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To you, my good-hearted father, for all the beanstalks.




 reader advisory sticker

This is not a Ghost story.

After spending three years in his employ, I could write that book if I wanted to, for it was I who shadowed the bard of pharma, serial killers and boobies, the man  Rolling Stone called The Biggest Rapper in History, the lyrical genius and pop culture scourge all the kids wanted to be like, be with or simply be - Ghost.

Of course there were times when I was not allowed backstage, under the velvet rope, into the blacked-out limo. But I could provide you with very detailed, often salacious reportage from behind these scenes too. Page Six-worthy events whispered and texted to me. Guest-house gossip, bitch-slapped Twitter kittens drowning in pity, a dope opera in snippets. I could offer such a tale because his bodyguards, his trainer, his manager and even his psychotic ex-wife, Drea-Jenna, pinned his dirty laundry on the clothesline strung between my ears. And in one way or another, all three of his personas - the artist known as Ghost, his alter ego Snow Flakey and Nathaniel Eric Riverton, that scared white boy from St Louis - let me into their shadow world.

It was not a pretty place.

But unless you haven’t read a newspaper or a magazine or watched MTV or paid any attention to pop culture for the past seven years, you already know that story -

Five multi-platinum albums that sold forty-six million copies worldwide, tours through twenty-two countries, seven Grammys, addiction and predilection, acrimonious matrimony, nubile groupies, divorce, club fights and fight clubs, first class stabbin’ cabins, three stints in rehab. Blood oaths, gun smoke, media storms, trials for assault and attempted murder both by and against Ghost, squabbles in Houston, Denver and Miami, the beat downs always overhyped and true. Hair bleach, tatts, wife beaters, forties and sneakers. Beats, bass, tempo. Rhyme, spit, verse. Uppers, downers, roofies, poppies and snow. Gunshots, pills, journals and worm holes. Hollywood film sets and Scarlett starlets, Oscar noms, broken-hearted moms, lyric sheets, dedications, shout-outs, endorsements, VIP rooms, cocaine brooms, name-drops, cops, race cards, turf wars, record execs and all the excess that made Ghost public enemy number one and, for a time, the One.

Yes, yes. But you don’t know my story. Which is, in a way, funny. Because without Ghost, his excess and success, I wouldn’t have a story. He would never have needed a body double, and I, James Hastings, born with eerily similar genetic cues, would have gone into a different line of work. I would not have washed my hair in peroxide and dressed like him for Halloween. Strangers  in the bar that night would never have said Oh my God it’s him! Stacey would never have urged me to enter that radio station contest. I would not have landed in the local paper, then the AP wire and USA Today’s annual celebrity lookalike feature, where I caught the attention of Ghost’s manager. I might have followed a more traditional path for an aspiring actor, serving lettuce wraps at P. F. Chang’s and taking heroin to cure my blues. If I had not pretended to be someone else, my girl might never have left me, in which case we could have gone on to a brighter future, any future, together.

If only. I would gladly choose heroin addiction to . . . this.

But Ghost needed a double, I needed the money, and - I can barely admit this now - it sounded like a lot of fun at the time. Being a part of his world, imagining that his career was my career, his lifestyle my lifestyle. I fell for all of it, and it felt good to be looked at the way they looked at him, always with that mixture of fear, lust, need. He never needed me more than when he was on top of the world.

To tell the truth, by then I think Ghost was sick of looking at me. This is understandable. I was sick of looking at him, too. No one wants to go around being shadowed by his doppelgänger. In a way, that’s what I was doing all along. Watching the bigger, bolder, more talented version of myself, the self I would never be. Not that I ever had the chops, or even wanted to be a rapper. But a somebody, a superstar? Who doesn’t want to be one of those for a day?

A possible irony: in the year that has passed since I terminated my employment, Ghost has pulled another disappearing act. Retirement, rehab, hiding in Bulgaria. No one knows. Or maybe they do know and I just haven’t been paying attention. And so what if he did retire his jersey? There may never be another rapper, of any skin color, to equal him. But he’s made his mark. The work stands. He will always be remembered . . .

I hope the foul-mouthed white motherfucker is dead. I hope his death was not a peaceful one. If his reaper came in the form of so many pills, I hope they dissolved him inside out over a period of days, leaving a slug trail of his blood on the linoleum where he screamed his last. If the black curtain descended on him in the form of jealous star or enraged record executive, I hope his murderer scooped his eyeballs from his skull with a cantaloupe baller, severed his limbs with a dull machete, made a gasoline pyre of his remains and salted the earth where his ashes were buried.

If he’s not dead and he does come back, he can tell his own wretched story.

We are in the aftermath. It’s my turn to serve it up. But I’m not writing this to gain your sympathy. I’m not even writing it for you, whoever you may be. In fact, unless something terrible and irreversible happens to me, unless something worse than death comes for me, this growing document will never see the light of day.

I’m laying it down for the same reason he wrote all those mad thumping addictively dark songs. I have to get it out of me. I don’t know if such a thing is possible,  but I have to try. I can’t live like this. I can’t live with the black holes in my memory, the negative spaces that host the demons and invite the waking nightmares in.

I’m writing this because I need to remember. I need to remember Stacey.

Now I have a ghost story to tell you.




disc 1

the husband
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The first thing, though, is that my wife didn’t really leave me.

Stacey left the house for work, back when she was on mornings at the garden center in the Marina. She was scheduled for only fifteen hours a week or so, just enough that she didn’t have to ask me for money to pay for her flowers and the little bird baths and crystal balls she collected for the gardens in our backyard. She developed interests abruptly and obsessively, changed jobs accordingly, and for the past nine months she had approached gardening like a combat soldier, all biceps and lip dew, wading in wearing surplus shorts, Kevlar kneepads, a paisley bandana on her head and the serrated, Japanese bayonet-like Hori-Hori strapped to her thigh. In lieu of a paycheck she brought home hundreds of dollars’ worth of flora. She liked to lose herself in the labor, sometimes coming to bed with dried soil on her legs, her nails grimy for days at a time, which I found kind of sexy, I admit. Hot wife getting dirty and all that. I thought she took the job to maintain a sense of independence, but now I understand it was a reason to get out of the house, away from me.

