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He lost track of how long he had been in the office, sitting in a desk chair that was adjusted a little too low to the ground for his liking. It wasn’t just the height of the chair making him uncomfortable. He felt like everything in the room was out of proportion, as if the office was constructed to make visitors feel small. It didn’t help that he passed the time staring across the top of an oversized executive desk. It was a damn fine piece of furniture he was sure, probably expensive and heavy as an elephant. But he had been staring at it for way too long.
Behind the desk, a wide view from the window overlooked Boston. He could see the lights of Fenway Park in the not so far distance. He remembered his last game there, sitting on top of the Green Monster peering down over third base. He had paid a fortune for those tickets, close to $200 per seat to take a girl on a date that she would never forget. Her name was Sara and she was the girl he was going to propose to. She had walked hand in hand with him down Lansdowne Street before the game, watching the crowds of people in Red Sox gear line up for beer, downing hot dogs and laughing. There was so much festivity in the air. He had looked into her eyes, smiled and thought, ‘yeah, this could be the rest of my life.’
The rest of the night hadn’t gone well. Sara ignored the game completely, taking pictures with the group of guys sitting next to her between every inning and spending most of the at bats in line for beer. He finally tried to coax her to sit still for one inning - during the bottom of the fifth when the heart of the Sox order was up to bat. She just wasn’t interested. He was the one who wanted to go to the game. He was the one who wanted to sit on the Green Monster just once in his life. He left her alone after she told him that. She did manage to sit through the sixth inning armed with two beers. The guys left before the eighth inning, leaving them with a wide open view of right field. A dozen plus pictures had ended up in a photo album from that weekend. He was in two of them.
In the end, it hadn’t been his choice to break up. He hadn’t objected either. It wasn’t just the game that had made the decision easy. That was just one afternoon. It was the fact that he had believed she was worth marrying and he hated finding out that he was wrong.
He looked away from the window. He had no idea how much more time had passed. His butt started to ache from sitting for so long. His stomach was growling softly, threatening to break the silence in the room. The tension of just sitting there was starting to make him crazy. There was a growing buzz in his head urging him to yell, to jump out of his chair and leap up and down like a monkey, to race along the walls like a maniac. He took a deep breath and let the calm prevail. He was a seasoned veteran at keeping his cool. Lose your head, lose your sale as his motto went. On the outside, he kept himself as peaceful as a dead man. Only the sound of his breathing and the rise and fall of his chest spoiled the illusion.
Then there was the gentleman standing stiffly on the other side of the desk, his arms crossed over his chest. He was framed in the glare of daylight coming in from the window. His face was all sharp angles, accented by carefully crafted scruff around his upper lip and chin. He was impeccably dressed in a modern cut three-piece black suit and his mid-length hair had been sculpted to keep the bangs out of his face. His skin was tan, his face young, his fingers manicured. Except for the scowl on his face, he could have been a male model.
“Mr. Walters,” the man said, “My name is Mr. Marlow. My employer has requested that I contact you with a job offer.”
The silence broken, Matt took a deep breath. So this was a job interview? That’s why he was here? He had the urge to relax a little more, slouch down in the chair or cross his legs but he noticed that Marlow hadn’t moved a single inch from where he had been standing. He hadn’t shifted his weight or uncrossed him arms. Matt could almost imagine that he hadn’t even spoken.
He honestly had no idea what this guy was talking about. He had never been recruited for anything. He had never finished his bachelor’s degree, really had no work experience that didn’t take place on a sales floor. But since Marlow had brought him here, surely he knew that much about him at least. It had to be some kind of sales job, he decided.
He looked down at his clothes. He was wearing red sweatpants and a white Boston University sweatshirt that was a size too small and always made him feel like a mummy when he slept in it. He wished he had on something more appropriate for a job negotiation than ankle socks and tennis shoes. He could smell the lingering cigarette odor on his clothes. He had once calculated that he had smoked 5,000 cigarettes in this sweatshirt alone. Weird that he wasn’t craving one at the moment. Not that he would ever get up from an interview to go outside and smoke.
“The position we are filling is that of an observer. We have the need for an agent who can be in the field and follow certain events as they unfold.”
“What? Like a reporter?” Matt asked.
