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For Phil, Megan, and Patrick, mes raisons d’etre


And in loving memory of Ralph and Ricky





1 The Apartment


He had been following the bird’s husband all day. He wanted evidence. A foot in the door. A chance to say to her all the things he had been rehearsing in his head for years.


In the end, he had known where her husband was going. He had waited for him outside his mistress’s apartment, where he had found a well-concealed and well-used hole in the bushes that bordered the parking lot’s chain link fence. He imagined the bird’s husband had left work without a care—imagined how his tousled hair and carefree whistle would have proclaimed it to the world. And now her husband had arrived.


He smiled to himself. He felt like he was back in a time when his life had meant something; a sense of renewal fluttered at the fringes of his heart.


Taking three steps at a time, the bird’s husband climbed the stained and crumbling concrete steps to the second-floor apartment in the rundown complex. It was the kind of day when the thinnest of cottons sticks like sweat-shredded tissue. A row of drooping flower heads hung from a sagging flowerbox at the apartment’s window.


He pulled his clammy shirt from his chest, and then his boxers from his thighs, which clung defiantly to the seat of his pants. He had killed most of the day waiting, and now the time was at hand. All he had to do was stay there until her husband emerged and he would take a series of pictures. He could imagine every little moment—each one framed, each one a moment of betrayal. How would she react? He could not give up now, no matter how tired and uncomfortable he was.


Retrieving a tiny camera from his pocket, he checked its settings. Next, he pulled a well-used, crumpled bag from his waistband and checked its contents. Needle, spoon, lighter, tiny white rock. His hands shook, but he touched each item reverently.


He leaned back, closed his eyes, and sat tight as the minutes turned into an hour.


He almost missed the bird’s husband leaving. He opened his eyes in time to see him coming down the stairs, but his opportunity to snap pictures died before he could turn on the camera.


He rubbed his eyes. A haze had seeped in, was lending an orange hue to his surroundings. The halo from the outside apartment light lent a pall to the impending night and a low rumble in the distance promised a break from the day’s heat.


Unfurling his aching joints, he rose to follow, but his mark was younger and quicker than he was—the bird’s husband vanished before he could get out of his observation spot.


He was still standing there when a black car with tinted windows pulled quietly into the empty space. Sleek and expensive, the engine cut noiselessly. He moved to sit, but tin cans and bottles clanked and he froze mid-movement, lest he was found out. He watched as two men emerged from the car. One, in an elegant trench coat that fell crisply to his shins, led, glancing around him as he took the battered steps to the woman’s apartment. The other, sheathed in black leather, followed, his head bent with purpose.
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Tanya paced, her steps following the same worn pattern in the carpet the string of previous occupants had left. Her loins still throbbed and her heart raced; she tingled with the love she felt for her man. Her man had promised he would leave his wife. He would take care of her and the baby—their baby. She gathered her arms around herself, caressed her belly, imagining its hardness, and smiled. Everything was falling into place.


He had a good job, but she still needed hers back. She needed to bide her time until he could disentangle himself from his loveless marriage. Until then, she needed to work. But how could she convince her boss to let her back in? She would not grovel. No! It was unbelievable the way he had treated her. She wasn’t trash he could just kick to the curb. She had worked hard to get to her position and all she had wanted was a promotion. Instead, he had come up with some bullshit excuse to fire her for lack of performance, and that stupid witch in human resources had signed off on it.


She knew where the bitch lived. She could go and show her some old-fashioned revenge from the 'hood. She gnawed on her lip. Only she couldn’t—not really. That had never really been her life. That was a life from which she had run. She had to get her job back. She couldn’t go back to that life. She had worked hard to get out of her New Haven neighborhood, far from the snickers, far from her fear and want. Even though she was trapped here for now, she couldn’t go down from here. Her man would save her. She just had to hang on for a little while.


Her boss would relent. He would have to. After all, she knew everything, and that knowledge was worth a lot. He was a lousy lover and a lousy boss and an even lousier human being. She could start with exposing him for sexual harassment. A hint of what she was capable of, in case he didn’t take her seriously. And she could save her trump card, the dirty truth about the company’s dealings overseas— his dirty dealings. So many people dead, and even more dying still. He knew it too. He was a bastard willing to sacrifice everything—and for what? For his selfish pride? So the stockholders and board would laud him for their short-term gains? They didn’t have to know about the dead. Out of sight, out of mind. But she had copies of everything. She could expose them all to the world. All she wanted was her job back, and the promotion she deserved. She wanted a life like the one her coworkers who went home to something more than peeling bathtubs, worn carpets, and barred windows had. Damn it! She wasn’t asking for anything she didn’t deserve.


The soft knocking at the door interrupted her thoughts. She crept to the peephole. Maybe he couldn’t leave her after all. She smiled and her heart skipped a beat. She would make sure he never left again. She would make him throw caution to the wind. Make him dump his two-bit, whiny mouse of a wife to the gutter. Her heart softened. But she would love the woman’s daughter like her own, and they would have more. After all, the little girl was half of him, and she would cherish whatever there was of him in this world.


She lifted the peephole cover.


The prism morphed the two men outside into an unpleasant blob, but she recognized one of them: it was her boss.


Her joy seized into ice. She was not in the mood for his sick sex games. No doubt this was his way of turning the tables and letting her know he was still in control. If it got her the things she wanted, though, then it was all the same. She would still be in control anyway. She held the cards and he knew it. She had seen it on his face when she threatened to expose their affair to his boss.


She pulled her robe around her and quickly removed any evidence that someone else had been there. Quietly, she put the dirty wine-glasses into a cabinet—she would have to wash them later—but the sleeve of her robe caught the cabinet knob and ripped as she moved. A tiny thread clung to the metal.


“Shit.”


He knocked again. She sensed the impatience this time. She opened the door and both men waltzed in and brushed her aside. The stranger grabbed the door from her and shut it. He put a leather-sheathed finger to his lips.


