
I woke up soaking wet. Sopping, even. Water rushing up my nose, drumming into my chest. I could taste and smell it was hose water even before the part of my brain that turned light in to information kicked in. I rolled out of the spray and got to my feet, catching images of well maintained lawns. Chain link fences between post war two flats. An old man in shorts and a ball cap with his thumb over the end of the hose.


"What the fuck, asshole?" I yelled at him, stumbling to stand upright. He sneered at me, unimpressed. 


"Fuckin' bum. You need a place to sleep, St. Catherine's right up the street. Not my lawn. Now get the hell off." He said, spraying me again. I threw my hand over my front pocket and twisted out of the way. 


"Dick! I got fuckin' smokes!" I yelled, turning my back to him and running to hop the gate into the alley. I flipped him off before I got behind the cover of his garage, but he was already watering the lawn like I had never been there. Old hardass had probably been there since Korea, doubt he gave two shits about the extra thirty seconds watering the lawn would take because of me.


I headed down the gravel alley that bisected the block, gray dust of crushed rock sticking to my wet jeans and torn up gym shoes. I wish I could claim I had been drunk last night, but today was payday so last night I only had a Canadian quarter to my name. It was for the best. The newspaper had put me in a state where I had to plan my drinking.


I reached the street and turned east toward the busier looking intersection to get my bearings. I knew generally where I was, north of the neighborhood by at least fifty blocks. Long blocks too. The announcement in the Irish social page had sent me north two days ago, looking for I don't know what for. Last night I was under the impression I would turn around and start heading back, but I didn't so it was time to tough it out back home.


But right then, I had shit to do. It was a bright, still summer day. Early morning, ten, eleven, maybe. The temperature would start being miserable in a few hours, and remain that way until the sun went down, but for now it would speed up drying off. I walked east until I hit a park. A small thing, a swing set, some grills.


I sat down on the top of a wooden table. Then I stood up to pull my cigarettes out with as little ripping as possible. The cellophane took most of the damage, the five smokes inside damp but not falling apart. I laid them carefully in the grooves of the table for the sun to dry and stretched out next to them for the same reason.


I laid there and racked my brains for nearby bus routes, trains, check cashing, food. Trying to plan a route that would get me back home by six. No, four. I had to see Greg first. I turned myself and carefully rotated the cigarettes. 


I inspected them and found the driest one, I sat up and smoked it and squinted at the sun, trying to gauge time. I settled for noon. Four hours. A few people jogged through the park. I methodically ran my joints through stretches I vaguely remembered from high school, grimacing when they popped in quick succession, like rivets giving way. A few hundred feet of green in two square miles of car dealerships and industrial parks and row houses. There was even a tree. 


I finished my cigarette and loaded the last four into the damp but no longer crumbling pack and started walking toward 25th. I figured I could find everything I need on my way south. Waves of hunger would almost stop me in my tracks as I left the protection of tree-shaded sidewalks for the bare concrete of busy highways, causing me to waver, to be immediately be replaced by the urge to puke. I fought the craving to jam a cigarette in my mouth every intersection, at least until I had some cash. 


I worked my way south through miles of strip malls and industry, dragging behind something that used to resemble a soul and itching in someone else's skin. My head felt clear. Clear, but.. distant. Confused. Alien. Like this bright world of roaring trucks belching black exhaust and radios pouring out from passing cars and propped open doors and people was something new and strange. Somewhere I didn't belong, compared to the drunk intimacy of night in the city. When it felt like the brownstones and two flats and ranches were looking down at you, saying "Hey, man, we've seen it all. You're down on your luck. That's no big deal. We see it all the time. Plenty of guys have been in your shoes." Nights when you could lock eyes with a guy sitting in his shitbox car outside a liquor at store three A.M., and no one would judge anyone. You've both been there and that's a kind of camaraderie, even you never look at him again.


In the light and the bustle, though, you were hardly a person. Just the shape of one and the general idea of "Human - Don't hit with car". At the intersections you pass old men of maybe forty just standing there. Nappy hair that hasn't been touched in weeks, stained T-shirts of championship teams from twenty years ago. Just standing there, looking at nothing, going no where, holding a plastic bag full of God knows what. They'll be there for hours before some animal instinct tells them to move. For shelter, for food. To avoid predators. 


Even the ground seems suspect. Like my legs or the sidewalk would just simply fail to be there one step and I'd fall through. But it remained and I made decent time.

The unemployment line was a mile long. Nestled in between a payday loan store and a currency exchange on the shore of an oil slick drenched parking lot. Rust stains grew from the steel lettering and stained the brick where the rain ran off.


I smoked my last cigarette and got in line, pulling my cap low over my eyes and looking down. I was pretty far from home, but people traveled. I let the irritation of waiting fill me and focused on that for now. I watched the people ahead of me in line. Guys my age with casts or track marks or prison tats on their arms. Single mothers in sweat pants, barely out of high school. A short, fat woman with three kids running around like it was a trip to grandma's. The mother cracked her gum loudly and only looked up from her phone to swear at her kids. Men with slack jaws and glassy eyes, too fucked in the head to hold a job and no one willing to look after them.


Some people stared straight ahead, heads down, refusing to meet any eyes. Some didn't give a shit, treating it like a trip to the DMV. Some held themselves with a sense of pride, like collecting the paltry check from the state was a sacred ritual passed down from generation to generation. Fuck, it probably was. They probably read off the same litany of chronic excuses that kept them from work.


I tried to keep my feelings down as I approached the front, hoping for a distraction from staring in my reflection in the service window. I ran down the portraits hung on the wall, starting with the President, the Governor, the secretary of state. The secretary of state had the largest, most centrally located picture. That asshole had had that job since I was a kid, and kept it no matter how many of his bosses got picked up by the feds. Dude had better job security and more pictures of himself in state buildings than Mao. Hell, he could throw an “O'” in front of his name, put on a green shirt and march his black ass at the front of the St. Pat's parade. He knew the game. Don't make waves, just collect favors.


