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			CHAPTER  1

			I should have started with Carol, not Grace, but just the thought of writing the Carol story flattened me for a week. When I got up, I started writing the Grace story. Actually, I googled “how to write a story” first, which also flattened me, but only for a day. It might be obvious to anyone with half a brain that googling “how to write a story” is a foolish thing to do, but I was desperate and very anxious. And though Carol did her best, I am pretty sure that I actually do have only half a brain, maybe even less. With that much brain missing you’d think I’d be a person with a mental disability, but I’m not, not in the traditional way at least. (I am way behind everybody else when it comes to keeping up with which words are currently forbidden, and which are allowed. I mention this because I was going to use the word “retarded,” but something told me to be careful. Sure enough, my Google search told me that it’s offensive, although at one time it was considered a polite way of saying “moron” or “imbecile.” I’m sure “mental disability” will someday soon also be considered offensive. In fact, any word or group of words that are in any way offensive to any human being,, or that differentiate in any way among or between human beings, will eventually be banned. We’ll have to resort to numbers as identifiers, but even that could be a problem as many people will see the higher numbers as discriminating against the lower numbers, or vice versa. We’ll be in a pickle then, with no permissible words or numbers. What happens at that point is anybody’s guess. Perhaps a Forbidden Word Underground Railway will spring up, where people can travel secretly to secret places where they can all shout out forbidden words for an hour or two and then go home laughing or sobbing, or both, at how absurd their lives have become.)

			Anyway, whatever parts that shrapnel in Samarra destroyed were replaced by some other stuff that has made me a strange and frightening fellow, even to myself. I have that beast under control now, but if you hire me, I will let him off his leash, and you will be satisfied with the results. The means you don’t want to know about.

			I digress, which, if you’ve read Breathe in Grace, you know is something I do. If you haven’t, you are now finding out. I can control it sometimes, sometimes I can’t. You may want to put the book down, or throw it out the window. I understand. You’re looking for the story to begin and are frustrated or bored. Just to be clear, when I say flattened, I mean drink until I’m stupefied, feeling nothing, thinking nothing. The only thing I feel when I’m in that state is the plate in my head. I mean literally feel it sitting up there. I have an X-ray of it on the wall in my kitchen, so I know what it looks like, too—rectangular and curved, like somebody cut out a piece of a soccer ball. There must be some strange isotopes in it, because when Carol put it in, whatever I could do before, I could do much, much faster after. This includes bad things, like worrying or letting my thoughts get away from me, or wandering off point, like I’m doing now. Also, repeating myself, so if I say something here that I said in Grace’s story, I apologize. Of course, you may not have read Grace’s story, so this will all be new to you. That’s a conundrum that I guess writers who write stories about the same characters have. There’s more to writing than I thought, but, as you can see, I’m forging ahead.

			Back to Carol.

			It was nine years ago. Carol had left the Army and was doing brain surgery in Los Angeles. I was living in my mother’s house, drinking, smoking, and running all over Long Island trying to kill the Tasmanian devils leaping around inside my head like monkeys on speed. (I know what a metaphor is, but do tend to mix them. This one is at least consistent in that it refers to animals and doesn’t mix them with something else, minerals for example, or vegetables). I had gone to live with my mother in Glen Cove when I was discharged from the Army in 2004. My mother, a full-blooded Sicilian from the high hill country near Enna, thought that somebody had given me the evil eye, so she prayed constantly for the spell to be broken. She told me that if I drank in her house, she would throw me out, but then she’d open a couple of bottles of my grandfather’s homemade wine (to honor and remember him, she said) and we’d both get drunk and watch Jeopardy while eating pasta. “What is Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle?” she would blurt out, slamming her hand on her Formica-topped kitchen table, a forkful of twirled spaghetti suspended in mid-air and a fierce look in her crazy Sicilian eyes. “Don’t mess with me Alex,” was one of her favorite lines.

