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    Yesterday, upon the stair, 
 
    I met a man who wasn't there. 
 
    He wasn't there again today, 
 
    I wish, I wish he'd go away... 
 
      
 
    —Hughes Mearns, Antigonish 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Part One 
 
    Like Trying to Find a Needle in a Junkie


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Jack sat on the bench outside their motel room and smoked while Steve fucked the dead girl. He knew the girl was dead because she had stopped making noise ten minutes ago. He knew Steve was fucking her because he could hear the bedsprings squeaking and the bed bumping the wall and Steve grunting and moaning. The walls of motels like the Last Chance were not thick or soundproofed. Jack had fucked a lot of men in sleazy motel rooms in places just like it over the years. Enough to know that if you could hear the crackheads fighting in the room next door, the crackheads could hear the john fucking you in the ass telling you what a dirty cock-slut you were. 
 
    The girl was some twenty-something chick from some state up north where Jack had never been. Her name was Emily, she said. She smiled a lot and she’d trusted him when he offered to give her a ride. It was only when Steve grabbed her and pulled her into the back of the car that she realized what was happening, but by then it was too late. He was already sticking the needle in the side of her neck and depressing the plunger. 
 
    Jack had one of those faces, Steve said. Not just pretty, but vulnerable. Broken. The kind of face that never belonged to people like Steve in the TV shows, movies and books about people like Steve. People, but especially women, Steve said, were stupid about a pretty face. In all the stories, the bad men were ugly. The bad men had rotting teeth and rancid breath, greasy hair, gnarled fingers, warts and scars and a feral gleam in their muddy eyes. Jared was getting old for a boy-whore and he liked heroin a little too much and it was starting to show, but he still looked like a china doll. He had a sweet smile and eyes the color of a tropical ocean and his dark hair was wavy and shiny and clean. 
 
    Emily wouldn’t have followed Steve to the car because, while Steve was an attractive man, he was big and he was nobody’s china doll. He looked mean. 
 
    Jack hated the sound of overworked bedsprings. He heard that sound in his nightmares. He hated the sound of Steve moaning on the other side of the wall. He sometimes imagined it in his ear, no wall to muffle it, the damp warmth of his breath on his neck and ghosting along his back.  
 
    He stared at the motel sign across the parking lot, at the letter E in “Chance” flickering like the light in a bug zapper, and he hated Steve then in a way that burned deep in his guts. 
 
    A shadow fell over Jack and he looked up to find a tall man in a white T-shirt and a trucker cap standing over him. He was blond, face a bit sunburned, freckles and a farmer’s tan on his thickly muscled arms, a shifty look in his eyes that Jack knew by rote. 
 
    “How much?” the guy asked. 
 
    Jack blinked at him in surprise and sat up. He looked down at himself and he was suddenly angry at this man for taking one look at him and knowing what he was. Jack was wearing faded jeans and a ratty Metallica T-shirt, his hair was uncombed, he was tired, irritated and waiting for Steve to finish with Emily so he could take a shower and go to bed. Still, something about him had screamed WHORE to this stranger just the same. 
 
    “What part of this fabulous ensemble of mine says hooker to you, man?” Jack demanded, gesturing at himself. “I’m sitting here minding my own business. I look like I want to be bothered? I look inviting at all? No? Didn’t think so.” 
 
    The guy quickly backpedaled and held up his hands, shaking his head and looking around in case anyone had heard. No one had, but no one would have cared anyway. It was that kind of place. 
 
    “Jesus, sorry. I’m sorry,” the guy said. “I thought—” 
 
    “I know what you thought,” Jack said. “Fuck off.” 
 
    “Fine. Hey, sure. I don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    Jack watched him go, hurrying down the walkway to his room at the end. He flicked his cigarette butt after him and slumped back over his knees. 
 
    Steve was still at it. Steve could do it for a while depending on his mood and he was apparently in a mood tonight. 
 
    Jack hated Emily. He hated all of Steve’s girls. He hated that in the years since he’d met Steve Walker, sitting on the bench outside was as close as he ever really got to him. He hated his own inability to walk away and leave him alone with his dead girls because, dumbass that he was, he loved the bastard. 
 
    A loud groan from inside the room made anger and jealously curl like hot smoke in Jack’s belly and threaten to crawl up his throat. Before he could make himself sick thinking about it, Jack stood and paced a little away. He glanced at the closed door of the room where he’d watched Trucker Cap Guy go. Room 10A. 
 
    With a sigh, Jack walked down the walkway and knocked on the door to room 10A. There was some movement inside, the rustle of a paper bag, the click of the safety chain lock. Then the door opened and the blond guy looked out at him. He frowned. 
 
    “Seventy-five,” Jack said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s how much.” 
 
    The guy looked like he wanted to tell Jack to go to hell. Then he stepped back into the room and held the door open for him. 
 
    The guy introduced himself as Ron. He wanted Jack to wear his hat while Ron lay back on the bed and he rode him. Jack had done a lot weirder for a lot less, so he put the hat on. The trick was keeping it on while he moved and Ron thrust and the mattress bounced. 
 
    When he left Ron’s room, Jack was seventy-five dollars richer, more tired than ever and Steve had finished with Emily and left. He was somewhere disposing of the body. Jack took a shower then decided to go see Zane. 
 
    Zane Bledsoe was part black, part white and part Indian. The last part was the one that counted the most to Zane. His mama had been a Cherokee Indian and she’d raised him alone. No matter what else he was, he said it didn’t matter because he didn’t identify with those people. He wouldn’t go on about it at annoying length though like some Jack had known, which was nice. Jack had once heard Zane jokingly describe himself as being “black and white and red all over.” 
 
    He liked Zane. He didn’t even mind fucking him if Zane wanted that more than his money, which he sometimes did. He was nice to him, which was more than Jack could say for a lot of men, especially drug dealers. 
 
    Zane wanted a little of both tonight. He offered to cut Jack a deal for “a poke”; a term he’d recently picked up and taken to because of a western movie phase he was going through. He was particularly fond of Gus McCrea and the written works of Zane Gray, though Jack figured he liked the latter more for the author’s name than the words on the pages. Zane wasn’t stupid, but he wasn’t much of a book reader. 
 
    “I can’t tonight, Zane. I’m tired. I’ve got the money, just let me pay you this time,” Jack said. 
 
    Zane looked disappointed. “You still with that creepy fucker? What’s his name?” 
 
    “Steve,” Jack said. “Yeah.” 
 
    Zane tossed a little baggy of creamy yellow powder down on the table between them. “You be careful with that one, Handy. He’s likely to kill you one night and fuck your dead body.” 
 
    Jack stared at him. Zane didn’t know anything, but he’d never liked Steve. A lot of people didn’t. Steve could be nice and charming and even funny, but he still put people off. Jack sometimes wondered what it said about him that he’d been attracted to Steve almost from the first rather than repelled by him as others were. That even knowing him for what he truly was did not make him run away. 
 
    Jack wasn’t like most people though. He’d seen worse than Steve and survived. He’d learned a long time ago the bittersweet seduction of evil. 
 
    “Nah, he won’t,” Jack said. He passed the seventy-five dollars along with another twenty-five over to Zane. “He doesn’t like men. He’s straight.” 
 
    “Shit, Handy, I’m straight,” Zane said. “Poke’s a poke though and what can I say? I like it. And you’re pretty, Jacky. Pretty enough to have a man rethinking his sexuality.” 
 
    Jack smiled, acknowledging the compliment though he didn’t really believe it. “Look, can I fuck you next time? I’ll suck your dick, but I’m tired and I’m sore and I’ve got the fucking chucks.” 
 
    Zane grinned and swept a hand down at his lap, inviting him to it. “Have at it, Jack. Tell you what, I’ll fix you up with a shot of mine—a little extra for the road—if you do it right.” 
 
    “Fine,” Jack said. 
 
    He could have rolled his eyes—he’d been doing it “right” well enough to suit Zane for over a year now—but he didn’t. He stepped around the low round coffee table, went to his knees and opened Zane’s belt. While he was blowing him, Zane stroked gentle fingers through Jack’s hair, but he didn’t grab him or thrust into his throat. He watched him, dark eyes intent on Jack’s face, on his cock sliding wetly in and out of Jack’s mouth. His interest and focus made Jack uncomfortable so he closed his eyes. 
 
    When he was done, before he had licked the bitter flavor of Zane’s come off his lips, Zane reached down and caught his chin in his hand, pulled him up and kissed him. It surprised Jack and he tensed. He hadn’t been kissed in a long time. Not a real kiss. Zane pressed his tongue against Jack’s lips and he opened to it more in self-defense than out of desire. 
 
    Zane broke the kiss and let him go and he was smiling faintly to himself. He reached over Jack’s shoulder to pick up a small rolled up cloth pouch where he kept his own personal stash. 
 
    “Why’d you do that?” Jack asked. 
 
    Zane shrugged one shoulder, took a full and already prepped needle from his kit and held it up to the light for Jack to see the fluid inside. “You look sad, Jack,” he said. “Looked like you needed it. And I kinda wanted to, I don’t mind saying. You kiss me back next time and we might really have something. Now give me your arm.” 
 
    Jack put his arm out on Zane’s leg. Zane expertly slipped the needle into the vein under his skin. He was the only person Jack knew who could do that every single time without fail without a tourniquet. He depressed the plunger and Jack moaned and slid to the side against Zane’s thigh. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s good, ain’t it, Handy?” Zane asked. He petted him again and sat back on the sofa, watching him lay there and enjoy it. 
 
    Like most drug dealers who were also at least part-time partakers of their own wares, Zane kept some of the best stuff for himself. Jack was feeling good. He was feeling really good. Then he looked up and saw the clown standing in the corner of the room. 
 
    The clown looked like any other clown. Except maybe meaner. He had black hair in curls that you could tell were fake. There was a line around his forehead where the wig became his face. His makeup was flaked, but it had once been very well done. His nose was red and the paint was flaking off, his lips were soot black, making his pointed little child’s teeth appear yellow. His costume was the black and white argyle diamonds of a harlequin fraying at the seams and cuffs. He stood there by the window, the faint glow of the streetlights outside cutting stripes across his face, dancing light in the facets of the rhinestones placed haphazardly over his outfit. When he noticed Jack looking back at him, he lifted his hands and slow clapped. 
 
    Good work, you stupid junkie whore. Very nice. Classy. One gold star for little Jack Handy. 
 
    He didn’t say a word. He never did. 
 
    “Fuck you, fucking buzz-kill,” Jack said, slurring it somewhat. “You are killing my buzz. Literally. You are a killer of buzzes.” 
 
    Zane’s hand stilled on his head. “What? You owe that buzz to me, Jack. What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    “Not you,” Jack said. He brought an arm up and pointed to the clown standing in the corner watching them. “Him.” 
 
    Zane glanced there, but he didn’t see anything. “Him who?” 
 
    “Phineas,” Jack said. “Evil clown. Bastard. I hate him.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Zane said. “You’re having a weird trip, Jack, that’s all it is. Ain’t no one there.” 
 
    “You can’t see him,” Jack said. He sighed. “No one can.” 
 
    “Okay. You sure you’re gonna be okay to go on back to wherever you’re staying at? You need a ride?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. Then he braced his hand on the couch between Zane’s legs and pushed himself up. “Nope. I’m fine. Gotta go. Steve will be back.” 
 
    “Then I guess you better get,” Zane said, though he didn’t sound happy about it. 
 
    He was probably thinking again about how one day Steve was going to kill Jack and fuck his corpse. Because Zane liked him, it bothered him to think about it, but Jack was a junkie and a whore and it happened sometimes. He didn’t let it bother him too much. 
 
    Jack walked some of the way back then caught the bus and rode the rest. Phineas sat across from him on the bus and rode home with him, his bright green eyes judging and mocking Jack all the way. 
 
    He was still high when he returned to the motel and was actually pleased when he went into their room and saw Steve there stripping his bed. He looked up and saw Jack, noted his glassy eyes and went back to what he’d been doing without a word. 
 
    “You feel better?” Jack asked. 
 
    Steve smiled, picked up the soiled bedding and stuffed it into a laundry bag. “I do, yeah. You? You’re looking…” 
 
    “High,” Jack supplied. “Yeah.” 
 
    Phineas stood behind Steve lewdly mimicking a blowjob with his hand and tongue pressing his cheek. Jack tried to ignore him. 
 
    Steve walked by Jack and patted him on the shoulder. “You did good tonight, Jack.” 
 
    Jack didn’t want to be, but he was pleased. He dropped his eyes and said, “Thanks.” 
 
    “Go on to bed,” Steve said. He walked to the door and opened it, jangling a handful of quarters in one hand. “Got to take care of this.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jack said. “Goodnight, Steve.” 
 
    Steve smiled again and nodded. Then he was gone and Jack was alone. 
 
    He took his shoes off and crawled up the bed to sit with his back to the wall. He still felt good. Until he looked across the bed and Phineas was there sitting on the foot of it watching him, smiling his weird, taunting smile with his cracked makeup and his yellow baby teeth. Jack sighed and stared back at him, resigned to his company. 
 
    “I hate you,” he told the clown. 
 
    Phineas’s smile widened. I know. 
 
    Jack had first seen the clown when he was about ten. He remembered because it had started after the first time one of his mother’s boyfriends raped him when she was at work. That was when they still lived in the apartment in Louisiana, before Kate hooked up with the rich guy from Texas and they moved away. It had been a weekend and Jack was watching cartoons in the living room while he ate a bowl of Trix cereal. His older brother, Shane was gone at a friend’s house for the day. The boyfriend’s name had been Hal and Jack had liked him before that. 
 
    Phineas showed up after. At first, Jack liked it. He had an imaginary friend and though he didn’t talk, he took Jack places and sometimes made him animal balloons. He took him away when he was alone with Hal and Hal would start trying to lick and kiss his mouth and touch him places he shouldn’t and tell Jack what a beautiful boy he was. And no one else could see Phineas, so it was like the best secret ever. Because even if he talked about it, it was like a secret; no one believed him. It was a better secret to have than the secrets Hal made him keep. 
 
    Shane couldn’t see Phineas though and Jack had always felt bad about that because sometimes Shane got in the way. Sometimes Shane took his place. 
 
    Jack named the clown Phineas after a name he read once on a wall somewhere. It wasn’t like Phineas wuz here ‘02 in paint on a wall though. The wall had been a place in an old cemetery; a map of the dead and buried. He’d seen the name on the gravestone of a baby that was born the same day it died sometime back in 1898. It only occurred to Jack years later, after he had stopped finding any joy in his new “friend,” how really morbid that was. 
 
    Those were the places that Phineas took him. Places that Jack could never have gone without him. Phineas liked old swamps teeming with mosquitoes, the water squirming with a thousand kinds of unclassified vermin, with air that smelled like half rotted banana peels and trees that looked like if they came alive they would talk to you in hissing whispers as they slowly impaled you on their jagged branches. He liked old graveyards lost far out in the trees where the stones were crumbling from hundreds of years of moisture and the moss that had grown into the cracks in the alabaster over the years, where the dates on said stones were so long ago that the place had been forgotten and the hills where the dead had been buried were no longer hills, but almost deep enough to be called trenches because they had started to cave inward like the pits of rotting teeth. He liked crowded alleys behind whorehouses, their gutters lined with the limp membranes of used condoms and the broken shine of used, infected, poisonous needles. He liked the smell of Bourbon Street after dark—and even better at high noon when the stench of whiskey, urine, vomit and shit were cooked in the sun. 
 
    Phineas liked the shifty way men and women both looked at young Jack. He liked to watch. 
 
    Phineas really liked Steve. He thought Steve was a grand old time. He loved the way Jack loved him and how it tortured him. He even liked Steve’s little kindnesses to Jack because he knew, as Jack did, that they were like scraps and biscuits being tossed to a favored dog. Steve liked Jack, maybe even cared about him, but to Steve’s twisted mind, Jack was like a pet. He was a useful possession.  
 
    Jack knew it. Still, he stayed because he loved Steve no matter what Steve felt. He told himself that Steve didn’t have to love him back, that he knew that wasn’t how it worked, but he wished it was different. He had never liked stories and poems and songs about unrequited, one-sided love. And he did wonder at how really screwed up he had to be for a man like Steve Walker to be the one for him. At how crazy it was to be jealous of all the corpses. 
 
    Jack still believed that it had been Phineas’s idea to run away when he was sixteen. It had been Phineas who gave him the idea to sell himself the first time. Not bad ideas in themselves. The rich Texan had wanted the same thing from Jack that Hal and a couple of other boyfriends of his mother’s who came after Hal had wanted from Jack and his mother didn’t get tired of the man and leave him. She’d stayed. Then at sixteen, Jack was on the streets and he had to eat and he had to get out of the rain, but he had nothing. Except even when he had nothing, he still had himself and there was always someone willing to buy. It had saved him, but it had also shaped him into the wreck of a man that he was now and he suspected that Phineas had known it would from the start. 
 
    Phineas had been there in the alleys when Jack went down on his knees for money the first time. He had been there when Kate’s men were fucking him over the arm of the sofa while the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles battled evil-doers. He was there the first time Jack popped a needle into a vein and the first time he went a little nuts because he couldn’t find one and had to stick it between his fingers. He stood by and grinned when Jack met Steve.  
 
    The clown had appeared as salvation, but he had loved every minute that had twisted and broken him. 
 
    Steve had been all Jack’s doing though. He didn’t blame Phineas for that. That was all him. 
 
    “Go away,” Jack said. 
 
    Phineas stuck his tongue out at Jack, but he got up and walked out of his line of sight. 
 
    Jack closed his eyes and dozed. In the room behind the wall where he was propped a woman started screaming at someone named Jamal. Whoever Jamal was, Jamal don’t be nothing but a fucking nigger, according to the woman, who sounded like she was also black. Jamal called her a cunt. She threatened to cut his dick off and club him with it. 
 
    Jack and Steve were going to have to move on to someplace else soon. They had been living at the Last Chance Motel for a month, but they never could stay anywhere long, even if they had wanted to. If Steve settled down, Steve might get caught. The thing about keeping Jack around was, he was useful and helpful in catching the girls, but Jack more than Steve was likely to be remembered. Even now, with ten years of prostitution and eight years of moderate to serious heroin addiction under his belt, Jack was striking. He did not have a forgettable face. 
 
    He was asleep when Steve returned from the Laundromat with his newly washed bedding. In the middle of the night, Jack woke up thirsty and rolled over to see Steve sitting on his own bed smoking a cigarette while he watched Jack. The curtains were closed, but a slat of light fell between the curtains and the window and illuminated one side of Steve’s face, turned his faded denim blue eyes electric. 
 
    Jack sat up. “Steve?” 
 
    “Yeah, Jack?” 
 
    “What’re you doing?” 
 
    “Sitting here. What’s it look like?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    A little disturbed by it, Jack got up and went into the bathroom to drink some water and pee. Sometimes Steve kind of tuned out like that, so maybe he hadn’t been watching Jack sleep after all, that was just the way he was facing. After he had a girl, he thought about it and played it over in his mind for a few days. Until he got the itch again and needed another one. 
 
    It bothered Jack more to think that had been what Steve was doing than that Steve had been staring at him while he was sleeping and thinking about something else. It shouldn’t have, but it did. 
 
    “You go fuck that Zane asshole for dope again?” 
 
    Jack paused on his way out of the bathroom and rolled that over in his mind. Steve wasn’t jealous, he just disapproved. He was possessive and if he didn’t like Jack whoring, that was probably the only reason why. 
 
    “No,” Jack said, walking back into the room. Then because sometimes he resented Steve a lot more than he would admit, he added, “I fucked someone else for money and bought drugs. I was tired. Zane took a suck job.” 
 
    Steve stared at him without expression. In the dark it was hard to tell, but Jack had known him a while, he recognized the way the shadows fell on his face to mean it was blank. Then he turned his head and looked away from him at the wall; disgusted and dismissive. 
 
    You can’t get it up for no one but dead girls, Steve. Who the hell are you to judge me? Jack thought with a rare spark of anger at him. He almost said it. Then he sighed and climbed back into bed without saying anything. 
 
    He lay there staring up at the ceiling, listening to the rattling A/C, watching the pale blue of Steve’s cigarette smoke curl in the dark above him. After a while he said, “You always knew what I was.” 
 
    Steve grunted in a way that conveyed both acknowledgement and irritation. 
 
    “We need the money.” 
 
    “Don’t do any good if you’re shooting the shit up your fucking arm,” Steve said. “You ain’t doing that ‘cause we need the money.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. It didn’t bother him, he’d been a whore a long time. It was what it was. 
 
    “You gonna go and get yourself killed by some sick fuck closet case faggot one of these nights, Jack, and where’s that leave me?” Steve asked. “You ever think about that?” 
 
    “I guess not,” Jack said. It wasn’t an apology though. “Guess I always figured you’d be fine. We both know you don’t need me around, Steve.” 
 
    Jack could feel Steve’s eyes on him again, but he didn’t take his gaze from the shadows of the ceiling to look at him. Eventually Steve made another of those dismissive sounds in his throat and stamped his cigarette out in the heavy marble ashtray on the nightstand between their beds. 
 
    Jack closed his eyes and was soon asleep again. 
 
    He dreamed about Shane. He dreamed about being little again and Hal taking his clothes off. He dreamed about Shane walking in and how he had flown at Hal with a plastic hockey stick like it was a sword, trying to defend Jack, his baby brother. He’d always defended Jack. He dreamed about sitting huddled over his knees and crying in the corner by the laundry hamper while Hal raped Shane and made him scream instead. Phineas was there across the room watching it all, his little teeth like pearls, his eyes like foxfire. 
 
    Jack’s real shame about hearing and seeing his fifteen year old brother naked and crying and sweaty while Hal tore into him was that he’d been glad; glad that it wasn’t him for once. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The next morning Steve was gone when Jack got up. He didn’t know where; he didn’t ask and Steve never offered to tell him where he went. He figured he’d be gone most of the day though. Jack got dressed and did a shot before he went out himself. 
 
    He took the bus in toward the city. Not into it, just close. He could see the buildings but not look in the windows. There were always slums in the outlying areas and streets where whores were more common than rats in big cities like Biloxi, Mississippi. Los Angeles had Skid Row and the Sunset Strip, New Orleans had the French Quarter and the Ninth Ward; they all had them. Such places weren’t always outside of the city, but they were always in some way apart. 
 
    Mississippi was a very prostitution-friendly state; for a state where prostitution was still illegal, Mississippi had some of the least severe penalties in the entire country. If he had been more tech-savvy or had a little more class, Jack could have made a killing in Biloxi by taking his trade online. Still, he did all right. 
 
    He bought a package of mini Ritz cheese crackers for his breakfast out of a vending machine at a truck stop. The cheese sandwiched between the tiny crackers was atomic orange, like the cheese powder used to make sauce for macaroni and cheese noodles out of the box. He ate the crackers and tossed the wrapper down on the sidewalk. 
 
    He walked until the people around him started to change. Until the boys and girls leaning against buildings watched him with eyes like his own; haunted and hungry. Until he was among men and women who looked at him and really saw him but didn’t care. He walked until he found himself standing on a cracked sidewalk with his own kind and a young man with blond hair, blue eyes and a scabbed mark on his cheek caught his gaze, looked him up and down and smiled. They were in on the joke. They were the butt of the joke. 
 
    It was a funny joke. 
 
    “What’s your name, man?” the boy asked him. 
 
    “Jack,” said Jack. 
 
    “Yeah? Me, too. You new? Ain’t seen you before.” 
 
    “Sure,” Jack said. “For now.” 
 
    “Well,” the boy said with a sigh, “I bet they like you.” 
 
    Jack smiled humorlessly and looked away from him out at the street. “They do.” 
 
    He was pretty, he knew it. He’d been told so all his life. But for johns it was more than that. Jack was delicate looking, slender to the point of skinny, he wasn’t strong, he wasn’t loud or brash or demanding and what anger he possessed was buried deep enough that it went unseen by most and unrecognized by others. He was starved for affection and broken in so many places. Maybe he’d grown stronger in the cracks, but mostly he just figured he’d learned to patch them and cover them up because he had to. In many ways, Jack looked more like a whore than any of the boys in bright colored, ripped shirts or the girls in shiny red fuck-me boots who sold themselves on the streets. He looked like a toy. Something to use and play with; made to be enjoyed by others. 
 
    “You want to stand over here, I’ll shift on over a bit,” the other Jack offered. 
 
    Jack shook his head and continued to stand where he was by a NO PARKING sign and watch the traffic. A station wagon pulled to the curb down the street and a girl with short cropped blond hair leaned down to talk to the man driving it. She got in and the car drove away. 
 
    A truck pulled over near Jack and the guy driving it waved to him. Jack slipped into character. He slapped a flirtatious smile on his face and put a little sway in his hips when he walked and went around the hood of the truck to meet its owner. 
 
    His name was Blake and he didn’t look like the kind of guy respectable people would ever expect to frequent the Skid Rows of the world. Most of them looked like that in one way or another though. Blake worked in an office. He had a cubicle. He worked all day at a job that he hated with people he despised. Then he went home to his shitty little apartment where he lived alone and microwaved some kind of processed frozen thing for dinner and watched TV. Then he went to bed, got up and the whole thing started over again. Blake didn’t have to tell Jack any of this for Jack to know it just by looking at him. He was wearing the cheap dress shirt with the sweat stains under the arms that they all wore. The same cheap off the rack tie. Guys like Blake were frequent shoppers. 
 
    Jack told him how much and Blake told him to get in the truck and he drove to a no-tell motel nearby called the Moon River Inn that rented rooms to frequent shoppers like Blake. Blake turned the TV on when they got there and told Jack to take his clothes off while he flipped through channels until he finally settled on a Vietnam War movie. Jack undressed and when Blake turned to him, he reached out and grabbed him, then roughly pushed him down on the bed. 
 
    Jack went with it. Blake was one of those: control freak. A john in need of an ego boost. A guy so little on the bottom of the totem pole that he got his rocks off with someone like Jack who wasn’t even on it. Driving that point home to Jack—to himself—was what got Blake off. 
 
    Blake called him a whore and Jack could have laughed, but he didn’t. Laughing at the Blakes of the world when in a position such as Jack was in was plain stupid. 
 
    Blake was rough and Jack bit his lips against cries and moans of pain until they were sore. He used the condom Jack gave him, but he thrust right in and then he fucked like he was trying to punch a hole through Jack. Like he had something to prove. 
 
    Sometimes men with something to prove were great in bed, but those usually were not johns. Jack wasn’t a person to Blake. He was a good-looking, cheap place to put it and take out his frustrations. Every time Jack cried out in pain, it stroked his ego. 
 
    When he finished, Blake rolled off him, smacked his ass and told him to get off the bed. He wasn’t done yet, but he needed to catch his breath. Jack sat on the floor and listened to the wartime audio of the movie on the TV while he stared through the cracks in the ragged Venetian blinds over the one window in the room and waited for Blake to get his second wind. 
 
    After about fifteen minutes, Blake sat up on the end of the bed and told Jack to get over there. He wanted him to suck his cock. Blake had used a condom, but it was still kind of disgusting and unsanitary and Jack wasn’t one of those whores or junkies who didn’t think about such things. He hadn’t showered and he didn’t seem like he intended to go clean up first, so Jack hesitated, but in the end he went. It would cost Blake extra for the waiting time and Jack needed the money. He needed to eat something more than tiny Ritz crackers and he needed to fix and he only had enough of the creamy yellow powder he’d bought from Zane to last him one more day if he was careful with it. He couldn’t afford to tell Blake no. 
 
    Jack knelt between Blake’s legs and looked up at him. Blake smiled down at him, put a hand on his head and pushed his head down toward his crotch. At first it was all right. Just another blowjob. A blowjob without a condom, which wasn’t safe per se, but the spermicide in the lube on most condoms burned Jack’s mouth anyway. It was a risk without one, but he preferred it and of course the johns preferred it. Blake wasn’t fully hard yet when it started, but he got that way and the more aroused he became, the tighter his hand in Jack’s hair got. 
 
    Jack started to pull back, draw his mouth up the shaft and catch a breath. Blake held him there and started to thrust. His cock bumped the back of Jack’s throat, slid over his tongue and kept going and he couldn’t breathe. It tickled the back of his throat and though Jack didn’t have a sensitive gag reflex, the head thrusting into his throat was too much and he gagged around it. 
 
    He shoved against the side of the bed, pushing himself back. Blake’s hand was suddenly gone from his hair, taking some scalp and hair with it. Jack fell back on the floor gasping, gagged and spit and started to stand using the wall to brace himself. There was an apology already on his tongue when Blake punched him in the chest. 
 
    It knocked the wind out of him and Jack fell back against the wall wheezing. Blake cursed him, called him a useless piece of shit whore and hit him again. It caught him in the jaw and Jack’s teeth clacked together. He sat down hard on the floor, then immediately tried to crawl away from him so he could get up. Blake grabbed his leg and pulled him back, then began to kick him. 
 
    Going limp in such situations was the best thing to do. Jack had learned that a long time ago. Go limp, don’t fight back, just let it happen. Chances of survival were much higher. 
 
    Blake kicked him until Jack was sure he was going to pass out. He couldn’t catch a breath before it was slammed right back out of him again. Then Blake got tired of that, but he wasn’t done. He threw Jack over on his stomach and while he was still retching and trying to breathe, he entered him from behind and started thrusting hard and fast. No condom, no lube, no warning. It wasn’t sex, not even for Blake, it was an extension of the beating. Another way to kick him while he was down. 
 
    Jack let it happen. It wasn’t the first time he’d been raped. There was no reason to think it would be the last. It didn’t shock him anymore. It didn’t even bother him that much. He was more upset and disturbed by his inability to draw a full breath into his lungs than he was by Blake pounding away at him with his inferiority complex. Letting it happen was just easier. It would be over more quickly and he could leave. That was what Jack thought about while it was happening, while he tried to make himself breathe and tried not to think about the pain in his chest every time he did. 
 
    Blake didn’t get the response from Jack that he wanted, which made him angrier. He reached down, seized Jack’s arm and twisted it up behind his back, pulled his wrist up between his shoulders so that every time he thrust it put pressure on his arm and shoulder. He told him he was going to break it and asked Jack what he thought about that. 
 
    Jack thought that was going to be a really expensive visit to the emergency room. He wondered if Blake really did it if they’d give him some good pain killers. Probably not. He had track scars you could chart the stars by pebbling the insides of both of his elbows. Even with a busted arm or a dislocated shoulder, they’d probably think he was only there for the drugs. 
 
    Instead of breaking his arm, Blake bent his middle finger back until it snapped. Jack screamed then and that seemed to please him. He did it again with his ring finger. Then he came with a shout, humping away while he shoved Jack’s face down hard into the stained old carpet. 
 
    He stayed down on the floor and didn’t say anything or move very much as Blake got up and put on his clothes. He threw a fifty dollar bill at Jack almost as an afterthought as he left and Jack found himself angry for the first time since Blake hit him because the asshole had shorted him by half. Then he was gone and Jack pushed himself up and crawled to the little chipped table by the bed to grab the phone there. 
 
    Steve answered on the fifth ring and sounded annoyed and suspicious when he said, “Yeah?” 
 
    “Steve. Come get me,” Jack said. 
 
    Steve sighed. “What happened?” 
 
    “I got shoplifted.” 
 
    “Ah, shit, Jack,” Steve said. “How bad?” 
 
    “Pretty fucking bad. He broke my fingers. I think I need to go to the hospital and get them set. Might have broke a rib or two. Can you hurry?” 
 
    “Goddamn it. Fine. Where are you?” 
 
    Jack told him and Steve hung up. He sat there for a minute before making his pained and wobbly way to the bathroom. 
 
    In the mirror, he assessed some of the damage with a sinking feeling of disappointment. His jaw was bruised and swelling, his chest was bruised and there was a dark bruise forming down his side that turned him black and blue from his armpit to his thigh. He was still having difficulty breathing deeply and it hurt when he tried and that worried him. If one of his ribs had broken just right and was pressing on his lungs, he’d need surgery. He couldn’t afford surgery and it went without saying that he did not have medical insurance. 
 
    Jack took a shower and washed with a sliver of soap someone staying in the room before had left behind. The soap foam turned pinkish orange at first; his ass was bleeding. Something had been torn. 
 
    He was drying off with a threadbare over-bleached towel when Steve got there and walked right into the bathroom without knocking. He took one look at Jack, cursed and threw the spare roll of toilet paper on the toilet tank across the room. 
 
    “Who the fuck was this guy?” he demanded. 
 
    “Some john,” Jack said with a shrug. He put his pants on and picked up his shirt. “Guy was fucking my face and I couldn’t breathe. Started to gag and pulled off and he got pissed and started swinging. I tried to apologize, but he wasn’t listening. Didn’t want to hear it. Probably wanted something to hit. You know.” 
 
    Steve walked over and took hold of Jack’s chin, tilted his head back to the light and turned it to examine the bruise growing darker by the second on his face. “I mean what’s his fucking name?” he said, letting Jack go. 
 
    “Blake,” Jack said. “I dunno, probably not really his name. You know the fucker shorted me fifty bucks, too?” 
 
    “Jesus, Jack. You are so fucked up,” Steve muttered. 
 
    “You fuck dead girls, Steve. That trumps everything,” Jack said. It fell out of his mouth before he even thought about it. He’d had a rough day and he was not in the mood to hear it. 
 
    Steve looked mad for a second then his expression cleared and he laughed. “Guess so,” he said. “Get dressed. I’m going down to see if they got this Blake shithead’s information. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Steve turned to leave and Jack yanked his shirt on. “You’re not my pimp. You don’t have to do that. I just needed a ride back.” 
 
    Steve turned and jabbed a finger at him, the anger flaring back to life in his eyes. “Sometimes whores need a goddamn pimp, Jack and this shit is why,” he said. 
 
    He slammed the door as he left the motel room and Jack sat down on the lowered toilet seat to put his shoes on. He felt better with Steve nearby and taking care of it, though he would never tell him so. It pleased him that Steve cared enough to be so mad about it even if Jack didn’t really give a damn. He felt safe because Steve was a monster, but he was Jack’s monster and you couldn’t ask for a meaner guard dog. 
 
    Steve returned ten minutes later and he was ready to go. He took Jack to the clinic where they set his fingers and wrapped them, but would not give him a prescription. They listened to him breathe with a stethoscope and told him he probably had some cracked ribs, but if he took it easy for a little while, they would heal. There wasn’t much else they could do for him—or would—without some kind of insurance. 
 
    Steve wouldn’t tell Jack what the person in the office at the Moon River Inn had told him, but after he dropped him at their room, he took off again and didn’t come back for a couple of hours. When he did, his knuckles were cracked and scabbed and he came in carrying a bag of groceries, a bottle of cheap whiskey and a pack of cigarettes for each of them. Jack surmised that he had found Blake, kicked the dog shit out of him, robbed him and then stopped to go shopping on his way back. 
 
    It was sweet in a Steve Walker-ish way. 
 
    And practical because Jack could tell already that there was little chance he was going to be able to work for a little while. He was tore up and his sides hurt like hell and every time he breathed too deeply his chest felt like it was caving in. He might be able to swing some suck jobs, but if he had to fuck anyone he was afraid he might not make it out alive. 
 
    Steve made them ham and cheese sandwiches and made Jack eat before he fixed. Jack ate quickly because the heroin would make the pain go away as well as stop the oncoming jitter-jives. He was rationing himself though. Making himself wait until he couldn’t wait any longer. He didn’t know how he was going to get more when it was gone. He had seventy dollars when he added the fifty he’d made from Blake to what he’d already had. Zane might cut him a deal for a “poke,” but he wasn’t up to it right now and that was all the money he had until he was better and could go back to the street. 
 
    Steve was going to have to find the three hundred and fifty dollars to pay the rent himself for the month. There was no way around that. 
 
    When they were done eating, Jack cooked and shot up and Steve watched him do it. Sometimes he did that and Jack sometimes got the impression that he liked it in some weird, twisted way. He looked up and caught Steve’s eyes on him as he popped the needle in and depressed the plunger. 
 
    As the drug slid through his veins, filled him with warmth and entered his brain, Jack noticed Phineas’s reflection in the window glass. Phineas stood behind him watching them both. His green eyes danced and glowed like fireflies. 
 
    Jack sighed and slumped with his elbows on his knees and his head down. He tensed when he felt a hand on his forehead brushing his hair back, thinking it was the clown, but it was Steve. He relaxed and watched Steve with lazy interest as he petted his hair. Steve rarely touched him. Jack let him and felt like a man holding his breath so some wild, skittish creature wouldn’t startle and run away. If he moved, if he spoke, Steve would stop. 
 
    He did stop after a minute and got up, but he moved to Jack’s bed. “Come on, scoot on over and lay down,” he said. 
 
    Jack slid over to the side of the bed close to the wall and Steve stretched out on the bed next to him. “What are you doing?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Laying here. You’re hurt and all ass raped and shit. Thinking maybe you don’t need to be alone right now,” Steve said. He turned his head to look at him and smiled. “You’re my friend, Jack. It’s what friends do.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay,” Jack said. 
 
    It probably was something friends did, but it wasn’t something Steve made a habit of doing. Steve had probably read about it in an article from a magazine left at the Laundromat or while he waited for him at the hospital. 10 Ways To Be A Better Person. 
 
    “Whatcha smiling about?” Steve asked. 
 
    Jack shrugged. “Nothing.” 
 
    Steve crooked a finger at him. “Come here.” 
 
    Jack eyed him uncertainly, but then he did. He went. He couldn’t help it. He scooted back across the bed the short distance to Steve and lay down beside him with his head on the other pillow. He could feel Steve’s eyes on him even when he wasn’t looking back and it made him itch, but it made his pulse beat a little faster, too. 
 
    He licked his lips and found them dry and faintly painful.  
 
    Steve pushed himself up on one elbow and leaned over to kiss him. Jack made a startled sound in his throat and tensed, his eyes going wide in shock. It took a second for him to understand what was happening and respond, but when he kissed him back, Steve ended it. 
 
    Jack clenched his hand into a fist at his side in frustration. 
 
    Steve touched the bruised side of his face and frowned. He didn’t say anything about the kiss. He acted like nothing out of the ordinary at all had occurred and expected Jack to do the same. “You ain’t gonna be hooking no more for a while,” he said. 
 
    It wasn’t a question so much as a statement of the obvious. 
 
    “No,” Jack said. “Guys might ignore a few bruises, but not all this. And I can’t fuck no one with cracked ribs anyway.” 
 
    “Or a tore up ass,” Steve said. He smirked and dropped his hand from Jack’s cheek back to the coverlet. “Don’t need you getting yourself a prolapsed rectum or nothing like that.” 
 
    Jack laughed. “You saw that in a medical magazine, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Sure did. And there was pictures,” Steve said with relish. “Nasty fucking pictures. Read me some Cosmo, too. You were in there for a bit. That rectum thing though; that shit’s fucking disturbing. Like someone went and took a bean and cheese burrito and turned it inside out then yanked it through a doughnut hole.” 
 
    Jack winced. “Gross, Steve.” 
 
    “Yeah. Sure is gross. Don’t go getting yourself none of that,” Steve said. 
 
    “I wasn’t planning to,” Jack said, amused. 
 
    “No, but unplanned shit like Blake the rapist with a pocket protector, that shit happens. Ain’t no planning for it then. Next time you could go and get yourself one of those juicer guys. Those self-hating homos, you know? And maybe he ain’t satisfied just raping the shit outta you, maybe he looks around the room and thinks to himself, you know what I could do with that there shampoo bottle to this little whore boy’s ass?” 
 
    Jack made a disgusted face, but he was laughing, too and Steve grinned at him. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Steve said, pleased with his reaction. “Then you got yourself an inconvenient as shit case of prolapsed rectum. The rest of you may go on being pretty, but ain’t no one gonna want to look too long at that inside out hole of yours, let alone play around in there.” 
 
    “Jesus, stop it,” Jack said, more revolted than amused the more he kept talking about it. Steve had latched onto the subject with real interest the more it disgusted Jack. “Just quit. I get it. Be careful or I’ll end up with a prolapsed rectum. I got it.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good,” Steve said. 
 
    He continued to smile for a time and they lapsed into silence. Jack watched Steve and Steve stared thoughtfully up at the popcorn ceiling. In not too long, Jack fell asleep and Steve stayed with him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Steve was gone the next morning again, leaving behind a note scribbled on a piece of paper bag that told him to stay there and take care of himself. That Steve would have the rent money by Saturday and Jack shouldn’t worry about it. 
 
    Jack folded up the note and put it in his pocket. He stayed in that day and watched TV. No cartoons and no Vietnam movies. He watched some reruns of Seinfeld, then some reruns of M*A*S*H, one of the many remakes of Planet of the Apes, fixed himself a shot a little after 3 p.m. and watched a nature show then fell asleep. 
 
    The next day, much as Jack would have liked to stay in and be lazy, heal himself and watch bad TV, he couldn’t. He was out of heroin. Completely tapped out. He fixed another hit with the last of it that morning, but it wasn’t even a whole shot. It was a tide-me-over shot and if he didn’t score before dinner time, he was going to be a real mess. It had happened many times before, but not in a long time. He was careful about that. He watched it; he rationed himself because withdrawal was the worst kind of hell imaginable. Jack’s was a uniquely terrible kind of hell because Phineas would be there to keep him company. 
 
    He didn’t have enough money though and he couldn’t even offer to cover the rest in trade in the state he was in. Steve had left as was his wont early in the morning and Jack hadn’t even thought to ask him for the cash the night before. Steve probably would have given it to him if he had it, but Steve wasn’t the kind of person who thought of such things on his own, so he hadn’t offered. 
 
    Jack thought about catching the bus into the slums again, trying his hand at turning a few blowjobs into fifties, but his face looked even worse than it had that first day. The bruise had spread and though it was the yellowish color at the edges that indicated healing in progress, it was swollen and hideous. It was one thing to tell a prospective john that all he could have was his dick sucked, but with a mangled face like Jack’s, no one was even going to ask. 
 
    He had to go see Zane and hope the guy was feeling exceptionally charitable. There was nothing else for it. Zane liked Jack a lot, Jack had not failed to notice it and he probably took advantage of it a little bit because he knew Zane liked him, but Zane was also a drug dealer and Jack was a junkie and a prostitute. There was a good chance that, like him or not, Zane would tell him to fuck off. 
 
    Jack rode the bus out to Zane’s. It didn’t go all the way to the house so Jack had to walk a few blocks, but he could walk fine. He couldn’t do much running yet, but there wasn’t much chance he was going to need to do that. If the cops decided to hassle him now, he would just have to let them take him in. He couldn’t run far or fast and he didn’t want the beating that was likely to occur on top of the one he was still recovering from should the cops decide to give chase. 
 
    He still looked around for cops everywhere he went. It was a long-standing habit. 
 
    Zane was in the kitchen when Jack got there. His housekeeper, Sasha let him in. Zane had several different kinds of melon on the countertop and was cutting one in half as Jack walked into the kitchen. He cut off a slice, cut the rind off it and ate a piece of white, juicy fruit before he looked up and saw Jack standing there. 
 
    “You hungry, Jack?” 
 
    Jack shook his head and scratched his left arm with his right hand—the one without the broken fingers. “I’m… No, thanks, Zane.” 
 
    “You sure? This honeydew melon’s real sweet.” Zane went back to cutting it into wedges. “So, how’s things? You looking like hell, you don’t mind me saying, Handy.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack said. He shifted his weight from his left foot to his right and back. “Zane, I need…” He swallowed. He hated to do this. Hated it. He was not a freeloader. He was a lot of things, but he wasn’t one of those junkies. “I need…” 
 
    “Looks like you need some help,” Zane said. He popped a piece of cantaloupe into his mouth and looked at Jack across the counter. “You’re out, ain’t you?” 
 
    Zane knew he was. He knew just how much he’d sold Jack and how long it typically lasted him. He knew that about most junkies he sold to. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack said. 
 