Marlow acted like he hadn’t heard the question. He let the silence take back the room.
“What kind of job is that?” Matt asked eventually.
“A job for which you will be extremely well compensated.”
Matt looked down and took some time examining the pattern of the carpet under his feet. Money was a big motivator to him but he didn’t like the fact that Marlow was already using it as leverage. Salary negotiations were a tricky business. He tried to give the impression that he was so uninterested in the job that the length of carpeting was more interesting than anything Marlow had to say about it. He looked up to see if Marlow was catching the message and faced a measured look of such utter boredom that Matt finally understood he was an amateur playing a pro’s game.
“Are you interested, Mr. Walters?”
Matt knew something about negotiating. You had to if you lived and died by your commissions. He made his living negotiating with customers. The trick was knowing who had the edge. The person that wanted it less always had the upper hand in the negotiation. Knowing that was vital to a successful outcome. You could be the person at a disadvantage and still come out on top as long as you understood what both sides had to gain in the negotiation and knew who needed it more.
In this case though, he didn’t get it.
“Frig, dude, I don’t even understand what you’re talking about.”
Marlow took a moment to examine the floor at his feet. He was imitating Matt and they both knew it. “Tell me, Mr. Walters, what is the last thing you remember before being here?”
At first, his brain refused to give him much of anything but murk and fuzz. How had he gotten here anyway? He didn’t remember being called about a job or even coming up an elevator to this floor. There was no secretary that had seen him into the room. He had just opened his eyes and was sitting in this chair, staring out the window. The realization hit him like a hammer. This was a dream. A fucking dream.
“This is not a dream,” Marlow said.
“You would say that in a dream, wouldn’t you? How the hell else are you going to explain that you read my mind?”
Marlow actually smiled, which was disconcerting. There was no real amusement in his smile. “This is not my first time, Mr. Walters. Shall we discuss the details of the contract?”
Matt shrugged. What the hell? Was he really in a position to say no?
“You will not return to your life. You no longer have a job with Honda. You will be given a two-bedroom condo in Boston for personal use. The mortgage will be paid for by your employer on your behalf. You will be given use of a car and a designated parking spot, also paid for on your behalf. In between assignments, you will do,” he paused for a beat, “anything you want.” He spread his arms out as if offering Matt the world. “You will be provided a corporate credit card for expenditures and a monthly salary. When you receive assignments, you will be expected to be at a specific location as an observer only, for the full length of the event in question, many of them critical to the course of history.”
Matt guffawed. He couldn’t help himself.
“You will not interfere with what happens. You will not leave the scene until the event is completed. As our representative, your only job is to observe on our behalf. What you see, we will see. What you hear, we will hear. When your assignment is completed, you simply go back to doing whatever it is you want.”
He snorted. “That sounds like a pretty good deal. Why are you offering it to me?”
Marlow leaned back against the window sill. “The last thing you remember?” Marlow reminded him.
He concentrated, feeling as though he was pushing deep into his brain, pushing his hands deep into the gunk looking for something to grasp on to. He remembered rain. It had started to rain when they were downtown. He and friends were drinking at a bar on Devonshire. He had wanted to leave to keep to the schedule. The rain had started to pour. Sebastian Stanwood, his friends called him Bash, had made the joke, “God is pissed.” Erik Fane had laughed. The three of them knew that they were going to get drenched but had left anyway. It had been hard to see anything. It was raining so damn hard. And then...
And then…
“I don’t remember,” he finally admitted.
“Allow me to fill in the gap. As you left the bar with your friends, your cell phone rang in your pocket. You stopped but your friends kept walking, crossing into the street. A man driving a car came down the road at that time. He only saw your friends crossing the road at the last moment. He swerved to avoid hitting them and instead rolled up on to the sidewalk and hit you. You were crushed between the fender of the car and the building. The accident was regrettably,” he paused, “fatal.”
Matt leaped right out of his chair like he had been electrocuted. “How the hell would you know that?” he shouted.
Marlow gave him such a look of ridicule that he fell back into the chair as if he had been pushed.
“Do we have a deal?”
“How the hell should I know? You just told me I’m dead. How can I even be here talking to you?”
Marlow came around the desk. He lifted a document off of his desk and handed it to Matt. “Your contract.”
