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			Praise for Glass


			“Finely nuanced and exquisitely drawn, Glass is not the kind of book you forget after you finish. Kort has masterfully written a riveting and poignant story that grabs you and draws you into a place where glass isn’t the only thing that’s fragile. A must read.”


			—Cynthia A. Graham, award-winning author of Beneath Still Waters


			“Though weighty in its subject matter, Glass avoids enveloping the reader in darkness by two means: the shining narrative and descriptive talents of this debut novelist, and the masterfully authentic rendering of a variety of damaged characters who, however undone they perhaps ought to be, still seek a way not only to help themselves but each other. . . . [They] insist on our attention and receive our sympathy, even as that sympathy extends out from this author to all of us, the recipients of this gift of irresistible honesty and insight into our human plight.”


			—Joe Benevento, author of The Monsignor’s Wife and Saving St. Teresa


			“Kort weaves [the characters’] stories together with beautiful writing, escalating the stakes on every page, driving it to a shocking but deeply satisfying conclusion. You won’t find many page-turners in the literary novel genre, but this is definitely one of them.”                               


—Gary Corbin, author of the Valorie Dawes Thrillers


			“Kate Kort’s words are as gentle hands upon the soul of those tormented by past transgressions, and become, in the end, a balm for life’s trials.”


			—Dennis Young, author of The Ardwellian Chronicles


			“This book is spot on. A reminder of the power of compassion.”


			—A survivor, counselor, and suicide prevention expert


			“Based on the premise alone, I felt drawn to read this book. I’m glad I did; as deep and dark as it was, I really found a lot to like about Glass. . . . The characters all stand out as real people, deeply flawed. . . . No magic steps in to improve anyone’s lot, and everyone just pushes through with what they have. The writing is wonderfully clear and straightforward, and peppered with perfect details throughout. A singular vision, and a remarkable debut!”


			—Eric Henderson, author of Stranded in Sunshine


			“This substantial book stays with you, its characters leap off the page and its sustained tension keeps you reading until the very end.”


			—Peter H. Green, author of Fatal Designs


			“Tense, honest, true. . . . With Hollywood’s sanitized representations of the various types of mental illness, including popular fiction and other media, Kort’s Glass is a welcome wake-up call. . . . a great read.”


—Nick Rossi, Reading Other People


			“Glass is simply a brilliantly written novel. . . . a story about imperfect people trying to find their way in an imperfect world. . . . Kate Kort intertangled what we loathe about people with what we love and admire about people. . . .”


			—Brian Simpson, author of Island Dogs


			“Kate Kort’s edgy but brilliant novel is not a ‘feel good’ book, by any means. Yet even if there seems to be no light at the end of the dark tunnel Menashe Everett inhabits, there are lessons to be learned there. In the process, Kort’s creation becomes an unforgettable character—part Everyman, part tortured soul, and ultimately someone we almost have to root for, despite his flaws.”


			—Robert Darrell Laurant, Snowflakes in a Blizzard


			









Praise for Tempered


			“In Tempered, author Kort revisits the hard topics explored in Glass. She has once again created a protagonist that you care about, despite flaws that are not ignored or minimized. Instead of shortcuts or easy answers, she realistically portrays trauma, its aftermath, and the hard work that is required for healing.


			“Avoiding cliché endings, she skillfully balances a narrative that is at once gritty and hopeful. It is a book that you walk away from with a new sense of compassion and understanding for those among us who are struggling. Thought-provoking and honest, Tempered is a book you won’t want to put down.”


			—Cynthia A. Graham, award-winning author of Beneath Still Waters


			“As in her previous two novels, Kate Kort takes her readers for an uneasy but fascinating ride with brilliantly drawn characters who are trying, often unsuccessfully, to overcome their abusive pasts. Murray Henderson is someone we root for, even as we question the unhealthy choices he makes. As he tries to create a new life for himself in New York City, the positive potential in new relationships is challenged by the violent responses to life that have become too much a part of his new self. Told with an unflinching realism combined with a sure and lyrical humanity, Tempered will keep its readers anchored in a hope for a better life for Murray that in many ways becomes a hope we must hold for us all.”


			—Joe Benevento, author of My Perfect Wife, Her Perfect Son


			“Tempered offers a fascinating character study of a tormented man and the many facets of his recovery. Kort provides an honest, unflinching look at the ways trauma can affect ourselves and our loved ones both. . . . Kort’s novel is an accomplishment. With characters as rich as these, one must wonder if there is potential for a third book—a Murray Henderson trilogy, so to speak. As the narrative so vividly reminds us, there is no easy or absolute end to the effects of the past.”


			—Nathanial Drenner, Independent Book Review
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			Prologue


			Cleveland, 1998


			I’m still sleeping with the lights on. I thought I’d be done with that by now, but closing my eyes in the dark still feels like hell. Danielle says it doesn’t bother her and I guess I believe her. Not much bothers her.


			Today is ten years since my father died, so I’m awake at 4:12 a.m., watching the clock tick above the dresser and listening to Danielle breathe. I’ve never felt as peaceful as she looks right now; I’m sure I look anxious even when I’m asleep.


			I get up and go to the kitchen. The light’s on there, too. My utility bill isn’t pretty, but it’s worth not being surprised by whatever lurks in the dark. I hate to be surprised, just like my dad. I open a beer, but I won’t finish it. Just a few drinks to slow my pulse. I toss the opener onto the counter, and it slides into a stack of unwashed dishes. It’s loud and I wince, but then I remember Dani sleeps through anything.


			I move into the living room and sink into the worn gray recliner. It’s darker in here so when I glance around, I see shapes I can’t place. I rub my eyes and tell myself it’s ridiculous for a grown man, nearly thirty years old, to be afraid of the dark. I frown. Maybe it isn’t.


			My heart skips because there’s a pool of blood on the floor, in the corner by the fireplace. I even start to smell it, so I fumble for the switch on the lamp next to me and squint as it fills the room with yellow-tinted light. It’s just my T-shirt, wadded up on the floor.


