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  Introduction


  A writing collaboration can be war or waltz.


  Either way, a fusion of miracles. Such is the mystery of creation, itself; magic amid seeming impossibility.


  Despite the many appeals of teaming-up, a siren-of-self often calls, and either partner may follow an odyssey to find, recapture or express their own aria; for the fortunate, not a detour but homecoming. For most, a journey of compass and nerve; a walkabout.


  Which brings me to Craig Spector.


  When his bestselling partnership with the sterling John Skipp ended, Spector’s writing continued forward undeterred, marked by intrepid gifts, crossing perilous ravines of fiction with three remarkable novels, each entirely different from the other, distinguishing himself as a singular voice of wit, originality and depth.


  Written in a relatively short span, Spector’s stellar firestorms also overflow with ferocity of heart. His characters, three-dimensional, at minimum, are indisputable; warm and vulnerable as blood, though broken beyond seeming repair. Never forced or assembled, they often guard the unthinkable, suffer aching secrets; somehow find their way into redemptive light.


  The three novels, collected here, are oceanic; filled with currents intricate and conflicted; mirroring Spector’s tiers as an author. Whether the vengeance and harrowed sorrow, amid polite suburbia, of “A Question of Will,” the dread and metaphysics of “Underground,” bending time and echoing vestige, racial cruelties of the old South, or the conceits and cannibalisms of show business, in “Turnaround,” Spector’s talent doesn’t drop a stitch, eloquent in whatever dialect, era or cadence he chooses; fluent in simple truth. Each novel is powerfully written, each a place of dark splendor and terrible fates; magnificent and unstable countries in his continents of wonder.


  Cross their borders at your own risk.


  Richard Christian Matheson


  Malibu 2017


  ABOUT CRAIG SPECTOR


  By p.g.sturges


  There are certain people you meet in this life who are bigger than life. What does that mean? It means they are always restless, always curious, always up to their ass in alligators, always scribbling down new ideas, always up long past midnight. The seemingly have the energy and enthusiasm of two men. Or three men.


  I’ve known Craig a long time, both as a writer and musician. In both pursuits he overspills the usual boundaries and leaves the observer shaking his head in wonder and fatigue. As Laurie Anderson said, writing about music is like dancing about architecture (so I won’t dance here), and I have found writing about writing is tautological, that it really explains nothing. So allow me to say this. You’re in good hands when you read Spector. He knows interesting things and he explains them in interesting ways. But beware, his enthusiasm is contagious. There’s a good chance you'll entertain the possibility of picking up the pen yourself. But that’s your problem.
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  PART ONE


  RUNNING HOT


  ONE


  Dondi wiped blood from his arms as Paul Kelly smoked, impassive. “Bleeders,” Dondi muttered. “Christ, I fuckin’ hate ’em.”


  Paul blew a smoke ring and said nothing, leaning on the back bumper of the rig as Dondi stripped off thin rubber surgical gloves and changed into a fresh shirt, his third of the night. The air was cold and clear, stars faintly visible through the backwash of urban illumination. They were parked butt-in to the ambulance bay of St. Anthony’s Medical Center, harsh glare of sodium vapor lamps casting sickly green shadows around them.


  Tom and Joli were still inside, dragging ass under the guise of paperwork as they scoped the graveyard shift’s new booty count — word was there was a new nurse on tour, a tight little Dominican named Liza, who could give rigor mortis a whole new meaning. If Paul was in a better mood, he’d be inclined to joke that the only sheets his two crewmates would ever share with her was the one she’d pull over their heads, should they ever even try.


  Paul said nothing. The gloves went into the medical waste bin recessed into the rig’s inner wall. The discarded shirt was blotched and spattered, powder blue stained Rorschach red courtesy of a multiple stab-wound off of the industrial crack-ho section of Elizabeth Street in Glendon.


  “You know,” Dondi continued, “I don’t mind the hours, the stress, the bullshit, every damned thing. But this,” he pulled a fresh shirt out of his gear bag, his last. It was powder-blue, well-worn, with an embroidered patch emblazoned on the left sleeve and chest: GLENDON FIRE/RESCUE, in little red and gold letters. Dondi stashed the wadded ball of cloth in a baggie behind the driver’s seat and donned the clean shirt, then slipped on his dark blue nylon bomber, still bitching. “Man, Connie’s gonna shit,” he said. “Fuckin’ bleeders. They’re the worst.”


  “What about floaters?” Paul spoke at last, blowing another blue ring of smoke and chilled air. His tone was soft, droll. “Last night you said floaters were the worst.”


  “Them, too,” Dondi groused. “I swear to God, between the bleeders and the floaters, I don’t know what to tell ya. ’Least he didn’t puke on me.” Dondi checked his arms for stray spillage; Paul glanced up off-handedly.


  “You missed a spot,” he said.


  “Where?” Dondi craned his neck, peering into the reflective surface of the wall. It was clean. “Very funny.” Dondi scrutinized his reflection, then pulled another pre-moistened antiseptic towelette from one of the recessed metal supply drawers and wiped himself down anyway. “Shit,” he grimaced, “Fucker probably gave me the AIDS.”


  Paul shrugged as Dondi grunted and buttoned up. His grousing was as familiar as the claustrophobic confines of the wagon, a nightly ritual; mental Kevlar, staving off emotional shrapnel. And gallows humor aside, Paul knew that it was a fair enough concern — fully one-third of their street calls these days were HIV-positive, if not full-blown cases. Addicts, mostly — people who’d started out using a needle or a pipe, and ended merely used up, pinballing from lockup to detox to rehab and back again, their humanity evaporating into a greasy residue. But working fire/rescue was like that; you seldom saw the best people, or the ones you did at their best.


  In Glendon these days, doubly so — the blue-collar outlands west of the industrial wastebelt rimming the Big Apple were gradually sinking under a steadily rising tide of junkies, homeless, and third-generation working-class trash.


  Paul thought back to this evening’s latest casualty: a lonely little thirty-seven year-old Russian immigrant named Eddie, who cruised the barren stretch of parking lots that ringed the Jersey transit station in the bottom-feeder section of downtown. Eddie made his rounds in a blue Suzuki Sidekick, offering rides and blowjobs to hapless commuters who failed to snag one of the smatterings of after-hours gypsy cabs that lurked at the base of the platform. He had even picked Paul up one sub-zero December night years ago, as Paul trudged home with an armload of Christmas presents for Julie and Kyra, over streets iced thick from storms until it lay like urethane. He’d mistaken Eddie for a gypsy cab, found out too late that Eddie had other destinations in mind. Eddie mumbled to his hopefuls with a thick, Slavic tongue and kicked-puppy eyes: “Eye-am lookeeng for sumvun.” Paul had wished him luck and gotten off at the next corner. He’d seen him literally dozens of times since; a puttering sexual scavenger, slump-shouldered and leering, but harmless enough.


