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Chapter One
 
    
 
   Late August-September
 
    
 
   The sleek silver oval lay in the palm of Ben’s hand. The sheaf of papers lay on his lap. Lots of instructions, most of them boiling down to one word.
 
    
 
   Talk.
 
    
 
   It took a while for him to figure out how to turn the silver recorder on. The thing was too damn slick. He gave it a tap for luck and began.
 
    
 
   “You want honesty. An hour’s worth a day of normal speech, nothing prepared is necessary. Yeah, okay. But I’m pretty certain I’m not supposed to talk normally. No fucking way, because every other fucking word is fuck. Don’t fucking ask me why. Just the fucking way it is. Especially when I’m with Prophet and Repo. I’ll tone it down for you, okay? I assume you’re an old lady with some style. For you, I can stop.
 
    
 
   “Hey, I try to talk any other way with Repo, who’s about six-three and two-thirty pounds, he’d beat the shit out of me. He was in the army for a while—got out as soon as he could—but he enjoys describing the ways to kill people with his thumbs. ‘Fu—eff, you’re an umbatz,’ he’d say. Effing crazy. He wants to be an Italian mobster and studies their jargon. I keep telling him there are very few African Italian American mobsters.
 
    
 
   “’How’d the eff you know?’ he asked me. ‘You effing got some Italian in your mix?’
 
    
 
   “Who da eff knows?
 
    
 
   “Maybe you do, Mrs. Moneybags. All the background research your guys did. Some sort of agency, huh. Very mysterious. No, I won’t learn the name of my sponsor, although I may be informed that she’s female. No, I don’t need to fill out any qualifying paperwork. No need to demonstrate need by supplying bank statements—that don’t exist, by the way. ‘We have taken care of all that, Mr. Evans.’ The letter says ‘Your grades alerted us to your potential.’
 
    
 
   “Bull. I’ve taken a class a year. Easy enough to ace school like that, huh? Especially a school like the one I currently attend. Nothing against it, but it’s no Yale.
 
    
 
   “So I’m supposed to take the money and run. Just talk about every damn detail of my boring life. Be sure to answer the questions on this thirty-two page questionnaire and add details. Copious details.
 
    
 
   “Heh. Now that you’ve got me hooked on the money, you’re gonna make me do the paperwork? I have to say it was a nice cover letter from your admin. ‘Ben, honey, you got the money. Get to work. Here’s a recording device to make the job easier. You pick emails or voice recordings. If you really must talk to someone, call this number, but we’d rather you didn’t.’”
 
    
 
   He pressed the rubbery button on the recording thing and shoved off his boots. The talking was simply work in exchange for money he needed. Legitimate, easy work. No reason to be so annoyed.
 
    
 
   He turned it back on.
 
    
 
   “I just wonder, what will you do with an hour a day? I know the admin swore up and down these recordings are confidential, and even she won’t hear them, so what’s it about? You catch sight of my butt and wanna haul me into bed? You writing a novel? Names will be changed to protect the not-very-innocent? Are you trying to scrape together information to garner sympathy for underprivileged folks? God, that is fu—um, screwed.
 
    
 
   “I don’t want to use somebody’s pity to get what I need. Are we clear on that? This isn’t about poor me, because I don’t need anything but your money. You want a story. Fine. An exchange.
 
    
 
   “If you’re actually listening, pay attention to this part too, Mrs. Moneybags. I’m strong enough for anything I wade through every day. All of us are, Beeb, Junelia and me. Hear that? The only missing piece is the money.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I know some agency you hired got the basic facts about me, and you might even be psycho enough or bored enough to actually read them, or listen to this, so I won’t try to bullsh—lie to you.
 
    
 
   “As you’re paying for this, I will give you the finest, grade A, real stuff. And I’ll even try not to lie too often. Just often enough so you can have fun fact checking. ‘He really drop out of high school when he was sixteen?’
 
    
 
   “Nosy, aren’t you?
 
    
 
   “So go ahead and listen. But please do not pity me because I don’t want or need sympathy. I want a scholarship and this is way easier than trying to go through the feds, the state and way fu—effing easier than filling out paperwork or, God forbid, writing essays for other scholarships. And Rodrigo’s gone so I can’t borrow any more. I couldn’t afford much with his interest rates anyway.”
 
    
 
   He rubbed at the stubble on his chin and blew out a long breath.
 
    
 
   “Back up. Start again with less of the attitude,” he muttered, and held up the recorder again. “No more ranting. Okay. Time to pick a random question from your list here. How about Previous jobs: descriptions and responsibilities and coworkers. Right. Big Roddy.”
 
    
 
   He pushed his feet onto the sturdy wooden box they used as a table, knocking off an almost empty bag of Cheez Doodles. Party time for the local herd of cockroaches. He’d finish up the yammering and maybe clean. The place was worse than usual. He pulled in a deep breath and went on.
 
    
 
   “My boss Rodrigo wasn’t a bad guy. A jerk on occasion, yeah, but mostly when he had to be. I don’t think he was related to me and he still gave me a job when there were better, older guys around. Paid under the table too. Course he had to, because I was nine or ten when I started. I’d work after school because Ma still wanted us in school back then and I loved the place. School, I mean. Roddy’s was okay.
 
    
 
   “Old Roddy had pop eyes and a big wide mouth. Looked like bullfrog. He even sat at his counter with his arms kinda bent like front legs. Ribbit. Big beefy guy with almost no hair except on his back and lower arms. Told me he rubbed special oil in to get the hair to grow and I believed him. Not a good start to our working relationship. He didn’t think much of my skills even when I got older. I think he hired me because he liked my mom. Hell, everyone did, until those last couple of years when she came undone. That was what she called it, like she was a pair of running shoes. ‘I’m coming undone,’ she’d announce in case we forgot what she was up to.
 
    
 
   “You know she was a drunk but you don’t know she was basically an okay person. Yes, you sure as hell can be both, but I bet even in your world you’ve seen that. Your world probably would have given her better quality liquor—maybe she’d have dried out at Betty Ford or wherever the rich drunks go these days. We tried to dry her out once and she just drifted further away.
 
    
 
   “Ma didn’t bother with other drugs. White wine was usually enough for her, coke if she could get it, which wasn’t often. She wasn’t addicted to cocaine, only alcohol, cigarettes and Cool Ranch Doritos. Anyway, she wasn’t like some of the other women around here.
 
    
 
   “She worked, usually watching people’s kids. She didn’t turn tricks. No, my mama wasn’t a ho, sorry. Yeah, sometimes guys gave her money, but it’s different because she only went with guys she knew and cared about and the money was a gift, like. And she picked guys who wouldn’t treat her kids like crap. She loved us for a long time, even cared for Pasty for a few years—at the start. He was about two or three when her laces went too far undone. For me, she was a pretty good mom. Okay? That enough about her?”
 
    
 
   He glanced down at the instructions. Education and background of parent. Parental Ambitions.
 
    
 
   “Goddamn. Why do you care about Ma’s ambitions? You should only be concerned with mine. I will take the education you provide for me and use it to cheat the government for my gangsta friends. That’s a joke, Mrs. Moneybags. I don’t have gangsta friends. Unfortunately. They’d give me a loan if I asked and I wouldn’t have to do this talk, talk, talk.
 
    
 
   “Repo and Prophet barely have enough to get by. They occasionally encounter money, but a party, jewelry—sometimes for a girl, gas for a car if they have one that week, a few lottery tickets and the cash is gone again. ‘No point in paying effing bills,’ Repo once said. ‘Doesn’t effing slow them down coming.’
 
    
 
   “Right. Ma. She almost finished high school but dropped out. To have me, I think. Told me once she had wanted to be a teacher. She practiced on me. Never said a thing about how she missed a lot of life because I came along. She read to me, played games. My first memory is taking a bus to go to a fancy-ass preschool she signed me up for. I loved that ride almost more than the school. She’d let me stand on the seat and look out the window. Sang ‘Wheels of the Bus’ under her breath so no one else would have to hear her. She sang better than me, but that’s not saying much.”
 
    
 
   No wait, he didn’t want or need to get into this kind of detail.
 
    
 
   “Anyway. Maybe you’re right to ask about her ambition because she’s the only reason I ever even thought about school or college. Doubt it would have occurred to me otherwise. Not something we discuss around here much.
 
    
 
   “Extended family? No idea. A woman visited once, told me to call her Aunt Leona. That’s all I can remember about her except she had long, bright pink fingernails. She was probably Ma’s sister because we didn’t do that aunt and uncle thing with friends.
 
    
 
   “Ma moved from some town in Massachusetts before I was born. I think her father or maybe her mother beat her. She only hinted and maybe she just didn’t want to answer questions. The thing about Ma is she refused to hit, ever. Shriek, yeah. She would not beat on us. Said it was a bad thing to do to kids, and the choked way she said it, I guessed she spoke from experience.
 
    
 
   “Eventually she had four of us. Except for Junelia’s dad, who died in a car accident, we didn’t know whose dad was whose and no one is going to pay to find out. I think Junelia’s dad was Ma’s favorite. He was a good guy. She disappeared for a whole week after we heard about him. Huh. You know what? This stuff is dull.”
 
    
 
   He closed his eyes. “I would rather take a nap. I got back from work at four this morning. See what a sacrifice I’m making for you? Sleep is precious stuff, I’m telling you.
 
    
 
   “Anyway. I’m the oldest by three, four years and I got the best of Ma. She used to laugh with us. You know how kids always are yelling ‘Hey, watch me, watch me’—she’d watch and applaud. She could even whistle through her teeth. Taught me how.
 
    
 
   “But later, no. She was done with the reading and stuff by the time Pasty came along.”
 
   Had he wandered off track? He turned off the recorder and looked at the list of questions. On and on, they went. Lists of impersonal questions interlarded with “suggested” nosier ones. Work history followed by Impression of first day of work. If no job, income sources.
 
    
 
   “As if,” he muttered in his best mall girl imitation. He turned on the recorder.
 
    
 
   “Work. Right. Mostly I worked for Rodrigo. I did deliveries for him. No, I don’t know what the eff—what was in the bags, envelopes or boxes I delivered. Drugs? Chicken livers? Dog food? Human body parts? I didn’t ask and I didn’t care. I got steady money. Pretty good pay. I did other stuff. Cleaning up his storefront, worked on his car and in a garage when I learned some about engines, that kind of thing. After school.
 
    
 
   “Ma was rotten at the paperwork for benefits and to tell the truth, I was too. I’m getting better but it’s amazing I managed to ever get my ass in gear to enroll for any classes. Prophet nagged me to do it, to tell the honest truth. ‘God gave you the gift of smarts. Use that miiiind, Ben-ja-min. Use it or spit in the face of God!’
 
    
 
   “But back to the list. Yeah, okay. Sources of income.
 
    
 
   “We had some months when my pay from Rodrigo was all we had. I held back a few bucks, and gave most of it to Ma until I figured she drank the money or gave it away or lost it. After that, I started opening the bills and going downstairs to give the money to Mrs. Prichart, our ex-landlady. Did your people know about Bitchheart? Yeah, I see you got her name on here. Your guys are thorough. I’ll tell you that.
 
    
 
   “Did you actually talk to her? Did Bitchheart tell you what she offered when I turned fourteen? Bet you can guess. Yeah, that’s right and in exchange for a chunk of the rent. I was as horny as could be. What would you do, Mrs. Moneybags?”
 
    
 
   He stared down at the recorder-thing, which didn’t even whir as he spoke. Only a steady little red light told him it was working. It would be easy to lose the tiny thing.“Now why did I tell you that? Listen, I didn’t like doing Mrs. Bitchheart. It was gross. No, it felt just fine, but it was pure skank that I got off on it. The woman gave me a raft when I said I wanted to stop. She jacked the rent way up. An ego boost, let me tell you.
 
    
 
   “’My services worth that much to you?’ I told her. Thought she’d burst a blood vessel, she got so angry. Hit me hard enough. Got a scar to show for it. Ma didn’t ask why I insisted on moving.
 
    
 
   “Seriously, why did I tell you about Bitchheart?
 
    
 
   “Let’s talk about you, shall we? You ever go to bed with someone so you don’t lose your apartment? That how you got your house? Marry someone rich, maybe? Am I offensive? Oh, do pardon me.”
 
    
 
   He squeezed the recorder in his hand and laughed. “What the hell? Why am I being so unpleasant to someone I never met and who’s giving me money? Funny, isn’t it? I mean, yeah. You’re giving a deprived boy a hand up and he’s biting your goddamn giving hand. Fu—heck if I know why. But since I’ve started…naw, never mind. I’ll cut you a break for now.
 
    
 
   “Right, what’s up next. Father.
 
    
 
   “Chances are my father could have been the guy Ma called asswipe or the one she called Handsome Cheese. Asswipe’s easy. Never met him, but from what little I’ve heard, yeah, he lived up to his name. He was a married guy, I think.
 
    
 
   “I have no clue where that name Handsome Cheese came from. They eat cheese one night? He have holes in his face like Swiss? Who knows? I asked a couple of times. She didn’t say a thing about him. Seriously closed-mouthed about Mr. Handsome Cheese. And so was everyone else I know, because they didn’t know who she meant either.
 
    
 
   “When I look in the mirror I think he’s white or maybe Puerto Rican. Junelia says she thinks there’s some Indian in me. Like India. Because of my eyes. Or maybe Indian like Native American because of the shape of my face, cheekbones.
 
    
 
   “That’s what I look for when I gaze deep, deep into the mirror. Not zits or ink smears. Ancestry.
 
    
 
   “I tried different ways of saying the words Handsome Cheese aloud, Hasencheese? Hasincha? Just in case Ma was just playing around with his name. Ma ignored me. I even looked through the phone book for a while. Kept me busy. But naw, turns out thinking of him as just Handsome Cheese is more fun. Yeah, all in all, I prefer to think of myself as the son of Handsome Cheese, man of mystery.
 
    
 
   “Hey, whatever my roots are, you know I’m bilingual. Not Spanish, not much, just enough to get by. I mean English and English. Your type and mine. Since about high school I learned careful diction and enun-cee-ation.
 
    
 
   “After a single college class, I even learned to stop pulling out the multisyllabic mothereffing mouthfuls. You people don’t trip over your words when you go too fast. No giveaway worse’n someone trying to get his tongue around a word he can’t act-tual-lah say ’cause he’s only seen it written and never heard the word before.
 
    
 
   “I do your language. But if I forgot to turn it off? Wham. My ass was against the wall. Shitforbrains. I blend, always have. Jeans, not low-riding, tee-shirt, hoodie, no flash, no bling, nothing that screams I’m out to conquer the world, mothereffer. I got a leather motorcycle jacket but it’s old and beat so no one’ll try to steal it, I hope.
 
    
 
   “Oh. And the books. I learned to ditch those, too, except at home. I don’t know why. Don’t ask me, interview some kind of sociologist or psychologist. Why the hell do so many of the dudes in my neighborhood loathe learning? Mistrust schooling?
 
    
 
   “Not the girls so much. And not the little kids’ schools. No, those are okay. It’s like if you like learning too much, you’ll end up being called an asshole. Getting good cars, money, good electronics—those are fine, respectable goals. But when you’re sixteen and go in for too much school and you’re labeled a snot, trying to impress everybody by talking shit. People think you’re just trying to make yourself look better than them. A poseur. Now that’s a poseur’s word.
 
    
 
   “Get too many degrees and you deserve to get your ass whipped. Lawyers are the worst. But everyone in every walk of life enjoys a lawyer joke, huh?”
 
    
 
   He looked down at the sheet. Siblings.
 
    
 
   Not yet, thanks. It had been close enough to an hour anyway.
 
    
 
   “Okay, I got to get studying. Don’t want to waste your money on a crap student, right? Bye. I have to read some article about the origins of scientific protocols. I suck at reading, gives me a headache, but I love it.”
 
    
 
   He pushed the little recorder into his pocket. Tomorrow he’d upload the file onto a school computer.
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The next day Ben forgot about the questionnaire until midnight. He flopped onto the couch, shrugged off his jacket and flicked the silver thing on.
 
    
 
   “Sorry. Don’t have time for questions today. I’m too beat to give a full hour ’cause I had to go on a Beeb hunt. Now he’s getting older he’s getting better at sneaking out, that a-hole. I’ve learned I gotta got see if he’s in bed, and at ten when I checked Pasty’s and Beebo’s room—just Beebo’s now—anyway when I checked, sure enough, he’d taken off. So I grabbed the K-bar knife Repo managed to, uh, extract from the army and went on a Beeb hunt. Naw, I wasn’t going to stab the moron. Just standard procedure to carry. SOP.
 
    
 
   “Don’t get the wrong idea, Mrs. M. There are good people around here. Ms. Lopez in our building—she’s an angel. The old guys down the street are funny as hell. At night we even got ourselves our own neighborhood watch. Pink. The woman always frowns like she smells something stinky and you’re it, but Pink’s not bad. She keeps track of everyone who walks past the stoop where she hangs with another old lady, the one who actually lives there. Junelia calls that lady a witch ’cause she looks the part. A face wrinkled more than a prune and hair dyed dead black. She won’t talk to anything male so I don’t know her name.
 
    
 
   “‘Seen Beeb?’ I asked Pink.
 
    
 
   “He under the bridge.’ Pink’s nose got broken a long while back and she always sounds like she had a cold. ‘Hanging with those bad DPs who stole my check. Right outta my box. Stole all my money.’
 
    
 
   “Pink always claims people steal her check, but as far as anyone can figure she doesn’t have a fixed address with a mailbox. Pink’s got it right about the Decker Parks, though. Those DPs are bad news. They’re nothing national or big. The only good thing about that set is they’re equal opportunity idiots—a hybrid gang that’s called. All kinds of cretins in the DPs. So. Yeah. Back to my Beeb hunt.
 
    
 
   “I ended up going to Repo’s apartment first. He’s good at rousting Beeb, who’s kind of scared of the big guy. We went to the bridge and grabbed that pain in the ass. After we got home, Beeb slammed the door to his room and refuses to talk. Now there’s a loss.
 
    
 
   “Holy crap. He’s gonna go ape when I tell him the news. You already ponied up for college and books. We’re getting the first installment of stipend money soon. And we’re out of this place as fast as I can shake the dust. Another neighborhood.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I bet Beeb’ll carry on and run back, but so what. Maybe moving’ll help Junelia get over the sulks about her latest boyfriend. He’s been seen dry-humping a high-school sophomore named Betsy.”
 
    
 
   Ben yawned. “Getting away from here. Very. Good. So good I promise to stop getting bent about talking. Hell if you told me to strip down and sing falsetto love ballads, I’d do it. But Mrs. M? Trust me. You’d be sorry you asked.”
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   As he held the recorder the next day, the small oval shape actually cheered him. Mrs. Moneybags’ silver worry stone. He sprawled over the sofa and began. “I bet you wonder what else I’ll do with the money. I’ll get myself a computer for school. I owe Rodrigo’s widow a boatload of money. Her, I’ll pay right away.
 
    
 
   “The fu—effing hospital is still after us about Pasty. Sometimes I think we should go after them instead. I mean, hell, did they do their job? I don’t know. Junelia and I talked about finding an ambulance-chaser lawyer, but neither of us wants to think about that last year or talk to anyone from the hospital again.
 
    
 
   “Go, run fast into the future. Junelia sang that song after we decided to just let it go. She got it right. Run, rush far away from the past. You’re just lucky I’m not trying to sing it at you, Mrs. Moneybags. I croak like Rodrigo did. Frog voice.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, that’s the time Junelia and I and Prophet talked and drank beer and decided to let go. We lit candles and drank too much. That’s the night Junelia went out and got a tat on her upper arm.
 
    
 
   “’Pasty’ looked pretty damn funny written on her dark-gold skin, darker than mine even, but I didn’t tell her that. Doubt she figured out the word. The tattoo’s cute. A little rose on the Y. Would have made Pasty laugh his ass off. ‘A rose? Hey, no way. I wanna be a tiger, Juney,’ he’d say.
 
    
 
   “Okay, Pasty. Sibling. Dead. Want to hear about him anyway? Sure you do. He got sick a lot. Complained about headaches. Complained about weakness. Complained and complained. We didn’t have insurance so we were gonna wait it out.
 
    
 
   “Then he had these seizures. Holy crap, I will never forget those.
 
    
 
   “He was sick a long time.
 
    
 
   “Huh, what about the others during that time? More than a year. Beeb missed weeks of school because I wasn’t there to get him up and ready for class. I was the only one who gave a rat’s ass about that kind of thing. Still am. Big old nagging Mama Ben.
 
    
 
   “Never even really thought about it but I guess while we were at the hospital, Beeb spent all day watching TV. Junelia was thirteen and a pain in the rear. I was sixteen. Not old enough to be Pasty’s guardian so I had to rouse Ma to keep the authorities from snooping around.
 
    
 
   “I had to be there. I stopped school, I stopped everything then. Pasty would flip out if I went for a goddamn pee.”
 
    
 
   He fell silent. But then he managed to talk some more.
 
    
 
   The words came slowly but he closed his eyes and described the long hours at the emergency room that first night, Pasty whimpering on the hard plastic molded chair next to him, leaning on his arm.
 
