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The night the frenzy under the surface reached a rolling boil, I could see my breath in the neon spilling from the windows. The steam made the glow pretty in a sulfurous way. Something had come to town, and I could feel it in the tremors of the wet sidewalk and hear it in the hiss of tires, feel it watching from the orange halos of all the electric lights.

Around 3:00 a.m., after the bars close and Portland’s Old Town powers down, that was when I could sense it most. Change. The bad kind. The spirit of the city was a hobo’s garden, almost gone every second it was there, and Ming’s Shoe and Boot Repair was a holdout in the middle of it all, a relic like myself, too stubborn to move and too blind to understand it should change, so not long for a new world that kept getting newer. The old neon boot icon was set to slow blink and so was I. It was Wednesday. No matter how hard I tried, I wound up drinking in the alcove in front of it two or three times a week. Recently, more often.

A giant figure stepped out of the rain and loomed over me. Television huge. Dark blue suit. Expensive hair and spendy shoes. The dead eyes of a professional beating machine. He didn’t frown in disappointment or smile in wry disgust. I was a creature from days past; bomber jacket and jeans, combat boots, plastic bottle of vodka, lounging in a doorway. Part of the old Old Town, and he looked at me the way you look at apes in the zoo, expectantly, waiting for me to freak out or do something funny. When I didn’t do anything, he held out the greasy paper bag he was carrying.

“What is that?” I asked.

“Teriyaki doll head for all you care,” Santiago growled. He knelt next to me, but he didn’t sit. The Mexican Conan was too dapper to touch the tiles. I passed him the vodka and he took a little nip, blew out the fumes, and his face finally wrinkled in disgust. “You own a bar full of top-shelf booze and you drink discount snake juice.”

I took the sandwich he’d brought out of the bag and started in on it. Pulled pork, balsamic arugula, pine nuts, and Turkish fig aioli. It was from the appetizer menu at Alcott Frond, the bistro that had risen from the cadaver of “mitri’s izza.”

“I was thinking about Yellowstone,” I managed, my mouth full.

“You were?” Santiago considered, then took another nip of vodka. He set the bottle down next to me and dusted his hands. “Never been there. Went to the Tetons once.”

“Yeah?” I crammed the second half of the sandwich in my mouth, chewed a few times, and swallowed. “Good times?”

“Went with a woman.”

We watched a car go by. I wiped my hands on my pants. Santiago took his cigarettes out and offered me one. I accepted. We fired them up and smoked, and he seemed to admire the view. There was a trash can right across from us, beyond that a new cubist Lego Modern apartment hive.

“Good turnout tonight,” Santiago commented after a little while. He knew I didn’t care, and I knew he was going to tell me anyway. Our relationship was unlike any I’d ever had before. Santiago Espinoza had been an ex-con working for a real estate developer when I first met him. For a variety of reasons, I’d drugged his boss and sent him off to die in Russia after I ripped him off. Then, after beating the shit out of him, largely by cheating in that fight, I offered Santiago a job. His dream job, as it turned out. He’d prospered wildly in the last year and for some reason he still felt I was responsible for it, even though he’d done all the hard work himself. I’d told him the truth, time and time again, that I’d needed him just like his last boss, that he was doing me the favor and not the other way around, but Santiago never bought it. That’s why he brought me sandwiches at 3:00 a.m.

“Kid puked in front of the Lucky,” I said. The Lucky Supreme, my tattoo shop. “Flaco hit it with some Windex. Rain got the rest.” Flaco, from the taco kiosk next to the shop, was not a world class problem-solver.

“Need a ride?” Santiago straightened his suit coat.

“Nah. Catch a cab over on Burnside. I’m not done hanging out yet.”
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Half an hour later, I got up and shook out the cold, tossed my empty in a garbage can, and headed for a cab, sticking to the awnings and getting wet anyway. Store decorations were pumpkin heavy, with a multicolored Indian corn sprinkled in the mix. I stopped and looked through the dark window of an overpriced café and stared at an ear of it. The Cadillac of corn.

On Burnside, I stood on the corner down from Voodoo Donut, a purely bizarre place the new version of the city couldn’t kill, and got scooped up by one of the cabs that circled it at all hours. The driver was a white kid. Portland is a white, white city. He sported a stylish blend of heavy metal and new hippie. Guy was a talker, too. I gave him my address.

“Just off work? You a bartender?” He seemed a tiny bit excited. Strong coffee or a slow night.

“Nah.”

“Partying?”

“Kinda trapped in a never-ending party, so no. Not really.”

“Huh.” He glanced in the rearview. “You from here? Swear I know you from somewhere.”

A year ago my face had been all over the papers. Massive federal manhunt after a bomb went off downtown and blew the shit out of most of a city block. I hid out in a bartender’s house, eating sardines and stale cake while I recovered from a near-death beating that left me in a dumpster and resulted in the cool-guy scar on my face.

