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Epigraph

the sun went down last friday and now all it does is rain

haven’t felt a smile since i last saw tommy paine

so raise a glass you sinners, down on your knees you saints

the world is one man thinner and it wears a darker taint

not enduring but embracing and in embracing, burned

a small man’s feckless caution thomas casually spurned

bow you kings and princes and kneel shouldered with the mob

pray into the silence to rouse the sleeping god

let’s hear it for the common extraordinary man

who never lost his courage or ability to stand

sing now you thieves and pirates to salute the turning page

stand crying all you stalwarts for your brother passed this way

on the death of thomas paine,

who should have gone home on 9/11/01,

but did not

d.e.kellogg
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One

Alessandra Martillo did not like Marty Stiles, she thought he was a pig, but if so he was a pig with many useful skills and she had learned a lot from him. In short, she owed him, and she hated that, which was why she sat on the hard plastic seat of a southbound A train that was headed for Coney Island where Stiles slumped motionless in a wheelchair and waited for death.

Death, it seemed, was taking her own sweet time.

Please, his sister had begged, tears in her eyes. Please . . . I flew all the way up here from Valdosta, he won’t even look at me, he won’t even press the call button for the nurse when he makes a mess in his . . .

Oh, Jesus, Al told her, uncomfortable under the weight of obligation. I ain’t trying to hear about that.

Please, oh God please, I’ll pay you whatever you charge, please just go talk to him, I can afford it . . .

All right all right all right, Al told her, not too graciously, but she knew it was something she needed to do. I’ll go. I’ve got business this afternoon, but I’ll get down there after I’m finished. About nine-ish.

Thank you, thank you, the sister told her, sick with gratitude. I’ll call ahead, I’ll make sure they let you see him, they won’t care if it’s late, I’ll make sure . . . How much do I owe you?

Don’t worry about it, Al told her.

Christ.

And they got hospitals all over town, Al thought, but no, they have to send Marty’s fat sorry ass to some rehab all the way down in Coney Island, God ever decides to give Brooklyn an enema, here’s where the bone goes in . . .

Guy in a stocking hat sitting across the aisle stared at her, she stared back until he finally looked away. Your own fault, she thought, the dress was the shortest one she owned, but she had her reasons for that. This dress don’t wake Marty up, maybe he’s better off dead after all. Still, it was late, it was dark, and she and Mr. Personality were the only two passengers in the car. One other guy riding between cars, he peered through the dirty door glass, made eye contact with Mr. P, then looked away.

Al felt a flutter somewhere between her stomach and her throat.

So it’s like that.

Well, baby, you ain’t gonna outrun anybody in those high heels . . .

She picked up the camera bag she used in lieu of a purse. Not heavy enough for a weapon, she thought, nothing in there to stab someone with or shoot them or otherwise inflict bodily harm. Shove a lipstick into his eyeball, maybe . . .

Al got up, walked over and stood in front of the center set of exit doors. Mr. Personality got up, too, stood smirking at his reflection in the glass of the rear exit doors.

You could lose the shoes and run, she thought.

Buck eighty for those babies, yo. How long’s it take you to clear a buck eighty to piss away on a pair of shoes?

The train slid into the empty station and stopped with an echoing jerk, and then all the exit doors rattled open simultaneously. Al stepped out, watched as Mr. Personality did the same. She stood, waiting, and he stayed by his doors, too, just in case she decided to try and jump back in when they began to close. Al guessed that Mr. Personality’s associate, the guy who’d been riding between the cars, had gotten off, too, but he had to be a bit farther away and so she focused on the first guy.

The doors closed behind her, the train lurched into motion.

The guy turned to her and smiled. “Hey, chica,” he said. “Where you goin’, baby? All dress up nice like that? You like to party?”

She turned her head to look at him. “Yeah, I do,” she said. “I’m going to a party at my cousin’s house.”

He took a step in her direction, patted his rear pocket unconsciously before spreading his hands out wide. Probably got a knife there, she thought. “You don’t got to go no place, chica. We gonna party right here.”

She heard unhurried footsteps coming from the other direction, but they weren’t close yet. “Don’t you wanna know who my cousin is?”

His smile faded. “So? Who is he?”

“Rocco Parisi,” she said. Parisi, a mobster with a well-earned reputation for violence, was known from one side of Brooklyn to the other.

He considered that, but after a few seconds his smile returned. “Well, you know what, baby, that jus’ mean we got to cut you, after.” He reached into his pocket and pulled it out, it was a butterfly knife, it flashed as he flipped it open.

She was ten.

An old-fashioned pork shoulder roast with the skin still on and a thick bone sticking out of one end sat on the corner of the kitchen counter. Victor Martillo, her father and the toughest Puerto Rican in the shore patrol, stood in front of her with a six-inch knife in his hand. He was dressed in civilian clothes, but to Al it seemed that everything became a uniform when he wore it.

“Are you watching,” he said.

“Yes, Papi.”

One quick step, he spun, swung the knife in a glittering arc, and the pork shoulder fell over so the round end stared at her.

Victor laid the knife aside carefully. “Come here,” he said. It was not a request.

“Yes, Papi.”

She stepped up.

He knelt down, the pork shoulder in his hands. The knife had gone deep, Al could see white bone behind the severed muscle tissues. In her imagination a pig screamed, made whatever noises a pig makes when you cut it just about in half.

“This is what a knife can do to you,” he said. She could see her mother silent in the kitchen doorway, her face white, but her father’s brown eyes never left hers. “You don’t need to be afraid of a knife,” he said, “but you can never forget what it does.”

“Yes, Papi.” Her voice was barely audible.

