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Part One



CHAPTER ONE

The most alarming development now confronting Zane was his suddenly frangible reality. Even his routine moments had become fraught with risk. Suppose, for example, a glint of sunlight was to catch the crack traversing his grime-smeared windshield; a disturbance as trivial as this could inexplicably fracture the entire tableau, could set fragments of his past tilting and sliding through his mind like pieces of coloured glass in a broken kaleidoscope. Things finally come to rest in a jagged landscape of unwelcome memories, and then where in hell are you?

On checking his rear-view mirror, Zane might find his back seat now occupied by Liberian child soldiers, their eyes glassy with drugs, their small hands grasping hand-me-down Russian assault rifles approximately four sizes too large. A West African horizon might replace outer Mississauga’s industrial wasteland, under the same dissipated sun. A dead man, installing himself uninvited in the passenger seat, might speak. Panic rushes in, sweat popping from cold pores, the sour taste of bile and adrenalin, pain in the gut.

It was getting so he couldn’t even drive to work.

Above all, it was essential to remain grounded. This demanded continuous attention to detail. Pavement humming under the tires, afternoon sun flaring in the film of grime covering his windshield, and the breathy clatter of valves from the cylinder heads, heralds of an impending catastrophic engine failure: these things belonged indisputably to the here and now. These things provided fixed reference points from which Zane could triangulate his position. Mississauga vice Freetown, in this particular case: he was on his way to a shoot. For now, Zane remained safe in the present.

The main thing was to deal in facts. Valve clatter was a fact. The rest did not bear considering. The mind, allowed to wander, can easily stray into a bad neighbourhood. Then you’re calling missing persons, handing out recent photos, sitting up late, fearing the worst. You wonder where you went wrong when all the while, in your heart, you already know.

Zane kept his eyes on the road. It didn’t pay to look back. Neither did it pay to aim high in steering.
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In the studio, bare fluorescent tubes hung suspended amidst loops and garlands of wiring, illuminating two thirds of a motel room: three walls painted a nondescript beige, a door that opened to nowhere, a window blocked by threadbare curtains. The curtains opened not onto glass but to a plain white sheet, the face of an improvised lightbox that, when illuminated, created the illusion of sunlight falling through the non-existent glass to set the curtains aglow. A faded yellow carpet, a double bed without blankets, and an old floor lamp completed the set.

Richard Barker sat at a desk in the corner of the studio, considering the display of flesh on his computer monitor. He possessed the confident air of a one-time all-star high-school quarterback, twenty years after the fact, who had moved from the gridiron to the sales floor without ever failing to make himself the centre of attention. Barker was the kind of man who crushed your hand to shake it, gripping your arm with his free hand while his gold watch and class ring glittered hard and cold, his eyes pinning you to the mat all the while. He had clearly never felt uncomfortable in his own skin.

He looked up from the monitor as Zane walked in, and pushed back his chair and leaned back and knit his hands behind his head. 

“You look like death warmed over.”

“I don’t feel much better.”

“Seriously, you look sick.”

“I just didn’t sleep well last night.”

Zane felt no pressing need to elaborate. What’s to say? Your ghosts get bored haunting your dreams, they start dropping by uninvited in prime time. We interrupt your regular programming to bring you this brief and disconcerting hallucination: Christine, freshly exhumed, with pale crumbs of clay in her hair. Christine was quite dead, and had been for over twenty years, but she had recently started to visit, and Zane had come to resent her disrespect for propriety. It isn’t decent, to ignore the conscious divide. He’d had enough of her long, freighted silences, her reproachful stare. Christine was getting on his nerves.

He told her to get lost.

She offered no reply. He closed his eyes and waited, and when he reopened them, she had left. Nevertheless, sleep had remained a difficult prospect.

This sort of thing, Zane thought, would be difficult to explain to a man like Richard Barker.
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Explaining Christine would require that he first explain certain background matters, matters that he had glossed over rapidly during his perfunctory job interview. On that occasion, to Zane’s relief, Barker had done most of the talking; Zane had yet to discover that this was entirely in character.

Zane had gone to such lengths as donning a tie and dusting off his portfolio for the occasion, not that it revealed much in the way of applicable experience, but Barker did not even glance at it. He simply asked Zane what experience he had as a photographer.

Zane said, I did some journalism.

Some journalism: twenty-two years in El Salvador, in Nicaragua, in Honduras and Guatemala and Panama, in Beirut and Lebanon, in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, in Northern Ireland and in South Africa, in Angola, in Ethiopia and Eritrea and Somalia and Sudan, in Romania, in the fractured remains of Yugoslavia, in Afghanistan and Chechnya, in Sierra Leone and in Liberia. One hell of a list, yes sir, and I’m sure I’ve left several out. Eventually, all places merge into one. Who can keep it all straight? Iraq, I skipped. I was on vacation.

None of this did Richard Barker need to know. Details such as these can lead only to still more details, and ultimately into conversational territory best avoided. If pressed, Zane would say he had no more interest in discussing his twenty years on the job than would a man who spent his life in the manufacture of light switches. He had no interest in war stories.

So he said, I did some journalism.

Barker looked at Zane askance, said, you’re not doing some exposé, are you?

I’m not doing some exposé, he said. I’m through with all that bullshit. And he was.
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Barker returned to the task at hand, a review of the pictures from their last shoot. It had not gone well.

The girl looked young and her face seemed oddly ill-proportioned, her cheekbones too wide, her mouth too small, her eyes too close together; a hint, perhaps, of fetal alcohol syndrome. She showed little enthusiasm or interest in proceedings. Half-way through the scene, she declined to participate further.

