousness levels that are complex and fickle, and they can’t be codified by the WebMD, and they can’t be learned by someone who isn’t me, because I’m alone being me, and I always sleep alone.

Dammit. I’m getting too worked up over a throwaway comment by a detective simply doing his job.

He says, “I never claimed to be an expert, Mr. Genevich. I won’t pretend to know what you’re going through.”

I take out a cigarette and offer him one by pointing it at him. He declines. I say, “You’re too calm and reasonable to be a police detective. I’m guessing no one likes you at the station because you’re overly productive and efficient.”

There’s that bird-call laugh of his he gave me out front. Can’t describe it as infectious, but it tugs a half smile out of me. He says, “Just to be clear, you’re claiming that your end of our previous conversation was performed while in the throws of automatic behavior.”

I guess he did some familiarizing. I’m impressed but won’t admit it. “Yeah, sometimes I carry on conversations and other simple tasks while asleep. I’m fun at parties.”

He says, “Are you awake now, Mr. Genevich?”

A fair question, but nobody gets to ask it. My tugged-out smile retreats into the forest of my facial hair. “I think so. Unless you’re another unpleasant dream. I could be Jacob Marley, and you could be the undigested bit of beef, the crumb of cheese.”

“I’m not into role playing.”

“Your loss.” I pause and give some brief attention to my cigarette. “Let’s get to it, Detective. Never keep a narcoleptic waiting, or is it don’t feed him after midnight? I get the rules mixed up.”

“I hope you’re aware that the amphetamines I found in your possession this morning are enough to warrant an arrest.”

I almost swallow my cigarette. I’m sure he notices. I would’ve preferred the missing bag of greenies stayed missing. Everyone would’ve been happier. I talk slowly, wanting to believe my own lie, “They’re not mine.”

“That’s what you said this morning when you were asleep. At least you and yourself have that part of the story straight.”

“We make a good team.”

Detective Owolewa pulls a gray piece of paper from his sports coat. “I suppose this handwritten list of side effects wasn’t yours either, Mr. Genevich.”

I should just give in to despair now and get it over with. I completely forgot about the list, didn’t realize it was missing. I take it out on my cigarette and mash it into an ashtray.

“That’s my list. But it’s research. Information. Data points. Just, you know, familiarizing myself with the side effects of the drug like a good detective would.” My traitorous hands hold themselves out palms up, a supplicating pose that says, Might as well put the cuffs on me now.

“Multiple witnesses placed you at the Abbey four nights ago, Mr. Genevich. Were you at the bar?”

Why are we going to the Abbey? This is going south too fast; we’ll be in Patagonia soon. It’s clear Gus did not visit me this morning, and now I’m wondering if he’s being lumped into the witness pile.

“I was, and had a few drinks too many. My apologies if you find the evils of drink offensive.”

“Temperance isn’t my concern, Mr. Genevich.” Detective Owolewa is so relaxed he should be asleep. It’d only be fair. “How well do you know the bouncer, Eddie Ryan?” He takes out a little black notebook. He’s not going to ask for my phone number.

Whoa. Don’t like where he’s making connections. If I was nervous before, I’m facing a China Syndrome scenario now. “I know of him. I know he’s a scumbag. That night at the bar we exchanged unpleasantries. He called me a pretend cop, I told him to kiss my hairy foot, and we went about our merry ways.”

“Did you refer to Eddie as a scumbag because he’s a small-time drug dealer, dealing almost exclusively in speed and meth, or because he simply called you names?”

Well played by Detective Owolewa, and there’s no winning answer to that question. I say, “I was working on a case involving Eddie.” Here comes a whopper. I pause to yawn and barely cover it up with my dead-weight hand. “I went to the Abbey to put a face to the name of Eddie Ryan. A friend of a friend was being stalked by him.”

“Jody O’Malley?”

“No, another woman. Eddie had seen this woman once at the Abbey, wouldn’t accept her ‘fuck off’ to his dating game invitation. He called her work and threatened he’d show up, pull a Here’s Johnny. The night of the fire, I was at the woman’s downtown bar, watching and waiting for Eddie, who never showed. Then I followed her home, to her apartment on I Street. I was walking home and ran into the fire. Literally.”

Detective Owolewa sighs. I share the sentiment. He asks for Ekat’s name and her home and work addresses. I give him the information and tell him that a concerned friend hired me, not Ekat, a detail that I’m sure Ekat will provide the detective. My story sounds good, and it’s almost true, but the timeline of the Abbey visit and Eddie’s harassing call to Ekat doesn’t fit together. Details schmetails.

He says, “How about the name of the friend who hired you?”

“I’m keeping that.”

“Why?”

“I don’t give out info on who hired me.”

“You do realize I’ll be able to get that name from”—he pauses and looks at his notebook—“Ekat, right?”

“As long as it doesn’t come from me.”

“Why would this friend hire you, and not Ekat?”

The case was a favor, right? Gus’s words. We’d both be helping each other. It isn’t exactly working out that way. I’m not getting by with a little help from my friend. I say, “Ekat didn’t know of me and my services. The friend did.”

“Sounds like the friend might know Eddie, too, Mr. Genevich. Are you sure you don’t want to give me a name?”

I’m not sure. Withholding Gus’s name could be putting him in more trouble than he already is, assuming there is trouble. Then again my performance here isn’t helping Gus out either. Or helping me.

“I’m sure.”

Detective Owolewa writes something lengthy into his notebook. I won’t ask him if it’s a self-portrait. He looks up, passes his pen between his fingers, which still want something to do, and says, “Did you purchase the amphetamines from Eddie Ryan?”

“No. I didn’t buy the drugs from anyone. They were given to me by a client. The client was misguided but was trying to help me and my narcolepsy.”

“A client or a friend, Mr. Genevich?”

Good question. “Does it matter?”

“I’m getting the feeling it might.”

“You can’t rely on feelings, Detective. Trust me, they’re as unreliable as I am.”

“Thanks for the tip. I could insist that you tell me who gave you the amphetamines, Mr. Genevich.”

My cell phone rings. I shrug and say, “Sorry. So very popular these days,” and pull it out of my pocket to shut the ringer off. The call is from Ellen, not Gus, as I’d hoped. I let it go to voice mail. She has impeccable timing, at least.

“Is the person who hired you to watch Ekat the same person who gave you the amphetamines?”

“No.” The word comes out structurally intact with the n before the o. It’s an easy word, the one we all learn when we’re cute and everyone loves us. But I say it wrong. There’s no power of authority behind it, no conviction, no strength. It’s a request or a plea, and one that won’t be granted.

Detective Owolewa closes his notebook and leans in, hovering his head over the table. “Between you and me, Mr. Genevich, did the amphetamines work? Did they help you with your condition?”

I don’t think I can tell him that I didn’t take the amphetamines. I’ve lost control of a conversation that I never had in control. I say, “No,” again, but this one is real, and then I get stuck on the phrase your condition. It sounds like a rash that simply needs cream, a little dab will do ya. Or the opposite: your condition is expansive, like he’s asking about the state of the union of me, something I’m not prepared to address.

My head snaps up from the pillow that is my chest. I was out, but not for long. Detective Owolewa is sitting in the same position, watching. Familiarizing.

“Are you back, Mr. Genevich?”

I nod. Too embarrassed to be pithy, I finish what I started and say, “I took two pills last night, and it made everything worse. Still is making everything worse, by the looks of it.”

He says, “I’m going to be straight with you, Mr. Genevich. I don’t think you’ve done anything intentionally wrong, but I also don’t know exactly what to think here. It seems more than a little odd that you’d show up at the fire that wipes out Eddie’s girlfriend’s apartment building, odd that you told the on-scene officer that you saved the O’Malley kid when a crowd saw the neighbor taking him out of the building.”

I interrupt. “I never said I saved the kid. I helped him get off the second floor, to the bottom of the stairs.”

“Regardless, then I find you this morning with a stash of amphetamines, the exact stuff that Eddie sells, and now you give me this stalking case involving Eddie.”

“You’re right. It is more than a little odd. Tell me what you find out. You have my permission to wake me up, if you need to.”

Detective Owolewa stands up and adjusts his coat. I stay seated because standing is overrated. He says, “Oh, we’re going to talk again soon, Mr. Genevich. Mind if I take a business card?” I surrender it.

I imagine Detective Owolewa talking to Ekat and hearing about Gus, whose employment status at the Abbey probably won’t ease the detective’s oddness vibe. It’s certainly not easing mine. Part of me is screaming to give him everything I know about Gus, and not just to keep his foot out of my ass. Maybe I can’t get ahold of Gus because something happened to him. It’s hard not to think that way, especially when I’m so desperate to give Gus the benefit of the doubt, one he hasn’t earned. But he’s only been missing, or missing from me, for less than a day. I’ll keep him mum for now. Let Detective Owolewa talk to Ekat, and then I’ll talk to her, too.

I say, “One question: is Eddie your only suspect for the fire?”

“Goodnight, Mr. Genevich. Stay local.”

“I’ll cancel my trip to Lithuania.”

Detective Owolewa shakes his head and laughs. I’m not too stubborn or thick to realize that he’s giving me the benefit of the doubt, one that I haven’t earned. Where have I heard that before?

On the way out the door, he says, “Check that call you missed first.”

I almost forgot that Ellen called. It’s a good suggestion and it’s nice he’s thinking of me, but I’m calling Gus first. No answer. I check my messages next. Ellen left one, just checking in, wanting to see how everything is going. What she really wants to know are details about the therapy group but won’t come right out and say it.

Calling Ellen back is not an option as I need to focus on the swirling mess around me, a hurricane quickly gaining strength, and the goddamn hatches need some battening. I go outside, grab a coffee, extrablack, from the chain donut place three doors down. I burn my lips on the first sip, but it’s all right because I meant to do that. Next, I flag a cab from the stand across from my place. Gus’s apartment is only a handful of blocks away, but it’s too nice a night to waste on walking.




Fourteen

Parked cars choke both sides of West Second Street. There are too many of them, and even the newer ones have an abandoned look. All those darkened headlights and stilled engines are spooky. It’s a little after eight o’clock, and streetlights buzz and hum, the sorry-ass stand-ins for sunlight that they are.

My cigarette stub isn’t on Gus’s porch anymore. It made the great escape. So I light a new one in its honor. I hear the tenants on the second and third floors, residential sounds falling out of their windows. Someone’s stereo plays a seventies tune about a captain and his mystery ship. Gus’s apartment is dark; the only lights in the place are the digital clocks on various appliances, keeping time, green digits glowing their messages for no one.

I call Gus’s cell again. Nothing. I call the Abbey from the porch, even though I already called the bar an hour ago. Someone else answers, and she is just as helpful.

My meeting with Detective Owolewa has all my strings tangled. I planned to watch Gus’s place for a few hours if he wasn’t home because I couldn’t think of anything else to do. Now waiting here seems like a colossal waste of time, like a dying man deciding to spend his final hours watching a movie he’d already seen before, one he didn’t like the first time around.

I ease down the porch stairs. The railing quivers under my weight like a fault line. There’s a rush of footsteps close by, but my hearing is too slow. The footsteps happen before I hear them, and I can’t react. A blur hits me hard in the stomach. Maybe it’s a sledgehammer. I go down, landing on my ass. The cowardly wind leaves when I need it the most. I suck in and can’t breathe, but my cigarette fills the vacuum of my mouth, rolls up against the back of my throat—look out teeth, look out gums—and I gag and swallow. The back of my throat hurts, scorched by the lit cigarette. Maybe the little firebug has introduced itself to my strip of group therapy snack paper. They probably won’t get along too well. It’s so hard to meet new people.

White stars and their long dead light fill the city sky, but I don’t think they’re real. Someone dressed in black, grunting and swearing, grabs my left arm, which has gone all lead on me. That someone yanks me up and leads me into a small alley between Gus’s apartment building and his neighbor’s.

“You talkin’ shit about me to the cops?” He spins me around, tries to punch me in the gut again. I drop my arms in front, and they absorb the blow. An unorthodox block, but effective.

My stomach hides somewhere in my chest, and I can’t stand up straight because of the spleen-splitting pain, but other than that I’m fine. The white stars have followed me into the alley. Need to be careful not to stare at them too long.

Through finely gritted teeth, I say, “Why would I do that, Eddie? I hold you in the highest regard.”

Eddie sways on his feet, like a boxer, a real one, someone who has taken his share of knockout punches but doesn’t care because nothing can hurt him more than he’s already been hurt. He wears a black hooded sweatshirt, black baggie jeans, and a high-brimmed baseball hat with script letters flowing into an abstract design. The hat rests carefully askew. My new short-term goal in life is to knock that thing off his head.

“You tellin’ the cops I sold you my bees? You’re a fuckin’ liar, pretend cop, just like the real ones.” His Boston accent is thick, honed by years of practice and indifference. Say chowder.

My white stars become swollen bees of light, fuzzy and buzzing. I have a rare moment of clarity where I think that I’m asleep, so I close my eyes and shake my head, try and take some breaths but only manage shallow, painful ones.

I say, “Didn’t know you were an apiarist.”

“What?”

“A beekeeper. Sorry, just trying to keep up with the lingo.”

He spits on the ground, next to my feet. I need to be careful; he’s spitting mad, and his desperation is physical, emanating off him in waves strong enough to be picked up by a Geiger counter. He wears violence and ignorance like a badge, the only badge he’s ever been offered.

He says, “You ain’t funny, bitch. I didn’t sell you shit, and you know it.”

I’m getting used to the dark of the alley. Eddie isn’t looking too good. His thin mustache and Vandyke are unruly, the patches of stubble on his cheeks are more than a few hours past the shadow stage, and he has a fresh outbreak of whiteheads near his mouth and nose. He hasn’t showered for a couple days, maybe more. His eyes look drawn in, exaggerated. He’s probably been sampling his own bees. Whatever that means.

I say, “I didn’t tell the police anything.” Not exactly true. Another lie that won’t keep me up at night.

“Bullshit, you . . .”

“No bullshit.”

He says, “Aw, fuck. What, did fuckin’ Gus give you some of my bees? And then you point the finger at me?” His hands lash out, punching and slapping the air around me. I don’t flinch, not because I’m tough, but I’m too slow to keep up.

I say, “He didn’t give me any bees. I don’t like honey. And I didn’t tell the police anything. The cops probably were throwing shit against you to see if it would stick. You panicked, and the shit stuck, like it always does.”

“Fuck you.” Eddie wipes his face and whimpers. He’s not in pain, but it’s a the-tears-are-a-comin’ sound. It’s the scariest thing he’s done tonight. “You don’t understand, fuckin’ cops tryin’ to set me up. I didn’t burn Jody’s place up.” He pauses, sways hard to the left and then right, a bellows filling himself up with air. “That was my place too! I pay for half of it. Fuck. I wasn’t anywhere near the place. I wasn’t. I was . . . I was shootin’ pool at Murphy’s Law, didn’t leave until one. I was too far away to start the fire, man; it wasn’t me.”

Murphy’s Law is a bar just off L Street, heading toward Summer, more than a quick handful of blocks away from the fire. He sounds believable. He probably was at that bar. It’d be easy enough to verify. His being there doesn’t prove anything, but it might explain why he isn’t already under arrest. Can’t decide if he’s a little too eager in his own defense. I’m not his accuser.

He says, “Fuckin’ cops know it, too, but don’t care. They tell me it don’t matter none. They say they got shit on me but won’t tell me what. The only shit they tell me is lies. I didn’t sell you fuckin’ nothin’.” He swings at me for emphasis. It’s a wild, arcing swing, starting in his shoes. It’s only for show, and it misses. I sidestep it, but clumsily, and almost collapse to my knees. I’m London Bridge, always falling down.

Eddie laughs at me, and he sounds like the world. I somehow stay on my feet, but the referee should stop the fight. Eddie’s voice goes soft, like a rotten fruit. “Jody’s my girl, and JT, he’s my boy.” He taps his chest with his fist, a simple hand gesture usurped and corrupted by pop culture that I might believe is sincere if it wasn’t so pathetic, part of the act. “I wouldn’t do anything to hurt them, man.”

I say, “Where’s Gus, Eddie?”

Eddie jab-steps forward, and unlike the haymaker this move is focused, sharp enough to cut me in half. I stumble back into a racked set of garbage cans and fall down. A seven-ten split.

He kneels next to me, then grabs fistfuls of my jacket, holding me down. At least my hat didn’t fall off. He says, “What, you think I know? I came here lookin’ for that bitch. Don’t try and get me thinkin’ it all backward, asshole. You tell me. Where’s Gus? Where’s that little bitch? I wanna talk. He’s gonna wanna talk to me too.”

Lying on my back is my natural state, but it’s not the best of positions considering my current location and predicament. I’m about to make everything worse, too. I say, “I think you know where Gus is. I think you made him disappear.”

Eddie goes feral, lifting my torso off the cement, thrashing me around. “Fuck you!” His voice bounces off the alley walls, a ricocheting bullet. “You’re makin’ shit up. You liar. Fuckin’ liar. Maybe it was you. They told me you were at the fire, you know. I know that shit. What the fuck were you doin’ there?”

“I was trying to save your boy, JT. And I did save him, mostly.”

“You fuckin’ liar. Freddie saved him. Everyone knows that. Maybe you burned up my girlfriend’s place, my place, and tryin’ to set me up? I’m gonna fuckin’ burn you up if I find out you did this to me, you and Gus, you and Gus settin’ me up . . .”

Nice. Seems everyone wants to burn me up like I’m a fossil fuel. I’m not a renewable resource. I’ve about had enough. While he’s still in raving-lunatic mode, I prop myself up and land a punch, pushing the reset button of his nose. There’s not a lot behind it as I don’t have any leverage, and I don’t think I actually hurt him, but he’s surprised enough that he lets go of my jacket and wipes his nose. More surprising, I have enough time to sit up and throw a kitchen-sink punch landing below his equator. Down goes Frazier. I stand up, fulfill a dream by knocking off his baseball hat, and kick him in the groin again, injury added to injury.

I leave Eddie facedown in the alley, inhaling concrete and spitting broken glass. I limp-jog out onto East Second, cell phone in hand and ready to call a cab. I know better than to stand there and spin some clever closing argument line. I’m not that clever, and I need the head start. One has to know one’s limitations.




Fifteen

I ignore Satchel Paige’s advice and look back whenever I can. Eddie isn’t gaining on me. No sign that he’s even emerged from the alley, which in the immediate present is a very good thing. Even better, I get a cab only a block away from Gus’s apartment.

I give the cabby Ekat’s I Street address instead of my own, then sink into the seat. I need to talk to her, face-to-broken-face, and find out what she knows about the new men in my life.

The cabbie taps my shoulder, being gentle with me, and says, “Wake up, please. Please, wake up.” He must want a big tip. I open my eyes and can’t lift my head. I’ll need to carry it in a wheelbarrow. I rumble and groan myself back into animation, back to a semblance of life.

I open the door, and my cab is in front of Ekat’s apartment, double-parked next to a blue Crown Vic, the one that belongs to Detective Owolewa. He gets around. My cab idles a bit too long and loudly, announcing to the neighborhood that it’s dropping someone off. I hope the detective isn’t standing near Ekat’s front bay window and seeing me, the lumpy man with a fedora and a trench coat but without that head-toting wheelbarrow he needs.

I leak out of the cab, backpedal across the street, and duck down behind a parked car. I’ve always been subtle. Not the best hiding spot, so I find a better one.

A few doors down, there’s a brick building full of overpriced condos that aren’t selling. The building used to be a parochial elementary school. I duck inside another alley, one without Eddie. Not an alley really, but a small pedestrian walkway between a three-family and the condo lot, its perimeter ringed by wrought-iron fence and trees. Good sight lines for me, bad for the detective. Even though my throat still burns and my stomach isn’t right, I light up a cigarette to commemorate the occasion.

I wait and attempt to focus solely on eyeballing Ekat’s front door. Hard to do when thoughts of Gus and Eddie and all the possibilities are poltergeists in my head, moving stuff around, toppling the furniture and making a mess. Me and the ghosts, we have so much in common.

Couples with hands in each other’s ass pockets and small groups of annoying people pleased with the other’s company walk past my hiding spot and give me, the man in the shadows, a nervous glance. I flick ash at them. My first cigarette is still dutifully chugging along when Detective Owolewa opens the front door, disappears into his Crown Vic, then plows through the Fifth Street intersection toward Broadway. I like a short wait.

I walk back up the street and put finger to the apartment buzzer. Ekat is quick to answer the call, wearing a white T-shirt and red nylon shorts.

She says, “Mark?” I’m a question, one without an answer.

“Good guess. I only have a thousand and one questions for you. Mind inviting me in?”

“Yeah, okay. Please ignore the mess.” She’s sheepish and quiet about the decision. Her front door opens into her bedroom. Sparsely decorated, the bed unmade, the blanket and sheets twisted and piled and spilling onto the floor. The linen disaster partially obscures a blue suitcase leaning against the bed; its corner and a black wheel stick out from beneath the pile.

We pass through the bedroom and into a small living room with white stucco walls and a high ceiling. The fan above rotates its blades but doesn’t have its heart in the job.

“I hate to impose, but could I have a drink? My throat’s burning like I swallowed a cigarette.”

Ekat says, “Okay,” with a long o, then goes into the kitchen and grabs two beer bottles. She passes one to me, then sits on a futon couch and kicks off her sneakers. I’m left with few sitting options, relegated to a papasan chair, which is like sitting in a creaky cereal bowl.

I say, “Thanks.” The first sip cools my throat, but the pain echoes back. “How’d it go with Detective Owolewa?”

“You saw him? Are you still watching me?” She unties and then reties her hair up, pulling her sweaty bangs off her forehead.

“No. I was watching the detective. Aren’t we a little self-centered this fine evening?”

She says, “He was out front waiting for me when I got back from my jog. I probably came off sounding like an idiot, I was so nervous. Being interviewed by a police detective is not something that happens to me every day, you know.”

I nod but am too busy losing to the papasan chair. The bamboo frame digs into my ass and back. I scoot backward, lifting myself up and dropping like a bomb. I land too heavy, tilt the chair frame to the left, and spill a little beer on my pants. I squirm some more, grinding bamboo against the wall, and pull my legs under me so I can sit up taller. I’m a kindergartner who can’t sit still for duck-duck-goose.

“You all right over there? Want to switch seats?”

“No. I worked too hard to get here.” I drink half my beer in one gulp. She hasn’t touched hers. “So what did the detective have to say?”

“Why would I tell you, Mark?” She peels the label from her beer but still doesn’t take a drink. Fingers tap on the bottle, and eyes crawl around the room. She’s frazzled or spooked. Less confident and confrontational than she was last night, even if her words aren’t.

“Because, I’m assuming, you have nothing to hide.”

“Are you here to make sure our ‘stories’ match up?” She uses quote fingers for the word stories. I hate that.

“I didn’t know we had any stories.”

Ekat tilts her head and narrows her eyes as if it just got brighter in here. “He made some connections between you and Eddie that I’m not wild about.”

“Why’d you let me in your apartment, then?”

“I didn’t say I believed they were true.”

“All right. How was I connected to Eddie?”

“The detective said that you or a friend bought drugs from Eddie.”

“Might be true. Might not. I don’t know.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I don’t know where Gus got or bought the amphetamines he gave me.”

“He’s such an idiot. Why would he buy you that shit?” She stands up and paces. I’d join her, but my legs have gone numb.

“He thought the amphetamines would improve my narcolepsy. He was trying to help. Not so famous last words.”

“Did they help?”

“No. I mean, I don’t know if they would’ve. I didn’t take any.”

“Right.” She gives me a half sneer, half smile. It’s a look that doesn’t have a very high opinion of me. “So you told the police that Gus was buying drugs even though he was just trying to help you? Some friend you are.”

J’accuse! “Slow down. I didn’t ask Gus to buy me anything.” I’ll never know if that’s true, not that it matters. “And, I only told the detective that I didn’t buy the amphetamines from anyone, that some nameless client of mine did. I never told him Gus’s name. I keep all my clients confidential.”

“How did the police find out about the amphetamines, then?”

I sigh. That never works. “It’s complicated, unflattering, and not all that important.” Having had the weight of my dignity removed, I feel lighter in the papasan chair.

Ekat returns the sigh, pumps it up with some extra juice, throws her hands up, and sits back down on the futon couch. She finds her beer and attends to it, finally.

I say, “How well does Gus know Eddie?”

“You know Gus. He’s friends with everyone. Never says no to a favor or an odd job. He’s been working with Eddie at the Abbey for about a year now. I guess he knows Eddie as well as he needs to.”

I yawn but cover it up with another sip of beer. Falling asleep, in this position, has great appeal, more appeal than continuing this interview. I guess the papasan chair is comfortable despite its thoroughly designed attempts to be otherwise.

I say, “How about you? Did you give Detective Owolewa Gus’s name?”

“What? No. Why would I?”

“Detective Owolewa didn’t ask you who hired me to watch you last night?”

She looks away, down into her bottle. “He did. And I told him I hired you.”

Interesting lie, one that’ll impact my relationship with Detective Owolewa seeing as I told him my friend hired me, not Ekat. We were only in the get-to-know-me phase, too. I say, “What exactly did you tell the good detective?”

“I talked about the Eddie story . . .”

“You and your stories. What’s the Eddie story?”

“You already know it. I went to the Abbey with friends for a few drinks. Eddie was the bouncer and wouldn’t leave me alone until I poured a beer on his head. Then Eddie left me threatening phone messages at work. I told the detective that I hired you to watch me at the Pour House last night and then follow me home.” Ekat talks with a calm and even rhythm. It’s natural or practiced to the point of being rote.

“You’re protecting Gus or trying to. Why?”

“I could ask you the same question, Mark.”

“You’re right, but I asked first.”

“Obviously I’d heard about the fire and that Eddie was a suspect. The detective told me about you and a so-called friend and Eddie and drugs. I didn’t know what to think, and I just panicked, and decided not to tell him about Gus. I didn’t want Gus to be in any trouble or get him into trouble.” She pauses. Silence always has meaning. “He’s not exactly new to drugs. He’s been selling joints to friends, same shit he did in high school, but that’s just a stupid, little, juvenile thing, you know. Something to brag about, make him look cool. But he’d never do anything big stupid.”

Sounds fishy. Or maybe it doesn’t. My sincerity radar is off tonight as both Eddie and Ekat seem to be telling me the truth when both can’t be. I know which person I want to believe, though.

Ekat piles onto my hesitation with “I mean, come on. Gus has been my best friend since middle school. I’m not going to do or say anything that gets him in trouble. You’d have said the same thing for a friend if you were in my shoes.”

I did do the same thing for the same person, but I can’t explain why. I say, “Style’s okay, but my feet are too small for your shoes.”

She ignores my attempt at the funny. “Gus does well enough finding trouble on his own, anyway.”

“Have you talked to Gus since last night?”

“No. Have you?”

I shake my head, and there isn’t anything in it. “Eddie says he’s looking for Gus too.”

“You talked to Eddie?”

“Not voluntarily.” I give her a brief account of slamming into Eddie outside of Gus’s empty apartment, his denials and alibi and threats to me and Gus.

Ekat holds her head in her hands. She doesn’t want it to fall off. “Wow. I called Gus three times today, and nothing. I’m really getting worried now. I never realized how dangerous Eddie was. What do you think, Mark?”

I don’t say anything and just stare. My stare turns into another yawn. The yawn could continue down the darkening path if I’m not careful.

She says, “Maybe Gus and Eddie had a falling-out because of the whole stalking-me thing. Gus said he was going to talk to Eddie last night, tell him to leave me alone.” Ekat chews her nails. “You said Eddie threatened Gus too, right? Maybe Gus somehow found out or knew Eddie was going to set that fire, and now he’s laying low, hiding out.”

I say, “Gus never struck me as the type who sleeps with his head under the covers.”

“You might be right. I don’t know. There’re a thousand places he could stay in Boston, and he’s pulled disappearing acts before with angry girlfriends.” Ekat’s legs bounce up and down.

There’s no air-conditioning in the apartment; the ceiling fan is threatening to go on strike. She says, “Something must’ve happened to him. Maybe Eddie or one of Eddie’s lowlife friends did something to him.”

I’m getting the sense that Gus was closer to Eddie than he’d let on. I have an idea, and it’s a pretty good one if I don’t say so myself. “Mind if I call Gus?”

“Please do. Call him.”

“How about with your phone?”

“What?” Ekat’s brow knots up and mutates into a question mark, then she says, “Oh, sure.”

Ekat returns to the kitchen, comes back with her phone, and hands it to me. It’s sleek and black, a piece of the future. I find Gus’s name in her contacts list and dial him up. Four rings and straight to voice mail. I’m a little surprised and disappointed. My considerable gut was telling me that he’s ignoring my calls, but hers he’d answer.

“No go, but let’s try again.” Not ready to give up on her phone. Maybe she and Gus have a pick-up-on-the-second-call system. There’s no answer to call number two. “Mind if I have a peek at your incoming and outgoing calls list?”

“You think I’m lying to you about Gus?”

“I think everyone lies to me.”

“Go ahead.”

I check. In the last twenty-four hours the only incoming calls were from Mom and her bar. There were three outgoing calls to Gus’s number, but she’d told me that. There’s no way to tell how long she was on the phone with Gus as it’s just a list of numbers and times, a call log. I fold the glowing flower of her phone back up and toss it to her.

She says, “Am I all clean?”

“For the moment.”

“Wonderful. What do we do now, Mr. PI? Are we worried that something happened to him? Should we call the police and tell them Gus is missing?”

I can’t tell if she’s serious about involving the police, or if it’s some kind of call to my bluff. I say, “We’re going to have another beer and see if Gus calls you back. I have a feeling he might.” The waiting game isn’t a real strength of mine, but I don’t have a whole lot of other options. That, and I can’t get out of the papasan chair.

“Fine by me.” She goes to the kitchen and comes back with two more bottles.

“Mind if I smoke?”

“It’s a nonsmoking apartment, stipulated in the lease.”

“Don’t you just hate overbearing, manipulative, I’m-gonna-rule-your-life landlords? Maybe it’s just me.”

“Maybe you need a new landlord.” Ekat opens the beers and spreads the wealth. “How’d you meet Gus? Wait, let me guess: a bar.”

I’m too tired to put up a front. I can only muster the ability to answer her with ugly, unprotected truth. Hope no one gets hurt. I say, “Our first date was at a bar, and he even bought me breakfast the next morning. But we met at group therapy down on D Street.”

“That’s right. I almost forgot he’d joined another group. Which one of you is getting the lobotomy?”

“We’re going to flip for it.”

“Sorry, that wasn’t very nice of me.” She says it, but I don’t think she means it.

“Do you know why Gus sought out the group?”

“He likes to share his deepest and darkest with strangers. He’s needy and an extrovert. He had a tough childhood, like everyone else. Who knows? I’m his friend, not his shrink.” She laughs, at me, I think. “Why do you go? Why does anyone go?”

“I go because my mother makes me.”

Ekat covers her mouth with the back of one hand and laughs all over it. She thinks I’m joking, but the joke is on me. There’s a big difference between the two.

We go back to our corners and our beers, waiting to hear her ring tone. I’m still surprised that Gus hasn’t called back. If pressed to choose, I’d now place his folder in the something-happened-to-him file.

The weight of my fatigue is increasing. The fatigue, it’s always there, like walking around in wet clothes that don’t dry. Need to keep talking if I’m going to stay awake. I say, “So. Seeing anyone, Ekat?”

“You’re not good at small talk, are you, Mark?”

“No such thing as small talk. Just details.” Wow, even I have to admit that sounds as lame as I feel.

I didn’t notice before, Ekat has multiple thin rubber bands on her wrist. She picks at them, absently, and says, “No one at the moment. Been on a bad luck streak, thanks for asking. Anything else you want to know about me?”

“Sure. What’s life after bartending going to look like?”

“I don’t know. I thought I wanted to be a lawyer, but I dropped out of Suffolk Law School like five years ago, been bartending ever since. I’m waiting for a spark, something to excite me, I guess. I’d make a great writer or an artist if I was creative.”

I try to smile politely. It’s what I’m supposed to do. I can’t say what I really think: that an early-thirties bartender who drops out of law school doesn’t have an apartment in Southie like this unless she’s living off Mommy and Daddy’s trust fund. Might be an accurate assessment, might not be, and never mind being fair. And I think it like I’m some working-class hero who isn’t living off his own mother. My situation, my case is different. It just is.

She says, “Every once and a while I think about going back to school or going off in some whole other direction, like living in the Caribbean or Mexico or something, but I’m not there yet. Not really motivated for some big jump. I like what I’m doing, who I work with. It’s easy, and I’m mostly happy.”

“You could always become a private investigator. The pay sucks, but the respect the occupation engenders is worth all the toil.”

“I bet.” Our second beers are quickly becoming thirds and more.

It’s probably rude of me now that we’re chummy, but I’ve got another curveball to throw—a twelve-to-six bender. I ask, “Did Detective Owolewa see the suitcase?”

“What suitcase? Oh, you mean the one next to my bed.” She doesn’t hesitate, and her answer is no quick and easy denial. My curve didn’t have as much break in it as I thought.

“Yeah, that suitcase. The one cowering under your covers.”

“I don’t know if he saw it. He didn’t ask about it.”

“I’ll ask. Why’s it out?”

“I was sitting here alone last night, and Eddie and his call to my work was really getting to me, scaring me, and I started thinking about calling in sick to work, then staying at my parents’ house in Hull for a few days. I got as far as taking the thing out of my closet, but staying at home would’ve been too much of a headache.”

“Sounds like it would’ve been a good plan.”

