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a brief prologue
EARLY MORNING EYES

An old man mouths the word “walk” to his wife as they leave the restaurant. It’s a
question. She doesn’t particularly want to walk home but a suggestion of romance, a
caress of her hips, and she narrows her eyes in hesitant agreement. It’s June. With
twilight came a light breeze. The streets are quiet, peaceful. They walk leisurely, hands
swinging together, fingers lazily entwined.

He takes his hand away to motion at a bright yellow awning hanging over a
nearby deli. He signs to her, his thin fingers elaborating on the color yellow. He's been
noticing it more often — yellow seems to be the new color for the city of Philadelphia.
His wife smiles and they stop for a single car to pass. He uses the delay as an excuse to
brush aside the thin black strap of her dress and kiss the nape of her neck. She smells
pinot noir on his breath.

They don’t kiss but smile, the car long passed.

“You need to take it easier on him,” she signs, bringing up an earlier
conversation about their oldest son.

“He can be great,” he signs back, stubborn as always.

Her head turns to check the traffic. Her eyes catch his, look past to see no cars
coming, then return. He’s staring at her. It's a familiar look, sort of a sleepy adoration.
She sees it occasionally, mainly in the morning. The old man likes to dress by his side of
the bed, quietly watching his beautiful wife breathe in and out, watching the covers rise

and fall as she sleeps. He knows some mornings she’s awake since her breathing is less



shallow but he lets her pretend all the same. (She doesn’t know why she pretends to
sleep some mornings.) It's a routine they’ve had for nearly three decades. And every
morning before he leaves for work, he leans in, gently kissing her cheek with adoration
in his early morning eyes.

That’s the look she sees on the street corner.

He leans in and pecks her lips — quick, soft — and they begin their walk again. As
the old man takes a step, and another, the next step finds only air. His foot reaches out
expecting solid ground —it finds nothing except darkness, vicious and abrupt...

...there’s a scarlet blade...

...grabbing, yanking, pulling...

...the sound of feet running in the distance.

He wakes on his stomach, gasping, his body crumpled against the pavement. His
back feels warm, his nose full of dirt. She’s there, too, so close...so close he can almost
touch her. She’s on her back, her head toward his, her docile eyes toward his. The
ambulance...well, he can hear it in the distance but her breathing is shallow — incredibly
so — and worse with each passing moment.

With the last of his strength he crawls on his belly toward her, only a foot or two
but excruciating. He fights very hard. He just wants to touch her, he needs to, to touch
her skin and know that she’s there, one more time, to...to feel her again, to just —to lie
by the side of his wife.

“Don’t, please,” he begs, gasping in a short breath, stifling back an angry sob.

Her chest lifts, lowers, and he looks into her eyes. She finds him once more in
that last second...and then, well, her eyes become tranquil — so calm — and they look
right through him.

The little strength left in his body conjures a mad howl — blood around his lips,
down his cheek — and he reaches out expecting her outstretched arm to reach back. Of

course, she doesn’t reach back, and he sobs until his own breath grows shallow, and his



own pleas are but a whisper. As the old man calms, growing tranquil himself, he wraps
his hand around hers, tucks each of his fingers between each of hers.

“You're pretending,” he murmurs, barely audible.

He’s speaking of the mornings she pretends to sleep while he dresses.

The old man takes a final breath and lays back, exhausted.

His fingers loosen.

His body relaxes.

And then the old man...well, his eyes settle their gaze on the yellow of a

dandelion growing through the brick sidewalk.



the gravedigger tales

THE COWBOY IN JAKE’S BAR

I haven’t slept in days.

The wood bar stretches the length of the place, starting next to the entrance and
ending against the back wall. There’s a shuffleboard table across from it, a wall of neon
beer advertisements above. On a Tuesday night, the place is occupied more by the
lingering scent of stale cigarettes than people, though two young men occupy a table
near the jukebox. I sit on a stool two seats from the only other patron. He’s an older
gentleman, salt and pepper hair, a thin, grayish beard, worn, dirty red, flannel shirt, and
tight black jeans coated with dirt. He looks grizzled, a face for a hacksaw instead of a
razor. His narrow eyes seldom look left or right, his chin low, his brow lower. On his
head rests an old-brimmed Australian hat like a crown; it looks as if it had been worn
down a hundred years, like he’s an old gunslinger, a tired man, a private hero of a
private war.

The bartender brings me a 6 oz. draft. I drink the mug, set it down, and motion
for another. This continues for several minutes, the only lapse of beer to my lips due to
the bartender’s two-step and the drip-drizzle of the tap. He grows annoyed that his
attention has been occupied solely by me and moves on, passing the cowboy like he
doesn’t exist. The grizzled man’s eyes lift from his drink as the bartender passes in front
of him. He looks at the bartender, back at his drink, then over at me.

“Ifn you wan’ call me some’in, go on an’ call me the gravediggah,” he

announces, returning to hunch over his drink.



Ilook around.

Apparently he’s talking to me.

My eyes blink slow, dazed. The skin around them is purple and bagged, and the
skin of my face has taken on the sheen of plastic. It's hard to focus on anything, and in
my peripheral are constant glitches of black (like the flickering edges of an old movie on
a projector).

“What?” I spit; it’s not my intention to be rude, but just holding my head up is a
bit of a task. I should be overjoyed that I'm near home, that the job is done, the task
carried out to a bloody T, but I'm not. I'm not happy or sad or angry; it’s a placid feeling
that fills my stomach alongside the beer. It’s a...an absence, a void.

Glitch glitch.

“Why’s that?” I ask when the old man doesn’t respond.

His cold brown eyes narrow at me.

“You special, son?” he asks, grimly. “I berry thuh ded.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I dig ‘bout three, fo’ hours, an’ I set up. An’ then I wait. I wait for the nex’
grave needed diggin’,” the cowboy says, leaning over as he speaks. His voice is low and
I can’t place it. He could be southern, he could be mildly handicap — I don’t know. I'm
not ever sure he’s real, asI’ve been hallucinating lately. But he goes on to tell me that he
likes to dig graves. It’s the only thing he’s ever done. The only job he ever had. The
“only thin” I bin good at.”

“How long have you been doing it?”

“Too long. I don’t rightly know.”

“What's the worst part?”

I had assumed digging would be the worst part.



“Them...smaller graves. For kids. Knowin’ that, one a’ them young’uns passed
on. That an’ that ev'ry shovel full a" dirt tells me I'm old. Soon I'm a” be someone’s
shovel full a’ dirt. Just don know.”

The bartender serves me another.

“Just passin” through,” I answer when the Gravedigger asks where I'm from, not
realizing it doesn’t answer his question. When the bartender nods at what I say and
ignores the Gravedigger a second time, I'm forced to ask:

“Are you real?”

Our conversation trudges in and out of four stories — the caffeine junkie in West
Virginia, the porn star in Florida, a brief interlude about Japanese prison guards, and
the Gravedigger’s wife in New Orleans (I exclude the tale of the blackjack dealer in
North Carolina and omit the end of the caffeine junkie) — and all of it starts with his
answer to my question:

“I don’t rightly know.”

Silence.

“Fair enough,” I respond.



THE CAFFEINE JUNKIE

A few days earlier, in Huntington, West Virginia, a young man had been walking down
the street. He had close-cropped hair was styled and gelled up in typical fashion. His
shirt was a boring plaid, the collar up. His jeans had the holes and paint smears already
imprinted; an extra twenty dollars for spontaneity. Even his step was lame, stiff. His
smile, forgettable.

My heart didn’t beat faster as I saw him approach.

My palms didn’t sweat.

Breathing remained normal.

He disappeared into a coffee shop named The Bohemian Bean. It was mid-day
but the street was empty. There was an alleyway to the side butI didn’t plan on using it
— I didn’t want this to be private. I didn’t want someone to find him after everything
was over — I wanted witnesses. I wanted it to be public.

I wanted this to be seen.

And soI approached The Bohemian Bean.

“I didn’t know if he’d remember my face,” 1 tell the Gravedigger. “We’d only met a few
times. I remembered his face but I didn’t know if he’d remember mine.”

He walked out and passed me and didn’t look up, didn’t try to meet my eyes; I
had a feeling he wouldn’t. And he walked toward me, closer...

Closer...

It was a familiar feeling, walking the sidewalk toward a man I wanted to murder.

Closer...

“Fuck,” I sigh, “1 wanted to. 1 wanted to smash his face in. He needed to be bloodied up a

bit. But it was stupid.”



“What'd hittin” him ‘ave solved?” the Gravedigger responds.

“Nothing. But it sure made me feel great.”

“You hit 'em?”

“Yeah, later. Can’t have witnesses. I just waited until dark...”

Three steps and a handrail led to the only red door on the block. It was also the
only place that didn’t have its porch light on since I had broken the bulb.

It was dark.

He wouldn’t see me coming.

“But it was stupid, ya said so yerself.”

It was trash night, black bags lining the street on either side.

“Yeah. Stupid to do it in public.”

I didn’t feel the need to hide. I waited on the edge of the sidewalk one house
down. It wasn’t much past ten when he finally appeared. Upturned collar, stiff walk,
forgettable smile. I didn’t move, patiently waiting.

“So you beat up an uns’spectin’ man?”

He had another coffee, juggling it between hands as searched for his key. Found
it. Up one stair. Two. Three. Stuck the key in the lock. Twisting it must have been the
last thing he remembered.

“Goddamn right I beat him up.”

One quick rap to the back of his head and he began to fall... I didn’t want to risk
the chance that he was a black belt in Judo. His body hit the door and—the coffee
exploded in a cyclone of caramel colors—1I pulled him back down his three stairs. The
cardboard cup landed on the stoop with a hollow tink-tink. The young man fell to the
trash bags in front of his house, not quite conscious, disoriented, confused; then I used
my hands. I wanted to feel bones crack, blood splatter. I was going to murder him
directly in front of his unlit porch and red door. Let him die in those douche bag

clothes. Leave him in trash.



When I stopped, a single drop of his blood trickled down my cheek like a tear.

I should have left but I didn’t. Three extra minutes I stayed. Three minutes I sat
on his stoop and caught my breath. Three minutes I thought about whether or not to kill
him, finish him — he wasn’t dead, just unconscious. Hurt, but not seriously. Three
minutes of pros and cons. The only pro was emotion — one reason, and a thousand
ways. I wanted to kill him simply because I wanted him dead —well, more accurately, I
didn’t want him alive. The cons were all logic, evidence and motive and probability.

Three minutes passed.

He wasn’t dead. I didn’t like knowing he was alive.

By the end of three minutes I had decided he would live and I left him there and

drove for Raleigh, North Carolina to meet a man they called Blackjack.



A SMALL TABLE

I buy a pitcher and bring it over to the small table. The gravedigger waits, sullen. He
always appears sullen and I don’t expect he has any other appearance. I fill my glass
and take a seat. When I offer him some, he covers the mouth of his mug with a
weathered hand. A haze grows in the bar, one like a thin mist rising with my blood-
alcohol level. Glitch glitch — the flicks and flashes in my peripheral have developed into
static bursts, my eyes the receiver from a poor antennae. I've grown to ignore them, as
my days often follow sleepless nights. Sometimes the bits of delirium cause a jolt, an
involuntary startle as though waking from a nightmare, but I've learned to manage
that, too.

“So why’d ya travel to beat some’un a couple hundred miles from here? Ain’t it
fine enough he don’t live near you?” the gravedigger asks.

“It's a long story. One I'm not fond of telling.”

“Involves a girl, huh.”

“Yeah. It involves a girl.”

We both look to our glass mugs and a moment of silence follows. It's
comfortable, familiar. We're mourning, both of us in our own private memories — wisps
of women, of love and pain and regret — each memory dissipating like smoke when you
reach out to grab it and hold it.

“I didn’t travel a couple hundred miles just to beat this guy up,” I say in a defiant
tone. “I was on my way elsewhere and this guy happened to be on the way. If he

wanted to vanish, he should’ve gone farther.”



The gravedigger eyes me square, blinks, inhales, and looks off. I get the distinct
feeling he’s just summed me up in that brief stare, got a bit out of me thatI didn’t know
myself, and now he’s ready to move on in the conversation.

“What?” I ask him.

He lets out a grizzled old sigh.

“Feel bettah after doin” it?”

I shrug.

“One thin” about revenge — it ain’t got an endin’, kid. It’s a dirt road with a
God’amn dead end. You ain’t gonna get there, believe me.”

“Okay.”

“Yeah, okay,” he scoffs, dismissing me for dismissing him. “Know best, do ya?
Where were you headed, if'n you weren’t just to beat this gentleman?”

“I was going to see my brother in Florida.”

“Good? Bad?” he doesn’t specify but he’s asking about our relationship.

“Strained...”

“Hello?”

“David?”

“Yeah. Who's this?”

“It’s me—it’s your brother.”
“Lee?”

“Yeah.”

“Holy shit... It’s uh...it’s been a while.”



“Are you still in Florida?”

“Yeah.”

“How long has it been?”

“Uh, almost six years. I think.”

“No, I meant since the last time we talked.”

“Oh. I don’t know — not since the funeral. Almost two years?”

“I'm going to be in your area tomorrow...”

“Oh yeah? What are you doing down here?”

“...visiting you? I don't really have any other reason. Is that...”

“Um... Sure? Yeah, I mean, sure. Come up. It's been so long—what am I doing? Of
course. 1'd love to see my big brother. Get down here. I'll show you around — it’ll be awesome.
How have you been?”

“Good. I'll talk to you tomorrow when I get there.”

“Oh. That quick, huh?”



RAIN & RAINBOW

Lakeland, Florida was incredibly bright — too bright. The sun glared off everything,
even surfaces that had no right to reflect. And there were people, a lot of people:
walking dogs, jogging, couples holding hands. If ever there were two things I didn't
want to deal with, it was an excessive amount of people and sunlight — especially on the
day I arrived at my brother’s house. (The night before, I had been standing naked on the side
of a deserted road in Raleigh, North Carolina — not two miles from Blackjack’s house — while my
blood-soaked clothes burned in a pile on the ground, along with the plastic that had covered the
interior of my truck. I dressed to a symphony of wet crackling as the blood boiled.)

I pulled up to my brother’s address and waited, bracing myself: I prepared
myself to see my brother, whom I hadn’t seen in years; I readied myself to stand, as I
had been seated for some time and the feeling of being stopped was unique; also, to
leave the car was to leave sanctuary, my own private haven. I hadn’t had to speak to
anyone — not while getting gas, not the Caffeine Junkie, not Blackjack — and I had been
satisfied with the disconnection. Two days without sleep and most of that time I had
been driving or quietly watching from the car. When I entered Florida, I hadn’t even
noticed the landscape changing, flora and fauna I had never seen before. I didn’t like to
leave Philadelphia. Driving, my eyes followed the road and the lines, the lines, the lines;
sometimes they were faded near gone, or yellow with those bumps in case you drift, or
a dotted white.