“What are you doing here?” she asked. “It’s a little late and I need to be in early tomorrow. I have someone I have to talk to.”


“We need to discuss our little . . . disagreement.”


“What’s there to discuss? I deserve my job back, with a promotion.”


She thought she saw a smile, but that only increased her sense of rising hysteria. She clenched her teeth; it did nothing to calm her.


The stranger moved to the window, peered out the threadbare curtains, and pulled them shut. She wondered if they knew no one would pay them any mind anyway. Her neighbors were notorious for “not hearing or seeing anything,” even when it occurred under their nose. But wasn’t she just as guilty?


“That’s a little bold. I’m not sleeping with you both tonight.” She hated the catch in her voice. He would think her weak. Men like him could always smell fear.


“Of course not,” her boss said. “You’ve already done that . . . sleeping with that imbecile from Origin Sourcing Corp. Tell me. What do you see in him? Georgetown doesn’t have a thing on Harvard.” He snickered. “Of course, it has plenty on Southern Connecticut, doesn’t it, sweetheart? It must have taken a lot for you to crawl out of that slum you called home.”


He caught her slap mid-air, then squeezed her arm until the tears dimmed her vision. “You will give me all the information you stole from the office.” Each enunciated word sliced like a knife.


Tanya shook her head.


“Don’t shake your head. I know you have it. Angela caught you making copies.” He pulled her closer. “Hand it over now and there’s a chance you’ll get out of this,” he spat. “You might not have your job, but you’ll have something worth even more.”


Tanya pulled back. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I suggested I might go to your boss and the board and tell them you’ve been sleeping with me. It’s only a case of sexual harassment. I don’t know about anything else.”


He grabbed her again. “Bitch!” His spittle landed on her cheek and burned. “Do you think you can deceive me? Soon I’ll be CEO, and no whore from the gutter is going to stop me.”


He pushed her into the arms of the stranger. Tanya’s robe opened to reveal her nakedness.


“I don’t care what you do with her,” he said. “Just make it quick. I have no use for her anymore. She’s used goods and too much of a liability.”


Turning his back to her, he rummaged for the contraband file. She tried to close her robe, but the stranger grabbed her hand and slipped his leather fingers into her easily, finding the lingering evidence of her lover. She squirmed. He pulled his fingers out and rolled his wet leather fingertips together. Fire rose and prickled at her face.


Her boss straightened and looked. She knew he would have to watch. Like he always did. He sneered. “What did I tell you? Fuck her at your own risk.”


The stranger pushed her over the sofa and, pulling a rubber from his pocket, rolled it on with the quickness of habit. He ripped the robe from her, covered her mouth, and penetrated her backside. He tore at her with each thrust. His cruelty was too much to bear.


Her boss watched as he continued to search. He found her briefcase leaning behind the old credenza she had found at a garage sale. It was her first piece of furniture; she had bought it with her first paycheck. She remembered it had been a beautiful day—a day full of promise. She tried to go there, but it felt distant and apart from her. Like maybe there had never been anything but humiliation, and she had been a fool to believe otherwise.


And then he found it. He pulled the file from her briefcase, sifted through the tidy pile, and smacked it against the palm of his hand. She should’ve done a better job of hiding it. But she had never imagined this as a possibility. She should’ve known better. She felt her leverage slipping from her. 


She squeezed her eyes shut, but tears slipped through anyway. The disappointment and hurt fused into one, and she thought her heart might break and she would die.


Her boss nodded to the stranger, who slipped out before he was done—except that he wasn’t. He threw her up against the wall and penetrated her from the front. The brutality of it made her cry out. He slapped her and thrust harder. He stayed that way, a grotesque grimace smeared across his face. She felt the blood flow between her legs. Ruined. She was ruined. Her baby destroyed. She watched as her boss’s crotch bulged, but he didn’t move to take part. He nodded again to the stranger, who finished his task.


The stranger smiled as he hiked up his pants. He retrieved a pistol from his pocket. Wrapping his black leather–sheathed hand around hers, he forced her index finger into the trigger hole.


“What, what’re you doing?” If only she could stop the thumping in her ears. She couldn’t hear. She couldn’t anticipate what would happen next so she couldn’t figure out a move to escape. The noise was maddening.


“You’re going to kill yourself. Your lover came. You quarreled. He forced you to have sex. Then he left you for his wife. It was too much to bear.”


“You’re crazy. No one will believe it.”


“They will when they read the note you leave behind.” He raised the piece of paper. Her signature swirled at the bottom.


“I didn’t sign that.”


He laughed. “Angela has many gifts—and she’s loyal.”


She needed time. Time to grasp the situation. Time to make him see that this wasn’t necessary. “I don’t understand. I thought you cared about me. I care about you. I promise I won’t say a word about anything to anyone.” Tears streamed down her face. She hated the way he looked at her. Like it meant nothing. Like she meant nothing. Surely they had meant something to each other. Surely her life meant something. “Please. I love you.”


But he only smiled and scanned her broken, naked body. His eyes shimmered. He had turned the tables on her. She tried to cover herself, like that was possible. There would never again be anything capable of hiding her shame.


She watched as he smoothed the suicide note on her dining room table and then nodded to her tormenter.


It was a slow nod.


She thought of her mother. All the hours she had worked to give her only child a ticket out of the 'hood. Mostly, she thought of the moments with her when she had just sat and plaited her hair, humming tunes of her own childhood, her hands caressing her every moment. Her hands were callused from work, but her touch was so gentle that it reminded Tanya of the underside of a cat’s belly—like the one that would meow at her window until she opened it and let the cat sneak into her bed. She could still feel the softness as she rubbed her face along its exposed undercarriage. Her heart pounded, and she could swear she heard its purr silencing the sounds of chaos out on the streets.


