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    Menashe drew his hand back quickly. Several drops of bright blood oozed from his finger.




    “Damn it,” he muttered as he walked into the kitchen, wiping the blood onto a paper towel.




    He didn’t have a bandage so he just wrapped the paper towel tightly around the cut as he moved back into the first room of his museum. After searching the table where he’d cut himself, he pulled a hidden shard of glass from behind a large bowl and threw it into the trash can just inside his office. Looking around, he saw the rest of the museum was perfectly clean. Menashe looked down at his watch.




    He left the room and continued through the apartment, getting everything ready in time for John’s arrival. He carefully placed glass vases, bowls, figurines, and statues throughout the four rooms of his museum, wishing he’d had time to pick up his newest acquisitions on Detroit Avenue. They would have to wait until tomorrow. Stepping back, Menashe took in the untouched beauty of the rooms. He felt a tightness in his throat and turned away.




    He was walking back to the kitchen when he heard the brakes of the city bus screech at the end of the block. I hope those damn kids are out of the street, he winced. Even the intense annoyance he felt toward the children who lived on West Tenth didn’t prevent him from worrying for their safety, certain it was only a matter of time before one of them was abducted or shot or run over.




    Menashe cracked his knuckles and made sure all the blinds were shut. He looked down at his dingy jeans and t-shirt and briefly considered changing, but decided against it. John wouldn’t care.




    Menashe smiled to himself, remembering what John had said about not wanting to risk driving his own car into such a bad part of town after dark. It was only a Chrysler, and he’d had it since they were in college together.




    There was a soft knock on the front door. He opened it, letting a gust of the humid air rush past him into the apartment. He was also greeted by the pulsing sounds of The Velvet Dog, the nightclub that occupied the rest of the building. Shouts and waves of laughter echoed throughout the darkened streets as a few motorcycles pulled up to the club.




    Menashe closed the door behind his new client. John and Menashe were the same age, though Menashe knew his friend looked much younger. John was athletic and youthfully handsome. Menashe remembered how the girls at school would flirt with him, even after he got engaged. He was dressed casually and a navy Cleveland Indians cap covered his shoulder-length brown hair. Despite the heat he also brought a thick long-sleeved shirt, as per Menashe’s instructions.




    “Hey, John.”




    “Hey,” he replied, offering a weak smile. “There were some smashed bottles in the street, so I parked over there.” He gestured toward the train tracks. “You think that’s okay?”




    “It’s fine. Really, nobody wants your car.”




    “Yeah, okay.” John smiled easily now. “You’re right.”




    “You want something to drink?”




    “No, thanks.”




    He led John down the hallway so all four rooms were visible.




    “Now, I know you’ve been here before, but you want to take a closer look around?”




    John peered past Menashe into the first room and nodded. He walked around the shining pieces and breathed in sharply.




    “Ash, this really is something,” he said. “It’s just so different now, coming in as a client.”




    “I know this looks like a lot, but we won’t go any faster than you want to.”




    Menashe knew it was strange, almost celestial, being surrounded by so much clear glass. There was nothing in the rooms but light—raw light streaming down from bare bulbs affixed to the ceiling. It reflected and refracted in all directions, punching holes in the walls with its white beams. That night, the first room held entirely vases: some were simple and smooth, others were etched with ornate sheaf and diamond patterns or textured with swirls and waves. Most were standard size, about a foot tall, but Menashe always kept his eye out for unusual pieces. The shimmering vases rested on dented stainless steel tables and shelving Menashe had been able to acquire from a food-service manufacturer at a steep discount. They caught the light brilliantly themselves, causing Menashe to squint. In so much transparency there was nowhere to hide.




    John once again drew in his breath. “And you really want me to do this?”




    Menashe nodded. “Don’t worry about it.”




    They walked back into the hall. John stopped and frowned.




    “You okay?” he asked, indicating Menashe’s crudely bandaged finger.




    “Yeah. It’s nothing.” He looked away. “You want to sit down?” John shook his head. “We could always go back to my office and talk more,” Menashe continued, indicating the room behind him at the end of the hall. “I mean, if you’re not ready—”




    “No, no. I don’t have any problem. I just—I don’t know. It just seems kind of wrong, you know?”




    “Yeah,” Menashe agreed, slightly amused. It was strange to see John nervous, but that only strengthened his confidence in their plan. “I think you’ll change your mind, though.”




    “And you don’t think it’ll be weird?” John asked. “That we’re friends, I mean.”




    After nearly twenty years in Cleveland, John retained only the faintest hint of his former Houston drawl. Menashe still noticed it, though. It reminded him of how long they’d been friends, and how far they both had come to be there.




    “No, I really don’t. I think you’re in a better position than anyone else who comes in here because I already know what won’t work for you.” Menashe smiled. “And it took you this long to get your stubborn ass down here, so I think we should give it a try.”




    “Okay,” John finally said.




    “Okay?”




    “Yeah,” he nodded.




    “All right,” Menashe replied, putting his hand on John’s shoulder and leading him back toward the first room. “Let’s get started.”


  




  

    Chapter 1




    Student Deferment




    August 1988


  




  

    “Dr. Johnston?” Menashe called hesitantly through the slight opening in the doorway. “Should I come back another time?”




    “Who is it? Carducci’s friend? Come in, come in!” Johnston barked without turning his eyes away from the television screen. “Can you believe this idiot Voinovich? He’s got a lot of nerve, threatening these layoffs.”




    Menashe was not much of a political enthusiast, so he decided to remain silent until Dr. Johnston was done seething. For some reason Menashe had expected him to be frailer, and more refined. The news flashed to sports, so Johnston turned off the television and settled back in his wheelchair, fanning himself with an old magazine.




