
        
            
                
            
        

    
I Felt a Funeral Part 1:
 A Plank In Reason Broke 1

I shit my pants on national television and I can’t remember who my fiancée is. Matthew Innes sat slumped in the back of his parents’ Toyota Camry. His father, Michael Innes, swore he’d never drive foreign but his “principles” had softened over the years. Mike was a hulking figure who barely fit in the driver’s seat and there was always a chance his feet would crash through the pedal and strike the pavement. The car hit a landmine of a bump and all three passengers nearly smashed their heads on the ceiling. Barbara Innes, who weighed half of what her son weighed and a quarter of her husband, flew the highest. Her short, silver hairs grazed the headliner right before she came back to earth. On the other side of the obstacle Mike joked, “we don’t have anyone in the car with a recent brain injury, do we?”
 Barbara slapped his bulbous knee in reprimand, but of course it only encouraged.
 “Well, good news is he wasn’t too smart to begin with.”
 At this, his wife caved and laughed. She always did eventually. It didn’t matter that he already used that joke yesterday, he had been using the same lines for fifty years. Despite the momentary excitement, Matt began to drift off in the back seat. Maybe it was the comfort of having his mom and dad driving him home. When was the last time I was back here? As he stared out at the junkies on Mass Ave begging for change, he entered the median of sleep and reality. There was an overwhelming sensation that he was stuck in motion. It was exactly how he felt after being on rides at an amusement park all day when he was a child. When was the last time I was on a roller coaster? But this feeling was more like the Tilt-a-Whirl. He clawed at the upholstery he was pinned to as he spun. 
 “Hunny, try and stay awake if you can.”
 “No, he’s okay. Let him sleep.”
 “Mike, we don’t know if sleep is good or bad.”
 “Sleep is always good.”
 Matt saw the sign for Exit 11 B and realized they were almost home. Weren’t we just outside of… His mother was now looking at him. Concern. It was the same face he woke up to three days before. She looked so much younger in the light of the hospital window. Matt checked the rear-view mirror to get a look at his dad. Old. They looked old because they were old. He could still feel her hands on his and see the tears in her eyes. The grip was so strong for a woman of her age. Steel coil arms even at seventy-one.
 “How are you feeling?”
 He felt fine that morning in his hospital bed and he felt fine in the backseat of the car. A little tired, maybe, but fine. Head injuries are tricky things. You can do as many tests as you want to rule things out, but there are some things that don’t come up on scans. How do you explain someone remembering their name, date of birth, current year, president of the United States, what Nomar Garciaparra batted in 2000 (.372, and can you believe he only finished 9th in MVP voting?) and yet not remember the woman they were engaged to, even as she was standing in the doorway?
 “Selective memory,” is all they could say.
 Everyone hates hospitals. The closest you can get to going to another planet, dimension, realm. Invisible to the outside world until you step through those big automated doors. The mouth of them grabs you and welcomes you to a painful place of screams and even worse -whimpers. Faint pleas reverberate. You’re unsure from where. The smell. Horrid smell. As if someone successfully bottled and marketed a diaper cologne then sprayed it through the vents. Diaper by Calvin Klein. The shared library is down at the end of the hall. It is somehow the most depressing room of all. Sticky and useless. Dog-eared books about traveling to Italy or about how to cook Turkish food. Things you’ll never need to know. Things you’ll only be interested in knowing if you escape Hell and go back to the land of the living. You’ll think about it for a month and then not again until they’re wheeling you back through those Venus flytrap doors. Matt thought back to his father and his uncle Paddy at the foot of the hospital bed.
 “We might be able to get you lifetime disability.”
 His father and uncle had said this with the exact same inflection. These particular brothers weren’t usually in sync, so their unity spoke volumes. Matt was accustomed to them being at each other’s throats, something that was happening since their childhood. You could see the fundamental differences in the siblings even from their attire. Paddy dressed impeccably which provided an air of authority. Mike on the other hand owned two articles of clothing-one plain grey sweatshirt and one pair of jeans (or dungarees as he called them). Despite Matt’s sullen, broken face, the two older Innes men could barely hide their elation. It was if they could vicariously get paid to do nothing for forty years. Matt couldn’t recall a time where he had seen Uncle Paddy smiling, and that had nothing to do with “selective memory.” He was a very serious man and the head of the Boston Police Union. If he thought there was a chance Matt might not have to work again, it meant it was a very good chance. But do I want that? I feel fine.
 “You’re free as a bird,” said Mike as he pulled the car into the driveway of their house on Milton Street in Dorchester. Mike and Barbara had lived in the house for thirty-five years and Matt had been with them for almost all of thirty-one of those. There was a two-month failed college experiment which Matt remembered vividly (despite the copious Busch Light consumption) and there was a year and a half spent at an apartment with a fiancée which he knew next to nothing about. If his mother hadn’t explained that he had just moved back into their house only two weeks prior, he wouldn’t have known. At every reminder of his amnesia, he instinctively reached for a cell phone that wasn’t there. A phantom phone. Somewhere in the chaos of Fenway Park, it disappeared forever.
 “Hopefully you’ll never have to go back to work.”
 There it was again. Mike Innes spent the first forty-five years of his marriage as a Boston Police patrolman and hated every minute of it that he was sober. When Matt was a child, his father used to beg him to become a priest. There was an urban legend that if your son took the Rite of Ordination you were automatically granted entrance into heaven. Some old alcoholic must have made that one up. Oh, your kid’s a priest? Then it’s fine that you’ve been a maggot for eighty years. Matt went a different route and followed his father into the department. “Eh. You’ll make some money anyway,” he said. You could make some money, and what if you could make that money lying in bed watching The Family Feud all day? Even better. Mike now held these high aspirations for his potentially disabled son.
 “You’d retire with 80% of your pension. I’ll follow up with Paddy and see what we can do.”
 Matt’s mind was elsewhere. Barbara opened the door for him and proceeded to lift him out.
 “Jees, Ma! There’s nothing wrong with my legs!” He stormed up to his bedroom and threw his clothes off immediately. The filth of a hospital can’t be hosed off soon enough. Most people do their best thinking in the shower, but that had never been the case for Matthew Innes. He mostly stood there like a moron and let the water wash over him. No thoughts of the past or the future, just completely empty consciousness. Every once in a while, he would remember to close his mouth so he didn’t drown like a turkey in the rain. On this rinse however, he couldn’t get his brain to turn off. That girl from the hospital! The one in the doorway. My… ex-fiancée. Those eyes were uranium. That face was celestial. The only hint that she wasn’t actually from heaven was her jeans. I don’t know how often angels wear denim. For the first time since waking up in Mass General his face began to burn around the area of the eye and nose that the baseball struck. He tried to turn the shower head off but instead dropped into the corner grasping at the fracture. Nauseating pain. No sound came when he tried to scream.
 How many plants does someone need? All she does is buy plants. She should just live in the woods if she’s going to fill the apartment with plants. They are dead. Starving bugs devour their crumbling leaves. A glass of whiskey in each hand. I’m trying to pour it and resuscitate the stems but the earth rumbles. Scorpions creep from the dirt and inch towards me. ‘They’ll pinch your fucking prick off.’
 When he opened his eyes, the pain was gone and the water had stopped. There was a sickening banging on the bathroom door.
 “Matthew! Matthew, are you okay?”
 He shouted back that he was fine, not knowing if it was true.

-----------------------------------

It was a gorgeous night for a Red Sox game. You couldn’t say “unseasonably warm” because that phrase has no meaning in Boston. There are no seasons because, like the old cliché, you can experience all four of them in the same day. The Sox just split the two away games so they were in decent shape going into game three. During warm-ups, the crowd was full of happy drunks but only time would tell what shape they’d be in when they were leaving the stadium. Bostonians were once famous losers, but it’s funny how quickly an area can go from impoverished to spoiled. The New England fan base had grown into demanding brats in the last twenty years. When it comes to their sports teams “it don’t mean a thing without that ring.” They were expecting another successful World Series and, by golly, the boys better deliver. There was extra security due to the heightened atmosphere, though everyone hoped the rioting days were over. Many Boston cops were jaded and the luster of professional sports vanished around the time they started the job. When the teams played well it meant championship parades -a patrolman’s worst nightmare. Millions of buffoons flooded the city to bathe in Bud Light and then piss it all over the street. Even still, Matt was going to earn some heat for his detail in the dugout amongst the away team, the Los Angeles Dodgers. He called in sick his two prior shifts and then showed up to hang out with the Cy Young Award winner. It was the type of thing he dreamed about when he was a kid. In a better world, he wouldn’t have had to miss work the week prior. In a perfect world he’d be one of the players, but this was a good consolation prize. So, let the guys at the precinct scream “nepotism” and complain his spot should have gone to a more veteran officer. Matt’s life was in shambles and he deserved a nice night. “Centerfield” by John Fogerty blared through the loudspeakers as the pre-game proceedings started to ramp up. Matt laughed quietly to himself thinking about something his father always said; “The three worst songs ever made, in order, are ‘Centerfield’ by John Fogerty, ‘Joy to the World’ by Three Dog Night, and ‘Sweet Caroline’ by Neil Diamond. And Fenway plays all three! There was none of this bullshit when I was a kid!”
 The grounds team wheeled some old lady out to throw the ceremonial first pitch. Beatrice O’Reilly, 106 years young. They claimed she was the “World’s #1 Red Sox Fan.” Matt heard one of the players beside him comment that “she must smell like shit.” He laughed harder than he should have. One of the workers did her best to get the woman’s arm in a throwing position and the ball in her hand.
 “99 miles per hour right down the pipe,” another player remarked.
 “She should be starting tonight.”
 The players were really laughing hard now and Matt couldn’t help but join in. Finally, from the end of the bench, Matt heard one of them jab “old, racist bitch.” The manager barked one word, “boys”, which was the signal to knock it off. Matt remembered his own, now dead, grandparents and felt tremendously sad. He wouldn’t be able to handle someone talking like this about his family. Beatrice tried her best to throw the ball but it plopped down about 6 inches from her feet.
 “Strike!”
 Matt was on the verge of tears and looked to the stands to hide it. What the fuck is wrong with me?
 Up six rows and nine seats to the left, he saw what he thought was Cleo. She had a hat pulled down and was in the middle of a selfie, but he was 95% sure it was her. He straightened and faced the field, so afraid to move from that position that you would have thought a Tyrannosaurus Rex was near. For the entire first three innings he stood motionless and silent like a member of The Queen’s Guard in England. It would be ridiculous if I’m doing this for nothing, right? Just turn to check it’s actually her. I can’t do this for six more innings. Matt turned his head so slowly the movement was imperceptible to the human eye. After four minutes he was in a good enough position to look. Just need to slide these eyes to the corner and…

From the Boston Herald:

“…Unfortunately, the most memorable moment in what would eventually be a 1-0 Sox loss had nothing to do with the game. With one out in the top of the third, Rodriguez pulled a fast ball into foul territory to stay alive in the count at 3-2. It was a screamer directly into the Dodger dug out. The bat boy got a good jump on it and leaped to try and stop the ball with his bare hand. Just short. Officer Matthew Innes was struck down. Details about the officer’s condition are scarce – he is said to have been transported to Massachusetts General Hospital, and to be improving – but you can only imagine the pain Matthew and his family are experiencing…”
 There was a video of the “incident” which was shown on every station (with a warning) and went viral on every device (with less sugar coating). Matt woke up with one eye shut from the baseball and one stuck shut with sleep. He stretched his good one open with his fingers. Once they explained to him what happened he made a pledge to himself to avoid every sports and news channel. His iPhone was gone, which was just as well at that moment-no temptation to watch what happened. His best friend Richie (whose first words of condolence were “you look like shit”) offered to show it to him but Matt refused. Rich had waited until his Uncle Paddy had left before coming in. They didn’t get along very well.
 “What’s up with you? You pitched in high school. What did you forget how to duck?” said Rich.
 “I guess I’m rusty.”
 “You’ll be fine. Remember when that snowboarder landed on my head at Loon Mountain? I had a concussion but I was okay,” said Rich.
 “Ya, but you weren’t too bright to begin with,” said Mike Innes.
 “That’s true. At least I didn’t shit my pants though. Matt, did they tell you about how you shit your pants?”
 “Someone may have mentioned it.”
 Mike and Richie helped to keep things light hearted but Barbara was less playful. No one likes hospitals, but his mother hated them with intensity. She had experienced too many long stays with her parents and husband.
 “Does your remote work, Matty? Try the remote. When I was stuck in here the fucking thing was broken. I only got the TBS. All they show is fucking Charmed all day long,” said Mike.
 “Sucked?” asked Rich.
 “Ya! But I needed to find out how it ended. Barbara bought me the DVDs for Christmas.”
 “How’s your nurse, Matt?”
 “Don’t really know yet. Fine I’m sure.”
 “Oh, she’s a doll,” said Mike. If he called someone a “doll” it was his way of saying he would marry her if he were single. It also meant that she gave him a huge boner.
 “Ehh, we’ll see,” said Rich.
 “You got a problem with nurses or something, Richie?”
 “You know them. They all want a statue built in their honor. Well, if we built a statue to all of them there’d be no place for anyone else to walk.”
 “You gotta be kidding me, Richie. Isn’t your wife a nurse?” said Mike.
 “Ya, her too,” said Rich, this time laughing.
 “He’s fucking nuts, isn’t he? He’s fucking nuts,” said Mike.
 Matt decided to ask Rich to borrow his phone for a moment after all, but not to go on the internet. He wanted to use the camera to take a look at his own face. Mangled. That was the best word Matt could come up with to describe it. The doctor told him it would all heal in time and that he would soon look like his old self again. But it sure was fucking mangled at that moment. And that’s when she appeared in the frame of the doorway. He turned to look and smiled when he saw the beautiful woman. She didn’t look like a doctor and he didn’t know who she was, so he figured she was in the wrong room. The mood morphed completely. Not one particle of the happy energy forged by Mike and Rich’s banter remained. It was crystal clear that his family knew who she was and that made Matt the odd man out. He looked around at each face and then back at hers and still no one had said anything. She hadn’t moved from her spot, like a vampire waiting to be invited into someone’s home. Suddenly, Matt’s vitals started to go haywire. That’s not good. The nurse ran into the room, but Matt was looking past her. Those eyes.
 When he woke up the doorway was empty. A doctor, tall and ancient, loomed over him. More skeleton than man.
 “How are you feeling, Mr. Innes?” he said in a monotone so dry it was flammable.
 “Fine.”

