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The Sorry Business

What you seek, you shall never find.
 For when the Gods made man,
 They kept immortality for themselves.
 Fill your belly.
 Day and night make merry,
 Let Days be full of joy.
 Love the child that holds your hand.
 Let your wife delight in your embrace.
 For these alone are the concerns of man.

- The Epic of Gilgamesh
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Because I Could Not Stop For Death - He Kindly Stopped For Me -


Charlie Asher walked the earth like an ant walks on the surface of water, as if the slightest misstep might send him plummeting through the surface to be sucked to the depths below. Blessed with the Beta Male imagination, he spent much of his life squinting into the future so he might spot ways in which the world was conspiring to kill him - him; his wife, Rachel: and now, newborn Sophie. But despite his attention, his paranoia, his ceaseless, fretting from the moment Rachel peed a blue stripe on the pregnancy stick to the time they wheeled her into recovery at St Francis Memorial, Death slipped in.

‘She’s not breathing,’ Charlie said.

‘She’s breathing fine,’ Rachel said, patting the baby’s back. ‘Do you want to hold her?’

Charlie had held baby Sophie for a few seconds earlier in the day, and had handed her quickly to a nurse insisting that someone more qualified than he do some finger and toe counting. He’d done it twice and kept coming up with twenty-one.

‘They act like that’s all there is to it. Like if the kid has  the minimum ten fingers and ten toes it’s all going to be fine. What if there are extras? Huh? Extra-credit fingers? What if the kid has a tail?’ (Charlie was sure he’d spotted a tail in the six-month sonogram. Umbilical indeed! He’d kept a hard copy.)

‘She doesn’t have a tail, Mr Asher,’ the nurse explained. ‘And it’s ten and ten, we’ve all checked. Perhaps you should go home and get some rest.’

‘I’ll still love her, even with her extra finger.’

‘She’s perfectly normal.’

‘Or toe.’

‘We really do know what we’re doing, Mr Asher. She’s a beautiful, healthy baby girl.’

‘Or a tail.’

The nurse sighed. She was short, wide, and had a tattoo of a snake up her right calf that showed through her white nurse stockings. She spent four hours of every workday massaging preemise babies, her hands threaded through ports in a Lucite incubator, like she was handling a radioactive spark in there. She talked to them, coaxed them, told them how special they were, and felt their hearts fluttering in chests no bigger than a balled-up pair of sweat socks. She cried over every one, and believed that her tears and touch poured a bit of her own life into the tiny bodies, which was just fine with her. She could spare it. She had been a neonatal nurse for twenty years and had never so much as raised her voice to a new father.

‘There’s no goddamn tail, you doofus! Look!’ She pulled down the blanket and aimed baby Sophie’s bottom at him like she might unleash a fusillade of weapons-grade poopage such as the guileless Beta Male had never seen.

Charlie jumped back - a lean and nimble thirty, he was - then, once he realized that the baby wasn’t loaded, he straightened the lapels on his tweed jacket in a gesture of righteous indignation. ‘You could have removed her tail in the delivery room and we’d never know.’ He didn’t know. He’d been asked to leave the delivery room, first by the ob-gyn and finally by Rachel. (‘Him or me,’ Rachel said. ‘One of us has to go.’)

In Rachel’s room, Charlie said: ‘If they removed her tail, I want it. She’ll want it when she gets older.’

‘Sophie, your Papa isn’t really insane. He just hasn’t slept for a couple of days.’

‘She’s looking at me,’ Charlie said. ‘She’s looking at me like I blew her college money at the track and now she’s going to have to turn tricks to get her MBA.’

Rachel took his hand. ‘Honey, I don’t think her eyes can even focus this early, and besides, she’s a little young to start worrying about her turning tricks to get her MFA.’

‘MBA,’ Charlie corrected. ‘They start very young these days. By the time I figure out how to get to the track, she could be old enough. God, your parents are going to hate me.’

‘And that would be different how?’

‘New reasons, that’s how. Now I’ve made their granddaughter a shiksa.’

‘She’s not a shiksa, Charlie. We’ve been through this. She’s my daughter, so she’s as Jewish as I am.’

Charlie went down on one knee next to the bed and took one of Sophie’s tiny hands between his fingers. ‘Daddy’s sorry he made you a shiksa.’ He put his head down, buried his face in the crook where the baby met Rachel’s side. Rachel traced his hairline with her fingernail, describing a tight U-turn around his narrow forehead.

‘You need to go home and get some sleep.’

Charlie mumbled something into the covers. When he looked up there were tears in his eyes. ‘She feels warm.’

‘She is warm. She’s supposed to be. It’s a mammal thing. Goes with the breast-feeding. Why are you crying?’

‘You guys are so beautiful.’ He began arranging Rachel’s dark hair across the pillow, brought a long lock down over Sophie’s head, and started styling it into a baby hairpiece.

‘It will be okay if she can’t grow hair. There was that angry Irish singer who didn’t have any hair and she was attractive. If we had her tail we could transplant plugs from that.’

‘Charlie! Go home!’

‘Your parents will blame me. Their bald shiksa granddaughter turning tricks and getting a business degree - it will be all my fault.’

Rachel grabbed the buzzer from the blanket and held it up like it was wired to a bomb. ‘Charlie, if you don’t go home and get some sleep right now, I swear I’ll buzz the nurse and have her throw you out.’

She sounded stern, but she was smiling. Charlie liked looking at her smile, always had; it felt like approval and permission at the same time. Permission to be Charlie Asher.

‘Okay, I’ll go.’ He reached to feel her forehead. ‘Do you have a fever? You look tired.’

‘I just gave birth, you squirrel!’

‘I’m just concerned about you.’ He was not a squirrel. She was blaming him for Sophie’s tail, that’s why she’d said squirrel, and not doofus like everyone else.

‘Sweetie, go. Now. So I can get some rest.’

Charlie fluffed her pillows, checked her water pitcher,  tucked in the blankets, kissed her forehead, kissed the baby’s head, fluffed the baby, then started to rearrange the flowers that his mother had sent, moving the big stargazer lily in the front, accenting it with a spray of baby’s breath -

‘Charlie!’

‘I’m going. Jeez.’ He checked the room, one last time, then backed toward the door.

‘Can I bring you anything from home?’

‘I’ll be fine. The ready kit you packed covered everything, I think. In fact, I may not even need the fire extinguisher.’

‘Better to have it and not need it, than to need it -’

‘Go! I’ll get some rest, the doctor will check Sophie out, and we’ll take her home in the morning.’

‘That seems soon.’

‘It’s standard.’

‘Should I bring more propane for the camp stove?’

‘We’ll try to make it last.’

‘But -’

Rachel held up the buzzer, as if her demands were not met, the consequences could be dire. ‘Love you,’ she said.

‘Love you, too,’ Charlie said. ‘Both of you.’

‘Bye, Daddy.’ Rachel puppeted Sophie’s little hand in a wave.