She thought of her room in her old neighborhood and was surprised to realize that she could only remember it as a refuge now. They had always been safe in her room. Even now, she could smell the cotton of the well-worn quilts that her mama’s mama had sewn by hand from cast-off pieces of fabric down in Georgia. She had once thought of her room as a prison, but it had only ever protected her from the carnage outside the window.


She heard the thunder grumble in the distance—a beautiful and exciting sound. It sounded clearer than it ever had. Sharp. Insistent. She had always loved storms. She would miss the electric air that held the promise of roiling clouds, wild lightning streaks, and rain— rain that would wash away all the heat and bestiality of the day. She smelled it. Water and green leaves and clean earth and clear skies. It was like the smell of basil and grass and lavender as one. She thought of the dogs that barked and drove the neighbors nuts but also nuzzled her hand as she walked home and sat expectantly, tails wagging, waiting for her to scratch and hug their guileless little bodies. Mostly, she thought about all the little things she had taken for granted. She hoped she had lived her life in a way that would have pleased her mama’s God.


There had been a few transgressions lately. She had allowed herself to be uppity. Maybe that was why God had left her. She begged His forgiveness now. She asked that He comfort her mama. She would need it. She was her only child; it might be too much for her to bear. She had already suffered so many losses in her life.


Last, Tanya thought of her baby. A life barely imagined who would never see the beauty of the world.


She thought all these things in that brief moment. In some ways, she knew it was the most beautiful moment she would ever have.


She screamed, but the gunshot slammed through her temple and cut the sound cold.
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He let her drop and neatly posed her hand next to her temple. He removed a hankie from his pocket and wiped the blood from his face, then methodically folded the cloth and slipped it into his pocket. He knew how to start early so there was no trace of his presence.


He took a quick look around, but there was no evidence that they had been there. Nothing was out of place. It felt oddly wrong. He retrieved a pair of folding scissors and a snack bag from his other pocket. Precisely and with a skill that could only come with habit, he snipped off a large tuft of her hair, carefully avoiding the scalp. It was the only clue he would leave, and he knew the police investigation would hinge on it. He smiled. His favorite targets were randomized to make the real ones, the ones for which he was paid, appear similar. In fact, the real ones were just part of the job. As a little boy, he pulled the wings from butterflies and marveled at their helplessness—the way they flopped around until they finally succumbed. Easy. It was the same with his human victims—the way they begged for their lives, thrashing helplessly until they surrendered to the inevitable. There was more pleasure when money was not involved. It was the random targets that made him feel alive.


He stepped to the door, avoiding the blood splatter and brain matter.


Before exiting the apartment, he cocked his head and stared at her open eyes. He could still see the moment of surprise lingering in the hollowness of her death. It was like that flash in the moment when a light is turned on and then quickly extinguished. He often thought of taking a picture afterwards, but that would be reckless. The last thing he wanted was there to be definitive proof. No, it was far better to simply remember, to allow the imprint on his brain to sustain him. Besides, he had her hair. Once he had it safely hidden away, stored under dehumidified conditions, it would not fade or decay in his lifetime.


He shut the door quietly and joined his employer in the hall. Together, the two men descended the worn steps.


He watched as his companion stopped at the bushes, pulled his zipper down, closed his eyes, and stroked himself until his hardness wasted itself, then smiled and pissed long and hard into the thicket.


Thunder grumbled closer.


He laughed. “Shall I get you a cigarette?”


The other man smiled, and they both slid into the car and drove away.
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He stirred in his hiding spot. The smell of hot piss mingled with the wetness of the air. Everywhere, the stench of urine and wet earth mixed until he thought he would throw up. He was getting soft. He wondered whether the bird’s husband had anything to do with the gunshot that had brought out a sole neighbor, who quickly shut her door after opening it. The husband was long gone, but the men who left must have been hot on his heels to get to her apartment so soon afterwards.


He needed to get far away. No bushes could hide him when the police arrived.


He crouched and ran through the streets until he was clear.


A flash of light, followed by a crack of thunder, split the air.


He listened to the sirens in the distance. They were closing in.


He continued through the trees until his sides burned. Then he found a dark corner of the park and unsheathed his needle and syringe. Another flash of light and another crack stirred the air and he felt the hairs on his skin lift.


Deep darkness descended.


His hands trembled as he set up the old spoon, lit the lighter, and melted the rock. A strong storm was brewing, and he didn’t want to be caught out in the open.


He thought of his bird. Heather. He would have to tell her the truth of the woman’s death. Her husband had betrayed her, but that was his only sin. Someone else had pulled the trigger.


“Heather,” he whispered to himself. He would have to find her. Yes. He would have to tell her.


He slid under a musty, ragged-edged picnic table and found soft ground. He let the liquid slide through his veins until it found his place of forgetting, and he let his head and eyes roll back. The storm would have its way.


He let go.





2 Heather


This house, my home, used to be my sanctuary. When I was tired or the world became too big, I could shut the door and something magical happened. The world became less big and I, surrounded by walls, could hear the tempo of my heart, my mind free from its own noise. But now this house no longer holds me. Instead it closes in on me, and I cannot hear myself. Relentless demands fill my ears until I cannot bear it anymore. It is as if all the past lives of captured flies haunt me, surround me, drown me in their swarm, the buzzing and whirring reducing me to nothingness. I am becoming nothing. I am stuck here waiting for the plumber. He, too, will reduce me to nothing.


My nails click impatiently on the counter. Click. Click. I clasp my hands together. Knuckles white with effort. But why should I stop? At least it reminds me I am still here. Or perhaps it is disembodied noise and I, gone, only hear the echo. I dig my nails into the palm of my hand. Blood seeks the surface and reddens the paleness.


I am still here.


“Where is that man?”


