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So here’s what I love about New York City: if someone acts like a dumb asshole and you call them on acting like a dumb asshole, the bystanders are happy about it.

Anywhere else I’ve ever lived they just think I’m a bitch.

Also, in Manhattan the Chinese food is excellent and they deliver, which to me counts as pretty much the acme of human achievement, to date. Especially with free cold sesame noodles.

I’m sorry, but if you pick up your phone and all you can get them to bring you for sustenance is crappy lukewarm national-chain pizza, you do not live in civilization.

Having just spent four years out in what is euphemistically known as “the heartland,” I was overjoyed to be back in the city of my birth.

It was an early fall day and totally gorgeous out, and my mother and I were walking down lower Sixth Avenue. We were supposed to be picking up a cake for a party that night, and I was in a most excellent mood.

Mom looked like she’d rather be weeding something or moving piles of rocks around or one of those other kinds of strenuous activities one gets up to out in the country.

“Must be this one,” she said, pointing toward a slightly ratty bakery on the opposite side of the street from us, just above Waverly Place.

We sprinted across Sixth against the light, Mom leading the way. She hadn’t actually lived in Manhattan since 1965, but some habits die hard.

There was this brittle-looking skinny faux-blonde chick standing next to the bakery’s door. Her makeup was kabuki/stewardess, and she teetered atop painfully chic Bergdorf-bitch slingbacks.

I wondered anew why some women were so desperate to wear “fuck-me” shoes. I have long preferred “fuck-you shoes.”

Faux-blonde chick pulled the door open but then just stood there, like she was appalled to realize she might for once actually ingest something besides diuretics and a half-stalk of celery.

Mom, meanwhile, ran a hand through her own short, dark hair and breezed in past her.

Stunned at this effrontery, the woman sniped, “So what am I now, a doorman?”

Oh for chrissake, lady, get the hell over yourself.

As she was still just standing there, I muttered, “What, you got some problem with doormen?” and strode on inside myself.

The bakery’s interior was dark compared to the sidewalk’s mellow late-summer bloom of light. It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust, so I just sucked in the scents of butter and vanilla perfuming the small establishment.

Mom asked about our party cake up at the display counter while a gang of confectionary aficionados sampled tortes and bombes and éclairs at a dozen tiny tables crowded together along the black-and-white-tiled floor.

Just as the proprietress set a pink box on the countertop in front of my mother, I felt a set of Flintstones-pterodactyl claws latch on to my shoulder.

The now-even-more-pissed-off door-lady yanked me around to shriek, “You bitch!” right in my face—so close I got nailed with a constellation of spit flecks.

“Um,” I said, trying to back off a little, “I beg your pardon?”

She gripped my shoulder harder and started jabbing me in the chest with a bony finger. “Who. The. Hell.” Poke. Poke. Poke. “Do you think you are?”

The final poke practically broke her french-manicured nail off, right in the middle of the LEFTY’S TATTOO AND PIERCING, CHULA VISTA logo on my best secondhand black T-shirt.

“I think I’m Madeline Ludlam Fabyan Dare,” I said, raising my chin to look down my nose at her. “Why?”

“Bitch!” spat my scrawny nemesis, redundantly.

All the people at the little tables were watching now, pastry-loaded forks paused in midair.

Aware of our audience, psycho-babe dropped her hands from my person and just stood there, fists clenched, vibrating like an irate tuning fork.

“Oh, please,” I said. “Like it’s the end of the fucking world if you held the door for someone?”

Her right hand came back up, finger extended. “You!” Poke. “Need!” Poke. “To change!” Poke-poke. “Your goddamn attitude!” PokepokePOKEpoke.

She drove me backwards toward the counter’s plate-glass front, behind which rested a stage-lit panorama of buttercream whimsy.

I snapped my hand around her wimpy little calcium-deprived wrist before she could finger-stab me again.

“And you,” I said, tightening my grip, “need to change your goddamn medication.”

A couple of onlookers started laughing.

I let go of her wrist. The witch teetered once on those nasty stilettos before dropping her head and scuttling away.

The door banged open, then whooshed closed.

A big rough-looking guy at a tiny corner table raised his foam cup of espresso toward me in appreciation, and the rest of the patrons dropped their forks for a round of applause.

Mom stepped up beside me bearing the pink cake box, now tied shut with red-and-white baker’s twine.

“Dude,” I said, grinning at her, “I fucking love New York.”
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It was Sue who’d found our apartment originally, back when she was still a film student at NYU. I’d known her since boarding school when she’d walked up and introduced herself to me one September morning because we were both class presidents that year—her freshman and me junior, respectively. I’d asked her to look out for my little sister when Pagan came east with me to join Sue’s class the following year.

The apartment was a prewar two-bedroom in Chelsea—West Sixteenth between Sixth and Seventh Avenues, no doorman. Sue now hustled her ass off shouting into phones for a production company that made TV commercials, uptown, which taught her how to wring maximum juice from the city on our pooled crappy paychecks.

She briefed us on who had the best Chinese delivery (Empire Szechuan Greenwich, not Empire Szechuan Village, though they were a mere block apart), the best bagels (H&H), and the closest place we could get same-day dry-cleaning without paying extra if we showed up by seven and made nice with the counter lady.

Pagan and Sue shared the smaller bedroom, and when they’d needed new roommates in June, my husband, Dean, and I had schlepped down from the Berkshires.

We’d come to New York hoping he’d get into a management-training program with the Transit Authority. He’d done contract work on the subways during his Upstate youth, but to garner a permanent gig it turned out you needed an Uncle Vinnie in the union. So now I was taking book-catalog phone orders while Dean sent out résumés and did odd carpentry jobs for our friends’ bosses and parents around the city.

There was money to be made for any likely young man with a power drill, given the stunning proportion of shop-class flunkees amongst Manhattan’s well-heeled—one guy even paid him fifty bucks to hook up a VCR—but the gigs weren’t exactly leading toward anything Dean wanted to be when he grew up.

And then there was the whole bored-boomer-wives-ogling-thestrapping-young-blond-guy-in-coveralls routine, which didn’t sit any too well with me despite my intrepid spouse’s continued reassurance that, say, being met at the door of a strange apartment by some fifty-year-old StairMaster-fiend wrapped in nothing but a bedsheet left him rather more embarrassed than titillated.

I was explaining all this to Mom as I followed her into the lobby of our building.

“Not a fitted sheet, I hope,” she said, as we reached the stairs.

“Dean didn’t specify,” I said. “Except to say it had cartoon trains on it so he figured it was from her son’s room.”

“Trains? Good God… hardly seems as though she was even trying, does it?”