Charlie felt a lump rising in his throat. No one had ever called him Daddy before, not even a puppet. (He had once asked Rachel, ‘Who’s your daddy?’ during sex, to which she had replied, ‘Saul Goldstein,’ thus rendering him impotent for a week and raising all kinds of issues that he didn’t really like to think about.)

He backed out of the room, palming the door shut as he went, then headed down the hall and past the desk  where the neonatal nurse with the snake tattoo gave him a sideways smile as he went by.

 



Charlie drove a six-year-old minivan that he’d inherited from his father, along with the thrift store and the building that housed it. The minivan always smelled faintly of dust, mothballs, and body odor, despite a forest of smell-good Christmas trees that Charlie had hung from every hook, knob, and protrusion. He opened the car door and the odor of the unwanted - the wares of the thrift-store owner - washed over him.

Before he even had the key in the ignition, he noticed the Sarah McLachlan CD lying on the passenger seat. Well, Rachel was going to miss that. It was her favorite CD and there she was, recovering without it, and he could not have that. Charlie grabbed the CD, locked the van, and headed back up to Rachel’s room.

To his relief, the nurse had stepped away from the desk so he didn’t have to endure her frosty stare of accusation, or what he guessed would be her frosty stare of accusation. He’d mentally prepared a short speech about how being a good husband and father included anticipating the wants and needs of his wife and that included bringing her music - well, he could use the speech on the way out if she gave him the frosty stare.

He opened the door to Rachel’s room slowly so as not to startle her - anticipating her warm smile of disapproval, but instead she appeared to be asleep and there was a very tall black man dressed in mint green standing next to her bed.

‘What are you doing here?’

The man in mint green turned, startled. ‘You can see  me?’ He gestured to his chocolate-brown tie, and Charlie was reminded, just for a second, of those thin mints they put on the pillow in nicer hotels.

‘Of course I can see you. What are you doing here?’

Charlie moved to Rachel’s bedside, putting himself between the stranger and his family. Baby Sophie seemed fascinated by the tall black man.

‘This is not good,’ said Mint Green.

‘You’re in the wrong room,’ Charlie said. ‘You get out of here.’ Charlie reached behind and patted Rachel’s hand.

‘This is really, really not good.’

‘Sir, my wife is trying to sleep and you’re in the wrong room. Now please go before -’

‘She’s not sleeping,’ said Mint Green. His voice was soft, and a little Southern. ‘I’m sorry.’

Charlie turned to look down at Rachel, expecting to see her smile, hear her tell him to calm down, but her eyes were closed and her head had lolled off the pillow.

‘Honey?’ Charlie dropped the CD he was carrying and shook her gently. ‘Honey?’

Baby Sophie began to cry. Charlie felt Rachel’s forehead, took her by the shoulders, and shook her. ‘Honey, wake up. Rachel.’ He put his ear to her heart and heard nothing.

‘Nurse!’

Charlie scrambled across the bed to grab the buzzer that had slipped from Rachel’s hand and lay on the blanket. ‘Nurse!’ He pounded the button and turned to look at the man in mint green. ‘What happened . . .’

He was gone.

Charlie ran into the hall, but no one was out there. ‘Nurse!’

Twenty seconds later the nurse with the snake tattoo arrived, followed in another thirty seconds by a resuscitation team with a crash cart.

There was nothing they could do.
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A Fine Edge


There’s a fine edge to new grief, it severs nerves, disconnects reality - there’s mercy in a sharp blade. Only with time, as the edge wears, does the real ache begin.

So Charlie was barely even aware of his own shrieks in Rachel’s hospital room, of being sedated, of the filmy electric hysteria that netted everything he did for that first day. After that, it was a memory out of a sleepwalk, scenes filmed from a zombie’s eye socket, as he ambled undead through explanations, accusations, preparations, and ceremony.

‘It’s called a cerebral thromboembolism,’ the doctor had said. ‘A blood clot forms in the legs or pelvis during labor, then moves to the brain, cutting off the blood supply. It’s very rare, but it happens. There was nothing we could do. Even if the crash team had been able to revive her, she’d have had massive brain damage. There was no pain. She probably just felt sleepy and passed.’

Charlie whispered to keep from screaming, ‘The man in mint green! He did something to her. He injected her with something. He was there and he knew that she was dying. I saw him when I brought her CD back.’

They showed him the security tapes - the nurse, the doctor, the hospital’s administrators and lawyers - they all watched the black-and-white images of him leaving Rachel’s room, of the empty hallway, of his returning to her room. No tall black man dressed in mint green. They didn’t even find the CD.

Sleep deprivation, they said. Hallucination brought on by exhaustion. Trauma. They gave him drugs to sleep, drugs for anxiety, drugs for depression, and they sent him home with his baby daughter.

Charlie’s older sister, Jane, held baby Sophie as they spoke over Rachel and buried her on the second day. He didn’t remember picking out a casket or making arrangements. It was more of the somnambulant dream: his in-laws moving to and fro in black, like tottering specters, spouting the inadequate clichés of condolence: We’re so sorry. She was so young. What a tragedy. If there’s anything we can do . . .

Rachel’s father and mother held him, their heads pressed together in the apex of a tripod. The slate floor in the funeral-home foyer spotted with their tears. Every time Charlie felt the shoulders of the older man heave with a sob, he felt his own heart break again. Saul took Charlie’s face in his hands and said, ‘You can’t imagine, because I can’t imagine.’ But Charlie could imagine, because he was a Beta Male, and imagination was his curse; and he could imagine because he had lost Rachel and now he had a daughter, that tiny stranger sleeping in his sister’s arms. He could imagine the man in mint green taking her.

Charlie looked at the tear-spotted floor and said, ‘That’s why most funeral homes are carpeted. Someone could slip.’

‘Poor boy,’ said Rachel’s mother. ‘We’ll sit shivah with you, of course.’

Charlie made his way across the room to his sister, Jane, who wore a man’s double-breasted suit in charcoal pinstripe gabardine, that along with her severe eighties pop-star hairstyle and the infant in the pink blanket that she held, made her appear not so much androgynous as confused. Charlie thought the suit actually looked better on her than it did on him, but she should have asked him for permission to wear it nonetheless.

‘I can’t do this,’ he said. He let himself fall forward until the receded peninsula of dark hair touched her gelled Flock of Seagulls platinum flip. It seemed like the best posture for sharing grief, this forehead lean, and it reminded him of standing drunkenly at a urinal and falling forward until his head hit the wall. Despair.

‘You’re doing fine,’ Jane said. ‘Nobody’s good at this.’

‘What the fuck’s a shivah?’

‘I think it’s that Hindu god with all the arms.’

‘That can’t be right. The Goldsteins are going to sit on it with me.’

‘Didn’t Rachel teach you anything about being Jewish?’

‘I wasn’t paying attention. I thought we had time.’

