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This is a work of fiction, but not everything in it is fake. I 
drew inspiration from my life, and if we've met then there 
might be a bit of you in this book, but no single character is 
based entirely on any one person because most people aren't 
that interesting—myself included.



CHAPTER 1

I  awoke  from  a  sound  sleep  to  the  sound  of  my  cat 
Joachim  puking  out  his  guts.  “What  the  fuck,  dude?”  I 
bemoaned. It was almost 8:00, but it was the crack of dawn 
as far as I was concerned. 

I pulled the covers over my eyes and tried to reenter my 
interrupted dream, but it was futile. I stared at the inside of 
my eyelids trying without success to piece back together the 
few  ephemeral  fragments  I  was  able  to  salvage  before 
wakefulness  eradicated  even them.  But,  one by one even 
they took leave of my consciousness until all I had left was 
a fleeting impression not even worth mentioning.



Wiping the sleep from my eyes  I  rolled over onto my 
kickstand and looked bleary-eyed  at  the sun streaming in 
through  the  blinds.  “Another  day,  another  doll  hair,”  I 
thought as I reached to deactivate the alarm on the bedside 
table and slowly slide my feet to the floor. Then, sitting up, I 
saw Joachim sitting on the window sill watching me with 
what I perceived was contempt as I scanned the floor for 
vomit.  It  was pretty obvious that he was pissed. I  had to 
keep his head in a cone because he liked to maul his tail. 
That's just mental.

Crouching over the regurgitated pile of partially digested 
food with a handful of paper towels I couldn't help but idly 
fantasize  about  Joachim's  demise  and how my life  would 
just be better without him. He required more attention than I 
wanted to give.

Anyway, cleaning up Joachim's puke was something that 
had  gotten  old  very  fast.  Fortunately,  I  had  developed  a 
technique that I perfected over time as the result of being in 
that  position  on  a  regular  basis  that  made  the  task  not 
completely unbearable. I was, with practiced dexterity, able 
to  both scoop up the chyme and wipe up the bile  in  one 
pass.  I  then  finished  the  procedure  with  a  spray  of 
disinfectant and the usual empty threat directed at Joachim, 
“You're so fucking out of here.” I was already scheming to 
get back at him by tormenting him with cucumbers. They 
freaked him the fuck out. I laughed every time.

I was very tired and in no mood for Joachim's nervous 
stomach, or being the slave to the needs of a pet. I'd spent 
the  previous  evening  burning  the  midnight  oil  and  really 
could have used another hour of sleep. Alas, working into 
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the small  hours was par for the course, being a PI of my 
particular caliber and of my limited resources. 

If you saw my ad on a bus stop bench you would know I 
was  the  eponymous  proprietor  of  Morningwood 
Investigations, and that no job is too small.  Morningwood 
Investigations was a boutique private detective agency that 
specialized  in  infidelity  and  insurance  fraud.  The  agency 
was,  admittedly,  way  too  small-time  to  attract  the  high-
profile  clientele  with  their  marquee  cases  that  made  the 
headlines  and brought in the serious  dinero,  but what we 
lacked in status we made up for in gumption, and we made 
enough to keep the doors open.

Our approach was old school and distinguished us from 
our  competition.  I  prided  myself  on  my  expertise  and 
discretion and composure in the face of daunting challenges. 
You  wouldn't  find  investigators  from  your  premiere 
agencies sitting in their cars conducting surveillance when it 
meant  peeing in jars  and subsisting on energy drinks and 
pre-packaged sandwiches and pork and beans eaten out of 
the  can  with  a  spork,  but  you're  not  going  to  catch  an 
adulterous spouse or insurance fraudster by sitting behind a 
desk sipping lattes or making side bets on the fairway, or 
whatever.

Physical observation was my bread and butter, and it was 
often  long and tedious  and fruitless.  Hours-long stretches 
combating rampant boredom and embracing the suck were 
regularly  spent  waiting  and  watching  the  subject  of  an 
investigation  perform mundane,  everyday activities  in  the 
hope that they would perform an act for which they were 
being investigated. 
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I used to do sudoku to pass the time, but the craze seems 
to have come and gone. I now mainly stick to crossword 
puzzles and the good old fashioned word search, but at night 
I  would  practice  picking  locks  I  kept  around  for  that 
purpose, and knit yarn bombs while listening to the police 
scanner app on my phone. 

Knitting  was  an  accidental  avocation  and  a  welcome 
diversion  from  the  workaday  struggle  for  meaning  and 
purpose. I had originally, and skeptically, picked up knitting 
as a pastime in an effort to quit smoking because I hated to 
always  have to  step out  to  do it,  but  the whole  “Knit  to 
Quit” smoking cessation method was just a bunch of BS as 
far as I was concerned. It was supposed to work by keeping 
your hands busy and your mind occupied, and if you were a 
simpleton  with  a  half-formed  addiction  it  might  have.  I, 
however, am not so easily distracted, and my addiction was 
full-blown.

Well, being somewhat stubborn and equally ingenious I 
considered it a challenge to design an apparatus that would 
facilitate my desire to simultaneously knit and smoke and in 
the end I came up with not one, but two ways to allow for 
hands-free  smoking.  One was a  system where a  cigarette 
was held with a clamp in a make-shift stand (an improved 
version was in the works), and the other was inspired by a 
harmonica holder. The latter was the portable version and 
came  with  a  detachable  rain  guard.  It  was  reportedly  a 
godsend to armless amputees returning from the war, and 
also very popular among the ridiculously lazy, which only 
goes to show you that you can't always predict  who your 
customers are going to be. I never would have guessed.
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I  had  never  done  any knitting  before.  I'm ashamed  to 
admit  that  I  had erroneously considered it  a rather quaint 
craft  akin  to  crochet  or  macramé,  and  an  unmasculine 
pastime at that, but, live and learn. I've since met many men 
like myself who partake in the pleasures of needlecraft.

I  remember  starting  out  making  a  simple  scarf,  which 
turned out to be a pleasant experience, and was the object of 
many compliments.  Then I  did  another,  and  another,  and 
wondered tentatively if I might be hooked. I had no idea that 
scarves were considered a  gateway project.  Soon, scarves 
led  to  harder  projects  like  entrelac  mittens  and  brioche 
balaclavas. And then, one night I was at a party having had 
too  much  to  drink  when  a  pretty  young  thing  took  me 
outside and turned me on to  some soft  graffiti—someone 
had knit a cozy for a parking meter. I didn't know that that 
was  a  thing,  and  I  sure  as  hell  didn't  set  out  to  get  so 
involved doing it, but I couldn't help but sort of get absorbed 
in the culture of it and I basically just went with the flow. I 
ended  up  bombing  all  kinds  of  objects  and  eventually 
acquired  a  sort  of  notoriety  in  the  guerrilla  knitting 
movement.  My street name was “Needles”. It's a moniker 
bestowed  upon  me  by  someone  I  knew  only  as  “Mrs. 
Stitch”.

Anyway, I digress, as I'm wont to do, but like I said, I 
had  been  up  late  the  previous  night.  I  had been  hired  to 
obtain  evidence  of  a  husband's  philandering.  I  tailed  the 
husband from his place of business to a restaurant where he 
met a milfy brunette at the bar. He had told his wife that he 
was going to have to work late making spreadsheets for a 
presentation the next day. She suspected he had arranged a 
tryst  with their son's teacher because making spreadsheets 
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wasn't his job, the teacher was pretty and promiscuous, and 
he was suddenly content with zero sex at home. My task 
was to document their liaison, which was accomplished with 
a couple of Polaroids. 

After  finishing  their  drinks  the  husband  and  his 
companion had dinner, a couple bottles of wine, and shared 
a  flambé  of  some  sort.  After  dinner  he  followed  what 
evidently  was  indeed  his  paramour  to  a  motel,  where  I 
assumed  they  had  sex  because  a  little  while  later  the 
husband exited  looking  very gleeful.  He even jumped  up 
and kicked his heels together. Who does that? I watched him 
as he got in his car and drove home. I figured I'd do likewise 
and repaired to my pad to cop some z's.

* * *
I didn't know exactly how long I had been sitting on the 

toilet,  as  I  had  dozed  off  during  my attempt  at  a  bowel 
movement. It was a while, for sure, and long enough for my 
penis  to  fall  asleep.  The  truth  is,  I  was  very  seriously 
constipated, and had been for some time. I hadn't been able 
to drop the kids off at the pool for almost two weeks and 
was  beginning  to  wonder  how  long  I  could  go  without 
having a poo. I attributed my intestinal stasis or my gastric 
hypomotility, or whatever you want to call it, to my having 
an extremely stubborn turd, the likes of which no amount of 
bearing  down  could  dislodge.  The  troublemaker  was 
causing me no small degree of distress, let me tell you.

I jumped in the shower and attempted a menage a moi in 
an  elaborate  scenario  involving  my dentist,  her  assistant, 
and nitrous oxide.  They were in  the  current  masturbation 
rotation.  Neither  of  the  women  were  really  my type,  but 
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variety is the spice of life. My dentist was a redhead with 
freckles and a Southern accent,  but knew how to make it 
work. Kudos to her. Her assistant was a ditzy blonde with 
two wiener dogs she called her kids and aftermarket D-cups 
that would frequently brush against my shoulder. It was a 
cheap thrill  that  encouraged regular  visits.  It  really did.  I 
can't lie about that.

Well, El Comandante wasn't having any of it. That was 
the pet name for my penis. I once dated a Mexican chick 
who really took a shining to the little fella and just started 
calling him that. I thought it fit his personality and it's how I 
continued to refer to him. At the moment, however, he just 
couldn't be bothered to be anything more than a chub, which 
I found a wee bit disconcerting because I usually had zero 
problems in that department, and besides, I had just woken 
up with an impressive erection. I was the victim of my own 
bait and switch.

I  needed  to  keep  tabs  on  the  situation.  If  there  was  a 
problem then I wanted to nip that shit in the bud and work 
in  a  visit  to  my  herbalist.  Mr.  Chow  was  an  ancient, 
hunched  over  Chinese  gentleman  with  a  little  shop  in 
Chinatown who didn't speak a single word of English, but 
knew a  little  Spanish.  It  didn't  matter,  though.  He  could 
diagnose pretty much anything by examining your tongue.

Wiping the steam from the mirror and forgoing a shave, I 
studied my reflection and saw that I had woken up with a 
fucking sty. I examined my deepening crows feet and frown 
lines through bloodshot eyes as I exfoliated my face in an 
attempt to attain  a more youthful  complexion.  It  was just 
sort  of  something  I  started  to  do  after  realizing  the  bags 
under my eyes weren't from a lack of shut-eye or due to the 
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unflattering  effects  of  fluorescent  lighting,  but  from  my 
being on the wrong side of 40. You just can't not get older. I 
do take a modest pride in my appearance and thought a lot 
about trying to take better care of myself, but there's only so 
much you can do with what you got when there are only so 
many hours in a day. You can try to eat right and get some 
exercise and take supplements and stay hydrated, but I could 
see more of the top of my head than I liked, and I did all of 
that and more. There's just no stopping it. And, there's no 
denying  it,  my  physique  wasn't  what  it  once  was.  The 
gradual accumulation of subtle bodily changes over time left 
me with what is commonly referred to as a dad bod. I see it 
more in photos of me.

I  was  never  what  you  might  call  strapping  and  have 
probably never been described as eye candy by anyone other 
than  one  of  my  grandmother's  hot  friends.  I  didn't  have 
chiseled  pecs  or  washboard  abs,  and  I  never  did,  but  I 
looked okay naked despite my somewhat sedentary lifestyle. 
I  should  probably  exercise  more  than  I  do  to  boost  my 
diminishing testosterone, and maintain my sexual prowess, 
and stave off the unbecoming corpulence of middle age, but 
it's just so time consuming and motivation is a fickle beast 
and I just don't like to do it that much. 

My chest, which at one time was muscular-ish, was sort 
of soft and droopy despite the occasional bout of push-ups 
even when I flexed my pecs, but that's the price you pay for 
being  kind  of  lazy.  I  no  longer  had  my  slim  college 
waistline and had developed the suggestion of love handles, 
but  I  might  still  be  seen  as  svelte  from  afar  and  be 
considered trim in a shirt if I stood up straight and sucked in 
my gut. Yes, it was increasingly difficult to read small print 
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in poor light, my joints would here and there make noises 
indicative of my slowly falling apart, and I couldn't eat like I 
used  to,  but  in  an  effort  to  accentuate  the  positive  I  can 
confirm that I hadn't sat on my balls yet, and I still had all 
my teeth. 

I was no stranger to the myriad exotic preparations and 
herbal  tinctures  that  promised  intellectual  quickness  and 
physical vigor. I would regularly drink a prophylactic elixir 
formulated  from  an  ancient  Ayurvedic  recipe  to  prevent 
wrinkles and facial sag. I also slathered on a compounded 
serum made to my specifications with the sacred water of a 
primordial forest and certified organic Himalayan goat milk 
and  a bunch of other  stuff,  and although it  seemed to  be 
therapeutic  and  rejuvenating  to  a  certain  extent,  my  face 
didn't look like that of a twenty year old. Or even a thirty 
year old. Maybe a thirty-five year old in soft light after I've 
masked and moisturized.

My biological  father had once made a crack about my 
being middle-aged, but I didn't feel middle-aged, and I think 
I looked better than he did at my age. With good grooming 
and a spring in my step I tried to cultivate the impression 
that I was younger than my contemporaries, especially for 
the ladies, and I will confess to being vaguely flattered when 
they expressed surprise when I mentioned my age. I was, 
nevertheless, acutely aware that I seemed to be getting older 
faster  than  when  I  was  younger.  I  fully  admit  to  having 
possessed a growing fear of diminishing opportunities and 
of  having  failed  to  become  what  I  might  have  been.  I 
conceded to myself  that  a)  I  was probably all  I  was ever 
going to be, and b) I had aged out of casual sex and one-
night stands with women in their twenties.
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I threw on a pair of jeans and a graphic t-shirt that was 
tighter than I remembered it being. Some fly, new old stock 
kicks,  my  favorite  hoodie,  and  a  baseball  cap  would 
ultimately complete my look and my transformation into the 
old guy clinging to the vestments  of his youth.  The style 
cognoscenti  would  no  doubt  disapprove  of  my  attire  and 
conclude I was suffering a midlife crisis, but if dressing my 
age  meant  wearing  khaki  chinos  and  tassel  loafers  and 
tucked-in shirts with a blazer from L.L. Bean and looking 
like a man who was dressed by his wife then I just wasn't 
going to do it.

Having subsequently arrived at the kitchen, I topped off 
Joachim's bowl and dropped a half a tab of LSD because it 
took the edge off reality and made an ordinary day just a 
little bit better. It's not something I did everyday. I would 
build up a tolerance to the stuff pretty quickly and have to 
lay off it for a little while. I was about at that point.

I  rarely  tripped  out  on  psychedelics  anymore  because 
who has the fucking time. I've fried more than a few times 
in my life, but who's counting? I always felt like I came out 
of the experience a more enlightened individual. I don't take 
so much that I stray too far from real life, but I might still 
have  peripheral  hallucinations  even  when  under  the 
influence  of  a  microdose.  Most  of  the  time  such 
hallucinations  are  of  no  concern—a  spider  here  or  a 
scurrying  shadow there I  can deal  with—but occasionally 
I'll see something kind of disturbing. 

There was that one time I was in line for a latte and a 
scone  when I  noticed  out  of  the  corner  of  my eye  a  gal 
checking me out in a flirtatious manner, hoping to catch my 
eye, I think, so that she might be able to talk to me. It was 
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nothing to get excited about. She was slightly cross-eyed, 
you  know,  which  could  be  okay  if  everything  else  was 
alright because everyone has flaws, and great if you felt a 
sexual attraction to cross-eyed women, but she was also a 
fiercely  mustachioed  fatty,  which  I  will  admit  is  a  deal 
breaker  for  me.  Call  me  picky.  And  maybe  it  was  the 
windowpane coming  on  a  little  strong but  the  chick  was 
shapeshifting  into a  reptilian  and sort  of  freaking me  the 
fuck out. It took all I could do to get out of there without 
embarrassing myself. 

I  tend to like women who are more along the lines of 
normal-sized. I'm just being honest. You don't need to be 
rail thin or especially petite, but I need to be able to carry 
you.  It's  for your  own safety.  I  don't  think that  that's  too 
much to ask for. Being very buoyant  is of no use on dry 
land. 

I've  known dudes  who were  obsessed  with  big  ladies, 
though. Different strokes for different folks, I guess—but, 
hey, just because you eat too much and don't exercise even a 
little and are probably infested with parasites doesn't mean 
you don't deserve to be fetishized. I even knew one guy who 
got  “The  bigger  the  cushion,  the  sweeter  the  pushin'” 
tattooed on his forearm. It was trite and stupid and a fucking 
waste of money,  if you ask me and almost anyone, but it 
was something he would always say while making his sex 
face and directing a series of lewd pelvic  thrusts towards 
women  of  generous  proportions  because  he  was  a  crude 
doofus.  This  was the same guy,  interestingly,  who would 
wear a t-shirt advertising free mustache rides but couldn't 
use  the  word  “pussy”  when  referring  to  that  part  of  the 
female  anatomy.  It  was  almost  always  some  silly 
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euphemism  like  “va-jay-jay”  or  “ya-ya”  or  “hoo-ha”, 
because  “cooter”  only  came  out  when  he  drank,  but 
sometimes it wasn't even a word. Sometimes it was just a 
sound, like dolphin noises or bird calls.

I had once gone on a date with a woman who was so fat 
that she had to buy her clothes from special stores and use 
prescription  antiperspirant.  I  took her to  The Meat  Depot 
because I had a coupon for 20% off. It's the kind of place 
you went to when grandma came to town—not too fancy 
and a good value. I remember that the woman kept knocking 
things over with her butt and had an adversarial relationship 
with chairs and she smelled a little like urine. It was an ill-
conceived  blind  date  and  a  one-off.  I  hadn't  ever  dated 
anyone as abundantly and amorphously fleshy as she, but I 
viewed the date as an opportunity to observe close-up the 
feeding behavior of the morbidly obese. I was doing science 
and taking it seriously.

Right  off  the  bat  I  watched  as  my  date  unabashedly 
stashed some of the free bread into her super-sized purse for 
later, I guess. It seemed like second nature and I wouldn't 
really  even  have  cared  except  she  took  all  the  fucking 
focaccia. 

During  the  course  of  the  meal  I  noted  that  she  put 
ketchup on her steak and tended to stick her tongue out to 
meet her food as she took each bite—and I remember that 
she got winded eating and had to stop to catch her breath. 
While I don't know if I can safely extrapolate that all obese 
people eat  that  way,  I think I  can reasonably hypothesize 
that given the opportunity to eat, they will.

To be honest, the broad had a so-so face, and if she had 
lost a bunch of weight she might have been kind of okay 
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looking, but when she ordered her second dessert I knew she 
wasn't even trying. As she scraped the crumbs of the crust of 
the key lime pie into her mouth I got the distinct impression 
that she at some point had said, “Fuck it,” and had just given 
up.

Once, when I was still a patrol officer, I found myself in 
the unenviable  position of  having to  rescue an invalid  of 
substantial  girth  and  breadth  from her  house,  which  was 
going up in flames.  The firemen hadn't  arrived yet  and it 
was up to my partner and me to get her to safety. Even with 
his help I couldn't summon the strength to lift her. The best 
we  could  do  was  drag  her  by  her  feet  in  a  manner  she 
considered extremely ignominious, and in the process give 
her  first-degree  rug  burns  on  her  back  boobs  and  bingo 
wings. She was ungrateful and threatened to sue the Police 
Department for personal injury and emotional distress, but 
even with the damning dash cam footage of us floundering 
like a couple of sad sacks as we manhandled her unwieldy 
heftiness  through  a  window,  even  the  most  litigious  of 
ambulance  chasers  viewed  any such  lawsuit  as  frivolous, 
and passed.

I  proceeded to  put  on some Koffy®.  It  was  an  ersatz 
version of the real thing. It came in single-serve, vacuum-
sealed pods that fit into a little holder that slid into a slot on 
the  side  of  a  newfangled  contraption  that  is  apparently 
considered kind of posh and not too shabby of a gift. I've 
been told as much by those who are more knowledgeable 
than I about such things and also easily impressed. 

I got it for Christmas one year from a girlfriend, whom I 
suspect actually bought it for her own benefit because she 
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was a slave to convenience and using my French press was 
just too much of a fucking hassle. 

My KoffyFriend®  was  a  limited  edition.  It  utilized  a 
proprietary  and  unnecessarily  complicated  system  for 
dissolving Koffy® powder in hot water, just like the regular 
ones, except mine was blue and had a button under a flip-up 
cover that said “Turbo!”. The brew that trickled out tasted 
like  bong  water  filtered  through  a  hobos  sock  and  was 
completely  unpalatable  without  Milque®  and  lots  of 
Shuger®, but I drank it because I don't know why, besides 
the fact that I had unwittingly become accustomed to it and 
was inexplicably willing to pay more for a sub par product 
even though I am in almost every other way very finicky 
and frugal and averse to anything that reeks of a fad. And it 
really was convenient.

I  went  to  the  fridge  to  view  my  options  regarding 
breakfast  sort  of  already  knowing  that  they  would  be 
extremely limited. I knew I didn't have much, but I hoped I 
had a bigger choice than what I  expected.  I  gazed at  my 
dwindling provisions dispiritedly. I had less than I thought 
and  not  much  of  a  choice  at  all.  I'd  bought  a  couple  of 
variety packs of “Chef Guido International Cuisine” dinner 
entrées because they were “buy one get one free” and part of 
me can be really cheap. I had eaten all the good ones, like I 
figured—the coq au vin and cordon bleu were awesome, but 
they only gave you one of each of those per box. All I had 
left were the two I didn't care for, i.e., Porc® Vindaloo and 
Chikkin® a la King. They always gave you several of those.

Growing up,  Chicken a la King was the only dish my 
dad-dad knew how to make. I don't know what the deal was, 
but I've eaten more of it than anyone should ever have to 
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and sometimes I find it hard to even just look at it without it 
turning my stomach—even just thinking about it on some 
days. Anyway, I eenie meenie miney moed them and in the 
end withdrew a hermetically  sealed packet  containing  the 
Chikkin® a la King meal. Whatever. It came with corn and 
a brownie. The brownie was always alright, but it was also 
kind of small,  and I viewed the packet half-heartedly as I 
tossed it into the microwave.

I  dished  out  my  daily  dose  of  supplements  and 
swallowed  the  lot  by  the  handful  with  a  glass  of  an 
effervescent tonic that was supposed to promote good health 
by  invigorating  my  chi  and  can  only  be  described  as 
“strange  tasting”.  Decidedly  so,  even.  The  label  on  the 
bottle described the flavor as “interesting” in italics, if that 
tells you anything, but most of it was written in Chinese, if 
that tells you anything. It tasted a little like poison to me. It 
had a metallicy taste that was difficult to overcome and an 
aftertaste  that  was  singularly  aggressive  and  made  you 
forget that grapes were used to make it. Just getting it down 
was  a  daunting  task,  but  even  after  you  did  you  had  to 
contend with the foul-tasting burps that would follow and 
last the whole fucking day. It was supposed to be the shit, 
according to my herbalist,  but I honestly didn't know if I 
could keep doing it because it was just so incredibly vile. It 
turns out that I could not.

The  majority  of  the  pills  were  your  run-of-the-mill 
vitamins and minerals, a few were prescription meds taken 
off-label,  and  the  rest  included  a  variety  of  nootropics, 
nutraceuticals, and possibly a nostrum or two. Some of them 
were  experimental.  Many  of  them  were  of  ambiguous 
legality and Mexican origin. Most were identified only by 
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numbers and not names. One or two had the whiff of snake 
oil, but I'm not a scientist, so I can't say if they're actually 
efficacious. Could be. Could not. All I know is that getting 
them all down was a chore.

Biohacking and neurohacking had become a thing among 
those with an interest in reaching their fullest potential and 
the  wherewithal  to  afford  it,  which  was  not  that  many 
people.  The  stuff  wasn't  cheap.  I  probably  spent  three-
hundred dollars  a  month,  easy,  but  you could spend way 
more. Argonicon alone set me back a small fortune, but I 
really liked how the stuff made me feel and didn’t want to 
not have it.

Anyway,  I  went  to  the  window to  see  if  the  lazy-ass 
paperlady had been by yet. I peered out and saw my paper in 
a fucking puddle in the driveway.
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CHAPTER 2

I lived in The Hazel-Atlas. It was one of the many aging 
and  nondescript  dingbats  in  my  neighborhood  that  were 
erected  in  a  hurry and became emblematic  of  the  sprawl 
aesthetic of the 60's. Its front elevation was basically that of 
a  box  cantilevered  over  a  carport.  The  only  thing  that 
distinguished it  from The Pali  Palms to its  right,  and the 
Windward Passage to its left, was its color scheme and its 
name, written in cursive, emblazoned on the stucco facade.

I could have afforded better and more respectable digs in 
a  more  upscale  neighborhood  where  everything  was  new 
and  I  could  walk  to  most  places  I  needed  to  go  without 
exerting myself if I had to, but I didn't want to move my shit 
anymore.  I  had  had  enough  of  that.  Besides,  moving  is 
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expensive and I was comfortable where I was at. Moreover, 
rent in the Hazel-Atlas was cheap, the apartment came with 
covered,  off-street parking, it  was nicely situated near the 
on-ramp  to  the  highway,  and  it's  proximity  to  the  office 
made for a short commute to work. There were some things 
about the place that I would have changed if it was up to me
—some decorative  rocks  and an assortment  of  succulents 
placed here and there would have jazzed up the landscaping 
and a  paint  job wouldn't  have  hurt—but  it  was  still  way 
better than my previous abode.

Subsequent to my divorce I moved into a tremendously 
deficient  efficiency  apartment  in  a  tenement  called  The 
Douglas  in  one  of  the  third-worldiest  parts  of  the  city 
because  sometimes  you  gotta  do  shit  you  don't  want  to 
because life isn't fair and shit doesn't always go your way 
and not everyone gets to live in a bungalow. The place was 
pretty cheap but still overpriced. It lacked many of the mod 
cons you would think would be standard, like a dishwasher 
and central air and a frost-free fridge, but it was livable in a 
old-fashioned way. 

My standard of living had taken a direct hit and required 
I make sacrifices I wasn't happy about if I was going to have 
a roof over my head and Joachim's. No more fancy coffees 
for me. No more of a lot of stuff. All I had were those things 
of mine the ex was able to chuck into the front yard, which 
amounted to mostly clothes and that's about it because most 
of my stuff had no place in our home and had been put in 
storage years earlier, and I hadn't seen it since. 

The  Douglas  looked like  section  8  housing  because  it 
was  old  and  ugly,  and  it  probably  was  for  some  of  the 
residents from the looks of it, but it's the kind of place you 
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get to live in when you have bad credit,  huge debt, large 
recurring  expenses,  and  no  savings.  I  didn't  really  know 
anyone  in  the  building  and I  never  met  the  same  person 
twice in the elevator the whole time I was there, except for 
Roscoe,  but  that's  only  because  he  had  chemo  brain  and 
would  forget  to  get  off.  There  were  so  many  people,  so 
close,  and  you  never  saw  them.  You  would  hear  them, 
though.  Sometimes  there  would  be  laughter  in  the  hall. 
Sometimes I would hear the guy upstairs pissing when he 
really had to go and a chick walking in heels. Whoever it 
was also seemed to operate some sort of workshop because 
there  could  be  a  little  pounding  with  a  hammer  and  the 
sound of something being slid across the floor and the use 
of a power tool at frequent enough intervals to suggest that 
he had a hobby. It's good to have a hobby.

My apartment was small and stuffy and not too squalid. 
It had a low popcorn ceiling that I could jab with my finger 
without standing on my tiptoes if I wanted. The place had a 
lot  of  wear  and tear  and more  than  its  share of  slapdash 
repairs  that  were  done  on  the  cheap  by  people  who  cut 
corners and didn't give a shit—they didn't even try to feather 
the  patches  of  Spackle  or  match  the  texture  before  they 
painted  over  them.  My  kitchen  was  embarrassing. 
Everything in it  was just  fucking old and the fridge door 
couldn't even open all the way, which meant I lost access to 
a perfectly good vegetable drawer.

The view out  of my window was of  the back of  a 7-
Eleven, but if you craned your neck you could see the top of 
Sabayon Tower over those buildings that were in front of it. 
The  more  interesting  view,  however,  was  out  of  my 
peephole.  I  liked  to  watch my neighbors  come and go.  I 
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never met  any of them the whole time I was there.  They 
preferred to live in anonymity and seemed to try to avoid 
ever meeting in the hall. I thought that was weird, but this is 
the world we're living in. I got with the program, but I liked 
to watch them on the sly.

My neighbor to my left was a woman with bushy brown 
hair  and a fondness for taking the stairs—down, anyway. 
She was white, thin, and of average height. I knew her name 
from  packages  left  outside  her  door.  It  was  something 
ethnic, I forget—Dalia something, I think. I checked her out 
online.  She  had  quite  a  few  followers  on  social  media 
because she had a nice rack and took a lot of selfies with it 
in them. She worked at the University Medical School as a 
standardized  patient.  Her  relationship  status  was  “It's 
complicated”.  She posted a lot  of pictures of herself after 
having cried. She was from Lithuania. That made sense. She 
had  a  nervous  energy I  associated  with  women  from the 
Baltics because I once dated a Latvian who was the same 
way. 

I  only ever  saw Dalia  in real  life  when she came and 
went because I would hear her fumbling with her keys in the 
hall,  which  provided  me  with  a  very  narrow  window  of 
opportunity to get a glimpse of the back of her head. Despite 
sharing a wall, we couldn't have been more like strangers if 
we tried. 

My  neighbors  on  the  right  were  beaners  who  kept 
chickens  in  their  fucking apartment.  They were up to  all 
hours—doing  what  I  don't  know  because  I  couldn't 
understand  almost  everything  they  said.  A  lot  of  people 
came and went, though. There was one guy who always had 
chicken feet with painted nails hanging from a string around 

20



his  neck.  What  the  fuck  is  that  about?  Anyway,  I  guess 
because  of  the  chicken  feed,  mice  invaded  all  of  our 
apartments. It was a fucking nightmare. I got out as soon as 
I could—fuck the deposit.

My  apartment  in  the  Hazel-Atlas  was  very  much  the 
bachelor pad. There was nothing in the way of a woman's 
touch with the exception of the whimsical mirror in the hall 
given  to  me  as  a  house  warming  present  by  my  then-
girlfriend who was very crafty, staggeringly ingenuous, and 
had the charm,  kindness,  and unassuming sexiness  of  the 
girl next door's mother. I initially thought it was cute that 
she thought unicorns really existed,  and were endangered, 
and lived somewhere in New Zealand, but once the novelty 
of sex in the shower wore off her naïveté just got on my 
fucking nerves and provided the impetus for our split. She 
had a pretty face and a perfectly fine everything else and 
looked like she could be sort  of athletic  if  she tried.  She 
wasn't at all the specimen of physical fitness, though, and 
lacked everything in the way of visible lean, striated tissue, 
but I didn't really care. She was what is referred to as skinny 
fat,  but she lucked out with genes for an hourglass figure 
and  could  pass  for  someone  who  maybe  occasionally 
exercised as long as she really didn't have to because she 
really didn't know how to.

I  never  found  the  need  for  candles  or  cut  flowers  or 
corked  flacons  with  faded  labels  for  decoration.  I  had 
nothing frilly  or frou-frou to  speak of.  Instead,  I  had the 
place  fitted  out with a  minimalist  mixture  of  antique  and 
flat-pack  furniture  that  wasn't  exactly  curated,  but  was 
getting  there,  and  installed  with  mood  lighting  that  you 
could adjust by remote control—but I barely ever did. My 
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soft furnishings were understated and vetted thoroughly for 
quality  and functionality,  with particular  attention  paid to 
my window treatments—relaxed  Roman  shades  evocative 
of a Tuscan villa.

Dappled afternoon light would fall across a bookcase that 
held  the  display case that  held my collection  of  museum 
quality  prosthetic  mustaches.  The  handmade  Mont  Blanc 
petite handlebar was extremely rare and set me back a pretty 
penny. You could count all the handmade Mont Blanc petite 
handlebar mustaches in the world with all of the fingers on 
all of the hands of the people around you. 

There  was  also  an  eclectic  collection  of  art  books, 
architecture books, books on Egypt  and Chichen Itza and 
Sacsayhuaman, a clockwork gunslinger fanning the hammer 
bequeathed to me by my grandpa, my humidor full of duty-
free Cuban cigars, and my trophies won on the international 
competitive eating circuit that meant less and less to me as 
the years passed by.

Before I  got kicked out of the International  League of 
Competitive  Eating  for  participating  in  a  non-sanctioned 
competition I was ranked nineteenth in the world in eating. I 
was the world cannoli  eating champion for many years,  a 
five-time Corndog Bowl champion, and was in the Guiness 
Book of World Records for consuming fifty-eight Swedish 
meatballs  in one minute until  my record was beaten by a 
little shit from Korea who for the longest time took every 
opportunity to rub it in even though he only beat me by a 
single meatball—I should have shook off the gravy like he 
did. Unfortunately,  the ILCE had not approved my taking 
part  in  a  hot  dog eating  contest  with  a  Kodiak  bear—an 
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event in which I lost badly—and my association with them 
was terminated forthwith.

Anyway, on the walls of my apartment hung a couple of 
paintings  I  acquired  from clients  in  lieu  of  payment  that 
gave  the  place  an  air  of  sophistication  that  it  otherwise 
would not have. There was the one of a prepubescent girl 
with an enigmatic smile smoking a cigarette in a stairwell 
littered with cups of piss and used needles with its sketchy 
provenance that was one of my prized possessions. There 
was the one called The Confiscation of a Monkey's Sense of  
Inferiority—it depicted a chimp in a yellow velvet tux jacket 
sucking  on  a  hallucinogenic  lollypop  whilst  little  birds 
queue up on his arm to shit on his shoulder. And then there 
was  the  one  with  questionable  artistic  merit  I  could  live 
without but couldn't give away by some wunderkind artist 
named Nimoy. I had never heard of him, but I didn't follow 
the contemporary art scene.

Nimoy was an artistic upstart lauded for a while for his 
worm paintings and known for broadening the definition of 
what is generally considered art. He would cover “trained” 
worms in paint and let them wiggle about on a canvas. That 
was his thing before his more interesting chicken-made-art 
period. Forgers found it virtually impossible to replicate his 
works, but the kicker is that a lot of regular people were able 
to imitate his technique and got results similar to his own 
and flooded the market with look-alike art, so I'm not really 
sure I  have the genuine article,  especially considering the 
source,  even  though  Sal  assured  me  that  it  is  the  real 
McCoy. Still, if it was his it wasn't one of his better ones. 
Sal swore that it was worth good money, but no one who 
saw it liked it and I found it hard to accept the valuation of 
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it. I give artists a lot of latitude to express themselves, but 
sometimes, art is just shitty.

Pushed up against a wall was my art deco dry bar. It was 
pretty much fully stocked with mostly unopened bottles of 
the essentials because I liked to think I was more of a man 
of  the  world  than  I  was,  and  I  liked  to  imagine  myself 
hosting  terrific  cocktail  parties,  but  I  never  did  and all  I 
drank was gin and tonic. It became the place where I put my 
keys. 

In  a  corner  collecting  dust  were  the  remnants  of  my 
adolescence—my surfboard, my skateboard, and my electric 
guitar. They had, through disuse, been relegated to the realm 
of décor and had become bittersweet conversation pieces. 

I had a pair of twenty-pound dumbbells that I would use 
whenever I would get on an exercise kick—but most often 
found themselves serving in the capacity of doorstops. I had 
a  pot  of  green  onions  on  the  window  sill  that  looked 
surprisingly good considering all  I  ever  gave it  was  cold 
Koffy®, a few souvenirs from my travels scattered about to 
conjure up the memory of better days, and a cat tree I made 
for Joachim from scavenged driftwood and carpet remnants 
that he would have no part of. I had an overstuffed couch 
I'm pretty sure I overpaid for with a built-in cooler and cup 
holders that I bought while Mercury was in retrograde, and a 
serious case of buyer's remorse. I had a lamp that I found 
while dumpster diving for clues and kept because it was still 
perfectly  good  and  I  needed  a  lamp,  and  an  old  wicker 
wingback chair that was too rickety to sit on but was family 
heirloomy and I couldn't in good conscious chuck it out, yet. 
I even had a treadmill desk with all the bells and whistles 
that sat idle most of the time because I like to smoke when I 
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work, and I couldn't reconcile smoking while exercising—
and I don't like walking that much.

On my coffee table was a ceramic ashtray in the guise of 
a soap dish my son made for me in art class, and a hookah I 
bought in a shop in the Grand Bazaar in Istanbul that I later 
discovered was made in fucking China,  because what the 
fuck don't the Chinese make.

Last but not least was the wallet-size photo of my son 
from the last “Picture Day” and a drawing he made for me 
stuck to my fridge with the calendar magnet from the China 
Buffet.  My kid likes art  and loves to draw. He's not very 
good, though. Every drawing he does he says it's going to be 
a Funny Car, but none of his drawings look like Funny Cars.

I am a divorced dad of one. I have a boy who takes after 
his  mother  in  many  unfortunate  ways  and  may  be  a 
prehomosexual  because  he likes  face  painting  and ponies 
and wanted to be a princess for Halloween a couple of years 
back. No one acknowledges his maybe having the gay gene, 
but everyone accepts it. Don't get me wrong. I love the boy, 
just sometimes more than others. Sometimes he could be a 
little  chicken-shit  pussy and there's  nothing to love about 
that.  His  mom  coddles  him  so  that  explains  a  lot.  My 
relationship  with his  mother  is  minimal,  to  put  it  mildly, 
because she's a bitch. When we first got together she wasn't 
so much. 

I remember meeting my future ex at a party. She was a 
friend of a friend. She wasn't as pretty or as funny as I had 
been led to believe she would be, but she seemed to like me 
and gave me her number on a napkin that went through the 
wash and came out the other end in bits all over everything. 
I wasn't exactly bummed, if I'm honest, because I really had 
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no intention of calling her, but a week had gone by when 
"she runs into me" at my neighborhood grocery store. She 
struck up a conversation and explained that they were doing 
road  work  by  her  usual  supermarket  and  the  traffic  was 
horrible.  Whatever.  It  was sort  of an awkward encounter. 
She ended up inviting me to her art show because she was 
an artist of a sort. I'd meandered through a gallery or two 
before and I believed, in the light of previous experience, 
that  I  would  enjoy  it.  But,  I  didn't.  I  don't  dig  art 
installations  in  general,  but  hers  was  particularly 
uninteresting. 

Anyway, to make a long story short we actually started 
dating and eventually started thinking about a life together 
because that's what happens. We talked about our dreams 
and all that, but as soon as we got married she got pregnant 
even though I  thought  we weren't  trying  and my dreams 
went out the fucking window. Paddling down the Amazon 
with a backpack full of trinkets for trade in a dug-out canoe 
was apparently  a  ridiculous  idea,  but  owning a  shop that 
only  sells  clothes  for  dogs  isn't?  Kayla's  Klassie  K-9 
Boutique was a fucking fiasco, by the way. It went belly up 
in  its  first  year  because  you  can't  make  it  as  a  business 
selling bowties and bandanas and wool sweaters for dogs. 
Not  that  many people dress  their  dogs,  anymore,  I  think. 
Even  the  online-only  iteration  was  doomed  to  failure 
because  you  can't  compete  against  the  fucking  Chinese, 
man. They make the stuff. 

Anyway, I was on good terms with the people who lived 
in  the adjacent  units  at  the Hazel-Atlas.  I  could  often  be 
found with my ear up against one of the thin walls of my 
apartment eavesdropping on one of them, especially when I 
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got  high.  I  knew  things  about  them that  I'm  sure  they'd 
rather I didn't, but I didn't hold any of that against them. We 
weren't exactly friends, but we were something more than 
just neighbors. 

On one side there was the curmudgeonly Glenn the Day 
Drinker. His friends would never utter the epithet, but they 
would  think  it.  He  was  a  drunken  loner  whose  bibulous 
nature  usually  got  the  best  of  him  before  breakfast.  He 
would,  seemingly  without  fail,  seek  solace  in  a  bottle  of 
Night Train or Mad Dog 20/20 upon waking, be blitzed by 
noon, and, depending on his mood, sing songs about things 
you wouldn't think there would be a song about, or sob until 
he pissed himself and passed out muttering something about 
it not being his fault. 

Glenn had lived most of his life already and was rather 
set in his ways. He didn't like the French for some reason, 
and by extension French Canadians, either. He was a real 
unapologetic  racist  mother  fucker,  too.  For  example,  the 
Vietnamese were his least favorite kind of Chinese, all Pakis 
were  inbred  imbeciles,  and  all  Afghan  men  were  boy 
fuckers. Don't get him fucking started on Somalis. He had a 
friend who was held for ransom by Somali pirates and lost 
an ear in the process. He hated them more than gypsies and 
called them “porch monkies” to their fucking face without 
regard for his own well-being because he liked to talk trash 
and got in his share of scuffles and fisticuffs because of it. 
Oh, and really,  just  because Filipinos are good at picking 
stuff up with their feet doesn't make them less evolved. 

Glenn was slightly at odds with the established standards 
of  propriety,  being  considerably  uncouth,  offensive,  and 
coarse. He wasn't a bad guy, though, but you had to know 
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him to sort  of like him because he could come across as 
something  of  an  asshole  to  those  unfamiliar  with  his 
idiosyncracies and to those who expected more in the way 
of social niceties and common courtesy. 

Glenn's best  days  were definitely way behind him,  but 
from what I gleaned they hadn't really been that good. I only 
ever knew him as the faint shadow of his former self, but I 
found it hard to imagine him ever being anything other than 
a hapless, suicidal lush who liked to get drunk on an empty 
stomach between blackouts  and mini-strokes and stints  in 
protective custody. He hadn't really done anything with his 
life  of  note  except  be  the  stunt  double  for  Chuck Norris 
(back  when  Chuck  was  still  a  pillar  of  masculinity)  and 
acquire  an  impressive  losing  record  as  a  bantamweight 
journeyman  in  underground  bare-knuckle  boxing,  which 
explained his crooked nose and missing teeth. His loss to 
some guy named Jimmy “Smell Ya Later” Prater was the 
biggest  moment  of  his  career.  He  was  otherwise  an 
extremely  dull,  uninteresting  man  to  whom  unfortunate 
things happened—especially when it came to women.

I  had  initially  thought  that  Glenn  had  been  a  lifelong 
bachelor  because he just  seemed like the type,  but to my 
surprise, he had had four failed marriages back when he was 
young and could still remember things without trying. His 
first  wife  was,  according  to  him,  an  ugly,  loud  mouth, 
attention whore he traded to his best friend for a shotgun 
and a box of birdshot. His second wife, with whom he had a 
daughter who was particularly homely in the whole facial 
area which was unfortunate because she had a hot bod, had 
caught him at the truck stop fucking a skanky ass lot lizard 
from  the  sound  of  it  in  the  backseat  of  his  car  before 
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chucking his shit from their trailer and changing the lock. 
His third wife, a good Christian woman, divorced him, so he 
says, for making moonshine (although I think there must be 
more to the story because that sounds not very believable), 
and his fourth was a mail-order gold digger from a remote 
village  in  the Ukraine who was looking for a sucker.  He 
paid the price for his naiveté by being taken for a ride. The 
chick bilked him out of his money and left him broke and 
bankrupt for someone hotter, younger, and more successful.

I didn't imagine that Glenn had too many years  left  in 
him. I'm honestly surprised that he lived to be as old as he 
was because  drunks tend to  die  young  and the  hesitation 
wounds on his wrists indicated that he had at some point at 
least considered attempting suicide. I kind of pitied him, but 
more than that I actually kind of cared about him in the way 
you are supposed to care about loose acquaintances and the 
downtrodden. 

On the other side was Phaedra (née Emily Watkins). She 
was young and pretty attractive and friendly enough. She 
was sample-sized with A-cups, but they suited her and she 
made the most of them. She was also a preacher's daughter 
and  lived  up  to  the  connotation.  She  had  grown  up  a 
charismatic Christian in the holy rolling Jordan & Son First 
Pentacostal Double Anointing Church of the Risen Savior, 
LLC, but as soon as she turned eighteen she fled from the 
farm posthaste and stole away under the cover of darkness 
in a canoe with some Indians she found on Craigslist  for 
cheap—the ad she placed specified that you only had to pass 
for an Indian. She wasted no time in shedding her religious 
beliefs and divesting herself of her frumpy Apostolic outfits. 
She chopped off her waist-length locks, pierced her belly 
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button,  and  indulged  her  carnal  desires.  She  bought  a 
computer and some sexy underwear, and became a webcam 
model. She called herself a “professional online performer,” 
which  does  sound  more  impressive  and  is  technically 
accurate, but sort of seemed a little pretentious. She worked 
from home, specifically, her bedroom, which backed up to 
mine.  Her  job  was  to  be  bubbly  and  titillating  and 
masturbate  on  camera  for  punters  and  lurkers  for  several 
hours everyday. I would sometimes listen to her with the aid 
of  a  glass  I  kept  on  the  nightstand.  I  had  professional 
listening equipment  that  I  could have used, but I'm not a 
creep. Anyway, she sounded good at it, was apparently very 
popular, and always seemed to go the extra mile—but she 
paid for it by developing carpel tunnel syndrome and having 
to learn to brush her teeth with her left hand.

She was generally pretty quiet,  though. Sometimes her 
belly dancing bells could get very jingly-jangly, and a new 
vibrator  would  be put  through its  paces,  but  I  can pretty 
much sleep through anything.  One time I thought I heard 
someone with her, but it was just her spicing up her act by 
including Woody, her ventriloquist dummy. He had a very 
dirty mouth and made Phaedra call him Daddy-O. He was 
also kind of a dick and was mean to her. He would tell her 
to do things that were not in her best interest and ignore her 
use of the safe word. She's probably done a lot of things she 
regrets because of him.

Phaedra,  to  her  credit,  has  since  branched  out  and 
invested  in  numerous  business  ventures.  Besides  selling 
Persian  merkins  on  the  internet  from  her  apartment  she 
could  be  found  lounging  on  haystacks  and  leaning  on 
tractors  in  an  erotic  agricultural  farm  calendar,  and 
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marketing a line of sexy women's overalls because you can 
take  the  girl  out  of  the  country,  but  you  can't  take  the 
country out of the girl.

I guess I should mention Lloyd With No Teeth. It's funny 
I should know the most about the neighbor I liked the least, 
but that's the way the cookie crumbles. When I first moved 
in  I  made  the  mistake  of  listening  to  him and being  the 
victim of the illusion of confidence. It didn't, however, take 
long  to  be  disabused  of  his  crazy  nonsense.  This 
motherfucker believed that Ray Charles and Stevie Wonder 
weren't even blind, that they were just pretending, and that 
Paul is dead. He was also a flat Earther and moon landing 
denier who not only believed that we lived under a dome but 
that dinosaurs were used to make the pyramids despite their 
being ridiculously anachronistic  to the Old Kingdom, and 
very probably averse to any kind of servitude. Besides, isn't 
it obvious that giants built the pyramids? Whatever. People 
will believe what they want to believe.

Lloyd  was  also  the  carpenter  jeans  shorts-wearing 
resident  manager.  He pretty  much  always  wore  carpenter 
jeans shorts, and they came with their own backstory.  He 
had bought every pair in his size off the clearance rack at an 
off-price department store he happened to be in, in the early 
2000's, evidently because they were practically giving them 
away due to  their  being slightly irregular.  Lloyd,  though, 
saw it as an opportunity to buy all the shorts he'd need for 
the  rest  of  his  life  while  simultaneously  hedging  against 
inflation—which,  incidentally,  was  the  same  rationale  he 
used when he bought a shit-ton of scratch and dent refried 
beans from the salvage store before realizing that they didn't 
really agree with him, being particularly troublesome to his 
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spastic colon, and all. And then there were the floppy disks 
he bought in bulk in 2003. Two-thousand and-fucking-three. 
He was so behind the times—he always wanted me to fax 
him things and pay my rent with checks.

Anyway, I had owned a pair or two of those shorts back 
in the day and considered them sort of gimmicky with their 
hammer  loop  even  then,  but  I  think  Lloyd  thought  they 
imbued him with a sort of handyman cred, and he fucking 
used that hammer loop. In fact, you would never see him 
without some kind of hammer hanging from his hip, which 
he  would  make  a  point  of  being  seen  using  to  make 
something fit or give the impression that he was otherwise 
engaged in some sort of project that required his undivided 
attention. 

Lloyd was tall and gaunt and fucking grey from taking 
too much colloidal silver when he probably shouldn't have. I 
had the misfortune of living above him and was hence privy 
to his pervy peccadilloes. It was an open secret that he liked 
to watch girls take turns kicking each other in the cunt and 
slap each others' breasts, and paid prostitutes to stick their 
feet  in  his  mouth  and  spit  on  him.  That's  none  of  my 
business, though. I don't know if he knew that I knew, but I 
don't know how he couldn't because he heard every fucking 
thing I did and everything I said above the volume of a stage 
whisper  and  would  complain  at  the  drop  of  a  hat  even 
though he was a showtune aficio-fucking-nado and would 
sing “Happy Talk” from South Pacific—All. The. Fucking. 
Time. Or, “Tomorrow” from  Annie. It  was awful, in part, 
because he couldn't enunciate, but also because he strained 
to hit the high notes. 
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Lloyd was generally regarded as the building's bête noire 
by most of the tenants, and for good reason—he was a nosy, 
back stabby son of a bitch who welched on bets. He was 
good at seeming good, but was really  a shameless shirker 
and  a  master  procrastinator  who  acted  as  if  his  position 
required little in the way of actual work, and it just fucking 
irked the shit out of me. I won't belabor the point, but he 
knew how to make himself  scarce and was never  around 
when you needed him—although he was always Johny-on-
the-spot  if  Phaedra  (with  whom  he  was  servile  and 
ingratiating)  required  his  service  because  he  was  always 
fawning over her and addressing her breasts rather than her 
face.  He  seemed  to  be  completely  unaware  that  he  was 
punching way above his weight and looked like a fool. It 
was embarrassing and cringy to watch. The shit he would 
tell her to impress her and inflate his stature in her mind was 
ludicrous and obviously bullshit, but the truth would have 
gotten him nowhere faster. 

