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PRAISE FOR


THE OTHER SIDE OF EVERYTHING


“Owens sets up a wicked premise—someone is murdering elderly women in a Florida town—then transcends the serial-killer genre, digging deep into the lives of the victims’ neighbors: a widower, a painter, and a teenager, all broken in some way. The result is a compelling tale of survival and hope.”


—People


“Intriguing and expertly paced, The Other Side of Everything is a tantalizing literary thriller you’ll want to finish in one sitting.”


—Bustle


“[A] tense, rich debut. . . . Owens impressively captures the emotional landscape of three generations and the varying compromises required of women in each. Fans of crime fiction wanting literary flair and emotional depth will gladly follow this trio of complicated characters.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“A literary thriller with everything book groups are looking for: fine writing, a flawlessly constructed story, and relatable characters providing plenty of questionable decisions rife for discussion.”


—Booklist (starred review)


“A slow-burning thriller that explores the cost of love turned askew.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Each character’s reaction to the murders, as well as how the invasion of violence galvanizes the neighborhood, creates a solid plot. Each realizes a strength, as well as a vulnerability, they didn’t know they had. Owens delivers a quiet mystery in The Other Side of Everything that expertly uncovers the emotional depth of each character . . . A terrific debut.”


—Sun-Sentinel


“Lauren Doyle Owens . . . is someone to watch. Her stunning literary murder mystery debut is at once a nail-biter and a brilliantly nuanced evocation of how communities work and don’t work. . . . Ms. Owens builds a vibrantly realized world spreading across three generations. She traces the ebbs and flows of individual and collective destinies, her narrative charged by a lyricism that is constantly evocative and revealing. A large cast of well-drawn supporting characters reinforces the themes of connectedness and renewal. This is a remarkable debut by a distinctive talent of great promise.”


—Florida Weekly


“Someone is killing the widows in Seven Springs, Florida. And there are plenty of suspects. The Other Side of Everything is a dazzling, and often unsettling, debut novel full of honesty, charm, and insight, and it is much more than a murder mystery. It will remind you of just why you started reading stories in the first place—to be transported to a world more vivid and compelling than the one you’re living in. Lauren Doyle Owens has an expansive heart, a keen eye, and a lyrical voice. This story of loneliness, loss, compassion, and renewal will carry you away.”


—John Dufresne, author of I Don’t Like Where This Is Going


“Lauren Doyle Owens’s illuminating novel shows us the power of community to both bind and separate. Its multigenerational characters shift between internal demons and a real-world killer, looking for connection. The beauty of the story lies in its ability to find hope in tragedy. A wonderful read!”


—Janis Cooke Newman, author of A Master Plan for Rescue


“The Other Side of Everything is a riveting murder mystery that also, amid all the fabulous mayhem, offers a tender, empathetic exploration of what it’s like to stand at life’s two great precipices: adolescence and old age. You won’t be able to put it down, and after you turn the last page you won’t forget its characters, young and old, who struggle to find the seeds of renewal in the shadow of tragedy. This is a fantastic debut.”


—Heather Young, author of The Lost Girls
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For Chris




There is a crack in everything, that’s how the light gets in.


LEONARD COHEN, “ANTHEM”





ADEL


HER SHOES HAD COME OFF during the struggle. One lay next to her head, near its crown, where her hair had become matted with blood the color and texture of crushed cherries. The other was gone. A clock ticked out the time in rhythmic staccatos, filling the house with bored urgency. In the kitchen, an egg timer went off, calling for her with its certain and persistent buzz.


She was not a young woman. The skin on her face was loose, the folds around her eye deep. Her eye itself was brown and open and staring, it seemed, at the hemline of her living room curtains. The other eye had taken the blow that killed her, and was no longer intact. Its vitreous humor oozed onto the floor, pooling with blood and broken tissue; the eye itself—the yellowed sclera, detached retina, puffy iris, and perfect lens—was now lodged in the cavity behind her nose.


The house was not particularly bright. The curtains were drawn and the furniture dark, the appliances brown. Pictures in equally dark frames lined the walls and covered tabletops and shelves. Her favorite, the one from her wedding, had overturned during the struggle and fallen to the floor. So her husband, handsome in his military blues, had not seen her get struck with the heavy cast iron kettle he’d given her for their sixth wedding anniversary. But the others could see her just fine. Her sisters and brothers, children and grandchildren, parents and friends, could all see her now—her mouth agape, her blood staining the cold terrazzo floor.


An hour after the egg timer began to buzz, the oven started to smoke. Smoke streamed from the oven and drifted from room to room, touring the three-bedroom ranch the way a guest might. The smoke found the house’s corners, its closets, its secret places, but did not trigger any of its five smoke detectors, which watched the smoke without warning of its arrival. When the house was nearly black with it, smoke exited slowly through the cracked mechanics of the house’s old, jalousie-style windows. It poured from the house in thin, steady streams, appearing to lift it from its foundation, as if on strings.


Then, it began to rain.


