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CHAPTER 1











AUGUST 15, 2008




12:51 A.M.




He wanted so badly to kill her, to give her the gift of eternity. Just end her life and be done with it. No more explaining where he was; no more questioning her whereabouts. He could be free. He could go out drinking and not worry about putting his ring back on. He could have as many women as he wanted. They wanted him, too, and if she was gone, he could have them all. He could stop wondering if his wife would catch him. He could stop wondering what she was doing, out with her friends, when he was at home. He could have a life. He just wanted to be done with the whole thing. This life. The life they had made. He wanted it to be over with. His heart was pumping fast now. No doubt hers was, too.




The bathroom was cold. Tiny goose bumps covered them both. Hers were wet. Thick humidity from outside seemed to claw at the windows. He spoke softly, pausing ever so briefly, between each word. He put so much care into the words he chose. Each syllable reverberated off the colorless bathroom tiles.




“Have you ever…” He stopped. “No. Fuck that. How many times have you cheated on me?”




His voice had always been deep. It seemed deeper now, though. More heavy, as if his pain weighed down his vocal cords, making them suffer the same punishment his heart was now enduring. His eyes were tightly shut. His dark hand ran smoothly over his eyelids, which felt like mushy flesh. There was still a pungent odor of bleach in the air.




“Kathryn! Answer me, goddamn it!” The volume caused her head to ache even more.




Soaked and terrified, Kathryn’s thin frame shivered in the bathtub. Water crested halfway to the top. Sad black tears stained her face as the mascara loosened its grasp on the rim of her eyes. The silver sequins on her burgundy evening gown seemed to reflect her sorrow. The white of the bathroom surrounded them in an empty void. Gentle waves cascaded. Their reflections were displayed in it; ghostlike shadows swayed in the enclosed current.




“You filthy bitch! How many times have you cheated on me?”




Angered by her silence, he reached over and began to choke her. Strands of her hair stuck to the tile as he shoved her head under the water. It splashed out and soaked his gray T-shirt and shorts. She struggled for air. She fought. She struggled more. Her eyelids fluttered. Her tormented splattering was suddenly cut by a youthful sound.




“Uncle Josh,” the child murmured at first, with a voice like maple syrup. She held her pink-and-yellow bath towel tightly. “Uncle Josh! No! Please, stop it! Please! You’re hurting Aunt Kathryn!”




“Dawn! Go back to your room! Now, goddamn it!” Joshua demanded, never once loosening the vise on his wife’s neck.




“Please, Joshua.” Kathryn’s voice was a faint whisper. “Dawn.”




Joshua thought of his niece, her innocence. His face softened and he loosened his grip, releasing his wife from her watery confine. Dawn began crying and turned and ran toward her bedroom. The cartoon characters on her fluffy pink slippers seemed to weep as well as she slammed her door and dashed for the sanctuary of new rainbow-riddled blankets and sheets. She hid there, saying a child’s prayer for her aunt and uncle. A little black dress and matching shoes lay where she left them a week ago. The announcement—a chubby face in black and white—was awkward next to the Dr. Seuss collection.




Joshua stared at Kathryn. He then knelt next to the bathtub, looking down at the floor. If someone had walked in at that moment, it would have looked as if he was praying to his wife. To this female god.




“We’ve been together for twelve years.” His voice was low. “You’re telling me you never once cheated on me? Kathryn, I’ll fucking kill you right now. Why have you been coming home, like this?”




Joshua’s mind suddenly left the swampy bathroom. He began to think about how beautiful his wife was. About the day he first saw her. About her radiant smile. It was only one of many reasons that had led to his deep infatuation for her.




He snapped back to the bathroom. On the sink was a glass dish where the bar of soap rested. Next to it was a glass container with more bars of soap. That was Kathryn’s idea. Joshua wasn’t much of a decorator, though he prided himself in critiquing what Kathryn did. He would often slide a vase two inches to the left, or rotate a pot of flowers so the greener leaves would show. He felt he was improving things. Kathryn felt he was being an asshole.




His knees ached from kneeling, so he propped his right foot up and leaned on the tub, resting his elbow on it and covering his face with this hand. He looked up at his wife. Sticky vapors clung to the windows.




Kathryn’s wine-colored evening gown was drenched and clinging to her slim body. Her cheekbones protruded like jagged rocks. The blackness of her eye makeup had spread across her face in embarrassing concentric swirls. Sounds of the running water eerily coupled with the late-night news Joshua was watching before Kathryn stumbled through the door, inebriated and disheveled. The heel of her maroon stiletto was cracked.