Seated, eyes closed, I breathed in air that was softer than I was used to. Bracing
myself. The hallucinations had started in my peripheral but they were small for now,
just pops and clicks—

“Hey,” came a pleasant voice, and a person leaned next to my car window.



My fist connected with a cheekbone.

I didn’t even realize my window was down.

David backed from the car in pain. He had a hand over his face where I had hit
him, and he was bent down, recovering.

I opened the door and exited the car slowly.

My first instinct was to stand near him and wait until he was no longer hurt.
Seeing as it was my brother, I forced myself to rest a hand on his back, something I did
hesitantly.

“I'm sorry. You startled me—"

“Yeah, yeah, I noticed. Ow.” He rubbed his cheek a moment and stood to face
me. His expression wasn’t anger but good humor. The punch hadn’t landed square or
very hard, as I had been seated. It was a modest blow that left a small red blotch below
his eye.

Even staring at him close, I hardly recognized him as my brother. It was hard to
acknowledge that this was the last of my blood.

“How have you—" I used my normal, cautious tone but he cut me off with a
large hug.

“It's good to see you, you violent fuck,” he snorted, half-amused and half-
serious. His voice was deeper. He had thin sideburns down to his chin and well-
managed, low-trimmed stubble. He had brown hair like mine. His eyes were brown;
mine were hazel. There were some physical characteristics that we shared — the shape of
our face, the ridge of our eyes, the slope of our nose — but he carried himself in a
different manner, so much so that our physical similarities were lost in the differences
by which we composed ourselves. He stood slightly hunched, probably from sitting at a
computer. He smiled and seemed positive. I, on the other hand, stood perfectly straight,
with a solemn face and stern eyes, not so much positive or negative — more neutral,

gray, bureaucratic.



“You comin” here after buying this car from the Duke boys?” he asked, looking
over my blue Ford pick-up truck.

“No.”

I didn’t know who the Duke boys were but I was defensive about where I had
come from and what I had done.

“Oh...kay,” he was taken aback by the seriousness by which I answered him.

He was the rainbow and I, the rain.



BOMBING TIMOOM

My father and I studied physics at Drexel. He got his PhD and went on to teach there;
after my BA I had been ready to start my Masters but never got to the application. Our
mother was a biomedical engineer, though she quit the field when David and I were
young and took up a position to teach the hearing disabled at a local elementary school.
I asked her why, when we were young. Her answer had been simple, and she signed it
with a caring look in her eyes:

“Because it feels like what I'm meant to do.”

I always loved sign language. People devote too much focus into their inflection,
into the way they speak and how they sound, their words — it all derides meaning. Sign
language is simple, ideas. It feels good to give someone thumbs up or a middle finger
for a reason. And my mother had a very expressive face. My father, he didn’t show
much emotion but my mother made up for it. Her eyes were always on a spectrum of
happy or sad (the spectrum, I noticed, was distinguished by a tiny crinkle in the corner
of her eye — if it wasn’t there, it was a good sign); and through those two shifts, she
conveyed everything — fear, enthusiasm, sorrow, anger and hope and disappointment
and delight — and she conveyed it so well that signing wasn’t always needed.

My father and I were most alike. He was a PhD in quantum mechanics and I was
headed for a Masters in theoretical physics, with a possible destination in the quantum
realm; when I chose theoretical science, it was to separate from my father (and goad
him a bit, as it wasn’t exactly in his footsteps that I was following). When I told him, he
said one thing:

“Yeah. I guess.”



He said it in his dry tone. My father didn’t have to express himself physically
but, after years of studying with him, I could determine the meaning within the
meaning, hear inflection that wasn’t necessarily there. I knew my father well because I
identified with him, and where I saw similarities between us I could just bridge the gap
of how he was feeling and how I had felt doing the same thing: for example, he had this
sigh that was soft, almost inaudible, and mid-way through college I noticed I had
adopted it. When I would sigh like him, it was from an odd combination of excitement
and being overwhelmed, tired. We even sat in chairs the same way, with a straight back
from years of standing looking studious.

And then there was David.

He started different than us and only ever traveled that direction.

I imagine he must have been like my mother before she lost her hearing. He
shared qualities of rebellion and passion that my father and I didn’t; and - again, these
are things I just imagine to be true — but I assume my mother changed when she lost her
ability to hear, retreated a bit. David, however, never retreated. At the end of his junior
year in high school, he finished a book called Bombing Timoom — it was a fictitious novel
that included actual teachers and students and lectures and real situations from our
school, Northeast High School. David took notes in class, not to study but to ridicule the
lessons and satirize or demonize the staff; his goal was to provoke anger over the public
education system in Philadelphia. The book ended in violence, which the Department
of Homeland Security declared a terrorist threat against the school and David was
expelled. Instead of starting senior year at another school, seventeen year old David
hired a lawyer and a publishing agent and simultaneously sued the school system he
had once sought to improve while starting a bidding war for the rights to the book.
Bombing Timoom made nationwide news. He sold the book for a low six figures, got his

GED in an expedited three-week course, picked a college with beaches and warm



weather, received a full grant as a published author, then left a house where he never fit
in and had never been very happy.
He had never been one to return, and I didn’t blame him.

The last time T had seen him was at our parents” funeral.



DAVID AND SARAH AND LIZZY

When I asked David what he had been up to since I last saw him, he informed that it
had been mainly smoking weed and having a lot of unprotected sex; that about covered
it, apparently.

Though he had settled down lately since he met a girl:

“She asked me to dance and I agreed to dance but, you know, I can’t dance. So I
did my little white boy shuffle against her, up on her butt and she... pretty much moved
in after that, like, only a few weeks later.”

He motioned around.

From the outside, the house was legitimately indistinguishable from every other
house on the block: all of them had single floors, gray shingles, grass-and-sand front
yards, and big Goddamn windows glaring the bright-ass sun back in my face. Inside, he
led me down a narrow hallway into an open living room. It was Goddamn bright in
there, too, all the windows open and the skyline on a slanted roof. There was also a lot
of white, and a lot of kids’ toys.

“Sarah took Lizzy to visit her friend’s house in Naples, down near Bonitas
Springs, so they won’t be back until much later.”

“Who's the father?”

Only after hearing myself did I realize how ridiculously out of place the
statement was.

“Uh...her ex-boyfriend. I never met him.”

David had entered the kitchen, which has only a counter between it and the
living room, and stared at me a moment, sort of dumbfounded. There was a moment

where I recognized my brother. His hair was about the same length as it was when we



were younger, enough to comb and manage, style; mine used to be shaggy and now it
was close-cropped, and in both stages I never styled it. Even though David's face hadn’t
aged a day, it was still a little difficult to see my brother. He was two years younger (a
freshmen at NHS when I was a senior) and we were around each other a fair amount
until he left me...us. But it wasn’t until I caught that look in his eyes, the one where I
could tell he just plain didn’t understand me — not the question, not anything else, just
me.

“Would you like a beer?” he asks.

“No thanks.”

He opens the fridge, cracks a beer, and joins me in the living room. I had
remained standing, unsure what to do or where to sit, and he motioned for the couch,
taking an adjacent love seat.

“I don’t know what you wanna do. We can chill here if you want. Sarah’ll be
back in tonight. Looks like you could use some sleep.” He eyed me a moment while I
stared off into space, momentarily dazed. I had been lost in thought but, snapping out
of it, I couldn’t recall what I had been thinking about. He was right, I did need sleep.
“There was an errand I had to run today but I doubt you’ll want to come...”

“What's the errand?” I asked, my attention now present.

“There’s this porn star...”

He said it like it was the beginning to a long story but he stopped a moment.

“What?” I asked, caught off-guard.

“There’s this porn star that lives about half an hour from here.” He looked down,
then back up at me. “This—I can’t think of a way for this to not sound weird.” He drank
more of his beer. “She’s two counties over. Chrissie Young or something.”

“What?” He hadn’t seemed to answer my question adequately and I was still a
bit surprised. “Why?”

“Sarah had lesbian sex with her.”



“What?!”

Now I was plain flabbergasted.

“Please stop saying that. Before I met her, before she had Lizzy, she...doesn’t like
to talk about it but she had a few partners—like me—and she told me she slept with a
porn star. I only know two details: porn star’s name is Chris Y oung. Christine. Chrissie.
I don’t know. And she sometimes goes by Paradise. I looked her up. C. Young. Got the
address. Two towns over.”

I began to ask “What?” once more but nothing came out.

“Look, they filmed it,” he said in a wounded manner. This was the point. “It’s
not on the internet — at least not yet. She told me this a while ago but, you know, I don’t
want shit on my girl out there. She said she’ll always be worried that one day it'll be on
the internet.”

It was my turn to look dumbfounded, to not understand my brother.

“In a romantic gesture, I was going to make sure it doesn’t get out. Talk to the
guy, you know. Or at least ask about it.”

I thought about that a moment.

“So you really care for this girl? The one with the kid?”

He swigged from his beer and answered as if unprepared for the question.

“Yeah. Of course.” He narrowed his eyes, unsure what answer it was I had been
looking for. “I'm happy when I see her in the morning — that’s how I knew I wanted her
to move in. I didn’t want her to leave in the morning because I’d wake up and she’d be
there and I just—I didn’t want her to not be there the next morning. You know?”

“Sure,” I answered.

I had noidea what he was talking.

“Yeah. And Lizzy —"

“That’s the child?”



“Yeah. Her name’s Elizabeth but we call her Lizzy. She’ll be four at the end of
summer. I love ‘em. And this place was just starting to be too big for me alone.” Then,
to shuck off some doubt, he added, “You'lllove ‘em. They’'re awesome. You'll see.”

“Okay.”

“So come with me to meet this porn star...”



OH GOOD

The drive was deathly quiet. David was concentrating, thinking through what he was
going to say. Before we arrived, he asked me which sounded best:

“You had sex with my girlfriend and videotaped it and I would like to see the
videotape.”

“Can I see any sex videos you haven’t posted on the web yet?”

“I'm the biggest fan of the porn you do...”

I asked if he had ever seen the videos from this particular porn star.

“Yeah but it’s weird—not the videos but the girl in the videos was French.
Looked like the videos were mostly filmed in Canada, too. But I guess she moved here
some time ago. I couldn’t find any thing else, really.”

“Turn left,” said the G.P.S., “and drive 100 feet to your destination on the left.”

“Oh fuck.”

I said this on accident.

And then there was a squiggle. That's the beginning of my insomniac-
hallucinations — squiggles in my peripheral. They’ll only get worse. And next I can look
forward to the sudden, abrupt feeling that I'm about to be hit in the face with
something. It always causes me to startle. From the perspective of an onlooker, it must
be quite a marvel watching someone jolt for legitimately no reason, as if being startled
awake while already awake.

David pulled the car alongside the curb and we looked at rancher, our supposed
destination. Both of us leaned down to look at the face, as most of the place was

obscured behind a fence. The property didn’t look especially big, nor was it flashy. It



was plain, with a single window facing the street and the door around the side next to
the wood fence. A large fern was growing over the top from the backyard.

“Alright, let’s do it,” David said with more enthusiasm and positivity than I
could ever muster.

“Why are you so ready for this?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” he asked.

We shared a moment of staring at each other, neither of us understanding the
other.

“I'm pretty sure none of this isnormal,” I added.

Usually it was me saying or doing something odd.

“Eh what the fuck’s normal anymore...” David said over the opening and closing
of his car door.

I stepped out and followed toward the rancher of the porn star.

David had knocked loudly before I caught up and the door was already
unlocking to gently open.

“Fuck,” I mumbled under my breath.

And there were more squiggles.

It wasn’t bad...yet.

An elegant woman peered from a crack in the open door. Her eye was blue, I
noticed. There was a moment of hesitation and then she opened the door wider. Her
other eye was green.

Nothing was said by the woman or my brother.

Her hair was long and dark black, her skin pale. She wore a black shirt with a V-
neck that cut down to a massive chest. Her legs were covered in a thin layer of black
cloth. A single red stripe went around her thin waist, the only color to her body besides

the white nail polish on her long nails. Her face had a hint of makeup, subtle touches of



rouge to the pale skin her cheeks, black eye-liner. Her dark red lips had a slight smile to

them.

“Yeeessssss?” she spoke, finally. Her tone was amusing, cutesy.
“Paradise?” my brother’s voice sounded like he was trying to be brave.
“No.”

“You don’t know what she looks like?” I asked, close to his ear.

The woman’s eyes narrowed.

“Shut up,” David told me, pushing me back.

“I was wondering if I could speak to the...porn star...” David said the words as

if they might be insulting and by saying them slowly they would be less so, “...Paradise

for a moment?”

“You boys are gonna have to wait.”

“That’s fine,” he nodded.

“We can come ba—"

David elbowed me.

The woman had already moved aside to let us in.
“Oh...good. We get to...wait inside...”

My tone was somewhere between curious and put-upon as I followed David

inside the porn star’s house.



THE CORINTHIANS

The rancher was one long, open room without any walls and occupied almost entirely
of empty space. The kitchen with its stove and sink and cupboards and dishwasher
lined the same wall as the front door. Two large windows on the far wall, their thin
white drapes drawn, flooding the one half in ashen light. (This gentler color was a
welcome invite to the orange-blasting-red of the Goddamn Florida sun.) Beneath one
window was a bed and, under the other, a desk and computer and several laptops. It
was obvious that this was a studio more than a domicile, with large lighting lattices
unplugged and out of the way against the brown wall between the bed and desk.
Filming equipment was folded up next to the stage lighting, tripods and cases
presumably full of lens and cameras. There was even a large white sheet strung
between two black poles. A part of my brain recognized it as something having to do
with lighting, the sheet strung up wide behind the camera and lights to do something or
other. Having never been one for anything celluloid, I had no idea where the memory
stemmed but there it was, a flash of a photo shoot, maybe from a magazine or
something, with a camera on a tripod and the lights blaring and the white sheet behind,
intensifying the colors. It wasn’t the memory that bothered me so much as the sign my
mind was losing some of its grip. That thought, the image, it had no beginning or end
or place from which it had come. That was the form thoughts would begin to take from
sleeplessness, wandering and listless images without homes, growing more bizarre. I
checked my watch:
Fifty-two hours without sleep.
Marker.

Longest [ had ever lasted was ninety-four hours.



The woman led us to a couch in the living room area, which was against the right
wall. A four-foot gothic lamp shed an unnecessary carroty light from behind the blood-
colored couch. A red rug covered a small portion of the wood floor underneath the light
and couch and an ottoman, with a coffee table just outside the rug and serving to of
enclose the “living room” area since there were no walls. All the way across from the
couch, over and past the coffee table, stood the only other thing in room: A tall box with
a jet of steam and six feet of fogged glass and a towel draped over the top of the door.
And there was nothing but an ottoman, a coffee table, and twenty feet of empty space
between the shower and the couch.