The rain was soft at first—tapping politely on the flat white roofs; dribbling down blades of grass; collecting in droplets on large, saucer-like leaves. Then, the rain began to drive, battering the large, bushy fronds of cabbage palms, disturbing delicate bougainvillea blossoms, and hammering the ground, causing mud to rise among perfect blades of St. Augustine grass, creating puddles where the driveways met the streets of Seven Springs, Florida. A ribbon of lightning split the sky, its thunderous sound causing the geckos, anoles, and skinks, which had been jumping to and fro in the soft rain, to scurry beneath shrubbery, into drain spouts, under doorways, and into houses.


The rain grew harder, denser, louder. It pounded against windows, drummed against streets, flooded garages. Curtains of it rained down on the golf courses, swimming pools, and highways in and around Seven Springs, causing whiteout conditions and minor traffic accidents. Another thread of lightning shocked the dark gray sky, causing a boom so loud it rattled the windows of houses and tripped the alarm sensors on a half dozen parked cars. Still, smoke poured through the broken seals of the little yellow house where the old woman had lived and died, darker now.


Several blocks away, a man stood in his backyard with a shovel, sweating, though the rain had made it cool. He began to dig a hole.





AMY


FROM THE HEIGHT AND DISTANCE of the highway overpass, Amy saw the smoke as a trick of the eye—a string of thermals reaching down to lick the rooftops, a brushfire that appeared closer than it was. That it was something else entirely occurred to her only as she exited the highway and drove north. The closer she got to home, the larger the plume appeared—dark and thick and dangerous-looking. She kept expecting to turn and realize it was down some other street, that it had arranged itself over some other house. But she made a left, and it was closer. A right, and it was closer still. Amy felt her arms and legs grow heavy. She made her final right and drove toward it.


At the lip of her driveway, Amy stopped and watched the smoke rise steadily over her house. “Fuck,” she said and threw her car into park. Amy ran toward the house, thinking of her cat, who would have burrowed deep into the bedcovers, and of her husband, who would blame her no matter what. She touched the doorknob cautiously, afraid that it would be hot. When it wasn’t, Amy swung open the door, prepared for a shock. But the house was just as she’d left it—breakfast dishes in the sink, a basket of laundry by the door. No smoke.


“I’m going crazy,” she whispered, and believed it until she walked through the house and out the back door. There, she saw it—smoke, gray as lead—coming from every hole and seam and crack of her neighbor’s tiny, perfect, yellow house. Briefly, Amy was dazzled by it—the dreamscape of color, the weightlessness of smoke. She imagined the plume as a hot air balloon that would carry the house away, and nearly closed her eyes to wish that it—that something extraordinary—would happen. Then there were sirens, deep and mournful. She let out a breath.


Back inside, Amy thought briefly about getting her camera or sketchpad to capture the scene—some version of her would have. But this version, the woman who lived alone on SW Eighth, opened a screw-top bottle of wine and carried a cigarette outside. There, she took in details of the evening calamity: the dark gray of smoke against the deeply bruised purple horizon, the deep-orange blossoms of her royal poinciana standing in for flames. Amy thought of the difference between the true gray of smoke verses the blue-gray of the evening sky. Then of the woman who lived there, whose hair was gray and skin sometimes too.


She had once given Amy an armload of mangoes from her tree, and Amy had eaten them all in a single sitting, unable to stop after one. She’d stood at the kitchen sink and eaten one mango after another, letting the juice run over her hands and face, the front of her T-shirt, the kitchen floor. By the time Pete arrived home, she was sick from sugar and covered in sticky pink syrup. He stood in the doorway staring at her, his white oxford and loosened tie in stark contrast to her concert T-shirt made sticky by the binge.


“What the hell did you do?” he asked.


“I . . . mangoes,” she said finally, not sure what else to say.


“Jesus, Amy,” he said, downshifting into exasperation. “Clean it up.”


Just thinking of it, Amy could feel the heady ringing of sugar against her cheeks, the sting of her husband in the afternoons. She swished the last of her wine around in her mouth and went inside to make a sandwich.


♦  ♦  ♦


AMY USUALLY LIKED how quiet the house was in the evenings, she and Pete having settled things more or less for good, but tonight it would have been nice to talk to somebody—to share the experience of driving home and seeing the plume; the relief of seeing her house perfectly intact. She thought about walking around the corner to see what had happened, and talk to some neighbors, but she didn’t want to be one of those people who gawked at tragedy. So she continued with her nightly ritual, washing that day’s dishes, folding yesterday’s laundry, and taking a shower.


She had gotten a tattoo recently, a quarter-size phoenix on the inside of her wrist, and she took care with it in the shower, careful not to break the scab that had formed along the edge of the wing. Out of the shower, she covered it with ointment, as she had been instructed, and rubbed cocoa butter over the thin smile of her hysterectomy scar and the zigzagging train tracks that ran across her chest, a result of the double mastectomy she’d had two years before. She covered her face with the expensive night cream her sister had sent her for her birthday, and pulled on the robe Pete had given her before she went into the hospital that first time. It was red and silk and long. “Like something a woman in a soap opera might wear,” she had said when he’d given it to her. And, when she saw that her reaction hurt him, “I mean, I love it.”


