
I’m downstairs, shivering, in the basement.  I can’t chance the light.  The silt on the exposed pipe, the grit on the concrete and the single earth wall all close in like a crypt.  Upstairs I can here the smooth tenor of Lana’s voice explaining – explaining everything away.  There are pauses, maybe Todd is questioning her.  If he is, I can’t hear him.  The bass of his voice is lost in the structure of the house, his house.


It’s freezing down here.  I only had time to step into my trousers.  I can feel sweat on my back chilling me with no shirt to sop it up. I can make out Todd’s workbench by the tiny pilot light of the exposed boiler.   I keep one ear toward the stairs and search the din for a weapon.  My hands pad the wooden top for screwdriver, or a hammer, or if I am lucky, maybe a crowbar.  The makeshift armory won’t do much against Todd, not with his 9mm high on the hip, or his side-handle baton or the pepper spray he might use to soften me up.  


There is a sudden racket upstairs and I freeze trying to pick some confirming sound.  But I don’t hear Lana scream or struggle. I don’t hear anything at all but dishes and glasses rattling back into their domestic place.  Then there’s Lana’s voice again, still calm, with that husky, matter of fact tone, still explaining why things are out place, who’s car that is in the driveway, where that shirt on the floor came from.

I’m going to have to go up there.  Otherwise I’ll never have the drop on him.  And as unsure a thing as that, it’s about the only advantage I can come up with.  Todd is not going to stay dumb long enough for me to wait it out, not even for his wife.  He’ll be calm while he reasons it out and then, when he’s got everything realistically straight, cheating wife, coward in the basement, he’ll switch the thinking part off and let the bloody righteousness out on Lana and me.  

My hand finds a large socket wrench.  I pick it up and feel the weight balanced in the heavy knob end.  Lana’s voice jumps up a pitch and she is talking rapid fire.  I can here her trying to keep her answers concentric. I take a step back toward the wooden stairs.


My stomach drops out.  I know I am supposed to march up there and save the day but I can feel my thoughts being pulled down, down like there was gravity in my mind.  The thoughts I’ve got are just too heavy and they plummet.    And I am in a memory that I try to stay out of day after day.

I see the brown painted door.  I know its going to give as my foot leaves the ground.  I kick it in and my gun comes down level right as I step into the room.  This kid flies away from the door.  He’d been watching me through the peep-hole.  Now he has a little red gash right between his eyes.  I follow that red gash with the barrel and shout some direction in a cop voice.

Just at my leftmost peripheral I register the rush of movement toward my back.  My mind fills in the rest with split second assumptions.  Another kid, exactly like the one in front of me.  The same kid, winding up with something in his nimble fists.  I hear the whoosh of a golf club drive and I am down on the ground.   I turn over, leaking from just behind my left ear.  I see my gun on the floor, so far away.

The other kid has a bat.  He looks completely different from the one at the door.  It surprises me.  His shitty beard and tight eyes are so much crueler than his friend.  And I see a special confidence all over his face.  He’s got me in his house.  I am in the one tiny apartment that he has carved out as his own in this city.  Regardless of laws that he has broken and people he’s hurt on the common thoroughfares out there, here, I am the trespasser.  

He raises the bat with blameless fury.  I get my hands up and he knocks them away.  The aluminum bat smacks the top of my left hand and my bones splinter in white light.  He takes a few shots at my ribs and my knees.  I can’t believe the pain.  I think his friend is yelling stop.  It must look really bad.  The bat swings up and clips me on the jaw.  I hear some of my teeth break while my chin snaps out of place.  I don’t know if he hit me again, but the lights went out.
They caught both kids later that same evening.  They didn’t need me to write out a description.  One went to Juvie.  The other one was a little older than I thought.  He went to prison upstate.  Still, I was older than the two of them together.  They were inside before they unwired my jaw.  I didn’t testify.  They didn’t even wheel me in for a day in court.  

I spent eight weeks in the hospital with a window looking down the street his apartment was on. There was a construction site that no one ever worked on that opened up the block.  I could see the building, the place where they had me.  The whole city was that tiny room.

My parents came up from Florida and shuffled around me for a few days.  It was hard to listen to them. I kept slipping out the window.  My mother looks ahead. I’m not dead. That’s something.  I’ll get out of here and get married.  I’ll get a regular job and have kids.  My dad quietly surveys me to see how broken I am.  He’s looking old and tired these days and by the way he’s looking at me I can tell so am I.
After they leave I am spending all my time in the bathroom.  I shared a room with some other poor bastards.  Even though it was partitioned with rolling screens the room felt immense.  It felt cavernous.  Compared to the close chill and locking door in the bathroom everything outside was material for agoraphobia.  

I spent a few hours at a time examining my injuries in the mirror that ran the length of the door.  When they fused everything back together with my jaw there was some guess work involved.  They got most of my teeth to line up but it meant my chin got pushed out and over to the right.  It gave my whole face a drawn crescent look.  
At one point I even thought it was cartoonish.  Like I was in the Looney Tunes.  I was daffy duck with his bill pushed out of place.

I had some nerve damage on the short side of my face. That would be the right side.  Didn’t mean much.  My cheek felt numb and my eyelid was a little week.  It didn’t like to close tight and it didn’t like to open that much either.  

There was white in my hair now.  Woven evenly through my whole head. And not silver. White, dead hair there in among the short black.

I took a lot of times touching my face.  I would run my hand over the tight inside curve and the long left cheek. I could feel the fissures that they’d jigsawed beneath my skin. I’d open and close my week eye with my hand like it was doing exercises.  I inched my fingertips through my scalp like monkey looking at the new dead hairs.
I made faces in the mirror with my new jaw.  Faces where I drew back my lower lip and exposed my lower teeth.  I was a tall man.  I had a big frame with a big head and big hands.  I was bearing in on disproportionate to begin with.  