2
 Rich O’Connor swayed on the left side of the bar, shook his head like a wet dog, and then ordered another round. The alcohol wasn’t the only thing making his legs weak. He had been up with Rich Jr. (his nine-month-old son), at the hospital visiting Matt, or working for the past seven days straight. His wife, Colleen, wanted him home, Matt wanted to know who his own ex-fiancee was, and he could still hear the sounds of feral chickens in his ears (he raided an illegal coop in an apartment on Blue Hill Avenue earlier that day).
 The barman, Bill Underhill, worked at the Eire for over thirty years. Dressed in uniform (a white long sleeve dress shirt and red tie), he straightened his cuff links as he waited for Rich to produce the cash. He patiently served Rich’s grandfather and father and now he served him. Being a bartender at the Eire was like being on the Supreme Court. You were appointed for life. Rich fished in his pants for his wallet only to realize he had left it at the table. When he went back to get it, it was no longer there. Mark McCabe sat smiling at him.
 “I gotta pay the guy, you goofball. Give me my wallet.”
 “I don’t have your wallet, dude.”
 “I gotta pay the guy. He’s waiting. Can you just give it to me, McCabe?”
 “I’ll give you the money for the drinks, but I don’t have your wallet. If you needed money you could have just asked.” McCabe handed Rich a twenty-dollar bill he accepted only for the sake of the bartender. When he returned with the beers McCabe immediately asked for the change.
 “I left the guy a tip, you fuckin cheapskate.”
 McCabe, who was tall and lanky when standing, looked even worse sitting down hunched over and taking up most of the space around him. He was rather ugly until about a year ago when he discovered beards and hair gel. This was bad news for everyone. The improvements led to the uniquely insufferable attitude that only newly attractive men possess. Generally detested by all, but sought after by women who didn’t know better. When he did things like hide a wallet it made Rich want to hold him down and rip his facial hair off. Anyone could fuck with you in front of a group, it took a special kind of douchebag to mess with you in a one-on-one situation. Neither Rich nor Matt understood how they had spent thirty years in this man’s company. Matt once referred to him as a “chronic condition.”
 “I invited my dad down…”
 Rich braced for impact. The only person worse than Mark McCabe was Mr. McCabe. He was also a cop and close to retirement age, but they took his gun away years ago. When that happens to you, they supposedly give you a fake one made of rubber that sits in your holster. Thus, if you find yourself in this situation, they refer to you as part of “The Rubber Gun Club”. Not something you want to be invited to. You end up being a bee without a stinger; all you can do is make a lot of noise.
 “….but he can’t make it,” said McCabe.
 “Too bad. Great guy,” said Rich only thinly veiling his sarcasm. Ya, great guy. Lost his gun shooting it in the sky twice outside a crowded bar. He loathed Mr. McCabe. It was one thing to be a drunk asshole, it was another to be a pompous drunk asshole. Mr. Brian McCabe looked down on Rich his entire life because the O’Connor family name was less than reputable. At Mark McCabe’s high school graduation party Rich and Brian McCabe got into a wrestling match in his backyard at around 3:30am. Mr. McCabe had drunkenly made a comment about Rich’s father and they began to tussle. It ended when Brian claimed his knee twisted the wrong way. Thankfully, there were not many people left at the party at that time of night, but it was still an embarrassment for everyone involved.
 “Just as well. I’ve got some girls coming to meet us and I don’t want him here,” said Mark.
 “You invited girls to the fucking Eire? Where are they from?”
 “What? Why shouldn’t I? It’s a bar isn’t it. I met one of them on Bumble and she is bringing a friend.”
 “You’re nuts. You’re inviting a girl you’ve never met in person here right now? It’s a weeknight…let me see a picture.”
 McCabe passed his phone across the table so he could see her profile. Rich was struck by her bio because it mentioned she had only just recently moved to Boston from Florida. McCabe remained adamant that it was not a bad decision to invite a girl there, even a girl without experience in Boston bars. As they argued, a text came through stating that the girl, Sorangel, was now in the pub. They both looked around but couldn’t find her. Finally, McCabe noticed that she was seated at the counter on the opposite side of the bar. The Eire was divided into two sections, one where the Irish Americans sat, and one where the Irish, like, Irish from Ireland, straight off the boat, Actually Irish-Irish, sat. It was an unspoken agreement. “The Treaty of Adams Village” as Rich called it. Two Irish guys now stood by Sorangel and her friend chatting them up. The Irish lads hadn’t waited fifteen seconds before moving in.
 “Well, McCabe. Looks like someone beat you to the punch.”
 “Ehh, whatever. I don’t care. I’ll text her that we’re on this side and if she comes, she comes. I’m not walking all the way over there.”
 “Hopeless romantic.”
 Sorangel and her friend, Alina, did come over when McCabe texted. Most of the bar turned their heads to watch their journey, like it was Moses parting the red sea. They were dressed significantly better than anyone else in the building and stuck out like manicured thumbs. When they joined the table, they were surprisingly relaxed.
 “I’m guessing this is the type of place where you can only get beer,” said Sorangel.
 “Pretty much. Cash only too,” said McCabe.
 “Great. It’s like stepping into a time machine,” said Alina.
 They weren’t exactly wrong about the time machine thing. The Eire Pub, opened in 1964 on the corner of Gallivan Blvd and Adam’s Street. It says in giant clear letters right above the door “Men’s Bar” and though women can drink in there, they have always been discouraged from doing so. Matt and company once saw a lady about their age ask the staff for a wine list. The man behind the bar took his time to get a pen and a napkin and scribbled something down before handing it to the young woman. The napkin said only three words; “red or white.”
 Sorangel and Alina were childhood friends and when Alina came to Boston for work, Sorangel followed. They had just got through telling a pretty heart-warming story when McCabe interrupted.
 “Hey, Rich, tell them about all the shit you found in the bathroom at Burger King yesterday.”
 “What the hell? What do you do for work?” asked Alina.
 ‘Uhh. I’m a police officer. You probably don’t want to hear the story.”
 “Hahaha. Yes, you’re right. We don’t.”
 Rich went up to the bar to order more drinks. As he stood there, Monkey Bite slid up beside him. Monkey Bite was Rich’s father’s best friend. They were sheet metal workers together for years. Monkey was a human cigarette. Amiable menace. King of the dirt. American escape artist and borderline low-life magician. Several of his most famous getaways have yet to be understood.
 “Hey, Richie, who are those girls you got with you? I like theah big asses.”
 “I don’t know. Mark McCabe brought them.”
 “Don’t you like those big rear ends?”
 Rich pushed away from Monkey in slight revulsion. Everything he said was through peanut breath and rotting teeth. When Rich declined to participate in the discussion about their big butts, Monkey began to stumble to the bathroom with his fly already undone. He then staggered back to ask Rich another question.
 “Hey, next time you go to Amherst could you let me know? I need a ride.”
 “Amherst? I haven’t been there in over ten years, you nut.”
 “Yeah, yeah, but if you go could you tell me?”
 Rich told him he would. He had a feeling he knew what it was about. It was lazy to dismiss him as dumb. There was a fine line between genius and Monkey Bite. He found ways to take advantage of the system in increasingly unique ways. As Ralph O’Connor used to say, the world was his toilet. In the early 2000’s he hatched a lucrative criminal enterprise of stealing books from university libraries. To be specific books about baseball. To be even more specific, first editions of “The Base Ball Player’s Pocket Companion” (1859) and “BaseBall How to Become a Player” (1888). At the time you could walk in and take them off the shelf. His heists would eventually lead to colleges putting these types of materials behind closed doors, but not before Monkey cleared out most of the colleges on the eastern seaboard, including UMass Amherst. There was a rich old baseball zealot obsessed with the Sox that he found to buy them for thousands. God only knows where someone unearths a psychopath like that, but they had a lovely working relationship. If a book was worth eight grand, he’d give it to the guy for four and they both walked away happy. Monkey Bite would stock up and any time he needed money, he’d bring one to the old whacko. It was like bi-monthly paycheck. Who else could hatch a scheme like that? Monkey Bite was the Steve Jobs of the Boston underworld.
 Barman Bill asked Rich for the money. Rich realized he never got his wallet back from McCabe.
 “Richie, do you just want me to start a tab for the group? I think it’ll be easier for you to just settle up at the end of the night.”
 “Ya. Thanks, Bill.”
 Rich carried all six Bud Lights all at once back to the table. The girls didn’t seem to have a problem drinking it. This was a welcomed change. Rich’s wife and all her friends looked at it like it was rat poison. In Rich’s increasing haze, he decided to push his wife and kid to the recesses of his mind. Alina was very beautiful and had a great laugh. He didn’t need his real life getting in the way of a good time. The conversation continued all the way until closing time, which was a little earlier than usual because it was a weekday after all. McCabe came back from the bathroom and handed Rich his wallet. He told the girls that Rich left it in one of the toilets. Rich used all his strength and called upon a breathing exercise his wife taught him. It was enough to calm his more primitive instincts. He told Alina that he didn’t leave it in the toilet and that McCabe had taken it as a joke. She didn’t seem to care either way. They all wanted to keep the night going. McCabe had the next day off. The girls said they’d be fine if they got to bed by 2:00. They worked for a tech start-up that was trying to compete with Lyft and Uber. Their manager believed in “flexible work hours” which meant the ladies could stumble in at noon. Rich was scheduled for work the next morning, but it was becoming more and more likely he’d “suddenly come down with food poisoning.” McCabe suggested they all go to his apartment which was only three blocks up on Franconia Street. He had plenty of beer. For lack of a better option, they agreed.
 Rich used the short walk to McCabe’s place to get to know Alina. He asked her what her favorite color was, and she informed him that he had asked her the same question fifteen minutes before. He tried to play it off as a joke but when she asked him to tell her the answer he couldn’t. He didn’t even remember asking. She pointed to the wedding band on his finger and asked him how long he had been married. He looked at it for a moment as if surprised to see it there. They reached McCabe’s apartment which was on the second story of a three-family house. They were instructed to be quiet going up the stairs, but the girls had an uncontrollable fit of the giggles. Rich had started a joke on the walk that they were going to burn McCabe’s apartment down when they got there, and they found it funnier every time one of them said it. McCabe kept his apartment pristine, which would come as a surprise unless you considered that he was always trying to get laid. He pulled out two full thirty packs of Bud Light from his cupboard which he always kept stocked. He then pulled some chairs into the living room from his dining room table and they all sat in a circle around the TV. The girls studied the pictures hanging on the walls which were all some variation of the Boston skyline. Rich hadn’t spoken much since Alina asked him about his marriage. He sat with his hands folded in his lap (he didn’t dare scroll through his phone because he was afraid to see how many times Colleen had called and texted). Instead, he focused on the television which was displaying the titles and facts about the songs that were playing on Spotify. The song “Survival of the Fittest” by Mobb Deep came on shuffle and he jolted up right. He rapped the complete song unaware of how embarrassing he looked as the others watched in amusement. He knew the lyrics to every rap song that was released before he got married. The girls clapped for him once he finished and then McCabe told him how “gay” his performance was. Ashamed, he now turned to his phone for an escape.
 The chit-chat somehow turned to the military. Sorangel had asked if either of them were veterans-they weren’t. McCabe thought himself emasculated even though that was not her intention. Unprompted, he started to claim that he could withstand water boarding torture. The rest of the room, who of course had not experienced waterboarding or ever participated in it, knew from even basic understandings of the human body that he could not.
 “You’re out of your mind, dude. You would give up immediately,” said Rich.
 “No. Maybe eventually. But I could take it for a lot longer than most people. I have a high tolerance for that type of stuff,” said McCabe.
 “Prove it then,” said Rich.
 McCabe stood up and walked out of the room. Rich, who only half understood the situation, hoped McCabe had gone to bed. He turned to Alina and guessed “purple.” She shook her head “no” and then turned and whispered something to Sorangel. McCabe returned with a gallon of water and a bath towel. He sat them by Rich’s feet and then lied down on his hardwood floor. The girls pleaded that he stand up, but he refused.
 “Fine, dude. But you can’t get mad at us after we do it,” said Rich.
 “Wait. Do you know how to do this? Should we YouTube it?” asked Sorangel.
 “Sor! Stop! Don’t encourage them!” said Alina.
 “I mean I’ve seen the movies. I’ll just hold the towel over his mouth and pour the water on,” said Rich.
 Alina froze on the couch as Rich began holding the towel over McCabe’s mouth. Rich asked Sorangel if she wanted to be the one to pour the water but she said she would rather just watch. As Rich began, McCabe squirmed almost instantly and tapped his hand on his leg for mercy like someone being submitted in a mixed martial arts match. When Rich let him up, he was coughing incessantly. Enraged, he pushed the now standing Rich against the wall. Rich grabbed McCabe’s arms to defend himself.
 “You asked us to do it, you freak!”
 McCabe pushed Rich again and Rich dove at McCabe’s legs and form-tackled him backwards. They both crashed through the dining room chair McCabe had previously been sitting in. They rolled around on the floor, hands at each other’s throats when Rich saw they were both covered in blood. He then noticed that McCabe’s chin had been busted open in the fall. They screamed at each other from the ground. Someone began knocking at the door downstairs and holding the doorbell down at the same time. They all turned to see red and blue light reflecting on the living room ceiling through the windows. Both Rich and McCabe went silent before McCabe realized he’d have to go down and open the door. When he did, the cops walked in and shook their heads. They already knew it was McCabe’s apartment which is why they resisted the sirens.
 “Let’s see. Everything’s broken and covered in blood. I think we should call it a night huh, boys?” said Officer Brown.
 Brown was older than McCabe and Rich and never liked either of them. The other officer, Magowan, was friends with both. They could only pray for his leniency. Brown grabbed McCabe’s face to examine the cut and told him to wash it off and put a band-aid on it.
 “O’Connor, aren’t you on tomorrow? Jesus Christ, man,” said Brown.
 “It is what it is. Rich, we’ll drive you home.”
 Like a kid sentenced to detention, Rich walked down the stairs and into their cruiser.
 “What happened to the girls?” said Rich.
 “There were girls here?” said Magowan.
 The drive only lasted ten minutes and the body in the backseat alternated between limp and restless. The two sober officers watched as the shitfaced one clawed for his phone to clear the missed calls and texts. Rich thought he accomplished his goal, and then let himself sleep. The patrol car pulled into its destination and the back door opened from the outside. Curtains moved in the house next to the car. Two arms gripped the half-dead body and moved it upright onto the lawn like it was a Halloween decoration. The zombie found its legs and stomped up to the porch of the house and through its open front door. A tired wife remained in the doorway and thanked the two men for bringing her husband home.
 --------------------------------
 The sound of children laughing rang through the bedroom. Rich rolled over and peaked through the shades of his window. An entire faction of kids walked, ran, and danced by the house with their backpacks. This meant that it was 2:35 in the afternoon. How could that be right? His head throbbed and panic set in. Did I call out of work? How did I get home? What happened with those girls? What does my wife know? Is she angry? How angry is she? She would answer that last question momentarily.
 Wives have a way of knowing the moment you wake up. Their ears have a dog’s sensitivity when it comes to their husband’s rustling. There were steps coming up the stairs and with them came the sudden urge to puke. Colleen appeared in the doorway, much as she had the previous night, and leaned silently on the frame.
 “Did I remember to call out?”
 “You didn’t have to. I’m pretty sure they all knew you weren’t making it in today.”
 This could mean many things, but none of them were good. She told the tale of the cop car that escorted him home. There was a party at McCabe’s that had to be broken up. Rich reached for a pillow to hide under when the story revealed that Officer Brown was one of his chauffeurs. An uncomfortable silence then filled the room and it was not easy to tell if all the details had been dished out. His phone then flew across the room and onto the bed.
 “What?”
 “I see you deleted all your calls and texts.”
 “Why are you going through my phone? I deleted them ‘cause I was too nervous to look at your texts. I knew you’d be mad.”
 “Very astute observation, Rich. We have a one year old in the other room. You realize that right?”
 “Yes, I realize that! Jesus, I was just having some beers with the guys. I work all week. Things got out of hand but that’s just ‘cause McCabe…”
 “Don’t you get mad at me! And don’t you blame fucking McCabe. You’re a grown man. Stop hanging out with him if you can’t do it without getting nearly arrested.”
 “Oh, come on. I didn’t get arrested. We’ll get yelled at, but no one is going to get in trouble. Half the people I work with are alcoholics.”
 “Maybe you’re an alcoholic, Rich. Pick up your phone and look at your search history.”
 In the Safari browser, the screen opened to recent Google search history. It wasn’t good news. He constantly changed the password on the phone to prevent things like this. It came out later that she just held his thumb to the phone to unlock it as he was passed out. The three most recent searches in reverse chronological order were “pab for seb”, “pay for seb” and, “pay for sex.” When Rich was young, his father used to constantly have issues with squirrels finding their way into the eaves of their old house. They set traps to catch them. It was as simple as putting peanut butter on a Ritz Cracker and throwing it in a cage. The little fur balls were too dumb to know better. Once caught, they were at the will of Mr. O’Connor. He would drive them about 20 minutes away to a park in Quincy and release them, but if he had chosen to kill them, what could they have done? He now empathised with his rodent brethren. He was trapped. The fight lasted about forty-five minutes at which point the baby’s cries from the other room called it like a ref in a boxing match. Dad was down bad on points.
 “You go deal with that.”
 Baby Richie stopped crying once he saw his pops. They played together long enough to show that hey, I’m not so bad of a dad after all am I? Cooler heads reached a compromise a short time later. It was clear that the alcohol was the real perpetrator in this instance. There was some amount of strange sympathy that had to be granted for a guy that couldn’t even manage to type the words “pay” or “sex” correctly. Rich promised that he would stop drinking. In his head (and not on a subconscious level) that meant something like this: I’ll stop drinking for about two weeks and then there will be some socially acceptable reason to drink and we’ll be back on track, brother. Inexplicably, Colleen served him dinner. The first sign that things are getting back to normal after a blowout is when your partner starts making you food again. There was no question to whether it was poison, because she served herself from the same pot.
 Ding Phones always seem to sound off right when the meal starts. Rich’s phone was now in his pocket (and from this day on he would guard it like Frodo guarded The Ring), which meant it had to be Colleen’s. She opened it and got up from the table to make a call. The applesauce airplane was flying into the baby’s mouth, when a loud shriek came from the other room. The spoon did a nosedive to the floor.

----------------------------------
 Allison Avery drove home from her parent’s house in a huff. Mom and dad had shared some political opinions that were the very antithesis of hers. You can’t teach an old fuck new tricks. There was an article online that said you must cut people “like them” out of your life. But they’re my family. They fed and clothed me. They put me through school. The prosecution and the defense alternated turns like this for a few blocks. Amid the internal debate, it was easy to miss the rope blocking the side street she was cruising down. She slammed on the brakes and the car skidded to within an eyelash of the cord. It didn’t seem to be any official obstruction, for there was no signage in sight. One end was tied to a lamppost and the other to a tree. Behind a hedge in the adjacent yard two tiny shadows disappeared into a driveway. Fucking kids. Where are their parents? She got out of her car after punching her steering wheel. The rope was tied poorly to the tree and thus was easily undone.
 “You could hurt someone, you know! Next time I’m telling your parents.”
 It was probably appropriate to tell the parents now, but she had a long night. There was a bed three minutes away. Some show about a BBQ cooking competition was in the Recently Added section on Netflix and she was dying to see it. She got back into her car and pulled it up to merge onto Adams Street. At that moment, a small group staggered in front of the vehicle. They looked like more kids at first, but then she realized they were adults and she knew two of them. McCabe, O’Connor, shitfaced. There were also two strangers-girls. None of the four noticed the stalled car as they went past. McCabe ran a little ahead to jump and prove he could hit the tree branch. This provided a clearer view of Rich O’Connor who was holding hands with one of the girls. Parents, ropes, and now this. Allison would take the night to decide what to do (or perhaps to prioritize new streaming tv shows). She called Colleen O’Connor the next evening.

------------------------------------

Fucking fat bitch. Rich would admit later that this was a mischaracterisation of Allison who was very nice and also very physically fit. But it’s what came to his mind when Colleen came back into the kitchen and explained the phone call she just received.
 It’s hard to know what to pack when you’re an adult. There’s no need for stuffed animals and snacks. No tablets so you can watch Peppa Pig when you get cranky. You start with clothes. Both work and casual. That part is clear. Phone charger and toothbrush. Is that it? He would realize he forgot shampoo, the electric razor, deodorant, and a towel when he got to Matt’s parent’s house. That’s ok, he could just use Matt’s. It was a shame that Matt just left his own apartment. Four adults in the Innes Family Home was going to be a squeeze, but there wasn’t any other viable option. A hotel would be too expensive. There was a baby to feed. No matter how much he tried, Rich couldn’t remember if he was holding Alina’s hand or not. It didn’t matter. Allison was Colleen’s friend and she had been sober. He was a drunk idiot who got hauled home in a cop car. When you’re in this deep of shit with a significant other you give up, put your gloves down by your sides, and take the punches. The thought that you’re not the first or last guy to get his shit handed to him is of little comfort. You throw your stuff in a gym bag and live to fight another day.
 A Ford F150 parked in front of the Innes house on Milton Street. Perhaps the driver should have called first.
 “Don’t tell me that fucking car is going to be stuck out there! What if it snows?” asked Mike Innes.
 Barbara hugged Rich and told him to ignore Matt. It was October so it was unlikely to snow. There was a blowout mattress available and he could stay as long as he needed to. It was always difficult to inflate those things, but it would fit next to Matt’s bed. Matt wasn’t home yet-just out for a walk. It’d be just like a sleepover. At least if anyone tries to rob the house, there’d be two police officers already on the scene. Imagine if the next guy they arrested knew that the two of them slept next to each other under Red Sox pennants and a framed poster of the movie 8 Mile?
 “We gotta talk later. Me and you Richie.”
 “Sure, Mike. Thanks for letting me stay.”
 It’s a strange feeling being in your friend’s childhood bedroom. Wasn’t it bigger? When was the last time you were here? The bed was the wrestling ring that broke your collarbone. The dresser drawer was the hiding place for a ripped-out Playboy picture you found in the park. The TV has been replaced; the small boxy one you played Sega Genesis on became landfill long ago. In the closet there might still be a pair of Nike cleats with marijuana and rolling papers in the left shoe. In the right one there might be a pint of Rubinoff with only a dash of vodka left in it. Chances are, even these things, relics from teenage years, have disappeared through moving days and spring cleaning. To hang a police uniform in there now seems sacrilegious. You never became professional athletes or famous rappers, but you’re still friends and that’s more than most people can say.
 As Rich was still scanning the room, his phone began to buzz. Unknown number. He usually made it a point to never answer those but something was screaming in his head that he better answer.
 “Hello?”
 “This Richie?”
 “Ya, who is this?”
 “Paddy Innes. You got a second to talk?”
 Paddy Innes hated Richie with an irrational passion and the feeling was fucking mutual, pal. On the list of people that Richie wanted to talk to, at that moment or any other, Paddy ranked dead last. It all stemmed from an incident twenty years prior. Rich and Matt were nine years old and wreaking havoc down at Cedar Grove Cemetery in Dorchester. It sat directly at the end of Matt’s street. In 1871 some genius built a railroad bisecting the cemetery, which led to it once being featured in Ripley’s Believe It or Not as the only graveyard in the world with a trolley running through it. Sometimes when kids were bored they’d go down and throw rocks or eggs off the trolley as it passed through, and that’s exactly what they were doing that day. They’d wait for a train and then throw pebbles off of it. Sounds pretty fucked up but they really were just pebbles. Nothing that could have broken the window or hurt anyone. The driver of one of the trolleys called it in on her radio and the control center then called the cops. A car was in the area (a car was always in the area) and caught the two little scumbags running out of the back gate. They didn’t get in any trouble, the officer on duty knew Matt was Mike Innes’s kid and Paddy Innes’s nephew. Mike was sleeping one off at the station so the young officer got Paddy to come down and scare them. Paddy showed up and yelled at both of them, but pulled Rich aside afterwards and made sure to give him a separate scolding. He demanded that he stay away from his nephew and told him he and his family were no good. Rich was scared at the time even though he hated to admit that he was. He wanted to weep but his father had told him that the one thing you can never do is cry in public. Rich never managed to tell Paddy to go fuck himself, and he often wished he could go back in time for that exact reason. He thought there might be a time when he was old enough to fight him man-to-man, but by the time he was an adult, Paddy was too old.
 “Sure, Paddy. What’s up?”
 “What happened last night, man? Doesn’t sound too good.”
 “Oh… it was nothing really, McCabe and I were just fu…horsing around and I guess we got a little too loud.”
 “What’s this about water boarding, man? That sounds like some pretty weird stuff.”
 “Whoever told you that is lying. We were just wrestling. Won’t happen again.”
 “The two officers on scene said that it looked like you two might have been waterboarding each other. Plus, I guess there were two broads there that saw it?”
 “Did the girls say this? Did they report us?”
 “No. Thank god. They left before anyone could talk to them. But if they do file a report…”
 “I don’t think they will. They have no reason to…”
 “Listen, Richie, we have to take this seriously. If it goes public it looks absolutely horrible for the department…for the whole city. I talked to some people for you, talked them down. One-month suspension. No pay… but it could be a lot, lot worse.”
 The heat radiating off Rich’s body physically increased the temperature in the house. Paddy Innes had as much pull in the Boston Police Department as anyone could ever have. He had gotten guys off for ten times worse. They didn’t miss a minute of work or a cent of pay. It was abundantly fucking clear that not only did Paddy NOT help Richie, but that he purposely made things worse for him. Richie tried his best to politely tell him that any penalty at all was ridiculous, but that a month was unthinkable. Paddy rigidly disregarded his pleas and ended the call. Matt wasn’t back from his walk yet so Rich just sat on the edge of his bed and waited. He thought he might break something but he didn’t. Instead he just put his head in his hands and cried for the first time in ten years.

