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In the realm of the emotions,


the real is no different to the imaginary.


André Gide




Prologue


He drove. There were times when he stopped for gas or to empty his bladder or buy cups of poor coffee out of machines, selecting isolated and windswept gas stations where no one was doing anything except filling up and staring vacantly at their cold hand on the pump as they waited, wanting to be back in their warm car and on the road to wherever it was they had to be. Nobody was looking or watching or caring about anyone who might happen to be doing the same thing. Nobody saw anything except another guy in bulky clothing getting into a big car and pulling back out onto the highway.


Sometimes it was raining. Sometimes there was sleet. Sometimes merely the wind coming across the great flatness. He did not listen to the radio. He did not consult a map. He didn’t know where he was going and so he did not care where he was.


He just drove.


He had barely slept beyond nodding out for short stretches in the driver’s seat, the car stashed behind abandoned farmhouses or in the parking lots of small-town businesses that would not open for several hours after he was back on the road. Other than bags of potato chips or dusty gas station trail mix, he hadn’t eaten since he left what used to be his home. He already knew he wasn’t going back there. He was light-headed with hunger but he could not eat. He was exhausted but he could not sleep. He was a single thought in a mind no longer capable of maintaining order. A thought needs somewhere to go, but flight does not provide a destination. Flight merely shrieks that you have to be somewhere other than where you are.


He had to stop. He had to keep going, too, but first he had to stop.


A little after four o’clock on the third day he passed a sign for a motel farther up the road. As is common practice in parts of the country where you can drive mile after mile without seeing anything of consequence, the business had given travelers plenty of warning to think about it and check their watches and decide yes, maybe it was time to call it a day. He had driven past several such signs without registering them. This one looked like it had been there forty years or more, from when drives cross-country were everybody’s best hope of a vacation. It showed a basic-looking mom-and-pop motel with a foreign-sounding name. It was still thirty miles ahead at that point.


He shook his head and looked back at the road, but he already knew he was going to stop. He’d said no to a lot of things in his life, especially in the last month.


He’d gone ahead and done them anyway.


Half an hour later he pulled up outside a single-story L-shaped building down a short road off the highway. There were no cars outside the guest rooms, but a dim light showed in the office. When he went in, an old man came from the room out back. The old man looked him up and down and saw the kind of person who arrives alone at out-of-the-way motels in the back end of nowhere; he had never been a curious person and had stopped giving a shit about anything at all when his wife died three years before. The man paid him in cash for one night and got a key in return. A metal key, not one of those credit card swipers found everywhere else these days. A real key, one that opened a particular door and no other. The man looked at it, becalmed, trying to remember if he’d locked the door to his house when he left. He wasn’t sure. It was too late to do anything about it. He asked the owner for the nearest place to get something to eat. The old man pointed up the road. The driver took a handful of matchbooks from the counter and went back out and got in his car.


Fifteen miles away he found a small store attached to a two-pump gas station that had nothing he wanted to eat but did sell things he could drink and smoke. He drove back to the motel and parked in front of Number 9. The rest of the lot remained empty. It was full dark now.


In the room he found a frigid rectangular space with two double beds and an ancient television. He locked and bolted the door. He shoved the closest bed over until it blocked entry. Years ago the bed had been retrofitted with a vibrating function—no longer working—and was extremely heavy. It took him ten minutes and used up the last of his strength. He turned the rusty heater on. It made a lot of noise but gradually started to make inroads on the cold.


In the meantime he lay on the other bed. He did not take off his coat. He stared up at the ceiling. He opened the bottle he’d bought. He smoked cigarette after cigarette as he drank, lighting them with matches from matchbooks. His face was wet.


He wept with exhaustion. He wept because his head hurt. He wept with the self-disgust that permeated every cell of his body, like the imaginary mites that plague habitual users of crystal meth, nerve misfirings that feel so much like burrowing insects that sufferers will scratch and scratch and scratch at them until their arms and faces are a mass of bloody scabs, writing their affliction for all to see.


His affliction was not thus written, however. His was a text only he could read, for now. He still appeared normal. To anyone else he would have looked like a chubby man in his early thirties, lying on a motel bed, very drunk now, sniveling by himself.


In his mind, however, he wept. There was majesty to it. A hero, lost and alone.


Sometime later he started from a dream that had not been a dream. He’d been getting a lot of these since he left home, waking possessed by shadows he wished were dreams but that he knew very well to be memory. The wall in the back of his head was breaking down, wearing out like something rubbed with sweaty fingers too hard for too long. His mind wasn’t trying to mediate through dramatization any longer. It was feeding up the things it had seen through his eyes or felt through his fingertips. His mind was thinking about what had happened even when he was not.


He didn’t lie to himself. He knew he wasn’t innocent, and could never be again. He knew what he’d done. He wouldn’t have done it alone, maybe, but that didn’t mean it hadn’t been done. By him.


The other man had suggested things, but he had done them. That was how it had always been.


He’d waited and watched down alleys and outside bars and in the late-night parking lots of the town he’d called home. He’d made the muscles in his face perform movements that looked like smiles. He’d selected forms of words that sounded helpful and charming. The other man planned the sentences, but it was he who’d spoken them aloud. The other had researched what would work best, but he’d been the one who slipped the ground-up pill into the wine he’d made available, offered casually, as if it was no big deal, and oh, what a coincidence—it just happens to be your favorite kind.


The other man invented the games he and his guest had played until she suddenly got scared, despite how drunk and confused she had become. Who had then raised his hand for the first blow? Impossible to tell. It didn’t matter, when so many others had followed.


All he’d ever done was follow, but he’d wound up at the destination anyhow, and of course it’s true that when you submit to someone’s will then it’s you who gives them power. You follow from in front. You can follow a long way like that. You can follow too far.


You can follow all the way to hell.


He rubbed his eyes against the last shards of the memory and sat up to see the other man was sitting in the armchair. He looked smart and trim and presentable as always. He looked strong. He was holding one of the motel matchbooks, turning it over in his fingers.


“I don’t want to do it again,” the man on the bed said.


“You do,” the other man said. “You just don’t like that you do. That’s why you’ve got me. We’re a team.”


“Not anymore. You’re not my friend.”


“Why don’t you have another drink? It’ll make you feel better.”


Despite himself, the man on the bed groped blearily for the vodka and raised it to his lips. He’d almost always done what the other man said. He saw two necks to the bottle. The alcohol had caught up with him while he dozed, and he was far drunker than he’d realized. Might as well keep drinking, then.


“You left a trail,” the other man said. “Deliberately?”


“Of course not.” He wasn’t sure if this was true.


“They’ll be turning the house upside down tomorrow, or by the next day at the latest.”


“I cleaned up.”


“They’ll find something. Then they’ll come looking. Eventually they’ll find you. Wherever you run.” The man’s face turned cold. “You fucked up, Edward. Again. Always. Always with the fucking up.”


