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DEDICATION

To Christine, as always





EPIGRAPH

It is not the strongest . . . that survives,

nor the most intelligent . . .

It is the one that is the most adaptable to change.

CHARLES DARWIN








ONE

Stoney leaned against the end of the bar and watched the bartender fix his drink. Ice in a tall glass, seltzer water, squeeze the lime, goddammit, don’t just throw it in there. The guy put it down in front of him without comment, picked up the five-dollar bill lying there, and went to make change. It had been eight months since Stoney had touched alcohol, and somewhat to his surprise, Seagram’s had not gone out of business, nor had Budweiser, Miller, Bushmill’s, or any of the rest. The bartender brought back his change, turned away without asking him if he was sure he didn’t want a chaser, how about a Dewar’s on the side, nothing. There were a half dozen other people in the place, and not one of them, as far as he could tell, cared what he was drinking.

Benny would care. Stoney could hear the guy’s voice in his head. “Keep playing on the tracks, kid, don’t be surprised when you get hit by the train.” Stoney figured that Benny would be right about that, Benny was right about most things that had to do with not drinking, and with living your life like you gave a shit. Stoney glanced at his watch. Another twenty minutes until it was time to meet his daughter. Stoney did not know why he was standing in this bar in the bowels of New York City’s Grand Central Station. Wait upstairs, asshole, he told himself. What is wrong with you? You really think you need something to fortify yourself? She’s just a kid, for chrissake. He left the seltzer and the change on the bar and walked out.

Grand Central Station’s main waiting room is a vast open space, it’s the kind of vaulted stone hall that no one builds anymore, a cathedral to all that railroads had once been. Stoney was there because his daughter, Marisa, had left a voice mail on his cell phone. “Meet me under the clock in Grand Central,” she’d said, gave him the date and time and nothing else. Surprised the hell out of him, he didn’t even know how she’d found his number. She must have gotten it off one of the old bills, back when they were still sending them to the house. Back before his wife, Donna, had thrown him out.

There was nothing for him to do but stand there, Marisa hadn’t told him what train she’d be on. He tried to figure it out from the schedule but he gave up on that pretty quickly. He found that he did not know enough about his daughter to be able to do more than guess. How old is she? he asked himself. Do you even know? He came up with an answer to that, though, because he’d driven to the hospital to pick up Donna and the new baby in the Buick Grand National he’d bought in ’86. He’d smacked up the car a year later, so Marisa had to be around sixteen. Seventeen. Something like that. Jesus. 

She came striding across the floor of that enormous room, longish brown hair, brown eyes, tall but not too tall, thin, but not out of the ordinary, pretty, but not a knockout. Physically, she put him in mind of Donna, his wife, but he could see from the look in her eyes that she was her father’s daughter. She’s not gonna be easy to deal with, he thought.

He had spent most of the previous evening talking to Benny about this meeting. Stoney might have been a while without a drink, but his head was still all fucked up. Benny supplied him with perspective, judgment, purpose. Benny told him which AA meetings to attend. “Go to Liberty Street tonight,” he would say. “Get there around eight and help them put the chairs out.” Stoney followed the instructions. Sometimes he’d see Benny there, sometimes he wouldn’t. Stoney had quit trying to make sense of it. Just do what the little bastard tells you, he told himself. Working so far, isn’t it?

“So let her come meet you,” Benny had told him. “Just try not to overreact. She might be coming to tell you she hates your guts and never wants to see you again, or she might want to tell you she misses you. Either way, you gotta take it, you owe her that.”

“What about this business of making amends?” Stoney asked him. “Don’t I have to say something about that when I see her?”

“You ain’t up to that part yet,” Benny told him. “No jumping ahead. Look, just go meet her, okay? Don’t chase her away by running after her. And try not to act like an asshole. Call me after.”

She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt that came several inches short of meeting at her waist. The part of the jeans that would have held belt loops was missing, torn off, leaving a ragged fringe. She had a diamond tennis bracelet on one thin wrist. Stoney could sense the men passing by regarding his daughter as a sexual being, and that primal father thing started up in his head. He couldn’t help himself.

She stopped about six feet away and looked at him without expression. “Where’s the rest of your pants?” he asked her, but he almost smiled when he said it, and that saved him.

She gave him a look. “That’s the way they make them now,” she told him. He could tell that she was trying to suck in her stomach the way females do, but she didn’t really have one.

“You hungry? You feel like something to eat?”

She shook her head. “Show me where you live,” she said.

He wondered if Donna had put her up to this, if she wanted to know where he lived so she could serve papers on him or some shit, but he immediately felt bad for thinking that. Donna was not that underhanded, her mind did not work that way. And even if it did, so what? There was no way he could win, either way. “Come on,” he said, nodding his head at the doors to the street. “Let’s take a cab.”

“All right.” She crossed the space between them and they headed for the exit. She hooked her arm around his elbow. He wondered if she did it out of habit, or did she feel something? She didn’t say anything, but that was all right. He concentrated on the sensation of her arm on his. Live in the moment, that was one of the things Benny kept telling him. Take what life gives you.

She belted herself in when they got into the cab. Stoney gave the driver his address, leaned back in the seat as the guy took off. He noticed her staring at him.

