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Send in the Clown

Jim closed the blinds, unplugged the telephone, and put the tape in. He leaned back in his chair, took a breath, and pressed play.

The tape crackled, the sound familiar though no less unsettling, for he knew what was to come.

He skipped past the preliminaries, stopping when he heard Jess’s voice.

“The baby monitor is one of the new models. There’s a small camera downstairs in Harry’s room, and a base unit next to my bed. I was nervous about Harry sleeping in his own room, especially with him being two floors below: the lower ground floor. It’s a long way down. The house wasn’t really designed for family living. Michael loved it though.”

He turned up the volume and closed his eyes. He heard her take a sip of water. He flinched as the glass touched her teeth.

“I liked lower ground floor over basement, like the realtor said. Basement sounds creepy, dark, and cold. Harry’s room is nice though—there’re animal stickers on the walls. We had the ceiling painted blue, like the sky.”

She coughed lightly, shuffled in her seat.

“It’d taken a few weeks before I managed to sleep more than an hour without checking the monitor; seeing what position he was sleeping in; making sure he hadn’t kicked his sheet off. The night-vision mode gives his room an eerie, green glow; makes his skin look so pale I felt sure he was freezing cold down there.”

She laughed then, a fleeting, anxious laugh.

“I wasn’t sure why I was sitting up in bed that night, why I was sweating, why my heart was pounding so hard. I remember reaching for the clock, seeing it was three-nineteen. Funny . . . the things you remember.”

Another pause, another cough.

“I glanced at the monitor and fought the urge to check him. I drove myself mad, always checking. He’s three after all, not a baby. I reached for my glass of water. My throat was dry and scratchy . . . I’m not sure . . . maybe I was getting sick . . . a cold or something.”

She cleared her throat. “Is this too much detail?”

He heard his own voice, calm, reassuring, practiced. “You’re doing well.”

“I lay back and stared at the blank screen. He was fine. Harry was fine. It had been like this every night since Michael left. I was a wreck . . . I am a wreck: fucked. The person I used to be . . . gone . . . I’m not even sure I remember her. I wonder if I’ll ever see her again . . . that person I mean. Do I sound crazy?”

He’d smiled gently, shaken his head.

“My mother said it will just take time, that I’ll find my way again. But how much time? How much longer will I have to go on like this before it gets easier? She doesn’t know, she can’t tell me. I’m waiting for the day when I can stop thinking about him, flip a switch or something; dark to light. But at the same time I’m terrified of moving on, because I love him so much. Do you get that, Jim?”

He’d met her eye, offered a slight nod.

“I wonder when I’ll be able to eat a meal and not think about who he’s eating with, or worse, sleeping with. It’s like an illness, it consumes you. I breathe him in, but never out. Is that fucked-up, Jim? It’s unfair, you know. He just walked out. It’s easier for him to find someone else. I’m the single mother now, the one with the baggage, the one that needs a small miracle to find someone decent . . . someone that wants to be a father to another man’s child. And who does? I mean, really? I try to force these thoughts to the back of my mind. But lying there at night . . . that night . . .”

She trailed to a heavy silence.

They broke, this time for her to visit the ladies’ room.

He thought about stopping the tape—he always did at this point. He traced his finger over the button, drawing it away when he heard her voice again.

“A long hour passed before I started to relax. My eyes grew tired and I started to drift. And then I heard it.

A whisper.

‘Jessica.’

I opened my eyes wide, my breath caught in my throat. I stared at the monitor, the screen still dark, the green light still burning.

I must have been imagining it. That’s what I thought, Jim: Get a grip, Jess. It was my mind playing tricks again, the way it did when Michael first left. It had been easier then because Harry had slept in my bed, as much for my sake as his. He didn’t want to though. Imagine that. A three year old wanting to sleep on his own. So grown-up.”

She cleared her throat.

“I sat up. My hand shook as I reached for my water.”

He remembered her cheeks burning, her eyes darting up, around.

“I heard it again.

‘Jessica.’

Still a whisper, but louder this time.”

Her words tumbled out.

“I dropped the glass. I picked up the monitor and pressed the button. I calmed when I saw Harry, fast asleep on his back, with his hands above his head. He’d slept that way since he was a baby. I must have imagined it. Just a voice in my head. That’s what I kept telling myself, because that’s what you do . . . you rationalize. I watched him until the screen faded. I placed it back onto the nightstand and forced myself to lie down. I thought I was going mad, Jim. I thought I’d call my mother in the morning and tell her. Then maybe the men in the white coats would come and cart me off someplace.

I couldn’t get back to sleep. I kept thinking, what if I hadn’t imagined it? What if there was someone in Harry’s room? The scan button. I had forgotten about the scan button. I reached for the monitor again. There’re four arrows on the side of it, so you can move the camera around. I pressed the right arrow. The camera swept along his bed and past his toy chest, his rocking horse, and his ride-on car. I hoped that it didn’t make a noise when it moved. He’s only just started to sleep through the night, a big deal for a boy who used to wake every few hours.”

He could hear her fingers clawing at the table as the panic began to take hold.