			I sigh as I think about the calls I’ll get later. My mom. My brother Jake (but not Matthew). John. Maybe Austin. Milestone days get people all worked up. They want to check on you, but the last thing you want to do is talk. It’s one of the reasons I haven’t told Danielle. She doesn’t need to know why I keep the lights on at night, or why I threw away my legal career. I like that we don’t have those things weighing us down. Sometimes, with her, I can forget.


		




		

			Chapter 1


			Start Again


			I didn’t tell John or Austin I was going to New York.


			I realize there isn’t anybody else I would tell. A few years ago it would have been my mom, but we don’t talk as much since she moved out to Chicago to be with Jake and his kids. A few days ago it would have been Dani, but I fucked that up beyond repair. I’ve tried to call her a few times this week, but she never lets me get past the flustered apology I always open with. Then there’s Austin. He won’t worry; he’s good about giving me space when I need it. But John . . . I trudge forward, staggering under the weight of my bags. I should have called him.


			I walk out of the airport, and a strong gust of wind nearly blows me back. I hail a cab right away and heap my stuff into the backseat with me.


			I know I packed too much. I’m only here for two days, but I brought a large duffel with about a week’s worth of clothes, a few books and toiletries, and a garment bag with my suit. We pull away from the airport and for some reason I feel better.


			I was prepared for New York to be loud, crowded, and overwhelming. That’s what I’d always heard, and it’s true, but I couldn’t have predicted my reaction to it. Walking up Sullivan to my hotel, I can already feel my mind calming. I pass a group of older men speaking Spanish. I catch the heavy smell of fried street food as I pass a subway station. I hear the musicians on the corner playing makeshift drums. There are thousands of people in the city block around me, but I don’t know any of them. I don’t know their neighborhoods or restaurants, and when I see a building or sign, I don’t feel the stab of an unwelcome memory.


			By the time I check in and shower, I have just enough time to get dressed and find my way to Spodek Law Group. I’ve never been good with directions, so I double-check my map with the concierge. He has more confidence in my abilities than I do, assuring me I can walk the three blocks with time to spare.


			I feel the urge to ask him if I look okay—if I look like I’d fit in there—but he’s already turned his attention to someone else. I duck into the bathroom to smooth my hair down and practice smiling in the mirror one more time. My reflection is uneasy, unnatural. It makes me think of an alien trying to impersonate a human. I glance at my watch. I can’t put it off anymore.


			I push through the heavy lobby door, grateful to be met with the cool October air again. I breathe in, greeted with the recurring relief that I’m no longer in Cleveland.


			The next morning, my eyes dart open, already pulsing. The air is now thick and rancid, weighed down by uncovered Chinese food and spilled beer. I turn my head and glance around the room, remembering the details. It’d be better if I hadn’t woken up at all.


			I catch my reflection in the television, wishing I could bash it in with the curtain rod that hangs above my bed. Would it shatter like a bowl or a sculpture, spraying shards across the room, or just crack into spiderwebs? I narrow my eyes until my vision blurs, not really caring about the answer. I know it won’t help.


			After all that optimism and unearned confidence, I blew the interview. I failed to impersonate a human. I was sweaty and stuttery, and came off as unreliable. Probably worse. I sit up and look out the window. They didn’t even pretend I had a chance—the woman running the interview told me outright it wasn’t going to work. And I don’t even blame them for giving the job to someone else. A few leaves and bits of stray trash whip past my window. I think about leaving tomorrow. About coming home with nothing.


			I walk a few blocks around the hotel, trying to ignore the people rushing past me, all with smug purpose. I zip up my sweatshirt, feeling better without the stiff interview clothes. Maybe I shouldn’t be in a job like that anyway. Maybe I’d just feel trapped again.


			My mind steadies as I walk. I’m calmed by the people, their anonymity and easy movement, and I start to lose track of everything else. After about an hour, I end up at NYU’s campus. I wander the buildings, the green space, the bookstore. It’s too depressingly nostalgic, and I think about heading back out when I pass the law library. I pause a moment, but I can’t help it. I walk in, just to smell that wonderful air, thick with the clean, earthy scent of books.


			I breathe in and my pulse quickens. I scan the room, thinking how lucky these people are that they spend the day here. My hands shake. A thought shoots into my mind. It’s a crazy thought, but I walk up to the circulation desk, because I no longer have the luxury of waiting for things to happen. I have the rest of the day in New York, but that’s it. And I’m not ready to give Cleveland the victory yet. Three students are busy working, but after a moment the one in the middle, a young woman with dark red hair, calls me over.


			“Can I help you?” She’s still looking at her computer screen.


			“Yeah.” I shift my weight, glancing around. “Are there any job openings in the library?”


			She looks up. “Student positions?” Her eyes narrow with doubt.


			“No, I’m looking for something more permanent.”


			“Are you a librarian?”


			“No, I have a law degree. But I’m interested in anything full time; I don’t mind entry level.”


			She tells me she’ll get a staff librarian and walks to the offices behind her. The library is crowded and a line has formed, so I step out of the way and let a few people check out. After another minute or so, I see the student worker emerge, trailed by a middle-aged man with dark shaggy hair and a gray beard.


			“Hi,” he says, walking out from behind the desk. “I’m Alan Anders, one of the research librarians.”


			“Murray Henderson,” I reply, shaking his hand.


			“And you’re a lawyer?”


			I smile. “I haven’t practiced in a few years.”


			“Still, our openings would be a pretty big step down,” he says with a laugh. “You want to tell me how you got here?”


			“It’s kind of a long story,” I begin, appreciative of the casual vibe Mr. Anders is emitting. “I was here for another job interview—a paralegal position at Spodek. I didn’t get the job, but I’d like to stay in New York. And the library was about my favorite place in law school.”


			“Where are you from?”


			“Cleveland.”


