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To Kelly Macmanus, 
who provided my introduction to the town




Nothing is foolproof to a sufficiently talented fool.

—Anonymous




Navigating a hairpin turn, I gripped the steering wheel hard and did my best not to slide in the driver’s seat. If the butcher knife tucked beneath the back of my thigh shifted, it would open up my leg. The blade was angled in, the handle sticking out toward the console, within easy reach. The acrid smell of burning rubber leaked in through the dashboard vents. I resisted the urge to flatten the gas pedal again; I couldn’t risk getting pulled over, not given the deadline.

I flew up the narrow street, my hands slick on the wheel, my heart pumping so much fear and adrenaline through me that I couldn’t catch my breath. I checked the clock, checked the road, checked the clock again. When I was only a few blocks away, I pulled the car to the curb, tires screeching. I shoved open my door just in time. As I retched into the gutter, a gardener watched me from behind a throttling lawn mower, his face unreadable.

I rocked back into place, wiped my mouth, and continued more slowly up the steep grade. I turned down the service road as directed, and within seconds the stone wall came into sight, then the iron gates that matched the familiar ones at the front. I hopped out and punched in the code. The gates shuddered and sucked inward. Hemmed in by jacaranda, the paved drive led straight back along the rear of the property. At last the guest quarters came into view. White stucco walls, low-pitched clay-tile roof, elevated porch - the guesthouse was bigger than most regular houses on our street.

I pulled up beside the cactus planter at the base of the stairs, tight to the building. Setting my hands on the steering wheel, I did my best to breathe. There were no signs of life. Way across the property, barely visible through a netting of branches, the main house  sat dark and silent. Sweat stung my eyes. The stairs just outside the driver’s-side window were steep enough that I couldn’t see up onto the porch. I couldn’t see much of anything but the risers. I supposed that was the point.

I waited. And listened.

Finally I heard the creak of a door opening above. A footstep. Then another. Then a man’s boot set down on the uppermost step in my range of vision. The right foot followed. His knees became visible, then his thighs, then waist. He was wearing scuffed worker jeans, a nondescript black belt, maybe a gray T-shirt.

I slid my right hand down to the hilt of the butcher knife and squeezed it so hard that my palm tingled. Warmth leaked into my mouth; I’d bitten my cheek.

He stopped on the bottom step, a foot from my window, the line of my car roof severing him at the midsection. I wanted to duck down so I could see his face, but I’d been warned not to. He was too close anyway.

His knuckle rose, tapped the glass once.

I pushed the button with my left hand. The window started to whir down. The knife blade felt cool hidden beneath my thigh. I picked out a spot on his chest, just below his ribs. But first I had to find out what I needed to know.

His other hand came swiftly into view and popped something fist-sized in through the open gap of the still-lowering window. Hitting my lap, it was surprisingly heavy.

I looked down.

A hand grenade.

I choked on my breath. I reached to grab it.

Before my splayed fingers could get there, it detonated.




Chapter 1

Ten Days Earlier

 



 



In my boxers I stepped out onto the cold flagstones of my porch to retrieve the morning paper, which had landed, inevitably, in the puddle by the broken sprinkler. The apartments across the street, Bel Air in zip code only, reflected the gray clouds in their windows and sliding glass doors, mirroring my mood. LA’s winter had made a late entrance as always, slow to rise, shake off its hangover, and put on its face. But it had arrived, tamping the mercury down to the high forties and glazing the leased luxury sedans with dew.

I fished out the dripping paper, mercifully enclosed in plastic, and retreated back inside. Sinking again into the family-room couch, I freed the Times and pulled out the Entertainment section. As I unfolded it, a DVD in a clear case fell out, dropping into my lap.

I stared down at it for a moment. Turned it over. A blank, unmarked disc, the kind you buy in bulk to record onto. Bizarre. Even a touch ominous. I got up, knelt on the throw rug, and slipped the disc into the DVD player. Clicking off the surround sound so as not to wake Ariana, I sat on the floor and stared at the plasma screen, rashly purchased when our bank account was still on a northerly heading.

A few visual hiccups jerked the image, followed by a placid close-up shot of a window framed by plantation shutters, not quite closed. Through the window I could see a brushed-nickel towel rack and a rectangular pedestal sink. At the edge of the frame was an exterior wall, Cape Cod blue. The view took only a second to register - it was as familiar as my reflection, but, given the context, oddly foreign.

It was our downstairs bathroom, seen from outside, through the window.

A faint pulse came to life in the pit of my stomach. Apprehension.

The footage was grainy, looked like digital. The depth of field didn’t show compression, so probably not a zoom. My guess was it had been taken a few feet back from the pane, just far enough not to pick up a reflection. The shot was static, maybe from a tripod. No audio, nothing but perfect silence razoring its way under the skin at the back of my neck. I was transfixed.

Through the window and the half-open bathroom door, a slice of hall was visible. A few seconds passed in a near freeze-frame. Then the door swung in. Me. I entered, visible from neck to knee, the shutters chopping me into slices. In my blue-and-white-striped boxers, I stepped to the toilet and took a leak, my back barely in view. A light bruise came into focus, high on my shoulder blade. I washed my hands at the sink, then brushed my teeth. I exited. The screen went black.

Watching myself, I’d bitten down on the inside of my cheek. Stupidly, I glanced down to determine what pair of boxers I had on today. Plaid flannel. I thought about that bruise; I’d banged my back standing up into an open cabinet door just last week. I was trying to recall which day I’d done it when I heard Ariana clanking around in the kitchen behind me, starting breakfast. Sound carries easily through the wide doorways of our fifties open-plan two-story.

The DVD’s placement - tucked into the Entertainment section - struck me as deliberate and pointed. I clicked ‘play,’ watched again. A prank? But it wasn’t funny. It wasn’t much of anything. Except unsettling.

Still gnawing my cheek, I got up and trudged upstairs, past my office with the view of the Millers’ much bigger yard, and into our bedroom. I checked my shoulder blade in the mirror - same bruise, same location, same size and color. In the back of the walk-in closet, I found the laundry basket. On the top of the mound were my blue-and-white-striped boxers.

Yesterday.

I dressed and then went down to the family room again. I pushed aside my blanket and pillow, sat on the couch, and started the DVD once more. Running time, a minute and forty-one seconds.

Even if it was just a tasteless joke, it was the last thing Ariana and I needed to deal with right now. I didn’t want to upset her, but I also didn’t want to withhold it from her.

Before I could work out what to do, she walked in carrying a breakfast tray. She was showered and dressed, a mariposa lily from her greenhouse shed tucked behind her left ear, the flower a striking contrast with the chestnut waves of hair. Instinctively, I clicked off the TV. Her gaze scanned over, picked up the green light on the DVD. Shifting her grip on the tray, she flicked her thumbnail against her gold wedding band, a nervous tic. ‘What are you watching?’

‘Just a thing from school,’ I said. ‘Nothing to worry about.’

‘Why would I worry?’