“I know, but I didn’t do it. It probably sounds silly, but I didn’t want that fucker to think he could change how I lived my life with a phone call.”

“That’s not silly.”

“Cheers, then.” She drinks and says, “So let’s hear it, how did you become a PI? Me and my stories, right? What’s the Mark Genevich story?”

I’m learning to hate the word story, especially when applied to someone’s life, especially my own. There isn’t enough gravity, not enough weight to the word. It’s disrespectful, borderline demeaning. Stories are simple, silly, for bedtime. Stories aren’t reality. Stories have good guys and bad guys, morals, inspiring plots. Stories are what you tell kids because they don’t know any better. Stories are what you tell kids because you don’t want them to know any better. Stories hide the truth. Stories . . .

“Yo, Mark, you still there?”

Ekat is standing, bent over, and snaps her fingers in my face. She tries hard not to laugh. I don’t know if I should be mad at her or thank her.

I say, “I’m fine. Just a quick recharge of the batteries.”

“Good. Let’s hear it, then.” She sits back down on the futon and holds her beer up in a silent toast, presumably to me.

Here’s mud in her eye. Mud being my story, the highlights and lowlights. I find it less inspiring in the retelling and rehashing. I tell her that my father died when I was five, and Ellen and I stayed on the Cape. I tell her that I was beautiful and everyone loved me. I tell her that, somewhat like her, I left school. After three semesters at Curry College, my best friend, George, and I left to start our little businesses. I tell her about the van accident. George was driving us back from the Foxwoods casino. I don’t know how it happened exactly, but the van found a drainage ditch and rolled all around in it. George died, and I was left broken on the outside and the inside. I tell her about the arrival of my narcoleptic symptoms shortly thereafter, the stork dropping the cute, fuzzy bundle into my unsuspecting lap. It all happened millions of years ago, the Jurassic age of me, but the expanse of time doesn’t make talking about it any easier.

She says, “That’s terrible.” What happened to me is terrible, or my story is terrible. There’s no difference, really.

“I’m sorry about your friend.”

I could tell her more about George. I could tell her the worst part is that he has ceased being a person and become an unattainable ideal of “friend,” as if our relationship had never had an uncomfortable moment and we were always good to each other.

I say, “So am I.”

“So you didn’t start experiencing your narcoleptic symptoms until after the van accident? Huh. I didn’t think it would work like that.”

And just like that, she questions who I am. But I know who I am. I do. I’m Mark Genevich, the one who lived, he who emerged from the van wreckage as the monster, the misfit, he who sleeps alone, and my clock always strikes twelve. But is that right? Thinking back to preaccident and postaccident is suddenly difficult, almost impossible to remember. My Jurassic age has giant gaps in the fossil record. Am I remembering what actually happened or remembering some previous retelling or reshaping of what actually happened? My life as a game of telephone where the original message was lost and screwed up eons ago.

I think I’ve had too many beers. I say, “It does work like that. Trust me. I’m an expert.” My words come out loud and dangerous.

“Whoa, big fella, I didn’t mean anything by it.” She stretches a leg out, kicks the base of my chair, and laughs.

I don’t laugh. I pout. It’s my narcolepsy, and I can cry if I want to.

“I’m sorry. That was rude of me. Hey, I don’t know anything about narcolepsy; I was just asking. I believe you, Mark.”

She believes me. Do I? Doesn’t matter, ultimately. I’m done with the past. There’s nothing left there for me. My here and now is already confusing and surreal enough. Who I am now is who I’m stuck with.

I say something like “No worries,” then add a flurry of words, some joke about her running the group therapy circle, but it makes no sense, so I mumble and trail off, fade out. I cover it up with a yawn and stretch as big as the room.

She asks, “Am I boring you?”

“That’s an awful line.” I check my watch. Quarter of eleven. Gus hasn’t called back.

“Shut up. It wasn’t a line.” Ekat chucks a throw pillow and connects, mashing into my face and hat, and everything goes dark. I take the pillow off my face, fix my hat, and when I look up Ekat stands in front of me and the papasan chair. Her arms are out in front of her chest, and it looks like she’s shaking hands with herself, but she’s not. She fidgets with the rubber bands on her wrists. She smiles an odd smile, one I haven’t seen in a long time, so long as to be unrecognizable. Some PI I am.

I ask, “What’s with the rubber bands?”

“Oh, you finally noticed. It’s my thing.” She sounds a little tipsy; the s in it’s blends into the rest of the sentence. Ekat takes the rubber bands off her wrist, one at a time, and snaps them audibly. “I’ve been collecting them since I was a kid.” She grabs my right hand and holds it up. Her fingers are cold and strong. She molds and kneads my flatbread skin and slowly rolls a rubber band over my fingers and onto my wrist.

“What am I, a lobster? Ow!” I flinch as the tight band yanks out some hairs, but I don’t take my hand away.

She laughs at my pain. Someone else’s pain is always funny. “The fun part about my rubber band collection is that I leave them in odd places, places where people wouldn’t find them.” She does the same to my left hand and wrist. Her fingers are still cold, but I’m warming up. This second rubber band she puts on me is thick and green. I don’t match and am off balance. “Or if someone does find them, they’ll wonder how the hell the rubber bands got there.” She alternates putting each of her rubber bands on my wrists. “I’ve put one inside a concert piano, on the back leg of my old neighbor’s annoying dog, buried one in some random apartment’s flower box on K Street.”

I say, “And now my wrists.”

“Right. It’s as good a spot as any.” Ekat pulls the bands, intertwines them tightly around each of my wrists and hands, locking them together. The thin rubber is surprisingly strong. The accumulated bands pinch and pull at my skin. She lifts my arms and pushes my bound hands behind my head. “Sometimes I forget where I put them and find them all over again. Last week, I took one off the toilet handle at work.”

“It’s my sincerest hope none of these were on that toilet.”

Ekat pulls my fedora over my eyes; everything goes dark against my will, as is usually the case. Her hands are insects crawling over my body; they caress and tickle but make me nervous too. I wonder if they’ll bite.

She pulls my legs out from under my ass, which takes some doing. My legs eventually cooperate and hang off the chair frame. I sink deeper into the half-shell bowl of the chair. My back bends and chest contorts, folding in half, folding into myself, a flawed pearl in a giant oyster.

My wrists are bound but my fingers are free, and I’m able to pinch the brim of my hat, slide it up off my eyes, and back onto my head. Proper appearances must be maintained.

The lights aren’t on in the apartment, but there are candles. Everywhere candles, and of every size. She should know me and fire don’t mix. Ekat is naked from the waist down and straddles my lap. She’s lighter than a daydream. I’m naked from the waist down too. A show of support.

My skin is hypersensitive, her slightest touch a detonation. It’s too much. I feel everything and nothing at once.

There’s music coming from somewhere. It has an odd rhythm, is psychedelic, and not all that appropriate for the moment. The moment is something that hasn’t happened to me in a very long time. She quickens her pace with the music.

The candle flames brighten even as the wicks burn down, and I’m disappearing into the light. Her arms extend above her head and across the room, across the whole apartment. Her T-shirt and then bra melt off her body as if made out of wax.

I’m made of wax too, and I’m melting.




Sixteen

The cab dumps me in front of my building. I didn’t leave the lights on. The office windows are dark, and I walk upstairs in the dark to my dark apartment. The dark; it’s where I’m normal.

I shed my sports coat, hat, tie, shirt, my outer skin, onto the couch. The skin bit is a metaphor, though sometimes I don’t know the difference. I don’t turn on a light until I enter the bathroom.

I blink and adjust, which takes time. Everything has a price paid in time. I brush my teeth, and my visible world is still blurry, still fetal. Things take their shape and form, and I stop and stare at the face in the mirror. It’s the same jumbled one I had when I left. I could draw another picture.

Further inventory: My wrists aren’t red or raw; they aren’t sore. No rubber bands. My belt is still buckled, and the button of my pants is still there. I can’t remember if that button was supposed to be there or not. Ain’t life a mystery? I decide to take a shower, even though I don’t think I need one.

I turn on the water and let the steam billow and roll over the mirror glass. I slip off my shoes, kick them up against the back of the bathroom door. The heavy thud they make is deeply satisfying.

Next come the pants, and I take them off like everyone else; they fall down in their hurry to meet the floor. I step out of them, my socks still on. There’s a rubber band around my left ankle. It’s so thin I don’t even feel it there. I reach down and take off the rubber band, then aim and shoot it at the steamed-up mirror. I catch it on the rebound and put it on my wrist. I’ve never done this before.

Inside the shower, under falling water, I close my eyes and replay the end of the evening in Ekat’s apartment; the disjointed and fading scenes are still with me, those dream scenes that are both inspiring and frustrating. I’d try to convince myself that those scenes are enough for me, but I’m too tired. So tired that I can’t sleep.

I dry off and collapse into my bed. Only problem is that my bed isn’t working. It has performance anxiety. No matter how much I flip and flop around, changing positions, I can’t get comfortable and I don’t sleep. I relocate to where I tend to spend most nights anyway, the couch. The couch doesn’t reject me even if I continue to callously scar it with cigarette burns.

The cruelest irony of narcolepsy is that sleep won’t always be there when you need it. And so tonight, I briefly change identities. I’m my own odd couple. I’m Mr. Hyde’s Hyde. I’m the insomniac me, a completely irrational and infuriating being.

I lie on the couch, thinking about everything, and hope a runaway train of thought will take me away like it usually does. I try to trigger and invite the narcoleptic symptoms against which I spend my days battling. Nothing works. I yawn and my eyes water and want to close but won’t. Sleep as the wish that won’t ever come true.

I turn the TV on and off. Late-night talk shows do nothing for me, and the infomercials are more than depressing; they’re harbingers of the end. I’m on the couch and wide awake in America, where my every thought falls apart and dovetails into dire scenarios and conspiracies.

The minutes and seconds are glaciers, but night eventually becomes morning. I’m witness to the painfully slow transformation. And my transformation back to the narcoleptic me is as painful. Not exactly a here-comes-the-sun moment. I know I’ll spend the rest of my day fighting and losing to the many-tentacled beast that is sleep.

The sun is up, but it’s too early to do any real work. I try to watch the vapid a.m. morning news shows, but I nod off and wake up and nod off and rinse and repeat. Eventually, I detach from the couch, emerge from the cocoon, but I’m no butterfly. I apply coffee and cigarettes liberally before descending to my office. I check my messages and e-mails. There aren’t any. It’s too early to call Ekat, but I try Gus again. He’s a hard habit to break, and he doesn’t answer.

I browse and read local news sites and blogs. The fire is still the lead, as are the puff pieces on Fred Carroll, the hero. Good for him. No named arson suspects yet, though one member of the Police Department who spoke on the condition of anonymity said a suspect was interviewed and released.

There are more articles on Jody O’Malley and her troubles and history with the DSS. Her son is in critical but stable condition. There are op-ed pieces demanding renewed DSS oversight and regulation.

And I almost miss it. There, on the Boston Herald’s site, is a link tucked away from the bright lights of the block letter, sans serif font of the lead headlines. A digital afterthought, an article on the fire’s lone fatality: Aleksandar Antonov, a Bulgarian man who had an expired work visa. In the opening sentence the Boston Herald describes the man as an illegal alien, of course. Journalism at its finest. His most recent employer, Financier CEO Wilkie Barrack, issued a statement via his lawyer saying that he and his staff mourn the loss of such a hardworking and good man. They empathize with Antonov’s friends and family, while Barrack regrets the innocent but unfortunate oversight of the expired visa. His personal employment practices are something he’ll attend to with greater vigilance in the future. Blah blah blah.

I lean back in my chair, the jackpot almost too much to take in at once. My alien dream now has context. I slept and dreamed through Detective Owolewa’s a.m. interview, and he asked if I knew anything about the man who died on the first floor, Aleksandar Antonov, the erstwhile illegal alien, to quote the Herald. And the CEO is suddenly back in my life. The reappearance is ominous, unpredictable, a tornado warning.

I search for more stories and find a blog linked to Nantucket’s Inquirer and Mirror newspaper. A former employer of Antonov’s, Midge Peterson, says that Aleksandar was her custodian for eleven summers. He was kind, friendly, and the victim of the current immigration squabble and impasse in Congress. Peterson, an owner of a small hotel on Nantucket, relies on seasonal employees from Jamaica, the Dominican Republic, Poland, Bulgaria, and other countries to fill her summer needs, as do many of the local seasonal businesses. Congress has yet to renew the program that grants work visas to the large numbers of foreigners who enter the United States legally, so Peterson and the hundreds of other businesses have had to scramble to find employees. She’s running her hotel at only half the normal staff, and, consequently, at half capacity. Peterson lost contact with Aleksandar Antonov after he was denied his usual visa. She said Aleksandar, like most of the seasonal workers, could not accept an offer of H-2B status (and be allowed to stay continuously in the country for thirty-six months) as he had to go home every fall. Peterson is planning a fund-raiser to help Antonov’s family in Bulgaria.

My to-do list is suddenly as tall as the Empire State Building. I guess that makes me the doomed giant ape with a cool name and no girlfriend.

First, I call Midge Peterson’s hotel, but she’s not available and won’t be for a few days, so claims the clerk. I find an address for Jody O’Malley’s friend Rachel Stanton, the one she was with on the night of the fire. I let a call from Detective Owolewa ring out and go to voice mail. I find a phone number for O’Malley’s and Antonov’s landlord. She answers and tells me that Antonov was renting month-to-month, but she didn’t really know anything about him. I call Ekat. She’s at the gym and in midworkout on the elliptical. She hasn’t heard from Gus yet, and she’ll call me when she gets back. I try not to sound too desperate to hear her voice.

I nap and smoke and make phone calls, and not in that order. Still, I’m on a roll—for me anyway—but I need to get out, move around, or I’ll lose the rest of the day to my fully fatigued system, and then I won’t be able to sleep again tonight. I stand up, stretch, try a couple jumping jacks, but they’re more like gyrating jacks.

All right, before stepping out the door and making a little trip back to H Street, I commit to one more phone call.

Timothy Carter answers after one ring and grunts his name. Someone’s tightly wound. Or just an asshole.

“Timothy, your good friend Mark Genevich here.”

“Oh, goody. I thought today couldn’t suck more balls than it already has. I was wrong. What do you want?”

Charming. His voice jogs the too-clear memory of him strutting into my office wearing his two-month-salary suit, those big sunglasses, and his avarice. Carter oozes the same arrogance and privilege, even on the phone. I say, “World peace and just to hear your sweet, sweet voice. But what I really want is for you to pretend you’re human for a second, and tell me all you know about the unfortunate late Mr. Aleksandar Antonov.”

“Why do you care about Mr. Antonov?”

“I’m a people person. And I’ve been hired to investigate the fire that killed him.”

There’s the briefest of pauses on his end. So brief that I might be imagining it. He says, “Mr. Barrack released a statement to the press concerning Mr. Antonov, and we’re fully cooperating with immigration officials.”

I don’t say anything. Let’s see if it makes him uncomfortable. Let’s see if it makes him want to say something more.

“Is that it, Mr. Genevich? I’ve got more important things to do, like clip my toenails.”

“Ew. TMI, Carter. Though I am surprised you’d deign to even touch your toes, like the rest of us.”

“What are you talking about? If you have something to say—”

I interrupt, “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I wave my hand in the air, even though he can’t see it. “I’ve been saying it, Carter, you’re just not listening. Don’t bust a pretty cuticle. A few more questions before you hang up in a tizzy. First, forgive the cliché, but I find it odd that our paths would cross again so soon.”

“That’s not a question, Mr. Genevich.”

“You’re right. How’s this: isn’t it odd that our paths . . .”

“Very odd. Truly, a most unfortunate and cruel fate for me.”

“Come on. It’s fun.”

“Anything else? I’m giving you thirty more seconds of my time.” I know he wants to punctuate that statement with “which you can’t afford.”

“Did you know Mr. Antonov?”

“Not well, no.”

“What does that mean?”

“That means he was summer help, a driver. We chatted, but never for long and nothing more than destination and directions. Nice guy. Always clean. English was good.”

“That’s lovely, Carter. You should give his eulogy. So who hired him?”

“I think I’m done with your shtick. Our statement to the press should be sufficient for your needs.”

I haven’t even started my shtick yet. So I hit him with it. “Did you ever find out who the other Madison was in my surveillance photos?”

“What? No. And why the fuck would I care? Shouldn’t I be asking you that? Have you found out, Mr. Screwup? Are you daring me to sue you, Mr. Genevich?” He’s shouting. His words are clumsy, have two left feet. The earlier pause might’ve been an audio mirage, but this is legit. He’s way past the city limits of annoyed and entering bothered and concerned.

Something’s going on here, so I’m going to push him some more. Keep jabbing him in the chest with my big fucking finger. I say, “I’m triple-dog daring you to sue me, Carter.”

Carter laughs, an ugly sound, capable of killing flowers and other pretty things. “As you wish, Mr. Genevich. Expect some paperwork within a week.”

“Fuck you, too.”

I hang up and stomp over to the coat rack by the door. I want to pick it up and break it over my knee, but it’s a good coat rack, loyal like my couch. I spin it, instead, and watch my sports coat billow out toward me. My anger feels good and the temporary adrenaline rush feeds my energy-starved furnace, but I have to be careful to not overload. Mine’s an ecosystem always at the tipping point.

It’s pushing the midnineties again out there, so I’m going to H Street sans jacket. I adjust my hat and tie, roll up my sleeves. I say to the rack, “He’s bluffing about suing. I know he is.”

The coat rack, smartly, doesn’t say a thing back.




Seventeen

It’s worse than I thought it would be out here. There’s no breeze even though I’m only a half mile from the water, and the sun glowers down at the city like it has a vendetta. It’s too goddamn hot for the old door-to-door, so I head directly to Rachel Stanton’s apartment. Her place is down the hill and about a block and a half away from the fire.

The two-story town house fits in with the other houses in her row like a Lego piece. Its exterior is light gray with white trim; both could use a fresh coat. A rusty, waist-high, chain-link fence carves out a small rectangular alley with its garbage cans and debris. Tufts of yellow and dead grass vainly poke through the cracked pavement and have nowhere to go.

I buzz the second-floor apartment, and a familiar woman opens the front door to the building. She’s the scarecrow I saw the night of the fire, the one who grabbed me and begged me to save the kid on the second floor. Maybe I should tell her that I did save him, and then she’d trust me. Or, like the cops who don’t believe me, she’d want nothing to do with me.

She says, “Hi,” and it’s clear she recognizes me too. I’m just so memorable.

I extend my hand and say, “Hi, I’m Mark Genevich, private investigator. Are you Rachel Stanton?”

Rachel has dyed black hair, chop-cut short to uneven length. Thick black mascara rims her paperweight eyes, which are sunk deep into her face. Her look comes from so far away, it might get lost. Dim lights in a cave. She’s wearing a tight black, logoless T-shirt, gray jeans, and large black plugs in her earlobes. She says, “What’s this about?” The black plugs stretching out her flesh are the monstrous periods of leviathan sentences.

“I’m working on my own search for the arsonist who set your friend Jody O’Malley’s building on fire. Mind if I ask you a few questions?”

Rachel is too skinny. She could use a sandwich. Instead she folds her pale arms over her thin chest and she chews on a fingernail. “Jody is here. Upstairs. She doesn’t want to talk to anyone.” Rachel is a recording. No inflection, no life, all static. I wonder if she’s on something right now, or maybe she’s just sleepwalking through this.

I hoped and had a hunch that Jody would be here, but fear of success fills my gut with poisonous winged insects, too ugly to be butterflies. I say, “Can I come in? I think you and she and we know some of the same people. I want to make sure I have all the dancing partners straight.”

Rachel doesn’t say anything. I’m greedy, and asking to see Jody is too much. She unfolds her pop-up-book arms and is going to shut the door on me. But she doesn’t. She hides her hands in her pockets, which is a neat trick, because I thought the jeans were too tight for empty pockets.

“I won’t say anything to upset Jody. I want to help.”

Rachel’s bony-shouldered shrug is an anatomy lesson. She turns and walks up the white stairs without me but doesn’t shut the front door. Follow the leader.

I need to acknowledge my entrance. I say to her back, “Are you doing okay?”

Rachel doesn’t turn around. The plugs shake her ears like little earthquakes. “I’ve been better.”

She waits for me on the second-floor landing, and her hands are rocks in those pockets, all inert. The walk up the stairs leaves me winded and tired, my legs heavy and outmoded machinery that I shouldn’t be operating.

I hear the TV through the closed apartment door. If it isn’t turned up as loud as it can go, it’s at least turned to eleven. People talk and yell, begging for attention and self-worth, in their tinny, one-speaker voices, and a crowd cheers and jeers, filling the background with American white noise.

Rachel says, “Don’t step on anything,” and opens the door, then slides inside and ahead of me, moving like a river. A blast of air-conditioning is a welcome temporary respite from the heat. The TV goes quiet, but I know the quiet won’t last. I’m right. Their quick and harsh whispers fill the void. I shut the door, its ability to mark boundaries suddenly very questionable.

The apartment is in a state of recent neglect. The hardwood floors and various pieces of furniture support only a few days’ worth of laundry, magazines, dirty dishes, take-out food bags and cardboard containers.

Jody and Rachel sit on a couch in the middle of the living room. The couch is askew. No one has cared enough to adjust it. A dingy white sheet covers the cushions; two pillows are smooshed into the armrest. The couch as a makeshift bed reminds me that I didn’t sleep at all last night. Not that I need any reminding.

Jody wears cutoff sweatpants and a white T-shirt. She rewraps herself in a blanket, cold when the outside world is cooking. There’s wisdom in there somewhere. Jody stares at the TV screen, at the muted daytime talk show. She stares at it like she’s looking at the future. Rachel stares at me like there is no future.

Rachel says, “Jody, this is Mark. He’s the first guy who ran into the building.”

Jody looks up and says, “What happened in there?” Her voice is ragged, broken, a scratchy record continuously ignored in a world of digital recordings.

I tell her what happened in there. I tell her I did what I could, which was helping her son down the stairs before stumbling out of the building empty-handed and passing out. At least, that’s how I remember it.

Jody says, “Is this true? No one told me that.”

Rachel says, “No one told me that either.”

I adjust my hat. “Yeah, it’s true.” I try to adjust my beard by rubbing my face. “Sorry I wasn’t able to get him all the way out of the house.”

Jody pulls the blanket tighter around her and says, “Thanks for doing that, then. Thanks for trying.”

Her uncertain, pseudo-acknowledgment will have to do for now. I say, “Is it all right if I ask you a few questions?”

“Don’t think I can help you any.”

That’s not a no, so I start off slow by asking each woman what she does. Jody works at the chain supermarket on Broadway, in the deli. The managers give her only thirty-two hours per week, and she’s currently on unpaid leave. Rachel washes hair at a salon and takes classes at Bunker Hill Community College. Not quite sure how either supplements her income for the luxuries of food and rent, and I don’t ask.

Instead it’s time to get more personal. I ask, “How’s your son doing, Jody?”

“Aw, fuck, I don’t know. They tell me how he’s doing, but I can’t go see him, won’t even let me talk to him until after the hearing, maybe, so I don’t really know.”

“Has he said anything to the cops? Did he see anything?”

“No, they told me he won’t talk about the fire.”

I say, “I’m sorry that this all happened, Jody.” And I am. Despite spending the better part of two afternoons reading about her and the DSS, about her utter and spectacular failings as a mother, I am sorry. No one deserves this.

“Yeah.” Jody’s in her midtwenties, but her extra weight makes her look older, carrying the pounds like outed secrets or sadness. Maybe there’s no difference. She has a small silver ball stud that pokes out just below her bottom lip, not centered, but on the left side. A robo-dimple. The stud is too small and is being swallowed by her skin. Her face is red and puffy and breaking out. She’s been crying, and I’m guessing she’s on Valium or using antidepressants, prescribed or not. Her hair is dark brown, almost black, and greasy. Like the apartment, she’s in a similar state of fresh neglect. Her nose is short and squat, pushed in, a button that doesn’t work. Her eyes are a bright, severe blue. Her stare is a challenge, one that I can’t meet.

I’m too nervous for my own good, and I’m getting a bad feeling. The kind of feeling that might grow into a sweep-the-leg moment. Eventually always becoming inevitably.

I have so many questions to ask. I’m just going to let them loose and hope order sorts itself out, my personal chaos theory. I say, “The night of the fire, what time did you leave your apartment to come here?”

Jody tilts her head to her left, half a shrug. “Ten. Ish. It doesn’t matter. It was way past JT’s bedtime. He’s a heavy sleeper, never wakes up for nothing once he’s out. Doesn’t matter if someone’s yelling or poking him. I left him like that all the time, and he was fine; nothing ever happened. It wasn’t a big deal. Nothing should’ve happened to him. It wasn’t my fault. Me being in the apartment wouldn’t have changed anything . . .”

Jody trails off, talking into her blanket, smothering her quiet words of regret. Rachel grabs the faltering baton and says, “It wasn’t a big deal. JT would’ve been fine.”

I can’t tell if she believes that or if she’s acting as Jody’s chorus. I’m not here to contradict her. I’m not here to tell her the truth, only to find it. There’s a difference.

“How come Rachel was at the fire before you were?”

Jody covers her head and growls. Rachel clucks her tongue. Then the women speak at the same time, voices and words overlapping.

Jody says, “I’ve already answered these fucking questions a million times.”

Rachel says, “I was just running to Jody’s apartment to get my iPod that she forgot, left on the kitchen table. The building was burning when I got there. I panicked and just started screaming for help.”

I remember her screaming and grabbing me. Her emotions from that night are so alien to her flatline response to my question. Sounds like she’s giving me an excuse. I don’t trust the scarecrow anymore.

I say, “And you didn’t see anyone coming out of the building? Anyone there?”

“Just you. Then Fred, the neighbor who saved JT.”

I say, “Of course. Fred.” I have a bad feeling that is getting worse, bullying me around, kicking Mr. Sandman sand in my face. I push a small stack of magazines off a wooden chair that doesn’t seem to be part of a set, and say, “Tell me about Aleksandar Antonov.”

Jody says, “Nothing to tell. He’d only been living there for a few months. Kept to himself. Quiet guy. I hardly saw him. Sorry he died. Sorry he died like that.”

Jody sinks deeper into her blanket. Her body language isn’t good. But neither is mine. I slouch and slide into the chair, my skin and bones wanting to weave into the fiber of the wood. I sit up too quickly and almost topple over.

I ask Jody if she ever saw or heard any of Aleksandar’s friends or anyone who might’ve visited his apartment, and Jody shakes her head no and stares at the muted TV. I turn and watch the pointing fingers and wide silent mouths and clapping hands and know that everyone is only pretending to be angry or righteous, or pretending to be laughing. They’re all just scared because no one knows what the hell is going on.

I ask Rachel the same questions about Aleksandar. She gives me the same no answers, then gets up, leaves the couch, and disappears into a bedroom. I’m losing both of them. I’m losing myself too.

It’s too cold in here. My damp shirt is a clammy fish on my skin. Wish I had my jacket, should’ve been prepared for anything. I say, “How long have you known Eddie Ryan?”

“Just about all my life. Unfortunately. We’re both from here. Grew up together. Same project.” She’s giving me the typical Southie story, although I’ve never understood it: proximity and place as a badge, as an identity that determines loyalties, relationships, and destinies. So kiss me; I’m from Southie, where friends protect friends and sometimes fuck them over too. Yeah, everyone’s friends here, friends of convenience, as if there were any other kind.

Time to shake things up. I twist and lean back in my chair and paw at the TV’s power button. I hit it, but there’s also a loud crack coming from behind me. Nothing falls off the chair, but I think I’m dealing with a stool now.

I know the answer to my next question, and I know the question will be as comfortable as this broken chair. “Is Eddie the father of your son?”

Jody looks at me like I tried to throw a punch at her but missed and now she’s going to hit me back. One for flinching. She says, “No! Is that what he’s saying? Is he telling people that so they’ll think he didn’t do it?”

I shrug, and it’s a lie, but I don’t care. It’s clear she needs and wants to hate Eddie.

“That motherfucking son of . . .” Jody growls out obscenities, squeezes out some tears, and it’s all too much of a reaction. I wanted to push her but not get an eruption.

I say, “Slow down. He didn’t exactly tell me he was the father, but that he was like a father to your son.”

Rachel comes running out of the bedroom. She’s a wisp and might be incinerated by Jody’s volcano. “Just tell him to leave, Jody. You don’t have to talk to him.”

I shoot Rachel my that’s-bad-advice look. A look that is often confused with I’m-goddamned-tired look.

Jody says, “What, are you and Eddie friends? You can go fuck yourself.”

“Would that I could, but I’m not Eddie’s friend. I asked him some questions last night, that’s all. Like we’re doing now. He wasn’t exactly cooperative. For what it’s worth, I kicked him in the balls at the end of the interview. He wasn’t singing ‘That’s What Friends Are For’ when I left him.”

The women look at each other, look at me, and I look at them. We don’t want to believe in our own eyes.

Jody smiles, but it goes away, like hope. She says, “Good. Even if you’re lying to me.”

“When was the last time you saw Eddie?”

“The goddamn night before the fire. I went down to the Abbey. We got into a big fight. Didn’t like the way he was talking and looking at some little red-headed bitch. And I told him all about it.”

“You guys are always fighting,” Rachel says. She adjusts her earplugs. They’re big enough to be plates for Mrs. Tittlemouse. I can’t help but stare and wonder what it feels like to actively change your skin like that. If only . . .

Jody says, “It’s his fault. He treats me like shit, like I’m nothing. Worse than nothing, like I’m a pet, need to be kept and told what to do all the time. You should hear how he talks to me in front of JT, like I’m dumber than a plant. JT has started mouthing off to me just like Eddie does. Eddie’s teaching him to do that shit. I fucking hate it.” She pauses, then adds, “Should’ve burned down Eddie’s place a long time ago.”

Her last sentence is a direct challenge to me, to see what I’ll say. I’m not going to say anything. It’s an easy answer for me, but I don’t know if it’s the right one.

I take out my pocket notebook and flip it open to an empty page, which isn’t difficult to do as all the pages are empty. Maybe I should keep a journal. I pretend to read my staggering list of clues and information.

I say, “Do you know a guy named Gus, works at Eddie’s bar?”

“Yeah, I know Gus.” Jody pokes more of her head out from underneath her blanket, but the sky is still falling. “Can you turn the TV back on? It makes my head hurt less.”

“I’d rather not. I think we need a little focus here. Tell me what you know about Gus.”

“He’s like everyone who lives in Southie. He talks too much. He’s full of himself. A smart-ass, smartest-ass-in-the-room type of guy.”

“Did Gus help Eddie sell drugs?”

Jody coughs, and it sounds purposeful. She says, “I’m not saying anything about that. Don’t know nothing about that.”

“And you wouldn’t tell me if you did know anything about that, right?”

Rachel laughs. The outburst of merriment so unexpected, it’s hard for me to not take it personally. I’m so sensitive. Rachel says through lingering giggles, “I’m done. I’m taking a shower, Jode. Come get me if you need me.”

Jody says, “I won’t need you.”

Great, we’ve established no one needs anyone. I ask, “Did Gus know Aleksandar?”

“I have no idea. Never saw Gus anywhere near my building. Only saw him at the Abbey. And like I said, never really saw Aleksandar either.”

“I don’t buy it.”

“I don’t really care if you do.”

I ask the next question while she’s in mid-denial. “Do you know a woman named Ekat?”

“Never heard of her.”

“You sure? She’s a good friend of Gus’s, and from what I gather”—I make a show of flipping pages in my handy-dandy notebook—“a real good friend of Eddie’s.”

Yeah, I’m lying again. It’s not that I think I can push her or manipulate her because she’s dumb. She’s not dumb. She’s smart, too smart to be hopeful. She knows exactly what’s in store for her with the DSS and the custody of her kid. She knows who and what Eddie really is, and who and what I am for all I know. I can push her only because she wants to be pushed, wants to be manipulated, and expects it. It’s what she’s used to, and despite the bluster she needs it. She’ll go back to Eddie to get it. Wouldn’t be surprised if she calls him right after I leave.

“So what? I’m supposed to know all of his girlfriends? I know I’m not the only one. Fuck him and fuck her and fuck you.” Jody is done crying and has been done for a while.

Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe I’m projecting her into the role of hapless victim because I’m conditioned to think that way. I’m as weak and easily manipulated as anybody else.

I stand up too quick and hello dizziness, my old friend. I recalibrate but still feel like I could end up with my nose pinned to the floor at any moment. The back of the chair falls off and dies angrily on the hardwood. “Sorry about that.” Then I mumble something about knowing a guy who can fix it when it’s obvious I don’t. I turn the TV back on but leave it muted. It’s a commercial. Some group of people wants me and Jody to buy a product that’ll make us as happy as they are. I’ll take my crooked face over their smiles.

I say, “Last question, and then I’ll leave you alone.”

“Promise?”

“Do you think Eddie was the arsonist?”

“Yes, definitely.” Jody is quick to follow up her thumbs-down verdict with “No. I don’t know. I don’t know what to fucking think. He says he was at Murphy’s Law, but I haven’t talked to anyone who saw him there yet. But he hasn’t been arrested yet, either. They’ve been trying.”

She’s not telling me the whole deal. Her raw deal with Eddie. I could stay and push some more, but I’m already spent. The overwhelming tide of tiredness is rushing back in, and no Dutch kid with a magic digit is going to keep it all behind that rickety dam, keep it from sweeping me off my feet.

“Thanks for talking to me, Jody. I know it wasn’t easy.”