David sat. I waited a moment, scrutinizing the room harder while the woman
wasn’t looking. She turned to face us, standing in front of the couch. I sat. My brother
and I then began a series of awkward seated positions.

“Itll only be a moment,” she informed us, absentmindedly rearranging
magazines on the coffee table. When she was done, the magazines looked exactly the
same as they had before. She moved aside and both David and my own eyes began
searching, trying to softly brush the details of the shower even as we both did our best
not to stare. I did, of course, occasionally get lost staring at the shower. I couldn’t make
much out other than the silhouette of a human. It was too foggy to make out features
like size or weight. Just that someone was showering. It was like a Rube Goldberg
invention where several amazingly intricate bits were working together for a simple
action. Each wisp of curling steam, drop of condensation crisscrossing its way down the
glass...

I was mystified.

My thought process was working tangentially, I could feel it.

Fifty-two hours. Fifty-two hours. My mind kept saying it. Fifty-two hours. Tifty-foo
powers.

“Doyou live in the area?”



It took a moment of disorientation before I could look at the woman. She noticed.
And winked at me. My brother didn’t notice.

“Yeah,” he replied.

“Where do you live?”

“I'live near Tampa. He doesn’t, though.” David, who kept his eyes on the shower
and his face with an expression of absurd curiosity (not lust), nodded toward me. “He
lives in Pennsylvania.”

David was marveling, it looked like, as one might a talented circus.

And the shower stopped.

The door opened.

Steam poured.

And out stepped a man with a giant cock.

“Eww,” escaped my brother’s lips as a natural reaction.

My train of thought derailed completely. The world went silent for a moment,
like the moment that follows a good punch to the belly and all your air’s been stolen.
My brother shook as if he had been startled. I scoffed. He winced. I cleared my throat.

Neither of us moved.



A PAIR OF DICE

The Gravedigger stops me from continuing. He gently sets his beer down and looks as if he’s lost
in thought. The first thing out of his mouth is:

“You queer?”

“No.”

“Yer brothah? He a fag?”

“No. An idiot, maybe. His detective work definitely leaves something to be desired. He
did find the right porn star, though, which was the one that had slept with his girlfriend.
Problem is, he confused himself and thought it was some Canadian porn star with — albeit
coincidentally — the name Chris—for Christine—Young. Same stage name or production name,
Paradise. Actually, even that wasn't right. The real guy was some fuckin’ local, bottom-of-the-
barrel porn magnate named Chris Young. His production wasn’t called Paradise. It was Pair-a-

Dice Productions. Like balls, he always did this stupid hand motion...”

“Chris!” the woman had called out.

The gentleman with the generous genitalia had yet to look toward us. Instead, he
turned around to pull down the towel and bend at the waist to dry his legs and feet.
Then, the man dried the rest of himself and walked from the shower to the bed against
the far wall and opened the dresser beside it.

My mind was on the dresser then, and the fact that I hadn’t noticed it.



I wasn’t noticing things.

I did not like that. I wasn’t especially fond of the situation I was in, either, but I
did not like knowing I wasn’t aware of everything. Details were escaping me.

I did notice the man strap something to his arm, something I couldn’t make it out
from the distance.

“Chris!” the woman hollered again, this time successfully attracting his attention.

With a towel held over his crotch, the porn star named Chris Young turned and
saw us. He approached. His eyes were what I saw. They had blankness to them, an
absentee-ballot sort of glaze. In the time it took the man to cross the room, I had sized
him up as a none-threat. He was muscular, though, well-built in that pretty way women
like, I guess, with defined glamour muscles and such but he wasn’t stronger than me
and he certainly wasn’t faster, by wits or body.

Then I noticed the smile. He was unshaven by two or three days. His smile was
wide and confident, his teeth a set of straight, square pearls. It was welcoming, in a
way. He was friendly and eager to meet us and he approached with his hand out in
greeting. I stared in his eyes but his eyes were on my brother, who was having trouble
meeting his gaze.

“Hi. Chris. Nice to meetcha ya,” he introduced himself and shook my brother’s
hand. “Chris. Hi.” He shook my hand. His smile remained wide, just spread across his
face. “If I'da known you gents were out here waiting I wouldn’t've jerked off in the
shower.”

“Mmhmm,” I nodded, unsure how the fuck to respond to that.

It was until he had gotten close that I could see the scars. In the distance I could
see the muscles but the light didn’t reflect the massive stretches of thin scars dressing
his body, years old but each was obviously from a slash or rigid tear. There were maybe
fifteen in all, some meeting near the center side of his chest, all of them extending

outward like a child’s drawing of sunrays, out in all directions, some circling around to



his back. It looked like someone must have tortured him for hours, days, months even.
And now, at such a close proximity, I could distinguish the instrument this man had
strapped to his left forearm — a 4” knife inside a black holster, the word ROUT written
across it in liquid paper.

I began to re-evaluate Chris Young’s threat level.

The porn star never stopped smiling and he never seemed to stop and let the
awkward sink in. He was a shark, incapable of stopping. He went from introducing
himself to an outstretched arm — he noticed my noticing “the ROUT” — and then on to a
stupid, melodramatic dice roll motion.

“Pair-a-Dice Productions, right?” he asked with half-heart in a way of checking
our intentions; smiling, continuing smiling, never stopping that face-encompassing
smile. His eyes never really lost that soft-minded glaze, either. There was a particular
charm to it, likeable. Likeable was a characteristic I didn’t often see...ever, really. I live
in Philadelphia.

“Huh—" my brother was confused.

“No!” 1 started, just being clear up front and immediately that whatever
intention he thought we had was absolutely not the intention we really had. There was
little doubt he would have any clue as to the reason my brother (dragged me to this)
visit.

Pifty-two finutes. Flowers. Hours. Pif —fif —fifty-two hours.

Wait.

“Oh?” He looked confused a moment, much like my brother, though the porn
star Chris Young carried his confusion in eyes only. Chris looked to the woman behind
him. She was bent over, reshuffling the coffee table magazines back to the same, and
she acknowledged him with a shrug.

“What’s up? What can I do for you guys?”



“—Dress!” I blurted; then coughed to hide the out-of-place blurt that I didn’t
believe to be very out-of-place.

“Good point. Sadie,” Chris said, turning to the woman.

Her name was apparently Sadie.

“Get these gentlemen a beer. Don’t take no for an answer.”

I had already been preparing to shake my head in gentle declination but upon
hearing that, I just decided it would be easier to drink the fucking beer.

Fifty-two hours.



SEVERAL REASONS TO LIVE

Chris dressed, finally. Jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, which I thought was odd (as it
wasn’t cool in the least) until I remembered he had a knife strapped to his wrist.

Sadie brought us beers.

Bud Lite.

Chris returned, standing a moment in search of his own beer and finding none.

“Sorry,” she said and it was genuine.

Sadie walked off toward the bed in the back corner while Chris got a beer and,
again, returned.

“Only beer we have is Bud Lite,” he said, apologetically. “It's what they drink
around here.” He popped the top to his can and held it up. My brother and I popped
our beer tops as well and lifted them in salute. “To...whatever you guys are here for,”
and we cheers-ed and drank.

“I'm from California, originally,” Chris began, trying to start a conversation.

He pushed the ottoman out of the way and laid in its place, stretched out on his
side and facing us in an almost pose. He set the beer in front of himself and held his
upper half up on his right arm. The fingers of his left hand circled the top of his beer
can.

“So...” he urged — God, ever smiling — nudging one of us into telling him who
we were and why we were there.

“Well, my name’s David. This is my brother Lee—"

“Lee,” Isaid, cutting my brother off.

Chris glanced at me in a sort of amused way.

“You got bags, kid,” Chris told me.



He was talking about my eyes.
Inodded, agreeing.
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“I'm here ‘cause uh...” and my brother, unable to continue for the moment,
chugged half his beer.

I was bored of this lingering.

“My brother David here has a girlfriend named —1I forget. You may have slept
with her. You may have recorded it, if you did. My brother loves the girl and he’d like
the tape, if you still have it. He’s afraid it might end up on the internet and he’s being a
gentleman and trying to stop it, if he can. When did this happen?” I asked my brother.

“Um, four years ago. Somewhere around there.”

“And what’s her name?” I asked.

“Sarah Hartman.”

I had only glanced at my brother for his answers, keeping my focus mainly on
Chris.

“Oh okay,” he responded.

He stood up and walked over toward his computer. He grabbed the laptop and,
from what I could see, a handful of thin external hard drives. He returned to his laying
pose in front of us and opened the computer and plugged in a hard drive. His eyes
narrowed and his smile faded a bit with concentration.

“I separate the years with hard drives,” he informed us, plugging in the USB of
one hard drive, waiting for it to load, click-click-clicking as he checked its contents,
unplugging it, exchanging it for another...

“Does this happen often?” I asked of his nonchalant nature.

“Eh,” he said, his eyes determinedly following whatever was on the computer
screen, which was pointed away from us, “often enough, I guess.”

While Chris checked a hard drive, unplugged it, checked another, returned to his

desk for another handful, returned to his laying position, click -click-clicked, checking



one after the other, Sadie came from the bed and got on her knees and slung and arm
around Chris.

“I'm gonna rinse.” Her voice was a seductive whisper and she looked at David
and I as she said it.

Before leaving, she held out a tiny pill just over the computer keyboard. Chris
glanced at it, let his jaw hang, and Sadie cupped her hand over his mouth, feeding him
the pill. Chris picked up his beer to use it in assisting the pill down his throat when he
looked at us, stuck his tongue out — the tiny pill on the end — and nodded to us in an
invitational, “would-you-like-one” sort of way.

My brother and I both shook our heads no.

“It's just molly,” Sadie answered.

“We're going—" and Chris swigged from his beer, swallowing the pill, “—to a
party in a bit. This stuff makes you want to touch everyone.”

And he leaned toward the computer screen a bit more intently, finally finding
the hard drive he had been searching for.

“Sometimes I record it just for fun. Or habit, maybe. But I only put the ones with
the production value up on the site. If Sarah...?” Chris questioned, making sure he had
the name right. My brother nodded. “If Sarah was a girl I met and liked and...so on,
most likely she’s in this pile of videos and she was never gonna make it up on that big
ole’ w.w.w.” Chris turned the computer around to face us. “But if she’s still on here,
she’ll be in one of the videos in this file. Feel free to browse.”

David finished his beer; then, he reached for the computer.

In the background, Sadie began undressing.



THE SECOND BEDROOM

“What beer do they drink in California?”

Chris had gotten up to retrieve more beers. I finally drank from my first as he
brought me a second.

“Drink,” he said, noticing I hadn’t had much from my first beer. “And we mostly
drank wine, actually. I love white. I miss it. I can’t find a good bottle of wine around
here—my kingdom for a good Pinot Blanc.” He lifted his beer to signal that I, too, was
to drink with him. “Did you know the Pinot Blanc—you know, Pinot Noir is very
popular and it’s red and it’s this specific grape but the grape is ‘genetically unstable.”
You know, I don’t even know what that means really ‘cept that it grows all these vines
and vines and vines and vines of red grapes and there, somewhere, somewhere in the
middle of those red grapes there’s a vine, just one vine, of white grapes.”

He made a move like he was tasting the beer flavor remaining in his mouth, then
looked down at the Bud Lite can. He had resumed swirling the top with his finger while
propped up on his right arm, but now he picked it up and twisted it and looked at the

logo and stared over its face.

I had slept the night before, well and deep and hadn’t woken until it was time to leave. I knew I
wouldn’t sleep again for some time. That was what 1 was thinking about as I picked the front

lock. There was a click that meant success, the door was unlocked, and I thought, 1 will not



sleep again for some time. It was odd wording and I remember 1 didn’t — in that specific
thought — contract “will” and “not”. Normally it would have been 1 won’t sleep for a good

while now. This caught my attention for the briefest glint of time before focus returned.

8 silver inches of steel blade had a moment to reflect the open moon as I slipped inside Blackjack’s

house.

“Chris was a nice guy,” I say.
The Gravedigger’s attention is moderately enrapt.

“You don’ say.”

Sadie slipped her shirt over her head and removed her bra in one quick movement.

The skin of her body was pale, her nipples nearly opaque because of it.

Her pants had no buckle or button and she pulled them down in another quick,
flexible motion. She left on slim panties for an extra second before removing them as
well. With a swift turn, rise, and rubber band-like fling of her underwear toward us (it
makes it half the distance), Sadie disappears behind the same glass screen that had

obscured Chris when we first arrived. The water ran and the steam lifted.



David hadn’t noticed.

His eyes were on a laptop playing video after video of hardcore sex.

What is happening? 1 asked myself, rubbing my wide eyes a moment to gain
bearing. Fifty-two hours. Twenty minutes. That's how much longer I was willing to stay.

Glitch-glitch in the corner caught my attention.

Ten minutes.

Blackjack owned a two-story townhouse in a long complex of townhouses where each resembled

the next. Some had ferns or young sprouting trees near the size of a man in front.

I slipped between the slim crack I allowed the front door to open and remained on the landing for
an extra moment while my eyes settled. It was dark, ominously so. Any curtains were closed or
otherwise facing away from the moon or even a stray streetlamp. It was black much like a theater
when the lights go down — there was a moment of complete, floating disorientation.

I used this time to remove the 9 millimeter semiautomatic I had tucked under the hoodie.
It was a gun [ was unfamiliar with but the gun (and, to my surprise, the knife) had been given to
me by Ghos just before leaving, along with his strict directions. I had never been into guns when
I was young. Even now, my enthusiasm hadn’t much grown though they were an instrument 1
often referred to. I knew it was loaded. With the knife momentarily tucked in my armpit, I pulled
the slide back and flicked the safety off. The muzzle had been ground and laced for a custom
screw-in silencer, which I quietly screwed in while the dark settled.

I always felt at home in the dark.



“CanIask howyou got those scars?...or why you strapped a knife to your forearm?”
“This little guy?” he pointed to his forearm, “It was a gift. Never take it off.”
“What about the scars?”

The carpet had begun to move in a kaleidoscopic twirl.

“If we meet again. That'll mean there’s a reason.”

“What?”

“A reason for us to like be here, man. For us to know each other.”

“Oh.”

“I only tell that story to people I know and I don’t know you much, captain. So if
I see you again, there’s reason. A reason we’re here together, youn 1.”

“What if the reason we’re here now, meeting, is for you to tell me the story and it
changes my life forever and affects the world?”

“Well then the world'll just have to wait until we meet again.”

The knife was in my right hand — palmed against the black clothe of my forearm and held behind
my back — while the gun was in my left and at my side, my finger on the trigger



My wardrobe was standard: black hoodie, two pairs of gloves (one latex and one leather),

slippers bought in another state, hair in a cap, hood up, thin kevlar vest...