Amy was just about to make a pot of tea when someone knocked on her door, a rare occurrence if there ever was one. She thought of her neighbor, gray-on-gray, and tightened the sash of her robe.


On her stoop stood the man she and Pete had always referred to as Angry Dad. She was pretty sure she had never spoken to him, but had once seen him tear down his mailbox with a baseball bat, and often heard him ripping around the neighborhood on his Harley, after, she always assumed, a bitter argument with his wife.


“The old lady that lives behind you was murdered today,” he said. “I just thought you should know.” The words came easily, as if he had rehearsed them, or perhaps repeated them over and over as he walked down the street, knocking on doors. He said that I-just-thought-you-should-know but stood there, a beer in his hand, staring at her.


Amy thought of the fire—the smoke. “Are you sure?”


“Buddy’a mine’s a cop. Said he saw the body. Someone beat her up pretty bad, is what he said.”


“Who?”


“That’d be nice to know, wouldn’t it?” He smiled at her and Amy took an involuntary step back.


“OK. Well. Thanks.” She started to shake, and put a hand on the door to steady herself.


“You OK here? Your husband been out of town or something?”


“No. He’s here.”


“OK, you have a good night. Be sure to lock up.”


Amy was shaking as she walked through the small, ranch-style house, turning on lights. In each room she checked the windows, which did not lock but shut with a crank. She tightened the crank on each, doing what she could. Back in the kitchen, she stood on a stool to reach above the refrigerator for the bottle of brandy she sometimes sipped from. Once she had poured a drink, Amy lit a cigarette and watched the light fade from the picture windows.


♦  ♦  ♦


AN HOUR LATER she could hear the phone ringing in the other room but was too drunk to answer, so she let the machine do it. It was her father, who frequently read the Miami Herald online, wanting to know what life was like for his daughter here, in the dense suburban sprawl between Miami and Fort Lauderdale. “Call me back and let me know you’re OK,” he said, short and sweet and typical of him. Ten minutes later her sister called: “Amy—Dad’s worried. Come on, pick up.” Sometime after that—Amy couldn’t be sure when, but it was fully dark—Pete called.


“Hey,” he said, “my mom called me. She wanted to call you, but . . . she doesn’t know how to deal with you. I don’t mean that in a bad way, I just . . . Let me know you’re OK, all right? Call whenever.”


Amy knew that she should call someone, but she realized that, at this point, she’d likely slur her words and cry into the phone. Instead, she made a cup of tea and carried her laptop to bed.


She turned on the television to put some noise in the room, and navigated to the adoption website, to look at the kids.


There were 105 tonight, more than there were the last time she’d checked. Each had a photo listed alongside his or her height, weight, ethnic background, and eye color. There were more teens than toddlers, and of the toddlers listed, most had a developmental disability, or an older sibling, some impediment to an easy, happy ending. Still, Amy found comfort in their presence, in the hope that they held. She liked to imagine that, when she was ready, she would place a phone call or click a link and little José or Janie would be hers.


She hovered over the photo of a three-year-old girl, and lingered for a bit, noting the girl’s tired eyes and crooked smile. Amy imagined making breakfast for her, and making up songs about tying shoes, teaching her how to paint, and walking her to school. She imagined a life in an instant, and, just as fast, it was gone.


The phone rang again, and Amy clapped the laptop closed, embarrassed.


It was Pete. He hardly called at all, much less twice in the same night.


She took a breath, answered.


“Hey,” he said, and she felt her eyes well with tears.


“Hi,” she said, almost inaudibly, afraid her voice might crack.


“Are you OK?”


“Yes.”


“Do you know what happened?”


“No more than you do.”


“Are you scared?”


Amy waited a beat before answering. “Yes.”


“I’m sorry I’m not there.”


“No you’re not.”


“I mean . . . I’m sorry that this happened and that you’re there by yourself.”


“I’m sorry that this happened,” she repeated. “I’ll put it on your tombstone.”


“Oh, Amy . . .” he said, exasperated.


“How’s San Juan?” she asked.


“It’s great, actually. The work is going well.”


“I’m happy for you.”


“No you’re not.”


“OK then, Pete.” Amy sighed. “Thanks for calling.”


“Make sure you lock the doors,” he said.


“The doors are locked.”


“And Prissy Girl?”


“Your cat is fine.”


“Call me tomorrow, OK? Or . . . call my mom tomorrow.”


“I don’t want to talk to your mom, Pete.”


“Fine. Well . . . I’m glad you’re OK.”


“I’m glad I am too,” she said, and hung up.


Agitated, Amy went into the kitchen to pour a glass of water and swallow a preventative ibuprofen. She walked through the house and turned off the lights, stopping at the back door to look out at the old woman’s house. It was too dark to see anything, so she tightened the sash on her robe, went outside, and walked barefoot through the grass to where her yard met her neighbor’s.