She says, “Thanks for trying to help JT, Mark. Really.”

I turn and walk toward the front door, stepping past the pieces of her previous days. Everything recently broken, and broken beyond repair. The TV volume explodes back on, the noise as regimented and relentless as time.

I’m at the door, and I’m not sure why, but I have the urge to put my fist through it. If not my fist, then maybe my face. I turn the cold knob and open the door. Nothing but stale warm air in the stairwell. Jody calls out to me before I step out, yelling to be heard over the TV.

“What about you? Do you think Eddie did it?”

I stop and hover in the doorway like doubt, like suspicion. The easiest thing to do would be physical, take a step forward, out the door, and start sweating almost instantly, as if the sweat is out there waiting to jump me in the stairwell.

I throw a “Yes” over my shoulder. It’s casual, irresponsible, and I don’t know where it lands. Then I close the door behind me.




Eighteen

Back in my office I have a fist full of cigarette, burning up time. A quick check of my various communication systems yields no return calls, e-mails, or messages. I’m starting to feel forgotten.

I call the Abbey to ask again for Gus, but no one answers. I try three local bike messenger companies I find in the phone book, but no one admits to having Gus, or any Gus for that matter, on the payroll.

Next up, I think about calling the Nantucket hotel again to ask about Aleksandar, but I call Ekat instead.

She says, “Hi, Mark, how are you doing?” Her voice is inflected, the words delivered sing-song. Was she waiting for my call? Is she annoyed because I called her only a couple of hours ago? Is she being ironic, playful, or familiar? Is she flirting? I’m a barely functional illiterate desperate to read too much into how she answered the phone.

Her rubber band is still on my wrist. I pluck it, and it snaps back, biting my skin. It beats pinching myself to see if I’m dreaming. I say, “Like always, I’m peachy.”

“So, you’re like a fruit?”

I struggle to find clever. What I come up with isn’t it. I say, “Yeah, I’m seasonal.”

“Who isn’t?” Ekat laughs, and it’s breathless, manic in its euphoria. She’s too happy to be talking to the peach on the phone.

I tap ash off the glowing tip, and my cigarette plumes smoke and crumbles away like a dying building.

“You still there, Mark?”

“Oh, yeah. Still here. Always here.”

“Aren’t you going to ask me if Gus called?”

“Did Gus call?”

“No.”

“You don’t sound worried.”

“You can get that from a ‘no’?”

“I’m that good.”

“I’m very worried.”

“So am I.”

I wipe the back of my hand across my forehead. I tap more ash into an old paper coffee cup. The cup doesn’t mind. Yeah, I’m stalling because I’m not ready to ask her what I really want to ask her. I say, “I was out earlier, digging up some dirt on Eddie.”

“I’m sure that wasn’t hard to achieve.”

“Trying to figure out what his role was in the fire.” I stop and start, um and ah, and my words are obstacles I can’t traverse. “He’s not a good guy, Ekat. He’s dangerous. And I was thinking. Thinking maybe I should take you out to dinner or something. Or you could come to my office and eat. Food. And I’d make sure that you’re okay. That everything is okay.” My soliloquy is as awkward and desperate as I feel. Christ, maybe I should’ve waited until I was asleep to make this call, and let the narcoleptic me act as a built-in Cyrano de Bergerac.

“Are you asking me out on a date, Mark?”

Is that what I wanted to do? I can neither confirm nor deny. I mumble something noncommittal but incredulous into the phone. I have the ability to grunt and stutter in a manner that subtly communicates my complex thoughts and emotions. Everyone wishes they were like me.

“I’m just giving you a hard time. I know you’re a professional.” She laughs, and my life’s number one regret has become this phone call. She adds, “I actually think dinner is a great idea, but I can’t tonight. I’m not even in Southie right now. I’m still at the gym, and I’m about to head over to work. Maybe later this week?”

“That’s fine. Just trying to, you know, help you out, with your situation.” I really need to stop talking, as in give up talking, and for an extended period of time, but I’m too stubborn. “Has Eddie or the police tried contacting you again?”

“No. Should they have?”

I shrug, but you can’t hear that over the phone.

Ekat says, “Hey, did you find one of my rubber bands in a strange place?”

“Oh, yeah. A very strange place. I found it while standing in my bathroom.”

Ekat laughs. “Very funny. When you fell asleep, I couldn’t resist your ankle.”

“My ankles get that all the time.”

“It is a nice ankle, and it kept me entertained while you were asleep.” There’s a pause. I hear her waiting. “Hey, are you okay, Mark? You seem a little off.”

“Not much of a phone guy. I present much better in person. The Mark Genevich Experience. I’m going to take it out on tour soon.”

“I didn’t mean to embarrass you with the rubber band thing. That’s it, isn’t it? I didn’t mean anything by it.”

I have an idea of how much did and didn’t happen last night at Ekat’s apartment, and it’s a lousy idea. I say, “No, I’m fine.”

“Now I’ve embarrassed you just by asking. God, sorry, I always put my foot in my mouth.”

I snap the rubber band back against my wrist again. It hurts. I say, “Shut up and don’t worry about it.” I’m louder than I intend, and we grudgingly share the silence of the aftermath.

Ekat says, “Okay. All right. I have to go to work, Mark. I’ll call you as soon as I know something. I promise.”

“That would be peachy.” Peaches again.

“And you call me if you hear from Gus, okay?”

“I will.” I don’t know how or why, but I screwed something up. I hurry to add, “Thanks for the rubber band.”

She hangs up, and I’m hung up. I should make a few more calls, but I’m done with the phone.

Okay. I have a new plan. I look at my watch, and there are still a few hours of daylight left. I’m going to waste those hours, throw them away like the lima beans I refused to eat as a kid. I’m waiting until it’s dark. Then I’ll go back to Gus’s apartment and invite myself inside. I’m so rude, the guest who only shows up when nobody’s home.

I close up my office and drift upstairs. My apartment is just as I left it, a scene from a postapocalyptic movie. I’m seeing it with new but tired eyes, and it’s never been this bad, this far gone. If Ellen Genevich were to come by, make her first visit of the summer, first visit post–group therapy, she’d explode, and then everything would be a mess, as if everything wasn’t a mess already.

The decrepit state of my apartment is more than an act of rebellion toward dear old Mom and the therapy. It says something about my inability to live on my own. Yeah, my apartment is talking to me. My hands are over my ears, but I still hear it. It says what I wrote at group therapy: It’s my fault. It was always my fault.

I really should do something about this. I should do a lot of things. Instead of cleaning or doing, I crash-land on my desert island couch. Hands fold behind my head like they know what’s best for me, and I close my eyes. During my waking hours, I don’t allow myself to daydream, as entering that unfocused state is tantamount to ringing narcolepsy’s dinner bell. I indulge in a daydream now, though. Come and get it, big boy.

I imagine that Ekat accepted my dinner invite, and we decided to eat at my apartment. I imagine rushing out and getting some groceries. I have a brown bag full of meat and vegetables, all her favorites. Next up is the frenzied cleanup and preparation of my apartment. I wouldn’t have gotten the place clean in time, but I would’ve tried. I’m wearing my best suit, but no tie, one or two of the top buttons undone. Prior to her arrival, I would’ve obsessed over the one- or two-button decision like it would determine the future. The doorbell rings, and she’s standing on my doorstep, smiling, bottle of wine cradled in her arms. She’s wearing a sleeveless, black dress. Her hair is down, bangs partially obscuring her suddenly shy eyes. She’s also wearing a smile of hers I’ve never seen before. We’ve dropped into a scene from a generic romantic comedy or a beer commercial, but I won’t let myself dwell on the negatives. My groceries have become something good cooking in the kitchen. I hear the sizzle of meat and low rumble of boiling water, and the air smells perfect. She tells me the place looks great, and I tell her not to open or look in any of the closets. We laugh. I’m funny, and she’s delightful. She hasn’t come in yet, but we’ll eat well and have a magically predictable time. No surprises, no disappointments.

I fall asleep, and I dream my impossible dreams.




Nineteen

It’s after 2:00 a.m., and the thrill is gone. I’m standing in the alley next to Gus’s apartment building. It’s warm and humid, but I’m shivering in a light breeze that doesn’t whisper anything. Breaking and entering Gus’s darkened apartment doesn’t seem like such a great idea anymore. I’m afraid of what I might find. I’ve always been a buyer’s-remorse kind of guy.

I have the tools of the trade with me: a set of picks and a tension wrench. The set was part of a business-warming gift from my old chums George and Juan-Miguel. The other part of the gift was my gun-shaped cigarette lighter. Bang, bang. I thought the whole package was a gag gift until they started locking me in rooms and stealing my apartment and office keys to force me to practice lock picking. My friends, they always knew what was best for me. I got to be okay at it, but I haven’t tried picking a lock since before the van accident.

The motion-detecting light is on, shining above me and the side door like an accusation. Can’t say I want to be in the spotlight, so I pry off the outer casing and unscrew the lightbulb. Great idea, right? Now I can’t see a thing. I blink away the afterimages of light, my private sunspots.

Gus’s building is old and hopefully not all that updated. The side-entrance door rattles a bit in the frame. There’s no deadbolt, just a simple door handle lock, and a loose one at that. I could probably push on the door and pop it open, but I can’t risk making too much noise. Instead, I pull out the plastic.

I slip the credit card between the door and the frame, adjacent to the doorknob, and it slides in easy. I tilt the plastic while pulling and pushing on the doorknob. The card slides in a little deeper, kicks the lock to the side, and the door opens. Transaction complete, and I don’t need a receipt.

I shut the door behind me and stand in the dark. I grope the walls for a light switch, find one, and flick it on. A dewdrop of a light fixture hangs in the small hallway; below the fixture are two doors. One goes to the basement, the other to Gus’s apartment.

The air in here is hot and stale, like a lunch bag full of breath. God, I want a cigarette. I’m still shivering, but that’s the aftereffects of waking out of a deep sleep and then animating against my body’s dearest wishes. I shuffle past a stairwell and into a smaller, secondary hallway with white stucco walls stained with black smears and streaks, about waist high. I’m guessing handlebars made these and that Gus keeps his bike out here. It isn’t here now.

Gus’s door is purple with black polka dots. It’s a door that should only be used by clowns, supervillains, or diminutive musicians from Minneapolis. It’s recently painted by the feel of it.

I call Gus’s cell one more time. No ring tone comes from the other side of the purple door.

I twist the knob freely, but the purple door doesn’t open, and I don’t know why until I see the deadbolt is one of the black polka dots. Cute. It’s hard to tell in the dirty yellow light of the dusty hallway, but I think it’s an older lock and hopefully a simple pin-and-tumbler setup. I take out my set of picks and open the box. The collection of odd-shaped metal is pitted, discolored, and smells like a jar of old pennies, the years long rubbed or worn off.

I insert the tension wrench and twist the lock in both directions, looking for give. Next I try one of the picks, its head bent and wavy. My hands shake, and I grope for my creaky and warped memories of how to pick locks. George and Juan-Miguel aren’t behind the purple polka-dotted door, ready with a mock cheer once I finally get it open.

I have no feel. I’m flailing, scraping around the inside of the lock instead of reading it. The pick catches on a couple of the pins, and I try to force them up, but my fingers are clumsy and blind. Like me, they changed a lifetime ago. I am that jar of old pennies.

I make another run at the lock with a second pick. The end of this one is more rounded and smooth. No go, and my sweaty fingers slip and I pinch my skin between the pick and wrench. Ow!

I suck on my pinched finger and empty the box of picks; their not-so-delicate meeting with the floor makes more noise than I thought they would. I’m too frustrated to care. There, in the bottom of a small pile is the rake pick, a piece of metal with a cascading set of jigsaw bends. I forgot I’m supposed to try this one first.

The rake pick feels too light and brittle for the job. A hummingbird instead of an eagle. I jam the rake in as far as it’ll go and pull it out quick, raking upward against the pins and applying torque with the wrench. You can never have enough torque.

There is some movement, so I try it again, pushing up hard enough on the rake pick to bow it out. I pull and turn. The metal digs into my skin; my skin goes both red and white around the metal. The tension wrench turns the lock one-eighty, and the deadbolt slides back, a raspberry tongue going back into a mouth. The purple polka-dotted door opens, and I didn’t know the magic word.

I shake out my cranky fingers and gather my box of picks. The box is as heavy as a weapon inside my coat. I ease inside, a vine growing into Gus’s apartment. The linoleum in the kitchen creaks under my Sasquatch feet, and his fridge hums like an industrial nation. My heartbeat is still louder. The air in the apartment is as stale and still as the back hallway. No one’s been in here for days.

Progress is slow and painful and irreparable. I make it to his bay windows without tripping or breaking anything. My not-so-secret view of the porch and street disappears as I pull the curtains and blinds across the glass, strengthening the interior darkness.

I have a flashlight and turn it on, but it’s too small and cheap. The beam is weak and limps around the apartment, illuminating nothing. Rage against the dying of the light. Me and my weak beam sulk back to the kitchen and turn on the lights. Honey, I’m home.

Not really sure what I’m looking for. I operate under the edict of I’ll know it when I see it. The cleanliness of his apartment screams at me. There’s an initial rush of guilt and shame when I think of my apartment by comparison. Mostly I’m struck by the oddness. It’s too eat-off-the-floors clean.

The floors and molding are hardwood and stained dark. The walls are a deep blue, the color of distant oceans. The kitchen is a set piece in a museum. Counter and tabletops are spotless, chairs pushed in, everything in its place. Utensils sparkle in their racks. The sink is clear of dishes. Even the cabinets are stacked and ordered. Goldilocks is here, and everything is too just-right.

Didn’t realize that Gus the bartender/bike messenger is a type A, OCD personality. And I thought I sort of knew him.

I wander through the rest of his place, look in closets and dressers, peek under beds, and it’s all just as clean and orderly as his kitchen. Nothing seems to be missing. There’s certainly no sign of a panicked flight or a struggle/rough visit from Eddie or someone else, unless the sterilized apartment is a sign of poststruggle cleanup. Eddie doesn’t strike me as a clean-up-after-yourself type of guy, though. I’m so judgmental.

It was only a handful of days ago that I coma-ed on Gus’s couch, but I didn’t store any scenes or images from waking that morning, only a memory of a black hole of a headache and vague impressions of his apartment, which are being corrupted by the new-and-improved images. His apartment could’ve been in this condition days ago. I don’t remember. I feel like it wasn’t, but that could be a perception clouded by the thunderhead hangover I had. I’m my own unreliable witness. Story of my life.

I settle back in the living room like dust. While his place isn’t on the East Broadway side of Southie like Ekat’s apartment, Gus’s interior is nice, as are his accoutrements. Flat screen TV, shelves full of DVDs, and new computer system complete with a high-end laser printer, photo quality. I recognize the make, and it’s an upgrade over what Ellen uses in her photography studio.

Is Gus’s rent that much cheaper than Ekat’s because of the locale? I doubt it. More likely, Gus is living beyond his means. Wouldn’t be a shock. Why should he be any different from the millions who are brainwashed into believing they are a part of the disappearing middle class, own everything on credit, and are one paycheck away from being homeless? So says someone who’s subsidized by his mom.

Maybe Gus creatively supplements his hardest-working-guy-in-Southie income. Jody’s no-comment answer to my Eddie-plus-Gus-equals-drugs question seems more revealing in the face of his closet consumerism.

I’ve sweat through my jacket, so I take it off and throw it on the couch. It’s a wet dog that should know better than to lie there, but I’m a softie. I let that jacket get away with murder.

Next to the sprawling couch is Gus’s computer desk. It’s black and funky, ergonomic, but not all that practical. It’s a cubist’s wet dream, with the computer screen and components fitting flush inside the varied rectangular parts of the desk, the wood acting as a protective skin. There’s no one unifying desktop, but multiple and separate plateaus at different heights for the keyboard, mouse, and a writing area. Maybe the desk is art. Maybe I’m dreaming, and it’s a giant bug, Gregor Samsa made into furniture. The desk chair is a misshapen torture device, and I refuse to sit in it.

I turn on the computer, and I’m jealous with how silent it is and how quickly it boots up. The operating system is password protected, and after three quick and futile attempts at cracking the code I give up. I poke and paw around the desk, into the overdesigned nooks and crannies. Wedged next to the hard drive are a sheet of half-used labels and a partially melted sheet of laminate.

What does Gus do with laminate? Who is this guy, really? What would he think if he found me snooping around? Maybe I should just wait him out, assume my default position on his couch, grow roots, and stay put until he comes home.

I’m broken out of the me-as-a-couch-tree reverie when the alley door slams shut and artillery-loud footsteps fill the rear hallway. My cultivated silence is shattered, along with my calm and confidence because I don’t remember if I locked the doors behind me. I step away from the desk on wet spaghetti legs.

The kitchen door opens, and Eddie shambles inside like a zombie. Not a slow braiiiins-zombie, but one of the new fast ones. We make everything—even zombies—meaner and faster and more violent now. I grab my coat off the couch and put it on like it will protect me. It’s still wet.

Eddie walks across the valley of the apartment, pointing at me. It’s not polite. “You!” He stops at the couch that’s between us, a leather moat. I hope he can’t swim. “The fuck are you doing here?” Eddie’s chest heaves, a growling engine, filling and emptying, so inefficient and greedy.

“I’m not really here, Eddie. I’m a ghost. You don’t believe in ghosts, so go home.” The front door is a few paces behind me. I could reach it if my feet would move. I’m not sure they will. Those strange little bastards at the end of my legs are just so unpredictable.

I don’t like the look of Eddie. That’s a general mission statement of mine, but it applies to the here and particular. He’s a smudge on a window. His clothes are dirty and don’t fit, and that makes him the bad guy. His eyes are dark, red wounds, and he blinks constantly with eyelids made of sandpaper.

He says, “Where’s Gus?” but it’s not a demand. It’s a whisper. Suddenly, he’s the kid afraid to earn the attention of the boogeyman in the closet.

Either Eddie knows where Gus is or he’s scared of the answer. I say, “He’s in my pocket. I only take him out at parties.”

“How the fuck did you get in here? Do you have a key? Gus give you a key? Why’s he fuckin’ me like this?” Eddie goes loud again, and his wild shifts in volume and mood are concerning. He grips the couch like he wants to tear it down the middle. His knuckles grind and roll over each other. “Why are you doin’ me like this? Huh? I never did nothin’ to you.” He talks fast, too fast for his own tongue. He wipes his mouth, then looks at the back of his hand like he expects to see what he’s going to say next written in blood. Eddie’s in rough shape, but he’s gearing up for an offensive.

I say, “I’m just looking for Gus. He didn’t return the two cups of sugar he borrowed from me last week.”

“You went to Rachel’s place today.”

That was fast. I knew he and Jody would coffee-talk about my visit. I hoped their chat wouldn’t happen for a couple of days, not a couple of hours. There’s no reason to be angry about it, but I am. I briefly indulge in an image of Jody, Rachel, and Eddie as the Three Neros, dancing and fiddling away while all of Southie burns.

I say, “I went to a lot of places today, Eddie.”

“Shut your fuckin’ mouth. You went to Rachel’s, and you told Jody that you saved JT. The fuck is that about? You fuckin’ liar, man. You fillin’ her head with shit so she believes you about me. That’s it, isn’t it? Then you tell her I was the one who burned up her fuckin’ place. Now she won’t let me in, won’t talk to me, won’t listen to me. She called the cops on me, you fucker. I just wanted to talk. She locked the door. She thinks it’s me. This is all your fault, pretend cop. All your fault. I didn’t do nothin’.”

I don’t believe his denial. He’s sticking to a plan, a strategy, like a desperate and sleazy politician losing his district. His guilt is physical. I see it on him, as plain as the black veins of tattoos on his arms. The circles or bruises under his eyes are dark plums.

I think I can get a confession if I push. I say, “Why’d you set the fire, Eddie?”

Eddie springs over the couch, turning himself into a projectile with fists. I don’t have a chance. I duck and twist, but he lands a stunner of a shot onto the left side of my head, near the temple. Then he buries his shoulder into my kidneys and takes me to the floor. Too many direct hits to absorb at once, and my systems are hurrying to fail.

I try to wrap my head inside my arms. He hits me in the nose and everything goes white. The pain is bright and sharp and won’t quit. I roll over, prop up on my hands and knees, and crawl toward the front door. Breathing and seeing hurt, and I’m not really moving anywhere. Eddie kicks me in the ribs twice; the tip of his boot is a crowbar trying to separate the bone and cartilage. I go down again and become a stain on the floor.

The kicking and punching stops but the pain doesn’t. My mustache and beard are wet and warm. The curtains of my eyelids are ready to fall. Eddie knocks my hat off, grabs a fist full of my hair, and yanks me up. We go nose to nose. His mouth is open. His breath is a truck full of roadkill, and his teeth are blackened stumps, burned-out buildings. Eddie is a zombie. A real one. Just because he doesn’t know it doesn’t mean he isn’t one.

He shakes my head, slaps my face a couple times. I don’t see him anymore, but the wet sound on my cheeks is discouraging. He says, “No goin’ out on me, you fuckin’ pussy. Get up. Hey, ho, let’s go. Let’s go. Letsgoletsgoletsgo!” He expects me to dance without a beat.

Eddie has gone all caveman, dragging me out the front door and onto the porch by my thinning hair. My feet scrabble on the wooden floors and doorways, and they keep slipping out from under me. I swipe at Eddie’s stomach and legs, but there’s no force behind the blows. Outside, the heavy apartment door swings and knocks me in the head. What little reserves of energy I have to keep me conscious are ebbing away, a faucet left running.

Eddie tosses me down the porch stairs, and I fall forever in a barrel over Niagara Falls. I finally land. The world stops moving, and I lie on the sidewalk, on my back. It’s snowing out. Only the snow is gray, not white. Wait, it’s not snow. Chunks of the haze hanging above the city are falling. The sky is falling. Someone go tell Chicken Little he was right. He was always right.

Eddie stands over me, as large and terrible as a skyscraper. He steps on my chest, and his footprint will be fossilized. He walks over me like I’m the chivalrous jacket covering the puddle of blood.

Eddie stalks up and down the street, punching out the driver’s-side windows of the parked cars. Glass explodes, and the shards turn into hundreds of small, screaming birds. They fly away even though the sky is still falling on Eddie and me, filling the sidewalk and streets with its broken parts.




Twenty

I dream of riding down a dark highway in a white van as large as a whale, a van I’ve been in before. Although I’m inside the beast, sitting in the passenger seat, I feel more like Ahab than Jonah, but I really want to be Queequeg. It’s all so confusing. Don’t call me Ishmael.

My group therapy journal is on my lap. I fill the pages with pictures of me. They’re supposed to be pictures of me, but the heads are eggs, and they’re all cracked. The radio is on, someone talking, talking, but I’m not listening.

George isn’t driving the van. There’s no one driving. This makes sense because I know the driver has been dead for over ten years. What doesn’t make sense, though, is the ten years.

The van drives itself into uncharted depths of highway, and nothing happens; it doesn’t veer or wobble. Still, I’m download-in-my-pants scared because the only thing in the world I want to do right now is flip the van. Make it roll and dance in the drainage ditches and dry brush. I want to reach over and spin the steering wheel like I’m playing roulette, ten bucks on black.

I wake up, slowly, my consciousness returning from the yawning highway distance. Upon my less than triumphant return, pain cranks up its volume, frequency, and pitch. My head is a bruised fruit, a reject from the produce department, which was true before Eddie’s assault. My eyes are still closed. My ribs don’t take well to breathing. I’ll try to cut back on that.

Eddie is on my left, talking in a low, fast monotone. Talking like a junkie. He remains background noise because I can’t focus on him or his individual words.

I open my eyes and emerge from my latest and greatest cocoon. I don’t have beautiful wings, but I am transformed. My clothes are stained red.

“. . . been easy. I’ve always done good by her, done what I can, always tried to help her and JT, aw man, JT, he’s my boy, I didn’t do nothin’ to him, never would do anythin’ to him, I tried, I tried to help him, I wouldn’t hurt her neither, she’s crazy and I’m crazy, but that’s not what I’m about, no, no none of it is fuckin’ right, no, this whole fire thing has her all fucked up, all fuckin’ fucked up, she’ll listen . . .”

Eddie talks to himself and grips the steering wheel with both hands. He has the thing in a chokehold, or he’s hanging off the edge of a cliff by his fingers; there’s no in between. His head hangs lower than his shoulders. I know the feeling.

He and I sit in an idling car. The ignition hangs by a clump of wire from the steering column, condemned to swing for someone’s sins. The car is compact and at least ten years old. I could write Mark Genevich was here in the dashboard dust if I was able to move an arm, any arm.

“Thanks for the ride,” I say. Can’t really form the th or s sound in thanks too well with my busted lip. Talking isn’t good for me anyway. The words tear down walls in my head. I try to move around in my seat, but my body is a bag full of sand and broken glass. My nose and lips are balloons, and they throb along with my skittering heart. I’ve got rhythm.

Eddie stops talking and grips the wheel tighter. The pleather complains to his deaf fingers. He says, “The fuck is wrong with you? I thought you were out, but your eyes were openin’ and closin’, and you were talking all kinds of weird shit.”

His concern is touching. “It’s not polite to eavesdrop.”

“You got some crazy disease, right?”

“There’s nothing wrong with me. I’m a model of good health and clean living.”

“What happened to your face?”

“What do you mean? Ain’t I pretty?” I’m not telling him about George and the van accident. He hasn’t earned that privilege.

Outside the windshield is a highway, but not the one from my dream. This sea of blacktop is well lit. I have to squint against the onslaught of streetlight wattage. The four-lane-wide road is empty of cars, but giant buildings loom ahead, looking like the cardboard set of a Godzilla flick. Some guy in a lizard suit is going to knock it all down.

Just ahead is the Boston Garden and its green and yellow sign. To my direct right are thick white cables growing out of the concrete like Jack’s bean stalks. I could use some magic beans.

I turn my head to say something to Eddie, and a supernova of light, sound, and unseen force blasts our little car. The apocalypse is right outside my thin and flimsy door. We shake and shimmy, worms trapped inside the jumping bean. The piercing wail from the air horn trails behind the eighteen-wheeler that rockets past us. The truck harmlessly disappears into a tunnel at the bottom of the hill.

We’re idling in the middle of I-93 South on the Zakim Bridge. The car is straddling two lanes of the four. I say, “Nice view, but I think you’ve parked in an illegal spot. Don’t want you to get a ticket.” The dash clock reads 3:13 in green letters. We won’t get caught in rush-hour interstate traffic, but it’ll take only one truck or car to pancake us.

Eddie shoots an arm across me. I flinch, thinking he’s going to hit me again. My flinch doesn’t amount to anything. He opens my car door, and there’s nothing I can do about it. Sometime during Eddie’s assault, I must’ve had a cataplexy attack. Cataplexy is the booby prize in the grab bag that is narcolepsy. It’s a temporary but full-on paralysis, and for me it’s generally triggered by heaping gobs of stress.

I can turn my head and talk, but the rest of my body is stuck in quicksand. It’ll take time to recover, too. I won’t be able to skip to my Lou for at least fifteen minutes. That’s an estimate that doesn’t take into account any of my just-driven-off-the-lot physical injuries either. The cherry on top of a shit sundae. Yeah, I have Eddie right where I want him.

He says, “Jody never listened to the fuckin’ cops, didn’t listen to the shit in the papers, didn’t listen to nobody. But she listened to you. She believed you when you said that I fuckin’ did it.”

I eyeball the open car door next to me and can’t decide if it’s a threat or a promise. Maybe Eddie isn’t sure either.

I say, “That makes one of us.”

“The fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“She asked me what I thought, and I was just telling her what she wanted me to say.”

“Why would you fuckin’ say that?” Eddie shakes his head. Tapping fingers and shaking legs join his head in a symphony of jitters. Another car beeps as it swerves past us. Eddie doesn’t react. He’s the boy without fear. He says, “Tell me where Gus is.”

“I broke into his empty apartment tonight, Eddie. I wasn’t looking for his library card. I was looking for him. I have no goddamn idea where he is.”

Eddie laughs, and it sounds like a test from the emergency broadcast system. “If that’s true, we’re both fucked.”

Sometimes the truth is more desperate than lies. Eddie’s desperation feels, tastes, smells genuine. I say, “Tell me something, then, Eddie. What do you know—”

Eddie interrupts and yells, “I don’t know anything! I didn’t do anything! Wouldn’t do anything to Jody! We fight and we fuck, and that’s it!” He punches his steering wheel and yelps. Maybe he damaged his hand on my head and body. Good. Then I see the blood and some shattered glass on his side of the dash. His driver’s-side window is broken.

He says, “Jody and me, we grew up in the Ninth Street projects. Shitty fuckin’ place that I ain’t never going back to. Fuckin’ never. Neither is she.” Eddie pauses for the moment of his life, and I try to make a fist and wiggle my toes. “When I was a little kid, I wasn’t always good to her. If it was just me and her, we were fine. When I was with my friends, we’d make fun of her, throw shit at her and her friends, chase ’em, tackle ’em, twist their arms, flip their skirts over their heads. I was just a stupid kid. A stupid little shit.”

“That’s great, Eddie, but I ain’t Father Flanagan waiting to hear your Boys Town confessional.” I regret it as soon as I say it. While stationary in the middle of a metropolitan highway probably isn’t the best place for a conversation, the longer Eddie talks, the more I have a chance of recovering. I should be goosing the gander. Maybe I should invite him to come with me to group therapy, have him draw a picture. Have him write down the lines It’s my fault. It was always my fault.

Luckily, Eddie ignores me. His eyes are almost shut, and I wish I could hit him or at least close my door. He says, “I was nine years old, and I ran away. I just got up one mornin’, no one was home, and maybe there wasn’t any fuckin’ Froot Loops left; I don’t know. It wasn’t any one thing. I remember thinkin’ I was done, man. I was sick of everythin’. I was definitely fuckin’ sick of getting the bag beat out of me by the older kids. I was sick of it all, and I upped and walked out of my apartment and over to Jody’s. I knocked on her door, she opened it, and we didn’t say nothin’ to each other. I walked past her, into her room, and crawled into her closet and closed the door. When she asked what I was doing, I told her nothin’. And I was doin’ nothin’. And that was enough. She didn’t talk to me or bother me, didn’t ask why I was there.

“She brought me food when it was time to eat. Kept watch when I had to go to the bathroom. That first night she cried herself to sleep. I stayed in the closet and pretended not to hear. Her mother came in and asked her what she was fuckin’ whinin’ about. Jody didn’t say nothin’ but stopped cryin’. I stayed in her closet for three days. It was great. I was okay, no one buggin’ me, yellin’ at me, and I slept a lot. It was fuckin’ great. I wasn’t bored. I wasn’t. I could’ve stayed there forever.

“Jody never told on me. I only got found out when her mother followed Jody and the plate of food to her room.”

Eddie stops and stuffs his palms into his eyes, and says, “Fuck me.”

I say, “So that pocket-sized scene from this-is-my-life is supposed to convince me that you couldn’t have possibly lit Jody’s apartment on fire? I know better. Just because you love someone doesn’t mean you won’t hurt them. You know better, too.”

Eddie stares at me and vibrates in his seat. He’s a live wire covered in skin.

I take a quick physical inventory of myself. I can move a hand and maybe perform a “Where Is Thumbkin?” routine, but that’s about it. Wind whistles through the open passenger door and through my hair. I miss my goddamn hat. I feel exposed and powerless.

Can’t let our date end early. I say, “What kind of work does Gus do for you? Besides selling drugs, if I may be so bold.”

Eddie gives me a wry, aren’t-you-silly smile. I wish I could give it back.

I say, “I know I have a dry sense of humor, but I didn’t think I said something funny.”

He says, “You don’t know nothin’ about Gus, do you?”

Who am I to argue? “Enlighten me.”

“You talk to Gus’s girl?”

I don’t answer, not sure of what to say, and I know the hesitation is a fatal mistake while I’m making it. The true curse of a cerebral cortex: knowing you’re fucking up as you’re doing it. I say, “I’ve checked everywhere for Gus.” And I say it lamely.

“Fuck, you don’t even know who she is.” He laughs, and his lungs are made of paper. “Fuckin’ guy doesn’t wipe his ass without checkin’ with her first.”

Wallowing in my stubbornness when I can’t afford it, I say, “I know who she is.”

Eddie keeps on laughing. Send in the clown.

I say, “I know she’s the one you were stalking and threatening the night before the fire.”

He says, “You don’t know shit about what happened, or who anyone is. I thought you were fuckin’ it all up on purpose, out to get me, frame me. Now I don’t know. Maybe you’re just a fuckin’ stumble-bum runnin’ headfirst into a mess. Or you were led into it all, by the scruff, like me. Doesn’t really matter. You showed up, and you ruined everything. Jody’ll never believe me because of you. Never.” He fills his hands with my left arm.

“Let go of me, put the car in drive, take me back to Southie, and I won’t make you eat the steering wheel.” My tough-talk threat is emptier than a church on a Friday night.

Eddie weighs my arm in his hands like a fishmonger sizing up the big catch. He says, “You haven’t moved the whole time we’ve been here. You can’t move, can you?”

“I can move.” My lies don’t work often enough to warrant their continued use.

Eddie lifts my left arm up, down, whichever way he wants. He puts it between my legs, my hand over my crotch, and he laughs hard once, a percussive grunt that’s more shock and surprise than mirth. He watches my hand, still vibrating in his seat but he’s trying to stay still, like my paw is a squirrel he doesn’t want to scare away.

Eddie takes my hand away when he believes I can’t move it. He’s embarrassed for both of us.

