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THIEF OF NAMES


Lucy Taylor


Afterwards, Nicholas wondered how he could have ever thought the little blonde with the tattoo on her tit could have been worth the risk she posed to his marriage, his self-respect, and – as it turned out – so much more. Yet still, there was that moment of insanity when he actually debated the point, before admitting that nothing could have been worth what the encounter cost him. It was that second’s hesitation, though, that gave an indication of how much Nicholas Berringer valued sex – or at least what sex represented to him. Fucking, to him, had always meant freedom and conquest and masculine power. Even when consensual, the act was at heart, forced entry and violent gratification, the plundering of empty space by protuberant member. It was also safety and solace and the warm dark heart of his mother’s womb, the sacred place where there was no Nicholas, where nothing was named and there was only One.


Although he would not have put it quite that way. Had he been asked, he would have simply said that fucking made him feel alive, gave him the willingness to make the effort of drawing the next breath. He would have said that, as exclamation points marked memorable sentences, so erections punctuated the climactic points of a man’s life.


Now, as he drove well above the speed limit on I–75 in the pouring rain, headed toward the Ambassador Bridge and the US/Canadian border at Detroit-Windsor, he wondered if trying to track down Sonny Valdez wasn’t the journey of a masochistic fool, a pathetic attempt to feel like he was taking charge, doing something, for God’s sake, to try to save his own life.


I’m going to ask Sonny Valdez for help, he thought, grimacing at the irony of it, for he could scarcely stand to inhabit the same planet as the man. The three best years of his life, of his marriage, had been when he believed that Sonny Valdez was dead, having expired wretchedly in some flophouse in Toronto’s commercial sex district. But Valdez, as it turned out, was still very much alive, and now Nicholas needed his help. Jesus, I am fucked, he thought bitterly, I am truly royally fucked.


“Do you like to fuck?” the cute blonde in the blue satin blouse had asked him.


Her exact words. He’d almost dumped his beer in his lap. She had to be a hooker, of course, but still – talk about coming on strong.


She read his expression and giggled, showing slightly crooked front teeth. “Oh, don’t get me wrong. I’m not a working girl. Well, I mean I work, all right. I work on a road construction crew. I’m what they call a flagger, which basically means I’m one of those chicks stands out in the broiling sun on the highway all day holding a sign says Slow Down and the good ol’ boys goin’ by in pick-up trucks holler at us and try to grope our tits out the window.”


“I never knew that,” he said, quietly bemused.


“I don’t usually talk to guys in bars, either, but my boyfriend – ex-boyfriend, that is – he’s off with some trailer trash whore he met in a honkytonk. I figure what’s sauce for the gander’s goose is – I mean, sauce for the goose –” She giggled raucously. “Aww, you know what I mean.”


She was drunk, of course, and he reminded himself that he didn’t care much for sex with drunken women. They had nasty habits like throwing up on your cock or passing out in the middle of sex. They tended to walk off with your Rolex or look through your wallet when you went to the john.


“So do you?” she said.


“Do I what?”


“You know.”


“What you said?”


“What’sa matter, you scared to say the F-word?”


“I think you’ve had too much to drink.” He turned to the bartender, signaling for his check. He was only in Cincinnati for the one day to look at some lots zoned for residential development. The lots had proved disappointing – people in the market for half-million dollar homes didn’t usually want a view, however distant, of an industrial park – and he was scheduled to fly home to Detroit the next morning. Beth was going in late to work so she could meet him at the airport.


Beth – God, what about Beth? If she had been homely or overweight or uninterested in sex, that might have been one thing, but she was lush and lithe and seductive and fucked the way he did – like her life depended on it. Every time he cheated on her, he swore to himself it would be the last time. Afterwards, he would go to church like the good Catholic boy he once was and confess to the priest and vow to be different: yet, sooner or later, it would happen again.


