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A mi abuelita






—often the richest freight will be discharged upon
a Jersey shore;—

—Henry David Thoreau, Walden
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ONE

It was one of those lurid August days, all haze and steam, the sun hidden and stewing like a shameful lust. I dropped the kickstand, locked the Cruiser to the NO PARKING sign, and wiped the glaze of sweat off my face and neck. Thrash was at my side (I’d doubled him along), and we shared a quiet look before heading in.

As we stepped through the glass front doors, the chill from the air-conditioning slapped me like I’d mouthed off. But that was good. It gave me a jolt, woke me up. There wasn’t anyone at the front desk, so we hung a left and tiptoed down the pale gray corridor, sticking close to the wall. The Oakshade Retirement Home bragged about cleanliness in its brochures, and to back it up they made sure every inch of the place always reeked of rubbing alcohol and used rubber gloves. Some of the janitors said that if you stayed there long enough, the smell alone could make you sick, or even kill you. Not me, though. I loved that goddamn smell.

We slipped past a few cocked and shadowed heads lolling on the backs of Naugahyde furniture in the TV room, and then double-timed it through a quick Z-shaped turn on the left. I knew the way. I’d been there plenty of times before, enough to know to keep the sneaker-squeaks to a minimum, to pass open doorways without looking in, and never to stop to talk to anyone for anything, even if someone cried out for help. If I did, I’d be spotted, ambushed, corralled, a mob of them materializing out of nowhere, shuffling through the half-lit halls like zombies, penning me in. And then I’d be stuck getting pawed and petted and pinched for who knew how long.

Sure, it was risky, and even riskier with two of us instead of just one. But I wasn’t worried that Thrash would give us away. He was the quiet type, the heavy; the brawn in the background who never seemed to move or make a sound except when damage needed to be done. He wasn’t very big or much to look at, but he was expert at laying low, blending in, and holing up somewhere just out of sight until the time was right to strike. Not that I’d ever turn him loose on the bags of bones clattering around this joint—that just wouldn’t be fair. No, right now Thrash knew he was just along for the ride, and I’d do all the talking.

We turned at the last room on the left. I rapped once on the door, opened it, and was greeted by two expectant eyes staring back at me. Her wheelchair was on the far side of the bed, in the corner by the window, and she was in it. Her wig was putty-colored and mangled and tilted too far to the right, and she’d forgotten to pencil an eyebrow over her left eye. The whole effect was like her head was sliding off to one side. She looked smaller than usual, crooked. But at least she had her teeth in.

“Genie!” she cried, smiling, opening her arms to me.

“It’s Eug,” I corrected her, pronouncing it “Huge,” because that’s what I called myself.

“Huge? What’s wrong with Genie? It’s a perfectly good—”

“Can it, sweetheart, you got no eyebrow,” I leveled.

“Oh.” She frowned. “See my purse?” She pointed. “When you hand it to me, you can give your Toots some sugar.”

The woman had a one-track mind; she always wanted her sugar. I grabbed the red leather bag hanging on the closet doorknob, dropped it in her lap, and laid one on her. Her skin was cool, dry, and loose against my lips. Thrash was slouched over in the wooden chair on the opposite side of the bed, near the door, and out of the corner of my eye I caught that smirk of his. But I didn’t mind giving her what she wanted, and I didn’t give a damn who saw.

“There, that’s better,” she cooed, her knobby hands trembling as she held up a compact and drew a thin arch over her left brow. She seemed so pleased with the result that I didn’t have the heart to tell her the pink over her left eye didn’t match the purple over her right. “So …” She turned her eyes back to me. “How are you getting along?”

“I’m getting along as best I can,” I said, and swallowed hard at the truth of it.

“I mean, how’s your summer?”

“It’s had its moments.” I shrugged. “But it’ll all be over soon.”

“That’s life, Genie,” she sighed, “what’d you expect?”

“It’s Huge.”

“What? Okay, all right, have it your way … Huge,” she said as she placed her bag on the floor beside her. She went quiet, peering over her shoulder toward the window and then down at her white orthopedic sneakers. Not a good start: she was either drifting or upset. I took a seat on the bed and made myself comfortable, because I knew it could take a while for her to snap to.

