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A sign hangs next to the cradle of Texas liberty, reminding visitors that concealed firearms are not permitted on the grounds.


She stops and examines this as if it were new to her, although the sign has been posted for several years now. “Don’t bring your gun to the Alamo,” she intones, to see how it sounds out loud, then laughs, startling a little boy. (“Mama, that lady is talking to herself. Mama—”) Don’t bring your gun to the Alamo. A nice phrase, but it doesn’t make the cut. She won’t record it in one of her little notebooks, the ones where she keeps her lists of first lines, fragments of poems, names for everything. Names for bands, names for songs. Names for the children she’ll never have and titles for the memoir she’ll never write, although her story packs some shock value, even in these jaded times. Oprah would need a whole week to get it all in.


Within the walls, it’s like being in a shallow dish—azure sky above, the taller buildings crowded around, dwarfing the Spanish mission, which isn’t very big to begin with. She walks through the gardens, noting the placement of each plant, each bench, each sign. Change is not to be tolerated. She picks up a cup with a little electric blue raspa juice inside and drops it in the trash, as fastidious in her own way as the Alamo’s keepers, the Daughters of the Republic of Texas. It is a shrine, and not only to Texas liberty. A shrine to her, to them. She even brings the same breakfast every time—two barbacoa tacos, coffee, an elephant ear, and the Sunday paper. She gets the pastry, while the tacos are for him, her own holy ghost.


He had been the first to bring her here, although she later learned she had not been the first he had brought here. Important distinction. Nor would she be the last, as it turned out. “Ever had breakfast at the Alamo?” he had asked her that first morning when they finally pulled away from each other, eyes bright, bodies limp, the cheap pearls of her broken necklace rolling beneath them, pressing into their flesh, so her skin was beaded like the white gown she had worn earlier. When everything was over, when she was banished from his life and had nothing left, she still had those words. “Breakfast at the Alamo.” She knew others would be charmed by them as she had once been charmed.


And she began to see how a former lover’s tricks could be appropriated and turned against him.


It was only a matter of time before the two of them showed up one Sunday with different, unwitting partners. She caught his glance across the courtyard, held it tight. The young woman with him had tried to see where his gaze had strayed, but he grabbed her hand and retreated. He had a horror of scenes, of anything ugly and public.


She didn’t. That was her power. He had never shown up again, hadn’t dared, and Breakfast at the Alamo became her exclusive property. Her signature, her trick of the trade, her trade for the trick. Rolling toward the warm body next to her on a Sunday morning, eyes still closed, mouth closed, too, so as not to inhale too much of the sour smell that strangers brought to one’s bed. “Hey, darlin’, ever had breakfast at the Alamo?”


Breakfast at the Alamo. Now that was a great name for anything—a band, a memoir, a betrayal. It was on all her lists. The world was full of poetry. Pick up a menu, for example, and there was “Shaved Meats, Piled High.” That was going to be volume one of her unwritten memoir. She also liked the sign that had hung next to the Tunnel of Love at the old Funland amusement park: “C’mon Scaredy Cat, Let’s Go Through.” Of course, you had to be “this tall” to ride that ride, according to the grinning elf who stood next to the entrance with his measuring stick. By the time she was tall enough, Funland was long gone, its fixtures sold at public auction. Goodbye Scaredy Cat. And goodbye elf, you smug little S.O.B., with your measuring stick and your smirk for all those under five feet.


So she found her inspiration in the headlines and the rack cards, from the days when a sleazy tabloid king had owned one of the local papers. SEWER BOY STILL MISSING. GUNNED DOWN PREGNANT CAT FIGHTS FOR LIFE. GLUE DOG ON THE MEND. LITTLE GIRL IN BIG TROUBLE. TRUANT SAYS, “LET’S RAPE CHRISTY’S MAMA.” 10,000 TOENAILS AID IN CANCER FIGHT. These, too, went into her little notebooks.


The lists had been something else they had done together, her gift to him. Sudden thought: Had he stolen those, as she had stolen Breakfast at the Alamo? Did he carry a notebook like hers, impress his new girls with the music of everyday life? No, he wouldn’t make a list with anyone else, she was sure of that. Because he was better than she was. That’s why she loved him still. That’s why she hated him.


She works slowly through the paper and her elephant ear, savoring both. As always, she saves the society pages for last. It’s skimpy this week, not much going on. Pretty soon the fall parties will start and that will change. Everyone who’s anyone is on the circuit from Halloween on, especially now, with this stupid All Soul Festival. She used to be an anyone.


She closes her eyes, enjoying the sun, which has finally begun to relinquish its summer-tight grip on the city. It feels good. It feels good just to be alone. A few days ago, the flaws of the latest man had surfaced all at once, the details swimming into focus, the way a photo’s image takes shape in a pan of developer. His pores were too large, his eyes the wrong color, his ties the wrong width. He wasn’t tall enough. They were never tall enough, no one was tall enough. He didn’t have the guts to go through with it. Another list to keep and maintain, a catalog of defects that always began and ended the same way: Not him.


But you don’t have to be with someone to have breakfast at the Alamo. Actually, it’s better alone. As long as she stays in the gardens. She doesn’t like the buildings—the Long Barracks, the high-ceilinged souvenir shop where she once coveted the blue and white Alamo dinnerware. The buildings are cold as crypts, chilled by the horrible memories they hold. Places can remember, too. But here, in the garden, beneath the hot, healing sun, the soil has forgotten all the blood it has known. She wishes she could forget. She wishes she could remember. Wake up, Mommy. Wake up, Mommy.


“Tienes sueños, pobrecita?”


The voice makes her start, and the barbacoa tacos tumble to the ground from her lap. Tienes sueños—Are you sleepy? He uses the Spanish reluctantly, at her insistence. But it’s so much better in Spanish: Do you have dreams? Nothing but.