Victor put the meat back on the counter, picked up the knife. “Are you paying attention,” he said, even though he had to know that she was.

“Yes, Papi.”

“Good. Now you’re going to take this knife and try to cut me with it.”

The guy behind her was closing in, but she had no time for him. “Attack the weapon.” Her father had drilled it so deeply into her that she didn’t need to think about it now, and when Mr. Personality slashed at her he had merely performed the opening steps of a dance she had done a thousand times.

Circles, her father’s voice said. You see how the knife moves? It’s going in a circle because my shoulder is still, my arm is the radius . . . Are you listening to me? Do you know what a radius is? Don’t they teach you anything in that school you go to every day? Pay attention, we’ll do it slower this time.

The knife missed her midsection, went by like a ball on a string, clockwise if seen from above. She spun counterclockwise, faster than her assailant, doing the next step of the dance, and then she had his wrist and she twisted, hard. He tried to turn away from her, instinctively trying to relieve the sudden pressure, but that left his arm extended, elbow locked, exposed.

Only two more steps.

Her momentum carried her.

The heel of her left hand slammed into the back of Mr. Personality’s elbow and it broke with an audible snap.

She released him, he tripped and went down, silent, eyes wide. His knife skittered away, slid over the lip of the platform and down onto the tracks.

The pain hadn’t hit him yet.

The second guy, the one coming up behind her, he must have had a nanosecond of indecision, she could hear it in the cadence of his footsteps, but his momentum brought him right to her, off balance . . .

Do you see this circle, her father’s voice said. This circle is you. This dot in the center, this is your center of gravity. Do you understand what that means? Now listen to me. When you do something stupid, okay, like you attack another person, this dot moves. It’s not in the middle anymore, it’s near the edge of the circle. That means you are out of balance. And the dumber it is, whatever this thing is that you’re doing, the farther out the dot moves, and the easier it becomes to beat you. Are you getting this? Your opponent doesn’t need to attack you now, you’ve already done the work for him. All he needs to do is push, just a little bit, right where that dot is, and you will fall over.

You see what I’m saying?

Doesn’t matter how big and strong you are.

It’s just physics.

He was so close she could smell the detergent his mother used to wash his clothes.

Or his girlfriend.

The woman who cared for him, whoever she was.

Let him sleep in her apartment, on her couch.

Or in her bed.

The one who went bail for him.

Who washed his fudgy shorts.

The one who would scream when they found him, after his idiot life was over.

“Oh, God, why? Why?”

She got his belt and a piece of his shirt, and she pushed on the dot.

She swung with him, they were two dancers waltzing, but then she pitched him away from her, he stumbled, cracked his head on a steel support column and bounced off, went down hard on the concrete platform.

Behind her, the first one screamed.

She ripped the stocking hat off his head and shoved it into his mouth, pushed hard, got a surprising amount of it into him.

Didn’t hardly sound like screaming anymore.

His good hand flailed at her, but he had nothing left.

She rolled him over onto his belly and knelt on his back. The sounds in his throat went high and squeaky, then stopped.

“Bet that hurts, huh,” she said.

He didn’t try to answer.

She fished his wallet out.

“Diego Ponce,” she said. “Is that you?”

He made a sound then, it might have been an affirmative.

“Diego,” she said. “You wanna know what really pisses me off about this? Hmm?”

He held his breath, waited for it.

“You know what they’re gonna say on the news tomorrow? ‘Two Hispanic males.’ In the paper, on the radio, and maybe even the television. Might not make the TV unless you both buy it right here in the station.”

All she heard was his labored breath.

“‘Two Hispanic males.’ And in the morning when my father goes to work, all the white ladies on the bus are gonna look at him and wonder about all the bad things they think he would do to them if he got the chance. Do you hear me, you fucking piece of shit?”

The air whistled in and out of his nose.

You’re wasting your time, she thought.

Diego Ponce kept no money in his wallet, but he had six hundred and change in his front pocket.

His buddy had about ten bucks less.

They must have had a good night, up until now . . .

She took it all.

I should do it, she thought. Relieve them of the burden of life.

Charitable act, really . . . If they were at all equipped to deal with reality, they wouldn’t have gotten into this mess . . .

She could hear his mother screaming to God for answers why.

She stared at the back of Diego’s head. You should have roasted his ass, she told the woman silently, the first time you caught him skipping school, the first time you caught him stealing money out of your purse, you should have beat him stupid.

You goddam cow, how can you still love him when he’s like this?

Fucking women, she thought. Can’t do what they need to do, always making up excuses.

We’re sick like that . . .

“It isn’t catatonia.”

“What the hell is it, then?”

The Filipino nurse stared at Alessandra reproachfully. “Some days Mr. Stiles is more responsive than others, but the doctors here think that he’s basically in a minimally conscious state.” She had soft brown eyes with an Oriental caste, a round Madonna’s face, large breasts. Many men, maybe most men, would probably find her irresistible. She was beautiful, exotic, had a job, and she looked like she would yield to you, have your children, keep your house, care for your aging parents.

Well, if that was what you were looking for, Al was not your girl, and she knew it. She looked good enough if your tastes ran her way, she was tall, athletic, with dark brown hair, eyes, and skin, but there was little that was soft about her. You would probably guess that a relationship with Al might be a strenuous affair, perhaps of a somewhat predatory nature, and your enthusiasm might be muted just a tad by the knowledge that you could not be quite sure who hunted whom.

Hard to imagine her as someone’s mom.

“I could never work here,” she said.

The nurse just looked at her.

“I mean, I think it takes a special kind of person to do what you do,” Al said.