“Do you want a sweet?” she asked.

Shit, that was quicker than usual, and I should’ve yelled no or made a break for the door, but it was too late. She’d already reached into the plastic dish on the nightstand and pulled out this shiny green nugget.

“Here, it’s lime.” She wrapped my fingers around it and motioned for me to eat.

I froze. My lips tightened and my stomach whined, but she was nodding and smiling and there was nothing I could do. I took a deep breath and popped it into my mouth. It tasted like sweat from the crack of a dockworker’s ass. Not that I’d ever sampled any, but I felt like spewing and then gargling with bleach all the same. She was watching me, though, so I had no choice but to choke the damn thing back.

“Good, isn’t it?”

I didn’t say anything, but that didn’t keep Thrash from smiling.

“Now, don’t tell your mother that I gave you candy.” She winked. “It’ll be our secret.”

It was sad, really. Because if she thought this was candy, then she was much further gone than everybody said.

She talked about my mother and her new boyfriend, Craig, how it was good for mom to have a man around the house and good for my sister, Neecey, and me, too, but how it meant that mom had less time for her. I didn’t have any problem with Craig, because he wasn’t around as often as she thought and he never gave me trouble when he was. The dig about mom not stopping by as often wasn’t true, but I didn’t argue the point.

Then it was the usual stuff about the activities they’d done last week (a day trip to the horse races at Monmouth Park) and what was scheduled for next week (a day trip down to the casinos in Atlantic City). And she said, “With all the gambling they expose us to, you’d think we’re swimming in cash. But Margaret in sixteen can barely afford her medication, and she’s not the only one. Now, tell me, where’s the sense in that?”

I told her there wasn’t any, but that they had to do something.

“You may be right, Genie,” she sighed, flattening her dress across her lap so the flowers weren’t wrinkled, “but sometimes it seems that old age brings nothing but one petty insult after another.”

Great. Two gripes and then right into the old-age shtick. That could only mean one thing: she was upset about something, and I’d have to hear it.

“To watch the sun go down with a little bit of dignity,” she went on, “is that too much to ask?”

I knew better than to answer that.

“Speaking of which,” she said, her cloudy brown eyes flaring with annoyance, “did you see what they did to our sign?”

“No,” I said, because I hadn’t. I’d taken the back way instead of the front. “What’d they do?”

“They vandalized it,” she hissed, glaring and shaking her head.

Maybe that’s why she was so cranky. “Vandalized it? Who? How?”

“There, over there.” She pointed with her left hand as she turned her wheelchair to face the window with her right. “See for yourself.”

I followed the direction of her finger, over the air vents along the windowsill, through the parted green curtains, across the parking lot pavement shivering from the heat, to an island of withered grass near the four-lane highway that ran along the front of the home. In the center of the island were a dirt mound, a few mangy weeds, a high, thick hedge that bordered the roadway, and a tall wooden sign, which ordinarily read OAKSHADE RETIREMENT HOME. But the “irement” was covered over in black paint, and the sign now read OAKSHADE RETARTED HOME.

Retarted?! Jesus Christ, what kind of bullshit was that?

I didn’t know what made me angrier: the fact that it was a cheap shot at harmless seniors and their families, that it was the kind of put-down only a moron would use, or that it’d been slapped up there by the kind of moron who didn’t even have enough sense to check his goddamn spelling. That must’ve been what was bothering her, and now I was bothered, too. Suddenly I was livid. The tips of my fingers quivered and curled, and I started counting backward from ten in my head—ten … nine… eight—but I wasn’t quite sure what would happen when I reached one: would I cool down or blast off? I looked over at Thrash. He had that expression on his face again.

“It’s disgraceful. There’s no respect for anything anymore,” she sighed, wearily this time. “And because it’s kids, nobody will lift a finger to do a thing about it. That’s why I’ve always told you to mind your manners, keep your nose clean, and be careful, because kids today—are you listening to me, Genie?”