Mom laughed, but the idea of my marriage being even vaguely at risk made me dizzy with angst. Dean was my refuge, the bulwark of my very sanity.

“That still means it was a twin sheet,” I said, my voice echoing in the stairwell as we climbed upward. “So she wasn’t exactly, like, swamped in fabric.”

My mother shrugged. “Probably didn’t have the figure for a negligee.”

“Way to be maternal, Mom.”

Having been raised in a landscape of divorce-shattered families, I considered matrimony a construct of gossamer fragility—equal parts swan’s down, lighter fluid, and willing suspension of disbelief.

Mom and I had reached the landing and I opened our apartment’s front door, following her into its narrow front hallway.

“I’ll just put the cake in your icebox,” she said, ducking around a half-dozen trays jammed with the tiny paper cups from Sue’s dentist that awaited vodka-spiked liquid for the evening’s Jell-O shots.

I thanked her for buying the cake, which I hadn’t expected, and wandered toward the living room.

Pagan and Sue were rolling on a second coat of the paint we’d picked out that morning at Janovic, up near Twenty-third, Sue precarious on the top rail of a stepladder, Pague balanced all nonchalant on one thin arm of the hideous seventies-Danish-tweed sofa that had been gleefully abandoned by the previous tenants.

A stranger would’ve pegged me and Sue as the sisters. We weren’t each other’s long-lost secret twins or anything, but we both had green eyes, darkish blonde hair, and beaky noses.

My actual sibling, meanwhile, was brunette like Mom and looked straight out of Gauguin, had the man ever happened to paint the girl’s All-Tahiti soccer captain carrying her surfboard down the beach.

“I still can’t believe we chose this stupid color,” said Pagan, pushing a lock of hair off her forehead. “ ‘Desert Blossom’ my ass.”

I considered the rancid pink-orange walls. “More like ‘St. Joseph’s Baby Acid.’ ”

“Pepto-peach ass-baby,” said Sue. “But it looked totally apricot back at the store.”

“Ass-baby?” said Pagan. “What the hell is an ass-baby?”

“Fuck off,” said Sue.

Mom stepped into the room and squinted at the glare. “Did you guys take the paint chip outside and look at it in the sunshine? They probably had fluorescent lights.”

“Maybe it will fade?” I asked.

Mom shook her head. “Reminds me of the time I tried dyeing the turnips blue for Thanksgiving. Complete disaster.”

“That was nasty,” I said. “Crème de la hippo.”

“Crème de la hippo shit, more like,” said Pagan.

Sue stepped down off the ladder for a re-dip in the paint tray just as a car alarm went off outside. The shock of noise made her drop the roller, splattering fat plops of orange up the legs of her jeans.

“Fucking yuppies,” she yelled over the flamenco yelps and Bronx cheers. “I’m practically ready to bash in all their windshields just to get it over with.”

The noise died down and Mom looked around the room. “Keep the lights dim tonight.”

“And you’d better put extra vodka in the Jell-O shots,” said Pagan, pointing at me. “This is like meeting your hangover before you even start drinking.”

Dean rang up from out front, needing help wrangling the keg and a case of Smirnoff upstairs. Sue buzzed him in and propped the front door open.

The elevator dinged a minute later, and Dean walked a hand truck backwards down our narrow entry hall, ducking his golden head a reflexive inch to pass beneath the living-room doorway’s lintel.

At six-five, my strapping farmboy spouse was scaled too large for city life. We were lucky to have this much space—a studio apartment would’ve felt like sharing a starter aquarium with Godzilla.

I trailed my fingers along his hip as he wheeled past, which made him turn toward me and grin.

“Hey, Bunny,” he said.

“Hey back.”

Then he saw the new living-room color and winced. “Don’t tell me—All-You-Can-Eat Peyote Day up at the paint store?”

I helped him muscle the keg into a dryish corner. “Nah, we figured it’d be cheaper to shove Oompa Loompas through a woodchipper.”

“Hardy har har,” said Pagan, climbing down off the sofa.

“I may have just contracted a new disease,” said Dean, shading his eyes with one hand.

“What?” I asked.

“Sno-Kone blindness.”

“Fuck,” said Sue. “We forgot ice.”

“I should get going,” said Mom. “It’s a long way back up to Maine.”

“You sure we can’t convince you to stay for the party?” I asked.

“I’ve been invited to crew in a regatta tomorrow,” she said, “on a Hinckley.”

Only those with suicidal tendencies dare stand between my mother and a boat. She’d been, like, the Mario Andretti of sailing—even winning the Women’s Nationals immediately after marrying my father.

Dad sat out their honeymoon on the beach at Coronado. Mom made Sports Illustrated. The woman is still so psycho-competitive on the water that by fourth grade I’d joined Pony Club in self-defense.

Pagan’s the yachty kid, along with our baby half-brother, Trace. But Pague and Mom are the only ones who still routinely bet each other a hundred bucks to see who can tie a bowline faster. I credit this to my sister being named after Mom’s first boat, a Snipe she’d sunk off Cooper’s Bluff in Oyster Bay trying to ride out a sudden squall in 1957.

Trace had traded in sailing for surfing, now that he was living with his dad on Oahu and trying to graduate from the fourth high school he’d attended in as many years.

I kissed Mom’s cheek.

“Wear sunscreen,” I said, “and don’t scare the lobsters.”

Pague and I walked her to the door.

Mom glanced back at us from the top of the stairwell.

“Talk to strangers!” she said, twinkling her fingers in farewell.

Sue and I had just finished pouring the final tray of Jell-O shots when Dean joined us in the kitchen.

“I’m taking dinner votes,” he said. “So far we’ve got one for Benny’s Burritos and one for Indian delivery.”

“I hate Indian!” yelled Pagan from the living room.

“Philistine!” Dean yelled back.

“Let’s do pizza,” I said. “I’m totally broke.”

“I’m down with pizza,” said Sue. “We want delivery?”

“Let’s walk it,” said Dean. “We can just get slices.”

“Cool.” I picked up the finished Jell-O tray and shouldered the freezer open.

Sue shook her head. “Not enough room in there.”

“Sure there is,” I said. “Just grab that thing of Bustelo.”

She snaked an arm past me to pull the yellow coffee can clear. “Still not gonna fit. No fucking way.”

“Way,” I said. “Five bucks.”

Sue took my wager with a nod. “Sucker bet.”

I raised the tray to eye level, then tilted it with care—two inches down toward the right. Syrupy Jell-O flowed toward the lip of each little paper mouthwash-cup, bulging but not spilling over.

I slid the tray slowly home, its upper left edge shaving a pinstripe of whiskered frost from the freezer ceiling.

“Son of a bitch,” said Sue.