Show business is not without its challenges: Bill, cast in the role of the leading lady’s love interest, complained that these interruptions made it difficult to stay in character.

I’m losing my hard-on, he said. What am I, a fucking machine? 

You’re a pro, said Barker. And Bill did, indeed, move with mechanical precision, a steam engine reduced to its simplest elements, piston and wheel.

That’s right: I’m a pro, said Bill. And I can’t work under these conditions.

They took ten, while Barker discussed with her the elements of contract, standards of professional conduct, and the problem of getting paid. The girl returned to work with renewed commitment, but soon began to cry. The shoot continued, heedless. The show must go on. Afterwards, Bill got badly drunk.

And Bill, who had just arrived for work, didn’t want to see the pictures now. Worthless, he said. Why’re you lookin’ at that shit? Waste of time. Bitch looks like a deer in the fucking headlights.

“You’re wrong,” said Barker. “This is good stuff. What we got here is a work of genius.”

The photograph in question is flesh and eyes, the blur of a shark tattoo, all ink and teeth, and masculine fingers indenting flesh. The girl’s name now escapes recollection but the whites of her eyes pull bad memories out of the depths of Zane’s mind, a hospital in Beirut, blood on the floor. And the eyes, the way that all the pleading faded out of them, the way they faded into exhaustion and hopelessness, like lights going out.

Zane looked down at his camera bag, pushed the images from his mind. Barker’s voice went on, an immortal drone, while he mechanically checked his camera’s myriad switches.

“Only you could do it, Zane. Only you could give me this. You are a certifiable genius.”

Zane busied himself with his camera gear, with his ritual of cleaning and inventory. Something in Barker’s manner had always reminded him of his high-school Phys-Ed teacher, the football coach, the basketball coach, the coach of all things organized; perhaps his forced bonhomie, his optimism, and the volume of his voice were responsible, or the breadth of his shoulders, his physical presence. The cause was immaterial. Zane hated team sports and harboured a long-term aversion toward their coaches.

“Bitch is about to start crying,” said Bill.

“Your problem is, you don’t think about this business in terms of audience. Diamond Blue Productions is consistently profitable because we bring diverse product offerings to the marketplace. In other words, to translate, not everyone wants to jack off to some boob-job porn star who can suck a golf ball through a garden hose.”

“We better hope not.”

“You can’t buy acting like this.”

Bill announced that he had to take a leak, and, having adequately articulated his point of view on the matter, left.

“This is why you’re a genius,” said Barker, indicating the computer screen like a museum tour guide introducing his group to the centrepiece of an exhibit.

Voila: the girl in close-up, choking, Bill’s hand gripping her skull and pulling her face to his crotch. Veins and tendons stood out from the back of his hand, muscle and sinew, her one visible eye turned to the camera, pleading, wide, panicked; the iris stands out in a striking, pale blue, tiny red blood vessels snaking across the white. Good lighting.

The fear in her eyes dredged his subconscious, muck-flowers blooming in dark waters, something shapeless stirring below. Zane looked away.

“That,” said Barker, “is genius.”

Light falls from the sun, or from artificial lights ultimately powered thereby, and, directly or indirectly, illuminates the subject. Part is absorbed, but certain wavelengths reflect, bend within the extra-low dispersion glass of the camera lens, within fourteen glass elements in eleven groups; thus channelled, the light bounces upwards off the reflex mirror and passes through the focusing screen into the pentaprism, where it ricochets around wildly until it rights itself again. The resulting image flies out through the eyepiece, through the cornea, the aqueous humour, the lens of the eye itself, through the vitreous humour, and then falls against the retina like a wad of wet toilet paper hitting the locker room wall: splat. The impact trembles along the optic nerve, vibrates within the thalamus, through synapse and neuron, resonates within the visual cortex. The mind is a camera; you might as well blame the sun. What I’m saying is, don’t look at me. I didn’t do it.

Zane removed the battery pack from his camera, snapped in a new set of rechargeables and slid the battery pack into place, and then turned the camera on and checked the status display. He had already done this, but it bore repeating.

“Why d’you think I wanted to hire a real photographer?”

“I never really thought about it.”

“I mean, it’s not like I went to film school.”

The job interview: what we’re doing here, you got to understand, this is not Los Angeles. What we are is a niche producer. We serve a niche market. We aren’t doing, you know, high production values. We don’t do, you know, stories. We got no plots and storylines. We don’t set up all kinds of lights and, you know, camera angles. We just get the girl in a room and then Bill fucks her. You got to get your pictures when you can.

“You know what the genius of this is?” Barker waved his hand at the screen and leaned forward to tap his index finger repeatedly on the girl’s left eyeball. “Just like they say, the eyes are the window to the soul.”

Zane did not believe in souls, or in that particular photographic cliché. The eyes, in his view, were the window to diddly-squat.

“I’m serious, here. Our man, he’s after a certain thrill. You know what he wants?” Barker’s index finger continually sought new targets: the computer screen, Barker’s temple, the heavens; now it stabbed at Zane.

“I never really thought about it.”

“Let’s not be modest. You know the look, man.”

Zane didn’t.

“Our man wants to feel confidence. These boob-job porn stars, they scare him. He knows he’s not getting any of that. He knows that’s out of his league. Our man, he doesn’t do well with women.”

Zane sat fixed and staring in the jacklight of Barker’s eyes.

“He wants the girl next door who isn’t getting any. He wants her desperate. He wants to be in control.”

Barker pointed at the monitor again. Zane did his best to ignore the eyes imploring him from the photograph.

“What I’m saying is it’s the eyes. It’s not the skin that gets our man going, it’s the eyes. That’s where he gets off, man.” Barker stabbed his finger at him again. “The genius here is the humanity. It’s the humanity.”

