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Foreword to The Bargain

By Michael Koryta

 


I vividly remember the first time I came
across Richard Barre’s work. It was while browsing a great
independent mystery store in New York, a store now gone (a
too-common qualifier when it comes to the great indie stores) and I
was overwhelmed by my options. This was my favorite genre, and I
was surrounded by it. Sensory overload. So I did what you could do
in those days, and asked the store manager to make a
recommendation. (This was a real human being, I swear, these things
happened back then.)

“Who do you like?” he asked.

I began to rattle off the names, my favorite
author hit list, and the clerk was nodding along, saying the names
as fast I was, and guessing right along with me—Block, Lehane,
Woodrell, Richard Barre…

I paused. “Not familiar with that last
one.”

Then came the great bookseller look, the one
that sends you out the door with a full bag instead of the
paperback you came in for, the one we authors depend on in a hunt
for readers. I think of Jack Black in High Fidelity
responding to browsing shoppers who hadn’t heard of a particular
band. That’s the look, best as I can describe it.

“You haven’t read Richard Barre? Well, we will
fix that.”

Next thing I knew, Blackheart Highway
was in my hand. I devoured it. Barre is a master of detective
fiction, of crime fiction, because he is first a master of fiction.
This is a writer who cares about every sentence, not just every
story. Want proof? Take a look at a quick exchange from the story
you’re about to read.

“You’ve been married
long?”

“Four years. My second, her third. Daphne
is her name.” Spelled M-O-N-E-Y, he decided not to
add.

There’s a two-line exchange, and if it doesn’t
tell you what kind of writer Richard Barre is, tough and slick and
funny as hell but smooth and polished, too, I can offer you another
taste. Let’s look at the opening, always a place where great
writers knock you out and amateurs flounder:

Morning lay on Baltimore cold and
dirty as three-day-old snow. Steam rose from vents and buses and
whipped off the rooftops, blending with smoke and other
particulates held down by the temperature. Occasionally, above the
horns and curses of holiday commerce, one heard the pop of icicles
dislodged by a sun resembling a shriveled orange.

Wow. Can you picture the place yet? No. You
can feel it, you can breathe it in and smell it and hear it,
you’re living there for as long as Barre wants to keep you there.
All established in an opening paragraph. There’s a part of me that
hates him for it, I assure you. What I love about this is that the
story is hiding there in the description—those tiny pops of icicles
beneath the horns and curses of holiday commerce. The micro world
of Axel, our protagonist, playing out beneath the macro world of a
big city at Christmas. He’s the guy, and his is the story, that
nobody in that world cares about—but you will. You’ll care quickly,
and deeply, because in Richard Barre’s hands, Axel’s world will
swiftly be all that matters. It’s Christmas Eve, the snow masks the
city, and Axel has a little money trouble and a menacing black
Santa Claus with a bargain at hand. I won’t tell you more than
that—these are short stories, after all, and you should come at
them without the jacket-copy summary. Just know that it will be a
pleasure. A Richard Barre story always is. And should you find
yourself in a bookstore, a knowledgeable clerk asking who you read,
make sure to include his name. If you’re damn lucky, you might
happen across another writer like him. I know I’m still
waiting.
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THE BARGAIN

 


Morning lay on Baltimore cold and dirty as
three-day-old snow. Steam rose from vents and buses and whipped off
the rooftops, blending with smoke and other particulates held down
by the temperature. Occasionally, above the horns and curses of
holiday commerce, one heard the pop of icicles dislodged by a sun
resembling a shriveled orange.

Over by old Memorial Stadium, where Axel
Maldonado had finally found a space—no way was he going to fatten
the calf of the Pakistani who owned the parking garage—wind moaned
through the access tunnels like the ghosts of vengeful fans conned
into paying good money for some of the teams that had shown up
there.

Not that anyone would be tempted to steal or
even vandalize a rusting ‘79 Marquis, Axel thought as he humped it
through the feeble lineup of tenements and struggling businesses.
No, the Marquis he hung onto for the same reason he wore his old
wool overcoat instead of the cashmere down here. Protective
coloration. Besides, it never hurt to be reminded how far you’d
come—two Caddies and a Jag his wife drove. Crying Jag, as he’d
heard the shop guys deride it. Replaced in a heartbeat if his wife
hadn’t threatened to cut him off.

