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Praise for Bruce Wagner


“Dead Stars is one of the cruelest books ever written.”


—John Waters


“In blazing, high-speed prose, he tears into his subject with a taboo-breaking savage rage disguised as wild comedy.”


—Salman Rushdie


“No one has delineated the agony of artistic endeavour with greater precision than Los Angeles’s Bruce Wagner.”


—Matt Thorne, Los Angeles Review of Books


“Wagner takes great pains to endow his creations with detailed and vivid inner lives, in which even the shallowest circumstances are transformed into high-stakes questions of spiritual life and death.”


—Chris Lehmann, The Washington Post Book World


“Wagner is a millennial heir to Nathanael West.”


—Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times


“In Memorial, one senses a moral intelligence missing from much contemporary fiction that aspires to a Nabokovian poise and beauty.”


—Pankaj Mishra, The New York Times Book Review


“Not since William Faulkner have we seen anything quite like The Chrysanthemum Palace.”


—George Garrett


“It’s like being locked in a room with the funniest and most enraged man you’d ever met. He’s so dark, but I think he’s brilliant.”


—Francine Prose


“I’d even go so far as to say that Wagner surpasses, in at least one respect, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Pat Hobby Stories, which until now was for me (along with Nathanael West’s Day of the Locust), the ultimate Hollywood fiction.”


—Ron Rosenbaum, New York Observer


“I’m Losing You makes all other Hollywood satires Capraesque in their innocence.”


—Will Self




This book was originally published under the pseudonym Sarah Sparrow. The reason was simple: I was tired of Bruce Wagner—and Bruce Wagner was tired of me. We have since made amends to one another and hereby tip our hats in a deep, synchronous bow to Miss Sparrow, who graciously departed without too much fuss.
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For the children




———A simple Child,


That lightly draws its breath,


And feels its life in every limb,


What should it know of death?


—William Wordsworth




book one


Closely Watched Trains


[image: image]


I know it’s all a bit overwhelming (to put it mildly!) but in time you will understand your purpose here. So WELCOME HOME, everyone, and GOD BLESS every one of you!


—from “Hello and Welcome!” (the Guidebook)




WICKENBURG, ARIZONA


Present Day




WATCHING THE DETECTIVE


In rehab now—­


—again.


Detective Willow Millard Wylde.


Fifty-seven years old: shitty health and shaky spirits.


Kind of a fattie …


Which is usually what happens to him at the end of a run.


He was drinking around the clock. Burning his fingers, his mattress, his couch, and his car seat with those bullshit alkie Marlboro Blacks. Burning down his anxieties and dreams. Chugalugging pain pills with Diet Dr Pepper from the moment he awakened to the moment he passed out—and even in the middle of the night, after being startled to wakefulness by his own stertorous snores and otherworldly screams.


No diabetes—yet.


No prostate cancer—yet. (Though tests showed peskily chronic microscopic amounts of blood in the urine, etiology unknown.)


Just some scabby, top of the head, sun-induced cancer, but no melanoma.


Yet.


Still no tangible signs of early-onset dementia …


Cialis seemed to work most of the time for those few and far-between afternoon delights. Sometimes he had little romantic dates with himself when chemical enhancement wasn’t required and performance wasn’t the issue. But generally he’s lost the urge.


Generally lost all urge.


Willow—that haunted half-oddity of an eccentric name that his grandmother bestowed on him, a name he love-hated, a name he’d always been forced to explain (women were enthralled, men were suspect)—Willow Wylde, that complicated, beautiful, ruined American mythic thing: Washed-Up Cop. That luminous travesty of premium cable, movies and fiction, high and low: retired alcoholic homicide cop (one of his exes called him a “functional assaholic”), bruised and battered three-years-into-forced-retirement cop, unlucky in love, depressed, once flamboyant, once heroic cop, decorated then dirty then borderline absolved, now demolished, a revolving door AA member too played out to be a suicide threat. Friends used to arrive en masse to take his weapon away but after the first few interventions bailed in the ensuing months then years of relapses. In time, “Dubya”—he had the nickname long before George Walker Bush but didn’t mind sharing it (sometimes he just wasn’t in the mood to be Willow)—alienated even his die-hard boosters. Their patience and goodwill expired, and they were dispatched or dispatched themselves from his life one by one.


On this day, late June, in the Year of Our Damaged, Dysfunctional Lord:


He walks from building to building in the absurd, nearly intolerable blast furnace of Sonoran Desert heat. It gives him solace to singsong-whisper under his breath the mantra, “I’m broken. Broken. Broken …” The tidy personal prayer seemed to go well with the rehab’s favorite motto, “Hurt people hurt people.”


Oh, true dat.


His daughter Pace went online and found a place called the Meadows. She read that famous people went there. Well maybe they did but all Dubya knows of famous are a European automobile heir who looked like a comic book prince and a jovial, forgotten, once sitcom actor who resembled a spooked and bloated farm animal—mixed in with the usual head cases, drunks, dope fiends, and sex addicts.


Willow’s wrist is in a cast, the bones having been broken in the collision with a barroom wall. A long pin crucifies the hand to secure the fracture. A tiny red button caps the pin and sits below the pinkie like a ladybug.


Still limps from an old gunshot wound to the leg, when he worked narcotics in Manhattan …


It’s 118 degrees—he can’t figure out if that’s in the sun or the shade, as if it the fuck matters! The only place hotter in the world is Death Valley. Once a week, the two shit kilns have an apocalyptic do-si-do, competing for Hell’s honors. He could never wrap his head around the fact that the hottest place on Earth was in the U.S. of A., not the Sahara or Bum Crack, Syria, and now, courtesy of his beloved codependent daughter, he’s in rehab in literally the hottest place on Earth—more or less—and shakes his head, muttering, “Broken! Broken! Broken!”


His only real family is the rehab tribe: counselors, doctors, RNs, kitchen workers, fellow inmate-travelers. They detoxed him for a week in a room next to the nursing station. Rx: Seroquel for sleep and anxiety, trazodone for sleep and anxiety, donuts and Hershey bars and four packets of sugar/four of stevia in black coffee for sleep and anxiety. Jacking off in bed and cigarettes ’round the smoke pit for sleep and anxiety … His besties are a Rimbaud dead ringer—a crazy-handsome seventeen-year-old poet whose arm is also in a sling, due to deep tendon wounds from a suicide attempt that put him in Bellevue for three weeks, and a black fire chief from Fort Worth who peaked at sixty Percocet a day. (Willow marveled at that. The most he could ever manage was ten.) And a wry gal, a gay Buddhist from Fort Lauderdale who refuses to call him Dubya (“Willow is such a beautiful name. And Willow Wylde is wildly beautiful”). She’s droll and way broken too and he feels better when Renata’s around. She used to be pretty—everyone used to, even ol’ Dub. He tries feeling sexy about himself and people in general (hey, anything to pass the time), but sexiness corroded a long while back, along with everything else.