  Thirty minutes ago they had found Eddie slumped in the driver’s seat, leaning against the horn, his little Japanese shitbox bleating out a cry for help into the late October air, his blood black and steaming on the dash and glass. Eddie had three stab wounds worth mentioning, including one perilously close to the carotid artery, which accounted for the shirt-destroying spray, and a half-dozen superficial lacerations of the face and hands. Defense wounds. Apparently, Eddie was still looking for love in all the wrong places.


  Sadly, it was nothing new. There were a lot of psychos out there, and according to the cops Eddie’s was a squirrely little loon who thought he was Jesus; the pocket savior swore up and down that he was back from the dead, and he was pissed. Apparently, he didn’t much care for Eddie’s offer to eat of his flesh, either, and had expressed his righteous rage at his latest luckless supplicant with a steak knife. They’d probably sell the story rights, Paul thought, make it into a cheesy Z-grade slasher film. Paul could see the poster now — INRI: Portrait of a Serial Killer. Morons.


  Glendon PD might have the big J doing communion with Velveeta sandwiches and Thorazine-laced Kool-Aid up at Haverford by morning, but for the moment all Rescue could do was to bring Eddie in viable and hope for the best. Anything more was left to the wheels of justice, and the tender mercies of the greater New Jersey health care system. If God had anything to say on the matter, He kept it to Himself.


  Oh, well. Eddie would live. Until next time, anyway.


  Which was more than Paul could say for their prior run: a six-year old Hispanic girl, three inches to the left of DOA before they ever wheeled her through the ER’s big double doors. Father AWOL, mother strung out on whatever latest chemical enslavement aid was currently making the rounds on Hurley Street, near the piers, where the distant sprawl of Manhattan shimmered across the fetid Hudson.


  Apparently she’d been a bad girl, spilled some bathwater one too many times today, or some other capital crime. And Momma’s latest live-in hump had decided that the best way to assert his parental proxy was by making her squat in a scalding tub and keeping her down by whacking her with a clothes hanger. Her baby brother got to watch, absorbing important life lessons on obedience at the ripe old age of two.


  By the time Rescue rolled in, a heartbeat after the cops, boyfriend was cuffed and cursing. Momma stumbled home in the middle of the melee, and they busted her, too. But the girl was unconscious and adrift, a bruised and blistered rag doll. Multiple contusions and second degree burns covered three-quarters of her slight, spare body. As Social Services arrived her sibling just stared with eyes dark and dead, the nightmare forever burned into his impressionable brain. Outside, TV crews shuffled and craned for a better angle, hovering over the promise of slow news-night filler.


  She seized up and arrested on the way in; Paul did everything he could, intubating her and hitting her up with as many cc’s of epinephrine as he dared as Tom and Joli played backup and Dondi hit the siren and howled down the cramped boulevards, running red lights, racing death. But by the time they turned her over to the ER orderlies who wheeled her into trauma she’d already gone cyanotic, and the last Paul saw of her was a little blue-faced angel, arm flopping loose and limp from the edge of the cold metal cart, waving bye-bye. She didn’t make it.


  Score: Russian perverts, one. Children, zero.


  And it was only eleven-thirty.


  Paul entered through the rear, hunching to miss the five-foot clearance of the wagon’s stainless steel interior, tossing the butt just before the doors slammed shut. The cigarette sparked and winked out on the macadam behind him, lost in the darkness. He wasn’t supposed to smoke on board, but at the moment he just didn’t give a damn.


  So far, things were shaping up to be just another night in Jersey. They weren’t even supposed to deal with half the shit that had flown into their fans tonight — they weren’t equipped for much beyond basic triage and stabilization. Big stuff was traditionally reserved for the ambos, the ambulance crews, but tonight had just been too Goddamned busy.


  To compound the festivities, it was unseasonably cold: bitter, biting and heartless. The kind of weather that froze vagrants in their sleep — limbs curled and brittle, faces frosted with snot-cicles. Popular wisdom held that cold snaps were low on assaults but high on domestics, DUIs, and the homeless; anything below the freezing point tended to not excite the criminal element, but the resulting move into bars and bedrooms only brought the headaches home. And the homeless… well, the homeless were eternal.


  Since coming on early that morning they’d already responded to some two dozen calls, including six false alarms, two drunk driving crack-ups — the latter with the driver pinned behind the steering column of his compacted LTD, a Jaws-of-Life endorsee if ever there was one — a trash fire in an abandoned building, a John Doe floater fished out near the docks, and a heart attack.


  The floater was a suicide, a jumper, maybe three days dead. There was no note, and by the time they fished him out there were no extremities or facial features, either. Rats. They bagged him and let the county coroner’s office do the rest. With luck, they’d I.D. him from dental records. If not, well… one more faceless stiff wasn’t going to make or break anybody.


  The heart attack was a three hundred-pound retiree who blew a hose during an after-dinner argument with the wife. Rescue found him laid out on the kitchen tile, deep in the grip of a V-fib — multiple points in the heart beating like a coronary conga line dancing out of synch and into oblivion. Paul and Dondi had moved with practiced economy, wasting no time as Tom and Joli brought the backboard and straps. They shocked him twice and bagged him, performed CPR and hit him up with Lidocaine to stave off any premature ventricular contractions that might pitch him back into V-fib before he got his rhythm up. By the time they rolled into St. Anthony’s he was breathing regularly, good beat on the monitor, even bitching about his IVs. Score one more for cranky old fat guys.


  His wife was an irascible immigrant dumpling with a bad perm and ten-dollar housedress. She was blubbering but grateful as they left; apparently she hated her hubby enough to wish him dead but loved him too much to actually want him so. She blessed them profusely, which was both unexpected and appreciated. It was rare to be thanked, and it felt good.


  But Paul was still crept about the kid.


  Dondi picked up on it as Paul squeezed into the shotgun seat and hunkered down beside him, one foot propped on the dash, eyes gazing out at the harsh-lit bay. They were a team-within-the-team, as different from Tom and Joli, or even each other, as two men could be. Dondi’s swarthy mass, smartass smile and wiry nest of oil-black hair was as much a genetic one-eighty from Paul’s lean frame and fair, fiery Irish good looks as his wisecracking demeanor was to Paul’s dry, brooding moodiness. Tommy DeAngelo and Joli Pelligrisi were younger, twenty-six and twenty-eight respectively, and both seemingly sprung from the same beefy, Italian-stallion gene pool: all cropped hair and barely-contained testosterone. When not on runs, they pumped iron in the station house basement until their seams burst.