Lloyd was a real piece of work. He was a natural-born 
liar and prone to hyperbole and self-aggrandizement to the 
point  of  absurdity  and delusion,  but  he couldn't  convince 
hardly anyone that  he was anything  other  than a  pathetic 
fucking  loser  who  led  a  sad  little  life  mostly  devoid  of 
respect and camaraderie. To his credit, though, he did seem 
to be able to detect rain up to six days in advance due to an 
old bowling injury to his knee, which has actually come in 
handy.

I hated to cross paths with him and always tried to skirt 
him because he was an oversharing energy vampire and was 
difficult to ditch once he sunk his fangs into you, but still, 
he would often find a way to waylay me and engage me in 

33



rambling  one-sided conversations.  He was naturally  long-
winded and enamored by the sound of his own voice and as 
a result liked to talk at length about his dreams, his health, 
how he slept, and what he ate, like I actually cared, or worse 
still, some animal-human hybrid nonsense, or the scientific 
principles behind some fake martial  arts bullshit,  or some 
end of the world scenario. 

Lloyd was a self-described prepper who preached doom 
and gloom ad nauseam, despite having been burned big time 
by Y2K. He had fallen for the fear-mongering and had truly 
believed  that  because  computers  at  the  turn  of  the 
millennium  were  expected  to  have  a  little  problem 
distinguishing between the years  1900 and 2000 airplanes 
were going to fall  out of the sky and humanity would be 
returned to a time he defined loosely as “the olden days”. 
He even went  so far  as  to  have all  his  teeth  pulled  as  a 
preventative  measure  against  the  possible  contraction  of 
life-threatening dental issues because dentistry wasn't going 
exist in the world post Y2K. He told me that he didn't regret 
doing  so,  but  it  caused  his  mouth  to  overclose  and  his 
cheeks to sink in and altered his facial features to such an 
extent that he looked prematurely elderly, and he was only a 
couple of years older than me, which was the sad part.

I didn't know him at the time of the cataclysm that never 
was, but I had lived through many an “impending calamity” 
since  taking  residence  in  the  Hazel-Atlas.  Nothing  ever 
actually happened, and his planning and provisioning were 
basically  all  for  naught,  but  that  didn't  stop  him  from 
hoarding  supplies.  He  had  accumulated  at  significant 
expense the many and diverse appurtenances of survivalism 
and had stockpiled a stash of Spam and ramen noodles and 
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Twinkies and canned cheese that could feed a family of four 
for  a  year,  but  as  far  as  I  could  tell  he  was more  of  an 
armchair  survivalist  than  the  real  thing,  and  I  was  rather 
doubtful of his abilities. He hadn't ever gone a day without 
the  benefit  of  modern  conveniences—he  had  gone 
“camping”,  once,  when he was a kid,  in Yosemite,  but it 
was in an RV in the parking lot of the visitor center. His 
idea  of roughing it  was sleeping  without  air  conditioning 
and  drinking  instant  coffee  and  eating  room  temperature 
fruit, so I'm pretty sure that if and when the shit really hits 
the fan he will be subject to a rude-fucking-awakening.

Anyway,  each  and  every  interaction  with  him  was 
abhorrent and mind-numbing and never failed to leave me 
feeling like I had just been robbed of some of the time I had 
left on this planet—time better spent doing literally anything 
else—and that  pissed me the  fuck off  because life  is  too 
short as it is. They all started with a greeting in a foreign 
language. He didn't actually speak any of them because he 
didn't have any stick-to-itiveness, but he could say “Hi” in 
quite a few languages.

He  also  had  this  fucking  fondness  for  those  pseudo-
profound inspirational quotes that proliferate the internet as 
memes that he would, without fail,  find a reason to share 
and  elaborate  upon,  even  if  they  were  only  tangentially 
germane  to  whatever  it  was  we  were  talking  about.  He 
would pretend to know more than he did, and was always on 
the  lookout  for  an  opportunity  to  impart  fortune  cookie 
wisdom  and  useless  advice.  He  once  told  me,  “Kale  is 
good,” and then added with a cautionary tone, “If you can 
handle it.” This coming from the guy who once told me to 
invest in bullets because they were going to be the money of 
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the future, and who also said that he wanted to tattoo his 
whole body so the government couldn't harvest his skin. He 
had a long way to go.

The dude  fancied  himself  a  fucking  raconteur  of  sorts 
and liked to recount tales of his life on the semi-professional 
bowling circuit  before essentially being pushed out of his 
league  for  picking  fights  with  round  Earthers  and  for 
unsportsmanlike  conduct—he  would  shout  out  insults 
disguised  as  coughs  at  the  competition.  He  didn't  really 
bowl anymore because of his trick knee and lumbago, but 
you could still find him drinking sponge shots and trying to 
scare up some tail at the bowling alley bar. He liked to give 
the impression to the barflies  that  he was something of a 
player with charm and swagger, but he didn't have any game 
or  much  luck  with  the  ladies.  I've  seen his  moves.  They 
usually resulted in him cockblocking himself, a little injured 
pride, and a case of sour grapes.

Finally, there's Corey. He was a mealy-mouthed mama's 
boy who apparently had a little bit of MS, so maybe that 
explains  some things.  He lived next  door  to  Lloyd.  They 
were  buds.  I  don't  know too  much  about  him  because  I 
shunned him, and he knew it. We haven't spoken in years, 
but it seems like just yesterday that I told him to fuck off. 
He never really did anything to deserve my enmity, but he 
rubbed me the wrong way for unclear reasons. Maybe it was 
the company he kept or his level of personal hygiene.

Corey had a serious and ongoing problem with dandruff. 
His shoulders were always covered in a liberal  dusting of 
the stuff. I found it kind of disgusting. I never knew if he 
was just oblivious of it or didn't care, although I don't know 
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how you couldn't know or give a damn. It's hard to not think 
poorly of someone who won't get that shit fixed.

Everytime I saw Corey I was reminded that I had gotten 
lucky in the looks department, all things considered. Bird-
like legs and a pot belly and rounded shoulders do not go 
well  together.  I've  seen  his  dad.  He  looks  just  like  him. 
Genetics can be a cruel fucking mistress. 

What little I knew of Corey I mostly learned from Lloyd, 
who a) could not be told anything shared in confidence and 
be expected to keep it to himself, and b) had seen with his 
own eyeballs  the inside of Corey's  apartment.  Once when 
walking past I saw that his door was ajar and was able to 
glance inside. I didn't see the sex robot or pop culture curios 
Lloyd  told  me  about,  but  I  did  notice  that  his  pad  was 
decorated like he lived with his mother.  He had a strange 
relationship with his mother. There's just something wrong 
when you're a dude and your mom is your best friend and all 
your clothes are mother-bought.

Anyway,  Corey  and  Lloyd  would  get  together  every 
Saturday  night  with  a  few  other  social  rejects  to  play 
Dungeons  and  Dragons  and  smoke  cherry  cigarillos  and 
drink wine coolers. Corey was the Dungeon Master. Lloyd 
was a wood elf fighter. They used to try to coax me into 
playing having learned that I was no stranger to the 20-sided 
die  and  had,  in  my  youth,  been  a  12th-level  Half-Orc 
Barbarian, but I had no interest in hanging with nerds when 
I could be fucking chicks.

Apparently,  though,  Corey  was  more  freaky  than  his 
milquetoasty  appearance  would  suggest.  According  to 
Lloyd, Corey was a closet Brony. I once saw a documentary 
about Bronies. It said there were millions of them. I don't 
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know. It seemed legit,  but it  could be bullshit.  Even after 
seeing it,  though, I still  couldn't  understand the appeal  of 
being  a  Brony,  but  people  like  what  they like.  I  kind  of 
always suspected that there was more to him than met the 
eye, but I thought it might have been pedophilia. I thought 
I'd be able to tell the difference, but I couldn't. My bad.

Corey was also a charter member of the Corporal Buford 
T.  McAllister  Appreciation  Society.  The  members  of  the 
Corporal Buford T. McAllister  Appreciation Society were 
not numerous. They consisted mostly of a few descendants, 
of which Corey was one, and a couple of crazy fucks who 
still gave a shit about some tunnel the Corporal built with 
black powder and slave labor for the Confederate Army for 
no real reason. They had envisioned a grandiose memorial 
built  in his honor, but it  was going to be costly and they 
found it very difficult to raise the necessary funds through 
fish  fries  and  bake  sales  alone.  Originally  designed  as  a 
water feature, there was supposed to have been a fountain 
with a bronze statue of the Corporal on a rearing stallion in 
the  center  holding  an  eternal  flame  in  one  hand  and  the 
Bible in the other. Unfortunately, they had to scale back the 
original vision pretty significantly because it proved to be 
beyond  the  Society's  budget.  It  was  going  to  have  to  be 
made in China, too, which was not a popular decision, but 
despite the objections of a couple of hold-outs compromises 
were going to have to be made and expectations lowered if 
it was going to happen at all. 

The finished product didn't have the desired impact, but 
you get what you pay for. They could have returned it, but 
they  would  have  had  to  pay  for  shipping,  so  that  wasn't 
going  to  happen,  but  they  should  have.  It  hadn't  really 
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captured the Corporal's likeness at all, and it didn't exactly 
convey  the  pride  of  being  descended  from  a  third-tier 
historical figure that most people had never heard of—it was 
a knee-high cement statuette of the man straddling a pony 
on a patch of grass behind the Dairy Queen, and ultimately, 
something that dogs would piss on.

39



CHAPTER 3

I stepped out to retrieve my paper. When I was a lad I 
delivered the same paper to augment my meager allowance. 
My route paid a pittance, but at the time I thought it was 
pretty  awesome.  The  money  I  made  was  mostly  blown 
quickly, squandered on frivolous shit and forgotten fads, but 
I was able to set aside enough of it to fund my purchase of a 
BB gun. 

My interest in shooting, however, turned out to be rather 
fleeting. One day in the back yard I took aim at a dove on 
the telephone wire and fired at  it.  I  watched it  fall  to the 
ground and instantly felt like I had done something bad. I 
wandered over to the bird with some trepidation and found 
it lying dead with a bloody wound in its neck. I felt sad and 
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ashamed of myself for murdering the poor thing, and worse 
still when I looked up and saw its mate wondering what the 
fuck had just happened. 

The  next  day  I  traded  the  gun  to  a  friend  for  some 
Australian  comic  books,  which  I  held  on  to  for  years  in 
hopes  that  they  would  someday  be  worth  big  money. 
Unfortunately, they were far from collectible. Wombatman 
was never very popular outside of Australia. The same for 
Spider-Monkeyman. Part of the problem was that they didn't 
have very good superpowers, or interesting weaknesses, or 
creative origin stories, or compelling villains—there wasn't 
a mustache twirling criminal mastermind, or mad scientist, 
or shady billionaire in the bunch—and as a result they just 
didn't  garner  many  fans  internationally.  Sure,  Kangaroo-
Man could jump far and hop very fast and kick really hard, 
and would fling boomerangs from a pouch at enemies, but 
his Achilles' heel was his inability to move backwards like 
his namesake and was really just more of an inconvenience. 

According to the Kangaroo-Man mythology, his parents 
were killed by dingos while on a walkabout in the Outback 
when he was an infant. He was found by a flyer who raised 
him as one of her own. His archenemy was the dastardly 
Cane  Toad  Whisperer.  Anyway,  all  of  my  comics  in 
aggregate were eventually found to not even be worth the 
effort it would take to sell them and I gave them to my boy 
because he didn't know that.

I went to collect my paper with the usual watchful eye 
toward the sky because sometimes animals can be real jerks. 
I had once gone to get my paper when a fucking pigeon shit 
on my shoulder. Then, when looking up to vent my anger at 
the son of a bitch perched on the power line, more shit fell 
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into  my inexplicably gaping mouth  and splashed into my 
eyes. It was a lot, and hot. I hacked and gagged and spit and 
ran groping my way to the spigot at the side of the building 
to  flush  my eyes  and  rinse  my  mouth,  but  much  to  my 
disgust I think I inadvertently swallowed some—there was a 
distinct burning sensation that I can attribute to nothing else. 
I dropped to my knees, nauseated,  and was feeling pretty 
sorry for myself, until I remembered what I had done as a 
kid, vis-à-vis the bird murder, and realized that I probably 
had it coming—fucking karma, man. To add insult to injury, 
Kyle,  the  pesky,  pasty-faced  neighbor  kid  and  a  Marcel 
Marceau  wannabe  who  lived  at  his  mother's  boyfriends' 
mother's house just happened to see everything, and to this 
day that little  twerp mimes  my discombobulation  in slow 
motion whenever he sees me—like that doesn't get old. 

Anyway, getting shit on wasn't how I wanted to start my 
day, but nature gives zero fucks, so you always have to be 
aware of the risk you take when you go outside.

I unrolled the paper and laid it on the counter. The lead 
article was about a man high on flakka or Black Mamba or 
some bullshit who said that he was Thor and had had sexual 
relations with a tree before trying to stab a beat cop with his 
own badge.

I don't know about Black Mamba, but flakka is some bad 
shit.  It's  a  relative  newcomer  to  the  recreational  drug 
pantheon and was at that time making serious inroads into 
the city's  drug scene.  There's  nothing redeeming about  it. 
Nothing good ever results  from being high on it.  No one 
will ever write a hit song on that shit. Why anyone would 
want to get all crazy as fuck is beyond me.
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It  just  so  happens  that  I  knew  the  officer  involved. 
Michael “Ol' Bent Cock” Hampton was his name. Being a 
schmuck was his game. People found him annoying because 
he was. He liked to rub in the fact that I had a couple of grey 
hairs  and  he  did  not,  even  though  he  was  dumpy  and 
suffered from chronic psoriasis and was in serious need of a 
reality check.  Fuck him. He was a laughing stock that no 
one took seriously. He was one of those guys that wore his 
sunglasses indoors and his wristwatch outside his buttoned 
shirtsleeve.  He  more  often  than  not  reeked  of  cheap 
aftershave—you could always tell  when he had been in a 
room  from  the  telltale  peppery  sillage.  He  called  pretty 
women “foxy ladies”, read everything out loud, and didn't 
know when a conversation was over—he would linger  in 
silence and weird people out. He also had this habit of using 
unnecessary air quotes.

I knew Hampton from back in the day before he started 
wearing  lifts  and  cravats  and  non-prescription  glasses 
because he thought they made him more interesting. They 
kind of did. We weren't friends-friends because he was just 
too strange to have much to do with, but that didn't stop him 
from  thinking  we  were  something  of  the  sort  and 
complaining to me about all the jokes made at his expense 
behind his back—especially the ones about him breaking his 
dick  during  sex  with  an  enthusiastic  but  inexperienced 
prostitute and being left with a permanently wonky erection. 

It was pretty evident very early on that he thought higher 
of himself than he had any right to, his arrogance and self-
absorbtion  rubbing  some  people  the  wrong  way.  He  had 
even considered himself  to be quite the ladies man when, 
historically, he was not—and any claim to be God's gift to 
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women was usually  met  with sidesplitting,  thigh-slapping 
laughter and a little light ribbing. I had never seen him with 
a woman the entire time I had anything to do with him. It 
was  pretty  evident  to  me  and  most  others  that  he  was 
anathema to women—even those single ladies with ticking 
biological clocks and no prospects and visible deformities 
who you would think could not afford to be too picky. Still, 
he fucking found a woman with a few childbearing years 
left in her to marry him who he didn't have to get a green 
card  for.  She  wasn't  a  catch  by  any  stretch  of  the 
imagination but was probably his only shot at marriage. She 
was  thickset  and  almost  gender-ambiguous,  and  if  not 
retarded-retarded,  pretty damn close—and not the  happy-
go-lucky kind, either. She eventually bore him a son who 
didn't have a chance in life, being the result of an old egg 
and some old sperm, some fuuucked up hillbilly genes, and 
inept child rearing practices. 

The kid was scrawny and strange looking and small for 
his age. I think he might have been a little retarded, too, to 
tell  you the truth,  although his  dad said he was just  very 
ADHD. In days of yore I'm pretty sure that he would have 
been the village idiot  who did a lot of tagging along and 
ruining  hunting.  He  would  periodically  go  out  in  public 
dressed  as  Captain  America,  which  might  have  been 
amusing if he was five, but he was ten with a legit mustache 
and a deep voice because he was on growth hormones, and 
it was just too freaky for most people to make sense of what 
was happening. He also liked to sing, and by sing I mean, 
belt out songs to a tune in his head without a concern for 
melodiousness  or  other  peoples'  wishes.  The  smug  little 
fuck thought he was the shit,  though. He thought he was 
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entitled  to  our  attention  and  always  expected  a  fucking 
round of applause. I would sneer at him and taunt him when 
his parents weren't looking—and yes, I know such behavior 
is  normally regarded as  reprehensible  and despicable  and 
mean. I expect I will be decried as an asshole by those who 
watch their language and probably be called worse by those 
who are prone to use profanity, but if you've never had the 
displeasure of being in his presence then you can't possibly 
comprehend the level of repugnance I felt for him.

Anyway,  I  really  didn't  think  the  news  could  get  any 
more ridiculous, but then I looked below the fold. I poured 
my Koffy® and took the paper over to the kitchen table with 
my fare. According to the article, a man had held up a local 
minimart  with a pair  of nunchucks and a set  of throwing 
stars.  He  reportedly  overpowered  the  clerk  before 
absconding with a fistful of twenties and a bag of churros. 
A  police  composite  sketch  of  the  unidentified  malefactor 
was  deplorably  amateurish,  and  I  really  couldn't  imagine 
anyone  looking  like  the  very  surprised-looking  man 
depicted. Moreover, the man had no ears and his neck was 
unrealistically small. An all-points bulletin was nevertheless 
issued for him, although the police department really should 
have put out a BOLO for a better sketch artist. 

So far, the cops had no suspects, few clues, and a dearth 
of witnesses willing to come forward.  I  couldn't  help but 
pity  the  detectives  charged  with  the  task  of  finding  him 
because they had their work cut out for them.
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CHAPTER 4

I  got  to  the  office  a  little  early  that  morning.  It  was 
located above Dr. Don's Acupuncture Parlor and Barbershop 
on the second floor of a two-story walk-up in the historic 
district.  “Old  Town,”  as  it  was  called  by  its  indigenous 
population, was not always the thing it had become. It had, 
until recently, been basically written off for dead—a place 
full of abandoned warehouses and slaughterhouses that were 
too big to do anything with except be converted into lofts 
and overpriced art studios. It had suffered from the ravages 
of time and the effects of a bad economy and a bunch of bad 
fucking luck. It had been subjected to the malevolent acts of 
vagrants and vandals and the indifference of people living in 
more affluent circumstances who had no reason to go there 
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and referred to  it  as  the bad part  of town because of the 
number  of  idle  black  men  you  could  see  drinking  from 
brown paper bags and getting haircuts in the street. It used 
to be a shining example of urban blight and the place where 
the mafia dumped dead people—finding bodies rolled up in 
rugs and shower curtains, or in shallow graves under body-
sized  piles  of  dirt  was  a  pretty  common occurrence.  The 
place very nearly missed the boat on historical preservation 
but has since undergone wholesale gentrification and been 
rebranded and rechristened as “O-Town” by the city council 
despite  a  few  pathetic  objections  from  the  abstinence 
advocacy group, Virgins Are People To [sic]. 

The change was rapid and dramatic and rumored to have 
been fast tracked with kickbacks to the crooked mayor who 
seemed to have a finger in every pie, but that's neither here 
nor there. Disrepair and decrepitude were put on notice. The 
buildings that could be brought back from the brink of ruin 
were given a face-lift. Bricked-up and boarded-up windows 
were  opened  and  reglazed.  Weeds  that  had  grown  from 
chinks in the mortar were poisoned or pulled. Graffiti was 
painted over.  Those crumbly,  old,  rubbishy buildings  that 
could not be saved were demolished and replaced with new-
builds with replica facades.

It  was definitely pretty bittersweet  watching the whole 
thing go down. I had kind of liked Old Town the way it was, 
but I wasn't going to miss the smell of piss on the sidewalk, 
or the fact that it was a food fucking desert.

Anyway, Old Town redux quickly became the place to 
be seen to all the free-wheeleing, self-indulgent bourgeois-
bohèmes rolling  in  their  conspicuously  abundant 
discretionary income while sipping labor-intensive half-caf 
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lattes made with conflict-free coffee by a would-be novelist 
living under a cloud of shame who cries himself or herself 
to sleep every fucking night because everyone knows that 
“barista”  is  just  a  fancy  word  for  someone  who  makes 
coffee,  and  making  coffee  for  a  living  falls  under  the 
category of menial  labor,  and menial  labor is hardly ever 
lucrative or fulfilling or dignified. 

O-Town catered  to  the  microbrew  and  microgreens 
crowd and became the place to go if trendy gastropubs and 
farm-to-table bistros and bars with mixologists that served 
drinks over six shapes of artisanal ice were your thing. That 
part was alright.

It also became home to any number of bijou emporiums 
of  haute  design  that  sold  more  expensive  versions  of 
everything. There were also a host of hoity-toity art galleries 
with pretentious patrons and stables of artistes with inflated 
egos  and  a  lack  of  creativity  and  artistic  integrity—it 
seemed like you could do anything, call it art, and then ask 
way  too  much  for  it.  There  were  cat  cafes  and  doggy 
daycares that offered massages and aromatherapy, a day spa 
and  fitness  club  with  classes  in  hula  hooping  and  belly 
dancing, and a nap shoppe that took reservations. That stuff 
I could live without.

Even my favorite little health food store jumped on the 
bandwagon and opened up a new location nearby.  It  was 
okay,  but  it  wasn't  the  same.  It  was  patronized  by  a 
completely different kind of customer than the original and 
was  a  mecca  of  sorts  for  millennial  yuppies  with  their 
gratuitous  entitlement  complexes,  fixie-riding  lumberjack 
hipsters  with their  wacky paradoxical  ways,  and seasoned 
trustfunders  with  too  much  time  on  their  hands. 
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Additionally,  its  employees  were  uppity  and  off-putting. 
They  were  more  preppy  than  hippie—more  Polo  than 
patchouli—and the ones I talked to didn't even know that 
chlorella  is  better  than  spirulina  at  removing  toxins  from 
your  body.  I  preferred  the  old  store  where  hairy-legged 
chicks went sans bra and had piercings and esoteric tattoos 
and actually knew shit, and the deodorant-averse dudes had 
patchy beards and dreadlocks and flashbacks from Burning 
Man. You wouldn't know it by looking at me, but I felt more 
comfortable in the bongs and black lights crowd.

O-Town's  environs  were  similarly  undergoing 
redevelopment. Construction cranes dominated the skyline. 
Half-completed mid-rises of posh microflats with their Juliet 
balconies  and  incommodious  wetrooms  and  requisite 
multifunctional built-ins were going up amidst multi-story 
parking lots with names and valets and exorbitant fees. They 
formed a backdrop that was architecturally uninspired and 
the  epitome of  the  squandered opportunity.  It  could have 
been better.

Anyway,  we had originally relocated after  working for 
many years sandwiched between a laundromat and an Asian 
grocery store in a strip mall on the outskirts of town. The 
locale wasn't ideal, to say the least, but I could get change 
for a dollar and chicken feet by the pound without walking 
very far if I wanted. Our new place was a step up, that's for 
sure, despite its notoriety—its previous tenant had been a 
bail  bondsman  with  a  shady  reputation  and  a  knack  for 
pissing people off. The place had been empty since it had 
become a crime scene.

The discovery of the vacancy was serendipitous.  I  had 
taken a gig as a skip tracer as I sometimes did to remain 
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solvent when going through lean patches and was looking 
for a fugitive I had reason to suspect was in the area when I 
saw the space was available to let. I thought it wouldn't hurt 
to have a look and kick the tires, so to speak.

When I  got inside I  found the place to  be particularly 
grungy and in possession of a mustiness I couldn't readily 
identify. If pressed to describe the smell I would say it was a 
mixture  of  old  people  and  bug  bombs,  with  a  little 
Mennonite funk thrown in. It was weird and eventually only 
mostly  gotten  rid  of.  The  remnant  smell  was  almost 
imperceptible, and most days you could forget it was there. 
There  were days,  though,  where for whatever  reason you 
could not. Genevieve called it a phantom stink.

I remember looking around trying to gauge the condition 
and determine the nature and extent of refurbishment. The 
place was taller than it was wide and divided into two rooms
—you walked through one to get to the other. The room that 
would eventually be my office had a view of the street out 
of one window and of a brick wall  out of another.  There 
were  what  looked  like  bullet  holes  and fist  prints  in  the 
Sheetrock,  dried blood splattered on the carpet,  a herd of 
dust  bunnies  and  segments  of  desiccated  scat  under  a 
derelict  sofa  with  stains  of  indeterminate  origin,  and  the 
faint chalk outline of the bail bondsman on the hardwood 
floor where he bit  the dust.  It  didn't really look that  bad, 
though, and I really liked the exposed brick and ductwork. I 
figured with some Spackle and a couple coats of paint, some 
new  carpet,  a  can  or  two  of  disinfectant,  and  a  sage 
smudging for good measure the place would be fine. So, I 
signed the lease and got to work, or, rather, I hired a couple 
of illegals to do the work under the table. Not only did they 
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do  a  fucking  good  job  at  sprucing  the  place  up,  they 
practically did it for prison wages.

I walked into the office and found Genevieve at her desk 
with a chocolate pastry, a bottle of kombucha, and a  Paris  
Match. Her  still  damp  hair  was  pulled  back  in  a  loose 
chignon.

Genevieve's  position  with  the  agency  was  woefully 
beneath her station. She was a scion of a rich and famous 
family  and  was  accustomed  to  the  perks  of  wealth  and 
privilege.  Her  family  were  card  carrying  members  of 
fashionable  society.  Her  education  was  Ivy  League.  She 
majored  in  International  Relations.  Her  dream  for  the 
longest  time  had  been  to  join  the  Diplomatic  Corps,  but 
somewhere along the way her interest waned and her desire 
ebbed away, and she was pleased to not have to do it. Her 
job with me was made-to-order and multifaceted and pretty 
cush with a generous benefits  package that  included long 
lunches  because  she  was  a  society  gal,  but  her  parents 
considered it  beneath her dignity and middlebrow at best, 
and I quote, “Had hoped for more.” 

After Genevieve graduated from college her wanderlust 
took her to southern Europe to unwind for the summer. She 
spent her days  basking in the Spanish sun and her nights 
busking for pocket money with her mandolin like a blithe 
dilettante getting her inner Bohemian out of her system. She 
smoked a lot of pot and tried not to think about her future. 
She  felt  immense  pressure  to  live  up  to  her  father's 
expectations, but didn't want the life that would result from 
doing so. To his consternation she decided to head north to 
sojourn in Paris and became a luxury lifestyle consultant for 
the smart set. It proved to be her forte.
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Genevieve  had  a  prestigious  surname  and  a  pristine 
reputation and as a result made a good living for a while. 
Her discriminating eye and discrete manner won her a lot of 
clients and afforded her an apartment above a yoga studio 
on a quiet little street in a nice neighborhood with a room 
for  guests  that  never  came.  She  met  an  older  man—an 
American expat and Formula One driver of some renown—
who would become her lover, but nothing more. 

Living abroad and doing what she did had already lost 
it's appeal when we met at the end of the bar of a cocktail 
lounge in Newark Liberty International. 

The Clubhouse was sleek and sophisticated and servicing 
a paucity of customers. I noticed Genevieve sitting tall on a 
bar stool as soon as I entered. I thought she might have been 
a  model.  She was world-class attractive and dressed very 
fashionably  in  designer  clothes,  and  was  ipso  facto  the 
cynosure of all the wayworn and lovelorn men in the place. 
She seemed oblivious of their furtive glances and lascivious 
vibes, but I suspected she wasn't.

I observed her as I walked up to the bar and found a stool 
nearby. I checked her out in the mirror of the back bar as 
she was yakking on the phone in French. 

I knew a little French. Sure, it  was phrasebook French 
mixed with  a  little  high school  French,  but  I  could greet 
someone and ask simple questions, and maybe understand 
their answers if they spoke slowly, and if I was speaking to 
Genevieve I might say what I could in French, but I could 
make out practically nothing of what she was saying to the 
person on the other end until she got to, “Au revoir.”

The  bartender  placed  a  drink  before  Genevieve  and 
turned his attention to me.
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“Good afternoon,” he said.
“A Tanqueray gin and tonic, please.” I said. The G&T 

was my go-to drink. It was equally at home in a dive bar or 
swanky  garden  party.  “Make  it  a  double,”  I  added.  The 
funny thing is, though, I hate the taste of gin, and likewise 
of tonic, but their pairing creates something rather sublime.

Genevieve  caught  me  looking  at  her  reflection.  She 
smiled and proceeded to make a very good first impression.

“You  flying  for  business,  or  pleasure?”  she  asked, 
seemingly inclined to be friendly and open to small talk. I 
had just spent four hours on a plane sitting next to a kid who 
didn't want to talk to me so this was a welcome interaction.

I turned my head to look at  her and met  her winsome 
gaze. It was deep and disarming. Her eyes were the color of 
caramel, accentuated by her smoky makeup. She had a sun-
kissed complexion and a little gap between two of her teeth 
that I found sort of endearing. 

“Business,” I said,  trying to put my best face forward. 
“And you?”

Her  answer  seemed  both  considered  and  cryptic.  “A 
change of scenery.”

“Are you embarking or returning?”
“That depends on your  perspective,” she said. “But, in 

regards to the spirit of your question, I'm returning.”
“Welcome back.”
“Thank you.”
“Where have you been?”
“Paris, mostly.”
I  lit  up a smoke and took an introspective drag.  I had 

been  to  Paris  on  two separate  occasions.  I  loved Paris.  I 
would live there if I could. “Lucky you,” I said.
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Genevieve  took  a  sip  of  her  drink.  “Where  are  you 
headed?” she asked.

“Home.”
“Where's that?”
“If  I  said  the  animal  rendering  capital  of  the  world, 

would you know which city I was referring to?” I replied 
with a playful grin. 

She smiled. “We must be on the same flight,” she said. 
I looked over at her drink.
“What are you drinking?” I asked.
“A Sidecar,” she replied.
I  was  pleasantly  surprised.  I  had  expected  something 

more trendy. 
“A Sidecar,” I echoed thoughtfully. “They hark back to 

another era,” I said.
“That's  a  nice  way of  saying  it's  old-timey.”  she  said 

dryly with a sly smile.
“Thank you.”
She looked at her drink. “I just read this thing about them 

in the in-flight magazine and thought I'd try one.”
I regarded Genevieve with fascination and was quickly 

enamored by her. She had real pizzazz. I wasn't accustomed 
to  receiving  the  attention  of  a  member  of  the young and 
fashionable  crowd,  but  I  tried  to  not  let  it  show.  In  my 
experience the typical beautiful young woman was selfish, 
vain, and useless, and wouldn't look at me twice, much less 
initiate a conversation. 

It had for some time been my default setting to hook up 
with perimenopausal  and disenchanted women around my 
own age who wondered if they could still land a man after 
having hit the wall and were making up for lost time after 
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sexless  marriages—and  for  whom  life  had  become  a 
desperate  struggle  to  maintain  their  sexual  agency,  their 
positive  outlooks,  and  good  posture.  They  were  almost 
exclusively middle-aged divorcées with body image issues 
and emotional  baggage  and a  litany  of  perplexing  sexual 
hang-ups. I think they felt they needed to prove they were 
still desirable and that age was just a number, and for some 
they were and it was. Many of them, though, had put on a 
few pounds that they just couldn't shake. Some of them peed 
a  little  when they sneezed.  A few of  them were hairy in 
places not normally so in young women.

Moreover,  I  was  used to  being in  the company of  the 
kind of women who hated the taste of alcohol and preferred 
to  imbibe  voguish  Vodka  Tonics  because  they're  almost 
flavorless, except for the lime, or sometimes mix it up with 
a Cosmo, despite it being a tad passé, because that's what 
they  drank  when  they  drank  in  their  twenties  and  were 
confusing the desire to play below their age with nostalgia. 

Ultimately,  Genevieve was nothing like them. She was 
classy  and  convivial  and  was  absolutely  atypical  of  the 
women  in  my  negligible  circle.  She  proffered  her  hand 
cordially and introduced herself.

“Morningwood.” I said, impressed with the firmness of 
her grip as I shook it. 

She nodded. “How do you do?” 
“Pleased to make your acquaintance,” I replied.
“Do you travel a lot?” she asked.
“Not as much as I used to,” I said. “When I do, it's for 

work.”
“What kind of work do you do?” 
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I withdrew a business card from my breast pocket and 
slid it across the counter to Genevieve. She picked it up and 
read it.

“Is that as cool as it sounds?” she asked.
All I could do was shrug my shoulders and give her a 

brief rundown of my day to day activities—the consults, the 
stakeouts, the paperwork, the sleep deprivation, the looking 
over my shoulder more than a normal person. I think I made 
it sound not cool at all. I refrained from telling her about the 
hours of boredom punctuated by moments of less boredom.

“Is it dangerous?” she asked.
As a rule it is not because I like to stay out of harms way, 

but a little empty boasting never hurt anyone.
“I've had the odd brush with danger,” I said. “Been in my 

share of hairy situations.”
“Do tell,” she said giving me her full attention.
Fuck. 
I told her about the time I was accosted by a bellicose 

insurance  fraudster  who got  hip  to  me  and  threatened  to 
rough  me  up;  however,  the  nature  of  the  actual 
confrontation  did  not  lend  itself  to  the  making  of  a  very 
exciting story. I will admit to having embellished it a little 
and exaggerating my uncharacteristic daringness to impress 
a beautiful young lady I thought I was never going to see 
again. I don't know if she believed my gasconade. I mean, 
the bit about me fighting the dude mano a mano, come on, 
that's just silly. I made that part up and I really wish I hadn't 
because now Genevieve thinks I can fight and one of these 
days she is going to find me out.
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I was really hoping a single tale would suffice because I 
didn't think I had another one in me. Fortunately, it seemed 
to. 

“Do you pack heat?” she asked.
“Do I pack heat?” I repeated with an involuntary chuckle.
Genevieve smiled.
“I do not,” I replied. The truth is that I'm not a very good 

shot, but I didn't feel the need to divulge that. I was never 
very comfortable handling firearms and as a result I never 
really got proficient using them. It was a good thing I never 
needed to.

“When I was a kid I got to shoot a .22,” said Genevieve.
“Oh, yeah?”
“I  was  pretty  good.  I've  got  awards  for  marksmanship 

from summer camp,” she said, simpering with pride.
I later learned her shooting instructor was former Israeli-

fucking-army.
“Do  you  do  ride-alongs?”  she  asked  inquisitively.  “I 

think I'd like to see a day in the life of a private eye.”
Her inquiry was unprecedented, but I was familiar with 

the  practice  and game to  indulge  her  fancy if  it  meant  I 
would see her again, and in the process impress her with my 
investigative acumen.

“Yeah, sure,” I replied amenably. “When are you free?” 
“How about tomorrow morning?” she asked.
I nodded. “Have a look at my website. The address is on 

the card.”
"I'll do that."
I finished my drink and checked the time. There was time 

for another. I gazed at Genevieve's empty glass.
"Another round?"
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"What do you suggest?"
"Something fancy off the top shelf."
We got some kind of Scotch on the rocks. It was alright.
We toasted to chance meetings and spent the next half-

hour or so in facile conversation.
“So, what kind of case were you on?” 
“I was  monitoring  the  activities  of  a  guy suspected of 

committing insurance fraud.”
“Where did you go?”
“I  went  on  one  of  those  Caribbean  cruises  to  the 

Bahamas,”  I  said.  I  had done that  twice before,  and they 
were the closest thing I had to a vacation in several years. 
“It's  not  exactly  exotic  travel,  but  it's  always  nice  to  get 
away.”

I believe it was then that the tan lines from my sunglasses 
and fake mustache made sense, but I nonetheless observed 
her curious mien.

“How does that happen?” she asked.
“Sometimes, when there is doubt as to the authenticity of 

a  claimant's  injuries,  insurance  companies  make 
arrangements for persons suspected of faking an injury to 
quote, win a free cruise, unquote.”

“I don't get it.”
“It provides a cost effective opportunity for the claimant 

to cease the charade without being observed by those they 
are defrauding. Or so they think.”

“With all the tests a doctor can order you can still fake an 
injury?”

“Sure,” I replied.  “Muscle problems with the back and 
neck are popular scams because soft-tissue injuries are hard 
to disprove.”

58



“So you just watched him the whole time?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Pretty much.”
“Did you get him?”
“He should've been barely able to walk, but I got him 

leading the fucking Conga line.”
“Bravo,” she said as she raised her glass.
“There are worse ways to make a buck,” I said with a 

grin.
“Definitely,” she said, nodding her head.
I asked Genevieve what her deal was.
She said she was headed home. She had a job waiting for 

her in the family business, but she disdained the thought and 
was going to look for something else.

“It can't be that bad,” I said.
“It's not something for which I am particularly suited,” 

she said. 
“What's the business?” I asked.
“Deschanel.”
Deschanel was a Fortune 500 company whose flagship 

brand, Miss Fannie Snack Cakes®, was a household name. 
Their products were the finest example of empty calories, 
but were like manna from heaven to those who felt unloved.

I  had eaten their  version of the Swiss roll  called  Hee-
Hee's® many years  previous.  I  don't  remember  the exact 
situation,  but I had to have been starving because I didn't 
have any self control and ate most of the box in one sitting. 
They weren't delectable, but they did live up to their claim 
of being a food that when eaten can reduce hunger, which is 
setting the bar pretty low if you ask me.

“You're a Deschanel?” I asked.
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“The eldest daughter of Thomas,” she said like I should 
know who he was. I did.

The  Deschanel's  had  high-status  bonafides  and  were 
members of polite society. They figured prominently in the 
Social Register for decades and are one of America's most 
famous families. Thomas Deschanel, in particular, was kind 
of a big deal and was revered and reviled in equal measure. 
He was a  self-made  multi-millionaire  who had grown up 
poor and failed at many attempts to strike it rich before he 
hit pay dirt in the snack food business with his take on the 
ol'  rolled sponge cake. He has since become a paragon of 
the  business  community,  the  president  and  CEO  of 
Deschanel  Inc.,  and  also  part-owner  of  the  local  arena 
football team. Go Lasers!

“So, what kind of work are you looking for?” I asked.
“I've got a friend who's going to open a gym/art gallery,” 

she  replied.  “She's  offered  me  the  position  of  Gallery 
Assistant. I could do that.”

“I think you're going to find it doesn't pay as well.”
“That's  alright,”  she  said  with  lighthearted  unconcern. 

“I'll manage.”
“I'm sure you will.”

60



CHAPTER 5

I saw Genevieve waiting for me by the door to my office 
when I pulled into the parking lot the next morning. I half-
expected her not to show, but was happy she had.

I pulled into a stall out front. 
“Good morning,”  she said as I exited my vehicle.  She 

was more modestly dressed than when I had seen her last, 
but still quite stunning.

“Bonjour,  madamoiselle.  Comment-allez  vous?”  I  said 
because I don't get to speak French to someone who actually 
knows French hardly ever.

“Tres bien,  et  vous?” she said because that's  what you 
say.

“Bien, merci.”
I  unlocked  the  office  door  and  pulled  it  open  for 

Genevieve. “Entrez, s'il vous plaît.”
And then she said something I didn't understand.
I  could  tell  by  the  look  on  her  face  that  she  had 

envisioned something a little less fly-by-nighty.
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My office had been furnished on a shoestring due to my 
being strapped for cash and left much to be desired. It was 
spartan, to say the least, and consisted of little more than a 
couple  of  folding  tables  and  chairs  because  my  newly 
minted ex-wife had taken half my fucking money. She left 
me  on  the  backfoot  with  the  bills  and  without  the 
wherewithal to fit out the office properly. All improvements 
had to be put on the back fucking burner.

“It's pretty bare bones, I know,” I said.
“It's very spacious.”
“It used to be a Shoe Shack,” I said.
“Who buys shoes from a store anymore?”
I made us each a cup of Koffy®. She pretended to like it 

as  I  explained  that  we  were  going  to  be  investigating  a 
personal injury claim.

“We're going to  be doing a  lot  of  sitting  in  a  car  this 
morning.”

“We can take my car, if you like,” she said with alacrity 
and a hint of hopefulness in her voice.

“You got a full tank?”
Genevieve nodded.
“Alright, then,” I said. “Let's get the show on the road.”
We took our Koffys® with us. 
“Did  you  google  me?”  I  asked  as  Genevieve  led  me 

across the parking lot to her car. 
“Of course.”
“Did you check out my website?”
Genevieve nodded. “It's very nice.”
“Thank you.”
“Here we are,” said Genevieve as she stepped over to the 

driver side door of a pale primrose Jaguar made before they 
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became cookie-cutter  and easily  mistaken  for  some other 
kind of car. 

“This is your car?” I asked. It was sleek and stylish and 
emitting a fragrance.

“It's  my  mother's  daily  driver,”  she  said.  “I  hope  you 
don't  mind  the  smell  of  Chanel  No.5.  I  just  dropped  my 
mom off at her country club.”

I  opened  the  door  and  immediately  understood  her 
concern. It was pretty cloying.

Genevieve inserted the keys into the ignition and started 
the car.

“You'll get used to it,” she said. “After a while you won't 
even notice it.”

That  wasn't  really  true,  but  I  didn't  really  care.  I  had 
never been in a Jag before and was stoked. It was a sweet 
ride. It was comfortable and sumptuous with its soft leather 
upholstery and wood-looking trim, but it didn't have any cup 
holders and I had to hold both of our Koffys®. How does 
that happen?

I  had  Genevieve  drive  to  the  home  of  a  suspected 
malingerer.  His employer  felt  he was milking the system. 
My job was to determine if that was in fact the case.

The subject's house was in the suburban periphery, in the 
sprawling  and  severely  nondescript  neighborhood  called 
Cedar Grove, but known as The Bottoms by its inhabitants 
for some reason unknown to me and most people.  It  was 
working-class, old people, and starter homes. It was on the 
wrong side of  the  tracks  and within smell  of  the  sewage 
treatment plant. 

I  had  Genevieve  drive  by  the  house  slowly.  It  was 
unprepossessing, and while deficient in curb appeal, enjoyed 
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an excess of decorative nonsense and bad vibes due possibly 
to the excessive presence of negative Hartmann lines. It was 
an  uncared-for  Minimal  Traditional  built  during  the  The 
Great Depression. I recognized the design. Its floor plan and 
particulars  were  something  Sears  Roebuck  called  The 
Collington,  but other kit  home manufacturers  with almost 
identical  products called the design something else.  I had 
shown  a  few  of  them  to  clients  during  that  year  I  tried 
without success to make some money selling real estate and 
I was familiar with their awkward layout and horrible feng 
shui—you had to walk through the dining room to get to 
every  room  in  the  house  except  the  living  room.  The 
strategic  use  of  mirrors  would  have  been  required  to 
ameliorate  the  stagnant  chi.  Crystals  and  wind  chimes 
would've helped cure the adverse energies.

I  saw  the  subject's  car  in  the  driveway  and  had 
Genevieve turn around and double back. As we approached 
the house I had her stop short of it and pull over onto the 
grassy shoulder.

Staking  out  a  home  rarely  goes  unnoticed  by  the 
neighbors. It's hard not to be suspicious of people sitting in a 
car in front of your house for more than a couple of minutes 
with  no  conceivable  reason  for  doing  so  and  with  no 
innocent  purpose  to  affect.  Usually,  an  over-zealous 
member of the Neighborhood Watch would assume I was a 
burglar casing a place, or something, and call the cops on 
me. I would usually preempt their call to 911 by calling the 
police first.  They knew who I  was and let  me do what I 
needed without interference. They spun it as a professional 
courtesy, but they really just lacked the will and resources to 
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do anything  about  it  had they wanted to.  Whichever  was 
good with me.

I  pulled  out  my field  glasses  and trained  them on the 
house and its curtilage. I observed a mangy cur chasing his 
tail out of boredom, a couch, and an assortment of dog toys 
on the patchy lawn behind a  chain link fence  covered in 
fucking poison ivy. There was an above ground pool in the 
sideyard next to some scrawny shrubbery that would have 
benefited  from  some  pruning  and  a  little  compost.  The 
house  had  vinyl  siding  and  a  metal  roof  and  it  suffered 
aesthetically because of it. Whatever character it might have 
once  possessed  had  been  lost.  It  had  all  the  charm of  a 
mobile home but none of the stigma.

Genevieve and I were listening to chatter on the scanner 
app and were following a situation involving a woman who 
had gotten her ear bit off after hurling a frozen pork chop at 
another woman's face in a fight over a watermelon when the 
subject  of  our  stakeout  exited  his  abode  lacking  the 
appearance of someone suffering from debilitating pain or 
experiencing even a twinge of discomfort. He had claimed 
to be virtually incapacitated, but his spritely gait belied the 
truth. He seemed to have undergone a miraculous recovery 
but was keeping it on the down-low.

I grabbed my Polaroid camera and looked through the 
viewfinder. “You see that?” I asked as I snapped a picture.

“Uh-hmmm.”
“That's  what you call  'exceeding your  alleged  physical 

limitations',”  I  said  as  I  tossed  the  photo  on  the  dash  to 
develop.

“What was his injury?”
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“He strained his lower back and is supposed to need a 
walker,” I said as I took another picture.

“He's going to his car.”
“Let's  see where he's  going,”  I  said  as  I  watched him 

actually do some kind of dance move the last couple of feet 
with remarkable grace and flair.

We tailed him to the train station, and once there were 
able to follow him on foot as he walked quite nimbly for a 
man his size to the concourse, where he just seemed to loiter 
and glance frequently at the clock. 

Well,  I  had  already gotten  the goods on him and was 
about to call it a wrap when the abrupt piping of folky Irish 
music over the public address system caused me to cringe 
involuntarily. I looked around and saw heads turn towards a 
lad in a green silk shirt,  black trousers, and cummerbund 
river dancing his ass off. I was wondering what was going 
on  when  I  saw  him  joined  by  a  couple  of  heretofore 
inconspicuous onlookers and had a sneaky suspicion that a 
flash mob was taking shape.  Every couple of measures  a 
few more  people  emerged  from the  throng  of  seemingly 
happenstance  spectators  and would fall  in  to  the growing 
line shuffling and fluttering and scissorsing in unison. 

It  was at  that  point in a lot  of flash mobs where I am 
often fooled into thinking it's  going to be a modest  affair 
when the  music  began to  crescendo to  a  fever  pitch  and 
droves  of  people  from  the  impromptu  audience  whose 
involvement had thus far gone unsuspected just swarmed in 
en  masse  to  create  a  truly  impressive  formation.  Among 
them was the malingerer  who had no trouble keeping up 
with the routine.
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I  have to  admit  that  for  some reason I  get  choked up 
when I  see  a  well-executed  flash  mob.  This  one  was  no 
exception.  It had a particularly energetic routine that built 
up to a frenetic finale that caused me to well up and shed a 
confoundingly predictable  tear,  which I  dispatched before 
anyone saw. Just why I get  moved to tears so easily is a 
mystery to me.

The routine ended without fanfare as the best flash mobs 
do, but people weren't even given the opportunity to applaud 
the  performers.  In  the blink  of  an eye  the  formation  just 
dissolved  into  a  mass  of  individuals.  It's  participants 
dispersed and became indistinguishable from the commuters 
there  to  catch  their  trains  to  wherever  and  all  points  in 
between.

“Let's get some lunch,” I said to Genevieve. “I'll buy.”

* * *

Genevieve  and I  got  some take-away from the  Kebab 
Cabana where my friend Mehmet worked and ate it in their 
parking lot.

“You've got a pretty cool job,” Genevieve said as she slid 
a  piece  of  green  pepper  from the  skewer  of  her  chicken 
shish  kabob  into  her  mouth.“Thanks  for  letting  me  tag 
along. This has been fun.”

“It's nice to have someone to talk to for a change.”
“I hope I'm not cramping your style.”
“No worries,” I said shaking my head. “It's all good.”
Genevieve and I had a really nice rapport. I was enjoying 

her company and her can-do spirit. She was inquisitive and 
intuitive, and seemed like a real go-getter. I was really so 
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impressed with her—and perhaps a smidgen smitten by her 
charms—that  I  thought  about  offering  her  a  job  as  my 
assistant.

I had had an assistant several years earlier, but it didn't 
work out. We weren't a good fit. She made a scene and quit 
when I accidentally high-fived her breast. I had mistaken a 
wave to someone standing behind me for the most innocent 
of celebratory gestures. It all happened so fast, but I knew as 
soon as my palm smooshed into her right tit that it would 
never  be  the  same  between  us.  It  was  completely  in  her 
character  to  be  easily  offended  and  she  seized  the 
opportunity to sue my ass for sexual harassment, claiming 
that  I  violated  her  touch boundaries  when I  never  would 
have taken such liberties.  I  think the jury could tell  from 
watching  the  animated  re-enactment  that  my  hand  had  a 
trajectory consistent with my story and the laws of physics, 
and by watching it in slow motion you could pretty much 
see  that  any  inappropriate  bodily  contact  was  unintended 
and I was not in fact just copping a feel, as was alleged. The 
whole  situation  was  nothing  more  than  an  embarrassing 
mishap.  The jury deliberated  for  like  five minutes  before 
coming  back  and  actually  awarded  me  nominal  damages 
that I will never see for having to put up with her bullshit.

Anyway,  I had a feeling Genevieve would be different 
and I felt pretty confident that she could be a credit to the 
agency—perhaps,  too,  open  doors  that  might  have 
previously been closed to me—and decided to offer her a 
job even though I imagined she would turn it down.

“I don't know if you'd be interested, and I know you've 
got something lined up, but I think I could find things for 
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you to do if you wanted to join the agency in the interim,” I 
said.

Her mouth was full,  but she nodded in the affirmative 
very enthusiastically.

So,  I  introduced  her  to  the  louche  world  of  private 
investigation. I took her on as a protégée and sidekick fully 
assuming  she  would  eventually  succumb  to  her  father's 
wishes and the promise of respectable remuneration, but she 
didn't—she said she was happy and she seemed to be. Six 
years  had  gone  by  and  she  had  become  a  fixture  of  the 
agency and very much indispensable. She knew the ropes, 
had a nose for trouble, and had an elasticity of mind that 
welcomed  new  ideas.  She  demonstrated  an  aptitude  for 
private investigation I had not anticipated and could not fail 
to appreciate. I had never seen anyone who could multitask 
like she did, or work so efficiently.  It's  not everyday you 
meet someone who can keep a secret and can think on their 
feet  or  do  a  pretty  good  impersonation  of  you.  She  had 
become  my  factotum-cum-muse  and  confidante,  all  the 
while  helping  me  get  my  shit  together  and  be  a  better 
person. I feel like I really lucked out.

