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Prologue

In Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea


1

This story begins on a summer’s day in hell.

The day was July 13th, to be exact. And hell was a little town called Hunnicut, Massachusetts.

Before it turned into hell, it was actually kind of a nice little place. A fishing town. Hills of beryl forests above sunlit bays. Trim shingled houses on tree-lined lanes. A restored Main Street with quaint tourist shops and a couple of decent seafood restaurants overlooking the water.

That Friday, the weather was fine, warm but breezy. There were clouds sailing by overhead but they were cumulus clouds, not much ascended, high and fluffy and white, with great cerulean gaps between. The sun, still well aloft, shone bright and clear.

Visitors and locals alike were out strolling by the shops, pausing here and there to look in the windows. Decorative fishing nets were on display. Painted oars and scrimshaw paperweights. T-shirts that said ‘I’d Rather Be Fishing’, or ‘A Fisherman Is Always Ready To Whip Out His Rod’, or ‘I Fell For Hunnicut Hook, Line and Sinker!’ and other sentiments like that.

Atop the brick town hall, the Stars-and-Stripes were snapping smartly. Down in the picturesque harbor, trawlers bobbed on the curlicue waves. Sunlight glittered on the wind-dappled surface of the ocean.

It was 4:15 p.m., and life in Hunnicut was pretty much all right.

That situation remained in place for about two more minutes.

Then, at 4:17 p.m., there came a rumble, like thunder. There was no more warning than that.

People out of doors glanced up in mild surprise. Fishermen working their boats tilted back their heads and squinted into the sky. Everyone – a man in a canvas chair on the beach; the shopping housewives over on Main; a state trooper walking from his cruiser to the Donut Hole; the children in a playground off Hancock Street; a roofer on a housetop in the middle of a hammer blow – they all looked up at the thunder sound. It hadn’t seemed to anyone as if it were going to rain.

After that, there came a half-second of stillness.

And this is what happened next:

A white-hot light spilled wide across the face of heaven – as if the sky had been obliterated by a blinding stain. An orange starburst flashed out of that white core. And with it came a roar – an agonized, hoarse – a deafening roar that made a nerve-end out of your skull, that made the earth beneath you tremble.

‘It sounded,’ said Leonard Wallingford, a banker up from Boston to visit his father, ‘it sounded as if God had gotten caught in a bear trap.’

In the next moment, it began to rain fire. From the ether, from nowhere, lancets of liquid flame spat sizzling onto the pavements, into the trees. The people had only one more instant to stare with gaping mouths in disbelief.

And then it became unthinkable. Because the wing section hit, and it was still nearly full of fuel.

It smacked into a cornfield just east of Michaels Street. In the same split second, the earth ripped open in a seventy-foot crater and a fireball ripped out of it and up into the open air. Michaels ran through a family neighborhood of two-story clapboards. Three houses simply collapsed where they stood. Two more exploded. Their lumber splintered, the splinters flew. Pots and pans, an iron, the contents of a tool box – they all shot off like red missiles. The body of Sharon Cosgrove, a realtor, lifted high, high into the air and then flumped down like a doll into the burning debris where her children, Patricia and Sam, had been blown to unrecoverable bits.

The lights went out everywhere. The water stopped running. Other houses, other neighborhoods caught fire. There were fires all over town. There were people all over town who had suddenly turned into fractured things, twisted, staring, stained things lying amidst piles of broken bricks and smoldering char. Other people were screaming, running, wandering dazed over lawns and down the middle of streets, past the black skeletons of automobiles and the crackling, dancing flames shooting out of windows. Black smoke – violent, rolling billows of black smoke – stormed over all of it, over the people and the flaming trees and the flaming houses, and out over the harbor, and up into the sky above the sea.

Out of the sky, and down through the smoke, poured the rain of the wreckage. Plates of silver metal fell. A jet engine dropped whole onto Hank’s Fish ‘N’ Tackle and demolished it. A nose cone dove into Cutter’s Cove like an enormous gutted bass. Coins sprinkled down onto the grass, and golden jewelry too. A retiree, Walter Bosch, was killed in his garden by a full-sized bourbon bottle which split his skull in half and then fell to lie completely unbroken in the impatiens bed beside his corpse.

And bodies fell and parts of bodies. Flesh rained down on Hunnicut – out of the sky, into the fire – along with the liquid fire still raining down through the black smoke. There was less gore than you might have thought. Much of the humanity in the air had simply vanished. Still … An arm and a leg smacked wetly among the people screaming in the middle of Hancock Lane. Emma Timmerman – her entire body still intact, still belted into her seat – landed in the yard behind Hunnicut Autobody and sat propped amidst the junk there as if someone had thrown her away. A torso torn like old laundry – what was left of Bob Bowen, a high school instructor – fluttered down to dangle from the branch of a tree. The head of Jeff Aitken, a student, crashed through Sharon Kent’s kitchen window. Mrs Kent was struck dumb at the sight of the thing in her sink, its mouth open, its scalp in flames.

Over time, over the longest time it seemed, everything that was left came streaming down. Into the smoldering houses and the steaming water, into the forest which was snickering now as it blazed. Around the bodies of the town’s dead and the moaning wounded. Among the people screaming, crying. The fuselage and the workings and the furniture came down, and the supplies and the passengers – all the remains of European Airways flight 186.

It had been a 747 on its way to London and it had just disintegrated at 32,000 feet.

No one ever discovered why.
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Amanda Dodson, who was five years old, was playing in her babysitter’s backyard at the time. Amanda was a roundish little mixed-race girl with a quiet, thoughtful manner. Tan skin, an oval face. Big, intelligent brown eyes. Long, curly, startlingly yellow hair.

She was sitting on the bottom step of the back deck, her pudgy legs and arms poking from her light blue shorts and T-shirt. She was operating a make-believe hospital on the border of the lawn. Amanda knew about hospitals and sickness and even death because she knew about how her father had died. Right now, though, it was her furry red Elmo doll who was the patient under consideration. And his condition seemed very grave. But fortunately, Nurse Barbie was in attendance, ably assisted by a rag doll named Mathilda. And before poor Elmo could fade away completely, Doctor Amanda spread her hands over him and magically ‘sparkled’ him back to health.

Well, a great celebration ensued; a tea party of thanks-giving. Some rocks and a milk crate and a wagon served for a table and chairs and revelers human, plastic and stuffed passed round the plastic cups and dishes mat had been generously contributed by Mrs Shipman.

She was the babysitter – Mrs Shipman – a squat, cheerful widow of sixty-one. She was inside just then, in the den with the television. Knitting a pink sweater for a baby granddaughter and watching Larry Norton interview people who engage in computer sex on the internet. She was keeping an eye on Amanda through the picture window to her left.