    “You can sit down, you know,” he remarked, glancing at Menashe. Menashe obediently moved out of the doorway and took a seat on Johnston’s worn, brown couch.




    “Thanks. It’s nice to meet you, Dr. Johnston.”




    “It’s Terry. And you’re Matthias?”




    “Menashe.”




    Johnston squinted at him, as if he hadn’t heard him right.




    “Min-ASH-uh,” he said again slowly. “Menashe Everett. But I go by Ash.”




    “That’s right,” Johnston replied, snapping his fingers. “Weird name, should’ve remembered.”




    “No problem,” he said. His restless eyes roamed the room. The place was packed with junk and he sensed a haze in the air. He blinked a few times.




    There wasn’t much art on display, but Menashe saw the elderly doctor had brought out one particular piece to showcase: on the coffee table between them sat the largest vase he’d ever seen. Its thin, delicate base opened up into a wide sphere that took up much of the table. An intricately molded lid, topped with a figure of an elephant, covered the impressive piece. It would certainly be a good addition to his museum, even though few people would ever see it.




    Menashe sighed. He wished he’d been able to put together that normal life he and Jamie had always talked about, with the good job in some fancy gallery. Flexible hours. A place where eccentricity was expected. He pushed the thought away as Johnston turned to him.




    “So, you’ve known Mel a long time, right?”




    Menashe nodded. “Dr. Carducci was my advisor when I was an undergrad.”




    “Can’t be that long,” Johnston snorted. “You’re still a young man.”




    “Thanks,” Menashe replied, smiling uncertainly.




    “Though you do look like you’ve seen some action,” he said brightly.




    Menashe laughed and dug his fingernails into his already sweaty palms. What the hell does that mean?




    “Actually, I haven’t really dated much since my divorce.”




    Johnston’s gruff persona dissolved as he descended into laughter. He then began coughing hoarsely and motioned for Menashe to hand him his inhaler. Menashe picked it up off the end table and gave it to him, his face flushing. The old man took a long puff and sat back, tears sparkling in his eyes.




    “No, son,” he began, stifling the last bit of stubborn laughter. “You have the look of a young man who’s seen action in the service. Vietnam?”




    “Oh, no, I wasn’t over there. I got student deferment.”




    “Ah,” Johnston acknowledged.




    He thinks I’m a coward.




    “You know, I think it does a man a lot of good to spend a few years in the service. Helps him remember what made this country great.”




    Johnston leaned back in his chair with a look on his face that was so peaceful and nostalgic Menashe found it hard to believe he was thinking about war.




    Maybe it’s the hair, Menashe thought, self-consciously touching his head. His dark brown hair was thick and disheveled, but in spite of his youth was steadily going gray.




    Menashe’s eyes again moved around the room, but the clutter overwhelmed him. It was almost too much for his eyes to take in, a peculiarity he remembered from visiting his grandmother when he was very young. That claustrophobic feeling quickened his heartbeat. He pulled at his shirt collar and tried to focus his attention on something in the room—the gold diamond pattern in the carpet. It was a trick he’d learned as a kid to avoid panic attacks.




    “You all right, son?” Johnston asked.




    Menashe nodded, fumbling in his shirt pocket. “You mind if I smoke?” he asked, already pulling a cigarette out of its package.




    Johnston frowned. “I’d rather you didn’t,” he replied. “But if you want to step outside for a minute, I’ll wait. You seem upset about something.”




    “Oh, no,” Menashe laughed. “Just can’t go too long without one. But I’ll be fine; it’ll be good for me to hold off.” He slid the package back into his pocket.




    “You ever tried to quit?”




    “Yeah, three times. Never lasts.”




    The old man grunted but Menashe wasn’t sure what he meant by it. Maybe he’d made a mistake. He could still leave. The place made him nervous, as did most things that reminded him of the past. Just bring in a grungy pink chair and I’m in Safta’s shitty place.




    Like Johnston’s, his grandmother’s small house had been musty and completely filled with disintegrating relics, but she hadn’t seemed to notice any of it. She just sat peacefully in that faded pink armchair, asking the same questions over and over. “How old are you now? You in school? What’re you studying?” Then, when Menashe remained silent, she would look up at her son, confused. “Your boy can speak, can’t he, Lewie? You should teach him some manners.”




    “Ma, he’s only seven,” his father would say patiently. But the years went by and Menashe never seemed to find his voice. It was that house. It was the house that was so small yet composed of seemingly limitless dim hallways which twisted and snaked, exposing sad, unoccupied rooms that made his stomach pitch and his voice catch. It was the dank smell of mothballs, old books, frozen dinners, and something else he couldn’t quite pinpoint that weighed upon his throat. The years went by, but as Menashe got older his nervousness only worsened. “He’s only fourteen,” Lewis would say, but quietly now, with less assurance in his voice.




    Menashe glanced at Dr. Johnston’s framed photographs clustered together on the wall, trying to make out the people’s faces. Probably all dead. He briefly caught a whiff of mothballs and thought he heard Dr. Johnston’s voice, but from a small, faraway place.




    “I’m sorry?” Menashe asked.




    “Your museum, son. I was asking you about it.”




    “Oh, right,” he said quickly, trying to retrieve some memory of the past five minutes and secretly wishing his father was there to bail him out. “I’m really sorry. I don’t know where my mind was.” He’s only thirty-seven.




    “So what’s it like?”




    “Well, it’s quite small,” Menashe replied vaguely. “And very clean. Only glass,” he said, indicating the vase. “Just a nice, simple place, really. I know a lot of people would probably find the museum boring, but . . . I don’t know. To me there’s something really beautiful about it.”




    Johnston sat back thoughtfully, his chin resting between his thumb and forefinger.




