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I read how the train slowed as it neared the yard, its headlamps lapping the wooded bluff in a broad sweep ahead of the bend, blinding the squatter punks and angellinas waiting to hop aboard. Further along the tracks, a young man sat Indian style, hands clasped, resting on a cloth bindle.
I turned to Lilith, pointing to the article in the newspaper where the engineer admitted he had been drinking, but claimed he would not have been able to stop the train in any case.
“Can you believe this guy?” I said. “How can he say alcohol wasn’t a factor?”
Lilith brushed the question aside as though I had never asked it. “Look. I made this.” She handed me a small white box.
My first impression was that the box contained jewelry, perhaps a ring. It was about the right size. But then, our relationship had not made that leap since our recent return to prime. The rite of passage ceremony we participated in had given me the body of a twenty-something year-old, an easy forty years younger than the man I was. And although I made no secret of my romantic inclinations for Lilith, she had yet to express anything remotely mutual towards me. For that reason, I dismissed the idea of the gift representing any significant intimate value. Still, the tone of her voice made me wonder. I took the offering and shook it to my ear. It sounded empty.
“What is it?”
She smiled teasingly, and then sat down on the couch opposite my end. She leaned back on a stack of pillows and propped her feet up on my lap. “Go on, open it.”
The coo in her voice intrigued me. My heart fluttered, I think. I mean, admittedly it had not done that in decades, but I’m reasonably sure that’s what it did. I pulled on the ribbon that made up a bow and untied the neatly wrapped package. My eyes alternated back and forth between Lilith and the box, as I hoped to catch a glimpse of what she was up to.
With most women, you can take a moment like that at face value, embrace it, delight in its spontaneity and treasure its tenderness. But you can’t do that with Lilith. It’s not to say that she isn’t spontaneous; she is, most certainly, or that she’s not tender, because she can be. I’ve seen it. But Lilith, witchcraft and magic notwithstanding, is definitely not like most women. When Lilith presents you with a gift, you must take it gratefully, but with quiet reservations.
“It’s not going to bite me,” I said jokingly, as I prepared to lift the cover. “Is it?”
She kicked her shoes off and cupped her hands behind her head. “`Course not, silly.”
Great, I thought. She called me silly. I knew I was in trouble then. Silly is something a girlfriend says to her boyfriend, or maybe a wife to her husband when she’s feeling frisky. I didn’t want to accept her gift with my guard up, but I didn’t want my hopes unnecessarily dashed either. I lifted the cover on the box and looked inside. A faint wisp of air shot out, making me blink, but otherwise provoking no unpleasant surprises. I looked back at her. She seemed satisfied, but curious.
“Is that it?” I asked.
She nodded.
“But it’s empty.”
“Yes. Now it is.” She wiggled her toes, and at once, I began rubbing and massaging her bare foot.
“You know, you’re going to think this is crazy, but…”
“Yes?”
“Well, I thought maybe you were going to give me something special.”
“Oh?” Her smile remained suspiciously stuck. “Like what?”
I stopped working the ball of her right foot and began thumb presses on her left. “Well, I thought for a moment you were presenting me with…I don’t know, a ring maybe.”
“A ring?”
“Yes.”
“Like a friendship ring?”
“Yeah, maybe, something like that.”
She pulled her foot away and inserted the other back into the rotation. “And you’re disappointed?”
I shrugged. “A little, I guess.”
“Oh, Tony.”
“Tony, nothing,” I said, sounding discouraged I’m sure. “You know how I feel about you, Lilith. You don’t need to tease me with empty boxes.”
“That wasn’t an empty box.” Curiously, her smile broadened.
“Wasn’t it?”
“No. That was a whisper box.”
“What’s that?”
Now the laugh came out, spilling like a secret she could no longer keep. “A whisper box is a vessel containing a spell, which is cast upon the recipient who opens it.”
“You cast a spell on me?” Now I was smiling, thinking she was pulling my leg.
“Yes.”
“What kind of spell?”
“Don’t worry. It’s harmless.”
“Lilith. Come on. What kind?”
“It’s a silly thing, honestly.”
I must say, I was getting a bit perturbed at that point, but for some reason, I could not stop smiling. “Lilith?” I had worked my way up to the top of her foot and was about to wring her big toe. “Tell me.”
“Okay. It’s a will-chill.” She said, and before I could ask, she explained, “It slaps a momentary freeze on your freewill and allows a predetermined command to motivate your actions. It’s pretty cool, really. It’s the only spell I know that keeps in a box until you’re ready to use it.”
My smile faded. The thought of anyone screwing with my freewill just didn’t sit right with me. “So, you used it on me?”
She drew a tight bead with her lips and perked her brows. “Ah-huh.” No apologies insinuated.
“Nice. What is it you’re going to have me do?”
She gestured toward her feet with a nod. “You’re doing it already.”
I looked down at my lap and saw that my hands were full of Lilith’s feet.
“Lilith!” I pushed them off my lap, and got up from the couch. “Not funny!” I barked. “Not funny at all!”
Apparently, she disagreed. She rolled up on the sofa, laughing and squeaking and snorting in a manner most unbefitting a witch. I gave her a moment to enjoy herself before condemning her righteously.
“Are you done? Are you finished toying with me now?”
She sat up and pulled the wrinkles from her blouse. “Relax. It’s a harmless prank. Why are you getting so uptight about it?”
I looked at her from across the room, and for a moment wondered the same thing. Pranks like that are what make Lilith, Lilith. I had come to expect that from her. It’s that vitality for excitement that drew me to her in the first place. I walked back to the sofa and sat down beside her.
“I don’t know. I’m uptight about everything,” I said. “I guess I’m having trouble adjusting to the new me. Things are so different now. I have all this pent-up energy and I don’t know what to do with it. Is that normal after going through the rite of passage? I mean, I feel like we’ve been on this incredible journey together. I should be exhausted from it, but I’m not. Instead, I’m agitated.”
She laughed a little and brushed my cheek with the back of her hand. “It’s not so much the journey, Tony, but the destination. You returned to the physical prime of your life, but metaphysically, you’re still an old guy.”
“Hey!”
“You know what I mean. Listen, your brain thinks it knows how your body should feel, but your body is young and alive. It won’t listen. Give it some time. You’ll adjust.”
“You think?”
“I know. Trust me.”
As I looked into her eyes, I began to believe that she could tell me the world was flat and I would trust her on that. I wanted so much to let those eyes just draw me in until our noses touched, our lips met and our kiss solidified a love she secretly harbored but staunchly denied. I leaned into her slowly, pulled by the gravity of her aura. But as I neared her face, she pulled back.
“Tony. No.” She pressed her fingertips to my lips. “Look, what you need is a diversion. What do you say we go out for awhile to break the monotony? I know this nice little place around the corner. It’s called The Cyber Café.”
“You mean, Cyber Crapā?”
“Come on. You’ll like it. It’s open twenty four seven. I go there all the time.”
“Is that where you go when you sneak out of here in the middle of the night?”
“I don’t sneak out. I go there to use my computer when I don’t want to wake you.”
“Oh, it’s that computer place.”
“You’ve heard of it, then?”
I wrinkled my nose some. “Yeah, it’s a geek’s nest, isn’t it?”
“Please,” she said, making that tsk sound after it. “You’ll love it. You can get some coffee and muffins while I go online and cruise the Web.”
“Cruise for what?”
“For cool sites like Witchit. That’s where I learned to make your whisper box.”
“You’re kidding!” I said, sensing another prank in the making. “You can learn witchcraft online?”
“Witchcraft? Hell, you can learn how to make nukes online if that’s what you’re into. Now, what do you say?”
I winced again and gave a little shrug. “I thought you wanted to keep a low profile for a while.”
She stood and made her way to the closet where she grabbed a denim vest for her and a windbreaker for me. “Don’t worry `bout it.” She tossed me my jacket. “I go there all the time. No one knows me. Like you said, only geeks go there.”
“Maybe someone will know me.”
That made her laugh. “Tony, you’re forty years younger. Who’s going to recognize you?”
I thought about it. She had a point. Even if I didn’t look forty years younger, nobody I knew would be seen dead in a coffee shop that catered to computer geeks. I grabbed the jacket and followed her out the door.
I had driven past The Cyber Café on Lexington a million times before, but never once had the inclination to stop and go inside. First off, trendy little muffin shops like those don’t interest me; I prefer real coffee to cappuccino and donuts to fluffy muffins any day. Secondly, I just don’t get computers. My old partner, Carlos Rodriquez, and his new partner, Spinelli, are handy with them. I suppose you have to be these days if you want to succeed in detective work. I’m just glad I didn’t need to rely on them too much in my day.
It was still before noon when Lilith and I walked into the place. They were doing a brisk take out business, but the majority of small tables and computer booths were vacant. Lilith ushered me to a table in the corner closest to the restrooms. “You’ll thank me,” she said of our seating arrangements, “after your first few cups of coffee.” A heavy-set guy seated next to us at table four overheard the comment and confirmed her logic with a nod.
We sat down. I watched Lilith unpack a laptop from a black nylon tote and fire it up. The machine made a few beeps, rang a little chime or two and then welcomed her on line. It even let her know she had mail. When I questioned how she was able to do that without plugging anything in, she just laughed.
“What?” I said, a little indignant. “Did I say something funny?”
She rocked the machine up on edge to show me its bottom. “I don’t need to plug it in. It runs on batteries.”
I pushed my chair back and crossed my arms to my chest. “I know that, Lilith. I’m not a complete moron. I meant, how are you getting online without plugging into a phone jack?”
“It’s wireless. You don’t need phone lines nowadays.”
“So, why do you need to come here then? Can’t you get on the Internet back at the apartment?”
She shot me a sour look, which I took to mean that she didn’t have a good answer. Evidently, I was wrong. She set the laptop down flat and squared it to the table.
“Tony, you’re about one step away from spending the rest of your natural life as a toad.”
“Hey, it’s a logical question.”
“Is it? Or are you just being difficult to piss me off?”
“No!”
“Really. I knew I should have pushed you out of that circle the moment I felt you grabbed my ass.”
“What? I didn’t grab––”
“Look. First of all, we don’t have wireless service at the apartment. Secondly, the whole point of coming here is to get you out for some fresh air so that you don’t go stir crazy. But that doesn’t seem to be working, now, is it?”
I hate when she’s right, and unfortunately, she usually is. “Lilith,” I unfolded my arms to soften my body language. “Let’s start over. You know I’m not trying to piss you off. What would be the point in that? You think I want you to turn me into a toad?”
She laughed at that. “No,” then added, reluctantly, “you know I can’t.”
“I know. Otherwise, you’d probably have done it by now.”
“Damn straight.”
“Coffee?” said a young woman who nearly scared the crap out of me after sneaking up on us like a puma.
“Love some,” Lilith answered.
I smiled at the girl and ordered the same. When she walked away, I leaned across the table and said, “Why didn’t you tell me she was coming? She nearly gave me a heart attack.”
Few things bring a smile to Lilith’s lips, but the mere mention of me having a heart attack seemed to warm her smile from the inside out. I could tell she wanted to hide it from me, if only it were easy. But since it wasn’t, she made little effort to do so.
“Tony,” she said, sounding a little condescending. “You have the heart of an ox now. A little scare isn’t going to kill you. Why don’t you learn to ease up some? Here, look at this.” She spun the laptop around so that I could see the Web site she pulled up.
“What is it?” I asked.
“It’s that site I told you about, Witchit dot com. Look, all the resources a witch could want. Here you can learn spells, incantations, read up on all the news in Witchland; whatever you want.”