An outburst came from a teller window. A young lady was having it out with the clerk, under the impression out standing circumstances warranted a larger payout. Dressed to impress for under a C-note. Shiny fake nails on her toes and fingers, open heels, yoga pants in leopard print that did nothing for me, a life long breast man, but was sure to be someone's number. Hair done up right in braids and high lights. She wasn't half as pretty as she thought she was, but had a confidence that almost made up for it. That kind of handle everything bearing that could easily slip from fake smiles and "Hey, hon.." to a sneer and "Fuck you, nigga" in an instant and you'd never know which was real.


As if on cue, the dispute was settled and she turned to beam at the rest of the office, swaggering out of the office in a cloud of cheap perfume to a waiting 300c. I hated her guts. Not for gaming the game, hell, I'm all for it. Take as much as you can from this state, the county and city specifically. Not like they do shit for us. It was her easy nature in this place. How she could walk in and out, while I choked down shame for days after-wards, terrified someone would recognize me. Would see through all the bullshit about "hard times" and know the truth. That my problems were my own damn fault. That I was my father's son. I came to the front of the line.


I answered the workers questions in a small voice, head down, like a little kid in a confessional. About seeking employment, jobs I applied to. Satisfied and already forgetting I existed, she took my card and she refilled it with what should be two weeks living expenses. Maybe it would be, some weeks are longer than others.


I walked out of the place and let out a deep sigh. I had made an only temporary escape, a week or so's reprieve before the process of being broke started again. I felt exhausted, some weariness passed down through the blood since back when the national currency was tossing people in bogs. I headed into the currency exchange and went straight to the ATM's. I drew out half the check, reading the posters advertising money transfers to Mexico, Poland, India, while the machine thought. I stuck most of the wad in my front pocket, far as possible from my wallet and got in line to get change for a twenty.


I didn't exit the exchange right away. I stood in the window and examined the lot out side. Looking for anyone watching the joint for some dumb asshole to cash his unemployment and start walking away with a pocketful of cash. Some dumb asshole like me. But there was no one. I made a note of the cars anyway, in case one started following me.


There was a gas station, hotdog joint and south bound bus stop across the street. I walked out in to the sunlight and jogged across the street first break in traffic. I hit the gas station first, buying a pack of menthols. Outside I sat down on a parking curb next to the propane tanks and slapped the smokes on my palm, breathing in the smell of cooking street food. I wasn't hungry anymore and the scent of hotdog water made me loose what little appetite I could muster. It was the unemployment office and my body preferring nicotine to food, I knew I had to eat. So I sat and smoked and ashed on an oil stain and watched it blow away. I saw a guy watching me from near the bus stop. Held him self genially, wearing a polo and jeans. I wasn't worried, he was just hustling.


I tossed my butt toward the ice box and stood up with protest from my joints. I should have bought some Advil. Instead I went to the hotdog joint and willed my self to finish a Polish. It didn't taste like anything and by the time I finished I was hungry again. I lit another smoke and went to the bus stop, to wait next to a little old Hispanic lady.


The hustler in the parking lot saw his chance and wandered over to me. He smiled at me with straight white teeth. 


"Hey man, you lookin' stressed." He said. He had a voice that came from deep in his chest. Between that, the crew cut, and the mustache, he was just a clip board and whistle away from telling me to take a lap if I wasn't going to dive on a dropped pass, Godamn it.


"Long night." I said, rolling my shoulders to add an unspoken comment that could have been “Ya know?” or “Times are tough” or “Story of my fucking life.”.


"Well, I know just what you need." He said.


"Oh yeah? What's that?" I asked. I'm pretty sure I slurred it into something resembling 'Wass'dat?'.


He leaned in close to me. "Some sixteen year old’s. Take your mind riiight offa it. Got a couple up the street, treat ya right."


I blinked a few times. This was new to me. I looked around at the public bus stop in broad day light, the little abeula next to me, back to the guy trying to sell me underage pussy.


"Don't worry about her, she don't speak English. So what you say, my man? Just come on down with me, meet the girls. They're real pros, no pressure. But brother, they'll fuck you in knots." He beamed, leaning close.


"I gotta go to work." I said.


He smiled through my lie. "That's alright man, I'll be here when you get done. Get you a beer and some ass after work." He said, walking away toward his next mark with out a care in the world. Like the idea of someone calling the cops on a guy selling underage girls in a parking lot was insane. He was probably right. I sure as hell wasn't, and if I did he was too slick for anything to stick to him. Not that it would change a damned thing if it did.


The abuela was looking at me askance. I smiled as disarmingly as I could. "Chulo." I explained. I had no idea if that was the right use of pimp or not. "Mal hombre." I added, trying to scrounge up a semblance of decency for this old woman. She didn't respond and went back to ignoring me. I got real interested in the bus schedule. Sometimes I loved this city. Sometimes I wanted to chain the doors behind me and burn it to the fucking ground.

The bus came at 2:45, give or take five minutes. Just as I had lit a cigarette, naturally. I licked my thumb and stubbed it out, tucking it under my cap. I paid cash, my transit card hadn't been valid for two months, and settled in at the back, resting my head on the window, feeling the vibrations of the unmaintained streets transfer from wheels to aging shocks to glass.


I had to figure something out, soon. It was a big election year, that always meant cash was available. If you were related to someone or could convince your precinct captain you were worth a favor. I thought about what I could offer O'Connell. Nothing involving interacting with the public. I had too bad a rep and too many tattoos. But there were other things to be done. Making signs appear and disappear in the night. Dropping off fliers while people were at work. Making sure the vans that ferried the old folks showed up the appropriate polling place, what ever it was decided that should be. 