    
 
   “We finally got on a bed and I just lay down next to him. Noisy damn place but I fell asleep. He didn’t. They sent us home that night. Finally got it into my head that he was really, really sick, but the hospital sent him home. Two nights later, the same thing only this time they let him have a bed faster. And they gave me a number to call to schedule an appointment for a CAT scan. Three weeks later. Yup. By then he was finally in the hospital. He’d lost about ten pounds which was a lot for his little body.
 
    
 
   “I hated them then. Hated him too. All that whining. ‘Ben. Ben. Ben.’ He’d say my name over and over. I drove my hand through the wall then so I wouldn’t drive it into him.”
 
    
 
   He broke off and studied the silver disk, wondering how to erase the section. No. No one’s really going to listen to this, he told himself and he could talk again. Otherwise, the words wouldn’t come out as easily and the he’d have to work harder at the moneybags assignment, as he called it. Philosophy was already taking up too much of his time—didn’t need any more time suckers.
 
    
 
   He touched the edges of the disk with his thumbs and looked across at a picture Beeb had drawn at school—a basketball player with ten–foot-long legs.
 
    
 
   “After that, when he was in the hospital, they paid attention. Test after test. Lots of needles and then chemo. He wanted to go home. Blamed me. If I hadn’t taken him to that place, he wouldn’t have gotten that sick. He yelled and cursed me, but if I left the room, he’d scream way worse. I tried to get Ma in there but no, not her, goddamn undone…never mind. She couldn’t help it, okay? I figured that much out. Took a while, but I get it. The woman couldn’t cope with life. She just cried and collapsed when she went to hospital which made everyone ask questions.
 
    
 
   “Right. Pasty needed me there, they told me. Go get him under control or we can’t stick him with needles. I had to sit in that room. And when we went home. I had to sit next to the couch.
 
    
 
   “I have this tat of a dragon on my left arm. I wasn’t even drunk or high when I got that. Just liked the idea of a dragon. No effing clue why. It didn’t hurt as much as they say. Tats aren’t that big a deal.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, Pasty loved that thing, irritated my skin the way he’d trace it with his finger along the wings all goddamn night long. In the middle of winter, I’d wear short sleeves so he could get at it. I wish he’d had a blanket like Beeb did, but instead he had my arm.
 
    
 
   “My butt got real lazy while he lay on the couch, which was my goddamn bed by the way. Poor kid made a mess on it a couple of times—I got another one from Roddy after Pasty, so don’t worry.
 
    
 
   “Hell, at least Pasty let me read my books. And we’d watch movies. A lady from the hospital gave us a TV with a VCR built into it and all her kid’s tapes. We watched every one of them a thousand times. He didn’t want anything scary. Courage the Cowardly Dog used to be his favorite cartoon, but that was too scary.
 
    
 
   “He watched Barney the Dinosaur toward the end. He made me swear not to tell anyone. No ten-year-old should ever be seen watching Barney, not even one who’s lying on a couch, wearing diapers, dying.
 
    
 
   “You keep the secret too, okay? Promise? He sang along with Barney. Makes me choked up every time I hear it now. I love you, you love me. God, what a crappy song. I hear that guy’s voice. He did Chuck E. Cheese’s ads for a while. I heard it and I wanted to vomit. No seriously, it made me physically ill. I don’t hate him though. He helped ol’ Pasty.”
 
    
 
   Ben sat for a while. He’d never spoken of Pasty’s whole life, short and unhappy, but now he recalled, with moments of pure joy. He’d never thought it out from start to finish before. And when he was finished, he felt as if he’d barfed up a rock. Raw, aching and not as heavy inside.
 
    
 
   “Holy crap, I’m sitting here and I feel like I just got some kind of therapy or something, Mrs. Moneybags. Isn’t that what you’re supposed to have happen? You talk about hard things until they take up less room? Well, well, and the service is free too. Unless you want to send a bill. Dr. Moneybags, tuition paid and brains rinsed clean.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   September-October
 
    
 
   Ben worked on making another set of covers for his textbooks while he talked. The rustle of the paper shopping bags probably drowned out his voice, but that didn’t bother him.
 
    
 
   “Covers wear out fast. Must be the way I hold the books or something. Gotta resell these babies later on. Don’t want anything to happen to them. Also, it’s just as well to have them covered up, hidden, if anyone stops by for a visit. Don’t know how they’d find out that the microbiology book costs more’n eighty bucks but that’s always a possibility. Don’t want to tempt poor Repo or Junelia’s worthless boyfriend.
 
    
 
   “Repo’s a good guy but he tends not to think of stuff as possessions. More like objects convertible for ready cash. He gives as easily as he lifts. I mean once we had nothing to eat and the food pantry is once a week. And he showed up with about thirty pounds of cheese and a huge sack of apples. I think he must have raided some school lunch counter. We burped apples and cheese for weeks after we ate them all.”
 
    
 
   As he worked, Ben talked about random things. Like the time he tried to wash Beeb’s old Ninja Turtles blanket. Or the fact that they keep their mother’s ashes next to the bottle of wine they’d found hidden in a suitcase. The silver disk was a silent tomb that took all his words and buried them. He liked that. And on top of that, it gave him money.
 
    
 
   “Time to get back on track,” he said and got up to check the list. “Oops. Haven’t finished siblings.
 
    
 
   “Have I told you about Junelia? I can’t remember and no way I’m going to play a single, drooling second of this back to find out. She’s fine, thank you.
 
    
 
   “The girl ‘went through a tough time’ as those mumble-mouth experts say, but she’s better now.
 
    
 
   “A couple months after Pasty died, she got pregnant, or so she thinks. Never did go to the doctor, or even do one of those kits, but she says she missed a couple of periods. She ended up losing the maybe-baby and the boyfriend.
 
    
 
   “After Pasty, and then with Ma going weirder and weirder, it took Junelia a while to get better. She just lay around on the couch and cried. I was all used up by then, couldn’t do anything for her, and didn’t hang around the place. I didn’t want to be here, and anyway, I had to work or we’d be out on our butts—I’d stopped school and was working all day just to pay Roddy the money I owed him. He was a good guy, Roddy. He paid to have Pasty buried and didn’t even charge us much.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, I didn’t push Junelia to go to school and neither did the school. I have no idea what she told them but they never got in touch with me, even though she was a minor. All the crap happened about then. Pasty, then Ma was gone, all to hell.
 
    
 
   “But Junelia did it. She got better, and she got off the couch. What’s more, she apparently decided there was more to life than screwing and looking good. She got a job at Wal-Mart. Now she says she’ll get her GED before her seventeenth birthday. She better hurry up.
 
    
 
   “She still picks worthless boyfriends, sneaks around with them. But I know she’s smart enough to use condoms. She watched her best friend get pregnant and I thought uh oh, Junelia’s going to want to have a baby like Lorna’s but nope, she said it was impossible to have a life with one of those wailing brats taking up your time. Halleluiah.
 
    
 
   “Mrs. Moneybags, if I ever have kids? I do not want girls. They are way too hard as it is, and then the scumbags who’re out to screw them? Hell, no, I don’t want boys either. I’m done. I’m through with being a parent.”
 
    
 
   He crumpled up the scraps from the bags he’d used to cover the books and overhanded the ball into the trash.
 
    
 
   “Hey, would you please tell me to shut up? What I mean is I have got to stop complaining. Mrs. Moneybags, you’ve got to remind me about the good stuff too. Oh, like there was this time.
 
    
 
   “Beeb was in a school play and I went to watch and when he spotted me in the audience, he grinned like a maniac. I mean the boy beamed and waved. Forgot his lines and just waved. I couldn’t help laughing. He did too. We just laughed and waved at each other like a couple of lunatics.
 
    
 
   “The teacher went out on the stage and practically slapped Beeb to get him doing his lines, which was some crap about being a responsible bee in the hive. He’s good at basketball. Not big or good enough to get real money or a scholarship. But to watch him, it’s entertaining, he’s good.
 
    
 
   “I got to get him out of here. I tell you that? Yeah, I bet I did. Old, old mama, that’s me, worrying about my kiddies. But I’m not letting him get in with those useless DPs. Seriously, he needs a group. Everyone does, I get that. Yeah, yeah. Homies. But that DP bunch? He’s too smart for that.”
 
    
 
   He snorted. “I bet every mama and a whole lot of the dads say that, huh? My boy’s too smart to get mixed up with that shit. They have that nonsense in your world? Stupidity? Gangs? You got kids? I bet you worry about your little darlings. Or do you let the nanny worry for you? Racing their Mazzaratis? I didn’t get mixed with gangs, because I had other things. Ma for a while. Work for Rodrigo. The kids. And learning. Oh yeah, I loved school, I admit it. I still love it.
 
    
 
   “Learning shit sucks me in better than any game. Unless it’s a game that lets you learn shit. There’s something about figuring out a connection or answering a question. It’s almost as good as sex. And I love biology, living it and learning it. Love it. Love finding out the way the parts interact so beautifully. Can’t help but be impressed by the whole glorious contraption of a body or the cleverness of bacteria. Has it been an hour yet?”
 
    
 
   He sat down and picked up the disk. The list sat next to it. Ben flipped through the thirty-two pages and yawned. “Damn, I still have pages to go with this background. You keep letting me get off track. Bad Mrs. M. So yeah. Pure past. I’ll finish the fascinating hour of Ben with more of my background and how I turned out such a fine young man. Cowardice, I’m telling you. And lack of time.
 
    
 
   “There are pathetic gangs around. Nothing big and powerful, not so many ex-cons. And I managed to slip past them except getting shaken down now and then. Beaten up once or twice. I got my own back, broke a guy’s nose. Generally they left me alone. Maybe Rodrigo helped keep them off? Repo and Jig, another guy I know, helped. I dunno.”
 
    
 
   He glanced at kitchen clock and whistled. “Hey now, look at that. Hour’s up. You’ll have to wait until tomorrow for more.”
 
    
 
   An hour went by surprisingly quickly now.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The next time, he talked about getting hauled to the principal for stealing a backpack. “She wasn’t so bad. I needed something to hold my books and someone had taken my bag, I figured that’s how it worked. I think she believed me. So when I think of you, I kinda picture her. Anglo-Saxon Protestant, pale as skim milk WASP. Gray-haired, no, make that blue-haired, skinny hands manicured nails, but with thick knuckles, lots of diamond rings you can’t get off. Maybe age spots.
 
    
 
   “You’re more elegant than that principal, don’t get me wrong. No age spots for you. Your eyes? I’d say as sharp and black as Rodrigo’s but less sly.
 
    
 
   “No, wait, they’re blue, like your hair. You got a slit of a mouth, like that principal, but softer at the edges, almost a smile when you huddle over your bank accounts and give away money to strangers. Okay, we know you is eccentric. Impeccably dressed, though. Certainly not a social worker. Nor not a hippie. Then you’d come barging in here and offer hugs or good thoughts or something just as useless.” He stretched and cracked his knuckles. “You only watch from outside, hidden away on your vast estate. Fenced in.
 
    
 
   “I figure you got no life of your own. Maybe you’re housebound? In a wheelchair? Why else would you care? Can’t be jollies because I am not going to tell you about them, you dirty old lady.” He snickered and stood up. “Truth is, nothing to tell about sex with anyone other than myself in forever and I am not sharing those details. When Pasty got sick, he wanted to sleep on my goddamn couch a lot and wouldn’t let me leave. Ma was getting kind of paranoid with her stuff before she wandered off that last time. She accused us of sucking out her blood for money. Stuff like that.
 
    
 
   “Poor old Ma. At least she didn’t linger. Froze to death in an alley less than two miles away. Cops found her. We didn’t even know she’d left the apartment. I expect she was looking for an open liquor store at three a.m. Found the big one in the sky instead. Junelia thinks she sort of did it on purpose, like the Eskimo old people who go out into the cold to save their families trouble. I doubt it.
 
    
 
   “What’s left? Other relationships? Heh. I bet you’re hankering for something juicy. Lemme tell you, during breaks at Rodrigo’s and the part-time work at the garage, when I could, I hooked up with a girl who worked in a coffee shop. Mm. I liked her. Fantastic breasts and a way of squealing that… Well heh. Wonder what she’s doing now?”
 
    
 
   He grinned at the ceiling and imagined Mrs. Moneybags’ mouth pursing with disapproval. “You said you wanted honesty? Well, honey, the sap is rising. I’ve been without female companionship for—” He fell silent. “More than two years. Whoa. Waited this long, I can just keep waiting. Best concentrate on studying, eh?
 
    
 
   “You know they used to use saltpeter to stop the urges? Cold showers, ha. Those urges don’t stop. No, they do not. Maybe I’ll hook up with someone cute in one of my courses.
 
    
 
   “I’ve already noticed those girls leaning over the microscopes. Some of them have tats above their butts, tramp stamps I bet you’d call them, and mmm, it’s a nice view. Tight jeans. A tat and a thong and some nice rear cleavage. Yep. Almost as interesting as the microbes. Low-cut jeans are out, Junelia says, but not at that school, thank the Lord.”
 
    
 
   He got up and talked as he went into the kitchen. “We’re heading in for a snack now. I carry you around with me every damn place I go in this apartment, not that there’s a lot of places to go.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Just now I met Junelia on her way out to go to work. ‘Who you talking to?’ she asked.
 
    
 
   “’Just reporting to Mrs. Moneybags.’
 
    
 
   “She stopped and gave me a suspicious look. Junelia is certain I’m doing something like Mrs. Bitchheart—which she knows nothing about, by the way. That’s our little secret, Mrs. Moneybags.
 
    
 
   “Anyway she narrowed her eyes at me. ‘Yeah? Sounded kind of like you had a girlfriend voice. You sure you’ve never met her?’
 
    
 
   “I tapped the little oval thing your Miss Griggs sent me. ‘Yeah, here she is, this little silver thing.’
 
    
 
   “’She isn’t exactly pretty,’ said Junelia.
 
    
 
   “’Oh, wait. That’s not her. She lives inside there.’
 
    
 
   “’You know what? I think you robbed a bank and this Moneybags is imaginary.’
 
    
 
   “’Yea, she’s just like Pasty’s Mr. Cat.’
 
    
 
   “She said, ‘Holy shit, I’d forgotten about Mr. Cat. How could I forget him? Remember when…’ And pretty soon we’re both laughed our asses off, remembering Mr. Cat.
 
    
 
   “See, Pasty used to drive us crazy with his imaginary friend. He’d talk and talk under his breath.
 
    
 
   “I’d fall for it every time. ‘What? What’re you saying, boy?’
 
    
 
   “‘Not you, stupid. Mr. Cat.’ He’d look at the air next to him and start to explain what’s going on to Mr. Cat. Always had to give details to his friend. A constant interpretation of his life. ‘My brother’s mad at me because of you. Don’t worry. He won’t hurt you. I won’t let him.’
 
    
 
   “That made me madder. ‘I’m not gonna hurt your friend. I just thought you were talking to me.’
 
    
 
   “He looked at me with that got-you grin. ‘Why would I do that? Why I wanna talk to you?’ He did the little finger-snap thing, only he couldn’t snap his fingers of course, and he waggled his butt at me. ‘Zing. I got you, Benny. Ha ha. I got him, Mr. Cat.’
 
    
 
   “I put my hands on my hips. ‘Mr. Cat, your friend Pasty has no respect for his elders.’
 
    
 
   “But I should have known better. Whenever I tried talking to Mr. C, Pasty would point to the other side of the room. ‘Over there, fool.’
 
    
 
   “’How’d he get there? He was right next to you.’
 
    
 
   “’Mr. Cat moves faster than we do. Zing, Benny.’
 
    
 
   “Usually I tried not to get into it, tried not to get annoyed about him muttering and then telling me nuh uh, he wasn’t talking to me. But sometimes he drove me batshit with the talking to Mr. Cat.
 
    
 
   “Until he stopped. He was starting to get sick about then. He was in the room, just sitting in a chair, looking at television, completely quiet. I said, ‘Hey, where’s your pal? Where’s Mr. Cat? I miss him.’
 
    
 
   “He gave me one of those disgusted looks. ‘I’m way too old for that.’
 
    
 
   “God, how I wish I could tell Pasty he was wrong. Turns out you’re never too old for an imaginary friend. Huh? Right, Mrs. Moneybags, my imaginary friend? You ever get together with Mr. Cat, tell him Benjamin Evans says hi. Tell him how much I miss him and his best friend.”
 
    
 
   He opened the fridge.
 
    
 
   “Whoa, damn. I forgot to buy food. It’s a pathetic sight in there. Soon enough, we’ll have your food in our pantry. Our new apartment’s pantry thanks to you. Even better, we’re moving the hell off this block though it’s still in the city. And Beeb will be forced into a uniform, poor asshole.
 
    
 
   “His new school requires uniforms, still public school, don’t worry, you’re not paying for Catholic or anything. I gotta warn you that you’re buying him shirts and long pants and a tie. I haven’t had the heart to tell him about the tie. And Junelia’s promised to go back to school and give up beer. It’s looking up. Better than this food situation.”
 
    
 
   He sat down on the kitchen chair so hard the thing creaked in protest. For a long minute he stared down at the recorder and rubbed it with his thumb. “You know what? I have never said thank you. Not once or at least not sincerely. Hours of droning on and on and on and I have never once said thank you. And it’s not just the money.”
 
    
 
   He hesitated. For some reason he stopped short at admitting that holding the silver thing had loosened something inside him. The talk had reminded him of the good moments in his life and he had to be grateful for that. “Naw, who’m I fooling, sure it is. It’s all the money. Thank you, Ms. Moneybags. Thank you, you dirty old voyeur.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Mrs. Moneybags, damn, I could use some advice about women. Maybe you can tell me how to get Junelia off the subject of her nose. I was lying on the couch, trying to get through the world’s most boring article about Aristotle when she starts in complaining about her nose. In case you’re wondering, no, nothing wrong with it. It looks like her father’s nose and he was black.
 
    
 
   “I tried to ignore her ranting about how ugly her nose is, but she wouldn’t go away. She pushed my feet over. ‘If I had buttloads of money, I’d get myself an operation.’
 
    
 
   “I made the mistake of laughing and she got mad. She threw my pillow at me and I got annoyed too. ‘Junelia, you want to turn yourself into a freak like…damn, what’s his name? Michael Jackson? Give me a break.’
 
    
 
   “She starts in on me. ‘Even that Beyonce has a pretty little nose. It’s easy for you. You got a nose like Mama’s.’
 
    
 
   “In other words, the features in that region of my face are probably Caucasian. Maybe. I held the book up and turned the page because I was tired of telling her she’s full of shit, and maybe she’d get the hint that I had to work.
 
    
 
   “No such luck. She went on about rhinoplasty for at least five more minutes.
 
    
 
   “I finally put down the book. ‘Junelia. Listen. If you raise the money for the operation. If you have some idiot mess with your face, do you know what I’ll do?’
 
    
 
   “She sniffed and clutched the pillow she’d gotten back from me.
 
    
 
   “’I’ll get a tat of your old nose. Right in the middle of my forehead.’
 
    
 
   “I thought she’d laugh or get mad, but she just ignored me. I said, ‘Girl, why can’t you see that you’re plenty pretty?’
 
    
 
   “She glared at me. ‘You’re just trying to make me feel better.’
 
    
 
   “‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘but that doesn’t mean I’m lying.’
 
    
 
   “She just about stormed out of the apartment after that. Slammed the door so hard I thought it would break.
 
    
 
   “Once I get some time, which should be some time in the next decade, I’m going to go on the internet and find some pictures of gorgeous females with non-standard-white-girl noses and rub her nose in them. Gabrielle Union—she’s an actress. Not so famous but yeah. Shit, yeah. And Venus and what’s-their-name Williams. The tennis players.
 
    
 
   “No reason to ask you—you’d be no help. Chances are you’ve got a little turned-up thing, or maybe a big blade. I know you’re white as skim milk.”
 
    
 
   He laughed and touched the red light. “If this nonsense is what I’m complaining to you about then I think we can agree life is looking up.
 
    
 
   “Oh, and Jig is getting out of jail. I don’t know if I told you about him. I met him at Rodrigo’s. He’s big, a quiet sort of guy except when you cross him, like call him George, which is his real name. He got busted on drug charges a few years ago.
 
    
 
   “It’ll be good to have him back on the street. He’s not the right person to go to jail. There are some people you know they will be fine when they get out. Repo would be. I’m pretty sure I would be too. I can spend the time reading and thinking, I know how to avoid trouble. But Jig, no, I hope he’ll be okay.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   October-November
 
    
 
   Ben grabbed up the recorder before he even dumped his knapsack and helmet.
 
    
 
   “Shit. The hospital called. I don’t know if I want to kick your ass or kiss it. You paid off the fu—effing bill. You really do listen to this stuff I say? Honestly? What the hell for? Some poor shit babbling about his life? Why do you care?”
 