She squints into the sunlight.


“Why are you here?”


“I couldn’t find you this morning. I worried.”


“We broke up. Remember, I broke up with you?” Not cruel, just stating the facts.


“I know. And I know why. But I can’t turn my back on you.”


“You’re going to help me?” Incredulous, not quite trusting him, although she wants to so badly. She needs an ally.


“I promise,” he says. “I’ll help you, and you’ll help me.”


She wonders if he thinks this means he’ll get to crawl on top of her again. As much as she could use his assistance, she isn’t sure she could stomach that. Once she’s done with a man, she’s done. It’s like trying to reheat a cup of coffee. Dark, bitter stuff. But she doesn’t think he’s trying to find a way back into her bed. Truth is, he had seemed even less interested than she, if such a thing were possible.


But he’s going to help her. Her mood takes off, like a rocket. In her joy, she pleats the grease-stained bag from her breakfast into a tiny accordion and pretends to play it. “A little conjunto music, ladies and gentlemen. Please welcome la señorita con la concertina, la señorita mas bonita, la señorita de las carnitas, la señorita de Suenos Malos.” She sings, one of her favorite old folk songs. “Ay te dejo en San Antonio.” I’ve already left you in San Antonio.


A few tourists look up, smiling hopefully, as if her song might redeem their wasted morning. The Alamo can be the ultimate anticlimax, the guaranteed disappointment to end all disappointments, at least for those who dream of wind-swept plains and a Davy Crockett who looked like John Wayne. “It’s so small,” outsiders always complain. “And there’s a Burger King across the street.” Personally, she likes the way the mission is plopped down in the middle of real life. Home of the Whopper meets the fort of the whopper, with all its little lies, all those stories told to make it cleaner, better, nicer. Davy Crockett swinging old Betsy, Jim Bowie groaning on his cot with a broken leg, William Barrett Travis drawing the line that separated the men from the boys. Death made people so pure. Did it matter if none of it was true? Did it matter if all of it was true?


“Maybe I should sing a few bars of the ‘Yellow Rose of Texas.’ Bet I’d make some money before the Daughters kicked me out.”


He isn’t amused.


“If I help you, then you have to listen to me, do things my way. You have to stop doing shit like this. Nice and normal, remember? That’s how you fly under the radar. Nice and normal.”


“Who wants to be nice? Or normal?” She drops her makeshift accordion, begins breaking apart a scab on her calf. It reminds her of bacon, the way it crunches in her fingers. She scratches her shin, drawing fresh blood. Normal is giving up. Normal is everybody else, going on with their lives. Normal is the real sickness, the pretense that lets your body live while your soul shrivels inside. Besides, she wants him to know she’s back in town, wants him to be aware of her. She wants him to sit up in bed at night, wondering if he just felt her hot breath on his neck. Tienes sueños, pobrecita?


Blood dribbles down her leg, warm as a teardrop. He grabs her hands, holding her fingers tight so she can’t pick at herself anymore. “Everything you want, you’ll have,” he says, his voice almost pleading. “But you have to trust me.”


She shakes her head up and down, pretending to agree, trusting no one and hoping no one trusts her. Everything you want. Men made such promises so easily. Alamo dinnerware, a new pearl necklace, a car upon high school graduation, a safe place in the world, love everlasting. It’s her lot in life to have nothing she wants, she knows that now. She sees herself as she wants to be, sleeping peacefully, just like the photograph. Sees him as she wants him to be, screaming, screaming, screaming, his mouth as round and wide as the entrance to a carnival ride that never ends. C’mon scaredy cat, let’s go through. She’s ready. She’s tall enough now—and old enough, and sad enough, and desperate enough.


She’s ready.



















1




[image: ]








Tess Monaghan hated surveillance work, something of a problem for someone who made her living as a private investigator. Do what you love and you’ll love what you do, they told her. Well, she loved everything else about her job. Loved being her own boss, loved being her only employee. She was even starting to love her gun, which she knew was kind of creepy. Unfortunately, surveillance work was a private investigator’s bread-and-butter, and she loathed every minute of it, especially in the cause of romantic disputes. Besides, it was just so passive. All her life, she had hated waiting for things to happen. She yearned to be an instigator. Yet here she was again, slouched down in the front seat of her car, camera ready to document someone else’s bad behavior.


She stared at the faded plaster king who welcomed guests to the Enchanted Castle Motor Court on Route 40. Time had not been kind to him—his purple coat had whitish spots that made it appear as if it were moth-eaten, his face was pitted, and one eye had faded away, so his once-genial smile was now more of a leer. Still, he made her feel nostalgic, for Maryland’s past and for her own. There was a time, almost in her memory, when Route 40 was the major east-west highway across the state of Maryland and these kinds of campy stucco cottages had beckoned to travelers with neon promises of air-cooled rooms and fresh pies in the diner.


As for Tess, she had lost her own virginity in this particular motor court, at the allegedly sweet age of sixteen. The wine had been sweet at least. Mogen David, hijacked from her Gramma Weinstein’s Seder almost two months earlier, because teenage Tess had been methodical about her bad behavior. The younger version was always plotting, looking ahead to the night when she could just get it over with—first drunk, first dope, first sex—mark another milestone on her path to adulthood. Why had she been in such a hurry? She couldn’t even remember now. Anyway, it hadn’t been bad, it hadn’t been good. In fact, it wasn’t unlike her early rowing practices. Sore muscles you didn’t even know you had on the day after. But it got better, and she got better at it. Just like rowing.


