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one

Could be I’m still drunk. Or maybe this is the hangover that’ll do me in. Bottom line: shouldn’t be speeding to cover a hostage situation. But it’s early Monday, deadline’s Wednesday and it’s been a slow week, so.

Began this errand at home. Got the car started on the first try despite the subzero temperature. Headed downtown, flipped on the scanner and heard the chatter. So it’s north I go on 16th Street, out of our two-skyscraper downtown (the taller of which, at forty-some-odd stories, was erected a couple years ago) that hugs the Missouri River and where Union Pacific, ConAgra, Gallup and First National all have their HQs, and into the poor black neighborhood. Locals call it “North O” because four syllables are two too many. About 90 percent of the city’s black population lives up here, and 100 percent of the unarmed black dudes cop-shot to death are buried up here, too. Other direction, not surprisingly called “South O,” is where the growing Hispanic population lives and works in the few remaining meatpacking plants. Used to be the slaughterhouses paid decently. Now they’ve got union busters on retainer for the couple times a year when the immigrants get funny ideas about a living wage. Rest of the city, west of, say, 42nd Street and all the way out to 172nd or however far this burg sprawls, it’s reserved for white folks. If you drove out there, you’d notice the curbs aren’t crumbling and the streets are wide and lit up reliably and you’d see these tracts of minimansions—miles and miles of the fucking things—and you’d want to know where the money came from and you might wonder, momentarily, if you’d ever end up in that sorta spot and, if so, by choice or misfortune, and, in the end, how in the fuck you’d hack. It’s in this town that I’ve been left to carve out a life.

Anyway, according to the snippets I’ve caught, some freak-show went on an ill-advised holiday from his antipsychotics and has convinced himself that his 13-year-old daughter is the Antichrist or some fucking thing. Stepping out of the car with the Canon strapped around my neck and my notebook and pen in hand, I find the cops have cordoned off a two-block radius around the action, and all the TV jocks and wire and daily nerds are congregating around Lieutenant Dick Savage, the cop spokesman. Savage and I don’t get along, which is a story for another time. Hang loose at the rear of the posse and listen to the latest: negotiations haven’t been successful and the guy’s been spotted through the windows of his house alternately shoving a long-barreled pistol down his daughter’s throat and rubbing his temples with it. Which is enough for me, really, so I walk down the street past a handful of rotting cracker-box houses and start hopping fences and cutting through backyards.

I finagle a decent spot behind a tiny hedgerow across the street from the house. About a half-dozen cruisers are lined up on the street and twice as many cops kneel behind them with their guns drawn. Lift the camera to my eye and use the zoom glass to scope out the action. Kinda worried the photos might turn out blurry—telephoto’s maxed out and being held by these shivering mitts.

Someone I can’t see because of the glare opens up the dormered window on the second floor of the house and throws something small and black into the street. Can’t quite make out what it is. A guy who I assume is the negotiator steps out of an unmarked cruiser, rubs his chin and says a few words to the sergeant next to him, then makes a phone gesture with his hand and shrugs. So negotiations have failed. Lick my lips because they’re chapped as hell, and the fuckers must be bleeding, because I taste copper. Suddenly there’s a torrent of screaming. I scan the house with the camera and see the front door’s open. The girl, still wearing blue plaid pajama bottoms and a Huskers sweatshirt, is thrown out onto the porch. She’s screaming and crying. Her face is red and swollen and there’s blood dripping from beneath her right eye. Snap a few shots of her as she stands up. Two tripping, running, horror-movie-esque steps toward the street, and—shit—that familiar crack meets the shutter click as a chunky pink mist erupts from her head. Soon as her body falls, the cops open up, the trigger-happy juveniles, and I’m clicking away, the speed winder buzzing, egging me on, till I see a bearded and bloodied face drop just across the threshold of the front door. Black and crimson holes—two in the forehead and one in the cheek. Shoot till the film’s expired.

Follow my footprints through the snow back to the media corral, where Lieutenant Dick is talking into a tangled nest of boom mics. His face looks plastic under the sun guns blazing down on him, the prick. I consider stopping for a quick quote, but this will get covered all to hell and back, so I can snake whatever I need from what’s going to be printed on it in the morning. Besides, by the time we hit the street with it on Thursday, it’ll be stale. But it’s hot—and mine—for the moment.