    “I like you, Everett,” he announced. “You know, when most people hear you’ve spent your life as an art historian and’ve got advanced degrees out the ass, they either try to act like the Queen of England around you or they assume you’re too much of a pretentious windbag to waste their time. But you,” he leaned forward, narrowing his eyes. “You are different.”




    Menashe was inclined to agree with him. He had his own advanced degree in art criticism that at times allowed him to speak about various pieces and movements with a certain authority, but he couldn’t do that with Johnston. Anxiety had choked off his attempts at extroversion, as it sometimes did, and he was grateful that the old man found it charming.




    “And I find,” Johnston was saying, “as I get older, I feel the need to simplify. Though you’d never know it from the looks of this place,” he added. “But you’ve got to start somewhere, and I think by next year I’ll have unloaded all these pieces I don’t want anymore, and I can start sorting through all this other nonsense.” Johnston looked around the room, waving his hand disdainfully. “My goal is to clear everything out of this damned house except for my chair and the TV.”




    Menashe smiled at this, feeling a little better.







    As evening set in, he walked out of Dr. Johnston’s house, staggering under the weight of the glass vase. Menashe was not a particularly large man; he was tall with a medium build and occasionally had trouble transporting larger pieces. He maneuvered the large glass vase into the padded carrier of his Datsun pickup. He was embarrassed for Johnston to see his decrepit old truck, its dull orange paint gouged out by rust and weathering, but it didn’t seem to matter to the old man. He was watching the sky as the low-set sun glowed gray from behind the darkening clouds.




    “Gonna rain,” Johnston stated without turning his eyes away. “You got a tarp?”




    “Yeah,” Menashe said. He closed up his truck and walked back up the cracked concrete path to the front doorway where Johnston had wheeled himself. “Should I come back another time for the rest?” he asked.




    “No need to wait. I’ll be here if you just want to go back and forth. If you don’t mind the weather.”




    “Sure.” He smiled at the doctor. “Thank you so much, Dr. Johnston,” he said, shaking his hand.




    “Nonsense. Like I said, you’re helping me out. It was a pleasure.”




    Menashe stepped off the porch and walked to his truck, small drops of cool, fresh rain spitting at him as he went.
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    Menashe looked up from his paperwork as John Cook stumbled into his office from the third room of the museum, breathing heavily. His light-brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail and beads of sweat glistened on his forehead.




    John sat down across from Menashe and brushed the accumulation of fine, white powder off his shoulders.




    “How do you feel?” Menashe asked, setting aside his work and sliding his yellow legal pad in front of him.




    John leaned back, took the hand towel off Menashe’s desk and used it to wipe the sweat off his face.




    “I feel all right,” he said, with a certain degree of surprise. “Better.”




    “Do you want to talk today?” John hesitated. “We can wait if you’re not ready.”




    “No, it’d probably be good,” he replied, and Menashe noticed a particular brightness in his eyes. “It’s so weird,” he added. “I really do feel better. Lighter.”




    “What did you think about?”




    “I really tried to think of Dak To. I mean, there was the ambush and everything that happened with Donnie, you know?” Menashe nodded. “I just kept forcing it all to the front of my mind and, I know it’s not gone or anything, but it’s like I can finally think about it without feeling like shit.”




    “That’s great, John, really,” Menashe remarked, pouring him a glass of water from the pitcher on his desk. He was surprised. He had only been seeing John as a client for a few weeks.




    “Yeah,” John agreed, clearly still on a high and slightly breathless from his session. He took a long drink. “I know I’ve just got to focus on what’s happening now—really pay attention to my family.”




    “How are they dealing with it?” Menashe asked, thumbing through John’s file.




    “I know they’ve been worried. Well, Abby at least. The kids are too young to really understand.”




    Menashe looked up. “What makes her worry?”




    John paused. “It’s hard to explain,” he said, frowning as he shifted in his chair. “She can just see that I’ve been unhappy. And I can’t really hide it much from her. Like when I wake up from a nightmare and I see she’s already awake, then I know I was talking or yelling or something in my sleep.” John cracked his knuckles. “There are lots of things like that—like I still can’t go to places with fireworks or anything. Remember,” he laughed, “when we went to that Fourth of July double-header with my brother, and after the first game I told you guys I had to leave because I thought I had the stomach flu?”




    Menashe nodded.




    “It was the fireworks display. Although I did throw up,” he added.




    “Why didn’t you tell us the truth?”




    “Oh, come on, Ash—a grown man afraid of fireworks? How do you explain that? And that’s not the worst of it. I can’t even use a ceiling fan because the sound of the blades spinning around reminds me of the helicopters.” His golden-brown eyes darkened. “Pretty weak, huh?”




    “Not at all,” Menashe answered. “Everything you went through, it doesn’t just go away. And you’re not alone in the problems you’re describing. It’s textbook Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.”




    John gave him a dissatisfied look that let Menashe know he’d heard this before, from all the other therapists he’d grown to distrust.




    “You make it sound easy. Like I could find the answer in the teacher’s edition and ‘poof,’ I’m cured.”




    “Sorry. I didn’t mean it was easy. I meant it’s common. Too common.”




    John leaned back. “Got that right.”




    Menashe turned to a page of notes from the week before. “Now, I know you don’t drink,” he began, “but what about when you came back from the war? You never tried to make those thoughts go away?”




    “No, not like that. I mean, isn’t it a sickness—drinking to make things go away?”




    “I guess it can be,” Menashe acknowledged.




    “No, that’s nothing I wanted to get into. I saw some of the guys I knew over there really ruin their lives when they got home, but I think most of us have adjusted okay. And I’ve got my family to think of.”




    “Right,” he nodded, absently scratching the scab off his finger and causing it to bleed again.




    “I guess I shouldn’t be that worried about all of this,” John sighed. “I mean, it’s really nothing new. Everyone gets fucked up by war, in one way or another. That’s how it’s always going to be. But it’s over and I’ve just got to separate myself from it—let some cocky young kid take my place.”




