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			The water is wide, I cannot get o’er
And neither have I wings to fly,
Build me a boat that can carry two
And both shall row, my love and I. 

			Could the truth be so simple? So terrible?

			Tim O’Brien, In the Lake of the Woods
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			PART ONE

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Anthony & Francesca

			Francesca never forgot the day Anthony, who was no fisherman, failed to bring home the fish. She did the math. Say the heart beats eighty times a minute, forty-eight hundred times an hour, one hundred fifteen thousand times a day. That meant in the three years since, the muscle that was her heart had contracted one hundred twenty-six million, one hundred fifty thousand times. The calculation was simple, if nothing else was. 

			That was an incredible number—one hundred twenty-six million, one hundred fifty thousand. To her, though, it felt more like one heartbeat ago. She couldn’t wrap her mind around that number, either. 

			—

			Francesca resifted memories of what had seemed to be an ordinary day, the day her husband didn’t return with the fish as he promised. Sparkling summer had mercifully descended after a pitiless winter. The fat heirloom tomatoes were ripening bright red in their raised beds: the prospect of a bountiful harvest. Honeybees zoomed and hummingbirds darted, peony to sage to goldenrod and beyond. She answered mail, returned calls, paid bills, did chores, ran errands, scheduled meetings, worked out, watered plants, watered plants again, ate lunch. How genially purposeful was her routine. That was before everything changed for Anthony and for her and for everybody she cared about. Memory is a funny thing, even if it isn’t a thing and there is nothing funny about it.

			So that was a lifetime or a minute ago, a Thursday, typically the most vexed day of the week. Not weighted with deferred obligation like a Monday or Tuesday, and not freighted with implied expectation like a Friday or Saturday. Not hollow like a transitional Wednesday or wistful and lonesome as a Sunday, either. Sundays could be particularly hard. That’s when rain ought to fall, sunrise to midnight, or when owls should hoot and hoot and hoot some more. But back to Thursday: that’s when you swivel, backward and forward, when you are open to surprise, prepared for anything. But that is Thursday’s reliably broken promise. Nobody’s prepared when anything takes place. 

			She had been the recipient of well-meaning, hopeless advice—advice she should stay in the moment. That’s the last place she wanted to be. All around her, people seemed to be manically meditating, too, when they weren’t rushing off to spin classes and resistance training, or eating more plants and antioxidants and less animal protein. They were undivided, aggressively striving to stay in the moment. She half-wished she could heed their counsel and stay in the freaking moment, if only she could fathom where and what and why the moment was. Their intentions were well-meaning, probably, and they made a sort of sense because consider the unappealing alternatives. Living in the foreclosed past meant trudging through the mucky sludge of regret and nostalgia, while living in the clouds of the inconceivable future meant taking up residence in the land of make-believe. And yet, and yet, and yet: loss and remembrance and the continually imploding present were the fundaments of her existence. 

			—

			On that Thursday when Anthony did not return with the fish, dawn broke with uneasy intimations, sly premonitions. Francesca was already late for something urgent—but what that was, she could not name. She walked into the garden beyond her bedroom door in hopes that the scents of rosemary, basil, and freesia might elevate her spirits. Hopes were quickly dashed; the garden didn’t help. Honestly, it never did. The night before, empty Wednesday night, she and Anthony had had an extraordinary spat—extraordinary in that they rarely tangled. They took no pleasure in marital swordplay, so it didn’t take long before they both lost interest. Not that either was ADD. If anything, the two of them suffered from a surplus, not a deficit, of attention. 

			Thus it was, that awkward Thursday morning, she found herself stopping him dead in his tracks on his way out the door: “Not so fast, buster. Not done with you yet.” 

			If she were not who she was and he were not who he was and they were not who they were, she might have been shouting, and the wedding china might have been rattling inside cabinets. The sentiments might have been accompanied by glassware flung, doors slammed, ultimatums delivered, and miserable zig-zaggy lines of mascara running down her cheeks. But not a chance when it came to her—and him—and them. 

			Her husband was bustling about, getting organized to go to work. The instant he heard Not so fast, deferential Buster—Anthony, that is—histrionically screeched to a halt: “Road Runner, meep meep, meets rock wall.”

			“Meep meep, Road Runner? Just curious, meep meep, Anthony darling.”

			“Go for it, Frankie.”

			“You’re a smart guy.”

			“Full disclosure: there was cabinet-level consideration as to whether or not I ought to repeat second grade. Everybody knows second grade is a scholastic juggernaut.”

			She shook her head side to side, a miserable metronome. “You sleep soundly, like you’re an innocent man. How come when you wake up you’re a knucklehead?” 

			Because about last night: a little snark and snip, a passing complaint, a minor grievance, an eye roll, a self-defensive pushback, one glass of wine too many, all right maybe two, and they drifted into their respective corners to lick their superficial wounds. But hours later, they got through it and slept in each other’s arms. Well, one of them slept. But no, marital triage was not on the docket, and as per usual there wasn’t a lot to clean up today. 

			“Knucklehead? You said knucklehead?” 

			“What, you’ve never been told before?”

			“Objection, badgering, as well as hearsay, but let us stipulate semi-lovable. At the same time, kind of immaterial, too,” he added, “as well as leading, your Honor. Calls for a conclusion. Exhibit A: Counsel is testifying and is way too foxy, especially with respect to the earliness of the hour.” 

			At this point an outside observer would be hard-pressed to appreciate that Anthony was well-versed in raising logical and coherent and strategic objections in legal proceedings, unlike the frivolous, nonsensical ones he raised with Francesca. That’s because, for his day job, he was a litigator specializing in criminal law. Lawyers are often justifiably saddled with a bad rep, but if you had a genuine problem, and the money, Anthony Fitzgerald was the up-and-coming barrister you wanted to have your back. You didn’t necessarily have to be Irish or be personally acquainted with any of the Fitzgeralds, and you didn’t always need to have all the cash for the retainer up front, but it didn’t hurt. 

			“Where you think you’re going?” she asked, not that she had suspicions.

			“Want to track me?”

			“Ankle monitor, never thought of that. You can borrow one from all your clients under house arrest.”

			Then his forehead wrinkled and his shoulders slumped and his eyebrows arched and his lower lip did that signature goofball overhang. That was his go-to Parisian street mime move, which was practically indistinguishable from his trademark dejected clown.

			She gave up and smiled and threw up her hands, like somebody on the church steps showering the bride and groom with confetti. What had they been fighting about? She could barely recall. Once more her vision was drawn to the shadowy mini Zeus thunderbolt scar on his forehead, directly beneath the scalp line. It was a marker of Anthony’s storied past, and it set off right on schedule a high-voltage erotic charge. Such yearning made her woozy, as if she zip-lined from a great, great height. 

			She braced herself, leaning a hip against the kitchen counter, arms folded. She was wearing gray sweats, her black mane of hair was tied back, and her reading glasses were perched on top of her head. To him this made her resemble a college girl who had crammed all night for a final exam. In fact, her efforts at sleep had been sheet-twisting, pillow-punching restless and wracked. Meanwhile, alongside her, he seemed to enjoy the serene slumber of the guilt-free. She had briefly entertained slapping him awake so they could resume talking, but in the end didn’t follow through. 

			That morning the big blue sky beckoned, and, dressed in a bespoke black suit and gold Marinella tie with contrasting orange la-di-da silk pocket square, he was going to work, as he usually did at this hour. Where else did she imagine he might be going? He stole a glance at the wall clock over her shoulder. He was on schedule.

			“You look snappy,” she said, and he did. A while ago, she had supervised his wardrobe makeover. He hadn’t a clue how badly he required such intervention, which is one thing all men who desperately need a makeover have in common. He resisted at first, but soon his once-upon-a-time standard-issue corduroy sport coats and wrinkled chinos, which made him look like an assistant professor possessed of pronounced Marxist leanings, were relegated to Saint Vincent de Paul, supplanted by a rack of Italian designer suits fashioned of sumptuous fabric whose folds embraced him in an elegant caress. When he risked a glance in the mirror, he wondered what mystifying road he had taken to become a guy wearing a suit like that. It was easy to map the path: he trusted Frankie’s lead, and she never misguided him. Though, true, he would stipulate for the record, early on she did buy him a pink shirt, which constituted a low point, but how could she have known then that his father would disown him if his son swanned around in such a fey garment? 

			Francesca was inclined to be conciliatory. Her snappy was punctuated by a wry smile, as if she had made a poker hand, drawing to an inside straight—but honestly, no, she did not have one of those poker faces, at least when it came to him. Fighting was so, so dumb. She could shift direction quicker than one of those shimmering hummingbirds suspended outside her kitchen window. Pure Francesca Scalino. 

