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for
Gene and Louise
and
Jenny and Greg


what a gift
to be the bridge between you




“We were talking about the space between us all.”


—GEORGE HARRISON


“Mind the Gap”


—LONDON TRANSPORT
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dear mr and mrs griffin


i’m sorry it took so long to write to you and tell you i’m ok. i’m at a place called the mt. raymond buddhist center, near the oregon and washington border. i didn’t know they had places like this in this country, or people like the monks who brought me out here. the abbot is named hataka sudo roshi (roshi is about the highest thing they have), and you can see in a minute why everyone here treats him with such respect. he said i could stay here, as long as i worked every day and also continued my education—i can get my GED through cascade community college, and then continue on as a regular student. i wrote to mrs la fave separately to ask her to send transcripts. in the meantime i’ve been helping roshi in the office, and since i started i’ve sort of become his assistant as well. mostly his phone calls and correspondence, his english isn’t great so he has me take care of a lot of that. and when the monks go into town for food and supplies, he sends me with them so that the local people take less advantage. it feels good to be able to be useful to them.


i don’t know what to tell you about why i left school, and the way i did. everything about it just still hurts too much. i know i left a mess behind, and i’m sorry about that, very much. i just want to understand it better, and maybe it’ll start to hurt less. i wonder if that will ever happen. anyway i wanted you to know where i am, and that i’m okay, and if you were worried at all i’m sorry about that too. also i’ve told my mom where i am, and why i’ve decided to stay. for now we’re pretending it’s like another boarding school, just farther away.


okay now i have to go—they have bells here too!—for the monks it means morning meditation, for me it means scrubbing the kitchen after their breakfast.




all the best and thank you, for everything—stewart







Kirby, Pennsylvania
18 Years Later
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Griffin


He was halfway to the floor when Mrs. Levering came in. She had the afternoon mail with her and she looked up from it and saw him reach out for the back of his chair to try and grab on, but the chair wheeled out from under him and he banged his head on the edge of the desk and dropped the rest of the way and was down.


Oh my God, he heard her say, and he had a hazy awareness of trying to answer her, but was curious to discover he couldn’t. He watched her eyes turn fierce with alarm; her arms with the clackety wrist bracelets lunging out while the letters fell out of her hands and dropped in angular stabs against the other side of the desk and the chair and the floor. They seemed like bombs to him.


“Henry!”


He was squeezed in between his chair and the credenza. He saw his reflection in the walnut side panel; his face, pressed up against itself, looking contorted and vaguely surprised. Something smelled like lemons, factory-sweet, and he was thinking they overdid the wood polish again when he felt his weight shift underneath him and he smelled lavender now and saw Mrs. Levering’s reflection coming in and out as it appeared behind his own. She was trying to wiggle her way in there and get his head and shoulders up into her lap. He had never known her to wiggle before, or to sit on anyone’s floor.


“Henry! Can you hear me?”


He wanted to tell her that he could—that he could see her mouth moving, but her motions seemed gummy and disjointed and wrong somehow. And he wanted to tell her how strange it was that the sound of his own name could take so long to get to him from such a short distance away. But he couldn’t; he couldn’t make the words come, and a cold wave of fear began to build instead—a slow thick liquid, starting at his heels and climbing his spine like mercury.


He watched her stretch for the phone and punch numbers; he knew it had to do with helping him and he wanted to thank her for that. But there was something else—something to ask her, to get her to do, desperate and essential, but still he couldn’t get the words to come out. And the feeling began to dawn on him that he might die, really die, right here on this floor, with the thing he needed to say trapped tight and thick in his throat.


“Henry. Try and listen. I think you’re having a heart attack, or a stroke. Can you hear me? Do you know where you are?”


Yes! he shouted. Or thought he was shouting. At the school, on the carpet, in my office! But she must not have heard him; Mrs. Levering only looked more worried. “Your wife’s on the way,” she told him, “and I called the field house for Chip.”


Griffin’s head went limp and heavy. He had to tell her about Piccolo and Goodman. He had to tell her, and she had to get them here, so they could be there for Chip. He felt his eyes rolling, fluttering upwards while some deeply planted instinct told him not to let them do that. He felt helpless, and inevitable, and doomed.


Mrs. Levering was talking again. Her voice like it was leaving on a train. He had to try, one last time, before he wouldn’t be able to do anything at all.
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Pick


“My client is on his way out of town,” Pick announced. He watched everyone look at each other, wondering how he’d managed to sneak someone out of the courthouse already; simultaneously he had both tricked and intrigued the New York press. “He’s going to take an extended sabbatical and figure out how to go on with the rest of his life. However, he has authorized me to speak on his behalf, and to tell you that he’s very relieved, and grateful to the jury. Beyond that he has no statement. Thank you.”


“That’s it?”


“What can I say, Rowan. Not everyone wants their fifteen minutes.”


“Mr. Piccolo!”


“Sandy!”


“Over here!”


It took forever to get past all the cameras and back to the office. Usually this kind of attention only went to the high-profile divorce cases and celebrity drug busts, and the occasional crackpot lawsuit, like the guy who went after his dry cleaner for eight figures for losing a pair of his pants. But somehow Pick’s case caught people’s pulses, and the media were happy to deliver. A well-known and highly regarded surgeon loses half the nerves in one of his hands when he tries to grind up some peanut butter at a self-service machine in his local supermarket, and gets electrocuted instead. The company that made the machines was responsible for installing them, and they screwed it up—and now a guy’s life was changed forever, because he liked the idea of peanut butter that you could grind up right in front of you, and had nothing else in it but peanuts.


Thirty million sounded right.


At the office, it seemed like every second person had a bottle of champagne in hand, ready to pop and get going. And while they’d all earned and deserved their victory lap, Pick didn’t really have it in him to take part. Most of them knew he wouldn’t; others knew not to ask. Yet, something had to be done to mark the occasion—the case took months, with everybody working monster hours—and all of them would be better off now for their efforts. Especially with the holidays up soon; Pick was always generous come bonus time.