En route to the office, my cell phone rings. Caller ID shows it’s from my apartment, so I don’t answer. Check my voice mail after plugging the meter, and Allison’s going to be working late, so go ahead and get dinner without her. Can do.

The only way into the office is down a steep flight of fire hazard stairs illuminated by two bare bulbs. At the bottom, I step into a puddle of melted snow deep enough that it splashes my socks. Door’s a heavy sumbitch, solid wood with a plate of frosted glass dominating the top half. Omaha Weekly News-Telegraph written in Magic Marker.

A dim, miserable place, the office. Used to call it the orifice, but gave that up because it’s such a gimme. The walls here started out white, but years of cigarette smoke have turned them yellow in some places and brown in others. There’s only one window, and it’s a good twelve, thirteen feet up and no bigger than a broadsheet.

Swagger like the cowboy I’m not across the sales area. Our five reps call it the killing floor. A noisy bunch, these guys. Yammering loud and fast and dinging that goddamned sales bell whenever one of them closes a deal. You’d think they were trying to impress someone with the show they put on. Wink.

My home is in the back, next to the pisser and below the sign that reads: Enchant. Deceive. Secondhand metal desk and a ’70s-era orange IBM Selectric typewriter. Used to have a computer, but I got hooked on the rhythmic clatter one afternoon at a vintage store waiting on an ex to finish perusing the junk.

“Morning, boy.” It’s Manny, the implausibly titled Chief of News and Marketing. I know, how can a newspaper maintain its integrity with that power structure? Answer is: at least we’re not pretending. Manny’s called me “boy” as long as I’ve been working for him. He thinks it’s funny, for a middle-aged black guy to call a college-educated, just-past-30 honky his boy. “Tell me you got something on that shooting this morning.”

I spin around in the chair and hold up the can of film. Manny’s shirt’s already halfway untucked from his triple-pleated Dockers and his tie’s loosened. Horrible damned tie, too: puppies square-dancing and drinking moonshine from little brown jugs. He can say what he wants about my appearance, I’ve got two things going for me: my shoes are always polished and my ties, when I wear them, don’t fucking suck. “Have it written up by Wednesday.” Spin back around to confront the pile of press releases. One on top’s from Savage’s office, says the police locked up a local Catholic schoolteacher this weekend after a dozen kids accused the guy of paying them each 25 bucks to jerk off and shoot their loads into salt shakers as part of a study he’s doing for the university. Attached to the release is an itemized list of everything taken from the guy’s apartment after a search: 22 containers of suspected semen, a Jumping Jolly Pussy, Anal-Ease, a Realistic Vibrating Pleasure Face with Sucking Action (Dishwasher Safe), Cum-Filled Sorority Bitches, Part 7 and a Nikon Coolpix 885 digital camera.

“Got a minute, boy? We need to chat.”

I fold up the press release and slide it into my pocket. “Let me get a coffee real quicklike.”

“Meet you upstairs,” he says while pretending to read whatever it is he’s holding. Since we don’t have a conference room, whenever something needs to be aired somewhat selectively or covertly, we talk upstairs, which is a euphemism for on the sidewalk.

I don’t think I’m in trouble, because I can’t remember having fucked up anything recently, so maybe I’m getting a raise. Which would be the first one since I signed on fresh out of school eight years ago.

Coffee shop on the corner gives us coffee because we give them a free ad every week. I take two houses with milk, tip a buck because I’m a nice guy, have a quick hey-how-are-you with a guy who calls me Tommy and I’m out the door.

After crossing the street, I set one of the coffees on the sidewalk and kick the window to let Manny know I’m waiting on him. He’s grumbling something about heart disease when he gets to the top of the stairs.

“You should cut back on the pork rinds.” I give him the coffee from the ground.

“Got a burner?”

I pull out my pack and hand him one, then light us both with my Zippo, that white trash standard-bearer.

“Where you at with the expressway piece?” Manny asks.

Fuck. Caught. A big deal public works boondoggle story he threw at me a week or more ago that I’ve recently deposited in the doomed-to-never-be-finished drawer in my file cabinet. It’s got plenty of company in there: an exposé on the broken juvenile justice system, the obligatory gang violence tearjerker, an interesting-as-wet-carpet piece on how the county’s funding formula for its elected officials screws over the public defender’s office in favor of the county attorney. Name it, I’ve half-written a story on it. So I throw out one of my standards. “I’m playing phone tag with the engineering firm. Guys are hard as hell to get on the phone, you know.” It’s not that I’m lazy, but trite, systemic shit fails to start me up.