A tacky tan carpet led me up the stairs to the second floor. There was a bedroom at the end and I
moved toward it without a making a sound. Step-step-step, each footfall absent any signifier.
Another step, another, down the hallway, passed the dark bathroom, past the first bedroom. His

was the second bedroom.

From the speakers of the computer next to me, a girl was moaning in an annoying,
repeating, “Oh Gaawd! Oh Gaaaaaawd! Oh Gaaaaaaaaw—" and David hit the button
and the sound abruptly ended.

“You doin” alright there, chief?” Chris asked.

At first I thought he was talking to my brother but he wasn't.

I nodded.

Chris stood, walked to the cabinet, pulled out a bottle, and brought it over with
three rocks glasses. He displayed the front of the bottle. David glanced and nodded and
returned to clicking. The bottle was Johnny Walker Blue Label.

“Producer gave me this a while back.” He cleared his throat, pinning the glasses
by their lips in one hand and pouring a finger or two in each, sloppily spilling driblets.

The drops fell to the kaleidoscope carpet. “You put it away for a special occasion and



then occasion is quite special enough so the bottle stays in a shelf for some years.” He
passed out each of the glasses. David momentarily paused what he was doing.

“To the things people need,” Chris cheersed.

We drank.

I brought the gun the gun forward as I approached the half-open door to the second bedroom.

I nudged the door open a bit more.

Clothes strewn on the floor. The foot of the bed. Dresser against the far wall, an old oak with a
large mirror. A little more...more. Something was missing in the reflection.
The bed sheets were unsettled, disoriented, chaotic; they were bunched up, kicked aside.

There was no one in the bed.

“What do you do, man?” Chris asked, returning to his laid-out position on the floor.
“I'm in finance,” I answered.
“How’d you end up there?”
“What do you mean?”

“How’d you end up in finance?”



“Math. I'm good at math and didn't want to teach. Started investing
independently. ”

“I was never good at math. I did like science, though.”

“Ever do anything in the field?”

He chuckles.

“No, that stuff waved me bye-bye long time ago. Plus, you ain’t gonna swim an
ocean just ‘cause you sorta like water. Do you like it? Investing or...” he looked to me
for a better description but there wasn’t one.

“Yeah. It’s fine. Quiet, easy. Peaceful. As my mother once told me, ‘It's what I
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was supposed to do.

“HYUH!" came the grunt from the darkness of the bathroom as something thin and tight and
plastic wrapped across my throat and pulled back hard, lifting me off my feet.

Everything FLASHED twice, bright FLASHES of LIGHT.

There was a scream in my ear, and another FLASH of LIGHT. The scream’s final syllable came out

rasping from the back of the attacker’s throat.

I was choking, gagging, dying. Once more, he pulled tighter. My life was slipping, my eyes
seeing a spreading, static-like darkness.

Another FLASH of LIGHT.



“Do you like what you do?” I asked him.

“Yeah. Definitely what I was supposed to do. Lately, though, man, I've been
feeling like there may be a greater purpose out there for me, somewhere. Not sure
where to look, though. But I got everything I need. Love, happiness, doin” what you
love, etc.”

“That all it takes to be happy?”

“Pretty Goddamn hard to hate life sittin” healthy in sunshine with beautiful
women and margaritas.”

“Fair enough.”

The knife — pinned between us, behind my back, as it had been — slid farther up into his belly. He
made a guttural noise. I pulled my arm down as far as I could, the knife out of his stomach for
the moment, and with the last inch and ounce of strength I had left in my bones, 1 lifted my legs
into the air and kicked the hallway wall with both feet. The back of my head caught his face
between his chin straight up to his nose and knocked both of us backwards. He fell and, as I
landed on top of him, the knife studk square in his ribs. His grip loosened. The wire slipped off. 1
gasped air deep into my lungs, finally able to breathe.

There was blood, so much blood. Everywhere.



David found the video he had been searching for.

“Can I delete it?” he asked Chris, politely.

“Sure.”

A few clicks.

The shower had stopped and my eyes drifted up to watch Sadie emerge dripping
to dry herself with a nearby towel.

“We need to head out, babygirl,” he called out to Sadie, “and not a moment too
soon. I need to fuckin’ touch someone.” Then, to me, “If she hadn’t finished I was a few
short-hairs shy of rubbing my face on yer skin,” and he chuckled. For the first time, he
blinked in an inebriated manner, slowly and lazy and half-open.

“We gon’ meet again, bro?” he asked me.

“I can say with some certainty that we will not.”

He acknowledged what I said with a fair nod.

The tan carpet was flooded red. He was shaking. It could have been from the pain. It could have
been from the anger. It could have been from the fear of dying.
He shook under the knife looming above his head.

In that last second, he shut his eyes.






THE GRAVEDIGGER’S TALE

A’right, young’un, I got me a story fo’ ya.

There’uz thiz woman I loved. Name wuz Peaches, yo’ story reminded me uh her.
Loved ‘er. Name wuz Peaches. She lived in the bayous a’ New Orlins way before
Katrina. Met ‘er when I wuz five, married ‘er when I wuz seventeen, loved ‘er till she
died. Beautiful, beautiful woman. Loved ev’ry inch a’ “er. Died a’ Polio, that sicknissss. I
watched ‘er die, she died on my brothah’s birthday. Hez dead now, too— she died right
in my ahms. Loved “er, always will. Alwayz have, since I’z five. She ain’t comin” back,
neither. I dug her grave the dawn aftah her death, in the bayouz and the marshuz near
‘er house. I did it alone, and I did by. My. Self. Did the same for my brother three yeahz

latah.

Anyway, this is thuh story. ‘Bout a yeah fo’ she died, we had a dinnah for ‘er. It wuz
her, and my brothah, and two ‘a my cousins who were dear friends a’ Peaches. Now she
had this big ole’ house, big ole’ dinin” room with a big ole” table. Now, her family didn’t
like me much but they knew we wuz in love and they let it go on. Her fathah wuz there
and so wuz “er mothah. We were eatin’ roast pork, I ‘member cause it wuz one of thuh
best meals ‘a my life. Peaches wuz startin’ to worsen, startin’ to...have trouble movin’,
eatin’, doin’ thins for ‘er’s self. I loved ‘er and it was hard to watch “er try and get that
fork up to ‘er mouth. But she tried, and she tried, and she ate ev’ry bite a’ that meal.
Now, ‘er parents didn’t like me much on account a’ my profession, which was
gravediggin’. They said it was horrid, a horrid job. They said I wuz a ghoul for doin” it,

and doin” it for so long. And it wuz one that didn’t pay much, so how wuz I gonna



support my ailin” wife. Well, that night they didn’t say anythin’ to me. They ain’t hate
me, they ain’t even dislike me after that evenin’. They forgot all ‘bout me...

Her fathah tried to send ‘er away to one a’ them clinics, so that someone could
watch her ev'ry second a” the day and make sure she wuz okay. I thought long an” hard
‘bout what I was gonna to say to him and the only words that came to my mind
repeatedly was that I would kill him if he tried to take ‘er from me. An’ I watched her
for ev'ry second she had left. I watched ‘er struggle and I watched her try with all her
might to live. I knew she wuz ‘a fighter, that she would try. I ‘membered the meal,

tryin” her best to finish ev’ry bite. There wuzn't a thang I could do to save “er. I just

helped.

Anyway, my point is this. Sometimes you just need to know your place, whether it be
watchin’ or helpin” or bein” patient an’ lettin’ thin’s work ‘emselves out. Sometimes you
wanna intervene but you shouldn’t and you can’t. Sometimes you should an” you do.
Sometimes you wanna save someone. Sometimes you wanna murdah someone. Too
many people out there need savin’ and too many more need worse. Sad but it’s true.
My wife Peaches would’a died in a clinic just as easily as she died with me in my ahms.
It's difficult to watch somethin’ that horrible happen to someone you love but it
happens all the time. Just know it works itself out, young man. People live, people die,
people suffah, people thrive, people hate, people love, people fight an” murdah, an’
people gonna do it ‘till people ain’t around no more.

Two thin’s I learn’d in my life. Nevah regret death. And do ev'rythin’ you should
an’ ev'rythin” you can. As long as you know the difference ‘tween should an” shouldn't,
an’ can an’ can’t. I never moved on aftah my wife died ‘cause I didn’t need to. I felt love,

the best kind that stays with you forevah and just thinkin” ‘bout it fills you up with it. I



can cherish that ‘till the day I die - it's beautiful. But don’t let yo’self struggle when you

ain’t need to. Don’t let yo’self get confused.

Sometimes a fire needs to burn and a plane needs to crash just so you and I understand

that ev’rythin” has purpose, even if it ain’t appear to got no reason.



THE SHADOW CONVERSATION

In talking with the Gravedigger, I told him about the time after we left Chris “Pair-a-
Dice” Young’s apartment, where David and I went back to his house and, while waiting
for his girlfriend and her daughter to return, I laid in the guest room in an attempt to
sleep. I couldn’t, and usually can’t after  murder someone. I didn't tell the Gravedigger
that, just that I laid in the bed and still couldn’t sleep. I tried but it was the period
between tired and lucid hallucination. After no sleep, and time passes, and more no
sleep, I often see the dead.

I still had hours before I would sleep.

While laying in that back room, though, I heard the girl of my brother’s affection.
Shortly after dusk she walked in through the front door, which was on the other side of
the wall in the back room. There was the noise of an exuberant child, a young girl. A
brief exchange. I heard every word of it:

“My brother’s sleeping in the back room,” David had said.

“Your brother? You have a brother?” the woman said in a solid tone.

The surprise was distinct.

David had never told her about me, that I exist.

Good for him.

Because of this, I pretended to sleep until I was sure everyone was asleep and I
snuck out the back room window and left, silent as a branch in the forest. I take the
form of Shadow and reach my car and pull off from the curb and drive off. Had I not I
left silent, I'm mathematically certain the following conversation would have taken
place:

“I'm not going to stay.”



“Bullshit—I noticed back there that you look like you haven’t slept this week.”

“I'll be ok. If I can’t make it home, I'll get a hotel.”

“Fuck you. What, you came to visit me for five hours? At least get a good night’s
sleep and leave in the morning.”

“The truth?”

“Yeah, what’'s the truth?”

“I cannot sleep lately. I appreciate it, seeing me, offering me a place to sleep. But I
cannot sleep. And you do not want me in your life.”

“Wha—oh my God, that is complete— why you gotta pull this bullshit?”

“Answer me this — why haven’t you written another book?”

“You're just like dad was. You think a diploma or another book will solve
everything. I'll tell you the same thing I told him — fuck off. You and mom and dad, you
were all the same—"

“Mom and dad are dead, brother.”

“I think I know that better than you do.”

“I very much doubt that.”

“Yeah, well, my life is fine.”

“You're starting a family. What—what are you doing? Where are you going?”

“You come out of nowhere, after years, and you still don’t understand it — who
gives a shit? Who gives a shit where I'm going — you're right, mom and dad are dead.
But that was where you were headed, not me. Was I ever one to worry? Did I ever fret?
If I'm happy now, what the fuck does it matter?”

“Because — like mom especially —I feel like you're just wasting it. You just live off
of money you made a long time ago. It's great you're starting a family but what are you
doing? You could do anything. You could teach.”

“Teach? That was mom and dad — and you! — not me. I'm no teacher. I'm pretty

sure I made that point blatant in the book. And so what? I write another book that



doesn’t sell nearly as well as the last one since it’s not steeped in controversy. And then
I'm good? Then I'm fine? By your standards.”

“Hey, look at me. What happened? Since when do you doubt yourself —your
book, that you wrote when you were seventeen, showed promise. I don’t need to see
numbers or see dollar signs when I read it to know that. Your parents knew it —they
didn’t want to admit it but mom and dad always acknowledged it. You just weren’t
around to hear them —"

“—oh don’t put that bullshit ‘you left’ guilt trip on—"

“You did leave! Your accomplishments were a bit hampered by public shame.
You realize that, right? Blaze of glory. And our father — a genuine Nobel Prize nominee,
a mathematical laureate, published theoretical scholar — what’s he get recognized for? A
son that wrote a four hundred page terrorist threat mocking the education in
Philadelphia, where our parents are teachers— were.”

“One, it was a satire of public schools. And dad should have supported me —I
don’t care, I was right. It was a book. A fucking book. First amendment. I wasn’t
threatening anyone — it was supposed to make violence look stupid...and no matter
what, I was still his son.”

“You left him. Remember?”

“Pfft. I got that look, that angry fucking disappointed look every day —you think
if that motherfucker supported me, gave me a ‘good job,” I would have left after six
months?”

“Okay, look — forget all that shit. Forget everything. Forget the destination, and
forget where you came from. My point is this — you come from geniuses. People with
genius 1.Q. You are also a genius, with a genius1.Q. But you don’t—"

“Stop-stop-stop, this genius bullshit always annoyed —"

“What I'm trying to say is that you have great in you. Unlike me and mom and

dad, you're not limited to math or-or science. You always had something we didn’t.



You could be great at anything. I'll never write a book or act in a theater group...you're
boundless. Family — yeah, that’s great. But why stop there?”

And on and on.

The moment he saw me gone, he had that same conversation in his head, too.

It's the way we’ve always been, the way we’ll always be.



THE GRAVEDIGGER SAYS GOODBYE

The bar is closing.

The Gravedigger is leaving.

Our stories are told.

I ask once more, as the Gravedigger stands to leave, “Are you real?”
He answers different than before.

“Are you?”

“Fair enough,” I respond.

And then he’s gone.



THE END OF THE CAFFEINE JUNKIE

“Wake up,” I spoke stiff, like a prison guard.

He jolted out of bed, straight up, frantic, grabbing at covers. I pulled the covers
down from whereI stood at the foot of the bed. He moved —and a quick, fluid FLASH of
LIGHT stopped him. The ceramic lamp next to his head blew apart in shards.

“—who are you?” he asked, terrified.

There was the faint scent of urine.

“I want you to apologize.”

“I'm sorry. I apologize God please I'm so sorry,” he cried.

“Not tome.”

“Who? I'm sorry I am I truly am for whatever I did—"

“You don’t know why I want you to apologize. You don’'t know who you want
to apologize to. So stop apologizing.”

“Okay sorry sorry I will please don’t kill me please I beg you God oh God please
don’t kill me please I'm so sorry,” he sobbed.

“Calm down. I need you to calm down, Clay. You're going to make a call from
the cell phone next to your bed.”

He looked to his left, next to the shattered lamp. I had bought a prepaid cell
phone, and it was already opened with a number dialed.

“Clay, you're going to send that call. When the answering machine picks up, you
are going to apologize. Do you understand me?”

He shook his head yes and slowly reached for the phone—another FLASH of
LIGHT, a showering of fluff and feathers from the pillow. He pulled his arm back in

terror.