To get from our home in West Adams to Marina del Rey, she had to take the alley behind 21st up to Arlington, Arlington to Washington Boulevard, follow Washington westbound for about seven miles, then slide down Lincoln, all of which, at 8 a.m., can eat an hour. Of course the Ten is another option, but though it is a five-lane Interstate in each direction, at that hour traffic is so bad it makes you want to join the Taliban.

Stacey didn’t like using the alley. But I told her to keep her car in the garage for security reasons, and the alley was the quickest route in and out of the neighborhood, so she used it.

The night before, we’d been fighting. Actually, Stacey and I never really fought. We had extended silences. A cold, hard distance had grown between us slowly, over a period of months. After a couple years of living here, Los Angeles was too much for her. The noise, the pollution, all the usual problems. Kids who grow up in the City of Angeles, it’s like a second skin, their natural reef. They learn to surf the city like those stoned turtles in Nemo. But Stacey and I grew up with land. Trees, hills, the Arkansas River. Tulsa was the Big City. She was depressed, but it seemed somehow worse and simpler than that. I just thought she had bad mood swings, boredom.

This dimming phase followed the latest backlash from Ghost’s final studio album, Snuffed, the tour for which I was not invited to join and which he cancelled halfway through, seeking treatment for ‘exhaustion’. I was held back in Los Angeles, positioned to throw off the media.  My job was to make them think he was here, bopping around town, not checked into Brighton or wherever he decided to take his spas and counseling that year.

When I wasn’t out doing faux-cameos at clubs or letting kids with their iPhones snap photos of me at malls in Topanga or Long Beach, I worked on the play I planned to direct (it was a hunk of shit). I knew my run with Ghost was coming to an end and Trigger, my manager, was throwing out lines for casting directors, trying to convince them I possessed a range that extended beyond the one-note performance that was scowling like Ghost and slinking away from fans who couldn’t tell us apart. Pining for the role of a Law & Order perp, I would have accepted a commercial pouring that blue piss into a diaper.

I usually didn’t fall asleep until about four or five in the morning and slept on the couch so I wouldn’t wake her. I rarely heard her leave the house. I’d rise at eleven, drink coffee, catch up on email, check the casting newsletters and boards. The afternoons were spent working on my play until Stacey got home from work or spending the day with her friends over in Los Feliz.

Perhaps it is my fault she wound up with such friends. I was the one who encouraged her to make the effort. Her friends back in Tulsa were a diverse group, waitresses, bartenders, musicians, art geeks and other school acquaintances making their first forays into the corporate machine before doing the non-profit pull-out and segueing into early motherhood. The LA friends she made through the art gallery and through my end of the  business were, like us, transplants, aspiring toward something rarer, with a drive that Stacey found off-putting. They were louder, effervescent to a clamoring degree, hungry for It - and if It demanded becoming the kind of club habitant who lets strange men snort illicit powders from her nipples in the bathroom stall, well, that was just part of the ride.

Whereas Stacey was quiet and never seemed to abandon herself to the giddy cocktail of whatever scene she enjoyed watching, her new LA friends operated as if downing martinis and shrieking at waitresses was the secret to being noticed by the A-list set. They popped pills, chased married men, shoplifted out of boredom and stabbed each other in the back more or less weekly. I think they adopted Stacey as a corruptible country girl, and maybe she was an uncomfortable reminder of how much of themselves they had shed since getting off the bus from Tacoma, Denver, Boise. And they wore her down. Rowina Daniels, the kleptomaniac from North Carolina, she was the one who got Stacey into shoplifting. I’d already been to the police annex in the Riverside Outlet Mall twice that year. Found a tiny pair of cable cutters in Stacey’s purse. That’s not right. Maybe when your girl is fourteen. Not when she’s thirty-one and your wife.

That morning, the morning of, as the police later called it, I didn’t see her leave the house. She didn’t call. By evening I was worried. I called her friends, but they hadn’t seen her. I called the garden center, then the art gallery, but she wasn’t scheduled for either that day.

Finally I was standing over the sink, watching the day give way to dusk. I looked through the window, not really even looking for anything, just thinking maybe it was time to call the police. That’s when I noticed the garage door was open. The detached garage was a drive through, so there were two doors, one inside the yard that opened onto the driveway, the other into the alley. I had the sick feeling then, looking at that door. This shadowed hole, calling me from across the yard. I pretended she had just forgotten to shut it, or maybe the battery in her garage door opener had stopped working, but deep down I knew something bad was waiting for me in there.

I drank a glass of water and went out. I didn’t run. I just sort of ambled across the yard, annoyed. And about halfway there I saw her white Audi deep in the garage.

Time jumped a bit.

One second I was standing in the yard. The next I was standing beside the S5, the driver’s side door open, her keys dangling in the ignition. The engine was off. In the console cup holder was a tall plastic tumbler full of her iced coffee. Cubes melted, the creamer floating in white clumps. The car was set too deep, its ass end sticking out into the alley.

My first thought was, Oh dear God, some psycho in a van snatched her, he’s on his way to Utah with her right now. Just like that Ghost song, ‘Take My Wife’. The gravity of this, and the evil images that came with it, made me pant. Then I imagined she had left me. I almost wished she had some other man on the  side, because I knew whatever was coming would be worse.

‘No,’ I said in the garage. This is not a crime scene. ‘She got distracted.’

Once again time seemed to slip.

I was standing in the alley. I looked both ways. And there was a couch I didn’t remember, a riot orange thing with velvet upholstery and great gouts of dirty foam sprung from the cushions. It was the color of insanity. Someone told me that, once - orange is the color of insanity. But I never gave it much thought until I looked at that couch. It wasn’t a little rip or one bad cushion. The fabric was shredded, the wooden frame splintered. Springs pulled so hard they’d gone straight as knitting needles. I have seen some fucked-up shit in that alley, but that couch looked like some four-hundred pound Mongoloid with one eye and a heart full of PCP had come at it with a Samurai sword and just didn’t stop until his arms fell off.