“You missed your calling.”

“How so?”

“You should have been a shrink.”

“It’s all upstairs in this biz.” The index finger tapped his temple. “You got to know what makes people tick. Take you.”

A disconcerting vision: Zane lies back on the couch while Barker, with goatee, sucks a pipe. Barker frowns profoundly and writes in his notebook, repressed this, suppressed that, the redirected rage is channelled etcetera. And why do you think this deceased woman, this Christine, visits you? You say she is “reproachful.” Why do you feel she is disappointed in you? Yes, very interesting. I see. Yes, very interesting, indeed.

“You’re all about the money,” said Barker.

This will not look good on a headstone. But on balance, it’s probably fair. And there’s at least some risk that it’s true.
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Jade Barker stood with her arms crossed, weight on one leg, one high-heeled toe tapping the linoleum, her clothes and manner pulled directly from the cover of one of the trashier women’s magazines, those that advertise more and better sex to the supermarket checkout line. All that she missed to complete the effect were tag lines, floating in the glaring, fluorescent air: Look Sexy! (Ten Tips That Actually Work), Twenty New Sex Tricks To Drive Him Wild, Guys Confess: What Men Really Want. But what men really want, Jade already knew.

“She’s late again,” she said.

Bill stared off into space. Zane fiddled with his camera.

“A couple of minutes,” said Barker.

“Fifteen minutes, to be precise.”

Barker said nothing.

“It’s the second time in a row.”

“I know.”

“What I’m saying is, you better talk to her.”

“We need Melissa,” said Barker. “That girl is money in the bank.”

“She’s just another girl.”

“No, she’s not. This girl can act.”

Jade rolled her eyes back, and her head followed.

“I mean it,” said Barker.

“She’s got you fooled, anyway.”

“Melissa, I can build a site around. This girl is a product line all on her own.”

“This girl,” said Jade, “is a mishap in the offing.”

“I’ll deal with Melissa. I got a plan.”

“You better. We’re all on the clock here.”

Zane fussed at an imaginary spot on his lens. It was like finding yourself trapped in a room with a married couple, trying not to pay attention to their marital spat. And that was probably because that’s exactly what it was.
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At first glance, Melissa didn’t much look like money in the bank, or a product line all her own. She looked, in most respects, fairly ordinary: young, modestly pretty, and too short to be a model. Dark hair, eyebrows a touch heavy, one of them continually cocked, and something in her smile that suggested she was sizing you up and had discovered some flaw that amused her.

To Barker, she gushed an apology; she had missed the bus. Public transit and its frustrations threatened to overwhelm her. Her performance appeared to nullify Barker’s index finger from the outset, and his manner quickly softened.

“This is a family business,” he said. “We treat each other like family.”

Melissa nodded; if she understood what he was driving at, she was alone.

“Don’t worry about the bus. Zane’ll drive you. He lives in your part of town.”

Melissa cocked her eyebrow and subjected Zane to a careful appraisal, as if calculating the probability that he was some kind of pervert.

Another childhood lesson, lately discarded: the clothes make the man, Lucas. Although, in all likelihood, not one tailor today living could compensate for your cadaverous appearance. Zane essayed a sunny smile, in effect somewhat closer to a death rictus. It was a problem he’d been having.

“Shit, Zane, you sick or something? You look like the night of the living dead.”

“I think I’m coming down with something.”

Zane felt vile, but above all, he simply felt tired.

“I hope you’re taking something for that,” said Jade. Jade carried antiseptic wipes in her purse, inspected restaurant cutlery with care, kept a small bottle of hand sanitizer on hand at all times. The studio reeked of it, the chemical smell recalling a doctor’s office, tongue depressors, the clinical penetration of a cold otoscope into the ear canal.

Zane said nothing. What he was coming down with, specifically, was the sudden onset of bad memories. And Zane was indeed taking something for that: he drank.

This choice of medication had done little to improve the quality of his sleep. He had begun to suspect, furthermore, that it might be responsible for his blotchy appearance, which had recently begun to attract comment.

Zane fussed with his cameras and looked up to see Melissa studying him carefully. He felt that he had become completely transparent.
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Melissa departed for the change room, an incongruous token of modesty, and returned as Alyssa, who wore a tartan skirt, knee-high socks, a white shirt and a surprisingly elastic cardigan that was a clear example of one size failing to fit any. To compound the effect, she had fixed her hair neatly into pigtails and tied them with coloured ribbons, which she fussed with as she sat down on the bed.

Barker had provided the script, such as it was. Alyssa had spent her tuition money and was without money for rent; her Dad was so gonna kill her. But then she’d seen this ad in the paper. And so on, ad lib.

Zane had always preferred to work in close. If your pictures aren’t good enough, you aren’t close enough; so Robert Capa had said. Then Capa stepped on a land mine. Melissa looked directly into Zane’s lens and tilted her eyebrow, then dropped it again. Grey irises, flecked with brown, eyes the colour of a rusting blade. He tripped the shutter: snap.

“Hi, Alyssa,” said Bill.

She giggled, threw a shrug. Snap. A sidelong look, biting her lip. Snap.

“So I went down to the campus, and look what I found,” said Bill. “And you’re not just your average, garden-variety slut, are you?”

Shakes her head, giggles. Snap.

“Alyssa here needs a little money for tuition, so’s she doesn’t get kicked out of school. Isn’t that right?”

“I like, spent all my money. My dad’s so going to kill me.”