Rounding a particularly seedy block, Axel
stopped for a take-out coffee at the Puerto Rican spot he favored
not because of their shared nationality, but because it was half a
block down from his destination. His first apartment building, the
cornice thing reading “1898” when you could make it out through the
grime. Hard for Axel not to get a bit sentimental.

After all, it was his first slated for
demolition.

But that wasn’t until January something,
December fourteenth now. Meantime, the city was still in the
process of relocating his tenants with the same speed it put up
Christmas decorations down here. After six months, only a few
remained—last dogs in the pound. Made him want to grind his teeth,
the whole process. First the preservationists, then the do-gooders
and activist groups howling about tenant rights. As if those barely
able to get out of bed on a good day had some right to what he’d
worked his butt off for. Then the city, of course, dissing him
about how anybody could actually live in it, their attorneys
trying to keep the price down. Big show of concern that for a
hundred years had basically amounted to sucking up the property
taxes.

Politics, he thought as he stopped
walking to look up at it.

Like most buildings on the block, his had the
usual posse of first-and second-floor businesses: video arcade,
welfare dentist, passport photo establishment, a place that carved
lamb off a spit. And on five, his office, converted from the
niche that had been a supply closet down from where his manager had
lived.

Axel’s eyes took in brick exterior, iron
ladders and landings clinging to it, grillwork dripping rust-tinged
ice. And in the windows rising to the ninth floor: sun-faded
sheets, taped-up newspapers, psychedelic wrapping paper, old rock
posters.

Humanity, he breathed, stepping back for a
better angle on a spray-canned bit of graffiti that wasn’t there
last week. Fuck This Shit in wild scrawl.

Same to you mother—

“Hey, who you backin’ into?”

Axel turned at the bump, saw one of the Santas
they had all over the place: tin pot swinging from a collapsible
tripod, little bell in his big hand. Axel in his concentration not
having heard the thing.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Who you see—Perry Como?” Big black dude
poured into his red-and-white costume, dangly hat with its cotton
snowball on the end. Phony-looking long white beard stuck to his
chin.

“No,” Axel said. “I mean where’s the regular
guy? Arnie.”

“Ernie. Man got himself the wrong side of some
Chateau Lafite or something. I’m filling in.”

Right about that, Axel thought—Ernie,
this tall skinny guy looked like the wind could blow clear to D.C.
Three sheets to it most of the time.

But at least he more or less fit the
profile.

“Nice neighborhood,” Santa said, glancing
upward. “Livin’ large.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Three guesses. And don’t think I don’t
recognize you, either. You the guy owns this dump.”

“What did you say?”

“You heard me. Ernie described you, right down
to the overcoat. Middle-aged, balding Puerto Rican trying to dress
down, blend in. Said you was usually good for a donation,
though.”

“Ernie said that—like I’m supposed to cough up
every time I see one of you people?”

“Hey, now. Don’t hear me callin’ you
names.”

“I meant the costume and beard,” Axel said,
not wanting trouble. One call and the place is crawling with sign
wavers, all of them calling a man’s pedigree into question if not
his motives. Welcome to the loony bin.

“Speaking of which,” Santa Negro was
saying. “Seems like you nearly crash into a guy, you’d want to make
amends. Specially if Santa’s the crashee.”

Madre de Dios. Axel checked his watch:
places to go and already coming up on ten o’clock. He reached into
his overcoat, through it and into his pants pocket. Palming some
change, he held it over the slot and released, the coins clinking
off the pot’s bottom.

“Fifty lousy cents?”

Axel, on his way to the doorway that led to
the stairwell, turned. “Now what?”

“Clink-clink? You think Santy don’t
know you been naughty or nice?”

“I don’t believe this.”

“You don’t believe it? Got people livin’ in
your building treat this thing with more respect.”

Axel reached in again, hoping the bill he was
feeling around for was the dollar he remembered from dressing, when
Santa said, “No way. How many chances you think you get in
life?”

That stopped him. “Time out. You’re saying now
you don’t want a donation?”