A mantelpiece clock chimed the quarter hour: 4:15. With a start, Mrs Shipman realized she had lost track of time. She usually called Amanda in at four for a snack and an hour of cartoons. She draped her knitting over the arm of her chair and started to stand up.

That was when the first explosion went off on Michaels Street, about a quarter-mile away. The force of the blast threw Mrs Shipman out of her seat, head first into the TV. The screen shattered. The jagged glass ripped Mrs Shipman’s face off as if it were a rubber glove. She was still alive for a second, but then the house caved in on top of her and she was crushed to death.

The explosion shook the earth and air. Little Amanda stood. She was holding her furry red Elmo doll by its hand. She didn’t understand what had happened. When the house fell down, she could only stare at it blankly.

Someone was screaming: Mrs Jenson, the nice lady from next door who sometimes came by with cookies. Her dress was on fire and she was running across her backyard, shrieking and shrieking. She ran blindly into the washing hung on the line. She became tangled in a beach towel and fell to the ground, rolling and shrieking and burning.

Amanda stood and stared.

Mrs Jenson’s house was also on fire, she saw. So were some of the other houses on the block. And other people were running and they were shrieking too. There was Frank Hauer – a big boy, Amanda thought, ten years old. He was lying face down at the base of his basketball net. He was lying in a lake of red, red blood.

Amanda’s face puckered. She began to cry. She clutched Elmo’s hand tightly.

The old maple tree in Mrs Jenson’s yard burst into flame. Mrs Shipman’s pachysandra bed exploded as a big hunk of metal sliced down into it out of the sky. Wet earth and leaves splattered over Amanda where she stood, helpless, crying. The big piece of metal, sticking out of the ground, loomed up and up above her.

Dazed, Amanda began walking. She wanted her mother.

The very next thing she knew she was walking across Hauptman’s Memorial Ballfield. She was walking stiffly on her pudgy legs, trudging over the grass between first base and the pitcher’s mound. She was hugging Elmo close to her and sucking her thumb. She was sniffling tearfully. She didn’t remember exactly how she had come to be there.

The ballfield bordered Mrs Shipman’s backyard to the west. There was a long stand of trees on the far side of the field. Amanda always pictured the tavern where her mother worked as being somewhere beyond those trees. The trees were the furthest thing she could see from the babysitter’s yard or from the big den window when she was watching TV. It made sense to her that her mother was away somewhere beyond them.

In fact, the bar where her mother worked was in a completely different direction. It was off to the southeast, down by the water. The trees up ahead merely screened an old fire road – now a bike trail – and the houses and swampland on its other side.

But Amanda thought her mother was there. And so she walked on, trudging across the outfield toward the trees.

Some of the trees were on fire and some of the duff around their roots was smoldering. Smoke was pouring from the little wood. And someone inside the wood was screaming.

All the same, Amanda walked on.

She reached the rail fence that bordered the ballfield. She ducked through, clutching Elmo tightly. The smoke made her wrinkle her nose now. She coughed, her cheeks puffing up around her thumb.

The trees rose above her. They were on every side of her, big maple trees, big oaks and pines. Their branches hung down toward her from on high. The sun streamed down through the leaves. Great solid columns of sunlight stood all around her, turning hazy as the smoke drifted into them.

Amanda walked on under the trees, beside the hazy columns. The smoke was making her cough more and more. The screaming was growing louder. A woman screaming in short bursts, over and over, like a car alarm. Somewhere, flames were crackling. Amanda’s pink sneakers were crunching on the forest floor. She was looking down at her sneakers. She was watching them move along.

Then she stopped.

There was something on the path before her. A large shape, dark in the drifting smoke; dark and very still. Scared, Amanda stood where she was, dwarfed by the oaks and pines, by columns of sunlight hazy with smoke. She rubbed her cheek against Elmo’s red fur. She nibbled on the tip of her thumb. She looked warily at the shape in the path.

Then she realized what it was. And slowly, she started toward it.
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Just before that, before the crash, Amanda’s mother, Carol Dodson, had been tending bar at the Anchor and Bell. It was a harbor bar. Fishermen drank there mostly. Carol had been working the place almost three months, ever since she’d drifted into town.

The customers liked Carol. She was pretty, for one thing. Young, twenty-three, twenty-four. And she was tough and funny and foul-mouthed like they were. Sometimes, too, after she finished work, she would go upstairs with one of them and have sex with him for money. Not that she was a hooker or anything. It was just that if you were a guy and you were about to go to sea for two or three months and you were single or your girlfriend was mad at you or something and you really, really needed to get lucky in a very serious way fast and you were drinking, say, with a friend at the Anchor and Bell and bitching about this state of affairs, well, then, your friend might turn to you and say, ‘Listen. You got any money?’ And you would say, ‘Yeah, sure, some.’ And your friend would say, ‘You could try the new girl – Carol.’ And you’d say, ‘Carol? The bartender? She’s turning tricks now?’ And your friend would say, ‘No, no, hell, she’s a nice girl. But, you know, she’s struggling, she’s got a kid. Just don’t be a ginch, all right?’ So, of course, you don’t want anyone to think you’re a ginch, plus maybe you’re not particularly thrilled about the idea of using a hooker either. So up you’d go to the bar and you’d start talking to Carol, just in a natural way. And just in a natural way you’d say some nice things to her like you would to any girl you wanted to sleep with. And then, later, when you were upstairs and everything was finished and you were about to leave, you might say something like, ‘Hey, Carol, how’s it happening for you this week?’ And she might say, ‘Aw, you know, it’s always an uphill thing with the kid and all.’ And you would say, ‘Well, hey, listen, I’m flush, you know. Let me help you out a little bit here. No, really.’ And then you might argue back and forth a little. And finally you’d give her something.

That was how it generally worked.

Now today, this July day when the plane came down, there was a good crowd of guys in the place. Most of them were planning to ship out tomorrow or Monday. Some were sitting together at the big tables, and some were at the smaller ones with their wives or girlfriends. Still others were up at the bar, watching the Sox game playing silently on the TV above the mirror.

And then there was one guy, Joe Speakes, who was at the bar but who wasn’t watching the Sox game. He was talking to Carol. She was washing glasses at the sink behind the bar and he was chatting to her over his beer.

‘What’s this I been hearing?’ he was saying to her. ‘Jes Gramble says you’re thinking of running out on us.’

‘Ah, you know.’ Carol shrugged, gave a half-smile. ‘You stay anywhere too long, you start collecting dust.’

‘Nah,’ said Joe. ‘You just got here. What’re you running from – the FBI or something?’

‘That’s me,’ she said. ‘I’m the Fugitive.’

‘Forget it. Stick around. The fun is just beginning.’