There were candy wrappers and trash piled around it. And there was a roll of dark brown carpet behind it, folded over like a tortilla, with fresh weeds stuck to it. I traced the drag marks, which formed a long trail, and noticed tire tracks, fat and wide patches of bald dirt where someone had skidded. Another twenty feet back, on the other side of the garage, the weeds had gone dead-fish white from being covered for months.

I walked to the carpet and my hand just reached down and pulled it off, easy as pulling a clean flat sheet from a mattress. I stared down at the broken body and the face  with the eye looking at me, and the weeds and sludge layers of caked purple blood in her snow-blonde hair and it settled on me, a heavy black pair of stinking leather wings that embedded themselves, becoming a part of me.

‘Oh, sweetie.’ I fell to my knees beside her. I began to brush the road from her hair. ‘Oh, my sweet girl . . .’

I was afraid to touch her and hurt her. Make her worse. But I couldn’t leave her. I pushed my hands under her back and legs and scooped her in my arms. I carried the woman I had known since fourth grade through the garage and over the yard. I held her until we were inside, where I rested her on the couch. The house was empty, ten thousand miles from civilization. I made a support of the pillow under her head and pulled a blanket up to her neck and I kissed her. We were sixteen the first time we kissed and never had made the decisions that brought us here. I lowered my face onto her stomach and it went through me like cold blades.

There was a sound in the air, like a tea kettle reaching steam. For a minute I thought it was the sirens, but there were no sirens. It was just this awful high-pitched piping sound, a screaming coming through the walls, closer and closer until it was drilling into my ears. It made me sick and I ran from her, into the kitchen, where I bent over the sink and heaved until my legs gave out.

Time was no longer slipping. At this point it was scattering like sheets of dirty newspaper in a high-velocity wind tunnel.

I lost track of things. A lot of things.

What I remember next is being in the upstairs bathroom. I was looking up at the paintings of the rabbits on the bathroom wall, Stacey’s rabbits, the morose paintings she loved, God knows why, and then I was reeling away and running into the hall, back down the stairs and I might have been screaming for somebody to help me. I needed to call somebody. The little red Motorola she had given me for my birthday was sitting on the dining-room table, not fifteen feet from the sun room where I had been working all afternoon. I rarely checked this phone. I was always busy checking The Leash. That’s what she called the BlackBerry phone Ghost, Inc. used to communicate with me. I opened my red cell and started to dial 9-1-1 and that’s when the little voicemail envelope popped up on the screen.

You have one voice message.

I stood there wondering if I could go back in time. I was afraid to turn around and see her on the couch. Everything in me slowed and I listened to the message she had left me at 9.12 a.m., almost ten hours earlier.

I don’t know why she hadn’t called the home phone. Maybe she was in a panic. Maybe a darker thing inside her didn’t really want me to answer. But she left me the message, probably sitting in her car, right before she backed out of the garage. She had to have been sitting there, because she never got past the alley and if she had been in the house she would have talked to me face to face. I’d have heard her crying. She was crying so hard and I was sleeping on the couch, less than a hundred feet away from her. Did I hear it ring? I might have. I might  have heard it and rolled over, pulling a pillow over my head and going back to sleep while she was begging.

‘Where are you? James, where are you? You’re never home and I’m so scared, I can’t, I can’t, I don’t understand what’s happening any more. I . . .’ Her crying faded for a few more seconds and then the message ended.

She must have started to back out then. I don’t know who or what gave her pause. All I know is who didn’t stop her that morning, the night before, and all the nights when she was drifting toward oblivion - the man who had made a vow to protect her for the rest of her life.

So, my wife didn’t really leave me, is the thing to remember. I left her, not the other way around.

I left my little rabbit all alone.

 



The detective who worked Stacey’s case, Tod Bergen, took me for a drink a couple weeks after. He was a burly guy with tight hair and a pink face behind clear-framed glasses, a near-albino you might find managing a Swedish furniture boutique. He was a good cop as far as I could tell, and a smart one. He’d been on the job for sixteen years, said this kind of thing happened in Los Angeles more often than anyone wanted to admit. Ten million people. Too many cars. Enough pedestrians and cyclists thrown in to keep things interesting. You’d think with so many people crammed into so few square miles, there’d always be a witness.

But this was not so, Bergen explained while I sat beside him at the bar, numb and mute with contempt for  everything that breathed. ‘Last year we worked a case up in Bel Air. Male jogger, fifty-eight, not the guy on top of the studio, but one of the big guys in line. He was run over by a Corolla, both the car and the jogger abandoned. Mr Mogul’d been lying under the Toyota for two days when someone finally called to have the car towed. They don’t like Corollas in Bel Air. The driver had it attached to his wrecker before he noticed the running shoe . . .’

‘She was accepting,’ I said. My head felt like the machine that turns cabbage into coleslaw. ‘I keep trying to find the right word to describe her. I should know by now. But accepting is the only one I can think of.’

‘Well, it happens,’ Bergen said. ‘That’s all I’m saying. You can’t look for a reason, or blame yourself. Don’t even start down that road, son.’

‘She accepted me. She accepted this life. The whole world.’

‘That’s a rare quality,’ Bergen said.

The takeaway - she had stepped into the alley at the wrong time. Maybe she was saving a cat or picking up trash. Maybe a drunk behind the wheel, some working stiff coming off the third shift. The severity of the damage to her torso suggested a truck, but no one saw a truck, if that’s what it was. No one heard the brakes. No one saw a fucking thing.