There was hardly any sign of damage—just a small black hole in the back, near the kitchen window. It looked like a cigarette burn. It reminded Amy of a ruined garment—a small thing, a disappointment. She thought about what had happened inside that house not twenty-four hours before; the sheer and sudden violence of it. Amy watched a pair of gauzy clouds pass over the moon, amazed by how cruel the world could be, going on as it did.





BERNARD


BERNARD STARTED TO SMELL SMOKE just as the five o’clock news was coming on. He went into the kitchen to check his coffeepot and toaster. When he found them unplugged, he assumed that lightning from the storm had ignited some brush in the Everglades. He sat back down in front of the television, returning his attention to the news of the day.


The storm had delivered four inches of rain in an hour, the weatherman said, and Bernard whistled, remarking to no one. Then there was something about a police shooting in Miami, something about a hit-and-run. It was the same stories every day. They were tragic, but boring. Fifteen minutes into the news, Bernard sighed, turned down the volume, and leaned his head back, allowing himself to doze.


An hour later, he woke with a start. The smell of smoke was so strong that he was sure his house was on fire. He checked each room and went outside. When he saw the smoke rising over Adel’s house, he ran back in, called 9-1-1, and hurried over to her house.


Bernard tried to get inside, but the doors were locked.


“Adel!” he called, banging on the doors. “Adel!”


He lifted a large piece of coral from her garden and threw it through a window, but the pane was too narrow to fit him and the smoke too strong, besides. Nothing else he could do, Bernard paced the street in front of her house, certain that she was dead as the result of his complacency.


It felt like an achingly long time, but it was only a few minutes before the fire department’s hook and ladder truck came roaring down the street, the police and paramedics in quick succession. A group of firefighters broke through the front door and quickly put out what had, it seemed, only been a small fire.


Bernard watched as the paramedics and police rushed in, waiting helplessly in the street, his arms folded across his chest. Neighbors gathered alongside him, also waiting. But the paramedics and police did not rush out. They did not lead Adel outside to cough the smoke from her lungs. They did not give the all clear. Instead, they carried equipment inside—cameras and plastic cases of God knows what—and soon, they carried Adel out too, a slight lump under a white sheet.


By then, a good crowd of neighbors had gathered in the street, coming out of their cars and houses to gawk and gasp and gossip with one another, trading stories about what they had seen and heard. When the police carried Adel outside, someone said, “She’s been there forever.” Another said, “Not anymore.”


Then a policeman approached the crowd and motioned for Bernard to join him. Bernard followed the policeman until they were some distance away from the crowd.


“Do you know if your neighbor had any enemies?” he asked.


“Enemies?” Bernard asked, nonplussed.


“Anyone who might want her dead?”


“No, God no. Who would want to kill a—?”


“What about medications? Do you know if she was taking anything someone might want to get their hands on?”


“I suppose we all are . . .”


“Just to be clear, you didn’t hear or see anything suspicious this afternoon?”


“No.”


“What about recently? Anyone walking around the neighborhood that you don’t recognize?”


“I don’t recognize most of these people,” he said, gesturing to the crowd that had gathered in the street. “They’re all strangers to me.”


♦  ♦  ♦


AFTER BEING QUESTIONED by the police, Bernard went home and vomited into the toilet. He rinsed his mouth, washed his face, and sat on the edge of the bathtub, not sure what to do. Ordinarily, he’d be asleep already. He’d have eaten dinner, watched his television programs, and turned in, exhausted from nothing in particular. But he was too agitated for sleep. His mind would not go quiet; his hands would not stop shaking. He twisted his beard between his fingers, and smoothed his hands down his pant legs, comforted by his own touch. Finally, he pressed his fingers into his eye sockets and cried.


When his sobs receded, and his breath returned to normal, he heard his wife’s voice, strong and clear, as though she were in the room. “What are you crying for? She was my friend. You hated her.”


“I didn’t . . .” he started, and then raised his arms in a huff. It was just like Irene to goad him into an argument from the grave.


His nerves got the better of him once again, and he made his way back to the toilet.


♦  ♦  ♦


AN HOUR LATER, and still unable to calm his nerves, Bernard rummaged through the freezer, looking for the Ziploc bag that contained the leftover marijuana Irene had smoked, illicitly, during her chemotherapy treatments. He remembered hiding the marijuana inside a box of Popsicles, but there were no Popsicles in his freezer, only a Costco-size bag of burritos and a couple of empty ice trays. Then he remembered: the marijuana wasn’t in the freezer—it was in a box of stick margarine in the door of his refrigerator. His daughter had put it there after chiding him for hiding marijuana next to the one food item in the house that the kids might actually want. “Here, Dad,” she’d said, holding up the box of stick margarine with an air of condescension, “margarine. Your drugs are in the margarine.” Sure enough, he opened the refrigerator, found the box inside, and found the marijuana.