			When word came in 2005 that my father had gone missing while on assignment in Lebanon, my mother started wearing black. “How do you know he’s dead?” I asked her. I suggested that maybe he was being given a new identity, getting ready for a special operation. The Mossad did this occasionally - faked an agent’s death so the top hadjis, the ones who actually thought about things, would stop looking for him, especially an agent as hated as my father was. “I had a dream last night,” she said, “he was on top of a building, calling to me, Adalina, Adalina, waving to me to come to him. He’s dead.” 

			Two years later, a DHL van appeared at our house. The driver, a Mossad agent, told us that my father had been killed in a car bombing in Beirut in 2005. He did not say why it took so long to tell us. The Mossad did what it did for reasons of its own. The agent gave my mother an envelope with ten thousand dollars in cash in it and paperwork explaining how to access a pension account opened for her in the Cayman Islands. The next day she left to collect my father’s remains. Before she left, she gave me the ten thousand dollars the agent had given her and told me to find a place of my own. “Mangia questa minestra, o saltare dalla finestra,” she said. Eat this soup or jump out this window.

			I am ashamed to say that when my mother got in the cab, I began hyperventilating and passed out on the floor, where I lay inert for an hour or so. Afterward, I called Carol and described what had happened. She didn’t think I’d had a seizure, but told me to continue taking my Phenobarbital, which I wasn’t taking and still don’t, but said I would. Of course, she said to see a local neurologist, which I also said I would do, but didn’t. I wish I had listened more carefully to Carol’s voice because she was in trouble then, and I might have been able to help her sooner. 

			When I said running all over Long Island, I meant it literally. Ten miles a day was the average. I would drive to different towns, park my car, and run a figure eight—which, on its side, is the symbol for infinity—through the town. If it was a small town, I did two loops, or three. My goal was to make the figure eight as smooth as possible. This was difficult because as everyone knows, most city and suburban blocks are at right angles. I often cut across lawns to smooth things out. I saw all kinds of people on these runs doing different things, living their lives. I always wished I was one of them. When I was done, I felt normal for a while. You don’t know what a blessing it is to feel normal when you’ve had what a Brit friend of mine in Iraq called “the screaming habdabs” for most of your waking hours for days on end. “It’s similar to your heebie-jeebies,” he said, when I asked him what he was talking about. After a run and a shower, I could do normal things in a normal manner for a couple of hours. Make coffee. Shop for food. Sit on the deck. Write a poem. You’re probably laughing, and I don’t blame you. A psycho vet with a plate in his head and a trail of dead and maimed bodies behind him who writes poetry. It’s funny of course, but true. I wrote a poem for Carol once, but never gave it to her. I was too embarrassed. As to the maimed and dead bodies, well, that’s on the table now. 

			A couple of days after my mother left, I pulled a groin muscle on one of my runs, dodging a kid on a bicycle who darted across my path. I tried to run the next day, but it got a lot worse. It was a stupid thing to do. With running out of the question, the only thing I could do was drink, so I drank for one whole day. The next morning, my friend Johnny Scoglio found me on the floor of my mother’s brocaded living room with her pillowcase full of cash clutched to my chest. Before Johnny revived me, he took a picture, which I also have in my kitchen pinned next to my skull X-ray. It’s not a pretty picture, as I had puked and rolled in it face first like a hungry dog.

			“Carol Harris has been trying to reach you,” Johnny said, handing me one of the prepaid cell phones he used at all times. “She’s in trouble.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			I used some of my mother’s money for an open-ended round trip ticket and was in Los Angeles the next afternoon. Actually, Johnny used his credit card to buy my ticket as I did not have a credit card then, and buying airline tickets with cash was not a smart thing to do because of 9/11. Because of the plate in my head, I have a special pass that gets me through airport security, though airport security is mostly for show anyway. They were frisking a white-haired old lady wearing those crazy oversized glasses that old people wear when I went through. She looked like a creature from outer space. Just who you want your government to profile. 