It’s tough to feel sexy when you’re wheezing, broiling and broken, sharing a room with three men, two of whom have sleep apnea and use angry-sounding, portable CPAPs at night. It’s tough with a long ladybug pin stuck impaling your walloped writing hand …


Yet still somehow he possesses that irrational, mandatory—yes, sexy—certainty that somehow all will be solved, all will be made right … tomorrow! That knowledge, a reflexive fall-back, that a victim’s family will be assuaged and justice will be served. Justice! Because contrary to popular opinion, there was such a thing as closure and screw anyone who said otherwise. Hell, he lived for closure. As a homicide detective, he’d always had a different interpretation of the word. Trouble was, people had the idea that closure was about feeling good—feeling good was the bottom line, the secret of life, everyone always just wanted to feel good, but nothing ever felt good about murder and its aftermath. No: closure wasn’t relief or release, it was a balancing of scales, that’s all. When the scales were balanced, order and some kind of serenity returned to the world, in spite of oneself. A detective’s job was to restore balance. That’s why he became a Cold Case guy, even though he fucked that up like everything else. The natural order of the universe was balance and symmetry, not justice, but balance was justice; give him a ninth-century mummy with a dagger in its chest and Willow Wylde would get his ordered, just results. It was nothing but a crossword puzzle designed by the Creator and he was good at what he did because he saw that, knew that and was never blinded by the personal.


Now, though, the imbalance was … himself.


He was his own cold case and didn’t have clue one. He wondered if the solution to the crime of Mr. Wylde lay in the idea that hope itself hadn’t died—yet—and laughed at the brilliant idiocy of that new notion. True dat: it was a glorious mystery that he still awakened with the buoyancy of Hope. It gave him a spring in his step as he strolled from building to building in the infernal square dance of punishing heat. He wasn’t even sure what Hope meant anymore, just another bogus word but there it was, his lifelong companion, a big friendly dog, a shaggy dog story that he recognized for better or for worse as his soulmate. When the dog died, where and who would the bereft Willow be?


He strung together the grimy beads of all those tropes—Order! Balance! Justice! Closure! Hope!—like a necklace of cheap pearls. They still made him feel pretty.


Such is the travesty of the broken cop—­


As he soaked in the tub of his dorm room, sobbing, his good hand instinctively washing the wounded one as if neither belonged to him (a van drove him to the Mayo Clinic in Scottsdale yesterday to finally have the pin and cast removed), an idea haunted him: that one morning he’d awaken to find the big dog dead in a field, the soulmate gone maggoty and swollen to near bursting in the heat. Hope abandoned—He’d seen the blessed illusion of Order and Balance disappear in those in whom they burned brightest. He saw what happened when the landlord Hope departed—­


—its tenants became ghosts.


Another thing should have haunted him but didn’t. Instead, it captivated and puzzled, holding him an intrigued, almost genteel hostage. It wasn’t yet fully formed yet rather was a mirage of what was soon to come.


A persistent vision.


The vision started on the plane, on his way to the Meadows. He was crammed into coach, still drinking but no longer able to get drunk. Like him, the vision too was a complicated, ruined thing, though not of this world. It was a thing that was coming, a thing that lately had begun to intrude on waking life—like it did the other day when he passed the “talking pipe” to his neighbor at the big Saturday men’s stag share—a hallucination he’d refrained from sharing with the Meadows’ counselors. Though he did mention it to Renata, who was gracious enough to call it “weird and sort of gorgeous” (gorgeous being her favorite word).


The vision, more a visitation, of a train whose stained-blue passengers were phantoms.


Not of those he once knew, nor those that Hope had abandoned, but a vision of another world. What world? The bluish whoosh of cabin cars came like a comfort—Willow felt the wind as they roared past—a horror yet a new kind of hope.


Somewhere in him, he knew it was the last hope.




SAGGERTY FALLS, MICHIGAN


July 4, 2000




TROY AND MAYA


Cul-de-sac bustle.


Independence Day festivities, chez Rummer: Elaine, Ronnie, and the kids.


Exurbia unbound.


The mise-en-scène unfolds about thirty miles north-northeast of Detroit, in the leafy, semirural village of Saggerty Falls, a 2.5-square-mile community in Lenox Township, Macomb County, in the “lower thumb” of Michigan.


They used to make engine blocks there but the foundry’s defunct …


Pop: 3,073.


Number of families: 783.


Median family income: $45,489.


The Salt River runs through it …


A Fourth of July afternoon—­


—and the little ones run amok on sugar highs, starbursts of growing bones and neurons. Elaine and her galfriend Penny are baking cookies in the kitchen. Elaine uses that word, gal-friend, having inherited it from her mother, who’d say about a movie or whatnot, “Why don’t you take a galfriend?”


“I want to fix you up with someone,” says the lady of the house. (Her mother used to say that too: fix you up.)


“Not interested, unless it’s Richard Gere.”


Penny the newbie divorcée moves on to spinning salad, the foundation of her new aerobics empire. She wryly says, My salad-spinning workout video’s gonna make me shit-rich.


“Well, he ain’t Richard Gere but he’s close,” says Elaine, nodding toward the window overlooking the backyard, where the men hover by the barbecue.


Penny takes a gander and says, “Your husband?” Galfriend Elaine guffaws. “You know,” says Penny, contemplative, “I might not be comfortable with that—I’m not saying I couldn’t get comfortable. Don’t think I haven’t had my fantasies …”


“I’ll bet you have, Miss Horndog. Miss Horndog Divorcée.” Elaine gets more specific and points Roy out. “That’s your man.”


“Roy Eakins?” says Penny, in that sly way of hers that makes you wonder whether she’s completely repulsed or thinks the idea may be worthy of her consideration. “I don’t think so. Though I might be interested if he looked a little more like Demi Moore.”


“The hair’s close,” says Elaine lightheartedly. “Oh come on, Penny. He’s smart. And funny, in that off-way you like.”


“Not my type,” she says, returning to her spinning.


“He teaches history.”


“Teaches history? Like, that’s all you got? Teaches history?”


“History teachers are supposed to be seriously well-endowed,” says Elaine, in licentious good cheer.


“Oh right, that’s totally their rap.” She squints her eyes at the man, saying, “Kind of an odd duck, no? With that super-weird kid?”


“Grundy? He’s sweet.”


“As in retarded, potentially violent sweet?”


“You are so mean!”


“He isn’t sweet, Ellie, he’s like friggin’ Lennie from Of Mice and Men.” The girls howl at that; they’ve been drinking and are feeling no pain. “How old is that kid, anyway?”


“Thirteen?”


“Are you serious? He looks like he’s in his—forties!”


Again they howl. Funniest thing ever.


“Grundy’s ‘special needs,’” said Elaine. “And so?”


“Look who’s being politically correct.”


“He’s probably some kind of genius. He’s on the spectrum.”


“Just like me, milady.”