    And he was ashamed because not only was he not a freeloader, he tried not to let himself ever be that junkie who would do anything for a fix, because that made you vulnerable and when you would do anything, anything could happen. He had seen it plenty enough to know how bad things could get if he ever became one of those whores. Those whores agreed to shit no one in their right mind would agree to and their market value had a horrible tendency to plummet. They fell right down the rabbit hole, but there wasn’t much Wonderland waiting for them at the end of that tunnel. No one paid good money for a trick like that when there were others just a few feet away without any visible broken and cracked parts. 
 
    He wouldn’t meet Zane’s eyes and Zane didn’t say anything more to him for several minutes while he went on slicing up melon and arranging fruit on a plate. Then he took the plate and a big mug of coffee across the kitchen to the little breakfast nook by the window and set it down. 
 
    “You want coffee?” he asked Jack. 
 
    Jack swallowed and shook his head. “I need… I’m gonna be sick, Zane. I don’t…” He let out a deep, shaky breath and looked up at him. “Please?” 
 
    Zane’s eyes narrowed on his face as he considered it. Then he smiled. “Sure, Jack. I got you covered. Just sit down there at the table and I’ll be right back. You go ahead and eat some of that if you want to. Had me a craving for melon this morning and Sasha, well she got a little carried away at the market. Think she don’t know what the fuck I’m saying to her half the goddamn time, tell you the truth, but damn can that woman clean house. Anyway, relax. I’ll be just a minute.” 
 
    Jack nodded and a wave of relief washed over him. This was going to cost him. Zane didn’t have to say it, Jack knew it would. No matter how much he liked him, Zane wasn’t a junkie charity, he was a dealer. But Jack didn’t think too much about that and he wasn’t worried. He could do it, whatever it was, and he would do it because for right now he was that junkie and he was desperate. He was already shaking and itching, he could already feel his pulse in this throat pounding, tickling, and in not too long he was going to be vomiting and shitting himself and climbing the walls crazy if he didn’t get something. 
 
    That was how they got you if you weren’t careful. 
 
    Jack promised himself that he would go back to being careful from now on. This would not happen again. He would not let himself fall into the habit of running low and scraping the bottom because it was easy, but it was also how you died. 
 
    And Jack didn’t have much to his name, but he still had his looks. His face hadn’t always been something that got him anywhere he wanted to go, but he didn’t like to think about what would become of him when he no longer had that. If he lost it, he’d be done for. If he lost it, Steve wouldn’t have any use for him either and Jack didn’t fool himself that Steve would keep him around. 
 
    “You look like you’re thinking some deep thoughts, Handy,” Zane said, coming back into the kitchen. 
 
    He had the cloth pouch he kept his personal stash in and he put it on the table and sat down. Jack glanced at it and chewed his bottom lip. Zane smiled to himself and ate a piece of pineapple. With one hand, he picked up his coffee and sipped and with the other he unrolled the cloth and plucked a small sandwich bag of powder out of it. He tossed it across the table to Jack, who snatched it up. 
 
    “Hey now, hold on,” Zane said. 
 
    Jack could feel his insides jittering, but he made himself freeze. “What?” 
 
    Zane reached over the table and laid a hand over Jack’s fingers. They trembled and he closed his eyes, bracing himself against the craving that was setting him on fire. “You can have this now for nothing, but you owe me,” Zane said. “You owe me big. Don’t you forget it.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay, I owe you,” Jack said quickly. “Whatever. Whatever you want, Zane. Okay. Just let me—” 
 
    “Go ahead then,” Zane said, satisfied. 
 
    He let go of Jack’s hand and sat back with his coffee and Jack couldn’t wait anymore. He opened the baggy with trembling hands, reminding himself to be careful, don’t rip the bag, don’t lose it because no way was Zane going to be this generous again if he did. If he did, he’d be sucking it off the floor through a bendy straw while Zane watched and he would still owe him for it. 
 
    Jack wanted the needle, but he didn’t want to screw around cooking the stuff, so he snorted it off the back of his hand. Then he licked the little bit left on his skin off too, reveling in the sparkling, bittersweet, burning chemical taste of it. The pain of his beating, which had become an annoying constant, started to melt away. The heroin was good and it entered his system like a calm, cooling hand and he sighed as it went to work. 
 
    Some time later, he opened his eyes to look at Zane. Zane had finished his coffee and ate most of the fruit on the plate between them and was just watching Jack. When he noticed Jack returning his gaze, he smirked. 
 
    “You feel better?” Zane asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Jack said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Zane said. “You want to know what it’s gonna cost you?” 
 
    Jack did not care. He didn’t care about anything right now, but he definitely didn’t have any cares that extended into the future. “Sure.” 
 
    “In about a week when you’re all healed up from whatever the fuck pounded your face so bad I get you for the weekend,” Zane said. “You come here Thursday night or Friday morning and you don’t leave until Monday morning. You’re mine, Jacky. Then we’re square.” 
 
    Jack frowned. Steve wasn’t going to like that. He did not say so aloud to Zane because Zane hated Steve and would not consider that to be a valid excuse. “Okay,” he said. 
 
    “Weren’t asking, I was telling,” Zane said. He got up and took his plate to the sink and refilled his coffee. “You sure you don’t want nothing before you go?” 
 
    “No thanks,” Jack said. He got up from the table. “I should go.” 
 
    Zane nodded. “You take care of yourself, Jack. You’re no good to me you go off somewhere and get dead. I might have to be real mad about that.” 
 
    Jack nodded, his mind already on the walk back to the bus stop. “Sure, Zane.” 
 
    “Go on then,” Zane said. 
 
    Jack went on. He walked back to the bus stop and waited for an hour for the bus that would take him home to the motel. While he waited, he thought about the empty room, he thought about needles and spoons, he counted the cracks that ran like lightning in the broken concrete sidewalk. He did not think about Zane but he did wonder about Steve. 
 
    That night Steve went out and picked up a girl by himself. Jack was damaged. That kind of damage wiped all the dimness off someone like Jack. Whores belonged to a class of people that other people walked right by daily without seeing. They were dim. By some genetic grace, Jack wasn’t as dim as most, but he was still a junkie and a whore, no matter how blue his eyes were. People walked blindly by him all the time. But with a battered and bruised face, this was no longer true. It meant that while his face was still painted black and blue, he couldn’t help Steve. He couldn’t charm the girls into relaxing their guard so they wouldn’t notice Steve come up behind them and slip the needle in. 
 
    So while Jack nodded on the bed and the TV played snow and white noise that seemed to possess all the secrets of the uncharted universe, Steve went out to get a girl on his own. He came back with a pretty one and made Jack go outside while he did his business. 
 
    Jack went, though he had told Steve before that it didn’t matter to him when he was like that. A bomb could go off and he wouldn’t even stir. Steve fucking a corpse in the next bed wouldn’t even be a blip on his radar. 
 
    Steve still made him leave. Steve was kind of shy, Jack thought. Then again, considering what Steve was into, that was understandable. He’d be shy too if he was into fucking dead people. Steve was self-aware, that was all. 
 
    Jack sat on the uncomfortable bench and watched the bugs fly around the florescent light over the walkway. His skin itched so he scratched it and it felt soooo good. Distantly, he heard the bed in the room behind him whine in protest and the grunting, moaning sounds of Steve with the new girl, but it didn’t make much impression. The moths though, the moths were fascinating. 
 
    “What the fuck?! Oh, my god, what the fuck?!” Steve screamed. 
 
    That was interesting. Steve wasn’t a screamer. 
 
    “You nasty goddamn bitch!” 
 
    Steve was angry. That was angry screaming. 
 
    There was a heavy thud inside the room and something crashed to the floor. Jack looked around at the door with a perplexed frown. “Steve?” 
 
    Steve yanked open the door and stood there wearing nothing but hastily donned jeans and an expression of horrified disgust. Jack took a moment to consider this. Steve had not suddenly come to realize the vile nature of his perverse appetites. Jack knew better. He wasn’t sure what that left though. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “Get in here and help me with this,” Steve said. 
 
    Jack blinked at him. “Uh… With what?” 
 
    “With this,” Steve snapped. “This nasty fucking cunt in here. Come help with her.” 
 
    Jack didn’t like the sound of that, but he got up and followed Steve into the room. 
 
    The dead girl was on her back, her legs spread, one of them still slightly bent where Steve had moved it. Her dark brown hair was spread out on the mattress, her hazel eyes were going filmy, the whites of them already turning brown, her mouth was parted just a little and her lips were bluish at the edges. Around her throat there was a livid collar of dark bruises where Steve had strangled her. 
 
    “Um. Steve, what do you want me to—?” 
 
    “This fucking slut has crabs!” Steve said incredulously. “Well, she had crabs. Now I have the fucking crabs because the little bastards swarmed off her body like rats from a sinking ship! I can’t believe this shit!” 
 
    “Oh,” Jack said vaguely. He pictured it and it was both appalling and hilarious. He snorted. “Oh, ew. Okay, um, so get rid of it—her, I mean. We’re going to have to wash everything and you’re going to need to shave to get rid of them if they’re on you. We’ll have to wash all the sheets and stuff and… well, you’re going to need medicine and probably lice shampoo.” 
 
    “This is just… fuck,” Steve said. He walked over and threw the corner of the sheet over the dead girl. “Fine. I’ll take care of this. You take some money out of my wallet over there on the table and go to the drugstore for all that shit. Goddamn it, this is not how I wanted to spend my evening. Washing fucking laundry and combing my pubes.” 
 
    “Shaving them,” Jack corrected. 
 
    “Yeah, that either,” Steve said. He started preparing to move and dispose of the body. 
 
    Jack took the money from Steve’s wallet and went to the drugstore. He was still really high, so everything was in soft focus, everything, including Jack, moved through the world in slow motion. He bought a twenty ounce bottle of Pepsi from a vending machine near the bus stop and drank that, hoping the caffeine would rouse him a little. It didn’t seem to do much good. 
 
    At the drugstore, he bought delousing shampoo, laundry detergent that looked like it would be good for killing vermin, disposable razors, some shower gloves for exfoliating to help Steve with the ingrown hairs when his shaved pubes started to grow back in and a bag of M&Ms. The cashier hollered at him that the store was closing in ten minutes then glared at him while he rang up his purchases for keeping him a few minutes late. 
 
    “Thank you,” Jack said to the irritable cashier.  
 
    Steve was still gone when Jack got back to the motel. He bundled up all of the bedding, including his own, into their laundry bag, left the shampoo and razors for Steve and went to the Laundromat. Steve was in the shower when he got back and he was still cursing the dead girl and the crab lice and just cursing in general because he was mad.  
 
    Jack made a sandwich from some things in their little fridge and changed the TV channel from snow to PBS. He watched some kind of British period drama and ate.  
 
    “This is bullshit,” Steve said when he emerged from the bathroom. “I think I cut my nuts shaving.” 
 
    Jack laughed. 
 
    “Oh, you go on and laugh, Jack. How many times have you had crabs?” Steve said. He flopped down on his bed. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I never got them because they were abandoning ship from a cold body,” Jack said.  
 
    Steve snorted. “Fucking nasty slutbag. I shoulda known, too.” 
 
    “Why, she wasn’t a nice girl?” Jack asked.  
 
    “She had a nice ass,” Steve said. “Which was apparently infested with bugs. Damn.” 
 
    Jack grinned and ate the last of his sandwich. 
 
    A half hour later, he got up and went to the Laundromat to throw their bedding in the drier. Steve was irritable, but he drank a couple of beers and went to sleep while Jack was watching Doc Martin. He would be irritable until he got another girl who did not give him crabs and he could finish, and that wasn’t going to be for a while because Steve wasn’t dumb. Guys like Steve got caught if they were dumb and Steve had been at it for a long time across several states. He wouldn’t take another girl until Jack was better and could help him. This one had been a risk. Taking another girl so close to the last one was a bigger risk. Girls went missing all the time, sure, but if a lot of girls who looked somewhat alike went missing in the same area in a short period of time, they might as well just post a sign on their door that shouted “SERIAL KILLER LIVES HERE” and wait for the cops to arrive. 
 
    Suddenly Jack was finding the idea of spending the weekend with Zane pretty appealing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Jack didn’t tell Steve about the deal he had made with Zane until Thursday morning. Steve got mad about it just like he had known he would and cussed Zane, cussed Jack, then in typical Steve fashion, he’d gotten real quiet. He left the motel before Jack and Jack told him he was sorry as he was slamming the door. 
 
    And he was sorry. He didn’t want Steve to be pissed at him and he didn’t want to leave Steve alone while he was pissed at him, but what could he do? Zane, for all that he liked Jack and was nice to him, was not a man to cross. Jack could stand to cross Steve, he would be angry for a while, but he would get over it. About the time Jack returned he would be glad enough to see him that he forgot about it. Zane was not that way. Zane didn’t like Steve, but he knew that the man mattered to Jack and Zane would love to have an excuse to kill Steve. If he could teach Jack a lesson at the same time, he’d consider it a bonus. Zane could cut him off, too. He could refuse to sell to Jack. He could tell his little street dealing lackeys not to sell to him. He could make it so the only way Jack could score was in trade on his back. Of the two of them, Jack would cross Steve long before he would cross Zane. 
 
    Zane wasn’t home when Jack got there Thursday night, but Sasha was cleaning up the mess from what looked like a pretty big party the night before and she let him inside. Zane had two dogs, sleek, muscular, well-bred Dobermans named Crocket and Tubbs. Both dogs met him at the door and sniffed him then Crocket wandered off, but Tubbs followed him into the kitchen, sniffing his butt, licking his fingers and hoping for a handout. 
 
    When Zane got home, Sasha was long gone. The dogs were asleep on the couch in the living room and Jack was at the kitchen table waiting for him. He couldn’t figure out how to work the television and both computers in the house were password protected. He had played with the dogs a little, but both of them had lost interest with him an hour after he got there. 
 
    Zane had a tall man in a nice suit with him that Jack had never seen before. The guy seemed surprised to see Jack there and not very happy about it. 
 
    “Who is this?” he demanded of Zane. “You said no one was here.” 
 
    “No one was here,” Zane said mildly. He put his hand on Jack’s head briefly as he walked by him to the fridge. “Don’t fucking worry about it, Randall, Christ. He don’t know you from some bum on the street, don’t flatter yourself, man.” 
 
    “We have an understanding,” the man protested. 
 
    Zane had been standing with his back to them and he turned with two beers in glass bottles in his hands and set them down a bit too hard on the granite countertop. Jack didn’t jump, but the man in the suit did a little. 
 
    “You want to remember you ain’t in charge here, Randall,” Zane said. “This? It’s not a fucking courtroom, but you do not want me to go thinking you’re showing me contempt. Do you?” 
 
    Randall cleared his throat and looked nervous. “He better not say anything,” he mumbled. 
 
    Zane rolled his eyes. “Jacky?” 
 
    “Yes?” Jack said. 
 
    “You know who Randall here is?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “You give two shits about who Randall is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What would you say if I told you he was a state district attorney?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “And he’s a fucking junkie.” 
 
    Randall took exception to this and opened his mouth to protest, but Zane sent him a sharp look and he closed it again without a word. 
 
    “So?” Jack said. 
 
    Zane looked at Randall and raised his eyebrows. “You want a beer?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Randall said. 
 
    Zane crossed the kitchen and gave the second beer to Jack. “Don’t mind him,” he told Jack. “He’s more a jolly pop is what he is. Jumpy motherfucker for a hophead though, ain’t he?” 
 
    Jack grinned and took the offered beer. “Kinda.” 
 
    Zane let Randall sweat a few minutes, mostly because it amused him. Then he gave him his drugs and Randall paid him and left. 
 
    When they were alone, Zane sent Jack to go clean up and while he was in the shower, Zane put the food Sasha had prepared for his dinner in the oven to heat, fed the dogs and watched the news. Jack emerged from the bathroom in the same clothes he’d been wearing, his hair still damp and found Zane standing behind the sofa, elbows propped on the back, a thin, blonde reporter woman on the TV talking about a shooting in Texas that had happened the week before. 
 
    Zane saw him and beckoned him over with a crook of his finger. “Come here.” 
 
    Jack went and Zane watched him draw near. Then he took his face in his hands, coaxed his head back and kissed him. Jack felt the bottom drop out of his stomach in surprise and for a few moments he didn’t do anything. He opened his mouth when Zane pressed his tongue against his lips, but that was instinctive submission. It proved nothing but that he was well trained. He remembered the last time Zane had kissed him, which had been the last time he’d been kissed and the first time in what seemed like forever. What had Zane said? 
 
    Jack kissed him back. He wasn’t any good at it. He hadn’t had any occasion to learn. He tried though because Zane was good to him and he owed him and he really did like him and it seemed like it would please him if he kissed him back. Their tongues stroked together, Zane sucked lightly at Jack’s and a bolt of unexpected desire went through him like a spear through the gut. He moaned and his hands clenched in the front of Zane’s shirt, his body swayed toward him. 
 
    Zane panted out a soft laugh when he picked his head up and broke the kiss. He carefully took Jack’s hands away from the neck of his shirt. “Now, that’s something,” he said. 
 
    “I guess so,” Jack said. “I’m not very good at it. Kissing.” 
 
    “You’re not the worst I’ve ever had,” Zane said. “Besides, you’re a fast learner.” 
 
    Jack smiled. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You hungry? Come on in the kitchen and eat something. You’re too skinny, Handy.” 
 
    They ate the food Sasha had prepared. Then Jack went with Zane to bed and Zane spent a lot of time kissing him and touching him. He did it until Jack couldn’t stand it, until that spear in his gut was like a bolt of lightning, until he wasn’t in Zane’s bed anymore because he had to be but because he wanted it. Zane made him want him like he hadn’t wanted anyone in nearly forever. It had been a long time since Jack had been kissed before Zane did it, but he couldn’t even remember the last time he had genuinely wanted someone to fuck him. He couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t felt numb to it and even under Zane’s hands, even with him taking such care to make him like it, he faded in and out like a bad radio signal a couple of times. There were moments, when he put his mouth just there, when his fingers dug in a little too hard, when the pleasurable reality flickered into dark memory and he almost slipped away, but Zane was persistent. 
 
    There were always rare johns who wanted to make you like it. Some because they weren’t satisfied with just having a warm place to put it, who found the dehumanizing, even of a whore, revolting rather than convenient. Others were sadistic. They wanted you to like it because it made them feel special, for whatever feeling special in the eyes of a prostitute was worth. They wanted you to like it and remember. Zane was different, though he was more like the former than the latter. Jack was a person to him, a person he liked, a person he sometimes fucked, but a person, and that made all the difference. 
 
    Zane made him ask for it, but he didn’t make him beg. He made him want it, but it pleased him rather than stroked his ego. He was considerate, giving, even sweet. He couldn’t fix Jack—nothing much could—but it was the first time in a long time that Jack felt like an actual participant rather than a performer in bed. 
 
    When they were done, Zane prepped a needle for him, sat beside him on the bed and slipped it into his arm. Jack was already relaxed and the dope sent him straight off to Nod. He didn’t move again until the next morning. 
 
    Zane was gone when he got up, but he left a spiral notebook on the counter in the kitchen beside the coffee machine with directions for the TV remote controls, passwords for the laptop computer and contact numbers in case of emergencies. It was like Zane was trusting Jack to babysit himself, he thought. Which was fine since Zane had also left him a nice little baggy of powder and a couple of needles to keep him occupied. It wasn’t enough to send him off into oblivion where he would sit like a statue in drooling wonder, peeing on himself and none the wiser, but it was more than enough to hold him over. 
 
    Jack went through the cupboards looking for something to eat before he fixed. His drug habit left him with nearly zero appetite, but it did sometimes cross his mind that man could not live on poppies alone and on those occasions, he would eat without someone else there to force the issue. He found a box of Lucky Charms cereal in the pantry and poured himself a bowl then he took the notebook with him into the living room and ate while trying to decipher the instructions for the TV. 
 
    Jack liked documentaries, especially nature shows. He liked PBS, but that was more out of necessity than choice since most places where he stayed only had basic cable. He hated Downton Abbey though and did not understand why it was so popular. And the British liked to make cop shows almost as much as Americans did, but the Brit ones were the television equivalent of watching paint dry. PBS had some good science shows and nature shows though, and sometimes he’d watch the travel shows on Create or Martha Stewart or that weird guy who barbequed everything. 
 
    He watched a documentary about large wildcats while he ate his cereal, but his mind wasn’t on TV. It wasn’t on Steve for a change either. He didn’t know why, but he had started thinking about Shane for the first time in a long time. He wondered where he was now. What had happened to him after their mother took him away and Jack didn’t see him anymore? What was Shane doing now? Did he ever think about Jack? 
 
    It hurt to think that Shane might not care anymore, but Jack wouldn’t blame him if that was the case. So much had happened back then and wherever he was now, he had escaped it. Jack had escaped it, too, in his own time and in his own way, but that was different. If Shane had made it out—truly made it out—he would look at Jack as he was now and shudder in revulsion. 
 
    Something moved in the corner of his eye and Jack glanced to his left to see Phineas sitting beside him on the sofa. He was facing the TV, but when Jack looked at him, he turned his head and winked at him. One eyelid with its white craquelure coating lowered like the dead scale on a lizard over one shining eye as putrid green as envy. He grinned from ear to ear with his little teeth gleaming yellow in his whitewashed face. Then he bounced lightly in place and Jack could feel it in the way the cushions moved and that sent a chill up his back. 
 
    “Quit it,” he said. 
 
    The clown paid no attention. 
 
    Jack decided to ignore him and watch the lions mating. Ignoring Phineas didn’t always work, but sometimes it did. Then sometimes Phineas would get annoyed about it and be a real prick. 
 
    As the male lion was mounting the female lion and biting her ear, the TV channel snapped to something else and Jack found himself watching a bored looking black man fuck a screaming blonde girl with puffy fake lips and the biggest fake breasts he’d ever seen. The girl moaned theatrically and cupped her left breast in one hand, mashing it and pinching her nipple. 
 
    Jack glanced at Phineas, who was watching him. 
 
    Jack considered him for a minute, then kicked back on the couch and stared at the TV. The black guy smacked the blonde woman on the ass and called her a whore. He urged her to take his big black cock. 
 
    Jack rolled his eyes. “Come on. You can do better than that,” he told the clown. 
 
    The channel switched again. Blondie and her African-American paramour were replaced by a muscular man strapped into a sex swing. As Jack watched, another man who also looked like a bodybuilder stepped between his spread legs and shoved his fist up his ass. The guy in the swing grunted and shouted, “Yeah! Do it! Give it to me! I can take it!” The other man punched his fist into his asshole again. And again. And again. After a couple of minutes, another big, strong guy switched with him and he punched the guy in the swing’s ass for a while. 
 
    Jack thought of Steve teasing him about prolapsed rectums. Like someone went and took a bean and cheese burrito and turned it inside out then yanked it through a doughnut hole, he had said. Jack had laughed then and he laughed now. The punching thing was something he had heard of, but never seen or personally experienced and it was just as stupid as it had always sounded. Big, muscular, hyper-masculine tough-guys demonstrating how tough they were by taking rabbit punches to the rectum. 
 
    Phineas frowned at Jack and appeared to think about it. He rested his chin in his hand and tapped his finger against his bottom lip while the bodybuilders ass punched their friend in the swing and flexed their muscles. Then he smiled and snapped his fingers. 
 
    The channel changed. On the screen, the video was grainy the way films had been before even home videos went digital. There was a bed, unmade with mismatching sheets and pillowcases, a lamp with a glass bottom shaped like a vase and painted with blue flowers, the walls were the dingy cream color that white paint turns after years of exposure to cigarette smoke and there was a painting on the wall of Jesus. 
 
    Jack remembered that painting from his childhood. His mother had told him once that it was Jesus knocking on the door to your heart, but rather than finding comfort or spiritual rapture in the idea, he had pictured Jesus like a housebreaker. Jesus the way he always was in paintings, blond-haired and blue-eyed like a model, like he had been plucked out of the pages of Playgirl to make all the good little Christian girls wet with piety, rather than the skinny, malnourished, ratty looking brown-skinned Israeli guy he had probably really been. Sexy Jesus walking down the dark alley behind their house under the streetlights where the bugs congregated and breaking in for God only knew what nefarious reasons. That was the picture Jack always had in his mind when he thought about that painting. Except when he thought about what had happened to him in that bed when his mother wasn’t home. 
 
    Phineas smiled and that smile spread and spread until it threatened to grow right off the edges of his hideous face. A placard appeared with jagged, nearly illegible writing on it: Baby’s First Rape. A man’s shadow entered the frame and Jack shuddered and turned his head away. 
 
    “Stop it,” he said. 
 
    But it didn’t stop and when he looked back—and he couldn’t help but look back—the man to whom the shadow belonged had pushed a little boy down on the bed. He bounced on the mattress and Phineas made the couch cushions bounce in time. Jack’s stomach flipped and he wanted to look away again, reach out and pick up the remote control to turn it off or walk out of the room, but he sat rooted to the sofa. The boy lifted his head and his eyes were big, bright blue, fringed with long dark lashes and streaming with tears. 
 
    For a moment it was like all the air in the world had been sucked away. Then Jack drew in a deep breath and stood up, breaking the spell like he was tearing open a wound. It hurt and he could feel it bleeding as he walked out of the room and left his crying younger self on the television behind him. 
 
    He could still hear it though and the farther he got from the living room, the louder the volume got to compensate. Hal told little Jack to shut up, stop crying, don’t be such a fucking baby or he’d tell his mother he’d been bad. Jack leaned on the counter over the sink and closed his eyes, shuddering, slimy sickness rising in his throat. Baby Jack had only been eleven years old that first time and for many times after that. He cried the first time and screamed when Hal fucked him, confused and afraid and in pain. He begged Hal to stop, but Hal didn’t stop and he’d liked it that Jack wept and screamed and begged for him to stop; it had turned the sick bastard on. 
 
    In the other room, little Jack with his child’s voice cried out in a rhythmic way Jack knew very well. If his life had a soundtrack, it would have been that labored gasping sound like the panting of an overheated dog left in a car with the windows up. Eleven year old Jack had no business making that sound, but he did and Jack remembered it, how it had been that first time. Like a bellows in his head. The pain had been exquisite. He’d felt like he was being cored out and hollowed, split apart every time Hal thrust in. Then he pulled back and there would be a moment of relief, but always there was that sound in his head and he didn’t think he had even known then that it was coming from him. 
 
    Jack retched and vomited into the sink. He threw up Lucky Charms cereal, a rainbow of sugary marshmallows and Technicolored bile, until there was nothing more to come up. Then he retched and dry-heaved until his stomach was sore and he was exhausted. 
 
    He slumped over the counter when he was finished and listened to the rest of the sick movie Phineas was playing for him. He could have put his fingers in his ears, but he didn’t. He knew it was over when he heard Hal say, in a tired, pleased voice, “Goddamn.” Then there was blessed silence and Jack wiped at his face and his hand came away wet. 
 
    A shadow fell over him and he glanced up to see Phineas standing on the other side of the island counter watching him, grinning his hateful grin. Gotcha. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Jack said hoarsely. 
 
    Phineas pointed a finger at himself. Moi? No, not me. 
 
    “Go away,” Jack said. “You’re not real. You’re not there. Go away!” 
 
    Phineas laughed at him. There was no sound to it, but his shoulders shook and he mockingly wiped a nonexistent tear from his cheek. You are just too much, Jacky-boy. A real laugh riot. You’re never getting rid of me, kid. 
 
    Jack turned the water on, splashed his face then washed out his mouth. He had to find something to distract himself with. He went to find Zane’s computer. 
 
    It was in a room on the ground floor with a desk and some file cabinets and a lot of bookshelves. There were a couple of television monitors mounted on the wall to one side that showed the view from several places on the property and Jack watched the dogs chase each other in the fenced backyard for a moment before he went to the desk and sat down. It felt strange to be in Zane’s house alone, allowed to go where he wanted, touch anything he wanted, eat or drink whatever he wanted, trusted with access to his computers, his pets, the rooms in his house. Zane had undoubtedly locked away everything he did not want Jack to mess with and locked any rooms that were off-limits to him, but it was still kind of bizarre for him. He opened the laptop then hesitated before turning it on. 
 
    The computer chimed at him in greeting when he turned it on. Zane had created a user account for him called simply “Jack.” Jack opened it and found the basics but all he cared about was if it had internet access, which it did. He went to Google and typed in the name Shane Donovan. 
 
    There were apparently a lot of Shane Donovans in the world. Jack read some of the top search results and was disappointed by what he read. He scratched his arm and tried to think of a way to narrow the search. He typed “Shane Donovan, Louisiana.” There was more than one of those, too, but it didn’t look too intimidating. Jack scrolled. 
 
    He could sense Phineas lurking in the room behind him, but he refused to acknowledge him. 
 
    There was a Shane Donovan in White Castle who owned a seafood buffet restaurant called Crawdaddy’s. There was a website, but Jack didn’t bother to look at it. His Shane was not that Shane. There were several Shane Donovans in New Orleans and Baton Rouge, but Jack doubted any of them were his brother either. Still, he looked at their Facebook profiles to see. 
 
    Shane had been sent to live with their mother’s parents when he was sixteen. Except “sent” wasn’t really what it had been. He had been dropped off there like a pet Kate no longer wanted and their grandparents had taken him in. Jack remembered their grandparents being good people, so they had probably taken Shane in part out of kindness, but there was a large part of it that was because their flaky daughter hadn’t left them with any choice. They hadn’t lived it Baton Rouge or New Orleans though; they weren’t city people. 
 
    They’d lived out in bayou country near several small towns somewhere between the Atchafalaya River and the southernmost part of the Mississippi. Jack hadn’t seen them since he was ten and at ten he might have known their address, but it seemed unlikely. 
 
    He decided to Google Grandma and Grandpa. Their names had been Chloe and Gundry. There was an obituary. Gundry Donovan had died of a heart-attack in 2010; he was survived by his loving wife, his daughter, Kate and their grandson, Shane. There was no mention of Jack and for some reason that made him sad. His heart sank a little as he read over the obituary again and wondered about that. The omission could have been a mistake, but maybe not. Maybe they had just forgotten about him. Or maybe they didn’t want to remember. 
 
    Phineas leaned into Jack’s line of sight and he jumped. The clown was perched atop the file cabinet just to the right of the desk with his legs folded Indian fashion. The way he was bent to lean over looked not only painful, but physically impossible. Like Phineas’s torso was full of springs like the body of a jack-in-the-box. 
 
    Jack scowled at him and waved him off. “Leave me alone,” he said. “Go watch more sick movies. I don’t care. Just go away.” 
 
    Phineas drew his black painted mouth down into a big frowny face and pooched out his bottom lip. 
 
    “Fuck off,” Jack said. He waved at the clown, gesturing him out of his way. 
 
    Phineas rolled his eyes. It was so exaggerated, it might have been comical on a clown in a cartoon or if that clown was not Phineas, but from him it was horrifying. His bright green eyes rolled like marbles round and round in a way that should have been impossible. 
 
    Jack recoiled from him. “What do you want?!” he shouted. 
 
    Phineas wagged a scolding finger in Jack’s face. 
 
    “Please go away,” Jack said slowly and clearly. “Please.” 
 
    Phineas smiled at him, clapped his hands then did a handstand on top of the file cabinet, pushed off of it and disappeared. He would be back again, but he had left Jack alone for the time being. He decided not to waste that time. 
 
    He printed out his grandpa’s obituary. It was from the local paper in White Castle and Jack wondered if Shane might have actually become a seafood restaurant owner after all. He checked the Crawdaddy’s website though and there was a picture of Shane Donovan the owner. He was about fifty. Jack’s Shane would be thirty. He wondered if they might be related to Crawdaddy Shane. Probably not; there were a lot of Donovans around. 
 
    He searched for another hour before he finally did find his brother. Shane Donovan owned a small mechanic shop in White Castle called Donovan Automotive. There was a website and there was Shane. In the picture on the webpage Shane was dressed in faded, holey, oil-spotted denim jeans and a navy blue button up shirt. His name was on a patch on the left. He was crouched down on his heels beside a russet and white colored pit bull with yellow eyes and a pleased grin. The dog wore a Donovan Automotive ball cap. 
 
    Shane appeared to be happy. He was smiling, but only a little. A soft smile. His eyes were the same dark Kentucky bourbon color Jack remembered. He still looked a lot like the boy who had been his big brother, just older, bigger, with tattoos, a few scars, pierced ears and dark beard stubble. He lacked the tension he’d carried with him that last year before their mother got rid of him and Jack had to stare at the picture for a long time before he realized what it was; the absence of fear. 
 
    Jack printed out the picture then kept looking. He searched using the White Castle location to narrow it down and found Shane’s personal Facebook page. Most of it was locked, it seemed, but his profile was public and there was another picture. The dog wasn’t with him in that one. Shane was sitting at a table outside on a porch somewhere. He had on a thin white cotton T-shirt and there was a beer bottle in his hand beaded with condensation. He had a ring on one finger and that gave Jack pause for a second, but it was on his right middle finger, not his left ring finger. His smile was the same, genuine, but not too wide, almost sleepy. 
 
    He remembered Shane smiling like that when they were younger; lazy and amused. Before Hal, Shane had smiled a lot more. He smiled after Hal, but mostly he only did that for Jack when Hal wasn’t around. 
 
    Jack printed off this picture, too. 
 
    He wanted to fix, but he didn’t want to stop looking just yet. The hunger had been there, but it had been small like a kitten because of the dose Zane had given him before bed the previous night. Now it was a little bit bigger; a cat with its claws out and kneading. 
 
    There was a crystal decanter of whiskey on the left side of the desk on top of a stack of manila folders. He thought it was an odd place to put such a thing, but Zane was an odd guy. He had the money to purchase class, but no interest in it much. It did amuse him to spend his outrageous wealth on high-class things because, while he was not himself classy, he could surround himself with the accoutrements and there wasn’t a damn thing anyone could do to stop him. The whiskey in the cut crystal decanter might be no more exotic than Old Granddad; that was Zane’s way. 
 
    Jack picked it up, took out the stopper and drank from it. It burned its way down his throat and lit a fire in his empty belly. He took another drink then took the decanter with him into the kitchen where he had left his dope. He cooked it and had his shot. Not enough to make him stupid or catatonic. Not enough to make him forget everything that mattered. Just enough to dull the sharpest edges. 
 
    He chased the heroin with a swallow of whiskey and went back to Zane’s office. As he looked through the rest of Shane’s public photos, an ache in his chest made his breath hitch and he realized he was fighting back tears. 
 
    He really had nothing much to be crying about either. He was in this nice house with all the dope, booze and edibles he could possibly want. He would be there for the whole weekend. The only dick he had to suck was Zane’s and Zane had never hit him or cursed him or spit on him, so Jack didn’t mind. He wouldn’t have to worry about Steve and his moods or Steve and the dead girls or the cops. He had a pretty sweet thing going here, so what the hell was he bawling about? 
 
    Except on some level he knew exactly why he was crying. 
 
    Shane was okay. Shane even looked happy. Jack probably never crossed his mind at all. 
 
    Jack missed him so bad it hurt. He hadn’t thought about him in years, but that had been intentional. Another way to insulate himself from the things that would destroy him if he didn’t throw up some walls fast to keep them out. Then he’d started thinking about him again and that wall which had seemed so strong proved fragile as thin glass. It cracked at a touch and began to splinter. 
 
    Jack went through his days in a perpetual fog of dissociation. His world was padded, not for safety—you could still break your nose if you banged your head against it—but for survival. Like a white noise pillow over the world wherever he went. Everything was soft-focus. 
 
    Except for Shane. Shane cleared the fog away and the pain was too much. Jack was used to pain, but he was also used to distancing himself from it. He couldn’t distance himself from this, it was right there waiting for him, squatting in the middle of his heart like a ghoul with knife-sharp talons. 
 
    He drank all of the whiskey in the crystal decanter and thought about talking to Shane again. Thought about seeing him again. He was only a state away. That was less than a day’s journey by car. It had been a long time. Shane looked happy and Jack was a wreck; would he even want to see him? Would seeing him as he was be worse than not seeing him and never knowing? 
 
    Either way, did Jack have the right to walk back into his happy life and ruin it just to find out? 
 
    There was a phone number on the Donovan Automotive website. Jack found a pen on the desk and wrote it down in the corner of one of the pictures he’d printed. Just in case, he told himself. He promised himself that he would not call the number. He wouldn’t do that to Shane because he loved him and he owed him that much. But just in case. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Jack went home to Steve on Monday with a fat bag of prime dope in one pocket and his grandfather’s obituary and the pictures of Shane in the other. His weekend with Zane had been like a vacation. Zane hadn’t offered to let him stay longer, but Jack got the impression that he wouldn’t have said no if he had asked. Which was one more reason not to ask. He couldn’t go letting himself get used to it. His life was not a mansion on a hill, it was a hovel in the gutter and it was best if he remembered that. 
 
    Steve was glad to see him. He didn’t show it, but he was. Then he told Jack they were going out later and Jack understood why. Steve needed his fix, too. 
 
    That evening, they went to a bar called The Dusty Rose, a shithole that had a jukebox which seemed to be stocked with noting but George Jones, Garth Brooks, Dolly Parton, Merle Haggard and Reba McEntire. They separated at the door and Steve went to find a table with a view of the bar while Jack found an empty barstool and ordered a beer. 
 
    The bartender was a brunette with freckles and badly applied makeup. She asked to see his ID and Jack decided she was doing it to be cute; You’re too young to be in here, cutie. Jack played along and passed her his driver’s license. He had one, he just didn’t use it and the address on it was fake. Still, it was real and it said he was twenty-six, so the freckled bartender gave him his beer. 
 
    He watched the people move by the bar, sidling in the crowded room to get by one another to the bar or the bathrooms or their table or to get closer to the stage even though no one was playing on it tonight. Bars like The Dusty Rose were once places so full of smoke it was like they carried their own fog with them. Strangers would meet in crowded rooms like this one and their eyes would meet. He wouldn’t know that she had a severe underbite and she wouldn’t know that he hadn’t bathed in three days because that much smoke softened all the blemishes away and masked the unpleasant odor. Now there were laws against smoking in bars and since most people who went to bars were smokers, there were a lot of evenings when the bars weren’t too full. 
 
    It was full tonight though, which was a little odd for a Monday. It was still early though so maybe the place would thin out as people remembered they had to get up early the next day for work. 
 
    Jack drank his beer and his eyes shifted back to Steve sitting alone at his table. He didn’t see Steve looking back at him, but he knew Steve was aware of him. The moment anyone female got close to Jack, he would shift just a bit, just casually put his arm down on the table and happen to turn his head that way. He didn’t stare, but his gaze slid over Jack and the people around him with a calculation that reminded Jack a lot of some kind of wild animal. A predator; a hyena maybe, or a crocodile. 
 
    It could take hours sometimes. Jack would order as few drinks as he could manage to without losing his status as a customer and becoming a loitering annoyance and Steve would check out the merchandise. Sometimes he would drink a little, but not much. He didn’t like to do the girls while he was drunk. It probably did something to take away from the rush and that part of it at least Jack could understand. 
 
    It didn’t take hours this time. It didn’t even take one. A pretty young girl with straight brown hair in a braid down her back nearly to her waist squeezed in around a couple of older guys with beer bellies and hopped right up on the stool to Jack’s left. She was tanned and lean, in cut-off shorts and a black halter top, hoops in her ears that looked more like steel than silver and cowboy boots that were so garish and ugly they had to have cost her five hundred dollars. 
 
    “Hey there,” she said. She planted one heel on a rung in the side of the stool and crossed her legs, propped her elbow on her knee and smiled at Jack. “You looking pretty down. What’s your name? I’m Sandy. Sandra, but you know, you can call me Sandy. Everyone does.” 
 
    Jack didn’t have to look to Steve for approval. She was his type. She was perfect. “Jack,” he said. He forced a smile and hoped it didn’t look as insincere as it felt. “I like your boots.” 
 
    She laughed. “Oh yeah? Me, too. Cost me half my paycheck last December, but I thought, the hell with it. Christmas, right? And ain’t nobody around to buy me presents so I gave myself one. Pretty silly, I suppose, but they cheer me up, so fuck it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack said. His smile was a little more real that time. He liked this girl. Sandy with her wild designer boots and her Indian maiden hair. Her top left incisor was a little crooked, he noticed. He thought it was charming. “I don’t think I got anything for Christmas last year either. You want a drink?” 
 
    “Sure,” Sandy said. “I’ll make you a deal; you buy this one and I’ll buy the next one.” 
 
    “All right,” Jack said. He raised a hand to signal to the bartender. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Beer’s good,” she said. “In the bottle though. They’ve got some kind of microbrew shit on tap tonight.” 
 
    Jack liked some microbrew beer, but he knew what she meant. In recent years, beer making and experimentation had become more popular and some of it was awful. 
 
    He bought them each another beer. 
 
    “So, why are you sitting up here all by yourself drinking light beer in a honky-tonk bar looking like you’re fixing to cry?” Sandy asked. “I mean, you don’t look much like a honky-tonk kinda guy, for one thing.” 
 
    Jack looked her over in a very pointed way. “You don’t look much like a honky-tonk kind of girl,” he countered. 
 
    She smiled. “That’s true, I guess. I’m guilty there. Ain’t this music the worst?” 
 
    It was pretty bad, but Sandy seemed to like it for that very reason. Jack felt a sinking lead ball of fear in his stomach and realized something: he didn’t want to give Sandy to Steve. He liked her. 
 
    She finished her beer, put her fisted hand to her mouth to stifle a burp and waved the bartender over to order them another one. 
 
    In another life, Jack could have been friends with this girl. 
 
    He ignored his beer and shifted on his stool to put his back to Steve and block his view of Sandy. “Listen,” he said. He tried to keep his voice low, but she couldn’t hear him so he repeated himself a little louder. “Listen to me. You shouldn’t buy me drinks. You shouldn’t—” 
 
    “Oh please, honey. Why not? You some kind of bad, bad man?” she asked. She grinned at him to let him know she was just teasing. 
 
    “No—I mean, yes, I am. Listen to me,” Jack said urgently. “Try not to let on I scared you off, but you need to get up and walk away from me right now. Go to the other side of the bar, pick up a cowboy and dance with him or something—it doesn’t matter, just get away from me and don’t be alone.” 
 
    “I’m not alone, I’m having fun,” Sandy said. She looked at him like he was the most peculiar thing she’d ever seen, but she didn’t get up and leave. “And I’m not scared either. Sorry to disappoint you, Jack, but you ain’t exactly intimidating. Cute, but I bet I could take you.” 
 
    Jack sighed and dragged a hand through his hair in frustration. He caught a glimpse of Steve out the corner of his eye as he turned his head slightly and Steve was staring at them. He didn’t do that usually, but he was doing it now and he looked like he knew or at least suspected Jack was up to something. 
 
    “Sandy, I’m serious,” Jack said. “You don’t want to be my friend. I’m dangerous. You need to run away from me as fast as you can.” 
 
    “Right,” Sandy said. “You know what guys who are actually dangerous don’t go around doing? Telling women how dangerous they are and how they should head for the hills. Not unless they’re flirting and full of shit. You don’t seem to be flirting with me, Jack, which I gotta say is a little disappointing, but you are definitely full of shit. What happened to you? You get your heart broken or something?” 
 
    Jack shook his head, defeated, and said, “Or something. I’m sorry, Sandy, but I had to try.” 
 
    He drank his beer then and didn’t try to tell her anymore to run away because she wasn’t going to believe him. Maybe Sandy was one of those blessed people who went through life without really bad things ever happening to them, who then got the idea that bad things did not happen in real life. Or maybe she was really that naïve. Or maybe it was Jack. Maybe for the same reason Jack made a good Judas cow for Steve, he wasn’t very believable to Sandy; he appeared to be harmless. Pretty, damaged, unintimidating Jack could not mean her any real harm. 
 
    He drank his beer, she drank hers and when they finished, he bought them another. She asked again about why he was there and why he looked so sad, so he told her some of it. He talked about his brother, how he hadn’t seen him in years, about looking him up online and finding out his grandfather had died of a heart-attack. He didn’t tell her about Steve because she wouldn’t have believed that part and Steve was watching them now. Jack could feel his gaze like a heavy hand pressing down on him. 
 
