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1
I woke up with a headache. No. That doesn't do it justice. It wasn't just a throb. It was like unskilled construction workers had bored into my skull and filled it with resin. I could feel those little cracks that you see in pictures of skulls, drooling with the stuff and coming apart.
I grabbed my head and dug through the hair to see if anything was coming out. It was hot and damp but it wasn't sticky. I was hot all over, which made sense, because it was summer. I didn't hear the A/C so I figured I'd turned it off. It was cool that night, I remembered, in one of those sudden memories you get after a blackout.
I went over the parts of the playlist that hadn't gotten washed away. Saturday night. Bars. Bourbon. Friends, they left at some point. (Went to get cigarettes, never came back. No, that was last time.) Street swimming in front of me. Long, long time at the ATM machine trying to figure out what buttons to push. The card came back? Yes, but where did I put it? I felt for my pocket. No pants, no underwear.
Now I felt ashamed. I didn't even remember undressing. Jesus. I hated to think what I was like the night before, though I probably wasn't naked then. Also I was afraid something bad had happened.
But that was normal. Customary even. It went with bad hangovers, and this was very bad, maybe the all-time champ. I was progressing. There's something to be said for that. Most people don't have the perseverance, they get to a certain point and say, oh no, no more of this for me. Obviously I had stick-to-it-iveness. Grandpa always said that was what made a man.
Now I had to figure out if I'd been rolled. The pain was bad even for a hangover; maybe I had a concussion. The damp on my head might be blood even if it wasn't sticky maybe by scratching it I'd made it bleed again. I even thought I smelled blood that butcher-shop smell. Maybe I'd taken out some ground chuck I was too drunk to cook, and left it out to spoil. Maybe I'd shit blood. I wouldn't be surprised.
I brought my fingers in front of my face and opened my eyes. (It took a while; the lids were stuck.) My hands shook but there was no blood. Soft light glowed in the curtains. At least I hadn't slept the day away.
I tried to push myself up and found no covers, no sheets, and no bed. Just floor.
I raised my head a few inches. I was in my bedroom, on the floor next to my bed. I turned my head and saw the storage boxes and dust under the bed, and a couple of coins. And I could see something else past the boxes, too, in the little bits of daylight between them. It was white and long. Fingers, stretched but relaxed like they were playing a tone cluster on a piano. And more flesh behind that. Someone lying there.
Hello.
I pushed myself up and leaned back against the wall, turned my head and saw a girl in my bed. A cute girl, a naked girl.
I pulled myself up the wall and went into the living room. Everything was as I expected couch, TV, bookcases, chair, newspapers. Went back to the kitchen: Sink, dishes, glasses, pans. There was a half-empty bottle of Jack Daniels on the counter. I didn't remember buying it, but that wasn't so bad as long as I couldn't smell it.
Everything was quiet. I could hear somebody talking on the street, two floors down. I thought: Two people? Naked? What sort of a party was that? Maybe we could talk about it over coffee.
Whoever they were, they weren't moving. Out cold. I had the advantage. I took a deep breath and tiptoed back in there.
The girl was pale in the faint blue light from the drapes. Her long blond hair was mostly smushed under her head, but some of it stretched out to the left. Her face was relaxed, mouth slightly open smooth face, prominent cheekbones, long jaw. There was a beauty mark near her mouth on the right side.
She really was out. Her eyelids weren't even completely closed. Her right arm lay palm down, the left palm up. Her legs were a little apart, not much, and her feet splayed out. She was young (not underage young, I was relieved to see) and very thin; her skin was smooth. A little tattoo around her left ankle, a green vine. She had nice tits, medium size, just enough weight for them to drool down a few inches in a pleasant way; big brown aureoles, small nipples.
A fly landed on her belly and walked around.
I touched her arm. It was cool. I mean, temperature wise.
Oh oh.
I put my fingers on her cheek, shook it. The skin was firm. Her head turned very slowly toward me, then stopped.
I grabbed her wrist, lifted. Her arm was heavy. I dropped it. It bounced once, then was still.
Okay, I thought, wait a minute, you don't have all the information. I walked around to see who was on the other side, on the floor.
This one was a guy. He was young, too, naked and thin, too, but hairy and darker than the girl. His eyes and mouth were open and under his nose and along one side of his forehead were patches of dark, dried blood.
I vaulted over the bed and over the girl and into the living room, stood a while, then sat on the couch, put my head between my knees and my hands on my forehead.
Oh no oh no oh no oh no.