“The camera reached the far wall. I scanned back again. And then, just before it reached his bed, I saw something. The camera swept back to Harry’s face. He looked so calm, Jim, so peaceful.”

She spoke quietly, almost in a whisper.

“I pressed the arrow intermittently. It jerked slowly right.

Again, I pressed it. Again, it jerked.

Again and again . . .”

She paused, struggling for breath.

He’d wanted to break then, had moved to, then stopped himself.

“And then it settled on the rocking chair in the far corner of the room.

I saw a shape in the chair, but it was too far away to make out.

I knew that it shouldn’t be there.

Every night I sit Harry on my lap and read him a story in that chair. I strained my eyes trying to see what it was.

I pressed the zoom button and watched as the shape slowly became something that I recognized.

A man.

A man in my son’s room.”

Her voice shook savagely.

“The man was wearing a clown mask.”

He swallowed then, felt his own throat dry.

“I screamed, dropped the monitor, and grabbed the phone.

I put it to my ear. The line was dead . . . the storm outside. I walked across the bedroom and stopped when I felt something wet beneath my feet. I was about to scream again when I saw the glass on the floor. Water. I had spilled my water.”

The clawing was louder now, faster.

“I crept down the first flight of stairs, wiping the sweat from my eyes.

I walked along the hallway and into the kitchen. I had left the blinds up, could see the rain falling outside. I saw the knife block. I reached for the largest, the carving knife. As I walked down the final flight of stairs I stopped and listened.

My heart was pounding so fast, Jim, it was all I could hear.

Thump.

Thump.

Over and over.

I took a breath and ran for the door, pulled the handle down, and burst into the room.

I hit the light switch and screamed, gripping the knife so tightly that my fingers turned white. I looked at the rocking chair.

No clown.

And then I looked at my son’s bed.

I dropped the knife and fell to my knees.

My son wasn’t there.

He was gone.

Harry was gone.”

 

Jim rubbed his eyes, his shoulders tight as he exhaled heavily.

He sat in the dark for a long time, listening to her cry, willing himself to stop the tape.
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Pinstripes and Termites

It was hot out. Far too hot for the heavy woolen suit—a three-piece too. But seeing as it had been the only one with a pinstripe, Manny had insisted that his mother purchase it. The fact that it was half off had worked in his favor, so she had relented.

As he stepped out of the Ford Escape, he felt the sweat plastering his father’s starched white cotton shirt to his back. He glanced down at his shoes—black wingtips, a shine so deep he could see the fedora wrapped tightly around his head reflecting back at him. The fucking hat was a medium though, and really starting to hurt. Mr. Phillips, in the gentleman’s clothing store on Main Street, had told him that he needed an extra-large, told him this as he’d wrapped a tape measure around his head and let out a long whistle. They might be able to order one in, but it could take weeks, a custom job for a head of this size.

Manny turned back to the car, scowling as his mother pressed the horn and waved.

He’d begged her to buy an old Cadillac, or a Lincoln. But then the muscled Ford dealer, with his three-day stubble, and squint blue eyes, had started to flirt with her and she’d gone to pieces. He probably could’ve sold her the gum from his shoe by the time he’d finished his patter. She’d been like this since his father walked out: a dog on heat, and an old dog at that. As they’d walked the forecourt Manny had become resigned to the fact that his first car, which he would share with his mother, would be a Ford Escape. He’d reasoned that at the very least it would have to be black, with the privacy glass, naturally. But then the muscled squinter had led them to a duck-egg blue model. As his mother circled it the squinter had told her he could do her a good deal on it, winking as he said it.

“No shit. What other poor bastard would want the duck-egg?” Manny had offered, though his pleas had ultimately fallen on smitten ears.

As she signed the paperwork, Manny had tried mightily not to cry. But then the squinter had looked him up and down and asked his mother why her son looked like a 1950s gangster, and he had felt much better. People were starting to take notice. And it wasn’t just the clothes; seventeen weeks of not shaving his upper lip had started to bear fruit. The mustache had finally arrived, though it was still the wrong shape. Genetics had dictated that Manny’s mustache take the shape of an arrow. An arrow whose head, save for a small gap, met exactly at the center of his nose. He had tried, with great desperation, to encourage it to change direction, but met with little success. One time the overzealous use of a beard trimmer had led to the arrowhead being shortened too much, which had resulted in his classmates referring to him as “Adolf.”

Manny sighed as the Escape disappeared from sight, the sun bouncing off of its duck-egg body as it went. He turned and walked toward the school gates.

“Looking sharp, Manny.”

Manny turned to see his best friend, and future consigliere, Abel Goldenblatt. Not that he needed to turn to see who it was. Abe’s voice was deep, ludicrously so. And when that ludicrously deep voice was paired with his ludicrously tall, and ludicrously thin frame, the result was . . . well . . . ludicrous.

“Shit, Abe. I told you to use my other name from now on.”

“Sorry, I forgot it again.”

Manny frowned, slowing his pace when he felt the sweat running down his forehead and onto the collar of his shirt, a shirt that was a full inch too tight around the neck.

“I told you a thousand times, just call me ‘M.’ Like Tony Soprano is ‘T’ to the guys closest to him.”