This was the part she remembered the best: The motor court’s diner had still been open then and afterwards she had blueberry pie, hot, with vanilla ice cream, the chubby king smiling benignly at her through the glass. That had been just perfect. To this day, blueberry pie made her blush. Now the diner was just a rusting aluminum shell. Despite the reputation fostered by the film Diner, Baltimore had a severe diner deficit, if you didn’t count the modern, ersatz ones, and Tess sure didn’t. “Where have you gone, Barry Levinson?” she sang softly to herself. “Charm City lifts its hungry eyes to you.” No more diners, no more tin men. No Johnny U’s Golden Arm, no Gino’s, no Hot Shoppes Jr.’s, no Little Taverns.


Great, her litany of fast-food ghosts had made her hungry. And her right leg was cramping up. She eased the driver’s seat back, tried to massage her hamstring, but a twelve-year-old Toyota Corolla just didn’t afford much room when you were five-foot-nine and most of it was inseam. Damn, she hated surveillance work. She tried to make it a rule not to take such assignments, but principles had to be suspended sometimes in light of certain economic realities. Or, in this case, when a certain friend had promised her services without asking first.


At least the client was a woman. She was a sexist about this, no other word. But in her experience, cuckolded men tended toward violence against others, and she didn’t want that on her conscience. Women were masochists, dangers to themselves. Usually. Tess looked at this it way: Four thousand years after the Greeks, Medea would still be frontpage news, while feckless Jason wouldn’t even rate a question in Cosmo’s Agony column.


Not that women’s cases weren’t lose-lose propositions in their own way. If you didn’t get the goods on hubby, some women didn’t want to pay for the time put in, they didn’t get that a job had been done, even if it had yielded no results. These were the kind of women who tipped poorly in restaurants, on the theory that they provided food service all the time without compensation.


But if you did turn over a discreet set of photographs of hubby leaving, say, a motor court on Route 40, a redhead giantess in tow, the kill-the-messenger syndrome kicked in—literally. One cheated-on wife had aimed her neat little Papagallo pump at Tess’s shin. Tess had counted to ten, left the suburban palace that was about to loom large in the divorce case, and discreetly let all the air out of the tires on the woman’s Jeep Cherokee.


So she charged more now. She told would-be clients it was because surveillance work was a bore, which was true, but it was really the aftermath she hated, the moment of truth, which was anything but boring. “Excuse me, ma’am, while you’re weeping and thinking about the implications of this information for your twenty-year marriage and your two children, could I trouble you to write me a check?” Tess had started taking much bigger retainers and sending refunds. Easier on everyone.


Unfortunately, this particular wastrel-husband had eaten through the retainer in the first week, without actually doing anything. A nervous type, he cruised the city’s best-known prostitution strips, window-shopping, beginning negotiations, then breaking them off at the last minute. Tess had taken a few photographs of women bent toward his car on long, skinny legs, but such photos paid no premiums in divorce court. He could always claim to be asking for directions.


Today, however, he had finally settled on a tall redhead with a towering beehive and the knotted calf muscles that come from years of wearing spike heels. A real Amazon, even alongside Tess’s Amazonian proportions. He probably thought a hooker with some meat on her bones was less likely to be a junkie. Or maybe he went in for kinkier stuff, which required a woman with those cut biceps and triceps.


They had gone in about five minutes ago. Because she had followed Mr. Nervous at a particularly careful distance, Tess hadn’t been able to take a photo of the happy couple on their way into the honeymoon suite, and she didn’t do in flagrante—that was just too gross. But she’d get them on the way out. Which would be—she checked her watch—ten, fifteen minutes at the most? He didn’t look like the kind who would set any records for stamina. He had been saving up for this too long to draw it out.


Still, Tess was unprepared when the door was flung open at what her datebook notes would later establish was the seven-minute mark. As she fumbled for her camera, she saw a flash of red—the hooker’s hair—followed by a gray blur, Mr. Nervous, who threw himself on top of the fake hair as if it were a fumbled football in the end zone.


The hooker stalked out, still fully attired, in a tight red leather-look dress and matching shoes. The real hair was short and wispy, a dark brown color only a shade deeper than Tess’s. It wasn’t a bad cut, but something about it struck Tess as not quite right. No, it probably just looked funny because it was matted down with sweat.


“You better give that back to me,” the hooker told Mr. Nervous.


“When you give me my money back, you freak,” he said, scrambling to his feet and running toward his car, trying to hold onto the wig even as he dug for his keys.


The hooker was fast. With a few quick strides, she had crossed the patch of gravel parking lot and leaped on the man’s back, teeth sinking into his ear as if it were a pastry. He screamed, falling to the ground, where the two began rolling back and forth like two kids scuffling on the playground. Tess felt as if she had seen this before. She had. It was the great ladies room fight from The Valley of the Dolls, only this time hairless Helen Lawson was kicking Neely O’Hara’s big, flabby butt.


“You’ll pay for my wig, too, see if you don’t,” the hooker said, still perched on his back, frisking the john’s pockets as he twisted beneath her. One of her high heels fell off and became an impromptu weapon, perfect for jabbing into the small of his back. Moaning, Mr. Nervous clutched the wig to his chest with both hands and curled up in a tight ball. In his gray suit, rolling back and forth, he reminded Tess of the potato bugs she had tortured in her youth.


“That wig cost more than the trick,” the hooker screamed. She must have been telling the truth, for she seemed reluctant to grab it and end up in a tug-of-war with the man. Instead she just kept swinging her red high heel at his back and head.


“Fuckin’ freak,” Mr. Nervous rasped out. “Give me back my forty dollars and I’ll give you your wig.”


“Hey, I earned that forty dollars,” the hooker replied. She had crawled away from him and seemed to be looking for an opportunity to land a quick kick in his crotch but the man stayed curled up in his potato bug position.


“Don’t remind me! Don’t remind me!” He was hysterical, his voice a high-pitched scream.