He put his nose in the bag and smelled it, but it smelled nothing like good marijuana should; this, if anything, smelled like something left too long in a plastic bag. Still, he pulled a plate from the cupboard and began to untangle a bud, separating the delicate threads from their stems. He sprinkled the weed into a V of delicate white paper, which had been stored alongside the marijuana, and rolled it tightly in place, licking the edge of the paper to seal the cigarette. He then found a book of matches inside an old German beer stein that sat, forever, on the counter. Feeling vaguely criminal, Bernard drew the draperies in the living room closed before easing into his Barcalounger and turning on the television. He struck a match to light the cigarette, pulling hard to encourage the flame, and smoked while the ten o’clock news colored the room blue and white and red.


♦  ♦  ♦


WHEN HE WOKE, it wasn’t quite dawn. Aside from the television, which went on and on in animated loop, the room was still. Bernard switched off the television and watched as it sucked the last bit of light out of the room. He sat for a moment in the dark stillness, wondering if this was what it was like to be dead.


He thought back to the evening newscast, which had offered nothing in the way of news, and then to what must have been Adel’s last moments. When Irene died, her body more or less surrendered; she stopped pushing against the inevitable and allowed the cancer to take her. For Adel, of course, things had been different—someone had entered her home and, for whatever reason, beat the crap out of her. Bernard wondered which would be best—to die slowly and in agony, but to know at least that it’s happening; or to be surprised by death, the way someone comes behind you and covers your eyes.


In the kitchen, Bernard brewed a pot of coffee and slipped the last two slices from a loaf of Wonder into the toaster. He prepared his coffee with a heaping spoonful of powdered creamer and carried his meal to the dining room table, which was set with a single place mat and a single cloth napkin, a holdover from his life with Irene, who liked things to be nice even when they weren’t.


He listened, for the next few minutes, to the sound of his own chewing.


It wasn’t always this quiet. Sometimes, Irene or Vera, or both of them, joined him—their individual voices strong and clear in his head, as indelible as permanent marker. Sometimes, they each nagged him, Irene commenting on his diet, and Vera telling him that he really should sit up straight. Other times, they’d comment on the news of the day, or the weather, or on how drab things were looking around the house. Mostly, they just kept him company. But today they were silent. Irene, he suspected, would be with Adel—the two of them finally on the other side together, or wherever you go when you die. He didn’t know where Vera was. Maybe he had been imagining her all along, and his imagination had simply run out.


When Bernard was finished eating, he slipped his arm into the electronic blood pressure monitor that sat, always, on the dining room table, and took his blood pressure. It was 130/90, lower than it had been in years.


“Well look at that,” he said. “Must have been the marijuana.”


Given the positive results, Bernard thought about using more, but he didn’t want to be stoned, so he took his Sectral, Aldactone, and Lipitor as usual, taking a pill from each of the bottles that sat in a cluster at the center of the table, and swallowing them with the last of his coffee. He sat back in his chair and watched as the day’s first light crept in through the space between his curtains. He thought: Adel is dead, and added her to his mental tally that separated the living from the dead. The list of dead had grown long these past few years, taking his wife and most of their friends. Taking even, and suddenly, one of their grandchildren, who went surfing the day before Hurricane Frances swept across the state, and drowned.


Bernard sighed, and stood with great effort. It was Wednesday. Errand day. His favorite day of the week.


♦  ♦  ♦


WHEN IRENE GOT sick, his daughter taught him how to separate the darks from lights, how to operate the washer and dryer, how to iron a button-down shirt. But Bernard didn’t have patience for any of it, so he took a load to the dry cleaners each week and had his clothes laundered. It was his favorite errand of the week. He loved the vaguely chemical scent, the efficiency of the turnstile, and the woman behind the counter, who always asked him how he was.


Today, though, she seemed to know.


“Mista,” she said, “I saw you on da news.”


“Oh,” he said wearily, “my neighbor . . .”


“Poor woman! I called my son and told him to put extra lock on my door.”


“That’s a good idea.”


“You should too!”


“I think I’m OK . . .”


“They said on da news! Nobody safe. They said extra vi-gil-ance,” she said carefully, sounding out the word.


He agreed for the sake of agreeing and took his clothes, which were neatly folded and wrapped in paper, just as they were every week. Then, he drove across the plaza to the supermarket.


Bernard moved slowly down the aisles, alarmed, as always, by the prices. It was four dollars for a gallon of milk, three for a dozen eggs. In the frozen aisle, he loaded up on the burritos he liked to eat for dinner and the ice cream sandwiches he ate in the afternoon after his nap. While there, he picked up a square container of rainbow sherbet, because he had craved some the night before, and a bag of fish sticks, because they were on sale. He was rounding the corner from Frozen Foods into Paper Goods, muttering, “Toilet paper, paper towels, toilet paper, paper towels, toilet paper—” when he ran into an old friend.


“Well if it isn’t!” Danny said, smiling broadly and extending his hand. “My old friend!” He took Bernard’s hand and pumped it vigorously.


“Well hiya, Danny,” Bernard said, knowing him almost immediately.


“Terrible thing, isn’t it? Terrible thing.”


Bernard agreed that it was.


