

[image: A Dark Hole Darkly | A Detective's Story | by Drew Melbourne]




[image: I WILL FIND YOU]






[image: Clues: 1. blunt trauma to head, 2. no murder weapon found (crossed out), 3. forced entry, 4. no pants, 5. voicemail: 'I've been thinking a lot about Regulus']






[image: A Dark Hole Darkly | A Detective's Story | by Drew Melbourne | Ruesday Books]








The novel that you’re about to read is a work of fiction. By definition, yeah? The individuals, organizations, and events depicted throughout are either wholly fictional or presented in a fictitious manner.




Otherwise, I dunno. I guess this is a more or less a true

story?
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My girlfriend says I don’t have the temperament to solve my mom’s murder. And she’s right probably. It’s been six months, and I haven’t done shit.




No. That’s not right. I bought a journal. This one. That day. Or. Well, the day after. It was past midnight when I left the crime scene. Walked the four blocks to that CVS. They had a few different ones. Unicorns. Cats. One cat-unicorn. A… unicat, maybe?




Not important.




I picked a plain black one, pebbled, not too big, lined pages, with a strap to keep it closed. It had a nice snap to it, I thought. Satisfying twang. I’ve written in it three times. First, that night, I took a pen and I wrote in big block letters on the first page:
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Closed the book. Left it there on the ironing board. Set the pen on top.




Stared for a minute. Deep breath.




Went and found my game controller. Played Elder Scrolls Online till five in the morning. Ran three Undaunted quests and leveled my companion to fourteen. Spent the rest of the night redecorating my house.




My in-game house.




Two days later, I picked up the pen, picked up the journal, and I wrote:
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It wasn’t much to go on.




I crossed out ‘no murder weapon found’ because the lack of something can’t be a clue. Looking back, I guess ‘no pants’ is also the lack of something. (Pants.) But it seemed relevant.




She had underwear on. She wasn’t




She’d called the night before. That night. I didn’t answer. I have trouble with my ringer. Either I don’t hear it at all or I crank it and it’s too loud and my girlfriend tells me to turn it down again.




She left a forty-seven second message. Mostly silence. At the thirty-two second mark she said in this quiet almost-singsong almost-childlike voice, ‘I’ve been thinking a lot about Regulus.’ Then she waited a few more seconds, and then she hung up.




I didn’t find the message till after the cops called. I didn’t tell them. Didn’t want them to confiscate my phone. Didn’t want them to take away my mom’s last words to me.




When my girlfriend found out a few weeks later she was livid. But that’s Lilly. Livid Lilly. Living with livid Lilly. Everything I do is wrong, but never so wrong as when I’m in close, prolonged proximity to other people.




It was a bad fight. It ended when I deleted the voicemail in front of her. Out of spite, obviously. I slept on the bathroom floor that night. In the morning, she stood in the doorway, naked in her disapproval. Disapproving in her nakedness. And she asked, ‘What is wrong with you?’




Fuck if I know.




Regulus is a star. One of the brightest. It’s Latin for ‘little

king.’ A kinda bird. A kinda horse. A British TV show from the 1980s. A Bomberman villain. A kinda rock. A smelting process. A kinda boat. Etc. Etc.




I’m not smart. I just know how to read a Wikipedia disambiguation page.




I asked the detective about the time of death. She said sometime between ten and midnight. Those mighta been her final words: ‘I’ve been thinking a lot about Regulus.’ Why though? What the fuck was she trying to tell me?




Was it a message? Was she trying to tell me who killed her?




I didn’t know what it meant then.




I do now. 
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I met Lilly on line. That’s a joke I tell people. She thought it

was funny the first two times, and then she asked me to please knock it off.




We were, she will clarify, in a line. A very, very,

very long line. Barnes & Noble on Union Square. Good location: 4, 5, 6,

L, N, R, Q, W. An author was there to sign books and, hopefully, a few of my

dad’s old comics. The line went down the stairs, out the front door, and around

the block. I was there on my lunch hour. And also for a good chunk of the

afternoon. Thankfully I have one of those jobs where if you burn a personal

day, nobody says what.




