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			Chapter One

			Frank Goode was having a nightmare about being back in prison. Even if it was a client ringing his doorbell that woke him up, he was fine with that. He sat up, his throat sore from sleeping with the air conditioner going full blast all night. A hangover blossomed in his skull as he sat up, blood moving back through the booze-burned parts of him.

			The doorbell rang again. Three quick pulses.

			Growling at lower back pains, Frank kicked his feet into his slippers and stepped out of his bedroom. He ducked through the hanging plastic sheets that kept his dining-room-turned-operating-room mostly sterile, and approached the front door. He leaned in, keeping quiet, and used the peephole. In that fisheye view of his front porch and patchy lawn, there stood a girl pacing from foot to foot, twenty to twenty-five, cracking her gum, looking over her shoulder three times in the couple seconds Frank stood watching her, estimating her, trying to think if he knew her.

			He didn’t open the door. He asked through it, “Can I help you?”

			“Yeah, hey, I was told you take care of people here.”

			“I take care of my friends, that’s true, but I don’t know your face.”

			“I’m Simone Pescatelli.” She didn’t need to say more than her last name – and knew it.

			He couldn’t see her baby bump through the peephole since all of her looked so distorted then. But when he opened the front door he sure could.

			She cracked her gum. “So, yeah, I’d like to not be knocked up anymore. My uncle says you patch up the boys so I was wondering if…you know, you do girls too.”

			Frank waved her in. She clicked onto his living room’s hardwood floor on four-inch leopard-print pumps, leaving a trail of perfume that dragged a knife across his brain. His wife wore that. Wore it on their wedding day.

			Before closing the door he surveyed the street, the row of little houses across from his. The cars parked there were all family-man minivans and Mexicans’ pickup trucks with the Old English script of their fallen loved ones’ names across the back glass. He was familiar with each of these vehicles; the only one out of place was the sky-blue Honda at the curb at the end of his walkway directly ahead.

			“That yours?”

			“Yeah,” she said. Gum crack. “Ain’t pretty, I know, but it’s like a disguise you drive instead of wear. The Slavs don’t know it.”

			“I see.” Frank closed the door, threw all four deadbolts.

			She stood in his living room watching the TV he’d left on all night for the company. Standing as she was, he got a good look at her in profile. Her baby bump was peeking out from under her thin, spaghetti-strap tank top. At a guess he’d say she was five months along, but wasn’t sure, so he asked.

			She shrugged tanned shoulders. “Dunno.”

			“When was your last period?”

			She stopped chewing her gum. “Kinda personal, don’t you think?”

			“I won’t be able to help you if you’re past your first trimester.” He stepped into the kitchen to get the coffee started. He lit a cigarette and stepped back into the small, bare-walled, low-ceilinged living room and sat on his stained Goodwill couch. “Have a seat.”

			She sat on the other end, eyes glued to the TV again. He shut it off. She blinked, and finally looked over at him, jaw working, denting her cheek in time with each slow grind. “What? I don’t know, okay? It’s not like I got a fucking journal for every time I bleed. Me and Joey started going without, you know, using rubbers and shit. He says he used to work around magnets a lot at the car-crusher place and he’s shooting blanks because of it – but here we are, right? So, you gonna fix it or what?”

			“I don’t fix. I treat. And if you’re past your first trimester, which it appears that you are, I won’t be able to help you.”

			“Won’t or can’t? My uncle says you sometimes drive a hard bargain, so if that’s what you’re doing, you ain’t gotta worry, I brought cash.” She clicked open her leopard-print purse. A knot of dough the size of Frank’s head could barely be held in her one hand, clutched hard with her eagle-talon nails the color of strawberries. “Name your price. I gotta be at the salon by noon, though.”

			The coffee maker chimed in the other room, full pot ready. He got up, trying not to let it show that he’d just about shat himself seeing that wad of money, and poured himself a cup. “You want some coffee?” he asked.

			“Nah, I read online it’s bad for your skin.” Gum crack, a pause, slow blink, mulling something. “And if you’re pregnant.”

			“Water?”

			“I’m all right. So, we gonna haggle or what? I mean, I might’ve just had this one but I got my cousin’s wedding this weekend and I don’t want this fucking thing forcing me to have to get a new dress – I like the one I got. It’s silk with this high slit on the side, kinda like you see them Oriental chicks wearing in the movies.” She added with coquettish pride, “I’m the maid of honor.” Gum crack.

			Frank sat again, with coffee. She had laid the bundle of cash, nearly as big as a coffee can, on his end table. She wasn’t even watching it or keeping it close by, she just laid it down in a stranger’s house without even a thought – like it was something she idly plucked ripe off a branch on her drive over here.

			“Five thousand,” Frank said, starting higher than what felt polite – but she did wake him up, after all.

			“Okay.” She peeled a few bills, didn’t bother counting twice, laid them on his coffee table, stood, and took off her shoes. “There you are. So, we doing this here or in there or what?” She paused, looking toward the plastic sheet dividing his makeshift operating room from the living room. “You ever help any of the Petroskys?”

			That name rung something for Frank, but it wasn’t anyone he’d ever treated. He knew all of those names by heart; part of his training, to always remember a patient’s name without having to double-check their chart. Shows you care. Or at least gives the impression you do. “No,” Frank said. “No Petroskys.”

			“Meaning you never fixed none of them before? Or that they’ve asked but you refused?”

			“The first one. I’ve never treated anyone with that last name.”

			“Ever hear of them?”

			“On the news.” Maybe. Or somewhere.

			“Well, color me glad – for your sake – you ain’t never had them darken your doorstep because they’re all pieces of shit, fucking Russians.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind,” Frank said. “But about your case, if we could focus on that a minute, you know that’s way more than the clinic would’ve charged, if you’d gone in earlier.”

			“Fuck’s that supposed to mean? I thought doctors were supposed to, you know, not get all judgey and shit.”

			“I apologize. In here, if you would.” He held the plastic sheeting open for her to step through – and again caught a whiff of her perfume that dredged to the surface so much he both loved and hated to think about.

			“Fucking say shit like that,” she muttered under her breath. Gum crack. “And here I didn’t say nothing about your ugly little house or nothing. Wanted to, but I didn’t.”