Light falls from suspended fixtures, reflects from this woman with the cocked eyebrow, bends through fourteen elements in eleven groups, bounces off the reflex mirror and casts an image on the focusing screen. The retina scans that image and feeds it through the optic nerve and thalamus to the primary and secondary visual cortices, who discuss among themselves matters of form, contrast and colour. The important thing is to stay grounded; as for the rest, it’s really not up to you.

“Well, we don’t want that to happen to a hot girl like you. And we’ve got a way for you to earn that money, don’t we?”

Melissa giggled and averted her eyes, then looked up again and parted her lips and touched her lower lip with the tip of her tongue.

Zane concentrated on the hum of the computer’s cooling fan, the clack of his camera’s reflex mirror, the whine of the capacitor charging in his flash. This girl has a fake name and a fake outfit and she sits on a fake bed in a fake motel room; triangulation becomes somewhat tricky.

“And I’ll bet you want to earn that money, don’t you? Look at that, you’re blushing. Tell us how you’re going to earn that money.”

Melissa giggled and fanned her face with her hand. This woman can blush on demand: money in the bank.

Zane heard the fluorescent tubes humming overhead, one concrete fact for his mind to latch onto. You reach out for anything you can. A drowning man grabs at a lifeline; the lifeline smiles, steps back, plays hard to get.



CHAPTER TWO

It had begun to rain. Traffic crept along the rain-black pavement in the usual rainy-day Toronto fashion, which is to say slowly, ten thousand drivers eyeing the wet roadway with distrust. Better keep your eyes on the road; factions among the puddles plot mayhem, lie in wait to prey on the inattentive. Anything could happen. Consequently, a million people arrive late home for supper. Zane watched brake lights glow and fade through the smear of his windshield wipers with irritation swelling in his chest.

In Nicaragua, when a good rain hit, the streets would be knee-deep, lost under brown, roiling water laden with silt and garbage. Under all that, you could never be sure that the road was still there. And probably, sizeable chunks of it weren’t. So then, then it made sense to slow down. But a little rain like this, a little rain is nothing. Long pedal on the right, full speed ahead. The puddles are not going to jump out and hurt you. You people, you people in your Beemers and your mall-assault land tanks, sport futility vehicles, you people don’t know how good you have it.

Drizzle flecks the windshield, fracturing the light, brake lights swelling in glowing red splatter. The passenger-side wiper blade has split and the loose end trails across the glass, leaving a refracted smear in its wake. About time you fixed that wiper. That’s not the sort of thing you ought to let go. Road safety is no laughing matter, etcetera.

Melissa emanated from his passenger seat.

Zane was a creature of routine, and recently, solitude had become the central element of that routine. Melissa’s presence was a serious disturbance in the quiet field of his existence, a standing wave creating sympathetic vibrations of ever-increasing amplitude, the kind of thing that took down the Tacoma Narrows bridge. Zane was no engineer; his solution to such problems was to ignore them until they dissipated. He papered her over with layers of silence and concentrated on the road.

It was not that Zane was ignorant of social convention and its demand for small talk. He simply felt that his present situation highlighted a serious omission from even the finest etiquette books: how one is to make small talk with a stranger, having just watched her act out the fantasies of a compulsive masturbator. It was difficult to identify an appropriate conversational gambit. Above all, one had to avoid any suggestion of ulterior motives. It would not be appropriate, for example, to compliment her mastery of the finer technical points of her trade, nor even her grasp on certain fundamentals.

The safest course, therefore, seemed to be to deliver Melissa to her home at best possible speed, and thus to remove the disturbance from the quiet field of his existence. But Zane was fighting the inevitable. All lines of pressure now bent in her direction; the conversational barometer was falling like a brick down a well. Sooner or later, something was going to get said.

“Nice weather we’re having,” said Melissa.

Zane peered at the gloom above, the glow of illuminated signs through the steady drizzle: an Indian restaurant, a donut shop, an adult video store with its windows painted over.

“For a duck, I mean. Nice weather for a duck.”

He considered it essential to pay close attention to traffic.

“So I guess you’re the strong and silent type.” She leaned against the passenger door, elbow propped on the window frame. The cocked eyebrow, the smile of amusement. He felt that she should be wearing her seat belt.

“I was just watching the puddles. For ducks.”

An arrested laugh: her head fell back, her mouth opened, but nothing issued.

“A sense of humour. This date might just work out after all.” 

Zane glanced across at her, saw young love, laughter flashing in darkened streets, tearful breakups, rent troubles. Twenty-five years before, at an age when he fell in love approximately once a week, Melissa would have rendered him doe-eyed and helpless. As things stood, he wanted only to get her out into the rain.

“I bet all the girls think you’re creepy.”

Time to get that wiper fixed; it grows irritating. Zane reached for the radio knob, turned it on with the volume down low. Some inane DJ chatter, an advertisement for payday loans, followed by another for a bankruptcy trustee. Now this, this is a business plan that Richard Barker himself would admire. You get the suckers coming and going.

“Yeah, you got serial killer written all over you. Next thing, you’re gonna start talkin’ to yourself or something.”

“There’s room for you in the trunk.”

“Another funny.”

“You think I’m joking.”

“I think you’re just shy.”

Offering her a long walk in the rain seemed an appropriate rejoinder, but that would be to concede defeat. The lesson came long in the learning: they can’t get your goat if they don’t know where it’s tied. His father’s words. Don’t show them where it’s tied. 

Melissa was now discovering the location of every farm animal that Zane had ever owned.

“I don’t feel well. I didn’t sleep last night. I’m really not in the mood.”

“Maybe I can get you in the mood.”

“Maybe you can walk home.”

Melissa lapsed into silence. Zane celebrated victory over the length of an entire city block, then pulled up at a red light. At this rate, you’ll never be rid of her. The rain was coming down hard now, pounding on the roof.