I’d never ‘picked up’

a woman before. Never just met a girl and asked her out. But Lilly was right in

front of me, and making sarcastic jokes about how slow the line was moving

eventually gave way to actual conversation, about books and comics and bad

adaptations, a little Star Trek, Doctor Who, our jobs (she’s a paralegal),

living situations (I had three awful roommates), and on and on.




I have a tendency to overshare.




I was pretty damn charming, although I burned through alotta

my best anecdotes. Once you tell somebody about the time you accidentally

walked onto the set of Law & Order and got yelled at by Jerry

Orbach, where do you go?




Anyway, by the time we were in sight of the author, it was

almost 4. I figured what the heck. I have a long history of falling for girls

in my orbit—classes, dorm, work—but never properly asking them out. Never

actually saying the words, ‘Do you wanna go on a date?’




I know what I wanna say, but I can’t. It’s like a force

field. Like I’m trapped inside my body, banging on the walls, screaming for

somebody to lemme out. But nobody can hear. This was different. With Lilly, on

line, I didn’t have any of those hang-ups. We’d just met. If she said no, we’d

get to the author, get our 90 seconds each, and then we’d never

see each other again.




Only good outcomes.




Anyway, she said yes. Which was amazing and terrifying and

then I was talking to the author and trying to explain the whole ‘I

don’t know anything about my dad but the comics he left behind’

story and making an absolute mess of it. Blurting. Forgetting where I was in

the story. I don’t think he understood much of what I was saying, but he seemed

genuinely pleased to see the original comics.




The last thing he said was, ‘Say hi to your

dad for me.’




I said, ‘See you later!’




That night, when I came home, I slid the comics back into my

dad’s long box. ‘These were your dad’s’ was all my

mom would ever say about them. Had ever said. Will ever have said.




Shit.




I found the box when I was a kid. In the basement, under the

stairs, under a pile of dusty old flea market board games, in what we called ‘The

Harry Potter Closet.’ Which was less transphobic at the time. Mom

wouldn’t talk about Dad, but she lemme keep the comics. Wildly inappropriate

for my age, but I don’t think she ever read any of them.




Far as I knew, she was never into that stuff.




I devoured them all. Three-hundred and twenty-one comics:
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I read those comics over and over growing up. Like they were

clues. Like they could tell me who my dad was. Why he left. Like he was in

there somewhere, and I just had to find him. Bring him back.




People thought Alec Holland came back. That he was the Swamp

Thing. But Alec Holland died in a fire. The Swamp Thing was just this plant

monster walking around with Alec Holland’s memories.




Alec Holland wasn’t Swamp Thing. My dad’s

not those comics. I know that.




But they’re what’s left.
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That night, the night she died, the police detective asked me if my mom had any enemies. Like she knew anybody. Like anybody knew her.




‘Yeah,’ I told her. ‘No enemies.’ No enemies. No friends. And a son who hadn’t talked to her in two years. She didn’t deserve that.




It shoulda been easy to pick up the phone. Write an email even. I get so distracted. By the littlest things. I go to do the dishes, but a light bulb’s out. Go looking for a light bulb, and the junk drawer’s a mess. I’m halfway through reorganizing the junk drawer, when Lilly asks me why the dishes aren’t done. It’s always whatever’s in front of me. And if it’s not in front of me, it doesn’t exist.




It was like my mom didn’t exist until she was the burnt-out light bulb.




And now I can’t not change the light bulb.




No. Sorry. That doesn’t make sense. 




I get distracted. Forget things. Sometimes I remember, but it’s easier to pretend I didn’t. People are hard. It’s so much easier to retreat from the world. From expectations. From disappointments.




My childhood was chaos. Was that her fault? Mine?




She was always working two jobs. Three jobs. Barely home. The house was a disaster. I was always making myself sick. What was that? Depression? Anxiety? She’d leave me home by myself to watch cartoons or eat junk food.




When I grew up, moved out, it was just easier not to come back. She sold the house, moved into an apartment, then a smaller apartment, then a smaller one.  I had no home to go back to. Just a woman that I didn’t know.




That doesn’t mean I didn’t love her. Didn’t wanna know her. I just didn’t know how to reach out. But was that my fault? My responsibility? When did she reach out to me?