    
 
   He shrugged off the pack, sank onto the couch and stared down at the recorder. “I guess I forgot I wasn’t just talking to myself. It’s bizarre to understand that you actually exist. Mrs. Moneybags. You’re not Mr. Cat. You’re a person. Not a committee, Miss Griggs assures me. So that’s something at least. I wonder if we’d know each other. You’d probably know me. Got a picture, got every inch of my body measured, I’ll bet. Close-up pictures of the tat on my arm.”
 
    
 
   He sighed and stared at the tiny silver thing. “I’m babbling again, Mrs. Moneybags. I’m going to say thank you again. And thank you for the money. But honestly? Just give me the goddamn money and let me decide where to spend it? I’m an adult male. Almost twenty-one damn years old. I have my GED and a year’s worth of college that took me years to do. I don’t need a mommy. I knew I shouldn’t have agreed to this damn thing. It creeps me out that you listened. Embarrasses the hell out of me, to be honest.”
 
    
 
   He grimaced recalling how his throat had closed as he related some of the story, how his voice must have sounded. “But you know what? That’s not your fault. It’s really nice that you thought of us. I mean that you did that, paid the hospital. In a way. Just don’t do it again, girl. From now on? I’m gonna report on my classes.
 
    
 
   “I must have answered your survey questions about seven thousand hours ago. Turns out when you flicked the switch on with me, you can’t turn the switch the hell off. Who knew I could talk so much? I’ll tell you one person who didn’t know. Me. So I’ll report on my classes and what I’m learning and so on. No more moaning about poor, poor little me. Okay?
 
    
 
   “You’ll have to go outside and watch your swans instead. I have you set up with swans, Mrs. M. Big ornery birds that scare the crap out of everyone but you. You’re the kind who just stares them down. So you get your wheelchair outside the doors of your estate, and you look around at the world a little. I’ve told you more about me than anyone knows and that’s more than enough, Mrs. M.
 
    
 
   “Anyway. You take care of yourself. And I’ll be sure to take copious notes in Dr. Stevenson’s class tomorrow. You’ll know more about malaria and mosquitoes than any sane person would wanna know. Interesting stuff. I promise to do my best not to go off topic any more. Thanks. I do mean that. Thank you.”
 
    
 
   He turned off the recorder and kept his promise.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Three weeks later
 
    
 
   Mbags at yahoo.com?
 
   Your kidding me.
 
   With that address I thought it was some sort of sick joke and only answering the email because your admin or whatever she is says it isn’t fake but that note is pretty short considering how much time I talk at you. I can answer youre 5 questions no problem
 
    
 
   1. No way. After Pasty (yea that’s how you spell his name. Real name was Pastrinolo. Don’t know where ma got it or made it up from nothing around here with it.) I hate doctors and don’t want to be one. Thats why I don’t want to go “consider medical school” I’m to old to start that way anyway.
 
    
 
   2. take a good look at this note? I figure Its why youre admin let me talk. It takes me forever to type and I never write great papers. You saw my English grades. My advisor says I need ENG 099 this summer and he said he doesn’t know how the hell I wiggled out of it. Charm I told him. I like learning I hate writing. That’s a no to “transferring to a better school.” Besides I thought the idea was to help the college as well as it’s students. Don’t be a hypocrite. Public education. Rock on.
 
    
 
   3. Beeb and Junelia have adjusted fine to the new place. He wears the tie and only tries to run off every week or so. Doen from every couple of days.
 
    
 
   4. Yes I know motorcycles are dangerous. I spent hours in e-rooms. remember Ma and Pasty? Donorcycles. I built this one myself when work was quiet. I don’t want to go slow. Fast is good but I wear a helmet. Anyway no thank you I don’t need a goddamn car.
 
    
 
   5. I respectfully decline to elaborate further on details. Sorry. But hey, next week we start viruses, more calculus and a exam in philosophy and I will tell you all about that and if your lucky more complaining about the paper in philosophy I haven’t started.
 
    
 
   I sometimes wonder if we ever met. Would you tell me who you were? Id never talked so much in my life. Weird feeling to know you know me so well and I could bump into you and not know its you. I hope you got your moneys worth.
 
    
 
   He backspaced, erasing the last paragraph, and wrote, “thanks again for every thing” then hit send. She’d gotten her pound of flesh and then some. He didn’t hold any of it against her, of course not. He couldn’t, except maybe that hospital bill, but he’d have to figure that one out when he could.
 
    
 
   But damned if she’d get his pathetic details to drool over. She’d get the reports on the classes she’d paid for and nothing else.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Classes are okay. I somehow managed to impress one of the star professors here. Bet you didn’t know we had any, huh? Dr. Steele thinks I should get extra student dollars by signing up to wash her glassware. I said no thanks. The garage pays better. She’s okay, but she’s always on about how she wants to have a real lab, do really cutting-edge research and not just mark time in this place. Her ambition puts me to shame. Did you know she got her doctorate before she turned twenty-three? That’s young, apparently. Graduated from high school when she was sixteen, I guess.
 
    
 
   “We are talking about free will in philosophy. What do you think of the idea, Mrs. Moneybags?
 
    
 
   “I say okay. But first toss in biology, environment and about a thousand other factors like what you had for dinner, and if you had enough sleep or you’ll sleep with me and sure, I’ll buy free will. We’re teeming with so many creatures and pumped with all sorts of hormones and other chemicals our bodies produce, it’s amazing we can walk across the street.
 
    
 
   “The philosophy professor doesn’t believe in using notes, and so every lecture is a bunch of tangents. Never know where you’ll end up in that class. Start out with Schopenhauer and end up talking about Chinese takeout. We even talked about campus security. Hey, at least now I know why they’re wicked assholes, always asking for ID. Last year a woman was raped just off campus. She was something of what the prof called a muckety-muck, whatever the hell that is. Something to do with mud? A grand vizier? That’s a high-ranking official in an Islamic country, in case you were curious. I thought it meant wizard.
 
    
 
   “So he talked about the attack and everyone else started up those urgent little side conversations. ‘Only leave by the main entrance,’ the girl who sits next to me whispered. ‘Otherwise you’re not safe. And don’t use the north gate, ever.’ The students are all afraid of that side of campus. My side. A lot of them refuse to leave campus at all unless they have some homies along. I didn’t laugh in their faces.
 
    
 
   “My new tutor quoted me a phrase I wanted to use with them. ‘We fear things in proportion to our ignorance of them.’ Some guy named Titus said it.
 
    
 
   “I didn’t say it though. Proud of me for not being a smart-ass reverse snob? I’ve even gone out with some of the other students. I’m in a study group and we decided to go out to eat. They picked Millers. Ever been there? Restaurant on the good side of the campus. Very fancy place.
 
    
 
   “We sat down and I said, ‘Oh shit, I can’t afford this. I mean look at this, they have cloth napkins. I’ve never eaten in a place with cloth napkins.’
 
    
 
   “The three others thought I was joking. Turns out the prices weren’t too horrible—I just had soup.
 
    
 
   “The embarrassing thing is I ate like I always do, hunched over the bowl like someone was going to take it away. A cute girl name Kim actually pointed that out and I had to push myself away from the bowl and laughed. Ha ha ha. Big joke. Yes, of course, the napkin goes on the lap. There. Spoons and soup seem stupid but I’ll do like the Romans.
 
    
 
   “I think I have to let you to buy me lunch now and then. But I won’t get used to it, okay? It’s too easy to get used to luxuries. Like now all we have to do is walk to the basement of the apartment building. You know they have washer-dryers there? Still pretty expensive machines, but no more walking in the rain with sixty pounds of laundry. Or washing it in the bathtub. Slop, slop, slop, stomping around on it with your feet.
 
    
 
   “There isn’t much I hate more than doing laundry. Except writing this paper about free will. The one I’m talking to you to avoid writing.
 
    
 
   “Do you know I’ve talked to your admin a couple of times? She tell you that? I got curious once, tried to do a phone number search on the internet, but no go. Maybe I’ll hire the inquiry agency you used. Naw, chances are they’re too expensive. I think I might pay 19.95 for my own online detective to track down you and your mysterious Miss Griggs.
 
    
 
   “That’s the name I’m supposed to call her although she warned me that it was a pseudonym. I’ll tell you this. The woman can keep a secret. I tried coaxing and flattering details out of her. Nuh uh. She even hung up on me once. I called back to apologize.
 
    
 
   “I was convinced she was you for a while, but if she is, you’re one hell of an actress. I guess a rich lady would have someone just to answer the phone for nuisance, nosy protégés.
 
    
 
   “Okay back to my real report. Sorry, no more emails for now, Mrs. Moneybags. I’m talking instead of writing because my new tutor is a bigger pain in the ass than any professor. Because of her I’m getting more than enough practice writing. The woman looks like a mouse but is more like a lion. No, she’s a pit bull. She grabs on and won’t let go. She makes me write emails to her every damn hour. She’s the one who gave me that Titus phrase. You picked her out, huh? She said an anonymous benefactor pays her. That wasn’t true of the last tutor. He was looking for credit. She said she didn’t need any more credit.
 
    
 
   “We meet in an unused classroom. A cluttered stuffy little room with lotsa cardboard boxes stacked up and a couple of desks. Oh and a chalkboard—probably the last one on campus. My tutor’s a dreaded necessity. Like the visits to the dentist someone apparently lined up for me. Yeah, actually, screw that. But I’m not going to ignore those appointments entirely. Beeb’s going, protesting like I’m dragging him to prison.
 
    
 
   “I will eventually, okay? But I’ll make my own appointments. Damn Moneybags, you’re worse than a mother. I should know. I’ve been one.”
 
    
 
   He smiled. His mysterious benefactor’s way of pushing into his life amused him even as it annoyed the hell out of him. He did his share of the bargain. She should do hers and then stay out of his life. He cleared his throat.
 
    
 
   “Back to the tutor. All that writing. She has me do spell check for every single note, and she wants me to read aloud. She thinks I’m dyslexic but, I happen to know that’s what they say about nearly every kid I grew up with. ADD. ADHD. Dyslexic. Crack babies. Fetal alcohol syndrome kiddies. Okay, enough. I’m only talking about school these days.
 
    
 
   “So the tutor. Miss Mouse is the quiet sort but you can tell she likes being quiet. She’s not out to impress anyone. She’s got a different kind of style. When we met it’s both of us trying to be quiet. Now it’s a pattern, but she ends up cracking first.
 
    
 
   “‘Mr. Evans.’ She calls me Mister. That amuses the hell out of me. ‘Mr. Evans. I had hoped you’d send me a copy of your philosophy paper.’
 
    
 
   “‘Huh.’ I put my hands behind my head and stared out the window. She’s the second tutor I’ve had here. The other one got too busy, he said. For some reason, I just can’t be polite and work with them. Attitude. I got it with tutors. I resent that I need it because I’m smart and should be able to do this on my own. See? I know my failings. Not like I’m going to do shit about them.
 
    
 
   “She trembles like one of those little ratty-dogs, a Chihuahua, but doesn’t back down. ‘I haven’t seen it yet. Do you have a copy?’
 
    
 
   “’Nope.’
 
    
 
   “Silence but she breaks it. ‘How can I help you if you won’t allow me to see your writing?’
 
    
 
   “‘Exercises ‘n’ shit.’ I tilt back my chair.
 
    
 
   “She’s easy to intimidate, too easy. Jumps every time I move fast or lean toward her. But I get a kick out of her. She’s intense like no one I’ve met and she loves writing and reading. I know she’s just nervous, not really prejudiced and trying to get past it, because she doesn’t do that overcompensating being-nice thing some people do, all that smiling and trying hard to keep eye contact when you know they’re dying to look away.
 
    
 
   “Anyway she gave me assignments and turns out they’re just fine. I mean, she has me reading interesting stuff and writing about it. She has me reading my text books or real short essays by these guys like this guy E. O. Wilson. Know him? Lots of stuff about ants. Sociobiology. Stephen Jay Gould’s another one. He and Wilson hated each other I think.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, I read them, wrote a thing about what I read. Paraphrasing, but turns out that’s still got to get references, cite them, I mean. I got the long lecture about plagiarism from Miss Mouse. How the hell was I supposed to know if I did that without saying shit it was stealing? Not something I picked up on the streets. I admit it makes sense. Ideas can get stolen like any possession. Should have learned that in high school, huh?”
 
    
 
   He paused.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, what I like is it’s falling in place. I mean reading things like sociobiology and evolutionary psychology. You’ll think it’s a bunch of babbling jargon until the moment some of it fits and the words came together. What a rush. I told Miss Mouse about it and she nodded and beamed like I’d given her a present, though it was the other way around.
 
    
 
   “Don’t worry, I think regular boring old biology is still great too. I love how smart systems are. You know? Digestion is the coolest thing. Who knew shit was so complex? Even a mosquito is brilliant. And you already know how impressed I am by a bacteria. Oh pardon me, a bacterium. Goddamn Latin.”
 
    
 
   He grinned. “So Miss Mouse is winning. Big surprise since it wasn’t really a fight except in that one asshole corner of my brain. She’s having me write up my class notes and drafts of papers and send them to her. When I don’t, she fu—effing text messages me on my cell phone. Pain in the butt. She and Dr. Steele are always on my case.
 
    
 
   “She showed me how to have the computer read it all back aloud. Eventually we’re gonna do voice to text but this’ll do for now.
 
    
 
   “Here’s the phrase she picked to show me how the thing works—‘Freethinkers are those who are willing to use their minds without prejudice and without fearing to understand things that clash with their own customs, privileges or beliefs. This state of mind is not common, but it is essential for right thinking.’ That’s Leo Tolstoy.
 
    
 
   “I use it for my own stuff, to catch some of the errors. I picked the mid-Atlantic female voice to read, but I’d rather hear Miss Mouse read my stuff aloud. She’s got a smooth and low voice. Want to know the truth, I started noticing other stuff about her too.
 
    
 
   “She’s all coiffed, polished and tidy so I thought she was in her mid-thirties, but now I’m betting closer to my age. I followed her out of the classroom the other day and even though the dress she was wearing what had to be the most boring clothes made by humankind, I noticed she had a nice ass. Speaking of getting a piece of ass, I’m going to have to do something. My DNA is begging me to produce more DNA. Hey, did you know amoebas have a genome two times as large as us? Onions have more DNA too.
 
    
 
   “School break’s coming up. Thanksgiving. Beeb wants a traditional Thanksgiving. Junelia said she’d do it. Turkey and all that crap reminds me of homeless shelters and having to say thank you to people who never saw you before but smile and smile and try to make eye contact and claim they love you and wait for you to say thank you every few minutes. Just the smell of the stuff makes me pissed off. God I hate the holidays. I hate volunteers.”
 
    
 
   He stared into space then shook his head.
 
    
 
   “Hey, you know why I hate the holidays? Bet you figured it out before I did, which was just now. Sometimes I’m slower’n shit.
 
    
 
   “Pasty died about Thanksgiving. After it. He couldn’t eat that last while and they kept trying to give him and me holiday food. One woman rubbed gravy on his lips. That wasn’t so bad, really. Made him happy. She was a volunteer so I shouldn’t be ragging on them. This time of year. Gets to a lot of people doesn’t it?”
 
    
 
   He switched off the recorder. He still caught himself doing it, treating the stupid recorder like a therapist.
 
    
 
   Why not if it kept the Moneybags happy? He pushed send and the message went right out on his fancy laptop, which he kept chained in his apartment. Tomorrow he’d just read aloud from one of his books into the recorder.
 
    
 
   Miss Mouse was right. Reading aloud helped him see the pauses better. It helped with his own writing. Commas became less of a mystery.
 
    
 
   He got too busy with work.
 
    
 
   He tended not to give Mrs. Moneybags her full hour but hadn’t heard any complaints from the admin. Just notes about dentists now and then. Didn’t kill him to hit delete without any response other than “Thanks, but no thanks. I’ll make my own appointments.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Two days later, he was too angry to just hit delete or send a note back.
 
    
 
   He promptly recorded a message.
 
    
 
   “No, I have no interest in visiting your so-called friend in Cambridge over break to discuss a possible future in research. I don’t want to go to Hahvahd even if it’s for a day. I’m going to hang around here, get some studying done. I have met a nice girl in lab. Only I’m really hoping she isn’t so nice, if you get what I mean.
 
    
 
   “So very kind of you to try to hook me up but right now the only kind of hook up I want is with someone of the opposite sex. Yes, I have a one-track mind. But it’s the damn holidays. Right? Five whole days off. Do you know what? I have never had five days off in a row to do anything I wanted. Not once in my life. Not that I can remember. I’m going to use the five days to sleep until my head falls off.
 
    
 
   “Once I get my brains stuffed back in, I’m going to drink beer. Don’t worry, only a couple, Mommy. I’m aware of the genetic component of alcoholism.
 
    
 
   “I’ll play goddamn video games on my computer. You bought it, yeah, but it’s mine and I wanna see if I have a future as a computer nerd. Then I might study. Or drink some more. I’m going to act like the degenerate lost young asshole everyone always thought I was all these goddamn years. I hope to God I end up hooking up with someone who wants to party.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   November-December
 
    
 
   “Dr. Steele and Miss Mouse were both mad at me today. Apparently they think I squandered the great opportunity you offered me. But I am an over-aged sophomore at a less than stellar institution. That fancy-ass professor was willing to meet me for one reason only and that reason is you. See, that’s not the point, is it? This is my education, not yours.
 
    
 
   “Dr. Steele said she thought I should have gone but she admitted that she’s read the guy’s work and doesn’t think he’s such a hot ticket. I get the impression she’s probably jealous. I mean, she thinks she should be at Harvard, not that guy.
 
    
 
   “She was standing around with Dr. Lott, and they got into an argument about the guy’s research, then shifted into some nonsense about student credits. Stupid-ass argument. Not sure if it makes me feel better or worse to know professors are perfectly capable of acting like petty jerks. I don’t know why I was shocked by it. I just walked away while they were at it.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, enough about that. I wanted to tell you that sitting around on your butt is okay but not a lifestyle I’d pick. Make you feel better? Some of the other students talk about their weekends and I think of those five days off I had, and wonder what it would have been like when I was younger to live like that. Not do anything for anyone else. Just do what I wanted. Go to the beach, get drunk, hang out. Not like the crackheads at my old place—those fools don’t have a choice, no matter what anyone tells you. But to do it on purpose. Truth is, it would get boring after a while.
 
    
 
   “I bet you’re wondering about my hook up. Okay sure, you dirty old lady. Diana was all that and more. All that and a bag of chips. Someday I might actually get to get all the way into that bag.
 
    
 
   “She is mostly Polish, I think. Round and juicy with a snub of a nose. She wears dark red lipstick and nails and has a belly-button piercing. I am so glad I picked her over your Harvard professor. We ended up on the sofa at my place. Did I thank you again for the place I can bring people to? Diana would have run screaming from our old place.
 
    
 
   “Back to fun times in our new apartment. What a good vacation.  I didn’t get all the way into her pants, you old voyeur. But I might have if Beeb hadn’t come wandering out. ‘Hey, what’re you two doing?’ as if he didn’t know. Talk about peeping Tom.
 
    
 
   “Diana gave a little shriek and pulled her shirt down and her jeans up. We didn’t have a chance to get together after that. Next time, I’m going to move the action into the bedroom. My bedroom. Yes, I have my own, thank you. No more couch for me.
 
    
 
   “So either the bedroom or maybe I’ll lock Beeb in his room. I’ll do both, I think.
 
    
 
   “The best part is Diana isn’t an idiot. Funny that she really is the first girl I’ve hung around with who has plans for herself beyond next week. She’s talking about what she wants to do and she gave me some good ideas. In fact, I know what I want to do. Lab techs make pretty good money. They play with bacteria all day long. Sure, they don’t create research, but they get to be around it. Good enough for your protégé? Sure as hell is. I have my eye on the prize now.
 
    
 
   “You and Miss Mouse can back off. I have planned out my future at last. Okay? I get to wash Petri dishes and play with bacteria during the day and maybe Diana at night.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Three weeks later
 
    
 
   “Sorry I skipped so much time. Finals were a bitch. Here’s a report about what I’ve been doing over Christmas break. I’ve read. A lot. Constantly. Never had so much time to just sit and read. Textbooks, internet sites, fiction. I stopped with most fiction about tenth grade or so. Miss Mouse gave me a reading list. So far I like the fantasy shit best. Mysteries, they’re okay.
 
    
 
   “I managed to not get pissed off about getting a Christmas check from you. What the hell? I take scholarships where I can find them. Gifts? I don’t think so. If I don’t need it, I don’t want to have to take it. But then I thought, okay, maybe some I’ll buy some kinda pretty jewelry for Junelia and a new basketball or something for Beeb. Junelia probably won’t wear the earrings I got her because they’re not the size of softballs. Not bling-y enough.
 
    
 
   “After I got Miss Griggs and Diana flowers—bigger bunch for Diana, by the way—I gave the rest to Repo who needed it for some mysterious purpose. He promised it was legal, or at least not harmful.
 
    
 
   “I handed him the cash saying, ‘This is from Mrs. Moneybags, Reep, not me. She likes to know where the money goes.’
 
    
 
   “‘Tell her to mind her own effing business. Naw, tell her thanks. I gotta pay some guy or I’ll be up to my effing ass in trouble. Okay? Tell her thanks.’
 