			He let the plastic fall back and began washing his hands to the elbow. “If you want to remove your underwear and hop up on the table there, we’ll get started.”

			Simone dropped her purse to the floor beside the table with a heavy clunk, like she was walking around with a lead brick in there.

			As he scrubbed in at the cracked porcelain country sink he’d installed in the former dining room, Frank watched in the reflection of the glass-front medicine cabinet next to him as she wiggled and shimmied to draw a fire-engine-red thong down her legs, the delicate string hooked on a long, bejeweled finger. She kicked it aside and hopped up onto the table. She put her feet in the stirrups, looked up at the ceiling toward the light fixture that used to light the previous owners’ dining room table, and cracked her gum.

			He shook out two pills for her. “Need a glass of water?”

			“What are they?”

			“For the pain.”

			“Aren’t they bad for the—?” she started, stopped. “Nah, I don’t need no water. Thanks.” She swallowed them dry and opened her mouth to flash her pierced tongue side to side and up and down. He didn’t ask for her to prove she’d swallowed them, but smiled at the curious little display anyway.

			Frank tied on his apron and when he turned, she giggled. “That doesn’t look very doctorly.”

			Glancing down, he saw he’d put on the apron for his other job. Jerry’s Organic Grocer & Wine Shoppe. “If you don’t mind,” he said, “it’s the only one I have clean right now.”

			“Long as you washed your hands, I don’t care. You been doing this long?” she asked, hands folded on her belly and staring up at the ceiling, chest rising and falling.

			“A little under a year.” Frank got the tools he’d need from the disinfecting oven and arranged them on his wheel-about tray – a microwave stand he found at a garage sale, five bucks – and pulled it over toward his operating table.

			“Uncle Robbie says you took real good care of my cousin Louie. Saved his life.”

			Frank gave his stool a couple cranks to bring it to the right height and sat. “Well, I do what I can.” Louie Cassell had come in after a bar fight had resulted in a steak knife being stuck, to the wooden handle, in his shoulder. Three stitches and a sling. Robbie Pescatelli, with a handshake, passed him eight grand in hundreds and a friendly slap on the cheek for his trouble.

			“So are you a for-real doctor?” Simone said. “Or did you just learn to do all this off the internet?”

			He pulled on a pair of latex gloves. Last pair. Shit. “I went to school,” he said. “Can you hold your skirt up for me?”

			She did. Her dark pubic hair had been shaved into a heart shape.

			He must’ve paused long enough for her to wonder what was going on and she sat up a little, peeking down at him over her rounded belly.

			“Cute, right? My girl Becky does them.”

			“I’m Frank,” he said, not sure why now would be a good time to introduce himself.

			“I know. So, are we gonna do this thing or are you just gonna stare at my business? Because I know it’s pretty and all, but.…”

			“Are you ready?”

			She lay back. Gum crack. “Yep.”

			Frank did what he was getting paid to do.

			“If you don’t mind,” she said when it was through, “could you put it somewhere I don’t see it when I sit up?”

			“Of course.” He laid a cloth over the pan and set it, with care, in the sink.

			When she tried getting off the table, her feet connected hard with the floor and she paused, head rolling loose on her shoulders. He took her by the arm and had her sit. “I’m feeling kinda weird. I don’t do pills much.”

			“Just sit here a second. Take your time.”

			She glanced over toward the sink, closed her eyes, and whipped her face in a different direction, away. She remained that way, eyes squeezed shut, chin on her left shoulder, hands wringing together in her lap. He expected her to begin crying, as they sometimes do, but when she spoke her voice didn’t quaver in the least. “I don’t think I can drive,” she said.

			Frank pulled off his gloves and tossed them in the trash. “Can you call a cab? I actually have to get to work, I’m already late.”

			“But ain’t this your work?” Her eyes were still closed but she started chewing her gum again. “Right, the grocery store. You said that already.”

			Using his body as a curtain so she wouldn’t see, he brought over the garbage can to the sink and deposited the pan, with the child inside it, in with the used gloves, coffee grounds, and cigarette butts. A quick yank on the drawstrings and the bag was closed and the worst part over.

			He set the garbage bag aside and stepped over to her. He put a hand on her shoulder; her skin was firm and cool to the touch. “I have to ask you to leave. There’s a bus stop up the street. Nobody will steal your car in this neighborhood.”

			“It ain’t just that,” she said. “I don’t really wanna go back. I mean, I know I have to. If I don’t, Uncle Robbie will send everybody out to look for me, and I don’t wanna make no drama, I just…need a minute, if that’s okay. Maybe I could lay down on your sofa for a while, watch some TV, clear my head? They think I’m at the salon. I said I had an early appointment but it ain’t really until noon. I’ll go when it’s time to get for the real appointment, okay?”

			“I’m sorry, but you have to go now,” Frank said. “I can’t lose my other job because then I’ll lose this one too – because I’ll be in prison.” Again.

			“I won’t steal nothing. I can even lock up when I go. I just need a little time.” She pushed through the hanging plastic sheet and sat down, carefully, on his couch. “Where’s your remote?”

			Frank stepped out behind her with the garbage bag in hand. He noticed her look at it, hanging low at his side, when she sat.

			She found the remote, and once the TV was back on, would stare at nothing else. He watched her raise her hand, slow, to bring it up alongside her face, blocking her view of what he had in his hand with her chipping red nails. “Five grand plus another two if you just let me sit here for a while. You can go to work. You do good shit for my family and I wouldn’t fuck you over and mess that up. Please. It’s eight now. I won’t stay past ten, I promise.”

			“Fine. Just make sure you lock the door on your way out. Just use the one on the knob and pull it shut behind you.” He snatched the money off the coffee table, with the additional two grand she’d peeled off from her massive roll. Frank left by the side door, went out to the garage, tossed the garbage bag in the back seat, backed his Lexus out, and left – not okay with having a stranger sitting in his home while he wasn’t there. But what could he do? She was related to his most frequent flyer. Whatever she said, even in Frank’s own house, became stone law.

			Once he got to University Avenue, he dialed Mikey. “Hey, are you working today? Good. I need to drop something off.” The garbage bag stared at him in the rearview mirror. “I’ll be by in a minute.”