Genevieve and I were kindred spirits and had gotten into 
a groove that got deeper over the course of time. We were 
on the same page with almost everything. She knew me like 
no one else and I wouldn't have wanted it any other way. 
She had my back and I had hers, and it went without saying 
that we had something special.

We were at ease with each other and closer than I had 
ever  been  with  my  ex—with  whom  I  had  never  really 
experienced  connubial  bliss  and  still  bear  considerable 
rancor towards—but our relationship was nothing ever more 
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than platonic. I did have an affection for her, and I think she 
for me, and that was good enough. She was my best friend, 
and I daresay I was among hers. She didn't have a lot of 
friends,  but  she  had  a  coterie  with  whom she  would  pal 
around and do girly things, and the acquaintance of a great 
many men who desired to be in her company. 

I had been introduced to the odd gentleman caller on a 
couple  of  occasions,  but  they  were  never  anything  more 
than a passing fancy. There was the dignified and reticent 
Swiss  hotelier  who  was  very  distinguished and  tres 
European with all his cheek kissing and multi-lingualness, 
the  well-coiffed  English  restaurateur  with  the  fancy-man 
mustache and the airs and graces of a dandy who couldn't 
tell me where he was from without telling me his entire life-
fucking-story, and the pompous and snooty Parisian gallerist 
who  introduced  himself  with  his  full  name,  which  I 
immediately  forgot.  Her  suitors  were  always  sufficiently 
dapper and if not especially virile then virile adjacent and 
did seem nice enough, but only once or twice did I ever see 
any chemistry, and even then I knew it didn't matter. They 
were invariably nothing more than an amorous dalliance and 
a means to a shag-filled end.

Genevieve had no desire to be  involved-involved with a 
man. She didn't need one and was way too busy doing the 
things  she  liked  to  do  to  fit  one  into  her  life  except  at 
intervals. She was always taking a class in this or lessons in 
that,  and  an  inamorato  would  have  required  time  and 
attention she preferred to invest elsewhere.

Her  desire  to  be well-rounded had its  inception  in  her 
youth and stemmed from her having had a romantic notion 
of what it was to be a spy. Growing up, it was all she had 
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wanted to be. She had been fascinated by anything cloak-
and-daggery, and apparently had become quite adept at the 
secret exchanging of matching lunch boxes. 

Genevieve  no longer  wanted to  be a  spy,  but  she still 
liked the idea of being a spy, and being a spy to her meant 
being able to do a lot of what you might call “tradecraft” 
and  making  it  look  easy.  To  that  end  she  studied  kick 
boxing, and got her pilot's license, and had become hot stuff 
with a handgun. She learned how to ride a motorcycle, and 
lose  a  tail,  and  speak  English  with  various  accents.  She 
worked  hard  at  developing  her  situational  awareness  and 
blending in with a crowd. She acquired a knack for Baccarat 
and developed a taste for martinis and even got me to go 
with her to Tango lessons because the Tango is the dance of 
spies  and assassins,  and  no  self-respecting  spy  would  be 
caught dead on the dance floor without any moves.

* * *

Genvieve looked up from her magazine and smiled.  It 
was  one  of  those  heartwarming  long-onset  smiles  that 
radiated loving-kindness. You could observe it taking shape. 

“Morningwood,”  she  said,  with  a  lilt,  and  seemed 
especially cheery.

“Bonjour,  Genevieve,”  I  said,  looking  at  her  with 
fondness. 

“I got you coffee and chouquettes from Maxence's,” she 
said, as she gestured to a paper bag on her desk. We went 
there a lot. His coffee was just regular coffee, but his baked 
goods were  very good and something  you  might  have to 
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wait in line for. Genevieve never seemed to have to wait in 
line, though.

“Merci,” I replied.
Genevieve  was  the  incarnation  of  loveliness  and 

frequently found herself subject to the male gaze, my own 
notwithstanding, if I'm honest. She was pushing thirty but 
had  the  youthful  looks  and  supple  limbs  of  someone 
younger because she took care of herself, and some people 
are just lucky that way. I snuck a glance at her girls as they 
filled  out  her  Breton  striped  shirt  because  they  were 
impossible  to  ignore.  You would have to  be blind not to 
notice them, and I would be remiss if I didn't mention them. 
They came factory and were fabulous. They were pert, but 
looked bigger than they were because of her thin waist.  I 
often found myself looking in their direction and derived no 
small amount of visceral pleasure in doing so.

Genevieve picked up a post-it.
“A woman named Dolores Nathaniel  called,”  she said. 

“She scheduled a consultation at 10:00.”
“What's her deal?”
“She wouldn't say.”
I looked at my watch. I had forty-five minutes.
I took the bag over to a chair and sat down. I pulled out a 

chouquette and popped it in my mouth. It was delicious, but 
my  enjoyment  was  tempered  by  my  concern  over  my 
nagging gastrointestinal situation.

Genevieve  leaned  back  in  her  chair  and  yawned  with 
abandon. I loved the way she dragged them out.

“How was your night?” she asked.
“It  was  fine,”  I  replied  with  apathy.  “The  husband's 

having an affair.”
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I  guess  I  must  have  looked  despondent  and/or 
preoccupied with something distressful because Genevieve 
asked, “Is something wrong? You look out of sorts.”

I  looked  at  her  and  sighed.  “How long  is  the  longest 
you've gone without a bowel movement?”

The question amused her but she was adroit and coy in 
her response. “I appreciate the fact that we have the kind of 
relationship where you feel comfortable inquiring about my 
BM's,” she said with an intonation that suggested that her 
thought wasn't finished. But, evidently it was.

I sank down in my chair.
“I haven't gone in almost two weeks.” 
“You must be joking.”
“Not even a little.”
“I assume you've tried a laxative.”
“Several, and often. And all remarkably ineffective.”
I  had,  in  fact,  just  gone  through  a  course  of  herbal 

laxatives, but they were not strong enough to deal with what 
I had going on.

“I  don't  think  you  eat  enough  fiber,”  she  said  with  a 
knowing  look.  She  was  always  going  on  about  fucking 
fiber.

“Fiber is over-rated,” I said shaking my head. “That's not 
my opinion. It's a fact.”

“I'm pretty sure it isn't.”
“That's what they're saying.”
“Who? Who's saying that?”
“Doctors.”
“I don't believe it.” 
“Why? Because you don't trust doctors?”
“No. Because it's stupid.” 

73



All I could do was sigh.
Genevieve  leaned back in  her  chair  and  looked at  me 

with disbelief.
“Maybe you should see your doctor,” she said. “If you've 

got some sort of fecal impaction it could be serious.”
“Yeah, you're probably right.” I said with melancholy as 

I forced myself to my feet. 
I took my little bag of chouquettes and my coffee into my 

office. 
“Please show Mrs. Nathaniel in when she arrives.” 
I  sat  down at  my desk  and woke up  my computer  to 

triage  my email.  I  was  usually  inundated  with  spam and 
rarely got much worth opening except my Word of the Day. 

I loved words. The thesaurus was bedside reading. The 
dictionary  was  my bible.  I  kept  a  notebook  with  lists  of 
words and phrases I found mellifluous or pleasing to the eye 
or  sublimely  succinct.  I  wish  I  could  have  actually  used 
them,  but  people  would  have  thought  I  was  being 
grandiloquent, and just showing off.
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CHAPTER 6

Genevieve  showed  Mrs.  Nathaniel  into  my  office.  I 
figured her to be in her late fifties. Her hair was dyed and 
probably  made  her  look  younger  than  she  was  from  a 
distance,  but up close you could see the hands of time at 
work on her face and neck and hands, and you could hear it 
in her voice. She seemed matronly and refined in a matchy-
matchy  twinset  accessorized  with  clashing  but  tasteful 
ladybug-themed costume jewelry.  I introduced myself  and 
asked her to sit.

“What can I do for you?” I asked.
Mrs.  Nathaniel  reached into her purse and withdrew a 

newspaper clipping. She unfolded it and slid it  across my 
desk to me.
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I picked it up and looked at it. It was the article about the 
minimart hold-up from that very morning.

“I believe I know who that man is,” she said.
Cue spit-take.
“Really?”  I  asked,  incredulously.  “You  recognize  this 

man?”
“Yes.”
Let  me  emphasize  how  unlikely  this  sounded.  That 

sketch was fucking ridiculous, full stop.
“Why come to me?” I asked. “Why not go to the police?”
“Because if  it  is  who I think it  is,” she said,  sliding a 

photograph of a man to me, “then it's my husband.”
“I think you should be having this conversation with your 

lawyer.”
“My attorney recommended I seek out the services of a 

private detective.”
My curiosity was piqued.
“What is it you would like me to do?”
“Find him.”
I looked at the photo and compared it to the sketch in the 

paper. The man in the photo had ears, and the size of his 
neck  was  proportionate  to  his  head,  and  he  didn't  look 
surprised at all. I studied the two images for longer than I 
care to admit.  The resemblance wasn't uncanny,  but there 
was a likeness that I couldn't ignore. It definitely might have 
been the same person.

“The man in your photo looks a bit younger.”
“It was taken about ten years ago.”
“Help me understand why you think your husband would 

do such a thing.”
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Mrs.  Nathaniel  shook  her  head  and  shrugged  her 
shoulders. “It's not like him to do anything of the sort.”

“Does he frequent Little Mexico?” I asked.
“He would not deign to be seen there, I assure you.”
“And yet…”
“There are things about him I cannot explain.”
“Your husband, does he know how to use nunchucks and 

throwing stars?” I asked.
“You're referring to the weapons he used.”
“I am,” I said, nodding.
“Not that I know of.” Mrs. Nathaniel shook her head. “I 

would say not.”
I  struggled  to  make  sense of  the  situation.  From Mrs. 

Nathaniel's dress and decorum she appeared well-heeled and 
upper crust, which made it seem all the more unlikely that 
her  husband  would  be  mixed  up  with  such  a  blue-collar 
crime.  If  it  was  true  then  something  had  to  be  amiss, 
because you don't hold up a place for the cash in the till and 
Mexican pastries if you are in a good spot in life.

“When was the last time you saw him?”
“Nine years ago, on November 9.”
“Nine years ago?”
“Yes, that is correct.”
“Where's he been?”
“I was hoping you would help me find out.”
“Have you spoken to him since you last saw him?”
“Once. He called me that morning from the airport.”
“Where was he headed?”
“He was going to L.A. for a business meeting.”
“Tell me about that.”
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Daniel  Nathaniel  had  been  an  executive  in  corporate 
news  media.  He  traveled  quite  a  bit.  The  meeting  was 
routine.

“What was the nature of the call?”
Tears  welled  in  her  eyes,  and  in  a  valiant  effort  to 

maintain her composure,  she said, “He just wanted to tell 
me that he loved me.”

I immediately regretted not keeping any tissues on hand, 
but came up with a solitary napkin from the Chinese take-
away for her to sop up her tears.

“Have you attempted to find him in L.A.?”
“His flight never made it there.”
I  was  considering  being  intrigued  when,  suddenly,  I 

experienced an eyebrow-raising epiphany that made me lean 
back in my chair and ponder the present situation.

“What flight was he on?” My tone betrayed the fact that I 
probably already knew.

Mrs.  Nathaniel  noticed the change in my countenance. 
She knew that I knew, but she seemed reluctant to answer 
for fear of being perceived of as crazy. 

“Cosmopolitan Flight 67,” she eventually said.
On the ill-fated morning of November 9, all those years 

ago,  Cosmopolitan  Flight  67  was  hijacked  by  Muslim 
extremists  with  connections  to  the  Islamic  terrorist 
organization,  Al  Ibaba.  The  hijackers  had  presumably 
stormed the cockpit, killing the pilot and co-pilot, and took 
control of the aircraft. A half-hour into the flight they did a 
180 and made a beeline towards Sabayon Tower. 

Sabayon  Tower  had been  a  proper  skyscraper  and the 
tallest building in the city. As a kid I had been taken up to 
the observation deck somewhere near the top. I remember 
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very vaguely that it seemed very high and I could see very 
far, but the memory I have of my visit that is the most vivid 
was seeing that someone had shit in the urinal.

Sabayon  Tower  was  the  corporate  headquarters  of 
Sabayon Biotech. Sabayon Biotech was the world's leading 
producer of fabricated food. If you've ever had Stake® or 
Chikkin® in any of its forms you've eaten their product, and 
very  likely  been  unimpressed.  They  manufactured  the 
artificial sweetener called Shuger®, too, that was ubiquitous 
in so many foods. Word on the street was that it was made 
by a strain of E. coli that was genetically modified to eat 
toxic waste and shit a substance that was 300 times more 
sweet than sugar. It was a poor substitute for real sugar, for 
sure,  but  it  was indeed strangely sweet.  For  those dieters 
seeking to cut calories it was close enough and consumed 
without regard for the side effects. For some strange reason 
it caused heavy users to develop facial tics and Jimmy legs, 
but people desperate to lose a couple of pounds will subject 
themselves  to  all  manner  of adverse reactions  in order  to 
squeeze into a pair of pants two sizes too small  they just 
couldn't fucking part with. 

At 9:05 am Flight 67 crashed into floors 97 through 101 
of Sabayon Tower. The resulting fire weakened the building 
to  the  point  that  it  eventually  collapsed,  in  a  matter  of 
seconds, into its basement. Concrete was pulverized. Glass, 
metal,  plastic,  people,  all  disintegrated.  Somewhere  near 
3000  people  perished  that  morning,  including  the  135 
passengers aboard Flight 67.

I sat there in silence for what must have seemed like an 
eternity wondering how to proceed with the conversation.

“You think your husband somehow survived the crash?”
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“I know it seems preposterous, but I think, by the grace 
of God, maybe he did.”

I  felt  such  a  statement  required  a  level  of  optimism 
bordering on delusion and found myself in a quandary.

“And he chose to let you believe he died?”
“I believe he has amnesia.” 
That was an interesting leap of faith, I guess, but I was 

more  inclined  to  believe  that  if  her  husband  was  indeed 
alive then he hadn't been on the plane when it crashed into 
Sabayon Tower. Perhaps he had missed the flight and took 
the  opportunity  that  the  plane's  demise  presented  and 
disappeared. How many men would reboot their lives if they 
could,  abandoning  everything  they  had  amassed  and 
everyone they knew, especially if they had the good luck to 
be presumed dead. Fuck the wife. Fuck the kids. Fucking 
ingrates. Fuck the shitty job. Fuck it all.

“Amnesia?” I repeated. It sounded like a flight of fancy 
to me.

Mrs.  Nathaniel  told me about  a medical  condition that 
would more accurately explain what could have happened 
had her husband not died. She called it a fugue state. I had 
never heard of such a thing, but she claimed to be a retired 
psychologist  so  I  listened  to  what  she  had  to  say.  She 
described the fugue state as a dissociative disorder in which 
a person forgets who they are and creates a new life. During 
the  fugue  there  is  no  memory  of  the  former  life.  I 
subsequently looked into it and can say that it is a thing, but 
at the time I was a little unsure what to think.

Regardless,  her  appeal  tugged  at  my  heartstrings  and 
evoked an abundance of pathos,  and I thought the least  I 
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could do was confirm that the man in the paper was not her 
revenant husband.

“Let me check with some people, see what I can suss out, 
after which we can discuss my further involvement.”
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CHAPTER 7

I thought I would ring the reporter of the article to see if 
he could fill in some of the details. When I called the paper I 
was sent to his voicemail. He never did call me back.

So, I headed to the police station hoping they had gotten 
fingerprints of the assailant from the crime scene and were 
able to positively identify him. But first I needed to stop at 
the clinic to see my own Dr. Feelgood. The doctor frowned 
at  my calling him that,  and to referring to his  clinic's  in-
house pharmacy as a pill mill, but if it looks like a duck and 
walks like a duck...

I  activated  the  police  scanner  app  on  my  phone  and 
caught  the  end  of  what  could  have  been  an  interesting 
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incident,  as I heard the officer say,  "the suspect has been 
advised to not return to the trailer park." 

The phone rang. It was Genevieve.
“Hey,” I said, answering.
“I found something right away I thought you might find 

interesting.”
“I'm all ears.”
“I checked the Social Security Death Index. There is no 

listing for Daniel Nathaniel.”
The Social Security Death Index is a database of death 

records  and  is  the  online  version  of  the Social  Security 
Administration's  Death  Master  File. It  lists  those  people 
who  have  died  since  1962  who  had  a  Social  Security 
Number,  and whose death has been reported to the Social 
Security Administration. 

“That is interesting,” I said, “given the circumstances of 
his  supposed  death.”  But  I  knew  the  index  wasn't  one-
hundred percent accurate, and so did she.

Genevieve continued. “That, on it's own, might not mean 
anything, but I checked the passenger manifest for Flight 67, 
and as it turns out, no one from Flight 67 is listed.”

That seemed unlikely and I failed to understand how it 
could be. 

* * *

I arrived at the clinic and pulled into the queue to the first 
of three drive-thru windows. It was through these windows 
that  office visits  were conducted.  The clinic  was a pretty 
shady outfit and was just one of the many urgent care docs-
in-a-box that were rife throughout the city and formed the 
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backbone  of  the health  care  system.  It  was  always 
abounding with patients who seemed to have nowhere to be, 
but the place was very accommodating so I figured I could 
be, too. 

At that exact moment on the other side of town a woman 
was being arrested in Walmart for assaulting someone with 
her  cane  while  riding  an  electric  cart  and  drinking  wine 
from a Pringles can. 

I was eventually greeted by a receptionist  with a bindi 
dot on her forehead. 

“Namaste,” she said with a slight bow of her head before 
she realized who I was.

We had history. We'd dated a while back, but she ended 
it due to medical reasons. She'd called herself Storm. She 
was this new-agey hippie chick with hairy pits and atrocious 
spelling who would wear flowers in her hair, and toe rings 
and  anklets,  and  make  out  with  her  eyes  open,  which  I 
thought was just bizarre.  She was high on life and would 
break out into song if she saw a heart-shaped potato or a 
double rainbow or a four-leaf clover. She would also burst 
out  in laughter  whenever  she told herself  a funny joke.  I 
remember she liked to forage for salad greens, and make art 
from mud and leaves and feathers, and give free hugs. You 
used  to  be  able  to  find  her  having  conversations  with 
squirrels  and  petting  millipedes  while  tripping  on 
mushrooms in the woods. She refused to eat anything with a 
face and tried to get me to go vegetarian, because bitches 
always be trying to change me, but it didn't take like I knew 
it wouldn't because I like eating meat too much. It's one of 
my favorite things to eat. She also eschewed bras and book 
clubs and bread machines, and other “bourgeois trappings” 
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of  mainstream  America.  She  regarded  things  like  privet 
hedges  and  picket  fences  and  patio  furniture  as 
contemptuous  symbols  of  middle-class  domesticity  and 
contentment.

I said, “Hi,” and asked how she was. It looked like she 
was doing well with the whole life after me thing, and I was 
relieved.  I mean, our relationship ended amicably,  but it's 
always kind of awkward when you run into an ex-girlfriend 
who might still have video of you doing jazz hands and high 
kicks in the nude even though she said she didn't. Anyway, 
she exuded a serenity that I attributed to her prodigious use 
of Rescue Remedy®. She told me how now she went by the 
name Paradise, lived in a teepee, had become a tantric vegan 
energy artist who did aura cleansings on the side, and was 
raising  her  three-year-old—a  child  named  Raindrop—
gender-neutral because it was all the rage in her ashram. She 
threw  cuddle  parties  and  held  self-loving  seminars  and 
espoused polyamory,  and I thanked God she believed she 
was allergic to my semen. 

I had previously come to the conclusion that she was une 
malade  imaginaire and  figured  her  burning  vagina  was 
psychosomatic—she  had  a  history  of  being  a 
hypochondriac. I remember once she was convinced she had 
a brain tumor when in reality she was just suffering from 
bad headaches brought on by caffeine withdrawal. And then 
there was the time she thought she had colon cancer because 
of  a  little  rectal  bleeding  which  turned  out  to  be 
hemorrhoids and easily alleviated with a little cream and a 
sitz  bath.  Anyway,  it  turned  out  that  she really  did  have 
what she called seminal plasma hypersensitivity. I looked it 
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up. Such a condition does exist, and is more common than 
you might imagine.

She handed me a clipboard with a form to fill  out and 
just  kept  blabbering  on  about  the  healing  power  of 
swimming with dolphins,  and walking barefoot  to ground 
with  the  earth,  and  extolling  the  virtues  of  nursing  your 
children until they decide that they don't want to anymore. I 
think she mentioned something about her recovering from a 
spiritual vacation overload, having gone from one retreat to 
another, but I wasn't really listening.

I ticked all the applicable boxes and handed the clipboard 
back.

She invited me to join her nudity-optional drum circle as 
I pulled forward.

“I'm going to fire dance, weather permitting,” she said, 
but I pretended not to hear.

I pulled up to the Doc. He was craning his head out of his 
window with a giant grin and a look of approval. He even 
gave me an enthusiastic thumbs up. He was near the upper 
extreme on the continuum of gayness and exhibited all the 
usual affectations of one who was out and proud. He was 
campy, very gesticulative, and always “on”. He also shaved 
his arms and wore a pinky ring and had fancy hair, but I 
didn't care. I really don't have a problem with the gays—
they're  the  life  of  every  dinner  party—  although  prissy 
queens can fucking suck it. Can I get an amen? I subscribe 
to the belief that you are born gay, because with all the hate 
and hassles  you  have to  put  up with,  why would anyone 
choose to be gay and be viewed by some as a second-class 
citizen?  That's  like  choosing  to  be  black  or  Roma  in  a 
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society  that  still  has  issues  with  race  and  bigotry.  Who 
would do that? I'm just saying.

“Ooh lal la,” the mincing doctor said to me with a heavy 
Hispanic accent before laughing for no particular reason. He 
was Puerto Rican and also pathologically prone to laughter. 
He had this odd habit of ending his sentences with a nervous 
laugh even if  what he had just said wasn't  funny at all.  I 
never knew what to make of it. “You got a new car,” he said 
as  he  patted  his  perm.  “I  like  it,”  he  opined—before 
laughing. 

I had a feeling he might.
It  was  new.  Well,  not  new exactly,  but  “certified  pre-

owned”. I had recently bought the Jetta because I admired 
it's European styling and couldn't afford a BMW, or even an 
Audi,  on  my  reported  income.  I  didn't  need  the  Feds 
snooping around my finances,  and inquiring about certain 
off-shore accounts in the Cayman Islands. I needed to keep 
the  income-hiding  function  of  the  dummy  corporation  I 
created to cook the books thoroughly under wraps.

I had what you might call a lot of lucre, but I wasn't that 
rich. Cigarette holders were very profitable, but I was only a 
single digit millionaire. You wouldn't know it by looking at 
me, though. The problem was that the money was difficult 
to use without having to account for it. This all meant living 
beneath my means and paying with cash whenever possible 
and hoping to someday win the lottery so I could act rich 
and live a life of leisure in luxurious splendor. 

My  previous  car  was  a  temperamental,  sometimes-
functioning,  third-hand  '76  Chevette  “Woody”.  I  had 
affectionately  called  it  my 'Vette,  which  confused  people 
who naturally assumed I was talking about a Corvette. I'd 
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bought the jalopy for a song off a guy who was using it for a 
doghouse. The guy wanted three-hundred for it. That's a lot 
in french fries, but not so much in dollars. 

The thing was a fixer-upper, for sure, but I felt it had a 
sort of contrarian collectability—much like a Pinto or Pacer 
or Fiero—and I naively thought it would be worth restoring. 
It wasn't. It was a piece of shit money pit with little in the 
way of historic value and no end to the god damned fucking 
dog hair.

The “Vette” was a patchwork of different color doors and 
quarter panels—only the driver's door was still adorned with 
the original wood panel sticker—and not much to look at. It 
certainly  had  it's  problems  and  was,  in  truth,  barely 
roadworthy—stopping was a crapshoot and it crabbed to the 
right  pretty  severely  which  caused  passengers  no  small 
amount of unease and oncoming drivers to swerve in a panic
—but I've never felt so alive as when I coasted through red 
lights.

The car had to be hot wired to start and had no reverse. I 
always had to hit the starter with a hammer to get it to work, 
and  I  never  went  anywhere  without  a  gallon  of  water  to 
refill the leaky radiator. It had a pair of locking pliers in lieu 
of an actual steering wheel, which was hella ghetto, if I do 
say so myself, and a sunroof that leaked when it rained. It 
came  with  a  noise  of  unknown  origin  that  the  previous 
owner said to just ignore and a gaping hole in the floorboard 
that I thought could actually come in handy for something, 
but all I ever did was flick cigarettes out of it because the 
windows wouldn't roll down.

I  would  probably  still  have  the  clunker  if  it  hadn't 
dispossessed itself of me piecemeal—duck tape and zip ties 
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and bungee cords, notwithstanding. No great demands were 
ever  made on it,  but  I  would,  with increasing  frequency, 
hear disconcerting rattles and clanks and then see a piece of 
my car in my rear view mirror lying in the road or tumbling 
off onto the shoulder. Replacing them was a losing battle. 
Towards  the  end  the  thing  was  shedding  parts  like  the 
Columbia  breaking  up  on  reentry,  or  as  my  friend 
Spearchucker liked to put it, “undergoing rapid unscheduled 
disassembly”.

My son was  embarrassed  to  be  seen  in  it  because  his 
mom made him wear a helmet whenever he rode in it and 
stipulated that it had to be a real helmet and not a pretend 
helmet. I really thought it was unnecessary and protested in 
vain on his behalf, but my objections fell on deaf ears and 
was  to  no  avail.  My ex  was  an  uncompromising  control 
freak,  and let  me tell  you I  was way sick and tired of it 
always having to be her way or the highway. 

My ex  was  quite  proficient  at  spouting  invective  and 
could be very cruel and high-handed without even trying. I 
expected  it  would  very  probably  scar  my  boy 
psychologically,  perhaps even foster mommy issues, but it 
was only on the condition that he wear the helmet that he 
was allowed  to  ride  in  my car,  so I  knuckled  under  and 
complied, reluctantly agreeing to enforce her edict in sullen 
silence. On the single occasion I flouted her fucking dictate 
and allowed him to remove his helmet so that he could have 
just a little taste of freedom one of his mom's friends had 
seen him as we threw caution to the wind and reported the 
infraction to his mother, which resulted in her going fucking 
apeshit  and  my  getting  the  type  of  deprecating  tongue-
lashing  I  had  gotten  unaccustomed  to.  You  would  think 
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what  I  did  was  especially  egregious  and  maybe  even  a 
hanging offense. My berating, I felt, was not commensurate 
with my transgression.  It  brought  back all  the resentment 
and anger I thought I had overcome, and filled me with the 
desire  to  punch  the  narcissist bitch  in  the  fucking  face 
through the fucking phone. 

I  have to admit  that  I  was often reminded of my own 
mother when I had to deal with my ex on such occasions. 
My mother  was no PTA mom, that's  for sure. She was a 
cruel and mirthless woman who had achieved a notoriety for 
her  cattiness  and  coldness  of  manner  amongst  the  other 
parents  and  teachers  and  was  known  for  her  ability  to 
project her feelings of inadequacy onto those around her. In 
all fairness, though, my ex was a member in good standing 
of the PTA.

My mom was  bitter  at  her  lot  in  life.  She  was  never 
without a glass of “mommy juice” or a stash of Valiums or a 
cigarette dangling from her lips. I might be too if I was a 
high school drop-out and career  waitress who worked for 
tipped wages in greasy spoons because I really couldn't do 
anything else. She had no interest  in actual parenting and 
would no doubt have been happier without the burden and 
expense of children. Affection, when she chose to show it, 
came in the form of slightly less harsh criticism. Most days 
she was a demeaning shrew. On a good day, like when she 
would come out ahead playing scratchers, she was just cold 
and distant. 

My  mother's  marriage  to  my  father  was  loveless  and 
contentious.  It lasted longer than it  should have, but long 
enough  to  somehow  have  my  brother.  I  never  saw  my 
parents  hug or kiss and I  barely saw them speak to  each 
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other at all  except to trade insults.  I  don't know how and 
why the marriage  lasted as long as it  did.  Neither  of my 
parents were happy. I can't recall ever seeing them laugh. 
The only time my father ever even smiled was when he held 
a  big  gun.  I  saw the  picture  to  prove  it.  My thin-lipped 
mother  only  ever  smiled  while  experiencing  pleasure 
derived from another person's misfortune. Their marriage, in 
time,  had become a complete  mockery,  and it  was  pretty 
obvious that divorce was in the offing. My mother,  to no 
one's surprise, eventually had enough and turned my father 
out.

My father, however, for one reason or another, continued 
to piss my mother off. She being not in the least opposed to 
a little child abuse would readily take her anger at him out 
on me with the aid of her belt or the wooden spoon called 
The  Spanker.  I  think  that  I,  unfortunately,  particularly 
reminded her of my father,  for whom she nursed a deep-
seated and enduring grudge and went to her grave despising 
even after years of having nothing to do with each other.

My childhood  was  definitely  dysfunctional,  to  say  the 
least. My adolescence, however, was worse. It was way full 
of tension and strife. My mother and I were on completely 
different wavelengths. She would give me the third degree 
over every-fucking-thing and made me do shit I didn't want 
to do, just because. She made me join a fucking swim team 
to occupy my time when I  had no interest  in being on a 
fucking swim team. Yeah, okay, I'm pretty comfortable in 
the water and can swim the fucking butterfly because of it, 
but if they hadn't given out ribbons for coming in eighth I 
wouldn't  have  gotten  any.  It  wasn't  in  my  nature  to  be 
competitive. I was too sensitive and junk at everything. 
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I eventually quit going to practice. I would pretend to go, 
and  would  perpetrate  the  ruse  by  wetting  down my  hair 
before  going  home—which  was  kind  of  humbug—but  it 
didn't take long for my mom to discover the truth, and when 
she  did  she  fucking  went  off.  She  was  just  absolutely 
fucking livid. The gist of her tirade was how I couldn't be 
trusted and how I  had just  wasted her  money and how I 
didn't  appreciate  the sacrifices  she made.  I  didn't  want to 
swim, man. Fuck. I just wasn't into sports. Hadn't the whole 
soccer thing proved that? 

When I was a kid my dad thought it  would be a good 
idea for me to play soccer. I don't know why. Maybe he was 
trying to live vicariously through me—I don't know. Like 
everything I  was ever forced to do,  I  hated it,  of  course. 
Really, I hated anything to do with any kind of organized 
exercise,  especially  if  it  involved  running  or  exerting 
myself.  I'm  still  not  a  fan  of  either  of  those  things.  I 
remember one year in PE class back in grade school where I 
slipped on a mound of aggregate while doing laps around a 
construction zone. My knee fell directly onto the business 
end of a bit of rebar and was sliced open. For the rest of the 
year I got to sit that shit out with the kid who couldn't sweat 
and the one with water on the knee. Cory and Joshua.

Ordinarily, the three of us would not normally be found 
to be in each others' company, and there was a reason for 
that.  They  didn't  matter  to  me.  We  traveled  in  different 
circles even then and I barely remember them, but I would 
still probably be able to pick out Joshua from a lineup if the 
cops  didn't  stack  it  with  really  Jewishy  Jews  because  I 
remember he couldn't eat bacon and he celebrated a weird 
form of Christmas.
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My kid loves soccer. He's not very good at it and is in 
fact  one of the worst  players  on the pitch,  but he doesn't 
know it—he's afraid to head the ball and runs like a girl. I've 
wondered  if  I  should  tell  him.  I  haven't  said  anything 
because he freaks out over constructive criticism and starts 
to cry. His mom really did a number on him.

I actually don't know how the boy made it onto a team, 
but I'm pretty certain that the Roadrunners aren't going to 
make it to the playoffs—not when they keep kicking the ball 
into their own goal. There is, however, an outside chance 
that they won't come in last. Regardless, everyone will get a 
little trophy with their name engraved on it in an effort to 
protect  their  self-esteem.  Nevermind  the  frustration  and 
disappointment they will experience when losing or failing 
in real life and not being on the receiving end of praise and a 
pat on the back.

Anyway, to wrap up the bit about my mother's tirade—I 
was too old for a vigorous spanking, but I wasn't too old to 
have  shit  hurled  at  me.  How  I  turned  out  so  well  is  a 
mystery. 

Despite all that, though, my ex still married up when she 
married me. She was conceived in a car under a bridge and 
born in a gas station restroom, so her inclination to engage 
in  hypergamy,  and  become  bourgeois,  and  acquire  a 
fondness for Sunday brunches and bottomless mimosas was 
a given. She was descended from a long line of bastards and 
broodmares of low moral standing and similar social status 
and was the progeny of a piece of trailer trash and a sloppy 
drunk. Her dad was a grease monkey/gun hoarding scofflaw 
who was apparently a petty con man and recidivist with a 
penchant for impressionable young girls and was gone most 
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of  the  time.  He  had  done  several  stints  in  the  klink  for 
boring  crimes  like  dognapping,  smuggling  incandescent 
light bulbs from Canada, and selling slick designer knock-
off  handbags  to  women  who wanted  to  look lavish  on a 
budget.  I  never got the opportunity to  meet  him—he had 
been attacked and fatally injured many years previous by his 
pet chimp while trying to teach it to swim. Had he known 
that chimps can't swim, like at all, tragedy could have been 
averted. (Witnesses reported that the motherfucker just went 
fucking postal on my ex's dad's ass. His cock and balls were 
never found.)

My ex refused to talk about her dad. She hated him, and 
any mention  of him only increased her  resentment.  I  can 
only guess why, but I suspect he might have molested her 
because  she  had  issues  with  intimacy,  was  inclined  to 
frigidity and panic attacks, and often cried after having sex.

Anyway, I did feel bad for the boy and would experience 
a sense of vicarious embarrassment every time we had to go 
someplace by car, even though deep down I thought it was 
hilarious because he was fully aware that the helmet made 
him look like he was special needs. I must confess that I'm 
guilty of having laughed at his expense. There was the time 
when the Handi-Van passed us on the freeway and, to his 
mortification,  everyone  on  it  started  waving  at  him  all 
goofily like they knew him. And then there were all those 
Monday mornings when I'd drive him to school and some 
overzealous parent volunteer on traffic duty would see him 
half  asleep  with  his  head  bobbing  and  his  mouth  open 
because he stayed up late on a school night and direct me to 
the handicapped unloading zone. He told me all he wanted 
for Christmas besides a chain wallet was for me to get a new 
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car. It felt good to give. Ultimately, I left the 'Vette parked 
on  the  street  in  a  rough  neighborhood  with  the  doors 
unlocked and "FREE CAR" written with my finger in the 
dirt on the rear window. I had thought someone would take 
it for a joyride, but it's been over a year and it's still there. 

The epitome of German engineering the Jetta was not, 
but it was very affordable, looked good, and worked. It was 
capable of spirited runs up highway on-ramps, but it wasn't 
exactly sporty, despite what it's rather aggressive-sounding 
exhaust note would suggest. I splashed out on one with the 
luxury package. I wanted all the premium options. I spend a 
lot of time in my car and it needs to be nice to be in. My 
Jetta came with suede-like upholstery and fake wood trim 
and more buttons than I knew what to do with. 

It was nice to not have a car you could hear before you 
could see and one that didn't wake the neighborhood as I 
drove though it late at night. It was nice to have a car that 
would stop when you wanted it to; however, I often found 
myself riding the brakes from force of habit and feeling a 
frisson  of  fear  from  an  imminent  stop—yellow  lights  in 
particular caused my hair to stand on end. From the start, 
though,  it  seemed  to  elicit  a  disproportionate  amount  of 
interest from lanky lads in designer duds. It was only after 
an awkward chat with one wearing fuschia skinny jeans and 
glittery Chuck Taylors that I learned it's a car that for some 
reason  is  popular  among  those  in  the  homosexual 
community,  particularly  the  weak  femme  types.  The 
brochure described the car as quote, a versatile sport sedan, 
unquote. It didn't say anything about it being a gay magnet. 
Anyway, my dojo bros got a kick out of that. Well, that, and 
that I was shopping at a fancy schmancy cookware store for 
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a fondue pot. Incidentally, I subsequently had some of the 
guys over for some bread and melted cheese, and they loved 
it.

The Doc looked at the form I had filled out. He asked, 
“Are you still taking Argonicon?” He punctuated his inquiry 
with laughter.

“I am,” I replied. It was the heavy lifter in my nootropic 
stack. 

“Constipation is a known side effect,” he said, and then 
laughed. 

I was reluctant to admit that that wasn't complete news to 
me and that I should probably lay off the stuff. But, it made 
me sharper and smarter and better at everything. It amplified 
my intrepidlike  nature  and intellectual  curiosity,  and in  a 
world full  of dumb asses, it  made me feel  like a fucking 
genius. I was concerned that he was going to ask me to stop 
taking it, but, he didn't.

“I'm going to prescribe something  that  will  help move 
things  along,”  he  said,  and then laughed as  if  it  was  the 
punchline to a funny joke.

He scribbled some chicken scratch onto a pad and tore 
off the top sheet for me.

I grabbed the scrip and said thanks and moved to the next 
window.

Linda, the pharmacist, was an extreme tanner. If anyone 
was in need of an intervention, it was her. I had known her 
from high school, when she was pale, and pretty, and out of 
my league. But twenty-odd years and a couple of abusive 
relationships  later  and  not  only  was  she  was  darker  than 
Imelda,  my  Filipina  house  cleaner,  she  was  so  dark  that 
some fair-skinned blacks saw her tanning as an act of one-
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upmanship.  It  was  an  affront  to  their  sense of  blackness, 
they claimed. She was trying to usurp their racial identity, 
they protested.  They tried to foment  a boycott  of tanning 
salons and keep people from topping off their tans, but their 
plan  didn't  gain  any traction  and got  nowhere  quickly,  it 
being winter and all, and just plain stupid.

“Hi, Morningwood,” she said to me, all flirty and overly 
smiley.  Her  once  dulcet  voice  had  become  the  husky 
contralto  of  someone  who drank  booze  straight  from the 
bottle  in between drags on a cigarette.  It  always  sounded 
like she needed a lozenge. 

“Morning, Linda.”
“I saw your picture in the paper.”
It wasn't a photo of me, per se, but one with me in it. I 

had my son for the weekend and was teaching him to drive a 
five-speed and do donuts in the empty parking lot of the old, 
abandoned  Walmart  with  the  other  learners  as  he 
chauffeured  me  around town to  run  some  errands.  I  was 
trying to be a better dad to him than my real dad was to me, 
and still, I wasn't the best dad. I know that, but what can I 
say? It didn't come naturally to me. There were really no 
men  with  an  enduring  presence  in  my  life  growing  up 
except for the mailman. I really wanted to be there for my 
son  every  other  weekend  and  half  of  every  summer.  I 
wanted to be the positive male role model that I never had. 
There were some things that he needed to learn from his old 
man because no one else was going to tell him that dreams 
hardly ever come true, that there are gradations of failure, 
and  sometimes,  cold  comfort  is  better  than  nothing. 
Someone  needed to  tell  him that  you  don't  cheap  out  on 
shoes, tattoos, or dental work. He needed to know that you 
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can't reheat cold fries, burping in people's faces is not OK, 
and  everyone  has  their  strengths  and  weaknesses,  except 
that there are usually more weaknesses.

I wanted my son to have more than I had growing up. I 
wanted to spare him some of the hardships I had faced as a 
kid.  I  remember  the  food  stamps.  I  remember  the 
government cheese in the freezer. I remember second hand 
clothes and free school lunch and even free school breakfast
—you  had  to  be  really  poor  to  get  free  fucking  school 
breakfast.

I tried to make sure my son wanted for nothing. I tried, 
too, to provide the kinds of opportunities for enrichment I 
never had and teach him stuff I thought every guy should 
know how to do (e.g., throwing a spiral, whistling with your 
fingers, rolling a cigarette). The only things my dad taught 
me were how to hold a fucking flashlight, that it was always 
5  o'clock  somewhere,  and  hardly  anything  free  is  worth 
having unless your stealing it. I don't know if it was because 
of his having low expectations of me or him not knowing 
how to do hardly anything, but I suspect it was a little of 
both.

My dad  and  I  were  never  really  close.  He  married  a 
woman who didn't like kids so visits were intermittent. We 
used to chat more than we do now, but I hardly ever called 
him anymore because as I've gotten older I've noticed that 
he seems to care less and less about my life and my doings 
probably  because  I'm  a  boring  letdown  compared  to  my 
brother, an engineer who gets paid very well for working on 
secret stuff for the government, but whatever.

Anyway, being ten and relatively diminutive in size, my 
boy had a little difficulty reaching the pedals, but he stepped 
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up to the challenge with aplomb and made a go of it. After 
an initial bout of lurchiness he seemed to get the hang of it. 
Before long he was off the line like he'd been driving a stick 
his whole life and steering with his knee like a boss. He was 
a pretty bright kid despite all the instances of cousin-lovin' 
on his mother's side of the family tree. He seemed to have 
overcome the legacy of his distaff bloodline in regard to the 
risks associated with inbreeding,  but I was always  on the 
lookout for aberrant signs that perhaps that wasn't the case. 
Fingers crossed. 

I had him pull into the lot of my usual cigarette store. I 
went  in  and  got  a  can  of  my  favorite  tobacco,  and  a 
scratcher for the boy to teach him that gambling is fun.

Meanwhile,  unbeknownst  to  me,  an  altercation  was 
taking place outside that  ended with a gunshot.  I  quickly 
paid for my stuff and ran out to find my boy administering 
first-aid to a man with a sucking chest wound. A passer-by 
had taken a picture of him keeping the man from bleeding 
out and saving his life.  I  was in the background scraping 
gum from my shoe.

Linda  pretended  to  brush  some  lint  from her  heaving 
breasts, and then she did it again when she thought I hadn't 
noticed.

“Beautiful day, isn't it?” she said.
Indeed it was. The sun was shining. The air was brisk. 

The  smell  from  the  dog  food  factory  was  blowing 
somewhere else.
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CHAPTER 8

I  strolled  into  police  headquarters  with  a  bag  of 
doughnuts, and a chit to redeem if necessary, hoping to get 
the skinny on the minimart robbery. I was very familiar with 
the station, but a lot of the faces I didn't know. They must 
have been new. It had been a while since I had set foot in 
the place, but I hadn't missed it. 

I  said “hey” to few of the guys  and stopped briefly to 
check  out  the  rogue's  gallery  of  wanted  persons  before 
making my way to the homicide bureau. I did a double-take 
when I realized that I knew one of the guys on the board. 
We weren't buds, or anything anymore, but a long time ago 
we used to be friends. I had known him for years and never 
knew him to be violent, so it was kind of strange to see him 
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wanted for assault. He apparently karate chopped someone 
pretty  hard in  the  arm while  experiencing  'roid  rage.  His 
name was Chuck Silverstone. 

Chuck garnered a modest following on social media for 
always  being  super  jacked on  “Mexican  supplements”.  It 
was obvious he spent a lot of time in the gym, but he was 
also all arms because he skipped leg day for two years. He 
was  proud  of  what  he  affectionately  called  his  "guns" 
because that was the kind of guy he was. He would kiss his 
biceps  and  flex  while  pretending  he  wasn't  and  impress 
some of the gals, but he couldn't scratch his own back or 
clean his ears. I've never not seen him in a t-shirt with the 
sleeves  torn  off  and  fingerless  gloves,  or  a  bandana 
headband. And I don't know if it was a shark tooth or bear 
claw or what—I didn't care enough to ask—but he always 
wore one on a leather  cord around his  neck to honor his 
spirit animal. 

Chuck  was  a  bit  of  a  blowhard.  He  never  let  anyone 
forget that he was black belt in Karate, but he always failed 
to mention that it was a junior black belt that he got when he 
was a kid. I don't know if he thought that all black belts are 
the same because I don't think that he was that stupid, but I 
have a feeling that he knew that they weren't and didn't care. 

Chuck  was  probably  still  in  grade  school  when  he 
donned his  gi for the last time and added his black belt to 
the  display  rack  on  his  bedroom  wall,  between  all  his 
certificates of attendance and ribbons for participation and 
medals for existing. People say that he felt that he lost face 
after losing to an opponent with no thumbs who could still 
sort of form fists even if he couldn't draw a hand turkey to 
save his life. Chuck hadn't set foot in a dojo since then and 
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was in his early twenties when his doctor told him he had 
fallen arches and the feet of a fifty-six year old man, so I 
really  believed  he  was  kidding  himself  if  he  thought  he 
could still  put up much of a fight. Still,  he would always 
correct my pronunciation of the word "karate" by saying it 
like a samurai and go around karate chopping things.

I found Det. Anton Spearchucker at his desk playing with 
canned air. He had dispensed with the high top fade he had 
had since high school and shaved his head completely bald 
since the last time I had seen him. He was a good looking 
dude,  and  actually  pretty  photogenic—from  the  front. 
Apparently,  his  mommy hadn't  given him enough tummy 
time, because he had a curiously flat head. Even a novice 
phrenologist  would  have  diagnosed  him  as  being 
insufficiently  endowed  with  the  propensities  of 
philoprogenitiveness  and  inhabitiveness.  I  can  attest, 
though, that he loved his kids and has never lived anywhere 
else,  so  I  don't  know  how  they  would  explain  that. 
Regardless,  you  have  to  think  about  the  shape  of  your 
cranium when you decide to go with the bald look. It's better 
if it lies within the standard deviation of skull shapes and is 
free of glaring irregularities,  but you've got to  work with 
what you've got. That goes for everything.

I walked up to Spearchucker and plopped the donuts onto 
his  desk,  ruining  his  concentration.  “Glad  to  see  my  tax 
dollars hard at work.”

We went way back and were in fact blood brothers. We 
became unlikely friends because he was a little square. We 
used to live on the same bus route for school and developed 
a friendship as a result of that. Making friends used to be so 
easy. We would hang out all the time. We shared a lot of 
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milestones growing up. We saw our first naked lady in his 
dad's Playboy. We smoked our first joint in his tree house. 

Back when we first met he was an aspiring magician who 
took to wearing a little cape over a tuxedo t-shirt. He spent 
two weeks every summer at  magic camp learning how to 
slip out of shackles and strait jackets and fancied himself an 
escape  artist,  à  la  Houdini.  His  stage  name  was  The 
Amazing Antondini. He was a little buck-toothed black kid 
who would hide shit in his afro like handcuff keys and lock 
picks, but I didn't know that at the time. It was just a phase, 
though.  He eventually  got  frustrated  with  his  inability  to 
escape from the headlocks and full nelsons that he would 
frequently find himself in as a result of his being the target 
of derision by big kids who were hard up for a laugh.

Spearchucker's mollycoddling mom never liked me. We 
never  developed  a  good  rapport  because  she  would 
harangue me about the error of my ways and grill me about 
my choices in life and there's only so much of that I can 
take. Even to this day she eyes me with scorn through her 
cataracts, but she's going to be dead in couple of years so 
fuck her. 

Back in the day she believed Spearchucker was running 
with  a  fast  and  blasphemous  crowd  whose  antics  were 
anything but funny to her. She thought that I was a the ring 
leader and a bad apple and was disinclined to dismiss my 
acts of mischief as youthful indiscretions with a boys-will-
be-boys  shrug  of  the  shoulders.  She  was  a  devout  and 
judgemental  Catholic,  and  strict,  and  didn't  tolerate  any 
monkey business. I understood she referred to me as “No-
good Morningwood” and blamed me for her son's misspent 
youth  and  errant  ways.  She  was  convinced  I  used  to 

103



encourage her son to play hooky from 4-fucking-H when all 
I ever did was present a less sucky option. Why is that so 
bad? How is feeding marshmallows to alligators down at the 
lake or exploring the sewers or dumpster diving behind the 
department  stores  not  more  fun  than  sheering  sheep,  or 
whatever? She assumed I peer pressured him into smoking 
cigarettes when it was actually him who not only introduced 
me to smoking but taught me how to smoke up a nostril. 
She blamed me when he got kicked out of youth group for 
engaging in “ungodly shenanigans”—he was caught in the 
confessional  booth  gorging  on  a  sleeve  of  gluten-free 
communion  wafers  he  had  pilfered  from  the  tabernacle. 
Apparently,  partaking of the body of Christ all devil-may-
care  is  a  deadly  sin  and  is  never  ever  considered  an 
acceptable method of satisfying the munchies. I was totally 
in  the  dark  about  that,  by  the  way.  She  furthermore 
suspected that I had coaxed him into skateboarding off the 
roof  of  their  house  with  the  intention  of  landing  in  the 
swimming pool when I distinctly remember saying it was a 
bad idea and a good way to ruin your board. Yes, it  was 
unfortunate  that  he  neglected  to  solve  for  the  correct 
trajectory and completely ignored my suggestion to ollie off 
the eave to clear the gutter, and yes, I knew as soon as he 
got airborne that it was going to be an epic fail. I started to 
look away, but I couldn't avert my gaze fast enough. The 
fall  happened very quickly.  Even though the lounge chair 
kind of broke his fall he still hit the ground so hard his shoe 
flew off his foot. I had never seen that in real life. It really 
wasn't my fault that he knocked himself the fuck out from 
the ensuing face-plant on the flagstone deck, but his mom 
thought  it  was  because  she  blamed  me  for  all  his 
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tomfoolery. Moreover, she felt I had something to do with 
his  “unacceptable  language”—he  was  once  given  a  good 
dressing  down  and  grounded  for  a  month  for  saying 
“shizzle”. I thought that would have been okay, considering 
she was a habitual purveyor of minced oaths, but she was 
also a hypocrite. 

In high school Spearchucker and I formed a nine-piece 
progressive rock band called, Rivendell. We were unique in 
that we had three keytarists, which we thought was a good 
idea for way longer than we should have. I was on drums 
and could lay down a decent groove. Spearchucker played 
guitar.  He knew about modes and phrasing and was very 
familiar with the fretboard. I could play a little six string, 
but  I  wasn't  very  competent  at  it.  I  could  strum  your 
common  everyday  chords  and  knew some  easy  riffs  and 
could fumble my way through the intro to Led Zeppelin's 
Stairway to Heaven with a mediocre level of musicianship, 
but  Spearchucker  had  the  chops  to  play  the  whole  song 
close enough and could shred sick licks  with his  second-
hand Sears Silvertone behind his head. Unfortunately, being 
good at  the guitar  did not give him a free pass to be the 
person he wanted to be. Lots of indignities were meted out 
to him by conformist fucks who thought he was weird for 
not letting their insecurities dictate his style, determine his 
self-worth,  or  influence  the  persona  he  was  trying  to 
cultivate. I have to give him props for having stayed true to 
himself and withstanding all the snidey digs thinly disguised 
as not-so-harmless jokes that were leveled at him over the 
years even though I have to admit that he was sort of asking 
for it. I mean, for a while he had taken to wearing a beret—
even though he couldn't really pull it off—and blousy shirts 
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with jodhpurs and Cuban heels. He even tried to get people 
to call him Shadowfax, but his mom was the only one who 
would indulge him. 