    Sandy was a waitress at a diner in the city. She made good money in tips, she said, but it wasn’t her dream of course. She didn’t yet know what her dream might be, but she was working on it while she waited for inspiration to hit her. When Jack said it was getting late and asked her if she didn’t have to go soon, she told him she had the next day off. Then she ordered them shots and beers to chase them with. 
 
    Jack didn’t usually drink much when he went out with Steve, but he drank the shots and he drank the beers and he could feel himself getting drunk and did not care. There was nothing he could think of to stop what was happening. It was inevitable and he was just along for the ride. 
 
    He was drunk when he pushed the sleeves of his shirt up off his forearms. Unless he was turning tricks, Jack always kept his shirtsleeves down to hide the tracks and the scars. He knew when Sandy noticed them by the way she got real quiet and set her beer down instead of taking a drink. 
 
    Jack didn’t look at her, though he could feel her looking at him. He looked instead at himself in the mirror behind the bar, his reflection staring back at him through a jungle of colored liquor bottles. Beside him, Sandy was turned toward him and staring. “I told you I’m dangerous. I warned you,” he said. “Best thing for you to do if you want your life to go on being a good one is tuck tail and run as fast and far as you can.” 
 
    “You might be right,” she said. She picked up her beer again. “I’ve known me some junkies though and seems to me like they only hurt themselves.” 
 
    Jack smiled, he couldn’t help it. “Yeah, that’s one of them things that sounds true, but it’s not. Want to hear a junkie story?” He continued without waiting for her to tell him yes or no. “I knew a guy couple years ago. Donny… I forget his last name but it don’t matter. He didn’t do skag. Never touched the stuff. His thing was crystal, had been since probably just out of high school. He was married. I think her name was Gwen. Then they had a baby because God loves a joke, too, but Gwen got a little better after that. Didn’t use so much. She loved the shit outta that kid. Little girl they named Hope. Ain’t that always what hopeless, fucked up people name their kids?” 
 
    Sandy looked like she had a pretty good idea where this was going. It was possible. It wasn’t the newest story in the world. It wasn’t unique because junkies didn’t only hurt themselves. 
 
    Jack finished his beer and set the bottle aside. “She used to bathe Hope in the kitchen sink of that shitty little house. Sink worked better than the bathtub, she said. Or it was cleaner. Something like that. Anyway, she gave the kid a bath, asked Donny to keep an eye on her for a minute while she went to get another towel and the baby’s PJs. That house wasn’t that big, so she probably wasn’t gone more than a minute. Less than that even. She didn’t hear Hope scream or nothing. That’s what she said later. Donny had taken the baby’s face in his hands, probably not meaning to do anything, but an evil idea come into his head and he pushed his thumbs into that soft spot. All babies got them. The bones ain’t hard yet or they’re not fused together or something. It’s real easy. He said they popped right through, only thing that kept them out was skin and his fingers went through that too until he was touching her brain. So Gwen walks into the kitchen and there’s Donny with his fingers sunk into their baby’s head like one of them hand baths they use for manicures in the salons.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Sandy said faintly. 
 
    Jack shrugged. “You hear about crazy shit like that sometimes. Guys trying to dry off the dog in the microwave. Guys shooting junk into their kids’ veins to purify their souls. They don’t mean to hurt people, but they do. We do.” 
 
    Sandy downed the rest of her beer, ran the back of her hand over her mouth and got up. “I need a smoke. You coming?” she asked. 
 
    If Jack had been anyone else or if he had been a better person, he would have taken her shoulders in his hands and shook her, screamed in her face, What do I have to do to scare you away, you dumb bitch?! He had been blunt, he had been a weirdo, he had revealed himself to be defective and still she wouldn’t go away. It occurred to him that perhaps she was one of those girls attracted to ruined people. In which case, he was wasting his time. He would have done better to play the part of Mr. Boring and Normal if he wanted her to run the other way, but too late now. 
 
    He nodded and got up to go with her out the back exit to smoke. They passed Steve’s table on the way and Steve nodded to Jack. Jack felt sick and trapped as he followed Sandy outside. 
 
    When the door closed behind him, he grabbed her. Sandy tensed and her eyes got wide, but she didn’t scream or pull away from him. “What the fuck—” 
 
    “You have to run,” Jack said urgently. “Right now. There’s a guy and I… I like you and I don’t want you to die, so you have to run. Hit me or something, I’ll tell him you surprised me, but you’ve got to—” 
 
    The door opened behind him and light from inside the bar drew a line on the ground before him, cast half of Sandy’s face in gold. He saw the first sparks of real fear in her eyes then, but it was too late. Jack let go of her arm and took a step back. 
 
    “What you got there for me, Jack?” Steve asked. His boots crunched the gravel behind him as Steve walked toward them. He put his hand on Jack’s shoulder and Jack sighed. “You did good. Why don’t you go get the car.” 
 
    “All right,” Jack said. He took the keys Steve handed him and looked at Sandy apologetically. “I told you. I tried. Why wouldn’t you just listen to me?” 
 
    Sandy looked between them and backed up a few steps. “What the hell is this? Who is this guy?” 
 
    “Go get the car now, Jack,” Steve said. 
 
    Jack hesitated. “Steve, maybe…” 
 
    Steve turned his head and looked at him sharply. Jack didn’t do this. Jack did what he told him to do when he was helping him with a girl. Steve didn’t know what was different this time, but he didn’t like it. “What?” 
 
    “Look, I like her, okay? I just… Let this one go,” Jack said. “You can get a different one. It’s still early. I’ll help. Just… not her.” 
 
    “The fuck difference does it make, Jack?” Steve asked. “You spend a couple hours having drinks and shooting the shit with some bitch and that’s all it takes to make you go soft on me? What the hell’s going on with you? Go get the fucking car.” 
 
    Sandy was looking at him with her big frightened eyes pleading and Jack knew what was going to happen to her if he let it and it made him sick to his stomach to picture it. “No, wait. Just…” He stopped, tried to gather his thoughts and think of a way to say it that would change Steve’s mind. “Do it for me. Just this once, okay? How many times have I helped you? I never ask you for nothing, Steve. Not once. Just this time, let her go.” 
 
    Steve’s jaw clenched and he shook his head. Then he walked toward Sandy and when she saw him coming she finally unfroze and turned to run. She didn’t make it very far. She was drunk and her legs were a lot shorter than Steve’s. He ran her down and caught her when she tripped over her own feet and fell. Then he seized her by the long braid of her hair, wrapped it in his fist and lifted her off the ground, grabbed the base of her throat in his other hand and squeezed before she could make more than the shrill beginning of a scream. The sound was cut off by his strong clenching fingers and all that escaped was a frightened squawk that barely sounded human.  
 
    “No. I do it this time and what about next time, Jack?” Steve asked. He gave Sandy a rough little shake when she struggled and raised her hands to scratch and pull and his arm. “Maybe you’ll be sweet on the next one and beg me to let her go, too. This shit ain’t happening so suck it up and go get the damn car. Now.” 
 
    Jack really didn’t have any choice. Steve was a lot bigger than him, a lot more healthy and Jack wasn’t much of a fighter. Even if he had been willing to fight Steve for her, which he wasn’t. He wouldn’t go quite that far; he didn’t like her that much. “I’m sorry,” he told Sandy. 
 
    Then he hurried to go get the car. He passed several people, some of them big men, roughnecks who might have given Steve a real run for his money, but Jack looked right past them. It didn’t even occur to him to approach them for help. He was, for better or worse, Steve Walker’s creature. 
 
    He pulled the car around to the back where Steve waited in the shadows for him with Sandy. He had knocked her out to put an end to her struggling. He lifted her up with an arm around her waist like he was just helping a severely drunk girl walk to the car then pushed her into the back seat. 
 
    Jack stood beside the car staring at Sandy’s unconscious face through the back window, a cold shiver in his belly. It was like ice rattling in a cup. The ice rattled right up into his throat until it was a buzzing and he felt sure he was going to vomit. 
 
    “Jack!” Steve said loudly. He snapped his fingers in front of Jack’s face to get his attention. “What the fuck? Snap out of it and fucking drive. We can’t hang out back here, you know better than that. Move.” 
 
    So he could sit outside on that bench that hurt his ass while he listened to Steve fucking Sandy’s cooling corpse? He would know when she was dead because she’d stop crying out and gagging as Steve choked the life out of her. Then the bed sounds would come. The panting, the groaning, the moaning, the thump-thump-thump of the bed bumping against the headboard that was attached to the wall but not to the bed. Steve could go for a long time when he was really into it and something about Sandy, or maybe it was Jack’s reaction to Sandy, made him think Steve would be really into her. 
 
    “No,” Jack said. 
 
    “What?” Steve said. “What do you mean, no?” 
 
    Jack licked his lips and shook his head, finally tearing his gaze away from the girl in the back of the car. He couldn’t save her, but he didn’t have to sit by and do nothing while Steve murdered her and fucked her either. “I mean no,” he said. He tossed Steve his keys and started walking. “I’m not doing this. You… do what you gotta do, but I’m not… I’ll see you later, Steve. I’ll walk.” 
 
    “It’s ten fucking miles, Jack!” Steve called after him. 
 
    “Then I’ll walk ten fucking miles!” Jack shouted back. 
 
    “Jack!” Steve shouted. “Jack, come on! Jack, what the fuck is going on with you?! Jack!” 
 
    Jack didn’t answer him; he didn’t know. After a minute, Steve gave up, got in the car and tore out. He drove right by Jack and Jack threw up his arm to block the flying gravel from hitting him in the face. 
 
    There was no thought of where he was going. He wasn’t going anywhere. He had no destination. He couldn’t go back to the motel with Steve and be there while Steve did what he was going to do and he didn’t have anywhere else to go, so he walked. He was helpless to stop Steve. There was nothing he could have done to save Sandy. He wasn’t a savior. He was no one’s hero, he was Judas. He had been Judas for a long time and it was a hard habit to break. He knew that without ever having tried because if Jack knew about anything, it was bad, hard to kick habits. 
 
    “I’m not a hero,” Jack muttered to himself. “I’m not even a good Samaritan.” 
 
    He caught movement in his peripheral vision and looked up to find Phineas keeping pace with him. The clown wasn’t grinning, he had plastered a serious expression on his face and his frown was like a smile in reverse. It was hideously exaggerated, an expression impossible for real human musculature. 
 
    “Fuck off,” Jack said. 
 
    Phineas didn’t even twitch. He kept right on walking with Jack, his steps timed precisely with Jack’s steps, his expression one of sadness and fierce concentration. Jack nearly walked into a man standing outside an apartment building on the sidewalk. 
 
    “Hey, watch it, buddy,” the man said. 
 
    Jack put up his hands and didn’t make eye contact. “Sorry. Wasn’t looking. My mistake. Sorry.” 
 
    Phineas popped up behind the man and forked his grotesquely long fingers in bunny ears. Jack stepped around them both and hurried on. 
 
    If Jack had been someone else, he would have called a friend to pick him up, asked if he could crash at their place while he figured out what to do. Jack wasn’t anyone else, which meant he had no one except Steve anymore. There wasn’t anything to figure out either. He’d go back in the end to the Last Chance Motel and things would carry on the same way they had been carrying on for years. They were going to have to move though. They had already stayed too long at the Last Chance. 
 
    He could call Zane. That did cross his mind, but it was quickly discarded as wishful thinking. Zane wasn’t his friend, he reminded himself. 
 
    Jack was still weighing his options and trying not to think about Steve or Sandy or Steve and Sandy or what Steve was back at the motel doing to Sandy who was no doubt dead when he found himself sitting on a bus stop bench. He had been sitting there for quite a while if the cold pain in his ass from the metal bench was any indication. He was holding a piece of paper in his hand, folded into fours, crumpled. 
 
    Carefully, Jack unfolded it. It was one of the pictures he had printed off at Zane’s house. The one of his brother sitting outside holding a cold beer in his hand with that soft, slightly daydreamy smile. There was a phone number at the bottom of the page. Jack ran his thumb over the numbers and felt the grooves the pen had pressed into the paper. 
 
    He had passed a payphone before he sat down at the bus stop. He looked around for it before he remembered that the number was a work number. It was for Donovan Automotive where Shane worked. It was late. Mechanics didn’t work in the middle of the night. 
 
    But he could leave a message he decided as he spotted the phone. He got up and crossed the street to the payphone before he let himself think too much about it. If he thought about it, if he considered how many years it had been since he saw or spoke to his brother or the circumstances of their parting, he wouldn’t call. So he didn’t think about it until he was digging in his pockets for change. 
 
    “This has to be the last fucking payphone in the world,” he said under his breath. 
 
    It would have to be the last payphone in the world for him. This was exactly the kind of phone call reserved for the last payphone in the whole world. He dropped the change into the slot and punched in the numbers before he talked himself out of it. The phone rang and rang and he started to think that Shane might not have an answering machine at the shop at all. He was already starting to feel a little foolish and glad that at least he would get his money back when the call wasn’t picked up when the call was picked up, but not by a machine. 
 
    “Hello?” It was Shane. He sounded older, his voice was deeper, but it was familiar too. He sounded like he’d been sleeping and Jack wondered exactly how long he had really been sitting on that bench spacing out. “Hello?” 
 
    Why had Jack called him? He was too far away to do anything for him; miles and years away from being able to help him and hadn’t Shane helped him enough? Hadn’t he given enough? Lost enough? 
 
    “Shane?” he said softly. 
 
    “Yeah. Who is this?” Shane asked. “Hello?” 
 
    Jack closed his eyes and leaned against the phone. He was thinking about Sandy, how she’d laughed him off. How she’d said that thing about junkies only hurting themselves and he didn’t think she’d really believed it herself even before he told her about Donny. Jack had never meant to hurt most of the people he had hurt in his life, least of all Shane, but he had. He had hurt people. People had suffered. Shane had suffered. Shane was better off shut of his little brother. Jack had seen for himself how much better Shane was without him. 
 
    Why had he called him? 
 
    Because he hadn’t thought he would answer the phone. Maybe there would be a recording, he had thought. If there had been a recording, he could have listened to it and hung up without saying anything and Shane or whoever worked for him that checked the messages wouldn’t have thought anything of a hang-up. They got them all the time. 
 
    Hang up, he told himself. His fingers clutched the receiver so tightly his hand shook.  
 
    “Jack?” Shane asked. He sounded more awake. “Jack, is that you?” 
 
    Jack slammed the phone down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Jack didn’t go back to the motel that night or the next morning. He sat on the bus stop bench and dozed until the sun came up and the buses started running again. When a woman dressed in scrubs with an ugly purse over one shoulder sat down on the cold metal bench beside him, Jack roused himself and got up to leave. 
 
    He walked back toward the Dusty Rose, passed it and continued on through town. He walked with his head down and full of fog and confusion. No one tried to pick him up and he didn’t try to get picked up. He stopped at a gas station a few miles from the Last Chance and borrowed the bathroom key. Then he cooked and shot up in the bathroom while standing over the sink in front of the polished steel mirror. When he went back inside to return the key, he bought a bottle of cream soda and a little box of Hot Tamales candy. 
 
    Steve would be finished with Sandy by the time he got back. The bedding would be clean. Steve might not be there, but Jack was betting he would be because things had gone differently last night. Things had not gone at all the way they usually did; the way Steve liked them. Steve was going to be mad. 
 
    Jack found that he didn’t care very much. He was not still angry with Steve, but he could sense the anger he had felt the night before lurking there somewhere in the floating ether, ready to stand up and growl again. He wondered about that. It was new. Jack hadn’t felt anything quite as strong as the disgust and anger he’d felt with Steve the previous night in a long time. He tried to remember how long it had been and couldn’t. Then he thought it might have been when their mother dropped Shane off with their grandparents and took Jack away with her to Texas. That had been fourteen years ago. A lot of bad shit had happened to him in the subsequent fourteen years, but he just didn’t feel it anymore the way he had felt it back then. The way he had felt it when Steve wouldn’t let Sandy go. 
 
    This was going to be a problem, he realized. 
 
    He finished his Hot Tamales and tossed the crumpled box into a trashcan outside of a hardware store as he passed. There was a clock mounted to an ad board outside of a bank across the street. It was a little after noon. 
 
    The Last Chance Motel wasn’t very busy during the day. Its tenants—those who lived there and those who paid by the hour or the day—did not get that lively until after dark. A stray dog passed Jack on his way through the little parking lot, but the animal didn’t even pause to sniff him. 
 
    Jack stopped outside the room where he lived with Steve and realized he didn’t have his key with him. He sighed and knocked on the door. There was no response, so he knocked again a little harder. 
 
    The door opened and Steve blinked against the daylight, saw Jack standing there, grunted and turned away, leaving the door open for him. “Where the fuck you been?” 
 
    “Nowhere,” Jack said. 
 
    He closed the door and locked it. 
 
    Steve lit a cigarette and sat down on his bed. Jack took a seat at the table beside the one window in the room and watched him for a minute. Steve was shirtless, the same jeans he had worn the night before pulled on but not buttoned and his brown hair stuck up on his head like spikes on a hedgehog. He didn’t look like he had lost any sleep. He scrubbed at his face with one hand and dragged his fingers back through his hair. 
 
    “You want to tell me what the hell happened last night?” he asked. 
 
    Jack did not want to talk about it, so he said nothing. He took his little bag of heroin out of his pocket, tapped a small spot of it out on the table, rolled the tip of a cigarette in it and lit it. He took a deep drag and leaned down to lick the remaining bit of white powder off the tabletop as he exhaled. 
 
    Steve watched him and became more irritated as Jack continued to say nothing and did not answer his question. “Jack!” 
 
    Jack relaxed back in his chair and regarded Steve across the table with lifted brows. “What, Steve?” 
 
    “What the fuck has gotten into you?” Steve demanded. 
 
    “I told you, I liked her. I asked you not to do it, pick another one, but you couldn’t even do that for me,” Jack said. He shrugged. “What do you want? You want me to be happy about it? Well, I’m not. But it don’t matter. I won’t go making that mistake again, Steve. You sure did teach me a lesson.” 
 
    Steve got up and stalked over to the table. He put his hands down flat on it and leaned over it toward Jack. “You know, I don’t like your fucking tone, Jack,” he said. “I don’t owe you shit, you little fucking whore. Who do you think you are? You think you’re my fucking boyfriend, Jack? That what you think? Because I wouldn’t fuck you if all the pussy in the world dried up and you were the last available ass on the planet. I wouldn’t touch you if I was dying and your asshole was the only antidote, you hear me? That is not how this fucking works.” 
 
    Jack laughed. He knew even as it escaped him that he should not laugh at Steve when Steve was obviously so pissed off, but he couldn’t help it. Then it felt so good that he just let the laughter come. “That’s okay, Steve. I’d have to be dead and going cold before you wanted to fuck me even if I had tits and a body that wouldn’t quit like some kind of young Cindy Crawford, so I’ll just pass. Thanks anyway.” 
 
    Steve’s hand shot out and he hit Jack a hard, openhanded blow across the face that snapped his head to the side and made his eyes sting. “What happened, Jack?” he asked, voice deceptively soft and calm. “You spent a weekend with that half-breed nigger drug dealer of yours, sucking his cock and letting him plow your ass and you’ve had yourself an epiphany? You’re too good for me now, Jack, is that it?” 
 
    Jack put his cigarette down in the ashtray on the table and stood up. He didn’t want to have this fight sitting down. He was undoubtedly going to lose it, but he didn’t want to give Steve that advantage as well as the ones he already had over him in height, weight and strength. 
 
    “I’ve never asked you for anything,” Jack said. “Nothing for myself. I help you with these fucking girls all the time and if you get caught, Steve, I get caught too. I go to prison forever just like you and I don’t think I’d do as good as you in prison, do you? Or I get the needle. Either way, you kill them, you fuck them, you get the thrill and what the fuck do I get out of it? Nothing. Maybe death. I do that for you. You couldn’t let that one girl go just this one time for me?” 
 
    “No,” Steve said. He walked up to Jack, invaded his space and forced him to back up a step. “No, I couldn’t do it, not one fucking time, and do you know why? Because I didn’t want to! This is not a negotiation. It ain’t a goddamn democracy. You have one job and you don’t get to tell me when you’re going to do it and when you’re not. You do it every fucking time, otherwise what is the point of you?!” 
 
    Jack forgot how much bigger Steve was than him in the anger that washed over him then. He forgot what Steve was. “Fuck you, Steve!” he shouted. 
 
    Steve blinked at him in surprise at the sound of his voice raised in anger. Then Jack spit in his face and Steve jerked instinctively back from him. He slowly lifted a hand to his face, wiped the saliva off and looked incredulously down at his fingers. Then he charged Jack, grabbed his throat and picked him up, slamming him back into the table.  
 
    “You want me to fuck you, Jack?! I’ll fuck you! Just let me get you good and ready first!” Steve screamed in his face as he squeezed his throat. 
 
    Jack couldn’t breathe; Steve’s hands were big, hard and strong, crushing his throat like tightening iron bands. He could feel his pulse getting heavier and faster, he could feel it beating in his eyeballs. In his mind, he watched a cartoon cat strangling a cartoon mouse that’s eyes bugged grotesquely from its face. The mouse’s face turned red, then purple, then blue as its eyes got bigger and bigger until it seemed they had to pop from the pressure. 
 
    Jack’s hand skittered over the tabletop and his fingers clutched something hard and cold. He lifted the heavy stone ashtray with no thought at all, just pure instinct for survival, and swung it at Steve. The stone made a muffled thunk sound when it connected with Steve’s face. Steve released him and staggered back, clutching his gushing broken nose, howling like a dying dog. Blood ran down his forearms and pattered on the carpet and Steve yelled at Jack about breaking his nose, his fucking nose, and Jack knew that Steve would kill him now. Once he adjusted to this new development, his rage would overtake him and Jack knew what would happen then. He had seen it happen before; he was still gasping from Steve’s attempt to do it to him. 
 
    He didn’t give Steve a chance to recover. Steve was hunched over, cupping his bleeding nose, and Jack swung the stone ashtray down on his head. It made a louder sound that time and he heard crunching bone. Steve collapsed face-first onto the floor and did not move. 
 
    Jack waited for him to groan, moan or make some other sound to indicate he might get up again, but when he didn’t, Jack put the ashtray down. “Steve?” 
 
    Nothing. He walked around him, cautiously watching for any finger twitching or anything that might suggest he was faking it. Though why would he fake it? He had all the advantages in a physical fight and Steve wasn’t afraid of Jack. So far as Jack could tell, Steve wasn’t afraid of anyone. 
 
    He knelt by Steve’s head and patted his cheek, trying to wake him. Steve didn’t move. He didn’t make a sound. He didn’t even seem to be breathing. Jack leaned over him and put his head down to listen for the soft wheeze of his in and out breath, but he didn’t hear anything. He put his fingers on Steve’s throat in search of a pulse. Jack wasn’t a doctor, he didn’t even watch many medical shows other than the occasional documentary about conjoined twins or the removal of giant freaky tumors from people in third world countries. He knew next to nothing about taking a person’s pulse except that everyone, without exception, had one. Steve did not have a pulse. 
 
    “Steve?” Jack whispered. He pulled at Steve, managed to get him turned over onto his back and put his head down on his chest to listen for a heartbeat. Nothing. Steve was dead weight and he wasn’t making a sound. His body was utterly quiet. “Oh, God. Steve?” Jack lightly smacked his cheek, patting, trying to rouse him though he knew deep down that it was no use. “Steve, come on. Don’t be dead. Fuck. Fuck. Wake up, Steve.” 
 
    He tried to wake him up, but when Steve hadn’t stirred in more than half an hour, Jack gave up. He sat there with Steve’s body, his head cradled in his lap, and stared at him. He didn’t cry and he wondered at that because he loved this man, this piece of shit awful human being; he had loved Steve. Steve was all he had and now that he was dead, Jack had nothing. No one. He was alone. He didn’t know what to do, but he didn’t cry. He couldn’t cry. He would though, he could feel that, too. The reality of Steve’s loss hadn’t quite hit him yet. It wasn’t real yet. 
 
    When that changed, he needed to be somewhere else. 
 
    Jack started to stand up, but Steve’s head in his lap made him sit right back down before he slipped out from under his weight. He then crawled over to the flesh colored landline phone on the nightstand between the two beds and grabbed the receiver, knocking the phone itself onto the floor. The clang it made startled him. Then he couldn’t think of who to call. He couldn’t remember who he had intended to call, if he had even had anyone in mind. The dial tone buzzed and his mind was a blank. 
 
    Any other time, he would have called Steve, but Steve was dead. 
 
    It hit him then and he started to cry. Not loudly. Not wailing or screaming. No tearing at his hair and clothes. Quiet weeping that filled up in the back of his throat like sludge and ran clearly down his face to drip off his chin. It felt hard and cold and heavy in his throat, a hard hand pressing down on his sinuses and the backs of his eyes. 
 
    He gasped and felt a scream rise up his throat, but he bit down on it because Steve was dead, Jack had killed him and there was still a clever, street-smart part of him that knew he dared not be found like this. There was movement out the corner of his eye and for one happy moment he thought it was Steve. Steve was alive, he had just been knocked out. He would be mad as hell, but he would forgive Jack. He had to. 
 
    It was Phineas. He was perched at the end of Steve’s bed, crouched on his heels, grinning his insane Cheshire Cat grin. He raised one hand and honked his own nose then wiggled his fingers at Jack. Jack had seen clowns—real ones—do that to children before and children who were not terrified of clowns would laugh hysterically. Jack didn’t get it. 
 
    He wiped at his face with his arm. The dial tone on the phone had disappeared and been replaced with a recorded female voice that told him to hang up and try his call again. He poked the button on the cradle to disconnect and the dial tone returned. 
 
    He had to call somebody, but who? 
 
    Zane. He could call Zane. 
 
    He didn’t want to call Zane. Zane had things to do, important things that did not involve driving across town to pick up a wasted junkie he sometimes traded drugs for sex to from a seedy motel. Especially not when that junkie was a murderer and the motel was a crime scene. 
 
    But since Steve was dead, Jack didn’t have anyone else. That said a whole lot about his life choices, he was sure, but he didn’t care to dwell on it. He called Zane and the phone rang and rang. 
 
    Then it was picked up. “Who is this?” Zane asked. He sounded suspicious and not at all happy. 
 
    Jack wiped his wet face with his shirtsleeve again. “Zane?” he said. His voice was soft and it cracked and shook. 
 
    “Yeah, who the fuck is this? I was just fixing to take my ass a nap, so this better be good.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Jack said. He was crying for real now. It made his voice slightly deeper, slightly slurring. “Zane, something awful happened. Real fucking bad. I need help. You gotta fucking help me.” 
 
    “Handy?” Zane said. He sounded slightly less irritated about it. “This you? What the fuck’s going on?” 
 
    “Yes. Sorry, it’s me.” Jack swallowed, took a deep breath and blurted, “I killed Steve. He’s dead. He’s right here and he’s dead. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “You did what—Never mind. I’ll hold my applause at this news for later,” Zane said. “All right, tell me what happened. Briefly, man.” 
 
    “We got in a fight and Steve was choking me and I grabbed the ashtray and hit him with it and he let go and I hit him with it again and he fell down and he isn’t moving or breathing and he doesn’t have a pulse and he’s dead,” Jack said in a rush. 
 
    “Well, fuck, Jack. Okay, get your shit together. There’s a truck stop called Cal’s not far from that crack shack you’re at. I’ll meet you there and we’ll figure shit out. Don’t talk to nobody and maybe put the ‘do not disturb’ sign on the door when you leave if you got one. If the fucking crackheads didn’t steal it. I’ll be there in about an hour.” 
 
    The relief that swept over him made Jack feel like he was going to cry again. Maybe really let loose and bawl in his gratitude. Before he could do that, the call disconnected in his ear. 
 
    Jack slowly put the phone back on the nightstand and set the receiver back in place. Phineas did a somersault from the end of the bed to the head of it where Jack was and sat there, hand over his grinning mouth, shoulders shaking with silent mirth. 
 
    “Fuck off,” Jack muttered, with no real hope that he would obey. 
 
    He used his own bed to help himself stand and began gathering up his things. He had a backpack. He had stolen it from the lost and found at a Greyhound bus station a few years ago. It was red and covered in iron-on patches, some of which had peeled off over the years. He stuffed his clothes into it and his few scattered belongings. In the bathroom, he happened to look down at himself and see the blood staining his jeans. Not a lot of it, but noticeable. Steve’s blood. He couldn’t leave Steve dead on the floor in the motel room and walk the half a mile down the road to Cal’s wearing his blood on his clothes and hope no one would notice. 
 
    He stripped out of his clothes and changed into a clean sweater and jeans. They were stained, but not by blood. Well, the shirt had a bloodstain on the left cuff, but it was old and faded and it wasn’t Steve’s blood, it was his own. 
 
    The last thing he took with him was the ashtray. He rinsed it off in the bathroom sink, dried it with paper towels, wrapped it in a white T-shirt and stuffed it down in the backpack between his clothes. 
 
    When he was finished, Jack stood by the door and looked around the room, eyes passing over both Steve laying dead on the floor and Phineas standing on the bed juggling three rolls of cheap toilet paper. He had everything, he decided, so he left. There was no ‘do not disturb’ sign. The Last Chance might once have been that sort of place, but that time was long past. Still, he locked the door. It would take the manager a few days at least to realize that no one had entered or left the place in a while. It might take even longer than that. It might take until the first week of the next month when the manager realized the two guys in room 5A had not paid their rent. Steve was going to be really gross by then and Jack kind of hoped someone would find him before that happened, but he still locked the door. 
 
    “Be cool,” he told himself, walking quickly down the sidewalk toward Cal’s truck stop. “Be cool.”  
 
    Before Zane got to Cal’s, Jack went into the bathroom. He wasn’t shaking, he was still floating, it wasn’t evening yet, but he needed a little something more. He couldn’t stop thinking about Steve, about the way it had felt when the ashtray collided with his head. That meaty thunk sound, that crack. It had scared him, but it had felt good, too, and that scared him more. There had been a moment, brief and fleeting, where he had been triumphant. Steve was bigger, he was meaner, he was stronger, but Jack was a survivor and, like David before Goliath, he had won. 
 
    He snorted a little powder in the bathroom and told himself to forget about it. He was pretty good at forgetting things. In time, he’d forget about Steve, too. 
 
    Zane got to the store only forty minutes after he got off the phone with Jack. He must have broken some speed limits or drove through some red lights to get there that quick. Jack was in the candy aisle thinking about buying himself some Pop Rocks when the bell above the door chimed and he looked up to see Zane walk in. It surprised him how glad he was to see him. 
 
    “You all right, Jack?” Zane asked. He noted the bruises around Jack’s throat with a frown. Nearly his whole neck was purple and black. “Damn, boy. That motherfucker wasn’t playing. You’re sure he’s…?” 
 
    “Dead,” Jack said. His voice cracked and he swallowed and cleared his throat. “Yeah. Zane, what am I gonna do?” 
 
    “Hush, now. Don’t even worry about that, Jacky,” Zane said. “Ain’t nobody going to give a shit about that guy being dead except you. He got family or anything like that?” 
 
    Jack didn’t know. He shook his head. 
 
    “Didn’t think so. Anyway, come on then. You want them things?” Zane reached over and grabbed a package of the Pop Rocks. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Zane paid for the candy and they left. He had Sasha set up one of the guest rooms for Jack and Jack took a shower. He wasn’t really dirty, but he felt dirty. The past couple of days had left him feeling disgusting; first Sandy then Steve. When he got out of the shower, he was putting his clothes back on and he remembered the printed photos of Shane he had been carrying in his pocket. Alarmed, he felt in his pockets, but they weren’t there. His dope was there in the watch pocket on the right-hand side, but not the photographs. 
 
    Priorities, Jacky boy. 
 
    “Goddamn shit,” he muttered. “Shit!” 
 
    It was too much. He sat down on the closed toilet seat, put his face in his hands and let himself cry then. Really cry. Sobbing, gut-wrenching crying where no one could see him. He knew the pictures were not gone forever; if he wanted them, he could get them off the computer again, but that didn’t matter. 
 
    Steve was gone and there was no taking that back. Steve had tried to kill him. Steve had used him for a long time and Jack had known on some level that Steve was using him and that was the only reason Steve cared about him at all, but he had also deluded himself a little that there was a chance that wasn’t true. There was a chance, after everything they’d been through together and everywhere they’d been, that Steve cared. Maybe he didn’t love Jack and Jack had accepted that and been okay with it, but they were friends. He wasn’t just Steve’s dog. Clearly, he had been wrong. Steve hadn’t seen him as his friend at all. He was the dog that had turned on him, had stopped playing fetch, had bitten him in the face and turned mean and obstinate. He was the dog that would not tree the coons anymore. The dog that had decided that treeing coons was wrong, which no hunter in his right might would tolerate. 
 
    “I had to,” he whispered, rocking himself a little. “I had to.” 
 
    Which was true, for what that was worth. It didn’t make any of it better. 
 
    Phineas looked back at him out of the mirror when Jack finally got himself under control and went to the basin to splash water on his face. Where Jack’s reflection should have been, there stood the clown, garish and hideous and hateful. 
 
    Jack punched the mirror and the glass shattered. Some of it stuck in the frame, but most of it fell out on the counter, into the sink and rained down onto the floor around him. Jack’s knuckles split open and bled, a sliver of glass was wedged into the skin between the V of his first and second finger. He picked it out and flicked it away. 
 
    Zane would probably be mad about the mirror, but the hateful clown was gone. It was the first thing all day that had gone Jack’s way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
     Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “You are broken. Not only broken, but resistant to fixing,” Zane declared. Jack had been there two days and he seemed more and more to be on the verge of a complete breakdown. “You are fix-resistant.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Jack said. 
 
    He sat in the window seat in the living room staring out at the yard. There wasn’t much going on out there. Sometimes a robin or a crow landed in the yard, pecked around and flew away again. A cat had crept through an hour before, but it hadn’t stayed too long. It had probably smelled the Dobermans and knew better. 
 
    “You ain’t fine,” Zane said. He sighed. “How’s your hand?” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Sure it is. How fucking high are you right now?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “You eat anything today?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Am I gonna have to force you to eat?” 
 
    Jack frowned but continued to gaze out the window. He had been contentedly out of focus before Zane decided to prod him. He had been floating, almost nodding, not great or even good, but not bad. He wished Zane would leave him alone. 
 
    “What do you want, Zane?” 
 
    “I want some sign of life,” Zane said. “That asshole Steve is not worth this shit, Jack. Not for a minute. So, I want you to shake yourself out of this funk you’re in and stop it. That’s a start.” 
 
    Jack turned his head and looked at him. “It’s not Steve,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s not just Steve. It’s… everything. I’m sorry, Zane. I’m not… I’m sorry.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, rubbed his eyes and quashed the tears that wanted to fill them. He was so tired of crying. “Do you want me to leave?” 
 
    Zane sighed again, sat down in one of the easy chairs closer to the middle of the room and made a beckoning gesture at Jack with one hand. “Come here.” 
 
    Jack got up and went to stand by his chair. “I’m sorry,” he said. Jack crouched down to be at Zane’s level. “I’m… I’m just here doing nothing and I’m all fucked up and you probably don’t want me here, but I don’t have anywhere else. You don’t care about that, I mean why would you? But please. I’ll… I’ll do whatever you want.” He reached for one of Zane’s hands and Zane let him take it. “What do you want? I’m sorry I’m such a mess and I know I’m all kinds of trouble and you don’t need that, but I can’t… Tell me. What do you—” 
 
    Zane took his hand back then reached out and took Jack’s face in his hands to force him to meet his eyes. Jack didn’t want to look him in the eye right away, but Zane was patient and waited him out. Finally he did and Zane nodded. “All right,” he said. “Now you stop that shit, Jacky baby. I am not going to do that, not with your head all screwy, not for them reasons, so stop it before you go and insult me. Now, you want to stay here, I don’t mind it and eventually things could change. You know I don’t have a thing against fucking you, so you want to fuck, we can fuck, but that is not what you want. You don’t want to stay here either, do you?” 
 
    Jack stared at him, uncomprehending. 
 
    “I mean, you don’t mind it and you got nowhere else to go, that’s fine, but you don’t want to stay with me,” Zane said. “You got to have people somewhere, Jack. Somewhere out there someone’s got to be missing you. What about your mama? Where’s your mama?” 
 
    Jack wrinkled his nose in distaste and turned his face away. “No.” 
 
    “You don’t have a mother?” Zane asked. He let Jack go and gestured for him to sit across from him on the sofa. “Can’t say that surprises me. So, what does that leave? Father?” 
 
    “He’s dead,” Jack said. He sat down and stared at his hands in his lap. 
 
    “What a coincidence; so is mine. Aunts? Uncles? Kindly grandparents?” 
 
    “I have a brother,” Jack admitted. “Shane.” 
 
    “You don’t get along?” Jack looked surprised at the question, so he explained, “I just figure if you got along, you wouldn’t be where you are.” 
 
    “Here?” Jack said. 
 
    “Rock bottom,” Zane said. 
 
    “Oh.” He considered several explanations and discarded them all. Firstly, Zane didn’t want to hear the whole long story he was sure and second, it was none of his business. “It’s complicated,” he said. 
 
    “I’m sure it is.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen him in fourteen years.” 
 
    “That’s a long time. You were what then? Ten?” 
 
    “Twelve.” 
 
    “That’s a long time.” 
 
    It was a long time, yeah; in a lot of ways. More than half Jack’s life ago and he wasn’t that person anymore. He had left that terrorized little boy behind, locked him in the back of his mind and hidden the key. Shane probably wouldn’t even recognize the man he had become if he were standing right in front of him. 
 
    “Look, Jack, you’ve got a couple of options here,” Zane said. “You can stay with me, I ain’t gonna throw you out, but you’re not a pet and I got shit to do. I’ve got business to conduct and frankly, I’m real set in my ways and used to it. But if you want to, you can stay.” 
 
    Jack looked at him, frowning, trying to figure out what the catch was. Zane saw it and smiled faintly. “It’s not a trick,” he said. “But you can’t stay just because you don’t want to leave. You’re stuck right now, I get that, all fucked in the head and that’s making you want to hide and not move and shit like that, but I’m not a nursemaid, I’m not a therapist and I’m not your mama. If it matters, I don’t think I’m what you need right now though.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jack said. He turned his gaze back down to his hands where he was clasping and unclasping them together. “What else?” 
 
    “I suppose you can strike out on your own again and shag ass out of this place, but that didn’t work out so great for you the last time, did it?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “I know.” 
 
    “Right. So, other option is you can go stay with your brother if he’s the only family you got.” 
 
    Jack was shaking his head no before Zane even finished speaking. 
 
    “You know where he lives?” Zane asked, ignoring it. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Jack.” 
 
    “No. I can’t do that. It’s not right. He’s got…” 
 
    “Jack, I think you should go there. I think that’s the only option you’ve got where you come out of this shit alive.” 
 
    Jack glanced up at him, alarmed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, you’re a fucking junkie with a self-destructive streak so wide you could see it from space and a King Kong habit for the heavy stuff and I am your only friend. I’m a drug dealer and sometimes I fuck you in trade and I am your healthiest relationship at the moment. Come on, Jacky, think. You’re fried, but you ain’t fucking retarded. You can stay here, I won’t toss you out, but all you’ll be doing is spinning a little deeper down the rabbit hole until one day I come home and you’re not just talking to yourself or some invisible guy called Phineas, you’re laying there dead. Next time, you might think it’s a good idea to pick up a piece of that mirror and slice your wrists with it. You scare me some, man. You should scare yourself. We both know how this story ends.” 
 
    He was right, of course, but that didn’t stop Jack from being mad about it at first. The anger was quick and acidic, but then as he sat there thinking about it, the anger fizzled out. Zane wouldn’t even be bothering to say any of what he was saying if he didn’t care quite a lot about Jack. If he hadn’t cared or if he had been a more selfish person, he wouldn’t have tried at all. He would have let Jack stay perhaps, but it would have cost him and Jack wouldn’t have been his friend then, he would have been his pet whore. 
 
    It was sweet and Jack was touched. “You’re a good guy, Zane,” he said. 
 
    “Why thank you, Jacky,” Zane said with a grin. 
 
    “You’re a good friend,” Jack said. 
 
    “I try,” Zane said. He stood up. “I got to go for a while. Think about what I said.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jack said. “I will. Zane?” 
 
    Zane had turned away, but he paused and glanced back at him. 
 
    “Thank you,” Jack said. “You know, for… all of it.” 
 
    “No problem,” Zane said. “Sasha will be in about noon. She’ll fix you something to eat, just tell her what you want. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    When Zane was gone and Jack had the house to himself, he returned to the window seat. For a long time, he didn’t think about what Zane had said or about much of anything. He watched the yard, watched the birds and the insects and eventually Phineas, who entered his line of sight seemingly from thin air and gamboled across the grass playing the fool. 
 
    Sasha had to say his name twice before he noticed she was even there. She called him “Mr. Jack” now in her accented voice. He had never asked, but he thought Sasha was either Russian or Hungarian. Jack wondered what she must think about all of this, but then she was Zane Bledsoe’s housekeeper. She had probably been with him through much stranger things than the taking in of an urchin like him. She never treated him badly and he was grateful for that. She never talked down to him or made him feel unwelcome. She was not his friend though and that was always clear. 
 
    “Mr. Jack is hungry?” she asked when she had his attention. 
 
    “No, thank you, Sasha,” Jack said. 
 
    “Master is saying you eat. He is saying if Sasha does not make Mr. Jack eat, he is not eating and Mr. Jack is too skinny already,” Sasha said. She nodded to herself, taking the decision away from him without argument. “I make soup. You eat.” 
 
    Jack looked away from her. If she wanted to make soup, he wouldn’t try to stop her. “Why do you call him that?” he asked. “Does he make you call him that?” 
 
    “No. Mr. Zane is master here. This his house, these his things, he pay money for work and I do. Here he is Master               Zane,” Sasha said. “Also he likes me to call him so.” 
 
    Jack could hear the smile in her voice and smiled himself. “Yeah, I guess he would.” 
 
    “Master is funny man,” Sasha agreed. “I make soup now. You like beef? I make roast last week. Make good stew meat. You eat, yes?” 
 
    “Sure,” Jack said. And he would try. 
 
    “Too skinny, Mr. Jack. Wind come and blow you away,” Sasha said. “Master Zane be sad about that. Master Zane very funny man.” 
 
    She left the room and Jack heard the faint clang of pots in the kitchen shortly after. The housekeeper had adjusted to his presence in her master’s house pretty quickly and without any fuss, though Zane’s interest in Jack’s welfare only further confirmed the man’s eccentricity in her mind. She regarded him much the same as she would have if Jack had been a stray, half-starved animal rather than a stray, half-starved junkie; with pity and a sense of duty. 
 
    The smell of Sasha’s beef stew cooking drifted to him from the kitchen some time later. It was wonderful; it made him feel like he was going to vomit. 
 
    When it was ready, she brought him a bowl of stew with a slice of crusty French bread and set it on a corner table nearby. Then she left him alone. Jack glanced at the bowl of stew, felt his stomach flip and looked away. 
 
    He tried to think of what he should say to Zane when he returned. He would want to know what Jack had decided, but Jack hadn’t yet decided anything. He wasn’t used to making decisions, especially not about the big things. Every time he slipped a needle into a vein or went down on his knees for a stranger, that was a decision. One he couldn’t take back. But those were the easy ones, the little money making decisions. He hadn’t made a real decision, a decision that mattered, in a long time. Steve had kept him around because he was pretty bait for the ladies, but that was why Jack kept Steve around. Steve took the real choices out of his hands. 
 
    But Steve was dead and Zane was telling him that he had to choose. If he didn’t choose, that was still a choice; he would stay. Zane would become Jack’s master just like he was Sasha’s. This had its advantages; a steady supply of smack, a very nice roof over his head, food if he wanted it, safety and security, even sex if he was in the mood, and he could go back to never having to make any of the tough decisions. The downside was that choosing Zane was committing himself to indentured servitude, but even that didn’t bother Jack very much to think about. He didn’t have a lot of pride and Zane was, as Jack had told him, a good guy. A rarity in Jack’s world as well as in Zane’s chosen profession. 
 