But shit, I had to offer something to him. Something he could cash in on later. Maybe someone in the other camp had a habit, or a bad run at the OTB, or was a fag. I could bring that to him. Knock out a guy on the other side and gain a guy in the process. Seemed fair to me. But I didn't know politics. I'd keep an ear to the ground about the Dem's dirty habits. Maybe see O'Connell tonight. He was an old school captain, no way he'd miss a community event like this. I'd ask him.


With janky starts and stops the view outside the window changed. Pawn shops and fly by night cell phone and muffler shops turned into specialty boutiques and cafes. The leading edge of gentrification. Hip yuppies moving back to places their parents abandoned, driving out the people who drove their parents to the suburbs, turning A-frames into ultra modern condos. You could still get a slice of pie on the corner, but It'd be five bucks and gluten free.


I ignored it. I couldn't stand the yuppies, just like everyone else, but this wasn't my home. Give 'em ten years, anyway. Let 'em get kids and realize how much they paid for the opportunity to pay too much for drinks. The cycle will start again.


I knew I was home by the smell of the dump, hundred year old methane leaking out of the ground next to the interstate. It was bad this year. I don't know why hundred year old garbage smelled worse than ninety nine year old garbage, but there you go. At night fires burned blue and orange, atop the vents some fifty feet up, like a beacon. "Get off this exit. You're home. A century of people's shit and we're just getting around to burning it to make room for our own. Breath it in."


Here then, the other side of the gentrification looking glass. A neat area of ranches built for the baby boomers, smashed together underneath glide paths for the airport, not five miles north. Apartments on the highways, a park where the train station used to be until the interstate made it obsolete in the optimistic post war daze.


But the returning soldiers had refused to retreat to Florida and the suburbs. They stayed until they died, took pride in their home. Their children stayed until they retired. So exactly as the projects came down and the condos with pretentious names went up, a great dying was sweeping the neighborhood. The city kicked the poor who survived the worst of the 90's gang wars into the cheap housing, and they brought those memories with them. They hadn't cared for the projects or the ghettos and they continued not caring for the cramped houses sandwiched between a century old dump and older cemetery. A place on the decline, flanked on both sides by trash and bodies decomposing under ground. A place where Irish and Italian, Polish and German, still bickered, even as that 'Old Neighborhood' mentality was swept away.


Home, no matter how hard I tried.

I relit the reburn smoke as soon as I stepped off the bus. It tasted terrible, like sweat. My apartment was three blocks away, a three story box that was built convenient to the long faded el station. Three blocks of weeds in the cracked sidewalks, beer cans and McDonald's wrappers and empty packs of smokes scattered on the curb, doors with bars over them. Basement windows kicked in and covered with tarps.


My apartment was on the top floor. I sighed in relief when my key still turned in the tumbler. There was a stack of letters on the floor I didn't bother stepping over. My place was a shitbox, but it was the only shitbox I had. A bed, a closet, a bath room filled with water stains and half a kitchen to microwave Chinese food in. A window facing a brick wall. A chain and dead bolt on a wooden door that would cave to one solid kick.


The microwave told me it was almost 4. I was still on time. I stripped on the move and got into the shower, frowning at the black mold. I swore again if that son of a bitch landlord didn't get it re-caulked I'd do it my self and bill him for it.


I turned the knob all the way to hot and let the water hit me, roll over me. Seep into my aching joints. I leaned forward and put my hand against the wall so the stream would hit my shoulders and back. I closed my eyes and muttered "Fuck." as I remembered what I was about to do. I stayed like that and did my best to steel my self for it, listening to the deafening roar of water drown out the creaks and bangs of the building, the traffic out side, the kids yelling in the alley.


I must have stayed like that for two or three minutes, I barely noticed at first when the water turned ice cold. I noticed my back was tingling and I stood up in confusion, the freezing water hitting me in the face and shocking me back to the present. I washed quickly and stepped out in to the air to dry off. Spent a good five minutes brushing my teeth clean of the smoke grit, naked in front of the mirror, trying to look past my own eyes.


I walked back into the kitchen still naked, found a piece of pizza in the fridge and tossed it in the microwave. While it reheated I filled a bag with ice and put in my knee. Two days of walking and sleeping rough had done a number on it. The microwave beeped and I popped open the door, letting it cool while I threw on my knee brace and jeans. I wolfed down the pizza, pausing only to side arm a telephone book at a roach, and went back into the bedroom. I threw my cleanest undershirt on and pulled my knife out of the beer can on the window sill. I considered it for a moment. I was going to walk through some sketchy places tonight. I was also going to be fuckin' loaded. Better to get rolled than killed because my drunk ass fumbled for a knife. But that's assuming they were only after cash. If they didn't like my clothes, or skin, or something I said, hell even if they just had the itch tonight.. A self defense stabbing wasn't what I needed right now, but it was damn better than dead. And the odds were I could keep my self safe just by paying attention, even loaded. But loaded, messed up in the head?


I put the knife in my back pocket. Trust in God but keep your powder dry, I guess. I put my good shoes on and stuck five twenties in an envelope. I wrote my name on it and dropped it in the rent box on my way out. Maybe that would keep the wanna be slum lord prick off my back for a week.

I got to Greg's about six. He lived in a sand stone L-block a block off the highway, next to the empty lot that used to be a supermercado until it burned down. I ain't sayin' it was arson, but the fire marshal was there for weeks. I hoped to God he was home and sober enough to let me in when I rang the bell. I rocked on my heels and stared at his window until the intercom squawked at me.