“Exactly. That’s why I think y’all’d be perfect together. Though you’re actually more on the spectrum … of growing cobwebs on your vagina.”


They lose control again and take the opportunity to finish what’s left in their wineglasses.


“Look, history nerds and their mutant offspring aren’t really my thing,” says Penny. “I like the tall, dark, childless type.”


“Oh come on, honey, Roy Eakins is a friggin’ action hero. He’s a great dad and that says a lot. He’s single and quirky and brilliant—which means your kids would be single and quirky and brilliant.”


“Ha!”


“Plus he’s friggin’ funny. He’s very dry.”


“Just like my pussy.”


“We can remedy that!”


“We’d make pretty spectrum babies. You know, all scary and autistic.”


“You’d be cute together. And whatever—you could do it one time, to break the ice. You know, that’s formed between your legs.”


“Can you leave my pussy alone, please?”


“I’ll join the club! Know what I heard Roy say? ‘History doesn’t repeat itself but it sure does rhyme.’ Don’t you love that?”


“That’s Mark Twain, brainiac. Now Twain, I’d fuck.”


“I’m serious, Pen, we have got to hook you up. With someone.”


“The ink on the divorce papers isn’t dry, Ellie.”


“Oh, bullshit. Use it or lose it, girl. How long has it been?”


“Since—?”


“You know.”


“By my own hand? A few hours ago.”


“You are such a slut.”


“Actually, I meant a few minutes ago. In the guest bathroom.”


In paroxysms again.


…


At this same moment, Ronnie Rummer stands by the grill in a spattered GOTTA PROBLEM WITH THIS? cook’s apron, tiny American flags tucked over both ears. Next to him is the action-figure history teacher Roy Eakins, oblivious to the tipsy, prying eyes apprising him from the kitchen window. Ronnie goads the meat until it sizzles, then gyrates triumphantly, embarrassing his son, Troy, but delighting daughter Maya, provoking her to buffoon-salacious imitation. The nine-year-old is a freckle-faced Alfred E. Neuman doppelgänger; his younger sister’s hair a fiery red torch, a geyser, a local attraction that Elaine maintains with religious devotion.


Through it all, Roy’s son stands apart, examining his own man-sized hands—deep in the solving of their mysteries.


As if called by a sovereign voice, Troy rushes off and Maya follows like one attached by rope. Grundy looks up and moves toward them before Roy commands, “Stay. You stay with us.”


Penny and Elaine exit the house bearing full glasses of wine. Enter Detective Willow Wylde, in from New York to surprise his daughter with a puppy on her Sweet Sixteenth. (Word is, she knows he’s at the barbecue and is dodging him. She’s been dodging the world for a few years.) Willow has a rep as a rake and a bad boy and likes that the girls have had a little too much. He’s already been working Penny, who he always thought had a thing for him back in the day when he was a policeman in the Falls; his upgrade to the Manhattan big leagues can only have helped his case. Willow’s research in the field had proven that certain women, particularly divorcées, couldn’t resist the glamour of a big-city cop, particularly the glamour of a New York City narcotics cop. He and his NYPD drinking buddies liked to call it the job description that launched a thousand blow jobs. When they said their prayers, they thanked the TV procedurals for that.


The Rummers had invited Owen Caplan, but he politely declined to attend. Willow and Owen once were patrol-car partners, the local Starsky and Hutch, before the shit blew up between them in so many ways, and in the years since he’d left for the Big Apple, Owen had been appointed by the city to be chief of the five-man Andy of Mayberry department. (He’d always been ambitious, and Willow thought, Good on the little fella.) Adelaide, Willow’s ex, had also been invited but politely declined. Hmmmm. Pace, Willow’s child with Adelaide, was invited too, but MIA—to be fair, his daughter hadn’t actually RSVP’d (not being a student of Emily Post) and Willow still hoped she’d turn up. If Pace didn’t care to see him (it seemed like half the world didn’t care to see him), she might just give a shit about seeing the $650 puppy he brought. If Dad had been unreliable in everything else, he’d at least been consistent with guilt-induced, over-expensive birthday presents.


Like most of the neighborhood men, Ronnie Rummer had done a lot of thinking about Penny and what it’d be like to have her. She had a wild streak that she didn’t try too hard to conceal, and they’d always had one of those easy, flirty things going on, or at least he thought they did. He’d have to watch himself a little because the low stone fence of Penny’s marriage was now gone. His own fence was tall and strong, but like any suburban Superman he could see himself leaping over it in a single bound.


The fire in the grill goes out.


Ronnie squirts the can—no lighter fluid.


He turns his burger-flipping chores over to Dubya and goes to find the kids.


Troy’s in the meadow behind the house with a sparkler. On the front of his T-shirt it says BE EXCELLENT TO EACH OTHER. On the back, AND PARTY ON, DUDES.


“Hey! What’d I tell you about sparklers, Troy? You wait until tonight.” Troy casts his eyes to the ground while his little sister cavorts to unheard songs. “I need you to go to Ebenezer’s for lighter fluid.”


“Can I take Maya?”


“Okay. Ride on over but don’t be long.”


The smile returns to his son’s face. Reinvigorated by a mature, useful task, he looks at the sparkler and then looks at his dad—what to do? “Put it in the ground,” says Ronnie. He buries it and, with that task done, is ignited anew. (Nine-year-old boys are all about ignition.)


The siblings run off, the invisible rope between them taut.


…


What was it that caused Willow to shiver when Ronnie left the dormant grill? No—more than that, more a sickening familiar vortex than a shiver—a fluish, dizzying, feverish gust that raced his pulse and seemed to make gooseflesh of his very soul, nearly knocking him off his feet.


Standing at the barbecue, a sense-memory déjà vu turned his stomach … and with it came that blueness again, age-old, without origin, without earthliness. (In his mind, he always called it the Blue Death.) Nana used to nurse him through what she called “the fits,” but Willow’s mother didn’t like the term, hated it, countering that it was merely “the ague”—that odd, antiquated word—no, Mom didn’t like the spooky way Nana fussed over her boy’s ague at all. His grandmother would then submit to her daughter before faking her out in order to comfort him, sneaking into his room and whispering in his hot pink ear through the blue delirium. He never understood or recalled what she was saying, so dreamlike, yet still it soothed, but the nature of the elixir remained forever tongue-tied and unknown. Nana—how he loved his Nana!—was for sure some kind of Old World witch. One time when “the fits” happened, Willow heard barking in his head; Palomar, their runaway German shepherd, was in the midst of dying crosstown, impaled on a fence by three neighborhood sado-punks. The Blue Death … The Wyldes hadn’t even known the dog had escaped the house.


Guests begin arriving with Tupperwares of egg salad and coleslaw, medleys of macaroni and fruit salad, potpourris of this and that from family recipes. And desserts: brownies and apple pie, peach cobbler and s’mores, banana pudding and Oreo creations, the whole Great American Sugar Songbook.