    The problem with that choice was that it was too easy. If he did that, he might as well prep himself a ten cent pistol and forget about it. He had been Steve’s creature out of love—twisted, sick, hopeless love, but still love—but he didn’t love Zane. He liked him, he was a hard man not to like, but he didn’t love him. It would be a little bit like dying that way; giving up. 
 
    He had decided to live. It would have been easier to let Steve end him and he’d been tempted, he couldn’t lie to himself about that, but then he had reached out for a lifeline. That lifeline had ended up being a five pound marble ashtray, but that was a choice, too. He hadn’t let it go, he’d swung it and sure, part of that was the instinct to live that drove all living things, even brainless ones, but part of it was the desire to go on living. 
 
    He didn’t have a lot to live for, so why? He’d been asking himself that question a lot since he caved in Steve’s head and he still didn’t know the answer. 
 
    He wanted to see his brother again. That wasn’t the whole answer, but it was a start. 
 
    Jack ate a little of the stew before it got cold. He couldn’t eat much, afraid that if he tried it would not stay down, but when Sasha returned for the bowl an hour later, she was pleased. 
 
    “You feel better, yes?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure. A little,” Jack said. It was a lie, he felt like there was a cat in his stomach doing back flips. “Sasha?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Jack?” 
 
    “Do you have family?” 
 
    She frowned and hesitated before answering him. “I have one daughter, Yelena. She is away for school in Europe. Master Zane pay for this. I am very grateful. Is nice, she says. She sends home pictures sometime. Is good school.” 
 
    It sounded like a boarding school and, though Jack only had the vaguest idea what a boarding school was like, it probably was nice. Also incredibly expensive. 
 
    “You miss her?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Every day I miss her, but she is not a little girl anymore,” Sasha said. “She goes away for her own life. This is the natural way.” 
 
    Jack nodded and when he asked her no more questions, Sasha left him alone again. 
 
    Zane got home early in the evening. Sasha was gone for the day and Jack had migrated to the sofa and was watching a movie on TV. Zane rested his elbows on the back of the sofa and watched with him for a minute, but it wasn’t that interesting. 
 
    “So, Jacky, what are we going to do?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jack said. 
 
    “That’s not good enough,” Zane said. He went around the sofa and sat down beside him, forcing Jack to draw his knees up to give him room. “What about your brother? You ever think maybe he would want to help you?” 
 
    Jack shifted his gaze from the TV to Zane. “Why would he?” 
 
    “Better question is, why wouldn’t he?” Zane said. “He’s your brother. You were close?” 
 
    Jack nodded. “We were kids though. It’s different.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. Does he know where you are?” Zane asked. 
 
    What he was really asking was, did Shane know what had become of Jack. He didn’t and Jack was glad of that, but if he went to Shane, it would only be a matter of time before he learned the truth. That scared Jack more than anything. 
 
    “No,” Jack said. 
 
    “Then you don’t know what he’d do. Maybe he would want to help you,” Zane said. “But it’s up to you. I think I’ve said about all there is for me to say about this. You let me know when you make up your mind.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jack said. 
 
    “Okay. Did Sasha feed you? Or, better question I guess, did you eat it?” 
 
    Zane didn’t wait for him to answer and wandered into the kitchen to see what Sasha had left for dinner and whether or not she had left him a note. He returned a little while later eating a cookie. He offered a piece of it to Jack, but Jack shook his head no.  
 
    “Too bad. You’ve got one of them belly problem habits, Jacky. If I were you, I’d think about cutting back. You miss out on the things that make life worth living, like my girl Sasha’s double chocolate chip cookies.” 
 
    “Zane, I said okay,” Jack said. 
 
    Zane raised his eyebrows in question and thought about it. He knew he had missed something, but Jack had barely spoken since he got home. “Come again?” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go to my brother,” Jack said. He did not sound happy about it and he wasn’t, but with the decision made he felt a little better. Until he started to imagine all the things that could go wrong. Then he almost told Zane that he was kidding, that he’d changed his mind just that quickly. “What if he doesn’t… I mean, what if—” 
 
    “Then he’s an idiot and an asshole and you’ll come back home with me and Sasha will feed you some more,” Zane said cheerfully. “But he’s your brother, right? Don’t worry about it. You love him?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “You love him,” Zane said. “If you didn’t love him, it wouldn’t bother you so much. He loves you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Our mother sent him away when he was sixteen,” Jack said. “It was awful, but… she probably saved his life. Fucking cunt.” 
 
    “Before he was sixteen, he loved you?” Zane asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack said. 
 
    “See? You don’t even have to wonder, you just know. So, who gives a shit if you haven’t seen him in years? That don’t change.” 
 
    “It might change if he saw… if he saw me now. I’m not that kid anymore and I’m fucked up.” 
 
    “That you are. So, where does Brother Shane call home these days?” 
 
    “White Castle.” 
 
    “And that’s where exactly in this great nation of ours?” 
 
    Jack smiled. “Louisiana. He’s on Facebook.” 
 
    “Of course he is,” Zane said. “All right then. I’ll take care of my business this week then we’ll take us a drive to White Castle, Louisiana this weekend. Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    The rest of the week went by in a tedious, anxiety-laced blur. Zane didn’t touch him, didn’t make sex a condition of his protection and help, which he would have been well within his rights to do. He was kind to him, but also dismissive of his presence. He continued to do his business as usual and Jack had to assume that he was fixing it all up so that he could be gone for a few days without it hurting him or putting him at risk financially because Zane didn’t mention it to him again. 
 
    Jack thought about taking it back and telling him he had changed his mind at least twice a day, usually more. It wasn’t a big deal or even a difficult decision to Zane or probably to anyone standing on the outside looking in at Jack’s life, but there were things Zane didn’t know. Things that made it hard, not simple. It wasn’t just time and distance that separated him from Shane; they were separated by worlds. Shane had lost everything and he had done it to protect Jack, but it hadn’t been enough. All he had to do was take one look at his little brother now and he’d see how utterly he had failed. His pain and sacrifice all for nothing. 
 
    Shane might hate him for it and Jack didn’t think he could stand that. Not knowing might be better for them both. 
 
    But he didn’t take it back and when Zane returned to the house Friday evening, he packed a bag, called Sasha to stay at the house with the dogs and told Jack to get his stuff together while he printed out a roadmap to White Castle. 
 
    Jack didn’t have much to pack. Clothes mostly, and none of it anything of value. He was ready to go in five minutes and they left. Zane drove most of the night and Jack fell asleep. He was still on edge about what he was doing, but he’d had time to adjust and get used to it. Zane woke him around midnight near the state line and they stayed in a motel then got up the next morning and continued on. Zane went through a McDonald’s drive-thru and bought them sausage and egg biscuits for breakfast, but Jack only ate a little. The longer they were on the road, the more nauseated he became. He felt better after some coffee and his first shot of the day, but he still felt sick when he thought about where this trip would take him. 
 
    Jack’s life trajectory had been set pretty much in stone for years. Maybe even forever. With very few exceptions, he lived a boring, routine existence. There weren’t any surprises. He knew what was going to happen. He knew where he was going. He knew where every little thing he did might lead him. That was all about to change and he didn’t think he could go back if he stepped across that line. 
 
    They didn’t make it to White Castle until after dark. Donovan Automotive was a little less than five miles outside of the city and it was closed when they arrived. 
 
    “You sure you don’t know his home address or his phone number?” Zane asked. “Didn’t your family live around here?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t remember the way there,” Jack said. “My grandpa and grandma lived out this way somewhere, but I was a little kid. I don’t remember how to get there.” 
 
    Zane cursed and turned off the car. “All right. Only thing to do I guess is check their hours posted there on the door and come back in the morning,” he said. “Wait here and I’ll go—” 
 
    “There’s a light on,” Jack said. In the back of the building, just barely visible through the glass front door he could see a light on inside. “I think someone’s in there.” 
 
    “Probably just a security light is all,” Zane said. 
 
    He got out of the car and approached the building. Jack watched from the car. When he was about ten feet from the door, a motion activated light came on above it. Zane cupped his hands around his face and pressed his nose to the glass to peer inside. He knocked on the door. Nothing happened, so he knocked again. 
 
    A dog barked and jumped up against the door. Startled, Zane quickly stepped back. Inside, the lights went on and someone shouted at the dog to shut up. Jack squinted, trying to see, both hoping and fearing that he would recognize his brother. Then the door opened and there he was. Shane appeared irritated and suspicious, but Jack knew him at a glance. He was taller, bigger, a man and not a boy, but he held himself the same way, moved the same, had the same body language and facial expressions that he remembered from their childhood. 
 
    “Your name Shane?” Zane asked. 
 
    “Look, it’s late and we’re closed,” Shane said. “I’m in the back doing some work, but I’m not—” 
 
    “You have a brother named Jack?” 
 
    Shane went very still and stopped talking. Jack couldn’t see his face from where he was inside the car, but his body was tense. Worried something was about to go wrong, Jack grabbed for the door handle and hurriedly got out of the car. Shane wasn’t as tall as Zane, but he was bigger, there was more muscle to him and he had a pit bull with him that still hadn’t decided if it liked their late night visitor or not. 
 
    “Shane?” Jack said. 
 
    Shane’s head whipped around and he stared at Jack in uncomprehending silence for a few seconds that seemed to stretch and go on and on. Jack walked around the car toward him and Zane stepped back, clearing the path between them. Shane didn’t speak or move at first, just stared at him. 
 
    The dog barked and it broke the spell. Shane started toward him. “Jack?” 
 
    Jack nodded and hesitated. Then he stopped a step away from the front of Zane’s car, torn between the happy desire to see Shane and the irrational, very real fear that made him want to get back in the car and hide from him. 
 
    Shane broke into a run the last few steps that separated them and before Jack could say anything or move, before he could stop him, Shane grabbed him and hugged him tight. Jack tried to say something, but he didn’t even know what and it didn’t matter. It got smothered in the front of Shane’s grease monkey chambray shirt along with his tears. The relief he felt at Shane’s instant, unconditional acceptance was overwhelming. He had imagined many scenarios for that moment, but that simple embrace had not been among them. 
 
    “God, where have you been?” Shane asked. He held Jack out at arm’s length and brushed the dark hair back from his face to look at him. “Where have you been?” he asked again, softly. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jack said. 
 
    Shane shushed him. “It doesn’t matter now. We’ll talk. It’s okay.” 
 
    Zane cleared his throat, drawing their attention back to him. “Guess I’ll say goodbye now then,” he said. 
 
    Jack stepped away from Shane. “Give me a minute,” he said. 
 
    He walked over to Zane and for the first time he could remember, he felt suddenly awkward before him. He stuffed his hands into his pockets. “I don’t know what to say,” he said. “Thank you. I don’t… I’m not sure…” He huffed out a breath, exasperated with himself. “I owe you. Thank you.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me a thing,” Zane said. He tucked a finger under Jack’s chin and coaxed his head up. Jack smiled and Zane smiled back. “You’ll be all right,” he said. He leaned down and kissed him, briefly and soft, almost chaste. “Be good, Jacky.” 
 
    Before Jack could speak, Zane turned and walked back to his car. Jack waved as he pulled away and watched the car’s headlights fade out of sight. Then he was alone with Shane and there was no going back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Part Two 
 
    “I See,” Said the Blind Man


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    The pit bull’s name was Hank and Jack was his new best friend. Jack was not consulted about this. The dog would follow him from room to room through the house, from the guest bedroom that would be his bedroom thereafter to the bathroom and back again, from the sofa to the kitchen. He never tripped Jack, but he was always close behind him when he turned around. When he was sitting, Hank watched him. If Shane was there, he divided his attention between them, but Jack was new and therefore more interesting to study. 
 
    The first night with Shane in their grandparent’s old house was strange for him. Shane showed him around the place and asked him how he was and watched him a lot more than Jack was used to. It reminded him of the way the dog watched him, though with some disbelief as well as curiosity. He kept saying, “I can’t believe it’s really you,” and, “I can’t believe you’re really here.” Jack intuitively understood that what he actually meant was, “I can’t believe you’re real,” and he didn’t know what to say to that so he didn’t say anything. He was having a hard time believing that Shane was real, too, but it seemed like it might be a rude thing to say. 
 
    Shane put a frozen pizza in the oven for their dinner and Jack ate a slice because his brother was watching him so closely. It didn’t make him feel sick, but he didn’t eat more than one and he gave the crust to the dog. Then he sat there feeling trapped in the awkward silence that stretched between them as Shane continued to stare at him and neither of them could think of anything to say to the other. 
 
    Jack tugged nervously on the cuffs of his long-sleeved shirt and cleared his throat. “So, um…” Shane looked at him expectantly and Jack tried to think of something to say. “You know there are toads people lick to get high?” 
 
    Shane blinked. “Huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess they even put up signs and shit in parts of California asking people not to lick the toads,” Jack said. He had watched a documentary and though he could not remember what exactly the main topic of the documentary had been, he remembered the part about the toads because it had been so weird. Weird was interesting and interesting was a place to start. “They’re supposed to secrete some kind of chemical and it’s like acid and, you know… you hallucinate and stuff. Um… I thought it was funny. People licking toads.” 
 
    “Huh. Seems like there are easier ways to get high,” Shane said. He finished his slice of pizza and tossed the crust to Hank. “You want a beer?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “No, thanks.” 
 
    “Well, I’m gonna grab one. You want something else?” 
 
    He shook his head again. 
 
    Shane got a beer out of the fridge and returned to the living room with it. “So… You know I thought you were dead,” he said. He didn’t look at Jack when he said it. “Mama said… I mean, Grandma Chloe asked her about it and she said you run off. That was after a few years and we didn’t see you cause she didn’t bring you by. Which was my fault, I guess.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” Jack said instantly. “Why would it be your fault?” 
 
    Shane shifted uncomfortably in his seat and took a drink of his beer. He had chosen to sit in the chair rather than the other side of the sofa with Jack and Jack hadn’t thought anything of it at the time, but looking at him now, he had an inkling. 
 
    When Jack was little, but not little enough to still be wetting the bed, he’d started having nightmares and he’d climb into bed with Shane because he made him feel safe and sometimes he would wake them both up wetting himself. Shane was never mad at him about it, he was never mean because Shane knew it was because of Hal. There had been a night when Jack was twelve, a night that Jack remembered but barely, just before Shane was sent away, when he’d peed the bed again and Shane was with him in the bathroom helping him clean up. Their mother opened the door, saw them there and then she did the strangest thing; she started yelling at Shane. She didn’t yell at Jack for peeing the bed like a baby or even ask him what had happened, she just started shouting at Shane. She called him nasty things. 
 
    The memory was a child’s memory, but Jack wasn’t a child anymore, so he remembered it now and looked at Shane sitting there not watching him back, squirming, and he understood. He was the reason Kate had sent his brother away to live with their grandparents. He had always wondered but never known why or how that could be. 
 
    “Oh, my god,” Jack said. 
 
    Shane looked up at him quickly, alerted by the sound of surprise in his voice. “What?” 
 
    Jack didn’t see how telling him about his epiphany would do anything other than humiliate Shane and turn an already awkward moment into a much more uncomfortable one. “Nothing,” he said. “It was not your fault, that’s all. I just… Mama had really bad taste in men, you know? She ended up marrying that guy from Texas, Carl, the one she moved all the way to Austin to stay with. I was thirteen then, I think. That’s why we didn’t visit back then. I got tired of the son of a bitch and couldn’t stand it anymore after a couple of years. That’s why I ran off.” 
 
    Carl Ray Oakley had a name that sounded like something you’d call a serial killer, but as far as Jack knew, murder wasn’t one of the things that got him hot. Carl had liked young boys. He had coveted thirteen year old Jack Donovan from the moment he laid eyes on him and Jack had always wondered just how oblivious his mother really was or if she had known all along and made a deal with the devil; her son in exchange for the comfortable life of a rich businessman’s wife. He’d tried to tell her, but she never would listen. Looking at Shane, he didn’t wonder anymore; he was sure. 
 
    “She’s still married to him,” Shane said. “She visits Grandma sometimes. About twice a year when they’re out this way.” 
 
    “Grandma’s still alive?” Jack asked. “Where?” 
 
    “She stays in her own apartment in town out at that Sunrise Home assisted living place,” Shane said. “She’d probably like to see you, actually. And, well, know that you’re alive.” 
 
    Jack barely remembered his grandma Chloe, but what he did remember of her were good memories. A nice woman with soft hands. She wore lipstick that was too bright, always the same color of pink, she smelled like Chanel No. 5 and she liked to bake. He associated the memory of her with snickerdoodle cookies and expensive perfume. 
 
    “I’d like that,” he said. 
 
    “We’ll go this weekend,” Shane said. “Jack?” 
 
    “Yeah?” Jack said. 
 
    “We’re going to have to talk about… things. You know, what happened. Why you’re here now,” Shane said. Something in Jack’s expression made him hurry to add, “Eventually, I mean. You don’t have to talk about it right now. I mean… I get it. Just… You just show up. It’s been a long time. I don’t know… Hell, I guess I don’t know anything about you.” 
 
    “I guess I don’t know anything about you either,” Jack said. He pulled the cuffs of his shirt down over his fingers. “You ever see, Mama? I mean when she comes to visit?” 
 
    “No,” Shane said bitterly. “She don’t want to see me. You were always her darling, not me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jack said. 
 
    Shane huffed out a soft laugh. “Don’t be. Last time I seen her, she did everything but come right out and call me a baby fucker. Ironic, really.” 
 
    “I kinda think she did it on purpose, you know,” Jack said. He stared at his hands, at the ragged cuff of his shirt around his fingers, not at Shane. “I think she knew what they were like. I think she knew what she had and what it was worth.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Shane asked, but he sounded like he already knew. He sounded sickened by the idea, but not surprised. 
 
    Jack shrugged. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “It just… It wasn’t your fault. That’s all.” 
 
    “Okay,” Shane said. 
 
    He finished his beer, crushed the can and got up to throw it away. When he returned to the living room and sat down, he turned his face away from Jack, trying to hide it and Jack noticed he was crying. Embarrassed, he looked away to give Shane some privacy. Shane covered his face with one hand and pressed his fingers against his eyes, took a deep, shaking breath and let it out. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he managed. The two words came out water-logged. Hank went over to him and put his head on Shane’s knee, sidled closer to him and chuffed. Shane put his free hand on the dog’s head and Hank licked his fingers. “I’m sorry. It just hit me is all and I’m… I’m fucking sorry, Jack.” 
 
    Jack sat there for a minute while Shane wept and he didn’t know what to do. He so rarely found himself in the presence of crying people, especially crying men, and when he did they were not the sort of people one offered comfort to. Shane was different though. He was his brother and they shared a past, one that had damaged them both, though in different ways. He couldn’t just sit there and let him cry alone. 
 
    He scooted to the end of the sofa closest to Shane and reached out a hand to touch him. When he put his hand on Shane’s arm, he flinched like he’d been shocked, but then he relaxed and accepted it. He wiped his eyes. 
 
    “I should go to bed,” he said. 
 
    He didn’t move though and Jack sat there with him. After a few more minutes, Shane had himself under control again. He didn’t go to bed though. They didn’t talk much after that. The silence didn’t bother Jack, but eventually he left Shane alone and went into his new bedroom to get the bag of heroin he had stashed in his backpack and went into the bathroom to cook it. He didn’t do a whole dose because he didn’t want to nod off with the tourniquet still tied off around his arm and the needle still in sight. He did not want Shane to see him that way. So he did half his usual dose and sat there for a minute while it kicked in. The warmth came first with a touch of nausea, but the nausea passed quickly and the warmth faded and he put everything away before he went back to the living room to tell Shane he was tired. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked. 
 
    Shane smiled and it looked fake, but he wanted Jack to believe it was real so he pretended that he did. “I’m fine. I get maudlin, that’s all, and it’s a shock. Seeing you after so long. I’ll… I’ll be okay. I’m fine, really. Don’t even worry about it. I’m sorry I got weird on you. Crying and shit. I don’t know why I did that.” 
 
    Jack was pretty sure Shane was full of crap, but he let it go. “Sure. It’s fine. I mean, I’m the one imposing and all. I’m kind of tired though, so I’m going to go to bed if that’s okay.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s cool. Whatever you want,” Shane said. He started to stand up. “You want to take a shower or anything? I can show you were the towels are.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay. I’m just going to lay down,” Jack said. He smiled for him and that seemed to reassure Shane and he sat back down. “It’s been a long day. A weird day. I’ll see you tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Shane said. “You sure you don’t need anything?” 
 
    Jack just shook his head and went back to the bedroom Shane had told him he could have. It was a nice room, almost as big as the motel room he had shared with Steve at the Last Chance, though the bed was larger and there was only one and the coverlet looked like something their grandmother might have made ten or fifteen years earlier. It had been white once, but the years had turned it cream. There were old photographs in frames on the walls and sitting on the dresser. Jack picked one up and stared at it for a long time; a young woman that looked a lot like he remembered his mother looking when he was little holding a baby, an unsmiling man beside her, one arm casually and possessively around the woman’s waist. The photo was black and white, taken sometime in the 50s. It was Grandma Chloe and Grandpa Gundry when they were young. The baby was his mother. 
 
    He stared for a long time at the pudgy face of the baby in his grandmother’s arms, but it was just a baby. It didn’t look like his mother. It didn’t seem special or different. There was nothing in its face, no aura or anything like that to suggest what she would grow up to be like. 
 
    Jack put the picture back down on the dresser and lay down on the bed. He heard Shane get up a few times going between the kitchen and the living room; the crack of a beer can opening, a few muttered words to the dog. It was comforting, though the sound of Shane’s voice was unfamiliar to him now. He felt safe when he allowed himself to feel it. When he stopped fretting about what might happen, about the consequences of letting himself become attached to it all, when he stopped thinking about his life colliding like a runaway train engine into this world where everything seemed clean and perfect. Then he felt a weight slip off of him. 
 
    He didn’t think it meant he was home yet. That seemed cliché and much too easy. In many ways, it was just another strange place, another new bed, but he was welcome. He was wanted. That was a new experience for him and he would have to see come morning how much he really liked it. Dope had a way of softening the sharp edges and filling in the cracks. Sober, he might want to scratch his own skin off to get away, but he didn’t think that would happen. 
 
    He’d survived Steve. He could survive a few weeks with Shane watching him like he was a mirage, crying over him and making already awkward moments more awkward until he got used to it. A person could get used to anything and he had gotten used to a lot worse in the past. He could survive people being kind to him, he thought. He would just have to. 
 
    In the morning, Jack woke up on top of the covers still in the clothes he had worn the day before. He rolled over on his side and met Hank’s strange yellow eyes. The dog had his chin on the edge of the bed and when he saw Jack looking back at him, his long whippy tail swept over the floor happily. 
 
    “Hey,” Jack said. His voice cracked and Hank’s ears perked up. “You… uh… want breakfast?” 
 
    Hank stood up and backed up a few steps, staring at Jack, silently commanding him to get his lazy ass up and do… something. 
 
    Jack sat up and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “You want to go outside and take a dump?” 
 
    He had never had a dog, but those two things were universal. 
 
    Hank’s tail thwacked the open bedroom door. 
 
    With a groan, Jack got up and walked through the living room to open the door for the dog. Hank shot by him the moment it was open and Jack went to find the bathroom himself. He passed Shane stretched out on his stomach on the sofa, softly snoring. There was a pile of beer cans on the table which overflowed onto the floor. He stepped over them. 
 
    Shane had gotten drunk after Jack went to bed. He counted twelve beer cans and he didn’t even stop to check under the table. 
 
    Jack fed the dog after he let it back inside and made coffee for himself. He wasn’t hungry, but Shane had coffee and a coffee maker, so he made a pot and made it dark. He stood outside on the front porch while he drank the first cup. 
 
    Shane had lawn gnomes. Jack had never known anyone who actually owned lawn gnomes before. 
 
    When he went back inside, he decided to wake Shane up. It was Monday and Shane had a job. More than that, Shane owned a business. He probably had to work Mondays. 
 
    “Shane, get up.” 
 
    “Lemme alone,” Shane muttered. He pushed his face into the crack between the sofa cushions and waved feebly at Jack with one hand, waving him away. “M’sleep. Go ‘way.” 
 
    “Don’t you have to go to work?” Jack asked. 
 
    Shane turned his head on his arm and blinked up at him. He stared at Jack for a few seconds in confusion before his eyes cleared and he seemed to recognize him. “Jack?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Are you really real?” 
 
    “Um… I’m pretty sure I am, yeah. Shane, do you have to go to work?” 
 
    “What? No. I… Wait. What’s today?” 
 
    “Monday.” 
 
    “Oh.” Shane sat up and reached over the end of the sofa for his cell phone, which was on the end table between two more beer cans. He put it to his ear while it rang. “Norm, I’m not coming in until later. Tell the guys. Family emergency. Uh huh. Sure. Yeah, do that. That’s fine. Okay, gotta go. Bye.” 
 
    He tossed the phone back down and flopped down on the sofa on his back. 
 
    “I don’t think hangovers count as family emergencies,” Jack said, amused. 
 
    Shane opened one eye to look at him. “That’s not the family emergency,” he said. He scrubbed a hand over his face and sat up. “I need coffee. I smell coffee.” 
 
    “I made some,” Jack said. 
 
    Shane shambled into the kitchen for his own cup of coffee. He also ate a medium sized mixing bowl full of Cinnamon Toast Crunch cereal and about halfway through both, he started talking about taking Jack to Walmart. 
 
    Jack wasn’t listening. He heard him, but he didn’t care what Shane wanted to do. He would go with him to Walmart for a comforter and a toothbrush and whatever other household stuff Shane thought he needed because Shane wanted him to, but it wasn’t important. It was sweet, but he didn’t need such things. The bedspread already on the bed was fine. He was more worried about what he was going to do when he ran out of drugs. His supplier had driven away after dropping him in the parking lot of Donovan Automotive, likely never to be seen again. Jack doubted like hell that there was another Zane Bledsoe doing business in White Castle, Louisiana. Not to mention, how was he supposed to purchase such things even if there was? 
 
    He thought about that for a few minutes while Shane talked about going into town, maybe introducing him to the guys at the shop, but he still had a stash, so he wasn’t that worried about it. It was only enough to last him a few more days though. Four at the most, though probably only three. Two if he wasn’t careful. It was time for him to start worrying about it. But he didn’t want to, so he stopped thinking about it. 
 
    Later. He could figure it out later. 
 
    While Shane drank his second cup of coffee, Jack went into the bedroom and did his thing. Then they got in Shane’s truck and went into White Castle to Walmart. While they were in the men’s clothing section, Shane realized it had been awhile since Jack said anything and he stopped. 
 
    “Jack? Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Jack said. He smiled to show him how fine he was. 
 
    “Ah. Okay. You need anything… like clothes?” Shane asked. 
 
    “Not really,” Jack said. 
 
    Shane frowned and studied him thoughtfully. For a moment, Jack wondered if this was it; Shane would ask now. Where have you been living? What do you do for money? What happened? Why now? Instead, he shrugged and they moved on to the bedding, where Jack agreed to get a comforter—blue striped and fluffy—and a new pillow. 
 
    On the way back to the house, Shane was going to pull in and introduce Jack to the guys who were working, but Jack said that was okay. Maybe later. He saw the way Shane had tensed up at the prospect and he watched him relax after they had passed the shop. 
 
    Shane was probably embarrassed about introducing his grungy mess of a brother to his work friends, Jack figured, but he would never say that because he was nice and he genuinely was happy to see Jack. The sad fact was, they were brothers but they were also strangers. 
 
    At the house, Jack folded up their grandma’s old handmade bedspread and Shane put it away somewhere. He put the new comforter on the bed and he liked it, but it didn’t change the room that much. Shane said he could do whatever he wanted with it, put the pictures away or set out his own things, but Jack didn’t have many things and he liked the old pictures. He did set the marble ashtray on the nightstand. He looked at it sitting there, appearing normal and cleaned of Steve’s skin, blood and hair. He wrapped it back up in a T-shirt, returned it to his backpack and stuffed it under the bed. 
 
    The next day, Shane left Jack home alone and went to work. He did the same the day after that and the day after that. The day after that was Friday and Jack ran out of heroin Friday morning. 
 
    By that afternoon, he was desperate, so he strained residue out of the cotton balls he had used to filter it all week, but the dose that resulted from that was mostly water and hardly worth the effort. He started to shake shortly after that. He was huddled in the middle of his bed, shivering, wrapped in his new thick blanket when Shane got home that evening. The chills and the shaking had triggered the panic, but there wasn’t anything to do. He’d licked his finger and run it along the inside of the Ziploc bag the white powder had come in, then he’d dumped his backpack out on the bed, hoping for something, anything, maybe a little loose white stuff that had escaped the bag, but there was nothing. He had forgotten to ask around, forgotten to find a dealer before he ran out and now he was out and he knew what horrible hell was coming next. 
 
    Shane came looking for him first thing like he always did when he got home. He knocked on the closed door of Jack’s room and said his name. He always seemed half afraid that he would find out Jack wasn’t real after all. Like he would return home one day and Jack would be gone simply because he had never truly been there. 
 
    “I’m here,” Jack called. His teeth chattered. “You can… Shane, I’m sick.” 
 
    Shane opened the door and looked alarmed at what he saw. “Shit, Jack. Are you… You got the flu?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “No,” he said miserably. 
 
    Shane entered the room and sat on the side of the bed to get a better look at Jack. “Damn, you look like hell, Jack.” 
 
    “I know,” Jack said. 
 
    Shane put his hand on Jack’s forehead to feel for a fever and Jack retched, tried to hold it back, but then he threw up on Shane. There wasn’t much because he hadn’t eaten much, but it still surprised him. He jerked away from him and jumped up cursing. 
 
    “Goddamn it!” Shane looked down at his shirt and the front of his pants, which were coated in slimy bile. He looked at Jack and sighed, the anger drained out of him. “You need to go to a doctor.” 
 
    “No,” Jack said. “No doctors, Shane. I can’t. I’m sorry I threw up on you, but no doctors.” 
 
    “Well, why the hell not?” Shane demanded. “Look at you. You’re a mess. You’re sweating and shaking and puking.” 
 
    “It’s not that kind of sick,” Jack said. 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” Shane asked. He looked down at himself again with disgust. “I’m going to change. Then we’re going to the hospital.” 
 
    “No, we’re not,” Jack said. 
 
    “Jack—” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    Shane noted the panic in his voice and stopped in the door. “Jack, what are you talking about? Did you do something? Are you in trouble, is that why you can’t go to the hospital? Because of cops?” 
 
    “No. Yes. I mean, no, not—” Jack broke off. In frustration, he threw the blanket off and yanked up the right sleeve of his shirt to show Shane the pebbles of scar tissue inside his elbow. Shane’s eyes got wide when he saw them. “I ran out this morning.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Shane said softly. “Jesus Christ, Jack. You’re a fucking junkie?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack said. He had never felt worse about admitting it. 
 
    “How long?” Shane asked. 
 
    “I told you, this morning I—” 
 
    “No. For how long have you been using?” 
 
    “Oh. About eight years I think.” 
 
    “Eight years?!” 
 
    “Look, time is kinda funny and I don’t—” 
 
    Shane held up a hand for him to be quiet and paced away from him a little. Jack watched him for a moment then crawled back under the blanket and wrapped it around himself. 
 
    “Okay, you need something to bring you down slow, is that right?” Shane finally asked. 
 
    Jack reluctantly nodded. He hadn’t been thinking about quitting, but if for no other reason, he knew he would have to think about it now because he was out and he didn’t have a connection to more. It would be a lot harder to find someone who sold good heroin in a smaller city like White Castle. It would also be a lot harder for Jack to scratch up the cash to feed his King Kong monkey. He wasn’t educated, he didn’t have job experience, he didn’t have a set of skills that were not sexual ones and there probably wasn’t much of a market in these parts for strung-out pretty boys who gave great head. 
 
    “I can’t quit it cold,” Jack said. His teeth chattered and it came out distorted, but Shane seemed to understand him. “Been using too long. It’s bad, Shane. It’s going to get a lot worse. You have to help me.” 
 
    “Okay, what do you need?” Shane asked. “I don’t really… I might know someone who knows someone, but I don’t really… I drink. I smoke a little pot. That’s it.” 
 
    “Anything,” Jack said. His eyes were wide and watery. Part of that was the withdrawal, but not all of it. Some of it was fear. “Just something. Please. I just need something.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. Just let me change out of the puke,” Shane said. 
 
    He left the room and Jack buried his face in the blanket and moaned. The cramps had already started, but so faintly he hadn’t noticed them at first. They snuck up on him. They began to worsen by degrees. Jack tried rocking gently to comfort himself, but it didn’t help with the cramping so he stopped. 
 
    Shane returned to the bedroom with his cell phone. He had changed into a fresh pair of jeans and a black T-shirt. He reached over and brushed Jack’s sweaty hair back from his face. “I’ll fix it. I’ll find something. Just give me a few minutes,” he said. 
 
    “Okay,” Jack said. “Thanks.” 
 
    Shane started making calls then. The first person he called was a woman named Tracy. She had pot and some molly. Jack said no, but Shane asked her how much for the marijuana. 
 
    “It’ll help with the barfing,” Shane explained. 
 
    He told Tracy he’d buy an ounce of weed and she agreed to drive out to his place to deliver it to him. She would be there in half an hour. If he was looking for harder stuff, he needed to talk to a guy named Rome, but she didn’t know Rome’s number. Shane called his friend Mark. Mark didn’t do drugs much, at least Shane didn’t think he did them, but he was apprenticed to a tattoo artist in town and he met a lot of people and knew a lot of people. Some of them undoubtedly did drugs. 
 
    “Dude, H isn’t real popular in this part of the country, you know?” Mark said after Shane explained what he wanted. “I mean, you want meth or crack or weed or fucking pills, I could probably hook you up, but I have no fucking idea where I’d get that shit. Why do you want it anyway?” 
 
    Shane looked over at Jack, who had curled up on his side on the bed, still wrapped in his blanket cocoon. He was shivering and the blanket trembled with him. “My brother,” he told Mark. “He’s… sick. Really sick. I guess he ran out so—” 
 
    “Ah, shit, man. That sucks. That stuff is fucking brutal,” Mark said. “Let me call somebody.” 
 
    “All right,” Shane said. “Thanks. I’m sorry about this.” 
 
    “No way, man. It’s cool. We’re friends. That’s what friends do,” Mark said. 
 
    “Get each other illegal substances,” Shane said. 
 
    “Sometimes,” Mark agreed. “Call you back in a minute.” 
 
    Shane put his phone down and went back to sit with Jack on the bed. “You want another blanket?” 
 
    “It won’t do any good,” Jack said. “It’s not really cold. This just… happens. Fucking god. I feel like I’m dying.” 
 
    He had been through withdrawal before, but not that often. He was always so careful never to run out or even run too low. He had forgotten and he was in a strange place without connections, but maybe in some part of his head he had also been thinking that he needed to quit. He was trying to be in Shane’s world and Shane’s world was not the world of dark, dirty streets inhabited by junkies, crackheads and whores. To prove that he was worthy, he had to get clean. He hadn’t forgotten how bad it could get when he went cold turkey, but it had become smaller in his memory with time. Mothers did it all the time after they gave birth. The birth could be painful, it could last for hours, but by the time the kid was starting kindergarten, they didn’t even remember how bad it had been. They started thinking about having another one. 
 
    Thinking this way made Jack laugh to himself. It was strained because of the pain he was in, consuming, gnawing pain that would not let him disconnect from it. His laughter alarmed Shane a little, but he was out of his element here. He had no idea what to expect. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Jack assured him. “I was just thinking… it’s crazy that junkies don’t make better mothers.” 
 
    “What?” Shane asked. 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    They lapsed into silence and waited then. Shane sat with him and Jack put his head on his leg like a pillow and took a little comfort from that. His eyes watered and he wiped at them and his body was wracked with pain and the tremors only got more violent until the bed seemed to vibrate with it. 
 
    Shane’s phone rang and he snatched it up. It was Mark calling him back. 
 
    “Okay, I don’t know who this Rome cat is you asked about, but I know a guy whose brother says he can get me something he calls pineapple. I don’t know what the fuck that is so maybe ask your brother.” 
 
    “Jack,” Shane said. “Pineapple?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “That’s Ritalin,” he said. “And smack, but mostly Ritalin, probably.” 
 
    “No,” Shane said. “Anything else?” 
 
    “He says he can probably get me some lemonade, but the way he says that, I’m thinking it ain’t anything you want,” Mark said. “These names are so stupid. Anyway, got something called LBJ, but I don’t know what’s in it. And polvo. I wrote it down here, I think that’s how you say it.” 
 
    “Jack; LBJ or polvo?” Shane asked. 
 
    “Jesus, no, I don’t want to die,” Jack said. “I feel like I’m dying. This is hopeless.” 
 
    “Okay, look,” Mark said. There was a rattle of paper being crumpled and tossed away. “The only other thing I can think is, my cousin Amanda sometimes gets her hands on pills. I can call her and maybe get you some Oxy. It’s hillbilly heroin, but the shit’ll do in a pinch.” 
 
    “Jack, what about Oxy?” Shane asked him. 
 
    “Okay,” Jack said. “Yeah. That’s… That’ll work. Hurry though.” 
 
    “All right, call her,” Shane said to Mark. “And seriously, I owe you.” 
 
    “Call you back,” Mark said and disconnected. 
 
    Shane sat there for a little while with Jack, rubbing his back and petting his sweaty hair. He didn’t know what to do for him, but Jack didn’t tell him to stop and he couldn’t just do nothing for him. “Why, Jack?” he asked eventually. “I mean, what happened to you?” 
 
    “A lot of things,” Jack said. “I ran away. I didn’t have anyone like you had Grandma and Grandpa. I had me and I was fifteen. Shit, you know… happened.” 
 
    Shane mulled that over and didn’t like the implications at all. He decided not to push Jack about it anymore for the time being. 
 
    Tracy knocked on the front door and Shane had never been so happy to see her. The arrival of a visitor alerted Hank, who barked until Shane opened the door and she allowed herself to be sniffed for his approval. Tracy was a tall, thin woman who had once been pretty, but she’d lived a hard life. Shane had gone to high school with her and they hadn’t been great friends then, but they had been friendly acquaintances. She’d had a scholarship to a college in New Orleans out of high school, but she got knocked up and then did the stupid thing and had the kid and became a single mom. Now she worked as a CNA at a nursing home in White Castle and supplemented her income cleaning houses on the weekend and selling pot on the side.  
 
    “Hey, Tracy,” Shane said. He held the door open to let her inside and went to get his wallet. He paid her for the weed and she handed him a rolled up plastic baggie bound with a blue rubber band. “I’d ask you to stay and offer you a beer or something, but I’m kind of in the middle of—” 
 
    “Oh, that’s fine, honey,” Tracy said. She patted Hank’s head and hiked her purse up a little higher on her shoulder. “I have to get home anyway. I left Katrina by herself asleep in front of the TV. I didn’t want to wake up Mama and answer all her questions about where I was going.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, thanks for this,” Shane said. 
 
    “No problem. How’s your brother doing?” she asked. “I didn’t even know you had a brother, Shane.” 
 
    “He’s… I think this will help. He’s… I haven’t seen him in awhile,” Shane said.  
 
    Tracy could tell the questions made him uncomfortable. She said goodbye and left, promising to bring her car by the shop to have him change the oil for her in a week or two.  
 
    When she was gone, Shane searched through his room for a pipe and sat with Jack while he packed the bowl for him. “I really wish you had said something to me about all of this earlier,” he told Jack. He helped him sit up and sparked the bowl for him while he smoked. “If those pills cost that much, I don’t know how many I’ll be able to get you.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Jack said as he exhaled marijuana smoke toward the ceiling. He relaxed back against Shane’s side, the tremors beginning to subside a little. He wasn’t better, it wasn’t enough, but it would ease the pain until he could get what he really needed. “Get a few, enough for tonight and maybe tomorrow. I’ll figure it out after that.” 
 
    Shane held the pipe in one hand and the lighter in the other in his lap and looked down at Jack with a frown. “What the hell does that mean?” he asked. “What does it mean, you’ll figure it out?” 
 
    “It means I’ll think of something,” Jack said. “I’ll find someone who sells what I need and I’ll get it. You don’t need to know the rest. I don’t… It’s not your problem, Shane.” 
 
    “Wrong,” Shane said, holding up a finger. He was still holding the pipe in that hand so it didn’t look as stern as he had intended it to. “No, it is my problem, Jack. You came back here and I brought you home with me and you didn’t tell me about any of this shit, but you’re here now and it’s happening here and now, so yeah, it’s my problem. So what are you talking about?” 
 
    Jack had closed his eyes but he opened them when Shane stopped talking and looked up at him. “Fine. You don’t want to know,” he said. “And I don’t really want to tell you.” 
 
    Shane held his gaze for several beats, but there was no yielding in Jack’s expression, so he gave up and looked away from him. “It’s that bad, huh?” he said. 
 
    He put the pipe to his lips, lit the last of what was in the bowl and smoked it. When he exhaled, he put the pipe down and sat there with Jack, thinking about it. There were only a few things it could be. Only a few bad things Jack could have done to make money or get drugs that he would be reluctant to tell him about. Then there was the fact that he was there at all. He could have found Shane at any time in the past fourteen years, but he hadn’t. Not a letter, not a phone call and not a single visit in all that time. Then one day he showed up carrying a bag full of secrets and asked Shane to take him in and he didn’t want to talk about his past. 
 
    The phone rang again and Shane answered it. Mark’s cousin had come through. She had forty 80 milligram Oxy and she would sell them to Shane at what she called the “friends and family discount.” It was still a lot of money. Shane could afford five pills without visiting the ATM first, so that was what he told Mark he would buy. 
 
    “Cool. I’ll get them and meet you out at your place. Probably take about an hour,” Mark said. “You think he’ll be okay till then?” 
 
    “Guess he’ll have to be,” Shane said. “Nah, he’s okay.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll try to hurry.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mark.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Shane sat with Jack while they waited for Mark, but they didn’t talk for a long time. They smoked another bowl and Shane got up to get them each a beer. When he returned with them, he opened Jack’s and passed it to him, took a drink of his own and watched Jack out the corner of his eye.  
 
    “Can I ask you something?” he asked.  
 
    “Sure,” Jack said, eying him warily. “What?” 
 
    “What the hell is LBJ?” 
 
    Jack laughed. “Heroin, PCP and LSD.” 
 
    “You’re fucking kidding me,” Shane said.  
 
    “Nope,” Jack said. 
 
    “Polvo?” 
 
    “Same thing, minus the LSD.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Fuck if I know. I don’t do it.” 
 
    “That’s so… stupid.”  
 
    Shane was not one of those people who never did anything wrong, for whom breaking the law would provoke an anxiety attack and a case of the vapors, but what Jack described was so dangerous.  
 
    Jack watched him thinking and smiled at the look that passed over his face. He did not smoke a lot of weed, but he had smoked it off and on in the past and it always made him feel pretty good about the world. It was nice of Shane to be so concerned, Jack hadn’t had a lot of people in his life that would have cared, but he was worrying over nothing.  
 
    “I never did it. It is stupid,” he said. He smiled at Shane and Shane smiled back. “Especially the PCP part. I mean, why? But anyway, I feel lots better. When is your friend going to get here?” 
 
    Shane looked at the clock on his phone. “Pretty soon,” he said. 
 
    Jack picked up his beer off the nightstand and took a sip. It had gotten warm from sitting there, but he didn’t mind. “Okay. Shane, did I ever tell you about Phineas?” 
 
    “Who?” Shane asked.  
 
    “I haven’t seen him since I got here,” Jack said. “Maybe he’s gone. I think that would be nice. I don’t want him anymore.” 
 
    “Jack, what are you talking about?” Shane asked.  
 