He says, “You ruined me and Jody. I can’t let that go. You stay away from her and me. Just fuckin’ stay away.” He puts both hands on my left shoulder. “We’re gonna find out if you can move, and how fast.” He smiles like a bully, gives me that mix of sadism, schadenfreude, and need. The smile is a lit match in a dark closet. After it burns out, he makes hard lines with his eyebrows and his mouth. He’s pensive—as pensive as a dyed-in-the-wool junkie can get.

“You better move quick.”

Eddie lifts my arm and pushes under my shoulder. I’m a tilting lever, my head and torso leaning outside of the car. The highway cement is too close and too far away.

I yell, “Eddie, stop!” but his hands walk down my shoulder onto my side, still pushing, and I can’t do anything to resist. I become the tipping point, and momentum takes over. I tuck my head into my chest and fall out of the car and onto the highway. I don’t land hard, making first contact with my shoulder. On the road again. I spill out like a poured glass of water, rolling onto my back; the rest of my body pours out and pools on the cool, uncaring pavement.

I yell, “Eddie,” again, but he drives away. I crane and tilt my head back to see him. Everything is upside down. The gray slab of highway is the sky. His passenger-side door is still open. His upside-down car disappears into the tunnel.

I try to roll over but can’t. I’m lying on my back in lane three of four. I bellow for help. This is too much. This is too much like the Foxwoods night with George, my best friend, my dead best friend, and the van accident. George was driving, and the van flipped. He was thrown out, but I stayed in until the ride was over. Please remain in your seats until we come to a complete stop. I opened the door, had to go look for George because he wasn’t anywhere. I jumped down from my seat, out of the van, but I couldn’t walk on my broken leg and I fell. Bloodied and lying on the side of the road, I was as helpless as an infant. I was born again and born broken.

Fresh waves of panic and fear surge over my levees. I won’t be able to recover. There’re too many thoughts of get up! run! crawl! stampeding into each other, creating logjams in my neurons and synapses, shutting everything down again. I’ll be the possum playing dead in the road. I’m not playing.

A car swerves past me on the left, tires squealing, and the smell of burning rubber is close and hot, singeing my sinuses. I scream for help again. I scream at myself to move. I lift my right hand and hover it over my face. The fingers are pink with my blood. My hand trembles, and I’m not strong enough to hold it up there, way up above my face.

The bridge under me shakes like a by-the-hour motel’s vibrating bed working on a fistful of quarters. A distant roar is becoming not-so-distant. I manage to lift my head up, and the scene rushes back together. I’m staring at the gleaming grille of an eighteen-wheeler, and it’s almost on top of me. Its twin-sun headlights are already shining their dirty light past me on the road ahead. The truck dives downhill, a great white shark with chrome teeth rushing to a feeding frenzy. My legs are almost in its gaping maw.

It’s going to drive right over me. I pull my arms against my side and my legs together, turning into a lowercase l or a sardine. I think flat-as-a-tortilla thoughts and try not to move. Need to keep away from the tires, somehow. My eyes won’t close, and the truck’s engine, that smog-spewing, great-grandchild of the industrial revolution, is infinitely sized as it passes over my head. Below the undercarriage, everything is heat and noise and wind and metal and rubber, then smoke as the wheels to either side of me spin and burn, and the bulk above me drifts left. The idiot is breaking. He can’t break now; he’ll fishtail, and if he freaks out and cuts the wheel I won’t even register as a speed bump as the tires chew a path through me.

Days pass, and I’m still here beneath the truck. I understand the yawning horror that is eternity. I can’t see the end of the truck through the smoke. I can’t see anything. Every molecule in my body wants to go away, to move-move-move. I hold steady, wishing to dissolve and diffuse into the pavement and become part of the road.

The sensory assault ends abruptly, and the truck is past me. I close my eyes and could give in to sleep right now so easily. Sleep is holding its jacket open, and it’d take no effort to slip my arms inside and button up.

Approaching cars make their gluttonous sounds. I can’t get up and walk, or even crawl, but I can pendulum my hips, turning them left and right. I push and strain and swear, until I build up enough momentum to roll on my right side, toward the passing lane. The first roll is always the hardest. I momentarily teeter and almost fall into my original turtle-on-its-back position. My left shoulder pistons forward, and I roll over onto my stomach, then flip up onto my left side. My husky build and the grade and pitch of the highway help to facilitate my roll-out-the-barrel progress. I traverse the passing lane and roll up against the median, leaning facedown.

I close my eyes and listen to cars and their horns, brakes, and sirens. I close my eyes and listen to the shouting. It’s all over, but they’re still shouting.

And I lie there, wondering where Gus is. And I lie there, wondering where George is. Wondering why he left me in the van by myself. Wondering why he disappeared and left me alone to deal with all this.




Twenty-One

The sun cuts through the window and blinds, leaving pieces of itself on the linoleum, the dead TV screen, and the breakfast tray littered with crushed-up balls of cellophane. I didn’t eat the scrambled eggs because they melted, filling my green plate with yellow water.

Detective Owolewa sits in a chair next to my bed. I catch him in midyawn and stretch. I’m rubbing off on him. He says, “Are you awake, Mr. Genevich?”

“Maybe. Are you?”

I’m awake enough to know I slept through Sunday. I sit upright with my legs stretched out on the bed. Swaddled in a johnny and tucked under a thin, noisy sheet as rough as shark skin, I’m in Mass General hospital. No private room for me.

He says, “You’re due to be discharged within the hour.”

“I thought I had this bed booked for the whole week.” Various aches and pains report from the different precincts of my body. My face is a mask, two sizes too big. I need a hat and a cigarette. “I know I look like I was entered in a demolition derby, but they tell me nothing is broken. Shows what they know.”

“Your toxicology screen came back clean, as well, which was a surprise.”

“Don’t be surprised. My body is a temple.”

Detective Owolewa wears a white buttoned shirt, sleeves rolled up. He has work to do. He says, “We have surveillance video of Eddie Ryan leaving you on the Zakim.”

I shouldn’t be surprised, but I am. “I hope you got my good side.” He has a surveillance video, and all I have is the Andre the Giant of headaches.

“You appeared to be unconscious when you were falling out of the car to the road. Then, before the truck passed over you, you were twitching around like you were having a seizure. Do you remember any of that?”

“The truck I’ll remember most of all,” I say, then describe cataplexy and narcolepsy and the big bang theory. It’s all about mass, gravity, and black holes, and none of it seems to make an impression.

“We picked up Eddie only an hour after he left you. We found him passed out in the same stolen car, which he parked down by Carson Beach. He was initially nonresponsive, and he had methamphetamines in his possession.”

“He’s a reprobate, that one.”

“Did you know the car was stolen?” He’s reading off a pre-planned script of plays. His cool and collected is more like a simmer, though. He’s not pleased.

I say, “Yes and no. But mostly yes.” If I was interviewing me, I’d hate me too.

“Allow me to rephrase the question. How did you end up in the stolen car with a local meth dealer?”

“The short answer is that me as the late-night bridge delivery wasn’t voluntary. You’d think that’d be clear from the video.”

“Eddie forced you into the car as well as out of the car, then?”

“Beaten, carried, and dragged would be more accurate, but we can go with forced.”

“Did you two gentlemen have a dispute over the purchase or disbursement—past, present, or future—of amphetamines or any of its derivatives?”

I laugh. A garbage can rolling down an alley. “Hardly. Eddie thinks I’m responsible for putting him on your arson suspect short list.”

“I didn’t know I had a short list. Why would he think that?”

“I don’t know. Ask Eddie. Conspiracy theories really aren’t my bag.”

“Where did Eddie pick you up?”

“I don’t remember. I think I was asleep. You know how that is.”

“Here’s what I know, besides you not being truthful with me from the get-go.” Detective Owolewa leans and picks up something from under his chair, and he throws it to me like a Frisbee. My hat lands on my chest.

I say, “You know my hat?” I put it on, and know I’m making a terrible mistake.

The detective says, “The owner had parked the car in front of 74 West Second Street. Does that address mean anything to you? It should. I found your hat in the first-floor apartment. The door was open.”

I sink into the quicksand of my adjustable bed. Suddenly my johnny is too tight. “Maybe it isn’t my hat. Though it does look nice on me.”

“A local resident reported a disturbance in that same apartment and witnessed two men fighting on the sidewalk in front of the building.”

“To be fair, I wasn’t fighting. I was getting my ass handed to me.”

“I don’t know what to do with you, Mr. Genevich.”

“That makes two of us.”

“Whose apartment is it?”

“A friend’s.”

“Name.”

“Gus.”

“Why were you there?”

“I’ve crashed there before. Sometimes I need to get away from my place, from the rut, the routine. It’s a sleep strategy. Might be hard to believe, but I have trouble sleeping at night, and getting out and going to his place helps sometimes. Change of scenery, greener grass, and all that.” I’m believable, and so is Gus, my good friend who’s close by and takes me in when I’m feeling lonely.

“What time did you go to the apartment?”

“Around two a.m.”

“Was Gus home?”

“No. I assume he was at his girlfriend’s place.”

“Does Eddie know Gus?”

I should just tell the detective everything. I don’t know why I’m resisting, holding back. I don’t know why I continue to protect Gus, if that is what I’m doing. Gus isn’t even real anymore. Maybe he never was. He’s a Snuffleupagus, a secret I keep while continually molding his image to fit a need, fill a purpose. Yeah, I’m saying he’s my imaginary friend.

I say, “I don’t know who Eddie knows.”

“You think Eddie followed you to the apartment.”

“Seems like the likeliest scenario.”

“Is Gus the client who gave you the amphetamines?”

“No.”

The detective shakes his head. “I don’t know what to do with you.”

“You said that already.”

“It’s still true. You’re simultaneously on the outskirts and in the middle of the whole mess. I don’t think you’ve purposefully done anything wrong. I also don’t think whatever it is you’re trying to do is helping anyone. Yourself included. But you’re too stubborn to tell me everything I need to hear.”

His outskirts/middle of the mess spiel is a more than apt description of me. It’s frustrating to be reduced to fifty words or less. I say, “I refuse to accept that I’m stubborn.” His insight is impressive and more than a little scary. Or maybe I’m just that obvious. “What has Eddie told you?”

“Eddie thinks that everyone is out to get him, that he’s done nothing wrong, and that he’s depressed. He admitted to drinking and doing a lot of meth but claims to remember nothing about the time he spent with you.”

Is there a chance that Eddie is telling the truth? The meth would explain his zombie pallor, the ragged speech pattern and behavior. If fully rational, he’d have to understand that dumping me on the highway would not serve his long-term goals.

I say, “He said all that?”

“And more. He was surprisingly compliant.” The detective smiles. He knows more than I’ll ever know.

How long before Eddie will tell him about his relationship with Gus or my visit to Jody, if he hasn’t told him already? I’m digging a hole where no one really needs one, and I’m more than likely going to be the only one to fall in and have dirt kicked over me.

I nod out, lose more time that I can’t ever get back. Detective Owolewa stands in front of his chair, arms across his chest. Maybe I should worry about what was said while I was out, but it couldn’t be any worse than what I said while I was in.

I say, “I wasn’t sleeping.”

“Eddie is going to be charged with possession of a controlled substance, aggravated assault, kidnapping, and perhaps attempted murder.”

“I noticed you didn’t say arson.”

“No, I didn’t say arson, Mr. Genevich.”

“I don’t suppose you’d tell me about your investigation. How the fire was started, for instance.”

“We haven’t decided what you’re going to be charged with yet, Mr. Genevich.”

“I guess that’s a no,” I say and smooth out the lumps in the bedsheet with my hands. It doesn’t work. “I hate Eddie like poisoned poison, and maybe this doesn’t make sense, but I don’t think he was trying to kill me. He was frustrated, angry, and scared. Not in control. Not methodically taking out a perceived threat or loose end. I might be projecting my issues with discerning reality on a meth addict, but I’m not convinced he started the fire on H Street either, at least not consciously.”

I blink my eyes, and he’s not in my room anymore, the quantum detective. I don’t know if Detective Owolewa heard my closing remarks or if he offered a rebuttal. I could lie here and fret about how he left, if he said anything, what he thinks of me, what kind of expression he had on his face, if he looked over his right or left shoulder before leaving, if he walked backward, skipped, crawled, or floated out the goddamn door.

Ultimately, his mode of exit doesn’t really matter. The result is the same: he’s gone, and I’m alone.




Twenty-Two

That night the ER hospital staff resuscitated and saved my sports jacket and its contents, namely my wallet and cell phone, but they cut up my shirt and pants and peeled me like a banana. Now I’m stuck leaving the place wearing mismatching scrubs, sports coat, and my fedora. Dressed for success on a Monday.

The cab ride back to my building is not good for my health. It’s violent and herky-jerky, a mechanical bull ride. The driver doesn’t believe in smooth acceleration or stops, bouncing me around the backseat like a ball bearing in a spray paint can. My kingdom for inertia. I think about going home and crawling into my bed, or better yet, seeking a safe port on my couch for a few weeks, go all Rip Van Winkle until people forget my name.

The cabbie leaves me and a hubcap on my corner. The bright midmorning sun is an insult, and I scurry inside, a vampire Jonesing for his coffin or a cup of black coffee. Instead of going directly upstairs, I circulate the air in my office.

Let’s take inventory. Eddie is in custody, Gus is in Narnia, and Ekat is probably still sleeping or at the gym. Jody and Rachel are hiding in plain view, no one in Southie knows who Aleksandar Antonov was, Timothy Carter wants to sue me, and Detective Owolewa wants to arrest me.

I run through some investigative calisthenics. I check both phones, no messages, and no e-mails that I want to read. Maybe no messages is a message. Being paranoid is a given, but it’s hard not to be a narcissist as a detective, attributing weight and meaning to the meaningless. Maybe someday, if I work hard and I’m lucky, I’ll achieve irony and paradox.

On the local news Web sites there’s no word of Eddie’s arrest, but there are brief reports about a yet-to-be-named schmuck being dropped, middle lane, on the Zakim Bridge. The stories refer to the existence of a surveillance video, but there’s no sign of it online yet. Something to look forward to.

I call the Nantucket hotel owner, Midge Peterson, again and actually get her on the phone. She talks softly, like the world is a library. She doesn’t have any new information for me. No names or addresses of Boston-area friends or acquaintances of Aleksandar and no knowledge of how Wilkie Barrack went about obtaining his services.

The phone call ends, and I intend to creep upstairs to the bat cave, hang upside down for a few hours. As I’m shuttering up and locking the office, I look out my front door and across the street. Sitting on a cement bench is the first person I saw when I came to after the fire: my occasional lunch date, Rita.

She’s wearing a green baseball hat, a black sweatshirt with the sleeves cut at her forearms, and acid-washed jeans. Her head falls forward and body leans to the left. She catches and corrects her posture, but the cycle repeats. She’s nodding off, falling asleep. I’m familiar with the process.

She and I need to trade notes about the night of the fire. I dash into the Greek pizza joint next door and pick up a couple of slices. Cheese, no pepperoni. I part a sea of pedestrians and wade across the parked cars and traffic of West Broadway. Everyone lets me pass. The power of my hospital scrubs compels them.

“Hope you like pizza, Rita.”

I sometimes imagine Rita’s previous lives. She was a laid-off bus driver and an undiagnosed schizophrenic. She suffered serial physical and mental abuse at the hands of emotionally barren men. She was a runaway from the western, nowhere part of Massachusetts and quickly succumbed to heroin and a bipolar disorder. The past lives I conjure, those caricatures of a twenty-first-century victim, are supposed to be reassuring because it couldn’t possibly happen to me.

I sit next to her and give her a slice. A brittle, papier-mâché tree shades our bench. Rita nods and says, “Pizza doesn’t suck. Nice pants.” She eats her slice dutifully, and I feel guilty inhaling mine.

I ask, “Where’d you stay last night?”

Rita finishes her pizza and wipes the grease on her pants. Her painted-line thin legs are hidden somewhere inside the faded denim. I’m not sure if Rita approves of my deviating from our usual topic of Charlton Heston movies. We have an unspoken deal. I don’t ask for details about her everyday hell. I can’t handle it, and she won’t have to relive it; her suffering is a safe abstraction for me and a recurring bad dream for her.

She talks softly, and I have to lean in so she isn’t buried beneath the avalanche of lunch hour on West Broadway. “I have a new spot. It’s been safe. It’s been good. So far, so far. No one trying to take my stuff or rubbing their dirty cocks on my face when I’m sleeping. Over by Gate of Heaven, in the back, facing Fifth Street. Between the Dumpster and a stairwell. Don’t go telling anybody.”

I hate myself for asking her about where she stayed, and I hate myself for not asking her about it before today. I say, “I won’t tell anyone, Rita.”

Okay, she’s been sleeping at Gate of Heaven. I know that Dumpster, too. Jody’s burned-down H Street apartment is visible from it. I ask, “The night of the fire on H Street, were you staying at your usual spot?”

“I was making my way there when I saw the fire. Smelled it before I saw it.” Rita pauses, cranes her head in real close to mine. That dry laugh of hers plumes out, and she says, “You know, everyone knows it was you.”

I say, “It wasn’t me. You can’t prove it.” My denial is rote, something I do on autopilot, but as I pull a cigarette out of my coat like it’s a passport, what she said sneaks up on me and flicks the panic switch. “Wait. What are you talking about?” Is she talking abut the fire? Was Detective Owolewa telling me not so cryptically that I was the arson suspect?

“Give me one of those.” She grabs my hand and takes the cigarette. Her skin is an autumn leaf. “The word is out. That was you lying in the middle of the Zakim Bridge the other night.”

My color-coded alert system changes colors and mixes them together, going chameleon. How the hell does she know? Who did she talk to? I check myself; maybe I did pull a Rip Van Winkle. I’ve emerged weeks later and with everyone laughing at me.

“It wasn’t me. It was Charlton Heston.”

“He’s dead. I know it was you.”

I know when I’m had. “All right. I’m guilty. How did you know?”

“I see things. I hear things.” Rita pauses to blow a cloud of burned air into my face. “I know things.”

Great. Somebody told her, and I’m sure she’s hardly the only person swinging on that grapevine. The half gainer onto the bridge isn’t going to win me the respect and admiration of the locals, who are already abuzz with the news apparently. So Fred the friendly neighbor gets newspaper credit for saving Jody’s JT from the fire, and I’ll be a back-page joke and a YouTube legend.

I say, “What do you know? Besides Soylent Green is people.” Everyone walking by our bench looks at me and knows what happened and knows who I am.

Rita absorbs my bitchy verbal jab with remarkable dignity. A dignity I clearly lack. She pats my shoulder, which aches and is made of cracked balsa wood. There, there.

She says, “There’s something seriously wrong with you, my friend.”

“Can’t argue with that. Let’s get back on topic.”

“Didn’t know we were off topic.”

“We were. Trust me.”

“If you say so.”

“The night of the fire, who did you see there?”

“I saw you run in and then stumble out a little later, then timber! to the sidewalk.” Rita stretches our her timber call like a lumberjack. “That was real good of you to try and help those people.”

“I did help. I got the kid off the second floor before the smoke got to be too much, but no one will listen . . .”

Rita nods, then says, “Other than you and the hero guy who went in after you, I didn’t see anyone else go in or go out. I already told this to the cops. I only got there when you did.”

I try not to let toxic disappointment ooze out of my pores. “Did you know the guy who was killed? He lived on the first floor. His name was Aleksandar.”

Rita fiddles with her cigarette and her baseball hat. Leftover pizza grease darkens the brim. “Saw him around town but didn’t really know him or talk to him.”

She is as patient and gentle smoking as she was with the pizza. I have no patience and want to empty my pack, stack each cigarette on the bench like kindling, light a fire, and thrash around in the smoke like a greedy parasite in blood.

Rita passes and twirls the lit cigarette between her fingers. The pinwheeling ember is hypnotic. Then she switches hands. It’s a trick I’ve never seen before. I don’t know how she’s doing it. She starts talking without dropping the minibaton made out of tobacco.

She says, “What’d you say his name was, again? Didn’t know that. Didn’t see him around all that much. Seen him walk to a Laundromat maybe, or to the Hub, not that I followed him around, right?” The spinning cigarette is a turbine on her fingers. It’s a blur. “Used to see this well-dressed guy going into that first-floor apartment. I saw him like three times, a month ago, maybe less, walking down H, always walking real fast. Young, good-looking guy, never stayed for more than a few minutes, always dressed in a suit, shiny black hair, wearing big, fat, dark sunglasses.”

I see Timothy Carter’s face, the face that filled my office once, and I want to take a swing at him; I see myself throwing a compact, three-inch punch. Then I’m falling from a great height, from the top of the Tower of Babel, and my arms flail and spin like her cigarette. I land in a tree. The thin trunk is a fist between my shoulder blades, all knuckles. The shaking leaves complain and let scalding sunlight pass through the canopy to punish me.

My legs are still in contact with the concrete bench, and my ass hangs a few inches above the ground. I figure out my previous few moments even though I wasn’t there. Yeah, I’m an instant archaeologist or an archaeologist of instants. My findings: I passed out, fell backward into our shady tree, and the Mayan calendar has doomed us all. The spindly little tree will never be the same.

Rita paces in front of the bench, wearing out the sidewalk. She yells, “What’s going on? What the hell, Mark?” She’s looking around for help, for someone to commiserate with, but the people walking by are doing their best to ignore her. They don’t have to try that hard.

I say, “Easy, easy, Rita. I fell off. I’m clumsy. I’m fine. I’m sorry. Help me up, will ya? I smacked the back of my head again. I’m seeing stars right now.”

She’s scared and won’t look at my face. I don’t blame her on either count. She crouches next to me and grabs an arm. I push off the tree and, with her help, wiggle back up onto the bench.

“Thanks, and I’m sorry about that, Rita. Didn’t mean to scare you.” The apology disappears into my lower register, where words go to die.

Rita stands next to the bench, arms folded across her chest. She’s host to a raging internal debate; the pro and con arguments about her continued association with me bubble underneath her skin.

I don’t know how much of what I remember her saying about a well-dressed man was real or a dream. Was she telling me about seeing Timothy Carter visiting Aleksandar? And holy shit, I’m in a lot of pain again and don’t think I’ll be able to move for a day or so.

Not sure of what tack to take, I throw out some phrases decorated with question marks. “You were saying? Young guy? Well dressed? Big sunglasses, too? At that apartment?” I light two cigarettes, keep both for myself, and give her the rest of the pack.

She says, “Yeah. That’s what I said. Saw him a bunch of times.”

I need time to process this. Maybe she saw Timothy Carter, and maybe she didn’t. And Timothy Carter visiting Aleskandar by himself, in and of itself, proves nothing. Nothing except that I really want him to be the person to take the blame for the fire, take the blame for everything that’s ever gone wrong anywhere, to be the mythical bad guy we all need and maybe even deserve.

I ask, “Did you tell the police about the well-dressed man?”

“I told them everything I know. Why wouldn’t I? I’m not stupid.”

“Right. Of course. That’s very sensible of you.” I bring both burning cigarettes to my lips. In with the bad and out with “Thanks, Rita. That helps me out a lot.”

Rita says, “I was lying.”

I look up, and she’s covering a smile with a shaking hand. The smile repairs me, but her shaking hand tears me back down. I say, “Lying about what, Rita?”

She says, “I didn’t know that was you who fell on the bridge. No one’s talking. I guessed.”

“You guessed?”

“Yeah. I saw your hospital scrubs, and you looked like you got the shit beat out of you. Flopping around the bridge sounded like something you’d do.”

I laugh, but Rita stops laughing. We weren’t supposed to share that. I stand up, and my body, that flawed bag of meat and bones stuck carrying around my consciousness, doesn’t like the standing. Tough shit.

I say, “All right, Rita. Sorry again for the scare. I gotta go. Next lunch we’ll take it easy and swap Planet of the Apes lines. Okay?”

Rita nods, and neither of us knows what I meant by we’ll take it easy. She hitches up her pants and says, “My favorite line is, ‘It’s a mad house. A mad house,’” and walks away, into the bank lot behind our bench and loses herself in the maze of gleaming metal and glass of the cars parked tightly together.




Twenty-Three

I call Ekat’s cell and leave a message. I tell her that Eddie Ryan has been arrested (but not for what) and maybe we should consider reporting Gus missing. I tell her that Owolewa interviewed me again but not why. I wish her a happy birthday even if it isn’t happy or her birthday, and then I hang up.

Expecting an instantaneous return call that doesn’t come, I sit and stare at the phone like it’s the magic mirror on the wall, waiting for it to lie through its glass teeth and tell me I’m the fairest of all, like it’s supposed to. There’s no such thing as magic.

Maybe I don’t need magic, and it’s all as simple as a high or drunk or sober Eddie trying to burn up his estranged girlfriend and her son, with the unfortunate Aleksandar Antonov, the forgotten man, as an unintended casualty. But I don’t believe that. I don’t think Detective Owolewa believes it either. The list of people who are connected to me and the fire spreads. I can’t help but feel there’s a terrible balance to it all, it’s about to be upset, and everything will fall apart. Maybe I should go to group therapy tonight.

I leave the bench, determined to walk past my brownstone. I could go upstairs and change my jacket and out of my scrubs, but the escapee-from-an-institution look is edgy and hip and surprisingly comfortable. Besides, I need to avoid my apartment now. It’s the rabbit hole, and it leads down into a deep, dark, and empty warren. I’d get lost and never be found.

I cross Dorchester Street against the advice of the traffic lights and the red don’t-walk hand. A bus driver and an idiot in a Hummer express dissatisfaction with my chicken crossing the road. I tell them I think they’re number one. Glad we got that off our chests.

It’s the ten-thousandth consecutive day of ninety-plus-degree heat, and the city is withering, drying up, turning to bonemeal. I stick with the long walk and pass on a cab ride, even if the not-so-complex movements of right-foot-left-foot and inflating my chest with air result in spectacular fireworks of pain. Ooos and ahhs, indeed. It’s a collective and collaborative pain that’s keeping me awake and upright for the moment. Me and time, we’re marching on.

I mosey up East Broadway, past more brownstones, darkened and taped-up real estate offices, a Laundromat, courthouse, and bowling alley. Then I take a right at the Store 24 and onto H Street. Time to canvass the neighborhood. I’m convinced that knowing more about Aleksandar is the key to what happened the night of the fire. He’s a secret that somebody is keeping.

I ring bells and knock on doors up and down H Street. I get an answer on maybe one out of four apartments. Those who do answer their doors aren’t impressed by me or my PI ID badge. I don’t know their language or the Southie handshake. My ID photo is cracked and faded, and I’m not wearing a hat. Maybe I should replace it with the picture I drew at group therapy.

The mini-interviews are microscopic. No one knew or talked to Aleksandar. Only one old man the size of Jiminy Cricket, wearing flannel pajamas and wisps of white cotton-candy hair clinging to the top of his head, wants to chat for more than ten seconds. He recognizes me from last year’s DA case. He tells me he knew the DA wasn’t a good guy. I yawn. He tells me I should be looking into the kook who got dumped onto the Zakim Bridge. I tell him he’s right, I should. He doesn’t let me leave until I give him a sweat-damped calling card from my wallet. I sign it upon his insistence. Give the people what they want.

I try a few more buildings on H Street, but I don’t get anywhere. I limp down one more set of wooden front stairs of another swing and miss, straining the rotting handrail with my weight until I crash onto the sidewalk like an asteroid. I sit on the stairs, take off my hat, and wipe the flop sweat off my face and forehead.

I scan H Street, trying to recall which places I’ve been to already, and Jody O’Malley creeps into my vision like a forgotten memory. She’s a block away, walking down East Sixth, probably coming from Rachel’s place. She wears cutoff gray sweatpants and a white T-shirt. Same T-shirt she had on yesterday. The exposed skin of her thick arms and legs is pale, sun-starved, Transylvanian. Hubble telescope–sized sunglasses cover most of her face, and she looks like a wingless dragonfly.

Jody stops at the corner, sways a little, feels the world turning and tumbling under her. She roots through a black handbag slung over her shoulder, then puts her arms behind her head and wrestles with her hair. She loses the match, barks out a monosyllable, and throws a black hair elastic onto the curb. She slowly crosses H, walking like she might step into an open sewer at any moment, and continues down East Sixth.

I wonder if she knows about Eddie’s arrest, if despite everything, she was his one phone call. I wait until she’s out of sight, and I get up and follow the leader. When I hit East Sixth, I peek around the corner, and she’s there. We’ve managed to maintain our one-block distance. Like me, she isn’t walking very well.

Jody lists to the right, toward the street, and almost stumbles off the curb. She manages to correct herself, but it’s an overcorrection, and she walks into a chain-link fence on her right. She’s drunk, and by the looks of it, it’s been a long, hard drunk, the kind of drunk that’s supposed to act like sleep, a dimming or dulling of the lights until you can’t feel anything.

She turns left, onto I Street. We walk, slow and deliberate, and when we pass Ekat’s apartment I can’t help but throw a glance at her front window. The blinds are down. Then it’s past Gate of Heaven and up toward East Broadway. Jody stops at the corner of I and East Broadway and ducks into a little place called the Hub, a catchall convenience store that also sells liquor, Keno, and lottery tickets.

I don’t know if I should go inside, talk to her, confront her because she told Eddie about my appearance at Rachel’s, tell her what Eddie did to me and where he is now, maybe even mention their childhood hiding-in-the-closet story. While any sort of discussion like that wouldn’t go over well in a small public venue, I’m too fucking sore and hot to stand out here with a metaphorical thumb up my ass. I enter the Hub.

Through the door, and I’m welcomed by a blast of chilled air. I exhale for what feels like the first time since leaving the hospital. I could stand beneath the manufactured cold all day and contemplate the existential implications of air-conditioning. The rapid change in temperature also brings on a flash-flood headache. Seems I can’t win, but I knew that already.

Off to my right, there’s a group of people, almost exclusively gray-hairs, all bundled up and braced for the store’s canned winter. They’re rooted in the gambling nook, filling out their Keno cards and watching the TVs that hang from the dropped ceiling. They stare at the noiseless screens, the blue backgrounds with ordered rows of white numbers. That order belies the hidden and stacked-against-us laws of statistics and chance. No one will get lucky.

I pull my hat lower over my eyes. That way no one can see me. I head deeper into the store. Toward the back, I catch a glimpse of Jody near the refrigerated section—microwave dinners, Push Pops, and twelve-packs of beer. She still wears the sunglasses, and she fills her arms with bags of chips and bottles of vodka. I’m now of the professional opinion that chatting with her here would not be the best way to go.

She floats toward the front of the store, and I drift back and grab something cold and loaded with caffeine. I don’t think she has seen me hiding in the stacks yet, and I keep watch from the periphery. There’s no line at the register. A large older woman is sunken in behind the counter.

Jody dumps her haul next to the register and dives into the bag slung on her shoulder. Receipts and gum wrappers spill out and flutter to the floor, a pocketbook autumn. She mutters and swears, and her hands are lost in a bog.

With Jody’s items processed and brown bagged already, the woman behind the counter stands but doesn’t increase her height by more than a few inches. She adjusts her waistband and has a go at some serious eye rolling.

This might be an in for me. I could offer to pay for the stuff, win her trust, and maybe Jody would tell me more about Aleksandar, about the night of the fire. I don’t walk. I sidle toward the counter and behind Jody, but I don’t get there in time. She pulls out the Excalibur credit card from the stone of her bag and flings it onto the counter.

Opportunity lost, I creep back, the blob shrinking away from the cold. Maybe I can lose myself among the Stonehenge of Keno players to my left, and I start to lean that way.

The woman at the register runs the card through the magic bean-counting machine that no one ever questions. She glances at the card and starts to give it back to Jody in a practiced yet indifferent motion, but she stops, swapping cartoon-eyed looks between the card in her hand and Jody. The woman’s arm recoils into her chest quicker than a cord returning to a vacuum cleaner. She brings the card up to her face, lifts her glasses, and inspects it, a jeweler appraising a flawed pearl.

She announces, “I’m not taking that; I know who you are,” and aims the card at Jody like it’s loaded.

Jody shakes her head, laughs, and wipes her face. She says, “You don’t know me.” Her voice is a desperate growl, an SOS signal with fuck-you attitude.

“I’m not taking this card.”

The barometric pressure inside the store plummets, and a blizzard warning should be issued. Even the folks blinded by Keno electric-slide away from Jody and the front register. Not sure what I should do. I don’t like confrontation.

“Fine.” Jody smacks the counter with an open hand and says, “Give it back.”

The woman behind the counter clutches it to her chest, shakes her head, and asks Jody to leave before she calls the police.

“Gimme the fuckin’ card!” Jody reaches across and rips it out of the woman’s grasp, then lumbers to the entrance/exit, head down, breathing heavy. She rips the door open and leaves. The sing-song, two-note, electronic customer-left-the-building blat echoes gently through the Hub.

The woman behind the counter is shaking, talking to herself, and dialing. I step up, flash my PI badge, the kind you can get if you send the state a check and Frosted Flakes box tops.

“I’ll take care of it. No worries.” I drop a twenty and a ten on the counter and add, “Keep the change,” without being sure that I’ve covered Jody’s tab. Doesn’t matter. The woman puts the phone down and stares at me like I’m a mirage, like she won’t believe that I was really there until after I’m gone. It’s a stare I get a lot. I snatch up the brown bag and follow Jody out the door.

She’s already a half block ahead of me, and I can’t run on my lactic acid legs to catch up. I call out, yell her name three times. Bad idea. My headache goes supernova, and white stars of varying sizes and mass invade my vision, bending time and space. I stumble and lean against the brick outer wall of the Hub. Hopefully, it’s strong enough to hold me up.