    Menashe raised his eyebrows as he wrote but said nothing.




    “Did you know,” John remarked suddenly, “I never shot with my eyes open?”




    “What?”




    “I never shot a gun with my eyes open. It became automatic for me, closing my eyes right before I pulled the trigger.




    “Why?”




    “Why do you think?” John grabbed the towel again to wipe his face. “It made my CO crazy. He said I’d never be a good soldier till I could get past seeing people die. But I knew that’d never happen.” He paused thoughtfully. “I never wanted to be there in the first place,” he murmured. “I never wanted to be there. I mean, you know I’d hoped for deferment, too, but . . .” He shook his head. “My dad was just so set on me going. Thought the army would give me some kind of direction. Anyway,” he frowned, “what does it say about you if you can shoot a man and then forget about it?”




    “I don’t know.”




    The room was silent for several seconds before John spoke up again. There was an edge to his voice.




    “What do we do next?”




    “Well,” Menashe said, turning back to his files, “how did you like the free association writing?”




    John shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not sure I really got anywhere with it, but . . . it was okay, I guess.”




    “Sounds like a breakthrough to me,” Menashe smiled, scribbling a few notes. “Will you try it again? It really does take practice.”




    “Sure,” John said.




    “Okay.” He crossed out a few words. “Looks like we’re done for today.”




    “There was something I wanted to ask you,” John said, rising to his feet. “Can I refer someone to you?”




    “Of course. That’s the only way this works.”




    John nodded. “I’ve got a friend who’s in really bad shape—Austin. You don’t know him. We were in Nam together.”




    Menashe handed John a few business cards. “Just give him one of these. There’s not a lot of information on it, just my name and number, but have him call and we’ll set something up.”




    John took the cards hesitantly.




    “I’m not sure if he’ll come in right away. Or at all. Lately it’s been hard just getting him out of his apartment, you know?” Menashe nodded. “Knowing Austin, he’ll probably throw your card in some drawer until he’s in even worse shape,” John laughed sadly. “But I’ll give it a try.”
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    It was six-thirty p.m. when Menashe finally arrived at Wesley’s preschool.




    Shit. Jamie’s probably been here an hour.




    He’d had to stay late at work and the rush hour traffic was far worse than he was used to. The tires of his maroon Vega squealed as he steered into a parking spot. He got out, feeling his hands shake as he closed the car door. Menashe’s wife and son had carpooled with the family of one of Wesley’s classmates, and she probably thought he’d lost track of time. He jogged inside, checking his watch. These things never start on time, he assured himself as he followed the construction paper signs leading him to the kids’ year-end, patriotic concert. He couldn’t hear any music.




    When he came to the large common room used for the event, Menashe saw all the kids were up front. He spotted Wesley, standing happily in line while his teacher called out names and awarded diplomas to those who were moving on to kindergarten and certificates to those who, like Wesley, would remain in preschool for another year. A rush of pride overcame Menashe as he watched his son wait for his certificate. It was a bittersweet glimpse into a future of graduations from high school, college, and maybe, Menashe fantasized, graduate school. He smiled and found a seat next to his wife, not quite ready to think about Wesley growing up and leaving him.




    “You’re really late,” Jamie whispered, still watching the ceremony.




    “Yeah, sorry. It was a bitch trying to get here.”




    “You got stuck in traffic?” she asked. “I thought it’d only take you half an hour.”




    “I had to stay late. Is this all they’ve done so far?”




    She nodded.




    Menashe finally relaxed his muscles and leaned back in his chair, but his palms were still sweating. He’d hoped they would stop once he sat down. He wiped them on his khakis and looked back up to the front of the room, trying to focus all his attention on Wesley. He could hardly see through the now blurry lenses of his eyes. The more he tried to calm himself down, the faster his heart and mind raced. He had come straight from work. He hadn’t had a drink in over eighteen hours.




    “How long does this thing go?” Menashe asked his wife, trying to conceal the desperation in his voice.




    She looked over at him, staring into his dark, sullen eyes in a way that always made him uncomfortable.




    “Maybe an hour or so,” she said, shrugging. “I don’t know. Are you all right?”




    “Yeah, it’s just—does it feel really hot in here to you?” he asked, loosening his tie and rolling up his sleeves.




    “No.”




    Jamie turned back to the program.




    Menashe rubbed his forehead, and his hand came back glistening with sweat. He should have stopped off somewhere. He leaned over to tell Jamie, to say he had made a mistake, forgotten something, and he had to leave for twenty minutes but he’d see the second part of the show. He took her hand, as if he could explain to her that eighteen hours was a long time and he needed to start the clock over again, when she squeezed it back, smiling in the direction of their son. Then the music started. This Land Is Your Land.




    Menashe closed his eyes and tried to push past what he knew was selfishness. He tried to think about what was happening now: the concert, the ceremony, his son. I’m leaving in ten minutes. God Bless America. The Star Spangled Banner. Yankee Doodle.




    Menashe smiled, temporarily distracted. He had become a United States citizen less than a decade before, after leaving Toronto to attend school in Cleveland. Frustrated with the limitations of his student visa, he had decided to begin the process of U.S. citizenship early in his first year of college—and finished just in time to qualify for the draft.




    “Look, Ash,” Jamie whispered. “Look at him. He knows all the words.”




    Menashe nodded, trying to focus. At that moment he wasn’t sure he could pick Wesley out of a lineup.




    “I was thinking,” she continued, “maybe we could go out for dinner afterward? This is a pretty big day for Wesley.”




    “No,” Menashe said immediately. His heart pounded wildly. “No, we can’t afford it. We should just go home.”




    He didn’t turn to face Jamie, but he could feel her watching him.