“Witchland? Is that a real place?”
“Sure, it’s in Orlando, but you can only get there by broomstick.”
“You’re joking!”
Again she laughed, and I have to tell you, I was beginning to like the old Lilith much better.
“Of course, but seriously, this is a cool site. I told you it’s where I learned to make the whisper box.”
“So you weren’t kidding?”
“Not about that. Now go on. Check it out.” She hiked her thumb up over her shoulder. “I’m going to the little witches’ room. See if you can’t get yourself into a bit of trouble.”
I didn’t know if she meant that as a warning or a challenge, but I guessed she knew I’d find it out either way. She stood and headed for the restroom when I called out, “Wait! What do I do?”
From the way she turned and looked at me, you might have thought I had barked Shih-Tzu at her. “What do you mean?”
I turned my palms up empty. “I’ve never surfed the web before.”
“You haven’t?” She bundled her hands below her chin and knitted her fingers like a garden spider working her web. Then she balled the thing up and threw it at me from across the room. I have to admit, I didn’t feel a thing, but with Lilith, some of her spells can be very subtle. I blinked at her a couple of times and waited for her response. She seemed uncertain at first, but then a thread of satisfaction stitched her lips tight and she declared her approval with a nod.
“There,” she said, with authority. “Now you know how.” And she turned and disappeared into the lady’s room.
I looked down at the computer, admittedly, feeling no more proficient with it than before. But I did feel more capable, and I had seen Lilith, Carlos and Spinelli operate one in the past. I knew that the little square pad below the keyboard controlled the mouse, and that clicking the mouse was a basic command essential to its operation. Given that knowledge and coupling it with the spell that Lilith cast to help me, I set to work.
Before I knew it, I was whipping around that site, negotiating hyperlinks and clicking on live icons that I didn’t even know were live until they took me to pages deep within the hollows of Witchit dot com. There, I found how Lilith learned to make the whisper box. I came upon a recipe for something called Lover’s Brew and I put it in my favorite places. I even found a link to a posting of The Witch’s Creed, something that Lilith apparently molds to fit her own agenda. But hey, I’m not the judgmental type.
Things were going well for a while, until I stumbled onto a link that brought me to the Chatter Shack, a forum where witches discuss the latest in witchery; perpetuate rumors and gossip about all things paranormal. That’s when I first realized how extensive and intricate the witch community really was. These people have an intelligence network rivaling the NSA. They know what’s going on with some witches that even the witches themselves don’t know, including Lilith. My mouth was still agape when Lilith came out of the lady’s room and took her seat across from me.
“Lilith,” I said, excitedly. “There’s something you should know.”
A guilty smirk crossed her lips. “Don’t tell me. You figured out that the spell I cast before I went into the lady’s room was bogus. I know. I’m sorry, but everyone knows how to surf the web. I thought if you—”
“No! That’s not it. Wait…. That wasn’t a real spell?”
“Uh-uh.”
I hate when she does that to me. “Never mind.” I spun the computer around so that she could see for herself. “Look at this.” She narrowed her eyes at the screen and began reading. “They know about me.” I said. “That article, it mentions me by name. It says that a witch in New Castle recently participated in the rite of passage and allowed a mortal named Anthony Marcella to join her.”
She pulled back and peered up over the top of the computer. “So?”
“What do you mean, so? They know about me!”
“Tony, relax. We’ve broken no laws. I carried you through the passage and restored your youth. Big deal.”
“What about the Witch’s Creed? Isn’t there something in there forbidding the inclusion of mortals in ceremonial rituals?”
“Creed, shmeed,” she said, wrinkling her nose in a grimace. “It’s so much dogma. Besides, it’s not like it’s a contract that witches sign or anything. I think of it more as a suggestion to good witchery than anything.”
That helped me some. I settled back into my chair and welcomed the returned of our waitress with two puny thimbles of coffee. As I loaded mine with cream and sugar, Lilith fell back into reading the online article, probably searching it to see if she had been mentioned by name, as well. From the look on her face when she finished, I concluded she hadn’t.
“Well, what do you think?” I asked, setting my coffee thimble on the table.
I watched her eyes roll up at me, squinting with her smile, though the computer veiled her face from her nose down. “You want to know what I think?”
“Yes.”
Her sights shifted to a spot in the café by the front door, just over my shoulder. “I think this Geek’s nest attracts more kinds of people than you know.”
I shook my head slightly. “Come again.”
She nodded. “Over there, with the Macintosh. It’s your buddy, Spinelli.”
“Dominic?”
“You know another?”
“No. What’s he doing with an apple?”
“It’s not an apple. It’s a computer. And he’s looking at it.”
“Oh. Is he alone?”
Before she could answer, a little bell over the door chimed, ringing in a new patron. She waited until the door shut and the patron sat down before answering me. “Not any more.”
“Damn it! Carlos?”
“Yup.”
“What do we do now?”
“Just chill. They don’t know we’re…uh-oh.”
“What? Did they see you? Do they know we’re here?”
She rocked back in her seat, abandoning her low profile to the man approaching. “They do now.” She looked up at Carlos and delivered a manufactured smile. “Detective Rodriquez, good morning. Fancy meeting you here.”
I looked up just as Carlos came to a stop alongside our table. He didn’t seem as surprised to see Lilith as I expected he might, and he definitely didn’t seem to recognize me.
“Fancy isn’t the word I would use,” he told Lilith. “Amazing, perhaps.”
“Oh?”
“Yes, seeing that a tornado blew away your house and all.”
“Oh, yeah. I noticed.”
“And you did disappear on us for a while.”
As the two spoke, I noticed Carlos sneaking peculiar glances at me, each one lasting marginally longer than the last. I tried avoiding eye contact with him, focusing instead at the bottom of my coffee cup, which had emptied entirely too soon.
“I didn’t disappear,” Lilith insisted. “As you might imagine, I had lots of matters to attend to, what with all the complicated insurance claims, transportation hassles, lodging issues and the like; I’ve barely had time for a good hot bath.”
“I’m sure,” said Carlos, although now he was looking at me again. I couldn’t stop myself from looking up and giving a little nod hello. I hoped it would get him off my back, but the inadvertent eye contact only seemed to tweak his interest in me further.
“Miss Adams,” he said, finally relinquishing his fix on me, if only temporarily, “at some point in your busy schedule, I wish you had made the time to come in and see us. You have to know that we all thought you were dead.”
Lilith reeled back in mock surprise. “Did you?”
“Yes. We were very worried.”
“Pity. Well, I’m sorry, but clearly, as you see, I’m not dead.”
“Indeed.” He seemed to narrow his attention on her more intently now. “Clearly, you are not. In fact…”
He hesitated. I knew at once what he was thinking. The rite of passage had returned Lilith and me to the prime of our lives. At exactly what age, I can’t say. But with me, the difference was substantial, so much so that even my best friend of thirty years could not recognize me. But Lilith’s change seemed less obvious. Already a raving beauty before the passage, her return to prime suggested only a subtle optimization to her appearance. To say that she looked younger was arguable; to infer that she looked more alive; indisputable. I have no doubts that Carlos wrestled with that observation before speaking out, perhaps even suspecting witchcraft in the equation. But always one for playing his cards close to his vest, his reluctance to cast insinuations prevented him from articulating those suspicions.
“In fact, what, Detective?” Lilith asked.
Carlos shook the question out of his head. “Nothing.” He turned to me again. “So, who’s your friend, here?”
“I smiled up at him. “I’m—”
“That’s my cousin, Tom,” said Lilith. “He’s letting me stay with him while I straighten out that whole house getting blown away thing.”
“Is he?” Carlos offered his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Tom.”
I knew that Carlos’ handshake was akin to shaking a cold fish, so I took it and squeezed it like a nutcracker. “Pleasure is mine,” I said, and the look on Lilith’s face told me it was hers, too.
Carlos pulled his hand back and gave me a look like he might slug me. That’s when I knew I had made a mistake. He crowded his brows and peered into my eyes with unusual focus, giving me the look that one gives when one can swear he knows you from somewhere. I thought that if I turned away he might give it up, but no such luck. He shook his finger at me, narrowed his eyes and said; “Don’t I know you?”
I shook my head and tried once again to climb into the bottom of my coffee cup. “I’m sure you don’t,” I said. “I’m not from around here.”
Lilith volunteered, “He’s from Florida.”
“Oh?”
I slithered lower in my cup, knowing well that even Carlos wouldn’t miss a slip-up like that.
“Yes, he does those Miami home makeover shows on TV. That’s probably where you’ve seen him before. He gets that a lot. Don’t you, Tony?”
“Tom,” I said, but I knew the gig was up now.
“Right. Tom.”
Carlos said, “I thought you told me you were staying with Tom while you get your house situation resolved?”
“I am,” she said. “But he’s my cousin. There’s nothing inappropriate about that.”
“Inappropriate, no; logistically complicated, yes.”
“Come again?”
“You said he’s from Florida.”
I could almost see the light bulb in Lilith’s head turn on. “I did, didn’t I?”
“So, which is it?”
She stiffened up in her chair and closed the lid on her laptop in preparation to leave. “It’s none of your business. That’s what it is. Now, if you’re through harassing us, Detective…”
“No!” He slammed his fist down on the table. “I’ve waited three months to get some answers from you, and by God, I’m going to get them. Now, I know that Detective Marcella drove my car to your house the night you both disappeared. I want to know what happened to him!”
“I can’t tell you what happened to him.”
“You can and you will!”
At that moment, Dominic Spinelli came to the table to help calm the situation. He grabbed Carlos by the arm and tried pulling him away. A small struggle ensued and words were exchanged. Our waitress, who had come up behind them with a pot of hot coffee, got tangled in the brawl, spilling the coffee on both them and the floor.
It occurred to me that Lilith and I could try to slip out the door in the middle of the commotion and never be heard from again. But seeing Carlos in a fit of desperation, knowing how he must have agonized over my disappearance and presumed death, I just couldn’t let the charade continue.
Lilith had already taken to her feet and had packed her laptop in her tote when I reached across the table and motioned for her to reclaim her seat. As things settled down, I invited Carlos and Spinelli to join us at the table. Lilith, I knew was not happy about what I planned to do, but she understood that I needed to do it. Adjusting to the new me was only one of the problems I had with the whole rite of passage––back to prime thing. Another was that I had to deal with Lilith’s wishes that we not tell anyone. For me, that was too high a price to pay.
I stood to properly meet and greet Spinelli, allowing, for the moment, the alias, Tom, to go unchallenged. He took my hand and shook it with the same cold fish grip that Carlos employed. I resisted the urge to crack it like I had done with Carlos, and for the sake of reconciliation, instead reciprocated with a light shake of my own. Spinelli took a seat, and as far as I could tell, saw none of the haunting similarities in my eyes that intrigued Carlos so keenly. For that reason, when I sat back down, I purposely cozied up next to Lilith and directly across from Carlos. I wanted to look him squarely in the eyes when I told him who I was, mostly out of respect, but partly for the entertainment value.
I started by apologizing for the awkward circumstances surrounding my confession, and yes, confession, was the word I used. I confessed that I had probably used bad judgment in not bringing forth the testimony that would have dissolved the shadows of grief hanging over New Castle and the Second Precinct. I also confessed culpability in a scheme to deny friends and coworkers the truth of what happened to a beloved member of their extended family. And I especially confessed to Carlos, explaining that I had never lied to him before in my life, and that I was sorry for having done so now.
“Lied about what?” he asked.
“About who I am. My name, it’s not Tom, it’s—”
“Tony. I know.”