Anyway,  the band was short-lived.  No one outside the 
renaissance fair crowd seemed to like twenty minute songs 
about elves and wizards written in 5/4, or lengthy, especially 
self-indulgent instrumental noodling, or recorder solos and 
all the attendant prancing about. Certainly not the girls we 
aimed to attract, who were unfamiliar with branles and not 
interested in anything they didn't know how to dance to. 

After  graduating,  our  thereminist/autoharpist/frontman 
and creative force moonwalked off to Julliard, and the band 
fell apart. I was actually okay with it because I had wanted 
to go in a different direction. Spearchucker and I, together 
with  the  bassist  and  rhythm  guitarist  regrouped  and 
rebranded  ourselves  a  glam  metal  band  called,  Freudian 
Slip. Our songwriting, unfortunately, took a backseat to our 
back-combed hair and nancy boy make-up and as a result 
was  bereft  of  much in  the way of  originality  and artistic 
merit.  It  should  come  as  no  surprise  that  our  fan  base 
remained  elusive.  We  just  didn't  have  any  songs  you 
actually wanted to listen to and wished they lasted longer 
than  they  did.  Needless  to  say,  we  eventually  got 
discouraged.  Our  practice  sessions  devolved  into 
lackadaisical get-togethers and became the pretext to hang 
out, get high, and play video games.

None of us—even going all the way back to Rivendell— 
played  music  “professionally”  except  for  the  bassist  who 
played  weddings  and had a gig with a  cover  band at  the 
margarita bar on his street, and the flautist who played in the 
Salvation  Army  Band  and  wrote  hold  music  without 
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beginnings  or  endings.  I  often  thought  about  getting  the 
band  back  together  but  had  to  resist  the  siren  call  of 
nostalgia  because  the  band's  recrudescence  would  very 
likely result in a clusterfuck and hurt feelings and end in a 
debacle before we really got started. Fuck that.

“Hey, what's up?” Spearchucker said looking up.
I rolled a chair over to his desk and sat down.
“The minimart robbery last night.”
“What about it?”
“What's the lowdown?” I asked. 
“The lowdown?”
“Yeah. You got any leads?”
“What's it to you?” he asked as he reached in the bag for 

a donut.
“What do you care?”
“The feds took over the case,” Spearchucker replied as he 

took a bite from his donut.
“What,  the  boys  in  windbreakers?”  I  asked  with 

unavoidable condescension. I never really got on with the 
FBI and found it curious that they would intervene in the 
investigation of a simple robbery. It was unusual.

“Actually,  no,”  he  said,  shaking  his  head  and 
swallowing. “Different outfit. These guys wore black suits, 
and sunglasses indoors—like they're too cool for school.”

“Huh,” I said thoughtfully.
“I'll  give you three steps when you enter a building to 

take off your shades. Maybe if your hands are full you have 
until  your  first  opportunity.  After  that  you  might  be  a 
douche bag.”

At that moment Hampton came coasting into the office 
on a knee scooter with a broken ankle. You know his deal.

107



“Morningwood,” Hampton said with gusto when he saw 
me from across the room. 

I acknowledged him with an upward nod. 
Fortunately, he was occupied with a task and didn't stop.
Spearchucker  turned  to  look  at  him  and  then  at  me, 

shaking his head
“You read the paper?” he asked.
“Mostly. I read the bit about him.”
“Anyway,”  he  said,  unimpressed,  "These  guys  were  a 

little higher. Maybe a lot higher. Pretty high, anyway."
“Are you talking about MIB's?” I asked.
Spearchucker leaned back in his chair and spun to face 

me. 
“Yup,” he said
MIB's  were  a  mysterious  bunch.  Their  existence  was 

shrouded  in  secrecy.  They  were  believed  to  be  the 
enforcement  arm  of  the  security-industrial  complex  in 
general and be agents of the Homeland Security Apparatus 
or  the  Intelligence  Directorate  or  Special  Branch  in 
particular, but the truth is anyone's guess.

“Why?  Why  would  they  be  interested  in  such  small 
potatoes?”

“National fucking security.  Believe that? Those fuckers 
just stormed in all full-court press and ordered us to cease 
and desist,” he said before shoving the last bit of his donut 
into his mouth.

“What can you tell me about what happened?”
Spearchucker  leaned  back  in  his  chair  and  sucked  the 

sugar from his fingertips.
“Just after 21:30 last night an unidentified man entered 

Pablo's  Minimart  in  Little  Mexico  wielding  a  set  of 
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nunchucks.  He attempted  to  take  out  the  security  camera 
with a pair of throwing stars. They were found lodged in the 
wall, having landed wide. He then proceeded to launch into 
a poorly executed nunchuck routine, inflicting only minor 
injury to himself  during a move Neil  from the crime lab 
identified  as  the  Helicopter  Spin.  He  then  threatened  to 
strike the clerk if he didn't hand over all the money in the 
register.  The clerk,  in a fit  of laughter,  refused.  The perp 
then lunged at  him swinging the nunchucks  and knocked 
him out cold.”

“You get any prints?”
“We got a very good one off one of the throwing stars. 

Very  clean  and  complete.  We  were  waiting  for  a  match 
when the MIB arrived and seized the whole shebang. All the 
forensic  evidence,  surveillance  video,  medical  reports, 
witness interviews—everything,  even the recording of the 
call to 911.”

“That's peculiar.”
“Shit.  Don't  look,”  he said as he began fumbling  with 

papers on his desk. “Here comes Hampton.  Pretend we're 
talking about something important.”

I didn't even have time to be insulted before Hampton 
rolled up to us.

“My man,” he said as he greeted me with a fist bump like 
he was a bro.

I  hesitated  but  acquiesced  half-heartedly  out  of 
politeness. 

“Hey, Hampton,” I said. “I read about you in the paper.”
“They misquoted me, as usual.” 
“There are worse things,” I replied.
“They didn't mention anything about my broken ankle.”
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“I recall reading something about a non-life threatening 
injury.”

It was then that Hampton spied the bag of donuts.
“Hey, someone brought donuts,” he said.
It was only a matter of time before he started angling for 

an invitation to take one because he was a fucking mooch 
who took advantage of other peoples' generosity.

“I could really go for a donut,” Hampton said as if on 
cue.

Spearchucker  positioned  the  bag  for  Hampton  to  take 
one.

Hampton gazed inside.
“Hmmm,” he said as he examined them.
“They're all the same,” I said.
Still, one of them appealed to him more than the others. 

“So, what brings you around?” he asked as he reached for it.
I  wanted to tell  him it was none of his beeswax, but I 

didn't. 
“No reason,” I replied. “Just saying hi.”
“Yeah. Cool.”
It was at that point that I felt our interaction was over. 

There  was  a  lull  in  the  conversation  that  provided  the 
perfect opportunity to part ways, but Hampton, true to form, 
didn't  take it.  The lull  very quickly became an awkward, 
seemingly interminable silence. It was so quiet I could hear 
his nose whistle when he breathed.

I was determined to avoid idle chit chat and refused to 
engage in any catching up and was hoping he would just 
fucking go away, but he didn't.

“It  sure  is  hot  out,”  he  eventually  said.  “Remember  a 
couple years ago when it was really, really hot?”
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Fuck me.
Reminiscing  about  the  weather,  especially  in  such  a 

vague  manner,  was  not  a  road  I  wanted  to  go  down. 
Spearchucker spun in his chair and pretended to get back to 
work with suppressed mirth, leaving me to carry on on my 
own.

For  some  reason  Hampton  held  me  in  high  regard. 
Perhaps  it  was  because  I  had never  teased him about  his 
crooked knob and gave him the impression that I cared to 
hear what he had to say and always seemed willing to part 
with a little cash for a school fundraiser—“seemed” being 
the operative word.

I looked faux-thoughtfully into the distance and then at 
Hampton.

“I do,” I said as I nodded my head.
“I've got this heat rash on my inner thighs that's driving 

me  crazy.”  For  some  reason  he  used  air  quotes  around 
“driving me crazy”.

I was beginning to feel my muscles tense up a bit and I 
knew I  couldn't  take  much  more.  I  couldn't  even  muster 
pretend concern. 

I glanced at my watch and feigned surprise.
“Holy shit, look at the time” I said with mock alarm. “I 

gotta go.”
I hated to have to resort to such a disingenuous ploy, but 

sometimes you gotta do what you gotta do. 
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CHAPTER 9

I got back to my car and just sat there for a while in the 
parking lot toying with the idea of taking the case. I really 
had nothing to go on, but I also had nothing else going on 
and there was nothing in the pipeline. That little surveillance 
gig was my last open case. 

I didn't need to take the case—something more routine 
would  come  along,  but  my  interest  was  piqued  by  its 
novelty factor. It's not everyday that you get to work on a 
case involving a crime that the MIB was trying to make go 
away.  They  were  trying  to  make  it  look  like  it  never 
happened.

I called Mrs. Nathaniel like I said I would. I told her that 
the police could not positively ID the man she believed was 
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her  husband.  I  asked  her  if  she  wanted  me  to  continue 
looking into the matter.

She did.
She had given herself reasons to be hopeful, even though 

I told her not to.
I then texted Genevieve to tell her what was up and asked 

her to go  to Little Mexico to track down the clerk of the 
minimart who was working when the place was robbed. I 
wanted  more  than  the  CliffsNotes® version  of  what  had 
happened. Genevieve had spent that summer thumbing up 
and  down La  Costa  Blanca,  so  I  knew her  Spanish  was 
better than mine. My fluency and command of the language 
was rudimentary, at best. I had a program on my computer 
that was supposed to be really good for learning Español, 
but  I  could  say  little  more  than,  “The  boy  is  under  the 
table.”  That's  hard  to  work  into  a  conversation,  even  in 
English.

She  texted  back  and asked that  I  pick  up  some lunch 
from Tom Jon's Artisanal Egg Roll Truck, since I was in the 
neighborhood. I wasn't crazy about the idea, but I'm a soft 
touch and I  liked to let  her have her way,  even though I 
didn't really feel like you got your money's worth. I thought 
they were pricey for what they were, whatever they cost—I 
don't remember.

Tom Jon was sort of famous to the over-thirties and was 
sometimes mistaken for himself. His was a hard-luck story 
if  ever  there  was  one.  He  was  a  washed-up  actor  and  a 
casualty of his own success who was waiting—in vain, most 
likely—for his comeback vehicle. He earned his SAG card 
before his first birthday for doing a diaper commercial, later, 
starring in a zany sitcom called, Gone Bonkers. The premise 
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of  the  show was not  exactly  inspired,  and it  failed  in  its 
attempt to strike comedy gold, but it didn't seem to matter in 
an era of simplistic TV shows with talking babies and cross-
dressing crime-fighters. 

Tom  Jon  played  Cody  Washington,  the  wisecracking, 
adopted  white  son  in  a  well-to-do  black  family  with  a 
snooty robot butler named Sebastian who functioned as the 
second  banana  and  the  butt  of  inside  jokes  until  he  got 
written  off  the  show  for  undisclosed  reasons  and  was 
replaced by a lovable drunk uncle. Tom Jon became the star 
of  the  then-popular  show  and,  sadly,  his  family's  meal 
ticket. His schtick was making his trademark funny face at 
the camera and breaking the fourth wall  while saying the 
patented  catchphrase,  "Oh,  brother.  I  think  he's  gone 
bonkers!" at some point in every episode. 

I remember as a kid watching the show and liking it, but 
having more recently chanced upon a rerun in syndication 
from late in the series I wondered why because it was awful. 
Judged by more modern standards it's hard to believe that 
the show aired  for eleven years  before it  was  put on the 
chopping block  and spawned a  spin-off  about  the  snarky 
housekeeper that ran for almost a whole season before the 
network thought better of that idea and axed it.  I think at 
some point I must have stopped watching the show, though, 
because I didn't remember ever seeing Tom Jon's character 
become  a  caricature  of  itself,  or  the  addition  of  a  hot 
girlfriend. The show had become particularly juvenile and 
over reliant on penis jokes and fart gags. Whatever, though. 
Hilarity did not ensue. 

The show was, in fact, unwatchable. It was just terrible 
on so many levels—and it wasn't just the pandering cultural 
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references,  or  the  bad  acting,  or  asinine  one-liners 
punctuated  with  canned laughter.  It  was  formulaic  in  the 
extreme, completely absent of substance, cliché-ridden, and 
crammed with double ententres and racist innuendo. It did, 
however, have a bitchin' theme song—the lyrics were shit, 
but  the  music  was  very  synthesizery  and  actually  pretty 
catchy,  and it made you want to dance. I can still  hum it 
even after all these years. Sometimes I amaze myself.

Anyway,  following the cancellation  of the series,  Tom 
Jon struggled  to  remain  relevant.  Because  of  the  lack  of 
subsequent  work  stemming  from his  being  typecast  as  a 
smart alec, his inability to cry on command, his refusal to do 
full-frontal nudity, and the frittering away of his money by 
his father on hookers and cocaine, Tom Jon's late teens and 
early twenties involved a stretch of alcohol abuse and even a 
period  of  homelessness.  His  star  had  faded  extremely 
rapidly and his career was on the skids, which resulted in his 
becoming  rather  crestfallen  and  forlorn.  He  was  at  his 
lowest point when he considered thinking about suicide. He 
just couldn't catch a fucking break and was frustrated to the 
point of despair when an acquaintance in the know told him 
the deal. Tom Jon was, to his dismay, generally regarded by 
the Hollywood muckamuck to be something of a spent force 
and  has-been,  if  at  all—a  one  trick  pony,  if  you  will. 
Celebrity,  he learned,  was a perishable commodity with a 
short shelf life, and if it wasn't for the occasional nostalgia-
related  public  appearances  he  might  have  been  forgotten 
completely.

It was only after waking up in a drunk tank after sleeping 
off a bender and finding himself being dry humped by the 
sweaty Mexican that was spooning him that he decided he 
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needed to turn his life around and escape from the vortex of 
vice  he  had  gotten  sucked  into.  He  was  going  to  quit 
drinking and sucking cocks for cigarettes and dimebags and 
smoking heroin with toothless whores in fleabag motels—
he kept telling himself—and he eventually did get back on 
the straight and narrow.

After 12-stepping his way to sobriety and curtailing the 
cock sucking and getting  clean he tried to  resuscitate  his 
career by parlaying his experience as a man sans abode into 
a  reality  television  show  called  Celebrity  Homeless,  but 
there  just  weren't  enough homeless  celebrities  to  make  a 
whole show of. He then tried to pen a tell-all, but he didn't 
really know very much and had no dirt to dish to speak of, 
so that turned out to be a non-starter. 

Tom Jon was still pretty new to sobriety when he scored 
a guest appearance as the nosy neighbor in a sitcom called 
My John Thomas a couple of years back, which led to his 
playing the character of Dimey's tagalong cousin Vinnie in 
the pilot of a buddy cop show called Nickel and Dimey that 
didn't get picked up, and then a part in a two-bit flick called 
Time is in the Eye of the Beholder, because when it rains it 
pours. They shot  his  scene  in  Time is  in  the  Eye  of  the  
Beholder  in two hours, for which he was paid scale and a 
cup of coffee. His character—Inmate #1—gets killed off in 
like the first  ten minutes  and his only line was,  “Do you 
smell  that?”,  because most  of  his  scene  ended up on the 
cutting room floor. 

The  movie  starred  Chaz  Wentworth  who was seen  by 
many  as  box  office  poison  because  every  movie  he  did 
bombed big time. Time is in the Eye of the Beholder was no 
exception. It was off-brand, done on the cheap, and ended 
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up going straight to video. It never really found an audience 
and I don't remember much about it other than it being a big 
yawn with  plot  holes  and  continuity  errors  out  the  ying-
yang. I do recall that it had a lot of gratuitous fishing, played 
obscurity  for  depth,  and  was  rife  with  exposition,  eye-
rolling on-the-noseness, and heavy-handed tongue-in-cheek 
dialogue. Additionally, the idea of “a blind man living as a 
woman who can see the future” felt very first-draft—and he-
she-whatever  could  only see two minutes  into  the future, 
which is pretty much just the present. The movie ended up 
being the death knell of Tom Jon's acting career. 

I  drove  down  to  the  corner  where  Tom  Jon  usually 
parked and found him doing an a capella jig on the sidewalk 
for  the  benefit  of  some Irish tourists  who looked sort  of 
embarrassed—it  was  honestly  a  little  amateur  hour.  He 
finished his little performance with a bow to a smattering of 
polite applause and limped over to meet me with a charley-
horse all out of breath.

"Hau, Kemosabe," he said with a put-on rez accent. He 
was slight  and sinewy and sweating  profusely.  He had a 
ruddy, year-round tan and a formidable funk that lingered in 
his wake. In addition to a feather headband, and jeans cut-
offs that were so short that the pockets stuck out, he wore a 
beaded  leather  vest  with  fringe  for  a  shirt  and  a  pair  of 
moccasins  because  he  had  decided  to  self-identify  as  a 
Cherokee  Indian despite  the  fact  that  he was miles  away 
from meeting the tribe's blood quantum standards. He even 
took  an  Indian  name  and  rechristened  himself  “Smiling 
Dog”. 

“Hey,” I said with an upward nod.

117



“Top o'  the  morning  to  ya,”  he said,  reverting  for  the 
moment to a kind of affected brogue.

Tom Jon retrieved a half-smoked cigarette from behind 
his ear and lit it up with a Zippo he pulled out from the little 
pocket in the bigger pocket in his shorts. 

“How ya doing?” he asked in his regular voice.
“Better than some. Not as good as others,” I replied.
“Haven't seen you in a while,” he said as he picked some 

tobacco from his tongue.
To be honest, I had lost confidence in his ability to make 

food that didn't gross me out, since the last time I had eaten 
one of his egg rolls I bit into a rubber band. Even now, just 
the thought of it turns my stomach and precludes my own 
patronage.  My  experience,  however,  hadn't  dissuaded 
Genevieve from eating there, and I couldn't understand how 
it  could  not  because  she  was  there.  She fucking  saw the 
whole thing go down and had found it rather amusing, if I 
recall—and I do. She laughed so hard food fell out of her 
mouth and on to the ground—and she was sad about that—
but if it had happened to her I'm pretty sure I'd be getting 
fucking  tamales  or  calzones  or  something,  instead. 
Whatever.

“Thought maybe you were dead," Tom Jon said to me in 
an ambiguous manner.

I didn't know how to respond to his remark. I was pretty 
sure he was making a joke and I wanted to reply in kind 
with  a  snappy  rejoinder,  but  it  was  just  that  I  had  the 
misfortune  of  possessing  what  the  French call  l'esprit  de 
l'escalier. I didn't have the gift of repartee.

“Well, I am not,” I said at the time all matter-of-factly. It 
was a typically pathetic example of the type of comeback I 
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would make. It was only after the opportunity to use it had 
passed  that  I  came  up with the  sardonic  orphaned retort, 
“Perhaps it was a premonition. Find me after lunch.” 

* * *

I  beat  Genevieve  back  to  the  office  by  a  matter  of 
minutes and took the opportunity to look at my medication. 
My heart dropped when I discovered I had been prescribed a 
course of purgative suppositories. Sacré-fucking-bleu! I was 
hoping for some lozenges or some kind of electuary because 
medicine should taste like candy, so I was not thrilled with 
my situation. 

Ordinarily, I would not be inclined to insert anything into 
my  back  passage,  but,  in  all  honesty,  I  was  becoming 
desperate, and although I wasn't excited about it I realized 
my options were running out. 

I read the package insert and was dismayed at the slew of 
side effects. They included but were not limited to things 
like explosive bum wee, pretty bad flatulence, unusual food 
cravings,  temporary paralysis  of one eye,  incredibly short 
short term memory, intense pee shivers, pity parties, anger 
at  everything  and nothing,  the irresistible  urge to  chew a 
piece of straw like a cowboy, the intermittent compulsion to 
spontaneously  speak  in  Early  Modern  English  and/or  in 
iambic pentameter, the belief that you can read minds, the 
belief that you have been implanted with a chip against your 
will,  and  developing  a  fondness  for  country  music 
(especially of the corny and twangy variety). Additionally, it 
was contraindicated if you were allergic to loose change. I 
didn't know you could be that.
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I stuffed everything back in the bag as Genevieve walked 
in.

“Mmmm. I smell egg rolls,” she said as she walked over 
and pulled one out of the bag. “You wouldn't believe what's 
happened,” she said as she disappeared for a moment and 
returned with a bottle of Sriracha. She kept a bottle in her 
purse and put the stuff on everything.

It was between bites that she gave me the lowdown and 
told me of her lack of success regarding her search for the 
clerk. “I went by the minimart and met the owner. He didn't 
know anything and said he didn't recognize Mr. Nathaniel, 
but during the course of our conversation I learned that the 
security footage had been confiscated by federal  agents.  I 
asked him where I could find the clerk and was given his 
name and address. And then, get this, when I went by the 
clerk's apartment I was told by a neighbor that government 
agents  had  taken  him  away.  That's  peculiar,  don't  you 
think?”

“You don't  know the half  of it,” I said. “Spearchucker 
told me that the clandestine authorities stymied the whole 
investigation and took all the evidence. Apparently, it was a 
matter of national security.”

“Fuck,”  she  said,  shaking  her  head  in  disbelief. 
“Something's going on, and I don't like it.”

I nodded in agreement. “It seems clear they want to keep 
the assailant's identity a secret.”

“The question is, 'Why?'”
“Maybe it's because he's supposed to be dead.”

* * *
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I  hit  the  internet  to  search  for  information  regarding 
Flight 67. I did it as a matter of course and I didn't expect to 
find  much,  but  it  was  Mr.  Nathaniel's  last  known 
whereabouts, and that's usually the first place I liked to look 
for clues. 

There  were  over  one-billion  search  results  for  “Flight 
67.” I was astounded. One-billion, as in a thousand million, 
as in the number of seconds in thirty-one years,  as in the 
number of minutes ago Jesus was alive, as in the number of 
hours ago our ancestors were living in the Stone Age. One-
fucking-billion. 

I started at the top. 
I  realized  very  quickly  that  the  topic  was  extremely 

polarizing.  There were the conspiracy theorists,  known as 
Truthers, and there were their debunkers. They were each 
accused by the other of engaging in mental gymnastics and 
confirmation bias to arrive at their respective conclusions. 
The Truthers were convinced 11/9 was an inside job, a false 
flag  operation,  and  in  the  grand  scheme  of  things,  a 
nefarious  plot  orchestrated  by  the  government  to  create 
world conflict and economic crises and get us involved in 
the establishment of a new world order. 

The debunkers, on the other hand, were more often than 
not characterized as being sanctimonious minions and shills 
of neoconservative think tanks, bought-and-paid-for pundits 
of  the power elite,  and faithful  adherents  of the religious 
right with a score to settle. They pushed a unified message 
with the same talking points making it quite clear that there 
was an agenda. They were accused of having massaged the 
evidence,  of playing fast  and loose with the facts,  and of 
spreading and propagating lies. They believed the first-hand 
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accounts  from  what  were  obviously  crisis  actors  to  be 
unimpugnable and the government's own reductive version 
of  the  events  to  be  beyond  reproach.  The  fanatics,  in 
particular,  were  vociferous  in  their  rebuttal,  passionate  in 
the denunciation of their ideological rivals, and shameless in 
their  methods  to  malign  and  discredit  with  venomous 
rhetoric those they considered to be gullible nuts, paranoid 
extremists, or members of  a deranged conspiracy cult who 
lived  on  the  lunatic  fringe.  The  incendiary  ad  hominem 
attack was their stock-in-trade and they lost no opportunity 
to employ it to ridicule, vilify and demonize the opposition.

Now, I wasn't completely ignorant of the existence of the 
Truther Movement, but I wasn't aware of its size or the trove 
of research to back their  claims of how 11/9 happened. I 
would not have predicted, though, that even just a cursory 
examination of the events as described by the Truthers that 
led up to and followed that fateful day was going to lead me 
down a mind-boggling rabbit hole that left me with dozens 
of  open tabs on my browser  and a  pile  of  printouts  with 
copious highlights and annotations.

I  had  gone to  website  after  website.  I  read  page  after 
page.  I  clicked  on  link  after  link  with  a  new-found  and 
growing curiosity. My head was swimming in a plethora of 
conspiracy  theories.  Some  of  them  seemed  fanciful,  and 
flimsy,  and  far-fetched.  Most  of  them  were  far  from 
incontrovertible  or  patently  absurd,  but  here  and  there, 
prominent  physicists,  esteemed  architects  and  engineers, 
and experienced pilots argued in protest against what they 
saw  as  a  cover-up  and  a  whitewash  of  the  facts  by 
presenting credible evidence, eloquent testimony, and reams 
of  depositions  that  were  hard  to  dismiss,  but  were 
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nevertheless quashed without consideration or rejected out 
of hand. The haphazard investigation was impaired by their 
omission  and  was  a  sham  effort.  Continuing  to  blame 
Islamic terrorists was the soft option, and they went with it.

There  were,  no  doubt,  inconsistencies  in  the 
government's own apocryphal narrative of the events of 11/9 
that  were  troublesome.  Not  only  were  the  investigators 
given  to  delay  and  slowness  and  negligence,  but  they 
seemed  to  have  forgotten  how  to  do  arithmetic  because 
things just didn't add up. The evidence just didn't jibe with 
itself.  It  was  conflicting  and  inaccurate  and  misleading. 
Facts  seemed  to  fly  in  the  face  of  the  mythos  they  had 
created  and  peddled  and  safeguarded.  A  point-by-point 
analysis  of  the  official  story  left  more  questions  than 
answers.  It  seemed  riddled  with  lies,  lacking  even  the 
semblance  of  truthiness,  and  seemed  to  be  an  audacious 
exercise in agitprop crafted by a cabal of men capable of a) 
controlling  the  narrative  with  unlimited  access  to 
instruments of mass persuasion, and b) deceiving the people 
with simulated grassroots support. 

When your cabal happens to have a group of mainstream 
media  moguls  you are  uniquely equipped with a  massive 
soapbox and a lot of power in the form of influence. It is 
conceivable that they are, in fact, the prime movers behind a 
slow-burning social engineering experiment that is designed 
to dumb us down and divide us. You can kind of get a sense 
of that  happening by watching TV and just  being around 
other people. We fill  our minds with their sensationalistic 
propaganda and conform to different versions of the same 
delusion.  We  allow  ourselves  to  get  caught  in  a  finely 
crafted web of distortions, suppressions, and manipulations. 
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We are content as long as we believe what is shoved down 
our throats or until someone upsets the apple cart and gets 
us to open our eyes.

The  prevailing  conspiracy  theory  that  was  used  to 
explain the crash was based on a wealth  of evidence and 
postulated  that  a  counterfeit  Flight  67  struck  the  tower. 
There  was  precedent  to  support the  belief  that  this  could 
occur  because  something  of  the  sort  had  in  fact  been 
conceived and worked out decades earlier as part of a secret 
plan  to  invade  Cuba  called  Operation  Northwoods.  The 
plan, as devised by a camarilla of warmongers, consisted of 
several  clever  and  closely  woven  deceptions.  It  involved 
subterfuge and sabotage and the substitution of a legitimate 
plane  full  of  passengers  with  a  drone  designed  to  be 
destroyed in a manner consistent with being shot down by 
the  Cuban  Air  Force.  This  would  have  given  the  US 
grounds to retaliate and prompt a full invasion of the island 
nation. The plot was never implemented because in the end 
saner  minds  prevailed,  but  that  was  then.  Things  have 
changed.

Truthers  presented  as  Exhibit  A  the  Bureau  of 
Transportation  Statistics'  own  database.  The  Bureau  is 
supposed to log every domestic flight scheduled from a US 
airport conducted by a carrier accounting for more than 1% 
of domestic air traffic. The database is required to include 
all  scheduled  flights,  whether  actually  completed  or  not, 
unless the flight is canceled more than seven days prior to 
the  departure  date. I  was  bemused  to  discover  that  the 
database indicated not only that Flight 67 had no “wheels 
off  time”  or  “departure  time”  on  11/9,  but  the  plane 
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normally assigned to fly that flight hadn't even arrived from 
Los Angeles because it wasn't scheduled to fly on 11/9. 

Then there was the question of how a building designed 
specifically to withstand being hit by a passenger jet could 
be  taken  down  by  one.  In  fact,  the  actual  impact  hadn't 
seemed  to  really  effect  the  structural  integrity  of  the 
building at all. There were two isolated pockets of fire, sure, 
but  they  were  far  from  raging  and  didn't  exactly  look 
insurmountable.  It  was  those  fires,  though,  that  were 
subsequently blamed for the impending collapse,  but how 
they  caused  the  entire  building  to  basically  disintegrate 
before  our  very  eyes  in  a  matter  of  seconds,  leaving  a 
cascading cloud of dust where the building had just stood 
was a mystery to many. 

It was alleged by the Truthers that the entire foundation 
of  the  building—and  presumably  the  whole  building—
might have been wired with military-grade explosives. The 
debunkers,  who  all  seemed  to  be  reading  from the  same 
script because they all said the same things almost verbatum 
refused  to  even  entertain  the  idea  and  severely  criticized 
those that did.  They rejected the validity of the supposed 
photographic  evidence  of  shaped  charges  maybe  having 
been used to destroy the core columns of the building and 
inveighed against any further discussion of the matter. Some 
of them, however, seemed unable to contain their duplicity 
and duping delight and gave themselves away by flashing a 
smile at an inappropriate moment while shucking and jiving 
like bitches.

I do remember at the time thinking that the collapse did 
look like  the kind of  controlled  demolition  used to  bring 
down derelict buildings into tidy piles, but “experts” were 
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trotted out during the ensuing pandemonium to disseminate 
disinformation  with  post-truth  sophistry  and  fucking 
flimflam before the dust had even settled in order to easily 
and quickly appeal to the imagination and sympathy of the 
mass of the people. According to them, the manner of the 
building's collapse made complete sense, and they even had 
a name for it—The Pancake Effect. 

The  Pancake  Effect  is  described  as  the  progressive 
collapse  of  upper  floors  onto  the  ones  underneath  them 
creating a stack of floors on the ground. Such a phenomenon 
has  been known to occur,  but  looking at  the debris  field 
through the eyes of a Truther you'll see not an inkling of a 
short stack. Rather, you see a scrap heap that in hindsight 
looks way too small to contain the mass of a building that 
was 110 stories tall and all of its contents.

I  was  seduced  by  the  possibility  of  malevolent  shit 
having gone down and spent the better part of the afternoon 
trying to reconcile what I had thought to be the truth with all 
of the alternative explanations. The cognitive dissonance I 
was experiencing wasn't something I was prepared to deal 
with. It was like being told that two plus two equaled five 
and that everything you knew was wrong. The evidence was 
compelling and lent credence to the Truthers' allegations. I 
couldn't  help  but  feel  we  had  all  been  bamboozled  and 
hoodwinked by a carefully coordinated campaign designed 
to  encourage  willful  ignorance  and  deliberate  disregard. 
Unfortunately,  most people are susceptible to being duped 
and conned when they  aren't  given  all  the  facts,  and  are 
liable to believe all manner of hokum.

I  walked into  Genevieve's  office  to  expound upon the 
things I had found.
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I noted a flicker of disbelief from the get-go. 
“How do you purchase a ticket for a flight that isn't even 

scheduled to fly?” she asked.
I thought about it  for a second and posited, “By being 

deceived into believing it is.” 
She was dubious. “Deceived by who?”
“Ultimately,  by powerful  men  of  means  and influence 

with  ambitious  objectives  and  evil  intentions,”  I  replied. 
“Add to that, financial motivations, and enough bread and 
circuses to go around.”

“Are you serious?”
“You  don't  get  that  high  without  getting  your  hands 

dirty.”
“But then you have a ticket for a nonexistent flight.”
I stood there pondering an explanation.
“Perhaps the deception continues” I said, having had a 

sudden flash of insight. “Perhaps you're coerced or cajoled 
into boarding a flight you believe to be Flight 67. Or not. 
Maybe you're sequestered in some part of the airport. Either 
way,  you're  disappeared.”  And  then  something  rather 
sinister occurred to me. “Maybe you're even aware of the 
part you're playing in the deception.”

“This is all predicated on the information you found in 
the BTS database, which could be in error.”

“It's possible, but there's no reason to believe it's likely. 
The BTS database is updated automatically by an on-board 
computer that transmits a signal from the plane. And, there 
aren't any other discrepancies. Is it just a coincidence?” 

Genevieve remained unconvinced. “It must be a mistake 
because, correct me if I'm wrong, but I seem to remember 
we have air-traffic controllers as eye witnesses saying that 
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flight  67 was seen on radar,  and followed all  the way to 
Sabayon Tower.”

“First of all, all they saw was a blip on the screen they 
assumed  to  be  Flight  67.  The  aircraft  they  thought  was 
Flight 67 had its transponder turned off. Second, air-traffic 
control lost primary radar returns for the flight they believed 
to be Flight 67 for 8 minutes and 13 seconds. They thought 
it  had crashed,  but  it  then magically  reappeared.  It  could 
have landed somewhere and been replaced during that time 
with another aircraft designed specifically to carry out the 
attack.”

Genevieve looked at me rather askance. “Surely, there's 
video of the passengers boarding the plane.”

“No. Actually, there's not.”
“In the boarding terminal?”
“No.”
“The departure lounges?”
“No.  Not  at  the  security  checkpoints,  boarding  gates, 

ramp areas… Not anywhere in the airport at all. If there was 
video it's been altered or destroyed or deleted.”

“There are no witnesses who claim to have seen them?”
“None that have come forward.”
Genevieve sighed. Her skepticism was set to maximum. 

“So, let me get this straight. In this scenario the hijackers 
don't exist, because I'm not hearing anything about them.” 

“They could've been patsies who had nothing to do with 
the  hijacking.  Not  only  do  they  just  not  seem  to  be 
necessary,  but  all  four  of  the  alleged  hijackers  are 
supposedly alive and well in Saudi Arabia.”

“Says who?”
“Al-Jezzera.”
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“Like they don't have an agenda.” 
I nodded in agreement as I shrugged my shoulders.
“They  also  said  that  lots  of  government  officials 

supposedly  had  foreknowledge  and  were  given  advance 
warning of a terrorist attack of an aeronautical nature and 
were told not fly that day.”

“What  about  the  cell  phone calls  from the  passengers 
themselves reporting the hijacking?”

“Besides  the  fact  that  you  couldn't  make  a  call  from 
cruising  altitude  back  then,  they  could  have  been  staged, 
made from anywhere, perhaps under duress, perhaps under 
their own volition. They could have even been faked.” 

“Wait. Rewind. What?”
“There's  technology  that  can  replicate  your  voice.  I 

watched a video on it. It's pretty amazing. I'll send you the 
link.” 

Genevieve looked at me with an incredulous stare.
“You really believe the passengers were either duped, or 

willing  participants  in  some  elaborate  machination,  but 
either way they might still be alive?” she asked.

“I'm open to the possibility.”
“Where are they? Where've they been all this time?”
“That's a good question.”
“Yes. It is.”
I  had  made  what  I  thought  were  some  pretty  salient 

points, but Genevieve was an unusually hard sell. She was 
steadfast in her unwillingness to be so easily disabused of 
the “facts” and entertain even the suggestion of deception. 
She refused to concede that the prevailing paradigm might 
actually  be  in  the  midst  of  being  incrementally  and 
fundamentally manipulated to suit the self-serving designs 
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and opportunistic whims of the de facto powers that be. I 
thought  it  was  at  least  worth  considering,  but  she  was 
disinclined to do so. 

It was easy for me to get on board because I was already 
jaded.  Genevieve  viewed  the  world  through  rose-colored 
glasses which made it hard to see through all the smoke and 
mirrors and behold the bigger picture, but she would come 
around, eventually.

“I admit that I'm not exactly versed in the details of 11/9, 
but you seem to be refuting the entire investigation,”  she 
said.

“That's  because  the  entire  investigation  has  all  the 
hallmarks of a dog and pony show par excellence.” I really 
stressed the “par excellence” part.

“I'm just having a hard time believing that.”
“Oh, because governments would never lie to us. They 

care nothing about power and control."

�

“Do  you  know  how  many  people  would  have  to  be 
complicit in the planning and execution and perpetuation of 
such  a  hoax?”  she  asked.  “We're  talking  collusion  on  a 
grand scale.”

“Maybe,” I replied. . 
“Even if  there  was  compartmentalization,  how do you 

keep something like that a secret?”
“How much would it take to keep your mouth shut?”
Genevieve  was  nonplussed  and  not  immediately 

forthcoming with an amount.
I left her to think about it.
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CHAPTER 10

I called it a day when I woke up with my head on my 
desk and my face in a puddle of drool.

I  walked out with Genevieve and arranged to meet  up 
later in the evening to do some legwork.

“Alright. See you later,” she said as she hopped on her 
Vespa and rode off to her class at the School of Exorcism. 
Apparently,  there's  more  to  driving  off  a  demon  from 
someone who's been possessed than brandishing a cross in a 
menacing manner while reciting the Litany of the Saints. 

“See you later,” I said.
I drove home via a circuitous route that took me by the 

new and très moderne Sabayon Tower.  Just  in case there 
was any question as to which building it was, its name, in 
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the form of channel letters,  ringed the building above the 
viewing platform. It was taller than its predecessor, but they 
included in the height its transmission tower, which I felt 
was sort  of deceptive.  It  was,  nevertheless,  very tall,  and 
quite the engineering marvel. It was the dominating feature 
in  the  city's  skyline.  It  had  an  interesting  shape  pretty 
reminiscent of a ballistic missile, and to the chagrin of the 
corporation was informally known as the “Scud” by those 
who didn't like its thermonuclear aesthetics and weapon of 
mass destructionness. It opened with only around a fifth of 
the  building  let.  Even  these  days  about  30%  of  the 
skyscraper remains empty because a building without cushy 
corner  offices  is  too  egalitarian  for  those  big  shots  and 
bosses who covet status symbols and feel that being able to 
look  out  in  two  directions  is  necessary  to  convey  one's 
success and represent their importance.

My drive took me past the Par 3 Pitch and Put & Driving 
Range where Spearchucker and I used to shag balls until he 
got beaned in the head with a line drive and his mom made 
him quit. Further on I drove past the defunct and rundown 
roadside water park that I had gone to as a kid until I came 
face to face with a gross ass band-aid bobbing in the turbid 
wave pool like it was waiting for a set to roll in and said 
fuck that place. I went straight when I should have made a 
right  and  drove  past  people  waiving  placards  around  the 
world's  largest  brick  that  was  on  tour  and  currently  on 
display  in  the  parking  lot  of  a  home  improvement  store 
because some people will just protest anything, and I swore 
I saw this chick I used to date out front chanting, “Regular-
size bricks matter!”, or some bullshit. I had known her to be 
a self-righteous,  virtue signaling,  champagne socialist  and 
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third-wave feminist of independent means who engaged in 
moral posturing and recreational outrage and social media 
trolling even though it  usually accomplished nothing.  She 
spoke  out  against  microaggressions,  white  privilege,  and 
cultural  appropriation  in  her  blog,  and  usually  liked  to 
display  solidarity  against  the  injustice  du  jour  from  the 
safety  and  comfort  of  her  penthouse  apartment  between 
yoga  classes  and  spa  treatments  and  shopping  in  fancy 
stores, so I was bit surprised to see her slumming it with the 
dollar-a-day activists. 

Most of her causes were ridiculously stupid. I remember 
one was the right of midgets to join the military.  Nothing 
against  midgets,  I  think midgets  are funny,  but I  couldn't 
conceive of any situation where being a wee man would be 
of any use in a combat zone, unless it was to bring smiles to 
the sad and lift the spirits of those who are down. The thing 
is, though, they weren't even trying to get in the military. It 
wasn't even a real issue. Social justice warriors had taken it 
upon themselves to protest on behalf of little people even 
though those same little people said that they were cool with 
the ban. 

Anyway,  this  broad  was  a  buxom  hottie  who  looked 
good for her age and was adventuresome in the bedroom, 
but she wasn't as smart as her education would suggest. She 
could  not  discern  the  truth  from  lies,  or  else  she  just 
preferred to believe the lies, I don't know, but either way she 
made it very difficult to be around outside of fucking and I 
ended up just ghosting her.

I  eventually  drove  past  the  municipal  water  treatment 
plant. The National Guard had cordoned off the facility and 
were patrolling the perimeter  in their  effort  to maintain a 
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watch over the place since a secret group of militant hippie 
activists had found a means of ingress and spiked the water 
supply with a drug commonly used to combat impotence in 
men.  They were reportedly protesting our involvement  in 
the war in the Middle East. Although initially greeted with 
delight, men suffered from raging hard-ons that wouldn't go 
away and after a while just got in the way and had to be 
strong-armed into compliance when we had to pee; half a 
million  women  were  afflicted  with  chafed  labia  and 
something doctors called "the shag bandy" for weeks.

* * *

I got home and mixed myself a stiff G&T. Bevvying up 
was my way of working up the nerve to man the fuck up to 
the task that lay before me. I tried to psych myself up as I 
sought the fortifying influence of a little Dutch courage, but 
I wasn't successful, at all. I didn't want to do what I had to 
do,  but  needs  must.  Sometimes  you  have  to  just  bite  the 
fucking bullet.

“Down the hatch,” I said to myself as I threw back my 
drink and slammed the tumbler on the counter with what I 
knew even at the time was false bravado. I took a few deep 
breaths  and  pulled  the  suppositories  from the  bag  before 
heading to the bathroom, not completely confident I would 
be able to do what I needed to do. I understood the concept 
well enough (suppository—butthole—put inside), but it was 
the first time I ever had a reason to have to put something 
into my butt,  and I  knew I wasn't  prepared—in the same 
way  you  aren't  prepared  to  get  into  a  street  fight  after 
reading a primer on Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu. I knew I needed to 
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relax,  but  it  was  hard.  I  told  myself  to  just  surrender  to 
necessity, but that was easier said than done. Maybe I was 
doing it wrong—I don't know. I couldn't see what the fuck I 
was doing which didn't help. 

Anyway,  I'll  spare you the minutiae of my experience, 
suffice it to say that it was even more difficult than I thought 
it was going to be—initially.

It got easier.
Being  of  the belief  that  if  one is  good,  more  must  be 

better, I naturally decided to use all the suppositories in one 
go,  which,  in  hindsight,  was  probably  not  the  best  idea. 
Lesson learned.

135



CHAPTER 11

“Knit  one,  purl  four,  knit  two, purl  two,” I  thought  to 
myself  as I finished another row of my braided cable fire 
hydrant  cover  with  Stars  Behind  Bars on  the  TV in  the 
background. I didn't know that the dude who was known as 
the Indian Ben Affleck did a stretch in the pokey for taxi 
scams  back  in  Mumbai  before  his  career  took  off  in 
Bollywood. It wasn't much of a stretch for him to play the 
bad boy.

I  took  a  drag  from the  cigarette  held  in  the  new and 
improved  feature-packed  prototype  next-generation 
cigarette  holder/ashtray  stand—tentatively  called  the  E-Z 
Robo-Toker 2.0. It was an innovation based on necessity—
many smokers have low self-esteem and find smoking in the 
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regular  way  to  be  too  much  trouble.  It  had  artificial 
intelligence  technology  built  in  and  was  designed  with 
enhanced ergonomics. It had an articulated and extendable 
arm, a built-in lighter, a self-flicking mechanism, and an ash 
compactor  that  was  completely  unnecessary  but  totally 
necessary  at  the  same  time.  Additionally,  there  was  a 
programmable LED ticker with positive affirmations and an 
Autonomous Sensory Meridian Response (ASMR) Whisper 
Generator on the base. The unit wasn't exactly to spec, but it 
worked very well. It was supposed to be out by Christmas, 
but Mr. Wu, the chairman at the factory in Guangzhou had 
informed me that there were issues with the voice-activation 
unit in the finished article that needed ironing out and that 
we would be cutting it close.

I set the needles down and turned up the TV when I saw 
they were about to pick the numbers for the lottery. I picked 
up my ticket and watched as the numbered balls  bounced 
around within the clear plastic sphere of the lottery machine. 
The jackpot was worth over 450 million dollars. I knew the 
chances of winning were something like one in 175 million, 
but I couldn't help dreaming about how I would spend my 
money,  and  for  some  fucking  reason  I  felt  cheerfully 
confident.  I  was  feeling  lucky,  like  my  winning  was  a 
foregone conclusion. Perhaps it was the result of seeing the 
affirmation,  “I  AM A WINNER,”  scroll  across  the  LED 
ticker of the Robo-Toker frequently in the rotation. 

The lottery presenter was a woman I had once gone on a 
date with. Her name was Kristy Wellington.  She grew up 
poor  with  a  touch  of  the  scoliosis,  but  she  overcame 
adversity and almost became a Miss America.
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I remember the former Miss Colorado being a fancy gal 
who did breaking news and interviews for a local network 
affiliate, but I doubt she would remember me at all. She had 
had a little nip/tuck but the years had generally been kind to 
her. She was still pretty hot, but you have no excuses when 
you have easy access to pills, and potions, and lotions, and 
injections,  and  the  counsel  of  surgeons,  and  trainers,  and 
nutritionists, and stylists.

My optimism pretty quickly transformed into worsening 
degrees of disappointment as each ball that rolled down the 
chute failed to match any of my numbers. So much for the 
pied-à-terre in  Amsterdam.  So  much  for  the  picturesque 
hideaway on the beach in Kailua. So much for living all la  
dolce  vita and  getting  every  fucking  thing  that  I  ever 
wanted, and ever could want, and things I didn't even want.

I looked at Joachim with melancholic boredom. I wished 
we got on better, but it could have been worse, I guess. I 
dangled  a  cat  toy in  front  of  his  face  thinking  we might 
interact a little, but he was too busy going bananas on my 
dirty socks to give a fuck and I didn't care enough to keep 
trying. 

I  picked  up  the  TV  remote  and  flipped  through  the 
channels in rapid succession looking for something a little 
saucy on the tube. There wasn't anything on that qualified as 
such, but as luck would have it I stumbled across a show 
called  Celebrity  vs.  Monkey.  The  celebrities  on  the  show 
were  usually  on  the  D-list.  They  were  people  whose 
celebrity  was  so  obscure  that  they  were  generally  only 
known for appearing on reality television.  The “celebrity” 
getting his ass kicked by a bonobo named Jumau in a game 
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of  ping  pong  was  a  case  in  point.  His  name  was  Peter 
Butler. 

Peter Butler's rise to quasi-fame was as a contestant on a 
reality  program called,  The  Joint.  I  watched  it.  It  was  a 
guilty  pleasure.  The  premise  of  the  show  was  that 
contestants,  or “convicts,” were “incarcerated” and had to 
survive thirty-nine days without being sent to “The Chair,” 
which meant being voted out in the parlance of the show. 
During the course of their incarceration the convicts would 
be  rewarded  for  “snitchin'”  by  being  sent  to  solitary 
confinement for their own protection where they would be 
given  the  opportunity  to  obtain  a  secret  advantage.  They 
would also participate in challenges to win “care packages” 
and “time  off  for  good behavior”.  Care  packages  usually 
consisted of an assortment of product placements. Time off 
for good behavior meant they were safe from being sent to 
the The Chair that week. 

Peter  Butler  was  given  the  pejorative  nickname, 
Papercut,  by  the  other  contestants  because  he  was  an 
unbelievably irritating little pissant. Somehow, he survived 
to win “clemency” and “gate money” in the amount of one-
million  dollars.  Before  all  that,  though,  he  was  a  former 
substitute drama teacher who worked as a clerk in an auto 
supply store making minimum wage who lived in his mom's 
garage.  If he hadn't  had any nominal friends,  he wouldn't 
have had any friends at all, which totally explains his being 
seen on more than one occasion high-fiving himself in the 
mirror.

Peter's video application to The Joint showed him having 
made a shiv out of a toothbrush, beating the shit out of a 
punching clown with a millwall brick, making hooch from 
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fruit cocktail in a Ziploc bag, and digging a tunnel with one 
of his mom's  spoons.  None of those so-called skills  were 
relevant to the show, but the casting directors felt he had a 
certain je ne sais quoi and cast him in the roll of the oddball 
man-child to fulfill the rehashed narrative. It was a role he 
fully intended to exploit to his advantage in furtherance of 
his own personal ambitions. He wanted to hit the big time 
and see his name in lights.

After  the  show,  he  tried  to  capitalize  on  his  fifteen 
minutes and reinvent himself as the Hip Hop artist, P-Cutty, 
despite  having the antithesis  of street  cred,  an absence of 
any discernible musical talent, and being a grown-ass white 
dude. He hired a stylist and began to sport cornrows and a 
chinstrap beard and wore his sunglasses backwards—a look, 
I'm sure, he had hoped would inspire legions of imitators 
amongst the beta male admirers who formed a large swathe 
of his audience, but nary a lad had felt so inclined. He also 
assembled an entourage of thugs to give him legitimacy in 
the  black  and  Latino  populations  and  hired  a  bodyguard 
named  Butterknife  who  had  neck  tattoos  and  anger 
management issues and an uncle in the mafia. The paparazzi 
were scared of Butterknife, but his 'lil homey with the Down 
syndrome and hook for a hand was the crazy one.

For a while he was a mainstay of the gossipy weeklies 
that  provided  free  publicity  and  fodder  for  the  masses.  I 
want to believe that he was in on the joke because he gave 
the paparazzi plenty of reasons to stick around. 

His  foray  into  the  recording  industry  was  of  short 
duration and easily forgotten. His oeuvre and contribution to 
the annals of music consisted of an underwhelming solitary 
album of no significance. He'd enlisted a crack production 
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team  that  was  altogether  inferior  to  its  reputation.  They 
produced what  turned  out  to  be the prosaically-titled  and 
horribly  self-referential  Representing  Portland. You  can 
still find it in the bargain bin if you're willing to dig deep 
because few people are willing to part with a even a buck 
for something they know is going to suck. The album was 
released to scathing reviews and was ultimately deemed by 
the critics as thoroughly derivative and repetitive and trite. It 
was lambasted by one critic who went so far as to call it, 
"Straight up sh*t. Just absolute f*cking sh*t", and rightly so. 
Much of P-Cutty's problem stemmed from the fact that his 
tracks abounded in pop music  clichés,  abysmal  wordplay, 
and  misogynistic  undertones.  Moreover,  they  lacked  the 
phat hooks and sick beats that are integral  components of 
def jams and the use of the kind of poetic devices that lend 
themselves  to  making  songs  that  are  the  bomb—and  he 
happened to be completely inept at dropping dope rhymes. 
For example, a couplet from his first single, “Dat's Not Wut 
Yo Mama Said”, reads as such, “She called me her Adonis/ 
Ker  shacka  lacka  wonis.”  And  then  there  was  the  verse 
from,  “It's  a  Booty  Call,  Bitch”,  that's  more  stream-of-
consciousness where he referred to himself here and there in 
the third person,  part  of which goes,  “Being P-Cutty is a 
blessing and a curse, feel my coin purse, I got quarters for 
the  car  wash/Truck  stop,  rent-a-cop,  motherfucking  chop 
shop, hold on to your hat, man, 'cuz Ima puttin' down the 
soft top.” It was more of a b-side.