3
 Cleo Karsh sat in South Station waiting for the next Peter Pan bus to Amherst. It was never an issue that she didn’t have a driver’s license because people had driven her around her entire life without her even asking them to. But she needed to make this journey alone. And so, she went to the station and arrived a half hour after her bus departed. An attendant told her she could catch the next one. Cleo wheeled her suitcase behind her and found the part of a bench with the least shit on it. She cycled scenarios in her head where the next bus driver would deny her entry and yell at her for missing her chance. So stressful. She searched on her phone for something to listen to, something that would calm her down, but someone across the station caught her attention before she could.
 A giant woman, around 6’3 with unruly, grubby, white hair down to her ass, stared directly at Cleo. She was a football field away but there was no denying that the two had locked eyes. The giant then approached Cleo’s position rapidly. Her speed was impressive for her size and age-and unnerving. Her legs, housed in huge whitish blue bell-bottoms, shot simultaneously sideways and forwards like a broken pendulum. Cleo froze. It was like a haunted house attraction come to life. When she reached Cleo, the monster bent down and said, “are you okay?”
 Cleo felt the urge to giggle instead of scream. “Yes, I am. Thank you.”
 “Well, you don’t look okay, hunny. You look awful. What about God?”
 “I’m not sure? What about him?”
 “Hunny, have you found him? Do you have a hearing problem? It’s clear that I’m asking you if you’ve found God.”
 Cleo heard someone behind her start laughing. She turned to look and saw a young man, about twenty-one years old, who had been watching the whole scene play out. His outburst relieved Cleo and assured her she wasn’t imagining things.
 “I’m good. Really. Thank you for checking though.”
 The giant grunted and threw up her hands. “Fuckin’ Leviticus,” she said before she resigned and walked away.
 “You survived,” the young guy behind Cleo said.
 “Ya. You weren’t much help.”
 “No way I was getting involved in that.”
 Though he was about ten years younger than her, she could admit to herself that he was attractive. He wore a backwards Sox hat, a hooded Nike sweatshirt, Michael Jordan sweatpants, and high-top Nike sneakers. She decided not to pursue further conversation as it would be detrimental to her entire mission. What is my mission?
 When people formed a line to board, he landed a few spots in front of her in line. The number of passengers seemed unreasonably large for a weekday trip to Western Mass. This destroyed her hopes of a quiet ride. It would be unlikely there would be a seat next to him by the time she got on. Not that that matters. She handed her printed pass to the driver, worried he would yell at her. He barely looked at it and then loaded her luggage into the undercarriage. She could have handed him a flyer for a carwash, and he would have probably let her on. She walked up the stairs of the bus and immediately saw backwards-hat-guy with a seat open next to him. There were not many seats left in general so there wasn’t a reason to not sit next to him. She started her way towards him and then saw a bag of McDonald’s in his lap and a chicken nugget in his hand. The unadulterated joy emanating from his face as he chewed made him look quite moronic. If she could get past that, she still couldn’t get past the stench coming from the food. She moved past his row and all the way to the back, where like water in a desert, there were not one but two open seats next to each other. She jumped in and crossed her fingers that no one would find her oasis.
 The bus doors were about to close when a haggard mother and her two sons burst in. The boys, who were about four and six, both resisted their mother’s instructions to walk down towards the back. There was no need for premonitions, basic math told you that one of these kids was going to end up next to Cleo. It broke her heart. The mother planted the youngest one in a seat about three rows up and put her large ratty bag in the seat directly across the aisle from him. She escorted the older one back to Cleo’s row and plopped him down next to her. There was no introduction from the mom and no instruction to “let me know if he gets out of line,” or anything close to it. Cleo could see from the corner of her eye that the boy looked at her intently. The bus started and exited the station, and he still hadn’t averted his gaze. Eventually, he broke the silence.
 “You have weird eyes.”
 Cleo contemplated not responding. She could pretend she didn’t hear him over the sound of her headphones, but she had a sneaking suspicion it wouldn’t work.
 “Oh, can I ask you what’s weird about them?”
 “They’re like… nice.”
 “So, you think they’re nice and not weird?”
 “Ya. I like them.”
 “Thank you.”
 Out came a Ziplock bag full of cheddar popcorn from his little jacket. The bag bounced on his leg as he ate, covering Cleo’s knee in orange debris. She did choose to ignore this. Her hatred for children was ever present and she didn’t have an idea on how to give them constructive criticism. It was difficult to remember the last time she was even near a child. Friends and relatives never asked her to hold their babies because they knew they’d be met with a resounding “thank you so much, but no.” As the dirty highway passed by the window, the commotion next to her stopped. She hesitantly turned and noticed the little tyke had fallen asleep. Finally, a win! The bus hit a bump and his head fell and rested on her arm. The head, which felt like a small bowling ball, spent the remainder of the two-and-a-half-hour bus ride tucked into her elbow. She reached for her phone to text Matt about it, but then remembered he didn’t know who she was. Thoughts of better days cradled her until she found sleep too. The mother, with newfound energy, came back and snapped a picture of the two peacefully dreaming (unbeknownst to the subjects of the photo).
 The express bus only made one stop in Framingham before reaching Amherst. Cleo’s experience could have gone better, but she supposed it could have also gone worse. When the bus came to its final stop, her little companion stood and walked away without saying a word. Ships passing in the night. She exited the bus and then had to stop an old man from walking away with her suitcase. He held no malicious intent; he was just confused because his was also black. Luckily, Cleo’s mother had gifted her custom silver tags for her luggage when she was going to spend a semester in Spain. Inscribed over her name- “The world is a book, and those that do not travel read only one page” – St.Augustine. Western Mass wasn’t exactly as exotic as Madrid, but it technically still counted as travelling. The tags were great evidence the bag was hers and they saved her from having to open it and display her underwear to a senior citizen. He apologized profusely and then proceeded to mistakenly take someone else’s bag.
 Cleo had never been to the University of Massachusetts Amherst (even to party), but now found herself in the middle of campus. It was much nicer than she pictured it in her head. She was a touch snobby when it came to higher learning because she was a Stanford grad. Die Luft der Freiheit weht. She texted her friend Hattie, who was supposed to pick her up, but there was no sign of her. Cleo had even made sure to text her the new time of her arrival (due to her missing the original bus). The other passengers had mostly dispersed, and she felt increasingly embarrassed and old as she stood there with her suitcase and students passed her on the way to class. Something grabbed her from behind. Cleo shrieked.
 She turned to find Hattie giggling.
 “You big bitch,” said Hattie.
 “I’m the bitch?! You scared the shit out of me!”
 Hattie was every bit of 4 foot 11 but lied and said she was a whole 5 feet because it was a “cleaner number.” She wore eyeglasses with huge frames under a gorgeous mess of frizzy auburn hair. An oversized sweater with an enormous pumpkin on the front of it currently covered most of her body.
 “Do you like my pumpkin? Cleo, would you like to fuck this pumpkin? Cleo, please answer me.”
 This is how Hattie was 24/7. She had a full tank of energy and extra to spare (even when she remembered to take her Adderall). Some people, perhaps rightfully so, couldn’t stand to be around her for an extended period. The only complaint Cleo had about her was that she made her stomach hurt from all the laughs. When they reached Hattie’s car, Cleo fully expected it to be filled with trash. Instead, what she saw was a giant factory sealed box of David’s sunflower seeds in the backseat. Hattie explained that she had never tried sunflower seeds before so when she was high she ordered some online. She couldn’t recall if she intentionally purchased the entire box but now, she was too “scared” to open it and too lazy to return it. Cleo loaded her suitcase in the trunk (which was filled with trash) and they took off towards Hattie’s apartment. The drive totalled three minutes. Hattie lived next to the UMass campus even though she worked at Smith College in Northampton (which was a whopping fifteen-minute drive away). She graduated from Smith (an all-girls school) with a Major in Women & Gender Studies and a focus in Queer Studies. Ἐν τῇ ἀρετῇ τὴν γνῶσιν. She was now a researcher there and working towards her PhD. She lived in the attic of a “hippie couple’s house.” When Cleo asked if they would mind if she stayed over, Hattie told her they wouldn’t notice if a motorcycle gang came inside. The couple was in the front yard doing yoga. The woman lay with her back on the ground and balanced her husband on her knees. The house was old, massive, and oddly shaped in a way only homes in this part of the country were. Trees hung on both sides and their October leaves of yellow and red seasoned the earth. Cleo felt that this was the type of place for her. Hattie and Cleo stepped over the hula hoops laying on the front steps and into the house without saying anything to the couple. When Cleo asked what they did for work, Hattie advised that “no one knows.”
 Hattie insisted she carry Cleo’s suitcase for her (“door to door service”). She hoisted it over her head like an ant carrying a chocolate chip and then scurried up the three stories to the attic as Cleo slowly climbed behind her. By the time Cleo entered Hattie’s room, she was jumping on the bed. She asked Cleo if she would like to smoke some weed. She also had beer. When Cleo asked her if she drank beer, she said she didn’t but panicked in the liquor store and bought a six-pack of Miller Lite. Cleo, who also didn’t drink beer, broke down laughing again at the six-pack sitting on the window sill. Hattie then pulled out what looked like a Hefty bag full of weed. Cleo hadn’t smoked in years and didn’t remember it looking like this. Shades of glorious green and purple ran through the bud and it was so pretty she almost felt bad smoking it. But they did anyway. As Hattie grinded, Cleo looked around her room. It wasn’t a disaster, but Cleo knew that this was exclusively for her benefit. There was only one picture hanging in the entire room and it was of the soul singer Sade. Hattie proceeded to roll a blunt as though she was tying her shoe. Come to think of it, Cleo had seen Hattie tie her shoes and she rolled blunts much better. The weed mellowed Hattie but electrified Cleo. Her anxiety was through the roof and she didn’t think she would survive. Thankfully, she was with the person that made her laugh the most. In a bout of comedic genius Cleo thought of a joke.
 “Hey, I hope you don’t mind but I just invited a motorcycle gang over.”
 “Oh no, Cleo! That’s so scary. Stop. Why won’t this motorcycle gang stop fucking my ass? They’re always walking up those stairs…”
 “So many stairs…”
 “So many stairs just to fuck my ass.”
 “What would your gender studies colleagues think if they heard this?”
 “Stop! You don’t understand! I have to be a different person at work. I must resist saying any of my funny comments. If you tell them about the Amherst Hell’s Angels fucking my ass I will throw you out the window onto those hula hoops.”
 They laughed for around fifteen minutes straight without talking. Every time they thought they were done laughing, they laughed more. Cleo felt drool coming out of her mouth and her stomach was throbbing in pain. She realized this was true delirium, which of course made her laugh harder. When things had settled down Hattie asked Cleo what the reason for the visit was. She knew Cleo was going through a tough time but was unaware of the details. Cleo didn’t know how much she should tell her.
 “Listen, Cleo. I speak in complete honesty here; I don’t care what you did. If you lit this guy’s car on fire it isn’t going to bother me. You are my friend and I’m on your side.” She never much cared for Matt.
 Cleo went on to explain that the two broke up and soon after he was hit in the head with a baseball and lost his memory. This was her first-time hearing of the accident because she didn’t pay any attention to sports or the mainstream news. Hattie demanded to see the video and watched it a dozen times, mesmerized by the consistent loop of him being smashed in the face. When she noticed that Cleo had turned away from the phone, she stopped out of courtesy.
 “Okay, so why did you break up? Did he get drunk and fight your grandfather or something?”
 “I cheated,” said Cleo.
 “Oh my god! Awesome! Who was it with? Do I know them? You don’t have to tell me. But I hope it was great.”
 “No. It’s not great. I know you don’t like Matt but this was so unfair of me. He treated me very well. He was very generous and funny and… I don’t know. I ruined it.”
 “Okay, well yes. We can agree that in the future if you are in a committed relationship and you have decided with your partner to be monogamous then you shouldn’t cheat. But, don’t be too hard on yourself. You’re only young once and it’s your body.”
 Cleo remained silent. Hattie clapped her hands once hard and looked to the windowsill.
 “What?” said Cleo.
 “Let’s drink some fucking Miller Lite.”
 “What time is it?”
 “Who cares? We both have the day off. Let’s rage.”
 “I am so stressed out right now. You have to tell me something bad that you did. What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?”
 “Umm no way. How about this…I am talking to a guy. And he’s a bit weird even for me. Do you want to see him?”
 “Hell yeah.”
 Hattie pulled up a video on Youtube of some horrible backyard wrestling event. Cleo was confused as to why they were watching it and then realized the guy she was talking to was the one in the video getting thrown through a flaming wooden table. Hattie could tell that Cleo was in disbelief and went on to explain further as she continued to play clips of varied quality and violence. They met on Twitter. His wrestling name was Labb Ratt and she was unsure of his actual name. According to her he had “really good politics.” Recently, he was signed to a bigger wrestling promotion where he could start making big money, though “that’s not what it’s about.” He had a show tomorrow at the Mullins Center in Amherst and wanted her to come. The more Hattie spoke, the more confused Cleo became. She couldn’t take her eyes off of the skeleton face paint the guy had on in the videos.
 “If he’s a rat, then why is he painted like a human skull?”
 “It’s art, hunny. You wouldn’t understand. Want to go with me tomorrow?”
 “To the wrestling game?”
 “Ya. We can get drunk and show our tits.”
 Cleo laughed again holding her side with one hand and trying not to spill piss warm Miller Lite with the other. Hattie put on another of Labb Ratt’s wrestling matches and they finished their six pack. In this one he got buried in a pile of steel chairs. After the video was over, they journeyed downstairs to find the couple that owned the house.
 They were Deacon and Janis McCovey and it was hard to tell by looking at them just how old they were. Their bodies were firm, but their hair was mostly grey shrubbery. Cleo didn’t register how awkward it may be meeting them until they were already in front of her. Soon after shaking the McCovey’s hands, Janis produced an accordion and Deacon was strapped with a guitar over his shoulders and a contraption holding a harmonica in front of his mouth. The McCoveys produced a concert for an audience of two people (who were high as kites and a little drunk). They first broke into a cover of “We Can Work It Out” by the Beatles and followed it with another thirty minutes worth of songs. Cleo sat in front of them motionless in an old hickory rocking chair with Hattie next to her on a little green stool. A little stool for a little lady. Initially, she tried to reason when someone had suggested that they play (or if someone suggested they play), but then she just gave into the tunes. When they finished, Cleo came out of her trance and wiped her face to make sure she wasn’t drooling again. She and Hattie then gave them a resounding standing ovation to which the McCoveys bowed. They then went into the kitchen to make tea.
 The front door opened, and a quick whistle sound blew. Hattie was motioning out the door and Cleo followed like a puppy. The streets were lined with more magnificent trees, ablaze with autumn.
 “I’m worried about my plants.”
 “They’ll be fine for a few days. I had to stop buying them because I can’t remember to feed them.”
 The town center was full of mostly drunk students. The boys were all dressed like the McDonalds eating hunk from the bus and the girls all wore tight black Lulu Lemons tucked into Ugg boots. If you stared long enough it was dizzying, like a sexually charged school of fish. Occasionally, a local Amherstian would appear when the sea parted, and the stark contrast was alarming. They looked like the McCoveys but lost and without the same rocking bodies. Matt, who hadn’t completed a semester here before dropping out, once told her they all looked like “unmasked Scooby Doo villains.” Laughing and wincing, she entered the liquor store behind Hattie. A life-size cardboard cut-out of Dale Earnhardt Jr advertising Budweiser stood in the middle of the store. Cleo said “hello” to it thinking it was a real person and this caused Hattie to burst out into uncontrollable laughter (a moment Cleo would never live down). It would have made more sense to buy wine, which they both enjoyed, but it was “too late to switch,” according to Hattie. She forked the money up for another case of Miller Lite. As they exited, the bus hunk entered with two of his idiot friends.
 “Jesus Girl! Come party with us!”
 “Haha. Oh, thanks. Um. I can’t. But thank you.”
 Cleo scurried out of the store and then the wrong way down the street. Hattie redirected her and asked for an explanation as to why she was “Jesus Girl”. Some stories are tricky to explain sober, never mind when you’re out of it. How does one explain a scary, giant, holy woman? Not well, it turns out. It took about a half-hour to tell the story with all the laugh breaks in between. Back on the McCovey’s, they sat on the porch and watched Deacon hula hoop as they drank. The sun faded and for a moment they all stopped to stare at the near-perfect sky. Who would she share memories with going forward? There was Hattie, of course. But what about Matt? What about his mother and father and their friends? What would they think of her? There was the off chance that no one would ever find out. Matt couldn’t remember who she was, so he obviously didn’t recall any infidelity. But surely, that couldn’t last forever could it? Who had he told before his injury? The ultimate saving grace was that even pre-accident Matt didn’t know who she had been with. That was something she would never admit, even to Hattie, and she suspected-eventually not even to herself. Her phone buzzed.
 “Oh no! Fuck! My mom just sent me the weirdest thing. Do you know the Insta page Humans of NY? Well, my mom follows this super weird Massachusetts version of it”
 “Okay. And?”
 “I’m on it.”



alloneflock
(1/1) The boys lost their father two years ago. I lost my husband. They’ve been troopers through the whole thing, even when I’ve felt like I don’t have the strength to be one. They’re so young but they’ve come to know loss so intimately. This past year their uncle passed, and I didn’t know how to console my sister. I didn’t know how to tell her that everything is going to be okay, because I haven’t even been able to tell myself that. God always sends you something when you need it most and I knew two guys who could help. We travelled from Amherst to Boston this weekend to see her. I let them wear their Halloween costumes a little early; Batman and Superman. Except, they didn’t have to pretend to be heroes because that’s what they already are. Their auntie loved getting to spend time with them, but after the weekend we were all exhausted. They’re the best boys in the world but they can tire you out. On the bus ride home there were only three seats left and they weren’t together. I was at my wits end and I had to put my oldest next to a stranger. I spoke to her first and got her permission. In these situations, you can only hope for a nice person, and we found an angel. She took care of him the whole ride and I was able to get this picture of them. I don’t know her name, but I wanted to thank her. Like I said, help seems to come when He knows you need it.
 The picture displayed the child asleep on her arm. Most of the parts of the post were bullshit-well at least anything having to do with Cleo-but it was undoubtedly her in the photograph. She felt terribly embarrassed about the whole ordeal.
 “What is happening? Why is your life so fucking weird?”
 “I don’t know, Hattie. I just don’t know.”

4
 Matt sat in his childhood bedroom playing video games with Rich. Rich had rummaged through Matt’s closet without asking for permission and found an old PlayStation 2 with a binder full of games. Throughout their childhood Rich beat him at every video game they ever played. Matt not-so secretly thought (then and now) that it was an unfair advantage that Rich never had any parents watching over him. How lucky he had been to have unmonitored access to video games for hours at a time. Having sex with strippers in Grand Theft Auto. Murdering criminals in Grand Theft Auto. Murdering strippers in Grand Theft Auto. How lucky. His lack of supervision also meant a lack of love and affection, but Matt struggled to reckon with that even as a man in his thirties. He still saw it as a leg up for Rich. That is partially why, as they were nearing the end of their third race in Need for Speed: Underground 2, Matt slammed his controller down. Rich, who had won on the two previous tracks as well, was accustomed to this and knew better than to say anything and provoke his friend. Still, a smirk emerged on his face.
 “Why do you think I can’t remember her?”
 Rich wasn’t expecting this. He immediately longed for Matt’s irrational anger about losing the race. “Didn’t we go over this? Didn’t the doctor mention selective memory?” But that isn’t what…
 “That’s not what I meant.”
 What he meant of course was why his brain chose to block out a girl that he was engaged to only two weeks ago. Maybe cause she’s a fucking mess. Rich ran a million permutations of possible outcomes for this conversation in his head. It was like one of those stupid Avengers movies his wife forced him to watch. Matt and Rich both always maintained that any movie or tv show that was fantasy or science fiction stunk. They pretty much only watched movies and shows about police officers. In this movie though, Rich found an unlikely message. I remember the gay wizard holding up that finger. Doctor Something. Doctor Wizard. Out of millions of options there is only one feasible choice.
 “Ok, dude. We’re just going to have to do this,” said Rich while turning the console off. “Listen. I have an idea of why you can’t…. or why your brain is choosing not… to remember her. You two had broken up…”
 “Ya, my mom told me that already I…”
 “Shut up for a second. Jesus Christ.”
 They had taken turns interrupting each other for decades. Mike called them “Statler and Waldorf”, or, when they were really annoying him, “Thelma and Louise”. Those two fictional duos weren’t analogous to one another but if you combined them you did get something close to “Matt and Rich”.
 “I think, well, I KNOW the reason you broke up. I know I said I didn’t but I was lying. I’m sorry. But I didn’t have any specific details you have to believe me,” Rich held up a finger to stop the coming interjection and Matt fell back silent. “Cleo cheated on you. I don’t know with who. You didn’t tell me or anyone else as far as I know. But you called me and told me that she did.”
 Matt picked up the PS2 controller from the ground and examined it to see if it was broken. There was no sound in the room except for a humming from the blank screen of the bulky Toshiba TV set. Rich leaned over and turned that off as well. Matt raised his head finally and looked up at the antiquated glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling. Twenty-five years ago, Mike shouted at Matt and Barbara about putting them up. He claimed they would be too hard to take off and he was right. The things were transfixed up there for eternity. It still seemed harsh to yell at a child for wanting stars in their room.
 Rich wondered if Matt’s brain was filtering out all of the information about his relationship like a child lock blocking porn on a computer. Like in the hospital when he saw her. Maybe no matter how many times you tell him he won’t be able to process it.
 “I heard ya,” Matt said as if speaking through telekinesis. “I guess it just means I’ll have to find her and fist fight her.”
 Rich laughed. His permutation was way off. This wasn’t how he pictured his reaction. The phone call he received from Matt two weeks ago was much different. There were tears and screams. It was like a peasant woman moaning on the street. Truly terrible and embarrassing stuff.
It sounded like he might…
 “I would like to find her, though,” said Matt while anticipating Rich’s coming anger. “I know it doesn’t make sense but I need to find out what happened. I’ve called her multiple times from my mom’s phone but she won’t pick up. And on my new phone everything was backed up on the cloud but I must have deleted all texts with her. I guess I scrubbed all evidence that she ever existed. Can’t find a thing. Are you positive I didn’t mention anything else? Has she posted anything on Instagram?” Matt avoided all social media platforms. He was close to a neo-luddite but if you referred to him as that he wouldn’t have any idea what either word meant.
 “Nothing and I blocked her. But, what’s she going to post that would help? What’s she going to write ‘here’s how and why I cheated on my boyfriend’?”
 “Okay. Okay. That’s fine. We’re cops, we should be able to find her. Even simpler. Just bring me to her apartment and that should be that.”
 Rich started to protest but stopped when he saw his best friend’s pathetic eyes. It was like he was a five-year-old kid sitting in front of you and asking if you could buy them a puppy. Rich knew if his own son ever asked him for one he wouldn’t be able to say no. That would be mom’s job. But Colleen wasn’t there and Rich didn’t want to involve Matt’s actual mother who was asleep in front of the news downstairs. The next thing Rich knew was that he was behind the wheel of his F150 and his partner was riding shotgun. These were the stations they had taken so many times over the years but Rich couldn’t remember a ride quite this depressing. Well maybe one time…
 “This is kind of exciting.” Matt clearly wasn’t on the same page. To him this was an adventure to track down “the most beautiful girl in the world.” The fact that he already knew why they split was irrelevant because the pain wasn’t real. It was a different Matt that experienced the horrors of infidelity. This Matt saw the opportunity for a new beginning. Or to his broken brain, just a beginning. We’re not those old Muppets or Thelma and Louise. We’re fucking Turner and Hooch. Look at this mutt’s tail wagging at the thought of the bitch that cheated on him.
 “Guess where she lives.”
 “Southie?”
 “So, do you remember something?”
 “No. Just all hot yuppie broads live in Southie.”
 “Ha. Parking is going to be a nightmare.”
 Parking was always a nightmare in South Boston. Like Dorchester, Southie had been a working-class neighborhood for generations. This might be self-evident given the dozen Hollywood movies set there in the last thirty years but what the films fail to go into detail about is the gentrification. The place that you see on the big screen is disappearing and being rebooted as a safe, lifeless, cartoon. The original residents weren’t saints by any means (and they would be the first ones to tell you that) but it’s tough to see a community be replaced with a Trust Fund Disneyland. Young urban professionals love to costume play as poor. They go to P.S. Coffee and make fun of the girls working the counter behind their backs. Go to the L Street Tavern and pretend they’re Ben Affleck. Well it’s a free country but that works both ways. You have the right to live there but I have the right to tell you to go fuck yourself. Rich double parked on K Street blocking in a tiny, red Kia Forte. He pointed out the apartment Cleo lived at.
 “Names will be on the mailbox, right?”
 “I mean I assume so. It’s the green one right there!”