“Surface tension,” I replied, closing the freezer door. “Kiss my ass and buy me dinner.”

I may lack the nautical gene, but don’t ever play me for money.

The party was roaring by nine o’clock that night. Somebody’d brought a strobe light, and we had a little vintage Funkadelic cued up on the CD player, “Maggot Brain” throbbing out our open windows into the sultry-for-September night. There was a gaggle of people doing bong hits on the fire escape, and dozens more smashed up against each other in the living room, hallway, kitchen, and both bedrooms.

I’d just made the circuit back from the bathroom and was now stationed next to the front door, cold beer in hand. Not like I had to drive home, but six Jell-O shots was nearing the limit, even for me.

Sue’s friend Mike buzzed up from the lobby, and I held the door open for him, sticking my head out into the cooler, quieter air of our second-story hallway.

His blond head soon bobbed up behind the staircase’s horizon, and I watched the rest of his skinny frame bounce into view, a foot at a time, until he’d stepped onto the landing’s chipped and gritty tiny-hexagonal-tile floor.

“Madeline,” he said, “I think I just got mugged in your vestibule.”

“Um, Mike? How could you not know?”

He smiled up at the ceiling fixture. “This guy at work had some great acid. So it’s, like, entirely possible that I just hallucinated the whole thing?”

“Do you still have your wallet?” I asked.

He patted his jacket pockets, then checked his jeans, fore and aft.

“It’s gone,” he said, grinning even wider. “What a relief!”

“Dude, your pupils are like Frisbees,” I said.

He pointed at my red plastic cup. “Hey, is that a beer?”

“Last time I checked.”

“Would you share some with me?”

“If you come in, you can have one of your very own.”

He patted me on the shoulder. “I’m so glad I know you.”

I took his hand and led him gently inside.

Sue stood in the kitchen doorway, and the music was even louder.

I leaned toward her, yelling “Mike’s tripping and he just got mugged and I think he needs help finding the keg” about a foot away from her ear.

“I’ll take care of it,” she yelled back.

“Keep him away from the Jell-O,” I said, just as the living-room speakers boomed out A Tribe Called Quest chanting “Mr. Dinkins will you please be my May-or?”

Sue gave me a thumbs-up and propelled Mike toward the living room.

The buzzer went off again and I didn’t bother trying to identify the persons at the other end of the intercom before pushing the button to let them in.

If it was the muggers, we could all jump them and get Mike’s wallet back, worst case.

Luckily, it was instead my college pal Sophia and a friend she’d called about bringing along for the evening.

Scarlet-lipped Sophia leaned forward to hug me hello, her mass of dark curls tickling my cheek.

“This is Cate Ludlam!” she yelled near my ear. “The one I told you about! Your cousin!”

I dragged them both into the kitchen. Cate introduced herself again, holding out her hand to shake. She was a little older and a touch shorter than me, with straight brown hair and eyes that made me think of Edith Piaf.

“Sophia thinks we might be related,” I exclaimed over some newly blasting B-52s song.

Cate shrugged her shoulders and smiled, pointing to one ear. The B-52s chanted, “What’s that on your head? A wig!”

I closed the kitchen door. We could still feel the thump of the bassline, but at least the overall decibel-age had dropped from “skin-blistering” to a mere “painfully loud.”

“That’s so much better,” I said, pulling a fresh tray of Jell-O shots from the freezer and offering them around.

I said L’chaim and we each tossed one back.

“What were you asking just now?” asked Cate.

“Whether the two of you might be cousins,” said Sophia, passing Cate a second little paper cup before taking one herself.

“One of my middle names is Ludlam,” I explained. “After my great-great-grandmother.”

Cate tossed back her second shot. “We’re all related. Only three brothers came over from England with that surname.”

“But there’s Ludlam and Ludlum. What kind are you?” I asked.

“L-A-M,” said Cate. “One brother went to New Jersey and changed the spelling—we call his branch Spawn of Obadiah. Long Island ones kept the ‘A.’ ”

“Same as you, Maddie?” asked Sophia.

“Everyone in my family cemetery spells it with ‘A,’ ” I said. “We probably burned the ‘U’ people as heretics, unless they were willing to convert—then refused to bury them anyway.”

“Where’s your cemetery?” Cate asked.

“On Centre Island, in the middle of Oyster Bay.”

“I’ve heard of that one,” she said.

“I’d be happy to give you a tour.”

“I’d love it,” she said. “And I’d be happy to show you mine.”

“You’ve got one too? Awesome,” I said.

“In Queens,” said Cate. “It’s called Prospect—the original burial ground for the village of Jamaica, starting in the sixteen hundreds.”

“Are you guys still buried there?” I asked.

“Oh, no,” she said. “It’s been derelict for decades. I only found out about it a year ago.”

“Were you researching family history?” asked Sophia.

“No,” said Cate. “Someone abandoned a couple of dogs inside the fence and a neighborhood woman rescued them. She saw the name Ludlam on the chapel by the front gate and started calling up any of us she could find listings for.”

“What’s it like?” asked Sophia.

“At that point it was four acres of jungle,” said Cate.

“What about the chapel?” I asked.

“Oh, the chapel…” said Cate with a dreamy little smile. “It was a stinking, sorry mess filled with garbage and crack vials, but my God, there’s still something about it…. The little place just hooked me, you know?”

“The addictive poignance of the small, neglected ruin,” I said. “I know it well.”

Cate laughed. “I’ve started rounding up volunteers to help with the brush clearing, Wednesday afternoons. Would you like to join us this week?”

“I’d be honored,” I said, raising my cup. “And I think we should imbibe another shot in celebration of our newfound genealogical commonality.”

“Hear, hear!” said Cate, taking another paper-clad portion from the tray.

“To cousins,” added Sophia, lifting her own, “and the lapidary allure of tiny woebegone places.”

We knocked back our gelatinous cocktails just as the kitchen door flew open and a half-dozen partiers tumbled into the room, demanding Jell-O themselves as the music blared up to an absolutely depilatory volume.

I looked at Cate and Sophia and shrugged, pointing toward the living room.

We threaded our way down the crowded hallway, slipping sideways and single file between knots of dancing bodies.

I reached the stereo and eased off on the Velvet Underground’s volume, only to have Lou Reed’s voice overridden by a street-concerto of car alarms.

Sue was out on the fire escape waving the bong overhead as she conducted a group-stoner cheer of “Die Yuppie Scum! Die Yuppie Scum!”

Her gestural enthusiasm made her tip backwards and I shoved my way toward the window, arms outstretched as my heartbeat went bossa nova, but luck and the thin iron railing kept her from tumbling to the sidewalk below.