			Frank turned into the Taco Duck parking lot, bypassed the drive-thru lane, and went around behind the building where Mikey, with a face of acne like he’d caught a mouthful of buckshot, stood by the set of dumpsters in his work polo and visor with a mallard wearing a sombrero stitched onto its front. Pulling up close, Frank hummed down the back window. Mikey reached in, took the bag, tossed it in the trash and dropped the lid, gone. Frank rolled up the back window and lowered the passenger side and reached across to slap two hundred dollars in the teenager’s soft hand.

			“What was it this time, Mister Goode?”

			“A fetus,” Frank said, leaning to stuff his wallet back into his shorts pocket.

			Mikey was laughing, then wasn’t. “Wait, are you serious?”

			“Just pulling your leg. See you around.”

			* * *

			Amber Hawthorne was thrust out of dreams about Hawaii by a roiling stomach. And even though the bathroom door was closed and the hiss of a showerhead going, she burst in, dropped to her knees, and got most of the acid-hot deposit into the bowl. 

			Next to Amber still spitting and hacking – a long line of drool connecting her bottom lip to the toilet rim – the shower curtain rustled. Jolene asked through the shower spray, “Are you pregnant?”

			“No,” Amber croaked. “Just really fucking hungover.”

			“You hope anyway.”

			“Well, yeah.” Spit. Flush. “Of course I hope not.”

			“You gonna be all right today?”

			“What’s today?” Amber dropped the toilet lid and sat, face in her hands. She had comets streaking her vision. She’d always been a violent puker, one of the few things she gave her all to. “What time is it, anyway?”

			“It’s almost noon. And we’ve got Mister Petrosky’s funeral in an hour and then we got Mister Wicks and Missus Tamblyn getting dropped off tonight.”

			Amber stood, fought the bathroom floor that shifted side to side under her feet, and started brushing her teeth. She left her reflection hidden behind the fog on the mirror. She didn’t want to look at herself right now. “Can I borrow those gray leggings of yours?” she asked around her toothbrush.

			“Fine,” Jolene said. With a squeak, the shower’s hissing ended. Pipes rattled in the walls. “Do we have any clean towels?”

			Amber turned around, surveying the towel racks – each empty. Around the buzz of her electric toothbrush, she said, “Nuh-uh.”

			“Is it your week to do laundry?” Jolene said. One arm reached from behind the curtain to feel around the bathroom floor. Finding a dirty towel in the hamper, she pulled it back in with her – then a second to wrap around her hair. “I don’t mean to nag, but.…”

			“You’re not doing a very good job then,” Amber said. She spat into the sink. Her toothpaste foam was brown. She twisted up her face, and killed her incoming queasiness by quickly looking away and running the tap for probably longer than necessary. “I can take a load tonight.”

			“The Laundromat closes at ten.”

			“I’m aware.”

			“We’ve got a lot of shit to do.”

			“I know. It’ll get done.”

			The shower curtain’s metal loops shrieked and Jolene stepped out, stood next to Amber, and got her glasses on. She paused, looking at the set of toothbrushes in their holder – and which one looked wet.

			“Get me a new toothbrush while you’re at it, if you would.”

			* * *

			Jolene poured knock-off Cap’n Crunch – Admiral Tasty – into a coffee cup and added a splash of two percent milk that came in a bag. She took her breakfast into the office and sat in the wingback chair Amber’s father had left when he’d signed the place over to his daughter before splitting for Hawaii, the same chair he’d done his business in for nearly thirty years. It was truly amazing to Jolene sometimes that in just a handful of years since taking over they’d nearly run the place into the ground. It was almost like something you’d have to work at, fucking up that routinely and universally bad each time, but they had certainly managed to do so.

			She ignored the color-coordinated schedule filled with highlighter and colorful Post-its denoting funerals. At her elbow, there was a pile of screaming-pink envelopes, each marked OVERDUE or FINAL NOTICE. All they could do was keep putting dead people in the ground and do the best they could to stay afloat, turn out good work with makeup and dressing them properly and doing their hair up nice. One day at a time.

			* * *

			‘Ave Maria’ was sung at the funeral, not very well.

			At its conclusion, Jolene tapped her high-heeled shoe on the little lever and Ethan Petrosky was lowered into the ground. People cried. Missus Petrosky, as tan and fit as the eighties-idea-of-fit Mister Petrosky was, didn’t jump onto the casket to ride into the void with her betrothed. She kept her composure.

			Everyone else cried more than her, actually. Maybe it was a relief. Maybe they’d been having trouble. Maybe Ethan Petrosky was a handsome prick, as that is sometimes (okay, often) the case. Either way, Jolene watched from the back with Amber, both of them in their undertaker outfits – black on black and black on black. The family was now gathering around to toss flowers down onto their lost loved one.

			Amber, in sunglasses, leaned over to whisper to Jolene. “You got this? I need a smoke.”

			“Can it wait? We’re nearly done here.”

			“I didn’t have time before getting in the shower. I haven’t even had coffee yet.”

			“Coffee’s typically a morning thing.”

			“I reject your dietary programming,” Amber said.

			“Well, if you wanted coffee maybe you should’ve thought about that before getting apocalyptically trashed last night,” Jolene whispered back.

			They were inches behind the funeral-goers. Though she’d raised her voice slightly above a whisper, apparently no one had heard. 

			Jolene cleared her throat. “Just wait. We’re almost done. Could use one myself. And what’s with the miniskirt? I thought you were going to borrow my leggings.”

			“I couldn’t find them.”

			“They were in my dresser where they always are, second-to-bottom drawer.”

			“They were too small, okay? There. I said it.”

			“Maybe you should lay off the beer awhile?”

			“And maybe you should try to not be such a bitch, huh?”

			“You look like the Halloween costume version of a funeral director in that thing. Slutty Undertaker. Is that leather?”

			“No, it’s not. I love the animals. And for the record, I prefer Promiscuous Mortician. Nothing? Come on, that was good. Are you still mad? I said I’m sorry.”

			“You didn’t, for the record, but forget it.”

			“Well, thirdly for the record: I’m sorry I look like a slutty undertaker, okay? Now I actually said it. This is where you say you forgive me and you love me and you’re not mad at me anymore. I forgave you for calling me fat in that quietly cutting way you did.”

			“Be quiet.”

			The family was still tossing in flowers. The priest was coming over with the shovel for Missus Petrosky to drop in the first clump of dirt on her croaked beau.