			I drove around Los Angeles in my rented car until I found a neighborhood I liked the look of, which is to say, bleak. I passed a Days Inn and a Starlight Hotel and then spotted the Queen of the Angels Motel on Valley Boulevard in a neighborhood I later learned was called El Sereno that was as unhip and un-Hollywood as you can get. There was a carwash next door on one side and a boarded up building with seagulls painted on it on the other. Across the street was a one-story windowless building with ten or twelve overflowing trash cans on the curb, a sure sign of endemic dreariness. Vacant lots are also highly reliable evidence of bleakness, and there were plenty of them around as well. I checked in and called Carol on one of the two prepaid phones Johnny gave me when he drove me to the airport. I knew nothing back then about how cell phones could be hacked and tracked with ease if you knew what you were doing, but when it came to this type of stuff, I always took Johnny’s advice and still do. Some people call these phones “burners,” but I think “throwaway” is more precise because you throw them away after using them once which prevents tracking. Actually the throwaway can still be tracked, but you are far gone.

			My call to Carol went to voicemail. “I’m here,” I said and gave her the phone’s number. I figured she was working, drilling into someone’s skull, so I changed into jeans, a T-shirt, and sneakers, sat under a sagging trellis, and listened to the Top 40-type tunes that were being piped into the motel’s center courtyard. In the middle of the courtyard was a small, fairly clean pool surrounded on all sides by the two-story motel. All the rooms faced the pool. The concrete apron around the pool was painted a bright pink with graffiti covering a lot of it. Most of the graffiti consisted of names spray-painted in primary colors. I spotted Cadillac Jack, Franny and Zooey inside a heart, and james22@gmail.com among them. There were half a dozen plastic chairs strewn around the apron. This was in October, and the weather was beautiful. I didn’t think much about why the pool was devoid of people, but learned later that the Queen didn’t come alive until late at night when the drug dealers, pimps, and hookers that lived there came out to socialize after their night’s work. I was nervous sitting there, but the music calmed me enough so that I could be still and think a little bit. I’m a lot better now, but in those days, moments of clarity were rare. While I was sitting, I went over my conversation with Carol.

			“Did you have a high school sweetheart?” she asked, with no preliminaries, as if the answer was such a big deal she had to blurt the question out before getting to anything else. Like, How are you Zev? How’s your head? Are you taking your pheno? I remember looking down at the dried puke on my shirt and thinking, What happened? Which is what I said.

			“What happened?”

			“Did you?”

			“Yes,” I answered. “Did you?”

			No answer. I could hear Carol breathing.

			“Yes,” she said, finally. 

			“What happened?”

			“He didn’t wait for me.”

			“Who?”

			“My high school sweetheart.”

			“Carol…”

			“I married someone else.”

			“I thought you were single?”

			“When I got home.”

			“From Germany?”

			“Yes.”

			“Is that good or bad?”

			“Bad.”

			“What happened?”

			“Can you come out here?”

			“Of course.”

			“Tonight?”

			“What’s going on?”

			“Can you?”

			“I’ll come tomorrow.”

			“I’ll tell you when I see you. But first, tell me what happened with your high school sweetheart.”

			“She died in a car crash on the night of our senior prom.”

			“Oh, Zev,” Carol said. “Zev…”

			“It’s okay,” I said.

			◦ ◦

			My girlfriend (her name was Angela Rossi) told me at the prom that she was pregnant and that she was getting an abortion the following week. I didn’t try to talk her out of it. I was so stupid at the time, it didn’t occur to me that she was mad at me. She was Sicilian (like one-half of me, the other half is Jewish) from a strict family. I should have known. The slightest scrutiny of her face would have told me. But stupid is stupid, especially at eighteen. She left with some girlfriends, saying she would meet me at a kid’s house that we knew in the Hamptons. I was sitting on a dune behind that kid’s house drinking a beer at seven in the morning when a long shadow appeared over my shoulder. I turned and saw my father, who was home on one of his brief visits. When he saw me, he turned and went back to the house to call my mother. They told me later they thought I had died in the same crash as Angela. I didn’t tell my parents that Angela was pregnant. At least I saved them that. 