I try to put myself back together, but the pieces of me are getting more difficult to find and match. I’m afraid I’m losing pieces now, too, spreading myself thinner than skim milk.

“What? What do you want? What do you want now?” She repeats herself, as if offering an answer for each of my multiple calls of her name.

I push off the wall, desperate to escape from the Hub’s gravitational pull. I get a walking start and take a peek down I Street. Jody slowly edges back toward me, hands on her hips. She wants something, maybe the brown bag and its liquid contents, or she wants to punch me in the face like Eddie did.

“It’s me, Mark Genevich. I have your stuff.” I hold out the bag, a convenience store peace offering or a sacrifice to a pissed-off god. I say, “Can I get a little help? Your boyfriend sucker punched me a few hundred times the other night, and I’m a little sore,” which is a nice segue, I think.

Jody lunges down the street like she’s going to tackle me. “That piece of shit isn’t my boyfriend.”

“Who is he, then? Besides a piece of shit.”

She shrugs, stumbles, and knocks me up against the brick wall. She says, “Just a guy I’ve known forever.” The er at the end of forever is mugged by an ah.

“He’s in custody right now.”

“Fuck ’im.” Jody looks away, toward the front of the store. Maybe she’s waiting to see if the woman behind the counter is going to come out and chase us off. And maybe she isn’t.

I say, “Hold this for a sec? I need to adjust.” I give her the goody bag even though she’s unsteady on her feet. I’m afraid the added weight is going to tip her over and she’ll shatter on the pavement like the vodka bottles would.

She doesn’t fall, and she says, “What’d you do, just take the bag?”

The heat crawls inside my shirt and dies. I reapply the hat to my head and retie the belt string of my scrubs, making a pretty, showy bow that hangs limp below my navel. I reach inside the bag and take out the rapidly warming energy drink and pour half of it down my throat. It tastes terrible. I say, “No. I paid for it all. I’m a responsible guy.”

Jody laughs, and it’s messy. (I don’t laugh. That means I’m serious.) She says, “Thanks for the stuff,” and starts off, slow to gain any consistent forward momentum.

I struggle to keep up. I say, “It’s a beautiful day for a walk, and I want to ask you some more questions.”

She says, “Whatever,” and dumps the bag into my arms again, then slaps me on the shoulder twice.

“Ow. I didn’t know we were playing hot potato.”

“Stop being a pussy and carry this shit back to Rachel’s. I’ll buy you a drink, all right.” I can’t see her eyes through the sunglasses. Her head moves, almost imperceptibly, from side to side, as if she’s continually scanning for an improved state of equilibrium. She’s much drunker than I thought she was.

“Do you want to tell me why the Hub wouldn’t accept your credit card?”

“Not now. Need to drink more, then maybe. Let’s just walk.”

I don’t ask her any more questions, and she doesn’t say anything else. We walk past the hulking Gate of Heaven church, and instead of taking a shortcut down East Fifth, onto H Street, and walking past her ruined apartment building, we continue down I Street whistling past the hidden-from-view graveyard.

We’re awkward together. We bump into each other and take turns acting as obstacles in our own paths. My limp doesn’t mesh with her crooked-mile. We’re grinding and dulled gears in a dying machine. By the time we get to Rachel’s apartment building, my arms shake and quiver. The brown bag weighs as much as a small car. My eyelids are just as heavy despite the energy drink.

The front door is unlocked. I don’t know what that means. Up the stairs and through another unlocked door and into the apartment. Inside, there’s a stale smell of sweat and accumulating laundry. I drop the bag on the kitchen table and take off my jacket. I’m breathing heavy, and I might be whimpering out loud.

“You okay?”

“Nothing a bottle or two of ibuprofen wouldn’t take care of.”

Jody takes off her sunglasses and throws them onto the counter behind her. Like a plane crashing in a cornfield, they don’t land well, clattering and plinking off a ceramic jar. She says, “You pretending to be a doctor today, or something?” Jody rips the brown bag, a lion tearing open a kill. The bags of chips and bottles of vodka spill out on the table.

I say, “I play one on TV.”

Jody goes more than half full with vodka in a jumbo, not-so-clean plastic cup. She adds two scoops of lemonade mix, a fistful of ice cubes (she drops two on the floor and kicks them under the table), and a splash of water. Homemade hard lemonade. Hard enough to crack rocks.

I say, “Is that for me? If it is, I’m going to need more ice.”

“This is mine.” Jody takes a deep drink of the grog, then exhales sharply enough to blow out hundreds of birthday candles. “Help yourself.”

If it was only that easy. “Tell me about that credit card.”

Jody grabs a bag of chips and turns away. With her back to me she says, “Go find it and take a look. It’s in my bag somewhere.” She stomps into the living room, falls onto the couch, and turns on the TV. It’s loud but doesn’t say anything.

My head gets heavier, filling with too many thoughts, and it all churns up the murk. Since she didn’t take my ibuprofen cue, the doctor heals thyself with a couple of pulls from the vodka bottle. It burns my teeth. Take two and call me in the morning. The vodka is awful, cheap stuff, not that I know any better. The drinks might’ve been a mistake, but I won’t dwell on it.

Jody’s black bag is on the kitchen counter, next to the open container of lemonade mix. There’s a dusting of yellow snow on her bag. No sugar was added. I unzip it, and my hands do their thieves-in-the-night routine, crawling around inside. Among other debris, I find three almost-empty prescription bottles (one with the label torn off), a cell phone, an iPod, a pack of gum with only two thin pieces left, a pack of cigarettes with only a few smokes missing, three two-dollar winning scratch tickets and one loser, and a fistful of tampons instead of dollars. I also find a credit card and two fake Massachusetts driver’s licenses.

The name on the credit card is Fiona Langan. One of the fake licenses matches the name with Jody’s picture and a Framingham street address. She doesn’t look like a Fiona. The other license also features Jody’s not-smiling mug but with the name Sue Booth. Sue lives in the swanky suburb of Weston. Sue is doing well, and maybe she owns a mansion and a yacht.

I take another pull off the vodka bottle, although I know better. The heat expands in my belly, and I imagine it diffusing directly into my sore and battered muscles. It’s the least I can do to help them out. After the not-so-wee nip for courage, I stroll into the living room, cradling the precious and fragile vodka bottle in the crook of my left arm and carrying the credit card and IDs in my right hand. Pick a card, any card.

I ask, “Where’s Rachel?” The living room is in the same condition that it was yesterday, with the couch as a makeshift empty nest, wrapped in a white bedsheet.

“Out. At work, I think.”

I turn the TV off and sit on the opposite end of the couch. Jody grips her jumbo cup with both hands, face buried inside. She could be little orphan Oliver, contemplating the risks of asking some miserable, terrible person for a spot more gruel.

I hold up the fake IDs and say, “I didn’t know you had twin sisters.”

She speaks into the cup, into the plastic. There’s an outline of a faded logo on the cup’s side, but it has been long since rubbed away. “Look. You can’t tell anyone. You can’t tell ’em. I can’t get caught again. They find out, they’ll take JT away from me. Forever. I mean it. I’ll never see him again. That can’t happen. He’s mine. I can’t let that happen. I don’t know what to do. We’re so fucked.”

Part of me thinks that she talks about JT like he’s a repossessed car and that’s her ultimate problem. I know that particular conclusion isn’t quite fair.

“Where did you get the IDs and credit cards? Did you get them from Eddie?” I take another sip from the vodka bottle, then put it down next to the couch before I do some real damage.

“Eddie didn’t know nothing about this. I never told him nothing. This was my thing, not his. It was the only way I was gonna pay off all the bills, get JT new clothes, get him the stuff he deserved, you know, without none of Eddie’s help. JT’s a good kid. A great kid.”

“I’m sure he is.”

Jody stands up and drinks a heroic amount of her drink, although there are no heroes here. She puts the sweating cup on top of the TV, then returns to the couch and sits next to me. Her legs touch mine, and I feel the heat of her skin through the thin green cloth of my scrubs. I wonder how many people before me have worn these same pants.

I say, “All right. It wasn’t Eddie. Where’d you get the fake IDs?”

“You can’t tell anyone.”

“I can’t make that promise.”

Jody repeats herself. “You can’t tell anyone.”

“I’m not here to get you into trouble or report you to anyone.”

“Why are you here?”

“I’m trying to figure out what happened the night of the fire. I’m trying to figure out why it happened.”

“You were there, and I wasn’t.”

It’s an accusation. One that’s true. And it’s meant to sting both of us. “I know.”

“My IDs have nothing to do with the fire or with Eddie.”

“Do you know that for sure?”

Jody fiddles with the stud below her lip. She says, “Your buddy Gus gave me the IDs.” She laughs and runs a clumsy, heavy hand up and down my right thigh.

I spasm and rise up from my seat like a bee stung me. I settle back down, a layer of sediment, and push her hand away. I say, “Let’s stay friends, Jody.”

She smacks the back of my hand, the violence and urgency are more than a little intimidating. My hand retreats. The coward. She crushes my already weakening resistance movement with one swift blow.

Jody smiles, and the smile might slide off her face, fall to the couch, and disappear between the cushions. She’ll find it later, flattened and smooshed up against some loose change, pens, and the other forgotten debris of her daily existence. Or she’ll never find it again.

Jody says, “Gus recruited me. That’s how he put it. I was his recruit.”

My buddy Gus, Jody, and identity theft. I remember Gus’s apartment with the high-end, photo-quality printer and the sheet of laminate wedged next to his hard drive, and there was Eddie in his apartment, too, eagerly waiting to leave his indelible mark on Mark. I think about grabbing the vodka bottle off the floor. I might need to hurt myself a little.

Jody edges closer, draping one of her legs across my lap. Like her hand, the leg is drunk heavy, and it falls on me like a tree in the forest nobody hears.

She says, “He gave me credit cards and matching IDs every couple of weeks. I could use them wherever, but I’d have to run some errands for him, too. I got nothing for free.”

Her eyes are half closed, and her hands resume the Genevich exploration, rubbing my body while in contempt of gentleness. It’s like she’s waxing a car and can’t get me to shine or can’t buff out all the scratches. That’s not to say—to my utter shame and excitement—that I’m not having any physical response to her handling.

“Stop. Please, stop. You don’t need to do this, Jody.” My voice goes small, and my conviction is smaller. I’m the junkie uttering a breathy, anticipatory, and completely fraudulent no. Unlike the night at Ekat’s apartment, where reality was as thin as toilet paper and my senses clearly addled, every sensation is mine right now: the weight of her palm, the stubble of her legs, the smell of her lighter fluid breath and the smell of her hair, the taste of the cheap vodka coating my drying mouth, the prickly wet of my ass sweating through the scrubs. Unlike the night at Ekat’s apartment, there are no cute stories or rubber bands or dreams. I am awake.

Jody doesn’t listen to me. She doesn’t stop. She puts a hand under my chin, pushes my head back, and licks my unshaven neck. Her lips are wet and sloppy, and my skin is hypersensitive. I’m at the edge of being ticklish and feral. I’m so easy. My pulsing and guiltless erection presses against her leg, and her leg presses back.

I have to say something, to slow it all down, if not stop it. “What errands would you run for Gus?” I’m so polite. I try to envision Gus as a Robin Hood, stealing credit cards from the rich and giving to the poor, but I’m distracted.

“Once a month or so he’d send me to the Connecticut casinos or to one of the dog tracks around here and get big cash advances on the cards. And Gus took half.” Jody sticks her tongue in my right ear, and I let her. I’m all ears, closing my eyes, and I continue to press against her leg. Her fingers go almost delicate on my face, tracing the cracks and lines of my brow and cheeks, tracing my history. Maybe I should ask her to rub it all away. I know I’ve tried.

What are the implications of our continued and increased physical contact? Am I taking advantage of her? Is she too drunk or too desperate, or not desperate enough? What will she expect of me after? What do I expect of her after? Will there be an after? The cheesy and regrettable pick-up line How can it be so wrong when it feels so right? runs through my crowded head, and it makes me feel worse. I’m sinking lower than the subbasement that I usually inhabit.

I try to push Jody away again. She says, “Stop fucking doing that.” She doesn’t say, Let’s just feel good, feel something for one lousy fleeting fucking moment, all right? But it’s what she means.

“Where did Gus get the credit cards?”

“I don’t know. Never told me.” Her hand snakes inside my shirt, and she pinches my left nipple. I yelp, but not because it hurts. Nothing hurts right now.

“Did Gus recruit anyone else?”

“Don’t know. But I got caught with a card, like three weeks back, at the Hub. No big deal.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing. Nothing really happened to me, and I told Gus about it. He kinda shrugged if off but said something about his partner wouldn’t be happy.”

“Who’s the partner?”

“I don’t know.”

Jody grabs my right hand by the scruff and sticks it between her open legs. The thin material of her shorts is damp and warm. She closes her legs on my hand and presses my fingers against herself.

I say, “Do you know who Timothy Carter is?”

“Never heard of him.”

My fingers pulse between her legs, and she rocks back and forth in a rhythm upon which we agree. I say, “Holy shit.”

Jody laughs, pushes my head back, and grinds her face into my neck again. Teeth or her stud piercing pinches my skin.

“Did Eddie find out? Does he know?”

Jody climbs up over my neck and pushes her face into mine. We smash our mouths together, sealing tight. We lick and bite each other’s lips and share the secrets of our tongues. We separate, holding our mouths an infinitely small space apart from each other, and we try to hover there because we believe in that place like we’ve believed in nothing else in our flawed lives, but we can’t stay. The distance is too much. We kiss again, even harder, knocking our teeth together, drawing blood. We wordlessly argue over who will swallow the other first.

Jody breaks our clinch, bites my bottom lip, and stretches it out, then lets me go. I didn’t want her to. She says, “Eddie didn’t know nothing. I didn’t tell him nothing.”

The lizard part of my brain, one that I assumed had atrophied because of disuse, fills with an irrational jealousy of Eddie that I have no right to, and I think about saying something smart and cruel about how she ratted me out to him. Instead, I pull my hand out from between her legs and fill my fist with hair from the back of her head. I pull her farther away and then back, pressing her into my imperfect face. I want her to pass through me and come out the other side.

I say, “Eddie didn’t know or he didn’t say anything to you?” talking out of the side of my occupied mouth.

“Same thing.”

We stop talking into each other. It isn’t anything we said. Our mouths become tight seals again, tight enough to block our bottled-up screams. I reach to put my hand back between her legs, but she’s coiled and twisted, and my wrist doesn’t bend that way. She shifts, aching to comply, but there’s no leverage and my angle is awkward.

Jody grunts. I grunt back. We communicate shared frustration. She rolls off me and says, “Stand up.”

I’m too slow to put my ass under my feet and clumsily paw at her right breast instead. She grabs my arm, yanks it, and yells, “Fucking stand up!”

I jump up and almost fall but manage another small step for man. Standing is a good position. We kiss more, playing a game of push-hands with only our mouths; we bend and sway, no other body parts make contact. She’s only two inches shorter than me, but the slight uptilt of her head fills me with an odd mix of gratitude and someone-tear-my-clothes-off lust.

Jody unties her shorts, then shimmies as they slide past her hips and knees and pool around her feet. She hooks her thumbs in the waistband of her underwear, but I interrupt by sliding my left hand inside the lower elastic between her thighs. I pull the curtain of her underwear aside and hold it there while my right hand slides two fingers inside her. Jody gasps into my mouth and grabs two fistfuls of my shirt. I slowly take my fingers out and then quickly rub and press her clitoris. Jody’s legs go jointless, knees bending in all directions.

Her hands rappel down my chest and undo the pretty bow I’d made of the scrub’s string tie. There’s no shimmy necessary. The scrubs fall like clown pants. I’m not wearing underwear, and I get a brief but appalling waft of my own underwearless-in-July undercarriage. Jody doesn’t seem to notice my musk, or care if she does. She briefly tickles my erection with her fingertips before taking me fully in her hand. I lose my breath, can’t find it anywhere. She rubs the length of my penis, taking her time initially, then changing speeds and the heaviness of her touch.

We both move our hands faster and we’re clumsy about it, missing our marks on occasion, but we’re still effective. Jody pulls me toward her thighs, and my orgasm starts in my toes, and I want to stop it but can’t. It’s beyond me, and there’s a deep disappointment in my inability to last longer underneath the current of ecstasy that ends in small lights exploding in my head. I shake and groan and come all over her hand, her shirt and thighs, my shirt, my legs, the floor, the apartment.

I turn my head away from her mouth and mutter “I’m sorry” repeatedly into her ear.

“Ssshh, it’s okay. It’s all right. Just keep going.”

Jody keeps squeezing and pumping with her hand, sending aftershocks through my already crumbling body. My lights are dimming, and I’m really sorry. I stumble forward and lean into her, my head resting on her shoulder. Maybe I could close just my eyes and imagine and dream . . .

“Please, don’t stop.” She twitches her shoulder and bounces my head upright. Her right hand readjusts my hand between her legs. She doesn’t want me inside her anymore. “Come on. Just move your fingers. Right there!” There’s no more please.

We sway like it’s the last dance of the night. Her eyes are closed, and she’s concentrating. I’m blinking, trying to stay awake, wanting to stay awake. She says, “Almost there, almost there, almost there,” but I don’t know if she’s telling the truth or trying to convince herself. She continues to pull and tug on me like my penis is a piece of gum stuck in someone’s hair.

Yeah, she’s hurting me, but I laugh a little because it’s funny. And I laugh a little because it’s sad. If we were a new couple, or even an old one, we’d hold each other after and giggle uncontrollably about her almost ripping my penis off. It’d become our little private joke (though I’d maintain no pun intended with the little private crack), the kind of intimate secret that I imagine lovers keep to themselves, cherish through the years, to use as winks and nods in mixed company or just before they go to bed at night.

“Mark, come on, don’t stop!”

Goddamn it, stay awake. Her thigh muscles clench around my hand, her breathing increases, then stops, and her mouth drops open, a trap door. Color rushes into her face, and she comes. She’s quiet and reserved compared to my outburst, but her legs give out and I hold her up with my other hand until she pushes all of me away.

Jody lets go of me too, finally, and we kiss one last time, a chaste kiss, two teens on a doorstep just touching lips, or two people saying an awkward goodbye. Jody pulls up her shorts and takes the sheet off the couch and wipes her hands, thighs, and stomach.

“You need this?”

Feeling more than a little ridiculous, standing in front of her TV with my pants down, on display, I take the sheet and wipe my crotch and my legs. The sheet isn’t very absorbent, and I’m just spreading wetness around. I give up, ball up the sheet, and toss it to the floor. I bend to grab my scrub pants, and my head goes anvil-heavy. I fall to my knees, ass in the air, waving it like I just don’t care.

Jody says, “Whoa. You okay?” She loops one of my arms around her shoulder.

“I’m fine. Just a little dizzy.” I’m not fine. I’m far from fine. My voice is coming from another room somehow. Dark spots fill my vision, and my nervous system hums and pulses. I’m about to go out, and hard.

Jody helps me and my pants up. We shuffle over to the couch. She and I sit together, and she guides my head into her lap. The skin of her thighs is cool against my cheek.

I say, “Tell me something, anything. Just talk, please.” I close my eyes, and I’m falling down a well, not a rabbit hole.

Jody strokes my hair and starts to talk, telling me a story about her and her son JT. Or I might be dreaming the whole goddamn thing. The truth is somewhere in the middle, the mean, the median, all places foreign to me, the outlier.

There was this time when JT was only a toddler, maybe two years old. He was old enough to have a few sentences in his pocket, all beginning and ending with the word Mommy. Jody was working two jobs, cashier at the local supermarket and part-time, seasonal telemarketer for a heating oil company. Both gigs were minimum wage, and both gigs were never enough. Jody was just another Bob Cratchit, and everyone else was an Ebenezer.

JT didn’t need a crutch but had a nasty case of conjunctivitis diagnosed by the free clinic. Jody was supposed to put an antibiotic ointment in his eyes. Her insurance paid for only half the prescription.

She thought administering it was going to be easy. She was Mommy, and he would trust her. She would explain to him that he needed the medicine to get rid of the red and itch and sick, and his eyes would be all better and she wouldn’t have to take any more shifts off work, wouldn’t have to stay home another night.

JT didn’t listen, didn’t trust her. He shouted, “Nononono!” and he screamed and cried, gumming up his eyes worse. He kicked and punched, and he blocked his eyes with his pebble-sized fists.

I’m falling deeper into the well, but I’m still listening to her story. I hate that word, story. But we knew that already. So this is Jody’s story that is not a story, and during the telling, Jody’s voice changes into my voice briefly, and then changes back to her voice, and then a child’s voice. It’s the kid’s voice that frightens me, fills me with dread, as if nothing is scarier than a child.

Jody tried bringing JT into his bedroom. She had him watch her patiently put the medicine into a stuffed animal’s eyes. Jody tried consoling and soothing and hugging and petting and kissing. At least, that’s what she remembers happening before the drinking, before the inevitable shame and regret. She remembers the trying.

She tried and failed. It was the failure that egged her on. If she couldn’t even get her kid to take this most benign of medicines, how could she possibly do this doomed kid any good?

She took a break, had a few drinks, and then a few more. She tried giving the medicine to JT again, and he still resisted with tantrums. Jody yelled at JT. Told him to stop it. Stop the crying. Stop the fucking crying! Stop moving! She scooped up her wailing son, the one with the brown straight hair just like hers, and laid him on his back, on the rug that needed to be vacuumed. Stop it, JT! Listen to me! I am your mother! She sat over him, on him, holding his squirmy arms against his sides with her knees. She was trying. And yelling. Still she couldn’t get the medicine in his eyes. JT squeezed and clamped his eyes closed, and they wouldn’t open. The medicine smeared all over his cheeks. She only had enough ointment, the minimum for his proper dosage. She couldn’t waste any, couldn’t afford to pay for another prescription. She couldn’t miss any more work this week.

Jody’s hand gently strokes my head. And I’m still here, or there, at the bottom of the well, but I can see everything. JT’s bedroom scene plays out in front of my closed eyes. I see everything and know everything, and everything is happening right now.

Right now, Jody picks JT off the floor and places him into his crib with a gentleness that she’s not feeling. JT is in a time-out. Jody throws the small and expensive medicine into and through the wall. The hole in the sky-blue paint bleeds red. Jody swears and yells and bellows and pulls out her hair. He’s going to take the medicine, and he’s not leaving the room or eating or playing or fucking doing anything ever again until he does. Jody yells louder than she thought possible. She knows she’s out of control and that she’s not a good person; she’s not Bob Cratchit. She wants another drink. The yelling isn’t working; it’s only making her hate herself more, if that’s possible, but there’s some part of her that has to yell more, to make him cry, to make him know she’s serious, to make him listen even if he’ll hate her for the rest of his life (why should she be the only one?). So she yells and screams, and JT isn’t crying anymore. He stands in his crib, wide eyes and blank expression, a small totem to silence.

If this were a story, it’d be the worst kind, the one without an end. We’re all there in that bedroom, the one with baby blue walls. Jody cries until the paint and plaster peel away, exposing the studs, the rotting skeleton of the apartment building. JT stares out at no one, at everyone, at me, and he doesn’t blink and he won’t blink.

We’re all there, in that room. A fire erupts, and the remorseless orange flames will burn everything. Me. And you too.




Twenty-Four

I woke up in Jody’s lap. She was asleep too, slouched and head slumped into her chest, hair fallen in front of her face, a sleeping position right out of the narcoleptic’s handbook, a position I like to think I’ve perfected. She gave it an amateur’s attempt. She’ll wake later with a crick in her neck and a laundry list of regrets.

I stood up without disturbing her, without wiping my drool off her thigh, and I watched her breathe. If she had woken up before I left, I don’t know what I would’ve said. Leaving was so much easier without having to say anything.

I say I woke up, but even when fleeing the apartment I wasn’t fully awake. The fog hadn’t burned off. My thoughts and decisions occurred at a Bronze Age pace. I called a cab and came straight here, to the Wellness Center, instead of going home and cleaning myself up. For some reason, not wanting to be late for my therapy appointment was the highest priority for the foggy me.

I am late, though, and coming here was a mistake, a mistake I keep repeating. I carry with me an aura of stench, a potent mix of vodka, sweat, and sex. But, hey, we’re all friends here. My compadres are already seated in the circle (minus one Gus, of course), journals on their laps and pens in hand, so eager to please someone else in the name of self-improvement.

I pull up a chair. The circle widens around the force of my antigravity, and they curl their collective noses at me. It wasn’t something I said.

Dr. Who gives me my journal, and the circle pretends not to watch. The weight of the notebook in my hands is oppressive. It’s a B-grade responsibility that I no longer want. He tells me that today’s journal assignment is open-ended, to do or write or draw whatever I want, but I’ll have to explain whatever it is I chose to do.

Nice. The lazy quack isn’t even giving the directionless a direction today. I think about drawing the good doctor’s violent demise at the hands of a zombie horde, but that’s too obvious and campy.

Not in the mood or condition for deep thought, I think about settling for a catchphrase. I open the notebook, and my words from last week, the ones I ate, the ones I rewrote at the doc’s request are still there. It’s my fault. It was always my fault. They’ve been circled in red ink. Dr. Who and his frigging circles.

I turn pages quickly, letting my fingers do the running. On the top of a clean white page, I write in large block letters:

[image: image]

I scribble it out, turning the angry letters into unrecognizable loops and blobs of ink, my personal Rorschach test. Instead of filling the page with my signature or the names and symbols of my favorite punk bands like I did when I was in high school, I continue the scribble-doodle on the perimeter of the page. I stay outside the margins. The living sum of the chaotic swoops and swirls is an ink frame for a blank page. That’s probably appropriate and as meaningful as can be expected.

Of course, I’m going to ruin it by writing something inside the frame.

I try this:

[image: image]

I center everything in the scribble-frame. The new words have built off the old ones. These words are pins waiting to be knocked down. But those phrases, the ones I would’ve lamely offered Jody were she awake when I left, they decrease by one word. Four, three, two, one. Zero. I didn’t do that purposefully. I’m a poet, and I didn’t know it.

I can’t show this to anyone, but I want to know what the loss of words represents. Am I losing something more with each guess? Does it mean I would’ve said all four phrases in descending order, or am I just supposed to choose one, an either-or situation?

Maybe those phrases, or the choice of phrases, are what Gus would say to me if he were here. Maybe it’s what he’ll say to me when I find him. I stare at the words and marvel at their secret double life, at how they exist in my maybe-past and my maybe-future.

“Mark? Hey, Mark? Are you awake?”

Dr. Who taps my shoulder like a woodpecker. Those birds have always creeped me out with how they maniacally smash their faces into trees.

I brush his hand off my shoulder, swivel my head like I’m an owl, which is a proper bird, and Christ, I’m caught midsnore. It’s a loud, uvula-rattling snore too, like I’m choking on my own esophagus. There’re few things more embarrassing than being caught snoring. The snoring fool always gets the cheap laughs. The snoring fool is always vulnerable.

“Yeah, doc, I’m awake. I’m practicing my Bigfoot call, using my sinus cavity.”

No one in the room laughs at Sir Snore-a-lot. No one else is in the room. Is there anything lonelier than a room full of empty chairs? The circle is empty. There is no circle. The chairs lost their shape, and it feels like an indignity. I try connecting those chair-dots and get lost in an amoeba. I’m still groggy, and the shades of my eyes are slanted and uneven.

“You fell asleep, Mark, and we thought it best not to wake you up.”

Can’t help but feel like my trusted circle mates abandoned my sinking and snoring ship. The rats!

I opt for the antacid of projected guilt. I say, “You should’ve got me up. I’m totally embarrassed and can’t face those people anymore. So I don’t think I can come back here again.” I almost ruin it by smiling. Although, the idea of the cat man thinking he is in any way superior makes me want to rip out fistfuls of my beard.

“I’m sorry, Mark. That was inconsiderate of me.”

I still have my notebook. It’s in my lap and open to a blank page. I lift it and flip through it, and all but one of the pages is blank. The words from last week are still there, inside the red circle. I could ask Dr. Who if he tore out the new page, collected my framed assignment, but I don’t think I want to know.

Dr. Who prods with an elongated “Mark” and tries to drag us into the pit of a conversation about me. I stand up on cartoon legs, drawn too skinny, and push my empty journal into his chest.

I say, “I need to change. I need to shower. I need to do both, in any order.”

“Do you need to change, Mark? I can’t help but notice you said that first.”

“I wasn’t trying to be deep, doc.”

“I’m not saying you were.” He stops there. It’s an effective technique. I have to fill the negative space with something.

I say, “Well, doc, sure. Change is why I’m here.”

Dr. Who takes my notebook and opens it. “I also can’t help but think about what you wrote in here last week. About it always being your fault. Do you want to talk about what’s your fault, Mark?”

Not really, but I might as well make this, my last night at the opera, a bravura performance. “It was an off-the-cuff thing, doc. Didn’t put too much thought into it, really, which was why I crumbled it up.”

“You put it in your mouth and swallowed it, too, Mark. That’s going a step beyond crumpling.”

“Eh, it’s crumpling with style.”

Dr. Who doesn’t say anything, just stares. It’s kind of rude.

I say, “Look, I didn’t want you to see what I wrote because it was too melodramatic. I only wrote it down the second time because you asked so nicely. When I first wrote it, I guess I was mostly thinking about my on-the-skids relationship with Ellen. How it didn’t need to come to this. And yeah, how it was mostly my fault.”

“You wrote, ‘It was always my fault.’ That’s a strong statement.”

“I only meant it about Ellen. And about this place. Me being here isn’t exactly voluntary. If I didn’t come to these sessions, Ellen was going to pull the plug on my business.”

“She told me her contract idea to get you to come see me, and I advised against it. I’d hoped she didn’t go through with it and that you came here on your own.”

“What else did she tell you?”

“She loves you and is very concerned about you, Mark. With your business not doing well, she thought you were spending too much time alone, getting depressed, and that you needed some help, or at least some people to talk to. How she went about presenting you the idea of group therapy was wrong, but . . .”

“If you say her heart was in the right place, I might rip yours out of your chest.” I try to say it like it’s an edgy joke between friends, but he winces.

“I won’t make you talk about it anymore, Mark. I do think you should ask yourself why you wrote it, that second sentence in particular. I also think you need to accept yourself, the way you are now, and accept that it isn’t always your fault. It’s not your fault for having narcolepsy, Mark, nor is it your fault for having to experience the difficulties associated with the disorder.”

I wonder how much Ellen has told him about my past. Did she tell him about the van accident? Did she tell him about my roommates leaving because of me? Did she tell him about all of my symptoms? Did she tell him about the giant fucking mess the narcoleptic me always makes?

I say, “I know that.”

Dr. Who nods, resigned to our finish, then says, “Your cell phone rang while you were asleep.”

Happy to be done with the two-bit analysis, I’m ready to focus on who called. Could’ve been anyone, Detective Owolewa or Ellen, but I know it’s Gus just like I know I’m not coming back to the Wellness Center next week or the week after. My hand is afraid to go into my pocket, but I pull it out and bathe in the radioactive glow of the LCD screen.

Okay, it wasn’t Gus. I missed a call from Ekat thirty-five minutes ago. She left a message.

I say, “Sorry to be rude, doc, but I need to check this.”

“Be my guest, Mark. I’m just going to tidy up.” Dr. Who picks up the chairs, rearranges them. I resist the urge to watch and see what he decides is their preternatural shape.

I take a few steps away from the center of the room, toward the hallway door that leads to another, unchartered part of the building. My left leg is asleep and fills with pins and needles, voicing its displeasure at being woken up.

Voice mail. Ekat says, “Hi, Mark. Just checking in, seeing how you’re doing, seeing if you heard anything or learned anything more.” (I like how she leaves that open-ended, like I’m some half-assed student of what’s-going-on?)

“I’m at the gym and going straight into work again, but let’s meet for lunch at the L Street Diner tomorrow at twelve. Okay? Aw, shit, my phone’s dying. I’ll see you tomorrow. Noon! Okay? Bye!”

Maybe it just feels like everything has changed because of my afternoon with Jody and what she said about Gus, but Ekat sounded measured, rehearsed. A bad actor on a worse soap opera.

I call her back, and her voice mail picks up after four rings. I leave a message: “We need to talk. Preferably before noon tomorrow.”

I call her bar, the Pour House. I tell the hostess a quick and hokey sob story. I’m Ekat’s brother, back in town for a couple of days, and I want to surprise her tonight. I’m so caring and fun. I ask what shift she’s working, and I ask her to keep my arrival hush-hush. The hostess has a voice filled with helium. She laughs and says that she didn’t know Ekat had a brother. I tell her I know, people are funny with the secrets they keep. She goes away, then comes back quickly and tells me that Ekat isn’t scheduled to work tonight and doesn’t think she switched with anyone as the downstairs bar is already covered. I thank her and hang up.

Behind me, Dr. Who takes my old chair. I think of it as mine although I can make no proprietary claim on it. My chair is the last one to be placed and stacked with the others, up against the far wall.

Dr. Who surveys his chair monument and claps his hands. Another job well done. He turns to me and says, “So, Mark, I’m probably not going to see you next week, am I?”

I have to hand it to him. He’s a perceptive son of a bitch. I pull out a cigarette and put the stick in my mouth, between my teeth like it’s a cigar, only it’s not a cigar.

I fade across the room to the front door, thinking my broken-glass smile is enough of an answer for him. But then I stop at the door. I do have something to say to Dr. Who, even if all the words aren’t really meant for him. I need the practice, because I’m so far from perfect.