I remember seeing him perform the hip hop ballad “Cock 
Tease” on one of those morning talk shows, but you didn't 
need to be a brain surgeon to realize that it probably wasn't 
the  most  appropriate  venue,  and perhaps,  was  among the 
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worst of the least appropriate, especially if the guests of the 
segments  previous  to  his  were an indication  of the target 
demographic,  which  was  equal  parts  stay-at-home  moms 
and old folks. There was the lass who was strapped into a 
motorized  wheelchair  with  an  oxygen  tube  up  her  nose, 
dying of muscular dystrophy or something—I don't know— 
who was on a book tour trying to cash in on her disease by 
writing about her experiences—with a fucking mouth stick, 
no less. Then there was the woman with the chirpy voice 
and postpartum pooch who demonstrated how you can make 
your  home  look garish by adhering  sea  shells  and  beach 
glass to a lamp base with a glue gun. I'm pretty sure that 
wasn't her intention, but it was, nonetheless, the effect. 

P-Cutty's  performance  that  morning  in  a  white  winged 
onesie  was  typical  in  that  it  was  predictably  devoid  of 
energy and enthusiasm and was very hard to watch. In fact, I 
had to cover my eyes for most of it. It turned out to be his 
swan song, which I think was for the best.

Anyway, P-Cutty eventually reverted to his given name 
and has since become a regular fixture on panel game shows 
and a reality TV archetype. He could be caught doing his 
thing  as  “Midlife  Crisis  Guy”  on  Celebrity  Babysitting, 
Synchronized Swimming With The Stars,  and  Yes, Massah. 
He even appeared as himself in an episode of the Canadian 
legal  procedural,  Au  Contraire  Mon  Frere,  but  if  you 
blinked you might have missed him. His brief stint as host 
of a syndicated tabloid talk show that few people had ever 
heard of  and fewer people even watched was the high point 
of his career.

It  was  point,  game,  and  match  for  the  monkey.  Peter 
Butler was surprisingly gracious in defeat and went to shake 
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the monkey's  hand, but it  was already busy masturbating. 
Apparently,  bonobos do that, and seemingly on a whim. I 
didn't know that.

* * *

I suppose an hour had gone by when I suddenly felt a 
sensation  that  caused  me  to  head  to  the  bathroom  with 
anticipation only to find Joachim already there, perched on 
the seat having a poo. I gave him a nudge thinking he could 
pinch  it  off  and  finish  later.  He  thought  otherwise.  He 
swatted at me and gave me stink eye with his one good eye. 
I pushed him the fuck off and sent him running. 

The  prospects  for  a  bowel  movement  were  reasonably 
bright.  I  sat  on  the  toilet  with  high  hopes  and  tried  to 
encourage the inchoate poo to become fully formed, but all I 
could  coax  from  my  bowels  were  a  couple  of  almost 
imperceptible  farts.  Some  considerable  time  had  passed, 
however,  before  I  acknowledged  that  there  was  nothing 
doing and quit trying. I emerged from the bathroom feeling 
a little frustrated. I was really in no mood to see a pile of 
soft-serve on the terrazzo, compliments of Joachim, or see 
him lolling on the couch looking back at me like he owned 
the place with what I swear was a fucking smile on his face.
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CHAPTER 12

With so little to go on, Genevieve and I set out to canvass 
Little Mexico. The barrio of Little Mexico was essentially 
the red-light district of the city and was allowed to exist by 
the  authorities,  whose  ideas  of  law  enforcement  were 
heralded as pragmatic by those who liked to fuck hookers 
and the pimps who lived off the avails of prostitution. The 
tourist guidebooks are keen to point out that it's a dangerous 
place best left off your itinerary when you visit the city, but 
it is an actual neighborhood with families—most of whom 
are not involved in vice-related activities—and the place to 
go if you're in the market for a chimenea, or wrought iron 
patio  furniture.  Or  a  piñata.  Or  Mexican  jumping  beans, 
which were obtainable everywhere. 
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Entering Little Mexico was like crossing the border into 
la Zona Norte in Tijuana.  It was slow going.  Traffic  was 
bumper-to-bumper, but according to the cabbie that was to 
be  expected  for  a  Friday night.  The  main  drag,  a  sordid, 
bustling thoroughfare with flashing lights  and neon signs, 
was lined with an assortment of hedonistic strip clubs and 
dive bars and seedy hotels with rooms for rent by the hour. 
It  teemed  with  hombres  hawking  tacos  and  t-shirts  and 
bawdy  knickknacks.  It  abounded  in  gringos  engaged  in 
boisterous merrymaking who had set out in pursuit of sex.

Genevieve  pointed  to  Pablo's  in  the  distance  from the 
backseat of the taxi we were riding in as we approached it in 
fits and starts. 

“It's just past the zonkey,” she said.
You didn't go to Little Mexico to have your picture taken 

with the zebra-painted burro, but the more you drank the 
more “fucking amazing” it became, and more often than not, 
you went home with the inevitable souvenir snapshot of you 
kissing the burro on the lips and a hole in your wallet where 
ten bucks used to be.

Seeing as we were at the moment idling at a standstill I 
took that as an opportunity to quit the cab and continue on 
foot.

Stepping out, we were greeted by a cacophony of revelry 
and  a  rousing  rendition  of  the  popular  classic,  “La 
Cucaracha”, played with great energy by a mariachi band in 
charro suits  and sombreros.  The marquee above my head 
was  advertising  a  two-for-one  special  at  Le  Baisodrome, 
where it also happened to be topless mechanical bull riding 
night. The line of men wanting to see the show went down 
the street and around the corner.
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“Where do you want to start?” asked Genevieve over the 
din.

I looked around and saw a taco cart with a perfect view 
of the scene of the crime. I directed Genevieve's gaze to it 
with an upwards nod.

“Hungry?” I asked as I led her across the street.
“You buying?”
I stepped up to the taco cart and realized I knew the little 

hairy fellow in the beanie dicing tomatoes.
His name until  recently had been James Khan, but for 

some reason he had it legally changed to Jiggy Coon. I had 
done some surveillance for him in the past, and last I knew, 
he had gotten into real estate, but I suspected that it wasn't 
working out—been there, done that. 

Jiggy was short and Jewish and very tan, and with his 
Pancho Villa mustache was often mistaken for Mexican by 
people who couldn't tell a Latino from a Semite. That was a 
good thing if you're trying to sell tacos from a stand on the 
street, but not so good when you're trying to sell fancy shitty 
faux  chateaus  and  tony  homes  in  the  hills  with  painted 
lawns  and  million-dollar  views  of  the  suburbs  to  the 
nouveau riche and famous.

“Jiggy,” I said.
He  looked  up.  “Morningwood,”  he  said.  He  seemed 

shocked to see me. “Welcome to Kosheritos,” he said, with 
a poorly affected Mexican accent. The sign on the front of 
his cart had a mustachioed chili pepper wearing a sombrero 
who was saying something in Hebrew.

“You remember Genevieve?”
“Of course,” he said with a smile
“Buenas noches, Mr. Coon,” said Genevieve.
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“Señorita,” Jiggy replied, doffing an imaginary hat.
“I didn't expect to find you here operating a taco stand,” I 

said. “I've seen your mug on yard signs all over the place.”
He said  that  he  was  more  in  the  sign  business,  like  I 

hadn't heard that not very funny real estate joke before. 
I forced myself to chuckle.
“Well, this looks fun,” I said like I wasn't convinced.
“If I'm honest,” he said with a hint of a smile, “I do sort 

of enjoy it.”
“That can make all the difference.”
“I'm the only Kosher taqueria in all of Little Mexico,” he 

said with pride.
“You've found yourself a little niche. Good for you.”
“I know, right? That's what I thought. But, truthfully, you 

don't find many Jews here that love and obey god.”
“It's not just Jews.”
“Ironically, if it wasn't for all the drunk goyim, I'd be out 

of business.” 
It  seemed like a pretty piddling business and a penny-

ante way to eke out a living, but I nodded and uttered the 
piously platitudinous, “God does indeed work in mysterious 
ways.”

He exhaled a sigh of relief and said, “Baruch Hashem”—
whatever that means.

From  his  reaction,  though,  I  assumed  he  was  having 
money troubles, but his financial affairs weren't my concern 
and I quickly changed the subject.

“We'll take two tacos,” I said.
“Two tacos, coming up,” Jiggy replied.
“Hey. You know anything about the robbery at Pablo's 

last night?”
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“Poor Manuel.”
“Did you see the perp who did it?”
“Yeah. I saw him run out swinging his ninja sticks and 

cramming churros in his mouth. But I didn't know what had 
happened until the police arrived.”

“Had you ever seen him before?”
“Maybe.”
“Can you describe his height and build?”
“He's tall—over six feet—and pretty skinny.” 
Genevieve  withdrew  her  phone  from  her  purse  and 

pulled  up the photo of  Mr.  Nathaniel.  She held it  up for 
Jiggy to see. 

“Is this the same man?” she asked.
Jiggy looked at the photo. “It could be. It kind of looks 

like him.”
“Any  distinguishing  features?  A  tattoo,  or  a  scar,  or 

facial hair?”
“He was a little scruffy.”
“Do you remember what he was wearing?”
He thought for a second. “Yeah,” he said, trying to recall 

exactly what. “He had on some highwaters, and a muscle-
tee  with  a  grumpy  looking  cat  on  the  front  that  hates 
Mondays.” 

“Was he alone?” I asked.
“It seemed like it,” Jiggy said as he gave us our tacos.
“Did he flee on foot, or did he have a vehicle?”
Jiggy  pointed  down  the  street  with  his  knife.  “He 

wandered off that way.”
I looked in the direction Jiggy indicated. 
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“If  you  see  him  again,  or  hear  something,  give  me  a 
call,” I said as I payed him and slipped a twenty into his tip 
jar. “You know how to reach me.”

Jiggy nodded. “Sure.”
I turned to Genevieve. “Let's see if he's frequented any of 

these places.”
Genevieve and I ambled off on what was ostensibly Mr. 

Nathaniel's trail. 

* * *

Most of the sex work in Little Mexico took place in the 
seedy warren of narrow, dark, labyrinthine alleys and criss-
crossing side streets that crawled with  las paraditas—“the 
standing  girls”  en Inglés,  “streetwalkers”  to  you  and me. 
They came in  every variety  save  “good-looking.”  Really. 
They  were  bottom  of  the  barrel,  but  were  cheap  and 
permissive.  Some  stood  like  scantily  clad  sentries  in  the 
dark doorways of a small room with a bed, a chamber pot, 
and washbasin. Others were more mobile and strictly take-
away.  All  of them looked every bit  of rode hard and put 
away wet.

If you were sort of attractive you'd be on the strip in one 
of the fleshpots working the pole and getting a dollar-per-
song-per-stage-side  seat  slid  into  your  thong,  or  between 
your  breasts,  or  in  the  crack  of  your  ass.  You'd  also  be 
getting twenty dollars for a lap dance and motorboating, and 
significantly  more  for  a  private  party  in  the  champagne 
room in the back, where prix fixe sex was assumed, implicit, 
and a matter of course. 
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If you were beautiful you'd be doing your thing behind a 
veneer  of  respectability  in  one of the more  upscale  clubs 
that were essentially cathouses, exclusively members only, 
and especially lucrative. Fornication in such plush dens of 
iniquity was often outré and transgressive, and not the kind 
of sex you could get from your demure girlfriend or waspy 
wife  whose  idea  of  a  sexual  escapade  is  fucking  in  the 
kitchen. They were where decadent fantasies were realized 
and deviant fetishes indulged without judgement or restraint 
in the pursuit of pleasure. They were where sexual favors of 
the kinkiest nature were available à la carte, and underage 
trim could be procured at market price (but payable only in 
Bitcoin).

Prostitution  was  viewed by many who engaged in  the 
trade  as  a  means  to  an end,  and by some as  the  road to 
riches. The demimonde had descended on Little Mexico in 
droves from all over the country with dollar signs in their 
eyes, believing that prostitution was easy money, since most 
were by their nature promiscuous and had been just giving it 
away, anyway. They had convinced themselves that having 
sex for money was, financially, a better choice than flipping 
burgers and working fries for minimum wage. And it was, 
for some. Some even managed to make sort of a career out 
of it.

Little Mexico was inundated with more than its fair share 
of girls from places like Boise, and Des Moines, and Little 
Rock,  and  Chattanooga,  probably  because  those  places 
excelled  at  sucking.  They  were  primarily  of  the  cornfed 
variety,  but  waifs  and  sylphs  could  be  had  if  you  were 
particular and willing to wait in line. Actually, calling them 
“girls”  is  a  misnomer.  Many of  them were  middle-aged. 
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Some were older than that. A few weren't even women at 
all. Most stayed only long enough to catch an STD before 
buying a bus ticket back home in tears full of regrets and 
trying to forget the depravity they had had to endure.

Genevieve and I—mostly Genevieve—inquired with the 
bouncers stationed behind stanchions and velvet ropes at the 
entrances  to  their  clubs  whether  or  not  they  recognized 
Daniel Nathaniel from his photo. We were almost uniformly 
told  that  they  had,  and  by  the  look  on  their  faces  alone 
gathered that he was persona non grata. If they didn't know 
him-know  him,  they  knew  him  by  reputation  and  would 
have none of him.

Genevieve  and  I  approached  a  club  called  The  Pink 
Door.  There  was  no  sign  to  indicate  what  it  was  called. 
Apparently, a sign would have been superfluous. The pink 
door was all that was deemed necessary. It was a hole in the 
wall  that  had  a  reputation  for  being  among  the  low-end 
clubs. Its dancers were mostly best described as being over 
the hill  and hard on the eyes.  It's  where you went to see 
triple-X thespians from yesteryear on the strip club circuit. 

Instead  of  a  bouncer  keeping  people  out  of  the  joint, 
there  was a smarmy host  with the ballyhoo of  a  carnival 
barker trying to solicit customers and usher them in with a 
grin and assurances that contained within was a stage show 
like  no  other  with  performers  he  touted  as  having 
considerable experience and vintage charms. 

Genevieve stepped up to him.
“What's your name?” she asked.
“Dean.”
“Dean, my name is Genevieve Deschanel,” she said as 

she handed him a business card. “I was wondering if you 
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recognize this man?” she asked as she held up her phone 
with Mr. Nathaniel's photo.

His  smile  turned  into  a  frown  not  dissimilar  to  his 
counterparts'.

“Yes, unfortunately,” he replied, his enthusiasm waning.
“Do you know his name?”
“Bill.”
“Is he a patron of your fine establishment?”
I withdrew my money clip from my pocket and held it 

conspicuously to encourage his continued cooperation.
“He is somewhat of a regular,” Dean said as he eyed the 

twenty on the outside of the wad.
“He  seems  to  be  universally  regarded  with  disdain,” 

continued Genevieve. “Why is that?”
“He's bad news, man.”
“How so?” I asked.
“You ever deal with a junkie?”
“Heroin?”
The host shrugged his shoulders. “Who knows anymore 

with all the stuff that's out there, but probably.”
Discovering  that  the  man  we  believed  to  be  Mr. 

Nathaniel  was  allegedly  chasing  the  dragon  was  an 
interesting  revelation and perhaps a serendipitous  lead,  in 
and of itself. 

“Have you seen him tonight?” asked Genevieve.
“Not yet,” he said like he expected it to happen at any 

time.
“When was he here last?”
“Last night.”
“When last night?”
“I don't know. It was early.”
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“How early?”
“It was still kind of light out, so probably around 7:30, I 

guess, but he didn't stay long—maybe five minutes.”
“Why do you think he left so quickly?” I asked.
“I don't know. I didn't ask, but it was okay with me.”
“Do you know where we might find him?”
“He's usually around.”
I sensed that we had gotten all we were going to get out 

of Dean.
“You've  been  very  helpful.  Thank  you,”  I  said  as  I 

slipped a fiver into Dean's breast pocket. 
The diminutive denomination did not go unnoticed. 
Learning that “Bill” was a denizen of the neighborhood 

and a  regular  of  The  Pink  Door was  genuine  progress.  I 
thought it would behoove us to go in and check the place 
out, and said as much to Genevieve.

“Lead  on,”  Genevieve  said  as  she  took  my  arm  and 
followed me in.

I gazed around the dimly lit interior with very little in the 
way of expectations, but was nonetheless still struck by the 
lack of erotic ambiance and its resemblance in that regard to 
a sleazy German titty bar I had gone to in Berlin many years 
earlier.

I had gone to Berlin during the waning days of the Soviet 
Union, back when there was still an East and West Germany 
for a competitive eating contest. This was during my peak 
competitive years  when I  was winning a lot  and had just 
gotten into the Guiness Book of World Records. 

I  guess  I  should  not  have  been  too  surprised  that  my 
reputation had preceded me or that I was expected to win by 
a  considerable  margin  by  those  oddsmakers  who  were 
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familiar  with  my  meteoric  rise  on  the  competitive  eating 
circuit. I really believe, though, that because of that some of 
the local talent conspired against me and took measures to 
make sure that I would be unable to participate in the event. 
I remember being taken out to drink on the eve of the big 
day  by  a  bunch  of  them  in  a  show  of  international 
camaraderie,  but I don't remember anything after my first 
Jägerbomb. 

I'm pretty sure I was slipped a mickey because I don't 
know how else to explain waking up on the wrong side of 
the Berlin Wall with a well-nourished  fräulein in the back 
seat  of a Trabant  with the fucking Stasi  pounding on the 
window demanding to see my papers.  I  knew as soon as 
they decided to detain me that my trip was probably a bust.

I really thought I was in for it. I envisioned myself being 
interrogated for hours, maybe days, even, and tricked into 
confessing to being a spy, or something. I thought for sure I 
was going to find myself at the center of some international 
incident that would precipitate a political crisis and end in a 
brouhaha, but such was not the case. The secret police were 
actually  nice chaps—just  a  bunch of regular  guys,  really, 
just doing their job. I explained to them that I had gotten 
shanghaied  and  they  all  had  a  good  laugh,  like  that  shit 
happened all the time. They posed for pictures with yours 
truly and introduced me to their wives and girlfriends before 
giving me a framed photo of Erich Honecker and expiditing 
my return through Checkpoint Charlie so I could kick some 
West  Berliner  ass.  And  I  did.  I  ate  those  motherfuckers 
under the table with a vengance.

Anyway, the Pink Door wasn't exactly happening and not 
anywhere near full to capacity. There were a couple of men 
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sitting  stageside,  a  couple  of  others  at  tables,  and  a  few 
people at the bar watching bloopers on the television. The 
décor,  a  kitschy  and  veritable  travesty  of  retrofuturism, 
consisted of a hodgepodge of cheesy props and schlocky, 
science-fictiony imagery. It was all in a pretty sorry state of 
repair and in desperate need of a little attention.

Genevieve and I found a table in the back with cigarette 
burns  and  chips  in  the  Formica.  It  afforded  us  an 
unobstructed  view  of  the  ungainly  dancer  tweaking  her 
nipples  and gyrating around her  shiny stripper pole  to an 
FM radio staple done by a one-hit wonder I couldn't readily 
identify. Anyway, the woman was rather advanced in years 
and was even sort of a little gimpy. 

I  wondered about  the criteria  used to  select  the talent. 
The  lineup  of  strippers  was  almost  without  exception 
enervated  from age  and adversity.  Most  of  them had the 
tummies of pensioners, cellulitic saddlebags with unsightly 
bruises  and  spider  veins,  and  pendulous  breasts  that  had 
succumbed  to  the  effects  of  gravity  and  old  age.  There 
wasn't a whole lot  of what I  would call  muscle  tone,  but 
there were swollen ankles aplenty, and hairy, unruly minges 
galore. 

The  patrons  who  were  there  were  generally  lonely-
looking middle-aged men in elasticated pants and baseball 
caps with, from the looks of it, dashed dreams and a deep 
desire  for  some semblance  of  intimacy.  I  imagined  them 
leading pointless, discontented lives of quiet desperation. In 
my  mind  they  were  long-haul  truckers,  customer  service 
representatives, assembly-line workers, and managers with 
no authority or respect.
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When I was younger I dated a pole dancer manqué. She 
was  putting  herself  through  nursing  school  by  being  the 
body in  body  sushi  at  bachelor  parties.  It  seemed  like  a 
pretty good gig. Her name was Susie. She had a young son 
with  medical  issues  and a  husband who was about  to  be 
released  on  parole.  I  remember  she  was  outdoorsy  and 
athletic and a fitness nut who liked to hang out in her undies 
and tried with zero success to get me into hot couples yoga 
and high colonics and quinoa salads. She said that I should 
give up gluten, but I just wasn't down with that. I remember 
that she had pointy, assertive, resilient breasts and that she 
stored her ChapStick in her cleavage. I remember that she 
passed wicked gas in her sleep because of all the fucking 
fiber  she ate,  or  whatever,  and obsessed about  her  beach 
body to  the  extent  that  she  would  do crunches  when we 
fucked because she was super into competitive aerobics and 
hated to waste  an opportunity to work on her abs,  which 
were her problem area. Anyway, she couldn't pass any kind 
of pole without doing some sort of move on it. She thought 
she was better than she was, but she could not have made it 
look more unsexy. If she had ever made a go of it, though, it 
would've been at someplace like the Pink Door.

* * *

A surprisingly comely coed with a  cute,  youthful  face 
and a toothy smile promptly arrived to take our drink order 
wearing a revealing little getup that consisted of little more 
than a spray-on tan and a bubble helmet that was kind of 
fogging up—rivulets of condensation dripped down toward 
the neck hole. I was immediately struck by the width of her 
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waist  and the breadth of her chest.  She was rockin'  some 
serious  underboob in  a  skimpy crop top that  struggled to 
contain  a  pair  of  gravity-defying  tits  that  were  obviously 
off-the-shelf,  but  definitely  top-of-the-line.  Her  gold 
spandex  hot  pants  very  clearly  delineated  her  nooks  and 
crannies and left little to the imagination. She said her name 
was Lilly.

“What  can I  get  you?”  she asked,  teetering  in sneaker 
stilettos. Her voice was muffled and was a little difficult to 
understand.

I replied, “A Tanqueray gin and tonic, please.”
Lilly looked to Genevieve, who ordered a gimlet because 

she had never had one.
I shot a glance at Lilly's backside as she went to retrieve 

our drinks. It was hard not to be enticed by the movement of 
her buttocks, so I let them entice me. Ignoring them would 
have been wrong and I always try to do the right thing. It's 
called having integrity.

If  looks were punches her ass would have been pretty 
bruised up,  though. I  actually  think it  didn't  help to have 
“DREAM ON” bedazzled in rhinestones across it.

I continued to scope out the place, not sure what I was 
looking for, but I didn't see anything in the way of a lead. I 
did,  however,  observe  the  indistinct  tattoos  on  the  veiny, 
prolapsed  knockers  of  the  geriatric  dancer  who  took  the 
stage  wearing  nothing  but  pasties  and  studded chaps  and 
cowboy boots. I couldn't really make out what the tattoos 
said anymore, but they looked like autographs. I think one 
of them might have been Lionel Ritchie's. I don't know. It 
was all stretched out. The other one was completely illegible 
and  was  a  sad  reminder  that  tattoos  rarely  age  well.  My 
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grandfather had a tattoo of an anchor he got when he was in 
the Navy and some ink he got in the klink way back. By the 
time I knew him they were pretty much just green blobs. 

When I was young and dumb I had allowed myself to be 
inked with some Kanji and fully fucking regretted it. I got 
what I was told was my name in Japanese on my shoulder, 
but it turned out to be complete gibberish and looked like 
garbage, and to this day I bare a grudge against the erstwhile 
friend who talked me into getting it from some guy in the 
back  of  a  van that  smelled  like  wet  dog and stinky feet. 
Several years later, though, I had the fuckup covered with a 
“Keep  on  Truckin'”  tattoo,  which  I  thought  was  pretty 
bitchin' at the time, but not so much anymore.

Anyway,  my  attention  was  abruptly  redirected  to  the 
source  of  an  eruption  of  hoots  and  hollers  and  the 
subsequent collective groan. A bunch of really old dudes on 
mobility scooters were getting lap dances when one of the 
men's catheter bags burst. I expected all hell to break loose, 
but the women seemed to have drilled to respond to such a 
situation  because  they  reacted  very  quickly  and  with 
remarkable  coordination.  I  was  marveling  at  the 
expeditiousness  and  meticulousness  with  which  they 
endeavored to mitigate the mishap when Lilly returned with 
our drinks. 

“Have you worked here long?” I asked.
“A couple months,” Lilly replied.
As  if  on  cue  Genevieve  pulled  up  Daniel  Nathaniel's 

photograph on her phone. She held it up for Lilly.  “We're 
looking for this man.” she said. “He goes by Bill.”

“Who are you?” she asked, warily.
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“Friends of the family,”  I replied.  “We're trying to get 
him help for his addiction.”

“We understand he was here last night. Did you work last 
night?” asked Genevieve. 

“Yeah, but I don't remember seeing him. Anyway, you 
should talk to Lola. They seem to know each other.”

“Who's Lola?” I asked.
“A dancer.”
“Is she here tonight?”
Lilly nodded. “I think she has a set coming up.”

* * *

Lola eventually sashayed out onto a smokey stage in a 
pair of Lucite platforms, a sequin short set, and a bad blonde 
wig  to  the  beat  of  some  southern  rock  dirge.  I  took  a 
surreptitious  snapshot  of  her  cupping  her  glistening 
moneymakers  while  assessing  her  charms.  She  wasn't 
exactly unattractive, but she wasn't much to look at, either. 
She had more of a gamine frame and less of an hourglass 
figure  with  her  conical  east-wests  and  slim  hips.  Her 
lineaments were a bit of a mixed bag. She had an upturned 
nose, and a wicked overbite, but sexy, downturned eyes and 
sculpted  cheekbones.  Her  sinuous  moves  on  the  stage, 
though,  were  her  real  saving  grace.  She  projected 
confidence and exuded an air of unrestrained eroticism that I 
could not help but be impressed with. Moreover, I couldn't 
not appreciate her athleticism, or the skill it took to perform 
a Rainbow Marchenko. 

Lola's  routine  was  very  acrobatic  and  remarkably 
comprehensive—almost encyclopedic in scope. She became 
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increasingly more naked as her set progressed and by the 
third  song  was  completely  in  the  altogether.  My  gaze 
naturally gravitated to her pussy because I am a man. Her 
pubes were dyed like a rainbow and I suspected that she was 
wearing  a  merkin  because  I  don't  know how you  would 
maintain such an elaborate bush.

I  got  up  and  walked  to  the  stage.  She  watched  me 
approach as she did a corkscrew around her pole. I placed a 
twenty on the stage and slid it towards her with a nod to my 
table.

After her set ended she disappeared backstage, but only 
long enough to put on a slinky black dress and kitten heels 
and  re-emerge  waving  a  Japanese  hand  fan  at  herself. 
Genevieve and I  watched as she strutted across the room 
and stood to greet her as she neared. 

“Lola, is it?” I asked.
“Yes,” she replied, folding her fan and gazing intensely 

into my eyes. 
“My name is Morningwood,” I said.
“It's  nice  to  meet  you,”  she  said,  reaching  for  my 

proffered hand.
I had been on the fence about whether or not to attempt a 

handshake  interrupt  induction  and  put  her  in  a  hypnotic 
trance, but in the end I determined that the setting was not 
conducive to inducing an altered state of consciousness—
and besides, I'm not really that good at it and it would have 
been really awkward and counter-productive if I fucked it 
up.  I  decided  it  would  be  better  if  I  just  plied  her  with 
drinks.

I  ended up shaking  her  hand in  the  normal  way,  then 
introduced Genevieve.
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They shook hands.
“Have  we  met?”  asked  Genevieve.  “You  look  very 

familiar.”
Lola looked at her and smiled. “No,” she replied shaking 

her head. “I don't think so.” 
“Can I buy you a drink?” I asked.
“Sure.”
I caught Lilly's  attention.  She came over to take Lola's 

order.
“I understand you may be able to help us,” I said.
“What seems to be your problem?” Lola replied as she 

looked  us  over  and  tapped  a  Virginia  Slim from a  fresh 
pack.

“We're  looking  for  this  man,”  I  said as  I  held  up  my 
phone for her to look at.

I  saw a spark  of  recognition  and detected  a  flicker  of 
unease in her eyes, but if I hadn't been looking I would have 
missed it. She for sure knew him. I didn't even have to ask.

“What do you know about him?” I inquired.
She handed my phone back to me. “What do you want 

with him?” she asked as she put her cigarette to her lips and 
lit the filter.

“We're friends of the family trying to get him help to get 
clean.”

I  could  see  the  gears  turning  in  her  mind.  Her  eyes 
acquired a shiftiness to them and kept darting to the doors 
from which she had emerged.

“Has he ever mentioned where he lives or works?”
“No. I don't know anything,” she said, shaking her head. 

She  was  spooked.  That  much  was  obvious.  I  got  the 
impression that she knew I knew she knew more than she 
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was letting on because she couldn't get away fast enough. 
“Sorry,” she said, backing away and beating a hasty retreat 
to the dressing room.

“Let me see if I can do any better,” said Genevieve as she 
went after her to ply her charms and deceits.

That was fine with me because I felt the suggestion of a 
bowel  movement  and what  I  believed to be a precipitous 
shit coming on and thought it best to take care of business 
right away. 

I made my way to the restroom very purposefully with 
high hopes, a stern resolve, and the usual apprehension. I 
pushed the restroom door open with my elbow and sighed 
with  resignation  as  I  entered.  The  walls  were  covered  in 
puerile latrinalia that seemed to consist of equal parts crude 
doodles  and  scurrilous  toilet  humor—apparently,  too, 
someone named Cindy Owens is a slut and a bad mom. The 
floor was wet and one giant Petri dish. I let myself into the 
only  stall  there  was  and  assessed  the  situation.  I  was 
immediately  reminded  why  I  don't  like  to  use  public 
restrooms.  First,  I  should say that I  was dismayed by the 
absence of a lock on the stall's door. Moreover, it was the 
door's natural tendency to want to be wide open. Second, the 
toilet seat was disgusting—there was fecal debris and a butt 
hair with a dingleberry on it. You can imagine the position I 
found myself in in an effort to simultaneously hover, keep 
my pants from touching the floor with one hand, and keep 
the door closed with the other. It was no easy feat. 

I don't usually like to evacuate my bowels where other 
people can hear me because it just seems too intimate. I also 
don't like to do much in the way of chit-chatting when I am 
indisposed. It wasn't always so, and I can, in fact, actually 
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attribute the genesis of my aversion to a specific incident 
that made me somewhat reluctant to shoot the breeze while 
having a poo. Whenever I tell the story to people they are 
usually  surprised by its  brevity  and dumbfounded  by my 
reaction—deemed  by  many  if  not  most  as  quite  the 
overreaction—but I'm not skilled in the art of the well-told 
story and because of that I've never been good at recounting 
the experience with much effect and any pathos is usually 
lost in the retelling.

I remember I was at the airport. I was just taking a shit 
and  minding  my own business  when this  mouth  breather 
entered the adjacent stall  and just  unloaded.  He had been 
drinking and had let his inhibitions down. He was grunting 
and groaning and taking the Lord's name in vain with total 
abandon.

I was a little miffed, to say the least. There was whole 
row of empty stalls, but this guy had to pick the one next to 
me. After a minute or so he caught his breath and pounded 
on the partition.

“Hey,” he said, somewhat belligerently.
It  felt  a  little  awkward,  but  I  didn't  want  to  provoke 

hostility or get involved in an imbroglio, so I begrudgingly 
replied with, “What's up?” I thought he might have needed 
some toilet paper, but, he didn't.

He wanted to tell me how he broke a knuckle fisting a 
guy—just out of the fucking blue.

Yeah. 
I  responded in  the  only way I  knew how.  “If  it's  any 

consolation, it should heal stronger,” I said, then added with 
the caveat, “That's what they say, anyway.”
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Then he got a phone call and seemed to forget all about 
me, and I swore then and there that if I ever again found 
myself in a similar situation I would no hablo ingles.

It was an uncomfortable experience, to put it mildly, but 
maybe you had to be there.

Anyway,  my  bowel  movement  as  such  was  a  bust—I 
only farted. I might have stayed there longer,  but I could 
hear someone hovering outside the stall wanting in. I could 
tell he was listening to my every move trying to gauge my 
progress.  I  was  trying  to  be  as  quiet  as  possible  when 
Genevieve called to tell me she was out front. 

“I'll be right out,” I happened to say loud enough for the 
guy outside to hear. I think it must have been music to his 
ears  because  I'm pretty  sure  I  heard  him mutter,  “Thank 
God,” to himself. I flushed the toilet to keep up the pretense 
that I had actually needed to be there.

“The  shit  on  the  seat  isn't  from  me,”  I  said  as  I 
relinquished the stall to him.

I  exited  the  restroom and immediately  wondered  what 
the  hell  I  was  missing  because  everyone's  attention  was 
completely  fixated  on  the  woman  onstage  doing  pussy 
tricks.  There  are  few  feats  of  vaginal  dexterity  that  will 
make  me  stop  in  my  tracks  and  take  notice.  A  pussy 
hotboxing a cigarette like it had somewhere else to be is not 
one of them. I had seen that done once before by a Thai 
chick in Patpong with a similarly skilled snatch who could 
also play a medley of songs by the Beatles with a kazoo and 
pick  up  things  with  chopsticks,  but  if  you've  seen  one 
smoking pussy, you've seen them all.
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I emerged from behind the pink door and saw Genevieve 
taking selfies with a clutch of ladyboys. I lit up a smoke and 
ambled over to her. She met me halfway.

“Any luck?” I asked.
“She saw me coming and hightailed it out the back,” she 

said. “She got to her car and had it in gear before I could get 
to her. She left me standing in her dust.”

“You get a look at the car?”
“I did,” she said. “It was a pretty generic-looking, white 

sedan—not brand new but probably still under warranty.”
“Did you happen to get her plate?”
“No,” she said,  shaking her  head.  “It  was out-of-state, 

Florida  I  think—there  were  oranges  on  it,  but  I  got 
something else.”

I looked at her expectantly. I heard a braying donkey in 
the distance.

“I spoke with a lady who saw what was happening and 
readily told me the name of the hotel Lola normally stays at 
when she's  in  town—I sensed  a  little  bad  blood between 
them. Anyway, Lola puts herself up at the Hotel Del Mar.”

“That sounds like a bona fide lead.”
I didn't know what Lola's connection to Daniel Nathaniel 

was beyond her role as his exotic dancer  préféré,  but my 
instincts told me something was definitely fishy.

* * *

I  had  the  cab  drop Genevieve  off  at  her  place  before 
continuing  on  to  mine.  I  only  went  home  to  use  the 
bathroom and get my car—my night wasn't over. My plan 
was  to  stake  out  the  Del  Mar  and  hope  we  were  given 
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reliable information. I headed there post-haste with fingers 
crossed even though it was late and nothing good happens 
after midnight.

I  didn't  exactly  know  where  the  Del  Mar  was,  but  it 
ended  up  being  where  I  thought  it  would  probably  be. 
Skyline  Heights  was  a  commercial  strip  near  the  airport 
known for its car washes and stripmalls filled with psychic 
storefronts and pawn shops and pho restaurants, but back in 
the day it had a certain cachet. I didn't frequent that part of 
the city very often because it was kind of out of the way, 
and besides, anything short of a palm reading or illegal butt 
injections or happy ending massages could be had without 
driving so fucking far. 

I saw the neon sign for the Del Mar in the distance. The 
“a” in the Mar was burnt out. The sign advertised the fact 
that they had in-room phones, color TV's, and AC.

I pulled into the parking lot and drove through it  very 
slowly—on the lookout for a white, late-model sedan with 
Florida plates. I didn't see any.

I backed into a stall and commenced my stakeout, but the 
night was moonless and quiet and conducive to sleepiness. I 
was inattentive and I knew I wouldn't make it long. I was in 
and out of hypnagogia the whole time.

I was too tired to do anything but try to stay awake. It 
was  hard  because  there  was  very little  to  keep  my mind 
occupied. All I saw while I was there was some dude under 
the influence of something taking a piss in the bushes, and 
some young thing in torn fishnets falling out of a cab in a 
drunken stupor at 3:00am. I hung in there for as long as I 
could, but I was unable to beat back my flagging vigor and 
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eventually reluctantly decided to abandon my endeavor and 
pack it in for the night.
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CHAPTER 13

I had intended to wake up early, shrugging off my lack of 
beauty sleep, but I know myself better than that. I had a big 
day ahead of  me and couldn't  really afford to  sleep in.  I 
wouldn't have gotten up even when I did, except Joachim 
kept bitching and moaning because, I can only assume, he 
felt he was fucking starving to death. The fat fuck had a full 
dish the night before. I felt a little put-upon, that's for sure, 
but  what  else  was  new.  “Alright,  already,”  I  said, 
exasperated. 

I got up and gave him a can of wet food just to shut him 
up, but he had OCD or something and couldn't eat before 
completing a number of figure-eights around my ankles. 

168



Joachim was a rescue cat with all the concomitant issues 
you  associate  with  abuse  and  neglect—he  particularly 
disliked being watched while he did his business. He might 
have been mental—I don't know. I don't know how much he 
knew that he just wasn't letting on that he knew, either, but 
I'm pretty sure that it's more than what you would think.

I got Joachim as part of my divorce settlement. I didn't 
even  want  him—he was technically  my ex's  cat  and was 
acquired at  her initiative and insistence—but she resented 
his neediness and tired of his neuroses and intimated to me 
that she was going to ditch him in the parking lot of some 
fucking Walmart if I didn't take him because that's what you 
do with unwanted pets. It's sad, but true. So, I took him—
even though we weren't exactly simpatico—because I really 
think he would have been a little heart-broken and confused 
and probably would have died a shitty death if he were left 
to his own devices, and I thought that was cruel. Having a 
cat was an expense I was willing to incur even though he 
was more trouble than he was worth.

I wasn't the best pet owner either, though, and didn't find 
animal ownership particularly rewarding in any way. I love 
animals and watching videos of animals being cute, but I 
just didn't have the temperament or experience to own one. I 
never  had  pets  growing  up,  unless  you  consider  Sea-
Monkeys pets, but I had always wanted a dog or a cat or a 
budgie. My grandparents on my dad's side had a dog named 
Mr. Pickles. I didn't really like him, though. We just never 
got on. He was small  and fluffy and not friendly at all.  I 
used to  hate  going to  my grandparent's  house because of 
him.  I  don't  know what  his  fucking problem was,  but  he 
seemed to have it in for me, and everyone thought that was 
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funny. I swear he used to lie in wait for me and then launch 
himself at my ankles with a ferocity wildly disproportionate 
to his size. His attacks were unrelenting and had me on edge 
the whole time I was there. It was so bad that any sudden 
movement would have me jumping out of my skin. 

I wasn't at my grandparents' the day Mr. Pickles got hit 
by a car. From what I've been told he went flying. The vet at 
the animal  hospital  took heroic measures  to save his  life, 
and although he somehow survived he was never quite the 
same—he ran sideways  and barked at  crooked sticks  and 
wouldn't eat anything except bologna sandwiches. The vet 
did loads of tests on him. The results indicated that he was 
fucked up. I think he was eventually put down—all I know 
is one summer he was just gone and I was glad. 

Back when I moved into my first  place I sprung for a 
Chilean Rose tarantula as a result of my having been what 
my mom called, “a profligate waster of money”; moreover, 
and perhaps more to the point, the rules of my lease didn't 
expressly prohibit  spiders.  I  happened to be pursuing this 
chick who worked at an exotic pet store and had bought the 
spider in the hopes that it would increase my cool factor and 
the likelihood of my meeting her criteria as a boyfriend. We 
had known each other from German Club in high school. 
Her name was Eleonor, but she went by Elle, and I had had 
an enduring crush on her. She had had that funny weird girl 
cute thing going on.

Back  then  she  was  a  precocious  transfer  student  with 
blue hair, sprouting tits, and a budding sexuality who wore 
black, or off-black, like it was going out of style. My friends 
thought she was gloomy—and strange because she made her 
own clothes,  was  inveterately  deadpan,  and  walked  from 
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class to  class with her  nose buried in books I  considered 
very ambitious reading. I was infatuated with her. I thought 
she  was  pretty  and  projected  a  dark  mystique  I  found 
beguiling. She smoked and wore an ankh necklace and read 
Camus  and  Satre  in  French.  I  didn't  even  know  how  to 
pronounce “Satre” even after two years of the hell that was 
Madame Soli.  The only memories I have of French I and 
French II are of me getting in trouble.

I was definitely on Madame Soli's shit list. I knew she 
wished I  had taken Spanish,  but  she couldn't  make me.  I 
wish I  had though because sometimes  it  feels  like I'm in 
Arizona. I probably wouldn't have done any better, though. I 
wasn't  exactly  an  over  achiever  in  school.  I  never  cared 
much about getting good grades or following rules or trying 
to  impress  my parents  with my academic  performance  or 
anything like that because why, but I got okay grades all the 
same most of the time. As long as my teachers didn't call 
everything was copacetic.  Madame Soli called my mother 
one time because the Christmas card I made for class one 
year  consisted  of  an  avant  gardey mixed  media  butcher's 
diagram of pork cuts labeled en Français. I had actually put 
a little effort into it and I thought it came out good. Madame 
Soli thought otherwise because she didn't know shit about 
art.  Whatever.  I  remember catching shit for that  from my 
mom because she didn't know shit about art, either.

Anyway,  the  German  Club  met  over  lunch  every 
Wednesday in the music  room because the music  teacher 
could sprechen a little  Deutsch. It only existed because my 
high school didn't offer German as a class, and I was only a 
member  because  Elle  was.  It  wasn't  a  popular  club—we 
didn't  do  anything  worth  mentioning  except  celebrate 
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Oktoberfest  after  a  fashion  (polka  and  soft  pretzels  and 
green punch were the order of the day). Membership in the 
German Club never exceeded many more than half a dozen 
and meetings were regularly attended by half of that.  The 
Origami Club had more members. Shit, the Angklung Club 
had more members, and it was pretty niche.

Elle and I were friends while in German Club, but she 
barely acknowledged me outside of it. I don't recall her ever 
having had a real  boyfriend-boyfriend but it  was rumored 
that  she  had  gone  all  the  way with the  Icelandic  foreign 
exchange student in eleventh grade. It could have happened. 
The dude was a stud and a player who had his own car and 
lived in a pool house.

A couple of years after high school I had gone into said 
pet store with a friend who was buying mealworms for his 
chameleon when I saw Elle scooping crickets out of a box. 
She was as pretty as ever with her milky pallor and eyes 
rimmed with kohl and a fully formed bosom. I said “hi” and 
we chatted for a bit about other people we hadn't seen and 
reminisced about German Club. After that encounter I went 
by the store every couple of days on the pretext that I was 
buying mealworms for my friend's lizard, but I'm not that 
altruistic. I wanted to woo her, but in order to do so I had to 
pretend to be someone I wasn't.

Back when I was a young buck I did some pretty pathetic 
things  in  attempts  to  woo chicks—not  so  much  anymore 
because now I tend to aim low and go for women past their 
peak competitive years in the sexual marketplace who are 
appreciative of whatever attention I want to mete out and 
will put out without my having to spend too much or prove 
myself, or any of that nonsense.
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In my vain attempt to woo Elle I quoted Kafka, wrote 
poetry,  and  made  her  mix  tapes  I  don't  think  she  ever 
listened to. I smoked bidis because that's what she smoked, 
tried to get into existentialism because she was, and spent a 
lot  of  time  in  the  library  looking  up  things  she  had 
mentioned that I pretended to know about.  I  even bought 
that  fricken  tarantula.  It  was  actually  pretty  cheap  and 
required  very  little  in  the  way  of  care  other  than  some 
crickets and the occasional pinky mouse, but I didn't have it 
for long because it basically did nothing except give me the 
fucking  willies  from day  one  and  I  set  it  free,  which  is 
something I now understand was a faux pas.

In the end, though, I tired of chasing Elle's affection and 
of  having  feelings  that  went  unrequited,  and  I  resented 
becoming someone I didn't like so that she might like me. I 
eventually  stopped seeking her  company,  but  I  doubt  she 
even cared.

Anyway, I hadn't previously had the opportunity to relate 
to an animal that could respond to its name when it felt like 
it  and  I  wasn't  good  at  it.  I  was  aloof,  and  back  when 
Joachim used a litter box, pretty bad about changing it, but I 
gave  him  food  and  water  and  someplace  comfortable  to 
sleep and the occasional perfunctory petting with my foot 
and  (before  his  insulin  pump)  his  twice  daily  insulin 
injections.  He  didn't  seem  appreciably  grateful  and 
apparently could not infer from my ability to seemingly turn 
night into day that he lived at my behest. He couldn't grasp 
the concept of cross-species dominance hierarchy. I got the 
impression  that  he  thought  he  owned me  and  that  I  was 
imposing on him. 
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That's  not  to  say  that  we've  never  had  our  redeeming 
moments.  Whenever I'd smoke some weed and he'd get a 
contact  high we would become conciliatory towards  each 
other.  On such occasions  he  liked  to  lick  my  toes  and I 
would let him. 

Joachim had just finished his little pre-meal ritual when I 
sensed the prospect of a bowel movement on the horizon. I 
headed to the bathroom to await its arrival. 

I did a lot of reading while sitting on the toilet.  It was 
pretty  much  the  only  time  I  read  because  I  really  can't 
justify devoting time to an activity that might not even be 
worthwhile. I have read whole novels whole having a poo in 
ten  or  fifteen  minute  increments,  but  none  recently.  The 
magazine rack next to the toilet full of unread books was a 
graveyard of good intentions. I reached down and withdrew 
the SkyMall catalog I had appropriated on a recent trip. 

I  sat,  leafing  through  the  pages,  and  was  reading  the 
product  description  of  the  awesome-sounding  Tranquil 
Sounds Oxygen Bar® when I happened to gaze down at my 
knob and bollocks and was bummed to descry my first gray 
pube. That's not something I was prepared to encounter, and 
of all the things, that's what made me feel fucking old.

I contemplated shaving my junk because I can be rash 
and impetuous  when I  freak  out  (and the  thought  of  just 
plucking it, or whatever, didn't occur to me), but I had done 
that before for something else and the memories associated 
with my doing so were not of the fond variety. In the end I 
just went with a judicious trim. My ex, though, a pent-up 
fucking  party  pooper  if  there  ever  was  one,  was  never 
especially inclined to go down on me and would invariably 
get a short and curly stuck in her throat when she did. At 
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such  times  all  activity  would  immediately  and  abruptly 
cease. After several minutes of hammy hacking the culprit 
pube  would  be  expectorated  in  a  spectacular  manner  not 
inconsistent  with  her  usual  overreactions,  but  the  fellatio 
would  always  fail  to  resume.  I  suspected  she  habitually 
feigned such occurrences to avoid intimacy but hoped that 
such a gesture on my part would titillate her and encourage 
her  receptivity  to  my  sexual  advances.  It  did  not.  My 
pubeless  genitalia  was  met  with  a  typically  lukewarm 
reception.  She  scrunched up her  face  and said  something 
about it looking like a hairless cat. Whatever. Maybe. Sure
—from certain angles, meow. I really should have known, 
though. The consummate, cold-blooded killjoy that she was 
didn't  like  fucking  change  she  didn't  sanction  and  firmly 
resisted any licentious deviations from the status quo, which 
was me being able to put my penis in her only when she had 
too much to drink and became sufficiently uninhibited, and 
even then only under covers in the dark on the condition that 
I  keep  my  eyes  closed  and  promise  to  not  peek.  Her 
modesty was profound and bordered on neurosis, but I think 
the sex did her good because she was always a little nicer 
after she stopped crying about it, for a little while anyway.

The ex really never at any point in our relationship liked 
me to see her naked and went to great lengths to make sure 
it didn't happen. She would lock the door to the bathroom 
when she took a shower and dress in the closest with the 
bifold doors shut if I was around. I think deep down she felt 
self-conscious about her creeping cellulite and asymmetric 
side set boobs and dangly nymphae, even after I explained 
to her the principles of wabi-sabi, but she had zero interest 
in  learning  anything  about  Japanese  aesthetics  and  didn't 
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like her pussy being compared to a wilted flower. I didn't 
particularly like the feel of my scrotum sticking to my thigh, 
either, but I was willing to live with it for the sake of our 
sex life.

Anyway,  I  had already been coming to  the  realization 
that my ex was a real drag. Sex was infrequent and vanilla, 
to put it mildly,  but, you know, sometimes you gotta take 
what  you  can  get,  even  if  it  comes  with  a  full  bush.  I 
remember one time when we were still occasionally fucking 
that I suggested we try some sex toys to mix things up a 
little  and  bring  some  excitement  back  to  the  bedroom—
things  like  riding  crops,  feather  dusters,  anal  beads, 
whatever. She was not game, to say the least, and was loath 
to give me the go ahead or even just hear me the fuck out. 
“Nah,” she said dismissively. I tried to change her mind, but 
she  was  adamant.  She  balked  at  the  very  idea  of  trying 
something new, and aborted any further consideration of the 
idea. Being a prudish wet blanket was her modus fucking 
operandi. 

I think she resented what she perceived to be my lack of 
ambition,  but  I  wasn't  shiftless  so much as I  was cynical 
about working for the man. What made matters worse was 
the  fact  she  was  poisoned  by  her  interloping  mother's 
incessant vitriol. My mother-in-law was a manic-depressive 
who never met a polyester pantsuit she didn't love or hate. 
She was also a henpecking battle-axe and drama queen who 
was always having a go at me for some fucking reason, and 
my ex hadn't fallen far from the tree. 

My ex was a brooding malcontent who tended to be on 
several medications for depression, pain, and sleeplessness 
at any one time. They were supposed to make her a happy 
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camper,  but  they  didn't  keep  her  from  becoming 
hypercritical and peevish and impossible to please. She had 
developed  a  short  fuse  and  would  snap  with  only  the 
slightest  of  provocation.  We  began  to  bicker  a  lot  over 
trivial  shit  which  resulted  in  feelings  of  animosity  and 
vindictiveness that were impossible to overcome. I knew the 
marriage had been brought to its knees and wouldn't survive 
when she said, “I don't have time for this,” the time I broke 
my leg and called her for help and she did fuck all to help 
me. Towards the end we established a sort of détente, but 
we  barely  spoke  and  regarded  each  other  as  little  as 
possible,  and I  was  sleeping  on the  couch because  being 
actual  bedfellows was completely out of the question.  By 
the time she presented me with divorce papers I had already 
cried uncle and had one foot out the fucking door. I threw in 
the towel and ended it. It was a long time coming.