“Keep on ’em. This one’s going to be big.”

I nod and shrug simultaneously. It could be a big story, but it won’t: nobody reads our fucking newspaper, and I get paid the same whether our circulation is four or 400,000. The fantasy world in which Manny lives, though, is disturbing. Maybe it’s easy for him because he hails from the sales world. Ten, fifteen years ago, he sold computer hardware and networking equipment. Made a killing on routers and servers when the whole dot-com thing blew up. The technology boom exploded at about the same time as his old man’s heart. And because his pop was a newsman from the old school, Manny thought he’d do the right thing by him and start up a brick-and-mortar business selling tangible information. That he hasn’t given up and sold out, you could or couldn’t call that admirable, especially now, when small papers are shuttering every day and the big boys are steeped in revenue shortfalls. He still thinks he can make a difference the old-fashioned way. He can change things, create community dialogues, reverse the century-old traditions of racism and hatred and separation and distrust that are Omaha’s hallmarks. He’s older than me. He’s been to more places and seen more and met more people than I have. So why is he the blindly idealistic one? What’s he seen that I haven’t?

“But,” he says, trying to tuck in his shirt while holding his coffee, “I’ve got an idea for something else that you might actually write. Remember that Park-Leavenworth story you never did anything with?”

It was supposed to be a big goddamned deal. Profiling a once-golden neighborhood that’d fallen to shit and was back on the proverbial upswing. I invested about two weeks into that story and let it die. Back when the neighborhood was at its worst, I lived there, so writing about it shortly after vacating made me feel like an opportunist asshole, rubbing everyone’s noses in my steaming pile of movin’-on-upitude. Besides, neighborhood make-overs make for tedious reading. And yes, I’m fully aware the Baltimore City Paper won some bigshit alterna-rag award for a similar story. The News-Telegraph, however, is not the City Paper.

“Think it’s time we revived it. Got a peg now with all the apartment renovation going on downtown.”

“That’s a trend, not a peg.”

“What I said, ain’t it? You’ve got that, the new elementary school on 19th and whatever, the prostitution cleanup”—he taps his index finger on his coffee cup with each alleged point—“the new shops and stuff opening up. That’s a story.”

“Blowjob.”

“Not if you do it right.”

“Mouth’s a mouth, Manny.”

No reply.

“Well, shit.” I chew on my lip and look over Manny’s shoulder. It’s what I do when I pretend to be thinking about whatever it is he asked me. The problem here, or at least the main problem, is that Manny’s idea, as usual, is nebulous as fuck. It’s like trout fishing using a whole leg of lamb as bait; there’s so much shit to chew through you’ll never get to the hook. “How about,” I say, “we narrow the scope a little. You know, laserlike focus.”

“Go on.”

“Instead of hitting all the bases, why don’t we hit one of them. But hit it really fucking hard.”

“Developer profiles.”

He loses points for not putting that in the form of a question. He loses more points for letting his sales flag fly.

“What’s say we do something about that neighborhood watch group that’s turning the area into a war zone by way of making it safer for the crackers? Couple guys got arrested little bit ago for beating up a kid. Thought he was a dealer or something. Turned out he was a Mormon doing that thing Mormons do. Daily did a tiny brief on it?”

“That’s got nothing to do with redevelopment.”

“Thing is—your story’s boring. Mine isn’t.”

“Look,” he says, “I know you’d be perfectly happy skulking around crime scenes forever, but I need something on this redevelopment push.”

I make a fart noise with my mouth.

“I want you to do this story. I know you don’t, but for me, okay?”

This for-the-Gipper shit’s always trouble. “Why?”

“Because it’s a story is why. When’s the last time a neighborhood in this town got gentrified?”

“Never.”

“See? Story.”

“I don’t buy it. What’s the deal, seriously?”

“Boy, not everything everyone does has an ulterior motive.”

“Not true, my proud brother. Not true.”

“Think whatever you want, so long as you write me a fat centerpiece story for next week.”

“Gimme two weeks, and you, sir, have a deal.” That’s generally the amount of time it takes for him to forget the specifics about what he’s assigned me. He’ll ask about how that one thing I’m writing is doing. And I’ll say it’s slow but steady; give me another week. And by then, he’ll forget about it, and I can go on doing what I do best: writing the seedy shit he wishes I wouldn’t.