			As for her last name, before she affirmed her Catholic wedding vows she contemplated taking Anthony’s, becoming Francesca Fitzgerald, which ethnic mash-up would have qualified for major points on the mellifluousness scale. Maybe she had inhaled the dispersed current of pop feminism or maybe she preferred her maiden name, not that there was anything wrong in her mind with becoming a Fitzgerald. Or maybe professional considerations held sway, insofar as she had earned during the boom her successful entrepreneur’s reputation as a Scalino. Her father did not enjoy a vote on the matter, though he expressed no displeasure when his precious daughter elected not to assume a new—and quintessentially Irish—last name. Keeping hers did not betoken ambivalence. She was not hedging her bets. She was not the type to hedge a bet, or question her heart. Anthony was her soul mate and would be her husband, and she his devoted wife. Wasn’t that obvious? 

			As for him, the issue of a last name was more inconsequential than his defunct corduroy coats. He didn’t care how her name appeared on the marriage certificate or mailbox as long as the two of them were bonded in perpetuity. 

			Anthony’s parents may have been initially critical of what they construed to be the girl’s radical decision to retain her name, but then again, they cultivated generalized skepticism with regard to the younger generation. There was no getting around that she was indeed Italian, and this would be what they would term with pruned face and wrinkled mouth a mixed marriage. So yes, definitely very old school. Yet their son proclaimed he was in love. That could be true, but what was he thinking? And with what was he thinking? An Italian girl? Well, that’s what his mother wanted to know: handsome boy like him, oldest of her four children, smart as a whip, setting such a poor example for the siblings, and—Holy Jesus, child of Mary!—whatever happened to that cute curly-haired colleen he was cavorting around with not so long ago, a girl who was gentle as a lamb and whose name she did not recall? Anthony didn’t always remember her name, either, and that former girlfriend’s sweetness, which was authentic and abundant, cloyed over time. His baby sister was actually christened Colleen, but he was through cavorting around with any and all other colleens, if that was the way to put it, because he had found the one and only. He didn’t mount an argument or defend himself in the Fitzgerald Court of Family Law because—because what was the question again? Why couldn’t they be happy for him? For him, that wasn’t a rhetorical question. 

			His father, whose temperament nobody would dare characterize as lamblike, had not been half so wary as his mother. In fact, he cultivated a measure of grudging respect for those he spoke of as the Eye Talians. In his specialized arena of business, dealings with them were hard to avoid. They proved competent businessmen, erratic and blustery, certainly, but finally bottom-line pragmatic, and prosperous, too, in all these respects much like him. Not only that. He had in his garage an Italian trophy car, a gleaming, gorgeous, classic, low-slung Maserati. His wife refused on principle to ride in it, though what that principle was must have seemed so transparent that it had never been adduced. Driving the car was reserved for what was termed “special occasions,” but since few occasions were deemed sufficiently special, she hadn’t many opportunities to spurn getting in, not that that mattered. For her, the point remained. 

			“Oh, you want me to buy an Irish car?” he once asked. “Henry Ford’s da might have been Irish, but our kind don’t have the corner on automobiles, and if we did, their pistons would be cantankerous as a tubercular deacon from Cork—and they’d all be slathered with seasick green paint.” 

			That may be, but Anthony’s mother ardently celebrated the bounty of Irish blood flowing in her unashamed veins. In contrast, his father’s feelings were muted if not mixed on that score. Decades after that soul-crushing November 1963 day of national reckoning, President Kennedy’s framed, fading photo still assumed a place of honor on their mantle, positioned alongside family portraits, all of them faithfully dusted. John Fitzgerald Kennedy, after all, you see. Then again, there was a time when it would have been borderline implausible to saunter into any Irish home or pub bereft of iconic images of the rascally handsome Jack and gravely good-looking brother Bobby and, as she often implored the heavens, may they rest in peace and let perpetual light shine upon them, amen.

			—

			One afternoon the engaged couple came over to the baronial Family Fitzgerald home. Francesca and Anthony and his parents enjoyed a pleasurable lunch in the patio gazebo with the panoramic view of woods and water, and afterward Paddy offered Francesca what he and his son should have offered before: a tour of the grounds. In due course the three of them ended up in the garage. He wanted to show off that classic car of his—and to signal, almost undoubtedly unconsciously, his open-mindedness on the budding Italian controversy.

			“Oh, my God,” she said, gasping, “a 1959 Maserati? Oh, my God. I would love to drive a car like this once in my life. Anthony, sweetheart, what’s it like handling this beauty?” She extended her arms as if she were begging to be handed a newborn to swaddle. 

			Following Francesca’s lead, Sweetheart himself lifted up his own hands, in his case pleading for understanding from whatever deity existed above. He didn’t know the first thing about handling this or any other beauty, and less about cars, especially his dad’s prized vehicle. He was never permitted behind the wheel of the bone-white two-seater the family reverentially referred to as the Maz. As a young boy he may have been assigned numerous domestic chores to hone his sense of family obligation, but he wasn’t ever allowed to wash, much less drive, the car.

			“There can’t be many of these left in the world,” she said to his father. “Where did you find this gem, a 3500 GT?”

			“Knew a guy who knew a guy. Took one look, had to have it. It’s almost as old as me, so we both needed work on the body and under the hood. I hear Maserati made a grand total of eighteen of them.”

			“Everybody raves about Ferrari, and they’re obviously marvelous engineering works of art, but for my money Maserati makes the most beautiful cars. And this one, it’s so sleek and sexy, the automotive equivalent of, I don’t know, a soaring raptor.”

			“You know your cars,” said Paddy, beaming. 

			She didn’t really know her cars, and was normally unawed by anything on wheels—though she was invested in all matters Italian. She had evinced more exuberant interest in the Maz than Paddy’s son ever had. The father didn’t have the heart to tell his prospective daughter-in-law that his 3500 GT was not a 1959 but a 1957, an easy enough mistake to make, and it was christened an Italian name. He knew the name meant “white lady” but he would never risk pronouncing it and embarrassing himself with his wretched accent. The man had his faults, which were spectacular and which his son could enumerate at length if compelled by a subpoena, but pedantry was not numbered among them. 

			“A Maserati Dama Bianca, unbelievable, what a showstopper,” she said.

			“When I take it out? It loves to fly. I got up to a hundred twenty a couple times, on the open road, and it roared, so happy. My accountant regards this car as an investment, a terrible one, but I would never sell it, never, at any price.”

			“It must feel like a racehorse—a Secretariat, Affirmed, Citation, Seattle Slew—winning wire to wire.”

			“And now I find you also know your ponies.”

			“My dad. He spun some tales.”

			“He owned horses, trained them?”

			“More like a speculative interest.”

			Paddy let this information seep in. How did he not put this together? Of course, this Scalino was the daughter of that Scalino, Mimmo Scalino, who used to be the biggest and most reliable bookmaker around, back when. He hadn’t heard much about him lately, assuming that unless he’d gone over to the other side, he’d turned over a new leaf. He now had newfound respect for his own son’s taste and judgment. It was not insignificant, either, that she had major means of her own, which were not derived from her own family business, and was therefore not likely to be tracking breadcrumbs on the trail to Fitzgerald riches. Overall, this girl might simply be too good to be true. 

			Paddy’s wife would come around to the proposed marriage, he would see to that, because Francesca’s response to the car, not to mention her own family lineage, sealed the deal. He was enchanted. This dark-eyed, olive-skinned girl was a keeper. A woman who knew her way around classic automobiles and the race track wouldn’t get vertigo approaching the lightning-fast learning curve required by familiarity with the Fitzgeralds. He had the passing thought that the Maz would make for a sweet wedding present, but reconsidered. Perhaps a tenth wedding anniversary gift.

			“Next time, we’ll take the venerable dame for a spin, Frankie.”

			“Fabulous, Mr. Fitzgerald.”

			“Please, deary, please. Paddy.” His teeth sparkled. “Pass along respects to your dad from me, would you? Someday, he and I can catch up. We all have much to celebrate.”

			Anthony came this close to rubbing his eyes. He’d witnessed the man unleash his charm offensive on business partners, lawyers, school administrators, clergy, reporters, occasionally even law enforcement—on almost anybody, that is, not named Fitzgerald. Anthony had to admit, the day had gone better than expected. 

			In any case, Paddy Fitzgerald adopted the long view. As far as he was concerned, his son’s brood would be perfect and those Irish babies to be would be a shade Italian, true, but their last names at the baptismal font and in Catholic school would be Fitzgerald. So this was a small price to pay for what one day a grandfather presumed would be many, many grandchildren in need of being spoiled. Consider the immense bounty promised by their commingled genes: these babies would bring out the beautiful best of both families. 

			—

			“Robin’s-egg colored shirt, highlighting your baby blues,” she declared that morning three years ago, taking stock of him as he was heading out the door. “Got a hot date, buster?”

			Snappy. Hot date. Buster. Anthony had fallen forever for a woman who lifted her dialogue from broads straight out of central casting in the old black-and-white movies she fell asleep watching. That was where gents favored floppy fedoras and padded shoulders and packed their gats in violin cases, and babes popped bubblegum or chain-smoked a bluish haze and had gams all the way up to here. 