“Perfect!” yelled Pagan into my ear. “It’s not a party until Sue falls down!”
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Sunday we were all hungover as shit, stumbling out of bed for coffee well after noon. Dean and Sue and Pagan decided they wanted to go Rollerblading after a long, slow brunch at our local diner, the Hollywood. I decided they were crazy and stayed put.

Some people’s bodies say “Go! Go! Go!” Mine counters with “Fuck it, let’s lie down with a book on the sofa.” And that goes double after a Hollywood bacon-cheeseburger.

It was two hours before the exercise fanatics came home, but I wasn’t tired enough to nap. Sunday afternoon has always struck me as a horrible stretch of time to spend solo. If you made it into crayons they’d all turn out burnt sienna.

I picked up the phone to see if I could find Astrid, another boarding-school pal. We were the kind of friends who got in touch once a year or so but always seemed to resume the conversation midsentence.

My own social pretensions were of the shopworn poor-relation Mayflower variety, but there wasn’t even a phrase in American to suitably describe Astrid.

You had BCBG in French: bon chic, bon genre, but that’s rather like “classy” in English. Parisians of Astrid’s own ilk would’ve preferred comme il faut, though I figured “living on reds, vitamin C, and cocaine” more accurately described her life amongst that rarefied tribe of brittle-whippet polyglots who traveled by Concorde and gave me the bends.

She was a British/Florentine beauty who hadn’t lived anywhere longer than three months since we’d graduated, back in ’81—just kept doing this jagged über-Euro party-girl circuit of London and LA and Palm Beach and the Upper East Side.

It was pointless trying to keep an up-to-date address or phone number for her on hand. I relied on directory-information operators to tell me whether our orbits had aligned whenever I was in New York.

This time I’d put it off for a couple of months, what with moving, looking for work, and stowing my furniture and old Porsche in a friend-of-Mom’s barn on Long Island. You know: life. All the grownup crap I so royally sucked at.

I dialed 411, gritting my teeth in anticipation of having to spell Astrid’s surname for the operator. It was Niro-de-Barile, shortened by Dean to “Nutty Buddy” in the very first phone message he’d written down for me the week he and I moved in together back in Syracuse.

Today’s operator indeed had a listing for her—in the East Fifties, no surprise.

I dialed, expecting to get her machine, and was surprised by her live actual “Hello.”

“Hey,” I said.

“Madissima, how the hell are you?”

“Decent,” I said. “And at long last actually living in the city, thank God. You?”

“I’ve been meaning to phone you, in fact, but couldn’t remember what they call that last godforsaken town you were living in, after Syracuse—”

“Pittsfield.”

“The aptly named. How could one have forgotten?”

“With great pleasure and appalling haste,” I said. “What’s your news?”

“Darling, it appears I’ve gotten married.”

“Good God.”

I heard her blow a stream of cigarette smoke against her phone’s mouthpiece. “Last Saturday, actually. Decided I was overdue.”

“Who’s the lucky winner?”

“Well, Antonini was out of town, so I stuck a pin in my address book and landed on Christoph.”

“Was that the polo guy or the one with a Bugatti?”

“The Swiss one.”

“There was a Swiss one?”

“I brought him up for drinks the summer you were all crammed into that place on Park and Eighty-ninth? He said he’d never seen a filthier bathroom?”

“I thought you were mad for Prentice that year.”

“Fuck me, I’d have had to live in Boston. Anathema.”

“I’m rather fond of Switzerland,” I said. “Hot cheese. Subtitles in three languages. Not much for foreplay, if memory serves, but excellent value overall. Congratulations to him, and best wishes to you.”

“We had great fun. Chartered a plane to Southampton.”

“My least favorite place on earth, but whatever.”

“And how is Dean?” she asked.

“Fine, thank you. Looking for work.”

“He’s an inventor or something?”

“Or something,” I said.

“I told Mummie you’d married a cabinetmaker.”

I laughed. “How’d she take it?”

“Oh, she was quite, quite pleased for you. She said, ‘How marvelous, just like David Linley.’ ”

I cracked up.

“Don’t laugh, Madeline,” said Astrid. “One has to break these things to Mummie gently. She’s not accustomed to reality.”

“Oh, please. I mean, admit it, the image of me married to anyone even slightly resembling the offspring of Princess Margaret is pretty fucking funny.”

I heard the click of Astrid’s lighter as she lit a fresh Marlboro.

“Oh, and of course Camilla was asking after you,” she continued.

I’d known the bitch as Cammy at Sarah Lawrence, and had made the mistake of introducing her to Astrid.

“And how is darling Chlamydia?” I asked, not caring at all.

“Blonde,” said Astrid. “Very, very blonde.”

“I saw that. Some party shot in Town and Country, if memory serves—which just goes to show what an appallingly nouveau-riche rag it’s become. And she’s stolen my nose.”

“Be generous. Her birth-schnozz was hideous.”

“My nostrils disporting themselves at B-list Eurotrash galas attached to that odious Nescafé-society cow? She should at least rivet a small plaque to her upper lip crediting the original.”

“And Camilla’s always so lovely about you,” she said, laughing with a touch of smoker’s wheeze.

I snorted into the phone.

Astrid was undaunted. “She absolutely adores you. Why, just the other day she turned to me and said, ‘Isn’t it terribly, terribly sad about Madeline? She might have been such fun if she weren’t poor.’ ”

I sighed. “Festering bitch. Tell her she owes me nose royalties.”

“I’ll have Christoph give your husband a job instead—how’s that? He’s got a little company. Out in New Jersey.”

“Kiss my shapely ass.”

Astrid laughed. “Well, for God’s sake let’s at least introduce them. I mean, who’d ever have believed you and I would be married, and simultaneously? We must have drinks—quickly, before one of us fucks it up.”

“I demand absinthe.”

“Perfect. Wednesday night.”

“You gladden my tiny black heart,” I said.

“Pitter-clank, pitter-clank.”

“Exactly.”

“Ciao, bellissima,” she purred, hanging up.
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Wednesday started out Capra and ended Polanski.

I booked out from beneath the ornate gateway arch of our building’s front courtyard, then turned east on Sixteenth toward the subway station in Union Square—ten minutes late, as usual.

My housemates had beaten me out the door despite having taken showers, which, in my semiconscious state—what with the bathroom plumbing running through the wall right next to my head—I’d considered a needling passive-aggressive display of moral superiority.

I’d just kept hitting the snooze bar and having those short-story dreams between rounds of cruel clock-radio beeps.

Most mornings I played “Rhapsody in Blue” on my beat-to-shit Walkman, gentling the commute uptown with those opening bars of solo-Deco clarinet. Today required a mix-tape of slick/vapid eighties cocaine-frenzy anthems: Chaka Khan, Bronski Beat, and “The Dominatrix Sleeps Tonight.” Aural Jay McInerney.