“That’s what I’m saying. Just don’t blame me
when the roll is called up yonder. Eye of the needle,
remember?”

Axel was shaking his head and muttering under
his breath about the people they let out to work this job, half
tempted to make his own call about this nut—even scarecrow Ernie
looking good about now—when Santa said, “Got an idea, Mr.
Landlord.” Nodding now. “Second chance, as it were.”

 


***

 


A bargain, Axel thought as he settled
into his cubbyhole office—desk he had his feet up on, phone he
could disconnect and store in the lockable filing cabinet, big
deadbolt on the heavy windowless door he had propped open. The
whole fifth floor feeling weird from nobody being on it, smelling
now like any combination of things, piss and cabbage right up
there. Standard interior decor with these people.

But a bargain offered by a six-two,
three-hundred-pound black Santa had it all beat.

“This the way it works,” he’d said. “Seeing as
you so poor and all, you get to keep half.”

“Half. Of what?”

“Of whatever falls in your pocket today.
That’s my part of the bargain. Your part is to share
half.”

Axel dodged street splash. “Share…with
you?”

“With the pot. Chance to redeem yourself with
old Santy.”

“And I keep the other half.”

“You hard of hearing?”

“Try this,” Axel said. “Just in case something
remotely like that happens, what’s to prevent me from
keeping the whole thing?”

“Nothin’.”

“Some bargain.”

Santa just smiled. “What’s to
lose?”

“Deals in place or tax refunds, forget it,”
Axel said hastily to cover that loophole. Nothing personal, just
business. Still, he felt sheepish about the fifty cents. Less for
having given it than for getting called on it by this
weirdo.

“Done.” Santa said.

As they shook on it, Axel fought the feeling
that his remaining tenants might be watching, getting the wrong
idea about him. Even worse, the business owners, last to leave
under the agreement. Like he’d gone soft—become some pushover they
could dick around.

Safely inside now, he leaned back in the
swivel chair there when he’d bought the place. Three other
locations collecting rent and the settlement on this one decent
enough to buy him an office building he had his eye on.

Bargain with Santa, my ass, he thought,
planting his feet on the floor. Luckily, there was a back
entrance.

For the next two hours, Axel caught up on the
reams of paperwork every government agency from city to federal
required. He was finishing his coffee, long cold by now, when the
phone rang.

“Mr. Maldonado?” A mature female voice.
Pleasant enough, but you couldn’t be too careful.

“Who’s this?”

“Hazel Lokesh, Housing & Redevelopment.
Calling to wish you happy holidays on behalf of the
city.”

Here we go. “I’m sorry, Ms. Lokesh,
but—”

“Mrs. Lokesh.”

“Who can keep track anymore? And yes, you’ve
caught me at a bad time.”

“Before you hang up, Mr. Maldonado, please
hear me out.”

“If it’s about the agreement, I’d advise you
to contact my lawyer. His name is—”

“I’m quite familiar with Mr. D’Avila, thank
you. This needn’t involve him. It’s about an offer we’re prepared
to make.”

“You condemn my building and now you want to
make me an offer.”

Instead of rising to it, she replied, “We both
know you received fair value, Mr. Maldonado. And the offer comes
through me from another agency.”

Just in case the evil slumlord needs some
muscling, Axel thought. Still, she was right about the
settlement. They both knew that. “You have five minutes before I
have to be somewhere.”

“They’re prepared to pay for the furnished
shelter of one Mary León, age eighty-four. Not beyond the first of
the year.”

Axel drew a breath, regarded the paperwork
spread out on his desk. “Tell me,” he said. “What kind of a name is
León?”

There was a pause. “Puerto Rican. I would have
thought—”

“Just wanted to hear you say it, Mrs. Lokesh.
Spics to the spics, right?”

“I won’t dignify that.”

For a moment neither spoke.

“What kind of money we talking?”

“One thousand dollars.”

About twice his monthly rental rate for a
one-bath studio—under ordinary circumstances. He tapped his pencil.
“I don’t think so, but thanks.”

“Mr. Maldonado, we happen to know you have the
better part of a building available when nothing else is right
now.”

“Interesting you’d say that. Aren’t you the
people who tear these places down to prove you hate people like
me?”