The man on the bed felt dreadful fear and vertiginous guilt mingled with relief. If he was caught then he could not do it again. He would not find himself returning to the same Chinese restaurant night after night, hoping for a glimpse of one of the other customers, a young single woman who worked in the bank across the street and sometimes came to grab a cheap bite at the end of the workday, though with infuriating unpredictability. He would not gradually come to know where she lived—alone—and where she went to the gym, where and when she shopped for groceries, or that her basket always included at least one bottle of wine.


The man on the bed shrugged, trying to feel glad that something like this could not happen again, though he knew every single moment of it had held a terrible excitement and that there could be other such women in other towns, if he chose to keep driving down this road. “They catch me, they catch you.”


“I know that,” the man in the chair said. He opened the matchbook. With effort he managed to get one of the matches out. After a couple of pulls along the strip, he got it lit.


The man on the bed noticed, too late, that he’d piled all the other matchbooks on the bedspread of the bed that now blocked the door. The bedspread was old, not to code, flammable. Very flammable, it turned out.


“I’m not going to jail,” the other man said as he stood up from the chair. “I’d rather die right here.”


He dropped the burning matchbook on the pile.


It didn’t happen fast. The man on the bed, whose name was Edward Lake, had a little time to escape. He was far too drunk now to move the heavy bed from the door, however. He was too drunk to understand that the dead tone from the phone by the bed was because the other man had unplugged it while Edward crashed out.


By the time he got around to trying, he could not get past the flames to the window. He was too scared, and the truth is that the only real and meaningful thing Edward had done in his entire life was kill a woman, and there’s no good way forward from that. So it’s also possible that, deep inside, he did actually just want to die.


As his former friend burned alive, the other man watched from the parking lot. He knew the moment when Edward died, and was surprised and awestruck by what happened next.


The death of the girl back home had felt powerful. But this . . . this was completely other. This was something else.


He felt altered, very different indeed, and knew in that moment that he was finished with following, even if by the end he and Edward had been traveling side by side and hand in hand.


People who walk alone travel faster. It was time for new horizons and bigger goals.


Everything would be better now.


To mark the occasion, he glanced up at the motel sign—lit by flames as the remaining rooms of the structure caught alight and the owner choked to death in his bed—and renamed himself. Then he turned from the blaze and walked away up the road into the darkness, savoring with every step the solid feel of the earth beneath his feet.


Even with the immense degree of will at his disposal, it was a long and very tiring walk. The dawn found him sitting exhausted by the side of the road. A passing salesman, who’d risen early after a bad night’s sleep and was running early and of a kindly disposition, stopped and gave the man a ride. The man realized what it meant to have been seen by a stranger, and he got in the back of the car with a faint smile on his face.


After fifty miles the salesman glanced in the rearview mirror to see that his passenger had fallen asleep. In this rare moment of defenselessness, the man looked pale and worn through.


But this all happened five years ago.


He is much stronger now.




Part One


The number of people here who think alone, sing alone,


and eat and talk alone in the streets is mind-boggling.


And yet they don’t add up.


Jean Baudrillard


America




Chapter 1


It should have been a wonderful day—a day to photograph and frame, to Facebook and Tweet, an afternoon to cut out and save in that album of updates and keepsakes you return to in daydream and memory; the pressed flowers of our lives that we’ll hold up to God or his gatekeeper when our moment comes, to prove we are worthy of entrance and have not merely been marking time.


It should have been one of those days.


And until the very end, it was.


They arrived at Penn Station just after ten, on the kind of fall morning when it’s warm in the sun but chill in the shadows of the skyscraping monoliths; when the city feels pert and alert and struts with head high, marching to work with tightly specified coffees and a bounce in its step as if someone loosened everyone’s bolts in the night. David was in town not as some sightseer or nostalgia seeker, either, but for a meeting followed by lunch—the Lunch of Legend that people conjure in their minds to keep them strong through the months and years spent doing lone, heroic (or merely stoic) battle against the Blank Page of Infinity and the Blinking Cursor of Doom.


Suddenly, David was going to be published.


No, seriously.


He’d assumed they’d take a cab uptown, but the streets were so traffic-tangled—not to mention they were very early, Dawn having selected a departure time that allowed for everything from minor delays to a full-scale terrorist attack on the line—that they strolled the twenty-some blocks instead. David was struck by how unfamiliar it all seemed. It wasn’t merely that everywhere was much cleaner than ten years ago, or that he felt less likely to get attacked on any given street corner (though both were true). During his long-ago five months living in the city he’d simply been very unadventurous, he realized, sticking to the same haunts in a way that struck his older self as appallingly cautious. But when you look nostalgically back from thirty it’s easy to forget how much of your twenties were spent feeling awkward and lonely, weaving a cloak of familiarity around you like the armor it eventually becomes.


They spent the last half hour in a Starbucks on Madison, perched at the window counter withstanding bland jazz and fiddling with stirring sticks. Dawn kept quiet. David didn’t chatter in the face of anxiety, she knew, but gathered troops behind invisible walls. She people-watched instead, wondering as always who everyone was and where they were going.


At a quarter to, she escorted David the final block, kissed him, and wished him luck—and told him he didn’t need it. She waved as she left on a lightning strike up to Bloomingdale’s, a wide, proud smile on her face.


For a moment, as he watched his wife disappear into the crowds, David felt nervous for her. He told himself it was merely his own anxiety.


At 11:55 he took a deep breath and strode into reception. He told the guy behind the desk who the hell he was and who the dickens he’d come to meet, speaking more loudly than usual. The receptionist made few bones about not giving a crap, but a few minutes later someone young and enthusiastic bounced out of an elevator, shaking hand already outstretched.


David was whisked upward many floors and finally got to meet his editor, Hazel, a gaunt fifty-something New Yorker who proved fractionally less intimidating in person than via e-mail, though still pretty scary. He was given a tour of untidy offices and book-infested cubicles while a selection of affable strangers told him that his book was great, that he was great, that everyone was unbelievably excited and that it was all going to be just . . . great. A lot of hand-shaking and smiling took place, and people stood around with notepads clasped to their chests as if ready to jot down anything significant the moment it occurred, though evidently nothing of the sort happened, because nobody did.


Then suddenly they dispersed like birds startled by a rifle shot, and Hazel took his elbow and steered him firmly toward the elevator. “Lunch,” she muttered darkly, as if warning him not to put up a fight.


Dawn had just arrived back outside, and stood hurriedly. David’s agent, Ralph—another character he was meeting in person for the first time—was already in position at the restaurant two blocks away, an old-school grill and steak house that prided itself on serving cow by the slab in an environment of white linen, low lighting, and disconcertingly formal service.


David realized how nervous Dawn really was only when he saw her beaming glassily at the waiter, unable to comprehend a query concerning her desired genre of mineral water (fizzy or not). David squeezed her hand under the table, realized he was smiling at Ralph in exactly the same way, and tried to relax.


He’d told himself he wasn’t going to drink wine with lunch, but when it became clear that his editor sure as hell was, he relented, combating the effects with so much water that he had to visit the bathroom three times. Meanwhile, he and Dawn watched as the professionals gossiped about people they’d never heard of—feeling like a pair of venturesome kids, a Hardy boy and Nancy Drew on joint reconnaissance, ears pricked for intel about the curious new world they’d been told they would become a part of—if the capricious gods of market forces, key bloggers, and the zeitgeist willed it so.