The closest we ever came to correspondence were the emails she’d forward me. Bad dad jokes from the oldest, jankiest corners of the internet. Knock-knock jokes. Silly stories that ended in puns. Lists of words that sounded funny the more you said them.




‘Flabbergasted.’




I don’t even know where they came from. Somebody told me that email forwards are what people used to do before there was Facebook. Mom was never on Facebook. I tried once. Sent her a link. That was me trying. A link. She never replied.




I told the detective that she barely went out. Didn’t know anybody. But was that true? How would I even know that? Because she never went out when I was a kid? Never brought anybody around? Because every time I visited her as an adult, I felt more and more claustrophobic? Blinds drawn.

Shelves crammed. Every flat surface stacked with papers, books, magazines. Dirty dishes left out. Dust everywhere.




She’d always been dead, as far back as I could remember. Of course, she didn’t know anybody. The living can’t see ghosts. Except.




Except she sent me those emails. Ghosts don’t send emails.




One night, couple months after she died, stupid shit like that was rattling around in my head. It was past midnight. Lilly had gone to bed hours earlier. I had a game controller in one hand, coffee in the other. Sometimes the caffeine helps me sleep.




Except, I thought, sometimes she sends me emails.




I set down my controller and my coffee. Pulled out my phone. Tapped and swiped and tapped again. Somebody sent her those emails. I pulled one up. Scrolled down. 




Joke-a-Day@y____.com.




Well, okay then.




FW: 52 Poultry Jokes That Will Make People B-Gawk.




And then I saw it. Saw them. It’d been so

long, I’d forgotten. Or maybe I’d never noticed? It’d been so

long, I forget whether I’d forgotten. But I wasn’t the only one she sent those

forwards to. There were three other names in the To field. Three other people

she was corresponding with. If you could call it that.




Three suspects:




Joan.Simpson@g____.com


EvelynD@schwartzhamm.com


BraddockFanatic@yahoo.com




Simpson was my mom’s grandma’s maiden name, I think. So a

cousin, maybe? I started there. Tried to find her on Facebook, but there are alotta

Joan Simpsons out there. Broke down and wrote her an email instead:








Dear Joan,




This is Pat Hinkle, Angie Hinkle’s son. I’m sorry

to say that she passed recently. I was putting her things in order when I came

across your email address. Were you and my mom close? Had you spoken recently?

Is there anything you can tell me about her? What was she like as a kid? Also,

who are you? How are we related? Did you know my dad? Did you murder my mom? Do

you live near us? Within murder distance? Do you know anybody else who’d

want her dead? Do you wanna solve her murder with me? Why can’t I write an

email without going completely off-the-rails? Did my mom go off-the-rails? Is

that why you killed her? If there are so many Joan Simpsons on Facebook, how

did you manage to get Joan.Simpson@g____.com as your

email address? Do you know somebody at G____? Did you kill the

original Joan Simpson and take her g____ account? Why do I drink

coffee to go to sleep?




Thanks,


Pat









My brain can get away from me sometimes. Mosta the time. I

deleted everything but:








Dear Joan,




This is Pat Hinkle, Angie Hinkle’s son. I’m sorry to say

that she passed recently. I was putting her things in order when I came across

your email address. Were you and my mother close? Had you spoken recently?









I knew I was supposed to say something else. Something

grown-up and not insane-sounding. ‘Sorry for your loss’?

‘Thank you for your time’?




I stared at the screen. Closed my eyes, took a breath,

opened them.




Same words.




I can always blurt out nonsense. Write these words. But when

I try to edit myself? To choose my words? Choose the right words? The same

thing always happens. Thoughts crash into thoughts. I lock up.




Trapped behind the force field.




I tried. I did. I started a half-dozen half-sentences and

couldn’t finish one of them. Typed, deleted. Typed, deleted. My chest was

tight. Just couldn’t.




Ten minutes, twenty minutes, half-an-hour I sat there,

thumbs hovering over the touchscreen keys. Typed. Deleted. Typed. Deleted.




I wanted to cry. Wanted to throw up. I throw up a lot.




I hit send. Before I could stop myself. It was gone. Out

there.








Had you spoken recently?









Then nothing. 




Phone slipped from my hand. Into the crack between the seat

cushion and the arm of the couch. I’d fish it out later. Closed my eyes.