			“No kidding?” he says, a wide smile crossing his face. “I lived there twenty years.”


			“Wow, that’s crazy.” I flush with relief. “What neighborhood?”


			“South Euclid.”


			“I grew up about ten minutes from there in Cleveland Heights.”


			Mr. Anders shakes his head. “Unbelievable.” He laughs a little to himself, then looks at his watch. “I have a few minutes; why don’t you come on back with me?”


			Hope surges through my chest and I follow him. I feel like reality is paused with me standing outside the library, waiting for my desperate fantasy to dissolve. Mr. Anders offers me a seat at a conference table and walks to the filing cabinet on the back wall.


			He pulls a file and reads for a long time. There’s nothing on the walls for me to look at, so I settle for picking at a small divot in the table. I wish I still had on my nice clothes. Mr. Anders pulls another file. And another. Minutes pass. I start to think I should tell him not to worry, that he doesn’t have to do this just because we came from the same place, but he pulls out a paper and looks up.


			“Okay,” he says, “this might be something. How do you feel about Assistant Stacks Coordinator? It’s a little bit of everything—organizing reference material, helping us shelve and process, that kind of thing.”


			I stare at him. “Yeah. That sounds amazing.”


			“Well, I do need to interview you,” he says. “But with a JD you’re obviously overqualified.” He sets the paper down in front of him. “How long would you want to keep this position?”


			“At least a year.” I’m not sure where this answer came from, but I mean it.


			Mr. Anders nods. “Do you have a while to wait now?”


			“Sure.”


			“Okay.” He looks at his watch again. “I’ve got to get back to work, but we should be able to do the interview in the next hour or so. You’re lucky,” he says with a smile, “it’s a light day.”


			That evening I collapse onto the bed, exhausted. My temperature rises as I consider what I’ve done.


			I have changed my life.


			I have no home. My lease back in Cleveland is up at the end of the month and my address is now the Days Inn on Broadway. In two weeks I need to show up to a job I’d never heard of before today, in a city I’ve known for forty-eight hours. But I can’t think about it too much or I’ll start to panic. I’ll start to feel like I can’t do it alone.


			I miss Dani.


			She won’t take my calls yet, and I don’t blame her. I pick up the phone and punch in four digits before I stop. I can’t put this on her. I look around the bland, vacant room, and realize I’m not ready to leave everything I need to tell her in a message. I hang up the phone.


			I rummage through the bag of groceries I bought at the convenience store a block over and pull out a can of beer. I sit on the bed, leaning my back against the wall, and take a long drink. I just need to relax.


			After another hour, I get up enough nerve to call John. I shouldn’t have left him to interpret the vague smattering of information I gave Austin yesterday.


			He picks up on the second ring.


			“Hey, John.”


			“Murray! Hey, what is going on? Where are you?”


			“Well . . .” I trace the phone cord with my finger. “I’m still in New York. I-I might be here for a while.”


			“Murray,” he says, and I can tell he’s summoning his patience, “can you please tell me what’s going on?”


			“I didn’t get the paralegal job.”


			“Yeah, that’s what Austin said.”


			“But I got a different job. Today. At NYU’s law library.”


			There’s silence on John’s end and I know he’s trying to make sense of all this. He’s a practical guy, and everything I’ve done in the past three days has been absurd. “The law library,” he repeats. “Why didn’t you just come home?”


			I try to answer him, but my throat tightens and I can’t form the words. Home. I shut my eyes against a pounding wave of emotions.


			“Murray, are you there?”


			The room is blurry when I open my eyes. I blink, once again taking in the unfamiliar hotel room. “I’m sorry,” I say after a moment. “I fucked everything up.”


			“What do you mean?”


			I open my mouth, wanting to say it, but I can’t. Shame stalls my voice and I can’t admit to the man who has been a father to me for the last ten years that I’m even weaker, more selfish, more dangerous than I was the day we met.


			“John, I have to call you back.” My voice wavers. “I’m sorry, can I call you tomorrow?”


			There’s a pause. “Sure,” he says, and I wish I could see his face because I can’t read his voice.


			I hang up with him and glance at the empty beer cans on my nightstand and the digital alarm clock next to them. I’m tired and should get to bed—get away from my destructive thoughts. But I don’t close my eyes for another two hours, after I’ve finished the six-pack. And when I do sleep, I dream of Cleveland Heights.


		




		

			Chapter 2


			Anniversaries


			Cleveland, Five Months Earlier


			Most Sunday nights I made it to The Velvet Dog. Somehow it was still my favorite place in Cleveland. I glanced down like always toward the basement as I walked up to the front door. Chase was waiting. He still dressed up for poker night; that night he was wearing a shiny blue dress shirt and ironed khakis.


			“Hey, Murray. Did John come with you?” He glanced at his watch.


			“No, he said he’d be a few minutes late.”


			“Did he sound all right to you?”


			“What do you mean?”


			Chase rubbed his gray-blond beard and looked away. “I think he’s really feeling down. I mean, next week will be ten years since Ash—”


			“I know,” I broke in. My father and Mr. Everett, gone in the span of two weeks. How could I forget.


			“I just wish I could help.”


			“You run the poker game,” I said, managing a smile. “That helps. Believe me.”


			“I hope so.”


			We walked to the back of the club, to the usual table. The place hadn’t changed at all in ten years, which was comforting as well as unsettling. On the wood-paneled walls hung the same nostalgic Cleveland photos; the same dim lights littered the ceiling like kitschy stars. The floor was still sticky. It wasn’t long before the door opened behind us and I turned, relieved to see Austin. Sam was right behind him and they seemed to be joking about something. Good. Austin could use a laugh.


			Sam gave Austin a devilish wink, like he had more to say but it wasn’t meant for us. Sam was the youngest in the group until I joined. He just turned forty but still reminded me of a cocky college freshman.


			He hopped the bar and began fixing himself a drink. I walked over to Austin.