I imagined what I would look like as an old man.  I would grow into an ogre.
Once they took me off the serious painkillers I started dreaming it.  I must have kicked in that brown door a hundred times.  They put me on serious sleep inducers and I stop dreaming at night.  That’s when I first feel that gravity in my mind during the day.  My thoughts got weighed down with anvils.  I’d feel it coming on and I’d hear the whoosh of that aluminum bat.
They set me up with a Post Traumatic Stress Therapist.  She specialized in working on cops.  You could tell she knew her work.  We hardly talked about therapy at all, if there is such a thing.  We talked about me getting out of the hospital.  We talked about how we’d squeeze my insurance to get me set up.  We talked how we’d work the department to get a special dispensation from the retirement fund.  We talked about how I’d get out of the city – get out and not come back.
It sounds like bad treatment, I know.  It sounds like running away because it is.  But she was dead right.  When I got discharged I couldn’t walk on the street at night.  There were kids everywhere.  Thug kids with their weapons from sports bags and shop classes waiting outside my door.  When I came home there were kids who had broken in waiting for me with brick and sock blackjacks or a wooden ruler shiv.  I don’t carry my gun around.  I’m afraid I’ll shoot somebody. It doesn’t help anyway. When I see it I remember it lying there, glued to the floor.
*


“Do you want coffee or something?” I said looking around my apartment self consciously.  I wondered how much she read off of people’s things or the state of their house.  My apartment was tiny and cluttered. Beyond that I noticed for the first time it was dim.  I owned one lamp and an overhead light that had burned out months ago.  I never replaced it.  With just me, I was fine with it dim.  But with the doctor perched on the seat of my easy chair I was wishing for more light.


“No thank you, Ian,” she said looking right at me. If she was reading the room she gave no tell.  Her eyes stayed with mine.  Even with the dim light her gaze was stark.


“Why don’t you sit,” she said cheerfully.  I sat opposite her, on the couch, facing her dead on.  She took sometime to evaluate me. Strangely enough, I drew some comfort from her observation.  I didn’t think about kids or the impending city outside.  There was only her careful scrutiny and it felt warm like the sun.


“How are you feeling?”


“Not so good.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.” She removed a yellow note pad from her bag.  I remembered it from the hospital.  She flipped the pages casually to the next blank and wrote the date.  “I’m glad you called me.  I was concerned after your discharge that you had gone straight back to work.”


“No,” I said flatly.


“Do you want to go back to work?”


“I don’t know.”


“OK.  Well, there are some options open to us so we’ll talk about that.  Now, I am going to answer some questions and take some notes.   I doubt they will be comfortable for you but I need you to answer honestly.” And she smiled. “Yes?”

“Yes.”


“All right.  Are you still dreaming about it?”


“Yes.”


“Is the dream repetitious or are there further scenarios.”


“It’s the same thing every time?”


“Do you relive it or do you watch yourself?”


I paused.  Her questions where so cheerfully meticulous that they drew me into answering for approval.  And here was a question I’d never even thought of.  The realization felt good.


“I watch myself.  Like television.”


“So there is no intervention?”


“I don’t …”


“You don’t, or you can not intervene.  The scenario unfolds and you don’t intrude.”


“No.”


“And during the day?”


“Yes.”


“How often?”


“Often.”


She raised her eyebrows considering me a bit more and then her eyes jumped around my room.  She was like a computer taking in information through twin mechanical lenses.  


“How often are you leaving the apartment?”


“Not …”


“When was the last time you left the apartment?” she interjected sternly.  There was a mild distaste evident on the curl of her lips as though she regretted the phrasing of her first question.  It had not been nearly decisive enough.


“Last week.”


“What day?”


“Tuesday.”


“How do you remember?”


“I went to the grocery store.”


“And? What happened.”


“I was carrying two bags home. It started to rain and people started running in the street,” I considered how far I wanted to go. Her stone face drove me on.  “A man bumped into me.  I couldn’t breathe after that. I fell in the street.  The doorman downstairs saw me. He brought me back up.  I started paying him to go out.”


“Does he come and visit you?”


I flushed.  I didn’t think we would get here.  I had thought we’d talk about my childhood or something.  The one other time I had done therapy that’s all there was.  Childhood.  This was present.  It carried a lot of shame of who I had become.


“No, I don’t see him?”


“How …”


“I leave a list for him under the door,” I pressed on feeling sweat pop on my back.  My heart beat a few times high in my chest. “I leave him a list and money.  He brings me what I need.”


“Can you identify what it is out there that puts you at risk?”


“No.”


“Can you describe it?”


“What do you mean?”


“Let’s take an example.  When you fell in the street, what was it that you were thinking?”


I felt myself sinking. My fingers began to twich slightly like I was typing.  She noticed them and her eyes came back to me evenly without conclusion. 


“All you all right, Ian?”


“Yes.” I took a deep gulp of air and let it out slowly. “I feel ah, terrified.  I can feel my heart pound like I am going to die or something.  And I can’t really control myself.  I mean, I can’t really walk or hold anything.”


“What is it that you think is going to happen?”


“I don’t know.”


“Do you relive or see you’re attackers?”


She had come out and said it just like that. My attackers.  It was a simple fact for her.  I had been beaten and crippled.  The reason there didn’t really matter.  But now I lived with that in my history.  Like the line in the paper.  A policeman was brutalized in the Bronx.  His condition is unknown.  


“Do you relive or see you’re attackers, Ian?” She called me out of thought.


“No. It’s just fear.  It’s present. Somehow it’s related but I don’t really know how.”


“All right,” Wendy wrote a few things down in her notebook. It must have been that I hadn’t seen anyone that I had lost my sense sociability.  I felt the pause in our conversation and wanted to fill it.


“What are you writing about me?” I asked and felt immediate regret.  The question sounded like a child’s.  Even my voice had the tone of a child.  Wendy smiled for the first time and her eyes lightened.


“Sorry,” I said softly.


“No, Ian, its completely legitimate.  I’m writing down what you said.  That you still have recurring thoughts and dreams.  But also that you have internalized or analyzed your attack and that’s effecting your behavior.”


“What does that mean?”


“In all of this, Ian, there are not going to be many clear answers. All right?”


“Yes.”


“But one thing that I am considering is that you’ve learned something from your attack.  This is a problem I see in PTSD I see with intelligent, analytical thinkers.  They don’t just have the regular mental injuries. The whole event resonates and their mind works on it, seeks some meaning and that meaning is often, that life is precarious.”


“Precarious.”


“Yes.  It’s something most people learn to reason away from in childhood development.  But when you experience I major trauma you can undo that lesson.  What you’re left with is kind of life phobia.  And it’s because you know, firsthand, the kind of brutality that can be out there.”


“What do I do?”


“And you’ve asked the question of therapy. There really isn’t an answer, Ian.  Part of it is time.  You need more experience to remake the case for standard living. But I don’t want you to have false hopes here.  I am going to do what I can but you may be dealing with this as part of your life.  Do you understand that?”


“Yes.” 


*

The doctor brings over some of the good stuff and tells me I only have to make it a few more days.  She worked the system.  She got me a little “cushion and a head start,” she tells me.  We call a friend who worked upstate in a town near to where I grew up.  Another patient of hers worked up there as a bail bondsman.  He’s got a house up there he is looking to unload.  

