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…But the LORD was not in the wind: and after the wind an earthquake: but the LORD was not in the earthquake. And after the earthquake a fire: but the LORD was not in the fire: and after the fire a still small voice.

—I KINGS 19:11–12




C an’t find heaven, I don’t care where they go.

—SKIP JAMES, “HARD TIME KILLING FLOOR BLUES”…
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1.



On the San Francisco Muni bus, Rita sat facing a woman in a purple and yellow clown costume with billowy sleeves, and huge white shoes that took up half the aisle between her seat and Rita’s; the clown’s little girl picked up a Snickers wrapper from the floor and was about to put it in her mouth when the clown slapped her. The child wailed, the wrapper clenched tight in her fist, while her mother tried to pry her fingers open. Rita couldn’t stand to watch. She got off at the next stop, several blocks early, and arrived at the shelter just after ten P.M

The shelter’s big double doors were locked up tight. Rita knocked and knocked, but nobody even came to the other side of the doors. She stood for a couple of minutes, waiting, listening for footsteps or the sound of a kid acting up or someone dropping coins in the pay phone. But it was eerily quiet in there, as though everyone were asleep already, or dead.

Whatever they are, she thought, they’re inside. Safe in their bunks, inside four walls and a roof, and I’m shit out of luck once again, which is the story of my life and will forever be the story of Rita Louise Jackson.

She sat down on the cement stoop. Someone had drawn a narrow, blue chalk heart on it and, next to that, a gun with a long barrel, pointing at the heart. It was signed TALISA ’97. Rita listened to the wind rattling the dry tops of the eucalyptus trees bordering the parking lot and felt afraid of whatever was roaming the earth. A spirit, a demon, following her, judging her for the bad things she’d done.

On the bus, she had felt frayed and depleted, her head buzzing, motes of dust in the air swirling like gnats in the fluorescent lights. She hated being on the bus at night. Those lights were brutal—all the ugliness of people’s faces coming clear, with sharper edges than in daylight. The face of the woman clown had been pinched and mean. Rita had felt the slap like it was her own face.

She’d imagined getting to the shelter in time, crawling into the bottom bunk that had been hers for the past week, falling asleep before lights-out. Now she forced herself to shift gears. Hell, it was early. No one should have to call it a night at ten o’clock. Old people, maybe. Sick people, and little kids who belonged in bed soon after supper. Now say your prayers, honey, and I’ll tuck you in. When she was little, Rita had prayed for a doll that drank from a bottle and wet its diaper, for a bicycle with streamers, for her mother to be happy. Her mother was often sad or angry, closing her bedroom door, in bed watching TV surrounded by magazines and cigarette packs and pills that had gotten lost in the blankets. Rita had prayed not to be, as her mother put it, such an ungrateful little pain in the ass. After her mother’s death, Rita had prayed for her mother’s immortal soul, hoping it was in a place where prayers could do it some good. Maybe the clown on the bus would be nice to her girl later, saying, I’m sorry, baby, I lost my temper. Rita pictured the girl curled up under a pink blanket with a pattern of blue horses on it, her arm cradling a stuffed animal, and wanted to cry because she wasn’t that little girl and the shelter doors were locked and her bunk would be empty, all because of a bitch in a clown suit.

All right. Next move.

She headed toward the splash of light that was a café. Outside, at one of the wrought-iron tables, a girl in a long flowered dress and combat boots sat across from a boy with thin blond hair and a clean black T-shirt and boots that matched the girl’s, and they were both smoking and gesturing with their hands, talking excitedly. She hated to interrupt them, but no one else at the tables had a cigarette in evidence.

“Hey,” Rita said to the girl. “Sorry to bother you. Spare a cig?”

The girl looked about her own age. Rita wanted to ask the girl how she’d worked out her life so she wasn’t alone and homeless at twenty-four, how she’d worked it out to be sitting in a café with a boy who looked like he was sensitive and sweet.

That could be me and Jimmy. We could be sitting there, having a fine time.

“A cig,” the girl repeated, a little disbelieving, like Rita had asked for her dress or something equally outrageous.

Rita shrugged. “If you can spare one,” she said.

Jimmy was her husband, and he was who knows where now. They had once had an apartment and everything, but they had sort of slipped down. They’d been evicted and were in a hotel room for a couple of months. Then he walked out after a fight, and Rita went looking for him but she got lost for a few days behind heroin, and when she made her way back to the hotel, their room wasn’t their room anymore. That was in July. It was November now.

The girl flicked her eyes at Rita, granted her a half-smile and a Merit Ultra Light, and turned back to her date.

“Thanks,” Rita said to the girl’s profile. “Appreciate it,” she said and moved away toward the corner before she lit up.

A cigarette was always the first move when a problem presented itself. A few deep drags and no matter what was wrong she was in control, having a smoke, a little time-out from not knowing what came next. She walked down Waller Street, turned on Clayton, back to Haight Street. The next move was obviously a drink. Having a drink was also a good time-out. After that she wasn’t sure. Maybe she would try to make some money. Maybe she’d just get drunk. The rest of the night would have to sort itself out.

I don’t care what I do, long as I’m away from Terrance.

After Jimmy wasn’t at the hotel, she had spent a few days sleeping on the streets and visiting the places they used to go. She’d gone back to their old apartment on Jones Street. She’d gone every place she could think of they had been, but he wasn’t ever at any of those places. Then Terrance came along with his two-bedroom apartment, a settlement from a car accident that left him with a metal plate in his brain and a kitchen stocked with alcohol. He had cable TV with a million channels. All he seemed to want, most of the time, was someone to listen to him while he rambled on about the state of the country under Clinton and the son of a bitch who’d run him down while he was peaceably standing at a bus stop. He gave her money when she asked. She took over paying his bills, which since the accident he had been unable to decipher, and buying needed household items. Every few days, she made the rounds of the places where she and Jimmy used to go. Terrance never tried anything sexually with her, but recently he had started, in his inept fashion, to get violent. This usually happened in the midst of some argument he started and carried on one-sidedly, until he turned to her, saying, “Don’t you see what I mean?” followed by a wild swing that usually didn’t land. When, a week ago, he had tried to make a particularly forceful point by attempting to push her face onto an electric burner on the stove, she had gone to the shelter.

A bus stood at the corner of Haight and Clayton, pointed toward downtown. She decided to get a drink on Market Street. She slid into a plastic seat halfway back and closed her eyes against the glare of the lights and the bus driver’s knowing, contemptuous look. He could tell she wasn’t just a club-goer, in her tight black skirt and silver tank top, headed to meet a group of friends or maybe a boyfriend. He could tell that she was something else. Somone less than he was, who didn’t deserve respect, who men could handle like a bar of soap, leaving themselves clean and satisfied and her disappearing down to nothing. She couldn’t stay at the shelter forever. She needed to make some money, and this was the fastest way she knew. She hated how the men touched her, but it was like hating the small blotch of the birthmark on her cheek; it was a flaw she couldn’t do much about. She always covered the birthmark with makeup, and she tried not to think about what she had been doing with various men for the past week.

She opened her eyes to slits to see if the bus driver was checking her out in the rearview; he met her eyes and smiled in a way she recognized. She pulled her black nylon bag onto her lap and turned toward the window. The reflection of her face floated there, pale and anxious. She leaned her forehead against the glass, looking instead into the city at night, the storefronts and restaurants, the bright neon bars where people were gathered. She could feel the indifference of those people, like some kind of particles in the air. The particles got into her skin and settled inside her with her other burdens.

Around two A.M., she got let off back in the Haight by a man in a panel bakery truck. The truck had wire racks filled with soft, fragrant rolls and cellophane-wrapped loaves of bread, but the man had smelled like meat—like raw hamburger. His face was the shape and color of an uncooked patty, flushed pink, his mouth a tiny effeminate bow. For a five-minute blow job in the back of the truck, he had given her eighteen dollars, a loaf of day-old rye, and a free pass to a movie at the Landmark Cinema of her choice.

The first time Rita had sex for money, she’d run away from her latest foster family in San Jose and hitchhiked to San Francisco. She took the cable car to the top of Powell Street and went into the Fairmont, because it was so glamourous—a stretch limo with smoked glass windows was parked out front. She sat in the lobby watching everyone, admiring the big vases of flowers and feeling self-conscious in her jeans and sweater. Nobody paid her any attention for a long time, but then a blond man in a gray suit offered to buy her a drink. She told him she was only seventeen, and then he just came out and offered her fifty dollars, to go somewhere with me. She knew what he meant by how he looked at her. She’d run off with a backpack of clothes and thirty-four dollars, so the fifty was hard to resist. And the man seemed nice; he had green eyes and smiled in a way that said he’d like to be her friend.