“I need it next issue. We have a huge hole.”

“Yank something from AlterNet.”

“AlterNet ain’t exactly our friend right now.”

Someone neglected to cut a check. Again. We’re not really fly-by-night. More navigated-by-the-blind.



“Can’t you get Donna to do it? Features, you know, that’s what she do.”

“This story has Cockburn written all over it.”

“Maybe the one I have in mind. The one you want has advertorial written all over it.”

“Shit, boy, it’s the end of the year. Everything’s slowing down. Wouldn’t it be nice to do something light? Take a break? Get some extra cash in the door so I can maybe float you a Christmas bonus?”

Okay, so one of the few things I still have that I give a shit about is my integrity. And for all my I’m-so-jaded shit, this still matters: I am what I do. Gimme a scent, let me loose and I’ll come back at the end of the day with a story hanging limply from my clenched chompers. Or, rather, there was a time. And I’d be remiss if I didn’t say I think I’ve still got it in me. I’d be further remiss if I didn’t say I’d like to find out whence that part of me’s hidden itself. Why? Moments like those I witnessed this morning—that spark. It’s been faint as of late. I’d communicate this to him, but I’m not one for disquisition. I already have a pretty good idea of what he’s up to: he’s got an ad package set up with whoever the fuck owns a bunch of real estate around there, and the deal’s contingent on him delivering up some slobbery complimentary-with-an-e copy. We’ve had these debates countless times, but it matters fucking not; he refuses to see that what he’s doing is plain fucked. “This why you brought me up here? To give me a bullshit assignment?”

“Didn’t want you to throw a fit in the office.”

“Maybe if you’d change my diaper more often—”

“Just get this done.”

“Big mistake, to count on me.”

“You’d like me to think so.”



With nothing left to say, we stand and smoke in silence like a pouting baby and his fill-in father.

When Manny’s smoke is down to the butt, he grinds it between his thumb and index and middle fingers until the cherry falls to the cement. He takes the butt inside with him when he goes to throw it away. Mine dies beneath my heel on the cement.

I could follow Manny back in but opt instead to check in on the pervo teacher. Since he was picked up this weekend, his bond hearing will be this afternoon. Figure by the time I’m done with that, business should be picking up down on Leavenworth Street enough that I shouldn’t have a problem finding a nefarious character or twelve to chat up.





two

Bond hearing was a yawner. Deputies trooped in the guy, prosecutor asked for remand, public defender mumbled her perfunctory request for a low bond, judge refused and then off went pervo-fucko. Full gallery, but nobody got worked up. Couple teary-eyed mother types hugged each other in the rotunda afterward like they’d survived a fucking tragedy. Little gold crucifix necklaces they wore got tangled up during their warm embrace, so when they separated, both chains snapped.

The corner where I am right now, 19th and St. Mary’s, is located just outside downtown proper and comprises a tiny chunk of the concentric circle of poverty that surrounds downtown, like the triple ring on a dartboard if the bull’s-eye is the First National tower. It’s from here on any one of the numerous hilltops that you can look east and watch downtown inch upward while the reconstruction crews work their magic on the riverfront, and you wonder why none of that money finds its way here as you trip over a hole in the sidewalk and land on either a spent needle or an empty pint of Thunderbird. And when you get up and dust yourself off, the filth gets splashed back on you, more than likely in the form of overflow from one of the EPA trucks that’s carting off the lead-filled soil that fills the yards of most homes in the eastern third of town. It’s also one of those pockmarked pockets you’ll find in any city where you can find a fix for whatever you need, so long as quality isn’t foremost on your mind.

Had the chance to leave here. Twice. First time was for college. Scholarship at Northwestern. Passed because I’d just been belatedly trusted with the knowledge that Mom was on her way out. Couldn’t leave the old man alone after that, either, could I? Knocked off undergrad in just over three years. Graduation presented another natural opportunity to flee. Job offers from Dubuque, Norman and Jefferson City. So, report on the county fair and the greater tricounty knitting club’s scarf-and-hat roundup or take a job at this start-up weekly run by some dude sans news background, where I could cover what I wanted in a metropolitan area of just under a half million that cranks out a good forty–fifty murders, couple hundred rapes and another couple hundred arsons annually. (The math on those puts all of these, per capita, comfortably above the national average. Ditto the poverty rate among blacks; last census numbers had us leading Detroit by an impressive margin.) Plus, booze is cheap. Which very nearly fucked me. But, another story for another time.