“He says he can always use an extra photo-man or whatever I feel like doing.  And the work is all … country,” she says smiling her old, proud doctor smile.
She was old and she worked to erase sex from her appearance.  I didn’t really care.  By the end I was in love with her.  I tried to kiss her that last night and she laughed and stopped me.  
“Ian,” She said with the import of a mother, “Just go and be careful. That’s all anyone can do.”
*

My office is in the Harold King Mall on Route 82 right on the North side of town.  It was a premier spot before a Wal-Mart opened over in Wasserkill.  But now I get a parking spot right up close even when I’m in late.  

Our strip squares off a lit parking lot the size of the high school football field.  We're tucked into the Northwest corner.  By we I mean Mickey and me. Mickey runs the bale bonds situation out of the same office.    He does good business.  Not a lot of competition around in such a quiet town, but he set up shop halfway between Ontoga Penitentiary and New York City.  Location, location, location.
Next door to us there is a yarn and fabric outlet and on the other side there's pet shop.  The rest of the mall is a deli, a video store with an extensive adult collection, a Great Wall Kitchen Chinese Restaurant, a mom and pop hardware store, Townshead Wine and Liquor, Tiger Cho's Tae Kwon Do Academy, and the anchor, a Stewards department store – one of the last bastions of a 1980's retail empire.

It took me some time to acclimate.  I was still jittery and people were a little suspicious of another New York City tough guy dropped into their midst – especially one with a crooked jaw like mine.  I stuck close to Mickey early on and he made introductions to people has they came into our office.  The town cops and the state troopers sized me up with dodgey mix of awe and disdain. The mayor was younger than me.  Local lawyers always came in all smiles.  I don’t think they heard a thing me or Mickey said anyway.  If anyone liked us it was the pick-up guys from Ontoga Pen.  Somehow they liked the fact we were operating out of our world, snapping up their troubles at a private rate.
Mickey made sure we went to the bars.  Tuesdays and Fridays in town, Wednesday and Saturday up Taskerville.  We went to meet local boys and off duty cops.  We trolled for firemen and construction journeymen.  We looked for men who got in fights and men who hunted those men.  When they brought their wives that was even better.  Mickey would save his business cards for the wives and the girlfriends.  Sometimes a guy wouldn’t make the call when he was in trouble.  He’d try and handle it.  The girlfriend would make the smart play and call the cops, the lawyer and us. 
I learned quickly to mention my high school days right away.  I’d grown up outside of Ithaca which was close enough to make people feel settled.   They eased their eye off my jaw and their thoughts off a crime laden New York and remembered a cousin they had who grew up in my home town, or a time they wrestled at my school’s gym or a drunken evening they got stuck in the Ithaca Super 8.  I was surprised too, that as much as it chilled out my audience I calmed down too.  I was saying I was one of you, and I was starting to believe it.

Neither Mickey nor I really had the chops for Bail bondsman work. Mickey had been a detective in Bed Sty.  In 94 a perp he’d pulled over got the car started again and ran the back tire over Mickey’s right leg.  Now he got around with various canes he kept by his desk.  His kids made him a bit of a collector.  He had hardwoods, clear-plastic polymer and a few space age lightweight metal ones.  He also kept a whole section concealed weapon canes.  Sword canes.  Canes with a pull-out pistol in the handle.  Canes where the whole damn thing was a gun.   Canes that turned into Nunchuks. Mostly Mickey used them as props for office gags.  He never took them on a patrol.
Mickey hired two guards moonlighting from Ontoga Pen to do the heavy lifting.  Mickey and I would work through scouting and a hell of a lot of paperwork.  And if we were working on fella who might be a little too spry Mickey called in these two guys to do the pick up work.  Charlie and Maurice were used to mauling guys in cell block with half a dozen monsters just like them as back up.  Busting in a hotel door to grab a runner was nothing to them.  Somehow I couldn’t even imagine someone getting the drop on those two.  They were the drop.  

Sometimes it was a while between big opportunities like that.  Mickey would pass the hours with his strange breed of public paralegal.  He made sure we were both notaries so that we could preside over property sales and official documentation.  Mickey would talk to your neighbor about his loud dog.  Mickey dealt with bullies of all ages.  Deadbeat dads where his favorite.  Mickey had been raised by his mom outside Buffalo.  He had that that childhood vindication thing going when he braced dad.  Ask him right, old Mick would do your taxes.
I got passed my share of these jobs as they came in.  It’s a funny thing spending your day digging up dirt on some college senior who’s dating the wrong guy’s daughter.  When you confront him with a catalogue of black and white photos from a recent kegger along with records of the perverted websites he visits daily all packaged in an envelop addressed to mom and dad the kid will turn into a team player pretty quick. But that’s the kind of thing Mickey had a handle on.  And I liked it.  It was like being a cop with none of the violence and all the absolution.  

I drove everywhere.  I walked from my house into my car and from the car to the office.  I didn’t turn any dark alleys.  I didn’t hunt anybody without a 300X zoom lense.  My life got lighter.  Damn it if my crooked jaw didn’t look a little straighter in the mirror.  
I came back from lunch with a bad full of pork fried rice and General Tso’s chicken.  Things had been pretty light.  Mickey was sitting with a woman.  She was crying into a tissue.  I figured her husband was in trouble and maybe he made a run for it.  But the look on Mickey’s face said something else.  He kept trying to look at the woman but just as his gaze would near her face he’s turn away.  I watched them for a while at my desk, her crying away and Mickey’s head moving in than out like he was watching a tennis match.  
Without speaking he got up and came over to me.  Mickey didn’t look at me either.  He just stood by my desk starring out our large front windows and into parking lot.  

“You think you can help me out with this one,” he said quietly, his eyes straight ahead as any soldier’s.

“Yeah Mick, yeah, sure,” I said searching out his eyes like a son to mourning father. Mickey returned to his side of the office and placed his hand on the woman’s shoulder.  They whispered without looking and she came over with her shoulders up and Kleenex bunched to her nose.

“Ian Harper,” I said, standing and offering a chair.  Her blue eyes caught me, the first pair of eyes all afternoon.

“Thank you,” she said.  We sat there for while, her looking at me expectantly.  She was younger. Maybe twenty eight or twenty nine.  But Julie Doorman had the sunken eye lines of a mother.  Feint crow’s feet marked her temples and the curve of her skull was visible beneath each smart blue eye.  It wasn’t resignation or sacrifice so much as was simple time. Time on her face that she didn’t seek to hide all that much, not with everything else going on in her life.  

Her chin too, was striking.  It was a sharp point that lent her a severe look even when her expression was slack.  And when her face was lively, her chin gave her an air of certainty. It was cultivated in her - that she be certain. And the chin helped.