Rita followed him down the street to an office building, along a hallway, and into a bathroom where he pulled down her jeans and fucked her quickly over the toilet. Then he left, saying he had to go get his wallet. She waited several minutes until it sank in that he wasn’t coming back, and then she walked back down the hall, past a desk where she felt the eyes of the receptionist burning into her with total knowledge and recognition of the bad thing she had just done.

The next time a man looked at her that way and offered her some money, she said, Pay me first. It wasn’t as bad when she got paid; she was worth something, she wasn’t getting ripped off like the first time. It was wrong and it was ugly but it was easy to fall into when she hit a wall.

Plus, by then she had discovered heroin. It helped to be high—to deal with the men, and life in general.

When I met Jimmy, I thought all that was over.

She could taste the lubricant from the condom the man in the bakery truck had worn.

Haight Street ended at Golden Gate Park. The park was scary at night—the blackness of trees and bushes, the small sounds coming from animals she couldn’t see. She scanned the shapes of shopping carts and prone bodies, the neighborhood homeless camped out on the wide stretch of grass. Her throat felt dry and raw, and she wished she’d gotten some more alcohol before it was too late. She wasn’t drunk enough to feel safe. She should have filled her flask when she had the chance. The fear rose in her, fear of the darkness, of the next few hours and the hours after that, and she tried to push it away.

The breeze was wet, filled with fog, silvery in a narrow path laid down by a streetlight. There was an old wino named Charles, who usually got his meals at the shelter, who she knew slept here. She went to find him, walking in a wide arc to avoid the other homeless in case anyone was awake. A car took the curve of street to her left, and a few bars of Whitney Houston’s singing soared over her and Dopplered off while she stopped and stood still, feeling like a rabbit on the roadside. Then she walked farther in.

Charles was on the hillside, down close to the pond. He lay flat on his back next to his cart. His dog, Sally, a scraggly terrier, was curled against him. Rita slipped a rolled-up pea coat out from under Charles’s head. Neither of them moved. They were both probably drunk; she’d often seen Charles feed Sally a Styrofoam cup of beer. Thinking of beer made her thirstier than she already was. She lay down a little ways from Charles, under his coat, and fell into an exhausted sleep.
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“Rita, Rita, talk to me,” Charles said.

He was leaning over her. His long white beard, yellowed with strings of tobacco spittle, was the first thing she saw. His morning breath was in her face. In her dream, she had been petting a huge animal that looked sort of like one of the buffaloes that lived at the other end of the park, but also like a giant roach. Then she dreamed about her mother, lying dead in the bathtub in their old apartment in San Jose. It was a familiar dream. In real life her mother hadn’t been killed in the tub, but in her own bed, by a man named Karl Hauptmann. Karl Hauptmann had starting coming around a few months after Rita’s father left. Her father had sold coupons door-to-door for Golden West Photography—Professional Full Color Portraits Only 99 Cents—and was gone from home for long stretches, until, when Rita was twelve, he just stopped coming home at all. Karl had made her mother happy at first, but it didn’t take long before they were yelling at each other more than kissing and dancing around the living room.

Rita knew it was her own fault that Karl killed her mother. First of all, she had told her mother what Karl had done to her one day after school, and her mother and Karl had a really bad fight. And second of all, Rita had stood outside the bedroom door listening to them, instead of calling the cops or trying to stop him somehow. Just stood there paralyzed and afraid, while things broke and her mother screamed, Get out, and Karl yelled, Fucking bitch, referring to Rita or her mother or both. The phone was shut off again, so Rita would have had to go next door to Mrs. Morales to use hers, and Mrs. Morales might not let her; it depended on her mood. So Rita stood there until Karl came slamming out of the room and shoved her aside and kept going. And that was how things went from bad to terrible, and how her mother ended by lying there with her throat cut, and Rita ran away and came back and landed in foster care, and Karl went to prison and was still sitting on death row where Rita hoped they were going to fry him one of these days.

Charles shook her gently, his hand on her shoulder.

“Rise and shinola,” Charles said. “Time to get a move on.”

Around them and farther up the hill, people were sitting up and scratching their heads, rolling up sleeping bags or blankets or ponchos, lighting cigarettes and joints. Sometimes the police left them alone, but right now there was a campaign to clean up the park. They’d be rousted from one place and move to another, sometimes getting jailed for a night or having their carts taken away. The park was okay, as long as you got up early and sauntered down into the neighborhood for a while. People sat in doorways on Haight Street or on the steps of the Free Clinic or on the sidewalk, leaning back against a brick wall, and after the police made their sweep they would circle back and hang around the park all day, drinking and smoking and talking.

Sometimes during the day, Rita went to the other end of the park, to the Arboretum. The summer tourists were gone. She would walk along the paths looking at desert plants or trees from New Zealand or sit by the lake watching the turtles sunning and the swans circling side by side. Or she would go over to the small redwood forest and sit on a log bench, looking at the lilies and the light coming down through the tops of the trees.

“What’s up with you?” Charles said. “You on the streets again?”

“Missed the shelter curfew.” She sat up, shivering.

“I prefer the great outdoors.” He straightened, threw out his arms. “Fresh air,” he said.

Charles didn’t smell very fresh. He smelled like a Port-A-John that hadn’t been serviced in a while. Rita moved slightly so she wasn’t downwind.

In the shelter, some people had jobs and were trying to save for a place of their own. It took a lot: first month, last month, security deposit—and everything had gone sky-high because of the dot-com boom. People ironed their clothes at night and put them on hangers at the ends of their bunks and went off every morning to work. Others were headed the other way, from apartments that had burned up or houses they couldn’t pay for, and they were scared that this was just the beginning of their troubles. When the kids did crayon drawings, they all drew houses: boxes with two windows and a door, like eyes and a mouth, with bright flowers in the yard. The drawings were up on all the walls and made Rita think of store windows full of things you could look at and wish for but never have.

At night, she would lie on her bunk behind the faded flowered sheet she’d hung from the bed above her, listening to people talk in their sleep, to kids coughing, to a loose window jiggling in its frame at the slightest wind. She didn’t sleep very well. She thought about Jimmy, and Terrance blasted out of his mind on Wild Turkey or tequila, and that piece of shit Karl Hauptmann. She thought of how she was supposed to believe in herself more. This was according to the counselor, Sheryl. Sheryl had told Rita to say to herself every night, over and over, I am a good person, I deserve to be loved. But after saying it a few times Rita got to thinking about other things instead.

What I have to do, she thought now, watching Sally frantically scratching behind one ear, is get some more money together and get my own place.

If I could just find Jimmy, everything would be all right.

Charles was whistling in between drags off his cigarette; it made Rita’s head ache. She looked at his Safeway cart, filled with pots and pans and other kitchen junk. She checked the front of her underwear for her plastic Baggie of folded bills, making sure it was still tucked there. The morning was foggy, but she wanted her sunglasses. She didn’t like people being able to look in her eyes. She put them on and the fog darkened a couple of shades, so it seemed almost like it was still night. People were shadowy, the tree trunks black.

She took out a sweater and jeans and fresh underwear, changed her underwear under the skirt and pulled the jeans up before removing the skirt. She combed her fingers through her hair a few times. It needed to be washed. She sniffed at an underarm and it smelled like sweat and the baby powder deodorant she used and Charles’s coat.

I’ll get a hotel room tonight. I’ll start figuring things out. I’m twenty-five soon. That’s a quarter of a century already. Time to get my act together.

Step one, no more shelter.

The tune Charles was whistling was “Zip-A-Dee-Doo-Dah.” Rita’s father used to sing that. There was a funny word in the song that used to make her laugh. Satisfactual. Everything is satisfactual. The mornings would be sunny, he’d be frying eggs. She could smell them, sizzling in butter. She stood on a red kitchen chair to help cook, gently working the spatula underneath so the yolk wouldn’t break and spread all over. Later, she would help him in the garden, weeding and picking off snails and dropping them in a blue plastic bucket of beer. So they would die happy, her father said. She’d pull up carrots and pick mint leaves for tea and fill a white mixing bowl with the sweet strawberries that peeked out from under their leaves; she would pluck them and eat as many as she put in the bowl.

Charles was squatting beside Sally, rubbing her behind the ears. “Hey, darling,” he crooned. “Hey, honey darling.” He had a pink bald spot on his head the size of a sand dollar and long hair past his shoulders. He’d been a longshoreman once, working on the docks in Oakland. He said. Everybody made up stories, so who knew. Everybody lied to and used everybody else, and women in clown suits slapped their kids silly for nothing and then looked at you with hate in their eyes like it was your fault, and you wanted to pull the kid away from all that, but instead you got off the bus and missed curfew. It hurt her head even more, thinking about how life was, how people were. Sometimes they surprised you, though. One more pearl of fucking wisdom from Sheryl, the counselor. Sheryl was younger than Rita, and she was actually only an intern, an earnest, overweight girl in expensive jeans and sweaters. “I’ll help you figure it out,” Sheryl had said. “You’re not alone in this.” But two days ago she’d left to go back to some college down the Peninsula, without even saying goodbye.