The nurse, obviously unfamiliar and uncomfortable with compliments, looked down at her hands. Typical female, Al thought. She pours out her guts in this place, nobody notices, nobody gives a shit.

“So anyhow, you’re saying Marty won’t recognize me.”

“No,” the nurse said, “I’m not saying that at all. He might respond to you and he might not. I do think he remembers me, but he didn’t seem to know who his sister was. What I’m saying, Ms. Martillo, is that it’s hard enough to adjust to paraplegia if one is mentally strong, but if a person is vulnerable . . .”

“Yeah,” Al said. “I get it. You already fed him his dinner, am I right?”

“Yes.” She glanced at her watch. “I usually take him a snack right about now.”

“Marty does like his food,” Al said.

“Yes, he seems to enjoy . . .”

“Let me take it to him,” Al said. “And do me a favor, stay away for a while. Leave him to me.”

The nurse stared at the hem of Al’s skirt, so high in her lap that it barely kept her situation covered. “If you’re thinking you can arouse him, let me assure you, it would purely be a physiological response. It won’t do any good. A man in his state . . .”

“What I’m thinking is that I know Marty Stiles better than you do,” Al said. “I know what he wants.”

“And what would that be?”

Two things she knew he wanted: first, he wanted someone to feed him and clothe him and keep him warm and wipe his butt for him, and second, he wanted Al.

Always had.

“Just gimme his dessert,” she said.

It was an odd-looking wheelchair, and it took her a minute to figure out why: it had small wheels at all four corners. There was no way a person who only had the use of his arms would be able to motivate himself anywhere in it. “Hiya, Marty,” she said.

He didn’t look at her.

At least, he didn’t seem to. His eyes moved in what might have been a random way, but she had known him for a long time. It could have been her imagination, but she swore his eyes had paused twice, once at the amount of leg she was showing, and once again at the bowl of rice pudding she carried. “You look like shit,” she told him. She plopped down on a windowsill about six feet away from his chair. The spoon clanked on the bowl when she stuck it into the rice pudding.

That could have been an involuntary jerk, she thought. Like Pavlov’s dog salivating. Maybe she was being unfair, and mean.

Yeah, right.

She ate a spoonful of the pudding. Stiles swallowed.

“So anyhow, this broad comes into the office. I’m babysitting, right, answering the phone and whatnot, because Sarah, you remember her? Sarah Waters? You hired her when you were gonna kick me to the curb, remember that? Check this out, Marty.” She paused long enough to eat another spoonful of pudding. “Turns out she’s really sharp. You remember all those corporate clients you used to have? You know, CFOs all worried about corruption and like that? Managers with their fingers in the till? The CFOs love her, Marty. Once I showed her how to do it, right, Sarah goes tearing through that kind of work like a sailor with a free pass to the whorehouse. Who knew?”

Marty Stiles swallowed again.

Al ate another spoonful of his dessert.

“Where was I? Oh, yeah, this broad comes into the office. I’m answering the phone because Sarah took the day off. Kid had a soccer game or something, so I covered. People gotta have time for that stuff, am I right?” She ate some more pudding, then leaned forward and gestured at him with the empty spoon. “I had to give her a raise, Marty. I knew you were cheap, but Jesus. Matter of fact, she and I are sorta like partners now. I couldn’t help it, Marty, she’s really something, gets along with clients way better than you ever did, and we both know I’m no good at that shit. But Sarah, Marty, she’s unbelievable. I’m telling you, Marty, she’s bringing in more business than we can handle, I hadda hire a kid just to do the paperwork, can you believe that?” She was more than halfway through the rice pudding. “Marty, you know what, this stuff is not half bad. I mean, it’s not really that horrible. You remember Daniel Caughlan, Marty? Your old buddy? He calls me the other day, he’s in this arrested-living facility upstate somewhere, but he wants to pay up for that job I did. Wanted to know who to make the check out to. A hundred and fifty large, you believe that? I told him Houston Investigations, that’s what we’re calling it now. Me and Sarah.”

He was staring at her now.

“Hey, come on, Marty, what the hell. It was me did all the work on it anyway. I mean, I know you got shot and whatever, but I let the money come to you, Medicaid’s just gonna take it. What’s the point in that?”

Both of Stiles’s hands were clenched into fists, and he shook his head, just a little bit, almost as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“So anyhow, this broad comes in. Stop me if you’ve heard this one. From Valdosta, wherever the fuck that is. She says her brother is in this rehab, but he’s dogging it, won’t do nothing, won’t talk to nobody, poops in his pants. She wants me to check it out. I mean, it ain’t really what I do, so I tell her it’ll cost her two grand. Ain’t got it, she tells me. So take it out of your brother’s checking account, I tell her. I mean, why not? So basically, Marty, this is the most expensive bowl of rice pudding you never ate.” She laughed at her joke, rattled the spoon around the bottom of the bowl and finished it off. She leaned forward and stared into Marty’s face. She knew she was giving him a gap shot, but he was so mad he didn’t look once. “Tell me something, Marty. Can you still get a hard-on?”

He swallowed again. “Bitch,” he whispered.

“Didn’t catch that, Marty. Because anyhow, that nurse out there, the one with the cannons, she told me she gets wet whenever she has to change your diaper.”

Stiles lost control. “You fucking bitch!” He was much louder now. His hands, unused to sudden input from his brain, groped awkwardly for the nonexistent drive wheels on his chair. “You stole my business?” His voice got steadily louder. “You stole my business? You stole my money? What did you come down here for? You lousy fucking Rican cock-teaser! You took everything from me!”