“If you try anything, I will kill you. Do you understand?”
“Yea—please yes I'll do whatever you say please don't kill me please.”
“Pick up the phone, hit send, apologize.”

Cautiously he moved his arm toward the phone. I let him take it, watching him

from the foot of the bed. He brought the cell in front of his face, slowly, and hit the send

button. The phone lit up with color and I could see his face in the white light. His

expression was mortified and tears gleaned his cheeks. He was still swollen from the

beating I had given him before. He hit another button and the ringing on the other line

became audible.

One ring. Two. Three. Four. Five.

“Hello, this is Matilda. I'm unable to take your call right now but if you'd like to

leave a message with your number, I might get back to you.”

name.

The voice was youthful, happy, with a gentleness of tongue.

Clay the Caffeine Junkie lost all color in his face as soon as the voice spoke the

A FLASH of LIGHT, an explosion of plaster from the wall next to his head.
“Apologize!”

BEEP.

“Uh, hello, Maddie, thisis Clay and L, uh, I'm very, very sorry.”

From the foot of the bed, I moved to his side and placed the muzzle against his

temple, calming myself a bit.

“You got reasons to be sorry? Tell her you're sorry, tell her why.”

He started to bawl, crying out to me, “I'm sorry but uh I don’t have—"
I couldn’t wait.

FLASH of LIGHT.

And then Silence.






a brief interlude
POOR EDWARD

In the months after their death, I spent afternoons in the cemetery where my parents
were buried. It was quiet and I was looking for quiet. It was also the gravestones, I
found them interesting: they’d remember us for centuries with no more information
than a couple of dates and a name. Some were lucky enough to carry over a few words,
brother or daughter or uncle, parent lover friend, someone sweet and caring and
generous and stoic, a humorous saint, a bedfellow martyr, and so on ad infinitum. This
will be how it is until our species is gone or the granite has run out or the ritual
becomes obsolete. In the end, once everything is said and done, it is but a few words
and a crinkled photograph for great-great-grandchildren to find.

This the way the world ends.

There will be no children of mine, I had thought, and my grave will be unmarked.

This was a dark time for me. I felt left, betrayed. They may not have meant to get
murdered but did they for one second consider what might happen to me if they were. I
followed them heart and soul and the trail of breadcrumbs was gone. Gone pfffft
gone—nothing, smoke rising. I could fill out the paperwork for the master’s program in
the fall—nay, I had them filled out long ago. I could file them, ship them off to my
personal friend who heads the department, spend the money, and it would be
guaranteed. I was all but in the system. However, there was only one question, the most

important anymore:

Why?



Why would I do it? Follow in whose footprints now, because what was the goal?
I could see the future I had wanted but what I wanted once no longer felt satisfying. It
was much the same way I felt about the engraving on my mother’s tombstone, some
fifteen feet from where I would sit at Mt. Zion Cemetery. I had picked the words on the
gravestone as David wasn’t around:

Beloved Father.

Enchanting Mother.

Etched just above their names.

I hated the term Enchanting Mother but it was eventually picked from the stock
words the engraver had listed on a weathered, yellow sheet of parchment. My father
was Beloved — 1 was certain about the word for a reason I couldn’t outright determine —
but my mother took me time. Many of the words felt right. Luminescent had been the
first choice but the engraver told me it would change the shape of the gravestone
(because of space) and vetoed it. Incandescent had the same issue and he limited the
words to ten letters or less. Thus, Enchanting — the only word on the list that was the
maximum amount of letters, as picked by the engraver when I couldn’t make up my
mind.

This was the thought I was reliving when I met Matilda.

CLICK CLICK CLICK

The noise scared me in a way that embarrassed me, where something startles
your whole body and your face distorts real ugly. She was snapping photos of a
gravestone.

It's funny how beginnings are a fine Swiss cheese, retaining a distinct flavor even
though it’s full of holes. Her flirting was brief, my conversation awkward, and it ended
with my saying:

“It was nice to meet you, Matilda.”

To which she responded:



“Take me to lunch. You don’t have anything you can’t cancel.”

It's the end that’s distinct. Those middling words, the hidden flirt before the
outright — I mean, hours after this exchange took place we were having sex in an
alleyway — it is that beginning that holes, that fades, that flounders in lesser experiences
and grows grand in the life-setting ones. If I were to recount, it would be magical...

The sun shed a ray on the strands of black hair covering the right side of her face.

Her skin was pale and soft, and fairies danced on her shoulder.

Bullshit.

I was awkward and she was confused.

The conversation started brief and she, as she always was, came out of the gate
running. Within a few minutes I knew she was a recovering heroin addict (her body
was thin, exquisitely so); that her job had recently fired her for smoking too much (she
was smoking while taking photos, sometimes holding the cigarette under the lens as
she snapped photos for a “surreal take,” as she called it); and that photography was
replacing the job from which she had been fired as well as the friends that only served
to enable her drug habit.

I spoke little about myself, as I always did.

There was a specific moment where the situation changed:

“What do you do with your photos?” I asked her.

“Develop them,” she answered, matter-of-factly.

I wasn’t sure if she was joking (I'd later understand that she absolutely was) and
there was a moment of silence while she stared at me, watching my expression. Then
her lips curled in a slight smile. There was less tension after that. It was easier, the air
had been lifted. The words that followed, though I cannot now recall, were simple,
calmer, with less anticipation. We ended up at some bar around Locust and 14'". Again,
I am not unsure how we settled on that specific place, nor do I remember how Matilda

got me to order shots and beers in the early afternoon. (I do remember that I was a bit



excited for the four cheese grilled cheese with apple, signs of an appetite for the first
time in weeks if not months.) When the drinks arrived, Matilda explained the rules and
we began to play a game:

“You tell me a story and I'll take a shot. Then I'll tell you a story and you can do
ashot. It'll be a game.”

She had made it up on the spot, from what I could tell.

Her eyes were always hostile, soft but aggressive and unbelieving. Her dark
bangs would hang over the right side of her face when she leaned in, looking into my
face as if a lie detector. She was curious but cautious. Something about her stood out as
a spark against the darkness of everything else, something I couldn’t explain. Her scent
was vaguely familiar, lavender and peach, and her voice, the way her body moved, all
of her...it was as though she had been on the sidelines of my dreams, slipping when I
woke but there nonetheless for years. She had always been with me, was the feeling I
couldn’t escape. My eyes stared back - also intently, also curious — but moreso to
imbibe her features, soaking in as much detail as I could. There was no reason for this,
for us, for that encounter. It was random and accidental but it had such purpose. I had
been alone so long before her, even before my parents had died. Alone, always alone.

No obstacle I couldn’t overcome alone except loneliness.

I barely remember the stories we told each other, only two...

You told me about poor Edward:



“When I was a kid,” and your eyes lifted, searching for something, anything, and then

you found this story tucked away in the back, just waiting for you to tell me...

“My father worked with a man named Edward. They worked in the same office and
they were friends and he would come over to family dinners and stuff and I met him a
bunch of times when I was really young. Poor Edward, he was always alone and he was
kind of a sad guy, you know, and eventually poor Edward, he jumped off the Ben
Franklin Bridge. He’s buried at that cemetery. I was taking photos of his grave.”

“Why?”

“Lately I've been wondering what the last thing he was thinking when poor
Edward jumped. Did he name an unborn son or, you know, what was his last thought?
Was it peace or mourning or regret or faith or what? It kind of helps me with my

own...you know, situation.”

There were bits of stories. I told youI could use sign language and proved it by signing
that you were beautiful and that I wanted to kiss your lips. You told me about your
little brother, Walter. He was a habitual masturbator, pothead, and high school junior.
And you told me, “I was in rehab for two months, which is twice as long as normal. But
uh, it was court ordered that I stay until I was better and, for the first month, I fought
and struggled and I was such a friggin” idiot. It was hard for me to give it up. It was
comfortable. It was a warm bed. And my friends, I mean, they did it and they sold it
and they were a bad...you know, bad influence, bad crowd. But they were family and
it's hard to give up on family. It was harder to give them up than fucking H. But I've

been clean and sober almost a year now...”



There was one more moment: you reached over and set your soft hand on top of mine,
preventing my fidget; and looked into my eyes and said, “Even as love ascends to your
height and caresses your tenderest branches that quiver in the sun, so shall it descend to
your roots and shake them in their clinging to the Earth...”; then your chin lowered,
and your eyes narrowed with a touch of seduction, and your lips mouthed a single
word.

lI‘Bang./I



the shadowland wolf

GHOSTOWN HOBBIES

The elevator opens to a desolate office on the seventh floor of the Bourse building in
Old City. Papers float on the current of a nearby air conditioner. Rows of vacant
cubicles, their desks organized but absent quirky posters or family photos. A phone
rings in a distant office but no one’s going to answer it — not now, not tomorrow, not
any time soon — and it ceases its clamor as I reach the largest office on the floor. I set my
messenger bag on the obscenely large mahogany desk and open the blinds to look out
over Independence Hall.

At this point it’s not even research, more like confirmation.

This isjust one of those rare opportunities to actually visit an investment.

There is still a desk chair and I slide in. It’s comfy, the corner office tranquil. It
reminds me of when I used to visit graveyards. I pull out my laptop from the messenger
bag, boot it up, steal a local wireless connection, open an internet browser, and check
my investments — the liquidation of Heron Matters Publishing, Inc. has increased the
stock in its parent company by 4 %.

Investment banking —er, capitalism at its best.

Something about finance, numbers, graphs and charts and the comfort in
knowing everything has an order to it. Economies drop, countries suffer, but it’s
foreseeable, predictable even; the only error to throw me off is human (you always bet
on greed but every now and then there’s a good person). Sometimes governments shut

prospects down or take them over, often because of corruption, which is again human,



inherently human. But I'm good at finance, at finding investments, at projecting a
business’ future success or failure, at calculating gains and losses within a small margin
of error — it’s simple, transitive even: I'm good at math; finance is complicated math-
based projections; therefore, I'm good at finance. There isn’t much use for the money
once I acquire it, except to invest more, so there is a level of objectivity — like a video
game, entertainment, something to do alone. And I don’t have to interact with people,
which up until lately had been a fact I was quite fond of.

The summer had started and I found myself more bored than usual. Not that that
was a bad thing, I usually liked boring — there didn’t need to be surprises and suspense
every day since I had enough of it from my bloodlust hobby to fill the days in-between.
(Now that Blackjack had been stabbed in the fucking heart, there was nothing on the
roster in the foreseeable future, at least not for me.) But time had been especially slow
lately. My every day feels like the weaving of an afghan. The only new point of interest
lately had come from a brief relationship with my neighbor but, even then, we formed a
routine that dulled instantly. I would let her in, sit on the couch next to her. We’d have
the television on. She’d drink a few beers and ask the occasional question, like how my
day was or if I wanted to go to the bar. Then silence. Sometimes we’d have sex but it
was usually odd, unnatural. Both of us would try and we wanted to enjoy it but our
grinding hips never found unison. Our kissing never matched or felt right. We were on
different frequencies and every rhythm met a bump, stop, and restart. She tried to
compensate by moaning and grunting loudly but it was exaggerated and annoying.
After a while, our time together wasn’t just awkward but plain unpleasant. It wasn’t my
intention, more just the person I was; unnaturally quiet and boring just as much as I
was bored. Eventually, neither of us could feign interest in the other; there was no
interest to be had, not by either of us, and a time came when she stopped knocking.

It was usually fine that my life was as meticulous and uneventful as a Swiss

wristwatch on a widower. And there was the occasional surprise, like the time I washed



my whites, put them in the drier. An hour passed, the drier finished and I removed my
clothes. Each sock, undershirt, pair of underwear and tan khaki had a random spot of
blue. Everything wasn’t dyed a light blue; everything just had tiny blue splotches. There
had been two blue-ink pens in a pocket that had fallen out in the cycle and stained
everything.

Tiny islands of color, blue, on all of my whites.

A surprise like that could be considered monumental.

Eh, maybe it’s all a bit tedious lately.

Swinging the chair around, I look out the corner office window. Spring is
apparent in the trees surrounding the rectangular block of Independence Hall, with its
open grass down and across Market to the building with the actual bell in it. I miss
winter already, with its sunless days and blistering, recluse-encouraging cold. I turn
back to the desk and look out the open door to the empty corridors of cubicles
following the outside line along the windows.

This is my life.

Maybe it’s time to add something, like a pet. Maybe another job. At year’s end it
would draw less attention to the real income if I had an easily taxable part-time job.
And Ghos had always recommended I get one, even if just to fit in. He said I was an
alien and that one of the harder goals after training would be to assimilate, adapt to the
environment of normal citizens. To act human. He recommended a simple job,
something taxable and social; maybe it would “coax a personality out of me,” he’d
laugh in that shrill, gruff voice.

This empty office, as an embodiment of my life, grows depressing.

I decide a trip to the Russian might cheer me up.



“Hello, good friend,”

the Russian welcomes me with a gleeful, heavy voice and thick accent.

He's found in front of an open van parked in the tight lot tucked behind a gun-
shop in North Philadelphia.

I greet him causally.

Over time, we’ve become acquaintances.

Neither of us knows the others name, as I like it, and we refer to each other as
“the Russian” or “good friend.”

I only visit him once a month, maybe. There’s a question to the legitimacy and
legality of his operation, as he sells ridiculous weaponry from the back of a van. I first
began courting his van-hub out of morbid curiosity, never buying anything. (All my
weapons are bought and registered legally; none have ever been fired outside a range.
Except a revolver kept bedside, the rest of my arsenal is kept in a 6" by 6” storage facility
thirty minutes outside Philadelphia, in Conshohocken.) Over time, I budged to the
charismatic salesman. The Russian had recently talked me into buying a tranquilizer
rifle for big-game hunting in Africa. He offered it at a good price and it looked neat.
Long, silver barrel, dark oak finish; even the trigger glistened black. It was beautiful —
useless, as I'm no big game hunter (my game is small and corrupt) but the gun was
beautiful and I couldn’t let it fall into disrepair in another’s hands.

The Russian does offer many things, some of which are certainly curious.

He once had a rocket sans the launcher.

Just a pointed three foot rocket.

Today, it’s Incendiary Grenades he’s trying to pawn off.



“Three times as powerful as American grennnad,” he tells me, holding a silver,
oblong canister. Behind him is a black trunk full of them, full of what he describes as
“incendiary grennads.” He hands one to me and I turn it over — there’s an incredibly
well-crafted red fire design and black-skull danger signature on the back. It looks
dangerous and neat, shiny, and I'm a sucker for neat, shiny weapons.

“Not a chance, good friend. These aren’t legal to own,” I tell him about the
grenades.