“Time for breakfast,” Charles said. “Wanna come?”

“No thanks,” Rita said.

Charles sang, “The beer I had for breakfast wasn’t bad, so I had one for dessert.”

“Dessert doesn’t go with breakfast.”

“The hell it doesn’t,” Charles said. “Later, then. Good luck, baby girl.” He piled the pea coat and a military green rain poncho and a rolled sleeping bag on top of his shopping cart of junk. Rita wondered what he did with that stuff. Pots and pans and muffin tins and rusty steel graters and slotted spoons, and no kitchen. It was crazy. He went rattling off toward Haight Street with Sally leashed at his side.

Rita’s left hip and shoulder ached. She stretched a little, but it didn’t help.

Just about everyone who’d been in the park a few minutes before had melted away like ghosts. There was only the fog and the trees, the grass worn to bare dirt in several spots, damp McDonald’s wrappers and rings of cigarette butts and drained bottles of Night Train and Thunderbird. A police car slid around the corner. She started walking fast away from it.
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The Blue Door Deli was part of Rita’s daytime rounds, one place she and Jimmy had gone sometimes. She ordered tea, swirled the Lipton’s bag, and stirred in two packets of sugar. EAT OUT MORE OFTEN, it said on the packets. Rita always thought that was funny. HAVE ORAL SEX MORE OFTEN. Men never wanted to do that. They wanted to put it in your mouth, but most of them didn’t want to get their own mouths anywhere near you, except your breasts. They wanted a doll, a dead person. Usually, Rita knew how to go inside herself so she barely noticed them. But sometimes she had to pay attention to follow what they wanted. Or else she’d start thinking about Jimmy leaving, which always brought her back—from floating somewhere beyond the moon, her head on Jimmy’s chest and one hand playing with the few fine hairs on it, crash-landing back into reality. Then she’d smell their skin and their bad breath and hear their nasty words, and she’d feel panicked and trapped.

Late last night, after she’d been locked out from the shelter, she’d found herself in a hotel room in the Mission, her skirt pushed up, lying under a drunk black man who couldn’t get hard. He kept rubbing himself and trying to push it in, but his penis, damp and wormy, slid away each time. Blues was playing on a little clock radio beside the bed. Somebody singing with a slide guitar, and then a harmonica part. That called up a picture of Jimmy, sitting on their bed in the apartment on Jones Street playing his harmonica, and suddenly she was breathing too fast, trying to get enough air, but her throat was shut tight like there was a wad of gum lodged there and she couldn’t get the air to go past it into her lungs. Then she was hitting and shoving at the sweating body above her.

“What’s up,” he said, rolling away. It wasn’t quite a question. Like he wasn’t surprised, and didn’t really care.

She was already standing, grabbing her bag. The hall was empty, except for a rat exploring a red plastic dish drainer. The rat looked up as she passed, looking like it had something to say to her, but she didn’t wait to find out what. She ran down the stairs and into the street. She kept going for a couple of blocks, then went into a bar, into the bathroom at the back, washed and put on clean underwear and threw up, then washed her face again. She’d had a few shots of Canadian Club by then and no dinner. She ordered a vodka cranberry at the bar and ate two bags of pretzel sticks. After that she walked for a while down Mission Street, and the man in the bakery truck stopped and offered her a ride.

In the Blue Door, she nursed her tea at a corner table, watching the room. People came in for coffee to go, for croissants and muffins. A slim, olive-skinned man in a gray suit and a Jerry Garcia tie, holding open the New York Times, smiled at her and she lowered her eyes. Maybe he was just being friendly. She couldn’t tell. The rule of thumb was simple: With the rare exception, men will try to fuck you, or fuck you up, or both. She had learned this when she was a girl, and nothing since had contradicted it.

The owner of the Blue Door was a big, scary-looking man, six feet and over two hundred pounds, and Rita knew for a fact he was gay. He used to own the deli with his boyfriend, who would talk to Jimmy about blues musicians they both knew of. The boyfriend was a skinny man in a wheelchair with red hair and sores on his face, and he looked half dead, but he always perked up once the music conversation got going. Rita could never quite keep straight the names of the people they talked about. There seemed to be a lot of Little Someones. Little Walter was one she remembered. And Sonny Boy Williamson. There were a lot of Sonny Someones, and Blind Somebodys, too. There had been two Sonny Boy Williamsons.

She was sad now that the boyfriend wasn’t there—he had gone into a hospice around the time Jimmy disappeared, and then he must have died. At least she could have talked to somebody who had known Jimmy, who knew who Rita was. She was still Jimmy’s wife, even though she didn’t have the ring anymore, or the blue and white paper that said “Marriage Certificate, State of California, County of San Francisco.” It had their names on it—Rita Louise Jackson and James John D’Angelo—joined in marriage on November 30, 1994, in the presence of Matthew Chumley and Diane Johnson, and it was signed by the justice of the peace above the words, “Signature of Person Solemnizing Marriage,” certifying what had happened three years ago and was supposed to last forever. Rita had looked at the marriage certificate a lot after that terrible day when she got back to their hotel and Jimmy wasn’t there. The manager had saved it for her with a few other possessions. Then it got lost, somehow. Like everything else precious.

“Fags and foreigners,” a skinhead boy at the counter said, looking at the man with the Jerry Garcia tie. “That’s what’s ruining America.” He said it quietly, though, and not like he was mad about it. He looked at his companion, a big, overweight girl whose hair, like his, was shaved to a shadow on her skull.

“That’s exactly it, Slam,” his girlfriend said, nodding a little too vigorously, so that for a second she looked like one of those dolls with their heads that wobbled on springs. Rita felt sorry for her. She could imagine the girl in high school, sitting alone in the cafeteria hunched over two pieces of cake on her lunch tray, ignored by the rest of the kids.

“Why don’t you two get on your way,” the owner said.

“Sure, man,” the boy said. “But only because we feel like it. It’s a free country, right?”

“Right, Slam,” the girl said. Nod, nod.

“At least it was last time I checked,” Slam said.

They walked to the door. Rita watched them go without being obvious about it. You didn’t want a skinhead to notice you, because skinheads would mess you up for no good reason except their own hate. Rita would never walk past a group of them; it was better to cross the street or just go back the way you came. Outside, on the sidewalk, the boy turned to the window and gave a Nazi salute, and then they clomped off arm in arm in their heavy black boots.

“Stupid kids,” the owner said. Rita smiled at him, but he didn’t notice. She wondered if he remembered Jimmy, but she didn’t want to ask him, in case he said, Jimmy who? No, he would say, I don’t remember any guy like that. Dark hair, Saint Christopher medal, played the harmonica? Nah. Do you know how many people come in and out of here every day?

She set the tea bag on a napkin on the table, put a couple of sugar packets and the Styrofoam cup into her bag, and left.

In front of a closed liquor store, she tore a piece of cardboard off an empty box from a pile, then asked people passing for a pen until a young woman with a baby in a back carrier stopped. Hungry, Please Help, Rita wrote on the cardboard. The baby grabbed at its mother’s hair and then stuffed its fist in its mouth, drooling, watching while she wrote. The mother gave Rita a dollar and wished her luck.

She sat down in front of the store with her sign. It was a good spot; the bus stop was right there. People were more likely to give you money if they had to look at you for a while, rather than if they were just walking past. They’d stand gazing down the street where the bus would be coming and then glance around, catching Rita in their gaze and moving their eyes away, trying to pretend that she was the same thing as a milk crate or a trash container. They’d step off the curb and look down the street again or turn their backs to her, but usually if they had to stand there long enough they’d turn around again. Finally somebody might finger the change in their pocket or reach into their purse. Usually they’d wait until the bus was coming, then hurry over and drop something into the cup.

At eleven, a man showed up to unlock the padlock on the iron gate across the store. As he slid the gate open, Rita felt the rasping sound of the metal inside her head. She moved to the next doorway for a while, but now the street was filling up and a steady stream of people separated her from the ones waiting at the bus stop, and hardly anyone noticed her. She dumped the cup of money into her purse without counting it and headed back toward the park. Charles would probably be there, and maybe a few other people that knew her, people who, like Charles, ate at the shelter sometimes. They weren’t her friends, but they were more likely to look at her and see a person, not a beggar on the street or a piece of ass. Her head was starting to really throb now, and she remembered she’d woken with a headache, that Charles’s whistling had set it off. She’d have to spend some money on Tylenol.

I better find Jimmy soon.

