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      For Mindy, Joelle, and Alexa, who believe in me as I believe in them.


   

      PROLOGUE


      Mrs. Simpson finally noticed him on the third day. He’d been there before; standing in the amber shadows where the wooden overhang

         of a Cape Cod roof met the milk-weed and thistle of the local lot. That it was milkweed and thistle she was sure of—gardening

         was her passion and it had taught her the virtues of careful observation. But her powers of observation had proved lacking—after

         all, she’d noticed him now, but he’d been there before. He smacked of familiarity, of something already seen, if not already noted.

      


      She pointed him out to her husband, who peered at him through the kitchen window, then went back to the refrigerator with

         all deliberate speed.

      


      “So?” was all he said, almost out of the corner of his mouth, a characteristic he’d inherited from his latest and most severe

         stroke, which had laid him up over half a year and left him sluggish, apathetic, and irritable.

      


      Yes. So? It was a sound question, one she pondered on and off for the rest of the day and a good part into the night.

      


      That he’d been there before? Well, maybe. After all, what was he doing there, hidden in the undergrowth like a greenhouse cat? Weed-watching? Or was he merely getting some air, getting it in a

         place that suited him—in a place with a view perhaps, though she couldn’t imagine exactly what view that was.

      


      It was when she noticed him the next day, back in the shadows like a reluctant suitor, and then again the day after that,

         that she slowly began to understand what it was that bothered her. Why it was that looking at him made her feel guilty as

         a voyeur—something she’d never felt with plants, or, for that matter, with sex—may it rest in peace—either.

      


      What it was, was a mirror image. She was peeking on someone who was peeking on someone else—it was that simple. He was watching

         someone, someone or something, and she’d stumbled onto it and compounded it all by committing the very same indiscretion. It was, in a sense, mortifying.

      


      But mortifying as it was, she didn’t stop.


      She tried, really tried, puttering with this and that, busying herself with one thing or another, but the problem was she kept passing that window, and every time she passed it she had the overwhelming desire to look through it. So much for trying. Soon she found herself right back at the kitchen window. Watching the watcher.

      


      And he was an artist at it, really—a professional, she might have said. For he didn’t flinch, he didn’t blink, he didn’t seem

         to move a muscle. He just stood. And watched.

      


      What or who he was watching was, however, a mystery. She couldn’t tell—he was simply too far back into the shadows. He might’ve

         been looking left, or he might’ve been looking right; he might’ve, in fact, been looking at her. Yet even the possibility that this might be the case didn’t deter her an iota. She was, in a way, too fond of him now.

      


      For she’d begun to think of him as hers, the way bird-watchers tend to think of a returning cardinal or blue jay as theirs—their little bird. He was her little watcher, and the more she watched, the more cognizant she became of a certain feeling

         she had about him, a feeling she might have termed maternal. Though he was (even half obscured by weeds she was sure of this)

         quite as old as her, give or take a decade. Yet this only endeared him that much more to her.

      


      She began to think of herself as his rear. His accomplice, if you will. And as this feeling intensified, she grew bolder,

         bold enough to actually consider going outside to talk to him. What she would say once she got there, she hadn’t a clue—but

         it was her experience that these things tended to sort themselves out. A simple hello might do for starters—then, they’d see.

      


      By this time, his visits had taken on the sameness of routine. He was always there when she woke; he always left for the better

         part of an hour just after noon (for lunch perhaps?); he always returned in time for the single bell struck at St. Catherine’s

         across the road. By four he was gone. Give or take a minute, he stuck to that schedule as faithfully as a crossing guard.

      


      It was well into the second week A.N.H. (After Noticing Him) that Mrs. Simpson decided to take the plunge. She waited till

         mid-morning, then, taking a deep breath the way her mother had taught her to when she was about to do something daringly out

         of character, she pushed open the kitchen latch and ventured outside.

      


      If he’d noticed her, he didn’t show it. He stood rigid as ever, still half obscured by shoots of milkweed and thistle, shoots

         grown thick and hoary in the early summer heat. She set her sights for his side of the street.

      


      When she reached it, she turned right and began to walk straight toward him. She could see some details now: flat brown shoes

         with air holes in the tongue, the kind worn for comfort and nothing else; well-creased pants that fell just a bit long down

         the heel; a gray cotton shirt in need of ironing. A definite widower, was her off-the-cuff guess.

      


      When she drew alongside him—and the ten or so yards needed to accomplish that feat seemed, at least to her, to take forever,

         she glanced, casually as she could, up to his face and said, “Nice morning, isn’t it?”