“I get around.”

“Me too.” The kid shook his head at the grooviness of it all. “Life behind the wheel, man. You all set for Halloween?”

“Need to get some decorations for the house. Maybe some of that corn I keep seeing. My chick is in Seattle, so I might drive all the way the fuck up there again. Dunno. The whole party thing just pisses me off anymore.”

“Always the strip clubs, baby. This is Portland. One on every corner.”

“Dude. Do not get me started.”

“So lemme get this.” He glanced in the rearview again. “Dicey long-distance woman scenario, not interested in parties and the club scene. Cruising Old Town at what, like, four in the morning?” He snapped his fingers. “You’re a Method actor!”

I laughed. “Busted.”

“Checkmate.” He giggled. “It’s like I have telepathy.”

I tipped him an extra few bucks when we pulled up in front of my place, and after he jetted away down my tree-lined street, I stood in the rain and stared at my house, testing the feel of it. It was an old Victorian duplex with me on the first floor, a big porch, and the Oregon standard rhododendrons on either side of the stairs. Dark windows.

Haunted.

The place had taken on a different kind of vibe in the last month or so. It wasn’t that my girlfriend, Suzanne, had taken a job in Seattle and moved out of the daily picture, leaving a void where her soft morning singing and moods bright and terrible had been. It wasn’t the change in the weather, having the sky turn into a featureless gray cave roof. It wasn’t that I was dragging the ghost of change and judgment out of the bones of Old Town every night. It wasn’t even a combination of all that. There was something new and wrong about my house, like radiation, there but invisible, and looking at the dark shape of it made me want to go back to the shoe and boot alcove.

“Hello,” I said to nothing.

It was impossible to prove, too. As I went up the stairs and fished the keys out of my pocket, I mentally drifted over the faces of all the people I’d pissed off in my month-long bout of paranoia. Pretty much everyone. I silently unlocked the door and slowly, slowly opened it.

Dark. Warm. Quiet. It smelled like Dollar Store furniture polish, coffee, and books. No broken windows or I would feel the difference in the air. I reached in and turned on the light. Chops and Buttons, my two cats, were asleep on the couch. They woke up and blinked at me. Chops yawned before he closed his eyes again. Nothing from Buttons.

I locked the door behind me and took off my wet jacket and boots, left them by the door. As I went through the place I turned on the lights. Dining room with a big table, where for years I never sat, then ate at morning and night with Suzanne, then stopped using again after she left. Kitchen. Very tidy, almost like no one ever cooked there anymore. A bathroom off to one side that smelled like masculine Dial antimicrobial soap and wet towel instead of ten kinds of tall woman. And the bedroom, lavish in an old antique way, filled with furniture I’d finally gotten around to restoring courtesy of Suzanne’s subtle scorn. It was a bedroom that belonged in a showroom, or the bedroom of a guy who slept on the couch in his wet clothes.

Empty. No phantoms, cops, women, killers, art dealers, rivals, former employees, drug dealers, feds, or girlfriends. I went back into the kitchen and poured myself a nightcap and carried it out to the couch, turning all lights off as I went. Sitting in the dark made me feel grounded. If there was a presence in my house, it put us on the same creepy playing field. I eventually lit a cigarette and sipped the absurdly expensive scotch I’d transitioned to and listened to the familiar soundtrack of “old house at night.” When the glass was finally empty, I turned on my cell phone. Sixteen missed calls since I left the shop, at precise thirty-minute intervals, all from Delia.

Delia was the largest of my current problems. Certainly the most colorful. Definitely the loudest. My sidekick, my most trusted confidant, my best employee, was leaving Portland. Leaving the Lucky and the glory of Old Town. She was emerging as an artist of merit in other mediums and haring off to Austin. Before she left, she was dead set on marrying the idiot douchebag she’d been supporting for the last year, the semi-cretin lead spaz of the punk band Empire of Shit, the infamous Hank Dildo.

The marriage part of her transformation was beyond implausible. Delia was a genius. She was the best artist I’d ever worked with, hands down, but it was more than that. What was hard for the rest of us, she stepped over effortlessly. Delia was a tiny, titless, mouthy fireball and in every way that counted she was the biggest woman I’d ever known. It was terrible of me, and my troublesome girlfriend, Suzanne, would laugh bitterly if I said it out loud, but it seemed irresponsible for someone with so much going for her to marry a musician. Especially one like Hank.

Hank, for instance, liked spray paint. As a refreshing intoxicant. I thought it was all for show in the beginning, the kind of facade one would expect from the front man of a mad punk band like Empire of Shit, but now I suspected otherwise. Hank liked other drugs in a generalized way, but thankfully punk music on his level didn’t net the kind of funds required to become a proper junkie. Not yet. Probably. Hank didn’t strike me as especially clean, either. He most definitely wasn’t a romantic. But the worst part was that the bastard was so charming I was having trouble hating him. He lit up the room, like Jude Law’s bipolar little brother.