"Yeah?" Greg's voice came through. He was stoned, but just a bit.


"Hey, man. It's Tim." I said.


"Tim? Tim who?" He asked. I sighed.


"The only Tim who rings with out calling first. Let me up, ya paranoid asshole."


He buzzed me in and climbed up to the second floor and knocked on his door. I waited a minute while he looked through the peep hole to verify I was in fact, my self and not a narc with a knack for mimicry. A jangle of locks later and the door swung open.


"Tim! Hey, what's up brother? Come on in." He grinned sloppily. His eyes weren't even glazed, even if the place reeked of mold and weed.


"Not much man, you?" I asked, shaking his hand as I walked in, not feeling it.


"Same ol' bullshit, bro. You know." He said, locking the door and dropping down on the couch in front of some soccer game on his Xbox.


Greg was half Puerto Rican, half white. About 5'7" with a quick laugh and terrible goatee. Small time dealer, mostly to teenagers and people our age who knew him from when he moved in.


"So what's up, Tim? You're never here on payday. Great Depression come early?" He asked. There was a bowl on the table next to him.


"Nah, not that." I said, trying to match his friendly tone. "I just gotta pick up something I left here." I pointed to his spare room. "Anyone in there?"


"Nah man, go right ahead." He said, starting to clean the bowl.


The spare room was a mess of shit Greg had collected over the years. Cassette players, VHS tapes of Jordan's run with the Bulls, posters for old movies. I have no clue where the fuck he got any of it, or why. I assumed he'd taken them in trade, but who the fuck trades a dime bag for a Murder She Wrote tape and stays in business? What ever, between him and his bank account. My suit was in a closet in back, where I left shit if I crashed at his place, or didn't have time to run to mine.


I threw the button down shirt on first, then went for the slacks. Even as my eyes grazed over it I remembered the huge fuck off stain on the crotch. The one I had been putting off getting cleaned since the last one of these things.


I considered it running under the sink but remembered I already tried that and was short on time anyway. I cursed and tucked my shirt into my jeans. I'd just have to do it this way. My suit jacket was thankfully clean and I left it open. I grabbed my tie and spent a minute fumbling with it before I figured a tie and jeans would only make me look like even more of an asshole.


"How I look?" I asked, stepping back into the living room. Greg stopped just short of placing his lighter to the bowl and gave me the once over.


"Like you killed a yuppie and have been wearing his clothes for a month." He said, sparking up. I figured that was fair and went to look myself over in the mirror. It would do. Weren't great, but would do.


"Where you gotta head suited up? Court closes at five." Greg asked, squinting at me through exhaled smoke. 


"First Calvary." I said, not looking at him.


"Calvary? Like horses?"


"Like the hill Jesus died on." I said, trying to figure out how many buttons to do, while he pieced it together.


"Oh, that's right. The thing." He said, pointing at the paper on his table. I stood in the shadowed bathroom with the door open, staring at nothing. "You know her?"


"Went to school with her." I knew what was coming so I cut him off. "We used to hang out, yeah. I knew her."


"Oh, shit man. I didn't realize, barely even skimmed it." He said, quietly. Greg hadn't grown up here. By the time he moved into our circle it was just me, Erika, and Jose left from the old gang. I lit a cigarette as he finally put a name to a presence that had lurked like a ghost behind every story I told. I saw him counting off names on his fingers.


"Doesn't this make you.." He began, suddenly unsure what word to use or if he could somehow take that sentence back. 


"Yeah." I adjusted the way the jacket sat on my shoulders. "I'm the last one." There was a silence after that.


"Hey, Greg." I said, not letting the ghosts settle in the room. "I'm planning on getting pretty wrecked tonight. Got any reds that'll pull me through? Just get me home at day break in some semblance of life?"


"Yeah man, yeah. No problem." He said, setting the bowl down and heading into his room, locking the door behind him. I sat down on the couch and ashed into a Sprite can. He came back out with two pills in a bag, 100mg capsules. 


"Try this. Pop one when you stop drinking. It'll wire you up until the school starts to metabolize, depending on when you started. After that it'll pull you through a couple of hours. The other one's a back up in case you're a man and drink the county dry."


"Thanks man." I said, pocketing the bag. I reached into my jeans but he waved me off.


"No charge, bro. Not tonight. Whatever you want. Some percs? Somethin' to try on the weekend?" He said, his face almost too serious. I smiled. Greg never met a person he didn't make an effort to like. He said it was key to building relationships as a small businessman. It was probably why I could deal with him no matter how I was doing. Fuck, it was probably the only reason he could deal with me ever. For him, my tacit confirmation that there was in fact, someone left out of the group's memory for my sake, and I felt it, was payment enough. And it was a steal at only half true.


"Thanks man. But I'll manage." I said. "I gotta roll. Thing starts in fifteen." I held out my hand. He shook it.


"Here, take this." He said, reaching in the fridge and tossing me a bottled water. "Drink a lot of that shit, or you're gonna have a headache worse than the one you were trying to avoid."


I thanked him a final time, put out my cigarette and left.

The wake started at seven, I found First Calvary at eight and found out it was a Presbyterian church soon after. Who knew they were Presbyterian? It was a low slung building on a nice piece of real estate. Looked like a gym from the 70's with half a school hastily thrown in on the sides. I stood in the parking lot and smoked. I didn't recognize anyone pulling in or milling outside. Finally I gathered up my courage and walked to the front, staring at her name on the marquee as I tucked my cap into my back pocket.


The inside was spacious, modern. Well, what modern was thirty years ago. I haven't been in a newer building, so I can't tell you what modern looks like. A foyer with poster boards outside the chapel, covered in pinned photographs. I stuck my hands in my pockets and walked through the doors, ignoring the photos marking the passage of her life. I could guaren-godamn-tee you that me, or any of our friends, weren't in any of 'em, but I took at least three of 'em. I remember specifically the one by the river at night. Hell, she was wearing my cap.