			Amber leaned over to Jolene again. “Is there spaghetti in the fridge at home still?”

			“That depends. Did you see any of it in the toilet this morning?”

			“Why’re you being so pissy?”

			“If someone has to ask that, then it should be pretty fucking obvious.”

			“Don’t treat me like we’re a couple. You know I hate that. Almost as much as I hate it when people are fucking vague. If you got something to fucking say, don’t be a cunt and just fucking say it.”

			They weren’t whispering anymore.

			An old man turned over his shoulder to scowl at the undertakers.

			“Sorry, sir.”

			Grunt.

			Amber: “Solid save.”

			“Shut up,” Jolene said. “Here comes Missus Petrosky. Pull your skirt down.”

			“Ladies,” Missus Petrosky said, walking up, “could I maybe steal you away for a minute to have a word?”

			“Certainly,” Jolene said. The three of them stepped to one side as the other funeral-goers filed off to their cars, some still dabbing at their eyes.

			Missus Petrosky glanced around. They were alone, just headstones. “Why did he look that way?”

			“I’m sorry?” Jolene said.

			“My husband. He looked like George Hamilton. Like you put him into the cremator a minute before remembering he was to be buried, not burnt.”

			Jolene turned to Amber. It felt bad to throw her under the bus, but sometimes, Jolene felt, Amber needed to be put on the spot for her to learn anything.

			“I used powder that didn’t match his skin tone,” Amber said, pausing to swallow, “because I remember when you came in for the consultation you mentioned your husband enjoyed sailing. And I thought maybe giving him a light bronzed look might be nice.”

			“He looked irradiated,” Missus Petrosky said.

			“Missus Petrosky,” Jolene said, “we’re very sorry our services were not to your satisfaction. If there’s any way we could—”

			“I’ll let you girls in on a little secret,” Missus Petrosky cut in. “My husband and I have a lot of friends. Or, now that it’s just me, I should say I have a lot of friends. And word gets around. A lot of us are getting up there in the years and are starting to make preparations in advance, since not many of us trust such an important thing to our children. I will not hesitate on giving them my full, honest opinion should any of them ask what I thought of how my husband was treated by the girls at the Hawthorne Funeral Home. But I won’t go out of my way to tell them, either, because that feels somewhat tactless. I would – and this is just my two cents – if I were you, lean in a little closer and pay attention to what you are doing. This is your livelihood, isn’t it? You two don’t do anything else but this?”

			Jolene and Amber shook their heads.

			“So there’s no excuse. This is what you do, so do it as well as you can. I admire your fib – Amber, was it? – about putting a darker shade on my husband. That fib took quick thinking. But, in the future, honesty is the best policy. Especially when dealing with senior citizens –  in your line, I can’t imagine many young people being brought to your door. Because old people may be slow, we may smell weird, we may drive slow and eat slow and bitch a lot, but we have experience with people. We lived in a time before all human contact and communication was done through texts and tweets and bleeps and clicks and what the fuck ever else. And I’m sure it’s easy to lie using those means, but when it comes to eye-to-eye talk, real talk, between two people, us old farts know that and we can sniff out a lie a mile away. My point, and I have to get going here, my daughter’s waiting for me, is this: if I hear about this mistreatment happening to any of my friends who come into your care or any of my friends’ husbands, I will burn your establishment to the ground. Understand?”

			Jolene’s throat had dried to the point of cracking. She couldn’t speak, so she only nodded.

			Amber nodded too. “Yes, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am.”

			“Good. See you around.” Missus Petrosky moved off, got into her daughter’s waiting SUV, and left with several other attendees. When it was only Jolene and Amber, they both swore under their breath, collected the wreaths and flowers and the chairs, loaded up the hearse, and headed out, both of their minds buzzing from the old woman’s threat that neither of them doubted she would make good on.

			* * *

			In Uptown, Frank parked his Lexus at the curb in front of Ted Beaumont’s two-story house. Frank could’ve very well still been in his own neighborhood; the burbs look so similar, everywhere. 

			He stepped out into the clinging humidity – sweat pushing through across his brow immediately – and went up to the front door. It wasn’t even ten yet and already it was likely pushing eighty.

			Frank knocked. 

			Ted, six-four, black, and clean-cut, pulled open the door. “Well good morning, sunshine!”

			“Hey.”

			“You all right, brother? You look like hammered shit.”

			“I feel like hammered shit.”

			“Well, come on in, I got the eggs in the pan. You’re just in time.”

			Frank followed Ted through the living room, side-stepping action figures and Barbie dolls – all lying down and naked, like the aftermath of some gender war had left no survivors. The TV was on, morning talk bullshit at a low volume. The smell of breakfast hooked Frank under the nose and drew him along. His sour guts, for the moment, settled. He took off his sunglasses and sat at the kitchen table.

			Ted set a full coffee mug in front of Frank. my dad is the best!

			“Mind if I smoke in here, world’s greatest dad?” Frank said.

			“Rather you not, brother man,” Ted said, back at the stove, scraping almost-burned eggs from the pan. “Nadine’s on my ass to quit and if she smells it in the house, hooboy, watch out. You’ll be finding yourself with a new roommate.”

			“How are you doing?”

			“With the smoking? Down to three a day. One after breakfast, one after lunch, and one after dinner.”

			“Good for you.” Frank looked around the kitchen. It was spotless and everything was painted in warm colors and there were pictures, professionally taken, of Ted and Nadine’s kids in classy black and white. On the living room wall Ted had hung paintings of the African savannah. Lions lounging in the tall, golden grass and rhinoceroses standing unmovable. Wooden masks, empty eyed and staring. At home, Frank’s walls were bare.

			“What’s a stay-at-home dad do when the kids are school aged?” Frank asked. He took his cup of coffee, went to the back door and stood halfway out, blowing his smoke across the backyard. There was a sandbox and more colorful toys all over – that red Playskool car with the yellow roof that seemed, to Frank, was assigned to your backyard when you had a kid, like it was a mandatory thing your little one required. Frank recalled putting together his kid’s red car was a real pain in the ass. The wheel never turned right and Jessica kept getting stuck on things.

			“Clean mostly,” Ted said, scraping at the eggs like he was chipping ice from a windshield. “But I don’t just keep the house and shuttle the kids back and forth. I work. You know I work.”