Just as Tess was beginning to wonder if she was obligated to intervene—she was still a little fuzzy on the ethics of private investigation, if any—the manager of the motor court ran out and threw a small bucket of ice at the two, as if they were dogs in heat. The man gasped and relaxed his grip just long enough for the hooker to grab the wig.


“This is a respectable place,” the manager said. “You got the wrong end of Route 40, you wanna be carrying on like this.”


“I wanted a woman,” her client’s husband moaned, facedown in the leaves, covering his head, although the blows had stopped. “All I wanted was a woman. Is that so much to ask?”


The prostitute stood, extending one leg and then the other to check the fishnet stockings for runs, assuming a flamingo posture to slip the literal stiletto heel back on, then pulling the wig over her—no, his—wispy brown hair.


“In that case, honey, you should’ve picked someone without an Adam’s apple,” the rechristened redhead said, pulling up his dress to show off black lace panties, the sleek line disturbed by a kind of asymmetry never seen in a Victoria’s Secret catalog.


Another Kodak moment. Tess clicked away, hoping her body wasn’t shaking so hard from suppressed laughter that the photos would end up out of focus. The Valley of the Dolls meets The Crying Game in the parking lot of the Enchanted Castle Motor Court.


She put her car into gear and headed back into the city, still thinking about blueberry pie. A little farther up Route 40, she considered stopping at the Double-T Diner, but she realized the pie she wanted was somewhere else. Back at the motor court, almost fourteen years in the past, and forever out of reach.
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“No more adultery patrol,” she said, sitting across from Tyner Gray, the lawyer who had pushed and prodded her into this line of work, then took credit for every good thing that had happened to her as a result. Time for him to start shouldering a little blame as well. “It’s too demeaning. I’d rather go through someone’s garbage.”


“Don’t be hyperbolic, Tess,” Tyner said, writing out a check in his large, fancy script. Technically, all of Tess’s clients worked through Tyner, assuring them confidentiality. But this particular wronged spouse had been the daughter of his college roommate, so Tyner was going to break the news, play show-and-tell with the photos. There was some small comfort in that.


“You forget I’ve really gone through garbage, looking for those telltale credit card receipts. I was Dumpster diving just last weekend, on a fraud case. Remember, the pierogi dispute in Highlandtown? A little spoiled food, some coffee grounds, but it’s not so bad if you wear good rubber gloves. It’s better than watching some stupid john wrestling with a transvestite hooker.”


Tyner pushed away from his desk and rolled his wheelchair across the office, storing the ledger on a low shelf by the door. Everything was low here—shelves, file cabinets, tables—and so streamlined that it appeared as if Tyner hadn’t finished moving in. Visitors mistook the look for minimalism. They didn’t stop to think that rugs caught beneath one’s wheels or that antique furniture was little more than an obstacle course of sharp, unforgiving corners. Which was the intended effect: Tyner didn’t want people to stop to think about his wheelchair. Now in his sixties, he had been a paraplegic for more than two-thirds of his life, struck by a car not long after winning an Olympic medal for rowing.


“At least you don’t have to tell Myra’s father that his son-in-law not only tried to cheat on his daughter, but proved to be exceptionally bad at it. All too characteristic. Richard’s a fuck-up, even when it comes to fucking up. I was there when Myra brought him home twenty years ago and I never liked him. But you can’t give friends advice about love.”


“Really? You butt into my love life all the time.”


Tyner grinned wickedly. “You, my dear, have a sex life. There’s a difference. Not that you’ve had even that as of late. Speaking of which—” He rolled back to his desk. “This came for you yesterday. Postmarked Texas.”


The envelope Tyner held toward her could not have been plainer. White, the kind with a blue-plaid lining that hid its contents. Suitable for sending checks or other things of value.


Or things you just don’t want anyone else to see.


“Aren’t there something like twelve million people in Texas?” she said, hoping she sounded nonchalant, even as she held her hands behind her back, staring warily at the envelope.


“Closer to nineteen million. You know exactly one of them, however. Right?”


“That I know of.”


She took the envelope from him. The address had been typed, the stamp was generic, a waving flag. She would have expected something more whimsical. The series with the old bluesmen, or perhaps a cartoon character. She turned it over, held it up to the light. Whatever was inside was feather-light. The postal system suddenly seemed miraculous to her. Imagine moving something so delicate across thousands of miles, for less than the cost of a candy bar.


“Why did it come here, instead of my office?” she asked, in no hurry to open it, although she wasn’t sure why.


“You’ve been in Butchers Hill less than six months,” Tyner said. “You weren’t there before … well, before.”


Before you kicked him in the teeth and kicked him out, only to have him return the favor when you changed your mind.


“Bo-erne, Texas,” she said, looking at the postmark. “Never heard of it.”


“It’s pronounced Burn-e,” Tyner corrected. “Don’t you read newspapers since you stopped working for them? It was all over the papers a few years ago. The Catholic church and the Boerne government went all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court in a battle over zoning laws. The church claimed that separation of church and state meant it was exempt from zoning.”


“Gee, I don’t know how I ever missed a fascinating story like that,” Tess said. “You know how I love a good zoning yarn.” She still hadn’t opened the envelope. It was fun, torturing Tyner. He bossed her so about everything—work, rowing, life. If he was insistent on playing Daddy, he deserved a little teenage petulance in return.


“I guess you want to read it in private,” Tyner said, even as he held his letter opener out to her.


“No!” The harshness in her voice surprised her. She hadn’t thought about Crow for days, weeks, months. She had her share of exes, enough to field a football team if she went all the way back to junior high, and was allowed to resurrect the one dead one in the bunch. It didn’t seem a particularly scarlet past to her, not for someone who had just turned thirty. More like coral, or a faded salmon color.