‘What. You gonna miss me, Joe?’ said Carol Dodson.

‘Hell, yes,’ said Joe. ‘There’s nothing else worth looking at around here.’

Carol laughed and stepped back from the sink. She threw her hip out and made a comical palms-up gesture: ta-daaa.

Joe nodded his appreciation. His eyes moved up and down her.

Carol kept herself in good shape and she was proud of her figure. She had her maroon T-shirt tucked into her jeans so that it pressed close and showed off her round breasts, her narrow waist and flat belly. Her jeans were tight on the curve of her butt and the cloth was wedged up between her legs in a manner that could move a man in many deep and significant ways.

Her hair was shoulder-length, blond, curly she called it, but frizzy really down at the ends. Her face was oval like her daughter’s, only white, and she had the same big, soft, intelligent eyes, only blue. She had a small sharp nose, and long, pretty lips which she glossed almost silver. She was short and slender and looked like she would fit neatly into a man’s arms.

So that’s how it was. Carol stepped back and made that comical gesture. And Joe Speakes looked up and down her.

And then came that hellacious roar, that God-in-a-bear-trap roar that shook the sky. And Michaels Street exploded. And the whole bar shuddered. The booze bottles danced and rattled against the mirror.

‘What the Christ?’ said Joe Speakes.

‘Oh shit,’ said Carol. She knew at once that this was trouble, no joke. Whatever the opposite of a joke was, that was this.

Joe had slipped off his stool. He was striding to the door. The other guys were right with him. A wall of thick backs was already crowding the entryway. The girls were bringing up the rear, crowding into the guys. Carol snatched up a dish towel and went after the rest of them, drying her hands.

Then they were out on Briar Street. Everyone was pouring out onto Briar Street from the bars and shops. All the drinkers, all the fishermen, all the waitresses and clerks were hurrying to the corner. And everyone at the corner was just standing there, just staring up Martin Street, to the west.

They were four miles away from the field where the wing exploded. But they could see it even from here: the fire on the horizon, the fire in the rooftops, the fire falling out of the sky.

Carol saw it as she reached the corner. Standing there in the jostling, staring crowd. Still mechanically rubbing her dry hands on the wet towel.

‘Oh my God,’ she said.

They were all saying that. ‘Oh my God!’ ‘Holy shit!’ ‘Jesus Christ.’

‘Fuck me,’ someone murmured dully. ‘It’s raining fire.’

There were other explosions then. They saw a house just come apart, just fly apart into splinters. They could hear screaming, a chorus of sobbing cries coming from all over at once. People were running everywhere like mice in a maze. Police sirens were going off and fire sirens and car alarms.

Then something wet and heavy dropped onto the sidewalk not three blocks up, splattering liquid as it hit. And a glittering sprinkle of something fell. And then one of the houses on Martin just spat its windows out in sparkling bits.

Some of the men were charging up there. Some of the women were screaming, covering their mouths with their hands.

Carol whispered, ‘Amanda.’

And she started running for her car.
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Then she was driving, driving as fast as she could to Mrs Shipman’s house. Her car, her old puttering Rabbit, was hacking and roaring like an old hound. Its axle was shimmying whenever it crested forty. Its tires were squealing around every corner. And Carol was wrestling the wheel, battling the wheel and the road ferociously.

She had to get to Amanda.

She had to get to Amanda and she had to get through this – this hell that was rushing at her windshield, rushing at her eyes. The streets on fire. The houses burning, house after house. Bodies smoking on the lawns. The trees burning. The outlines of cars through leaping flames. The fire in the sky. The people walking like zombies. The people shrieking. People she had seen in town, faces she knew, bleeding, crushed.

She wrestled the car past all of it, all of them. There was something hard and implacable in her heart. She pushed the pedal down further to beat the Rabbit’s shimmy. She was crying as she drove, but she didn’t know it, she didn’t care. Her jaw was clenched tight. Her eyes were fixed ahead. She had to get to Amanda.

A woman in her underwear ran out in front of the fender. She was clutching her head and her mouth was wide open. Carol cursed her and swerved the car. Her heart was hard and she cursed the woman and swerved around her. And when a gout of sizzling fire hit her windshield, she let out a high-pitched growl and switched on the wipers.

‘Get off!’ she shouted at it, crying.

She passed a playground. Children lay bleeding on the ground. Toddlers sat wailing up at the heavens.

Carol opened her mouth so she could cry harder, and she stepped harder on the gas, screeching away from them, around the next curve. Implacable.

She had to find Amanda.

Then she was slowing down. There was Mrs Shipman’s house just ahead of her. For one second, Carol could not believe what she was seeing.

The house was a jagged punched-in thing, lumber sticking out of it, a haze of dust around it. Carol’s stomach convulsed with crying. She was sick with suspense and fear.

She was out of the car. She was running around the house. She was thinking about snacktime. This is snacktime, she was thinking. Amanda played out in the yard until four and then she came inside to watch the afternoon cartoons. That was now, wasn’t it? Wasn’t it snacktime now?

Dear merciful Christ in heaven, she thought as she ran into the backyard, dear God who died suffering on the cross, please don’t let it be snacktime. Don’t let it be snacktime yet.

She was around the house. She saw the deck lying alop, its columns cracking. She saw the shining chunk of fuselage rising out of a hole where the pachysandra had been.

She looked down, convulsed with crying, unaware she was crying. She saw the circle of cups and plates on the ground. Mathilda the rag doll was still sitting up at her place, propped against a milk crate, her head bowed as if in mourning.

Come inside now and have your snack, Amanda.

Carol could see that that was how it had happened. Her mind was crystal clear. She could imagine it all. She was focused, alert, and felt completely aware of the explosion of grief that was beginning inside her. It was as if she were a scientific observer at a nuclear blast. She knew that in another moment the spreading cloud of grief would fill her, would overwhelm her. She would have to rip her ribcage open to let it out or just be blown apart. It would be more than life could bear.

Her mouth open, her face covered with snot and tears, she lifted her head and emitted a quiet, trembling ‘Oh’, the sound of her devastation.

And she saw a patch of bright red on Hauptman’s field.

Elmo.

Carol saw Elmo’s leg trailing out from under Amanda’s arm. In her light blue shirt and shorts, Amanda was hard to make out against the green grass, against the green trees. But Carol spotted Elmo’s leg and then she could see her daughter.

It was like no baptism ever was. No sin ever so black was ever washed away as that black cloud of mushrooming grief was washed away from inside her.

She saw that her daughter was moving toward the woods. She saw the smoke spilling out of the trees at her. And then she was running again.

She was running across the ballfield. She was screaming her daughter’s name. ‘Amanda! Amanda!’ She was choking on the screams, too breathless to sob.