She had blonde hair, or brown hair that had been highlighted blonde that fell comfortably on her shoulders


The rest of her body was vulnerable. She was thin and the clothes she chose were slightly too large which made her seem slight.  Her breasts barely interrupted the drape of her layered top. 

Most of her make up had been whipped off from her cry but the skin underneath was pink and cared for.

“What can I do for you Miss …” I started.

“Julie.  Julie Doorman,” she squeaked out before a renewed bout of tears.
“Miss …” I started again.

I saw Mickey out of the corner of my eye who was now watching me intently.  He shook his head negative at my attempt.

“Julie?” 

Mickey nodded affirmatively and a moment later Julie looked up reasonably soothed, her full lips quivering slightly.

“Julie,” I said with more assurance.

“I’m sorry I am such a wreck.”

“It’s alright.  We all have unlucky days. What’s the trouble?”

Her eyes welled warning me that we were on the way for more tears but I kept my eyes on her. She seemed to hold on to that.

“It’s my husband.  He’s a cheat.”

Julie went on to tell me her beloved Justin Doorman, an accountant, had started making house calls to a choice client.  

I said, “Let me recommend a lawyer.”

She said, “I already have one.  But he said, ‘we need proof.’”

So the lawyer sent her down here to see Mickey.  

I talked to Julie for a long time about her husband.  He seemed to be a regular guy.  He played golf.  He made a decent living in Tivoli, across the river.  They had a daughter Samantha who was five.  I tried to keep it to the facts but I couldn’t help nosing a bit.
“Does he have a high opinion of himself, Julie?”

I couldn’t tell if the question had taken her off guard or if she liked the idea.  Some of the weepiness went out of her eyes and she took a moment to weigh her husband’s self worth.

“No.  I don’t think he does. Honestly, I don’t think so.”

“Why is that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why did you marry him?”

“I loved him.”

“Do you now?”

“I don’t know.”

Even as she stated the most uncertain thing in the world, ‘I don’t know’, she was bolder.  Each question she asked me she was more positive I was an ally.  And could not help being more inquisitive.  

“Does he treat you well?”

“Sometimes.”

“Does he treat you nice in bed?”

Julie held me in her gaze.  Her eyes lids were stiff puffy with the blot of run mascara.  Her cheeks were still flush.  But her look was not sad in the least. Her eyebrows rose smartly.  She was surprised.  She didn’t think coming down here would lead her to talk about this.  And it probably shouldn’t have.  But there was something else.  She looked fierce.  She looked vindicated.  
“No.”

“No - he treats you meanly?”

“No - he doesn’t know how to treat me right.”

Now it was my turn to look surprised.  I let my eyes wander around the office.  Mickey was watching us like primetime drama.  There was a little disapproval around his circle framed lenses.  But he was rapt in us.  

“Do you let him know? Does he know you’re not …”

“Satisfied?”

“Yes.”

“No.  I keep it a secret.”

 Her words hung in the air for a while.  I’d been taking notes on the particulars but hadn’t written anything for a while.  Compelled by the moment I printed, she keeps it a secret.

 “Why do you think your husband decided to have an affair?” I asked closing my notebook.
“I don’t know,” she said flippantly, “maybe because he’s week.”

I told Julie I would help her get the proof her and her lawyer were after.  She left smiling even after we agreed on a fee.  I felt good about it.  I felt hungry again.  The way I’d felt before my injury.  I was feeling healed.

“You ever been married?” Mickey asked me.

“No.”  

Mickey was married with two kids, both in school. Word was he played around a lot before his accident.

“Yeah.  Well thanks.  I can’t take that stuff.”

“Sure Mick.  I don’t mind.”
*

I followed Justin Doorman through the paces of a town accountant.  His office had two windows on the first floor of an old brickface townhouse.  Through one window I could see Justin’s secretary, Maureen.  I’d call her under the pretense of making an appointment.  Justin was not such a busy man.  Through the other window I could watch Justin make calls and futz around on his computer.  He didn’t go out for lunch. 

Each call that came in would ring first at Maureen’s desk.  She was an older, thicker woman who busied herself with online crossword puzzles and Harlequin novels.  When the phone would ring it was nearly audible through the window.  Maureen would jump and scramble for her headset like each call was the very first she’d taken.  After establishing the caller Maureen would patch the call through to Justin who was alerted by a little red strobe on his phone. 

Justin’s three customers that made a personal visit stayed for an hour each. They were all men. Two were other townies that had donned a sports coat ten year’s removed from any semblance of style to visit their account.  The third was a police officer I’d met out with Mickey.  OFCR Chris Kerdorf 4:15pm I jotted into a flip notebook I kept on the dash.  He was there with a manila folder and a nervous look.  Probably cheated on his taxes.
Justin introduced a bottle of Cutty Shark to each man who sat down to his large, particleboard desk. I got the sense that it was a ritual Justin had picked up a long time ago.  Something to put the client at ease.  These days it looked like Justin had inverted the whole scheme, rushing the intro and filling his already stationed glass twice as high as his customers’.  By five, Justin’s red nose was shining through the window like a neon sign. He didn’t shuffle with more papers or reach for the phone.  He just reclined deep in his imitation leather chair to be hypnotized by the patterns of his drop ceiling.
At 5:15, as Maureen was shuffling around the reception room for her coat, Justin’s red phone light blinked frantically.  Maureen took no notice.  The call rang direct.  And if I wasn’t already sold, Justin cupped his hand over the receiver conspiratorially, as though Maureen was the wife just outside.

  Justin’s call didn’t last five minutes.  He paced his office until Maureen entered to say goodbye.  He donned his coat and at the moment he heard her leave he bolted from the place, out an exit from his own room.
I followed Justin’s BMW out along 203 straight out of downtown.  It was mostly small time cornfields between circles of cursory housing developments.  The sun was going down and long shadows overlapped to a din in the valley.  Justin drove fast without his lights on.  I didn’t have trouble following him.  He wasn’t spooked.  Just eager.