Maya pedals furiously, that rope between she and her brother too tight then too loose, the wild garden of hair on her head burnt-orange in the midday sun. Troy exults in his superior strength and locomotion, leaving her in the dust. (Nine-year-old boys are all about lording it over little sisters.) Her unicorn is in the flowery bicycle basket—she made a daybed for it with a silk pillow Mom had given her. When she isn’t looking toward Troy, she glances at the sleeping creature with the devotion of a rehearsing mother.


Troy races to Ebenezer’s amid the distant ambient sounds, some near but mostly far away, of Roman candles and firework rat-a-tats. Apparently not everyone got Dad’s memo to wait until dark. The pulse of his heart accelerates at the hijinks of the taboo breakers but he isn’t envious, only becoming more excited about tonight’s celebrations.


A block from Ebenezer’s, he turns to look back—sister gone.


She isn’t dead, not yet, but will never speak again or have recordable conscious thought. Maya’s body has a week left of breathing and making all manner of unrecognizable sounds, an animal’s involuntary reaction to the work being done. Troy will soon be in water, reunited (in a sense) with his sister-princess, looking on with supportive, sightless eyes like a figurine propped on the balcony of a decayed castle in a forgotten aquarium.




THE MACOMB ORCHARD TRAIL


Present Day




BEFORE THE DEATH OF LYDIA


The body lay in a gulch, about a hundred yards off the hiking trail.


Is it naked?


No—this isn’t a homicide, so why should it be?


What is it wearing, then?


All those things that say runner/hiker.


Sex?


Female.


No mystery here.


This is no crime scene …


The “Orchard,” northwest of Saggerty Falls, runs alongside the abandoned Michigan Air-Line Railway, stretching from Richmond to Dequindre Road, where it connects to the Clinton River Trail. The path the woman traversed was in an area unfrequented by trailbirds, but Lydia Molloy is—was—a solitary hiker by nature. Her last repose is an almost miraculously hidden spot that cannot be seen from the air, should there have been a rescue effort. There will be no cause for that, at least not for some months.


Still, there is no mystery.


We know her name and occupation.


We know how she died, and it wasn’t on duty …


She was—is—a Macomb County Sheriff’s deputy, age thirty. If the body had been collected, toxicology would reveal low levels of oxycodone. She injured a rotator cuff while wrestling with a suspect a few years back, and the two pills a day that she took to deal with the pain had become a mostly manageable habit.


She was listening to her Spotify playlist. Inexplicably, she preferred classical music while hike-running but only played “my ladies” when at home—Sia, Gaga, Rihanna.


At the time of death, the particular track she was absorbed in, Mahler’s Kindertotenlieder, is notable, but for reasons to be later revealed.


How is it, then, that there is no mystery?


What happened?


She saw something off-trail, glinting in the sun—­


It was that sort of thing one hears about all one’s life, the bad-luck fall that cracks the neck or bleeds the brain. The friend of a friend falls from their bike and their head hits the curb or trivially stumbles and destiny conspires to end everything—memory, desire, breath, life—in an instant. Usually, it’s bodysurfers into sandbars and divers into shallow pools that one reads about. In the deputy’s case, she tumbled down the maw of the gulch before coming to an abrupt, hidden rest. In the moments that Lydia was falling, what was she thinking? She wouldn’t have had time to voice—or think—more than Shit! though not surviving couldn’t have been in her mindset, not remotely. A gross and damnable inconvenience, yes, but never the end of all things.


If there was a witness, what would they have seen?


Woman on trail, walking with resolution. Something ten yards ahead gets her attention. Casually curious, she leans to investigate and then trips and tumbles. A nasty fall but the grassy, sloping terrain is such that a sense of fatality isn’t in the air. The spectator draws closer, their drone’s-eye view hovering over where the hiker has come to rest. The witness zooms in on the rock—the rock of destiny, ending memory and desire—and thinks, What terrible luck. The witness stays a few frantic minutes, uncertain if the hiker is dead (we know otherwise), and is about to go for help when something remarkable happens. The lifeless body has a great seizure, a moment of electrified cosmic astonishment to flesh and bones. It stands, haloed in blue. (What is that otherworldly blue?) The hiker’s anguished and astonished face, like that of a child roused from deep sleep, contorts in tears, the mouth letting out a great yawp—more like the scream of a little girl who lost her parents in a department store of the dead. The witness is transfixed, more by the eerie phenomenon of what they see than by the hard fact of the woman’s sudden reanimation.


The face becomes a mask of serenity, regal, timeless. The body remains in place, stock-still. Rigid, though not in the sense of rigor mortis.


A monument now.


A sphinx.


And the gulch—the entire valley—is bathed in the parfum of blue mist, sprayed from a nebulizer of the Unknown.


The body that was Deputy Lydia Molloy and will improbably remain Deputy Lydia Molloy a few months longer begins its slow, labored, somehow elegant ascent from the ravine.


It stops short of the trail and sees something glinting. Not the glint of the original thing that stirred her curiosity—an inexplicably discarded silver belt buckle, of all things—but rather the iPod that flew from Lydia’s grasp at the beginning of the fall. (Though the earbuds remained attached to the body throughout the fall.) The arm of the body reaches out to retrieve it. The hands of the body plug in the earbuds and she resumes listening to the music.


Kindertotenlieder …


As Lydia makes her way back to her car, wobbly as a foal yet growing stronger and more resolute with each step, she hews close to the tracks, stepping over a rusted rail, making a game of walking over the buried, blown-out ties just as a child might, arms outstretched as if balancing on a tightrope.


A small smile comes to her lips as she imagines a lumbering, clacking train springing up around her—­


At last, she knows she is home again.




AFTER THE DEATH OF LYDIA


1.


We’ve grown accustomed to these, sometimes preceded by a WARNING: What You Are About to See Will Be Disturbing to Most Viewers. The call of the global village’s electronic tom-toms …


Bodycam tapes, not of the controversial racial genre, but those outlandish in their wholly unexpected outcome: like the Seattle slacker who was asked to show his ID by a cop on beat patrol. The kid is quiet and cooperative, charming even, diffident and polite—looks like, who’s the actor, Jesse Eisenberg?—the tousle-haired, archetypal, benignly twisted boy next door, such undeniable sweetness there, possessed of gentle smarts and nerdy passivity. The cop lowers his guard, because who wouldn’t? There is zero threat. The officer’s even enjoying their friendly exchange and is moving things along into a cozy wrap-up of conversational banter when the millennial pulls a gun from his backpack and shoots him.


Kills!


Scroll down for video, scroll down for frisson of shock and horror. Scroll down for madness and perversion, scroll down, scroll down—­


Here’s this one:


A 911 call at 9:03, dispatched to the Saggerty Falls Sheriff’s Substation. What’s the problem? (Is there really one?) The manager of Tim Hortons seemed to think so. A gentleman in his forties, wearing a natty suit but no shirt or shoes. That in itself is no particular cause for alarm. He’s been there since they opened at 5:30 and now it’s 9:00 a.m. and he’s been singing for half an hour. The manager told him to please stop but he won’t. It started with Ed Sheeran, soft and on-key enough to be mildly confounding yet amusing to customers before seguing into an aggressive version of Panic! at the Disco’s “Death of a Bachelor.” Now he’s doing that song from Suicide Squad with “please don’t make any sudden moves” and it’s riding on the collective nerve.