			As it happened, Anthony did have a date. A very hot court date alongside his client, the owner of Limerick Jewelry & Loan, under indictment for laundering cash to further an intricate criminal enterprise whose intricacies were insufficiently intricate to misdirect the district attorney. Maybe all pawnshops traffic exclusively in used guitars and universally refrain from maintaining two sets of books. Maybe leprechauns also frolic in the woods. Silver-tongued, golden-throated, platinum-haired Slip McGrady was entering a plea of not guilty today, but not because anybody capable of making change for the uptown bus presumed for a second he was innocent of anything. Nonetheless, everybody was entitled to a vigorous defense. Enter Anthony. He was the kind of lawyer you needed in your corner if, let’s say, you owned a pawnshop fronting for the genuine money-generating. Counsel therefore advised his client that the chances of a killingly charming lender by the name of Slip getting a walk were remote, comparable to those of a train conductor named Casey with a gambling jones next day reclaiming his hocked vest pocket watch after cleaning up in an overnight craps game. Anthony reminded McGrady what everybody in town knew, that the man was so jovial, so hail-fellow-well-met that even desperate losers at the pawnshop window cage hardly begrudged him. And yet, unless boyo wished to croon Oh, Danny Boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling and serenade his fellow inmates for the next five to ten, he would be wise, so counsel advised, to shut the fuck up today in court.

			Branded upon her memory was something else he said that morning. Anthony promised Francesca, the love of his life, that he was not going to die today. These were the words he uttered:

			“I’ll pick up some fish.” 

			He was referring to dinner tonight, when last night’s conflict would be a dim reminiscence. 

			At that early hour she was unable to stomach the prospect of dining on fish, but that was Anthony the litigator’s MO: move ahead undaunted, burn no bridges, coalesce around mutual interests—like dinner. Before she got to know him, she would have assumed all high-paid lawyers were hardwired to be disputatious, if not belligerent. It was indeed the case that by reputation he was a bulldog in court, though never with her, never. His blond hair curling down over his shirt collar cried out for a trim at Scanlon’s barber shop, but this was not the opportune moment to offer such a suggestion.

			“All right, you young buck,” she said. Young buck: there she went again, quaint as ever. Upon reflection, she didn’t have anything left to say to him after all. Getting in the last word was an overrated pleasure, an empty victory that might have been prized when she was in her early twenties, whenever that was. 

			Besides, that was as good a way as any to put distance on their scuffle, by looking forward—dinner, domesticity, ordinary life. Not that some outside observers might have predicted as much, given their ethnic roots, families for whom—so go the Irish and Italian stereotypes at least—confrontation amounted to a jig, a boisterous magic show, an irresistible if dangerous festa. 

			Irish and the Italians. The Irish may have invented talking, but the Italians invented never shutting up. The Italians may have originated fashion and style and design (the French may take a number), while the Irish originated not giving a knee-wobbler what anybody thought about how they looked. They were both cops and mobsters, sometimes simultaneously. They were equally connoisseurs of contemptuousness: Italians looked down upon somebody not born in their hometown, and the Irish, anybody who wasn’t born Irish and (as far as the Fitzgeralds were concerned) sipped anything other than Jameson. And yet they both fancied themselves experts in matters of the heart, too, natural-born poets and artists and die-hard loyalists to the bitter end when it came to their friends. Most were what you might call Catholic, but Catholics couldn’t confidently articulate what Catholic meant anymore. All their emotions were operatic in scale and their glasses were not empty indefinitely. They deplored their countries but with patriotic conviction. They were generous with their money, and even more generous with yours. They trusted you around their spouses and with other precious possessions, but kept a close watch, because all men are dogs and you never know. They were both dedicated to the idea of the family, for which they would die if they didn’t demolish it first. They both served up tragedy all day long, breakfast, lunch, and dinner—and comedy for dessert—but speaking of cuisine, that’s when equivalence evaporates, as only the Italians can be said to have one. And they both lived and died for and with soccer, which they called football or calcio, and wholeheartedly believed in the vagaries of luck, as when the two converged in the latest penalty kick of misfortune. Stereotypes like these may come in handy, insofar as each contains a germ of truth. Thus only a fool subscribes. Italians and the Irish. They were exactly the same, only completely different. 

			Francesca recognized that some married couples maintained they benefited from learning how to fight fair, because, to their way of thinking, clashing was inevitable once the honeymoon glow dimmed. If you believe the rom-com movies and TV shows, fighting amounted to an aggressive, ritualized form of foreplay, or anthropological display. Ultimately, married people fought not so much to defend themselves or to draw blood, that is, but in order to be intimate. That could make a kind of sense, she supposed, though that made it sound tactical, and the notion of erotic strategizing, a frat boy’s wet dream, depressed her. She’d concede this much: post-battle sex could sweep the decks clear, exchanging one sort of emotional intensity for a more satisfying kind—at least when each member of the couple suspends self-interest and stops to care for the other more than achieving the goal of scoring points. Then interests overlap as bodies and souls merge in mutual consent. Arguments melt into meaninglessness in the heat of passion. But sex was not the result, and not the byproduct, of a negotiation (at least not the kind of sex anybody really craved). It was more like reciprocal submission, which sounded both logically impossible and absolutely real. As a rule, as far as she was concerned, being a devotee of marital combat meant not being good at being married. On the street, in the boardroom, in the financial markets, in court, every fight must have a winner and therefore must have a loser. But for her in a marriage, fighting risks leaving two losers on the sweaty mat, or at least two un-winners. Of course, she was guessing, a rank amateur. When it comes to intimacy and marriage, everybody was an amateur, hazarding wild hunches. All her friends—this was a stat drawn from an idiosyncratic small sampling—well, many of her female friends had maneuvered their mates into going on a couples counseling peacekeeping mission, a type of mediation. In practice, somebody was often wishing to commission a psychic makeover on her partner. Or somebody was lodging a kind of criminal complaint, in which case couples counseling functioned as a branch of law enforcement. Couples counseling never crossed Anthony and Francesca’s minds, not once. They knew they were lucky, but they didn’t know how lucky. Until one day they were not.

			—

			“I’ll pick up some fish.” Anthony was unequivocal and, to reference his lawyer lingo, dispositive. 

			She posed no alternatives as he rushed out the door. He had a big job as a criminal defense attorney that he loved. On the way home, he would take a number at bustling Mulvaney’s Fish Market, stand on line, and consider what the sea was offering Frankie and him for supper tonight. 

			The morning of the fateful promise, he had that crucial McGrady date at the courthouse, and he did appear preoccupied, a little frazzled, and he abhorred being late, so he absent-mindedly neglected articulating goodbye, but there is no question he loved Francesca from the first and loved her without reserve and there is no doubt he did assure her he would select and bring home some fish and did therefore imply—not that she had a sliver of a doubt—that he would return for dinner, to her, his wife. With his haul from the sea. 

			He packed his backpack with the files he needed and slipped it through his arms and over his suit coat. This image always made her smile. So Anthony: high schooler’s backpack on top of his Zegna suit on the way to his max-billable-hour, corner-office job—a comprehensively mixed metaphor. She had wrested from him the corduroy coat, and she was confident she’d have success one day jettisoning the backpack. 

			They were making a solid life together. Someday they’d have a child, or two, who knows, maybe they’d go crazy and have three. They had been together for five years, the tick tock of the clock resounding like a blacksmith’s hammer on anvil. 

			As it happened, she never again revisited the backpack, they never did have children, and he wouldn’t come back home. 

			Fish. The last word he said to her that morning was fish. 

			That was it. What kind of irresponsible thing was that to say? This from a man who had honored every one of his promises—big or small, better or worse, richer or poorer, sickness or health. 

			—

			Francesca was speaking once again to Anthony, but he wasn’t responding because he was no longer available. He had not been there for three years. Yet she addressed him in her mind despite his reluctance to respond. He was not being rude. Their whole life long, he was never unkind to her. There was a rational explanation for his reticence. The reason is that one afternoon three years earlier, a few hours after the grandiloquent Slip McGrady swallowed his tongue, copped a plea and, thanks to his attorney, got a better deal than he deserved or anybody expected, Anthony Fitzgerald keeled over without warning at his office desk, brain aneurysm, age thirty-nine, and that was that, end of story. Road Runner met rock wall. 

			It could happen to anybody, somebody familiar with the actuarial tables might verify.

			But no, it couldn’t, Francesca believed every single unbelievable day.

			For someone no longer there, he inhabited the emptiness inside Francesca. He was not there coming through the door, arms open wide. Not there fixing the lampshade, the leaky faucet, the running toilet, the tilting fence, the cable connection, the computer backup. He was handy with repairs, but at some point everyone realizes some problems can never be rectified. He was not there making coffee on the kitchen counter or pouring from a beautiful bottle of decanted Tuscan wine on a candlelit vintage country farmhouse table. Not there with his nose in the travel guide on the cobbled lanes of Dublin or Rome. Not there driving around town at five miles above the speed limit—not two, not ten, five. Not there napping Saturday afternoons in the garden with a book splayed open upon his chest. “Reading with my eyes closed,” as he put it. Not there wading into the bath-temperature Maui surf. Not there polishing his shoes before bed. Shoes are, he contended, the first thing a perceptive client notices, and scuffed-up footwear signals a disordered mind—and unreliable professional counsel. Mostly, he was not there in bed. Not there in bed. Not there in bed, sleeping alongside Francesca, who was herself swept up in the dream he would never die. 