She wondered if he’d take her back.
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At the Piazza di Spagna, south of Market Street, the lunch rush had begun. Every table was full, and several parties were waiting at the bar, drinking white wine and sparkling water and martinis and Cosmopolitans, and the sound of all their voices rose into the large airy space above their heads and mingled with the clinking silverware and glasses being set on trays and chairs being hitched closer together. Jimmy came from the clatter and yelling of the kitchen, out through the swinging doors and into the dining room, carrying orders of Fettuccine Alfredo and Spaghetti Carbonara. He liked it best when it was busy like this, when he didn’t even have time to think, just move from one table to another and back to the kitchen, carrying plates and baskets of bread and bottles of wine he would hold out to customers, then open and pour a little and stand waiting while they tasted it. He knew by now how to taste wine. You swirled a little in the glass to release the flavor, then sniffed, then took a sip. He didn’t really drink wine, he preferred beer or Jim Beam, but he knew tasting it was something you should know how to do.

He set down the pasta orders in front of two women who looked somewhere in their thirties, pretty women with short straight shiny hair and soft blouses, small leather purses slung over their chairs. They’d been leaning in close to each other, talking, and now they sat up straight and waited for him to go.

“Careful, the plates are hot,” he said. “Anything else I can bring you ladies?”

“Ladies,” one said. “I thought ladies were old women. Blue-rinsed hair and heavy rouge. Do you have to call us ladies?”

Jimmy felt his face flush in anger. He forced himself to take a long breath, a technique he’d been trying lately. He’d gotten it from a self-help book, Don’t Let Your Moods Rule You, that he’d found in a Borders bag someone had left beside their chair. Ordinarily he’d have turned it in, but he’d been in a mood of deep depression that day and decided to take it home. Besides depression, the other mood he’d always had trouble with was an immediate desire to hit someone when they looked at him sideways.

Then he realized that the woman wasn’t making fun of him. She was flirting; she smiled, a frank smile that said she liked how he looked.

He had just been promoted to waiter a couple of weeks before. He had started off as a lowly dishwasher, a miserable month of scalding water and endless plates scraped into the compactor. After he made busboy, he spent only two days bussing tables; his boss seemed to notice Jimmy for the first time since he’d hired him and gave him this job. Jimmy was nervous about making a mistake that would send him back to the kitchen permanently.

“Would you two beautiful young women like me to bring you anything else?” he said, and smiled back.

“How hot are these plates anyway?” the flirtatious one said. “Are they as hot as Tom Cruise?”

“Oh, please,” her friend said. “Tom Cruise is a Scientolo-gist.”

“I’ll have another glass of Chardonnay,” the first one said.

He turned and walked toward the bar. “What do you think,” he heard her say to her friend, “briefs or boxers?” He was tempted to look back over his shoulder, to let her know he’d heard. Better not, though. He wanted to be professional. His job was to serve the customers, not flirt with them. There was a fine line between being friendly and overdoing it. She might decide to get offended if he said or did the wrong thing.

“Loach,” he said to Chelsea, the bartender.

“Sit tight,” she said. “I’m jamming here.”

DeLoach was the house Chardonnay. If they asked for Chardonnay, you gave them a choice of that, or three others. If they wanted a drink you asked if they preferred it up or on the rocks. If they wanted to order something that wasn’t exactly the way it came on the menu, you told them the chef would be happy to accommodate them. You took the food back if they didn’t want it, even if they didn’t have a particular reason. You smiled when you first approached the table and told them your name—his name here was James—and asked if you could get them something from the bar. Jimmy had picked it all up quickly, watching and listening. He was good at keeping track of things in his head, like who ordered what and who was ready for another drink or the check. He would get into a rhythm as he worked, and the time would fly by.

He loved totaling his tips at the end of his shift, leaving his job with the concrete, daily evidence that he had earned something for his efforts. The only trouble with having cash in his pocket was that he tended to spend it pretty quickly, usually on drinks somewhere. When he worked until closing, he would head to the Kilowatt on Sixteenth Street to unwind. The lunch shift was better, because then it was early enough to go downtown afterward to the old boxing gym—he’d wrap his hands and put on gloves, hit the heavy bag, the speed bag. Or he would run over to Dolores Park, past the tennis players and homeless people and gay couples on blankets on the grass, past the Frisbee players and stoned conga drummers. Then he’d go home to his studio apartment in the Mission, but it always felt too early to be there, sitting inside alone while things were happening in the world. So it would be the Kilowatt again, drinking shots and beers and shooting pool, or Café du Nord on Market Street where they sometimes had blues bands. He’d get drunk and stop at a taqueria on the way home, the food cheap and steaming and delicious, thick chips fried in lard, spiced meat and beans and tortillas to soak up the alcohol in his blood. Eat it fast from a red plastic basket under the bright light, pitiless on white tiles streaked dirty from mopping. Then climb three flights, sit on the couch, and play harmonica in front of the TV, the sound off, the images flickering into his brain.

Twice, he’d met women and gone home with them. Women were always coming on to him. If he wanted to, it wasn’t that hard to find somebody. He would roll off them and think about Rita. How he had walked out on her that night after telling her she was dragging him down. Into heroin and self-pity and her pain that no matter what he said or did could not be solved. He left her at the hotel and stayed on his friend Chumley’s couch, and the next day he and Chumley spent drinking with a friend of Chumley’s named Rudy, and that night Rudy had the brilliant idea to rob someone as the three of them came reeling out of the Blue Lamp at closing. Instead of talking Rudy out of it or just walking away, Jimmy had let his mood rule him—a mood comprised of emptiness, rage, and regret that led to mentally popping what he thought of as the Fuckidol pill. As in, fuck it all and let the shit fly. The guy was in an expensive suit and looked like an easy target, but there their fortune ended. Unfortunately, the guy had a scream to wake the dead, which he demonstrated right after Rudy took his wallet, and also unfortunately, a patrol car they were too high to notice happened to be sitting right across the street. The cops had laughed at them when they arrested them.

Jimmy tried to call Rita from jail when he got his phone calls. But there was no phone in their room, and he could never get an answer at the front desk, which was manned by a young coked-up East Indian who spent his time talking on his own phone, one of the cell phones that were popping up all over the city along with the big SUVs. The desk clerk, when Jimmy finally reached him, told Jimmy that Rita had been and gone, that there were a couple of boxes of Jimmy’s things he was welcome to come and get.

Rudy went off to state prison for a year, while Jimmy and Chumley got three months in jail as accessories. When Jimmy got out, he told himself he would find Rita as soon as he got a job, an apartment. But now he’d gotten the job and apartment and somehow he still couldn’t look for her. Maybe she was better off without him. Maybe, instead of helping her, he would just be pulled down by her again. He was free now, from jail and from Rita, from the burden of their relationship.

He was so fucking free he felt hopeless.

“Wake up, James.” Chelsea set a full glass of wine on the chrome bar. A full glass at Piazza di Spagna took up exactly half the glass. “Sorry it was so long coming,” she said.

Jimmy realized he’d been daydreaming and felt a sickening rush of adrenaline at the thought he might have fallen behind. He picked up the wine and hurried to the table and set it down, hardly glancing at the women, then walked fast toward the kitchen again.
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Rita could remember some things like they’d happened just the day before, like there was only the small space of a night between then and what was happening now. Riding in a red van down Mission Street after they got married, Rita leaning out the window and yelling the news at strangers. The cedar smell of the cabin in Tahoe where they had spent the two nights of their honeymoon, staying in bed or walking around with blankets on because it was cold and drafty and the heater didn’t work very well. Jimmy naked on the couch in their tiny apartment on Jones Street, playing something slow and sad on his harmonica, or the fast shuffle that began and ended with the long, two-note sound of a train whistle that always got the dog upstairs howling. He had a leather pouch where he kept all his harmonicas in different keys. His tattoo and scars and the two dark freckles close together, one a little bigger than the other, right near his navel. How he’d shoot up (only once in a while, though; she was the one who couldn’t let it alone), belt looped around his bicep, the end held in his teeth, pulling it tight, the blue veins rising to the surface under his skin.

Just thinking about that made her long for a needle, and for the thick dreamy rush of pleasure as the drug washed into her and everything was fine, just fine, perfect exactly like it was, nothing to hassle about. But she had sworn she wouldn’t anymore, because she blamed it for her losing sight of Jimmy. She couldn’t wait in their hotel room for him to cool off and come back after their fight, she had to go out and get high, and then one thing had led to another, the way it did. When she got back and found him gone, she had quit in penance. She had even started going to church again, something she hadn’t done since she was a little girl. She went to services at St. Matthew’s in the Mission or just ducked into an empty one and sat in the back and prayed. Just bring him back. I’m sorry. I know it was my fault he left, I know I messed up again. I won’t do junk anymore or whine about money or anything if you just help me find him.

Now anxiety was with her all the time, even when she got drunk; when she slept, her dreams were full of vague problems she worried over, trying to fix whatever it was, not able to figure out what was wrong. Her dreams were inhabited by specters. Or wolves. They looked like dogs but they were wild. She would be running from them, and then come up against the dread certainty that there was something worse up ahead, and she’d stop cold in her tracks, and the fear would drill into her.