You’re lovin’ on the psychopath sitting next to you


You’re lovin’ on the murderer sitting next to you


You’ll think, how’d I get here, sitting next to you?


The cruiser with Deputies Lydia Molloy and Daniel Doheny is the first to arrive. They wear shoulder-mounted cameras—mandatory in Brave New Video World, even in a small village like Saggerty Falls. A patron or two has already posted cell phone mini-movies of the idiosyncratic soap opera on Twitter. “The whole world is watching” mantra is obsolete; now the whole world is watching itself watch …


Lydia hangs back while Daniel approaches, interrupting the song. The gentleman’s muscular chest is bronzed and shaved, like some GQ model. GQ smiles a wry “my bad” smile at the deputy. Daniel’s cool—he’s always cool, and attuned to the quirkiness of whatever encounter, which is after all what makes work interesting. There’s a brief, unhassley exchange before he motions the gentleman to step outside. He complies. Lydia waits on the sidewalk for them to emerge, hand on gun. When the gentleman hits the street, he stretches out his arms like a sun worshipper and yawns dramatically before letting go an animal bellow of Dionysian bliss. Daniel doesn’t have a particular vibe (other than the oddness of it), but the detainee is built enough to warrant caution. Plus, experience has shown that when he doesn’t have a vibe, well, that’s usually not a good thing. Meth and/or mental illness can mask as anomalous eccentricity.


The gent refocuses and folksily says, “It’s that bad, huh?”—Daniel knows that he’s referring to his singing voice.


“I’ve heard worse,” says Deputy Doheny, to defuse.


“Guess I should cancel my audition for The Voice—”


With that, he shoves the deputy into the plate glass with enough force that it thunders and cracks. Then wheels around to Lydia, smiling calmly as she draws her gun. Inside the establishment, gasps and herd-scatter, but no one emerges—they rush toward the front counter instead to take cover. Onlookers make movies from across the street and from office windows.


Deputy Lydia Molloy points her gun.


“Get on the ground! Now!”


Her partner is already on his feet and tases the assailant, who plunges a Buck Knife into his chest. GQ reels, pulling the dart from his hairless sculpted torso, and turns back to Lydia. He cranes his neck to the sky and gives the dark Gods an offering of a piercing banshee cry. He charges her and Deputy Molloy shoots, three times. Squat-frozen in combat stance, she holds her aim and, when it’s unquestionable that GQ is dead, rushes to Daniel as he struggles to yank out the knife.


Three squad cars arrive.


Everything’s happened in under thirty seconds.


Lydia was directly behind GQ, which was why Daniel had tased and not shot, fearing she’d be struck if he missed. Daniel is bruised and minorly punctured, his vest and ego taking the brunt of the blow.


2.


They lay together that night at Lydia’s place in Richmond, half in shock, half exultant. (One of the quirky things they discovered about each other since beginning their “sleepovers” was that recently—independently—both had developed a thing for wearing kids’ pajamas.) “I don’t think you understand,” said Lydia. “If something happened to you, I know I would die.” Her words surprised them and moved her to tears. He put an arm around her, wincing from the knife wound. (Some stitches there.) “Don’t worry. I’ll always protect you. As long as you’re there to protect me … after I fail to protect you.” They laughed at the sardonic remark.


She didn’t know why her feelings toward Daniel were so strong. Am I in love with him? They’d been working together a few months and she’d never felt any sort of attraction. But something changed after she fell on the Orchard Trail—she’d become almost obsessed. Then one day, not long before the shootout at Tim Hortons, he confessed that something had changed in him too. Gossip among the deputies had it that they’d “hooked up,” though they hadn’t, not really, but their denials only made things worse. They tried being with each other in that way. They fucked a few times but neither one seemed to be all that interested. Eventually the lovemaking became rote, an awkward going through the motions before it actually became embarrassing. At first, each was hurt. Am I not sexy to him/her? Does he/she just want to be friends? They finally had a talk about it. “What’s the matter with us!” they said, laughing. It was nice that it never got heavy. They decided that whatever they shared was pure and special, lovely and different, something they’d never experienced with anyone else before. A special bond that didn’t require explaining and just “was.”


The GQ killing was big news. Even Detective Willow Wylde (ret.) read the Internet item aloud during Sunday-morning roundup in his duties that week as elected “mayor” and all-around director of entertainment of the Meadows. Nothing like a singing, Tom Ford lookalike psycho to capture the cynical hearts and minds of rehabbers. The Macomb deputies vivisected the publicly released bodycam footage, celebrating Lydia and razzing Daniel for trying to tase a male model but getting stabbed instead. A lot of emasculating jokes when the two of them were present, like asking Lydia about Daniel, “How’s the missus?” Sheriff Owen Caplan was so pleased that he threw a press conference from his administrative office in Mount Clemens, the county seat, with Deputies Molloy and Doheny front and center. It was the sort of feel-good justifiable homicide that did wonders for the department’s public image and morale.


Daniel left the bedroom to take a call. Lydia knew it was Rachelle, his wife, from whom he was separated. She heard him talk in low tones from the living room, assuring his ex that he was all right, the knife had barely penetrated the skin. She went to the door and listened to him lie to Rachelle that he was back at home, in the little place he’d moved to in Smiths Creek after their marriage fell apart. Lydia didn’t intrude on that space because she loved him, she wasn’t in love (am I?), but rather it was his very special friendship she didn’t want to lose. If that were to happen, if she nosily fudged boundaries and lost him because of that, she knew that what she said earlier would come true—it’d be the death of her. Each day they grew closer and neither could explain the reason or depths of that.


It was like a union of blood.


During his private conversation, the vision came to Lydia again. The first time it showed itself was when she rose from the gully grave and walk-straddled the tracks of the Orchard Trail. But it wasn’t vivid then, not yet, it wasn’t otherworldly and panoramic until that night at home after the fall when she sank into bottomless sleep. Now she was starting to have it again, to feel it, symphonically, everywhere, in waking hours—with the smallest effort, she could summon it. A profound warmth accompanied the vision; the only way she could describe it was that it felt like family.


She wondered if it might be religious in nature. As a girl, she prayed to God to make her a saint.


The imagery was of a train filled with people, but the features of their faces were blurry and impossible to discern. The first time the locomotive roared past—a silent roar—it moved too fast for her to see the figures behind the windows. It blew by like an express, as if belonging to someone else’s sleep, someone else’s dream. Then it slowed down, the way trains do when entering cities. Tonight, lightly focused on Daniel talking in the other room, Lydia imagined, felt it slowing to a stop, as one notices a moth alighting on a book.