      


      But if he felt it was a nice morning too, he didn’t say so. He didn’t, in fact, do anything. He kept his face turned away—toward Mecca maybe?—and continued to act as if a woman had not decided (foolishly decided, she now believed) to pass him and reflect on the weather. One thing she wasn’t, however, was a quitter. And she

         was about to try again, almost, in fact, had the words out, when something she saw made her stop, stop dead, as if someone

         had just clapped their hand around her mouth. She continued on down the block without looking back.

      


      The next day he was there again, and he was there again the day after that. But the next day, two and one half weeks After

         Noticing Him, he didn’t show. And he didn’t show the day after, or the day after that.

      


      And she knew, in the way she knew most things, not with her head, but with her heart—that that was it. He was never coming

         back.

      


      In the weeks that followed she found herself glancing out the window less and less, till she finally stopped looking out at

         all. She immersed herself in her plants again, and though she found them staid and rather lifeless after him, she was grateful for them, for they passed the time and left her pleasantly fatigued. Gardening, after all, was a harmless hobby, and she knew it was that, above all else, that gave her comfort.

      


      Several weeks later, snuggled up in bed, her husband suddenly asked about him.


      “That guy? Whatever happened to him?”


      She didn’t know, she said. Just gone, that’s all.


      But then, she suddenly felt the need to tell more, felt it as strong as she’d ever felt anything.


      “He had a gun,” she said. “I walked by him and he had a gun. I saw it.”


      And she began to tell her husband more, more of what she felt and what she thought and what she theorized. But halfway through,

         she gave up.

      


      For he was fast asleep, turned to the wall like the class dunce, and certainly just as oblivious.


   

      ONE


      It was called a no-frills flight because that’s exactly what you got—the flight. No more, no less.

      


      Southeast Airlines Flight 201 out of a Long Island airport no one’s ever heard of, departing Gate 13 at the ungodly hour of

         six A.M. Not that there was any shortage of takers—William had to queue up for a good half hour, stuck between Sophie from Mineola

         and Rose from Bellmore, who kept a running commentary going on the best buffets in Boca Raton. Sophie leaning toward General

         Tso’s Szechuan Splendor with Rose touting a seafood buffet that sounded vaguely Lithuanian.

      


      Once William actually made it on board, his initial feeling was immediately confirmed—the flight was packed solid. No matter.


      You’re a man on a mission, William. Remember that. William had hoped for a senior citizen rate, but the no-frills flight was the best he could turn up, a name that kept proving itself right on the money. When he ordered a drink, he was told he’d

         have to pay for it, when he asked about food, he was given a price list. Earphones were five dollars, and then there were

         only two channels to choose from: mellow music and inspirational pep talks from America’s most famous business leaders. There

         were only six or so magazines to go around, and no newspapers, and the magazines were of the kind found in dentist’s offices—dog-eared,

         six months out of date, and completely uninteresting.

      


      William didn’t mind. For one thing, he hadn’t been on a plane in years; he’d forgotten the way the ground looked, like one

         enormous patchwork quilt, the clouds soiled mattress fluff through which the plane kept punching holes. He found it… okay,

         exciting. Though he was just about certain he was in the minority there. Just look around. It was immediately evident why

         no senior citizen rates were offered on the no-frills flight. The airline could never afford it. Everyone on the plane—save

         for one little girl, the stewardesses (or flight attendants as they were apparently called now), and—hopefully—the pilots,

         was a senior citizen. Everyone. It was all Sophies and Roses and your good old uncle Leo.

      


      They seemed to William like refugees, for they all wore a collective look of oppression. In flight all right, and in more ways than one. Running like mad from the crime, the cold, the heat, the noise, the annoying son-in-law—

         take your pick. Running from the loneliness too. What had Rodriguez said? Just another old guy with nobody. Sure. Refugees, on their way to the promised land.

      


      And yet, he, William, senior citizen, wasn’t one of them. Technically, he was one of them—his birth certificate said so. So did his body—that said so too. In fact, his shoulder wouldn’t shut

         up about it. Okay, his prostate could be quite the blabbermouth too. But they were running; he was working. Yes he was. And

         he didn’t feel like one of them either, didn’t feel like one of the herd. He felt like devouring the herd. He had his appetite back, his hunger for all things human. What had those corny Charles

         Atlas ads said— Be a new man. Sure, why not. A new man.

      


      Keep your eye on the ball, William. Stay focused.


      The man next to him was called Oozo, and he owned a delicatessen in Fort Myers. Or his son did. Or they both did. William

         couldn’t be sure because Oozo had an odd way of talking and William was too polite to actually interrupt him to ask.

      


      Don’t fall asleep on the job, William.


      But at some point in Oozo’s never-ending monologue, William, new man that he was, eyes open and vigilant, shoulder to the

         wheel, and man on a mission—did. Fall asleep. Soundly.

      


      But maybe not too soundly—because he dreamt.