“Who do you think did it? Anyone we know?”


“Anyone we know? Of course not.”


“I think it was one of those drug addicts, myself. Got so caught up with killing her that he forgot to steal anything.”


“Could be,” Bernard said.


“So where’ve you been? I thought you might’ve died!”


Bernard wanted to say that he might as well have died—he hardly left the house anymore but for his weekly errands—but he didn’t want to be morose. Instead, he said: “Down the road, same as always. Just forget to leave the house sometimes. You know how it is.”


“I do! But these are the best years, aren’t they? This is what we did all that other stuff for.”


Bernard was taken aback. These were hardly the best years. They were more like purgatory.


“Think about it,” Danny continued, a finger in the air, “our wives are gone, we can do whatever we want, with whomever we want. We can have whiskey sours for breakfast! We can look at Internet porn! In–ter–net porn!”


“I don’t have the—”


“Listen, what are you doing later?”


“Later?” He thought for a second—what was he doing later? “Nothing,” he said finally.


“Then come by for a drink! It’ll be like old times.”


♦  ♦  ♦


BERNARD DID NOT think it would be like old times. But that didn’t stop him from leaving his house promptly at 2:55 and walking the side streets down to Danny’s, crossing the street every now and again to stay in the shade. It was May in Florida and hot as Hades. As he walked, Bernard sweat through his shirt. He was forty pounds overweight and held it all in his stomach. He had the frame, his son John had told him recently, of a woman pregnant with triplets. “A tall woman pregnant with triplets,” Bernard had said, “an Amazonian.”


“Sure, Dad,” John had said, “whatever you say.”


God, how his kids could condescend.


Halfway to Danny’s, Bernard stopped and looked around. He hadn’t forgotten the way, but the neighborhood seemed so different, changed as much by time as he was, that he questioned himself for a second. Danny’s was just a few blocks from here, wasn’t it? He looked up at the houses and tried to remember which house had belonged to whom, but so many of them were unrecognizable. The lawns were overgrown, the houses badly in need of paint and repair—symptoms, Bernard thought, of the foreclosure crisis, now in its second year. On one house, a vine had forced its way into a window and overtaken it, weaving a tapestry between the jalousie panes. In front of another, a mailbox had grown so heavy with bills and flyers and magazines that it had fallen forward, its contents spilling out onto the street. In another lifetime, these houses were vibrant, filled with a sort of 1960s-era optimism. Now, it seemed, they hung heavy with regret. What was once pink was now beige. What was once manicured was now returning to the earth. The midday sun only exaggerated the blight, drawing attention to the neighborhood’s failed promise, its absurdity.


And then there’s Danny’s, Bernard thought, coming upon the house as though from out of a dream. Here was a house that never changed. It was forever white with blue trim, painted every few years by one of Danny’s sons who did that now for a living. A couple of palms stood in the front yard, neither stately nor uncomely.


“How you doing there, old friend,” Danny said, opening his door before Bernard even reached it. “You OK?”


“Course I’m OK,” Bernard said, irritated by the question. “You see the weather girl on Channel Two? She said we shouldn’t even go out today.”


“And yet here we are,” Danny said, putting a hand on Bernard’s back and leading him in.


Once inside, Bernard frowned at Danny. “Don’t you have air-conditioning?”


“I never turn it on. Waste of money! Besides, I love the heat. Makes you sweat! It’s like exercise without the work.” He opened his refrigerator. “What do you like to drink?”


Bernard couldn’t remember the last time he’d even had a drink. Drinks seemed extravagant now, wasteful. And the way they made him feel—woozy and unattached—he felt now constantly. Still, he said: “Whatever you’re having.”


Within minutes, Bernard had a whiskey sour in his hand and Danny was ushering him out to the sunporch with the directive to “take a load off.”


The drink was strong, but cold. Bernard, who figured he needed the ice more than the whiskey, held an ice cube in his mouth and sucked on it.


“So, who do you think did it? Anyone we know?”


“You asked me already. And no, no one we know,” Bernard said.


“I think it was one of those drug addicts, myself.”


“You mentioned that.”


“Terrible thing, addiction,” Danny said. “Makes ya nuts.” He stuck a finger into his whiskey sour and sucked on it for a bit, quieting down.


Bernard looked around the sunporch, hunting for familiar objects. They used to play canasta out on the porch on hot summer nights in the days before air-conditioning. They would smoke cigarettes and laugh and drink. He could feel the ghosts of them all in that room, he could almost see them, almost hear their lighthearted chatter, almost smell the cigarettes and beer.


“Danny . . .” Bernard started. “What happened to us?”


“Same thing that happens to everyone,” Danny said. “If you’re lucky.”


“If you’re lucky,” Bernard mused, shaking his head. “You sure do have a funny way of seeing things, Danny.”


“What about you? What happened to you? You used to be the life of the party.”


“Me? No . . .”


“There was a time, there was a time . . .” Danny mused.


“Do you think any of the others will be at the funeral?”