  But time and experience had fused them all into a symbiotic unit: seasoned professionals whose cumulative skills, knowledge, courage and expertise would easily have commanded twice the salary and three times the social standing were they working in any field where the collars were white and not sweat-stained blue. They were pals, and bros, and family, and they were tight.


  Firefighters were like that. They were an odd breed: mythological anachronisms, archetypal unsung working-class heroes. They routinely went where no one in their right mind would go to do a job no one in their right mind would want to do, risking life and limb to protect a public that ignored as much as it relied upon them. Joe and Jane Civilian would vote down referendums for better equipment if it hiked their property taxes a dime, park in front of hydrants to buy milk or bitch when they pulled over to let a rig or an ambulance go screaming past, all because it inconvenienced them in some way, stole a dollar or a moment from their busy, busy lives. They complained when sirens woke them up at night or a two-alarm tangle made them go around the block, unless of course it was their block, their house, their life or loved ones facing the flames. They saw firemen as ciphers when they saw them at all, faceless functionaries in clunky gear and funny hats. They just didn’t get it.


  But for men like Paul and his crew it was different; exactly the opposite, in fact. Wearing the shield was more than just a steady job with a pension at the end, more than simply a means of escaping the grueling monotony of factory work or the stultifying hive-mind of the corporate yuppie warrens. To be a firefighter was to live a life that was never boring. It was a chance to make a difference in an indifferent world. Being a firefighter mattered.


  Paul and Dondi had grown up together, taken their department entrance exams together, graduated from the Academy together, and saved each other’s butts more times than either could count if they ever tried, which neither ever did. They loved and sometimes hated each other, as only the closest of friends could. But for all Dondi’s annoying personal habits, which were legion, he possessed one sterling trait that Paul valued above all others: he knew when to shut up.


  This he now did, as they sat in the silent confines of the big red rolling meat wagon that was Rescue One. Outside, the managed panic of St. Anthony’s raged on, distant, oblivious. A muted voice squawked urgently over the intercom; heads and blue scrubs bobbed on the far side of the gritty safety glass, and were gone. Paul let out a long sigh, as the knot unbound inside him.


  “I dunno,” Paul said at last. “I just hate it when it happens to the kids.”


  Dondi nodded — so that’s what the silent treatment was about. “At least we got the other one out,” he offered. It sank as fast as he said it. Dondi shrugged. “Anyway, Social Services got ’im, and with any luck mom and her hump’ll do some serious time.”


  “Great, three more wards of the state,” Paul replied. He gave a short husky huff that Dondi knew was Paul’s characteristic weight-of-the-world warm-up. “I mean, doesn’t it ever get to you that we follow these people practically from cradle to grave, mopping up after them? Jesus. It’s like this big dysfunctional machine, churning out assholes like snack chips. They ruin their lives, they ruin everyone else’s lives, and we get to clean up the mess.”


  Paul stopped. Dondi watched, concerned; it was the longest speech he’d made all day. Something else was eating at him, simmering just beneath the surface. What it was, Dondi couldn’t say, and he knew better than to ask. He shrugged again.


  “Hey, we did what we could, you know? You can’t save everybody. Last time I checked, you didn’t have a big red P on your chest.” He looked at Paul, deadly serious.


  “But if it’ll make you feel better,” he added, “I’ll pee on your chest.”


  Paul smiled at that one, and Dondi winked. Just then Tom and Joli pushed through the ambo bay doors, snickering and zipping up against the cold. From their posturing it was clear that they’d failed miserably in the pickup department, and didn’t mind a bit. They climbed aboard, took their customary positions in the rig’s rear jump seats. Joli leered at Paul and Dondi.


  “She wants me,” he said.


  “Oh, yeah,” Tom scoffed, then explained. “She invited him to self-administer an enema, bag first.”


  “Hey, at least she talked to me,” Joli punched Tom on the bicep; the two started mock-sparring across the aisles. Dondi rolled his eyes.


  “Girls, girls,” Dondi admonished. “Recess over. Duty calls.”


  The two calmed down marginally. Business as usual was restored for the moment. Dondi keyed the ignition. The big Mack diesel rumbled to life. Dondi leaned toward Paul, who still looked miserable. “Buck up, binky,” he said. “The night is young.”


  Just then a harsh crackle blasted on the radio, as another call came in.


  And it got a little older.


  TWO


  The siren wailed, high and keening. In the cab, a nasty little nasal voice came over the headsets, cutting through the engine noise, pinging in their ears.


  “Heh-heh… heh-heh-heh…”


  Paul and Dondi rolled their eyes as the second voice chimed in.


  “Huh-huh-huh… Fire!”


  Behind the partition separating the cab from the rest of the truck, Tom and Joli were on their Beavis-and-Butthead jag again. The two animated idiots had become a timelessly annoying running joke for them since they’d first glimpsed them on MTV, and they egged each other on mercilessly.


  “Fire!”


  “FIRE! Heh-heh-heh!”


  “Knock it off,” Dondi barked into his headset mic.


  “FIRE! FIRE!”


  “Fire is cool! Huh-huh…”


  "WOULD YOU TWO MORONS PLEASE SHUT UP?"


  Silence. Then, “Heh-heh… huh-huh-huh…”


  “Jesus,” Paul groaned, smiling despite himself. It was too stupid. He looked at Dondi. “At least they haven’t picked up on South Park, yet.”


  From the backseat, a pause. Then a screeching falsetto, “OmiGod, they killed Kenny!”


  “Heh-heh-heh.”


  Paul and Dondi both groaned. Then Paul glanced out the shotgun side window, and funtime was over. “Heads up,” he said. “We’re here.”


  The joking stopped instantly. They cleared the corner, saw thick black smoke billowing from the windows of a three-story brick structure on the corner of Helm and Chelsea streets. It was an older residential building in a lower middle income neighborhood, prey to bad wiring, bad landlords and falling real estate prices. Engine Company 13 and Ladder Company 33 were already on site: men in black canvas turnouts scrambling amidst gleaming machines as red light flashed off the reflectorized strips on sleeves and backs and legs, a manic ballet. Rescue One inched forward through the morass; they glimpsed tongues of flame flitting in the roiling blackness above.


  “Fuck me," Paul muttered. The others nodded. This was a bad one.