Six … five … four. Yeah, I was listening. I’d heard the “be careful” speech a million times, and was as receptive now as all the others. Three … two … one. “Fucking monkey fuckers!”

“Genie!” she snapped. “You’d better wise up, young man. They won’t tolerate that filth of yours in junior high.”

I didn’t give a shit if they would or wouldn’t. Whether I skipped another grade or was left back again, there was one thing I could count on as far as other people were concerned, although I couldn’t remember what it was at the moment because I was too busy trying to compose myself—you know, act like a gentleman, watch my mouth in front of a lady and shit. “Sorry,” I grumbled, but didn’t mean it.

She looked at me sternly, the bluish blobs on her brown eyes filling with light. I thought she was gonna let me have it and got ready to swallow the next load of crap she dished my way. But she only flashed me this scheming, sideways smile, leaned forward, and reached for her purse.

Suddenly I didn’t feel angry anymore; I felt excited. This was how it usually happened for Marlowe—Philip Marlowe, the most badass private detective the world had ever seen. He’d go to the mansion of some wheezy old geezer propped up in a wheelchair, or the wood-walled study of some crabby battle-ax, everything always smelling of eucalyptus and sandalwood, and after a couple of stiff drinks and a few minutes of chitchat, he’d walk out with a new client, a case to solve, and a substantial advance in his pocket.

But I wasn’t getting my hopes up just yet. Thing was, I’d only been on one case before, and I’d taken that up on my own initiative. I’d never had a real client, never been paid for my efforts, so as far as my status as a detective went, I guess you could say I was still an amateur.

Maybe that was about to change. After all, she’s the one who’d dumped a wheelbarrow of yellowed and musty detective books on me in fifth grade—all the Marlowes and Sherlock Holmeses and a Sam Spade one, too—and I’d been through each of them dozens of times since then. They’d been my grandfather’s books, but I hadn’t started reading them because I’d gotten all sissy and sentimental about the relics of a man I’d never met, or because I’d been duped into thinking that reading was fundamental like the commercial said. Nah, I’d read them for a simpler reason: because she’d stood over me and forced me to. She’d had to watch me at the time and said that being out of school (which I was then) was no excuse for letting my brain go to rot. She’d sit me down at the kitchen table, pour me a glass of milk, stack a few cookies on a napkin, stand behind me or pull up a chair, and read along, line by line, page after page, annoying the crap out of me, cracking the whip and mushing me onward like a Husky into an avalanche, until she trusted that I’d read them on my own. That didn’t take long, because it turned out the books were good, really good, and they taught you everything you needed to know about crime, detection, the world, and more—the exact opposite of what I would’ve been learning in school. Besides, back then I didn’t have a damn thing else to do, so why not save myself more headaches and make the old lady happy? The Encyclopedia Brown, Hardy Boys, and Nancy Drew she gave me all bit the big one, but I didn’t see the point of throwing that in her face when we talked about what I’d read, which we always did, because more than anything else, that’s what she said books were for.

Now she laid her bag on her lap, stooped over it, thrust both hands inside, and began clawing and sifting its contents like a miner panning for gold. I scooted my butt to the edge of the bed, eager for her to cut to the chase. That smile of hers had tipped me off. I’d seen it more times than you could count on an abacus, and it always meant the same thing: she had an idea, something sneaky or secret; she was up to something, and any second I’d be up to something right along with her. That’s how she’d always been with me. She knew I got into trouble more often than most people got out of bed, and she usually took a minute or two to remind me all about it when we were alone. But that never stopped her from egging me on, coming up with pranks or stunts I could pull just for the hell of it, convincing me to do them. She told me boys had to have some mischief in them or they might as well wear dresses and party socks and play with dolls, and just because I’d taken a running leap way over the line in fifth grade, it didn’t mean I’d lost the right to mix it up and have some fun. Yeah, I guess that’s why I liked her so much. Even at her age, she was still a bit crafty, a bit sly, and it made me think she must have been a handful when she was young and pretty and had all her marbles.

