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As always, for Rhonda





“Baltimore is warm and pleasant… I belong here, where everything is civilized and gay and rotted and polite.”

—F. Scott Fitzgerald

“The birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the author.”

—Roland Barthes







1.

The first time I saw my stalker, it didn’t register who, or what, I was seeing. Best I can recall, he was sitting in a bus shelter across Calvert Street and appeared to be scribbling in a notepad. I don’t believe he looked up at me. I continued on my way, to work most likely, or perhaps on my daily wanderings around downtown. I think it was morning. My recollection is a bit foggy, as I was hungover after a regrettable night in which I was awakened after passing out in a bar and summarily shown the door.

It wasn’t until the second sighting, maybe a week later, that I remembered the first. He was tapping away on a computer in the coffee shop on Charles Street where I habitually ordered my nitro cold brew with one raw sugar. He was one of a half-dozen caffeinated zombies gazing into the glowing maws of open laptops. Same guy; I was almost positive. I sensed that he’d been staring at me but looked down at his screen when I turned to meet his eyes. Then, he abruptly closed his computer, packed it up, and hustled out as if he’d seen a ghost. Odd, but just a coincidence, I thought. Even in a city of half-a-million people, it wasn’t unusual to cross paths with a stranger more than once, especially if he lived or worked in the same neighborhood. I went on with my day, trudging off to my soul-crushing job.

The third time unsettled me: a few days later, at Camden Yards, during the seventh-inning stretch of a forgettable Orioles game in which the home team was getting pounded by the Seattle Mariners. I left my seat to visit the men’s room, then got in line for another overpriced pilsener. Probably a five-minute wait, but I was thirsty for another beer and didn’t care if I missed the bottom of the inning, given the score. I watched the game on the TV monitor above the concession stand for a few minutes as the line crept closer to the taps. And then there he was, standing in the passageway that leads back to the seats, leaning casually against the concrete wall, staring at me with a look of puzzled alarm. Definitely the same guy. He looked about my age, fifty-something, White dude, suntanned, close-cropped graying hair, matching goatee, casually dressed in khaki chinos and a black polo shirt. Boat shoes, no socks, as if he’d just stepped off a yacht in Annapolis. No notebook this time, at least not one I could see. Our eyes met.

“What, I owe you money?” I shouted at him.

He turned away and scurried into the passageway like a scared rabbit. I thought about following him, but I’d already invested several minutes in line and was almost at the counter. I was torn. Did I care enough to pass up the last shot at a beer before they closed down alcohol sales? What would I even say to the guy if I found him? I stayed in line.

Back at my seat, in the nearly empty section in the right field corner where my crew, the “Section 8diots” we called ourselves, had long since abandoned the cause, I scanned the rows for signs of him. No luck. I was weirded out by this third sighting in less than two weeks and by the sense that he had been watching me, possibly following me. Once, as they say, is a random event. Twice is a coincidence. Three times, a trend. Or was I just being paranoid? Were these merely random path crossings? Was he observing me for the same reason I was eyeing him, curious who I was and why I seemed to be popping up all over town? Anyway, I had more pressing matters weighing on me.

The pilsner, my third of the evening, began to take hold and my thoughts drifted pleasantly away, offering a temporary reprieve from the storm cloud that had been hanging over me for months. It was a beautiful May evening at the ballpark, seventies and breezy. I didn’t really need my shiny black-and-orange Orioles warmup jacket but kept it on for good luck, hoping the boys from Charm City could somehow overcome a ten-run deficit in the last inning.

They couldn’t.

As we few stragglers remaining at the bitter end filed out of our rows and toward the exits, I spotted him again. He was far above me in the last row at the top of the section, standing and looking through binoculars. Looking through binoculars directly at me. There was no doubt. When he saw me glance in his direction, he let them drop and hang from the strap and then scurried toward the nearest exit. I hurried in the same direction to intercept him before he could vanish into the crowd. He got to the concourse before I did but was not too far ahead of me. I caught a glimpse of his back, full head of graying hair and black polo shirt, as he darted through the other fans toward the exit ramp like a perp fleeing a crime scene.