He was supposed to be here twelve minutes ago. Twelve minutes of torture. Twelve minutes from a rare lunch hour. Uselessness turned into nothingness. What was his name? Ralph. Ralph and Sons. The plumber. His name, not even highlighted in the yellow pages, proves I am disappearing. I am reduced to hiring no-name no-box plumbers. The growling in my stomach echoes in my ears. I snap on yellow gloves and retrieve the bleach. Everything has its place. Even me.


The intensity of the smell, pungent and antiseptic, soothes and repulses me. Mother loved its virtues. Mother! Bleach washes away all manner of sin. It also necrotizes. But water never eradicates evil. Evil just sits there and stinks up the high heavens. Heaven being the place you could get to if only you could apply enough bleach to all your transgressions. A good scrub helps but all the sodium hypochlorite in the universe is not enough. There is not nor was there ever a cure for wickedness.


I never understood the point of getting on with it, except, I suppose, Mother didn’t want to have to tell people why her daughter had disappeared. Or maybe she just needed an excuse to buy bleach.


I’ve been shrinking my whole life, but it wasn’t until a night long ago that even I noticed. It was a night of promise that turned into a night of fire and rage. An end to trump the best of beginnings, but the end was only the beginning. I went home to be fully baptized in the horror. Baptized in the full contents of the undiluted bottle of bleach, all ninety-six fluid ounces, each an ounce of torture, the liquid flowing into my open cuts, burning and cauterizing the moment, sealing it deep inside my heart. Mother watched me as the faucet spewed water into the bathtub. My tomb. I tried not to squirm, not to breathe, to become invisible, but she knew better and pulled the plug on the next bottle. My defiance enraged her. Her fists tight, she pummeled my head, careless of the bruises others would see. She broke her own rules. It was in that moment that I learned to watch. Like Mother. Outside, the fire burned the hill. We both watched the amber glow lick and shudder at the shadows. It is in the watching that one shrinks into the darkness.


That was the first night I carved it into my screaming skin, Death moon. The red drips of blood seeped into and were caught by the dead and peeling skin left from the bleach bath. 


Twenty minutes late. I empty the bottle and the kitchen sink glistens white in the high sunlight. I open the cabinet to toss the bottle, but the smells assault me and my eyes cloud. I retch, swimming in the heavy mixture of memories and trash smells. Rancid cereal milk, rotting banana skins, decaying fat trimmed from last night’s steak, old potatoes from the dark pantry, tomatoes with wrinkled skins and oozing middles, all the detritus of domesticity. Life is ugly like that. The bleach gone and my handiwork ruined. I rinse the sink, but it is soiled beyond redemption. It isn’t like water can save me from the stench. Darkness oozes into the hairline fractures of the porcelain and spreads like blood pumping through tiny spider veins. I cannot stop it. It threatens to travel the floor, the walls, the ceiling, until the house is covered in veins of filth.


I flip the garbage disposal switch and yank at the gloves, pulling each finger free from its rubber confines.


The whirring halts and the echo of its finale reverberates through the house.


Twenty-five minutes and I am still alone.


I have always done everything that was asked of me; I have never deviated from the course others have chosen for me. I’ve watched my own life. Here’s Heather. And I have always waited the way I am waiting now—for someone else. This time, it’s for some random plumber to come tell me what has to be done to fix my bathtub faucet. For this man I have never laid eyes on to come into my house and put his banged-up wrench to the faucet I spent hours poring over magazines and shopping home decorating stores to find so I could get the look just right, so I could be absolved of all criticism. Waiting. Disappearing.


I disappeared into the business program at my father’s alma mater. In Georgetown, 3,000 miles away from my posse and 3,000 miles from my art. My life was mapped out for me before I walked, before I knew my name. At school, all that reminded me that I still existed, that meant something, that spoke my heart, was silenced. Each art brush wrapped in a salvaged piece of tissue paper, the old cardboard box the only protection from the assailing dust of decay.


It was in Georgetown that I married Brandon Collings. Handsome and self-assured, he was everything I wasn’t. He could not free me from my watchfulness and he could not make me visible. I shrank instead. Mother adored him.


Twenty-seven minutes. I again snap on the gloves and empty the contents of an abrasive cleaner into the sink, the powder airlifting and assaulting my airways. I cough and my eyes burn, but I have to clean. I scrub and still the filth creeps. I need more bleach.


Twenty-nine minutes. I flip the garbage disposal on and off and listen as the whirring dies, but footsteps fill the void. My ears thrum with the noise of blood. Go away. How long have the footsteps been moving? Was someone watching me as I scrubbed with my back to the house?


The stairs creak.


The doorbell rings and the house stills. Dust swirls and settles where the sunshine streams through the window. The doorbell rings again.


The stairwell is empty, but someone has been there. You know when something has been there even when it no longer is.


I open the door before the bell can ring again. Ralph Smith and Sons Plumbing. Is it Ralph or a son?


“I’ve been waiting thirty minutes.”


“Um-hmm.” He sighs and hitches his tool belt. His eyes travel to my Playtex-covered hands and then to my suit.


I remove the gloves and throw them on the nearest chair—my most elegant chair in my most elegant foyer.


The plumber shrugs.


I am shrinking or my house is stretching.


“It’s your dime, ma’am.”


“Fine. It’s this way.”


The thickly carpeted stairs are silent as we ascend. The hairs on the back of my neck prickle. What made them creak a moment ago? Ralph or Son is behind me, but I still don’t feel safe. It is the same feeling that has been following me all day.


The bedroom floor is even and quiet as we cross it. Still, someone or something has been in here. It is as if the air has rearranged itself.


Ralph or Son unscrews the faucet filter and fiddles with it. “Your water is high in minerals. Your filter is clogged. You need to rinse and clean it unless you want to put in a water softener.”


“Do you install water softeners?”


“Yes, but it really is very easy to rinse the filter. You’ll still need to even if you put in a softener.”


“Right now, I prefer the softener. I simply don’t have time to rinse the filter.” I need to get out of here.