Delia. Suzanne. The creamy transformation of the City of Roses. I missed all kinds of things that weren’t quite gone yet. I got up and drifted silently back into the kitchen, sloshed a little more scotch in my glass. Then I looked out the window at the neighbor’s backyard. There was a forlorn old Big Wheel, upside-down and worn and broken, just visible in the dim light from their back porch bulb. The grass was dead, and staring out at the Big Wheel a few nights ago had given me an idea. The tracks around the thing, specifically. I set my drink down on the counter and went silently to the front window, peeked out at the street. All quiet. No new cars, no pedestrians, steady rain. I opened the front door just wide enough to slip through and went out low and fast.

Willing myself to be a half-drunk shadow, I vaulted the porch railing and dropped barefoot into the wet yard on the side of the house, then stole toward the backyard. At the edge of the house, I cautiously peered around the side. Empty. The back of my shirt was soaked and the wind hit me as I rounded the corner and slunk up to my bedroom window. I’d pulled all the grass out below it in a frenzy a few nights ago. The bare spot was roughly the size of a welcome mat. It was too dark to see clearly, so I dug my phone out and flipped it open, turned the tiny blue screen toward the patch of wet earth.

Boot prints. The rest of my warmth gusted out of my rib cage.

Someone had been looking through my bedroom window, and from the freshness of the prints, they’d been there moments ago, when I’d turned on the bedroom light and stood there, staring at Suzanne’s pillow.

My phantom was real.
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Everything about the new and improved Lucky Supreme, that pinnacle of neon whorls and gold leaf, old-fashioned barber chairs with polished chrome and speckled star field vinyl upholstery, the refurbished ’50s jukebox with bubbly lights and Cash Only, it was all my idea. My doing. I was rich, after all, and we’d been rebuilding from scratch. There was some resistance at first. Delia had nitpicked and micromanaged everything, at every step, attempting to distort my vision through willpower, tantrums, and cold, bony shoulders, and some of her had ultimately crept into the place. But in the end, the blame for transforming a venerable tattoo shop in Old Town into a swank bordello tangled with a phony yuppie stereotype was my bad.

I surveyed the assembled crew with a stern expression. I have a big scar on my face, so my stern is positively gnarly. Nine thirty a.m., Code Omega Red, emergency meeting. I was in no way trying to inspire confidence, which was what I usually had to do. This time I was sharing an unhealthy dose of terror. What I had before me in the dark tattoo shop was not promising.

“I think I speak for all of us,” Delia began, stepping forward. Behind her, the three guys frantically made “no, no” gestures. Delia was wearing an ancient Burger King kid’s tee and fire-engine-red overalls. “Now, I don’t know the Webster’s Dictionary definition of anything, not by heart, but ‘fruitcake’ means so many things that resonate with—”

“Dude, it wasn’t the bathroom window, right?” Chase interrupted. Chase was new. He had replaced my trusty former employee, Nigel. The period of time it had taken to transform the Lucky from a burned-out husk into the stale, soulless farce we stood in had given poor Nigel just enough time to get into the kind of trouble he couldn’t get back out of. A few weeks before the grand reopening, the two feds who’d been dogging me for three years busted him for moving gun parts, pills, and more, and the upshot was that he’d be cooling his jets inside until 2029. We sent letters and cookies, and I did a little more on the side. Chase Manhattan, who had perhaps the dumbest tattoo handle of all time, was also an old pal of mine. I trusted him to a point, and that’s rare enough. “I mean, you did check outside the bathroom, right? Darby?” Then he looked pained and shut up.

The other two guys, Stewart Something-Or-Other and Billy or Danny Who-Cares, didn’t say anything. I made them nervous quite easily, especially when I was trying to.

“Let me try this one more time,” I said evenly. I detached from the counter and started pacing. “Now, who here doubts I’m paranoid?” I stopped and stared. It was a confusing question, designed to shut them down. Delia bravely raised her hand and drew a breath to deny doing so. I stopped her with a glare. Chase shrugged, rolling with the moment, a very lost surfer. The two new guys looked at Delia, began to raise their hands in complicity, then stopped, then started again, clearly agonizing. “This isn’t a trick question.” They raised their hands.

“Or is it?” Delia simpered. Both guys lowered their hands and clasped them behind their backs, looked down. I rolled my eyes.

“Now, as a super-paranoid motherfucker, I notice all kinds of shit most people wouldn’t. Sometimes it makes no sense. This time it does. Someone is stalking me. For a month now, maybe longer. This is now an established fact. But why the fuck would I tell you guys? That’s what you’re asking yourself, right?”

Delia sneered at me. Chase had no reaction at all, just looked on, smiling, waiting for me to get to the point. The new guys both looked surprised, as if this had just occurred to them.