“Hey!” I yelled as I ran to catch up. Several people turned toward me, as if expecting me to cry “stop thief!” or something equally melodramatic. What was I going to say? “Stop him, he’s been stalking me”? I said nothing and pushed through the crowd mumbling apologies. I felt ridiculous. By the time I reached the exit, I’d lost sight of him. After a few minutes I gave up scanning the area outside the ballpark and started walking back home to Federal Hill, sure that I had just made an ass of myself.

Did I mention I’m from Baltimore? Likely not necessary at this point. There’s a lot I haven’t mentioned yet, as we’re just getting underway with this improbable tale. So let’s back up. First, my name. Daniel Behan Doyle Jr., at your service. Danny to my few friends; Junior to my family, if any of them were left. I’m fifty-something, pretty much alone in the world, never married, unlucky in love, or maybe just repellent to women, as if tainted by some noxious pheromone.

I was renting a room from a generous lady named Rita in a brick row house atop Federal Hill, an historic south Baltimore promontory neighborhood with panoramic views of downtown and the Inner Harbor where I could never afford to own a home but which allowed me a short walk to the aforementioned soul-crushing job at the gas and electric company. More on that later.

The most salient fact you should know about me is that I was living under a death sentence. A walking dead man. Aren’t we all, you say. But my sentence was more imminent than most, looming close above like a circling bird of prey. This particular raptor was classified as “ventricular septal defect,” a fancy term for a congenital hole in my heart. (Could it be any more apropos for someone so unlucky in love?) It should have been diagnosed in my infancy but wasn’t, and by the time it was noticed in my late middle age, all the finest cardiological and surgical minds in town could not agree whether there was anything to be done. Surgery? As likely to kill me as the defect itself. Heart transplant? Good luck with that. At this point, I had resigned myself to playing life’s lottery, gambling that I could live for years, even decades—or die tomorrow. Each morning when I woke and opened my eyes, I was pleasantly surprised to find that I was still there, that the Grim Reaper had not come for me in the night, as it had for my father, who succumbed to his first and last coronary while sleeping. No reason to think it would happen for me like that, but each night as I drifted off, I wondered if I would ever wake.

Which brings me to The Bucket List, the forlorn ritual of the doomed.

Although I’d lived in my hometown my entire life, save for a few years here and there, I didn’t feel that I really knew it. I mean really knew it. My understanding of Baltimore was superficial, as if I’d been inhabiting its streets and neighborhoods in a fog, oblivious to the details of everything and everyone around me. If one had asked me to describe the place, I could have invoked a few obvious signifiers: Row houses. Harbor Place. Camden Yards. The Orioles. The Preakness. Johns Hopkins. The neon Domino Sugars sign. The Bromo Seltzer tower. Crab feasts. The unmistakable aroma of Old Bay seasoning. That unique, twangy, vowel-torturing accent lodged in the teeth somewhere between Pennsylvanian and Virginian. But much of what makes Baltimore what it is existed in my mind largely as myth. Or as memories of a place long gone. I was aware of things mostly by reputation rather than experience. For example, I’d never been to Fort McHenry, birthplace of our national anthem. Never attended the Preakness or any other horse races at Pimlico. I knew Edgar Allan Poe was buried here somewhere but didn’t know exactly where, even though I’d probably walked by it a dozen times. Babe Ruth’s birthplace is here, a museum, but I’d never seen it. Thurgood Marshall, Billie Holiday, and Cab Calloway grew up in Baltimore, too. Were their childhood homes now museums? Were their homes even known? I had no idea. I’d never been inside the Shot Tower or the Aquarium or the B&O Roundhouse or the USS Constellation or the Baltimore Museum of Art. It sounds pathetic, I know, but not necessarily unusual. I once met a woman who’d grown up in Los Angeles and said she’d never seen the Hollywood sign. Apparently, she’d traversed the City of Angels for decades without ever looking up from her Manolo Blahniks. On my one trip to LA, the iconic sign was one of the first things I noticed on the ride into downtown from the airport. So maybe we all stumble through life oblivious in one way or another, unless we’re scanning with wide tourist eyes.