    “Did you come here right from work?” she asked.




    “Yeah, I did,” he snapped. “Why?”




    “You didn’t stop anywhere?”




    “No,” he practically shouted, causing a few people to turn and frown at him. “I told you I got stuck in traffic.”




    “Okay.”




    “I’m sorry,” he said in a lower voice. “It’s just been a long day.”




    “It’s okay. We don’t have to go out.”




    “This thing, it’s almost over, right?”




    Jamie looked at him carefully. “Yeah.”




    





    Wesley ran over to his parents after the concert was over, throwing his arms around first his father then his mother.




    “You were great,” Jamie said, picking him up.




    Wesley smiled but was clearly more excited by his newly awarded certificate than his role in the year-end concert.




    “Look at the stars!” he exclaimed, pointing to the stickers that liberally covered the paper. “I got five blue ones and five green ones. Jeremy only got three blue ones.”




    “Nice,” Menashe said, running his hand over Wesley’s hair.




    “You ready to go home?” Jamie asked her son, returning him to the floor.




    He shook his head.




    “Aren’t you hungry?” Menashe asked, looking at his watch—an action that, over the past hour and a half, had become as frequent and necessary for him as breathing.




    “Can we go to Pebble?” Wesley asked eagerly.




    Menashe looked at his wife. “Pebble” was how Wesley referred to his favorite restaurant, Mi Pueblo Taqueria. They had only eaten there two or three times, but Wesley had fallen in love with it. He looked up at his father excitedly, no doubt hoping he would soften and give in as he had so many times before in the face of that expectant look.




    “Yeah, let’s go,” Menashe said.




    Wesley shrieked with joy. Jamie smiled quizzically.




    “You sure?” she asked.




    He nodded. “Definitely,” he answered, smiling down at Wesley. “Is that all you’ve got to wear?”




    Wesley nodded. “It was hot waiting for my paper.”




    “Well, we should probably stop home first and get you a sweatshirt in case it’s cold.”




    “Ash, I’m sure he’ll be fine. He’s hardly ever cold in restaurants.”




    “But just in case, we should get it. It really won’t take any time. It’s on the way and I can just run in and grab it, all right?”




    “Okay,” Jamie said slowly.




    “Great,” Menashe replied, taking Wesley’s hand.




    Wesley made a face and let go of his father’s hand when he felt how sweaty it was, but Menashe barely noticed. He followed his family out into the parking lot, drawing in a deep breath as the cooling air met his face.
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    It was early evening and the wind had picked up, blowing leaves and stray bits of trash into small, short-lived tornadoes. Menashe narrowed his eyes, protecting them from the wind, and surveyed his street cautiously. It was a poor part of Cleveland’s urban downtown and in desperate need of renovation.




    He lived between McAllen Payday Loans and Lowry’s Liquors, and there was no doubt in his mind that the placement of those two businesses was anything but accidental. He had seen McAllen suck the life out of his poor neighbors with alluring access to immediate cash at four hundred percent interest. How many times had he watched a visibly tired and defeated workingman slink out of McAllen’s and into Lowry’s? Menashe tried not to think about it. Instead he thought about the work that lay ahead of him as he stepped into the museum, exhausted after another long day at the bank.




    Menashe sighed grimly. Instead of putting that advanced degree to work, at the age of twenty-three he’d found himself settling for an entry-level job in the student loan department at Ohio Savings Bank. Sure, he’d just been a kid with enormous debt and a wife and new baby to think of,




    Wesley




    but he never left. He’d slowly moved up the assistant ranks from intern to junior loan representative, but the work never mattered to him. Menashe was still essentially an office lackey: he made copies, filed papers, entered data, and occasionally answered calls from students. Most of the students he talked to were already far in debt but felt that, if they could just make it to graduation, they would immediately be recruited for the high-paying job of a lifetime and all their money problems would be over. Poor fuckers, Menashe would think. If they only knew what they had coming.




    While normal working hours were spent at the bank, he then opened the glass museum by appointment between the hours of 8:00 and 11:00 p.m., Monday through Thursday, and 8:00 p.m. to 1:00 a.m. on Friday and Saturday nights. He ran the museum practically parallel to the hours of The Velvet Dog.




    Menashe stomped his muddy feet on the rug that lay just inside the door. The space he occupied was the basement level of a building owned by Chase Stephens, the manager of The Velvet Dog nightclub. Chase was a good landlord and rented Menashe the basement level of his building for a very reasonable rate, most likely out of fear that he’d never find another tenant willing to take on the constant noise he dealt with. But that was not a problem for Menashe; he wanted the space just as it came.




    From the street, his museum was entirely hidden. Someone approaching the entrance of The Velvet Dog would have to look far to the right to notice the narrow, corrugated iron staircase leading down to the converted residence.




    Once inside, it became apparent that the basement had an unusual floor plan. There were two small rooms on the left side of the hallway and two on the right. A brightly wallpapered bathroom was sandwiched between the two rooms on the right side of the entrance, and at the end of the hallway was an office (doubling as Menashe’s bedroom) and a kitchen.




    Menashe threw his keys at the small table that stood just inside the front door, but he missed and they clattered to the floor. He removed his muddy shoes and walked into the first room on the left. He let his eyes wander, taking in the details. His vision was hazy from fatigue, but still, it was striking. Its crisp simplicity was reminiscent of a city just blanketed in snow: fresh, sparkling, untouched. He moved silently out of the room and briefly looked into the others, making sure they were in order. Although the museum’s four rooms were filled all the time, the majority of his pieces were stored in a space he rented farther downtown.




    Menashe shuffled into his office and sat at the desk to look over his most recent forms and paperwork. He swiveled over to the filing cabinet and ran his fingers over the file folders, but the form he was looking for wasn’t there. He checked all the desk drawers and even lay flat on the floor, scanning the darkness under his bed. I guess I took it to work, he thought, annoyed.