I wedge the car between a couple snow mounds about a block away from my old apartment complex. The snow on the sidewalks has been packed into a sheet of ice, so I walk on the street as far as 20th and then cut across a vacant lot. Broken glass and rusty metal and construction debris make walking a hazard. The apartment buildings around here used to be grand little places. Now they’re mostly boarded up and crumbling. Ahh, and here she is, the Baron Square, home sour home. Eighteen months ago, the complex’s sixteen buildings were on the verge of falling over. The landlord had been testing the limits of the term livable for years before that. I was the last legal tenant, convinced to move after waking up one morning to a rat gnawing on my sock. Rest of the place was flops, shooting galleries, maybe the occasional meth kitchen. Nobody gave anybody any grief. Good people, in a way. Now it’s in the final stages of a huge renovation—a first for the city, to give a neighborhood a makeover. There’s so much space out here in the heartland that it’s cheaper to keep on thrusting westward into virgin land than to rehab something rotten. One of my sources in the Planning Department said this project is sort of the starter pistol for the immediate area’s overhaul. The vision, he said, is to transform the place into an arts district, Omaha’s Soho, if you will. So before any of these derelict spaces begin to think about transforming into yuppie lofts and martini bars, the cops are going to scrape from the street the hookers and winos and pushers, while at the same time taming the wild bunch that is the neighborhood watch. And if that isn’t the seed for a viable, if not mildly entertaining story, then I don’t fucking know what.

Near 22nd Street now. A thrift store’s the only life on an otherwise dismal street—one of those that gets darker the farther it runs. Traffic on Leavenworth Street here is pretty steady, but there’s nobody on foot. I cross, moving south, to check out the action on the backstreets. Doesn’t take more than two blocks before I find my quarry leaning on a “No Dumping or Standing” sign. Acid-washed jeans and a purple Vikings parka. Her body’s got that used-up hollow look for which, if real estate developers ever found a way to gentrify bodies, this lady’d make a prime candidate. Approaching her, I slip on the ice and nearly eat it.

“Hey.” Be cool. Smile in a non-sex-offender way.

“Yeah?”

“What’s going on?” I’m such an imbecile.



“You a cop?”

“Even better. I’m a reporter.” Tool.

“I got nothing to say.”

“Oh, come on, you don’t even know what I’m going to ask you.”

“Don’t care.” She loudly smacks her gum and glances over her shoulder down the alley. Nothing back there except a dump-ster and a broken tricycle.

“Look, I’m writing a story. Maybe you can help me out.” Pull my hands out of my pockets and stick ol’ righty forward. “Burn.”

She looks at my hand like I’m holding out a fistful of foreskins.

“I’m not a cop,” I say. “I swear.”

“If you was, you gotsta tell me. Trapment.”

“Here.” Hand her a business card. This is fucking ludicrous. Giving a hooker my card. I’m sure she’s impressed. “I think we can help each other out.” Sometimes the I-scratch-you-scratch tack softens up people. Newspapers, see, are a gateway to fame, an institution dedicated to chronicling the feats of the extraordinary people who define our times. But the truth is that very few of us have something worthwhile to contribute. Every last one of us could just as easily blow off our heads tonight and leave nothing behind except a headstone that nobody visits, and the world will keep on turning and burning without so much as a hiccup. That thought—that you’ve done all you can do, and even that wasn’t even worth the effort—is paralyzing for more than a few. So the shot-at-glory-before-death I peddle is enough to make some people jump up and dance. The kicker here is I can’t stand the thought of possessing anything that even remotely stinks of significance. I’m content with my emotionally, financially, matter-of-factly marginal existence. If I were to suddenly matter … Well, I’d rather not.

She reads the card. Then laughs. “Cock-burn?”

Ahem. “Co-burn.”



“I never heard of this paper.”

“It’s a thinking man’s paper.”

“So what you want?”

Bingo. The kid’s still got it.

“Ever had any problems with the neighborhood watch?”

“Why would I?”

“You tell me.”

“I ain’t gonna play games. You wanna score or what?”

“Not that I don’t appreciate the offer, because I do, really, but I have a girl, see—”

“What makes you think I turn tricks?”

“You just asked me—” Shoulda had another coffee this morning, because it occurs to me now that she’s trying to sell me—what? Crank? Smack? What’s hot this week? Get it together, kid. “My mistake.”