  Rescue One weaved its way through the chaotic sprawl, past five-inch feed lines snaking from the hydrants to the pumper, getting in as close as possible. They could see the building’s inhabitants scrabbling out of doorways, clutching crying children and shivering pets, clothing and toys, TVs, boomboxes, family portraits, whatever came to mind. Heavy coats were hastily thrown over pajamas and slippered feet, refugee chic. The team parked and jumped out, sussing the situation as they grabbed their gear.


  Georgie, the Fire Chief, was already shouting orders, directing operations, improvising a game plan. Fighting a fire was coordinated chaos, synchronizing teams against an elemental adversary that was as voracious as it was unpredictable. Easy to die if you screwed up, easier still to kill someone else. Ladder 33 was busy smashing glass from hallway window frames, ventilating the upper floors as the Engine Company divided into teams and hauled the attack lines into position. The walkie-talkies on their belts buzzed a hornet’s nest of crosstalk.


  Georgie paced and stewed like a Rolaids poster boy. Every Chief was different, and each ran the show according to the dictates of his style and personality. In Georgie’s case this was not happy news — Georgie was a hardcore workaholic with flaming ulcers and a prostate like a thermite grenade, and he liked to share the wealth, lodging as great a pain in everyone else’s butt as the fire which ever throbbed in his own. He was a thick and grizzled fifty, with a full head of gray hair under his helmet and surprising power in his rotund form. When pissed he spoke in booming tones almost devoid of consonants, like one great vowel movement, and he seemed only truly happy when he was bitching at someone.


  Right at the moment, that someone was Tom and Joli, who had pissed Georgie off simply because someone had to. “Whaddafuckah yas doin?” Georgie bellowed, gesturing to the huddled inhabitants. “Gedd ovahdeyah!”


  Tom and Joli grabbed a medbox and hustled toward the rattled evacuees as Paul and Dondi yanked oxygen bottles and donned their bulky SCBA gear. Paul called out to a short, stocky man at the pumper’s control panel. “Hey, Maytag, what’s up?”


  “Dunno yet.” Maytag replied. His real name was Bobby Maitland, but everyone called him Maytag because he was built like one. His dark skin glistened from perspiration and spray. “Started in the basement," Maytag added. "Looks like Mr. Toast has struck again.”


  He said the last part casually, not taking his eyes off the pressure gauges. Paul nodded. Mr. Toast was the tag they’d given a mysterious firebug who’d popped up three years ago around Halloween. No doubt inspired by the coverage of Detroit’s annual inferno, some twisto had tuned in and found his true calling, creating his own personal Devil’s-Night-on-the-Hudson. His burns always started in the basement, and after a while, any blaze of suspicious origin invariably invoked his name. He was a bogeyman, and an unofficial mascot.


  Maytag threw the pumper’s switches, and the hoses charged and grew fat with thousands of gallons of pressurized water. Just then Georgie caught sight of them.


  “O’Connell n’ Kelly!” he said. “Whaddaya waitin foah?”


  “Say no more, Chiefie,” Dondi said. “We’re already there.”


  Georgie growled and turned, directing his attention to more pressing matters. Despite his rancor, his curtness was a sign of respect; he knew they would do their job, and thus felt no need to elaborate. They were rescue, and their job was exactly that: search, and rescue. They were free agents on the scene.


  Paul grabbed his helmet, pausing to glance at the stained Polaroid tucked into the webbing: Julie and Kyra, mugging for the camera. Kyra was eight at the time, and his wife and daughter were smiling and serene, light years from this madhouse scene. A reminder. Paul grabbed his mini-Haliburton tool, an eighteen-inch titanium bar with a head that flattened into a short blade on one side and a thick spike on the other. Among other things it was an all-purpose entry tool, and could force locks or pop hinges on virtually any door. That and a flashlight were all he carried on a search; Paul walked point, and he liked to travel light.


  He sucked in a breath and pressed the SCBA mask to his face, cinching the straps until it hugged his skull. For the second it took to thumb the feed valve on he was encased in a claustrophobic vacuum. Then the oxygen hissed in, and he could breathe again.


  Paul donned his helmet and looked to Dondi, who was now likewise thoroughly encased in boots and turnouts, thick gloves, hood, helmet and airtank. He had the other medbox in hand. The black rubber mask hugged his face like an alterego, colors refracting off its scratched Plexiglas visor. His voice came over the headset, a muffled squawk.


  “Ready when you are, pal.”


  Paul gave Dondi a clumsy thumbs up.


  And in they went.


  Darkness. Total, complete. Heart pounding, adrenaline pumping senses into overdrive. Breath huge, aqualung gasps. Regulator hiss.


  Move.


  The hall lights were off, but it wouldn’t have mattered; if it were broad daylight, it would make no difference. Fire loved the darkness, and hated any luminance not its own. Gray smoke drifted on currents, swirls and eddies sucking through the door and up the stairs. It quickly choked off visibility as they checked the first floor, then climbed upwards and came in low, searching door to door, room to room.


  Hot. Sweat, clammy under heavy gear. Sight useless through poison clouds. Follow sound: garbled crosstalk, the sound of flames feeding. Move by Braille, hugging the walls. Stay close. Ignore instinct. Keep going.


  The second floor was clear: nobody living, and even better yet, nobody dead. But the third floor hallway was worse, a thick sea of swilling smoke swallowing their flashlight beams, tracing oily patterns in the air an inch in front of their faceplates, which was as far as either of them could see. They pushed forward into the swirling void, working together but utterly alone, listening for cries and feeling for heat. Paul thought of the old fireman’s saw about finding a fire dick-first, felt his own shrivel like a hibernating turtle even as his thoughts attenuated down to the next moment, the next move, the next step.


  Find a door. Check the knob. Locked. Pop it. Pause. Kelly’s first law: fire is cunning. Fire eats available oxygen, then goes out. Tricky. Heat rises. Gases expand. Pressure builds. Thirteen, fourteen, fifteen hundred Fahrenheit. Waiting. Charge in too fast, and boom! Reoxygenation, ignition, explosion, fireball: backdraft. Or incinerate down like a molten sky, burn from ceiling to floor in two seconds flat: flashover.


  Either way: death.


  Remember. Fire is more than force of nature, more than physics of combustion and cubic room volume of air and science of oxidation. Fire is alive. It breathes. It feeds. It grows and breeds. Fire has personality, jealousy, ambition, hunger. Fire loves and hates and needs. Fire is alive.


  And, like all things greedy with life, it wants more.


  Paul stopped. There was a something heaped before him on the floor. Paul leaned closer, saw. A body. Curled fetal, turned in on itself. Paul couldn’t see the face, but he could tell by the arc of the hips, it was a woman.