Eventually the stupendous check was paid with reference to some protocol David didn’t understand but knew wouldn’t involve him. Everyone reemerged blinking into the sunlight, to part on excellent terms. Graphic artists were at work on a jacket design. Cover copy would soon be e-mailed for David’s approval. David had never “approved” anything before and was looking forward to the experience. He thought he might wear a special shirt for it. Everything was going perfectly, he was assured, perhaps even a little better than that.


“It’s all good,” Hazel kept telling him sternly, as if he were well-known for championing an opposing school of thought. “David, it’s all good.”


By then he was in no mood to disagree.


They wandered down Park Avenue until David had an idea and cut across to Bryant Park. Back in the seventies it had by all accounts been a place where, should you wish to score drugs, get laid on a commercial basis, or have the living daylights mugged out of you, the locals would have lined up around the block to oblige. By the time David spent his few months in New York, it had turned around to become one of the most amenable spaces in Manhattan—and he’d spent hours sitting in it with a notebook and dreams of a future that were only now coming true. The intervening decade had kicked it up further still. Not so much a park as a grassed plaza lined on all sides with trees, now there were coffee stands and walkways lined with planters, an upscale grill and bar to the rear of the reassuring bulk of the New York Public Library, and the only mugging going on involved the prices demanded for crab cakes and sauvignon blanc.


They took glasses of the latter to a table on the terrace and spent an hour excitedly going back over lunch. A voice in David’s head seemed intent on convincing him it was a mirage, that there were twenty other authors having the exact same experience this afternoon and all would be back to working their day jobs (and bitterly grateful for them) in eighteen months’ time. He even glanced around the park, a little drunk now, in case he could spot any of his fellow hopefuls.


He couldn’t, and this wasn’t an afternoon for doubt. It was for listening to the babble of conversation and to the warmth in Dawn’s voice as she told him how wonderful everything was going to be, and finally the muttering voice retreated to the cave in the back of David’s soul where it had lived for as long as he could remember.


Eventually it was time to leave, and that’s when it happened.


They were leaving the park and David maybe wasn’t looking where he was going—wrapped up as he was in the day and with yet another glass of wine inside him. The sidewalks were a lot more crowded now, too, as the end of the workday approached and people set off for home.


It wasn’t a hard knock. Just an accidental collision of shoulders, an urban commonplace, barely enough to jolt David off course and provoke a half turn that had him glancing back to see another man doing the same.


“Sorry,” David said. He wasn’t sure he’d been at fault, but he was the kind to whom apology came easily.


The other man said nothing, but continued on his way, quickly becoming lost in the crowds.


Penn Station was a total zoo, epicenter of a three-way smackdown between baffled tourists, gimlet-eyed commuters, and circling members of the feral classes that make transit depots their hunting grounds. Twenty minutes before departure Dawn elected to visit the restrooms, leaving David to hold a defensive position near a pillar. He felt exhausted, eyes owlish from unaccustomed alcohol, feet sore. He experienced the passing throng as smeared colors and echoing sounds and nothing more.


Until he saw someone looking at him.


A man wearing jeans and a crumpled white shirt. He had dark hair, strong features, and he was looking right at David.


David blinked, and the man wasn’t there anymore. Or he’d moved on, presumably. He’d barely been visible for a second, but David felt he’d been watching him—and also that he’d seen the man before.


“What’s up?” Dawn returned, looking mildly shaken by the restroom experience. David shook his head.


They made their way toward the platform via which they’d arrived at the station that morning. This turned out not to be where the train was departing from, however, and all at once they were in a hurry and lost and oh-my-god-we’re-screwed. David figured out where they were supposed to be and pointed at Dawn to lead the way. She forged ahead with the boisterous élan of someone having a fine old time in the city, emboldened by a bucketful of wine, clattering down the steps to the platform and starting to trot when she saw their train in preparation for departure.


As David hurried after her, someone appeared out of the crowd and banged into him—hard, knocking David back on his feet and getting right in his face.


Untucked white shirt and hard blue eyes.


The same man again.


“Hello, David,” he said. Then something else, before stepping around the corner and out of sight.


Winded and a little scared, David tried to see where the man had gone, but Dawn was calling him urgently now, and someone blew a whistle. He hurried along to where his wife stood flushed and grinning.


“We made it,” she said, as they clambered onto the train. “See? The gods are on our side now.”


Dawn started to crash within fifteen minutes, head on David’s shoulder, hair tickling his neck. David sat bolt upright, trying to be distracted by the view as the carriages trundled over the river and out through urban sprawl. It wasn’t working.


So he’d banged into some guy.


And so that man had evidently then followed them to the train station, watched David from across the concourse, and tracked them through the crowds to bang into him again.


Why would someone do that?


Because he was crazy, that’s why. New Yorkers were famous for taking a hard-line approach. Even the well adjusted and affluent appeared to conduct human interaction as a contact sport. Insane people all the more so, presumably.


That’s all it was. Big deal.


And yet . . .


As Dawn slipped into a doze and the train began to pick up speed into the hour-long journey to Rockbridge and home, there was one thing that David couldn’t get out of his mind. It was what the stranger had said before he melted back into the crowd. Not the fact that he’d known David’s name—he’d realized the man could have overheard Dawn using it, maybe.


It was the other thing. Just two words. Words that are usually framed as a question but this time sounded like a command. Or a threat.


“Remember me,” he’d said.




Chapter 2


When I stopped by the apartment to drop off the groceries, Kristina was still in bed. It had been a late night—they generally are, five nights out of seven at least—but I like to begin my days early, with a long walk. Kristina prefers to deal with them sprawled under the sheets like a pale, lanky spider that has been dropped from a very great height.


I finished wedging things into the tiny fridge (all we had room for, in a kitchen that’s basically a specialized corner of the living room) and strode into the bedroom, an epic journey of three yards. The top of the window was open, proving Kristina must have groped her way out of bed at some point. It’s shut at night or we’d never get to sleep on account of the racket from drunken good times in the streets below. The heater was ominously silent. The unit had been ailing for weeks, wheezing like an old smoker. Though the fall had so far been mild, finding someone to take it up a level from my own feeble attempts at repair (glaring at the machine, once in a while giving it an impotent kick) was high on my list of things to do today.


I put the massive Americano by the side of the bed. “Beverage delivery. You have to sign for it.”


Her voice was muffled. “Fuck off.”


“Right back atcha. It’s a beautiful morning in the neighborhood, case you’re interested.”


“Christ.”


“By the way. This woman later, Catherine. She gets that I’m just some guy, right?”


Kristina laboriously turned her head and blew long strands of black hair off her crumpled face. “Don’t worry,” she mumbled. “I made a point of saying you were nothing special. Matter of fact, I went so far as to imply you were something of an asshole.”


“Seriously.”


She smiled, eyes still closed. “Seriously. No biggie. And thank you for doing it. And for the coffee.”


“So I’ll see you there. Three o’clock?”


“If I don’t see you first.”