“I’m telling you this because I expect you to behave like someone is following you.”

“Ah!” Chase’s face lit up, like the idea was exciting, then darkened. “The feds again? Ones who got Nigel?”

“Nope.” I began pacing. “Feds don’t stare through your bedroom window at night. I mean, they do, but by then you know what they’re up to. This is different.”

“Why would your—stalker, I guess—why would he follow any of us?” Chase scrubbed his short blond hair, his tell for confusion. He did that a lot.

“I don’t know,” I confessed. “But if you start thinking that way, you’ll begin to notice details you might normally miss.”

Delia couldn’t hold it. “That has to be the—”

“If,” I interrupted, “and this is one of the worst-case scenarios, because there are many, but if—”

“Enough!” Delia took my arm and started pulling at me, headed into the back.

“I was just about to—”

“Chase, get the boys some coffee!” Then she lowered her voice. “You were just about to make everyone quit? Is that what you were about to do? You idiot.”

I stopped talking and let her pull me into the employee lounge. It too had changed, from a rest stop with Salvation Army couches and a battered desk I called my office into the best IKEA had in upscale whorehouse. She closed the door behind us and pointed at one of the plush imitation suede sofas. I sat. She stood in front of me, arms folded, tiny booted feet planted wide, and while her fury mounted I mutely looked at the walls. I’d gone with an off white, which contrasted nicely with the collection of horror B movie posters Delia snuck in. It was like we were in a museum, maybe in Barstow or Bakersfield, someplace too crappy to afford a real one, but ashamed enough to spring for fresh paint and matching picture frames.

“Darby,” she said softly, the gentleness of it startling me, “what the hell, man?”

I rubbed my face. “This last month . . .” I trailed off.

“Has been a bummer. I know. You’ve gone from fearless leader to absentee owner. Your spark is gone.” She sat down next to me and patted my knee. “Hard thing, knowing you’re a sack of shit. Being called out on it. How you feel now?”

“Delia. If you could just close your mouth. Your breath smells like kale—”

“Don’t you tell me what to do,” she hissed. Delia quit drinking when she announced her new career plans, no doubt to help her more serious drinker of a fiancé, and now she went to yoga and drank blueberry smoothies. Sharper than ever and way, way meaner. I held up one hand in surrender and closed my eyes. She took an even breath.

“I believe you,” she said calmly. “I believe everything you said. Of course I do. But listen to me, sweetheart. A year ago . . .” She stopped and I opened my eyes and looked at her. She was staring at the ceiling.

“A year ago, I was doing the daily grind,” I finished for her. “Tattooing five or six days a week, fuckin’ with the radiator or fixing the toilet the rest of the time. Dialed in. Battened down. Sewed up.”

“Right.” She leaned in close to me, a prelude to saying the really bad stuff. “And then your world changed and you changed with it. A crazy Korean gangster tried to kill you.” Her voice grew quiet. “You came out of that sadder. With money, too.” She reached out and curled her hand over mine. I realized how dirty I was. “Then the fucking developer blew up the shop and our lives with it. You, ah—” She still had trouble saying it out loud. “You became a l-landlord. You own half the street. You own your own bistro, for chrissake.” She was whispering now. “So tell me why this is freaking you out so bad. You’re the king of landing standing.” She put her head on my shoulder. “It’s like with nothing gnarly to do, you’ve turned into a pussy.”

I patted the side of her head and got up and went to the new file cabinet, opened the bottom drawer and got out the emergency whiskey. It was expensive enough to merit a cork, which I pulled out with my teeth. Delia frowned while I looked around for a coffee cup. In the end I took a swig straight from the bottle.

“True.” I wiped my mouth. “I’ve even taken to the cooking shows. In the afternoon.”

“Those dudes out there don’t need to know anything,” she said, folding her arms again. “They don’t need to know that your success in life disgusts you because of how it happened. They don’t need to know about your professor-bimbo-sports-bra issue, I mean girl trouble. They don’t need to know about Emeril, either.” She leaned back. “Body count is super high, dude. We’re lucky to have anyone here at all. Mikey jumps to become a school janitor with dental and a 401(k)? Nige in the pokey? I’m sure they think my leaving isn’t so much a career change as the latest rat to jump ship. We’ve had so many new guys I can’t even remember their names anymore.”

“You had a better memory when you weren’t so—like you are now.”

“Maybe so.”

“But I am being followed.” I took another sip. “Spied on. Fucked with. It isn’t my imagination.”

“So you’re not crazy yet. Good for you.” She sat up. “Think it’s one of the strippers?”

Part of getting rid of the Russian real estate developer and stealing his main henchman entailed making a deal with the Armenian. He owned a business triplex that had been critically mismanaged, and that became a joint problem as part of our deal, then quickly just my problem. Now it had a laundromat with a Vegas theme, a strip club, and a convenience store. The strip club was partly mine and was run by my business manager, Santiago. Even he didn’t like it. I shook my head.