Her eyes narrow to slits. “I ain’t no hooker.”

“You said—”

“I don’t care what I said!” She steps toward me and jams her hand into her pocket, where, presumably, she has some sort of weapon. An inexperienced wordman might be scared right now. But, see, I’ve interviewed all sorts of whackos. When I was just starting out, I went to the house of this guy suspected in a hockey-stick-related murder. Fucker answered the door with a mean-looking something featuring a pistol grip and a banana clip leveled at my chest. Took a little doing, but soon I was sitting in his living room politely declining the tea he offered me. He was later charged, tried and acquitted.

I apologize and turn around. And why the fuck is she so mad, anyway?

“Hey, motherfucker,” which sounds like mo’fugga, but who am I to correct her, “don’t turn away from me!”



I try to make my departure look graceful. Ice and snow and gravel and sand, and these fucking dress shoes provide no traction. Not the sort of situation one would expect to find one’s self in after having heard his chosen profession-to-be repeatedly described as a calling. I was young then and didn’t know that a calling meant “shitty work/no money.” Instead, I imagined manila envelopes changing gloved hands in parking garages, covert late-night phone calls, rye lunches and gin dinners, shouting into pay-phone handsets Get me rewrite!

“Come back here, dickhead!” She chucks a rock at me. It misses.

If I could believe in God (and, at moments, I do so wish I could), I’d pray he make my feet sprightly and my steps nimble and accurate. All it’ll take is one patch of ice, then—bang—brained by a rock. Not the way I’d planned on going.

She screams behind me, cursing, hoping I die soon. Bottle of soda whizzes past my ear, exploding when it hits the trunk of a rusted Eldorado. Scented purple sugar-water soaks my coat. Traffic’s still steady on Leavenworth. A warehouse lines the north side of the street, its crumbling facade taking over half the sidewalk. And to my right are stores that are never open. I fumble down to 20th.

The residential blocks are more of the same. Tiny, dying houses with jerry-rigged porches and blankets and sheets over the windows. Broken-down cars in driveways and on lawns and curbs. Three squatty pit bulls behind a chain-link fence thrust themselves at me, barking and snarling and snapping and pawing. Their faces and throats are covered with healed scars and fresh, bloody gouges. Fighters. Maggie’s, a tiny, unlicensed dive bar. An Italian restaurant. Cracked concrete and more snow piles. My breath crystallizes and rises and swirls as I tap a lit cigarette held between my thumb and index finger. Snot trickles out of my frozen nose.



And there she stands: contestant number two. Not entirely ugly, but no prize, either. Her face bears the tracks of the thousands who have marched through her. She’s definitely seen better days, but looks like she’d clean up decently enough if a stylist had a week to kill in the name of charity. Take the frizz out of her hair, scrub the hell out of her skin, clip her fingernails and throw on a heavy lacquer of makeup to cover the pockmarks.

She looks me up and down. “Cop,” she says, her breath redo-lent of bleach.

“I hate cops more than you do.” I shove my hand into my pocket and pull out a card. “I’m a reporter, working on a story about the neighborhood.”

She takes the card and shifts her weight onto her left hip. Leopard-print tights. Military surplus parka with faux-fur-lined hood.

“What’s your name?” I ask.

“What’s yours?” She hasn’t looked at the card. A crooked, toothy smile crawls across her face.

“Cockburn.”

“Luka.”

I would say that’s an unfortunate name, but I don’t have much leverage in that department.

“You smell funny. Like candy.”

“Cologne.”

“So, what,” she says, “you wanna talk about you or me or your sick wife or how tough it is working and coming home to a kid with cerebral palsy? You just need to relax, right? Let loose.”

“Tempting, but, curious if you know anything about those neighborhood-watch guys cruise around here at night giving people trouble.”

Is that disappointment I see in her face, or is she just looking ragged? “That one’s going to cost you.”



“Sorry. Can’t help.” Badass, grizzled journalists like myself never have to pay. We’re the Canuck Mounties of information.

“Too bad. I got all kinds of stuff to say.” She sucks in and bites her lower lip.

“How about you give me a price list.” I pull out my notebook and a red pen.

“That doesn’t look like a wallet.”

I know bullies. You would, too, if you had my name. I keep the notebook and pen out, but don’t let the two come together. Call it a compromise. “How much?”

“I’ll suck you off for twenty-five, fuck for fifty.”

