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“Fire! Fire!” says the Town Crier;

“Where? Where,” says Goody Blaire;

“Down the town,” says Goody Brown;

“I’ll go and see’t!” says Goody Fleet;

“So will I,” says Goody Fry;

“Burn! Burn!” says Goody Stern. “Burn her! Burn him!”

—Nursery Rhyme, circa 1920 

––––––––
[image: ]


“When life gives you lemons, you put the lemons down and go burn down a building.”

—Unidentified Pyromaniac

October 1977

Albany, New York

The boy wakes to smoke and fire. 

The thick black smoke chokes his ten-year-old lungs as if he were swallowing dirt. It makes his eyes water and sting. Makes the darkness that fills his small second-floor corner bedroom even darker.

Then there’s the heat.

A heat like he’s never felt before. But that’s not right. He’s felt this kind of heat on other occasions, under far different circumstances. When his father, after a long day’s work, would build fires in the fireplace he built himself out of fieldstone in the downstairs living room. Sometimes, after coming in from playing out in the cold and the snow, the boy would warm himself by the fire. He would sit on the stone ledge only inches away from the dry wood-fed flames until he could feel the heat seeping through layers of thick clothing. If he sat there for too long, the heat would penetrate the layers and burn his skin until it stung. The fire brought him pain then, but it was a good pain. 

That’s the kind of heat he’s feeling now. Only thing is, the pain that comes with it is not good. 

Some of the heat is making its way through the wall that separates his bedroom from his parents’ master bedroom. More heat is blowing in from the hallway, where the fire burns and creeps. When he looks over his shoulder, he can make out the flashes of firelight that break through the thick darkness out in the hall. The fire gives the hall a strange, flickering glow. Like candlelight dancing against the walls, only bigger, hotter, deadlier. His heart pounds and his smoke-filled lungs ache. He coughs and chokes. He’s just a boy, but he knows that this should not be happening in the upstairs of his home in the night.

Then comes a scream. 

The scream is louder than the fire and pierces his flesh and bone like a sharp knife. The scream belongs to his mother. 

She keeps screaming.

Her screams are high-pitched and filled with suffering, like she’s trapped in hell. He knows she’s in pain. He closes his eyes, tries to convince himself that what’s happening is a nightmare, and that if he closes his eyes tight he’ll go back to sleep. If he closes his eyes now, he’ll wake up to sunshine leaking in through his windows in the morning and everything will be okay. His mother won’t be screaming anymore. She’ll be downstairs in the kitchen wrapped in her old blue terry-cloth robe, making pancakes while the first cigarette of the day dangles from her lips. His two older brothers will be dressed and fighting over who gets to drive the pickup truck to high school that day. His father will already be off to work. 

His mother’s screams strike a new, fiercer pitch, jarring his eyes back open.

This scream is followed by a kind of guttural moan, and then, nothing. The boy lies on his back, his eyes wide open, feeling the wetness from the tears flowing down his smooth cheeks. Even in all his despair he’s a little surprised because the tears dry up as fast as they pour out of his eyes. The heat has become that intense, the flames that close.

Suddenly the figure of a man appears in his doorway. It’s the boy’s father. 

“We have to get the hell out of here, Reece!” his father shouts in between lung-choking coughs.

“Dad,” Reece cries above the roar of a flame that is eating away the walls, “are we going to die?”

His father enters into the bedroom, wraps his red, white, and blue Superman comforter tightly around him, and lifts his youngest son from the bed. He then cradles Reece in his big arms, presses the boy’s face into his chest to protect him from the fire that is sure to come.

“Listen to me, Reece,” his father says. “We have to make a run through the fire. You are not to inhale a breath. You understand? When I tell you to, I want you to close your mouth and your eyes and don’t breathe. You got it? Do not take a breath.”

Reece tries to say something while his face is stuffed against his dad’s chest, yet it’s impossible for him to utter a single word. But then, what difference does it make? He’s far too afraid to speak anyway. 

Turning for the door, his father grips him so tightly, Reece feels like his bones might break. “Ready?” his father shouts above the roar of the flame. “Close your eyes and your mouth. Do it now.”

Reece does it. At the same time, he feels himself being propelled out the open bedroom door, then down a hallway that is hellishly hot and deafeningly loud. He feels as if he’s been tossed into a furnace, the iron door slammed shut behind him. He hears his father do something he’s never heard him do before. His father screams. The voice is piercing and filled with pain, just like his mother’s voice sounded only a split second before her shrieks suddenly stopped. 