Jane adjusted baby Sophie into a half-back, one-armed carry and put her free hand on the back of Charlie’s neck. ‘You’ll be okay, kid.’

 



Seven,’ said Mrs Goldstein. ‘Shivah means “seven.” We used to sit for seven days, grieving for the dead, praying. That’s Orthodox, now most people just sit for three.’

They sat shivah in Charlie and Rachel’s apartment that over-looked the cable-car line at the corner of Mason and Vallejo Streets. The building was a four-story brick Edwardian (architecturally, not quite the grand courtesan couture of the Victorians, but enough tarty trim and trash  to toss off a sailor down a side street) built after the earthquake and fire of 1906 had leveled the whole area of what was now North Beach, Russian Hill, and Chinatown. Charlie and Jane had inherited the building, along with the thrift shop that occupied the ground floor, when their father died four years before. Charlie got the business, the large, double apartment they’d grown up in, and the upkeep on the old building, while Jane got half the rental income and one of the apartments on the top floor with a Bay Bridge view.

At the instruction of Mrs Goldstein, all the mirrors in the house were draped with black fabric and a large candle was placed on the coffee table in the center of the living room. They were supposed to sit on low benches or cushions, neither of which Charlie had in the house, so, for the first time since Rachel’s death, he went downstairs into the thrift shop looking for something they could use. The back stairs descended from a pantry behind the kitchen into the stockroom, where Charlie kept his office among boxes of merchandise waiting to be sorted, priced, and placed in the store.

The shop was dark except for the light that filtered in the front window from the streetlights out on Mason Street. Charlie stood there at the foot of the stairs, his hand on the light switch, just staring. Amid the shelves of knickknacks and books, the piles of old radios, the racks of clothes, all of them dark, just lumpy shapes in the dark, he could see objects glowing a dull red, nearly pulsing, like beating hearts. A sweater in the racks, a porcelain figure of a frog in a curio case, out by the front window an old Coca-Cola tray, a pair of shoes - all glowing red.

Charlie flipped the switch, fluorescent tubes fired to life  across the ceiling, flickering at first, and the shop lit up. The red glow disappeared. ‘Okaaaaaaay,’ he said to himself, calmly, like everything was just fine now. He flipped off the lights. Glowing red stuff. On the counter, close to where he stood, there was a brass business-card holder cast in the shape of a whooping crane, glowing dull red. He took a second to study it, just to make sure there wasn’t some red light source from outside refracting around the room and making him uneasy for no reason. He stepped into the dark shop, took a closer look, got an angle on the brass cranes. Nope, the brass was definitely pulsing red. He turned and ran back up the steps as fast as he could.

He nearly ran over Jane, who stood in the kitchen, rocking Sophie gently in her arms, talking baby talk under her breath.

‘What?’ Jane said. ‘I know you have some big cushions down in the shop somewhere.’

‘I can’t,’ Charlie said. ‘I’m on drugs.’ He backed against the refrigerator, like he was holding it hostage.

‘I’ll go get them. Here, hold the baby.’

‘I can’t, I’m on drugs. I’m hallucinating.’

Jane cradled the baby in the crook of her right arm and put a free arm around her younger brother. ‘Charlie, you are on antidepressants and antianxiety drugs, not acid. Look around this apartment, there’s not a person here that’s not on something.’ Charlie looked through the kitchen pass-through: women in black, most of them middle-aged or older, shaking their heads, men looking stoic, standing around the perimeter of the living room, each holding a stout tumbler of liquor and staring into space.

‘See, they’re all fucked up.’

‘What about Mom?’ Charlie nodded to their mother, who stood out among the other gray-haired women in black  because she was draped in silver Navaho jewelry and was so darkly tanned that she appeared to be melting into her old-fashioned when she took a sip.

‘Especially Mom,’ Jane said. ‘I’ll go look for something to sit shivah on. I don’t know why you can’t just use the couches. Now take your daughter.’

‘I can’t. I can’t be trusted with her.’

‘Take her, bitch!’ Jane barked in Charlie’s ear - sort of a whisper bark. It had long ago been determined who was the Alpha Male between them and it was not Charlie. She handed off the baby and cut to the stairs.

‘Jane,’ Charlie called after her. ‘Look around before you turn on the lights. See if you see anything weird, okay?’

‘Right. Weird.’

She left him standing there in the kitchen, studying his daughter, thinking that her head might be a little oblong, but despite that, she looked a little like Rachel. ‘Your mommy loved Aunt Jane,’ he said. ‘They used to gang up on me in Risk - and Monopoly - and arguments - and cooking.’ He slid down the fridge door, sat splayed-legged on the floor, and buried his face in Sophie’s blanket.

In the dark, Jane barked her shin on a wooden box full of old telephones. ‘Well, this is just stupid,’ she said to herself, and flipped on the lights. Nothing weird. Then, because Charlie was many things, but one of them was not crazy, she turned off the lights again, just to be sure that she hadn’t missed something. ‘Right. Weird.’

There was nothing weird about the store except that she was standing there in the dark rubbing her shin. But then, right before she turned on the light again, she saw someone peering in the front window, making a cup around his eyes to see through the reflection of the streetlights. A homeless guy or drunken tourist, she thought. She moved  through the dark shop, between columns of comic books stacked on the floor, to a spot behind a rack of jackets where she could get a clear view of the window, which was filled with cheap cameras, vases, belt buckles, and all manner of objects that Charlie had judged worthy of interest, but obviously not worthy of a smash-and-grab.

The guy looked tall, and not homeless, nicely dressed, but all in a single light color, she thought it might be yellow, but it was hard to tell under the streetlights. Could be light green.

‘We’re closed,’ Jane said, loud enough to be heard through the glass.

The man outside peered around the shop, but couldn’t spot her. He stepped back from the window and she could see that he was, indeed, tall. Very tall. The streetlight caught the line of his cheek as he turned. He was also very thin and very black.

‘I was looking for the owner,’ the tall man said. ‘I have something I need to show him.’

‘There’s been a death in the family,’ Jane said. ‘We’ll be closed for the week. Can you come back in a week?’

The tall man nodded, looking up and down the street as he did. He rocked on one foot like he was about to bolt, but kept stopping himself, like a sprinter straining against the starting blocks. Jane didn’t move. There were always people out on the street, and it wasn’t even late yet, but this guy was too anxious for the situation. ‘Look, if you need to get something appraised -’

‘No,’ he cut her off. ‘No. Just tell him she’s, no - tell him to look for a package in the mail. I’m not sure when.’

Jane smiled to herself. This guy had something - a brooch, a coin, a book - something that he thought was worth some money, maybe something he’d found in his  grandmother’s closet. She’d seen it a dozen times. They acted like they’ve found the lost city of Eldorado - they’d come in with it tucked in their coats, or wrapped in a thousand layers of tissue paper and tape. (The more tape, generally, the more worthless the item would turn out to be - there was an equation there somewhere.) Nine times out of ten it was crap. She’d watched her father try to finesse their ego and gently lower the owners into disappointment, convince them that the sentimental value made it priceless, and that he, a lowly secondhand-store owner, couldn’t presume to put a value on it. Charlie, on the other hand, would just tell them that he didn’t know about brooches, or coins, or whatever they had and let someone else bear the bad news.