“C’mon, honey, you look like you need to relax.” The girl leaned forward, allowing him to look down her blouse and see the tattoo of a bumblebee on the inner swell of one breast. It was done in vivid black and yellow, its stinger pointing downward at her nipple. “I can help you relax real good.”


“I’ll bet you can.” He debated, but only a moment, for his dick had already decided that she was his type. Her slender, sinewy little body was thinner than he would have preferred, but she exuded that slutty decadence that always made him feel like a conqueror on the verge of sacking some foreign city notorious for its depravity. Eau de wench, essence of whore.


Having made the decision, he felt emboldened, eyeing her up and down with overt and calculating lust, before he said, “But regarding your question, the answer is, ‘Yes. Yes, I do.’ ”


Was it his imagination, or did she flinch slightly? Maybe she’d just been trying to shock him. Maybe this was some kind of game – somebody had dared her to come on to a man in a bar, and secretly she’d been hoping he wouldn’t take her up on her offer. For a second, her lower lip quivered, and her boldness seemed on the verge of disassembling into little-girl sobs. Then she rallied, took a deep breath, and seemed to pull herself together from sheer force of will. From the looks of the effort she exerted, it didn’t seem like she had it in her to do that too many more times.


“My name’s Elise.” She slid her fingers through his. Her skin, he noticed, was surprisingly cold, but she managed a grin as she said, “You got a room?”


“718.”


“You got a wife?”


Now it was his turn to grin. “Not tonight.”


The rain hammered the windshield of the Volvo with such force that the wipers couldn’t work fast enough to sweep it away. A semi, lumbering past like a maddened triceratops, sent up an arc of grey water that inundated the car and forced Nicholas for a few moments to drive blind. When he saw the lights of immigration at the Detroit-Windsor border crossing up ahead, he braked cautiously and pulled up next to a booth, where an immigration agent, after glancing perfunctorily at his license plates, waved him on.


Accelerating back into the rain, Nicholas let out his breath which, until that moment, he didn’t realize he’d been holding.


Although his business trips took him to Toronto three or four times a year, he was always absurdly relieved when it was done, when no need was seen to run his name through the computer to check for misdeeds in his past. Even if the immigration agents pulled his record and realized it was a convicted felon passing through their country’s symbolic portals, there was nothing they could hold him on, of course. In the years since he got out of prison, he hadn’t committed any crime more serious than minor traffic violations. But if they knew about his past, they might be inclined to detain him while they searched him and his car. And this time, for once, there was something for them to find – the 0.9 mm Beretta stashed in the vehicle’s console.


By five o’clock that evening, Nicholas was in Toronto, sipping a Scotch and soda in his lakefront room at the Harbor Castle. He debated whether or not to call Beth, but hated having to add to the web of lies he’d already conceived. Supposedly, he was up here at some kind of Home Builders Convention and would be home Sunday night. Should he need more time, he’d have to invent an explanation for the extended stay and hope Beth wouldn’t ask too many questions.


Too early to hit any of Sonny Valdez’s haunts just yet. He knew he should eat something, but appetite was a memory, these days. His head hurt. He ran cold water over a washcloth and laid it over his eyes as he stretched out on the bed. Outside, the rain was still pounding, grey metallic teeth gnashing against the panes. In the street below, sirens screamed.


When they went up to Nicholas’s room at the Cincinnati Sheraton, the girl – Elise – gigglingly chugged two of the little bottles of Scotch out of the minibar while Nicholas unbuttoned her blouse and reveled in the enchanting sounds of her skirt zipper going down and her silk stockings unrolling. Naked, she was even thinner than he expected, and the untanned areas of her skin stood out in pasty contrast to the rest of her body’s dark, glossy-looking bronze.


Appraising her, Nicholas reflected that she was certainly no prettier or sexier than Beth; her body hinted at no mysteries to be uncovered or exotic depravities to be unleashed, nor did he get any inkling of a psyche ariot with new and perverse fantasies. Indeed, if anything, there was a certain sad banality to the girl, as though she were somehow grievously miscast in her role as a slut, a tramp, an easy piece of ass.