Then he feels himself descending the stairs. Still clutched in his father’s arms, he’s falling fast, until he feels his father’s feet land square and flat onto the stone vestibule floor. The front door is wrenched open and slammed against the interior brick wall, the big opaque glass panel embedded inside it shattering into a million pieces, and just like that, a wave of cool air slaps his exposed head along with the small portion of his face that’s no longer stuffed into his father’s chest. 

His father runs out onto the lawn with Reece now bouncing in his arms, until he drops the boy onto the damp lawn and begins roughly rolling him back and forth, as if they are playing a summertime game of roll-down-the-hill-on-your-side. But this is not a game. It doesn’t take long for Reece to realize his comforter is on fire and if it should burn through the fabric, it will scorch his skin. 

All it takes for the fire to go out is a couple of rolls on the dew-soaked lawn. 

“Breathe now, boy,” his father says from down on his knees, his voice having gone from panicked and loud to an exasperated whisper. “Breathe.”

Reece opens his eyes and inhales a mouthful of sweet night air. But the sweetness lasts only as long as it takes his eyes to focus on a house that is entirely engulfed in red-orange flame. Emerging from out of the darkness now is a team of firemen who carry hoses and axes. Their faces are covered by translucent oxygen masks, their thick shoulders bearing the weight of heavy oxygen tanks. There’s a squad of fire trucks, police cruisers, and EMS vans parked up on the lawn, their rooftop flashers beaming red, white, and blue light throughout the neighborhood. A never-still light that reflects off the vinyl siding of the cookie-cutter ranches and colonials. 

“What about Mom?” Reece cries out while sitting up, touching a painful place on his head where his hair caught fire. “What about Tommy? And Patrick?”

He locks his eyes onto his father and is shocked to see what’s become of him. The dark hair on the man’s head is partially burned away, and his right ear and cheek are blackened and blistered like a hamburger patty that’s been left out on the grill for far too long. A long blister has formed on his right arm where the sleeve of his pajamas has burned off. The blister runs the length of the arm. It makes the boy’s back teeth hurt just to look at it.

“They’re gone, Reece,” his father says, as he begins to sob.

“What do you mean, Dad? How are they gone?”

“I couldn’t get to them in time. It was just too hot. Your mother . . . I warned her about smoking in bed. I told her what would happen.”

“Did Mom start the fire? Did she burn my brothers?”

“She didn’t mean to start it, Reece,” he cries. “But now she’s killed them all.”

Reece watches his father cry. Watches the man bury his face in his burned hands as the ashes from the fire rise up into the night and disappear into an eternal darkness. His eyes might be glued to his father, but in his head he sees his mother and his brothers burning in their beds. He sees their skin on fire, burning, sizzling, charring. 

Reece listens to his father’s sobs and it makes his heart burn with a sadness so profound, he feels as if his body will melt into the earth. The destruction is all around him. It has become a part of him now and of who he will become tomorrow, and the day after that and the day after that.

He is haunted by fire.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

BOOK I


[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1

[image: ]


October, Present Day

Albany, New York

“You’re sure that going under the knife all by your lonesome is a good idea?” I say as my frantic ex-wife, Lisa, grabs her overnight bag and slings it over her shoulder, careful not to catch her long, lush, dark brown hair under the thick leather strap. “What if something goes catastrophically wrong?”

Lisa shoots me a look that’s part smile, part smirk. 

“I think it’s you who’s nervous about being left alone,” she says. Then, “Here’s an idea: Why don’t you call Blood and have him stay with you?”

Blood is my part-time research assistant. A tall, formidable former Green Haven Prison inmate, the muscular black man is one of the smartest and most loyal friends I have in the city. It also so happens that I saved his life one late summer afternoon when we were crossing Lark Street in downtown Albany immediately following some research conducted at our favorite wine bar.

“Can you imagine my asking Blood to babysit me?” I say after a prolonged beat. “He’d probably tell me to go out and buy a pair of big boy panties.”

“You saved him from getting mashed by that car outside the Laundromat,” Lisa says. “He feels he owes you.”

“That doesn’t mean he has to watch over me like I’m a five-year-old. My dad raised me better than that. He taught me to be self-reliant.” 

“You go with that, Mr. Independence,” she says. “Your dad raised you on his own. He had no choice but to make you independent.” She shifts her head so that she’s now facing the single-story ranch home’s one long corridor. “Anna, let’s get a move on!” 

Then, her eyes back on me, “Okay, I get it macho man. No Blood. But the question remains: Are you going to be all right staying here alone? This is the first time you’ll be all alone overnight in my house in the two months we’ve been back together.” Leaning into me, to whisper in my ear. “No rummaging through my underwear drawer, big fella.” She takes me by surprise by cupping her hand gently but still alarmingly around my unmentionables. 