“Right, sorry, M. Do I have to call you it in class too?”

“Of course. How else will it take? Have you thought about what you want to be called?”

Abe shrugged, his lack of commitment evident.

Manny glanced up at him and, not for the first time, lamented his friend’s given name. “What kind of sick, twisted parents call their only son Abel? Sure, you’re Jewish, but there are plenty of Jew names better than Abel.”

“I think Abe is quite cool actually. Biblical names are enjoying a renaissance. My cousin just called his son Binyamin.”

“You mean Benjamin.”

Abe shook his head.

“You can’t just take a perfectly good name and change a couple of letters.”

“It’s a real name. Binyamin . . . like Netanyahu.”

“You know, half the time I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

Abe laughed. “You sound just like my aunt Devorah.”

Manny grinned. “You got me. Well played. Touché.”

Abe frowned.

Manny pulled at his shirt collar.

“I can’t believe it, man, not long until graduation. Then we’re free,” Abe said, pushing his glasses up his nose with his index finger.

“Did you ask your mom if we could paint the Volvo?”

“Not yet.”

“And don’t forget to ask about the windows too. I can get us twenty percent off the blackout sheets. You have to apply it carefully though, otherwise it’ll bubble.”

Abe looked at him, nervously. “My mom’s not going to let us black out the glass. She won’t be able to see out. You know how her eyes are.”

Manny’s mind ran to Mrs. Goldenblatt, who wore lenses thicker than her son’s, with a frame so heavy it had left a permanent indentation in her nose.

“Fucking hell, Abe. How are we supposed to make collections if we don’t look the part? And that reminds me, you’re going to have to buy a new suit.”

“What’s wrong with this one? It’s Brooks Brothers. I only got it last year for my nephew’s bar mitzvah, remember? I shouldn’t really even be wearing it in this weather. It’s going to be ninety degrees today. My mother said there’s a real danger of me overheating.”

“It’s tan. Gangsters don’t wear tan.”

“It’s not tan. The guy in the store said it’s Evening Barley. He said it flatters my figure far better than a darker number would . . . gives me width.”

Manny looked him up and down and sighed.

“Besides, who are we going to collect from? And when will we make these collections? My mother’s fixed me up with a job with Mr. Berlinsky this summer, so we’ll have to fit it in around that.”

“Mr. Berlinsky? The Jewish butcher? He’s on my list of people that need to pay up. You can’t work there, Abe. No fucking way. People will laugh if they see me making collections with a butcher’s boy. You’ll probably reek of raw meat too. I feel nauseous just thinking about it.”

“I still don’t get it. I know that we’re going to be gangsters, even though I’m Jewish. But why will these people pay us money?”

Manny fought the urge to scream.

“Firstly, it doesn’t matter that you’re a Jew. The Italians and Jews have worked together for generations. Just look at Lucky Luciano and Meyer Lansky. They fucking ruled shit.”

“But you’re not Italian, you’re Mexican.”

Manny bit his fist.

“My father’s great-uncle married an Italian. Rosa. That means my cousins are Italian, which makes part of my family Italian, which makes me part Italian. And secondly, they’ll have to pay up because if they don’t then shit will get crazy around here. You think Mrs. Parker wants to see her Tearoom run out of milk? Or Mr. Ahmed wants his dry cleaners to get the power shut off? No, they fucking don’t. So they’ll pay up. They’ve had it easy for too long. It’s time for someone to muscle them.”

Abe put his skepticism to one side and pushed the classroom door open.

When the other kids saw them they burst out laughing. As did the teacher.

 

Roger felt his pulse quicken as he switched the computer on. The screen was large, the stand clear, and with no wires on show, seemed to float in the air.

He didn’t have much use for an office, though the interior designer had insisted. His chair was leather, Herman Miller, and his desk a weighty oak. Bookshelves lined each wall, the books in neat rows, no gaps, an assortment ranging from classics to reference. All untouched.

As the screen flickered to life he glanced at the framed photograph beside it. They looked young in it. Their wedding day. Henrietta glowed. She’d fallen pregnant a month before, unbeknownst to him, to anybody else. They’d called their son Thomas. He’d lived for six hours.

He swallowed a lump of shame as he picked up the photograph and set it facedown on the desk.

The screen lit the room. With the blinds closed he squinted as his eyes adjusted. He opened the browser and navigated to the site.

Though certain he was home alone, he glanced at the office door repeatedly, his cursor hovering over the X.

He dabbed the sweat from his forehead with a monogrammed handkerchief, licked his dry lips, and tried to stop his hands from shaking. It was always like this for the first few minutes, until he calmed, until he escaped.

He smiled as he stared at the image, feeling shards of excitement begin to take hold and the guilt that would later suffocate him begin to lighten. He felt the muscles in his neck unwind, his shoulders drop, and his heartbeat slow.

He unbuckled his belt.

And then he heard the doorbell chime.

He stood quickly, his trousers falling to the floor. He pulled them up, then sat again and tried to close the browser. It froze on a picture; a picture that only a moment ago he had thought quite beautiful, though now a picture that terrified him. He clicked the X repeatedly.

He looked for a power button on the screen but could see nothing.