But she was taking forever. My elbows fidgeted, my knees bounced, and my impatience finally got the better of me. Then again, it never took much. I sighed far too loudly and said, “If you haven’t found it by now, doll face, chances are you won’t. Just what are you looking for anyway?” It all came out too harshly, but at least I didn’t curse.

She looked up and pursed her lips. “Oh, now, how does that go again?” She paused, rubbing the tip of her chin. “‘A man who is not himself mean, who is neither…’ ah, this memory of mine.” She winced and tapped her forehead. “What’s the rest?”

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I could’ve sworn I heard a whip crack. But I knew the rest of the quote, so I said, “‘A man who is not himself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid.’”

“That’s it. You’re so smart, Genie.”

My heart surged. It was a line from an essay by this guy named Chandler, the guy who wrote the Marlowe books. The part I’d recited was where Chandler describes what a detective’s supposed to be like, and if anybody knew what a detective was supposed to be like, Chandler sure as hell did. I’d chanced upon the essay in a pile of bound periodicals at the public library about six months ago, coughed up the fifty cents to Xerox it, stapled it in the corner, and given it to her as a present. You know, a little tit for tat, a token of gratitude to butter her up and keep myself in her good graces, just in case I needed them somewhere down the road, like I usually did. Anyway, cheap and crappy as it was, she was knocked silly by the gesture and gushed over my “resourcefulness.” She either couldn’t remember the essay all that well or pretended not to (sometimes it was hard to tell with her, like the way she insisted on having a wheelchair when she could walk just fine), but we’d read it and talked about it so many times that I knew most of the damn thing by heart without wanting to or trying.

Sure, I realized I didn’t exactly fit the bill, because most people around here would tell you that I was meaner than a short-order cook and more tarnished than all the girls in Catholic school. So I had two strikes against me from the jump. But I had one thing in my favor: I wasn’t afraid of a goddamn thing. More than that, I knew how her mind worked, so I knew what she was getting at. She was looking for a detective, and that meant me.

“Aha, here it is,” she said, straightening the crumpled ten-dollar bill she’d pulled from her purse.

Pay dirt! “What’s that?” I asked, leaning forward, showing some teeth.

“This is to retain your services. I’d like to hire you to find out what happened to our sign and give me a full report.”

I’d never considered how much I’d charge for my fee, but ten dollars wasn’t anything to sniff at, so I gladly reached for the cash.

“Ah,” she said, pulling it back, “but you have to promise to control yourself. No tantrums, no fighting, and if you find out who did it, you are to do nothing more than tell me, and I’ll handle it from there. I mean, don’t let anybody push you around, but you understand, don’t you?”

I leaned back on the bed. I wasn’t supposed to fight or get pushed around. Yeah, I understood, because I understood a contradiction when I heard one, just like everybody else.

“Stop frowning, Genie, it makes you look simple.” She was serious again. “You’re going to have to learn to control yourself sometime or another, and I’m giving you a reason to try. You’re always telling me how much you want to be a detective—well, here’s your chance to get started.”

A classic example of pot and kettle—she talked about it just as much as I did, if not more. Shit, it was practically her idea.

“Of course,” she said shrugging her shoulders, “if you can’t give me your word that you’ll act like a professional and conduct yourself like a gentleman, then maybe you’re not ready yet.”

I was ready all right. Ready to act like a professional, to be a gentleman, ready to hop up and down on one foot, to sit, heel, roll over, shake hands, play dead—whatever it took to keep her from putting the cash away, because that’s what she was doing. Just before she did, I said, “Okay, Toots, you got yourself a deal. I’m on it.”

She yanked the bill backward again. “Promise—”

“Christ, lady, you win, I promise.” I removed the loot from her fingers. “But let’s get one thing straight: the name’s Huge.”

She started to laugh but covered her mouth. “I beg your pardon, Huge. As for our arrangement, can I trust you to carry it out in the strictest confidence?”

She knew she could, because that was like a law all detectives obeyed—never rat out your clients—and since I had a client now, I’d have to obey it, too. But I didn’t want her to think that she could give me the business without getting some back. I tucked the ten in my pocket and said, “You got no choice but to trust me—you already paid.”