The child was out of earshot anyway. She had already ducked under the fence, was already at the treeline. Carol forced herself to scream her name once more. Ran on with her arms flailing, her hair flying, her flying tears.

Then Amanda began to fade from before her. She was moving into the woods. She was fading into the smoke. The smoke was growing thicker, blacker around her. It was billowing out of the trees. It was spreading, hanging in the air. It screened the child from the mother’s view. The child was vanishing into it.

By the time Carol crossed the rest of the field, Amanda was out of sight. Carol ducked through the center gap of the fence. Her foot snagged on the rail. She stumbled to one knee, leapt up, kept running.

She was in the trees now, in the smoke. One arm thrown over her mouth. Coughing into her sleeve. Staring through her tears, through the smoking columns of sunlight.

She lowered her arm. ‘Amanda!’ she shouted hoarsely. Then she started coughing, threw up her arm again. She stumbled through the smoke.

She was lost, wandering, coughing, screaming, she didn’t know how long. Then a faint breeze reached her, and the smoke thinned. Carol stopped and peered into it, scanned the scene.

‘Amanda!’ she said hoarsely.

And some enormous creature lumbered into the haze before her.

It seemed to rise up and up, hulking, dark. Carol reared back. What was it? A bear?

It lumbered toward her stiffly. Carol clenched her fist, ready to slug it.

But it wasn’t a bear. It was a man.

He came toward her through the smoke. He stepped out of the smoke and Carol could see him clearly. It was a man – and he was carrying her daughter.

Amanda lay limp in the cradle of the man’s arms. Her lips were parted, her eyes closed. Her cheeks were the color of gray marble. And a thin line of blood was trickling from the corner of her mouth.

But she was alive. She was still holding Elmo. She was clasping the doll against her. Elmo was rising and falling with her breath – Carol could see it. Her daughter was still alive.

She looked up at the man and the smoke blew over them both, raced past. A clearer space was made for a moment. The man’s face was black with soot, but his single eye shone white out of it. Tears were washing his cheek, showing the pink, unblemished flesh underneath.

He staggered closer. Carefully, he transferred the child from his arms to Carol’s. She held Amanda close, the familiar weight of her. She pressed her cheek to Amanda’s forehead and felt the fever heat. She understood everything. She was laughing and crying at once. And what she said next seemed to make no sense at all.

She said, ‘Oh God. Oh God. Now they’ll come after her.’
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The media usually referred to it as the Hunnicut Disaster. Sometimes they got fancy, called it the American Lockerbie. Either way, it was a hell of a big story that summer.

The reporters covered the event like scum covers still water. They covered the victims, the survivors, the witnesses. They covered the experts, the officials, the shrinks. They covered every tear that ran down every relative’s face. And then they covered each other covering it, which seemed to be the angle they liked best of all.

There were some good stories. True stories, important stories. But as the days and weeks wore on, as the cops and officials and tin-kickers searched the wreckage, gathered the evidence, reconstructed the events, there was also a lot of half-baked malarkey that the press concocted to fill up the dull period of investigation. There were rumors of terrorist suspects, government cover-ups, airline irresponsibility. There was speculation about meteorites and military laser beams and uniquely spectacular incidences of windshear. Then there were the tabloids, the supermarket papers and the strange-but-true-type TV shows. It seems five or six bodies from the jet, all of them from first class, had landed remarkably intact. This was not unheard of, and scientists believed their section of the plane might have formed an independent airfoil cushioning their fall. But the tabloids figured it was UFOs intercepting the chosen. They figured it was angels wafting the corpses to earth as a sign of hope from God. One ‘eyewitness’ in News of the World claimed the baby Jesus Himself had put in an appearance, worked several trademark signs and wonders, and even delivered a pithy homily or two before heading merrily on His way.

So, all in all, for those who followed the disaster in the news, there was a little something for everyone, a story for every taste.

And for one man – a man who read every story from the heartbreaking and responsible to the hilariously absurd – there was something more. The man was a vice-president at Helix Pharmaceuticals. And for him, there was something about the Hunnicut crash that was more desperately urgent than anything the media reported. For him, there was something buried in the tragedy that almost defied belief. That would have defied belief – if it weren’t for the fact that he’d been waiting for it – watching for it – for a very long time.


Chapter One

Haunted Heart
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Four months later. November, another Friday. Manhattan, New York, New York. A young saxophone player named Lonnie Blake was doing a gig at a place on Ninth Avenue.

It wasn’t much of a place. There wasn’t much of a crowd in the small hours. Three or four people were at the wooden bar. Four or five more were lounging at the small round tables. Almost everyone there was young but almost everyone looked sort of pale and specterly, glazed and wander-eyed as if they’d gotten lost somehow on their way to the happening thing. One doofus in the corner was actually wearing sunglasses – he was dressed in black and wearing sunglasses and bobbing his head as if stoned on the music. The supply lines of hip, in other words, were stretched a little thin in here.

The place was called Renaissance. Running around the walls was a mural of Florence. The owner’s girlfriend had painted it, copying a picture in a book she’d found at the Strand. The mural actually hadn’t been too bad when she’d finished it. But about six months ago she and the owner had a fight. She hauled for San Francisco, and now her delicate blue firmament was chipping away and the intricate white-and-red skyline was starting to blur with grime.

Against that backdrop, up on a small stage smack in front of the fading Duomo, there was the band. A trio: keyboard, bass, saxophone. Fred Purcell, Arnie Cobb and Lonnie Blake.

Arthur Topp, meanwhile, was at the bar. He’d been sitting there for close to an hour. Nursing a scotch or three, listening to the music. Watching Lonnie.

The trio was playing standards mostly, Jurassic classics. Night and Day, Always, Savoy, that kind of thing. They were snapping their fingers and saying ‘Yeah’ a lot to make the crowd think they were really wailing. But so far, Arthur hadn’t heard anything that excited him at all.

Arthur was a white man. Small and thin, forty. Bald up top but with his fringe of black hair grown long and tied into a pony-tail. His pullover red shirt looked expensive and made him stand out here. And his gold watch made him stand out. He’d inherited the watch from his father. He dressed to look more prosperous than he was.

He went on scoping Lonnie with quick, dark eyes. He tapped his hand impatiently on the bar.

The saxophone player had skill. Arthur could see that, hear that. Lonnie had fast fingers, a smooth, controlled tone. His jams were flawless too; he could find his way out of the melody and back with precision. But it was pretty uninspired stuff, Arthur thought. The same old tired barroom riffs. The kind of drone you could hear anywhere.

Arthur glanced at his father’s Rolex. Nearly 1 a.m. The last set was winding up. The band was preparing to stand down. Arthur felt ready to write this one off, to pay his check and bail.

