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For Kage


The screen door slams …
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The kerosene … you never quite wash it all off.


GUY MONTAG


How I wish, how I wish you were here.
We’re just two lost souls swimming in a fish bowl,
Year after year.
Running over the same old ground,
What have we found?
The same old fears.
Wish you were here.


PINK FLOYD


East Side, West Side, all around the town
The tots sang ‘ring-around-rosie’, ‘London Bridge is falling down’
Boys and girls together, me and Mamie O’Rourke
Tripped the light fantastic on the sidewalks of New York.


JAMES W. BLAKE




INTRODUCTION


Masked Monsters


There’s a barber shop on the corner of Steiner Avenue and Cameron Drive, near a back gate where middle-school kids jaywalk in the few minutes before the morning bell. A rail-thin teacher, spooky-thin, with wiry arms and a polyester blouse, stands distracted at the gate, separating the street riff-raff from the adolescents. I peg her for a maths teacher, sixth grade. She’s got least common denominator written all over her.


The barber shop has one of those candy cane poles outside, spinning for ever, bloody bandages hung out to dry. I know it’s just an optical illusion, but it’s a good one. The kid in the hooded sweatshirt passes beneath it before crossing Cameron. His clothes are threadbare, but he carries a hundred-dollar hockey bag. Who’s playing hockey in Neptune, New Jersey, in September?


I wonder where they’ve built a rink.


He smokes a cigarette, the dumbass. He’s maybe thirteen and I want to stop him, grab him by the throat and squeeze until he promises never to buy another pack. Then I’ll steal his smokes. Why not?


It’s humid, in a recipe that only New Jersey and maybe Mexico City can cook up: thick, sliceable air, infused with an amalgam of grimy pollutants, each taking its daily bite out of the ozone layer. It sticks to my skin, makes me want to shower, but I don’t care: I’m a couple of of miles from home and working up a good sweat. The air clings like warm paste and finds its way into every wrinkle, every cranny in the cracked sidewalk. There’s no place to hide from it.


The ocean is behind me, too far away to hear. I worry that it might not be there when I get home.


My desire for Dan’s Doughnuts has brought me here this morning, away from the ocean and the predictable security of my morning walk along the beach. Neptune is another planet, literally and figuratively. I regret not bringing a gun. Gotta have those doughnuts, though. What the hell; I’m a trooper. Troopers are supposed to eat doughnuts. Especially Dan’s, without question the greatest doughnuts in Neptune; in fact I’m confident they’d be the greatest doughnuts on Neptune. They’re well worth the walk along Cameron and across Steiner. Ben wants a Boston cream. Anna wants sour cream glazed – not that she said as much, but I can read her mind. Sour cream glazed … sounds nasty, but they’re magic.


Jenny wasn’t talking to me this morning. I’ll get her a cruller.


Crullers are outstanding peace offerings, any cop will tell you that.


The smoking hockey player is wearing a hooded sweatshirt. Why? Is it going to rain later? Feels like it. Maybe the rink’s cold – that’s probably why. Or he checked the weather; he’s some gifted freak watching Channel 12 over his Rice Krispies.


Greasepaint tattoos would wipe off: greasepaint, like the old theatre actors used to wear, some fatass opera star got up in black-face to play Othello. That’s the kind of tattoo to have, one you can change later if you decide you’d made a mistake, or maybe the dove or the heart or the Asian character didn’t quite capture the desultory nature of your mood. That’s the kind of tattoo I’d have: greasepaint – but not on my face. I don’t have biceps to speak of, so my biceps would be out of the question. Maybe on my shoulder or my leg.


Gang tattoos, prison tattoos: those don’t wipe off. The shit thugs will carve into their skin makes me want to puke. And prison tattoos never look like they do in the movies; Christ, Hollywood couldn’t have it more wrong. Up close, prison tattoos are a nightmare, poorly drawn, sloppily inked, blurry – and painful as hell. And some of those lunatics get them on their face, because nothing quite says I’m rehabilitated and ready for a desk job in polite society than permanent teardrops and a six-inch KA-BAR knife inked across your forehead by Vincent van Six-to-Ten from Cell Block B.


Tattoos on your face are like a mask – no, not like: they are a mask.


And who wears masks? Fat-ass opera stars playing Othello and kids out trick-or-treating for Mars Bars. The two assholes I deal with this morning wear masks, one greasepaint, one tattoo. I’m wearing a sling and Jenny’s old Rutgers University sweatshirt, but no tattoos, not even a shamrock or a Claddagh.


The teacher, the thin one in polyester, she has a tattoo on her ankle. I don’t get a good look at it from where I end up sprawled on the basketball court but it looks like a unicorn, or maybe a puppy. The gang thug has shit scribbled on his face that could eat her tattoo on a cracker. It almost makes me laugh, but my shoulder hurts too much.


Cameron Drive has cars parked on both sides, and what remains of the road is almost too narrow for drivers to pass each other. Massive elms, planted forty feet apart, easily embrace above my head, over the faded yellow line. Smoking hoodie boy crosses in front of me, head down, hiding his cigarette, probably from the skeletal-thin maths teacher on gate duty.


An older guy with a tubby belly, bandy arms and flyaway hair leans down to talk to someone in the passenger seat of a beat-to-hell Ford parked at the corner, beneath the streetlights that look too much like hanged men in a Clint Eastwood movie as they dangle twenty feet above the intersection. Tubby forgot to put a shirt on this morning; he shows off his beer-belly for a gaggle of giggling schoolgirls hustling inside the gate and across the cracked basketball court behind the school. Tubby’s wearing an old pair of knee-length shorts with a Hawaiian pattern, like exploding pineapples. His feet are bare. He pockets something and hurries north on Steiner Avenue.


The Ford idles. Drug dealers.


Lovely.


They’re not fifty feet from an oblivious teacher ushering her charges in for another day of borrowing from the hundreds. I wonder what gangs have this street, elm-lined Cameron Drive in Neptune, and silently promise myself I’ll walk on the boardwalk again tomorrow, out where there’s a breeze.


Hoodie hockey player leans against one of the elms that’s even more oblivious than polyester maths teacher. He’s hiding his face, though he’s not got a cigarette now, but still he won’t look up.


Something glints above the intersection: the hanged-man streetlight, flashing yellow. A Monmouth County school bus roars north, beating the red, making a break for freedom.


Polyester pulls the gate shut, but she doesn’t lock it. She shouts, ‘First period; don’t be late!’ to a group of older kids shooting baskets, wearing hand-me-down clothes, cheap jeans and torn canvas sneakers. They’re bigger, probably eighth graders. They groan and beg and mutter what I figure are pretty disparaging things under their breath. After a barrage of failed three-pointers, they head inside, chins high, clearly on their own terms.


The teacher checks the pockets in her skirt. She’s looking for something. I’m betting it’s the key to the gate. She ought to check the pockets in the hockey player’s hooded sweatshirt – but that’s just me.


Hoodie smoker kid turns away, facing north across Cameron. I figure he’s ditching class in a whole body legerdemain. The elm, not giving a shit either way, grants him a hiding place behind its back.


The hanged man flashes green; everything clicks into place.


No doughnuts today.


I run as fast as I can with my gimpy shot-to-shit leg and my cane. I swing it like a bat, low, and it breaks. ‘Lock down the building! Lock down the motherfucking building!’ I scream.


Polyester stares. She cries out and runs inside.


Then I’m grabbing, pulling, wrestling, shoving, tearing, and eventually falling – hard – on my shoulder. God, curse that shoulder! One-armed, I roll to my right, throw as much weight on my outstretched legs as I can, and scream.


For one thudding heartbeat I am face to face with death, but it’s painted on, like cadaverous make-up on a hanged man in a Clint Eastwood movie. I hope I’ve broken his leg and wonder if leg is stronger than cane. Walking cane – candy cane, like a barber pole, just bloody bandages hung out to dry—


Greasepaint tattoos wipe off, some wipes off on my shoulder, a miniature tattoo I might save for Hallowe’en.


Hoodie smoker kid has two arms to my one. One reaches for a cord, a fuse, a string, some goddamned thing he’s got wrapped around his waist, beneath the sweatshirt. I don’t know what it is, but I know he can’t be allowed to reach it. I grab both his wrists in my hand, then one and we roll, me grabbing for his other wrist. We’re two idiots shaking hands in Hell.


Then green, blue and red tattoos – ugly face tattoos. And gunshots: two pops that hang in the thick morning, then waft out near half-court, redolent of cordite, and dissipate for ever. I scream again, this time just No!


My chest hurts, and my shoulder. I am curled up somewhere between the free throw line and the top of the key on a basketball court old enough to have happy yellow dandelions growing in tenacious clumps between its cracks, cracks where polluted humidity goes to rest at the end of the day.


The barber pole climbs to Heaven.


The hanged men flash red.


The beat-to-hell Ford screams north on Steiner Avenue.


I hang on, fighting a one-sided battle I can win with one arm.


And the world slows long enough for monsters to alight along the Jersey coast, monsters in masks …




SATURDAY


Down the Shore


Bradley Beach to Asbury Park and back: 2.7 Miles


Lust and regret.


At 9:30 on a Saturday morning in September I hadn’t smoked a cigarette since 10:00 the previous night. Compensating with as much caffeine as my body could absorb seemed like the only way I would be able to make it through the day without either getting a divorce or committing murder. Two hours earlier, my head had cracked open and spilled my brains onto the linoleum floor in my mother’s kitchen. I refused to look in the mirror for fear of seeing inside my own skull, like one of Jason Voorhees’ teenage victims. If I could make it to 10:00 a.m. without firing up I’d smoke one an hour until 8:00 p.m. Then I’d eat a huge bowl of fudge-a-licious chocolate-chunk ice cream, chase it with three or four Nytol and with any luck pass out before the nicotine cravings came looking for me again.


I’d been off prescription pain medication since Labor Day – doctor’s orders – but I hit the Advil and Aleve as if they’d been invented last month. Advil were my favourites – the cinnamon coating made them taste more like candy than the others – but they didn’t actually work. Nytol remained the big boy on the over-the-counter block. Since I wasn’t allowed alcohol to wash them down I’d sneak an extra couple in the interests of sleeping through the night, or most of the night, at least. Jenny hadn’t started keeping track of how many were left in the bottle. Not yet.


But she would.


I could see it in her face as she climbed into bed beside me. No, I don’t trust you, Sailor, you prick was just about scribbled across her furrowed forehead. The fact that I was off the OxyContin – for now – off the booze – for now – and trying to cut back on the smokes – for motherfucking now – made Jenny about as happy as one enraged wife could be. There was no question she would hold my hand as tightly as I needed through the puking, the shakes and the unbearable cravings that had me chewing pencil erasers and gnawing on aluminium foil. But she was also first in line to barbecue me for Sarah Danvers and the six months of naked Olympics I’d enjoyed in her apartment on West Grace Street in Richmond. I didn’t know how long it was going to take for Jenny to get past that one. Maybe never.


They’d taken the cast off my leg about a week earlier, revealing pallid, shrivelled skin. For the few seconds before I touched it, actually felt the creased, itchy flesh, I wasn’t entirely certain it was mine. It looked more like a mannequin’s leg that someone had sneaked into my cast while I was flying over Stafford County on Demerol. But it was mine, and the unpleasant smell confirmed that it was badly in need of a scrubbing.