    
 
   “He sounds like me, doesn’t he? What an ungrateful jerk.
 
    
 
   “Thanks. Okay?
 
    
 
   “Over break I got my license. Both kinds. Car and motorcycle. Bet you didn’t even know I didn’t have one or the other?
 
    
 
   “Did your Miss Griggs tell you she sent me my birth certificate? Yeah. Helps to have friends in high places. I didn’t even know where I was born. Methuen, it’s a place in Massachusetts, although I bet you know that. No big surprise, ‘father unknown’.
 
    
 
   “I now formally exist.
 
    
 
   “Hey, I just realized that now the secret is out. Why I wear a helmet on the bike had nothing to do with keeping my skull intact. I didn’t want to get pulled over by the cops. Oh, and I got overpriced insurance on my bike too. I’m existing more and more.
 
    
 
   “I plan to keep wearing the helmet, you’ll be glad to know. Now that someone’s invested in my brains, might as well keep them from going all over the pavement.
 
    
 
   “Jig is still pretty quiet these days. I guess I haven’t told you much about him because of my restriction of personal stuff. I suppose I should tell you because I invited him to come live with us for a while. I’m worried about him.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Voice mail to Miss Mouse: “Thanks for the list, but I think I’m tired of biographies. I don’t want to know all these famous guys turned out to be selfish bastards who abandoned wives, kids, pet dogs. It’s hard enough to resist the urge to run away from home. I don’t need to hear that’s okay as long as you’re successful in the world.
 
    
 
   “I’ll jump on my bike and head into the sunset and just hope that worldly success comes later. Seriously. Ever have the urge to do that, Miss Mouse? Just ride until you run out of gas? I bet it would take days for the world to catch up. Someday, if I don’t show up for a session, that’s where I’ll be. Naw. I know. No skipping without twenty-four-hour notice. I won’t break that rule if you don’t. So no skipping because it doesn’t seem right unless it’s wild and spontaneous, right?”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Two days later
 
    
 
   “Mrs. Moneybags, I don’t remember asking you for permission to let Jig live with us. I’m a grown man, remember? It’s my name on the lease. Thanks for giving the permission, anyway. Miss Griggs’s email seemed a little worried about what was wrong with him. Damned if I know. Chances are I never will either. Something about jail made him less optimistic about life. Surprise, surprise. But I don’t think he’s going to kill himself or get violent or anything. He’s been here for about a week already.
 
    
 
   “The guy’s a good roommate. Cleans up, cooks and, oh, even better, Jig’s taken exception to Junelia’s latest boyfriend. He’s threatened to beat the shit out of the guy if he catches Billy, that’s the boyfriend, yelling at Junelia again. Except for the trouble that might cause with his parole officer, I think it’s a fine idea. Where does Junelia find these losers? When I got rid of one nasty jerk-off, she promptly started sneaking around with him. I bet she’d listen to Jig.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, tell Miss Griggs not to worry that we’ll all be slaughtered in our beds. He’s already looking for another place. He shares the room with Beeb and Beeb’s a snorer.
 
    
 
   “Let’s go back to school. How about Miss Mouse. You missed her?
 
    
 
   “Yeah, never mind the actual work for the moment. Just now, I’d rather figure out Miss Mouse.
 
    
 
   “It’s funny. Even ’til recently I didn’t much give a damn about most people so long as they didn’t bug me too much. I just wanted them to let me get what I needed. The way people acted was something I had to know to use or get around or avoid. I’m turning into a goddamn touchy-feely New Age college student. Helps me score babes, you know. They dig sensitive men. You’ll be getting the bill for a pair of those butt-ugly sandals any day. Birkenstocks.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, you probably wonder about how Miss Mouse and I work together. Each of us spends the whole time with our hobbies. Hers? To get me to work and to talk about myself. And mine? I try to avoid work and get her to talk about herself. Oh, and I like to make her blush like a demon.
 
    
 
   “When she gets embarrassed she glows. Seriously, like a solar flare. That’s a worthwhile hobby, getting her to turn red. Red like a stop sign—no, even brighter. Brake-light, glow-in-the-dark red. The game is getting harder though. I think she’s getting used to me. And truthfully—but don’t tell—I don’t actually want to make her wicked uncomfortable. Just an edge. It’s good for her. The way she acts around me, I get the sense she’s been isolated.
 
    
 
   “I got her twice to go red today. The first wasn’t even using words. When I work, Miss Mouse stares at me. I’m not kidding.
 
    
 
   “Today I gave her a smirking smile when I looked up and caught her eyes on me. That was the first time she turned red.
 
    
 
   “Then she wanted to push our attention right back at me, of course. She said she was just watching my weird grip on the pencil. ‘But you still have to learn how to type properly, Mr. Evans. Are you practicing positioning your hands?’
 
    
 
   “Always back to me. She either nags like that or distracts me by finding some interesting thing to hook me.
 
    
 
   “Later on I grumbled about something today—past plus-perfect, some kinda grammar crap—and she started right in.
 
    
 
   “’I find it surprising that you’re not more enthusiastic about grammar. I thought biologists appreciate rules, systems, categorizations. That’s the essence of grammar.’ She has an accent. Snotty, but I kinda like it. I once asked her about it and she apologized, the twit. She said it was Brahmin Boston and, in the worst Southern drawl ever, she told me she was trying to kill it dee-ahd.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, she managed to get me onto grammar today. ‘Perhaps it would help you if you look at language as some kind of organic creation, a creature. Some linguists actually argue for that theory.’ She went on about language, how some people think there’s a universal grammar and most languages seem built around nouns and verbs. She told me that she barely remembered the basic linguistics class she took and barely passed, but she starts in on stuff like psycholinguistics, neurolinguistics and I’m taking notes. This stuff is hot-shit.
 
    
 
   “But then as she’s talking, it’s back to Ben. She stops in midsentence and asks, ‘How’d you graduate from high school without an excited teacher pushing you into a gifted program? Oh, I suppose you didn’t go to classes?’
 
    
 
   “I leaned back in my chair and eyed her, usually enough to get her to stop with the questions. I figure if she won’t talk, why should I? But she’s gotten braver and she was still watching with her eyebrows raised, waiting for an answer. I said, ‘You went to them all, I bet. Every last class you could.’
 
    
 
   “She nodded. ‘Every last one of them. I got an award for going to the school every day for three years. I did well enough to skip two grades.’
 
    
 
   I prodded to get more. ‘Must of loved it.’
 
    
 
   “’Not really. I didn’t hate school. I ended up in graduate school, after all. ABD.’
 
    
 
   “I had no idea what that meant, but I wasn’t going to ask.
 
    
 
   “’She said, ‘All but dissertation. Then a couple of years ago, my father got sick. Things happened and I just drifted away from it. The clock is ticking but I still have time to write my dissertation.’
 
    
 
   “’Drifting. You do a lot of that?’
 
    
 
   “‘Some.’ Miss Mouse has a new game she uses when she wants me to stop me from talking about topics she doesn’t like, which is almost anything about Miss Mouse. ‘The game is Stump Mr. Evans.’ So it wasn’t a big surprise when she grinned and said, ‘I have a word. Define engram?’
 
    
 
   “’Ha,’ I told her. ‘I just read that one in effing philosophy. I musta been braindead to sign up for a second semester of that class.’
 
    
 
   “’Engram, Mr. Evans.’
 
    
 
   “‘A change thought to occur in living neural tissue in response to stimuli, a possible explanation for memory.’ I said, ‘So I win word of the day. You still drifting?’
 
    
 
   “‘We’re here to learn the basics of good writing. I’ll make you a deal, Mr. Evans. You can skip some of the grammar if you promise to write me a short piece about something you found interesting today. Write it like a basic five-paragraph essay. You know, the ones you should have learned in fifth grade.’
 
    
 
   “I just stared at her, tried to catch her gaze, but I couldn’t. ‘Miss Mouse. Maybe I’ll write an essay about you.’
 
    
 
   “Finally she turned red and said in her best snotty tones, ‘I’d rahther you wrote about applied linguistics, Mr. Evans.’
 
    
 
   “Okay, maybe you had to be there, but honest. She kills me, just thinking about her makes me laugh. She’s about as tight as a person can be without going off like a spring flying. Boing. I bet it’s because she wants so much to be a good person, you know? Like if she doesn’t do the exact right thing the correct way, it’s going to go on a big old chart somewhere and she’ll get her hand slapped. Can’t imagine going through life like that. If we’re supposed to forgive the other assholes out there, you sure as hell have to forgive yourself, huh.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   January-February
 
    
 
   “Hey, there are two questions I forgot to answer on the original thirty-two-page questionnaire. I was about to throw it out and flipped through it. The first one was Where do you wish to visit?
 
    
 
   “All right. I’ll tell you. The abandoned caves.
 
    
 
   “Did I ever tell you about the time I went to an abandoned house? It spooked everyone but I loved it. Who was there? Um, not Beeb yet. Ma might have been pregnant with him. There was Junelia, a tiny girl then, the guy we were with. Bill? Bob? One of Ma’s friends.
 
    
 
   “Anyway. Bill-Bob had a car and we all went out to the country. I have no idea where we were. Connecticut, maybe? This is a long-ass time ago. We went for a walk and found an abandoned house just at the edge of a field.
 
    
 
   “See, there is nothing like that sort of house in the city.
 
    
 
   “If a house or building is empty, squatters move in. They destroy the furniture, crap on the floor, turn it into a crackhouse or a place to have sex. There’s no truly abandoned place. This one was untouched, or nearly.
 
    
 
   “It smelled like dust and sort of a chilly musk. The windows were broken mostly, and some of the furniture destroyed, but it felt as if it hadn’t been used for decades. Might have been two weeks, for all I know.
 
    
 
   “Ma said, ‘I wanna go. Let’s get out of here.’
 
    
 
   “Bill-Bob agreed and they hauled up little Junelia and hustled out of there. I didn’t. I went upstairs, looked around. The bedroom looked untouched, except for all the dust and a bed that some animals had gotten into and turned into fluff. Mice, I guess. And there was a bureau too. I opened it up and found a lot of dusty old books and shredded clothing.
 
    
 
   “It was melancholy, that’s the word. But there was something entirely cool about being in a place that had such an air of unknown about it. Someone had lived there, eaten meals there, slept and maybe screwed in that house and they’d up and gone, leaving behind all the bits and pieces of their lives.
 
    
 
   “The Indian caves. I don’t know why it’s something that appeals to me so much. An unknown past? A mysterious bunch of people we’ll never see and not just a mysterious father I’ll never discover? You’ve been listening to this crap for a while. You tell me.

 
   “Another question I forgot to answer—What am I afraid of?
 
    
 
   “Nothing. Got that? I am not afraid of anything, today. Ask me again tomorrow because, dude, if I have to rewrite that damn paper, I’ll be a whimpering mass.
 
    
 
   “I might have once said I’m scared I’ll never get out of our old neighborhood, but I’m gone now and so’s the fear. Even if I had to go back, I wouldn’t really be there. You know? Naw, maybe you don’t.
 
    
 
   “There. I finally finished your hugeass batch of questions and I’m only a few months late on it. Too late to back out now. I have spent a lot of your money. And plan on spending more. Got next semester all planned out.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Two days later
 
    
 
   “You must have told Miss Mouse it was my birthday. Or, duh, maybe it’s on my form. But after our session, she was ready to take me out to lunch. As we were walking to Millers, we passed Diana and she raced over to be introduced. She gave me a huge hug and kiss. Since that’s not her style, I wondered what’s going on right off the bat. So Miss Mouse invites her to the birthday lunch. And Diana scolds me for not telling her when my birthday is. Not such a huge deal in our family. I mean you get cake and maybe a present, but these people are acting like it’s a high holy day. And Diana’s grabbing my arm and nibbling my neck and I finally get it. She’s marking me as her territory.
 
    
 
   “Well, the thought that Miss Mouse, who won’t even look at me without turning red, could be a threat to Diana amused the hell out of me. But I went along with it. Why not? Revs a man up to have a sweet thing like Diana giving little kisses and squeezing him all through lunch, and man, I was pretty revved.
 
    
 
   “Conversation was pretty dull. Miss Mouse asking us, ‘How’re you enjoying the semester? Which classes do you like best?’
 
    
 
   “Diana wanted to order wine to mark the big occasion, twenty-one, and whoops, there was an awkward moment. The waiter checked IDs. Diana’s nineteen so we ended up with two glasses of wine and she got iced tea instead.
 
    
 
   “I ate all three of the hot rolls and listened to Diana talk about the fabulous opportunities opening up to lab techs with the new company coming to town. I swear she could work as their recruiter. Then the conversation shifted to Miss Mouse.
 
    
 
   “Miss Mouse is actually named Davidson. Lisa Davidson. Never occurred to me to ask, but Diana said, ‘Are you related to the Davidson the residence hall on campus is named after?’
 
    
 
   “‘A distant relation,’ said Miss Mouse who was picking at her salad. She eats like food might be poison. ‘He was the scourge of the family.’
 
    
 
   “Diana took her hand off my thigh and leaned forward. ‘What?’
 
    
 
   “Miss Mouse looked embarrassed—oh, heavens, caught joking around. ‘I’m not serious,’ she said, ‘although I suspect he was an egomaniac. Every time he donated money, he insisted something should be named after him. He didn’t have kids and maybe he decided the best way to live on was to make sure his last name was plastered all over the city, a park, a dormitory, a street even.’
 
    
 
   “‘But it’s so exciting. I’d love that,’ Diana said.
 
    
 
   “I managed to wolf down the big chunk of the steak I was eating. ‘At least he wasn’t a doctor.’
 
    
 
   “Miss Mouse giggled. I hadn’t heard that sound, ever. ‘Oh. Poor Dr. Alzheimer’s children.’
 
    
 
   “‘Even being a Heimlich wouldn’t be fun,’ I said, just to keep her going. ‘Or if he liked real estate, how about naming a chunk of a hospital after him. The Davidson Criminal Psych Evaluation Suite, the Davidson Rape Unit, the Davidson Cancer Treatment.’
 
    
 
   “Miss Mouse put down the fork she was holding and really lost it, almost roaring with laughter. Squeaking with it, anyway. Diana and I stared at her as she laughed and laughed. Her cheeks and the end of her nose turned slightly pink. I thought it was cute. ‘I’m sorry,’ she finally managed to say, gasping. ‘I think I needed a good laugh.’
 
    
 
   “‘That or you’re a real lightweight when it comes to alcohol.’ I said. ‘It wasn’t a good joke so I’ll bet it’s the wine. All that on a single glass?’
 
    
 
   “She nodded, still grinning and trying to catch her breath.
 
    
 
   “Diana prodded my leg.
 
    
 
   “A few minutes later Miss Mouse excused herself, and I asked Diana why the leg prod.
 
   “‘It just seems rude to joke around. I mean, especially about drinking.’
 
    
 
   “‘What? She was the one laughing like crazy person.’
 
    
 
   “‘Yeah, that was weird, huh? But about the joking around. It’s not like she’s a friend, is she?’
 
    
 
   “I had to think about it for a moment. I mean, I wouldn’t mind considering Miss Mouse a friend but she’s set big limits. I don’t just mean ‘hands off my luscious body’ limits either. That’s why this lunch invite thing was sort of a shock.
 
    
 
   “I said, ‘Nope, she’s not. But I don’t get the problem, Diana.’
 
    
 
   “‘You’re sort of. I don’t know…smart-ass with her.’
 
    
 
   “‘Yeah. Definitely.’
 
    
 
   “She wrinkled her nose in a kind of smile. ‘She’s so formal and all. It’s odd she’d put up with your attitude.’
 
    
 
   “Diana tends to correct me when she thinks I’m out of line, and usually it doesn’t bother me. In fact, don’t tell Diana, but I’m sometimes even grateful.
 
    
 
   “But I’d known Miss Mouse for weeks now—at least as long as I’ve known Diana.
 
    
 
   “I downed most of my wine, which tasted like piss, by the way. ‘Miss, um, Davidson can stand up for herself,’ I said. ‘She can tell me to go to hell any time, but she invited me—us—out for lunch instead. You talk to her all bright and perky, like she’s some kind of old lady.’
 
    
 
   “Diana sipped some of her iced tea and didn’t get offended. ‘She’s a teacher and she acts like one, asking about classes and stuff. Besides, she’s not all that young, I’ll bet. She dresses like she’s about sixty years old. Country club.’
 
    
 
   “I rolled my eyes.
 
    
 
   “Then Miss Mouse reappeared, all smooth and polished again. I looked at her and had to admit, Diana’s probably right about the country-club look. Thin, plain gold jewelry, boring clothes, boring hair. But she’s not old—no way she’s thirty yet. I’m guessing twenty-four, twenty-five. It’s that ladylike thing—demeanor, like that word?—that makes her look middle-aged.
 
    
 
   “I wonder why Miss Mouse was so on edge? She insisted on paying for the meal and then she pretended she had some kind of appointment that side of campus so she couldn’t walk back with us. It was some weird-ass tension, maybe with her, maybe with those two, and I don’t get it. You know? Makes me wonder if they were speaking in code with me and I didn’t get the code book.
 
    
 
   “Good steak though, and I didn’t pick it up and eat it with my fingers. Diana would have speared my hand if I tried. And I forgot, Beeb and Junelia made me a birthday cake. It looked like a lump of guano but with all those candles in it, was festive as hell. Hell’s the word, too. Blazing inferno. Tasted just fine.”
 
    
 
   Voicemail to Miss Mouse: “I got your email and I’m sorry I missed the session, but I did warn you. Twenty-four-hours’ warning. I had to take Diana on an honest-to-god date. We need some time alone. And I had to celebrate passing that philosophy test. You were right about letting myself go on the questions. Never would have guessed the professor was looking for pure, unadulterated bull.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter Six
 
   March-April
 
    
 
    
 
   Voice mail to Miss Mouse: “Thanks for the ride home. I think there’s a problem with the bike’s carburetor—I’m about to head back out with some tools. But listen, I promised Eddie I’d tell you his phone number. Here it is, but let me warn you, you’d be a fool to call him, Miss Mouse. He’s a good guy but he can get real into converting people. His nickname is Prophet and there’s a reason for it. Christ, I can’t imagine you and him going out together. Bad idea.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   One week later
 
    
 
   “I promised myself I’d just talk about school, but I already broke the rule, talking about my birthday and not just the subjects of school. So what the hell.
 
    
 
   “This separate-world thing is bizarre, let me tell you. I bet everyone has it. Beeb spotting a teacher in the store—same idea.
 
    
 
   “Diana’s met a couple of my friends from my old neighborhood when they stopped by and she was there. It was okay. Not instant rapport, but she was polite and they were polite and we drank a beer. That was strange enough. Oh, and she knows and likes Jig. A little wary of him, maybe.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, the other night I had to catch a ride with Miss Mouse—my bike wouldn’t start.
 
    
 
   “It was a pretty warm night, and when we pulled up, Repo and Prophet were sitting out front, talking with Junelia and Beeb.
 
    
 
   “Miss Mouse was about to drive off when Repo came shambling over and yelled, ‘Think you’re not good enough for us, Ben? Not going to introduce your friends?’ He went over to the driver’s side and grinned at her.
 
    
 
   “I’m expecting Miss Mouse to shrink away, drive off, but she’s out and on her feet, introducing herself as one of my teachers. Repo said something snide about home studies, when Prophet started in, ‘Teacher? What you know about the good book?’
 
    
 
   “Smiling, she gave a half a wave to Beeb and Junelia too, who waved back but stayed put. I was just thinking I should force them to be polite and be introduced, when I realize Miss Mouse was answering Prophet, ‘Which good book do you have in mind?’
 
    
 
   “‘The Koran,’ he said, trying to get her goat of course. And she answered right back. ‘Why not the Torah or the gospels?’ And before I knew it, they’re off. Junelia and Beeb went upstairs and it’s just the four of us outside.
 
    
 
   “Prophet loves God, and though he usually sticks to the Bible, he wanders off into other faiths now and again. He wasn’t going to let a fellow God-enthusiast go.
 
    
 
   “So there they stood, still at the edge of the road, talking, talking waving their arms, carrying on about Buddha, religious calendars, relating ajza—whatever they are—to a month, confession, sin, fasting and other links among the great religions. They never even made it to the big stuff, God and death. It was already dark and getting cold. Eventually Repo, who was tired of sitting on the steps, thought of somewhere he had to be. Since he’s got the car, he dragged Prophet away in midsentence.
 
    
 
   “‘Great to meet you, ma’am,’ Repo told Miss Mouse. Not a fuck in there. I guess anyone who can out-talk Prophet when it comes to God wins Repo’s respect. Miss Mouse waved to me. ‘See you in a couple of days,’ she said cheerily and got back in her car.
 
    
 
   “I opened the passenger side and asked, ‘You religious?’ just before she started up the engine.
 
    
 
   “‘Not especially,’ she said, nothing like her usual stiff ‘n’ formal self. ‘It’s interesting, don’t you think?’
 
    
 
   “‘Not really.’ Though I did like eavesdropping on their conversation.
 
