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Chapter I



One day you know more dead people than live ones.

The thought greets Vince Camden as he sits up in bed, frantic, casting around a dark bedroom for proof of his existence and finding only props: nightstand, dresser, ashtray, clock. Vince breathes heavily. Sweats in the cool air. Rubs his eyes to shake the dust of these musings, not a dream exactly, this late-sleep panic—fine glass thin as paper, shattered and swirling, cutting as it blows away.

Vince Camden pops his jaw, leans over, and turns off the alarm just as the one, five, and nine begin their fall. Each morning at 1:59 he sits up like this and turns off the clock radio in the split second before two and the shrill blast of alarm. He wonders: How is a thing like that possible? And yet…if you can manage such a trick—every morning waking up a few ticks before your alarm goes off—why couldn’t you count all the dead people you know?

 

START WITH GRANDPARENTS. Two sets. One grandfather had a second wife. That’s five. Vince runs a toothbrush over his molars. Mother and father. Seven. Does a stillborn sister count? No. A person has to have been alive to be dead. By the time he finishes his shower, blow-dries his hair, and gets dressed—gray slacks, long-sleeve black dress shirt, two buttons open—he’s gone through family, neighbors, and former associates: already thirty-four people he knows to be dead. Wonders if that’s high, if it’s normal to know so many dead people.

Normal. That word tails him from a safe distance most days. He opens a drawer and pulls out a stack of forged credit cards, looks at the names on the cards: Thomas A. Spaulding. Lane Bailey. Margaret Gold. He imagines Margaret Gold’s lovely normal life, a crocheted afghan tossed over the back of her sofa. How many dead people could Margaret Gold possibly know?

Vince counts out ten credit cards—including Margaret Gold’s—and puts these in the pocket of his windbreaker. Fills the other pocket with Ziploc bags of marijuana. It’s 2:16 in the morning when Vince slides his watch onto his wrist, careful not to catch the thick hair on his forearm. Oh yeah, Davie Lincoln—retarded kid used to carry money in his mouth while he ran errands for Coletti in the neighborhood. Choked on a half-dollar. Thirty-five.

Vince stands in the tiny foyer of his tiny house, if you can call a coatrack and a mail slot a foyer. Zips his windbreaker and snaps his cuffs out like a Vegas dealer leaving the table. Steps out into the world.

About Vince Camden: he is thirty-six and white. Single. Six feet tall, 160 pounds, broad-shouldered and thin, like a martini glass. Brown and blue, as the police reports have recorded his hair and eyes. His mouth curls at the right corner, thick eyebrows go their own way, and this casts his face in perpetual smirk, so that every woman who has ever been involved with him eventually arrives at the same expression, hands on hips, head cocked: Please. Be serious.


Vince is employed in midlevel management, food industry: baking division—donuts. Generally, there is less to making donuts than one might assume. But Vince likes it, likes getting to work at 4:30 in the morning and finishing before lunch. He feels as if he’s gotten one over on the world, leaving his place of employment for lunch and simply not coming back. He’s realizing this is a fixed part of his personality, this desire to get one over on the world. Maybe there is a hooky gene.

Outside, he pulls the collar of his windbreaker against his cheeks. Cold this morning: late October. Freezing, in fact—the steam leaks from his mouth and reminds him of an elementary school experiment with dry ice, which reminds him of Mr. Harlow, his fifth-grade teacher. Hanged himself after it became common knowledge that he was a bit too fond of his male students. Thirty-six.

It’s a serene world from your front steps at 2:20 in the morning: dim porch lights on houses black with sleep; sidewalks split the dark dewed lawns. But the night has a grimmer hold on Vince’s imagination, and he shivers with the creeping sensation—even as he reminds himself it’s impossible—that he’s on the menu tonight.

 

“SO, WHAT…YOU want me to do this thing or not?”

The two men stare across the bench seat of a burgundy Cadillac Seville. The driver asks: “How much would something like that cost?”

The bigger man, in the passenger seat, is impatient, restless, but he pauses to think. It’s a fair question. After all, it is 1980, and the service industries are mired in this stagnant economy, too. Are the criminal sectors subject to the same sad market forces: inflation, deflation, stagflation? Recession? Do thugs suffer double-digit unemployment? Do criminals feel malaise?


“Gratis,” quotes the passenger.

“Gratis?” repeats the driver, shifting in the leather seat.

“Yeah.” And after a pause: “Means free.”

“I know what it means. I was just surprised. That’s all. You’re saying you’ll help me out with this guy for free?”

“I’m saying we’ll work something out.”

“But it won’t cost me anything?”

“We’ll work it out.”

And it says something about the man driving the Cadillac that in addition to not knowing what the word gratis means, he also doesn’t realize that nothing is free.

 

EIGHTY-SEVEN BARS in greater Spokane, serving three hundred thousand people. One taxicab company: eight cabs. So on a Tuesday morning just past two A.M., last call, the economics are clear: more drunks than the market can bear. They leach out onto the sidewalks and stagger and yawn to their cars—those who own them and remember where they’re parked. The rest walk from downtown to the neighborhoods, scattering in all directions across bridges, through underpasses, beneath trestles, up hills to dark residential streets, solitary figures beneath thought bubbles of warm breath and cigarette smoke. Rehearsed lies.