“What?”

“You don’t wear seat belts?”

“This country is becoming a nation of sheep,” he told her. “Government tells you you gotta fasten your seat belt, so you all do it.”

She shook her head, looked out the window.

“How is everybody,” he asked her.

“Pissed off,” she said. “Dennis, especially. He thinks you’re a real shit. He’s only thirteen, though. He doesn’t know anything.”

“How about your mom?”

She glanced at him, looked away. “She doesn’t cry as much anymore, but she’s still pretty mad. She had to start looking for a job last week, and that didn’t help. She says you hid all the money.” She was looking at him, her brow furrowed. “Is that true?”

“Well, I didn’t leave it in the desk drawer, for chrissake.” He shook his head. Donna had never concerned herself much with finances, not in all the years they had been married. “Why didn’t she call me? I would have told her what to do.”

“Maybe she was waiting for you to call her.” He could hear the resentment in Marisa’s voice.

“She didn’t want me to. She made that pretty clear.”

“Is that what she told you?”

“Oh yeah.” He started to elaborate, thought better of it. “You better believe it.”

“Women change their minds sometimes, haven’t you heard that?”

“That right?” He considered it. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll try calling her.” He could hear the doubt in his own voice.

Marisa exhaled, as though she’d been holding in more air than she should have. “Fine. Don’t wait around too long, though. Mr. Prior told her she should go see a lawyer.”

“Who’s he?”

She pursed her lips in distaste. “He’s a jerk.” She stared out the window for about a block, then turned back to him, shaking her head. “He’s just this guy. I think he’s from her support group.”

“Oh.” She sleeping with him yet? He was aching to ask the question, but he knew it would be a terrible mistake. “What’s his first name?”

“Look, just pretend I didn’t tell you, okay?” The resentment was back in her voice. “Don’t even say anything. I shouldn’t have told you about him. Mom says you’ll kill him.”

He thought about that. Let it go, he told himself. At least for now. But all his regrets came back to him in a flood, all the things he needed to make up for, all the rotten, joyless years. He had been hoping that things would still work out somehow, that Donna would still take him back, or at least that she’d give him another shot. He didn’t understand how it could be that she still owned him so completely.

Marisa had been watching him intently. “All right,” he told her, trying to keep the dismay out of his voice. “I never heard of the guy. Fair enough?”

She was still watching him, gauging his reactions. “You still care about her, don’t you.”

He nodded. “Always did.”

She sat back and looked out the window. “Mr. Prior says you’re a common criminal.”

He laughed at that, a short, staccato burst of sound. “You tell Mr. Prior,” he said, “there ain’t nothing common about me.”

“I already did,” she said. “Where the hell are we going?”

“East Village,” he told her.

“Oh,” she said. “Charles. His name is Charles David Prior.” She wrinkled her face in distaste. “He uses all three names. But don’t forget, you promised.”

“I won’t forget.”

The building vestibule, where the mailboxes were, smelled like vomit, but that receded once you got inside and got the door closed behind you. The place was on Twelfth Street, between Avenues B and C. It had once been a tenement, but the residents had gotten together, bought the place, and fixed it up. The rest of the block, though, still looked like shit. They climbed the stairs to the fourth floor in silence. Stoney unlocked the door to his apartment, held it open for Marisa to precede him inside.

“Good grief,” she said, looking around the living room. There was an antique Bokhara on the floor, Oriental prints on the walls, shoji screens blocking off the small kitchen.

“What?” he said. “You thought I was sleeping in the backseat of an abandoned car?”

“There’s an idea,” she said. “Actually, I thought you’d be living with Fat Tommy.”

“Tried that for a few weeks. Me and Tommy, we been partners forever, but we couldn’t coexist in the same space. We got different schedules, you know what I mean? Tommy has to get his nine, ten hours every night, and I hardly sleep at all. I like it quiet, he has to have the goddamn radio or the television on all the time. Besides, I think I was cramping his style.”

She smiled, thinking of Tommy. She’s just like all the rest of them, Stoney thought. It was irritating, how the females always seemed to like Fat Tommy, aka Tommy Bagadonuts, aka Thomas Rosselli. She looked up at her father and her smile went away. “So how’d you find this place?”

“Belongs to a friend of Tommy’s. She doesn’t use it much anymore, so she’s letting me stay here for a while.”

“She’s got good taste,” Marisa said, and she went over to sit by a window. “You still going to AA?” She didn’t look at him.

“Yeah. You want something to drink? Soda, coffee, tea?”

“You have seltzer?”

“I got everything. Except, you know . . .”

“I didn’t think you’d offer me a beer.”

“No. Maybe not.”

“How many meetings you go to?”

He went around behind the screens and into the kitchen to get her water. He filled a tall glass with ice cubes, took the glass and the bottle of seltzer back out into the main room. She took them from him. “How many meetings?”

“One a day,” he said. “What do you know about it?”

“I had a boyfriend in NA,” she said.

“Had?”

“Last I heard, he was back in a long-term rehab.” She scowled at him. “You got a sponsor?”

“Yeah. Guy name of Benny.”

“You gonna make it? The counselor at school says the odds are something like thirty to one against.”