We need to go.


Quickly.


The man produces a rag from his pocket, shifts his weight, and wipes his hands. “All right. We’ll need to figure out the type of softener.”


Do I have a choice? All the noise he makes will keep whatever it is away. I calculate the time needed, more time away from the office, now the entire lunch hour. “Fine. I’d like you to do it now, please.”


“It’s not quite that easy. My wife can call you with your options and make an appointment.”


“I can’t do this another day. I’ve already taken up my entire lunch hour. Can’t you just get one from your truck and do it, whatever it is you need to do? I wouldn’t know one softener from another.”


His brow wrinkles and his eyes contain a hint of disdain. It is ridiculous. I have a more important job than he. I know my place. Clearly, he doesn’t know his. Or maybe he does and I don’t. 


“Ma’am, I don’t keep softeners in my van,” he says. “My wife can call you. I’m sorry.”


“I see. Fine. Call me tonight.”


He shifts his weight again and continues to wipe his hands slowly. “My wife will call you tomorrow—”


“I won’t be here tomorrow. I work for a living.”


He sighs. “Ma’am. She can call you at work.”


“Oh.” I write the number on a piece of paper. The cold is moving in. I shiver. It’s time to go back to work. There is nothing that can be done here. Ralph or Son is unhelpful and would no doubt be equally so if my stalker were to emerge. I dig my nails into the palms of my hands, but I still feel the panic. Sour saliva spills across my tongue. I can’t heave here. Not in front of this man.


The man shifts his weight again and looks around. “Can I use your table to write the invoice?”


“What? No. I need to get back to work. I would prefer it if you billed me or let me pay you when you come back with the softener.”


“I don’t do business that way. There’s no guarantee you’ll go with me to do the softener. I have to do my invoices at time of service. I’m sorry.”


“I’m sorry too, but I have to get back to work.” I need to get him outside. We have to get out of here.


I grab my purse and walk to the door.


He gives up and follows me. “All right. My wife will call you and we’ll settle up later?”


“Yes. Thank you.” I take one last look at the empty stairwell. It is bigger.


I pull the door shut but it squeaks open before I can lock it. There is movement upstairs and the distinct smell of smoke enters my nostrils. A haze creeps with it. I grab the door, slam it, lock it, and move a little too quickly. My heel catches a pebble and there’s no chance to catch myself. I lie there like an idiot, sprawled on the asphalt in front of Ralph or Son. He moves to help me, but I quickly get up. 


Something is watching me. My hose are torn. I have another pair at work.


“Are you all right?”


“Yes, thank you.”


“Do you want me to help you back into the house?”


“What? No.”


“But your hose are ripped.”


“That’s fine. I have more at work.”


I hate the look on his face. If only it was acceptable to slap a stranger. Fiona can. She always could. I wrap my arms around myself, but it is more than just this man. It is whoever is watching me. It is as if I am naked, my bones rattling inside a bag of skin. I scratch my nails along the skin of my arms, but I can’t feel anything even as furrows of red materialize.


“I’m fine. Really. I have to go.”


It is time to get an alarm system. Everyone in Fairfield County has an alarm system. How else does one keep the riffraff at bay? One simply can’t live on the Gold Coast of Connecticut without one.


The keys dig into the palm of my hand as I unlock the car door. Pain is merciful. I can feel. I am still here.


I raise my hand in farewell as I pass Ralph or Son. He too will soon be gone from the property. What will happen then? Will the house come alive with whatever or whoever is in it? I will know by nightfall. For all I care, it can burn down like all those houses from so long ago. The flames reminded me of monsters the way they jumped at will and growled and snarled like dragons.


I take one last look in the rearview mirror. There is no helping it. Some unseen force bids me. An upstairs curtain flutters as a shadow moves across the interior space. The windows are sealed. This I know. I would never leave a window open, even when the forecast says there’s a zero percent chance of rain.


I ease up on the accelerator and look hard for something more solid than a shadow. I will it to show itself. I have the safety of distance. What is the point in resisting if you don’t know what you are up against? Even with Mother, I at least knew. I could usually see her fists before they got me even if I couldn’t move fast enough to avoid them.


The shadow halts and returns the stare.


The door to Ralph or Son’s truck slams and startles me. Does he know someone is watching him too? Can he feel it? But no, he doesn’t look, just slips behind the wheel.


I peer back at the house. The outline of something lingers, then turns and vanishes into the shadows.


It would be pointless to call the police. They would think I was crazy. I would have to wait while they investigated and then stick around to answer questions. Then they would twist everything around like they always do. They would accuse me of seeing things, or worse, they would accuse me of doing something—to myself, to my home. They would look accusingly at the nail lines along my arms or the scars on my hands or the hint of something etched in my skin peeking out from a hemline and they would whisper things to each other, shake their heads in acknowledgment, and snicker as they returned to their cars. They would pause long enough to write something in their little notepads. “Crazy woman spins lies again.” And they would return me to Mother.


Things are always worse after talking to the police. No. I have to get back to work.


I don’t really want to know what is in the house anyway. And it definitely doesn’t want to present itself to anyone but me. Otherwise, it would have been there when Ralph or Son was clearing the faucet filter, when he was stooped over and his back was turned to the door. No. It is better not to be there.


Brandon, my knight in shining armor, can deal with it. He, too, has accused me of making things up. Let him see it.


I grab the steering wheel and floor the accelerator.


Better yet, I can take Shannon somewhere after daycare and we can arrive home well after Brandon. Just in case he decides to work late.


Shannon. My miracle. Her name alone softens the edges around my discomfort.


I pull into a parking space at company headquarters. I slide my identification badge through the reader and press through the turn-stile. Nothing can get me here. There is too much concrete and there are too many witnesses. I would scream. They would have to hear me. They would have to acknowledge that I am visible. And there is security.