Bottom line though, by nature he just wasn’t big on celebrations—even less on drinking as a means. It didn’t loosen him up, and it didn’t make things more fun the way it seemed to do for everyone else—and nothing was worth the price of feeling like hell the next day. He’d had one hangover in his life, and it probably wasn’t even a bad one; still, he ended up slamming the front door on some poor innocent Cub Scout selling raffle tickets. That was enough.


And yet, when he’d needed it—when it was time to bury his daughter, and he’d relied on alcohol’s promise to numb him, the stuff failed completely. He and Laura had put away a bottle and a half of grappa that morning—strong enough to knock over cattle, they were told—and it didn’t do anything at all. The funeral still happened. Liana was still dead, and they still came home to a house with one less kid in it, with her brother and twin sister shaken and having nightmares, unable to understand and afraid to ask the questions you could never explain anyway. So, fuck drinking if it’s not going to be there when you need it.


They were singing now. They were calling for a speech. Pick declined, but he did step up the effort to come through for these people. He shook hands, patted backs, threw the occasional high five. Always though, with his eye on the time; he knew Laura would be cooking, and putting a lot into it, and she’d want him to be home. That he didn’t feel like eating, ever again maybe, wasn’t a factor—Laura probably didn’t feel like it either. But they had to, so they did. You went through the motions until the motions took care of themselves. That’s what they were told, anyway. And they knew it was a lie; nobody gets over the death of a child. Easier to split an atom with a butter knife.


So, really. Fuck celebrations too, sometimes. What’s the point if it only makes you feel worse?
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Chip


By the time he made it across the campus there was already a crowd—whispering, spreading the word about Mr. Griffin and what had happened to him. Chip stood on a bench, to see over heads and umbrellas and shuffling. The EMTs were loading his dad into an ambulance. In another two minutes the whole school would know.


“Chip.”


He’d been back at the field with Randy, working on a pass play that Coach Milpitas wanted them to learn for the Nihaminy game. They had an extra week to prepare for this one, and they needed it; the two schools hated each other to begin with, and last time they played it ended ugly—Nihaminy won, on a disputed call that would remain disputed for the next hundred years. The only thing both sides could agree on was that the next time they met would be cold and bloody. A brick fight.


“Chip.”


They’d stayed after practice to work on the play, and were lining up to do it again when they heard the sirens and then saw Bostick running triple time from the field house. Standing there, dripping wet, they wondered which one of them he was coming out in such a hurry to get.


“Chip.”


It was Mrs. Levering. She was tugging at his sleeve—ready to climb up on the bench with him if he didn’t answer this time. People were turning around now, looking at them. Chip was in his sweats, blotted through from both directions, and he did not want this kind of attention; he didn’t like being exposed this way, having his guts strung out on a line. Bad enough that they all knew about Ellie, dropping him like a bowling ball and avoiding him like a disease. Now they’re taking his dad away, in front of everyone, and here he was on display again which made the whole thing even worse. Sometimes he felt like he could go through anything, as long as nobody knew.


The doors closed with a sick thunk of finality. There were leaves stuck flat to the back windows—big wide dead brown maple leaves, plastered heavy by the rain, blocking any kind of view there might have been inside.


“Is my mom in there?” Chip asked. People were stepping out of the way now, as the ambulance pulsed forward and started off.


“She’s with him. If you want to go to the hospital, I’ll take you.”


“I want to. I want to go.”


She had to get her keys and her purse from her desk. Chip followed her into the Foyle Building, waiting in his dad’s office while Mrs. Levering used the ladies’ room across the hall. He listened while she ran the sink in there—then the toilet flush, then the sink again, with the water on full force. There was no way to hide it, she’d been crying.


“Are you sure all he did was faint?”


“He hit his head on the desk.”


“Hard?”


“He hit it pretty hard, Chip.”


Chip looked; his father’s desk was unusually shiny. But also he noticed a streak along the side panel—a comet tail smear that went down its whole length. It looked like a fat smudgy fingerprint left by someone’s whole face.


“What’s that smell?” Chip asked.


“Furniture spray,” said Mrs. Levering. “Let’s go.”


She drove down Memorial, wipers on high. He had never been in her car before; it was a Camry—sensible and no nonsense, just like she was. A Lexus without the flash, for fifteen thousand less. Mrs. Levering all the way.


“It felt like Robert Kennedy.”


Chip looked at her. After three traffic lights and a railroad crossing where no one said anything, something now felt like Robert Kennedy.


“The night he was shot,” she went on. “In that hotel ballroom, in Los Angeles.” She shook her head, like this was a bad thing that had just happened to someone in the neighborhood. “He won the California primary that night.”


Chip told her he knew. “Mr. Loftus is a Kennedy freak. He makes you read everything. He showed films.”


“Then you know what happened. He had just made his victory speech. I can’t remember the name of the hotel. Excelsior, or Embassy …”


“The Ambassador,” Chip said. He shrugged when Mrs. Levering looked surprised: did he not just tell her Loftus was a maniac? It was like he knew the family personally—like they were lifelong neighbors in Hyannis or something, and they had him over all the time for lemonade and quoits. He took their deaths that hard.


“There was that busboy,” Mrs. Levering was saying. “The one on the floor with him, with all that blood. And he looked so frightened—an immigrant, and maybe not even legal—yet there in his lap is the head of a crown prince.” She shook her head. “You can’t get any farther apart than that in this country.”


No, Chip guessed. You couldn’t.