Al stood up, arranged the hem of her dress. She was not in love with the dress, but she found she was digging the freedom of panty hose over the constriction of blue jeans. “Why the hell not?” she asked him. “It’s not like you’re going anywhere.” She tossed the empty bowl at him.

He swatted it aside as she walked out.

“Al! Goddam you, Al, get back here, you fucking bitch! Al, I swear to God I’ll kill you if it’s the last thing I ever do! Al! AL!”

She paused outside the door. The Filipino nurse, drawn by the noise, stood ashen-faced, looked at Al while Stiles continued his tirade. “Baby’s first words,” Al said, and grinned. She cocked an ear to listen, although it was not necessary, probably everyone on the floor could hear Stiles now. Maybe the whole building.

“MARTILLO! MAR-TEE-YO! DID YOU COME ALL THE WAY DOWN HERE JUST TO BREAK MY FUCKING BALLS? GODDAM YOU, MARTILLO!”

Al looked at the nurse. “Minimally conscious, my ass,” she said.

She stood out front, called Marty’s sister while she waited for the car service. “I think he’s gonna be all right,” she said.





Two

Sarah Waters climbed the subway steps out onto the street and headed for home. She lived in the basement of her mother’s house in Bensonhurst, a largely Italian neighborhood down on the southern end of Brooklyn. She always found herself dragging when she got this close, the four blocks from the train station to the house always seemed the hardest part of the trip. You’re always so happy to get out of there in the morning, she told herself, and so bummed when you have to come back. Is the basement really that bad? But it wasn’t her mother’s basement she minded, not really, it was her mother, right upstairs, and all too often, downstairs and in her face. “Frank is a good man.” Her mother never got tired of saying it. “I don’t know why you two couldn’t work things out. Your father and I had our differences . . .”

Last night Sarah had finally had enough. “Frankie is only good for one thing, Ma.” She slapped her left hand into the crook of her right arm and pumped her right fist.

“AAAAGH!” Her mother squeezed her eyes shut and crossed herself. “Don’t talk like that in my house!”

“It’s the truth, Ma.” She glanced over her shoulder, but her son, Frankie Junior, was in his room with the door closed. She could just hear the sounds of his television. “Frankie could be fun sometimes, but you can only be doing that for about an hour a day, am I right? What am I supposed to do with him the rest of the time? When you have a family, you’re supposed to grow up, bring home a paycheck, you’re supposed to quit hanging out in the bar drinking beers and chasing the waitresses. Besides, he’s outa work two years now. I get back together with him, you’re gonna have him in your basement, too. You want that? He’s like a stray cat, you give him food, a soft bed, and a nice place to shit, you’ll never get rid of him.”

“Would that be so bad? Your father and I . . .”

“I don’t wanna hear it.” You can eat shit for forty years if that’s what you want, but not me . . . But she couldn’t tell her mother that, since his death her father had completely reformed his character and was now a saint.

Across the street, a guy pushing a small wheeled cart stopped at each ground-floor window he came to and rapped on the glass. “Eva?” he called. “Eva?” Sarah stopped to watch as the guy continued along to the next building. “Eva?” Looked normal enough, looked like a guy on his way home from the Laundromat, but apparently he’d lost his mind on the way. The world had become a different place since she’d started her new job. Or maybe, she told herself, maybe it had been like this all along and you never noticed. Even the sheltering arms of Bensonhurst seemed grittier than they once had, and she no longer fit there with the same degree of comfort.

It was all Martillo’s fault.

Alessandra Martillo and Sarah Waters had grown up only a few miles apart, but they came from separate worlds. The small brick houses, tiny green lawns, and wrought-iron fences of Bay 19th Street were Eden compared to Brownsville, where you had to walk with your attitude showing, where on garbage days you had to watch out for big black plastic bags that sailed down from the upper floors to land in the gutter. Kids from Brownsville, it seemed to Sarah, had no faith, they were natural skeptics.

They had seen it all.

Theirs had been an uneasy partnership at first, and in some ways it still was. Sarah had begun to wonder what could have happened to Al when she was a kid, what had shaped her, put her on the road to becoming what she was. It wasn’t so much that she was so hard, physically and emotionally, it was that she was almost reptilian in her approach to other human beings. You could never surprise her, if you pulled out your ice pick and tried to stick her with it you would only confirm what she’d already thought about you. Martillo did not trust you. She might, in time, suspend her judgments of you and your motives, but such suspensions were conditional and temporary. It made Sarah uncomfortable, but things had gotten easier between the two of them after Sarah had decided to quit trying to make friends and let Martillo think what she wanted.

Still, it had been something of a shock to her system, becoming the only student in the Alessandra Martillo School of Human Nature.

Sarah had been hired by Marty Stiles, hired to take Martillo’s place, but it had only been a matter of days after that when Stiles had gotten shot. Sarah had not seen him since. And in the meantime, Marty’s corporate clients had continued to call and make their demands. She remembered the morning she and Alessandra had faced up to one another, and to the situation they were in . . .

The room smelled of the man, it was a little bit rancid, a little bit damp, and had been too long between washings. It was not dust that lay in the corners, but crud. “This place stinks,” Al said, wrinkling up her face. “Smell like crack up in here.”

Sarah Waters sat in her chair behind the receptionist’s desk, elbows tight, hands in her lap, felt the worry eating at her gut. The chair had, until very recently, been Al’s. She looked at Alessandra, who was probably five or six years younger than her, maybe in her late twenties, taller, more meat and less fat, nicer butt, better looking if you went for the dark, moody, and maybe slightly psychotic type. “Yes,” Sarah said. “It does.”

“When Marty hired me,” Al told her, “he sort of automatically assumed I was going to clean it.”

Sarah could not picture Al doing something like that. “I think he was figuring the same when he hired me.”