Given this wretched state of affairs, my woefully incomplete grasp of the city I loved, I’d set myself the task of visiting every locale of note before I died. Not just the historic sights but also specific sites that mattered to me idiosyncratically: locations where HBO’s The Wire was filmed; ditto the movies of John Waters and Barry Levinson (was there an actual “Diner,” and if so where, and why didn’t I know the answer?); scenes from the novels of Anne Tyler and Laura Lippman; where Freddie Gray was arrested. If my time was to be short, I pledged to live it with eyes wide open, not as a somnambulist in my own life. I decided I couldn’t bear to pass from this world without fully knowing and embracing the place that had formed me from birth. Some people in my position might travel the world. I had been to Canada and Mexico and Europe but saw no need to go farther.

Also, I would search for disappearing Baltimore: the strip joints on The Block, the factories and shipyards, the Arabbers with their horse-drawn carts, and the last authentic dive bar in Fells Point, that waterfront neighborhood once full of sailor saloons, now rapidly gentrifying. Too late for famed restaurants Haussner’s, Obrycki’s, and Polack Johnny’s on East Baltimore Street, site of many of my post-closing-time Polish dogs with all the fixin’s. Long gone, too: Hutzler’s, Hochschild Kohn, The Hecht Co., and Stewart’s department stores. The Evening Sun and the News-American. The Maryland Penitentiary, that grim stone castle and source of nightmares for generations of children whose parents warned them to behave…or else. Demolished. And Memorial Stadium, demolished.

Speaking of which, there was one last item on my wish list: to see my beloved Orioles return to the World Series before I’m gone. Yes, the same Orioles who lost one-hundred-and-ten games last year and seemed only modestly improved in 2022. But hope springs, etcetera. Just ask the once-cursed Boston Red Sox and Chicago Cubs. Even my alma mater’s Maryland Terrapins men’s lacrosse team had broken a forty-two-year NCAA championship drought recently, so anything seemed possible. For seventeen years, from my infancy to my teens, the O’s went to the World Series six times, the last being almost forty years ago. Growing up in the 1970s and ’80s, I saw a winning baseball team in Baltimore as a birthright. Which is why I remained a steadfast season ticket holder and made a kind of ersatz family out of my fellow Section 8 diehards. And why I was there that spring evening when I realized for the first time that I was maybe, possibly—probably?—being stalked by a stranger.
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Next morning, back at work, the troubling thoughts of the night before gave way to the mind-numbing inanities of cubicle hell. Emails announcing meetings about email policies. Meetings to prep for the next meetings or to recap the previous meetings. Agendas about agenda setting. PowerPoints about making better PowerPoints. We had been back in the office for only a few months after telecommuting two years during the pandemic, and already I could feel my soul slowly leaking through the soles of my shoes into the noise-dampening carpet beneath my ergonomic chair. In those years of working from home, where my landlady had thoughtfully set up an air-conditioned office for me in her basement, I had started to feel myself coming back to life after the gloom from my heart diagnosis, a near-blissful period brought to a sudden close by the end of the pandemic return to the cubicles.

My official title was Senior Project Manager in Corporate Communications, a term vague enough to provide me wide latitude to define my responsibilities. I was supposed to be a producer of corporate propaganda: talking points, speeches, reports, white papers, fact sheets, social media posts, even emails sent by senior executives, as if they couldn’t stoop to such a lowly task. My services were in high demand, which gave me an opening to concoct what became a years-long scam designed to avoid as much work as possible while maintaining the illusion that I was doing everything everywhere all at once.