“Anyway, that’s the way we were sitting for a while. Until the ambulance came. And I saw our reflections in your father’s credenza and that’s what I thought of. Bobby Kennedy, on the floor of that hotel. With all there was to look forward to …”


She was rambling now. Chip decided to let her; she could sing Irish drinking songs if she wanted, as long as she didn’t swerve off and hit anything. They crossed the bridge into Wilkes-Barre and went through Market Square; then things turned industrial pretty quick—a furniture mart, a brewery that had just changed hands, a couple blocks where there were warehouses, then the new shopping center that already looked old somehow, and then the hospital.


That’s right, he remembered. The hospital. They were going to the hospital.


“Chip. Your father said somebody’s name.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, before he—while we were on the floor there. He tried very hard, to say somebody’s name.”


“Whose.”


“Well that’s it. I don’t know whose. Actually, it was two names, and I’m not even sure I got them right. They were the last things he said …”


“What were they?”


“One was Piccolo—I think. And one was Goodman. Or maybe not.”


Chip didn’t know. Piccolo was familiar, in a local kind of way. Everyone knew about Carmine Piccolo—the man was as notorious as Capone in these parts—although it was hard for Chip to imagine how he could be associated with his father. And Goodman? Never heard of Goodman. Anybody’s bet.


“I guess your mom could know,” Mrs. Levering said.


“I guess.”


He was out of the car almost before she stopped it. He leapt over a bench and ran through the doors and kept running—blurring past the people turning to ask if they could help him. He noticed different colored lines on the floor, like racing stripes on a car. The lines intersected sometimes, ran parallel sometimes—all according to some kind of code, he was sure, but he really didn’t want to have to figure it out right now. He should still be out on the football field, running that play with Randy. Bostick should have stayed in the locker room and not come looking for them. His father should be in his office and the day should have kept on going normally, like normal days are supposed to go.


He thought about Mrs. Levering, running the faucet so she could cry. Bobby Kennedy and the Ambassador Hotel. The aerosol smell of lemons, and the smear on the side of that desk; Chip knew somehow that he’d remember these things forever—that he would always connect them with the day his father cracked his head and had to go to the hospital. The way those maple leaves clung to the ambulance. How that whole crowd of people turned around, and saw him all soaked and caught short—and how Ellie, out of everyone, was nowhere to be found.


He hit it pretty hard, Chip …


What anyone else remembers, he thought, is totally up to them. He picked the blue lines underneath him, and ran on.
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Laura


She sat at the table, hearing the TV from the den. The four o’clock news led with the big victory—so did the five, and the six, and the six-thirty—all lead stories, and she had set the VCR to record them all, so Pick could watch when he got home.


“Your reaction to the verdict?”


“He’s a surgeon. He can’t use his hands anymore.”


“You don’t think the size of the award is excessive?”


“Compared to what?”


She heard Pick mute the sound in there. He was on the phone. “All right,” he was saying. “Look. I’m gonna get a doctor, someone from the city. Someone who knows about strokes. I’ll fly him up there. My expense. Don’t worry about it …”


Laura wondered who didn’t have to worry this time, and knew right away she had been fooling herself to think they might have this hour alone together. She’d had a great afternoon, a rare one, planning this meal—shopped for it, cooked it, set out a beautiful table. She fed the kids early and shipped them off to their rooms so Mom and Dad could have dinner by themselves; Andy not only cooperated but said he’d read to his sister tonight, and help her get settled for bed—and then he followed through and did it. That meant Laura was going to owe him, big.


“Wait,” Pick said in there. “He hit his head and then he passed out, or he passed out and hit his head?”


In the end it all amounted to nothing. The shopping, the cooking, the arranging. The bribing of the first son. Because nothing special was going on in here tonight—nothing was happening that doesn’t happen routinely, when Pick is home at dinnertime: he’s in the other room, on the phone, drawing a bead on the enemy and telling his clients that he’ll do the worrying, that’s what they pay him for.


And they paid him a lot.


“All right … I’ll be there. I’ll—if he asked—I’ll work on it. I’ll move some stuff around.”


Laura nodded. Of course he will. He’ll be on that phone all night if he has to, and he’ll take care of business like no one else—while one room away the wine was breathing, and the clock was ticking, and his wife was coming to the quiet conclusion that things might not ever be any other way.


“You can’t change the spots on a leopard,” her father would say, in that Good-Old-George-Appleby tone of his, and they loved him up at the Rotary for that, but it never worked on his daughter. Because what Good Old George Appleby never got, never would get, was that Laura didn’t want to change the spots. She knew who she was marrying; she just thought that even leopards might stop once in a while and have dinner with their wives.


“I don’t understand,” she heard from the den. “Is he in a coma or not?”


She was finished with her plate and had started picking at his: crab cakes, because that’s what she did best, and this was a beautiful batch. Big white tufted Chesapeake plumes, fat as a thumb, and the trick was to use just enough binder to hold them together without getting in the way. No mayonnaise, no breadcrumbs, and especially not mustard—five years waiting tables down at Chincoteague, one thing you’re going to know is how to treat a hard-shell crab.


“So how can I call the ICU directly—I don’t want these guys having to go through switchboards …”


She remembered watching a cooking show once. The chef was doing regional foods, and filmed a segment on Maryland’s Eastern Shore. But when the guy got around to crab cakes—authentic crab cakes—Laura was horrified. He was gumming them up with more filler and junk than a cruise ship buffet. Later, she learned that he was arrested for a sex crime, and lost his show.


Figures, Laura thought. It figures.


“Goodman, too? Stewart Goodman?”


Laura stopped cold. For about two seconds she played with the fiction that maybe there just might be some other Stewart Goodman involved here—after all, there had to be loads of them. But from the way Pick’s voice sounded, there was only one possibility. Only one Goodman.


“Both of us? Specifically?”


She played back in her head what she’d heard so far—wondering what to do, how to act when Pick got off the call and came back in the room, or whether she should even be there in the first place and not somewhere else by then: Singapore, maybe. Or the Middle Ages.


“Wait a minute, I don’t know about that. I am really not the guy to go looking for him—believe me.”