The door chimed again.

He’d leave it. It was probably just a delivery—something for Hen, probably shoes. More shoes.

And then he heard the key in the door.

“Darling?” he heard her call.

He swallowed.

He leaned down to the computer and pressed the power button once. Nothing happened. He pressed it again, several times.

She was unlikely to venture into his office, but he couldn’t take the risk.

He picked up the screen, cradling it in his arms, and tried to pull it from the desk. It was heavy. He tried to wrench the wires out, but found they were screwed in. He tried to unscrew them, but his hands were slick with sweat.

“Darling?”

He set the monitor down and banged the side of the computer with his hand.

“Darling, what was that noise?”

“Nothing.” His voice shook.

“Darling, where are you? I’m carrying a heavy box and can’t bend to put it down.”

Of all the excuses available to him, his panicked mind sought out the most absurd.

“I’m up a ladder.”

“Why on earth are you up a ladder? You shouldn’t climb ladders alone. What if you slip and fall?” she called.

He breathed again as the screen finally faded to black, then sprinted through to the kitchen and retrieved the stepladder.

He clambered quickly to the top.

He heard her sigh, make a production of placing the box onto the kitchen counter, and then there she was, standing beneath him, peering up.

In his haste he had picked up his glass of wine. He stood up there, his apparent nonchalance betrayed by his shaking hands, and took a sip.

He stared at the wall and, to his utter relief, noticed a small crack in the plaster just above him. He ran his finger over it and shook his head.

“What is it? Is it bad?” she asked.

He rubbed his chin. Had he had the faintest clue about anything remotely connected to plasterwork, or building work, or anything resembling manual labor, he might have come up with a better reply.

“Could be termites.”

Luckily, Henrietta was even more ignorant of the work of the termite than him.

“Termites? I’ll call Richard.”

He swallowed, deflating at the mention of Richard’s name. Richard was a builder to whom they had paid more money than he could remember to remodel the house. Richard was tall, and handsome, and muscular. A real man. The kind of real man that Roger regarded with quiet deference.

“No, don’t call Richard. Leave it to me. I’ll deal with the little buggers myself,” he said, mustering the kind of conviction he hoped might see her drop the subject altogether.

“What do you know about termites, Roger?”

Having never been a proficient liar, he began to lose his grasp of the English language. “I know much . . . in actual terms. We had a place in the Cotswolds growing up; damn house was riddled with them. We had to fire them out in the end.”

He arched an eyebrow, his own lie taking him by surprise.

“And what does firing-out entail?”

He coughed. “A blowtorch . . . and a little chemical substance called Termex. I’ll call into the hardware store tomorrow and see if they have any.”

She started to walk away, then turned back. “Be careful, darling. I don’t like you drinking up ladders.”

He closed his eyes and exhaled heavily, then took a liberal sip of wine.

He had slayed the dragon.

He heard the doorbell chime as he was descending, and then Henrietta leading someone along the hallway and into the kitchen.

“Darling, it’s Richard. He’s left one of his drill things in the garage. Might as well get him to look at the termite problem while he’s here.”

Richard, real man Richard, entered the room and raised a quizzical eyebrow.

Roger sighed. It had been a valiant effort, but it was over now.

 

Thalia frowned at her toy washing machine, banged the top with her small fist, then smiled as it began to spin again.

“Manny, I need you to wash the car. It’s starting to lose its shine. Jared said to keep the bodywork clean. It’ll hold its value better,” Elena yelled, trying to make herself heard above the noise.

She looked up as her son walked into the kitchen.

“Jesus Christ, Manny. What happened to your head?”

Manny gingerly rubbed the thick, red groove that striped its way across his forehead.

“The hat, Ma. The hat is too tight. Who the fuck is Jared?”

His mother shot him a look. With Thalia at an age where she repeated all that she heard, Elena was trying hard to censor her son.

“Watch your mouth. I’m already mad at you, so don’t make it worse.”

Manny raised his hands in surrender. “What have I done this time?”

“You dropped Thalia off at preschool this morning.”

“Yeah. We weren’t late or nothing, so what’s up?”

“And you remember that I said she has to take a piece of fruit in. All the kids do, and then they cut them up and share them out at snack time?”

He nodded, carefully, already eyeing the exit.

“So what did you give her?”

“An apple or something.”

“Wrong, Manny. Try again.”

He cast a furtive glance at the fruit bowl. “An orange?”

“You gave her a potato.”

He looked over at Thalia, trying not to meet his mother’s eye.

“Kids need carbs too,” he offered. 

Elena glared at him. 

“I’m serious. All that fruit will give them the shits. I did it for the kids, and I was in a rush to get to class. Technically, it’s your fault for leaving the potatoes out. Anyway, who’s Jared? And why does he care about the duck-egg?”

He watched his mother open the refrigerator and pull out a thick cut of steak, wrapped in a Berlinsky’s bag.

“Are you making the ziti? You know how I like it, with the Mortadella sausage . . . little pinch of pepper flakes . . . just enough to tease the palate.”

His mother looked at him, wearily. “I don’t even know what ziti is. I’m making huaraches. They’re your sister’s favorite. We’re Mexican, not Italian, Manny. Accept that.”