  “Got one!” he called out.


  Up ahead in the hallway, it was hot now, very hot. The fire was lurking there, somewhere in the roiling clouds. Paul rolled the woman over. She was Hispanic, maybe twenty. Black mucus striped her lips, her chin. He brushed her hair back, saw her eyes were rolled back in her head. She was already gone.


  But she had left something behind.


  “Holy shit…” he gasped. Dondi scrabbled forward, hunkered down on hands and knees, caught a glimpse of his discovery: a toddler, maybe eighteen months, still and clad in its bargain flannel Barney peejays and wrapped in a wet blanket. Paul couldn’t tell its sex, but the grim tableau was all too clear. The woman, presumably the mother, had tried to get out and been overcome by smoke just as she cleared the deadbolts. In her last moments she had thrown herself over her child, instinctively protective. For all the good it had done.


  “Leave ’em,” Dondi said. “We’ll get ’em on the way back…”


  But Paul was already scooping up the child’s limp form, inching back through the portal. As he turned Dondi got a glimpse of his eyes behind the visor. There was no arguing with that look.


  Behind them, the first fire team was already down the hall, engaging the blaze. Engorged hose splayed across the floor, water hissing against a dull red roar.


  “Great,” Dondi muttered as he hefted the body of the mother. “I get all the fun.”


  They made their way back, dodging hose and sploshing through the impromptu waterfall cascading down the steps. Inside, the fire teams were busy, knocking down the flames. Outside was a circus: the blaze had been stepped up to three-alarm status, with another Engine Company and additional ambulance crews called in to handle the overspill. An Action 9 minivan had already set up shop on the perimeter; their local man-in-the-field Link Lenkershem was busily sniffing the scene for camera-ready carnage and practicing his warm-up pitch, a casual ghoul in Dockers and an L.L. Bean parka.


  “Tragedy strikes as dozens flee into the frigid night,” he intoned for the cameras, “as a mysterious blaze claims yet another Glendon property…”


  Joli came up as Paul reached the back door of the nearest ambulance, grabbed a thermo blanket and deposited his tiny bundle on the gurney bed. The paramedics were off tending to the disheveled survivors on the front lawn. Paul stripped off his mask and unslung the airtank, coughed and spat on the pavement. Joli glanced from the fire to Lenkershem, then saw what Paul was doing.


  “Shit, man,” Joli exclaimed. “You okay?”


  Paul nodded and gestured back to Dondi, who was sucking wind as he labored under the mother’s dead weight. Joli ran over and pitched in, lifting her as gently as possible off the older man’s shoulder and onto the frigid grass. Dondi collapsed beside her, peeling off his helmet and mask and gloves. Joli started to check for a pulse, but Dondi shook his head.


  “Don’t bother,” he said, red-faced, exhausted. He looked to Paul.


  But Paul was not done yet. He checked for a pulse, then peeled open the child’s jumper and placed his ear to its chest.


  Just then Tom came up, sweating, overwhelmed. “Hey, I could use some bodies over here…” he began, then stopped. Paul was working feverishly now: tipping the child’s head back, placing his mouth over its slack lips, blowing air into deflated lungs. He pressed on the tiny chest, counting one thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three. Nothing. He repeated the process. Time crawled. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three…


  Dondi came over just as the camera crew caught sight of the dead woman on the lawn, the tense drama playing out at the back of the ambulance. Five-hundred-watt battery-powered halogens swept across them as Lenkershem’s crew zeroed in, video vultures scoping fresh kill.


  “Let it go, man,” Dondi said. “You done what you could.” But Paul continued to labor over the tiny body, his features intent, grimly focused. “Paul,” Dondi said, reaching out. “Paul, man, it’s over…”


  But Paul just shook him off, grabbing his oxygen tank and disconnecting the facemask. Dondi shrugged and pitched in, opening the valve on the tank as Paul placed the hose directly over the child’s mouth and nose. The tank hissed, feeding pure oxygen. The babe’s half-lidded eyes were fixed and dilated, pupils milky. Paul pulled the hose away, listened to its chest, massaged it again.


  As he worked, a small crowd began to form; refugees and rubberneckers, all drawn to a fleeting glimpse of a fate worse than their own. The paramedics returned, pushing through the throng. Lenkershem’s eyes were fixed and dilated, as well, but for another reason entirely. He signaled to his camerawoman; she nodded and zoomed in.


  Suddenly the little chest heaved.


  A collective gasp sounded; Paul laughed, a nervous release, then redoubled his efforts. “C’mon, honey, c’mon,” Paul murmured, part pep-talk, part prayer. “You can do it, I know you can. Breathe… breathe…”


  And then, as if in answer, the child hitched and gulped. Its eyes fluttered and squeezed shut, and in the next moment the air was filled with a raw-throated banshee wail. It squirmed in his grasp: full of fear, full of pain and rage and indignation.


  But it was alive.


  The crowd watched, amazed. Paul was laughing out loud now, blinking back tears. He scooped the child up in the blanket, hugged it to his chest as the paramedics moved in and Dondi and Joli shouted and high-fived each other, giddy with adrenaline and victory. Someone started to clap. A torrent of applause followed, a rippling wave of jubilation and relief. Lenkershem smiled, sentiment-surfing the moment, but the glint in his eyes said he would have been just as happy, either way.


  The child bawled like nobody’s business. It was royally pissed. Paul handed the toddler over to a waiting ambo crew, and a trip to St. Anthony’s.


  “Way to go, champ,” Dondi said, clapping him on the back as they stumbled back onto the lawn and collapsed, dog-tired. “Way to fucking go…”


  Paul nodded thanks, too spent to speak. As the ambulance pulled away Paul fumbled inside his turnout coat for a cigarette, his mind a merciful blank. Dondi beat him to the punch, offering a Montclair 100.


  “Jesus, how can you smoke these things,” Paul grimaced, as Dondi lit him up. “If I’m gonna kill myself, at least give me a Marlboro.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  Paul leaned back and exhaled smoke and frosted breath, realized he had completely forgotten about the cold. Somewhere in the deeper recesses he knew that there was a world of hurt awaiting the life he’d just reclaimed: hospitals, institutions, buried memories, nightmares, a lifetime of damage. But at the moment, he was simply happy that there was any life at all. That had to count for something.


  Behind them, the second Engine Company had fired up the remote water cannon, Super Squirt, and aimed it at the roofline. As the chromed nozzle roared, a white arc of pressurized fog curtained down, sweeping gracefully back and forth. Lights refracted off the mist, an aurora borealis shimmer. Ice glistened everywhere, magical and surreal at a distance, punishing up close. The fire was abating, knocked down at last.