“If it was a stripper she had a size 12 men’s boot and a couple hundred pounds on top of it. How likely is that?”

Delia thought. I lit a cigarette. Finally, she frowned. “That isn’t much. You say you’ve been feeling eyes on you for about a month?”

“Round about, yeah.” I watched the smoke rise. “I guess I was bummed about Suzanne leaving and—I dunno. Once she was gone, I spent more and more time wandering around. Stupid, I guess, but it seems like maybe I kept seeing the same face in a crowd without really nailing anyone, just—more like a feeling. I dunno. It was after she left and I started to ramble that I began to feel like I was being watched. Like maybe I’d drawn someone out into the open when I changed my routine.” I reached up and rubbed the scar on my face. “So it might have been longer. Someone could have been looking through my bedroom window at night for months.”

“Jesus. How fucked up.” She made a pained face. “What made you think of the mud trick?”

“Probably goes back to something I read in a comic book, but the idea came to me when I was looking at the junk in my neighbor’s backyard.” I sat down next to her again. “Now my brain is on auto replay. Did I smell men’s cologne drifting around on the porch the other night? Has someone actually been in my house, while I was out wandering around? How many times? Did they look at my sketchbooks? The sentimental junk I keep around?”

“You feel violated.”

We thought. Or at least Delia did. She no doubt considered several things all at once, then stacked variables and cross-indexed them in complex architectures I could only dream of. I thought she smelled like Play-Doh and yogurt, and contented myself with that.

“What now?” she asked eventually.

“Pancakes,” I replied. “You hungry?”

“Nah. Guts are bubbly. Kombucha.”

Then we watched each other, a little too much like two old gunfighters for my taste.

“I’ll still call you every day,” she said finally. “They have cell phone reception in Austin.”

“I’ll still answer every fuckin’ time, too. Not like recently.” I put my smoke out and rose. “Even if you turn into an arrogant little art snob, which is incidentally happening right before my eyes. Art is just like syphilis, I guess, in that in the final stage, when it consumes the mind above the rod or the beave, or”—I wiggled my fingers at her—“clam in this case, and results in a wicked crazy Republican.”

Delia kissed the tip of her middle finger and blew it at me. “Leave by the back door. I’ll put the word out to the remaining street life and tell Flaco. Darby Holland has a new ghost.”
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An hour later I was on one of Portland’s cute new trolley cars, rolling over the Broadway Bridge for a second time. As we passed Union Station, I wondered in a flash what would happen if I went down there and hopped a train. Just walked into the switch yards and scrambled into a vacant boxcar headed wherever it was headed. My boots were in good shape. My bomber jacket had a big hole in one pocket, but it would keep me warm enough if I stayed out of the wind. My ATM card linked to a bank account with an unknown amount of money in it. It seemed to fluctuate—Santiago’s doing—and even he had to check his computer to find out the running total. The number was stupid big. Greedy wrong. I could get off in the first city and throw my wallet away. Throw my phone away. Change my name to Dan Smathers and push a mop, get a little single-wide out in the sticks. Raise chickens and dream. Watch TV. Celebrate Christmas once a year. Find a bland woman and knock her up. Lie about my scar and say I got all the tattoos from my neighbor when I was a dishwasher in San Diego. I’d be free of all this shit, and my sketchy little empire could careen along on autopilot until the next big fire, and I wouldn’t give half a shit, because I’d just be a guy with no plan at all except tomorrow. Because the cosmos has so much in common with the hammer part of a piano, that’s right when my girlfriend Suzanne called.

“Suze.”

“Tried to call you last night.” She sounded distracted. Multitasking again. I could hear the chatter of fast fingers on a keyboard.

“Eh, well.”

“Where are you?” Clack. The send button.

“On a mostly empty streetcar. You?”

“The office.” Suzanne worked for Outdoors Up, a pretentious hiker/climber magazine headquartered three and a half hours north. They ran articles on the delights of Victorian campaign kits and NASA Gore-Tex gloves, bullshit about Yosemite and whatnot across from L.L.Bean ads. Every issue had at least one full page glossy of prosperous beardo hipster dipshits and their tit-job fake nature gals laughing and drinking champagne in a steaming wooden hot tub in Murkwood.

“The office,” I echoed.

Ten heartbeats of silence.

“Where’s this trolley headed?” Not very curious. Waiting to spring on my answer.

“I’ve been going in circles, actually. Got a little drunk at ‘the office’ this morning and I can’t make up my mind. Thought I’d get off in the Pearl and bum around.”

“Goddamn it.” I heard something thump in her background. “What the hell are going to do in the Pearl? Get arrested for, for . . .”

“That’s actually part of my plan, yes.”

She hung up.