It worked like this. In a corporation that valued—no, fetishized—“cross-functional teamwork” and “interdepartmental cooperation,” there were myriad opportunities for a solo act like me to attach to special projects and committees and task forces all over the building, with me being the “comms” guy. By spreading myself so thin I was able to use the excuse “I’m on a deadline” for one team to avoid unwelcome assignments from another. This way, I could play all the teams off each other and take on only the easiest tasks that I could do practically in my sleep. Call me Bartleby.

What made this scam possible was the culture of suspicion and rivalry among the middle managers who ran all those teams. Apparently, the teamwork motto didn’t apply to those locked in the mortal combat of office politics, vying for an ever-shrinking pie of promotions, bonuses, and stock options. Once I realized that these managers almost never consulted each other, it became obvious how to play the game. (If this scenario puts you in mind of the comic strip “Dilbert,” you’re not far off the mark. The strip’s creator once worked at a utility company.)

By now you may be wondering how I came by such a shitty attitude at work. I tell myself it can be traced back to the humiliating implosion of my brief newspaper career, which obliged me to seek shelter in corporate public relations—a “flack,” in other words—a fall from grace that filled my days with self-loathing. Add to that my heart diagnosis, and you have the formula for terminal inertia. The bad news from my cardiologist plunged me quickly through the Kübler-Ross five stages of grief and landed me in a heretofore undocumented sixth stage I call corrosive cynicism.

Or maybe I’m just lazy.

That morning I was called into the office of my direct supervisor, Gwendolyn Murphy, a tall, wise-cracking redhead and one of the few people in the building I could stand. She was the ideal boss for me, in that she took a don’t-ask-don’t-tell attitude toward my complicated portfolio of “deliverables,” as my assignments were called. She held most of the department staff in low regard and counted on me to cover her ass and thereby immunize her against career-damaging screwups by her minions. As long as I turned in the assignments that mattered to her, on time and with no drama, she cared little how I spent my days and was focused more on the next rung up the corporate ladder.

I sat across from her. She rose, walked around behind me, and closed the door. Uh-oh.

“This conversation never happened,” she said, returning to her Aeron chair and failing to make eye contact.

“You’ve got my attention,” I said, and pantomimed zipping my lips.

“HR has opened an investigation of Adam.” She punctuated this disclosure with a sip from her Vegas casino coffee mug, a souvenir from a recent company-paid junket.

“Holy shit,” I said. “Our Adam? Morgan?”

She looked across at me and nodded, barely concealing a smirk.

“Is it what I think it is?”

Again she only nodded. She tried to look grave, as if it were bad tidings that our department head, the vice president over CorpComm, her boss and the bane of her existence, might be on his way out, which would open a rung on the ladder above her.

“I can’t say I’m shocked,” I said. “He’s been banging half the admins on the second floor since before Covid. What took them so long?”

She shrugged and looked away, gazing out her window at the forest of downtown office towers. Clearly, she’d said all she was going to say. If I wanted details, I’d have to play twenty questions and interpret her nods and shrugs. Gwen was obviously enjoying this revelation, torn between dishing and gloating on the one hand and trying to maintain enigmatic corporate rituals on the other. So I played along.

Adam Morgan’s sexual escapades had been an open secret for years, ever since he had been recruited from a West Coast energy company. He and our CEO had been college buddies, we learned later. Far as I could tell from Gwen’s silent assents, Morgan had been turned in to Human Resources by one of the managing directors who’d been passed over for the VP job—and subsequently groped by him at an off-site “team-building” retreat. The folks in HR had been ignoring the obvious, afraid to take on the CEO’s frat brother, until it rose to an official complaint from a fellow executive.

Eventually, it dawned on me that if Gwen were to be promoted to the VP slot, she would no longer be my immediate supervisor, and God only knows which middle management marionette would take her place. Which likely would mean an end to the carefully constructed and intricately maintained fiction of my cushy office life. I might actually have to work. Worse yet, attend meetings. Carry water for ambitious mediocrities. A nightmare.