“Well, folks, don’t expect any relief from today’s high temperatures. The humidity we’re feeling right now will continue throughout the night. It will increase tomorrow when daytime temperatures are expected to reach 95 degrees in parts of Virginia and southern Maryland. If you absolutely must be outdoors, be sure to drink plenty of fluids, preferably water.”




Kathryn wiped her forehead with her left hand, then her right cheek and chin. The black makeup smudged her sculpted face. Her head throbbed. Then, suddenly, a facial muscle reacted. She smiled.




“What do you want from me, Josh?” It was a sweet and seductive voice, one with depth fit for an opera singer. “Haven’t I been there for you? Supported you when no one else would? Rubbed your back when you were tired? I have never cheated on you.”




Joshua looked away and began scratching his neck. The glow of the bathroom lighting made his moist face shine.




Kathryn laughed drunkenly, still intoxicated by the Pinot Noir she had been enjoying earlier.




“You don’t love me. All that I have done for you.” The words slithered past her once-perfect teeth, now showing signs of decay. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s because I’ve been drinking. I don’t know. I gave you my heart a long time ago, Josh. And what did you do? You make me feel like shit. Don’t act like you don’t know why I’ve been coming home like this.”




She wiped her face again. Shining lights illuminated the diamond on her finger, and the room momentarily bursts with a kaleidoscope of reds, blues and yellows.




“You know, Joshua. Joshua! Look at me! You know why!”




Joshua resentfully turned to face her.




“I would have done anything for you. Now, you know what I do, now?”




Joshua was silent.




“Now, every day, every fucking day, I hope, no, I pray, that you get hit by a fucking bus. That you get tangled up in a nasty pileup on the Beltway and they need your fucking dental records to identify you. That’s what I pray for, Joshua. Every day. Every day, that’s what I fucking pray for!” She raised her voice and the water splashed.




Blood raced through his veins and Joshua was quickly on top of her, grabbing her throat and squeezing until her eyelids began to flicker like delirious candles. Kathryn gasped for air, nails scraping the tiled walls. The tub’s faucet continued to spew hot water, which was now running down onto the floor and the white bathroom rug, turning Joshua’s gray house shoes into a woolly soup. She struggled. His strength forced her to slide down the tile and back into the tub. Several sequins loosened from her gown and drowned in the whirling flood. Buckets worth spilled out onto the floor. The angel tattoo on her shoulder soaked in despair.




“I’ll fucking kill you! You dirty fucking whore! Why have you done this to me? Why?!”

























CHAPTER 2











JANUARY 2, 2005




4:38 A.M.




The sun had yet to grace the horizon but Joshua was already awake. Wearing his sweatpants and red collared shirt, he was fully dressed in the standard uniform. He usually arrived to work about ten ’til five, checked his schedule, and awaited the arrival of his first client.




“I give ’em two more weeks, tops,” Chidu said. “To be honest with you, I’m surprised they lasted this long, you know?”




Joshua placed his gym bag in a locker. The room had yet to take on the smell of men and exertion. The tile and toilets still shined with a hint of disinfectant.




“Yeah, that’s the New Year’s resolution crowd,” Joshua said. “They’ll start thinning out in about ten to twelve days. Too bad, though. The extra money is nice.”




“The extra broads are nice, too. Yo, when are you going to come to Nigeria with me? They will love you over there!” Chidu smiled. His bright white teeth sat in a perfectly straight row.




“You keep telling me that, Chidu, but I’m not sure. I don’t know. What’s it like over there? Do you guys have malls and stuff? You know? Is it a nice place for couples?”




“Are you fucking crazy? Couples? First of all, if you come with me, you’re not bringing your fucking wife, boss. No way. Do that shit on your own time, okay? And yes, we have fucking malls and drugs and pussy and gas-guzzling Hummers, too.” Chidu smirked and tossed a towel in his locker. “Look, I know you’re as black as me, but they love Americans over there! They’ll hear your accent and jump all over you. Just tell them you’re a rapper or something and they’ll go wild! Trust me.”




Joshua laughed and pushed his glasses up on his nose.




“A rapper? Really?”




“Yes, brotha, I’m telling you. I had three in one night last time I went home. Crazy! I’m telling you. Drinks, food, whatever you want.”