The chapel was arranged in a half circle around the altar, the windows were wide and let in the last of the light easily. A chandelier of various colored rectangles hung from the ceiling. I wasn't a fan of the layout. I prefer my churches brick and linear, lit by candles and lousy with saints.  Tough talk from a guy who hasn't been to mass since he was confirmed. There was someone in a dark blue suit greeting people at the door, and I took one look up front before he stuck his hand out. I shook it and he scowled at the tattoo on the back of my hand. Even though it was of the BVM herself, the fucker. I wanted to say something about whores and gamblers but figured I'd fuck it up. This wasn't the time anyway.


"Reverend MacLeod." He said in his perfected comfort voice. "Are you family?"


"No, I went to school with Katty." I said. He raised his eyebrow at the name. No wonder, I was probably the only one there that had ever called her that.


He spoke some platitudes I didn't bother listening to. I patted him on the shoulder, letting him see the ink on my other hand and let go of his. I took a seat in the last row of pews, unsure and deciding not to genuflect. I threw my hands over the back of the pew in front of me. I took a real good look at her. 


She looked dead. No way around it. I never believed that 'he looks such like himself' or 'like he's sleeping' bullshit. The dead look like they're fucking dead. A sack of sawdust and embalming fluid with the same bone structure as a person that no longer existed. Unless the funeral home fucked it up. Like they did with Nick. Something in his body has a bad reaction with the fluid and he swoled up like a sausage 'til he looked like a fucking toad with his neck over hanging his over starched collar in a pouch.


Her piercing were out. I noticed that. Family wishes or maybe she'd stopped wearing them. Her dress was nicer than anything I'd ever seen in her in, she wore more makeup in that stupid box than in her entire life. I stared at her for a while, then turned to the picture boards stationed on the route to the casket. That was her more than what ever was in the casket. Red hair, green eyes. The awkward gangly tom boy she'd been and the stride stopping woman she grew into. If her looks had hit their stride early she would have given Dee a run for her money as our generations beauty.


My eyes had opened up, not quite watery, but too close. I shut it all off instantly. I could have lowed my head for the minute it took my face to settle, but that would of been hiding. So let them watch. I went internal. Focused on that long black river in the back my head that had been troubling me since I read the obituary.


I turned my eyes to the family gathered round the casket. The father, the sisters, a man in a suit that cost more than the other three's clothes combined. I'd get to him last. I hoped it had been long enough since I'd been around that they wouldn't recognize me. Not with short hair anyway.


The controlling prick father. He hated my guts, threatened to cut her tongue out with kitchen shears when he saw her piercing. But I never understood the family dynamic, figured he was still a grieving father. I couldn't judge based on what I saw. I still didn't like the guy. At least he stuck around, sad as it was that that's the bar for parenting.


The younger sister seemed confused, the older seeming to accept what had happened in stride, a thing unfortunate but unavoidable. I remembered one of their names, but not which one it belonged to. I tried to figure it out and place them in age. High school and graduated, the one? It had to be. At least somewhere close.


The man in the nice duds. An over educated, lace curtain faggot. I had hated him, once. I realized my fists were clenching. I was getting pissed. I blew out a breath and counted to ten, decided to head to the break room and grab a beer. I didn't need or want to go up to the casket. So I left out the side door and followed the stairs down to the basement.


But of course the fuck-ass puritans didn't have a drop of booze at this wake. It was an affront to God and man. So I grabbed a Coke and took a seat in the back. Turned it in my hand and even took a sip once or twice. I couldn't help but over hear the conversations around me. The preacher was in the room, I tuned him out before I could here a single "We Christians know.." lie. Most of the people seemed to have worked with her, been neighbors in her new town, or just folks from around the way stopping in because she had been one of ours. I drank my Coke with as much disdain as I could summon while the outsiders talked about her like they knew her and the local's gossiped about anything but.


Like the nice dress and make up and photographs were her. Like she was at peace with God now. It made me want to laugh. I had been there from before the first cigarette to the final pill, and if she got into heaven then I had a decent shot myself. I wonder if they thought that cross inked on the inside of her arm in fading homemade blue was actually a cross. Wondered what they would say if they realized the sketchy guy in back they'd never seen before, if you looked close enough, had a K inside the swirl of hearts and gallows on his arm.


But she didn't belong to me, or to the past. Or to anyone. If that's how they knew her, that's how they'd remembered her. And hell, maybe she did find a real life, and I was the unwanted shade here. Fuck, I couldn't even remember the last time I'd spoken to her, just that I was the biggest asshole in the world.


Then the crowd parted, and the ghost of what she would of looked like in twenty years was sitting across the room. My jaw dropped. The mother. The long absent mother, spoke of only indirectly. Not even her sisters looked as much like her as the mother. The resemblance shook me, the tears in her eyes shook me. It was time to go. I left the Coke on the table and bailed. On my way out, I looked in on the casket a final time. The older sister turned in time and looked me dead in the face, an eyebrow rising in surprise. I nodded smally. Yes, Virginia, I'm still alive and I showed up. The.. boyfriend? Fiance? Fuck if I knew, followed her gaze. I turned and left before he made eye contact. Anything he read in there, hell even recognizing me, would show something and that cock sucker was the last person I wanted to share a moment of compassion and loss with. I neither signed the book nor took a card on my way out. I wouldn't be back for the funeral. I wouldn't be there when they buried her forever underneath the soil of the town she hated.