“How’d you get into this, anyway?”

“Get into what?” Barker got me into this. He said, drive her home. So I’m driving you home.

“I mean, the business. How’d you get into the business.”

“How did you?”

She shook her head. “I asked you first.”

“I answered an ad.”

“You just don’t seem to belong, you know?”

Zane knew, but pretended otherwise.

“You’re not the type.”

He drove for a moment, absorbed this.

“Bill’s the type. Rich is the type. You’re not the type.”

He dodged a car waiting to turn left. So you’re not the type. What type? And why does anybody do anything, anyway?

“I’m in it for the money,” she said. “The money’s great. I’m gonna make a bundle and then get out, so I don’t have to work some shit job.”

He wanted to ask just what constituted a shit job, in her mind, but thought better of it.

“It just happens to be my shit job.”

“You’re in it for the free peep show. Admit it.”

Is it impolite to inform her that her finest work does nothing for you?

“Yeah, I bet you go home and jack off to all your pictures.”

“Barker keeps all the pictures.”

“I bet you keep your favourites.”

“Barker takes the card. He’s afraid I’d just turn around and sell them to someone else.”

“Would you?”

“Probably.”

“That’s all you really think about? Selling them?”

“After a while, skin is just skin.”

On the radio, the DJ attempted a joke, with uncertain results, and then took refuge in the next song. Melissa became a blank face staring out into the rain. Ahead, a traffic light turned orange and Zane stamped on the gas, blew through on the red.

“You always drive this fast?”

Zane checked his speedometer and eased back. “I just want to get home and get some sleep.”

“Mind if I join you?”

The same smile of amusement, the same cocked eyebrow. The question filled him with a discomfiting sense of his advancing age, not to mention unwelcome memories of Bill in action. In my day, young lady, sweaty entanglements of the sort you so disingenuously propose were preceded by an appropriate period of mooning about and holding hands. Now, you get the AIDS test, you do your interview segment with Bill, you tell us just how you want to earn that money.

Helicopters rain Agent Orange on the Garden of Eden; the tree of life grows cancer apples as Adam frolics in the grass. The serpent drapes himself over Eve’s naked shoulders, says, hey babe, you can do a lot better than this. We could take this snake act on the road, make us some good money. We won’t have to work no shit jobs.

“Not tonight.”

“You gay?”

“No.” Furthermore, don’t flatter yourself. You are not, in fact, all that.

Some things, you prefer not to explain. Ladies, this is the captain speaking: we are experiencing difficulties with the engines, and have been for some time.

“Shit, Zane, you’re wound tight as they come.”

“How ’bout we talk about your problems?”

“You’re a walking hangup, man.”

The bleat of a car horn, briefly dopplering, a falling note of futility.

“Thanks for the insight.”

Zane made a left turn and accelerated. The valve clatter was growing worrisome. A mechanic would first recoil in horror, then consider his bank account, like a dentist peering into the mouth of a child raised entirely on candy. The motherlode. Best to let the engine die a natural death.

“Maybe you’d like me as a cheerleader,” she said.

“That kind of crap’s for assholes who never grew out of high school.”

“Or I can be your daughter. I bet you’d like that.”

“Give it up.”

“Lots of guys like that.”

“I said give it a rest.”

“And what if I don’t? You want to give me a good spanking?” 

“You can get out and walk.”

She laughed, head back against the passenger window. He pictured the door falling open behind her, the look on her face as she fell backwards to land in a puddle.

“Why can’t you just chat about the fucking weather?”

“Shit, Zane, I already tried that.”

This, Zane could not refute. He foundered on a lack of gambits. Beyond meteorology lies hockey, the universal Canadian topic. Zane hated hockey. Work was not a topic he wished to explore. Still, it was essential to maintain the initiative.

“Where do you go from here?”

“Left at the next lights.”

“I meant in a broader sense.”

“I don’t think that far ahead.”

“I meant tonight.”

“You mean your place is out?”

“Seriously.”

“I’m going to get solidly baked.”

“That’s how you deal with it, is it?”

The car was filled with a regrettable hit of the 1970s, the clink and squeak of a windshield wiper reaching the limits of its arc, and the sound of the rain. It occurred to Zane that he had slipped from small talk to much larger talk. Served her right. He thought he would just leave it at that.

“I’m not some kind of victim, Zane.”

She shifted her body to sit back in her seat, and at last he had quiet.
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You get to see a lot of victims.

Christine was his first. When Zane first saw her, she was dead. 

He found Christine in El Salvador, on the road to a small town near the Honduran border, a place called Guarjila. Guarjila was in the middle of what would eventually be called the Zona Roja, the red zone. Romero was dead and in San Salvador the police were firing on demonstrators, and Zane had come to El Salvador to cover that story. He had three Nikon camera bodies, six lenses, a case filled with black-and-white developing gear and chemicals, and the contact information of a dozen photo editors to whom he expected to sell his pictures. He was out to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable. He was out to stop the killing. He was out to win the Pulitzer. Lucas Zane was almost twenty-two years old, and El Salvador was his first war.

In San Salvador, he met Terry Lapierre, whom he had long idolized. Lapierre had shot every war from Vietnam forward, won the Pulitzer, and had three times been awarded the Robert Capa Gold Medal for his work. Zane spotted Lapierre outside the Hilton San Salvador and introduced himself. He said he was in-country shooting freelance and Lapierre said, for who.

Just freelance, he said. I came here after Romero.

And you know no one, you have no contacts, said Lapierre.

Zane did not reply.

You better stick with me, then, said Lapierre.