Vince Camden concentrates on his own thoughts as he walks sober and rested among the drunk and tired. Stout downtown brick and brownstone give way to low-rent low-rise strips—karate dojos, waterbed liquidators, erotic bookstores, pawnshops, and Asian massage—then a neighborhood of empty warehouses, rail lines, vacant fields, and a solitary two-story Victorian house, an after-hours cards and rib joint called Sam’s Pit. This is where Vince hangs out most nights before his shift begins at the donut shop.

Vince was only in town a few months when Sam died. Thirty-seven. The new owner is named Eddie, but everyone calls him Sam—it being easier to change one’s name to Sam than to change the faded Pepsi sign on the old house from SAM’S to EDDIE’S. Just as old Sam did, new Sam opens the Pit when the rest of the city closes, after Last Call. The place works like a drain for the city; every morning when the bars close, the drunks and hookers and lawyers and johns and addicts and thieves and cops and cardplayers—as old Sam used to say, “Evergodambody”—swirls around the streets and ends up here. It’s why the cops don’t sweat the gambling and undercounter booze. It’s just nice to know that at three A.M., everyone will be gathered in one place, like the suspects in a seamy British drawing room.

The Pit lurks behind high, unkempt shrubs, the only thing on a block of vacant lots, like a last tooth. Behind, a rutted dirt field functions as a parking lot for Sam’s and a factory showroom for the half-dozen professional women who gather here each night for last tricks. Inside, pimps play cards and wait for their cut.

Gravel cracks beneath Vince’s shoes as he angles for Sam’s Pit. Six cars are parked randomly in this weed-covered field, girls doing business in a couple. A car door opens fifty feet from Vince, and a woman’s voice skitters across the weedy lot: “Let go!”

Vince stares straight ahead. Not your business.

“Vince! Tell this guy to let go of me!”

Beth’s voice. At the door, Vince turns and walks back across the lot toward a tan Plymouth Duster. Inside, Beth Sherman is wrestling with a guy in a white turtleneck sweater and a navy sport coat. As he walks up to the car, Vince can see the guy’s pants are open and that he’s trying to keep Beth from getting out of the car. She swings at him with the frayed, dirty cast on her right forearm. Barely misses.

Vince leans down and opens the car door. “Hey, Beth. What’s going on?”

The guy lets go and she pulls away, climbs out of the car and past Vince. He is amazed again how pretty she can be, triangular face and round eyes, bangs cut straight across them. She can’t weigh a hundred pounds. Odd for a woman in her line of work to actually look younger than she is, but Beth could pass for a teenager—at least from a distance. Up close—well, the lifestyle is tough to hide. Beth points at the guy in the car with her cast. “He grabbed my ass.”

The guy is incredulous. “You’re a hooker!”

“I’m in real estate!”

“You were blowing me!”

Beth yells around Vince at the man: “Do you grab your plumber’s ass when he’s working?”

Vince steps between Beth and the john, and smiles disarmingly at the guy. “Look, she doesn’t like to be touched.”

“What kind of hooker doesn’t like to be touched?”

Vince can’t argue the premise. But he wishes the guy had just kept his mouth shut. He knows how this will go now, and in fact Beth steps around him, fishes around in her pocket, and throws a twenty-dollar bill in his face.

The guy holds up the twenty. “I gave you forty!”

“You got half,” she says. “You get half your money back.”

“Half? There’s no such thing!” He looks up at Vince. “Is there such thing as half?”

Vince looks from Beth to the guy and opens his mouth without the slightest expectation that anything will come. He looks back at Beth and their eyes catch long enough for both of them to note.

About Beth Sherman: she is thirty-three, just leaving “cute,” with brown hair and eyes that dart from attention. Her dislike of contact notwithstanding, Beth is well respected among the working women at Sam’s, mostly for one big accomplishment—she quit heroin without methadone, cold fucking turkey, exactly nineteen months and two weeks ago, on the very day she found out she was pregnant. Her boy, Kenyon, is a little more than a year now and he seems fine, but everyone knows how she watches him breathlessly, constantly comparing him to the other kids in the park and at his day care, looking for any sign that he is slow or stunted, that her worst fears are realized, that the junk has ruined him, too. And while she is clearly on her way out of this life—she fired her pimp, in writing—Beth continues to turn tricks, maybe because there are so few ways for a high school dropout to support herself and her son. Anyway, she’s not the only hooker at Sam’s who introduces herself as something else. It’s a place full of actresses and massage therapists, models, students, and social workers, but when Beth says she’s in real estate, people actually seem to believe it.

When he first arrived, Vince purchased Beth’s services (he tried a few of the girls) and found himself intrigued by her cool distance, the way she bristled under his hands. Then one night six months ago, she and Vince drank two bottles of wine and spent a night together without the exchange of money. And it was different—alarming and close. No bristle. But since then everything has been out of sorts—Beth not wanting to charge him, Vince wary of becoming involved with a woman with a kid. And so they haven’t slept together in three months. The worst part is that it feels like cheating to be with the other women, and so Vince is in the midst of his longest stretch of celibacy that doesn’t involve a jail cell. The whole thing has proven to him the old axiom among the professional class: Free sex ruins everything.