Suzanne was a tall, tall woman and she’d had a lonely life because of it. We’d hit it off in a special way in the beginning, in spite of all the problems I was having at the time, or maybe because of them, but as the newness faded and we began to see clearly into the strange landscape of each other’s personalities, it took a downward turn. Suzanne was extremely career oriented, with ambitious but attainable goals. I’d been that way myself at one point, but the similarity in drive was all we had in common in that respect. My “career,” as it were, had carried me down a dark road and I’d survived the journey long enough to reach a very curious low point, which was where I presently was.

Suzanne believed that articles and pictures and stories about people finding a new path in life was important work. Maybe it was. Sadly, even tragically, I was the closest thing to being one of those people that she actually knew. I took a different path every day, though, and that couldn’t be looked on with approval from any angle. Today, for instance, I was about to pick a fight with my two least favorite feds so they’d start following me around the clock again. So they could trip up the phantom looking through my bedroom window.

This was not the bicycling-with-helmet, microbrew, artisan bacon, deep-understanding-of-foreign-movies path Suzanne had in mind for me. For us. For her, mostly.

I stared out the window, cell phone still in hand. Lovejoy Boulevard. The transformation there was complete. Once the Pearl was warehouses, big brick ones left over from a time when people put currency into the construction of things like warehouses. They grew old, and like people, they grew in character. In my first years in Portland there’d been a giant all-ages nightclub in there somewhere. Fun place. I left an ancient, smoking 400-dollar Cadillac somewhere on the street to my right years ago when it got a flat tire. People used to live all over in the area, the people who worked at grocery stores and Jiffy Lubes. Young working people. They drank at the bars that catered to their breed, and somehow, it seemed like there had been more flowers in those days. Now it was bistros, expensive cafés, boutiques, and software outfits. Upper-middle-crust San Francisco had roosted here and replicated their environs perfectly. They didn’t even have to venture out into the rest of the city.

The only café in the Pearl that served bad coffee was naturally where you could find the feds and PPD detectives, sniffing their fingers and picking at themselves. It had taken me two loops on the trolley to devise a properly savage motivator for agents Pressman and Dessel, and the conversation with Suzanne had given me the kind of confusing, unfocused anger I needed to pull it off.

I got out on 10th, ducked under the first awning, and lit a smoke. Pressman and Dessel’s trashed Prius was right down the street, so the first part of my plan was working. They were in there, looking at their laptops, getting foamed up right on schedule. Their odd branch of fed-state hybrid was headquartered in the Federal Building, but several months ago some political turmoil there had compelled them to spend all their time roaming the city, moving from café to donut shop to bust in a routine I’d already mapped out. I took off in the direction of the café and stubbed my cigarette out on the wet hood of their car as I passed. Time to spice up their routine.

Twenty-plus heads with matching frowns pointed my way when I walked through the door. Dessel stood out, beaming fluorescently, his curiously pubescent face lit up like a kid who’d found a unicorn at an Easter egg hunt. His partner Pressman glanced from me to him and rolled his eyes.

“Dipshits,” I said by way of greeting, pulling up a free chair.

“Darby,” Dessel gushed. We were on a first name basis. “Just looking at you makes my day. My week!” He dusted imaginary crumbs off his crappy suit. “Don’t tell me. You were drinking under the bridge and you thought you’d pop in and dazzle us with an update on your love life. Suzanne is in Seattle, we assume to consort with men who graduated from junior high school, but we still don’t know what happened.” Dessel narrowed his eyes and the smile dropped.

“I’m guessing herpes,” Pressman said proudly.

“Bob here started a pool,” Dessel explained. “Herpes is up to, what, fifteen bucks? Right next to—”

I silenced him by reaching out and sticking my index finger in his coffee. They watched, puzzled, as I stirred, momentarily mesmerized by the swirling motion.

“Long time ago,” I began, still stirring, watching the cup, “there was this pond. Thick, still water. Reeds. Old shopping cart sticking up through the algae. Mosquitoes.” I let that hang.

“Your hometown grocery store,” Dessel said breathlessly. “Please, go on.”

“There were catfish in there,” I continued. “Carp. Huge warts on ’em, looked like they had cancer. Big-mouth bass. Summertime there’d be snapping turtles. Eating the frogs, mostly. Fast for turtles, like nothing you ever seen.” I clacked my teeth together.

“Slaughter.” Dessel patted his chest like a scandalized courtesan.

“No shit, slaughter. But way back in the beginning, when some retired old burnout finished digging the bed for that pond and it started filling with rain, he put in this one kind of bottom feeder. To hoover up all the shit at the bottom so the other fish could breathe.”

Pressman and Dessel looked at each other, quiet now.

“It was tiny when the guy dropped it in,” I continued. I held up my free hand, showing them tiny. “But over the years, the decades, it grew into a kind of blind albino monster.”

Pressman’s monobrow pretzeled in the center. Dessel’s face was blank, his eyes wide.