Maybe if we had leaked my connection with Ghost to the press, we would have come up with something. But his people and the police advised against this, suggesting it would only clutter the phone lines with bullshit tips, a  bunch of loonies trying to get in on the excitement. Stacey’s parents blamed me, and left me out of their own investigations, if they pursued any. Her father, Roy, was just broken, reduced to a shard of dry chalk. Linda, her mother, told me I deserved to rot in hell, which I guess I did. My parents, both older, retired evangelicals back in Oklahoma City, had written me off years ago. My mother said I had sold my soul to Satan, which I guess I had. I didn’t want it to become a tabloid item, one of those forty-word snippets in US Weekly: Celeb Lookalike Loses Wife. I didn’t fight this advice to let it go. I wonder now if that was a mistake.

I don’t wonder if it was more cowardice on my part - I know it was.

Stacey was cremated, her ashes sifted into her garden behind our home. I emailed a letter of resignation to Trigger, which he forwarded to Ghost’s business manager. It went unchallenged. I stopped dyeing my hair platinum blond and let it grow. I visited a dermatologist in Hollywood for two hours of laser tattoo removal three times a week until the most visible copies (on my arms, my neck, stomach) were reduced to raw pink baby flesh (yes, it is just like going to bed on fire). I grew a short beard and saw an optometrist who would prescribe a new pair of tortoise-shell frames to further disguise me as plain old me, and learned that I actually needed a prescription.

‘You have astigmatism of the left eye,’ the rotund, white-smocked man told me, patting my thigh with a small plastic paddle. I think his name was Robert  Bryans, or Brian Roberts. One of those two first-name names. ‘It’s not serious, but you should wear glasses at night, especially when driving. You will also enjoy going to the movies a lot more now. The screen won’t look so out of focus.’

I didn’t respond. Her left eye was the one that had burst from her skull. It’s okay, darlin’. I’m with you in spirit, or maybe you are with me. With any luck I will go blind in sympathy.


I boxed up my Vaporware threads and the pairs of signature Converse Ghost had given me for Christmas every year. I bought some regular clothes and soon looked like every other nobody on the street. I went to the liquor store and spent eight hundred dollars. I shed his gestures, the strut, pose, tics. I dropped his speech patterns and twangs, minimized the gangsta slang. I kicked the Ghost habit once and for all, put him in a box six feet under and pissed on his proverbial grave. I dropped out of his world, and this one.

Eleven and a half months passed before I saw her again.
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The night death came back to West Adams I wasn’t spying, though it’s true that by then I had developed a habit of watching my neighbors. Sometimes with my naked eye, but more often through the 80mm Zhumell spotting scope I gave Stacey for her twenty-eighth birthday. She had been in a photography phase. I had hoped the Zhumell, which could be used as a telescope or digiscope attached to a camera, would encourage her to turn her gaze skyward when she inevitably tired of taking pictures. Upon presentation, she pretended to be thrilled with her gift. But after a few days of lugging her two Nikons, gear bag, the scope and its folding tripod around the backyard, trying to turn pigeons roosting under Whitey’s gables into urban art, she lost interest.

Playing the role of optimist, I moved the scope and tripod to the second-story balcony and spent fifty bucks on astronomy books. Over the next month, we shut off the TV and pretended the balcony - with its little arched roof, recessed decking and short spindled railing almost hidden in the house’s façade - was our private observatory. We shared bottles of Beaujolais and discussed the  possibility of alien life forms. But eventually our lives turned busy, the weather cooled and the entire rig was abandoned.

Architecturally West Adams could be Anytown, USA, which is why so many scenes for movies and television shows are shot there. The banking- and commerce-heavy Koreatown lies north; South Central’s bludgeoned ghettos adjacent, you guessed it, south. The skyline of downtown Los Angeles lies east, the blur of afro-centric Crenshaw and industrial Culver City to the west.

Situated in the middle of them all and cut in half by the ten lanes of infinite traffic that ride the Santa Monica Freeway, West Adams is a roughly ten- by twelve-block enclave of historic homes that varies wildly, a little pocket of a neighborhood where nine-hundred-thousand dollar Victorians were steps away from run-down apartment buildings with diapers on the lawns. The same seventy-foot-tall skinny palm trees swayed in front of squalid one-bedroom crack houses and restored Queen Anne mansions owned by clothing label upstarts. A five-color painted lady might sell for seven hundred and fifty thousand despite her crumbling brick foundation; a plain six-bedroom bungalow two blocks south might be had for three-fifty due to its proximity to the church/liquor store/porn video/fried chicken shack/nail salon strip mall.

We were attracted to the neighborhood because it was on the way up, was being improved by the refinancing Hispanics and blacks who had never left, was being slowly gentrified by the young and upwardly mobile,  those self-anointed artists and entrepreneurs like us, the ones who weren’t content with a condo or a ranch home in El Segundo; we wanted character and damn the risk, the gunshots, the gangs . . . those were just rumors.

After the accident, I retreated to the balcony out of respect for Stacey, who didn’t like it when I smoked in the house. The tripod seemed to be waiting for me, beckoning my sozzled eye. After four hours of stargazing, Stacey’s scope had become my scope, and I had my first night of real sleep in months.

I furnished my nest with a lawn chair, a small table for my ashtray and a green metal Coleman cooler my father handed down, to hold my beer. I kept a pair of flip-flops on deck, and mounted a hook under the eave to hold my black windbreaker and one of Stacey’s scarves (the thick purple one of cable-knit cotton), and thus my little self-pity station was complete.

When I wasn’t dreaming of launching rocket-propelled grenades at SUVs on Arlington, I saw remarkable, sometimes unexplainable things in the sky: flashes of green too slow to be comets, a jetliner whose red and green flashers blanked out under a cloudless sky, a red eyeball which seemed to vibrate looking back at me from light years away (more likely I was tanked and that one was just a stop light on Venice).

But like Stacey I soon lost interest in the stars. I learned to watch the people instead. Junkies staggering from fix to fix. Catholic schoolgirls walking home holding hands. Realtors hustling nervous newlyweds, like we had once been, into the latest remodel. Single mothers  sorting credit card bills at dining-room tables. Upper-class fighting (silent candle-lit dinners which resembled aspirin commercials) and lower-class fucking (lights on, loud, dog-style). Up there on a balcony you see the life of your neighborhood, good and bad.

It was not a total escape.