In the parking lot, Beth stalks away from the angry, unsated john—her tight jeans beneath a coat that stops midriff. Vince watches her go, then takes one of the bags of dope from his pocket, bends down, and holds it up to the window. The Bible says that even the peacemaker deserves a profit. Or it says something anyway.

After a second, the guy shrugs and holds up the twenty. “Yeah, okay,” he says. As they exchange dope for money, the guy shakes his head. “Never heard of a hooker who didn’t want to be touched.”

Vince nods, although in his estimation the world is made of only such people, pot-smoking cops, thieves who tithe 10 percent, society women who wear garters, tramps who sleep with stuffed bears, criminal donut makers, real estate hookers. He remembers a firefighter in the old neighborhood named Alvin Dunphy who was claustrophobic. Died when a burning apartment building collapsed on him. Thirty-eight.

 

“YOU CAN’T HAVE half. You either get one or you don’t.”

“Bet a buck. I’m with Jacks. What good’s the job if you don’t get to blow?”

“I don’t know, I think I got a half the first time.”

“How old were you, Petey?”

“The first time? Thirteen. Bump a buck.”

“Thirteen? No shit? Wish I had a sister.”

“It was your sister.”

“So what do you think, Vince?”

He has been quiet, lost in thought, hungover from a night of disquieting dreams. He sits perfectly still, leaning forward on his knees, staring off to the side, his cards stacked neatly in front of him. Sam’s Pit is dark and carpeted—the old dining room and living room of the Victorian decorated with velvet wall hangings of men with mustaches and Afros screwing huge-hipped women. Light comes from a couple of bare bulbs hanging from the ceiling and a lamp behind the bar. There are six tables in two main rooms—poker games going on at two of the tables; at the other four, people are eating ribs. Four women, including Beth and her best friend, Angela, sit at the bar, swirling drinks made from the bottles Eddie keeps under the counter.

Vince sits up and pushes the hair out of his eyes. “I’m in.” Snaps a five into the pot without looking at his cards. Eventually, they all know Vince will hold forth: “What do I think? I think you could reasonably have a half. Honestly, the first part is the best part anyway, and some people say that the end is the death of the thing. Or at least when it all goes downhill. No, I think the real value might be in those first few minutes…just getting someone’s full attention.”

The players look from their cards to Vince’s, stacked neatly on the table, and try to remember if he’s even looked at his hand. Vince looks up to the bar, where Beth is staring at him; she gives him a half smile, then looks to the ceiling, as if she’s just let go of a nice thought and is watching it float away like a kid’s balloon.

 

GAME OVER AND Vince is flush, counting a roll of bills as big as a pair of socks. The other guys exchange glances. Everyone has heard the whispered talk about Vince—the sudden appearance, the New York accent, the proficiency at cards, women, and crime. It is a reputation that Vince has been able to sustain without ever acknowledging—his past in winks and nods. “Where’d you learn to play like that?” Petey asks.

“Baking school.” The guys laugh. Vince tosses two fives on the table for the drinks. Stands. Four-thirty A.M., and he’s starting to get over whatever was gnawing at him this morning. “Fellas,” he says, and taps the roll of bills.

Having finished their ribs and settled with their pimps, the hookers are standing in a clutch at the door. They know not to bother Vince until after he’s either won or lost, but tonight, since he’s won, they hit him hard. Arms trail his sleeves, lacquered nails riffle his hair. Vince moves through like an aging idol.

“Some a’ this, Vince?”

“Got cards for us, Vinnie?”

“Take you ’round the world, baby.”

“Smoke? You got any smoke?”

At the door, he exchanges lifted credit cards and lids of pot for cash and fleshy hugs. Although he rejects the offers of freebies and trade-outs, he’d be lying if he didn’t admit this was his favorite part of each day, this bit of stage business outside Sam’s, when the guys envy him and the women make their plays for him and he holds them off with pinched credit cards and at-cost dope.

When his cards and pot are gone, Vince continues out the door. Outside, he hears his name. He turns and sees Beth looking at her shoes. She glances up at Vince, all eyes, her chin still pointed down; it’s a sweet, demure move, and the fact that she has no idea she’s doing it makes it that much sweeter. “Thanks for earlier, Vince,” she says. “I don’t know why I get so…”

“It’s okay,” Vince says. “You been studying?” As long as Vince has known her, Beth has been studying to get her real estate license. She studies, but never actually signs up to take the test.

“Yeah.” She shrugs. “I get to run an open house next week. Sort of a trial run. Larry’s having three, and he needs someone to run one for him. If I sell it, he’ll give me half a percent commission under the table.”

“Yeah?” Vince asks. “I’ll come by.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Maybe I’ll even buy the house.”

“Very funny.” She squeezes his arm, does that thing with her eyes again—up and down, a flash of release—then turns to go back inside.