			He was nowhere, he was everywhere. He shuttled daily, or hourly, between those two poles, and she was haunted by memories often more urgent than her own existence.

			So yes, it does seem a lifetime since the Thursday that Anthony Fitzgerald failed to come home with the fish—or with himself. Or as it felt to Frankie—a heartbeat ago. And she would never make peace with Thursday. What a cruel day on which to die, she thought. Just like all the others. 

			As we all learn sooner or later, there is a kind of story that never comes to an end as long as we live. And some stories, like that of Francesca and her Anthony, along with the whole good Family Fitzgerald, are always beginning again and again, and then again.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Paddy

			Paddy Fitzgerald was in a spot of trouble. But let’s get something straight. He wasn’t bellyaching, wasn’t feeling boohoo sorry for himself, and wasn’t seeking any pantywaist’s sympathy. Not Paddy Fitzgerald, not then, not ever. 

			All right then.

			About that trouble of his: right there, that’s one freighted term the Irish, according to legend rarely if ever tongue-tied, don’t casually invoke. If you ever hear them utter the word troo-bull, you would be wise to backtrack swiftly for the closest exit. But there are troubles and there are troubles. He had the worse kind, which ought not to be confused with the capital-T Troubles that once embroiled his ancestral hated homeland—beloved, far-off Ireland. But his homeland? He wouldn’t overplay his ethnic identity, such as it was. He would also not suffer to be compared to, say, his wretched immigrant of a father, man of unsainted memory: encrusted black fingernails, wobbly whiskey bottle on the rickety dinner table, child- and wife-beating belt buckle at the ready, venom dripping from his lips for the fecking Protestants and the fecking Brits, both sharing a seamy bed in the selfsame scummy bog. The son of a bitch was not in error in that estimation, but if he issued another truthful utterance in his not-foreshortened-enough life, his son missed it. Rest in peace. As if that were possible for a Fitzgerald. 

			“You hear the one about the Irishman who left the bar?” Paddy’s old man trotted out this one a hundred times. Two bilious beats later: “Yeah, it could happen.”

			No wonder Paddy had zero tolerance for the loathsome shamrocky caricature and the Saint Patrick’s Day posturing, and the chances of his crooning “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling” while pub-crawling were a long, long way to Tipperary. He supposed there was no escaping being typecast as an Irish American, whatever that augured, not with a name like Padraic Fitzgerald, though few knew how to pronounce the Irish. Paw-rick? Pah-drake? Pahd-ray-ack? So Paddy would do. But if Paddy swore any allegiance to anything it was to God Bless America—and he didn’t, not quite. 

			He had never been a tonsured monk and taken a vow of cloistered silence, but no thanks, he didn’t care to talk about any of his troubles.

			—

			Yet say he did, where to start? Family? Business? The new girl? Some kind of trifecta. And come on now, at his advanced age, what was he doing with a new girl? If you ever once laid your lucky eyes on her, the answer might seem thunderously obvious. For another thing, the deal he had been counting on swinging, selling a prime piece of property at a healthy profit, looked to be heading south. He didn’t need the money, not in the way most people need money, because he had more than he would ever use, but he needed to swing the deal. One scuttled transaction amounted to little on his balance sheet in the grand scheme of things, though it was also something because in the grand scheme of things there may be no such grand scheme of things, and certainly not for a man with his sort of pride—or for anybody else. Compounding matters, his mirror had broken the incredible news, that he had metamorphosed overnight into an old man. How did that happen? And now there was this new skirt, who made him feel older when she didn’t make him feel younger, and did double duty during the course of the same hour, while wearing or not said skirt. He had to ask himself how come, in the midst of all his troubles, when he had pressing, immediate business to tend to, he was also thinking about her? 

			He may have been outfitted in a midnight-blue dinner jacket, but this was no Michelin-star restaurant, and even if it were, nobody would mistake him for some suck-up maître d’ sticking out his hand, trolling for an Alexander Hamilton, an Andrew Jackson, a Ben Franklin. No, his fists were clenched and his arms drooped like an exhausted boxer in his corner waiting for the bell to ring, and he looked out across the city skyline through the penthouse window as if he were prepared to mix it up with an upstart opponent in the opposite corner ready to charge across the mat, exhaling raw onion, fists flying. 

			Lights glittered down below, and from high above the street he imagined enemies lurking in the shadows. The world had changed over the decades before his very eyes. As God was his witness, a world changed not for the better, and he had his doubts about his supposed witness. People had become harder to manage, downright truculent. Not that he was intimidated by anybody. An old-fashioned donnybrook makes the blood flow, and a soul-satisfying smack drains the sinuses, and after all that blood flows, you get your second wind, you stand taller, you see clearer, scales walloped from your eyes. 

			In the city vista, through undulating, sparkly sheets of rain squalls, he also glimpsed opportunity. The opportunity he sensed everywhere on the other side of the triple-pane safety glass was unrealized, untapped, unexploited opportunity, which was the worst kind. 

			Deals not cemented. 

			Men who needed to be brought to their senses, knocked off their high horses. 

			Obstacles that cried out to be obliterated. 

			People who ought to be shown in no uncertain terms the advantages of being reasonable with him. 

			Everybody should be more like me, he often remarked to himself. If they were, he had no question the world would be a much finer place. He’d make more money, sure, but so would everybody else. People would dress presentably, too. The ridiculous rags grown men and women threw on when they went out, it was embarrassing, it was disrespectful, they had to be kidding, at the baseball game, at the store, at the airport, looking like they had rolled out of bed for an early trade school class or their fry cook job at the greasy spoon. Snap to it, slackers, make the fucking effort: that was his summary judgment. And don’t get him started on the unsanitary flip-flop contagion. 

			Once while he was being chauffeured along on a beautiful day, his head snapped back witnessing a stomach-turning spectacle. From his back seat window he saw a shoeless man on a park bench clipping his toenails. The park was called Fitzgerald Green, because Paddy’s civic consciousness, and his money, caused it to exist: a safe place for children to play, for the elderly and infirm to stroll in the sun, for birds to take wing, for dogs to romp—in other words, no such place where a man could with impunity give himself a goddamn pedicure. Paddy told his driver to stop. He instructed his people to speak directly to the man, in order to have him immediately amend his ways. So they did. The self-groomer didn’t appreciate the attention they paid him, but he appreciated even less the actions they undertook to ensure he would not be able to resume his revolting regimen in Fitzgerald Green ever again. 

			Troubles, troubles. Who doesn’t have them? The one and only consolation strictly reserved for the departed: no more troubles, no more problems. Problems signaled you were still breathing, still yearning for air, still seeking a sliver of fading sunlight. Same time, when drastic measures were indicated in order to solve a problem, Paddy Fitzgerald had no qualms becoming somebody’s worst solution. 

			—

			He wasn’t alone in the penthouse with his reflection in the window. “Baby, if I was a young man…” he started, but then hopped off that rattling, cow-catching train of associations. 

			The young woman on the other side of the great room was long-legged, lithe, and bright-eyed, and she was wearing without a single perceivable regret a shimmery kimono. She gave every mortal indication she had major plans in store for it. She took a stab at uttering some semblance of a thought: “Yeah, if you was a young man, we might’ve went to high school together. Go, Mighty Honkers. Never did pass algebra either time, but you could’ve saved me, let me see your answers on the exam.” She called herself Caitlindee and was channeling her inner scamp, all that champagne she solo consumed having gone to her breathtakingly pretty head.

			He was amused. He was often amused around her, which was not the primary reason she was around. “Honkers? Get outta here. Honkers.”

			“Mighty Honkers, my school mascot. Like, you know, ducks?”

			“Which then you gotta mean geese, gorgeous. Ducks’d be the Mighty Quackers.”

			She giggled, conceding in effect that he may have made a solid point and that she may have had a little too much to drink.

			Paddy’s midnight-blue shoulders relaxed and his chilly, single-note, silvery laugh wanted to qualify as one. He enjoyed having the girl around, she partied like a pro, which in fact she was, and she took his mind off some of those famous troubles of his for a few minutes, and what a great few minutes they were. Long flowing red hair, creamy flesh, rosebud mouth, traffic light green eyes—she was certified to take any man’s mind off his problems, if only temporarily. Then again, temporarily was often all a man desired. And sure, in theory, sure it might have been nice to know her twenty, thirty years ago, but high school? He didn’t know about that. In his day, goals did not include caps and gowns in processional, and her name was never posted on the Honor Roll in the hallway, either. 

			And yet, if time bent back in a hypothetical universe or, say, in a strip mall somewhere across town, who knows, they might have locked up, a couple of mighty, mismatched Honkers. Stranger things have happened.

			Before he showed up tonight unannounced at the apartment, Caitlindee had powered through most of the champagne bottle that was sweating on the high-modern, trapezoidal glass coffee table. It was a Friday evening, after all, and champagne was the ideal prelude to date night. But to judge by how she was dressed—and how she was not—she wasn’t going to be viewed in public soon. 