“I had ziti at Azzurro, remember? Last year, for my birthday. Who’s Jared?”

“Jared is the nice man that sold us the car. He’s taking me to dinner on Friday, so I’m going to need you to look after your sister.”

Manny stared at her, horrified. “Fucking squint-eyed muscle man? You can’t date him, Ma. He’s young enough to be your son.”

“Manny,” Elena hissed. “Curse one more time and your allowance is gone.”

She stared at him until he looked at the floor.

“Jared isn’t that much younger than me, and I will date whoever I like, and you will wash the car and stay home on Friday. Do you understand me?”

He looked up at her and nodded, reluctantly.

“Good.”

He watched her turn back to the refrigerator. She looked tired, she always did. The separation had been hard for her, for all of them. She worried, Manny knew that. She worried, but she tried to hide it from them.

“I’m sorry, Ma. I’m just looking out for you.”

“I know.”

“Jared looked like a dipshit player asshole type. Can’t you just wait for Dad to come back?”

She sighed. “We’ve talked about this, Manny. It’s been two years now. If your grandmother hadn’t written to me I wouldn’t even know where your father was living. And Jared is perfectly nice. It’s not like I’m going to marry him anyway. I just want someone to go out for dinner with, maybe catch a movie. And for the last time stop cursing. Thalia is right there, and for some reason she looks up to you, so no more language.”

Manny grabbed a bucket from under the basin and filled it with water.

As he was walking out of the door he heard his sister’s washing machine stop spinning, mid-cycle, and then her sweet voice as she turned to their mother.

“Fucking batteries have shit the bed.”

Manny dropped the bucket and ran out the door before his mother could catch him.
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The Tiger

French John stepped back and gazed at the cake. He found it difficult to let go. He always did. He’d lost count of the number of hours that had gone into creating it. The icing was filigree. An intricate lace pattern covered every inch, very nearly invisible to the naked eye. The bride and groom figurines were hand-carved, the tier stands painted in gold leaf. It stood almost as tall as him. He circled it slowly, looking for imperfections, however minor.

It would have to be dismantled again, each tier specially packed for the short drive across town to the venue. He still had time, more than enough, to make any alterations the bride-to-be saw fit.

He glanced up at the board behind, at the sketches nearing a hundred in number. The kitchen was stainless steel, buffed and shined with a fervor that made those closest to him, of which there were few, question his sanity. He knew it was a necessary evil, perfectionism that bordered on obsessive-compulsive disorder: an affliction shared by many a master of their craft. He’d once dated a shoemaker in San Francisco who wept openly over each completed pair. It was a relationship that soured when the shoemaker had failed to summon as much passion for the other facets that made a life.

He turned when he heard the door open.

“Good morning, French,” Elena said.

“Morning, Elena. How’s life this morning? Manny still cursing? Thalia still cute as button?”

“Yes, and yes.”

He watched Elena circle the cake, look up at him, and smile widely.

She stepped in and hugged him tightly.

“Is it finished?”

“Quite possibly. Will you call Her Majesty and let her know she can view it?”

“Sure.”

“Her Majesty” was Louise McDermott, an insipid beauty with a head full of air and a father that many speculated had a worth somewhere in the low billions. The wedding would be suitably lavish, the guest list suitably large. And French John had been tasked with creating the star of the show.

“I need her to see it soon, ideally. I hate it standing here like this. Anything could happen to it,” he said, biting a nail.

Elena rolled her eyes, never one to indulge his neurosis.

She’d been his first, and only, hire: a rare find—someone with an eye for detail that very nearly rivaled his own, and a wit quick enough to keep him firmly in place. He guessed that she had honed her skills through years of back and forth with Manny.

“Are you still nervous about Friday?” he asked.

“Every time I think of it I get a pain in my stomach.”

“You’ve dated before though. I know it’s been a while, but it hasn’t changed too much you know, except now you’re expected to go Dutch, and the goodnight kiss has been replaced by a goodnight blowjob.”

“I’m starting to understand why you’re always so happy after a first date.”

He laughed, picked up his icing gun, and attached a fine, closed-star nozzle to the end.

He took a step toward the cake before Elena snatched the gun from him and placed it back on the counter.

“The chance would be a fine thing. It’s been a long time since someone took me out on a proper date.”

“Maybe your standards are too high.”

He shrugged. “All I want is someone kind and funny . . . with muscles and a tan, of course.”

“Of course.”

Elena took the cakes from the fridge and began to set them out beneath the polished, glass counter, stopping when she saw French John’s boots.

“Care to explain?” she said.

He followed her eye. “Hiking boots. I’m breaking them in. Fracap—handmade in Italy.”

“Only you could make hiking so stylish. Though if I’m honest, I thought it was another fad, like racquetball.”

“Racquetball was a touch intense. It’s hard to look good when you’re dripping with sweat.”

She laughed.

“I saw Manny pass by yesterday, still pretending to be a gangster,” he said.

“Yep, still pretending to be a gangster. It’s been something new every few months since Danny left.”

“I know. I remember the Rocky phase. How’s his nose by the way?”