Justin turned down a drive that led to a dead-end circle of large, new houses.  I passed him letting him turn in unaware of me.  Driving alone for a few seconds I felt a twinge of eagerness myself.  I was alone again.  Out working alone.  I didn’t have the fear or the gravity in my head. I’d crack this case open tonight.  I swung the car around, backtracking on my tangent and found Justin’s car parked along the curb of the very first house on the circle.  A red mailbox on the drive read “J. Chen.”  
I parked a few houses down in front of one with a for sale sign driven into the lawn.  I strolled like I might be in the market in case their where any shut-in’s doing their own detective work from arched attic windows that each house on the circle displayed.  I wasn’t concerned.  The setting darkness allowed me to be anyone.  I turned on the mini camcorder and adjusted the setting to the crescent moon symbol for “night.”
I circled the J. Chen house.  It was the same brick base, white siding second floor that of the other seven.  The walk was differentiated by a bit more of an elaborate garden and an unpaved gravel drive.  The front windows were dark. I didn’t stop by the front door and kept pacing to the back walking just off the gravel.  The rear of the property was fenced off by a long and even wooden fence.  There was a small covered pool and patio furniture arranged in front.  There was low light from a single window on the second floor that glowed hesitantly through rose curtains.  
I felt some disappointment at those curtains.  Everything had been straight forward through here.  I’d by been hired to collect evidence of Justin Doorman’s infidelity.  The first day of investigation lead to a private call and placing him at the house of an unknown person.  It had been junior work and yet the curtains, obscuring things in the slightest left me feeling bereft.  I tried the zoom on the camcorder.  You never knew about technology these days. There was motion, perhaps a figure that drifted in and out of frame.  
Nothing conclusive.  I approached the house.  
There was a glass sliding door that opened onto the patio.  I could see into the living room inside.  There were two chairs arranged to point outdoors.  A long coffee table was positioned between them with an ashtray set as centerpiece.  Four large bookshelves lined the walls.  They were filled with literature that had overgrown pottery that had been placed initially for decoration.  There was no television.  

I tugged at the door handle and the glass moved easily along the track.  The few inches opened right in front of me and the hot breath of the house rushed out to meet the evening chill.  I picked of the scent of spice and tobacco.  The private air of J. Chen.  I turned my head and took a deep breath of the valley oxygen like I was ready to dive into the ocean.  The door moved again in my hand. I crossed the threshold and sealed it behind me.
I stepped through the dark house quietly. Sounds came to me easily now.  I heard voices, a man’s and a woman’s.  I climbed a carpeted set of stairs.  Down the length of hallway I saw the bedroom and the rose curtains shifting easily on the breeze.  On a bed I saw Justin atop a woman.  She was Asian, plain and not young.  Justin and the woman locked eyes in their sex.  He glowered.  Almost sneering at her.  She looked back at him, beaming.  Her eyes and mouth were open and she breathed only to affirm and accept him.

I caught them in the frame of the camcorder.   Silent white volume bars pulsed as the woman sighed.  I made sure to capture close ups of both faces. I had to so that there could be no doubt.  Justin’s skin was damp with perspiration.  His thin hair was disheveled and falling forward into his face.  J. Chen looked powder dry.  Her black hair was arranged neatly on the pillow as though it had been done for that purpose.  Her pale skin vibrated with Justin’s insistence.  
The timer rolled to two minutes of video.  They did nothing but live in that moment seeking escalation in the other’s eyes. I slipped the camera back into my coat.  I knew I should go but there was some base feeling that made them such a spectacle that it was difficult.  It was like turning your back on the Grand Canyon.  As I left them, I felt myself rushing for the door. It seemed heavy and slow along the track.  My heart began to pound.  I forced my hand to close the door slowly and silently. 

 The drive home was through a moonless evening.  I kept expecting each car that past to be a drunk driver and plow into me.  I saw antlers in the bracken of the trees and slowed for deer that weren’t there.  That I pulled into my driveway unscathed seemed against all the values of the world.  
*

I thought about calling Julie as soon as I came through the door.  My nerves will still frayed and I thought if I told her it might get that excitement out my system.  But I couldn’t.  She’d be at home with no where to go.  He might even be there.  If I had called and laid it out for her, what would she do? She might loose her cool and confront him.  That could make things tougher for her and her lawyer.  

Julie didn’t seem like that type though.  More likely she’d harbor it.  Push through the evening thinking it was only a manor of hours until her escape.  It had been ten years of marriage.  Why not wait ten more hours in peace?  Either way you look at it you’re sleeping through most of it.
That would be such a strange evening.  Julie lying there next to a blissful Justin.  Listening to him breath and considering his betrayal and his motivation and the ease he seemed to have with his deception.  And what if he reached for her?  By chance, if somehow his mind had picked up miniscule tells that his wife had found him out and subconsciously he knew this would be there last night as husband and wife – would he seek her with a tentative hand.  
And would she deny him? Or would she endure with her head turned away, keeping her conscious from the fray of a last affront.  Maybe she would just make love like a wife out of respect for her attempts with him, her investment of years paid in full. In her mind it might be reciprocity inverted.  A last night of loving because tomorrow I betray you.

I realized I was standing in my hall thinking about it, about Julie and Justin.  I hadn’t even taken my coat off.  I was just standing there, mesmerized like an old man.  I was holding the keys in my right hand and my left had found its way into my pocket and was holding on to the camcorder.  
I ate a cold dinner while I sat down to my desk in the upstairs office.  I don’t know why I have a house.  Maybe it’s a hold over from my life in the city that I feel no affinity for anything more than one room at a time.  And in my sprawl of a house that room was the office.  

I sat down at the computer, kicking the tangle of wires further under the desk.  I plugged the camera into the tower and flipped everything on.  The hard dive spun up in a whisper and each machine started to hum.  The new sound of work.

I transferred the footage I shot onto a VHS tape.  While it was going I searched haphazardly for information on J. Chen.  I just wanted a little background on her if questions came up.   With the last name and address it wasn’t hard.  Her full name was Jane Bei Chen.  Jane had good credit.  She owned that house.  She had graduated college in 1983 in California.  She divorced Harold Park in 1996.  No children.  She taught art at a middle school across the river.  On the school’s web site there were pictures of her painting with a class of fifth graders.  She looked very serious.
When the tape was finished I watched it to make sure there were no flaws in the image.  From a white noise screen the image of Justin Doorman and Jane Chen sprang out of the monitor.  The picture was crisp, even around the rose curtains that shuffled in the wind.  Justin and Jane were clearly identifiable.  
I kept watching.  Knowing something of them both, even from a single day of study made it difficult to stop and the quietness of watching in my own house made it impossible.  Justin looked more vicious and Jane might as well have been his victim.  Had I still been a cop and brought my eye to this tape as evidence I would have no doubt that it would conclude with her death.  The tape had that feel, shot with the secret intention of recording a murder.  This would be the lynch pin to Justin’s conviction and the last time anyone would see Jane Bei Chen.
But that wasn’t what this was. It was just two illicit lovers.  Two lovers and a man cowering in their hallway in the dark. 

The image went back into white snow as suddenly as it had come up.  I rolled it back and watched again. 

*

I called Julie at 9AM.  She sounded happy on the phone until she recognized my voice.  Then she got quiet and distant.
“Have you found anything, Ian?”