But just then, just as he was turning to flag the bartender, something happened.

Here it was. Last song. Haunted Heart. The trio was swinging into the finish. Fred Purcell, the keyboard player, nodded for Lonnie to take the break. The saxman blew into his final solo. Only the bass kept a three-note rhythm line behind him.

Arthur Topp paused. He listened. Nothing at first. Same old same-old. The bridge embellished with a few smeared grace notes, a couple of ornamental mordents. A chromatic fill where a rest had been to make it sound like a genuine jam.

The doofus in the sunglasses was impressed. He slapped his hand down on his table. ‘Man!’ he said, swinging his head back and forth.

Arthur Topp stifled a yawn in his fist. Lonnie Blake was sleepwalking the baby, he thought. Same as he had been all night.

Then – then, all at once – that changed. Lonnie was floating up some fake-out scale, going through the motions, floating up and up, one note after another – and then he held there, held dully in the low reaches as if tied to an invisible tether. One note, bobbing, tethered and leaden, bobbing until it threatened to become a miserable drone …

And then – then, all at once – the tether snapped.

Suddenly – Arthur was watching him, astonished – suddenly, there was Lonnie, bent back against the painted sky, against the painted dome. The sax was uplifted, a Selmer Mark VI, a fine machine glistening in his long fingers. And he was blowing that thing. He was wailing. His dark lips were kissing the hard black rubber of the mouthpiece. He was whispering over the reed with a sort of Miles Davis vu that filled the mellow blue tenor with a ghosty nothing …

And up on that empty breath he flew, glissing his way to a high riff of incredible Coltrane sixteenths, peaking in a seamless vibrato, a barely trembling leap from pitch to pitch.

Oh, thought Arthur Topp. Oh, oh, oh.

Then came another held note, but this one singing, a singing E-flat floating like a yogi in the impossible air. Then a shake, that quick trill with the lips, and then just as the note had to fall, still another shake – and then it did fall, it plummeted, bam, and like a rush of warm wind, the keyboard and the bass swept in under it and Lonnie wafted back – just wafted back – down into the melody. And the trio polished off the song.

Purcell, a gray-haired elder, looked around from his keyboard, surprised. ‘All right,’ he said.

Arthur Topp clapped and whistled. The doofus slapped the table again. A few other people let go of their drinks long enough to flop their hands together.

Purcell and Cobb, keyboard and bass, nodded, smiling slightly.

Lonnie Blake turned his back on all of them. The show was over.
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He was still a young man – Lonnie – not yet thirty, maybe just. Average height, slender, skin the color of milk chocolate. He had compact, angular features, almost feline features, under a dusting of very short black hair. That night, he looked sharp and formidable in a sleek gray suit, an open-necked white shirt.

He packed up his sax, came down off the stage. Paused at the coathooks on the wall. He took down a black overcoat, slipped it on.

But he didn’t go out. He came over to the bar. Set his sax case down. Leaned there, right next to Arthur Topp, his elbows on the rail.

‘Bourbon and seven,’ he said to the bartender.

Arthur eyed the black man sidelong, drink in hand. He was nervous about this now, awkward. He’d checked up on Lonnie Blake. Heard rumors he was a tough guy, even a bad guy, a gangbanger, in his youth. Arthur knew this wasn’t going to be easy.

And it meant a lot to him. If he could win the saxophonist over, if he could get him to sign on … well, it would be a chance, one more chance for him to prove to his father’s ghost that he could be more than a middle-man for weddings and bar mitzvahs, that he really did have some musical class.

He cleared his throat. ‘Uh, hey …’ he said after a second or two.

Lonnie glanced at him, uninterested.

‘Uh, def, uh, def jam,’ said Arthur Topp. ‘Straight up. I mean it. It don’t stop. Good stuff. Really.’ Excellent, Art, he told himself. You sound exactly like a fucking idiot.

Lonnie Blake apparently thought so too. He gazed at Arthur a long time. It was not a friendly gaze. His eyes seemed black and depthless. Then, lifting his chin slightly, he made a sound for which there’s no precise word: a short hiss of air through the nostrils. An expression of contempt.

Arthur Topp grinned stupidly. He felt sweat break out between his shoulder blades. He was grateful when the bartender slapped down a tall bourbon, when Lonnie Blake turned his attention to it and knocked back a long swig.

Still – he was nothing if not persistent – he pressed on. ‘No. Listen. Straight up. I know you,’ he said.

Lonnie came out of his drink with a breath. Shook his head slowly. ‘No, you don’t.’

Topp’s laugh sounded desperate even to himself. ‘I know your work, I mean. Your music. Make this easy on me, how about?’

Lonnie didn’t make it easy, didn’t answer at all. Up went the drink again. He pulled so hard on it the ice rattled. When he set it down, he nodded at the bartender.

‘Bourbon and seven,’ the bartender said, and set up another one fast.

‘I heard this old demo,’ said Arthur Topp. ‘Someone slipped me this old demo. Evolutions. Right? Evolutions? Must’ve been two, three years old. I mean, I heard it – this is months ago now. I mean it. I’ve been looking for you for months.’

The saxman worked his second drink, worked it hard.

‘I mean, you’re not around much,’ Arthur said to his profile.

‘I’m not around at all,’ said Lonnie Blake after a moment. A hard edge of irritation was creeping into his voice. ‘I’m not around now. I just look like I’m around. Don’t let it fool you.’

‘Okay.’ Jesus, Arthur thought. Jesus. This is not going well. ‘Okay. Okay, but, like – Evolutions,’ he said anyway. ‘I mean, that was just – fat stuff, top stuff, really. The Jurassics … the old flavors … you really blew ’em. I mean, the last time I heard ’em that fresh was … what? My Favorite Things? I think so. Really. Straight up. I mean it.’

Lonnie finally turned to him again, looked over at him as if he’d just noticed an annoying noise.

‘Straight up,’ Arthur repeated helplessly.

‘Are you queer?’ Lonnie asked him.

‘What?’ To his own despair, Arthur let out a high-pitched giggle. ‘No! I mean, Jesus. I mean, queer, yeah, in more ways than I like to think about. But no. Not that way. No.’

‘Then what the hell do you want from me, man?’ said Lonnie Blake. ‘I’m trying to have a drink here.’

Topp perceived this as an opportunity. He cleared his throat again, steadied himself, stumbled into his routine. ‘My name’s Arthur Topp. I represent people. Artists. I get them bookings. Musical acts. Topp Music. Tops in pop.’ He brought out a business card. Pressed it into Lonnie’s hand. The musician looked down at it as if it were phlegm. Dropped it into his overcoat pocket as if he were wiping it off. ‘We’re not a big organization. It’s just me, in fact. But I have some good people, really, straight up. That’s my … everything’s on there, numbers, addresses. I’m in the office eight to eight, every day. Home by 8:30 unless something’s on, you know, I’m scoping talent or something. Home, office, either one, I’m working all the time. And you can always get me on the mobile. So … I mean, look, I’m always looking for someone. Okay? I think you could … I think you and I could – really do something together. Straight up. I mean it.’