    Jack pulled the blanket back around himself and lay down with his head in Shane’s lap. “Never mind. It’s not important.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t easy, but Jack weaned himself off of heroin with the help of the five Oxys. It took him a week and there were some parts of the withdrawal process that he just had to suffer through, even with the help of the pills. He took a full 80 milligrams that first night after Mark showed up. After that, he cut the pills in half and gradually lowered the dose until he was through it. It was sheer hell and if he’d had heroin or any way of getting it, he never would have made it and he knew it, but all he had were the pills. Jack had little interest in pills and zero interest in trading one addiction for another to become a pill head. 
 
    After the first night, he didn’t throw up again, but he still had cramps, he still got the shakes, he still sweated like a pig and felt like he was going to vomit even if it never happened. Toward the end of the week, his appetite started to return and when it did, he ate like a man who never expected to see another meal again as long as he lived. Shane was a single guy who did not entertain or often have visitors, so the food he had in the house was basic bachelor fare. Jack made sandwiches and ate Shane’s Cinnamon Toast Crunch, made DiGiorno pizza and ate every last slice. He drank gallons of water and craved sugar and salt in equal measure. Hank followed Jack through the house, licking whatever he dropped up off the floor. 
 
    One night after Jack had been clean for three days, Shane came home with a case of Bud Light and they drank all of it. Jack drank sometimes, but alcohol was not his drug of choice. Still, he enjoyed himself and he saw the attraction. Until he woke up the next morning with a hangover that felt like someone had blown a crater in his head. 
 
    Jack was starting to think that this normal way of life wasn’t so hard after all. He hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Phineas since before Zane left him in the parking lot of Donovan Automotive. He almost never thought about Steve. Zane seemed to be right about that, too; no one cared that he was dead. Jack hadn’t seen it on the news when he was staying with Zane. He looked it up on the internet and there wasn’t even a mention of a man found dead in his room at the Last Chance Motel in Biloxi, Mississippi. Steve, who had made such a strong impression on so many lives, did not even warrant an inch of space in the obituaries. Not only did no one care; no one seemed to have even noticed. 
 
    It was a little surprising how easily Jack had shed that life and the memory of it himself. He still remembered living like that, the things he had done and why he did them, the people he knew, but he didn’t think about Steve much. He didn’t want to think about him though and he wondered if that might be the why of it. It had never worked that way with Phineas, but Phineas was altogether different. Phineas had not been real until Jack imagined him. Only then had he taken on a life of his own. Steve seemed to be going about it the opposite way and that was fine with Jack. He didn’t need Steve Walker anymore and he didn’t need Phineas the clown. He hadn’t needed him in a long time. The clown had moved on from being a pleasant distraction for an abused boy and morphed into a parasite infecting the man. Jack didn’t know why he was gone, he was just glad that he was. 
 
    He was getting used to normal, but the life of a homebody wasn’t for Jack and once he was clean, he started going with Shane to work. He didn’t have a job himself and without a drug habit, the desperation that came with it was gone, too. He smoked still and that wasn’t cheap, but Shane bought cigarettes by the carton anyway. One thing the addiction had done was keep him busy. The constant pursuit of cash to feed his gorilla sized habit hadn’t left him much time for idleness in the past. Jack Handy was no more and the new and improved Jack Donovan was bored. 
 
    Shane had fired the woman who worked the front desk at Donovan Automotive two days before Jack showed up, so the mechanics who worked took turns answering the phone and wrote down appointments on a yellow legal pad. The lack of organization had started to become a problem and Shane would talk about putting an ad in the local paper or a sign up in the window whenever the phone rang, but then he would forget about it.  
 
    Saturday there was no one there except for Shane and Jack, so Jack answered it. He had no idea what he was doing, but he wrote down a woman’s name and phone number and a little note about what she wanted. Shane looked at it when he came in from the shop where he had been replacing a serpentine belt on an SUV. 
 
    “Jack, did you write this?” 
 
    Jack was idly doodling on a different legal pad and glanced over at it. “Yes. A woman called. Patty something. Her ‘check engine’ thing on the dash won’t go off.” 
 
    “Is that what this says?” Shane frowned at the writing. “Damn, your spelling’s worse than mine and I’m fucking dyslexic.” 
 
    Jack shrugged and went back to his doodle. “I’m a dropout. You graduated high school at least. Sorry.” 
 
    “No, it’s cool,” Shane said. “You want a job?” 
 
    It took Jack a second before the question clicked. He was a lot slower to understand things and make connections, even simple ones, than he remembered being before the drugs had had their way with him. Sometimes when he noticed it, it made him a little sad, but mostly he didn’t think too much about it. “What?” 
 
    “A job,” Shane repeated. “You want one?” 
 
    “Uh. Sure?” Jack said. “What kind of job?” 
 
    “The kind where you answer the phone when it rings, take down appointments, fill out orders… that sort of thing,” Shane said. “It’s not that hard. Hardest thing is making sure the appointments don’t overlap too much and we can get the parts and shit.” 
 
    “But you just said you couldn’t read my handwriting.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you can read it, right?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “And you seem to have a pretty good memory.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    Shane waited for Jack to continue and give him an answer. When he didn’t, he said, “So, you want a job or what?” 
 
    “Okay,” Jack said.  
 
    He was there every day already anyway and other than a change in scenery and the occasional passing encounter with customers and the guys who worked for Shane it wasn’t much more entertaining than staying at home had been. At least being Shane’s secretary would give him something to do. 
 
    “Can you start today?” Shane asked.  
 
    Jack noted the amusement in his voice and looked up to see Shane smiling at him. That lazy smile of his that reached right into his eyes when it was real. Jack smiled back. “Yeah, I think I can do that,” he said.  
 
    Shane walked by him toward the door between the office and the garage.  
 
    “Shane?” Jack said.  
 
    Shane stopped. “Yeah, Jack?” 
 
    “It’s weird you know, being sober. I don’t remember ever being bored this much when I was stoned.” 
 
    Shane turned back to him and studied him, frowning, a line of worry forming between his brows. “Jacky…” 
 
    Jack breathed out a soft laugh. “No one calls me that anymore,” he said. “Except for Zane. I don’t know why he does though. He ain’t anybody. I’m nobody to him. Seems kind of… what’s the word? Too friendly for a drug dealer.” 
 
    “Jack,” Shane said, correcting himself, but also to get his attention. “We can find stuff for you to do.” 
 
    Jack grinned. “I know. Don’t worry, Shane, I was just saying. You know… thinking out loud. Can we go see Grandma tomorrow?” 
 
    The next day was Shane’s day off. Donovan Automotive was closed on Sundays. “Yeah, we can do that,” Shane said. “She’d probably really like to see you. She’s going to cry though. Just fair warning.” 
 
    “I know,” Jack said. “But then she’ll stop. You know what I miss?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Snickerdoodles. I don’t think I’ve had one in… a long time.” 
 
    Shane laughed and reached over to ruffle Jack’s hair. It was a gesture that was at once familiar and strange for both of them. He had done that often when Jack was little, before Hal and all the bad shit that followed. Like the snickerdoodles, it was something that belonged to the past. It made Jack smile. He was smiling more and more often these days.  
 
    “Maybe Grandma will bake some if we ask her real nice,” Shane said. “All right. If the phone rings now, it’s for you.” 
 
    Jack raised his hand and gave a thumbs up. Shane returned to the garage and Jack went back to his doodle. It wasn’t very good, he didn’t think. He was trying to draw an elephant, but it looked more like a cow with something growing out of its nose. Shane’s friend Mark was an artist. He drew a lot and Jack liked the pictures, enough that he wanted to make them and be able to do what Mark did. He probably never would. He was too old to start learning how to draw, but the desire to do it was strong enough that he tried anyway. So far his efforts were laughable and the results disappointing, but he enjoyed doing it. Mark had said to start simple and he was starting simple. 
 
    He had to put his face really close to the paper to see what he was doing though and he wondered if that had anything to do with why his elephant insisted on not looking much like an elephant. 
 
    The phone rang and Jack reached over on the desk to pick up the receiver. He put the phone to his ear in the cradle of his shoulder and filled in the pupil of his cow/elephant’s left eye as he said, “Donovan Automotive. How can I help you?” 
 
    Thinking about seeing his grandma Chloe for the first time in over fourteen years kept Jack up half the night. He hadn’t been thinking when he asked Shane about it and he did still want to go, but he was also afraid just like he had been about seeing Shane. He wasn’t a junkie anymore, but he was still damaged; he didn’t think that was ever going to completely wash off. He couldn’t undo any of it and he couldn’t change what he was, and in spite of the damage the drugs had done to his eyesight and the changes he had made for the better, he was and always had been self-aware. He still sometimes felt like a pretender in Shane’s world. It was a tumultuous soup of contradictory emotions; a combination of fear, elation and excitement.  
 
    Eventually he did sleep and Shane let him sleep in until nearly noon. “Grandma goes to church,” Shane said when Jack seemed surprised by the time. “She wouldn’t have been home anyway.” 
 
    “Church?” Jack said, like the word described something he had never heard of before. “Oh. Okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, so relax. Have something to eat. We’ll leave in about an hour,” Shane said. 
 
    “Shane?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do you go to church?” 
 
    Shane snorted. “Me? No. Grandma sometimes tells me I should, but she’s not pushy about it, thank God.” 
 
    The irony of him thanking God did not escape Jack. “Do you remember that picture of Jesus?” Jack asked. “The one Mom had?” 
 
    Shane’s smile vanished. “Yeah, I remember,” he said.  
 
    Jack considered telling Shane about his thoughts on Playgirl Jesus, but Shane’s reaction to the mere mention of the memory made him change his mind. Jack was jaded to such an extreme that he could find humor in such things, but Shane wasn’t and would not. It was strange to realize that in some ways Shane was more fragile than he was. Shane had been through a lot and survived it, but then he’d been saved, taken care of and protected, while Jack had been forced to grow a thicker skin and build escape hatches in his mind. It had forged him into a different sort of creature than his brother. It had made him strong, which was a novel idea for someone who was so accustomed to thinking of himself as weak. 
 
    He reached across the kitchen table and touched the back of Shane’s hand. Shane’s hand jerked and he knocked over his cup of coffee. It dripped off the edge of the table onto his leg and he jumped up.  
 
    “Fuck,” he hissed, swiping uselessly at his jeans. 
 
    “Sorry,” Jack said. He took his hand back and put both of them in his lap. “I just thought… You looked sad. I’m sorry—” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Shane said. “I just have to go change my pants now.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have said anything about it,” Jack said.  
 
    “Jack, it’s fine,” Shane said. He went over to the counter and pulled off a long section of paper towels from the roll beside the microwave. Then he sopped up the mess. “It’s fine. It’s just coffee.” 
 
    It wasn’t just coffee, but Jack knew when it was best to let a thing drop. He hadn’t intended to upset Shane. 
 
    Hank couldn’t go with them to visit Grandma Chloe, the assisted living apartments did not allow animals. They made exceptions for service dogs, Shane said, because the man who lived two doors down from their grandmother was blind and he had a German shepherd, but Hank was just a dog. 
 
    Shane hooked Hank up to a chain he kept in the front yard for him and the dog sat there by driveway looking dejected as they pulled away.  
 
    Sunrise Home was a three story apartment building for retirees and elderly people who wanted to maintain their independence while having access to assistance and neighbors of their own age to socialize with. It was like a nursing home without the nurses, endless hallways, regulated visiting hours and the persistent stench of industrial cleaner. Chloe Donovan lived in a second floor apartment and she wasn’t as old as some of the residents. She still had a car and drove herself, she did not use a walker to help her get around and in fact had more energy than some people half her age, she preferred cooking her own meals, had no interest in playing bingo and they would be hosting ice cream socials for the denizens of Hell long before she would be caught wearing an adult diaper. She intended to die quietly and without any fuss sometime in the very distant future. 
 
    Shane tried to make time to visit her at least once a month and he called her on the weekends. He had talked to her a couple of times on the phone since Jack returned, but he hadn’t told her about him yet. He was waiting for the right time even though he knew there was never really a “right time” to spring such things on a person. He didn’t tell Jack, but he was worried about how she would react to his sudden and unexpected return home after so many years, too. Grandma Chloe wasn’t an angry or wicked woman, though she did have a temper when she was riled. It still seemed unlikely that she would shout or scream or rage about it. At the worst, she would cry. Shane hated to see her cry, it always made him feel like crying, too, but he knew she would want to know. It was only natural that she would, Jack was her grandson after all. She would want to see Jack and all of the tears wouldn’t be sad ones. It was time. 
 
    They pulled into the parking lot at Sunrise Home and before Shane had even parked, Jack knew something was wrong. It was nothing significant; he didn’t jerk or cry out or say anything. It was more a feeling Jack got from him. A tension in his body that hadn’t been there before.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Jack asked.  
 
    Shane didn’t answer until he had found a spot to park. “Mom’s here,” he said. “That little blue sports car back there, the convertible, that’s hers.” 
 
    The bottom dropped out of Jack’s stomach. “Oh,” he said.  
 
    His first inclination upon hearing this news was to tell Shane to start the truck and take him home. They could come back another day to visit Grandma when Kate wasn’t there. But instead of doing that, he took a breath, let it out as he steeled himself and opened the door to get out.  
 
    When Shane just sat there, Jack hesitated. “Come with me?” 
 
    Shane ran a hand over the back of his neck and glanced over at him, sitting there half in and half out of the truck. “I can wait here. I don’t mind,” he said.  
 
    “Um… Well, you could, but she hasn’t seen me in a long time,” Jack said. “I really think you should come with me. I mean… I’d like you to. And besides, it’s like ninety out here. Probably hotter on the blacktop. You’ll cook.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine… Okay, I’ll come in with you,” Shane said. He didn’t move for a minute. Then he grabbed the door handle, yanked open the door and hopped out.  
 
    “Like ripping off a Band-Aid,” Jack muttered, walking ahead of Shane toward the door. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Jack?” 
 
    Jack had reached the door and stopped to look back at him. “Yeah?” 
 
    “You remember how Mom was?” Shane asked.  
 
    He didn’t know specifically what Shane meant, but most of his memories, the ones that had stuck and rose to the surface when he asked the question, were sour memories. He knew what Shane meant. “Yeah, Shane. I remember.” 
 
    Shane nodded and continued walking. “She hasn’t changed much.” 
 
    They took the elevator to the second floor and neither of them spoke. It wasn’t the first awkward silence to fall between them, but it was the longest and most awkward. Both of them wanted to get back in the truck, forget about visiting their grandmother and go home. There was always another day. Kate had come all the way from Texas and she would go back to Texas. There would be other days. Safer days. But it was up to Jack, they both understood that without either of them saying it aloud, and Jack wanted to see his grandmother. He had worried himself sick about it and he would be damned if he would turn and run now that they were there.  
 
    He wasn’t a little boy anymore.  
 
    Shane stood beside him leaning against the handrail along the wall of the elevator. Jack laid his hand over Shane’s. He expected him to flinch like he had before, but he surprised him and turned his hand over to lace their fingers together.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Jack said.  
 
    Shane nodded.  
 
    “We’re not kids anymore.” 
 
    “She still makes me feel about a foot tall anyway.” 
 
    Their mother had never been a good parent to either of them, but she had always been less kind to Shane than Jack. They didn’t know why. Shane had been a cute kid, a pretty kid and he had been quiet, shy and obedient. It had been a sharp contrast to Jack, who had the face of an angel but none of the rest. He had been loud, demanding, hyper, mischievous, a much more trying child than Shane. Still, Kate had favored him over his older brother from the start. Favoritism toward Jack had not resulted in dismissal or neglect of Shane so much as a strange form of henpecking that as he got older had come close to outright bullying. 
 
    That Kate favored Jack was never something that had spared him though, so he found it a perplexing annoyance. If anything, she had seen something in him and capitalized on it, like a goose pleasantly surprised to realize she has laid a golden egg. 
 
    “It’s different now,” Jack said, and squeezed Shane’s hand. The elevator stopped and the doors opened. “We’re different now.” 
 
    Shane didn’t seem to find this all that reassuring, but he stepped with Jack off the elevator and pointed the way to Grandma Chloe’s apartment. She was on the left at the very end. 
 
    Shane lifted his hand to knock and they heard their grandma’s laughter on the other side of the door. He lowered his hand and he and Jack listened.  
 
    “Mother, stop it.”  
 
    Jack and Shane both recognized their mother’s voice, though she had adopted a new accent. Texas had rubbed off on her, and perhaps a little rich bitch country club superiority. 
 
    “Oh, honey, you are too much,” Grandma Chloe said. “You call yourself what you like, but you’re not a Katherine or a Kaitlin. Baby doll, you’re just plain old Kate-Lynn Donovan from the bayou and the dash be silent, but the dash still damn well be there.” 
 
    “Mother!” 
 
    “That’s right, I’m your mother. If you’ll excuse me, I believe I’m going to step outside and have me a smoke. You finish your tea. I’ll be back in a flash.” 
 
    Shane grabbed Jack and pulled him back a few steps just as the door opened and their grandmother started to walk out into the hallway. She halted on the threshold and looked first at Shane then at Jack. At first there was no recognition in her expression when she looked at Jack and her eyes passed over him without interest and returned to Shane. Something caught her attention though and she did a double take. 
 
    “My lord,” Grandma Chloe whispered. She glanced at Shane for confirmation and he nodded. “My lord,” she said again. “Jack?” 
 
    Jack wanted to hide then. He wanted to step behind Shane and let him be his shield from her searching, penetrating blue eyes. Eyes that saw everything and, like his own, were bright as a clear summer sky.  
 
    Then she smiled and he remembered how much he had loved this woman.  
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    “Well, you come here right now, boy, and give me a hug,” Grandma Chloe demanded, holding out her arms to him. 
 
    Jack went, sagging with relief and gratitude into her arms as she embraced him. Her smell was the same; Chanel No. 5 and cinnamon. Her skin was soft and her hugs were still the best, not too tight but not too loose either.  
 
    “You are too skinny, child,” Grandma Chloe said, giving him a squeeze. “I’m gonna have to feed you.” 
 
    “Oh, my god. Is that Jack?” 
 
    They all looked around to find Kate standing a few feet behind Grandma Chloe. She had followed the sound of their voices out to the hallway. She stepped forward, crowding her mother out of the way to get a better look at Jack.  
 
    “Oh, my baby, come here,” she said, pulling him into a hug that Jack instantly tried to pull out of. “What’s the matter? Don’t you know your own mother? My god, what have you been doing to yourself? Your grandmother’s right; you’re so thin. I hardly recognized you.” 
 
    Jack managed to pull out of her arms, but she caught his face in her hands and held on, turning his head one way then the other, examining him. She tsked and patted his right cheek. “It’s been so long. You’ll have to tell me where you’ve been. I want to hear all about it.” 
 
    Jack shook his head and stepped back, her hands falling away. He backed up another step and bumped right into Shane. It drew their mother’s attention to him and she looked him over critically.  
 
    “You’re looking well, Shane,” she said.  
 
    Shane didn’t say anything, merely shrugged.  
 
    “All those tattoos though. I don’t know why anyone would want to do that to themselves,” she said. “Scar themselves like that. That’s all it is, you know. And no one will hire you. You can’t get a decent job looking like some kind of criminal or thug.” 
 
    “Kate,” Grandma Chloe said, a note of warning in her voice.  
 
    “Well, you know I’m right, mother,” Kate said.  
 
    Grandma Chloe sighed and pushed the door open a little wider to invite them inside. “How about we have our visit in the living room instead of out here on my doorstep,” she said.  
 
    She ushered them back into the apartment, completely forgetting the cigarette she’d intended to smoke, and offered them all sweet tea. Her apartment was nice and neat. Not all of the residents at Sunset Home were widowers or widows like Grandma Chloe, many of the apartments were home to elderly couples. The apartment was spacious for a single person and not too cramped for two, though three would have been pushing it. There was plenty of natural light from the large windows along the east wall, the carpet was thick, soft blue pile, the walls were painted a neutral cream and framed photographs featuring family members, many of whom Jack did not know, hung throughout.  
 
    Jack stood looking at one of Shane with Grandma Chloe and their grandfather. Shane looked much the same then as now, so the picture had been taken not long before Gundry Donovan had passed away.  
 
    “I read about Grandpa,” Jack said.  
 
    Grandma Chloe had set a tray with cups and a pitcher of tea on the coffee table and when he spoke the dishes clattered faintly. Shane reached over to help steady her.  
 
    “Oh, yes?” she said.  
 
    “The obituary was on the internet,” Jack said. He turned away from the photograph. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Yes, well… it was several years ago,” she said. “They say you get used to it. Guess I’m still waiting for that to happen.” 
 
    “Come sit by me, baby,” Kate said to Jack, patting the cushion beside her. She was seated on the loveseat across from Grandma Chloe and Shane. 
 
    Shane looked miserable. Jack passed behind him as he crossed the room and paused to rest a comforting hand on his shoulder. He leaned down to speak in his ear and said, “I like them. Especially the lion with the bows in its hair.” 
 
    It was a tattoo Mark had done on Shane’s left bicep; the cowardly lion from The Wizard of Oz. 
 
    Shane smiled and Jack smiled back and went to sit beside their mother. Kate looked between them, frowning over the exchange. 
 
    When Jack sat down beside her, she half turned herself toward him, assuming a confidential air that excluded her mother and her eldest son. “Jack, honey, why didn’t you call me? We’re listed. We would have come and got you anywhere and brought you home. You shouldn’t be staying out there in that decrepit house. Not with… Well, it doesn’t matter. You’ll come home to Austin with me and Carl. There’s a guest house. It’s much nicer and—” 
 
    Jack took his hands away from her as she tried to hold onto them. It was meant as a comforting, intimate gesture that from her only made him feel confined. “No,” he said. “I’m staying.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Kate said. She lifted a manicured hand with a pear shaped diamond the size of a penny on the middle finger and tucked a stray lock of blond hair behind her ear. “Of course you’re not staying.”  
 
    Jack remembered his mother with dark hair. Not as dark as his own, but sable brown like Shane’s. Her eyes were blue, like his, like their grandmother’s, but she had never been blonde. 
 
    “Why would you want to stay out there in that swamp, and with him,” Kate asked. Her voice had lost some of its soft, dismissive affectation. It became sharp as he remembered it. 
 
    She turned her head and pinned Shane with her gaze. He stared down at his lap and fidgeted with the steel ring on his finger, not meeting her eyes. His face became flushed and his breathing got a little deeper. 
 
    “After what he did to you—what I caught him doing to you—you want to live with him?” Kate asked Jack. “Sweetheart, you must have been through so much, but you don’t have to do that. There are other people who love you. I love—” 
 
    Grandma Chloe reached over and put a hand over Shane’s fidgeting fingers. “Kate-Lynn Marie Donovan, you hush your mouth this—” 
 
    Jack cut her off and shot to his feet. He had sat there for a moment in stunned silence as he rolled what his mother was saying, what she was doing, around in his head. When it fell into place, his anger was quick and fearless. “You shut the fuck up,” he snarled. 
 
     Kate’s face went blank like Jack had smacked the expression right off of it. 
 
    “You brought those men into our lives. You,” Jack said, jabbing a finger at her. “I think you knew what they did to us. I think you knew they were going to do it, but you didn’t care because you couldn’t just be without a man, without a dick in your life to make you feel wanted and special. ‘You’re so pretty, Jack. You’re my special, handsome boy.’”  
 
    Kate turned white as curdled milk as Jack made his voice high and mocking. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m so pretty your boyfriends couldn’t stop fucking me, so thanks for that, Mama,” Jack said, fairly spitting it at her. “Shane never did anything and I told you that, but just like everything else, you wouldn’t listen. You took him away, so fuck you. Leave him alone, you soul-sucking skank.” 
 
    She looked like she was about to faint or vomit. Grandma Chloe sat there very still and didn’t say a word, but her eyes had become wet and shiny, shrink-wrapped in tears. 
 
    Jack stared at his mother coldly for a couple of seconds. Then he walked over to Shane, reached down and took his shaking hand and gave a gentle tug. “Come on,” he said softly. “Let’s go in the kitchen.” 
 
    Shane got up and went with him. In the kitchen, their grandmother had decorated with colors of yellow and green and patterns of sunflowers. The room retained a smell of baking, like fresh bread, that was soothing and slowly Shane began to calm down and breathe regularly. In the living room, Kate began to sob. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have said that,” Shane said. 
 
    Jack’s heart was racing, his system awash with adrenaline. He hadn’t been afraid to look his mother in the eye as the words left his mouth, but there was a metallic flavor on his tongue that he associated with fear as he stood there remembering it. Only gradually did he understand that it wasn’t fear he was feeling at all; he was slightly aroused. He could have laughed at how absurd that was, but he quashed the inappropriate urge.  
 
    Jack leaned against the counter and looked out the window over the breakfast nook. The curtains were in a kitschy tablecloth pattern of yellow and white squares, embroidered with sunflowers and leaves. It was cheerful and contrasted starkly with the little family drama playing out in the next room. 
 
    “I’ve wanted to say that for a long time,” Jack said. “I won’t apologize for it.” 
 
    Shane looked down at the tile floor between his feet and nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    “I hate her,” Jack said. 
 
    Shane glanced up at him and their eyes locked. “Me, too,” he confessed. “I always wanted her to love me. She didn’t. I don’t think she ever even tried.” 
 
    “Kate-Lynn, I don’t know what you’re crying and carrying on so much for. Ain’t nothing but the God’s honest truth,” Grandma Chloe abruptly said. She was not a mean woman, but there wasn’t an ounce of comfort in her voice when she spoke. “You are not the victim here and I am not about to listen to you feeling sorry for yourself a minute longer. Them boys have been through hell, most all of it your doing, so you go ahead and you cry, but you’re not doing it here. I think you need to go on and leave now.” 
 
    “I can’t—I need to speak to Jack,” Kate insisted. “I need to make him understand—” 
 
    “You need to go on,” Grandma Chloe said. “I will not have you showing your ass. I’ll call security up here and show mine before I let you start anymore shit with those boys in my house. You understand me? It’s damn disgraceful.” 
 
    Jack and Shane shared a smile at that. Their grandmother did not swear very much and when she did it was a bad sign. She was a patient woman, but she didn’t brook much nonsense from anybody including, it would seem, her only daughter. 
 
    “He always did have you to take up for him,” Kate said bitterly. “He was your precious little grandson, but I know better. I always saw through that boy. So shy, so quiet, always sneaking around. A mother knows.” 
 
    “A mother does, indeed,” Grandma Chloe said calmly. “I know you, darlin’. To my everlasting shame do I know you. There are days I can’t hardly believe you crawled out of my womb. One day, I’m going to meet my maker and the first thing I intend to ask Him is exactly where the hell I went wrong. Now, I’ve heard enough out of you, little girl. You know where the door is.” 
 
    Kate’s heels clacked sharply on the wood floor as she stormed out of the apartment. She slammed the door behind her as she left. Then there was dead silence. 
 
    Faintly, there came the chiming sound of ice in the bottom of a glass as it was lowered. Grandma Chloe appeared in the doorway. “I think I’ve had just about all the excitement today that a body can handle,” she declared. 
 
    She smiled at them both and went to the stove to turn the burner on beneath the coffee pot. She casually reached over and touched a hand gently to Jack’s head as she passed him. “I don’t know where you’ve been and what you’ve been up to, but whatever it is, they sure didn’t feed you much. You’re about the skinniest little thing I ever set eyes on. That’s okay, baby, I’m gonna feed you right. You boys are staying for supper. I got me some fish at the market the other day. How’s fried fish and hushpuppies sound?” 
 
    It sounded great. It sounded perfect. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    It was particularly hot that August. They opened the windows at night to allow for air to flow through the house, but that air was still hot and humid. Rain cooled things down, but it hadn’t rained since the end of June. There were fans throughout the house but it was still miserably hot. With the windows open, they lay sweating in their beds on top of the sheets, the warm air cooling them as it puffed over their bodies. The cicadas buzzed and the neighborhood dogs occasionally barked. Jack had never slept better in all his life. 
 
    Shane, it seemed, had never slept worse. 
 
    It started the night after they returned home from that first visit with Grandma Chloe. Shane didn’t sleep so much as pass out. He got drunk that night, on whiskey rather than beer, then he went to bed early. He got up Monday morning for work the same as usual and didn’t say a word about it, but he was withdrawn. That night there were nightmares and Shane spent most of it sitting in the kitchen at the table with the radio on and the dog dozing on the floor. He did that for the rest of the week. He didn’t scream and make a lot of noise, but he slept only a few broken hours before he’d be up again and Jack knew it because without the drugs to keep him down he was a light sleeper. Shane tried not to drink much during the week because he had to get up and go to work, but a couple of times, Jack smelled marijuana in the house in the night. 
 
    At first, Jack stayed in bed to give Shane privacy, but when the behavior continued, he became more bold. He got up and went to sit with him. They didn’t usually speak, but Shane would offer him the bottle or the pipe and Jack would take it and drink or smoke. 
 
    Near the end of August, Shane kept them both late at the shop one night after everyone else had gone home. He was working on a truck, but they both knew that was only an excuse. The place was closed, the doors locked, so Shane took off his shirt and tossed it aside. He kept a small refrigerator in the garage for bottled water, soft drinks and the employees kept their lunches in it. Shane also had beer in there, though no one was allowed to drink it when the sign on the door said “open”. 
 
    He started out working on the truck, the hood up, a beer on the bumper that he stopped every few minutes to drink from, sweat and moisture from the air beading on his tattooed back as he worked. The more he drank, the less he worked though. Jack sat on an overturned plastic crate and watched him, Hank sprawled on the floor at his feet. Shane took a break and rested his hip against the bumper of the car. He finished his beer, crushed the can and asked Jack to toss him another one. 
 
    Jack got up and went to the fridge to get it. “Shane, we should go home,” he said. 
 
    Shane caught the beer, cracked it open and took a drink. “Why?” 
 
    “Well, you’re not going to be able to drive pretty soon,” Jack said. 
 
    Shane blinked at him, surprised by his frankness. Then he smiled and took another drink. “Then you can drive. You’ve got a license, don’t you?” 
 
    He knew he did. Shane had gone with Jack to get it switched from a Mississippi license to a Louisiana one not long after he got there and they realized he was going to stay. That didn’t mean Jack could drive for any real distance. He hadn’t driven a car much farther than a couple of miles in six or seven years. 
 
    “I guess,” Jack said. 
 
    “Then you can drive,” Shane said with a satisfied nod. 
 
    Deciding they were probably going to be there for a while and might end up sleeping in the back office on the floor or in chairs, Jack took a beer for himself, too. He sat back down, opened it and drank. 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Shane said. 
 
    “I’m only having one,” Jack said. 
 
    Shane shrugged. 
 
    Jack stared down at the open mouth of his beer can thoughtfully. After a minute, he said, “You shouldn’t let it get to you so bad, you know.” 
 
    “Let what get to me?” Shane asked. 
 
    Jack glanced up to find a warning in Shane’s expression. Jack didn’t want to hurt him, but he was too stubborn to let it go. He didn’t care that Shane drank or even that he drank too much a lot of the time, but he cared that it was bordering on self-destructive. He cared that some of that was his fault. 
 
    “Mama and all that bullshit,” Jack said. “It’s messing with your head. I can see it. You’re not—” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about that right now, Jack,” Shane said. 
 
    Jack sighed. “Fine.” 
 
    “I’m curious about something though.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Why now?” 
 
    Jack frowned at him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Shane made a rolling gesture with one hand. “You’ve been gone a long time. Whatever you’ve been doing, you didn’t need me. Now you do, but I don’t get it. Why now?” 
 
    “No reason,” Jack said. “I missed you. I wanted to come home.” 
 
    Shane stood away from the car. “Don’t lie to me,” he said. “That ain’t why. What did you do to get by all these years, Jack? What are you running from?” 
 
    Shane was already pretty drunk, Jack realized. He made himself remain seated and didn’t say anything for a while as he tried to organize his thoughts and decide which truth to tell him. He owed him all of it, but he wasn’t going to tell him everything. Not now and maybe not ever if he could avoid it. Shane didn’t even really want to know. He was asking, but his body language screamed at Jack to lie because Shane couldn’t handle the truth. 
 
    When he had been on drugs, Jack hadn’t realized how good he was at reading people, but it was a skill that had saved his life many times on the street and it still came in handy. Shane thought he knew the answers to all of his own questions already, but if Jack confirmed it for him, the answers would do more harm than good. 
 
    He decided to tell him part of the truth. “I was with a guy. I was with him for a long time. Not, you know, with him, but we stayed together, helped each other out, paid the rent and that sort of shit. We were friends. I mean, I thought so, but I guess I probably always knew he didn’t think that way.” 
 
    Shane relaxed and went back to leaning against the truck while Jack talked. “What was his name?” 
 
    “Steve. Steve Walker,” Jack said. 
 
    “And what happened?” 
 
    “We got in a fight about something he did. Something shitty. It got pretty… you know, violent. He got carried away, started to choke me. I grabbed something and hit him with it. It turned out to be this heavy ass ashtray we had, one of those stone things you can sometimes find in thrift stores. I didn’t think, I just hit him with it.” 
 
    Shane stared at him wide-eyed. “Are you saying you killed him?” 
 
    “Not on purpose,” Jack said. “I swear, not on purpose. I wouldn’t do that, Shane. He was my friend. I mean, no matter what he thought or said, he was my friend and I… I wouldn’t. But yeah, I killed him. I mean, it bled a lot and he didn’t wake up and he wasn’t breathing or anything, so yeah. But I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Jack,” Shane said. “If you didn’t mean to, why didn’t you call the cops? If he was choking you, they wouldn’t have… I mean, it’s self-defense.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I was—I mean, I am—a junkie. No one fucking listens to us,” Jack said. “Even if they did, I’d still probably get arrested. I just… I just left.” 
 
    “And came here.” Shane rubbed between his eyes, finished his beer and tossed the can. “Okay, fine. Any chance the cops are going to show up to haul you off one day?” 
 
    “Probably not,” Jack said. “Zane said no one will care because Steve was a nobody. He’s probably right. I don’t think he had any family and I know he didn’t have any friends. I looked for it online, but there’s nothing in the news. That motel isn’t the Ritz, so no one really gives a shit. Steve was a thief and he did, well… other stuff. Bad things.” 
 
    “So what, it’s a public service?” Shane laughed. “Damn. I knew it had to be something bad, but I didn’t think anything like killing a guy. I mean, you’re not really the type.” 
 
    No, he wasn’t. Steve had been the type. Jack was just a fuckup and killing Steve had been a mistake any fuckup in his position could have made. Shane was surprised by what he told him, but he didn’t seem angry about it. He didn’t seem very worried. He also seemed to accept it and that was what really counted. The little bit of truth had satisfied his curiosity and distracted him from his other questions for the moment. 
 
    “All right, it’s getting late. How about we get out of here?” Shane asked. 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” Jack said. 
 
    He finished his beer, tossed the can and started toward the door between the garage and the office to check the locks and shut off the lights. Shane called his name and Jack turned and threw up a hand to catch them just before Shane’s keys would have hit him in the face. 
 
    “You’re driving, remember?” 
 
    Jack did okay while they were still in town with the street lights and business lights to keep the darkness away, but once they got out into the countryside, his vision became blurry and he couldn’t see very well even with the help of the high beams. He got too close to the side of the road and the tires roared along the washboard texture of the safety barrier, he swerved into the wrong lane as he took a corner and he drove much too slowly. 
 
    “Fuck, Jack, you’re going to kill us,” Shane said. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I can’t see that good, Shane,” Jack said. 
 
    “All right. Damn, pull over up ahead.” 
 
    Shane indicated an old, long abandoned gas station with boarded up windows and Jack pulled over into the gravel parking lot. Hank thought they were home and tried to get out of the truck, but Shane shoved him into the back again. They got out and traded places. 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Shane said. “I’m shitfaced and you’re the one who’s a menace on the road.” 
 
    He put the truck in gear and pulled onto the road again as Jack fastened his seatbelt. “Sorry,” he said. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” 
 
    “Drugs fucked up your eyes, I think,” Shane said. “We’re going to have to get you glasses.” 
 
    Jack made an unhappy sound in his throat. “Really?” 
 
    “Yep. You already can’t spell for shit. You go blind and I’ll have to fire you.” 
 
    “I’m not going blind.” 
 
    Shane drove the rest of the way home with no problem. The next morning, he went through the phone book, found an optometrist and made an appointment for Jack for the next week. Jack hadn’t been to a doctor of any kind since he was a very small child, so he was nervous, but it was painless. He didn’t even have to take his clothes off. The optometrist put some drops in his eyes that dilated his pupils so his vision was even worse for a couple of hours until they wore off. He chose his frames while like that, but Shane assured him they didn’t look ridiculous and when they picked up the glasses a few days later, he looked in the mirror and Shane was right. 
 
    Shane teased him a bit, told him that he looked like a real secretary now. Instead of annoying him or hurting his feelings, it made Jack feel pleasantly warm when Shane did that. He had been mocked and jeered at a lot in his life, but he hadn’t been teased much by someone who meant nothing bad by it. Steve had done it a little, but that had been different, too. That had been when Jack thought they were friends. 
 
    As August drew to an end, the love bugs began to hatch, so the windows had to be closed at night as well as during the day. They turned the air conditioning on low and it was tolerable, but the unit in the living room got clogged up with dead love bugs after a week of them crawling and climbing and flying and fucking everywhere and Shane had to remove it so he could attempt to clean it and get it working again. 
 
    Love bugs were about the most useless life form on the planet in Jack’s opinion. About twice a year they hatched out and descended upon the deep south states to stick in car radiators, dirty windshields, climb through cracks, stink up the place like old fish, fuck everywhere, lay eggs and die. If anything ate them, they might have served a higher purpose, but nothing much did. 
 
    Jack didn’t sleep as well as he had become accustomed to with the windows closed. He had gotten used to feeling the breeze on him in the night and waking up briefly when he rolled over to see the sheer curtains fluttering like moth wings. Without even the faintest breeze, even with the air conditioner on to cool things down, everything felt kind of wet. The sheets stuck to his skin when he moved around and he woke more than once in the night tangled in them. He would eventually give up when the sun came up after only a few hours of sleep. 
 
    He was lying in bed awake trying to fall asleep early one morning when he heard Shane in the room down the hall cry out wordlessly. He sat up, but the sound didn’t come again. Shane cursed and a moment later his bedroom door opened and closed softly and Shane walked down the hallway. 
 
    Jack shrugged it off and lay back down. Shane had probably woken up to go to the bathroom or something and stubbed his toe or maybe found a cockroach climbing up the wall by his head. It could have been anything, but if it had been something important, he would have made more of a fuss about it, Jack reasoned. 
 
    Except Jack couldn’t leave it at that. He got up, thinking he would go into the kitchen on some pretense—a drink of water, the urge to pee—and if it was nothing, he would return to bed. He got up and went out into the living room. He halted in the entryway and quietly stared. Shane sat there on the sofa, a lit cigarette between the fingers of one hand, his head down, face hidden by his fingers and he didn’t make a sound, but Jack knew he was crying. His shoulders were very faintly shaking. 
 
    Jack was torn between the desire to go to him and offer comfort and the gut-deep urge to flee back to his room and not be a part of this, whatever it was. He was already a part of it though. There was no fleeing. Fleeing meant abandoning Shane and he couldn’t. He believed he could have gone the rest of his life without seeing him again and knowing what had become of him before, but once reunited with him, they had fallen back into the same uncommonly close, unusually co-dependent relationship they had shared as children. It had been easy, as natural as breathing. He could no more hide from him while Shane was weeping and in pain than he could bring himself to cut off his right arm with a paring knife. 
 
    Hank had been sitting with Shane, his head on the sofa beside him, looking up at him sadly, but something alerted him to Jack’s presence and he looked around. The movement got Shane’s attention and he looked up. When he saw Jack standing there, he wiped at his face and shook his head. 
 
    “I’m sorry. It’s not what you think, Jack, it’s just…” He wiped furiously at his eyes, but it didn’t help much. They were still red and they continued to leak, only now Shane looked a little afraid. “I’m sorry. Go back to bed. I didn’t mean to wake you up.” 
 
    Jack walked over to the sofa, stepped around the dog and sat down with him. “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    Shane wouldn’t look at him. His hand shook as he lifted it to put his cigarette in his mouth. “It’s not a big deal. It’s stupid,” he said. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “It’s just a nightmare.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    Shane wiped at his eyes again and turned his head to finally look at him. His big dark eyes were bloodshot and wet, his eyelashes tangled, his face flushed and the hollows of his eyes dark with lack of rest. “What do you think?” he asked. 
 
    If it had been Jack, the possibilities were endless, but Shane had been saved. After their mother dumped him with her parents, Shane’s life had been pretty normal, or at least that was how it seemed. If not normal, then better. Grandma Chloe would never have looked the other way while her man was doing perverse things to her children. Grandpa Gundry would never do such things and was the kind of man who might have made such a pervert into gator bait. Shane hadn’t led as happy or charmed an existence as Jack had imagined him having when he didn’t know much more than what he had found on Facebook, but he had escaped. The list of things that could give him nightmares bad enough to wake him up crying like a baby was a relatively short one. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” Jack asked. 
 
    “No. Yes—Fuck, I don’t know. You don’t need to hear that shit, Jack,” Shane said. “I don’t know why I’m thinking about it either. It was a long time ago. A long time. It’s… But then I saw Mama and she… Fuck, I’m sorry.” 
 
    Jack could handle it. He didn’t need to hear it, but he could hear it and be okay. “I won’t freak out, you know,” he said. “If you want to talk about it, I mean.” 
 
    Shane wiped at his face again and took another drag off his cigarette. “It was just a bunch of fucked up shit. That guy, Carl? The one Mama married. He never touched me, but… I mean, I know you… But you weren’t there. Anyway, and Mama was watching. Just standing there watching it and I wanted her to help me, but she wouldn’t. She didn’t even move. Like some kind of statue. Then she smiled at me and I… Then I woke up.” 
 
    It didn’t sound that bad to Jack, but for Shane it was probably a lot like that video Phineas had tried to make him watch and the dreaming mind could be weird that way. Things felt more intense sometimes in dreams. Regardless, Shane was definitely shaken up by it. 
 
    Jack reached over and rested his hand on the back of Shane’s neck. He hugged him and Shane took a deep breath and let it out then rubbed at his eyes with his fingers and tried again to make himself stop crying. Jack took his cigarette out of his hand, which was almost burned to the filter, crushed it out and rested his chin on Shane’s shoulder. 
 
    With Jack’s eyes steady on him, Shane finally had to turn his head and return the look. “What?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jack said. 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “It’s my fault.” 
 
    Shane tilted his head and looked confused. “No, it isn’t.” 
 
    “You were trying to stop him,” Jack said. “The first time. With Hal. If not for me, he never would have done anything to you.” 
 
    Shane coughed out a soft, unamused laugh. “So, what? I was supposed to leave him to it?” he asked. “I do nothing and let him do whatever he wants to you and then nothing happens to me? Except maybe I live with being a piece of shit fucking coward who walked away and let his little brother get raped all the time. Is that what I was supposed to do, Jack?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but maybe. It didn’t stop anything, Shane,” Jack said. “It still happened, only it happened to you, too.” 
 
    And he felt bad about that. He felt even worse because he’d been so grateful. 
 
    “You don’t have to be sorry about that,” Shane said. “Not to me. I couldn’t have done anything else.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Okay,” he said. “I still wish sometimes that you would have though.” 
 
    “You would hate me now if I had though, wouldn’t you?” Shane asked. “Anyone would. And you’d be right to. Of course I couldn’t just let it happen, so shut up about it, all right?” 
 
    Jack frowned at him. “All right,” he said quietly. 
 
    Shane picked up his pack of cigarettes off the table, took the lighter out and tried to light one. He couldn’t get a flame to appear on the end of the lighter, so he threw it and the cigarette back down on the table with a curse. 
 
     “Hey,” Jack said. He moved his hand on the back of Shane’s neck into his hair, trying to soothe. “Shane, it’s okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it doesn’t fucking feel okay,” Shane said. 
 