‘Okay, I’ll tell him,’ Jane said from her cover behind the coats.

With that, the tall man was away, taking great praying-mantis strides up the street and out of view. Jane shrugged, went back and turned on the lights, then proceeded to search for cushions among the piles.

It was a big store, taking up nearly the whole bottom floor of the building, and not particularly well organized, as each system that Charlie adopted seemed to collapse after a few weeks under its own weight, and the result was not so much a patchwork of organizational systems, but a garden of mismatched piles. Lily, the maroon-haired Goth girl who worked for Charlie three afternoons a week, said that the fact that they ever found anything at all was proof of the chaos theory at work, then she would walk away muttering and go out in the alley to smoke clove cigarettes and stare into the Abyss. (Although Charlie noted that the Abyss looked an awful lot like a Dumpster.)

It took Jane ten minutes to navigate the aisles and find  three cushions that looked wide enough and thick enough that they might work for sitting shivah, and when she returned to Charlie’s apartment she found her brother curled into the fetal position around baby Sophie, asleep on the kitchen floor. The other mourners had completely forgotten about him.

‘Hey, doofus.’ She nudged his shoulder with her toe and he rolled onto his back, the baby still in his arms. ‘These okay?’

‘Did you see anything glowing?’

Jane dropped the stack of cushions on the floor. ‘What?’

‘Glowing red. Did you see things in the shop glowing, like pulsating red?’

‘No. Did you?’

‘Kind of.’

‘Give ’em up.’

‘What?’

‘The drugs. Hand them over. They’re obviously much better than you led me to believe.’

‘But you said they were just antianxiety.’

‘Give up the drugs. I’ll watch the kid while you shivah.’

‘You can’t watch my daughter if you’re on drugs.’

‘Fine. Surrender the crumb snatcher and go sit.’

Charlie handed the baby up to Jane. ‘You have to keep Mom out of the way, too.’

‘Oh no, not without drugs.’

‘They’re in the medicine cabinet in the master bath. Bottom shelf.’

He was sitting on the floor now, rubbing his forehead as if to stretch the skin out over his pain. She kneed him in the shoulder.

‘Hey, kid, I’m sorry, you know that, right? Goes without saying, right?’

‘Yeah.’ A weak smile.

She held the baby up by her face, then looked down in adoration, Mother of Jesus style. ‘What do you think? I should get one of these, huh?’

‘You can borrow mine whenever you need to.’

‘Nah, I should get my own. I already feel bad about borrowing your wife.’

‘Jane!’

‘Kidding! Jeez. You’re such a wuss sometimes. Go sit shivah. Go. Go. Go.’

Charlie gathered the cushions and went to the living room to grieve with his in-laws, nervous because the only prayer he knew was ‘Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep,’ and he wasn’t sure that was going to cut it for three full days.

Jane forgot to mention the tall guy from the shop.
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Beneath The Number Forty-One Bus


It was two weeks before Charlie left the apartment and walked down to the auto-teller on Columbus Avenue where he first killed a guy. His weapon of choice was the number forty-one bus, on its way from the Trans Bay station, by the Bay Bridge, to the Presidio, by the Golden Gate Bridge. If you’re going to get hit by a bus in San Francisco, you want to go with the forty-one, because you can pretty much figure on there being a nice bridge view.

Charlie hadn’t really counted on killing a guy that morning. He had hoped to get some twenties for the register at the thrift store, check his balance, and maybe pick up some yellow mustard at the deli. (Charlie was not a brown mustard kind of guy. Brown mustard was the condiment equivalent of skydiving - it was okay for race-car drivers and serial killers, but for Charlie, a fine line of French’s yellow was all the spice that life required.) After the funeral, friends and relatives had left a mountain of cold cuts in Charlie’s fridge, which was all he’d eaten for the past two weeks, but now he was down to ham, dark rye, and premixed Enfamil formula, none of which was tolerable without yellow mustard. He’d secured the yellow squeeze  bottle and felt safer now with it in his jacket pocket, but when the bus hit the guy, mustard completely slipped Charlie’s mind.

It was a warm day in October, the light had gone autumn soft over the city, the summer fog had ceased its relentless crawl out of the Bay each morning, and there was just enough breeze that the few sailboats that dotted the Bay looked like they might have been posing for an Impressionist painter. In the split second that Charlie’s victim realized that he was being run over, he might not have been happy about the event, but he couldn’t have picked a nicer day for it.

The guy’s name was William Creek. He was thirty-two and worked as a market analyst in the financial district, where he had been headed that morning when he decided to stop at the auto-teller. He was wearing a light wool suit and running shoes, his work shoes were tucked into a leather satchel under his arm. The handle of a compact umbrella protruded from the side pocket of the satchel, and it was this that caught Charlie’s attention, for while the handle of the umbrella appeared to be made of faux walnut burl, it was glowing a dull red as if it had been heated in a forge.

Charlie stood in the ATM line trying not to notice, trying to appear uninterested, but he couldn’t help but stare. It was glowing, for fuck’s sake, didn’t anyone see it?

William Creek glanced over his shoulder as he slid his card into the machine, saw Charlie looking at him, then tried to will his suit coat to expand into great manta-ray wings to block Charlie’s view as he keyed in his PIN number. Creek snatched his card and the expectorated cash from the machine, turned, and headed away quickly toward the corner.

Charlie couldn’t stand it any longer. The umbrella handle had begun to pulsate red, like a beating heart. As Creek reached the curb, Charlie said, ‘Excuse me. Excuse me, sir!’

When Creek turned, Charlie said, ‘Your umbrella -’

At that point, the number forty-one bus was coming through the intersection at Columbus and Vallejo at about thirty-five miles per hour, angling toward the curb for its next stop. Creek looked down at the satchel under his arm where Charlie was pointing, and the heel of his running shoe caught the slight rise of the curb. He started to lose his balance, the sort of thing we all might do on any given day while walking through the city, trip on a crack in the sidewalk and take a couple of quick steps to regain equilibrium, but William Creek took only one step. Back. Off the curb.

You can’t really sugarcoat it at this point, can you? The number forty-one bus creamed him. He flew a good fifty feet through the air before he hit the back window of a SAAB like a great gabardine sack of meat, then bounced back to the pavement and commenced to ooze fluids. His belongings - the satchel, the umbrella, a gold tie bar, a Tag Heuer watch - skittered on down the street, ricocheting off tires, shoes, manhole covers, some coming to rest nearly a block away.