      He was back in the funeral home. But this time with some old faces. Why, there was Santini, and look—Jean himself, and wasn’t

         that Mr. Klein back there? What do you know? It was a reunion of sorts. Everyone getting to see everyone else and compare

         notes. Only, if he didn’t know any better, he’d swear they were all staring at him.

      


      I know, he said. I got old.


      They didn’t try to dispute him. They were just wondering, they said, if he could manage.


      I’ll manage fine. Man on a mission. Back in the saddle.


      They reminded him about the girl. Five years old, wasn’t she? About the white petticoat and the graffitiscarred asphalt. And

         all that blood.

      


      Hot on the trail, he assured them.

      


      Sure, they said. Okay.


      I’m sniffing the clues. I’ve got my nose to the ground.


      But he was tap-dancing for time.


      He knew it; they knew it. And now they were all starting to leave him, shaking their heads, and one at a time exiting stage

         left.

      


      Man on a mission, he called after them.

      


      But they were gone, each and every one of them, gone. And he was all alone with the coffin.


      The coffin dull brown, open, and empty.


      And his.


      When he woke, catapulting himself out of dreamland like a man whose bed is on fire, the plane was halfway into its descent,

         the jet-black runway of Miami Airport rushing up to meet them.

      


      His clothes stuck to him; there was a sour, acrid odor in the plane. He would’ve complained to the stewardess, whoops… flight

         attendant, about it, but he was just about sure it was coming from him. Besides, complaining might be extra on the no-frills

         flight; it might be listed as a frill.


      This was good. Joking was good. He breathed in. He breathed out. Good.


      He’d dreamt about death. He’d dreamt about dying and he ’d been frightened by it. Imagine that. It seemed to him that this

         was very important, being frightened. That it might be the price you pay for being back in the real world. You decide to join

         the living, you get back your fear of death. Call it the price of admission.

      


      When the plane landed, bumping twice along the runway before settling down, the passengers began clapping, all the old people

         whooping it up, as if they felt safe now. Safe at home. Safe at last.

      


      Well, why not.


      He bought two maps of Miami in the airport lobby. Then he went down the row of rent-a-car booths looking for the most disreputable

         one he could find. William had this minor problem. He hadn’t driven a car in more than a decade; his license was older than

         that.

      


      At the very end of the rent-a-car lane, two information booths removed from the rest, was Discount Rent-A-Car, a Cuban woman

         reading the Star behind the counter. “Who Broke Up My Marriage?” the banner headline, though William couldn’t exactly see whose marriage it

         was. These days, probably everybody’s.

      


      “I’d like a car,” William said.


      The woman looked up at him and, without putting down the paper, slid a price list across the counter.


      There was Luxury, Deluxe, and Comfortable.


      “What’s the difference?” William asked.


      “Huh?” She peered at him quizzically.


      “Between Luxury, Deluxe, and Comfortable?”


      “Luxury and Deluxe have air-conditioning,” she said. “Comfortable doesn’t have air-conditioning.”


      “So Comfortable isn’t.”

      


      “Huh?”


      “Comfortable.”


      “Huh?”


      “Never mind. I’ll take Deluxe,” he said, compromising.


      She pulled out a form from under the desk.


      “I need your license.”


      “Sure.” William took out his wallet and after twenty seconds or so of leisurely rummaging, he pulled it out and slid it across

         the counter.

      


      William A. Riskin—it said. Never Billy, Bill, or Willy, just William, thank you very much. Date of issue—never mind.

      


      She barely looked at it. Instead, she started filling out the form, quickly and with no hesitation whatsoever. She had this

         rental thing down, William thought. As if her arms were moving on their own, her body set on automatic. Good, he thought,

         good; he was almost home.

      


      But then he wasn’t. Almost home.


      “This license is expired,” she said.


      “Really?” William sounded surprised. “I could have sworn…”


      “It expired ten years ago.” She read him the expiration date. “That’s ten years ago.”

      


      “Are you sure that’s what it says?”


      “That’s what it says.”


      Silence. They’d reached a Mexican standoff. William made no move to retrieve his license; she made no move to give it back.


      Then she said, “I’ve already filled out the form. You should have told me your license expired.”


      “Yes,” William said.


      “I’ve already filled out the form. See, it’s all filled out.”


      Yes, he saw. It was all filled out all right.


      “Shit,” she said, “shit.”


      Then she said, “Don’t run any red lights.”


      And William had his car.


      He booked himself into the National Inn by the airport, and was given a room that faced directly onto the runways.


      “Don’t worry,” the bellboy said to him after he’d dropped his borrowed suitcase onto the bed. “You turn up the AC, you won’t

         hear a thing.”