I wave to the guard. He barely glances and nods. But he would have to do more than grunt if I were attacked.


The elevator doors open and a mass of people spews out, but I stand my ground. I am tired of waves passing over me. They are nothing more than non-exempts anyway. They and the cafeteria are the first defense against the world.


My department is the entire tenth floor, far from the street. The Vice-President and the other officers are on the highest floor, the sixteenth floor, with a floor in between—a huge, cavernous, windowless affair anchored by a large desk. Prime real estate. A lone receptionist protects the higher floors from unauthorized invasion, from the lower floors and especially from others, those from the outside.


It is on the top floor that I will be giving a status report in three hours. Three hours to prepare for the top floor. Bob wants to know my progress on the Saxton matter. What about the OFCCP audit and all the other cases on my docket? Yes, he wants those too. But he didn’t want them until I asked. Why? Saxton, the CFO, is important, but the other things have as much potential for exposure for the company as his situation. What makes Saxton stand out to the exclusion of all others? Brown-nosing, I suppose. 


Something flutters in my stomach. I didn’t have time to eat. That was a strategic mistake.


“Hi Heather. Back from lunch? You have several messages.” My secretary, Sharon, hands me a fistful of messages. Everyone has been at work while I’ve been wasting my time.


By the time I return the last of the calls, the sun has moved from my office window. Rain clouds hover. It reminds me of the shadow. The cold has settled, and I tug the cashmere sweater hanging on the back of my office chair from its place and pull it around my shoulders.


The cold leaches the warmth from my bones.


Was there an intruder?


Reality is a murky affair. I’ve been called crazy so many times, but maybe it is everyone else who teeters along that line between sanity and madness. Maybe sanity is something constructed to keep people in line, force them to conform to an idea of acceptable behavior that is only really right for those who wield the power. After all, people in power get to do whatever they want. It doesn’t really matter that there are rules everyone else has to play by. Those below the sixteenth floor own corporate rules books to remind them at all times. One sits on my desk. I even helped write it.


I am breaking my own rules now. I should be preparing for the status report, but I don’t want to. It is better to dream about that which is good instead of prepare for that which has the possibility of being bad.


I bought new paintbrushes this past weekend. I miss my old paintbrushes, but I like the new ones. I had to buy them to do an art project with Shannon. A memo was placed in her cubby at day-care. Dragonflies, birds, and flowers danced around the edges of the directions. They were making spring creatures with construction paper, grommets, and string to create a puppet show for an Earth Day picnic. Parents were invited to the 4:00 p.m. show next Tuesday. At the bottom was a cutoff section requesting an RSVP stating how many would be able to attend and whether anyone would be able to provide refreshments or paper goods.


I lifted Shannon into the seat of the grocery cart that day and we discussed the project as we worked through the produce section. Funny how she understands me better than anyone else. By the time we rounded the corner and headed down her “fun” aisle of cards and toys, we had decided on making a purple and pink polka-dotted spring dragon. He would be a kind dragon who would sweep us through the heavens until he landed on an island clothed in sweet-smelling flowers.


I threw everything we needed, including snacks, into the grocery cart.


Shannon clapped her hands and giggled. “Mommy, what’s our dwagon’s name?”


“I don’t know. What would you like to call him?”


“Sir Galahad and we’ll cover him in daisies, polka dots, and forget-me-nots.”


I smiled. “What do you know about Sir Galahad and forget-me-nots, funny girl?”


“Miss Cohen told us. He’s cute like Daddy.”


“Ah, the wondrous tales of Sir Galahad and King Arthur, who drew the sword from the floating stone,” I said. “Our dragon will be of pure heart and gallant mind.”


“Yep, and he’ll give all of us flowers, because we share.”


“Well, we’ll have fun, and we can plant daisies in the fields and forget-me-nots along the banks of the fruit punch stream.”


“Mommy, you’re so silly. The daisies and forget-me-nots are on Sir Galahad.”


“Well, maybe he rolled in them when he was playing on the island.”


I grabbed five bleach containers and placed them into the cart. A row of gloves dangled alongside the shelved bottles. I unclipped a pair.


By the time I hooked Shannon into her car seat she had solved everything. “Sir Galahad is a polka dot dwagon who wolled in flowers so he could wear lotsa colors. Sir Galahad is pwetty just like you, Mommy.”


Her joy was raw and honest. I hugged her.


I had tried to have children for years, had tried to give Brandon something for which he could be proud of me, but the doctors kept saying there had been too much damage. Damaged goods. All I could remember was the perpetual knot in my throat, like a noose tightening and shrinking against my dying body.


Then I was pregnant. It was a gift, a reprieve from disappointment and guilt. The doctors clucked. My advanced age and damage made it “unlikely” I could see it through. But nine months of anxiety later, I gave birth to a perfect baby.


Shannon made me visible again.


“Not nearly as pretty or as special as you.” I whispered the thought into the air, alive with nothing and everything. For a moment, I was of the world and engaged with it. It could all be taken away so easily. It always was.


“What did you say, Mommy?”


My daughter’s question reminded me which world I belonged to and I knocked the crown of my head against the car roof. Stars swam against the interior of my eyelids. Shit. My momentary dance with joy was exacting an unequally vast amount of pain. It always did.


“Oh, poor Mommy.”


The light of the parking lot was too much to bear. The dance was over. Perhaps it was no more than a walking dream, a dragon of my imagination. I slid into the driver’s seat and started the car.


“Mommy, Sir Galahad will fix it when we make him.”


“Thank you, honey.”


We spent the better part of that Saturday afternoon creating Sir Galahad. Shannon covered herself in string, glue, and glitter. I watched her with her tongue tucked between her lips. I didn’t care about dishes or any of the other things that would make the coming workweek bearable. I didn’t really care about anything but my beautiful little girl and her vision of a great dragon of sweeping power and beauty. My skin felt calm.