Well, it wasn’t poetry, but at least he’d managed to spit it out. He waited as Lonnie gazed at him.

Then Lonnie faced the bar. Drained his second drink. Plonked down the glass. ‘Have a good one,’ he said. And he picked up his saxophone case.

Arthur Topp was not sure whether it was anger or desperation that did it, but now he heard himself blurt out, ‘Look, I know what happened. About your wife, I mean.’

It stopped Lonnie anyway. The man went still. Glanced around with his feline features set, his depthless eyes hard.

‘Sorry. Sorry,’ said Arthur Topp. ‘I mean, it’s tragic. A tragic thing. Really. But I figured – you know – it’s been more than a year, almost two years.’ He gestured in front of him. ‘Life … life goes on.’

Lonnie Blake gave him that silent gaze. ‘Is that what it does?’

‘Yeah. Well, I mean … that’s not to say it isn’t tragic but …’ Arthur knew he was starting to babble. He just couldn’t put on the brakes. ‘I mean, still … still a guy like you … I mean, I see these studio gangsters, but you, you’re from the trenches, man, you’re from the land of the hard …’ The sweat was coming down his temples now. And he could feel it soaking into his shirt, the wet cotton against his armpits. And he was thinking to himself, Shut up. But he couldn’t. ‘And then you … you get out and you go with your music, you get your wife and you got Evolutions going and all that and then … Well, I mean, it’s tragic but … But you don’t want to trash it all, throw it … She wouldn’t – would she? – want that?’

Finally, he stopped, clamped down on it, cut it off. And for a long, for an endless, moment, he went on sweating as Lonnie Blake went on staring at him.

Then Lonnie made that noise again. That little snort of contempt. He showed Arthur his back, started for the door.

Topp watched him go, the familiar shroud of failure settling on him. And then, without thinking, he said, ‘It’s cause you can’t anymore, isn’t it?’

Lonnie Blake paused on his way to the door. Stood there without turning.

‘I mean, play,’ Arthur went on. Speaking the thoughts as they dawned on him. ‘I mean, I was listening tonight and … Evolutions – that’s, like, over for you, isn’t it?’

Lonnie Blake started walking again.

‘That’s the thing, right?’ Arthur called after him. ‘You can’t really play anymore since they killed her.’

Lonnie pushed the door open and walked out of the bar.
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The night was cold. Lonnie stood outside the bar on Ninth Avenue, his breath misting in the autumn air.

Fool, he thought. And he pushed Arthur Topp from his mind.

But not the rage. Under the bourbon, the familiar rage kept bubbling, a ceaseless low boil.

Across the street, a young man, a young black man in a suit and tie, had opened the door of a car for his lady. She was twenty and beautiful, her black dress slit high up one side. Lonnie watched her lower herself into the Grand Am, the tan skin of a fine leg flashing under the streetlamp. The sight hurt him, and his anger mixed with something else, some sadder yearning. He had not been with a woman in eighteen months.

You can’t really play anymore since they killed her.

Lonnie turned away and started walking.

The street was quiet. The cars speeding past were yellow cabs mostly. Under the streelamps, under the line of painted brick tenements, under the zigzag of their fire escapes, an occasional slouching no one scuttled up the sidewalk toward the Port Authority. Lonnie went slowly on, the sax in one hand, his other hand in his pocket. His depthless eyes were hard, the vision turned inward.

He went east on 30th. It was a darker lane between taller lofts. Looming brown buildings rose to either side of him, their wide empty windows dark. The autumn wind pressed steadily down the canyon, desolate. In the shadows away from the streetlights, trash skittered out from under parked cars.

Lonnie’s jaw worked as he walked. His lips moved a little to the silent mutter in his mind. He was in himself completely now. On the treadmill of his old grief, hamstering around the old images. The grinning white boys. The speeding car. His murdered wife. Suzanne.

Even through the whiskey, the rage hurt him bad. Only images of her soothed the pain and those images hurt too. He conjured her trim, graceful figure turning to him from the kitchen sink. Her bright, unbridled smile and so on. The smooth brown skin of her high cheeks and the soft recesses of her doe eyes and so on. Her hand slipping a drink into his. Her hands rubbing his shoulders. How was your day? she would ask.

And so on.

A low sound escaped him, a low and awful sound. He paused. He was halfway down the empty street. The husky lofts and the windy silence bore down on him from every side.

He shook his head slightly. He set his face and walked on, willing the images into shadow.

He reached his building. There was a narrow recess in a wide brown wall. A loft entry with a black wooden door that led into the building’s foyer. Lonnie brought his keys out of his pocket. Stepped out of a streetlight’s aura into the alcove. He peered down through the dark to fit his key in the lock. The key slipped in.

And a hand reached out behind him. It gripped his elbow hard. A woman whispered harshly to him out of the night.

‘Help me,’ she said.
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Startled, Lonnie whipped a look back over his shoulder. It was a white girl, her big urgent eyes staring up at him. Pale she was, and the breath misting before her face made her seem almost ghostly. She had short black hair. Pretty features, but sharp and glossy and cheap. A belted black coat ended high on her thighs. Her sexy legs were in dark stockings, her feet in black high-heeled shoes.

Lonnie pegged her for a whore. This was some kind of street game, he thought. But there was real fear in her eyes, it looked like. And the small hand on his elbow was shaking so hard he could feel it right up his arm.

‘There’s a guy after me,’ she said. Her voice was shaking too. ‘Please. Just let me in. I swear … Before he sees me. Hurry. Please.’

She glanced down to the corner quickly. Lonnie quickly followed the glance. He saw a car whisk past the intersection, then another. He saw the green outglow of the traffic light fading toward him into the darkness.

But there was no one coming, no sign of anyone.

The whore hissed at him, ‘Aw, please! Jesus!’ Her grip on his arm tightened.

Lonnie hesitated another moment, figuring the angles. Then he acted on instinct: twisted the key, pushed open the door.

The whore darted past him. He slipped in after her, let the door swing shut behind.

The building’s foyer was small, cramped, about the size of two elevators put together. There was one lamp up on the high ceiling. Its light was dim by the time it reached the checkered linoleum floor.

The whore leaned back trembling against one colorless wall. Lonnie stood watching her, listening to her panting breath. She raised her red plastic purse. Snapped it open. Fumbled inside.