A pause as I worked out what to say. I managed only a contrived shrug.

She tilted her head, indicating a thin scab across the knuckles of my left hand. ‘What happened there, Patrick?’

‘Caught it in the car door.’

‘Treacherous door lately.’ She set the tray down on the coffee table. Poached eggs, toast, orange juice. I paused to take her in. Caramel skin, the mane of almost-black hair, those big dark eyes. At thirty-five, she had a year on me, but her genes kept her looking at least a few younger. Despite her upbringing in the Valley, she was a Mediterranean mutt - Greek, Italian, Spanish, even a little Turkish thrown in the mix. The best parts of each ethnicity had been distilled into her features. At least that’s how I’d always seen her. When I looked at her, my mind drifted to how things used to be between us - my hand on her knee as we ate, the warmth of her cheek when she awakened, her head resting in the crook of my arm at the movies. My anger toward her started to weaken, so I focused on the blank screen.

‘Thanks,’ I said, nodding at the breakfast tray. My low-grade detective work had already put me ten minutes behind schedule. The edginess I was feeling must have been evident, because she gave a frown before withdrawing.

Leaving the food untouched, I got up from the couch and stepped out the front door again. I circled the house to the side facing the Millers’. Of course the wet grass beneath the window showed no marks or matting, and the perp had forgotten to drop a helpful matchbook, cigarette butt, or too-small glove. I sidestepped until I got the perspective right. A sense of foreboding overtook me, and I glanced over one shoulder, then the other, unable to settle my nerves. Gazing back through the slats, I felt a surreal spasm and half expected to watch myself enter the bathroom again, a time warp in striped boxers.

Instead Ariana appeared in the bathroom doorframe, looking out at me. What are you doing? she mouthed.

The ache in my bruised knuckles told me my hands were clenched. I exhaled, relaxed them. ‘Just checking the fence. It’s sagging.’ I pointed at it like an idiot. See, there. Fence.

Smirking, she palmed the slats closed as she set down the toilet seat.

I walked back into the house, returned to the couch, and watched the DVD through a third time. Then I removed the disc and stared at the etched logo. It was the same cheap kind I used to burn shows from TiVo when I wanted to watch them downstairs. Purposefully nondescript.

Ariana passed through, regarded the untouched food on the tray. ‘I promise I didn’t poison it.’

Grudgingly, I smiled. When I looked up, she’d already headed for the stairs.

 



I tossed the DVD into the passenger seat of my beat-up Camry and stood by the open door, listening to the quiet of the garage.

I used to love this house. It was at the summit of Roscomare Road near Mulholland, barely affordable and only because it shared the block with those cracked-stucco apartments and a neighborhood shopping strip. Our side of the street was all houses, and we liked to pretend we lived in a neighborhood rather than on a thoroughfare between neighborhoods. I’d had so much pride in the place when we’d moved in. I’d bought new address numbers, repaired the porch light, torn out the spinsterly rosebushes. Everything done with such care, such optimism.

The sound of steadily passing cars filtered into the dark space around me. I clicked the button to open the garage door and sneaked under it as it rose. Then I circled back through the side gate and past the trash cans. The window overlooking the kitchen sink gave a clear view of the family room, and of Ariana sitting on the arm of the couch. Steam wisped from the coffee mug resting on her pajamaed knee. She held it dutifully, but I knew she wouldn’t drink it. She’d cry until it got cold, and then she’d pour it down the sink. I stood nailed to the ground as always, knowing  I ought to go in to her but blocked by what little remaining pride I had left. My wife of eleven years, inside, crying. And me out here, lost in a haze of silent devastation. After a moment I eased away from the window. The bizarre DVD had pushed my vulnerability up another notch. I didn’t have it in me to punish myself by watching her, not this morning.




Chapter 2

 



 



For me, growing up, there was nothing like the movies. A dilapidated theater within biking distance had second-run matinees for $2.25. As an eight-year-old, I paid in quarters I earned collecting soda cans for recycling. Saturdays the theater was my classroom, Sundays my temple. Tron, Young Guns, Lethal Weapon - through the years those movies were my playmates, my baby-sitters, my mentors. Sitting in the flickering dark, I could be any character I wanted, anyone other than Patrick Davis, a boring kid from the suburbs of Boston. Every time I watched the creative credits roll by, I couldn’t believe that those names belonged to real people. How lucky they were.

Not that movies were all I thought about. I played baseball, too, which made my father proud, and I read a lot, which pleased my mom. But most of my childhood daydreams were celluloid-induced. Whether I was hitting fly balls and thinking of The Natural or pedaling my Schwinn ten-speed and praying I’d lift off like in E.T., I owe the movies for imbuing my rather ordinary childhood with a sense of wide-eyed wonder.


Follow Your Dreams. I heard it first from my high-school guidance counselor as I sat on her couch gazing down at a glossy admissions pamphlet from UCLA. Follow Your Dreams.  It’s scrawled on every celebrity-signed eight-by-ten, regurgitated by every Oprah success story, flop-sweating valedictorian,  and for-a-fee guru. Follow Your Dreams. And I did, all the way across the country, a carpet cleaner’s kid, trading one puzzling culture for another, rocky shorelines for smooth ones, buttoned-up Brahmin lockjaw for surfer drawl, ski sweaters for jog bras.

Like every other wannabe, I started typing a screenplay within the first week of my move, hammering away on a Mac Classic before I bothered to unpack into my dorm room. As much as I loved it at UCLA, I was an outsider from the start, nose up against the glass, a window-shopper. It took years for me to realize that in LA everybody is an outsider. Some are just better at nodding along to the music we’re supposed to be hearing. Follow Your Dreams. Never Give Up.


My first stroke of luck came early, but like most priceless things it was entirely unexpected and not at all what I was looking for. A freshman-orientation party, lots of too-loud laughter and teenage posturing, and there she was, slumped against the wall by the exit, her disaffected posture betrayed by lively, clever eyes. She was, impossibly, alone. Steeled with a cup of warm keg beer, I approached. ‘You look bored.’

Those dark eyes ticked over to me, took my measure. ‘Is that a proposition?’

‘Proposition?’ I repeated lamely, stalling.

‘An offer to unbore me?’

She was worth getting nervous over, but still, I hoped it didn’t show. I said, ‘Seems like that could be the challenge of a lifetime.’

‘Are you up to it?’ she asked.

Ariana and I got married right out of college. There was never really any question that we wouldn’t. We were the first to get hitched. Rented tuxes, three-tiered frilly cake, everyone dewy-eyed and attentive, as if it were the first time in history a bride had step-pause-stepped down the aisle to Handel’s Water Music.  Ari was stunning. At the reception I looked over at her and got too choked up to finish my toast.