And yet, for all that, Nicholas could no more not fuck her than he could have not fucked the women who had preceded her. Like a compulsive gambler viewing a slot machine or a lottery ticket, for Nicholas, each new sexual encounter seemed to promise the possibility of some as-yet-undreamed-of ecstasy. Each pussy was the potential passage to some state of higher bliss that flickered across his mind in dreams and yet always eluded him.


He went over to the bureau and unzipped his shaving kit.


She looked up. “What are you doing?”


“Condom,” Nicholas said.


She came up behind him, smooshed her tits into his back. “I hate those things. C’mon, you don’t have to worry. I’m just a nice girl getting back at her cheating boyfriend. You don’t need to wear a rubber.”


He turned around to say something sarcastic about what “nice girls” do and don’t do, and she dipped to her knees, his dick disappearing into the tight seal of her mouth, his mental processes magically unraveling.


After that, they did all the things Nicholas enjoyed most – with a few other things thrown in for extra. He fucked her standing up, her spine pressed into the wall, while she stood up on her toes and dug her nails into his shoulders, moaning. Then on the bed, driving himself between those ivory tits, until the bumblebee was covered in come that looked like droplets of honey.


When her eyes started to close and she grew sleepy and sated, Nicholas shook her and said, “We’re only getting started. You asked me, do I like to fuck? I’ll show you just how much.”


He flipped her over then and fucked her from the rear, butt raised, head buried in a pillow. For the last half dozen or so thrusts, he put his hands down on her back and leaned his weight into her. Took note that she must be used to rough stuff, because she didn’t protest, but took what had to be a painful compression of her ribcage stoically, drawing in tiny gasps of air as best she could.


“Like that?” he asked when he was finished for the moment. Recovered from her near-asphyxiation, she snuggled against a pile of pillows and opened up a bourbon from the minibar.


“Christ, you sure can fuck.” Her smile was sly and silly, a drunken smile, and yet threaded through with something else, contempt or fear, something dark and ugly that he tried to pretend he didn’t see. The cheating boyfriend, he supposed. Her anger at the boyfriend spreading out like the hood of a cobra, directed at any man that came within her line of vision.


Reaching for something to say, he remarked, “You look like you spend a lot of time in the sun. What do you do, flag cars in a bikini and a hardhat?”


“Tanning booths.”


“Those are bad for you.”


“Yeah, they give you skin cancer.” She laughed giddily. “But look who’s talking.”


She started to unscrew another of the tiny bourbon bottles. He took it from her. “Enough, OK. I don’t want you to pass out on me. You won’t be any fun to fuck.”


“How about your wife, Nicholas? Is she any fun to fuck? Or is she fat and frigid or maybe fucking someone else, even as we speak?”


“Don’t talk about my wife. You don’t know anything about her.”


“What is it, she don’t satisfy you?” The honey in her voice was laced with venom. “Aww, Nicholas’s wife won’t fuck him, so he has to cheat.”


He grabbed her arm, gripping it tight enough to get her attention, but stopping just short of causing pain. He wanted her to know he was playing, but also to realize he could shortcut play and go straight to something a lot stronger, a lot more serious, real damn fast.


“Yeah, I cheat on her with little blonde sluts who come on to strange men in bars.”


“I never do this kind of thing.”


“I know, you were a virgin till just now. I could tell the minute I saw you.”


She tried to extricate her arm from his grip. He tightened it a fraction, taking pleasure in the hint of fear that crossed her features, then let her go. She rubbed her biceps, glared.


“That hurt.”


“Sometimes I like to make it hurt.”


“Aw, you’re no fun.”


“I beg to differ. Why don’t you pour what’s left of the booze you didn’t drink over your tits, so I can lick it off?”