			“I’m glad you made it,” I said, trying to gauge his mood.


			He hadn’t been shaving and his eyes were heavy, but his smile still seemed genuine.


			“Thanks, Murray. I tell you, though, it’s going to be a hard week.”


			“You mean about Mr. Everett?”


			He nodded. “Ten fucking years.” He looked around, but Sam was still at the bar and Chase was focused on shuffling at the table. “I still can’t believe it, you know? It feels like we were all just at his funeral.”


			“Yeah. I think about that day all the time.”


			Austin put his hand on my shoulder. “Sorry, kid. I shouldn’t complain. I know this is all harder on you.”


			I shrugged, ready to tell him it wasn’t that bad when Sam called out to us.


			“What’ll you have, guys?”


			“Gin, splash of tonic,” Austin replied. He leaned down to brush something off his jeans, and his thick silver hair gleamed under the bar lights.


			“Any beer’s good for me,” I said, moving to the table and sitting down next to Chase. “Thanks, Sam.”


			“You bet.”


			He brought the drinks over as John rushed through the door, cursing as he tripped over the front step.


			“Chase,” Sam said, with apparent restraint. “The goddamn step.”


			Chase poured pretzels into a bowl. “It’s on my list.”


			John swept his light brown hair out of his eyes and adjusted his grip on the bag he was carrying. He was getting on toward fifty but had always looked young for his age. And there was an energy he radiated—a contented aura I often found comforting.


			Sam went back to the bar. He grabbed a bottle of vodka and held it up. “John?”


			John nodded and smiled, sinking into the empty chair next to me. “Sorry, guys. I’m sorry I’m late.”


			“No problem,” Chase said. “Haven’t even dealt yet.”


			Austin asked Chase a question about contract work around the bar, so John leaned in close to me.


			“You doing all right?”


			I smiled. “I think so.”


			John gave me a look, like he wanted to believe me but couldn’t. “I tried calling you last week. A few times.”


			“I know.” I rubbed my neck. “I’m sorry about that. I just didn’t want to think about it.”


			“Yeah, I get it.”


			“But I was wondering, maybe . . .”


			“Yeah?”


			“Can we talk after this? Go to Clevelander or something?”


			John nodded. “Of course.”


			“Thanks.” I looked down, embarrassed I said anything at all, but relieved he’d said yes. I noticed his bag again. “What’d you bring?”


			“Oh, yeah.” He reached down and brought the bag up onto the table. “Guys,” he said, motioning for Austin and Chase to stop their conversation. Sam looked up from his drink. “I found something I thought we should look at.”


			My stomach twisted. I wasn’t going to like it.


			He brought out a book, The Complete Baseball Record Book from 1987, and pulled several folded sheets of paper from between its pages.


			“A few weeks before he died, I asked Menashe to give me feedback on a short story of mine. I’d just started writing and didn’t know what the hell I was doing. I used some of the therapy exercises he’d given me to start, which is how I began writing about my time in Vietnam.” He unfolded the papers and smoothed them out on the table. “Anyway, I thought he’d forgotten about it. He had enough on his mind.”


			John frowned and I already felt my stomach begin to churn.


			“But he didn’t forget,” John continued, emotion softening his voice. “He returned this book to me a week later, and I didn’t think anything of it. But I went to look something up a few days ago, and my story fell out of its pages.”


			“What did he say?” Chase asked.


			“I thought he’d mark it up. But he didn’t write anything until the last page.”


			John flipped to the back and I saw there was a lot of writing under the last line of John’s story. I recognized Mr. Everett’s handwriting and my muscles tensed. How many times had I seen him scribbling notes on his yellow legal tablet? John took a breath and started to read.


			“John,


			Sorry I don’t know shit about this. I’m a horrible writer. I meant to give you something helpful, but once I started, I realized you don’t need me at all. What I can tell you is, I know you’ve changed since you started writing. Your head is clearing. You’re determined. And your heart’s in it. I wish mine was. I’m sorry I haven’t helped you as much as I wanted. Your success has always been your own. I really appreciate how you gave this a shot, though. It always made me feel better to have my best friend around. Anyway, whatever happens, please keep writing.”


			John wiped his eyes and looked around the table. He did way better than I could have, reading that, but now he was close to breaking down. I used my sleeve to wipe my own eyes, then I turned to him.


			“He knew,” I said. “He knew what he was going to do.”


			John nodded and Austin rubbed his face with both hands.


			“Why couldn’t Ash just level with us?” Austin muttered. “We would have understood, right?”


			“I don’t think that’s how it works,” Chase said. “He was in so much pain. He prob—”


			“No,” Austin barked. “Don’t tell me how it works, Chase. I’ve been there, remember? No, he didn’t trust us. He didn’t trust anybody.”


			I glanced at Sam. He was looking down, playing with his chips. This must have been pretty uncomfortable for him. He got to know Mr. Everett, but he was never a client. He never saw that side of him.


			“I just wish . . . ,” John said. “I wish I’d found it before he died. Maybe I would have understood what he was thinking. You know, I could have helped him.”


			Stopped him.


			“What else is in there?” I asked, indicating John’s bag. A thick uneasiness rose in my throat.


			John smiled as he once again reached into the bag. He pulled out a new bottle of Ten High whiskey. “I thought we could all take a shot for our friend.”


			Chase went to the bar and came back with five glasses. Austin was looking sick now, too, and I knew he wasn’t ready to feel all this. He’d worked so hard not to. Chase filled the glasses and passed them out. He looked up.


			“Should we say something?”


			John gazed into his glass. “How about, we’ll never forget the man who brought us all together. We’ll never forget what he worked for, and all he gave up.” John lifted his glass and the rest of us followed. “To Menashe.”


			We all murmured the same and knocked back the whiskey with resigning force. It was harder than I was used to and burned the back of my throat. But it was nothing. This pain was nothing.