			“I know you do,” Frank said.

			“Amazing thing, the internet. Ten years back if I wanted to do what I do, I’d be sitting in a car, parked downtown, all fucking day long waiting on customers to come strolling by. Not no more. I sit my ass on my couch now, feet up, and just let the magic happen, one click-click of the mouse at a time.” Ted turned with the two steaming plates of eggs. “Well, it’s burnt to shit, but come and get it.”

			Frank stuck his cigarette butt in one of Ted’s wife’s potted plants and stepped back inside. The windows were open and someone in the neighborhood was mowing their lawn. Frank always hated that smell; the blood of plants.

			“Simone Pescatelli rang my doorbell this morning,” Frank said around a mouthful of egg.

			“Simone Pescatelli,” Ted echoed, picking a fleck of eggshell out of his teeth. “Remind me?”

			“She’s Big Robbie’s niece.”

			“Shit. Somebody pop her?” Ted asked, daubing his triangle of toast around his plate.

			Frank sipped his coffee. “No. I gave her an abortion.”

			Ted paused bringing the toast to his mouth. “Say that again?”

			“I gave Simone Pescatelli an abortion this morning.”

			“Hold on. Run that by one more time.”

			“I gave Simone Pescatelli an abortion this morning.” Frank didn’t care for the internal rhyme in that.

			“Good one. Hilarious, Frank.” Ted’s grin wilted. “Wait. You’re serious.”

			Frank shrugged. “Yeah, I am. Why?”

			“I hope you know that’s playing with fire, friend of mine. Especially if the would-be-baby was sporting a dick.”

			“What’s the big deal?” 

			“The big deal is that you assisted in fucking with Big Robbie’s lineage.”

			“Simone’s his niece.”

			“Doesn’t matter. That’s blood. Think how often the word family is said in gangster movies. That isn’t by mistake. That isn’t stereotyping. They care about that shit, capital C.”

			“I’d say it was her decision.”

			“How progressive. Did you tumble out of the one percent and land with a bleeding heart?”

			Frank shrugged. “Wouldn’t matter. Can’t legally vote for another three years.”

			“Any money change hands?” Ted said.

			“With Simone? Some, sure. I do run a business.”

			Ted was still holding his toast. “You gotta get your shit straight, Frank.”

			Frank counted in his head. Three, two, one.

			“You shouldn’t have done that for her,” Ted said. “Even if she put a gun on you. You should’ve let her go squeal to Big Robbie and have him ask what she was trying to have done and then he’d straighten her out without you ever coming into it. But now that you’ve done what you did, you’re right there in the fucking sauce pot with her, as an accomplice.”

			“I’m not going to lose sleep over it. Neither should you.”

			Ted finally bit his toast. “You suicidal or something, Frank?”

			“Drop it. I’m sorry I even mentioned it now.”

			“Well, when Big Robbie sends his boys over to your place looking to put your dick in the business end of some bolt cutters, do me a favor: lose my number.” 

			They were quiet a minute. Just the sound of a neighbor mowing his lawn drifting in through the window.

			Ted sat back from his empty plate, folding his hands behind his head. “Noticed you’re still driving the Lexus.”

			Frank swallowed his last forkful of eggs. Nothing tasted right with a hangover, but he was glad to have something in his belly to sop up the warzone going on down there. “No takers.”

			 “You ain’t gonna get the price you want for it.” Ted picked something out of his teeth, eggshell maybe. “You should just sell it for whatever someone will take it for.”

			“I paid sixty-five thousand dollars for that car.”

			“And if you sell it, the thirty-five you might get for it will be thirty-five you don’t have in your pocket currently. That fucker with the fat wallet is gone. Climb off him, Clooney, he’s gone.”

			Frank said nothing. It was too bright in here. He put on his sunglasses again and pushed his plate back. “Thanks for breakfast. And sorry for insisting we meet this early.”

			“It’s cool,” Ted said. “Kids don’t get home till one, Nadine’s away on business. We couldn’t have planned this better. Plus, who doesn’t like doing their business over breakfast?”

			“I would’ve preferred to do it over the phone, but that’s just me.”

			“I know it sounds nutty, Frank, but sometimes paranoia, just sometimes, can keep your ass alive.”

			“Or turn you into a nervous wreck.”

			“I’ll take my chances,” Ted said, clipped. “You might consider finding yourself some paranoia, especially since you could be in hot water soon, killing unborn Pescatelli boys.”

			Frank ignored that. “I always hated morning meetings,” he said. “I can’t think straight until at least eleven.”

			“Oh, poor white boy. I bet you ain’t never had to work first shift in your life.”

			“We’re going to get into all that again?”

			“No,” Ted said with a chuckle. “We won’t. I just mean you gotta learn to be adaptable is all. Working for yourself means living every single facet of that entrepreneurial lifestyle. There ain’t part-time when you’re your own boss – if you wanna keep the lights on.”

			“I’m aware,” Frank said. His stomach, though full, started to sour again. He got up and got a glass of water for himself, knowing which cupboard to open. 

			Among Ted and Nadine’s grown-up glasses were colorful plastic sippy cups – Frank remembered late nights scrubbing those with a special kind of dish soap and a brush wand, listening to the radio, while everyone else was upstairs asleep. It felt like someone else’s memory. He filled the glass from the tap, sat again, and looked across the table and empty plates at Ted, who continued to wear this know-it-all smirk, hands clasped behind his head. 

			With his arms lifted, Frank noticed both armpits of Ted’s thin cotton shirt had a dark dot of sweat.

			“Something wrong with your AC?” Frank said.

			“No. We started only using it at night. Bill was getting out of hand.”

			“Meaning you only get to be comfortable in your own house in the summer when your wife is home?”

			Ted looked at him. “Why do you hate my wife, man?”

			“I don’t hate your wife,” Frank said. 

			“Could’ve fooled me.” 

			“I just think it’s kind of fucked up that you have to sit in this hot house all day without AC – then she gets home and that’s when it’s allowed to come on, after you’ve spent all day burning to death in here.” Frank pulled on the collar of his shirt a few times to push a breeze down his chest. It didn’t help much. The eggs and coffee, hot in his stomach, made him feel like he’d swallowed a smoldering coal.