Where
does he think he lived for the last year? How many days of his life does he not remember? Look at him run across the street like a child to an ice cream truck. Poor, dumb bastard. They hadn’t spoken to each other much of the way there which was fine with Rich. I can’t talk about that whore any more. A sizable amount of guilt set in with this thought. He may not have always got along with Cleo, but she actually wasn’t that bad. She was smart and funny. Maybe not the “most beautiful girl in the entire world” but pretty close. At least out of the ones you could realistically meet and talk to. Anger returned quickly when he saw his friend helplessly ringing the doorbell to no response.
 BEEP
 The owner of the Kia was sitting in the passenger seat and motioning for Rich to move his car. In a hurry to get to goat yoga huh? She beeped the car horn again. Fucking yoga emergency I guess. He flipped her the finger and then rolled down the passenger window to summon Matt back. Matt jogged back smiling, seemingly undeterred by the dead end. Rich revved the engine and then sped off.
 “No answer. Hey, the names weren’t on the mailboxes.”
 “Okay, well what do you want me to do about it? She must have ripped it off when you broke up.”
 “No need for the attitude. How does she get the correct mail? The other people didn’t have their mailboxes labelled either…”
 “Don’t have time to care about mail boxes. I got you taking me on wild goat chases and I got…”
 “Did you just say wild goat chases?”
 “Yes. I did,” said Rich, taking a moment to laugh. “I was thinking that yuppie bitch must be in a hurry to get to goat yoga and you’re taking me on wild goose chases. I guess I confused the two.” The two of them laughed while Rich took the appropriate turns to head back to Dorchester. Matt wanted to know where they were going next and wasn’t happy when Rich told him “home.”
 “Think. She must have friends or relatives in the area. I was engaged to the girl. You must know a lot of stuff about her.” The Kia swerved in front of Rich’s car and he slammed on the horn. He told Matt to get his gun out of the glove compartment (“Open up the glovey”). Beretta 92. Not his service pistol. It was the gun he used two years ago to put a bullet into his basement floor. That’s what forty-five Bud Lights on Dorchester Day will do. Matt just laughed at the idea of killing the woman which made Rich calm down. I can’t do this. My temper is all over the place. This is like a ferris wheel. I mean roller coaster. Fuck!
 “Brother. She has a brother. Merrill. He’s in some band. I don’t know the name of the band but you used to call them The Talking Dick Heads.”
 “Ha! I did? I barely know who The Talking Heads are. That’s a pretty good joke by me.”
 “Ya. You said he wants to be like the guy that dances in the big suit.”
 “David Byrne? I can’t remember my fiancée but I can remember David Byrne…”
 “Well, anyway, Google Merrill Karsh or Merrill Adams Karsh or whatever and see if you can get the band’s Facebook page or something.”
 Matt was way ahead of him. He started searching as soon as Rich had told him “Merrill.” The name of his band was The Dry Swallows. Neither of them could figure out what the hell kind of name that was, but they figured music people were just weird. According to the group’s Twitter page (which didn’t seem to have many followers) they had a show that very night at some place called The Midway Cafe. Rich knew where it was because it was close to the famous pub Doyle’s which had just recently closed. He told Matt he’d go but that he refused to pay the five-dollar cover charge mentioned on the picture of the flyer.
 “I think he’s kind of a creep, isn’t he?”
 “I don’t know. I don’t remember him, remember? Why do you say that?”
 “I don’t know. I think he got in trouble at school once or something.”

-------------------------

The Midway Cafe, home of open mic comics, lesbian only nighters, and rock and roll dreamers, is one of the last bastions of free expression and thought in Boston. The bill for that night was three local acts: Raymonds, Avis Rara, and The Dry Swallows. The five-dollar cover at the door would yield forty for them all to split. Four bucks each. Not bad. Matt and Rich got in as The Raymonds closed their set with a version of “Whiskey River”. It was a song neither of them had heard but that they thought sounded pretty good. There were six other people inside not counting the other performers and the bartender. Even in casual clothes, they both looked like cops. It didn’t help that they both ordered water. The bartender, dressed like a 50’s pinup, handed them the glasses with distrusting eyes. The rest of the room tensed up in preparation for a sting operation. Merrill and his girlfriend, Ada, approached them with wry smiles.
 “Thought you were in the hospital?’ said Merrill. He was a gangly mess. Impossible to have a normal conversation with. The thing he loved most was music which meant it was the worst thing to talk to him about. For a person like Matt whose musical taste started and stopped with whatever was playing on Kiss 107.9, it was especially hopeless. Merrill would look down at “Paint it Black”, nevermind “Hey There Delilah” (Matt’s all-time favorite song). Matt recognized him from the Facebook picture but seeing him had jogged no other memories. Rich responded abruptly to Merrill with “he’s out” but Matt wanted to stay on track.
 “Is Cleo coming tonight?”
 “Nope. Guess that means you guys can leave,” said Ada.
 Part of an argument from months ago flooded his brain. It wasn’t so much as a lightbulb going off as a flood of toxic waste into an already polluted brain. There they were, in the Midway Cafe, except this night Matt had been drinking. Cleo was next to him telling him to switch to water. That’s all there was of her however, for this memory was consumed by Ada. “Fascist, piece of shit.” That’s what she called him that night and he could see it as clear as he saw her in front of him now. It was like the words themselves were floating in the air like a children’s TV show. Anger and excitement see-sawed. He remembered how mad the name calling had made him, but he bounced happily on his toes that there was at least some remnant of Cleo left in his brain.
 “Delightful as usual, Ada.”
 “Why don’t you just get out of here?” said Merrill.
 “No one wants you here, man,” said Ada.
 “What if I smashed this glass off your head?” said Rich.
 He directed it towards Merrill, but he looked at Ada as well. It was enough to silence them both for the moment. The rest of the room had also quieted and Avis Rara stopped setting up their equipment to watch it unfold. The bartender asked if everything was alright. Things started to play out as exactly as they had during that earlier incident, which ended with Matt getting in a shoving match with four guys in Minor Threat shirts. This time he was sober and a patrolman’s de-escalation skills kicked in (a rarity for cops in their personal lives). He calmed all parties and explained that he was just trying to get in touch with Cleo and that they would leave. Before departing, Matt had to use the toilet. It wasn’t ideal to shit in a place like this but his bowels were yelping. The door to the men’s room was permanently open, so much so that the musicians could watch you while you pissed. He wasn’t searching for the urinal, however, but the stall which was barely big enough for a human being. He squeezed in only to notice the lock was broken. It required you to hold the door closed with one hand and hope no one applied any pressure from the outside. The walls of the cell were completely covered in band stickers which at least provided some reading material. Matt had never heard of any group listed on the decals and wondered if a single one of them ever became famous. It’s likely the one called Baby Dicks never hit the big time. With one arm on the door, he folded the other on his knees to rest his head upon it. If the next band, Avis Rara, hadn’t started playing you would have been able to hear his snores.
 Rich scrolled through his phone, but was mostly focused on the time. How long does it take to shit? He considered going in to check on Matt, but didn’t end up having the chance. Two big things were about to happen. The first was that, while on Instagram, Rich stumbled upon a post from an account called alloneflock. It was something that Colleen had asked him to follow years ago. They posted feel-good stories-something Rich hated-but he had been too lazy to unfollow them. Their most recent post held some vital information, but before he could fully process it, the second thing happened. Ada approached him again.
 “Oink. Oink. Boot licker.”
 “Fuck you, you stupid bitch.”
 It wasn’t the cleverest response but he felt it got the point across. She ran to her boyfriend and explained that Rich had verbally assaulted her. It was hard for Merrill to hear over the band’s dreadful cover of “I Fought the Law”. The delay gave Rich a few seconds to scout the situation. He was in deep shit both at home and at work. Getting arrested for fighting might be the final straw. On the other hand, he was feeling lucky. The chance of him being able to take all of the guys in the building seemed relatively high and he was antsy to find out for sure if he could. If you’ve never been in a fist fight, consider yourself lucky. Punches hurt. Both giving and receiving. If you’re having doubts, let a three-year-old punch you in the face. The hair on your neck will perk up. You’ll sweat a gross, smelly sweat. You’ll want to take that toddler and kick them into the moon. Now imagine getting punched by someone 6x their size. The desire to punt them into the stratosphere will be there but you might not have the bearings left to do it. Most people who have gone through a serious brawl will try and avoid them for the rest of their lives. But, like any stupid, horrible, destructive vice, some people get addicted. When that happens, you start to lose track of what your high is; hitting or getting hit.
 Merrill poked Rich directly in the center of his chest. In response, Rich open-hand slapped him across the face as a blatant sign of disrespect. Merrill held his face, not quite sure what just happened. What Rich didn’t calculate was Ada’s involvement. She punched him clean in the right eye and he realized that she hit harder than her boyfriend would ever be able to. Rich had hit women before in street fights but it was neither something he was proud of nor that he particularly liked doing. The last time he socked one was over ten years ago. It would be a shame to come out of retirement now. He settled for more of a face smush which, with her own momentum, led her not so gently to the ground. The real retribution was left for her partner. Rich hauled off and landed a blow to Merrill’s temple that knocked him five feet back and sliding across the floor like a bar of soap. Rich was cognizant that the front door of the bar opened about three seconds before he threw that punch but there was no time to scout the situation then. With both adversaries planted on the ground, he turned and saw someone coming in from a smoke break. It was the drummer for the opening band, The Raymonds, and he was certainly much bigger standing up. He witnessed the tail end of Merrill being hit and saw Ada wailing on the ground like she had been shot. Rich looked him up and down and lamented every bit of the 250 pound and 6-foot-3 drummer who looked ready for war. He then dropped his right hand down to his own ankle and popped up with the hardest punch he could muster. Big fat fuck. The fist struck the oaf on the jaw with a deafening CRACK and Rich was sure it was the only one he’d need to throw. Shock set in when the bastard didn’t flinch. For spectators, fights go quickly. When you’re the gorilla attacking in the mist, the adrenaline can make it feel like hours are passing. If this fight felt like 60 minutes, then 45 of those were spent waiting for the drummer to respond. Dumbfounded, he looked down into Rich’s eyes. Just when Rich thought the whole thing might be over, the monster threw a punch of his own. It was instantly clear to Rich that (thankfully) no one ever taught the big man how to fight. Instead of a straight punch, it came in all wrist, similar to a closed bear paw. The hand was moving so slowly that Rich was able to fire off another shot which landed on the drummer’s upper lip. The bear paw finally landed but Rich was able to avoid being hit in the head. The brunt of it went to his neck and shoulder. Although the drummer’s form was piss poor, his amateur blow still winded the boisterous off-duty cop. The giant drummer’s punch, however, was the least of Rich’s concerns. A burning pain shot up his entire right arm and he was afraid to look down to see what was causing it. Whatever the source of the agony, he knew his right hand was out of commission for the remainder of the fight.
 Rich shot for the bigger man’s legs and successfully brought him to the ground. Things were starting to look up until he looked down. Now mounted on the drummer, Rich saw that the gentleman’s bloody mouth was missing a tooth. Rich had a good idea where he might be able to find it. He raised his left hand to call it into action in his right hand’s steed. It occurred to him, vaguely, that the music had stopped. Then he saw someone advancing in his peripherals. The bassist had jumped off the stage and into the melee. The light from the ceiling bounced off a bottle of Harpoon IPA and at the very last moment Rich was able to turn his body and take it off the same shoulder that was struck earlier. It’s better than my fucking head. He rolled off the drummer and onto a mixture of broken glass, beer, and blood. Someone, probably twenty years ago, had taken the time to write “fuck you” in black Sharpie next to the lamp on the ceiling. It was barely visible if you were having a drink at the bar, but if you ever found the opportunity to lie on the ground on your back like a turtle dying of dysentery, then you could make it out pretty clearly. Fuck me is right.
 Everyone stopped what they were doing and the only voice you could hear was the bartender saying that the cops (the real cops) were on their way. Rich turned and crawled towards the bathroom and used the side of the stage to pull himself up. He staggered inside and then found the energy to boot the stall open. The door flung and smashed a sleeping Matt awake. Matt screamed and opened his eyes to find Rich covered in blood and yelling at him to get up. Matt pulled up his pants without wiping or flushing and followed Rich out of the bathroom in a daze. The two broken-down hunks of junk limped through the bar and out the door. There was yelling and more name-calling, but no more physical altercations. Once outside, Rich started to hustle towards his car.
 “Come on. Hurry. You okay to drive?”
 “I don’t know, man. I just passed out on the toilet.”
 “Fuck! We’ll have to take our chances. I gotta wrap this fucking thing and we need to go!”
 Once inside his truck, he took his Nike track jacket off and then the white t-shirt underneath it. He bit into the t-shirt to mask his screams and then used all of his mental and physical strength to force the tooth out. More blood followed. The car was a mess and Matt, horrified, alternated looking between the road and the disgusting orifice in Rich’s hand. Rich formed a makeshift bandage with the white shirt and tied it tight in hopes that it would stop the bleeding. The shirt was soaked through within a minute.
 “You better not fall asleep!”
 “How the fuck am I ever supposed to sleep again?”

---------------

When they were five minutes away from Matt’s parents’ house, Rich told him to pull into a gas station so he could get some water to wash himself off and clean out some of the mess. After doing his best, which wasn’t much, he got back into the car and ignored Matt when he suggested they go to an Emergency Room.
 “I don’t even know why I’m telling you this, but I think I know where Cleo is. Does she have any friends in Amherst?”
 “I don’t know man! I don’t remember her!”
 “Shit! Okay. Well look at this.”
 He showed Matt the Instagram post and Matt shot up with glee. It was like someone receiving a job offer, reading news that they had just hit the lottery, opening an acceptance letter to their first-choice school, and getting a text from someone they wanted to fuck, all at once. Officially, it was their first clue. Rich figured they had nothing else to do so that they might as well head up to Amherst the next morning to investigate. He would regret that decision (and many others) for a long time. But there were few things in his life that he didn’t regret, so it was no skin off his back. Or maybe a little skin off his back due to that bassist’s Harpoon IPA bottle. They never got in trouble for the “Melee at the Midway” as Rich would jokingly refer to it years later. Unbeknownst to them, everyone else at the bar had talked Ada out of reporting the truth of what happened. Asshole or not, Rich was a Boston cop that was assaulted by four different people, including one with a bottle. The situation was just too messy.