Sometimes I stayed too late and drank too much, slewing dangerously close to the edge. It was a twenty-foot drop and our porch was surrounded by a concrete walk. Had I fallen, I probably would have spent the rest of my days drinking whiskey from a sippy cup. As dusk turned to true night (and my tipsy turned to true inebriation), often I would urinate off the side, into Stacey’s bougainvillea. Sometimes I would stand there naked and laughing and waving my arms, waiting for someone to call the police. They never did. Spend enough time twenty-five feet off the ground, you realize no one walking or driving by ever really looks up.

I can see now that I craved human company. I had spent so much time playing the role of Ghost, a larger than life character to whom people flocked, I didn’t know how to be James Hastings. I certainly did not know how to be a grieving husband. I would have liked a manual. Most of our real friends were still back in Tulsa. I didn’t know how to make new connections in cafés or bars. So it wasn’t long before I learned the optimal night, hour and angle to view each of my neighbors in their natural habitat, and my attentions were particular to three: the Gomez’s handsome bungalow to the west, into Mr Ennis’s stucco eyesore to the east and  Officer Lucy Arnold’s brown Victorian across the street and three houses west.

Watching Euvaldo Gomez and his children, grandparents, cousins and their teenaged friends popping in and out was like watching a family sitcom with the sound off. There were patriarchal outbursts aimed at the calamitous dining-room table, and fits of playtime laughter on the living-room floor. Mrs Gomez was always cooking and serving food. The kids were always spilling fluorescent green or red punch. Euvaldo was an accountant with one of the firms downtown. At the end of each day, he would remove his jacket and collared shirt and tie, but not his pinstriped trousers or wingtips. He spent his evenings in his armchair while his children provoked him. I cast him as a Latino Archie Bunker, and learned to read his moods by the set of his eyebrows and the vigor with which he stabbed the remote control. They were a happy family - hardworking, celebratory, always in motion right up until bedtime, when the household would collapse into deserved peace.

With a swivel of the wrist, it was onto the next house.

Officer Lucy Arnold and I had history. She was a tall brunette, athletic with sinewy arms and almost imperceptible breasts, a bicycle fuzz prowling Venice Beach. Of all things for a cop to be, she was shy. She claimed to be the ugly duckling from high school, but she was all right. Proximity and professional courtesy opened the door for her, I welcomed her offer to help, and soon Officer Arnold became just Lucy. A casual friend and inside line to the department, my wallflower mole.

As the updates on Stacey’s case lost any new wrinkles, Lucy and I entered a routine of twice- or thrice-weekly happy hours which consisted of drinks on my porch, banter about her day and tender inquiries into my ‘process’. Now and then, when the Friday margaritas were blended a little too strong, Lucy would make some sort of flush-faced overture, usually a hug, or the wiping of a tear (hers) in amazement at my stoicism (numb drunkenness) in the face of such loss. We fumbled our way through a couple of her sports bras and somehow, as we crossed paths one afternoon in the kitchen - me emerging from the bathroom, she turning from the fridge with two cold beers - she wound up giving me a handy in front of the stove. But she wouldn’t let me reciprocate just then, perhaps sensing I had nothing to offer. The clumsy tangle of our increasingly sad happy hours became too much for me to endure. She understood. She would be there if I needed someone to talk to.

I didn’t believe she was being opportunistic, trying to land a vulnerable man now that his wife was out of the picture. She was just a nice woman with the misfortune to be on the receiving end of my mixed signals. Help, thank you for dinner, now leave me alone. We cooled off. Six months passed. Our exchanges on trash day or in the produce aisle at Ralph’s were still pleasant, but I seldom watched her any more.

By the time the incident with Mr Ennis happened, I had stopped thinking about Lucy Arnold altogether.

If the Gomezes were my sitcom, Mr Ennis was my still life. I never learned his real station in life, but my  money was on lifelong bachelor or early widower, because I never saw anyone pay Mr Ennis a visit. No minivan arrived to spill grandkids onto his lawn, no old bag in her housedress ever vacuumed around his feet. He was like a grandpa silverback gorilla, the one you see at the zoo with half a dozen bananas lying around him because he no longer gives a shit and just wishes someone would shoot a dart into him. His living room was a diorama of mid-century couches, home-made lamps of cut-bottle glass, a vinyl ottoman and brandy snifter terrarium filled with peat moss and a tiny rubber turtle resting on a log. Sometimes Mr Ennis leaned over the terrarium and spoke to the turtle. I would have paid large sums to hear these conversations. I nicknamed the turtle Tiny Mr Ennis.

Mr Ennis lived a life of solitude and grunt sustenance, appearing magically in his chair around seven with a frozen chicken dinner still in the tin. He set these meals upon a folding TV tray and watched an hour and a half of local news, then Wheel of Fortune, the letter blocks shining bricks of white light across his chest and face and the oily sofa that propped him up like a short, meaty mannequin. After Vanna and Pat said goodnight, it was cop shows, heroic high drama until bedtime at ten sharp.

Initially there was something comforting in his isolation, a reminder that I was not necessarily the loneliest soul in our corner of the city. But toward the end I watched him with a gnawing hopelessness, too aware that if I continued on my present course his fate would soon be mine.

That evening, when the one-year anniversary of Stacey’s death was less than two weeks away, I checked in on all the usual suspects, but there was scant entertainment to be had. The air turned cool for March and I smelled rain.

I ducked back into the house and descended the stairs, on my way to retrieve another beer from the fridge. The wide landing was covered with a floral runner. Above the landing’s center, at eye level, was a porthole window that faced east. There wasn’t much to see out this window, except for the wild tangle of juniper bushes that threatened to overtake Mr Ennis’s shitbox abode and, I suspected, played hell with my allergies every summer.

As I passed the window, a pale face with a great yawning mouth swam over its surface. I startled and turned quickly, the way you do when someone on the street bumps shoulders with you. The face that confronted me was my own. Just a reflection created by the chandelier hanging in the foyer below me, and the outer darkness pressing itself against the house. I exhaled and rolled my shoulders before moving on.