“One day, I see this old man out there.” I lowered my voice. They both leaned in a little. “Kind of like a tree stump in dirty denim. Glassy eyes, oily whiskers. But he was focused, like how really slow people focus on TV. He had a trash bag in one hand and a beat-up plastic Big Gulp cup in the other. And then . . .” I leaned in myself. “Then, he uses the cup to scoop dry generic dog food out of the trash bag, and he slings it out over the water. The surface exploded. The catfish, you see. Size of children after all those years.”

I stopped stirring and stared at my wet finger.

“The old man fed that pond, he told me, in his dead papery voice, to keep the monster at the bottom alive. He had a plan, see.” I flicked. “He was gonna catch that thing someday. I asked him how and he just looked at me. It was a story with a secret at the end. The best kind.”

“So-so-so . . .” Dessel studied my face, trying to read my mind. “You’re feeding us dog food.” He said the last like the kid in The Sixth Sense.

“No.”

“Ahh.” Dessel slumped back, suddenly drained from his efforts at telepathy.
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Law enforcement in tow, I headed home. It was hard to say what Pressman and Dessel thought had just happened. The trick had been to use what I had. Red eyes. Dirty and wet. Half drunk before noon. Way morose. Toss out a story with a giant bottom feeder and dog food and I had a good hook in them. Brightened by the whole thing, I ducked into a Pearl deli and bought a chunk of artisan Tasso pork, then hailed the first cab I saw and gave him directions, sat back, and looked out at the rain.

“Got any Doobie Brothers?”

“iPod has no limits, my brother,” the driver reported. A moment later “Listen to the Music” hit the speakers and I closed my eyes.

“The first live recording of—”

“No music trivia,” I said, cutting him off.

Three songs later we pulled up at my place. It didn’t look haunted anymore. It looked monitored instead, and I’d weathered that before. I paid and went up the stairs, then paused and looked over the street. Somewhere within visual distance was a two-man team of incredibly pissed-off feds who had repeatedly mistaken me for a criminal genius, even though Lucky was the first word in my business, and a peeping tom with size-twelve boots was about to learn that the meanest, brightest, most relentless fed in creation looked like he moonlighted in a Christian boy band. Agent Dessel might let my stalker go if he had no warrants, to see if he led back to that prize bottom feeder I’d gone on about, but he’d be sure to rub my face in it and drop a detail or two when he did, just to fuck with me. I was thinking about what to call the entire maneuver when my phone rang. Delia.

“You’ll never guess what I just did,” I began. With my free hand I unlocked the door and went inside. The cats looked at me once, went back to sleep.

“Don’t tell me. You found Dessel and Pressman and fucked with them. Fed them some borderline crazy shit to recklessly reinstate your round-the-clock surveillance.”

“Whaa?” I was hurt that she guessed so easily.

“The patrol circuit just changed outside the shop. Slow roll-bys, ten-minute intervals, same as last time. And the time before that.”

“I was thinking of a clever name for this play,” I said. I continued into the kitchen and took a can of green chilies out of the cabinet. The cats would come to life when I opened it, so I took down a can of their food, too.

“Maybe something with Judo in the title,” she suggested. “Or an old Kung Fu movie, straight up rip off one of the good ones, like the flick with the lady who shot snakes out of her robe.”

 “Flying, ah, shit. Total blank.”

“Whatever you do, don’t tell Suzanne you invited your friends back around.” Any chance to get in a jab. Suzanne thought Delia was cute. Delia knew Suzanne’s coffin size and had a burial site in a swamp all picked out.

“Right.” I chinned the phone and popped the top on the cat food, dumped it on a plate, set it down. They were getting a little leisurely about eating and took their time, yawning and stretching as they made their way to the kitchen. “I guess maybe don’t tell Hank your almost former boss just put us all under the microscope. Panic does weird shit to his acne.”

“Hmm. I guess fuck you.” Her heart wasn’t in it.

“You didn’t call to tell me about the new police problem because you already knew I did it. What’s up?” I got to work opening the green chilies.

“Oh! Right!” Too, too bright. “Our charming neighbor Gomez just popped in.”

“Shit. The back sink?” Gomez owned the bar next to the Lucky, so naturally he and Delia were close. Gomez kept to the time-honored code of fix it yourself for the most part, but for me, because we were old pals and occasional co-conspirators, and because I had become his landlord when I bought the entire block, he made an exception when it came to his back sink.

“No, not the sink, sweetheart. He didn’t say what he wanted. But I do know they have a giant dead dog in their freezer.”