In a war, you don’t work without contacts, he said. You have to be with one side, or be with the other. If you do not have friends, you will be killed. So you always make sure to have friends. And you must have contacts so that you can know the next story before it begins. These demonstrations, they are the last story.

Lapierre said that the next story was up in the mountains, in Chalatenango. So Lapierre headed to Chalatenango, to Guarjila, and Zane followed, and found Christine.

The first sign of trouble was a green-and-white van pulled over at the edge of an open field, its doors hanging open. The wheels were almost in the ditch and the van leaned towards the hills as if drunk. Luggage and papers and bundles of clothing were strewn in the grass and along the road, and as they drew closer Zane saw that some of the bundles of clothing were not bundles of clothing but bodies, collapsed in the curious shapelessness of death. Outside of the sterile confines of the funeral home where he had seen his father, dull and deflated in his casket, these were the the first dead bodies Zane had ever seen.

The dead were four women. One had blonde hair that clearly marked her as a foreigner. She lay on her back. Her vacant blue eyes, on which flies now lighted, implored an indifferent sky. All four had been raped.

A small voice in the back of his head, a voice out of a textbook, demanded that he shoot the scene in a way that preserved the dignity of the victims, and his mind reeled at the suggestion. It could not be done. Nothing he framed worked, nothing explained the scene. He continued shooting to the end of the roll, rejecting each frame as useless even as he shot it, and then mechanically loaded a new roll. As he threaded the film leader onto the sprockets he absently noted the shaking of his fingers. His head swam in the heat and his ears were full of the droning buzz of cicadas.

The youngest of the victims was a dark-haired woman of about twenty, lying face-up in the grass. They had shot her in the chest, twice, and bayoneted her through the ribs. Her purse, brown vinyl cracked at the corners, lay spilled in the grass beside her. He knelt and began picking up her things, putting them back into the purse. It just seemed like the right thing to do.

A few sheets of notepaper, a pen, a flat tin of Aspirin, two tampons. A letter, written in a girlish hand, with big, open loops and careful circles dotting the i’s. Zane searched and found the envelope, addressed to someone named Christine. A return address in North Dakota.

A photograph. An Instamatic shot, the dead girl with two others, at a picnic table. All of them smiling at the camera. He noted that they were all a little bit blurred by the combination of poor camera technique and a poor quality lens. Nothing written on the back. Kodak paper.

Zane laid the photo in the grass beside her outstretched hand and changed lenses, switched to the fifty-five macro. He leaned in close and took a shot of her hand, dark with dried blood, with the photo lying beside it in the grass. Long slashes, no doubt from the bayonet, crossed her palm. He picked up the photo and the letter and tucked them carefully inside the envelope, and put the envelope in the front pouch of his camera bag. It was the only identification he could find.

Lucas Zane didn’t yet know it, but he had just won the Pulitzer Prize.
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Zane inhabited a one-bedroom apartment on the second floor of a three-storey walk-up, far enough off Queen Street West to escape any trend toward urban renewal, rising rent or creeping fashionability. The place had a small and dingy bathroom that successfully resisted all attempts at cleaning; no amount of scrubbing ever quite effaced the granular feel of the bathtub enamel. Sitting room and kitchen were a single space, divided by a counter and by the cupboards suspended above. The furniture, provided, consisted of a battered couch, a coffee table, and an old television, and Zane had cable on the sly, as long as at least one of his neighbours paid the bill. His kitchen window overlooked the street, and when the television proved too demanding, Zane often stood at the window, watching.

On the windowsill behind the television, a spider plant in a coffee can slowly died of neglect. The plant was the gift of Zane’s neighbour, a large black woman with a thick Caribbean accent, a woman he carefully avoided, suspecting that she was insane. She seemed to him entirely too friendly and talkative to be completely stable.

Zane had few other possessions: a few dishes, a camera bag containing the tools of his trade, a toothbrush, a razor, the other essentials. In the corner of the sitting room was a small stack of cardboard boxes that he had never unpacked, bearing dust dating from the day he moved in. He had never needed the things inside. He had forgotten what the boxes contained.

His job with Barker paid the rent and the grocery bill. The work, which consisted of shooting the photos and then taking care of the photo editing, left him plenty of free time, and Zane could easily have found more work and made himself comfortable, but he felt no ambition toward comfort. Zane felt no detectable ambition at all.

In the mornings he got out of bed, shaved, showered, and cleaned up after the night before. Then, if he had no work to do and if no domestic chores presented themselves, he went out into the street and found ways to pass the day.

He shopped for groceries, for cleaning supplies, for abrasives with which to attack the granular surface of the bathtub. He browsed bookstores but never bought a book, thumbed through magazines, but avoided newspapers. Sometimes, he sat and drank coffee and watched the life of the street pass him by. He drifted into pawn shops, considered musical instruments in hock and cheap cameras abandoned. Not once did Zane take a photograph in the street. He never felt that urge.

In the early part of that summer Zane passed time in the park, where he amused himself by feeding the squirrels and the pigeons; this ceased after he saw a decrepit old woman mumbling to herself while doing the same. Her eyes possessed a rheumy vacancy that disturbed him far more than a glance in his bathroom mirror. He found new hobbies.

Sometimes, he rode the subway, pointlessly travelling east or north, lost in the anonymity of public transit. He observed men deep in their newspapers, women bathing in novels, kids staring vacantly at their reflected selves with wires hanging from their ears. He thought about Walker Evans but felt no desire to emulate him. Between subway maps and ads for career training services he read poems posted as a project in public art, and wondered just what distinguishes a poem from a run-on sentence interrupted by superfluous carriage returns. He got off at random stops and walked. He looked into shop windows. He invented purpose where he could find it.