Charlie stood at the curb trying to breathe. He could hear a tooting sound, like someone was blowing a toy train whistle - it was all he could hear, then someone ran into him and he realized it was the sound of his own rhythmic whimpering. The guy - the guy with the umbrella - had just been wiped out of the world. People rushed, crowded around, a dozen were barking into cell phones, the bus driver nearly flattened Charlie as he rushed down the sidewalk toward the carnage. Charlie staggered after him.

‘I was just going to ask him -’

No one looked at Charlie. It had taken all of his will, as well as a pep talk from his sister, to leave the apartment, and now this?

‘I was just going to tell him that his umbrella was on fire,’ Charlie said, as if he was explaining to his accusers. But no one accused him, really. They ran by him, some headed toward the body, some away from it - they batted him around and looked back, baffled, like they’d collided with a rough air current or a ghost instead of a man.

‘The umbrella,’ Charlie said, looking for the evidence. Then he spotted it, almost down at the next corner, lying in the gutter, still glowing red, pulsating like failing neon. ‘There! See!’ But people were gathered around the dead man in a wide semicircle, their hands to their mouths, and no one was paying any attention to the frightened thin man spouting nonsense behind them.

He threaded his way through the crowd toward the umbrella, determined now to confirm his conviction, too far in shock to be afraid. When he was only ten feet away from it he looked up the street to make sure another bus wasn’t coming before he ventured off the curb. He looked back just as a delicate, tar-black hand snaked out of the storm drain and snatched the compact umbrella off the street.

Charlie backed away, looking around to see if anyone had seen what he had seen, but no one had. No one even made eye contact. A policeman trotted by and Charlie grabbed his sleeve as he passed, but when the cop spun around and his eyes went wide with confusion, then what appeared to be real terror, Charlie let him go. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Sorry. I can see you’ve got work to do - sorry.’

The cop shuddered and pushed through the crowd of onlookers toward the battered body of William Creek.

Charlie started running, across Columbus and up Vallejo,  until his breath and heartbeat in his ears drowned all the sounds of the street. When he was a block away from his shop a great shadow moved over him, like a low-flying aircraft or a huge bird, and with it Charlie felt a chill vibrate up his back. He lowered his head, pumped his arms, and rounded the corner of Mason just as the cable car was passing, full of smiling tourists who looked right through him. He glanced up, just for a second, and he thought he saw something above, disappearing over the roof of the six-story Victorian across the street, then he bolted through the front door of his shop.

‘Hey, boss,’ Lily said. She was sixteen, pale, and a little bottom heavy - her grown-woman form still in flux between baby fat and baby bearing. Today her hair happened to be lavender: fifties-housewife helmet hair in Easter-basket cellophane pastel.

Charlie was bent over, leaning against a case full of curios by the door, sucking in deep raspy gulps of secondhand store mustiness. ‘I - think - I - just - killed - a - guy,’ he gasped.

‘Excellent,’ Lily said, ignoring equally his message and his demeanor. ‘We’re going to need change for the register.’

‘With a bus,’ Charlie said.

‘Ray called in,’ she said. Ray Macy was Charlie’s other employee, a thirty-nine-year-old bachelor with an unhealthy lack of boundaries between the Internet and reality. ‘He’s flying to Manila to meet the love of his life. A Ms Love YouLong Time. Ray’s convinced that they are soul mates.’

‘There was something in the sewer,’ Charlie said.

Lily examined a chip in her black nail polish. ‘So I cut school to cover. I’ve been doing that since you’ve been, uh, gone. I’m going to need a note.’

Charlie stood up and made his way to the counter. ‘Lily, did you hear what I said?’

He grabbed her by the shoulders, but she spun out of his grasp. ‘Ouch! Fuck. Back off, Asher, you sado freak, that’s a new tattoo.’ She punched him in the arm, hard, and backed away, rubbing her own shoulder. ‘I heard, you. Cease your trippin’, s’il vous plaît.’ Lately, since discovering Baudelaire’s Fleurs du Mal in a stack of used books in the back room, Lily had been peppering her speech with French phrases. ‘French better expresses the profound noirness of my existence,’ she had said.

Charlie put both hands on the counter to keep them from shaking, then spoke slowly and deliberately, like he was speaking to someone for whom English was a second language: ‘Lily, I’m having kind of a bad month, and I appreciate that you are throwing away your education so you can come here and alienate customers for me, but if you don’t sit down and show me a little fucking human decency, then I’m going to have to let you go.’

Lily sat down on the chrome-and-vinyl diner stool behind the register and pulled her long lavender bangs out of her eyes. ‘So you want me to pay close attention to your confession to murder? Take notes, maybe get an old cassette recorder off the shelf and get everything down on tape? You’re saying that by trying to ignore your obvious distress, which I would have to later recall to the police, so I can be personally responsible for sending you to the gas chamber, that I’m being inconsiderate?’

Charlie shuddered. ‘Jeez, Lily.’ He was continually surprised at the speed and accuracy of her creepiness. She was like some creepiness child prodigy. But on the bright side, her extreme darkness made him realize that he probably wasn’t going to go to the gas chamber.

‘It wasn’t that kind of killing. There was something following me, and -’

‘Silence!’ Lily put her hand up, ‘I’d rather not show my employee spirit by committing every detail of your heinous crime to my photographic memory to be recalled in court later. I’ll just say that I saw you but you seemed normal for someone without a clue.’

‘You don’t have a photographic memory.’

‘I do, too, and it’s a curse. I can never forget the futility of -’

‘You forgot to take out the trash at least eight times last month.’

‘I didn’t forget.’

Charlie took a deep breath, the familiarity of arguing with Lily was actually calming him down. ‘Okay then, without looking, what color shirt are you wearing?’ He raised an eyebrow like he had her there.

Lily smiled and for a second he could see that she was just a kid, kind of cute and goofy under the fierce makeup and attitude. ‘Black.’

‘Lucky guess.’

‘You know I only own black.’ She grinned. ‘Glad you didn’t ask hair color, I just changed this morning.’

‘That’s not good for you, you know. That dye has toxins.’

Lily lifted the lavender wig to reveal her close-cut maroon locks underneath, then dropped it again. ‘I’m all natural.’ She stood and patted the bar stool. ‘Sit, Asher. Confess. Bore me.’

Lily leaned back against the counter, and tilted her head to look attentive, but with her dark eye makeup and lavender hair it came off more like a marionette with a broken string. Charlie came around the counter and sat on the stool. ‘I was just in line behind this William Creek guy, and I saw his umbrella glowing . . .’

And Charlie went through the whole story to her, the umbrella, the bus, the hand from the storm sewer, the bolt for home with the giant dark shadow above the rooftops, and when he was finished, Lily asked, ‘So how do you know his name?’

‘Huh?’ Charlie said. Of all of the horrible, fantastic things she might have asked about, why that?

‘How do you know the guy’s name?’ Lily repeated. ‘You barely spoke to the guy before he bit it. You see it on his receipt or something?’