He took the papers from Marlow’s hands but didn’t bother to even look at them. He was dead then? He didn’t feel dead.
“Your parents are having a private funeral ceremony this week,” Marlow was saying as he walked back around the desk, “and your friends are holding their own memorial service for you today. Please be aware that if you should run into someone you know, deliberately or accidentally, they will not recognize you. Although you look the same, retain memories of your life and stay the essence of who you are, no matter what you say to them, they won’t know you. It’s just a…a cosmic requirement, if you will. Think of it as a chance to reinvent yourself. All of the possibilities of starting over fresh.”
Well Marlow wasn’t a very convincing salesman, but then again, did he have to be? Matt gaped at the contract in his hand. It was as thick as the ones signed by his customers. He fanned the pages but didn’t stop to read any of it. The last page had a line for his signature. “What happens if I say no?”
“Your life is over. In the afterlife, you lose all connection to the self you are now. It is not unpleasant, from a certain perspective.” Marlow said this as if the thought revolted him.
Matt tossed the contract back on the desk. So much for negotiating from a position of power. A new life or no life at all? “What does that even mean? Am I dead or not?”
Marlow responded, “Let me tell you something about how the universe works, Mr. Walters. While you still retain the imprint of who you are, you live. Death is merely a cessation of self.”
“From a certain perspective?” Matt finished sarcastically.
Marlow nodded as though he had spoken seriously. “Do we have a deal?”
It could have been a dream. Even if he wasn’t dreaming, he only had Marlow’s word for what had happened to him. It didn’t feel like a dream. It felt like any other day in his life except that he wasn’t at work or hanging around his friends. His friends…
How were his friends handling his death? Matt’s memories before they left the bar weren’t clouded the way they were after. He remembered the three of them had been standing at the bar with beers already in their hands. Bash had started a conversation with some guy waiting to put in his beer order with the bartender. The guy was wearing dark eye make-up, a lip ring, and had spiked his hair straight up into a wall. He was short enough that he had a hard time catching the bartender’s attention except for the hair. Erik and Matt had gotten a good laugh about it.
After the kid had gotten his beers and walked away, Erik asked, “Was that an elf?”
“Aren’t elves taller?” Bash answered.
“That’s why I’m asking, Bash.” He snapped his fingers a couple of times. “What’re the ones with wings?”
“You’re thinking pixies,” Bash told him.
Erik looked at Matt for help. Matt just shook his head. “What was the green girl in Moulin Rouge?”
Matt looked over at him coolly, “Never saw it.”
“Fairy,” Bash answered. Then he corrected himself, “Pixie.”
“You two are fairies,” Matt joked.
Erik looked offended. Then he snapped his finger, “Dwarf.”
“I think dwarfism is an actual thing,” Bash said.
“So?”
He laughed. “I’m just saying. If you’re sticking to mythical creatures, Erik, he was not a dwarf.”
They probably would have argued about it longer, but Matt was the kind of guy who lived by a schedule. And once he had one in his head, he stuck to it. They had agreed to meet some girls at another bar near the North End. It wouldn’t have been much of a hike from there if it hadn’t been raining. Matt got Erik and Bash to agree to find a taxi cab to take them over there. Once they were outside, with the rain coming down in sheets, it was impossible to see anything.
And then some driver had hit Matt and killed him. He didn’t remember that part at all fortunately. His friends were probably a mess. Marlow had said they were having a memorial this afternoon. He could just show up and make sure they were okay. He would try not to be disruptive, and he could leave right away if he needed to. Worst case scenario, he might have to pretend to be a cousin or someone who knew him distantly.
The office was starting to close in on him. Though nothing moved, not even the two of them, he felt like everything was shrinking, leaving him no room to breathe. Marlow was staring him down. Matt made his decision. Whatever happened later, he had to get out of this office right now. “So where do I sign?”
Marlow placed a pen on the desk. Matt picked up the packet and placed it in his lap. He leafed through to the last page and scratched his signature on a blank line above his printed name. “Mr. Tan will arrange all of your paperwork,” Marlow said, “and provide you a copy of your contract should you want to refer to it later.”
“Mr. Tan?”