“He figure incorrectly?”

Sarah sighed. “They outlast you,” she said. “They beat you down. Guys like Marty, you think you can wait them out, but you can’t. He would have gotten his way in the end. He kept asking me to clean up and I kept on saying ‘yeah, yeah’ but not doing it.” She looked around the room in distaste. “Eventually I would have given in,” she said.

“Too nasty, huh?”

“Well, yeah,” Sarah told her. “That would be part of it. But the other part is that if he found someone to do what I do and they promised him they would clean, he would have let me go.” She struggled to keep the emotion out of her voice. “I need this job.”

“You figured Marty out pretty quick.”

Sarah nodded. “He’s a small man. And sour.”

Al walked across the room, stood in the doorway to the inner office, and stared inside. “So what do we do now?”

“Have you thought about it?”

“Yeah. You?”

“Yes. Ever since he called me. It was back when he was still in the hospital, before they shipped him down to the rehab. He told me you were unstable. Ah, what else? Temperamental, irresponsible, and rash. Said no one had ever taught you how to act.”

Alessandra turned, leaned against the doorway, and nodded. “I guess that’s mostly true,” she said. “But you gotta admire the guy, he saw this moment coming, this conversation. He got here before you and me.”

“I suppose,” Sarah said. “He must have figured that we would get together to try and screw him, and he was doing what he could to keep us from trusting each other.”

“Like I said.”

“Yeah, okay,” Sarah said, feeling her face grow red. “So what did he tell you about me?”

“Very good,” Al said with a small smile. “Didn’t take you long at all.”

“So?”

Al inhaled, stretched, let it go. “Doesn’t really matter,” she said.

“Go on,” Sarah told her. “I can take a punch.”

Al shrugged. “Marty was never happy,” she said, “unless he knew you thought he was the smartest guy in the room. And the baddest. And had the biggest dick. And all that.”

“Don’t sugarcoat it,” Sarah said. “Go on, spit it out.”

She watched Al’s eyes, waited while Al decided how much of Marty’s vitriol she really needed to pass on. “Well,” Al finally said, “all right, he said you were nothing but a housewife. Said you’d never amount to much.”

“Asshole,” Sarah said, with heat.

“Well, yeah,” Al said.

“I have never,” Sarah said emphatically, “been married to a house.”

“Okay,” Al said. “So what do we do?”

“Whatever Marty really told you about me,” Sarah said, “do you believe it?”

Al walked back around to the front of the desk, sat down in the client chair, stuck her feet up on the desk. “Marty twists things around so that he can get what he needs,” Al said. “You gotta remember that. So you and me, we kinda got thrown into this. You didn’t pick me out, or anything. Maybe you don’t like me too much. Question is, can you work with me? Some of that stuff Marty told you, maybe it isn’t exactly like he said, but I know I got a short fuse. I know I don’t always think before I do something. We don’t have to be girlfriends here, anyway. We just have to be able to work together. You know what I’m saying? If you wanna try this, I’m ready to give it a shot. I promise I won’t lie to you or try to screw you over.”

The light went on in the back of Sarah’s head. This person on the other side of the desk, no matter how bad or how fine she looks on the outside, she might be a cast-iron bitch just like Marty said she was, but she’s just as insecure as you are . . . maybe more. “Yeah,” she said. “Same here.”

“Okay,” Al said. “How do we work it?”

“I figure it like this,” Sarah said. “I can do all the paperwork he hired me to do in about three hours a day.”

“Reports? Bookkeeping? Phone calls? All that shit?”

“Three hours,” Sarah told her. “Four, tops. So say I come in at noon. I clear the phones, I do the billing and the reports, I’m done by four in the afternoon. That leaves me the next four hours to handle all the corporate stuff, you know, you know, the repeat stuff at the hotels and restaurants.”

“Think you can handle that?”

“You could show me,” she said. “Come on, how hard can it be? I been typing up the reports all along and it’s the same bullshit over and over. ‘The bartender wrote up a tab.’ Or he didn’t. ‘The waitress was courteous and prompt.’ Or she wasn’t. ‘The food was tasty and well-prepared.’ Or not. You could teach me how to do all that.”

Alessandra was nodding. “Yeah.”

“And that would free you up to handle the rest of it.”

“Sweet. What do we do about Marty?”

Sarah looked down at the neat stacks of paperwork on her desk. “He’s never getting out of that wheelchair.”

“Probably not.”

“But we can’t just take it over. It ain’t right. Even if he is a dick.”

“I suppose not,” Al said.

“Besides . . .”

“Go ahead.”

“This is a dirty business,” Sarah said. “I mean, some of it is downright creepy. Marty is perfect for it.”

Al nodded. “The guy is good at what he does. You figure we need him?”

“I figure, a guy like Marty, we’re better off having him on our side than to have him out there trying to get even. Besides, you’re not like him,” Sarah said, looking into Al’s face. “I mean, I hope you don’t mind me saying. You might think you are, but you’re not, if you were I wouldn’t be sitting here. You still have a conscience. Listen, I’m a mom so I know about these things, okay? So yeah, we need him. But he needs us, too. Shit, Al, he can’t even get in here, this place isn’t wheelchair accessible, how’s he gonna get down the frickin’ steps? So I figure, the easiest and most fair way to do this is thirds. One for me, one for you, one for him. If he ever gets his shit together.”

“He might not go for that,” Al said.

“Maybe not,” Sarah said. “But at least we can say we tried.”

“Guess you been thinking some about this.”

“I need the job, Al, I live with my son down in my mom’s basement and if I don’t get us out of there I’m gonna cut her gizzard out with a kitchen knife, I swear to God.”