			Paddy kept staring out the apartment-wide floor-to-ceiling wall of glass, and he watched the brake lights and headlamps down below filtered by the driving rain. He did have affection for the girl, who—so far so good—appeared mostly uncomplicated in the way that he wished everybody to be and hardly anybody was, including his own adult children, who traveled paths antithetical to his, and including also their mother, his late wife, whom he remembered with fondness—until he recalled she was perennially one step ahead of him. He missed her, he did, but he also had to admit that he found it simpler to conduct his business free of her encumbering awareness.

			He mourned his oldest son, as well, every single day, and there was no upside whatsoever to Anthony’s loss. 

			“Feeling low, Sweets?” 

			Saying that, she referenced Paddy’s street name, but he didn’t mind, which wasn’t the case when law enforcement or reporters rashly presumed otherwise. It was important, what you called yourself. For instance, she had been christened at birth Caitlin Cahill, and to her nothing was amiss with Caitlin, except how for some reason these days there was a gaggle of Caitlins milling about, not as many as the Jennifers and the Samanthas and the Heathers and the Madisons, but a virtual Calling All Caitlins Flash Mob Convention nonetheless. So when she ventured upon her specialized career path, she wanted a handle that was unique, memorable, Southern belle-ish, for coquettish brand appeal. She briefly contemplated naming herself Destiny. The name itself was fun to say, and she couldn’t wait to speak of herself in the third person and propose to a potential client, “Would you like a date with Destiny?” Accurate enough, but a little bit too darling to live. So in a burst of inspiration, she tacked dee onto Caitlin, hence the Caitlindee, and it stuck, like gum on the sole of her thigh-high black leather boots. To entertain herself she creatively varied spellings. On her driver’s license she was Catelindey, and on her checkbook it was Caitlindy and she entertained Cait Lindy, too. Katelynd didn’t cut it, however, a position she couldn’t defend, not that she was asked. Spelling, like algebra and bird calls, was not her strong suit. 

			“What’s eating you, Daddy Bear?” 

			He was feeling wistful and talked to his own face in the glass, his back to her. “Like I said, if I was a young man, I’d own this whole damn town.”

			Her lantern-green eyes opened wide, and she didn’t know what to say, because along with every Caitlin and Jennifer and Samantha and Heather and Sarah and Madison around, she assumed Sweets Fitzgerald already owned the whole damn town, and then some. 

			—

			Much as he liked the penthouse, and even more the girl he’d installed there, so far he had elected never to spend the whole night there with her. He made it a point to return home before sunrise, because that’s where he lived, and lived alone, and where he had not once taken her. 

			She never asked for an invitation and the topic never came up for discussion. Other smoldering topics, including the obvious ones, assumed primacy when it came to her. She deduced that his home was simply off-limits. She never assumed he was telling the complete truth, not that this disturbed her terribly. Maybe he had a wife, or something or someone else to conceal—how could she know? Men had their secrets. You should count on that. Oftentimes it was their most endearing trait, their predictable unpredictability. In that regard she thought she was not so different from him. Whatever it was, whoever it was, she could adjust. When it came to men, she was clever as a chameleon: she changed to fit circumstance. 

			As far as he was concerned, it was as if he would be betraying not someone but something precious he couldn’t identify. It had nothing to do with the memory of his late wife, either. Her memory was sacrosanct. Some fool might be tempted to call him a sentimental Mick—but unless you preferred the view of the sky from the horizontal plane, it wasn’t advisable. 

			The Family Fitzgerald house stood out on top of the lofty peak of Haymarket Hill, and Paddy loved to hunt the view from high up, instinctive as a hawk in soaring flight. This was the choicest neighborhood, and his secluded property constituted in and of itself an enclave, accessible by turning off the street, passing through tall iron gates, and going up the steep winding private road a quarter mile to the circular drive at the top. Records were not crystal clear, but the house seemed to have been originally constructed at least a hundred years ago. Shortly after he was married, before Anthony and the rest of the children were born, Paddy bought it from an aged onetime bootlegger who was down on his luck, who himself had bought it from an older wildcatter who was also further down on his luck, and with each passing year Paddy appreciated more and more what a sharp deal he had struck. From his front room, he could see out the bay windows to the headlands in the distance, and the forest of evergreens swaying beyond. At that altitude the wind seemed always to be blowing. He could spy the tiny ships down below inching slowly into port, and he could study the cottony cloud formations rushing by in the blue distance. 

			Two six-day-a-week housekeepers and one Monday-through-Friday cook surreptitiously tapped the bottles of Irish whiskey throughout their shifts, but since the Chilean ladies were pleasant and respectful (they referred to him as Don Paddy, nothing he could do to discourage them), he turned a blind eye and a deaf ear. After all, the house had not burned down a single time under their watch, and the windows sparkled, and the floors gleamed, and the larder was invariably brimming. The cook hadn’t yet mastered Irish stew, but since he recoiled from the old country dish, he was indifferent. “Almost there, Hilda, almost got it, signora,” he would politely say, not quite savoring a forkful. “Grazie, Don Paddy.” His three full-time gardeners were born-again Christians and teetotalers occupied the year round. The domestic bustle didn’t diminish his sense of isolation, and if anything deepened it. 

			As for the groundskeepers, they manicured shrubbery and greenery and tended to two acres of olive, fig, and apple trees as well as the beautiful multicolored flower beds. Roses never took because temperature on the Hill plummeted at nightfall, including in the summer. The pious gardeners carefully tried to talk him out of planting them, but for a man without evident weaknesses, Paddy had a weakness for roses. Not having a green thumb, he assumed one day the roses would be intimidated, obey his command, take root, and bloom already. As a result, every other year or so new bushes would be planted, and every other year they would fail. You could call him mule-headed, but again, there was no percentage taking a risk like that. 

			In theory, he had neighbors beyond his property lines, but he wouldn’t recognize any of them if their paths should converge, which they likely never would. He literally looked down on them, but not metaphorically, not disrespectfully. Neighbors were by definition inconsequential. That sounds harsh, but they weren’t Fitzgeralds, his flesh and blood.

			As for the Fitzgeralds, they lived in a world of their own on Haymarket Hill, though now there was only one Fitzgerald remaining who walked the echoing hardwood hallways not covered by dozens of Persian carpets dispersed throughout. The ten-thousand-square-foot Georgian could have modeled for a pretty postcard, complete with turrets and towers and stained glass windows, limestone floors, and redbrick chimneys, and tapestries big as schooner sails stolen long ago (not by him) from Irish monasteries. Mansard roof and half-round dormer windows and fireplaces big enough to roast a stag. Gothic was the darkness gathering everywhere inside, spooling in the mahogany bar, his favorite room, where he would meet with his crew when necessary. There was also a black-bottom swimming pool, which he occasionally forgot he owned, but though the gardeners kept it in pristine condition, it was rarely warm enough to swim, and nobody could remember the last time anyone was foolhardy enough to dip a toe in. 

			He may have lived by himself, but memory played its predictable, mundane tricks. His wife had possessed the designer touch, and she had executed all the decorating decisions, the impact of which lingered, and which sometimes made him feel glad. Once the house used to resound with the elevated voices of his four children, with the clatter of scampering dogs’ paws, with the music of Irish ballads playing on the turntable. His wife used to organize parties in the gardens, and the children and their school friends would squeal and the batshit Irish setters would bark, and for big occasions the diddly-aye bagpipes she inexplicably loved would bleat nostalgically across Haymarket Hill. When night fell, a more credulous man might have believed ghosts gamboled about. When Paddy heard thumps in the walls and creaks on the stairs, he recalled that his own father had no doubt about the existence of banshees, witches, and ghosts. So when he heard strange noises in the dark, he checked for the loaded handgun underneath his mattress. Paddy may not have believed in spirits, but if that were his old man, returned to pay a visit to square up accounts with his son, he had a high-caliber greeting at the ready. 

			As a thought exercise he considered selling, but that would have been nothing but a prudent business move. And where was he to go and why? Besides, the Fitzgeralds were sensible only as a last last last resort, when something else more compelling didn’t qualify. Truth was inarguable: he could not relinquish the family home, though the Family Fitzgerald wasn’t what it once used to be. He would clear millions by selling, of course, and some spec developer would subdivide the prime Haymarket Hill property into numerous lots and reap obscene returns. But that was money he didn’t need—even if money was money, and for his own family of immigrants who fled the famines, there never could be enough of it, and whatever you had was at risk. Nonetheless, odds were he would never sell. He’d leave the whole homestead to his three surviving children, equal shares to each. Let the remnants of the clan duke it out. 

			He did love his olive trees, how hardy they swayed and self-possessed they loomed. The Italians had a saying that resonated: plant vineyards for your children, olive trees for your grandchildren. He didn’t have a single grandchild, a fact that routinely rendered him downcast. His gardeners took delight in the harvest and the boutique pressings, and the spare cash they generated for themselves by pedaling it on the side, but Paddy never acquired a taste for the olive oil—too Italian. It was the rustling trees that meant the most. 