“I mean, this is no big deal,” she added. “For all we know, he’s probably just writing about some CD or book he had left in my apartment.” But the only thing he had left behind was a ratty sweater the color of sauteed mushrooms. Her greyhound, Esskay, had unearthed it from beneath the bed and used it as part of her nest.


“Just open it.”


She ignored Tyner’s letter opener and unsealed the flap with her index finger, cutting herself on the cheap envelope. Her finger in her mouth, she upended the envelope. A newspaper clipping that had been glued to an index card slid out onto Tyner’s desk, and nothing more. The clipping was a photograph, or a part of one, with a head-and-shoulders shot cut from a larger photograph, the fragment of a headline still attached over the head, like a halo.


The hair was different. Shorter, neater. The face was unmistakably Crow’s, although it looked a little different, too. Surely she was imagining that—how much could a face change in six months? There was a gauntness she didn’t remember, a sharpness to his cheekbones that made him look a little cruel. And his mouth was tight, lips pressed together as if he had never smiled in his life. Yet when she thought of Crow—which was really almost never, well maybe once a month—he was always smiling. Happy-go-lucky, blithe as a puppy. “The perfect postmodern boyfriend,” one of her friends had called him. A compliment, yet also a dig.


In the end, it was the gap in temperament, not the six-year age difference so much, that had split them up. Or so her current theory held; she had revised their history several times over the past six months. He had been so endearingly boyish. Tess had been in the market for a man. Now here was a man, frowning at her. A man In Big Trouble.


That was his problem.


“There’s no sign which newspaper it came from,” Tyner said, picking up the card and holding it to the light, trying to read the type on the side that had been glued down. “The back looks like a Midas Muffler ad, and that could be anywhere in the country. Didn’t Crow head off to Austin last spring?”


“Uh-huh.”


“So what are you going to do about it?”


“Do about what?”


“Crow, and this trouble he’s in.”


“I’m not going to do anything. He’s a big boy, too big to be playing cut-and-paste. In fact, I bet his mommy lets him use the real scissors now, instead of the little ones with the rounded-off blades.”


Tyner rolled his wheelchair a few feet and grabbed the wastebasket. “So throw it away,” he dared her. “Three-pointer.”


Tess tucked the photo and envelope into her notebook-sized datebook, the closest thing she had to a constant companion these days. “My Aunt Kitty will want to see his photo, just for old time’s sake, take in the spectacle of Crow without his purple dreadlocks. She was his friend, too, you know.”


Tyner smiled knowingly. But then Tyner always smiled knowingly at Tess. He was one smug, insufferable prick, and proud of it.


“Sometimes,” she said, “I think it’s your personality that qualifies you for the Americans with Disabilities Act.”


“Everyone qualifies for the Americans with Disabilities Act,” he replied. “But a select few of us have to put it on our license plates. I keep trying to decide what little symbol should be riding on your bumper, but I haven’t figured it out yet.”




*





Tess left Tyner’s office, intending to head straight to the bank, then back to her office, where Esskay waited, probably snoozing through the gray October day. She reminded herself that she was a businesswoman, a grown-up, with checks to write, calls to return, and a dog to walk. She didn’t have time for little-boy-rock-star-gonnabes and their games.


As she crossed Charles Street, the open door of the Washington Monument caught her eye. Like many things in Baltimore, it needed a compound modifier to achieve true distinction: first permanent monument to the first President to be built by a city or government jurisidiction. A tiny George was plopped on top, his profile as familiar to Tess as her own. More so, really, for how often do you see your own profile? She saw George almost every day, staring moodily down Charles Street. Soon enough, he’d be dressed up with strings of lights for the Christmas season. Spring would come, and the parks around him would fill with daffodils and tulips. Summer, and he would seem to droop a bit, like all of Baltimore did in the July humidity. Fall, the current season, was Baltimore’s best, its one unqualified success. George must have a fine view from where he stood. Yet here Tess was at his feet, a Baltimore native, and she couldn’t remember ever climbing his tower and seeing the world as he saw it.


Suddenly, it seemed urgent to do so. She walked inside, stuffed a dollar into the wooden donations box, and skipping the historical plaques and displays at the base, began to make the climb, counting each step as she went.


The circular staircase was cooler than the world outside, its air thick with some recently applied disinfectant or cleanser. As Tess began sucking wind about a third of the way up—even someone who exercised as much as she did was ill-prepared to climb so many steps so quickly—she felt a little woozy from the fumes. Still, she climbed, her knapsack and long braid bouncing on her back. Up, up and up—220, 221, 222, 223—until she saw the ceiling flattening out above her head, a sign that she had come to the end, step 228.


Plexiglass shields and metal gates kept one from venturing out on the tiny parapet that circled Washington’s feet, but the view was still extraordinary. Funny, she had never realized what a squat city Baltimore was, how it hugged the ground. The effect was of a low, paranoid place, peering anxiously over one shoulder. She looked east, to where she lived and worked. Then to the north, a scarlet and gold haze of trees at this time of year. Closer in, she could pick out the roof of the Brass Elephant, her home away from home. She turned to the west, to that ruined part of the city between downtown and Ten Hills, the neighborhood where she had grown up, where her parents still lived.


She saved Washington’s view, the south, for last, then swiveled her head a hair to the right so she was actually facing southwest. Was there really some place called Texas past the Inner Harbor and its slick, shiny buildings? It seemed unfathomable. She felt like one of Columbus’s contemporaries, trying to grasp the idea the world was round, like an orange. Assuming such a comparison had ever been made. If history had taught her anything, it was to distrust the history lessons of her childhood, with their neat little aphorisms that all seemed to be about stick-to-itiveness and moral fiber.