“Yikes,” I blurt out, but as she removes her hand, I grab for it. “Hey, don’t stop now.”

Her hand escapes me. 

“You’ll have to take care of that yourself,” she laughs. “I’ll be out of commission for a few days.”

“Coming, Mommy,” I hear from the direction of Anna’s room. Eight years and two months old but going on thirty, Anna is our only child together. A self-proclaimed fashionista, the tall-for-her-years, slim third-grader is always late getting out the door for anything, be it the school bus or friends wanting to ride bikes around the neighborhood. After all, she can’t go out in public with long hair that’s not highlighted with yellow and red streaks or clipped up in a crazy ’do that mimics Selena Gomez or Hannah Montana. Although, if I were to mention any of these names to her, she would no doubt stick her index finger in her mouth and, while fake-gagging, retort with something like, “Ummm, I don’t think so, Reecey Pieces. Hannah Montana is like soooo long gone.”

“Maybe Anna should stay here with me, Leese,” I say, fingering the inch-long scar that I earned on the day my childhood home burned to the ground. “We can make homemade pizza for dinner. I promise not to burn it this time. In fact, why don’t you change your mind and stay home tonight.”

But she shakes her head while going through the pockets on her long brown suede coat, the one we picked up at the leather market in Florence on our honeymoon ten years ago. Searching for her keys or Ray-Ban aviator sunglasses or iPhone or wallet or lipstick or some combination thereof, she shoots me a look with her extra-wide brown eyes. Eyes that still send a wave of warmth up and down my backbone when I peer into them. 

“Reece,” she says, her tone stern, “are you really willing to give up two full days of writing to take care of me? I’m having my tear ducts fixed. That means I’m going to be partially blinded by ice packs for forty-eight hours. Do you have any idea what that means?”

“Means you can’t see me,” I say, stuffing my hands into the pockets of my jeans. It’s what I do when I’m nervous or feeling guilty or both, which is precisely the case right now. Years ago, I might have lit a few matches, one after the other, in order to calm myself down. At the very least, I would have flicked the flame on a Bic lighter I might store in my pants pocket just like some people might keep a rabbit’s foot or a lucky coin. But now that I’m over the power of fire, I just satisfy myself with keeping my hands busy in other ways. 

“I can’t see you. Brilliant response.” Lisa faux-smiles. “You should be a best-selling novelist. But there’s more to it. I’ll be on my back for hours at a time. Aside from the icing, I must remain perfectly still, or so the doctor tells me.” She finally finds her car keys and her aviators in her coat pocket. She slips on the sunglasses. They make her look as young and beautiful as the day we met at a local Starbucks fifteen years ago. “Plus you’ll have to look after Anna. I know it pains your artistic heart to know that my parents can do a far better job of it. But they can.” She purses her lips, takes a glance at them in a mirror that hangs on the wall beside the closet, but then quickly shifts her focus to her watch. “Anna, now!”

“Coming, Mommy. You don’t have to shout.” 

I catch a quick glimpse of my salt-and-pepper–stubbled face in the mirror as Anna emerges from her bedroom like a rock star taking the stage. She’s wearing high heels, orange tights, a pleather miniskirt, and a blue zipper sweatshirt that has the word PINK printed on it across the chest in hot pink lettering. Her hair defies gravity from one of those red plastic alligator clips, and it’s going a dozen different directions on purpose. Covering her eyes is a pair of bright yellow cat-eye sunglasses Lisa picked up for her in the dollar bin at the local Target. Strapped over her shoulder is a cloth bag that’s filled with the DVDs and CDs that will amuse her while she’s doing time at her grandparent’s house. I can’t see it, but I’m sure her fire-engine red mini PSP video game player is stuffed somewhere in there too. 

Lisa and I lock our collective eyes on our spawn.

“She’s eight years old,” I say. “That outfit would be perfect on Forty-Second Street circa 1978.” 

Lisa shakes her head, says, “I don’t have time for her to change. Anyway, she’ll be locked in the house with my dad while my mother stays with me for the operation.”

A car horn honks from out on the driveway.

“Oh dear God,” I say, eyes wide with alarm. “It’s your mother. Quick, where do I hide?”

“Funny,” Lisa says.

Frankie, our two-year-old Italian greyhound and Chihuahua mix, comes storming into the living room, leaps onto the couch, and starts barking up a storm like she actually poses a threat to anyone who might think of intruding. But in all reality, the ten-pound, black-and-white spotted pooch is more pussycat than dog.

“Easy, Frank,” I say. “It’s just Vickie. It’s me she hates.”

“Cut it out, Reece,” Lisa snaps.