    In one last attempt to find the form, Menashe re-opened the top drawer of his filing cabinet and searched carefully, scrutinizing each individual piece of paper. When he came to the end of the row, he reached behind the drawer to see if the paper might have gotten caught in the track. When he pulled his hand back, it wasn’t a tattered form he’d recovered but rather a small, dusty bottle. It was a trial size bottle of vodka—the kind they give you on an airplane. He murmured in surprise when he saw the small souvenir resting in his unsteady hand.
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    “I just don’t do well with flying, okay?” Menashe firmly explained to the young stewardess. His patience was wearing thin. “I mean, there could be one tiny piece of metal sticking out on a wing or something that your crew guys missed, and that could fuck with the drag and thrust and all that—The smallest problem could send this plane down and you know that.” He gave her an authoritative look. “And how do you know our very own pilot isn’t helping himself to a few of these?” He shook one of his empty vodka bottles at her. “The man should really have more respect for himself.”




    “Please, sir,” she hissed. “You might upset the other passengers.”




    “Well, they should be upset! This is very dangerous business—” He peered at her nametag, “Marian.” He looked pensive for a moment. “I’d like to speak with the captain, please.”




    Marian shook her head and glanced around the cabin. The other stewards and stewardesses were already serving meals.




    “Sir, that’s really not how it works.”




    Menashe leaned in. “So you don’t think he’s drinking on the job?” he whispered.




    “Of course not!” She turned away from his alcoholic breath. “Now please stop making trouble. I’m letting the others know you are not to be served any more alcohol.”




    This declaration made his heart pound. He’d already had a half-pint bottle on the cab ride to the airport, but still couldn’t handle the thought of being cut off.




    “Whoa there, Mare,” he laughed nervously. “I admit I was out of line before, but I’ll behave, I promise, if you just let me have a couple drinks for the road. Not even here, I’ll save them for the hotel. Please? Don’t make me buy more at the hotel. You know they screw you with those mark-ups.”




    He sounded like a child who had finally pushed his parents too far and realized he might lose television privileges. Marian looked at him warily, her eyes resting on the healing gashes that covered both his hands, but ruefully passed him three tiny bottles of vodka.




    “This is it!” she reminded him in an exasperated whisper. “And don’t drink them here.”




    She walked away as Menashe blew exaggerated kisses at her.




    “I love you, Marian! My Maid Marian!” He laughed suddenly. “Like from Robin Hood. Man, I must’ve seen that movie a hundred times. My kid loves that shit . . .” he trailed off slowly, his energy plummeting.




    In the next five minutes he was dozing with his head leaning against the window, still clutching the small bottles in his hand.




    What had lapsed in Menashe’s mind was the fact that he was on his way home. His inebriated mind led him to believe he was going to Las Vegas, courtesy of a radio drawing he had won, when in reality he’d already spent the weekend there and was on the return flight to Cleveland. There would be no hotel, no outrageous mark-ups, and no hedonistic carnival waiting for him at the end of his flight—only the sad and desolate Cleveland-Hopkins International Airport and a long cab ride home.




    





    It was Monday, December 4 when Menashe learned he had won the drawing. A local radio station, 98.5 WNCX FM (Cleveland’s Source for Nonstop Classic Rock), had placed small glass fishbowls in restaurants throughout the city, inviting patrons to leave their business cards for the chance to win a weekend for two in Las Vegas. This was not an ideal vacation for either Menashe or Jamie, who were both naturally cautious and quiet people, but nevertheless, Menashe had impulsively dropped his card into the bowl at Hunan Coventry on a warm, sunny day while Jamie took Wesley to the bathroom. It was actually his boss’s card that he’d saved in his wallet and changed the name on at the last minute. He had looked it over carefully before letting it mix into the pile of other business cards, as though he were afraid he might forget the information on it—information that defined his life but at the same time had nothing to do with him.







    

      Menashe Everett




      Kevin Grier




      Ohio Savings Bank, Student Loan Dept.




      Department Supervisor




      3300 Warren Road




      Cleveland, OH 44111




      216.941.3000, Ex. 406


    







    He was positive nothing would come of it. It was more an effort to interact with the world, however slight the gesture was.




    As they walked out of the restaurant, Menashe turned to his wife with an unusual smile. She looked at him questioningly, her arm wrapped around his waist and her left hand holding Wesley’s right.




    “What?” she laughed.




    “Happy birthday,” he answered, kissing her forehead.




    “No, you’re up to something.”




    “I just entered us in that radio drawing.”




    “For what?”




    “A trip to Las Vegas. For two,” he added.




    “Have you ever won anything?” she asked.




    “. . . No.”




    “Neither have I,” she said. “I think we’re due.”




    Jamie smiled at him and Menashe laughed.




    “Well, they won’t announce the winner until December, but I think you’re right.”




    He picked up Wesley and hoisted him onto his shoulders. He started jogging, gripping Wesley’s legs with his hands to keep him from falling.




    “Hee!” Wesley squealed. “Faster!” And Menashe sprinted down the sidewalk leaving Jamie far behind, laughing at them.







    Seven months later, Dan, the morning DJ from WNCX FM called Menashe up at work to tell him he’d won the trip. He actually called Kevin, since it was his telephone number on the business card he’d entered in the drawing.




    Kevin had tapped on his window, motioning for Menashe to come inside his office. He’d whispered that it sounded like this guy was trying to sell him something, but then shrugged and handed him the phone.




    When Dan began the scripted announcement of his success at being randomly chosen in a drawing, Menashe sat down in Kevin’s chair and sighed deeply.




    It felt like years since Menashe and his family had been to that Chinese place on Coventry Road. He had, understandably, forgotten all about the drawing.