She was drunk now, sitting back against a tree in Golden Gate Park and trying to fix her nail polish. She’d picked up a pint of Gilbey’s Vodka and some Cranberry Juice Cocktail along with the Tylenol. Her red polish was chipped and she went over it slowly with fresh polish, trying to keep the tiny brush steady, but she kept getting it on her fingers. She bit her nails down to the quick unless she had polish on. When she was little, her mother had brushed on some clear, evil-smelling stuff to keep her from doing it. Her mother was constantly slapping Rita’s hands away from her mouth.

Most of the people who’d slept in the park the night before were back, stretched out or sitting in small groups scattered over the grass. A boy with greasy blond hair and a goatee was hunched over a guitar, swiping at the strings occasionally to produce an out-of-tune chord. Dogs with bandannas for collars wandered around, nosing the loose trash. A black man with wild dreadlocks sprouting from his head stood nearby, muttering something that occasionally rose to an audible “Jesus Christ our Savior” among other fervent religious remarks.

Rita closed her eyes, drifting. She saw purple flowers blooming behind the dark of her lids, getting larger and then smaller, like they were breathing. She saw narrow halls, and an endless series of rooms without any doors, just rectangular spaces with shadowy shapes moving around inside them. Jimmy’s face appeared for a second and then sank into blackness. “And God shall have mercy on your soul,” she heard.

Rita had seen God once. She was seven years old, lying in some yellow grass in front of the house in Reno, looking up at the sky. She had on shorts and a sleeveless top, and the grass was prickly on her arms and legs. She had been kind of in love with God then; she was planning on becoming a nun. She had gone to church every Sunday with her friend Claire and Claire’s mother and father and two sisters. Rita liked the coolness inside Our Lady of Sorrows, the air hushed and clean, the rows of pews oily and dark. Colored light was caught in the leaded panes of the stained-glass windows. She especially liked the white statue of Our Lady with her downcast eyes and gentle smile and her arms held out like she would hug you if you got close enough, if you climbed up into the alcove where she stood surrounded by fresh flowers.

As Rita lay in the front yard, she was repeating the words of the Hail Mary, which she’d just learned. She didn’t understand the part that went, Blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Baby Jesus couldn’t be a fruit, so it must mean something else. Maybe Jesus was a womb, whatever that was. She said the prayer over and over, watching the clouds form and then spread out and dissolve, letting her eyes go unfocused.

Then she saw him, looking down at her from a cloud. He looked a little like Santa Claus with his white hair and beard, but the beard was shorter and his cheeks weren’t round and red like Santa’s, and he wasn’t smiling. He just gazed down at her, serious but not sad. Rita knew it wasn’t a cloud in the shape of a face, but a real face. She gazed back, feeling calm and quiet. She didn’t know how long she looked at him. Nearby noises—a squirrel in the leaves, cards snapping in the spokes of a passing bike, a door scraping shut—seemed like they were happening in her head instead of outside her. That was how she described it to herself later, but she knew that didn’t quite explain what it had felt like. After a while she grew tired and closed her eyes for a long instant. When she opened them, he was gone.

She jumped up and ran into the house. Her father was on the road somewhere. Her mother was sitting on the couch cross-legged in cutoffs and a bra, watching TV, drinking a glass of beer, and eating from a box of Cheez-Its. She seemed absorbed in the TV even though the vertical hold was broken so that the picture was weird, the top and bottom reversed, a black band running across the middle. At the bottom of the screen, a man’s and woman’s eyes closed, and at the top their mouths merged in a kiss and then drew back. Their noses were somewhere in the black part.

“What’s up,” her mother said, in a tone of voice that said nothing had better be up because she was busy watching a busted TV and having her beer and Cheez-Its.

“I just had to pee,” Rita said, and went past her into the bathroom. She decided not to tell her parents, or even Claire, about seeing God. It was her first time having a secret, and she liked the feeling of knowing something nobody else did. But later, after Rita and her mother moved away and there was no one to take her to church anymore, she started to doubt that she had seen anything but a cloud after all.

Lately, Rita thought that maybe, all those years ago, God had been calling her. He had shown her a sign and she was supposed to act on it somehow, but she had failed to do whatever it was he wanted. He didn’t call again. Instead he began to test her, like he had tested Job in the Bible. Over the years, God had continued to test and test. Sometimes, she wasn’t sure she believed in him and she hated people who were certain, because she wasn’t. And sometimes she just hated God for what he had let happen to her and to her mother.

She opened her eyes before any images of what had happened came into her head.

“And his wrath shall come down upon thee,” the self-appointed preacher was telling his burned-out and drunken congregation.

“Amen,” somebody said.

“Shut up,” somebody else said. “I’m trying to enjoy the day without your bullshit.”

“Amen to that, brother,” the first voice said.

This sign of an attentive audience seemed to inspire the preacher. “Sinners,” he shouted. “The Lord will make the rain of your land powder and dust; from heaven it shall come down upon you until you are destroyed.”

A rock the size of a fist flew past Rita and hit the preacher square in the back between his shoulder blades. He whirled around and looked at her.

“Harlot!” he cried.

“I didn’t throw it,” Rita said.

He advanced on her anyway. No one around her seemed inclined to move to help her. The boy with the guitar was slumped all the way over it, his eyes closed. A couple of men passing a pint bottle smiled at her. They weren’t going to do anything but watch the show.

The preacher stood over her. His eyeballs were yellow. He smelled of some kind of sweet cologne and faintly of old shit.

“And your dead body shall be food for all the birds of the air, and for the beasts of the earth; and there shall be no one to frighten them away,” he said. He was speaking quietly, barely above a whisper.

“Yeah, so,” Rita said, trying not to show him she was afraid.

He wore heavy scuffed cowboy boots; on one of them, the sole flapped open. Rita could see his dusty foot and twisted toenails as he raised that one and kicked her in the face with it. For a second, everything stopped, and then her jaw seemed to come unhinged, slammed sideways, a white pain through nerves and bone. She jerked her hands up as he tried to kick her again, but he was off balance and fell abruptly backward, and she brought her left palm to her face and held it there as he crawled toward her and grabbed her throat—he was crazy, his eyes looked down into himself at some other event he was experiencing—his thumbs pressed into her windpipe. She gagged. She heard shouting and then a rushing sound and then she passed out.
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Rita’s bag was gone, and also the vodka she’d been pouring into her Styrofoam cup to mix with the cranberry. The bottle of juice lay on its side, half-full. There was blood in her mouth. She took a swig of juice to clear it, afraid some of her teeth were loose and she was going to swallow them. She felt them with her finger and they were all there. She licked her bottom lip and touched her face and could not focus on what was happening, on why her bag was gone and she was sitting under a tree feeling like her face had been dislocated. Finally, she checked the front of her jeans to make sure her money was still there. She wanted to take some more Tylenol for the pain in her head and thought of getting some from her bag. It took her a second to remember again that her bag had been taken.

No Tylenol and no change of clothes. Also no California ID stating that her name was Rita Louise Jackson, that she resided at 1764 Jones Street, San Francisco, California, 94102 (that was true in April, but not anymore). Sex: F, Hair: Blnd, Eyes: Bl. Ht: 5-05, Wt: 110, DOB: 12-18-72. There was a picture of her staring into the camera. She looked like a deer about to be shot, alert and wary, having no idea of what was about to happen. She could see the picture of herself clearly in her head, that person carried away with the rest of her past, tossed in the trash somewhere.

And no sunglasses. The day had gotten bright. She shaded her eyes with her hand and looked at the scene before her. Someone had rigged up a kind of tent using a few blankets, hanging them over a low tree limb and holding down the corners with rocks. A small dog in a red sweater was licking itself rapidly and obsessively. A fat man in a too-small T-shirt lay spread-eagled on the grass nearby, snoring softly, his exposed brown stomach rising and falling. The two men who had been passing the bottle earlier were still there, so she went over to them.

“Hey,” she said. “Did you see that guy that kicked me?”

“He was one crazy dude,” one of the men said.

“He stole my bag,” Rita said. “My ID and everything. Did you see where he went?”

She waited, but the men just looked at her. One scratched his nose with his pinky, then inserted it into a nostril. The other blinked his reddened eyelids rapidly, like he was trying to get out a speck. They both gave off the odor of cheap wine left open too long. The one who had picked his nose now scratched at his crotch, stained a darker shade than the rest of his bright green pants.

The one in the green pants said, “Wasn’t him. Some other guy pulled him off you and he ran away. Must have been that second guy who took your stuff.”

“Well,” Rita said. “Did you see where he went?”

Green Pants smiled. “He went to heaven,” he said.

“Hah, that’s a good one,” his companion said.

“ ’Course, that would be nigger heaven,” Green Pants said.

“What’s nigger heaven? Hey, what’s nigger heaven?” his friend wanted to know, but Green Pants didn’t answer.