“You know what?”
“I know it’s you.”
“You do?”
“Yes, you son-of-a-bitch! What’s wrong with you? You couldn’t call? You bastard! You couldn’t drop a line or something?”
Spinelli piped in. “What’s going on?”
Carlos pointed at me. “It’s Tony!”
“Who?”
“Him.”
“No, I mean, Tony who?”
“Marcella,” I said. “I’m Tony Marcella.”
“You’re Marcella?”
“Yes.”
“But how?”
“It’s a long story.”
“It’s been three months,” said Carlos. “You couldn’t tell your story in three months?”
Spinelli again, “I don’t get it.”
Lilith reached across the table and tapped his hand. “It’s witchcraft, honey. You don’t need to get it.”
Carlos came back. “Look, all I’m saying is that after all these years; you think you could have—”
“I know, Carlos, I’m sorry.”
“Sorry don’t cut it, man. We thought you were dead.”
Spinelli, “Will someone please explain to me what’s going on around here?”
“Coffee?”
We all stopped and turned to the waitress, who had arrived at the table with a tray full of cups and another pot of coffee. In perfect chorus, we all shouted, “NO!”
Again Spinelli, “Can we get back to the discussion please?”
“What’s to discuss?” I said. “Lilith included me in a sacred ritual that restored my youth and so now I’m forty years younger. Bam! End of story. I said I was sorry. What’s done is done. There’s nothing more to it. So, is everyone good now?”
Lilith clapped her hands together and wrung them clean. “Yup, I’m good. Spinelli?”
“Sure,” he said, though not so convincingly.
I leaned over the table, ingratiating Carlos with a repenting smile. “¿Y tú, mí amigo?”
Carlos is an old soul, as they say. If you believe in that kind of stuff, and if you knew Carlos, then you know what I mean. He has an Inner Light that burns with compassion and forgiveness. He also has a strong sense of loyalty and respect for those who have earned his trust. To say that Carlos would lay down his life for a friend is not an exaggeration. But the price for that loyalty is loyalty returned. His is the Ying and Yang of friendship personified. I knew that, in time, Carlos would forgive me. Thirty years of comradery mandated it. What I hoped for, however, was that the emotional capital accrued in that time would trump all else, and that we could hug it out and get on with that which conveys our souls on parallel tracks through this brotherhood of life.
He looked at me from across the table, studying my face, no doubt wondering what happened to all the wrinkles and crevices. Every furrow and crease he once knew, etched by experiences we both shared, were now gone. Witness lines to years of harmony and strife, disappeared. Every dog-day summer and hell-bit winter that ever left its mark on leathered skin, now scars but one. Could he forgive me for not telling him that I was still alive? I believed he could and would. But that I shaved forty years off my life, that I all but assured his Earthly departure decades before mine? I couldn’t know for sure.
I watched his interest in my unblemished face wane. No stories could he recall from a book that had not yet been written. Nothing there reminded him of what we once shared. He had all but abandoned his search for the Marcella he knew, all but given up on a friendship forged in time.
But then his eyes once again settled heavy upon mine. They drilled in deep, as though anchoring onto something within me that one could not see from the outside. I felt him searching my soul in a way I thought only Lilith was capable of doing. My brain began to ache. I sensed a subconscious surrendering of secrets, yet the flow of data seemed encrypted even to me. Down at my side I felt Lilith holding my hand. She squeezed it tightly for a moment, and when she released it, Carlos was done. He leaned back in his chair, took a deep breath and let it out with a tempered smile.
“I’m good, Tony,” he said, to my utter relief, but then added, “Not great, but good.”
He reached across the table and shook my hand, and this time it wasn’t a cold fish sort of shake. It was a good hard bone-crushing man-to-man handshake. And it felt right.
“Great,” said Lilith, hoisting her coffee thimble into the air. “Now, what does a witch have to do to get herself a little brew around here?” she looked to Spinelli. “See what I did there, Spinner? Witch…brew…huh?”
“Yes, very clever, Lilith. How original.” He turned to me. “Detective, tell me again how this rite of passage thing works?”
“It’s complicated,” I said. “Lilith would have to explain it.”
“But I won’t,” she said. “Or then I’ll have to turn you into a toad.”
I laughed at that. “Sounds like you have a thing about toads this morning.”
“I do, don’t I? I must be hungry.”
“We have muffins,” said the young waitress, who had returned (with great reluctance, I’m sure) to our table.
Lilith did not hesitate. “I’ll have a blueberry. Spinster?”
“It’s Spinelli, and make mine a whole grain please.”
The young woman turned to Carlos. “Sir?”
“Thank you, no,” he said, which told me that he still was not completely okay with things between us.
I passed on the muffins as well, and when our waitress left, I asked Spinelli, “So, what have I missed these past few months? Working on anything exciting?” He turned to Carlos, and the two exchanged glances that told me something was definitely up. “What? Is something wrong?”
“Not really,” said Carlos. “We’re working on a case involving the alleged suicides of some transients in and around New Castle.”
“They’re hobos,” Spinelli injected.
“Oh?”
“That’s what the papers call them.”
“Yes, I read about one this morning,” I said. “Some bum took a seat on the railroad tracks and kissed an oncoming train.”
“That was yesterday. There was another late last night. Probably see it in the afternoon additions.”
“That is strange. Are you thinking it’s another case of cohabitation through bilocation?”
Carlos answered, “We don’t know. It’s not Mallory Edwards. That’s for sure.”
“No,” I said, remembering the spot on Leona’s carpet that Mallory’s life form left behind when she died. “What about Benjamin Rivera?”
“He’s at Benton Hill, under twenty-four hour care.”
“You mean watch, don’t you? Isn’t that an insane asylum?”
Carlos’s eyes broke contact with mine and his gaze fell away in disappointment. “Yeah, well, he sort of lost it after he found out about his brother, Ricardo, getting killed.”
“I see.” I gave Spinelli the floor. “So, what’s the rub?”
“That’s just it. We don’t know. In the past week, eight hobos committed suicide by throwing themselves in front of trains. It’s unprecedented.”
“I’ll tell you what’s unprecedented. That New Castle even has eight hobos to begin with. I didn’t know there were still such things.”
“Oh, but there is,” said Carlos. “There’s resurgence in freight riding going on in this country. No longer does the stereotype of the old disheveled bum apply to hobos. Today, you’re just as likely to find mixed among them a population of college students seeking adventure, white collar professionals quelling a mid-life crisis and punk kids looking for a rush.”
“Punk kids?”
Lilith chimed in. “They’re called Flintstone kids.”
“Funny.”
“No, she’s right.”
“Come on, you’re putting me on.”
“It’s true,” Spinelli said. “You’d be surprised who’s out there.”
“Out there, maybe,” I said. “But unless those eight represent a disproportionate number for one area, why here?”
“It’s the jamboree,” Carlos offered.
“Come again?”
“This year the annual hobo jamboree takes place right here in New Castle.”
“Okay, now I know you’re joking.” I turned to Lilith, who seemed less dubious. “Do I deserve this? Have I pissed him off that badly?”
“You did and you do,” she said. “But it’s no joke. You should have finished reading that article this morning. You would have known.”
“Thanks.” I gave her a little sneer and she ate it up, pursing her lips and smacking them in a mock kiss. I can’t tell you how I hate when she does that. If only I could collect them all and cash them in for real kisses some day; I could die a happy man. I’m sure she knows it, too.
With the sting of her puckered lips still fresh on my mind, I turned back to Carlos and Spinelli, only to find Carlos grinning like a serpent over my obvious frustrations.
“Did I miss something funny?” I asked.
He wiped his smile clean and squared his back to his seat. “Not at all.”
“Then why don’t we get back to this? So, you have a pilgrimage of hobos flooding into New Castle for their big jamboree. Have you done any research on this? Are there usually spikes in suicides among the flock during one of these events?”
“Yes,” said Spinelli, “I’ve done the research.”
“I’m not surprised.”
“And no, these spikes are not common. What you usually see is a spike in murders.”
“Oh?”
“Sure, but you can almost guess that when you get a high concentration of men together, all drinking and gambling and—”
“And women, too,” Carlos interjected.
“Yes, of course, and women too, but mostly men. What goes on at these jamborees is a lot like Woodstock without the rock bands. You have your campfires; a little harmonica and folk guitar, old timers sharing bottles, Flintstone punks and squatters sharing needles, and then occasionally a knife fight breaks out and ends up with somebody taking an early westbound.”
“A what?”
Lilith leaned over and whispered in my ear, “That’s a euphemism for dying.”
I turned to her. “How do you know these things?”
Spinelli continued. “Although we have witnesses to substantiate some of the suicides, others hint of suspicious circumstances.”
“What do you mean?”
He gave a sort of shrug that told me what he really had was nothing. Then he went on to say that in interviewing other transients, he and Carlos learned that none of the victims seemed at all depressed or suicidal. All were young white males, in good health and spirits and with friends who would swear to their mental competency.
“So, what you’re saying is that they weren’t suicidal and that there are never any suicides when these jamborees assemble?”
“No, I wouldn’t say never. But these folks travel from all over the country to come to one of these things. It’s a big deal for them. Suicides are just not on the itinerary.”
I looked to Carlos, who by now should have come up with a theory similar to the one floating around in my head. After all these years, I hoped I had taught him something. “Well,” I said. “What’s your spin on this?”
“It’s an inside job,” he said. “Transients killing transients.”
“A serial?”
“Looks like it.”
“Any profiles on the type?”
“No, but we have a source that we were told to check out: an old timer from the heydays of freight riding. He goes by the moniker, Pops. Word is, he knows every transient in every jungle from Portland to Miami and as far west as Missouri.”
“What do you mean by jungle?”
“Camping sites,” said Lilith. “You find them in the woods along the outbound tracks closest to the train yards.”
“Seriously?”
“She’s right again,” Spinelli said. He pulled a small map of New Castle from his pocket and circled an area south of Miner’s Point where he and Carlos had interviewed several transients already. I inspected the map closely. It had been a long time, but I recalled vague memories of having played near there as a young boy. I told this to Spinelli. He scoffed, and assured me that these days a young boy would not fare well in such a hostile environment.
“When you see a young boy around there these days,” he said, “he’s usually traveling with an older hobo for protection.”
“The wolf and lamb,” Lilith uttered under her breath. Spinelli agreed.
I pushed the map back to Spinelli and finished my coffee in a single gulp. There were things I wanted to say, suggestions I wanted to make, but I knew those days were gone. How could I pretend to play the role of Detective Marcella, a sixty-four-year-old cop in the body of a twenty-four-year-old man? I reached across the table to shake the men’s hands and wish them well with their case.
“In another world, another age, Gentleman,” I said, “I would love to help you with this one. And I’m sorry we had to meet this way by chance, but—”
“Oh, it wasn’t chance,” Carlos interrupted.
“Excuse me?”
“Us coming here this morning, it wasn’t chance.”
I looked to Lilith. She seemed as perplexed as I. “How do you mean?”
He reached into the pocket of his jacket and removed a picture. “Here. Spinelli snapped this last week.”
I took the picture and stared at it sharply. “That’s Lilith,” I said.
Lilith leaned over my shoulder to steal a peek. “Ah, no, you caught me on a bad hair day. And look. I’m wearing sweats. I never wear sweats outdoors. Not unless I’m—”
“Coming here?” Spinelli finished.
“Yes, you little perv. Have you been stalking me?”
“He wasn’t stalking you,” said Carlos. “He was surveilling you. There’s a difference. He told me how he thought he saw you come here one morning, and so I asked him to get me some proof. I figured if you were still alive, then maybe….”