“I imagine so . . . Not anyone you’d care about, though. All the lookers are gone. Either dead or moved or both. Vera’s dead, of course.”


“I know,” Bernard said. “I mean, obviously I know.”


“Of course. I’m sorry.”


♦  ♦  ♦


THE FIRST TIME he saw her was at the counter of The Smiling Pig, a barbecue shack within walking distance of the neighborhood. Bernard often took the kids there for dinner on warm summer nights when Irene complained it was too hot to cook. Vera looked exceedingly out of place with her shock of red hair in a high French twist, gingham dress, and movie-star sunglasses. “You must be lost,” Bernard quipped. “You need directions somewhere?”


“What makes you think I’m lost?” she said, her southern drawl thick as molasses.


“You’re not from here, I can tell that much.”


“Nobody is from here.”


“True enough,” he said, shrugging.


The kids were dancing around him—Pam, John, and little Daniel—asking for pork ’n’ beans, Daddy, and fries, Daddy, and Coke, Daddy, and Daddy can I have a sangwich?


“Sangwich?” Vera said, looking down at Pam. “Do you mean sandwich?”


“No,” Pam said, crossing her arms, emphatic and pouty.


“So, where you from?” Bernard asked.


“Atlanta.” She sighed.


“I take it you miss it?”


“Not really.”


“Can’t say I blame you.”


“Oh?”


“Well, it’s hotter there in the summertime than it is here, I know that much.”


“And where are you from?”


“Baltimore. Interstate went in right where our house used to be. Eminent domain. We took the money and ran.”


“Oh.” She yawned. “Does everyone here have a boring story about how they arrived?”


Bernard shrugged, smiled. “What’s yours?”


“Let me tell you something about southern gentility, mister . . .”


“It’s Bernard.” He held out his hand to her but she did not take it.


She accepted the paper bag the woman behind the counter handed her and said, over her shoulder as she walked away, “We keep our stories to ourselves.”


He thought about her the entire night, and then the night after that too—the smooth white of her neck, the way her dress moved as she walked.


On the third night, she was standing at his door.


“I’m sorry for the way I behaved the other night,” she said. “I was exhausted.”


“It’s OK,” he said, alarmed because Irene was in the other room and would want to know who this woman was and what other night she was referring to. “How did you know I lived here?” he asked, looking over his shoulder.


“I watched you walk home. I live just over there,” she said, pointing to the house on the corner. “Just moved in.”


“Oh,” Bernard said, frowning. He wanted to charm her but didn’t know how.


“Can you help me with something? My husband’s out of town all week and that stupid air-conditioning box stopped working.”


“Um, sure,” Bernard, who made his living as an accountant, said. “I can try.”


They walked back to her house together, Bernard nervously stuffing his hands in his pockets, and Vera moving in that way of hers—slow and sure and swanlike.


“Feels great in here,” he said, once they were in the house. “What did you say was wrong with the AC?”


“Shhhhh,” she whispered. “The kids are asleep.”


“Sorry,” Bernard said, looking around. “Where’s the, um—?”


“How about a drink?” she asked, gliding over to the kitchen, the skirt of her dress swinging.


“Sure.”


“Gin and tonic?”


“OK.”


Then, there was the sound of ice cubes cracking beneath the gin. And then she was in front of him again, and he noticed more of her—her lips, her eyes, the subtle flush of her cheeks. She looked like she had just heard a joke, or was about to tell one.


“Why don’t we sit on the sunporch?” she said. “It’s private.”


“So, then, the AC?” Bernard asked, following her.


Vera turned to him, smiling. “Must’ve fixed itself.”


Outside, there was a wicker sofa-and-chair set with thick outdoor cushions a color Irene might call Sun Kissed, or Burnt Orange. There were cardboard boxes pushed into corners, and a basket of unfolded laundry.


“We haven’t finished unpacking yet,” she said, settling on the sofa.


“Where’s, um, where’s your husband?” Bernard asked, sitting tentatively in the chair.


“He works the night shift at the hospital.”


“Oh,” Bernard said, “which, um . . .”—he cleared his throat—“which hospital?”


She shrugged. “Does it matter?”


“No,” he said, taking a nervous sip, “not to me.”


There was a silence, an unbearable gulf Bernard wished he could jump over, or sink into.


When she finished her drink, Vera put her glass down and looked at him. “Why don’t you come over here?”


He frowned at her. “I should really . . . I should go.”


“You should stay,” she said, and sat up just enough to tug at his wrist. There was something in her touch that he was simply powerless over; she pulled at him and he came willingly, a loose thread from a sweater.





MADDIE


MADDIE WATCHED FROM BEHIND THE counter as the first customers of the night walked in, took their seats, and looked at the menu. Last night it was cops, fat in their blue uniforms; tonight it was men in dress shirts and sport coats that didn’t quite hide their shoulder holsters. Detectives, Maddie assumed. They were the next step in a process she didn’t understand but would nonetheless watch, characters in a television drama that had come to her door.


She waited until one of them stuck a finger in the air and walked over to him.


“What can I get you?” she asked.