‘No, I . . .’ He didn’t have any idea how he knew the man’s name, but suddenly there was a picture in his head of it written out in big, block letters. He leapt off the stool. ‘I gotta go, Lily.’

He ran through the door into the stockroom and up the steps.

‘I still need a note for school,’ Lily shouted from below, but Charlie was dashing through the kitchen, past a large Russian woman who was bouncing his baby daughter in her arms, and into the bedroom, where he snatched up the notepad he kept on his nightstand by the phone.

There, in his own blocky handwriting, was written the name William Creek and, under it, the number 12. He sat down hard on the bed, holding the notepad like it was a vial of explosives.

Behind him came the heavy steps of Mrs Korjev as she followed him into the bedroom. ‘Mr Asher, what is wrong? You run by like burning bear.’

And Charlie, because he was a Beta Male, and there had evolved. over millions of years a standard Beta response to things inexplicable, said, ‘Someone is fucking with me.’
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Lily was touching up her nail polish with a black Magic Marker when Stephan, the mailman, came through the shop door.

‘’Sup, Darque?’ Stephan said, sorting a stack of mail out of his bag. He was forty, short, muscular, and black. He wore wraparound sunglasses, which were almost always pushed back on his head over hair braided in tight cornrows. Lily had mixed feelings about him. She liked him because he called her Darque, short for Darquewillow Elventhing, the name under which she received mail at the shop, but because he was cheerful and seemed to like people, she deeply mistrusted him.

‘Need you to sign,’ Stephan said, offering her an electronic pad, on which she scribbled Charles Baudelaire with great flourish and without even looking.

Stephan plopped the mail on the counter. ‘Working alone again? So where is everyone?’

‘Ray’s in the Philippines, Charlie’s traumatized.’ She sighed. ‘Weight of the world falls on me -’

‘Poor Charlie,’ Stephan said. ‘They say that’s the worst thing you can go through, losing a spouse.’

‘Yeah, there’s that, too. Today he’s traumatized because he saw a guy get hit by a bus up on Columbus.’

‘Heard about that. He gonna be okay?’

‘Well, fuck no, Stephan, he got hit by a bus.’ Lily looked up from her nails for the first time.

‘I meant Charlie.’ Stephan winked, despite her harsh tone.

‘Oh, he’s Charlie.’

‘How’s the baby?’

‘Evidently she leaks noxious substances.’ Lily waved the Magic Marker under her nose as if it might mask the smell of ripened baby.

‘All good, then,’ Stephan smiled. ‘That’s it for today. You got anything for me?’

‘I took in some red vinyl platforms yesterday. Men’s size ten.’

Stephan collected vintage seventies pimp wear. Lily was to be on the lookout for anything that came through the shop.

‘How tall?’

‘Four inches.’

‘Low altitude,’ Stephan said, as if that explained everything. ‘Take care, Darque.’

Lily waved her Magic Marker at him as he left, and started sorting through the mail. There were mostly bills, a couple of flyers, but one thick black envelope that felt like a book or catalog. It was addressed to Charlie Asher ‘in care of’ Asher ’s Secondhand and had a postmark from Night’s Plutonian Shore, which evidently was in whatever state started with a U. (Lily found geography not only mind-numbingly boring, but also, in the age of the Internet, irrelevant.)


Was it not addressed to the care of Asher’s Secondhand? Lily reasoned. And was she, Lily Darquewillow Elventhing, not manning the counter, the sole employee - nay - the de facto manager, of said secondhand store? And wasn’t it her right - nay - her responsibility to open this envelope and spare Charlie the irritation of the task? Onward, Elventhing! Your destiny is set, and if it be not destiny, then surely there is plausible deniability, which in the parlance of politics is the same thing.

She drew a jewel-encrusted dagger from under the counter (the stones valued at over seventy-three cents) and slit the envelope, pulled out the book, and fell in love.

The cover was shiny, like a children’s picture book, with a colorful illustration of a grinning skeleton with tiny people  impaled on his fingertips, and all of them appeared to be having the time of their lives, as if they were enjoying a carnival ride that just happened to involve having a gaping hole being punched through the chest. It was festive - lots of flowers and candy in primary colors, done in the style of Mexican folk art. The Great Big Book of Death, was the title, spelled out across the top of the cover in cheerful, human femur font letters.

Lily opened the book to the first page, where a note was paper-clipped.


This should explain everything. I’m sorry.


- MF



Lily removed the note and opened the book to the first chapter: ‘So Now You’re Death: Here’s What You’ll Need.’

And it was all she needed. This was, very possibly, the coolest book she had ever seen. And certainly not anything Charlie would be able to appreciate, especially in his current state of heightened neurosis. She slipped the book into her backpack, then tore the note and the envelope into tiny pieces and buried them at the bottom of the wastebasket.
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The Beta Male In His Natural Environment


 Jane,’ said Charlie, ‘I am convinced by the events of the last few weeks that nefarious forces or people - unidentified but no less real - are threatening life as we know it, and in fact, may be bent on unraveling the very fabric of our existence.’

‘And that’s why I have to eat yellow mustard?’ Jane was sitting at Charlie’s breakfast counter eating Little Smokies cocktail sausages out of the package, dipping them in a ramekin of French’s yellow. Baby Sophie was sitting on the counter in her car-seat/bassinet/imperial-storm-trooper-helmet thingy.

Charlie paced the kitchen, marking off his evidentiary points in the air with a sausage as he went. ‘First, there was the guy in Rachel’s room that mysteriously disappeared from the security tapes.’

‘Because he was never there. Look, Sophie likes yellow mustard like you.’

‘Second,’ Charlie continued, despite his sister ’s persistent indifference, ‘all the stuff in the shop was glowing like it was radioactive. Don’t put that in her mouth.’

‘Oh my God, Charlie, Sophie’s straight. Look at her go after that Lil’ Smokie.’

‘And third, that Creek guy, got hit by a bus up on Columbus yesterday, I knew his name and he had an umbrella that was glowing red.’

‘I’m so disappointed,’ said Jane. ‘I was looking forward to raising her on the all-girls team - giving her the advantages I never had, but look at her work that sausage. This kid is a natural.’

‘Get that out of her mouth!’

‘Relax, she can’t eat it. She doesn’t even have teeth. And it’s not like there’s a moaning Teletubby on the other end of it. Oh, jeez, it’s going to take major tequila to get that picture out of my head.’

‘She can’t have pork, Jane. She’s Jewish! Are you trying to turn my daughter into a shiksa?’

Jane snatched the cocktail sausage out of Sophie’s mouth, and examined it, even as the fiber-optic strand of drool stayed connected to the tiny kid. ‘I don’t think I can eat these things ever again,’ Jane said. ‘They’ll always conjure visions of my niece blowing a terrycloth puppet person.’

‘Jane!’ Charlie grabbed the sausage from her and flung it into the sink.

‘What?!’

‘Are you listening at all?’