“Maybe I was, too?” I said.
Carlos nodded, and the shame of it is that I almost think he considered me dead, anyway. I gave the picture back to him and apologized again for the way he found out about us.
“But it doesn’t change anything,” I told him. “I still can’t help you. In a way, the old Tony Marcella is dead, and I’d appreciate it if you let him stay that way. Now, if you’ll excuse us?”
I got up and offered Lilith a hand. She stood and slung her tote bag over her shoulder. As she did, Carlos reached up and grabbed my arm.
“Tony. There’s one more thing you need to know.”
I thought he was going to tell me that he forgave me, or maybe that he loved me. Only I’m sure he would have said the word man after it. It’s the only acceptable way for two guys to express such feelings, especially brothers, which, as far as I was concerned, Carlos and I truly were. Instead, he totally flipped the coin on me and dropped a bomb that I shall never forget.
“Tony, about that old hobo I mentioned earlier, the one they call Pops? I think you should do the interview.”
“Me? Why? Is he some tough guy? Does he hate Cubans?”
“No! It’s nothing like that. Fact is he’s lying in a hospice care bed across town.”
“He’s dying?”
“Yes.”
“I see. And you don’t want to talk to some old guy that’s wasting away before your eyes. Is that it?”
He shook his head. “It’s not that.”
“Then what?”
“Well…”
“Come on, Carlos. Spit it out.”
“Tony. The old guy at the hospice center, his name is Anthony Marcella.”
“What? He’s using my name?”
He shook his head. “No. You’re Junior, aren’t you?”
“Yes.”
“This guy goes by Anthony Marcella Senior.”
“You mean….”
He nodded. “I think it’s your dad.”
I accepted a list from Carlos containing the names of all the transients that had committed suicide in the past week and a half. I then turned to Lilith and offered her an invitation to join me.
“Uh-ah, no way,” she said, shaking her head emphatically.
I pulled back, surprised. “Why not? Don’t you want to meet the man responsible for my existence?”
“No.”
“How come?”
“Cause I said so. Now drop it!”
I gave Carlos and Spinelli a look like I had just pissed off a rattlesnake and lived to tell about it. “All right. It’s okay,” I said, though softening that look considerably for Lilith. “You don’t need to explain. If you don’t want to meet him, you don’t have to.”
“Good, because I don’t.”
“Fine.” I turned to the guys again. “Gentlemen?”
The two said their farewells. Spinelli even stood on Lilith’s account. On the way out I told Lilith I was sorry if I upset her. She said she wasn’t upset, but I knew that something was on her mind. I had come to know her better than that. I also knew that when I found her in one of those moods, the best thing I could do was to leave her alone. So with that in mind, I escorted her back to the apartment, said goodbye and headed for the hospice care center to see the man who once left me on a doorstep like a FedEx package and never returned.
The drive over to see my father proved totally surreal. I kept wondering what I might say to him. I knew that because of my appearance, I couldn’t possibly tell him who I really was. Though, even if I could, I imagined he wouldn’t want to know anyway. We hadn’t seen each other in nearly sixty years, not since he dropped me off at an orphanage and told me he’d be right back. I might have been five then. I know I wasn’t in school yet. He rang the bell and ran off like some prankster, only I was the prank. A kindly young lady took me in through the back door where they washed me up and fed me hot soup.
All that first year, I spent my afternoons sitting by a window, waiting for my dad to return. But the sun would set; morning brought new lessons with my new books and my new friends, and then the next afternoon would find me blinking back tears, waiting for dad again. It’s a memory I’ll never forget. And though I never felt bitter for what my father had done to me, I realized that I never forgave him for it either. It’s a scar I’ve carried, but concealed for all my life.
I found the care center on the corner of Lexington and Fillmore, opposite the old age home. Creepy, I know, but I guess it makes sense. Melissa, at the desk, introduced me to India, the staff supervisor. She wasn’t from India, nor did she look it, but she said it was easier to pronounce than her real name. I didn’t ask what that was, but I took her word for it. She seemed a bit young to me, too young to be someone’s supervisor, but what she lacked in age, she more than made up for in gritty confidence. She had a no-nonsense attitude about her, not too harsh, but direct, and I got the feeling that she got things done the way she wanted it, when she wanted it.
I still carried my badge on me, out of habit I guess, so I showed it to India and explained that I needed to talk with Mister Marcella about a case the department was working on.
“Is he a suspect in a crime?” she asked. “Because I can assure you, if he is, your time would be better spent—”
I stopped her there. “No, it’s nothing like that. I wouldn’t dream of causing Mister Marcella any discomfort. I promise. I’d simply like to ask him a few questions.”
She raked her eyes along my body in judgmental degrees. I knew that this woman held soul power over my appointment with destiny. A thumbs-up meant that I might have but one chance to finally meet the man who dramatically changed the course of my life some six decades ago. A thumbs-down and even a court order might not come fast enough to provide the answers I so desperately needed to explain the void he left in my life. I stood rigid, waiting for India’s eyes to return to my face, and when they did, I met them with a smile that even Lilith could not have resisted. It’s hard to say if that’s what did it, or if she recognized the pain in my heart that even my smile couldn’t mask. In any case, she turned on her heels and uttered simply, “Follow me.”
We took the elevator to the second floor and followed the corridor to the end. On the left, I noticed two doors leading to adjacent rooms. The numbers on the doors read eighteen and twenty. Across from those, another door with the number nine stood partially open. I could see clearly where a one had once accompanied the nine on the door, denoting the logical room number nineteen on the odd side of the corridor. But the one had either fallen off or had been removed. I ran my finger along the spot where the digit had discolored the paint. India nodded that she knew, and then rapped on the door to announce our arrival.
“Mister Marcella?” she called. “May we come in?” She pushed the door open the rest of the way. “Mister Marcella?”
I looked across the room to the old man lying in a bed by the window. He made barely a bump in the blanket that covered him from toe-to-chest. We stepped inside and came to his bedside. He looked frail, malnourished; his skin loose and freckled with age. The lines on his face all seemed to turn down, pulled by gravity and stretched like taffy, giving him the look of a sad man on the verge of crying. But his eyes, sunk deep within hooded sockets, seemed bright and full of life. They sparkled with energy when India greeted him, taking his hand in hers and rubbing it softly. I couldn’t reconcile the contradiction how this woman of grit and steel could become so tender and inspiring. She smiled at him gently, and for a moment, with the sunlight warming her face and hair, she seemed angelic in every way.
“Mister Marcella? I brought you some company. Would you like to meet him?”
At once, the old man came alive. He shimmied on his elbows to sit up straighter and forced himself to lean forward as India propped a pillow behind his back. He smiled at her, and then at me, his teeth bent and yellowed, but clearly his own.
“Thank you, sweetie,” he said to her. His voice sounded weak, and whistled some on the ‘wee’ part of sweetie.
“You’re entirely welcome. Mister Marcella, this is…” She turned to me, suddenly perplexed, perhaps even miffed that she had neglected to get my name.
“Spinelli,” I said, wanting to use an alias that would check out if she followed up on it later. “Dominic, but you can call me Dom.”
She nodded, satisfied with that. “It’s Dom Spitelli,” she said to Marcella. I didn’t bother to correct her. “Mister Spitelli is a detective with the NCPD. He’s here to ask you some questions if you don’t mind.”
“Detective?” The old man seemed genuinely concerned. “He’s not here about the Studebaker I borrowed back in ‘57’, is he?”
India looked at me and I shook my head no.
“I’m sure he’s not here about that,” she said.
“Good, because I brought it back, you know.”
“Yes, I’m sure Mister Spitelli knows that. Listen, I’m going to leave you two alone for a while. If you need anything, just press your button. All right?”
“I will. Thank you. You’re a sweetheart, you know that?”
“Yes, and so are you, Mister Marcella. You boys have a nice chat now.”
I watched with butterflies in my stomach as she leaned over and kissed him on the forehead. A small part of me felt as though I were intruding on a private family moment, and yet another, as though I were missing out on one. India came around the foot of the bed and gave me a subtle wink as she passed. I mouthed the words thank you to her, resisting the urge to stop her in her tracks and hug the living daylights right out of her. She crossed the room on a sweep of air, and I watched her walk away until even her shadow disappeared down the corridor outside. When I turned again, I saw the old man looking at me, his face filled with question and wonder, perhaps not unlike mine when last we met.
I came around the bed and pulled up a chair and smiled at him as best I could. He smiled back, and I realized then that nothing in the past mattered any more. The trials of sixty years had wiped our slates clean, and for what little time we had left together, we were both starting over.
“Mister Marcella, good morning,” I said. “How are you?”
He soured his face immediately. “Please, call me Pops. That’s my moniker, you know.”
I smiled at that, mostly for the irony. “Sure. Pops. So, how are you?”
“Oh, can’t complain,” he answered. “Hey, you ain’t got a smoke, `ave ya?”
I patted my pockets. “Sorry.”
He settled into his pillow, a little deflated. “Ah, just as well. Damn lungs can’t take no more anyhow.”
I took a guess. “Cancer?”
“Yup. The big C. It finally caught up with me. Took eighty-nine years, though. Not a bad run if you ask me.”
“Indeed,” I said, “I should be so lucky.” But then I though how insensitive that must have sounded. I tried taking it back by somehow spinning it in a different light, but that only made it worse. I tried again. “What I mean to say is—”
“Skip it, son,” he said, waving it off. “I know what you meant. `Taint no big deal. So, tell me. If you ain’t busting me for borrow`n that Studebaker, what `re ya here for?”
Good question, I thought. I guess I could have told him I was there to ask why the hell he abandoned me as a child. Why did he say he’d be right back when he knew damn well that he’d never see another one of my birthdays for as long as he lived? Why did he leave me in the company of strangers when he could have sought help from friends or family if things had gotten so bad?
But I didn’t. Instead, I sat back, crossed my legs and said, “Pops, I’m here to ask you a few questions about some unfortunate events that have taken place around here recently. If you don’t mind.”
“Not at all. Ask away.”
“First off, I understand that you’re quite the domestic traveler.”
“I’m a hobo, son. Go ahead. You can say it. I ain’t ashamed.”
“They still call it that?”
“Some do, though it ain’t like it used to be.”
“How’s that?”
“In the old days…” he said, and he paused a little. I saw his eyes drift towards the window. I followed his gaze into the distance and noticed that from where he lay, he commanded a keen view of the rail yard at Minor’s Point. I guessed it was no coincidence and credited India for her thoughtful accommodations.
“Things were very different,” he continued. “In the old days, riding the freights meant that you were part of a family, a brotherhood of fellow hobos that took care of one another. We lived a different culture then, with our own language and system of signing.”
“What do you mean?”
He turned from the window and laid a look on me like I was from another world. In a way, I guess I was. “Signing,” he said. “You know, pictures and symbols.”
I shook my head.
“We drew them on curbstones, mailboxes, in alleyways, on the sides of buildings and even on the trains themselves.”
“Oh, like stick figure drawings? I’ve seen them before when I was younger. I never really knew what they were. I thought kids drew them.”
“That’s because they were meant to be simple, but the message was always important. For instance,” he leaned toward me as if sharing a secret, “one symbol might let you know if the police in town were hostile towards hobos; another if a homeowner had a gun or a bad dog, or both. And, of course, you had others still that let you know `bout good things, like where you might cop a hot meal just by giving some old woman a sob story or by talking religion.”
“Handy,” I said.
“Yes. Oh, but then there was my favorite: the upside-down crown. That one let you know that a shop owner would give you something just to get rid of you.”