    He turned his head to look at him again and Jack put his other hand on his cheek, leaned into him and kissed him. Shane’s eyes flew wide in surprise and he made a startled sound in his throat and put his hands up. Instead of pushing Jack away though, he rested them on his shoulders and when Jack pressed his tongue against the parted seam of his lips, Shane opened his mouth to him. He kissed him back briefly, warring with himself and his conflicting emotions even as he allowed it to happen. Jack had a laughing little voice in the back of his mind whispering to him about how bad he was, how wrong it was even as he stroked his tongue over Shane’s and pulled his head down trying to deepen the kiss. 
 
    Shane finally broke away by turning his head to the side. He hissed, “Fuck,” through his teeth, took a breath and gently pushed Jack back. “No,” he said. “No, Jack. That—This can’t happen. Stop it.” 
 
    Jack let go of him. “I was just trying to—I only wanted…” He stopped, took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    He had wanted to make him feel better. He had wanted to erase that wretched look on his face and make him forget. Instead, Jack had forgotten who Shane was to him and what that meant for them, the lines inherent in a fraternal relationship that he hadn’t lived with for half his life. He knew Shane was his brother, but that was just a word to someone who didn’t have a brother and Jack Handy didn’t have a brother. Jack Donovan did though and that meant that this should not have happened and could not happen. 
 
    Jack ran his tongue over his bottom lip and tried to banish the rising, slow-burn arousal he felt. After only one kiss, he wanted more. It had only taken one kiss. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Shane,” Jack said. 
 
    Shane shook his head and got up. Then he paced at the end of the sofa before disappearing into the kitchen out of sight. 
 
    Jack looked down at Hank sitting by the easy chair and found the dog looking back at him. He let his tongue loll out and it looked like he was grinning. 
 
    “It’s not funny,” Jack muttered. 
 
    The dog continued to grin. It’s a little funny. 
 
    “Shut up,” Jack said. 
 
    In the kitchen, the fridge opened and closed and Shane opened a beer can. 
 
    Jack sighed and got up. He was tempted to go into the kitchen after him. To talk about it or apologize again or something. Instead, he went back to bed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Jack got paid on Fridays like everyone else and without a drug habit or any other significant vices he found himself saving money just because he didn’t have anything to spend it on. He had offered to help Shane pay the bills early on, but Shane had summarily dismissed the idea, though he sometimes let Jack go in to pay for the gas at the gas station. It left Jack with a lot of pocket money. 
 
    He asked Mark to give him a tattoo. 
 
    “Okay, wait,” Mark said after Jack tried to describe for him what he wanted. He even provided Mark with a drawing, but it only seemed to confuse him. He pointed to it. “You want this? Seriously?” 
 
    “Um.” Embarrassed, Jack wanted to take the drawing back. It was supposed to be a monkey with wings and he had never intended it as anything but a visual aid for what he was trying to describe, but the look on Mark’s face let him know that he had failed all around. “No, I just…” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Mark said, gesturing with one hand like he was scrubbing the bad vibes from the air. “Don’t be offended, man. But look, what’s it supposed to be?” 
 
    “A flying monkey,” Jack said. 
 
    “What, like The Wizard of Oz?” Mark asked. “That’s awesome. Why didn’t you just say that?” 
 
    “Oh. I thought I did,” Jack said. 
 
    Mark took the pad with Jack’s drawing on it, flipped to a clean sheet of paper and picked up a pen. “Where do you want it?” 
 
    “On my back,” Jack said. 
 
    Mark glanced up at him with raised brows and smiled. “Makes sense.” 
 
    “Like… on the back of my shoulder though.” 
 
    Mark nodded and began to draw. “You want the little hat and vest thing like in the movie?” 
 
    “Not… No, I don’t think so. Like a real monkey, only with wings.” 
 
    Mark made a sound to acknowledge what he said and continued to draw. The pen moved for five minutes then he flipped the pad around to show Jack what he’d come up with. It was a line drawing of a langur monkey with wings, drawn to look like it was clinging to the paper. On Jack, it would appear to be holding onto the back of his shoulder. 
 
    Jack smiled. “Yes, like that.” 
 
    “Cool,” Mark said. “Let me work on it and show you again later. That okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jack said. 
 
    “Might use a different type of monkey though,” Mark said. “I mean, we can do the white. I got this one a couple years ago, see?” He pulled the sleeve of his shirt up to show Jack a tattoo. Mark had a lot of tattoos, but the one he pointed out was a white bull’s head wearing a wreath of flowers around its ears. The white stood out starkly in his tanned skin. “So, yeah, we can do that, but you’re pretty white already. So maybe something else so it stands out, you know?” 
 
    “Okay,” Jack said. “Just not anything like a proboscis monkey.” 
 
    “Like those ones with the weird noses?” Mark asked. He grinned. “No way, dude. That would be funny, but not really… I mean, I get it, so I’ll look and then you can look and if you don’t like it, we’ll do something else. That cool?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jack said. “That’s cool.” 
 
    Shane came through the back door into the house then. The screen door banged closed and Hank made a beeline for the kitchen to greet Mark, which he did by jumping up on him and mouthing at his hands while making excited whining sounds. His long whip tail thrashed so vigorously that Shane stepped back to avoid it as he approached the table. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked Jack. He looked down at the drawing on the notepad. “What’s this?” 
 
    “It’s a monkey,” Jack said. 
 
    Shane smiled. “Obviously.” 
 
    “He wants a tattoo,” Mark said. Hank had become bored sniffing him and took a break to go over to his food dish and check it. Mark sat back down. “I said I’d do it.” 
 
    “It has wings,” Shane said. 
 
    Mark shrugged and pointed at Shane’s arm and the lion tattoo there. “I’m sensing a theme here,” he said. 
 
    Shane looked down at his own arm then frowned down at the flying monkey. “Huh,” he said. He went to the fridge. “You want a drink or anything?” he asked Mark. 
 
    “I’m good. I have to go anyway,” Mark said. “I’m telling you, man, you should really let me do something about that lion of yours. It isn’t one of my best. I was still learning and it’s kind of a mess.” 
 
    “I like it,” Shane said. He cracked open a beer and leaned back against the refrigerator. 
 
    “At least let me touch it up,” Mark said. “No charge.” 
 
    Shane took a drink of his beer. “Maybe when you’re done with his if you want. I’ll drop by on my day off and you can do whatever. It’s really not that bad.” 
 
    “Oh, I want,” Mark said. 
 
    Shane rolled his eyes. “If it means that much to you.” 
 
    “Awesome.” Mark stood to go, giving Hank a farewell pat on his broad head. “Catch you guys later.” 
 
    Mark left and Shane and Jack didn’t move or say anything for a few minutes. Shane drank his beer and Jack looked at the monkey drawing. He petted Hank and the dog sniffed him hopefully, but left them alone when no treats or scraps of food were forthcoming. The silence stretched out and it wasn’t comfortable like Jack was used to. Shane wasn’t a big talker anyway and neither was Jack, so being in a room with him while neither of them said anything was not uncommon, but the silences between them since Jack had kissed him had changed. They were tense; expectant. 
 
    He wished things would go back to the way they had been before, but he couldn’t honestly say that, given the chance to take back the kiss, he would have. It would have been a lie. 
 
    “Shane, I—” 
 
    “You want Popeye’s for dinner?” Shane asked. 
 
    Jack sighed, picked up his notebook and stood up. He started to leave, but then he stopped, turned back and forced himself to look at his brother. He wanted to pretend nothing was wrong; fine, Jack could do that. “Let’s get the spicy chicken,” he said. 
 
    Shane smiled and stood away from the fridge, hand already in his pocket for his keys. “Sure, if you want to singe the skin off your tongue, we can do that,” he said. “You coming?” 
 
    Jack didn’t expect the invitation—he’d thought going for food was really Shane’s excuse to leave again and get away from him. He put the notebook down and went with Shane out to the truck. Hank tried to follow them, but Shane made him stay inside and closed the door on him. 
 
    They drove into town and went through the drive-thru at Popeye’s. Shane said that they gave people better pieces of chicken in the drive-thru than if they went inside. Inside, if they didn’t like the look of you, you might get a bucket full of wings that had been too long under the heating lamp. Jack didn’t know how true that was, but they got a bucket of fried chicken and biscuits, took them home and ate while watching TV. They had beer with it and shared the food with Hank. 
 
    After dinner, Shane sat outside on the porch steps and drank some more. He didn’t say anything to Jack about the kiss, but Jack knew he was thinking about it. He had been thinking about it for days. That worried him because he didn’t understand why. If he was trying to decide something, what might that mean for Jack? 
 
    If Shane had gone on like nothing had happened, Jack would have forgotten about it. It had been a kiss and sure, it had been an inappropriate kiss, but a kiss was nothing. To his mind, there was nothing to think about, no decision to be made about it. Nothing had to change. Shane though, Shane was brooding. 
 
    It got dark and Shane continued to sit out on the porch, the light from the open door and windows on his back casting his shadow long across the driveway. The love bugs had all died, their corpses mashed into the dirt and swept away until spring when they came back again. Jack stood in the doorway and watched lightning bugs appear out over the yard. Blinking little lights bobbing in the darkness like the lures of angler fish. His shadow stood long on the porch and the porch rail beside Shane. Shane finished his beer, crushed the can and set it aside. His lighter lit up his face for an instant as he lit a cigarette. 
 
    “Jack, come here,” Shane said. 
 
    Jack hesitated then opened the screen door and went out onto the porch. Shane offered him the cigarette and he took it and leaned against the railing to smoke. 
 
    “I’m sorry about the other night,” Shane said. 
 
    “Why?” Jack asked. 
 
    “It was… I’ll be more quiet next time. Or I’ll go outside. I won’t bother you,” Shane said. 
 
    “Why?” Jack asked again. He held the cigarette out for him to take it back. “Shane.” 
 
    Shane took it and flicked ash off it. “It’s not your problem,” he said. “You got your own shit to deal with.” 
 
    Jack laughed incredulously. Shane gave him a sharp, hurt look for that, but he just shook his head. “I do. I got my own shit to deal with,” Jack agreed. “But you deal with it, too. I’m not supposed to have anything to do with your problems though? That’s kind of… I don’t know, one-sided.” 
 
    “It’s not your business,” Shane said. “It’s mine.” 
 
    “You are my business,” Jack said, a little annoyed now by Shane’s presumption. He didn’t mean anything by it, he reminded himself, but it was kind of patronizing. “You accept that when shit happens to me, you help me. You take care of me or whatever. So, I do the same for you. That’s how this works.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” Shane said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Well, it’s going to,” Jack said. 
 
    Shane frowned at him. Then he cast his gaze back to the yard and the lightning bugs and smoked the rest of his cigarette. “You shouldn’t kiss me, you know,” he said after a while. “I know you’re not… I mean, we aren’t…” He sighed and flicked the cigarette out into the yard. It hissed and went out in the wet grass. “We’re fucked up. There’s no way we could not be, right? But we—you—know better.” 
 
    “I said I’m sorry,” Jack said. “What else do you want me to say? I’m sorry, Shane.” 
 
    “Just don’t do it again,” Shane said. 
 
    Jack crossed his arms over his chest and looked out at the yard with Shane. In the dark, beyond the city lights, the nighttime was made up of shadows. The sky was dark grey, just this side of black, and the trees and shrubbery were black all around, the wind made the Spanish moss drift through the air like the hair of some Halloween witch. Standing in the middle of it without a light to guide you, it was disorienting. The lightning bugs bobbed through it like fairies sent to lead travelers to their deaths. 
 
    “Jack?” Shane said. 
 
    Jack glanced down at him. “Yeah, I heard you,” he said. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Fine. I won’t.” 
 
    Shane nodded and stood up. He wasn’t very relieved by Jack’s answer, but there was nothing Jack could do about that. 
 
    That night Jack fell asleep with the windows open, the crickets and cicadas chirring and chirping, the breeze smelled of swampy decay, oleander and sweet olive. Shane didn’t go to bed for a long time and the TV was on. It wasn’t loud, but he could hear the muffled sound of television voices through the wall. Then Shane went to his room and turned on music. Rock music that made the insects fall silent and listen. 
 
    Sometime in the night, Jack woke to stillness and quiet and rolled over to reach for the glass of water on his nightstand. He didn’t turn on the lamp, he could see enough by moonlight. He happened to glance toward the door as he lifted the glass to his mouth and saw Shane standing there, the bedroom door open. He had looked in to check on him and that was what had awakened Jack. 
 
    Jack set the glass of water down and sat up. “Shane?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Shane cast his eyes down to the floor and didn’t say anything for a long time. Jack waited. Finally he said, “It happened again.” 
 
    “A nightmare?”  
 
    “Yeah. This time it was… Hal. It was you. I couldn’t… You were screaming.” 
 
    “I never screamed.” Jack had been as quiet as he could be because Hal had threatened him with things if he wasn’t; horrible things. “I bit my lips bloody. My arm, the pillows, whatever I could so I wouldn’t.” 
 
    Shane winced. “Yeah, well… it’s just a dream.” 
 
    “What else happened?” 
 
    “I couldn’t make him stop. I couldn’t get there.” 
 
    Jack scratched his arm, felt the pebbles of scars inside his elbow catch on his fingernails. “Come here,” he said. He scooted over in the bed to make room for Shane and patted the mattress beside him. “Lay down.” 
 
    Shane shook his head. “No, Jack. I can’t. We can’t—” 
 
    “Not for that,” Jack said. “Just lay down. You used to do it for me all the time.” 
 
    “We’re not little kids anymore,” Shane said, but he moved toward the bed anyway.  
 
    “You weren’t a little kid then, either,” Jack said. “Just lay down. I promise I won’t try to fuck you.” 
 
    “Jack,” Shane said, shocked. 
 
    Jack just laughed. “Whatever. Lay down, all right?” 
 
    Shane sat down on the side of the bed, but he didn’t lie down right away. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I told you I wouldn’t do this shit, but here I am do—” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Jack said. “Will you stop it?” 
 
    Shane sighed and carefully lay down on the bed, but he kept his distance. Jack rolled onto his side and put a hand out to rest it on one of Shane’s tense shoulders. It made him flinch. 
 
    “It’s going to be Halloween pretty soon, you know,” Jack said, ignoring his reaction to him. “We should get candy. Maybe some of those glowing jack-o’-lantern lights. You know, like the Christmas lights? I always liked Halloween.” 
 
    Jack didn’t like most holidays. Mostly because he was excluded from them and had no reason to celebrate or anyone to celebrate with. That was different now. Now there was Shane and Shane had a few friends who were quickly becoming Jack’s friends, too. Holidays might be—or could be—different. He had always liked Halloween because of the sweets and the costumes and the lack of religion. There was no baby Jesus surrounded by wise men and angels, there was no martyr Jesus on the cross, no Jesus risen from the dead, not even sexy housebreaking Jesus was invited to Halloween parties. There was candy and there were masks and no one had to be anything they didn’t want to be, least of all themselves. 
 
    “We can do that. Not a lot of kids come out here trick-or-treating though,” Shane said. The normal conversation did calm him and he became less stiff on the bed. “Too far out of town in the middle of nowhere. The neighbor kids might come, I guess, if we put up decorations.” 
 
    “We can carve pumpkins,” Jack said, liking the idea the more he thought about it. “I haven’t done that since I was ten, I think.” 
 
    Shane smiled. “All right,” he said. 
 
    “Shane?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Are you going to freak if I touch you?” 
 
    Shane was quiet while he considered it. “No,” he finally decided. 
 
    “Good,” Jack said. He shifted over to him on the bed and lay against his back. Waiting for Shane to jerk away from him or bolt, he put his arm around him, but Shane didn’t do anything more than tense up briefly. “Okay?” 
 
    “We’re spooning,” Shane said, amused. 
 
    Jack smiled. “Yes, we are. You know what else?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You’re the little spoon.” 
 
    Shane laughed. “Goodnight, Jack.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Shane got talked into going to a friend’s party that Halloween. Some guy who worked for him named Chris had gotten married that spring and his wife had bought decorations and candy and was making him dress up as the Mad Hatter to her Alice. So technically it was Shane’s friend’s wife’s Halloween party. Shane didn’t want to go, but he didn’t want to be rude and Chris seemed like he could really do with some moral support. Shane bought a plastic skeleton mask at the gas station in town, wore a black hoodie and told Jack he would be home before midnight. 
 
    Jack bought Halloween candy and put it out in a bowl by the door. He had bought pumpkins and they had each carved one, but one of the neighbor kids in the area had stolen them the night before Halloween and they had seen the shattered remains on the road the next day when they went in to the shop. Jack had talked about decorating, but they had never gotten the chance to actually do it. There weren’t that many people who took their kids door to door anymore anyway, Shane told him. There were even less who took their kids to doors like theirs, way out in the countryside. 
 
    In other words, Jack shouldn’t expect many trick-or-treaters. 
 
    When Shane still hadn’t come home by eleven and Jack had gotten bored waiting for costumed children who never arrived, he turned off the lights on the porch and sat down to watch a movie. There was an 80s horror movie marathon on TV, so he watched the first half of Friday the 13th and fell asleep. 
 
    He jerked awake to the sound of a loud banging knock on the door. They did not have a doorbell and the screen door frame was metal so it made a startling racket. 
 
    Jack looked at the clock near the TV. It was a quarter past one in the morning. 
 
    “Shane?” he called. His voice broke and he coughed. 
 
    The clattering knock came again. 
 
    “All right, all right,” Jack called. He got up and went to the door. “Jesus.” 
 
    Standing on the porch when he opened the door was a little boy of about five dressed in a black and white clown costume. Jack stared down at the kid and the kid stared back at him, nose painted red and eyes an unnatural shade of holly green in his white face, hair a bush of over-glossy black wig curls. He stood there all alone in the dark on the porch and regarded Jack solemnly, without even a crack of a smile. 
 
    “Hey there,” Jack said. His pulse was thumping rapidly in his throat, making it itch. “Ah… is your mommy or daddy around somewhere?” 
 
    The boy shook his head; left, right and back to center. 
 
    “Trick or treat?” the boy asked. 
 
    He didn’t ask it the way it was usually asked; not like a question at all so much as a phrase kids knew because it brought candy. He didn’t ask it with a smile. He remained unsmiling. He asked it like he meant it; like he really wanted to know. 
 
    Make a choice, Jack, but be prepared to live with your decision. 
 
    “Mister?” the kid said. “Trick or treat?” 
 
    He held open a dirty old pillowcase. Jack looked down into it and saw a handful of tiny candy bars and a lollipop lying at the bottom. He picked up the bowl of candy he had left sitting on the table inside the door, but instead of giving the kid the candy, he heard himself say, “Trick first, treat after. How about that?” 
 
    Instead of appearing confused, disappointed or even very surprised, the boy nodded. Then he threw out his arm in a theatrical gesture, flipped his hand palm up and a shiny green apple appeared, held with two fingers and a thumb. He offered it to Jack. His fingers were exceptionally long and slender for a child, Jack noticed. He took the apple and dropped the candy into the outstretched pillowcase. The packages rattled as they hit the other treats at the bottom and the sound made Jack shiver. 
 
    “Thank you, mister,” the boy said. He smiled then and Jack winced. His teeth were small baby teeth, which wasn’t abnormal for a small child, but they were also slightly pointed. 
 
    It’s Halloween, he reminded himself. 
 
    But they didn’t look like fake Halloween teeth. 
 
    “Sure, kid,” Jack said. “Have a good… um. Happy Halloween.” 
 
    The boy was still standing in front of the door watching him as Jack closed it. Then he locked it. It was silly and he knew it, but the kid gave him the creeps. He was only a child, a little strange acting, but still only a little boy. Except Jack couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being fucked with. The weird little kid looked awfully familiar; he looked exactly like his old pal Phineas. Except for the little kid part. No parent in their right mind would allow a child that young to go wandering alone at night on Halloween out in the countryside begging for candy at one in the morning. 
 
    Jack tried to shake it off and started to go back into the living room to watch another movie, but he was tired and the unsettling little clown had bothered him enough that he wouldn’t open the door again. Shane wasn’t home yet, which didn’t worry Jack because he figured he had probably drank a little too much as was his wont and someone had likely taken his keys away, but he wished he would hurry back. He didn’t like being alone in the house with that kid—that thing—out there. 
 
    He passed the door on his way through the house to his room and paused, wondering if the boy might still be standing out there. He pictured it; five year old Phineas the clown standing on his porch, still facing the door and staring fixedly at it with his blazing green eyes. 
 
    There had been stains on that old white pillowcase. 
 
    It’s blood. What do you think he keeps in that thing the rest of the year? 
 
    Jack shrugged his shoulders against a shiver, walked by the door and through the kitchen toward his room. 
 
    He realized he was still holding the apple the kid had given him and started to turn back, intending to throw it away in the trash. Phineas, the real Phineas, was standing there a few feet behind him and at the sight of him Jack let out a startled yelp and stumbled back a step. 
 
    Phineas lifted his hand and waved at Jack with a wiggle of his fingers and a smile. Jack could see the paper thin creases in his flesh and the way the blue veins writhed like worms beneath his white, white skin. 
 
    Jack had thought he was gone for good and with Phineas staring him in the face, mocking him with his cracked makeup smile and his presence, he was overcome with despair. He had hoped he was gone and thought that he was rid of him for good. He had started to believe that fixing his life a little at a time was making a difference. That perhaps he would never be one of the happy, shiny people out there who had never been abused or mistreated, who had never gone down on their knees in front of a strange dick for fifty dollars or sat outside in the cold while their only friend fucked corpses, but that he was getting better and that such things were behind him. Phineas had never spoken a word to him in all the years Jack had known him, but his very presence after all the time he had been absent was enough; it was a shrill burst of jeering laughter. Disappointment was sudden and painful. A weight crashing down on him that made his bones ache. 
 
    Phineas’s smile was mean. He knew exactly what he did to Jack and he was enjoying it. Suffer me, Jacky. I’m here to stay. You really should not have expected anything else. 
 
    “No,” Jack said. He shook his head and turned his back on the clown, walked down the hall past the bathroom and Shane’s room to his own, went inside and closed the door. 
 
    When he turned toward the bed, Phineas was standing beside it waiting for him. 
 
    “No!” Jack screamed. 
 
    His hands clenched and in the right one he squeezed the apple he still held. Pain shot through his hand and up his arm and Jack looked down to see tiny, sharp needles poking through the skin of the apple in his fist. Some of them had pierced his skin when he squeezed it and needles were stuck in his flesh deep enough that when he tried to take the apple with his other hand, it did not immediately come. When it did, the needles pulled free and little spots of blood appeared in his skin. The blood swelled to beads and began trickling down over his wrist. 
 
    He recalled the knowing green eyes of the boy in the clown costume and smiled to himself. Then he went over to the bed, ignoring Phineas completely, and sat down, his bleeding hand cupped against his knee, and began to laugh. 
 
    The boy had known. Trick or treat? 
 
    Jack’s laughter turned into giggles and he shook his head. He looked up to see Phineas smiling right along with him, his bright, insane eyes saying that he knew the joke too. He thought it was hilarious. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Jack said, speaking around his laughter. 
 
    Phineas shook his head slowly. Right, left and back to center. His smile did not waver in the slightest. 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” Jack said, his laughter stilling to hiccups. He looked back down at his hand. Juice had leaked from the apple around the holes left by the needles under the green skin. It ran down the sides of the fruit into his hand where it mingled with his blood, burning and turning pink before it slid down his wrist. “You just watched everyone else do it.” 
 
    The clown nodded. Jack didn’t have to look to know he did it; he just knew. “Shane will come home,” Jack said. 
 
    Phineas shrugged one shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack said, smiling a little himself as he began to pull one of the needles carefully from the crushed apple. “Doesn’t matter, does it?” 
 
    The clown reached out to rest one of his strange, spidery hands on Jack’s shoulder. It was almost a comforting gesture. Almost tender. 
 
    Jack turned his head and looked up the length of Phineas’s arm to meet his eyes. “I hate you,” he whispered. 
 
    Phineas just looked at him, regarding him with calm patience and that horrible, wicked smile. Clowns in Hell smiled that way, Jack thought. 
 
    “I hate you,” he repeated, mumbling it as he looked away and returned his attention to the needle he’d extracted from the apple. 
 
    Phineas leaned down, the nearness of him making the fine hairs at the back of Jack’s neck rise to attention. His breath on Jack’s ear was warm and smelled faintly of sugar. It smelled like cotton candy on a hot summer day. “I know,” Phineas whispered. 
 
    Jack tensed and his eyes widened. He had never heard the clown’s voice. Never. He hadn’t even thought him capable of speaking. Now… now he wished that he had been right about that. Phineas’s voice was soft, melodic even, but it was like a physical ache. With every word, it was like the skin of the apple in his hand was wrapped around him, needles and all, squeezing tighter and tighter. 
 
    “I know,” Phineas said again, and touched the tip of his tongue to Jack’s earlobe with a dry flick like the tongue of a snake. 
 
    Jack thought he was going to scream or maybe vomit. 
 
    “I made you,” Phineas whispered. His voice was the scuttling of a thousand insects and it made Jack’s skin crawl. 
 
    “Like this,” Jack choked out. “Only like this. You didn’t make me.” 
 
    Phineas stood back up and walked away from him to lean against the dresser at the foot of the bed. “You are this,” he said. 
 
    “Go away,” Jack said, pleading. “Please, just go away!” 
 
    The clown shook his head no. 
 
    “Go away,” Jack whispered, turning the needle between finger and thumb so it caught the light. “Go away, go away, go away, go away…” He lifted the needle to eye level, turned it so that he was staring at the very point, the needle a speck between his fingers. He had heard once or read somewhere that the pupil of the eye was a hole. It widened and narrowed to let in light or keep it out. He couldn’t remember where he had learned that, but he thought of it as he plunged the first needle into his left eye. He was screaming, “Go away! Go away! Go away!” over and over as he thought of that and wondered if the hole in his eye would just swallow it up. If he slid it in just right, would it go on forever right into his brain? 
 
    He had blood and clear fluid running down his cheeks like tears by the time he ran out of needles. The apple was a mess of pulp and blood between his fingers and his fingertips were slick and sticky with fruit juice and the clear fluid that had burst from his eyes when he punctured them. Jack held what was left of the apple in his fist and lay down on the bed, curled into a fetal position, gently rocking himself. “Go away, go away, go away,” he whispered, over and over until the words didn’t mean anything anymore. 
 
    There was soft laughter like the rattling backs of cockroaches fighting to climb over each other. Jack flinched at the sound and went quiet. He breathed, drawing in air through his nose and letting it out shakily, afraid to exhale it. The laughter ran over his skin like the fur of a soft dog and he was afraid. He felt no pain, but he was afraid. 
 
    “No,” Phineas whispered, and Jack felt his warm cotton candy breath on the back of his neck. “No. I won’t.” 
 
    Outside, a vehicle door slammed and a few minutes later, the front door opened and closed. Shane called Jack’s name, something clattered in the kitchen and he cursed then shushed himself. Shane was home and he was, as Jack had expected, drunk. 
 
    He listened to the sound of Shane’s unsteady footsteps in the hallway. There was a knock on his bedroom door. It was soft, the knock of someone who would not knock again if it wasn’t answered because it was late and Jack should be sleeping. Jack almost didn’t say anything. He almost let Shane go on to bed, believing him asleep and safe. 
 
    He couldn’t do that though. Sanity had reasserted itself, if only a little and only momentarily and he needed to go to the hospital. He had just poked out his eyes with needles from a Halloween apple and he needed to go to the hospital. 
 
    “Shane,” Jack said. It came out soft, so he said it again, “Shane?” 
 
    The door opened and Jack could not see him, but he heard the instant Shane understood what he was seeing when he looked at him. He gasped and said, “Oh, fuck, Jack. Shit. What the hell happened? What did you do?” 
 
    The bed shook as Shane hurried over to it and knelt beside it. Then his hands were on Jack’s face, turning it toward the light. Jack realized that he could still see light and shadow. Then it began to hurt and he realized he was crying. His tears burned. 
 
    “Jack? What the fuck happened?” 
 
    “Shane, I think I need to go to the hospital.” 
 
    “Oh, my god, Jack, what the—Hold on. I can’t drive you to the fucking hospital. Jesus.” 
 
    Shane left the room and Jack heard him on the phone. He tried to be calm, but his voice shook and then he started shouting. 
 
    “Shane!”  
 
    Shane’s voice quieted a little, but remained urgent. Jack couldn’t understand what he was saying, but when he returned to the bedroom, he said, “They’re coming.” 
 
    The ambulance. Shane sounded so upset, so horrified that his voice cracked and shook and Jack hoped he wasn’t going to cry. It was really serious then. Jack had known that it was, but he had still hoped in his own doomed way that it would be worth it. If a clown doesn’t make a sound and you can’t see him, is he really there? Now that was a riddle for the ages. 
 
    “Shane, I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    Shane sat down on the bed beside him and brushed his hair back. He didn’t know what else to do. “I know,” he said. 
 
    “I had to,” Jack said. “I had to do it, but I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Jack,” Shane said. 
 
    “Nope,” Jack said. “I don’t think so. He found his voice.” He laughed, but the hysterical sound of it frightened him so he made himself stop. “I’m sorry, Shane.” 
 
    Shane shushed him and his breath was warm, but it smelled like whiskey and that was all right. Jack took his hand and held it and Shane started to cry then. Jack lied to him then and told him it would be all right. Shane didn’t believe it, but that was okay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The blindness was permanent but not total. Jack could still see shadows and fragments of light. He could see enough to tell when someone was standing there if the light was bright enough, but not who it was. He learned the way people moved in ways he had never noticed before by listening to their footsteps. Mark and Shane both wore boots, the heavy kind with buckles, but Shane was bigger than Mark and taller by a few inches, so his footsteps were heavier. Mark walked quickly while Shane strolled. Shane’s legs were longer so they ate up the space faster than Mark. It took Mark fifteen steps to walk from the front of the shop to the register where Jack usually was and it only took Shane twelve. Chris was a short Mexican guy who had a habit of breaking into Spanish halfway through a sentence when you were talking to him and Jack knew it was Chris because he wore Converse sneakers and walked very quickly. It took him twenty-one steps to get from the front of the store to the register, but he could do it five seconds faster than Shane. 
 
    It was hardest at first. Not just getting used to being unable to see, but all of it. He was in shock initially and it all seemed unreal, but there were a few times while he was in the hospital, when he was alone, that it really hit him and when that happened he lost it. He did that in private though; it was both a matter of pride and to protect the people he loved. It was bad, he knew it was bad, but if he freaked out about it in front of Shane or his grandmother, all it was going to do was scare them. Grandma Chloe had come to the hospital the day after it happened and she had tried to keep her voice bright and cheerful, but ten minutes into her visit, she had burst into tears. Jack spent a lot of time those first days comforting other people. He hadn’t cried for himself for a long time, not since right after Shane found him. It didn’t really hit him at first and he was preoccupied waiting for Phineas to return. 
 
    It took Phineas zero steps to move from the front of the store to the register so far as Jack could tell. He didn’t make a sound when he moved. Then again, he likely didn’t enter through the front door either. 
 
    Jack gradually stopped relying on his untrustworthy and imperfect sight. Shane helped him to walk if they were in a strange place, but he could move around the house by himself by the second month without any trouble. Unless Hank got in the way. He had tripped over Hank three times since losing his sight. Then Hank had learned and Jack didn’t trip over him anymore. He could get around the shop at Donovan Automotive on his own, but he was still learning where everything was located so he sometimes had to go find Shane or one of the other guys to help him when customers asked for certain things that were kept behind the counter. He still answered the phone, but he didn’t write down messages anymore. He was getting better at remembering such things, but he would tell Shane the first chance he had. His memory was better, but it wasn’t perfect and he had spent eight years of his life frying his brain cells so, like his sight, it was not to be trusted. 
 
    He wondered for a while if his other senses would become more acute after he was blind like in movies, books and comics. Would he develop superhuman hearing and be able to hear people arguing three streets over in their attics? Would he be able to locate a person in a room by the sound of their cough via echolocation? So far, no such thing had happened. He paid more attention to what he heard than he had before, but he didn’t think his hearing was any better than it had been before he went blind. 
 
    Unfortunately, now there was Phineas and he sometimes wondered if maybe he should have poked the needles through his eardrums instead. 
 
    “That man is staring at you rather rudely.” 
 
    Jack ignored Phineas and rang up the man’s purchase: a bottle of windshield cleaner and an air freshener shaped like a tree that smelled like strawberries. He gave the man back his change: two quarters, a nickel and three pennies. 
 
    The money in the register was one of the first things he had learned. 
 
    “He’s sneering at you. Are you sure you gave him the right change?” 
 
    “Fifty-eight cents is your change, sir,” Jack said. 
 
    “Thanks,” the customer said. 
 
    He didn’t sound like he was sneering, but those were the things that Jack would never again be sure of. He would also never learn how to draw any better than he had before. His elephant was always going to look like a cow and sometimes that made him intensely sad. 
 
    At home, Jack liked to sit in the kitchen at the table near the window. The table hadn’t been by the window before, but Shane had moved it for him when he mentioned wanting it there. He couldn’t see anything happening outside the window, but he could hear people occasionally go by, walking or in their cars and trucks or on four-wheelers. A lot of their neighbors had four-wheelers. There was one woman, Martha Greely, who lived two houses down from them and had a standard poodle named Erwin that she took for walks. They went by the Donovan house at ten o’clock a.m. and seven o’clock p.m. every night. He overheard some very odd conversations between Martha and Erwin from the kitchen table. When he could see, he hadn’t been aware that either of them even existed. 
 
    The first night after he came home from the hospital Shane had gotten drunk, closed himself in his room and cried. He thought Jack didn’t know about it and Jack let him go on thinking that. The second night, Shane drank but he stopped short of drunk. Then he came to stand in the doorway of Jack’s room and look at him lying there. When Jack got tired of it, he scooted over in the bed to make room for him. 
 
    “Come here,” he said. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t think…” Shane took a step backward out of the room. 
 
    “You didn’t think I knew you were there,” Jack said. “I know. It’s okay. Come here.” 
 
    Shane slowly walked into the room toward the bed and sat down. “How did you know?” 
 
    “I smelled you.” 
 
    That surprised him. Shane had probably heard the same mystical bullshit about blind people that Jack had. “What?” 
 
    “You don’t stink. It’s not a bad smell,” Jack said. “Cigarettes and beer, mostly. Car grease.” 
 
    “Oh,” Shane said. He hesitated, then said, “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    Jack thought he knew what he was going to ask. “Sure.” 
 
    “Why’d you do it?” 
 
    Jack sighed. “You wouldn’t believe me. Or you would and you’d think I’m crazy and you know, I probably am.” 
 
    “Okay,” Shane said. “So are you going to tell me why?” 
 
    No, he wasn’t. “I don’t know why, okay? There was this little kid. He freaked me out. I… don’t know. It—” 
 
    “Okay, Jack.” Shane reached over and put a hand on his arm. “It’s fine. You can tell me when you want to.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jack said. “Shane, are you gonna lay down or what?” 
 
    In a bizarre reversal of their roles as children, Shane took comfort from Jack when he woke up at night or when he couldn’t sleep. He was still awkward about getting into bed with Jack, but less and less so. Their relationship was strange, it had always been strange. There were no physical threats to hide from in the house anymore, but their minds were haunted and probably always would be. When Shane woke from a nightmare sweating and clutching the edge of the mattress Jack felt it and murmured to him that it was only a dream. Then Shane went back to sleep. 
 
    He was rarely alone anymore. Phineas had returned shortly before Jack left the hospital and he had stuck to him like a bur ever since, taunting him. Sometimes he thought he was alone and just when he started to relax, Phineas would speak up and destroy any feeling of peace he had. Jack enjoyed sitting by the window with the sun on his face, the sounds that reached him from outside, the smell of cut grass, the distant bark of the neighbors’ dogs, the hum of the cicadas, but the clown took great pleasure in ruining even that for him if he could. 
 
    “There are ladybugs mating on the rose outside the window,” Phineas told Jack one morning as he sat at the kitchen table smoking a cigarette after breakfast. “They’re surrounded by aphids.” 
 
    He was standing across from Jack by the window looking out at the overgrown backyard and the flowers gone feral with neglect. The sun was just beginning to come up, Jack could see the light turning everything grey then a little pink. Jack raised his cigarette to his lips and took a drag. “Dead ones or live ones?” he asked. 
 
    “Some of them are dead,” Phineas said and Jack watched his shadow as he moved away from the window. “The others will be soon. Fucking is messy, hungry business.” 
 
    This was why Jack sometimes wished he was deaf instead of blind. You could close your eyes, but what could you do when you wanted to unhear something? Not a goddamn thing. 
 
    “Shane?!” he called. 
 
    The screen door at the front of the house opened and closed with a bang. There was a pause and then the heavy sound of boots on the wood floor. Jack sensed Shane enter the room by some subtle shifting of the air, then felt his shadow over him and smelled him as he approached the table where Jack sat. He smelled like he always did, but something else as well; mint. The pink, old-fashioned kind that tasted like medicine for upset stomachs. Shane sometimes sucked on them to mask the smell of liquor on his breath. 
 
    There was a subtle movement near his head and Jack knew that Shane’s hand was there, hovering over his head, fingers longing to touch. He rested it on the back of the chair instead. 
 
    Shane had become a little different after Jack lost his sight. Except Jack thought that probably was not true; it had started happening after he kissed him, but Jack only really started to notice the little things after he went blind. He paid attention and something was wrong. No, not wrong; changed. It was in the way Shane’s voice dropped or rose when he spoke to Jack, but not when he spoke to anyone else. He didn’t always speak softly to him, he wasn’t always conciliatory and gentle. Jack would have seen it as patronizing. It was something else. It was there in the air between them whenever Shane was near and Jack knew that he was looking at him. He thought that now that he was blind, Shane looked at him a lot. Most of all, it was in the wanting to touch, almost touching, but not quite daring to touch way he had of moving when he was close to Jack and they were alone and there was no excuse to do it. When he did touch Jack, even when it was only casual or helpful, his hands sometimes lingered. 
 
    Jack didn’t mind it, but he knew that it would have shamed his brother, so he did not bring it up. Let him touch. Let him look. Why shouldn’t he? So many had who mattered so much less. 
 
    “Shane?” Jack said. 
 
    “Yeah, what happened?” Shane asked. “You sounded scared.” 
 
    “Nothing,” Jack said. “Just… will you go look out the window and tell me what you see?” 
 
    There was a pause and Jack imagined a confused, thoughtful look on Shane’s face. He still remembered what Shane looked like and wondered if he would forget. Like the elephant that would forever seem to be a deformed cow, the idea made him very sad. He imagined Shane’s whiskey brown eyes sliding to the window, gaze drifting to the yard beyond the glass, his eyes catching a little of the pink sunset light. 
 
    He looked back at Jack. “Sure.” He walked back to the window and Jack followed his shadow into the sunlight. “I see the back yard. The grass is a little yellowed but I don’t think we’re going to have a very cold winter this year. It might even sprout again. The lemon tree doesn’t have any fruit on it. Grandma Chloe took some home and made lemon bars and I let Martha Greely have the rest. Um… The blue paint on the old dog house is faded and peeling. The wood’s grey in places underneath. I should repaint it I guess, but Hank don’t give a shit. He never does sleep inside the thing anyway. I don’t know what else you want me to tell you, Jack.” 
 
    “He’s pretty good at this,” Phineas said. He was standing behind Jack’s right shoulder. Jack heard the amusement in the clown’s voice and all the pleasure he had taken in listening to Shane describe it to him withered away. I hate you, he thought at the creature. Phineas laughed at him, that sound like rotted palms and frightened cockroaches, so he knew that the clown heard him. 
 
    “Tell me about the roses,” Jack said to Shane. He ignored Phineas and rested his head on the back of the chair to listen. 
 
    “All right, the roses,” Shane said. “The little ones that climb the fence back there have started to wrap around the trunk of the lemon tree. They’re mostly dead now. The ones that aren’t are red like velvet. Dark. They’re tiny though, like you might see braided into a girl’s hair. The wild ones next to the window are pink this year. They were almost red last year. I think the sun faded them. It’s been hotter than last year. They—” 
 
    “Is there anything on them?” Jack asked. 
 
    Shane paused and Jack could sense his confusion. He thought about trying to explain himself, but then he closed his mouth and just waited for him to continue. “There’s… um… Well, there’s a crow feather stuck in the thorns of the climbing roses up toward the top of the fence. Um… There’s something that looks like cat hair—” 
 
    “No, I mean, are there any bugs on them?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah, Jack,” Shane said. “There’s a butterfly on one of these by the window right now.” 
 
    “Ladybugs and aphids?” Jack asked, not interested in butterflies. Phineas’s laughter tickled his ears and he flinched before he could help himself. “Are there any ladybugs or aphids on the ones by the window, Shane?” 
 
    Shane was quiet for a little while and Jack thought he could feel him staring at him; trying to figure him out. “There are aphids all over the ones by the windows, yeah,” he said finally. “Need to go out there and spray the damn things, I guess. But ah… yeah, there are ladybugs. Not many, but there are a few. Couple of them right next to the window look like they’re fucking.” 
 
    Jack sucked in a breath and exhaled with a soft laugh. “Thank you, Shane,” he said. “Shane?” 
 
    “Yeah, Jack?” Shane asked, going over to him. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Jack lied. He was so far from anything resembling fine that it was laughable. “Will you help me to my room? I’m tired.” 
 
    “Liar,” Phineas said to him in his whispery, rattling voice. 
 
    “I’m tired,” Jack insisted. 
 
    “Okay, Jack,” Shane said. He leaned down to hook and arm around his waist and helped him up. Fingers that linger, Jack thought, and in that frightened moment, it was not hard to imagine himself rising to the touch. “Okay. I’ll take you. Come on.” 
 
    A few nights later, Jack was sitting on the sofa with Hank while Shane watched The Blacklist and the landline phone on the end table between them rang. Shane picked it up. 
 
    “Hello? Oh… Hey, Mama. Yeah, he’s right—” 
 
    Shane cut off abruptly and Jack could hear the angry tone of their mother’s voice through the phone even if he couldn’t make out what she was saying. He sat up and urged the dog off his lap. 
 
    “I couldn’t. I wasn’t even here when it happened, I was—Of course not, Mama. Yes, the doctors say it’s permanent. They got the needles out, but they damaged his eyes real bad. Fucked up something with the retinas and—” 
 
    Shane sighed and stopped talking. Their mother was still talking, but he didn’t even break in again to agree or disagree with her. He didn’t hang up either. 
 
    Jack stood up and went around the coffee table to stand beside him. He reached over and gently but firmly took the phone receiver out of his hand. Shane let him have it and Jack hung up the call. “What did she say?” he asked. 
 
    Shane was shaking a little and breathing hard like he had when they’d seen their mother at Grandma Chloe’s. Jack wondered if breathing into a paper bag might help him, but he didn’t think they had any paper bags except maybe a few of the big grocery ones in the back of the pantry. He put a comforting hand on Shane’s shoulder and rubbed. 
 
    “Breathe slowly,” he said. “You’re fine. Fuck that bitch. She’s not here. You’re here with me and you’re fine.” 
 
    Shane let out a breathy laugh and put his hand up to touch Jack’s wrist. “Thanks, Jack.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m just trying to help. You’re hyperventilating.” 
 
    “I’ll be okay in a minute.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what she said?” 
 
    Shane didn’t answer him for a minute. Then he shook his head. “No. I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    His voice sounded strange, strained and a little thick. Jack moved his hand from Shane’s shoulder to his face and touched his cheek. His fingers came away wet. Shane tried to put on a good face most days and he could usually pull it off in public, but not with Jack and certainly not anymore. Their mother had always been able to get to him worse than anybody, too. Shane might hate her a little now, but he still loved her and wanted her to love him back. It was not an unreasonable thing for him to crave from his mother, but even as a child, she hadn’t been very nice to him. They would probably never know why. Shane had stopped looking for affection from her as he got older, but she could still hit him right where it hurt like no one else. 
 