Once dismissed by a now openly giggling Gwen Murphy, I decided to take an early lunch break to walk around the city while I absorbed this news. As I crossed the gas and electric company lobby toward the exit on Fayette Street, I bumped into Angela DeMarco, one of my cubicle neighbors, the company’s social media marketing maven, and one of my half-dozen ex-girlfriends scattered around the Middle Atlantic region. As with the rest of my failed relationships, the dalliance with Angela had been brief. She’d slept with me, despite being twenty years my junior, in hopes that I could help advance her career, a delusion that vaporized after only a few months when she realized what an utter fraud I am. Apparently unashamed and unembarrassed by this miscalculation, she remained a friend, one of the few I could count in the office, as well as a reliable source of dishy gossip and irreverent snark about our colleagues. We agreed to get lunch.

“I’m so insulted,” she said as we sat at the bar in a chain restaurant overlooking the sailboat-filled Inner Harbor. “I may be the only woman in the office Adam Morgan hasn’t fucked in the last three years. Am I that ugly?”

She was kidding of course, but also fishing for compliments, as she was apt to do, especially when she was having a bad day and sought me out for lunch or drinks at happy hour.

“No, Angie. You’re still smoking hot,” I obliged. And she was, in her burgundy power dress and matching heels and lipstick. “I’m sure Adam will get around to you soon enough. But in the meantime, if you’re needing some, you know…”

“Not gonna happen, Danny. But you’re sweet.” Our drinks arrived, and we clinked our margarita glasses together and sipped. “Anyway,” she said, “Adam’s not going to be here long enough to get around to me, as you so gracefully put it.”

“Why? What have you heard?” I said, feigning ignorance.

“You don’t know? There’s a sexual harassment complaint against him.” She sneered at me like I was dim.

“I thought that was supposed to be a secret. Internal personnel matter and all that.”

“I have my sources. We’re in the communications business, remember? We’re supposed to know shit.”

“No shit,” I said.

Angela was of the opinion that the departure of Adam Morgan could only improve things around the office and seemed cheered by the thought of Gwen Murphy taking his place. “She’s the only halfway competent manager in this whole division,” by which she meant Law, Regulatory Affairs, Government Relations, and Corporate Communications, the empire of paper pushers perched atop an army of engineers and hard-hatted union workers. We clinked our glasses again.

I confessed anxiety about losing my dream gig under the prying eyes of some by-the-book corporate climber. Far as I was aware, Angela was the only person in the entire company who knew of my subterfuge (if Gwen knew, she apparently had decided to ignore it as long as I did nothing to embarrass her), but my secret was safe with her. In turn, I was the only person who knew her embarrassing secret about sleeping with the one colleague least likely or able to give her career a boost.

Our lunch arrived: crab cake sandwich for me, clam chowder for Angie. We put the office gossip on hold as we dug in. Angie ate like she did everything else, with gusto, unconcerned with appearing dainty or sophisticated. Shoulders hunched over the bowl, slurping greedily, murmuring sounds of delight. It recalled our romps in her bed, where she devoured me like a plate of linguine al pesto. She was something to behold. Late thirties, twice divorced, single parent of a fifteen-year-old hellion named Cecilia. Angie was as Italian as Mount Vesuvius, though not from Little Italy, a suburban girl from Towson. She bore a striking resemblance to Elizabeth Taylor, circa Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, maybe add a few pounds.

After we pushed our empty plate and bowl toward the bartender and ordered another round (we shared the conviction that the coming afternoon in the cubicle zoo would pass more pleasantly with a semi-mild buzz), I changed the subject. “Do you ever feel like you’re being followed? By a stranger, I mean.”

She again looked at me like I was a moron. “Seriously? I get followed by creepy strangers almost every fucking day.” She cupped her hands under her ample breasts. “It’s the curse of this Italian body. But I use a few phrases in Italiano to put them in their place. Even if they can’t translate. Vaffanculo a chi t’è morto! Attaccati a sto cazzo!”

“I have no idea what that means, but I love the sound of it.”

“Basically, a poetic Italian version of ‘go fuck yourself.’ ”

“If the good sisters could hear you now.”