“So, there was a symbol for everything?”
“Just about. At one time, I personally could identify over six hundred. Of course, a lot of them meant duplicate things. It’s like a dialect. You had to learn the nuances from place to place.”
“It’s like an accent, I guess.”
“Exactly. But, like I said, that was the old days. It’s not like that anymore.”
I watched his gaze turn toward the window again. Though he looked out over the train yard, I suspected his thoughts were much, much further away. It made me sad to think that this old veteran of the rails was quickly approaching the end of his tracks. A dying breed, both literally and figuratively, and he had no one to see him off at the platform.
“Mister Marcella?” I said. He turned to me sharply. “I mean, Pops. I want to ask you about a few men, to see if you knew them.”
“They’s hobos?”
“Yeah, they were.”
“Then I might,” he said, smiling thinly. “I’ve known a few.”
I smiled back. “I’m sure. I have a list here.” I broke out the list that Carlos gave me and unfolded it, allowing the sunlight to spill over my shoulder so I could see better. “I want to read some names to you. Stop me if you hear one you recognize. All right?”
He nodded.
“Okay, I’ll start with; Jim Taylor, Fred Long, Theodore Bishop, Christopher Jennings, Raymond Kosinski, George Wagner, Terrence Forman, Peter Corey…. Any of these names ring a bell to you, sir?”
He shook his head, emphatically. “No, none of `em. Those ain’t hobo names. Hobos use monikers. That way the bulls can’t learn who they are. Ask me `bout guys like Stretch Tweets, Reno Ricky, Blind eye Eddy, Boston Bill, or Skins Mackenzie. Thems are hobo names.”
“I’m sorry, these guys don’t have hobo names.”
“Then they ain’t hobos,” he said, almost indignant. “They must be young guys—all of them.”
“They are.”
“That figures. Angellinas, they don’t have what it takes to be a hobo these days. They can’t appreciate the thirst for adventure it requires.” He looked into my eyes, and for just a moment, I got the strangest feeling that he recognized me. “You know, when I was your age…” his demeanor softening considerably. The disapproving tone in his voice seemed to melt with the incoming tide of memories. “A young man like you could own the world,” he said. “You could travel free as a bird with just a bindle on your back and a nickel in your pocket.”
Outside the window, somewhere beyond the yard at Minor’s Point, a train whistle blew, almost magically. It called to Pops, and he answered it unconsciously. I saw his eyes roll to the window on tracks of steel, his mouth agape in frozen call. From where I sat, I could see no train, but I knew that Pops could see it. In his mind, he was already on that train, the wind in his hair, the smell of axle grease filling his senses. That young man with the bindle on his back and a nickel in his pocket was free again. I reached out and touched his hand, and before I could ask him if he was all right, he spoke.
“She loved me,” he uttered, his words muted, barely above a whisper. I assumed he meant the rails, a metaphoric expression of endearment for that which he loved. But I quickly realized otherwise.
“The most beautiful woman in the world loved me, and oh how I loved her,” he said.
“Your wife?” I asked.
He looked at me, shook his head and then turned away again. “Not by law,” he answered. “But I would have married her in a heartbeat if I could. Things might have been different then.” Outside the window, the whistle called to him once more, this time he answered with a vacant stare, as though the train had left without him.
“Her name was Gypsy. The prettiest thing this side of heaven’s tracks. She had the face of a Goddess, the body of a gymnast and the temper of a rattlesnake. Her wit was so sharp it could cut you, and if you let it, she’d probably laugh in your face. You never met anyone like her in your life, son, I promise you that.”
“Really?” I said, and I wanted to tell him that he had obviously never met Lilith. But then, from his description, I couldn’t be so sure that he wasn’t talking about her anyway. “Gypsy, huh? Was that her real name?”
He shook his head. “We didn’t have real names, only real love and adventures. Man did we have some adventures? You have no idea how romantic riding the rails at night under a clear summer’s sky can be.”
“I can imagine,” I said. “It sounds nice.” In my mind, I had formed a keen image of what Gypsy probably looked like based on my comparison of her to Lilith. I pictured her long black hair, teased by the rushing wind and flirting about her face and neck. I imagined her eyes like big black pearls, glistening in the moonlight so brightly that I might see my own reflection in them. I even fantasized about making love with the rumbling of steel wheels below us, tapping in rhythmic time to our quivering inclinations. But then the thought hit me, the sudden realization that he could be talking about (and I romanticizing over) my own mother. I quickly shook the image from my mind and mentally washed it out with soap.
“Yes,” he said, unaware of my incestuous mentations. “It is nice, and it was.”
I scooted my chair in closer. “Tell me about her, won’t you? About Gypsy, how did you two meet?”
He smiled at that, so much so that his eyes pinched themselves closed and the lines beside them dimpled at his temples like tiny pushpins. I knew then that his feelings for Gypsy were real and everlasting. His scrawny pigeon chest gave rise below the blankets in a savory breath that seemed to fill him with her love. He exhaled in a bout of coughing, though, his tumor-filled lungs unwilling to grant him such liberties. I pulled some tissues from a nearby box and handed them to him. Then I stood, conceding that I had overstayed my welcome, and awaited the chance to say goodbye. But Pops would have none of that. A scrapper, as I supposed all Marcellas were, he flagged me down into my seat and insisted I remain.
Within minutes, and without help from Melissa, India or anyone else who maybe should have been around to assist him in his possible final moments, Pops pulled himself together and was ready to tell his story.
“I met Gypsy on Christmas Eve at a homeless shelter run by the mission. It’s always a good time for hobos, the holidays, I mean. People are more tolerant and giving then. Shame they can’t hold that disposition all year. But they don’t, and I ain’t one to complain.
“So it’s Christmas. I get my soup and I stake out a little corner by the nativity scene, complete with woodcarvings of Mary, Joseph, baby Jesus and two of the three wise men. I guess the third hadn’t yet arrived. I can’t say I blame him though; it was frightfully cold that night. Anyway, I’m sipping my soup, minding my own business, when I hear this blasted disturbance behind me. I look over my shoulder to check out what’s going on and I see Gypsy. It seems some yegg tried to lift her bindle, or maybe he was just riffling through it, I don’t really know. It didn’t matter much to her, either. She turned like a cobra and pitched that hot soup right in the guy’s face. Then she commenced to pounding on him somethin` awful. The next thing I know, this preacher and a couple of burly bouncer types grab her from behind. They start hauling her off into the back room somewhere, which in them days meant that she was in for a righteous beating.
“Well, I tell ya, I didn’t know what to do, but I knew I had to do sum`um. So I dropped my soup, picked up the baby Jesus and clobbered the first bouncer right over the head. He dropped like a stone. Then, when the second bouncer turned to see what happened, I clobbered him, too. The preacher, who was no slouch himself, grabbed the baby Jesus and started wrestling it away from me. That’s when Gypsy hauled off and kicked him in the most unholiest of places. Ooh, how I shudder every time I think about that.”
I saw Pops’ hands slide under the blankets to his nether region, accompanied by a genuine wince. If Gypsy had kicked that preacher as hard as I imagined Lilith kicking someone, then I supposed I’d have been shuddering, too. I asked Pops what happened next. He explained how he and Gypsy ran from the shelter and ended up under a bridge, sharing a bottle of cheap wine with a fella named Patches, and singing Christmas carols over a barrel fire.
“After the wine ran out,” said Pops, “Patches climbed into one bedroll, Gypsy and I into another.”
“You and Gypsy in one bedroll?” I asked, though it came out more of a tease, really.
He smiled bashfully. “Hobos are pragmatic, if nothing.”
“Of course.” I said, and I left it at that.
Outside, though more distant, another whistle blew. This one didn’t seem to grab him as the others did. I gave him a curious look, which he interpreted intuitively, and without being asked, he volunteered, “Passenger train.”
“Oh. You don’t hop those?”
He shrugged. “You can. If you can’t catch-out any other way, then it’s all right. Not as romantic, though.”
“I see. Tell me, what happened next, after you and Gypsy…you know?”
“We made love and then we fell in love, simple as that. Then we spent the next couple of months riding freights up and down the entire northeast corridor. The girl was a natural. She could board a train on the fly better than any man, and she could hit the grit, too, if it came to it. It was a great time with great adventures. We used to liken ourselves to Ingrid Bergman and Gary Cooper in, To Whom the Bell Tolls. But then things changed.”
“How so?”
“She had a baby.”
“Oh,” I said, and my heart dropped in my chest. I had always tried to imagine the circumstances of my being. I never knew my real mother, and only vague memories of Pops exist still in my mind. But they scatter like autumn leaves whenever I try to put them together and build a lasting image that I can hold on to. So to compensate, when I was very young, I convinced myself that I came from a happy family, that I lived in a big house with lots of brothers and sisters, and we had a dog that romped in a yard bordered by a white picket fence. I built those memories from books and movies I had seen and I treasured them until my early teens when a stern, but kind couple adopted me and took me in. They gave me what I needed to become a man and an asset to my community. But what they could never give me was answers. And now, sixty years gone, I felt I might find them.
I reached out, set my hand on Pops’ shoulder and patted it gently. “Is that when you lost Gypsy?” I said. “Did she die giving birth?”
He looked at me strangely. “No! She didn’t die, you damn fool! She ran off! Can you believe it?”
I reeled back sharply. “Ran off? I don’t understand.”
“And neither did I. Sure, you have to figure what a change in lifestyle having a baby can be for a couple of hobos, but I was willing to make a go at it.”
“So, let me get this straight,” I said. “You’re telling me that my mother…I mean, that the child’s mother just picked up her bindle stick, tossed it over her shoulder and walked out on you?”
“Pretty much. That is to say that she didn’t leave right away. She waited a couple of weeks. But in that time, oh-ho, man what a witch.”
“Excuse me?”
“I said, what a bitch. The woman was a total bitch, excuse my French. Damnedest thing, too. All through her pregnancy she was such a sweetheart, collecting little pink baby dresses, setting up a nursery in the shack we were staying in. You would’ve thought she was `bout to give birth to the princess of Whales or sum`um. But then, after baby Anthony came—”
“She had a boy?”
“Yep, named him after his dad.”
“Of, course. Please continue.”
“After baby Anthony came, she flipped out. She became irritable, argumentative and unruly. She began throwing things and calling the baby names.”
“Like what?”
“God awful things, like Satan’s child and Devil Boy and…. Please, don’t make me go there.”
“I won’t. Forgive me.”
“Things got so bad,” Pops continued, “that one day I told her to leave. I had to; I thought she might hurt the boy.”
“You did the right thing. You had no choice.”
“I thought she’d come back after she calmed down, after the depression or whatever it was had passed. But she never did. And so little Anthony and I carried on without her.”
“But you lost Anthony,” I said. “What happened?”
He looked at me funny again, as though gauging my perception. “I never said that.”
“Didn’t you?” I felt suddenly cornered. “I guess you implied it somewhere. I’m sorry if I—”
“No, that’s okay. Perhaps I did. It don’t matter, though, that’s what happened. I raised Anthony till he was about five. Then with the war going so badly overseas, the defense department saw it fit to draft me to go fight in it. I left Anthony with a child welfare agency, but when I returned for him, well, he had been placed with a family.”
“You couldn’t get him back?”
“I didn’t know where to look. The building the agency was in burned to the ground with all its records. He was gone.”
“But I don’t get it. You still could have—”
“That’s it, gentlemen, sorry. Visitation is over. You’ll have to go home Mister Spitelli.”