He still remembered the rich, dizzyingly sweet taste of the bourbon as it dribbled down her deep cleavage, the scent of her sweat and her floral perfume. He remembered having fleeting thoughts about Beth at home in Detroit and asking himself, “What the hell am I doing? Why am I doing this?” even as he was getting hard again, turning the girl over onto her hands and knees, roughly prying open the cheeks of her buttocks, and ramming himself inside.


And later, although normally he liked to keep some lights on, liked to see a woman looking freshly fucked, he made the room darker as she was getting dressed, because he didn’t want to see her eyes. Something in them, the despair and shame that was also tainted with that ugliness he’d noticed earlier – not directed just at Nicholas personally, but at men in general – filled him with a queasy kind of fear.


He watched CNN until a little after ten, then drove away from the waterfront lined with clean, brightly lit luxury hotels to the narrow, congested little lanes where the sex trade thrived. The sleaze end of the sex trade, anyway.


Toronto was a city where you could find anything, and Nicholas, at one time or another, in one capacity or another, had provided or partaken of all. As he drove the depressingly familiar streets, he saw that nothing had changed significantly since his days here – the whores still strutting on stiletto-thin spikes, the prancing drag queens in glitter and fake fur and tiny, tight leather skirts, the hustlers cold-eyed and crotch-heavy, sexy dangerous. Fuck me, fuck me, buy me, buy me – the eternal mantra of desire and despair.


The rain had tapered off, leaving a chilly moistness in the late summer air and grey, glassy puddles. Nicholas parked the car under a stoplight and walked up Yonge Street, checking in sex parlors and bookstores and gay clubs as he went. Valdez’s name elicited little response in those he queried, other than occasionally, feigned ignorance followed by a sudden, apparently urgent, need to be somewhere else.


“Sonny Valdez? Yeah, I know him. But didn’t that fucker croak years ago? Didn’t he have heart cancer, dick cancer – or maybe he just was a cancer?”


The slant-eyed woman who was speaking was a sodden wreck, breasts like huge jellyfish that swayed beneath her see-through blouse, a pendulous belly, eyes ringed with grey-yellow smudges. She sat at the end of the bar in the Cha Cha Lounge and tried to pick up guys, and people moved their seats to get away from her.


“No, Sonny Valdez didn’t die,” said Nicholas. “He was supposed to die. They let him out of fucking prison so he could go home to die, but then he didn’t die.”


The woman eyed him with bleary, wet-brain eyes. “So you already know that, then why you asking me?”


“I need to find him.”


“You want sweet pussy, you don’t need Sonny for that: you found it right here.” She leered and spread her bloated thighs, thumped a hand on her crotch.


Nicholas threw down some money for his drink and headed for the door. The barmaid, a tiny girl with crooked lips and short, raggedy black hair, dashed after him. The expression on her face was so intense he thought that, in his haste to escape, he must have miscalculated his tab.


“You after Sonny?”


“I’m not after him. I want to find him, though.”


“Wellll . . . maybe . . .”


He pulled out his wallet, counted off a trio of bills.


“Where is he?”


“He’s got a suite at the Mayflower Hotel.”


“A suite? Last time I saw Sonny, he was holed up in a fleabag hotel without a pot to piss in.”


“He was sick, then. Now that he’s back on his feet, he’s got business deals going again. Entrepreneurial endeavors, he calls them.”


Nicholas snorted. “Right. Anything you can snort, shoot, smoke, or fuck, Sonny’s got a hand in it. How do you know the son-of-a-bitch, anyway?”


“I do him favors. Bring him his groceries a coupl’a times a week. Hold his hand, suck his dick, listen to him babble.”


Nicholas felt a twinge of alarm. “The cancer – it didn’t come back?”


“Oh, no, he’s healthy,” she said, “but he don’t like to go outside if he don’t have to. His head’s fucked up. He’s scared of something, scared so bad he don’t even want to talk about it.”