Marlow pointed to the door. Matt was dismissed. As he headed out to find Mr. Tan, a thought occurred to him. With one foot over the threshold, he looked back at Marlow and asked him, “You’re not the devil, are you?”
Marlow smiled for the second time. This time he was amused. “No, I am not. I only work for him.” His smile widened and Matt knew he had fallen down the rabbit hole.
“And now, so do you.”
Matt found Mr. Tan in the only open office on the floor, marked with a nameplate that said Tan Yue. He was a medium-height older Asian man. Mr. Tan came around the desk to shake hands with him. Then he disappeared behind stacks of paper that cluttered the desk. Matt realized that he had never discussed his new salary before he signed the contract. That Marlow was slick.
“The paperwork already prepared, Mr. Walters.”
“Really? I only signed my contract a minute ago.”
Mr. Tan nodded so that it looked to Matt like his head bobbed up and down on a sea of paper. Finally, he came back around the desk with a thick stack of pages, each requiring Matt’s signature, including a W-4. He began filling in his name, address and signature while Mr. Tan stood over him and supervised. He didn’t understand the point of paying taxes if he was dead. His income had to be reported to the government?
“So, how much am I making anyway?” he asked, trying to make it a casual question.
Mr. Tan looked up in mock surprise, “You already dead, what you need money for?”
“How else am I supposed to get by?”
Mr. Tan barked a laugh. “Don’t worry. You get paycheck, credit card to use. You pay taxes even.”
“Yeah there’s that…” Being dead was starting to sound a lot like being alive.
“You understood how works. I call or send letter. You go. Watch. Listen. When over, you leave. In between, do whatever.”
“Do whatever, cool.”
He handed Matt a set of keys. “Keys to condo. Car downstairs in lot, space C8. Keys to car.” He handed Matt another key. “Corporate card for you.”
Matt admired the card. He had never had one before. “So I can do anything I want?”
Mr. Tan nodded again, shuffling papers in every direction.
“You do whatever.”
“Cool.”
Mr. Tan spent a few minutes photocopying everything and stuffing an envelope with copies of everything he had just signed. Matt was shooed out the door. Mr. Tan smiled and waved at him as he wandered further down the hall. He felt a little like Dorothy being sent on her way to the Emerald City. At the end of the hall, he found the elevator bank and rode down to the parking level in the basement. The car was parked in the space Mr. Tan had indicated. A Honda, he noticed. Someone’s idea of irony.
He turned the key in the ignition and fiddled with the radio stations. “Can I still have sex?” he mused out loud. A chill ran down his back. “God tell me I still have a penis.” He jammed his hand into his sweat pants and flicked his penis a couple times, relieved that he could still give himself a half boner. “Shit.”
Whistling along to the radio, he pulled out of the garage into late afternoon traffic. Marlow had said the memorial service was today, but didn’t tell him where or when. His new condo could wait. He wanted to make sure he got to the memorial. He looked down at his outfit. The sweat pants weren’t very attractive, and he didn’t want to be disrespectful. It wasn’t everyday you went to your own memorial.
Two blocks away was the Prudential Center. As an example of luxury lifestyle, an idea like the Prudential Center was probably past its prime. The commercial skyscraper was built in the 60’s, anchored by an upscale mall on the ground floor. At one time, it had been one of the tallest towers in the United States, but could claim to be only the second tallest building in Boston these days. Matt used to sneak down here once in a while after school. He had always been independent and expected to entertain himself until his parents got home from work. They thought he was watching TV in the afternoons or doing his homework. Sometimes, he was. Other times, he would get on the Green Line and go as far into the city as he could. He just had to be back before his parents. As he got older, he preferred to wander among the city’s historical neighborhoods like Beacon Hill and the North End. There was more of a sense of Boston’s culture and history downtown. History that was not just in the obvious places like along the Freedom Trail, but in the brownstones and the government buildings and the churches.
He knew that he didn’t want to lose those memories. His life now was only worth it if he could keep the memories of his past. Otherwise, he became someone else entirely. That had been Marlow’s point, he realized.
He pulled into the Pru parking lot and headed into a department store with his new corporate card in hand. He didn’t have his wallet, no driver’s license and no cash. He hoped Saks didn’t ask too many questions.