Yes, Laura thought. Believe him. Ask someone else. Go back in time if you have to, and dial a different number.


“Well for starters,” she heard Pick say, “I’m the reason he went away.”


And then he closed the door.





– 5 –


Pick


He was working when he heard her come up the stairs. He had his legal pads spread out over the bed, even though there was a full separate office off the garage, put in by the two psychiatrists who lived here before Pick and Laura did, and who worked their practice at home. No one was sorry when the place went up for sale; neighbors said there were people coming and going all day—people with problems—and you had to think twice about letting your kids run about, if you got their drift. By the time the Piccolos closed escrow, no one cared how they got their money, as long as they left the house every day to do it. Like normal people.


Pick liked to work in bed because of a movie he saw when he was little, where the main character was also in bed, surrounded by papers, with those half-glasses on for reading while important phone calls came in. Pick asked his Aunt Luisa what kind of job the guy did; when she said he was a lawyer. Pick decided he’d be one too. What was cooler than a job you can do while you’re still in your pajamas?


Even when he learned there was a little more to it than that, Pick stayed with the vision. And right from the beginning, when a mattress was all he had, that’s where he did his best work—long after he didn’t have to anymore. He knew he was living out something he had promised himself as a kid. He was important; he mattered. He had people in need who depended on him, and he knew how to come through. He had a wife and a home and a family—the refrigerator was filled and there were vacation pictures on the wall. He got along just as well with the cleaning crew as he did with the Mayor; there were more plaques and awards with his name etched in than he had room for.


Amazing, he thought—one scene in a movie had sold him all that.


“The guy has a stroke,” he said. Laura had come in to open the window; she liked the fresh air for sleeping, no matter what the temperature was outside. It was an argument Pick was never going to win. “Right before he passes out, he asks for me. And Goody.”


Laura crossed the room in her robe; flannel nightgown underneath, with the collar turned up. Pick remembered when she didn’t wear anything at all to bed—when neither of them did, even on the coldest nights, because neither of them wanted to. Skin to skin; he wondered if she remembered that too. He wondered if she missed it as much as he did—and why, if they both did, could neither of them just come out and say it.


“You two been in touch?” he asked. Hoping, if they had been, that it was Goody who’d called Laura, and not the other way around.


“No,” Laura said. She was beginning the detailed bedtime routine that she carried out every night: several trips back and forth across the room, reminding herself about something, always in motion, in a pattern evident only to her. There’d be a progression of drawers opening and closing, the medicine chest with the mirror that squeaked, the water coming on and off in the sink, an item of clothing or a towel, or pillowcase to fold and put away, a trip to the toilet, something to go down the hall and write on the white board fixed to the outside of each kid’s door, something else to fold and put away and then the bathroom and the medicine chest with the squeak again—before brushing her teeth and finally coming out of there, to a bed that Pick would have cleared away by the time she was ready to get in it.


Then, if she hadn’t already, she’d open the window.


“You sure you haven’t seen him,” Pick said. “You can say so.”


“I haven’t seen him,” Laura said.


“What about Griffin. You ever call the school?”


“No, Sandy—I don’t call the school. Do you?”


“I called when Liana happened.”


“Interesting way to put it,” Laura said.


Pick heard someone over at Maltby’s, calling for their cat. The daughter, probably. Girls and cats. Molly’d been begging for one forever. Then what—a horse? Like Lubling, the estate planner, who got his daughter a prize Arabian, and said it was the biggest mistake he ever made in his life. He wished he’d put in an infinity pool instead.


“You saw Goody in Malibu,” he reminded Laura. “When that pain in the ass book of his was all hot. When it was still supposed to be a movie.”


“I thought you meant recently.”


He noticed she didn’t swing at the comment over Goody’s book. It was a damn good book, he had to admit, no matter how much discomfort it had brought. And the movie would have made things worse; thank God that the thing never got made. As far as an elephant in the room went though, you couldn’t do better than that.


“What about his mother?” Laura asked. “Is she …”


“Can’t find her. And I had Iris check the place out in Oregon. That Buddha place.”


“What’d they say?”


“‘Number disconnected. Everybody’s gone. Iris called the Chamber of Commerce, they said the place went under. People use it for corporate retreats now. Motivational shit. They climb ropes.”


“Ropes,” Laura said. She curved around him, bent down and picked up a balled-up sock of his, pulling it straight on the way to the hamper.


“It’s hard to believe,” Pick added. “That’s all. That in all this time, he still hasn’t called you.”


“Why would he call me, Sandy? Why on earth would he want to talk to me?”


“Because he loves you.”


“You got your tenses wrong,” Laura said.


Pick wondered if she meant that. Some people never give up, and he knew it—he traded on it. He finished stacking his papers, still hearing Maltby over there, and the drama over a cat. “Listen,” he said. “Let this be about just one thing. Just for now. Griffin’s sick—you care about him too, right? And he said our names, and I don’t have a prayer where Goody might be, and there’s not a lot of time. I got paralegals checking phone books in all fifty states. I got a detective looking, and the only thing I don’t want to do is go begging to Carmine to get his people looking too. So if you could spare me that, it would be great.”


“I don’t know where he is.”


“I’m just saying. Now would be the time.”


“Just stop. All right?”


“No repercussions—”


“I said stop!”


She went into the bathroom and closed the door. Blew her nose in there—twice, always twice—and then she came out and shot right past him, past the bed and straight for the door.


“Laura—”


She kept going. He heard her say “repercussions” on her way down the steps. He could picture her shaking her head.
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Chip


He was on a wall phone, where he could still see his way down to the ICU. They would only let him go in for five minutes every hour. He’d been in four times. It was late; almost lights out now, at the school.


“So what do they say’ll happen?” Randy asked.


“They don’t know. They have to watch him for a while. He’s hooked up to a bunch of machines.” He looked around to see if anyone was listening; you’d think from the kind of calls people had to make from here, the pay phones might be a little more private.


