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        The housing crisis sent Vinnie to the can. Now he’s out, with no prospects, no job, and an unfortunate amount of time on his hands.

      

        

      
        When his next-door neighbor, Vic, asks him to take a little ride on a Friday night, Vinnie tags along. Because why not?

      

        

      
        It’s a small errand. No big whoop.

      

        

      
        Everyone has memories of nights in our youth that went on forever. A night of bad decisions and even worse friends.

      

        

      
        Will this night ever end?
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        “D’Agnese writes the most unusual and interesting books.” —BookViews
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      Vic raps the window of the Jag with his knuckles. It’s night, and my eyes are fried from staring at the highway all night. I look out the window on the passenger side. He’s standing there dressed now. New hooded sweat jacket, new sweatpants, new sneakers. One of his feet is holding open the door to the gas station bathroom so it won’t lock behind him.

      “Come in,” he gestures through the glass. “Come in and look.”

      I sigh. I get out of his car and follow him into the bathroom. Place stinks of shit and pissed-on urinal cakes. He’s standing in front of the mirror, holding his arms out in the dim light. “Look,” he says. His hair and face are still wet from a hasty scrub in the sink. “I look okay?”

      “You’re beautiful. Can we get out of here?”

      “No,” he says.

      He’s impatient with me.

      “No,” he says, serious. “Did I get it all off?”

      I’m still wearing the baseball cap and the sunglasses I bought forty minutes ago. I lift my glasses and check him out. His old clothes are lying in a pile at his feet. His boots and blood-soaked shirt are wrapped in his jeans.

      I look him over carefully. He seems to have gotten it all.

      He picks up the pile of clothes with a pinkie finger and goes to dump it in the trash can under the paper towel dispenser.

      I tell him no.

      “Why?”

      I gesture at the door. Toward the parking lot of the gas station.

      “You’re worried,” I say. “That’s why you’re wearing the glasses.”

      “Right, and so should you.”

      We are both paranoid, and that’s a good thing. All these places have cameras these days. If the gas stations don’t, there’s one on the highway somewhere. So why take a chance? What I don’t tell him is, if there is camera pointed at the lot outside, we’re fucked already because he took his time getting changed and his stupid Jag’s been sitting in the parking lot the whole time, his license plate pointing out at the darkened highway.

      “Someplace else. Not here. Right now, let’s just go.”

      “You’re right, you’re right. Smart guy,” he says. “I should listen to you more.”

      He picks up the bundle with his pinkie and carries it out to the trunk. Pops it. Lays it on some rags.

      Drops the trunk.

      “Come on,” he says. “We still gotta get to Toys R Us before they close.”

      
      Earlier that night he calls, he says come take a ride with me. He’s got to give a guy an estimate and run a couple of errands. Fine, I say. What am I gonna say?

      Most days, I’m bored off my ass. Since I’m currently unemployed, I sit around all day in the house where I grew up, waiting for the health care worker to come wipe my stepmother’s ass. If it weren’t for this idiot, Vic, I’d get no entertainment.

      Since I got out, I’ve been looking for work but needless to say, it’s a little difficult with the twenty-four months on my record. It’s hard to explain to people that it was only white-collar bullshit and you were in a minimum-security facility. How can you tell them they busted you for writing the applications instead of the guys on Wall Street, the guys running the show? Try telling them the federal sentencing guidelines gave the judge no recourse but to hit you with the max.

      They don’t want to hear about it. Too much information. It scares them just hearing you talk about it.

      I’m sick of it myself.

      My sister’s over and I tell her I’m going out. I walk to Vic’s. We suck down a hot dog with sauerkraut standing in his kitchen of the 4,500-square-foot monstrosity he’s built on two quarter-acre lots in our old neighborhood. This thing should be in the movies. I mean, the kids have a full gym and they’re only in pre-K.

      Then we’re in the Jag and we’re driving. Actually Vic’s driving because I don’t have a license anymore. I don’t have a phone. I don’t have the condo. I don’t have the business. I don’t have shit.

      It’s almost 7:00 p.m. by the time we get to the guy’s house in Rutherford. To get there we take 9W to Fort Lee, then the Turnpike to exit 16W.

      We blow an hour on the guy’s attic. Vic’s taking measurements for a little Hispanic man who happens to be the building assessor for a lot of towns, including the neighborhood I grew up in. First he tells Vic that he wants to build two closets up here. But as they start talking, the guy’s plans get more and more grandiose.