“Yeah, I heard that. Benny says the odds are bullshit. He says if I do what he tells me, I’ll be okay.”

“I hope he’s right,” she said, and then turned away. “You have any idea what it was like, living with you?”

“I got the feeling you’re gonna tell me.”

“You remember those people down the street, used to have that Doberman?” Her voice was getting louder and angrier. “I couldn’t understand why anyone would keep a dog like that. He was so mean, he hated everyone.”

He went and sat on the couch across the room from her. “Maybe he didn’t hate everybody. Maybe he was afraid.” He watched her thinking about it. “Look, I’m sorry, but I can’t go back and change the past. It is what it is.”

She sighed. “What happened?”

“What do you mean?”

“With you and Mom? What happened? What did you do?”

He looked her in the eye. “What did I do. I’m an addict,” he said. “Do you know what that means?”

“I know what it looks like,” she said, staring back. “Maybe I don’t really know what it means.”

“It means I did what I had to do to get what I needed. You were standing in the way, I bulldozed you. I’m not making any excuses for it. But when I finally stopped using and drinking, I thought we’d get better. You, me, her, Dennis . . . All of us. Didn’t work out that way. I didn’t expect any medals, okay, but I didn’t know things were going to fall apart. I don’t exactly know what to do next.”

“How about apologizing? You gonna tell Mom you’re sorry?”

“Talk is cheap,” he said. “Your boyfriend, the one back in long-term rehab. How many times he apologize to you? How many times he promise you he’d never touch it again?”

She snorted, a humorless noise freighted with derision and resignation.

“So you really want to hear him say it again?”

“No,” she said. “But you could start by just calling her up. You could help her out with the money.”

“Okay. You’re right. I should have done that before. I never even thought about the bills.”

“Look, don’t go nuts, okay? Let her go get a job, at least that would get her out of the house. Just, like, try to help out a little bit.”

“I get you.”

She looked at him, shook her head. She’s more adult than I am, he thought. He resisted the urge to say it.

“Dad?”

“Yeah?”

“What’s gonna happen to us?”

He shrugged. “Life,” he said. “Life’s gonna happen to us. Just like everybody else.”

“Like everybody else? I’m not sure I would know what that is. I’ve been aiming for medical school, Dad. Should I forget about that? Should I start looking for a job, too?”

“Don’t you have to go to a regular college first?”

She didn’t answer that, she just glared at him.

“Look,” he said, “don’t worry about the money. You worry about getting in. I can pay for school.”

She sucked in a big breath, held it, blew it out. “This has to happen regular, Dad. You know what I mean? Normal, like everyone else. I don’t want you visiting the dean of students with a baseball bat.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She gave him a look. “Oh, please. Sometimes I feel like my whole life fell off the back of a truck.”

“Count your blessings,” he said. “I been feeling like the truck fell on me.”

They walked the long avenue blocks across Fourteenth Street to Union Square. She’d gone quiet on him, and he let her brood. He’d never been much of a conversationalist, and he found himself wondering if he ought to bring her down to see Fat Tommy, just so they wouldn’t have this silence hanging between them. He didn’t have to, though, he could sense that she had something on her mind, that she was working her way around to it, getting ready to tell him. It was an ungenerous thought, but he figured she was going to ask him for money. Why would she come, otherwise? It’s a long trip from the New Jersey burbs into Manhattan, and she was just a kid. Would she do it just to say hello? Just to get him talking to Donna again? But you compare everyone else to yourself, he thought. Maybe she feels something for you, maybe she’s not dead inside, maybe she’s not as big an asshole as you.

They stopped to watch the skateboard kids working on their moves on the steps of the park in the middle of Union Square.

“Dad?” she said. She hated to do it, he could tell. “I have to ask you a favor.”

“Okay.” He watched the muscles in her jaw working.

“You have to promise me you won’t do anything to him, okay? But I want you to check out this guy, Mom’s friend, Mr. Prior.”

“What do you want to know about him?”

She shook her head. “There’s something funny about the guy, Dad. He’s got a weird way of looking at me, and I don’t like it. It’s not just like leering, either. There’s something wrong with the way he stares. I mean, I sort of expect middle-aged guys to look, and everything, but this guy is not about just looking. And Mom is such an idiot right now, pardon me for saying it, but I mean . . .”

She had been right to be so careful, making him promise not to touch Prior. He didn’t want to lose her, and he didn’t want to give Donna yet another reason to hate him, but . . . “What?”

She looked away from him. “She’s got her head up her ass, okay? Somebody wants to be her new best friend, all they have to do is smile at her, for God’s sake. I mean, she’s so much smarter than this, I knew this guy was a creep the first time I saw him, okay, and I learned how to do that from her, but right now she can’t see it. If you give me something on the guy, I can probably get her away from him. But you have to promise me you’ll let me do this. She won’t listen to you right now. Okay? And you have to be careful.”

“Careful of what?”

“Mr. Prior is connected. I asked around a little bit, and I was told he knows all the cops in town, he gives money to all the local politicians, his lawyer is some big shot in the county government.” She looked up at him, took a piece of paper out of her pocket, and gave it to Stoney. It had Prior’s name and address written on it. The town was Alpine, New Jersey, more of an enclave than a town, a haven for rich people who valued their privacy. He looked up from the paper at his daughter. She opened her mouth to say something, then shut it again.