    “Thanks, that’s great,” Menashe mumbled when Dan gave him the news. “I just—well, I guess I just didn’t think it would be me, out of all those people, I mean.”




    What he wanted to say was he wished it hadn’t been him. He would never have put his card into that fucking fishbowl if he had known it would be thrown back in his face this way.




    “Well, somebody’s gotta win!” the cheery morning DJ replied. “So, when do you want to pick up the tickets?”




    He looked back at Kevin who had turned away to sort through phone messages.




    “Could you just mail them to me, Dan?”







    Menashe went to Las Vegas with the unconvincing idea that it would be good for him. He landed at McCarran, sore from the flight. He took a cab downtown into pitch blackness ignited by seizure-inducing lights that shimmered and sparked like flashbulbs. Everything was doused in red, green, and gold, with giant fake trees on every corner. Menashe had forgotten about Christmas.




    He gripped his bag tighter. He never checked anything. He carried his tattered duffel bag, which held a few sets of clothes and not much else. He wasn’t accustomed to staying in hotels, and assumed his would provide most of the travel basics. And if he were to run out of clothes or spill something on himself, he would be out of luck because there was no way in hell he was buying anything in such an overpriced city as Las Vegas. Anything but a drink, that was.




    The cab dropped him off at the Hilton on Paradise just after nine p.m. His room was at the end of the hall on the fifth floor. It was a great room with an enormous bed and an equally impressive television set. And there was a smell Menashe found to be the same in all hotel rooms. It always reminded him of Florida. Like flowers and coconuts liquefied into a mass-produced air freshener. He had only been to Florida once, to the ocean with his parents on the first vacation they had ever taken together, and the same smell had been present at the place where they had stayed—some shabby guesthouse in Fernandina Beach that his mother had found charming.




    He was tempted to stay the rest of the night in his room and investigate all the cable channels on that mammoth TV, but another part of him, a much stronger and more desperate part, told him it was time to investigate the hotel bar. He slipped a tan corduroy jacket on over his t-shirt and descended the stairs five floors to the lobby. The bar was pretty crowded, but since many people were standing around talking, there were a few empty seats. He slid onto a stool and tried making eye contact with one of the bartenders. He imagined there were far more exciting and posh hotels in downtown Las Vegas, but this place had no problem packing them in. There were plenty of older businessmen who had no doubt just finished some important meeting and were ready to loosen up. Lots of young couples, too, but most of the people in the bar were parts of larger groups. Menashe finally caught the eye of one of the bartenders—a younger guy named Roy.




    “Hi, there. What can I get you?”




    Roy had a nasally whine to his voice. He wore a black button-down shirt with shiny vertical stripes. He had an earring. Menashe was already tired of him. He thought he was probably one of those guys who worked as a Vegas bartender but was pursuing something else at the same time. A bartender / actor? Bartender / writer? Bartender / stripper? They were all reasonable possibilities.




    “Vodka, please.”




    “Neat?”




    “Yeah, that’s fine.”




    Roy set a red paper napkin down on the bar and went to retrieve the vodka. Before he returned, a young woman—about the same age as Menashe—sat down next to him. She took off her coat and draped it over the empty stool next to her. She had her head turned away from him in an effort to signal Roy at the other end of the bar, but what he saw of her was beautiful.




    She had long, wavy hair that was so dark brown it was almost black. When it hit her shoulders it split, most of it cascading down her back while the rest fell casually in front of her, spilling over the top of her delicate dress. She was moderately thin and athletic looking, with a pretty tan that made her skin glow. On second thought, Menashe decided it wasn’t a tan but rather her skin’s natural color. She seemed vaguely foreign and exotic to him, and he wished he dared to gaze more forwardly at her. Italian, maybe, or Greek, he speculated.




    Roy came back with Menashe’s vodka and asked the girl what she’d like. Menashe then turned to look at her. He smiled slightly to himself. She had a dark, glowing complexion and serene, hazel eyes that were accentuated by a slight amount of smoky eye shadow. A few freckles were sprinkled lightly over her face, which to Menashe made her seem even more angelic. She’s perfect.




    He admonished himself, knowing he wasn’t thinking clearly—that he didn’t even know her—but he still couldn’t help repeating the words over and over in his head. And when she spoke, he felt she was someone he could have been friends with. She sounded real.




    “Can I have a screwdriver, please?” she asked Roy. Menashe must have made a face or even a sound, because she looked at him squarely. “What?” she asked, smiling good-naturedly.




    “I’m sorry?”




    “You made a sound.”




    “I did?”




    She laughed and he was forced to smile. She had a soft accent he determined to be Spanish. He looked down, suddenly aware of how sloppy he looked. His faded jacket, his torn Maple Leafs t-shirt, his worn jeans. Travel clothes.




    “Oh, you know you did. You were making fun of my drink.”




    Menashe was embarrassed, but sensed they were playing some kind of a game and didn’t want to disrupt its flow.




    “I guess I’m kind of a purist when it comes to vodka,” he answered as he looked down at the bar, rearranging his napkin.




    “So you don’t believe in making it taste bearable?”




    “Not really,” he answered with a smile.




    “You know, you would probably faint if you saw what I do to my coffee.”




    He laughed. It felt good. Even though he had turned his eyes away again, he could feel she was still looking at him.




    “I’m Eva,” she said after a moment.




    He nodded and turned to her, extending his hand. He then wondered if it was too formal a gesture.




    “Ash.”




    “Is that short for Asher?”




    He shook his head. “Menashe.”




    “Hm, I never met a Menashe,” Eva replied, taking his hand.




    “I suppose it’s not too common.”




    “No,” she agreed. “But it’s nice. Kind of . . . ancient.” She nodded to herself. “A strong name.”