I tried to think who the fuck they were and where the fuck they came from. Later I could figure what the fuck had happened and how they wound up dead. But nothing was coming. If I brought a girl home and went to bed with her and blacked out, I would remember something. I'd have at least little fuzzy film clips of sex, probably unsuccessful pathetic sex, but there was none of that.
I'd remember having sex with a guy. I mean, I guess.
But I remembered no sex at all. The people looked kind of familiar, the way certain people you see on the street might stick in your mind. But I remembered nothing, no conversation, no undressing. And I didn't see any clothes in the apartment except mine. Maybe they were hung up in the closet, though it wasn't the kind of situation where you'd do that.
I hear it's not unusual to imagine you've killed someone. I've imagined it many times, usually out of nowhere on very bad days. This wasn't really so different. I was feeling everything that went with real guilt fear, confusion, nausea, despair. But I usually felt those things anyway. The dead people just made it more vivid.
Either I was a totally deranged killer, or something was really weird.
I looked around for anything with blood on it, anything I might have used, but though I looked hard, I couldn't find a thing.
I went to the bathroom and looked in the mirror. I looked beat to shit, but figuratively. No blood. No cuts or bruises. No scrapes on my knuckles.
There was blood on the kitchen floor, though. A nice-sized bit of dried blood, streaked, like someone had tried to clean it up with paper towels. Which I found in my trash.
There were two of them. No matter how drunk, I couldn't. I just couldn't.
I decided I hadn't done it.
Unfortunately I wasn't the only person I'd have to convince.
I went to the air conditioner and turned it up all the way. Until I figured this out I thought I'd better keep the room cold. I sniffed: That was a blood smell, alright. Who knew what it smelled like in the hall?
I dressed and I went into the hall, closed the door and took a few whiffs. It smelled, as usual, of my neighbor's blunts, sesame oil from the vegetarians downstairs, and Lysol. That was good. But there was a folded note taped to my door. I grabbed and opened it. It was from my upstairs neighbors.
Jim,
The music last night was OUT OF CONTROL. I know its the weekend and you are usualy quiet but DONT DO THIS AGAIN OR WELL CALL THE COPS!!!
- T&R
Oh shit. So there had been noise. But just music! They didn't write, "The murder last night was OUT OF CONTROL."
I went back in and checked the CD player. Arcade Fire was in the tray. Not really murder music. Maybe I had Slayer on during The Act.
I was standing there looking at the note. CALL THE COPS!!! I tried to even imagine explaining it. I saw the fat, blank faces of cops staring at me, the bodies being photographed in the background, cuffs gleaming and jangling on their belts.
Someone had to be setting me up. But who'd want to? My friends weren't the nicest guys but this was just evil. I wished I could remember who I was drinking with. I knew I was alone at first. I'd just wanted out of the apartment. I figured I'd play some pool. But I didn't remember even picking up a cue.
I needed cleaning supplies. I had to get the blood up before it stained the old, thirsty wood. If I could think of anything better I'd do that.
I headed out and started walking toward the grocery store. It was Sunday morning, not a busy time of day. There were some guys sitting on stoops, looking hung over; some old people walking to church, dressed up nice. People I recognized, no one I really knew.
I got to the crappy little Associated. I noticed all the people moving past me old people pushing carts full of groceries, hipsters studying rows of cans and boxes like they were some kind of psychological test, children looking for their favorite cereal. I wished I were one of them. This was even worse than the shitty life I was living before the corpses showed up. I missed that life now and wanted it back, wanted it so badly that I started thinking in cliches: I wished last night had never happened, I wished I could turn back time, I would be grateful for my lousy little life, if I could get it back I would do something useful with it...
I got two scary-looking scrub-brushes, a bottle of yellow cleaner with skulls and crossbones on it, and several boxes of the biggest trash bags they had.
I brought that home, left it in the kitchen and, after taking a peep to make sure everybody was still dead, went and sat on the couch. I wasn't ready to touch them yet.
I wanted to cry. I wanted someone to help me.
I was never the sharing type. Usually if I was going through something bad I would sit alone with it as long as I could, then get drunk and blubber it all out to whoever would listen. That wasn't going to work this time. The old saying was that a friend is someone who'll help you get rid of the bodies. Well, what friend like that did I have?
First I thought of Wiley, because he was totally amoral (and because he had a strong build, which would come in handy). He'd been a police cadet, but dropped out, or was expelled; he never explained it completely. The Fire Department took him next. He had finished training when 9/11 happened, but when they called him up he didn't answer. Told them he was in a mountain cabin or something. He still got his assignment, and spent the next few months in bars telling women about 9/11 and even inventing the names of comrades he'd known "on the job" Rico, Charlie, Old Baldy, and so on. He got laid left and right, and when the allure died down he quit and became a day trader.