The doorbell rings. Lisa unlocks the deadbolt, opens the main wood door and then the screen door onto a small woman in her early seventies but who might easily pass for fifty. Like her daughter, her hair is dark brown and thick, and they both share the same lips and perfect nose. She’s wearing a short, fall-weight wool skirt over matching tights and tall black Italian boots similar to the ones Lisa’s wearing. Parked in the driveway is her brand new Volvo station wagon, the engine still idling. 

“Ready to go?” She smiles at the females while shooting me an eyes-at-half-mast look that cuts through me like flame through tissue paper. Truth is, Lisa’s mother is not so crazy about seeing me. Never has been since Lisa and I divorced eight years back. But she’s even more unhappy to see me now that her daughter and I decided to give the relationship one more try two months ago. 

But then, thinking back on it, Vickie was never crazy about Lisa marrying a writer in the first place. Especially a broke writer unknowingly entering into what would become a seemingly incurable bout of writer’s block. Lisa’s parents had always hoped she’d hook up with an accountant or a doctor or even a big-time CEO of a major law firm, like her dad. But when Lisa sets her sights on something or someone, there’s no talking her out of it, no matter the consequences. Even though they’ve threatened to yank her monthly trust fund allowance over my return, it hasn’t happened yet.

“And a good morning to you, Victoria,” I say in my best Eddie Haskell. “You look positively ravishing this morning.”

“Can it, Reece,” she says along with a pronounced roll of her dark eyes. “How’s your new novel going? It must be keeping you very busy to keep you from bringing Lisa for her eye surgery.”

“Mom, we went over this,” Lisa interjects. “Reece has to work.”

I nod emphatically. “Yes, I’m very busy, Vic. Fact is, a true artist’s work is never done, merely abandoned. Guess you can’t say that about the lawyering profession, can you?”

“Well I sure hope we’re making money this time around,” she says in a mock singsongy voice. 

“That’s enough, you two,” Lisa says, buttoning up her coat. “I’ll be right out, Mom.” Then, “Anna, go with Vickie please.”

“Hi, Vickie,” Anna sings, preferring to call her grandma by her given name. Something Grandma doesn’t seem to mind in the least. “Can I sit in the front seat?”

“No you may not, Anna,” Victoria informs the child, bending down in a way that allows Anna the chance to kiss her politely on the cheek, not on the lips.

The front screen door opens and our eight-year-old would-be pop star steps out onto the concrete landing. 

“That’s some outfit you have on, young lady,” Victoria comments, holding the door open for my daughter. 

Raising the fingers on my right hand to my lips, I shoot Anna a kiss.

“Be good, Acid Queen,” I say. 

“Please don’t call her that,” Lisa jumps in.

“Good-bye, Reecey Pieces,” Anna says.

“When are you going to call me Dad?”

“You ain’t my dad, silly.”

“Very funny, Anna banana,” I say, seeing myself holding her in my arms only seconds after she was born. She bore a full head of dark hair, and I swear she was smiling. My dad was standing by my side, slightly taller than me, his thick black hair having thinned and turned white ages ago. “You sure you want to name the little angel after your mother?” he said. I remember nodding, feeling my eyes fill with tears. “Yes,” I said. “Lisa and I can’t imagine naming her anything else.” I remember the sad smile he assumed as he reached out with his fire-scarred hand and touched her cheek. 

“Give my best to Alexander, Victoria,” I call after them.

“I’ll leave that up to you,” my former mother-in-law grouses, allowing the screen door to close on its own. For those not in the know, Alexander is Victoria’s rather serious and very strict husband of fifty or so years. Like his wife, Alexander was never crazy about my career choice and is even less crazy about it now that I’ve reentered the family fold, as it were. Taking hold of Anna’s hand, Victoria begins accompanying the little girl to the car. As the two disappear from view, I can’t help but hear Anna’s words resonating in my head. 

“You ain’t my dad, silly.”

The words may be said all in fun, but they still sting me, burn me. Worse than the fire that took away my mother and brothers all those years ago, leaving my dad and me to fend for ourselves. In the back of my mind, I can’t help but ask the question, What if it were true? What if it were to turn out that Anna is truly not my daughter? But these are the questions of a fiction writer with an overactive imagination, and therefore they are questions best left ignored.

With Frankie having resumed her near perpetual curled-up sleeping position on the floor in the playroom, which is just off the dining room at the back of the house, the joint grows ominously silent. But then the silence is broken by Lisa’s cell phone, which blares out a tune from Lady Gaga. Pulling the phone from her pocket, she looks at the digital ID readout. Her lips grow tight while she whispers, “I’ll call him back later.”

Call him back. Call who back?