‘Yes, yes, you saw some guy get hit by a bus so your fabric is unraveling. So?’

‘So, someone is fucking with me?’

‘And why is that news, Charlie? You’ve thought someone was fucking with you since you were eight.’

‘They have been. Probably. But this time it’s real. It could be real.’

‘Hey, these are all-beef Lil’ Smokies. Sophie’s not a shikster after all.’

‘Shiksa!’

‘Whatever.’

‘Jane, you’re not helping with my problem.’

‘What problem? You have a problem?’

 



Charlie’s problem was that the trailing edge of his Beta Male imagination was digging at him like bamboo splinters under the fingernails. While Alpha Males are often gifted with superior physical attributes - size, strength, speed, good looks - selected by evolution over the eons by the strongest surviving and, essentially, getting all the girls, the Beta Male gene has survived not by meeting and overcoming adversity, but by anticipating and avoiding it. That is, when the Alpha Males were out charging after mastodons, the Beta Males could imagine in advance that attacking what was essentially an angry, woolly bulldozer with a pointy stick might be a losing proposition, so they hung back at camp to console the grieving widows. When Alpha Males set out to conquer neighboring tribes, to count coups and take heads, Beta Males could see in advance that in the event of a victory, the influx of female slaves was going to leave a surplus of mateless women cast out for younger trophy models, with nothing to do but salt down the heads and file the uncounted coups, and some would find solace in the arms of any Beta Male smart enough to survive. In the case of defeat, well, there was that widows thing again. The Beta Male is seldom the strongest or the fastest, but because he can anticipate danger, he far outnumbers his Alpha Male competition. The world is led by Alpha Males, but the machinery of the world turns on the bearings of the Beta Male.

The problem (Charlie’s problem) is that the Beta Male imagination has become superfluous in the face of modern society. Like the saber-toothed tiger’s fangs, or the Alpha Male’s testosterone, there’s just more Beta Male imagination than can really be put to good use. Consequently, a lot of Beta Males become hypochondriacs, neurotics, paranoids, or develop an addiction to porn or video games.

Because, while the Beta Male imagination evolved to help him avoid danger, as a side effect it also allows him fantasy-only access to power, money, and leggy, model-type females who, in reality, wouldn’t kick him in the kidneys to get a bug off their shoe. The rich fantasy life of the Beta Male may often spill over into reality, manifesting in near-genius levels of self-delusion. In fact, many Beta Males, contrary to any empirical evidence, actually believe that they are Alpha Males, and have been endowed by their creator with advanced stealth charisma, which, although awesome in concept, is totally undetectable by women not constructed from carbon fiber. Every time a supermodel divorces her rock-star husband, the Beta Male secretly rejoices (or more accurately, feels great waves of unjustified hope), and every time a beautiful movie star marries, the Beta Male experiences a sense of lost opportunity. The entire city of Las Vegas - plastic opulence, treasure for the taking, vulgar towers, and cocktail waitresses with improbable breasts - is built on the self-delusion of the Beta Male.

And Beta Male self-delusion played no small part in Charlie first approaching Rachel, that rainy day in February, five years before, when he had ducked into A Clean, Well-Lighted Place for Books to get out of the storm, and Rachel granted him a shy smile over a stack of Carson McCullers she was shelving. He quickly convinced himself that it was  because he was dripping with boyish charm, when it was, in fact, simply because he was dripping.

‘You’re dripping,’ she said. She had blue eyes, fair skin, and dark loose curls that fell around her face. She gave him a sideways glance - just enough consideration to spur his Beta Male ego.

‘Yeah, thanks,’ Charlie said, taking a step closer.

‘Can I get you a towel or something?’

‘Nah, I’m used to it.’

‘You’re dripping on Cormac McCarthy.’

‘Sorry.’ Charlie wiped All the Pretty Horses with his sleeve while he tried to see if she had a nice figure under the floppy sweater and cargo pants. ‘Do you come here often?’

Rachel took a second before responding. She was wearing a name tag, working inventory from a metal cart, and she was pretty sure she’d seen this guy in the store before. So he wasn’t being stupid, he was being clever. Sort of. She couldn’t help it, she laughed.

Charlie shrugged damply and smiled. ‘I’m Charlie Asher.’

‘Rachel,’ Rachel said. They shook hands.

‘Rachel, would you like to get a cup of coffee or something sometime?’

‘That sort of depends, Charlie. I’d need you to answer a few questions first.’

‘Of course,’ Charlie said. ‘If you don’t mind, I have some questions, too.’ He was thinking, What do you look like naked?  and How long before I can check?


‘Fine, then.’ Rachel put down The Ballad of the Sad Café  and counted on her fingers.

‘Do you have a job, a car, and a place to live? And are the last two things the same thing?’ She was twenty-five and had been single for a while. She’d learned to screen her applicants.

‘Uh, yes, yes, yes, and no.’

‘Excellent. Are you gay?’ She’d been single for a while in San Francisco.

‘I asked you out.’

‘That means nothing. I’ve had guys not realize they were gay until we’d gone out a few times. Turns out that’s my specialty.’

‘Wow, you’re kidding.’ He looked her up and down and decided that she probably had a great figure under the baggy clothes. ‘I could see it going the other way, but . . .’

‘Right answer. Okay, I’ll have coffee with you.’

‘Not so fast, what about my questions?’

Rachel threw out a hip and rolled her eyes, sighed. ‘Okay, shoot.’

‘I don’t really have any, I just didn’t want you to think I was easy.’

‘You asked me out thirty seconds after we met.’

‘Can you blame me? There you were, eyes and teeth - hair, dry, holding good books -’

‘Ask me!’

‘Do you think that there’s any chance, you know, after we get to know each other, that you’ll like me? I mean, can you see it happening?’

It didn’t matter that he was pushing it - whether he was sly or just awkward, she was defenseless against his Beta Male charm sans charisma, and she had her answer. ‘Not a chance,’ she lied.

‘I miss her,’ Charlie said, and he looked away from his sister as if there was something in the sink that really, really needed studying. His shoulders shook with a sob and Jane went to him and held him as he slumped to his knees.

‘I really miss her.’

‘I know you do.’

‘I hate this kitchen.’

‘Right there with you, kid.’

The good sister, she was.

‘I see this kitchen and I see her face and I can’t handle it.’

‘Yes, you can. You will. It will get better.’

‘Maybe I should move or something.’

‘You do what you think you need to, but pain travels pretty well.’ Jane rubbed his shoulders and his neck, as if his grief was a knot in a muscle that could be worked out under direct pressure.

After a few minutes he was back, functioning, sitting at the counter between Sophie and Jane, drinking a cup of coffee. ‘You think I’m just imagining all this, then?’

Jane sighed. ‘Charlie, Rachel was the center of your universe. Anyone who saw you guys together knew that. Your life revolved around her. With Rachel gone, it’s like you have no center, nothing to ground you, you’re all wobbly and unstable, so things seem unreal. But you do  have a center.’