    Jack had carefully cultivated his apathy for their mother and her boyfriends and his entire childhood over many tough years, but Shane had awakened in him a sleeping ember of hatred for the woman and it only grew hotter with repeated contact. She used him against Shane, too and Jack was pretty sure that was what she’d been doing on the phone. He was so tired of being used. 
 
    “She blamed you for it, didn’t she?” Jack asked. 
 
    Shane sucked in a breath like he’d been hit. Reluctantly, he said, “Yeah.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Jack moved his hand back to Shane’s shoulder and lightly massaged the back of his neck. “It didn’t have anything to do with you.” 
 
    “I could have been here. I could have stopped you.” 
 
    “No, you couldn’t have.” 
 
    “No, Jack, I could have—” 
 
    Jack leaned down and kissed him and Shane stopped talking midsentence. He went still and Jack withdrew enough to shush him. Then he kissed him again and that time Shane reached up and touched him, slid his fingers through Jack’s hair and kissed him back. 
 
    It happened there on the floor beside the table in the glow of the flat screen TV. Jack started it, but Shane didn’t try to stop him this time. He didn’t protest and tell him it was wrong; they both knew it was and in that moment neither of them cared. The carpet in the living room was old, coarse shag that had been there when their grandparents still called the house home and Jack gripped it in his fingers as Shane touched him and went on touching him until it was driving him crazy. He was painfully thorough. His fingers traced ribs, vertebrae and every trembling muscle that flexed beneath his hands and all of his hesitation was gone. 
 
    He knew what he wanted and Jack wanted to give it to him, so uncertainty was cast aside and he took it. He licked and nipped Jack’s skin, kissed him deeply, slid inside of him and stayed like that until Jack begged for him to move. He took Jack’s hands in his, their fingers laced together and moved then and Jack gasped and cried out with pleasure. It was overwhelming and, in his blindness, disorienting and it was perfect and there should have been shame, but there wasn’t. There was only a growling, gasping, moaning, screaming need, and Jack wondered if ladybugs fucked anything like this. 
 
    It made him laugh to think about it later when they were lying on the floor in the moving television light. Somewhere outside the sky broke open with thunder and rain began to pour down. Jack put a hand out to touch Shane and felt his sweaty skin twitch lightly under his fingers. Then Shane sat up and a moment later he stood up and walked away. 
 
    Jack experienced a sinking of dread in his belly. Shane had finally done the thing their mother had cast him aside for all those years ago. The shame had come and it would be vicious and Jack could imagine what he must be thinking, but he was wrong. He was so wrong. 
 
    He heard the door to Shane’s room slam and somewhere in the house, Phineas’s skittering, mocking laughter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Just as Jack feared he would, Shane took what happened between them very badly. He didn’t want to talk about it and Jack knew that without asking, so he left him alone about it and gave him his space, hoping that time would help and that Shane would get over it. It was a big deal, he was not going to trivialize it, but it wasn’t a tragedy. Jack had to remind himself when he started to get a little irritated with Shane that he was more jaded than most people and Shane was an emotional wreck. When he thought about it that way, he felt a little guilty about what had happened because of how he knew it was screwing with Shane’s head, but he still didn’t feel ashamed. He wondered if he was even capable of shame when it came to sex anymore. 
 
    They didn’t talk much in the first days after it happened and if Shane had to touch him to help him, he did it reluctantly and with light touches. He did not come to Jack’s room to sleep anymore, though Jack knew that he still had nightmares. He heard him at night walking through the house. He heard him talking to himself or the dog, sometimes asking questions that went unanswered or answering questions no one was there to ask. He didn’t blame Jack for what had happened, he wasn’t punishing him by staying away from him; he blamed himself and he stayed away from him because he thought it was for his own good. 
 
    The other stuff though, Jack wondered about that and worried that Shane was losing his mind just a little bit. He was very familiar with the signs. It was at times like that, when Shane wandered into the kitchen having conversations that didn’t seem directed at himself, that Jack felt his lack of sight most acutely. What was he missing? Did Shane stare into empty corners? Were his walks at night through the house less aimless than Jack thought? Was he perhaps following something? Someone? Jack couldn’t see if Shane’s gaze skittered away from him when they were together or talking to follow something else, but sometimes when Jack was talking to him, Shane got distracted and forgot what the conversation was about. That was new. 
 
    What did he see? What was so distracting? 
 
    Perhaps at the moment it was nothing but soft disturbances of light and air. Maybe illusions wrapped in enigmas pretending to be dust motes. But what might they become? Might they gain form and learn to cast shadows? Learn to laugh the way insects creep? Develop speech like nails on a chalkboard? Put on a smile full of baby cat teeth and discover a talent for juggling? 
 
    Jack hoped not, but like any sickness, insanity could be contagious. He had seen it happen before. Children got it from parents, parents gave it to each other, girlfriends and boyfriends and neighbors and friends. The people they loved; the people they touched every day. 
 
    He feared he was giving it to Shane and he was sorry. 
 
    “Wrapped up and ready to deliver, yessir,” Phineas whispered in Jack’s ear. “It’s oh so easy-peasy.” 
 
    Jack was at the register at Donovan Automotive and it was a slow day. Shane and the two guys working, Josh and Norman, kept busy out in the shop, but it had been almost an hour since the last customer had come inside. Shane kept a radio on a shelf to the left of the register beneath the clock and it was tuned to a local classic rock station, but Jack found it hard to tune Phineas out when he had nothing else to do. 
 
    “I think I’m giving it to him,” he told the clown. 
 
    “Giving him what?” Phineas asked, like he didn’t already know. Like he didn’t already know everything before Jack said it aloud. 
 
    “I’m passing you to him,” Jack said. “Like some kind of flu bug.” 
 
    Phineas laughed. “Incurable and terminal, yes indeed.” 
 
    “Or are you doing it?” Jack said bitterly. 
 
    “I?” Phineas asked incredulously. “I don’t think so. You’re the mad one, not me.” 
 
    The buzzer at the front of the store sounded as the door opened and someone entered. Their footsteps carried them immediately from the front door to the counter where Jack sat without pausing to look at anything. Thirteen steps and a long stride, running shoes with padded soles for comfort. Jack cocked his head and looked up as a man’s shadow fell over him. 
 
    “Hello, can I help you?” he asked. 
 
    The man didn’t say anything for a few seconds. He cleared his throat. Finally, he said, “I’d like to make an appointment to get the oil changed in my car.” 
 
    Jack’s heart jumped and an icy sheet of fear and shock washed over him. He knew that voice. He would have known that voice anywhere. Even blind, there was no mistaking the owner of that voice. Like whiskey and rock salt. In his mind he heard him say, You did good, Jack. 
 
    “Well, look who it is,” Phineas said in a gleeful whisper. “Our good buddy Steve. Isn’t he supposed to be dead?” 
 
    “Ah… would you like that for today?” Jack heard himself ask. “We’re not that busy, I could probably get you in right now and it’ll only take about half an hour.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay. I was thinking I’d come back later in the week and get it done. If you’ve got a free time for me.” 
 
    Jack frowned and tried to convince himself that he was wrong. This wasn’t Steve. It couldn’t be Steve because Steve was dead. Jack had killed him. If he hadn’t killed him though, if Steve had managed to survive the blow to the head, what would he be doing in White Castle, Louisiana? And why wouldn’t he say hello or yell at Jack or… anything? 
 
    “Steve?” Jack asked. He wanted to see so badly then that his eyes hurt with the futile strain of his desire. If he could only see for himself then he would know. “Is that you?” 
 
    The guy who sounded exactly like Steve laughed (it sounded exactly like Steve’s laugh) and said, “No, sorry. My name’s Ben. Ben Watterson. Don’t know any Steves. Anyway, maybe Thursday or Friday?” 
 
    “What?” Jack said dumbly. “Oh, right. Your oil change. Sure, we can get you in at one o’clock or at three on Thursday.” 
 
    “I’ll take the three o’ clock then.” 
 
    “He’s lying, you know,” Phineas said. “If his name is Ben anything and not Steve Walker, I’ll eat my wig. My, but he sure does look pleased to see you, too.” 
 
    “All right. Steve—I mean, um, sorry—Ben Watterson for three o’clock, Thursday.” 
 
    “Ain’t you gonna write it down?” the man asked. 
 
    Jack had taken to wearing sunglasses and he was wearing them now. People who knew him knew they were to hide damaged eyes, but people who didn’t most of the time probably thought he forgot to take them off inside. He touched a finger to the nosepiece and slid the glasses down to reveal his eyes. He would not normally have done such a thing, but he took great satisfaction in the man’s indrawn surprised breath at what he saw. Jack knew damn well that Ben Watterson was an invention of Steve Walker’s, he just didn’t know what kind of game Steve was playing with him yet. 
 
    Phineas was many things, ugly, awful things, but he was not a liar. 
 
    “I have a pretty good memory,” Jack said. “I’ll tell the boss and he’ll write it down. See you Thursday, Mr. Walker.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” Steve said.  
 
    Jack smiled and pushed his glasses back up his nose. Steve left the store and Jack turned the radio up. Kurt Cobain’s ragged voice and “Pennyroyal Tea”. 
 
    “That was interesting,” Phineas said.  
 
    Jack lit a cigarette and said nothing. 
 
    That evening when they got home, Grandma Chloe was there waiting for them. She had a key, so she had let herself in and the house smelled like warm, good food. She had made crawfish étouffée and baked snickerdoodle cookies. She hugged Jack a little too hard and a little too long. He allowed it and hoped like hell she wouldn’t start crying. He was getting sick of the crying and he hadn’t even taken the time to have a good long cry of his own about it.  
 
    “How are you doing, honey?” she asked him. She didn’t sound like she was crying, just sounded sad and Jack could hardly fault her for that.  
 
    “I’m good, Grandma,” he said.  
 
    “Shane, baby, you look like hell,” she said, turning her attention and affection on him. “Now, I made supper. You boys sit right down here and let’s eat. I ain’t seeing nearly enough of the two of you these days to suit me.” 
 
    They sat down to dinner and Grandma Chloe said grace. The food was good and the cookies were wonderful; Jack ate three of them and made himself stop. Shane did the dishes and Grandma Chloe sat down with them in the living room afterward. Jack dozed off on the sofa with the dog while they were talking. He woke up after only a little while and they were talking about him, so he lay there pretending to still be asleep.  
 
    “He hasn’t said nothing else about it?” Grandma Chloe asked.  
 
    “He don’t outright refuse to talk about it, but no. He doesn’t say much except that he got in a fight with some guy. Some friend. Probably a boyfriend,” Shane said. “Doesn’t want to talk about the rest, I expect. You think it’s pretty bad, whatever it is, don’t you?” 
 
    “Can’t imagine how it could be anything good, can you?” 
 
    Shane didn’t say anything, but he shifted; shrugging.  
 
    “Only so many things it could be. You said he was on bad drugs when he first come home. You know what kind of things people on them drugs do, baby. I ain’t judging him for it. I’m not even that surprised, tell you the truth. The two of you have had a rough time of it and I’m sorry for that.” 
 
    “None of that was ever your fault, Grandma.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I feel like it is anyway. But maybe not.” 
 
    “I asked him why he came back now, you know. But then I didn’t push him about it. I guess… Hell, I don’t know. I think maybe I’m a little scared of what he might say.” 
 
    Grandma Chloe reached over and touched his arm, comforting. “Would it matter?” she asked. 
 
    Shane thought about it. “Not much,” he decided. “No, it wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Then it don’t matter,” she said. “Let it go. He’ll tell you in his own time if he can.” 
 
    “I guess,” Shane said. “Things are just… weird right now.” 
 
    Before Shane could slip up and tell their grandmother or give her any hints as to precisely why things were weird between them at the moment, Jack stirred and pretended to wake, cutting their conversation short. He wasn’t ashamed of it and he didn’t want Shane to be ashamed of it either, but it was nobody’s business and there were some things their grandmother did not need or want to know. The nature of her grandsons’ relationship with one another was one of them. 
 
    Grandma Chloe yawned and got to her feet. “Well, it sure is getting late, isn’t it? My eyes ain’t what they used to be either. I really don’t like driving after dark, so I think I best get home.” 
 
    “You can stay if you want to,” Shane said. “It’s your house, after all.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. It’s your house now, baby,” Grandma Chloe said. She picked up her purse off the coffee table and started for the door. “I’ll be all right. You two should come by and see me more than you do. A woman my age gets lonely, you know.” 
 
    They promised that they would and they hugged her goodbye then stood on the porch outside while she backed out and drove away. Then they went back in the house and Shane went to the kitchen for a beer and Jack sat back down on the sofa. 
 
    When Shane returned, they didn’t speak to each other. Jack suspected that Shane was waiting—and probably hoping—for him to go to bed so he could get drunk in peace. Instead, Jack sat there, thinking, trying to come up with the right words. 
 
    Sometimes there were no words for what you had to say. Or there were words, but no matter how much you wished it were otherwise, they were cold and hard and there was little you could do to soften the impact when they blew right through you. 
 
    Jack broke the silence between them by saying, “I was a whore.” 
 
    Shane choked on his beer. He coughed and when he got his breath back he said, “What?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Jack said. “Sorry, I guess I should have… but there’s not really a good way to say it.” 
 
    Shane didn’t speak for a minute and Jack anxiously waited for him to break the silence. He wished again that he could see. He wanted to know what Shane was doing. How was he looking at Jack? Disgust? Anger? A lethal combination of the two? 
 
    “Oh, God, Jack,” he said softly, and Jack hadn’t expected that. He sounded sad. His voice was full of pity and regret. “I wish you would have tried to call us. Tried to come back. Something. Grandma and Grandpa would have helped you, you know.” 
 
    “I know,” Jack said. “But I couldn’t. I didn’t belong here.” 
 
    Shane sat forward in his chair and took Jack’s hands. The touch was firm and he held on. “That’s not true. Grandpa Gundry was so damn mad about what happened when I finally told them, he wouldn’t talk to Mama. Grandma Chloe started talking to her again just a few years ago after he died, but I don’t know if she ever forgave her either. They would have helped you like they helped me.” 
 
    “Okay, Shane, but it doesn’t matter now. And I’m sorry, but I can’t take any of it back. I didn’t want to tell you. I don’t want you to think… you know. About me like that.” 
 
    “You heard us talking, didn’t you?” Shane asked. “You weren’t supposed to hear that. You were asleep.” 
 
    Jack smiled faintly. “Yeah, I woke up.” 
 
    “I guess so,” Shane said.  
 
    “There’s something I should tell you about Steve, too,” Jack said.  
 
    “He was your boyfriend?” Shane asked. “I don’t care about that. I mean, I figured you were gay, especially after… you know, what happened.” 
 
    Jack almost laughed, but he bit it back. He didn’t want Shane to get the wrong idea and think he was laughing at him. “No, he wasn’t my boyfriend. Steve wasn’t—isn’t gay.” 
 
    “I thought he was dead,” Shane said. A note of suspicion crept into his voice. 
 
    “I thought he was, too. I didn’t lie about that,” Jack said.  
 
    “Okay. So what else?” 
 
    “He killed people.” 
 
    Shane was quiet again, mulling that over. Then he asked, “What do you mean? Accidentally or…?” 
 
    “No, he killed people. Women. That was what we got into a fight about.” 
 
    “Fuck, Jack. Did you know he killed people?” 
 
    That was the part Jack was most reluctant to confess. He almost didn’t. He could lie and Shane would probably never know. He didn’t want to lie to him, but he really did not want to tell him the truth because if anything about Jack was going to disgust him, it was this. 
 
    “I knew,” Jack said. He licked his lips and swallowed. He waited for Shane to say something awful or flinch away from him, but he didn’t do either. He was still holding Jack’s hands and that reassured him enough to continue. “I was fucked up, Shane. The world was fucked up. Steve was my friend and he… he was there and maybe… maybe I thought I loved him. Because he was nice to me and he was there all the time and well… Sometimes I helped get the girls.” 
 
    “You did what?” Shane asked. His voice was flat, disbelieving. “What do you mean, you helped him get them?” 
 
    “Not… I didn’t do anything to them,” Jack said quickly. “I would go with Steve to places, bars and shit mostly, and I’d talk to them. I’d… I flirted with them and bought them drinks and made them like me and… Then Steve would grab them. He injected them with something, I don’t know what it was, then take them back to the motel or the apartment or house or wherever we were staying and he’d—” 
 
    “Stop,” Shane said sharply. “I got it. Just stop, Jack.” 
 
    “Don’t stop now, Jack, my boy,” Phineas murmured in his ear. “Hit him again.” 
 
    Jack hadn’t lived among average, well-adjusted, working people who were active members of society in a long time, if ever. He still did not count himself among their number. Such people lived normal lives in safety and could allow themselves to have strong morals and deep convictions. Such people could not imagine doing some of the things Jack had done for most of his life or living the way he had lived. They did not survive day-to-day; they had hobbies and co-workers, they had debit cards and Facebook pages and their kids had ballet practice and playdates. Those same people might stand by and videotape a brutal murder on their smartphone instead of trying to intervene, but they would never brutally murder anyone themselves. So they believed and Shane was damaged, but he was one of their kind. Such people believed they knew themselves, but they had no idea what they would do in the darkness until they were cast out into it to survive among its creatures. 
 
    Shane extricated his hands from Jack’s and Jack let him go. It hurt to do it, but he did it anyway. 
 
    “I don’t expect you to understand—” 
 
    Shane interrupted him, “Good, because I can’t understand something like that.” 
 
    “I’m just asking you to try,” Jack said. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can,” Shane said. “I don’t—Jesus Christ, Jack, you helped some freak murder people! Don’t you fucking get that?!” 
 
    Jack told himself not to answer Shane’s anger with his own, though the anger was there. It lit up like gasoline when Shane raised his voice to shout at him. Instead, he clenched his hands into fists in his lap and remained seated on the sofa. Agitated, Shane got up and paced away, started to go into the kitchen, but then came back again. 
 
    “You know what happens if anyone finds out?” he demanded. “You said that guy’s not dead after all—I don’t even want to know how you know that—but if he gets caught, what do you think he’s going to fucking do, Jack?” 
 
    “He’s not going to get caught,” Jack said. 
 
    That was the wrong thing to say. 
 
    “Great! That’s just fucking awesome!” Shane shouted. He took a deep breath and made himself speak more softly. “But let’s assume for a minute that this Steve guy isn’t a goddamn genius as well as a psycho. What if he fucks up and gets caught? Do you think he’s not going to say anything about you when the cops start asking him questions? Because I bet you every fucking dollar I have that he tells them everything. After all, you did try to kill the asshole, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Well, he’s taking this all rather well, isn’t he?” Phineas asked. 
 
    Shane grabbed his keys and started for the door. 
 
    “Shane, wait, don’t—” 
 
    “Don’t fucking talk to me right now, Jack,” Shane said. “Do not.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Jack called after him as the screen door slammed. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” was all Shane said. Then he walked off the porch, got in his truck and drove away. 
 
    Jack got up a little while later and closed and locked the front door. For the first time in quite a while Jack started thinking about heroin and the craving rose up inside him strong, almost like it had never gone away. If he’d had any then, he would have taken it, progress and sobriety be damned, but there wasn’t anything stronger than Tylenol in the house and he knew how impossible it was to get heroin out there. Instead, he went to bed and Hank went with him. The fighting had upset him and Jack didn’t mind the company. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
     Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Shane didn’t come back that night, but he was there in the morning to drive Jack to work with him. They did not talk about the fight they’d had or about Steve or the dead girls or Jack being a whore. They didn’t talk much at all, in fact. Shane had crashed at Mark’s place. Mark and his girlfriend, Tammy had a sofa with a pull-out bed and Shane had slept there. Mark had asked him what was wrong, but Shane hadn’t told him. Shane would never tell anyone, it was one of those things Jack knew without needing to hear him say so. Shane was pissed, he was outraged as most good people would have been, but he wasn’t that kind either. 
 
    And Shane would forgive him if Jack just gave him time. 
 
    “I am sorry, you know,” Jack said in the truck on the drive in to Donovan Automotive. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it, Jack,” Shane said. 
 
    “Shane—” 
 
    “Fine, you’re sorry. Good. I got it. Now shut up.” 
 
    Jack started to say something angry then, but he knew it wouldn’t do anything but increase the friction between them if he did. Shane was still mad, but he wasn’t yelling at him and if Jack picked a fight, it would only take him longer to get over it. 
 
    He shut up. 
 
    Hank lay on the floor in the open doorway between the shop and the store where Jack took care of customers and watched Shane most of the day. His eyes followed him, except when Jack got up and went to get something. Then his attention would shift to him and he’d track him with his gaze through the store. The dog didn’t know what was going on, but he knew that things were tense between his two humans and it bothered him. 
 
    Toward evening, after everyone except for Shane and Jack had clocked out and gone home, Shane was still out in the shop working on a truck engine and Jack was eating chips from a .99 cent bag of Doritos when the phone rang. He wiped neon orange nacho cheese dust and spices off on his pants leg and picked up the receiver. 
 
    “Donovan Automotive. How can I help you?” 
 
    “Hey there, Jacky baby. What are you doing, answering phones now?” 
 
    “Zane?” Jack said. 
 
    “How ya doing, Handy?” Zane said. 
 
    “Uh… okay. I guess,” Jack said. 
 
    “You are becoming quite the consummate liar, aren’t you?” Phineas asked him. 
 
    “Well, I hope you’re doing better than ‘okay.’ You sound better,” Zane said. “Anyway, here’s the thing. You need to keep an eye out for that freak of nature, Steve. Turns out, he ain’t dead. Guess you didn’t hit him hard enough. That or he’s got a harder head than you or I gave him credit for.” 
 
    Jack’s stomach turned and the Doritos he had been eating turned into a chunky ball of glue in his belly. “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “That crazy fucker came out here to my house, about scared the tits right off Sasha,” Zane said. “Screaming and, well, acting like a crazy fuck. He was looking for you. I told him to kiss my ass, then I let the dogs chase him off the place. I expected he’d be back, but on that I was wrong. Point being, Handy, you better watch out. He’s probably going to be looking for you. Any chance he might find you? Does he know your real name or anything like that?” 
 
    He had already found him, but that was Jack’s problem, not Zane’s. Zane had been good to him and Jack was grateful and he still liked the man, but there was nothing he could do about Steve Walker. If Steve tried anything, Jack was going to have to take care of it himself. 
 
    Except he was blind now and he didn’t only have himself to worry about anymore. 
 
    Which wasn’t Zane’s problem either. 
 
    “He doesn’t know my name. Or… he didn’t know it. He might know it now,” Jack said. “I left a piece of paper with the phone number here on it in the pants I was wearing. They were all bloody, so I took them off, but I forgot. And I thought he was dead, Zane. He fucking looked dead.” 
 
    “Shit, man, I seen some dead looking motherfuckers in my time. I’m talking zombie shuffling fucking tweakers, you know what I mean? They looked worse than Steve probably did. Sounds like maybe all you really did was put a dent in his head and give him a concussion. Pissed him off though. My god, what a fucking psycho. I might have shot his ass if I wasn’t worried about the cops going through my cupboards after. I don’t know how you could have stayed with that son of a bitch long as you did, Handy.” 
 
    “He’s probably forgot about it,” Jack said. 
 
    “Liar, liar, pants on fire,” Phineas said in a sing-song voice. 
 
    “It’s a long way out of his way,” Jack said. “I mean, why would he come all the way down here just to find me?” 
 
    “Dunno,” Zane said. “But I tell you what, he seemed pretty determined for a guy with a short memory. I’d still watch out if I was you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jack said. “I will. And thanks, Zane. You didn’t have to call.” 
 
    “Nah, forget it,” Zane said. “I’m sorta invested in the outcome of this little sideshow drama. Besides, that fucker kicked one of my dogs in the face.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jack said. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Zane said. “I gotta go. Just wanted to give you a heads-up. Stay gold, Jacky.” 
 
    Jack smiled. He missed Zane. “Thanks, Zane. Bye.” 
 
    He hung up the phone and sat there for a moment. Then he got up and walked out into the shop where Shane was. He didn’t know where Shane was in the shop and he didn’t blindly know his way around out there. They were moving stuff around all the time. He stood in the doorway and listened. 
 
    Shane tossed something into his tool box. It landed with a metallic clatter. 
 
    “Shane?” Jack said. 
 
    “What?” Shane asked. 
 
    He was sullen and still angry and Jack was sure that what he was about to tell him would only make him angrier, but he was also sure that he had to tell him. So he told him about Ben Watterson—about Steve—and when he was finished, he waited for Shane to explode. Shane surprised him by not doing that at all. He tossed something else into his tool box then there was a scraping click as he lit a cigarette. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me this when it happened, Jack?” he asked. 
 
    Jack didn’t like how calm he sounded. He didn’t want to be yelled at, but at least when Shane was mad at him, Jack could read him and knew where he stood. He didn’t know what this calmness signified and it made him uneasy. 
 
    “I think I hoped he would just go away. That he wasn’t going to do anything,” Jack said. “I mean, I know better. I should have known better. I know Steve. He’s not like that. But I think… and then after a point you weren’t listening to me anymore anyway, Shane.” 
 
    “Fine. Come get me when he shows up again and I’ll handle it,” Shane said. He hit the lights and walked around Jack into the store. “You coming? I’m done here.” 
 
    Jack followed him out and waited by the truck while Shane locked up. He didn’t know what Shane meant when he said he’d “handle it” and he didn’t like the possibilities. He didn’t have a lot of confidence in his brother’s ability to take care of Steve. Shane had a lot of bottled up rage inside of him, a lot of self-control keeping it in check, and Jack didn’t doubt he would be formidable if he let it out, but Steve was crazy and mean and dangerous as hell. He did not back down from anyone. He wasn’t afraid of anything. If Shane tried to handle him with anything duller than a butcher knife, Steve would tear him apart. 
 
    “I know which dog my money’s on in this fight,” Phineas said. He was in the back seat of the truck and leaned forward between the two front seats to talk to Jack. “I have always respected the unbridled malice in our friend Steve. The cruel, calculating, nasty—He reminds me of me. That’s what it is.” 
 
    “Don’t forget parasitic,” Jack muttered. 
 
    “What did you say?” Shane asked. 
 
    Phineas laughed. 
 
    “Nothing,” Jack said. 
 
    At home, Shane went into the kitchen, cracked open a beer and went out on the back porch to sit with Hank. Jack understood that he wanted to be alone, but he followed him outside anyway and sat down in the chair by the door. Shane was on the porch swing on his left and he pushed against the floorboards with his toe every once in awhile to make the swing move. The chain was a little rusted and it made a grinding sound. 
 
    “Shane, you have to forgive me,” Jack said softly. 
 
    Shane sighed. “Oh, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah or I have to leave,” Jack said. “I never wanted to tell you anyway, but I thought you needed to know. All of it. Not just… you know, the shit about me. I shouldn’t have told you, I get that now, but I thought it was what I was supposed to do.” 
 
    “It was,” Shane said. “It—You know what? I wish you’d never told me either. I don’t want to know it. I didn’t want to know this about you, Jack.” 
 
    “And I can’t take it back, so we’re going to have to live with it,” Jack snapped. He had held onto his own anger since the night he confessed to Shane, but it had been hard and he finally lost his patience. He was tired of dancing around him on eggshells; it didn’t seem to be doing any good. “I am sorry. I can’t keep apologizing for it though and you can’t keep ignoring me and doing this shit or I am going to fucking hate you. I love you. I don’t want that to happen, goddamn it.” 
 
    “And where do you think you’d go?” Shane asked. 
 
    Jack could have hit him then if he could have reached him without getting up and fumbling in the dark to find him. “Can you not be an asshole right now?” 
 
    “You’re right. I’m sorry,” Shane said. “Look, it’s just… it’s a lot. It’s a lot of shit all at once for me to deal with.” 
 
    “And it’s bad,” Jack said. 
 
    “Yeah, Jack. It’s fucked up. I mean, you were a whore, fine. I could handle that I guess. But what you did—I can’t get my head around that.” 
 
    Jack tapped his foot and didn’t say anything for a minute, afraid that he would start shouting at him if he did. On one hand, he could understand it from Shane’s perspective, but on the other, it made him angry; Shane could forgive him for being a whore, but he could not put himself in Jack’s shoes long enough to even try to understand the rest. How very noble of him. 
 
    “You have no idea what you would have done if our situations were reversed,” Jack finally said. 
 
    “I would never have done that,” Shane said. 
 
    “You might have done exactly that,” Jack said. “You might have done worse.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t fuck strangers for money and I wouldn’t murder people,” Shane snapped. “I don’t care how you try to justify that shit, Jack. There were other ways.” 
 
    “Don’t you fucking tell me about my options, Shane,” Jack snarled. “You are not me, you weren’t there, you were here and you were safe and loved and taken care of and—Don’t you fucking preach to me. It’s easy for you to look down on me when you’re up here and you don’t have to fuck people for money because you finished high school and you can get a job because you have an address that isn’t a motel room and references that aren’t made up. All I ever had was me and then there was Steve and for a little while I could catch my breath sometimes thanks to Steve, so yeah, I did some shit I’m not proud of to keep him happy. You won’t understand this either, but it wasn’t an option.” 
 
    “Jack, you fucking killed people,” Shane said slowly, like Jack just wasn’t understanding that part and how important it was. 
 
    He understood it fine. “I know,” Jack said. 
 
    “All right, what if Steve hadn’t tried to kill you and you hadn’t fought?” Shane asked. “What then? Would you have ever stopped? Would you have ever come home?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jack said. 
 
    “Because you didn’t belong here,” Shane said flatly. “You, what? Belonged out there strung out on dope, getting fucked all the time for money, probably beat up all the time, living with creeps like… I don’t know. You seem to be doing okay.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I’m awesome,” Jack said, touching a hand to his cheek below one blind eye. “Certifiably well-adjusted, that’s me.” 
 
    Phineas giggled off to Jack’s right. 
 
    “I just meant, maybe you were telling yourself that so you didn’t have to come back here and you could keep doing... what you were doing.” 
 
    “Right, that’s it. Why didn’t I think of that? I actually loved being a junkie prostitute indentured to a psycho killer who fucked dead women.” 
 
    “Oh, my god.” Shane sounded horrified and Jack remembered; he hadn’t told him that part before. 
 
    “Most of them do it, you know,” Jack said. “Fuck the dead bodies. I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Shane said. “This is what I’m talking about. How can you not know that something like that is fucked up and wrong, Jack? You’re not stupid.” 
 
    “No, I’m not, but we’re from different worlds, Shane,” Jack said patiently. “How can you not know that?” 
 
    “The same things happened to me,” Shane said quietly. “I didn’t—I’m not… It happened to me, too. You can’t blame what happened for what you did.” 
 
    “The same things did not happen to you,” Jack said. “But fine, sure. And I don’t. But then life happened and mine took me to bad places full of bad people and… You think there was always a choice, but there wasn’t. I don’t know how to make you understand that.” 
 
    “Why did you…?” Shane stopped, took a breath and blurted, “Why did you fuck me? I mean, is it just because… I mean, did it not matter? I’m your brother. You had to think…” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it takes two and I didn’t make you do anything,” Jack said. He winced the moment the words left his mouth. He didn’t want to hurt Shane, he wasn’t trying to be cruel, he was just frustrated by his inability to make him understand. He was also coming to realize that there was no way to be honest here without hurting him and it was too late to take any of it back. “It mattered, but not the way you think,” Jack said, trying to be gentle. “It’s sex. It’s just not a big deal to me the way most people think. But I love you, so it’s different.” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal. Because you were a whore.” 
 
    “You know what, yeah, probably that’s got a lot to do with it and thank God for that, really. Look; me and them, we had an agreement. An understanding. That was business. Steve wasn’t business. Half the time, Zane wasn’t business either. He was running it to me on charity or just because we liked each other. You are not business and I love you. So don’t try to make me sorry for it because I’m not.” 
 
    Shane shifted in his seat. “Okay,” he said after a minute. “We can’t do it again, Jack. It’s wrong.” 
 
    “You want to though,” Jack said. “I don’t see why it has to be wrong. No one has to know but us.” 
 
    “No,” Shane said. 
 
    “Okay,” Jack said. “But remember; this is your decision.” 
 
    “I need to go… somewhere,” Shane said, abruptly standing. “I can’t… I just can’t do this. I have to think and I can’t think.” 
 
    “You have to forgive me,” Jack said. “Otherwise I have to go.” 
 
    “No, just… You’re not going anywhere. Just… Fuck, I just need some time,” Shane said. He called to Hank and the dog came running out of the tall grass toward the house a second later. “I’m gonna go walk. Don’t follow me, Jack.” 
 
    Jack laughed. If he tried, he would get lost. He had no mental map of the area surrounding their house. Shane sometimes forgot that Jack was blind now though because he was what people liked to call “handicapable”. 
 
    “I won’t,” Jack said. 
 
    Shane left and Jack sat there until he couldn’t hear his receding footsteps anymore. Then he went back into the house and turned on the TV. He couldn’t see it, but he could hear it, so he selected a channel playing a nature program about the snow monkeys in Japan and rested his head back on the sofa as he listened to it. It did make him sad that he was blind now, but most days he went about his business in a way that people never knew it. He had bad moments, bad hours, bad days even, but they were private. In those private times, he sometimes did allow himself to indulge in a little self-pity. There were things he could never do now, doors that were closed to him forever and calling him handicapable did not change the fact that he had seen everything he was ever going to see in his whole life already. 
 
    He would never again see Shane and that hurt a lot. He hadn’t been thinking about that when he drove the needles in, he had just wanted all the shit with Phineas to stop, to finally be free of him. If he had it to do over, he would not do it, but he hoped no one ever asked him that, especially not Shane. He would have to lie. 
 
    “You did it to yourself, you know,” Phineas said. He sounded like he was sitting in the easy chair where Shane liked to sit. “You’ve no one to blame, not even me.” 
 
    “I know. Shut up,” Jack said. “And get the fuck out of my head.” 
 
    “Oh, please, your head is like a sack full of rabid squirrels,” Phineas said. “Why would I want to spend any time there?” 
 
    “Stop it,” Jack said. 
 
    “How is that working out for you, by the way?” Phineas asked. “Being blind. Doesn’t seem to have helped you one bit. In fact, you seem slightly more mad than you were before.” 
 
    Jack turned the TV up a little. 
 
    “And I wonder about things, you know,” Phineas went on, unperturbed. “For instance, do you think your brother would have fucked you if you didn’t blind yourself?” 
 
    “What does that have to do with it?” 
 
    “Perhaps nothing. Perhaps everything. It’s a series of events leading to one thing or the other. Butterfly effect, I think they call it. If a butterfly farts in the Amazon, there’s a tidal wave in New Guinea a hundred years later. If you poke pins through your eyes at the end of October, by the first of December, your brother’s fucking you on the floor like he paid for the privilege. See?” 
 
    Jack sighed. “Go away,” he said. 
 
    “It’s almost Christmas, you know,” Phineas said. “I wonder what Shane wants for Christmas, don’t you?” 
 
    “No,” Jack said. 
 
    Phineas laughed. “Ah, well, maybe you already have an idea.” 
 
    “I’m nobody’s Christmas present,” Jack said. 
 
    “Not true, not true at all,” Phineas said. “I remember one year at Christmas. You know the one. They bought you for a bachelor party on Christmas Eve. Everyone had a little taste of Jack Handy—except for that one plump fellow who turned red as a beet when they asked him if he wanted a turn. Now, that was some Christmas. Seven hundred dollars later, I think you woke up on the floor in the bathroom the day after Christmas. But I had fun.” 
 
    Jack needed to invest in some headphones or those little bright orange earplugs, he decided. First chance he got. 
 
    He hated that he couldn’t see the snow monkeys. 
 
    “I wonder what your dear brother is going to decide,” Phineas said. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Jack said. 
 
    “Doesn’t it worry you?” Phineas asked. “You might have to make good on your threat and leave and then what? There’s nowhere to go and now you’re blind. A blind boy prostitute, imagine. Do you think that would drive the price up or down?” 
 
    “Up, if you play it right,” Jack said. He had thought about it. “It’s the novelty of the thing. It’s exotic.” 
 
    “Yes, one could see it that way,” Phineas mused. “Or it’s incredibly sad. Which is still, in a perverse sort of way, exotic, isn’t it?” 
 
    There were footsteps outside on the front steps then the door opened and closed and the steps continued on into the living room. Jack cocked his head, listening. Something was wrong but he couldn’t put his finger on what. 
 
    “Shane?” he said. “That didn’t take long.” 
 
    There was no reply but the footsteps crossed the living room and a figure blocked the light from the television. 
 
    “That’s not Shane,” Phineas told him. He wasn’t laughing about it though, he sounded spitting mad. “Jack, that’s not Shane. That’s—” 
 
    “Steve,” Jack finished. 
 
    “Hey, Jack,” Steve said. “What gave me away?” 
 
    It had been several things; the sound of his walking was wrong, his smell was wrong, he had arrived too soon after Shane left for it to be Shane. He did not say any of that aloud though. “You came through the front door,” Jack said. 
 
    “So?” Steve said. 
 
    “So, Shane would have come in the back,” Jack said. He didn’t get up and try to run—not yet—he didn’t even move. He remained perfectly still and tried to think of what to do. He was alone in the house, Shane had even taken the dog with him, and even at his best Jack hadn’t been much of a match for Steve. 
 
    “Shit,” Steve said. “Well, fuck it. I guess you know why I’m here.” 
 
    “I suppose I do, but why don’t you tell me anyway,” Jack said. “You’re dying to. I can hear it in your voice.” 
 
    “You tried to fucking kill me, Jack,” Steve said. He walked around the coffee table toward him as he spoke and Jack shrank away from him. “You tried to fucking kill me! Who the hell do you think you are?! That is unacceptable!” 
 
    “Jack, I believe you should run away now,” Phineas hissed in Jack’s ear. “He looks positively livid.” 
 
    Jack still hadn’t thought of an escape route though and he was scared. It had him coming up blank at every turn. “I can’t—” 
 
    “Who the fuck are you talking to?” Steve demanded. 
 
    Jack held up his hands, warding him off. Steve was close, looming over him. “It was an accident, Steve,” he said. He heard the faintest trace of a whine in his own voice and hated it. “I didn’t mean to kill you, but you were choking me and I didn’t… I mean, I grabbed the first thing and I just… I wanted you to stop and you—” 
 
    “God, you’re fucking pathetic, shut up,” Steve said. 
 
    “I do believe he expected to enjoy this more than he is,” Phineas said. “Jack, get off your ass and run!” 
 
    Jack jumped up then like Phineas had propelled him off the sofa. He knocked Steve back and ran through the living room, past the front door and down the hallway toward his room. Then he hit the closed door of his bedroom and fell down, all the wind knocked out of him, gasping for breath like a beached fish. He rolled over and started to crawl, thinking to use the wall to pull himself up, but Steve had been right behind him and before Jack could get very far, he grabbed a fistful of his hair and started dragging him by it back through the house. 
 
    “You know, I knew you were going to do something like this, Jack,” Steve said. He was laughing at him as he spoke. “You never could do anything the easy way. You know how this ends, right? We both know how this ends.” 
 
    Jack clawed at Steve’s arm, trying to free himself, but it was as though Steve didn’t feel it. Jack had Steve’s skin and blood under his fingernails and Steve didn’t even pause. His voice was eerily conversational. 
 
    “You didn’t even run that far,” Steve said. “Louisiana, really? But then you left that piece of paper with the phone number on it in your pocket. I mean, that was some real genius there, Jack. But then, junkies ain’t known for their intellect, are they? Name me a fucking junkie intellectual, Jack, just one.” 
 
    Jack grabbed the edge of the doorframe between the kitchen and the living room and held on. Steve yanked on his hair and kept trying to go, but Jack held on and screamed as pain in his scalp became burning and intense and he could feel it tearing. He thought of Indians taking scalps. He had seen a movie once a long time ago about mountain men where they had taken one from a man who wasn’t dead. That was what he was going to be; a scalped man. If selling himself as a blind hooker would be difficult, a blind, hairless hooker would be impossible; there was no market for that. Incredibly, he felt laughter bubbling up in his throat at that and he was in such a hysterical, frantic state that he didn’t even try to hold it back. 
 
    “Shut up, Jack,” Steve said angrily. Jack’s laughter agitated him and made him nervous. “Shut the fuck up! Shut up right now! Shut the fuck up you asshole! Shut up! I’ll fucking kill you! Shut up, shut up, shut the fuck up!” 
 
    Then suddenly there was a knife at Jack’s throat and it was sharp. So sharp that it nicked his skin when Steve pressed it to the base of his throat. Jack’s laughter didn’t cut off immediately, it faded like the humor was draining out of him a little at a time. “Let me go, Steve,” he said when he had stopped laughing. 
 
    “I don’t fucking think so,” Steve said. He grabbed one of Jack’s arms and yanked him away from the doorframe. “I didn’t track your ass down here for nothing. I didn’t get fucking attacked by that faggot drug dealer pal of yours and his monster dogs just so I could let you go now, Jack. How dumb do you think I am?” 
 
    “Don’t answer that right now,” Phineas advised Jack. “Not in the state you’re in at the moment. You know, I don’t think I approve of this turn of events, Jack. Not one bit.” 
 
    “What do you care if I live or die?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Oh, I care, Jack. After you bashed me in the head and left me for dead, I woke up on the floor the next day and I was sick. I was sick for a long time. I don’t get sick and you don’t get away with doing that to me. When was the last time you think I let anyone do that shit to me and walk away, huh?” 
 
    “I care a great deal, boy-o,” Phineas said. “After all, if you’re dead, I can’t torment you and it is one of my favorite pastimes.” 
 
    “Too bad you’re not real then,” Jack said. 
 
    Steve let go of him by throwing him down and Jack’s back hit the coffee table hard enough that he yelped in pain. “Oh, I’m not real, huh? Yeah, that would be really fucking convenient for you, wouldn’t it? What am I then? A figment of your Swiss cheese brain? Your imaginary friend? That’s it, I’m your imaginary friend, right Jack? Like that Tyler Durden dude. Except I remember him kicking the holy fuck out of that guy. So sure, I’ll bite. I’m your imaginary friend. And I’m about to kill you.” 
 
    “What are you going to do, Steve?” Jack asked. He didn’t care; either way he would be dead. But he wasn’t one of Steve’s girls. He mattered to Steve in ways they did not. If he could get him talking and keep him talking, maybe Shane would come back. 
 
    If he didn’t, Shane was going to come home and find Jack dead. Perhaps Steve would even still be there waiting for him. 
 
    “You going to strangle me like you do the girls?” Jack asked. 
 
    Steve laughed. “Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” he said. He dropped into a crouch on his heels before Jack and lowered his voice intimately. “Like one of my girls. Oh yeah, you’d like that. You think I don’t know you got yourself a big old gay-ass crush on me, Jack? You think I didn’t always know that? I bet you’d love that.” 
 
    “No,” Jack said. 
 
    “Sure you would,” Steve said. He was taunting him, but his voice was low and almost lewd. “I’d make it good for you, too, Jack. Wrap my hands around that soft white throat of yours and squeeze and squeeze and squeeze…” 
 
    Jack pushed himself up using the sofa to hold onto and Steve grabbed him and started to shove him back down. Jack kicked out and got him hard in the shin. Steve cursed and threw him down on the sofa. 
 
    “I ain’t into faggoty little pieces of shit like you, Jack,” Steve said, growling it through his teeth. “You don’t want to believe that, that’s fine. No, I’m not going to choke you. I’m going to cut you open like a fish. Like an animal. I got this knife here and it’s real sharp. I think I’ll leave you right here on this table for your big brother to find when he gets back from where the fuck ever he stomped off to.” 
 
    He grabbed the front of Jack’s shirt, twisted a fistful of the material in his hand and jerked him to his feet. Jack pulled at his fingers uselessly, trying to free himself, but he could feel Steve’s breath inches from his face. The image in his mind as he struggled with him was of his body lying like a messy autopsy on the table for Shane to find. Shane was stable now, more or less; he had his shit together in a way Jack could not claim to and he would be okay, they would figure things out together and Shane would be fine, but if he came back and found Jack like that, he wouldn’t be. He would never be the same. His mind would splinter like fine china. 
 