Then, as she returns the phone to her pocket, “Do you and my mother always have to bicker?”

“I wasn’t bickering. I thought I was being nice . . . And who is the him you need to call back?”

“You know, Reece, if it weren’t for my parents, Anna and I would’ve had no way of getting by all these years while you were building your writing career. And forgive me for bringing it up, but when you got sick after we split up, it was me who took care of the hospital bill.”

Just the mention of my writer’s block–induced nervous breakdown, which occurred only weeks after we broke up in September of 2006, and the resulting hospitalization and electroshock therapy, sends a chill throughout my body. Lisa is correct in that she did foot the bill for the stay. But it was worth every penny since the therapy finally resulted in breaking down my block, which, truth be told, had actually begun to crumble ever so slowly almost from the minute I walked out of Lisa’s life, as if she had somehow been the cause of it all along. In any case, the therapy, when combined with my new single status, would eventually pave the way for the completion of my first novel, The Damned.

“Okay I surrender,” I say, a sly smile now painting my face. “You’re right. Your parents have been kind. They did buy you this house. And you did pay for my stay at Four Winds Psychiatric Facility, which is the same as saying Vickie and Alex paid for it. But believe me, electroshock therapy is no holiday.”

Lisa pinches my stubble-covered cheek. “You got me there, Reecey Pieces,” she says. “I’m being a tad insensitive. But allow me to pose a question regarding my parents’ generous financial gifts: Would you rather I worked a full-time job while Anna was tossed into day care, day in and day out? You know how many of those kids wet their beds every night?”

A wave of warm remorse washes over me.

“I couldn’t really afford you guys until recently.” It sounds strange coming from my mouth. But it’s the truth, and sometimes the truth sounds far stranger than fiction. 

She lowers her hand.

“You’ve done well for yourself, Reece,” she says. “I’m proud of you. I love you. I know you haven’t had it easy. But you still have a few things to learn in the parenting department. Important things.”

“It’s true,” I have to admit. “Life’s easier when all you’re looking after is yourself.”

“I’m glad you’re back,” she says, gently kissing me on the mouth.

Whenever Lisa kisses me I feel like I’m levitating. It’s a feeling I was never able to forget when we were apart and something I will never get sick of for as long as I live. Maybe even longer.

The car horn honks once more.

“I really should go,” she says, once again reaching into her coat pockets, this time coming back out with her car keys. “Vicky is already wound tighter than a snare drum this morning.” She holds the key ring out for me. 

“You don’t want to take your keys? What if you need them to get into your folks’ house?”

“I’ll be half blind, and my mother will be with me, remember?”

I stare down at the packed ring of keys. There’s a full set for the locks on her house she had changed at my insistence immediately after she and her ex-boyfriend, David, broke up. There are keys to her parents’ house, to her Volkswagen, and to the red Ford Escape I inherited from my dad after he died. Plus a plastic swipe card for the gym and yet another one for a VIP cost-saving membership at the supermarket up the road. I can’t help but notice something written in blue ballpoint on the supermarket card. A five-digit number. 

“What’s this?” I say, holding up the plastic swipe card while the many keys dangle off the metal ring. 

She gazes at the keys while pulling her coat collar up. “That’s dad’s house alarm code.”

“You keep it on your Price Chopper card? Jeez, what if it gets stolen?”

“It’s just a random set of numbers, and it won’t get stolen.”

“Here’s an idea: memorize it.”

“Are you kidding? I can’t remember my PIN number for my debit card or my Facebook password. The digital age sucks sometimes.”

“Yeah, but if not for Facebook you wouldn’t have hooked up with David.”

“Leave him out of this, please. David, and everything that happened between us, is now the very distant past.”

Like I said, David is the boyfriend and lover Lisa took on almost immediately after we split up eight years, one month, and five days ago. It was a love that lasted the entire time we were apart and that no doubt had been brewing while we were still together. The newly formed pit in my chest reminds me of the phone call she ignored moments ago.

Another honk from an overanxious and over-annoyed Victoria.

“Really, Reece, I’ve got to go.”

Setting the ring of keys on the rail of the small bench that’s been built into the vestibule wall, I take my ex-wife into my arms, hug her tightly. At five feet ten inches she’s a full inch taller than me. When she wears thick-soled boots, she’s even taller. It forces me to gaze slightly upward into her sunglass-covered eyes before I kiss her mouth.

“Good luck, baby. You know, your eyes are perfect just the way they are, even if they do tear up too much.”

“I’m forty-two,” she says. “Trust me. I’m at the age when the body parts start wearing out and sinking. Next year I’m having a tummy tuck.”

“So what you’re saying is I missed out on your prime time while David lucked out.”