“I guess you’re not going to help me,” Rita said.

“I guess you got that right,” Green Pants said. “Unless you want a little of this in your hidey hole.” He moved his hand to his stained crotch again, cupping it suggestively.

“Hidey hole! That’s a good one. That’s a damn good one. Man, you come up with some funny shit.” His friend couldn’t get over it. “Hidey hole,” he said again. “Get that little girl right in her hidey hole.”

Rita turned and walked away from them, their laughter following her. The air felt heavy, like she was trying to walk across the bottom of an Olympic-sized swimming pool. Even if she got to the other end, there wouldn’t be any silver ladder leading up to a sunny patio with deck chairs and umbrella drinks and fashion magazines to read. At the other end, there would be a cement wall, and she would have to turn and slog back the way she came, getting more and more tired.

She headed down Haight Street. It was crowded with shoppers and kids hanging out on the corners and people asking for spare change. You saw every kind of person in the Haight: couples pushing strollers, and young girls with pink and purple hair and rings in their noses, and thin black men with stuff spread out on the sidewalk they were trying to sell, stuff nobody wanted like old paperbacks and broken toasters and rags of clothes they’d picked out of Dumpsters. The stores sold recycled clothing, or expensive party clothes made of leather and vinyl, thigh-high boots with spiked heels, boas and long gloves and wigs. You could get a slice or a burrito and wash it down with Budweiser, or you could sit and have a plate of grilled shrimp and wine if you had real money. You could get ice cream from Ben and Jerry’s on the corner of Haight and Ashbury, the corner the hippies had made famous. You could get hash pipes and bongs and posters and T-shirts, espresso and art supplies and fabric and books, and tattoos and piercings anywhere on your body that you wanted. It was constant activity, everyone hungry to buy or to sell, or to be looked at, everyone stoned on drugs or shopping or talking fast, and no place to rest, really rest. As she walked, she checked the corner trash receptacles in case the man who’d stolen her bag had rifled and then tossed it. The receptacles overflowed with trash, but her bag wasn’t in any of them that she could see.

She ducked into a drugstore and went into an empty aisle, reached down the front of her jeans and pulled out some bills. She bought some Tylenol and nail polish remover and a pair of sunglasses with blue plastic frames she put on as soon as the girl rang her up. At the bus stop, she hung around, waiting for someone to drop a transfer or offer her one. She got on the Number 7 and fell into a seat.

Tonight I’ll get a room. I’ll check into a hotel, put my money down, and get my key, and I’ll walk into a room and shut the door and then I can cry all I want.

But it turned out she had to cry right there, quietly, keeping her face aimed toward the bus window and away from the other passengers, while the city blurred by.
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“Five card draw, nothing wild,” Chumley said, looking around the table at Jimmy and the other players. “Ante up, you chumps.” He flipped cards from the deck and sailed them expertly in front of each player. Everyone chipped a quarter to the middle. Everyone had a small pile of bills and change, a beer bottle, and a cigarette going in an ashtray beside him. Chumley was also hitting off a pint of peach schnapps he refused to pass around, not that anyone wanted it.

“Well, well,” Chumley said, fanning his cards out and peeking at his hand. It was hard to tell if he was sad or elated about what he saw. He snapped his cards closed, set them down, and took another drink of schnapps.

Chumley lived with his mother in the Sunset District, in a gray stucco two-bedroom house across the street from grass-covered sand dunes, beyond which was the ocean. On Tuesday nights, his mother went out for bridge, and Chumley hosted a poker game in her dining room.

Nothing had changed in the months since Jimmy had spent the night on the basement couch. The same fat little dachshund still slept on the corner of the same flowered sofa, and the same wind rattled the shelf of plants set against the window above the kitchen sink. Chumley looked the same, too. It was like being in a time warp, Jimmy thought, like nothing that had happened since then had really happened. The last time he’d seen Chumley was in July, in a courtroom at 850 Bryant, when they were about to be sentenced; they had both ended up in San Bruno, but in different wings. Yesterday, coming from the lunch shift at the restaurant, Jimmy had spotted Chumley attaching a cherry red 1968 Mustang to the winch of an enormous black tow truck that had SUNSET SERVICE lettered in yellow on its doors.

“Hey, Jimbo,” Chumley had called. “I thought you died or left town.”

“Hey, man,” Jimmy said. He was glad to see Chumley, even though he hadn’t especially wanted to call him. They’d known each other since they were kids in Trenton. They had smoked their first joint together in the bathroom of some fancy hotel in Philadelphia where Chumley’s mother was playing in a bridge tournament. Later, they’d cruised the streets of Trenton in Chumley’s dented Nova, buzzed on pot and cough medicine, looking for girls. They’d sparred together at the gym and stood together through a few bar fights. After high school, Chumley had continued to live at home, and would have stayed in Trenton forever if his mother hadn’t moved. Almost nobody left Trenton, especially not for San Francisco, but Chumley’s mother had some kind of obsession about the Golden Gate Bridge, and when Chumley’s father died she headed straight for it and Chumley came along.

“Jimmy’s bet,” Chumley said.

“Buck,” Jimmy said. The limit was a dollar.

Everybody else tossed a dollar at the pile.

“How many cards you want, Jimbo?” Chumley said.

Jimmy slid one over, and Chumley gave him another from the deck.

“Drake,” Chumley said. Drake was a skinny, bucktoothed mechanic who had an annoying habit of noisily drawing in his breath between his teeth, then working up some saliva and making little wet kissing sounds with his tongue.

“Three,” Drake said.

“Good luck, dude,” Chumley said. “You’re gonna need it. Stanlee,” he said. “Stan the Man.”

Stan stared hard at his cards. “Five,” he said finally.

“You can’t pull five,” Chumley said.

“I know, dickhead,” Stan said, “I was just kidding.”

“Sorry, Stan,” Chumley said.

“Don’t you know humor when you hear it?” Stanley said.

“Hey, I’m sorry,” Chumley said again, and laughed hard, like he was just now getting how hilarious Stan’s joke was.

“Just gimme two,” Stan said. Stan was a jeweler. He was fifty-four years old and had a rent-controlled space next to a dry cleaner’s, where he fixed watches and resized rings and occasionally sold something to the rare customer. Jimmy had learned this from Chumley earlier, before Stan and Drake had showed up. “Check this out,” Chumley had said, displaying a silver death’s head ring on his right pinky. “And this,” he said, jiggling a chain-link bracelet on his wrist. “Cool, huh. You should fall by his shop, man. Plus he’s always got killer weed.”

“Okay,” Chumley said, “Stan the Man gets two big ones.”

Stan was packing a wooden pipe with pot from a Baggie next to his ashtray. A Carlton 100 was burning out in the ashtray, untouched. He flipped a lid closed on the pipe, tilted it vertically, and lit it with a blue Bic. Stan looked like a guy from the forties, sharp-toed shoes and a checkered sports jacket and a neat gray brush cut when he took off his fedora. The kind of guy Jimmy’s grandmother would have called dapper.

Also, according to Chumley, Stan had spent several years in prison. For what, Chumley didn’t know. Looking at him, Jimmy tried to guess, but after drugs, rape, assault, robbery, murder, forgery, and child-molesting—none of which seemed right somehow, except drugs—he ran out of ideas. It was impossible to tell, anyway. Guys who had done time looked just like anyone else, only more definite. At least that’s how it seemed to Jimmy. Like there was more of them inside their skin and they were aware of just where they ended and the world began.

“Here, man,” Stan said, his voice tight from holding in the smoke, and passed it to Jimmy.

“It’s to you,” Chumley told Jimmy.

Jimmy pushed a dollar toward the pile and toked on the pipe.

“I’m out,” Drake said sadly and sucked in his breath. “Fold.” He leaned back on two legs of his chair, and almost fell over.

“Me, too,” Stan said. “I’m not having any luck tonight.”

“Looks like it’s me and you, Jimbo,” Chumley said. “I’ll see your ass.” He dropped a five on the pile and slid back four ones.

Jimmy smiled. “How about I raise your ass,” he said, and put another dollar in.

Chumley shook his head. He looked at Jimmy, then at his own cards. Reluctantly, he pushed one more dollar to the pile.

Jimmy laid down his cards. Three jacks and two sevens. “Full house,” he said. “Dickhead.”

“All I got’s two pair,” Chumley said. “Give me some of that weed.”

Jimmy reached for the money on the table with both hands, pulling it toward him. He had a nice little streak going; he’d won three of the last five hands. He felt pleased with himself and the evening. He was winning and he was slightly stoned and everyone was having a good time. He had a moment of nostalgia for high school, when he and Chumley and their buddies Rick and Pedro would stay up all night at the apartment on Broad Street, playing cards and drinking, while Chumley’s mother sat on the couch watching TV and sipping vodka martinis and finally passing out, then waking up in the middle of the night and heading back to the bedroom. Chumley’s father was a guard at the state prison and would come in at dawn and sometimes join the game. The dachshund had been a puppy then, and Chumley’s mother had been, not exactly young looking, but not so bad looking, either.