“What?”

“I don’t want to say it,” she said, her voice small.

“No, go on.”

He watched her thinking it over. “I’m sorry, Dad. I’m sorry for how this is gonna sound, okay, but you’re the only person I know who’s a mean enough bastard to take this guy on.”

He laughed.

“I said I was sorry.”

“You know,” he said, “my sponsor, Benny, he says I have to change. Can’t be what I was anymore or I’ll go back to drinking again.”

“Maybe,” she said. “But do this for me first, all right? Then get better.”

He laughed again, threw his head back, and let it go. She looked at him, appraisal in her eyes. “You’re different already,” she said. “Listen, I’m sorry I compared you to the Doberman down the block.”

“That’s all right,” he said. “Even bad dogs have their uses.”

He saw a flash of white teeth then, an actual smile, but it was quickly replaced with a fierce scowl. “Dad?”

“Yeah?”

“Mom’s having a graduation party for me next week. Will you come?”

“You want me to?”

She nodded at him without changing her expression. She didn’t seem happy, and he began to feel like a guy invited to his own hanging. “All right,” he said. “Sure.”

It was a lonelier place when he got back to the apartment. He couldn’t remember feeling that way about it since he’d moved in. Another one, he thought, another new sensation I can’t quite identify. He’d gotten used to not feeling much of anything at all, unless you counted the sudden rage that enveloped him when his temper snapped, and now he didn’t know what to do with these resurrected emotions. They had been dead for so long he’d forgotten all about them. Since he’d been sober, though, they’d come raging back to life and they would roar through his head like some new disease to which he had no natural immunity. There seemed to be no medium for him; no mild euphoria, no slight depression. Benny had warned him that this would happen, but knowing it was no defense. His moods seesawed madly between idiotic heights of exhilaration and black depths of suicidal despair. I should be used to this, he thought, I ought to have expected it. He hadn’t, though. It had been so good to see his daughter, pissed off or not, and now that she was gone, Mrs. Cho’s studio, where he was living, seemed colder and meaner than he could remember it ever being. He stared at the mute television set. He had an urge to turn it on, if only to fill the empty space with human sounds. He sat there looking at it, and it stared back with its blank gray face. He couldn’t muster up enough interest to get up out of his chair and go look for the remote.

The telephone was right next to him, so he picked it up and punched in Benny’s number. He knew almost immediately that Benny wasn’t home, because Benny was an old-fashioned guy, he didn’t have voice mail or an answering machine, Benny either picked up the phone or he didn’t, and in this case he didn’t. Stoney counted six rings, and then two more just in case Benny was in the bathroom, but there was still no answer.





TWO

Seeing Stoney made Tommy Rosselli feel old. It wasn’t Tommy’s fault, he’d been shot in a robbery the previous year and he was still recovering. The doctors who had saved his life had taken a bullet out of his back, but there was another one still in there, lodged too close to the spine for the doctors to remove. A third one had hit him high in the back of his shoulder and passed on through, and now the healing exit wound was an angry red and white puckered scar that he didn’t like looking at. On cold days he swore he could feel the bullet that was still in him, dull and heavy with the malice of the man who had put it there. The thought of it made him feel tired, discouraged, disappointed. It was hard for him to take, because Tommy had always been a man who embraced life, even in the midst of trouble and strife he found things to savor in almost every experience that passed his way. Fat Tommy Rosselli was a man who loved, in no particular order, young women, Dame Joan Sutherland, fine food, fat women, Luciano Pavarotti, good wine, middle-aged women, expensive cars, the company of competent men, women with gray hair who still knew how to take care of themselves. Thin women made him nervous, as did the concept of denying oneself until the very shape of one’s body was changed.

This thing with the bullet was different, though, and even though the constant ache was more of an annoyance than a real pain, it reminded him of his own fragility. The pills the doctor prescribed for him eased his discomfort but they also dulled his mind, and so he didn’t like to take them.

Stoney, his partner, was not a source of sympathy. “You gotta get out and walk around, you fat fuck. It’s summertime, for chrissake, you stay up in that loft much longer, the cleaning lady is gonna put you on her list of shit that gets dusted once a month.” Stoney was right, of course, though it would not have killed him to show a little bit of human feeling. Understanding. He’d never do it, though. Stoney had changed, somewhat, since he’d put down the booze and the dope, but he hadn’t changed that much.

Tommy had the cabdriver let him out around the corner from his destination. Another useless subterfuge, because Stoney knew him too well to ever believe that Tommy would be out walking, following his doctor’s orders without someone yelling at him first. He did it anyway, tipped the driver a five, and watched the guy drive away. He walked slowly to the corner, pausing to consider the image looking back at him from a store window.

He might be feeling down but he still looked good. He was wearing a new suit, Italian wool with a subtle pinstripe cut to fit his ample frame perfectly, gray silk collarless shirt. The shirt wasn’t Italian, it had been made in Hong Kong. You can’t have everything, though, and it was a good shirt nonetheless. He leaned on his cane and winked at his reflection. An extra-large Don Johnson, he thought. Very cool.