I looked down at her and thought it was disquieting how much you could come to like someone in only six months. Shouldn’t our hearts be more cautious? A child or puppy learns after straying too close to a candle to hold back next time. It seems that emotional calluses are not as thick or permanent as they appear, however.


I bent down and kissed Kristina on the forehead.


She opened her eyes. “What was that for?”


“Because I like you.”


“You’re weird.”


“It’s been said.”


“That’s okay. Weird is good.” She stretched like a cat, all limbs pointed in the same direction. “And you’ll think about the other thing?”


“I will.”


“Good. Now scram. I need more sleep.”


“It’s ten thirty.”


Her eyes closed. “It’s always ten thirty somewhere.”


“Very deep.”


“Really, John, I mean it. Don’t make me get up out of here and kick your ass.”


I left her to it, jogged back down the five flights of stairs to street level, and stepped out into the big, strange city that lived—in all its train-wreck glory—right outside our door.


The rest of the morning was spent covering Paulo’s shift at the restaurant’s sidewalk window, hawking pizza and bottles of Poland Spring to passersby. This task is usually reserved for someone barely able to stand unassisted on their hind legs (currently Paulo, fresh-off-the-boat nephew of someone or other and an earthling so basic it’s a miracle he can work out which way to face the street), but I didn’t mind. Paulo’s a sweet kid, eager to please, and was off trying to find somewhere to improve his English. Also, I kind of enjoy the job. There are only two styles of slice available—plain or pepperoni—and one drink. Each costs a dollar. It’s hard to screw that up, and it’s pleasant to lean on the counter exchanging banter with locals and making strangers’ days better in straightforward ways. When your life has been overly complicated, simplicity can taste like a mouthful of clear, cool water. Available, this lunch hour, from me, near the corner of Second Avenue and 4th. Price—one dollar.


When my stint was over, I chatted with the owner, Mario, and his sister Maria—evidently the children of parents with either a sense of humor or a dearth of imagination—over a coffee at one of the sidewalk tables. The Adriatico has been holding down its patch—snug between a venerable Jewish bakery and a thrift store with pretensions of funkiness, a few minutes’ walk from the dives of St. Mark’s Place and side street legends like McSorley’s—for forty years, largely due to the family’s willingness to embrace change, however bad-temperedly. In the time Kristina and I had been on staff (me waiting tables, Kristina running the popular late-night basement bar), the owners had replaced the awning, repainted the picket fence around the sidewalk tables a (much) brighter color, and tried adding the word “organic” to everything on the menu: briefly offering an organic ragu with organic pasta and organic béchamel, oven-baked in the traditional organic manner—aka lasagna. I’d eventually convinced Mario not to pursue this (it made announcing the specials tiresome, and was moreover absolutely untrue), but I had to admire the ambition. It was certainly easier to understand why this restaurant was still in business than the last place I’d worked, on the other side of the country, on the Oregon coast.


I left with the customary mild buzz. The Adriatico’s coffee is celebrated for its strength, to the point where there’s a water-damaged poster in the restrooms (badly) hand-drawn by some long-ago college wit, suggesting it should be cited in strategic-arms-limitation treaties. Nobody can remember why the standard cup has three shots in it, but I’d come to learn that’s how New York works. Someone does something one day for reasons outside their control and beyond anyone’s recollection—and then winds up doing it for the next fifty years. The tangle of these traditions floats through the streets like mist and hangs like cobwebs among the trees and fire escapes. Tourist or resident—and it wasn’t yet clear which I was—you’re forever in the presence of these local heroes and ghosts.


I did my errands, including visiting the heater place. They promised they’d get to ours real soon. As both engineers were regulars at the bar I had reason to believe it.


With an hour still to kill, I took a long stroll down through the Village. There’s always something to see in our part of town, and I liked watching it and walking it, and for the first time in some years I liked my life, too. It was simple, contained, and easy.


But I got the sense that was about to change.


What Kristina wanted me to consider was the idea of a new apartment. There was much about the East Village that we enjoyed. The remnants of the old immigrant population, their pockets of otherness. The leafy side streets and crumbling prewar walkups, the area’s determination to resist gentrification and order, forever tending toward chaos like some huge silverware drawer. The fact that if you came shambling out of a bar late at night waving your iPhone around then you were likely to only get robbed, with brisk efficiency, rather than killed.


At times, though—with roving hordes from NYU and Cooper Union, plus all the young tourists who wanted to show how cool and not just about Banana Republic and the Apple Store they were—it could feel like being shacked up in the low-rent end of a college town. There had been a spate of odd muggings recently, too—people having their bank cards stolen and their accounts immediately emptied at ATMs with mysterious ease.


I never got a chance to do the student thing—having spent those years and more in the army—and I was open to a second adolescence. Kristina was wearying of the locale, however, perhaps because she spent her evenings at the sharper end of the Asshole Service Industry. I’m thirty-seven, old enough for sketchy to have a retro charm. She’s twenty-nine, sufficiently young for the idea of being a grown-up to remain appealing. She’d started talking about moving to SoHo or the West Village, for the love of God. I kept reminding her that she ran bar and I served circular food in a fiercely down-market restaurant. She’d counter with the observation that I had money from the sale of my house in Washington State after the split from my ex-wife. Feeling old and dull, I’d observe that we weren’t bringing in much new money, and nobody tied themselves to loft rentals under those circumstances, though I’d be willing to consider subletting somewhere tiny, as an experiment, if we committed to not eating for the foreseeable future—and anyway, it took less than half an hour to walk from our front door to the streets she was talking about, so what was the big deal?


And so on and so forth. The subject would eventually fade into abeyance, like a car drifting out of range of a local evangelical radio station, and I’d be left feeling like the patriarch who’d decreed that instead of eating in the lovely seafood restaurant with an ocean view, the family was going to make do with sandwiches in the parking lot. Again.


An hour later it would be like it never happened, however. Kristina did not study on things. She hit you between the eyes with the full payload, all at once. When that was spent, the storm was over—at least for now.


Two days ago she’d asked if I’d do her a favor, though, and I’d agreed because I felt I was letting her down in other ways. That meant a change was coming. If you’re with a strong woman (and they’re all strong, whatever they may have been told to the contrary; women have backbone men can only dream of), then once you’ve given ground you’ll never be off the back foot again.


I was on the way to do that favor now.




Chapter 3


The café was on Greenwich Avenue. I deliberately walked the last forty yards on the opposite side of the street, and when I spotted them at one of the rickety tables outside I slowed down to take a look.


Kristina was wearing a skirt and jacket I hadn’t seen before. It was probably only the second or third time in our entire acquaintance, in fact, that I’d seen her in anything except head-to-toe black. Opposite her sat a trim woman in her midthirties, attractive in the way that owes less to bone structure than to upkeep and confidence. Her hair was sleek and blond and impregnable, cut in a style that announces that the wearer will have valuable intelligence on the relative merits of local schools. I couldn’t tell much else from a distance save that, judging from her clothes and bearing, the woman could probably afford an apartment more or less wherever she wanted.