“Sister Mary Theresa would cross the street to the other side if she saw me coming. That’s how much of a Catholic pariah I am.” She crossed herself and gazed heavenward. “Twice divorced. Swearing like a marinaio. Drinking like a pescare. Dio abbi pietà di me.” She drained the rest of her second margarita.

“Anyway,” I said, wiping a tear of laughter from my cheek. “Seriously. I think I’m being followed by some dude. Like, stalked.”

“You think he wants to, you know, pick you up? You’re still pretty cute, for an old guy.”

“Thanks. God no. I hope not. Doubt it. But it’s still pretty creepy.”

“Usually, it’s women who get stalked by creepy men. Now you know what it’s like.”

I nodded but said nothing, not sure I needed one of Angie’s lectures on misogyny and the patriarchy at that moment.

“What’s he look like?” she said. “Where’d you see him?”

I recited my three recent encounters, after which she waved a crimson-lacquered hand at me and dismissed my concerns. “Three times? That’s it? He’s never approached you, talked to you, followed you home?”

I shook my head.

“You’re just being paranoid. Tell me if he grabs your ass or sticks his tongue in your ear. Then we’ll talk.”

We paid our checks and took the long way back to the office, where I spent the afternoon contemplating my future prospects at the company and Googling Italian insults.
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My landlady, Rita Perlman, was back, as evidenced by her red Mini Cooper with the Orioles bumper sticker sitting right in front of the house where she’d managed to luck into a parking spot. I’d had to stash my Civic a block-and-a-half away. She’d been gone for a week on one of her gal-pal trips. Vegas, I think. Or maybe Mexico. It was hard to keep up with her peripatetic life. The Merry Widow, I called her. She’d been alone for twenty years since her husband had been found dead in the basement, from autoerotic asphyxiation supposedly. I was never quite sure whether she found this tragedy traumatizing or liberating, but in any case she never remarried. She had received a sizable life insurance settlement, as her husband’s death was ruled an accident, not suicide, which enabled her to take early retirement from her fashion merchandizing career and live the life of a passionate sybarite.

I found her unpacking groceries in the cramped galley kitchen. I’d just returned from the Baltimore Museum of Art, where I’d spent my Saturday crossing another item off The Bucket List.

“How did my Birds do last night?” she said by way of greeting.

“Lost again. Cleveland.”

“Did you go?”

“Of course. My jinx continues unbroken.”

“Maybe you should sell your season tickets, give somebody else a chance to change their luck.”

“Who would buy my seat? Have you seen those crowds recently? Nobody wants to go.”

I helped her unpack the rest of her groceries, then we retired to her living room for a glass of rosé. Although ours was primarily a business relationship, landlady and tenant, we were more like roommates, friends really. I paid her below-market rent for the top floor of her Federal Hill rowhouse, a discount in exchange for which she required only occasional maintenance chores on her historic yet temperamental home. Angela found the whole thing hilarious and called me Rita’s “live-in plumber.” In any case, the arrangement suited me. I liked Rita. She was about my age, kept herself looking and acting young, better than I did, actually. She was funny, educated, well-read, a modern jazz nerd like me, and financially well-off. She referred to her lucrative career as “just another Jew in the rag trade,” but she had been a power player, an influential tastemaker and buyer of high fashions for various retail chains.

At this point, it may be occurring to you that we were a grown man and woman, both single and hetero, living under the same roof. It had occurred to both of us at one time as well, and we’d foolishly tried investigating the erotic possibilities. Let’s just say that after one farcical bedroom episode we decided to remain friends and leave it at that. I’d been almost entirely celibate in the years since Angie had dumped me, aside from a few brief forgettable flings, and after it didn’t work out in the sack with Rita, I was resigned to the fact that at my age and prognosis, a real love life was about as likely for me as winning the Maryland Lottery. I was painfully aware of the sad state of my lonely existence and the humiliating condition of my sex life.