Still, the world looked pretty flat from here. It was all too easy to imagine falling over the edge if you strayed too far.
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Crow’s photo from the newspaper stayed hidden in Tess’s datebook for several days, slipped between two weeks in March. There was no significance to those dates, they just happened to be the place where his likeness remained, almost forgotten. Almost, but not quite. And because everywhere that Tess went, her datebook was sure to follow, Crow was always tucked into the crook of her arm, or riding papoose-style in her knapsack.


He was there when she found a man wanted for a paternity test in Baltimore. (She found him in paternity court in another county, giving a blood sample there. Everyone had his ruts and routines, it seemed, habits he just couldn’t break.) He rested in her knapsack as she took photos of an intersection that figured in a complicated insurance claim. Crow went to her office, bounced on the backseat of her car, spent the nights on the old mission table where they had once eaten dinner together. Tess would wake in the mornings with a vague sense of anxiety and go to bed the same way, trying to isolate the thing that was bothering her. Then she would remember, and become angry all over again. It was unfair of him to try and manipulate her, to trick her into calling when he had left her. In Big Trouble. And so it went, around and around in her head, until Friday came and it was Girls’ Night Out.




*





The only “out” in Girls’ Night Out was take-out. After all, Laylah was far from restaurant-ready and Kitty proved so distracting to waiters and bus boys. They hovered close, their service so constant that it was impossible to maintain a conversation. This, in turn, infuriated Laylah’s mother, Jackie—not because her own drop-dead gorgeous looks were slighted, but because she liked to speak without others eavesdropping. So the girls stayed in, with Tess bringing pizza from Al Pacino’s and Kitty relying on Chinese or Japanese carryout. Jackie was the experimental one, arriving with Styrofoam boxes from whatever Baltimore restaurant struck her fancy. Tonight it was Charleston’s, which had meant cornbread, she-crab soup, oysters fried in cornmeal, a rare steak for fish-averse Tess, and pureed vegetables for Laylah. At least everyone could share the dessert, a pecan pie that Kitty was now slicing.


Tess watched the knife sinking into the sweet pie and suddenly thought of Crow. The connection was probably worth analyzing—was it the nuts that reminded her of Crow, or was she still on that pie-sex jag? She could think about that later. Or, better yet, not think about it ever again.


“I forgot to show you this,” she said to Kitty, pulling the clip from her datebook.


“Crow! One of the best employees I’ve ever had here at Women and Children First,” Kitty said, focusing on Crow and ignoring the headline. “For one thing, he actually liked to read, which seems to be less valued among bookstore clerks than the ability to make espresso. The haircut works. Don’t you think he looks handsome, Tesser, now that he’s gotten his face?”


“I suppose so,” she said, leaning over her aunt’s shoulder, which smelled of apricots. Kitty’s scent was always changing, and her fragrances were often sweet, overbearing things that would have been cloying on another woman, yet they always worked on her. Tess wondered if that was the secret to her eternal appeal. Although in her forties Kitty had her pick of men barely half her age. With her red hair and perfect skin, she reminded Tess of a line from John Irving. Something about a woman who not only had taken care of herself, but looked as if she had good reason to do so.


“‘In Big Trouble.’ Aren’t you the least bit curious?”


“Not really. It’s some cut-and-paste job. He probably did it with a computer.”


“Then how did he get it on newsprint with a muffler ad on the back?” Kitty asked, holding it to the light, just as Tyner had.


“I don’t know. I don’t care.”


“She’s lying. I can always tell when she’s lying,” Jackie said from the kitchen floor, where she was crawling after Laylah, who was in dogged pursuit of Esskay around the big oak table. The baby squealed and grabbed her mid-section, as if to mount her for a quick race. Esskay galloped away, rolling her brown eyes at Tess. What have I done to deserve this?


“What does the dog say?” Jackie prompted. “What does the doggie say?”


“Mooooooo,” Laylah replied, all dimples and eyes as she grabbed for Esskay’s collar. Tess was sure that Laylah knew what the doggie said, but she was already carving out her own identity, preparing her perfect mother for life with someone determined not to be so careful and circumscribed.


“I get confused about your recent romantic history,” Jackie drawled. It was as if she had caught Tess taking Laylah’s side in her mind. “Is Crow the one who came after the one who was hit by the car but before the one who’s now in prison?”


“Crow was a dream, the sort of good guy that women always claim they want,” Kitty answered for her. “If Tess hadn’t been so preoccupied with Jonathan, she might have seen that. But deep down, she was too busy mooning over him to see what a gem Crow was.”


Mourning, not mooning. “How’s life on Shakespeare Street?” Tess asked, hoping to change the subject. “I mean, other than the free babysitting that you get by living a half-block from here, how do you like city life after the ’burbs?”


“Lot of folks keep asking me if I’m lost,” Jackie said, pulling Laylah into her lap. “What they mean is, they wish I was lost.”


“Fells Point is still pretty white,” Kitty said sympathetically. “But it could be worse. I heard a black woman over in Canton had her mailbox blown up the week she moved in.”


Jackie tried to wipe Laylah’s face clean. Since arriving less than an hour ago, the baby had managed to shuck the pink shoes that matched her jumper and lose one sock. She was a mess, she was gorgeous, her face so full of joy that it was contagious. It made Tess smile just to see her.


“At least my Lexus is the right color,” Jackie muttered, but her features softened when Laylah patted her cheeks with baby hands, as if imitating her mother’s futile motions with the washcloth.


“Who wants whipped cream on their pie?” Kitty asked. At last, something everyone could agree on.


“So what do you think?” Kitty asked Jackie as soon as Tess’s mouth was full. “Is Tess really interested in Crow, and pretending not to be? Or do you think she’s in love with him, and being stubborn out of some misplaced pride?”


“I don’t know if she was ever in love with him. I wasn’t around then. But she’s definitely not finished with him, you know what I mean? Sometimes a man is like, well, like this piece of pie when you’re supposed to be on a diet. You stick your fork in it, you break it up, you move it around on your plate, you put all this work into not eating it. You’re still obsessed with it.”