I crossed the street. I was introduced to Catherine Warren and shook hands. We chatted about the weather and reprised background I already knew, like how the two women had met at a weekly reading group held at Swift’s, an independent bookstore in what we’re supposed to call Nolita these days but is just a boutique wedge between SoHo and Little Italy. We agreed that Swift’s was a swell little store and deserved our fervent support, and I elected not to mention my impression that the staff there always watched me as if they suspected I was about steal one of their hand-made gift cards, holocaust memoirs, or chunky anthologies of short stories about growing up poor but wise in Brooklyn.


When these subjects ran out of steam—and the wizened old gay couple from the next table had shuffled away up the street, bickering all the while—I put my cigarettes on the table. Now that you can barely smoke anywhere in the city, this is an effective shorthand for “I’m not going to be here forever, so let’s get to it.”


“Kristina said there was something you might want advice about.”


The woman nodded, looking diffident.


“And she explained to you I’m not a cop, right? Or private detective?”


Kristina rolled her eyes. “She did,” Catherine said. “She said you’re a waiter.”


“That’s true,” I agreed affably. “So, what’s up?”


She looked at the table for a while, then raised her eyes like someone being forced to make a confession.


“I think,” she said, “that I’m being stalked.”


I’m not sure what I’d been expecting. Problems with a neighbor. Vague suspicions about her husband. A younger sister with an unsuitable boyfriend.


“That’s not good. How long has it being going on?”


“On and off, nearly ten years.”


“Whoa,” Kristina said. “Have you reported this? Haven’t the police—”


“I’ve never told anyone,” Catherine said quickly. “Apart from Mark. My husband,” she added. “It hasn’t been happening all that time or I would have. That’s what’s strange about it. Part of what’s strange.”


“Tell me,” I said. “From the start.”


“Well, I can’t remember the day, not like, the actual date. It was around the time I met Mark, or a month or two before. We’ve been married nine years.”


“What does your husband do?”


“He’s with Dunbar & Scott?” She delivered this as though I should have heard of the company and been impressed. I had not, though I doubted her husband was familiar with the Adriatico either.


“So how come you don’t remember when it started? I would have thought that would be somewhat memorable.”


Kristina shot me a warning look across the table.


“Of course. But . . .” Catherine raised her shoulders in a pantomime shrug. “Where do you draw the line? If you walk the city at night—or even during the day—once in a while you’re going to get spooked. There’s all these people around you all the time and you don’t have a clue who any of them are, right? People at bus stops. In parks. In delis or diners or outside bars or reading magazines between the stacks at Barnes & Noble. Runaways. People hanging around . . . or heading down the same street as you are. Sometimes you wonder if they’re genuinely on their way somewhere, or if they’re walking with you in mind. Or women do, anyway. Maybe you’re not aware of it.”


I could have observed that the vast majority of random street violence happens to men, but I let it lie. “I know what you’re talking about.”


“So. There’d been that kind of stuff, but I put it down to urban living. But then I’d been out for a drink with girlfriends this one time, and afterward I took the subway home. Back then I had an apartment on Perry, on loan from my aunt.”


“Good deal,” I said. Perry is a leafy enclave of brownstones in the heart of the West Village, and somewhere I have no expectation of living in this lifetime. This time Kristina gave me a covert kick under the table. I moved my leg out of reach. “And so?”


“I got out at 14th and Eighth and walked. After a while I realized I could hear footsteps. But when I stopped, I couldn’t anymore. I know once you start listening to things they sound strange even if they’re really not, but there was just . . . there was something weird about it.”


“What did you do?”


“Got home. That’s the idea, right? Get inside, lock the doors, and if you can’t see a psycho on the sidewalk holding a machete, you forget about it. Which I did.”


“But it happened again?”


“Not for two, three weeks. Then one night I was walking back after dark, taking the same route from the same subway, and . . . yes, it happened again.”


“What, exactly? I’m cloudy on what was actually taking place here.”


“I knew I was being followed. Isn’t that enough?”


“Of course,” I said. “But in terms of—”


“I turned to look a couple of times, didn’t see anyone, but I had this really strong sense that someone I knew well was close by, watching me, trying to get closer. At one point I even thought I heard someone softly say my name. Then, as I was turning into my street, I caught a glimpse of someone on the corner of Bleecker.”


“What did he look like?”


“Average height, slim build. He was only there for a second, and it was dark. I couldn’t see his face.”


“Any idea who he might have been?”


It seemed to me that she hesitated. “No.”


“No guy across the hall who was always there to say good morning? No one at work who could have misunderstood the colleague/potential boyfriend boundary?”


“I don’t think so. Though I suppose you never know the effect you have on other people.”


“And this has been going on for ten years?”


She glanced at me irritably. “Of course not. I met Mark soon after, and we just clicked, and within a month I was effectively living at his place in Murray Hill. The feeling of being followed stopped when I moved there. And I forgot about it. I got married. Our daughters were born; they’re six and four now. We moved to Chelsea five years ago. Everything was great. Is great.”


“Until?”


She exhaled in one short, sharp breath. “We live on 18th. It’s nice, quiet, close to the school, and you got all the restaurants and stuff on Eighth Avenue—though it’s not exactly knee-deep in culture, right? Hence I’ve been going to the reading group at Swift’s, which is how I met . . .” She gestured across the table.


“Kristina,” I said.


“Exactly. Until a few weeks ago I was taking a cab home. Now it’s warmer, so I walk. I go via the market on Seventh—Mark’s addicted to their shrimp salad, so there’s domestic brownie points to be earned right there. But the last two, three times I’ve turned onto my street . . . someone’s been back at the corner.”


“Eighth is busy, especially in the evening.”


She spoke sharply. “Right. Which means people tend to keep moving. Going where they’re headed. Not standing on the corner, looking down my street.”


“You’ve never got a good look at his face?”


“No.”


“So what makes you believe it’s the same person?”


“I just feel it is. You . . . wouldn’t understand.”


“Maybe not.” There are women who believe they have recourse to intuitive powers beyond the understanding of male kind, and what they “feel” supersedes information available to the more conventional senses. This can be irritating, especially if you happen to be one of the dullard male robots who apparently can’t see past the end of his own unspeakable genitals. In my own woman’s case, I had reason to know such a belief could be justified, however, and so I didn’t call Catherine on it. “And it’s never been more than that? This impression of being followed?”


“No. Though two weeks ago I was drawing the curtains in the girls’ room and I saw someone on the sidewalk below. I know he was looking up at the window. But Ella started fussing and I had to deal with her and the next time I got a chance to look . . . he’d gone.”


She trailed off, looking at me defiantly. I didn’t know what to say, and so I didn’t say anything, which is generally my policy.


“I knew this was going to sound ridiculous,” she muttered. “I’m sorry to have wasted your time.”


“You said you’d mentioned this to your husband?”


“I get the impression he thinks the same as you.”


“Which is?”


“I’m a woman, being silly.”


I was taken aback. “I don’t think that, Catherine. The question is what you can do about—”


“Assuming any of it is actually happening, right? That it’s not an attack of the vapors or some other charmingly feminine malaise?”


“I’m just trying to be practical.”