I stood in the parking lot and smoked. I thought maybe I should go back in. Actually talk to the family, or least scrawl "Tim" in the book. After all, this wasn't a time for old grudges, right? The problem was, I couldn't figure out what I meant to her then, so I didn't know what I owed her now. I replayed as much as our relationship as I could in my head, but time had made it all fuzzy and I could feel I was forgetting the important things. Hindsight 20/20 my ass.


I looked back to the church and the older sister, God I wish I could remember her name, was standing underneath a street light. A pale skinned victim in a black dress surrounded by a halogen orange-halo. She carried herself like a middle child and seemed to be looking for something. I held my cigarette so the cherry wouldn't be visible and walked away. I was gonna get wrecked.


I figured the local watering hole would attract the livelier of the local mourners after the wake shut the lights off, so I headed toward the coast. Wednesday night would be dead enough at The Tap, plus they didn't give a shit if you smoked inside.


I walked there not thinking of anything, stray memories flashing through my head and banished easily. I didn't know I had arrived until the Miller Lite sign in the window caught my eye. The Tap was a filled in cinder block building. There were two neon signs in two windows made of frosted glass blocks and no name on the front. If you went there enough to ever learn the name, you could find it in a coma and were likely to be in one soon. There were ash trays on the bar, one beer on tap and a dart board. Like I thought, the place was dead. A few guys throwing darts and some old timers reading the paper on the bar while sipping their beers. Henry was working.


"Hey hey, its The Great Depression himself." He greeted, reading my body language as I sat down.


"Hey man. Double of Maker's, neat." 


"What's with the get up?" He asked, grabbing a glass.


"Wake. What else?" I shrugged.


"Ah." He nodded. "Hence the longer than usual face. Well, don't get too sloshed." He said as I placed a twenty on the table.


"No dice." I said, taking a drink. God I needed it. Straight mash burning its way down my chest like a defibrillator.


"Then stay sober enough to leave a tip." He half joked, leaving to serve the other patrons. I watched a west coast ball game and when Henry had a moment we discussed if college ball players should have to play with a wooden bat or not, or only senior year.


By the eighth I was pretty buzzed as the A's rolled on Minnie. I challenged the guys at the dart board, held my own for a while then got too drunk and blown out so I went back to the bar.


I stuck my cigarette in the ridges of an ash try and looked around at the various knick-knacks behind the bar. Something I didn't recognize but liked was playing on the jukebox. Something low like a constrained howl that demanded to be played on a Telecaster that had been beat to shit, with just a hint of an organ in the back ground. I could dig it.


There was a small figure of Christ hidden amongst the police, fire, and military patches that adorned the mirror. I thought about mothers, Blessed and absent. Did they ever dream their child would grow up to be a junkie, or redeemer of mankind?


The idea of Christ the Redeemer never sat well with me. Seemed to me that someone preaching redemption should at least be redeemed at some point, else how the hell would he know what it was like to be a sinner? If all you got to worry about is questioning God's plan while being brutally executed, brother, you deserve to have a religion named after you, but don't talk to me about sin. Hell, even his mother was born with out Original Sin. There had to be a better example, is all I meant really.


I expressed these thoughts to Henry. He nodded, poured me a drink and told me I was in rare form tonight.


"But." He said, scooping my quarters off the bar, "If Jesus needed to be redeemed, than who would absolve him? The whole process would start over again."


I didn't have an answer to that and realized I was slurring. I watched the evening news after the game. A little girl in the part of town where you didn't stand in front of windows after dark hadn't taken that advice and caught a stray round in the head. For the hundredth time that summer, the grieving family, preachers, scumbag politicians all stood in front of the camera and swore to end the bloodshed. The guys with guns, however, were unavailable for comment. The mayor, superintendent of police, and local race baiting former congressmen, however..


I cursed and realized I forgot to find O'Connell. The news slid over that story to shootings of dudes with rap sheets the size of my arm, who no one gave a shit about. And crime was down, apparently. In other news, the Mets still suck. Weather at the half.


I found walking to the bathroom was just a little too fast for me, objects sped past, blurring at the edges, and decided it was time to call it. In the stall I pulled the bag from my pocket. Greg said one when I stopped, but fuck it, they probably wouldn't kill me. I threw both of them under my tongue, ordered another and downed it and the pills in one. I put my money on the bar and grabbed my smoke and walked out.


I was trying to get my bearings when a dude approached me. 


"Hey man, I ain't trying to rob ya, kill ya, hustle ya, none of that. Just wanna bum a square, man." He explained. I gave him one. It was rather thoughtful of him to so assay my fears, in retrospect.


I decided to head to the beach. It was about ten blocks east and would leave me twenty blocks from home if I didn't crash on the beach. The first two blocks passed in a nauseous haze. I stumbled past the old Green Pocket, now closed, past the adult book store. I stared at the cars outside, it was too late for the drunk kids stopping in for a laugh at dildos and fucked up porn and I wondered if the men hiding from the light in back, searching with hollow eyes, had begun to appear yet from what ever shadow they called home.


I didn't want to puke before the pills sunk in so I stopped every so often and breathed deep. I made it about three blocks before it happened. I ran off into a side street behind the Cloverleaf in case a prowl car rolled past, held on to an iron gate for support and let it all go. Puked what little food I had in me, a pint of whiskey and maybe some water, something yellow that burned, something red that looked like it lined my throat at some point. I sucked in air and wiped the corner of my eyes with my sleeve. Took a look inside the lobby of the Cloverleaf, a disgrace to the name of hotsheet motels where the busted up whores and coffee machine were within a foot of each other and the cops were booked for a weekly door-kicking. I tried to rinse my mouth with saliva and spit.


When I felt better I stood up, and damn I felt good shedding that weight, relatively. I lit a smoke and the menthol burned my ripped up throat but I still felt good. Better than I should of. Greg's Reds kicking in I guess.