For ten years I taught high-school English, writing screen-plays on the side. My schedule gave me ample time to indulge myself - out at 3:00 P.M., long holidays, summers - and every now and then I’d mail a script out to friends of friends in the industry and hear nothing back. Ariana not only never complained about my time at the keyboard but was happy for the satisfaction I generally got out of it, just as I loved her devotion to her plants and design sketches. Ever since we’d fled that orientation party together, we’d always kept a balance - not too clingy, not too aloof. Neither of us had an interest in being famous, or all that rich. Mundane as it sounds, we wanted to do things we cared about, things that made us happy.

But I kept hearing that nagging voice. I couldn’t stop California dreaming. Less often about red carpets and Cannes than about being on a set watching a couple of actors mouthing stuff I devised for better actors to say. Just a low-budget flick to limp onto the sixteenth screen at the multiplex. It wasn’t that much to ask.

A little more than a year ago, I met an agent at a picnic, and she enthused about my script for a conspiracy thing called  They’re Watching, about an investment banker whose life comes apart after he improbably switches laptops on the subway during a blackout. Mob heavies and CIA agents start dismantling his life like a NASCAR pit crew. He loses his perspective and then his wife but of course wins her back in the end. He returns to his life battered, wiser, and more appreciative. Not the most original plot, certainly, but the right people found it convincing. I wound up getting a good chunk of change for the script, and a decent rewrite fee on top of that. I even got a nice write-up in the trades - my picture beneath the fold in Variety and two column inches about a high-school  teacher making good. I was thirty-three, and I had finally arrived.


Never Give Up, they say.

Follow Your Dreams.

Another adage, perhaps, would have been more apt.

Careful What You Wish For.




Chapter 3

 



 



Even before the footage of me showed up in my morning newspaper, privacy had been hard to come by. My one haven - an upholstered interior, six feet by four-and-change - still required six windows. A mobile aquarium. A floating jail cell. The only space left in my life where someone couldn’t walk in and catch me covering the tail end of a crying jag or convincing myself I’d make it through another workday. The car was pretty banged up, the dashboard in particular. Dented plastic, cracked faceplate over the odometer, air-conditioner dial barely holding on.

I slotted the Camry into a space in front of Bel Air Foods. Walking the aisles, I gathered up a banana, a bag of trail mix, and a SoBe black iced tea, which came loaded with ginkgo, ginseng, and a handful of other supplements designed to kick-start the bleary-eyed. As I neared the checkout lane, my eye caught on Keith Conner, gazing from a Vanity Fair cover. He reclined in a bathtub filled not with water but with leaves, and the headline read, CONNER TRADES GREEN FOR GREEN.

‘How’s Ariana?’ Bill asked, cuing me to move along. A flustered mother with her kid was waiting behind me, grinning impatiently.

A plastic smile flashed onto my face, instinctive as a nervous laugh. ‘Okay, thanks.’

I set my items down, the belt whirred, and Bill rang me up, saying, ‘You got one of the last good ones, that’s for sure.’

I smiled; Flustered Mom smiled; Bill smiled. We were all so happy.

In the car I pinched the metal post where the button used to be and twisted on the radio: distract me, please. Down the hill I veered around the turn onto lurch-and-go Sunset Boulevard, and the sun came on bright and angry. Lowering the visor, I confronted the photo rubber-banded into place. About six months ago, Ariana had discovered an online photo site and had tortured me for a few weeks by reprinting flashes-from-the-past and hiding them in various places. I still found new pictures now and then, vestiges of playfulness. Of course, this one I’d discovered immediately. Me and Ariana at some intolerable college formal, me wearing a shoulder-padded blazer with, alas, cuffed sleeves, her in a puffy taffeta contraption that resembled a life-saving device. We looked uncomfortable and amused, painfully aware that we were playacting, that we didn’t belong, that we didn’t really fit in like everyone else. But we loved that. That’s how we were best.

You got one of the last good ones, that’s for sure.

I hit the dashboard to feel the sting in my knuckles. And kept hitting. The scab cracked; my wrist stung; the air-conditioner dial split. With smarting eyes, my chest heaving, I looked out one of my six windows. An older blonde in a red Mustang studied me from one lane over.

I cranked that plastic smile onto my face. She looked away. The light changed, and we drifted back off into our private lives.




Chapter 4

 



 



After I sold my screenplay, Ariana was even more elated for me than I was. The production got fast-tracked. Dealing with studio executives, producers, and the director, I was intimidated but determined. And Ariana pep-talked me every day. I quit my job. That gave me plenty of time to obsess on the project’s almost daily ups and downs - interpreting the nuance of each two-line email, having meetings about meetings, taking a cell-phone call on a sidewalk while my entrée went cold and Ariana ate hers alone. Mr Davis, tenth-grade American lit teacher, was out of his depth. I had to choose roles, and I chose wrong.


Follow Your Dreams, they say. But no one ever tells you what you have to give up in the process. The sacrifices. The thousand ways your life can go to hell while you keep your eyes on the horizon, waiting for that sun to rise.

I was too distracted to write - or at least to write well. As  They’re Watching progressed through development, my agent reviewed what I was putting out now, and it didn’t catch her fancy any more than the scripts that had been moldering in my desk drawers. I sensed a slow leak in my aspirations, like a tire with a nail through it, and my agent, too, seemed to be running out of steam. My lack of focus built to full-blown writer’s block, and still I couldn’t seem to find the time to pay proper attention  to the people around me. I was lost in the typhoon of possibilities, unsure if the movie was actually going to move forward, if I had what it would take, if I was, at bottom, a fraud.

Ariana and I never quite found our footing again after the shift our relationship took following the script deal. We harbored silent resentments, misread the currents of each other’s emotions. Sex grew awkward. We were too far in for lust, and falling out of love. We’d lost the connection, the heightened awareness. We couldn’t get it started, and so we stopped trying. We buried ourselves in routine.

Ariana had forged a friendship of commiseration with Don Miller, our next-door neighbor - coffee twice a week, the occasional walk. I told her she was naïve to think he didn’t have a thing for her and that this wouldn’t affect her relationship with his wife, Martinique. Ariana and I had never been controlling with each other, so I didn’t press her on it, but that reflected my own naïveté - not about Ariana, but in how far she and I could let things slide.

Hard as it was to admit, I checked out on everyone but myself for the better part of that year. I lost sight of everything but the movie, which finally entered preproduction, and then production.

Shipped to frigid mid-December Manhattan to fulfill my obligation for production rewrites, I had a kind of time-release panic attack. The director’s cell-phone ban on set made things worse, since I was way too timid to use the lines wired to the important people’s trailers to talk to my wife. Even though Ariana was worried about me, I managed to return her calls only a few times, and even those conversations were cursory.

On the set, it rapidly became apparent that I’d been hired not as a production rewriter but to take dictation from the twenty-five-year-old lead, Keith Conner. Sprawled on his couch in his trailer, slurping a lumpy green health drink and yakking half the  day on the sole ban-exempt cell phone, Keith offered endless notes and dialogue changes, interrupting them only to show off photos of naked, sleeping girls he’d snapped on his Motorola RAZR. The high weekly rate they were paying me was not for ideas. It was for baby-sitting. Tenth-graders were a lot less work.