“One relationless, indigent woman. Every
approved option either at maximum or unavailable until the
first.”

“In the whole city…”

“Unusually high demand, Mr. Maldonado, brought
on by a combination of factors, this weather among them. What
possible harm…”

“Keep open an empty health hazard, as your
lawyers put it, for next to nothing? If that’s all, Mrs. Lokesh,
good-bye.”

Axel hung up. Ten minutes later, as he was
preparing to go out—via the rear—the phone rang.

“Two thousand,” she said without preamble.
“Heat included.”

“Twenty-five hundred.”

There was a long sigh. “You know, I’m looking
over our agreement with you, and I—”

“But you won’t,” he said. “Not for a mere
twenty-five hundred. In advance.”

Another pause. “And a rollaway bed for her
attendant—to ensure your noninvolvement, of course.”

Axel gave it a few seconds to let her know who
she was dealing with. “For that amount, I suppose. Long as it’s one
room.”

“Very well. We’ll be moving Mrs. León in
tomorrow if there’ll be someone there. Would that be you, Mr.
Maldonado?”

“It would, Mrs. Lokesh. Nine sharp. No tricks,
though: for sure somebody takes her after the first?”

“That is correct.”

“Comfort me on that. Who takes
her?”

“A bed is coming open at one of the
convalescent hospitals.”

“What—she’s sick?”

“Nothing contagious, Mr. Maldonado. And now, I
bid you good day.”

 


***

 


“Trying to lay some guilt trip on you, that’s
all,” Daphne said.

He was home now, already having called his
attorney, Phil D’Avila, Phil agreeing he could go at it head-on if
he chose, but calling it lose-lose if the press got wind, which
could easily be this do-gooder’s ace in the hole. After all there
was the issue of the season: SLUMLORD TURNS MARY AWAY—AGAIN.
Agenda-driven garbage like that.

“Like they say, just say no,” Daphne said for
about the tenth time, trying to cheer him up. Axel nursing a drink
and watching Daphne model the stuff she’d bought downtown while he
was getting it handed to him by the Lokesh woman.

“It’s not like these people got any respect
for you as a person,” Daphne slipping on a little something looked
as if it ought to cost about $8.95 but was probably fifty times
that. “You know I’m right, baby. I mean, aren’t they supposed to
give two weeks’ notice or something?”

Axel rose from the chaise and poured himself
another Scotch—a double this time.

 


***

 


At nine the next morning, sky looking as if it
hadn’t bothered to get up—let alone that Santa, who thankfully was
nowhere in sight—a van pulled to the curb in front of Axel’s
building. One of those ramp-adapted things that let wheelchairs out
to get in everybody’s way.

Axel left the shelter of the doorway and went
to meet the person getting out the passenger’s side. Through the
side windows, he could see white hair and a young woman beginning
to gather up some things.

“Mr. Maldonado? Hazel Lokesh.”

Large dark eyes, café con leche skin,
cropped black hair with threads of gray: not bad looking overall.
“You bring payment with you?” he asked.

She handed him a check-window envelope that he
pocketed as they stood watching the lift deposit the chair woman
and her attendant on the sidewalk. The attendant’s eyes already
flashing on the video arcade sign.

Axel concentrated on Mary León. She looked
okay, he thought—at least upright in her chair. But then he saw her
eyes…as if they were looking inside instead of out as they brought
her to the elevator and up to the studio he’d set in order. Floor
five, where his office was. Minimize the heat and electricity that
way.

As the driver wheeled her in, everybody but
Axel looking around at dingy kitchenette, worn sofa set with
chipped ceramic lamp where the pieces L’d, coffee table with duct
tape holding the laminate together, pull-down and roll-away bed
crowding the layout, Axel was regarding the younger woman. The one
introduced as Mary León’s personal attendant. Chandra—popping gum
and peering out the window.

Wondering about her.

Mrs. Lokesh knelt down beside the wheelchair
and removed the blanket from Mary León’s blue bathrobe. Patting her
hand, she said, “Isn’t this pleasant?”

Axel had never heard any of his units referred
to that way, but he wasn’t about to argue.