		




		

			Chapter 3


			Rahmi


			By my third day of searching for an apartment, I can no longer focus. The ads and flyers are running together and all I can think about is every morning the Days Inn sucks another hundred dollars out of my savings. But once I find a place, I can feel like I’m really here. Like I’m moving forward.


			I’m late to meet this guy about his two-bedroom place on Bleecker Street, so I end up running the last three blocks. The old building is beautiful, red brick with black fire escapes zig-zagging up the sides, and somebody yelling down from a window to her friend on the street, just like in the movies. The location is great; I could walk to work in about ten minutes. But I won’t get my hopes up yet.


			I’m standing on the street, panting, realizing I’m not sure if the doorman will even let me in, when a young Middle Eastern man jogs out of the building. A good-looking guy, tall and well built with black hair and a faded Mets T-shirt. He’s wearing rectangular glasses with thick black frames. He looks around, then his eyes settle on me.


			“Hey, are you Murray?” he asks, out of breath as well.


			I nod.


			“Sorry, I hope you haven’t been waiting long.”


			“No, I just got here.” I smile. “This is a great building.” I wish my T-shirt wasn’t sticking to me with sweat.


			“Oh, yeah,” he says, squinting up at it. “Want to take a look at the place?”


			“Sure. And you’re Ronnie?”


			“Rahmi. With an ‘m.’ ” He laughs and I think he must get that a lot.


			“Sorry, I guess I heard you wrong on the phone.”


			“No problem,” he replies, waving for me to follow him. “Come on in.”


			We take the elevator to the fourth floor. It’s mirrored, and on the way up, Rahmi points to my baseball cap. “Are you from Cleveland?”


			“That’s right.”


			“Nice. Drew Carey, right?”


			I laugh. “Yeah, he really put us on the map.”


			We get out and walk down the hall until Rahmi stops at number 429. He turns the key and apologizes for the mess, but as he opens the door, the place looks quite clean.


			He grabs a soda from the fridge and offers me one. His hand shakes a little as he holds it out, and for the first time I get the idea he’s nervous.


			“Thanks.” I take the soda and follow him out of the kitchen. I’m still sweating, and I can’t get Dani’s voice out of my head. She’s telling me it looks pretty easy—starting all over again without her. I shake my head. It’s not like that.


			“Well . . . ,” he says, looking around, his thumb jittering against the can. “This is the living room.”


			I smile because it’s clear he’s not used to doing this. “It’s nice.”


			“It’s also Grace’s room,” he continues, showing me how the couch folds out into a bed. “She doesn’t have much stuff, so it works out.” He points behind me. “And that was the kitchen, right there. It’s got the normal stuff: fridge, electric stove, microwave. No dishwasher, though.”


			“That’s all right.” I follow him down the small hallway to the bedrooms. He’s whistling a little, but I don’t think he realizes it.


			“This,” he says, tapping on the first door. “Is Jemma’s room.” He gives me a look. “We don’t go in there.” He opens the next door. “This is my room. Pretty small,” he says, “but not bad.” Rahmi steps in to give me a better look. I take in the room. I don’t think I’ve seen such a well-organized place since I lived with my mother.


			“Would you do all my cleaning, too?”


			He laughs. “Maybe we could work something out.”


			We check out the bathroom, tight and crammed with toiletries, before walking out to the living room again. Off to the left is an office nook, about the size of the bathroom.


			“This,” Rahmi says, pulling over a screen partition to shield it from the rest of the apartment, “could be your room.”


			My eyes sweep over the space. “Think I could fit a futon in there?”


			“Oh, yeah,” he says. “Absolutely.”


			I’m self-conscious now because I can feel him still watching me and I’m not sure what else I should say. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him smoothing his hair back, then he moves into the kitchen, letting me look around, I guess. I try to take it all in, imagining life in six hundred square feet with three other people. I glance again at Rahmi, busying himself at the kitchen counter, and my heart beats a little faster. I take a few gulps of soda and meet him back in the kitchen.


			“Should we go over some of the details?”


			“Sure.”


			“Are you interested so far?” he asks as he sits down at the table. He offers me a chair and I sit, too.


			I nod. “Yeah.”


			“Awesome. Well, you’d be the fourth roommate. We’ve got Grace; she’s twenty-one and a full-time student at NYU. She’s a nice girl, kind of a goof, but fun to hang out with. Uh, let see,” he says, taking a drink. “There’s Jemma; I think she’s about twenty-five. Now, she’s something.”


			“What do you mean?”


			“She’s really private, so I don’t have a lot of details, but, well . . . most of the time she’s not even here—I have no idea what she does. She’s got kind of a goth vibe going. She’s serious, angry, but won’t talk to you much.”


			“Okay.” I guess I can handle that.


			“Then there’s me.” He shrugs. “I’m thirty-three, work part time at my family’s restaurant, and go to BMCC.”


			“BMCC?”


			“Oh, sorry. Yeah, it’s Borough of Manhattan Community College. I’m working on an English degree, but it’s slow going. I guess I’m easily distracted.” Rahmi smiles and his eyes meet mine. “As far as the living situation,” he continues, glancing down, “I’m pretty neat and organized—as you noticed—and I don’t like a lot of noise at night, that kind of thing.”


			“That sounds good to me.” I pause. “What’s the rent?”


			“Well, you and Grace pay less, since you don’t have your own rooms.” He squints at the ceiling. “That would put you guys at three-fifty a month. Jemma and I would be five hundred.”


			I’m working out the numbers in my head and Rahmi’s watching me.


			“Does that seem doable for you?”


			I nod. “Yeah,” I reply, getting excited. “That should be fine.”


			“Great.” He sounds relieved. “So, you want to tell me about yourself? I mean, you seem pretty normal, but it’s not necessarily a deal-breaker if you’re not.” He leans back in his chair.


			“Boring is more like it.” I rub the side of my neck, trying to think of what to say. How much to say. “Well, I’m twenty-nine, and from Cleveland. I went to law school out there and practiced for a while, but it wasn’t for me. I was working as a file clerk for a law firm until I came out here, which was . . . man, I guess about a week ago now.”