But amorality cuts both ways. The second I let him in on my secret he'd try to use it against me.
Then the mists burned away and I realized Fesenden was the only man for the job.
Fesenden was one of those people whose feet never touch the ground. He was a lawyer, and so blissfully corrupt that you never had to worry about shocking him.
He came from an ordinary family, but he was some sort of prodigy, maybe a genius. He got into Pepperdine Law. Had to take out a shitload of loans to finance it. He never paid them back. Now, a lot of people hide from their student loans, but Fesenden answered every call he got from the bursars, and always baldly told them that he couldn't pay. In fact, when the bursars offered him a repayment agreement, Fesenden refused. This got them mad, and they sued; Fesenden countersued for fraud on the grounds that his inability to make enough money to repay his loans proved that Pepperdine had miseducated him. He showed their lawyers a long list of failed graduates who would be willing to testify on his behalf. He also let them know the name of his representative at a major public relations firm. The school settled out of court, refunding his tuition with substantial damages.
Once he'd cleared the bar, Fesenden used that settlement to start a law practice. He went into entertainment law because it put him in contact with artists, or, as he put it, "glamorous people of low intelligence." He enjoyed their company, their never-ending supply of drugs, and their poor judgment. Movie studios and music companies were always calling Fesenden, but he preferred to represent neurotic singers and actors whose complaints had been laughed out of other law offices, and who didn't question his decisions even when they resulted in total failure.
For instance: There was a major female vocalist who abrogated a contract with her manager because she decided that her birth mother, who had first revealed her identity right after the vocalist's debut on Saturday Night Live, was the only person she could trust to handle her affairs. There was a famous DJ who worked with Fesenden for two years on a suit against "world government." "He has the best weed on the East Coast," Fesenden told me, "and freely shares it with me so that we might remain on the same page.'"
Business was good for Fesenden. Twice a year he took me to dinner at an expensive restaurant and told me about the imbeciles he was representing.
He made an impressive spectacle: He was six foot tall, very thin. He was kind of a dandy and always wore something unusual. The last time I ate with him before this, his jacket and pants looked like dowagers' drapes, an inch thick and deep purple, and a dark blue shirt with iridescent highlights. He looked like the star of a modern-dress stage play about the Medici Popes. His face was long and white, but got dark around his eyes, which were set deep in his skull and shaded by thick lids. He had a loping careless walk, like Fred Astaire, and when he wasn't walking he seemed to float in place, relaxed but ready for anything. I never saw him run, never saw him sweat.
Now Fesenden wasn't a moral paragon, either. But he wasn't a grubby, what's-in-it-for-me type like Wiley. Maybe because he didn't need anything he had it all figured, like if the sun suddenly burned out, he'd make a few calls and get it taken care of. Even rich people get stressed sometimes in fact they can be easier to freak out than the rest of us, because they have more to lose. But Fesenden acted like he knew he had money, and how easily it could fix things. He respected money the way people who don't have money respect money. But he had money.
I had met him at a party years ago. He was distant and I assumed he wasn't interested in me, but suddenly he took my arm and started pointing out women he knew I could get to take me home. And one of them did. Naturally I tried to spend more time with him, but he was slippery and I soon realized I'd have to wait for him to get in touch with me. Whenever he did, it was out of the blue, usually to have dinner on him of course and "catch up." He remained helpful, giving me advice on scams he thought I'd be right for. I never went for it. He professed disappointment that I had never managed to do anything really bad in my life. It was a joke, of course, but I did feel shame at it, especially when he paid the check.
Well, I had a story for him now.
I called his cell. Miraculously, he answered. "James," he said with pleasure. "I was just thinking about you."
"No kidding," I said. "What were you thinking?"
"How long has it been, James? A month? A year?"
"A couple of months. Listen, I need to see you, it's urgent "
"Oh you'll enjoy this," he said, "we have a bowling match going at the club." That was what he called his office, actually a renovated loft on lower Broadway. He had a big bedroom in the back. He also had an apartment in the West Village, but he never seemed to go there, and he never told me where it was.
When I got to the loft some of the furniture had been pushed back and the center of the place was set up into two makeshift duckpin lanes described by crooked lines of gaffer's tape. The contestants were Fesenden, a guy who looked exactly like Vincent Gallo and wore a kilt, and two cute young girls in expensive fetishwear whom Fesenden introduced as interns. They were throwing the balls randomly down the floor, and not hitting a lot of pins. A bald, middle-aged black man in coveralls and a grey t-shirt retrieved the balls as they bounced off the back wall; during brief lulls he sat on a stool and mopped his brow with a large handkerchief.