But enough of the pity party. I didn’t have many friends, but I was lucky to have two in Rita and Angie, who looked after me like a couple of mother hens—after I had been relegated to the friend zone (their choice, not mine). I liked to think I had something to offer them as well, a supportive guy pal, although they both complained that I didn’t let them in, kept them at arm’s length. A fair point, but there were things about me I didn’t wish to share with anyone, even them.

While Rita went back to the kitchen to fetch us the wine bottle for a refill, I recalled my day wandering the rarified galleries of the art museum. It was inexplicable to me that I’d grown up about a mile from the majestic BMA and had never set foot inside the neoclassical temple of culture set against the woods bordering the campus of Johns Hopkins University. I started in the Renaissance galleries and could have spent hours there among the Titians and van Dycks and Botticellis. Next, I found myself in the hallways surrounding the central courtyard where the natural light illuminated the walls lined with Roman and Byzantine mosaics “liberated” from the ruins of Antioch. I’d lost track of time in the Modern galleries among the Picassos and Matisses and Gaugins when I had the distinct feeling that I was being watched. I looked around, but there were few people nearby and none that looked like my stalker. Mostly groups of kids and their chaperones, likely on end-of-school-year field trips. Maybe it was those squinty eyes of Matisse’s reclining nude.

I was about to call it a day when I saw him again. I was approaching the third-floor elevator for a ride down to the exit when I caught a glimpse of him in the elevator car where the doors stood wide open. He saw me and registered alarm on his face, then reached, I assumed, for the “close” button because the doors snapped shut just before I could squeeze in. I almost stuck my hand in there to force them to reopen but thought better of it. Instead, I took the stairs, hoping to intercept him before he could leave the building. It was Camden Yards all over again. As I hustled down the staircase as fast as I could without falling, it occurred to me that my life was turning into a parody of movie thriller cliches, such as the staircase-versus-elevator chase scenes that were done a thousand times.

When I got to the ground floor, there was no sign of him. I waited by the elevator but he didn’t emerge when it arrived. Apparently, he’d already left the building. Or was he hiding somewhere inside? Did he get off on the second floor? I ran back up the stairs and searched the galleries but came up empty. I departed the museum, shaken and sweaty from all that racing around, once again having failed to confront this baffling stranger while wondering if I was losing my mind because I had the eerie sense that I was still being watched.

I bore that strange feeling the rest of the day, my head on a swivel like an owl. I didn’t feel normal again until I got home and Rita distracted me out of my paranoia with her usual offering of wine and conversation.

“Have you ever felt you were being followed, watched by a stranger?” I asked her when she returned with the bottle.

She filled our glasses and said, “Not nearly often enough, Danny Boy. Not anymore.”

I’d long ago gotten used to the “Danny Boy” thing. Sometimes she acted like we Irish were cute collectibles, like lucky leprechauns. She once referred to me as one of “you Micks with all your Maureens and Colleens pumping out litters of Liams and Saoirses.” It’s okay. I gave as good as I got with the ethnic repartee. We had a running debate over who labors under more guilt, Jews or Irish Catholics. Not even a contest, far as I’m concerned. Rita claimed I was confusing guilt with shame. Whatever. Anyway, I’m only half Irish. Does that count in my favor, or against?

“I’m serious,” I said. “There’s definitely somebody following me. A guy. I’ve seen him several times, and other times I feel like I’m being watched, observed from afar.”

“A cop, maybe? Or a private detective? What have you done, Danny Boy? Fess up.”

“Nothing, not that I can recall anyway.”

“Something from one of your blackout Irish drunkscapades?”

“I don’t have blackouts,” I whined. “Anymore.”

“Maybe it’s an insurance investigator. What kind of scam are you running now?”

“Nothing. I swear.” Left unsaid was my workplace scam, of which Rita was aware, and my medical condition, of which she was not.
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Tuesday night, Camden Yards. Chicago Cubs in town. The Orioles lately showing signs of being almost halfway competent and this night were piling up the score on the equally woeful visitors with a barrage of home runs. A pity there were so few in the stands to see it. Lucky for me, though, two of my favorite Section 8diots were with me, Matt and Mike Pyzyc, brawny identical twins and co-owners of Pyzyc Moving and Storage. They were known around town as “Two Polacks and a Truck,” a slogan emblazoned on the sides of their one vehicle, which they’d painted Orioles orange and black as if to underscore where their true passions lay. Theirs was the sort of self-deprecating ethnic humor that helped give our hometown the nickname Charm City.