SILENCE LABOR PENITENCE was the motto over the entrance to the New Jersey State Prison.

It was a shame how everything had to keep going.

Time warp, Jimmy thought, trying to remember what he’d meant by it before, what that thought exactly was. He realized he was pretty drunk. Everything’s fine, he thought.

“I won again,” he said aloud. But it was the middle of the next hand already, and he didn’t have anything.

“You’re the man, Jimbo,” Chumley said.
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At four A.M., Jimmy and Chumley were sitting on Ocean Beach, watching the waves, viscous and oily-looking, slide over the sand. Low clouds came down to the water. The waves carried in a yellow foamy substance, like soapsuds or dirty snow, and left it trembling in the wind when they pulled back, hissing. The cold got in through Jimmy’s unlined leather jacket, and he shivered uncontrollably, his teeth chattering. Before the game broke up, Stan had laid out lines of coke for everyone. He also unwrapped from a cloth and laid on the table, for the players’ appreciation, a shiny nine-millimeter. Everyone duly appreciated it, and then he wrapped it up and stuck it back in his sports jacket. Apparently Stan stocked a great variety of merchandise in his jewelry store. Jimmy took out a piece of folded-up paper with the extra coke Stan had given him. “Take it,” Stan had said. “This stuff makes me buggy.” Jimmy hadn’t done coke in years. He hunched over and licked his pinky and put a little more up each nostril.

Chumley was digging a hole with one hand, scooping out sand into a pile by his right leg. Jimmy wrapped his arms around himself, concentrating on Chumley’s movements. His head felt scraped out, clear. He wished there were stars to look at. Finally, he quit watching Chumley and focused on the surf, crystals gathering on the water and splintering into diamonds on the smooth, packed sand at the water’s edge and spreading out like glittery confetti. It was amazing, beautiful. The pale sand stretching north and south of them was beautiful. Chumley and Stan were beautiful. Drake was an annoying cocksucker.

“I need to get laid,” Chumley said. “In the worst way, man. You know what I’m saying?”

“No,” Jimmy said, turning back to him.

“My dick’s gonna fall off from lack of use. You know, like we used to have tails. We had tails just like monkeys. Use it or lose it. You know what I’m saying?”

“No.”

“Whatever happened to your old lady?” Chumley said. “You ever see her?”

Rita was beautiful. She smelled like the vanilla oil she bought on Castro Street that came in a little glass vial like a coke vial. She had a slight catch in her laugh, like a hiccup. She had long, slim hands that seemed to move independently of her wrists when she was talking excitedly, waving them around. At night, under the covers, she rubbed her feet together restlessly. Sometimes he had held them and massaged them. She had a little birthmark on her face, which she hated, that he found adorable.

Two days after he started washing dishes at the restaurant, he was on a bus headed for work and he thought he saw her on the street, walking quickly, arms crossed across her chest, her head down and her hair half in her face. He should have jumped off the bus. He wanted to, but he was afraid to be late to his new job. Maybe it wasn’t her, anyway, but he was pretty sure it was. He should have gone back later and looked for her. He didn’t know why he hadn’t.

“Rita,” Jimmy said. “I don’t know, man.”

He knew why he hadn’t looked for her. Things might not work out. Things might get all screwed up between them, like they had before.

He imagined where he would be now if he had gotten off the bus. Not all coked up with Chumley, that’s for sure. He’d be at home in bed with Rita, with her curled up small against his back, one light arm thrown over him. He couldn’t think about it. Every time he did, he felt how he had failed her. When they were together she had said, over and over, Don’t leave me, and he had promised her, I won’t. He had held her and lied to her, even though he didn’t know he was lying at the time.

Work was the important thing. So he told himself. Stay focused on doing a good job and on not getting into any shit. Shit was everywhere, and you had to step carefully. It was there waiting for you, and if you didn’t watch where you were going you’d find yourself up to your neck in it, wondering how you got there and how to wash it off. As for the loneliness, the only thing that really helped—besides just holding steady to some sort of discipline, getting to work each day—was music. Playing the riffs he’d learned off cassettes, listening over and over to Little Walter and Sonny Boy Williamson I and II, to songs like “Lost Boy Blues” and “Off the Wall,” “Help Me,” “Eyesight to the Blind.” Big Walter Horton and James Cotton, Charlie Musselwhite, Sonny Terry with his whoops and Jimmy Reed up in the high register. Anybody he could find no matter the style—country blues or Chicago, acoustic or electric. He tried to catch local guys like Mark Hummel and Michael Peloquin whenever they played. Once, sitting at the bar after playing a set at the Boom Boom Room, Peloquin had given Jimmy a nod of recognition over his club soda.

“Lovely Rita, meter maid.” Chumley was singing the Beatles song. “Rita, Rita, pumpkin eatah,” he said. He switched to Springsteen. “Rosarita, jump a little higher. Señorita, come sit by my fire—”

Chumley’s hole in the sand was as deep as his elbow now. He took out a last fistful of sand and flung it into the wind. Glittery bits of it clung to his forearm. He stood up, swaying a little.

“Hit me,” he said, tapping himself on the stomach.

“Aw, no, man,” Jimmy said

Jimmy stood up. He and Chumley circled each other, feinting, and then Jimmy hit him in the solar plexus with a left.

“That was a pussy shot,” Chumley said. “You pussy.”

“That’s what my old man used to say,” Jimmy said.

“Your old man was right.”

“I’m not gonna hit you,” Jimmy said.

His father was long dead. His mother was dead, too, of cancer, nearly three years ago. Jimmy had gone back to Trenton to take care of her at the end, and that had been bad. Missing Rita every day, but he hadn’t wanted to bring her there, into that sickness. He drove a delivery truck for DHL and at night listened to his mother moan. Then the hospital where her stomach was swollen like she was pregnant, while the rest of her—arms, legs, breasts, even, it seemed, the bones of her face—wasted away. The volunteers in the hospital, old ladies in matching tan pantsuits with teddy bear pins, kept acting like she was going to get better, when it was clear she was totally fucked. He had watched her die.

“I’m not gonna hit you,” Jimmy said again.

“Here, kitty kitty kitty.”

He had visited his father’s grave to give him the news, had stood there in the rain and talked to him like he was listening, which Jimmy knew he wasn’t. You die and that’s it. No one waiting in a halo of light to welcome you, no angels to carry you to heaven or demons to drag you down to hell. His mother had been cremated; Jimmy’s uncle had kept her ashes and for mysterious reasons had recently mailed some of them to Jimmy. He had them in a box in his closet. Somehow he couldn’t get rid of them, scatter them further. Whatever the proper thing was.

Jimmy swung, and Chumley twisted away. “Okay, never mind,” Chumley said. “It’s too cold. Let’s go back.”

Jimmy followed him up the concrete steps that led from the beach, along the asphalt path through the dunes and across the street. The cars along the street all had a thin sheen of moisture from the fog. Jimmy stopped and drew a heart on someone’s back windshield with his finger. J & R. An arrow through it, aimed upward. Then he wiped it off with the side of his hand.

“Come in for a little nightcap?” Chumley said. “Beer? Line?”

“I’ll get the streetcar,” Jimmy said. “It’s work tomorrow.”

The café at the Judah Street turnaround was long closed. A couple of dark empty streetcars sat there, looking abandoned. The street was oily between the rails. Jimmy started up Judah; he was too restless to stand and wait. Besides, he wasn’t sure if anything ran this late.

It seemed to have gotten even colder than it was on the beach. He jogged with his hands in his pockets, pressing his arms close to his sides, holding himself together, apart from the night, a contained world moving through a larger, indifferent one. After a couple of blocks, his teeth finally stopped chattering. The clear-headedness he’d felt sitting in the sand with Chumley, the exultant sense of the rightness of everything, had leaked away. His thoughts were confused, little sparks zipping around in his brain, fizzing and dying. This was why he’d never liked coke; it took you up for a few minutes, like a wave, and then it sent you straight to the bottom of the ocean.

[image: space]

Rita was now a resident of the Barker Hotel on Eddy Street, just off Polk. At four A.M. Wednesday morning, she lay curled in bed, her head on a flat, moldy-smelling pillow, studying a series of spidery cracks in the wall. She listened to the drip of the sink and the hacking cough of the man next door.

Her room was next to the bathroom. You had to bring your own toilet paper when you went. Sometimes, after people flushed, the water kept running; that was a sound that was kind of soothing. Earlier, she had listened to people clomping or stumbling down the runner of faded brown carpet in the hall, arguing or laughing or screaming. From the room above her, just after two A.M., had come the sounds of someone rearranging the furniture, dragging what must have been the dresser across the room, and then the bed.