“Oh, yes,” Mary said. “Very nice.” Surprising
Axel—not exactly knowing what to expect from someone in that state.
Nothing like Daphne’s mother. Lord, that whole
thing…

Mrs. Lokesh was waving him over. “This is Mr.
Maldonado,” she said. “He owns the building.”

Mary extended a frail hand that showed
surprising grip. But something wasn’t right—the eyes again. Like
there was a physical problem with them.

“Thank you for having me on such short notice,
Mr. Maldonado. It’s good of you to take an old person
in.”

“My pleasure, ma’am,” Axel said, feeling the
check crinkle in his pocket as he leaned back. Involuntarily
placing a hand over it at the glance from Mrs. Lokesh.

 


***

 


Out in the hall, Chandra stowing Mary’s few
things and the driver back downstairs, Mrs. Lokesh said, “As I’m
sure you can tell, she eats very little—canned nutrient, mostly.
You saw the cans?”

Axel nodded.

“Another thing: Her vision is on and off,
mostly off.”

“Just what’s wrong with her?”

“A form of brain cancer. Rare and
inoperable.”

Great. “Anything else?”

“She has a tendency to confuse people with a
son she’s never given up hope over. Rudy. Don’t take it
personally.”

“I won’t.”

“We tried locating him, without success. She
has pictures of him as a child, but they’re of no help
now.”

“She’s dying, isn’t she?”

“We’re all dying, Mr. Maldonado.”

“Don’t give me that. She even going to make it
till the first?”

“I don’t know.”

“Truth or the deal’s off.”

“You’d throw her out in the
street?”

“I don’t have problems enough, Mrs. Lokesh?
You tricked me.”

“How? She could go tomorrow or a month from
now. Either way, you win.” Looking at the peeling wallpaper and
burned-out hall lights, the threadbare runner and soiled wood, she
added, “We do what we can, Mr. Maldonado.”

Axel took a breath. “What about if
she—”

“Dies? Her doctor says it should be quite
minimal. She’ll just…go. His name is Doctor Singh, by the way.
You’ll see him if you’re around.”

Axel made note of it, also taking down phone
numbers, one where Singh could be reached after hours.

“Do as I do,” Mrs. Lokesh added. “Think of her
as nearly out. I find it helps a great deal in my line of
work.”

 


***

 


Next morning, after depositing the check, Axel
was in his office when Dr. Singh stopped by, Axel finding him a
pleasant enough sort.

“Not great,” Singh replied when Axel inquired,
the man clearly waiting for him to ask. “She’s a tough old bird,
even though it’s wearing her down.”

“So far, so good, in other words.”

“Stop in and see her if you like. She still
responds to visitors.”

Right, he thought. Put it on the
schedule.

An hour and a half after Singh left, Chandra
having followed him down in the elevator, Axel played a hunch, took
the stairs to the video arcade. And there she was: hard at one of
the games, stack of quarters beside her, and three young men her
age egging her on. Lost in it.

So what, Axel thought—somebody
else’s problem. He was about to dip out, get a sandwich or
something he could eat at his desk, when he paused, let himself be
drawn back upstairs.

Chandra had left the door open, and Mary was
in her wheelchair at the window, where part of the newspaper had
been torn away to reveal begrimed glass and brick. Begrimed city.
She was so still, Axel was afraid he’d jolt her by
speaking.

He was easing the door shut, not wanting her
to start roaming the halls, when she said, “Rudy? Is that
you?”

Don’t say you weren’t warned. “No,
ma’am. Axel Maldonado. Sorry to bother you.”

Without moving her head, she raised a hand
toward him.

“Come sit by me,” she said.

“I really can’t, I was on my way
to—”

“Please…”

Axel pulled over the one chair that looked as
if it might support him.

“The view is lovely, don’t you think, Mr.
Maldonado?”

“Well, it…”

“I love the spring so much. All the flowers
blooming.”

That did it. He was about to beg off, when she
said, “Of course I know it’s winter, I just pretend it isn’t.
Sometimes that’s all one can do.”

Axel settled onto a split in the
vinyl.

“You have children?”

“Never had the time. Besides, my wife—”
Jeez—where was this coming from?

“What about her?”

“Put it this way—she has her
interests.”

“You’ve been married long?”

“Four years. My second, her third. Daphne is
her name.” Spelled M-O-N-E-Y, he decided not to
add.