Daniel wrapped up the call. It was semi-awkward and besides, he wanted to get back to Lydia. His wife asked if he was sure he didn’t want to stay in St. Clair tonight, at the house they used to share, “in case you need company. I’m worried about you.” The offer was more about sweetness than it was a come-on, but Daniel said, No, I think I kind of need to be alone. Rachelle acted like she wasn’t hurt—she wasn’t, really, because by now both had a lot of experience pretending not to be hurt, enough so that they weren’t sure if the hurting was even possible anymore. One thing would injure her, though: if she knew the emotional gravitas of his involvement with Deputy Lydia Jane Molloy.


He was glad to be off the phone. On his way back to the bedroom, he passed two big shopping bags Lydia had picked up from the Dollar Store, filled with tiny unicorns.


There must have been thirty of them.




AFTER THE DEATH OF DANIEL


Deputy Daniel Doheny wondered why he hadn’t spoken to his partner about it. He felt as close to Lydia as she did to him, yet it was a barrier he couldn’t seem to cross.


He and Rachelle had been through hell. In Afghanistan, he killed three men and a child, a little boy, and nothing—certainly not the circumstances, which cleared him of wrongdoing—could exculpate him. After coming home, he had violent night terrors, occasionally injuring himself when his demons launched him from bed during sleep. He stopped sharing a bed with his wife, fearing he would hurt her. He bought pot and pills off the street, Xanax mostly, never seeking professional help because he still had the dream of becoming a cop. Severe PTSD would have been too much of a strike against him. When they lost their baby boy to crib death, Daniel was convinced it was the result of paying off the karmic debt incurred by the Afghan boy. They tried again to get pregnant but it didn’t happen. When he learned that Rachelle was having an affair with the fertility specialist, he walked. She got depressed and agoraphobic and wouldn’t leave the house for a year. Daniel didn’t go through with the divorce because he thought that without the anchor of marriage, flimsy as it was, she would kill herself. He went to work as a corrections officer, one of 250 at the Macomb County Jail.


He wanted to be a cop, needed to be; it became his only salvation. He would do his time at the Macomb County Jail and become a street deputy, then maybe a sergeant or lieutenant or even captain. Who knew? A year into the job, just before he was scheduled to take his Academy physical, he got into a scuffle with a tattoo-faced convict who “gassed” him with feces. That night he had shooting pains in his arm that continued into the weekend, unrelieved by heroic amounts of Aleve, Xanax and some cortisone of Rachelle’s that was way past its expiration date. He thought that he’d hurt himself in the fight and ignored it. When he finally went to the ER—something told him to drive the ninety miles to Lansing, “incognito,” to escape the prying eyes of someone in health care who might have dealings with the jail—they said it was a serious heart attack and he couldn’t believe it.


His cop career was over.


The trite fantasies about going on a suicidal killing rampage embarrassed him. When he found out that the man doing cadet physicals was none other than Dr. Orvill Wirtz, he couldn’t believe his luck. Wirtz was the specialist whom Rachelle had sowed her mild oats with. The doc was married and had a lot to lose, including his license. He was weak, and disgusted Daniel; he couldn’t even believe the asshole had a half a dick to fuck his wife with. He’d been cuckolded by a milquetoast. He blackmailed him into supplying a healthy EKG and voilà, it was official: Daniel now had the heart of a teenager. A few months later, he mustered out of the jail in Mount Clemens and joined the day shift at the substation in Saggerty Falls. (Sheriff Caplan personally approved the application; he had a soft spot for vets.) That was where he met Deputy Lydia Molloy. Like him, she began her career as a corrections deputy but had left six months before he started work at the prison.


The last time he slept with his ex was about a month ago, before he and Lydia began “seeing” each other. He’d had one of his recurring nightmares and out of desperation called Rachelle from his bachelor pad in Smiths Creek. In the dream, they were at Macy’s shopping for baby things. There was gunfire in the streets and parts of the store were demolished, like some cavernous World War II cathedral. The dapper salesman—he looked a little like the wacko GQ model from Tim Hortons—showed them cribs while politely speaking through a gurgling hole in his throat. When Daniel awakened, he picked up the phone but could barely talk. Rachelle said to come right over.


That was the night Daniel died, two hours and twenty minutes after they made love. He clasped his chest and fell off the bed to the floor, but Rachelle, out cold from the tranquilizers and the wine, was snoring and oblivious. Approximately a minute before brain and heart would die, a kind of gale blew through his body and as consciousness returned he found himself dreaming not of Macy’s but of the Afghan village that unraveled him. He was shooting and shooting, yet this time his pursuers wouldn’t lie down. The villagers of the damned stood staring and impervious, without fear. Then came a screech of metal—nothing like incoming artillery or anything he’d ever heard in combat—growing louder until it was deafening. When he stepped outside, the blown-out landscape crowded with bodies that kept staring yet would not fall, there it was:


A train, like a giant version of the Lionel set he loved so much as a boy. It waited for him and he boarded.


In the morning, he was confused. He realized he had wet the bed. He could have turned the soaked mattress over while Rachelle was in the bathroom but flipped it around instead so that the urine was on her side. When she groggily came back he touched the sheet and said, “Hey, babe, I think you might have made a little water here.” She inspected and couldn’t believe it, blaming it on the Ambien. “Oh my God,” she said. “That hasn’t happened since I was in college.”


When he left, Daniel was unsteady on his feet though weirdly invigorated. The world looked strange and new. His left arm and chest ached, as if badly bruised. That day in the locker room of the substation, he did a hundred push-ups.


A month had passed and he wondered why he hadn’t told Lydia about the train. It was with him now and seemed always to have been. In the week since he had “boarded” he noticed that his night terrors ceased. He stopped taking pills and smoking weed because the train calmed him, like a form of mindful meditation. Meditation in blue, he called it. Often, he retreated to one of the luxuriously wood-paneled cabins and sat waiting. (For what, he wasn’t sure.) A porter eventually appeared, an elegant woman in her sixties who brought milk and freshly baked chocolate cookies that tasted like the ones his mother used to make. That went on for a week or so—a week of lucid dreaming and cookies—then one morning the porter brought a little girl into the cabin. She sat beside him and smiled at his milk mustache. He smiled back. Night after night he waited expectantly for the porter to usher her in and when she appeared, the girl sat and smiled before gazing with a kind of contented promise at the dark, rushing void outside the cold window. He stole glances. She was so familiar to him. He knew he loved her and that he would until the end of time. Her hair was fiery red and always there was a vaporous halo of blue. She wore her blueness so lightly, so elegantly—sometimes like a shawl, sometimes a chiffon collar, sometimes a dancing rosary of periwinkles.


He caught his own reflection in the window but did not see himself. He saw not an adult but a child, a boy of nearly ten years old, but he didn’t have the features of the boy that Daniel remembered he once was.