I guess you could say we talked awhile longer, but her mind had wandered off, and no matter how hard I tried to follow her, nothing she said made any sense. She swung back and forth like that, sometimes there, sometimes not, and when she’d first started doing it a couple of years ago, I couldn’t stand it, couldn’t even look at her, and had to get away from her fast. Since then I’d learned to ride it out, because she’d usually come back sooner or later, and because if you had enough time you could get used to anything. Right now, though, I wanted to get started on the case. Thrash looked antsy to leave, too.

I leaned over and stroked the back of her hand until her eyes locked on mine. “I’m gonna get going. I have things to take care of.”

“Oh, so soon?” She was back, just like that, and she let a nice block of silence settle in, hurt. “Well, I guess you don’t have to visit me three times a week when you should be out having fun. That’s what being young is for. But do me a tiny favor before you leave.”

“What?” I asked, although I knew what it was, always the same routine.

“Give an old woman a thrill and tell your grandmother that you love her.”

I did and was gone.

Kathy was a tall, stacked blonde who studied physical therapy at the local community college and adorned the front desk of the retirement home. As the receptionist, it was her job to sit at the desk, greet people, answer calls, take messages, and crap like that, but she spent most of her time roaming the hallways, pushing people in their chairs, helping them with their walkers, stopping in their rooms to visit, bringing them extra blankets, fluffing pillows, or changing the channels in the TV room. She had a warm, easy smile, was kind and cheerful, and brought lots of life to a place that never seemed to have enough to go around. Even the cranks and fusspots constantly sought her out for updates of all the new complaints and gossip they’d dreamed up in their spare time. And they had a lot of spare time. So if anyone had heard what the people who lived or worked in the home knew about the sign, Kathy would have.

I walked up to the front desk to ask her a few questions and was treated to the side view of her bent over the desktop in all her summer finery: open-toed sandals; firm, sun-kissed legs that came up to my chest; short-shorts; tight waist; two skimpy tank tops with thin shoulder straps that warped and curved around her breasts like they were reflected in a fun-house mirror; narrow shoulders; and poufy bangs. Damn, Kathy was so fine it actually hurt—just a single glimpse of her could break a full-grown man down to weeping or despair. I didn’t know how they let her dress for work like that with all the old-timers around, or how come more didn’t drop dead because of it. But at least you’d go with a smile on your face.

She was a sweetheart, too, as if she had no clue how scorching she was, which only made it worse. When she’d started working at the home last fall, it was like trying to watch an eclipse—I wanted to see it, but knew it was too dangerous to gaze directly. Once I’d realized that I wouldn’t melt down to a puddle just from looking at her, though, it’d gotten easier to stutter something back when she said hello. No, I’d never been much of a talker to begin with, and even less of one with the ladies, but Kathy was such a total honey that you felt ashamed not to try. So I did, and after I got the hang of it, I started using our chats to polish up my game, to get myself ready for the chicks I might actually have a chance with.

Kathy saw us and waved. I straightened up as tall as I could, smiled, and played it extra smooth.

“Hey, cutie,” she said. “Hey, Thrash.”

“Hey,” I said. Thrash just looked at her. “You go to the beach this weekend?”

“Yeah. Why? Am I tan?”

“Totally.”

“Well,” she led me, “how do I look?” She stepped back from the desk and spun in a circle with her arms outstretched.

I gulped back a groan just in time. “Like butterscotch with blue eyes,” I said.

“Aw, you’re sooo sweet!”

“Melt in your mouth.”

She laughed. “You’re totally funny. If you were ten years older I’d marry you.”

Yeah, and if I had ten minutes alone with her, there’d be no telling what I’d do. But I didn’t say that. I said, “Wait for me, then.”

“Okay, but hurry up.” She looked at her watch and winked. Kathy was a great flirt, the best.

“Kath.”

“Yeah, honey?”

“Did you see what they did to the sign?”

“Yeah,” she sighed, and shook her head. “It’s like so mean, isn’t it?”

“When did it happen?”