A light mist tumbled between the buildings as I walked, white on white, warmed at the edges by bowfront Edith-Wharton brownstones between Sixth and Fifth. The air was still cool this early, but I could feel the day’s impending sweaty oppression tapping its foot in the wings.

It certainly wasn’t chilly enough to mask the street-stench of vomit and garbage and festering piss. I’d been back here long enough to have once again made mouth breathing my default style of respiration.

I smiled at the sight of my all-time favorite bumper sticker, posted in the Trotskyite bookstore’s window: U.S. OUT OF NORTH AMERICA!

I walked faster, slipping through schools of people that grew thicker and thicker as we neared the subway—commuter fish trying to reach the turnstiles so we could spawn and die.

I kept my knees loose on the ride uptown, riding the car’s totally fucked suspension like a surfer chick, until we squealed to a halt at Fifty-ninth Street. I bolted out the doors before they were halfway open, first to snake through the exit gate’s gnashing teeth—a cotton gin for people.

The Catalog was on the thirteenth floor, straight across from the Granta Bitches, with the even-nastier Review behind door number three at the end of the hall. We were a triad of money pits loosely conjoined, no doubt the aftermath of some literary-cocktail-napkin Venn diagram. It always felt like that old joke about academia, the one about how the infighting is so vicious because the stakes are so low.

Pagan was already back in editorial by the time I walked into the front office. She was the assistant photo editor and had gotten me a gig taking phone orders, part-time.

I’d been staff writer at a weekly paper in Syracuse for three years, but that counted for exactly dick in Manhattan, a revelation that gave me more compassion for Upstate New York than I’d ever had while living there with Dean.

I parked my take-out coffee next to a vacant computer terminal and sat down, back to the window. We had a cinder-brick air shaft view: the quality of light made it seem like the asshole of February, year-round.

Yong Sun was running the credit-card batch while Yumiko and Karen typed away with phones to their ears.

I booted up my PC and took a sip of coffee, waiting for the third line to ring. The cool part of the job was talking to customers. We had a direct hookup with Baker & Taylor’s warehouses in New Jersey and Illinois—wholesalers with instant access to virtually any book in print.

People called from Tucson, Fargo, Bakersfield, Anchorage. They faxed orders from Buenos Aires and Paris and Guam. They sought lost favorite volumes to share with their children. They yearned for obscure absurdist novels, slender poetry collections, meaty anthologies. They thirsted for noir and space opera and Zane Grey, Aeschylus and Kipling and Hollywood Babylon. They wanted to tie knots and grow roses and build wooden dinghies, to mend fences and marriages and classic muscle cars.

The phone rang at last. I punched the blinking button for line three and picked up. “Good morning, this is the Catalog, how may I help you?”

At the end of my shift a few hours later, I found Pagan lying sideways on the front-office carpet. She was surrounded by leaning towers of paper trays, her head and arms shoved into the guts of our Xerox machine.

“Fucking jammed again,” she said, pushing herself back out. “Not like it matters, since we’re out of fucking toner.”

The only indication that it was probably ninety degrees and muggy out on West Fifty-seventh by now was the dark tan of Pague’s legs, unbroken from her flip-flops to the hem of her raggedy shorts.

You want people to wear stockings and shit, you’ve gotta pay way more than six bucks an hour.

Pagan slotted all the trays back into the machine and tried to push its door closed, but the catch was blown so it took two slams with the side of her fist to make it stay shut.

“Espece de merde,” she muttered. “Ma che cazzo fai.”

I leaned against the edge of the reception desk. “So get Tracy to make the Granta Bitches let us use theirs.”

“She’s stuck in Geoffrey’s office with Betty, going over edits for the Fall Bulletin.”

“O joy, O rapture.”

Betty was the ex-wife of Julian, the owner, and had retained enough post-divorce cred to march down from the Review and slap us around whenever she felt like it. On bad days that was pretty much hourly.

A door crashed open against Sheetrock, down the short hallway toward Editorial.

I could hear Betty doing her usual screech-ranting-banshee number: all “congenital idiocy” and “how-dare-you-fuck-with-me-like-this,” and blah blah psycho-bipolar-hosebeast blah.

Pague and I flinched at the noise of a sudden crack-splash explosion: Crockery v. Wall.

“Fucking Betty,” said my sister. “She made me bring her that coffee. In my mug from home.”

“Bitch throws like a champ, though. Especially considering she’s missing an arm.”

“Don’t be evil,” said Pagan.

“Compared to Betty?”

“You want to be like her when you grow up?”

She narrowed her eyes at me, hands on her hips. No one can shame me like Pagan. Especially when she’s right.

“No,” I said. “Of course not.”

“Go tell the Granta Bitches I need to make copies. I don’t want to extend Betty’s psychotic break du jour.”

I checked my watch. “Can’t. Late for the cemetery.”

“Chickenshit.”

“What if I interrupt some Granta-Bitch Kill-Toddlers-for-Satan fest?” I asked. “They’ll go for my throat like a pack of Dobermans.”

She rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe I’m related to you.”

“Them’s the breaks. Gotta run.”
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I’d never thought of Jamaica as an actual place.

It had always been more transition than geography. Three stops out of Penn Station and you alighted briefly at this celestial concrete expanse carpeted all Jackson Pollock with discarded Kool butts and soda-can tabs and matte-black ovals of chewing gum—a stretch of nowhere to be raced across when exchanging your sleek city train for the big-shouldered cars of the Oyster Bay Line.

I had nothing against Queens, per se, it was just that if you were raised in the milieu I had been, you were reminded of the borough beneath this platform maybe once a year, if that often.

It might happen on your way to the airport, or when a member of your party dismissively remarked upon the “bridge-and-tunnel crowd” still pressed up hopeful against the velvet ropes while a nightclub’s bouncer ushered all of you inside that particular season’s haute meat-market Nirvana (and please understand that such inclusion had always made me feel slightly ashamed and unworthy—whether I’d been granted entrée to Studio or Regine’s aged fifteen, Area or Pyramid at twenty—since I can’t dance for shit and besides which never had the price of so much as a draft domestic beer in my pocket, even if I was on somebody’s guest list and didn’t have to pay the cover).

With all of the above in mind on this particular September afternoon, I ventured down Jamaica Station’s cast-iron staircases to street level for the very first time.

I consulted my rough sketch of map every few blocks, walking on through a crowded terra incognita of bodegas and boombox stores, newsstands and fruit vendors, feeling very much like the only white chick for miles.