It wasn’t him …


The girl put her hand on his. Daniel’s revived heart soared and ached and broke and it wasn’t until the night the train arrived at the station that he knew it was Lydia.




THE PORTER


Annie had the same ritual before every Meeting.


She organized the Guides by first names. She wrote the names on the covers in cursive and sorted them into neat stacks before putting them in the old leather satchel that once belonged to her mentor. The Guides were like living, sacred things. She thought of them as her babies. If there was a birthday that night—there were usually one or two a week—she put candles and a disposable lighter that she bought at 7-Eleven in the satchel as well. Then she lit a stick of Om Nagchampa incense, also from 7-Eleven (the franchise was owned by an Indian family), and sat cross-legged, breathing deeply. She’d done this for sixteen years.


She lived in an SRO on Detroit’s Skid Row, beloved and protected by its denizens, many of whom called her Mother. She dispensed money when she could, bandaged and cleaned wounds after brawls and drunken falls, assuaged the despair of what had been irretrievably lost. They brought Annie small, heartfelt gifts and wrote poems to her singing her praises. She shaved her head like a monk; two decades ago, the hair had vanished during chemo but she stayed with the look. The cancer hadn’t recurred but she knew it would one day.


She knew things.


Sixteen years ago, when she presided over her first Meeting, there was only one group a week. The Guide wasn’t even printed—it was passed down by oral tradition. Back then, rules and regulations were spoken out loud to guests, who were asked to memorize what they heard. It was done that way because Annie’s mentor and supervisors were concerned there might be “problems” should the Guides accidentally fall into the hands of those not meant to see them. But she cleverly found a way around that because she thought it was important that her guests had something on paper to refer to, a resource they could turn to in moments of anxiety. She told her mentor that to outside eyes, the Guides’ cryptic content could easily be explained as “jottings” or samples of creative writing. Works-in-progress. Snippets of speculative fiction.


But now she had no overseers, no mentor or supervisors. They’d all vanished as subtly as they had long ago appeared.


She always felt when new children were coming. The sound of the train would grow louder but less whoosh-y. And then it just happened: she found herself on board, walking down long, dark corridors carrying trays of hot tea (the very same flavor she brewed in her tiny rented room) or lemonade, milk and cookies and brownies, all sorts of sugary whatnots. That was how Annie greeted each new arrival, and the ritual always touched her heart. Their blueness appeared to her in the form of jewelry: necklaces, earrings and rings, sometimes tiaras and crowns of cerulean. She never wanted to know what had happened to them—the specific horrors that brought them to this long ride through nothingness—no, that was anathema. Such information wasn’t hers to possess. She was merely happy to serve drinks and cookies and solace, and direct them where to go after the train pulled into the station.


She used to be a schoolteacher, but that was so many years ago. They fired her when she began hearing voices. She wound up in Ann Arbor at a psychiatric hospital called Swarthmore. She had already twice tried to kill herself when a scholarly-looking fellow began to visit. He told the authorities that he ran a halfway house for schizophrenic women in Detroit. His name was Jasper. He was a presentable, reputable man with a nattily manicured white goatee. Over the months, making the forty-five-minute drive from Detroit three times a week, he won Annie’s trust. He went to court and eventually secured her release to his care. He drew her back to this world by tenderly and methodically telling her about the other, the one the trains came from. He told Annie that she was a lot like him, they shared much in common—and that people like them were rare and highly sought after in his line of work. She asked, “What line of work is that?” He said that he was a “Porter” (when he wrote the word, it was always capitalized), and in time she came to know what he meant.


He taught her everything. She loved him like a father. Not long after she joined him, Jasper got sick and she cared for him until he passed. When he died he had no possessions, excepting his leather satchel and a beautiful antique cabinet of dark wood that was filigreed in mother-of-pearl, a parting gift from the Porter—a woman—who had mentored him.


He gave both to Annie and it felt like he had given her his heart.


…


She usually took the bus a good two hours before the Meeting, to be safe. Jasper taught her that being late was a sin. Besides, she needed to pick up Bumble. He didn’t have a driver’s license and liked to ride with her.


She wasn’t training him to be a Porter because that just wasn’t how it went. Being a Porter was a matter of destiny, not schooling. Yet all Porters needed what Jasper called “sentries,” to assist during Meetings. He taught her that the best sentries were the “backward” ones, those who were blunted or socially inept, and indeed, Bumble was a brilliant young man afflicted with Asperger’s. Though Jasper did become Annie’s helper for a time when he got too sick to be a Porter. She suspected he had an ulterior motive, wishing to lend his support through that first critical month when she essentially ran the Meeting by herself. He also told Annie that sometimes sentries were Porters who’d gone mad, having crumbled under the pressure of their duties, but that was a rarity.


The sentries stood at the door to make sure only invited guests attended. Because the Meetings took place in a church—the churches were under the belief they were being rented out for 12-Step meetings—outsiders occasionally wandered in, thinking it was AA or Al-Anon. But once all of the children from the train arrived, Bumble locked the doors. The Meetings lasted ninety minutes. At each, there were usually five or six “landlords,” Annie’s word for the ones whose moribund bodies housed the children who had returned. (The Porter encouraged them to think of the child-tenants as “roommates.”) It took a moment for the landlords to even find their way to the Meeting, because the absorption of the train kids was disruptive, to say the least—as if being resurrected from the dead hadn’t been disruptive enough. For a week or so, both children and hosts were severely disoriented and depressed, not only clobbered by the bizarreness of whatever it was that had happened to them but also struggling to adapt to having two sets of memories; they’d become little ones and grown-ups all at once. Ultimately, it was the child who would dominate, while drawing on the energy, intellect and experience of the landlord in whom they resided.


Annie could feel that she wasn’t long for this world and knew as well she would not be traveling to the other. To journey at life’s end to the place the trains came from was a privilege afforded only to the most powerful of Porters, and while she’d done well in her vocation, Annie never believed she was that special. No, she would die here, in this world, like her mentor. She had been a Porter far longer than any she’d heard of, longer than was meant to be. She had such knowledge from whispers overheard in the long, dark corridors of the Pullman cars while she carried trays to the cabins of her guests. She eavesdropped on other Porters, old and new, as they congregated in the locomotive’s nooks and niches, discussing her longevity in a respectful hush. They stepped back in obeisance, even awe, as she swept by with her tray of treats on the way to greet a new child … and she was an anomaly. Porter work wasn’t amenable to a long life; it took too much. Yet somehow, by fate or physical constitution, she had persevered.


There was much she would never know. How many Meetings were taking place throughout the city, the country, the world? How did it all begin? And what did any of it mean? (The impossible question of impossible questions.) Not since she was a young girl who awakened one morning with a shock of apprehension that everything was a dream had Annie doubted that life (and death) could hold such mysteries. Still another unanswerable question haunted and persisted: Why would Mystery be used to such vengeful ends? Yet through the years, Annie’s curiosities had ended, the leave-taking perhaps another mystery in itself. All she was certain of, all she had, was Love. She’d even begun to love the murderers—hadn’t they brought her all the beautiful children? But she suppressed the heretical feeling whenever it arose, suspecting it might cause harm to her innocent wards.