A young man-model came around and freshened everyone's drinks. Techno blared from hidden speakers. In the distance I heard twittering noises that at first I thought were part of the music, but eventually identified as phones ringing endlessly, unanswered.
Fesenden was more modestly dressed than usual, in a vintage duotone bowler's shirt two sizes too large for him, and green cotton trousers that bunched over his red-and-white bowler's shoes. He smiled mildly at me with his hands tucked deep into his pockets.
"Take my next few frames, would you," said Fesenden to Vincent Gallo as he motioned me toward the back. I didn't like the way Vincent Gallo was looking at me. He had those hollow little Vincent Gallo eyes that radiated malign intent even when they were just staring into space. The interns were arguing in shrill voices about whose ball had knocked over a pin.
We went to Fesenden's office slash crash pad. The desk and bed were in their usual state of disarray. There were a couple of leather chairs next to the bed. One of them had a pair of handcuffs on it; Fesenden picked them up and tossed them across the room, then sat in the chair and leaned back comfortably, while I sat forward nervously in the other.
I explained the situation as calmly as I could, which wasn't very calm at all. His head stayed perfectly still but his eyes wandered around the room, and his hands massaged the arms of his chair not because he was nervous, I don't think, but because he liked the way it felt.
"So that's it," I said finally. "What I want to know is, can you help me?"
"Oh," he said airily, "I think so. Let me consider."
I sat back and tented his fingers under his chin and stared at the wall. I thought he might tell me to call the police. If he'd told me to, I think I would have done it.
"Ah," he said at last. "Have you got spare keys to your apartment?"
"Not on me."
"There's a hardware store on Bleecker and Lafayette. Go there, make copies of the front door and apartment keys, and tell the man you're leaving them for me. Then take a walk or something. Maybe get some lunch. Don't go back to your place till five no " He checked his watch. " Six. Don't go back till six. And when you do go back " He stood up and dusted off the seat of his pants. " everything will be fine."
I stood up. "I don't know what to say," I said.
Fesenden put his hands back in his pockets and walked toward me with his head ducked down. "No need, James," he said crisply. "After all, you've always been there for me."
I was surprised. I had? When?
"Well," he said, taking one hand out to pat my arm. "Hie thee hence to Bleecker and Lafayette. Oh, there are two locksmiths, you want the one on the northeast corner."
"Oh, alright," I said. "Well, thanks, Fesenden. I'll call you."
He patted my arm again without looking at me. "No need, James. In fact, don't call me, I'll call you. OK? Bye now."
He walked past me and rejoined his tournament. I headed out, passing him and the interns making a mass bowling-ball assault on a single duckpin. Only Vincent Gallo watched me as I went, eyes still gleaming. (How do they get their facial hair like that, I wondered, always at three days growth? Must have good stylists.)
I did the key business, wandered a while, wound up at a movie multiplex. I went from theatre to theatre, catching bits of films: Stupid comedy, quality epic, political documentary, indie fave there were two slasher films playing, which I avoided. The time flew.
At six I got on the train and went home. I took a deep breath and opened the door and flipped on the lights and went to the bedroom.
Fesenden was as good as his word. Everything was as it had been before it all happened better, in fact. No bodies, no blood. It was clean. Someone had dusted the corners of the room that I never bothered with. The air smelled of Febreze, and so, I found by close sniffing, did the bed, which was nicely made and empty. I half expected a mint on the pillow.
I was pretty beat, so I lay down. It only occurred to me as my eyes were getting heavy that I was lying on the spot where the dead girl had been. I could remember her almost-closed eyes and her pretty tits and smooth skin and the fly, but distantly, as if they had been well, a dream. Soon I was asleep.
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I woke up early, by which I mean on time, which was good, as Mondays were hard for me at the job. I worked at a computer help desk at the Fouron Corporation. You never heard of them. They negotiate mineral rights (originally bauxite, coal, iron, and lead, hence the name; I actually forget what rocks they rep now). Their offices occupy three floors in a nice building midtown.
For my daily bread I was an IT tech. We operated out of a little bullpen in a little-visited corner: We read tickets, made calls, filed reports, sometimes visited colleagues and fiddled with their computers. I'd been there five years.