‘I do?’

‘It’s you. I don’t have a Rachel, or anyone like her on the horizon, but I’m not spinning out of control.’

‘So you’re saying I need to be self-centered, like you?’

‘I guess I am. Do you think that makes me a bad person?’

‘Do you care?’

‘Good point. Are you going to be okay? I need to go buy some yoga DVDs. I’m starting a class tomorrow.’

‘If you’re going to take a class, then why do you need DVDs?’

‘I have to look like I know what I’m doing or no one will go out with me. You going to be okay?’

‘I’ll be okay. I just can’t go in the kitchen, or look at anything in the apartment, or listen to music, or watch TV.’

‘Okay then, have fun,’ Jane said, tweaking the baby’s nose on the way out the door.

When she was gone, Charlie sat at the counter for a while looking at baby Sophie. Strangely enough, she was the only thing in the apartment that didn’t remind him of Rachel. She was a stranger. She looked at him - those wide blue eyes - with sort of an odd, glazed look. Not with the adoration or wonder that you might expect, more like she’d been drinking and would be leaving as soon as she found her car keys.

‘Sorry,’ Charlie said, averting his gaze to a stack of unpaid bills by the phone. He could feel the kid watching him, wondering, he thought, how many terry-cloth puppet people she’d have to blow to get a decent father over here. Still, he checked that she was securely strapped in her chair, then went off to grab the undone laundry, because he was, in fact, going to be a very good father.

 



Beta Males almost always make good fathers. They tend to be steady and responsible, the kind of guys a girl (if she was resolved to do without the seven-figure salary or the thirty-six-inch vertical leap) would want as a father for her children. Of course, she’d rather not have to sleep with him for that to happen, but after you’ve been kicked to the curb by a few Alpha Males, the idea of waking up in the arms of a guy who will adore you, if for no other reason than gratitude for sex, and will always be there, even past the point where you can stand to have him around, is a comfortable compromise.

For the Beta Male, if nothing else, is loyal. He makes a  great husband as well as a great best friend. He will help you move and bring you soup when you are sick. Always considerate, the Beta Male thanks a woman after sex, and is often quick with an apology as well. He makes a great house sitter, especially if you aren’t especially attached to your house pets. A Beta Male is trustworthy: your girlfriend is generally in safe hands with a Beta Male friend, unless, of course, she is a complete slut. (In fact, the complete slut through history may be exclusively responsible for the survival of the Beta Male gene, for loyal as he may be, the Beta Male is helpless in the face of charging, unimaginary bosoms.)

And while the Beta Male has the potential to be a great husband and father, the skills still need to be learned. So, for the next few weeks, Charlie did little but care for the tiny stranger in his house. She was an alien, really - a sort of eating, pooping, tantrum machine - and he didn’t understand anything about her species. But as he tended to her, talked to her, lost a lot of sleep over her, bathed her, watched her nap, and admonished her for the disgusting substances that oozed and urped out of her, he started to fall in love. One morning, after a particularly active night of the feed-and-change parade, he awoke to find her staring goofily at the mobile over her crib, and when she saw him, she smiled. That did it. Like her mother before her, she set the course of his life with a smile. And as it had with Rachel, that wet morning in the bookstore, his soul lit up. The weirdness, the bizarre circumstances of Rachel’s death, the red glowing items in the shop, the dark, winged thing above the street, all of it took a backseat to the new light of his life.

He didn’t understand that she loved him unconditionally - so when he got up in the middle of the night to  feed her, he put on a shirt and combed his hair and tested to see that his breath was free of funk. Within minutes of getting poleaxed with affection for his daughter, he started to develop a deep fear for her safety, which, over the course of a few days, blossomed into a whole new garden of paranoia.

‘It looks like Nerf world in here,’ Jane said, one afternoon when she brought in the bills from the store and the checks for Charlie to sign. Charlie had padded every sharp corner or edge in the apartment with foam rubber and duct tape, put plastic covers on all of the electrical outlets, child-proofed locks on all cabinets, installed new smoke, carbon monoxide, and radon detectors, and activated the V-Chip on the TV so that now he was incapable of watching anything that didn’t feature baby animals or learning the alphabet.

‘Accidents are the number one cause of death among children in America,’ Charlie said.

‘But she can’t even roll over on her stomach yet.’

‘I want to be ready. Everything I read says that one day you’re breast-feeding them and the next day you wake up and they’re dropping out of college.’ He was changing the baby on the coffee table and had used ten baby wipes so far, if Jane had the count right.

‘I think that might be a metaphor. You know, for how fast they grow up.’

‘Well, it’s done when she’s ready to crawl.’

‘Why don’t you just make a big foam-rubber suit for her, it’s easier than padding the world. Charlie, it’s scary-looking in here. You can’t bring a woman here, she’d think you’re nuts.’

Charlie looked at his sister for a long second without saying anything, just frozen there, holding a disposable  diaper in one hand and his daughter’s ankles scissored between the fingers of the other.

‘When you’re ready,’ Jane stumbled on. ‘I mean, I’m not saying that you’d bring a woman here.’

‘Okay, because I’m not.’

‘Of course not. I’m not saying that. But you have to leave the apartment. For one thing, you need to go downstairs to the store. Ray has turned the point-of-sale computer into some kind of dating service and the truant officer has stopped by three times looking for Lily. And I can’t keep doing the accounts and trying to run things and do my job, too, Charlie. Dad left you the business for a reason.’

‘But there’s no one to watch Sophie.’

‘You have Mrs Korjev and Mrs Ling right here in the building, let one of them watch her. Hell, I’ll watch her for a few hours in the evening, if that will help.’

‘I’m not going down there in the evening. That’s when things are radioactive.’

Jane set the stack of papers on the coffee table next to Sophie’s head and backed away with her arms crossed. ‘Play what you just said back in your head, would you.’

Charlie did, then shrugged. ‘Okay, that sounds a little crazy.’

‘Go make an appearance at the shop, Charlie. Just a few minutes to get your feet wet and put the fear of God in Ray and Lily, okay? I’ll finish changing her.’

Jane slid in between the couch and the coffee table, nudging her brother out of the way. In the process she knocked the dirty diaper to the floor, where it fell open.

‘Oh my God!’ She gagged and turned her head.

‘Another reason not to eat brown mustard, huh?’ Charlie said.

‘You bastard!’

He backed away. ‘Okay, I’m going downstairs. You’re sure you got this?’

‘Go!’ Jane said, waving him out of the room with one hand while holding her nose with the other.
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Darkness Gets Uppity


Hey, Ray,’ Charlie said as he came down the steps into the storeroom. He always tried to make a lot of noise on the steps and usually fired a loud and early ‘hello’ to warn his employees that he was coming. He’d worked a number of jobs before coming back to take over the family business, and had learned from experience that nobody liked a sneaky boss.
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