Lonnie watched this too, expressionless. Thinking: She pulls a knife out of there and I’ll bust her fucking grill.

She brought out a pack of Marlboro Lites. Held it toward him. He shook his head no. She jogged a butt loose and pulled it free with her lips. Bowed over a plastic lighter, the cigarette dangling. Spark, spark, spark. She couldn’t get the flame going with her shaking hands.

Lonnie took the lighter from her. Torched it, held it out. She bent to the fire, clasping his hand in both of hers. Then she lilted back until her eyes met his. She sucked the smoke so hungrily Lonnie could almost feel it go down. She sighed it out at him in a rush.

‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘Sorry for the panic. Creep Alert. You know.’ She tried to laugh. It didn’t sound much like a laugh. She held up the cigarette. ‘You mind?’

Lonnie gave that brief snort of his. The whore leaned back against the wall again, took another drag. Closed her eyes, communing with the smoke.

Lonnie studied her. The heels, the stockinged legs, the plastic mini-coat, the glossy makeup. She was a whore all right. But pretty under all the glop. Practically a kid too. Not much more than twenty.

She shuddered on a long breath. Opened her eyes. Her eyes were big and blue. She tried to make them sardonic, but they were pools of loneliness.

‘Look,’ she said. ‘Do you mind? You can go up, really. I can stay down here. I don’t care. I swear to God, man, I’m gone before daylight. Soon as there’s some people on the street, I’m a misty memory. I swear.’

Those eyes of hers held him, even after he looked away. I gotta be all kinds of stupid, he thought. Then he gave another of those snorts. Pointed a finger at her. ‘This place isn’t mine, you hear me. It’s a friend of mine’s. He’s letting me use it, awright? Now I let you upstairs and you steal from me, I’m gonna take that personally. You know what I’m saying?’

She came off the wall, both hands lifted. ‘You are so good. So good.’

‘You hear me now?’

‘I swear to God,’ she said. ‘So help me.’

‘Awright then.’

She smelled of violets and tobacco. In the elevator, Lonnie had to reach across her to put his key in the notch for the fourth floor. His face was close to her black hair and he caught her scent. They stood arm by arm as the box rose and he could feel the closeness of her skin.

‘You’re really good to do this, really,’ she repeated. She sucked her cigarette so hard she hissed. Nodded on the exhale. ‘Like, I mean, really.’

Lonnie grimaced, raised his eyes to the numbers above the cage door. It was probably the police after her, he thought. About ten minutes, they’d probably be in here to arrest his ass.

The elevator stopped on the fourth floor, the top floor. Lonnie slid back the cage, unlocked the heavy metal door into his loft. He pushed the big door open and breathed in deep as the whore squeezed past him. Violets and trailing smoke.

‘Hold on a minute. Don’t turn on the light,’ she said.

He set his saxophone down. Stood and watched her in the darkness. She was a small, wandering shadow in the loft’s vast spaces. She moved to his left, to the wall of high windows. She reached it. Looked out. And then she jumped back, as if she’d been burned.

‘What,’ he said. ‘He out there?’

‘Yeah. Yeah.’

‘Lemme see.’

Lonnie headed quickly across the room to the windows. He felt her fingers flutter at his arm as he passed her and slowed down so he wouldn’t be seen. He edged close to the sill. Looked out through the fire escape, down to the street below.

The man was on the sidewalk. He was moving slowly under a streelamp, just where they’d been standing only moments ago. He was obviously looking for someone, scanning the street, this way and that.

Lonnie had a good view of him. A tall, husky white man in an open trenchcoat. He lifted his eyes to study the buildings, the windows. Lonnie moved back a little behind a curtain. Peeked out and saw the man’s face. It was a slab of a face with skin like gravel. Thick black eyebrows lifted ironically. Black hair in a widow’s peak over a high rough forehead.

The man seemed to curse. He slid his hand into his trenchcoat smoothly.

Nine-one-one, Lonnie thought. A cop for certain. They’d been cracking down on the street girls a lot lately. He couldn’t help but smile a little. Well, officer, he thought, seems this is the one that done got away.

He went on watching. The man drew something out of his pocket. A two-way or a mobile phone. He spoke into it, still walking, heading out of the lampglow toward Ninth.

A moment later, a car pulled up alongside him, long and dark. It stopped and the gravel-faced man opened the door. He slid in the passenger side. The car drove off.

‘Sayonara, five-oh,’ Lonnie murmured. ‘It’s all right, he’s …’ But the girl wasn’t there. For a moment, he couldn’t find her. Then he made her out in the shadows, the tip of her cigarette glowing. She was sitting hunched forward on one of the leather chairs. ‘He’s gone,’ Lonnie said.

‘Yeah? You sure?’ Her voice sounded strange. Small and tight.

‘A car picked him up. They drove away.’

She touched her cheek with the heel of her palm. ‘Fuckers,’ she said. Lonnie realized she must’ve been crying. ‘Hey, you got an ashtray for this?’

Lonnie went into the kitchen, clicking on lamps as he went. He brought her a coffee cup and set it on the small table beside her. She looked up at him gratefully with damp eyes, her mascara running. Fuck the cops. He was glad he’d helped her.

‘I’m making myself a drink,’ he said. ‘You want one?’

‘Sure. What’re you making?’

‘Bourbon and seven.’

‘Sure.’

Lonnie stood in the kitchen, glasses on the wooden counter. He poured slowly, mixing the booze and soda over ice. She’d want to hide out here till morning, he thought. He’d have to sleep with one eye open if he wanted the stereo to be here come dawn.

‘Nice. Nice place,’ she said behind him. He heard her lighter flick-flick again.

‘Yeah.’ Lonnie watched the bourbon flow, hungry for it. ‘Trumpet player I know’s in Europe on tour. He let me have it for six months.’

‘Nice.’

The loft was vast. It was never well lighted. There was always darkness in the corners and the far reaches. The heat and water pipes were exposed, dodging back and forth along the ceiling in tortuous patterns, making tortuous patterns of glare and shade up there and down below. The bedroom and bathroom were walled off, but the rest of the place was just one long expanse: the living area, the open kitchen at the far end, the high windows onto the fire escape. There was not much furniture. A black leather sofa, two black leather chairs. A glass coffee table. Another table of wood by the windows with the elaborate phone-fax-answering machine the trumpet player had left behind.

They sat in the leather chairs and drank. The whore smoked, one cigarette then another. She had unbelted the plastic raincoat now. She was wearing a black dress, scooped low over her cleavage, ending high on her stockinged thighs. She raised her cigarette hand and touched the fringe of her hair, drew it aside with two fingers. Her hair was too black, Lonnie thought. Too set, too perfect. A wig, he figured. Like some little girl playing dress-up.