“How’s your mom doing?”


“She’s okay. Listen, what happened in Western Civ?”


Not that he cared. What Chip cared about was that he and Randy and Ellie were in the same Western Civilization class—so if there were any late developments, any signs of forward motion along the lines of maybe she was changing her mind about him, then Randy might know.


“You didn’t miss much. More of the same. Plutarch speaks, nobody listens.”


“Anything else?”


“Mrs. Dibley made Sussman leave the room when we got to the Vestal Virgins. He couldn’t stop laughing.”


But Chip didn’t want to hear about Dibley, or Plutarch, or Sussman and his damn Vestal Virgins. Randy had to know that; he just wasn’t taking the bait.


“You should see this,” Chip said. He nodded at the window; there were some doctors down there, just outside the canopy, having a smoke. Hunching their shoulders, stomping their feet to stay warm, their breath coming out in grey frosted clouds. “They look like buffalo.”


“Who does?”


“These doctors. They’re smoking.”


“What, like cigarettes?”


“No, Randy. They’re out there in front of a hospital firing up these big giant reefers with each other. Then they’re gonna steal some motorcycles and go sacrifice the mayor’s cocker spaniel. What the fuck.”


“If I knew what you were talking about, amigo. Buffalo, that doesn’t help.”


“Why would a doctor smoke, is what I’m talking about.”


“Well—clearly that’s for bigger minds than mine. I’m more interested in nurses anyway.”


“Nurses smoke too.”


“They can’t all.”


Chip had to concede; all nurses can’t smoke. He got off the phone, but stayed at the window, watching the doctors out there—orange firefly trails stabbing at the night while they checked their watches and told jokes to each other, staving off the moment when they’d have to go back in and crank it up again. Maybe it was a stress thing, Chip thought, with the cigarettes—the way people are always saying is the reason they do it. Doctors, though? Chip thought they’d know better. Or maybe they just didn’t give a fuck about staying alive.


“You’re Chip, right?”


It was one of the nurses. She had a sweater on over her uniform, a button-down, and part of it went over her ID tag. Chip remembered that she was one of the first people he saw when he finally got up here and found this place.


“Heck of a night, huh?” she asked. She was friendly; she seemed pretty genuine about things.


“Yeah. I mean—I haven’t been outside since I got here.”


“I meant, in there.” She nodded down the hall towards ICU.


“Oh.” Chip’s cheeks burned, from being an idiot. “How is he?”


“He’s holding. It’s a touchy time. But he’s strong, Chip. You can really see that in him. So, be hopeful. It helps—you’d be amazed.”


“Yeah, I know. Thanks. I am.”


She smiled. He was full of shit and it might as well have been stamped on his forehead; at least she was cool enough to let him off the hook. Still, somehow, here in this place, he didn’t mind so much how he came off to someone. He was in a hospital, for Christ’s sake—with his dad all laid out, and his mother trying to hold it together, and a girlfriend who dumped him after three years and won’t even say why, who won’t talk to him at all. Knowing at the same time that the thing that should really be upsetting him was his father; there was nothing more important than what was going on just a few feet down the hall. And yet as close as it was, it was the thing that seemed the most abstract, and ephemeral and remote. It didn’t add up, and he couldn’t get his head around why. Maybe it was too unreal to be real—where something like Ellie leaving him, that was too real to be anything else.


“Sure you’re all right?”


The nurse. Maybe she was some kind of counselor, Chip thought, with some special kind of training, who gets sent around to deal with it when they find people staring out of windows. “I don’t know,” he said. “It’s not like anything’s changing or anything.”


“I wouldn’t say nothing’s changing, Chip. Not at all.”


“But he’s still unconscious. And they’re still saying critical. So what’s different?”


He watched her pause. She looked like she was practiced at this; no doubt he wasn’t the first worried kid she’d had to talk to in her career. “Think of it as a holding pattern. Your father’s had a stroke. And strokes are unpredictable.”


“It means you don’t know. No one knows—that’s what it means.”


The nurse turned a little. Mogavero, her name tag said. And he knew she was trying to be nice—she probably was nice, in real life—but it didn’t matter to him right now. He didn’t want it to matter. “Chip, I know that’s your father in there—”


“It is?” He turned to her. “Then why’d he ask for someone else, people I never even heard of?”


He knew she didn’t know what he was talking about—how could she? But still it was kind of cool, she sort of recognized something going on anyway. And if you went by the way she was reading him, what was going on seemed like it might be pretty fucked up, but also kind of valid. It felt strange that she might know that.


“In a stroke, Chip, nobody knows where the victim is inside. It affects the brain—it beats it up—like when you’re real dizzy, and you’re going around in circles and you look around for anything that’s still, anything you can hold on to. That’s what your dad’s brain is doing. Searching for a time and a place that he can hold on to, so he can get his bearings and start coming back.”


Again, she seemed to be giving him time to digest that; Chip couldn’t tell if this was sincere or if she was working him. “And maybe where he has to come back from,” she said, “is a place where he doesn’t know you. Because he hasn’t met you yet.”


“Well that’s just great, isn’t it?”


“No, it isn’t. Because it hurts—I can see that. And nothing that hurts is great—not while it’s hurting, that’s for sure.” She gave him a smile—understanding, worldly wise—and was about to say something else when another nurse caught her eye. “I’m on call all night,” she said. “Here if you need me.”


He watched her shoot down the hall, where there was a light blinking above someone’s door. He looked back out the window—the doctors were gone, but Chip found himself wishing they were still there so he wouldn’t have to feel so lonely all of a sudden. He found some more change and used it to call Randy at the dorm again.


“Did you see Ellie?”


“No. Not yet.”


“But she knows, right?”


Randy didn’t answer. Which left one option: Ellie knew, but didn’t care. Or at least care enough to say anything. Great.


“Look, I’m sure she knows,” Randy said. “She probably just hasn’t had a chance to call.”