“Late Saturday, I think. Irma said she saw it on Sunday morning when she came in, but Bryan said everything was fine when he left on Saturday night.”

“Old Pencil Neck, eh?”

“You shouldn’t call him that,” Kathy giggled and whispered at the same time, moving her eyes from side to side. “Bryan can be really sweet, you just need to know him better.”

No, I didn’t. Bryan was the manager of the home, and I knew firsthand how he treated the captives, so I knew what a fucking creep he was. But Kathy was too good-hearted to see through his act—the way he was always sucking up to her, flattering her, tailing her like a duckling, begging her to go out on a date—or she was just too nice to tell him to screw off, or maybe afraid to because he was her boss. Whatever. That worm was slithering up on her almost every time I came around, and I hated to see it because I knew she’d probably cave in at some point, if only to keep from hurting his feelings. Then Bryan, this pasty noodle of a guy with a pencil neck, gold chains, and spiked hair, would be out with Kathy, who was so far out of his league they were playing different sports. He’d pick her up in that massive IROC Z-28 of his, with him so tiny behind the wheel that it looked like someone dropped a GI Joe action figure in the middle of the driver’s seat, and she’d get in anyway and then he’d drive her around, park somewhere, climb a stepladder into her lap, and try to feel her up or something, taking advantage, milking it for all it was worth, until he got what he wanted. Nah, I didn’t want to know any of that.

“I’m just jealous,” I said.

“Don’t be, honey. He’s not my boyfriend or anything.”

Maybe there was hope after all. But Thrash was getting bored by all the small talk, so I had to get to the point. “Hey, Kath?”

“Yeah, honey?”

“About the sign. Anybody see anything?”

“No, hon, nobody saw anything. Not even Cuth.”

Cuthbert Stansted—ninety-three, former accountant, always dressed in a black wool three-piece suit and tie, smaller and grayer than an eighteen-year-old Scotch terrier, insomniac, and the home’s self-appointed night watchman.

“Not even Cuth?” I asked.

“Is that my grandchild?” came a shaky voice from my right. She was hunched, with badly balding silver hair, limp spotty arms dangling out of what looked like a green burlap sack with a neck and armholes cut into it, and one hand against the cinder-block wall to steady herself.

“No, Livia,” Kathy answered. “This isn’t your granddaughter, this is Toots’s grandson.”

“Oh,” Livia said, frowning. “But you’ll call me the second they get here … uh—”

“Yes, sweetie. Kathy will call you as soon as they get here.”

Livia smiled, the most hopeful smile I’d ever seen, and then inched along on her way, as if the laces of her shoes were tied to each other.

Kathy dropped her eyes and sighed. “Poor thing, her family moved to Maryland nine months ago and we haven’t heard from them since.”

And some stupid fuck thought Livia deserved to be called retarted because of that. Sure, I already knew the world was sick, but now it was my job to cure it.

“Kath, you guys call the police?”

“Yeah, hon.”

“And?”

“Nothing, so far.”

“Think they’ll catch who did it?”

“They’re probably not even looking, sweetie. It’s like if nobody saw anything—and nobody did, not here anyway—then what do they have to go on? Besides, you know the police around here …” She trailed off, leaning over the desk with her head down to look at some papers.

“Yeah,” I said. I knew the police all right, and what was worse, the police knew me. But if they weren’t looking into the case, then that cleared the way for my investigation, and that was good news. Since it was right there, I took a quick peek down the front of Kathy’s top. It was sweet, real sweet, all soft and cozy and snug, like one of those forts you made out of pillows and quilts and curled up in on stormy nights. But I had to be careful not to stare too long, or things could get awkward.

“Uh, sweetie?” Kathy asked.

“Yeah, Kath?”

“I’m up here,” she said, straightening her back and pouting her lips out at me.

Oh, shit—busted. I had to smooth it over fast. “Sorry, Kath,” I shrugged. “I, uh, I get confused sometimes. Don’t be mad, though, okay? I don’t know any better—I’m just a kid.” I grinned so hard that my cheeks hurt.

Kathy shook her head and laughed.
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