Reclined. 




The phone fell through the couch. Hit the floor with a clonk.




S’okay. I drop my phone a lot.




I’d get it later.
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I woke up to a buzzing somewhere.




Got up, scratched the gunk from my eyes. Wasn’t sure what time it was. Middle of the night. Spent five or ten minutes looking around the apartment. Whatever had buzzed wasn’t buzzing anymore. Tried to be quiet so I wouldn’t wake up Lilly. Didn’t do a great job. Every floorboard creaked. Every footstep was a stomp.




Walked into a bookcase. It came outta nowhere.




Eventually I remembered my phone under the couch. Fished it out. Joan had replied.








Thank you for reaching out to me, Pat. I’m so sorry for your loss. I only met your mother once, years ago, at our grandmother’s funeral. She seemed nice. Sometimes she sent me email forwards. Please extend my condolences to the rest of your family.




Joan









Probably took her 30 seconds to write that. Fuck, I envy her.




EvelynD@schwartzmanhamm.com wasn’t hard to figure out. Mom worked at Schwartzman-Hamm for a few years. Till the Pandemic. They’re accountants. Mom was doing secretarial work for them. Found Evelyn Darden on LinkedIn. Job: Senior Administrative Assistant. Boss secretary.




The next day I opened up an extra tab on my work laptop and wrote her an email:








Dear Evelyn,




This is Pat Hinkle, Angie Hinkle’s son. I’m sorry to say that she passed recently. I was putting her things in order when I came across your email address. Were you and my mom close? Had you spoken recently?









No reason to reinvent the wheel. I added:








Please extend my condolences to anyone who might have known her.




Thanks,


Pat









I hit send and closed the tab.




My phone buzzed at lunch. I set down my sandwich.








Dear Pat,




I’m very sorry to hear about your mother. She was a nice lady. I haven’t spoken to her since she left, although she sometimes sent me joke emails. I assume that’s how you found my email address. I’m so sorry for your loss.




Evelyn Darden


Schwartzman-Hamm Accounting


“Accounting for Everyone”


evelynd@schwartzmanhamm.com









‘She seemed nice.’ ‘She was a nice lady.’ These people didn’t know her.




That just left BraddockFantatic@yahoo.com.




Couple days later, I got around to googling them. Nothing. Tried ‘Braddock Fanatic’ too, but that didn’t help. Tried Braddock Fanatic without the quotes. Got pages and pages and pages of random results. None of it helpful.




Before, I knew I was talking to a relative. A co-worker. But here I knew nothing. Did this Braddock Fanatic even know my mom?




I wrote an email. Fewer words:








I’m Angie Hinkle’s son. Did you know her?









Hit send.




The reply came in under a minute:








Did something happen?













She died. I’m sorry.













Please call me.









In their last email, they left a telephone number. I didn’t wanna call. I knew I had to.




Week later, I was on the toilet at Starbucks with the phone in my hand, staring at the numbers I’d typed into it. Daring myself to tap the call button.




For the hundredth time maybe.




And then I did. Startled myself. Dropped the phone on my foot. It bounced and hit the floor. I stood up, startled, peed on the phone a little. By accident. Pulled up my pants. Swore. Picked up the phone and wiped it down with a wad of toilet paper.




And I heard this small voice: ‘Jesus, who is this?’




I dropped the toilet paper in the toilet, brought the pee-phone up to my lips. You’re grossed out? This was happening to me. And I said, ‘Braddock Fanatic?’




There was a pause. I tried to zip with one hand, but it wasn’t gonna happen, unlocked the stall, elbowed my way out. There was a guy at one of the urinals giving me stink eye. I gave him stink eye. Now everybody had stink eye.




Stuck the pee-phone between my shoulder and my ear, zipped and buckled. Looked at myself in the mirror. Lunatic. 




The voice on the phone snapped me out of it. ‘Patrick? Is this Patrick?’




Was it? I looked at the lunatic in the mirror. He looked back at me. Lunaticishly. ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Yeah, I’m me. Who’s this?’




The guy from the urinal left without washing his hands. I don’t blame him.




‘Marvin,’ said the voice. Said Marvin. ‘I’m your mother’s friend Marvin.’