“Oh for God’s sakes, Reece, get over him already. Besides, you won’t even want me in a year.”

“Bite your tongue. I didn’t get you back just to let you slip through my fingers again.”

“I’ll let you bite my naked butt when I get home on Wednesday afternoon, big boy. How does that sound?”

I feel a twinge in my stomach when she says it.

She turns, opens the screen door, steps on out. I’m not sure why, but just looking at the black Volvo pulled up in the driveway reminds me of something else. Something not very pleasant. Something I’d rather forget. I see another vehicle that was parked in that very spot, night after night, year after year. A brown four-wheel-drive Honda CR-V hatchback that belonged to David Bourenhem, the man who stole Lisa’s heart at a time in my life when I’d become impossible to live with due to my writer’s block. Weird thing was, David was a writer like me. According to Lisa, I’d met him once before when he came to the house to show me his manuscript, back when the two former high school friends had gotten reacquainted on Facebook sometime back in the late spring or summer of 2005. This wasn’t all that long before Lisa got pregnant with Anna. Later on, when I left the house and Lisa started seeing him for real, she continued to insist that I had met him and even talked writing with him. But for the life of me, I could not place him. Even when I looked up his scruffy face on Facebook, I still could not remember him. But then, since my most recent bout of electroshock therapy, I tended to not remember certain things all that well. Or maybe the therapy simply made it easier for me to forget instances and people I’d rather not remember, which is more likely the case. Maybe I just didn’t want to remember the face of the man who was lying beside my wife every night in my place. We don’t talk a whole lot about it, but Lisa claims that my reentering her life has not sat well with David, for obvious reasons. To make matters worse, my gut has been telling me that he’s been e-mailing, texting, and calling Lisa again. But whenever I ask her about it, she denies it. 

I’ll call him back later . . .

From the open front door, I watch my ex-wife and present lover descend the few steps down the landing to the short walk that leads to the driveway. 

I can’t help myself. I have to know.

“Lisa,” I call out. “That was him, wasn’t it? David.”

I feel the weight of the screen door resting against my shoulder. 

Lisa stops, turns, shakes her head. “It wasn’t him, Reece. It was my doctor, if you must know . . . if you insist on not trusting me.”

“I trust you.”

“Okay, maybe you trust me, but you don’t trust David. Don’t trust our breakup. You’re letting him get to you, Reece. Let it go. David’s as docile as a puppy. His feelings are hurt. That’s all. He’s not calling me.”

“His feelings are hurt because I got you back, or because I’m a best-selling author and he’s the wannabe?”

She laughs, but it’s not a happy laugh.

“You really are a tool, you know that, Reece?” The horn honks yet again, startling Lisa. She shoots her mother a look to kill. Then, turning back to me, she smiles. “But a cute tool. Promise me you won’t get all paranoid while I’m not home for a couple of days. Keep yourself occupied. If it’s too much for you to stay in the house alone, go to your writing studio or at the very least, text Blood, tell him to come over. Okay? Promise me?”

“I’ll be okay, Lisa,” I say, knowing it could very well be a lie. “I’m better now. No more anxieties. No more writer’s block. No more benders. No more fires. Just good stuff to look forward to.”

She kisses her hand and tosses the kiss to me. I return the favor. I watch her graceful body as it jogs to the car, the black miniskirt she’s wearing over black tights accentuating the muscles in her heart-shaped bottom. 

“I’m a lucky, healthy man,” I whisper as she gets into the car, closing the door behind her. As the car backs out, Frankie trots into the living room, jumps up onto the couch. I close the door behind me, lock the deadbolt. “I’m a lucky, healthy, happy, best-selling author. Isn’t that right, Frank?” 

Frankie just looks at me like I’m still nuts. 

“I’m a lucky, healthy, happy, best-selling author who is fine with the fact that the one woman in the world he’s ever obsessed over has been fucking another man for a whole bunch of years.”

Feeling a surge of warm adrenaline fill my brain, I head into the kitchen and spot the cordless phone sitting out on the counter. Let’s not call it paranoia. Let’s call it writer’s intuition. But something tells me that Lisa is lying and that David has indeed been calling again.

I pick up the phone.
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I see my dad. See him as clearly as if he’s really standing there, only a couple of feet away from me in the vestibule of Lisa’s house. He’s wearing his usual uniform of pressed khaki pants and a short-sleeve, button-down shirt that exposes a burn scar that runs almost the entire length of his arm. 

Don’t even start, Reece, he says. Ignore the voice inside your head that’s telling you to search the list of called numbers on that phone, to turn the whole joint upside down. Ignore the tightness in your stomach and the pit in your chest that tells you Lisa can’t be trusted. It’s not worth it, Son.