“Really?” Kitty was so taken by this analogy that she stopped in midbite. “I’ve never felt that way about a man. Or a pie, for that matter.”


“Well, Aunt Kitty, you’ve never left so much as a crumb behind.” Tess had tired of being discussed in the third person. “Although it’s been what—almost an entire month since you’ve ‘dated’ anyone?”


Kitty shrugged. “Just not interested, I guess. As long as we’re using food analogies, you could say I’ve got a bad case of Jordan almonds.”


“Huh?”


“I used to love Jordan almonds,” she said matter-of-factly, as if Tess should know this. “I ate them every day. Then one day, I never wanted another one.”


“Are you saying you never want to be with another man, or that you’ve finally gotten tired of the himbo parade that’s been marching through your life?”


Kitty held out her plate to Esskay and let the dog lap up the traces of whipped cream. When she spoke again, her voice was slow and careful, as if she were making a confession.


“A new UPS man took over the route today. He came in with a shipment of books, wearing his shorts, although it’s a bit late in the season for that. He had the nicest legs. You know how I like men’s calves. Single, he made a point of letting me know, and very keen to see the Fritz Lang double bill at the Orpheum. I was two sentences away from having a date with him, if I wanted one. But I didn’t, and I don’t know why.”


“I swore off men, even before I had Laylah to worry about,” Jackie said. “When I was trying to build my business, I felt as if I were a battery and they drained all the energy out of me. Now I’m a single mother and all the energy is drained out of me. Even with help—and all the support I’m getting from you guys—I’m exhausted most of the time. What would I do with a man, even if I could find one? And what would a man do with me? Watch me fall asleep in front of the television at nine o’clock?”


Tess said nothing. Her recent abstinence from men—from love, from passion, from all entanglements, however wrongheaded—had felt like a twelve-step program. One day at a time, and she was always aware in her mind of just how many days that had been. She liked men. They used to like her.


“I don’t seem to meet guys anymore,” she said. “Is that because I turned thirty?”


“You’re healthier,” Kitty said. “Mentally, I mean. You don’t give off that damaged vibe you used to have. There’s a large class of men with a homing instinct for women who are vulnerable, and that’s why there was always someone lurking, ready to take advantage of you.”


“You’re not damaged, and you’ve always had your pick of men,” Tess pointed out.


“I’m at the other end of the spectrum—true indifference. They start off thinking I’m the perfect woman because I want them only for their bodies, then end up saying I’m heartless. If you only knew how many men had accused me of objectifying them, or using them for sex.”


Kitty laughed, pleased with herself for being such a cadette. Laylah clapped her baby hands and laughed with her, while Jackie just shook her head and snorted: “White girl craziness.”


It was one of Jackie’s favorite expressions, but Tess thought it didn’t apply here. Different pathologies for black and white women, but pathologies all the same. Valuing the men who didn’t value you. Settling for vicarious power, instead of grabbing your own chunk of it. Worrying about the size of your butt. She had a sudden yearning to sweep Laylah up in her arms and tell her that they’d have it all worked out by the time she was a grown-up.


Jackie picked up the clipping that Kitty had left on the table. “He is kind of cute. I hope you’re going to call him, make sure he’s okay.”


“I am not. Let him call me if he wants to talk. My home number hasn’t changed, even if it’s unlisted now.”


“You know for a fact he sent this?” Jackie had switched to her professional persona, the steely-eyed Grand Inquisitor who had built her fund-raising business into such a hot property that clients ended up auditioning for her.


“Well, no, but he’s the only person I know in Texas.”


“The only person you know you know in Texas. Besides, what if he really is in a bind? I know you, girl, you’ll never forgive yourself if something happens to that boy.”


Kitty nudged the portable phone toward Tess with her elbow. Tess ignored it, pouring herself another glass of wine. “If I were to call—if—do you think I would do it here, within your hearing?”


Jackie and Kitty smiled smugly at each other, while Laylah made another pass at Esskay, squealing in delight when the dog ran away and slunk under the table, whimpering piteously.


“What does the doggie say, Laylah?” Jackie asked automatically.


“Meow,” Laylah said. “Meeeee-ow.”
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Not even an hour later, Tess sat on her bed in the third-floor apartment above the store, Esskay nestled beside her, yet another glass of wine on her bedside table. Almost eleven o’clock. An hour earlier in Texas, and a Friday night. He’d be out, of course, performing with his band, lots of Texas girls staring at him hungrily. Texas women were reputed to be better-looking than women from elsewhere. She imagined a super-gender with hard bodies, harder hair, tanning-bed tans, and those taut neck cords that come from years of expert bulimia. Barfing sorority girls with credit cards, convertibles, and eager, grasping mouths. Girls who kept a man out late, assuming he got home at all.


So if she called now, she’d get his machine. A machine would be a nice compromise, actually. Ideal, even, the equivalent of a drive-by shooting in the gender wars. Tag, you’re it.


“What city?” asked the mechanical voice attached to the 512 area code.


“Austin,” she said into the alloted portion of silence.


“What listing?”


“Cr—Edgar Ransome.” She had to grope for his real name. Crow had always been Crow to her.


The voice provided ten digits and she punched them in from memory, only to hear another mechanical voice: “I’m sorry the number you have called is not in service …”


She stared at the phone, puzzled. The phone must have been cut off pretty recently if he was still listed. Oh well, Crow wouldn’t be the first musician to miss too many phone bills. Although his doting parents, the ones who had been so tolerant of his six-year plan at the Maryland Institute, College of Art, had always been good-natured about subsidizing him.