I also had my first gunshot scars – not that I was bent on starting a collection. The one on my shoulder had healed nicely into a pink pucker the size of a half-dollar, but it hurt when I raised my arm above my head, and the physiotherapy left me in tears most days. The Amazonian assigned to bend, stretch and Pilates me into shape suggested I learn to see sweat as pain leaving my body. I don’t know where people like her learn such inane platitudes but I duly tried it. Most days it failed to ease my suffering one little bit. Instead, I thought of Marie, my sister the cross-country runner, who had learned to master pain before she’d finished middle school. I’d wince, and recall her lithe form gliding by in a blur of Freehold Catholic green and gold while I stood on the sidelines simultaneously cheering and craving a cigarette. That sometimes helped.


The shot through my thigh looked like a hickey from a boa constrictor. When I looked at it I’d have to fight down whatever I’d eaten, and then concentrate on the flesh around the stitches – I’d have given a year off my life for five minutes of unbridled scratch time. Jenny and I had read about dissolving surgical stitches – the shit they can do these days is amazing – but what the articles all left out is that the thread – rope – tends to irritate as it dissolves, especially when it’s also encased in fibreglass for two months.


But a couple of weeks later I was pretty well mobile – shaky and stumbly, but mobile. I could get around with the help of a cane, but when I played with Ben and Anna I put it to one side; something about being on Dad Duty made me want to manage without a crutch. That was a feeling I hadn’t experienced before, one of several I’d been grappling with in the weeks since Doc Lefkowitz had discharged me from MCV Hospital.


I’d had only a few sessions with Amanda the Amazon before Jenny and I decided to head home to New Jersey for a month – but those appointments were plenty for me to learn a veritable cordon bleu menu of painful exercises, most of which could be exacerbated by the inclusion of a coloured resistance band: yellow for Okay, I can almost do this, green for Hey, that hurts, blue for Jesus Christ, are you trying to kill me? and red for Just harpoon me and finish me off, why don’t you!


Before I left for Jersey, Amanda the Amazon very kindly printed off a six-page exercise regimen, bagged up my own personal set of coloured bands, and encouraged me to ‘swim as much as you can, Detective Doyle, and remember to walk every day’.


Swim. That’s what she’d said: swim, in the waters off Belmar, New Jersey, swim with my gimpy shoulder and my pallid mannequin leg. That’s great, Amanda, you crazy bitch: in that surf, I’ll be dead in twenty minutes, but at least then I won’t have to endure any more of your medieval torture.


I didn’t say that, though. Instead, I lay on the purple floor mat and gasped, ‘Swim, okay. And walk. Got it.’


‘Stick with the Aleve.’


‘Okay.’


‘And do your resistance exercises every other day – all the way through – until you come back.’


‘I will,’ I panted. She could have suggested that I sack Troy on a stolen moped and I would have agreed; right then, swimming in the washing-machine waters off Belmar was the least of my worries. Getting up off the floor, that was the first order of business on my agenda. After all the pulling and pushing and twisting and bending my leg – the agony cleverly enhanced by her Amazonian death bands – I wasn’t certain I’d be able to drive myself home, let alone go walking in sand or swimming through heavy surf.


Then we were off, away from Virginia and the confused memories of the past year. Thoughts of my father, my sister, of Sarah Danvers and Huck, of OxyContin, coral snakes and copperheads, all flurried through my mind like wind-blown leaves. I needed a break, a clean separation from the things that made me Sailor Doyle. I didn’t know if I wanted to be a state trooper, a homicide investigator, a doctor, a lawyer, even an opera singer in greasepaint tattoos. I needed time away, time to cut the threads that bound me to who I had become; I couldn’t achieve that on the all-too-familiar streets of Fredericksburg.


One of the nice things about Nytol, especially my sleight-of-hand double doses, was that I didn’t dream, not the full-on Technicolor nightmares I used to have, of bridges, icy rivers, and shitty Saturn sedans tumbling ass-over-handlebars into the water. Clubbing my brain senseless with over-the-counter medication while my wife changed Anna’s last diaper of the day resulted in nights of misty black-and-grey images of things abominable: plague victims tattooed with purplish buboes, dismembered housecats, their fur in tatters, and knuckled knobs of hastily sewn flesh on the scarred end of Carl Bruckner’s severed knee. But none of it made sense; none of these dreams had a plot. There were no paths leading from my nightmares to the cathartic bars of Shockoe Bottom.


So I held fast: no pills and no booze. I’d smoke ten cigarettes a day, I’d take my handful of drugstore happiness, and I’d wait for the hazy images to leave on their own. I’d give it a month. I’d swim. Walk. And wait.


I had one month to erase the board.


I’d been suspended pending the outcome of a hush-hush investigation into my drug abuse: the Virginia State Police needed to know if I was high on OxyCodone when I shot Burgess Aiken. It didn’t appear to matter that he had injected me without my consent, stolen my gun and attacked me with dozens of dangerous snakes. No, the question VASP desperately needed to know was whether or not I had taken illegal prescription drugs when I defended myself by shooting him in the shoulder. Jesus Christ. No one seemed to care that I had stolen drugs from crime scenes – from sealed evidence bags, no less – or that I’d beaten a few handfuls of Percocet out of teenage street thugs. Nope; the Brass suspended me while they determined if I had been shitfaced when I shot a lunatic Bible thumper with a snake fetish.


Jenny’s boss gave her a month off. Hell, I was a national hero, after all: President Baird had said so on CNN, and that had to count for something. Jenny’s co-workers encouraged her to take all the time she needed to help get me back in the saddle. Between us, we figured a month away from home, a month at the beach, would either reconnect us for ever, or show us that we were doomed.


I couldn’t recall ever wanting to work so hard at anything in my life, and that I counted as one stumbly step in the right direction. I wasn’t embarrassed by the suspension – VASP had kept it quiet because the national news media was busy heralding me as the Saviour of the mid-Atlantic states and the last thing Captain Fezzamo needed was for the world to find out that I had been three sheets to the wind on hillbilly heroin when I found Molly Bruckner. The captain pulled a cover over the whole works. My best friend Huck Greeley hung around Division Headquarters with his ear to the ground, and I trundled off to the Jersey coast with my family and a month’s worth of diapers and plastic beach toys jammed in the back of Jenny’s minivan.


After two days at my mother’s place, we started for Belmar and the old beach house. I survived two miles of Route 9 traffic before I needed a third cup of coffee and a cigarette.


The 7-Eleven at the corner of Manalapan Road and Route 9 has one of those automatic push-button café machines that vomits out foamy mochaccino/cappuccino/vodkaccino drinks on demand. Huck had tried a few of them as we hit the 7-Elevens and Quick Marts around Richmond. He’s actually not much of a frothy-milk guy; he drank the muddy-water concoctions more for the novelty than anything else. To me they all tasted like ersatz Kahlua-and-Krispy-Kreme. I guess they were about perfect for the suburbs, where, thanks to the Starbucks baristas working every other street corner, we had essentially forgotten the taste of real coffee.


The woman speaking too loudly into her Bluetooth while she queued up a twenty-four-ounce coffee frappé this morning smelled good, like wildflowers that don’t grow in New Jersey. I caught a whiff of her when she rudely elbowed past me to grab the biggest of the Styrofoam cups 7-Eleven had stacked on the counter. She had cut me off on Manalapan Road, too, pulling her behemoth Yukon in a hard right across my lane and nearly tearing the front bumper off the minivan. She had been towing a trailer loaded with four matching Jet Skis – Kawasakis, nice ones – and a colourful selection of custom surfboards. No one else had been in the SUV, though, which looked as though it could comfortably accommodate the Brady Bunch, with a couple of extra seats for Lori and Keith Partridge.


I selected a twenty-ounce cup of my own and poured it full of generic high-test as I watched her multitask in front of the colourful plastic display. She wore an expensive-looking sheer wrap over a skirty bathing suit, one of those mini-loincloth deals designed to camouflage Mom Hips in a forty-three-year-old desperately clinging to the hazy recollection of her twenty-seven-year-old body. Above the waterline, she had hoisted her ample – if fraudulent – boobs in a string bikini that screamed: These babies were expensive, so go ahead and look.


It was excessive for 7-Eleven on a Saturday morning, but like every other guy in the place, I couldn’t help but stare. Her make-up had been tastefully done, no blue eye shadow or flashy pink rouge. Big pearl studs in her ears complemented the string around her neck, and I was genuinely surprised that she could lift her hand for the size of the stone in her wedding ring. Hubby must be a New York lawyer or some corporate raider screwing the Third World for a handsome holiday bonus. Boobs’ hair was dirty-blonde, highlighted with sunny happiness and looking as though it had taken an hour to primp for a day in the sand. Even her flip-flops – sandals, I suppose – were crisscrossed with tiny rows of glittery yellow stones, plastic tourmalines or something.


Fortune 500 beachwear. Obviously.


Apart from smelling nice and retaining a talented cosmetic surgeon, however, I couldn’t find much else about Boobs Manalapan to admire. It was impossible not to eavesdrop on her conversation, since she was near as dammit shouting into her Bluetooth, just another self-important, gated-community pussy wanting the world to know she had expensive plans for the weekend.


She prattled on in a faux, finishing-school accent, ‘—have the Jet Skis and the surfboards on the trailer outside … uh huh … hmm? … Oh, that’s funny … did he—? … Right, we’ll meet the guys there … Jim has the kids in the Beemer; they like riding with the top down—’


The Froth Master gurgled and spat her mocha, dribbling the last drops off its plastic chin with a mechanical cough. ‘—I don’t care what it costs, we’ve just got to have one … have you seen it? Me too … Oh, I don’t even want to talk about that idiot maths teacher he’s got this year … I’ll call the principal and have him moved to a new class next week … I mean, the man’s a bleeding idiot; I swear. Jim says they’re spending too much time in cooperative groups … right, not really teaching them anything. Who hires these fools?’


Christ, I can’t imagine being her kid’s algebra teacher.


She sidled towards the registers, cutting me off a third time. I didn’t care, because I was too busy gazing longingly at the ranks of cigarette boxes lined up inside their emergency-access, quick-draw dispensers behind the counter.


I checked the pack in my shirt: nine left. Apparently I’d smoked eleven yesterday, one over my limit.


Shit, that’ll only get me to 7:00 tonight.


I wasn’t supposed to buy a new pack until tomorrow … I tried to comfort myself with the notion that tomorrow actually started at midnight. I might sneak one past the goalie – Jenny – on a technicality and run out for a pack at 12:01.


Boobs Manalapan made her impatient way to the cash register where a Sikh with sandpaper complexion sporting a neatly wrapped turban scanned items, punched keys and counted change with the alacrity of an Atlantic City pit boss.


Boobs said, too loudly, ‘—just have to come with us to Saint Bart’s next month … pull the kids out of school … I just love the chef at the Imperial; the man’s a genius … Wait, hold on, Harriet. I’m almost at the register … 7-Eleven – no, just for coffee and gum, I have to deal with, you know … right, always working. I guess it gets them into Valhalla or Nirvana or wherever they go for their twenty-nine virgins.’


Turban behind the counter heard that bit. He didn’t look pleased.


Boobs Manalapan didn’t care; she placed her twenty-four-ounce coffee beside the register, grabbed two packs of minty gum, a yellow bag of peanut M&Ms and a Glamour magazine from the rack, then she mined around in her handbag for cash.


‘You shouldn’t say such things,’ Turban whispered, just loudly enough for her to hear.