 

CARS LEER ON the street behind Vince; headlights trace his back. Who was that girl from junior high school? Got drunk with some older kids and stepped in front of a car. Angie Wolfe. Thirty-nine.

Vince’s hands are in the pockets of his windbreaker, and his shoulders are hunched up around his ears. Only six blocks to the donut shop and he likes the walk fine in the crisp cold, sun still a rumor on the Idaho border, his shadow slowing up for him as he nears the next streetlight. What about old Danello, whose body was never technically found? Doesn’t matter. That’s forty.

The donut shop is regrettably named Donut Make You Hungry, and is owned by Ted and Marcie, an old gray couple who come in for a few minutes every day to smoke cigarettes and drink coffee with their old gray friends. It works fine for Vince; he gets to manage the place, and Ted and Marcie give him all the space he needs.

He approaches the building—fever-colored stucco on a busy corner a mile from downtown. Lights on inside. That’s good. Vince walks down the alley to grab the newspaper, slides the rubber band off, and stands beneath a flickering streetlight to make out the front page: Carter and Reagan in a dead heat, with the debate tonight. The Iranian parliament is meeting to look for a solution to the hostage crisis. He glances at headlines but doesn’t read stories, flips instead to the sports page. Alabama plus fifteen at Mississippi State. Seems heavy. Vince closes the paper and starts for the front door when something moves in his periphery.

He cocks his head and takes a step deeper into the alley, clutching the paper to his chest. A car starts. Cadillac. Its lights come on and Vince reflexively covers his eyes while the old voices tell him to run. But there is no place to dive in this alley, nowhere to hide, so he waits.

The burgundy Cadillac Seville inches toward him and the driver’s window sinks with a mechanical whir.

Vince bends at the waist. “Jesus, Len. What are you doing here?”

Len Huggins’s face is a conference of bad ideas: baby corn teeth, thin lips, broken nose, pocked cheeks, and two bushy black capital-L sideburns (“For Len, man! Get it? L? Len?”). Len runs a stereo store where Vince uses the phony credit cards to buy merchandise, and get cash advances. Len removes the aviator sunglasses he wears even at night, and slides them into his shirt pocket. “Vincers!” He extends his hand out the window.


“What are you doing here, Lenny?” Vince repeats.

“I came for my credit cards, man.”

“It’s Tuesday morning.”

“I know that.”

“We do this on Friday.”

“I know that, too.”

“Then why are you here on Tuesday?”

Finally, Len withdraws the unshaken hand. “So you ain’t got my credit cards, that what you’re saying?”

“I’m saying it doesn’t matter what I have. We do this on Friday. I don’t understand why you’re even here.”

“I just thought you might have cards today.”

“Well, I don’t.”

“Okay.” Len nods and checks his rearview mirror. “That’s cool.”

Vince straightens up and cranes his neck to see down the alley. “Why are you doing that?”

“Doing what?”

“Looking down the alley.”

“What do you mean?”

“Is someone down there?”

“Where?”

Vince points down the alley. “Back there. You keep checking your rearview.”

Len puts his sunglasses back on. “You’re paranoid, Vince.”

“Yeah. I’m paranoid.” Vince starts to walk away. “I’ll see you Friday.”

“I won’t be there Friday. That’s what I had to tell you. I’m sending a new guy.”

Vince turns back—cold. “What do you mean, a new guy?”

“I mean a guy who’s new, as opposed to a guy who’s old.”

“Yeah, I got that part. Who is he?”

“Just a guy to help out on my end. His name is Ray. You’d like him.”


Vince walks back to the open car window. “Since when do you have an end, Lenny? You buy shit with my credit cards. Since when is that an end?”

“Hell’s the matter with you? Just meet with this guy, Vince. Relax.” Len presses the button to roll up his window. “You’re losing it, man.” It’s the last thing Vince hears before the Cadillac drives away. The car pauses at the corner—a wink from the brake lights—and turns, Vince alone in the alley, watching his own breath. He looks down the alley once more, then starts for the donut shop.

Vince hates alleys. Jimmy Plums got piped in an alley outside a strip club when he went off to piss. They made it look like a robbery, but everyone knew that Jimmy got taken off for a deep skim on some jukeboxes in Howard Beach. So what’s that? Forty-one? Or forty-two? Oh, great. Now you’ve lost count.

 

AND THE DONUTS? It works like this: Vince gets to Donut Make You Hungry at 4:45. He goes to the basement first and puts whatever side money he’s made in a lockbox he hides down there. Back upstairs, his assistant, Tic, has been at work an hour already, turning on lights, mixing up doughs according to Vince’s recipes, firing the oven and deep fryers, taking frostings out of the walk-in to thaw. Tic is eighteen or nineteen—Vince isn’t sure—with long thin hair he constantly throws back—Vince has never seen him use the big-handled comb in his back pocket—droopy eyes, and a jittery sort of energy that never seems to flag. Every night, Tic drinks and smokes pot until three in the morning, has breakfast, goes to the donut shop, finally goes to sleep when he gets off work at ten A.M., wakes up at six P.M., and starts the whole thing over.