Never heard of him. ‘I’ve never heard of you.’




‘We…’ Another pause.




I thought about whether I should wash my hands while I was still on the call. Or flush. I looked back at the stall.




‘We haven’t spoken in years,’ he said finally. ‘You said she died?’




Dribbles of pee. Toilet paper unspooled. Dangling.




‘Patrick?’




Also, I’d pooped.




‘Pat?’




‘Are you local?’ I asked. ‘Can

we meet?’
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Lilly had to nudge me awake when the call came. The night Mom died. I didn’t recognize the number. ‘Probly a spam?’ I mumbled.  She socked me with her pillow. It was two in the morning.




I closed my eyes. Tried to think coherent awake-person thoughts. ‘Now would be an excellent time to refinance!’ ‘Test your carbon monoxide detector today!’ That sorta thing. Deep breath, then I swiped up. 




I’m not sure who I spoke to. Don’t remember much of what was said. They told me my mom was dead. That she’d been killed. That I should come now. I remember repeating the word ‘killed’ back to them phonetically, like I’d never heard it before. Lilly was already getting dressed. I asked for the address. ‘We’re in her apartment now,’ they said.




 I didn’t want Lilly to come. She’d never met my mom. Now seemed like the wrong time. I was too asleep to explain. She called an Uber. The driver was chatty. Two stars.




There were two squad cars outside. The detective met me at the door. I don’t remember her name. I wanna say Marilyn, but that’s somebody I went to college with. I’ll call her Marilyn here. She tried to prepare me. Said that word again. ‘Killed.’




I followed her in. Convinced Lilly to wait in the hall somehow. Mom was in the living room, face-down in the shag carpet. The blood seeped in. Made a dark halo on the rug around her head. I was there to identify her I think, but the first thing Marilyn wanted to know was if her apartment always looked like this. Boxes were taken down from the shelves, stacked in awkward places. Piles of papers cascaded from flat surfaces down to the floor, between and behind furniture. Looked like maybe mold was growing on a dish in the sink.




I nodded. I hadn’t been there in two years. Maybe I shouldn’t have nodded.




A man was taking pictures of everything. A woman was dusting for prints. Probably the first time anybody had dusted in there ever. That’s not true. I’d dusted once. A man was going through papers from one of the many, many cardboard boxes. ‘What’s all this?’ he asked.




I shrugged. ‘Correspondence, probably?’ Why did I say that? Correspondence with who? Whom? Whom.




They rolled her body, just for a moment, just part way, just long enough for me to see her face. The rug had left this impression, this weird zig-zag pattern. And I found that as long as I observed that pattern, I didn’t hafta see the rest of it. What was done to her. 




‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘That’s her.’ 




I asked Marilyn if she knew what happened. If they’d caught somebody. Apparently, a neighbor was coming home late. Saw the open door, the busted lock, called 911. Too late.




I asked about her pants. Her lack of pants. Marilyn thought she was reassuring me when she said, ‘Her underwear hasn’t been disturbed.’ Somebody broke in. Surprised her. She was alone. It was late. Probably she just wasn’t wearing pants.




Except. I remembered all the nights when Mom would fall asleep on the couch, wake up, drag herself to bed. Wake up in the morning with her jeans still on.




All the nights. All of them.




Where are your pants, Mom?
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I wasn’t sure if this Marvin was a suspect or just a way to connect with my mom. Maybe both? He was local, and he agreed to meet me at a diner on the Lower East. I was a few minutes late. Early for me. Honestly, how can anybody time their arrival down to the minute? On New York trains? As far as I’m concerned, just arriving is a victory.




He wasn’t there when I got there. Nobody sitting by themself or waiting awkwardly by the entrance. Unless he brought friends? Unless the host was Marvin?




‘Are you Marvin?’ I asked the host. She said no.




I considered my options and decided to wait awkwardly by the entrance.




A man arrived a few minutes later, at least my mom’s age, balding, overweight, short-sleeved button-down half-tucked, glasses, scruffy, thick moustache, Italian maybe, sweating like he powerwalked the last three blocks. I didn’t recognize him.




‘Marvin?’ I asked as he approached. And he nodded.




‘Patrick,’ he said. It wasn’t a question.