On this night, between baseballs leaving the yard with thrilling frequency, Matt was regaling me with more ribald tales from the “relocation bidness” as they called it, which invariably involved sweaty trysts and threesomes with swooning ladies amid piles of packing boxes, most of which I dismissed as wildly exaggerated if not made entirely of whole cloth, although not out of the question, as the brothers Pyzyc were undoubtedly healthy specimens. In this latest episode, they were packing up the belongings of a rich couple in Bolton Hill, supervised by the wife while the hubby was at work. Only after Mike had received oral service as a “tip” from the little woman in the bathroom while Matt loaded the truck did he learn that the pretty lady was in fact a trans woman, a situation understood by Matt who had declined to share this knowledge with his dimwitted twin. Matt wasn’t sure what was funnier, the incident itself or Mike’s panicked worries that the act was going to turn him gay.

“Long as you’re pitching and not catching, you’re in the clear,” Matt assured him, then unloaded another fusillade of roaring laughter, which Mike brought to a sudden halt by dumping a twenty-ounce cup of beer on his brother’s head.

Once Matt returned from the men’s room after paper-toweling himself off, I broached the subject that I’d been unsure I wanted to share with these goofs. No doubt they’d make fun of me and call me a weenie, but I went for it anyway. “Have you guys ever been stalked? Like, followed by a stranger, maybe a weirdo?”

“Not counting weird chicks?” said Mike.

“Define weird,” said Matt.

“I think there’s a guy who’s been following me. I keep seeing him around town, even here at the games. I can tell he’s watching me, too, not just crossing paths.”

I recounted the recent sightings, and to my relief they didn’t mock me or make sexual innuendo like Angela had.

“What I’d do? I’d follow the fucker,” said Mike. “See where he lives. Works.”

“You mean stalk the stalker?” I said.

“I agree,” said Matt. “Give him a taste of his own medicine. See how he likes it. If he calls you on it, then you call him on it.”

“Maybe carry a weapon, just to be safe,” said Mike. “You know. Like a crescent wrench. I got one that’d crack a boulder in two.”

I pondered this advice and then shifted my attention to my upcoming high school reunion and whether I should go. Mike voted yes, Matt voted no, and we settled into our routine of excessive beer consumption and semi-coherent baseball commentary.





5.

Weeknights are the best time, right after work—five, five thirty at the latest. Be home by eight. Once the summer sun goes down, out come the invading hordes, the Huns, the Mongols, the Tatars, the Magyars, careening through the cobblestone streets of Fells Point, arms entangled, drinks in hand, howling their howls of inebriated joy.

I’m too old now for the late-night saturnalias I used to revel in during my twenties, back when Fells Point was still largely a seedy zone of dive bars, tattoo parlors, palm readers, and hookers. Today? Tourist traps, boutiques, harbor view hotels, coffee bars, artisanal this and that. A few of the old standbys are still around, still very divey inside but way too touristy now to be considered authentic, the kind of joints that advertise cheap Jell-O shots. Last time I was in one of them, some asshole in a top hat, monocle, and walking stick, like he was Mister fucking Peanut, regaled a group of Australian tourists with bullshit tales of shipwrecks, sailors, and ghosts in a fake posh accent. I “accidentally” dumped my beer on one of his spats. “Sorry,” I said. “Blimey, mate,” he said.

Despite the galloping gentrification that was ruining my favorite neighborhood (the pandemic had applied the coup de grace to many of the old hangouts and hangers-on), I still came by regularly, perhaps out of a misguided sense of loyalty. Or mere nostalgia. (If by now you are wondering if Fells Point should be spelled
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