“No no no, that not true, good friend,” he says, excitedly explaining through his
absurd accent that he’s able to sell American citizens (without a permit) his Russian
property because of a loophole in Russian-American trade laws. Since his weapons
aren’t high priority in Russia (similar to the American laws differentiating handguns
from assault rifles or explosives), they were therefore within legal standard to sell when
brought to America. He also likened them to Cuban cigars and how American embargo
only allow two boxes per person when leaving the country to return home; I don’t
understand the reference but, as always, he’s a hell of a good salesman and, when he
gives a good price and throws in the large trunk as a bonus, I leave for Conshohocken
with a trunk-full of Russian incendiary grenades in my backseat.

In retrospect, I realize he was completely full of shit.



MISSING

The evening is spent cleaning an already spotless house: washing the sparse few dishes
from lunch, wiping the wood dining room table (it’s big enough to comfortably seat six
though it's never sat more than two), fluffing the pillows on the couch in the living
room, organizing the magazines on the coffee table, straightening the rug between the
dining room and living room, returning a copy of Homer’s Iliad to the bookcase in the
den, checking my desk (pen in the cup with its friends, roll the desk chair in), picking
fuzzies off the stairs, making-and-remaking my bed, inching each of my bedside items
to their designated spot (lamp, clean glass for water, clock, wallet, keys), and dabbing a
bit of the hair from the bathroom sink. I don’t check the guest room as [ haven’t had a
guest in the many times I’ve cleaned it. While preparing my dinner of Tilapia, pan-fried
green beans and garlic, and smashed roasted red bliss potatoes, I sweep the kitchen
floor. The back door is open and I fling the dirt out into the empty backyard. There’s
always a tinge of regret when I look out into my backyard as I’ve wanted to plant a
garden for some time but never have. The tilapia is part of my diet, which consists of
eggs, fish, milk, chicken, tuna, cottage cheese, potatoes, green vegetables, two gallons of
water a day, an occasional glass of Pinot Noir, and no sweets or caffeine. Dinner takes
about an hour and a half to prepare, including time I spend setting my place with a
French, embroidered clothe as the placemat, genuine silver fork left, spoon and knife to
the right, a glass of wine above the knife (the bottle next to it), and a gently folded
napkin on the empty plate in the center. When everything is done, I bring the meal out
course by course and dish adequate portions. I sit, squeeze a slice of lemon over the
fish, swirl my wine, take a sip, and the phone rings.

It's my brother, David.



“Hello?” I answer, wiping my mouth with a napkin even as I have yet to take a
bite.

The voice is crying.

“Hello?” I ask and recheck the Caller ID.

It's still David.

“Uhhhh . .."

I'm not good with crying...or any other human emotion, for that matter.

Choking on his sobs, he manages to finally get out a single word:

“Sarah.”



POKER AT THE END OF THE UNIVERSE

“Are you ready?”

Ghos’ voice is startling, as always — that grizzled, haunted Goddamn voice of his.

He's standing at the far end of the corridor nearest the stairway; none of us had
heard him come up the stairwell. Cass and I are standing outside the library while
Lionel finishes removing and stacking five equal piles of poker chips. There’s a green
felt poker table set-up in the center of the tiny room, three folding chairs around two
red leather throne chairs — these are the chairs for the previous game’s first and second
place winners.

The Library Room is usually reserved for chess and reading quietly, just as each
of the seven rooms on the “fifth floor prison” were designated for something specific:
The Television Room had a large flat-screen television with state-of-the-art surround
sound, black leather couch, and more movies and television shows than I've seen in my
life; The Exercise Room had all the weight equipment and accoutrement for anyone to
become hyper-athletic; The Library Room had a full wall of books and a chess table
always set in the center, except during poker; The Kitchen Room had utensils, pantry,
and freezer filled with as much food as you'd need for six months; The Religion Room
had three walls covered in hand-painted, sloppy, dripped and smeared writing, a
creepy shrine in the corner with little figurines and dozens of melted-away, red and
blue and green and white candles burned down to nubs; there was a bathroom with no
door, a bedroom with no current occupant (prisoner), and Bartleby’s Room - though I
had yet to meet Bartleby. The rooms have no doors, only openings, thresholds,
corridors; 8 foot walls that don’t connect, a 3 foot gap between the top of the wall and

the ceiling.



The whole floor resembles a New York art gallery, or at least what I imagine a
New York art gallery must look like. The open doorway to each room faces the floor-to-
ceiling windows that wrap all the way around, like a penthouse apartment with a very
large, very detailed 360 panorama of Philadelphia — except the panorama and white
noise ambiance are off now for poker. Outside the window appears infinite darkness.

Someone had actually painted a picture of The Fifth Floor Prison on the wall of

The Religion Room:

RELIGION ENTERTAIN EXTRA BARTLEBY’S
MENT BEDROOM ROOM

KITCHEN EXERCISE LIBRARY
SUPPLIES

K
I
T
C
H
E
N

BATHROOM

I didn’t know who painted it or why — in case they got lost, I guess.
On the other hand, it can get quite monotonous being locked up here for months

during training so I understand it. During my training, I carved a face into the plaster of



the wall in The Religion Room, one of two additions I made. The face was supposed to
be my mother and I used a key to make my scratches precise but, when I was finished,
it looked like hell and had very little detail, as my shaping and reshaping and reshaping
shed most definition by the time I was finished. We covered it with spackle and painted
over it when I finally left, after all those months.

Ghos joins us outside The Library Room. As always, he’s in his black suede
pajamas. In the year and a half I've known him, his face has grown more weathered (I
peg him at about 62 years old) and his shoulder-length white hair has thinned and
receded a bit, and his sandpaper voice is now pure gravel and broken glass, unpleasant
to the ear worse than a lifetime smoker of unfiltered Pall Malls; no matter the changes
his body makes, though, he has always been attired —head-to-toe — in loose fitting black
suede pajamas, with a silver .38 in the right pocket of his long-sleeve suede shirt.

“Weready?” he asks again. “Where is Kevin?”

We shrug.

Even his disapproving sigh is audibly disagreeable but, on cue, Kevin's frail
body emerges from the stairwell. It’s only been a week since the last game but he looks
like he's lost weight, and this is a young man that was thin to begin with — he’s
becoming emaciated now. All of us notice the details instantly. His skin is sallow, check
bones protruding through unkempt, patchy facial hair. Baggy eyes.

“Sorry sorry sorry,” he says in response to an immediate dagger-eyed glance
from Ghos, moving past us with his head down. Ghos doesn’t take his eyes off him
until Kevin's seated in a folding chair — then he looks to Cass, then to me; then Cass and
Ilook at each other.

We don’t need to say anything but it’s obvious we’re all disappointed in young
Kevin.

“No Alex?” I ask, hopeful that I'm right.

“Not this week.”



I take this as good news and smile.

I cannot emphasize how much I do not like Alex.

“Comin’ in, guys?” Lionel asks, confused as to why we're all still standing
outside the room.

We file in and take our seats.

Cassjoins Lionel in the adjunct throne chair. It's funny to see them sitting next to
each other, as both are very large men — though Cass is enormous, 6’6 and at least 300
Ibs. of not muscle but straight, blubbery fat like a tire around his waist. (Though I don’t
like to say it, Cass has a duck body from sitting on his ass most days, wide hips and
long ass.) Cass and Lionel had gone heads up last time with Lionel the victor, a
disappointing outcome since I usually win. Lionel’s a worthy adversary, though; in fact,
Lionel's a worthy adversary at everything. For someone that acts like they have a
simple streak, Lionel's aggravatingly good at chess, dangerously accurate at darts,
ridiculously fast at crossword puzzles and sodoku and any other game he plays — so
much so he sucks the fun out of playing him in anything other than poker, since he does
lose to my spectacular mathematical abilities and “chance”. Kevin was out first last
game so he’s the night’s beer wench, something Cass reminds him immediately with a,
“Get us beers.”

Ghos and I sit, Lionel and Cass shuffle a red and blue deck, respectively, Kevin

returns with an open beer for all of us and Cass gives a toast to signify the start of the

game:

“No matter how strong you are, get hit enough — it hurts, mo’fuckers.”

All of us sip our beers.

Kevin dribbles the slightest amount on his stained tee, and every one of us
notices.

Lionel finishes shuffling and deals.

First hand, second hand, third hand, and not much action.



“I was thinking about getting a part-time job,” I tell them in an early attempt to
distract before I bluff my way to the pot of antes.

There’s a round of guffaws and questions.

“I've just been bored and thought it might help to try something new.” I was
beginning to realize there was more to it than boredom... I was beginning to realize I
wasn’t much impressed with my own company, being alone with my thoughts. It
wasn’t time I needed to fill, it was time alone. I mention none of this.

I raise pre-flop and win the pot.

Cass deals.

I get pocket Kings and don't raise pre-flop. Ghos checks. Cass raises 100. Lionel
calls.

“You still go to Ted on Chestnut?” Cass asks.

He’s talking about a sensei at a local dojo he had recommended.

Kevin gently folds his big blind, a timid move from an often outspoken player.
He’s been fidgety and dead-silent, his eyes half-open, brushing his greasy, thin brown
hair from his face when his hand wasn’t occupying itself by rubbing his arm and
shoulder.

This behavior is disappointing.

Very disappointing.

And yet, none of us says a word of it.

“Yeah—I call,” and I put in the 200, “ —I still go to Ted sometimes.”

“Get a dog,” Ghos says as he then folds.

“Really?” I ask.

“Got a girlfriend?”

“You already know I don’t.”

“Yeah,” he responds, “get a dog.”



“You got a soft spot for dogs?” Cass jokingly prods while leaning to the center of
the table: One card face-down, then he flops a four of hearts, nine of diamonds, eight of
spades.

I put myself at about 70% to win.

“Disgusting,” Lionel says. We look at him curiously. He looks up from the table.
“I'm talking about the flop. Not dogs. I-I love doggies. Blackjack, though.”

There’s a moment’s pause.

“What in the fuck are you talking about?” Ghos growls.

He's agitated, because of Kevin.

“Four plus nine plus eight,” I answer for Lionel.

Even with a BA in Physics, it took a second for me to realize what Lionel was
talking about. It's not that he’s stupid or autistic, just a little soft and a little odd;
Lionel’s shadow is a shade lighter than everyone around him. He’s also large, like Cass,
but his weight tends to be strength. His frame and stature is immense, like a wall —
which is quite succinct because he’s the wall between Ghos and everyone else, like a
body guard. Over the years, though, Ghos treats him less like a bodyguard and more
like an annoyed parent would constantly scold a silly child.

Lionel checks.

“You said I should get a part-time job,” I goad Ghos into an explanation.

“Yeah but you got yer investments now, you ain’t need some shit-heel public job.
Now it's okay for you to hide, like you do. You make yer money, you hide in the back.
Silence with a capitol S.”

Silence is Ghos’ nickname for me.

He is legitimately the only person that ever calls me that, and he always adds the
last bit about the “capitol S.” It comes from the fact that all of us are constantly bugged,
tracked, and surveilled; partially for our safety, partially to ensure no one goes turncoat.

(Not that it would matter much, as you'd be long dead before testifying in front of a



grand jury.) Anyway, they thought their many listening devices on me and around my
house were broken several times in those first few months after I was released from The
Fifth Floor Prison. As it turns out, I'm just dead silence 90% of the time. Silence, with a
capitol S.

“What kinda job you gonna get?” Cass asks, looking at the cards a moment,
popping a piece of rock candy into his mouth. If there’s one thing about Cass, it is that
he constantly eats hard candy as a nervous habit. He sucks it around his mouth and
sometimes sucks air through his teeth. It becomes distracting and quite annoying over
time, especially driving with him. He works on the nursing staff of a Philadelphia ICU
but, because of the countless complaints about his clacking candy mouth during
rounds, he had recently been moved to the night shift only.

“I was thinking of a waiter at a country club. They tend to have staff my age.
Plus I could meet some of the wealthy in the area. You guys are always telling me to
interact with other people—"

“Check,” he says, the candy bulging in his cheek.

I don’t think anyone heard a word I just spoke soI give up.

“Bringing out the rock candy, huh?” I say, looking at him chomping on his
candy.

He’s got a pair.

I raise two hundred.

Cass calls.

Lionel folds.

“I forget, why’d we call him Blackjack?” Lionel asks. Again, his comment is non-

linear, picking back up the conversation now that the distraction of poker is over.



Blackjack was dealing blackjack at one of Ghos’ Kensington properties. Someone there — a guy
named Brown Stu (a name with an origin I don’t remember) — told him to deal an ace ten.
Blackjack actually dealt ace ten so, to prove he wasn’t cheating, he stabbed Brown Stu in the eye.
After that we called him Ace Ten, then Twenty-one, then just Blackjack. Ghos warned him, told
him if he did anything stupid to bring unnecessary attention to the property again that “it’d
bring the end of it.” Blackjack did something outrageously violent again, this time drawing
serious attention, and then he disappeared.
He was found in Raleigh, North Carolina.

And [ was sent to bring the end of it.

The turn is a king of hearts.

I raise 200.

“Why was he called Brown Stu?” I ask.

No one remembers.

Cass raises another 400, jawing loudly at the rock candy.

He has two pair, maybe 8s and 9s — he knows I have a king. Before the turn, he
was at 74.55%.

I call, beginning a new conversation:

“So, my brother’s girlfriend...recently...”

Cass burns a card, then slows...

We all notice Kevin dozing off.

“Motherfucker,” Ghos spits.

I brace myself.

Cass covers his beer with his hand.

Lionel plugs his ears from the thunderous gunshot.



Blood spreads and brain matter splatters all over the bookcase. Kevin’s head jolts

back, his body spinning off the chair and onto the floor. Ghos returns his silver .38 to
the front pocket of his pajama top; he carries that gun with him every second of the day,
fondling it much to the same effect as Cass and his rock candy.

There’s a moment of silence.

“Who’s gonna get us beers now?” Cass asks.

He’s being facetious to hide the melancholy, just as we're all a little sad to see

Kevin go — no one wanted this but there are strict rules and there are severe

consequences for disobedience.

We quietly finish the hand.



FRANCIS DUPONT

Have you ever been to prison?
Yeah, in shit-hole Jersey when I was nineteen.
Why?
Petty crimes. Theft. Little over a year. Imet Angelo Bruno there.
Who's that?
Gino? You don’t know the Gentle Don? [waits for answer] Philly history?
No.
Shame. Maybe I'll tell you later.
[silence]

That’s the most [ heard you speak since you been up here.

later...

Guy ran Philly and South Jersey for near-on twenty years and he was...he was a good
man. Didn’t give in to the drug trade...[shakes his head] Wasn’t violent unless he had to
be, you know. [looks at me] That’s important. I met him when he was serving two years
for refusin’ to testify in front of a grand jury. Mo'fucker was tough. I got out before him
and he put me up in this apartment building in Philly and he helped me get a job,
straightened me out a bit, told me, “Work hard.”