“He was lucky. The doctor said it was a clean break so it straightened out fine. I know it’s funny for everyone else, but I worry about him. A boy needs his father, especially during the difficult teen years. Thalia is okay. She was just a baby when Danny left. She doesn’t even remember him. She saw a photograph from our wedding the other day—you know, the one where Danny has his hair all long at the back and short on the sides?”

“I remember.”

“Well, she looked at it and asked who the man was. Lucky Manny wasn’t around to hear that. The air is blue enough in our house.”

“So, he’s still angry?”

“Sometimes, and then other times he speaks of Danny like he was a saint, like he gave a shit about him when he was around.”

“He’s young. It must be hard to see his mother dating.”

“So you think I shouldn’t go?”

“No, that’s not what I meant. You deserve a break, Elena. You deserve to have some fun.”

She nodded, tried to smile. “So why do I feel so guilty, like I’m letting them down?”

“You’ve been out a couple of times since he left.”

“Yeah, and both times I told the guys I wasn’t ready to get into anything afterwards. I mean, you should have seen Manny’s face when I got home. He waited up for me, like I was the kid. And he looked so sad. It gets me just thinking about it.”

French John switched on the coffee machine: a chromed behemoth that spluttered and coughed until it churned out coffee that very nearly tasted as good as it smelled.

“It won’t always be like this. I think he just needs to get used to the idea that you’re a person, and not just his mother.”

“I didn’t think life would take this turn, you know, French?”

“I don’t think anybody ever does.”

“I didn’t think I’d end up alone, with a daughter that will never know her father and a son that thinks he’s a gangster. What a mess,” she said, sadly.

“But at least you’re not forty yet, and you’ve got a great ass.”

“That means a lot, especially coming from a known ass man like you.”

He laughed, pulling her in for a hug as he did.

 

Manny walked across the flower bed, carefully avoiding the roses, so that he wouldn’t have to walk around and onto the new neighbors’ driveway. No one had really talked to the new neighbors yet. There was a daughter about his age, a mother that never left the house, and a father that drove a Porsche. He hadn’t wanted to go and welcome them, but his mother had been on him again. Lately she hadn’t stopped, all the time ragging on him: do this, do that, stop cursing, find a summer job, stop wearing a suit and hat every day.

He looked sharp. He needed to. Gangsters didn’t wear shorts and a fucking T-shirt. Not only that, but he didn’t look good in a T-shirt. The last time he’d tried one on, he’d stepped in front of the mirror and nearly cried. He’d gained weight since he’d stopped boxing, and now he had a decent set of tits: tits that some of the girls in his class would have been jealous of. His mother said that was alright though: he was still growing, it was just puppy fat, though he had never seen a puppy with a set of tits like his. They even showed through his shirt, so he had to keep the vest on.

He swallowed when he saw the girl, the daughter. She was hot. Majorly hot. Long legs and slim waist, dark hair, and full lips. She’d look good on his arm. Him in his three-piece, and her in her faded jeans and Rolling Stones T-shirt. He’d have to charm her first, though he didn’t imagine that being too difficult—he was wearing a fedora after all.

“What’s up, doll?”

She smiled, looked up at his hat, and then down at his wingtips.

He straightened his tie.

“Hello,” she said.

“I’m M. That’s my place next door.”

“I’m Furat.”

He extended his hand and she shook it.

“Furat. Tough break. Anyone ever call you Rat?”

“No.”

“Well, that’s something at least.”

 “Furat means sweet water. What’s M short for?”

“Manny. Don’t know what it means though. Probably something badass, like warrior or hero.”

“Manny means he who walks with tiny penis.”

Manny stared at her long enough to see the corners of her mouth begin to turn up, and then her half-smile turned into a laugh. He laughed too.

He walked into the garage, desperate to get into the shade, and sat down on the ride-on mower.

“Where are you from?” he asked.

“I was born in Iraq, but we moved here when I was very small. My father is a dentist.”

Manny nodded, sagely. “A dentist? I know what that means, I’ve seen Homeland.”

She frowned. “And what does it mean?”

“You know, he tortures people and shit, fucks them up to get information. Probably did train as a dentist once upon a time, but then Al Qaeda spotted his potential, started asking him to pull out teeth for them, except these people weren’t patients—they were prisoners. So what, you left Iraq to come here, probably witness protection or some shit? Don’t worry, I won’t say anything. I’ll look out for you. You’re under M’s wing now.”

Her frown turned into a look of bewilderment.

They both looked over as a rusting, silver Volvo pulled up in front of the house.

“That’s Abe. He runs this town with me.”

“Runs it how exactly?”

They watched Abe climb out of the car, his long, thin legs proudly displayed in a pair of black, denim shorts; shorts that Manny felt certain used to be jeans, until Mrs. Goldenblatt set about them with a pair of scissors after Abe outgrew them.

As Abe walked toward them the car horn sounded. He jogged round to the driver’s side, showing more than a little ass cheek in the process, and kissed his mother through the open window.

She drove away much too quickly, holding second gear as she did. The Volvo’s complaints could be heard long after she disappeared from sight.

“For fuck’s sake, Abe. Where’s your suit?”