He’s healthy. How those words sang in Nicholas’s head. How ironic, given how fervently he’d once wished Sonny Valdez dead.


A few years back, he’d actually gone up to Toronto just to see for himself that what he’d heard was true, that Sonny had been released from prison, where he’d done five years of a twelve-year stretch for drug dealing so he could come home to die. Nicholas had wanted to be sure. He’d told Beth that Sonny was a buddy from his old neighborhood in Chicago, and he was going up to Toronto to pay his respects. Which, in a weird way, he supposed was true.


He’d found Sonny much as he’d imagined he’d be, living in one room of a hotel for the indigent subsidized by the government, looked in on by a sour-faced Filipino hospice worker who barely spoke English. By the time he got there, even to an untrained eye, it was obvious that death was on the verge of crawling into bed with Sonny. He lay staring at a tiny TV set, eyes rheumy, vacant, skin the color and texture of old newspaper. He didn’t recognize Nicholas, but kept both hands underneath the dirty sheet, rubbing at himself as though his flaccid dick were an Aladdin’s lamp from which a genie or orgasm might yet appear.


Nicholas took a long look, saw what he wanted to see, then muttered under his breath “Rot in hell, Sonny,” and turned to leave.


He didn’t think that Valdez could even hear him and was shaken when the man said, in a cracked, tortured voice, “Maybe so. But you’ll get there before me, motherfucker.”


The false bravado of a dying man, Nicholas had thought. The cancer coring out his brain along with his vocal cords.


Although he bought the Toronto paper for a few weeks after that, he never saw any notice of Sonny’s death: but then, why should he? How many drug-dealing pimps rate a paragraph in the obituary column anyway?


With Sonny presumably gone, Nicholas had exhaled a three-year long sigh of relief. The scumbag he’d once run drugs for was dead, which meant he didn’t have to fear his former colleague’s long-term propensity for vileness. Didn’t have to worry about Sonny reappearing in his life, exposing parts of his sordid history that not even Beth knew about or trying to blackmail him with the threat of doing so.


It wasn’t Sonny who turned up from his past, however, but an ex-con named Danny Sorenson, a guy who’d been a buddy of Nicholas’s when they were growing up in Chicago. Sorenson hustled luxury cars, stealing them in Detroit, selling them in Miami or Fort Lauderdale. He was imprudent enough to be driving one such stolen vehicle when, looped on crack, he pulled his first and last bank robbery. When Nicholas went to prison, Danny had just gotten transferred down to Canon City Penitentiary in Colorado, after serving two years of a ten-year stretch in Michigan. He’d known Sonny Valdez there. Had, in fact, been Sonny’s little helper in various blackmarket scams.


His first December out of the can, Danny got hold of Nicholas’s number and gave him a call. Christmas time and Danny was lonely and looking for somebody to get shitfaced with.


“No, thanks,” said Nicholas, making a mental note to tell Beth they needed an unlisted number. Then, by way of emphasizing his new, domesticated lifestyle, he’d added, “The wife’s from Toronto. She and I are driving up there to spend Christmas with her family.”


“Hey, that’s an idea,” said Danny drunkenly. “Maybe I’ll head up to Toronto myself, see does old Sonny Valdez know some girls can suck dick like a vacuum cleaner.”


“Sonny’s dead,” said Nicholas. “Cancer. Got let out of prison to die.”


“Yeah, well, I guess he’s resurrected,” Danny said, “ ’cause I seen Sonny less’n a month ago. Slidin’ out of a taxi on King Street with some Asian cookie on his arm.”


Nicholas remembered the wasted wreck of a man he’d visited three years earlier. “Don’t bullshit me, Danny. He’s dead.”