A big pot. Heat it up and toss in a pat of butter, then some diced pork. Day-old roast is fine, but Tasso is best, that spicy stuff you get at the same overpriced deli where you find exotic pears and house-made duck confit. Paprika, pepper, cumin, salt, green chilies, diced onion. Sear the fuck out of it, then splash in a shot of whiskey and stand back. A satisfying bloom of hell consumes the pot. Smile, then, as the red and gold fills your eyes. In the fire, lit with sparks and curls of aromatic smoke. you can briefly see your troubles, even project them into it, be it phantoms or frozen dogs. Add two cups of water and a bouillon cube. Last, take a bag of tortilla chips, not the fucked-up disgusting kind with nacho toxins, but the real deal. Stab a hole in it and bash the unholy shit out of it. Beat the bag savagely, like you feel the weight of the world on your back. Dump the perfectly mortised contents into the pot, lower the heat, cover.

Green chili stew on the way. And an open bottle of booze to keep you company while you wait. Serve hot, with tortillas and dreams of a better life.
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Six a.m. is early for the tattoo universe, but I snapped out of a dead sleep feeling better than I had in weeks. I’d made it all the way to the bed for one thing, for the first time since Suzanne left, and even though I’d slept in my clothes I considered it a cautious victory.

Once the coffee was going, I stripped off my dirty T-shirt and did push-ups. Not many people understood why I did this morning routine, but they invariably came up with their own theories. Delia hypothesized that it had something to do with hangovers, though anymore her conjectures involved penis chakras and self-esteem, and would no doubt include my unwillingness to buy new clothes should my waistline change. I powered through the first ten at speed, but it had been a month and I could feel it.

Suzanne thought my morning ritual was a sign of paranoia. She was nine inches taller than me at a towering six feet six, and she had a swimmer’s body because she swam every day. She was also passionate about rock climbing, which I secretly thought was dangerous and possibly stupid because of it, and while we had similar physiques, she steadfastly maintained that my body mass index was a product of violence and a continuous proximity to poison.

As I passed through seventy reps something popped in my elbow, so I stopped and stood. Brief vertigo. Hot now, I rolled my head around and twisted my back from side to side. More loud pops, some grinding sounds. Suzanne thought the sound of my waking skeleton was disgusting, and I enjoyed that she did. It was small of me.

I thought about the frozen dog carcass while I took a shower. The damnedest things can brighten a day. For a year, I’d been delegating things like this. Santiago, Delia, Chase, whoever. Even shoving things off on Gomez and Flaco. Having a responsible, respectable, professional woman in my life had me impersonating someone else around the clock. And I’d gotten good at it.

Jeans, boots, T-shirt. Chops and Buttons watched politely as I got their breakfast ready. While they ate I drank coffee and watched.

“I got business with a frozen dog today,” I told them.

At seven a.m., the surveillance outside would change shifts. Sometimes they left the car in place and switched teams and rides if they had a good spot, and sometimes they left a tad early for a high-speed donut and coffee run. They had bottles of pee to empty by then, and a toilet to visit for a big number two, I imagined. I was watching the street through the edge of my blinds when my phone rang. Suzanne.

“Hey baby,” I answered, hitting her with cheer.

“You’re awake.” Pause as she consulted her dive watch. “Seven a.m. Did you sleep, or did you . . .”

“Yeah, I ah . . .” I couldn’t tell her any of it. Ritualistic skeleton yoga, Mexicans with frozen dog cadavers, the feds dealing with my ghost, nothing. “I made coffee. Fed the cats. They miss you.”

“I miss them too,” she said warmly. “No rain for us today”—sound of fingers on keyboard—“or you. Sunny in the entire Northwest. Then we both have rain tonight. Got plans?”

“I was gonna think about your legs later, but it sounds depressing now that I say it out loud.” I lit my first cigarette of the day. “Delia mentioned that she wanted me to take Hank to the tuxedo place at some point, sort of manage the crisis as it evolved. Might be a good day for it.”

Suzanne laughed but said nothing. I love that sound.

“I super don’t want to, as you might imagine, but she’ll want me to do it sooner rather than never, so I’m putting it in the maybe category.”

“Be of good cheer, fierce little man. Hank weighs ninety pounds. If push comes to shove you can always out-drink him.” Let the fishing trip begin.

“I’m on an upward spiral, baby,” I said, maybe a tiny bit too fast. She also didn’t care for being called “baby.” “Not drinking anyone under the table today. Not on the menu. Nope.”

“Well.” She let it sink in. Is it a good thing when the guy you left for your career reaches the end of his separation bender, or does it mean he’s getting over you too fast? What could it mean when even he doesn’t know? I heard all of that in her pause.

“Confusing,” I said, just to make the confusion stick.

“So, ah, when’s the wedding again? Still Halloween?”

“They haven’t moved it since the last time they moved it,” I reported, drifting with the awkward segue. “Hank’s mom is still in jail, or so he claims. The real holdouts are on Delia’s side. They won’t budge.”

“Still?”

“Still. She’s pretty tight-lipped about it, but it sounds like she’s related to a pack of assholes and bitches, so I don’t know why she even cares.”

Orphan talk, I heard her thinking. The poor man has no idea what he’s talking about. The importance of family is above his head.
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