      


      Which turned out to be only half true. The air conditioner drowned out the planes, but its wheezing rotors drowned out everything

         else too, including his thoughts, which weren’t much, but were, nevertheless, sorely needed.

      


      Okay, William, get to work.


      He turned off the AC, then spread both maps across the bed, where he went at them with a blue Magic Marker that he’d picked

         up in the hotel lobby.

      


      Follow the list, William. Samuels to Shankin to Timinsky. Follow the list.


      It took him over an hour to fix each of the names to the maps, after which, sweating but good, he fit one into his pocket

         and the other into his bag, that one for in case. This sort of fastidiousness had been more Jean’s way than his, but that was the way he was going. He had

         Jean’s list, so he’d go the way Jean would have. Copy the habits, he used to say. When you’re looking for someone, copy the habits. So okay, that’s what he’d do.

      


      Then he lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling, as if it held the answers he desperately needed to hear.


   

      TWO


      It was already mid-afternoon when he finally eased himself into his car, an off-white Mustang which had seen better days, and

         took off. Of course the Mustang had also seen better drivers. Much better drivers. Compared to him—Indianapolis Speedway caliber drivers.

      


      Ten years had made him rusty. Let’s see: left turns, turn wheel left, right turns, turn wheel right. And the brake is the

         one on the…? The problem, once he got the basics squared away, was that he overreacted. He turned too hard at corners and

         nearly ran into the curbs; he braked too hard at traffic lights and nearly propelled himself into the dashboard. The heat

         didn’t help matters either; it didn’t take him long to discover his air-conditioning was broken—the only thing coming through

         the vents was hot air. He opened both windows and loosened his shirt, which ten minutes of driving had turned dishrag limp.

      


      Follow the list, William.


      His first stop was 1320 Magnolia Drive—a Mr. Samuels—and to get there he had to ride through old Miami Beach. It had, William

         thought, the look of a tinsel town that had somehow lost its tinsel. Though, here and there, it was trying to get it back,

         scaffolded porticoes and plastic-covered bamboo roofs being restored to their original levels of tackiness.

      


      Traffic had reached a standstill. It seemed a bus had somehow collided with a Porsche—at least that was the story being passed

         from car to car. The only people made happy by this turn of events wore Stamp Out M.S. T-shirts; they flitted from one passenger window to another like hungry pigeons in search of crumbs, which they collected

         in boxes that began to sound like maracas as they jiggled up and down across the avenue.

      


      “Can you spare something for a worthwhile cause?” A girl in tight white shorts had placed her box directly at eye level; William

         could just about smell her youth. Ahhh.

      


      He pushed a dollar bill into the box.


      “God bless you,” she said.


      “I hope so,” he answered, but she’d run off to the car behind him and didn’t hear him.


      The blocks groaned by. He’d reached a section where fast-food joints had weaseled in between the crumbling hotels. Texas Wacos,

         Wendys, and Big Jakes separated by red stucco, kneeling palms, and cracked neon. Limp white towels hung from serrated balconies

         like washed-out coats of arms. Cuban bellboys grabbed smokes outside empty lobbies.

      


      The natives, mostly old, moved in time to the crippled traffic, clip-clopping along in white mules, their floppy hats casting

         huge shadows on the pavement. There was a purposefulness to their motion that seemed completely misplaced, as if, bent and

         beaten, they were merely following some timeworn route, some caravan track in the sand.

      


      Fred’s Fritos, the Crab Corner, the Dunes. The Beachcomber, Wiggles, and FleshDancers—featuring Wendy Whoppers and Ms. Nude

         Daytona. The traffic thinned out, his pace picked up a little. Soon Miami Beach itself was gone. Referring back to the map,

         he turned into a street darkened by huge grugru palms, a street saturated with the sickly sweet smell of plantain.

      


      Now, evidently in the residential district, one block followed another with little change. They’d built their homes in the

         Spanish style here; only the color of the stucco varied—from red to brown to every combination of pastel. Each house had its

         small flat lawn, its thick spiraling palm, and filigreed iron gate. But it was the overall flatness he noted, as if the heavy

         Florida air, swollen with moisture from the sea, had pressed everything into a pancake.

      


      It was quiet too. Except for the occasional bark of an unseen dog, silence permeated the very air, like the humidity, oppressive

         and inescapable. He flicked on the radio in an effort to pierce it, but the tinny country sounds that bled one into the other

         as he turned the dial this way and that seemed almost sacrilegious here—think laughter at a funeral—so he turned it back off.

      


      Now the neighborhood began to change. There was no sharp demarcation, no single street separating the haves from the have-nots,

         but rather a gradual and insidious progression of ruination. The filigreed iron gates went first, then the grugru palms, as

         the lawns themselves turned scraggly and spotty. It was, William thought, like driving toward ground zero, bearing witness

         to the general and increasing denuding of the land, inching closer and closer to that terrible point of impact.