			“Did you come out for a job?”


			“Yeah.” I smile. “But I didn’t get it. It was a paralegal job at Spodek. But after they turned me down, I didn’t want to leave. So, I walked around the city and ended up at NYU. I passed the law library and got the crazy idea of asking them for a job. It worked.”


			“Wow,” he laughs. “That takes some guts.”


			“No, I’ve been stupid,” I say, shaking my head. “I was really lucky they had this position. I mean, it’s entry level, but I think it’ll let me stay in New York.” I pause. “I’ll definitely be able to pay rent.”


			Rahmi smiles. “I’m not too worried.”


		




		

			Chapter 4


			Unsettled


			I open my eyes. Yellowed ceiling tiles hover above me. I don’t remember where I am. It feels wrong and my wrists jolt, like an electric shock. Sometimes that happens when I go off my antidepressants; it’s part of the withdrawal. But that’s not it this time, and my heart pounds because there are strange shadows on the wall.


			“Rahmi?” I call.


			But I hear John’s voice drift from one of the shadows. His voice is distant and he tells me not to come back to Cleveland. He says things are better now that I’m not around. I sit up and try to tell him I’m sorry for how I left, but he’s gone. The shadows are still there, though. I hear Dani’s voice and I try to figure out which one is hers, but then I realize she’s not a shadow. I turn around and she’s sitting on the floor behind me. Her lip trembles and her eyes won’t look into mine.


			“I’m sorry,” she says. “I’m sorry I didn’t ask you to stay. Come back home.”


			My stomach twists because I recognize what she’s doing. A self-defense apology. I never thought I’d be on the other side of one.


			“Danielle, I—”


			But before I can finish, Rahmi comes in and turns on the TV. It’s loud and I can’t remember what I’m trying to say, so I turn around and call to him to turn it down. I turn back and Dani’s gone. The shadows are gone.


			I open my eyes again, my heart still pounding.


			It’s the ceiling tiles, yellowed like before, but the early morning light coming into the room is soft. There are no shadows. I sit up and move the partition to the side so I can see more of the apartment. Someone’s in the kitchen—Grace, I guess—making coffee. She’s wearing an oversized T-shirt and plaid flannel pajama pants. I take a breath and rub my eyes, still haunted by Danielle’s image.


			I stand and stretch my arms, my back sore from sleeping on the floor. I must have a pained expression on my face when I enter the kitchen because Grace raises her eyebrows, then hands me the cup of coffee she’d just poured for herself.


			“Thanks,” I say. “Sorry.” I frown, unable to fight my way out of this haze. “Sorry to be here already, I . . . I’m Murray. I guess Rahmi called you about me?”


			“Yeah.” She takes a drink and shrugs. “Fine with me. I’m Grace.” She smiles when I still stand there, unmoving. “You need to drink that coffee, though.”


			“Do I look that bad?”


			She nods toward the mirror by the front door. “Like my seven-thirty class the morning after Urban Bourbon.”


			I glance at my reflection. “Yeah, I don’t know what that is, but I see what you mean.” I sit in one of the rickety kitchen chairs and take a long drink. I rub my shoulder, wincing. “I need to get a bed today.”


			Grace pours a second cup of coffee and sits across from me. She has an effortless beauty about her: clear, dark skin that glows even first thing in the morning, and a smile that’s already melting my nervousness. “So, how’re you liking New York so far?”


			“It’s great,” I say, watching as she twists a strand of thick black hair around her finger. “Different, for sure. I hope it’s not just a honeymoon thing.”


			“Well, let me give you a little warning now that you’re here,” she says with a glance down the hall. “Rahmi loves to play tour guide with new people. He’s going to offer to take you to all the overcrowded bullshit destinations you can handle.”


			“Really?” I hadn’t expected my roommates to do much of anything for me. I imagine the two of us walking around the city, Rahmi pointing out the sights. I narrow my eyes a little. “He did this for you?”


			Grace rolls her eyes. “Yep. I tried to tell him I grew up about an hour away in Trenton, but he was already in the zone and didn’t want to hear it.”


			“Well maybe he was just, you know, interested in you.”


			She laughs and shakes her head. “I don’t think so.” She gets up and puts her cup in the sink, then grabs an orange from the counter. “You should have seen him when he joined this study group,” she says, sitting back down. “He found out three of the guys were from out of town, so he got them to scrap the studying and go to Coney Island for the day. It’s just how he is. You’ll see what I mean.”


			I smile and steal a glance down the hall, which reminds me. Jemma. “And what about her?” I ask, nodding toward her room.


			“Oh, Jemma?” Grace discards a scrap of orange peel on the table. “That girl’s a big fucking question mark. She’s always going out at night, sleeping all day, she won’t say more than three or four words to us if we do run into her. Rahmi and I are always trying to guess what she’s up to, but it’s probably better that we don’t know.”


			I nod. “Makes sense.” I’m about to ask her another question when she glances at the clock. It’s 7:10.


			“Shit,” she says, scooting her chair back with a painful grating sound. “I’ve got to get to class.”


			“Sorry,” I say, “I’m sure I’ve thrown off your routine.”


			“Yeah, thanks a lot, new guy.” She smiles, then walks down the hall to get ready.


			I lean back and continue drinking, wondering what time Rahmi gets up, and if I’ll even meet Jemma today. I hope not.


			“All right,” Grace says, coming back into the kitchen a few minutes later, “I’ll see you, okay?” She hoists her backpack up onto her shoulders and walks to the door.


			“Sure.” I nod. “See you.”


			“You know,” she says, turning back around, “I can show you around sometime, too, if you like. Not Rahmi’s touristy bullshit, but the good stuff—restaurants, clubs, whatever you like.”


			“Thanks,” I reply, my face getting hot. “I appreciate it.”