			He did harbor one fantasy, one he would share with no one as long as he was alive, a fantasy of being buried on Haymarket Hill, in a clearing beyond the olive trees. That prospect almost cheered him—at least to the extent that any thought pertaining to mortality could cheer anybody. He went to the lengths of adding a codicil to his estate plan, specifying where he wanted to be laid to rest, assuming rest was ultimately conceivable for somebody like him. He added another set of terms for good measure including: Bagpipes at my funeral, I’ll haunt you forever. To which his children, reading that one day, would likely nod and say in one voice, Even in the afterlife you’re consistent.

			In his advancing years, Paddy remained busy, busy, and as a result he spent much less time at the house than when he was a new husband and father. When he indulged himself in a vanquished mood, he’d sit for hours ruminating in his Moroccan red easy chair under the forty-foot high beams and listen to scratchy vinyl records cut by classic tenors from the Emerald Isle, sipping tumbler after tumbler of Jameson’s top-of-the-line, Midleton Very Rare, each bottle of which cost more than his own miserable da earned for a month of backbreaking labor at the ironworks. When his whiskey glass clinked on the table, the echo seemed to bounce all over Haymarket. Over time he had come to regard his solitariness the way the lighthouse keeper on some remote cape views his isolation—as his single confidant.

			—

			Caitlindee and her penthouse existed on another, altogether rarefied plane. So did that short black silk kimono of hers, one with a red dragon coiling up her spine and reaching over her shoulder to paw her breast, a garment that in the moment was hanging tenuous and shimmering as a burnished autumn leaf. That’s one very fortunate dragon, Paddy considered. 

			She untied the belt, as if it were a ribbon wrapped around a surprise present, and she shimmied out of her auspicious kimono, letting it fall in cascading folds to the white carpet, and stepped in her heels beyond the dragon, impatiently waiting for Paddy to come over to her. She quivered like the plucked string of a guitar. 

			She hadn’t expected him tonight. Not that he ever cleared his calendar with her—why would he? He did mention he was going to some splashy benefit—and not with her in tow. She liked to believe she didn’t take such decisions personally. After all, men didn’t first make her acquaintance at the symphony or a poetry reading or the environmental fundraiser. And true, men had an unblemished record of disappointing her. That’s what men were used to doing around somebody like who they thought she was, which she wasn’t anymore and never would be again if she could help it, and for the first time in her life she believed she could. Because thanks to Paddy, she now believed she was exempt from disappointment when it came to men. 

			As for him, he did not disapprove whenever she cast off that kimono. He did wonder why she was wearing it since he wasn’t expected.

			“Champagne?” she said, to get his attention. Pilates, yoga, kickboxing—she was committed to working out every day, toning her body, her inflation-proof asset. She picked up the bottle on the coffee table and struggled to read the name on the label of what Paddy had left in her refrigerator along with five more bottles of the same. She mangled the pronunciation of Veuve Clicquot, but she gave it her best shot. 

			If it were imperative that a mistress also be talented linguistically, Paddy would have insisted. Mistress, he said to himself. Who says the word “mistress” anymore? He didn’t care, and in any case he only did what he wanted—and whom he wanted. And he wanted her available when he wanted: the benefits of his advancing years and his status and his wealth—and the terms of their arrangement.

			“Enjoying the bubbly?” he said to the window.

			She certainly did, and she had a follow-up suggestion: “Should I lift up your mood?”

			Her purring tone of voice aroused his attention. “Just having you here, just you living here and being here whenever I come over, that cheers me up.”

			Paddy Fitzgerald turned away from the window and walked across the vast expanse of the living room. “You’re kinda gorgeous, aren’t you,” he said, and it was true. He presumed you needed to state the obvious to a woman, even one as young and dazzling as Caitlindee, on the off chance either of them forgot. And nobody like her doesn’t like to be reminded anyway. So far he hadn’t called upon the services of a blue pharmaceutical when it came to her. That day would arrive, he figured, soon enough. 

			“All for you, Sweets.”

			He fanned a set of hundreds on the glass coffee table like the winning hand in a casino. “Enough pocket money, get you through the week?”

			She nodded. The man took care of her, as promised.

			“No drugs, baby, right?”

			“Clean as a whistle, since you.” 

			“I mean, drugs, you know, pretty girl like you, be an unfortunate development.”

			That was his only stipulation, that she stay clean—and also that she entertain no other men here or anywhere else on the planet. And keep the kimono handy and disposable. 

			“This apartment, should I get you a different one?” 

			The stunning penthouse was a dream come true for her, how could she not like it? She sidled up to him, who towered over her. She put her arms around his waist. She once asked him if he wanted her to get implants, because she worried her demure breasts were a little too understated, and she would gladly go under the knife for him or do anything at all he wanted, but that was unnecessary. A girl with breasts that filled his mouth didn’t require the services of a surgeon. To him, she was perfect and those were deadly excellent toys in her sachet. 

			“Might see you later. Watch your TV shows, don’t wait up.”

			She pretended to sulk. She didn’t sign on any dotted line, and taking contract classes in law school did not loom in her future, but she grasped the nuance-free message.

			“Daddy Bear always gotta work,” she pouted. She placed her head against his pristine ruffled white shirt but he didn’t mind. She no longer wore lipstick because Paddy did mind that. To him, that made women look cheap, like dolls. Besides, her full lips didn’t require cosmetic enhancement to brighten the room. 

			“Work’s how come you can drink Veuve Clicquot anytime you want in your penthouse.”

			She looked baffled, but he was sympathetic. 

			“That’s the name of the champagne you been downing. In my sad French, named for a widow.”

			When she laughed she sounded like a child on a roller coaster, unleashing a series of delighted and frightened musical notes. What a weird name for champagne. Was she the luckiest girl who ever lived, or what? Drinking what she considered fabulous champagne, living in a fantastic apartment on top of the world, her bank account flush, diamonds on her fingers, the most powerful man in town in her bed—now and then, when he said he could. 

			Her cell phone rang on the coffee table. Paddy glared at the thing as if it were a personal antagonist, which it was except for when he called her. He had instructed her to turn off her phone when he was around. He would remind her more pointedly when he got the chance. His eyes darted toward hers and he saw something he wished he hadn’t seen. Fear. And not for the first time. He would figure all this out. It was relatively early in their relationship—if relationship was the word for their arrangement. He’d known her five or six months. He could make a few guesses as to what might account for her uneasiness about a call coming in. Maybe she was tying up the loose ends of her previous life, where he found her and from which she had been scooped up by him. But he was a realist. He had a little patience. But as his business associates, and especially his rivals, would testify, that was a commodity in limited supply. 

			“Like my cufflinks, the bow tie?”

			She rallied, as he went in that direction, away from the telephone complication. “You look good enough to eat, Sweets. Fancy Dancy in your pretty tuxedo.” She stepped out of her shoes.

			He explained tonight was all about business, couldn’t be avoided. For a minute he had contemplated taking her to the big Catholic benefit, but in the end determined no, he had work to do before, during, and after. More to the point, he wasn’t ready to go public, and a good chance he never would be. Besides, he was having nothing but difficulty with regard to the big real estate deal he had been offering the diocese, and tonight he would take advantage of the opportunity to move the right people in the proper direction: his. He didn’t have unbridled high hopes on that score, and that recognition bleakened his mood tonight. The Catholics were playing hardball. How did they ever imagine they had leverage over him? They would learn sooner or later nobody enjoyed leverage when it came to Paddy Fitzgerald. To be clear, they might indeed possess leverage, but they wouldn’t enjoy it, certainly not without paying a price. He had no alternative but to school the Catholics. 

			“You and them Catholics,” she said. “Like, you religious?” She had never asked.

			“Like I said, all business, doll baby.”

			“But your son, he’s a priest, for real? Can I meet him?”

			He shrugged. That rendezvous would never take place if he could help it.

			“Is he going to be there tonight?”

			“Usually is, events like that.”

			“Some of them priests, they’re up to funny stuff.”

			“You know any? Talking about priests?” That was an offhanded question that was anything but, and part of him wished he hadn’t asked.

			“Didn’t grow up no Catholic, never been much to church, except a wedding one time, funeral couple times.”

			He waited three beats. Then he shot her a look to make it clear she knew precisely what he was asking, and what he didn’t want to know. 

			“No,” she said, “don’t think I ever.”

			“Tell you what, week or so, we jet to New York, spend a few nights at a nice hotel, Upper East Side off the Park, catch a show, some restaurants, have fun, buy you new clothes. You seem to be running out of things to wear.”

			That made her smile. “I dress up for you.” Or not, she didn’t bother to elaborate. 

			“Find you another kimono. You look fabulous in yours, or out of it. Where’d you get it?” His own probings tonight surprised him. He could tell from the blankness in her eyes and the immobility of her lips she was thinking hard. He appreciated she was not a gifted liar, which was one sterling character trait they did not happen to share. And if you couldn’t find a girl who had a weakness for telling the truth, at least get one you could tell when she was lying. Paddy didn’t play poker anymore, a younger man’s game, but he could read in faces what cards people were holding when they weren’t holding any. 