  Dondi shivered. “C’mon. I’m freezing.”


  They stood, joints creaking, reeking of smoke and sweat, and made their way back to the rig. It was twelve-thirty, and technically-speaking, a new day. But there was still cleanup and salvage to do, victims to transport, gear to repack, a dozen other tasks in the aftermath. And miles to go before they slept.


  Georgie glanced over as they passed and nodded, then went back to bitching at his men. Coming from him, it was tantamount to a ticker-tape parade, a combination of good job, congratulations, and don’t let it go to your head.


  Paul laughed through chattering teeth.


  “What?” Dondi asked. “What’s so funny?”


  “I was just thinking,” Paul replied. “Was it a boy or a girl?”


  “Beats me, pal. I forgot to ask it.”


  Paul smiled. Another day, another one hundred and sixteen dollars and seventy-one cents, before taxes. Tomorrow, they’d sleep in.


  And then they’d get up, and do it again.


  THREE


  The needle was short and sharp, the hand that wielded it soft, casually precise. It was a habit borne of years of experience, and as Paul watched, Julie jabbed the hypo into the tender flesh of her hip without even breaking her train of thought.


  “So there’s this new program the district wants us to implement,” she said, leaning on the rim of the sink and twisting for a better view. “It’s all about alcohol and drug abuse. Simpson wants us to have our classes come up with a series of posters that illustrate the perils of drug abuse, says he wants to use them in a regional show. Very hardcore, makes D.A.R.E. look like the Grateful Dead — you know, smoke pot once and you’re doomed. Can you believe it?”


  “Hmmph,” Paul mumbled tiredly.


  “That’s what I said,” Julie continued. “I mean, I told him this isn’t art, this is propaganda. We’ve basically been told to work the theme that if they ever even so much as think about smoking a joint or drinking and driving, they’ll die. They’re in third grade, for God’s sake.” She rolled her eyes and finished the injection, swabbed the site with an alcohol-soaked cotton ball and let the nightshirt slip back over her hips.


  “So then one of my kids, she’s with her dad and he stops to get a Big Gulp at the 7-Eleven, and when he gets back into the car with it she starts crying, and she says to him, ‘But, Daddy, you’re drinking!’ I mean, the poor kid thought he was gonna crash and burn from having a Pepsi.”


  Paul grunted. Julie laughed; ironic, angry. “Things are really getting nuts,” she said. “I’ve already got one kid who’s scared to do the creative visualization exercises because his parents are born-again Christians and they told him that imaginary worlds are unbiblical.”


  She clipped the tip off the needle and tossed the disposable syringe into a little hardwood trash container reserved for that purpose. Her daily insulin injections were as much a part of the rhythm of life as going to work or bitching about the system, or watching her blood sugar levels, or getting up too damned early on a Sunday.


  “Plus,” she continued, “now they’re talking about mandatory urine tests, for teachers and students. I couldn’t believe I was hearing this. So I said to Simpson, leaving aside for the moment issues of the First Amendment and the Bill of Rights, just how do they propose to pay for all this? And guess what Simpson said. Guess whose, quote, nonessential, unquote, budget they want to cut?” Julie paused dramatically.


  But Paul just grunted again. Julie looked at him and frowned. “Glad to see you share my rage,” she said, only mildly sarcastic.


  “Sorry,” he replied. “I’m beat.”


  “Poor baby.” She softened, let it slide. It was less righteous rant than end-of-the-week wrap-up, anyway, and she could see he looked thrashed. “Tough night?”


  “Yeah, kinda.” Paul sat on the fuzzy covered toilet seat, trying to jumpstart his consciousness. He was bleary-eyed and rumpled, clad only in black boxers and a wrinkled Ren and Stimpy t-shirt that read I’ll keeeel you, you stinking blob of protoplasm! His hair was plastered flat on one side of his head, unfortunately emphasizing his receding hairline. He felt about three hundred years old.


  Julie, by way of glaring contrast, was maddeningly fresh and chipper for ten a.m. on a Sunday. She was two years younger than Paul but looked ten, and was the kind of cheerful spirit that aged so gracefully it appeared that she barely did so at all. She was also a morning person by nature, and could roll out of a dead sleep at the crack of dawn, do her yoga on the braided bedroom rug, then be showered and dressed and ready for action before Paul could even remember where his eyelids were, much less how to use them. It both annoyed and endeared him to her by turns, and he loved her for it, though Paul would be the first to admit that the fact that they only slept together three nights a week helped immensely.


  “Heads up,” Julie said and leaned past Paul, going on tip-toe to place the insulin kit on the top shelf of the cabinet: another habit, though Kyra was certainly old enough by now not to worry about it. As she moved Paul could smell his wife’s warm bodyscent tinged by the faintest trace of perfume, a soft and musky woman-smell, delicate and familiar. The nightshirt was an anniversary present from Victoria’s Secret; it hung loose around her shoulders and unbuttoned to mid-sternum, and as she brushed against him he caught a glimpse of small breasts beneath patterned flannel, nipples dark against her pale skin. He nuzzled his face between them, and wrapped his arms around her waist. He started to growl. Julie giggled girlishly, then realized he was doing it less out of lust than pure exhaustion, and it wasn’t a growl but a snore.


  She squirmed in his grasp. “God, babe, if you’re that dead, go back to bed,” she said. “Sleep in for once.”


  “Can’t,” he mumbled, face still buried. “Gotta meet Dondi at the house at noon.” By ‘the house’ he meant the little rowhouse on Marley Street, the latest in an unending parade of Paul’s side projects. Paul said something else that featured the words sheetrock and fixtures, but it was otherwise unintelligible. Julie mussed his hair.


  “You work too hard,” she replied, then leaned forward and kissed the thinning spot at the crown of his head. Her own hair was a loose cascade of dark curls, unbound in weekend day-off celebration, and it spilled over her shoulders like an ebony waterfall. Her nose crinkled. “Ugh,” she said. “Shower immediately. You smell like an charcoal briquette.”


  Paul nodded tiredly. He’d already had one at shift’s end at the stationhouse, but the stench of burnt property and cindered lives lingered on, in his pores, in his bones, probably in his DNA. Julie pushed away and Paul stood, stripping down and turning on the water.