“I’m sorry, M. My mother took it away. She said it’s much too hot out for a suit. She’s worried about me, said I’m too thin to lose body moisture. I’ve still got the shoes though.”

Manny and Furat looked down at Abe’s spindly, pale legs and were both surprised to see black and white Oxford Brogues on his feet. He wore them with black socks that reached his knees.

Manny held his head in his hands, sighed, and then introduced Abe to Furat.

“I’ve seen your father in town. He’s got that sweet Porsche. What does he do?” Abe asked.

“He trained as a dentist back in Iraq and now he’s taking over the practice in town.”

Abe looked at Manny, his eyes wide.

Dentist.

Iraq.

Manny closed his eyes and nodded solemnly.

 

Jess gently, very, very gently, tried to open her eyes. The right opened without too much trouble, but the left seemed to be welded shut. She brought a hand up to her face and rubbed it gingerly, dislodging dried mascara.

She licked her lips. The skin was dry; a putrid taste filled her mouth.

She saw that she wasn’t in her bedroom: the bedroom in her mother’s house that she now called her own.

She could see her bra on the floor, her skirt beside it.

The pounding in her head would last most of the morning.

She glanced at the nightstand, at the empty vodka bottle that sat on it. She brought a hand to her mouth, fighting the urge to retch. Her fingers smelled of cigarettes. The varnish on her nails was chipped and faded. She still wore her wedding band, though on the ring finger of her right hand, in case it scared the more upstanding men away, though she conceded that these men were unlikely to frequent the kinds of establishments she had been favoring of late.

She saw a freestanding clothes rail against the far wall. Shirts and suits hung from it. A step up from the McDonald’s uniform she’d seen on the floor of another shitty apartment a few weeks back.

There was no drape at the window, just bare pane with stark lines of sunlight streaming in. She found the light hard to take.

She felt movement behind her, a kick, a roll, the sheet pulling tight against her body. She could hear his breaths, thick and rasping. She felt a leg brush hers, the hairs tickling her skin. She moved away, toward the edge of the mattress.

She noticed a small, wooden shelf trying desperately to hold up a myriad of empty wine bottles and deodorant cans. On the far corner of the shelf sat a lone bottle of cologne. The label was striped orange and black, the word Tiger emblazoned across it. So that’s what the smell was: a smell that she could well believe belonged in a zoo.

The Tiger began to snore, each breath a choke and splutter. She didn’t look round. There was little point. He was there to serve a purpose, to fulfill a need.

She scoured her mind for the name of the town she had driven to the previous night, the bar she had drunk in, or even what the Tiger’s name was. She could find nothing.

She was about to risk sitting up when she saw a framed photograph on the nightstand. She moved the bottle to the side and stared at it. It was of a man crouching down beside a small boy. The boy was holding a catfish, his fingers pressing into the scales. She could see water behind them, and a cloud-topped mountain in the distance.

What stood out most to Jess, even more than the giant catfish, was the look of pure happiness on the boy’s face: the kind of happiness only a child can possess—singular, undiluted by the distractions that age brings.

She remembered that look from her boy’s face. Her Harry.

As she fought to make space for his beautiful face in the dark depths of her mind, she saw the Clown appear, tearing into her thoughts, without warning, as it so often did. The Clown that no one had believed existed, until the forensics team had found a long, green hair that had buried its way into Harry’s road-map rug. They had first thought it might have come from one of his soft toys, but a detailed analysis had not yielded a match in his room. And so they grudgingly—and she wasn’t sure why it was grudgingly—started to believe her.

The Clown grinned at her. She shook her head violently, but it clung on, its claws sinking deep into her thoughts. She pulled at her hair, tugging out a fistful and gasping at the pain.

As the Clown began to laugh and then snarl, its face twisting with burning rage, she started to relive that awful night when she had run into the street barefoot and crying, clutching a carving knife. Just as she felt the scream building in her stomach and rising up to her throat, she felt the Tiger’s hand on her hip and his body pressing against hers.

Just in time.

She hooked her thumb into the waistband of her underwear and slid them down, closing her eyes as tightly as she could, forcing the scream back down into the pit of her stomach.
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Rumors and Tumors

At six foot nine, and closing in on 500 pounds, Jerry Lee was used to the staring and whispering. He was used to the laughter too, though that came when he opened his mouth. With the height, the weight, a list of allergies as long as his arm, and a mind his mother said often took a beat too long to form a coherent thought, life might have been difficult enough. But with a voice that soared to the highest of pitches, he really didn’t stand much of a chance.

It was a gift, the voice, a gift from God. That’s what his mother said. A gift that was far better received when he was younger and he took the reluctant lead in the St. Mary’s choir. But now, at the age of thirty-five, it was a gift he wished God had given to someone else.

He opened the PhotoMax store a full hour before he was supposed to, like he did every day. His boss, Max, wouldn’t show up until lunch, if he came in at all. Monday mornings were never good for Max. He usually went out partying on Friday night, leaving Jerry alone on Saturday, their busiest day. How this made him late on a Monday, Jerry didn’t know, and certainly wouldn’t ask.

He stepped behind the counter, set two stools side by side, and carefully mounted them. They creaked and groaned. He sat perfectly still until they acclimatized to the strain.