Except that I hadn’t been yawning, I realized. The image I glimpsed had been yawning or stretching its jaw in some demonstration of power. Also, there had been a wave of blonde hair above the pale face. I have dark brown hair and it’s messy, but it doesn’t fall in any sort of wave over my face.

This kind of discrepancy does not usually trouble your average drunkard. We see spots, doorways tilt. But  maybe by then I was conditioned to sense a new opportunity for spying, always looking for the parted curtain, the inviting figure walking by a narrow pane. Whatever the reason, I was compelled to press my face against the glass, cupping my hands around my cheeks to block the light behind me while I squinted into the encroaching darkness.

There were Mr Ennis’s juniper bushes, forming a long scraggly wall along the side of his house. Above them, about halfway back, was a frosted window with rusting metal louvers. That would be his bathroom. But by craning my neck to the left, up the lane of my driveway and toward our front lawns, I could see into his living room and kitchen.

The old round fluorescent light in the kitchen made the yellow Formica countertop glow like cartoon butter. Next to the brown, latching handle fridge and stainless steel toaster was a rack of wooden pegs with red and white checkered dish towels hanging from them. I couldn’t see the table in the kitchen, but there must have been one, otherwise the vase full of flowers would have been hovering in mid-air. The vase was transparent crystal and contained half a dozen green stems supporting a bright arrangement of violets. I was thinking it rather unusual that tired old Mr Ennis had fresh flowers in his kitchen when a pale hand came into view and clasped the bunch in a knuckle-whitening fist. A long flat blade sliced and the heads of the violets toppled over. I want to say that my eyes shifted, but that’s not right, because they didn’t have to. It merely felt like I  was looking down as the woman crouched and looked up, seizing my gaze. Her face was puffy, her features blurred, the whole pie of it waxy, the color of Chèvre. But I knew the platinum hair which hung to her neck, ending in a choppy shelf. I recognized the blurred pools of icy blue where her eyes should have been, and they found me. From the corner of Mr Ennis’s kitchen, across his darkened living room, through his window and up to our little porthole, Stacey looked at me.

I gasped and, as if hearing me (impossible), Mr Ennis jostled on his couch and looked over his shoulder, staring into the darkness between us. My entire body tingled and the house seemed to quake. I clutched the window frame and, when I looked back to the kitchen, she was gone. I did not see her vanish. One second she was there, the next she wasn’t.

Mr Ennis heaved himself from the couch, but made it only one step before going immobile, as if deciding he didn’t really need another glass of grape soda, and sank back into his couch. He continued watching his television as if nothing had happened.

I staggered away from the portal window and tripped down two steps before catching myself on the banister rail. I looked over my shoulder, down into the foyer, my mouth moving in silence as I realized there was no one around to confirm what I had seen. I considered going over and knocking on his door. But what would I say?

I returned to the couch and sat staring at the walls, a chill seeping into me. I was drunk, I decided. I never felt drunk any more, but I drank all day, steadily, continuously,  so I must have been. I must have let my anxieties get the better of me. Your own reflection does strange things to you. I repeated assorted explanations to myself until I dozed off on the couch.

In the morning a slow warbling siren disturbed me from my fugue. I leapt from the couch and swerved into the foyer. I peered through the front window and Mr Ennis was just a white shape. The medics were wheeling him down the steps of his front walk on a gurney. Even before I yanked the door open and crossed my lawn to confront the police and Lucy Arnold and the firemen who could do nothing except hold back the rest of the gawkers, I understood Mr Ennis would not be coming home.
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‘How are you holding up?’ Lucy Arnold said.

‘Real good.’ The shock was still rippling through my system. ‘You want a beer?’

I counted the cases stacked beside the fridge. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten, eleven, twelve, and most of the thirteenth. A God-blessed ocean of beer. I’d tired of having to leave late at night to buy more, so I went to Ralph’s every Sunday and bought five or six cases. Tecaté, Corona, Dos Equis, whatever was on sale and Mexican. Always cans. No limes.

‘It’s not quite ten, James.’

‘Don’t mind me, then.’ I loaded twenty warm Tecatés into the produce drawers, removed a cold Modelo. My hands were shaking as I gestured toward the living room. ‘Have a seat.’

Lucy moved like a statue coming to life. For all her fitness activity-patrolling the boardwalk on her LAPD-issue Trek, jogging in Hancock Park, screwing Match.com buddies to the wall - she had an unnerving ability to come off stiff, always prying herself from counters or leaning tiredly against doorways. She hadn’t had her shower this morning (the hair was mousy, a fleck of sleep still clung to the  bridge of her nose) and her yoga pants and black t-shirt showed too much of her frame. I was reminded of Stacey, if for no other reason than Lucy was in matters physical her polar opposite. Whereas Stacey had been just over five feet tall, voluptuous in her compact frame, and - until the last year - vibrant with a contained energy that somehow fit her playful manner, perpetually grinning, Lucy was hips and elbows and clavicles, a heron at the arms and neck, always on the verge of frowning.

I sat in my Scandinavian recliner. Lucy glanced around to see what I had done with the place since her last visit, saw the answer was nothing and became a geometry problem on the couch.

‘So, what’s up?’ she said. ‘You seemed pretty shaken up out there.’

‘It’s been a bad week. Though obviously not as bad as Mr E’s.’ I poured a little beer on the floor for him.

Lucy looked at the puddle, then at me, as though I were a dog who has just lifted his leg in the house.

‘It’s a black thing,’ I said. This did not put her at ease.

‘Did you know him?’ I once confessed to spying on her and she had been flattered. But that was another time, and I never told her my habits extended to the rest of our block.

‘Not at all.’

‘Oh.’

‘That what’s sad. He was just this lonely guy.’

‘He was old, James. Maybe he wanted to be left alone. Is there something else bothering you?’

I remembered Stacey’s face. First in the porthole window, then in his kitchen. I wondered where she was  now, the question itself causing me to shudder. It was the booze.


‘No more than usual,’ I said. Lucy stared at me.