Brandon smiled as he watched us, but by dinnertime he had changed. “Don’t you think that project is starting to look a little too sophisticated for Little Steps Day Care?”


Shannon sighed. “Daddy, he’s not a pwoject. He’s Sir Galahad and he’s supposed to be special because he’s a dwagon.”


Brandon ruffled her hair. “I didn’t mean he’s not special, Shannon. He’s just a little sophisticated.”


“What’s sophisticated, Daddy?”


“It’s grown-up, Shannon.”


“Oh, like Mommy.”


Brandon’s cell phone rang. He looked at the screen as he moved toward the door. “I expect some perspective on your part, Heather.”


“Go answer your phone, Brandon.” I stuck out my tongue as he left. He always took up too much space. Shannon sucked in her breath and looked at me, wide-eyed. “Shhhhhh,” I said. We covered our mouths and giggled.


We ate snacks, and by bedtime we had made a dragon with multiple moving parts dressed in forget-me-nots, daisies, and polka dots. His head was a crown of expertly rendered tufts, his nostrils delicate but strong, his toes and nails defined, and his tail long and playful. Submitting him to my Fine Arts 101 class at Georgetown University would have been an easy A if I had been allowed to pursue such folly.


Shannon, clapping with joy, wanted to sleep with Sir Galahad. For those brief hours, a little girl and her magical dragon kept the demons away.


It never lasts. The shame is always there. I gaze out the window. Dotted with picnic tables, the patch of grass next to the parking lot remains barren of flight, birds or insects. Unnatural. The milder temperatures of April have initiated the sprouting of brush and tree. The branches and new leaves have fashioned together to form a perfect rendition of the daycare director’s disdainful look the morning we delivered Sir Galahad.


“Mrs. Collings, I believe the instructions were quite clear. The spring creature was to be designed and crafted by the children. That means we expect work equal to that of a four-year-old. You were merely supposed to be an aide or a guide. Since you’re older than the other mothers, I would’ve expected you to know better.”


What did age have to do with it? Her pinched face made her look older than me. “Shannon designed and crafted Sir Galahad and we were both immersed in his creation,” I said. “We had a wonderful time together. He’s the result of us working together. Isn’t that what you want? Isn’t that what you’ve been saying to me? Spend more time with Shannon?”


The daycare director moved in closer, her voice lower. “I think perhaps you don’t understand what I’m saying. This dragon is more your creation and will therefore stick out when compared to the other children’s whose younger mothers followed the instructions. How will Shannon feel when she realizes how different her dragon is from all the butterflies and birds?” She straightened. “Come along, Shannon. I’ll take you to your room. Your mother has to go to work.”


I watched her back as she moved away. “A child should be able to shine,” I called after her. “We shouldn’t have to bend to everyone else’s idea of what we should be our whole lives.”


The director shook her head and, keeping her back to me, continued to walk down the hall.


Shannon turned, smiled, and waved.


The telephone buzzes. I am no longer watching my beautiful child.


Alone again.


The coldness of the office reflects the darkening day.


The room spins and I grasp the desk.


I don’t understand. How did he get here? I have not seen him in years, but I would recognize him anywhere. He has the same dark eyes. His hair, wild and unkempt, reeks of motor oil and decay. And fingernails that have shriveled with overuse, encrusted with the grime of a life unheeded and uncared for.


He sneers. I scream but no sound leaves my lips, my vocal chords freeze. He lunges and my papers fly from my desk.


In my scramble to free myself, my foot catches under the carousel of the chair. Propelled backwards, I hit the floor hard. I cannot move. There is no air. Quiet engulfs the room. If I only I could make my lungs work. In and out. My own exhale startles me.


God, help me.


I have to know.


I have to look.


I peer over the desk rim, but an empty chair and the remnants of the horror, a tornado of white paper strewn to the farthest reaches of the office, are all that remain. Where has he gone?


The telephone buzzes again. My hand approaches the air he occupied moments ago. I feel him. I know because I still remember after all these years. Sometimes you can’t forget things. Especially those things you wish you could. “Yes.”


“Are you all right?” Sharon asks.


“Yes. I dropped something, and when I went to retrieve it, my foot got caught in the wheels of my chair.” I try to project my voice, but it trembles. Sometimes Sharon makes me feel like an idiot, too. “Did you send someone in earlier?”


“No. No one has been to your office. Are you sure you’re all right?”


“Yes. I’m sure.”


Is Sharon lying? She must have let him in. There is no other explanation. She’s trying to drive me crazy, too.


“Do you need me?”


“No, I’m fine.”


I lie.


I put the phone down.





3 Eve


Time is running out and I’m still pacing the floor like that’s going to give me more space in my head to sort everything out. My apartment, small even by Manhattan standards, is murderously hot. The wood floor, old and well worn by the thousands of footsteps that have crossed it, reeks of fetid feet and shoe oil today. I tear off my camisole and hair and dust stick to my skin; I know there isn’t a chance in hell I’ll be able to get the camisole back on. The man in the apartment window across the street will get a good look when I pass by the bedroom window.


There is so much to accomplish before I leave for Africa. The things I have to get and to accomplish keep running into each other in a circular, chaotic fashion and I can’t seem to nail anything down and I’m not accomplishing anything at all and time is still running out and it’s running out even more than when I first realized there isn’t enough damn time. Worse, Jerome has stopped pressuring me to stay and has become silent and unavailable. He has abandoned me in every way but physically.


And before I get to Africa, there is Charleston. That is the sticking point with Jerome. How can I make him understand? I meet my childhood posse every year. Besides, I never lied to him. Well, maybe I never leveled with him either. But he wouldn’t have gotten it anyway. What was the point? It’s not like I could’ve told him when we first started dating, and now it’s just too damn late. The things that bind us as a sisterhood are not something I could have casually mentioned on a first date, or even a second date for that matter, and I’m not sure it’s something I can mention even now. If ever. Not if I want him to stick around.