The dogs bark and rattle the fence behind me.

“I don’t have that,” I say.

“Twenty,” she says.

“Look, I don’t want to fuck you—”

“Twenty’s for head.”

“Whatever it’s for, I’m not interested.” Really? “What I am interested in, however, is your take on these neighborhood-watch dudes.”

She puckers up and sucks in some frozen air. My terseness, it seems, amuses her. She looks up and to the left as her fingers tap the musky olive fabric covering her right forearm. “Tell you what—you come back here tomorrow, and if the dickheads haven’t offed me before then, we’ll talk all you want. But you’re buying me lunch.”

“What time?”

“I’m always here, Cockburn.” She waves my card at me and walks around the corner.

“Co-burn,” I shout after her.





three

Give my shoes a quick buff, then mosey on into the living room, where I try to find something to do as an ancillary to the Old Crow. Half an hour till the late news, so the TV’s out. Throw on the first Clash record, and, you know, this is one of the few bands that didn’t turn into mockeries of themselves after the second record. (Which ain’t to say Sandinista! didn’t suck. It did.) Grab the broom—which does not at all currently substitute for the guitar I wish I had and knew how to play—and sweep up the plaster flakes that’ve peeled from the ceiling. Flip the record, smoke a couple smokes, eyeball the Journey greatest hits record (if asked, I’ll loudly deny owning it) strategically wedged spine-in between Paganicons and Young, Loud and Snotty, and wonder what I was doing fifteen years ago when I shoulda been learning git-tar. It’d be pathetic to pick it up now, I think, as I stow my not-rockstick in the closet.

Anyway, I head on over to the dark nook by the kitchen where Allison’s set up her cute little white cupcake of a computer and clear my inbox of the day’s porn spam. Couple lonely, early evening e-carousing sessions a month or so ago when Allison was pissed at me and spent a few nights over at her sister’s, and I’m bombarded with ads for penis pumps. She asked me about all the e-mail I’d been getting, so I came clean, and she thought it was funny that I jerked off in the high-back chair. Then she wanted to know what I did with it—the semen—when I ejaculated. (Which are the words she used, semen and ejaculated.) So I said I shot it into a pair of her underwear and I’d never tell her which ones.

Pour another jolt of the Crow and get situated on the couch with my TV notebook. Part of the job is keeping tabs on the local TV news jokers. Sorta like working day care, if the little mongrels got clothing and cosmetics allowances. Channel 7’s new-as-of-last-summer lurid blue and red color scheme (we ran a bit on it, I’m sorry to report) is flashing across the tiny Trinitron when I hear the tumbler tumble, and in Allison walks.

“Hey,” she says once the door’s shut.

I respond in kind and return my attention to the tube. Flip through the major affiliates (the Fox newscast, which is on an hour earlier and features a newsreader with a harelip, is on par, reportage-and production-quality-wise, with something out of Albania twenty years ago), and Allison throws herself down next to me. Local ABC’s leading with the dead girl from this morning. NBC, CBS, ditto. Not a shocker.

“You cover that, too?” Allison asks.

“Sorta,” I say.

“What a sicko,” she says.

“He’s dead now.”

There are a couple other stories before a short piece on the Catholic school guy. One clip of the attorney talking outside the courtroom, and, hey, look, there I am on the edge of the frame, taking notes. Allison sees it, too, and nudges my leg with hers.

“You’re a star,” she says.



“One born every minute, right?”

She mutes the TV when a buyer-beware about a used car dealer out west comes on Channel 3. “What else did you do today?”

“Knock it off.” I grab the remote and hit mute again. We have this tacit agreement that I run the TV, if I’m home, at six and ten.

She leaves my notebook and me alone on the couch. Illustrative, this, of how we tolerate each other. Nutshell: don’t wanna end up like my folks. You know, together. With child. Maybe in love. Maybe not. Die early. Figure living with Allison is okay, so long as we really don’t share anything or care all that much. Nice, though, to have someone to joust with. Easier this way, too, than picking up trampy young thangs at the bar. Which would require a prolonged feigning of interest in someone’s life. Here, we both know it’s perfunctory bullshit, and, truth be told, there’s a small degree of comfort to be found in the idle patter. Told her when I moved that she could set up shop if she wanted, but under no circumstances should she misinterpret that move as me taking even the first awkward baby step toward respectability. Whatever, she said.
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