“Okay. But I don’t think I could afford a plane ticket to Nigeria. How expensive are they?




“You’ll have to save up. I know money is tight for you. But, boss, we have to do it. And just one ticket. Don’t be bringing your fucking wife. I promise you it will be the time of your life.”




“I don’t know. I want to travel and see the world and do things, but that stuff is expensive.”




“Look, save up. I’ll help you out if you don’t have enough. Okay? After all, you know all a man wants in life, right?”




Joshua grinned.




“No, what is that?”




“To be treated like a king, boss. To be treated like a fucking king.”




 




Out in the gym, the early-morning exercisers were already hard at it. Beads of sweat dropped on the carpet, the treadmill belts, the rubber matting, the hardwood studio floors. They ranged in age, mostly over forty, in search of the figure they had in high school and never appreciated. Joshua scanned the huge room for his client. He checked his watch. Susan was usually on time. A married mother of three, she had been the prom queen twenty years ago. Now, after baby number three, she was fat and her husband rarely touched her. She had hoped to change that. Then he spotted her. He waved at her.




“Hey, Josh, I’m so sorry I’m late, hon. How long have you been here?”




“It’s okay. You walked right past me.” He adjusted his glasses.




“Did I? I’m so sorry, hon. My mind is all over the place. We had a fight this morning.”




“It’s okay, Susan. I’m sorry to hear that. It does seem a bit early for fights, though.”




“Well, not in the Anthony household. If warm bodies are present, it’s a good time for a fight.”




Joshua felt bad for her. Not that he felt her husband was a bad person, not at all. In fact, he could understand. But he felt Susan was a good person. She deserved better. Sure, she had gained some weight, but didn’t they take vows? Vows that all married couples swore before men and before God to uphold until death?




“How ’bout we take that negative energy and make it positive? Let’s work it on out.”




Susan grinned and Joshua got her started on the dumbbells. She took hold of the weights—light, even by women’s standards—and began squatting with them. She had noticed how her husband, Harold, always stared at young girls’ asses. Tight and firm, her ass used to look that way, too. She needed it to look that way again. She was straining by the time she reached ten; a canal of perspiration ran down the middle of her back. Wrinkles on her forehead bunched like a wad of linen.




“You know how much I hate this shit, right?”




“I know, but Harold will enjoy it. Remember, that’s our goal. Now give me five more.”




Blaring from speakers above, old hip-hop lyrics played like a motivational soundtrack. Weights clanked as they were re-racked and a general whirling sound filled their ears. Bright overhead lamps illuminated rows of stationary bikes, elliptical machines, treadmills, and fleshy bodies eager to shed themselves of fat.




“Fuck Harold. From today on, I’m doing this for me. Why should he enjoy the benefits of my labor? Maybe some young hunk will want a piece of this.”




Joshua smiled.




“You’re right. Who needs Harold, anyway? Give me five more, then we can take a break.”




Susan grunted out five more repetitions and dropped the dumbbells to the floor. She panted heavily, grabbing a hand towel and wiping her flush red face.




“Why am I in here torturing myself? How long has it been, Josh? A month? I should just get lipo.”




“It’s been a little over a month. Almost two, actually. And no, you don’t need lipo. You’re making great progress. It’s funny, I remember the day I met you because the Redskins were in the playoffs. I was devastated because they lost in the first round to the Cowboys.”




“Yes, I do recall that. You were definitely blue, kiddo. I thought about getting another trainer after that first day. I was thinking, how the hell can this guy motivate me to get in shape when he acts like his puppy just got ran over?”






“Really? You thought that?” Joshua laughed. “I wasn’t that upset. Truth be known, I liked the Cowboys when I was younger. You know, America’s team? But they made a few moves that I never forgave them for, so I was done with them. Ready for the next set?”




“Just about. Let me ask you something. You’re married, right? I mean, I can see you wear a ring.”




“Yes, I am. I’ve been married for five years now, but we’ve been together for about seven.”




Susan took a deep breath and swept her dusty blond hair from her eyes. Half of it was caked to her head, adhered by perspiration.




“Only five years of marriage? Try fifteen. I asked because you seem really happy. How do you do it? Is there something I’m doing wrong? You guys have kids?”




Joshua took a sip from his bottled water.




“Not yet. I think my wife is ready. I’m not. But you know, things are going well. You just work at it. Every day isn’t perfect, you know? She loves me and I love her. And I trust her with all my heart. I think that’s the biggest thing. That’s what my mother always taught me. To trust.”