From the moment the officer in charge greeted me at the dividing line between our properties, I made up my mind that I would not tell anyone what I had witnessed.

‘Coronary event is the early read,’ the stone-faced cop had said. ‘If you’re not a relative I need you to stand back there, on your property, sir.’

Nothing I could have told the police on the scene, or the one now sitting in my living room, would have helped Mr Ennis or his family, if he had any.

‘Is it the timing?’ Lucy said. I didn’t know what she was talking about. ‘It will be a year next week, right?’

Oh, that. ‘A week from Sunday,’ I said. ‘You don’t think it’s going to have any significance. It’s just another day on the calendar.’

Lucy frowned. ‘Of course it does. You wouldn’t be human if it didn’t. We’re conditioned to recognize anniversaries, dates.’

I swallowed half my beer.

‘Do you have plans?’ she said.

‘Like what?’

‘Someone to spend the weekend with. I guess if it were me I would want to get out of the house, go do something good for myself.’

‘No, I’m not seeing anyone.’

She sighed. I guessed I was being an asshole.

‘Tell me about you. How’s life on the beat?’

Lucy filled me in on a couple of her recent arrests,  including the apprehension of a handsome Korean masher who proved so charming she found herself jotting her number on her notepad and slipping it into his pocket before the cruiser arrived to take him in for booking. She regretted this after further inspection of his record (the previous mashees were young), and eventually had to change her phone number. She received a small promotion for hitting her five-year mark with a clean record. I congratulated her and the conversation veered back to actual relationships, as it tends to between single people who have been knocked out of the major leagues but haven’t given up hope of receiving one more call from the front office.

‘There’s a guy,’ she said. ‘He’s fine, but I knew by the second date it wasn’t going anywhere.’

‘He’s no good in bed?’

‘There’s more to it than sex, James.’ But she was blushing.

‘Uh-huh.’

‘I’m a cop. Why does every guy think this is a green light to break out the handcuffs?’

‘We’re always looking for the new play.’

She laughed. Okay, there was still a little something there and neither of us flinched. Despite mucking up everything I touched, there still existed in this woman some goodwill toward me. With feeble effort I could parlay it into something comforting, maybe even something real. On any other morning, but not this one.

‘You look good, Lucy,’ I said. ‘Happy.’

She tilted her head. ‘Thank you.’

A moment stretched between us.

I said, ‘Now you’re supposed to say how good I look.’

She cupped a hand over her grin. ‘Oh, James. You look like shit.’

‘See, that wasn’t so hard.’

‘What’s going on with your hair? And the beard’s getting a little unruly.’

‘I’m going for a kind of nineties grunge thing.’

Neither of us could tell if I was joking.

‘So, are you looking?’ she asked. ‘For the new play?’

‘I’m a fucking mess. It never ends.’

‘Do you want it to end? Because I think that’s part of it. Wanting to move on.’

I finished my beer. ‘What else do you know about him?’

‘Who?’

‘Mr Ennis.’

‘Oh.’ She looked disappointed I had returned to the subject of our deceased neighbor. ‘Not much. I remember him mentioning a son in Barstow or Reno, I think.’

‘You talked to him?’

‘A few times. I invited him to that pot-luck Thanksgiving I threw two years ago. He was polite but declined. I didn’t press him.’

‘Could you confirm the cause of death?’

Lucy frowned. ‘He had a heart attack. Didn’t Troy tell you?’

‘Troy?’

Lucy spun her finger in a circle. ‘The officer who spoke to you before I led you home.’

‘Oh, right. Did he seem, you know, at peace?’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’


Did he look terrified out of his fucking mind? I wanted to scream at her, but of course did not. ‘Can they tell if he went quickly or if he suffered?’

‘Like more than a heart attack suffered?’

‘Never mind - oh, shit, wait.’ I sat forward. ‘The flowers. Did they find a vase full of flowers in the kitchen?’

‘Flowers?’

‘Yes, purple ones, with the heads cut off.’

‘I have no idea.’

‘Will you check?’

Lucy’s patience was nearing its end. ‘If it’s important. Are you sure there’s nothing you want to tell me? Because if you saw something—’

‘No, no. I’m just . . . I had a bad dream, maybe. It’s cool. I haven’t slept well for a few days.’ I looked at the couch. ‘Thanks for coming by, though.’

She stood, not meeting my gaze. I followed her to the front door. Why did I feel like I was disappointing her again?

‘Hey.’ I touched her shoulder. She flinched, then regarded me with her mistrusting deer eyes. ‘This weekend. Maybe we can go drink some bad Chianti and have a sing-along at Cheese & Olive’s.’

She smiled. ‘I’d like that.’

I nodded. ‘Cool.’

‘Yeah, cool.’ She tensed up, debated it, then awkwardly kissed me on the corner of my mouth.

I watched her scuttle across the lawn. She glanced back as she met up with the sidewalk and waved.

I waved back. ‘What do you make of that one, Stace?’

In the silence that followed, I regretted addressing my wife aloud.

 



Four days after Mr Ennis was wheeled out of his home, two men dressed in gray work pants and shirts emptied his belongings into a moving truck. The commercial cleaning crew - six Hispanic women and an Asian guy with a clipboard - swept through after the movers. A forty-something white man who may have been Mr Ennis’s son appeared, pounding a For Rent sign into the lawn with a rubber mallet. As he was doing this, his cellphone went off. He removed it from his pocket and spoke to someone for fifteen minutes. He clamped his phone shut and slipped it into his pocket, shaking his head and smiling ever so slightly. He then removed the For Rent sign and hucked it into his truck bed, not bothering to wipe the dirt clods from its legs.

I slept in late the next morning and missed a phone call from Lucy. Her message said, ‘Hey, James, I know you’re sleeping but I just wanted to let you know I spoke to the ME. Our friend died of a heart attack. He had a history of heart disease, so . . . yeah. No flowers, either, but that doesn’t mean you can’t bring me some. Just kidding. I don’t need flowers.’ Snorts and snickers of embarrassment. ‘Okay, looking forward to Saturday, so I hope you’re warming up your vocal chords. Call me.’