5
 Matt and Rich crept into Rich’s F150 at 7AM and rubbed their eyes in an attempt to wake up. Rich wanted to beat the traffic. Just as Matt opened his front door he heard his mom call from upstairs and ask where they were going. He responded with one word; “out”. She told him to take an umbrella in case it rained and he bawled his fists together and left without saying anything else. Barbara and Matt had a tender loving relationship and only ever had a handful of arguments. The one thing that drove Matt berserk though, the thing that made him angriest in life, was whenever his mother told him to wear a jacket or to bring an umbrella. This brought out irrational rage. Do not tell me what to do. “Honey, it’s cold out there. Be sure to put on a coat”. “How about I put you in a grave, you old bitch.” He always settled down within five minutes, but was unapproachable during that time. This morning, after he settled down and was well away from his mother, he had time to address the situation at hand. He and Rich both looked and felt like shit. This was going to be a long day. To make matters worse, Rich stared at Matt gravely and then told him they would have someone else joining them on the trip to Amherst. Matt, incredulous that he would have to spend two hours with Monkey Bite, pounded his leg in protest. There was only so much fight that he could put up however, as Rich was chauffeuring him around the state trying to help put the pieces of his brain back together. Rich had a bruised back and a gash on his hand as his ticket for inviting a fifty-year-old junkie for the ride. Monkey Bite asked Rich to pick him up at the Tedeschi’s on Neponset Ave, which was his home-away-from-home. Multiple people witnessed Monkey picking up strangers' unfinished cigarettes off the parking lot ground there and smoking them himself. When they pulled the car up, he was in the middle of smoking one but there was no way of knowing if this was from a pack or the dirt. He got in the car and immediately laid in the back seat with his hoodie covering his eyes. He used his battered backpack as a pillow.
 “Don’t let us keep you up, Monk.”
 Any reverence the younger generation showed to their elders was completely absent when they spoke to Monkey Bite. Children and adults of all ages spoke to him as their contemporary (at best). This day, he didn’t seem responsive to it. When Rich had called him and asked why he needed to go to Amherst, he told him that he had met a woman up there.
 ‘Tell us about this broad, Monk. She must be a real smokeshow.”
 His head shifted and two bloodshot eyes shone back at Matt. He paused for a moment to consider if it was worth engaging the conversation.
 “She’s hot, dude.”
 ‘There is absolutely zero chance she is hot. Why would she have to do this then?”
 “Do what? Be with me? She doesn’t have to. She likes it. She’s a complete fucking psychological disaster.”
 Matt and Rich both belly laughed, so much so that Rich had to compose himself before he crashed the car. For the remainder of the day they would repeat the line “she’s a complete fucking psychological disaster” in a mock Monkey Bite voice. By the very next day it would be no laughing matter. But for now, they continued their impressions, hysterical.
 They stopped once on the way at a roadside Dunkin Donuts so Monk could take a shit. When he walked in his hoodie was so low over his eyes the lady behind the counter jumped. Rightfully so. After he used the restroom, he ordered a large iced coffee with extra-extra. This worried Rich because he thought it would inevitably lead to more shit. Rich and Matt got coffees and bacon egg and cheeses on plain bagels – the egg tasted more like rubber than usual. If they didn’t finish it they could always hollow it out and use it as an ashtray. Monkey Bite stood in front of the car and smoked a Parliament. When he was nearly down to the filter, he mimed that he was going to throw it into the gas pump. The fact there was a chance that he might actually do it made it funnier somehow. “Almost sent us to kingdom come,” he joked as he got back into the car. He drained his coffee and then was snoring within two minutes. Rich said, “everything this guy does is backwards.” He then turned up his obscure rap music to drown Monkey out and he and Matt said nothing to each other for the remainder of the ride. Matt was too busy thinking of her. Forced to relive the only memory of her which was five seconds in the hospital doorway and then, like a projector coming to life in an abandoned cinema, a picture shot to the front of his mind. A purple Mission Hill 5K Road Race shirt. Focus. The image was moving now, it was zooming out, and he could see more of it. There was her body. Baggy t-shirt. No pants. I remember this. She turns and she’s wearing…wearing white panties. Granny panties, but one side of them is wedgied into her cheek. I can only see the full scope of her when she bends. She is cleaning the bathtub and doesn’t want to get her “good” clothes dirty. “You’re so lucky that you have a girlfriend who cleans the bathroom,” she says. I tell her that she’s lucky I let her take up all of the space in the bathroom with her lotions and shampoos. Thirty fucking bottles of each that all look the same.
We laugh but I grow hard looking at her arched body and then…then the tub falls through the floor and she tips over into the sinkhole, like that one guy in the newspaper in Florida. “Man Gets Swallowed”- we laughed about that one, didn’t we? Man gets swallowed-lucky bastard. But there you go falling and I can’t catch you please come back I’m so sorry I-
 “Matt, wake the fuck up. You’re having some kind of nightmare. We’re almost there.”
 Matt woke up and wiggled in his seat to try and hide his erection. Rich had already seen it, but said nothing. A sign read “Entering Amherst. Inc 1759”. Rich then struggled to wake Monkey Bite, which came as no surprise. “My dad said one time when they were younger, his other buddy had sex with a girl on top of his unconscious body and he didn’t move one inch the entire time. Just snored right through.” He asked Matt to throw water on Monkey’s face to get him up, which Matt was more than happy to do. “What the fuck, dude! Let me sleep.” They were eventually able to procure the address of his lover out of him and Rich popped it into his Waze app. A short time later, they turned down Pine Hill Road near Puffer’s Pond. It was made up of lovely old homes but they had to drive until they reached the shitty one. It looked as if you gave it a good shove it would completely collapse like a frame in a Buster Keaton movie. There wasn’t a house number, a mailbox, a car in the driveway, or any other sign that a human being was actively living there.
 “You fucking the chick from the Addam’s Family, bro?”
 Monkey just said “thanks” and exited the car.
 “He was in a piss poor mood today, huh?”
 “I’d be in a piss poor too if I had to be him.”
 Matt knew the dreaded question of “where do we even start” was about to come out of Rich’s mouth, and he didn’t have an answer, so he preemptively told Rich to drive to Amherst Center. He would buy Rich another coffee and they could start their stakeout. It wasn’t his most ingenious plan, but if she was in Amherst, he figured she had to walk to the center of town at some point. Once they were parked on a side street facing the main road, Rich began to read out all of the Tweets that were making him angry that morning. It was the last thing in the world Matt wanted to listen to, but once again he didn’t have much of a choice. After an hour, it was clear that neither of them could take much more of being in the car together. They decided to get out and walk around and “at least get a better view of some of the yoga pants.” The lines for the bars were beginning to get rowdy and crowded, and it was difficult to see much of anything.
 “These are your old stomping grounds, huh?” said Rich.
 “It didn’t last very long. You were up here as much as I was. Which is probably why it didn’t last very long.”
 “What did you even major in anyway?”
 “Math. What would you have chosen if you went to school?”
 “Chinese Language and Literature.”
 In the Amherst Town Common, they came across a group of students in the middle of a game of hacky sack. Rich found himself completely astounded-he did not think it was something that existed outside of movies. The collection of people playing was made up of all different shapes and sizes, resembling some sort of international council. There were no beer cans or joints in sight. All evidence pointed to these kids having fun without the use of stimulants. This brought Rich from astounded to flabbergasted. He couldn’t remember a time after the age of 15 where he had sober fun. Matt thought the game looked interesting and part of him wanted to play, but he thought better of introducing himself with his face as mangled as it was. Liable to scare the shit out of them. As the motley duo walked past the group, a small girl with the sides of her head shaved and green hair shouted towards them.
 “You going to arrest us for playing hacky sack?”
 “We would if we had any jurisdiction here,” said Rich.
 “Cops don’t usually vacation in Western Mass.”
 “We’re on a secret mission,” said Matt.
 “Come over here and play,” said a long-haired simpleton beside her.
 The green haired girl looked towards the simpleton as if he was crazy as well as stupid, but made room for the two out-of-towners to come join their circle. Matt walked towards them right away but Rich stayed behind and said he would just watch. He watched Matt play like a mother watches their child on the monkey bars, nervous that he would fall and hurt or embarrass himself. Matt asked the rules and they told him the aim was to keep the sack in the air as long as you could by passing it to one another. He connected with the first one poorly and the edge of his sneaker booted the damned thing fifteen feet in the opposite direction. This is when he learned the second rule-no apologizing. Not being able to say he was sorry proved harder for Matt than kicking the sack. He was an over-apologizer by nature-something he didn’t inherit from either of his parents who were both stubborn as mules. A therapist would probably trace Matt’s bad habit back to feeling insecure and uncomfortable in social situations, but he was not introspective enough to figure this out on his own. So, he kept doing it. Every time he messed up a volley and sometimes even when he didn’t he would say “sorry”. The group would laugh every time, as would Rich behind him, and despite themselves they all found this fish-out-of-water endearing. And so, they kicked the sack back and forth for twenty minutes, no one ever being eliminated or winning, but just doing it for the love of the hack. When they were about to leave, Matt thought he would take a shot in the dark.
 “Hey, I have a random question. Have any of you seen a tall brunette about my age?”
 “How are we supposed to know how old you are, man? Your face is all fucked up. No offense,” said the simpleton.
 “Ya, that’s true.” He was just happy no one mentioned that he was balding. “Well, about his age then”, he said pointing at Rich.
 “I don’t know man. No, we haven’t. But that’s a pretty weird question. Don’t you think so?”
 “Ya. Well, I just thought I would ask. Sorry.”
 “Don’t say sorry,” they all said in unison.
 Rich had to take a shit so he and Matt walked to a Bruegger’s Bagels about two minutes away. He would resent Matt for the rest of his life for forcing him to shit in a public restroom. Out of Rich’s million pet peeves, shitting anywhere outside of his own toilet was number one (or in this case-number two). Matt on the other hand was happy to go anywhere. Pubs, football games, in the bushes, in the ocean-it didn’t really matter. Matt waited outside the store and kept his eyes open for any potential ex-fiancees. When Rich exited Bruegger’s, he was in a predictably nasty mood. Matt asked him how the bathroom was and Rich said he didn’t want to talk about it ever again. He demanded they get back in the car and go home and made it known that Matt’s plan was nonsensical. Matt did as he was told and got into Rich’s car.
 As Rich began to exit Amherst, Matt made his final plea. He suggested they get a room at the Howard Johnson’s and stay the night. They could treat it like a one-night getaway. Rich was obstinate. He would do no such thing. The blood flooded to his head like a pig hung up for slaughter. His grip on the steering wheel threatened to grind it to dust. Matt could sense a coming explosion and so he backed off, slumped and defeated in the passenger seat. Rich’s normal complexion came back as they were driving through Belchertown.
 “I’m not drinking and your head is fucked. You do two beers and then we head home.”
 Matt took this as a win, for he knew it was the first step in a series of steps to wear Rich down. If he played it right, he would be able to get him to spend the night.

--------------

A gross, weather-beaten old sign that read “B D L GHT” stood out from the side of a dive at the rotary in Belchertown. I guess they couldn’t buy a vowel. Shingles were falling off the awning and it was unclear if the place even had a name. Rich suggested they go back to Amherst so they could at least head to a college bar and look at the girls. Matt argued they should stay away from women for both their sakes and Rich hesitantly agreed. They parked in the gravel lot behind the building that was filled with other pickups (that were in much worse condition than theirs). Rich stopped Matt before he opened the passenger door to remind them of their deal. Matt smiled before exiting the car and heading to the entrance. Iron bars blocked all the windows and you could barely see through the greasy glass. That was okay. You could judge this book by the cover. The patrons of these establishments were all the same; from middle-aged to senile, from dirt-poor to the nadir of the middle class, from ornery to outraged. They had one fight at a bar this week with hippies and hipsters, maybe they’d have better luck with some salt-of-the-earth folk. Rich looked down at his wrapped hand as if he read Matt’s mind.
 “If they riot, you’re on your own.”

If you ever find yourself in a bar with a tough crowd, it can go one or two ways. The first, and more banal, resembles something from the saloon in Pinocchio. Bottles flying, fist fights, broken chairs. In real life what you’re more likely to find is this; kindness with conditions. Depending on where you are as long as you’re the “right” type of person, you may just find that they’re happy to have you. The regulars see the same drooping faces every day for their entire adult life. It’s exciting to have some new blood every once in a while. On this particular night, Matt and Rich were welcomed with open arms. Finally, some luck (however short-lived it might be).

The bartender was vastly overweight and wearing a fossilized Operation Desert Storm t-shirt. The design stuck out for two reasons: 1. The thirty years of events after The Gulf War made it feel quaint and forgettable in comparison and 2. Matthew owned the same shirt when he was a child. He was drawn to the large American Eagle depicted on the front and then further fascinated by the cartoon soldier and the red, white and blue shield in front of it (similar to Captain America’s but different enough to avoid copyright claim). To the left of these three proud symbols was something foreign to Matthew. Literally. It was a map of Saudi Arabia and Iraq. He didn’t remember that being on the shirt, but after all, what five-year-old American concerned themselves with the Middle East? How many thirty-year-old Americans concern themselves with the Middle East? Matt begged his father to buy him it from a flea market (set up at the church of all places). He wondered what happened to that shirt, and surmised it was probably given to some charity shop. Right then a toddler could have been running around with a decades-old Persian conflict displayed on their chest. In all likelihood it became garbage long ago, but the shirt that the bartender was wearing was so small on him, Matt thought it might be the same one. 
 Leaning over the counter was a female barfly making loud remarks to the vet bartender, trying to get another drink as quickly as possible. She had tight light blue jeans on, which accentuated her enormous ass. Mike Innes would have said, “she’s got a rear end like a reindeer.” Matt hated when his father used the phrases “rear end” or “reindeer ass” but in this case he would have been 100% correct. This was a huge, rear end and it was impossible to miss. Much like the nurse’s in the hospital, but even larger.
 Matt and Rich found an open two-seat table in the corner and Rich grabbed a Keno sheet and started filling it out before he even sat down. Matt almost hit the seat of his own chair and then remembered this wouldn’t be a full-service restaurant. He went up and ordered (cash only) three Bud Lights to save time and left Mr. Gulf War a sizable tip. Rich scolded Matt when he returned to the table. Matt ignored him and whispered about the lady at the bar’s sizable ass.
 “Not my type.” Rich was able to clock this out of his peripherals, a talent that was not used for police work but instead for fighting men and scouting potential lays. Matt would often settle for the closest person to him as soon as he had a few drinks. He never seemed to care what other people thought and spent time with many women that other guys would poke fun at. On the other end of the spectrum, every girl Rich had been with was a stunner. His record was incontestable. From the time he was seven, girls would flock to him and he would have his pick. By the time he was in junior high he had done things that most guys would have to wait four or five more years to even attempt. He never seemed to care if girls liked him or not and it took everyone else ten or twenty years to find out that was the trick to the whole thing. Rich never gave details about any of it and people would often find out by the girl bragging about it instead of the other way around. In secret, Matt would ask Rich questions about how things were and even with his best friend, Rich was a locked cabinet only giving out measly scraps of information. Matt took them greedily because it was better than nothing. Mostly Matt just heard misinformation from other idiots. McCabe once told him there was a string in girls’ vaginas that you had to pull and that was what “fingering” was. This was one of the few times Rich pulled Matt aside and explained that that was a load of horse shit. Matt looked up at Rich now and for the first time in his life felt no jealousy. Rich had a beautiful wife yet here he was suspended from work, kicked out of his house, and in a roadside town in East Bum Fuck wasting money on Keno, the poor man’s casino. 
 “Come on. You know I’m an ass man,” said Matt.
 “Ha. You know who the biggest ass man of all time is?”
 “Who?”
 “Whatever guy left Dolly Parton for Jolene”
 “Hahahahah. He just hates big tits?”
 “Ya. Hates them. He’s exclusively an ass guy.”
 “Did you make that up?”
 “No. Something my dad used to say. He was obsessed with Dolly Parton’s tits. He couldn’t fathom someone leaving them.”
 “What’s this I’m hearing about Dolly Parton’s tits?” said a fast approaching voice.
 The bar fly screeched a chair from another table up to theirs and sat down. I wonder what else she heard. She asked them where they were from and sixteen other questions. She wouldn’t stop digging, like a drunk, trashy Barbara Walters. It was then time to share her story. Her name was Edwina Tork (terrible name), she was born in Florida but she lived in Belchertown since she was 11 (who the fuck cares), and she thought Matt and Rich were both very handsome (hey, maybe this lady isn’t so bad…although why isn’t she turned off by my broken face?). Matt was almost finished with his third Bud Light by the time introductions ended. He could tell Rich was getting antsy and that the only thing keeping him complacent was the Keno screen which he watched with the same intensity that Rich Jr. watched Grover on Sesame Street. 20.00-dollar win. He bought Matt two more Bud Lights then used the remaining ten to play five more games. Five games a dollar a game 1-2-3-4-5 and five games a dollar a game 6-7-8-9-10. He was convinced that the way to win was by betting sequences. Matt had never witnessed him hit all five numbers in row but Rich claimed he hit it “frequently”. Any time he used words like “frequently” everyone laughed because he pronounced them like the whole English language was a private joke between him and whoever he was talking to. “FREE-quintly”. Edwina clinked Matt’s bottle with her own and then chimed Rich’s glass of water.
 “Here’s to hoping one of these tickets is worth 450. You’re splitting with me right, sweetie?” Rich wasn’t amused, which Edwina seemed to pick-up on as she winked at Matt. 
 Rich still had a few games to play when he dropped his tickets and began to get up from his chair. He was staring at the TV screen above the bar, but Matt wasn’t positioned well enough to see what was on it. Rich checked his phone and then told Matt he needed to leave and that he wanted Matt to stay there.
 “I gotta go do something. You can get an Uber back to the Hojo right?”
 Before Matt could even answer, Rich was gone. He thought of following him but the faint hint of Edwina’s braless nipple under her grey t-shirt caught his eye. The breasts weren’t big-certainly not comparable to her ass-but they were there and he felt himself hardening at the view of their outline. She smiled at him, happy they were alone and happy that he was interested in her body. Her teeth were brownish and crooked but (for this one moment in time) he found them bizarrely endearing. If I’ve been in a relationship for two years and haven’t cheated, that means I haven’t been with another woman in a long time.
I can feel that it still works. In fact, I wish it would calm down a little. They drank more and she told him more about her unhinged life. When she was in high school she won homecoming queen but they retracted it when she showed her tits on stage. She once was arrested for stealing an entire section of women’s underwear from Wal-Mart to resell on the internet. He thought she mentioned something in passing about shooting an ex-husband but then again, maybe I misheard. He staggered to the ATM on the side of the building and withdrew more cash to spend on his darling Edwina. Sometimes he would hand her the cash directly and ask her to go to the bar so he could watch her huge butt as she walked. No-one spoiled their revelry, and in fact some others joined. They were in about a group of six before long. Farmers and construction workers who looked like pirates. Their faces were pockmarked and scarred, their teeth non-existent, and their fingernails black as a dead phone screen. They made Matt look like a small Victorian prince. He was actually thankful he had the charcoal black eye because in this place it was the only thing that made him blend in. That and his penchant for alcoholism. The good news was, everyone was kind. Playing cards were dispersed across the table and they started playing a game without explaining the rules. The only thing Matt could pick up on was at a certain point you knocked. One of the pirates leaned over and told him he was the single worst card player that ever came through that door. Matt was inclined to agree. It didn’t bother him any. There was Bud Lights to drink and Edwina’s bedroom eyes to meet. The last thing Matt could remember saying, or rather announcing, was the following:
 “I came here to shit my pants and eat some pussy and it looks like I’m all out of pussy.” No one, including him, knew what that meant but it was met with uproarious laughter all the same.

------------------------

Matt opened his eyes and looked directly into Leonardo DiCaprio’s. In the center of the wall there was a framed poster for the movie “Shutter Island”. The adjacent walls were completely bare, not even a mirror in sight. He jerked his head down and found himself mid-intercourse. The woman was facing the other direction so presumably she was unaware of his impromptu staring contest with Leo. It was hard to believe his body was functioning with zero input from his brain. When he was young-like most children of that era-he was a fan of the TV show The Mighty Morphing Power Rangers. The coolest Ranger, Jason the Red Ranger, piloted a T-Rex robot into battle. This, he thought, was a little like if Jason fell asleep behind the wheel of the Tyrannosaurus Battle Zord and the machine kept fighting anyway. He heard Edwina ask if he was “almost done back there.” There was no way of knowing how close he was to finishing because a link between cock and cranium couldn’t be established. “Uh. I think so,” is what he told her. She then suggested something that would lead to this lovely romantic evening crashing down. “If you call me a whore it might make both of us cum faster.” The next thing he heard himself say was “Cum for me, you old whore.” The issue was that she never suggested he use the word “old”. She turned around and punched him in his good eye and he fell off the bed, flailing around naked on her dirty laundry clad floor.
 “This was a complete disaster, you fucking pussy!” No argument there. Matt crawled on the ground in the dark room trying to find his clothes. She continued to berate him as she bounced up and down on the bed.
 “The whole drive home you kept saying you were going to eat the booty like the groceries. Well, I don’t even know what that means but you never even did it!”
 He was sure he was going to throw up but knew she would actually kill him if he did. The vomit bubbled but he pushed it back down. He found his pants and could feel his wallet and phone inside. I’m smart for checking. He was ready to leave without the rest of his things, but figured no Uber or taxi would pick him up if he was shirtless. He used the flashlight on his phone to scan the floor and found an odd black-and-white shirt that wasn’t his. It seemed big enough, and so he took it and justified the theft by telling himself this was an “emergency situation”. Edwina had run to the kitchen and he didn’t want to wait to see what she came back with. He struggled to get the pants on but once he had them he stood up and ran out the door shoeless, holding the stranger’s shirt. Fuck my shoes I’ll get new ones. After about five minutes of running and the ground tearing his feet, he pulled out his phone and ordered an Uber. It wasn’t until he had the shirt on that he realized it was part of a men’s Footlocker uniform. The name tag on the referee style shirt displayed “Hakim”. 
 The Uber pulled up and Matt awkwardly tried to hide his bare feet by hovering one over the other. This doesn’t even make sense. The driver didn’t seem to notice or care and just about as soon as Matt was in the back seat, he fell asleep. This time there were no dreams of Cleo. Instead, he was back in little league and everyone else was eleven years old but he was thirty-one. He struck out batter after batter, hitting over 103 mph on each throw. People were going fucking nuts. They had never seen anything like it. Then loud screams of “Hakim!” interrupted his celebration. “Hakim! Wake up, Hakim! Wake up”. Matt tried to open eyes but it felt like they had been gorilla glued shut. “Come on Hakim, wake up!” He could feel big, warm hands on his face, not quite slapping him, but patting his cheeks. “Hey, man. Why you sleep in the car?” Matt opened his eyes and screamed because he thought a large man was attacking him.
 “Don’t hurt me, Hakim!” said Matt.
 “Wait, what? I’m not Hakim. You’re Hakim.”
 “My name is Matt! You must be Hakim.”
 “No! Check your phone. My name is Raffi!”
 “No! You check your phone! My name is Matt!”
 When Matt finally realized it was his Uber driver, he screamed again thinking they were mid-journey on the highway. He finally settled down when he saw they were parked in another residential neighborhood.
 “Hey, man. You okay?”
 “Where are we? Why are we parked?” Matt felt something squishy in his pants and looked down to see he was fully erect for the 7th or 8th time that day. An educated guess said that the strange feel of it was due to a condom he was still wearing. He twisted his body to hide his boner, but like with Rich twelve hours earlier, the cat was out of the bag (or in this case still in one).
 “Why aren’t we at the Howard Johnson’s?”
 “That’s the thing man. I’m lost. Can you enter the address into your GPS?”
 “Why can’t you use your phone? Isn’t that the point of the app?”
 “It died, man. I left my charger at home. If we can just enter the address, I’ll drive you”.
 “Fine, man. Whatever. Let’s just get this over with”
 Matt Innes sat in the back of a lost Uber car typing in the address to a Howard Johnson’s while wearing a Footlocker shirt that didn’t belong to him and a condom he forgot to take off.