The sales woman was older with frizzy blonde hair and crazy purple-painted lips. She eyeballed his unkempt appearance with obvious distaste. The look she gave him was somewhere between homeless guy off the street and maintenance man here to change the light bulb. Her nose was wrinkled in disgust, but she gamely approached him and asked if he needed any help.
“I’m sorry,” he began, playing up a sad expression and speaking softly so she had to lean closer to hear him, “I need a suit for a funeral.” He saw her confusion. “I know how it looks. You wouldn’t believe the kind of day I’ve had.” He smiled at her. She warmed up slowly. “But I need the suit now because I can’t go…” he stopped himself from saying “to my own funeral” and ended with, “dressed like this.”
She nodded sympathetically. “Someone you were close to?”
“You could say that.”
After that she was all smiles, tripping over herself to find clothes for him to wear. He figured no one would walk into Saks Fifth Avenue who couldn’t afford to, especially a store inside the Prudential Center. He hoped his corporate card worked as promised. He ended up with a two-button black Armani suit with a notch lapel, new shoes and a gray Gucci-pattern tie. With the shirt and a three-pack of black socks, the total came to almost $2500. He handed over the credit card, which the sales woman swiped without missing a beat. She handed it back to him and said, “You forgot to sign the back of your card.”
He flipped it over. “You’re right. Just got this one in the mail.” He borrowed her pen and signed the back of the card and then the sales receipt. He already had signed his name too many times today. She tried to hand him a bag with his old clothes and he waved at her. “You can toss it.” But he kept the BU sweatshirt.
The suit wasn’t a perfect fit, but there wasn’t time to have it tailored. He still looked pretty sharp. Out of habit, he stopped at a convenience store and bought a pack of cigarettes and a new lighter. He waited until he was back in the car before lighting up and taking a long drag. Maybe it took more than death to kick a cigarette habit?
While he was being measured in the store, he had decided on a plan of action. He would drive to Bash’s house, pretend to be some long lost buddy of Matt’s and ask for the time and location of the service. Even better if Bash wasn’t home. Matt could ask one of the roommates he lived with, who would be less likely to follow up with uncomfortable questions.
He took the surface roads from Boston to Newton, a sprawling suburban city west of Boston and his hometown. Matt had lived his entire life within the city limits. He had thought about moving to Boston or living somewhere more concentrated with people his age or “more hip” as his mother would say. But his job was here, his parents were here and his friends were here, so he had never left. He suddenly realized how close to his parents’ house he was driving. The thought made him uncomfortable, but there were a couple of turns he could take to avoid getting any closer to their street. He reached for his pack of cigarettes on the passenger seat but after a moment’s hesitation, just left them there.
It had snowed since his accident, he noticed as he drove. A recent coating of snow had layered itself over the front yards and across the rooftops. A lot of the snow was still white and hadn’t accumulated the dirt that eventually coated it black.
Bash lived on the far side of Newton in a village called Auburndale. Matt managed the rest of the drive without another cigarette until he pulled up a few blocks away from Bash’s house. He lit a cigarette and hoped that the smell wasn’t too strong when he got out of the car.
Bash lived with two roommates in a two-family Cape style house. Their unit was on the left, the other unit was on the right. It had the white bevel-siding that was typical of houses in the area and a rundown, weathered look that seemed to persist through generations of paint coats. There was no central air conditioning; only vent heating along the floor and a hefty oil bill from October to April, though that was typical of a lot of the older homes in Boston. Bash’s unit had a half-sized second floor where the three bedrooms were.
His car was in the driveway, but from the street Matt couldn’t tell if anyone was at home. The sun had just set and he expected to see some lights on or something. He went up the front steps and knocked anyway. Marlow had said Matt wouldn’t be recognized by anyone that had known him, but he had seen himself in the mirror and he looked just the same as he did yesterday. Well, except for the $1800 suit. If no one answered, he wasn’t even sure what he would do.
Bash himself finally opened the door, almost a full minute after Matt had knocked. He looked tired and pale, Matt thought. He had bags under his eyes and for once in his life he wasn’t smiling or laughing about something. He wore a blue knit sweater and slacks but no socks or shoes. So he was either about to leave or had just gotten back from the memorial.