“Maybe someone talked her out of it.”


“Why?”


“I don’t know. Ramifications.”


“Since when does she care about ramifications?”


“Since always. Ellie lives and dies by ramifications.”


“Then why do you want her to call?”


“Because I do.”


There was a pause, where Chip gave Randy plenty of time to offer up anything else he might know. Randy had only seen Ellie once that day, he said—she was with two other girls and they were all excited about something, but Randy didn’t catch it.


“You should’ve moved in closer.”


“I couldn’t. One of them was Janet.”


“Oh.”


“Anyway, I found out later. Katie got into Georgetown. On some like super early admission deal. Full free ride, too. They were doing the jump up and down thing. Lotta noise.”


“Georgetown. No shit.” Chip hadn’t applied anywhere yet, though he knew he was behind; most other people were already up to their essays and getting feedback from Mr. Loughnane. But they weren’t already in somewhere. Jesus. “Since when did she even want to go there?”


“She met a guy over the summer who’s a junior.”


“Oh.” That’s all it took sometimes. “Is the guy into theater?”


“Foreign Service. That’s the specialty there.”


Chip gave that arrangement one semester, at best; Katie Brocksmith was nobody’s long-term girl. She was born to be in the spotlight—rave reviews and curtain calls and cast parties, and men of all ages throwing themselves off bridges for her. She was about as suited to Georgetown as a duck would be in the Gobi Desert.


“But you didn’t actually talk to her.”


“Who, Katie?”


“Ellie.”


“No.”


Chip knew this wasn’t true. But he forgave Randy; he’d’ve done the same thing.


“You want me to?”


“No.”


Ramifications. Fuck.
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Laura


She made their lunches for school while the kids finished breakfast. She cleaned up around the sink, listening to them, but still she’d turn around and see for herself—just to make sure they were there: at the table, in her kitchen, in her dominion, where Laura could see and hear them, where she could be reassured that they were still eating, and breathing and functioning—even though she knew that nothing, ever, would reassure her the way she needed it. Not when you’ve lost one. Not when you’ve shoveled dirt on a four-year-old’s grave. And when the two you have left still can’t figure out what hit them.


Nobody did. How could they? How could anyone.


Birthdays and holidays were a given: there would be tears. But also the tiniest, random things would set Laura off, with a jolt, like a thief jumping out of an alley—just because someone crinkled a wrapper a certain way, or someone’s kid would laugh, three lines over at the store. The way the trees looked in February—bare branches, flat black and waterlogged against a grey lifeless sky, and suddenly they’d form Liana’s face and it would be unbearable. That last hopeful smile, her last little whimper of a cry. The lies they told her, about how she’d be coming home soon, and how Molly and Andy were waiting at the house and would be so excited. Her special pillow with the Little Mermaid on it, that they brought to the hospital, so she could sleep on something familiar; she took her last breath facing Triton, King of the Deep.


Laura wished, all too often, that she could have died instead. Sometimes she wasn’t so sure she hadn’t. For now—for herself, for everyone—the best she could do, was pretend to be alive. And maybe, one day, she would be again. They’d all be.


At the table, everything was right on track. Andy had some neon cereal Laura couldn’t remember buying, and Molly had an English muffin that she was taking forever to eat—which meant that all was just about normal, and soon it would be time for the Hurry ups and the Come on get goings that would complete their routine and hustle them out of the house in time for school—so that Laura could spend the day by herself, fighting off the fear that something would happen and they’d never come back.


Reassurance. Off the menu, forever.


Then Pick came in, and all the energy in the room swooped over to him—like a vortex you could actually see, and measure on some kind of scope. He put his briefcase down by the phone desk, and folded an overnight bag over the back of a kitchen chair.


“Where you going?”


It was Andy. Pick looked at Laura; obviously she hadn’t briefed the kids. Molly, suddenly, had gotten busy on the English muffin and was working on a mouthful. But Andy looked right at him. Andy would stare down a Chinese tank.


“Remember I told you about Mr. Griffin?”


“Yeah, some guy from that place you went to school. So what?”


“So what. He’s sick, that’s so what. And I gotta go see him.”


“B-b-b-but—”


Pick turned to Molly. “But what, Honey?”


“Sandy.”


Pick looked over, and Laura sent him her best Be patient look, and he countered with his own Don’t tell me what to do look—and there it was, they were married, this was what it came to sometimes, this is what the years can do. One day they’re playing Vivaldi and releasing doves outside the cathedral for you, and the next day they’re hiding behind barrels in the dusty center of town, watching the two lone gunslingers squaring off in the road. You draw your gun and I will. Don’t and I won’t. When it used to be so different. When you couldn’t fit a piece of paper in between them.


Certain parts of this, they’d been told what to expect. At one point they were asked to be part of a study, with other parents who had suffered the loss of a child. Laura would have done it, but Pick refused, and they only wanted couples. Later it came out that two thirds of the volunteers were divorced or separated within twenty-four months of their child’s death; the rest were, at best, in holding patterns.


Love isn’t all, is what every one of those couples said.


“Tell me, Sweetheart.”


“You’re gonna miss her recital.” Andy was answering for Molly. “She’s the turtle this year.”


Andy often spoke for his sister. Not the best thing and he knew he probably shouldn’t. Still, it was touching to see him come to her aid. Even Laura had been struggling more and more, just to have the patience and the detachment to give Molly all the time she needed to get a whole sentence out. It hurt too much to remember when she didn’t need help at all.


“Molly,” Pick said. “Honey. I’m sorry. I didn’t know I’d have to go away this time.”


“Y-y-y-ou nev-nev—”


“Please honey. I came to your bunny one and I was there when you were a flower, and—”


She pushed back from the table and ran down the hall crying. Pick paused, looking at her empty chair, half expecting to see a cloud of smoke still holding her shape, as if the Road Runner had just whooshed off.