He checked his Death Watch, a gift from his mother for his last birthday. He’d die on March 15th, 2040. That’s what it told him, though he hadn’t updated it lately, and he’d gained even more weight. He watched the minutes tick down. He did that often.

The door had a bell on it. He flinched as it sounded.

“Good morning, Jerry.”

Jerry climbed down, walked round the counter, and took the mail from Mel, the mailman. He didn’t say hello to Mel. He never did. He tried to speak as little as possible.

“Looks like it’s going to be another hot one today,” Mel said.

Jerry nodded.

“See you tomorrow.”

Jerry set the mail down on the glass counter, mounted the stools again, and opened the only item addressed to him.

He studied the magazine and gently traced his finger across the title. He had been subscribing to the National Amateur Photography Magazine (NAP) for thirteen years. Though Max deducted the six dollars from his pay check every month, and he had to work almost a full hour to cover it, it was worth every cent.

With the deadline approaching for the annual NAP competition, Dawit’s photograph sat on the front page again. Dawit had won the previous year. Jerry had read all about him, how he lived in a slum in India, had found a disposable camera in the mountains of rubbish he scavenged each day, and then used it to take a last photograph of his sister as she lay dying in the bed they shared. A local newspaper had printed it and one thing had led to another.

To Anam.

That’s what it had said on the inside cover. The winner got to dedicate their photograph. Dawit’s sister had been called Anam. Anam meant blessing. Jerry had looked it up online.

He frowned at the photograph, wondering if his was better. They were difficult to compare: Dawit’s, unflinchingly emotive; but Jerry’s . . . Jerry’s was special too. He knew that when he’d shown his mother. She’d spent a long time staring at it before she’d made him promise not to send it, even made him promise to delete it.

The door chimed again.

Jerry flinched again, though when he looked up, he relaxed.

“Hi, Lisa.”

Lisa smiled at him, a smile that flushed his cheeks and made his shirt cling to his back. She handed him the paper bag—his mother’s medication. Lisa worked for Hung, the pharmacist.

“How is she?” Lisa said.

“Okay. She’s still in pain. The pills aren’t working.”

She nodded, sympathetically. “Maybe you could speak to her doctor. There’re others she could try—maybe Prelone. Is she taking them with food?”

“She doesn’t eat much anymore.”

“With milk then, Jerry. It’s important.”

“I’ll try.”

She glanced at the magazine. “That the new one?”

He nodded.

“Dawit again?”

He nodded.

“When are you going to enter, Jerry? I’ve seen some of your stuff. You’ve got a great eye.”

He looked down, blushing furiously.

“I’m not sure about that.”

Lisa was one of the few people he felt comfortable talking to, one of the few he could call a friend, even though he still struggled to meet her eyes. They were far too blue, far too pretty.

“Is Max about?”

He shook his head.

Lisa was engaged to Max.

She checked her watch. “Too early for him, lazy shit. When he shows up will you remind him that we have an appointment with the realtor at five?”

Jerry nodded.

Lisa perched on the stool meant for customers.

“So what do you get this year, if you win?”

“First prize is a Nikon DX950.”

“Oh.”

“A vacation to Aruba, wherever that is.”

“That’s more like it.”

“And your photo printed on the front cover of the magazine.”

“Wow. That’s the big one, right? What you’ve dreamed about. Do it, Jerry. What have you got to lose?”

He shrugged, the stool creaked. He tried to cough, to mask the sound, but he was too late. His mind struggling again to keep pace, like it always did. His mother said it was because he was starved of oxygen when he was born. The cord had got wrapped around his neck. Dad said he’d come out blue.

“I’ll think about it,” he said, quietly.

“Are you still camping out every weekend? Still looking for the red-billed cuckoo?”

He shook his head.

Lisa had first told him about the bird, about how her father used to take her bird-watching when she was small, and how they used to hide among the tall oak trees that gave the town its name, looking for the red-billed cuckoo. It hadn’t been seen in America since 1913, and most thought it extinct, though Lisa’s dad claimed to have seen one in Tall Oaks. He’d said it was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Lisa had smiled when she’d told Jerry about it, smiled and cried. Lisa’s dad had died when she was young.

 

The coffee wasn’t mixed well. Jim could see black sludge lining the bottom of the cup.

“It’s funny, you wanting to talk to me now. Didn’t want to know last time, when I couldn’t get any sleep,” Mrs. Lewis said.

Jim smiled. He looked around the room, tried not to appear appraising.

Mrs. Lewis kept her eyes fixed on him. She was old, Jim guessed eighty, but could’ve been a decade out either side as she wore so much makeup.

“So they’ve left town.”

“Who?”

“The cavalry. The Fibbies,” she croaked, lighting another cigarette.

He noticed a bookcase in the corner, each shelf bowed under the weight of a pile of crime novels.

“Come on, Sergeant. The FBI. We all know they were here. Saw the black sedans. No need to be embarrassed. They bring ’em in for high-profile cases like these. Small-town cops haven’t got the experience—they make mistakes, jeopardize the case.”

Jim glanced at the window, longing to open it.
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