    
 
   “She buzzed off in her Prius. I went upstairs wondering why couldn’t she be that easy with me? The way she talked with Prophet, I could see confidence. Barely a blush or stammer.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, now Prophet’s most of the way in love with Miss Mouse and if he asks me another question about her, I’m going to kick his ass or ban him from the premises. He’s annoying me and it’s surprising how few questions I can answer.
 
    
 
   “Since I’m on the personal stuff, I should tell you it’s just the three of us. Jig’s moved out. He’d fallen for Junelia and she turned him down. He’s not an asshole enough for her. That’s what I told her.
 
    
 
   “No, she says she doesn’t want to hook up with anyone who’s been to prison. I kept quiet but I think it’s because she’s afraid of him. Maybe it had something to do with the time he ended up literally tossing Billy out of the apartment when Billy called Junelia a whore. Yo, it’s not like Jig threw the guy out the window. He used the door—didn’t even slam it afterwards, he told me. I wasn’t here, unfortunately.
 
    
 
   “Too bad she’s set against him, because Jig’s a good man. Quiet, a little depressed, but good. Mating season’s hitting my boys hard.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “I wanted to tell you this. Beeb went barefoot in grass.
 
    
 
   “I bet you do that every day, right? He’d never done it before.
 
    
 
   “Our old place had no grass nearby except the kind you smoke. No dirt except what we tracked in, and did I tell you we didn’t have a vacuum cleaner? What’s wrong with a broom? Hardly struck me as a big deal, but somehow Diana found out and was horrified. Her mother vacuums every single day. Talk about overkill.
 
    
 
   “You horrified we never vacuumed? Naw, you have servants so you probably never used one yourself. We have one now, a used Kenmore, by the way, so if our lack of cleanliness did give you a bad turn, you can put your nitroglycerin pills back in your purse. Hey, you should keep those in a little thing around your neck, by the way. You need to be able to get at the pills ASAP.
 
    
 
   “I don’t want to have to worry about you falling over and dropping dead. And no, it has nothing to do with all the money you give us. I’d miss you, Mrs. Moneybags. So would the swans. Oh, and Miss Griggs would too. I think she likes you. She once volunteered that you are an ‘honorable person’. That’s about as much as I’ve ever gotten out of her.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, back to Beeb.
 
    
 
   “Our new place isn’t real fancy but it has a little courtyard thing—a square of grass, a picnic table, that kind of thing. We went down there to soak up some sun and Beeb saw the bright green grass, the first growth of spring. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything that green before,’ he said. ‘It smells sort of warm and sour.’
 
    
 
   “He smelled it because the grass had already been cut. The super of this building is a nut about keeping the place neat.
 
    
 
   “‘Sure you have. You used to go to the park,’ I said, then realized he hadn’t been to that park often. We lived near a paved lot so he could run, and he used basketball hoops. They have a playground at the elementary school, but it’s paved too, used to be a parking lot.
 
    
 
   “The old neighborhood has some grass sprouting up here and there, of course, but nothing bigger than a couple square feet that wasn’t fenced in.
 
    
 
   “The city park I’m talking about, a kinda beat field and a few trees, was a few blocks away from our old place, but Beeb wouldn’t go there much. When he was younger he’d need me or Jig or Repo to go there with him. The men who hang out there—the ones who aren’t harmless, homeless, old guys—are not what you might call a savory bunch, even during the day. And later on, when Beeb might have been able to keep himself safe, it was out of the DPs’ territory and he was nearly one of them. He’d be asking for trouble to head into that turf day or night.
 
    
 
   “‘Yeah, sure, I remember the park’s grass,’ he said after a moment of thinking. ‘But that wasn’t as pretty as this. It had glass and shit. This looks soft.’
 
    
 
   “So I made him take off his shoes and find out. He didn’t like it at first but decided it was okay. I think I’m gonna buy a carpet. One of those soft fuzzy things.
 
    
 
   “Oh, and I just remembered another new experience for Beeb also because of you. He encountered wild animals.
 
    
 
   “I was out on the couch, trying to figure out how to write a lab report—Miss Mouse covered up my keyboard keys with masking tape so I’d learn to type by touch. Pain in the ass.
 
    
 
   “Suddenly from his room came a high-pitched shriek of, ‘Benny Benny! There’s something right outside my window.’
 
    
 
   “He doesn’t call me Benny anymore unless he’s terrified, so I jumped up and ran.
 
    
 
   “He’s out in the hall, peering into his room.
 
    
 
   “Now our new place is on the second floor. Not way up. Not like any of the other places we’ve lived because of the trees. They’re right outside the window here.
 
    
 
   “Something was skittering around the tree trunk making a racket. Took me a half a minute to figure it out too.
 
    
 
   “‘Oh, it’s a couple of squirrels playing.’ I went over and pushed the window open more. The animals didn’t seem to notice. They were doing their crazy spring playing. ‘You’ve seen squirrels before.’
 
    
 
   “‘Not so close up like this,’ he said and moved into the room. He sat down on the bed staring out the window. ‘What the hell are they doing?’
 
    
 
   “My guess is they were a pair about to screw or maybe they were just youngsters out of the nest for the first time. ‘Go ahead and watch. Take notes. Be a naturalist.’
 
    
 
   “He made a rude noise, but didn’t turn from the window. I left him gazing out at the branches of the tree.
 
    
 
   “I told Repo about the scary squirrel. ‘Whada-eff you talking ’bout, not a lot of effing squirrels in the old neighborhood? We got squirrels all over the effing place.’
 
    
 
   “I tried to remember. ‘Huh.’
 
    
 
   “‘Like in the effing garden, ya loser.’
 
    
 
   “I’d forgotten about the garden. It was pretty close to where we used to live, too. It’s maybe a quarter of a block big, a plot of land, divided into patches for people to use as a garden. There’s a big wooden fence all around it and a big tree right in the middle. I went in there on occasion, but not to admire nature. Only time in my life I got shot at was in there. An old guy caught me helping myself to some tomatoes. I didn’t go back much after that.
 
    
 
   “It occurred to me I wouldn’t have noticed the squirrels in the garden or anywhere else. Only things I took note of in that world were things to eat, things to sell and things that might keep the kids safe so I could get on my bike or get into a book and they’d leave me alone.
 
    
 
   “The old neighborhood isn’t real big. You walk fifteen, twenty minutes, you get out. But it was in my brain too. I could walk all day and night and I wouldn’t escape what I knew. Books yeah, but anything outside them was trapped in my little tiny rat maze. Big fences—that weren’t actually there—kept me from seeing everything. I didn’t know how to look up and over the maze walls. I figure we all got them. I wonder what your maze is like?
 
    
 
   “One day at the study group someone started in on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Naturally I had to pretend I knew what the hell he was talking about. Later on, I looked it up and thought, hell, I’m trapped on that big old bottom part of the triangle. Survival. But I’m not. Not anymore.
 
    
 
   “Actually that triangle thing is pretty simplistic if you ask me. Most of us bounce around that thing like super balls. Human Potential Movement, someone in that study group said.
 
    
 
   “Doesn’t that sound like those people who show up on TV trying to sell you the magic pill or exercise machine?
 
    
 
   “Aw shit, I’m babbling again. The point I was first trying to make was that because of you, Beeb’s learning about the wild kingdom. And I’m realizing I got to get the kid out more often. Now that I don’t have to work every waking hour, I can put him on the back of the bike and show him some of the world.
 
    
 
   “Or maybe I’ll take him to Millers. It impressed the hell out of me. Remember a few months back? Now I wonder what was so intimidating. Cloth napkins? Jesus, I was one ignorant bastard. Literally.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Thanks for your email but no thanks. I got plans for the summer—the garage will hire me for ten more bucks an hour than your, ah, friend’s lab. That’s some major cash and it makes a difference between staying in this apartment or leaving. Yeah, I know it’ll look better on my CV. I had to look that up, by the way. Curriculum Vitae. Why the hell don’t they call it a resume? What’s with all the Latin? Yeah, I’m getting used to it but what a pain.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, I know research will look great on the ol’ CV but I played with the Quicken that came loaded on my computer, and guess what? I have taught myself to make a budget. Really hard to do when you don’t know what the word actually means or when you don’t know where the next buck is coming from, or how much it’ll be, but now, I got it all now. The income, the outgoing, the way to track it. Anyway, Mrs. Moneybags, thanks to you, it’s coming together. Not every single penny goes to debt.
 
    
 
   “I can do this now. I have found the bootstraps and pulled on them. Bootstraps. Another goddamn mystery I’ll have to look up on Google when I finish this. What the hell is a bootstrap? Google, man I love that thing.
 
    
 
   “No more Wikipedia though. I tried to use that as a source for a paper and Miss Mouse damn near killed me. Nibbled to death by an outraged rodent. Scholarship, she roared. Legitimate sources! Oh my god, you should have seen her eyes flashing. They’re kind of gray and I swear they went darker with passion. You’d think I’d tried to murder someone. But I get her point, really I do. Gotta know where that information’s come from. Scholarship!
 
    
 
   “Passion. Is that what she’d look like in the sack? I’m glad to say she didn’t take up Prophet. He’s heartbroken, but not bitter, that she didn’t call. God won’t let him be angry about that sort of thing.
 
    
 
   “Okay, back to the bootstraps. We have it all planned. Junelia will work part-time. I made her promise not too many hours until she gets a damn GED at least. They have night classes for drop-out punks in this school district. She’ll take them.
 
    
 
   “So she’s all set. It’s amazing, goddamn amazing, to see the light at the end instead of just more tunnel. You did it for me, you know? Really. I’ll be grateful for the rest of my life. If I was a praying man, I’d throw you into my nightly prayers. I’ll get Prophet to do that for me. He’s found God in a big way, yet again. I think all that talk about holy scriptures jumpstarted him again. I’ll give him a sawbuck to pray for Mrs. Moneybags’ soul.
 
    
 
   “But like I said, I’ve figured this out. I can do it on my own now. Two more years of college—I’ll do it in three years because I’ll have to work and I don’t want to screw my GPA. Then if I decide to keep going, it’ll be clear sailing. You know that they pay people to go to graduate school? Grants. Who knew? I mean, science is the way to go. So much for my career writing papers about writing papers.
 
    
 
   “I guess the most I’d get is a masters. Because a PhD? Shit. You know I’m not going to write any effing thesis. No matter how much Miss Mouse says I’ve improved. Holy shit that would be painful.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter Seven
 
   April-May
 
    
 
    
 
   “Since this will be just about my last recording, I guess I can give you some updates and not just read textbooks at you. Bet that frustrated you, huh? Helps me though, reading that stuff out loud. But I’ll reward you with some more personal soap opera.
 
    
 
   “Diana and I aren’t going to ride off into the sunset together. It’s been about a month, but I was kind of depressed about it.
 
    
 
   “‘Why did you break up with such a nice girl,’ I can hear Mrs. Moneybags say, shocked.
 
    
 
   “Jewelry. No, I’m serious. Not the earrings I got her. She liked those.
 
    
 
   “She made a remark about Junelia’s new earrings and necklace. Big, ugly gold Js in her ears and SEXY on the necklace. I mean, Diana was right. Those things are ugly with a capital U. But the girl loves those Js. And when Diana wanted me to back her up and tell Junelia to ditch them, I just couldn’t. Stupidest damn argument I’ve had and I’ve had plenty, let me tell you.
 
    
 
   “I remember one. Do cockroaches like to eat sweat or cardboard more? Repo and I got into a yelling match over that once. The cockroach fight was dumb, this jewelry fight was dumbest.
 
    
 
   “Anyway. Junelia had made dinner. And it was a good one, too, even if all she did was open sacks of frozen shit from Wal-Mart. It was our first sit-down dinner in months and I invited my girlfriend. Even Beeb was being polite. That is he used a fork and didn’t jam the whole plateful of food into his mouth at once. Used to be we’d all lean over our plates and shovel it in. Who the hell would tell us to do otherwise?
 
    
 
   “Anyway, Junelia wore this damn jewelry and almost at once the fight broke out when Diana said it made her look street.
 
    
 
   “Junelia put a hand over her necklace. ‘What’s wrong with street?’
 
    
 
   “Diana asked, ‘You want to look like cheap?’
 
    
 
   “‘She doesn’t look bad.’ I was getting annoyed with Diana. I didn’t like the way Junelia’s mouth went into a stiff line.
 
    
 
   “‘Fuck, no she doesn’t,’ said Beeb.
 
    
 
   “‘Beeb. Don’t talk that way,’ I said, even though I don’t much care. I mean. If he calls someone a crappy name, that matters. Just throwing in the random obscenity, who does it hurt?
 
    
 
   “Also I thought maybe yelling at him might get Diana and Junelia to stop and focus on this new argument, but alas, Mrs. M. No.
 
    
 
   “I just couldn’t get either girl to let it go, move along, there, let’s talk about the goddamn start of the baseball season, anything else. No, they had to glare at each other. Diana demanded to know what I thought. And I couldn’t dis Junelia. Not when she’s finally got some kind of feet under her.
 
    
 
   “‘I think she looks great,’ I said, avoiding the topic of the trashy jewelry.
 
    
 
   “‘Even when she wears that stuff?’
 
    
 
   “‘Leave it, Diana.’
 
    
 
   “‘It’s important. She doesn’t have a woman to guide her and I’m trying to help her not look cheap. She’ll get more respect from the world.’
 
    
 
   “‘You’re what, two years older than me?’ said Junelia. ‘You ain’t my guide.’
 
    
 
   “Diana put down her fork and rose from the table. ‘I need to speak to you, Benjamin.’ She flipped back her hair, a single toss of the head that she does when she’s pissed off. I couldn’t help thinking drama queen.
 
    
 
   “‘Wooowooo,’ Beeb said. ‘Benjamin’s getting it now.’
 
    
 
   “I cuffed his head and followed Diana into my bedroom, feeling like I was being yanked along to the principal’s office. Only this was an office with a bed and a sexy principal. I had high hopes of distracting her. I moved close to her and put my hands on her waist.
 
    
 
   “She stepped back. ‘I have no intention of being with a man who doesn’t respect me.’
 
    
 
   “I just said, ‘Huh?’ Not my most articulate moment.
 
    
 
   “‘You told me to shut up in front of your family.’
 
    
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I thought too, Mrs. Moneybags. What the hell?
 
    
 
   “‘What? When?’ I stared at her like a goob-brain.
 
    
 
   “‘Isn’t that what ‘leave it, Diana’ means? Shut your face?’
 
    
 
    “‘No, not really.’ I was getting mad too. ‘You wouldn’t let me talk about something else. I was trying to get off the stupid effing topic.’ Only I admit I didn’t really say ‘effing’.
 
    
 
    
 
   “‘I need you to stand up for me.’
 
    
 
   “‘I would if you were right.’
 
    
 
   “‘You know I was. Those earrings and necklace—’
 
    
 
   “‘Yeah yeah, they suck.’ I touched her nose and she swatted my hand away and moved back two steps, just to make sure I didn’t try again.
 
    
 
   “‘Exactly. So why didn’t agree with me?’ She glared at me and I think she might even have been tapping her toe waiting for an answer.
 
    
 
   “‘It’s not a matter of agreeing.’ I gave up trying to move close. ‘She loves those things. And come on. As far as I care, Junelia can decide what she wears so long as she doesn’t go out naked.’
 
    
 
   “‘That’s my point.’ At least the girl had lowered her voice by then. ‘Seems to me you don’t offer those two out there much guidance. I know they haven’t had an easy life and I thought I could help with them. But not if you won’t respect me.’
 
    
 
   “‘Aw, come on, respect?’ And I guess I lost it because I told her something along the lines of my respect didn’t extend to giving Junelia crap—unless I thought Junelia deserved it.
 
    
 
   “‘Crap?’ she yelped. ‘And what are you giving me now?’
 
    
 
   “Didn’t take long for the whole thing to get around to what she really wanted. I had to pick between Junelia or her.
 
    
 
   “I said goodbye. I don’t feel too bad about it anymore. Didn’t even at the time. She’s fun but she seems to think that because she comes from a two-parent family in a tidy little white house—nice family, nice house, I admit it—she’s got some kind of moral advantage. And she was into saying stuff like, ‘Why do you have the only normal name in your family? Why don’t we call Junelia June?’
 
    
 
   “‘Because that ain’t her name,’ I said.
 
    
 
   “And I never use ain’t. So, see? The woman clearly brought out the jackass in me too.
 
    
 
   “I didn’t really get why Junelia burned her ass so much. I mean, it’s not like Junelia acted like a jerkoff to Diana. My sister saved that for me.
 
    
 
   “Since I’ve avoided telling you stuff about us, you probably don’t know Junelia and I had a tough period after Christmas. It came down to something bigger than the huge damn earrings. I didn’t know how much that baby’s death hurt Junelia. I’m not talking about Pasty. I mean her own baby. But all the talking talking talking I do to you, I started talking at her. Talking about loss and growing and all kinds of crap. All your fault you know. And whoa, shit, she let me have it. Mad. But I saw why. Sort of.
 
    
 
   “The loser boyfriend was gone and we didn’t have another baby coming along, I didn’t do anything but celebrate. Anyway.
 
    
 
   “That’s her. She’s going to be fine. Even before she cleared the air with me. She’ll be great if she ends up doing nothing but Wal-Mart. I finally get something else. It’s okay. She’ll be fine. I ought to thank Diana for that. Might not have seen it without her help.
 
    
 
   “Beeb. He’s up in the air. I keep waiting to see what’ll grab him. Basketball’s still going but not so strong. Something else better hit soon, before his brain turns into nothing but plans on how to get laid. He’s in seventh grade now, so I guess I got what? Another two weeks? A year? I can’t remember. Mrs. Bitchheart kind of jumpstarted that stuff for me.”
 
    
 
   He turned the silver oval in his fingers.
 
    
 
   “I wonder if I can keep this recorder thingy? You can get a new one for your next student. I mean, this thing is like a talisman for me now. Maybe I’ll put it on a big silver chain around my neck and call it bling. Techno-bling.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, you’ve changed a life, Mrs. M.
 
    
 
   “Make that three lives you’ve transformed. Isn’t that something to smile about when you’re out there counting swans on your estate? Give them a kiss from me, okay? And if they try any funny business, just stare them down. You show them who’s boss.
 
    
 
   “Oh, and if you ever decide to come round and identify yourself, that’ll be okay. I’ll buy you a drink. I wonder if you’re Mr. Handsome Cheese. That would be something.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Two days later
 
    
 
   “No, as I told Mrs. Griggs, I meant it. Nice of her to call—quite a shock though. Don’t usually pick up those private caller calls. But seriously. I don’t want any more of your money. I don’t mind finishing in three or four years instead of two, and how many times do I have to tell you? I like this school. Hey, they hire some of the finest teachers on the planet. I’m telling you the tutors alone here would put some universities’ full professors to shame.
 
    
 
   “Miss Mouse is the best teacher here and, no, my opinion is not based on the fact that she has one of the better bodies on campus, and believe me, I’ve looked at most of the women around here. Don’t worry, I’m discreet. No obvious gaping or drooling. Anyway, Miss Mouse could be a ninety-five-year-old lineback and still be that good. At teaching.
 
    
 
   “I don’t have to take your handouts anymore. Why would I take money from strangers unless I had to? Especially strangers who don’t bother to introduce themselves.
 
    
 
   “We really are doing well.
 
    
 
   “Even Beeb. Listen, I’ll give you one last Beebo story. Think of it as a bonus. Beeb has taken up lacrosse. He invited some fellow lacrosse players over after a game and I gave him some money, so he went out and bought some sodas and stuff. For the big first time he had friends over, you know?
 
    
 
   “Who should show up but Repo and Prophet. Reep’s stoned outta his gourd. He’s ripped off his shirt to show me his new tat, a snarling snake eating one of his nips. Prophet’s on a jag about Christ and serpents when these boys come tromping in.
 
    
 
   “‘What the eff you dressed as, Beeb?’ Repo yelled. ‘What’s that stick you got there?’
 
    
 
   “Beeb just rolls his eyes. He’s used to Repo. ‘It’s lacrosse.’
 
    
 
   “‘That a bitch’s game! Girls play that in little skirts. You run around like a pussy?’
 
    
 
   “I have no idea where he picked up that bit of info. Not like there are any girls playing that kind of game in the neighborhood.
 
    
 
   “Prophet bellowed, ‘Watch your damn mouth, Repo. Don’t talk like that in front of these boys. Pussy and bitch is not how we refer to our sisters in God.’
 
    
 
   “One of the boys cleared his throat. ‘Anyway, sir? I think that’s field hockey you’re thinking of. It’s uh, sort of like lacrosse.’
 
    
 
   “‘Lacrosse was invented by Native Americans,’ another one said.
 
    
 
   “‘Effing A!’ Repo’s bloodshot eyes widened. ‘Red effing Indians! Well that’s effing different then.’
 
    
 
   “The boys took off for Beeb’s room. I managed to get Repo and Prophet out the door. I could hear them arguing about whether or not God gives a damn about bad language.
 
    
 
   “Later on, after the lacrosse players left, I sort of apologized to Beeb. ‘Repo was an idiot.’
 