‘Right, sorry, whatever.’ Boobs waved a nonchalant, exquisitely manicured hand. ‘I don’t know anything about – whatever, Islam or the Taliban—’


Sweat beaded on my forehead: I wanted a pack of cigarettes badly enough to kill a close relative. I sipped my coffee, tucked two Louis L’Amour novels under my arm – New Jersey 7-Elevens carry the greatest selection of Louis L’Amour outside the Library of Congress – and reached for a pack of Swedish Fish for Ben. He could eat his own weight in Swedish Fish.


‘I am a Sikh,’ Turban said, ‘not Islam.’ He had one of those Indian-Oxford British accents that always reminded me of that skinny guy who played Ghandi, whatshisname.


‘Right.’ Boobs sighed rudely. ‘Right, whatever, Al-Qaeda, whatever.’


‘Al-Qaeda? Al-Qaeda!’ Turban was pissed off now. He puffed up, clearly ready for a fight.


Ah, shit. Here we go. I wished I had my gun and could shoot both of them, or myself. A cracking good headache came thundering in, and my leg started to throb like a satanic metronome. I should have brought my cane. It wasn’t the walking as much as the standing in line behind Boobs that was getting to me. I started shifting my weight back and forth. I needed exercise, but I dreaded the thought of uncoiling Amanda the Amazon’s coloured bands. I closed my eyes and waited for it to end.


But of course it didn’t. Instead, Boobs Manalapan turned indignantly, as if to rally me into some kind of suburbanite alliance, and her handbag, another costly accoutrement, toppled her big-ass mocha, spilling it over a stack of New York Times, a rack of Hershey bars and a cardboard container filled with cigarette lighters just waiting for some desperate smoker to grab one in a hurried run-by.


‘Ah, shit, lady,’ I murmured, ‘not today—’


‘Al-Qaeda!’ Turban shouted. ‘How dare you, you ignorant woman! Stupid, ignorant woman!’


‘Listen, Osama, or whatever, I’m going to need to see the manager. Your boss.’ Boobs glanced at the mess, but she made no move to clean it up. She was smart enough to know she had fucked up, but bitch enough not to give a shit.


‘I am the manager!’ Turban poked himself in the chest with a hairy finger. ‘I am—’


‘You couldn’t possibly—’


‘And why not?’ Turban’s beard glistened here and there with flecks of spittle. If he’d had a flamethrower, he’d have fried her, then and there. ‘Why can I not possibly be the manager? This is my store – my store! And you: you are going to pay for this … all of this you’ve ruined.’ He gestured at the wreckage across the counter.


Cigarettes – cigarettes. Just give me some motherhumping cigarettes.


‘Then bring me the owner,’ Boobs interrupted him. ‘Who’s the owner? I need to talk with him. Get him here, or get him on the phone – I can wait. You have been rude and insulting, and that’s not how—’


‘Shut up!’ Turban screamed. ‘Shut up your mouth right now! I am the owner. I am the manager. This is my store, and you’re—’


Behind me in line, a grease monkey mechanic, a high school kid and a guy dressed to coach Little League all gave up simultaneously. With a shared groan, they either politely returned their items to the racks or simply abandoned packs of gum, newspapers, Pepsi bottles and cups of coffee on the back counter. As one, they walked out; the grease monkey mechanic mumbled something off-colour.


I pulled a twenty from my wallet and placed it on the counter, outside the steaming puddle of mud-brown mocha. ‘Keep the change,’ I said, and limped for the door.


Neither Turban nor Boobs Manalapan appeared to notice me. Boobs pressed speed dial numbers on her Droid while Turban shouted towards a back office, looking for reinforcements, or someone to call the police.


I took a last look at the wall of cigarettes and pushed through the glass door into the parking lot. I’d left Jenny’s minivan in a space behind the gas pumps on Manalapan Drive and had to shuffle past Boobs’ Yukon to get there. She had filled it with eight-hundred gallons of Premium before coming inside to push me out of the way of the coffee machine. I hesitated for a moment, admiring the brightly polished Jet Skis and the Technicolour surfboards.


It’s just not goddamned fair.


I set my coffee and my Louis L’Amour novels on the concrete island, lifted the Premium gas pump and hooked the metal handle over the raised locking device on the Yukon’s trailer hitch. As furious as Boobs was, there wasn’t much chance she’d notice it when she either left in an indignant huff, or fled the scene in her tourmaline flip-flops.


This is not good, Sailor, not good. What would Dr Krandall say?


‘She’d say, screw this arrogant bitch,’ I murmured and looped the gas hose around the back bumper, making certain the carnage would be memorable. Mr Jim Corporate Executive Hubby would have to break out his platinum card to pay for this one.


In the minivan, Jenny said, ‘What took so long?’


‘Nothing.’ I handed her the paperbacks. ‘I hate coming here.’


She frowned at my choice of reading material. ‘Louis L’Amour? Really, Sailor? Never going to grow up?’


‘Not today,’ I said, ‘and besides, those are great stories. Where else can you read about guys named Buck and Harley who roll their own cigarettes one-handed while riding hard through the chaparral?’


‘Whatever,’ she mumbled. I don’t know how long we’d been married before I’d been able to infer I’m pissed off with you, shithead in that one word.


‘Hey, let’s not fight today. Huh? C’mon, we’re going to the beach, and my leg really hurts.’


‘You should have taken your cane.’


‘I don’t want to fight.’


‘I don’t want to fight, either,’ Jenny said out of her window. I heard her, though; she knew it.


Jenny wore a pair of army surplus cargo shorts with the threadbare Rutgers University sweatshirt she’d been wearing the first weekend we spent together in New Brunswick ten years earlier. We’d screwed each other’s brains out that weekend; half the time at least one of us had been in that sweatshirt. Today, it didn’t matter that the temperature might top eighty-five humid degrees along the Jersey coast: Jenny’d known for two weeks that she was going to wear that thing over whatever new bathing suit she’d bought to celebrate the last of Anna’s baby weight falling off her hips. She’d peel that old sweatshirt off right in front of me, too, and I’d be reminded for the ten thousandth time in the past two months how monumentally I’d buggered things up.


Jenny Doyle: subtle, but brutal.


My wife’s beach attire was less flashy than Boobs Manalapan, but infinitely more sexy, at least to my horny-and-deprived husband’s taste. She hadn’t been willing to have sex with me since I’d been released from MCV Hospital near the end of July and I was about ready to blow a gasket. I’d had to go back to periodic visits with the women of Victoria’s Secret.


Thank Christ they send that catalogue every two weeks.


I didn’t push Jenny on the issue, or try too hard to get her to give in: she was furious with me. We’d been fighting about every day since she stopped worrying that I might die of plague.


Worry first; get angry later.


I knew she still loved me, and I also knew I was going to be on a short leash for a good long while.


I turned down Route 9 towards the beach, wanting to be well away from the 7-Eleven before Boobs tore the gas pump out by its roots. My mind pinged from one inane topic to another, trying to come up with something to say, anything to get Jenny talking normally. We were going to be spending four weeks together in my parents’ beach house – I just couldn’t sit around Fredericksburg for a month waiting to hear if I’d lost my job – and I needed to reconnect with my wife.


From the back seat, Ben saved me. ‘Daddy?’


‘Yes, Muzifar Quazilbash?’


‘Daddy, why does Luke Skywalker fly an X-wing fighter and Princess Leia fly a Y-wing fighter?’


‘Well, that’s chromosome envy.’


‘Daddy?’


‘Yes, Geronimo O’Toole?’


‘Daddy, what’s chromes— what you said just then?’


I glanced at Jenny; she wouldn’t smile, not yet.


I said, ‘I think it means you’re a monkey-face.’


He laughed, a noisy splutter. ‘Well, you’re a turkey-face!’


‘A turkey-face? Do I have a turkey’s face?’


‘Daddy?’


‘Yes, Filibuster Fartknocker?’


‘Daddy, why does Luke Skywalker fly an X-wing fighter and Princess Leia fly a Y-wing fighter?’


I tried to make eye contact with him in the rear-view mirror, but he was staring out of the window, watching trees pass in a green smear. ‘I think they have different planes—’


‘Fighters, Daddy.’


‘Sorry, fighters, because they come from all over the galaxy, and they work together to make the Rebel Alliance.’


‘Daddy, what’s a Rebel Elias?’


‘They’re the guys who fight Darth Vader.’


‘Daddy?’


Now Jenny did smirk, just a hint, and she tried to hide it with a turn of her head, but I saw it. We would be all right. I’d take a beating for the next month, but we’d make it. That tiny smirk said it all: I could have hope.


‘Daddy?’


‘Yes, Simon Bar Syphilis?’


‘Daddy, why does the Rebel Elias fight Darth Vader?’


‘Because he has ADHD.’


‘What’s that, Daddy? ADHD?’


‘ADHD is suburban parents’ excuse to give dangerous medications to their children, because they don’t want to deal with their kids’ bad behaviour.’


‘Daddy?’ Ben turned to look at me in the mirror.


‘Sweetie,’ Jenny interrupted, ‘Darth Vader doesn’t have ADHD.’


‘Why not?’


I jumped in. ‘Because he’s from the inner city, and his parents can’t afford medication; so his history grades are really bad.’


Jenny smacked me hard on the shoulder; Ben fell into another fit of sputtery giggles.


‘What?’ I said.


‘Don’t teach him those things.’ Any hint of her endearing little smirk was gone.


‘He’s five.’ I shrugged stupidly. ‘What’s he going to do, slip up on MSNBC?’


‘He could make some bonehead comment in the grocery store or at preschool and I’ll look like an idiot mother raising a foul-mouthed five-year-old.’


‘All right, all right.’ I let go the wheel to raise my hands. ‘Sorry.’


‘Mommy,’ Ben said, ‘are you mad at Daddy?’


‘No, sweetie,’ and she turned to tickle his dimpled knee with her fingernails. ‘It’s just that Daddy’s … a turkey-face.’


Ben laughed again. Jenny shot me a look I couldn’t read, then started fiddling with the GPS on the dashboard. The six-inch LCD screen mapped our way to a beach house I had visited about seven hundred times; I was pretty confident I knew the way without it. Between Jenny’s BlackBerry and the GPS, we could have driven to Argentina and back without getting lost even once. Belmar, New Jersey, was a cinch.


When she settled back in her seat Jenny allowed her left hand to linger a minute or two on the gear-shift near my leg. I didn’t want to read too much into anything, but that felt hopeful to me, like the smirk. Mind you, for a guy who’d spent the last ten weeks face down in the muddy flats of Rock Bottom, Virginia, I could find hope almost anywhere. Jenny hiked up the sleeve of her old RU sweatshirt, revealing the Ironman athletic watch she’d bought when she started exercising again. She’d taken off the ‘RML’ anklet – Reclaim My Life – and strapped on the workout watch shortly after she’d learned that I was going to live, ideally live with her.


She bought me one, too. Knowing how I felt about exercise, running especially, buying me a running watch was a gesture that spoke volumes: Save your own life, Sailor. You need an addiction? Here you go.


I was clean and sober for the first time since my seventeenth birthday party and my wife had asked me to keep it up. Route 9 gave way to Route 18; I wondered how long I would go before falling. It was coming for me. I knew it; I suppose Jenny knew it, too.


I was in grade school when my parents and my grandparents on my mother’s side went in together on the house in Belmar, one of hundreds of pastel clones lining D Street, between Shark River and Spring Lake. The place was close enough to the beach to be convenient, but far enough out to be affordable. While Belmar had some nice homes – places along the river could run to over a million dollars – ours was all-at-once something special and not-so special, a simple cottage with a wraparound porch, a postage-stamp yard, nice neighbours (because they were seasonal neighbours) and two parking spaces, one in the garage and one in the driveway.