You see, he says, it’s you who can’t be trusted. 

It’s you who spent two months in the nuthouse for lighting that fire on the back deck of her house only weeks after walking out on her. The fire that would have killed them all if the flame had taken. But that was a long time ago. And you’re all better now. You have a stellar career, you have your health, you have some scratch in your pocket, and most of all, you have Lisa to call your own again. You both made mistakes along the way, and you succeeded in hurting one another. But now you’ve agreed to look beyond the mistakes of the past and to try one final time. If not for you both, then for Anna’s sake. So why take a chance on screwing that up a second time?

Focus on something else. 

Get out of the house. Go for a run. Go out for breakfast. Go to Starbucks and write. Go away for the night. Go see your agent in the city. Or call Blood. Go drinking with him. Just don’t start searching the house for something you do not want to find. Lisa has taken you back. She wants to give it another try, even after all the crap that went down the first time around. Isn’t that enough to tell you she loves you? Wants you? Forgives you? Forgives herself?

Don’t do it. 

Don’t dig too deep, don’t think too hard. There are things about you and Lisa and the past that you are just not going to want to remember. You hear me, Reece? Some things are better off forgotten. Don’t open that lid, Son. Because once you pry it off, you’ll never get it back on.

Just. Don’t. Do. It.

Here’s what I do instead: I set the phone back down onto the counter, go to the junk drawer, dig around in the very back behind all the junk. I find the little pack of wood matches that I’ve stored there for just such an emergency, when my anxiety begins to get the best of me. Stuffing the matches into my jeans pocket, I head out the back sliding glass door, then out through the gate in the fence to the left of the deck. I follow the fence line until I come to a dirt road that leads to the edge of Little’s Lake State Park, which abuts Lisa’s property. 

The park is protected by a chain-link fence, which I can easily scale. Jumping down onto its opposite side, I head through the weeds and bushes until I come to the park. Set directly before me is Little’s Lake, which is more like a very large, kidney-shaped pond. To my right is the swamp and beyond that, a small patch of woods consisting mostly of tall pines. To my left is a picnic area that also serves as a small, sandy beach. Several garbage cans made of heavy concrete and metal are situated throughout the picnic area beside some black metal charcoal grills that beer-drinking teenagers use for burning wood during the cool weekend nights. 

I go to the first can that’s facing me, look inside it. It’s filled with paper cartons, old newspapers, and other junk. 

Perfect . . .

Looking one way and then the other, I grab hold of a chunk of newspaper and roll it into a tight, one-foot-length paper pipe. Then, reaching into my pocket, I pull out the matches and take one from the box. I strike the match and bring the orange flame to the tip of the dry newspaper. The paper takes the fire like it’s been waiting for it. As it rapidly combusts, giving off its heat, I feel the calmness that envelops my insides. It’s a feeling that can only be duplicated by sex, and even then, sex can be hit or miss sometimes. But fire? Well, fire always performs because after all, everything burns. 

Dropping the paper into the can, it only takes a few seconds for the entire container to light up so that the flame shoots out of the top round opening like a volcano that’s just erupted. I can’t help but recall an old nursery rhyme my mom used to recite when I was just a little boy. It helped calm me down at night when I couldn’t sleep. 

“Fire! Fire!” says the Town Crier. 

“Where? Where?” says Goody Blaire.

“Burn! Burn!” says Goody Stern. “Burn her! Burn him!”

Once more I look over both shoulders, knowing that if I get caught, I’m being carted away to jail. Now that my dad is dead, I’ll have no choice but to track down Blood to bail me out. 

Okay, maybe I lied a little. Maybe I’m not over fire. 

Maybe I never will be. 

But lighting these garbage cans on fire every now and again is better than lighting someone’s home on fire. At least that’s what I keep on telling myself as I turn tail and head back to Lisa’s house. 
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When I slip back inside the house through the sliding glass doors, I can see that Frankie is sipping water from her dish. When she’s done, she turns, looks up at me with her big black eyes. 

“You’re giving me that look again, Frank,” I say, my eyes shifting from the dog to the phone and back again. “You know, the look that says you’re worried about me. Well, let me reassure you that I am in total control of my situation . . . my alone situation.” 

I’m picturing the garbage container and the fire that is no doubt still burning strong. I listen for the sound of fire engines, but I don’t hear anything other than my heart pounding in my chest. 

“What is it with writers?” says Frankie. Or should I say, it’s what I imagine she would say, if only she could talk. “You can’t stand having people around you, but then you go completely nuts when you’re left all alone.”

I consider this while pursing my lips. 