“Yeah. I have.  I think I should meet you and your lawyer.”

“Why the lawyer?” 

“I have a tape. It’s the evidence you’re lawyer requested.”

“How did …”

This is where I had to cut her off. I couldn’t be connected to the tape.  I had broken laws.  No only had I intruded on Jane Chen’s house and served as an unwanted eye but I had broken public laws.  

“I can’t really tell you, Julie.”

“What?”

“It might make things inadmissible.  I am not going to go into detail about it.  That’s why I want the lawyer there.”

“I understand,” she said with a quiet, flat voice of capitulation.  I had been prepared to go on, to demand, if necessary.  The way she spoke though reminded me that Julie was a smart woman and had thought about the implications here, emotional and otherwise.

“What time can you come in to my office?”

“Come here, Ian. Can you come here?”  

We paused for a while.  I wanted to say something professional but nothing came to mind. After the pause what she said just kind of established itself.  Like two people getting married and maybe you know they’re not right for each other.  But when the priest asks if anyone objects your opportunity to say something out there in the public slips away and the law is set.

“What time?” I said.

“Well … now.” 

*

I found Julie Doorman in her kitchen.  It was a large immaculate kitchen with white tile and appliances that were deep and polished black.  She was at an island table smoking.  She didn’t own an ashtray and had employed a delicate china cup.  It was the only thing on the table still smoldering with the ash of the last two cigarettes she had.

She was looking right at me but I could tell she hadn’t really noticed me. It could have been she was lost in some memory but I could tell the concerned wrinkle the divided her brow was forward thinking.  She was reasoning.  She was planning out the whole rest of her life.  Like a chess champion.  They don’t relive games.  They play games to come.

I said her name so she would put me in mind.

“Sorry,” she said as her eyes searched me out, “Sorry.  I’ve been smoking all day.”

“It’s all right.”

“No,” she said stamping out her latest half finished cigarette, “No, I don’t usually smoke.  And in my own house.”  She laughed, letting out the last thin smoke that had been trapped in her lungs.

I had packed the tape in a manila envelop.  I placed the parcel on her table.

“Is your lawyer coming?”

“No.”

I considered her.  There was some danger for me here.  If I misjudged her, gave her a little too much credit, thing could get rough for me.

“You understand,” I stated quietly.  My voice was far softer than I’d intended.

“I understand, Ian. I go the tape from a concerned party.  An anonymous concerned party.”
I nodded slow in the affirmative but she wasn’t soothed by my gesture of conspiracy.  She took up her cigarettes, Pall Malls, and stuck a match with a brusque turn of her wrist.

“You said you don’t mind, right?” I didn’t answer.  She dragged on the cigarette and then breathed in the smoke deeply.  It was a custom from some hidden part of her.  Maybe a different moment of her life.  She looked so suburban in her white polo shirt and pink Capri pants.  But the way she smoked, with ease and purpose, was the gesture of an entirely different Julie Doorman.   

“Can I ask you something, Ian?”

“Sure.”

“Would you watch that with me?”

“I don’t think it’s really worth you seeing it, Julie,” I said plainly enough.  There was even some logic in what I’d said.  But I might as well have said nothing.  It wasn’t the logic she was looking for.  She was living keenly by evidence brought to her by the senses.  Circular arguments and emotional insulation fell by the wayside.

Julie placed the cigarette in her mouth and unsealed the envelop.  She brought out the tape, examined it and moved off from the kitchen.  I followed her.  I was concerned but felt it was somehow important that I keep a look of passivity on my face.  Like a butler trying his best to attend to the lord of the house who has had far too much to drink.
We went into the bedroom.  It was a large room dominated by a California king four-poster.  They even had a canopy on that trophy bed.  Across from the foot was a flat screen television, VCR and other electronics arranged neatly on a glass entertainment cabinet.  Julie slipped the tape into the machine.

“We only have a VCR in here,” she said not looking at me. Julie took up the remote control and sat on the bed.  Then her eyes came up to me expectantly.  I had stopped to lean in the doorframe.  I joined her at the foot of the bed.  I sat near to her accidentally and then moved to a more comfortable distance.  She took a last breath of smoke and then darted her eyes around the room looking for an ash tray.  Of course there wasn’t one.  She said, “fuck,” softly and stamped it out against the wooden bed frame.  

She turned on the TV with the remote and I watched her.  I could hear the intertwined breathing of Justin Doorman and Jane Chen leaking out of the surround sound speakers in the room.  Julie’s blue eyes ticked around in tiny movements as she took in different details of the image.  A few times her face looked like it was gathering to blink but her eyelids struggled to stay open.
The sound dissolved into a sudden crush of white noise but Julie went on starring for a few breaths more.  
“That’s it?” she said turning to me with a calm, detached face. She silenced the television with the remote.
“Well, that will do it.  Won’t it?”  I didn’t intend it but my words hung in the air like a curse.

“Yeah. I guess that does it,” she said.  Considering the blank screen again.  At this point I was thinking of something consoling but everything that came to mind was too sappy or just plain bizarre.  

“I’m sorry I caught your husband having sex with an Asian high school teacher – even though you paid me to do it,” just didn’t have the right ring.

It didn’t matter.  Julies mind was still clicking away behind her big blue eyes.  She looked at me like she’d remembered something and then rose.  She left the room.  I sat there in silence feeling a rush of relief to be out of her presence.  I looked around the room for the first time like my eyes hadn’t been working when I came in.  There wasn’t much to see.  Julie, or somebody kept things on the immaculate side of clean.  There was that palace of a bed.  Two closed doors that looked like closet and bathroom were on either side.  A stretch mahogany cabinet ran down the far edge of the room.  And the alter of electronics that looked like Justin’s contribution.  There were no pictures and no mirrors.

Julie returned with large plastic sandwich bag.  Inside was a neat, bound stack of fifty dollar bills. It looked like her lawyer had put things in order. She handed me the money silently.  I placed it into the same bag I had brought the tape in.  It was imperative to the both of us that the exchange be done quickly.  Though, once it was out of sight we were only slightly more at ease.  

“I’m sorry, Julie,” I said standing.  I thought it was as good an exit as any. “Maybe it’s for the best,” I repeated something my father used to temper bad news.  And her face did change.  It did have some effect.


“Yes,” she said holding onto me with her blue eyes.  We paused a moment. She looked malleable.  The flesh of body, my face must have looked like this to the doctors at one point.  She had returned – reset like a computer.  Julie regained her virginity and her innocence in the bedroom of her husband.  I wanted her for it.


I turned to leave and at the same time she began to speak.


“Did you watch it?”