Throughout my school years, even into college, Belmar was my weekend Mecca. Packed to the gills with Catholic girls, beachfront bars – where essentially any ID would get you keg beer – and the best food deep fat could fry, Belmar represented more than any of us ever imagined we could want out of life. We were young, in shape, plenty horny, plenty drunk, and convinced that the future consisted of the next weekend, when fifty or sixty thousand of our closest friends and enemies would hit the sand again. We bragged about fighting more than we fought, talked about sex more than we ever got laid, and walked up and down the boardwalk a hundred million times looking for adventure, buried treasure, dead drug dealers, easy women, just about anything to get us through the next five days in geometry class.


Coming back now with a wife, two kids and a faggoty minivan, the thought of hanging out on the beach made me simultaneously nostalgic and a little sick. The high-schoolers were all still there, the guys lean and shirtless, the girls in cut-off jean shorts and bikini tops, their teenage breasts magically defying gravity in a way that no seventeen-year-old boy can really appreciate until he’s pushing thirty-five. Jocks and drunks, tattooed skaters and post-modern punks – New Jersey still had punks, not goths – lingered on the same boardwalk, stretched out on the same sand and ate the same artery-hardening cholesta-burgers my friends and I had devoured a hundred years earlier. From the side or behind, they all looked familiar, ageless and immortal.


Only I’d got older.


We parked a couple of blocks off the beach, loaded Anna’s stroller down with two blankets, four towels, three toy dinosaurs, a bright yellow bucket and matching shovel, four swimmy diapers and a tub of diaper wipes. I grabbed a half-gallon of SPF 8,000 suntan lotion for Ben, who wouldn’t wear more than shorts until it was almost time to rake leaves.


Jenny carried Anna so I could smoke without destroying her little lungs. She shifted Anna a bit higher on her hip. ‘You hungry?’


I inhaled a lungful of sweet North Carolina contentment. ‘Not any more.’


‘Smoking lunch?’


‘I figure I’ve got to die of something.’ I smiled at her and blew twin plumes out my nose. ‘I’ve quit just about every other vice I’ve got.’ My leg twinged as I stepped off the curb. I leaned a bit heavier on my cane, but couldn’t hide the grimace.


‘You want me to push that?’ Jenny reached for the stroller.


‘No,’ I said, ‘I’ve got it.’


‘You take anything this morning?’


‘Couple of Aleve with breakfast.’ I was thrilled we were talking, banal though the conversation was.


‘Well, you can lie down all day if you like. Or maybe swim some – the doctor said you should swim, right?’


I took another drag. ‘If I can get beyond the breakers without my leg folding up beneath me, I might just swim – I’ll see how chilly it is.’ She knew I’d always been a pussy about cold ocean water.


‘All right – but we can take the minivan to the beach and back all week if you need to,’ she said. ‘It’s a bit of a hike from your parents’ house to the sand.’


‘It’s four blocks.’ I held up my wrist, reminding her that she’d bought me the damned watch. ‘I’m going to walk. What the hell, I’ll even time myself, out and back. I mean, I’ve got a hundred-lap timer. Maybe after a month I can get some strength back, lose the cane. Who knows? I might run the Boston Marathon next April.’


‘Not smoking those things, you won’t.’


I tossed the stub into the gutter. ‘They’re Ultra Lights, practically good for me.’ I leaned over to nuzzle Anna’s chubby neck, and blew a raspberry onto her shoulder. ‘Aren’t they, Smurfette?’


Anna gurgled and blew a spit bubble. She wore a baggy terrycloth shirt with the VASP crest and My daddy is a policeman! in a colourful scribble.


Was a policeman, I thought, until about two weeks ago.


Jenny said, ‘I think that’s a great idea, Sailor. The sand might not be the best place, though – maybe up on the boardwalk. You can push your daughter in that fancy new jogging stroller your mother bought.’


‘Okay,’ I said, ‘I’ll start today.’ Anything to keep her in this mood. ‘We’ll see how far we can get, won’t we, Smurfette? You want to walk with Daddy on his shot-up gimpy leg? Huh? C’mon; say yes: it’ll be fun!’ I kissed her miniature nose. ‘I’ll take you up to Asbury Park and show you where I found that dead lady a hundred years ago. I remember right where it was.’


‘Don’t be gross, Sailor,’ Jenny chided.


‘I’m not sure the baby understands, Jenny.’ I kissed Anna again. ‘But I promise we’ll talk about nicer stuff. Okay, Smurfette?’


Anna gurgled again.


Jenny said, ‘See? She’s excited about it.’


I checked the digital readout on my watch: 11:08, fifty-two minutes until my next cigarette. I wanted another already.


At the corner of Third and Ocean, the first gusts of ocean breeze hit me in the face and a hundred thousand memories rose to greet me through the humidity. New Jersey needed a thunderstorm to scrub the skies.


Two hours later I’d smoked three cigarettes and limped the two miles between Bradley Beach and Asbury Park, skirting the lake inlet at Beach Avenue, pushing Anna’s stroller while she jabbered away incoherently. We spent most of our time trying to remember the list of presents my true love sent to me during the twelve days of Christmas, and agreeing we didn’t really know what we’d do with eight lactating maids or eleven lisping lords, we suggested a few alternatives – eight runway models, seven roasted chickens, six mashed potatoes …


When we finally got back to Jenny and Ben, I was sweating and my leg throbbed with deep tissue pain, but it felt good to have done something rigorous. I was dying for a beer – hell, a case – but contented myself with a couple of slugs from Jenny’s Diet Coke. It tasted like laundry water, but I drank it anyway, trying to ignore the hollow tremors now roiling in my gut – that was the OxyContin calling. I hadn’t had a craving in a couple of days, and I could already tell this one was going to be bad.


Ben stood in a waist-deep hole he’d dug in the sand, headed for China, Jenny rested next to him on a gargantuan towel, her eyes hidden behind Audrey Hepburn sunglasses. She looked positively edible in her white one-piece bathing suit. I half-sat, half-collapsed into the sand beside her, but she didn’t acknowledge me. While I’d been working out my leg, she’d been thinking, and the more she thought, generally, the angrier she got. We might have been getting along relatively well all morning, but during the two hours of alone-time on a perfectly pleasant beach she’d obviously been stewing on all the reasons why she was so pissed off with me.


‘You awake?’ I tried.


‘Uh huh,’ she mumbled. She was using that old Rutgers sweatshirt as a pillow.


‘We’re back,’ I announced unnecessarily.


‘How’s your daughter?’


‘She fell asleep about twenty minutes ago. She’s in the shade.’


‘I’ve got to feed her. My boobs are going to blow.’ Without looking at me, Jenny adjusted her suit.


I peeled off my damp T-shirt, got a glimpse of myself and groaned in disgust. I’d lost some weight as well – hospitals’ll do that to you. But I badly needed to get back into shape, build some muscle, tighten up my midsection.


Jenny’s pre-baby figure had returned, complete with engorged breasts that were driving me insane – and she knew it; that was embarrassing: my own wife knowing full well I’d be resorting to the Victoria’s Secret catalogue again. Jenny knew she looked good; she knew I regretted every single move I’d made in the past year, and she knew how badly I wanted to reconnect with her this month. It was only a matter of time until she made her decision: either she’d throw me out or take me back. In the meantime, though, I was in Hell.


I’d fucked up royally, wandering off the reservation when my pregnant wife got tubby. Was I really that shallow? I suppose so. And now I was the tubby one, with my paunchy waist and my injured leg, while Jenny looked like she had when I first met her, a twenty-two year-old with a taut ass and narrow hips. My wife, the love of my life. I needed to get my act together, scrub my own skies.


‘We walked pretty far,’ I tried again. ‘It hurt a bit, but I’m all right. I’ll try some more later tonight.’


‘No need to push it.’ She might have been talking to a stranger. ‘Take it easy. We’ve got all month.’ She still didn’t open her eyes.


‘You want me to get you some lunch?’


‘No.’


‘Ice cream?’


‘No.’


‘Should I leave?’


‘Whatever, Sailor.’


‘What? What’d I do?’ I said, stupidly. ‘I thought we were having an okay morning—’


Now she did look at me. Pulling her glasses down her nose just far enough to peer over them, she said, ‘Did you ever fuck that Danvers woman and then come home to fuck me? Tell me the truth, Sailor: did you fuck her and then fuck your pregnant wife?’


Christ, here we go. ‘Um …’


‘Just say it, Sailor.’ She ground her jaws together.


‘Yeah … yeah, I did,’ I said. Vertigo sneaked up on me and my vision tunnelled, just for a second.


‘No condom, nothing, right? No thought for the baby, your daughter, growing inside me?’ She rested a hand over her abdomen, splayed fingers tan against the stark white of her bathing suit. I wanted to touch her there. ‘Right, Sailor? Never bothered to wear a rubber with your little girlfriend?’


‘Right,’ I said, ‘she was on the Pill – I wasn’t … Jenny, I wasn’t all together, in my head – you know—’


‘Don’t give me that bullshit, Sailor; go peddle that self-denying crap to your therapist, Dr Cranberry, or whoever she is.’


‘Krandall,’ I said, regretting it as I corrected her, ‘sorry – I am, Jenny. I’m so sorry.’


‘I know it.’ She propped herself up on her elbows, long enough to glare at me. ‘You are sorry, Sailor.’


‘I—’


‘Don’t.’ Jenny fell back onto the sweatshirt, conversation finished. She had a vicious slash-and-retreat fighting style. Our spats were generally over before I had managed to put together three coherent sentences, leaving me bleeding and broken before I even knew what I wanted to say.


I sat up, sucked in my gut and pulled the waistband of my bathing trunks over the flabby roll beneath my belly button, just in case anyone was looking at the ugly guy with the sexy wife. I picked up one of the Louis L’Amour novels and tried to get into the story while my leg throbbed in time with every thudding beat of my heart. The ghosts of OxyContin past tied my guts into knots. I breathed deep, sucking in as much damp New Jersey summertime as I could, then blew my lungs empty.


A car passed along Ocean Avenue; through its open window Bob Marley tried to convince me that everything was going to be all right.


Sure. This from the guy who got shot before dying of cancer.


Ben dug steadily, hauling sand away in his plastic bucket. ‘You find any treasure in there, monkey-man?’ I asked.


‘Not yet, Daddy,’ he said, without interrupting his work.


‘You want some help?’


‘You wouldn’t fit in here, Daddy.’


‘That’s true,’ I said. ‘Maybe when you get it a bit deeper, or when you get tired, I can take over for a while, okay?’


‘Okay,’ he said, and dragged another load over to the hillock he’d created while Anna and I were out walking.


I stole Jenny’s newspaper, the Asbury Park Press. A Warren County farmer wanted reimbursement for his pig, a prize-winning three-hundred-pound sow named Auntie Carla. Apparently Auntie Carla had been killed in an overnight attack at the Monmouth County Fairgrounds, hacked to death by some lunatic with an axe, or maybe a cleaver. Pieces of Auntie Carla had gone missing, but enough was left behind for fair officials to determine that she had been alive while whole sections of her back and hindquarter were torn off.


Slash and retreat.


‘Hmm,’ I said to no one, ‘you’d think a three-hundred-pound pig would put up more of a fight.’


Jenny answered, without opening her eyes, ‘You only weigh a hundred and eighty, Sailor.’