Susan bent down and held the weights again.




“I hear ya, kiddo. Trust is important. Harold has been fucking a coworker for over three years now. I’ve known since the beginning. Men are so stupid. They’re sloppy. Don’t cover their tracks well.” She wiped her sweat again. “How’s that for trust?”




Joshua felt embarrassed.




“I’m sorry to hear that. Maybe you just suspect something and nothing’s really going on.”




Susan looked up at him. Wrinkles lined her forehead as if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing.






“Josh, receipts, credit card statements, e-mails. I didn’t receive a dozen red roses or stay at the Marriott in Crystal City or eat at the Palms. Trust, you say? Trust is the bitch that will slit your throat in the dark.”




Susan pounded out five more reps, then dropped the weights again, this time exhausted. Joshua went to hand her a bottle of water, but she waved him off. Around them, middle-aged professionals sweated and grunted and fretted for the bodies they either once had or had always wanted. Some wanted it for themselves; most wanted it for others.




 




“Hey, Josh, do you think you can have those workouts and fitness tests looked at before you leave today?” Rodrigo asked. “Corporate wants us to start offering more group classes. Just pack those fat bastards in there. Most of them are federal employees. You know that’s where the money is? Not in that individual workout crap you’re doing.”




It was now five in the evening and Joshua had put in a long day’s work of training clients and answering random questions from gym members and their guests. He was exhausted.




“Sure thing.”




“Thanks, pal.” Rodrigo tapped his clipboard and left.




Chidu, who had just finished training a client, overhead the conversation and slid into Joshua’s office.




“Boss, tell Rodrigo to fuck himself. That’s not your job.”




Joshua placed a file in the desk drawer.




“I know. But Rachel normally reviews the group class workouts and she called in. Sick kid.”




“Fuck that. Tell him to bring his ass out on the floor and train these sweaty, fat broads and these fun boys that smell like ass.”




Joshua chuckled.




“It’s okay. I don’t mind.”




Chidu took a quick look out the door.




“Fuck that. You don’t know how to say no. Stand up for yourself. What if I asked you to wash my penis and my teabags? Would you?”




Joshua laughed. “Shut up, Chidu.”




“But see, that’s what I’m saying. You didn’t say no. Stand up, boss.”




A pair of slim Asian girls suddenly strolled past the office, smiling and waving at Chidu.




“You see that?” Chidu was giddy. “That’s why I stay ready, so I don’t have to get ready. Later, boss. Duty calls.”




Joshua shook his head and sighed. He was ready to head home. He felt his cell phone vibrating against his hip. The number popped up. It was Kathryn.




“Hello.”




“Hey, honey. What you doin’?”




“Finishing up some work. What’s up? I miss you.”




“Oh.” Kathryn blushed and smiled. “I miss you, too. Just wanted to know what you want for dinner? I’m in the grocery store now.”




He rubbed his forehead.




“It doesn’t matter, honey. I know it’ll be delicious, sweetie. That’s one of the reasons why I married you.”




Kathryn picked up a box and looked at it.




“Is there something wrong? You sound upset.”




“I do? No, I’m fine. It’s been a little busy at work. I’m kind of tired, too. Can I call you back?”




“Yeah. Sure. Oh, something is wrong with the microwave. Whenever I put in a plate and start it, the clock goes blank. Maintenance might need to come in and look at it. I was talking to Roxanne the other day, and she said she had the same problem with the microwave in her apartment. She thinks maybe there’s like a factory defect. She said they had the same model. I told her I wasn’t so sure about that. Those types of things are usually reported in the news, right? Faulty electronics? I’m thinking they would probably issue a recall or something. Do you remember seeing anything in the paper? You read it on the train, right?




“No. No, I haven’t seen anything.”




“Oh. Well—”




“Hey, babe. Look. Can I call you back? I really need to finish up a few things.”




“Oh, okay. Sure.”




“And I think I’m going to be a little late for dinner. I have to look over a few things for Rodrigo.”




“Oh, okay. I thought you weren’t going to work those long hours anymore. You told me—”




“Yes, honey. You’re absolutely right. I was supposed to be home by now, but the other group trainer called in sick. Her daughter is sick, or something. That’s what she said, anyway.”