			I also tried to join the IDF, which I thought would be easy as I am an Israeli, as well as an American, citizen, but my father, who was an Israeli war hero, blocked it. As a consolation, he placed me unofficially with a group of recruits in the IDF’s special forces training camp in the Sinai after I graduated high school. Over six hot months I learned the basics of commando warfare, including how to organize hostage rescue, sabotage, and hit-and-run actions. I could fire my Uzi on semi- or full automatic with either hand and with great precision. I also became highly proficient with the Beretta Jaguar pistol they issued me. I was so good that after I completed the training, the IDF asked my father if I could join a counterterrorism unit that was being formed at the time to clean out a nest of Hezbollah rodents in southern Lebanon. He agreed. Of the twenty people in the unit, ten were killed (two of them were women) but we destroyed a missile base along with about fifty rodents. My father then insisted that I come home to watch after my mother. This is a job he abdicated many years before, but she never complained, and I never knew him well enough to get angry or bitter.

			I still train with the newest versions of the Beretta Jaguar. It’s like sailing or golf, training with my weapons, it calms me and keeps my mind off of my problems while I’m doing it. I’ve never sailed or played golf, but this is my take on why people do these things. If I’m wrong, you can pick any activity you like that fits the picture. To this day, I live by one simple rule when confronted by an enemy: attack. 

			When I came home, I worked on construction for a while and then joined the NYPD. That didn’t work out, (I explained why in Grace, so I won’t repeat it here) but the silver lining is I met Johnny at the Academy, and we’re still good friends. Johnny is now the world’s premier computer hacker, something that only he and I, and his commanding officer at the NYPD’s Counterterrorism Bureau know. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			The woman who had checked me in at the front desk brought me a drink while I was sitting under the trellis. I was immediately unnerved as she was only half-dressed in a halter top and shorts, and, though I had tried not to make it look obvious, I had stared at her when I was checking in. She had told me her name was Eva.

			“You look like you could use a drink,” Eva said.

			The drink had a paper umbrella sticking out of it. The swizzle sticks had angels on top. Mine had half its head missing. Eva brought herself a drink too, and sat down at my table. Plastic angels, most of them deformed, were spread out among the purple bougainvillea that covered the trellis. Some were hanging by a leg, others had their heads missing or no wings. They looked as if they had been attacked by a force of bigger angels and left in disarray. The shadow of one of these angels, one with only one wing, fell directly on Eva’s chest.

			“I do?” I said.

			“You’ve been sitting here for two hours staring at the pool.”

			“It calms me,” I said.

			“The pool?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why do you need calming?”

			“What’s in the drink?” I asked, for something to say. Why do you need calming? What kind of question is that? I remember thinking at the time. I hadn’t said I need calming, I distinctly said it calms me.

			“Rum, mostly,” she said. “I just pour different shit in.”

			“You’re not a board certified mixologist?”

			“No, and I don’t fuck for money.”

			I nodded, as if this was something people said to each other every day, like, I don’t shop at Costco or I hated algebra, and took a sip of the drink. It was okay, but anything would have been. I didn’t care much how drinks tasted in those days and still don’t.

			“Are you here on business?” she asked.

			To have someone talk directly to me like that was disconcerting, but I managed to say yes in a grim, businessman-like way, or so I thought. 

			“Where are you from?” she asked.

			“New York.”

			“I’d like to go there.”

			I nodded again thinking that sounds reasonable. I had a habit in those days of assessing things that people said based on whether it sounded reasonable or not. I was hung up on the issue of reasonableness. Insane, I know. I mean, who sets the standard of what is reasonable or not? I’m over it now, but I still have tics. I think my tics got into my head while Carol was doing my surgery. They were gathered up near the ceiling of the operating room and flew in when they saw their chance. I will try to suppress them as they are boring and will distract from the story, but sometimes I can’t, so there’s another reason for you to quit now. 

			“Here,” she said, handing me a card with her name and number on it.“Eva Lopez,” I said, looking at the card.
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