Matt had secretly been hoping his friend would give him a big hug and a “welcome back” and they could just slip into their old banter. The happy reunion wasn’t starting out so well. “Sorry,” Bash said, “You’re a little early. I’m not totally ready for guests. But come in, please. I shouldn’t leave you outside, it’s getting really cold.” He turned away, holding the door open for Matt.
“Fuck, Sebastian,” Matt murmured.
Bash was standing half in shadow, trapped between the twilight and the dimly lit hallway. He looked back at Matt. “Have we met?”
“What? No, I’ve just heard a lot about you.” Lame answer. He got along with Bash better than any man alive. If one of them had been a chick, they would have probably been married with kids by now.
“Oh. How did you know Matt?”
In the department store, he had given this some thought. He had batted around a few more of the obvious choices, looking for the relationship that was the easiest to explain without saying much about it. Cousin? Coworker? Brother? “We went out a couple of times,” he began and then stopped. No, he told himself, that didn’t sound right.
“You went on dates?” Bash asked. He had a very strange expression on his face, one Matt hadn’t seen before in the twenty years they had been friends.
“I mean coworker. I’m his coworker.”
Bash barked loudly as if Matt had told a joke. It was almost worth misspeaking to see him laugh a little. Matt tried to laugh too but it sounded forced.
“Nice try, dude, Matt was straight as a pole. Dude never met a gay joke he didn’t like.” What was he saying? Was Bash calling him homophobic? Matt was dismayed. Bash saw the look on his face and stopped laughing. “What did you say your name was?”
How the hell had he gotten a reputation for being a bigot? He lived in Massachusetts for crap sake. It was practically a requirement to support the gays here. Wait, what had Bash just asked him? His name? “Hal. Um, Hal Jordan.” He definitely hadn’t thought about that ahead of time. He had just taken on the true identity of the Green Lantern. He stuck his hand out so Bash could shake it. Here was hoping he could survive the rest of this evening without saying or doing anything to make him look like a bigger ass. “And if Matt made gay jokes, it was just good fun. He didn’t mean anything by it.”
Bash raised an eyebrow at that, but didn’t hesitate to shake his hand. “A cover, you’re saying? He made gay jokes so no one would suspect he was gay? That’s pretty cliché, isn’t it? The closet case self-hater? It was a pretty convincing act then. He screwed a lot of girls in his time.”
Matt pushed his way inside the house. So he had a reputation as a stud? That was a good one to hear. He stopped dead in the hallway. Did he just out himself to his best friend?
Bash closed the door behind him and followed him into the living room. The house had been picked up and candles were lit along the fireplace. Matt could hear one of the roommates in the kitchen off to the right. He had a pretty strong urge to turn around and leave before he ran into anyone else who had known him.
“Can I take your coat?” Matt shrugged out of his jacket and handed it to Bash, who laid it over the end of a chair. “Are you seriously telling me that you were dating Matt? And that he never told his closest friends?”
“I take it back,” he said. “I just…I am a coworker of Matt’s. I just spoke without thinking.” Crap, did he ever...being a secret boyfriend wasn’t exactly the kind of cover story he had been aiming for. Being the jackass coworker wasn’t looking any better. He opened his mouth to say something else and then just looked at Bash. Really looked at him.
He looked so sad, so fucking dejected. He had collapsed into the armchair and was watching Matt fidget. Matt gave a big sigh and took a seat on the couch a foot from his best friend. “Look, sometimes, you don’t think about things because it’s harder to think about it than to leave it alone, you know?”
He smiled a little. “Okay, Hal. It’s cool. Sara said he wasn’t very good in bed anyway.”
Matt almost pitched off the couch. He pulled himself upright and said, “Well now, I don’t know how he was with women, but my man was pretty satisfying in bed.” Bash looked at him like he had lost his mind. He probably had. So much for avoiding uncomfortable questions.
“I thought you said you misspoke?”
He was saved by someone coming into the room. He looked up and grimaced. Or things were about to get worse.
“Oh Sara,” Bash said, “This is Hal. He says he and Matt were lovers.”
“From a certain perspective,” Matt added. Why was he still talking?