After a little more than a week of eighteen-hour days, Keith summoned me into his trailer to say, ‘I just don’t think my character’s dog would have a squeaky toy. I think he’d have, like, a  knotted rope or something, you know?’ To which I’d wearily replied, ‘The dog didn’t complain, and he actually has talent.’

The friction that had built up between us gave way like a crumbling of tectonic plates. Jabbing a finger at me, Keith lost his footing on the rewrite pages he’d thrown on the floor and banged the counter with his well-defined jaw. When his handlers rushed in, he lied and said I’d hit him. There were major contusions. Having the star’s face in that condition would mean shutting down the shoot for at least a few days. Given the Manhattan location, that would cost about a half a million per day.

After realizing my lifelong dream, it had taken me just nine days to get fired.

As I waited for the taxi to arrive to take me to the airport, Sasha Saranova empathized with me in her trailer. A sometime model from Bulgaria, she had a knee-weakening accent and natural eyelashes longer than most Hollywood prenups. Playing opposite Keith, she’d endured his personality in close-up. Her visit was motivated more out of self-concern than genuine friendship, but I was shaken and didn’t mind the company.

It was just then when Ariana called the set. I had been off the radar with her, not returning phone calls for three days, worried that if I heard her voice, I might just crumble under all the pressure. And Keith happened to be on hand to grab the phone from the production assistant. Still icing his swollen jaw, he told  Ariana that Sasha and I had withdrawn to her trailer, as we did every evening after wrap, and our standing instructions were that we were not to be interrupted. ‘For anything.’ It may have been his best performance.

Ironically, I left Ariana a message on her cell at almost the same time, breaking the news and reciting my flight information. Little did I know that Don Miller had dropped by with the enrollment paperwork from the Writers Guild, accidentally messengered to his doorstep. I’d imagined her many times in the sweaty, regretful aftermath, listening to the voice mail from me and putting my miserable explanation together with Keith’s little ruse. A stomach-turning moment.

I had a long and reflective flight home to LA. Pale and shaken, Ariana was at the Terminal 4 baggage claim, waiting with even worse news. She never lied. At first I thought she was crying for me, but before I could talk, she said, ‘I slept with someone.’

I couldn’t speak for the ride home. My throat felt like it was filled with sand. I drove; Ariana cried some more.

The following afternoon I was served with my very first legal complaint, filed by Keith and the studio. Errors-and-omissions insurance, it turns out, doesn’t cover tantrum-inflicted injuries, so someone had to be held accountable for the shutdown costs. Keith had sued me in order to back up his lie, and the studio, in turn, had jumped on board.

Keith’s version of the story was leaked to the tabloids, and I was smeared with such cold proficiency that I never felt the guillotine drop. I was a has-been before I’d really been, and my agent recommended a pricey lawyer and dropped me like a sauna rock.

No matter how hard I tried, I could no longer find the interest to sit at the computer. My writer’s block had become fixed and immobile, a boulder in the middle of that blank white page. I suppose I could no longer suspend disbelief.

Julianne, a friend since we’d met eight years ago at a small-time film festival in Santa Ynez, had thrown me a lifeline - a job teaching screenwriting at Northridge University. After long days spent avoiding my stagnant home office, I was thankful for the opportunity. The students were entitled and excited, and their energy and the occasional spark of talent made teaching more than just a relief. It felt worthwhile. I’d been at it only a month, but I was starting to recognize flashes of myself again.

And yet still, every night I went home to a house I no longer felt I belonged in, to a marriage I no longer recognized. And then came the legal bills, more listlessness, the mornings waking up on the downstairs couch. And that feeling of deadness. The feeling that nothing could cut through. And for a month and a half, nothing had.

Until that first DVD fell out of the morning paper.




Chapter 5

 



 



‘Do it,’ Julianne said, rising to refill her mug from the faculty lounge machine. ‘One time.’


Marcello rifled his blow-dried hair with a hand and refocused on the papers he was ostensibly grading. He wore tired brown trousers, a button-up and blazer, but no tie. This was, after all, the film department. ‘I’m sorry, I’m just not feeling it.’

‘You have a responsibility to your public.’

‘For the love of Mary, relent.’

‘C’mon. Please?’

‘My instrument isn’t prepared.’

Standing at the window, I was checking Variety since I’d gotten distracted from the Times’ Entertainment section earlier. Sure enough, page three carried a fluff piece on They’re Watching - production had just wrapped, and anticipation was through the roof.

I said, over a shoulder, ‘Marcello, just do it so she shuts up already.’

He lowered the papers, letting them tap against his knee. ‘IN A WORLD OF CONSTANT NAGGING, ONE MAN STANDS ALONE.’

The voice that launched a million movie trailers. When Marcello uncorks it, you feel it in your bones. Julianne clapped,  one hand rising as the other fell to meet it, a hee-haw display of amusement. ‘That is so fucking fantastic.’

‘IN A TIME OF OVERDUE GRADES, ONE MAN MUST BE LEFT ALONE.’

‘All right, all right.’ Wounded, Julianne came over and stood next to me. I dropped Variety quickly to my side before she could see what I was reading, returning my gaze to the window. I should’ve been grading papers, too, but in the wake of the DVD I was having trouble focusing. At a few points in the morning, I’d caught myself studying passing faces, searching out signs of menace or masked glee. She followed my troubled stare. ‘What are you looking at?’

Students poured out of the surrounding buildings and into the quad below. I said, ‘Life in progress.’

‘You’re so philosophical,’ Julianne said. ‘You must be a teacher.’

The film department at Cal State Northridge draws mainly three kinds of faculty. There are those who teach, who love the process, turning young minds on to possibilities, all that. Marcello is such a teacher, despite his well-cultivated cynicism. Then there are the journalists like Julianne, wearers of black turtlenecks, always rushing from class, on to their next review or article or book on Zeffirelli. Next, the occasional Oscar winner enjoying the dusk of his career, basking in the not-so-quiet admiration of adoring hopefuls. And then there’s me.

I watched the students below, writing on laptops and arguing excitedly, their whole disastrous lives in front of them.

Julianne pushed back from the window and said, ‘I need a smoke.’

‘IN AN AGE OF LUNG CANCER, ONE SHITHEAD MUST TAKE THE LEAD.’

‘Yeah, yeah.’

After she left, I sat with some student scripts but found myself  reading the same sentence over and over. I stood and stretched, then walked to the bulletin board and flipped through the pinned flyers. There I stood, perusing and humming a few notes: Patrick Davis, the picture of nonchalance. I was acting, I realized, more for my own sake than Marcello’s; I didn’t want to admit how much I was disquieted by the DVD. I’d been numbed for so long by dull-edged emotions - depression, lethargy, resentment - that I’d forgotten what it was like when sharp concern pricked the raw skin beneath the calluses. I’d had a rough run, sure, but this footage seemed to be signaling a fresh wave of . . . of what?