I turned to the door and saw India standing there with a clean bedpan in one hand and a large wet towel in the other. I looked to Pops. His smile said it all.
“Can I visit you again?” I asked.
He nodded yes. I tapped my watch face and mouthed the words, “See you later.”
On the drive back to my apartment I found my head swimming in conflicting thoughts. For sixty-four years I had carried the name Anthony Marcella, never knowing what my namesake was like. Did I look like him? Was he a kind and caring individual? Did he really intend to drop me off on the doorstep of stranger’s and never return? Or was he grief-stricken, frustrated and angered at the inadequacies of a post-war government bureaucracy? I heard a big part of me say that none of that mattered; that six decades has a way of reinventing people so that they are no longer who they once were. I knew that to become sentimentally attached to Pops at this stage could prove emotionally disastrous. Yet, a somewhat nostalgic thread within me realized what a blessing it was to have the chance to reconnect with the only blood kin I’ve ever known.
I pulled into my parking spot at the apartment, feeling like I had driven across town in barely a blink. I don’t remember walking through the door, but I’m sure I did, as I learned later because I didn’t shut it behind me. Lilith was in the bedroom. She called to me the moment I walked in. Finally, I thought, she’d come to her senses. I hurried to her room, not wanting to keep her waiting, only to have her meet me at the threshold, still fully clothed and smiling suspiciously. She handed me an envelope, which had only my name on the outside of it.
“What’s this?” I asked, my curiosity matched only by my disappointment.
“It’s an envelope.”
“I see that. Where did it come from?”
“I found it in the door after you dropped me off from the café. See.” She tapped the envelope. “It has your name on it.”
“Yes, I see. Funny, but it looks like your handwriting.”
“Does it? I hadn’t noticed.” She hit the envelope again. “Well, go on. Open it.” I turned and started down the hall when she grabbed me by the shirttail and pulled me back into the room. “No, in here. The light’s better.”
I knew something was up, but I still had my mind so wrapped around the events of that morning that I did not invest much thought into worrying about it. I crossed the room, took a seat on the foot of her bed and shredded the top of the envelope. I held it to my lips and blew, drilling it open with a pop. I looked inside, not knowing what to expect, but not expecting to find it empty.
“There’s nothing in it,” I said.
She seemed less surprised. “Are you sure?”
“Lilith, I know when an envelope is empty. It’s not like there’s a whole lot of places in there to look.”
“Hmm, pity.” She walked over to the dresser and ran her hand along its leading edge, completing a sweep from right-to-left. “So, did you get to see your dad?”
“Yes, I did.” I watched as she passed behind me, raking her fingers along the wall, this time from left-to-right.
“How’d he look?”
“Not good.” I got up and began sliding the dresser across the room to the spot that Lilith had just marked. “He’s dying of cancer. He can’t weigh but a hundred pounds.”
“That’s too bad,” she said, though I sense no real empathy. As I stood there, catching my breath, she did it again. First she ran her fingertips down the length of the dresser, and then along the wall across the room. Without thinking, I started the exercise all over, pushing the confounded piece of furniture back to where I found it. I had almost fallen for it a third time after she drew her fingertips along a wall in the walk-in closet, when it hit me.
“Lilith! You conniving little—”
“What?”
“That envelope, it was another one of your whisper boxes, wasn’t it?”
“What? That wasn’t a box.”
“Lilith?”
“Okay, you got me. But you promised me you would help me rearrange my room.”
“And I will, just as soon as you decide how you want it!”
She crossed her arms at her chest. “How am I supposed to know how I want it if I can’t see it first?”
I threw my hands up and headed to the kitchen for a beer. I expected that Lilith would follow me, but what I didn’t expect was that she would actually apologize for anything. She caught up with me just as I reached the fridge.
“Tony, wait. Listen.” She threw her arms around my waist and hugged me from behind. “That was wrong of me. I’m sorry.”
I turned around, careful not to break her hold. “You mean it?” I looked into her eyes, those beautiful, rich dark ebony eyes. What mysteries they veiled, I could only wonder. I had gazed into their depths so many times, yet never reached the bottom to gauge the person within.
“Lilith,” I said, only, it came out sounding a little choked-up. “I never know how to read you.” She leaned in closer. Our noses touched. I felt her warm breath on my lips and her fingers tightening around my waist. “Do you know what you do to me?” I whispered.
Her lips thinned. She wet them lightly. “Yes.” Her eyes began to flutter. I could feel her chest rise on a staggered breath of air and fall like quilted fleece. My heart beat faster; my peripheral vision began to blur. I had never known that side of Lilith, a side she had managed to hide so skillfully from others, and probably even from herself.
I slid my hands into her back pockets, palming her cheeks and pulling her in tighter. “Lilith?”
She teased the tip of my nose with hers. “Yes.”
“Do you want to….” I hesitated, not knowing if I should use the term, make love, or the less committal, fuck.
“Want to what?” she asked.
“Do you want to—”
“Tony! Lilith! Anyone home?”
“Spinelli!” I said, and as I did, Lilith palmed my chest and drove me hard against the fridge. She faded back and immediately began fixing her hair, which incidentally, still looked as perfect as a picture. It always does.
“In here, Spinelli!”
Dominic rounded the corner into the kitchen, carrying a large manila envelope. “Hey, the door was wide open. I let myself in. I hope you don’t mind. I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”
Lilith and I exchanged glances. I could see in her eyes, that sensitive, vulnerable woman I had somehow reached was now gone. But at least I knew she was in there, somewhere. And she knew I knew, which, at the moment, I couldn’t decide if it was a good thing or bad.
“No, Dominic, you’re not interrupting. Lilith and I were just, ahm…”
“Feeling one another out,” she said, and she walked past me, brushing my cheek with her hand. “Weren’t we, Tony?”
I watched her stroll into the living room; the imprint of my fingertips still pressed into her back pockets. When she sat down on the couch, she made it a point to look at me before crossing her legs. In the short time that I had lived with Lilith, I had come to learn that almost everything she says and does has an underlining message or meaning. In the sport of relationship decoding, it didn’t take a stretch of imagination to decipher the meaning of that move.
I reached out and snatched the envelope from Spinelli, caring little about the look of violation on his face. “Whatcha got there, Dom?”
He pointed. “They’re photos of victims from the case we’re working.”
I looked at him in disgust. “What, coroner’s pics?”
He grimaced. “No! Come on, that would be gross. Besides, you wouldn’t recognize any of them that way. There wasn’t much left of some, but shredded dog meat.”
“Lunch, anyone?”
“Lilith!”
“The photos of at least four of the guys are from mug shots,” Spinelli said. “The rest are blow-ups of driver’s licenses.”
I spilled the photos out onto the counter top and reviewed them. “So, what’s your take? Do these guys have anything in common?”
“Except age, race, sex and the fact they’re all transients?”
“Yes.”
“Nope.”
“Nothing?”
“We’re at a loss.”
“What’s Carlos think?”
“He doesn’t know.”
“So, why didn’t he come with you?”
“He had a thing to do.”
“A thing.” I peered over Spinelli’s shoulder and called out to the living room. “Did you hear that, Lilith. I told you. He’s still angry with me.”
“No, he’s not,” she said.
“He is. You saw how he worked me at the café. He looked me right in the eye and he did something. He reached down in me and he stole something, like a piece of me. I don’t know. I can’t explain it.”
I thought Lilith might rag me about being paranoid or something. She knows I have a tendency to do that in the face of witchcraft, especially when it concerns a body’s freewill. I guess that’s why I resented her using the whisper box on me. But it’s something I feel strongly about, and that I felt like Carlos had somehow, inexplicably, employed his own version of witchcraft on me, didn’t help matters any.
I cranked in with more complaints about Carlos, when I saw Lilith rise and start in my direction. Again, and as always, that weird tingle in my stomach began to churn as she neared me. It’s almost as if two magnets with oscillating polarities were drawing together. I can feel her energy and mine pulling and pushing simultaneously. It’s actually pretty cool. It fills me with both dread and anticipation, and the best thing of all is, I believe she feels it, too.
Spinelli, in his perceptive wisdom, stood back, giving berth for Lilith’s approach. It’s not that she needed it, but to err on the side of caution is a sign of good police instincts. Lilith toed up to me almost as close as we were before Spinelli interrupted us. Her eyes narrowed, searching mine as they had never done before. I knew she wasn’t looking for me to kiss her, sadly, I know that look all too well now. But she was looking for something. I had almost pushed her away, fed up with her voodoo manipulation, when she smiled and slapped me hard on the chest.
“Yup! I knew it. You son-of-a-bitch,” she said. “Look at you. You got it! Don’t you?” Her smile grew wider now and definitely contagious.
“What?” I said. “I don’t have anything.”
“Yes you do. You got it. I’ll be a monkey’s ass. What do you think of that, Spinelli?”
Spinelli shrugged. “Think of what?”
Again Lilith hit me on the chest; this time closed fist. “You’re a witch! You little stinker! I see it in there. It’s in your eyes. You can’t hide it.”
“I’m not trying to hide it,” I said. “I didn’t know I had it.”
“Oh, you knew. You had to feel it. Don’t tell me you didn’t.”
“Feel what?”
“It!”
“You mean, like a tingle?”
“Yes. It could feel like a tingle.”
“I thought that was….”
Her smile locked in anticipation. “What?”
I shook my head. “No, it’s silly.”
“What’s silly?”
“Forget it. What made you think to look in my eyes, anyway?”
“You did.”
“What did I do?”
“It’s what you said earlier. Honestly, I should have suspected. That wasn’t Carlos taking something from you down at the café. That was you giving to Carlos. You opened your soul to him so that he could see how sorry you were. You gave him quite a dose, too. If I hadn’t taken your hand and squeezed it like I did, you might have given up some very dark secrets.”
“I don’t have dark secrets.”
“Everyone has dark secrets.”
“Maybe every witch does.”
“You’re a witch.”
“Stop saying that!”
“Come on. It’s a good thing. Spinelli, tell him.”
“No, Spinelli. Don’t tell me.”
“Why are you fighting this?”
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
“All right, I am.”
“Then, why?”
“Because….”
“Because why?”
“Because I love you! That’s why. And I wanted to think that these feelings I had were genuine, not some supernatural manifestation of star alignment and witchcraft. And I guess also…I wanted you to feel the same way.”
It’s an awkward moment when you tell a woman you love her, and you’re not sure that you’re going to hear those same words back. It’s especially awkward when you are sure, as I was when I looked into Lilith’s eyes and realized that’s exactly what was happening. I didn’t blame her, though. I understand that Lilith is a complicated woman. I knew that from the very beginning when I first laid eyes on her in Doctor Lieberman’s psychic workshop. She’s a woman who knows what she wants and gets it when she wants it. I also knew she was not ready for me, and that I would know when and if she decided she was. So I drank down the silence that followed our little exchange, showered in its humility and pulled myself up by the bootstraps. I turned to Spinelli to tell him I was sorry, but he waved me off, showing more understanding for a man in my position than I gave him credit for.
I went to Lilith, took her hand in mine and squeezed it gently. Then I leaned down and whispered to her softly, “I’m sorry.”
She rocked her head back, Pressed her lips to my ear and uttered back, “Me, too.”
What should have happened next, didn’t. In a Hollywood ending, I would have carried Lilith over the bedroom threshold and shut the door, leaving Spinelli out in the hall feeling like the perfect fool. Instead, it was I who played the fool. No graceful exit could save me from myself. I grabbed my jacket off the back of the living room chair, hooked Spinelli by the sleeve and walked out unceremoniously.