“This isn’t your fault, doc.” I’m careful to enunciate and project. We all want to be so goddamned dramatic and important. We all want the long, slow goodbyes. “It was my fault. I am sorry. Thank you. Goodbye.” I don’t stumble over any of the words, but I sound like I’m reading unpleasant news.




Twenty-Five

I leave the Wellness Center with a false sense of dignity and hangover intact. I apply inhaled tobacco and feel worse, but at least I’m feeling something. A dying bumblebee of a taxi stops for my flailing hand, the hand with a plan: home and then to Ekat’s. The cab sulks down D Street, quick detour onto West Second, then onto Broadway and to my building, where it abandons me.

I’m not on speaking terms with my office, and I head directly upstairs. The walk through my living room is a horror movie, and I watch it through my fingers, hiding my eyes from the scary and icky scenes. The kitchen isn’t any better, but I’m hungry, and I eat a can of beef ravioli. The pasta pockets of processed meat taste like cigarettes.

I add the red-stained bowl to the slag heap in the sink. Tomorrow, I promise myself, there’ll be a big clean. Or maybe the day after tomorrow. It’ll get done someday. Procrastination is a form of optimism. That’s me, Mr. Sunshine and Lollypops.

This is only supposed to be a pit stop, but I’m winding down, Pavlov’s reaction to my environment. Turning on the TV and getting lost on my couch is a concept rapidly gaining appeal. I can’t let that happen. I flee into the bathroom and shut the door. The couch is the real boogeyman in my living room.

I peel out of my clothes, the scrub pants sticking to hair and other more fleshy parts of my lower half. I shower with the water scalding hot. Hot enough to melt the layers of sweat and stink off me, too hot to just stand there and fall asleep. Postshower, the razor sprints a few laps around my neck, tripping when I nod out for a microsecond and cutting the skin on the lower left side of my Adam’s apple. Blood bullies through the toilet paper patch, but I’ll live.

I dig out a mostly clean set of shirt/pant/tie combo. I cut off my hospital bracelet but leave on the rubber band Ekat gave me. I don’t usually accessorize. I’m all dressed up with nowhere to go, and it’s dark outside, darker than I expected.

Before leaving I do stop in my office. In the top drawer of my desk is the gun-shaped cigarette lighter. Now that it has long outlived my friend George’s gag, and George himself, the novelty gun doesn’t seem so funny. It’s ugly and dangerous even if it isn’t the real thing. But Eddie’s attack leaves me feeling like I need some form of protection, even if it’s a placebo.

I jump into another cab for a quick ride to Ekat’s. The cabbie is in no rush. I’m anxious because I’m running out of time. He drives and talks and breathes slowly, a tree sloth with a license. It gets worse with buses beaching themselves in our path and people dripping off curbs and wandering into the street like some mutant breed of pedestrian lemmings. It’s a goddamn animal kingdom out here when I just want to go five quick blocks. Everyone needs to be faster and more efficient. Don’t they realize we’re all running out of time?

After the epic half mile, I get out on the corner of I and Fifth. It’s considerably cooler out, but I’m still sweating. I limp to Ekat’s building. Her lights are on. Front windows are open and the blinds down. She must be home.

If nothing else, I have a new apartment to haunt. My cell phone is a dead weight in my jacket pocket. Instead of being the someone knocking at the door, I crouch under her front window and call her cell. It rings from somewhere inside her apartment, and she’s not answering it.

Soon after her phone quits its digitized blats, there’s a rush of commotion, focused and ambitious footsteps and the jingle of a fistful of keys. Her soundtrack moves toward the front window, toward me, and mixes with the opening and closing of her interior door.

I back away from her window and duck into the alley. Not a very good hiding spot if she happens to walk in this direction. Someone flip a coin. The front door closes, and the aural specter of her footsteps float up I Street, away from me. I’ve always been lucky.

I poke my head out of the alley and watch her walk away. Ekat wears tight jeans with an iPod tucked into her back pocket, a dark (maybe black) T-shirt, and a baseball hat. Her wooden-heeled shoes clack against the pavement. She has a large black bag slung over her shoulder.

I stretch out the rubber band on my wrist, momentarily savoring and teasing a memory that I know isn’t real. Then I follow her.

She walks like she doesn’t want to look back, only forward, so I’m not too concerned about being spotted. She won’t hear me with those earphones taking root. Despite my earlier success with tracking Jody, walking in pursuit of someone isn’t exactly my forte. Walking isn’t my forte. The thing is, I’m still sore all over, one big bruise, grinding through every step.

I push my pace to where it can go, which isn’t very far. I’ve dropped back more than a block now. Slow and steady won’t win this race. My knees are swelling, and tight bands of pain constrict and squeeze, yielding less flexibility. The popping noises don’t fill me with confidence either.

Maybe the Pour House hostess was wrong about tonight’s work schedule. Maybe Ekat forgot something at home, didn’t have time to answer her phone, and is going to catch the 9 bus and head into work. The unlikely scenario becomes less likely as she hits the corner of I and East Broadway. Instead of waiting at the bus stop, she takes a right and disappears.

I’m light-years behind her, warpless, and without any wormholes or loose change in my pockets. This is a mistake. I should’ve knocked on her door, confronted her. If she jumps into a cab or ducks into a store while I’m still stuck snail-trailing toward Broadway, I’ll have no idea where she went or whom she’s meeting. All I know is that I have the not-so-subtle feeling our cute lunch-to-be at the L Street Diner is a fantasy, one that was supposed to be easy for me to believe.

I climb Kilimanjaro, and I’m finally around the corner onto Broadway. I turn right at the Hub and try to see everything at once but see nothing instead. Too many cars and people and buildings. I get a touch of vertigo, which is enough to twist my feet and spiral my head. I stumble into a parked car, then lean against it with my head covered like I’m counting in a game of hide-and-seek. It’s so easy to get lost in the great wide open.

Ready or not, I pick up my too-heavy head and push off the car, leaving handprints on the roof. Mark was here. And Ekat’s still there, walking down East Broadway, only half a block away. I didn’t lose her, not yet. She has slowed from her previous Olympic record pace, floating along, looking left, toward the street or across the street. I look too, although I won’t know what it is when I’ll see it.

Ekat stops and turns around. I keep walking, but my heart loses its rhythm, switching to some experimental beat John Cage might dig. Ekat jogs quickly up the sidewalk but isn’t looking ahead, isn’t looking at me. Her view is fixed low and toward the street. Did she drop something?

She stops and opens a door belonging to a car that I can’t see because it’s just one of a long line of parked cars, each bumper growing and attaching to the next, a segmented snake of chrome and glass. Ekat disappears into the snake.

The car she climbs into has its lights on and attempts to break free from the curb and pull out onto East Broadway. I can’t tell the make. It’s a sedan, maybe Japanese. I step off the sidewalk and detour between the parked cars.

The traffic light behind me is a confident and regimented green. A steady stream of cars splits the rows of brownstones and spills downhill, through the I Street intersection. The collected wattage of the passing headlights only illuminates the rears of other cars and leaves me in the dark.

Whoever is driving Ekat won’t be able to pull out and join the club right away, but they won’t be stuck there forever. I need a ride.

I’m in the street now, walking along the row of parked cars, heading back toward the intersection and away from Ekat, hoping she or her driver doesn’t see me. My big paw is out and up, begging for one more cab ride. I try to watch her car inching out of its spot and the passing traffic at the same time. I can’t lose sight of either. Two days later a cab pulls over for me. I crash-land into its backseat. The cab rocks and sways with my aftershocks.

“Easy, fella,” the cabbie says, and he’s the same mound of polyester who dropped me off on I Street ten minutes ago. He doesn’t say anything, is too polite to point it out. I’m sure he’s happy to see me.

I say, “Follow that car.”

“I’m not supposed to do that.” His voice is small and light, coming through too many soft filters. He talks like he’s talking to himself. Maybe he is.

“I’m a private investigator and follow that car,” I say, mustering as much authority as I can. The baggage of the line’s history weighs me down.

He sighs. I’ve ruined his evening. “What car? There’re millions of them out here.”

I’ve lost sight of Ekat’s ride. I didn’t see it pull out. Shit. I jam my head, shoulder, and arm through the opening in the Plexiglas partition that separates the front seat from the back. Through his scratched and dirty windshield is a night sky of brake lights, the red refracting through the imperfect glass, twinkling auras that aren’t really there.

There’s the empty spot in the row of parked cars. Then, up ahead, one-two-three four cars away is the sedan. I think that’s it. It is. It has to be.

I say, “That car! The Lexus. It just pulled out. See it?”

He turns his head left, away from the jackpot car, and says, “I see it. I see it.”

“Tell me: which car am I talking about? I want to make sure you and me are crystal, as in clear.”

He says, “That one,” and waves his hand noncommittally at the windshield. Of course, it’s that one. “Sit down, now, please. Sit down.”

I don’t know if he’s following the right car, but I don’t want to press my luck so hard that I stub it out in the ashtray. I give up on further verification attempts. As recompense, there are complications. I might be stuck here, in the Plexiglas partition. Actually, there’s no might-be about it.

“You sit back down, or I’m stopping this cab.” He rapidly repeats the sentence under his breath. Everything needs to be said twice.

“I’m stuck, chief, but I’ll get out. You just keep watch on that car.” I pull back, and there’s no budging. The partition framing is wedged under a shoulder blade on one side and a sore rib on the other. I lean forward, bury my palm in the marsh of the front bench seat, push, and sink up to my wrist in damp pleather and foam. With what little leverage I can manage, I twist my head and shoulder, adding some torque. Torque is good until the pressure on my neck and across my shoulders rapidly climbs into a shrieking-pain range, but then I pop out and land on the backseat.

He says, “Stop doing that! Stop moving around!”

I say, “It’s okay. I’m all right.”

The cabbie waves me off again, then his hand panics and quickly returns to a ten o’clock position on the steering wheel. He says something else, out of one of the sides of his mouth, but I don’t hear it.

I say, “So what’s your name?”

The cabbie grunts, but I don’t hear a name. He keeps it to himself, hoards it like his name is the last piece of gum in the pack.

My vantage point sunk down in the backseat is terrible, and I can’t really see anything out of that windshield. I don’t see Ekat’s car, assuming the car I pointed out is hers. We turn left down L Street and head toward the waterfront area.

He says, “Do you know where they’re going?”

“If I knew that—”

He interrupts, his voice as shrill as a whistling teakettle. “I know that. I mean, do you know if they’re going far?”

I say, “Not far,” although it should be clear to all involved that I have no idea.

I sit back. Fatigue rushes in. It’s a gas that forever expands and fills my vacuum. I think the sleeps have been occurring more frequently today because of the beating I took the other night. My body is pleading with me to stop, to reboot, to heel, to quit, to do the time warp again.

The cabbie says, “I’m not supposed to leave Boston.”

I look out my window, and I’m not on L Street anymore. I must’ve winked out like the flickering light in the dashboard. He’s about to pay a toll at the Ted Williams Tunnel. The tunnel mouth is up ahead, bright, open wide, and no cavities. Is Ekat going to Logan Airport? East Boston?

I say, “I’ve got enough cash on me to make it worth your while. I promise.”

The cabbie talks under his breath again, running through his personal list of worst-case scenarios: I’m a psycho or a stalker and I’m going to kill everyone, or I am who I say I am and I’m following the psycho stalker who is going to kill everyone, or me and the folks in the other car are all psychos and we’re going to make him pull over in some secret lair of psychos and we’ll all kill him over and over again. He fixates on this last possibility. He doesn’t feel very safe.

And I agree, he shouldn’t be feeling safe. Safety is the big lie. I’m not going to tell him that, though. Instead, in an effort to alleviate some of his agita, I pull out my PI license and drop it onto the front seat.

I say, “You’ll be fine, pal. I think.” I have to laugh at that. He doesn’t, so I continue, veering into cab-as-confessional mode. “Now, listen. I have narcolepsy, which means I can fall asleep at any moment and usually do. It’s generally a given that I’ll nod off in a car. Just wake me up when we get there, all right? I won’t be cranky, I promise.”

While waiting for his response, I lean back on the seat and imagine all manner of drivers for Ekat’s mystery ride. Every mystery driver has Gus’s face.

While waiting for his response, I lean back on the seat, and the passing tunnel lights strobe across my face, push against my closed eyelids. I’m in and out of the light and dark so quickly I wonder if I look different, if I change under the passing lights. I need to change.

While waiting for his response, I lean back on the seat and notice that the cab is stopped. I look out the windows. A mostly flat and empty space with some scattered tall and skinny poles dangling weak dewdrop lights. There are no buildings because they uprooted and left, running away with someone, maybe even the spoon. Never did like the spoon. Always doing shit behind my back.

Wait, wait. I shake my head, yawn, and scratch my beard. Sometimes waking is as complex as a Rube Goldberg machine, one with too many unpredictable and moving parts, and a mousetrap that never seems to work. I press my forehead against the cool glass of the cab window and look outside again. Upon further inspection, I realize we’re idling in a sprawling parking lot that has more white lines and empty spaces than cars. It doesn’t look like a Logan Airport lot or terminal.

I say, “Where the hell are we?”

“Wonderland.”

He says it again, presumably to ensure that at least one of us is listening.




Twenty-Six

Wonderland. I’m a dreaming and damaged Alice and the Mad Hatter at the same time. Off with my head, please.

I roll down my window, smell a different-yet-familiar mix of low tide and exhaust, and I believe the cabbie. We’re at Wonderland, the dog-racing track in Revere. A couple hundred or so feet away is the red, white, and blue clubhouse signage for the track, with its sleek, muscular, and muzzled dog floodlit and flanked by American flags.

Wonderland’s days are numbered, just like its dogs. The voters of Massachusetts passed a referendum banning greyhound racing. The track is in its seventy-fifth and final season of operation.

The track and the city of Revere are just five miles north and east of downtown Boston, but it might as well be five thousand. While Revere is almost as old as Boston, it has none of the fabled charm or cachet of Ye Olde Town. Revere’s reputation—fair or not—is of blight, sprawl, and decay. For many Bostonians, Revere and the whole East Boston area is an urban caricature that never fails to make us feel better by comparison. A mythical place of exaggerated crime where the people have accents worse than ours. A place most of us see only from the window of an airplane landing at Logan.

The cabbie rolls my window back up for me. What a guy.

I say, “I haven’t been here in over a decade. Me and my buddy George would come here when we didn’t have enough money or gas to drive down to Foxwoods. We’d always pick the long shots and lose.” I don’t know why I’m reminiscing with the cabbie. For some reason, it feels like it was important enough to say out loud: the old-and-improved me was once here, and he had a real live friend named George.

“There’s your car, Mr. PI. You can reach out and touch it if you want.”

What an odd thing to say. I pry my stare away from the clubhouse entrance and its glowing Americana and wearily survey the row of parked cars to our left. Just outside my door is the Lexus. We’re parked perpendicular to it, and we make a bulky T together. This is good news, and I might celebrate by making T the letter of the day. It might not be Ekat’s car, but it is the one I wanted him to follow.

I say, “Don’t need to touch it, but that’s the one. Well done, my good man.”

Buoyed by my praise, he says, “I hung back a few rows until they walked inside.”

“How long ago was that? How many is they?”

The cabbie’s hands still grip the wheel, and he doesn’t turn around to talk. “Ten minutes ago. There were two people: a man and a woman.” His voice is a breathy sigh, like he’s angry or disappointed with me. Like I’m not giving him enough credit or enough attention. You can’t please everyone.

“What’d the man look like?”

“Didn’t get a great look. I was too far away. But I thought he looked younger.”

“Younger?”

“Younger than you.”

Gus looks younger than me. Him being Ekat’s mystery driver is a notion that has progressed past the hunch stage. I say, “Aren’t we all.” The words aren’t right, but the sentiment is legit. I add, “All right, good to know, chum. Thanks. Really, I appreciate it.” I slide across the bench seat, ready to duck out.

He says, “When I first pulled in, I thought you were awake.” He stops there, at a place where neither of us is comfortable.

I shrug my shoulders and say, “Sorry?” A one-word question and apology.

“You asked if I was married and if I had any friends.” He doesn’t turn around to talk to me. His words bounce off the windshield and never fully recover their volume.

“I must’ve been asleep. I don’t remember asking that. Happens to me all the time, unfortunately.”

The cabbie nearly yells, “I know! I know you were asleep. I turned around and saw your eyes closed. I snapped my fingers in front of your face, and you kept talking. It was weird. I didn’t like it. You said we should go inside, hang out, have a few drinks, have some fun or something.”

The narcoleptic me is as lonely and hard up for companionship as the awake me. I say, “I’m a little busy tonight. How about a rain check on the boys’ night out?”

With his right hand, the cabbie taps and touches the dashboard instruments in a completely random yet orderly manner. He shifts from park into drive and then goes through the touching ritual again before stopping and flexing his fingers around the wheel. We all have our problems.

He says, “No. I don’t want to anymore.”

Did I hurt his feelings, or did I give him the willies? Which one of us is the lonely freak here?

Time to move. I hop out of the cab. His front tinted window opens only a couple of inches. I can’t see his face. I slide him forty dollars, which includes one hell of a tip. He gives me my PI license back. I have a business card palmed, and I think about flicking it into his cab and insisting that he and I go out for the drinks that the narcoleptic me promised. But I don’t. I’m too slow or too something, and he drives away.

I’m alone in the parking lot. Used betting slips and wrappers scuttle over the pavement like crabs. I run my hand along the cool metal of the Lexus. It’s real. Touching it isn’t a bad suggestion after all.




Twenty-Seven

It only costs me two of my crumpled and dwindling dollars to get into Wonderland. What a bargain.

There’s a bar on my right when I first walk in, with a track-level viewing area that’s mostly empty. I walk up a cement ramp to the main concourse. ATM machines and concession stands flank the row of betting windows. Two out of every three windows are open and occupied. There’re enough people here to designate them a crowd.

A couple of retirees wearing faded and threadbare Wonderland jackets hand out free racing programs and personal observations on your chances of getting all kinds of lucky. The observations are free too.

Smoking isn’t allowed, but the place smells like stale tobacco. Old betting slips, the dead skin of the afternoon races, are everywhere. The remnants of the ticker-tape parade for the desperate cover the counters, the concourse floor, and the ramps. A group of loud teens trades shoulder punches and picks through the discarded slips, looking for winners. They won’t find any. The speakers crackle with a voice from out of time and out of place, announcing to everyone that the next race starts in ten minutes. He says it like the next race might be the last.

I pull my hat over my eyes, not wanting to be seen by Ekat or Gus before I see them. Where do I look first? There’s clubhouse and grandstand track seating. TV carrel seating as well. I’m going to try the grandstand first. Popcorn and peanut shells crunch under my feet.

It’s an overcast night, and the grandstand is only a quarter full. Everything is different than it was when I was last here. Private tables, each with its own hanging television. The people already seated drink and eat and stare at the TVs, although there’s only a white text scroll on a blue background of the next race listing being broadcast.

There’s a small stir in the grandstand as handlers lead the greyhounds down the track. The dogs’ legs are as thin as knives. Their skin stretches across overbred muscles and tendons like drum heads wound too tightly. The dogs have their heads down looking disappointed, defeated already. Maybe running all that distance and ending up in the same damned spot brings them down. Maybe someone told them that the rabbit they chase every night is a fraud.

I leave the grandstand and head into the concourse again, planning on cutting through and wading into the clubhouse. Then I see him. I stutter-step and plow into one of the retirees handing out the racing programs, the one with the Clementine-sized goiter in his neck. He doesn’t drop any programs. He says, “You’re gonna be the big loser tonight if you don’t watch where you’re fuckin’ goin’.”

“I read that in a fortune cookie once.”

He laughs, slaps my back, which echoes hollow, and tells me to get the fuck outta here. We’re buddies now. I resist the urge to rub his goiter for better luck, and I hide behind the popcorn guy’s cart.

Okay. Him. I almost didn’t recognize him without his sunglasses. Timothy Carter. I wish I could say he looked nervous, like the dogs were going to be chasing him instead of Frankenstein’s rabbit, but he still has that my-shit-tastes-better-than-yours grin, big and bright as a center-stage spotlight. His eyes are little black rocks, like bird’s eyes. Twitchy and all iris. Windows to his soullessness. He should’ve kept the sunglasses on.

Carter wears a white button-down shirt, sleeves rolled over his pampered forearms. The shirt is tucked into disco-tight khaki pants. He’s a goddamn walking mannequin with a beer in each hand.

Hanging off his shoulder is Madison Hall, the wife of the CEO Wilkie Barrack. Hanging off his shoulder is my previous case, the woman I was supposed to follow, the platinum blonde with a thing for lacrosse players.

I look away. I’m staring at an eclipse, and I’m afraid I’ll do serious damage if I don’t protect myself. I scan the crowd again quickly. Seeing Carter and Hall is an unexpected treat, but where’re Ekat and Gus?

The power couple saunters through the concourse, and I stare at her. She isn’t the real Madison Hall. She’s the other woman that I mistakenly followed. Or the other woman that someone wanted me to follow. It’s suddenly hot in here. My heart goes all rubber ball inside the cement walls of my chest.

Carter and faux-Hall stop walking in front of the ramp. She pulls him down to size and says something into the satellite dish of his ear. His awful but younger-than-mine face splits open to let out a wild impersonation of a laugh. He goes down the ramp toward the clubhouse, gliding like the unclean wraith that he is. She struts to a customer service window, hips swinging like a metronome and heels clacking out a message on the concourse cement.

I swap my popcorn man hideout for the hot dog man. Everyone knows you can’t trust the hot dog man, so I hide behind a couple of middle-aged women in leather biker jackets who read their race forms and argue about a dog assigned the number five. I follow faux-Hall to the customer service window, and it feels okay because I’ve had practice following her.

The blonde wears black horn-rimmed glasses that are shaped like the eyes of a cat although we’re at a dog track. Her little canary yellow short-sleeved dress ends above the waterline of her knees, and her black shoes have finger-length heels sharp enough to pop balloons upon sight. She opens her black purse and slides something under the customer service window.

The man behind the glass is blurry in the booth’s amber lighting. He hesitates to accept whatever she slid under the window, like he’s looking at the subject of some fifties B horror movie It Came from Her Purse! He does finally pick it up, inspecting her gift and her. He asks a question that I can’t hear. She holds up two fingers and grinds the toe of her right foot into the cement.

My human shields leave me, and I don’t know if they resolved the great debate over dog number five. I’m not a betting man, anyway.

The customer service agent counts out a seemingly endless stack of bills, then slides the bounty under the glass. Faux-Hall folds the windfall, and I swear that it’s too big for her purse, but she fits it all inside and clasps it shut. Maybe it’s a circus purse, and I’m the clown who’s supposed to crawl inside too.

I teeter, blink, and shake my head, and she’s already walking away from the window to the ramp. All right, new plan. I dig into my jacket pocket and make sure my cigarette-lighter gun is still there. Another wave of fatigue threatens to sweep me under. My legs are made out of oatmeal, and my hands tremor and shake, nervous about what I might do or say. I ignore it all and cut her off at the top of the ramp.

She sees me. She adjusts her cat glasses, which I now notice are broken. The left temple is tied to the frame with a wound-up rubber band. She turns, twists on her heels, looking back at the milling and droning crowd of the concourse, surprised that everyone else in the place doesn’t share her displeasure that I am here. She’s taller than I remember.

I make a gun-tent with the cigarette lighter in my jacket pocket and point it at her. Yeah, like the gun and the rabbit and woman in the blonde wig, I’m a fraud too, pretending to be the hardest of hard guys.

She says, “Is that a gun?”

With my voice coming out from the land of the lost, I say, “Hi, Ekat. It’s a gun, and I’m not all that happy to see you. I dig the wig and glasses, though.”




Twenty-Eight

We’re outside, walking across the parking lot like we’re the only two people left in the world. Just us and greyhounds. We phantom away from the clubhouse entrance, away from any windows, she in her blonde wig and me in my hat. I have the urge to pluck and snap the rubber band on my wrist. I keep my hand on the fake gun instead.

My feet are afraid to lose contact with terra firma, so I scrape their bottoms on the gritty blacktop until they throw sparks. Ekat is on my left. She’s quiet, only looking ahead. She rubs her arms like she’s cold, but she’s not cold. It’s just something for her to do to pass the time. Time is distance tonight.

We dock underneath one of the giraffe-tall lampposts with a dying bulb that flickers. It uses us to make shadows, but we don’t mind. I pull my fake-gun hand out of my pocket and fill it with something truly lethal: a cigarette. The rush of tobacco and nicotine gives me a quick but powerful buzz. Maybe that’s just the hum of faulty wiring above or the faulty wiring within.

Ekat leans her back against the light post, and she glows like a blinking traffic light. Yellow. A warning to slow down. I don’t need the warning. I know only slow.

“I lied about liking your wig. It couldn’t be more obvious. Might as well be wearing a flashing siren on your head.”

She says, “As obvious as that lump in your coat pocket? I know it’s not a real gun. You hate guns. You told me that night in my apartment.”

I go back to my pocket, but my hand and cigarette lighter are clumsy and forget who is supposed to lead. They’ve lost the motivation for the scene.

Ekat continues, “Don’t you remember? We talked about your job, and I asked if you carried a gun. You said other than the cigarette lighter your friend gave you, you’ve never owned one, never used one, never even held one.”

Don’t remember saying it, naturally, but it’s the truth. Nothing like a little gun talk among friends. I say, “I lied. I’m so untrustworthy. I have lots of guns. Big nasty ones that’d chew a hole through your lamppost.”

“You don’t have a gun, and I just want you to know that I came out here with you anyway.” Ekat talks in a quavering, the-jig-is-up voice. “So how much do you know?”

“Enough to be here, out in the parking lot of Wonderland with you, Marilyn.” She doesn’t say anything. Goodbye, Norma Jean. I try a couple more prompts. “Enough to know you’re responsible for the fire and that you guys played me like the long-shot fleabag in the sixth race.”

“Oh, that’s not it, Mark, and it’s so much more complicated than that. I am sorry, Mark, so sorry, but I can explain everything.”

“Don’t know what name is on your fake license and credit card, but the rubber band on your glasses is a nice touch. You’re incognito, but with that dash of perky personality. You’re a reckless renegade, but endearing too, right?”

She doesn’t hear my last bit as she talks over me, burying me in words. She says, “It was never supposed to be like this, get to this point, get to any point. We didn’t know what to do. Timothy was out of control, and I wanted out. Me and Gus, we set up the whole cheating-wife surveillance thing with you, but not to purposefully embarrass or harm you. I mean, we didn’t really know you then, but it wasn’t ever about you, I swear. It was about him. About Timothy. It was a kind of . . . I don’t know; I’m not saying any of this right.” Ekat pauses, rubs her forehead, looks away, at her feet, and talks to her shoes. They won’t talk back. “We were desperate, and we thought we could get something on him, blackmail him, get some leverage, or just get his attention at least, get him to listen to us and to show he wasn’t totally in control of everything, that he definitely wasn’t in control of us, but it didn’t work. It wasn’t smart, and we didn’t think it out. We made it all worse, I know. We screwed up. It was a panic move, but we had to try something. We didn’t want anyone to get . . .”

Her words are moving at the speed of light when I’m still stuck in the dark. Need to try and organize things a little. “How do you know Carter?”

It should be an easy question to answer. She looks back up at me, her face hiding in the wig’s schizophrenic, on-again-off-again shadow. She says, “He went to high school with Gus and me.”

Her answer ignites an irrational and complex mushroom cloud of rage. I don’t know if I’m Mr. Boiling Point because of how they’re using me, or if I’m school-yard jealous because the cool kids, Ekat and Gus, choose an ass-hat like Carter as a friend over me. Whatever. I’m usually such an easygoing cat, too, but now I’m ready and willing to go all lake-of-fire, see red, crack the earth, and spit blood. Yell, bellow, froth at thine mouth. I am the god of hellfire.

“Fuck me! And you! Fucking unbelievable! Getting owned by a goddamned high school clique. A mini–class reunion.”

mark

“So let me get this straight; you three amigos had your cute little identity fraud game going, using people like Jody and Aleksandar . . .”

mark listen to me

“. . . giving them fake IDs and stolen cards because they’re not from the south shore, they’re more suited for the dirty work, right?”

no mark that’s not it really it isn’t

“So you kept such good mules, they’d get big cash advances, you guys got your cut, and you got your adventure, your fucking jollies and goose bumps, and if your bagmen were ever caught, who would believe them over you, right?”

please stop and listen to me stop it

“Then you guys decided it was over, maybe you got bored with it, thought identity theft was too bourgeois, and then it was burning-down-the-house time . . .”

stop it stop it stop it

“. . . you know that song, sung by that guy with the big white jacket with big white shoulders, and he also sang something about asking yourself how you got here or how you go there howyougothere . . .”

“Stop it!” Ekat has my lapels wrapped inside her fists. She shakes me like a burned-out lightbulb, listening for the filament, testing to see if I’m broken. She’s strong, and the wig remains on her head despite the violence.

I pry her hands off me and gently push her away, back to the safety of the lamppost. I say, “I stopped it.”

I feel like low tide, so far from shore and with nothing ebbing or flowing, dead water. My hat and half-spent cigarette are on the ground next to my feet. I didn’t see them get there. I pick both up and try to remember everything I said. I hope it was good.

“Where’d you get the credit cards?”

Ekat leaves the post and stands close enough to slap me. She puts her hands across her chest, instead, holding herself back. She says, “Timothy and I stole the cards from health clubs and hotel gyms and bars. It was always so quick and easy. We’d pluck them from wallets and purses left in open lockers. Most of the time the marks wouldn’t know the cards were gone until days, sometimes weeks, later.”

“And Gus made the fake IDs to match the credit cards, then.”

“Right. He’d been making fake IDs for people since high school.”

“He’s so talented.”

“We were smart with the cards. Didn’t mess around online or too close to home. We went to racetracks and casinos, all on the East Coast, and only used the cards to get cash advances.”

I say, “Like tonight.”

“Gus made me a new fake ID for each card, using a different picture, each with a slightly different look.”

She pauses. She primps her wig, then sighs again, dropping her arms to her sides, hands slapping against her legs. And I know that being a different person each month, making up stories for the women in the IDs and living in those stories, was the thrill, was why she did it.

This is the part where I’m supposed to commiserate, to say that I understand, that I’m like her, that I want to be somebody else too. But I’m not giving in. Not this time.

She says, “The system was foolproof. We’d be practically anonymous in the big casinos and racetracks, especially the old racetracks. You’d be surprised how many don’t even have security cameras.

“And I assumed it was just us the whole time. I had no reason to think otherwise. I had no idea that Gus was outsourcing, as he called it, giving cards and IDs to Jody and Aleksandar. I didn’t find out about them until a few months ago, at the beginning of this summer.

“I was in Gus’s apartment, just having a few beers with him after work, and I saw an ID he’d messed up lying on the top of his trash can. The picture wasn’t mine. It was of some woman I’d seen hanging out at Gus’s bar. I thought maybe he was just practicing new IDs or something, but when I confronted him about it, he told me who Jody was and what he was doing. He tried to laugh and shrug it off, of course. He’s always gotten his way because everyone loves him, but I was having none of it. I lost it, threw the ID at his face, took off, and didn’t answer his phone calls.

“A couple days later, Gus came back to my apartment and apologized for not telling either me or Timothy about his outsourcing. He said that he only picked Jody and Aleksandar because he knew them, they were good guys who were struggling, and he wanted to help them out. He figured they would be easy to keep track of because they lived in the same building. But he agreed that getting the other two involved was a bad idea; the extra profits weren’t ever going to amount to more than a supplement to our incomes, and it wasn’t worth the added risk of them being caught and pointing their fingers at us. All of which should’ve been obvious from the get-go. But you know Gus, Mr. Social Butterfly, has to be friends and doing deals with everyone.

“Then Gus told me about his first conversation with Timothy and how he promised that he wouldn’t make any more IDs for them. Timothy didn’t take it well; he exploded and said that Gus had doomed us all, ruined our lives. He even accused Gus of being jealous of his new career, even of trying to set him up because he was using Aleksandar—his boss’s driver.”

“New career?”

“It took Timothy countless tries to pass the bar, and he’s only been working for Financier and the CEO for less than a year. This was his big break.”

“What’d he do before that?”

“Odd jobs. Stuff to pay the law school bills.”

“And by odd you mean illegal, I assume. Did he sell drugs like Gus?”

“No, his thing was gambling, running some books for local college kids and law school students. He’d been doing that since we graduated high school, really.”

“Right. Okay, to sum up: onetime bookie turned high-powered lawyer was miffed at Gus about Jody and Aleksandar.”

“Yes. And after Gus left my apartment, Timothy called Gus back. He was slurring drunk, and he went off on a rant about how his career would be over if anyone found out about this stuff, saying his life would be over. He started talking about doing more than cutting the others loose and that Gus had to help, had to make up for his mistake and show who he was loyal to. Timothy was talking crazy, actually talking about killing those guys. Gus was shocked and horrified and refused to even listen to it.

“Timothy was drunk and upset, and we didn’t want to take the threats seriously. But even just to hear him talk about stuff like that had me and Gus completely freaked out.”

I say, “I still don’t understand where I come in.” I look down. Ekat has my jacket’s lapels in her hands again. The material is irresistible.

“Gus was a part-time personal assistant for Timothy, one of his many side gigs. Timothy’s boss wanted someone to watch his wife for a few nights while he was out of town. The CEO had been hearing rumors about her cheating on him. Gus was going to watch her for Timothy. Keep in mind, this was set up before all the Jody/Aleksandar stuff came out.”