  As he stepped into the stall Paul saw Julie slip her nightshirt off and stare fretfully over her shoulder into the full-length cheval mirror that stood in the corner. Like the rest of the house, the bathroom was done up in a kind of Ikea cum Town-and-Country casual, with a dash of Frank Lloyd Wright: an eclectic mix of rustic and modern, oak, honey maple, burnished cherry and black lacquer, all in a funky, comfortable hodgepodge. Pennsylvania Dutch stenciling and quaint Shaker reproduction sat side-by-side with clean, stark Scandinavian, with the odd touch of Greenwich Village bohemia, Santa Fe terra cotta and Navajo thrown in for ballast. It was pure Julie, and it suited her to a tee, and like everything else in their home, she somehow made it all work.


  They had been married for seventeen years and together for damned near twenty, but in Paul’s eyes she was still the same amazingly lithe Italian girl from the South Shore who’d come to New York to study at Parson’s. She met Paul at a loft party in Hoboken, once upon a time. They spent the evening talking about everything from Monty Python to the Shroud of Turin, were living together within a month, married within a year. It was an instant and mutual lust that had blossomed into friendship, ultimately ripening into a deep, abiding love. She was his other half, his better half, and the embodiment of all he considered good in the world.


  After Kyra’s arrival Julie’s figure had morphed from willowy girlishness into a wonderfully feminine lushness, though she still wore a size six and labored ceaselessly to keep it so. The long, thin C-section scar that arced across her pubic line was, by any estimation, her sole imperfection, and though it bothered her endlessly, Paul loved it simply because it was hers. But he could tell by both her body language and the way her brow was knitted that it was coming, the inevitable follow-up to the genial week’s-end bitchfest: the dreaded question, a marital pop quiz, as immutable as the tides.


  Paul ducked under the shower massage’s pelting spray, but it was no use: the water pressure wasn’t loud enough, and the stall was a dead end. Julie’s voice came over the curtain; mock-casual, a practiced anxiety.


  “Babe,” she called out, “does my butt look big?”


  Paul pretended not to hear. Pointless. “Hon-ee?” Again, sing-song.


  “Of course not,” he called out. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


  “Seriously,” she continued. “I think my ass is getting really huge. Do you think?”


  Paul was wide awake now. This was marital no-man’s land; there was literally no right answer, and booby-traps galore. If he said no again, she’d say he was lying and torture him relentlessly until he gave in, at which point he was doomed; if he said, sure, but that just means there’s more of you to love, he was dead meat. Pretending he had soap in his ears was out of the question, as was the real reply, the one he could never say because it wasn’t part of the game and cut too close to the bone, besides. The real reply went something like, what are you talking about, I’m the one with the wrinkles and the creeping hair loss, I’m aging in dog years while you just get better with every passing birthday, you’re more beautiful now than when I first married you, and after all this time I still can’t believe I ever got you in the first place…


  Instead, Paul dodged, invoking their daughter as a kind of psychological human shield. “Babe, where’s Kyra?”


  As if by some secret signal, a thudding rap groove suddenly sounded from her bedroom, on the other side of the wall. Paul winced. It was a girl-thing, a subconscious conspiracy. They were ganging up on him.


  “Answer me.” Tone shift. Uh-oh. Though his feet were firmly on Italian tile, they might as well have been skating thinnest ice.


  “Julie, trust me,” Paul said, in the most egregiously earnest tone he could muster. "You are not fat, you do not look fat, you are light-years from fat. You are the archetypal anti-flab. Other women hate you for this. I know. I took a poll.”


  “But my butt looks big.”


  “Your butt is perfect,” he corrected. “Your ass is a work of art.”


  “Yeah?” she called back skeptically. “Which artist?”


  “Michelangelo…” Paul offered.


  “Michelangelo liked men,” Julie countered. “All his women were dumpy and had fat thighs.”


  “Maxfield Parish, then…” he said, going off the other end of the map entirely. No good. “Frank Frazetta?” Nope. Paul cast wildly, assiduously avoiding dada and cubists. “…um, Vargas?”


  “Please," she scoffed. “My tits are too small. Vargas women have breasts like zeppelins.”


  “Boticelli’s Birth of Venus…?” he offered. No sale, and no points for his grasp of art history. Julie poked her head through the curtain. “If you say Rubens,” she said, “you’re a dead man.”


  “Eeek.” Paul threw his hands up in a passable imitation of Munch’s The Scream, hoping the irony would not be lost. Julie did not look amused. Paul sighed.


  “Ya got me, babe,” he confessed. “I give.”


  Julie’s lower lip pursed, pouting. “So you’re saying I’m fat.”


  “On the contrary,” Paul countered, turning and wincing into the water. “I’m just saying there are some things that no artist, living or dead, could ever hope to capture. They’re just too perfect.”


  Behind him, a hint of draft, as the shower curtain widened. Warm hands slid around his waist, followed by the warmer press of flesh on flesh. Paul turned and placed his big hands squarely on the subject of their debate, and pulled her under the steaming spray. Barefoot, Julie was a tiny thing, the top of her head just brushing his chin. She tilted her face up toward his.


  Fatigue went out the proverbial window as little head replaced big head in the driver’s seat, and Paul found himself growing instantly energized. The little fireman was awake now, too. Julie’s hand reached down to greet it, as she nuzzled his neck.


  “Good answer,” she murmured.


  FOUR


  “No shit?” Dondi said, grabbing the heavy board and hefting his end. “You actually said that?”


  “Yup,” Paul nodded.


  “Damn,” Dondi added, “remind me to call you when I need to brush up on my bullshit.”


  The two men were heaving-ho into the last of a pile of sheetrock stacked in the center of what was once and would one day again be, God willing, a living room. The house at 514 Marley Street was what real estate agents euphemistically referred to as a ‘cozy fixer-upper with terrific investment potential!!’ — which was a polite way of saying it was dingy, gutted, and would cost more to fix than it did to buy it. A rundown two-story Edwardian rowhouse sandwiched into a block of similarly borderline buildings, it harkened back to an earlier elegance, with high ceilings, wide casement windows, and hardwood floors, though the decades and socioeconomic changes had clearly taken their toll. Outside, the weather had pulled a schizophrenic and flu-inducing one-eighty, turning balmy and warm. It was a gorgeous day.


  Inside, Paul and Dondi were grimy and tired in jeans and thermals, half-toasted off the dwindling supply of Old Bohemian stashed in an Igloo chest in the ravaged kitchen. It was five-thirty and they’d been at it all afternoon, though as the day wore on they spent more time drinking and kvetching than actually working.


  “I dunno,” Paul sighed, “it’s like this game we play, except sometimes she’s serious. The bitch of it is, I never know in advance where the joke part ends and the serious part begins.”