I meant to. I really did. But other developments averted my attention, and I did not call Lucy Arnold back.

This turned out to be another mistake, one of the bigger ones.
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The era of the balcony was over. I began to wonder how much I could get for the house. I guessed I had about seventy thousand in home equity, and half as much in my checking account, where it was earning all of one point in annual interest and shrinking by five thousand a month. Three thousand went to the mortgage, the other two to bills and beer. I had enough to start over somewhere decent, and I decided I would call our realtor, David, the next morning.

I was on the covered front porch, having a smoke and a beer, when I noticed a small silver and orange U-Haul van parked in front of Mr Ennis’s house. The cargo hold was bare save for a pile of gray moving blankets and a wooden rocking chair resting on its side. The metal gangplank was up, jutting from the truck’s tail like a bladed tongue, suggesting the movers were done for the day. Or the new owner, since U-Haul implied you were not sipping martinis while a paid crew took another year off their backs. The sun was setting tiredly. There were no lights on inside the house. If the new residents were unpacking boxes or hooking up the  television and dialing for that moving day pizza, I couldn’t see them.

I blew a stream of blue smoke at a fly and swallowed the last of my beer. I was turning to go spend the rest of the night on the couch when I heard a screen door creak and then spring back into place with an obnoxious clang. On the heels of this racket, a woman’s voice -

‘Ow, watch it. For fuck’s sake.’

Ooh, an angry one.

I waited, expecting her husband or some kid in tow to trot back to the truck and retrieve her rocking chair. But the woman who materialized on the small porch only stood and stared at the quiet street. Her chest, shoulders and hair were just a shape above the ragged juniper bushes until she listed to one side and twirled slowly into the porch light. When she stretched her arms above her head, I was able to make out a loose tank top over her snug t-shirt, one breast in the shirt bulging from the tank. Though covered, the breast gave the impression of an accidental spill that had yet to be noticed by its owner. It was a purposeful wardrobe malfunction, designed to attract attention. This was very Los Angeles, like the whale tail thong that ‘accidentally’ rides above the waist of the pants.

She bent over and raised a bottle of wine, pulling a respectable measure down and wiping her lips with her forearm. She hiccuped in silence and looked down as if just now realizing it had come to this. I could not see her hands. With the slightest quiver of her arm, the wine bottle shot into view, arcing high over the porch railing  and into the polluted pink sky before falling back to earth where it disappeared into the juniper bushes. A damn good-looking broad, littering like it was the seventies.


Oh baby, feeling my buzz, I just fell right the fuck in love with you.


Her need came at me in a warm pulse. Somehow I knew she was alone and not thrilled to be here. Someone had driven her from her last home and this was the last stop before things went from bad to beyond redemption. I imagined a boyfriend with four motorcycles and a fierce left jab.

She turned, facing me across the expanse of grass and driveway between us. I waved my beer can at her halfheartedly. ‘Hello,’ I said too quietly for her to hear. My porch light was not turned on, so I guessed she had no way to know I was smiling.

She slumped and turned away. Her screen door creaked and slammed itself home for the night.

Nice roll, Hastings. Another gutter ball.

Inside I flicked on every light as I floated through the main floor: dining room, living room, gallery, sun room, laundry, both first-floor bathrooms and kitchen. Light was good, light was essential. The house was too large to live in alone, and the downstairs had become my domain. The bathroom had a shower, I kept a basket of clothes in the laundry room, and the living room lived up to its name spectacularly. I made my bed on the couch and dozed off.

[image: 001]

The home phone trilled, startling me awake. I don’t answer the phone most days, but I arose with the hope it might be Lucy Arnold calling to chat about the arrival of our new neighbor. I was hoping to draw out some gossip on the son from Barstow, why he had cleaned the house out so quickly, and who this new tenant might be. I marched over and stared at the cordless cradle on the end table. The time was 1.28 a.m. and the small gray screen read CALLER UNKNOWN. On the fifth ring I picked up.

‘Hello.’

The connection was there, but no one spoke. I thought it might be one of those automated bank reminders that dials through a database of customers and patches a service representative through only after the machine has recognized a voice. Were the computers calling in the middle of the night now?

‘Hello?’ I repeated.

Normally I would have clicked off after three or four seconds, but something told me to wait. I sensed a person there, listening, huddled in a darkened room.

‘Can I help you?’

‘I want her back,’ a man said. The voice was as thin and lifeless as any I had heard, the voice of a disgraced violin tutor after three glasses of Chardonnay.

‘Who is this?’

‘I want her back.’

‘Who?’ I said. ‘Who’s calling?’

‘I want her baaa-aaack.’ The voice cracked, on the verge of tears. ‘Please bring her back to me, please. I’ll do anything you want.’

One of Lucy’s cast-off suitors? The rejected masher or some other nut job who’d been stalking her? Had some psychotic lover seen us together again and decided to turn his aggression on me? Was he even now watching her, me, the house?

‘Oh, Stacey,’ the man wailed. ‘I’m so sorry I wasn’t there, please come back—’

I slammed the phone down, jamming the OFF button with my thumb until the handset skittered off the cradle and fell to the living room’s hardwood floor. I was shaking, and almost regurgitated the dregs of my Mexican beer dinner. I recognized the voice on the other end of the line.

It belonged to James Hastings.

I stared at the machine that had just reproduced my voice as if it were a small vessel sent to earth, designed to deliver an organic evil that was even now waiting to hatch in my living room. Black molded plastic, some microchips and wires, a fibrous speaker pad and microphone. It was only a cluster of dead matter, chemicals and compounds, things dug from the ground and brewed in a lab. I knew this, and yet it might as well have been a giant black spider with gleaming red eyes. I felt . . . invaded.

I stared at the caller ID screen. It was blank now, of course, because no one was calling. But there were two little plastic arrows next to the gray screen, one pointing up and the other down. I pressed the down button and stared at the number. 310-822—
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