She was distracted at first and they sat silently. Then she tried to make conversation. ‘So you’re, like, a musician or something, huh?’

He nodded. ‘Name’s Lonnie Blake.’

She didn’t answer. Made a vague, nervous gesture, looked around her nervously. Stabbed the side of her mouth with the cigarette, taking quick, sharp pulls. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘The thing is: I can’t go back out there. Not tonight. I mean, I know it’s a lot to ask.’

Lonnie lifted his shoulders slightly. He felt the bourbon warm inside him. He’d had a lot of it tonight. He was beginning to feel distant and muzzy.

‘I got some money,’ the girl went on. ‘You know? I could pay you.’ She gave a frantic little laugh. ‘Give you a freebie if you want.’

For a moment, Lonnie didn’t understand her. His eyebrows came together, making his sharp cat features even sharper still.

The girl’s cigarette waved around. She gestured at herself. ‘I mean, we all know what I am, right? So? I’m serious. I can do something for you. I’d be happy to, you know. Whatever.’

Lonnie got it then. He shook his head no, but his eyes went down her automatically. The white upper curves of her breasts and the sleek lines of her and her stocking tops visible beneath the hem of her short dress. He was too far away to smell the scent of her, but he smelled it anyway. And he felt the sight of her flesh inside him and it changed the way he breathed.

She brushed the edge of her raincoat back to give him a better view. And when he didn’t speak for another moment, she said, ‘You know, if you’re, like, into something? If you got some kind of specialty stuff. Fantasies. Whatever. Anything that doesn’t draw blood. I’m serious, man, I’d be happy to. We could have a good time just … just let me stay.’

She brushed at her smeared cheek again. That brought him back to himself. He shifted in his chair.

‘You can sleep on the couch. Stay till morning. Whatever,’ he said. He drained his glass. Stood up. ‘I’m gonna make another. You want one?’

‘No. No. I’m good.’

This time, he poured unsteadily, gripping the bottle, gripping the glass. Watching the brown liquor splashing over the ice with a kind of grim intensity. Bullshit, he thought. He wouldn’t admit to himself that she’d unnerved him.

You can’t really play since they killed her.

And he thought angrily: I’m not gonna make the girl pay with her ass, I don’t care what she is. And he thought: Crazy whore.

‘Shit, most guys’d figure they’d won the lottery,’ she said, as if speaking into his thoughts. ‘I got headgear. I always use ’em. I’m safe, really, if that’s what’s bugging you.’

‘Look, I told you you could stay.’ He growled it at her, more harshly than he meant to. The liquor – it was getting to him, he thought. Christ, what a night. He thumped down the bottle, snapped up the glass. ‘Just forget it. It’s okay.’ He knocked back a heavy slug of bourbon, then dashed the rest of it into the sink. ‘I’ll go get you a blanket.’

He walked off quickly into the bedroom.

He yanked blankets from his closet in there, blinking hard. Yeah, the liquor, he thought. The liquor was getting to him.

She called in. ‘You mind if I use your bathroom?’

‘Go on ahead,’ he called back.

When he heard the bathroom door click shut, he paused with the blankets in his hands. He took a breath, let it out, was surprised – was disturbed – to feel it tremble. Steady there, cowboy. He felt a kind of nauseous excitement.

If you’re into something. Specialty stuff. Fantasies. Whatever.

It wasn’t as if he hadn’t thought of it before. Paying a girl to do the thing he wanted. Sure he had. Most guys would’ve figured they’d won the lottery. She had that right.

Back in the living room, he tossed the blankets on the sofa. He saw that her raincoat was lying there too. He moved away from it as if aimlessly.

He sank into one of the chairs. The leather sighed under him and he sighed. He heard the toilet flush, the water running. He touched his forehead with a couple of fingertips. His forehead was damp. Shit, he thought.

When he heard the door come open, he looked up and saw her. Standing and watching him, one hand resting on her purse. A ceiling lamp shone down on her, gleamed on her skin. The curve of her hip was pressed into the dress.

She’d fixed her makeup. Dried her tears. Her face seemed clearer now than it had. She was older than he’d thought at first, but still young, maybe twenty-five. Her mouth was long, glossed silver, the lips looked very soft. The big eyes were intelligent, but they were furtive and unhappy. Well, he guessed it wasn’t much of a life.

She cocked her head. ‘You sure you don’t want anything? I mean, it’s no big deal.’ He nodded, but his eyes stayed on her. She gave a little laugh. ‘Man! Look at you. Whatever you’ve got, it’s bad, isn’t it?’

‘Look,’ said Lonnie Blake. ‘I said forget it.’

‘No, I’m just saying. You’re all scarred up inside, I can see it. Man!’

Lonnie lowered his eyes. He found himself nodding again, not thinking, just sitting there, looking down, screwing his hands together, palm against palm. Aware of her.

‘Hey, life’s shit and then you die, right?’ she said.

A pale little laugh escaped him.

She came forward slowly. He heard her heels snap the rhythm of her steps on the pine floor. He heard the soft whap of her purse as she tossed it on the sofa, plastic on leather.

‘You know, you’re making me feel bad here,’ she said. ‘After you helped me and everything.’ She tilted over to try to meet his eyes but he wouldn’t look up at her. ‘Can’t I do something for you here, Lonnie? I could cheer you up a little, I bet.’

He twisted his palms together. Not thinking. ‘It’s been a long time,’ he heard himself say.

‘Yeah? Well, right there, see: I could fix that.’

She came closer, silently now over the worn braid rug. Closer, until she stood over him and he could smell her again, the violets and the smoke. Her hemline was at his eye level. He was breathing in that unfamiliar rhythm that the sight of her brought on.

‘Isn’t there something I can do?’

He looked up at her face and she smiled in spite of her unhappy eyes.

‘I guess I’m not much of a Romeo,’ he told her.

She reached out and gently pressed her palm against his temple. ‘I’ll bet there’s something special though. Hm? Is there? It’s not like you’re gonna shock me or anything.’ She shook her head sympathetically. ‘You look like you need something, Lonnie.’

He let out another mirthless laugh. He looked down at his shoes. He could feel the warmth of her hand on him. ‘Shit,’ he said.

Then, with a breath, he looked up at her again. Before he’d meant to, before he’d thought about what he was doing. He looked up into those unhappy blue eyes, up at that sympathetic smile. ‘So like you do special things,’ he said. ‘You don’t mind that?’

‘Go on,’ she told him. ‘Knock yourself out. What can I do for you, Lonnie?’

Lonnie gazed at her another moment, aching. He licked his dry lips.

‘Make me a drink,’ he said hoarsely then. ‘Make me a drink – and ask me about my day.’
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