    
 
   “‘Are you kidding me?’ He smirked at me. ‘The guys were impressed by Repo and Prophet. They think I’m da shit knowing tough guys like that.’
 
    
 
   “Of course I’m worried he’s going to hang with a crowd of loser wannabes. Not that I think of my friends as losers, but let’s face it, they are in the eyes of the world, God bless ‘em.
 
    
 
   “Parenting is a pain in the ass, I’ll tell you. I guess I don’t see those lacrosse players as candidates for the DP gang.
 
    
 
   So that’s Beeb. Running around, but not in a short skirt. I’m sending you a note in a bit, okay?”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Email sent two hours later:
 
    
 
   I am going to miss you, Mrs. Moneybags. Take care of your old perverted self. Enclosed please find a list of people who could really use some of that cash you’re so desperate to give away. Many of names below are students I have met at SCC who are in dire need of funds or they’re gonna have to leave the place.
 
    
 
   Do not be too impressed with this email by the way. I wrote it using speech recognition software and spell check and everything that is beautiful and technological. Not a mistake in here, right? The software still hates all of my contractions however so I will never use them again.
 
    
 
   Please note, Prophet wishes me to inform you he is willing to move in with you so he can pray for your soul 24/7 at close range. I advise against taking him up on the offer. He comes out of these religious manias in the mood to party. I know from experience that he will eventually turn into a wake-and-bake roomie. Your whole house will smell like ganja.
 
    
 
   
Chapter Eight
 
   May
 
    
 
    
 
   Ben switched on the recorder. He had to be careful about this part. Diplomatic.
 
    
 
   Naw, he’d just babble as usual. He cleared his throat, conjured the old image of Mrs. Moneybags, and began.
 
    
 
   “I said goodbye to the year. It’s been a good one. I know you’re dying to know why I want the job after all. Why I’m still talking to you.
 
    
 
   “When I called your admin, Miss Griggs, she said no problem and that you’d be delighted to hear it, but then she asked, why did I change my mind? I told her I wasn’t sure but I’d tell you. You pass the word on to her because I can tell she’s eaten up with curiosity, okay?
 
    
 
   “Actually, I don’t know I can get you to understand. At least, hmm, not yet. How about this, I’m tired of the garage. I want to spend my summer learning all about phages. What they do to bacteria is even more bad-ass than antibiotics. They’re the bacteria’s bacteria. So here’s the deal. Line up the job, Ms. Moneybags, and I’ll make a few reports to you. Turns out I want to stay in touch, I think.
 
    
 
   “I don’t need any extra cash over the summer though, okay? Never occurred to me but the lab job not only pays a stipend but has health care benefits. The garage didn’t, so that’s a big plus. Benefits. Life insurance. I’m turning effing middle class in front of your very eyes, or ears, I mean. Proud of me?
 
    
 
   “Truth is it drove me bat-shit insane to think about why I got a job offer at Gerard’s lab. Only reason I would get an opportunity like that was because someone, namely you, stood at my shoulder, forcing people to pony up the goods. Why should I get more than I need? I’m okay on my own now.
 
    
 
   “Naturally, Miss Mouse hated the idea that I wasn’t taking advantage of you.
 
    
 
   “She pointed out that all sorts of people are born with silver spoons jammed into their mouths and they look like idiots if they throw them away. So my chance at a spoon came a bit later? So what? She got so upset she even allowed herself to touch me. Amazing. Grasped my shoulder trying to get me to listen. You tell yourself that’s why I’m taking the money, but after a sacrifice like that on her part I’d feel bad otherwise.
 
    
 
   “It was pretty funny. Right after she touched my shoulder she had that wide-eyed look like she’d hit me—or I’d struck her. It was all I could do not to apologize.
 
    
 
   “I did ask if she was okay. She said something about, ‘I’m fine’ and mumbled something about spring fever.
 
    
 
   “I said it without really thinking, ‘I get like that, I go for a motorcycle ride. Wanna?’
 
    
 
   “‘Pardon?’ You’d think I’d asked her if she wanted to jump off the roof.
 
    
 
   “I leaned to the side and tapped the helmet on the floor next to me. ‘A ride.’ Saying it ver-ry slowly.
 
    
 
   “‘No, thank you.’ She laughed. ‘I don’t think I’m the motorcycle-mama type.’
 
    
 
   “‘Riding’s good. Never know ’til you try.’ And she turned so red, I knew she thought I was talking about another kind of ride. But hell, I know the real need of spring fever, so maybe I was.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, of course after that, I decided yeah, maybe she’s right. I can take your charitable contribution to me for now. Sure. I’ll keep talking to you.
 
    
 
   “What else is new? I’ll bet you’re curious.
 
    
 
   “I signed up Beeb for a summer program so he won’t just sit around the apartment playing video games on the television. Dayum, does that piss him off. But it’s only part of the day, I told him. He can get a job next summer instead. That shut him up.
 
    
 
   “He’s still got some time to finish up school. I’m already done with the year, but you know that. I just said adios to college for the summer.
 
    
 
   “We’ve come this far together, I think I’ll let you in on more of my life.
 
    
 
   “I got that call from Miss Mouse about my offer to give her a motorcycle ride. She sounded as if she was agreeing to run away from home to join the circus. No, worse, to sign up as a recruit at a whorehouse. It was something. She can talk about the abstract world, but anything real and she gets spooked. You can tell she’d never asked a guy for anything. Sheltered, that’s the word. Asking the big badass Ben if he’d give her a ride on his bike. You think maybe that’s why she never called Prophet—too aggressive?
 
    
 
   “‘Mr. Evans? Do you recall you offered to give me a ride on your motorcycle?’ She spoke so quietly into the phone I had trouble hearing her.
 
    
 
   “‘Huh?’
 
    
 
   “‘A ride on your motorcycle. I-I think I would like to go for a ride. It’s such a beautiful day.’
 
    
 
   “‘Who is this?’ I asked.
 
    
 
   “‘Oh, pardon me.’
 
    
 
   “I can only imagine how red she went. I laughed. ‘C’mon. I know who the hell it is. I have caller ID. Sure, let’s go.’
 
    
 
   “‘I mean, I have wondered,’ she said sounding miserable. ‘It’s so inappropriate for me to do this. But. It-it’s just a motorcycle ride.’
 
    
 
   “‘Forty-five minutes. In the parking lot outside Gide Hall.’
 
    
 
   “I hung up before she could change her mind. You have to roll your eyes about her. She takes herself seriously. Yeah sure, I’m planning on boinking her right there on the bike, on campus. So everyone could see that she was out having a good time with a student. Jeezus.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know about Miss Mouse. Maybe I’m wrong and she’s quiet because she’s a strip dancer ’til three a.m. and she’s hungover.
 
    
 
   “I’m just guessing about her, but why not? Theorizing is what I do. Turns out people are almost as interesting as Bacillus stearothermophilus or lambda phages. Hey, I like phages by the way. They got names like T1 and T2, none of this long pretentious Latin shit. That’s why I want the job in the lab. Of course, we don’t just get to play with them. We have to use things like our old friend Escherichia coli. At least we can call him E. coli.
 
    
 
   “I think I was wrong about the quiet thing being strength. Maybe it’s because she’s scared of being afraid. What’ll happen if she gives in and starts screaming? Huh? I mean she’s got some reasons to scream. We all do. Hell, I bet your peacocks peck you when you go out. No, you have swans. Right.
 
    
 
   “So I don’t have as many hours to work, you know? Lots of free time. No homework. What’dya think? Maybe make my other project get her to loosen up?
 
    
 
   “No hardship for me. She’s got a good smile. I already told you about her ass. Yeah, it’s nice, but not huge. She said she plays tennis and I bet that trims her down. Nothing wrong with big butts, but I like hers better. I can go on about her very fine breasts, but I don’t want to make you pissed off. How about, I haven’t gotten my hands on them but I wish. I wonder if she has any tattoos? I somehow doubt it. She has the kind of skin that looks good without a mark and I bet she knows it. She wears her scars like a badge of honor. She has some, but I haven’t told you about them. We don’t do other people’s secrets, do we?
 
    
 
   “I’ll head back to PG territory. There’s this thing that makes her face like a heart. Widow’s peak. I like it. Her hair is lots of kinds of blonde and brown and yeah, the details are what make her worth another look or ten. I bet she pays big bucks for that hair but who the hell cares? It works for me.
 
    
 
   “When she blushes, and damn, she does that a lot, I want to touch her skin and see if it’s as hot as it looks.
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure about what I wanna do. Not yet. I want to do a little more research and then I think I’ll tell you more. Stay tuned.”
 
    
 
   He grinned and turned off the recorder.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Two days later
 
    
 
   “How’re you doing?
 
    
 
   “I hate to admit it to you, you smug biddy, but I’m seriously pumped about that lab. Dr. Gerard is a fu—effing amazing guy. He loves to talk and talk and every goddamn word is fascinating. I bet the stuff he jabbers about would put you to sleep in five minutes. Me? I’m getting all excited just thinking about it. Whoo baby, hold me back.
 
    
 
   “I liked hanging out with Miss Mouse the other day. She hasn’t called back. I left the choice with her, but I’m thinking of calling her again to see if she wants to go for another ride. Or maybe I’ll coerce her into letting me drive her car. If we drove around randomly that would be fine. Especially in her car, and I’m not talking about the Prius.
 
    
 
   “She’s got a flipping BMW. Well, well. Who knew tutoring paid so well? A convertible. I knew about her other car because she gave me that ride, and because I’d walked her out to it a couple of times when it was dark after tutoring. But this one is most definitely not boring. She said she’d been at some sort of meeting when she called me to ask for a ride. She’d been sitting there, bored out of her skull and suddenly had the urge to call. And that’s why she couldn’t switch cars. Interesting, how she was absolutely mortified driving that car onto campus.
 
    
 
   “I’ll tell you all about the afternoon, shall I?” He paused and looked down at the disk. It didn’t say anything.
 
    
 
   “She got out of the car wearing some kind of cream linen suit with light blue.
 
    
 
   “‘I get what you meant about not being a motorcycle mama.’ I gave her a look-over up and down, and I could see from the way her chest rose and fell that her breath was too choppy and fast. Damn, the woman’s edgy. So I said, ‘You got any other shoes? Those strappy white sandals are very cute but the exhaust pipe might burn you.’
 
    
 
   “You could almost hear the relief when she decided I was doing that sort of appraisal. She popped the trunk and dug out a pair of running shoes. I handed her Junelia’s purple helmet and she began to laugh as she jammed it on. ‘With the helmet and these shoes, I’ll start a new fashion trend.’
 
    
 
   “I thought she looked funny and cute as hell, but I just got on the bike and didn’t say a word as she carefully put her leg over the wide leather saddle and climbed up behind me. She tried not to touch me. I could feel her inching away.
 
    
 
   “What was the woman thinking? I had to reach back, grab her arm and pull it over my stomach. After a long time, her other hand rested on my waist.
 
    
 
   “So I had to wrap that arm around me too and yell over the engine. ‘You need to get close at first. So you know how to follow what I do with my body.’
 
    
 
   “Maybe it was the word body made her shiver. I could feel it through my back.
 
    
 
   “But she wasn’t bad back there once we got started. She figured out how to follow my lead with the turns. And I think she was liking it. When we stopped for a light, I could feel her body vibrate at a different speed than the bike and I turned part way round to see if she was talking. No, just humming.
 
    
 
   “I figured hey, if she was that relaxed… I sort of pushed back to her, pressing her breasts. Purposefully rubbing my body on hers. Teasing. But why not let her know how much I liked the feel of her against my back?
 
    
 
   “The thing is, while we were on the bike, she let go of whatever fear has her in its grip. I could feel her snuggle closer, hug her arms tighter around me.
 
    
 
   “But you don’t need to hear about how she flattened her hand against my belly and how I could feel, even over the vibrations, the way her breath hitched and changed. Lust was winning against fear. She wanted me too, I think. Past tense, maybe.
 
    
 
   “It’s a kickass ride, out to where the houses thin out and the trees take over. Up through the trees, the flashes of sun and shade put on a show. Gotta love how those curving roads make your bodies lean like you’re in a slow dance.
 
    
 
   “The parking lot at the park was half full of cars. I turned off the bike. Ever notice how that sudden silence is as disturbing as the noise?
 
    
 
   “After that, she was back to her old fretful self. I asked her if she wanted to take a walk.
 
   “She had to make it very obvious once again she didn’t want anything unprofessional. ‘Mr. Evans, I should have been clearer that, um, this isn’t a date. I just wanted to get out. Thank you so much, by the way.’
 
    
 
   “Honestly, isn’t she something? I nodded solemnly. ‘But, um. I have to ask, Miss Mouse. Do you think I’m too forward if I ask you…I mean, is it okay…if maybe… Do you think maybe you can call me Ben?’
 
    
 
   “She made a face, wrinkling her nose. ‘Yes, of course. I’m prim, I know, I know. I count on you to tell me when I am ridiculous.’
 
    
 
   “I didn’t tell her that I got a kick out of her formality. I reached into a saddlebag and pulled out a crumpled bag and a bottle of water. ‘I brought a snack of mashed donuts and lukewarm water.’
 
    
 
   “She laughed. ‘How can I claim this isn’t a date? With a treat like that.’
 
    
 
   “I knew if I didn’t go carefully, I’d scare her again. ‘No, I know what you meant.’ I strode ahead of her along the mulched path. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not taking you far. Just to the first bench. Okay?’
 
    
 
   “‘I trust you,’ she said and I believed her. Good start, hey? Why hasn’t she called again?
 
    
 
   “The bench looked like someone with muddy shoes had danced on it. I carry a mechanic’s rag in my jeans pocket, but when I pulled it out, decided it was just as bad.
 
    
 
   “She sat down anyway, probably ruining the fancy linen pants. And then she got sort of flirtatious. ‘You carry all sorts of useful things. Donuts, rags.’
 
    
 
   “‘Be prepared.’
 
    
 
   “‘You were a Boy Scout?’
 
    
 
   “‘Not likely.’ I sat down next to her and handed her a donut. They were warm, squashy and smelled slightly of exhaust. Ever notice how sometimes the little details stick with you? On those days when the world seems like hell or heaven? Depends. You guess which this was.
 
    
 
   “I was okay until she tried to pay me for the effing donuts. Pulled out her wallet and tried to push two dollars at me.
 
    
 
   “I just glared at her. ‘I know this isn’t a date, but you can’t be serious.’
 
    
 
   “She got flustered and dropped the wallet and I went after it for her. Naturally I’m going to flip it open and looked at the picture she had wedged in there.
 
    
 
   “A dog. One of those big nasty ones. I stared at it. ‘I thought you’d have a boyfriend or something. Who’s the dog?’
 
    
 
   “‘That was Lottie, my Rottweiler. Lottie the Rottie. She died a while ago, but I like the picture.’
 
    
 
   “‘Rottweiler, huh. Junkyard dogs.’
 
    
 
   “‘Not her. She was a sweetie. The other one, though.’ She shuddered.
 
    
 
   “‘The one that gave me this when I was ten.’ She pointed at her palm. ‘And these.’ She held out her arms. I’d seen the silvery marks before but hadn’t asked. Those are the scars I was talking about before. Some of them, anyway. Her scars that are her secret.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, she talked about the dog attack, calm as can be. ‘Rotties usually grab and hang on, but this one kept biting and biting.’
 
    
 
   “I asked her a few more questions, but let me tell you what got me. Blew me completely away.
 
    
 
   “‘Was the attack before or after you had Lottie?’ I asked.
 
    
 
   “‘Before. The day before Lottie. I got home from the hospital and my parents had gotten a Rottweiler and that was Lottie.’
 
    
 
   “She must have seen my face because she went defensive. ‘I loved Lottie, once I got used to her. She’d been well-trained.’
 
    
 
   “See what I mean? They got her a full-grown dog. She explained they hadn’t gotten her a puppy because, after all, she hadn’t been attacked by a puppy. If you’re terrified of a full-grown dog, of course that’s what you want sleeping right next to you the day you recover from a dog attack.
 
    
 
   “I couldn’t help it. I said, ‘Sometimes I think my ma was screwed up, but wow.’
 
    
 
   “She took the water bottle and chugged most of it down. ‘My parents are good. Were good. My father’s dead and Mom’s sort of made it clear that we’re friendly, but she’s done with that part of her life. But they were great parents. Maybe not orthodox, but who is? My father used to quote.’ She shifted into full Brahmin to say, ‘There is no living thing that is not afraid when it faces danger. The true courage is in facing danger when you are afraid.’
 
    
 
   “‘Who said that? Churchill?’
 
    
 
   “‘The Wizard of Oz.’
 
    
 
   “I just leaned forward, my elbows on my knees. We sat for a long time, listening to the gurgle of a hidden stream, squirrels scolded.
 
    
 
   “I finally thought of something I could say. Something made sense to me and still does. ‘I’ve been around people who’ve been attacked. Sometimes they’re kind of, nervous, I guess.’
 
    
 
   “She didn’t admit a thing. Just tossed the rest of the donut to a squirrel. It wasn’t a city animal and it scrambled up a tree instead of claiming the prize. ‘I know what you mean. Actually I still start when I hear the jingle of a dog collar.’ She rubbed her sugar-glazed fingers on the fancy trousers, reached for the water bottle again.
 
    
 
   “I could tell by the way she’d tucked the corners of her mouth, she wouldn’t say more. I figured it was time to go.
 
    
 
   “I said something about taking her back to her fancy suburban house so no one would worry about her, and she told me she lived alone. Guess what. I knew that already.
 
    
 
   “She followed me down the path, but I couldn’t help trying to get her again. I stopped and turned around and there she was, staring at me, those big eyes about bugging out of her head. Not a word but she turned red. I lifted my hand and touched her forehead with my fingertips. Finally I got to feel the skin of her face and it was unbelievably soft. Sorry to say just warm—not burning hot.
 
    
 
   “She didn’t move, so I risked it and moved closer. Don’t worry, we didn’t do anything horrible in those woods. When my lips brushed hers, she tilted her head. A signal. Go ahead. Her breath smelled of sugar. Her mouth relaxed, parted slightly. For several long heartbeats we stayed that way. Mouths touching, but no more.
 
    
 
   “I gave up and pulled away. But that lovely arching upper lip. I had to touch that too. Her mouth was damp, and her fast breath touching my forefinger.
 
    
 
   “I gave a very tiny growl then, exactly like a dog. I wonder if she heard me. I don’t know and, hell, maybe she didn’t understand anyway. We went back to the motorcycle without saying a word.”
 
    
 
   He sprawled on the floor and put his feet on the couch. “Do you know what I miss most about school? Sure you do. Miss Mouse. I can’t believe I won’t work with her next fall. Hell, I don’t want to work with her. I just want to see her.
 
    
 
   “You know sometimes I get really pissed off with her. I mean, she’s not a tease. Not like she walked around in skintight clothes. But is there anything more enticing than watching someone made of ice melt? Let me answer that. No. There really isn’t.
 
    
 
   “Hell.
 
    
 
   “It’s been a couple of days and Miss Mouse still hasn’t called. Maybe she won’t. I’m not ready to give up on her, though. Forget feeding the squirrels. Maybe we could go to the beach, out near the old pier. No one goes there and we could throw bread at seagulls. They can catch it midair. Fetch, birdie. Fetch!”
 
    
 
   He turned off the recorder for a moment and stared out at the rain shower. Time for something less private—or maybe more personal. He’d tell even more because…why not? Summoning his image of a pale white matriarch with perfect hair and pearls of Mrs. Moneybags, he pressed the “on” button.
 
    
 
   “Speaking of birds, watch out for those swans and peacocks of yours. Chase the pigeons out of your attic, Ms. Moneybags. You have any idea what the little critters in bird shit can do to a person’s lungs? His heart and brain? Or her, in your case.
 
    
 
   “Hey, that reminds me. I can catch you up on Beeb.
 
    
 
   “He’s been coughing a lot lately. First thing I think is oh, shit, Pasty, even though Pasty only coughed toward the end. Then, because of what I learned in micro, I think bird shit.
 
    
 
   “I went into his room to look around. Kid’s a slob. Clothes and crap on the bed, the floor, anywhere but in the dresser, the brown fake wood one from Wal-Mart. You saw the bill months ago back when you paid my way. By the way, notice the discount for Junelia? She says anytime you want to come shop, she’ll use her discount for you. She and immediate family get ten lousy percent off, and not on food. I say she should get a job at a store that treats her better. I’ve changed my mind about the car thing, and we’re saving for a used car. That way she can work at a better place, like Costco.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, I picked up a pile of Beeb’s jeans and catch a whiff of something evil he’s been smoking. Marijuana? No, something far, far worse.
 
    
 
   “Cigarettes.
 
    
 
   “That did it. I ripped through his stuff. I checked every pocket, opened his bedside table, dumped out the few things that were actually hanging up in his closet ’til I found two packs. I stormed out of his room cursing, and crumpled up the evil cancer sticks.
 
    
 
   “Why’d he even start? He knows! He watched me quit, sorta. Sorta quit, sorta watched, I mean. He met the guy my age at the hospital dying of throat cancer. He’s heard me read the descriptions from the textbooks. What kind of an asshole picks up cigarettes after all that?
 