I slowly readjusted my stance toward her.  Giving her time to dismiss what she had said or blunt the more sophisticated implications in her question.


“What?” I said cheerfully, but she was not moved.


“Did you watch the tape?  Before you brought it over, did you watch it?”


“I had to make a copy.”


“A copy?”


“Yes.  It’s safer that way. Its better for me to have a copy just in case.”


“And what about after the copy? Did you watch it then?”


“Julie, I …”


“Don’t like that one.  How about this.  When you filmed them, when you filmed them fucking.  Did you stay? Did you watch him finish?”


“Julie, what’s that going to help?”


“You saw the look on his face,” she said animating suddenly accusing the dark screen with a pointed finger.


“Yes.”


“Why did he look like that?”   Her blue eyes started to well up.  “How am I going to tell people about this?”

“It doesn’t matter, Julie,” I said pleading with her not to press me, “Maybe you don’t tell anyone.  Maybe you just leave.”

*


At home I had a hard time watching television.  After my injury it would make me angry to watch it. I would feel the pull of those thoughts and I would run my hand over the asemetric turn of my chin.  I would spend some time pinning open the eyelid of my week eye.  And I would watch some thin plot unfold and get angry, or watch atrocities scroll by on CNN and get angry.  Worse, I could never really tell why.  There was some disproportion I saw there.  Something about me and my life and those people in the box and theirs.  It was enraging.


I turned it off and sat in silence.  I knew that was a no good activity but I allowed myself to do it some.  I rationed it out to myself, sitting in silence, they way I had done in the hospital.  I wanted to turn the light off but that would have been too much.  I felt that road lead to circular thoughts.  A vortex I knew.


I considered watching the tape.  I had a desire for it.  But it wasn’t the pornographic appeal.  Or maybe it was but not that I wanted to see Justin Doorman and Jane Chen in the throws of their sex.  I wanted to see their faces again.  And I wanted to think about Julie seeing their faces.  Seeing that tape pushed her in a new direction.  Her life was changed by it, by what it meant for her marriage.  Her state was changed.  But also she would undergo more transformations now by her own will.  


I started to rise to get the copy. The phone rang and I answered instead.


“Hello, Mr. Harper, Ian” the voice chalked from cigarettes.


“Speaking.”


“Ian its Ted Buckley.  I’m representing Mrs. Doorman. Julie Doorman.”


“Sure.”


“Listen Ian, that was a real good thing you did us – for Julie.  Nice work.  Mickey said you were good for it. But hey, that was a real gimme, right? Anyway real nice work.”


“Sure Mr. Buckley...”


“Ted.”


“Sure Ted.”


“Listen Ian.  Since this went so well, I mean, since you really just took off like a rocket right?  And since Mickey’s got nothing but good things to say.  I mean, would you’re interested in more work, right?”

“Sure Ted.”


“All right,” he said first hesitant and then, “All right!” like congratulations.  “I’ll take care of you Ian.  You’re doing a good thing here, OK?  Mickey’s got my number.  And I got yours.”


“All right.”


“All right, Ian. Speak to you.”


The signal clicked.  Lawyers were cut from a strange cloth.  Ted Buckley no exception.  Even with the raspy voice he sounded young. A year or two away from saying, “awesome” as a confirmation.  

I put the phone back on the cradle and it rang in my hand.


“Ian,” It was Julie’s voice.


“Yes.  Are you all right?”


“I am.  I am doing what you said.  I am leaving town.”


“Good. That’s good I think.”


“Yes.  I can’t really face, there really isn’t anything good here for me. I got most of my things.  I am staying at a hotel and going to my mother’s tomorrow. I think that’s what I have to do.”


“Yeah, well, you’re doing the right thing then.  Aren’t you?” I could here my father in my voice.


“Yeah. Listen, Ian, I’m sorry if I acted strangely today. I wasn’t …”


“Don’t worry about it, Julie. I didn’t think you acting strange.”

“Well I felt strange.”


“I think you’re entitled too.”  We breathed the same nervous laugh.


“Entitled. Right,” She said and we listened to each breath for a moment.  

“Thank you, Ian.” Julie Doorman hung up the phone and I never heard from her again.  When I asked around town they told me Florida.  They looked at me like I was a son of a bitch and told me Florida. 

*


On Wednesday, Mickey and I drove up to Taskerville to the strip of bars on route 312.  The first one, McSorely’s, sits on top of a large concrete foundation.  Narrow concrete steps and an iron guard rail lead up to two double doors.  The entrance has been re-painted year after year without being stripped. I feel the gummy brown paint almost stick to my hands as I hold the door open for Mickey.

Big Mike greets us with a stare and a nod.  He’s there in the shallow of the entranceway, his mass balanced on a bar stool.  He wears a black leather vest over a stretched gray t shirt and a pair of weight-lifting gloves – the kind with no fingers.  He’s the bouncer, but really he must have just been a friend of the owner.  Those gloves and vest were about the only tough things about him.  And I knew the only thing he ever had to do was lift the men inside into a cab at the end of the night.


There was a small crowd at the bar that Mickey and I joined.  There were ten men.  Most of them were fire Department.  I recognized a few of them form previous trips to this bar.  They wore navy blue polo shirts like a uniform.  A lot of them wore mustaches.  

Three other men were private EMT.  They dressed like shit.  They wore gold chains and crosses outside their shirts.  There were two women as well, also EMT but from another bus.  Both of them were overweight in matching black slacks and white polo shirts from their company.  They must have just got off.  Or maybe they were just finishing up.  

And there were two town women. 


Ron, one of the firemen had his arm firmly around one of the town girls.  She was young, maybe twenty, and a little thick.  She was dressed in white pants a pink terry-cloth top that Ron’s fingers had begun to push aside.  

I took some notice as I had met Ron’s wife at a barbeque a few week’s ago. Ron didn’t seem to mind.  He was comfortable here and by the collection of glasses around him I doubted if anything I did was going to catch his interest.  


They were accepting of us.  They showed us grins and nods and mumbled, “hey, Mick” as we moved into there circle.  While we were not quite official, Mickey had made sure, through these visits that he and I belonged in these bars.  After we were served, one of the fireman, Paul Cutty continued a story he’d been telling.


“So, remember, this guy’s got nothing but his boxer shorts on amid fucking chaos outside. And the fire is all over his goddamn roof.  And he’s screaming, ‘My videos. You got to save my videos.’ And Mike is holding him back a little bit now.  Mind you, we just packed up his son and daughter to St. Luke’s and this guy is flipping out about his fucking videos.  