      


      Which, in this case, was Magnolia Drive. No doubt about it. There was nothing further but swampland, acres of gold and green

         shaded by thick rippling swarms of badass insects. Magnolia Drive was several blocks long, was devoid of even a single magnolia

         tree, and looked very much like a repository for trash, of both the inanimate and animate kind. The houses were dilapidated

         things, slapped together like collages: design thrown out the window, crap piled up the walls. Old hubcaps, ragged pieces

         of knapsack, sheets of cardboard, all shape and manner of wood, chunks of scorched brick, and even what appeared to be swamp

         hay had been used in their construction. Their dirt yards were littered with the odds and ends of modern life: broken dolls,

         cracked china, yellowed newspapers, rusted rolls of chicken wire, crushed fenders, smashed TVs, ripped-open furniture, and

         half-eaten food. Nervous chickens ran amok from yard to yard pecking fiercely at the ground.

      


      Mr. Samuels, William thought, had apparently fallen on hard times. His lack of a phone listing, then, was probably due to

         lack of a phone. In this neck of the woods, having a phone would be pretty far down on the list, right below, he guessed,

         room fresheners.

      


      William pulled the car up to the first house, if you could call it that. He stopped too sharply—his head nearly hit the dashboard

         and he banged his knee on the steering wheel. He got out limping. It was worse than hot here; the air actually hurt. No kidding—it

         scalded. In addition, it was filled with all sorts of flying insects that got into his eyes and stung him. And the entire area had

         taken on the scent of the swamp, not to mention its purpose. Magnolia Drive was all about decay.

      


      He saw his first inhabitant then. An old black man, white curls covering his cheeks like frost, hobbled out of the first house

         and stared at him.

      


      “Excuse me,” William said. “Could you tell me where 1320 Magnolia Drive is?”


      The black man continued to do what he’d been doing; he stared. Then, almost imperceptibly, he shrugged—just that, and no more.


      William’s presence had brought others out—two barefoot black girls in dirty shifts, holding hands as if on a date. A white

         man with one leg, who scratched his head and looked down at the ground. A black woman who waddled out of the second house

         toting a baby in her arms.

      


      “Anyone?” William asked. “Can anyone tell me where 1320 Magnolia Drive is?”


      But Anyone couldn’t.


      It wasn’t, as William first thought, because they didn’t like him, and it wasn’t, as he then thought, because they didn’t

         understand him, and it wasn’t even, as he finally thought, because they didn’t want to.

      


      It took him twenty minutes or so of skirting nervous chickens and nervous stares, of peeking through open doorways and broken

         windows, to understand that the reason they couldn’t tell him where 1320 Magnolia Drive was, was because there wasn’t a 1320

         Magnolia Drive. It wasn’t there. And, since the map clearly showed that there wasn’t another Magnolia Drive in the greater

         Miami area, that meant it didn’t exist. And neither, at least according to what little he could get out of the local inhabitants,

         did Mr. Samuels. They’d never heard of him.

      


      So, William thought. What does that mean? He didn’t know. He didn’t know, of course, a lot of things. What he didn’t know, in fact, far outweighed what he did know, which was next to nothing.

      


      Follow the list—Samuels to Shankin to Timinsky—but what if the list is bogus?


      He was stuck in a swamp, literally and figuratively that’s where he was stuck, the way out just as muddy as the way in. Already,

         he was sinking.

      


      Yet for all he didn’t know, he did know one thing with absolute certainty. For in walking back to the car, the old black man

         had joined him, sidled up to him as if to talk about the weather or the Dolphins or the price of oil.

      


      But he wanted to talk about something else.


      “You know his bruddar?” the black man said. “Brother? What brother?”


      “Mista Samuels. Mista Samuels’s brudda was here lookin’ for him too. You know him?”


      “Yes,” William said. “I think I do.”


      Okay, so he did know one thing then, didn’t he?


      That Jean had been there first.


   

      THREE


      FIVE DAYS BEFORE.


      Ten A.M. the doors swung open and William sprang into action. Sprang being a very relative term for a man pushing eighty— shuffled into action was the way Jilly would put it. Four sweeps from right to left, four sweeps from left to right, the ripped-up

         OTB tickets eventually forming one big burial mound of yesterday’s dreams. There were cruises to the islands in that pile,

         pool tables, second homes, pink Caddys, and golf trips to Myrtle Beach. No more though. Now they were just fodder, ready to

         be recycled into tomorrow’s desperate fantasies. And William was just the man to do it.

      


      “You missed a spot,” Jilly said, already buried in Gold’s Sheet. Jilly, who’d deigned to give William the benefit of his handicapping skills now and then—which, truth be told, bore a remarkable

         resemblance to Gold’s handicapping skills—then deigned to give William a job. Sweeping up the losing tickets three times a

         week for some cold, off-the-books cash. William hadn’t said no.