Al ran her tongue across her teeth. “Okay, well, there is one other thing.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s a dirty business, you said so yourself. It can also be, ah, hazardous. You understand what I’m saying.”

Sarah nodded. “I thought about that, too. Look, Al, I know I’m not like you, I don’t know kung fu or any of that, and okay, I didn’t grow up in the projects, but it hasn’t been all that easy for me, neither. I been slapped, punched, kicked, cut, knocked down, spit at, and pissed on. I can do this.” She saw the doubt in Al’s eyes. “Look, some people’s lives can’t be summed up in a two-page résumé. Not yours, and not mine, either. I can take care of myself.”

Al nodded. “All right. One condition.”

“What’s that?”

“We keep you out of harm’s way.”

“I can take care of . . .”

“Listen, I can’t have some little kid running around hating on me for getting his mother killed or fucked up. That’s my condition.”

“Okay,” Sarah said. “Deal.”

A day later Martillo had taken Sarah out to her first job in the field. It was the Sheraton in Midtown.

“Watch the bartender.”

Sarah had already known what to look for, she’d typed the reports over and over. “He didn’t ring up that guy’s tab,” she said after a minute. “He just made change out of the cash he’s got sitting on the register.”

“You see how easy this is?” Martillo said. “You’re a natural. Take us a week or so to get you up to speed on this shit, then I’ll never have to set foot in one of these joints again.”

“Doesn’t seem so bad.” Sarah was mentally adding up the bill she would send to the hotel’s corporate parents. “But I’ll never be able to drink Cutty Sark as fast as you.”

“You’ll be surprised,” Martillo told her, “what you’ll be able to do.”

In an hour and a half they had it all, the bartender with his hand in the till, the salesmen ripping off their expense accounts, the prostitutes working over the drunks, the concierge retailing coke in the lobby. Once Sarah would have only seen a nice hotel where she and Frankie might have splurged for a room on a Saturday night, and now she saw a snake pit.

All on her first job.

“Do we tell Sheraton all of this?”

“Nah,” Al told her. “The hotel leaves that pile of blank tabs next to the register on purpose, it keeps the businessmen coming back and nobody’s paying us to catch those guys stealing. And we don’t tell them the bartender’s robbing them blind, we just report on what we saw, he only rings in about half of the cash transactions and he buys back every fourth drink so he’ll get a bigger tip. And the concierge is the night manager’s nephew, okay, so this time we have a phone conversation with the night manager, nothing in writing. When we come back next month, the guy’s still at it, then we kick it upstairs. I know it sounds funny, they’re paying us to find problems, but you don’t want to find too many problems at once, you’ll lose the account.”

“Got it.” She thought for a moment. “Is it always this simple?”

“Sarah. Honey. Most of these guys don’t even see you. They just see your chest. You’re a woman, they don’t expect nothing from you.”

And so it went.

In that first week, they photographed a wayward spouse, served two sets of divorce papers, repossessed one sports car, and bagged one crooked purchasing agent.

Sarah found it all exciting as hell.

And this was the boring stuff, this was the stuff Al didn’t like doing. “Marty says this kind of business pays your overhead and keeps your door open,” Al told her, “and he’s right, but I hate it. It’s like fixing flat tires, one after the other, all day long.” But to Sarah, it was exhilarating just sitting in the client’s restaurant, eating the client’s food and drinking his booze, keeping her secrets. And it was the first job she’d ever had where she used her head. Marty had hired her to type, but Al was showing her a whole new world.

She turned the corner and headed up the hill on Bay 19th Street, had not gone more than a dozen steps when she saw him get out of a car and wait for her.

Before Al, she would have been afraid.

Frank Waters was six foot four and had the physique of a longshoreman, which he had once been. He might even be a match for Al, Sarah thought, and you are no Alessandra Martillo, you’re a head shorter than her and you’re round and you’re soft. You should be afraid . . .

But she wasn’t.

Like the old neighborhood, Frank Waters just didn’t seem quite as impressive as he once had.

Anyway, she told herself, soft is not always a bad thing, soft can be nice if you know how to use it.

And Sarah Waters knew what she was good at.

So did Frankie . . .

“Sarah . . .” He spread his hands out wide.

“What do you want, Frankie? Court says three hundred feet.”

“Do you see a judge anywhere?” He went from wounded and lonely to belligerent, just like that.

“What do you want, Frankie?”

A car turned the corner behind her, drove up the hill, and passed the two of them by. Frank deflated as he watched it pass. “I miss you, Sarah,” he said softly, not looking at her. “God, I miss you. Don’t you miss me?”

Before Al, maybe she’d have told him the truth, because at night, alone in her bed as she lay listening to her mother snore, she did miss him. She ached for the feel of him in the bed next to her, the way his dick woke up before the rest of him when she went for him in the dark.

Yeah, she missed that.

The rest of him, not so much.

“What do you want, Frank? We’re divorced. Dee. Vorced.”

“Do you remember? You and me, riding the train up to Prospect Park? Doing it in the tall grass? What were we, sixteen? Those were the best times of my life. You can’t tell me you don’t think of me, now and then.”

She stepped up to stand next to him. She could hear Al’s voice in her head. “Open your eyes. Look at the details. It’s all right there, you just have to see it.”

Frank hadn’t shaved in at least two days.

His clothes looked like he’d slept in them.

The backseat of his car was piled with junk, and something that looked suspiciously like a bag of dirty laundry was featured prominently right on top. And to think she’d been leaning, if he had played her right she’d be going for him right now . . .

“It’s been a long day, Frank. I have to work tomorrow. Good night.” She walked past him.