Ekat’s hands are gone. Her arms are sunken up to the wrist in my jacket, missing and stuck somewhere inside. She says, “Like I said earlier, we didn’t know what to do about Timothy’s wild threats. We couldn’t go to the police. We weren’t about to do anything that would get us arrested. So we came up with the fake surveillance idea to blackmail him. Gus knew about you from group therapy. He canceled the surveillance gig with Timothy but recommended you for the job instead, and he went for it.”

I say, “You’re still not making a whole lot of sense.”

She shrugs. It’s an honest shrug, too. Her arching shoulders might as well be a big middle finger. And it’s now that I know how much trouble, how much danger we’re all in. It’s worse than that they don’t know what they’re doing, which is clear. The amazing Technicolor dream-wig, the scams and schemes, the pretending, the lying, all of it means it was never real to them. It was just something to do, something to pass the time. They never thought any of this through. Their getting caught always was (and is) a given, and whom they take down with them, and how, are the only variables.

Her arms sink deeper into my jacket, halfway up her forearms. My jacket is made of quicksand. We’re both sinking, and we’ll never get out of it. Ekat’s face is only a few inches from mine. The brim of my hat tickles her wig.

She says, “Gus pretty much knew the wife was cheating on Timothy’s boss. He’d seen other men’s clothes in her apartment when picking up and dropping off dry cleaning. So while you were watching me doing nothing out on Newbury Street, Gus was going to tail the CEO’s wife and get pictures of her out on the town. You were going to report to Timothy that nothing happened, and Timothy would forward your all’s-well report along to the boss.

“Gus was then going to tell Timothy that you’d followed the wrong woman—me—and show him the pictures he’d taken of Barrack’s wife, and then threaten Timothy with going straight to Barrack with his photos and a detailed story about how Timothy, his new personal attorney, was actively covering up his wife’s infidelities. All of which meant Timothy would lose his precious cushy job and likely his career as his name would be mud in local professional circles if he didn’t stop the crazy talk about killing Jody and Aleksandar.”

“That almost makes sense.”

“It didn’t work out that way, though. Obviously. We never dreamed the Herald would get and print shots of the CEO’s wife out with someone else, and everything blew up in our faces.

“The Herald pictures on the heels of your report already put Timothy in hot water with his boss, so we had no leverage to present our blackmail scenario. Gus and I decided not to tell him anything about it. Then after Timothy saw your pictures of me dressed as the wife, he really lost it, called and threatened the both of us. God, the whole blackmail thing, I think it made everything worse.”

I say, “Eddie never stalked or threatened you, did he?”

“No. Gus hired you that night to watch me because of Timothy. We were afraid he might try something and figured if Timothy saw you, he might think that you, the PI, knew about him, knew what he was up to, and it would scare him off.”

My hands are missing, have sunk inside the sleeves of my jacket as well. It’s only fitting. I say, “Gus lied to me.” I try not to sound like a hurt lover.

“He had to lie and tell you it was Eddie who threatened me because he didn’t want you finding out about the three of us. We didn’t mean to do any of this to you, Mark. Really. We both like you, and we’re so sorry that you got caught up in everything we did.”

We talk faster like it’ll help us avoid true contact. Our noses are almost touching. I say, “The fire was set by Carter.”

“Yes. Yes.”

“How’d he do it?”

“I don’t know. I have no idea.”

We both sink deeper into my jacket. We’ll be part of a fossil site eons from now, and whoever finds us will dream about what it was we said to each other.

“Why are you here with Carter now?”

“He wanted me to come with him. Make sure that I wouldn’t talk, that we were still good, that I was still loyal. He wanted to make that one last score; then we’d be done. I was too afraid to say no, afraid of what he might do to me. I had to play along. When we got here I had to pretend I wasn’t scared of him and I was having a good time. I just have to get through this night and figure out what to do next.”

“Where’s Gus?”

“I don’t know.”

The lamppost light flickers faster. It has lost patience with us. When the bulb is on, it glows brighter and whiter, and when it’s off, the darkness is total. My eyes are starved and greedy for the light.

I ask, “He hasn’t contacted you at all?”

“No. Not since the fire.”

She’s lying. There’s some truth mixed in with the lies. There always is. I ask her where Gus is again. Where is he?

She

s a y s,

“I

d  o  n  ’  t

k  n  o  w ,

m  a  r  k . ”

Her sentence stretches out, thins, and fades toward the edges. There’s nothing for me to grab on to, and I stumble, waving my arms like no one is paying enough attention to me, then fall. I splash into the empty sea of the parking lot. I’m lost, and I thrash about with arms and legs as dead as wishes that never come true.

Okay, the parking-lot sea is not so empty. Nightmarish leviathans live in these waters, shaking the cowering earth with their tidal movements.

Those goddamn monsters, they swim and fuck and eat and shit in the depths below me; they’re always below me, down in the deep, black, and terrible sea.

And those goddamn monsters, they’re arguing about me. They whisper through machete-sized teeth because they know I’m listening. I don’t speak their language, but I understand they can’t decide what to do with me. They weren’t expecting me even though I always show up. I’m always here, right here.

Without a consensus, and almost as an afterthought, they open their deep, black, and terrible mouths. Say ahhh. I’m going to be swallowed. It won’t be my first time, but someday there will be a last.

Yeah, I’m their Jonah again, but the joke is on them because I don’t believe in them or in anything else.




Twenty-Nine

The leviathans are picky bastards. They chew me up and spit me out again. I don’t taste very good.

I lean against the lamppost. I need the support, but I hate this goddamn lamppost and its epileptic bulb, and want to see it all razed and run into the ground. There’re no bulldozers lying about, but there is a man standing in front of me with his hands in his pockets. I’m seeing myself through Ekat’s eyes. I didn’t realize I was losing so much weight. I never realize how much I’m losing.

But that’s not right. I’m me. I’m awake enough to know that much. The other me is another guy. He’s wearing a similar quicksand jacket, white shirt, loosened tie, and not quite permanently pressed pants. All that stuff could’ve come out of my closet, except for his lid. On his head is that rednosed-reindeer porkpie hat of his. It’s not the red breast on a robin. It’s the piece that doesn’t fit the ensemble. Too showy. I’m a fashion expert.

Gus says, “No worries. I’ve got you covered.”

He pulls something out of his pocket. It’s not a bag of amphetamines. Part of me wishes it were. He has a cigarette, cradled delicately between two fingers, and he lights its short fuse. He dangles it between us, a stolen watch he wants to sell me.

He can’t tease me like that. I’m weak, and I’m buying. Smoke pounds its dirty fists on the walls of my lungs. It’s a clove cigarette, and it waters my eyes and corrodes my delicate system. Just what I need.

I say, “I know you and Ekat are the same person. Case solved.”

“Well done, Mark. You can go home and get some rest then, right? Give yourself a gold star.” Gus laughs, and at me. He’s always been laughing at me.

I say, “Or I can go home and give that gold star to Detective Owolewa.” Yeah, that makes a bucketful of sense. Christ, I need a rewind button sometimes.

I open my mouth to try and correct myself, but I cough instead. I double over, and my lungs turn inside out. My tenderized ribs make an official declaration of hate for me and threaten to leave their post.

I drop the hipster’s clove cigarette to the pavement and don’t bother grinding it under my flat foot. Not sure I can lift my leg that high. I croak something that might sound like “Where have you been?” It’s not easy turning green.

“I wasn’t anywhere, really. In hiding. And sorry I couldn’t contact you or . . .”

I walk away from Gus. I have nowhere to go, but I feel better already. I check my watch. It’s ten after ten. I don’t know how long I was out here talking with Ekat, but I’m missing at least twenty minutes from my evening. I’ll never find those minutes either.

Gus nips at my heels. He’s simultaneously on my left and right. He says, “I know you’re mad at me, and you have every right to be mad at me, Mark. I’ve screwed up so much, and I know that, and I know that I’m going to pay for it. I’ve put you in harm’s way and I can’t make everything perfect, but I can make it better, I promise. But I need a favor. I need your help. I need you to wait until the morning before you go to the police.”

It’s my turn to laugh at someone. “What happens in the morning?”

“I have a new plan, all right? I’m improvising.”

“I’m guessing you do that a lot.”

“It’s a good plan, simple, not a lot of moving parts, and it’s my last plan.” Gus grabs my arm, and I stop rolling down the hill.

He holds his hands out in front of him, framing the discussion. He’s a frustrated mime. “Ekat and I are going to leave Boston and disappear.” He opens his hands with a magician’s flourish. Houdini without the chains and appendicitis. “I’ve got some places we can go to for six months to a year, maybe longer.” Gus pauses, waves his magic hands, turning that last sentence into a flock of doves. “It doesn’t matter where we go, but we’ll leave tonight as soon as she’s away from Carter. And then you and the cops can have him.” Gus pats my chest twice with the back of his hand. “You’ll look like a hero.”

“Or an accomplice.”

“No, that’s not how it’ll work.” Gus shakes his head. His porkpie hat is a red light. I’m supposed to stop. He says, “Come on, Mark. Follow me.” Gus backs away, toward a pod of parked cars. Or is it a gaggle?

I say, “I already have, and got nowhere.”

Not sure if he heard me. Maybe I wasn’t loud enough. Maybe I didn’t want him to hear me. Maybe, even after everything that’s happened, I still want to follow him for one more night.

Gus fiddles with his keys while standing next to a yellow vintage car. It’s a compact but has long front and back ends. Canvas topped, but I don’t think it’s a convertible. The make is familiar. I might’ve owned the Matchbox version when I was a kid. That’s assuming I played with Matchbox cars.

“Climb in.” He’s an action hero sliding into the front seat. The chrome, glass, and steel is a prefitted body glove. I’m not as graceful upon entrance. I groan and creak as I duck my head and bend my arms and legs, like a retired contortionist who was never any good, even in his prime. Me and cars have never quite worked it out.

He says, “What do you think?”

“Of what?”

“The car. Just picked it up. It’s a ’73 Dodge Dart. Come on, what do you think? I joined an antique auto club too. I couldn’t resist. Supposed to go for a group ride next Wednesday. But I’ll probably miss it.” He runs his hands over the black leather interior and a faded decal of Jesus pasted on the dashboard.

“So far we have Ekat and her wig, you and your seventies mobile and auto club, and your plan to snap your fingers and disappear, and then what? Dine on happiness and shit sunshine for the rest of your lives? What I think is that you—every last one of you—live in fantasyland, or Wonderland as the case may be.

“But don’t mind me. Your car is sweet, man. Did it come with that pack of clove cigarettes?”

Gus laughs, adjusts his hat, then strikes a pose with his arm across the bench seat. “You’re a funny guy, Mark.”

“Yeah. Hilarious. So what are we and your cherry ride doing now, Fonzie? You gonna take me to the hop, then maybe to Inspiration Point for a little necking?”

“I wish, big fella. We have more pressing matters to attend to.” He points out the windshield, and there’s Carter’s Lexus, three rows away. “We’re going to follow Ekat, make sure she gets home safe. For obvious reasons, I don’t trust Carter.”

“I heard it as he can’t trust you. Ekat says you hired Jody and Aleksandar without either of your two high school sweethearts knowing.”

I’m real interested to hear Gus’s response as I’m thinking about my time sitting on a Broadway bench next to Charlton Heston–loving Rita. As long as her well-dressed man in the big sunglasses is who I think he is, then Carter had been visiting Aleksandar’s apartment prior to my fraud surveillance and the fire. Which means Ekat’s timeline doesn’t jibe with Rita seeing Carter entering Aleksandar’s apartment. Something tells me his visits weren’t just teatime social calls, either. If Rita is right, Carter knew about the bagmen, Aleksandar at least, all along.

Gus says, “I didn’t think it was a big deal. I was just trying to make us a little more money and help a couple of people who were really struggling.”

I say, “You’re a regular Robin Hood,” but he isn’t listening to me.

“It was a risk, but I certainly didn’t think it was anything sinister, like Carter did. He really thought I was trying to set him up. I had to grovel, get on my knees and kiss his Italian loafers before he would even listen to me. Then all of a sudden he hits me with a crazy scheme to burn down the building and take those guys out.”

All right, so Gus and Ekat are both lying to me. I think. It’s possible that they’re telling the truth, and maybe Carter knew about the bagmen and was completely playing them. Maybe Rita was wrong in her month timeline, and Carter’s visits to the apartment occurred only after Gus confessed to using bagmen. Maybe the person Rita saw wasn’t Carter. I assumed Carter by her description. Could’ve been anyone. Could’ve been Gus.

I say, “You could’ve stopped Carter, but you didn’t.”

“We tried, Mark.” Gus sings their song about the failed blackmail scheme, hitting all the same notes that Ekat did. I’m getting sick of that tune. He adds, “I screwed up, Mark. What can I say? I fucked up, big time. I never thought Carter would really do it. Why would I ever think he’d go through with something like that? I mean, shit, I’ve known him forever. To be honest, initially I was more worried he would do something to hurt himself with all of the talk about his new career being his life.”

“You could’ve gone to the police. Aleksandar would still be alive if you did.”

Gus drops his head into his chest, soul searching. I don’t think he’ll find one. His voice goes soft, presumably in honor of the dead. “If I had known any of this was going to actually happen, I would’ve. I’m going to make it up to Aleksandar’s family, somehow.”

I laugh. I don’t think he takes it well. “You almost believe your own bullshit, don’t you?”

Gus wisely doesn’t respond.

I say, “You thought Carter was enough of a threat to have me follow Ekat home.”

Gus shakes his head. “Well, yeah, in the aftermath of our botched blackmail scheme and Carter’s phoned-in threats to knock out our teeth, I thought Carter might be a threat to me or Ekat. I know it’ll sound corny, but I also felt really guilty about using you the way we did, and I wanted to make a restitution payment of sorts. Give you an easy, paying gig to ease my conscience and help your wallet. You don’t know how close I came to telling you everything about Carter and the fake surveillance that morning in your office, but you seemed a little on edge and I chickened out.”

“I’m not buying any of it. Including your putting a price tag on pity.”

“What do you think we were doing, then? Really, Mark, why would I have continued to involve you if I actually thought Carter would set the fire? It makes no sense.”

“A lot of stuff you and Ekat have done so far makes no sense.”

“Touché.”

“Why not go to the cops after the fire?”

“Would going to the cops after the fact have changed any of it? I wasn’t about to send me and Ekat to jail for Carter.”

“But you could let the fire be pinned on an innocent man, right?”

“We’re going to fix that, Mark. You tell the cops everything tomorrow. Give them Carter on a platter. And not for nothing, Eddie is a lot of things, but innocent isn’t one of them. He’ll be fine.”

“Eddie isn’t fine, won’t be fine, never was fine.” I pause to breathe and pull the plug on my fine perseveration. “Eddie’s in jail right now. Did you know—”

Gus interrupts and points out the windshield. “Hey, here they come.”

The king and queen of Wonderland promenade arm in arm across the lot. Their smiles sparkle like shattered glass on asphalt.

I say, “They seem to be getting along swimmingly.” I watch Gus and wait to see if that designer coolness of his is ever going to melt away.

He says, “She’s doing fine, supersleuth.”

Carter and Ekat untangle and separate when they reach the Lexus, but no one bows to their left. Ekat pulls a black bag out of the trunk, ducks inside the already started car, and they’re off.

Gus starts his obnoxious engine but leaves the headlights off. He says, “Let’s give them a twenty-second head start. Do you want to count?”

I don’t say anything. That’ll learn him.

Gus leans across my chest and opens the door. The déjà vu makes my muscles hurt all over again. He says, “You can leave and go to the police now, if you really want to. I won’t stop you. Or you can stay with me and we’ll make sure our friend Ekat is okay, and if nothing else you get a ride back to Southie.”

I dig under my shirt sleeve and find our friend’s rubber band and snap it. Then I shut the passenger door. I say, “Drive. You’ll talk about me behind my back if I don’t come with you.”

We’ve established that he and Ekat are lying to me, but I don’t know to what extent. I’m staying to find out. I’m not staying because he said the word friend. Really, I’m not.

Gus rolls across the lot, lagging a few hundred yards behind the Lexus. Optimum distance achieved, Gus turns into a narrator. “I don’t need to be right on his tail. He’s just going to drop her off at her apartment.” He looks at me, and his confident veneer cracks momentarily, showing off a worried, oh-shit-I-can’t-stop-what-was-started face. It’s the first time tonight that I can almost believe any of what he said might be true.

I relaunch into the ballad of Eddie. I tell him about Detective Owolewa finding my amphetamines and concluding that I was a drug-buying client of Eddie’s. I tell him about Eddie staking out Gus’s place, Eddie thinking the two of us were somehow setting him up to take the fall for the fire, and Eddie pounding me into shape with a few well-placed but lucky sucker punches and then dumping me on the Zakim Bridge like I was pothole filler.

“Jesus, Mark. I had no idea.” Gus takes off his hat and runs his fingers through his not-thinning hair. I could say that I hate him, but I’d be lying to myself again. “I couldn’t be sorrier about what he did to you. But I don’t care about Eddie. I’m sorry if that sounds callous or if I’m rationalizing, but he isn’t a good guy. He’s dangerous. Clearly, he’s always been dangerous. He treats Jody like shit. I’ve seen him hit her in the middle of the bar, man. He’s no good. It was why I was trying to help her out financially and let her use the cards and IDs. She kept all that ID stuff from Eddie, too. She never told him.”

“I know. I already got all that good stuff from Jody.” I blush even though Gus has no idea why I would.

“Did you? Nice show. Man, you’re good.” He laughs, and goddamn me, now I might be blushing at his praise. He adds, “What Eddie did to you is further proof of how dangerous he is.”

Gus pays a toll, and the Dart descends into the gullet of the Ted Williams Tunnel. The engine roar echoes off the walls, and it sounds like the tunnel clearing its deep throat. Carter’s Lexus is about a quarter mile ahead of us. We’re all headed back to Southie. Wonderland is already a million miles behind us.

Gus says, “I know that I’ve been saying Carter started the fire this whole time, but I don’t really know that. He’s responsible, don’t get me wrong, but who knows? Maybe he went and actually paid Eddie to do it. Carter knew Eddie, talked to him a few times at my bar. Carter knows what Eddie is. For all I know he paid off Jody’s crazy friend Rachel. I remember reading somewhere that she was first at the scene, right? Fuck, I don’t know. I wouldn’t put it past any of them. But that’s not up to me to figure it all out. Give the cops Carter, and let them sort out the rest when we’re long gone.”

Gus’s story is evolving, growing, getting harder to keep track of, the words mixing and meshing with what Ekat, Eddie, Jody, Rita, and everyone else said and with what I thought I knew. I’m a sap because it’s working. I remember how I felt when operating under my earlier assumption that Eddie lit the fire. I remember the safety of righteousness, and I want it back. So okay, maybe Carter paid Eddie to light the fire and Jody survived because he knew she was at Rachel’s place. He got cold feet, he couldn’t go through with killing her, but what about her son, JT?

I shake my head and pull out of the tailspin. I say, “It wasn’t Eddie. There’s no way.”

“You’re probably right. I don’t know; I’m just so scared, to be honest. After it happened, I thought that Carter would’ve been caught within twenty-four hours and that he would take me down with him. I didn’t know what to do, and I needed to figure a way out, so I went hedgehog.”

“Hedgehog?”

“Yes, a member of the rodent family. I’m not familiar with the scientific name of their phylum, but, you know, they live underground.”

“I thought they lived in hedges.”

“Regardless, I found out I was pretty good at being gone. I could’ve stayed gone, too. I didn’t have to come back, Mark.”

I say, “I believe you,” which is a lie. I don’t feel bad about it either.

The Dart emerges from the tunnel, and we navigate an on-ramp labyrinth—no minotaurs—and head toward the developing waterfront area and South Boston. We stop at the D Street intersection light.

There’s a new and giant hotel on the corner of Summer Street, all lights and glass. I wonder if anyone is looking out one of those windows and sees me in this car. I slide into a comfortable slouch in my seat, roll down the window, and let a cool breeze play with my beard. An embarrassingly large part of me wants to indulge in a fantasy where Gus and I are just cruising in his Dart, with no particular place to go.

Gus says, “Hey, see their car anywhere?”

I fix my slouch. “No.”

“I didn’t think I was that far behind them. No biggie. We all know how to get to Ekat’s place, right?”

I whistle “Do You Know the Way to San Jose?” Sitting in the seventies car, wind blowing in my face, I think it’s appropriate.

The light goes green. Gus starts straight onto D Street but changes his mind, squealing wheels left and onto Summer Street. He doesn’t use his blinker. He says, “Like I said, I could’ve stayed gone, but I had to come back to help Ekat and you.”

“You’re a regular Albert Schweitzer.” I rub my eyes and try to remember more of my parking lot conversation with Ekat. It’s an itch between my shoulder blades, and I’m having a hard time reaching it. “How did you know Ekat and Carter would be at Wonderland?” Now that we’re moving, the wind is too much, threatens to steal my hat, so I roll up the window. The fast lane isn’t for me.

“Ekat left voice-mail messages and texts, telling me some of what was going on with the both of you, but I didn’t return any of those messages until today. She texted me this morning that Carter wanted her to go with him to Wonderland for one last score. I broke my radio silence. We decided that she’d go with Carter, that I’d be there too and would be watching just in case, and then we’d go away for a long while.”

“She told me that she hadn’t heard from you.”

“She was trying to protect me, I guess. You surprised her, and she panicked. I wasn’t surprised, though, pal. You’re good at what you do, and that you somehow found your way to Wonderland tonight isn’t the upset of the century as far as I’m concerned.”

“Aw, shucks. You sure got a pretty mouth.”

Summer Street is now L Street, and we pass through the East Broadway intersection. We’re only a cupful of blocks away from Ekat’s apartment, but it doesn’t feel like we’re any closer to the end of this. Whatever this is.

Gus says, “All that said, to be brutally honest with you, buddy, maybe Ekat didn’t lie to you. You might not have heard her right. You might not have been all there. I know you pretty well, Mark. It happened during our magnificent bender, right? Maybe you were asleep while you were talking to Ekat. Your firsthand accounts aren’t exactly reliable. When I found the two of you, Ekat was pacing, wearing out a patch of the parking lot, and you were snoozing up against the post with your big hairy gob drawing flies.”

“Keep it up, and I’m gonna smack you in that pretty mouth.”

“I’m not saying any of that to be mean. I’m just trying to be straight with you.”

“That would be a first.”

It’s our first fight, and I don’t think we’ll ever be the same. We don’t speak during the final leg of our jaunt. Gus turns right onto East Sixth, and we park at the corner of I instead of in front of Ekat’s place.

I say, “You’re really going to make me walk?”

Gus shuts the car off and says, “Carter could still be hanging around. He shouldn’t be, but you never know. We need to play this safe.”

We creep up I Street like a couple of creeps. If Ekat is home alone and if this is really the end, I don’t know what I’m going to do. Will I call the police and have the wonder twins picked up, or will I do nothing, stand on her doorstep, get pats on the head, then blow kisses and breathlessly scream, Bye-bye, bon voyage, don’t forget to write?

Looks like I don’t need to know the answer to that question just yet. The outdoor lights (both front door and back door) are on, but the interior is dark and lonely. Her apartment is in mourning. Gus peeks in the front window, roughs up the glass with his knuckles, and nothing. No one’s home.

The Lexus isn’t parked out front, and there are plenty of open spots up and down I Street. Carter and Ekat are not here. I pull out one of my own cigarettes, no cloves or other nonprocessed ingredients, the way nature intended.

Gus takes off his hat and looks around. He wears incredulousness quite well. He says, “There’s no way I beat them here, is there?”

“Maybe Carter took her on the scenic route, the long-cut. Maybe they stopped at a bar first. Maybe they wanted to play Keno, pick up a few scratch tickets.”

“No, no, no. She was going to have him drive her straight home. We must’ve beat them here. Maybe they went down D Street.” Gus spins around three times, a dog looking for a spot to lie down, and then jogs across the street and back toward the Dart.

Down on the corner instead of out in the street, we wait. Gus leans on a city-planned tree with his arms outstretched, palms flat against the bark, like he’s trying to push it over and block off the road. I stand behind him, relegated to the background, a lowly subordinate to his commander. I tend to my personal fire and smoke. A few cars go up I Street. The cars don’t stop and they don’t drop off passengers wearing blond wigs.

I decide to throw something out there at Gus and see what sticks to his slick old self. I say, “You know what else Ekat told me?”

“What did she tell you?”

“She said that you were in on it. That you helped Carter plan and set the fire. Tonight was her last score, and then she was running away from the both of you. Maybe she’s on her way to some remote island right now. She’ll build a house on the beach with teakwood and live off coconuts, fish, and clams. I like her plan better than yours.”

Gus keeps watch on I Street, like it might run away. He says, “Not funny, Mark,” but there’s something there, a microsecond of hesitation and doubt, and if I were able to pick up that moment and stretch it out like pizza dough, I’d find the holes.

“You said I was funny earlier.”

“I was wrong. You need to work on delivery and timing.” Gus still hasn’t turned his head, talks in a monotone, and keeps contact with his tree. He doesn’t look like a man happy with the way things are working out. That makes two of us.

I throw my dead and used smoke at his foot. I have good aim. “Why did you get mixed up in any of this?” It’s a painfully earnest question, one I don’t expect will be answered.

“You mean: What’s a sweet boy like me doing in a place like this? Well, I’ll tell you, but only because it’s you, Mark. It’s because my parents were just awful to me, didn’t kiss me enough, and they yelled at me when I wet the bed.” Gus laughs, and it goes on for far too long. Nothing is that funny. He says, “Come on, what do you want me to say? I stole credit cards and made the IDs because I could. It was easy in a very casual way, and I was good at it. Because getting away with it was a rush. Because the money was real good. There are no deep dark secrets here. You know me, Mark.”

I do know him, now. We wait another few minutes. A cab and a lopsided minivan drive by, and that’s it.

“Shit, shit, shit . . .” Gus stands up and stretches his arms out wide to give the world a hug. “They’re not coming here. Something happened. What are we going to do?”

I say, “Call her. Ask her what’s taking so long. Have her pick up a pizza, with sausage. I’m hungry.”

Gus takes out his phone, then stops. “I—I can’t. I can’t risk Carter knowing that I’m back and that she and I have been communicating.”

“I’ll call.”

“You can’t call her either. He doesn’t know that you know about any of this.”

“I’m calling.” I take out my phone. It needs to be charged and is almost dead.

Gus reaches for my phone, but I dodge him. He says, “We can’t. Either of us calling could put her in danger, Mark. Carter . . .”

Gus stops, looks up and down I Street again, eyes spinning free in his head. He says, “All right. Let’s think. We lost their car coming out of the tunnel, right? I didn’t see them on D Street or on Summer.” He pauses, rubs his chin like there’s a genie in it. “Did they go onto 93? There’s a ramp there, right at the end of the tunnel. They did. Fuck, Carter took her to his house.”

I say, “They could be anywhere.”

“I know, I know, but his house is the only other place that makes sense. It’s the only other place we can check.” He runs the short distance to his car. “You coming or staying?”

Gus is smooth. Even when he appears to be flustered, he does it with style, panache with a soft, drawn-out che. He’s a walking and talking wink, a come-hither look, and I can’t help but follow even when every ounce of my being knows to stay away from him and his Dart, to go home and call Detective Owolewa, and drop this hot and messy fondue in his lap.

I limp to his car, dragging my lazier-by-the-minute left leg behind me. Looks like he and I get to take a joyride after all. I’ll try not to let it go to my head.

Gus starts the car and says, “Carter lives in Milton. We’ll jump on the highway real quick. Fifteen-minute ride, tops.” He pulls out of the parking spot, shaking his head. He says, “This isn’t good.”

“I know.”




Thirty

The Dart’s front end is an elongated snout, rooting through the dips and potholes of the southeast expressway. There aren’t any truffles. We don’t feel the bumps as much as we glide over them, cresting the waves, a boat on water. It’s a sea-sickening feeling. With every swell the tires strain to keep contact with the road, and we could go careening into the median at the slightest breeze or driver misstep.

Gus talks because he has to. He doesn’t know what else to do with his mouth. I can’t hear him over the engine. My window is open, filling the old car with new air. But the air isn’t new. It’s unaccountably ancient and used.

I turn my head, and Gus isn’t driving anymore. It’s my old roommate Juan-Miguel. He looks small with the Dart’s Conestoga-wagon-sized steering wheel in his hands. He wears a black T-shirt over a white T-shirt, like he always did. I send him a smile, and I’m as nervous as a middle schooler at his first dance. Juan-Miguel yells at me about what I did to the couch, and he yells at me about what I did, about the lies I told him, but he won’t look at me, can’t look at me, and I can’t remember when he could.

I turn my head, and Gus isn’t driving anymore. It’s my mother, Ellen. She calmly explains why she’s relocating me back to the Cape and our old family bungalow. She tells me that I’m not doing well on my own and that I need help. She can look at me, but she won’t.

I turn my head, and Gus isn’t driving anymore. It’s Dr. Who. He has a stack of notebooks on his lap, and Jesus is still on the dashboard. I reach across the canyon of the bench seat to grab the notebooks. I need to leaf through them and find pictures of me, find one that I like, or at least one that I can live with.

I turn my head, and Gus isn’t driving anymore. It’s my old friend George. I’d like to say that he never left, that he’s always with me—it’s the sugar-sweet culturally approved sentiment—but it’d be a lie. He’s been gone for ten years. He’s a fading memory, a shrinking part of the story-of-me that I tell occasionally. George is here now, though, and he’s finishing a laugh about something. He always finished after me. I loved that about him.

I turn my head, and now I’m driving the van. This isn’t right. The van is too big for me to control. Too big for me to handle. George is in the passenger seat. He finishes the laugh that wouldn’t end, shaking it out like he’s emptying his shoe of sand. He slumps against the passenger door and rests his head on the glass. I shouldn’t be watching him instead of the road, but I am. This isn’t how it happened.

I blink, wiggle my nose, try to Bewitch him back into the driver’s seat. It doesn’t work. I’m driving. My hands are too sweaty and treacherous. I can’t trust them, the saboteurs, and I can’t stop them from pulling right.

Our seats in the van are too high up. Our falling down is an inevitability.

I turn my head, and Gus isn’t driving. Neither is George. I’m driving. George is asleep. This isn’t how it was supposed to happen. George promised to help keep me awake. George is asleep. And I am too.




Thirty-One

The Dart rolls onto the grass shoulder of a narrow, wooded street. Just outside my door is a stone fence with gaps, missing pieces, and it’s not tall enough to stop anybody. Behind the crumbling fence is a thicket of trees, putting a mighty lean on the remaining stones.

Gus shuts off the car, taps my arm, and says, “We’re here. You awake?”

“Always.” I have a crick in my neck and in the rest of my body.

“I drove up and down the road a couple of times but couldn’t really see anything, couldn’t tell if they’re here. The house is set too far back and up that big hill,” Gus whispers.

Orderly lines of trees act as the honor guards on both sides of the road. There is a gated driveway entrance across the street, but no homes are visible through the surrounding woods. We’re neck-deep in quaint New England charm and misanthropic privacy. Although I haven’t seen Carter’s bachelor pad, it’s a safe bet that it must’ve cost him a medium-sized fortune, one that was credit card aided.

I say, “Any reason as to why you’re whispering? I won’t tell anyone.”

Gus opens his door, and the interior dome light flashes on, blinding the blind. He says, “Come on. We hoof it on the driveway. Try and be quiet.”

“I’ll be a delicate ballerina. What are we going to do when we get there?”

“I’m not sure.”

We’re both on the same page. And we both climb out of the car.

The starry-starry-night sky is cloudless and filled with pinprick holes of light, light that took too long to get here, just like us. A soundtrack of crickets featuring the Into the Woods orchestra is undercut with the familiar Sturm und Drang of not-so-distant interstate highway traffic.

On our right, the weathered and rolling stone fence parts for Carter’s driveway. We follow the one-lane private road, which is canopied by more trees that crowd and elbow each other, fighting for the right to blot out the night sky. Gus has his hands in his pockets. We don’t talk. There isn’t anything left to say.

We climb and come around a bend, and then a few more bends, until finally we spill out of the copse of trees, to the top of the hill and onto a gravel path that splits an open field of tall grass. Twenty yards ahead is Oz, a large, white, well-kept colonial farmhouse with a wraparound porch, two-story barn attached, and maybe a man behind a curtain inside. A lone lamp hanging off the barn spotlights the parked Lexus. They’re here.

Gus crouches and jogs ahead of me. I can’t keep up, never could. He waves his hand. I’m supposed to follow him. Luckily, I walk in a permanent crouch. Not so luckily, it’s almost impossible for me to traverse this last bit of the driveway quietly. While I’m doing my baby elephant walk on the gravel, Gus glides like the hot coals under his feet don’t bother him.

There’s a light on in only one room of the house, first floor, its window adjacent to a side door near the barn and Lexus. The blue curtains are drawn.

We stalk to the car and hide behind its back end. My heart is in my collar, and my head fills with fuzz, like I’ve been holding my breath too long. I breathe, and too loudly for Gus’s taste, apparently, as he shushes me.

We watch for a shadow to appear in the window or for the side door to open. Neither happens. Gus tilts his head toward the other end of the house. We duckwalk off the gravel, onto the grass, and to the front yard, which slopes away from us steeply. Nice view of west Milton and the highway. Below us, a stream of headlights moves slowly but inexorably, fish in a thickening river.

Gus pulls me onto the porch, but it’s a mistake. We should’ve avoided the porch, no matter how nice the swing seat and matching rocking chairs looked. The boards creak, an alarm of dead wood under my feet. I try to walk lighter, but I can only do so much. Goosed by my bull-on-a-porch routine, Gus skips ahead and peeks into the lit window. I lean on the porch railing, which groans under my weight. I can’t catch a break.