“So Scott goes, ‘Hey, whats so important about them?’ And this guy goes, ‘There’re of my dog.’  And Scott, he can’t help it he starts laughing.  And the guy freaks even more and starts screaming like a woman, like,” the fireman pantomimes I high, womanly scream with his tongue sticking out from underneath his mustache.  “And he takes a swing at Scott and knocks off his hat.”
The fireman pauses for drama but his audience is already there with him, chuckling, hissing and shaking their heads.

“Now, mind you, Scott has just carried this fat fucker out of his burning down house. And you know how Scottie is, I mean, you know. So Bam!” the fireman makes a hammering motion with a balled fist, “Scottie puts the guy down and starts stomping on him.   And nobody notices for a minute cause everybody is running around trying to put out the poor bastards house.  It takes like three of us to pull him off, just as more guys from St. Lukes roll in. And they’re like, ‘what happened?’ and Scottie goes, with three of us holding him and blood on his fucking boots goes, ‘he fell down the stairs.’ The crowd throws back with a laugh.  “But the best part is, the fucker’s house was one story.” And the laugh is renewed.
The other town girl had come up quietly alongside me and touches my arm and I look away from the group.  She’s small, just five foot. She’s wearing jeans and a tight white top that clings to outline of her bra,  She has dark brown hair that looks wet with whatever she put in it. She’s not that pretty but that doesn’t register with me. She’s young. Way young.  Her skin is tan and spotless.
“I like your suit.” She says.

I’m not wearing a suit.  It’s just a sport coat and slacks.  It’s almost the same thing Mickey is wearing but he’s got a turtle neck underneath the jacket.  I hadn’t ever thought about it but that’s just how Mickey and I went around.  I never thought about wearing anything else.  I didn’t even think I had anything else to wear.

“Thanks,” I say and smile impulsively.  She looks at my jaw, the way the smile only opens from one side. I wonder if she can tell my white teeth are fake.
“You get into a fight or something?”

“It’s from a long time ago.”

“That shit looks like it must’ve hurt.” Now she’s studying me close.  She sees my eye doesn’t open all the way.  And there are some folds of skin around there that aren’t me squinting, but just where they had to sow me up a little more tightly then my face wanted to go.

“It did.”

“Sorry,” she says easily.  I didn’t think I was being curt but maybe I had been.  Her small hand is still on my arm.  Her nails are painted pink.  

“Don’t worry about it,” I say.

Now she smiles.  Her face is small and tan.  Her lipstick is brown and glossy. Her small pink tongue comes out to cover her bottom teeth as she smiles.  

“What’s your name?”

“Michelle,” she says her own name nervously like it’s a lie. 

“I’m Ian.”

“Nice to meet you, Ian.” 

She takes her hand off my arm and presents it to me to shake.  I reach out slowly with my right hand and we both start to chuckle. My hand looks gigantic. She might well have been a doll, or even more of a child than she was.  Instead of shaking, she takes my hand like a princess.  Her grip barely touches my second finger.
“Nice to meet you.”

“Hey, Ian.  It’s Ian right?” a scratchy voice calls from the group. I drop the girl’s hand and turn back to them. 

“It’s Ian, right?” One of the EMTs repeats quieter now.  He’s a redhead.  He’s got his red hair spiked out.  He’s smoking with one hand and holding the neck of a Miller in the other.

“You know Justin Doorman?”  The EMT looks delighted.  “Justin Doorman? Had a wife named Julie.” I don’t answer and he laughs along with the two other EMTs.  “It’s cool, man, don’t worry.  I went to High School with that guy.  Justin Doorman. What an asshole. I mean seriously, total pompous prick.” 

Paul Cutty hears the EMT.  “Are you assholes talking about Justin Doorman?” he says, laughing.

I look over to Mickey who’s not breathing.  He’d been about to take a drag off his beer but his hand stopped halfway.  His eyes were dark and alert, scanning the men.

“If you ask me,” Paul goes on, “If you ask me, he got what was coming.”

“They fired that chink teacher he was doing,” the EMT offers excitedly.

“Well I don’t know about that.  I mean what did she do?” Paul offers to the group for judgment.  
I think about Jane Chen, about how she looked like she was pleading on the video.  Pleading and approving of what was happening, both together.
“I heard there’s a video,” the EMT tries another track toward approval.

“Of what?” Paul doesn’t want to give anymore credit to the EMT but he can’t keep the interest out of his voice, “Of Justin and Me-love-you-long-time?” The crowd reacts to Paul’s joke drowning out the EMT.  Paul looks around at everyone appreciating his humor and laughs with them.  Mickey’s laugh is huge and bass and I can pick it out in the crowd, It fuels the reaction, and the laugh goes on so long it seems Paul has ended the story.  People start to talk.  The town girl says something to me but I don’t hear her.  I’m too busy making sure nobody is giving anything another thought.

“No, Paul, serious.  Paul, I’m serious.  There is a tape,” the EMT pleads with the fireman.  

“If there is,” Paul talks so as not to disturb the other conversations around him, “then he is more of a stupid ass than I thought.  My wife and I made a tape once, but I can tell you that no one is ever going to find it.” Paul winks at me, thinking I am the only one left in the audience.  But Mickey is still keen on how things unfold.
“No.  He didn’t make the tape.  Somebody else filmed them, you know, while they didn’t know they were being filmed.” The EMT looks at me with a grin that spreads across his entire face.  People are starting to pay attention again. Ron takes his arm off the town girl.  Paul bald head scowls and looks at me.  Everyone is putting it together.  

“I heard from a friend a’ Justin’s that Julie’s lawyer has got this tape. Came out of nowhere. It’s going to cost Justin just about everything.” The EMT turns his eyes and everybody else’s right on me.

“I don’t know nothing about it,” I hear myself say calmy, just like I meant it.  The whole group laughs except for the EMT.  I’m as funny as Paul Cutty.

“He don’t know nothing about it!” Paul repeats me and rouses another gust of health in the laugh.  The EMT doesn’t quite know what happened.  Mickey takes a long drag off his beer between his low throaty chuckle.
I turn away from them laughing a false laugh through my false teeth.  I’m going to order another beer but the town girl is there.

“What was that all about?”

“Nothing,” I whisper, “How old are you anyway?”

Michelle beams at me and sucks her teeth like she is mulling over whether she will tell me or not.  Or maybe it’s whether to lie or not.  That is it.  Her smile is there to hold my attention why she considers what she thinks I want to hear, or at least what she could pass for.  
“Twenty Three.”

“What are you doing hanging around with these old men if you’re twenty three?”

“There not all that old,” she says pointing back at the EMTs.  

“Why don’t you go over there then?”

�Doctor Noir Begining


�Doctor Noir End