Anyway, my kid was off with my ex and his other dad on 
a  trip to  the Magic Kingdom. My son had hit  me up for 
some spending money and said he would wash my car for 
twenty  dollars.  I  told  him  twenty  dollars  was  daylight 
robbery. He didn't know what that meant, but he ended up 
doing it for five dollars because getting paid with praise was 
suddenly not enough. I think someone was giving him ideas. 
My boy's absence, however worked out for me since I had 
wanted to return to the Del Mar and resume my stakeout. I 
was, in fact, on my way there when my phone shimmied in 
rhythmic bursts on my dash. I could tell by the ringtone that 
it  was Spearchucker.  He said he was en route to a crime 
scene at the municipal pool and asked me to meet him there.

* * *
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I got to the pool as Fire Rescue was leaving. A Jane Doe 
had  been  found  floating  face  down  in  her  birthday  suit. 
Spearchucker waved me through the yellow tape. He was 
sipping from a cup of coffee and eating french fries from a 
bag in his jacket pocket. He walked me over to the covered 
corpse of the teenage girl they had pulled from the water. 
He knelt down to pull back the sheet from her face. She had 
been  pretty.  He  lifted  the  sheet  up  so  I  could  look 
underneath.

“Take a look at those,” he said.
I knelt down and I looked. How could I not. I thought he 

was  being  cheeky  and  ribald,  but  I  didn't  know  he  was 
talking about the pair of gunshot wounds in the girl's chest. 

“Through-and-through,”  Spearchucker  said,  holding  up 
an evidence bag with two bullets. “We fished them out of 
the deep end.”

Postmortem lividity was pretty evident. I pressed her skin 
and observed no change in its coloration. I tried to lift her 
arm to determine the degree of rigor mortis and found it had 
already spread to her limbs. She had been dead for quite a 
while.

“Dost  thou  thinkest  what  I  think?”  I  asked  without 
realizing  I  had  lapsed  into  what  I  assume  was  a  crude 
approximation of Shakespearean English.

“Methinks  the  Skinny  Dipper  Killer  hast  returneth,” 
Spearchucker,  to  his  credit,  replied reminiscently,  without 
missing a beat. He had a flair for the dramatic and was a fan 
of the Bard. In fact, he had played Othello in Shakespeare in 
the Park with such brilliant  effect  that  he was awarded a 
plaque from the local newspaper for his inspired portrayal of 
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the dusky Moor of Venice, along with gift certificates for 
free  chakra  adjustments  and  reiki  therapy—which  I  don't 
think  he  ever  redeemed  because  I  think  if  he  had  he 
wouldn't have problems accepting emotions. He called that 
stuff a bunch of new age woo. They're probably expired by 
now.

Spearchucker's fascination and facility with Shakespeare 
never ceased to confound me. I think he just secretly liked 
doublets, and breeches, and hose, and looked for any excuse 
to wear them.

I looked up at him.
“What?” I asked.
“What…” he replied, looking a little confused.
There was an odd moment where the conversation sort of 

stalled.  It  then  dawned  on  me  what  I  had  said,  and  it 
occurred  to  me  that  I  was  experiencing  one  of  the  side 
effects  of  my suppository.  “Dude.  Sorry.  I've  taken  some 
medication that can make me talk like I'm in the 1600's.”

“That's fuckin' weird, man.”
I nodded. “That's one of the more innocuous side effects. 

Believe me.” 
“What the fuck's wrong with you?”
“If you must know, severe constipation.”
“Severe  constipation,”  he  repeated.  “You  know  about 

fiber, right?”
“I eat enough fiber.”
“I don't think you do.”
“What saith can I?”
“You're  bullshitting  me,  right?  That's  not  even 

grammatically correct.” 
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Several  years  earlier  there  was  a  rash  of  killings.  The 
victims  were  almost  without  exception  female  skinny 
dippers—there was that one guy, but he looked like a girl 
from the back. That had the effect of putting the kibosh on 
the delightfully naughty practice of swimming in the buff. 
But, this girl had probably been too young to be aware of it 
when it  was happening and didn't  know the risk she was 
taking. Spearchucker and I had worked the Skinny Dipper 
Killer case back when I was still on the Force. It was never 
solved.

My  tenure  in  the  police  department  was  less  than 
illustrious and somewhat abbreviated, but I would probably 
still be a cop if I hadn't double tapped that underprivileged 
handicapped  black  kid  in  the  back.  I  had  erroneously 
assumed he was the perp of a robbery, but he was actually 
the very victim who called it in. I took a lot of flak for that, 
but in my defense, it was dark, the kid was big for his age, I 
thought  his  spastic  gait  had  a  menacing  aspect,  and  I 
mistook the sandwich in his hand for a gun. Fortunately, the 
shots  weren't  lethal  or  very accurate  and I  ended up just 
winging him with a couple of flesh wounds and grazing his 
leg. Could've happened to anybody. But, then there was that 
time when I failed to properly frisk this fat bastard because 
he smelled as nasty as he looked and I just didn't want to 
touch him. His threadbare t-shirt was saturated with his funk 
and stuck to his clammy skin. I asked him if he had any 
weapons. He said, “No,” but he was a fucking liar and tried 
to pull a fast one on me. I guess if I had taken my duties 
seriously and checked his person as well as his possessions 
with a modicum of professionalism I might have discovered 
the  Derringer  nestled  between his  prehensile  butt  cheeks, 
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which would have prevented him from almost getting the 
drop on me and from shooting himself in the ass as he tried 
to pull it out and shoot me in the same motion while I was 
Mirandizing him, but there are no guarantees in life.

I  was  subsequently  reprimanded  for  my  questionable 
judgement  and  transferred  to  soul-sucking  auto  theft  for 
dereliction of fucking duty. I guess I got off lucky—I don't 
know. I didn't feel lucky. It was insinuated by the brass, who 
were  apparently  sticklers  for  the  rules,  that  maybe  I  just 
didn't have the mettle and requisite mindset for police work, 
that I had made the wrong career choice, and it went without 
saying that I should perhaps look for other employment. I 
really couldn't argue with that and had already, in fact, put 
out some feelers. The truth is, I was experiencing something 
of  an  existential  crisis  and  watching  myself  dig  my own 
grave. I was sort of depressed about my own lot in life and 
felt with increased certainty that I had not, in fact, found my 
calling. I cared little for the uniform, the badge, and the gun.

I  had  over  the  years  become jaded and irreverent  and 
increasingly unconcerned with protocol. I was feckless and 
reckless and averse to the rigid regimentation and rigmarole. 
I  had  become  disillusioned  with  the  whole  “protect  and 
serve” ethos that was part and parcel of the job. Towards the 
end I felt like I had lost my edge and could hardly have been 
less into what I was doing. I just wasn't feeling it and found 
myself phoning it in and basically trading hours for dollars. 
I could barely contain my disdain and just went through the 
motions because I just didn't give a shit and didn't enjoy the 
prospect of forever being a working-class stiff.  I felt I had 
lost  whatever  drive  and ambition  and mojo  I  might  have 
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once  possessed  and  had  become  the  poster  child  of 
workplace burnout.

There was hardly a day that went by that I hadn't engaged 
in  a  little  wanton  foot-dragging  and  wished  I  was  doing 
something else—I didn't know what, just something in the 
abstract. It would probably be safe to assume that perhaps 
doing so adversely affected my willingness to exert myself 
and most likely contributed to any instance of my having 
demonstrated poor judgment and a lack of diligence. 

Being  a  cop  meant  living  on  the  edge  and that  didn't 
really suit me. I sure as fuck didn't like to face the intrinsic 
danger of  physical  violence,  or  receive  grievous  bodily 
harm, or cope with the potential of a real fucking shootout 
and sudden death. While I did enjoy the investigative aspect 
of law enforcement it's true that I did not really care to deal 
with the city's  hardened and recalcitrant  criminal  element 
(who  were  by  their  nature  disinclined  to  be  respectful, 
compliant, or especially appreciative) or get shit on by the 
mentally  deranged  and  morally  susceptible,  who  were 
almost always opposed to a little law and order and never 
failed to give me a fucking hard time. There had to be an 
easier way to make a buck.

I  often  found myself  lost  in  reverie,  fantasizing  about 
escaping from the grind and daydreaming about  the most 
satisfying way of doing so. It probably wasn't healthy and 
was no doubt detrimental to my already low morale, but I 
wallowed  in  wishful  thinking.  I  frequently  envisioned 
myself jumping ship and giving those in charge a real piece 
of my mind before doing something stupid and reckless that 
I  would  probably  later  regret  and  shouting,  “Peace  out, 
Motherfuckers!” as I strutted out in slow motion to cheers 
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and  high  fives  with  my  head  held  high,  but  who  hasn't. 
Probably,  though, I would give my two-weeks notice and 
call in sick the last couple of days.

I  eventually  did  leave  without  actually  burning  any 
bridges and no hard feelings. I felt unshackled and free to 
pursue more suitable options to bring home the bacon, but 
was told in no uncertain terms by the wife—a social climber 
whose avarice knew no bounds—that bucket drumming for 
spare  change  was  not  considered  a  form  of  gainful 
employment and wasn't going to fly, and inferred from her 
shudder  and  disapproving  sneer  that  playing  Ringo  in  a 
Beatles  tribute  band  for  “chicken  feed”—her  words,  not 
mine—absolutely was not going to cut it. I didn't even bring 
up the idea of a mobile disco—I didn't see the point, really. 
The  truth  is  that  I  didn't  have  the  smarts  or  skills  to  do 
hardly anything. It was Spearchucker who suggested I play 
to  my  strengths  and  hang  up  a  shingle  as  a  private 
investigator,  which seemed like a no-brainer, and was not 
immediately discounted by the missus. I decided to make a 
go of it, and in the end am glad I did because my life is way 
better than it was. I am the boss. I get to call the shots.

I stood and faced the pool. Whatever blood that had been 
in it was not observable, anymore.

“Any witnesses?” I asked.
“Probably,”  Spearchucker  said.  “But  we haven't  found 

them, yet.”
I turned back around and watched as the coroner's van 

arrived. 
Serial killers, and dead girls, and body bags… That really 

wasn't my scene anymore. 
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Spearchucker had me walk with him to his car. He pulled 
out a bottle of Pepto-Bismol from his coat pocket and took a 
swig  as  he  scanned  the  vicinity  for  eavesdroppers  and 
onlookers  before  producing a  folded  slip  of  paper  from 
behind my ear. Performing tricks utilizing sleight of hand 
hadn't ever really been a part of his repertoire, but they were 
something you learn in Magic 101, were something every 
magician is expected to know, and were apparently just like 
riding  a  bike  in  the  sense  that  it's  something  you  never 
forget how to do.

“You didn't get this from me,” he said in a low voice so 
as not to be overheard as he handed it to me.

Inside the note was inscribed the name and address of a 
witness to the mini-mart robbery. 

“He came forward this morning,” he said. “Maybe you 
can run him down before the MIB get wind of him.”

I nodded. I was glad for the lucky break. “Thanks, man.”
“Who's yo nigga?” Spearchucker asked.
“You my nigga.”

* * *

Pleasant  Pines  Mobile  Home  Park  was  a  quiet  55+ 
community of empty nesters and single seniors just outside 
the  city  limits.  It  looked  well-kept  and  did  indeed  seem 
rather  pleasant,  but  I  didn't  see  a  single  pine  tree  in  the 
whole place. I thought, you know… 

Anyway, I pulled over by a double-wide I identified as 
the  residence  of  a  Manford  Gaylord.  According  to 
Spearchucker,  Mr.  Gaylord  had  spent  the  evening  of  the 
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robbery in Little Mexico and had very likely seen something 
I would be interested in.

I  had  just  exited  my  car  when  a  man  in  a  golf  cart 
appeared from around a corner and drove up to me. He was 
chubby and tan and looked to have just come from the pool.

“Are you looking for me?” he asked warily.
“I am if your name is Manford Gaylord.”
I handed him my card and introduced myself.
“We have a mutual acquaintance,” I said. “I'm referring, 

of course, to Detective Spearchucker.”
Mr. Gaylord looked at the card and then at me.
“My friends call me Manny.”
“I understand you have some information regarding the 

hold-up in Little Mexico the night before last.”
“I think I got a picture with the suspect in it, if that's what 

you're talking about.”
“You mind if I take a look?”
Mr. Gaylord reached over to the passenger seat to pick 

up his phone. He pulled up a selfie and zoomed in on a guy 
in the background.

“There,” he said as he handed his phone to me to get a 
good look. “In front of Seventh Heaven.”

I looked at the man in the picture. It did kind of look like 
Mr.  Nathaniel.  The  time  stamp  indicated  the  picture  had 
been taken at 9:20 pm.

“Huh,” I said. “You mind if I copy this?”
“Go ahead.”
He took a swig from the beer he held between his thighs 

as I sent the picture to my phone.
“I didn't even notice he was in the picture until just this 

morning,”  he  said.  “You  can't  see  those  things,  those 
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numbchuck things in the picture, but he had them, and when 
I  saw  him  I  was  like,  'Shit.  That's  the  guy  from  the 
newspaper.' And then I remembered seeing him in real life, 
too. He walked right past me, man.”

“You get a good look at him?”
“Hell, yeah. Pretty good.”
I  held  my  phone  and  showed  him  my  picture  of  Mr. 

Nathaniel.
“Is this the same man?”
Mr.  Gaylord  looked  at  the  picture.  “Yeah,  that's  him. 

Except there he looks like a regular guy.”
“What do you mean?”
“The guy I saw looked like he had been put through the 

wringer and was in the middle of friggin' losing it.”
“Really?”
“I don't know if he was shitfaced or strung out, or what, 

but you heard him coming and you got out of his way.”
“He was causing some kind of commotion?”
“He was kicking over trash cans and yelling at voices in 

his head, and shit.”
“What was he saying?”
“It was hard to make out exactly. He didn't seem to know 

who he was, but it was pretty noisy and I had had a couple 
of drinks and I really didn't give a shit.”

“Can you recall anything else?”
He couldn't.
I told him I appreciated his help and then headed back to 

the Del Mar to see if I could track down Lola. I didn't know 
if anything would pan out, but I had to try.
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CHAPTER 14

There was no sign of the white sedan I was looking for 
when I got to the Del Mar, so I pulled into the small parking 
lot of the strip mall across the street, from which I would 
conduct my stakeout. It was pretty full of cars suffering the 
indignity of “I ♥ Jesus” and “Honk if you ♥ Jesus” and “Got 
Jesus?”  bumper  stickers.  I  deduced  they  belonged  to  the 
parishioners  of  the  New  Life  Seventh-day  Adventist 
Church. They had set up shop between a medical clinic and 
a mattress store in a space formerly used by a dry cleaner—
the old sign was removed, but you could still make out the 
name from the vestigial grime that had accumulated behind 
it. 
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I was sent to Sunday school when I was young, or so I've 
been told, I have no memory of it.  Fuck knows why. My 
parents weren't religious at all and didn't themselves attend 
church,  but  apparently  we  were  Episcopalians.  I  don't 
remember anything about it. I only know I did it from the 
macaroni crèche that would displace the bric-a-brac on the 
credenza every year around the yuletide and the salt dough 
angel ornament that hung at the base of the Christmas tree 
when I was a child. They were evidently things I made at 
Kids 4 Jesus, but they were devoid of any sentimentality as 
far as I was concerned.

I  had,  on occasion,  gone  to  church  with  Spearchucker 
after  a  sleepover  and  had  to  sit  through  Mass.  It  was 
something  I  liked  to  avoid  when I  could  (not  unlike  the 
awkward boner  or  showering after  gym class)  and would 
count  down the  minutes  to  the  recessional  hymn  when I 
couldn't. The only other times I had ever been in a church 
was as a tourist. I recall with fondness climbing the cupola 
of St. Peter's Basilica in Vatican City, or up the worn steps 
of St.  Mark's Basilica  in Venice.  I remember as if it  was 
yesterday trudging up the 422 spiraling steps to the top of 
the western façade of la Cathédrale de Notre Dame in Paris, 
and up the belfry to the roof of the Oude Kirk in Amsterdam
—from which I could see my lodgings and the pot plants on 
the  rooftop  terrace.  These  churches  were  venerable  and 
fucking awe-inspiring. They had survived hundreds of years 
and numerous wars. The rinky-dink church in my rear view 
mirror I'm pretty sure was more of the transient variety and 
probably wouldn't survive the recession. 

I watched as the little congregation of Bible thumpers, 
effusive  and  intoxicated  with  the  Holy  Spirit,  spilled  out 
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into the arcade dressed in their Sunday best. As they made 
their  way to their  cars I  found myself  within earshot and 
subjected,  mercilessly,  to  the  definition  of  banal 
conversation.  When  they  weren't  wishing  each  other  a 
blessed  day  or  praising  the  lord  for  something  he  very 
probably had nothing to do with, the men talked at length 
about high school football and deer hunting and yard work, 
and  the  heavyset  women  arranged  playdates  and  Zumba 
sessions and pretended to give a shit about someone who 
had been diagnosed with breast cancer (which, fortunately, 
had been caught early. Praise the Lord.) I wondered if they 
would be impressed with my pedigree and storied bloodline.

For most of my life my family tree, to my knowledge, 
consisted of a few short branches. I hadn't known the names 
of any of my ancestors beyond my grandparents except for a 
man  on  my  mom's  side  of  the  family  of  indeterminate 
relation  called,  Uncle  Will.  Uncle  Will,  according  to  the 
scant family folklore, was a railroad man with run between 
Lafayette, Indiana and someplace in Ohio, and a family at 
both ends of the line. 

My mom's dad was rather remarkable with respect to his 
age,  being  particularly  long-lived—he  had  lived  in  three 
centuries,  although not very long in two of them. He had 
had the odd brush with death on several different occasions, 
but his demise was everytime postponed by the needs and 
caprices  of fate.  When he eventually did die from a bum 
ticker  it  wasn't  entirely  unexpected  because  to  most  it 
seemed like the grave dodger had been living on borrowed 
time,  and you  can  smoke  a  pack  a  day for  only  so long 
before they kill you. 
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I don't know too much about my grandfather. I have this 
image in my mind of him being this infirm, doddering, and 
shrunken old man who smoked in the car with the windows 
up and drooled when he coughed and had a bowl of hard 
candy next  to  his  bed,  but  he  wasn't  always  that  way.  I 
understood that he had led a somewhat exciting life and had 
spent  time  in  the  pokey  for  old-timey  crimes  like  cattle 
rustling and grave robbing and freight hopping. When I was 
younger and he was still mostly there I distinctly remember 
him telling me stories about stealing cars and rolling drunks 
and  roughing up  queers.  He once  wrestled  an  adolescent 
mountain lion to the death and had the scars to prove it. 

I wish I had paid more attention to the ramblings of the 
old  man.  I  recall  him  telling  me  something  about 
gunrunning and being the fall guy for something and going 
away for a bunch of years. He told me about losing some 
toes in a Mexican prison and having a beef with someone 
called  The  Guatemalan  over  a  señorita that  was  not  my 
grandmother and being stabbed all the way through because 
of her, but by the time I wanted to know more he had gone 
senile and had to be put in a nursing home because of it. 

I got the feeling that my grandpa had done some things 
he wasn't proud of and felt bad about and would like to have 
made  amends  for  before  his  rendezvous  with  the 
churchyard,  but  that's  life.  I've  done some things  I'm not 
proud of and don't feel good about, too—things that took me 
out of my comfort zone and left me deathly afraid of ball 
gags and butt plugs, and a little skittish when it comes to 
blindfolds and nipple clamps and hot wax. I could have said, 
"No," and avoided the whole threesome with another man 
thing—but the things you do for love, right? Whatever. We 

190



all  have our crosses to bear.  The point is that  I live with 
guilt,  shame and regret  just  like  probably  most  everyone 
else.

Towards the end my once stalwart grandfather started to 
go downhill fast. Very near the end he was barely alive and 
completely bed-ridden and he didn't really know who I was 
anymore so I didn't really see the need to visit him. I hope 
he's kickin' it with a cold one from behind the pearly gates.

My grandmother  was a handsome woman. I remember 
seeing a photograph of her as young woman and figured she 
must have always had a nice personality and a full bosom. I 
remember that she had some big ones and back problems. 
She died from cancer when I was young. Not too long after 
that my grandfather married a woman I had never met after 
a whirlwind courtship. I don't know exactly how that came 
about. I didn't care for Penny. She changed my grandpa. I 
guess she was good for him, though. In any case, he always 
had a bridge partner.

Anyway,  I had always been curious about my heritage 
and I eventually decided to do look into it. I wanted to go 
back as far as I could, but my expectations were modest. I 
had  naturally  assumed  I  had  come  from  a  long  line  of 
ignoble  nobodies,  but  I  was  surprised  to  find  that  my 
ancestry included royalty that I had actually heard of. Not 
only  was  I  absolutely  thrilled  to  discover  that  I  was 
descended  from  fucking  Charlemagne  through  an 
illegitimate  daughter  of  King  Henry  I  of  England—even 
though  he's  considered  by  many  to  be  the  genealogical 
equivalent of low-hanging fruit because apparently half of 
Europe  is  descended  from him—but  Jesus  was  my  67th 
cousin twice removed.
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I once dated a chick whom I would call religious, but not 
exactly Christian. She would get up early every Sunday, get 
dressed up all fancy, then go to a place she called church to 
sing songs about white pride and white power, and be told it 
was  okay  to  hate  certain  people  for  laughably  ignorant 
reasons by a backwoods preacher who inculcated a bizarre 
system of morality. She once tried to get me to go with her 
to Bible study, but the mere suggestion caused me to wince 
and writhe as if I was in actual pain, I found the prospect so 
appalling. She said I was being melodramatic. Perhaps my 
moaning an groaning could have been perceived as such, 
but  it  was  an  authentic  reaction  and  appropriate  for  the 
situation. She had put me in a very uncomfortable position 
and I needed a moment to figure out how to sugarcoat my 
revulsion of the very idea and remove from consideration 
any possibility of my ever doing anything churchy with her, 
without upsetting her and causing her to give me the silent 
treatment and cold shoulder. She was pretty fucking thin-
skinned.  You  pissed  her  off  and  she'd  get  all  passive-
aggressive and shut the fuck up for days.

I  refrained  from  using  the  words  “racist”  and 
“homophobic”,  but  calling  her  “a  beautiful,  intelligent, 
white  supremacist”  for  some  reason  just  rankled  her. 
Apparently,  I  was  in  error.  She  was  a  White  Christian 
Separatist, she exclaimed, and I should have known that, she 
said with more than a little exasperation. For the next half-
hour she tried to convince me of the distinction, but it was 
lost on me and sounded like a bunch of malarky. Malarky! I 
knew she held certain beliefs and opinions that were without 
a  doubt  politically  incorrect,  but  I  had  become inured  to 
them. I ascribed her having them to her having belonged to 
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the  Knights  Party  Youth  Corp  as  a  kid  and having  been 
indoctrinated in their ideology. I had tried to avoid touchy 
topics and accept her as she was because she was very pretty 
in a Nazi princess kind of way and hot as hell in the sack, 
but  the  batshit  craziness  that  came forth  from her  mouth 
only convinced me she was pretty fucking ignorant. So, the 
question became, “Was she too ignorant to fuck?” And then 
when she said,  and I  kid you not,  “We could put all  the 
darkies on a boat and send them back to where they came 
from,” I realized that yes, indeed she was, and yes, I needed 
to raise my fucking standards. The bitch had to go.

Our breakup was ugly. There's no other way to put it. It 
was probably the worse I've ever gone through even though 
neither of us had anything to gain or lose and it should have 
been easy. It was not easy. There were lots of hysterics and 
much carrying on, and loads of trying to make me feel bad. 

Weeks go by and she posts  on social  media that  she's 
pregnant and the kid is mine. It could have been because we 
used  the  rhythm  method  of  birth  control  because  of  her 
religious  beliefs  and  it  was  bound  to  happen,  I  guess, 
because it is ridiculously unreliable, but I didn't want it to be 
mine. I never wanted to be the guy who always had a couple 
of kids in tow because the wife wanted a little “alone time”. 
I wanted her to have an abortion because kids are fucking 
expensive and one kid was already enough for me, and my 
life as I knew it would be over, but I hid my true feelings 
and told her I would support whatever decision she made. 
When she told me she miscarried I felt like I had dodged a 
fucking  bullet.  I  felt  like  I  could  dare  to  dream  again. 
Sometimes you just get lucky. 
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* * *

The Del  Mar was a crummy $90-a-night  airport  motel 
that sat between a used car lot and rows of self-storage units 
directly  under  the  flight  path  for  easterly  arrivals.  It 
consisted of a pair of three-story buildings that straddled a 
courtyard  containing  an  amoeba-shaped  pool  with  a  sign 
written in Comic Sans asking guests to stay out if they've 
had diarrhea in the past two weeks, and a 9-hole miniature 
golf course in need of a little TLC that I had hoped I would 
have had a chance to use to improve my short game, but I 
didn't. 

The motel had seen better  days—that's  for sure. It had 
been  remodeled  to  its  detriment  at  some  point,  but  not 
recently. It was the product of the architectural aesthetic of 
the  1950's  and  had  originally  been  a  populuxe  motel  of 
some  renown  with  guests  that  supposedly  included  Paul 
Anka  and  Neil  Sedaka,  but  you  would  hardly  know  it 
because  someone  had  grimthorped  the  fucker  beyond 
recognition. Over the years it was allowed to deteriorate and 
had acquired the reputation of a no-tell motel.

I pulled out my field glasses and peered through them to 
look for anything that might be described as suspicious, but 
I  very  quickly  determined  that  nothing  even  seemed  the 
slightest bit peculiar—unless you count the mopey kid in the 
parking lot wearing a wrestling singlet, kicking rocks, and 
catching rain drops on his tongue.

I  sat  there  for  a  while—a  very  long  while—before  I 
noticed  a  bland  white  sedan  slow  abruptly  so  as  not  to 
overshoot the entrance of the parking lot of the Del Mar. It 
came to rest in a stall near the entrance.
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I  held  up  the  field  glasses  to  get  a  better  look  and 
watched as Lola climbed out of her car with a cup of coffee. 
She looked a little different without her wig. She had on a 
fur  vest  and  over-sized  sunglasses  and proceed  to hurdle 
over a puddle that really couldn't be gotten around. Her leap 
lacked much in the way of ballon, but it was a broad puddle 
and she got a semi-running start and she obviously studied 
ballet at some point. I watched her disappear into the lobby 
and then reappear in the breezeway in the back that led her 
to her room, but from my vantage point I was unable to see 
exactly  which  room it  was.  It  was  clear  I  needed  to  get 
closer. I set about scheming up my plan.

* * *

I crossed the street without even getting to second gear 
and pulled into the stall next to Lola's. I adjusted my rear 
view mirror to check my disguise. It consisted of the dirty 
blond wig and fake petit handlebar mustache that I kept in 
my glove box so that I could get in disguise on the fly. I had 
several wigs, but the Bradley® was my favorite and my go-
to wig for most situations. I think it made me look debonair 
and considerably younger.

I stepped out and glanced obliquely at Lola's car, taking 
note of her license plate number. I texted it to Spearchucker 
to check out for me and made my way to the front desk.

The motion activated door chime announced my entry as 
I stepped into the lobby, but I'm not sure anybody heard the 
first two bars of Beethoven's 5th over the sound of a child 
bawling in the back room. I looked around. The place had 
the  ambience  of  an  old  folks  home.  There  was  the  faint 
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sound of headline news with a choppy satellite feed, the flat 
light of fluorescent bulbs, and a serious fucking chill in the 
air. 

To my left was the dining alcove with tables and chairs 
for  eating  the  complimentary  breakfast.  The  boy  from 
outside was sitting at a table picking at a scab on his arm. 
To my right was a petite young woman with perky nubbins 
in a baby doll t-shirt and pajama bottoms pushing quarters 
into a vending machine. She had bare feet with dirty soles 
and toes with chipped polish. She caught me looking at her 
in the reflection of the machine's window as she punched in 
her  selection  number  and  watched  the  coil  dispense  her 
peanut butter crackers. Her sleepy eyes shone through her 
smudged mascara and eyeliner.

The  nubile  lassie  looked  over  her  shoulder  demurely, 
batting her lashes and biting her bottom lip as she stroked 
her  side  ponytail.  Her  gaze  was  dewy  but  there  was 
something about it that suggested she wasn't as naïve as she 
appeared.  She smiled  with self-satisfaction  before turning 
back  to  the  machine  to  collect  her  purchase  before 
sauntering  off.  The  little  hussy  reminded  me  of  my 
precocious childhood babysitter.

When I was twelve or thirteen my mom began to date the 
man who would eventually become my first  stepdad, and 
she didn't trust me to be in charge of my little brother whilst 
she was out having a night on the town. My brother and I 
are five years  apart.  We were very adversarial  back then. 
We might  still  be if  we weren't  needlessly estranged.  He 
seemed to know from an early age that I was not his boss, 
even though I kept telling him that I was, and that he was 
adopted, even though he never believed me. He would never 
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do what I told him, but he would take a bath and brush his 
teeth without being asked a second time, and put himself to 
bed sans fucking bedtime story if Tabitha desired it. Tabitha
—that  was  her  name.  She  scared  the  shit  out  of  him.  I 
thought  that  was fucking great.  I  liked it  when she came 
over. I found her captivating. 

Tabitha was the delinquent daughter of one of my mom's 
divorcée  friends,  and  also  happened  to  be  a  fledgling 
nymphet who babysat for beer money. She was just a few 
years  older  than  me  but  was  way more  mature  and  was 
constantly honing her newly discovered feminine wiles. She 
had  burgeoning  boobs,  an  R-rated  vocabulary,  and  could 
emote  a  smouldering  concupiscence  that  was  wholly 
inappropriate  for  a  girl  her  age.  Her eyeliner  was always 
similarly  smudged and had the effect  of  accentuating  her 
salacious  and  mysterious  persona.  This  was  the  same 
babysitter  who  let  me  diddle  her  on  the  settee  and  is 
probably  responsible  for  my  predilection  for  chicks  who 
wear velvet chokers and leather trousers.

The back wall of the front desk was covered in foxing 
caricatures of marginally famous people, most of whom had 
faded into obscurity. I knocked on the counter and waited 
long enough to wonder if I needed to knock again. Just as I 
was about to the skanky-looking motel proprietress emerged 
from behind a heavy curtain hung across a doorway with a 
cigarette  dangling  from  her  lips,  squinting  to  keep  the 
smoke from her eyes. Not only did she have a pack of 100's 
wedged between her spaghetti strap cami and her shriveled 
breast, a tattoo of a sugar skull with wings on her crinkly, 
freckled décolletage, but she also had a cluster of unseemly 
hickeys on her neck.
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“You wanna room?” the woman asked me through the 
whole in the plexiglass partition.

Even  from  where  I  stood  I  could  smell  her  cigarette 
infused breath as it wafted across my face.

"Yes, Madam,” I replied.
The  woman  looked  at  me  strange.  I  looked  at  her 

expectantly.  Her cigarette stuck to her lip as she pulled it 
from her mouth with nicotine-stained fingers and set it in an 
ashtray already overflowing with butts. Smoke billowed out 
her nose.

“Just you?” she asked.
“Just me.”
“How many nights?”
“Hmmm. Yeah, I'm not sure.”
I don't know why she thought I would want it, but I let 

her talk me into the deluxe room/honeymoon suite. It wasn't 
exactly  hard.  I  was  amenable  to  the  upsell.  The  woman 
listed a couple of the features that were included to justify 
the premium price,  such as a gift  basket,  and a free shoe 
shine, but the clincher was the Magic Fingers coin-operated 
bed vibrator. I hadn't seen one of those in a long time and 
was filled with a sudden and euphoric nostalgia and stopped 
hearing anything after "Magic Fingers."

During the summer between fourth and fifth grade my 
parents decided to drive to Disneyland instead of going to 
Calabasas  to  see  my  dad's  parents  like  we  normally  did 
because the visit  was scuttled at  the last  minute  over  the 
inability to agree to disagree. It was a good thing we had 
back-up vacation plans. 

I  had  wanted  to  go  to  Disneyland  ever  since  'lil 
Spearchucker told me how great it was and regaled me with 
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tales  of  wonder  and  thought  that  that  should  have  been 
“Plan  A”  from  the  fucking  beginning.  I  was  under  the 
impression it would be an experience I would never forget. I 
remember very clearly the dry heat of the high desert and 
stopping for the night at a motel in the Salton Sea, and being 
given  a  quarter  for  the  Magic  Fingers  equipped  bed. 
Ironically,  I  don't  really  remember  anything  about 
Disneyland at all, save the notion that I rode the "It's a Small 
World"  ride,  which  is  corroborated  by  my  inexplicable 
ability to sing the chorus of the song. 

* * *

The room was exactly as shabby as I had imagined, and 
about as chintzy as I could stand, but it  was better than I 
expected for a place that only got one star. Someone had 
gussied the place up in an attempt to make it seem fancy, 
but the effect was not significant despite the effort. I could 
have lived without the lampshade with beaded fringe, and 
the  Venetian-style  chandelier  over  the  bed  with  a  couple 
missing crystals, but the  pièce de résistance was the third-
rate trompe-l'œil mural on three entire walls and the ceiling 
depicting the Italian countryside with a couple of cavorting 
putti. The bathroom was small but adequate and I wouldn't 
even mention it except that it came with a sign asking guests 
to not wash their feet in the toilet. 

There was a little basket on the bed that contained a a 
bottle  of  sparkling  wine,  a  selection  of  condoms,  and  a 
couple little bottles of massage oils. There was also a bag of 
fake rose petals, some mosquito repellent, and a selfie stick.
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I  felt  sorry  for  those  newlyweds  who  couldn't  afford 
better,  and  more  so  for  those  hicks  amongst  them  who 
through accident of birth possessed a lifestyle inconsistent 
with the acquisition of a familiarity of the finer things in life 
and were inclined to think the room was actually luxurious 
when in fact it was not even close, unless you also happened 
to be homeless bums, in which case it would probably be 
heaven.  I  think  it's  safe  to  assume,  however,  that  if 
taxidermy is a part of your home's decor, or if "You might 
be a redneck if…" jokes are your favorite kinds of jokes, or 
if mud bogs and midget tossing and bum fights are things 
you're into you would not be put off by the smell of a little 
wee in the closet,  or  the discovery of pubes in the mini-
fridge, or the nail clippings snagged in the carpet.

I could not help but remember the hell that was my own 
honeymoon. My guilt-tripping mother-in-law, to my horror, 
decided she was going to accompany us in the capacity of 
the  buzzkill/disapproving  third  wheel.  Her  life  ordinarily 
revolved around early bird dinners with her cronies at the 
Sizzler and bingo nights at the Elks Lodge. She had never 
expressed a desire to go anywhere at all, ever, and in fact 
pooh-poohed  even  just  the  idea,  but  she  had  suddenly 
always wanted to go to fucking Las Vegas. I figured that she 
had been confronted by the reality of her own mortality and 
it freaked her the fuck out. She had been on the back nine 
for  a  long  time  and  seen  a  lot  of  her  friends  reach  the 
eighteenth hole. I think, too, that she had taken stock of her 
life, seen that she hadn't really done anything, and had come 
up with an ad hoc bucket list of family-friendly bullshit to 
do on my dime. 
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My ex, despite my objections, was accommodating if not 
even a little agreeable, and oblivious of my mother-in-law's 
intention  to  make  my  life  miserable.  My  mother-in-law 
seemed  hellbent  on  making  sure  I  did  not  enjoy  myself. 
Mission-fucking-accomplished. I thought I might get some 
gambling in—maybe shoot some craps,  whatever,  but my 
mother-in-law had other ideas to monopolize my time. She 
had created an itinerary of lowbrow activities she wanted to 
do that I didn't want to do but was nonetheless compelled to 
do. She had compiled a list of buffets that she wanted to hit 
and of overrated attractions she wanted us to take her to. I 
still get angry when I think about it.  Danka fucking  shoen 
Wayne Newton. Those were two hours of me climbing the 
walls I'll never get back.

Shortly after our return home I was made aware of the 
plan for her to move in with us. I rue the day I didn't put my 
foot down and say,  “No way,  José,” but I had gotten the 
distinct impression it was peremptory and a  fait accompli, 
and in the end I just acquiesced like a sackless fucking loser 
because it would have been a battle I would not have won. 

Once firmly ensconced and entrenched in our abode, the 
inborn  ugliness  of  disposition  my  mother-in-law  had 
harbored  but  kept  somewhat  in  check  was  forthwith 
unfettered  and  allowed  to  flourish.  We  clashed  over 
everything  and  there  wasn't  a  day  that  went  by  where  I 
didn't  just  wish  she  would  die  already.  Seriously.  She 
promptly  commenced  to  sabotage  my  marriage  by  being 
meddlesome and instigating events that rather quickly led to 
its  demise,  fanning  the  flames  of  fucking  discontent  the 
whole time without a sting of conscience. She even tried to 
undermine my well-being by attempting to gaslight me and 
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stoke my inferiority complex. She was an evil, calculating 
bitch who seemed to take delight in toying with my sanity—
but  I  was  on  to  her  and  her  fucking  mind  games  and 
retaliated in kind. My gambit was petty, but turnabout is fair 
play,  and none of her precious Reader's Digest magazines 
were seriously damaged in the process.

I can't really say if my getting back at her was effective 
or  not  because  sometimes  it  seemed  like  it  made  a 
difference,  but  most  of  the  time  it  didn't.  The  situation 
remained  insufferable,  despite  the  occasional  moments  of 
malicious  satisfaction.  Oh,  how  I  dreamed  of  seriously 
fucking sticking it  to her with a withering put-down or a 
well-worded stinger.  She was manipulative and mean and 
disparaging of me, and I don't know what she felt gave her 
the right to accuse me of not being particularly handy when 
the  only  things  she  was  good  at  doing  besides  making 
mountains out of fucking molehills and pushing my fucking 
buttons  were  growing  a  peach  fuzz  mustache,  a  wispy 
goatee,  and  wicked sideburns.  She  wanted  me  to  build  a 
fucking pergola, like that's something I would actually know 
how to do.

Yes,  it's  true.  I'm  not  handy.  I  never  developed  a 
relationship  with  hand  tools  and  hardware,  and  I  never 
claimed to be something I wasn't. The mnemonic “righty-
tighty, lefty-loosey” is the extent of my knowledge of things 
that fall under the heading of “DIY”. Growing up, my dad's 
stock response to my stripping a screw or bending a nail 
was,  "It's  not  rocket  science.  It's  not  even  science." 
Whatever.  He wasn't one to suffer fools gladly or answer 
“boneheaded questions” and never lost  the opportunity to 
make me feel inadequate and incompetent and insufficiently 
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endowed with those qualities traditionally attributed to men. 
I don't know how many times he told me to put on my big 
boy  pants,  or  called  me  a  sissy  under  his  breath,  or 
threatened to open up a can of whoop ass on me, but it was a 
lot. 

Anyway, Santa gave my mother-in-law some beard balm 
and  mustache  wax  one  year  for  Christmas.  She  was  not 
amused. I remember very vividly her scowl. But I digress.

With gleeful anticipation, I slipped a quarter into the slot 
on  the  Magic  Fingers  coin  box.  I  pressed  the  plunger  to 
activate the vibrator, and then laid back to let it carry me 
into the land of tingling relaxation and ease.

I could hear that the machine was on and I could feel a 
vibratory sensation of a sort, but I would describe the effect 
as more feebly palpative, at most, jigglyish. I remembered it 
being better. I could have gotten up at any point and been 
done with it, but I just kept hoping it needed to warm up to 
get  the  full  effect,  and so I  stayed  there for  the  duration 
tripping out on the water stain on the ceiling that looked so 
much like the bust of Salvador Dali I had to take a picture of 
it and post it to all of my social media accounts.

The vibrator petered out at the end anticlimactically, and 
as I laid there unimpressed and disappointed I reached for 
the  remote  and  turned  on  the  TV.  I  flipped  through  the 
channels unimpressed with my options until I landed on a 
reality  television  series  called The  Real  Dogs  of  Beverly  
Hills. The show documented the lives of the dogs of affluent 
Bev Hillers. Two of them could sing to music, one of them 
could  dance  the  Merengue,  but  the  others  didn't  bring 
anything to the table. I don't even know why they are on the 
show. It  wasn't  the  best  show on TV, but  it  beat  Piñata 
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Mishaps, The Best Police Dirt Bike Chases,  and a rerun of 
The Best of Low Clearance Truck Accidents.  Television, it 
seemed, had begun to cater to those with the attention span 
of a goldfish. Gone were the days of long-form television 
that took an entire season to unfold a story and required the 
viewer to hang in there until shit started really happening.

I heard what sounded like a secret knock on the door of 
one of the rooms. I got up and peered out from between the 
drapes, but I couldn't see whoever it  was being let into a 
room from inside my own. 

I stepped out onto the walkway to see if I might get a 
glimpse of whoever it was and just barely caught a bit of a 
woman's  lower  leg  and  foot  before  it  disappeared  into  a 
room at  the  one  end  and  did  a  double-take  on  a  gangly 
Latina in housekeeping attire at the other. She was leaning 
on the railing with an unlit cigarette looking at me.

She  placed  her  cigarette  to  her  lips  and  indicated  she 
needed a light. I nodded and waved her over as I stepped 
back inside my room and left the door ajar.

I  heard the maid roll  her cart  down the walkway.  She 
knocked.

“Sorry  to  bother  you,”  she  said  with  just  a  hint  of  a 
Mexican accent.

“It's no bother. Please, come in,” I said.
The chick was actually low-key cute up close. She had a 

clear  complexion,  and  large  eyes,  and  full  lips.  She  had 
long, dark hair and a pretty smile. Her outfit wasn't exactly 
becoming, but I could discern the general form of her body 
beneath it and surmised that she was probably more shapely 
than I had originally thought. I saw from her name tag her 
name was Mira. 

204



I held up the Ronson Varaflame poised to ignite it. 
Mira leaned in with her cigarette  as I struck the flame 

and took a deep drag in deference to her addiction.
“Gracias,” she said before exhaling and glancing around.
“You're welcome, and please,” I said as I gestured to a 

chair, “Be my guest.”
Mira slid the ashtray down the credenza and sat down.
I  heard  a  rumbling  outside  and  stepped  over  to  the 

window.  I  parted  the  drapes  with  my  finger  and  looked 
down  through  the  wrought  iron  balustrade  at  a  young 
woman pulling her overnighter across the Futura Stone pool 
deck in a hurry.

I  released  the  drape  and  looked  at  Mira,  who  was 
watching me with interest.

“I'm looking for  this  woman,”  I  said as  I  held  up my 
phone with Lola's picture, which I had cropped to only show 
her face. “Can you tell me which room she is in?” I asked. 

“Why?” she asked after hesitating. She was a little cagey, 
like she knew she wasn't supposed to divulge information 
about guests, but wasn't necessarily opposed to it. “Who is 
she to you?”

“She's acquainted with someone I'm looking for.”
Mira regarded me with a look of intrigue as she executed 

a perfect French inhale. 
I've always been a fan of the French inhale, as I am with 

most things French (e.g., the French exit, the French accent, 
the  Gallic  shrug)  with  the  exception  of  French television 
shows—I  don't  know  why,  but  they're  just  awful.  I've 
always  thought  the  French  inhale  imparted  a  certain  sex 
appeal and chic nonchalance to an otherwise mindless act.

“Who are you looking for?” she asked.
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“A man named Daniel Nathaniel.” 
“That  doesn't  sound  like  a  real  name,”  she  said 

incredulously.
I  pulled up his  picture  on my phone and showed it  to 

Mira. 
“Have you seen him before?”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Why are you looking 

for him, anyway? ”
I whipped out a business card and handed it to her. 
“I'm a P.I.” 
Mira looked up from the card. 
“You're on a case?”
I nodded.
“Please keep it to yourself.”
Mira's  interest  was  piqued.  I  think  she  sensed  a  little 

intrigue and it amused her.
“The woman is across from you, on the first floor, room 

108. Third from the right.”
I went back to the window and peered out.
“How long has she been here?” I asked as I looked at the 

room in question.
“I think she checked in on Wednesday.”
“I understand she stays here when she is in town,” I said. 

“Do you know her name?” 
“I think it's something like Hannah Grissom.”
“Do you know anything about her?”
“I think she's an exotic dancer. I know she works nights.”
“Anything suspicious about her?”
“No,” she said. 
“You ever talk to her?”
“I've said, 'Hi', and stuff like that.”
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“You ever seen anything interesting in her room?”
Mira blew smoke down and from the corner of her mouth 

as she exhaled. 
“No,” she said as she snuffed out her smoke and dusted 

ashes  from  her  lap  before  rising.  “I  should  probably  be 
going.”

“Thanks for the info.”
“Thanks for the light.”
I pulled out a tin of mints from my pocket and proffered 

them to Mira. “Care to freshen your breath?”
She eyed the tin and its contents curiously.
“They're French,” I said.
She plucked out a mint and plopped it in her mouth.
I took one for myself and returned the tin to my pocket.
Mira seemed to like it. She nodded approvingly.
I  withdrew a twenty from my money clip  and held  it 

before her.
“If you learn anything, you have my—,” I said.
She snatched the twenty from my grasp before I could 

finish my sentence. “Yeah, okay.”
“Hey,” I said.
“What,” she said as she stepped over to the door.
“Come by later.”
Coital  relations had always been sort of catch as catch 

can. I would pretty much take it where I could get it. I could 
usually tell if a woman was randy and game for a romp, and 
was rarely met with unrequited interest. It was not my habit, 
though, of pursuing women that could not be persuaded to 
spread their legs with a drink, a few kind words, and a little 
encouragement. I had the most success with damaged goods 
and women who looked like they hadn't had any fun in a 
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while—lonely souls who longed to be desired and whose 
lust had led them to act rashly— but once in a while I liked 
to reach for things beyond my grasp.

Mira seemed like a perfectly nice young woman, and not 
one to be so easily seduced. She was pretty and unassuming 
and probably spoken for, but the more I looked at her the 
more  I  wanted  her,  and  the  more  I  hoped  she  would  be 
obliging.

The truth is,  I  had already imagined what  Mira would 
look like with nothing on except a pair of panties around her 
ankles. Standing before me knock-kneed and pigeon-toed I 
had admired her gently sloping bottom heavies, a belly trim 
from a suppressed appetite, and delightfully protruding hip 
bones.  There was a  mound of dark,  untamed pubes  from 
indifference or neglect—I don't know—and the barest of a 
tan line.  Still,  with  her  back to  me I  could see Venusian 
dimples above her supple buttocks and the silhouette of her 
lady bits between her thighs.

Mira spun on her heel and looked at me. “Why would I 
do that?” she said adopting a sexy attitude.

“I  was  thinking  we  could  avail  ourselves  of  the 
complimentary  bottle  of  carbonated  wine  and  see  what 
happens,” I said with a wink.

“Wow. You're a real  smooth talker,”  she said with the 
barest hint of sarcasm.

“Is that a yes?” I asked.
Thoughts  were  running  through  her  head.  “You're  old 

enough to be my dad.”
“You're not too old for a right good spanking.” 
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My risqué  rejoinder  caught  Mira  by surprise  (and me, 
too, for that matter),  but the piquant little minx countered 
with a comeback of her own.

“Can you ever be too old?” 
Touché, I thought. Tou-fucking-ché.
She smiled and exited and pulled the door shut behind 

her.
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CHAPTER 15

My view of Room 108 was not ideal. That is to say, palm 
trees and the miniature Leaning Tower of Pisa at the fourth 
hole  obstructed  most  of  it.  But,  I  could  see  enough  to 
observe Lola's  comings  and goings.  I  watched for  a  long 
time before my diligence was rewarded. Lola, or whatever 
her name was, finally exited from her room with her phone 
in her ear. I followed her to the parking lot, and walked to 
my car as she walked to hers. 

I followed her out of the parking lot into light traffic and 
lagged behind her a couple car lengths so as not to arouse 
suspicion. I tailed her as she drove out of Skyline Heights, 
through the deserted streets of the Business District and up 
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Charlotte Avenue all the way to the slums of Skid-fucking-
Row. 

Skid Row was super sketchy and not someplace I liked to 
find  myself.  Shady  shit  was  prevalent  and  practically 
unavoidable, but not unexpected. Homelessy low-lifes with 
a natural propensity for moral turpitude lurked around every 
corner.  Just  being  there  was  asking  for  hassles  from 
unsavory ruffians and destitute ne'er do wells because what 
the fuck else are they going to do?

There was a time way before my time when Skid Row 
wasn't  known  as  such  and  was  supposedly  a  pretty 
happening  place  with  speakeasies  and  jazz  clubs  and 
casinos. It was kind of hard to imagine because it was just 
so fucking run down and skeevy, and the closest thing to a 
nightlife was open mic night at the soup kitchen.

You  didn't  end  up  on  Skid  Row  schlepping  all  your 
worldly  possessions  in  a  purloined  shopping  cart  to  the 
needle  exchange  and  back  because  everything  went  right 
with your life. More often than not you were down and out 
and  had  to  buy  your  pot  one  joint  at  a  time.  You  were 
usually an addict or an alcoholic or both and almost always 
abandoned by everyone who ever cared for you. Those who 
called Skid Row home had suffered from the vicissitudes 
and vagaries of fate and were left with nowhere else to go 
because where else are you going to go when you have no 
money, no connections, and no prospects? They had fallen 
through the cracks of the system and lived an impoverished 
existence  without  meaning  or  purpose  or  the  creature 
comforts most of us take for granted. Few of them ever left, 
unless they were going to jail. Fewer still made it out alive. 
Most led meaningless lives devoid of hope and opportunity 
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and cheer. They had nothing left to lose and little left to look 
forward to except a wretched existence on the margins of 
society and doughnut days at the methadone clinic. 

I slowed to a crawl as Lola pulled over in front of the 
Sterling Residential Hotel and went inside. The Sterling was 
a shithole flophouse of ill-repute that catered to those living 
in  reduced  circumstances  for  whatever  reasons.  They 
included the indigent and the disenfranchised with a little 
cash  assistance.  It  was  a  notorious  magnet  for  criminal 
activity, considered by many a public nuisance, and host to 
many an unsolved murder.  It was old and dilapidated and 
was  where  you  went  when  you  were  short  of  funds  and 
needed to lay your head down for a couple of hours. It was 
the kind of hotel where everyone checked in with an alias 
and where you might go if you were hiding out from the 
law.