Marcello cocked an eyebrow but didn’t glance up from his work. ‘Seriously,’ he said. ‘Are you okay? The screws seem a little tight. Tighter than usual, I mean.’

He and I had forged an accelerated intimacy. We spent a good amount of downtime together here in the lounge, he’d been privy to plenty of my and Julianne’s conversations about the state of my life, and I found him helpful in his sometimes brutal and always irreverent incisiveness. But still, I hesitated to answer.

Julianne came back in, cranked open a window irritably, and lit up. ‘There’s a parent tour. The judgmental stares wear on me.’

Marcello said, ‘Patrick was just about to tell us why he’s so distracted. ’

‘It’s nothing. This stupid thing. I got a DVD delivered to my house, hidden in the morning paper. It kind of weirded me out.’

Marcello frowned, smoothing his neatly trimmed beard. ‘A DVD of what?’

‘Just me.’

‘Doing what?’

‘Brushing my teeth. In my underwear.’

Julianne said, ‘That’s fucked up.’

‘Probably some kind of prank,’ I said. ‘I don’t even know that it’s personal. It could’ve been some kid skulking around the  neighborhood, and I was the only jackass taking a leak with the shutters open.’

‘Do you have the DVD?’ Julianne’s eyes were big, excited. ‘Let’s look at it.’

Minding the fresh divots on my knuckles, I removed the disc from my courier bag and slid it into the mounted media unit.

Marcello rested a slender finger on his cheek and watched. When it finished, he shrugged. ‘A little creepy, but hardly chilling. The production quality sucks. Digital?’

‘That’s what I figure.’

‘Any students you’ve pissed off?’

That hadn’t occurred to me. ‘No standouts.’

‘Check if anyone’s failing. And think if there are any faculty members who you may have rubbed the wrong way.’

‘In my first month?’

‘Your track record’s hardly been exemplary this year,’ Julianne reminded me, ‘when it comes to . . . well, people.’

Marcello waved a hand to indicate the building. ‘Department full of people who make movies. Most of them just as accomplished as that one. Suspects abound. I’m sure it’s nothing more than someone having a little mean-spirited fun.’ Losing interest, he returned to his papers.

‘I don’t know . . .’ Julianne lit a fresh cigarette off the end of her last. ‘Why inform someone that you’re watching them?’

‘Maybe they flunked spy school,’ I said.

She made a thoughtful noise in her throat. We watched students trickle out of our building below. With its giant windows, colonnades, and a metal swoop of roof, Manzanita Hall always struck me as oddly precarious, seeing that it was a product of the rebuilding effort after the ’97 quake.

‘Marcello’s right. It’s probably just harassment. If so, who cares? Until it becomes something else. But the other possibility’ - she blew a jet of smoke through the window slit - ‘is that  it’s an implicit threat. I mean, you’re a film teacher and a screenwriter—’

Over his papers, Marcello volunteered, ‘Screenwroter.’

‘Whatever. Which means whoever did this probably knows you’ve seen every thriller in the Blockbuster aisle.’ Wrist cocked, elbow to hip, cigarette unspooling - she looked like a film noir convention in her own right. ‘The recording-as-clue thing. It’s  Blowup, right?’

‘Or Blow Out,’ I said. ‘Or The Conversation. Except I didn’t accidentally happen upon this. It was delivered to me.’

‘But still. They’d have to know you’d pick up on that movie stuff.’

‘So why do it?’

‘Maybe they’re not after the usual.’

‘What’s the usual?’

‘To reveal a long-buried secret. To terrorize you. Revenge.’ She chewed her lip, ran a hand through her long red hair. I noticed how attractive she was. It was something that took effort for me to notice. From the first we’d had a sibling-like rapport. Ariana, even with her southern Italian sensibilities, had always been notably unjealous, and justifiably so.

‘Someone at the studio could be behind the DVD,’ Julianne added.

‘The studio?’

‘Summit Pictures. There is this little matter of a lawsuit . . .’

‘Oh, yeah,’ I said. ‘The lawsuit.’

‘You have a lot of enemies there. Not just executives but legal, investigators, the whole posse. One of them could be fucking with you. And they’ve certainly made clear they’re not on your side.’

I mused on this. I had a friend in Lot Security who it might be worth risking a visit to. The DVD had been hidden in the Entertainment section of the paper, after all. ‘Why not Keith Conner?’

‘True,’ she said. ‘Why not? He’s rich and nuts, and actors always have plenty of time on their hands. And shady entourage members to do their bidding.’

The chimes sounded from the library, and Marcello exited, giving us a parting bow at the door. Julianne accelerated her inhales, the cherry glow jerking its way down the cigarette. ‘Plus, you did punch him in the face. I’ve heard movie stars don’t like that.’

‘I didn’t punch him in the face,’ I said wearily.

She watched me watching her smoke. I must have had a longing expression, because she held out the butt, ash up, and asked, ‘You miss it?’

‘Not the smoking. The ritual. Tapping down the pack, my silver lighter, a smoke in the morning, in the car, with a cup of coffee. There was something so soothing about it. Knowing you could count on it. It was always there.’

She ground out the cigarette against the edge of the window frame, her eyes never leaving mine. Puzzled. ‘You trying to give something else up?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘My wife.’




Chapter 6

 



 



When I pulled into our driveway, Don Miller strode out his front door. Like he’d been waiting. It was just before ten o’clock - popcorn and Milk Duds for dinner at the Arclight cineplex. I’d promised a student I’d go to this pseudo-indie film he was ripping off for his assigned short, which was good because I’d seen all the other releases. It beat time at home.

As I walked over to grab the mail, Don met me at the curb. A broad, confident guy, ex-athlete handsome. He cleared his throat. ‘The . . . ah, the fence at our property line is falling down. Section in the back there.’

I shifted the dry cleaning slung over my shoulder. ‘I’d noticed that.’

‘I was gonna have my guy fix it. Just wanted to make sure that’s okay with you.’

I looked at his hands. I looked at his mouth. He’d grown a goatee. Animal hatred bubbled to the surface, but I just nodded and said, ‘Fine idea.’

‘I . . . ah, I know things have been a little thin for you lately, so I figured I’d just cover it.’

‘We’ll cover half.’ I turned to head inside.

He stepped forward. ‘Listen, Patrick . . .’

I looked down. His boot was across the pavement line, in my driveway. He froze and followed my stare. His face colored. He  withdrew his foot, nodded, then nodded again, backing up. I watched until his front door closed behind him. Then I continued up my walk.