“Absolutely. Men are good at that.” She pushed her chair back decisively. “My friend’s looking after Ella and Isabella. She’s going to need to leave soon.”


“So, John—what should she do?” Kristina’s voice was clipped. She was pissed at me, and not hiding it.


I shrugged. I’d been intending to follow that up with something more helpful, but wasn’t given the chance.


“Thank you for your time, John,” Catherine said.


After telling the waitress to put the drinks on her account, she gave Kristina a peck on the cheek.


“See you tomorrow night,” she said. “Nice to meet you,” she added to me. I’ve heard more convincing lies.


As the two of them headed out to the sidewalk together, I got out my wallet and covertly put a five-dollar bill on the table.




Chapter 4


When Catherine had disappeared up the street, Kristina turned to me. She had a look in her eye that I’ve seen her use on men in the bar, optimistic drunkards who’ve mistaken professional courtesy for a ticket to bed. The look works. The guys always elect to buy their next drink someplace else. Often in a different city altogether.


“What?” I asked, though I knew.


She kept glowering at me.


“I just don’t get it,” I said. “All she has is a vague impression of maybe being followed. So she got spooked walking home on a few occasions a very long time apart—there’s not a woman in the city who couldn’t say the same. And a few guys.”


“That doesn’t mean she’s—”


“I’d be more convinced without the big gap, to be honest. I don’t know much about stalkers, but my impression is they tend to stick to the job at hand—not get distracted for a couple of presidential terms. What’d he do, set an alarm to remind himself to act crazy again after a decade-long vacation in normality?”


“You were being snippy before she even got to that part.”


“Possibly,” I admitted. “She’s not my type. You can’t dismiss every disagreement with a male as institutionalized sexism. And who has an account at a coffee shop, for Christ’s sake?”


“Lots of people.”


“Really?”


“Around here, yes.”


“Christ. Either way, you tip the waitress. Plus . . . her daughters’ names rhyme.”


Kris cocked her head and stared at me ominously. “What?”


I wasn’t sure what I was trying to say and didn’t want to keep trying to say it. “Let’s walk.”


For a moment it seemed like she wasn’t going to follow, but eventually she did.


After fifteen minutes of silence we wound up in the streets on the other side of Bleecker. Close, in fact, to where Catherine had been living in the late 1990s and where she claimed to have first sensed someone following her. I didn’t try to get Kris talking. I used to have two young sons. Still do have one, though I’ve seen him only once in the last three years, for reasons that are not entirely under my control. One of the few skills I’d started to develop before my marriage and family fell apart was the diffusion of unproductive conversations. Kids have far more focus and persistence than adults give them credit for, and may get a buzz out of the attention that conflict gains. Back them into a corner and they’ll go at you toe-to-toe, and so the trick is to stop banging that drum and try something else instead. It works with grown-ups too. I use the technique on myself, when the conversations in my head threaten to become repetitive or obsessed with events that I cannot go back and change.


So rather than returning to Catherine Warren’s problem—about which I wasn’t sure more could be said—I wondered aloud how much the apartment she’d mentioned would cost to rent these days. After a very slow start, this led to discussing the area semi-seriously from a residential point of view, and back toward life in general, and finally to the fact that it was approaching time for us to get ready for work.


“You’ll be changing your clothes, I take it.”


Kristina’s skin is very pale, and when she flushes you notice it. “There’s no law that says I have to wear black jeans and a rock chick shirt all the time.”


“I know that.” I didn’t mention I’d noticed she’d been drinking tea at the café, which she never does at home. She would reasonably have said there was no law against her drinking tea, either. “I just thought maybe I could help. With the changing process.”


She was surprised into a reluctant laugh. “I’m not sure you deserve that honor.”


“Perhaps. It’s just I’ve heard that skirts can be challenging. For those unaccustomed to their ways.”


“Is that right?”


“I’m just saying. If you need a hand when we get home, I’m there for you.” I left a beat. “Of course, if we were living here, we’d be home already.”


She smiled and looked away. “It’s not so far,” she said. “I’ll race you.”


We got slammed that evening, the restaurant packed out the entire night. This wasn’t enough to distract me from feeling like an ass over the discussion with Catherine Warren. So she’d rubbed me up the wrong way. It couldn’t have been easy to talk about her concerns, and I hadn’t provided a considerate audience.


When I took a cigarette break midevening I called an old friend on the other side of the country. Bill Raines answered promptly.


“Well, hey,” he said. “How’s tricks, pizza boy? Still keeping it thin and crispy?”


“Always,” I said, leaning back against the wall to watch people ambling the sidewalk, looking for the cheapest way to feel like shit tomorrow. “How about you? Still lying through your teeth in pursuit of clients’ claims, however mercenary and indeed fictitious they may be?”


“It’s how I roll. S’up in your so-called life?”


“Wanted to pick your brain.”


“Shoot.”


I gave him the bones of Catherine’s story. He listened without interrupting until I was done.


“I don’t see you selling the movie rights,” he said. “As jeopardy goes, it’s kind of blah, right? Plus, what does she think you can do about it?”


“I’m not sure,” I said, realizing that the more I thought about it, the less I understood why the meeting had even taken place. “Just hoping for some advice, I guess. I didn’t have any. So I’m trying you.”


“I’m sure you haven’t forgotten everything you knew about the law, John. The cops need probable cause. The sense you’re being followed isn’t enough, and an attorney’s going to need a lot more for a restraining order—like knowing who the alleged perp is. You can’t get those things filed ‘To Whom It May Concern.’”


“The cops won’t help in the meantime?”


“I’m not saying that. These days they take this stuff pretty seriously. Thousands of people every year believe they’re receiving unwelcome attention, and most women who get murdered by ex-partners are stalked by them first. Your friend’s not going to get a ‘Hush, girlie; run along,’ but you’ll require actual evidence before they can do more than advise buying some Mace. Doesn’t sound like she has any.”


“Nothing like.”


“Sensing you’re not her biggest fan, either.”


“Christ. Is it that obvious?”


“You’ve always been a heart-on-the-sleeve kind of guy, John. Least, I assumed it was your heart, though it was kind of shriveled. Could have been an unusually large raisin.”


I asked if he was intending to be in the city any day soon. “If I am,” he said. “I’ll warn you. Give you plenty time to get out of town. We done here?”


“Always a pleasure, Bill.”


“Liar.”


As I slipped the phone back into my pocket I felt someone plucking at my sleeve. I turned to see Lydia looking up at me with anxious eyes.


“Have you seen Frankie?”


“’Fraid not,” I said. “But I’ll keep an eye out.”


The old woman smiled, sending a car crash of deep lines across her face. “Would you, dear? I’m sure I saw him earlier. Just by here. I know it was him.”


Within hours of starting work at the Adriatico I’d been told about Lydia. A long time ago she’d been an actress/singer/dancer in shows on (or within a cab ride of) Broadway, by all accounts talented and beautiful. Then one night thirty years ago someone close to her—her brother, lover, or just a friend, accounts varied—was murdered outside a bar on First Avenue.