The justice center is an enormous complex downtown. It not only houses the courthouse, jails and the entire New Castle PD, but it also serves as satellite offices for all the police departments in the county. From there, every essential agency from first responders to code enforcement can access a database of crucial information and, if necessary, link into vital state and federal resources as well. This is the place that opened the year I retired, which didn’t hurt my feelings any, seeing that I’m an absolute moron when it comes to all things technical. But for Carlos and Spinelli, it’s seventh heaven.
Although most aspects of business carried out there are conducted under minimum security, for some reason, the planners and architects of the building felt it necessary to fortify the detective’s block like Fort Knox. To get to where Carlos and Spinelli worked, one needed to pass through multiple layers of security that even the Pentagon doesn’t require. For this reason, I met up with Spinelli in the lobby and followed him upstairs to Carlos’ workstation. He had just returned to his desk himself, and started rambling on about how stuffed he was.
I sat down on one of the chairs facing his desk. “That’s it?” I said. “Eating? That’s the thing you had to do that was so important?”
“No. It wasn’t just eating. I was working. I met a contact who had some Intel.”
“A contact?”
“Yes, a transient, a hungry transient. He said he wouldn’t meet me unless I bought him lunch.”
“Did you get anything?”
“I went for the smorgasbord.”
“No! I mean Intel.”
“Oh, sure. Plenty.”
I crossed my arms to my chest. It would have ticked me off if I thought that Carlos had gone off to eat while Spinelli and I worked the leads to his case. It’s not that I hadn’t paid for my fair share of Intel with a thick steak or a few martinis. But I knew how much Carlos liked to eat. The man is a garbage disposal in wingtips. I tried to remind myself that I wasn’t a cop anymore, and that I especially wasn’t the lead cop in this investigation. This was Carlos’ baby and if he wanted to conduct the show from a buffet line, then who was I to say otherwise?
“Well?”
Carlos kicked back, wearing his smile like a crown. “There’s a witness to one of the murders,” he said.
“You’re kidding?”
He leaned forward, showing more eagerness to talk now. “No. This guy saw everything.”
I sat up on the edge of my chair. “And?”
“Well, first he saw these two hobos talking, and one of them had something in his hand.”
“A gun?”
“I don’t know. He couldn’t say. But that’s when the second one climbed up on some trestlework and jump off in front of an oncoming train.”
“That’s great! We need to get this witness in here right away.”
“Can’t.”
“Why not?”
“We don’t know who he is.”
“But you just had lunch with him.”
“No I didn’t.”
“You said—”
“It wasn’t him.”
“Then, who…”
“Some other guy who knows a guy that knows the witness.”
I rolled back into my chair. “Carlos, what you have is a he-said-she-said, only without a description of the perpetrator.”
“At least we know for sure now that these deaths weren’t suicides.”
“No, we know nothing for sure. We have a guy that may know a witness to someone that may have witnessed somebody committing a murder or suicide or neither.”
“It’s a start.”
“It’s a waste of the fifteen bucks you spent on lunch.”
“Thirty,” he said. “And the department reimburses me.”
“Thirty! The guy’s a bum. Couldn’t you have taken him to the Burger Barn?”
He pulled back some, embarrassed and deflated. “So, what did you come back with? Any luck with Mister Marcella?”
I shook my head. “No. You were right about him being old school. He doesn’t know any of the younger guys hopping freights these days.”
“Were you able to tell if he’s your, you know…father?”
“He is,” I said. “He told me about my real mother, too, and why he abandoned me on the doorstep of the orphanage.”
“So, you told him?”
“What, that I’m his son? Of course not. How on earth could I explain to him that I’m his son when I’m only twenty-something?”
“Whoa, weird.”
“What?”
“You, not knowing how old you are.”
“Carlos, can we get back to the matter at hand?”
“But, how will you know when to celebrate the big 3-0?
“Carlos.”
“You could write him a letter,” Spinelli interjected. “Tell him that you’re all right and that you—”
“What, miss him? Maybe tell him that I’d love to be there with him in his dying days, but that I’m just a little busy right now?”
“No. I didn’t mean that. I just thought, I don’t know.”
Sure, his intentions were good, and I knew that Carlos’ concerns were genuine, too. And it’s not as though I had all the answers, either. I wanted my dad to know who I was, and that I didn’t harbor any ill feelings towards him. But how could that make anything better for him? Wasn’t it possible that meeting me, knowing about me, could only make matters worse? I mean, there he was at the end of his life; reconciling all the good and bad things he had ever done and coming to terms with them before his final day of judgment. Meeting me could unearth a graveyard of skeletons that he thought had been put to rest decades ago. No, deciding what to do about dad was not a simple matter, but neither was doing nothing.
“I know what you meant, Dominic,” I said. “And I know you both mean well, but this is something I have to deal with on my own.”
“So, you’re not angry with him?” asked Carlos. “About leaving you, I mean.”
“No. He had his reasons. I guess my mother was a real whack job. She left him little choice.”
“A whack job?”
“Yeah, shame, too. He really loved her. They were both hobos, riding the freights together, living under the stars. He said he compared their adventures to those of Gary Cooper and Ingrid Bergman in the movie, To Whom the Bell Tolls. But then when I came along, she sort of wigged out on him. She just got up and walked out, leaving him holding the bag, or should I say, the little bundle of joy?”
Carlos shook his head. “That’s terrible.”
“I know. What’s a hobo to do, right? But old dad did his best. He raised me to age five, but with the war over seas raging, he was eventually called up to go fight in it. That’s when he left me at the orphanage.”
“Man, that’s sad,” said Carlos. “He’s really an upstanding guy, your dad. Isn’t he?”
“I think so.”
It’s funny. I’m usually better with details than most. It’s a gift I’ve been able to hone through years of police work, gathering clues and conducting interviews. So it took me by surprise when Spinelli was able to jump on a few of the obvious inconstancies in my story that I totally missed.
“It was ‘43’,” he said, almost inaudibly. Carlos and I looked at him strangely.
“What’s that?”
“The movie, To Whom the Bell Tolls. It came out in ‘43’.”
“So?”
“You were born in 42, weren’t you?”
“I’m not following.”
“You said that your mom and dad related their adventures to Bergman and Cooper, but that’s impossible. If she left him after you were born, then they couldn’t have known about the movie because it wasn’t out yet.”
“So, dad was confused. He’s an old man. Maybe he meant another movie.”
“What about the war?”
“What about it?”
“You said he left you to go fight in Europe. By the time you were five, World War II had been over nearly two years.”
“Wait,” I said, retreating in a shell of denial. “Maybe my dad’s medications had him confused about some things.”
“Yeah, I bet that’s it,” said Carlos, and when he shot his young partner the look, Spinelli hopped aboard.
“Of course, that’s probably it. An old man on morphine will ramble on if you let him.”
Left with that, I could have let myself off the hook and not heard another word about it. But Carlos knew me better, and I suppose Spinelli did too. As much as I wanted to believe the crap about the drugs, I couldn’t. Pops was lucid and direct the entire time we spoke. He didn’t mix words about his past, and his memories, though distant, were not forged in morphine. I smiled at Spinelli and Carlos and thanked them for their support. “You guys are all right,” I said, adding, “but you suck at being detectives.”
“What do you mean?” Carlos asked. “You’re the one that missed all the obvious flaws in Pops’ story.”
“Yes, and you were willing to overlook them just to spare my feelings. You can’t do that.”
“Fine. We’ll go down to the hospice center right now and bring that old coot in for questioning. How’s that?”
“No, Carlos. You can’t do that.”
He turned to Spinelli for backup, but the rookie detective waved him off with a subtle headshake. It made me glad to think that Carlos would be the next one retiring.
“So what would you have us do?”
“Nothing,” I said. “Look, even if Pops knows something, he’s obviously not the killer. He’s been bedridden for weeks. Why don’t we work on finding your mystery witness? We can start by infiltrating some transient camps.”
“I can stop by the Goodwill and pick up some ratty clothes,” Spinelli volunteered. “That will help us fit in.”
“Great. Do that.”
“And I’ll get my harmonica,” said Carlos.
I looked at him as though he might be joking. “Why?”
“To help us fit in.”
I stood up and headed for the door. “We’ll meet outside in the parking lot tomorrow morning. Don’t either of you shave.” I turned and looked back over my shoulder. “And Carlos?”
He snapped to attention. “Yes?”
“Forget the harmonica.”
Before heading back to the apartment, I decided to swing out of my way to see a dear friend. Leona Diaz had known Lilith Adams for years. The two worked closely together in Doctor Lieberman’s psychic workshops, and I felt that Leona was one of the few people I could talk to about my feelings for Lilith without prejudice. Her ability to bilocate, or project her metaphysical being across dimensions, qualified her for inclusion in the Lieberman project, though I made no assumptions regarding her otherwise innocuous connections with others in the group; Lilith Adams, especially. Paranormal attributes notwithstanding, except for their age and exceptional beauty, the two women shared little else in common. If I were smart or averse to self-torment, I would probably have done better to fall in love with Leona instead of Lilith.
Obviously I am neither.
Leona lived across town in a small apartment on the second floor of a building that probably should have been razed years ago. Though it wasn’t much to look at, I guess it proved idyllic for the understated needs of a shy Mestizos girl from Honduras.
I walked up the stairs and knocked on her door, keeping in mind that she would not recognize me since my return to prime. Although she had witnessed many truly amazing examples of supernatural occurrences in her studies at the institute, I doubted if she had ever seen an individual miraculously shed forty years off his age. To break it to her gently, I decided to introduce myself as her new neighbor. Then, after easing her into her comfort zone, I would explain the truth and hope she might understand.
I took a half step back as she opened the door; disappointed to see that she did not leave the safety chain latched as I had taught her.
“A`low?” she said, in that charming accent that endears her to me so.
“Hi there,” I said. “You don’t know me, but I just moved in next door and I—”
“Detective Marcella?”
“What?”
“¡Por Dios! Detective, it is you!”
“How did you…”
“Come.” She grabbed my hand and yanked me inside. “Sit, please, here on my sofa.” She patted the seat cushion and dragged me down onto the sofa beside her. “Oh, you must tell me how you look so good? You have been working out, no?”
“No, I mean, yes, I do now, but that’s not how I…Wait, how did you recognize me so quickly?”
She pointed at her eyes, though tightly squeezed by the enormous smile on her face, and then at mine. “I see you in there,” she said. “You cannot hide from me.”
“I wasn’t trying to hide. Did Carlos tip you off about me?”
“Do you want I should make some tea?” She stood and started across the room. “I have some from my home country. I think you will like it.”
“No, Leona, thank you, maybe later. Please, sit down. I need your help with something important.”
She came around the end of the sofa and reclaimed her seat beside me. “Of course, Detective. How I may help you?”
“It’s Lilith,” I said.
“Oh? Is she not so fine?”
“No, I mean, yes, she’s fine. That is, she’s very fine. She is the finest, most perfect thing I’ve ever known.”
“I do not understand.”
“It’s complicated. As you can see, thanks to Lilith I am now forty years younger.”
“Sí, you are muy handsome.”
“Thank you, but that’s not the problem. See, now that I am much closer to Lilith’s age I…that is, she and I…or rather, we—”
“You are in love with her, no?”
“Yes!” I said, feeling a great weight lift from my shoulders. “God, yes. Leona, the things she does to me. I haven’t felt this way since, well, before you were born. She’s all I think about, night and day. I’ve been wrestling with these feelings for over a year now, but ever since she included me in her rite of passage ceremony I—”
“Wait. It is how you became young again?”