I went inside, dumped the mail and dry cleaning on the kitchen table, and chugged down a glass of water. Leaning against the sink, I ran my hands over my face, doing my best to ignore the mounting stack of dignified taupe envelopes on the counter, from the Billing Department of my lawyer’s firm; his evergreen retainer had dipped beneath its thirty-thousand-dollar threshold yet again and needed refreshing. Beside it sat a forgotten dry-cleaning tag, set out by Ariana yesterday; in the morning commotion, I’d neglected to grab it. Despite everything, we were still trying to split our chores, maintain civility, dodge the mines floating beneath the calm surface. She needed that suit for a big client meeting tomorrow. Maybe by some miracle, the dry cleaner had pulled it with our other laundry. As I crossed to check, the little mound of mail caught my attention. The red prepaid Netflix envelope looked different, altered somehow. Blood moved to my face, warming it. I walked over, picked it up. The outside flap had been lifted and retaped. I tore it free, tilted the envelope. A blank sleeve slid out.

Inside was another unmarked DVD.

 



My hands shook as I fed the disc into the player. I was doing my best not to overreact, but my skin had gone cold and clammy. As much as I hated to admit it, I was as creeped out as a kid listening to a campfire ghost story, the ragged unease starting in my bones and moving outward, eating me up in reverse.

Falling back onto the couch, I fast-forwarded through footage of our front porch. It’s weird how dread turns to impatience - can’t wait for the ax to fall. Same shitty picture quality. The oblique angle, I slowly realized, had to be from the neighboring roof.

Don and Martinique’s roof.

I’d made up the couch like a bed this morning, but already the sheets were shoved around from my fidgeting. Fists pressed to my knees, I waited, watching the screen to see what the action would be.

Sure enough, it was me again. The sight of my face sent a bolt of ice down my spine. Watching spy footage of me going about my clueless business was something I doubted I’d adjust to anytime soon.

On-screen, I stepped into view and glanced around nervously. The clothes I was wearing were the same ones I had on now. I appeared gaunt and not a little unwell, my expression sour and troubled. Was that really how I looked these days? The last year had taken its toll on me. How much younger I’d seemed in that bright-eyed picture they’d run in Variety when my script had sold.

As I stepped off the porch, the picture wobbled a little to keep me in frame. I went blurry, then came back into focus.

This effect, however minor, set my nerves on edge. The angle on the last DVD had been static, fixed; it suggested that someone had set up the camcorder and gone back to retrieve the footage later. This new clip left no doubt: someone had been behind the camera, actively tracking my moves.

I watched myself walk around the house. Studying the ground, my head bent, I paused by the bathroom window. Adjusted my position. Inspected the wet grass. The Millers’ chimney edged into the shot. I looked around, my gaze passing disturbingly close to the camera’s position, Raymond Burr in  Rear Window, only oblivious. A slow zoom to a close-up found my face drawn and angry. I said something to the window, and then the slats closed, pushed down from inside by Ariana’s invisible hand. I trudged back to the porch, disappearing into the house.

The screen went black, and I realized I was standing up  halfway to the TV. Breathing hard, I stepped back to the couch and sat again. I shoved a hand through my hair. Sweat dampened my forehead.

Ariana was in bed upstairs; I could hear the TV through the floorboards. When I wasn’t there, she liked to have a sitcom keep her company; she didn’t like being alone, as I’d painfully learned. A few cars zipped by on Roscomare, their headlights brushing the family-room blinds.

Too agitated to sit still, I rushed around the downstairs, closing blinds and curtains and then peering through. Was there a camera trained on our house right now? My emotions were a blur - concern bled through anger into fear. Scored at intervals by the laugh track from the television upstairs, my movements quickened, grew a touch frantic. First the Entertainment section of the newspaper. Then Netflix. Both seemed to point to Keith or someone at the studio. But the on-set altercation had happened months ago - an eternity in Hollywood time. Also it had been tabloid fodder for a minute and a half, so someone outside the industry might have read about it and decided to make use of it to misdirect me.

A light shone in the Millers’ bedroom. Their roof was dark. I thought about how Don had popped out of his house when I’d pulled up. And the new video had been shot from his roof - this morning, when it would have been tough for someone to sneak up there unseen. He was the obvious choice.

I started out for his house but balked at the brink of the street. It struck me that I might be gravitating toward Don because that was reassuring. He was familiar, a known entity. An asshole, sure, but what reason would he have to film me?

I went to the front of his house, staying a step back from the curb. Still couldn’t make out whether there was a camera set up on the roof. Scrambling up there to search for it was my logical next move. So, clearly, not what I should do.

Spinning in a full circle, I peered across the other rooftops, the windows, the parked cars in the shopping strip a half block up. I imagined lenses peering back from every shadow. From what I could see, no stalkers or hidden cameras were in evidence, waiting to watch me climb onto the Millers’ roof. But I couldn’t see very well.

I needed to find a better vantage to see if the camera was still up there. The apartment balconies across the road would offer only a partial view onto the Millers’ roof. As would the nearest two streetlights and a telephone pole. And the roof of the grocery store was too far away. Maybe I could see up there from another position on the ground? I hurried up and down the street, trying different perspectives, getting winded. But the pitch of the Millers’ roof was too flat to allow a clear glimpse of the spot from which I’d been filmed. It became apparent that the only unobstructed view would be from our own roof.

I jogged back to our house, more deliberately now. As I pulled myself onto the low eaves over the garage, the unchecked wind was strong, cutting through my shirt, rising up the cuffs of my jeans. An elm blocked the yellow throw from the nearest streetlight. I tried to minimize the noise of the shingles under my sneakers. Crossing to the slope above the kitchen, I hooked a leg up over the second-story gutter.

‘Hey!’ Ariana, in the driveway in sweatpants and a long-sleeved T, hugging herself. ‘Checking that sagging fence again?’ More irritated even than sarcastic.

I paused midclimb, my leg still up past the gutter. ‘No. The weather vane’s loose. It’s been rattling.’

‘I hadn’t noticed.’

We were almost shouting. The idea of the stalker’s camera capturing Ariana - let alone our exchange - made me all the more uneasy. My shoulders tensed, a wolf ’s hackles rising protectively. ‘Look, just go inside. You’re freezing. I’ll be down in a minute.’

‘I have to be up early. I’m going to bed. So that should give you plenty of time to come up with a better story.’ She disappeared under the eaves. A moment later the front door closed, hard.

The pitch was steep, and I lowered my body, keeping a knee and a forearm in constant contact with the shingles. Scuttling like a crab, I worked my way up and diagonally to the highest peak, near the Millers’ house. I eased around our chimney.

There was no camcorder on the Millers’ roof.

But the view onto the balconies, streetlights, and other rooftops was pristine; this was the best vantage yet to search out hiding places. Houses, neighboring trees, backyards, vehicles, telephone poles - I scrutinized them until my eyes ached.

Nothing.

Sagging against the brick, I exhaled with mixed disappointment and relief. I turned to start back. That’s when I saw it, glinting in the dim light. Way at the edge of the east-pointing run of roof extending out over my office, raised elegantly on a tripod and looking alertly at me, was a digital camcorder.