The second Vince walks through the door, Tic starts talking.

“Love me some maple bars, Mr. Vince. Love ’em like a naughty girlfriend.”


Vince has a locker in back. Inside are his work clothes and the paperback book that he reads on his break—he’s struggling with a novel called The System of Dante’s Hell. He opens the book, reads a couple of cryptic sentences, and puts it back. Slips out of his slacks and black dress shirt and into white coveralls.

“Wanna go steady with a maple bar,” Tic is saying. “Wanna take a maple bar to the prom. Wanna take a maple bar home to meet my folks.”

Vince washes his hands.

“Wanna marry a maple bar and have little maple-bar babies and go to their little donut baseball games, have slumber parties with all their little bear-claw, cinnamon-twisty friends…”

Vince used to track Tic’s rants and even to contribute, but it only confuses and irritates Tic when someone else talks and so Vince has learned to treat his young assistant like dissonant background music.

“Hate the apple fritters. Hate the whole fuckin’ fritter family. I don’t want pesticides in my weed, and I don’t want fruit in my donuts.”

Four years ago, if someone had told Vince he’d actually enjoy the routine of a job like this, he would’ve laughed his ass off. You spend your first thirty-six years trying to avoid this kind of life. Then you find yourself plunked right down in the middle of it and it’s more than bearable—it’s thrilling in a way you could never explain to your old self. And yet Vince wonders if a person like him is capable of change—real change, the elemental parts, the hungers and biases.

The donut shop warms to morning, and at ten till six the waitress Nancy comes in without a word, spends ten minutes on the toilet, then comes out in a waitress shirt and slacks and a lit Virginia Slim and starts humming songs off-key. They are a symphony of irritation, these two. Tic brings Vince a tray of cinnamon rolls that Vince looks over without disrupting Tic’s newest rant, about a government program to—


“—perform experiments on monkeys and people and shit underground probably at the poles or in Canada or Greenland which is smaller than it looks on maps explain that to me Mr. Vince why they always make Greenland look bigger on maps unless they’re doing something they don’t want us to know about so you want me to frost the holes or just powder ’em?”

“Powder.”

“See with the dead humans they gotta be careful obviously so they burn the bodies to get rid of all traces of the disease and the implants and shit but do you know what they do with the monkeys, Mr. Vince? Do you? Do you? Do you know?”

Vince keeps his mouth shut.

“With the monkeys they grind ’em up and put ’em in the meat supply so you don’t even know. You get a taco at half the restaurants in this country you got any idea what you’re eating?”

Vince knows better than to answer.

“Monkey, man. Mother. Fucking. Monkey.”

 

SO YOU CONSTRUCT a life from what’s there. Patterns emerge—fry, frost, and fill with jelly—and comfort comes from order, especially on a day when you can’t stop counting dead people. (Ardo Ginelli. Forty-eight.) Fry, frost, and fill. No reason such a sequence should be any less satisfying than some other sequence—say, scalpel, suction, and suture. Load the cases, seal the boxes, and greet the guy from the wholesale van, who always, always says how good it smells in here, as if he’s forgotten since yesterday.

The “Open” sign comes on with a spark and then the lights in the dining room snap on white-hot. The first wave is men: garbage guys, cops, widowers, and drunks—blowing on their hands, removing knit gloves and stocking caps. Vince abides with warm fritters and maple bars and steaming black coffee and awaits the next wave of regulars—deeper sleepers: men with wives, retired guys, office workers with regular donuts and regular coffees with regular amounts of creamer and sugar, sitting in their regular spots at the Formica tables, smoking their regular cigarettes. Vince likes the sameness of their chatter even as he ignores the content, a trick he learned from his old girlfriend Tina, who was an actress when she wasn’t working as a paralegal for her brother Benny. Tina got most of her acting jobs in old rat-and-roach houses in the Village and SoHo, but one time she landed a small role in a big off-Broadway thing, in the background of a couple of scenes. Vince was so proud he went every night; loved that play more each time he saw it, loved the predictability and the small differences within the sameness—an actor might pause before a line, or change the inflection, might come in a second earlier or later. One night one of the regulars came in with a cup of prop coffee. Just like that! Coffee! And while the action unfolded (the play was about a family that owned a restaurant; there was a gay brother, a brother studying to be a priest, and a sister who was unmarried and pregnant), the extras just talked and talked, oblivious. Vince asked Tina what she and the other extras talked about when they were in the background of a particularly crowded restaurant scene. She said they were just supposed to mutter nonsense to make background noise and make their lips move. Vince’s girlfriend said, over and over, Banana, apple, strawberry. Or she changed the order: Strawberry, apple, banana.

So that’s what Vince began imagining the people on the street were saying all those years: Banana, apple, strawberry. It seemed to confirm what he’d always figured: that normal people, regular people—schoolteachers, firemen, accountants—were simply extras in the lives of guys like him. That’s what the straight life always seemed like, a collection of meaningless words and concepts: job, marriage, mortgage, orthodontist, PTA, motor home. How are you? Fine. How are you? Fine. Nice weather we’re having. Banana, apple, strawberry. Fry, frost, fill. Banana, apple, strawberry.