6
 The house stunk. It was a specific kind of stink, one you didn’t smell many times after the age of twenty-five (unless you were breaking up a house party or a scumbag). Four zombies slouched around a destroyed coffee table. The plastic upper half of a two-liter Coca Cola bottle floated in a bucket of stagnant water. The scientific name for this device was “gravity bong”. Bits of weed were scattered around it and across the scarred wood of the table, sunk in the ugly carvings and coffee rings. The broken panels of the drawn shades provided the only light in the room, which was a meager grey, cast aside from the stormy sky. A pocket knife lay unfolded in front of one of the guys, who was clearly in charge of the others in some way. It would have to be a pretty big pocket to fit that sword. The owner of the blade picked it up as if to put it away but then jammed it into the table, splintering the wood even more. He turned his head slightly to display a shoddy tattoo of a biological hazard symbol under his bloodshot left eye. This must be the famed Labb Ratt. He certainly looks tortured. The others watched silently as he took a giant swig from a plastic handle of Pink Lemonade Rubinoff.
 “You going to murder me with that thing?” asked Hattie as she gestured towards the knife.
 “Never. Just about to play the knife game. Let me introduce you to everyone. I’m Labb Ratt but you can just call me Ratt…”
 Cleo couldn’t have paid less attention to the names of Labb Ratt’s lackeys. The two gentlemen furthest to the left of Ratt who were either twins or just equally as ugly as one another (it was difficult to tell with their matching scratchy beards and floppy Carhartt caps) failed to move an inch. The half-dead dude (or half-alive dude if you’re an optimist) draped in baggy black overalls and sat closest to Labb Ratt gave an almost salute except his wrist barely left his thigh. But Cleo could only seem to focus on the leader of the pack. “You can just call me Ratt’”. I can just call you shit for brains. That’s what her father would have called men like this. In fact, the last time she spoke to him, he said “don’t marry a guy with shit for brains.” She could feel him in the room whispering in her ear even though he was far, far away. “You need to get out of this dump.” She knew he was right. Days like this used to be so exciting, as embarrassing as that is to admit.
Now it’s just sad. Now it’s just dangerous. Shit FOUR brains. Get it. There’s four of them, dad.
 The only nice thing in the room was a gorgeous flat screen TV playing some weird horror movie with the sound turned off. She read the subtitles just as one of the characters was saying “Right! Bring in the perverts!”
 ‘The knife game?’ asked Hattie.
 The knife game. It wasn’t the first time Cleo heard of it. She remembered watching her brother play a video game version on some horrible website like newgrounds.com. She loathed all the strange sites he used to frequent, full of horrible cartoons about Super Mario having sex with Princess Peach or Sonic the Hedgehog with a big blue penis. They had fifty games about making cartoon ladies orgasm and they also had one that was the knife game. It was disgusting even though it was animated. The way it worked was by spreading the palm of your hand down on a flat surface with your fingers apart and then using a knife to stab back and forth between the fingers, aiming to never hit them. She couldn’t bear to look at the blood even though she knew it was make-believe. Now there was going to be a real game and no protection from a computer screen. If he missed it wasn’t just “game over”. The last thing this shithole needs is more blood stains. She resisted the urge to run out of the house. Part of her wanted to see what happened. 
 Labb Ratt executed the game flawlessly. The tip danced through his fingers with shocking ease. He took a foolish game and turned it into something resembling art. Cleo and Hattie stood there in amazement (they had not been offered seats, and would have risked staph infection if they had found them). At the risk of sounding naïve, Cleo had to admit she was impressed. Crisis averted. I do feel bad for the poor table though. This wasn’t an ideal way to spend a Saturday but at least there were no incisions or sepsis. “Now for the main event.” The artist took the blade and cut and ripped the entire bottom of his t-shirt off, unevenly exposing his mid-drift. You could now see his toned abdominal muscles. He used the shredded piece of cloth to tie a blindfold around his head and then placed his hand back onto the wood. Hattie begged him to stop and the couch zombies thankfully joined in. They’re not completely brainless. Cleo remained quiet. She could not bring herself to say anything. Was it possible she not only wanted to see how this played out but also hoped that…
 “I know what I’m doing.”
 Labb Ratt leaned forward and slowly found the table between his middle and ring fingers. He motioned calmly with the knife like a golfer setting up a drive and then raised the blade high in the air. The child inside Cleo that was prone to averting her eyes was officially dead. She was entirely locked in on the travesty about to unfold. Right! Bring in the perverts! Ratt drove the blade down with all of his strength. Something must have shifted in his wind up because his trajectory was way off. It was too late for anyone to intervene without putting themselves in harm’s way. He caught all of it. The knife came crashing down directly through the back of his hand. Ratt forced the blade out of his hand with a shrieking grunt, only comparable to the sound a mother makes during childbirth. He lifted his hand up to look at it and for a brief moment you could see directly through it like a honey glazed donut. And then, as he wiggled in panic, the blood came gushing and squirting out of his hand like an oscillating sprinkler on someone’s front lawn. Every time the blood sprayed onto a new surface it created a disgusting pitter-patter noise that you thankfully couldn’t hear over everyone’s unintelligible screams. The half-skeleton man to the right of him began heavily vomiting onto his own lap, which his cracked Android happened to be laying on. So much puke seeped into his phone that it permanently broke it. Hattie and Cleo had yet to move but Cleo knew if she didn’t leave at that moment she would have thrown up as well. She rushed out the front door and could hear nothing except Ratt screaming “Fuck! I have to wrestle tonight!” somewhere behind her. Soon, Hattie joined her. 
 “Well, I’d say we should get out of here.”
 “What’s he going to do?”
 “I don’t know. He says he doesn’t want to go to the hospital because he doesn’t have insurance. What else can we do?”
 “So, you’re just going to call him later?”
 “Oh, hell no. I’ll just block him and pretend I never knew who he was. Here, let’s get down the street and then we can figure out where we’re going”
 When they were almost at the end of the block they could hear the poor bastard screaming Hattie’s name from the doorway of the decrepit house. Hattie told Cleo to run with her and she did, laughing all the way back to the center of town.

--------------------------------

They quickly reached North Pleasant street which was home to the majority of the college bars. Clouds be damned, Amherst was abuzz. There were even people playing hacky sack in the Town Common. There were lines outside all of the pubs and an especially long one outside of Antonio’s Pizza (the best slice in Massachusetts outside of the North End). Hattie needed a drink and Cleo was too out of breath to argue. They hopped in line at McMurphy’s Uptown Tavern which had live music booming out of the speakers and seemed about as good a place as any. As the excitement of fleeing wore down, Cleo felt herself aging again. The group in front of them happened to be a suitably shitfaced sorority. They all looked more or less the same. The same as one another and the same as every other girl she walked by in the last 24 hours. The loudest girl, the one that drew the most ire from Cleo, happened to also be the physically closest to her. She was ironically chanting some sorority hymn. A day dream consumed Cleo about what this girl’s day to day life was like, full of alcohol and McDonalds and no fear of gaining weight. 
 “You okay, bro? You haven’t spoken in ten minutes.”
 “Sorry,” said Cleo, beginning to laugh at her own outrage. “I zoned out. I guess it was just hmmm I don’t know…the professional wrestler putting a hole in his hand. Maybe?”
 “That was twenty minutes ago. Get over it. We’re almost inside.”
 When they reached the front, they noticed the doorman was holding a guest list. It looked like it might snap in his meaty hands. He wasn’t quite bald and still had some baby fat bulging from his tight grey leprechaun t-shirt. It was like capturing a bouncer mid-evolution. Someday soon he’d be fully formed and promoted to the bars in Boston. He would be first pick in the bouncer draft. From the University of Massachusetts Amherst… Back on planet earth he delivered some bad news to Cleo and Hattie. There was a birthday party. Friends only. Suffice to say, the mail man must have lost the two invitations for the thirty-year old women. 
 “Come on, dude. You’re really not going to let us in? Look at her. She’s like a fucking super model. You’re going to say no to a supermodel?”
 The baby fat bounced up and down as he laughed. He gave Cleo a once over that was a little disgusting, but she didn’t mind as long as it was productive. She didn’t know quite how to stand for the inspection so she ended up posing like she would for a picture at the DMV. 
 “Fine. I don’t give a shit. If anyone asks though, you snuck in.”
 The bar was so mobbed it was hard to even squeeze inside of it. There wasn’t any ground uncovered by drunken idiots. There wasn’t a mirror, picture, or inch of wall uncovered by advertisements for Bud, Busch, Miller, or Coors. Under a Bud Light banner on a makeshift stage, there were two dudes with guitars playing “One Week” by The Barenaked Ladies. They would later find out the name of the band was, quite literally, The Guitar Dudes. They usually only played Wednesday nights but someone (or their parents) had paid for a Saturday showcase. Cleo bent down to ask Hattie if they should go somewhere else but Hattie took off through the crowd, using her mouse-like body to weave in and out of the students. Cleo couldn’t make any headway but, given her height, could at least keep track of her determined little friend who soon came back with a pitcher of Coors Light. Like a modern Sacagawea, she grabbed Cleo and navigated her to a corner of the bar where there was room enough to rest the plastic cups on a wooden ledge. She poured until the piss brown liquid was overflowing and then she told Cleo to chug. For the second day in a row Cleo was seduced into a dalliance with beer. 
 Someone to Cleo’s left screamed “Jesus Girl!” and through the powers of deductive reasoning, she knew it must be “Chicken Nuggets”. He was visibly inebriated, wearing sunglasses despite being in doors, and sporting a custom-made t-shirt with another man’s face on it. The word “ASSHOLE” was written in big block letters underneath the photo. The picture turned out to be the birthday boy, who was having a joint birthday party with one of the ladies of Kappa Kappa Fuck Me. This party was the entire reason Chicken Nuggets journeyed out west this weekend which Cleo supposed was better than her justification which was… Running away?
 Chicken Nuggets and Hattie shout talked to each other for a few minutes, and Hattie chose to use that time to fuck with him. She proceeded to tell him wonderful nonsense like “Cleo came up to Amherst to shop for a new goldfish” and “Cleo always brings extra toilet paper everywhere she goes if you need any” and strange truths like “we just saw a guy jam a knife into his hand.” He just nodded his head in agreement and Cleo couldn’t tell if he was having a problem hearing what she was saying or just didn’t know how to respond. In either case, Hattie eventually convinced him to go buy them another pitcher of beer. While he was gone, she produced a weed pen from her purse and began to smoke it. When Cleo told her that she couldn’t do that she replied, “I can do whatever I want, bitch.” Cleo couldn’t remember a day where she had laughed so much and so hard and it wasn’t even 2pm yet. Her stomach was in physical pain yet she couldn’t have been happier. The Guitar Dudes were now on a version of “Wagon Wheel” by The Old Crow Medicine show, which must have been their most popular song because the bar went into an uproar when they played the opening notes. To call it a Pavlovian response would be an understatement. These kids weren’t just salivating, they were full on cumming. Hattie joined in yelling “This song fucking sucks! Let’s go, baby!”
 The last drop of the Coors Light slipped down the curve at the bottom of the plastic cup. Cleo held it to her eye to watch it roll around and wondered how many people had done the same thing, looking for answers. Not figuratively but literally. Billions using cups, glasses, bottles, and mugs like a telescope trying to find a new path. In vino veritas. In beer? Diarrhea. She could kind of see the appeal now, though. Matt only drank trash pilsners and she resented him for it when he came home smelling like a hobo. But she had to admit this was fun. Maybe there is no truth except what you feel in the moment and when it passes there is only the lie.
Wait, what the fuck am I saying? Am I already drunk?
 Chicken Nuggets returned with another pitcher as instructed but then told the girls he needed to leave them “for a little bit to do something important.” A call of “LIFT HIM UP! LIFT HIM UP!” started from the center of the herd. He infiltrated the cattle and the next thing they knew he and his friends were lifting the birthday boy (ASSHOLE) into the air to crowd surf like it was an actual rock concert. The overworked bartenders were begging them to stop but their pleas were futile in the midst of the madness. The floor bouncer was in deep concentration flirting with the only redhead in Kappa and thus wasn’t too concerned with the current state of affairs. “I’m going up.” That was the last thing Cleo heard Hattie say before she dashed away. A split second later she was in the air next to ASSHOLE. In the chaos, a shoving match inevitably broke out between two girls directly behind the group of crowd surfers. The mass of human flesh shifted and Hattie was jostled over everyone like a doll. Cleo flinched, thinking she would crash into the bar top, but Hattie was able to stick the landing on top of it like a gymnast. She turned to the crowd and made horns with her fingers and stuck her tongue out. She may actually be the devil. The birthday boy wasn’t as lucky and as the man-pillars holding him collapsed, he hit a Budweiser Clydesdale mirror on the side wall like a dart. Bullseye. The frame was held sturdy by thick nails, but the glass of it shattered and poured down onto the bodies underneath. The doorman entered at the sound of the smash and the other bouncer put his courting on pause as they tried to sift through the rubble. Someone (a future doctor or lawyer, probably) yelled “beer bash” and every light beer you could think of came raining down from above. Before she knew what she was doing, Cleo threw her full cup of beer into the center of the storm. Hattie gave a point from her perch on the counter as a sign of approval as the bartenders started tugging at her pants telling her to get down. She hopped down and sped over to Cleo to take her hand. “Time to run.”
 They pushed their way to the door trying in vain to avoid the flying beer. When they got out they rushed across the street to the CVS. When Cleo asked why they were going there, Hattie said “cigarettes” as if Cleo should have already known. Neither of them smoked.
 “Marlboro Lights please.”
 “They call them Marlboro Gold now.”
 “We’ll take ‘em.”
 As police sirens rang up and down the street the two of them walked away from the scene of the crime, cigarettes lit and laughing like gangsters that mowed a man down and got away with it. The rush of tobacco and nicotine hit Cleo like a psychedelic drug. This was only the third smoke she ever had, the first two inhaled when she was 14 years old. She floated off the sidewalk for a few moments thinking this must be nirvana.
 “Where do we go from here?”
 “Anywhere we want.”

---------------------------------------------

“So, what’s your deal? Are you like, a Kennedy or something?”
 “Ha! Why do you ask?”
 “You’re like a… rich super model or something.”
 “Oh, man. Not a Kennedy. Close, I guess? I’m an Adams.”
 “As in Sam? Are you fucking with me? You’re literally an Adams? Where’d you grow up?”
 “No. I’m not fucking with you. Obviously, I’m a long way removed from them but my mom’s maiden name is Adams and I grew up in Boston. Literally, downtown Boston. Where are you from?”
 “Tewksbury, originally. I’m not related to any former presidents. What do you do for work?”
 “I’m a lawyer. How about you?”
 “You’re a lawyer? I work at a weed dispensary. What the fuck are you doing here?”
 That was a fair question. Chicken Nuggets, real name Dan Cockerton, found them walking aimlessly and invited them to a house party. But Chicken Nuggets knew that part. What he wanted to know was, on a larger level, why Cleo Adams Karsh was at UMass Amherst reliving someone else’s glory days. Of course, he used fewer words. “What the fuck are you doing here?” Cleo shrugged. It’s a long story. As Dan and Cleo sat talking and drinking on the crumbling white steps of the house, Hattie was standing on the lawn raving about Marxism to two likeminded commies.
 “She’s got a lot of energy huh?” That’s one way to put it. The large college house was only about a ten-minute walk from the bars but it was secluded enough to throw a giant bash without having the police called right away. Overcast skies gave way to a pink-orange afternoon and everyone from McMurphy’s (who hadn’t been arrested) flocked there to join an already large gathering. Cleo looked around and suddenly felt very bored. Her drunkenness plateaued and the keg beer was starting to make her bloat. In place of beer goggles, she attained perfect x-ray vision and saw Dan for what he was; a child. Someone else’s. Not hers. It was like she was back with that toddler who was spilling the popcorn on her leg.
 “Excuse me for a moment. I’m going to go check on Hattie.” I release you, dear Chicken Nuggets. Go forth and sell weed. He began to plead and asked if he had said something to offend her but she ignored him and continued walking away.
 Hattie was in a flow state ranting about the means of production when Cleo entered her mini-circle.
 “Dialectical materialism. Am I right, folks?” Cleo got a big laugh from this and felt proud her joke had landed so well. It did nothing to cease the actual conversation about dialectical materialism, however. She wanted to leave but felt she owed it to Hattie to let her finish the discussion. I dragged her here after all. When they went to pee in the trees behind the house, Hattie disclosed to Cleo she was developing a crush on one of the two girls she was talking to. Cleo’s heart sank. She knew this would prolong the evening.
 “What happened to fuck face?”
 “I’m over it. He’s as dumb as a rock. Okay, that’s mean. But we’re just at different places...”
 “No. You don’t have to explain further.”
 They walked back over to the girls and suddenly, the green haired one blurted out a revelation.
 “Oh, man! How could I forget? I know this sounds super fucking weird but I think a guy was asking about you two earlier.”
 “Who? Is he here? Did he have a hole through one of his hands?”
 “Um actually one of them did have his hand wrapped but that wasn’t the one that asked.”
 “No way! Was this the one with the messed-up hand?” Hattie showed her a picture of Labb Ratt on her phone.
 “Absolutely not. These guys looked like cops. The one that asked had a really fucked up eye.”
 Now Cleo’s heart plummeted. She felt an insurmountable urge to leave. To make matters worse, Chicken Nuggets turned from what he was doing in the distance and began to approach. It was like a pet sensing their owner was about to head to work.
 “Shit. I’m going to fake a phone call. Just follow.” There was nothing Cleo Karsh liked more than faking a phone call. She did it to get out of a variety of situations even if it made little or no sense to do so. No one had ever called her out on it. There was no desire to look over her shoulder. She walked two blocks and then stopped to wait for Hattie. Another successful gambit. Only one of the other girls followed Hattie, the little green haired ingenue whose name was Jack. They briefly explained the events leading up to today to her and she invited them back to her apartment to think things over. When they reached the door, Cleo asked Jack if she would mind if she talked to Hattie alone for a moment and she was happy to oblige. Cleo told Hattie that she would head back to her room and Hattie didn’t even present a mock protest. This surprised Cleo, who thought she would be condoled, but she supposed Hattie was just too horny to care about someone else’s ongoing troubles.
 “Great. Text me when you get back so I know you’re safe etc. etc. okay, love you. Bye.”
 The mess of auburn hair swung up and then vanished into the doorway like a cartoon. They hit it off even better than I thought. Well, that’s that. Cleo remembered the cigarettes in her clutch and decided to light one more for the road. She didn’t inhale much but it made her look cool as she strutted her long legs down the street. I am a fucking super model, aren’t I?

----------------------------------

The sky grew dark rapidly. Cleo took out her phone and entered Hattie's address. She knew it was somewhere around here but it was too hard to pull from memory after all the different directions they ran during the day. This doesn’t make sense. It’s saying to go right but there is no right. This is a house. Do I walk down to the end of the street and take the right or turn around and then take the left? She walked down to the end of the street and took a right which put her near the Amherst Town Common. There was no one else in sight. If she walked up a little further she would be where the bars were and she could find her way from there without the iPhone. Anxiety was setting in. I’m fine. I’m fine. What the fuck is that? She let out a short squeal and then realized what she was looking at was a prop grim reaper still up from Halloween the week before. “Fuck me, right?” She said this out loud not expecting a response but heard someone call “what was that?” from behind her. Chicken Nuggets ran up to her side and offered to walk her home.
 “I’m actually ok. Thank you, though.”
 “You sure? You left without saying goodbye.”
 “Oh, yeah. Sorry about that. My mom called me and I had to talk to her about…”
 “You sure you didn’t fake that phone call?”
 “Haha. No,” her fake laugh was just as unconvincing. “She just called because…”
 “Do you have a problem with me working at a weed dispensary? Because as soon as I said that it seemed like you weren’t interested anymore.”
 “Interested in what?”
 “Come on. Don’t be like this. You were coming onto me and then as soon as you found out I’m not..not a fucking lawyer or related to George Washington you ran away.”
 “I think you’re a little drunk.”
 “SO WHAT! It’s UMass Amherst, what am I supposed to come up here and check out the library,” said Chicken Nuggets, grabbing Cleo’s hand.
 “Please don’t touch me…”
 “Oh, shut the fuck up,” he said grabbing her hand harder.
 “Please get off of me. You’re hurting me.”
 He turned her by pulling on her arm. As he became increasingly physical, and Cleo pushed to escape, there was a rattling in the trees beside them. A bottle rolled out to their feet and Dan stopped the abuse to face whatever animal was about to jump out. An amorphous ghost flew towards them and it was only when it grabbed Daniel Cockerton by the arms that either of them could get a good look at it. It was Labb Ratt. He never made it to his show, but was still able to get his “No Disqualification” match. Labb Ratt vs Chicken Nuggets: Amherst Street Fight. Every woman’s dream matchup. He used the index finger of his good hand (the other was wrapped up in duct tape and old dish towel) to point down the street and demanded that Chicken Nuggets walk away. Chicken Nuggets, worked up by the pause on his assault, pushed Ratt as hard as he could but didn’t make much headway. There was no reasonable way for him to know that he was a professional wrestler known for hardcore matches or that he stabbed himself earlier in the day. How do you hurt this guy? Labb Ratt punched Chicken Nuggets in the nose and the only thing they should both be thankful for is that it didn’t shove the bone into his brain. The broken nose ran like a faucet. “A surfeit of blood,” as Brett Adams Karsh would say. When Cleo was seven and impaled a small portion of her leg by attempting to jump a spiked fence, that’s how Cleo’s mother described it to the 911 operator. The fancy vocabulary caused a slight delay and much confusion. Empirical – another confusing word-studies show that people find you dumber not smarter when you use words that they don’t understand. But this certainly was a “surfeit of blood.” Chicken Nuggets’s white shirt turned so red it looked like the picture of the ironed-on ASSHOLE face was also gushing. He turned away and put his head in his hands. When Labb Ratt asked him if he had had enough, Chicken Nuggets turned and kicked him directly in the balls. Another bullseye. Oh. That’s how you hurt this guy. Cleo believed this to be a finishing maneuver with 100% success rate, that when you hit a man there they shut off like you were unplugging a computer, but to her amazement, Ratt just groaned and started back in on him. I suppose if you’ve been hit there with flaming barbed wire, steel chairs, and thumb tacks, then a sneaker is a walk in the park. Labb Ratt took Chicken Nuggets and slammed him off the rough cement of the sidewalk. He began to pummel him mercilessly with one hand. Cleo was not exactly sure why she was still standing there watching and considered running but then the fear set in that he may actually murder his adversary. She screamed and begged for him to stop but Labb Ratt didn’t listen. In between one of her screams she heard the screech of tires beside her. Cops? Friends of Dan? Friends of Labb Ratt? What in Christ’s Sake is even the worst-case scenario here?! The backseat window of a black Honda Civic went down and only two words came out; “Get in.” A familiar voice. Without saying a word, she got into the car and it sped off.
 “Hello”
 “Hi. I …” said Cleo.
 “You’re safe now,” said Matt.
 “I only have one question.”
 “Ask it then.”
 “Why are you wearing a Foot Locker shirt?”