			“It was my idea to only have it on at night,” Ted said. “I do the budgeting and I don’t mind the heat. I’m a Texas boy, remember. And it’s not my house – it’s Nadine’s house as much as it is mine. That ‘a man’s house is his castle’ bullshit doesn’t fly here.” Ted paused. “And if you was saying shit like that to Rachel, no small fucking wonder you two’s divorced.”

			“I thought I was here so we could do business.”

			“Hold on. Let’s finish this. I was getting somewhere. You’re pissed off – on my behalf – because the air conditioner only comes on when my wife is home. You believe me, your friend, is being stiffed on the deal or neutered somehow. I got my home-life shit handled, brother. I don’t need you to get riled for me, seeing me as some victim. I do appreciate the concern, even if it is coming from you projecting your ass off.”

			“All I meant was—”

			“Let’s not do that shit, man. It’s too early for it.”

			“You fucking brought it up,” Frank said.

			“I did. But now I’m bringing it back down. Kelly Ripa is still talking in the other room. Minute her fine ass leaves my TV screen then we can talk about shit like that, if we must. Bad for digestion. And would you mind taking those off? It’s disrespectful.”

			“I thought that ‘a man’s house is his castle’ bullshit didn’t fly here,” Frank said, pulling off his shades again and setting them aside. He wanted another smoke already. 

			“It doesn’t. Not with me and not with my wife, but I’m asking you to be polite to me, in my home, because that’s just a plain matter of respect, man to man. But let’s go back a second. I was getting to my point.”

			“Were you?”

			Ted sat forward, broad shoulders settling over his elbows. Frank, instinctively, sat back. Ted may’ve noticed this shift in body language, or maybe not – he still grinned for a second before speaking. 

			“You gotta let all that shit go, man,” Ted said. “That old life, that old you? He gone. That life is gone, wherever it was headed ain’t where you is heading now. You’re starting from the ground up. And, so far, I think you’re doing a bang-up job, if you don’t mind your old buddy giving you an assessment like that – that and I think one man complimenting another, on anything, is uncomfortable as fuck. But, to my point, I think you trying to make your old self cut alimony to the you now on account of you having gotten accustomed to a certain standard of living. And that, without a single solitary doubt, is what’s gonna fuck you up faster than anything. You liked eating out every night. Who don’t? You liked driving a nice car, seeing people at the light rubberneck at you in their shitty rust-eaten beaters all green-eyed full of envy and shit. Again, who don’t? You liked going to the golf course gabbing about whatever white guys talk about – yogurt and camping or whatever. But that asshole fucked up, hard, and he, far as the you now should be concerned, is dead as fuck. The you now has to be realistic. And though it may stick it up your ego’s ass a way that ain’t particularly pleasant, it’s what has to happen. I’m just saying this to you because I wanna continue to do business with you, man, and see to it we both have long, long, long, successful careers.”

			Frank stared at Ted. “You finished?”

			Ted laughed. “Fuck you, man.”

			“Look,” Frank said, taking his turn to lean forward on his elbows, “I went from pulling in a shit-ton of money every year to having no medical license, a huge red stamp on my permanent record that says felon, and having to work at a fucking grocery store for something to put down on taxes. But I think, if I may say so, I’m doing pretty well – relatively speaking.”

			“Work-wise, sure, relatively speaking,” Ted said. “But I think you’re not transitioning very well into this life – or even trying that hard to. Not as far as the important shit is concerned, anyway. But I get it, you’re white and you come from money. Which is now all gone, yours and your daddy’s, but look at it this way: if you didn’t have that, your ass would still be sitting in prison. You’re out, you’re free, you’re not sharing a cell with some gangbanger who sold his soul before the pacifier came out his mouth. Unlike a fuck-ton of brothers I know, you got a second chance.”

			“Fine, fuck it, okay?” Frank threw up his hands. “You’re right, Ted, I’m out of prison and I should be clicking my fucking heels. It doesn’t mean my prospects are all that great.”

			“Not to be a dick—”

			“Here it comes.”

			“—but you only owe all of this, your station in life now, to yourself. Nobody else. Not a solitary fucking soul asked you to do what you were doing or twisted your arm to do it. Ain’t nobody was breathing down your neck or putting the squeeze on you. It was you. That was your stupid idea to start doing that shit you were doing and it was you who got caught red-handed doing it.”

			“You don’t think I know that?”

			“I don’t think you do, no. You wanna blame somebody, I know that for fucking goddamn sure. And for whatever reason you come in here with all this fire behind your eyes after I made you breakfast, gave you some of my coffee, and continued to put up with your fucking shitty attitude this early in the fucking day. You’re lucky to have me in your corner, Frank. Because without me, where would you be? Huh?”

			“All hail Ted, patron saint to fuck-ups.” Frank feigned a deep bow.

			“Damn straight. But since I’m just that much of a friendly motherfucker, I’m gonna do something extra special nice, as a friend, for you, right now. The morning is usually my time. I sit out back, have my coffee, read the news, after which I come in, take a shit, start the laundry, and put on another pot of coffee while I’m filling orders on the laptop. But because I am that aforementioned friendly motherfucker, I’m going to allow you some of that time to get shit off your chest. Because I don’t believe anyone else has offered you the opportunity. And, just so we’re clear, this is a thing I do not allow any other motherfucker to do in my home. Get your own shit straight, I usually say. But, since you are among my oldest of friends, and we are set to make each other some money, that inclines me to be a touch more generous and hospitable with you. So, with that said, please, I implore you: unfurl that shit you’re holding on to and give it its much-needed air.”

			Frank blinked. “What exactly are you asking me to do here?”

			“I’m asking,” Ted said, “that before we get down to business – which requires a clear head – you vent. In this household, we share our feelings. We get shit off our chests. We do not bottle things up. We do not bury them neither, only to let them fucking fester and poison the groundwater and kill every other damn thing around them. Which, in the ecosystem that is Frank Goode, includes me. I don’t want my grass to go yellow. I work hard on my lawn. So, tell me, what do you miss most about the old life? And don’t say surface shit like your fucking office chair or the few fucking coworkers you happened to actually enjoy the company of and talked about whatever was on HBO last night with. I mean the life, what do you miss about the life? Big picture.”

			“Like work itself or…?”