And if he were really in trouble, he’d go to them. Why hadn’t she thought of this before? An only child like her, Crow had been brought up in a much more stereotypically worshipful home. In fact, his ego was so intact, his self-esteem so genuine, that it was as if it had been baked in his mother’s kiln and coated with layers of shiny glaze. At least, she thought his mother had a kiln. She hadn’t really paid close attention when he spoke of his parents, but she remembered something about his mother’s ceramics, his father’s economics classes, which had sounded vaguely Marxist to her. A pair of gentle, retrograde hippies, raising their son simply to be.


She flipped open her datebook. It still surprised her to see how busy her life had become. The fall was full of meetings and appointments. It wasn’t just work and workouts, either, but dinners with old and new friends, even “dates” with her mom. It had been nice, being sought-after, but suddenly all those names and numbers and addresses just made her weary.


Under R, she found the information Crow had inked in long ago, when these pages were emptier. There was his number, in the little Bolton Hill studio apartment he had all but vacated while they were together. His birthday, 8-23 (“Two Virgos!” he had written in his ecstatic, spiky handwriting, and she liked him for not making a crude joke at their expense). His clothing sizes, his Social Security number, the number of his favorite Chinese takeout place, and just in case she ever needed him during his infrequent trips home, a number and address for his parents in Charlottesville.


“Much too late to call strangers,” she told Esskay. “After eleven, all phone calls are bad news.”


Esskay, still disgruntled at her undignified treatment at Laylah’s baby hands, gave Tess a skeptical look, snorted, and rolled over, turning her bony spine toward her. Tess dialed the phone, rehearsing her opening lines. You don’t know me but … We’ve never met but … Did your son ever mention we were sleeping together until I broke his heart, then came crawling back and he broke my heart, so now we’re really even-steven, and I don’t owe him a thing, right?


“Hello?” A woman’s voice, low and husky. Not a Southern accent, for the Ransomes were New England transplants. But the clipped Bostonian edges seemed to have been smoothed down by the years in Virginia.


“Is this the Ransome residence?”


“Yes. Who’s calling?” There was something tentative in the voice, something fearful. Tess realized that bad news must often begin this way: Is this so-and-so’s residence?


“We’ve never met but I’m Tess Monaghan—”


“Oh, Tess!” Mrs. Ransome’s relief was so intense it seemed to flow through the phone. “I feel as if I know you. How’s your aunt, Kitty? And the greyhound, I want to say its name is Jimmy Dean, but that’s not quite right, is it?”


“Right section of your supermarket. It’s Esskay, as in the Schluderberg-Kurdle Company of Baltimore, finest pork products ever made.”


“Of course, Esskay.” She laughed, but shakily. “Tess Monaghan. I feel as if I conjured you up in a way. Because I’ve been sitting here, thinking I should call you.”


Some organ—heart, stomach, intestines—lurched inside Tess. “Has something happened—I mean, do you have news of Crow? I tried to call him tonight—”


“But his phone is disconnected. I know, I know. It was turned off six weeks ago. A week later, our last check came back from Texas, marked return to sender. I was hoping you might have heard from him, or know something more.”


“Not really.” The clipping didn’t count, for it only deepened the mystery. Besides, it surely would cause this kind woman more concern, and that couldn’t have been Crow’s intent. “So you haven’t heard anything for more than a month?”


“Three weeks ago he called and left a message on our machine, at a time when he knew we’d be out. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, and we’ve been out of our minds with worry ever since. Are you sure he hasn’t tried to get in touch with you?”


Tess studied the clipping. Less than a week in her possession and it already had a worn look, as if it had been handled many, many times. “I had something in the mail recently, a photo of him, nothing more … He’s cut his hair.” An idiotic segue, but it was all she could think of.


“I knew he would reach out to you. You were such a good influence.”


“I was?” As Tess recalled, Crow had committed at least one felony under her tutelage. Then again, that was before they started dating, and it had not been her idea.


“He finished school at last. Even the breakup had its positive aspects. He went to Texas, decided to get serious about his music.”


The conversation seemed increasingly surreal, and Tess found herself conscious of the wine she had been drinking all evening. But perhaps Mrs. Ransome had been sitting by her phone, dialing the same number that no longer rang in Texas, sipping her own drink?


“Well, it was nice to talk to you at last,” she offered lamely. Mrs. Ransome seemed to know so much about her, while Tess couldn’t remember anything more about Crow’s parents other than a few scraps of details. Had she not been paying attention? Sometimes she had tuned out Crow’s happy prattling. It hadn’t seemed to require close attention.


“I’m sure you’ll hear from him soon,” she said. “Crow’s always been responsible.”


“That’s my point,” Mrs. Ransome said. “He’s too responsible to do this to us, unless something is horribly wrong. We were thinking of hiring someone—”


“I’d be glad to help you,” Tess interrupted. “Make some inquiries, hook you up with someone in Texas.”


“—but your call seems providential, I realize now. Not to sound too Celestine Prophecy–ish, because I’m not that kind of person. Usually. But things do happen for a reason, don’t you think? I need a private investigator and here’s one calling me, one I know to be a fine, trustworthy person.”


“I’m really not—” Tess stopped. It wasn’t that she didn’t consider herself fine and trustworthy, it was just that Mrs. Ransome’s exalted opinion sounded suspiciously like one shoe dropping.


Mrs. Ransome wasn’t listening. It was possible that she had never really listened. From the moment she heard Tess’s voice on the line, she had been working toward just this, focusing on a single goal in her own gracious way, intent on throwing down this second shoe.


“Tess Monaghan, would you find my son?”
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Thirty-six hours later, Tess was en route to Charlottesville. She owed Crow’s parents the courtesy of a face-to-face rejection, or so she had rationalized, only then could she make them see the sense of finding an investigator who knew the territory. There were worse ways to spend a crisp Sunday in October than driving along the edge of the Shenandoahs.
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