  “Of course you don’t,” Dondi responded. "That would be too easy. That’s how they get us — you’re standing there with your mouth hanging open and your foot sticking in it, and they’re like, what, you didn’t get the memo?”


  Paul laughed. They laid the sheet down in the equally hammered dining room, then walked back and grabbed another one off the pile. “Yup.” he replied, “and God forbid I ever give the same answer twice. She remembers all of them.”


  “Got that right,” Dondi said. “Connie’s memory has a half-life like plutonium.” He shook his head. “She can remember every dumb thing I ever said, going back to before we even met. There should be some kind of moratorium on stupid comments; a general amnesty, statute of limitations, something… like a Miranda warning on the marriage certificate: anything you say can and will be used against you, til death do you part.” Dondi paused, mock-philosophically. “Why do they do that, anyway?”


  “Because they can,” Paul laughed. “It’s like this weird power they have, for total emotional recall. With Julie, it’s gotten so it’s half seduction, half loyalty oath.” He paused and swigged his beer, genuinely stumped. “Ever since she hit thirty, she worries that she’s over the hill or something.”


  “Yeah, right,” Dondi said, wistful. “Connie should still look so good. I think it runs in the family; one night I said something about how if her mom’s butt got much bigger someone was gonna have to ride around behind her with one of those wide load signs, and you know I’ll be hearing about that one until the galaxy collapses.”


  He paused, looked around reflexively, as if expecting to get hit. “You think they know we talk about ’em like this?”


  “Are you kidding?” Paul replied. “They make us look like punters. I heard Julie on the phone, talking with a college friend once: they talk length, girth, and which way it bends.”


  “Ouch,” Dondi winced. He grabbed two fresh brews from the Igloo and tossed one to Paul. “Still, consider yourself lucky,” he said. “Connie won’t give it up while the kids are in the same time zone.” He paused. “So where was you-know-who while all this connubial bliss was going on?”


  “Where else?” Paul replied. “In her room, with the stereo blasting. We could have pounded the plaster off the walls and she wouldn’t have noticed.” He switched gears then, mildly annoyed. “What is it about sixteen year-olds, that they suddenly want to play everything so loud their brains liquefy?”


  “Oh, gee, grandpa, I don’t know,” Dondi chided. “Remember Blue Oyster Cult at the Meadowlands? I seem to recall you couldn’t hear for a fucking week.”


  “Yeah, but that was different,” Paul bitched. “At least they could play.”


  “Tell me about it…” Dondi said. “All this Dawg-E-Dawg, E-Z-E, Chuck-E-Cheez rap crap. Like, what, suddenly every middle-class white kid in America suddenly became a homey from Compton?”


  Paul nodded. “It’s like the bad pants thing — now all the kids wear these big, baggy, hanging off the crack of their butts-style pants, so now we’re having that fight. And she’s already pissed because last week she wanted to do her hair in dreads, and I told her I don’t feature our kid looking like Buckwheat from an ‘Our Gang’ episode. She’s been pouting around the house ever since.”


  “Man, you’re gettin’ cranky in your old age, you know that?” Dondi warned.


  “I know,” Paul groaned, nailed. “It’s like a nightmare. I’m turning into my fucking stepdad.”


  “One of life’s nasty little ironies,” Dondi said. “Like the first time you catch yourself saying ‘because I said so!’”


  Paul laughed then, and Dondi smiled. “Hey,” he said, “You remember that night we pinched your stepdad’s Chevy and blew down to Asbury Park with Gina Lorenzo and whatsername…” Dondi squinted, searching his mental archives. “Bobbi,” he came back, then luridly amended. “Roberta Janeskew.”


  “Oh, God,” Paul echoed, then laughed guiltily. The name alone was enough to induce a time-tripping grin. Gina was Dondi’s high school squeeze and cute enough, but Bobbi Janeskew was the adolescent wet-dream incarnate of every good Catholic boy at St. Thomas High, and most of the bad ones. She was an erogenous timebomb in plaid skirt and knee socks, and more than one venal sin had been committed in her name during Paul’s junior year. He had set out in conquest of her like Don Quixote on a bender, only to discover to his unending delight that Bobbi Janeskew lubed for streetwise bad-boy types.


  It was a doomed revelation, as Paul quickly found out. Because Bobbi Janeskew’s succulence came with a heavy pricetag. Ma and Pa Janeskew were second generation old-school from Warsaw, and they held some very particular ideas about their little girl’s virtue. And Paul Mister-idle-hands-are-the-devil’s-playground Kelly soon found himself designated persona non grata at the Janeskew household, banished in near-record time.


  Old man Janeskew, in particular, hated him with a passion normally reserved for Nuremberg war criminals. He was a Polish pitbull — jowly, thick-necked, and bug-eyed — and he watchdogged his daughter’s virginity as if it were a piece of the one true cross.


  Roberta, of course, had rebelled at every opportunity, surreptitiously cutting loose from her good-girl persona whenever she thought she could get away with it, which was never. It looked like true love was destined to die en utero.


  Until that one fateful night…


  Bobbi had miraculously conned her parents into letting her sleep over at Gina’s under the guise of working on a school project together, and with assurances of parental guidance and an eleven o’clock lockdown. The Lorenzos were totally cooperative in this.


  But the girls had other plans.


  Paul had performed his bit of familial larceny like a pro, sneaking downstairs shoeless after his mom and stepdad had turned in for the night, lifting Ken’s keys from the eyehook in the kitchen on his way out. He and Dondi had motored over and coasted up with the lights off and the engine dead, a rolling ninja funmobile. Bobbi and Gina slid out her bedroom window, and together they slipped into the night.


  They cruised all the way Route One to the Jersey shore, shotgunning cheap Mexican and sucking down brews, tripping out on Supertramp, Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon and Robin Trower’s Bridge of Sighs, getting utterly, thoroughly wasted. And then, while Dondi and Gina amused themselves elsewhere, Bobbi had ended up fulfilling the fantasies of a lifetime by doing the bone-dance with Paul under the E Street pier: all full lips and ripe curves and precocious carnal abandon, her nubile teenage flesh shining otherworldy and electric in the shadowed moonlight.


  They dropped the girls off by the dawn’s early light, undetected, and rode away like masters of the known universe. Paul had let Dondi off a block from his house, then secreted the Malibu back in the driveway and snuck back inside: shoes off, smug, satisfied. It was the perfect crime, with one small exception.


  Ken. Waiting for him. In the kitchen.


  The moment Paul stepped through the door…


  “God, I remember,” Dondi groaned. “Bastard kicked the living shit out of you…”


  “Yeah, but it was
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