“There’s no one else there that can do it? You’re going to be late for dinner, again. That’s not right. You shouldn’t have to be late for dinner with your wife.”




“You know, unfortunately, there is no one else here who can do it. So I will see you tonight. An hour or so from now. Okay? I have to go. I have to finish up. Somebody in our house has to work.”




Kathryn paused for a moment.






“Okay. See you tonight,” she mumbled in a low voice.




Joshua pulled up the last few pages that needed to be reviewed.




“I love you.”




There was silence on the other end.




“Josh. I said, I love you.”




“Oh, yeah, babe. I love you, too. See you in a few.”




 




When Joshua got home later that evening, his favorite movie, Known Teeth Kingz, had already been on a few minutes. He immediately grabbed his plate from the stove and copped a seat on the sofa in front of the television. The movie could come on ten times a week. Joshua would be in front of the set all ten times. Kathryn sat in the bedroom with the door closed.




Corporal Sanchez wiped the sweat from his brow. Just one hundred kilometers from their rendezvous, his company hunkered down for the night, bringing an end to the day’s long march. The humidity quilted them.




“Sanchez. Yo, Sanchez! You still have that extra water ration? I’ll give you double what you were asking for earlier.”




Rodriguez was always thirsty, more so than the others. In boot camp he would drink his canteen dry and offer to do KP duty for extra rations. They said he never got adjusted to the new way of things. For Rodriguez, today was nearly unbearable, and he wasn’t the only one: Several men had already been visited by the medic for severe dehydration.




“Man, J-Rod, no can do. Already got double from Jackson. Next time, act. Be decisive. Be a Marine!”




“Ooh-rah,” a chorus erupted. Troops milled about, pulling rocks from their boots, clearing the sand and dust from their weapons. Some thought about their girlfriends at home. Others jacked off in their sleeping bags with whatever remaining strength they had left.




“Jackson, let me get a sip of that H20,” Rodriguez edged closer to Jackson’s tent, resting his forearm at the apex of the triangle.




“Fuck off, Rod, man. Maybe after I drink this cube, you can suck my dick and extract the water from my tea bags.”




Sanchez and Nguyen laughed. Their tents were just a few steps away.




“A, Nguyen. Nguyen!” Jackson called out.




“Que paso, my brotha?” Nguyen had a straight row of pearly white teeth.




“Man, what the fuck was that bitch yelling about in that village? Crazy, dumb-ass bitch.”




“I do not know, my brotha. I speak Vietnamese, not Hanyu, or Mandarin, for that matter.”




“Yeah, well, that screechy chicken talk was driving me crazy! We should have smoked her and that retarded kid of hers. Would have saved both them a lifetime of heartache. Well, at least a few more weeks at the way shit is going now. Won’t be much longer till we smoke all these gooks. I mean, chinks. My bad, Nguyen.”




“Hey, no problem, my brotha.” Nguyen took a deep breath and blew the dust and sand from his helmet and wiped it with a rag. “I’m an American. Fuck ’em all.”




“Ooh-rah.” Jackson flashed a smile and reached for his ear buds.




Sanchez rolled out his sleeping bag and lay on his back, looking up at the colorless night sky. They had humped all day until they reached the village of Ltasa in the arid Quixwuan Province. It was suspected that the Chinese military, thwarted in the far eastern coastal cities, had regrouped and fortified the area villages with troops and artillery. When Echo Company reached Ltasa, all they found were old men with paper-thin skin and old women with gray hair. One or two sympathizers mouthed out. That was enough for all the men in the village to be executed. The few younger ones who still possessed vitality were gunned down as they ran for the mountains.




“You guys think we’re going to win?”




Nguyen looked up from his wiping. Rodriguez glanced over from the rock he was sitting on. He had managed to score a ration of water for triple what Sanchez had originally asked.




“Sanchez, you starting that shit again?” Rodriguez shook his head. “Yo, Jackson! Yo, you black bastard! Sanny is talking that dumb shit, again.”




Jackson yanked the buds from his ears.




“Can’t you dumb motherfuckers see I’m trying to listen to my fucking music? Comprende?”




“Man, just tell your boy Sanny that we’re going to win.”




Jackson frowned. The camp lights struck the sweat on his forearm and illuminated the defined muscles that ran from his wrist to his elbow.




Joshua stood up and turned the television off. He rubbed his eyes. He had seen enough for today. He turned and went to bed. He noticed the bathroom door was still closed, but he paid it no mind.
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