Stoney was sitting at a table in a sidewalk café on Seventh Avenue South, down in the Village, smoking a cigarette. New York City’s billionaire mayor didn’t smoke, didn’t like cigarette smoke or the people who produced it, and as a result you weren’t supposed to light up anywhere except inside your own house or your own car, preferably with the windows rolled up. Stoney, however, didn’t give a shit what the mayor liked, and he exhaled gray smoke out of his nose as he eyed Tommy making his unhurried way up the sidewalk. He kicked out a chair when Tommy got close.

“Good to see you out in the sun,” he said. “Bet you forgot what it looked like.”

Tommy puffed his chest out, tried to look insulted. “Every day,” he said, “I take a lilla walk. Just like the doctore wasa tell me.”

“Yeah, sure you do. You walk from your couch to your refrigerator. How you feeling?”

Tommy sat down, leaned his cane against the table, and straightened the creases in his trousers. “I gonna be okay,” he said. “Just take time.”

“You still taking those Percocets?”

Tommy shook his head. “I don’t like,” he said. “They makea me tire.”

“That’s too bad. My daughter came in to visit me yesterday.”

“Marisa?” Tommy brightened. “How old is she now?”

“Seventeen.”

“Oh my God, seventeen.” Tommy shook his head. “You tell her, next time she gonna come see me. Seventeen, very danger to be seventeen. How she’sa do? She’s okay with this thing between you and Donna?”

“I don’t know.” Stoney took a last drag on his cigarette, flicked it in the general direction of the gutter. “Marisa’s not like her mother. You only get to see what she wants you to see.”

“Smart girl,” Tommy said, nodding his head. “Grown up now. Become a woman.”

“I suppose. She says I should call Donna.”

Tommy watched his friend’s face, said nothing. He himself would have called long ago, he would have sent flowers, candy, singing telegrams, he would have campaigned, he’d have waged war to win his way back into her bed, but what worked for him might not work for Stoney. He knew that Stoney had not given up, though, because he did not yet have that melancholy and eviscerated look common to newly single men. Stoney just looked pissed off. He watched as Stoney reached for another cigarette. He wondered at the guy sometimes. For years, he had watched his friend drink, smoke, snort and generally abuse himself, and yet the bastard was in disgustingly good health. “So? You gonna call?”

Stoney stuck the new cigarette in his mouth and clicked it alive with a plastic lighter. “I guess I have to,” he said. “I hate to do it, though, you know what I mean? She’s just gonna rip me a new asshole all over again. I don’t know how to get past that.”

“Marisa must think she’s ready,” Tommy said. “Maybe worth a try, but you’re right, too easy to scream at somebody onna phone. Phone isa no good.” He thought about it for a minute. “In case it was me,” he said, “I’ma send a car to get her. Bring her to meet me at a nice fancy restaurant. You know, flowers, music, wine . . .” He looked up at Stoney. “Wine for her. Water for you. But you know, nice, nice. She don’t gonna yell at you too much inna nice place. Maybe then you could talk.”

Stoney was nodding. “Good idea,” he said. “Much better than calling.”

The waiter came, looked disapprovingly at Stoney’s cigarette, took their order. They both waited until the guy was out of earshot before resuming their conversation. “You smoke too much,” Tommy said, happy to find some defect in Stoney to talk about. Stoney eyed him for a second, then shrugged.

“Yeah,” he said. “I know. It’s not so bad now, believe it or not. I cut down a lot. I was going nuts for a while, there, you know, crawling outta my own skin. Benny told me not to worry about it. ‘One thing at a time,’ he told me. Anyway, better to kill yourself with butts than with dope and alcohol, it’s a much easier way to die. You don’t lose everything first.”

Tommy had never met Benny, but Stoney spoke of him often. He didn’t know much about AA, but he knew that Benny was Stoney’s AA rabbi, he was the guy who had taken Stoney under his wing, showed him the ropes. Tommy was naturally suspicious of new relationships and new confidences, but this AA thing Stoney was into seemed to be a vast improvement over the self-destructive, suicidal course he had been on before, so Tommy kept his misgivings to himself. He had made discreet inquiries when Stoney first told him about joining. Some of the cops watching over him in the hospital had been acquainted with AA, and they had given the program mixed reviews. “Yeah, sure,” one cop told him. “They’ll help him quit drinking, all right. But just be ready, ’cause he’s gonna cut you loose. They won’t let him hang with you no more.” It hadn’t happened yet, but Tommy was waiting and watching, observing the ongoing metamorphosis in his friend. Tommy was a keen student of human behavior and a master of the art of subtle manipulation, but this new aspect of Stoney’s personality continued to surprise him. “Maybe you gonna quit next year?”

Stoney shrugged. “Yeah, maybe. Listen, I need your help with something. I need somebody to check out a guy over in Jersey for me, somebody good. You know a guy?” He handed Tommy a card with a name and an address written on it.

Tommy read the name off the card. “Charles David Prior,” he said. “Alpine, New Jersey. Okay. No problem. I gonna check.” He left his questions unasked.