Still, he expected Sara to laugh or yell or do something melodramatic and loud. She was the queen of blowing things out of proportion. Although he knew she would be here, he had been hoping that running into her would remind him of the good times they had instead of the stuff that had happened at the tail end of their relationship.
Sara just looked at him for a few seconds and then said matter-of-factly, “That explains a lot.”
“Hey!” Matt cried out without meaning to. Bitch.
“Oh Hal, I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just...Matt never seemed very interested in being close. It wasn’t just me that thought so. A lot of girls thought he was cold.”
The thing about him and Sara was that they never argued. They had disagreed a lot. But neither one of them had ever spoken out of anger to the other. Up until now, he had always told himself that they never yelled because they never had to. Now he just realized they had avoided saying anything meaningful to each other at all.
Bash chimed in, “Yeah, that’s true. He wasn’t very nice to the girls he dated. I guess now we know why.” So on top of hating gays, he hated women too? Coming here was turning out to be a great decision. Maybe he should just take a dump on the carpet and set it on fire? “But how come he never mentioned you?” Bash asked him.
Because I just made him up, Matt wanted to say. Instead he said, “I don’t know. Sara, look, I know how you feel…” He stood and moved to cup her two hands in his like they used to.
She pulled away, alarmed. “Do you?”
“Well, yeah. You just lost a guy you went out with, and a good friend…”
“Listen Jack, Hal, whatever your name is. You don’t know anything about me. It is fine that you wanted to be here tonight to remember Matt, but don’t presume just because he told you a few things about his friends that you know anything about us. You have no idea what I’m going through, got it?”
She glanced over at Bash and then stormed out of the room.
“Well, I need to finish getting ready.” He stood up from the recliner and walked towards the bedroom. “People should be arriving pretty soon. Help yourself to something from the bar if you want.” Matt could hardly blame him for the cold exit.
How many times this evening was he going to have the exact conversation about how he was bad in bed, a closet case, and a misogynist? Why had he come here? Better question, did he have to stay much longer?
It might be weird to his friends if he just left. But there was no real reason why he couldn’t just walk out right now while they were both in other rooms. Nobody knew how to find him and they could just think whatever they wanted about him. The important point was to not make the situation any worse.
Some part of him was curious enough to stick it out. He perversely wanted to see the tears and hear the memories. While he was thinking about escaping, guests began to filter into the house. Matt was secretly delighted at how quickly the living room filled up. He recognized everyone, but he hadn’t realized just how devastated they would be at hearing he had died. To save himself any further embarrassment, he introduced himself as “a friend” and avoided being more specific. He was more interested in eavesdropping and watching his friends’ reactions as they mourned than talking to them. Within a few minutes, he took up a position in the corner of the room near the kitchen and greeted people with a solemn nod whenever they drifted too close. The plan worked perfectly until Erik arrived.
He expected Erik to be a miserable wreck; to look like had just lost his best friend. A few tears were in order. Maybe he would have the strung out look of too many beers the past few nights.
Erik came in wearing a suit that was too small for him. He got points for dressing appropriately instead of just wearing a Red Sox cap and a golf shirt. Matt watched him from across the room as he had a quiet consultation with Bash. More than once, both of them looked over at him, and one time, Bash actually pointed in his direction. If it hadn’t been too obvious, Matt would have slipped into the kitchen and out the back door. He sensed what was about to happen a heartbeat before Erik started shouting.
“Fuck you!” Erik yelled across the room, plowing through the tight crowd of friends straight for him. “Fuck you!” he repeated, stopping just in front of him. He jabbed a stubby finger into Matt’s chest. “You’re a fucking liar, Mr. Jordan. Or should I call you the Green fuckin’ Lantern?”
“Excuse me?” was all Matt could think of to say. Every person in the room was watching them now. As a general rule, most people thought Erik was an ass when they first met him. But here and now, Matt wouldn’t be surprised if he had the sympathy of the other guests.
“I’ve known Matt Walters for 20 years. He was not a fag.”
Matt raised his voice to match Erik’s. “Yeah well, maybe you didn’t know him that well,” he said. It was crazy that they were fighting about this. He was irked that Erik was fucking up his memorial gathering and not the least bit touched that Erik was defending his sexuality by insisting that he was straight.
“You didn’t know him at all,” Erik roared. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”
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