The day had grown hot: air rank with diesel fumes and curry, melting asphalt and the chicken-soup funk of humanity, not to mention the occasional sweet-sour belt of Dumpster leakage wafting out from restaurant alleyways.

I trudged onward, the sidewalk crowds thinning, the stores fewer and farther between, until I finally turned into a cratered dead-end block in the shadow of some elevated subway tracks. A wall of vines ran down one side of this lane, the occasional snatch of ornate rusted fence peeking out from beneath the leaves.

I spotted a gate sagging open next to a small Romanesque building of golden stone. Its low roof-pitch was more suggestive of synagogue than chapel, and its rose windows were shattered.

I looked across maybe a quarter-acre of cleared lawn inside the gate. There were crooked gravestones poking forth from the hacked weed stubble and a dozen brush-filled black garbage bags lined up at the head of a trail leading into the lot’s still-riotous green interior.

I followed the narrow path into a jungle of nettles and vines, towering three times my height in some places.

“Cate?” I called. “It’s Madeline….”

I heard soft laughter ahead.

“Cate?”

I found her around the first bend of trail through the brush, with a gaggle of chattering teenaged kids bearing hedge clippers and machetes.

My newfound cousin swiped an arm across her forehead, then spotted me and waved.

“This is Madeline,” she said, rattling off the names of her crew.

It was cooler in the shade, but my face had started pouring sweat now that I’d stopped moving. I took a bandanna out of my pocket and folded it narrow to tie around my forehead, Deadhead style.

“There’s a big jug of ice water in the chapel,” Cate said. “Let’s grab some before I put you to work.”

I blinked when we came back out into the glare, following her past an enclosed rectangle of headstones, its shin-high rails held aloft by a squat granite obelisk at each corner.

“Was everything that overgrown when you started?” I asked, looking back at the cool wall of green behind us.

“Solid vegetable matter,” she said. “It’s taken us the whole summer to get this much cleared. The final burial was in nineteen fifty-four—I suspect that’s the last time anyone tried weeding.”

At the chapel door Cate fished a big wad of keys from her pocket and started sorting through them.

I looked above the iron fence as an elevated train screeched by along its Great-Wall course of tired concrete.

Kate fitted a key into the padlock, popping it open with a rough twist.

“It must have been beautiful. The whole city,” I said, “before there was any city.”

“You’d have been able to see all the way down to the water from here. The old villagers picked a magnificent place in which to honor their dead.”

Impossible to picture: no buildings or asphalt, just foot trails winding through beach plum and shadbush beneath Long Island’s great green canopy, connecting sparkling ponds and white beaches, cornfields and oyster beds, wildflower meadows and beaver dams.

We entered the shade inside the chapel, our steps echoing back from its stone walls and floor. Cate poured out two Dixie cups of cold water and handed one to me.

“We just found a headstone the kids are excited about,” said Cate. “One of the slave graves.”

I told her I’d like to see it too, and we put our cups in a trash bag and headed back outside.

Cate started walking toward the thicker growth and I followed, Indian file, behind her.

Stones peeked out of thinner brush near the trail, markers for loads of people to whom Cate and I were related: Townsends and Ludlams, Seamans and Underhills.

Beyond that were old New York names I knew only from street signs and arboretums: Lefferts, Wyckoffs, Boerums.

I paused next at the grave of one Elias Baylis:

For his love of liberty he fell a victim to British cruelty and tho’ blind was imprisoned in New York in Sep. 1776 and was released only in time to breathe his last in the arms of his daughter while crossing the Brooklyn ferry. During his confinement he was accustomed to sing the 142nd Psalm.


Near that was a smaller, cruder stone, on which was written, Our Babie. The two words were so uneven and faint that I pictured a young father incising each letter with his own tools, unable to afford the local gravesmith.

Cate was a few yards ahead. I caught up and we stepped over a pile of vines and a tree’s knuckled roots.

She pointed to a white marble headstone centered in the dell beyond, its surface jaded with moss:

Jane Lyons, a colored woman, who upwards of 65 years was a faithful and devoted domestic in the family of James Hariman, Sr. of this village, died Dec. 19, 1858. Age 75 years


I touched the numerals commemorating her year of death.

“When was slavery abolished in New York, anyway?” I asked.

“Eighteen twenty-seven,” answered Cate.

“So they owned her first, and then she stayed on.”

“Where else could she have gone?”

I knew better than to think all slave-holding guilt fell on my southern brethren—that our racial history was a sweet Underground-Railroad rosebed of “Kumbaya” singalongs with Harriet Tubman waving the conductor’s baton—but I hadn’t realized it was a mere three decades before Lincoln that Abolition prevailed in my home state.

“At least they had the decency to record her name,” I said. “The ones in our cemetery just have blank leaves of slate shoved into the grass—head and foot. Like all that mattered was making sure you didn’t dig up a slave by accident.”

It made me want to walk up to random black people on the street and apologize.

“Let me get to work,” I said.

Cate led me back up the trail and gave me clippers and a machete.

“There are definitely a few homeless people camping at night in the densest parts,” she said, handing me a pair of work gloves, “so look out for that. We try to leave their stuff where we find it.”

“Okay.”

We started hacking away in separate directions. The dense air around me was soon astringent with the green perfume of sliced grass and the sharp tang of nettle sap.

By the time I’d filled two bags I’d cut into a private lane of tunnel, with no line of sight back to Cate.

My bandanna felt hot and wet against my forehead. I shook off Cate’s heavy gloves so I could flip it over to the dry side, then leaned down to pick up a bent tin can and several brown shards of beer bottle with my bare hands.

From that angle I could just make out the edge of another moss-green headstone through the scrim of leaves.

One machete swipe cleared enough space to crawl forward so I could read the stone’s inscription, but I shoved over hard into the wall of vines beside me when I realized I’d been about to place my hand on the belly of a bloated dead rat.

I twisted my head away from the sight of its greasy fur seething with ants.

That’s when I saw the skull.



6


[image: image]

For just a second I thought I was looking at an ostrich egg, a buttery off-white oval dappled with shifting spangles of green-gold light.

Not egg, bone.

Had someone dug up this forgotten grave? No. The ground was flat, the brown carpet of jungle detritus thick and even beneath the skull.

I crawled in farther, cringing when my hand plunged into something warm and wet—a pocket of rainwater trapped in the folds of a plastic grocery sack.

The rat had given off a whiff of decay but back here the air was sweet with damp earth, an autumnal top note of composting leaves.

From this new angle I could make out the skull’s sharp cheekbone and the hinge of its jaw. I dropped to my elbows, soldier-crawling beneath the thicket’s low edge until I could look at the face straight on.