			She concluded this was a moment, perhaps a test. “Some swank consignment place, downtown, can’t remember, long ago. Wait, wait, no, no, my crazy aunt got it for me in Japan.”

			He directed his manicured right hand between her legs, and leaned in to cup his mouth around her taffy-sweet ear to inquire in a throaty whisper if she liked that. She reflexively elevated to the tips of her toes. He considered himself a gentleman, most of the time. And he might have congratulated himself on that score, because a guy like him, he didn’t have to be a gentleman unless he wanted.

			“What’s her name, crazy aunt, Japan?”

			“What? What?” It took her a second, the question rattled her but not as much as his hand, and it required concerted effort to speak. “Sarah,” she said, which sounded like she was exhaling, which she also was, “Sarah, Aunty Sarah…”

			“You like this?”

			His cologne intoxicated her, lemon trees and spices, but the expensive kind, not off the drugstore shelf. Older men splashed on cologne, she learned from past experience, and it worked like catnip. She gasped when her phone rang once again and she whispered yes, she did like what he was doing, but then he pulled back his hand, tantalizing her.

			“Sure whoever’s calling will leave a message.” The implication was obvious as to how pleased he would be over that development.

			“I don’t care.” He couldn’t tell for sure that she didn’t. That was okay, for now. If the girl became a problem she wouldn’t remain a problem for long. He knew how to conclude arrangements that turned sour. And yet that made him ask himself if he did have feelings for her, after all. He’d file that under bizarre complications, which he also knew how to deal with.

			With two hands she guided his back to where it had been and shut her eyes as her mouth rounded into an O.

			“You want to go out tonight—with a girlfriend? If you have one of those, I mean. Do you? Have a girlfriend?” Every so often it would occur how little he knew about her, and how minimally that mattered. 

			Words were halting, and she leaned weak-kneed into his chest. “No, Pad. Stay here, be here. You come back. Af. Ter.” She wasn’t complaining and she wasn’t explaining. She had learned from the jump that was not the thing to do.

			“I would like to trust you to be here, when you say you will be.”

			He’d keep her out of the limelight. For a man like him, that’s what having a low-maintenance beautiful mistress was useful for—as long as she remained low-maintenance. He pulled back his hand once more and she opened her eyes, communicating with some intensity that she preferred where it was before. 

			Her voice dropped two octaves. “Have to leave so soon, Sweets?” 

			She had a point. Liars, including beautiful incompetent liars, are capable of a good point. He took out his phone and advised his driver he’d be downstairs eventually, but not to hold his breath. His driver expressed concern as to timing.

			“Jonesy, I have a watch, and a nice one, too. If we’re a little bit late, so be it. Why don’t you read your book of poetry?”

			His driver, Jonesy O’Dell, was more than his driver, and a man whose reading predilections were opaque to his boss. Nothing wrong with being a chauffeur, according to Jonesy’s radical democratic inclinations, but his job profile was multifaceted and his assignments were limited only by the range of Paddy’s problems and needs and wishes. Only thing Paddy wished for is that Jonesy didn’t attempt to micromanage him. 

			Paddy sighed, indicating he might wish to continue the phone conversation—but not now. “Jonesy, later. My biscuits are ready to come out of the oven.”

			Paddy slipped off his midnight-blue jacket, folded it precisely, and draped it on the arm of the white leather couch.

			“Biscuits in the oven?” she said. “Really?”

			“You know Jonesy.” 

			She couldn’t say that she did. “It’s coming down pretty good outside. Got your raincoat in the car?”

			It was indeed bucketing down, but the tilt of his head indicated the weather failed to elicit his slightest interest. 

			“What’d you have in mind before you go, besides those famous biscuits of yours,” she said. “Cards?”

			“Yeah? Keep thinking, little Honker.”

			“That’s Mighty Honker to you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Terry

			There she was, being dogged down the street by a greasy tweaker in two-dollar drugstore flip-flops. The whole thing was hilarious and sad, and Terry wasn’t really scared, more like curious as to how long before he’d trip and face-plant. This was the dragon-breath guy who hooked up with her buzzed, blasted mom in the dope fiend insane asylum that never passed for home sweet home, and he was moving in slo-mo, like somebody doing dumbass water aerobics in the shallow end of the pool at the Y. A dreamlike moonless night pursuit like this qualified as a new experience for the going-on-eighteen-year-old girl, but it didn’t portend a bright future on her Instagram account. It also didn’t loom as the future subject of her college application personal essay. That was where, she assumed, she was supposed to address grave, weighty topics like global warming and world hunger and prison reform, about which issues she had emphatic, inchoate feelings. She dreaded the college app, though not with the same immediacy she dreaded her mom’s jacked-up moronic squeeze. Here it was the beginning of her senior year, and she should get her life in order. She should also graduate from high school. Something told her that was not going to be in the cards for her, either. 

			“Get back here, you little bitch whore!” Clip clop. His flip-flops clippitty clopped on the pavement like tiny rhythmic lashes on a bondage grubber’s latexed ass. 

			Fuck a duck, she pondered, he uses words the way an unhousebroken dog uses a shoe. She’d read that a smart dog, such as a Border collie, has a vocabulary of about two hundred words, but she doubted a single one of them was bitch or whore. What the man had yelled constituted a high percentage of his working vocabulary. Then again, his working vocabulary was as unemployable as he was, given his persistent crystal stupor, and any self-respecting Border collie would score higher on the SAT than he would. And the way she was lately regarding her college prospects, higher than she would, too. 

			When it came to drugs for Terry, like addys or rids or X, the usual, all of which were everywhere for the taking, that wasn’t happening. She was no altar boy slash girl but she couldn’t explain. Don’t bother bringing up weed: weed, man, come on, weed was boring as a baseball game or religion class. She’d sooner cut herself to get high, which she did experiment with a few times, but for her it wasn’t the rush girls like Joneen swore it was, just stupid, just sad, not judging. Waterboard her, she might concede being a naturally adrenalized freakazoid girl who, angling for inclusion among her nonexistent peers, accepted dares, especially those decreed by idiots at school, who are expert at one thing, which is promulgating dares, but even so, she never missed a chance to jump off bridges real and figurative with the sluggiest of them. 

			“Butter buns, over here.” That was Joneen talking to Terry, the other day, stretched out on the bed in her room painted ceiling to baseboard glossy black and red, in a geometric design matching the club she loved to sneak into, and which kept throwing her out. Joneen must have had parents, Terry presumed, but they always seemed to be out of town—they certainly were never home when she showed. “Take a look, this is cool.” 

			Terry clambered over and gazed into the girl’s laptop. She laughed, and wished she hadn’t. “Get out.” 

			“I know, right? Porn’s for girls, too.” 

			“Not this girl.” She froze, couldn’t pull her eyes away from the video. “Shoot me, that’s totally gross. Girl looks, like, what? Fourteen?” 

			“I’ll send the link, this site’s my fave.”

			Terry climbed off the bed, semi-amazed and fearful she had been transformed by Joneen into another kind of person, at the same time wanting to find a way to erase what had been flash-imprinted on her brain. 

			Joneen kept speaking to the monitor. “You got a lot to learn, princess, grow up.”

			“I think they call people like you a bad influence.”

			“So’s your moms and you’re welcome.” She scooped up her phone.

			As far as Terry was concerned, being a bad influence was not a completely objectionable thing, because a friend’s a friend, though she found herself at the stage of her life when she had few friends and the friends she did have she wasn’t always sure she liked, which is where Joneen came in. Terry’s phone pinged.

			“You got a text,” said Joneen. “Check it.”

			Terry didn’t want to, but she obeyed. She stared in disbelief at her phone. “What’s wrong with you?” She was referring to Joneen’s naked-above-the-waist pic. 

			“Now you, me.”

			“Sorry, fresh out of white-trash selfies.”

			Joneen didn’t consider herself trashy, that sext of hers was anything but, it was classy and cute and punk fashion, and she was trying to guide the little girl along because she needed help only Joneen could provide. “No wonder you have trouble with boys. You gotta sex boost your profile, guys go goo goo from selfies, being the dumb shits they are.”

			—

			Under current circumstances, namely, hustling down the street late at night, her adrenaline was flowing. Not that everybody understood adrenaline, which didn’t crank up the reptile brain chain, it calmed you down. She was no track star, but she was confident the slob in pathetic pursuit enjoyed no shot of gaining on her, and stood a better chance of causing himself a heart attack and crashing onto his saggy hog jowls, the jiggly sight of which nauseated her. But hold on, somebody explain this. Meth was supposed to burn off pounds, which is why it became all that back in the day, so how come the dude looked like a pure porker? Her mom, the total opposite. She looked like a POW in old-time grainy footage on the History Channel, fingers hooked through barbed wire, cellophane skin, cheeks like sparrow heads, cigarette burns for eye sockets. 

			All things considered, tonight was not an experience she would post on Facebook either, which she was done with now that grandparents were crowding out everyone else with darling baby pics.

			“Motherfuck, you little skank!” Clip clop. 