That’s what the police told her, anyway, though she refused to believe it—refused adamantly, no quarter given. She remained convinced that this guy, whatever he’d been to her, was still alive; that she saw her Frankie sometimes; that she called out to him, but he never heard or never stopped. She had a brusque way with outreach volunteers who tried to boss her around, because she knew she was not crazy. She still turned heads on the streets, though nowadays that was because of her multilayered outfit of castoffs. She slept in Tompkins Square Park, holding her corner and snarling at runaways. Her hair was white, and decades of cigarettes had filled her throat with glass. When she hollered a show tune, which happened occasionally, it did not sound good.


“Need to get back to work, Lyds,” I said, slipping a few bucks into her hand. She would not accept money proffered in plain sight. “Take care tonight.”


“I will. You’re a good boy.”


I wasn’t sure about that. But most of the time, I try.


After service ended, I went downstairs and propped up the bar until one thirty, lending a hand as required. Afterward, as often on lively nights, we went on to prop up a corner of someone else’s bar in the company of cooks, waiters, and allied miscreants from other local dives. By the time we were walking home, things felt good between us again.


“She didn’t say anything, did she?” I said.


“Huh?”


“Catherine. You guessed there was a problem. You talked her into speaking to me. She never asked.”


“You’re smarter than you look,” Kristina said. “I mean, you’d have to be.”


“And you’ve got an eye for bad things.”


“Does this mean you’re taking her more seriously?”


“There’s something up in her life. That I believe. It’s also obvious you care about her, which means that I should too. So when you see her tomorrow at the book club, tell her that your boyfriend can be a dickhead but if she wants him to help, he’ll try.”


“My boyfriend?”


“That would be me.”


“I see. ’Course, if we moved to the Village, you might rate being upgraded to ‘partner.’ I should add that comes with additional benefits.”


“Which are?”


“Oh no. My mother may have been a lunatic bitch, but she at least taught me not to toss away the farm.”


“You don’t give up easy, do you?”


“I don’t give up at all. You should know that about me by now.”


I put my arm around her shoulders and she looped hers around my waist and we walked the rest of the way listening to the sound of distant others shouting and laughing, a solar system of two spinning quietly home through the universe.


I was standing peaceably in the kitchen pouring glasses of water to take to bed when I heard Kristina padding quickly back out of the bedroom.


“I missed a call.”


“And?”


She jabbed a couple of buttons. “Listen.”


Catherine Warren’s voice came out of the speaker, tinny and hesitant.


“Kristina, it’s me,” she said. “I’m so sorry to call, but I don’t know who else to talk to.”


There was a pause, and when she spoke again her voice was cracked. “Someone’s been in my house.”




Chapter 5


The man got to Bryant Park at eleven o’clock, the time the informal morning gathering started. There weren’t many friends present—more made the effort to attend the gathering on Friday, and Union Square had become more fashionable recently—and nobody he wanted to talk to. He kept on the move. It wasn’t long before people started to drift back out to the streets. He knew she would appear eventually, traditionally arriving from the Sixth Avenue side. He sat halfway up the steps that looked down over the central grassy area and waited.


He had no idea what her reaction was going to be. In general she preached acceptance, making the best of their situation. Might she feel differently about this?


He didn’t know.


Three days he’d waited. Three days and three long nights of trying to live normally while a thought drummed in his head like a migraine. As a Fingerman he couldn’t just up and leave. He had obligations. Some were arranged on a schedule—his services could be booked—but it was also his time on call. He was required to make himself available in known locations (including this very park) for set periods, ready for requests relayed to him by local Cornermen or friends presenting in person. He did not consider abandoning his post. The rotation had been in place for many years, legacy of Lonely Clive and others. His skills put him in a privileged position, and responsibility came with it. If they couldn’t man up and do the right thing by each other, then they could hardly criticize others for failing to do so. Thus the Gathered had said, and on this—if not everything else—he agreed. And after all, if he hadn’t happened to be holding his post in Bryant Park at the right moment on the right day, this chance to reconnect would never have been born. (Though hadn’t he also felt a peculiar pull to the park that afternoon? And hadn’t he lingered for more than an hour after his slot had finished? Yes, he had.)


Either way, though the language of the fates is often garbled and obscure, when they speak it pays to listen. He didn’t buy the “everything happens for a reason” mantra so beloved of the girl he was waiting for, but when life drops a boon in your lap, you pay the fee.


So he’d waited, stoically, growing more and more tense, finding sometimes that his fists were bunching without him realizing it, knowing however that the important thing was that he was now in possession of information that could change his life.


“Hey,” said a voice.


He turned to see the girl, up on the top step. “You came in the other way?”


“I like to remain mysterious.”


In silhouette she looked even more ethereal than usual. The sun hung behind her as a halo of gold against long, dark hair. As usual, she was wearing dark red under a black coat. If you glimpsed her flicking through old LPs in a thrift store you’d assume she was merely a tall and unusually fine-featured Goth. “What’s up?”


“How do you know something’s up?”


She smiled. “I know everything, remember?”


He told her everything as they walked around the park together. It had always been that way with them, since they first met in a stinking, moldy room above a boarded-up porno theater soon after he’d come to the city. When he’d finished—it didn’t take long—her face was unreadable.


“How wonderful,” she said. “Lucky you.”


“What do you think I should do?”


“What you’re going to do.”


“I should . . . do whatever’s in my heart?”


She laughed. “No, but bless you for making the effort to speak in my language. I just mean you should do it. You’re going to, regardless, and as it happens I think it’s the right choice.”


“Really?” He studied her face. All he found was what he always saw. Pale, open features that were symmetric and strong and yet delicate, and bloodred lips. “Why?”


She shrugged her narrow shoulders. “You could have done something without talking to me. You didn’t. What’s important to you is important to me. You’ve waited a long time for something like this. We all have. So do it.”


“Thank you, Lizzie.”


“De nada.” She looked as though she was about to say something else, but stopped.


He turned to see a figure approaching across the grass. Stocky, balding, pugnacious even from a distance. Coming up behind were three other people he recognized—two guys, one woman. Very tall, very thin. “Christ.”


“Looks like someone’s heading your way.”


“It won’t take long to say no to whatever it is he wants. Will you wait?”


“Can’t. Got things to do and wonders to perform,” Lizzie said, taking his hand and squeezing it briefly between her long, pale fingers. “Will you have a phone number?”


He reeled it off to her.


“Be careful, Maj,” she said, before drifting away across the grass. “And don’t hurt anyone.”


As usual, Golzen was wearing a suit styled in the mode of the 1930s—double-breasted, with wide chalk-colored stripes and extravagant lapels. Maj had no idea why he did this. He didn’t care.


“I’m in a hurry,” he said when the man reached him. The other three stayed well back, thirty feet away, in a huddle in the middle of the grass.


Golzen smiled, a thin, straight line that looked as if it had been drawn on his face and then just as quickly erased. “I’m sure. Interesting business?”


“Not to you.”


“I have a proposal.”


“Same as usual?”


“Pretty much.”


“Guess my answer will be the same, too.”


“And I’ll ask again, why?”


“Because he’s a thief.”


“We’re all thieves.”


“He’s different.”