But today he listens to the conversations of the regulars—two guys on their way to the dump to look for a washing machine; a man advising another man to put his money in gold; a woman showing pictures of her grandchildren—and he thinks that there might be serviceable washers at the dump, that the woman’s grandchildren must be adorable, that gold is a great investment. It takes a sort of courage to live a quiet life.

There used to be an inspirational poster on the door to the library at Rikers. It showed a night sky, and across the bottom were the words: The community of men is made of a billion tiny lights.

The community of men…at night on the ward (institutional sleep is like morphine, dreamless and cold) Vince imagined a real place, a town somewhere that he could actually see, like the old TV shows Leave It to Beaver and Ozzie and Harriet, a 1950s city where there were always two parents and houses had picket fences, where policemen smiled and tipped their hats.

And now…here he is. Spokane, Washington.

Tic has finished the dishes and is putting them away. Vince goes to his locker and grabs his paperback book—he always reads on his coffee break—but he walks to the sink instead, sets his book down, puts one foot on a stool, and lights a smoke. Stares at his young assistant. “I ask you something, Tic?”

Attention makes Tic uneasy.

“How many dead people would you say you know?”

The young man takes a step back.

Vince shifts his weight. This is not what he meant to ask, necessarily. He takes his foot off the stool. “I don’t mean, specifically, how many dead people. What I mean is, you ever get some crazy thought stuck in your head—like today, I just kept thinking about how many dead people I know. Anything like that ever happen to you?”

Tic leans forward seriously. “Every fuckin’ day, man.”


 

NEVER LET YOUR job get in the way of work. That might be Vince’s motto, if he believed in mottos. By noon, he has finished his job at Donut Make You Hungry, and closes the place. Outside, in the blue cool daylight, he feels better—although he still finds himself counting. The whole thing is like some pop song he can’t get out of his head. Fifty-seven at last count (Ann Mahoney’s father). He walks south, crosses the river, and glances once more over his shoulder. Finally he steps inside a small brick storefront with a stenciled sign that reads DOUG’S PASSPORT PHOTOS AND SOUVENIRS.

A college kid is getting his picture taken. Vince sits at the counter, grabs a magazine, and waits for Doug—fat, white-bearded, and red-faced Doug, like Santa’s bad seed—to finish making the guy’s phony ID. “How she hangin’, Vince?”

Vince ignores him as he reads a story about the new Ford Escort, which is supposed to get forty-six miles to the gallon, but is roomier than the Chevette. Cars all got so small and boxy. When did that happen? They look like lunch boxes. Must be tough on car thieves. Where do you fence a four-cylinder lunch box?

Doug seals the kid’s new driver’s license, waves it in the air to cool, and hands it to him. Takes twenty bucks for his trouble. “Some bartender grabs that thing, you tell him you got it in Seattle, understand?”

The kid doesn’t look up from his new ID. Finally, he grins—all braces and dimples. When he finally leaves, Vince sets the magazine down on the counter.

“You got numbers for me?” Doug asks. He hoists his big haunches onto a stool behind the counter. Vince hands him a sheet of paper filled with names and numbers from the latest run of stolen credit cards.

Doug runs his finger down the list. “Monday okay for these?”

“Fine.”


Doug shifts his considerable weight, opens a drawer, and removes a handful of phony credit cards—made from Vince’s last batch of numbers.

“So where do you get all of these? You can’t be stealing all these credit card numbers from the donut shop.”

Vince doesn’t answer.

“Is this the way they do it Back East?”

Vince doesn’t answer.

Doug sulks as he looks over the numbers. “Shit, man, why are you so edgy?”

“I’m not edgy.”

“Then why can’t you tell me where you get the numbers?”

There is a hint of forced nonchalance in the question. Vince takes the phony cards and hands Doug a small roll of bills.

“Come on,” Doug says as he counts. “I got a right to know.”

Vince puts the cards in his pocket.

“I mean, I got a pretty good idea how it works,” Doug says. “I haven’t been asleep the last six months, you know.”

“Okay,” Vince says. “Why don’t you tell me how it works?”

“Well, you steal these cards somewhere. You write down the numbers and then you give the cards back so the owners won’t report them stolen. I make copies of the cards. You take the cards I make you, buy shit with them, sell the shit, and then sell the cards. So you get paid twice. Am I right?”

Vince doesn’t answer. Turns to leave.

“Come on”—Doug laughs—“we’re partners. What do you think, I’m gonna go against you?”

Vince stops, turns back slowly. “Someone want you to go against me?”

Doug straightens. “What are you talking about?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m not talking about anything. Jesus! Lighten up, Vince. Don’t be so paranoid.”

That word again. Vince stares at him a moment, and then walks outside. He looks back in through the front window. Doug mouths the word paranoid again.