			“Whatever comes to mind first.” Ted stood and brought the coffeepot over to the table, filled both their cups, and sat again. “Speak it. I’m here all ears. Think of this kitchen as your confessional, brother. Divulge, disclose, confess.”

			Frank sat back and folded his arms. He didn’t have to think too hard. 

			“Honestly,” he said, “it’s having to worry about the equipment so much now. At the clinic, I never had to use the same scalpel twice. I don’t even know what happened to them, if it was one and done or if they actually disinfected anything or just chucked them in the trash. Now, I obsess over my tools. Keep everything sharp, use the disinfecting oven you got me from when that tattoo shop went under.”

			“I recall it,” Ted said, nodded. “Continue.”

			“And I guess it’s all right, this way,” Frank said. “Makes me appreciate what I have. I miss being able to just throw something down on the pan and let it be someone else’s concern. I worry about keeping my O.R. clean, which was never my job at the old O.R. It’s sort of like I’m the doc in some Western movie, one all-purpose room ready for whatever walks in bleeding.”

			“You sound like you like it this way.”

			“Well, it’s mine. I have total ownership over it. I just wish I’d found something else for the on-the-books job than the grocery store. My boss just turned twenty, if you can believe it. Not old enough to drink yet, but he sure can tell me, somebody twenty-three years his senior, when I need to tuck in my shirt.”

			“You’ll get there. Just gotta let word of mouth do its thing. I tell people about you. My cousin, who still runs with a crew. I guess they just do clean work since they never need a slug tweezed out of their asses.”

			“I hate wishing for more work now – even though putting food on the table depends on it.”

			“Why?” 

			“I never used to think about it at the clinic – people just came in and we treated them as we could – but I never stopped to think that our livelihoods depended entirely on the imperfect design of the human body. If it wasn’t for shit failing inside them, I’d have nothing to do. And now, when I hope for more work, I’m hoping for suffering.”

			“Suffering that you get to fix,” Ted said. “And I get to help keep you stocked up with supplies to make sure you can fix said suffering. We’re doing good work, man. I don’t think you see that. That whole shit about pre-existing conditions was one of the best things to happen to us.”

			Frank stared somewhere over Ted’s right shoulder, lost in thought. “I didn’t really care what was wrong with them when they came in. I just looked at them like problems that needed solving.” Frank blinked, focusing again. “You get perspective on somebody’s troubles when they’re sleeping on your couch screaming ‘Don’t shoot me!’ in the middle of the night.”

			“You were numb to it. Nothing wrong with feeling shit, even if you’re just starting out now. Death is inevitable, for all of us, but it gives contrast to being alive, man. There’s an ending we’re all trying to stay ahead of.”

			Both men were quiet for a moment – the kind of quiet talking about death will often inspire, as all present minds wonder about how they will go, and when, and why, and what they’ll leave behind other than a slab of rock with their name (hopefully spelled right) chiseled into it.

			“You want some more coffee?” Ted said.

			“I’m good. Think I might step out for a smoke though.”

			“I’ll join you.”

			They stood out on the back porch, the morning sun warming their faces. Frank offered Ted the pack.

			“Naw, I just meant I’d stand with you while you blackened your lungs. I had my breakfast smoke before you got here. Would’ve been happy to join you if you’d got here on time.”

			“Eventful morning.” Frank added, “Not that I’m suggesting we return to that topic.”

			“Yeah, yeah. I made my point.” Ted, careful of his back, sat on the porch swing. He rocked lazily forward and back, pushing off with one sandaled foot, slow and easy. “So, that all you miss?”

			“Pretty much. Other than the obvious stuff, like Rachel and Jess. But that’s sort of unrelated.”

			“They’re part of it, the old life, sure. You had them when you were still practicing – legally, that is.”

			“Barely. I mean, I had Jess. But Rachel was halfway to the door, even then. Me getting sentenced just gave her that last shove.” 

			“Say, have you two got that custody bullshit squared yet? I remember last time you were by you said something about a hearing.”

			“We haven’t had it yet. We talk to a judge next month.”

			“How old’s your girl now?”

			“Sixteen. Seventeen in November.”

			“Goddamn.”

			“Tell me about it.”

			“Where does the time go? So, wait, she don’t have any say who she stays with?”

			“No.”

			“On account of you being an ex-con and all, huh?”

			“Exactly.” 

			“So you can’t see her till y’all talk with the judge, at all?”

			“I can see her. She works up at the Dairy Queen in the Mall of America. I swing by once in a while. Rachel doesn’t know. She only lets the ‘official visits’ happen because it’s court ordered and even then she makes it sound like she only lets me come over when she feels like I’m allowed, or deserve to or whatever. She knows it kills me.” Frank flicked the gray ashes from his smoke over the porch railing to the green, green grass below. “I wanna call her heartless for it, but maybe I do deserve it. I can’t imagine what Jess hears at school. Word travels. Couple of her friends’ parents work at the clinic.”

			“What’s that thing about ‘sins of the father’ or whatever?”

			“Gee, thanks. That makes me feel real good, Ted. I appreciate your kind heart so very much.”

			“No, I just meant—” Ted started, laughed. “My bad. I take that back. But, hey, you did your time, right? Repaid your debt to society and all that. Breaking rocks in the hot sun, you fought the law and the law won?”

			“You think teenagers give a shit about that? They just know Jessica Goode’s dad did two years in prison. Some probably know more details than that; fucking clinic was about as bad as high school, all that gossip and shit-slinging everybody did.”

			“Fuck it. Fuck what kids say to other fucking kids. Doesn’t mean nothing anyway. It’s all Minecraft and fucking Littlest Petshop anyhow.”

			“For yours now it might be just toys and video games, but the twins are both in kindergarten. Just wait until they’re in high school, man,” Frank said. “Then shit, for the parents, gets real interesting. Boys and drugs and worrying some little bitch is going to put a picture of your kid on the internet – something that’ll come back to bite your kid in the ass when she’s applying for a job somewhere.” 

			“Sure glad we didn’t have the internet in school. Some of the shit we did, man? Yikes.”

			Frank drew in a deep breath, put his cigarette butt in the planter with the other he’d put there already, and sighed. “Mind if we get down to business?”

			“Soon as you take those cigarette butts you’re cramming in my wife’s hydrangeas and walk them over to the garbage can by the garage there, sure.”