He spoke to her retreating back. “Glad you got a job, Sarah.” And then, louder. “You’re still my wife, Sarah, I don’t care what anybody says. My wife.”

“Get lost, Frank.” She didn’t like the way he’d leaned on the first word of that last sentence. It’s too bad, she thought. He could be so good sometimes, but he was such an ass the rest of the time.

She went in the house and headed for her cold bed.

At its western end Atlantic Avenue was a street where the tide had crested and was now receding. All the signs of recent gentrification were there: brownstones with thermopane windows behind ghetto bars, front doors painted in colors that had been hot five or six years ago, chi-chi little antique shops and restaurants all closed up, names hanging over dusty windows with to let signs stuck to the inside of the glass. One old neighborhood bar had survived, looked like the kind of joint where time stood still, a dark and fragrant hole where the bartender knew what you wanted if you asked him for a bat and a ball.

Things had gotten too hot for Al in her old building. Once the night crawlers have climbed through your window, it’s hard to sleep there, no matter how many locks you install. She’d crashed with a friend in Queens for a while, but that had been a strictly temporary arrangement.

There are some creatures who must live alone.

Doesn’t make you a bad person.

She looked through the doorway at the guys sitting on the barstools. Same guys, she thought, probably been in the same places for twenty years. Maybe they hadn’t even noticed the neighborhood getting gentrified, probably didn’t see it falling apart now. They got what they needed from the barkeep, and from the television high in the back corner.

White guy behind the stick looked at her when she walked in. The look didn’t say “what can I get you,” it said “what the hell are you doing in here?”

“Looking for Mrs. Taylor,” Al told him.

The guy wiped his hands on an off-white dish towel. “In her office,” he said. “Have a seat, I’ll tell her you’re here.”

Al leaned on the bar and inhaled that bar smell, stale beer and boiled cabbage. The television was tuned to CNN. The sound was down, but the crawl on the bottom of the screen told you what they were talking about: the Dow was off over seven hundred points, and the same talking heads who’d been promising a soft landing last year were now talking about points of no return. Wondering aloud where the bottom was.

Well, there’s news, Al thought. Thanks for the heads-up . . .

Mrs. Taylor was a leathery white-haired old woman who moved with a surprising amount of energy. “You must be Miss Della Penta,” she said, and she held out her hand.

“Alicia,” Al said, and shook her hand. “Al for short.”

“Nice to meet you, Al,” Mrs. Taylor said. “Come on upstairs and I’ll show you the room.”

The street-level entrance was blocked by a heavy metal door. Mrs. Taylor stuck her key in the lock and wrestled with the door for a moment, then the lock opened with a metallic snap and she hauled the door open. The hallway smelled like the bar, but it was clean, ancient marble floors, painted walls, no graffiti on the mailboxes.

Not horrible.

One flight up, Mrs. Taylor fought and won the same battle with another metal door, held it open for Al to precede her inside. Didn’t lie when you called it a room, Al thought. Plaster walls, creaky wooden floor, tiny bathroom, minuscule kitchen, one radiator. “Lotta people don’t wanna live over a bar,” Mrs. Taylor said. “They think the noise will keep them up. I’m tellin’ ya, it ain’t that kinda place.”

“Old guy’s bar,” Al said, thought better of it once the words were out.

It was hard to tell if Mrs. Taylor was offended by that. “Those folks downstairs,” she said, “they already fought all the wars they gonna fight. Danced all the dances they gonna dance. It’s quiet here.”

Great, Al thought. I’m gonna be living upstairs from God’s waiting room.

“You alone?” Mrs. Taylor asked her.

Al sighed.

There was a guy.

He was TJ Conrad, a musician of some repute. He was a gifted guitar player, and he knew it. Mediocre piano, according to himself. He was smart, opinionated, fun, arrogant, moody, frequently unavailable, had the face of an ancient Bedouin tribesman and the emotional maturity of a thirteen-year-old delinquent.

She couldn’t quit thinking about him.

I am not gonna call him again, she told herself. I won’t, if the sonuvabitch didn’t get my messages, he knows how to find me.

She remembered his last voice mail, he’d left it on the house phone in her old apartment. Heard, again, his disembodied voice. “Hey, babe,” he said, “listen, I’m sorry I been out of touch lately. I been busy, I been going through some shit. Too many hours. Gimme a couple of days, okay? Maybe we can hang on the weekend, okay? See ya.” And then, just before he disconnected, there was a voice.

Not his voice.

She had played it back a few more times, just to be sure, but yeah, it was a voice, and no, it wasn’t his.

Sounded like a chick.

A very young chick.

Listen, she told herself, it could have been anyone. I mean, the dude is a musician, he was probably calling from a bar, he spends half his life in them.

Could have been anyone.

Oh really?

Then why didn’t he call your cell? Hah? Because he didn’t want to talk to you, that’s why, he just wanted to leave that bullshit message.

Men.

“Yeah,” she said. “It’s just me.”

It was just another stinking project building, concrete and bricks, high-gloss enamel paint, one elevator, two stairwells that she was forbidden to enter. Cold day with a stiff breeze. She walked home from sixth grade by herself, an increasingly common occurrence these days. She hated it when she had to make the trip all by herself. It wasn’t fear of what she might run into on the way, she was a Brooklyn kid and the streets did not scare her much. No, it was the change that frightened her, the newness of being on her own. Her mother had always been there, as far back as she could remember, but lately her mother had begun retreating, acting strange, sitting motionless and silent in the darkened apartment, staying in her bed with the covers pulled up high in the mornings and leaving Alessandra to fend for herself. She’ll be all right when Papi gets home, Al told herself, but Papi was gone again, he was far, far away, wearing his uniform, doing his job.