Its eye sockets were huge as a Disney fawn’s, its seed-pearl teeth tiny and perfect.

A child, then.

In the gloom beneath more tangled foliage, I could make out a delicate birdcage of ribs, smashed in at the solar plexus.

I scrabbled backwards into the hot daylight, yelling for Cate.

Cate dispatched two kids to go call the police.

She and I edged a few feet away from the group so we could talk without freaking anyone out.

“You’re shaking,” she said.

“I shouldn’t have gone into the bushes that far. What if there was any trace evidence? I wasn’t thinking straight.”

Cate’s voice was gentle. “How could you have known that?”

“Well it’s a graveyard, right? I mean, if you see something that looks like a piece of bone it’s not entirely out of the realm of possibility that it might actually be a piece of bone.”

“And you’re sure it was a child?”

I nodded, realizing how little else we could divine from skeletal remains in the absence of a pathologist’s sad wisdom: no name, no race, no gender.

The tiny being in whose flesh those bones once resided had been rendered invisible.

The child wouldn’t have come up higher than my hip standing on tiptoes. Two years old or three or four—entirely too small to be let out of doors alone, much less to have gotten over this spiked iron fence without help, considering Cate’s stout locks on the gate.

What toddler would have braved crawling into the depths of this place, even in the wake of an older sibling?

City kids know that any overgrown lot was guaranteed to be teeming with vermin: feral dogs, rats the size of badgers with bent yellow six-penny nails for teeth.

And any stretch of ground this big was likely to harbor equally feral people. City kids would know that, too.

So how had such tiny bones arrived at the green-black heart of this pocket wilderness?

I wanted to believe the child had been laid to rest here centuries ago, and that everything else had grown up around it the way briars snaked out of the ground to protect Sleeping Beauty and her dreaming courtiers.

But then I thought of those shattered ribs. Murder was a far more likely scenario. Had the child been killed here?

This was an ideal spot for such darkness: far enough away from the crowded local sidewalks for anyone to hear cries of pain or fear. Even those who camped in these very bushes might not hear a child’s voice against the noise of the trains rushing by every few minutes.

But it was also the perfect place to bring a corpse for disposal if one had committed murder elsewhere. A body that small would’ve fit in a PBS-donor tote bag.

I heard sirens in the distance, growing loud enough to drown out everything else as patrol cars pulled into the tiny dead-end road beside us, one after another.

The noise died out and I heard several car doors open, then the racket of hard-soled cop shoes on the broken asphalt.

A bunch of young guys in blue uniforms pushed through the gate, then headed straight for us.
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One of the patrol guys came over to keep an eye on all of us sitting on the lawn. His name tag identified him as Officer Albie, but he seemed uncomfortable with the formality and told us to call him Fergus.

His compatriots, in consultation with Cate, started running yellow plastic marker tape around and through the bushes to keep anyone from stumbling into the child’s bones and corrupting their resting place any more than I had.

The kids in our group started getting restless, saying they needed to get home and do chores or schoolwork or take care of younger siblings, or even just run across the street to use the pay phone to tell their families where they were and what was taking so long. The young officer did his best to keep everybody calm and seated, asking the kids to “just simmer down, there” until the arrival of the detectives and whoever else would be needed to check out the whole burgeoning circus officially.

I was pretty out of it in the aftermath of discovering the tiny set of bones, but I still felt for the guy. He looked like he’d graduated himself about two weeks earlier, and high-school kids are about as easy to corral as a bunch of amphetamine-pumped ferrets dipped in Crisco, especially when there’s major drama in the offing.

The kids peppered him with questions and demands and objections in between shoving each other and laughing. His voice strained for increasing volume as he struggled to keep a lid on things. Ten minutes in, the guy’s hands had achieved an emphatically Sicilian range of motion.

Cate came back and sat down with us. At first the kids grew quiet, but soon the babble started up again, even more overwhelming.

I tried closing my eyes for a minute after swabbing my face with my clammy bandanna.

I couldn’t keep them shut, though. I was too intent on checking the gate for plainclothes arrivals.

Then I looked up at the young cop’s face. His short hair was dark with sweat, and I worried he’d have a stroke and keel over onto the scrubby brown grass or pitch headfirst against the blunt edge of a gravestone.

I leaned over toward Cate. “He’s not looking too good,” I said.

Cate stood up to place a gentle hand on his arm.

“Would you like to move us into the chapel?” she asked. “It’s a great deal cooler inside, and we can all drink some cold water.”

The cop gratefully agreed, and the two of them began herding the kids indoors.

I was about to follow them in when I saw a dark sedan pull up alongside the cemetery gate, a chrome-free Crown Vic with a fat antenna sprouting off the lid of its trunk.

We all savored the chapel’s cool interior with the young cop as our shepherd, drinking ice water and grateful to be sheltered from the sun.

The kids’ restlessness tapered off once we got inside. Maybe it was the dimmer light indoors that made us all settle down, or maybe it was just that we’d all worked ourselves hard on the brush clearing and were now settling into a midafternoon blood-sugar crash exacerbated by post-adrenaline-rush torpor.

The girls all grabbed their school backpacks from the room’s back wall and started in on homework assignments. Three of the boys made binder-paper airplanes and lofted them down the nave, competing to see whose craft could drift the farthest before succumbing to gravity.

The sun shifted lower in the sky, sending a thick shaft of light slanting down from the arched western doorway, highlighting the toy planes’ wake through whirling motes of dust.

The sounds outside seemed more distant: rush of trains muted by the chapel’s pale gold stone walls, mutter and hiss of the cops’ radios unintelligible.

High stained-glass windows faced north and south, their intricately fitted cobalt and scarlet and butter-yellow panes interspersed with empty spots that laid bare the place-holding traceries of lead.

“I don’t know what to do,” said Cate, finally. “I have two packs of Chips Ahoy in one of those bags, but I can’t imagine anyone wanting to eat them, considering.”

I took another sip of water and swallowed it. “Maybe the kids are hungry?”

Cate stood up. “I’ll put them on top of the cooler.”

Our young cop Fergus asked if he could grab a couple. Then the kids dove in.

After that there was nothing else for me and Cate to do but wait. We were quiet for ten minutes or so, and I could tell it was making her jittery; my shock passing, her own just settling in.

I figured I’d better keep her talking, keep her mind occupied.

“So who built this place?” I asked.

“Our great-great-great-something-or-other Nicholas commissioned it in 1857, in memory of his three daughters. He named it the Chapel of the Sisters.”

I looked across the room toward the weathered mahogany pulpit, its dusty façade graced with overlapping arches.

“When I think about what this could be,” said Cate, “instead of a place so ignored and abandoned that someone could literally discard a child?”