			She heads out the door, and as soon as I’m alone, uneasiness creeps back in. At first I think it’s just the newness of everything, but then I see my crumpled blankets in the corner and remember: Dani. I’m unsettled because the last time I heard her voice she was crying, and the last time I saw her face she couldn’t even look at me. I want to know she’s okay, but I can’t call her. She’s done, and I have to accept it.


			I open a few drawers in the kitchen until I find a spiral notebook. It looks like they’ve been using it for grocery lists. I tear out a blank sheet and take one of the pens from the back of the drawer. My blood is coursing now because I’m doing something. I can reach her, even if that’s it. Even if it’s the end.


			I start to write. It’s coming out disjointed and frenzied but I have to get something down. When I’m through, I lean back in my chair and read it. I cross out a line. I shake my head and cross out another. And another. Hot tears burn my eyes as I crumple the paper and slam my fist against the table.


			I hear movement down the hall, so I slip the crushed letter into the pocket of my pajama pants. I sit up straight, holding my empty coffee cup like a prop, expecting Rahmi to come down the hall into the kitchen, but it’s Jemma. I assume it’s Jemma; we haven’t actually met yet. She’s only about five feet tall, slender, with dark eyes and thick black eyebrows, bleach-blond hair and a style I can only describe as high school punk. Her deadpan expression lowers to full-fledged disappointment when she sees me sitting at the kitchen table.


			“Hi,” I say. “I’m Murray, the new roommate.”


			She looks down at my hands and I realize I’m tapping my fingers against the cup I’m holding. I stop.


			“So, what’s rent now?”


			“I’m sorry?”


			“With you. What’s the new rent?”


			“Well”—I look past Jemma, needing a break from her bored stare—“I think Rahmi said five hundred.”


			She shrugs and opens up a cabinet. She pulls out a handful of granola bars and heads back down the hallway without a word. When the door clicks shut, I bring my letter out again. The crumpled ball is damp from the sweat of my hands. I stand and walk over to the trash can, burying it under yesterday’s garbage.


		




		

			Chapter 5


			Getting Out


			Cleveland, Four Months Earlier


			It was almost midnight. Danielle had gone to bed an hour ago, but Austin and I sometimes talked until one or two in the morning. He took a long drink of beer, his fifth, then set it on the kitchen table.


			“You still didn’t answer my question,” he said, a smile twitching on his lips.


			“About Dani?”


			“Yeah. Why aren’t you telling her anything? I mean, I get it; I don’t tell people shit. But you guys seem to like each other.”


			I shrugged, searching the worn table for answers.


			The truth was, she did know some things about my past. She knew my father was very violent. She knew he was a police officer who was shot and killed ten years ago. She knew I had been seeing an amateur therapist, Menashe Everett, to try to deal with some of my problems. She knew the therapy was unorthodox: smashing glass artwork in the basement of a nightclub. She knew I’d had five relationships before her. She knew two of them were with men. Nothing I’d said put her off. But for some reason, I didn’t want to go any further into it.


			“I guess I’m not sure where we stand. She likes things casual. Like, she doesn’t mind if we see other people, she doesn’t mind if I ask her to spend the night or not. She’s not very committed. I don’t think she’d want to hear about that kind of stuff.”


			“You think she doesn’t care?”


			“I don’t know. She never reacts strongly about anything. Maybe she doesn’t.”


			“Geez, kid, and that’s all right with you?”


			I shrugged again. “She’s only twenty-four; I think in a couple of years she’ll get more serious.”


			“You want to wait around for that?”


			“I like her. And I don’t have anywhere else to be.”


			Austin tilted his head a little. “Fair enough.” He leaned back in his chair and cracked open another beer.


			“I’ll drive you home later,” I said, indicating his drink.


			“Thanks, Mur.”


			I nodded. He was the only one who could call me Mur without it bothering me. My dad used to call me that sometimes, and it was usually like a punch in the gut to hear it, but with Austin it sounded different. Like he made it up on his own.


			“So, how’d the week go for you?”


			He groaned. “Fucking awful.” He put his beer down, grimacing like something stung. “I write in this journal, you know, that Pastor Jim has me do. But I think it makes it worse. It makes the dreams worse. Everything’s right there.” He slapped his hands together. “All the vivid bullshit.”


			“You had more dreams this week?”


			He nodded. “Ash was in nearly all of them. He’s in Vietnam with me all the time, now.”


			“Does he help you? Like, in the dream does he try to help?”


			“He usually gets killed doing something stupid.” Austin laughed, then rubbed his eyebrow. “I’m sorry, it’s not funny. It’s always scary as hell at the time. I feel like I have to look out for him there, but I never can protect him.”


			I frowned. “I’m sorry.”


			Austin shook his head. “I know you’re in the same boat.”


			“I guess.”


			“You get any sleep this week?”


			I lowered my eyes. “Not much.”


			Austin sat back. “I know it’s bad right now,” he said, “but this anniversary shit is almost behind us. And remember, I’ll always be here if you need me.”


			I looked up. I didn’t expect it to hurt to hear him say this. I thought back to his last suicide attempt, six years before. I was the one who’d found him, found the pills, lying in the bathroom of his scuzzy apartment. He’d told me the same thing at Mr. Everett’s funeral—that he’d be there for me—but he almost wasn’t. And I couldn’t do this without him.


			“Austin, can I tell you something?”


			“Sure.”


			“I’ve applied for a couple of jobs. On the East Coast.”


			“Oh, yeah? What kind of jobs?”


			“Nothing big, just paralegal and legal assistant jobs. I mean, anything’s a step up from file clerk.”


			“How many jobs are we talking?”


			I paused. “Eleven.”


			Austin laughed. “Man, you really want to get out of town.”


			“I haven’t told John,” I continued, my voice hushed in a guilty whisper. “I haven’t told anyone.”


			“What kind of shot do you have?”


			“Not great. My job history’s pathetic. I just want to feel like I’m doing something, you know?”