Stoney stared out into the street. “Town the guy lives in is like Beverly Hills East, serious money. Real serious.”

A rich guy, Tommy thought, and his predatory instincts were aroused, but he gave no sign of it. He did wonder, briefly, what Charles David Prior had done to attract Stoney’s attention. “Okay. Don’ worry, I think I know the right guy, he gonna find out everything.”

“Thanks, Tommy.”

“De nada. You gonna meet with Donna?”

Stoney nodded. “I have to.”

“Everything gonna be okay, you’ll see. Just do me one favor.”

“Yeah? What’s that?”

Fat Tommy wrinkled up his face in distaste. He gestured at Stoney’s clothes, filling the movement with contempt as only a native-born Italian can. “Dress up, lilla bit. Try to look nice. Alla time, blue jean, sweatshirt, sneaker. What’s wrong with you?”

Stoney looked down at himself. “I don’t even know if I got a suit, Tommy. If I do, it’s at the house.”

Tommy shook his head. “Minghe,” he said. “After we eat, I gonna take you to a nice tailor I know. You look like a fucking bum.” He paused. “You need my help with this other sommanabitch, you gotta tell me.”

“Fine.”





THREE

It was just three in the afternoon, barely the beginning of the evening rush hour, but the cab Stoney was in got stuck in a traffic jam down in lower Manhattan. It was on Chambers Street, about four blocks from the Brooklyn Bridge, when Stoney ran out of patience and decided to walk the rest of the way.

There is a wooden walkway across the bridge, it runs high above the cars in between the two traffic lanes. It’s about a mile across, and Stoney figured it might be another mile through Brooklyn Heights, the neighborhood on the far side, over to the building where Tuco lived. No reason not to walk, he thought, late spring day, warm, what the hell. Besides, he’d never done it before, might as well cross it off the list.

He had come to enjoy walking again during the months he’d been living back in the city, after all of those years in the Jersey suburbs. Not all New Yorkers do, though. Tommy Bagadonuts kept his car in a garage two blocks from his loft, and when he wasn’t driving, he rode in cabs. Guy likes taking care of himself, Stoney thought, but his weight and health had begun to impose limitations on him that Stoney would not have been able to tolerate. It was frustrating, because Stoney was relatively sure that, if Tommy could just once experience how good it felt to be in shape, he would go nuts for it the way he went nuts for everything he liked. Fat Tommy was the kind of guy, if he liked opera, it wasn’t enough to collect the CDs and go see it at Lincoln Center. He wasn’t happy until he was sleeping with one of the singers. He’d brought a woman home shortly after Stoney moved in with him, a coloratura soprano, whatever that was, thirtyish, a bit heavy, but she had a nice shape and a gorgeous round face that broadcast rosy happiness. The two of them had rampaged through the loft like a pair of rutting Clydesdales. Jesus.

It was maddening, watching the fat son of a bitch limp around feeling sorry for himself, because Stoney could picture him after a couple of weeks in the gym, he’d have his own nutritionist, his own personal trainer, he’d buy every workout gizmo that he could find, and he would tear a swath through the sea of aerobics instructors like Sherman marching through Georgia. Tommy Bagadonuts rarely did anything at less than full throttle. Thus far, however, Stoney had not managed to get him interested.

He stopped right at the top of the arch, the midpoint between the two stone towers. From there he could see the tip of Manhattan on his right, the residential neighborhood of Brooklyn Heights on his left, Governors Island, low, green and improbably empty, close to the Brooklyn side. The Statue of Liberty was out on her island in the bay, and Staten Island and Jersey were off in the distance. He could feel the bridge vibrating under his feet, almost as though it moved in harmony with the heartbeat of the city. He became conscious of the low rumble, the collective undercurrent of the ceaseless human activity that was New York. He had never really noticed it before. I been unconscious, he thought. I been right here all along, but I missed everything.

Tuco was the superintendent of a five-story building on Clark Street in Brooklyn Heights. It was a nice gig, especially for a poorly educated Hispanic kid who was not yet twenty years old. It came with a one-bedroom apartment that was nicer than anyplace he’d ever lived before, even if it was in the basement. The work was easy, he could do it with half his brain tied behind his back. It’s the best job you ever had, he told himself that for the umpteenth time. You could stay here for the rest of your life. . . . The very thought of that made him want to go up on the roof and throw himself off.

His friend Tommy Bagadonuts had gotten him the job, he’d introduced Tuco to Ms. McKinnon, the real estate agent who managed the building. The previous super had died, and they needed someone to mop the halls, take out the garbage, and so on. Tuco had been in need of a place to live, and it had seemed like a decent trade-off. A short time later, Tuco came into some money, and Fat Tommy had convinced him to keep the job and invest the money in real estate. Now Tuco owned a couple of co-op apartments in a building around the corner from where he lived. One of the initial problems had been that his windfall had come in the form of cash, but Tommy had winked at him, told him not to worry, everything would work out. Tuco didn’t even think of the places often anymore, he didn’t really have anything to do with them. Ms. McKinnon took care of renting them out, and rents came in, mortgage payments and management fees went out, all just numbers on a piece of paper. He couldn’t read very well, but numbers, he had no problem with.