Now I ignored her. ‘Must have been noisy … surprising no one heard anything.’ The paper had run a photo of Auntie Carla’s empty pen on a facing page. Even in black and white it was clear to see she’d lost quarts of blood. The pen slats had been stained in wild Pollockian splashes, the straw was drenched in the stuff and the concrete floor looked black in the photo where Auntie Carla had bled out, probably bellowing in agony.


‘Jesus!’ I held the paper closer to read the caption. ‘What kind of demented cafeteria lady pulls something like this?’ I reread the story. ‘Teach him to come all the way out here to show off his pig, I guess. Should’ve stuck to the Warren County Fair, maybe.’


‘What are you saying?’ Jenny murmured, half-asleep or feigning it like a world champion.


‘Nothing.’ I used my cane to pull myself to my feet. ‘I’m going to sit in the water for a while, try and get the swelling down in my leg.’


‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Watch for Ben if he comes down that way.’


‘All right. You’ve got Anna. She’ll probably sleep another half-hour.’


Jenny didn’t answer.


I left my cane and limped down the beach, stumbling once intentionally, in the hope of garnering a bit of sympathy from Jenny later. In the shallow foam above the breakers I stumbled again, unintentionally this time, staggering a couple of steps before sitting down hard.


‘God-freaking-rat-turds!’ I curbed my initial string of vicious profanity, suddenly conscious of the children playing nearby. Two suburban moms, watching their kids run back and forth through the foam, glanced over disapprovingly. God-freaking-rat-turds apparently wasn’t in their lexicon of acceptable beach chatter.


The water retreated around me, tugging my trunks down at the back, and as I shifted to pull them back up another breaker splashed between my legs, filling my crotch with shockingly cold water and gritty sand. I couldn’t stop myself yelping. But my leg felt better almost immediately and I silently promised to sit in the ocean every day.


I avoided eye contact with the moms and awaited the next wave. The chill water stung like a hard slap, but after a moment of pins and needles, my muscles relaxed and I imagined I could feel the swelling ease in my scarred muscle tissue. To passers-by I must have looked like a crippled, overweight buffoon sitting in the frothy shallows while a hundred sun-baked children played ball and searched for shells.


Screw them. I felt good, and I used my palms to shift myself into deeper water. The sand between my toes felt like a journey through time. I was far enough into the water to appreciate the gentle beating I received, yet far enough up the beach that the waves didn’t crash over my head or knock me about too mercilessly.


Somewhere behind me, I heard Ben’s giggle; he shouted, ‘Mommy! Look at Daddy! He looks funny!’


I didn’t hear Jenny’s reply over the wind and the waves, but she probably agreed that I looked absurd. Whatever. As I sat there, minutes blurred together in the familiar seam between warm sun, hot sand and frigid water. I smelled French fries and boardwalk pizza. Two kids nearby tossed a bright orange football; another threw popcorn to a riotous flock of seagulls that looked ravenous enough to carry him off somewhere and pick his bones clean. Ben said something, then laughed again; I heard him as if from across a field.


My eyes closed and the predictable rhythm of the waves pushed me gently towards sleep. I breathed in sync with the ebb and flow of the waves, finding perfect timing, like a marathon runner. On the breeze, I caught the distant sounds of a calliope, a breathy, out-of-tune melody I knew but didn’t care to place: four notes, descending intervals. There were lyrics to it, but they escaped me. The calliope faded.


Where’s a calliope around here, anyway? It’s got to be a hundred ye—


The breaker crashed over my head. I hadn’t heard the mothers ushering their little charges a safe distance away, hadn’t heard Ben shout, ‘Uh oh, Daddy!’ as he watched the wall of water rolling inexorably towards me. I felt like I’d been hit with a garbage truck as water slammed into my face, flooding my sinuses with searing brine and sharp-edged bits of sandy grit. I swallowed what felt like a gallon of the North Atlantic, choked, tried to cough my lungs clear and realised I was still under water, rolling first up and then down the beach. One of my feet broke the surface, and I imagined it jutting out crazily, like the sinking mast of a pale, fleshy barge headed for the depths.


I managed to get an elbow underneath me and to dig in with my good foot as I choked and sucked in a desperate gasp before the next wave, a miniature clone of the garbage truck, crashed into my chest and sent me tumbling backwards towards Ohio.


‘Sailor!’ I heard Jenny scream through the hollow roar of the water. She grabbed my arm and heaved me up the beach.


Incandescent, crippling agony exploded in my shoulder as the healthy tissue, new-grown in the past ten weeks, came apart. This was so much more painful than being shot; I screamed, swallowed more seawater and choked until my wife, looking sexy as hell in her new bathing costume, finally hauled me out of the surf.


I lay in the sand wheezing, coughing my lungs clear. My arm hung limply as my heart beat, a wild scherzo now, echoed in the torn ligaments and muscles above my knee. I silently prayed that those repairs had held together.


Jenny knelt beside me. ‘You all right?’ With the flat of one palm, she struck the centre of my back, hard enough to hurt. ‘C’mon Sailor, cough it up.’


‘Everything all right, ma’am?’ Though blurry, the lifeguard standing with his hand on my wife’s shoulder was younger, thinner, and more attractive than I’d ever been.


I tried to nod.


‘He’s fine.’ Jenny reached down to tug up my sagging trunks. Lovely. I’m sure that frightened the children.


‘Lemme help you get him up.’ Blurry Lifeguard moved behind me. His abdominal muscles might have been carved by Michelangelo.


‘No,’ I wheezed, ‘shoulder – Jenny— My shoulder.’


‘Oh, Jesus Christ,’ she whispered, then to Blurry Lifeguard said, ‘I’ve got him, thanks. He’ll be fine. I’ll just let him rest here a second.’


‘Do you have an injury in your shoulder, sir?’ Blurry Lifeguard nearly shouted, just in case the breakers had rendered me stone-deaf.


‘He’s all right.’ Jenny sidled between us, nudging David Hasselhoff out of the way with her hip. ‘I’ve got him.’


This time, I managed a nod.


‘All right, ma’am. I’ll be on the tower if you need me.’


Jenny smiled at him, her grin more genuine than I’d seen in months. ‘Thanks again—?’


‘Curt.’


‘Thanks, Curt.’


Blurry Lifeguard – Curt – disappeared from view, making room for Ben, who plopped down on both knees and said, ‘Are you okay, Daddy? Mommy, is Daddy okay?’


Get up, shithead. Get up. I used my good arm to press my shoulders a few inches off the sand. Reading my mind, Jenny helped lift my head far enough for me to sit up on my own. ‘Easy, easy, Sailor,’ she said.


I closed my eyes and memorised the tiny places where her fingers, so gentle, touched the back of my head. ‘I’m okay, monkey-man,’ I said, then coughed until my lungs burned. ‘Daddy’s fine, just got a lungful of water, that’s all. Where’s Anna?’


‘She’s fine,’ Jenny said. ‘Still sleeping.’


‘You can go,’ I said. ‘Don’t leave her up there by herself.’


‘You sure?’ Jenny stood. I wanted badly to reach over and brush the gritty bits of sand from her knees. Or maybe just nibble on them for a few minutes.


I do love one-piece bathing costumes. Forget those bikini-wearing swizzle-sticks.


‘Yeah, thanks. We’ll be right there. I just need a chance to catch my breath.’


‘Your shoulder okay? Sorry – I wasn’t thinking about which arm I grabbed.’ She sounded like she meant it, and that was good.


‘Yeah,’ I wheezed. ‘I’m fine. Ben’ll stick with me, won’t you, buddy?’


‘Sure, Daddy,’ he said. ‘I’ll get my bucket.’ He took off up the beach.


Jenny leaned over. I felt her breath on my cheek. ‘Your leg all right? You want your cane?’


‘No,’ I said dejectedly, ‘I can walk.’


She trailed a finger over my shoulder.


Ben was back at a full sprint, his yellow bucket half-full of sand and shells. ‘Daddy?’


‘Yes, Alfredo Sauce?’


‘Daddy,’ he whispered conspiratorially, ‘I saw your heiny when Mommy pulled you out of the water.’ He leaned in to tell me this, as if he understood how tragically wrong it was.


‘That’s okay, man-cub. I don’t have much of a heiny, anyway. And as long as no one took pictures, I don’t mind.’ Not entirely true: I really could have done without baring my ass for Curt the Blurry Lifeguard and the suburban mothers. I rotated my shoulder as far as I could a couple of times. Yep, it hurt every bit as much as I’d expected.


‘Can we get ice cream now?’


‘That’s a great idea, monkey-man.’ I dragged myself to my feet, Ben helping by taking my elbow and lifting with all his might.


‘You and me,’ I said.


‘Me and you, Daddy.’


‘What kind of ice cream do you want?’ I didn’t hear what he said; a gust off the water carried that same throaty calliope tune I’d heard right before the ocean came after me: four notes in descending intervals, this time followed by a jaunty five-note response before it faded.


‘What is that?’ I asked no one.


‘What’s what, Daddy?’ Ben’s swimming trunks hung low on his non-existent hips, and the hems reached all the way to his always-grazed knees. He yanked the waistband up, but they promptly slipped down again. He needed a belt.


‘Nothing, buddy.’ I took a gimpy step and from his tower, square-jawed Curt the Blurry Lifeguard shot me an idiotic thumbs-up. Yeah, sure, asswipe. Stop checking out my wife. I forced myself to wave thanks. ‘C’mon Monster Mash.’ I took Ben’s hand. ‘Let’s go.’


At our beach blanket, I stopped long enough to drape a towel over my shoulders; there was no way I was getting a shirt on yet. I grabbed my cane and a few dollars from Jenny’s purse.


‘You okay?’ She looked up at me as she knotted Anna’s used diaper into a plastic bag.


‘I love you, Jenny,’ I blurted. ‘I want to stay married. I need you to forgive me, some day.’


She held out the bag. ‘Get rid of this.’


‘Some day,’ I said.


‘Some day.’ She buttoned Anna’s onesie.


Ben tickled Anna under her chin. ‘Mommy, do you want ice cream?’


‘Coffee.’ She made a face at him. ‘But maybe I should take you, buddy. Daddy needs to sit down.’


‘I’ve got it,’ I said.


‘Okay, then.’ She didn’t look at me; to Ben, she said, ‘Coffee. A double scoop.’


‘Can Annie have some, too?’


‘Not yet, buddy. Maybe next summer.’ Jenny held Ben down long enough to spray him with a second coat of SPF 8,000. ‘You’re a good little man, thinking of your sister like that.’


Their exchange took less than ten seconds, and I’d come so close to missing it – all of it. With each throb, more regrets stacked up in my mind, but still I couldn’t escape the lingering images of Sarah Danvers: Sarah in a lace thong; Sarah wrapped in an old blanket; Sarah making breakfast naked: lust and regret. Lust and regret. I craved a cigarette, a half gallon of Scotch and an excruciatingly slow blow job. Lust and regret. Jesus, Sailor! Get your head on straight.


‘I want to stay married,’ I said again, sounding as dopey as a lonely fat kid at the senior prom.


‘Well, your son wants ice cream, and so do I.’ Jenny gestured towards the boardwalk. ‘I’ve got Anna.’


Ben dragged on my good arm; I grabbed my cane and started up the beach. The sand might as well have been molten lava. At first, Ben wasn’t bothered by it; I used it as an effective means of distracting myself from the vicious pain in my shoulder.


Fucking Secret Service. Fucking Robert Lake.


Finally Ben let go and sprinted for the safety of the elevated planks. ‘Come on, Daddy! It’s too hot on my feet!’