    
 
   “I ended up dumping the cigarettes down the john. I was totally bullshit. So goddamn bullshit, I had to calm down. Luckily I saved one of the cigs. I sat on the can and smoked it. Yeah, a former addict falls back now and then.
 
    
 
   “So I’m puffing away, cursing cigarette manufacturers and the idiocy of self-destructive kids. I get up, flip the butt into the can, flush, and the whole thing just hit me. Wham.
 
    
 
   “I mean, that’s the worst? Beeb sneaks cigarettes? That gets me so pissed off I can’t think straight? After I worried he’d joined the DPs?
 
    
 
   “Jesus H. Christ. I laughed so hard, I had to sit down again.
 
    
 
   “It wasn’t just that he’s come a long way. I’ll let you in on a little secret, shall I? Just between friends.
 
    
 
   “I’ve lied to you by omission.
 
    
 
   “For instance I didn’t tell you what I did at that garage. How I got started learning about cars. My first lesson was how to use a slim jim. My second was how to bypass the key system.
 
    
 
   “Yes, your protégé is a stereotype, a car thief for a chop shop. Boring, eh? I only did a few. Maybe four. I was trying to get into the fifth when the owner came up behind me and began to beat the ever-loving shit out of me. I didn’t fight back, you’ll be glad to know. I even carried a blade, so I could’ve cut him. I just tried to get away. He was calling the police when I took off. I dropped to my hands and knees and scrambled away. No dignity whatsoever.
 
    
 
   “I figured I had to switch careers because I’d gotten too, whatsit, too complacent, too fast. I do not have the right instincts for that sort of job. After that I only did legit work on cars, don’t worry.
 
    
 
   “Are you calling for your heart medicine yet? No? Here’s worse. I don’t feel that bad about stealing cars. I once lay in bed and tried to make myself feel guilty. ‘You’re breaking the law, son,’ I told myself in my best Officer Friendly voice. ‘You’re a bad, bad boy. Those people worked hard to buy those cars and you stole their pride and joy.’ It didn’t work. I didn’t feel bad.
 
    
 
   “I knew those people could have really nice cars. And they had money and insurance so I knew they’d get another. Just fill out some paperwork and voilà. All set.
 
    
 
   “I think Ma knew I did it. She told me to be careful when I went to work, in a serious sort of voice that meant more than careful you don’t get a paper cut filing paperwork.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, you getting why Beeb’s smoking is so funny yet? Why I’m in the bathroom practically falling off the can, laughing so hard I’m just about crying? I mean, what the hell? I used to whore for rent, steal cars and other stuff—which I might or might not tell you—and I go apeshit about my brother smoking cigarettes? Which are effing legal, I might add.
 
    
 
   “Poor Beeb. I still intend to come down hard on his ass. Junelia will say something too. She hates the smell of cigarettes and she might help, even if she didn’t care. Lately she does stuff for Beeb, like look at his homework when I can’t. Of course Beeb doesn’t listen to a word she says, but she makes the effort, which is more than she did before.
 
    
 
   “Heh. I wish I had another cigarette. Maybe I’ll go toss his room some more. While I’m doing that, maybe I can come up with a good reason why he should do as I say and not as I did. I think I’ll probably bring up basketball and lacrosse and the lungs of athletes.
 
    
 
   “I swear to God, I swear on a stack of JAMAs—that’s a medical journal, not some kinda street talk—anyway, I swear that if I ever find out you’re bragging on me, ‘Oh, look how far my boy has come’, if you even try that rags to riches, street-boy reformed shit on anyone, like the score of profs and researchers you apparently have stored in your back pocket, I will deny it all. I will swear I’m a trust-fund baby who made it all up and hustled thousands out of you. You know I can talk the talk, babe.
 
    
 
   “Hey, maybe I am lying about it all, huh? You wouldn’t know. You don’t know if I invented every single word of this, huh? Sure, I went to classes. I know you got reports—I signed that paper. But the rest? How will you know any of it is true unless you come over and check it out? I’ll even let you get out the yardstick and measure me yourself.
 
    
 
   “You stop lying by omission, Ms. Moneybags. Come on over.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The next day
 
    
 
   Ben unclipped his lab ID, shoved it into his helmet and tossed them both into the closet. He opened the huge window to lean out on the fake balcony. Across the street two crows fought over part of a hamburger. He pulled out his silver recorder and pressed the button. Second nature.
 
    
 
   “No one’s told me to stop talking to you, so I’ll do another one. Just call me Scheherazade. Don’t chop me up if I fall silent, eh? I think I’m almost done.”
 
    
 
   He chewed on a thumbnail, wondering what to talk about next and how much he should reveal. Nothing much.
 
    
 
   “Enough stories about the past. The future’s what I like. I wonder if I’ll have one outside of my work?
 
    
 
   “Naw, I’m fine, just grouchy. It’s not all cheese and beans around here. Jig took off saying he was going to California. So he’s in violation of parole.
 
    
 
   “The good news is Repo and Prophet went with him in Repo’s car. Really his car—bought and paid for. I’ll miss ’em.
 
    
 
   “Junelia kept demanding if Jig taking off had to do with her refusal to get together. No matter how many times I say I have no idea, she refuses to believe me. She’s convinced her existence has forced a man to leave the area.
 
    
 
   “Now that Prophet’s calmed down a bit on the preaching, they’ll be a good team, but I doubt they’ll get as far as California. Repo wants to stop in Chicago to pay homage to the big gangster names of the past. I’d be surprised if they get past Illinois. That’s where Chicago is, right? I never did much with geography.
 
    
 
   “What else is going on?” He rubbed the little silver oval.
 
    
 
   “I want to thank you for getting me that job. Even Dr. Steele told me she thinks Gerard’s research is the business, hey—that’s really what she called it. I call her Karen now, by the way. She asked me to.
 
    
 
   “Gerard seems to think I floated in from the parking lot. He has no idea who hired me or why and doesn’t care. The prof lets other people take care of the petty shit and they actually let him get away with that. Amazing. I never met anyone worse at paperwork than Ma.
 
    
 
   “He told me he knows his admin is a martyr and will go straight to heaven when she dies.
 
    
 
   “The lab is amazing. There is nothing I don’t enjoy, except maybe the centrifuge, which keeps breaking. The prof figured out that I’ve got some mechanical skills and guess who gets to take the thing apart?
 
    
 
   “He says he’s pretty sure he’s got funds from a grant to buy two new fancy-ass ones. That you, Mother Christmas? But in the meantime, he’s informed me that I will employ this one because I’m the only one who can. There is a better one, but that’s for the graduate students. He calls me Dr. Evans. He calls everyone Dr. He’s an MD Ph.D., which he says only means he’s spent most of his life in school and that’s just how he likes it.
 
    
 
   “He doesn’t like working on any animal larger than an amoeba. I asked him why.
 
    
 
   “He’s got that same kind of skin as Miss Mouse that makes it easy to tell when he blushes, so I thought he was going to confess something terrible. ‘I’m a vegetarian,’ he said. ‘Actually, I’m a member of PETA.’
 
    
 
   “‘Hey, doc, that’s kind of funny because you got leather shoes and belt.’
 
    
 
   “He looked down at himself in shock. Really, I think he hadn’t even thought about it. ‘Okay,’ he said, ‘guess we can say I haven’t fine-tuned the details.’
 
    
 
   “Nice guy. Puts up with crap from anyone, except when it comes to science. Screw up or act like a dick in lab or when you’re talking about work, Gerard turns from mild-mannered good guy to Dr. Science Guy, Avenger of Bad Scientific Protocol. He’s as much of an animal as Miss Mouse is about reading and good writing. Passionate.
 
    
 
   “They’re driven by something internal. Karen, Dr. Steele, she’s not so much. Did I tell you she came to my house soon after school ended? Said she was in the neighborhood. Yah-huh, I didn’t believe it either. I didn’t want to inflict Beeb or Junelia on her. Especially not Junelia who was tragic about Jig.
 
    
 
   “We went out for drinks. Most of the time we talked about her. She talked about how she had thought about going to another university, but she’s going to leave teaching altogether. Going corporate.
 
    
 
   “She told me, ‘It’s not like I need the money, I have plenty but I want more, more, more. Recognition. I want people who’re professionals working with me.’ She drank gin and tonics and starting brushing her hands on the back of my neck, my thigh.
 
    
 
   “‘Ben, you’re an attractive guy. Let’s have some fun. In bed,’ she said. Just like that. ‘I’m sick of not having a life.’
 
    
 
   “I had to swallow the rest of my beer before I could answer. ‘You saying you want to have a life with me?’
 
    
 
   “She shook her head, all her shining, dark hair went flying and then settling exactly back in place. ‘No. Not like that. No. Just hooking up. I need someone to touch me.’
 
    
 
   “She’s an interesting mix of body types, a solid, strong woman. Muscular, and God knows how that happens because she lives in her lab. She’s short but has some pretty nice long curves on her body, and she has long fingers, tapered wonderful fingers.
 
    
 
   “We left that bar together.
 
    
 
   “I bet you can guess what happened.
 
    
 
   “Well, let me tell you something, Ms. Moneybags. You’d guess so very wrong. Oh snap, as Pasty used to say. I took her back to my apartment. Tucked her into my bed. She talked for a while then passed out. I went to sleep on the couch.
 
    
 
   “So why didn’t I cuddle up behind the luscious Karen who stripped to her undies, teeshirt and socks—no bra—and who invited me into my own bed? Yeah, partly because the woman was nearly wasted, but it was just not on the board. Not what I wanted. Okay, hell, yes, I wanted her, all right—her body, though, and not much else.
 
    
 
   “That’s all she wanted from me, I thought as I lay on the couch. There’d be complete honesty and maybe a lot of fun going to bed with that woman.
 
    
 
   “But I didn’t, and the next morning, I gave her a cup of coffee she said was crap. I told her she could teach me how to make better coffee and we kissed goodbye.
 
    
 
   “Truth is, I’d love to be attracted to someone who was that forthright, knows what she wants. No secrets there. I mean, she and Repo are a lot alike. They have an inner strength and drive that you gotta admire. But it doesn’t punch my ticket. I think I can get more. I want more.”
 
    
 
   He went back into the kitchen, rummaged around, found a cinnamon Pop-Tart and hit record again. Why not? If he were wrong, it wouldn’t hurt. If he was right. Hell. Keeping his mouth shut hadn’t worked.
 
    
 
   “Since we’re talking about my female teachers who are naughty, how about Miss Mouse? She still won’t come out and play.” He spoke though a mouthful of Pop-Tart. “You’d think now that she’s not my tutor it would be okay to just hang. Whatever she wants to do, I’m about that.
 
    
 
   “I mean, I like the woman. I like listening to her talk about writing. It’s almost enough to make me want to turn into goddamn Faulkner. Naw, just kidding. But I still like listening to her.
 
    
 
   “I suppose she’s too caught up in her life of…whatever the hell her life is.
 
    
 
   “No, you know what it is? I’ll let you in on another secret.”
 
    
 
   He stopped and ran his finger over the recorder for a few seconds. Maybe it would be stupid to go on. Maybe he’d be a fool not to.
 
    
 
   “I think I get why Miss Mouse is wound tight. Why she doesn’t return the calls. She’s got a real reason. I’m pretty certain she’s the one who was attacked near the college a couple of years ago. You ever hear about that? I mentioned it. The guy, out on parole, grabbed her and raped her for hours. I looked it up, talked to a couple of people, and the more I know about him, the more I’m glad he’s back where he fucking belongs.
 
    
 
   “Scumbag loves pain and fear—saddest part is that there are people who’d get off on playing along with him. But no, he needs real intimidation, imaginary isn’t good enough. He has to take real people and turn them into his toys. Ruin a whole life so he could feel a few intense orgasms. Selfish sonofabitch couldn’t care less.
 
    
 
   “Or maybe he’s got anger and he’ll just use his cock to show how real his anger is. He probably wishes his cock could kill people, rip them up. Whichever, he’s out of circulation and he can jam his cock into concrete walls.
 
    
 
   “I’ve met people like him and they can do a number on what you think is sexy. Turn it right off. Mrs. Bitchheart wasn’t in the same league, not by a long shot. But I got a hint of it. She liked regular boinking at first, but then she wanted to be called names and shit. She liked to be hit and hard, too. Buzz kill.
 
    
 
   “No, wait. I’ll tell the truth. I do that for you, Ms. M. I always try to deliver the truth or as close an approximation as I can imagine.
 
    
 
   “Doing it so rough wasn’t a buzz kill. It was exhilarating, like the dirty little edge made it sharper. Stirred some evil mud way inside. I didn’t want that. I was a screwed-up kid, but I knew that I didn’t want that. Bad enough when it’s out on the street, but when two people are naked together…
 
    
 
   “I mean there’s the full range from making love, screwing, boning, to fucking, but this is something so ugly I don’t know what the name for it is. I don’t want to know. Beyond humiliation into something soul starving. Easy to fall into, and could you ever climb out? No clue.
 
    
 
   “Play is one thing, sure. Handcuffs? Sure, I’m game as long as you got a safe word. But this letting the monster all the way out of its cage. No freaking way.
 
    
 
   “Miss Mouse didn’t get to say no thank you. She was dragged to his personal sick party.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, the guy who grabbed Miss Mouse. I went on the internet and I wanted to puke. Because listen. Turns out he’s kind of like me. Looks like me, I mean. Christ, nothing more than that. Do you understand that? Nothing else. The same age, same kind of color. At least I don’t wear a little ponytail, not anymore, and I don’t have prison tats, but no wonder she’s a mouse.
 
    
 
   “Makes me wish I could have met her before that guy grabbed her. She’d never be normal around someone like me. Lucky for her, I imagine there aren’t a plethora—I say that right?—a plethora of six-foot, slightly white, black Hispanic, maybe Asian, kitchen-sink boys out in her fancy neck of the woods. No wonder she’s not interested in just talking. She’s afraid. Tell you the truth, I don’t blame her. I bet she wishes she still had her Rottweiler.
 
    
 
   “I looked at the differences. I’m larger than the other man, or at least taller. I don’t have the scruffy beard—not anymore. But shit.
 
    
 
   “I ask myself why would she do that? Actually decide she can tutor a guy who looks anything like the man who did that to her.
 
    
 
   “When we were in the park, one of the bite marks on her arm, I saw it was more pink than the dog bites. It looked like a human bite. She didn’t say anything, but I know. Jesus, Ms. M, that was a person who did that to her. It had to be that bastard, right? A guy who looks like me sank his teeth into her flesh. Makes me feel kind of clammy and sick. What does it do to her?
 
    
 
   “Why would she want to spend a minute around a guy with the same sort of background?
 
    
 
   “Why would anyone do that, unless she refused to let any sort of fear go?
 
    
 
   “Well now, if I was afraid of all six-foot men, what would I do? Me, I’d avoid them, or if I couldn’t, carry a gun. Hey, I still carry a knife, can’t get out of the habit. But if I was like Miss Mouse? Who couldn’t let herself be afraid? I know her. I know what she’d do. She’d dig down, try to find one just like the man who terrorized her. And learn everything she possibly could about him.
 
    
 
   “I wonder if she thinks of herself as a puppeteer. What do you think? I thought I knew her pretty well, but turns out I don’t know a thing.
 
    
 
   “What do you think she wants? Should I leave her alone?”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Two hours later
 
    
 
   “I’ve had a couple of beers. Pops, my ma used to call them. ‘Give me my pops.’ But this one is hard, so hell. Self-medication is acceptable on occasion. This is not something I will do again, I think. Not again after this.
 
    
 
   “I think Ms. M should return my goddamn calls.
 
    
 
   “And she should know that I’m exactly what she ought to be looking for. Is she really all done? Did I embarrass her? Scare her away? Not likely. That woman doesn’t scare. She doesn’t allow that. I guess she’s done with her experiment then.
 
    
 
   “If she’s going to start with the dog, she should finish all the way. I mean, she went looking for a Rottweiler and then patted it to make sure it wasn’t mean. Just like the last one. But hell, don’t you think she ought to take it home? Let it into her bed? Make sure it’s a fully tame pet?
 
    
 
   “You know what? I suspect I have no right to be pissed off, but is that stopping me? No, it sure as hell is not. I’m goddamn angry.
 
    
 
   “I kissed her. Right there on the footpath. Heh. No, actually it was on the mouth but nothing slurpy. A kind of kiss that I haven’t had before. I have never tasted anything like it. A thoroughly innocent kiss. A loving goddamn kiss. It turned me inside out.
 
    
 
   “I want another so much I can feel that damn ache from my insoles. I’d trade every minute of school for another of those kisses and a few sloppier ones too. I want to touch her skin again. The side of her face, her cheek would be good enough. No, I’m lying. It wouldn’t be enough. Her breasts. That skin underneath is so satin on her, I know it. Not finding out would be too much. I’d love to taste that skin.
 
    
 
   “Oh no, no. I just remembered.” He groaned. “Her arm. Did that bastard’s bites leave scars anywhere else? Shit. I’m sorry. I remember the newspaper report. They didn’t name the victim but they mentioned bite wounds on her belly and back too.
 
    
 
   “No mouth anywhere, not right away. Fingers then. Or no, not a single touch if she hated it. But listen, I’d let her touch anything of mine or me she wanted. And she does, too. I could feel her on my back during that motorcycle ride. Little wiggles. Pressure. Her arms trembled but then she put her palms flat, copping a feel of my body. I know it. I wanted to pull up my shirt so I could feel her skin on mine, her hand touching me.
 
    
 
   “Oh god, I loved that ride. Stupidly fast little afternoon. It pushed me into understanding the whole thing, you know. I got it. You know that first report you got told you ‘subject thinks outside the box.’ This is not a big box, Ms. M. I’d been wondering.
 
    
 
   “I’ve been wondering for a long time and then the moment I saw the BMW, the pieces began to fall into place. Seven-fifty LI sedan. Starts at what? Eighty thou? Money. Ka-thunk.
 
    
 
   “And then the dog. Lottie the Rottie.
 
    
 
   “I’m so pissed off that I got it. I just have to say something. I should have kept my mouth shut, huh? You caught the little dog woof, and you figured out that I figured it out.
 
    
 
   “I moved too fast. And when I’m sane and sober I think whatthehell? I couldn’t do or say anything that would work with her. With you. I’m a Rottweiler pain remover. Not a person, not really.
 
    
 
   “But why’d you have to come find me? I know you care or you wouldn’t have snuck into my life like that. You wouldn’t have pushed, and pushed and made me work or paid off the hospital. Oh shit, I’m pissed off that you can’t tell me the truth. What is it? You don’t think enough of me as more than a project, that why you don’t bother to explain, say goodbye? You could at least apologize for knowing all the goddamn corners of my life and not sharing so much as your address. I found that on my own.
 
    
 
   “I rode my bike out to your house, you know. Big place you got there. No sign of peacocks or swans though. I sat on the beach illegally and looked up at the house for a while and it made me so goddamn mad I could just about storm the place. Grab up my Miss Mouse and carry her off.
 
    
 
   “I wondered what was all the talking for? I didn’t get that at first. But then I remembered something Miss Mouse said about propaganda. How war propaganda dehumanizes your enemy. And how she supposed it could go the other way. Ignorance equals fear. Learn all about the lives of your enemy and you can’t hate them. Humanize the demons.
 
    
 
   “You don’t hate or fear my ‘breed’ anymore, do you? But you don’t need to learn any more to get past the fear. So you’re saying ‘adios, Mr. Evans. You’ve served your purpose.’”
 
    
 
   He sucked in air, willing the anger to leave him, so he could speak calmly.
 
    
 
   “Your admin doesn’t have a clue that I know who you are or that I have longed for you like I’m a desert nomad and you are a source of water. Huh, that sucked. Guess I ought to leave the imagery to the authors and you.” His laugh didn’t feel real, but was better than a snarl. “Miss Griggs doesn’t have a clue because I wanted to give them all to you. So I get the clues you’re sending back to me. Or not sending. You’re done and the break’s as clean as you’d want. Just you and I had our secret. I won’t tell, okay? You’re not the only one who can keep his mouth shut.”
 
    
 
   He found the beer bottle and saw it was empty. No, really, this was not how he wanted to say goodbye. Two more deep breaths and he could talk again.
 
    
 
   “Aw shit, Ms. Moneybags. You don’t owe me a thing. I don’t owe you either. All debts are cancelled. I wish it was that easy. I wish. God, how I wish.
 
    
 
   “Damn it, woman. Even I have some pride. I’ll send this message and then no more. And maybe this isn’t really pushing you, is it? Naw. It’s like after Pasty died. A closing ceremony. Time to move on. No, I am not drunk enough to sing the song—be grateful for small blessings.
 
    
 
   “I am drunk enough to tell you I love you, Ms. M.
 
    
 
   “No matter what you do or don’t do, I get to keep that too. I hadn’t learned how to do that one either, you know. How to love someone. That’s the best gift yet. I mean, yeah, I love my family, but you. Aw, you are something special.
 