Gus bolts upright, firing like an engine piston. He spies in the window again but not for as long or as deeply. Then he looks at me. I can’t tell if he’s hesitant or determined. He says, “Come on. Quick.”

I follow him to the door, and inside, past a mudroom that’s too clean—maybe I’m supposed to take my shoes off—and then a doorway to a bright country kitchen with its one-thousand-watt bulbs and Day-Glo colors, including red on the white ceramic tile. A step ahead of me, Gus swears and dry-heaves, blocking his mouth with his hand, then skitters off to the left like a house spider.

From somewhere out there, Ekat says, “What took you so long?” She sounds like a child whose parents forgot to pick her up at soccer practice.

Timothy Carter lies on the floor, facedown and sprawled, arms and legs pointing in directions that aren’t on a compass. What’s left of his Humpty Dumpty head is aimed at me and the doorway. The back of his skull is deflated, and his scalp doesn’t fit right anymore. A pool of red and other dark matter slowly expands in a timely fashion, sands leaking through a horrific hourglass. There’s more blood misted on the tile beneath my feet and on the blue wallpaper next to me and on the door frame.

My olfactory imagination might be running away with me. I smell blood, piss, and burned meat. My gorge rises along with my stress level, which is about to go Vesuvius. Puking wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, but going out now would. My patchwork neurons sputter and fail. Limbs get shaking in rhythm to a song I can’t hear, and I lose feeling in my extremities. My fingers and toes are made out of light.

If I don’t keep moving, keep a focus, I’m going to suffer a cataplexy attack. A big one. All systems point to go-out, but I pretend that I can hold it off.

Ekat is on the other side of the kitchen. She’s gone all fetus, huddled in a corner, propped against mahogany pantry cabinets. She still wears the wig and yellow dress. There are fine red dots that once intimately belonged to Carter coloring the dress and the wig’s blond hairs. The dots form a pattern I’m unable to read. Her arms are wrapped tightly around her knees, which might run away without her.

A handgun sits at her feet, its proud black eye pointed this way, like I won spin the bottle. I don’t know what kind of gun it is, but it’s big and nasty and I get woozy just looking at it.

Ekat lifts her head and sees me. Her eyes are stained-glass windows, and recognition is a process that might take a week or two. She blinks a few times until it’s clear that I’m in her scene.

She says, “What is he doing here, Gus?” Her voice cracks and eyes well up. Her face momentarily landslides into a look of utter sorrow, but she recovers. She stands up and wipes her cheeks on the short sleeves of her dress. The gun stays and heels at her feet, a well-trained dog with a bite worse than its bark.

Gus is on my left, hand over his mouth, speaking no evil, until he says, “Shh. It’s okay. Are you all right?” He tiptoes around Carter and his broken levee, avoiding the mess like it’s a freshly seeded flower bed.

“No. I’m not all right. Why is Mark here?” Ekat shivers but not because it’s cold in here.

Gus isn’t listening to her or watching her. He only has eyes for the gun at her feet. He bends, hand outstretched, fingers twitching.

I’m not all right either. All this is happening too fast. I pull out my cigarette-lighter gun and point it at them although nobody wants to smoke. I call my own bluff.

“Stop! You touch that gun and—” I cut the line’s cord, not sure if I need to finish the sentiment. My new headache doesn’t agree with the yelling. The unfinished sentence vandalizes my head.

No one says anything. It’s too quiet here. It’s too everything here. I finish the old thought anyway; never too late to play it safe. “You touch that gun and I’ll shoot. You. I’ll shoot you, Gus. Stand up. Now.”

I hope they don’t see my hand and arm shaking. They’re so excited and they just can’t hide it. The gun lighter rattles in my hand. The sound could be authentic. I have no idea. I look at Ekat, waiting for her to share the old punch line of my fake-gun joke. She doesn’t say anything yet. She looks back at me, maybe waiting to see if there’s a new punch line.

Gus does stand, slowly. I’m sure he’s always played well with others. He says, “Mark. Take it easy. What are you doing?” His voice drips soothing and calm and relaxed. He’s a snake charmer and a barroom hypnotist, and it still kills me to know the truth about him.

I say, “Christ. I almost deserve it. I stepped on every one of the banana peels you assholes left out for me.”

Gus starts in again with, “Mark, wait, you don’t know what you’re doing.”

“Shut up. You two were lying about Carter the whole time. You both knew about the fire. You’re both trying to set me up, pin the Carter-tail on the donkey me.”

Gus says, “Whoa, Mark. No, no way, you’re wrong, listen to me for a second.”

Ekat joins in: “Everything I told you tonight was true, Mark.”

I yell again. “Shut up! Fucking listen to me!” This time I get as loud as I’m physically capable. I usually don’t have the energy to get this angry, and it almost ruins me. I keep my feet, though, even if I don’t feel them under me.

The exploding Mark yields two results. Gus and Ekat both stop talking, which is good. Not so good, I’m running out of me-being-upright time. I say, “You both lied about Carter not knowing your bagmen. Carter had been stopping by Aleksandar’s apartment throughout the summer, exchanging money and credit cards, and maybe Christmas cards too.”

Ekat looks at me and Gus. The real gun is between Gus’s feet. Ekat stares hard at my cigarette lighter, and we both know she could take me out with one phrase, but she doesn’t. She says, “That’s not true, Mark.”

I say, “I have a witness who places Carter at his apartment. Multiple times.”

The three of us get lockjaw and share an eternal instant. We’ll never forget it because, crazy as it sounds, there’s a weird vibe in the farmhouse air. It’s almost as if one of us buddies could break the tension by giggling and we’d all crack up into tear-pulling, gut-busting laughs; then someone would suggest we go to the nearest bar for some shots, and we’d cheer and leave the house and body behind, and we’d be all smiles, slapping each other on the back, secret handshakes, fist pounds, and at the bar clinking glasses and obnoxious platitudes in honor of each other’s names.

All right, so no one laughs. I’ll always miss my would-be life with my youthful imaginary friends. My hand sweats on the butt on my lighter, which is gaining mass despite not moving anywhere near the speed of light.

Gus opens his hands, presenting some sort of offering, but they’re empty. He finally says, “Okay, Mark. You’re right. You’re right.”

“What?” Ekat turns to look at him. Part of her wig falls in front of her eyes.

“Mark, listen, that is the only lie I told you tonight. I swear.”

Ekat says, “What do you mean?”

Gus’s hands move fast when he talks, and now he’s talking even faster, in a hurry to get somewhere. “Look, Ekat, we wanted to expand a little and knew you wouldn’t go for it. So Jody and Aleksandar were our experiment, and we were going to tell you about it after it had gone well, but you found that ID in my trash, which you didn’t take so well, and Carter and I—and remember, this was all before he went off the deep end, all right?—we decided we couldn’t tell you, not then anyway, and shit, then everything blew up and . . . I’m sorry. I should’ve told you earlier, and . . . I’m sorry. That’s all I can say. I’m sorry, Ekat, I’m sorry.”

Ekat shakes her head, and the wig doesn’t look real anymore. It’s hard to believe that anyone ever thought it was real. She gives me a look, but when I accept it she hides her eyes under the wig. This isn’t an act, can’t be an act. She didn’t know that Carter knew about Jody and Aleksandar.

I say, “Everything blew up because Jody got caught at the Hub with one of your stolen cards and you found out about it. You and Carter weren’t too happy about that, were you, Gus?”

Gus says, “Yes,” pauses, then adds, “I mean, yeah, after Jody got caught, that’s when Timothy started panicking, getting so goddamn paranoid and unreasonable about everything. That’s when he started talking about killing those guys.”

“Unreasonable is an interesting way to put it.”

Gus says, “But Jesus, Mark. The rest of it is true. It was all his idea, and we tried to stop Carter. We—”

I interrupt. “Where’d you get the gun, Ekat?”

“It’s Timothy’s. I got it out of his game room while he was getting us drinks.”

And that’s it. I wait for more: explanation, recrimination. But I get nothing. She’s as matter-of-fact as the two untouched glasses of wine on the marble countertop behind Gus. The wine is a dark red. I don’t and won’t know if the stuff is any good.

Gus sighs deep as a canyon, and he sways on his feet, left to right, midtempo. He doesn’t like her answer. He says, “Mark just put down the gun, all right? We’re talking. We’re good, okay? We’re all going to get out of here. I’ll make it better.”

I say, “I think you should answer one of Ekat’s questions.”

“What questions?”

“Short-term memory issues, good buddy? I sympathize, I really do. So let me help you out a little. Way back when we first crashed the little kitchen party, Ekat wanted to know what took you so long to get here. It sounds to me like you were expected, like Ekat being here instead of her place wasn’t a surprise to you. I could be wrong. It’s happened before.

“Then there’s the follow-up: she asked what I was doing here. I’m guessing both questions are related to each other, part B to a part A, so feel free to address either. No partial credit awarded.”

I already know the answers. They had already planned Carter’s murder, but when I showed up at Wonderland tonight, Gus decided to bring me along to be the suicide half of that act. Cops find me and Carter dead tomorrow, or—if Gus is lucky—a few days later. Carter and I share a brief, convenient, and what-I-hate-about-you recent history, with me screwing up his surveillance case as a matter of phone records and office visits, so the cops might buy that I was Carter’s killer for a day, maybe two. It wouldn’t stick but would give Gus and Ekat more than enough time to disappear, to find their own rabbit hole.

“Mark, come on. Put the gun down; let’s get out of here.” That’s all Gus has to say, his voice flatter than Stanley.

Ekat covers her face with her hands. She can’t believe how quickly she and her friends sank so far over their heads. Maybe I’m projecting. Yeah, they planned to kill Carter tonight, and here at his house, but Ekat wasn’t planning on the second act featuring Gus’s improv. She wasn’t planning on killing me. It has to be the reason why she hasn’t told Gus that my gun is a fake.

I say, “One more try, Gus. Why am I here?”

“Mark . . .” He shakes his head, lifts his eyebrows, shrugs, holds up surrender hands, might as well throw in a tap dance, back flip, and a split.

I think I shined too much light on him. He’s not an ant under a magnifying glass. He’s bigger, and he’s going to mount a counterattack that I’m not currently equipped to defend.

“That’s what I thought,” I say and extend my cigarette-lighter gun, point it at Gus’s chest. “Both of you, put it in reverse.” They slowly back away. The real gun is alone on the floor. I need to get to it and put that ugly goddamn thing in my hand before something worse happens. Something like my heart popping like a zit.

I walk the impossibly thin line of clean tile around Carter’s body. It’s a ledge above a gorge, and I’m going to fall. It’s not a matter of if but when. I breathe faster, and the muscles in my arms and legs pulse and spasm. The wattage my body generates is too much for my outdated and faulty grid.

I’m past Carter and standing above the gun, sweating like my skin knows it’s not bulletproof. Gus and Ekat are a few steps away, huddled under the doorjamb between the kitchen and some other darkened room of the house.

I lick my lips with a dried-out tongue. The gun in my hand shakes. I could be the maraca player in our merry mariachi band.

I bend and reach down with my left hand. Knees crackle and pop like breakfast cereal in milk. I’m going down and I might not come back up. The closer I get to the gun, the farther away my body feels from me. My reaching left hand is a distant outpost, and we’re having difficulty communicating. The hand moves slower than I want it to, need it to. The hand doesn’t trust the information I send. The hand knows I’m a liar, and it reacts like I’m asking it to put its palm print on a hot stove.

I’m reaching, still reaching, when I see the attack mapped out on Gus’s face before it happens. I can’t stop him with a cigarette lighter. He’s quick, fluid, no wasted movement. He skips forward and roundhouse kicks my gun hand with his left foot. My arm slingshots across my body, and the lighter flies away, crashing into the cabinets to the left. Gus lands, plants, and dives, dipping his shoulder and plowing it into my chest. I lose my air and everything else, driven backward, my head, neck, and back bounce off the cabinets behind me, my vision goes center-stage bright, and then I’m sliding to the tile, trapped inside a body welcoming cataplexy, welcoming its total shutdown.

I’m awake, but I can’t move or speak. Gus lifts me up by the lapels of my jacket and leans me against the cabinets, a piece of furniture being moved to a more convenient spot. Or maybe the feng shui is better with me here, near the dead feet of Carter’s body.

Crouched next to me, Gus picks up my hat, twirls it on his fist for two or three times the merry-go-round, then fits it back on my head, pulling it down tight and patting it like he’s afraid a wind gust might come and steal it away. Then he picks up the cigarette lighter. That’s mine too, and he can’t have it.

Gus adjusts his own obnoxiously red hat. He says, “This is all so fucked up, isn’t it? I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. I’m sorry, mate, I really am.” He puts my cigarette-lighter gun under my chin. I don’t need a light. The nozzle is cool against my defective skin. “You didn’t have to come with me, tonight, you know. I gave you a choice at just about every turn. Remember?” His voice is weak and might break. He’s no pro. Which makes it all worse.

“Nothing personal, Mark. It never was.” He grimaces and squints, then pulls the trigger on my lighter. There’s a bright but brief spark of pain under my chin as the flame licks my skin, but my head is still intact, as it were.

Gus doesn’t know why there wasn’t an earth-shattering kaboom. He pulls the gun out from under my chin and inspects it. He might not like what he’ll find. He points it away from his body and pulls the trigger again. The half-inch novelty flame is orange and cute. I’d say, “Smoke ’em if you’ve got ’em,” if I was able to talk.

Gus giggles nervously, and the left side of his face disintegrates into a red cloud, one that instantly becomes a terrible storm raining and hailing on my arms and legs. A light mist dampens my face as well, and I need to find some shelter. The storm finishes almost before it began, and in the instant aftermath Gus’s body lies crumpled and discarded at my feet, his right arm pinned behind his head and up against the cabinets. I get a front-row view of the black hole that used to be the lower half of his face. No light escapes it. Fleshy stalactites hang above his jagged, broken teeth. His two intact eyes stare out at me. I’m the final image to be burned upside down onto his retinas.

Gus’s facial detonation was horrifyingly quiet. So quiet I’m still shocked to see Ekat standing there holding the gun, the one that doesn’t fuck around, pointed where Gus’s head used to be. Ekat’s yellow dress is a sunset turning red. Red skies at night.

She whispers, “This was all your fault,” repeatedly. It’s her mantra. She should write it down. She hovers over Gus’s body and drops the gun on his torso. It lands with a thud but never makes contact with the tile. It sticks somewhere within the folds of his clothes or in some new nook or cranny of his bent body.

Ekat steps toward me and lowers herself, straddling my legs just above my knees, sitting on my thighs. The skin of her bare legs feels cold through my pants. She cries, but not loudly. No wall-rattling moans and wails. She’s composed, a model of melancholy restraint, yet it all sounds like dying to me.

Her eyes are made out of glass again. She wipes her face with her shaky hands and says, “Are you all right? Can you hear me?”

I want to say that yeah, I’m great, I’m just taking a little nap, but I can only manage the slight flex of an eyelid. Maybe I’m breathing through my eyelids. I’m so Zen.

Ekat says, “I didn’t know he was bringing you here, Mark.”

Gus says, “Don’t listen to her, buddy. Check her pants. Wait, she has no pants. Check her metaphorical pants, then. They might be on fire because she’s a liar liar.” His voice is a mouth full of bubble gum and a throat gargling saltwater. Him talking is a neat trick. His mouth isn’t moving. He has no mouth, and he can’t scream. His dead slug tongue isn’t moving either. I’m watching. There’s no ventriloquist to this dummy. I’m hallucinating again.

Ekat says, “Back at Wonderland, after you fell asleep against the lamppost, we argued about what we should do with you.”

He says, “No. We talked and joked about what we were going to do to you. We made fun of your sorry ass. We were going to put your hand in a glass of warm water and laugh when you pissed yourself. I know that you’ve pissed yourself before.”

Ekat says, “I had to get back inside, or Timothy would’ve known something was wrong, so we left it as Gus was just going to do whatever he could to ditch you at Wonderland, make sure that you didn’t follow us here to Timothy’s house.”

Gus says, “I call bullshit. You coming here was her idea, man. All hers. I just did what she told me to do. I ain’t the brains of this outfit. I ain’t got none anymore, see? Ha, made you look!”

I know he’s lying because I didn’t look. I didn’t want to look, anyway. I can’t even move enough to close my eyes.

Ekat keeps talking. She either doesn’t hear Gus or is ignoring him. She says, “After the whole blackmail scheme fell apart, I didn’t want you to be in any part of this. Remember that night you came back with me from the Pour House? I was angry that Gus had hired you. That wasn’t an act. I didn’t want you getting hurt. You didn’t deserve to get hurt.”

He says, “Pfft. Tell it to Dr. Who and the losers at our group therapy. They might believe you.” Gus has an abrasive edge that he didn’t have in life. Maybe getting shot in the face will do that to a person. Maybe it’s the real him, operating without his charm filter. The filter that I knew and loved so well.

Ekat looks over her shoulder, and Gus stares back. Caught, he goes silent, quietly bleeding out.

She says, “I didn’t know Carter knew and that Jody was caught. I didn’t know that Gus was bringing you here. That’s why I did what I did.” Ekat picks up my left hand and notices the rubber band on my wrist.

I want to say, “Yeah, that’s yours but it doesn’t mean anything,” but I can only think it.

Ekat stretches it out. She teases the rubber band to its breaking point, then double and triple loops it around my wrist. She twists my hand gently, turning my palm facedown, then up, and my hand comes off. There’s no pain or blood. This isn’t messy.

She says, “I didn’t know that Gus planned to kill you. That’s why I shot him. I had to stop him. I had to.”

“Poor little me,” Gus says and laughs. The laughter quickly turns into tears, into melodramatic, convulsing sobs. He’s a howling, blubbering mess.

“Mark, I need an hour before you call the police. That’s it, just one hour.” Ekat unwinds the rubber band and slides it up my arm, relooping it at my elbow. She takes away my forearm, sliding it out from inside my shirt sleeve. Following the same process, Ekat removes my bicep and the rest of my arm up to the shoulder. She builds a neat little pile on the kitchen floor with the random pieces of me. Maybe I won’t miss them.

Gus is lost somewhere in his overchoreographed death throes, moaning about his lost youth. The act lacks sincerity and dignity. It’s hard to believe I ever thought he was cool.

With the help of her rubber band, she takes apart my other arm. She’s disassembling a faded and out-of-style decoration to be packed and put away in the basement and forgotten. I’ll be left to lie moldering in a box, dreaming my private dreams.

She says, “I know I don’t deserve it, but just one hour. Please.” She has at least twenty minutes before I recover from the cataplexy attack. I can’t tell her that even if I want to.

With my arms separated into parts and piled high, she climbs off my legs, slides the rubber band onto my ankle, and pulls off my right foot. Then the same with my left. Right foot, left foot.

Gus says, “Hey! She’s turning you into that picture I drew at group therapy. You know, that self-portrait, the one with me falling apart, arms and legs in pieces and the whole bit. That was a picture of me, not you. It’s not always about you, Mark.”

Ekat says, “Just one hour, okay? Do you want to know something? I haven’t even decided what I would do with the hour. I might drive south, or north, or some made-up direction. I might go home, sit in my apartment, call Mom, and wait for the police to pick me up. I might go home and go to sleep. I might just go away. I might drive Timothy’s car headfirst into a highway median or nosedive with it off a bridge and into the ocean. If I did that, you could dream about me falling off the bridge, and the splash, and watch as my car slowly fills up with water. You won’t want to finish the dream and would wake up before you see how long I can hold my breath.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do, Mark, but I need that hour to do whatever it is I decide to do. Please, Mark. One hour.” In her hands my cranky legs come apart easily at their rusted hinges. It feels good, but I’m worried that no one will ever be able to put me back together again.

“One hour. Please.” Ekat kneels and puts her face in mine. The golden strands of her wig become a Gorgon, moving and writhing around her head. I’ve already turned to stone.

I try to talk even if I don’t know what I will say to her. Open my mouth and see what words might spill out. I can’t open my mouth very wide, and what comes out is a heavy, protracted sigh.

“I should’ve done something to stop this from happening earlier, I know.” She rests her lips over mine, gently holding both of our mouths open. She says, speaking inside of me, “It was my fault. I’m sorry. Thank you. Goodbye.”

She kisses me once, and the red sunset stands and then walks out the kitchen door.

The door shuts. I close and open my eyes. I’m still here, sitting on the floor, blood claiming most of the kitchen tile.

I try to wiggle my fingers and toes, and—good news—manage some movement. Bad news: my fingers and toes are still over there, in the pile of me next to Gus. This is going to make getting the cell phone out of my pocket difficult.

“Finally, we’re alone. We can dish,” Gus says. He’s speaking to me again. I thought I was going to get the silent treatment. “Between me and you, before everyone else shows up to our little circus tent, tell me the truth, Mark. We’re still friends, aren’t we?”

“Sorry if this is awkward, but we’re kind of all done. And it’s not me; it’s you.” Apparently I can speak now. My voice is a slight rustle of curtains, but he can hear me.

He says, “I know you, Mark. I fucking know you. And I’m trying to help you. Really, I am. So tell me the truth. Just like the night you got drunk and finally told Juan-Miguel the truth. It was your fault. Right, Mark? You even told Dr. Who it was your fault.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about what you said to Juan-Miguel. You remember him; he was driving the Dart earlier. You remember him, don’t you? He was your old roommate, the dude who moved out because he couldn’t handle living with your narcolepsy. No, wait a minute. Juan-Miguel didn’t stop living with you because of your narcolepsy. He stopped living with you because you lied to him about who was driving the van and he couldn’t deal with it when you finally told him the truth, finally told him it was your fault. And you couldn’t deal with anything when he left. You still can’t.”

I can’t listen to this, and I won’t. He’s a liar. He’s been lying to me since I met him. He’s a liar lying on the floor.

“It was your fault. You were driving the van, not George. You fell asleep at the wheel. You were having narcoleptic symptoms for almost a year before the trip to Foxwoods and the van accident, and you didn’t tell anyone.”

I’m not listening to him.

“You were too embarrassed to ask for help. You were too scared that something terrible was wrong with you. You tried to ignore it. You closed your eyes and wished the bad stuff away. You didn’t tell anyone, not even your best-est buddy George.”

Shut up.

“You didn’t tell him that you’d been falling asleep on the train and the bus and at work. You didn’t tell him, and you drove the van that night.”

Shut up!

“You killed your best friend.”

No, I didn’t. It was an accident.

“The irony is that I was your friend, Mark, that I am your friend, and I tried to kill you. See how that all kinda worked itself out? I think that makes things all square, now.”

“Shut up

shut up

shut up!”

I take my hands away from my face because I’m screaming into them, but not at them. My fingers are wet with blood, sweat, and tears. It was my fault. No, it was an accident. I cry some more. It doesn’t make me feel any better.

Carter and Gus are dead on the kitchen floor. Gus is done talking. Enough has finally been said.

I slowly stand up because I can. The room shakes and sways under my jelly legs. My clothes are heavy with other people’s blood.

I need to get out. I leave the kitchen and walk outside, onto the porch. Carter’s Lexus is gone. Gus’s Dart is somewhere at the bottom of the hill. The night is empty.

I pull my cell phone out of my jacket pocket and stare at it. The push buttons glow a phosphorescent blue. I hover my finger over the numbered buttons, and the blue light somehow curls around my fingertip. I haven’t pressed anything yet.

Oh, I will use the phone at some point. I don’t know if Ekat’s precious hour is up, and I haven’t yet decided if I care.




Thirty-Two

“Hey.”

I’m more nervous than I should be. I’m perched on the front stoop, standing as straight as a barber pole, sans stripes, and sweating like a rain forest. It’s too warm for September, and I’m dressed for winter. I shouldn’t have worn my wool sports coat, but it’s my favorite. It helps to give my lumpy shoulders some definition while camouflaging my gut. Image is everything.

I say, “Hey,” back. My conversational prowess is a gift.

Jody wears faded jeans and a tight green Celtics V-neck T-shirt. The collar trim is frayed and stretched out. She doesn’t wear any makeup, and she has taken out the stud from below her lip. Her brown hair is black because it’s still wet. Loose strands cling to her round cheeks. She’s just out of the shower, and she doesn’t look as nervous as I feel.

She says, “Come on up, but watch where you’re walking. The hall light burned out a couple of weeks ago, and the landlord hasn’t dragged his ass down here to change it. It’s like one of those bad jokes: how many assholes does it take to change a lightbulb?”

I say, “I don’t know. How many assholes does it take? Two?” I try to play along, build on her joke, but it’s a house made of straw that crumbles and blows away by the hair on my chinny-chin-chins. I’m the wolf and the pigs at the same time. Jesus, I need to try to relax a little.

Jody says, “Huh? Oh, yeah, maybe. I just know there’s one asshole not getting the job done.”

The front door shuts behind me, and it’s dark, below-deck-on-a-pirate-ship dark. I should’ve brought a parrot and taken my citrus pill. Getting scurvy would suck. Above us, the apartment door is open, our navigating star. I make it up the stairs without falling.

Jody says, “Have a seat,” and points at the kitchen table. I assume she means for me to sit in a chair. “Don’t mind me if I’m a little cranky. I haven’t, you know, drank anything for twenty-four days. That’s a big deal for me. I’ve been drinking since I was eleven.”

I say, “Good for you, Jody. I . . . uh . . . don’t mean good for you for the drinking-since-you-were-eleven part. I meant good for you for not drinking. You probably knew that.” Nice. I’m tripping over myself trying to play it cool when I don’t have that setting. It’s hard to be cool when you’re sweating more than Marlon Brando in Apocalypse Now.

“Yeah. Good for me. I’m trying to do better, you know? After everything that’s happened, I don’t have much of a choice. I have to do better.”

“Are you feeling okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m starting to feel pretty good. But I’ve gained fifteen pounds. I’m blowin’ up.”

“I think you look great.” I’m telling the truth, but I don’t know if it sounds right and don’t know if it’s what she wants to hear. No one ever knows the right thing to say. We’re always guessing, and either we have the courage to say something or we don’t.

Jody laughs and says, “You’re such a bad liar, but I’ll take it.”

The kitchen has been recently cleaned and smells of mass-produced chemicals. I sit at the table and fiddle with the salt and pepper shakers shaped like gingerbread men. The gingerbread men don’t know they are out of season. I accidentally knock over the salt, the shaker with the red scarf around its cookie neck. I sweep up the granules and pocket them instead of throwing them over my shoulder. I’m not some superstitious fob.

“Do you want anything?” Jody stands in front of the open refrigerator. There aren’t a whole lot of choices inside the metal box.

I say, “Water is fine, thanks.”

She pours us both a glass of soda water instead. I don’t like soda water. The carbonation without the caffeine gives me a headache.

“My JT calls soda water garbage juice.” Jody brings our angry, frothing glasses to the table. She sits on top of a folded leg. It doesn’t look like a very comfortable position. “He’s a funny kid.”

I wasn’t planning on asking about her son. I tell myself that doesn’t make me a coward. I say, “How’s he doing?”

Jody looks out the window behind me. Maybe she sees something. She says, “Okay, I guess. He’s out of the hospital but scarred up pretty bad. Might need some skin grafts and some other procedures later. He’s staying with a foster family in Quincy.” She pulls her leg out from underneath her butt, and she sinks lower into the chair. “They seem nice, but they have like eight other kids they’re watching, so I don’t know how much attention he gets. I get one supervised visit a month. I saw him last weekend. Didn’t ask too much about his new family. He didn’t say much about them neither. I don’t know; it’s hard, and it sucks. I can petition or reapply for custody, or whatever they call the flaming hoops of shit I have to jump through, in a year, maybe.”

Jody cut a deal with the DA, cooperating fully with the ID theft, arson, and now double-murder investigations. No jail time, but probation and a parole officer, and I gather that her being granted full custody again is the longest of long shots. She knows this.

She says, “Oh hey, I almost forgot. Jesus, my head spinning with AA meetings and everything else, I almost forgot.” Stops and gives me a smile. “JT said something else that was kinda funny.”

“He likes garbage juice now.”

“No, not funny ha-ha. He says he dreams about the fire a lot, and, um, he dreams about a big, hairy guy in a hat carrying him out of his bedroom, walking him down our old stairs, saving him. Isn’t that something else?”

I say, “That is funny, not ha-ha,” and pretend that there was never any doubt that I’d saved the kid. I hold in the soul-deep sigh of relief and resist the urge to pull out my cell phone and have Jody relate that story to Detective Owolewa or anyone else who’ll listen. Maybe I’ll tattoo him-I-saved on my forearm instead. It’d be more subtle.

Jody smiles at me and says, “I hope you get to meet JT someday. He’s a great kid.” She tucks her wet hair behind her ears. Her cheeks and the skin around her eyes are splotchy red. “So are you gonna tell me what you know, or what? Spill it.” She’s practically yelling at me, overcompensating for everything.

The kitchen floor is warped and pitches slightly left. I try to lean away from the subtle slant, but balance is impossible. I sip the garbage juice, and I tell her what I know, which isn’t much.

The Boston police investigated me thoroughly in the month-plus since the night at Carter’s house, stopping just short of a full body cavity search. While they’ve concluded that I am mostly clean, they haven’t been exactly forthright in providing me with further details about everything that happened. I do know Carter is their number one suspect for the fire, but short of my testimony, they don’t have any court-worthy physical evidence. Carter’s Lexus was abandoned in Stamford, Connecticut, found in a train station parking lot. Ekat is still missing. Detective Owolewa, who still checks in with me (or is he checking up on me?), doesn’t say if there are any leads.

I don’t tell Jody that for the first two weeks after the shoot-out at the not-okay corral, I didn’t leave my apartment. I sat on my couch in the dark and stewed about George, the van accident, and the fractured time before it and that has since passed. I stewed about Ekat, where she went, what she was doing. I stewed about Gus, playing and replaying everything he said and didn’t say, connecting and reconnecting the events, trying to figure out exactly when Gus decided he could and would kill me, as if knowing that impossible precise moment would somehow redefine me or represent a measure of my worth.

I don’t tell Jody that after those two weeks of self-flagellation were over, I took five hundred bucks—the same amount Gus paid me to watch Ekat—and sent it to the hotel manager down in Nantucket, the one who used to be Aleksandar’s boss. I asked her to pretty-please pass the money along to Aleksandar’s family.

I don’t tell Jody that I’ve spent the last month cleaning and redecorating my apartment. I threw out half and scrubbed the other half, focusing the bulk of my efforts in the living room. I went hazmat on that disaster. I junked the crumbling CD and DVD towers and shelves and the coffee table. I peeled away the dust-encrusted blinds and curtains, rods and all. I washed the hardwood floors by hand, twice. Throwing away my old couch was the most difficult part. It had been my only roommate for almost ten years. I tried throwing a white sheet over it so it was disguised as the ghost of my old couch, but it didn’t work. I couldn’t just cover up that corpse. I needed that sucker buried and gone. So I dragged it down the stairs and to the curb. After that, and a long nap, the rest was easy. I painted the walls a light shade of sky blue. It’s kind of goofy, and my mother, Ellen, pretended not to approve of it, but I like it. I still might paint on some clouds or buy large cloud stickers that I can peel off and put back on, depending upon what kind of day it is.

I don’t tell Jody I salvaged a bookshelf that someone left out on Gold Street, but I don’t have any books on it yet. I haven’t put up new curtains or bought a new couch either. Part of me likes the room the way it is: clean but unfinished. Part of me likes the possibilities more than whatever the finished product will be. That and I’m short on funds. I don’t tell Jody that I’m considering putting out an ad (with Ellen’s blessing) for a roommate.

I don’t tell Jody that Ellen and I have patched things up and are back on speaking and visiting terms. I also don’t have to go to group therapy anymore to keep the place.

Jody asks, “You hear anything about how Eddie’s doing?”

Eddie pleaded no contest to a host of charges related to his stealing a car and the Zakim Bridge dumping of my pretty ass. He’s being held without bail, but he’s no longer an arson suspect. I say, “No. You probably know more than I do.”

“I guess so. He wrote me a letter, got it last week, but I didn’t open it. I know he didn’t start that fire, but . . . I don’t know. Opening that letter would be like going backward, or something. I just want to go forward now.” Jody points somewhere behind me. I presume that’s where forward is.

I concur with my silence.

Jody and I stop talking and not talking about the case, which means we’re done talking, and there isn’t much garbage juice left in our glasses. Ending the conversation with talk of Eddie is the worst possible lead-in to what I want to ask her, to what I was planning on asking her, but I forge ahead anyway.

“Would you like to go out to dinner some night this week? Maybe Friday night?” My hands tap out a rhythm on the kitchen table. I’m a one-man act: spoken word accompanied with free-form jazz percussion. I keep the gig going. “We could go out, or we could go more simple, more low-key. You could come over to my place. I’m teaching myself to cook now.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. I’m terrible at it. I burned cold cereal yesterday morning, but I’ll get better. I should be decent by Friday night.”

She says, “Sounds like fun, Mark, and I’ll do it on one condition.”

“Okay.”

“As long as it isn’t a date. Call it we’re hanging out.”

“I never said date, did I?”

“No, not exactly.”

“Let’s hang out on Friday night, then.”

Jody stands up and takes my glass and puts it in the sink even though it isn’t quite empty. Her hands are shaking a little, too. She says, “Yeah, okay. Just keep in mind I’m still new to my AA experience, and I’m feeling good now, but I still have bad days. I might have to cancel last minute if it’s a bad day, you know?”

I do know.
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