      


      “Pamela’s Prizes,” Jilly said. “Tom’s Term.”


      These were either horses Jilly liked or horses he called dogs, or horses he’d never heard of. This was the way Jilly communicated—in

         horsese, and William, who was used to people not exactly talking to him as much as around him, kept sweeping.

      


      “Sammy’s Sambo.


      “Lucy Lu.”


      Besides, Jilly had once told him he should make like Mr. Ed.


      “Mr. Ed?” William hadn’t understood.


      “Yeah. Mr. Ed never speaks unless he has something to say.”


      The implication being that William had nothing worth saying, William kept his trap shut and went about his business.


      The first regular of the day—the first regular besides him—was a neat little Italian man named Augie, who was reputed to be connected, mainly because everyone he knew seemed to have

         the as their middle name. As in Nickie the Nose, or Roni the Horse, or Benny the Shark. Augie always coming to OTB with the morning

         paper tucked under his arm, which he’d dutifully hand to William, who’d retire to a quiet corner of the room to read. This

         morning he doffed his cap to Jilly, commented on the weather— hot, isn’t it—and put the Queens edition of the Daily News into William’s grateful hands.

      


      And that’s, more or less, how William found the obituary.


      It had become a habit of his, reading the obits, a recent habit, like falling asleep in the middle of conversations and clipping

         toothpaste coupons. Sooner or later, after the race results and discount ads, he’d find himself buried somewhere in the back,

         where beloved fathers and cherished wives lay among the crematorium ads and latest dew count. And sometimes among the cherished and devoted, he’d find his friends,

         or at least people he knew.

      


      Not that this was the reason he read them. He read them for the same reason people scan travelogues on countries they’re about

         to visit, to get to know the territory, to become familiar with it. He was getting on, that’s all, beyond getting on, and he wanted to see what the end of the road looked like.

      


      And whose name should pop up among the newly expired this morning but his, stuck between a local alderman and a onetime exotic dancer. Ralph Ackerman and Tushy Galore, and sitting uncomfortably between

         them: Jean Goldblum.

      


      Jean, he’d thought, now there’s Jean too, and memories came traipsing into his tired old brain and put their feet up for a chat. One memory in particular, one memory

         in full vivid Technicolor, that he had no intention of sitting down with.

      


      Out buster.


      Of course the memories didn’t listen to him—they never did. The truth was, these sneak attacks were becoming old hat. There

         he’d be preparing his dinner— okay, preparing usually meant folding the aluminum foil of his TV dinner left or right—but still, and suddenly he’d be staring into Jean’s

         pinched little face, or bothering Santini for the sports section. His oven half open and the frozen peas starting to give

         his thumb frostbite and Jean sitting there asking him to do him a favor, just a quick little snap-and-run at a local hump

         motel—if he wouldn’t mind of course.

      


      I said scram.


      Or sometimes it would happen smack in the middle of a conversation with Mr. Brickman, who was always barging through his door

         asking him to go somewhere. A park, a diner, a lawn chair on the sidewalk—it didn’t much matter, all with a cheeriness William

         found frankly irritating. After all, William had already signed his armistice with life, signed it in blood, as with an enemy

         who—let’s face it—was sooner or later bound to win, and here was Mr. Brickman just about bursting into a chorus of “The Sunny

         Side of the Street.” And William would tell him that he didn’t want to go to the park, no thanks, not interested, only to

         find himself telling Rachel something instead—to leave the light on because he’d be coming home for dinner and please not to forget to walk the dog.

      


      This old age thing could be downright embarrassing.


      For instance: Jilly was staring at him as if he had Tourette’s syndrome. Which meant William had either said something horrifying

         or simply looked it. Maybe he’d cried out oh no at the news, or worse yet, oh yes. He didn’t think he had, but it was entirely possible.

      


      “Something wrong?” Jilly finally asked him, Augie turning around to stare at him too, William not used to all this attention.


      “Yes,” William said. “I just remembered something I have to do.”


      “Oh yeah?” Jilly again. “What’s that?”


      “Yeah,” Augie echoed, “what’s that?”


      “A funeral,” William said. “I have a funeral to go to.”


      The funeral home was stuck in Flushing, which William made it to by taking the number seven bus from Astoria, to the number

         five bus to Roosevelt Avenue, to the number eight bus to Kissena Boulevard, then hiking it through a kung fu town of Chinese

         takeouts and Korean fruit stands. No easy task when you’re seventy-something, and wondering exactly why you’d bothered to

         make the trip in the first place.