“We usually end up shooting ourselves,” I say. “Or hanging from the rafters. Or, in my case anyway, burning things down. At the very least, we sometimes engage in imaginary conversations with dogs.”

I can’t help but imagine what my older brothers would have done if they saw me conversing with one of the dogs that used to roam our neighborhood back in the seventies. Tommy, a thickly black-haired, mature seventeen-year-old and the weightlifter of the family, probably would have tossed his big arm around my neck and put me in a chokehold until I swore I would never talk to another dog again. Patrick, the younger at sixteen, and whose freckled face and red hair made us wonder where he came from, would have laughed his ass off and poked fun at me until I cried. But when the tears finally came, they’d both take me out for ice cream. 

In my mind, they are both still teenagers, and both still watching out for me even while busting my chops. 

“And what an imagination you have,” Frankie says. “But being a human must suck. Being a human and a paranoid artist must double suck.” 

The dog engages in a full body shake that actually lifts her four paws off the floor, like a wind-up dog you buy at Target. Then she turns her back on me and heads down into the playroom for a nap.

“Yeah, I love you too, Frankie.” 

Turning back to the counter, I once more lock eyes on the house phone that’s just sitting there. It’s lying on its side on the white Formica-covered counter beside a sink filled with dirty breakfast dishes, like Lisa either didn’t have time to place it back on the cradle in the playroom or, in her rush to get out of here, absentmindedly tossed it onto the counter and forgot about it. 

Don’t do it. Don’t touch the phone.

For the second time that morning, I pick the phone up. Just gripping it with my right hand makes my stomach grow tight while that pit in my chest gets bigger. Maybe it has something to do with the newness of my relationship with Lisa. My second go-round relationship, that is. You would think that by now, I would know Lisa inside and out. But then, we’ve spent the better part of the last decade apart, much of that time occupied with other lovers. Like I said, people change. 

As much as I think I still know her, a major part of Lisa seems like a stranger to me now. What’s different? It’s not easy to put my finger on it. But she seems more confident. Like the life she’s experienced without me has somehow affected her in ways she and I both never would have imagined. Her life experiences with David, that is.

Example: I’ve seen it in our lovemaking.

What used to be the typical heavy-petting foreplay followed by the few minutes of missionary-position sex has now become something much more complicated, for lack of a better word. Lisa talks now, for one thing. Lying on her back in bed, she’ll ask me to do things for her that, years ago, never would have crossed her mind. Things that involve the tying of limbs, or blindfolding, or simply watching or being watched. She’s even asked me to recount for her in detail my sexual escapades with other women during our separation, especially the sex I had with Rachael, the woman who became my lover for three years. The more accurately I recount the sex, the more turned on she seems to get. It’s an entirely new experience for me, and it can be as exciting as it can be disturbing. 

Lisa has changed. There’s no denying it. Nothing unusual about that.

But I can’t wrap my head around the fact that David is entirely responsible for changing her. He’s the only man she shared a bed with after I left. Or so she’s assured me. Her relationship with him lasted far longer than our marriage. Sometimes I can’t help but think that David is still changing her. That this mystery man, David Bourenhem, the man who replaced me in Lisa’s bed, is forever going to be in her life, whether I like it or not.

Holding the phone in my hand, I stare down at the black-on-white digital push-button numbers, at the clear electronic readout, at the green “Talk” button, and the red “End” button. Located in the center of the phone is an icon that allows you to access a list of incoming calls or outgoing calls. 

I feel the cold hard plastic of the phone resting in the hot, perspiring palm of my hand, and I thumb the command for incoming calls. The first call that appears is the most recent. The date on the light-up display is today. The time is eight thirty in the morning. The caller ID reads “Vickie.” Lisa’s mother. 

I thumb to the next caller. 

It says “Olga,” and it’s from last night. Olga is one of Lisa’s neighborhood “mom” friends, even if the fortysomething woman is childless and recently divorced. She lives all by herself just a few houses down from Lisa. 

Next person on the list is Blood. Although he would never lower himself to leave an actual message, I know he’s returning my call from last week regarding the novel I’m presently writing and some research I’m in need of. I make a mental note to call him back. 

Next caller. It’s a 1-800 number. A cold caller looking to sell something. 

I thumb the device for the next number. My heart beats a paradiddle in my chest. It’s as if my gut knows exactly who the next caller will be even before I press the button. The name “David” appears. He called yesterday afternoon, when I would have been at the gym. Three o’clock on the dime. As if the call were planned that way.  

My heart goes from beating to pounding.

I thumb through the rest of the numbers. David’s number shows up three more times over the course of five days. Each one of the calls is scheduled for a time when I can be counted on
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