“Pulled pork. With coleslaw.”


“Sandwich or platter?”


“Platter. No, sandwich. Make sure they put the coleslaw on the sandwich and not on the side.”


“And for you?” she asked his partner.


“I’ll have the same.”


“And to drink?”


“Coffee,” they said in unison.


Once the cops had their food, the regulars started filing in. The afternoon and early evening were always dominated by the geriatric crowd, who loved to tell her stories but hated to leave her tips. Then it was the single men from the trailer park across the street. Then it was Charlie, the man who begged all day at the intersection of Highway 7 and Seminole Road, and spent his earnings on forty ounces of beer and a plate of brisket. If he had a good day, Charlie would be in before sunset. If not, he’d stand at the intersection until long after rush hour. Maddie would watch him as she worked, catching glimpses of him beyond the neon sign shaped to resemble the head of a smiling pig. Sometimes, it seemed that his bad days mirrored hers.


Tonight, he was in early.


“Hi, Charlie,” she said, walking up to him, a slight bounce in her step.


“How’s the brisket look today?”


“It looks really, um, brown,” she said. Just the other day she had told him that she didn’t know how it looked and he’d yelled at her. Oh, come on, Maddie! he’d said. You’ve got to give me something! So, she was giving him something.


He winked at her. “Just the way I like it! I’ll have the brisket with a side of greens.”


“And to drink?” she asked, out of habit.


“I’m set,” he said, tapping on the paper-covered bottle between his legs.


“Lot’a cops today?” he asked her.


“Yeah.”


“Everybody’s talking about it, the murder.”


“What’re they saying?” she asked.


“Pointing fingers at each other, you know how it is.”


She didn’t know how it was, but she appreciated that Charlie thought she might.


“The desperate do desperate things,” he said, looking down into his bottle. It was one of his favorite refrains.


“Well, I’m going to put in your order now.”


“Go!” He raised his arm, excusing her.


There was a lull after the initial burst of tables, and Maddie was able to stand behind the counter and pull the paperback from her apron. She had to have the first ten chapters of The Awakening read by the next day. She was on chapter three, reading about Mrs. Pontellier’s “habitual neglect of her children,” when a man came in and sat at the counter.


“Hi,” she said, holding the book by her side. “What can I get you?”


“I don’t know,” he said with a shrug. “What’s good here?”


“Pretty much everything. Just steer clear of the frank ’n’ beans. They suck.”


“Maybe I like food that sucks.”


Maddie shrugged. “Maybe you do.”


“You serve beer here?”


“No. You can get some at the gas station across the street.”


He looked at the menu. “I think I’ll have the ribs,” he said, not looking up.


“Half or full rack?”


“Half.”


“Wet or dry?”


He looked at her a moment before answering. “Wet.”


“You want anything with them?”


“Like what?”


“Greens, potato salad, coleslaw . . .”


“Potato salad.”


“OK, coming right up,” she sang.


She put in his order but did not return to her spot behind the counter, deciding instead to get a head start on her side-work for the evening, refilling the barbecue sauce and ketchup containers.


A couple came in and she waited on them. Then a family whose children engaged in a mini food fight—throwing French fries and crayons across the table and onto the floor. Then one of her neighbors came in. She wasn’t sure if he would recognize her because she hadn’t seen him in years, but he did.


“Little Maddie Lowe!” he exclaimed. “How about that!”


“Hi, Mr. White,” she said, doing a slight dip with her head.


“Call me Bernard! Imagine you old enough to work here . . . Where has the time gone?”


“I don’t know,” she said sheepishly. “Can I, um, get you something?”


“I haven’t been here in . . . probably twenty years.”


“Food’s all pretty much the same.”


“How’s the pulled pork today?”


“It’s good.”


“I’ll have a platter with corn bread and greens and . . . Oh, just bring me a little of everything. I’ve had one hell of a day.”


“I saw you on the news last night.”


“You did? What channel?”


“I don’t remember.”


“Say, where’s your mother been? I never see her anymore.”


“Can I, um . . .” Maddie shook her head, looked down at her pad. The letters started to blur. “Do you want a Coke or something?”


He looked at her as though he was lost. Finally, he said, “I’m sorry. I forgot.”


She shook her head.


“A Coke would be great.”


Maddie brought Bernard a Coke and put his order in, her hands shaking the entire time. She had seen a therapist briefly after her mother left. He taught her how to calm her thoughts and slow her breathing; taught her how to, as her brother said, “get a fucking grip.” She tried to hear her therapist’s voice now, but all she heard was I never see her anymore, I never see her anymore, I never see her anymore.


The moment she could get away, she grabbed her backpack and disappeared into the bathroom. There, she held on to the ancient, iron, Pepto-pink sink, looking down at a rust stain to focus her thoughts. She pictured her mother driving out of Florida and into some unknown future. I never see her anymore. She pictured her mother waking up in a motel. I never see her anymore. She pictured her mother paddling a kayak over a steep waterfall. She squeezed her eyes shut to get rid of the image, and opened them when it was still there.
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