      He says, well, a bathroom wouldn’t be bad. Or, now that you mention it, a bathroom with a shower, plus two fans for cooling, a heater, Anderson window skylights, and assorted outlets.

      What are you gonna use the room for, Vic asks him, storage?

      For recreation, the guy says. Recreation, my ass.

      We get out of there. Vic says, the stupid motherfucker, he’s gonna have to drop $10,000 on the bathroom alone, before we even start. The whole job’s gonna run him $25,000 at least.

      “Still, I’ll be lucky if I clear five on the job,” Vic tells me.

      Vic mocks these jobs, thinks they’re beneath him, but he doesn’t know how good he’s got it. Never has. The banks aren’t lending, so bullshit home renos are the new world order. Far as I can see, guys like Vic are the only ones making money on real estate in the downturn.

      “You know he’s just gonna do an illegal rental,” I tell him. “He doesn’t want to tell you that, but that’s what he’s gonna do.”

      Vic looks at me, his eyes vacant as a mannequin in a store, and says, “Hey, you know, you’re right. You were always the smart one.”

      And I’m thinking, the fuck am I doing with you if I’m so smart?

      
      We’re back in the car and Vic heads to the Kmart on Tonnelle Road, right outside Jersey City. We look for the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles action figure that Claire promised their son for Easter. No dice. Vic is prowling the aisles saying what bullshit this is. Claire always waits till the last minute. Vic figures he is going to have to improvise here, get the kid something else. Frankly, I don’t know why their kid is hooked on the Turtles. I thought they went out of style ages ago.

      He picks up a Turtles carrying case and the handle is torn off. He looks at the other cases, and they all have broken handles.

      As we return to the car, he stops and stands in the parking lot under the sodium lights and looks out over the horde of late-night shoppers. Trucks rip down Tonnelle on their way to the Lincoln Tunnel. Vic sneers and shakes his head.

      He juts his chin at the shoppers. “They’re animals over here, Vinnie. Lookit them. Animals. They come here, they shop, they break the fucking toys.”

      The next stop is the Chinese Restaurant in North Bergen. We drive down to North Bergen, hitting all the major roads: Route 4, Route 17, Route 46, Route 9W, Routes 1 and 9. Tonnelle Road, Kennedy Boulevard, Bergen Turnpike.

      Vic’s telling me about Bruce, one of the guys we went to school with, a guy I can’t even remember. Bruce got picked up by the Port Authority cops in Fort Lee coming off the bridge. They busted him for drunk driving. They got his buddy in the passenger seat for blow. Bruce called Vic in the middle of the night, hey, do you mind coming to get me?

      Bullshit, Vic tells him. I don’t have $500.

      “Who is this again?” I say.

      He tells me the name again. Bruce somebody. I forgot all these people as soon as I left school, as soon as I started making decent money. Who the hell wants to be in the old neighborhood when you don’t have to be?

      “He’s a good kid, too, Bruce,” Vic says, “but Irish and a drunk. An animal. Owns a potato chip route in the area. You don’t remember him?”

      I shake my head no.

      “You forget your heritage, Vinnie,” he tells me in this bullshit pious tone. “You forget the neighborhood. Watch: being back is going to end up being good for you. Now that you’re where you belong, among your kind, you’re gonna connect with people more. Me, your mother, your sister, the old crowd. You watch.”

      “She’s my stepmother,” I tell him. “I hardly know the woman. But I gotta wait for her to die to get the house.”

      What I just said goes in one ear and out the other. “The funny thing about Bruce?” he continues. “Fucking brother’s a cop. He’s being investigated. That’s why Bruce called me to bail him out. Didn’t want to get his brother in more trouble.”

      “I didn’t hear this.”

      “Oh yeah. The brother stopped two cars in a year, and got shot twice in the vest by the drivers. Now they’re investigating him because they say he lied, shot himself to pick up hazard duty pay.”

      I didn’t even know a cop could do that. I also don’t know how someone could shoot themselves convincingly in the chest.

      Vic double-parks and we go in to get the food. The Chinese restaurant is a small over-the-sidewalk place, an ex-pizza joint trying to spin itself now as classy Asian with minimal renovation. I think they’ll be able to pull it off with more decorating, but not right now. Vic did the exterior in that faux stone shit I hate. Like he and his guys went digging in a quarry for the stone to front this place.

      The Asian who owns the place has two other restaurants in Hoboken and another coming in Fort Lee. He worked out a payment plan
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