Recently, he had started on museums. He went to art galleries, considered sculpture, looked at photographs. He tried reading National Geographic again, for the photography, but all of the mighty had fallen; Abell and Harvey and Allard had retired and what remained seemed empty. Most of the junk in the galleries he explored was the work of pygmies who imagined themselves somehow better than those mere journalists. Their greatest achievements lay in their artist statements, towers of finely crafted babble in which they explained the subjects their crap investigated and explored. Zane mentally composed an artist statement of his own, one he wished had accompanied his own exhibits in New York: just shut up and look at the pictures.

Once, he went to the zoo, where he passed an entire afternoon in watching a troop of monkeys. None of the monkeys had ever composed an artist statement, but each still seethed with unrealized ambition. He learned their personalities, gave them names, had a brief but earnest conversation on the subject of their internal politics with a six-year-old girl. He felt quite confident that he had this thing about nailed. Then the girl’s mother dragged her away by the hand. The look she gave Zane blistered his paint.

Throughout each day, he kept himself in motion. In the evenings, as the city slowed, stalled, and settled into quiet, he sat at home and locked the doors. It was only then that he started acting crazy.
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Among Zane’s less terrifying symptoms was a recent tendency to talk to himself. Not that he carried on full-blown conversations, which would indeed be worrisome; he simply punctuated his long stretches of domestic silence with occasional remarks, like the elliptical conversations of a long-married couple that has long since run out of new topics for discussion.

Disjointed phrases presented themselves, and he uttered them: “I think I’ve just about got this thing nailed,” for example, or “the important thing now is to keep things plumb.” Just what it was that he intended to nail, or why it was essential to keep things plumb, Zane had no idea. Perhaps, in some past life, he had been a carpenter, and some karmic offence – a hammer dropped on a stink bug, perhaps, or a careless glue spill that had pinned and drowned a spider – had consigned him to this unhappy plane. Or perhaps he was just going nuts.

To his credit, this last possibility did give him a sense of creeping unease. Zane felt a growing suspicion that he was not entirely in control of himself, a feeling that he was up to something behind his own back. Up to no good.

But on good nights, the words themselves, and more importantly, the confidence in his voice as he said them, were soothing. He heard the voice of a man in control of himself, a man who had it together. All was well, or perhaps soon would be. If indeed he was up to something behind his back, at least he seemed confident about it. 

It was only on the bad nights that Zane really drank. He only started to run when he heard himself catching up.
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Evening sunlight slanting through the resting air gilded the three-storey walk-up opposite, rendering brick and mortar, baked clay and powdered limestone, into gold. Alchemists toiled for centuries and never considered photography. Clay into gold, light into silver. The philosopher’s stone, it transpires, is multi-coated, low-dispersion glass.

Now is the magic hour. It is impossible to take a bad picture now, but it is easy to make a cliché. The problem is never the light but what you choose to do with it.

Below Zane’s apartment window, the street has fallen into shadow. A man crosses with a woman, shortening his stride to keep pace with her small, quick steps. She wears a light cotton dress, a flowered print. Reflections flee the windows of his passenger door as he opens it for her in a sudden, uncomfortable moment of formality. Her teeth flash in a smile, eyes catching reflected light, her bare leg retracting into the darkness of the passenger seat. Zane watched until the car pulled out into traffic. He had never lost the habit of staring.

Now you shoot chromes, high-speed chromes in defiance of the conventional wisdom, let the grain take over, let the lights along the street burn through the film. Chromes give the colours of the cars and the buildings weight and depth, render shadows a deeper black, conceal the eyes of people drinking in their shirt sleeves on the patio of the restaurant next door. Drag the shutter: the couple on the street blend into a blur of togetherness, all detail lost to shadow and motion, unknowable. The picture is as compelling as a dream.

But the picture says nothing. The picture is just a circus trick that lets you work with the impossible light. Shooting available darkness, you do what you can and alchemy takes care of the rest, silver halides and dye couplers distilling life and motion into a silent dream in which nothing is specific. Gone are the quickness in his step, his rush to beat her to the door, the shyness of her movements, his momentary awkwardness. The couple is silenced, stilled, suspended in a net of gelatin and grain and flash trickery. What remains is an eloquent lie. In the silence of the photograph, you will never see that this is their first date. And you will never see the breakup.

Die knowing something, Walker Evans said; you are not here long. So stare, listen, pry, eavesdrop. But you know nothing now, and every day, you know less.

Zane drained his beer and put the bottle on the counter by the sink and opened the fridge to find another. An unsteady step explained his uncharacteristic explorations beyond mere facts; a few beers and you abandon all your commitments, let the mind run free. Time to return to the facts. Among said facts, half this case remains. We’ll need to buy another, but that’s tomorrow’s project. Let us now focus on today’s. Zane twisted open another bottle and threw the cap in the sink.

Time for a change. You’ve seen enough imploring eyes, provided enough chauffeur service for Richard Barker, been appraised as a potential pervert on one too many occasions. Time to get moving. This exile has gone on long enough. It’s time to find a new gig. And the only way out is back through the same door you came in.

Zane found the telephone and dialed the New York number of his agent. The office was closed. He let it ring through to voice mail, then hung up and called Jack at home.

“Zane, let’s not go through this same old shit again.”

This was not the greeting he had hoped for.

Jack, fussing with his tie, inspecting his fingernails, immaculate. His hair would be neatly combed. An aging dandy in an Italian suit, silk tie and pocket square. As if to compensate for his effeminacy, Jack swore non-stop.

“I want a story,” said Zane.

“You’re drunk.”

“Not particularly.”

Zane enunciated with care, but the word contained too many syllables.