I never worked anywhere that long before. I could have. When I got out of college there was a lot of call for a guy with even basic skills. But I was never a joiner so I freelanced. I liked that. I got a few jobs from an agency, then mopped up the referrals and swung from gig to gig like Tarzan swinging from the vines. The internet boom was awesome: guys in t-shirts with ridiculous ideas, guys in suits with money, me fixing the computers.
But the bust sank me almost to drowning: I needed a steady gig and Fouron gave me one. I suppose I could have tried something different and exciting, like a lot of people. Gone to the sticks, started a business, rangered at Burning Man or something.
But I discovered something about myself: I didn't really like being my own boss. I just liked not having one. When I had to hunt for leads instead of just collecting them, I froze up. I'd start each day by looking at an ever-increasing pile of bills, then go out and walk around. And play on the computer. I got very good at Doom and Myst. I don't bother with that stuff anymore.
At Fouron I kept my head down and worked and left. If I'd shown the slightest interest in management I might have moved up. But I remained reliable and aloof, and so stayed secure in my trench without ever trying to go over the top and engage the enemy. Trench is a synonym for rut, I know. But the deep earth is cool in summer and warm in winter.
The people I liked at Fouron were other skilled workers who weren't into ladder-climbing: secretaries, communications people, and so forth. I guess my best friend there was Ray, a photographer who did portraits for the annual report, pack shots for trade pubs, and grip-and-grins for the newsletter. Now he could drink. When we went out to a bar after work, he was still doing doubles when I was ready for a cab. He didn't lose energy or even focus; his conversation just got a little louder and more far-ranging.
I wondered how he did it. He was over 40, well over it, and not in the greatest of shape; he had a little gut and his face, for obvious reasons, was always a bit puffy. But he was one of those little guys, slight of build and light on his feet, who don't age as badly as the rest of us like an elf, except more cynical and hungover. If you saw him from the back you might think he was a youngster. It helped that he didn't have any responsibilities his job was a piece of cake, and he'd been divorced forever, and the girls I saw him with were always considerably younger than he was. Maybe for him age was, as they say, just a number. And come to think of it, I wasn't that much younger than him.
When I came in I ran into Ray and he asked me how the weekend went. I hesitated, and he picked it right up:
"Not a Hall of Fame weekend, eh?"
"No, nothing special. I can't really remember doing anything."
We came to the fork in the corridor. "I know the feeling," he said, and headed off to his office.
I got to my cube and sorted through some trouble tickets. I was pretty good with these. I had internalized the scripts and even added some flourishes of my own, like, "Well, my first question is, is your computer too heavy to throw out the window." Sometimes it got a laugh.
I hated my job.
I hated my job but I couldn't think what else to do. My life was a wreck, but it was a reliable wreck, like a banged-up old Dodge Dart, and it got me through the days. Also I had vesting. I wasn't sure what that meant except that there was money involved, invisible money of the sort people did jobs like this for.
But I hated my job. Normally walking in and walking out and everything in between was accompanied on my mental soundtrack by screaming, usually sub-sonic and easy to ignore, but it came up hard when things slowed down. It helped to work but when it was slow I didn't look for more of it because it was work, and I never could get over the feeling that work was something to avoid. So the screaming came up. So I would spent long periods sitting on a toilet in the men's room when I didn't have to go, and taking walks, and listening to iTunes. And I left as close to five o'clock as was feasible. The screaming tried to keep up with me but I usually managed to shake it, moving fast through the rush-hour crowds.
When I couldn't shake it, there was beer and whiskey.
Today the screaming didn't even get a chance to start. I already had too much on my mind. It was like a little film, a Hollywood trailer, featuring the most dramatic bits from the day before, running in an endless loop.
I looked at newspapers online. There were no missing person reports, or stories of bodies discovered washed up or stuffed into dumpsters.
Around lunch the Duchess came up to me and when I smiled at her, her eyes bulged like I'd made a face.
"What?" I said.
"Oh, ha ha, nothing," she said with a little display of hand-waving and fake laughter. "You just made a weird face and I thought, hmm, what's with him today, you know? Ha ha."
The Duchess was one of my favorites. I called her the Duchess in my mind and nowhere else, because her face reminded me of the Duchess in Alice in Wonderland. OK, it wasn't that bad, she didn't have a mustache, but her face was mannish, her mouth was broad, her brows were thick, her nose was way turned up, a blob with two dark holes. And she had frizzy hair that was never "done" the way girls do it. It was as if she knew she was weird-looking and tried to make an advantage of it. She usually dressed to hide her shape: today, a formless blouse and khakis. She didn't seem to have much in the way of breasts, but her hips were uncommonly wide, almost like jodhpurs.
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