“She was never a flower, Dad. Liana was the flower.”


Pick’s face tightened. He looked down the hall. “I’ll go talk to her,” he decided.


“Don’t,” Laura advised; as many times as not, going in to make it better only made it worse. “Sometimes she just needs time to herself,” she added, hoping that would soften him enough to let Molly be and keep the morning on schedule.


“Maybe you’re right,” Pick offered. “What’d that neuro-guy say?” he asked. Laura had told him about an appointment with another specialist, that Pick had missed due to the court case.


“Same as the rest. Be patient.”


“That’s what we can do. What about what he can do?”


“You asked what he said.”


Pick looked down the hall again, in the direction of Molly’s room. “He couldn’t give ballpark? How long it can take?”


“For Molly, or for us to be patient?”


He looked at her; she was right. They were both equally worried and agitated about Molly’s state—Pick was just more upfront about it. In this case, the truth was that Laura was in the same damn hurry he was in—even more, if possible—but she couldn’t afford to admit it. She’d feel too guilty if she did.


“All right then,” Pick said. “Gotta-gogotta go.” He lifted up the suit bag. Rubbed Andy’s head. “You’re the man now.”


Andy nodded, spooned up some more cereal as Pick walked past. He turned to Laura. “You all right?” he asked.


Laura nodded. “I’ll take movies of the recital,” she said. She remembered then that the camera was messed up—the coating on the lens had gone all streaky somehow. If the recital was that good, she’d buy the tape that the school always makes to sell afterward. They usually did a decent job.


She’d have taken still photos if she still did that. She’d put her camera down when Liana went to the hospital and hadn’t picked it up since. Her studio/darkroom where the psychiatrists’ office used to be, remained unvisited. The gallery showing her work had folded when the landlord quadrupled the rent, and the owner moved to Portugal. She hadn’t bothered to look for someone new.


“I can stay, you know. I could do all this from the phone if I had to.”


“He asked for you, Sandy. He might be dying. You don’t want a phone call on your conscience.”


Pick agreed; Laura’s logic always had a way of cutting through. He asked her if she was okay again. She told him she was, and thanks. They kissed goodbye—somewhere between a routine kiss and a wish that it wasn’t. And then he was gone; the vortex followed him into the garage. Laura heard him back the car out and into the street and then floor the thing, just to get to a corner stop sign. Pick only drove that way, she knew, when he felt he had no power of his own. Patience was never going to be his thing.


“Who’s Stewart Goodman?”


Laura turned, looked at Andy. “Daddy knew him in high school,” she said. “So did I.” She watched him get up from the table. “Why?”


“I heard him on the phone this morning. You were in the shower. Dad was telling some guy it was gonna be his fat fuckin’ ass if he didn’t find Stewart Goodman.”


“Excuse me?”


Andy shrugged. “He said it, not me.”


He went to the refrigerator, drank some orange juice straight from the carton, then walked past Laura as if he hadn’t just done that, and hadn’t just sworn in front of her to boot. “I’ll tell Molly she can come out now.”


Laura watched him go. She looked at Andy’s cereal bowl, at the floating bits he’d left behind. The cereal came in colors made in laboratories, and Laura wondered how this one had made it into the house. They must have slipped it past when her resistance was low, which wouldn’t be all that difficult; there were times when they could have hosted game shows in the living room, and Laura wouldn’t have noticed.


She saw the clock then and snapped out of it. There was a day ahead, after all, and days are to be gotten on with. Because no one knew more than she did, you only get them once.
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Griffin


There was grey in his hair, and the stubble on his face showed white. His eyes, barely open, were glazed and distant. There wasn’t a single vital function his body could perform for itself; machines crowded around him, hovering like apostles. His wife dabbed moistener on his lips.


“I made the mistake of telling him he looked ‘distinguished,’” Mary told Pick. “Because of the hair. He said turning fifty was enough, I didn’t have to throw fuel on the fire.”


Pick grinned, but couldn’t hold it for long. “Can he hear me?” he asked.


“No one knows,” Mary answered. “The studies all disagree. I prefer to think he can.”


Pick moved in a little closer. A thin trail of perspiration went down from Griffin’s forehead and then behind his ear, pooling up in a nickel-sized cleft in the pillowcase. His breathing was slow, somnolent, narcotic. It sounded awful.


“Mr. Griffin. It’s Sandy Piccolo. It’s Pick, Mr. Griffin.” He shrugged. “I called in a bunch of big shots. They’re gonna take care of you …”


“It must be driving him mad,” Mary said. “Imagine not even being able to say hello.”


From a million miles away, Griffin heard that. He felt pulses going, in his brain—like downed power lines, damaged after a storm, whipping themselves on wet and tragic streets. Showers of sparks exploding as the wires tripped back and forth; convulsing, out of control. Trying to reconnect with whatever they can.


His first day in front of a classroom. His hundredth. His promotion to Dean. A long-ago September night, in his office.


“My name is Carmine Piccolo.”


Griffin looked up from his desk. Every muscle he had went tight.


“You got a minute?”


Griffin nodded. Carmine nodded back, and then two more men walked into the room, flanking him. This is how they get you, Griffin thought. When you’re working late—when you’re alone. Only what were they getting him for? Why was Carmine Piccolo standing across from him, with bodyguards? What could they possibly want with the dean of a boarding school?


Carmine gestured, and then the kid slouched in, so dwarfed by his father standing there that it looked hard for him to breathe. “This is Santamo,” Carmine said. “I want him to go to school here. I want him to live in the dormitory.”


It was the third week of the term; enrollment was capped and there wasn’t a single open spot. And a waiting list, twenty spots deep—all who’d gone, diligently, through every step of the process. There’d be trustees to deal with, and the board, and they each had their favorites on the list; Griffin had no appetite to do battle for a latecomer who’d sidestepped all the rules.