    
 
   “I kiss you from your widow’s peak to your delicate chin. And beyond, way beyond in my drunken dreams. My sober ones are not that decadent or silly. They’re about work, I suppose. Work and school. School and work. Gifts from you.
 
    
 
   “How can I stay fu—effed-up mad about you? All good flows from you. Work, school, love. All from you.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Voicemail to Miss Mouse: I didn’t know it was you until I checked caller ID. When the phone rings at three a.m., I assume it’s one of Junelia’s losers. And now you’re not answering the phone. Screw this. As soon as I leave a note for Junelia, I’ll be out there on my bike. Yes, I know where you live. If you hear this, expect company in a half hour or so. If you don’t get this…I’ll find out if you turn on your fancy alarm system. Listen, I hope you do. You don’t want strange guys breaking into your big old house, unless they’re me.
 
    
 
   “I’ve waited too long. I can’t wait until morning. I’ve run out of patience and you’re going to answer my thirty-two pages of questions. Unless you have other ideas.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Twenty hours later
 
    
 
   “Good night. Again. Tell me again why it took so long to let go? Not just you—me. I should have said something right out days ago. Never mind, enough with the guilt and regrets. No more of them.
 
    
 
   “I’ll make a deal. No more apologies about trying to push me around or that you hid the truth. Of course you did. Don’t say you’re sorry again and I promise not to toss you naked into your own pool again. Except, no, that was too much fun. Okay, I promise not to do that in the middle of winter. Deal?
 
    
 
   “When I saw you lying outside on that patio veranda thing, I remembered Sleeping Beauty. I had that book when I was a kid and loved it until someone told me it was a girlie book.
 
    
 
   “I would have walked right past you. Run, actually, but the wind caught the nightgown and I caught sight of it out of the corner of my eye. You lying on cushions, out in the chilly spring breeze, Sleeping Beauty. I wanted to kiss you awake but I figured, a history like yours, I shouldn’t sneak up on you. See? I’m not clumsy. I dropped the helmet on purpose.
 
    
 
   “I hate it when you cry. Okay, I can’t stand it when anyone cries, but when you tried to hold back the tears in that restrained ladylike way, I thought it would damage my heart.
 
    
 
   “Pretty funny that the first thing you do when you see me is say, ‘It’s you,’ and start crying. Some welcome, Miss Mouse.
 
    
 
   “I was going to give you a chance to deny it all, but then you said, ‘I know you. Benjamin Evans, I know you. And you apparently know me.’
 
    
 
   “Once you opened your arms, I knew I’d won. I’d scaled the walls, cracked the code, killed off the dragon. I won the whole game.
 
    
 
   “Man, I’m grinning so much my teeth are drying out. I smiled so much on the way home, I must have collected a thousand bugs on my teeth.
 
    
 
   “I still haven’t told Junelia or Beeb, but they know something’s up. Luckily they’re gone right now so I can lounge on the sofa with my little silver talisman and talk to my own darling Miss Moneybags Mouse.
 
    
 
   “You told me that you never expected such joy ever again. Again? I’ve never expected such joy ever. I didn’t know it existed.
 
    
 
   “Last night and today, we did spend too much time talking, talking, talking and not enough touching. But all those months trying to pry words out of you about you. No wonder I was greedy for ’em.
 
    
 
   “Remind me when we’re together that you owe me words and I should stay quiet. Like one of those monks. I keep forgetting how much you know.
 
    
 
   “It kept startling me last night. Like when my sweet Miss Mouse traced the tat on my arm and murmured, ‘This is what Pasty did and, I’m so sorry, Ben, about Pasty. I’m so sorry I didn’t say anything.’
 
    
 
   “Of course you couldn’t say anything. No one knew. Not even Diana, certainly not Miss Mouse—only it turns out she knew it all, the sneak.
 
    
 
   “I still wonder how much you told Miss Griggs. I know, I know—you said she was actually Jennie Something, but she’ll always be Miss Griggs to me. I get a kick out of your story about how Miss Griggs didn’t like the way you snuck into my life. You claim you couldn’t figure out if she was protecting you from me or me from you, but we both know she wanted to protect you, Miss Mouse. She likes you. She gave you those lectures because she was worried I’d try something with you when we were alone together. God knows I wanted to.
 
    
 
   “Or maybe she didn’t buy that justification of yours that you wanted to be my tutor because you, quote, ‘wanted to help with more than money’. What? Supporting me and my family isn’t enough? Why the hell didn’t you come over and cook for us?
 
    
 
   “Miss Griggs probably knew you were just nosy. No, I’m not giving you shit. I’m grateful you’re curious. Or I know, maybe you fell for my terrible imitations of Repo’s terrible imitations of gangsters and decided you just had to meet me?
 
    
 
   “Speaking of Miss Griggs, and I was a moment ago, I think, what’s she going to say about this? All those months she worked so hard to make sure I didn’t find out a thing about you. You said you were going to send her an email. Maybe I should send her flowers again. She sent me a great thank-you note for the bunch I sent at Christmas. She ever tell you that? Silly woman had a return postmark on the note and I figured out she was a local. Only hint she ever gave away.
 
    
 
   “Do you like flowers? Huh. Turns out there are big gaps in what I know about you.
 
    
 
   “Like it just about floored me when I traced the scar on your upper arm and you laughed and said something like, ‘Things keep biting me, men, dogs.’ You can actually joke about that bastard. That’s good. I wanted to get you to talk more. Still do but, hey, if you never want to say another word about him, it’s okay.
 
    
 
   “I’m not going to stop being angry about what he did to you. Forcing you into a hidey hole, Miss Mouse. Turning you into someone afraid to live. That description of nearly fainting when you walked around campus a couple months after the attack—damn, woman, who wouldn’t faint?
 
    
 
   “I just realized I guessed right about you—you picked me after seeing my fine self. That’s sorta how you explained it last night. Did you ever tell Professor Lott what you were up to? Or didn’t he realize that catching sight of me that day was the reason you had to leave campus? I can imagine how the conversation went. I bet you waved a trembling hand in my direction, asked about me, and he gave you a long, totally off description of my life. The man loves gossip, but he’s clueless. Good thing he remembered my name. Very good thing.
 
    
 
   “I still don’t get how you think of yourself as weak. You’re nothing but brave to come out into the world again. Damn, I’m lucky you’re strong enough to confront your monsters and silly enough to use a stranger to do it. Yeah, I think the whole using a Rottweiler is a little strange. A lot strange. But I like odd. I love it beyond all reason, in fact.
 
    
 
   “I get it, too. When you admitted that you were rear-ended in a car and had trouble driving, I guessed what you were going to tell me next. No, wait, I didn’t guess entirely right because actually I was surprised you only forced yourself to drive as far as Chicago. I would have bet you’d push yourself on a transcontinental journey.
 
    
 
   “You are such an unexpected person, Miss Mouse. Lisa. But for now, enough with the things you dread to cure yourself of fear. Let’s do something we both enjoy. Oh yeah, I have plans for that. I’ll help erase any pain with more wonderful exploration. Following strict protocol, naturally, unless we make it up as we go along. No need to conduct further studies on certain responses. I think we both know if you tickle me again, you’ll end up in the pool again. Yeah, you managed to drag me in too, but that’s because I wanted to get all wet. Really.
 
    
 
   “Wherever you end up, I wanna be there. You said that, now I get to say it back to you. That includes the pool in the middle of the night.
 
    
 
   “Oops, I’m yawning. Enough rambling, for the moment. Talk, talk, talk.
 
    
 
   “I’ve been awake for almost two days now. Trouble is, I don’t want to go to sleep and miss a single second of the future. I can’t wait to fall asleep with you again. How about in a few hours? I’ll put my arms around you and keep you safe from dogs, men and nightmares. I promise I don’t snore.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
THE END
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   She has a deft hand with banana flambé…and a touch that sets his body on fire… 
 
    
 
   Janey knows all too well she looks a wreck. What hard-working chef wouldn’t, operating on three hours of sleep? Stuck in a dull Connecticut town, taking care of her beloved niece, Rachel, Janey spends her days looking for a job and her nights working high-end catering gigs. 
 
    
 
   Just her luck, she runs into Mr. Perfect two days past her designated laundry day. And she’s just found out her niece is passing her off as “Mom” to avoid the embarrassment of admitting her real mother, Janey’s identical twin, is serving time. 
 
    
 
   Despite Janey’s questionable fashion sense and the juicy gossip about her checkered past, venture capitalist Christopher Dunham finds himself drawn to her spark. And warmed by her obvious affection for Rachel, so like what he feels for his own daughter. 
 
    
 
   When sexy, way-out-of-her-league Toph offers her a business loan, Janey can’t believe her long string of bad luck with bad boys has come to an end. At least, until a blast from her sister’s shady past turns up the heat on their attraction. And sets off a chain of events that could snuff out the flame just as their love starts to come to a boil… 
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   Dedication
 
   To the author of the category romance I found on the seat of the Metrobus years ago. I don’t recall your name, but that fun book, my very first romance, eventually resulted in this story.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

Chapter One 
 
    
 
    
 
   Rachel barged into her sleep. “Swim starts today, Aunt Janey. Hey, get up! It’s past five.” 
 
    
 
   Janey pushed off the quilt and groaned when her bare feet touched the cold linoleum floor. 
 
    
 
   She scraped her hair from her eyes and squinted toward her niece. “See? I’m up. I gotta get dressed. Two minutes. Less, I swear.” 
 
    
 
   “I know you were working late, so I’ll just wait here.” 
 
    
 
   No point in protesting when young Rachel got that tone. 
 
    
 
   When Janey found out she had her fourteen-year-old niece full time, her friends with kids all gave her the same piece of advice: pick your fights. 
 
    
 
   This was not one of them. 
 
    
 
   She yawned and staggered to her dresser while Rachel watched from the doorway. Janey’s feet still ached from standing around for hours the night before. 
 
    
 
   She rummaged through the drawers. Damn. Today was laundry day. To be perfectly accurate, two days ago was laundry day. 
 
    
 
   She yanked on sweat pants with holes in both knees. Her slumbering sheep pajama top would have to do as a shirt. She found the pair of ho-ho-ho Christmas socks and finished off the outfit with her red clogs. 
 
    
 
   She smiled at Rachel. “Okay, lead me to the car and I’ll be fine.” 
 
    
 
   Rachel eyed her. “I don’t know if I’d describe you as fine, but Coach says if we’re late the first day we’ll have to do an extra twenty laps.” She held out the Porky the Pig travel mug. “Here. I even made you a cup of coffee.” 
 
    
 
   Bless the child’s heart. So what if Rachel’s idea of coffee was slightly brown warm water? Janey kissed her niece’s petal-soft round cheek, and took the cup. 
 
    
 
   Rachel fished around in her swim bag and pulled out a brush. “You might want this too.” 
 
    
 
   Rachel had easy-to-manage, short, curling locks. Janey had long hair from hell that took a good ten minutes to detangle. To save herself argument, Janey pretended to give herself a quick brush. They walked through the kitchen where she quietly abandoned the coffee. She yanked a rubber band from a doorknob and used it to haul her wild hair into a ponytail. 
 
    
 
   “Okay, sweetiepie? Am I fit to be seen in your presence?” 
 
    
 
   “Well, okay, Janey. But listen, you still look kinda demented.” 
 
    
 
   “Pick your fights.” Janey muttered her mantra. 
 
    
 
   In the battered old Toyota, Janey hummed a tune. Damn. Gilbert and Sullivan again. 
 
    
 
   Rachel, that overachiever, had signed up for another special interest—a Gilbert and Sullivan group. They were doing some show about pirates, but Rachel had borrowed every CD of every other operetta from the library. Janey had nothing in particular against Gilbert or Sullivan, except that their damn tunes stuck like peanut butter. The one about the modern major general currently jammed her brain circuits. 
 
    
 
   As she drove, she glanced at West Farmbrook, Connecticut’s architecture. Genuine New England houses jammed up against their neighbors, a showy and strange mix of McMansions. She enjoyed the hodgepodge of centuries and countries. An Italian villa stood next to an English half-timber, which was next to a hacienda, which was cheek-by-jowl with a pseudo-castle. 
 
    
 
   At night the houses were lit from below with floodlights as if they were monuments. A display of weird turn-of-twenty-first-century taste. The lights were off now and Janey admired the first beams of the early autumn sun. 
 
    
 
   Next to her, Rachel sang quietly. Janey grinned at her. By the time they pulled into the parking lot of the indoor pool, both of them were belting out, “I’ve information vegetable, animal and mineral.” 
 
    
 
   “Honey, remind me to bring the MP3 player tomorrow. Gogol Bordello might wipe away the Gilbert and Sullivan.” Janey waved to Rachel and, with a yawn, staggered over to the grandstands for a nap. 
 
    
 
   She’d gotten less than three hours of sleep the night before. Beth had promised the catering stint would end by eleven, but the woman had been desperate and would have promised anything to lure Janey into serving for her. Janey suppressed another yawn and once again thanked her lucky stars she had declined Beth’s occasional offers to become a business partner. 
 
    
 
   As she flopped down on the aluminum grandstand, Janey took a covert sniff at her forearm. She could smell the flambéed bananas she’d helped prepare—what a dumb idea for such a big crowd. She could also still smell the cheap white wine she’d poured down her front and her hands as she’d frantically filled the little plastic cups. A thirsty bunch at last night’s event. 
 
    
 
   She pulled off her leather biker jacket—actually her ex-boyfriend’s jacket—folded it into a haphazard pillow and lay down on the bleachers humming, “I’m called Little Buttercup.” 
 
    
 
   Two more hours of rest and then she’d haul Rachel to school, take a shower, and get herself to the temp agency. And fend off calls from Beth for at least two days. Janey needed the rest, and that night she needed to get to the laundromat. 
 
    
 
   The temp agency tended to frown on its workers heading out to office jobs in flannel PJ tops. 
 
    
 
   She gave one more huge, audible yawn, sucking in the warm, humid, pool-scented air, and fell back asleep. 
 
    
 
    
 
   “Christopher Dunham! Just the man I wanted to see!” 
 
    
 
   Toph turned from the diverting sight of the woman yawning and falling asleep on the bleachers twenty feet away. With her wild yellow hair pulled back, and wearing what appeared to be pajamas, the woman was as out of place in the spectator area of Mayer Pool as his daughter’s scarlet parrot would be. 
 
    
 
   He politely rose to his feet and smiled. 
 
    
 
   Uh oh. What the hell was this woman’s name? Madge? Margie? 
 
    
 
   “Leslie Walsh,” she reminded him as she shook his hand. “We met at last spring’s meet, remember? I’m so delighted you decided to move to the area.” 
 
    
 
   Leslie Walsh, somewhere in her late thirties, looked remarkably well put together on the gray and cold Monday morning. Now she fit the typical Mayer Pool spectator/mother, dressed for success in a navy suit. Her makeup was flawless now, though Toph knew the humidity of the pool area meant she’d have to repaint herself. She wasn’t the only one wilting in the heat. Toph had already abandoned his suit jacket and had loosened his tie. 
 
    
 
   What was Leslie Walsh again? Real estate broker? Maybe. But he’d just bought a new house, so that wasn’t what she wanted from him. Lawyer? If so, she was out of luck. He wasn’t interested in replacing Mickey, no matter how annoying the man could be 
 
    
 
   Leslie chattered about her son and his record-breaking summer swim team at camp. She asked Toph about his own darling daughter Cynthia. And told him that she thought Cynthia might be in the same grade as her daughter. 
 
    
 
   Toph smiled and nodded as Leslie talked about the stress of raising girls. He was just wondering if she was merely being friendly and didn’t actually plan to ask for a thing, when she at last got to the favor. 
 
    
 
   “Now my oldest daughter is a beauty. A real beauty.” 
 
    
 
   Ah. Leslie’s smile appeared a little forced. 
 
    
 
   He took a guess. “And you were wondering if she had a possible career in modeling?” 
 
    
 
   “You’re a mind reader!” She had the grace to blush. 
 
    
 
   Toph smiled. Again. His face already hurt and it wasn’t even six in the morning. “You might even be able to send her round this afternoon. I believe my associate is holding auditions, but you’d better check. I’ll give you his number.” 
 
    
 
   Associate sounded vaguely sinister, but probably better than ex-wife’s ex-boyfriend. Toph pulled out a business card and scribbled Jack’s address on the card. 
 
    
 
   “But I thought it was your agency?” 
 
    
 
   “Just carries my name.” Ex-wife’s name, actually. “I have no background in the modeling industry.” He gave her another polite, bland smile. He had no interest in the modeling profession. And he had no interest in models either. Not after Bea. 
 
    
 
   Leslie Walsh thanked him profusely and tucked the card into her purse. 
 
    
 
   Toph waved a hand at the bleachers where the blonde woman slept. He lied, “That woman over there looks familiar but I’ve forgotten her name. Do you know her?”
 
    
 
   Leslie frowned at the bleachers for a few moments. Her eyes widened suddenly. “She came in with Rachel Carmody, didn’t she? Oh my God! God! I just realized! That must be poor Rachel’s mother. Rachel is the dearest girl. No money, but a darling, and very hardworking. That has to be the mother… Hmm.” 
 
    
 
   Toph knew he only had to wait to find out more details. The story was obviously too delicious not to share. Leslie Walsh’s voice dropped low. “Until now we’ve never seen the mother at anything. She never shows at practices or events. Last year Rachel was super involved—glee club, theater, everything—but she had to ask for rides everywhere. I know the mother is never, ever there. Never. She’s a single mother, as in never married. I’ve heard she’s been in jail. Shoplifting or maybe something with drugs? Oh my. Anyone can see she’s a wreck.” 
 
    
 
   He had actually thought she looked unconventional and appealing, along the lines of one of Cynthia’s more amusing stuffed animals. Cute. Now the odd clothes she wore seemed unwholesome and even corrupt. 
 
    
 
   He squinted over the woman. “At least she appears to be making an effort now.” Sounded lame even to him. 
 
    
 
   Leslie Walsh shook her head. “Rachel deserves better. If I had the time, I’d invite her over. Make sure she at least got to eat good meals, for heaven’s sake. But Biddy doesn’t seem to like Rachel.” 
 
    
 
   Toph said, “So Rachel is in the same grade as Cynthia?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes. I suppose.” Leslie looked at her watch. “Must go. It’s lovely to see you again. I’m putting together a list of swim team parents and you’ll be on there. Everyone will know how to reach you.” She waved a playful finger at him then turned and trotted away, slipping a bit on the damp floor. 
 
    
 
   Toph watched Leslie’s rear end and wondered about her profession. Banker? Doctor? Too bad people didn’t have to belong to a guild and wear some symbol of their profession. Doctors would have little Caduceus symbols. Realtors would have houses plastered on their suits. 
 
    
 
   Train wrecks like Rachel’s mother… Well. Unlike every other parent waiting by the side of the pool, she wore clothing that revealed her trade—or lack thereof. 
 
    
 
   The coach’s shrill whistle brought him back to earth. 
 
    
 
   Rachel’s mother sat straight up. She shouted. “Yeah, yeah, okay, I’m here.” She blinked and peered around. For a second she looked into Toph’s eyes. The woman blushed and grinned at him. He gave her a tight smile and a nod then turned back to the swimmers. 
 
    
 
   Maybe they used whistles to wake them up in prison, he thought with a small stab of pity. With her slightly freckled face and friendly smile she sure didn’t look like a felon or drug addict. But as Toph had learned long ago, a person’s appearance showed squat about her nature. 
 
    
 
   He glanced impatiently at his watch. Leslie Walsh was right. Practice would go late. Didn’t the coach understand parents led busy lives? He had to get Cynthia back to Bea’s house, and get himself downtown in time for an eight o’clock meeting with Jack. 
 
    
 
   Rachel’s mother had lain back down again on the aluminum bench. She curled into a small ball and appeared to be singing to herself. 
 
    
 
   He inched closer and was startled to hear her quietly singing a word perfect version of When I, Good Friends, Was Call’d to the Bar. Hadn’t he recently read an article about inmates’ productions in prison? Really though, it struck him as almost cruel to have the prisoners do a version of Gilbert and Sullivan’s Trial By Jury. 
 
    
 
   He gave a small sniff. Over the stench of the pool’s chlorine he caught the whiff of wine and maybe even brandy on the woman. 
 
    
 
   Damn. 
 
    
 
   Poor Rachel Carmody. He looked out over the lanes filled with churning water and splashing swimmers and wondered which she was. He’d have to ask Cynthia about her. Now that he’d settled in the area to be near his daughter, Toph supposed he had responsibilities above and beyond work and Cynthia. 
 
    
 
   There was the role he’d already begun to play in this new community. Yessir, solid citizen Dunham. He slipped into a community as effortlessly as his daughter sliced through the water in that first lane. Easy for him to sit through board meetings and make terrible speeches at fund-raising dinners. Though lately even pulling up the memory of one of those dinners could smother a person with boredom. Or maybe that was the thick clammy air of the pool. 
 
    
 
   And the people demanding attention—Bea and Jack and the others… Okay. Maybe he had enough responsibilities. But still, he’d ask Cynthia about Rachel. 
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