‘I’m coming.’ I snorted my sinuses clear and discreetly spat snot, sand and salt water towards the dunes. The calliope melody danced around in my head; I hummed until I was able to piece it together – a song I remembered from the midway carousel in Seaside Heights or Asbury Park, back when I was Ben’s age and my parents brought Marie and me down for the day. I didn’t know the words, but the melody played in my memory, as out of tune now as back then.


Beyond the dune, another car, a convertible, cruised along Ocean Avenue, and I could hear David Gilmour as he sang how much he and the other members of Pink Floyd wished you were here. As I limped through the molten sand I sang along, the calliope music fading with each wobbly step.


‘Are your feet on fire, Daddy?’ Ben danced on the top stair, clearly relieved to be off the coals.


‘They sure are, monkey-man.’ I tossed Anna’s diaper into a nearby trash can. Something tickled the hairs on the back of my neck; I turned to see Jenny, holding Anna and watching me. I raised my cane, feeling stupid for having stumbled on purpose, right before nearly drowning in two feet of water.


Jenny waved.


I climbed the weathered wooden stairs to the boardwalk and let Ben lead me to the ice cream shop. It never crossed my mind to wonder how one wave, out of an infinite number rolling up the sand at Bradley Beach, had managed to grow so impossibly large.


After dinner, I stretched out on the sofa my grandparents had bought when they moved to Freehold back in the forties. It weighed nearly a quarter of a ton and had been reupholstered more times than I could remember. Fifty-year-old eight-millimetre movie reels in my mother’s basement revealed the vomit-orange flowers it had sported in the mid-sixties, before my parents were married. One photo, on the mantel in my grandmother’s house, showed my nineteen-year-old mother in her wedding dress. With perfect porcelain skin and a strand of fake pearls, she was all at once young, pretty, anxious, hopeful, and just a bit terrified. I didn’t know who’d taken that picture – my grandfather, most likely – but with one click of the shutter whoever it was had captured a transcendent view of my mother. The only thing that ruined that photo was the beached whale of a sofa in the background, covered with massive sunflowers.


Tonight it wore an indestructible coat of sky-blue polyester, the upholsterer’s answer to Teflon, the colour matching the beachfront blue of several of the houses along D Street. I propped my head up on one of the cushions and Jenny slid a bag of frozen peas beneath my shoulder and pressed a bag of frozen carrots over my collarbone. Gingerly, she wrapped the whole works – neck, shoulder, chest, peas and carrots – in Ben’s Spider-Man blanket.


‘Thanks,’ I said.


‘No problem.’ She tucked the blanket under my pillow, holding everything in place. ‘You want something for the pain?’


‘Two Aleve and two Nytol.’


She dug around in her ten-gallon beach bag until she found them. ‘You need water?’


‘Any chance it’s been fermented into beer?’


‘Nope, there’s not a beer within fifteen miles of this place.’


Fifteen miles. Naturally.


‘What’re you drinking?’ She’d deftly tried to hide her wine glass.


‘Something your mother left in the wine rack, Cuveé du Château Cat Piss, I think.’


‘Please don’t mention cat piss.’


‘Sorry, I forgot.’


‘Anyway, it sounds yummy.’ I cocked an eyebrow at her. ‘How about a swig with my meds?’


‘Nope. Sorry,’ she said, then, reconsidering, ‘actually, I’m not sorry.’


‘C’mon, Jenny. My mother chose it: there’s probably more alcohol in Anna’s formula.’


She gave up. ‘Fine – just a sip.’ She found one of Ben’s curly-Q straws in the sink, dropped the handful of pills into my mouth and brought the straw close enough for me to suck in a mouthful. I lifted my head far enough to catch a glimpse of Doctor Octopus, looking furious, on my chest. Jenny was right: the wine tasted just like that antiseptic shit dentists used to scrub off coffee stains.


‘Whew, that’s bad.’ I let my head fall onto the pillow.


‘I’m just having this one,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to be too knocked out if your daughter wakes up later.’


‘Sorry I won’t be much help,’ I said.


‘I’m used to it, Sailor.’


She hadn’t been trying to sting me, but it still hurt. I didn’t retaliate; I deserved it. ‘I’m going to close my eyes for a while. I’ll be up and around tomorrow, no worries.’


‘You need anything else?’


‘How about a cigarette? I think I have one left for today.’


‘Not in the house.’


‘My father smoked a thousand acres of tobacco sitting on this very couch, Jenny.’


‘Well then, you’d better roll over and inhale whatever memories might be trapped in the cushions. But be careful – who knows what else he did on that couch?’ She chuckled to herself.


‘Gross, honey, really.’


Ignoring me, Jenny stacked plastic plates and cups inside a cabinet above the dishwasher. Watching her in those tattered cargo shorts and her old Rutgers sweatshirt, I imagined her crossing the scrubbed linoleum floor to stand on the rug in the living room, between my mother’s old Zenith television and the sky-blue sofa. She’d listen intently for a second or two, ensuring that the children were asleep, then she’d slip out of her clothes – no strip-tease or sensual peepshow antics, just the economic undressing she might do before changing clothes or stepping into the shower. With a quick tug on my sweatpants, she’d straddle me, right there on my grandparents’ sofa, and we’d rock quietly together, connecting again. Finding what we’d lost when I fell.


Instead, Jenny caught me, slipping a hand inside my sweats – I hadn’t meant for her to see. My face flushed, and I was glad to be half-shrouded in frozen vegetables. She crossed the room in three hurried steps; for a moment my hopes rose as she bent in close, her lips brushing lightly against my cheek. Working her hand inside my boxers, she stroked me gently, her fingers like fire along my shaft. ‘What are you doing?’ she whispered.


‘Hoping,’ I said.


‘Really?’ She played her fingers up and down.


‘Christ, that feels good …’ I closed my eyes.


Jenny stroked a bit faster. ‘You like that, Sailor? Feel good?’


‘Yeah,’ I moaned.


The sexy, husky tone in her voice evaporated in a heartbeat. ‘You thinking of her, Sailor? Sarah Danvers?’ Jenny pulled her hand free, leaving me with a boner that could mine bauxite. ‘How does she look in your imagination, love of my life? Does she look pretty good? Nice tits? Tight ass?’


‘Jenny, I—’


‘No,’ she snapped, ‘you nothing!’ She searched around inside the beach bag again and pulled out a dog-eared copy of Vogue. ‘Here.’ She tossed it onto Doctor Octopus; it landed with a flutter. ‘That should help. But try not to get any on your mother’s couch.’


Slash and retreat.


She flipped off the kitchen light, gathered up her briefcase and laptop and disappeared into the master bedroom down the hall. Before the door closed, I heard her mutter, ‘—head full of wet cement—’


The chill from the peas and carrots seeped deep into my swollen shoulder, a harbinger of the frosty season ahead. After a few minutes groping for some self-righteous excuse, I gave up and slid my hand back inside my pants.


Sarah in a lace thong. Jenny in a white bathing costume. Jenny undressing for a shower. Sarah making breakfast naked. Lust and regret. Sarah in her red holiday dress. Sarah wrapped in a flannel blanket.


Lust …


I let go with a groan.


… and regret.


If I’d had my gun, I might have shot myself.


‘I want to stay married, Jenny. I do,’ I said to the darkness, then closed my eyes and waited for the Nytol to take me.


An ancient calliope played four falling notes, followed by a jaunty five-note echo. I know that song. I remember. But I didn’t, not right then. Pink Floyd followed; David Gilmour wished you were here and plucked a few sorrowful notes on his guitar. Four falling notes blew in through the open window, carried on the ocean breeze. Pink Floyd and the old carousel tried for a moment to find a common rhythm, a tonal centre, and failed.


The wind lifted the curtains and I gave in for the night.




SUNDAY


The Ballplayer


Belmar to Spring Lake: 2.4 Miles


Yellow: Okay, I can almost do this.


There were a few things that could wake me from a Nytol coma: global thermonuclear war, a grizzly bear attack, being dipped in a vat of boiling oil were all high on that list – but nothing was as effective as an OxyContin craving. Who knew you could have cravings while you slept? That’s appallingly fucked-up. I’d never been a full-on, head-over-asshole junkie – I didn’t think so, anyway. Granted, I’d taken pills, lots, sometimes eight or ten in a day, but I’d only sucked off the time-release coating and snorted my way out of trouble on a few desperate occasions.


That didn’t stop the cravings from hunting me down, and holy shit, but I wanted a blast of indestructible teenage glory right now, at 3:07 a.m. by the neon-blue light of my new watch. The defrosted vegetables were gone from my shoulder and I’d been draped in a blanket, so I figured Jenny must have been up with Anna already though I hadn’t heard a thing.


The cravings always began the same way: as a white-hot ball of discomfort in the pit of my stomach, rife with clenching gravity and threatening to suck my extremities in like SpongeBob Squarepants. When the discomfort spread, it didn’t blow outwards, like a hand grenade; rather, it sent nefarious tentacles, coiling fingers of desire that threaded their way through my muscles and bones, polarising every cell in my body towards one magnetic truth: Get fixed, shithead. Do it now.


I sat up and tested my shoulder, and was pleased to find that despite being stiff, it moved surprisingly well when I reached for my cigarettes—


Cigarette, dopey: singular. You never bought a pack yesterday.


Rather than piss Jenny off any further, I decided to go outside for a smoke. A slight breeze fluttered the pages of Vogue, now on the armrest near the window. I couldn’t hear the sea four blocks away, so it was likely low tide.


‘Maybe a walk,’ I whispered to no one. ‘Take a walk, get some cigarettes, sweat out this craving – what do you think, Sailor?’


I think I’d rather just wait here to die.


‘Nope, not an option. Get up, get moving: you gotta fight this.’ I didn’t know why that was so important, but it was true: something about this particular craving was demanding action. I’d pop a couple of aspirin, grab the biggest coffee from the first place I could find and smoke myself stupid as I walked until my leg gave way beneath me. I had to beat this one down.


I found my lighter and my cane and took my shoulder sling down from a hook behind the kitchen door. After a minute of awkward fiddling with Velcro straps and plastic eyelets, my arm was trussed up against my chest. I picked up the spare key dangling from the chipped ear of the ceramic Mickey Mouse next to the telephone before helping myself to a long swig from Jenny’s god-awful wine, then I mentally slapped myself. I bet she checked how much was left. I bet she did, goddamnit.


The 7-Eleven at the corner of Twentieth and Ocean, three-quarters of a mile away, stayed open all night. I’d head there, then see how I felt.


Twenty-five minutes later I was sitting on a park bench, my leg propped up on the concrete barrier between the dunes and the boardwalk as I smoked two cigarettes and sipped a boiling hot (but tasteless) black coffee. Nothing moved on the beach. Incandescent light from the store windows brightened the street and the raised boardwalk, casting ranks of low dunes in shadow. A quarter of a mile away timid waves splashed softly on the sand.


My craving had quieted, just a bit, but it wasn’t gone yet. If I went back home now I’d be writhing and dry-heaving on the linoleum in an hour or two, so I decided instead to keep walking it off. My hands shook, and I knew things might yet get horribly embarrassing when my body gave up on me.


‘To hell with it,’ I muttered, grabbing my cane, ‘if it gets bad, I’ll shit in the dunes. It’s dark enough.’ I picked up the pace, wanting to raise my heart rate. Though it was late September, the humidity was still high – maybe not the wet blanket that wrapped New Jersey all summer but still enough that moisture trickled down my back.


That’s good, Sailor, keep going: sweat it out.