7
 Earlier that day, when Matt and Rich were on their twisted journey through Western Massachusetts and Cleo Adams Karsh was avoiding deranged men, Colleen O’Connor was at home in Dorchester and ready to tear her hair out (if only she had any free hands). She couldn’t get Rich Jr. down for his nap. Her mother, Claire, showed her a trick to do with her finger or “stuffed animal if one was available.” One was always available-they had been gifted over twenty-five fucking lions, tigers, and bears. Nevertheless-if you run your hand or a soft teddy down a baby’s nose, the baby will instinctively close their eyes and this will lead to sweet sleep. Supposedly. It worked wonders when her mom did it, but Colleen never picked up the knack. Maybe it worked once or twice, but this wasn’t one of those times. It would help if your daddy was here wouldn’t it? Wouldn’t it, baby? She was currently “not talking” to his dad but she was furious that he wasn’t attempting to talk to her. The fucking nerve to give me room. He should be begging.
He’s just happy he can play computer games and not have to take care of his fucking kid. No word in two days. She was convinced that he’d call soon. Any minute, actually. He knew what day it was.
 “Let them cry.” That’s what they tell you when you have a baby. You have to let them cry and they’ll eventually fall asleep. Colleen was admittedly a wimp when it came to this. It was horrifying to hear Little Richie cry. She was at her wits end though, exhausted from marital spats, wiping asses at work, and then coming home and wiping another (exceptionally smaller) ass. Her mom was a godsend throughout. Throughout that week, throughout that year, throughout her entire life. But even with her help, Colleen had no free time. She placed Rich Jr. in his crib and closed the door. He screamed bloody murder. Tears came to Colleen’s eyes but she took a deep breath and walked downstairs. Claire was sleeping on the couch. She snoozes a lot easier than Lil’ Richie does. I have to stop calling him that. Or teach him how to play the piano. Either one. She looked at her mother’s crumpled body and felt so sorry. Sorry for all the hell she gave her when she was a teenager. How many times did I call this poor lady a cunt? Colleen began to weep into her hands, shaking like there was an earthquake under her feet alone. Though her grandson was wailing through the monitor, and her daughter was wailing next to her, Claire remained motionless-near comatose. Colleen ran back upstairs and picked up Richie. He looked taken aback by his mother’s sadness and for the first time appeared to her as a cognizant being. She could fully see the person he would become and she didn’t care who thought that was stupid. You get it, baby. You get it. Don’t you! He smiled as she rocked him and she felt small peace. There was an antique mirror in his room-something he’d smash with a mini-hockey stick in a few years-that was given to them as a wedding gift from Big Rich’s aunt. Aunt singular because he had no other ones. He had no family left really. It was one of the only things of value the poor lady owned, and she gave it to him. It was rectangle and large with a gold finished frame-supposedly in the “French style”- but who the fuck knows? Colleen looked into that mirror while holding her son. She giggled at the diaper flaps that were sticking out of her son’s tiny puppy pajamas. Her son looked at the mirror, dazed and confused, and then found sleep. She considered every muscle in her body as she placed him in his crib, making sure that none betrayed her and woke up the whining prince. She closed the door-even slower and more measured in her movement-and then went into her own room to lay down.
 When she joined her mother and child in the glorious kingdom of nap-land, she was teleported back in time twenty years. She is nine and her brother, Sam, thirteen. They were down their parent’s vacation house in Marshfield, a beach town exactly 26 minutes away from their regular home. To call it a house was far too generous. To call it a cottage was an exaggeration. It was basically the size of one normal room, sectioned off into four. It wasn’t the kind of place where you could have visitors, but it fit their little family-especially when she and Sam were young. She was content that week. There was sand to play in, water to swim in, and her new Alicia Keys CD to listen to on her Sony Discman when she was drying off. Sam however, was restless from the moment they got down there. He was looking for some way to break the rules. It didn’t matter if it was smoking a cigarette, drinking one of his father’s Coors Banquets, or blowing something up with small fireworks. He felt he was too old to be on a trip like this and needed an outlet for his frustration. Colleen didn’t yet understand what a miserable age thirteen was. Too old and too young to have any fun. One day he announced to his parents that he was “going for a walk” -like he was some old man mad at his wife. They forced him to take Colleen with him. Sam was inflamed. He was always nice-enough to his little sister, but she was not supposed to be on board this mission.
 It was hot out, nothing in the sky except blue (and once in a while a propeller plane with a banner advertising a furniture store). Her mother put an extra coat of sunscreen-or “suntan lotion” as her parents called it-all over Colleen’s tiny body in the spaces not covered by her neon pink one-piece. She tried to put some on Sam but he refused. He was wearing a wife-beater (there has to be a better word for that but that’s what he called them) and baby-blue Allen Iverson Reebok shorts. He was too cool to protect himself from sun rays. “That’s okay, babe. Let him find out the hard way,” their father said. Wise. Colleen followed his footsteps in the sand quietly. The détente came halfway down the beach. It was impossible for him to stay mad at Colleen for long.
 “How’s your CD?”
 “Good. You can listen to it if you want.”
 He jerked his head towards her, ready to tell her he wouldn’t listen to that CD if it was to save his own fucking life but he stopped when he saw her bright eyes.
 “Ya, maybe. I’ll let you know if I want to. Hey, Coll. At the end of the beach there’s a convenient store and I’m going to get a guy to buy me a Black and Mild. It’s kind of like a cigar. You can’t tell mom or dad, ever ok?” Straight shooter that Sam.
 “I won’t. Ever.” She was partially scared by the thought of him smoking but her elation at being included in this scheme dwarfed any fear. Plus, now he owed her a favor. She decided to press her luck and ask if he had a girlfriend. She already knew the answer. One day back in May she saw him kissing Annie Stevenson (black hair, blue eyes, movie quality freckles) on the mouth in the backyard when their parents weren’t home. He lied to her and told her he didn’t but she mentioned the French kiss and he started to laugh.
 “You’re something else,” he said. “Fine. Yeah. But you can’t mention that to mom and dad either. You’ve got two things on me now, how about you tell me one of your secrets.”
 Without hesitation she told him that last week when she was with her best friend, Rose Brower, they both said “shit, piss, ass and fuck.” Sam laughed even harder at this and after a moment, Colleen realized it was very funny. What a relief, the guilt from cursing had been building so high. Maybe it wasn’t so bad after all.
 He made her wait on the beach next to the set of old rickety wooden stairs leading to the street. They’d eventually be replaced with nice cement ones, but for now it was climb at your own peril. There was a bit of shade here and no one else around. She sat nervously on a rock and prayed to God that Sam wouldn’t be arrested or killed. Shot dead for smoking a cigar at age thirteen. Three “Hail Mary”s and an “Our Father”. That covered it. He’d be fine. Or would he? Sam came back down just as she was about to go check on him. In one hand a pack of Black and Milds for him and in the other a bottle of Dr. Pepper for her. Sam despised Dr. Pepper-he said they used it to torture prisoners in Iraq. It took Colleen ten more years to find out this was a joke. But he knew his kid sister liked it and so he bought it for her for being his partner in crime. He joined her on the rock and smoked a B&M as she drank her soda. The smell from the tobacco was intoxicating. She was shocked when he offered her a puff. It seemed like it would ruin the day if she said no. She took a small puff and thought she was on Jupiter.
 “Wow.”
 “Okay, kid. No more for you.” He laughed again and tousled her hair and gave her some gum to hide the smell of the cheap cigar. They had never done anything remotely close to this. This was how she always pictured having a big brother would be, and yet it never was. Except that day. Even with Sam’s bad sunburn, that day was perfect.
 Colleen woke up on her bed twenty years down the line, at first smiling, and then crying uncontrollably again. Sam had been dead thirteen years and that kid on the beach was long gone. So was his girlfriend, Annie Stevenson. They put her picture on the front page of the Boston Herald as a way to “personalize” the drug epidemic. Make it really hit home. There she was smiling for her school picture, genuinely happy unlike most kids when they’re asked to take those photos. How would she have any way of knowing it would end up as part of an Oxycontin headline? Just about half the kids from the neighborhood their age ended up the same way, but most of those deaths never made the news. They graduated eighth grade from St. Brendan’s School, a class of twenty-seven. Twelve overdosed within the next fifteen years. It seemed strange, but it always made Colleen think of “American Pie” by Don McLean-a song her parents constantly debated. Dave, her father, thought it was the greatest song ever written. Claire thought it stunk. Colleen was torn, but she was obsessed with that one line about a “generation lost in space.” When she was nine, she thought it meant literal astronauts that couldn’t get home. Metaphors would be something she’d grasp later, and once she did, she realized it meant that that whole group of kids got lost dreaming and getting high and never lived to see the new world they were trying to build. That was the 1960’s. Eventually she also learned about Hemingway’s “lost generation” of the 1920’s. But when she thought of her brother and Annie and their classmates-and so many other teenagers like them on the Eastern seaboard from the early 2000’s on-it seemed even sadder than all that. They didn’t dream of a new frontier. They didn’t dream of space. They never even seemed to look up.

---------------------------------

I can’t fucking believe he hasn’t called me. Not even a text. I haven’t heard from him in days. Not even on the anniversary of my brother’s death. Should I just call him and tell him to fuck off? No. Okay, let’s call him. No, text. No, fuck him. Here’s what we’ll do. If he doesn’t call… no texts allowed… by the end of today, I’m leaving him for good. Okay, text is fine… if it’s a pretty amazing text. Call or really good text by the end of today or I’m leaving him. Infant child and all. I’ll eventually get over him holding hands with that girl. I know he didn’t fuck her because he was so fucking drunk his prick wouldn’t have worked. Even if he did fuck her… EVENTUALLY I may be able to forgive that. Probably not, but maybe. If he doesn’t call me today I will never forgive that piece of shit. Drunk fucking idiot! Running around with Matt, probably. Well why didn’t you have a kid with him then? Two morons couldn’t put a diaper on correctly for 6 billion dollars. That’s it, Richard O’Connor. You have about…let’s see it’s 3:15 now…You have about nine or so hours to call me, you fucking shitbag!
 Claire crept up to the doorway as Colleen was punching her pillows like a UFC fighter with an opponent they’ve mounted on the ground.
 “Coll! Calm down, you'll wake the baby!” she scream-whispered. She ran over to her mother and hugged her and cried some more.
 “It’s okay, baby. It’s a shit fucking day isn’t it?” Claire rubbed her daughter’s back.
 “Has Dad called you yet today?”
 “Of course, hunny. You didn’t see the envelope downstairs? He got us both gift certificates for a spa. I know it’s a weird day to receive gifts, but I can’t lie, I’m looking forward to that massage. We’ll go next weekend, okay?”


--------------------------

Colleen fell asleep again around quarter to ten at night. She was by her phone waiting for a call (or a really good text). When she woke up it was 11:53. Rich had seven minutes left to save his marriage-even if he didn’t know it. She spent those minutes pacing back and forth and mangling her thumbnail with her teeth. Nothing came. She called him at 12:01 and it went directly to his machine.
 “Hi, Rich. I want a divorce. We can share custody of Richie, I won’t fight you on that. Call me tomorrow. I’m not waiting up for you all night.”
 She was proud of how calm she sounded especially given how utterly terrified she was saying those things. No more tears, though. All dried up. She found some awful reality show on Netflix about BBQing and watched every episode even though she had no interest. This show fucking sucks, but it’s also awesome. At 4:17 in the morning, Rich pulled his Ford into the driveway and then after five minutes of sitting in the car, came into the house.
 People in relationships are often apology fantasists. They dream of their partner supplying them with the perfect expression of regret. A keyboard types a movie script in their head. Scenes form fully. Here is the love interest arriving to get down on their knees. They are so sorry that they have abandoned the normal way they act and speak. A lover who can usually only manage “I won’t do it again.” is suddenly forming a three-minute monologue of Sparksian proportions. We all do it. It’s irrelevant that these imaginations never come to fruition. We’ll do it again. And again. It is too terrifying to abandon the ideal of who you want them to be, so you ignore the truth. They’ll never become that person so you begrudgingly accept their “won’t do it agains.” Sometimes they talk so much without apologizing that you don’t even notice they didn’t apologize.
 “Rich…you’re a mess. What happened to your hand?”
 “I know you want to kill me. I am going to tell you everything. The absolute truth. If at the end you want me to leave the house I will.”
 “Fine. But we have to be quiet. The baby and my mother are both asleep.”
 “Okay. And you have to promise not to tell anyone.”
 Rich told almost the entirety of the events of the past few days, only leaving out a single detail that he didn’t think concerned her. He explained the fight at the bar and the tooth going into his hand. He explained driving up to Amherst with Matt. And he even explained why he was forced to abandon Matt there. Colleen didn’t know what the most concerning aspect of the story was until he got to that last part, which was really about Monkey Bite.
 As Rich was sitting with Matt and the bar fly in the dive, he saw a news flash on the TV above the bartender, the one next to the Keno screen. A house in Amherst-that they believed to be a meth lab-exploded. He sat there helplessly as he read the delayed subtitles scrolling across the screen waiting for the name of the street. Finally, it displayed “Pine Hill Road.'' He checked his phone to confirm what he was already 100% sure of. It was the same house they dropped Monkey Bite off at earlier that day. Matt was shitfaced off of three beers and he wanted to keep him out of it anyway, so he left him there to have all the fun he wanted. There was no game plan for this type of thing but Rich figured he had to try something. If Monkey Bite was alive and in custody then they’d be wondering how he got all the way up to Amherst. He would have no bus ticket or rational explanation. If they did even a small amount of investigating they would see texts and calls between himself and Monk.
 “If he was dead…well I just hoped his phone went with him.”
 It was 5:00AM by the time Rich reached this point in the story but Colleen was wide awake. He’s such fuck up I wish he would shut the fuck up but I need to know how badly he’s fucked up. It was clear that Rich was telling the truth, which should have been comforting but it proved to be disturbing. This wasn’t some way to cover up him being out with another woman or an excuse for missing the anniversary of her brother’s death. These were facts about how he accidentally got involved in muling either money or meth or oxys to Western Massachusetts.
 When Rich left Matt at the bar, he drove around in a circle angry and nervous and beating his steering wheel like it had made fun of his dead mother. There was only one idea that came to his head and every time he told himself he couldn’t go through with it, it would start the cycle again until he eventually gave in. He would call Monkey Bite and see if he could get through. If he was in custody or dead, it would be an incredibly foolish move. It would make it look like Rich was certainly involved in the whole thing. But…if he was somewhere else, Rich could pick him up and get the fuck out of town before anyone got their hands on them. It was a Hail Mary for sure. He called Monkey Bite and the phone rang four times. Rich was about to hang up when the line opened. There was a part of him that thought it was going to be something along the lines of “This is Sargent Shithead who is this?” But that never came. What he could hear was someone whimpering.
 “Monkey? Speak to me. Is that you?”
 “Ya. Fuck. My phone is all fucked up…Ahhh, Richie I gotta tell you something.” Rich knew the meth lab explosion part. What he didn’t know is where Monkey Bite was and if he was physically okay.
 The way Monkey Bite told it to Rich went like this: “I died then. I felt my soul or something coming right out of my body, like you'd pull a silk handkerchief out of a pocket by one corner. It flew around and then came back and went in again and I wasn't dead anymore.”
 Okay. Not really. That was Hemingway writing to a friend about the mortar that injured him in World War 1.
 The way Monkey Bite told it to Rich went like this: “Fuck me in my ass, Richie. I was picking up some stuff to distribute back in Boston. Oxys not meth I promise. These ah really nice people I’m dealing with so I figya no issues. You’d actually like them. I sweah to God. But they wah cookin fuckin meth when I got up theah. That’s not why I’m even theah. Unprofessional, ya know? They wah nice people, but unprofessional. They didn’t even want me in the house; they told me to wait in the backyahd. So, I’m back theah like a fucking idiot for a few owahs. The lady…it’s a guy and a girl…the lady is bringing me out fuckin Fresca and shit I don’t know man I’m bored as shit. I’m smokin butts, ya know, and then I’m on my last one. Now I don’t know exactly what happened but I’m sitting theah smoking my last butt and I gotta take a piss. Theah not letting me inside so I say fuck it, theahs no kids around, I’m just going to piss in the yahd. I got one hand on my dick and I got the butt in the othah and the piss is coming out fuckin puah yellow. Almost green. Kind of embarrassing. I’m thinking oh no theah going to see my bright yellow piss coming out, so I staht moving closah and closah to theah fence to hide myself and get away from the window and then I heah a fucking sonic boom. Next thing I know I’m through the white fence. And I’m ten-fifteen feet on the othah side of it. I’m layin’ on the ground. My clothes are all fucked up but I think I’m doing kind of alright, all things considahd. I look back at the fence theah’s a fuckin perfect cut out of me on the plastic fence, like a cahtoon. I’m like shit I gotta get out of heah. I pull my pants up and I stand up and I realize my ankle is fucked. So, I’m limpin’ around searching for my backpack and then I notice it’s hanging from a tree branch and it’s pahtially on fiah so I take my shirt off and bat the flames out and get the bag. My shirt is fucked anyway so I toss it and staht limp-running furthah into the woods and hide in the bushes when I heah the sirens. I fell asleep fah a bit and then you called, thank God.”
 Rich picked him up on the other side of the pond when things had died down (as much as they could after an explosion). He made him lay down in the backseat so no one would see them together in the car. He wanted to pummel Monkey Bite into dust but he couldn’t risk any attention so he just listened to him apologize and tell the story.
 There were different theories as to how Roger Stanley Guff became “Monkey Bite”. One had to do with the name of some sexual act that Rich had never heard of and was too afraid to Google. Another had to do with him starting a fist fight with a rhesus monkey on Morgan Island off of the coast of South Carolina and getting bit. The last -and what Rich thought was the most plausible explanation-revolved around an urban legend about a monkey that escaped the circus at the Boston Garden in 1936. The way the story went is that the monkey lived there and survived off of the scraps of food left in the stands. Hot dogs, popcorn, pretzels. It is said to have survived off the junk all the way up through the 1980’s. Even Celtics legend Larry Bird reported seeing it. When they tore the Garden down in 1998, construction workers did find a preserved monkey corpse during their demolition. How much is true and how much is fiction is left up for debate but, when Roger Guff was young, they say that he was obsessed with the story. That he was too afraid to enter the Garden because of it. He’d tell anyone that would listen “You bettah not go in theah. The monkey will bite ya.” Thus, the (possibly) true origin of “Monkey Bite”. Rich thought Roger was more like that monkey than he ever realized. Alone, wandering, surviving off shit he found on the ground. Someone would probably find his corpse in the wall of an old building someday. You’d want to sympathize if only you didn’t want to kill him.
 He finished telling Colleen the story (including the last bit about the origin of the nickname) and explained he had to wait until it was safe to drive back to Boston. She believed all of it because it was too stupid to make up. She looked at her husband the opposite way he looked at Monkey Bite-sympathy being replaced by anger. She explained to him that he could sleep on the couch and that she’d go up to the room and sleep with her mother. They’d talk tomorrow. He would take this as a sign that she would forgive him. And maybe it was, even though he actually hadn’t apologized for anything yet. But she was too tired after the long story to make any decisions. He was asleep by the time she reached the stairs. She walked up and laid down next to her mother and found herself wide awake again. Another roller coaster. She crept back down the stairs and heard her stupid husband’s loud snores. His phone was edging out from underneath one of the couch pillows and she grabbed it.
 Passcode: 1234
 Last call: outgoing to Monkey Bite.

As expected.
 Last text: outgoing to Cleo. “Don’t you ever tell him the truth. Ever.”
 No response.
 Maybe that single detail did concern her.