We went inside, got a table. Marvin studied the menu. Ordered a Diet Coke. Dabbed his brow with a napkin. I ordered a coffee.




The first question I asked him was ‘How long have you known my mom?’




‘Decades,’ he told me. Glanced up. He was still flipping through the menu. ‘Since before you were born.’




‘Then why have I never met you?’




Drinks came. Marvin ordered a BLT, no mayo. I wasn’t hungry. I asked again.




‘Angie and me got into a fight. A long time ago.’ He fiddled with his straw. Swirled his soda. ‘We hadn’t spoken in years.’




‘Hadn’t?’




He looked up, just for a second. ‘Never will now. Shit. Sorry.’




He drank his Diet Coke. I drank my coffee. I had so many questions, but the force field. I didn’t know how to start. 




‘What do you do?’ he asked. A safe question. 




I shrugged. ‘Office stuff. Except not at the office anymore. They keep threatening to re-open.’




‘Yeah. Me too. I miss people sometimes.’




I nodded. It was a lying nod. I think maybe he was lying too.




The waiter brought Marvin his BLT. Marvin pulled the toothpick out of each wedge and tore off a little piece of the lettuce, set it to the side of his plate, and then reassembled them. Set the coleslaw aside. Set the pickle aside. It was a little hypnotic. And somehow familiar.




‘What did you fight about?’




Marvin took a bite of his sandwich and thought.  ‘Regulus,’ he said between chews. ‘What else was there?’




I sat up. ‘The Bomberman character?’




He laughed. A short staccato laugh that seemed to surprise even him. ‘You’re Angie Hinkle’s son, and you don’t know what Regulus is?’




I tried to remember the Wikipedia page. I answered weakly, ‘The… smelting process?’




‘Oh, Patrick,’ said Marvin. ‘You don’t know anything, do you?’ And he grinned, and he slurped down the last of his Diet Coke.  There was a light now in his eyes. I didn’t see it before. He was dead when I met him. Like Mom. A ghost. A burnt-out bulb. But now?




‘I got a question to ask you,’ he said and, God, he was almost giggling. ‘Maybe the most important question anybody’s ever asked you or ever will. You ready?’




I nodded. Hesitantly.




‘Do you own a VCR?’




I don’t. Obviously. I told Marvin that, and he straight-up laughed in my face.




He said, ‘Kids today!’ Probably. This is maybe a good time to mention that I’m writing this all down from memory. I might get the words wrong sometimes.




Also, not sure if I mentioned this already, but I’m bad at remembering stuff.




He pulled out his phone and opened up YouTube. ‘There aren’t alotta good clips on here,’ he explained. ‘The rights holder’s a dick.’ He thumbed through the menu.




‘Is this about the… TV show?’




Marvin smirked. Set down the phone on the table. Turned it to face me and tapped the little triangle. The video played. The opening credits to a sci-fi spaceship show. A bad transfer off old media. The music blared. Ship looked cheap. Physical model. Brassy and boxy. Flying through the stars as the actors’ names flashed across the screen. Some very British names. Two different Nigels. And then the logo.




I wondered whether I should tell him about Mom’s last words. Not yet. ‘You were fans,’ I said. Sometimes I need to say things out loud to really understand them.




Marvin laughed again. Mom was dead, but suddenly this guy was having a great time. He pocketed his phone. ‘Were we fans? Patrick. We were the fans! We ran the fucking fan club. Those were the best years of my life!’




I tried to imagine my mom in a fan club. As a fan of anything. As anything except the woman who came and went, worked and slept and occasionally remembered to boil some pasta or dethaw fish sticks.




‘She really never told you?’




I looked at this guy. Marvin. This stranger-in-short-sleeves. This liar, maybe. This killer, maybe. He didn’t know her. He knew some other woman maybe. Why was I here? Because she’d sent him email forwards? She sent Cousin Jane and Evelyn the Boss-Secretary forwards. None of them knew her. This guy. This guy.




I stood abruptly. Chair scraped. Apologized. Too much. Excused myself. ‘I gotta go. Gotta go.’




And I went. Caught the R uptown. Was gonna go home. Lilly was home. I didn’t. I couldn’t. I missed my stop. Missed many, many stops.