Al couldn’t get used to it, but she did her best to adapt. After a few hungry days at school she began making her own lunch. She tried to restore the apartment to proper order, she made her bed, cleaned the kitchen, tried to make things look, as well as she knew how, the way they always had. The fear pressed in on her, though, strengthened by her growing awareness that her mother was now as far away as her father had ever been.

The wind between the project buildings blew hard, leaching the warmth from her body. She shivered, somewhat from the cold but more from fear. Had she forgotten her coat at school? She couldn’t remember, and if she’d left it there it was gone for sure. “You’ve got to take better care of your things!” her mother would howl, fighting not to cry. “Al, honey, we don’t have money to keep on buying things for you just to have you lose them!”

It had been bitterly cold that morning, she couldn’t have left her coat home.

Could she?

Maybe she wouldn’t tell. Maybe she could wear two shirts and her hoodie, maybe it wouldn’t get too cold this year, maybe she’d find another coat . . .

Maybe her mother wouldn’t notice. She’d been acting so funny lately . . .

It wasn’t much warmer inside her building. She rode the elevator up, silent and alone, pushed open the door to her floor.

Funny smell in the hallway.

Someone had opened a window somewhere and the cold wind was reaching in, feeling for her . . .

The door to the apartment was open.

Two firemen and a cop stood just outside, in the hallway. They didn’t notice her until too late, she darted past them, saw her mother lying on the kitchen floor, the skin of her face an unearthly gray.

Oven door open.

One of the firemen grabbed her.

She screamed.

Alessandra came to, gasping for breath on the floor next to the daybed in her apartment on Pineapple Street. The heat must have gone off again, she was covered with cold sweat, and she was freezing.

And alone, still.

She got up shivering, climbed back under the blankets, felt her twelve-year-old self sliding away.

My last night in this hole, she thought, shaking, and the ghosts have to come out one more time. Maybe they wouldn’t follow her to the new place over on Atlantic . . .

Yeah. And maybe Prince Charming would come along and make her feel warm all over. She waited for sleep, but it would not return.

God, she was cold.





Three

Alessandra stifled a yawn and tried to focus. The hard plastic chair in the office of Houston Investigations was the only thing keeping her awake, it had been a long night without much sleep. “Al,” Sarah said, “this is Mrs. West. She’s the woman I was telling you about.” Al could not recall any mention of Mrs. West, this was probably just Sarah’s way of making the woman feel comfortable. “We know you here, honey, and we’ve discussed your case.” There was something of the Pied Piper in Sarah, people seemed to trust her. She must remind them of their sister, Al thought, or their favorite aunt, or maybe their first girlfriend from school.

The woman glanced at Sarah and nodded. She was a tall woman, and very thin, with long wispy blond hair that tended to float and blue eyes so wide you could see white all the way around the iris. She doesn’t see herself, Al thought, when she looks in the mirror she probably sees what she looked like twenty years ago. Those eyes and that hair made her look somewhat demented. You could see how she might have been fine, once upon a time, but in another ten years she wouldn’t look too out of place riding on a broom. Funny, how youth and beauty can hide the dark spots in a person, but baby, when that tide goes out . . . Mrs. West sucked in a big breath of air as if it would help her tell her story. “I would like you to find my stepson,” she said, looking down at her hands, which she held clenched in her lap.

She’s fighting for control, Al thought, she’s got her legs crossed, got her fists ready, she’s trying to keep herself very tight and hard in that chair.

Sarah made eye contact with Al and raised her eyebrows. She’s asking me if we can do it, Al thought, and she nodded. No big deal.

“Your stepson?” Al asked, let the tone of her voice pose the question.

Mrs. West nodded without looking up. “Yes,” she said. “My husband . . . Jake is my husband’s youngest son. Jake and his brother were children when I married their father. Jake was twelve, his brother Isaac was thirteen. I thought they would warm up to me in time . . .” She finally raised her eyes and looked at Alessandra.

“They thought I was a trophy wife,” Mrs. West said. “Maybe I was. I never thought so.” She looked back down at her hands. “My husband was a wonderful man, simply wonderful, but I thought I brought at least as much to the marriage as he did. I had just completed my residency, I had joined a private practice on Madison Avenue. I was not as well off as Thomas, of course, but I certainly didn’t need his money.” Her voice had trailed off to the point where Alessandra and Sarah were both leaning forward to hear her.

A trophy wife, Al thought, God, do they give a trophy for second place . . . “You’re a doctor?” Al asked her.

“Psychiatrist.” She glanced up quickly. “Not what you’re probably thinking.” Back on solid ground, her voice gained strength. “Until recently,” she said, “most of my work has been with incarcerated women.”

You’d have to be in jail, Al thought, to let a woman looks this crazy mess with your head. But you’re being unfair, she thought. Maybe all she needs is a nice haircut. “Rehabilitation?” Al asked. “We still do that?”

Sarah held her thumb against the first two fingers of her left hand, shook her hand once, and looked at the ceiling. It was typical Sarah: with one economical gesture and no words at all she told Al she was being an insensitive clod.

“We have never really bothered with rehabilitation, Ms. Martillo,” Mrs. West said sharply. “We warehouse people for a longer or shorter period of time, we force them to live in conditions you wouldn’t wish upon a stray cat, and when their time is up we turn them loose. And when they get into trouble again we pretend to be shocked.”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. West, I didn’t mean . . .”

“Oh, it’s all right, I’m the one who should be sorry. I care deeply about my work, Alessandra, and to tell you the truth it has probably limited my usefulness. I wish I could have
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