My heart seized. I felt a calm terror, the kind that comes in a nightmare in which horror is mitigated by the suspicion that you’re only dreaming. The tripod, a few feet down from the peak, had been adjusted for the slope. The rise of roof behind acted as a windbreak, the trembling weather vane just above attesting to the necessity. Whoever had placed the camera there - aimed not at Don’s roof but at where I would come to look at Don’s roof - had planned my move for me, had thought through everything I had and come out one step ahead. Across the rutted stretch of dark shingles, the blank lens and I regarded each other, gunslingers on a dusty boomtown street. The wind whirred in my ears, Ennio Morricone on the upsurge.

My rubber soles gripping the rough surface, I left the safety of the chimney, heading toward where the rooflines met. Getting  on all fours, I worked along the spine. My mouth had gone dirt dry. The two-story fall looked higher from up here, and the wind, though hardly gale force, didn’t help. As I reached the brink, the drop confronted me dizzyingly. I hugged the rusty rooster weather vane, getting my first up-close view of the camera perched just out of reach below.

It was mine.

The swung-out viewfinder framed the stretch of roof I’d just come across. No glowing green dot, so my passage hadn’t been recorded.

Cars whined by on the turn below, light streaming fluidly across metal, disorienting me further. I leaned down and snagged the unit. The digital memory had been wiped. And the camera hadn’t been set to record. So why was it here? As a decoy?

The light in the Millers’ bedroom switched off. Fair enough - it was ten-thirty. Yet I couldn’t help but find the timing suspect.

Awkwardly hauling the camcorder - a cheap Canon I hardly ever used - I worked my way back along the roof’s ridge and then jumped from an interior corner to our bed of ivy.

I hurried back inside and sat at the sleek, dark walnut dining table - one of Ariana’s designs - and turned the camera over in my hands. With optical zoom, extended battery life, and a straight-to-DVD recording option, it was fairly idiotproof.

I got up, shoveled water over my face, and then stood with my hands resting on the lip of the sink, staring blankly at the closed blinds two feet from my face.

Finally I went upstairs to my office. A chipped desk, bought at a fire sale, predominated. I checked the cabinet where I stored the camcorder, stupidly confirming that yes, it was missing. Back downstairs, moving with purpose, my thoughts burning like a fuse. Collecting the two discs, I compared them. Identical. I forced myself not to take the stairs back up to my office two at a time, which would wake Ariana.

I retrieved the spindle of blank DVDs from my office bookshelf. Same cheap kind, all right. Same exact cheap kind, down to the write speed, gigabyte capacity, and the brand stamped on the polycarbonate. Since I’d started burning shows from TiVo last year, I’d used maybe a third of them. The plastic cover said  Paquet de 30. A quick count showed that nineteen remained, stacked unused on the spindle. Could I account for the missing eleven?

Downstairs once more - this was turning into a workout. In the entertainment center, I found four discs containing reruns of  The Shield, two 24s, and a Desperate Housewives (Ariana’s). An  American Idol from the Jordin Sparks season bore visible beer-glass rings. So eight total. Despite the fact that I rarely rewatched shows, I’d yet to throw away any of the DVDs once I’d burned them. Which meant three were unaccounted for. Three.


I scoured the cabinets beneath the TV again, then craned to see if a disc had fallen behind the unit. Nothing. Three missing DVDs, of which I’d received only two back.

I checked the porch, letting in a blast of cold air. No magical delivery had shown up. I closed the door, dead-bolted it, set the security chain. I peeped out the peephole. Then I turned and put my back to the door.

Was the third DVD en route? Had I been caught by another  camera from somewhere else as I’d recovered my own from the roof? Was that why my Canon had not been set to record?

The obvious finally hit me, and I laughed. It wasn’t a laugh of amusement. It was the kind of laugh you let out when you lose your footing and fall down concrete steps, the kind of lying laugh that says everything’s okay.

I crossed to the kitchen. I sat at the dining table. I popped the loader on the camcorder.

The third DVD was inside.




Chapter 7

 



 



Fade in on the rear of our house. Horror-movie low angle, a few branches adding menace to the nighttime view. Cutting into one side of the frame was the green corrugated-plastic wall of the shed where Ariana cultivated her flowers. Advancing, the point of view pushed through the brushy sumac and began a psycho-killer crawl toward the other side of the wall I sat facing, the wall holding the flat-screen I was staring at. The soundtrack, were there one, would have been shrilling strings and huffy breathing. Silence was worse. Through patches of shadow, images loomed - here a solar-powered garden light, there a patch of grass caught in the cone-throw of a porch lamp. Moving up on the house, the angle stayed low, approaching the windowsill, then creeping north to take in the family-room ceiling, dimly lit by the flickering of the TV.

My back was slick with sweat. My eyes moved involuntarily to the window. Through the semi-sheer sage green curtains, the black square of glass stared back, giving up nothing. Until that moment I’d never grasped the stale phrase ‘knotted stomach.’ But I felt my fear sitting there, deep in the pit of my gut, dense and unyielding. Every second my eyes were off the screen caused a rise in my panic. Surreally, the TV seemed to contain the present threat, and the window itself - outside which someone could be lurking at that very minute - seemed fictitious. The screen reclaimed my absolute attention.

Growing bolder, the perspective rose above the sill. Brazenly sweeping the interior through the window, it settled on a form slumbering beneath a blanket on the couch.

As the camera pulled back, I heard the low rush of my heart shoving adrenaline through my veins.

The image bounced along, moving parallel to the wall, toward the kitchen. A rapid swing to our rear door, autofocusing from the blur. My breath stopped.

A hand gloved in latex reached out and twisted the knob. It turned. Despite Ariana’s reminders, I often forgot to relock that door after running trash out to the cans. A gentle push and the intruder was inside, next to our refrigerator.

My eyes pulled frantically to the kitchen, back to the screen.

The point of view floated farther into the kitchen, not hurried but not cautious either. Crossing the threshold to the family room, it angled toward the couch, the couch on which I lay sleeping, the couch where I now sat, stupidly willing myself not to look over my left shoulder for a camera on its way, grasped by a gloved hand.

I couldn’t move my eyes from the screen. The angle dipped. The intruder was standing over me. I slept on. My cheek was white. My eyelids flickered. I stirred, rolled over, curling an edge of blanket around a fist. The camcorder zoomed in. Closer. Closer. A blur of REM-shifting eyelid. Closer still, until the flesh was no longer distinguishable, until all bearings were lost, until only the twitching remained, as detached as lines of static across the bleached screen.

Then darkness.

My hand was curled in the blanket, just as in the clip. I swiped a palm across the back of my neck, wiped the sweat on my jeans, leaving a dark smudge.

I ran upstairs, heedless of waking Ariana, and pushed open the door of the darkened master bedroom. She was there asleep,  oblivious. Safe. Her mouth was slightly open, and her hair fell forward over her eyes. Relieved, I felt the rush of adrenaline drain from me, and I sagged against the doorway. On the TV, Clair Huxtable was scolding Theo about his schoolwork. I had an urge to go over and wake Ari, just to check, but I contented myself with the rise and fall of her bare shoulders. The new bed, an oak sleigh with hand-carved scrolls, looked solid. Protective, even. She’d replaced our old bed last month. The mattress, too. I hadn’t slept on either.