There was a couple that lived on the fourth floor of his building, and they’d caught his eye as soon as he moved in. He’d been told by someone else in the place that the woman had just recently moved in with the man, but it seemed clear to Tuco that a victor had already been declared. The guy was thirtyish, he worked in international finance, and he seemed to have everything that marked a man as successful in Brooklyn Heights. He drove a late-model Volvo, traveled on business often, carried a PDA and a cell phone everywhere he went. He spoke several languages, wore exquisite clothing, beautiful shoes. His army, however, was in rout, his cannons spiked, his balls taken, held in escrow by his diminutive blond girlfriend. He smiled nervously in her presence, was solicitous of her well-being and state of mind, deferred to her opinions. You could almost watch the air leaking out of the guy, you could see him turning into a pale and flaccid imitation of what he had once been. Tuco wanted to shake the guy, yell at him. Run, you stupid bastard! Or else throw the bitch out. But it was no good, he knew that. The guy was in love. For her part, she exercised her authority firmly, but without a lot of unnecessary fireworks. Tuco had heard them argue a few times, but in each instance the firefight was brief, sharp, and followed by a strategic withdrawal on the part of the financier. When the guy brought his garbage downstairs, he would linger in the alley, lean back against the cool masonry wall, mop his forehead, close his eyes, but just for a minute or so. Then he would hurry back.

She, on the other hand, altered her regal pace for no man. It fell to her to take the garbage out when her financier was out of town, and it seemed that every time she did so, she went out of her way to find Tuco. He was in the habit of leaving his apartment door open, with just a screen between him and the common spaces when he was home, and she would rap on the door, call out his name, offer her comments on the repaint that he was doing on his living space. Each time it happened, Tuco would wonder, afterward, what it was he had been supposed to do, what cues he had missed, what it was that she really wanted from him. Tuco had always been intrigued by the ways in which people affiliated, how they attached themselves to this group or that, and in particular, how they paired themselves off into couples. Whether they got married or just lived together, whether they were straight, gay, or some combination of the two, their behaviors seemed, to him, remarkably uniform. The first phase of a relationship was love, or failing that, at least a period of unwarranted optimism during which they tried hard to ignore the other person’s flaws, because they had their own, after all. Didn’t they? But that initial promise rarely lasted. You could watch it decay, if you were around them long enough. This one liked Leno, the other preferred Letterman. He wanted a new Acura, she would rather spend the money on plastic surgery and European holidays. The contest of wills signaled the end of the first phase, and the beginning of the struggle for supremacy that would last, generally, until there was a clear winner. And a clear loser. If the couple stayed together after that, you could always tell which was which. The winner became a bit louder, a bit more confident of their opinions, while the loser, by degrees, surrendered their capacity for independent thought, their personality withered, faded away until they became a poor and dog-eared carbon copy of their dominant partner, to whom they began to look for opinions, ideas, desires, and ultimately, permission to be.

When he pressed himself for examples of what he thought a healthy relationship might look like, he could not think of any. It was discouraging, because he wanted to fall in love, he wanted that mad infatuation, that ecstatic high, but he could not abide the thought of the battle for control that seemed inevitably to follow. He emphatically did not want to be responsible for some other person’s life, he could barely manage to be responsible for his own. On the other hand, he didn’t know how much of himself he was willing to surrender in order to gain someone else’s conditional approval.

In the first week of the fourth month of his tenure as superintendant, she had come to him with a problem. Her financier was in Singapore, and therefore unavailable. The thingy in the tank part of the toilet must be broken, because the water would not stop running. She didn’t like to bother anybody, normally she would wait, but the noise was making her nuts, she couldn’t sleep. Did he know anybody? Or could he, by chance, fix it for her himself? He would be such a lifesaver. . . .

She was a white girl. Technically she was no longer a girl, but she had flawless skin, and she spoke in a junior-high-school voice which fostered the impression, so that’s how he thought of her. Five foot four or so, with breasts that seemed a bit large for her thin frame. There was something about her lips, too, they may not have been precisely what God had given her, but Tuco didn’t really know much about such things, and she looked fine, either way. “Yeah, I can probably fix it,” he said. He had a closet full of repair parts, left over from the previous administration. “Would you like me to come have a look?”

“Oh, that would be great,” she said. She started in on him during the elevator ride upstairs. “So, Tuco,” she said. “Tell me about yourself.”

It was the question he hated most in life. It wasn’t what she really wanted to know, he was sure of that, it was just the opening step in a verbal ritual dance that would continue until she had him pigeonholed. She wouldn’t be direct, either, it would be, “What kind of work do you do?” and “Where do you come from?” and “What kind of music do you listen to?” In the part of Brooklyn where he had grown up, your physical stature and your reputation for toughness went a long way in establishing your manhood, and he had grown comfortable with himself, measured by those standards. In Brooklyn Heights, though, what they really wanted to know was how much money you had, and how you had gotten it.

“I’m the super,” he told her. That was the first answer his brain handed him, along with a tickle of self-loathing, every time the subject came up. I’m a custodian. I mop floors, I coax that ancient boiler to send you heat, I brought the garbage out to the curb. There were other things he could say. He was a mechanic, and a gifted one at that, he was an investor, he was a student in search of a teacher. And when he worked with Fat Tommy and Stoney, he was a liar, a thief, and a con artist. Any of those answers were true, but his mouth did not seem to want to form the words that would make him look better in her eyes.