Million-dollar and multi-million-dollar homes lined the perfectly manicured streets of Spring Lake, the richest jewel on the old Irish Riviera. The fascist zoning laws ensured no beachfront bars, restaurants, ice cream parlours or junk shops, nothing that even remotely resembled the Down the Shore idiom so perfectly captured by towns like Belmar or Point Pleasant. There was no aroma of fried food, beer, or even suntan lotion within these town limits.


I knew I’d have no chance of finding a public bathroom down here, not at four o’clock in the morning. So either I kept exercising until my OxyContin fireball blinked itself out, or I headed for the beach and let my body shake itself senseless.


I tried to walk it off, hustling south with a rhythmic step: limp, cane, step, limp, cane, step, limp, cane. Nicotine helped. Breathing hard helped. Feeling my blood pumping helped – everything helped, but I was only half a mile into Spring Lake before I gave up. This was going to be a bad one.


I stumbled down the concrete steps to the sand, and as I tried to mop my face on my shirtsleeve my aching leg muscles gave way on the uneven ground and I fell hard onto a patch of resilient dune grass, thankfully landing on my good side.


‘Fuck,’ I panted, dragging myself back up. Hazy circles of yellow splashed intermittently along Ocean Avenue, cast by overhead sodium lights. I headed for the darkness waiting patiently between the dunes. My stomach was clenching hard as I dragged myself a few yards further in. The sand helped tug my sweatpants down to my knees, before I cried out, ‘Jesus! Jesus Christ, help me,’ and rolled onto my side, puking violently as my bowels loosened and I shook like an epileptic, the muscles in my bowels, stomach and throat continuing to constrict and release until my body had painfully voided itself of everything I’d ever eaten.


The spell passed.


Breathing through my mouth, trying to ignore the stench of my own waste, I tuned my ears and listened to my heart – still beating, not dead yet, motherfuckers – as it slowed from 160 to 120 and finally down to somewhere around 108, if I was counting right.


I laughed, surprising myself, and blew out a tiny spray of snot and sand. ‘Good morning, Sailor, out for a walk, are we?’ I laughed harder now, almost maniacally, as I murmured, ‘How ever are we going to get up, my friend? We’re two miles from home, and most likely about to roll into our own aromatic by-products. Lovely.’


If only my son could see me now …


It took me ten minutes to get up and clear of my own foul mess. I tore up handfuls of rough cordgrass to clean myself off, and once I’d managed to bury the evidence in the dune I rubbed my hand clean in the sand. Then I limped gingerly back to the Spring Lake boardwalk, lit a cigarette and contemplated the absurdity of my predicament. I was too far from home to make it back on foot, and there was no chance of any passing Med Evac helicopters spotting my outstretched thumb. I had my cell phone, but it was only 4:15 a.m., way too early to call Jenny.


I breathed slowly, savouring the cool, salty air. I felt as though I’d been struck by lightning just seconds after being run down by a combine harvester. Never again, Sailor. Sarah Danvers had said it: never again in my presence.


Who knew that snorting hillbilly heroin would lead to shitting and puking your guts up in the dunes? The FDA ought to put that warning on the label …


Spring Lake’s beach glowed eerily alongside the cold darkness of the ocean. I watched the waves as I considered my options. A little over half a mile to the north was the 7-Eleven; south was a massive oceanfront hotel, the Warren & Monmouth, one of those ornate turn-of-the-century places where rich Irish families from New York City used to spend summers sipping champagne on the beach, casually dressed in bespoke three-piece suits and ankle-length dresses with matching parasols.


The hotel looked to be about ten feet closer than the 7-Eleven, but it was still a good half-mile away. Soaked with sweat as I was, with my underwear full of sand, I didn’t for a moment imagine I’d be welcome in such a place – but I decided to head south regardless. It was closer, and right now every step counted.


Step, limp, cane, step, limp, cane, step, limp, cane …


A breeze freshened off the water, cooling my skin, and I felt a bit better. The Warren & Monmouth sat alongside Ocean Avenue like a cruise ship that had docked above the dunes. The historic edifice towered over even the grandest of Spring Lake’s mansions, sporting a golden cupola, half a dozen widow’s walks over a slate roof interrupted at regular intervals by double-window dormers, each with its own spotlight, its own flag and its own heavily planted windowbox. From this far out, it was impossible to tell how many floors there were in the old place; I guessed six, but it might have been seven or even eight from basement to attic. The grand old hotel was a full block long and half a block deep, and had soaked up a million Jersey shore legends and memories. Even in the aftermath of my collapse I felt oddly excited to be walking that way, and anxious to see inside the lobby.


Though I’d been coming to Belmar for thirty years, I had visited Spring Lake no more than half a dozen times. The town had its own way of suggesting visitors keep the hell away, with its narrow sidewalks and impenetrable hedges, no public toilets, nor much in the way of beachfront amusements. And though my sister Marie and I used to jog along the beach, I couldn’t ever recall going inside the Warren & Monmouth, not even for a drink. I had no clue how the place kept running – with so many beaches and golf resorts within easy reach of the New York airports; I couldn’t think why any Park Avenue millionaire would want to come to Spring Lake, especially in the off-season.


Powerful lights artfully hidden in shrubs or secreted between rocks cast brilliant light in conical swaths, illuminating the old edifice as if it were midday. Why the place needed to be so bright at 4:30 in the morning was a mystery to me; with the Sea Girt lighthouse rotating tirelessly only half a mile further south, the Warren & Monmouth’s façade looked more like a prison, complete with sweeping searchlight, than a proud monument to a bygone era of grace and gentility.


As I limped closer I could see the grounds were as carefully maintained as any in Spring Lake. A glass atrium jutted like a massive bug’s eye from the rear courtyard, while a wraparound deck, whitewashed to match the building, offered ample oceanfront seating for all those hungover millionaires sipping their mimosas and Bloody Marys.


I crossed Ocean Avenue, staring at the wide Rhett Butler staircase that opened into the lobby and trying to count the wrought-iron verandahs that covered the front of the building. Most of the rooms were dark, though I could see many had left verandah doors open, allowing the sea breeze and the surf to comfort them through the middle watch; only a few insomniacs or early risers had the lights on.


I was buoyed by having beaten down another craving and encouraged that my leg, however wobbly, remained upright beneath me. I remembered days at the Virginia State Police Academy when we’d exercise, study, shoot, lift weights and box for twelve straight hours and still manage to polish buttons, clean bathrooms and kiss the sergeant’s German ass, feeling strangely good at the end of the day, as if we could go straight on and eat nails or wrestle felons. I recaptured a thimbleful of that feeling now, ten years, fifteen pounds and a great sackload of regrets later: I felt unexpectedly strong climbing those whitewashed stairs into that old hotel.


My footsteps were silent on the gargantuan Persian carpet the Warren & Monmouth used for a welcome mat. They had one of those brass doorknockers that looked strangely like a girl I had dated in high school, her gilded mouth open in a perpetual howl. My hand shook and I clenched my fingers to relax them. The bellhop must have been catching a nap or watching The Late, Late, Late Show; either way, I was left to heave open the twelve-foot-high door myself.


I’d got three steps across the Persian rug-covered marble tiles when a concierge appeared from behind a cherrywood desk. There wasn’t a wrinkle to be seen in his spiffy forest-green uniform, nor a spot of dust on his highly polished shoes, and his tie, a double Windsor three decades out of style, was cinched all the way up beneath his cleanly shaven chin.


‘May I help you, sir?’ He didn’t need to add, Who the hell is this vagrant? He got that over by the way he stood: all pomp and circumstance and holier-than-thou.


‘Um, yeah—’ I pulled myself up as straight as possible. ‘I was hoping to camp out here in the lobby, just for an hour or two, until my wife can come and get me. I’ve got a bit of a leg injury and I’ve walked further than I should this morning—’


The foppish concierge didn’t flinch, or let me finish. ‘I’m sorry, sir, but that will not be possible. I would be happy to call you a cab, if you’d like to wait outside.’


I glanced down at my sandy sweat pants. I couldn’t see any puke stains, or smell anything, nothing too egregious, anyway, but I had sweated through my T-shirt and I did look like I’d slept on the beach. ‘Listen, I’ll buy coffee, breakfast, whatever,’ I started. ‘I’m a cop – I was shot a couple of months ago, and I’m trying to get back on my feet …’ I went for the pity vote, or at least a chance to sit down with a coffee and a bagel.


It didn’t work.


‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he repeated, clearly not in the least upset, and gestured towards the door almost as if leading me onto a dance floor. Do-si-do and out you go, stinky!


‘Are you kidd—?’ I started, then stopped myself. Punching him out was last thing I needed this morning.


‘Sir, we have a discriminating clientele here at the Warren & Monmouth; they don’t appreciate non-guests camping out in the lobby before dawn.’


‘Yeah, all right.’ I raised my hands in surrender. ‘I hear you. I’m going.’


‘Can I call you a cab, sir?’


I watched a formally dressed waiter, an Italian-looking kid, pushing a trolley with a shining silver tea service and a plate of fresh fruit and muffins down the hallway behind the concierge desk. ‘No. Thanks.’ I kept my voice down, but I longed to belt him, just for grins.


‘Very well, sir.’ He pushed the door open effortlessly. ‘Good morning, sir.’


‘Yeah, whatever.’ I stopped on the shallow end of the Persian doormat. I wanted to ask if he and his family had avoided the plague this summer, if anyone he knew had got sick – and if he even cared that it was me they had to thank that they were all still alive. I’d saved his stuck-up ass, I’d taken the infection upon myself, the Gentamicin, the broken bones, the fucking bullets, all so he could play lord of the manor in a pretentious empty hotel at 4:30 in the morning.


But I didn’t.


He hesitated a moment, as if expecting me to tell him off, then, nodding curtly, let the door swing shut.


‘Cocksucker,’ I murmured.


To my right, somewhere along the porch, someone answered with a laugh, ‘Oh, you’ve got his number.’


‘Sorry.’ I raised my cane in apology. ‘I didn’t know anyone was there.’ Whoever it was had chosen a table outside the brilliant spotlights secreted around the grounds. His silhouette moved from the shadows beneath the striped canvas awning. The Sea Girt lighthouse beam circled overhead, illuminating the second and third floors in a rotating stripe. ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘I can’t really see—’


There was a strike of a match, then a candle flickered and a big man, older but healthy-looking, with a decent head of hair, came into focus behind the flame.


‘It’s my fault. I shouldn’t sneak up on people,’ he said, ‘especially in the dark.’


‘It’ll be light soon,’ I said. ‘No blood, no foul.’


He covered the candle with a hurricane glass and the flame settled, revealing a breakfast table draped with immaculate linen, set for one. A paperback kept the Asbury Park Press from blowing away.


‘Care to join me for a cup of coffee?’ He waved a hand towards an empty chair. ‘You look like you could use a cup.’


‘Thanks,’ I said, hastily brushing sand from my clothes and hair. ‘Sorry. I’m not really dressed for this place.’


‘Nonsense.’ He frowned in the half-light. ‘Dress codes, starched shirts – it’s all nonsense. Have you ever worn a starched shirt, Mr—?’


‘Doyle.’ I extended my hand. ‘Sam Doyle. My friends call me Sailor.’


‘Sailor it is.’ His hand was meaty, with long, powerful fingers. ‘I’m Mark Stillman. My friends have always called me Moses.’


‘That’s a curious nickname.’ I slid my cane beneath the table. ‘Where’d you pick it up?’


‘Ever played minor-league baseball, Sailor?’


‘Can’t say that I have.’


‘Everyone has a nickname. “Moses” is about the kindest of the litany I was saddled with during my years in the game, so if one of them had to stick, I’m glad it was that one.’