Now the old, haunting curiosities had come back, and she wondered what that meant …


Tonight, new arrivals were due. As always, Annie wasn’t sure they’d make it. Everyone of course had the address she handed them on the train, but it usually took a week or so for them to appear as landlords at the church. It was inevitable that they would; it simply had never happened that a child from the train hadn’t. And when they did, all would be well.


She wrote the boy’s name, Troy, on a Guide, in Roman-looking letters—very masculine but still fun. On another she wrote the girl’s, Maya, in gold. Then she drew a little unicorn head without knowing why, dusting glitter over the sprig of Elmer’s glue that made its horn.




WILLOW UNBOUND


1.


The Meadows staff strongly suggested that he transition to a halfway house. (In the final days of rehab, they always pushed hard for a “plan.”) The flowcharts demonstrated that your best shot was to move into a sober living situation. If you run straight home and stop going to meetings, warned a counselor, relapse is one hundred percent.


The Big Book said “half measures availed us nothing,” but Willow compromised and decided to stay with his kid. He’d only visited the house in Marlette twice—once for the birth of his grandson and another for the burial of Pace’s dog, the same guilt-puppy he’d flown in from New York to give to his daughter on her sixteenth birthday. It died last year on her thirty-first.


Geoff, Pace’s husband, grew up in Marlette, a city in Sanilac County that was even smaller than Saggerty Falls. He tended bar and was an all-around decent fellow who actually looked up to Willow—a lucky turn, because he’d never have agreed to the layover if Geoff was an asshole. The cottage was lovely and well kept, and it was wonderful to see Larkin. He noticed the toddler was walking a little funny. Pace said the pediatrician told her it was a muscle thing that he’d grow out of. “He said it’s really common.” Really? Right, Willow wanted to say. He’s just like the millions of other kids out there hopping around like fucking wounded kangaroos. He pictured Geoff breaking the boy’s leg in a fit of anger but dismissed the brain video as a dark, reflexive cop fantasy because it didn’t remotely fit the picture. Larkin was happy as a clam and clearly loved his daddy.


So there he was in Marlette, “the heart of the thumb,” an hour due south from the unmanicured tip of the nail, Port Hope, where the detective resided—and an hour north of the old Saggerty Falls stomping grounds. There he was, in yet another borrowed room. This one happened to be in an attic. He’d become a squatter in other people’s lives, a grizzled rehab gypsy, a stranger in other people’s narratives, not to mention his own. At least he didn’t have to share this room with drug addicts, drunks and sundry other dueling disorder-heads, a detail that for the moment offset the unmentionable negatives—that he had $17,346 to his name and an iffy pension; that he was lost, adrift, aged out, invisible to the unfairer sex; that his future looked the same as his bleak, checkered past. Was there even the old standby left called Hope? Dubya still named it that but the edifice was in the midst of collapsing into itself, like a slow-motion film of a demolished building.


…


The meeting at First United Methodist, five miles from his daughter’s home, was decent enough. There were some attractive ladies—garden-variety 12-Step newcomers with the world’s shortest dresses and shittiest tattoos—but try as he may, he couldn’t even make eye contact, let alone get any action. He’d lost the thread of what was “attractive,” anyway. Attractive in rehab and Alcoholics Anonymous was different from attractive in the world. One thing he did know: he wasn’t sexy anymore. He wanted to get the fuck out of there. He was tempted to stay till the end so he could at least hold one of the hotties’ hands during the Lord’s Prayer, but the goal was just too pathetic.


He got up during a share, poured himself a cup of coffee and walked right out the door.


As he left the church parking lot, he thought it might be time to refill his Cialis prescription. Trouble was, it was so damn expensive. Everyone bitched and moaned about the high cost of EpiPens and cancer pills but no one said boo about the usurious cost of dick stiffeners. Where was the outrage? Maybe he’d talk to his son-in-law about getting some over the Internet. Maybe Geoff had his own secret stash. But why even bother, when he was nonexistent to women? At least he was out of rehab and halfway home.


He’d been on the fence but Pace insisted he come. “I want to cushion your reentry, Dub-Daddy,” she said. What shocked Willow was that he’d acquiesced. Must be gettin’ soft.


…


They sat at the dinner table while Larkin watched TV nonsense from a beanbag chair.


The fried chicken was very, very good.


It was more than very good, considering what he’d been eating at the Meadows. Which hadn’t been all that bad, but there’s just something about the taste of food when it’s been cooked for three versus a hundred. He and Geoff shot the shit about this and that. His daughter didn’t say a word. She was biding her time. Finally, she said, “So how was it?”


—the dumb, elephant-in-the-room question that had been on respectful moratorium, waiting to be voiced.


“Well,” said Willow. “It was weird and it was beautiful.”


Pace smiled wryly. She loved her dad’s way. “Any celebs?”


“Not really. Maybe a pop singer or two.”


“Oh my God, who?”


“Didn’t catch their names.”


He was fucking with her just a little.


“Are you serious?” she said, outraged.


“Didn’t see the superstars all that much. They were in a different group—with the sex addicts. There was one … a dark-haired gal.”


Pace didn’t know if he was kidding. “Selena Gomez?”


“That doesn’t ring a bell.”


“Daddy, if you don’t remember her name, I am going to kill you.”


“Hell, he couldn’t tell you her name even if he knew it,” said Geoff. “It’s an anonymous program.” He winked at his father-in-law. “Right, Dubya?”


“The man is absolutely correct,” said Willow. “Anonymity is the spiritual foundation of all our traditions, ever reminding us to place principles before celebrities.”


“Don’t give me that bullshit! Nothing’s anonymous anymore. You better call some of your friends who were there and ask them.”


“Listen to your husband. I could never rat out my trudging buddies, Baby Girl.”


“Oh right,” she scoffed. They were all enjoying their fun.


“And it especially applies to me,” he said. “I mean, as a retired law enforcement officer.”


“I’ll get it out of you yet.”


“If you need some cash,” said Geoff to Willow, “you could always sell that shit to DMZ on the down-low.”


“It’s TMZ, dipshit,” laughed Pace.


“That time may already be approaching,” said Willow.


Pace let it go and said, sincerely, “You look great, Dad.”


“She’s right,” said Geoff. “You look rested. Healthy.”


“Well, thank you. I feel pretty good.” What else could he say? He added his signature sign-off: “Onward.”


2.


A few hours after dinner, there was a gentle rap on the door of his room in the attic. He was feeling like Anne Frank up there.


Pace had a plate of cookies and a thermos of ice with Diet Dr Pepper, just how he liked it. She sat cross-legged on the floor.


“I’m so, so proud of you, Dub-Daddy.”


“All right,” he said modestly. “Come on, now.”
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