There was this old guy named Meyers who ran a chop shop back in the world. This Meyers worked only with recent Vietnamese immigrants, because he could pay them less and, according to Meyers, they were too unsettled by America to backstab him. Used to sit in this big rocking chair while the Vietnamese kids stole cars for him, stripped them down, and hauled the parts all around New Jersey. And he paid them shit. Then, one day, Meyers just disappeared. Next day, some old Vietnamese guy is running the chop shop, sitting in that rocking chair. There’s a lesson in there—something about condescension. Or maybe rocking chairs. And what is that? Fifty-eight?

 

VINCE CAMDEN WALKS everywhere. In two years he still hasn’t gotten used to all of the cars; everyone drives everywhere here, even the ladies. In this town, five guys drive to a tavern in five cars, have a beer, then get in their five cars and drive three blocks to the next tavern. It’s not just wasteful. It’s uncivilized. People say it’s because of the harsh winters in Spokane, which are a cross between upstate New York and Pluto. But outside a few places in Florida and California, the weather is shitty everywhere. Every place is too hot or too cold or too humid or too something. No, even in the cold Vince prefers walking—like now, strolling away from Doug’s storefront toward downtown, which looms ahead, a couple of newer twenty-story glass-and-steel slabs surrounded by brick-and-stone stumps. He likes the cluster of buildings from a distance like this—the suggestion of cornices and pillars; imagination fills in the blanks.

Vince stops at a little diner, orders coffee, and sits alone at a table, staring out the window, chewing a thumbnail. Twice in one day: that word. Paranoid. Still, how could you possibly tell if you’re paranoid when worrying about being paranoid is a symptom of paranoia? It’s not the fact of Doug asking where he gets the credit cards, necessarily, or of Lenny showing up in the alley two days early—although either one of those things would have made him suspicious. It’s this feeling he’s slogged around with since he woke up—this sense of being herded along, that his time is coming. What if death is just out there, at some fixed point, waiting for you to walk under it like a piano suspended above the sidewalk? He feels like a chess piece, like a knight that’s come out with no support and is being chased around the board by the other side’s pawns. He can escape the pawns, but he senses other pieces, larger pieces, more significant pieces—a move, two moves, three moves away. After a minute, Vince goes to the front of the diner and drops a quarter into the pay phone. Dials.

“Hey. Is he in?”

Waits.

“It’s Vince. You up for a game of chess?”

Listens.

“Oh, come on. Why do I gotta do it like that?”

Listens.

“Jesus. Okay, okay…This is twenty-four-fourteen. I need to come in. There. How’s that?”

Listens.

“I need to see you now. Today.”

Listens.

“Of course it’s an emergency. What do you think?”

He hangs up, walks back to his table, and finishes his coffee. He zips up his windbreaker and steps outside. He walks with his head tilted forward, toward downtown. It’s cool and sunny and the combination thrills him in a way; he pulls a deep breath through his nose and takes in the bare, skeletal trees, the strip of black avenue leading downtown. It really is a beautiful city in its way. Not so much architecturally, but in contrasts: glimmers of style against those drastic hills and urban trees, and through it all the river cut—a wilderness very nearly civilized with a few tons of concrete, blacktop, and brick. A real place. He walks without looking back, uncharacteristically.

If he did look back, he wouldn’t like what he saw. Two blocks behind him, Len Huggins’s burgundy Cadillac sits in front of Doug’s Passport Photos and Souvenirs.

 

DOUG RUBS HIS jaw. “How much?”

“He said for gratis.” Lenny takes off his sunglasses. “Means free.”

“I know what it means. Who is this guy?”

“Just a guy. Name’s Ray.”

“Where’s this Ray from?”

“Back East, like Vince. He just got into town.”

“What’s he doin’ here?”

“I don’t know, man. He didn’t say.”

“But he does this for a living?”

“Oh yeah. He pushes buttons.”

“Buttons?”

“That’s what they call it.”

“Buttons?”

“Yeah, that’s what he said. He works for some serious guys back there.”

“And you’re sure he ain’t a cop?”

“He ain’t a cop, Doug. Not this guy.”

“I don’t know.”

“Look. This guy wants to do it for gratis. How can we say no?”

“It’s not for gratis, Len. It’s just gratis.”

“Whatever. Look, this Ray says they do the whole credit-card thing different Back East. Vince is making a lot more money than he’s paying us. That ain’t right. And he won’t tell us where he gets the cards? That ain’t right, neither. We’re supposed to be partners and he’s holding back on us, man.”

“It’s just…I like Vince.”

“I like Vince, too. Everyone likes Vince. It’s got nothing to do with Vince.”

“So what would we have to do?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Just show him where to point the gun.”

 

WALK ANY BLOCK in Spokane and you can see in the city’s design the way it was settled—a slow, 150-year flood of homes, filling the river gorge first, west to east, and then rising onto the ledges, ridges, and hills: outward and onward, north, south, east, and generally up. The downtown, seven blocks by fifteen blocks of brick and block and terra-cotta, covers the first ledge, and beyond and above that are neighborhoods of Victorian, Tudor, and Craftsman, and beyond that Deco, cottage, and bungalow, and beyond that rambler, rancher, and split level, neighborhoods that have begun to spill over the far sides of the facing hills.