‘How long did you play?’


‘Nine seasons.’ He shifted the book on the paper, then shifted it back. ‘It was exactly nine seasons too many, and about nine seasons too few; you know what I mean?’


I nodded. ‘Actually, you’d be shocked at how thoroughly I can empathise with you, Moses.’


‘And the name Sailor – where’d you pick that up?’


I pointed over the water. ‘About three miles that way. My sister christened me one bitch of a windy morning.’


‘So are you an actual sailor, Sailor?’


‘Good lord, no,’ I said. ‘It’s— well, it’s a long story.’


A door opened further along the porch, spilling harsh white light onto the planks. The waiter I had seen in the lobby came out and turned towards our table.


Moses Stillman called, ‘Buongiorno, Antonio. Un altro caffe, per lui.’ He looked to me. ‘You drink espresso?’


‘Please,’ I said, ‘a double, if they can swing it at this hour.’


‘Una doppia espresso … due doppia espressi— Actually, what is that, due caffe lunghi?’


In the candlelight, Antonio grinned and in perfect English he said, ‘You know, Mr Stillman, I’m from Bergen County, not Calabria.’


‘Ah, Tony’ – Moses frowned – ‘how am I going to remember anything if I don’t practise? You’ve at least got to humour me. Christ, I’ll be dead in a couple of years; you think I want to die having forgotten all my Italian?’


‘When you die, Mr Stillman, I don’t think anyone will care if you’ve forgotten how to speak Italian.’ Antonio – Tony from Bergen County – set out muffins, yoghurt and fresh fruit. He attempted to pour a cup of coffee from the fancy silver decanter, but Moses waved him off.


‘Not this morning, Tony. I have a guest and we’re having espresso, doppia espressi.’


Tony wasn’t sure what to do with the decanter. ‘Really, sir? Should I leave this pot, though? It’s fresh.’


The Sea Girt light rotated overhead and Moses caught me gazing at the pot. ‘Yes, please pour out for Mr Doyle – he needs a blast right away.’


Tony filled my porcelain cup. He was a carbon copy of the football players I’d known in high school: his black hair slicked back, olive skin darkened by the summer, his body toned and muscular from hours lifting in the gym and swimming in the sea – but the boy was cursed; unless he started to cut way, way back on the lasagne, Tony from Bergen County would go from sexy Italian muscle-man to jowly Uncle Vito. He sported the obligatory gold crucifix around his neck and I’d have bet a week’s salary that somewhere in his uniform he’d stashed a pack of Winstons.


Moses slid me a spoon and a small sugar bowl and I thanked him again, and added, ‘You’re right, by the way: I’ll probably drink the entire pot.’


As Tony left us Moses unfolded his napkin and handed it to me, then passed over the basket of muffins; I took one from the top of the pile. ‘Thanks—’ I started, but he laughed.


‘Do stop thanking me, Sailor,’ he said. ‘You’re the only company out here at 4:37 in the morning.’


I surreptitiously poked the LIGHT button on my running watch. 4:58. The first hint of dawn’s glow inched its way above the horizon somewhere out near Portugal.


Moses sliced a muffin in half and slathered it with butter. ‘I’m no sleeper.’ He spoke with his mouth full. ‘Never have been, not since my Katherine died anyway, back in ’94. I never seem to make it past 4:15, so I’m generally dressed and down here by 4:37. I pay extra to have Tony here at the crack of goddamned dawn to fetch me my muffins.’ He considered what remained of the one in his hand, then added, ‘Probably the most expensive frigging muffins in America when you think about it.’ He laughed. ‘So I don’t!’


‘All right, Mr Stillman, I’ll stop thanking you, but you don’t know how much you’ve helped me this morning.’ I took a slug of coffee. I wasn’t ready to test my stomach with a blueberry muffin, not just yet. ‘I’m actually a cop from Virginia, a state trooper – I managed to get myself shot full of holes a couple of months ago, and I’m up here trying to get back into shape. Last night – tonight, today, whatever the hell it is right now – I couldn’t sleep either, so I took my newly healed leg out for a walk, got all the way down here, and realised I wasn’t sure I could make it back.’


‘Back to—?’ he interrupted.


‘Belmar.’ I pointed north. ‘Twelfth and D.’


‘Good Irish neighbourhood,’ he said. ‘I can run you back if you don’t want to wake your wife – or is she an early riser as well?’ He leaned over the table and I had a chance to get a better look at him in the candlelight. Moses Stillman wore an extra sixty pounds like a retired athlete, distributed well enough over his frame that even at seventy-or-so years old he exuded good health. I had a hard time determining if the candlelight was enhancing his leathery complexion, or if I was romanticising it, imagining him playing in the outfield at some North Carolina stadium summer after sweltering summer. He was freshly shaven and dressed better, at 5:00 on a Sunday morning, than I had ever been, in neatly pressed linen pants and a cotton dress shirt. I flushed at the thought of me breakfasting in my underwear, watching ESPN highlights while wolfing down a bowl of oatmeal. Perhaps the grass truly was greener in a place like Spring Lake; I didn’t stand a chance of ever getting there.


‘What do you think?’ he asked. ‘Need a ride home?’


I flexed my leg a couple of times, careful not to kick him under the table. ‘You know, if you don’t mind me sitting here for a few minutes more, I might risk it and see how far I can get on my own.’ I had no idea where that came from. Less than an hour ago I’d been shitting myself in the sand; now, one cup of Antonio’s coffee later, I was seriously considering hoofing it all the way back to Belmar.


‘Well, if you want some company,’ Moses said, ‘I may come along, part of the way.’


As I raised my cup in salute, our double espressos arrived. ‘I look forward to it.’


Tony made a show of dropping off the tray and a place setting for me. ‘Due caffe lunghi – doppia espressi, if you prefer.’


‘Grazie, Antonio.’ Moses stirred sugar into his, toasted me in return, then gulped it down with a flourish. ‘So, Sailor, how did you get shot? Was that in line of duty? Or did you phone your wife too early for a ride home one morning?’


I sighed through my nose. ‘Did you happen to follow that business down in Richmond this summer?’


Moses slapped the table hard enough to send two strawberries and a grape fleeing across the linen. ‘That was you! Great leaping Christ, you’re that detective – I saw you on Good Morning America! You’re the one who tracked down that poor woman—’ He scowled at the great oaken doors of the Warren & Monmouth Hotel. ‘And that limp-wrister in there threw you out, didn’t he?’


I ran a hand through my hair, brushing away yet more sand. ‘What the hell, I don’t look all that presentable this morning, and I suppose I stink, just a bit. He’s doing his job.’


‘And glad I am he did.’ Moses handed me another muffin. ‘I am mighty pleased to meet you, Sailor Doyle – no, excuse me, Detective Doyle. I’m not sure I’d have been able to do what you did, no sir. That was heroic. Truly.’


‘I was terrified pretty much the whole time,’ I admitted, and we talked for a while about my antics ten weeks before, Moses sitting almost motionless, staggered at what I had accomplished in thirty-six hours over the July fourth weekend. I left out the part about being stoned within an inch of my life and so failing to actually notice the onset of plague symptoms because I had ingested so much OxyContin – no one really wanted to hear that part, except my darling Jenny, of course, who homed in on that detail every time we had any sort of discussion about my first solo investigation. Strangers all wanted to hear about saving the world (which I never actually did). I guess most people like to imagine themselves as heroes, fighting terrorists or carrying wounded soldiers out of harm’s way, and so few of us ever truly find ourselves in situations that demand heroic measures that it’s easy to lock on to someone else’s actions, call it heroism and plaster the name across the marquee for fifteen minutes of glory.


But I’d lived it and I knew it was all bullshit. I’d just got fabulously lucky finding Molly Bruckner. Doc Lefkowitz and Grace Wentworth were the genuine heroes; without them, I’d never have left that old farm and Molly would have made it to Ashland, infected a handful of motorists headed onto I-95 and spread what Burgess Aiken called the plague upon the land and the wrath of God up and down the east coast. Doc said it best: we’d have been leaves in the wind.


Moses interrupted my reverie. ‘We don’t have to talk about this if you don’t want to, Detective, but I do hope the Virginia State Police have given you all the time and convalescence you require to get back on your feet. To me you were – are – a national hero.’


‘Thank you, Moses,’ I said. ‘If it’s all right with you, I’d just as soon not discuss it any more. My wife and I are trying to put that weekend behind us – though it doesn’t want to go away.’ I finished my coffee and stirred a couple of sugars into the espresso, a little porcelain cup of steaming midnight.


‘I can’t imagine it will.’ Moses leaned back, knitting his fingers behind his head. ‘I don’t know you at all, but I’d bet it’s probably the defining moment of your adult life. I can’t see much coming close – certainly nothing in my life.’


‘Dunno about that,’ I said. ‘I’ve never played pro ball.’


‘Pah!’ He dismissed the notion with a wave, leaned back and hummed a snippet of some song, four descending notes.


‘Hey!’ I stopped, the espresso poised at my lips. ‘What’s that you’re humming? I’ve been hearing it all—’


The canvas awning ripped, the fabric shrieking, and a body crashed head first through Moses Stillman’s linen-covered breakfast table, shattering crockery and sending the silver cutlery flying. Yoghurt, fruit and muffins splattered as if we’d been hit by a cannonball.


‘Fucking Christ!’ I cried as I tumbled backwards, scalding my chest with the espresso. I hit my head on the porch planks and rolled instinctively to my left, protecting my bad wing.


When I looked up Moses was lying on his side, one foot trapped under the collapsed table. ‘What the hell?’ he cried. ‘What the hell was that?’


I sat up. ‘Holy shit! Holy shit!’


‘What?’ He lay still, panting. ‘What happened?’


I sucked in a deep breath, trying to stabilise myself, ‘Goddamn, it looks like a suicide.’


‘A what? I don’t understand.’ Still he wouldn’t look over.


The Sea Girt light circled above us as dawn painted the horizon warm orange. I pulled myself up using the porch rail, then knelt. ‘Lie still for a second, Moses; let me get this off you.’


‘I can’t—’ he started, ‘I can’t move that foot—’


‘Don’t try,’ I said, too sharply, ‘just— Just rest there a second.’


‘All right …’ His voice trailed off.


His loafers reminded me of Doc Lefkowitz: soft Italian leather. ‘Can you move your toes?’ I asked, trying to sound matter-of-fact. ‘Bend your toes.’


He tried, grimacing. After a moment he said, ‘Yes, yes, I can, I can move them just fine. Fine.’


‘Good,’ I said, ‘stay down a second, okay?’


‘Sure, Sailor.’ Now he did look, briefly, then turned his eyes away, content to watch sunlight creep up the beach.


The jumper, an elderly man, had come to rest with his shoulders caught in the curved metal braces that had supported the tabletop. His head hung suspended about six inches above the whitewashed plank floor of the porch. Both shoulders had been dislocated; one was bleeding from a deep gash where the table strut had nearly chopped off his arm. He was wearing only pyjama bottoms, bunched up at the knees, and his pink-and-blue striped legs jutted angrily through a pool of strawberry yoghurt. His hairless calves twitched like broken hands on a gruesome clock. His forehead and cheek had been sliced open to the bone and blood was running down his bald head in tiny streams, then dripping onto the porch. Gravity kept it running for a few minutes, long enough for the fresh morning light to turn the black puddle crimson before it seeped through cracks in the deck to stain the sand below.


His mouth hung open and his bulging eyes stared at the Persian carpet.
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