“Such a pretty name. She must be very proud
you own such a fine building.”

Axel said nothing.

“You know, I don’t know whether they told you,
but my son Rudy will be coming. That’s who I thought you were at
first, though I can see now that you don’t look anything like
him.”

Don’t do this, he thought. Then:
What the hell, who had to know? “What was he like, your
son?”

She defocused before his eyes. With a smile,
she said, “Strong and handsome. Dark hair like his father, who
fought against Franco. Are you old enough to remember that time at
all?”

“I remember my uncle saying things about the
Spanish Civil War. Relatives he had in it or something.”

Her face went back to the window. “Rudy went
away like that, but he’ll be back by Christmas. You’ll see
him.”

For a while, they sat in silence, Axel still
wondering what the hell he was doing there in nutsville: empty
floor in a near-empty flophouse with this near-empty old
woman.

“Such a nice view from here,” Mary León said
at length.

“If you say so,” Axel found himself
mumbling.

 


***

 


Late afternoon, Chandra still not back, Axel
checked in again and found Mary León slumped over in her chair. He
was feeling for pulse, his own heart racing, thoughts going every
which way, when she mumbled, “So hard to sleep sitting up. Could
you please put me in bed?”

After a moment’s fumbling, he had the leverage
and lifted her over, light even in her heavy robe. “Thank you, Mr.
Maldonado,” she said, Axel not even aware she’d opened her
eyes.

In what seemed like seconds, she was
asleep.

Axel retrieved the push-out blade he’d brought
and quietly removed the remaining newspaper from the window, then
used the spray cleaner and a roll of paper towels he’d left at the
door. Half an hour of straining and maneuvering, silent cursing and
balancing, the window was clean.

Glad nobody had seen it and relatively pleased
at the results, he turned to find Chandra staring at him. Walkman
strapped to her waist, its headphones hanging off her neck and down
her back. Thumpy rock ‘n’ roll coming through all the way from
there.

With a smirk, she said, “Do that for all your
tenants?”

Axel grabbed her elbow and spun her into the
hall. “Deal,” he said, with heat. “You shut up about this, I don’t
report you for negligence.”

“Go ahead,” she said shrugging. “See if I
care. You think I like doin’ this—crazy old dyin’ woman in
this hole? Gotta be crazy yourself just to be around her.”
She jerked free, went inside, came out with an open can of Mary
León’s nutrient she held under his nose. “Try smellin’ that all
day, you wonder why I go downstairs. Enough to make you
gag.”

 


***

 


At home that night—Daphne with friends,
according to her note—Axel rummaged and found a still-boxed radio
she’d purchased six of on a whim. Her lucky number or something.
Thinking this far and no further, he put the box in the Marquis
with the fruit he’d picked up—tangerines from South Africa and
priced accordingly. Just so he could say he’d done something for
his money in case it came up. Which it always could.

At ten he turned in, watched the news for as
long as he could stand, then snapped off the light. And when Daphne
rolled in at half-past midnight, thunking her shoes into the
closet, humming and swilling mouthwash in the bathroom, Axel was
still staring up at the darkness.

 


***

 


On the morning of the twenty-first, a week
after the Santa incident Axel had done his best to forget, the last
of the tenants moved out per schedule. Finally killing power and
heat to those floors, Axel found himself thinking more and more
about the bargain with Old Weirdo. Particularly about splitting his
hard-earned cash—especially under circumstances that were requiring
more of his time by far than he’d built in. If this even
qualified.

There was only one thing to do, and that was
tell Mary León his visits of the last few days were over.
Finito. Way too busy to sit peeling tangerines and
explaining what was outside the window, listening to her stories
about Puerto Rico. Something they at least had in common. But busy
was the truth, all his other managers pestering him to come around
and solve their problems.

Only his life.

Mary was at her daily post by the window when
he stepped in at her response to his knock. Chandra, naturally, had
stepped out.

“It’s a fine morning, Mr. Maldonado,” Mary
said, her eyes not quite finding him where he stood. Never mind the
fact that it had started snowing, everything beyond the glass vague
at best. “And I can’t tell you what a difference the radio has
made.”