    They both sat back for a moment, sipping their drinks. Menashe noticed for the first time a tiny Christmas tree that sat on the bar, trimmed with minute strands of tinsel and glass ornaments the size of pebbles. He inadvertently frowned at it.




    “So,” she began, “are you here celebrating Christmas?”




    He looked back at her uncertainly, but Eva kept smiling her natural smile. It seemed she was just used to asking what she wanted, telling what she wanted—basically being herself.




    He shook his head. “No.”




    “You’re not doing anything for Christmas, then?” she asked in surprise.




    “I never have,” he smiled. “I’m not Christian. Not religious at all, really. My parents always were but not me. Not anymore.”




    He liked this answer to the religion question better than his old one. He found it more honest. He used to just simply answer, “I’m Jewish,” but then somewhere down the line realized saying it felt no more significant to him than saying, “I’m six foot one,” or “I’m a Gemini.” So he cut it out.




    “You are lucky,” she laughed. “My family is Roman Catholic. Very Roman Catholic.”




    “Really?” Menashe had finished his drink so he signaled to Roy for a second. “Would you like another?” he asked Eva.




    “Oh, no, thank you.”




    “So what are you doing in Las Vegas?” He realized her bluntness was rubbing off a bit on him, so he tagged his question with, “If you don’t mind my asking.”




    “I am actually here for a wedding. My little brother, Javier’s.”




    “Little brother?” Menashe repeated, surprised.




    “Yes, he’s nineteen. Hard to believe, really.” She paused, looking amused by his reaction. “I’m twenty-two, by the way.”




    He nodded. He had always been bad at guessing ages.




    “I’m twenty-seven,” he replied. He glanced at her to read her reaction, but she continued on with her story.




    “I mean, I really like his girlfriend, and they are completely in love with each other, I just, I never thought about this kind of thing at nineteen, so it is hard for me to wrap my mind around, you know?”




    Menashe nodded. He found it charming that she rarely used contractions when she spoke.




    “So the wedding’s tomorrow?”




    “Yep.”




    “Why did they choose Vegas?”




    She laughed. “Oh, believe me, this is completely their style. And I really think Javier wanted to see our entire conservative family completely uncomfortable in this place—but they all came, and I’m very glad my parents were able to give them their blessing. I—” she stopped suddenly. “I am so sorry; I have been talking too much.”




    This remark surprised Menashe. He had felt at ease listening to the smooth cadence of her voice and had welcomed the opportunity to gaze overtly into her face as she spoke.




    “Oh, no,” he assured her, “I’ve been asking a lot of questions. Please—” he motioned for her to continue.




    “Well, there’s not really that much else to tell. Javier and Angela will stay here for a few more days to have their honeymoon, and the rest of us will leave on Sunday to go back to LA. I work for a counseling center there,” she added. “I just got my MSW a few months ago.”




    “Wow, congratulations.”




    “Thanks,” she said, smiling. “So how about you? What brings you here?”




    “I won a radio station drawing back in Cleveland. I got an all-expenses-paid trip for two here for the weekend. Not bad, really.”




    “For two?”




    “What?”




    “You said a trip for two.”




    “Yes.”




    “But you came alone?”




    “I like having an empty seat next to me on the plane,” he said.




    She laughed. “You’re very funny,” she remarked thoughtfully, in a way that let him know she was filing this information away, using it to compare him to past boyfriends, maybe even other guys she’d met in Las Vegas.




    But a sense of dread pulled at his brain, clouding his good time. Something wasn’t right about this. A part of him felt muddled and on edge, like he had been a witness to a traffic accident and was too shaken to put the events in order. Why is she talking to me?




    He liked her a lot—so much, in fact, that he faintly considered telling her about his life. The truth. But he never would. Eva was young, smart, optimistic, and genuinely good. And Menashe knew he wasn’t going to change. He would only make her unhappy if they somehow did end up together. I would never end up with her.




    He really didn’t know her, but now understood that he didn’t want to. The sadness of his life would destroy the optimism he saw in hers.




    Menashe let out a disillusioned sigh and hoped it had been inaudible. Just as he was about to make some excuse and leave, Eva spoke, glancing at her watch.




    “Oh, I’m sorry, Menashe, but I should go. I have to be up really early.”




    He liked hearing her say his full name and the warmth in her voice made something inside of him ache.




    “I understand. Tomorrow’s a pretty big day.”




    He saw she was looking at him thoughtfully again.




    “You know, if you want to—” she began, then stopped. He supposed she had thought better of what she was about to say, but had gone too far to take it back. She took a breath. “I think I’d like to see you again.”




    He nodded but remained silent.




    “Well, here’s my room number, and if you have time, maybe we could see each other before Sunday.” He nodded again, his eyes fixed on the number. Eva got up to leave, then turned back around to look at him. “Menashe?”




    He looked up and saw her bleary image.




    “Mm hm?” he answered.




    “Have a good night.”




    “You, too.”




    She said good night to Roy and walked away, her dress swaying slightly from side to side as she moved. Menashe knew she was smiling. He sighed again heavily, pulling out his cigarettes and motioning Roy back with a wave.







    By one-thirty a.m., Menashe was feeling pretty good. Over the few hours after Eva left, Menashe managed to knock out another six vodkas (neat) and two whiskey shots, and learn a lot about Roy, who turned into quite a talker once the bar cleared out. As Menashe had suspected, Roy was a slashie: a bartender / singer. The details of this, however, rolled off Menashe’s mind, which was now slick with alcohol, and he started to grow tired of Roy’s enthusiastic storytelling.




    “Roy, let me just stop you right there,” he said, cutting him off as he tried to explain to Menashe that even the most talented singers had to pay their dues in Vegas. “Do you remember that girl who was here before? Eva?”
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