“You know the answer. We’ve been through the motions more times than a twenty-dollar hooker.”

“I need work.”

Zane left his bottle on the counter and wandered to the toilet. The beer was making its presence felt.

“You don’t want a story, Zane. You want to believe in a story.” 

“I can’t keep doing this, Jack.”

“What exactly are you doing?”

“I’m taking a piss.”

In the long pause that followed, Zane completed the task at hand. For a moment, he thought that Jack had hung up on him.

“I mean, what exactly can’t you keep doing.”

Zane considered this carefully: I am photographing less-than-perfectly attractive young ladies engaged in various acts of a sexual nature, in an explicit manner, for the interest and enjoyment of the members of a predominantly, perhaps exclusively, male audience. I am not working in Los Angeles; my work therefore falls outside the mainstream of this genre. Although remunerative, it is decidedly low-rent.

“I’m en vacances.”

“Zane, are you okay?”

Zane tucked the phone under his ear and washed his hands and regarded his reflection. A long, diagonal crack transected the mirror and split his face into two halves that didn’t quite align. The more he looked at the faces, the less familiar they became. The man in the mirror was tired and unkempt. His hair rioted in disarray. He looked blotchy, had bags under his eyes like bruises. The man in the mirror was obviously not well.

“I think I’m coming down with something.”

“What I mean is, how are you doing these days.”

“I know what you mean. I’m fine.”

“I don’t think you are.”

Zane stared absently at his reflection and listened to the silence of the telephone line.

“It’s still the same deal,” said Jack. “Get yourself straightened out, come up with a story, pitch it to me, we’ll see.”

“I am straightened out.”

“I’d like to believe that.”

“Believe it.”

“Can’t talk myself into that one.”

“I can do this, Jack.”

“Stop getting drunk and calling me at home. I’m going to change my number. Goodbye, Zane.”

Zane leaned in closer to the mirror for a better look. The glass was streaked and dirty and somehow never seemed to come clean. His eyes were hollow pits. He looked as if someone had punched him out some days ago, and his face was just now returning to normal.

Had someone punched him out? If someone punched you out, you’d remember. Besides, who would make the effort? Anything’s possible, but.

These questions are too difficult to consider.

Food is simpler, if uninteresting. He made a turkey sandwich on white with a skim of low-fat mayo, accompanied it with a cup of skim-milk yogurt, approximately as appealing as a can of white paint and a poor match for beer. At a field hospital in northern Pakistan, the American surgeon asked casually what he had eaten for breakfast. Morphine allowed Zane to take this for small talk, and he joked of eating things that would be unobtainable in Afghanistan: bacon, eggs, hash browns.

Above his surgical mask the doctor’s eyes betrayed no hint of a smile. We need to identify the foreign matter in the abdominal cavity, he said. Then he cut out almost one third of the small intestine. Over time, the remaining intestine was supposed to adapt, to learn to deal with real food again. And Zane hadn’t tasted bacon, eggs, or hash browns since.

It starts to get you down. After a while, you start to wonder if this is living.

So you take certain precautions. The apartment contained no fixtures sufficiently solid to aid Zane in hanging himself, and the windows were insufficiently high for him to accomplish anything by jumping, beyond breaking his legs and thus making a fool of himself. His stove was electric, rather than gas. He did not own any old-fashioned razor blades, and his medicine cabinet contained no drugs powerful enough to overdose even a domestic cat. To shoot yourself, you need a gun; Zane had carefully ensured that he did not own one. This left slashing his wrists with a kitchen knife, something he was fairly certain he was too cowardly and squeamish to do.

The television spouted its usual comforting inanities. Lift the plot of one sitcom and drop it in another; nothing changes but the faces. Zane flopped onto the couch and opened his camera bag. He turned on his camera and the LCD display flashed at him. He zoomed the lens to about twenty millimetres, comfortably wide. He set the white balance to auto, threw the aperture wide open and set aperture priority. He didn’t need to think.

With the camera at eye level he tested the autofocus on the kitchen faucet and then on the cupboards and the television. He found the remote and switched to the weather channel where an enthusiastic young woman expounded on the likelihood of rain on the prairies, a low-pressure system sweeping in from the west; all this was a matter of pressing national interest today. Zane framed the desolate room with the television nattering away at its edge and released the shutter. On the LCD screen, the shot looked like nothing more than distilled loneliness.

What the hell are you doing here? Is this some kind of purgatory? There is nothing here to shoot. The camera is useless.

Zane slipped the camera strap from around his neck, widened the zoom to about seventeen millimetres, and held the camera at arm’s length, the lens aimed directly at his face. The glass stared back at him, black and implacable, splashes of colour catching the light, fragments of his apartment in cyan and magenta, his face reflected in the glass. He stared straight into the lens and then he released the shutter.

Light passes through the lens and forms an image on the sensor, confirming at least that you exist and are reflecting light in the normal way. On the LCD screen, Zane’s face still looked blotchy and unshaven, and his hair remained a chaotic mess. Crow’s feet around the eyes and deepening signs of age. A complete absence of expression. It looked like an ID card photo.

It will look good over your obituary: Lucas Zane, erstwhile combat photographer of some repute, was found dead in his apartment today at the age of forty-six. An image left on his camera’s flash card confirmed that Mr. Zane had committed suicide by shooting himself once in the head with a wide-angle lens. In his suicide note, hastily scrawled on the wall of his squalid domicile in unused pixels, Mr. Zane complained that even his own small intestine had abandoned him. Mr. Zane is survived by his photographs, which have taken on the life that he intended, but that he now regrets.

Zane stared at the image for a few moments, and then deleted it.
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