Just your basic $350 Bose Wave in the
background. “You eat this morning, ma’am?”

“Please call me Mary.”

Answer enough, Axel thought, the smell Chandra
had familiarized him with like a silent scream. Empty cans in the
trash adding to it.

Axel sealed the plastic liner and set it out
in the hall—which gave him a chance to take the cellophane off the
box he’d brought.

“Thought you might like these,” he said,
sitting and handing her one.

She grasped it, smelled, tasted.

“Chocolate,” she said. “Real
chocolate.”

“Didn’t want it to go to waste.”

She savored it. “You know, I was wrong, Mr.
Maldonado. You do remind me of him—of Rudy I mean. See, I have to
remember that he was no more than a boy when he went
away.”

Axel said nothing, curiously rooted to the
cushion he’d found at a Salvadoran tienda. Little brighter
than he went for, but priced right.

“Tell me about your family,” she
said.

“Not much to tell. No father. Mother gave me
up to a sister who disowned me later to marry some guy who had
other plans. Joined the navy, served two terms, wound up
here.”

A smile dawned. “And look how well you’ve
done. A nice place like this—”

“Ma’am—Mary.” About up to here with all of it,
himself included. “It’s time you knew. This place isn’t nice at
all, it’s a trash heap. Even Santa Claus said so. Coupla weeks
they’re going to knock it down and haul it off.”

Mary León sat very still. “After I’m gone, I
hope.”

Shit. Shit, shit, shit. It was this
damned snow on top of everything else. This whole situation. “I’m
sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“It’s all right. Going blind heightens the
other senses, or so they say. They…I wonder who they are.
Have you ever wondered that—they who tell us these
things?”

“I should go,” he said. “Not add to your
problems.”

“What problems, Mr. Maldonado? Haven’t you
been listening? My son is coming—Christmas eve—I know it now. A
mother knows when her son is close.” Smiling directly at him, this
time as if she could see inside.

 


***

 


Dr. Singh dropped by at eleven the next
morning. “Just so you know, she’s failing. She’ll be lucky to make
Christmas.”

Axel had noticed the cans of nutrient were
full when he’d gone to check on her, still sleeping. Which verified
what Chandra had said about her not eating before the girl had gone
home with cramps or something. Back when she felt like it, Axel
supposed.

“So what do I do?” he said in a voice that
didn’t sound like his.

“Nothing you can do, Mr. Maldonado. You have
my number?”

Axel nodded, Nothing you can do still
echoing.

For a while he just sat there, putting a wall
around it. Then he got up and slowly walked through the motes of
dust spinning in the glare from the far window, to her
room.

Mary was still asleep. Watching the covers
rise and fall, Axel spotted a wood box beside her hand, gently
lifted it away.

Inside were black-and-white photographs
turning brown…roughly two dozen of them, some showing the inside of
a house, others the outside…a beautiful young woman who had to be
Mary…Mary with another young man and woman—sister and brother from
the resemblance and way their arms rested easily on one another.
But most were of Mary with a baby who grew in subsequent shots into
a handsome dark-haired youth of four or five.

For whatever reason, there the shots
ended.

They were so familiar looking…as if he were
looking into his own past. But that was ridiculous, the product of
the tropical-looking foliage that framed them. Still, they set up a
resonance in him he thought Mary must surely hear before he put
back the box, reached the safety of his office, and shut the
door.

It was three o’clock before he even looked at
his watch.

Five before he was off the phone.

 


***

 


They came the next day, the
twenty-third—directed by Axel to the larger unit next door—the one
he’d opened the radiators in early that morning after having slept
in the rollaway. Hoping now that as he lifted Mary out of bed and
sat with her at the window, she wouldn’t be aware of the
noise.

She didn’t seem to be, a smile lingering on
her face at just about every opportunity except when he offered her
the nutrient. Taking a little of the chicken soup he’d thought to
bring up from the Greek place, but only a little.

And they talked between her naps, Axel aware
about midday that they’d lapsed into Spanish. About Rudy almost
exclusively now: what she thought he’d look like, if he’d recognize
her, not wanting to be in the bathrobe when he came, her few items
of clothing stuffed into the travel bag Chandra had crammed into
the closet.
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