I stepped back into the hall, eased the door closed, and put my shoulders to the wall, exhaling hard. It made no sense that she’d have been harmed, of course; the footage was shot last night at the latest, and I’d seen Ariana less than an hour ago. But rationality was about as helpful right now as it had been when I’d braved my first post-Psycho shower.

I went back downstairs. To the couch where the intruder had pointedly shown me sleeping apart from my wife. The foldout couch that I’d steadfastly refused to fold out for fear that would add a level of permanency to the current arrangement. In the clip, the blanket covered whichever boxers I’d been sleeping in, so more laundry forensics wouldn’t help me deduce when it had been shot. Bracing myself, I picked up the remote and clicked ‘play’ again. Seeing that grainy approach to the house sent another jolt through my system. I tried to detach myself and watch closely. No gauging how recently the lawn had been mowed. No fresh scratches on the back door. The kitchen - no plates in the sink showing the remains of a meal. Trash! I punched ‘pause’ and studied the full can. Empty cereal box. A crinkly ball of foil stuck in the mouth of a yogurt cup.

I rushed into the kitchen. The trash in the can matched the screen snapshot precisely, in content and composition. Nothing on top of the cereal box or yogurt cup. Today was Tuesday - Ariana had worked late as usual and probably ordered take-out  to the showroom, so she’d added no new trash since yesterday. I checked the coffeemaker, and sure enough the soggy filter from this morning was still parked inside.

The footage of me sleeping had been shot last night. So that clip, on the third DVD, had been shot before the second clip, which in turn showed me checking out the location of the first. Pretty good planning. I almost had to admire the care being taken.

I checked the back door. Locked. Ariana must’ve caught it this morning. I wouldn’t require any more reminders to throw the dead bolt. Handling the DVD, as before, with a tissue, I snapped it into a spare case.

Julianne’s nicotine-fueled commentary in the faculty lounge took on fresh significance. Clearly this had gone beyond harassment. Three DVDs like this in under eighteen hours constituted a threat, and that scared me. And pissed me off. It seemed certain that, as Marcello has intoned in innumerable trailers, this was only the beginning. I would have to tell Ariana now, that was certain; for all its shortcomings, our marriage had a full-disclosure policy. But first I wanted to cross Don, the obvious red herring, off the list.

I headed out, turned left at the sidewalk. The night was brisk, the clean air and bizarre mission making me light-headed. Just a neighborly visit.

A bus rattled by, unnervingly close, a behemoth on creaky joints. It carried a coming-this-summer ad for They’re Watching:  a figure in a raincoat, made blurry by Manhattan rain, descending into the subway. He toted a briefcase, his shadowy face peering over his shoulder with a furtive panic that implied paranoia. As the bus passed, I skipped back to the curb, dodging a slapstick obituary.

The chimes sounded unusually loud inside the Millers’ foyer. Charged from fear, the night air, my proximity to their house, I  shifted from foot to foot, composing myself. An interior light clicked on. A shuffling, some grumbling, and then Martinique at the front door. Don’s long-suffering, beautiful wife, with her sad eyes and contrived LA name. The flesh at the backs of her arms was feathered, loose from the sixty pounds she’d dropped. Her waist now looked like you could fit a napkin ring around it. Stretch marks formed half-moons emanating from her belly button, the lines of a cartoon explosion. They were faded, microdermabraded into submission, and looked soft and feminine. Even roused, she looked impeccable - her hair shiny and brushed, satin pajama bottoms matching her burgundy halter camisole. She was aggressively competent - ethnically appropriate holiday cards, morning thank-you calls after our infrequent dinner parties, twigs and raffia adorning neatly wrapped birthday presents.

‘Patrick,’ she said, casting a wary glance over her shoulder, ‘I hope you’re not going to do anything you’ll regret.’ She clipped some of her words, only barely, but enough to broadcast that she was Central American instead of Persian.

‘No. Sorry to wake you. I just stopped by to ask Don something. ’

‘I don’t think that’s a great idea. Especially right now. He’s wiped. Flew back this morning.’

‘From where?’

‘Des Moines. Work. I think, anyway.’

‘How long was he gone?’

She frowned. ‘Just two nights. Why - did she take a trip, too?’

‘No, no,’ I said, trying to hide my impatience.

‘Someone lies once, you know. How am I supposed to believe he went to Iowa?’ She was standing quite close. I felt her breath on my face. It smelled faintly of mint toothpaste. It seemed odd to be close enough to a woman to breathe her breath, and it brought home how long Ariana and I had been keeping our  distance from each other. ‘It’s hard, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘They’ll never understand. We were the victims here.’

I balked at the word ‘victims’ but didn’t say anything. I was trying to figure out a good segue into asking for Don again.

‘I’m sorry, Patrick. I wish we all didn’t have to hate each other now.’ She spread her arms, her perfect nails flaring. We embraced. She smelled divine - faded perfume, feminine soap, sweat mixed with lotion. Hugging a woman, really hugging her, brought back a flood of sensations - not quite memories, but impressions. Impressions of my wife, of another time. Martinique’s muscles were tighter than Ariana’s, more compact. I patted her back and let go, but she clutched me another moment. She was trying to hide her face.

I pulled away. She wiped her nose, looked around self-consciously. ‘When Don and I got married, I was beautiful.’

‘Martinique. You are beautiful.’

‘You don’t have to say that.’

I knew from experience there was no winning this battle with her. My fingers drummed involuntarily against my forearm.

‘You guys all think because you only value us for what we look like, that’s what we value in ourselves. It’s kind of pathetic how often you’re right.’ She shook her head, hooked a wisp of hair back over an ear. ‘I gained so much weight after we got married. It’s hard for me. My mom’s huge, and my sister . . .’ She drew her fingertips along her lids to remove smeared eyeliner. ‘And Don lost interest in me. He lost his regard for me. And now I understand. Once it’s lost, it’s lost.’

‘Is that true?’

She looked at me anxiously. ‘You don’t think so?’

‘I hope not.’

And then, abruptly, he was there at her shoulder, nervously cinching his bathrobe. His bare chest was wide and sported a salt-and-pepper scattering of hair. The muscles of my lower back  tightened instinctively, pulling me into a harder defensive posture. The air took on a different charge.

‘Martinique,’ he said firmly, and she withdrew, padding down the hall, casting a glance at me over her shoulder. He waited for the bedroom door to close, and then his big, handsome head bobbed on his thick neck, his eyes darting to my hands. He looked as nervous as I felt, but he wasn’t letting on. ‘What do you want, Patrick?’

‘Sorry to wake you. I know you’re tired from your trip.’ I studied him, looking for some poker tell that he hadn’t really been out of town but instead tiptoeing around rooftops with camcorders like a perved-out Santa Claus. ‘Someone’s been surveilling our house. Have you seen anything?’
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