			She stopped, turned. “Didn’t know you cared, Dad!” And took off again. She shouldn’t have called him Dad. Bad move, taunting him, technical foul, two shots and the ball. At the same time, she was impressed her troll had the wind in his lungs to uncork so many words in a row. That along with his loping down the street constituted the greatest display of purposeful physical and mental activity he had ever exhibited.

			Two minutes earlier she had tiptoed down the back stairs and sneaked out the kitchen door, where the cracked window was held in place by silver duct tape, closing the door with the faintest click, and headed down toward the dark street. The instant she reached the sidewalk she could breathe again. Being a feral creature, the guy must have sensed her absence and came out flying.

			She did what she had to do. Nobody else would see it that way but that was their problem. She knew she was going to survive and she felt liberated, as if from some as-seen-on-streaming jailbreak, to which this run was not unrelated. She had a question for herself: What took you so fucking long, Terry? And another dawned in quick succession. Why didn’t you put on a fucking bra? 

			This brought up for her a troubling association. Joneen told her she ought to get a breast reduction. (“’Less you’re gonna be a pole dancer someday, but hey. What’s it like holstering those bad girls?”) Joneen fantasized about becoming a model so she was lucky not to be afflicted with big boobs, or so she claimed. Terry advised her more than once: “Least you never gotta tell some jerk, Hey, my eyes, they’re up here.” Something she said every other day to one dickish guy or another. Joneen kind of had a point, or maybe, Terry thought, she was jealous. 

			Wait: envious or jealous, which was it? Mr. Fitzgerald once explained the difference as if it mattered, or mattered to him, but it went over her head like a lot of teacher talk. Jealous sounded right, but in itself that made her think it could be wrong.

			This was the night she had taken out paper and made two underlined columns at the top: Reasons 2 Stay. Reasons 2 Jump. An hour later both columns were blank, so that made her decision-making process easy. She didn’t require a decision-making process, she needed some air. 

			Her mom should have bought stock in duct tape. Not that she had a lot of what she called scratch to invest in anything besides her precious ice, not even groceries and the electric bill, not as long as she was scheming for a fix. She used the tape on the array of broken items in her possession. At some point everything inside the house seemed busted, cracked, or frayed, including her mother herself, and Terry imagined that if she could have figured out how to stick on some duct tape and put herself back together, she would have done so. 

			“Perfeckly good teapot,” her mom would slur. “Lil’ duck tape, there you glow.”

			And the crocodilian creepy boyfriend would chime in, “It’s a lifesaver, the old tape of the duct. Only thing it don’t work on is, and people don’t know this shit, is…fucking ducts!”

			That the guy had a glimmering as to where to locate the closest duct was gravely doubtful. Workers who knew from ducts might take actual jobs, and he wasn’t going to impress any prospective employer during his interview if Mr. Men’s Fitness wore either of his two unwashed, tattered flannel shirts. Not that he ever left the house in search of a job. 

			“You think you’re better’n me, hot pants? You with your fancy school, and books you got your nose stuck in. You’re wah wah crying to the molester priests what a lousy homelife you got, like you deserve better?” 

			“Hey, Brad Pitt, my eyes are up here.”

			She was on scholarship at Holy Family High, hanging on by her fingernails, but she didn’t feel she was better, and here was proof. She hated his guts. A better person would use the guy’s gun to blow his brains out. He had one of those.

			“Holy Family, hi,” he went, “your holy family is very high.” 

			“Good news. It’s open mic at the comedy club tonight.” 

			“Face of time,” her mom said wincing, as if somebody trained a flashlight on her dilated pupils. “Time has a face, you know, Terry, time has a face, a face, you know what I am talking about, about, sweetie? Rivers don’t decide where they gotta go, they just flow, baby girl. Make yourself mac and cheese, there’s boxes in the kitchen. Zeroes and ones, zeroes and ones, everything’s zeroes and ones, everybody knows that.”

			Terry’s backpack was bulky with stuff that made running awkward, but she didn’t need to set a land speed record to keep the man at bay. She had also stolen something of his that weighed her down and that she shouldn’t have taken—that handgun. But then, better with her than anywhere near her mom. She had gun rights, too, the right to get the thing out of the house. 

			“Your moms says get back, you tramp!”

			Nobody was strolling along the street or walking dogs or collecting for victims of the latest tsunami or selling solar panels or hyping Jehovah, but here and there lights were turned on inside houses she scurried past. Houses where, unlike hers, lawns were mowed and paint wasn’t peeling off like sunburned skin and presumably people weren’t getting smashed and yelling at each other and scrambling around with rolls of duct tape in the wake of yet another mishap, disaster, or assault. 

			It was after midnight. She didn’t need a clock, she could tell by the twisting knots in her belly. No idea where a girl like her ought to go, as long as it was out of that madhouse. She had had enough. Enough of the screaming, enough of the frozen pizza she stuck in the microwave, enough of the clanking vodka bottles tossed into the garbage can, enough with watching that man play with his jittery gun and pretend he knew how to clean it, television blaring all hours while he and her mother snored like freight trains on the couch after days of slamming lines on the wicker coffee table somebody put out on the sidewalk with a sign that advertised FREE. One time the tweaker asked Terry if she wanted a taste.

			“Over my dead body,” she said. “What I mean, I mean over your dead body.”

			“Not a little girl anymore, sweet thing.” He stuck the straw up his raw-red nose. “More for me.” His septum accepted the deviated challenge.

			She was halfway down the block when the man cried out her name yet again, and there the slug was, in slower, agonized motion. From this distance: blurry, bad, sad, funny-failed anime. He wasn’t going to catch her, not lugging that jiggling gut and not in those plastic sandals—and again, how did he retain the overhanging gut, given the meth? And where’d the slowpoke get his name? Which was Dash. The penitentiary? Dash not as in a tricky piece of punctuation she did not know how to use in her deathless high school composition prose, but dash as in half of mad dash? Is that what her English teacher would term ironic? Irony was a tough concept to handle. Every time she thought to use the word, she figured she was wrong. Sort of like literally. Nothing was ever literally the case when she wanted to say it was, or so her teacher told her literally a million times, but see? Right there, that literally might have clanged, pretty wrong. She’d check in with Mr. Fitzgerald on the thorny irony issue the first instant she caught herself caring. (Hey, would that be ironic?)

			But she needed to keep moving, increasing the distance between Dash and herself. Wait, that’s a freaking metaphor too, or maybe an image, both of them being terms invoked by her favorite teacher. Mr. Fitz owned an apparently infinite supply of environmentalist-slogan green T-shirts and he must have majored in English teacher terminology. He never stopped tugging on her: to wake up in class, to read the books he assigned, to rewrite the half-assed papers she submitted past the due date, urging her to “fulfill her potential.” If she had any of that famous potential to fulfill, she’d probably find out when it was too late. For a guy who broadcast to the world his commitment to save the whales and the elephants and the owls and the wolves and the water and the bees and the butterflies, she believed he was also taking a shot at saving her, too. Possibly, he regarded her as another endangered species, which was not a bad connection, considering her homelife. So far, though, he wasn’t wearing a SAVE THE TERRY T-shirt. Freaking metaphors everywhere, you couldn’t shake them. He was pulling on her, mostly, to come to his office and talk if anything was on her mind, anything. She had assumed for the longest time he was gay, and therefore, to her mind, unthreatening. But she had begun to reconsider. Not that it mattered, because Mr. Fitz was okay. It wasn’t his fault they made him her teacher. He was not the ordinary kind, either. And maybe he was queer and maybe she had misread the tiny, deniable, flirtatious vibe he threw off—and wait, didn’t he once disclose in passing that he was married? He did, but gay would otherwise explain a lot. Was he bi? Was he unhappily married? Did he have kids? He never mentioned. And what made him so interested in somebody like her in the first place? Why did he ask her so many annoying questions? Why was he interested in what somebody as fucked-up as she thought? He puzzled her, but all the students respected the guy, including the hard kids, and nobody ever accused him of making any twisted moves. Nonetheless, she was beginning to think she couldn’t trust her read on any member of the male subspecies. She would sooner have popped and guzzled a can of fifty-weight motor oil than have one-on-one face time with any teacher till, that is, she had Mr. Fitz, only now she took every opportunity to go to his office, and—all right, she would admit to herself—open the top of her shirt a little bit, one button, or two. Maybe she  was a trashy girl, a claim Dash tonight bull-horned for everybody’s benefit on the block.

			Speaking of motor oil and her mom’s boyfriend, his shitbox of a car was on blocks in the driveway, otherwise he might have hopped behind the wheel to run her down. Car on cinder blocks: possibly yet another image if it wasn’t a metaphor. Recycling vodka and all the ongoing screamfests. Her whole life was amok with metaphors, images. She liked saying that word amok, she looked it up online, it was a Malaysian word, like shiok, a word that meant wow. Another useful Malaysian word was orangutan, “man of the jungle.” Nothing in Terry’s house worked since that man of the jungle took up with her mom. But wait, that’s an insult—to orangutans. Shiok, she herself was running right now the fuck amok.
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