Either way, he knew we were moving toward this point. We both put our cards on the table when we first made the leap and moved in together. I would be meeting my best friends in Charleston on the way to my job in Africa. Understood. And mind you, he laid down a few cards of his own and I’ve honored them. Like giving him time with his crew, for one. It’s not my fault he wants to change the rules.


I can’t and I won’t.


Especially now, with everything happening to Heather. Not after our last phone conversation. Heather has always been fragile. I knew she would need protecting the first time I saw her. She was the reason we banded together in the first place, and now she needs us. Someone is watching her. Stalking her. Her voice was frantic, her words disjointed. She couldn’t tell me if it’s a real person or a ghost. A ghost? A ghost showing up in her house. A ghost showing up at work. My girl, our girl, is losing it.


And then there is Africa. Africa looms, and there are not enough hours to do everything. How do I extricate myself from all these conflicting obligations without disappointing someone? Worse, I’m needed here. For the first time in my life after Sunny Hollow, I am rooted in a single place that does not include an escape plan.


I can’t breathe. I open the window, but the air is still and close outside. Car horns and sirens battle the air and crash against concrete and glass fortresses. Someone yells. The smell of piss and trash melting on steaming tarmac blasts my nostrils. Naked but for my jeans, sweat trickles between my breasts. Someone whistles. Yeah, that ought to get everyone’s jollies off. They are breasts, for crying out loud—just skin over a gland. Getting a hard on over a gland? Go suck a milk carton.


So, how the fuck can I go straight from Charleston to the Darfur-Chad border anyway? It’s impossible. My clothes for Charleston would be ridiculous in the refugee camp and I can’t send them to Jerome. We still can’t agree on whether he’ll keep my apartment or move elsewhere. We avoid the subject by sparring around it.


The phone is shrill and interrupts my thoughts. My worries ain’t goin’ anywhere anyhow anyway.


“Eve? Are you ready?” David’s voice is soft and musical—a contrast to his passion for development issues, different from the man with whom I have shared so much of my life, including an intense love affair in the heat of the Congo. But that was a long time ago. Jerome doesn’t know about David and I plan on keeping it that way. Jerome’s mental pictures of the jungle seem to grow more menacing as the day of my departure nears, and they only add fuel to our already difficult relationship.


“Almost. How bad is it?”


The satellite connection crackles.


“Bad. We’re not ready for so many refugees. There are around 25,000 already. Conditions are going downhill fast. We have to set up the emergency water system before the rainy season. Livestock are already dying. There’s no place to dispose of them or the human waste.”


If anyone can figure it out, it’s David. A water engineer for our aid organization, he was contacted to help with the emergent crisis in Darfur. Still, it surprised me when I found out we would be in the same camp.


Or perhaps I wasn’t. There was a certain inevitability to it.


I wrap the telephone cord around my finger, but it does little to root me to the safe, knowable space of my apartment. The memory of foul smells and corpses swelling in the breezeless heat twists a knot in my stomach. There is no greater injustice to the senses than a dead body surrendering to the excesses of a tropical sun. I put my hand to my mouth to catch my vomit, but it rests partway up and burns my throat. Well, that sucks.


“Great,” I say. “I guess we’re needed.”


David chuckles nervously. “We’re always needed.”


I close my eyes and begin to tip. The burn in my chest grows. “Yeah. I’ll see you in a couple of weeks.”


“We were hoping you would come sooner.”


I knew this couldn’t be a social call. “I can’t. I have several loose ends here. I have to tie them up.”


“Loose ends? That sounds . . . complicated. A love interest? That’s unlike you.” David’s voice holds an edge.


I won’t play. It would only get his knickers in a twist. “Yes, but it’s not the only loose end. I can’t come yet.”


“We’re getting older. I guess I miss you. Us.”


I close my eyes. Please don’t do this. “That was a long time ago.”


“Maybe. We were different people then. Younger. I’ve changed.”


“So have I. I’m sorry, but I can’t go back.”


“Well, we’ll see. Go take care of your loose ends. We’ll be here. Be prepared. Rainy season’s going to be a bitch. We have a limited supply of cholera kits. I’m hoping more will come. Soon.”


“All right. David?”


“Yeah.”


“Our relationship can’t be anything but professional.”


“I hear you. I just can’t commit to not trying. See you soon.”


The phone clicks before I have a chance to respond. He leaves my words dangling somewhere across the Atlantic Ocean.


David is an intimate part of Africa; his soul is fused to it. The way mine is.


I return to Africa because I need to be needed and I need to forget.


Africa. The mother continent is a web of life that reminds me I’m a fraction of what it is to live. Wild and untamed, it shimmies along a dangerous line between survival and annihilation. I’m not sure that I don’t skate that same boundary—that we don’t all. It’s just easier to know it in Africa.


The magnitude of the terrain diminishes my problems. I remember the year in the Congo. Africa is full of paradox. But then, maybe I am most at home there. My life has been one of paradox: a white girl living in a black girl’s body, a black girl living a white girl’s life, growing up the daughter of a product of the Jim Crow South, living in one of the wealthiest towns in America. Paradox doesn’t confound me—it defines me.


It reminds me of the women of the Congo. Through their pain, their gracious smiles comforted me, and their children pulled at my own discordant feelings about motherhood. I had embarked on my career with a sense of loss, bitterness, and injustice, but they set me straight. Why should my life be easy? When I was a little girl, my parents told me I could be anything I wanted. They weren’t being disingenuous. They believed their words. But then, why should my life have been any different than those who I served in the Congo—or anywhere else, for that matter? What made me think I was so damn special?


I pick up a picture of my family and caress the smoothness of the glass that protects the moment. My hand comes to rest at the center of the framed image. God, I would do anything to have that moment back, to be safe and surrounded by those who once made me believe the world was good and I was safe in the middle of it.
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