I walked and reconsidered my financial situation. Maybe I should talk to Weathersby. He had a crew running, I've done a few bacon and eggs in my time, for shits and giggles but same concept. I wouldn't ask nothing much, just a small part, more logistics than anything. A little cash my way and I'd maybe pick up on the finer parts of the job.


But nah. Weathersby was one of the best second story men this town had ever seen, I'd need to start more ground floor. Godamn I felt good. Maybe Thomas? His guys were raving psychos, subtlety was not their thing. I still had Edger's gun, stashed away in a monument in the cemetery that was plastic and held together with screws.


Even worse idea. They'd know my situation and have no problem leaving me on the sidewalk with a bullet in my back and not even the common courtesy of an empty money bag. 'I knew you in high school' loyalties didn't run that deep.


So Weathersby or bust. He was professional enough to turn me down by feigning ignorance instead of shoving a gun in my face. I'd think about it when I was sober. Or I could try self employment. I had that .38 stashed, no serial number and registered to an old man who moved down to Florida anyway. Nothing crazy, just a gas station or liquor store when I needed some cash to ease the pressure a bit.


I realized that fuck, was I in a state. Grinning like the idiot Pollock I was at the image of me busting into a 7-11 with a piece like I was fuckin' DeNiro. Some energy had grabbed me, like something underground was just gonna bust forth and carry me away. This promise of elsewhere, anywhere but this box formed by interstates and bridges and dumps and cemeteries I called home. I suppose that was the best thing about here, it made anywhere else look fucking grand and made you believe you were a train ticket away from happiness. It was a crock of shit, but one of the nicer crocks of shit I've eaten in my life.


So, yeah, fuck it. I was product of this place. Not nice enough to have any kind of future, not rough enough to have any kind of respectability but a kind of stupid pride. Like the way your mouth would twist into a grin when you heard that other schools told parents to not attend football games at your's cause a cop got put in the hospital after a basketball game. Yeah, mother fucker, I got no history or anything else but I survived this dumb motherfucker and I learned the value of being a mean son of a bitch and I learned how an even meaner son of a bitch could put you in the ground real quick. Violence here wasn't an ever present smog, it was chain lighting that came out of the blue and struck hard as fuck and you accepted the randomness and finality of it.


I laughed out loud. "Fuckin' hell, Greg? Fuck you give me?" I asked no one. I kept my head on a swivel, checking down the intersections before I crossed. I was close enough to smell the sea and as I came around a house I could see five, maybe six dudes standing a block over. In the intersection, not close, not talking, just standing arranged like a card face. All wearing the same dark colored shirts, waiting.


I put my hand on the knife in my pocket and put on my best stroll. A slow and lanky Eastwood gait. Come on you motherfuckers, I remember thinking. It's 3 AM and I'm in the wrong part of town. I'm dressed wrong, I'm the wrong color, I'm loaded and got cash. C'mon on up the street and hit me, cock suckers. I wanted to unload on them, all the anger I didn't notice had built up in the church and bourbon. They would beat me close to death, I knew, but that was fine too. It would be something, give me a claim on the violence and pain that put this city on the news nation wide.


C'mon and try. You can't kill me. I outlived them all. Joe wrapped his Buick around a tree sophomore year, Bebe dropped dead of a heart condition three weeks after graduation.  Em' shacked up with a guy from up north and started wearing sunglasses to hide the black eyes after the kid was born until the day a back hand sent her head bouncing off the counter. Tony got pinched by the feds trying to drive a trunk full of guns across state lines with his dipshit uncle and was sent to the prison cell he was headed to his entire retarded life. He'd get out, but what came back was never what went away. At twenty-two, what ever demons filled Nick's head won and he put a .45 to his heart. Nutjob Jose joined the Army, came back with his more metal on his chest than shrapnel in his legs. He had just stopped ducking when trucks backfired when someone told him his highschool-sweetie turned wife did what highschool-sweeties turned wives did when their men disappeared into the desert for a year. A week later he had moved back in with Uncle Sam and we weren't going to see him again. Erika got reaaal into La Raza after school and was at a party in a Mexican neighborhood when some ese decided ties forged in America mattered more than the old country and emptied a clip into it. She got it in the leg and bled out. And now Katty. Just me left, motherfuckers. We had once been punks in leather jackets and cheap kicks, drinking on the hoods of banged up Chevy's and Dodge's outside of all night Mexican joints with unpronounceable names. Now we were corpses and statistics. But not me. I was still here, fuckers. 


C'mon and take a shot. Bring it on.


But they didn't look at me and the next thing I knew my shoes were sinking into sand as I scrambled over weed covered dunes to the beach.  I looked up and down the coast. There were bonfires north and south, electric lights along piers. But nothing near me, no life guard shacks to harbor hidden lovers or junkies.


I lit up and walked forward to piss in the ocean and walked back a bit and sat down in the sand. I stared east, the darkness of the rolling, breathing sea and the rising of stars above it. Both water and sky black as all hell. It was peaceful. I heard somewhere that something like eighty percent of people lived within twenty miles of the coast.


I thought about a lot of things, all of them Katty. I tried to figure out what it had all meant. The way everyone had known we stood apart, having different opinions, but when we retreated off alone.. That was something that was beyond the group, that was for us. And they understood with knowing eyes something they were not privileged to happened in those moments, not that it stopped their smart assed wise cracks. I replayed all the stupid things we said to each other in middle school. Long drives over rivers of asphalt, just singing along and wondering if those old songs filled the other with the same hopes. Hanging on the bridges that led to those faithless factories, smoking and trying to talk through the same weight and quiet desperation that hung over us. Speaking quick and vicious fortunes in American slang, exposing our souls in our voices.