[towards the chess board]

That’s your move?



Yeah.
Still tryin” to jerk off stead’a have sex. [moves his pawn] Check. Calm it, son. You
need to make love. This ain’t no fuckin’ alleyway fuck. This is slow, passionate. Careful.

Notice the nuance.

later...

Gino’d come by, play me in chess, move on. Like waterin’ a plant daily, spendin’
enough time and energy to let it grow by itself. Sometimes he’d give me advice. Man
was very...polite. And he was interested. Curious...it was new. I didn’t have many
people like him. My pop wasn’t around since forever and mama worked in Trenton all
the time and I didn’t see her. He’as prolly the only person to actually listen to my words
‘sides a fuckin’ cop or judge.

Ma’fucker, his only pet peev—ma’fucker always called me a nigger. Don’t think
he knew better, that black folk didn’t like bein” called nigga. But whatever, I didn’t care
and I was used to it, anyway.

Always used to say [mock italian accent; philly dialect], “Gotta stay up on your
chess. Best decisions are ahead’a every'ne else. Best offense is an even better fuckin’
offense. You find yourself in danger, look for the move that puts your enemy worse —

always one. And if you can’t find it, you ain’t smart enough, nigger.”

He was right, though. Always that one sneaky fuckin” move your opponent don’t see
comin’, they ain’t anticipate it — shit, their brain don’t even think that way. Part’a it’s

from that the fact that you always gotta be willin’ to sacrifice. That's only part, though.



Lets yer opponent know you gonna hurt him so much worse than he could ever hurt

you.

later...

What happened to Gino?

[clears his throat in the only moment of sadness i would ever see in the man]

Gino had a right hand man, his consiglieri, represented him with the families in
New Y ork.

Gino had a seat at the counsel, only don in Philly to have that.

His consiglieri, Tony Bananas. Caponigro...[says the last name with a moments
pause] this motherfucker, this “friend”...so he orders the hit on hisboss. [paraphrasing in
a contemptuous voice:] Gino’s old, he’s missin’ out on the money for drugs, was losing
ground in Atlantic City - something he helped fucking build with steel from
Pittsburg...and fuckin’...they shot him in front of his house in South, on Synder. 934
Synder Ave, I still remember it. Back of the head— [loud; mock holding a shotgun, loading]
click-click [firing] BAM—back of the head while he was in his car. He was in the
passenger seat and Johnny Stanfa was wounded, that was his driver — Stanfa became
don later.

And that was the end of his reign. Gentle Don was dead.

And so came the most violent period in Philly history.

Fuckin’...City of Brotherly Love...

later...



Tony Bananas was the first person I kilt.

“Mad Dog” Sullivan from New Y ork took the credit but it was me.

I was quiet and I waited for him — I knew where that motherfucker ate and I just
waited and when he came out I hit that motherfucker in the back of the head and put
him in a trunk. Drove out to the middle of nowhere, shot him fourteen motherfuckin’
times, stabbed him — I would have murdered him thirty times if I could —fuck, I'd love
to murder that cunt-fuck thirty more times. [spits at the ground] Left his body in a trunk
in the Bronx, stuffed some fuckin’ bills in his mouth, let everyone know, “This
ma’fucker died ‘cause he was greedy, not playin’ the game right.”

—nobody ever played the game right again, either.

I had never killed nobody before him but I came to peace with it—shit, I didn’t even
think twice about it. I didn’t struggle, my conscience ain’t suffer none. I thought it
needed to be done and did it and it did need to be done. I was a maggot eatin’ dead
skin, a-a-a fuckin’ surgeon cuttin” out cancer cells. You know what I'm talkin” about.
You remorse over murderin’ the man that kilt your parents?

No.

Check.

[eyes the board a moment]

You ain’t getting” as good as I want.

[1 move]

Waste of a fuckin’—1look, checkmate.

[i quietly reset the board]



later...

Know they used to take pictures of dead people back in the 1800s? Mostly chill’uns,
kids. Parents wasn’t always wealthy enough to get a portrait. Kid mortality was high so
they’d take a picture and it'd be the only proof the kid existed. And the technology
came out to make copies from the same print so the picture’d be sent out to let relatives
know — this kid didn’t make it. Open a letter, find a pic of a dead niece or nephew you
never met.

[shakes head; chuckles]

There just ain’t no dealin” with it, with death, losing someone important.

Just not possible.

later...

After Bruno came a man named Testa, the “chicken man” ‘cause he worked with
poultry and people used to say, “Who “dat guy?” and they’d always go, “That? That’s
the chicken man.” Guy was fucking ugly, face was all pockmarked “cause of scars from
the chicken pox when he was a kid. Rough, fuckin” mean. Got into the drug trade
instantly, starting ruining neighborhoods. I mean, decline was instant.

Philly crime family fell into such fuckin’...shameful drivel, it wouldn’t recoup for

twenty years.



Testa got fuckin’ nail-bombed a year after becomin” don — shortest don in history. Blew
pieces of him blocks around Girard Park. I didnt have anything to do with that one.

Testa was a shit don anyway but after, chaos. More murder.

Testa’s son Salvie came in, fighting for Scarfo — they called him the crown prince.
Riccobene started fighting for territory. The families killed everyone involved in Gino’s
death. Salvie killed everyone involved in his father's death. Everyone was Kkillin’
everyone. Bloodshed, bloodshed, fifty murders, four years— police still ain’'t found all
the bodies. Shit, the turf war ended because Salvie knocked on the window of a jewelry
shop where Ruccobene’s son was workin” and Ruccobene’s son saw Salvie smilin” out
the window of his shop — and Salvie was a guy that had himself murder many of
Ruccobene’s family and his uncles — so Ruccobene’s son went in to the back of the shop

and shot himself right then and there.

[contemplative] Gino would have been ashamed.
It was a fucking disgrace.
Salvie did say something that stuck with me: “I don’t even gotta murder these

guys...Ijust show up and they do it themselves.” That stayed with me.

later...

I heard it from people on the street, that I should check this guy out, so I was followin’
this man that liked to...[clears throat to say something unsavory] he-hem, hang around
playgrounds. And I was watchin” him and he was watchin’ these kids and when he was

ready one day, he finally grabbed one. I followed him, shit, I knew where he was goin’



but I couldn’t do nothin’ at that point. I had to just watch him take this four year old kid
that had wandered too far from a parent not worth, and just let this fuck-piece-of-shit
take this poor girl, let him take her and traumatize the young thing. Not like I could
make an arrest or anything, I aint CCPD. I'm underground—shit, I ain’t there. Can’t
stop someone if you ain’t there. Can’t give testimonies in court if you wasn't there,
neither. Didn't you know, I was somewhere else. Far away. I don’t live here, I don’t
watch these-these people. [short pause, long sip] Got that kid back alive, though. ‘Cause
there’s other ways of fixin” problems if you ain’t there.

Led to what we are now.

As the sayin’ goes:

Same shit...

Same day, even...

later...

You make rabbits disappear, you become a magician. Why? Hah. You got emotion —
[reaches and points into my chest] deep in there. But you gotta find it and cling. Remember
it. You do math, it don’t stir up passion no more, fine. But you got dead parents — find
that pain in there, embrace it, keep it. Let it fuel the car but never let it drive. Do
whatever you can to help it, serve it. Stay with it. ‘Cause you losin’ your emotion, son.
It's in there but you borderline — you're gonna have to work to save it. Heartless makes
a dangerous breed and I ain’t got no room on board for a sociopath who don’t care
‘bout shit. Life fucked you up, kid. Yer cross'd. You ain’t gonna go home tono cozy bed
no more and ain’t nothin” on this end welcomin’ you with open arms. But if you got

pain...hold it, then. Keep it. A man of no pain is a liability.



So’s a man of too much.

later...

I'm gonna tell you something—no, no chess tonight. Just sit down. [i sit, look, listen]
When I met Gino, his world didn’t much matter to me. He was a nice guy and shit but
what the fuck did I care, and he got hisself blasted from the neck up and shit changed,
got worse. Got so much worse here. I had a girlfriend. I liked her, and maybe she was
sweet on me—1I don’t really remember—and one night I got recognized as someone
affiliated with Gino, which was only half-true and he was dead so I didn’t much
understand but Harry the Hunchback assumed since I wasn’t with the Ruccobenes then
I must’ve been with Scarfo and that motherfucker had one of his guys shoot at me when
my lady and I were walking home one night. [clears throat] This guy, I knew it was odd,
walking straight at us down the sidewalk and I saw him coming, saw him — I knew, I
just fucking knew — and he was only that [shows an inch between his index and thumb] only
that fuckin” much quicker. Guy hit me, guy hit her. I hit back, though. Got me in the
lung, nicked it, gave me this wonder voice — this gravedigger’s voice...hit her in the
chest. I got that motherfucker in the face - BOOM, back of his head out straight. I was a
better shot—ma’fucker realized it last in his life. She fell and I picked her up. Coughing
blood. We were only two blocks from here and I carried her, somehow. Got her to my
apartment. She was dead already...I sit next to her, look at her. I mean, I liked her but I
was young, I liked many girls. She was dead and I was covered in her blood and my
blood, coughing blood, just sitting with her dead body. [clears throat] Everyone thought
I was dead after that cause I never left the apartment building again. They called me

Ghost but this fuckin’—in Philly we don’t pronounce the T so it’s just Ghos. From then



on I swore I'd kill every one of them motherfuckers. [a moment of silence] Look, that girl
you was seeing. Matilda, you was seein” her before you came here...? [i nod] Shit ended
bad between you two, I know only whatcha told me. They found her naked body

stuffed behind a dumpster on Passyunk. Overdose.

[silence]

I don’t ask this often to people up here but...you can make a request. Anything you
want right now?

A guitar.

[that night, overlooking the fake panorama of the Philadelphia skyline, i pull up a chair and
seeing the tiny artificial lights of the tiny artificial cars, lights move on tiny repetitive tracks to
give the illusion of movement, of authenticity, and with the guitar rested over my knee and a foot

slightly against the window pane, i sing:

SO THERE GOES MY LIFE

PASSING BY WITH EVERY EXIT SIGN

NO SLEEP TONIGHT

I’ LLKEEP ON DRIVING THESE DARK HIGHWAY LINES

BUT I WILL SEE YOU AGAIN

IWILL SEE YOU AGAIN A LONG TIME FROM NOW



MY BODY ACHES, AND IT HURTS TO SING
AND NO ONE IS MOVING
AND I WISH THAT IWEREN'T HERE TONIGHT,

BUT THIS IS MY LIFE

AND I WILL SEE YOU AGAIN

I WILL SEE YOU AGAIN A LONG TIME FROM NOW |

later...

Before I owned this place there was a Chinese or maybe he was Korean, I don’t know —
an Asian guy, he lived on the third floor and I used to play chess with him sometimes.
His English was shit but he used to try and he told me once, said he had a pet...uh, “We
have pet, long time ago.”

You know, that’s how he sounded.

“In my village, we fight wolf,” but by wolf, he meant something like a wild dog,
vicious dog. Like an offspring of the dingo or some-fuckin’-thing.

“They come, five, six. Attack in packs, Pita-san.”

He called me Pita or some shit ‘cause I reminded him of a little boy from his childhood
named Beeta, something like that. I don’t remember. Or he never explained it more than

that.

Just sounded like... fuckin’... “Pita” when he said it.



Check.

Anyway, Asian man went on:

“We catch one. Small one. Baby wolf. We raise wolf. But when wolf get older, he
begin disappear long time.” [gets into the story; raises a finger as a point] “We no find. But
he return. Leave again and again but he always return.”

[focus shifts back to chess]

Took me a few questions to understand what the fuck he was talking about. He
was trying to say that, when the dog—or wolf, whatever, when it disappeared, it
returned to the place from which it had come before being domesticated. He kept using
some word I didn’t understand to describe where the animal went. I got help and had
him spell it out for me and went and eventually translated and it meant something
similar to, like...a dark place. Ethereal existence without light was the exact definition —
I took it to mean a Shadowland.

His point:

Those taken from the Shadowland always return to the Shadowland.



THE CLEANERS

The cleaners remove Kevin's body and all the chunks of brain matter and skull from the
books and the bookshelf while Cass and Ghos and I move downstairs to discuss
upcoming business. The only exit to The Fifth Floor Prison is a narrow stairwell leading
to a heavy door at the bottom, one impossible to open from the inside, and beyond that
is the apartment #404 which is empty but for a few chairs and a table. Normally we
conduct business on the fifth floor but, as there is a dead body in The Library Room, we
opt for the floor below.

Ghos pulls out a pair of tiny spectacles and begins reading from a file flecked
with Kevin’s blood, as it had been beside him when he fired his gun:

“You got two right up. A brother and sister in Chester County for the next two
weeks, ain’t no different than usual. Kaboni and Kidada Savage, them motherfuckers
that firebombed that family of six near Allegheny.” He turns to look for Lionel. “Lionel
ain’t here but he’s been waiting for this one. Kidada’s the sister, newly arrested. Kaboni
was that jack-off we never got to ‘cause he got hisself arrested a while back. He planned

4

the firebombing that killed six...including a fifteen month old...” reading, “an elderly

7

woman, a parent, and three other kids...” then back to us, “as well several other
murders over the past couple years. State’s got an eye-witness testifying against him
now, aiming for the death penalty...” Closes the one photo be cracks his knuckles,
adding, “What d’you say we hurry up due process. You only got two weeks so...” eyes
me, “...move soon.”

Inod.

He opens a second tan file, looks over it.



“Second up, we got a long run. Massachusetts. Man we call the Banker.
‘Pharmaceutical consultant.” This one man has led to a 31% increase in the trafficking of
heroin over the past four years. Smart guy, doctorate in biological engineering, worked
as a ‘compounder’ for some big name pharmaceutical companies — whatever tha’ fuck
that means. The opium he’s been using was legally obtained by federal grants for
‘medical research in the creation of designer drugs.” Initially his research was supposed
to create a new forms of a less addictive pain management medicine for cancer
treatment but instead he created an incredibly dangerous, exponentially more addictive
and powerful new form of heroin...street name, Bank. You've heard of it; I've heard of
it. Now the man works for himself.”

Ghos looks up from the papers he had been reading.

“’Caused a lot of overdosing, especially in its early days a few years back.” And
he looks to me with a quick glance, then back down. “This one is gonna take time,
gonna take the perfect window to get to him, to do it right. When we do...I want all
blood and hell in Massachusetts.”

Again, Inod.



TOBY

Philadelphia Animal Welfare Society on Grays Ferry, all the way across the city. There
may have been a closer animal shelter to the house but I chose the place because its
name is shortened to PAWS, which is clever.

I like clever.

The isles are filled with animal stink and cage after cage of sympathetic eyes, all
of them except one black Labrador that doesn’t much seem to care about my presence.