Now there was a bad smell, too, keeping her awake. It was different from the other hotel smells of unwashed bodies and stale urine and disinfectant and alcohol that seemed to have been absorbed into the yellowed plaster walls, different from the smell of burned chili coming from a hot plate in somebody’s room, or curry and onions in the lobby. She’d first smelled it earlier tonight, coming in from an afternoon of panhandling around Union Square, a sign propped next to her that read KIDS AT HOME, PLEASE HELP US. This had seemed to strike a sympathetic chord for a number of people, especially women. But then a woman who actually had a kid, a baby wrapped up in a sweater instead of a baby blanket, stopped and tried to give Rita a quarter. Her left arm, cradling the baby, was bandaged in dirty gauze. Blood seeped through the gauze and made a rusty stain. Rita gave her three of the twelve dollars she’d collected. “Bless you, sister,” the woman said before moving on. “Bless you and your little ones.”

Rita tried to keep her breath shallow. Maybe a rat had died in the walls. Maybe somebody’s cat had kicked off. You weren’t allowed to have pets, but people snuck them in anyway. The man next door had a bird named Penny. “Pretty Penny,” he’d been saying all evening. “Pretty bird, pretty bird,” he had crooned, then paused to hack up phlegm. The bird sometimes responded with little raspy chirps. There was a bell on the cage that rang with a pleasant tinkling sound. Rita knew the bird wasn’t dead because she could hear it right now, gently ringing its bell.

“Oh, hell,” she said, and got out of bed in her T-shirt and underwear. She pulled on her jeans. She had to pee, anyway. Maybe she could figure out where the smell was coming from. In the morning she’d tell the Indian man who sat behind the counter in the lobby, and maybe the man would do something about it. “Yes, yes, all right,” he’d say in his funny accent. Rita wasn’t sure he actually understood English.

She took her roll of toilet paper from the table beside the bed and stepped barefoot into the hall, locking the door behind her with her key. It was late and nobody seemed to be up or hanging around, but she didn’t want to take the chance that somebody might show up to casually stroll down the hall, trying doors to see if any were unlocked.

The smell was stronger in the hall but not as bad in the bathroom. The bathroom light socket was empty. A little illumination came in from a streetlight in the alley behind the hotel. She struggled with the hook on the door, which wasn’t quite lined up with the eye screwed into the door-frame. She got it latched, put down the toilet seat and squatted above it.

As she was about to stand she heard people in the hallway. They sounded like they were at the door to her room. She heard whispering as they passed the bathroom, then stopped at the end of the hall. They must be at the door of the supply closet—empty of supplies except for a box of roach powder, some dusty plastic cups, and a naked Ken doll with one arm missing. Rita had opened the door by accident when she first arrived, thinking it was the bathroom. A little later, she had thought about getting the cups, but by then the door was locked.

She got up quietly, wiping herself and pulling up her underwear and jeans. She put her ear to the bathroom door. There was a loud click and a whispered, “Fuck!” followed by the other person’s, “Shh.”

“Locked,” a man’s voice said.

“Wait. It’s easy.”

“Wish I wasn’t here,” the first man said.

“Wish you’d quit saying that. You been saying that all night.”

“I’ve been meaning it all night.”

“Get over it.”

Rita’s feet were cold from the bathroom floor and her neck ached. She rolled her head toward her right shoulder, then her left. She heard the closet door open, the bottom of the frame sliding over the carpet runner. Then more fumbling noises.

Her hand was on the doorknob, turning it so slowly she almost wasn’t doing it. She turned it all the way.

Don’t, she thought.

She opened the door the little bit it would go, held by the hook and eye. She could see the back of one man—a broad back in a tan corduroy jacket and matching pants that were too long, crumpled over his shoes. He wore a tan hat that didn’t quite match his suit; it was a shade lighter, made of some soft material like felt, with a brown leather braid on it that held in place a colorful trio of tiny feathers. It seemed like a costume of some sort, not something a normal person would wear. The man backed up, dragging something out of the closet—a nylon sleeping bag. A mummy bag, that actually looked like it had a mummy in it. She had seen a show on TV once about the pharoahs, and she imagined one of them inside the bag, arms folded across his chest, a gold mask on his face.

The smell was stronger now.

“Oh, man,” one of the men said. She thought it was the one she couldn’t see.

“I said get over it,” the other one said. “The sooner we do this, the sooner it’s done.”

“Won’t be too soon for me.”

“Be quiet.”

“You know what the kids say? Take a chill pill and be still.”

“You know what I say? Shut your piehole.”

The man in the corduroy suit moved out of her line of vision. She watched the sleeping bag slide past the door. Where the strings were pulled together at the top, a few long strands of bright red hair fell out. They looked fake, like doll hair.

She caught a glimpse of his profile as he shut the closet. Then he turned and looked right at the bathroom door. He had the kind of glasses that magnify your eyes to anyone looking; his big pale gray eyes were on her, eyes that seemed to have a yellow film over them, but could see right through that and the scratch on the right lens of the glasses, down into where her soul was crouching and trying to hide deep inside her body.

He raised one hand, as if in greeting, and let it fall limply to his side. There was something wrong with the hand; it was curled up and stiff looking and scarred all over the knuckles. Burned, maybe. She followed the motion of the hand as it fell, and then she looked at the man again, at his eyes that were on her, watching.

For a minute she couldn’t move. She knew she’d been stupid to look in the first place. The way to survive was to know what was going on around you but not to look at it directly. Don’t meet people’s eyes, don’t give them a reason to notice you. Now she was looking into this man’s eyes, and he was looking back, probing her, knowing her, claiming her somehow; it was like he owned some part of her and could collect it whenever he wanted.

She backed slowly into the bathroom, to the wall across from the toilet, where he couldn’t see in. She couldn’t feel her body at all; it had dissolved. She was part of the wall, the pipe running alongside it, the toilet, the particles of air that smelled of human sweat and waste. She heard his breath at the door, his hand on the knob, testing, but he didn’t pull very hard; the hook and eye held.

Down the hall a woman started screaming, “Pay me, pay me, pay me.” She sounded like a police siren, her voice sliding back and forth between two shrill notes.

“Ssst!” the other man hissed. “Let’s go, man.”

One more pull. Rita waited, her eyes on the door. Now she felt her body again, sweating, dampness starting at the roots of her hair, between her breasts and thighs, under her armpits, breaking out all over her.

“I’m leaving,” the other man said. “I don’t want any part of this.”

“Wait.” The first man’s voice was calm where the other’s was frantic.

“No, I’m going. You deal with it.”

“It’s all right,” the voice at the door said. Then it whispered. “You’re dead,” it said to Rita.

“I’m outta here,” the other man said.

Rita waited, sweating and shivering, clenching her teeth together to keep them from chattering. She felt something light—a cockroach, the tail of a vole or rat—skitter over her foot. She flinched, but stayed where she was. In slow motion, she moved her hand to the pocket of her jeans and wrapped her palm around the solidity of her room key.

I’m dead.

The woman kept screaming. “Pay me, motherfucker.”

“See you later, sweetheart,” the man whispered.

She stayed there, clutching her key. She heard them go but waited a couple of minutes more, then went to the door and listened. The prostitute had stopped badgering her client. Now there was music coming from down the hall. Thumping bass, and a rapper’s voice: “She got the bomb-ass pussy.” Duh-dah-DOOM, duh-dah-DOOM.

She listened, trying to decide whether she should go back to her room or stay put. Maybe they were coming back. Or weren’t gone yet. Maybe the man in corduroy was standing quietly in the hall, waiting for her to step out, waiting to put his damaged hand over her mouth and his other arm across her body and drag her into a dark place in himself and in her.

There was a noise in the alley outside. She climbed up on the wooden shelf on top of the radiator and looked down through the rusty wire mesh of the window. Directly below was a large Dumpster filled with plastic bags of garbage and stray stuff people had tossed in, or had uncovered tearing open the bags, looking for something they could use or sell. Parked on the other side of the Dumpster was a dark-colored van. The man in corduroy had slid open the side door—that was the noise she’d heard. He went around to the driver’s side while the other man pushed the sleeping bag in, closed the door, and climbed in the passenger side. They drove off without lights.

Rita went back to her room and locked all three locks. Doorknob. Bolt lock above that. Chain at the top. Turn off the light. The dark was like thick, black water. She was having a hard time breathing, and the sweat on her body had dried but she was cold all over. She ran into the bedside table and the sharp edge jabbed into her thigh and she fell into the bed gasping from the pain. She lay down and pulled the blanket over her head, taking a few deep breaths under the blanket, the water weighing her down. She crossed her arms over her chest and pressed her legs together. I’m dead. I’m dead and I don’t have to be afraid, no one’s going to hurt me, I’m all right, I’m all right, I’m dead. I’m dead.
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