Tried to breathe. Woman in a facemask sat across from me. Asked if I was okay.




‘No,’ I said, sharper than I meant to. ‘You?’




She shook her head. Looked away.




Got off the train at my mom’s stop in Forest Hills. Walked the eight blocks to her building. Front door key still worked. Inside, the caution tape was still up. Hadn’t heard from the landlords. Must be pissed they don’t have the apartment back yet.




Inside key worked too. Ducked under the tape. Closed the door behind me. Smell was heinous. Think maybe they cut the power without clearing out the fridge, but I wasn’t about to check.




Half-expected to find Mom’s outline taped onto the floor. But maybe they only do that in movies? Instead, there was just the absence of her. Without her there, the bloody halo that she left behind in the shag carpeting looked more like a hole.




I laid down beside it.




I shouldn’t be here, I thought. Closed my eyes. Whispered her last words. ‘I’ve been thinking a lot about Regulus.’ About some thirty-year-old TV show. About some fan club?




‘I’ve been thinking a lot about Regulus.’ There was something about the way she said it.




‘I’ve been thinking a lot about Regulus.’ Sing-song.




‘I’ve been thinking a lot about Regulus.’ No. Not sing-song.




I bolted up.




It’s a goddamn lyric.
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Lilly planned our second date. We went to an NYU bar that she used to go to when she went to NYU. I think she wanted me to know she went to NYU.




She told me the story of how she shoplifted a dress when she was fourteen. Asked me what the worst thing I ever did was. Probing for my inner bad boy.




I told her about the one time my mom hit me. Really hit me.




I was little. Seven, maybe. Was at home after school by myself. Mom had to work. I heard a noise. A creak, maybe. Convinced myself there was a robber in the house. Went to the safest place I could think of, my mom’s room, and hid under the covers. Fell asleep.




The next part I only put together later. Mom came home late. Couldn’t find me. Looked everywhere. Panicked. Wandered the neighborhood. Realized she didn’t know who to talk to. Didn’t know any of the neighbors. Didn’t know who any of my friends were. From door to door to door, just falling to pieces. ‘Have you seen my son? Do you know my son?’ Was too scared to call the cops. Scared they’d lock her up. Take me away. She was a mess when she finally got home. I woke up to just heaving sobs. Crawled out from under the covers to ask her what was wrong. ‘What can I do?’




That’s when she hauled back and




Lilly wanted to find my inner bad boy. She found her wounded bird.




I moved into her place during the Pandemic. When everything was locked down. When everybody was dying. It was nice to have one person.




The last time I saw my mom alive was 2019.




No, that’s wrong. We Zoomed once.




We used to be so close. She took me to see a movie. Treasure Planet. I forgot Treasure Planet.




I was, what? Seven? That tub of popcorn was bigger than my head. And she lemme drink some of her Coke. We laughed and booed. Somebody tried to shush us and my mom threw popcorn at them! I think it mighta been her birthday? My mom’s birthday. Not the person she threw popcorn at. It coulda been both of their birthdays? That woulda been weird.




Her. On that day. That one day. Maybe. Maybe she coulda been a fan of something. Run a fan club. Loved life. Had passion. Met somebody.




Had a kid.




And then? And then everything that came after. Was it me? Was it me then? Did I ruin it for her? Did I ruin her life?




Did I kill her?
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I rewatched those damned Regulus credits thirty-four times. There were no lyrics. And the tune wasn’t the tune Mom sang that night. And Google couldn’t find me a song with those words.




But I was certain.




I knew that tune. I wasn’t sure how, but I knew it. Had she sung it to me as a child? Why couldn’t I remember? I mean, I don’t remember lots of things. I forget to turn the burner off once or twice a week. Regularly take two or three times as long in the shower ‘cause I forget whether I washed my washed my back or rinsed my hair. Start on one thing, get distracted by the next.




Sometimes I forget what Lilly is saying to me as she’s saying it.




But a song? I remember every commercial jingle from my childhood. From back when people watched commercials. I remember every bit of random Star Trek trivia I’ve ever read off Memory Alpha. If I close my eyes, I can remember every comic panel in my dad’s comic book collection. When Buddy Baker looks out at the reader in Animal Man #19 and says, ‘I can see you!’ I remember.
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