“Yes. That’s what the passage does. It returns you to your prime.” She smiled, her pressed lips dimpling her cheeks ever slightly. “What?” I said. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
“The rite of passage is a most sacred and personal ceremony for a witch. For her to include you means that she has emotionally bonded with you.”
“If that’s so, then why doesn’t she show it? She’s had plenty of opportunity. But each time I think she’s about to open up to me, she backs away.”
“Maybe because you have not consummated.”
“I know! That’s what I’ve been trying to do with her. But she won’t let me.”
This made Leona laugh, though timidly. She covered her lips and turned away in a blush.
“What’s so funny?” I asked.
She returned to me on a shy glance. “Forgive me, Detective. I have embarrassment for me. What I mean to tell you is that you must complete the cycle. Witchcraft relies on returning energy. You cannot take and then not give back.”
“So, what do I do?”
“You must find a way to give back.”
“Give what?”
She raised her shoulders slightly and dropped them. “I am sorry. I do not know.”
“Then, why doesn’t Lilith tell me this?”
“She may be in denial about her feelings for you. A strong witch will not so easily admit her fragelly.”
“You mean, fragility?”
“Sí,” she said, and she giggled between splayed fingers. “My English, it is sometimes—”
“No-no, your English is wonderful. Trust me. And I appreciate what you are saying, but I do not consider Lilith fragile in the least—frigid maybe, flirtatious and frisky, sometimes; freakish, frumpy, frosty and fastidious on a good day, you bet—but fragile, definitely not.”
My assessment of Lilith made Leona laugh once again, but I noticed how she tactfully avoided agreeing with me.
“It is not my place to speak of Lilith directly, Detective,” she said after composing herself. “But I will tell you that all women have a fragile side, if not so easy to see, and Lilith is no exception.”
I smiled at her and shook my head in wonder. “How is it that your wisdom is so advanced for someone of such slim years?”
She smiled back. “I believe I am an old soul.”
“Yes,” I said, “and a beautiful one at that.”
She blushed brightly and turned away. “Detective, your words are too kind.”
“Not at all.” I stood up and started to show myself out. “And by the way, you can call me Tony. I’m not a detective anymore.”
She got up and followed me to the door. There, she took my hand and squeezed it tightly. “You will always be Detective,” she said. “It is who you are.” Then she rocked up on her tiptoes and kissed me on the cheek.
I thanked her, not knowing what else to do, and then let myself out. Much later, I learned that we were not alone in the apartment, and that Leona did have the chain on the door moments before I arrived. After I left, her visitor stepped out from the bedroom. Leona latched the safety chain on the door and peered back over her shoulder.
“Did I do well?” she asked.
“Yes. You did very well. Thank you.”
“I do not believe he suspected you were here.”
“No, of course he didn’t.”
Leona turned and pressed her back to the door. “You know, I do not like making lies to Detective Marcella. I wish for you to not ask me again.”
What her visitor said next was not important, but seeing that Lilith always gets her way, I didn’t bank much on Leona’s wishes coming true anytime soon.
When I got home, I half expected to find my stuff either tossed out onto the curb or in the community trash bin. It’s not that Lilith is particularly vindictive, but she is deliberate and matter of fact about things like that. If my declaration of love for her made her the least bit uncomfortable, then I knew she would have no problem dealing with it in the most absolute and efficient way possible. To my surprise, though, my personal effects were all present and accounted for. Lilith, however, was not.
I checked the bedroom first; noting that her previously made bed now looked slept in. I had only been gone a couple of hours, which made me think I had just missed her. So, I checked the laundry baskets next. If our clothes were missing, I knew it meant that she likely stepped out to the launderette. If only hers were missing, well, you get the idea. But a quick peek in the closet squelched both those possibilities. That left just one other: that she had gone for a walk to clear her head, maybe reconsider her feelings for me. I welcomed that notion as my best hope for resolution in the matter, concluding that if she didn’t come around, or at least think that we had a chance together, then my only wish would be that I never took part in her damn rite of passage ceremony to begin with.
From the bedroom, I walked straight to the kitchen, remembering about that beer in the fridge that I started to get earlier. The thought of it sounded mighty good about then. But something strange happened in the time it took between opening the refrigerator door and actually drinking the beer. Actually, it was two strange things. The first was the literal time it took. I remember looking at the clock, noting that it was five after five, a respectable time to be tapping my first brew. But when I popped the tab and took a swig, the clock had miraculously jumped ahead twenty minutes.
The second phenomenon––less mechanical, more supernatural––came in the form of clean dishes. What was once a messy pile of cups, plates and glasses waiting to be washed, was now a stack of cleaned and dried dishes sparkling pretty as can be on the counter.
I thought I might be losing my mind, until it suddenly dawned on me what happened. Lilith had used the icebox as another whisper box, directing a spell that made me wash the dishes! I realized then why she ran to me so quickly to apologize for the one she unleashed on me in her bedroom. She knew I was heading to the refrigerator for a beer and she didn’t want me to find her next little surprise so soon.
But that little surprise of hers gave me an idea. Ever since my return to prime, I suspected that I inherited something more in the rite of passage than just my newfound youth. Lilith’s incantation sparked a powerful spell that consumed us both in its breath. I remember her words exactly. ‘Banish weaker mortal souls, we summons thee of witch’s role. Through hexing slight of wizard’s slant, invoke thy magick, and essence grant.’
You can’t tell me that wasn’t an order to banish my mortal soul and grant me essence of magic, or magick, as she put it. The kicker came in her closing invocation. ‘By Rite of Passage this night begun, bestow upon thy soul plus one.’
That part was for me, the plus one. I tell you, it was really something. You had to be there.
Ever since then I’ve suspected I might have come out of the ritual with something other than the obvious. I was never really sure, though, until Lilith confirmed it. ‘You’re a witch. It’s there’, she said. She could see it in my eyes. And now the time for change had come. For too long, she exploited my affections for her by practicing her witchcraft on me, knowing that I would tolerate it for the chance of winning her over—but no more. Her little whisper box in the fridge gave me an idea; that and something Leona Diaz said.
I ran back to the bedroom, grabbed her laptop and headed out to the cyber Café. From there, I rode a virtual witch’s broom all over the world, sweeping through Witchit dot com and every other witch friendly site I could find until I had what I was looking for.
I didn’t return to the apartment until after midnight. Lilith was in bed by then, sleeping soundly. A note on the fridge said, Thanks for doing the dishes, and below that, a smiley face. I laughed at that and tossed the note in the trash. My nerves were wired, my brain frazzled and my wits at their end. But I felt alive, and glad to be home where I knew that a hot shower and a cold beer would make everything all right—well, almost everything.
After my shower, I tiptoed into Lilith’s room, kissed her on the top of her head and then retired to my own bed.
I was up and out by dawn, long before Lilith awoke. It’s not that I wanted to avoid her. I didn’t. But I told Carlos and Spinelli to meet me in the parking lot of the justice center early, and that meant sunrise. So I left the coffee on warm, the newspaper on the table and a note on the fridge that read simply, You’re welcome, below that, another smiley face.
I met up with the guys in the employee parking lot of the justice center. A couple of uniforms mistook them for vagrants and had momentarily cuffed them. As I got closer, I could see why. Carlos was dressed like a derelict whore in a rumpled knitted sweater, baggy yellow slacks with patches on the knees and a maroon kerchief around his head. Spinelli presented a less menacing threat, though with his smaller frame garbed in a heavy wool overcoat, Panama hat and sandals, he looked more like an old bag lady than he did a transient.
By the time I got there, they had just about straightened the whole thing out. One of the detectives from narcotics recognized both and vouched for their clearances.
When asked why they didn’t have their IDs with them, Carlos said simply, “We left them in the lockers with our street clothes.”
After a quick run back into the building so that the guys could retrieve their badges and wallets, we were on our way.
Because Spinelli’s car looked the rattiest, we all piled into it for the ride across town. I wasn’t going to say anything about the get-ups, but I just couldn’t resist when we got out at Minor’s Point and even the street corner bums there began laughing. Naturally, Carlos was first to take offence.
“Hey, I’m sorry,” I said. “But you two do look ridiculous. Is this your idea of working undercover?”
“Better than yours.”
I looked down at my attire: faded blue jeans with holes in the knees, a New England Patriots sweat shirt (slightly tattered, but not over the top) and work boots, well worn but watertight. “What’s wrong with the way I’m dressed?”
“Oh, it’s fine if you’re going to a pep rally.”
“A pep rally?” I looked over at Spinelli. For Carlos’ sake, he didn’t say anything, but when he shed his wool overcoat and pitched his Panama hat, I knew exactly where his allegiance lay.
We kicked our way up Dutton Street first, a curvy little road that leads to the train yard at Minor’s Point. We figured we’d see lots of transients along the way, but strangely, at every bend we saw just a glimpse of men in dark clothes slipping from our sights. The few that didn’t disappear on us were too drunk from the night before to try. Eventually we came across one old guy sitting in an alleyway between two warehouses, clutching an empty bottle, but awake enough to talk. Carlos asked him if he had a minute. The old boy took one look at us and spat on the ground.
“Bug off, oinkers,” he growled, and he spat again. “Got no need for pigs here.”
I stepped closer, but still maintained a respectful distance. “Do we look like cops to you?”
“That one does.” He said, pointing his bottle at Spinelli.
I turned to Dominic and whacked him on the arm. “I thought I told you not to shave.”
“I didn’t,” he said, framing his naked chin between his thumb and index finger.
I pointed at Carlos. “What about him?”
The old man eyeballed Carlos up and down carefully. His level of scrutiny surprised me, as I got the feeling that he really wasn’t sure. He pointed the bottleneck at him reluctantly and said, “Is he a cop, too?”
“Yes.”
He shrugged. “Huh. I wouldn’t a figured.”
“See!” said Carlos. “I told you.”
“Yeah, I pegged him for a transvestite. Thought ya was haulin` him in for solicitation or sum`um.”
I held my tongue on that. Spinelli, I’m afraid, was unable to exercise as much restraint. When he quit laughing long enough to stop annoying the old man, I asked him about me.
“You,” he said, “I wasn’t so sure `bout. Ya don’t look like a cop, but ya sure ain’t no hobo neither.”
“What are we doing wrong?”
He coiled back and sneered as though our presence nauseated him. “I’ll tell ya whatcha doin` wrong. You’re wastin` my time. Now, why don’t ya git?”
“Wasting your time?” said Carlos, and just the tone of his voice caused the old man to shrink back against the wall. “I’ll show you whose time we’re wasting.” Carlos started toward him, but I grabbed his arm at the elbow and reeled him back in. He gave me a scornful eye, and under his breath said, “Tony, I wasn’t gonna hurt him. I’m doing the good cop bad cop thing.”
I nodded like I knew that. “Sure, next time, huh? For now let’s try another approach.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out a stack of bills. “How much is five minutes of your time worth,” I asked the old man.
He answered without hesitating. “A shiner.”
“A what?”
“A shiner, a double nickel.”
I looked to Spinelli. “That’s ten bucks,” he said.
“For five minutes!” I peeled five ones off the top of my stack. “Here. This is enough to set you up for tonight. Take it or leave it.”
The old man thought about it for all of two seconds. Then, like a cobra, he snatched it from my hand and tucked it inside his shoe.
“All right. We good?” I asked.
He dished up a near-toothless grin. “Weez good, Capt`n.”
“Okay, tell me. What are we doing wrong? What’s it take to look like a hobo?”
The old man pointed at my sweatshirt. “First off, lose that. A hobo always wears dark clothing. It helps him hide in the shadows so the bulls don’t git`em.”
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