The Sterling was in an even sorrier state than when I had 
seen  it  last.  Its  once  iconic  mauve  and  mustard-striped 
awning had over the years saved many lives, but the "double 
suicide"  last  year  was  too  much  for  it,  I  guess.  It  was 
destroyed and never replaced. The old sign was gone, too. 
"Sterling" was written in chalk on a small blackboard that 
was  taped  to  the  inside  of  the  glass  window  above  the 
transom.

I drove by very slowly and pulled over to get the lay of 
the land. The neighborhood had a reputation among the riff-
raff for being the best heroin copping spot in the city. The 
Mexican Monitoloco drug cartel claimed Skid Row as part 
of their turf and seemed to operate within it with impunity. I 
was surprised I didn't see any dealers out hustling sales, but 
I imagined at the time that they were off having a siesta. I 
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later  learned  that  they  were  probably  mowing  someone's 
lawn or were doing weekend-only jail time for child support 
arrears or some dumb shit. I did, however, see the telltale 
signs of early stage heroin withdrawal in the emaciated and 
disheveled  appearance  of  the  indigenous  population  who 
loitered  about  jonesing  for  their  next  fix  looking  like 
zombies. Dirty tracksuits with blood stained sleeves seemed 
to be de rigueur, despite the temperature being in the upper 
90's. Well, that, and the sideways cap.

As I surveiled the scene I noticed a bum in front of the 
liquor store sleeping rough on the sidewalk with a brick for 
a pillow and his back to the sun. There was a bag lady with 
the  shakes  who  appeared  off  the  clock  from  begging, 
sniping  cigarettes  from the  cracks  in  the  sidewalk,  and a 
cholo sitting on a pimped lowrider bike doing tricks with a 
yo-yo who looked to be up to no good. I easily identified the 
cholo as such from his hairnet and the manner in which he 
buttoned  his  shirt.  I  never  understood  the  whole  flannel-
shirt-buttoned-only-at-the-top thing, but they all seemed to 
do it—even the Pinoy cholos. 

I watched him out of the corner of my eye as he rolled 
by, similarly checking me out. His bike was fully specced 
out with a spare on the back like an old Continental  and 
scintillating  spinner  rims,  and  looked  pretty  bad  ass.  I 
remember as a kid tricking out my Huffy with the humble 
playing  card and a  clothespin,  but  I  hadn't  owned a  bike 
since  then  because,  really,  there  are  easier  ways  to  get 
around. Bikes are for circus bears. 

I kept the cholo in my sights in the rear view mirror as he 
attempted to pop a wheelie and caught sight of Lola as she 
exited the Sterling waving her hand in front of her nose. She 
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quickly returned to the confines of her car, which, shortly 
thereafter, lunged out into the street, did a three-point turn, 
and sped off in a hurry. I assumed she had been by to see 
someone and wondered to myself  if maybe it was Daniel 
Nathaniel.  I  had no real  reason to think that that  was the 
case,  but  I  had  nothing  else.  I  decided  after  some 
deliberation to stay and stake the place out. I wasn't exactly 
equipped to pull an all-nighter, but I could lay low and hang 
out for a little while.

A little  while  turned  out  to  be not  long at  all.  I  don't 
know if  I  was  paranoid  or  hallucinating,  but  the  weirdy-
beardy junkie who stood staring at me as he swayed from 
side to side hugging his  bucket of fried chicken certainly 
made me feel conspicuous. On top of that, I felt a number 
two  looming.  It  was  a  minatory  sensation  that  could  not 
have come at a worse time.

Having to pee never ceases to be the bane of a P.I. on a 
stakeout. Peeing in situ into a pickle jar isn't hard, per se, 
but it is rather last resorty. Having to tomar un numero dos, 
however,  is  a  whole  other  problem.  There's  just  no good 
way to take a dump in your car.

I  tried  to  distract  myself  by  knocking  out  double 
paradiddles on the steering wheel, but I wasn't having much 
success.  It  was  an  unseasonably  sweltering  day.  I  could 
smell  hot  asphalt  and  see  heat  waves  shimmering  and 
undulating off of my hood. It was so hot I wouldn't even 
have  wanted  to  be  sitting  next  to  a  pool  sipping  a  piña 
colada. I was dripping in perspiration that was completely 
unprovoked  by  physical  exertion  or  toil.  Unfortunately, 
spirit gum tends to lose its hold once you start sweating. My 
mustache kept refusing to cooperate and was just pissing me 
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the fuck off. I finally just plucked it from my upper lip and 
removed the wig and said to hell with the whole disguise 
altogether. 

I sat there for a while unable to allay my growing fear of 
the juggernaut poo in the works. A storm was brewing in 
my belly. Trouble was imminent, that much was sure. Just 
how long I had I didn't know.

Adding to my anxiety were the gas pains that had come 
on  rather  suddenly  and  the  ferocious  flatulence  that 
followed. I had been very carefully bleeding off the pressure 
with palliative farts that sounded like two cats fighting—no 
offense to cats—and smelled like an all-you-can-eat Chinese 
restaurant,  and  while  that  had  been  pretty  effective  in 
alleviating  some  of  the  discomfort  and  averting  the 
impending crisis, the situation had begun to really intensify 
and  there  was  nothing  I  could  do  to  attenuate  the 
suppositorys'  effect.  I  needed  to  fart  but  was  extremely 
tentative. I was no longer confident my quivering sphincter 
could  check  the  flow of  poo that  was  on  deck  should  it 
decide to make a break for it. I think we've all been there 
before. Am I right?

My flagging constitution very quickly got the best of me. 
I  thought  I  could  really  dig  deep  and tough it  out,  but  I 
couldn't.  It  was imperative that I get to a toilet,  pronto. I 
decided I needed to go in to determine why Lola had gone 
there and maybe find a fucking toilet in the process. That 
was the plan, anyway.

I  walked  up  to  the  set  of  double  doors.  They  were 
covered in tags and had a pair of hand-written signs taped to 
the inside. One of them said that there were no vacancies, 
and the other one said that there was still no hot water.

215



The  doors  opened  out.  I  pulled  them  open  and  was 
immediately met with stairs. My first step in was a step up. I 
walked up a narrow and particularly steep flight  of filthy 
stairs to the lobby on the second floor.

The lobby consisted of one large room with a couple of 
knackered coffee tables and mismatched Naugahyde chairs, 
and  a  cage  at  the  front  for  the  clerk  that  was  at  present 
unmanned. The place smelled like old pennies and looked a 
little  grubby  and  felt  a  wee  bit  creepy.  The  place  was 
desolate with the exception of an old man with a milky eye 
and the one tooth sitting by the window playing “Man with 
a Harmonica” on his harp to himself,  and a dude with an 
imposing mustache who was hunched over a scratch sheet 
and  racing  forms  under  a  flickering  fluorescent  light 
smoking a cigarette.

I stepped up to the cage and rang the bell.  And then I 
rang it again.  Eventually a matriarchal gypsy woman in a 
head  scarf  and  bangly  bracelets  emerged  from  behind  a 
beaded curtain, with a phone to her ear threatening someone 
in Gypsy from the sound of it. She had a canker sore and lip 
sweat and a curious application of make-up. She had drawn 
on eyebrows that were way too high and lips made to look 
much  fuller  than  they  were.  You  never  see  pretty  gypsy 
women. Gypsy girls can be beautiful when they are young, 
but their lifestyle takes its toll pretty fast. The gypsy woman 
behind the counter was eyeing me with suspicion, or giving 
me the evil eye—I couldn't really tell.

I've  only ever  had bad  experiences  when dealing  with 
Gypsies.  I've  never  known  one  that  wasn't  deceitful  and 
untrustworthy. They're lazy, thieving parasites as far as I'm 
concerned.  Really,  they  are.  Plus,  they  hate  cats,  bang 

216



fucking tambourines, and shit on the sidewalk. Also, they're 
real weird about monkeys. They won't even talk about them.

The gypsy put the phone down on the counter and looked 
at me. She had been put on hold. Music was emanating from 
it. I think it was my buddy's work.

“What you want?” she asked with lipstick on her teeth.
“Can I use your restroom?” I asked.
“No public restrooms,” she said before picking her phone 

back up and disappearing back into the room from which 
she had come.

I  stood  there  for  a  second  sort  of  in  dismay  before 
regrouping. Fortunately, the urge to go had kind of subsided
—at least for the moment, and I was given a little reprieve. 
Then,  turning  around  to  assess  my  course  of  action  my 
attention gravitated to the man with the scratch sheet.  He 
looked rough, like he could use a couple dollars, and had the 
vibe of someone who had gotten used to their surroundings. 
He had an ashtray with a mound of butts before him, over 
which  he  would  tap  the  ash  from  his  cigarette  without 
looking. I had noticed him noticing me with one eye over 
his shoulder as I entered and assumed that from his vantage 
point there wasn't much that happened in the lobby that he 
didn't see. I though we both might benefit from his being 
familiar with other people's business.

I  approached  him  and  sat  down  next  to  him,  very 
obviously  intent  on  engaging  him  in  a  tête-à-tête,  and 
hoping that he would be inclined to be helpful.

He  looked  at  me  out  of  the  corner  of  his  eye  before 
warily turning to face me and sizing me up over his readers. 
He was haggard and unshaven with a craggy face and a very 
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unstylish haircut. It looked like his hair had been cut with a 
knife.

“Something I can do for you?” he asked as he used the 
ember of a finished cigarette to light another. 

“I'm looking for this man,” I said as I held up my phone 
with the photo of Daniel Nathaniel for him to see. “Have 
you seen him before?”

The man looked at the photo and shook his head.
“I don't think so.”
His manner didn't arouse any sense in me of his being 

insincere.
I swiped to a photo of Lola.
“What can you tell me about her?” I asked.
“She was just here.”
“Does she come here often?”
“I see her quite a bit.”
“What does she do here?”
“She and an old guy keep a room,” he answered. “I think 

they're fucking on the sly.”
“Do you know which room?”
He did, sort of. 
“Fifth floor. One of the rooms at the end of the hall.”
I nodded optimistically.
“You've been very helpful,” I said. “Thank you.”
I  slapped a  twenty on the table  for  him to bet  on the 

ponies and wished him luck before bounding up the steps 
two at a time to the fifth floor.

I was winded and panting fiercely by the time I reached 
the landing. I allowed myself a moment of respite to catch 
my breath because I was in way worse shape than I thought, 
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and hence pretty disappointed with myself. It was only then 
that I realized that there was an elevator.

Before  long,  though,  I  was  able  to  rally  sufficiently 
enough to press on at a more leisurely pace.

I proceeded to tread lightly over the creaky floorboards 
to the first of two rooms my informant identified as possibly 
belonging to Lola.

I  put  my  ear  to  the  door  and  listened.  I  didn't  hear 
anything. I knocked and got no response.

I pulled out my lock pick and went to work on the lock. 
It was your standard 5-pin tumbler and no real challenge to 
pick. It took mere seconds.

I swung the door open and peered inside.  There was a 
man passed out on his bed with a needle still in his arm. I 
checked  for  a  pulse  and  figured  everything  was  alright 
before moving on.

I likewise let myself into the neighboring room. 
“Egad,”  I  thought  to  myself  as  I  shuddered  from  the 

squalor. The room was dark with the exception of the light 
from the window that  filtered in through the holes in the 
curtains and a muted television. 

I  swung the squeaky door  wide open and allowed the 
light from the hall to shine in. My shadow stretched into the 
room  and  fell  across  a  man  sitting  naked  on  a  bedside 
commode watching some show about lady bugs on the TV 
with glazed, unblinking eyes and a vacant expression. The 
dude had an IV drip stuck into a port in his chest and an 
electrode-studded skullcap secured to his head with a strap 
under his chin.

I  stepped in,  closing  the door  behind  me,  and  became 
aware of a fetor I easily identified as that belonging to shit. I 
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flicked the light switch on and off and on again, but it didn't 
do anything.

I looked at the man. He was conscious, sort of. He was 
drooling  and  mumbling  unintelligibly,  but  he  seemed 
completely oblivious of my presence. I moved to get a better 
look at him and found that the carpet was wet, which was 
difficult to account for, but as it got progressively wetter as I 
approached the bathroom I realized with a sudden sense of 
revulsion  it  was  most  likely  sewage  from an  overflowed 
toilet. 

I stepped over to the window to let some light into the 
room and drew the curtains with a tad too much vigor. The 
result was my inadvertently yanking them from their hooks 
and being stupefied as they disintegrated in my hands and 
crumbled to shreds in a pile on the floor like some kind of 
magic trick.

“Fuck,”  I  said  as  I  wondered  how  that  would  be 
accounted for. I thought it highly unlikely that it would go 
unnoticed. You're not supposed to do stuff like that.

I returned my attention to the man on the commode. He 
was fixated on the silent imagery on the the TV. He wasn't 
restrained, but he wasn't going anywhere. He looked to be in 
his  mid-to-late  40's.  He  had  a  middle-aged  spread  and  a 
graying  proto-beard.  He  was  pretty  scruffy,  too.  I  really 
doubt he had seen a bath in a serious while because he had 
some serious B.O. going on. I shook his shoulder but he was 
unresponsive. He appeared to me to be in a catatonic stupor 
or  seized  in  a  kind of cataleptic  fit,  but  he was certainly 
checked out. The lights were on, but no one was home.

I  examined his skullcap.  It was connected by a ribbon 
cable to a machine on a stand with dials and toggle switches 

220



and flashing buttons with nothing to indicate what it was, 
but I suspected its purpose was sinister and deleterious and 
assumed it had something to do with his condition. I took a 
picture of the man with my phone.

I scanned the squalid room for clues to his identity, but 
the  only  other  thing  in  the  room was  an  ashtray  full  of 
cigarette butts. They were Virginia Slims and had traces of 
lipstick.

I  opened  the  bathroom  door  to  look  inside  and  was 
startled  to  meet  a  stench so foul  it  caused  me to  stagger 
backwards in a blind panic to get away from it. It was an 
absolute  abomination,  an  olfactory  nightmare,  and  evil-
fucking-incarnate—it still gives me the willies when I think 
about it. 

I  really  need  to  emphasize  just  how  exceedingly 
malodorous it was so you can understand my dilemma when 
I heard the elevator chime, and then plodding footfalls on 
the creaky floorboards in the hall that got louder and louder 
as they grew nearer, and eventually a key sliding into the 
knob of the door of the room. 

I stifled my gag reflex to keep from retching and had just 
barely gotten behind the bathroom door when a man entered 
chewing a toothpick with his phone to his ear. I could see 
him through the narrow gap between the door and the hinge 
jamb. I studied him as I eavesdropped on him. 

The  dude  was  bespectacled  and  looked  to  be  pushing 
seventy,  or else he had aged very badly,  and wore an ill-
fitting blazer that had cheap written all over it. He was a big 
fella with thinning grizzled hair and bushy brows and a tuft 
of  chest  hair  sticking  out  his  neck  hole.  He had  sagging 
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jowls  and a  flappy dewlap—and if  his  red,  bulbous  nose 
was any indication, an affinity for drink.

“I'm upstairs,”  he said into his  phone before coughing 
several times into the side of his fist and hanging up.

I  was  wondering  who  he  might  have  been  talking  to 
when  moments  later  Lola  entered  the  room.  She  was 
noticeably effected by the stench. She shoved her face into 
the  crook of  her  arm and gave  me  a  little  scare  when it 
looked like she was going to walk into the bathroom. To my 
relief she did not. She merely closed the door. 

I  had  only  ever  once  encountered  air  that  was  so 
offensive that I was reluctant to breath—and by once I mean 
everyday for a whole semester  in tenth grade math class. 
Because we were seated alphabetically I had to sit behind a 
brother named Mohammed, whose hair dripped in stink-ass 
Jheri  curl  juice.  Its  particular  stench  left  an  indelible 
impression on my brain and to this day if I even just get a 
whiff  of  the  stuff  I  get  all  fight-or-flighty and try  to  put 
some distance between me and it.

Anyway,  the noxious atmosphere in the bathroom was 
penetrating  and  suffocating  and  inescapable.  I  had  never 
been one to suffer from claustrophobia, but finding myself 
confined to a room I found increasingly infernal and lacking 
much in the way of elbow room had me on the verge of 
losing my cool and wigging the fuck out. I  looked at the 
little  window and hoped I  could  open it,  and  was  pretty 
fucking disappointed to see it was painted shut.

I  was  wallowing  in  gratuitous  self-pity  when  my 
gastrointestinal  situation  returned  with  a  vengeance  and 
became super  critical.  My need to  poo was paramount.  I 
considered my predicament and felt a twinge of panic as the 

222



urge  to  poo  intensified  and  became  indomitable.  My 
tempestuous  bowels  were going to have their  way.  There 
was no controlling it anymore. I needed to poo like nobody's 
business, stat.

I looked at the toilet more closely and felt both queasy 
and  an  overwhelming  pang  of  dismay  at  the  sight  of  a 
massive cone of poo rising up from its depths covered with 
innumerable flies and maggots—just fucking innumerable. 
It turned my stomach like nothing had since I saw a dog eat 
another dog's vomit. I had to look away. 

“Wh-wh-wh-wh-why??”  I  stammered  to  myself  under 
my  breath  as  I  tried  to  comprehend  the  level  of 
fuckeduppedness  to  which  man  will  sink  if  given  the 
opportunity.

I was faced with a real fucking problem. Hovering wasn't 
really an option because there was no way I was going to 
put my bare ass even in the vicinity of the toilet. I looked 
around in frantic desperation for a trash can or something 
else  that  wasn't  there  and eyed  the tub.  I  will  admit  that 
shitting in it  was kind of a white  trash thing to do while 
simultaneously  acknowledging  that  it  was,  for  lack  of 
something better, my only real option. I thought, “Fuck it,” 
and without a second to spare dropped trou.

I sat, with my ass hanging over the tub, and sighed with 
profound relief as I stealthily pooped in it. It was, I assure 
you, not one of my proudest moments. 

“It's official. He's off the grid,” I heard the man say. His 
voice was gravelly. His tone was gruff.

“What?” said Lola incredulously. 
“I  got  a  communique  this  morning  by  carrier  pigeon 

telling  me  that  his  brainwave  signature  is  no  longer 
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detectable.  It's  been  nonexistent  for  the  past  twenty-eight 
hours.”

“I don't understand how that can be,” said Lola.
“No?”
“Maybe the procedure isn't sticking,” 
“You haven't deviated from his treatment protocol?”
“Absolutely not.”
“You've administered to him his prescribed doses of the 

synergist?”
“I have.”
“Compensating  for  insufficient  stimuli  in  the  N-

dimensional  Hadamard  vectors  and  modulating  his  wafer 
scale integration?”

“Yes, and yes.”
“You've  conducted  all  his  scheduled  ectocerebral 

calibrations and audited his engrams?”
“Of course.”
“Correcting for attenuation in the neural net?”
“Yes,”  replied  Lola,  “It  has  been  a  difficult  task, 

especially under these conditions, but yes.”
“I'm aware of that,  and I appreciate the lengths you've 

gone to maintain his pseudo ego. You've done very well.”
“Thank you.”
I  didn't  understand all  their  jargon but  it  sounded like 

they  were  talking  about  some  fucked  up  mind  control 
bullshit.

I'm not an expert in the area of mind control, but I knew 
the CIA had conducted mind control experiments under the 
banner of MK-Ultra back in the day, and it was only natural 
to assume that they were still doing it and had probably even 
gotten  better  at  it.  I  wasn't  especially  familiar  with  the 
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program, but I knew it used things like drugs and hypnosis 
and intense trauma to fracture a person's mind in order to 
create  someone  with  multiple  personalities  who could  be 
made to do anything.

There was a pause. Lola offered the man a cigarette. 
“Maybe he's dead,” said Lola before lighting her smoke.
“That  would  actually  be  preferable  to  the  official 

explanation.”
“I don't understand.”
“Yeah,” the man said, before sighing. “His disappearance 

is only a part of a bigger problem.”
“What are you talking about?”
“He's not the only one.” The man lit his smoke and took 

a drag. “Operatives across the country have gone missing. It 
seems  that  the  remote  neural  surveillance  system  has 
crashed.” 

“What's going on?”
“Incognito. Incognito is what's going on.”
Incognito  was  a  loose-knit  collective  of  computer 

whizzes-cum-activists  who  seemed  to  be  able  to  cause 
considerable mayhem with a single keystroke while in their 
slippers  and  pajamas.  Their  irreverent,  insurgent  exploits 
and  dirty  tricks  were  making  international  headline  news 
with increasing frequency,  but most Americans were only 
dimly  aware  if  not  completely  oblivious  to  the  infamous 
group's underground existence. 

“Apparently,” the man continued, “there's been a marked 
increase  in  encrypted  chatter  on  the  internet  between  its 
members.  Darkcoders  at  Somerset  have  just  recently 
cracked the code and enabled us to access their secure data 
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stream.  Among  the  intel  gathered  is  proof  they  have 
intercepted secret directives regarding our operation.” 

“So, are we assuming Incognito has him?” asked Lola.
“It's definitely possible.”
“How did they even know where to look for him?”
“We've been careless, or betrayed.”
“His absence will complicate our task.”
“I know.” 
“What about that guy I told you about?” asked Lola.
“He's a private detective.”
“Could he be connected with Incognito?”
“Central Control is looking into him.”
I  didn't  like the sound of that.  It  was very ominous.  I 

experienced a sensation of danger the likes of which I hadn't 
felt since I was on the Force.

“Is  he operational?” the man asked.  I assumed he was 
referring to the fellow on the commode. “It doesn't look like 
it.”

“He  keeps  glitching  out.  I  don't  know  why.  His  Zeta 
Potential  keeps  requiring  supplemental  manipulation  with 
the transcranial stimulator to maintain a charge.”

“Will he be ready?” he said, stressing every word.
Lola printed out a report on a receipt from the front of 

the  machine.  She  ripped it  off  when it  was  finished  and 
looked at the data. 

“Ready in five days? Not likely.”
“Can you accelerate the process?” 
“I  can  add  some  potentiator  to  his  IV,  but  I  cannot 

guarantee results.”
“Do it.”
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“It might be more than he can handle, and it might not 
even work.”

“We have a very narrow window of opportunity,”  said 
the man. “If we miss it all of our planning and preparation 
would have been for nothing. We have no other options. We 
must press forward.”

I  was  feeling  kind of  vulnerable  and thought  I  should 
probably  pinch  it  off  in  back  at  my  first  opportunity.  I 
looked around for some toilet paper, but finding none, and 
likewise any bath linens that had escaped defilement, I had 
to  resort  to  field-expedient  measures.  I  grudgingly pulled 
some singles from my money clip and effectively removed 
them from circulation.

My contribution, I have to say, only served to exacerbate 
the situation by making the bathroom smell even worse. I 
refrained from breathing normally and was beginning to feel 
light-headed because of it. I was not in full possession of my 
faculties. Reason and will were conspicuously absent. 

I caught my reflection in the mirror and was aghast at my 
pallid appearance. I needed to get out and ran through my 
options, of which there were few. I wondered at the time, 
somewhat  deliriously,  if  I  could have possibly fought my 
way out. 

When I was a kid I achieved the rank of yellow-belt in 
fucking judo before I quit because judo sucks. My mom, in 
a  rare  moment  of  motherliness,  signed me up for  classes 
because  I  kept  getting  cup  checked  by  a  husky  bully  in 
grade school who was envious of my switchblade comb and 
shutter shades and invisible dog leash. Despite his size he 
could be very catlike if he wanted because I never saw them 
coming.
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Proponents of judo might have you believe it's the be-all 
and  end-all  of  martial  arts,  but  they're  just  kidding 
themselves  because  let  me  tell  you,  it's  hard  to  defend 
against  an  unannounced  strike  to  your  tallywhacker  with 
judo,  and  even  harder  to  exact  retribution  when  your 
assailant refuses to engage you in a clinch. 

My sensei  was  Korean,  but  everyone  thought  he  was 
Chinese. It didn't seem to bother him. I remember that he 
smelled like garlic and thought I was a wuss. I could just see 
it in the disdain he held for me.

Looking back,  it's  easy to see that  there  was a  stretch 
where I was definitely a bit of a pansy.  It's embarrassing, 
really,  but  male  role  models  were  few  and  far  between. 
Fortunately, I outgrew it, but I hate to admit that I ever got 
picked on by a future lesbian named Mary Shawnessy who 
once put her booger on my hand, and hassled by a cripple in 
a wheelchair with puny li'l T. Rex arms and head too small 
for  his  body and I  guess  some other  things.  His  name,  I 
think, was Thomas, but I could just be making that up. He's 
dead now. He didn't even make it to junior high. I wonder if 
he's handicapped in Heaven.

Anyway, I was around forty when I decided I wasn't too 
old  to  start  doing  mixed  martial  arts.  I  was,  admittedly, 
deluded into thinking I was a) in better shape than I was, 
and b) able to keep up with dudes half my age. For several 
months I was a glutton for punishment, but I didn't see it 
that way at the time. It was only when I began to repeatedly 
find  myself  on  the  bottom  of  a  Boston  Crab  or  a 
Chickenwing or some other bullshit move that I eventually 
became  disabused  of  my  athletic  hubris.  It  was  a  rude-
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fucking-awakening and just another fucked-up reminder that 
I was past my prime.

I began to lose interest in continuing my training when I 
started getting hurt on the reg. I could live with the sundry 
aches and pains, but it was the attendant bodily damage that 
I really wanted to avoid—the real disfiguring shit. I knew a 
guy who took too  many hits  to  the side  of  his  head and 
ended  up  with  some  fucked  up  ears.  They're  fucked  up 
forever. 

Well, anyway, I gradually began to go to the dojo with 
less  and  less  frequency,  and  when  I  did  go  I  found  it 
increasingly difficult to even bring myself to get out of my 
car.  In  the  end  I  unceremoniously  just  stopped  going 
altogether.

I  had no idea if  Lola  and her comrade were armed or 
more  advanced  in  their  fighting  abilities,  in  which  case 
knowing how to execute  a  spinning  flying  armbar  would 
have been of little value, even if I knew how to do it. I tried 
coming up with ways I might distract them, thereby making 
a run for it  before they realized what was happening,  but 
that  was  madness.  That  wasn't  going  to  work.  I  couldn't 
come up with anything feasible and in the end I concluded 
the only thing to do was nothing. 

I  looked  at  my  pile  of  poo,  which  now  had  its  own 
colony  of  buzzing  flies,  and  shed  a  tear  as  I  henceforth 
wallowed  in  my  own  abject  misery.  I'm  a  wallower. 
Fortunately, the two didn't linger. As soon as I figured the 
coast was clear I bounded out of the bathroom gasping for 
fresher air and gathering my wits. 

By and  by  I  regained  my composure  and  got  back  to 
business. I stepped over to the fellow on the commode and 
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stood  wondering  what  to  do.  I  quickly  concluded  that  I 
needed to remove him from the premises, but just how to do 
it when he didn't have any clothes was a problem.

I exited the hotel and walked to my car to retrieve my 
trench coat. As I did so I heard a commotion behind me and 
turned to observe a bunch of men in jeans and t-shirts and 
dark glasses alighting from three black vans that had pulled 
up  to  the  hotel.  They  looked  casual,  but  they  meant 
business. I was pretending not to notice anything unusual 
when they stormed the hotel. 

I sat in my car and was scoping out what I could see in 
my mirrors when the men reappeared. Two of them were 
dragging the catatonic man to the vans wrapped in a blanket. 
They threw him into the back of the middle van and piled in 
after him. 

I felt like I might have just had a close call as I watched 
whoever that was make their getaway. I pulled away from 
the  curb  and  followed  them,  paying  special  attention  the 
middle  van.  They  were  heading  to  the  highway  in  light 
traffic. 

I  called  Genevieve  to  keep  her  abreast  of  the  latest 
developments. I caught her at trapeze school.

“What's up?” she asked.
I explained to her what was happening and what I had 

overheard at the Sterling.
“Zeta potential?” she asked skeptically.  “It  sounds like 

psychobabble to me.”
“The  vans  are  turning  onto  the  highway,”  I  said  as  I 

veered on to an on ramp and followed the vans up to the 
highway. 
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The vans began driving very aggressively, like they had 
made me, and began to perform a vehicular shell game. Not 
only  was  I  was  having  a  difficult  time  keeping  up  and 
keeping my eyes on the correct van, but the shit I had cut 
short had begun to emphatically demand my attention. I had 
to  shit  like  nobody's  fucking  business  and  it  was  very 
distracting. The situation was, in fact, dire. I was practically 
doubled  over  in  discomfort  and  fretting  from worry.  My 
knuckles were white on the steering wheel.  My ability to 
think rationally was being compromised by my high anxiety 
level  and  my waning  control  over  my  butthole.  I  should 
have been looking for the nearest exit, but I couldn't lose the 
van, and so I endured and held it together and soldiered on 
despite being in the throes of a panic attack, terrified that at 
any moment things could get nasty. 

“Are you still there?” Genevieve asked.
I was distraught and unresponsive. I found it difficult to 

articulate  my  thoughts  and  communicate  with  words. 
Perspiration  dripped  in  rivulets  from  my  brow  from  the 
extreme level of will I was exerting. 

“Can you hear me?” she asked.
“Yes. I'm sorry,” I said, strain evident in my voice. 
“What's wrong?”
“I have to use the bathroom,” I said with an unmistakable 

sense of urgency.
“Where's your jar. Use your jar.”
“That pretty much only works for numero uno.”
“Oh. I presumed that's what we were talking about.”
“I'm not going to make it—like anywhere. I can tell you 

already,” I said as I came to terms with reality and to grips 
with my lack of a contingency plan. The info sheet did say 
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to be within 10 seconds of a toilet,  or  in possession of a 
change of clothes. Fuck me.

“I thought you were bound.”
“It's the laxative,” I said. 
“Ah. Maybe the urge will pass.” 
I was sweating like a Freedom Rider with engine trouble 

in  Klan  country.  My shirt  was  soaked  with  perspiration. 
“Nope,” I said with alarming certainty. “It's gonna happen. 
It's only a matter of time.” Sometimes you really don't have 
a choice.  This was one of those times.  “The wheels…are 
already  in  motion,”  I  said  as  realized  I  had  crossed  the 
Rubicon. 

“That sucks,” Genevieve said condolingly.
“Oh,  my  God…”  I  interjected,  succumbing  to  the 

inevitable  and resigned to  my fate.  “Please don't  be  bum 
wee,” I said to myself. Fortunately, it wasn't.

I  froze,  mortified,  and  stammered  out  what  was 
effectively  a  conversation  stopper.  “Genevieve…I'm 
pooping…I'm…pooping…Oh, fuck.”

It's impossible to maintain your dignity with poo in your 
pants. As far as horrors go, pooping in my pants is pretty 
high on the list.  It's  a harrowing experience I'm loathe to 
remember.  I  wish  it  never  happened.  I  wish  I  could 
completely  forget  it,  but  it  remains  an  especially  vivid 
recollection for no good reason. I can still recall the smell.

I  believe  the  fear  of  soiling  oneself  is  not  a  fear  that 
anyone  needs  to  overcome.  I  know some people  actually 
like to, but most people would regard it as undesirable and 
gross and something to be avoided, unless you're trying to 
convince  people  you're  crazy—in  which  case  I  expect  it 
would be pretty effective—or twisted. Incidentally, I briefly 
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dated a chick who admittedly looked hot in a pair of adult 
pull-ups. That is, until she dookied in them. I really did dig 
that chick and can say in good conscience that up until that 
point I had tried to be open-minded and tolerant of her left 
field  kinks.  I  thought  I  was  broadening  my horizons  and 
being  non-judgmental  and  all—per  my  New  Year's 
resolution—but she should have given me the fucking heads 
up  because  apparently  I  handled  the  situation  poorly. 
Freaking out was not the right response. She freaked out at 
my freak out and doesn't  speak to me anymore.  Anyway, 
having  experienced  pooping  in  my  pants,  I  couldn't 
understand the appeal.

Genevieve had gone silent.
“Are you still there?” I asked. 
“I  just  thought  I'd  give  you  a  moment,”  she  replied 

delicately.
All I could do was sigh in shame.
“This  isn't  awkward,  like  at  all,”  Genevieve  said  with 

more than a hint of irony.
“I'm gonna go now,” I said woefully as I lowered all the 

windows to air the car out. It helped—a little
“Ciao, then.”
“Ciao.”
I was disgusted at my predicament, but I kept on keeping 

on not  from the  mustering  of any amount  of fortitude  or 
doggedness, but from sheer inertia. 

The vans had begun to pull away. I was already losing 
them  by  the  time  I  got  boxed-in  behind  a  Winnebago 
hauling a U-haul trailer going uphill. I found myself being 
stuck  with the slowpokes  and passed  by the granny with 
facial palsy and late-stage alopecia in the Mary Kay Caddy I 
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had so discourteously cut off. She was perturbed, to put it 
mildly. She looked at me with contempt and flipped me an 
arthritic bird. I don't know what she made of my sticking my 
head out the window in a desperate effort to breath. 

Well, anyway, I couldn't close the gap and couldn't help 
but get further and further behind as a whole bunch of cars 
sped passed me probably going twice as fast. By the time 
the gangsta driving a beat-to-shit Crown Vic on its spare at 
the back of the pack passed me and I was able to get over I 
had lost visual. It didn't matter though. The poo in my pants 
was really becoming too much to bear. I decided I had had 
enough. I pulled off the highway and headed home. 
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CHAPTER 16

Rinsing  my  silk  boxers  in  the  toilet  was  something  I 
should have done before showering, I guess. Maybe not. I 
don't know. As I swished it about the bowl I wondered what 
the deal was with corn.

My thoughts eventually returned to recent events. It was 
unclear  to  me  what  had  happened  when  the  man  in  the 
Sterling was taken away. Was he being abducted? Was he 
being retrieved? Was he being moved, or rescued? 

I saw that Spearchucker had texted me while I was in the 
shower. He said that he had looked into Lola's plate and was 
told to knock it off. I was texting him back about shitting in 
my pants because he finds that kind of stuff funny when the 
aforementioned  Argonicon  took  hold  of  my  mind.  It 
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facilitated the occurrence of a thought that manifested itself 
in the form of a hunch. That's exactly what it did. I swiped 
and tapped my way to the photo of the man in the flophouse, 
then went online to search for published photographs of the 
passengers of Flight 67. I scoured through their photos until 
I found one depicting a younger version of the man I was 
looking  for.  His  name  was  Elliot  Renfroe.  He  was  from 
Birmingham, Alabama. He would be forty-nine. He sat in 
14B.  He  had  had  a  wife  and  two  kids.  He  had  been  an 
optometrist,  a  Little  League  coach,  and  a  tenor  in  the 
Birmingham First Missionary Baptist Church choir. He was 
on a business trip.

I scrolled through the remaining pictures out of curiosity 
and chanced upon a photo of a fresh-faced girl  with rosy 
cheeks and a dimpled grin on the cusp of womanhood who 
looked strangely familiar.  It  was  the  yearbook  portrait  of 
Hannah Linkletter. She was seventeen and from Memphis, 
Tennessee. She sat in 32C. She was Senior Class President 
at Middleton High School. She had gotten the acting bug as 
an understudy in the MHS Drama Club production of  Our 
Town because they couldn't come up with anything better, I 
guess. She was headed to Hollywood to become the next big 
thing.  I  don't think she was pretty enough, though, if  I'm 
honest, but I give her credit for trying to try.

It suddenly dawned on me that the lass was Lola minus a 
decade.  The  woman  I  knew was  thinner  and had  let  her 
roots  grow  out.  Her  rounded  cheeks  had  become  more 
angular, and her chin more defined with the passage of time, 
but there was no doubt in my mind that they were the same 
person. 
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I delved through the remaining photos and was surprised 
to  find  one  of  the  older  gentleman  in  the  room  in  the 
Sterling. His name was Joseph Umpstead. He had been a car 
salesman out of Bloomington, Indiana. He loved swimming 
and snow and roller coasters. He was only 62.

I was absolutely stunned. This was a lot to process. I lit 
up a smoke and leaned back in my chair. The gravity of my 
discovery was immobilizing. I was gaining insight into the 
lengths to which the clandestine services working under the 
guidance,  direction,  and  control  of  a  shadow government 
would go to mold public perception and guide public policy. 
They got us to do their bidding through subversion, force, 
and weaponized fear. I had to admire the brazenness of the 
scheme and give them kudos for  pulling  it  off  with such 
chutzpah.  Hats off  to  the Deep State  and their  chicanery, 
even if they are an evil bunch hellbent on ruling the world 
from behind the scenes with proxies.

Considering the players involved I was curious to know 
if the passengers of Flight 67 were in fact just unlucky or if 
being on that flight was by design. I remembered reading 
that  a  disproportionate  number  of  the  passengers  were 
believed to have had connections with the government  or 
the news media and recalled that Mr. Nathaniel had been a 
member of the latter. I was beginning to wonder if that was 
coincidental but inclined to think it wasn't. In light of my 
recent discoveries it seemed within the bounds of possibility 
to  suppose that  Mr.  Nathaniel  was not  just  some random 
person who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong 
time. 

I decided to look deeper into Hannah Linkletter. I went 
back  online  and  found  that  there  wasn't  much  about  her 
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other than what I already knew—at least on the surface web. 
I decided to see what I could find in the Deep Web. 

The  Deep Web is  immaterial  to  your  average  internet 
user and is thoroughly inaccessible to the uninitiated, who in 
all  likelihood  are  even  probably  ignorant  of  its  very 
existence. It can, however, be gotten into by anyone with a 
computer  and  a  modicum  of  technical  know-how,  but  it 
would leave most unimpressed with all the dead links and a 
landscape superficially reminiscent of the World Wide Web 
circa the 1990's. For the more adept, however, such things 
mean nothing. Its inherent security is its redeeming feature 
and is something that is considered vital to those who wish 
to keep their identities a secret while online. 

Originally  developed  as  a  secure  network  by  the  US 
military-surveillance  complex  to  confer  anonymity  to 
informants  and  cloak  the  online  identity  of  government 
agents while they were in the field, the Deep Web proved to 
be a boon to the shady who co-opted it for illicit purposes as 
soon as they realized its potential. They began populating it 
with discrete niches called “hidden services” and creating 
the  Darknet  in  the  process.  The  Darknet  is  a  hotbed  of 
criminal activity in general,  and a haven for drug dealers, 
money  launderers,  hitmen,  hackers,  organ  traffickers, 
weapons  merchants,  pedophiles,  and  counterfeiters  in 
particular.

I was not a habitué of the Darknet by any stretch of the 
imagination,  but  neither  was  I  a  stranger.  I  would 
occasionally pop in when I needed something that could not 
be procured through conventional channels. Because of the 
secretive  nature  of  the  Darknet,  a  hidden  service  in  the 
network will  only be found if  it  wants to  be found.  You 
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have to know how to get to where you want to go. I knew 
what I needed to know to get where I needed to go to get 
what I  needed. It's  where I got my acid and some of the 
more exotic constituents of my anti-aging regimen. 

Entering the depths of the Darknet is like stepping into 
the looking-glass world of the extreme fringe of society. It's 
a fucked-up world where the concept of legality is irrelevant 
and  where  you're  expected  to  check  your  morality  at  the 
door.  Being  in  the  Darknet  is  like  being  in  a  shadowy, 
parallel world where things like child porn and snuff films 
are commodities.

I didn't know if I would find anything I didn't  already 
know,  but  searching  the  darkest  corners  of  the  internet 
provided additional avenues of investigation that sometimes 
resulted  in  my  finding  something  particularly  useful. 
Unfortunately,  that  was  not  going  to  be  the  case  on  this 
occasion. No sooner had I started poking around than shit 
went sideways. All of a sudden I found myself looking at 
my own mug in the monitor of my computer and wondering 
what the fuck was going on. Before I could even begin to try 
to do anything about it, though, an unflattering screenshot 
was taken of me mid-blink and plastered across my screen. I 
tried pressing different keys on my keyboard that I thought 
might do something, but nothing happened. I was locked out 
of my own computer and there was nothing I could do about 
it.

“Fuck,” I said as I tried in vain to turn my computer off 
and on again. It was a bit of a bummer, actually.

It  seemed pretty  obvious  that  my search  had triggered 
some sort of alarm and initiated a response in the form of a 
cyber-attack on me. My computer might have been fucked 
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up for good, everything on it gone forever—I didn't know— 
but I didn't like the thought of that and really wished at the 
time that I had put my porn in the cloud because it would be 
difficult to find another copy of The Good, the Bad, and the  
Horny 3D with the bloopers and running commentary. The 
third  installment  in  the  franchise  achieved  near 
pornographic perfection and won a couple of well-deserved 
awards, in Japan, I think, for most beautiful actress or best 
newcomer and stuff like that. It would have been impossible 
to replace, especially the bloopers, but the more I thought 
about it the more I really didn't care. 

Seeing  as  there  was  nothing  I  could  do  to  make  the 
computer do anything I cut power to it from the power strip. 
I didn't know if it would ever turn back on, but I knew a guy 
who was good with computers who might be able to make it 
work again.  I  knew him from high school  where he  was 
known  as  Ed  Alvarez  because  he  only  acquired  his 
nickname afterward. He was known by his peers, but not the 
general public as Double Buddha. He's from Peru, not that 
that makes any difference.

It  used  to  be  that  Double  Buddha  exemplified  the 
quintessential "before" picture in a side-by-side weight-loss 
comparison, that he would invariably be designated as the 
anchor in any match of tug-of-war and that people would 
rub his belly for good luck. He lost over 200 pounds without 
a lick of exercise and was no longer a fat fuck, but the name 
stuck, and that was okay with him. He told me that he was 
happy to be able to walk without his arms rubbing his sides 
and  wear  shoes  with  laces  and  overcome  his  aversion  to 
stairs, but I detected a melancholy in his voice and aspect 
when he did. When pressed, he admitted to missing pants 

240



with big pockets, and second breakfasts, and snack desserts, 
and a place to rest his arms.

I  proceeded  to  collect  a  few  things  to  refresh  myself 
while away from home and shoved them into my gym bag 
with  some  tools  of  the  trade.  I  made  sure  Joachim  had 
enough food and even gave him fresh water before giving 
the  pot  plants  in  the  grow tent  in  my closet  a  drink and 
taking  a  moment  to  admire  them.  I  had  created  my own 
strain.  I  called  it  Holy  Mackeral.  It  was  cross  between 
Purple Champagne and Green Crack. It was skunky and had 
a rich, earthy taste with intermittent notes of hash.

The sun was setting as I checked my disguise in the hall 
mirror and headed back to the Del-Mar. 

* * *

The evening was balmy and overcast, but pleasant. The 
shadowless  twilight  that  I  found  myself  driving  in  was 
losing steam and fading rapidly. It was dusk by the time I 
got back to the motel.

The  place  was  quiet  except  for  the  humming  of  air 
conditioners, the rattling ice maker, and the palms rustling 
in  the  breeze.  The  flickering  light  from  tiki  torches 
illuminated a paunchy, wooly-chested retiree lounging at a 
pool-side table smoking a fat cigar and sipping something 
on the rocks from a plastic cup. His attention was clearly 
monopolized by the the chick with the boob job relaxing in 
the jacuzzi. 

I skulked to Lola's room. Her lights were out and I hadn't 
seen her car in the parking lot, so I figured I should check it 
out. I withdrew the long hook and tension tool from my lock 
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pick case and proceeded to let myself in. I quickly closed 
and locked the door behind me. I flipped on the ceiling light 
and gave the place the once-over. It had been serviced and 
was  in  good  nick.  I  noticed  an  empty  wig  stand  on  the 
dresser and a designer valise on the luggage rack. I looked 
through the exterior pockets of the small suitcase and found 
a  coupon  from  a  car  wash  in  the  form  of  junk  mail 
addressed to “Current Occupant” of Suite #87-A in Sabayon 
Tower,  and a trade paperback with a boarding pass for a 
“Hannah Grissom” as a bookmark. It was for a red-eye from 
Honolulu four days previous. The seat assignment put her in 
First Class. 

Her choice of reading material was evidently a New York 
Times bestseller, but I had never heard of Smoking Lessons, 
or its author, and I wondered if it  was any good because 
bestsellers, in my experience, usually aren't. It looked like a 
weepy chick lit beach read. According to the back cover, it 
was  an  inspiring  coming-of-age  story  about  a  spunky 
ingénue crowned Fairest of the Fair who falls in love with a 
hot-blooded carny with a checkered past and a rap sheet full 
of  petty  misdemeanors  who  is  on  the  lam  for  tipping 
tombstones and vandalizing a cow, but has a heart of gold 
and a hard-on for God.

I looked at the author's grinning visage. The photo was 
unflattering.  The  woman  screamed  soccer  mom with  her 
practical bob and frazzled look of someone imprisoned in 
their own life. Indeed, her bio describer her as, “A mother of 
four, or five if you count the dog, and a loving wife.” I read 
the testimonial  of someone I  was equally unfamiliar  with 
who said it was, “A captivating, fascinating story. A must-
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read  for  anyone  going  through  any  type  of  trial  or 
tribulation.” It sounded like a real fucking page turner. 

I looked inside the valise and combed through her things. 
She had a plastic grocery bag with dirty laundry,  and she 
seemed to be running out of clean clothes. She was down to 
a  pair  of  hipster  briefs,  which  I  assumed  meant  an 
impending  departure  or  laundry  day.  I  went  through  the 
drawers, but they were unused. I checked the trash—it was 
empty. I looked in the closet and found a sleeveless dress, a 
cardigan,  and  some  high-end  pumps.  I  checked  out  the 
bathroom. There was a padded push-up hanging from the 
shower rod,  an  assortment  of  travel  size  toiletries  on  the 
sink, and a used towel hanging from a hook on the back of 
the door. Clues to Lola and her involvement in whatever it 
was that was going on were proving to be difficult to be had.

I stuck a bug to the back of a kitschy canvas print of Our 
Lady of Guadalupe, and then backed out of the room.

I  got  back  to  my  room  and  sent  off  a  quick  text  to 
Genevieve to tell her what I had been up to and brief her on 
what I had found out.

I didn't expect her to call me back, but she did.
“Hey,” I said, answering.
“I knew I had seen her before,” said Genevieve. “I just 

couldn't remember where.”
“I've seen other passengers, too,” I said. 
“Where?”
“The  Sterling.  The  guy  I  saw  all  catatonic  is  Elliot 

Renfroe,” I said as I sent her his photo.
“Oh, my god,” Genevieve said when she got it.
“I know, right?”
“I think I've seen him before, too.”
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I heard Genevieve type on her computer.  I  knew what 
she was doing, and it wasn't hard to imagine her face when 
she saw Elliot Renfroe's mug on her screen.

“Wow,” she said. “No really, wow.”
“The  old  guy  that  was  there  with  Hannah  is  Joseph 

Umpstead.”
Genevieve tapped away at the keys.
“Holy moly,” she said. “This is unbelievable.”
“I got an address off some mail I found,” I said. “It could 

be  nothing,  but  I'm  gong  to  go  check  it  out  tomorrow 
morning. I'll let you know what I find.”

I  hadn't  really  planned  on  going  out  that  night.  I  was 
fucking tired, but also still a little bubbly and more than a 
little  apprehensive  about  being  too  far  from  a  toilet.  I 
actually thought maybe it would be prudent to stay in so as 
to let my bowel issues run its course. I'm serious—it was a 
legit concern. There was no way to predict the onset of a 
bowel  movement,  and  I  still  desired  to  have  access  to  a 
toilette  at  a  moments  notice  if  for  no other  reason that  I 
didn't want a repeat of what had happened earlier. 

In hindsight, I really fucking regretted going through my 
whole course of medication in one day.  I should not have 
been so rash and unmindful of any repercussions, I know. I 
should  have  refrained  from  acting  with  insufficient 
consideration of a likely outcome, but on a positive note, I'd 
have one hell of a story to fuck up the retelling of at the next 
family reunion.

The last time my family had gotten together was for the 
memorial  service of a spinster,  cat  lady aunt who always 
gave me a hard time for some fucking reason I don't know, 
but  you  can't  get  my  family  together  and  not  have  a 
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boozefest and a helluva good time. Lots of laughs were had 
by all.

My family consists mostly of cousins and their spouses. 
A few of them have kids and even grandkids with whom I 
am  barely  acquainted  because  they're  kids  and  because 
being once or twice removed puts you in the realm of distant 
relative, beyond the extent of my influence, and among that 
group of far-flung family members that I'm not expected to 
know much about and whose relationship to me is clouded 
by confusion over what it means to be a second cousin or a 
great uncle.

Anyway, my aunt Ruby had bought one of those Chinese 
sky lanterns to set aloft in honor of my late aunt Dolly.  I 
remember thinking as we lit the candle and watched it rise 
into the night sky how it was a touching gesture that would 
create a memory we would all cherish. Perhaps, though, we 
should have considered the direction of the wind as we sent 
fire willy-nilly into the sky because it didn't just float up and 
away as we all imagined it would. Rather, it never got much 
higher  than  the  treetops  and  drifted  perilously  towards 
peoples' homes. The situation warranted a little nail biting 
and was not without a little foreboding on my part. I had 
this sinking feeling in my stomach as I watched it fly out of 
sight.  I  prayed  the  candle  would  burn  itself  out  before 
meeting anything combustible. I don't know if the fire that 
burned  down  that  church  was  our  doing—witnesses  did 
report seeing a fireball,  so I don't know—but as a former 
law enforcement officer I came up with a complicated alibi 
and advised my family to keep their  mouths  shut  and lie 
about  it  if  they  had  to  because  they're  soft  and  wouldn't 
survive prison without becoming someone's  bitch—except 
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for my cousin Simon who looked sickly and consumptive. 
He would probably be left alone most of the time.

* * *

My  gaze  fell  across  the  bottle  of  wine  and  I  was 
reminded of Mira and my invitation. I was actually really 
hoping she wouldn't come by because I was in no condition 
to get frisky and in no mood for either trivial small talk or 
more substantive conversation. I actually preferred to take 
the opportunity to be alone with my thoughts and muse over 
my lack of progress. I felt like I was spinning my wheels 
and not really getting anywhere.

I reached for the bottle of wine and unscrewed the cap. It 
smelled ok, but it was a little bit crap. It didn't really matter, 
though. I got comfortable and allowed myself to indulge in 
the luxury of conjecture in between swigs. I understood that 
I had unwittingly become privy to what I believed was the 
existence of an active black op, but I was ignorant of its 
scope and intention. Likewise, the identity and raison d'être 
of  the  malfeasant  agency  remained  a  mystery.  I  couldn't 
define the relationship between Lola et al. and the MIB, and 
I  couldn't  determine  with any degree of certainty if  there 
was an element of complicity between them, or if they were 
pursuing competing agendas. And then there was Incognito, 
who was without a doubt working at cross-purposes. 