“Man, I talked to him. Asked him what the hell was he doin’ alive. He said he found the magic cure. His head’s fucked up, though. You know what he wanted? He asked me to say his name. Just like that. His name. Over and over, while this Asian chick was rolling her eyes, and I’m saying Sonny Valdez, that’s your fucking name, and he’s holding onto my arm, saying, say it, say my name, say it again . . . And then I mention you, and was that a mistake! He goes off on a rant – said you rolled on him, that hadn’t’a been for you he’d a never gone to prison.”


“Bullshit!”


“Yeah, well, like I said, his head’s fucked up.”


They talked for a few more minutes, Danny wanting to reminisce about prison days, Nicholas wanting nothing more than to get off the phone. Later on, he tried to convince himself that Danny Sorenson was drunk or drugged when he had his encounter with “Sonny”, but it didn’t fly. Bizarre as Danny’s tale was – because of that very off-the-wall bizarreness – there was a ring of truth to it.


And if Sonny Valdez was still alive, there was the chance he might just show up at the door one day and introduce Beth to the Nicholas Berringer she didn’t know – and probably didn’t want to.


The Mayflower Arms was one of the small, swank, boutique-hotels located in the Yorkville district, northwest of Bloor Street. As expensive as it was unsubtle, the lobby Nicholas entered was gilded like a Russian Easter egg, appointed with heavy, dark velvet furniture and Rococo lamps whose shades were supported by languidly stretching nymphs and pirouetting ballerinas. Whatever else was going on with Sonny, he wasn’t hurting for money any longer.


The artfully made-up woman behind the front desk spoke with a French accent so thick it was almost unintelligible, but the fact that she resembled a young Sophia Loren made asking her to repeat herself a pleasure.


Nicholas gave her his real name and was relieved when she rang Sonny’s suite and, evidently, was told to send Nicholas on up. Apparently, Sonny had forgotten the image of Nicholas hovering at his death bed a few years earlier, murmuring “rot in hell”.


The elevator was of the old-fashioned cage design only large enough to accommodate two people. As Nicholas ascended, he found himself imagining how it would be to fuck a woman in such close quarters and such potentially embarrassing circumstances. He thought about Elise, who had come into his life and shattered it and disappeared into the night again like some kind of succubus and about what he’d like to do to her if she were here. Decided the only thing more satisfying than fucking her would be strangling her at the same time.


“What’s this?” Elise had said, looking at the money Nicholas put on the dressing table as though she’d never seen currency before. “I told you, I’m not a hooker.”


“Take it,” he said. “I’d feel better.”


“I hate taking something from somebody when I don’t give nothing back,” she’d said. An odd comment, he’d thought, coming from a woman he’d just spent the last few hours boinking.


“Don’t worry, sweetheart, you gave me plenty.”


She cocked her head, pursed her cupie-doll mouth, pinned him to the wall with her blank blue stare. “Well, you know, you may be right, Nicky. Maybe I did.”


The elevator groaned open. He didn’t need to look for Sonny’s door. It was already open, the view within obscured by the portly drug-dealer’s squat bulk. He wore white sweat pants, a white sweat shirt and running shoes – an outfit which, considering the fact that he must weigh close to two hundred and fifty pounds now, gave him the air of a thuggish gnome. A highball glass, clinking with ice cubes, was in one hand.


“Nicky-boy, long time, no see.” Despite the distinctly unwelcoming tone, he extended a spade-shaped hand. “To what do I owe the honor of this impromptu social call?”


“I heard you were still alive, and I wanted to see for myself.”


“Then this is a social call?”


“Not exactly. You gonna let me in?”


Sonny’s face split into two portions, the grinning mouth below, the eyes, fraught with hate and cunning, above. Guardedly, like someone relishing a private joke, he motioned Nicholas in.


They sat opposite each other, in fat-cushioned chairs with an absurdly fragile-looking glass-topped coffee table between them, hunched over like men closing a questionable deal. Sonny drank gin. Nicholas had a Scotch, which he intended to nurse, but ended up swigging down like soda in an effort to make this encounter less unbearable.
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