“He’ll need to take a few tests,” he heard himself say. “Placement exams. And we’ll need his transcripts, from his current school.”


Carmine nodded. “Work it out.” He gestured to his bodyguards. They backed away and stood in the anteroom. He looked at Griffin again. “I’ve heard about you. You’re tough. That’s good—Santamo needs tough.” He turned and walked out of the room, without looking at the boy, or saying goodbye. The bodyguards followed him and closed the door.


Griffin sat still, listening to their footsteps going away. What had just happened? What was he going to tell Mary when he went home tonight? Let’s see, the student council wants the dress code repealed, which student councils want every year. Alumni Weekend coming along as planned, three students have the flu already, another might have mono—and oh yes, I nearly forgot—a crime lord stopped by the office and left his son behind. And how was your day?


“Could you not call me Santamo?”


Griffin took him in. Thin, angry, dark, all coiled up and tight as a wire. Offer a dollar for every ounce of meat on his bones, and you’d still have your dollar.


“I’d rather be called Sandy. Or Pick—Pick would be even better.”


Griffin waited. They could hear the car outside, leaving. The low rumble of a heavy V-8.


“I hate the son of a bitch. I don’t want him for a father. He doesn’t want me for a son. We only live a couple minutes from here, so why do I gotta be a boarding student? You tell me. I hate him.”


“Mr. Piccolo.” That stopped him; with kids like this, it usually did. “We try not to call our father a son of a bitch.”


“Even if he is one?”
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Pick


He turned the car off when he realized he’d been sitting there idling for too long. He looked up at the sign over the door; with the engine off now he could hear the little electric buzzes and neon snaps that came from old age and exposure to the elements.


Piccolo’s—For Fine Dining.


Going to see his father was an ordeal Pick avoided whenever he could. Certainly theirs was not the Madison Avenue version of a family visit: car pulling up, kids bounding out, grandparents at the door, flinging their arms open wide, travel-weary parents happy to be back again. Happy to be home.


This was not that. The oceans would turn to Marmite first.


He tore off the visitor’s pass from the hospital and crumpled it down to nothing. Left it on the seat and went inside.


“I got shot and you didn’t come to see me!”


“You didn’t get shot, Pop. You got shot at. And besides, you told me not to come.”


“And that’s the time you pick to listen to me?”


“That’s the time,” Pick answered.


Carmine rocked forward in his office chair. A metal walker waited by the side of his desk—but being Carmine’s, even that looked like you’d better not give it any shit. He called out towards the kitchen. “Donato! Heat somethin’ up! Somethin’ for Santamo!”


“Don’t call me Santamo, Pop …”


“What’s wrong with Santamo? Santamo’s your name.”


“I changed it. Legally. Why do I have to tell you this every time?”


“Because it’s bullshit.”


He led Pick out to the dining room and sat down. Little by little, Donato brought plates out, while the staff hung back and watched from the kitchen door.


“You visit your mother yet?”


Pick shook his head; he hadn’t gone to the cemetery. “I went to the hospital. After that I came here.”


Carmine reached for the loaf of bread, broke some off. “Go see her,” he said. “Take some flowers. Sweep up the grave.”


“Pop—”


“Make it nice. Aunt Luisa too. She’s two down and to the right. With that fuckface she married.”


“I know where Aunt Luisa’s buried.”


“Then go there.”


He dipped the bread into a dish of olive oil, then some fresh arrabiatta. Pick looked at the staff hanging back, watching. Carmine grinned. “Big time lawyer they’re lookin’ at. They see the news. They know.”


Pick watched him stuff the bread in. Carmine used to say this was the only food he trusted, and the only kind he’d ever eat. The worst was back in the early days, when he had to go to foreign neighborhoods to shake people down house by house at dinnertime; they’d offer pierogi, and basement beer, in exchange for not pissing blood in the morning. Half the reason he rose so quickly, he’d tell you, was the cuisine. He liked what he liked and he didn’t like anything else.


“So, Pop. Listen—”


“Finish your food. You’ll hurt Donato’s feelings.” Carmine reached for the loaf of bread again. “Big time lawyer.” He laughed, and looked over at Donato, who laughed along with him yet couldn’t get over the sight of Pick coming back here—successful, on the news and everything. He snuck him a look of approval, which meant a lot; praise from Donato didn’t come cheap.


They walked outside the restaurant, up to the lot nobody used anymore. Carmine shot a glance over at Pick’s car—which meant, here it comes. Any minute now. Carmine missed nothing.


“What is it, Pop.”


“What’s what?”


“What you’re thinking. ‘It’s not a Cadillac. It’s not even a Lincoln—why’s he gotta buy from Germany? What did they ever do for us?’”


“You’re nuts. I didn’t say nothin’ about the car. Did I say a thing about the friggin’ car?”


“Only because you get more out of not saying it.”


Carmine shook his head. “Guy’s fuckin’ nuts.” He pushed the walker up the rise, over crumbling macadam and thick weed roots. “If you’re American you should drive American—that’s all.” He turned to Pick, following behind. “But you knew that.”


“It was built in Tennessee, Pop.”


“So? So where’s the money go?”


“To people who live in Tennessee. So they can pay their taxes and put food on the table and send their kids to school.”


“You think so, huh?”


“Yeah, Pop—I think so. You can buy a Ford built in Korea or a Toyota from Mississippi. It doesn’t work like it used to anymore. Money doesn’t carry a flag.”


“Big shot,” Carmine said.


Pick was surprised to find a chair already set up. An old lawn chair, but at least it meant his dad came out here sometimes. He'd make the climb up to this spot, and he'd sit in his chair and he'd look out at the valley—and what? Think? And what would he think about if he did?


“Thirty million bucks, I heard. Not bad. What was the guy—a doctor, right?”


“He was a surgeon,” Pick said. As if Carmine didn’t know that, as if he hadn’t been following the case all along. “Now he’s done. The rest was arithmetic.”
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