			Frank put his butts where they belonged and stepped back up onto the porch. “Care if we talk out here?”

			“Not at all. So, what do you need?”

			“You’re not going to write this down?”

			“Should I?”

			“Busy weekend. Supplies got nearly wiped out. Used my last pair of latex gloves this morning. I also need about ten of the STD test kits.”

			“Ten?”

			“The more hypochondriac-prone girls are seeing me twice a week.”

			“All right, ten blood-test kits, latex gloves. Fuck it, gimme a sec, I’ll get a pen and paper.”

			Lighting another cigarette, Frank stood at the top of the stairs overlooking the yard. He could hear the highway from here, the low hum of commuters heading off to jobs they may or may not like, but most, if not all, were upstanding, over-the-table occupations, clean. He was here, when he should be at an office, feeling expelled from the great flow of having normal, upstanding purpose. The kind he could tell his kids about, brag about at dinner parties. Not anymore. But that was fine. He was rebuilding things, one day at a time. One pregnant prostitute who paid in food stamps. Or working bullets out of some kid’s leg who couldn’t have been a day older than Frank’s daughter. But he was saving lives. And even if it wasn’t work approved by the American Medical Association, he was doing what Frank felt he was meant to do.

			The five grand he’d gotten this morning got cut in half but his truck was filled with gloves, various antibiotics and painkillers, IV tubing, bags, a new set of clamps, ten blood-test kits. You’ve got to spend money to make money. 

			With his Lexus’s AC at full blast, windows up, Frank sat at a red light, smoked, drummed his fingers on the wheel, and waited. 

			This particular light always felt like it took longer to change than any other in town, so he had time to look around. 

			He used to drive this way to the clinic. Now, the only time he crossed through here was to go see Ted. So many things had changed, businesses had opened or closed, entire buildings gone and replaced with new, shinier ones. 

			He felt relatively the same, as a person, but his world, in a blink, had shifted. He adjusted the mirror to look at himself. He’d only had a little gray when he was sentenced. Now he looked like his dad. The stress of it all, he guessed, bleaching him from the inside. Maybe he had changed. But on good days, though they were few and far between now, inside, he felt fifteen still – until he looked in the mirror and was a little surprised, each and every time, that he sure as hell wasn’t.

			His phone thrummed in his pocket. It wasn’t a number he recognized, so he let it go to voicemail, not in the mood to have anything threaten his mood, which was approaching what resembled feeling good now that his inventory situation was figured out. He had the day off from the grocery store too. No stocking fruits and vegetables only to return home with an aching back and a want to strangle his prepubescent manager to death and leave him lying among the expired bananas. Not today. Today was his.

			The light changed and Frank went another block and stopped again at the next light – he always hated this stretch of town for this exact reason, all stop and go. He’d forgotten all about the caller when his phone beeped the voicemail beep. 

			He turned down the gale-force winds of the AC, watching for the light to change through his dark sunglasses.

			Fuck. He couldn’t not know. He brought the phone to his ear.

			“I don’t know if you remember me,” the voice said, “but we bunked together a couple years back and you told me what you do and I thought maybe you still, you know, do some medical shit now you’re out. See, thing is, I’ve got my cousin in the car and he’s, well, he’s fucked up real bad. I hope you’re home, dude.”

			Hands and scalp going tingly, Frank rushed to call him back. He remembered the guy’s voice but not his name. Young guy, young voice with just a drip of an Eastern European accent.

			“Hey man, thanks for calling me back, I—”

			“Whoa, whoa, hold on. What are you talking about?”

			“Me and my cousin, we…well, we may or may not have run afoul of some not-friends of ours and he’s got a nine-millimeter round in his leg. Up high, maybe in his junk.” 

			In the background, someone squeaked, “It fucking hurts, man. Really, really bad!”

			“And you’re at my fucking house?” Frank said, beginning to sweat. His lower back felt like it was gluing permanently to the leather seat.

			“Just about, I think. Okay, yeah. Is it this little green one on the corner with the red shutters? Three-ten Market Street? This you?”

			“Do not park in my driveway. Keep driving. Take him to the ER.”

			“This is your house, though, right? Are you home? Is this your blue Honda?”

			Frank’s blood froze in his veins. The blue Honda was still there. She was still there. 

			“I’m waving, if you’re home. That’s me waving if you see a dude waving in the black Caddy.”

			“How do we know each other?” Frank said.

			“Bryce Petrosky, dude. We bunked together in the pen, man. I know it was only for a couple months before they moved me but I remembered you told me you were a doctor and—”

			“Not anymore.”

			The passenger on Bryce’s end shrieked again. Bryce said, “Just keep pressure on it, man.” Then, to Frank: “Look, word gets around. I know what you do. It’s cool.”

			“It’s not cool, Bryce. This isn’t how I do business.” The light changed. On the next block, he pulled into a fast-food parking lot to concentrate. “Keep driving. Take him to the ER.”

			“So, you’re not home?”

			Frank had no idea what would be the best thing to say at this juncture.

			“Because we can wait, dude. I mean, he’s bleeding but it’s not like bad-bad.”

			From the background. “It’s not bad-bad? You get shot in the balls and see how fucking bad-bad you think it is!”

			Frank said, “I’m out of state. I’m on vacation. Very far away.” He closed his eyes and wished it was true. It didn’t work.

			“There’s ten grand in it for you, cash, if you get here in the next fifteen minutes. I got other sawbones in my contact list, man, but I figured you might want the business – word on the street is you’re struggling. Also, did you mean to leave your garage open?”

			Frank almost wanted to ask Bryce to repeat the price, but figured that’d show too much interest. He didn’t like his clients to know how hungry he was – but evidently everyone already knew. 

			“Stay in your car. Don’t play any loud music, my neighbors are old and they will call the police.”

			“That’s cool. Quiet it is. Say, what are we talking on time? Because, my cuz here is actually looking kind of pale.” Then, muffled: “I said keep pressure on it, dude. I know it hurts but just keep pushing down on it, you’ll bleed to death.” To Frank: “Fucking amateurs, right? So, think you’d be willing to cut short that vacation you’re on?”

			“I’ll be there.” Frank hung up, pitched his phone into the passenger seat. “Great.”
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