He didn’t understand why he felt ashamed. He made a nice living, he sent a few bucks home to his mother, what was wrong with that? The problem was, he knew that he had potential, he just didn’t know how to unlock it, so he condemned himself to loser status. A custodian in a neighborhood of stockbrokers and lawyers. Short-dick motherfucker . . . It seemed that everyone else could unzip and lay it out there. “Hey, kid, look at this. You see this? This is a man, by God . . .” And he was just a boy.

“I know that, silly,” she said, reaching out, touching him on the shoulder. “It says so right on your doorbell. But you only do that to pay the bills.” The elevator reached her floor, the doors opened, and she preceded him out and down the hall. She stuck her key in her front door. “This isn’t what you do for your spirit,” she said.

“I suppose not,” he said. “What do you do, for your spirit?”

She turned, looked at him over her shoulder, grinned. “Come on inside,” she said. “You want a beer?”

He never got an answer to his question.

He didn’t think of it until later, how odd it was that a woman could have such large breasts and yet be so thin you could count her ribs. He found her tan lines incredibly sexy, though, he’d never seen such a thing before. He tried to apologize after he came the first time. “You young guys,” she told him. “You’re always in such a hurry.” She held him there, kept him occupied until he came back to life, then she showed him things he had never dreamed of. It was like being in the hands of an accomplished mechanic, a technician who knew how to coax every last ounce of torque out of an engine. Tuco was nothing if not a student, he dropped his inhibitions on her floor next to his clothes and dived in. She did not, however, give up on her attempts to classify him, she would choose what seemed like the most inopportune moments to stop what the two of them were doing to ask him another question. “I should have put some music on,” she said, at one such time, holding him in a disbelieving state of suspended animation. “What kind of music do you like?”

He held on, reeling. “Don’t need music,” he croaked. She laughed that teenage laugh of hers, and then she posed, a little bit, lay back on her pillows, looking like an adolescent’s wet dream, before she continued. She left no doubt in his mind, though, who was driving, and who was the passenger.

She didn’t bother to get dressed, afterward, she strolled naked into her kitchen for two more beers while he put on his clothes. She handed him one when she got back. “You can fix the water some other time,” she told him, and laughed her schoolgirl laugh. “Give me a couple of days to recover.”

“All right,” he said.

“I’ll call you,” she said, walking him out to the front door. “I’ll let you know when to come back.”

“Okay,” he said, wishing he could think of something else to say to her, but he could not. She let him out, closed the door behind him. All in all, a nice friendly fuck, he thought, waiting for the elevator. Still, he felt strangely unsettled. Are you crazy, he asked himself, what’s wrong with you? What more could anybody ask for? But it seemed like there ought to be more to it.

“It ain’t like it’s a bad job or nothing.” Tuco and Stoney walked down the slate sidewalk, past the brownstones and carriage houses of Brooklyn Heights. Stoney looked thinner than Tuco remembered him, and his face was different, too, but he was still big, still intimidating. Tuco always thought of him as looking like a guy who had a toothache and was pissed off about it. Something is happening to him, he’s different now, Tuco thought. He’d known it for sure as soon as Stoney told him he preferred walking to sitting. “I mean, it ain’t any work to speak of, especially in the summer. Couple more months, there won’t be no boiler to run, half the people in the building will have went off to the Hamptons for the summer. It’s really nothing, all I gotta do is take the trash out, mop the hallway once in a while. And for that, I get a free place to live in a nice neighborhood. They even pay me a few bucks. I know I oughta be happy with that.”

“So? You bored?”

“Stoney, I keep thinking like there’s something else I’m supposed to be doing, and I don’t know what it is.”

“Yeah? What are you doing about it?”

The question surprised him. I suppose, he thought, it is up to me. “Nothing,” he said.

“Why not?”

“I don’t know what to do.”

“Well, that’s a problem. Don’t feel bad, you ain’t alone. There’s a lot of people walking around, don’t know what they wanna be when they grow up. Lotta people die without ever figuring it out.”

“Serious?”

“Yeah. Ain’t life a bitch?”

“You been a big help, you know that?”

“Look, what are you, nineteen? You’re still just a kid. Lotta directions you could go in. All you gotta do is figure out what it is that you like, okay? Once you find something that winds your clock, then you find out what the process is, how you get from where you’re at to where you wanna go. You break that process down into steps, you start taking the steps one at a time. You don’t give up and you don’t die, sooner or later you’ll get there.”

“Yeah, but I got this other problem.”

“What’s that?”

“Dyslexia. It makes it hard for me to read. I don’t see what everybody else sees when they look at a newspaper.”

Stoney did not look surprised. “So?”

Tuco’s stomach was churning. He knew better than to expect sympathy from Stoney, but he had expected compassion. “It makes things more hard. It means there’s a lot of stuff I can’t do.”

“Look, kid, everybody’s got something. Everybody’s got some kinda monkey on his back. Look at it this way
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