I watched a star rise over the never ceasing waves and the dam broke and memories flooded my head and I couldn't stop them or recall the context. Getting high together, instead of getting high alone. Jumping down on the couch and throwing my arms out on the back and the impact rocking her into me and how she made self at home there and we never talked about it again. The bad luck of our first loves, me first and by the time that ended she was with someone and by the time that ended we weren't kids no more. All the times she'd reached out to me and I let her run away crying. That night in my bed, 'You just gonna stay over there all night, huh?' but I didn't and she grabbed my hand with the fingers entwined and tucked it close to her chin. All the times she'd confided in me and I refused to let her see me vulnerable and all the times I'd tried to ask for help but my words made no sense. All the times we fought and all the lies. Making out with the radio on. Making her cry because I struck out at her instead of trying to understand. Her finger nail trailing down my spine. When she didn't understand that Nick called me before he punched his own ticket and if I had just picked up I could of saved him. The time I saw her stretching her calves in our eighth grade gym shorts, wondering who that was and she stood up and it was the only one who understood wanting so much more from life and I didn't put two and two together for over five years. Bustin' out of class three hours early to take the train downtown. Giving me a fin for my 18th birthday then telling me to guy buy her a pack of smokes with it.


I suppose I must have cried. And when the memories ran their course I was left with no option but to face that river in my head. The stream that down my spine to something dark living in my heart. Something I couldn't even focus my mind on, no matter how many years it had been there. But she was gone and there would be no other.


"I don't care." The words came out clean. All the wakes, memorial nights at bars, plastic meant to look like wood lowered into the ground, nothing since Nick had touched me. I had grown used to it. They died, I lived, such is life. Even while I sat in a pew in a strange church and stared at her corpse the only thoughts I had were of my own death. She had died to me years ago, this was just a formality. I hadn't spoken to her in three years and never expected to again. Fifteen years of my life she'd been a part of, and I had let her go with in six months. Hell, I wouldn't of even known she'd died if I hadn't snagged my neighbor's paper as something to read on the shitter.


I crossed my arms over my knees and buried my face in them. The truth was she had been the only one who understood me then, the only one who could now. But she was dead and I had loved Ann more. I loved Ann every second of every day. There had only been a few moments when I could say I truly loved Katty, even now when I can tell the difference between a teenagers idea of love and the real life thing. And I had cut Katty out of my life with no remorse, just anger that dulled to simple desire to avoid her name, because my friends made it more complicated than it was. 


We had an understanding, No Retreat, No Surrender. We were better than this town, better than our fates and the sins of our fathers. While our friends worried about getting into heaven, we were determined to bust out of this place.


I wouldn't talk to Weathersby. I wasn't no hard assed hood. Profitable crime required a mind for details. I just had an eye for a payday. I just wanted to not spend every month ripping my hair out. I wanted to feel I was in charge of my own life, I wanted some Godamn respect. I wanted some fuckin' victory after a life time of defeat. I wanted to crawl inside my self and stay there until there was something worth hoping for. I wanted my whole damn life to just.. disappear so I was a guy with no past, no better or no worse than any mother's son and I could start over. 


I wanted that girl back, sitting between my legs like she used to so I could put my arms around her shoulders and guide her back, where she'd press my forearm to her lips and whisper things I was supposed to hear but we'd pretend I wasn't. I wanted her back so I could tell her. 


Tell her what? I was proud of her? I wasn't. She jumped ship with the first respectable guy who made eyes at her and could hook her up her with a job. Her 'escape' was totally dependent on him. I didn't want to believe she was dumb enough to think he truly loved her, all I knew about him and all, but who knows if true love conquered all or she really was that stupid. But she never told me. That's what I couldn't stomach, I didn't care she picked another man over me, I was too jaded about us at that point. What killed me was all the time we spent talking about getting out and she never tells me she was leaving. I had to find out from her sister when I showed up to ask where she'd been at that she'd slipped away in the night like a ghost. I wasn't worth telling. I mean, I could understand the reasons, staring at the houses on hills and streets where the cops didn't hassle you after dark and never hearing the pop-pop-pop of gunshots in Ann's suburb but fuck, I never abandoned her. I even fought for her at one point. I dipped my head. Yeah, I fought my girlfriend over her, but I knew she had fought harder and longer for me, once.


I wished I could make it all clear to her. I wish she could hear me now. I wished I wasn't such a selfish bastard that I could mourn for her with out mourning for myself, even if she was a part of me. I wished a wake hadn't brought us back together. I sniffled, wiped my eyes and spoke to the unfeeling sea.


"I wish we had turned out to be the people we thought we were."


I felt shame wash over me like a tidal wave at my own vulnerability. I pushed it all down, numbed my self completely. I wouldn't let this drag me down. I swore after Nick I'd never allow myself to show weakness, no matter how much of a uncaring bastard it made me. I had to survive, and if that changed me from 'strongest guy I know' to 'biggest asshole I've ever met', so fucking be it. None of it mattered when you they found you dead on the floor and I had outlived them all. I shoved it all down where it could join the rest of the sadness and anger in me and never reach my eyes. How stupid I'd been, grieving for something that wasn't even worth holding on to when it was happening. I guess I wasn't as tough as I thought I was.


I made sure my cheeks were dry and brushed the sand off my jeans. I had about an hour to sun up. I was tired down to my bones. The sky above the sea above me had turned a blue so deep it looked like the flat black sea below it should have. A chill wind blew inland, and I turned to light a smoke. The metal clamps on the lines slammed into the flag poles outside beach front rentals with hollow thunks, a low and lonesome sound mixed with the snapping of storm battered Stars and Stripes. I should of asked for some pain killers for tomorrow when I woke up, because I forgot to drink any water. 