    Jack screamed in Steve’s face and brought his hands up, turned his fingers into claws and went for his eyes. He felt when his fingers popped through the sockets and Steve’s scream was loud and high; the indignant shriek of a kettle. Steve still had the knife in his hand and he blindly lashed out with it and cut Jack, but the blade skittered away as he flailed. Jack felt the knife slice open his arm, but he didn’t let go. Still, Steve was bigger than him and Jack had caught him by surprise and he was regaining his balance and control.  
 
    He punched Jack and Jack fell. His hands hit beer bottles and the ashtray on the coffee table, his body knocked everything on the floor as he landed on it. Then Steve was on him. He hooked an arm around Jack’s neck and straddled him. Panting, cursing and gasping, Steve tightened his arm around his throat and in the curve of his elbow, Jack began to choke.  
 
    Somewhere a screen door slammed. Then Steve was gone and Jack fell forward onto the table, gulping air and shivering. Steve screamed and cursed, but what he said was drowned out by the savage snarls of a dog: Hank.  
 
    “Shane!” Jack screamed. “Shane! Help me!” 
 
    Hank yelped and Jack climbed off the table and started to run just as Steve came at him again. He didn’t play with him anymore, now he meant business. He buried the blade of his knife an inch into the top of the coffee table. 
 
    “Come back here, you little fucker!” Steve shouted. 
 
    Jack ran. He was blind in more ways than just his sight now though. He didn’t know where he was going or which direction he was going. He was disoriented and felt with his hands out before him to avoid slamming into the walls. Then he hit something and cried out in surprise. It was solid and warm and it grabbed him and Jack started to scream for help again. 
 
    “Jack!” Shane shouted in his face. 
 
    Jack froze, relief so powerful that it nearly took him to the floor washing over him. “Oh, God, Shane. It’s Steve. Hank—He got Hank. Hank got him. You have to—” 
 
    Shane turned him and pushed him down into a chair. Jack felt of it and realized where he was: it was the antique wingback chair at the end of the hallway. 
 
    “Stay here,” Shane said. 
 
    “But Shane—” 
 
    “No, you fucking stay, Jack,” Shane snapped. 
 
    Then he was gone and Jack stayed. He listened to Hank snarl and growl and yelp and he stayed. He listened to Steve curse and something go crashing and he stayed. He listened to the heavy thumping impact of meat hitting meat, of punches and grunting and he stayed. Then Shane cried out and Jack couldn’t stay anymore. He got up and pictured the path down the hallway, through the kitchen, the entryway into the living room in his mind and felt along the walls as he went.  
 
    Another crash and glass breaking and Jack paused to listen. There was silence and Jack felt along the wall and stopped in the doorway. “Shane?” he called softly. 
 
    He didn’t know what he was going to do if it was not Shane who answered. Shane didn’t answer, but neither did Steve. Jack could hear his own breath like the wheezing of a bellows in his ears and little else. Maybe they had killed each other, he thought, and wondered if that was possible. 
 
    “Shane?” he called again, a little louder. There was no answer, but Hank whined and came to him, nuzzled his outstretched hand. He brought the strong blood scent of sweaty pennies with him. “Oh, God. Oh, God,” Jack whispered. “Shane? Answer me, Shane, damn you. Don’t you be fucking dead. Don’t you dare be dead. Shane?” 
 
    “Jack,” Shane said. He touched Jack’s arm and Jack flinched. “Sorry, it’s me.” 
 
    Jack took his hand and Shane was shaking. It was a vibrating sort of tremble that came from an abundance of adrenaline as much as because of what had happened. He smelled like blood too, but before Jack could say anything about it or touch him to check for wounds, Shane took his hand back and stalked away from him. Something crashed as he kicked it out of his way. 
 
    “That motherfucker,” Shane muttered. Then he screamed, “Motherfucker!” 
 
    Jack jumped. Shane was a quiet man and Jack was used to his silences and his quiet way of being. He knew that Shane had rage in him, but he had never seen it. Shane paced a little, cursing, but Jack listened and he didn’t hear anyone else. He didn’t hear Steve. Steve would not lay silent while someone hurled abuse at him and called him a motherfucker. 
 
    “Shane, what happened?” Jack asked. 
 
    “That fucking asshole tried to kill you!” Shane shouted. He was angry and confused by the question, which only seemed to make him angrier. 
 
    Jack nodded. “I mean… where is he?” 
 
    Shane kicked something and it made a thick thump as his boot collided with it. “Right here. Fucker’s dead. Hank got his teeth in him and I got his knife away from him and I… Oh, Jesus, I fucking killed him, Jack. What the fuck are we going to do?” 
 
    “Come here,” Jack said. 
 
    He held out a hand in the direction of Shane’s voice, but Shane didn’t come to him. “Motherfucker stabbed my dog!” Shane kicked Steve’s body again. 
 
    “Shane!” Jack shouted to be heard over Shane’s own voice and his rage. “Is Hank okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s fine,” Shane said. “Licking his wounds.” 
 
    Hank had wandered away from Jack after nuzzling his hand and at Shane’s angry declaration, he had worried that the dog had gone off to die. He was glad that wasn’t the case. 
 
    “Shane, come here,” he said. Again he held out his hand, but again Shane didn’t listen. Jack moved away from the doorway himself, careful not to trip over anything broken or thrown down in his path. When he reached him, Shane tensed and started to jerk away from him, only to relax. Jack had to calm him down or he was going to keep kicking Steve’s corpse or start putting holes in the wall. “Do you know whales migrate to Canada every year to mate and wave their giant penises around in the air?” he asked. 
 
    “What?” Shane asked distractedly. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Imagine it; five hundred giant whale penises flopping around in the ocean at the same time. Like some kind of giant, horny tentacle monster.” That didn’t get much reaction out of Shane and Jack could feel him getting restless again. “Did I ever tell you about sexy housebreaking Jesus?” 
 
    That got Shane’s attention. “About what?” 
 
    Jack lightly ran his hands up Shane’s arms, trying to soothe the tension out of him. “Yeah, you remember that painting Mama had over the bed? Every place we lived, she hung that fucking painting over the bed.” 
 
    Shane sounded amused as he said, “Yeah, I remember.” He sighed. “Jack, what the fuck are we going to do about the body?” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” Jack said. He took Shane’s hand and led him out of the living room. “First, let me tell you. You’ll like the story. It’s funny.” 
 
    Shane allowed himself to be led through the house and down the hallway to his bedroom. And Jack told him about sexy housebreaking Jesus and they laughed. There were bad memories mixed in there, too, but even though they were aware of them, they skirted around them and they forgot about Steve for a while. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Early in the morning before the sun came up, they took Steve’s body out to a swamp about a mile and a half from the house and put it in the water. Shane wrapped it in an old bed sheet, tied it up with rope and weighed it down with a couple cinderblocks, then pushed it out into the swamp. Jack waited for him in the truck with Hank. 
 
    Phineas had told him where they should dump the body. No one would ever find it there, he said. The animals would get to it first, he said. Besides, no one was looking for Steve Walker and no one would care that he was gone. 
 
    Shane got back in the truck and just sat there for a few minutes without starting it. Finally he asked, “How did you even know this place was out here?” 
 
    Jack tried to think of a lie that Shane would believe, but in the end, he went with the truth. “I didn’t. Phineas told me about it and Phineas doesn’t lie.” They sat there for a little while longer and Jack asked, “How did you know to come back? Were you already coming back or did you hear me or…?” 
 
    “Hank. He must have heard and went running home and I went after him,” Shane said. “Guess he heard you and it’s a good thing, too.” 
 
    “He heard me is what he heard,” Phineas whispered in Jack’s ear. “Now don’t ever say I never did anything for you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jack said. 
 
    Shane assumed he was speaking to him and said, a little ironically, “Sure, Jack. Any time.” 
 
    “Shane, I’m sorry,” Jack said. “I thought he was dead. I really did. I didn’t mean to bring him here and—” 
 
    Shane reached out and touched Jack’s head, let his fingers lightly comb through his hair. “It’s okay, Jack. Some dogs, there ain’t anything you can do but put them down. I figure there’s some people like that, too.” 
 
    “Like Steve,” Jack said. 
 
    “Yeah.” Shane started the truck and twisted around to look out the back window as he backed it back onto the dirt road. “Got a hell of a fucking mess back at the house to clean up. I’m thinking we leave it for tomorrow.” 
 
    “I think that’s a good idea,” Jack said. “Except for the blood. Blood dries, it won’t ever come out.” 
 
    “We’ll throw a rug over it if it’s a problem then,” Shane said. The truck jolted as they returned to the main road. Shane put it in drive and they went home. 
 
    Jack kept waiting for the grief to hit him about Steve like it had the first time when he only thought he was dead. It didn’t and he wasn’t sure what to think of that. Was it messed up that he couldn’t feel bad about it? Or was not feeling bad about it the right reaction? He rather thought it might be the latter. Steve hadn’t been a good guy, not even to Jack when all was said and done. Some time away from him among genuinely decent people had shifted his perspective and he saw Steve as he really had been. He saw himself more clearly, too; Jack Handy and Jack Donovan. Steve had earned his death a hundred times over and Jack mourned a little, but not for him. He mourned for the dead girls he’d once envied and for Shane who’d had to put him down. 
 
    They didn’t get to bed that night until the sun was coming up and it was technically—and officially—morning. Shane called Chris and told him he wouldn’t be in that day, he had a personal emergency. Chris would open the shop at the regular time, but they only had to stay until one. After one o’clock they could close up early and go home. Jack listened to him talking on the phone while he closed the drapes around his windows to block out the light and climbed into bed, all the time very carefully not thinking about Steve chasing him down the hallway and catching him because he’d forgotten in his panic that he’d closed the door. He listened to Shane’s voice, heard him laugh and heard it cut off when Shane realized he was doing it. 
 
    Jack lay there, sure that he wouldn’t be able to sleep, and fell asleep. 
 
    In his dreams he wasn’t blind. He was alone and there was a knock at the door. Jack got up, moving slowly and inexorably to the door the way you do in dreams when you want to run the other way and can’t. It was Phineas. It would be Phineas. Perhaps Phineas would be the little boy in his Halloween best; his clothes clean, his makeup fresh, his pillowcase spotted with blood and open to receive his treat. Or he would be Jack’s old friend the clown; the black in his clothes faded, the white dingy and grey with age, cheap cloth frayed, makeup flaked, wig home to nesting spiders. It didn’t matter what face he wore, his eyes were always the same. An impossible, glowing shade of chartreuse green. He was Jack’s salvation and his damnation. He hated him and he was afraid of him and he didn’t think he could live without him. 
 
    His hand reached for the doorknob and Jack stared at it. His skin was pale, there was a mole, flat and dark like chocolate—like cancer—on the back of his right hand below his thumb. He watched his fingers close around the doorknob and screamed at himself not to open it even as he turned the knob and opened it. 
 
    It wasn’t Phineas, it was Steve. Steve with his gold brown hair and his faded denim blue eyes and Jack realized he should have known all along that it would be Steve. It only made sense. 
 
    Jack screamed, “No!” and tried to slam the door closed, but Steve’s hand was there to stop him. He pushed at the door, desperate to close it and lock him out. If he could just get it closed, there was a bolt lock and all he had to do was twist it to the side and Steve would never get in. He tried, he pushed with everything he had, but the door wouldn’t budge. Then Steve’s fingers came around the edge of the door. They stretched, grew longer and inhuman until talons popped through the skin, gleaming with blood like razorblades. Jack looked on in horror and realized that Steve wasn’t human at all. He had never been human. He was a monster wearing a man-skin. 
 
    Why hadn’t he seen it before? It was so obvious. 
 
    One of Steve’s finger-talons reached him and sliced open Jack’s arm. He screamed and backed away from the door as it began to splinter inward. 
 
    “Jack, wake up!” 
 
    Jack snapped awake to find himself in Shane’s arms being shaken. Shane had his hands around his upper arms and had pulled him upright in bed to shake him awake and he didn’t immediately stop when Jack opened his eyes. Jack finally had to shout his name. 
 
    “Shane! I’m awake, stop it.” 
 
    Shane stopped shaking him and let him go like his skin had turned burning hot. “Sorry, but fuck. You scared me to death, Jack.” 
 
    “I was dreaming,” Jack said. He scooted back on the bed to sit with his back to the headboard. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Who gives a shit?” Shane said. Then he sighed and said, “It’s about noon.” 
 
    Jack yawned. “Did you sleep?” 
 
    “A little bit,” Shane said. “I might have slept more if you hadn’t started screaming like that. What the fuck was that about?” 
 
    “Steve,” Jack said. 
 
    “Oh,” Shane said. “I suppose that’s a dumb question.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Jack said. “Shane?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Are you still mad at me?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess not. It seems kind of… stupid now.” 
 
    “Okay. Shane?” 
 
    “What, Jack?” 
 
    “Will you stay with me?” 
 
    “Jack…” 
 
    “No, not for… not for that. For… just because… I don’t want to be alone. That’s all. Maybe we can, um… Could you read to me?” 
 
    “Seriously?” Shane laughed a little. “You do remember I have dyslexia, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but you graduated, didn’t you?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Barely,” Shane said. “Fine. What about… the newspaper?” 
 
    “Sure,” Jack said. 
 
    Shane left for a little while to get the paper and when he returned he went around to the other side of the bed and crawled up beside Jack to sit against the headboard. He cleared his throat and started reading. There had been a car accident just outside of town the previous Monday. A woman described as “a mother of two” had been killed instantly when a truck ran a stop sign. The owner of a bar in town called Sweeny’s was being sued because some guy had gotten drunk, got behind the wheel and run over a kid walking on the side of the road. The guy had not drank enough at Sweeny’s to be that drunk, but Sweeny’s had been the last place to serve him, so mom and dad were suing. Crawdaddy’s was offering 50% off on the buffet between five o’clock and six o’clock Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. Jack expressed a desire to go and Shane agreed to take him for Christmas Eve; so he wouldn’t have to worry about cooking anything, Jack suspected. They were already going to Grandma Chloe’s for Christmas Day. 
 
    It was the sound of Shane’s voice and his presence there with him more than what he was reading that mattered to Jack. Shane was relaxed. He wasn’t thinking about the things that had been bothering him, about their fights or about Steve, he was just there with Jack and Jack relaxed himself as he read to him. He rested his head on Shane’s arm and Shane didn’t shrug him off or become tense. That was worth everything. 
 
    Jack yawned some more and slid down on the bed to lie beside Shane, still listening to him read, but drifting toward sleep again. He thought of it as a first step and that warmed him with pleasure. Perhaps he hadn’t ruined everything. Perhaps they would find a way to mesh what they were now with what they had always been and be happy. Could they be lovers and still find a way to go on being brothers? Shane loved him still; that had never been in doubt. He didn’t love Jack the way he had loved him when they were kids though. The same was true for Jack, but where they went from here had to be Shane’s choice. 
 
    Shane wanted him. Jack had allowed him to have him and made it clear that he could have him indefinitely if that was his wish. Shane was just screwed up enough that, even if Jack had not been his brother, that might have been all the reason he needed to determine he couldn’t have it all. How long had it been since Shane had had a girlfriend or boyfriend or anyone he dared to love like that?  
 
    A long time, Jack would bet. Maybe never. With Jack, he couldn’t separate the sex from the love like he could have done if Jack had been a stranger or just a friend. That was part of the problem. 
 
    They could stop; that was always an option. They could make a pact; they could forget it and swear to never do it again. They might even mean it. But Jack knew even if Shane didn’t that it would never work. It would put stress on them and their relationship, it would create tension and maybe one day even resentment, and in the end they were likely to fail anyway because it had happened once and that hadn’t been enough. 
 
    After Steve was gone, they both put him out of their minds. It was a lot easier to forget about Steve than it was to forget about what they had done together. Shane tried to forget it and he didn’t swear to it aloud, but he had promised himself that it wouldn’t happen again. Jack knew it because he was different. He was a little distant, a little tense, he had a tendency to snap at him over nothing and he didn’t laugh anymore. Shane had never laughed very much anyway, but Jack had been able to make him laugh and he missed the way Shane’s voice got a little deeper when he was trying not to smile. If Shane kept it up too much longer, he was either going to explode or Jack was.  
 
    There were moments when Shane was almost himself again and that hurt the worst. Jack had told him that if Shane couldn’t let it go, he would have to leave, but he stayed and he was sure he stayed just because of those moments. 
 
    Christmas came and went and it wasn’t as joyful as Jack had wanted it to be. His first real Christmas in a place he could call home without any irony at all, with people he shared blood and history with, who he really loved and didn’t have to fake it. But there was that big ugly elephant in the room ruining everything. A monster so heavy that Jack sometimes felt like he was being crushed beneath it and surely Shane had to feel the same. The colossal weight was made up of touches they regretted and could not make themselves regret, of memories and secrets and lost chances and endless days and nights of waiting and waiting and waiting… 
 
    They pretended to be happy and smiled for Grandma Chloe’s sake, but their hearts weren’t in it and Jack suspected the old woman knew it. 
 
    That night, after dinner with their grandmother was over and they had exchanged gifts and said goodnight, they got in the truck and Shane drove them around the residential neighborhoods in White Castle to look at the Christmas lights. Jack couldn’t see them, except for the indistinct glowing colors passing by, but Shane described them to him and, as Phineas had remarked, he had a talent for painting pictures with words. In another life, he might have told stories for a living as a teacher or a writer or even as a father. Sitting there with him, belly full of turkey and stuffing, listening to Shane’s voice as he brought to life lawns decorated with blow-up Santas and snowmen, reindeer made of tiny lights and porches lit up with color, Jack was as close to happy as he had been all day. 
 
    When they got home, Jack went ahead of Shane into the house. He heard his steps behind him and turned to tell him he was tired and going to bed, but the words never left his tongue. Shane was closer than he had expected and when Jack turned around, Shane cupped his face in his hands and kissed him. Jack was so surprised by the kiss that he opened his mouth on a gasp and Shane’s tongue was there, slipping inside like the hand of a thief. Jack was confused, but his body wasn’t. Kissing still threw him for a loop sometimes and he still hadn’t quite mastered the art, but he knew sex and kissing the way Shane kissed him was nothing if not body language inviting and asking for sex. While he was still trying to make sense of it, Jack responded to it and kissed him back. 
 
    Shane made a sound in his throat, part denial, part frustrated arousal. It escaped as a low growl that vibrated along their tongues and made Jack’s lips tingle. He pressed against Shane and Shane pulled him closer, his hands moving from Jack’s face into his hair as he backed him through the kitchen to the nearest wall. His hands were big and hard with calluses, but he was careful and gentle with his touches and Jack braced himself for the impact of his back against the wall, but it never came. Shane backed him up to it and pressed against him, but he didn’t throw him against it. He held him there and kissed him breathless, lingering over it for all the world like he intended to go on doing that and only that forever.  
 
    Jack slipped his hands under Shane’s loose sweater and for a moment he knew what was happening and what was going to happen and in another moment he would have had that sweater off of him and thrown it to the floor. But Shane stopped him and broke away, cursing. Like the kiss, Shane’s sudden withdrawal surprised him and left Jack floundering and stunned. His heart was pounding, his breath was ragged, he could still feel Shane’s warmth and the weight of his body against him. The physical impression of him was still on Jack’s body, the taste of him still on his tongue when the cold air of his absence hit him like a slap.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Shane said. He sounded both angry and desperate for Jack to understand and forgive him. “I’m sorry, Jack. Jesus, I can’t believe I… I don’t know what I was… Fuck. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Jack’s first reaction was anger. He was frustrated, too. He was just as tightly wound as Shane, but he hadn’t kissed him. He hadn’t started anything he wasn’t prepared to finish. He had left him alone because that was what he said he wanted. 
 
    But he put his anger aside because it wasn’t fair. He took a deep breath, ran the back of his hand over his mouth and let it out on a sigh. “All right,” he said.  
 
    “Jack, I’m sorry,” Shane said again. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Jack said. He stood away from the wall and felt along it. His fingers encountered the light switch just inside the kitchen door. He knew where he was then and turned to leave. “It’s okay, Shane. I’m going to bed though. Goodnight.” 
 
    “Goddamn it,” Shane said. “Jack…” Jack paused, waiting for him to say more, but Shane didn’t. He sighed and just said, “Goodnight, Jack.” 
 
    Jack lay in bed listening to Shane walk through the house. He talked to the dog, he drank. When his walking became unsteady and his voice sometimes got louder, Jack became less certain that it was the dog he was talking to after all. It broke his heart to think that he might have infected Shane with his madness. With everything else Jack had put him through, adding Phineas to the mix seemed cruel, but if Shane was talking to the clown, it was already too late. 
 
    Tears spilled over and ran down Jack’s cheeks into his hair. He wiped them away and rolled onto his side, his back to the door, and tried to tell himself it was impossible. He fell asleep still not believing it. 
 
    He woke several hours later, not knowing if it was morning or still night, and lay there in the dark behind his blind eyes listening for the thing that had awakened him. For a long time there was nothing and he started to think he had come awake naturally. Then Shane said his name. He said it hesitantly and so softly it might have been mistaken for a sigh by ears that were not as sensitive to sound as Jack’s had become. Jack could have pretended to think it was a sigh or that he was still asleep and Shane would never have known otherwise.  
 
    Jack sat up and felt along the cold side of his mattress until his fingers found the nightstand and the lamp. He turned it on and the sudden light made him wince. “Shane?” 
 
    His only answer was the sound of Shane’s deep indrawn breath and the whisper of fabric against the open bedroom door as he either took a step out of the room or another one in. Jack tilted his head, listening for him, but when he didn’t hear him either retreating or drawing nearer, Jack threw off the covers and got out of the bed.  
 
    “Jack,” Shane said. It wasn’t as soft as before, not as hesitant; there was a warning in his voice.  
 
    Jack ignored it and walked toward the sound of his voice. He heard it then; the creak of retreating footsteps on the old wood floor. His hand shot out and he snatched the sleeve of Shane’s shirt and held him there. “I will not chase you,” he said. “Even if I wanted to, try to imagine how stupid that would look. Come here.” 
 
    “No, Jack,” Shane said. He tried to remove Jack’s fingers from his shirtsleeve but Jack tightened his grip and pulled, dragging him a step closer. “Jack—” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” Jack demanded. “If you didn’t want me, I could handle that. I would understand. But you do or you wouldn’t do this shit.” 
 
    “Jack, it’s not—” 
 
    “Stop it.” 
 
    They stood there without speaking for a minute, listening to their breath, their heartbeats, the sound of the wind outside howling beneath the roof. It was tension that had to break or become painful. Jack stepped toward him and Shane didn’t back away from him. Jack wished like hell that he could see him. It was almost impossible to read his body language and know his intent when he couldn’t. 
 
    Another step and Jack could feel the heat of Shane’s body. Another and he felt it against his own. “You can have everything you want,” he said. He waited for Shane to bolt, but he just shivered. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “It’s wrong,” Shane said. His voice was raspy and strained like it hurt him to speak. Like he had been screaming not too long ago. “It’s—” 
 
    “Who cares?” Jack said. “In our whole lives, we… That one thing—this one thing—Who the fuck cares, Shane?” 
 
    Shane jerked his arm and for an instant Jack thought he was making another attempt to pull free, but he wasn’t. He grabbed Jack’s wrist and pulled him against him. Though he had invited it, Jack wasn’t ready for it or for the ferocity of Shane’s desire when he finally let go and gave in to it.  
 
    Shane bit his mouth, licked it, all the while tugging at Jack’s clothes and pressing him back against the edge of the doorway until the latch of the door dug in enough that Jack made a sound of pain and pushed against him. Jack half expected that to be the end of it then and there, for Shane to mistake his protest for rejection, but Shane didn’t. He turned them and backed Jack into the bedroom to the soft bed and sank down on it with him. 
 
    Shane stripped the rest of Jack’s clothes off then stripped him down to a raw, painfully aroused jangle of nerves with his mouth and his hands and the warm weight and touch of his body before he finally thrust inside of him. Jack wanted him so badly by then that the slight pain of that initial penetration was nothing to him. He arched to meet him and tasted the sweat on Shane’s skin when he pressed his mouth to his shoulder to muffle a shout.  
 
    Once they stepped over that line again, it was a fierce and violent clash. They were greedy about it and did not make gentle love or fall to the bed exhausted and sated after a single time. They grabbed at each other and rolled across the bed, sweat sticking to their flesh and to the cotton sheets, demanding and encouraging, hardly a word passing between them until they were panting and trembling with exhaustion. 
 
    Jack rode him at the last, slowly, his muscles burning and quaking with exertion, skin wet with sweat and shining in the light from the single lamp, hair black and slicked back from Shane’s fingers combing through it, every breath a gasp. Shane watched him and held his hips as he rocked. He sat up to kiss him, but Jack couldn’t see him and wasn’t aware he was trying, so he had to touch a hand to the back of his neck to pull him down.  
 
    Instead of the kiss he intended, Shane said, “I love you, you know.” 
 
    Jack’s lips slowly curved up in a smile. “Yes,” he said.  
 
    “No, Jack,” Shane said. “I don’t think you… I love you.” 
 
    I am in love with you. 
 
    Jack’s smile widened and he pressed his lips softly to Shane’s cheek, missing his mouth by a couple of inches. “I know,” he said. “Me, too.” 
 
    Shane slept there that night and the next night he climbed into bed with Jack without asking for permission and neither of them said anything about it. Shane still fought with himself about it, but he was gradually coming to accept it and in the meantime he had stopped pretending it wasn’t happening or that it was something he could just stop doing.  
 
    Jack got used to having him in the bed beside him pretty quickly. At first it was strange having half of his bed full with someone else. Jack had slept in some strange places in his life; in small beds, beds with springs poking through the mattress, on cots, in chairs, on floors, and he had had sex with a lot of men, most of them bigger, taller and heavier than he was like Shane, but he had never had a reason to get into the habit of sharing a bed with anyone. Even Zane hadn’t asked him for that. But once he did get used to it, he noticed right away when Shane wasn’t there. 
 
    Most of the time, all he had to do was call to him and Shane would return, climb back into bed and tell him he had gone for a piss or to get a drink of water or to see what Hank was scratching at the door for. He always had a reason. There were other times when no matter how many times or how loudly he called Shane’s name, he didn’t hear him.  
 
    When that happened, Jack would get up and go find him. He was usually in the living room sitting in the dark muttering to himself or in the kitchen looking out at the back yard through the window over the sink, muttering or out on the porch with Hank, muttering. Jack never heard Phineas around wherever he found him, but he didn’t really believe Shane was spending all of that time talking to himself. 
 
    Then at the end of February, on a Sunday when the shop was closed, Shane came to find him. Jack was in his room listening to a book on an audio CD he’d gotten from the library. It was The Count of Monte Cristo by Alexandre Dumas and Jack had never heard of it, but he liked the sweet little old librarian and she had assured him that he would love it. “Love” was a bit strong, but he liked it well enough. Edmond Dantès was still trying to escape from his horrible prison when Jack was interrupted by the sound of Shane’s voice in the kitchen.  
 
    He had gone out to the grocery store an hour earlier. It sounded like he had someone with him and Jack didn’t think anything of it. It was probably Chris or Mark or Tracy. 
 
    Shane knocked on the door before he walked in. It was still Jack’s room, not their room, and he hadn’t gotten over the habit. “Hey, I picked up Chinese food for dinner,” he said. 
 
    Jack got up and went to the dresser at the end of the bed where his stereo was to turn off the CD. “Okay. Did you get eggrolls?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did… Jack?” 
 
    He sounded agitated and for no reason he could put his finger on, Jack felt his stomach plunge like he was being dropped in an elevator. “What?” he asked.  
 
    “Who the fuck is that weirdo in the kitchen?” Shane asked.  
 
    Jack ran his tongue over his lips. His heart was pounding so hard and fast it made the back of his throat itch. “What weirdo?” 
 
    “Some guy in a freaky clown costume. He wouldn’t talk to me, either; just wiggled his fingers at me like a creeper. It’s way too early for any carnivals or fairs, so why the outfit?” 
 
    “Oh,” Jack said. He felt like he’d been punched really hard in the gut, but his voice came out sounding eerily calm. “He always looks like that. You get used to it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    If you have the time, please leave an honest review of this book for the author. Thank you. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Keep reading for a sneak peek at J.L. Aarne’s novel  
 
    Mercy 
 
    A kid commits suicide as a direct result of bullying once every half-hour.  
 
    This is something that Mercy Hartwell knows, but it doesn’t impact her life until her brother, Corey nearly becomes a statistic.  
 
    On a Monday morning in small town Iowa, a harmless school assembly about bullying takes an unexpected turn and becomes a hostage situation. With a captive audience and a small arsenal, Mercy and her friends conduct a trial with themselves as judges, jury and executioners. They’re willing to risk everything for their one chance at vengeance. In their courtroom, anyone can accuse anyone of anything as long as they’re willing to tell their horrible story in front of the class.  
 
    The only verdict is guilty. 
 
    The only punishment is death.  
 
    Those who survive will have a whole new reason to hate Mondays.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The woman who wanted to write a book about Mercy didn’t say anything to her while she set up her equipment on the table. Her equipment consisted of a notebook, two pens—one red and one black—and a digital recorder. She was tidy and blonde, her hair smooth and perfect, her dress casual but still professional, her purse more of a satchel for carrying her writing materials, but there was almost certainly a compact with a mirror in there somewhere for emergency touchups. She lined up the notebook perfectly with the edge of the table before she sat down and finally looked Mercy in the eye.  
 
    “Hello, Miss Hartwell,” she said. “My name is Grace Goode. How are you today?” 
 
    Mercy smiled and stretched in her uncomfortable chair like a cat. Like she was bored already. She wasn’t, of course. She was reading the woman across from her, calculating her real value against her perceived value and taking her measure. 
 
    Grace Goode was a true crime novelist and an acquaintance of Mercy’s therapist, Dr. Darcy, but that wasn’t the most interesting thing about her. She had been trying for nearly a year, as long as Mercy had been committed to the hospital, to speak with her, but had been refused at every turn. She was persistent though and a few days ago Mercy had instructed her lawyer to find a way to make it happen. She would speak with Miss Grace Goode, who wanted to write a book about her so badly that she was still trying a year later. Grace believed that she had piqued Mercy’s interest with her determination and refusal to quit, but she was wrong. That wasn’t the most interesting thing about her either. 
 
    Grace cleared her throat and shifted uncomfortably in her seat when Mercy said nothing and continued to stare at her. She crossed her legs and tucked them beneath her chair.  
 
    She was the same height and build as Mercy, give or take a few soft pounds and an inch or two. Her hair was a couple of shades lighter and she had freckles, but at a glance, they might have been sisters. Or the same person. 
 
    Mercy raised a hand, gesturing to the tall, dark haired man standing behind her next to the door that would take her back to her room when they were finished. “This is Adam,” she said. “Adam’s my orderly.” 
 
    “Your orderly?” Grace asked, glancing at Adam.  
 
    “He takes me places,” Mercy said. “Mostly between my room and Dr. Darcy’s office. Apparently I’m dangerous. I guess he’s here to make sure I don’t kill you.” 
 
    Grace stared at her, unsure what to say. “Oh, well…” she said. “Well, hello, Adam.” 
 
    Adam nodded. “Ma’am.” 
 
    “Did you know, someone bought my hoodie on the internet yesterday for two thousand dollars?” Mercy asked. “The one with the man’s head turning into a flock of butterflies on it? I bought it for forty bucks when it was new, but now it comes with a certificate of authenticity. What do they call that in the art world, Adam?” 
 
    “Provenance, I think,” Adam said. 
 
    “Right. So now my sweatshirt has provenance like a painting by Van Gough. Probably has the blood work they did on it right there, signed by whoever tested it.” Mercy rolled her head on her shoulders and her neck popped with a satisfying crunch. “Adam’s father has an art collection,” she explained, though Grace didn’t ask. 
 
    “Um. That’s very interesting,” Grace said. “So, Miss Hartwell, I’m surprised you finally agreed to speak with me. If you don’t mind me asking, why?” 
 
    “Why not?” Mercy said. She gestured with one hand at the room, empty except for the table and the chairs they were sitting in. “I get bored like everyone else. More, so I’m told.” 
 
    “Because of your mental condition?” Grace asked.  
 
    “My IQ. It’s best if I keep my mind active,” Mercy said. She was not bragging, she was stating a fact. A fact which Grace Goode could check on later if she wanted to. “Though I suppose that would technically qualify as a mental condition.” 
 
    “They tell me you’re a psychopath,” Grace said. “Is that true? What do you think about that?” 
 
    “I think that they always have to come up with something to separate us from the rest of you. Wouldn’t want to go making people think that there is no significant difference between all of you and me or there might be an uproar. So I have to have Asperger’s or psychopathy or OCD or hell, PMS, just so there’s something. What should I think about that, Miss Goode? Hmm? What would sound good for your book?” 
 
    Grace looked surprised. Mercy was pretty sure it was an affectation. 
 
    “You are writing a book, aren’t you?” she asked. “I read the one Weston Brink wrote. I hear he made a bundle. New York Times bestseller. Rave reviews. Ellen, Jimmy Fallon, Jon Stewart, that book club thing on PBS… all the bells and whistles. Except—” 
 
    “Except you wouldn’t speak to him,” Grace said. There was a note of pride in her voice that made Mercy grin. 
 
    “Oh, I spoke to him,” Mercy said. “I just didn’t say anything he wanted to hear. Nothing quotable, I suppose.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I hope that is not going to be the case today,” Grace said. “I hope that very much.” 
 
    Mercy sat forward, put her elbows on the table and steepled her fingers before her mouth. “I’m sure you do,” she said. “So, here’s what we’ll do, hmm? Let’s you and I make a deal, Miss Goode.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m allowed to do anything like that,” Grace said nervously. She glanced again at Adam for some kind of confirmation, but he wasn’t paying attention to them at all. He was picking at a hangnail. “It took me a long time to get this interview.” 
 
    “I know,” Mercy said. “And you want it very badly, right? You want me to tell you the story that everyone wants to know because most of it’s still speculation and hearsay and it’s all so confusing and contradictory, my my. If I would talk to you—or my brother would—you could rub that in Mr. Brink’s smug asshole face. His book would be a flaming sack of dog shit. Copies might be yanked from bookstore shelves and returned to the publisher to be mulched and yours would take its place. Isn’t that what you want from me?” 
 
    Grace nodded. There was a light in her eyes, an excitement that came, not only from thinking about it, but from the possibility that Mercy Hartwell herself was ready to help her make it happen. “Yes,” she said.  
 
    “Then it’s only fair, isn’t it?” Mercy asked. “I give you what you want and you in turn give me something that I want.” 
 
    “What?” Grace asked.  
 
    “Something that I will name after I tell you what happened that day.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay,” Mercy repeated, satisfied. “You heard her, Adam?” 
 
    “I heard her,” Adam said.  
 
    “Weston Brink’s book is called The Monday Massacre,” Grace said. 
 
    “A dull, if apt, title,” Mercy said.  
 
    “He doesn’t paint you in a very sympathetic or favorable light,” Grace said.  
 
    “Why would he?” 
 
    “There’s a rumor that you… that you were rude to him. That you scared him when he came to see you.” 
 
    “Is there?” 
 
    “How accurate would you say his account of things is?” 
 
    “As accurate as you can expect from someone who wasn’t there, writing from the accounts of officers who also were not there, or from the accounts of victims and witnesses who were… well, rather hysterical at the time, and for some time after. It’s biased, but most books like that are.” 
 
    “So, not very?” 
 
    “Asked and answered, Miss Goode. What is your point?” 
 
    “He depicts you as… well, as a villain.” 
 
    Mercy laughed. “Do you believe that I’m under some sort of delusion that I’m not the villain of this particular story?” 
 
    “I think many people—people your age especially—would see themselves as some kind of hero,” Grace said.  
 
    “We didn’t set out to be heroes,” Mercy said. “That wasn’t the point.” 
 
    “And yet, many young people regard you that way today,” Grace said.  
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “Don’t you think that might be kind of dangerous?” 
 
    “Dangerous for whom?” 
 
    “I see,” Grace said. She wrote something down in her notebook.  
 
    Mercy waited and didn’t bother to try to read it.  
 
    Still writing, Grace asked, “Are you aware of Michael Garrett’s case?” 
 
    Michael Garrett was a sixteen year old boy from Texas who was being tried as an adult for doing something very similar to what Mercy had done. He and two of his friends, one of whom had been shot and killed when officers tried to arrest them, had attempted to take over their school a week after Mercy was arrested. Mercy was fairly certain that she wasn’t supposed to know about Michael Garrett, just like she wasn’t supposed to know that someone had bid two thousand dollars on her bloodstained hoodie, but she did.  
 
    Such knowledge likely fell into Dr. Darcy’s catalogue of things that would disturb or upset the patient. It amused her to think so anyway. 
 
    “I’ve heard of it,” she said. “Why?” 
 
    “They say that he and his friends followed your example,” Grace said. She put down her pen and regarded Mercy over the table. “They were copying you.” 
 
    “Probably. Isn’t that the way it usually works?” Mercy said.  
 
    “They also say that he might be executed for it,” Grace said. “He and his friends killed six people. He will be the first minor on death row in… maybe as much as seventy years.” 
 
    “Well,” Mercy said thoughtfully. She shook her head and sat back in her chair with a shrug. “Well, that’s Texas for you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Do you feel any responsibility?” Grace asked. “For those who came after you? Like Michael?” 
 
    “No,” Mercy said.  
 
    “You were only seventeen,” Grace said.  
 
    “I’m only eighteen now,” Mercy countered. “So?” 
 
    “Your whole future was ahead of you. You could have done anything. I’ve spoken to your teachers, to your friends. You had great potential, but your life is essentially over now. You’re a brilliant young woman, but...” 
 
    “Just like they were.” 
 
    Grace stopped and blinked at her in surprise. “Come again?” 
 
    Mercy changed the tone of her voice slightly; spoke with dramatic, mocking emphasis. “I look around and see so many bright and shining faces, college-bound, brilliant, your futures just waiting for you to reach out and grab them…” She chuffed in a scornful way and looked frankly back at Grace. “What happened that day was social Darwinism colliding with actual Darwinism.” 
 
    “You,” Grace said.  
 
    Mercy inclined her head. “Yeah.” 
 
    “You’ve always insisted on taking full responsibility for what happened,” Grace said. “You insisted all through the trial that it was all you. Thanks to the forensic evidence and witness testimony, we know that isn’t true, but you would never talk about it.” 
 
    “No,” Mercy said.  
 
    “Will you talk about it now?” Grace asked. “To me?” 
 
    Mercy considered it for a minute in silence. Then she nodded thoughtfully. “Sure. I don’t see what difference it makes anymore.” 
 
    Grace tapped her manicured nails excitedly on the tabletop and couldn’t help the pleased smile that spread across her face.  
 
    “Adam, will you get Miss Goode a cup of coffee?” Mercy asked Adam, not taking her eyes off Grace. “Please?” 
 
    Grace was surprised when Adam moved away from the wall where he had been leaning and crossed the room to go out the door Grace had entered through, leaving them alone. She sat tensely in her seat and looked around. The walls were institutional grey, the carpet some kind of cheap indoor-outdoor pile in a hideous shade of brown, there were two doors in the room, one behind Grace and the other behind Mercy. She was alone in a room with a convicted mass murderer and had only a couple of ballpoint pens to defend herself with.  
 
    Mercy watched her taking it all in, watched the fear slide over her and crack her polished, professional top veneer. “Relax, Miss Goode,” she said. 
 
    “I’m fine, thank you,” Grace said, flustered.  
 
    “So, you want to talk about high school and why I did it,” Mercy said. “First, I think we’ll talk about my brother. We have to if you’re going to understand anything.” 
 
    “Corey,” Grace said. “You have… You have different fathers, don’t you?” 
 
    “And mothers,” Mercy said. “My mother had me straight out of high school. I don’t know if she ever told my father or not, but I never knew him. She married Corey’s dad, our dad, when I was little. So, he’s my brother.” 
 
    “Have you seen him?” Grace asked. “Do they allow you to see him?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Mercy said. “Corey’s here somewhere, on another floor or in another wing, but we’re not allowed contact.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Grace said.  
 
    Adam returned with a Styrofoam cup of coffee. Grace thanked him when he set it down on the table, but didn’t drink it. She waited for Mercy to go on. 
 
    “So, high school,” Grace prompted.  
 
    “Yeah, high school,” Mercy said. “Thing about high school is, so many unimportant things are important. Facebook, Twitter, the brand name on your shoes, how much money your mom and dad make, your cell phone, your car, blogging, gaming, who your friends are, the music you like. These things are so important. They’re the currency of the realm. It has a way of shifting your perspective out of focus. It doesn’t always change when you leave high school either. It doesn’t shift back. These people really do go out into the world and yeah, they get everything they want. Bad things don’t happen to them. They therefore come to the erroneous conclusion that bad things don’t happen.” 
 
    “Bad things happen all the time. It’s not a secret,” Grace said. “You see it on the news every day.” 
 
    “You see it on TV. TV’s not real,” Mercy said.  
 
    Grace frowned. “Yes, but—” 
 
    “No, shut up,” Mercy said. “I’m talking about high school and you’re here to hear what I have to say, so pay attention. It’s like this…” 
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    Then one stormy night, the giant tree that had marked James’s grave uproots and Dale finds footprints walking away from the hole beneath it. A killer begins ritualistically murdering young women in the small town of Solagrove, Louisiana where he lives, and though the man in the long black coat sounds a lot like James, it can’t be James. James is dead; there is absolutely no question about it.  
 
    Dale is reluctantly dragged into the investigation by his neighbor, the mother of the first victim. He’s not so sure the killings are really his sort of thing, but there’s something very familiar about it all anyway and someone has to stop it. Though why does it have to be him? 
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    He's skeptical at first, but he discovers vampire blood making the rounds on the street as the newest cheap thrill and comes face to face with a monster from legend, and it's not so unbelievable anymore. Except things aren't always what they seem, especially in Dale's world, and it's up to him to figure out what's actually happening and ultimately decide which side he's really on. 
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    In a world cured of death, Aarom is an outlaw. 
 
    The world should have ended twenty years ago. Without the invention of the Destiny Machine, it would have and in a lot of ways it’s a blessing. No one goes hungry now, murder is a thing of the past and life is beautiful and peaceful. In other ways, for some people, it’s a lie and a curse that they can’t bear to live with. They sense the wrongness of their existence, but now they inhabit a world where it’s almost impossible to die.  
 
    You can’t even kill yourself anymore.   
 
    Aarom is a prophet, a member of a rare group of people who would have survived the Armageddon that the Destiny Machine derailed. He has the power to see behind the curtain. He can give to people the deaths they have been denied. Their true destiny.  
 
    In his personal life, he's at a crossroad, torn between letting go of a past that made him and Jonathan, who he’s secretly loved for most of his life. Jonathan isn’t a prophet, he’s a happy, normal member of society, but he looks forward to the rare times when he sees Aarom and sadly waits for the day when he will stop visiting. Aarom ultimately has to make a choice to either be brave and honest with Jonathan or walk away completely. It’s a real life and death decision. 
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    “We’re playing Murder in the Dark, agent.” 
 
    Special Agent Ezekiel Herod knows the game well, but he’s never played it quite like this before.  
 
    Rainer Bryssengur is only a professor of English and Ezekiel doesn’t expect to gain any insight from him into his case, only to cross him off the list as a person of interest. Then he meets him and gets a glimpse through the carefully crafted mask Rainer wears every day to the monster he is at heart.  
 
    “Which one of us is the liar?” 
 
    Sometimes even a psychopathic serial killer gets tired of killing people and that’s where Rainer is when Ezekiel walks into his office and stirs things up. The serial killer the media has dubbed The Lamplighter has been dormant because Rainer’s heart just isn’t in it anymore. But Ezekiel presents him with a new opportunity, a challenge… a game. Rainer sees in him the perfect adversary. 
 
    They’re more alike than either of them suspect and soon Ezekiel gets pulled in deeper than he thought possible, past the point of no return. 
 
    “Which one of us isn’t? That’s the real question.” 
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