“Do people break in other than the homeless guys?”

“Some of the monuments have been tipped over and smashed. And the local junkies used the chapel for a shooting gallery before I got decent locks on the doors. I was terrified I’d walk in here and find someone who’d OD’d.”

“Has anyone ever messed with the graves themselves, though? Dug them up?”

Cate shook her head. “Maybe the parents couldn’t afford a proper funeral?”

“Sure,” I said. But I didn’t believe it, not for a second.

“A family would have tried to bury their child,” she said, looking down at her lap.

I traced a finger beneath an inscription carved into the wall beside us: I will ransom them from the grave….

“The ground hadn’t been disturbed,” I said. “There was a thick bed of leaves underneath the bones, and the rib cage was smashed in—”

“Please,” said Cate, her eyes clenching shut as she snapped her hand up between us, palm toward me. “I don’t think I can handle details.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ll save it for the detectives.”

She touched my kneecap. “I’m sorry.”

“I know, Cate.”

And I did know, too well. I’d seen some awful things the last few years. Been through some shit.

It hadn’t made me any tougher or braver. It’d only made me tired and sad.

And inconsiderate sometimes, like now.

Cate was trembling. I put my arm around her shoulders.

“Hey, you know what’s good about all this?” I asked.

“God, please tell me,” she said, “because I can’t think of a single thing.”

“The cops are taking it really seriously, you know? Roping off the scene, keeping us all here… these guys aren’t messing around.”

“That is good.”

“Wanna cookie?” I asked.

Cate shook her head. “Man, who’d’ve thought the cemetery lady would turn out to be such a wuss, eh?”

“You’re not a wuss. You’re just sane.”

Our young cop’s shoulder radio crackled to life, and I heard a gravelly voice say, “Skwarecki’s here. Now we’re waiting on the ME.”

I wondered what Skwarecki would look like. Some beefy guy with a mustache, probably. Grizzled former jock, lots of broken capillaries.

That was the visual average of homicide detectives I’d dealt with before this.

Fergus stiffened up, shoulders thrown back, and I turned to look toward whomever he was staring at.

I was struck by two facts in that instant: I was looking at Skwarecki, and I was an idiot.

She wore a gold badge at the waist of her knife-creased gray trousers, one finger hooked into the collar of a matching jacket slung over her shoulder. Her highlights could’ve used a little touch-up at the roots, but her loafers were buffed to a twinkle.

My imaginary composite had one detail correct, however. The woman had twenty years on me, but she was still a jock to the bone.

I pegged her for field hockey once upon a time. Good shoulders on her, if a bit slight for defense. Narrow hips and some meat on the back of her thighs: a sprinter.

“Yo, Opie,” she said, snapping her fingers at our young cop.

Her voice was fast, clipped Queens, that definitive outer-borough twang, like she had gravel in her sinuses.

“The fuck you waiting on,” she said, “second coming of Christ? Get your butt over here.”

He hustled to comply, and she was right in his face, cocking one hip as she tapped his badge with her finger.

“Albie,” she said, “that what they call you when you’re awake?”

He blushed and nodded but she’d made him smile, too.

Neat trick, to bitch someone out and win him over simultaneously.

“So, walk me through this, Albie,” she said. “We got a body outside, and we got a bunch of nice people sitting around inside, and you’re empty-handed—no clipboard, no pen. As a highly trained detective, this tells me you know exactly what took place here and I can go home already, because you stole the collar right out from under my ass before I even showed up—am I right?”

He shook his head, blushing deeper. But she’d made him laugh.

“So what can you tell me?” she asked. “You got any leads on who’s in charge here?”

He pointed at Cate.

“Excellent,” she said. “Now, who found the scene?”

He pointed at me.

“Keep this up,” she said, “they’re gonna make you commissioner.”

He smiled, and Skwarecki told him to get the kids’ names and contact info, then send them home.

She gave him a friendly punch to the shoulder, turning toward me and Cate.
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Skwarecki told us her first name was Jayné, pronounced Jen-NAY.

“My mother was some kind of French,” she said, and shrugged. “But no one ever calls me that.”

She’d brought Cate and me back outside.

The medical examiner’s van pulled up, and a grim-looking guy climbed out of it with a large black case. Giving Skwarecki a dour wave, he ducked under the crime-scene tape and disappeared into the bushes.

“You gotta be anywhere?” she asked. “I’d like to bring you both down to the precinct.”

Cate told her no and I said not really, but that I’d like to call home.

I felt in my pocket for change. “Okay if I run out and find a pay phone?”

Skwarecki was cool with that, so I started toward the cemetery’s gate.

Dean picked up when I dialed the apartment.

“Yo,” I said, “Intrepid Spouse.”

“What’s up? You sound kind of bummed.”

I sighed. “I might be late for dinner.”

“Do tell.”

“I’m at the cemetery. With a homicide detective.”

“Bunny, you okay?”

Here’s the great thing about Dean: he doesn’t get freaked out by much. This has proved to be a necessary attribute in a person who finds himself married to me.

“I found a skeleton,” I said.

“In a cemetery.”

“It’s a little kid,” I said. “And it doesn’t look like it was ever buried, so, you know, we called the cops and stuff.”

“You sure you’re okay?”

“Kind of.”

“You sound shaky,” he said.

“More sad,” I said. “The kid was really little.”

“You want me to come out there?”

“That’s okay, but I appreciate the offer.”

“We’re supposed to have dinner with Nutty Buddy.”

“Crap,” I said. “Astrid.”

“Want me to postpone it?”

I looked at my watch: just after five o’clock. “I think I could make it by eight. Can you call her?”

Dean said he would and I thanked him and placed the phone back on the hook.

I’d just stepped onto the sidewalk across from the cemetery when a second dark Crown-Vic-esque sedan pulled in behind the ME’s van.

As I crossed the street, the driver’s door opened, disgorging a hard-ass-but-elegant-looking African American chick in crimson lipstick and a chalk-striped navy power suit.

The woman wore her hair short, her neck graceful as an egret’s. She had feline cheekbones and a complexion the color of strong, clear tea—richly brown and gold and red, all at once.

She glanced around for a nanosecond, fists on her hips, then made the proverbial beeline through the gate for Skwarecki.

I watched the muscles of her long stocking-sheathed calves bunch up as she shifted her weight forward to keep her spike heels from sinking into the crabgrass.

Shoes that expensive, she had to be a lawyer.

I followed her through the gate.

Ten feet in she stopped walking, calves still clenched as she balanced on the balls of her feet.

I ducked past her, trying to act unobtrusive until I pulled up alongside Cate, who was looking down at the clipboard in Skwarecki’s hands and nodding while the detective jotted down notes.
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