“Just more organized, which means better returns—for us. I don’t see the difference between him and the lamer you’re associating with. Except for the lameness, obviously.”


“Jeffers doesn’t take anything.”


“Everybody takes something, Maj. Some do it more subtly, that’s all. Sometimes just by looking.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“You’ll work it out. My point is that with Reinhart the terms are clear and the rewards material.”


“You’re wrong about him. You’ll realize that sooner or later.”


Golzen seemed to swell, turning up prophet mode. “No, you’ll realize a change is coming. Perfect is calling, and it is nearly time to heed its voice.”


“You know I don’t believe in that bullshit.”


“That’s immaterial. Perfect believes in you. The question is whether you want to be on the winning side.”


“Since when were there sides?”


“Are you kidding? Everything has at least two sides. Even a single individual. You know that.”


“May be true for you. It doesn’t have to be that way among the friends.”


“Jesus.” Golzen stared at him with open contempt. “You spend far too much time with that hippy chick.”


“Like I said, I’m in a hurry. This all you got?”


“Just don’t be gone too long. I’d hate for you to miss the excitement.”


Maj stared at him. Golzen smiled. “There may be one more chance to change your mind,” he said. “We’re saving a place. We’ll need friends like you, with skills, character, strength of mind. Assuming you can finally see where your best interests lie.” He walked away.


Maj watched him go. How could Golzen know he was planning on leaving town? Only by talking to the sole person Maj had discussed the matter with: a Journeyman he’d gone to for advice. Even so, it could only be guesswork, as Maj had been careful to appear to be conducting his inquiry out of hypothetical interest, and the Journeyman would never have talked.


So it was pure luck, that was all. It showed how widely Golzen’s influence spread, however, and how determined he was. Maj had already suspected these things. For the time being, it didn’t matter.


But consider it logged.


He stopped by the churchyard and tried to talk to Lonely Clive. Though he was able to get a few words out of him, he had to take his former mentor’s blessing on trust, or decide to take it implicitly. He left unclear as to which it had been, but it didn’t matter.


He was going to do it anyway.




Chapter 6


At a little after eight on Monday evening I was in SoHo. I’d been in the area for two hours already and I was cold and bored. I’d watched Catherine and Kristina arrive at Swift’s ten minutes apart, and then I’d walked the neighboring blocks in a grid pattern. After I tired of this, I took a covert pass through the store and then wandered back out and eventually into the grounds of Old St. Patrick’s Church. An eight-foot-high brick wall surrounds most of a small block, augmented on one side by the tall, white side of another building. Inside the wall stands an unassuming sand-colored church, well-tended grass, and a clean graveyard arranged in orderly lines. It is a calm place and a good spot to stand for a while even if you do not believe in God. But also . . . very cold.


I emerged in time to observe as the reading group wrapped up and to see the two women buying coffees from the bookstore café before bringing them out to the concrete bench outside. This being, as I knew, their custom. They didn’t hurry over their drinks.


I stood across the way, in the shadow of the wall around the church, and waited some more.


It had already been established that someone had not entered Catherine Warren’s house the evening before—nobody who wasn’t supposed to have, anyway.


Kristina tried calling right back, but it went to voice mail. Catherine’s message had been left at eight thirty and it was after three a.m. by the time we found it. Kristina was awake and on her feet before me the next morning, for once. Catherine called early, to be fair, and was apologetic and amusing at her own expense. She’d called after noticing things had been moved in the office nook of their house. This had subsequently been explained. Her husband—who’d stopped by en route to a business dinner—had been told to drop everything and attend a meeting at the London office the next day, taking the oh-my-god-that’s-early flight out of JFK. (This is something you don’t have to put up with if you work in a pizza restaurant.) He’d been searching for his passport—neatly filed by Catherine somewhere else entirely—and hadn’t tidied after himself. Some people wouldn’t even have noticed, but Catherine evidently ran a tight ship, and so she did.


Panic over.


After the call, Kristina seemed embarrassed on her friend’s behalf. Perversely, though I had to refrain from wondering aloud whether Catherine couldn’t have made a second call to Kristina’s phone to let her know everything was okay, the incident made me take her more seriously. My ex-wife, Carol, had been prone to anxiety even before the truly bad things happened to us, notably the death of our older son, Scott. I know from experience that anxiety is a very powerful force, as close to malign possession as makes no difference. It may not sound like much—so someone gets worked up over little things? Big deal. They should try coping with real problems, right?


Wrong. Real problems are easy. They have real solutions. Anxiety turns the world into an intangible and insoluble crisis and transforms every doubt into a rat intent on devouring its own tail. It is like being caught in a trap in the dark forest when you can hear big, hungry animals closing in on every side.


The confident, sleek woman I’d met outside the coffeehouse on Greenwich Avenue hadn’t presented like someone so close to the edge, but that could mean she was hiding some problem a little too well, or else that there was something going on—something sufficient to have her putting two and two together to make twenty-five. I wouldn’t have cared much either way except that the woman I loved evidently wanted to regard this person as a friend—and friends were something Kristina was generally willing to do without. I’m far from gregarious, but she can make me look positively needy. Catherine’s presence at the reading group had kept her attending. If the other woman flipped out, it would stop.


That’s why I was there, getting cold. Having made a bad job of being someone’s man in the past, I was open to the idea of working harder at it this time around.


Eventually they finished their coffees and went separate ways. Kristina did not glance in the direction of the church because she didn’t know I was there. I hadn’t wanted her to convey inadvertent signals to Catherine. I was probably doing nothing more than wasting my evening off work (the Adriatico is closed on Mondays, to everyone’s relief), but in that case I wanted to make doubly sure I got something out of it. If I followed Catherine home and saw nothing, I would have demonstrated that—on a night when her movements were predictable, and therefore an alleged stalker’s ideal opportunity—there had been no one on her tail. I could choose whether or not to convey this to Kristina when I got home.


I stayed back as I followed Catherine up into the Village. I had a good idea of what route she’d take and so gave her plenty of space. She walked confidently, with the brisk stride of someone who knew the area and had lived in the city a long time. She lingered in front of a couple of stores but never came to a halt. From Bleecker she skirted Washington Square Park and took the predictable left onto Greenwich Avenue. From here she’d likely head up past the Westside Market. With her husband across the ocean, it was possible she’d give this a miss. I doubted it, though. If she’d fallen into the practice of going to the deli for his shrimp salad, chances were she’d do it tonight and find a reason while she was there. Humans are creatures of habit.


I kept an eye on other pedestrians. The young, the old, professionals and the half-dead homeless, the weird-looking and the painfully vanilla. New York is a place where you’d have to hail from the planet Zog and sport three heads to really stand out, though if you kept those heads down and didn’t smoke in a public place you’d still have a chance of passing without notice. Of course, if Catherine did have a stalker he’d be going to some trouble not to attract attention. But by the time we were crossing 14th I was confident this was a bust.


Fine by me. I’d left a note for Kris saying I’d gone for a walk and would be home by nine bearing food. I’d shadow Catherine to her door in Chelsea—ten minutes from where we were now—then double back via Chong’s.
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