      


      The second he’d stepped off the number eight he’d been assaulted by a cacophony of alien sounds. Asians here, Asians there,

         Asians everywhere—all speaking Asian too. He might’ve been somewhere in China for all he knew—the most familiar thing he passed was a Chinese cleaners with

         a lone woman behind the counter, her head laid in her arms as if sobbing.

      


      William was unaware he’d left Chinatown and entered San Juan until he almost walked into a bunch of Puerto Ricans in sneakers, ankle pants, and rolled-up T-shirts who were lolling against

         a couple of stripped cars, radios perched on their shoulders like parrots all screaming at once.

      


      “Hey chief,” one of them yelled when he walked by.


      William kept walking.


      “Hey chief, don’t you hear me?”


      Yeah, he heard him all right.


      “Hey man, I’m talkin’ to you.”


      So William turned, thinking— okay, he’s talking to you, answer him.


      “Yeah?”


      “Hey, you got a problem or something? You deaf?”

      


      “No, I’m not deaf.”


      “You sure about that. You should get your ears checked out, old man. I think you’re one deaf motherfucker.”

      


      “I have to go.” He did have to go. So go.

      


      “You don’t want to talk to me? You a busy mother-fucker, huh.” He put down his radio, handed it over to a smirking girl who

         looked about fourteen but seemed more like thirty-five. “Maybe you want me to break your fuckin’ head instead. You want me

         to do that?”

      


      He wore a red headband; face-to-face now he barely reached William’s chin.


      “Hey man, I asked you a question. You want me to break your fuckin’ head?”


      William said, “No. I don’t want that.”


      “You’re damn right you don’t want that, old man. I’ll punch your fuckin’ head in, motherfucker.” The Puerto Rican spat at

         him. It landed on his left cheek, then dribbled down toward his chin.

      


      “Hey, I spit on him,” the Puerto Rican said. “I spit on this fuckin’ maricón.”

      


      William took a fresh handkerchief out of his pocket and slowly wiped it off, wiped it off with a hand he couldn’t stop from

         trembling.

      


      The Puerto Rican spat at him again, this time close to his eyes, where it burned like chlorine.


      “I’m late,” William said. “I’m late for a funeral…” leaving the spit where it was. He could hear the girl laughing, the girl

         and all the others. A funeral, a fuckin’ funeral…

      


      “You know man, you lucky this ain’t your funeral.” Laughter again.


      William turned and quickly walked away, faster and faster, the laughter like a finger pointed at his back. It wasn’t until

         he reached the curb that he finally wiped off the spit and threw the handkerchief into the gutter. It lay there like the white

         flag of a dishonored army. But then, he’d surrendered a long time ago; sure he had.

      


      The Moses Greenberg Funeral Home was built of gray brick and decorated with donations from a few local artists. There were

         several lovely swastikas for instance, a Jewish star dripping blood, and a large misshapen heart that said Julio and Maria 4-ever. Trampled rhododendrons threw short brutal shadows on a ragged front lawn.

      


      There was a schedule board covered in cracked glass: Goldblum, J., it said, One P.M.


      When William walked through the front door, still burning from the spit, the laughter, and the fear, his fear, he felt something familiar. Ahh—death again. Death was something he was getting particularly attuned to these days;

         it seemed to be everywhere he looked. In the obits, sure, but everywhere else too. All he had to do was glance at the passing

         traffic and sooner or later he’d spot a hearse followed by a long parade of headlights. Pick up a paper at the supermarket

         and nine times out of ten someone you’d heard of had killed someone else you’d heard of too. It wasn’t his imagination. Death

         was in the air. Why, he could see it in people’s faces, pick it out in the middle of a crowded street, all those shrunken

         cheeks and wasted bodies that suddenly seemed to have joined the daily human traffic. He was definitely developing a nose for death. No two ways about it. Sniffing it out the way others sense guilt. Of course, they were often entwined with each

         other—sure they were. In his old business, one had often led to the other. And that had been Jean’s gift, one of them at least,

         to sense guilt like a priest. It’s uncanny, they used to say, how Jean could tell just by looking.

      


      William had asked him once how he did it. And Jean had said: “You find yourself in a terrible situation, a situation so terrible

         that you become like a madman, understand. A situation where you have to do everything imaginable. To survive, understand.

         You do that, and then you know. Understand?”

      


      But William hadn’t understood; Jean’s a little crazy, understand—there were those who used to say that too. Though there were, they’d be quick to add, mitigating circumstances. Jean had

         suffered a bad experience during the war—that much was known—and though none of them were one hundred percent sure what that

         experience was, they knew enough. They had eyes. They could see the stark blue numbers on Jean’s forearm, and the tattered

         picture of his wife and young children, one boy, one girl, that he’d drag out on special occasions and stare at, running his

         fingers over the wrinkled snapshot like a man reading braille.