			“Yeah, I know.”


			“So, should I tell him? Or Dani?”


			Austin shook his head. “Wait till you hear something. No use in riling anybody up. If I know John, he’ll give you a hard time at first, but then he’ll come around.”


			“I guess so.”


			“And as far as Danielle,” he said, leaning forward, “that might give you the answer you’re looking for about your relationship.”


			I nodded. “Thanks, Austin. I doubt it’ll even come to that.”


			Austin shrugged. “Maybe not. But maybe this is your shot.”


			“To move up?”


			He laughed. “To get out.”


		




		

			Chapter 6


			The Jemma Problem


			After three weeks, I’m finally settling in. It was jarring at first, waking up in a makeshift room the size of my closet back in Cleveland, navigating the three other personalities I’m now living with, learning a new city and a new job. But the chaos here isn’t sinister; it doesn’t find its way into my dreams. And the pull of my old life is starting to weaken.


			It’s Tuesday and Rahmi, Grace, and I have just finished dinner. There’s no sign of Jemma, as usual.


			“We’ve got to do something about her,” Grace says. “She’s going to get us all in trouble.”


			Rahmi frowns. He’s not going to agree. We’ve been talking off and on for days about approaching Jemma. It’s clear she has a drug problem, and whatever she’s on, it’s getting worse.


			“I’ve told Jemma, though,” Rahmi says. “I told her she can’t bring that shit in here. She seemed fine with that.”


			Grace shakes her head. “Something’s different.” She glances over toward Jemma’s room. “I don’t mind checking things out.”


			Rahmi gets up and clears the dishes. “It doesn’t even matter,” he says. “She’s got that big lock on the door.”


			“Oh, I could pick that.”


			I smile. Grace is still so young, so funny and quick and innocent; it makes me sometimes wish I could get back there. But then I remember my life at twenty, or even at ten, and I understand there’s nowhere in the past I want to go.


			“I’m with Rahmi on this,” I say, getting up and moving with the others to the living room. “If she’s got something illegal going on, we don’t want to be involved.”


			“Surprise, surprise,” Grace says, giving me a sly smile. “I guess I have to take care of things myself.”


			Rahmi shrugs, collapsing onto the couch. “Up to you, just leave me out of it when Jemma finds out.”


			“Deal.” Grace is already pulling out her backpack and rummaging around.


			“This could put you in legal trouble, too,” I say as she digs, but she’s set on it now.


			“Don’t worry about me.” She comes up with a Swiss army knife and two bobby pins. She goes to the front closet and pulls out a wire hanger. “One of these ought to work,” she mutters, heading down the hall toward Jemma’s room.


			I sit next to Rahmi. “You working at the restaurant tonight?” I ask him.


			“No, thank God.” He stretches. “I’ve got a paper to write, but that’s about it. You?”


			“I might go take a walk. Still trying to get familiar with the city.”


			“Oh, that reminds me,” Rahmi says, leaning forward and giving my leg a light smack, “there’s another place I need to show you.”


			“Yeah?”


			“Aha!” Grace shouts from the hallway. “Got that bitch open.”


			“Oh, geez.” Rahmi sighs.


			“Yeah.” I rub my palms on my jeans. “So, what’s the place?”


			He perks up again. “Oh, the cathedral. St. Patrick’s.”


			“A cathedral?”


			“Yeah. You’re Catholic, right?”


			“That’s right.” I think I mentioned it in passing one of my first days here. I’d never have expected him to remember.


			“Well, it’s a huge landmark anyway, but might be up your alley in particular.”


			“That’s really nice. Yeah, I’d love to go.” I smile. I don’t need to tell him it’s been a decade since I was inside a church.


			A minute later we hear Grace closing the door and refastening the lock. She comes over to us and her face is serious. “You guys, she’s got some kind of shit in there, but I don’t know what any of it is.”


			“What did it look like?” I ask, leaning forward.


			“Bottles of these white pills, like circles,” she says, curling her fingers to show us the approximate size. “I also found some purple ones, blue ones, and some needles.”


			Rahmi groans. “Jesus.”


			“I mean, you use needles for stuff like heroin or cocaine, right?” Grace puts the hanger back and sticks the knife and pins in the front pocket of her bag.


			“I guess,” Rahmi says. He turns to me. “You have any experience with this, Murray?”


			I shake my head. “Sorry.”


			“Let’s just talk to her about it,” Grace says.


			Rahmi raises his eyebrows. “You want to tell her you went through her room?”


			“No, but we knew even before that. I mean, we’ve got to get her to keep it somewhere else, right?”


			“Yeah.” Rahmi gets up from the couch. “I’ve got to write this paper, guys. Let me think about it, okay?”


			Grace and I nod and Rahmi makes his way to his room, closing the door behind him.


			Grace turns to me. “You’re with me, right, Murray?”


			I shrug. “You’re right that we don’t want that stuff here, but . . . I mean, right now we’re all guilty of constructive possession.”


			She smiles. “I forgot you were a lawyer.”


			“It’s hard to turn off.”


			She looks past me for a moment. “I thought about law school at one point.”


			“Really? What happened?”


			She shrugs. “I knew I couldn’t handle all the reading.”


			I laugh. “So you’re taking the easy way out with med school.”


			“Something like that. And whenever things get hard, I imagine my mom telling me there aren’t enough brilliant Black girls in medicine, and then I usually find some motivation.”


			“I bet.” I glance at her books on the coffee table. “You’ll be a great doctor.” She smiles and I look down. I clear my throat. “Same story for me, really. I always told myself there should be more white guys practicing law.”


			Grace laughs. “Brilliant white guys?”


			“No, just white guys.”


			Grace is about to respond when the phone rings. She walks to the kitchen to answer it, and I check my watch again. It seems the phone was for her, so I grab my jacket and wave to her, pointing to the door to indicate I’m going out. She smiles and waves, then goes back to her conversation.
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