At the center of this sprawl are the pearly waterfalls that the city oystered around, and two blocks above the falls sits the Federal Courthouse, a bland new box of a building, ten stories tall. In an office on the sixth floor, on either side of a chessboard, sit Vince Camden and a chunk of a deputy U.S. marshal named David Best. Vince has moved one pawn out, and Deputy Marshal Best has his hand on his queen’s knight and is considering putting Vince’s pawn in jeopardy. He looks all around the board, under and over his own arm, eyes darting from piece to piece.

“You moving that horse or grooming it?”


“Just a sec,” says David. He is fifty and looks it—overweight and gray, his cheeks and nose flushed with blood, a bald circle at the peak of his scalp. He wears wrinkled slacks, a herringbone jacket, and a thick knit tie pulled into a knot that would choke the very horse he’s contemplating moving. Finally, David brings the knight out and threatens Vince’s pawn.

Vince quickly moves his own knight out to protect his earlier move. Slaps an imaginary chess timer. “How about Christensen?”

“Vince Christensen?”

“Carver?”

“Vince Carver?”

“Claypool?”

David rests his hand on a pawn and takes in the entire board again, looking under his arm in both directions as he considers his move. “Look, you can’t just go changing your name every six months. It doesn’t work that way.”

“Does it work better if someone kills me?”

“Come on. Who’s going to kill you, Vince?”

“I told you. Camden is a city in New Jersey. Right? Vince Camden? Might as well call me Vince Capone. You don’t think they’ll figure that out?”

David looks up from the chessboard. “Who?”

“What?”

“Who will figure it out? You come in here every six months thinking someone is out to get you. Last time—”

“Yeah, but this time—”

“Last time, you almost killed that poor guy from the phone company.”

“He was on the pole outside my house for forty minutes! You tell me what a guy’s doing up on a phone pole for forty minutes.”

“Fixing the phone?”

“I’m just saying, this time—”

“This time!” David spreads his hands. “Who are these people out to get you, Vince? I looked up your case. There’s no one after you.”

Vince just stares at him.

“The crew you testified against doesn’t even exist anymore. Bailey’s dead. Crapo’s dead. And the only guy who was even connected…what’s his name? The old guy, Coletti? He was nothing—a soldier. An old man. Didn’t even do a year after his conviction. And he’s retired now. Frankly, I’m shocked they put you in the program. I don’t really see the protection part of this witness protection.” David stares at Vince, his thick nightcrawler fingers resting on the pawn.

“You keep moving your fingers up and down on that thing, it might get excited and grow into a bishop,” Vince says.

Finally, David moves the pawn. Sits back and pushes his glasses up on his nose.

Vince moves a knight into position. “Just put it in your little book that I came in,” he says. “That way, when I get planted, you can explain to your bosses why you did nothing.”

This finally pisses David off. His face goes crimson. He sits back and looks across the board unhappily. After a moment, he pushes his chair away and rises with some trouble, goes to a filing cabinet, opens a drawer, and returns with a manila folder. The file reads WITSEC. “There are thirty-two hundred people in this program, Vince. You know how many we’ve lost? How many witnesses have been killed after we relocated them?”

Vince looks up.

“Zero. Not one.” David opens the file. “Every month we get intelligence reports from wiretaps and informants and correspondence. Every time we get a threat, or a contract goes out, we record it. Every time one of our witnesses is mentioned, it is noted and cataloged and a report goes out to the field office. Each witness is assigned a number corresponding to this ongoing assessment of the danger they face, one to five. Know what your assessment is, Vince?”


Shrugs.

“Zero. No pertinent threat. You know how many times your name has come up in intelligence reports since you went into the program?”

Looks around the office.

“Zero. Zip. In four years: nothing. You haven’t shown up on one wiretap. Not even That guy could sure hold his beer. Vince, no one is out to kill you because no one remembers you anymore. No one cares. Frankly, to them, you’re not worth killing. They got bigger fish.” David sits back down. His chair groans and David breathes heavily.

The room is quiet.

“Look,” David says. “I’m sorry.”

Vince shrugs. “Maybe you’re right. It’s just…” Lifts a pawn to move it, then picks it up and stares at it. “All day, it feels like someone’s watching me, manipulating me. You ever feel like that, David?” He cocks his head. “Like they know what you’re going to do before you do it?”

“No. I don’t feel like that. Sane people don’t feel like that, Vince. Sane people don’t change their names because they had bad days.” David considers Vince’s face, then pushes his glasses up and leans forward. “Maybe you should see Dr. Welstrom again. Just to talk about—”

“No.”

“These sound like the same issues you had before, Vince, irrational fear, anxiety—”

“David—”

“Adjusting to a new life is not easy—”

“No.”

“Especially when you leave everything behind. Way of life. Friends. Your girlfriend. What was her name? She was an actress, right? Tina?”

“Is this necessary?” Vince throws his arms in the air. “Can’t we just play chess?”


“Okay.” David nods. “Sorry.” He looks around the board. “So how’s the job?”

“It’s fine.”

“Because sometimes, it can be
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