“You sure you want that one?” the tech asks when I head out to leave. “He’s
prolly gonna die soon. He’s real old and I think he’s gotta buncha fuckin” tumors in his
head.”

My brow furrows at the tech’s bedside manner.

“He have a name?”

“Toby, I think.”

The tech leaves and returns with the old, tumor-filled black Labrador named
Toby. His dark eyes give me a fleeting glance as he approaches. My eyes narrow at the
dog’s indifference, his vague interest and unhurried pace —the tech sees it.

“You sure you want this one?” he asks again. “He doesn’t bark or run or play
fetch or do anything, really.”

Toby gets close and sniffs my hand.

I pet the top of his head.

“Sounds perfect.”



THE WHITE MANOR

“You'll be waiting on the rich,” the manager says, “and some of them are women.”

I give him a quizzical look, searching for some sort of response. Part of my
confusion is in the way he speaks — his voice sounds a bit like a woman pretending to
sound like a man, abnormally deep like he's trying to speak from the back of his throat.
The rest of him isn’t as noteworthy; short, stout, early thirties, buzzed head, round nose
with some sort of lump on it.

“See, the staff’s mostly girls. That’s what the members want. Kind of an
unwritten rule of country clubs. But I also need a competent, attractive man. We got
lonely women here, too. You know?”

I nod.

The manager can tell I'm not sure what he’s talking about but instead of
changing the subject he forges on more forcefully.

“I mean to say you're handsome. Or, fine-tuned. Ah-hem. You know, you work
out? What d'you bench?” he catches himself sounding odd. “Just...you have any
waiting experience?”

“No.”

“None? Not even a little?”

“No.”

“...you’re hired anyway. It's not very hard work. And I could use a buddy, eh.”
He nudges an elbow toward me but I move my arm so it won’t touch me. “Not that
that's a bad thing but, more that—camaraderie, you know, between men, when it gets
boring, not, wait—not—1I... I have to make the schedule. I usually work evenings so it

should be up tomorrow night. When can you start?”



For a brief moment, I contemplate leaving; an experience flashes, the time there
had been two blue-ink pens in a pocket that had fallen out in the drier and stained
everything. Tiny islands of color, blue, on all of my whites. A surprise like was
monumental.

“Um, soon. Any time soon.”

Then, I remember my brother’s call.

“Actually, I can’t start until next week. I have to go to a funeral.”






a brief interlude
THE UPSTRE AM SOUNDS

I told Matilda about my parents, I said:

“My mother and father got together as kids. They actually lived in the same
house.” My voice changed. Lower, softer. “It’s one of the few stories my father ever told
me of his life. His stories always involved science. He got me into math and science
when I was young when he explained the beginning of geometry to me, that it was the
birth of math and that it came from using knotted rope to re-draw lines of plots after the
Nile would flood in Egypt. Created right angles and triangles. Greeks called it Geo for
Earth and metros for measure. Plato said was a geometer. He had a million stories that
like—ha, how could you not love it? That's what would tell me, stories of scientists and
theories and the birth,” I extended my hands out, cupping, “of big, huge developments
in physics and yadda yadda. Never his life, though. Except about my mother. I got to
hear about her. My mother’s parents left when she was young and my dad’s family
took her in. This wasn’t Philadelphia, either; this was Chattanooga, Tennessee.” I
always pronounced the name of that town proudly, even though I had never been
there. “My father was there the night my mother woke up screaming. He was twelve
and she was nine, I think, and he came into her room and my dad said she just, she just
kept screaming louder, louder and louder and louder, changing pitch. He told me it
was the craziest scream he ever heard. She’d try to speak but it would sound weird and
she’d scream again. Different tone. Look of terror in her ‘wild, rambling eyes,” my dad

said in a rare moment of description. He thought she was having a psychotic episode.



Later they tracked down some of my mother’s family’s medical history and they found
that her grandmother had had a rare hearing disorder and that she had been completely
deaf as a child. It was congenital. So my mom began the process of losing her hearing.
Imagine being nine and knowing you would never hear again, that it was fading — she
still had periods where her hearing was fine, it took about two years before it was gone
completely — but just imagine knowing you only had a limited time to hear everything
in the world. This was also when they moved to Philadelphia, and my mom and dad
used to run around Philly trying to hear anything unique, you know, like traffic horns
and squealing brakes, sirens. Animals at the zoo. Get close enough, Aardvarks make
this strange snorting noise and it always made her laugh. They saw every concert that
came to the Spectrum and the Tower and the Electric Factory. Philadelphia
Philharmonic at the Mann Center. Books on tape — my dad never understood that one.
Must've been the different voices, enunciation, something. Benches at the playgrounds
listening to babies crying, children playing.” It just so happens that we were near a
playground, where a child’s crying over a scraped knee drowned out the previous
laughter. “She— they tried to fit a lifetime of sound into a few years. And before she lost
her hearing completely, my dad made sure she heard him — actually heard him — when
he told her, ‘T'll never leave you.” And he never did. They died together holding hands.”

The anger inside me wasn’'t prevalent; it was just beneath the surface and
festering. She knew, she knew it was there, waiting. I had told her many times that I
would end the man or men responsible for the death of my parents. I'm just not sure
she believed me. I had begun actively walking the streets at night, looking. Hoping.
Waiting. It had been pointless, fruitless entirely, a different world, but I had no other
option, no other way to accomplish what was one of the only two reasons why I was
still alive, one of the only two purposes to continue.

The other was Matilda, to love Matilda.



Though my nights were spent as a low-rent superhero hulking the streets,
waiting to be robbed and killed by an actual criminal (most likely unrelated to the crime
of which I was so upset), my days were spent with her. I was pale, anemic. I lived in a
small apartment near my parent’s house because I couldn’t stand being there.
Everything existed in that house just the way it did when they left for a night out. It
wouldn’t be until I got out of the fifth floor prison that I would re-do, return, embrace.
Until then, though, I hung on by a thin, loose thread, and that thread was Matilda. She
was beautiful. My memories of her are in sunshine. My memories of her are happy,
where I was happy even during such a rough transition. Her overdose would be before
my transition would end, so she wouldn’t see me better, stable, ready.

I murdered the men I felt most responsible for her death, just two loser drug-
dealers and an ex-boyfriend. The first dealer I shot in the side of the head on a corner of
South Street. I wore a hood and left false evidence in what looked like a random crime.
The other dealer fled the state and it would take me some time to track him to West
Virginia, so I went after the ex-boyfriend first. He woke as I entered his small studio
apartment, either from the door closing or the lights turning on. His eyes opened wide
in a panic and I dashed the length of the small efficiency, grabbed his wrist with one
hand and repeatedly hit his face with the other. It hurt my knuckles, even with two
layers of gloves. He slumped back into bed, hisnose bleeding and his lip split. I still had
his arm, twisting it behind his back and holding it in place with my knee, leaning most
of my body weight on him, keeping his face in his pillow as he cried out. With the rope,
I tied one hand tight and reached for the other; he fought, thinking himself tough,
trying to keep the arm from me, but a pull on the rope around his other hand and he
squealed into his pillow, submitting. My knee on his back, I pulled out the duct tape
and grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked his head back, wrapping a piece over his
mouth.

I used a second piece of rope to tie his legs together.



My adrenalin was raging, my breath short. He had a foldout chair beside his bed
and I fell into it, catching my breath. His floor was covered in dirty clothes, his thin bed
sheets stained yellow in spots, an overhead, lingering stench of B.O. and old food. He
was wearing only boxers, rolling his hairy body back and forth until he was on his side
so he could face me. His eyes were wide but only a little scared, more angry. I tsk at the
disappointment of this opponent; he was pathetic. My face was partially covered by my
hood but he knew me, knew who I was, and he should have been more scared.

It didn’t really matter.

I had no weapons, no threats, and only a question.

My mouth opened, a breath in ready to talk, then a pause...

“Did you give her the heroin that killed her?” I asked him, sure to keep my voice
low.

He lifted his head and said something angrily through the tape, obviously not an
answer; then he said a muffled, “Fuck you!” over and over until he was out of breath
and laid his head back on the bed, continuing to say something angry but this time
much more exasperated.

“Tell you the truth, it really doesn’t matter,” I whispered, “—You were her
boyfriend. You should’'ve. ..” and a hint of sadness entered my eyes, my voice, “...you
should have taken care of her.”

His face fell into the pillow; with one hand, I dialed a number into the pre-paid
cell phone and set it next to his head, then start a ream of duct tape, pushing it against
the hair at the back of his head. I grab another handful of hair from the top, yank his
head back again, and wrap the duct tape continuously around his head — over and over
and over and over, pulling tight, over and over and over again — until his entire head
was covered, until his head looked like the silver tip to a match, no air escaping.

“Hello, this is Matilda. I'm unable to take your call right now but if you'd like to

leave a message with your number, I might get back to you.”



The voice was youthful, happy, with a gentleness of tongue.

I had gotten her a phone and paid the bill since the week we started dating. I had
wanted the ability to reach her whenever I wanted. When she died, I continued paying
the bill thinking it might help me continue to reach her.

I never stopped.

He was frantic, trying to flail or reach his face. I heard the beep of the voicemail
and it captured the noises of the man as he struggled to breathe, his muffled gasping,

his silence.



time like twisted vine

LIZZY

Elizabeth Marie Dawson is dressed in all black, her back to me. She’s standing alone
under a white Cherry tree whose lowest branch is just above her drooping head. My
brother watches from the porch of the funeral parlor in-between polite greetings to
those arriving.

She’s three-and-a-half years old.

My brother always specifies the “and-a-half.”

I walk up beside her tiny frame and look toward the ascending sun. I don’t know
what to say without frightening her. She doesn’t say anything either, instead twisting
the tip of her shiny black dress shoe into the soft ground, her dark, curly blonde hair
swishing against her shoulders. She glances up with exquisite, curious blue eyes and
questioning brow. I force a smile and it’s as though she can tell I'm not genuine. Her
eyes return to the ground, a slight look of disappointment in them, her foot continuing
to twist into the soil.

The rising sun looks still as we stand there in silent introduction.

David approaches and whispers gently that the funeral is starting. He had been
having a hard time finding his voice — it comes out frail, visibly distraught, broken at
the core. He picks Lizzy up into his arms, her head snuggled against his neck, and they
head toward the front door. They have a palpable warmth together, a comfort prevalent

in just the few momentsI see him handling her.



“The word random,” my brother says in his eulogy, “means ‘not completely
predetermined.” I looked—I had to look it up yesterday.” He cries the entire time he
talks but continues to speak succinctly, eloquently. His girlfriend Sarah had no family
and David has only me; friends and coworkers fill out the rest of the seats. She had been
grocery shopping when she fell to the floor, dead. Blood clot to her brain, something
assumed to be the delayed result of a car accident from a few months earlier. There was
nothing anyone could have done, no way to have seen it coming.

Just a freak, random incident.

“Not. Completely. Predetermined.”

After the funeral, as the guests leave, David asks to move in with me.

I stare at him.

“With Lizzy?”

“Yeah. Ijust don’t want to be al —it would only be for a little bit. I just...”

He had called me one night as I was sitting to eat, and when I answered the line
he had been sobbing uncontrollably. We hadn’t gotten along well in many years but he
said I was the only person he had to call and begged me to come to the funeral. I had
wanted to refuse, to not show up, to ditch him from my life completely but...alas, I
could not rid myself of my brother, and so from Philly to Florida I flew, and to the
funeral I went, and into this ambush I fell.

“Oh, um—" I say, and his eyes sink so fast.

“Please?” he asks, staring at me, begging. “Please.”

“Uh...of course. Just uh give me a few weeks.”



TAMPA TARMAC

Sometimes I see dead people.

It always feels random when they show up but the delusion is triggered by a lack
of sleep. Lately it's been hard for me to sleep when I travel outside the city of
Philadelphia. I have no real explanation why but on the few times I've left the city in the
past couple years it’s gotten worse. When I take my seat on the flight back from the
funeral, it’sbeen over a day since I last slept. I fasten the gray belt into the shiny buckle
and recline my first class seat a little ways back so that I might rest on the short flight. A
stewardess has me sit up for take-off. After a few minutes, the half-rotted corpse of Dr.
Kermit Gosnell takes the seat between the window and L

“Ugh,” Imoan in disappointment.

“Oh don’t give me that shit,” he responds, his voice a croak.

Dr. Kermit Gosnell ran a house of horrors “family clinic” for women in need of
an abortion. Among his many atrocities, he performed late-term abortions, severed the
spinal cords of living babies at the neck, occasionally failed to keep his female patients
alive or ruptured their internal organs, and so on. It was something I had to witness
firsthand because the account relayed to us by one of the unqualified staff sounded too
grisly, too embellished; as it turned out, they hadn’t said enough. The West
Philadelphia office was an unsanitary nightmare with blood stains and cat excrement
and pieces of fetuses in jars. It was like walking off the street and into hell. The office
felt dark, even in light, like shadows lingered in the rays of the sun and a feeling
followed me every step I was in there, something moist and warm against the back of
my neck like something was breathing up against me. Of the many horrors I have

witnessed, that place joins a select few on the highest plateau. We didn't get Gosnell



before his arrest and highly not-publicized court hearings where he was sentenced to
life in prison. That motherfucker smiled most of the time. We may not have gotten him
before his arrest but we sure as shit got him after his sentencing.

“Ijust...I-want-to-fucking-sleep,” I moan.

“You are,” he says, looking over his shoulder for a stewardess. “Think I can get
peanuts—"

“Fuck off,” I say, curling harder against the aisle.

He pinches my arm and it hurts.

“Fuck. Oft.” I push his hand away.

“Even dreaming that shit hurts? “Cause your mind feels what you tell it to feel,”
he tells me like some scientist testing a hy pothesis, even pointing to his head; but then
he turns back to find the stewardess. “Where the fuck is the peanuts?”

“You don’t—you're not real. You aren’t going to. ..”

A stewardess passes and the deceased Dr. Kermit Gosnell gets her attention.

“Can I get some peanuts?” he asks.

She tosses him a small packet of airline peanuts.

This only serves as an annoying feature to my delusions.

“Yeah, well, you're still not real,” I say, practically pouting.

He opens the packet with a snide, “You’re not real,” back at me and pours them
all into his mouth at once. “These’re—" he says, half-chewed peanuts falling from his
mouth. He stops to finish chewing, swallowing half, the rest across his teeth and
mushed up on his tongue. “These’re good.”

“I'm glad I killed you.”

“Yeah, well...some part of me haunts you.”

“You aren’t special, motherfucker.”

“Nigga, you ain’t listenin”—"

A video begins explaining precautions in case of a crash.



“And what am I not hearing?” I ask.

“Iain’t here to explain it. I'm just gonna enjoy my peanuts and —"

His mouth twists agape and his eyes become hollow