Any  skepticism  I  had  regarding  Daniel  Nathaniel's 
aliveness was very much dispelled, but I could not help but 
remain  pessimistic  about  his  extremely  disturbed  state  of 
mind  given  everything  I  had  come  to  learn  about  him.  I 
suspected  he  was  no  longer  the  man  he  once  was  and I 
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doubted he could ever be again. I wondered how he fit into 
whatever intrigue that was afoot.

I stared at the water stain on the ceiling, unable to put the 
pieces together, and soon succumbed to the soporific effect 
of ennui, a little alcohol, and a long day. I permitted myself 
to rest my eyes and promptly fell asleep.

* * *

I awoke with a start to a little ditty and realized Lola's 
phone was ringing. I focused on the clock on my phone. It 
was really late. I rolled out of bed and tried to shake off the 
drowsiness as I went to the window to look down at Lola's 
room. The light was on.

“Yes,  Sir,”  she  said.  And then  I  thought  she  hung up 
because I didn't hear her say anything for a long time, but 
she  hadn't.  “The  gypsy  said  that  a  guy  matching  the 
description of the P.I. I told you about was there just before 
Renfroe was carried off.”

My ears perked up to that. 
“She didn't understand how we didn't  see him because 

she said he was there when we were there.”
“If she only knew,” I thought to myself.
“Someone was definitely there. Whoever it  was took a 

shit in the bathtub and wiped their ass with cash.”
Note to self: Always have moist towelettes on hand.
“I don't know what to make of that.  You ever see that 

before?” she asked.
It was the act of a very desperate man.
“He must have been desperate, very desperate.”
Thank you.
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“Or maybe that's how he gets his kicks.”
Wait. What? No.
“Maybe he's demented.”
Enough already.
“He probably overheard everything,” 
Sorry. Couldn't help it. Still mostly doing it.
“I think he needs to be dealt with.”
I didn't like the sound of that.
Then she  said something  that  got  completely  drowned 

out by the whining jet engines of a passenger jet on it's final 
fucking approach.

The next thing I heard was her turning on the TV and 
settling very quickly on an infomercial. I watched the same 
infomercial  on mute.  For the next half-hour I  don't  know 
what  she did—I heard random noises—but I  learned that 
there's  this  thing  called  the  Rejuvenique  Electrical  Facial 
Mask®  made  with  advanced,  cutting-edge  Japanese 
technology that looks incredible.

Lola  eventually  turned  out  the  lights  but  continued  to 
watch TV. It looked like she was turning in. I decided to do 
the same. I smoked my cigarette down to a precarious nub 
before dropping it in the soda can I had been using as an 
ashtray.  I swirled the can until I heard the cigarette fizzle 
out and turned off the light. 
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CHAPTER 17

I was roused the next morning by the unusual sounds of 
rambunctious  children  running  past  my  room,  and  for  a 
moment before I opened my eyes I had forgotten where I 
was.

I turned to look at the time. My lack of sleep had caught 
up with me and I had actually sort of slept in, even though I 
still  felt  remarkably unrefreshed and exhausted.  If I didn't 
hurry I was going to miss breakfast.

I slipped the Bradley on and reapplied my mustache over 
my morning shadow, which was of a completely different 
color and had the effect of making the whole disguise not 
very convincing, but I had forgotten to pack a razor so I had 
to go with it.

I  peered  out  the  window before  exiting  my room and 
then made my way to the lobby in a way that took me past 
Lola's room. I hadn't heard anything and had no idea what 
she was up to.

Passing her room yielded no clues. I looked for her car in 
the parking lot, but it wasn't there.

I  entered  the  lobby  and  scoped  out  the  scene.  It  was 
deserted except for a dude picking out the raisins from his 
cinnamon roll  as  he read the lonely hearts  column in the 
morning paper.
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I  moseyed  over  to  the  serving  table  and  beheld  an 
unimpressive  spread  consisting  of  sad-looking  fruit, 
packaged pastries, chafing dishes with greasy-looking Bak-
N®  and  scrambled  Eggz®,  and  a  commercial-grade 
KoffyFriend®  next  to  a  bowl  filled  with  minitubs  of 
Kreem® and minitubes of Shuger®. It seemed like the early 
risers had come and gone because everything looked pretty 
well picked over and very unappetizing. I decided to skip it 
and go with just Koffy® with the all fixings because I drink 
my coffee like a twelve-year-old girl. Besides, I was really 
craving  plain  ol'  vanilla  birthday  cake  and  was  trying  to 
figure out where the fuck you go to get some.

I departed with the Koffy® in hand and headed towards 
the part of the city that sticks up. The streets through the 
central business district were as quiet as you'd expect them 
to be for a Sunday morning, and maybe even more so. There 
was plenty of street parking in front of Sabayon Tower. I 
found a space right away.

I entered the lobby.  With the exception of the security 
guard who seemed to have adopted every stereotypical trait 
of the job and was watching a football game on his phone it 
was devoid of people. I walked to the bank of elevators and 
pressed the “up” button. There was a chime and an opening 
elevator behind me. I stepped into it and pressed the button 
for the eighty-seventh floor.

The  ride  up  was  so  astoundingly  quick  that  I  did  a 
double-take on the floor indicator when the doors opened to 
let  me out. I  stepped out of the elevator marveling at  the 
experience  and went  left.  I  walked  down the  hall  until  I 
reached #87-A. The sign on the door said it was the office of 
Enterprise  Consulting.  I  tried  the  knob.  The  door  was 
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locked. I expected as much. I put my ear to the door and 
listened. I heard nothing.

I retrieved the snake rake and tension tool from my lock 
pick case and made quick work of the lock. I stepped inside 
and closed the door behind me. The place appeared vacant. I 
wondered if the office was being used as a maildrop. I had a 
look around.

I could see from the indentations in the carpet that the 
office had at some point been fully furnished, but all that 
remained was a comfortable-looking chair by the window. I 
checked out the kitchen.  The only things in it  were a no-
frills KoffyFriend®, a carousel with an small assortment of 
pods, a bottle of Kreem®, a tube of Shuger®, and a pair of 
coffee cups on the counter. One of the cups was covered in 
dried coffee dribbles and evidently belonged to the “World's 
Okayest  Dad”.  The  other  was  clean  by  comparison  and 
covered with a ladybug design. That was like the third time 
in as many days that I had seen anything ladybuggy.  The 
first was a one-off, the second was a little eyebrow raising, 
and the third made me wonder what was up with ladybugs.

I stepped over to the chair by the window. It faced out. A 
pair  of binoculars  was on one side and a paper cup with 
cigarette butts marinating in tobacco juice was on the other. 
I examined the cup and spied traces of lipstick. The butts 
were all  Virginia  Slims and likewise tinged with lipstick. 
The  cup  itself  was  from  Señnior  Java. Their  slogan  is, 
incidentally,“We make it one way. What you do with it is up 
to you.” They're all over the place.

I picked up the binoculars and stepped up to the window. 
I  held  them  to  my  eyes  and  looked  straight  out  at  the 
neighboring building to see what I could see. I couldn't see 
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anything but the distorted reflection of my own building, but 
I figured it wouldn't be too difficult to find out who I could 
be looking at. I would put Genevieve on it.

I  pulled  out  my phone and went  online  to  see  what  I 
could find out about Enterprise Consulting. There were lots 
of different businesses with that  name, but I couldn't find 
one that had, or had had, an office anywhere in the city. I 
sighed and gave  the  place  a  final  scan.  The  place  hadn't 
exactly panned out, but false starts and dead ends go hand in 
hand with investigative work and are things you just learn to 
accept. I was actually okay with it, though, because I felt a 
dump coming on, anyway, and I thought it would behoove 
me to vamoose. 

I was clenching my butthole pretty tight by the time I got 
back to the Del Mar, let me tell you. It didn't help that I got 
delayed  by  a  rubbernecking,  brake  checking  Sunday-
fucking-driver  in  a  no-passing  zone,  and  that  I  got  stuck 
behind the funeral procession of someone who knew a lot of 
fucking people,  and found myself  inching along behind a 
pedal-powered party on wheels full of goodish-looking gals 
in the city for the weekend. It was pretty tortuous. I don't 
think I could have gone even a little faster. And then the 
girls bungled a Chinese-fucking-fire drill and made me miss 
the fucking light. It was pretty iffy there for the final stretch
—very, very touch and go—and I honestly wasn't sure I was 
going to make it. If I hadn't drafted an ambulance that at one 
point was going in my direction I might not have. An old 
man  had  reportedly  had  a  heart  attack  while  behind  the 
wheel and got t-boned by a chick in driver's ed. Every cloud 
has a silver lining, I guess.
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I  was reminded obliquely of the time my 'Vette  broke 
down in the middle of fucking nowhere. It was close to an 
hour  before  I  saw a  car  approaching  in  the  distance  and 
waved them down.

A  woman  pulled  up  and  spoke  to  me  through  the 
passenger window.

“You want a lift into town?”
I nodded. 
“Much obliged,” I said as I got in.
Had I known I'd be hitching a ride with a Chatty-fucking-

Cathy in a car that was so disturbingly filthy that I had to 
close my eyes and go to my happy place I'm pretty sure I 
would have said, “Nah. I'm good.” By the time I realized 
what I had gotten myself into it was too late to do anything 
about it.

Anyway, it became evident pretty much immediately that 
this  chick  was  not  playing  with  a  full  deck.  She  was 
oblivious to her own glib vacuity and just wouldn't shut the 
fuck up. She wondered how Hawai`i was even a state when 
it  wasn't  even  connected.  If  she  wasn't  talking  she  was 
humming  in  harmony  after  a  fashion  with  songs  on  the 
radio.

I remember how she just went on about the unfairness of 
taxes and how she was seriously mistaken in her estimation 
of  the  effectiveness  of  soaking  the  rich  to  pay  off  the 
national debt, when I couldn't imagine her even paying taxes 
and felt pretty sure that she was in fact living completely on 
the dole. I don't know where she got her numbers from, but 
they were in error. I refrained from correcting her because 
she was so vehement, and I really didn't give a shit what she 
thought. She lived under the delusion that change could be 
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affected by anyone other than fat  cats  with deep pockets, 
dignitas,  and the ear of influential  politicians  who can be 
bought off with drugs and sex with minors. Notwithstanding 
the  dichotomy  between  her  misconceptions  and  reality,  I 
just nodded my head in tacit agreement, pretended to not be 
grossed out  by my unhygienic  surroundings,  and  tried  to 
keep  from  touching  anything.  However—and  here's  the 
silver  lining  in  case  you  were  wondering—had  I  not 
accepted the lift I would have missed meeting Spearchucker 
for Happy Hour and dollar beers at the old-school watering 
hole on the shunpike called Tres Gatos. 

Spearchucker  and  I  used  to  frequent  the  place  back 
before I had gotten married and could do whatever the fuck 
I wanted. It was kind of rough-and-tumble and the kind of 
place where your feet stuck to the floor, and where it was a 
good idea to beware of pickpockets and loose women for 
whom such a place presented a target rich environment.

It  had  been  a  while  since  I  had  been  there,  but  I 
remember that the place had changed little. There was still a 
pile of broken furniture in the corner and the same gnarly 
bartender  who  had  gotten  his  finger  bitten  off  trying  to 
break up a brawl and had it replaced with a toe. It was one 
of the few places that still had a jar of pickled pigs feet on 
the counter and didn't serve anything except cheap beer in 
the can and four-dollar whiskey shots. It was still sleazy and 
disreputable and cash only.

* * *

It had become obvious that finding Mr. Nathaniel was no 
simple  matter.  His  was  not  an  ordinary  garden  variety 
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missing persons case by any stretch of the imagination. He 
was not your average deadbeat dad or long-lost beneficiary. 
Nothing about the case was textbook. I had gotten involved 
in something much bigger than I had originally thought and 
honestly felt a little out of my depth.

I  had  chased  every  lead  I  could  and  had  made  little 
headway.  All  of  the  usual  methods  for  tracking  someone 
down were unavailable. Finding someone required that they 
leave a trace. I had a few breadcrumbs, but that's it, and all 
they did was lead me down a path that I didn't really want to 
go  down.  It  was  a  path  that  took me  through no  end of 
pitfalls and problems. More and more I wondered if I hadn't 
been tasked with a fool's errand. I was inclined to think I 
was. 

I had given the case a lot of thought and had actually sort 
of  toyed  with  the  idea  of  giving  up  and  terminating  the 
investigation because of the other interested parties at work 
that were averse to my success that I could not fight. The 
idea  had  originally  started  innocently  enough  with  a 
rhetorical  question  directed  at  myself—What  can  you  do 
when  nothing  can  be  done?—and  ended  with  the 
overwhelming urge to cut my losses. I had given it the old 
college  try  and  could  tell  Mrs.  Nathaniel  with  some 
certainty that her husband was very possibly alive, but due 
to  the  circumstances  regarding  his  disappearance  it  was 
impossible to actually discover his whereabouts. It was not a 
conversation  I  was  looking  forward  to  having  because  I 
don't like to let people down, but it wasn't ethical to string 
her  along  and  engage  in  a  prolonged  and  unproductive 
investigation for the sake of billable hours.
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I peered out the window of my motel room and saw the 
mopey kid in the pool. He seemed to be in higher spirits 
since the last time I had seen him. He was amusing himself 
with armpit farts and cannon balls.

I released the curtain and contemplated my next move. 
My efforts thus far were not getting the kind of results I had 
wanted. I was struggling to pull the case from the ropes and 
praying  for  a  break.  Feeling  rather  glum  and  listless  I 
decided to take a nap.

I  awoke as the sun was setting having snoozed longer 
than  I  thought  I  might.  I  peered  at  the  time  and thought 
about getting some dinner when I heard activity in Lola's 
room. When I heard the sound of squeaky shower knobs and 
running  water  I  assumed  she  was  going  to  bathe  and 
realized I had been provided with the perfect opportunity to 
gain access to her vehicle. I really didn't know what good it 
would do,  but  I  didn't  want  to  leave  any stone unturned. 
There might be a clue in it.

Anyway,  Lola's  car's  alarm  precluded  me  from  just 
breaking into it, but if I could get my hands on her key fob I 
could unlock the doors and deactivate  the alarm with the 
press  of  a  button  from inside  her  very room.  I  figured  I 
would have thirty seconds to get to her car before the doors 
relocked automatically.  It  would be a pretty ballsy move, 
that's for sure, and thirty seconds would be cutting it close, 
but if it was going to happen it had to happen then.

I quickly made my way to Lola's room and gave a quick 
glance around for anyone who might be observing me. All I 
saw was that boy playing with a ladybug on his arm.

I unlocked Lola's door with deliberate care to minimize 
any audible fiddling about but was prevented from opening 

256



it outright by the swing bar door guard. I used her own Do 
Not  Disturb  sign  to  jimmy  it  free  of  the  door  and  then 
slipped  inside—my  ears  keenly  attuned  to  the  sound  of 
running water. 

The bathroom door was ajar. Lola's purse was on the bed. 
I crept over to it and fished around for her keys. I came up 
with her wallet. It was crammed with a shit-ton of singles 
and  contained  several  driver's  licenses  with  different 
identities from as many states—and credit cards in all those 
names. I pulled out her phone but couldn't get past the lock 
screen. Her keys, which almost seemed to be represented by 
one of every kind, were in the side pocket with her smokes, 
a rape whistle, and a bindle of cocaine. I pulled them out 
and pressed the unlock button before I put them back and 
turned to hightail it out of there. That's when my plan went 
awry.

Lola stood before me, naked, dripping wet, and caught 
me unawares. She had the toilet tank lid in her hands and 
was  swinging  for  the  fences.  That's  the  last  thing  I 
remember about that.

The next thing I remember was Mira shaking me awake 
the next morning.

“Oh, my god,” she said. “What happened?”
My head was throbbing. My vision was blurred. It took 

me a moment to focus on her.
“Where am I?” I asked, trying to get my bearings.
“In Hannah's room.”
“Oh. Yeah,” I said as I remembered getting clocked.
“What are you doing here?”
“I  thought  I  could  slip  in  and  slip  out  without  her 

noticing.”
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“What were you trying to do?” asked Mira.
I told her my plan. She didn't think much of it.
“You sort of gave me the impression that you were good 

at this.”
“Well, what can I say? I botched it up. It happens from 

time to time.” 
“She got you good,” she said as she wet a washcloth and 

returned to wipe the congealed blood from my face.
“Do I look as bad as I feel?”
“I've seen worse.”
“I feel like shit.”
“You've got a pretty big bump and a nasty cut on your 

forehead.”
“I would have guessed as much.” 
“You could probably use a couple of stitches.”
“If  I  had  a  nickel  for  everytime  I  should  have  got 

stitches…” I said as I  tried to  sit  up and prop myself  up 
against the side of the bed. 

I gazed around the room and saw that Lola's things were 
gone. 

“She checked out,” Mira said as she sat on the bed next 
to me.

Lola had flown the fucking coop, and because the Del 
Mar had ostensibly been compromised I seriously doubted 
she would ever come back.

Mira took out her smokes and offered me one.
We sat and smoked in silence until my phone rang. 
I pulled it from my pocket. The display indicated it was 

Phaedra who was calling.
“Hey,  neighbor,”  I  answered,  sounding a  little  groggy, 

I'm sure. “What's up?”
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“Um. . . I have your cat,” she said. “I have Joachim.”
“You what?”
“I found him in the hall  clawing at  your  door  when I 

came home this morning.”
I  sat  up  and  rubbed  my  eyes.  I  found  that  very 

improbable. “Are you sure it's Joachim?” I asked.
“Well,”  she  said.  “I  don't  know  too  many  roly-poly 

ginger cats with one of those cone thingies and an insulin 
pump. And he was at your door. So, yeah. I'm pretty sure.” 

“Huh,”  I  said,  mystified.  Ordinarily,  the  likelihood  of 
that being the case would be zero, but I couldn't discount the 
recent turn of events. I wondered what it might portend. 

“And I  think something's  wrong with him.  He's  acting 
really weird and he doesn't look too good.”

“What the hell?”
“I fed him some tuna, which I thought he would like, but 

no,” she said wistfully. “He wasn't interested.”
“Yeah, no. He's very finicky. He only eats the expensive 

stuff.”
I figured Joachim was probably hypoglycemic and that 

his pump's reservoir needed a refill. 
“I think you need to come get him,” said Phaedra.
“I'm on my way.”
I forced myself to my feet.
“Thanks for the smoke,” I said as I straightened out my 

wig  and  secured  my mustache  and  made  my way to  the 
door.

“Hey,” Mira said.
I turned around as if to say, “What.”
“Better luck next time.” 
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* * *

I lumbered back to my room and examined my wound in 
the bathroom mirror as I removed my disguise. I looked like 
shit. The laceration on my forehead wasn't as bad as it could 
have been, but it was going to leave a lasting mark. I sighed. 

I  called  Genevieve  to  tell  her  I  would  be  late  and 
expressed frustration with my progress.

She was supportive and encouraged me to keep my chin 
up.

“Lola  knows something.  We just  have  wait  for  her  to 
reveal it,” she said trying to talk sense into me.

“That's the kicker.”
“What do you mean? Do you know something I don't?”
“There's been a setback.”
“What kind of setback?”
“I think Lola probably skipped town.”
“Why?” she asked.
“She caught me in her room going through her stuff, and 

she didn't like that.”
“What happened?”
I explained how I was taken by surprise. 
I was a little discouraged and disappointed with myself, 

to tell you the truth. The Del Mar had been compromised 
and there was no reason to stay any longer. I was at a loss as 
to how to proceed. I had nothing to go on. I felt that Mr. 
Nathaniel's trail had gone cold. I gathered my stuff into my 
suitcase and left Mira a generous tip because she was a cool 
chick and that's how I roll. 

I made my way down to the front desk to check out and 
was  met  by  a  chesty  broad  behind  the  plexiglass  widow 
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flipping  through  a  tabloid  to  keep  abreast  of  the  latest 
Hollywood  hijinks  and  scandalous  gossip  and  heinous 
celebrity  plastic  surgery  blunders.  She  had  bed  head  and 
pillow lines on her chipmunk cheeks and maybe even pink 
eye in her left eye—I don't know, I'm not sure, but it wasn't 
looking  too  good.  Her  sweater,  a  Nordic  jumper  with 
reindeer, was covered in cat hair. I imagined her cat making 
itself  at  home on top of it.  Fucking cats,  man.  They just 
don't give a shit about your stuff.

We  exchanged  salutations.  She  spoke  broken  English 
with a foreign accent I couldn't place, although if I had to 
hazard  a  guess  I  would  say  it  was  something  eastern 
European—I'm not very good at telling them apart. They all 
sound like  Russian  to  me.  Anyway,  the  girl  seemed nice 
enough and didn't say anything about the open wound on 
my forehead even though I know she saw it.

I slid the room key under the partition and told her I was 
checking out.

Moments later I was out the door and on my way home.
It actually felt good to go home. I liked sleeping in my 

own bed and being able  to walk around barefoot  without 
feeling like I was going to catch something from the carpet. 
Still,  I  had  an  inkling  of  foreboding.  The  drive  was 
portentous  and worrisome.  I  was  sort  of  dreading  what  I 
thought I might find. I hoped I wouldn't find someone had 
trashed my pad. 

I drove very slowly after turning onto my street. I was on 
the lookout for suspicious vehicles and only pulled into the 
Hazel-Atlas when I felt reasonably sure that the coast was 
clear. I got home in time to see an ambulance leaving.
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Lloyd was out front. He had a can of 3.2 beer in one hand 
and the garden hose in the other. He was blasting to bits a 
pile of dog shit in the grass with a focused stream of water 
with malevolent determination. I wanted to avoid any kind 
of  interaction  with  him  beyond  the  perfectly  adequate 
exchange  of  head  nods  because  anything  more  than 
salutations right then was going to be too much, but I should 
be so lucky. I didn't even make it to the stairs before Lloyd 
ceased  what  he  was  doing  and  intercepted  me  with  a 
dispensable  commentary  on  the  latest  happenings  at  the 
Hazel-Atlas. I had thought he was going to hassle me again 
about  using  tennis  balls  in  the  dryer  because  they  make 
everything dry better. But, he didn't.

“Talofa,” he said to me.
“Hey.”
“I'm learning Samoan.”
“That's cool, man. Why Samoan?”
“I met a Samoan and I want to be able to communicate.”
“He doesn't speak any English?”
“Yeah. He does.”
“Good luck  with  that,”  I  said  as  I  turned  sideways  to 

squeeze past him.
Lloyd took a swig of his beer.
“Well, anyway, you missed the show,” he said.
“What show?” I asked with perfunctory interest. “What 

are you talking about?”
"I thought Glenn was dead but he was just passed out in 

his own vomit in the laundry room," said Lloyd. "I should 
know by now."

“Is he alright?”
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“Yes,” he replied with a suggestion of disappointment in 
his  voice,  which  I  found  sort  of  odd.  “The  paramedics 
revived him, as usual. They told him that he needs to lay off 
the sauce—like that will ever happen.”

I was relieved to hear that whatever had gone down was 
unrelated to me and that Glenn was alright.

“Good to hear,” I said as I kept moving in an effort to 
evade him and dodge a prolonged conversation. Lloyd had 
seen the gash on my forehead and I knew that if I gave him 
the opportunity to ask about it I would regret it. So I took 
the stairs two and three at a time to get away from him as 
fast as I could. I knew that I was essentially just postponing 
the inevitable, but, sometimes, time doesn't cost as much as 
at other times. 

I stepped up to Phaedra's door and knocked.
She answered wearing a sheet.
I was somewhat titillated by her dishabille.
“Good morning,” I said.
My bloody wound did not go unnoticed.
“What happened to you?” she asked.
“What  hasn't  happened  to  me?”  I  said  by  way  of  an 

answer with an apathetic shrug. She didn't need to know the 
specifics and I didn't want to say, but it was pretty evident 
that I had had a rough weekend, to say the least. That was 
good enough.

“Please,” she said as she stepped aside and bade me to 
enter.

I stepped in and looked around. The floor plan was the 
mirror image of my apartment. Her apartment was definitely 
a  chick's  apartment,  and  very  aromatic.  It  smelled  like 
potpourri. There were lots of scented candles and decorative 
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throw pillows and fragrant sachets, and more shabby chic 
shit than I could shake a stick at. There was a black light 
tapestry of a unicorn on the wall with pride of place above 
her green velvet love seat, a slew of DIY art hung salon-
style, and a zebra print area rug laid diagonally that pulled 
the whole room together.

I noticed the door to her room was left ajar and took the 
opportunity  to  see  where  the  magic  happened.  I  glanced 
within and saw a big round bed and mirrored ceiling, but no 
sign of Woody.

“I appreciate you looking out for him,” I said.
She  smiled  and  nodded  her  acknowledgment.  “He's 

under the kitchen table.”
Indeed he was. And in a bad state. He was disconnected 

and looked a little worked over, but he would be alright. He 
had just gotten in a fight and got his ass kicked. 

I knelt down to pick him up and take him home.
“Can you let yourself out?” she asked.
“Yeah. Thank you.”
“No problem,” Phaedra said as she disappeared into her 

bedroom to a chorus of punters chanting her name over chat.
I ambled up the walkway to my apartment with Joachim 

in my arms.  I  stood before my door and examined it  for 
evidence  of  forced entry,  but  there  were no outward and 
visible signs of someone having broken in. It looked alright. 
Still,  I  was afraid of what  I  thought I  might  find.  I  fully 
expected to find my place all  in a shambles,  just  fucking 
ransacked.  I  tried  the  knob  resignedly—it  was  locked.  I 
inserted my key and took a deep breath. I turned the knob 
and swung the door wide open. I sighed with relief when I 
saw everything  seemed as it  should.  I  stepped in  and set 

264



Joachim  down  in  the  box  he  liked  to  call  his  bed  to 
convalesce. 

I  looked  around  for  signs  of  surreptitious  entry,  but 
nothing looked disturbed, as far as I could tell. Everything 
appeared to be as I had left it. In fact, I couldn't discern a 
single trace of someone having been in my apartment, at all. 
If  Joachim hadn't  gotten out  I  would have been none the 
wiser. But he had. 

Joachim  loved  to  go  where  he  wasn't  allowed—
specifically,  outside.  Before,  he had a  cat  flap  and could 
come and go as he pleased, but he couldn't get along with 
the other cats in the neighborhood and lost an eye in a fight 
so the flap had to go. I presumed he somehow slipped out 
unnoticed  during  the  course  of  a  black  bag  operation 
because he took every opportunity to try and assumed my 
place  was  now  installed  with  hidden  listening  devices. 
Perhaps there were even cameras. 

I went to my car to retrieve my bug detector and jammer, 
and  then  returned  to  my  apartment  to  conduct  a  slow, 
meticulous sweep of the place. My gear wasn't exactly state-
of-the-art, but it had always done the trick. I was pretty sure 
that if something was secretly transmitting a signal I would 
find it and deal with it. 

I turned on the jammer before entering my apartment and 
summarily ended all mobile communication within a three-
hundred foot radius. Upon entering, I extended the antenna 
of the detector and turned it on. I held it up and watched the 
needle on the gauge flitter as I moved the detector about. I 
zeroed in on a solitary bug practically immediately. It was 
behind books all inconspicuous. I plucked it from its hiding 
place and examined it.  It  was smaller  than any bug I had 
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ever seen and it might have gone undiscovered for a long 
time if I hadn't been looking for it.

I  wasn't  sure how to proceed.  My gut  reaction was to 
chuck the fucker in the microwave and watch it smoke and 
catch fire because that's what happens when you do that, but 
then they would just up the ante and intensify their methods, 
so I put it back.

I didn't really know what to do. I wasn't really prepared 
to live with people listening in. It's a huge inconvenience, let 
me tell you. You have to watch what you say and disguise 
your noises and all that jazz. It wasn't ideal, but I felt like I 
had contained the situation and that was good enough.

I  took  a  shower  and  tended  to  my  wound  with  a 
medicated  ointment  I  got  from Mr.  Chow for  some road 
rash received during a stunt for a commercial for the agency
—hanging on to the roof of a moving car isn't as easy as it 
looks,  by  the  way.  The  ointment's  ingredients  were  a 
mystery  and  supposedly  an  ancient  Chinese  secret,  but  I 
want  to  believe  it  had  some  rhino  horn  or  tiger  bone  or 
totoaba  swim  bladder  in  it  because  it  seemed  awfully 
expensive for what you got.  It works pretty well,  though, 
and  I've  used  it  several  times  with  positive  results,  even 
though it has a smell that scares children and small animals.

I thought I would take another look at my computer. If I 
could get it to sort of work then I could probably scan it for 
viruses and stuff and maybe resolve the problem myself. I 
went to turn the power strip back on when I noticed that it 
already was.  Obviously,  someone  had  tried  to  have  a  go 
with my computer while I was out.

I  depressed  the  power  button  and  was  cautiously 
optimistic that it was going to work because it seemed to be 
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booting up like normal, until I was greeted by a blank screen 
and a blinking cursor and soon thereafter a screenshot not 
dissimilar to my own but of an MIB who was trying to get 
in my computer.

A little play button appeared in the middle of the screen. 
I clicked on it and watched the screenshot become a video 
showing  everything  happening  in  the  webcam's  field  of 
view. Behind the bloke who looked at a loss as to how to get 
my computer to cooperate was another fellow with a square 
jaw and crew cut who was speaking into his wrist. It was a 
GIF and played  over  and over.  I  hit  the  stop button  and 
found myself wondering what the fuck. Then the image on 
the screen suddenly switched back to the live webcam feed 
and of me looking like a deer in the headlights. 
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CHAPTER 18

I  got  to  the  office  and  activated  the  jammer  before 
stepping in with the bug detector held at arms length. 

Genevieve  was  seated  at  her  desk  giving  herself  a 
reading with her tarot cards.

She was poised to speak but decided against it. Instead, 
she just followed me with her eyes.

I watched the needle on the detector indicate the presence 
of a bug. I figured as much.

I followed the signal to my office where I discovered a 
transmitter  hidden  in  the  base  of  my  Newton's  cradle.  I 
showed it  to Genevieve,  who was observing me from the 
door  in  a  little  eye-catching  equestrian  outfit,  and  left  it 
where it was.
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I  sat  down at  my desk and sighed.  I  slid down in my 
chair and stared at the ceiling with my fingers interlocked 
behind my head. I spun around in my chair but fell short of 
a full revolution. I looked at Genevieve over my shoulder so 
that she couldn't not see my wound. 

“So, how was your weekend?” I asked.
Genevieve  was about  to  answer when the phone rang. 

She went to answer it.
A moment later she tells me I have a call on line one.
“J & L Computer Repair.  They said they are returning 

your call.”
I had made no such call.
I picked up the receiver.
“Morningwood, speaking. How can I can help you?” 
The person on the other end told me to get in the car that 

was waiting for me downstairs, and then he hung up before I 
could ask why. 

I  was  intrigued,  if  a  little  unnerved.  I  looked  out  my 
window rather obliquely trying to remain out of sight and 
saw  a  large  luxury  sedan  double-parked  in  front  of  my 
building.  I  assumed  it  pertained  to  the  investigation  and 
wondered who it might be. I hoped I wasn't being foolhardy 
as I  went to my safe to  retrieve  my 9mm with the usual 
circumspection before going down to see what was going 
on. 

Genevieve was not crazy about the idea.
“Keep your  phone turned  on,”  she  said with  grudging 

acquiescence when she realized that she couldn't change my 
mind.  “Text  if  you  can't  speak  if  you  need  to  tell  me 
something.” 

269



My ride was idling quietly as I approached it. The rear 
windows were tinted really dark. When I was close enough 
that I could look inside all I saw was my own reflection.

The driver lowered the front passenger window halfway. 
We looked at each other over the top. He was wearing some 
slick shades and rocking a man bun and I couldn't really tell 
much else.

"Are you Morningwood?" he asked.
I nodded.
He gestured with his thumb to the back seat and told me 

to get in.
"Who are you?" I asked with an inquisitive lilt. “Where 

are you taking me?”
He  closed  the  window  without  answering  and  pulled 

forward a few feet.
I opened the rear door and looked inside. I expected to 

see someone, but I didn't.
I didn't know what I was getting myself into as I slid into 

the  very  well-appointed  back  seat,  but  the  Glock  shoved 
down  my  waistband  all  Mexican  carry  was  kind  of 
uncomfortable and  probably unnecessary.

The seat was very comfortable and came with a center 
armrest  full  of  buttons  and  switches  that  controlled  the 
different settings of the 3D Extreme Fingertouch Massaging 
System that was built into it. It  was designed by Swedish 
doctors  and  was  supposed  to  do  wonders  for  soft  tissue 
strains.

The driver looked at me in the rear view mirror.
"In cyberspace I am known as Doom Star," he said.
"Where am I being taken?"
"I'm not meant to say."
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The driver pressed a button on the console.
"Please  direct  your  attention  to  the  screen  in  front  of 

you," he replied as a screen on the ceiling was lowered into 
position. On it was an 8-bit pixel portrait of Higgs Boson 
accompanied by a driving chiptune.

Higgs Boson, born Steven Chadson, was the legendary 
hacker  and face of Incognito who went out in a blaze of 
glory after facing down the law in a day-long standoff. He 
had released documents with photos he found that exposed 
and  described  an  international  pedo  ring  that  included 
prominent  politicians,  A-list  celebrities,  and  brand-name 
public  figures.  Of all  the things that  he released over the 
years and the trouble he had caused that is what did him in. 
When they recovered his body it was unrecognizable which 
caused the conspiracy-minded to think that it really wasn't 
him. Higgs Boson sightings have been reported around the 
world ever since.

The  4th  of  June  is,  incidentally,  Higgs  Boson  Day in 
certain  circles.  It  is  usually  commemorated  with  a  bike 
parade  of  sorts  through  town  that  no  one  pays  much 
attention  to  and  the  release  of  lots  of  juicy  secrets  that 
politicians  and  public  officials  pay  a  lot  of  attention  to. 
Many of them spend the day waiting for the other shoe to 
fucking drop. Last year it was revealed that a state senator 
used  funds  meant  to  help  the  homeless  on  expensive 
paintings, fast cars, and celebrity girlfriends. He has since 
fled the country under an assumed identity and is believed 
to be shacking up with a señorita half  his  age in Buenos 
Aires. 

After a moment the music faded and the image dissolved 
into that of a man wearing a Higgs Boson mask.
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"Mr.  Morningwood.  You've  been  making  a  bit  of  a 
nuisance of yourself," said the man behind the mask.

"You have me at a bit of a disadvantage. You know my 
name, but I don't know yours."

"I am John Gault."
John Gault was a cyber crusader and a popular figure in 

the underground information industry. He was also a bit of 
an enigma. No one knew who he really was—or even if he 
was just one person—but he was stirring up a lot of trouble 
by  spilling  the  beans  on  secret  government  bullshit  by 
releasing  ruinous  classified  documents  that  named  names 
and  incriminated  a  lot  of  high-level  officials  in  bribery, 
corruption,  and influence  peddling  of the highest  order.  I 
had heard something about that.

I had no way of knowing if he was the real deal, but I 
thought I would hear him out.

"Why am I here?" I asked. “What can I do for you?”
"There are some things that I would like to share with 

you. Would you like to hear what I have to say? I think you 
might find it interesting."

"I'm listening."
"For starters, I know what you're doing and can tell you 

that you are wasting your time.”
“I'm not sure you do.”
“You're looking for Daniel Nathaniel.”
“I guess you do.”
“You will not find him."
"Why is that?"
"He's been disappeared."
That might have been the last thing I would have wanted 

to hear at that moment.
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“What do you know about that?” I asked.
“All that there is to know.”
“Is he alive?”
“His heart beats.”
“Do you have him?”
Mr. Gault shook his head and said he didn't.
“If you don't  mind me asking,  what is your interest  in 

him?” he asked.
“His  wife  hired  me  to  find  him  after  seeing  a  police 

sketch of someone she believed to be him in the paper.”
“Hmmm,” he said thoughtfully. “Yeah. I don't think you 

know what's going on.”
"I definitely do not.”
“Allow me to shed a little light on the situation."
“I'm all ears.”
He took me back to 11/9 and Flight 67. 
He told me the whole thing was staged and how they did 

it. It was a mindfuck.
John Gault claimed to have unearthed an extensive paper 

trail  with documents that  incriminated powerful people in 
the  committing  of  high  crimes  and  misdemeanors.  They 
seemed  to  prove  complicity  and  culpabliity  in  the  fake 
terrorist  attack beyond a reasonable doubt. He had details 
and  explanations  for  everything.  His  version  of  the  story 
was compelling in all of its aspects, and given Incognito's 
track  record  it  was  probably  true.  I  had  no  reason  to 
disregard the things he was saying.

According to John Gault the plane that struck Sabayon 
Tower was a hologram with sound effects and pyrotechnics. 
If I was to take him at his word then the building was rigged 
with  synced  charges  and  triggered  to  explode  as  the 
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hologram  "struck"  it,  but  that  was  just  for  show.  The 
building  was  actually  destroyed  by  a  directed  energy 
weapon. He told me, too, that the Tower had been almost 
completely  unoccupied,  empty,  and  gutted  prior  to  its 
destruction.  It  was  a  huge  psy-op  with  a  carefully 
constructed  mise-en-scène  designed to  get  us  involved in 
some bullshit and make some people very, very rich along 
the way. 

“But, I saw the plane hit the tower,” I said.
“On TV.”
“Yes.”
“What  you  saw was  a  video  fabrication,  a  six  second 

movie that was complete CGI made by a secret group within 
the intelligence-media complex. There is no real life footage 
of the plane hitting the building, and anyone who says they 
saw it with their own eyes is lying.”

“What about the passengers?” I asked.
Evidently,  the  would-be  passengers  aboard  Flight  67 

were never anywhere near the tower. They were taken to a 
secret  underground facility beneath the airport where they 
were  detained  and  told  the  deal.  Their  previous  life  was 
over. They were supposed to have been given new identities 
and lots of money after  signing an ironclad nondisclosure 
agreement,  but  they were co-opted and became unwitting 
participants  in  an  unsanctioned  black  project  called 
Operation Yellowcake, instead, which had to fucking suck. 
Operation  Yellowcake  was  a  program  designed, 
coordinated, and executed by a rogue splinter group within 
the latest iteration of the CIA's secret mind control program 
called MK-Velvet. 
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MK-Velvet  was  used  to  manufacture  chaos  and  crises 
under the auspices of the CIA, who in turn worked under the 
kindly  endorsement  and  guidance  and  protection  of  the 
MIB, and had the backing of the Deep State. As an entity it 
was responsible for creating controlled opposition agents by 
turning people into targeted individuals called "miners" with 
a variety of brainwashing techniques for various purposes. 
Under  Operation  Yellowcake  the  miners  from  Flight  67 
became agents of treason and subversion. They were trained 
and  tasked  with  surveilling,  infiltrating,  discrediting,  and 
disrupting  domestic  political  organizations.  They  targeted 
the leaders with intimidation and criminal mischief, or for 
outright elimination. Their tactics were unconventional but 
effective  and  left  a  trail  of  people  killed  by  seemingly 
natural causes.

The problem, apparently, was that MK-Velvet had been 
experiencing  internal  strife  and  that  the  renegade  faction 
financed,  armed,  and controlled  members  of  sleeper  cells 
hiding in plane sight around the country that were working 
outside the usual command structure for a leader no one had 
ever seen in real life. The entire program went completely 
off the rails. It was deemed a failure and an embarrassment 
by  the  shadowy  figures  holding  the  purse  strings,  and 
although  it  was  disavowed  and  officially  defunded,  they 
continued  to  operate  by  generating  their  own  funding 
through extralegal channels and carried on all business as 
usual. The MIB was trying to reign them in and clean up the 
mess  and  shut  that  shit  down  with  something  called 
Operation  Quatrefoil,  but  the  confederates  in  MK-Velvet 
had  gone  completely  underground  and  made  it  very 
difficult.
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“So, where is Mr. Nathaniel?”
“I don't know exactly where he is, but the MIB picked 

him up this morning.”
“You'll need to elaborate.”
“They found him passed  out  in  a  ditch  somewhere  in 

Little  Mexico.  He  was  cold  and  unresponsive  and  had 
apparently been there for two days according to a passer-
by.”

Fuck.
“How do you know all this?” I asked.
“We monitor the MIB's data stream.”
“Of course you do.”
“Mr. Nathaniel belongs to a local cell whose members, as 

of  several  hours  ago,  have  all  been  captured  as  part  of 
Operation Quatrefoil.”

“How?”
“The MIB have been able to tap into Yellowcake's neural 

network and have been using it against them to locate and 
neutralize the splinter group's human assets.”

I immediately recalled Elliot Renroe's removal from the 
Sterling.

Mr.  Gault  shared  with  me  the  identities  of  Mr. 
Nathaniel's co-conspirators. Three of them I knew. Two of 
them I didn't. 

“What is meant to become of them?”
“Nothing good, I'm sure.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
John Gault shrugged his shoulders as if the answer was 

self-evident. “We are Incognito. This is what we do.”

276



CHAPTER 19

I was returned to the office feeling pretty good, actually. 
I had had time for a quick massage and went with the lomi-
lomi style because I didn't know what that was. It was an 
alright. The tightness in my lumbar region was gone, which 
was nice.

Genevieve was watching from the window as I exited the 
vehicle. She was waiting by the open office door as I made 
my way up the stairs.

“What happened?” she asked.
“Let's talk in the car.”

* * *
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“So, what are we doing?” Genevieve asked as I pulled 
away from the curb.

“I hesitate to tell you because you're not going to like it.”
“Does it involve me riding the bus?” she asked with a 

mock accusatory tone. “Because if it does, you can let me 
out right here.”

“No,” I said reassuringly. “I would not have you rubbing 
elbows with the hoi polloi.”

Genevieve laughed and pushed a lock of hair behind her 
ear.

“Well, then it can't be that bad.”
“Actually,  we're  going to  be informing Mrs.  Nathaniel 

that we will not be pursuing her case.”
Genevieve demurred as I expected. 
“Hmmm,”  she  said  with  a  moue  of  disapproval  that 

spoke volumes.
I could tell Genevieve wasn't on board with my decision 

because she wore her heart on her sleeve, and it was obvious 
she was disappointed by the way she just sort of deflated. 
She knew this was an unusual case full of complications and 
probably unlikely to be solved because of them, but she had 
a grit and a pluck that I appreciated and admired, although 
sometimes  it  was  too  much.  She  demonstrated  a  very 
distinct lack of enthusiasm for my plan.

I went on to describe my encounter with John Gault.
“We gave it an honest go,” I said to her.
Genevieve  was  utterly  astonished  and  pretty  quickly 

changed her tune.
“Let me call ahead,” she said, because she never liked to 

show up anywhere unannounced. 
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* * *

Mrs. Nathaniel  lived in a gated community in the hills 
full of trophy homes that had lost some of their luster and 
much of their value in the moribund luxury property market. 
Dated McMansions and starter castles with manicured lawns 
and gardens overlooked the sprawling suburban roofscape 
of the lower orders that stretched as far as the eye could see. 
Most days, though, the brown cloud of smog that hung over 
the city was too thick to see very far and the only things you 
could  really  make  out  were  the  tops  of  skyscrapers  and 
smokestacks in the distance. 

The  vast  expanse  of  homogeneous,  ticky-tacky  tract 
housing lined up neatly on the cul-de-sacs and curvilinear 
streets  typical  of  conventional  residential  one-note 
subdivisions could have been anywhere. Each house looked 
very much like the next, similarly devoid of character and 
personality  and  charm,  and  was  the  touchstone  of 
mediocrity and conformity.

I flicked my cigarette out the window as I pulled into the 
driveway and got a good look at Mrs. Nathaniel's house. 

“Good God,” I said somewhat taken aback. I hadn't seen 
anything so absurd since I don't know when. 

The  house  had  an  expansive  setback  full  of  artificial 
topiary  and  mail  order  statuary  that  seemed  to  be  pretty 
evenly  represented  by  historical  neoclassical  replicas  and 
your more whimsical garden accents. The house itself was a 
bizarre hodgepodge of disparate and dissimilar architectural 
styles and the tragic result of indulging in all of your whims 
without  regard  for  cohesiveness  or  good taste.  No single 
house  should  have  French  Eclectic  pilasters,  Colonial 
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Revival Palladian windows with reticulated tracery,  and a 
Queen  Anne  turret.  It  was  an  over-sized  and  over-
customised  monstrosity  that  was  meant  to  impress  the 
neighbors  and  create  the  illusion  of  wealth,  but  when 
everyone  has  an  attached  three-car  garage,  a  butler's 
quarters,  cathedral  ceilings  with  crown molding,  etcetera, 
etcetera,  the  wow  factor  becomes  rather  elusive.  I  once 
showed a house in the same neighborhood that had a fully 
equipped “private adult sexual oasis” in the basement. The 
sellers used it to make pornography. I thought it was pretty 
cool and if you were into bondage it would be perfect, but I 
couldn't sell it. I think that most people thought it was kind 
of icky.

As  I  advanced  up  the  driveway  I  was  struck  by  the 
house's cockamamie ornamentation. It was truly grotesque. 
From the distance there appeared to be an attractive balcony 
overlooking the front yard, but as we got closer it became 
obvious that the parapet with vasiform balusters was just for 
show.  Most  of  the  windows,  to  my  horror,  were 
accessorized  with  those  proportionately  diminutive, 
completely  non-functional,  cheap-ass  vinyl  shutters  that 
added no small amount of déclassé ostentation to the whole 
place. It was obvious, too, that whoever built the house was 
negligent  or ignorant  of classical  architecture  because the 
dentils under the eaves were square to the rake of the roof. 
How the fuck does that happen?

Corinthian  columns  made  of  plastic  supported  the 
postmodern pediment Genevieve and I passed under to get 
to the front door.

I rang the buzzer.
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We  didn't  have  to  wait  long  before  Mrs.  Nathaniel 
opened the door.

“Good morning,” she said before stepping aside. “Please 
come in.”

We entered into a large vestibule and were led into what 
looked like the library. There were shelves of books and one 
of those globes on a floor stand that was really a sixteenth-
century Italian replica Old World globe bar.

“Please,  make yourselves  comfortable,”  Mrs.  Nathaniel 
said as she withdrew from the room. “I've just steeped some 
tea.”

I took in the room and was aghast at what I saw. The 
interior  was  not  unlike  the  exterior  with  regard  to  Mrs. 
Nathaniel's aesthetic choices and eccentric leanings. It was 
full of reproduction Chippendale everything kept to a high 
polish  and  arranged  around  an  imitation  Louis  the  XV 
"marble" fireplace.

I sauntered about the room, surveying the bric-à-brac and 
scanning the leatherbound titles on the bookshelves. I came 
across an old book I hadn't seen in years and was moved to 
leaf through its pages. I fingered the top of the spine and 
tipped the book out to pull  it  from the shelf  and realized 
very quickly that something was amiss. The book was fake. 
It was essentially a box made to look like a couple of books. 
It contained volumes of pornographic materials. I put it back 
and tried other “books” at random. Every one of them was 
like  the  first  except  for  one  that  contained  a  couple  of 
feather boas.

     Genevieve noticed what I was up to and sat watching 
with her mouth agape from her position on the camelback 
sofa.
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     I looked around the room with a more discerning eye. 
There  were  lots  of  gaudy  gold-colored  things  of 
questionable decorative value, and paintings on the wall that 
were in fact not even paintings at all but prints on canvas 
given a surface treatment to simulate brushstrokes. And then 
there was the polystone bust of Jesus on the mantle and the 
silk ficus in the corner and the faux Persian carpet. To the 
untrained eye  the room looked to  be full  of  antiques  and 
authentic knick-knacks, but it was all mail order schlock.

I looked at the framed photographs on a shelf and saw 
one with the Nathaniels posing with a cardboard cutout of 
former president Barack Obama, and another of them on the 
back of a camel in front of the Egyptian pyramids in Giza. 
Being an amateur Egyptologist I was of course drawn to it.

“That was the last picture of the two of us together,” said 
Mrs. Nathaniel as she returned carrying a tray with tea for 
three. “We had just come from the Sphinx.,” she said with a 
tear  in her  eye.  “It's  very much older  than they say.  The 
pyramids, too.” 

I  wondered  if  she  was  familiar  with  the  idea  that 
civilization  might  be cyclical  because it  sounded like she 
might be, and you don't meet too many people who are.

“You've got a beautiful home,” I said.
“Thank  you,”  said  Mrs.  Nathaniel,  seemingly  house-

proud, as she set the tray down on the coffee table.
“You  have  an  extensive  collection  of  books,”  I  said, 

giving her the opportunity to correct me with a laugh.
“They were my husbands,” she said as she sat down and 

poured  the  tea.  “They  were  his  passion.  He  would  lock 
himself in here and just read all day long. It was his most 
favorite thing to do.”
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“About  your  husband,”  I  said,  segueing  smoothly,  I 
thought, to the purpose of our visit. 

Genevieve looked uncomfortable. 
Mrs.  Nathaniel  sipped  her  tea  and  looked  at  me 

expectantly.
I shook my head and lied to her face.
There was no beating around the bush. I looked her in the 

eyes and told her that in my professional opinion the man 
she had hoped was her husband was not. She didn't need to 
know that he was alive or what had really become of him. I 
just  didn't  see  the  point.  She  wouldn't  have  understood. 
There was nothing she could have done about it, even if she 
had. Nothing good would have resulted from her knowing 
the truth. 

Mrs.  Nathaniel  seemed  profoundly  sad  despite  her 
attempt to seem otherwise. She put on a brave face, but she 
wasn't fooling anyone.  I could see that she still  loved her 
husband very much and missed him terribly,  and I found 
myself doing all I could to keep the moisture welling in my 
eyes from forming tears.

I really hated to disappoint the woman with bad news, 
but she took it relatively well, all things considered. Even 
though I told her not to get her hopes up, she did anyway, 
and I think that that  probably didn't help.  Short  of divine 
intervention  there  really  was  nothing  anyone  could  have 
done to manage a happy ending for her. It just wasn't going 
to happen. A successful outcome just wasn't in the cards. 
That happens sometimes. People don't like when it happens 
to them, but what can you do?

I once dated a chick who took bad news badly.  It was 
kind  of  embarrassing  how  she  dealt  with  it.  She  would 
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always  lose it  and have a meltdown and create a fucking 
scene. I eventually realized that she was legit certifiable and 
broke up with her over email because they don't just let you 
call people in the mental hospital. I didn't know that. You 
learn something new everyday.

                                  The End
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