      


      Jean, it seemed, had been something of a hero during the German occupation—a Jewish weekly in Brooklyn once tried to write

         him up, an inspirational piece about this little French Hungarian who risked everything to help smuggle other Jews to safety,

         to Argentina or Brazil, somewhere, anyway, south. Jean had slammed the door on them. For whatever the whole story was, Jean wasn’t going to talk about it. For him, it was

         a secret affliction. Like a venereal disease maybe, but with all those scars right there under your nose. Mauthausen or Auschwitz

         or Treblinka or whatever hell on earth Jean had been thrown into had turned him inside out, distorted him into something a

         little less human. Maybe it had to do with that family that no longer was, with trying to do something noble and being rewarded with a one-way ticket to despair. So they didn’t ask him about it,

         any more than you’d stop to ask the terminally ill about the progress of their funeral arrangements. And if Jean was a little

         crazy, Jean was also more than a little good.

      


      Now, however, he was neither. A man, older than William—which these days was saying something—sat on a bent bridge chair just

         inside the front door. He wore a faded prayer shawl across his shoulders and an unmistakably sullen expression across his

         face. Well, why not. William supposed he’d be just a little sullen too if the only people he talked to all day were next of

         kin. Off to the right a half-covered aluminum table supported a lone bottle of Mogen David. Used cups, some crumpled, some

         half filled, surrounded the bottle like a stillborn litter. Maybe it was unavoidable—in the Moses Greenberg Funeral Home,

         everything looked like death. There were other men there—who, by the way, didn’t look so hot either; one against the far wall,

         another two engaged in conversation, whispering to each other as if plotting something dangerous.

      


      William was late.


      “Friend or family?” the old man by the door asked him without really bothering to look up.


      “Friend?” William replied, as if asking, thinking that there really ought to be a third category for these kinds of occasions,

         old acquaintance maybe.

      


      “Well, you’re late. The service is over.”


      “Sorry.”


      “You don’t have to apologize to me. I just work here. And you don’t have to apologize to the family, because there is none.

         Not here, anyway. You’re it. Except for the landlord.” He nodded at the man leaning against the wall. “Put a yarmulke on.”

      


      William reached into a wooden bin where yarmulkes of the kind Mr. Brickman wore on the High Holy Days lay in a soft multicolored

         heap. He picked a black one, black for death— Jonathan Weinberg’s Bar Mitzvah it said in faded gold letters on the inside—then placed it on his head, just over his bald spot, okay, more of a region these days, and walked into the parlor.

      


      A simple closed coffin lay at the front of the room.


      I’m sorry, William thought when he’d walked past the empty seats to the end of the aisle. I’m sorry it ends like this, Jean. Like this.I’m sorry the seats aren’t filled for you.

      


      And then, touched by this feeling of pity, this notion that maybe Jean had meant more to him than he’d realized, he decided

         to open the coffin. To say his goodbye face-to-face.

      


      He peeled back the top section; heavy and unoiled, it opened with a wrenching screech.


      It was Jean. It wasn’t Jean.


      That was the only way to put it. And for a brief moment, he wasn’t exactly sure why. After all, the features seemed just about

         the same: those thick eyebrows, the hollow cheeks, the drooped lip. Of course, he was dead. No doubt about that. But it was more than that, something else entirely. He tried to remember the last time he’d seen him,

         walking out of the office with a single box under his arm, why hello there, Jean, and then, like that, he understood. Jean had never been defined by his looks. He’d been defined by his, well… passion. For

         his work, for his regrettable parade of cases. Remember? Give him a new one and he’d get all lit up with a kind of perverse

         expectation, the way a house cat gets when its dinner lands by a half-open window. He’d just about lick his lips, Jean would.

         Then it would be days, weeks, of peek-a-boo, of coming and going, of in and out and where’s he gone to, with the occasional glimpse of sly exultation as the case unfolded, as it turned to red, a euphemism Jean had coined due to his peculiar habit of changing files as a case progressed. The first file white, the

         last red, and the irony, William was convinced, firmly intended. For white was the color of innocence, something his clients

         could rarely claim, and red the color of penance, something they rarely did. But if his cases weren’t exactly admirable, his

         passion was; at the very least it made him top-shelf at what he did. It made him Jean. Death had robbed him of the only thing that made him recognizable.

      


      His hands, delicate hands for that body, were crossed over his chest like an Indian chief who’d died in battle, the kind that

         Randolph Scott was always running across and warning stupid white settler number eight million and one to leave alone. It was bad juju to touch a chief on his way to the underworld. Of course, no one ever listened to him, and

         before you knew it, half the Apache nation was out looking for their scalps. And now William wondered if he’d been just a

         little stupid himself.
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