Part 2:
 And I Dropped Down, and Down 1

Matt and Cleo were walking down Boylston Street in Boston when Cleo became increasingly giggly. This was to be their first date since the incident, their actual first date as far as Matt was concerned, and their 100th as far as Cleo was. He wanted to plan a surprise dinner for her and it was too late before she realized she forgot to tell him something. She had a horrible guess of what restaurant he may be taking her to. This was only a short walk from the house she grew up in, and she knew the area well.
 “Here it is,” said Matt proudly pointing at the Atlantic Fish Company. “Best oysters in town. They’ll be waiting at the table when we arrive.”
 Cleo broke out into a boisterous fit of laughter.
 “What is it?” said Matt.
 “I’m so sorry,” said Cleo, attempting but failing to compose herself. “I… I have a horrible shellfish allergy. I should have told you.”
 Matt looked at her stunned before realizing something himself.
 “Oh, no,” said Matt.
 “It’s okay, there are plenty of other places around here. Let’s just hop in somewhere else and see if they have a table.”
 “No, that’s not it,” said Matt now laughing himself as he reached for something in his pocket. He handed it to her as tears of laughter began to form in his eyes.
 “You didn’t have to get me anything,” said Cleo, opening the small black box, confused. Inside were two beautiful gold earrings. “Oh my god,” said Cleo. “Matt, my ears aren’t pierced!”
 “I just saw!” said Matt as the two of them laughed so hard that they caused a scene for passersby. She held onto his arm so that she wouldn’t fall down. To the strangers of Boston, they both looked mentally ill. And maybe they were.
 “Abe and Louie’s is right there. Want to give that a try?” said Matt.
 “They’re probably not going to have a table on a Friday night. There’s an Irish Pub that you’ll like right there,” said Cleo.
 “You sure?”
 “Yes,” said Cleo. “Let’s just get in somewhere before someone tries to commit us.”
 Cleo had the greens and goat cheese salad and Matt had a cheeseburger. On his first bite, ketchup squirted out of it like a fire hose and drenched his white Polo shirt, ruining it forever. They started laughing again. It was officially the worst date of all time, which in some way made it the best. If a date is going to go poorly, the only chance of saving it is to make it an unmitigated disaster. His attempts to clean the shirt were futile, and the stain was obvious to anyone in a hundred-foot radius. Cleo thought that she would be nice and pick up the check, but when she rushed for it she knocked her glass of water off of the table onto the ground, causing it to shatter. All of these things had happened without either of them drinking a drop of alcohol. They split the bill and left an enormous tip for the waitress for dealing with their antics. As they were walking down the street after their meal, they awkwardly felt for each other’s hands, but never managed to touch. The night they reunited in Amherst, they laid next to each other all night in bed, but there was still an awkwardness they had yet to cut through.
 “Would you mind reminding me what your name is?” said Matt, joking. At this, she finally grabbed his hand, and got serious for a moment.
 “I don’t want to lose you again,” said Cleo.
 “You won’t. I’m right here.”
 “Do you want to see where I grew up?”
 “Absolutely. Is your mother home?”
 “Probably not. She never is.”
 It was a ten-minute walk to Cleo’s childhood home, which looked much different from Matt’s. He couldn’t believe how nice it was. No one else he knew had ever been inside a place like this. When he took his shoes off upon entry, he asked if he should take his socks off too. She led him around, nervously, because the clumsiness was back now that they were behind closed doors. They walked from room to room as if they were a real estate agent and a potential buyer, until ultimately at her childhood bedroom, she turned and grabbed his waist.
 “There’s something I have to tell you,” said Matt. “The night we met in Amherst…I was with someone else that night.”
 “What? Who?” said Cleo. “You know what? It doesn’t matter. We can talk about it tomorrow. Just kiss me, will you?”
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 I shit my pants on national TV and forgot who my fiancée was. The doctor said I needed to start writing in this diary journal to help keep track of things. I thought only people in insane asylums kept diaries. My mom says James Taylor wrote most of his songs when he was in an insane asylum. I don’t think I will be writing any songs but maybe it will be useful in some way. The grammar and vocabulary are definitely going to suck. The doctor says that isn’t the point. There is no need to submit it to be graded. It is just for me. This is a relief. I always got terrible grades in English. One year in high school they asked us to read a book called Ethan Foam. It’s about a guy who lives with his mean wife and gets crippled in a sledding accident. The rest of the book they just sit in the snow and complain. The paper I wrote on it was an easy F. The teacher, Mr. King, made me get it signed by my parents. My mother said I needed to do better. My dad said he always hated that Ethan Foam.
 Speaking of Big Mike, he was trying to write a memoir once. He never told anyone he was doing it but I found some pages when I was looking for his gun. Just to play with not to shoot anyone or anything like that. Most of the stuff he wrote was probably unpublishable due to the language, offensive character descriptions, and graphic sex scenes. People don’t let that shit fly any more. Always found it strange that he had a desire to be an author and never told a living soul. Just gotta force that shit down so as not to embarrass yourself I guess.
 I am trying to remember the last time I even read a book. My Aunt Linda bought me a copy of a book on the Los Angeles Lakers a few Christmases ago. I don’t watch basketball and neither do my parents. I got to the eighth page in the book and gave up. It has been sitting on the table next to my parents couch for three years. No one will ever touch it until they die or move out. Death will probably come first. I only know it was page eight that I got to because that was Carl Yaztremski (spelling?)’s number. Yaz, they called him. Before my time of course but that’s how I always remembered numbers. Just match them up to an athlete’s jersey number. Like the exit to my parent’s house is 11. The QB for the Patriots when I was a kid was Drew Bledsoe and he was number 11. So, the exit is Drew Bledsoe. If you get to higher numbers like, 107 let’s say, you just add two people. 107 would be Coco Crisp, Trot Nixon. Maybe don’t go around mumbling “Coco Crisp, Trot Nixon” though. If people don’t know the Sox they’ll think there’s something wrong with you. I asked my father if he remembered numbers this way. He said all men do. I asked what girls do and he said they use a bookmark. Men don’t use bookmarks. Bookmarks are for cowards.
 I guess the numbers thing works for me because I was always good at math. My report card would always be lopsided. D,C,C-,C+,A. Stephen Hawking. That’s what my dad called me. I can do most math problems without pen and paper. The teachers used to always get mad cause they were saying if I didn’t show the work I must be cheating. But I wasn’t. Just fuck them. The answer is right or it isn’t. Why do you need to see how I got there? They don’t ask the contestants on Jeopardy how they know who Abe Lincoln is.
 Cleo is constantly impressed with my math skills. She is bad at math, so I come in handy. I guess she could just use the calculator on her phone, but she can never find her phone. When we first reunited in Amherst, despite the chaos, I knew we would be back together. I know her now and I knew her then and she is amazing. It isn’t love or lust but a combination of both. A sureness that I am meant to spend forever with her. My stomach fills with happiness every time that she walks into a room. Butterflies. I guess they call those butterflies. Her eyes are so…nice. I want to put on scuba gear and dive into them and never leave. The softness of her hands makes me safe. Makes me forget. It is hard to be both smart and kind but that’s what she is.
 How many men had been lucky enough to experience this? Forget her professional football wide-receiver ex-long-term boyfriend. He could not appreciate what he had. He was stupid and cruel. I can appreciate her. What does that make me? Smart and kind or stupid and nice? She graduated near the top of her class in both high school and college and law school. About the seventh best performing student at each step. That is the perfect position to be. Successful but not annoyingly so. Warmly efficient.
 She was more reluctant than I was. It seemed impossible to her that I could forgive her for… but I did. We spent the night in the Howard Johnson’s and talked until we both fell asleep. The next day, we took the bus home together to Boston and spent that whole time talking as well. I think the people around us wanted us dead but I didn’t care. It was so good to hear her voice. She caught me up on a lot of small things about our relationship and each time she told a story it reappeared in my brain. It was like she was peeling back the days on an Advent calendar and then handing me the candy. Trips to The Cape in the summer. Snowboarding in Vermont in the winter. A trip to Florida where my leg fell asleep on the plane and I collapsed into an old woman in the aisle when I tried to stand up. Good times. Fun times. Hope that the old woman is doing okay.
 The doctors said there was no rhyme or reason to this type of memory restoration (or erasure). They were concerned. More MRIs, CT Scans, etc. Next up would be a shrink but I won’t go. A journal is one thing. No one will ever see this or know about it. Last thing I need is the guys at work knowing I saw a psychiatrist. I can only think of Tony Soprano’s mother saying “a pyschiatrisssst!?” in complete disgust. That’s exactly how they’d react. Not getting tricked into that. Paddy says I might not be able to get back to work until I give into their demands but who the fuck cares. I admit I was reluctant at first to take disability but I’m all in now. Get paid to do nothing? What the hell did I have to be reluctant about? Ya, threaten me with not being able to work. See how that goes.
 Life is hard but I can’t say that no one warned me. All my father ever told me was
 “Don’t get old.”
 “Don’t have kids.”
 “Stay single as long as you can.”
 “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. Except work. And pay your taxes.”
 It was hard to take some of this seriously though when he had been with my mother for so long. I know I was an accidenta “happy one” my mother always stressed-but he purposely got married didn’t he? No one forced him to do that. And it all worked out great. Just about the only person he actually liked in the world was Barbara. Good Ol’ Barbs. Maybe what he should have said was “you better make sure you choose the right person.” But that sounds even scarier in some ways. Like one day I am going to wake up and realize I am not lying next to a woman but instead a rabid St. Bernard. Maybe that day already came and I just forgot it…
 Shouldn’t it be easy to tell though if it’s the wrong person? I remember I was seeing this girl in my early 20’s. We met the night the Bruins won the Stanley Cup. I don’t care much for hockey but Rich lives for it so we went out drinking. Neither of us were cops then. I was working at an insurance place and Rich was doing landscaping. Different world. Everyone was pretty ecstatic the Bruins won. We met these girls. They claimed they were sisters but then almost instantly forgot they had told us that and the gig was up. Girls were always doing weird shit like that. Giving you fake names they thought were funny and saying they were someone’s aunt or some bullshit. The “sister” I was talking to said she was named Gladys and then admitted her name was actually Beverly six minutes later. She kept bragging about how she had sex with one of the guys on the team. I thought that was pretty cool at the time-couldn’t tell you why. I am a huge idiot. Her and her “sister Agnus”- I forget that one’s real name-took us back to their apartment at some point. Beverly and I had a nice time and then she got up to relieve herself and peed in her own small mesh trash can instead of walking to the toilet. There was no bag in the can-which I guess she forgot-so the pee was just leaking all over the floor. She didn’t care at all. I saw her a few more times after that. I had a big crush on her believe it or not. We went out to dinner in the North End. My thought process was that you take nice dates out to nice restaurants and the North End has the best restaurants in Boston. For some reason she thought she could order a Red Bull vodka so the waiter had to explain to her multiple times that they didn’t serve those. They brought her wine instead. She got so drunk she yelled “Good night, bitch,” and then fell asleep head first in her pizza. I knew that girl wasn’t the one (after two or three more dates). But that was clear. What if it’s not? How do you ever know?
 Sometimes when I am in bed I imagine travelling back in time to a younger version of myself. OF COURSE knowing what I know now. What the fuck would be the point of time travelling unless you knew what you knew now? Hate when people suggest there’s another way to time travel. I don’t think I am the only person that imagines doing this. In fact, I am sure most people do it. Who doesn’t want a chance to start over? Whenever I do it I close my eyes and concentrate very hard and then open them. When I open them, I hope that I am somewhere else but I am still in bed like always. This doesn’t stop me from trying. There was one night where it was different-I forget if this happened before or after my head injury (the days are beginning to run together). On this night, when I was imagining going through space or whatever, I had a different thought-what if the future me had just come back to my body now-at age thirty-one. What if THIS was the chance to start over. Some eighty-four-year-old version of me is wearing a diaper and watching holograms of Tom Brady highlights and he managed it. He blinked and he went back in time-not all the way to fourteen but landed at thirty-one. There was a chance to live from age thirty-one where every day was a new start. What would that wrinkled, eighty-four-year-old version of me say? Would he have any advice? I could only see one word; “run.” But no matter how hard I try now, I can’t live each day like it’s important and I can’t find the energy to run.
 I feel like shit. It’s not my head. Or not just my head. I’m balding. And getting fat. These are what Cleo would call “negative affirmations” but I can’t help thinking them. She had to explain to me what positive affirmations were and I don’t think I’m capable of those. All I see is fat. Diet. It’s all diet I know. In addition to keeping this journal, I am supposed to be tracking what I eat. Today: No breakfast besides an iced coffee with extra cream and extra sugar. Microwavable rice and then a steak and cheese sub for lunch. Will be having pizza for dinner. Okay I had another pack of microwavable rice somewhere in there-but so what? Rice is good. Plus, it is the biggest drinking night of the year and I won’t be drinking so that evens out my food intake. Think of how many calories I am saving by not drinking. Thanksgiving is tomorrow and obviously I will eat a lot then but that’s tradition. Clean eating can start next week. Oh, who the fuck am I kidding.
 As I write, I am getting closer to the point. I hope. Not for your sake, because you should not be reading this. No one should be reading this. I will tell Cleo not to but when I am asleep or at work or even out of the house for fifteen minutes-I know she will open it and read. So, Cleo, if you are reading this please stop.
 Why am I so ashamed? That word has never come to me before- “ashamed”. I have never been ashamed about anything. In the sixth grade I ran through Adams Corner naked on a dare. When I was sixteen I drank a beer out of a dirty baseball helmet. At twenty-three I took a shit in a subway car. There was no shame involved in any of those things. And here I am older and wiser and ready to bawl my eyes out. What she did is not unforgivable… at least I don’t think it is. Hell, I’ve already said I forgave her. The nicest of guys have probably done worse things than the meanest of girls. I know I am not a saint. But we can’t hide from what happened. I think maybe that’s the issue.
 This is so depressing. I knew journals were for whackos. I need to wrap it up before Cleo gets back from shopping. She’s making brownies for tomorrow. There was a suggestion that I might cook something, to which I said “you must be the one with the head injury.” Cooking (like bookmarks) is for cowards. Let’s end this on a happy note. Barbara always told me to focus on something happy when I was sad. Not revolutionary, but it works. Cleo told me this one story recently that was pretty funny, so I’ll focus on that. It was from when we first started living together. It started pouring when she was at work. Coming down like a tropical forest. Forget cats and dogs it was more like lions and fucking wolves. Okay scratch that analogy - I told you I’m not a good writer. Well, you get the point. It was raining. She asked if I could possibly bring her boots to her work so she could switch into them at the end of the day. My day off, so I guess I said sure babe, no problem, I’ll be right there. So supposedly I drive over to her work straight away. She comes down all happy that I’ve got her boots and then her smile turns to a scowl when I pass them to her. Instead of rain boots I brought a pair of plastic cowboy boots that were part of her costume the Halloween before. I wasn’t doing it to be funny. I’m just an idiot. Told my mom the story and she said all it proves is that my heart is in the right place.
 Rich is back to work and still not talking to me. This thing between Cleo and me is tearing him apart. He thinks I am a fool for getting back together with her. Women are the line where best friends don’t see eye-to-eye. If you love someone they don’t like, they can’t understand it. But it’s not their job to. Their job is supposed to be to support you. Hell, he has supported me. A lot. Brought me to the ends of the earth (or Massachusetts at least). But me moving back in with her was the last straw. He thinks I am choosing her over him. You shouldn’t read it that way. I am choosing what makes me happy. We should all be able to choose what makes us happy. I heard he’s back at home which is good. It is good for a family to be together, especially with a young child. Colleen is a saint for dealing with him. They’re probably still not on the best of terms but who am I to judge? Who is anyone?
 Oh, one last thing. Is it illegal to open someone else’s mail?
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 “Sorry to bother you on the holiday, Mike.”
 “No problem. When the lord calls, I answer.”
 “Ha! Well I’m not quite God but...”
 “It looks like you’re double fisting there, Father.”

Father Franklin looked down at the cigarette in his mouth and then the one already lit in his right hand. 
 “Oh. Sorry. I ...”

“You’ve got a lot on your mind.”
 In front of the two men were the broad doors of St. Brendan’s church. The day had an unusual shine to it which seemed to sanitize everything except the spray paint. The number “666” was scribbled across the doors in black graffiti.
 “What do you think?”

“Probably just dumb kids. Looks like a kid’s handwriting. Though I guess maniacs usually have shit handwriting too. Sorry, Father. I meant ...poor penmanship.”

“You were right the first time. It’s shit. Probably just some kids...”

Father Franklin was trying to fit the unlit Marlboro back into its pack. Formerly a prison Chaplain, he had dealt with his own share of maniacs in his time. Now, he mostly just talked to senior citizens about their fast approaching death. A light breeze blew by and pinned his black clergy shirt against his frail body. Mike was afraid the priest might get swept up with the leaves. Guilt set in when he couldn’t stop imagining how far he could throw Father Franklin. He figured a good six feet in the air.

“Hey, sorry to hear about Matty. How’s he doing? I would have called but I forgot,” said Father Franklin. 
 “Ahhh he’ll be fine. Listen, there is one thing though.”

“He’s going around spray painting churches?”

“Ha. No. Well…the thing is he’s doing fine. He got hit in the head but he remembers almost everything. Doctors say he’s fine, like I said. But he can’t remember the time he spent with this girl he was seeing. It was serious. Headed to marriage that sort of shi…stuff and he has no recollection of ever being with her before. They’re back together now and still…nothing from before.” 
 “Hmm. I don’t know if this is exactly my area of expertise but tell him to stop by when he gets the chance. Can’t hurt. What do we do about this?”

“Wash it off. I doubt there’s a satanic cult running around. Bet your bottom dollar it’s a neighborhood kid. The story will spread and they’ll confess to their mom within a few days. Bawl their eyes out. If anything else happens, call the real cops and then me.”

“Okay. Thanks again, Mike. I just didn’t know what to do. Sorr...”

“Forget it. It’s gorgeous out. How many times do you get to wear a t-shirt on Thanksgiving? I’ll look back and say that was the nice day ...with the devil. Ha!”

The priest inhaled deeply on his cigarette and blew out a puff of holy smoke. He was skinny enough to disappear behind the cloud.
 “Hope you’re right,” he said, still staring at the door.
 Mike was wrong. Neither the weather nor the graffiti would be what stood out for him from this particular holiday. But first, he’d go home and eat some turkey. Always, turkey. Barbara once tried to switch to ham and they got into the biggest argument they ever had. You don’t eat fucking ham on Thanksgiving. You do eat chips and dip, though. That was Mike’s favorite part. He had a romantic longing for dip. The only way you could stop him from eating it was to tear it away from him and that was like shutting a TV off in front of a spoiled child. His brother was the same way so he figured French Onion must run in the blood. Speaking of Paddy, he’d probably be pulling up just when Mike got back. Mike remembered when they were younger and Paddy came home dressed like a pilgrim after school one day. Their mother messed up making the outfit and they couldn’t get the buckle undone. The buckle was attached to both the top and the bottom so they ended up having to cut him out of it. He was so angry and sad and Mike, eight years his senior, was doing nothing to comfort him. He nearly had a heart attack laughing in the corner.
 The sun shone on his face on the walk back home down the hill. They only lived a three-minute walk from the church but he thought he might still be able to get a tan. Flags waved in front of each house in the light breeze. American, Irish, USMC, Police. Windows were open and out of one of them you could hear the faint sound of “I’ll Be Home for Christmas”. Some people said you should wait until after Thanksgiving to break into Christmas music, and Mike used to be one of those people. Then he started earlier and earlier each year. Barbara was lucky if he waited until after Halloween. She let him be though. “Maybe he figures we don’t have too many left.” Both of them were known to allude to their own death for laughs, but Mike took a break from those types of jokes around the holidays. He liked them too much to consciously think about them coming to an end.

When Mike got home, there was no sign of anyone other than Barbara who was ruffling through a closet upstairs. Unlike Paddy to be late. Very like Matt to be late-at least when he’s with Cleo. That girl is something else. He sat down and turned the parade on. Parade sucks but you gotta watch it. After that would be the Detroit Lions game. Lions suck but you gotta watch them. In between, during, after, would be chips and dip. Shitting sucks but you gotta eat it. These were the traditions of Thanksgiving and they sucked and were amazing. Wonder how English made out today? English High School (Honor, Achievement, Service to Mankind), Mike’s alma mater, held the oldest continuous high school football rivalry in the United States with their arch-nemesis, Boston Latin (Sumus Primi). Their first game was in 1887. Even a little before my time. The game used to be contentious, with each team trading wins every other year. It was so popular in the 1950’s that they televised it. Since then English had one of the worst teams in the entire state and only won about once every 20 years or so, including 1966 with starting fullback Mike Innes. He was the only sophomore on the team but he was bigger than a fucking house, buddy. Paddy went to Latin and never played football. He chose basketball instead. What a load of shit that is. “Men play football,” he told him. Paddy just laughed and said “I’m a lover not a fighter, Mike.” DING DONG. There was Paddy now.
 “Jesus Christ, my little Rilee, it’s Thanksgiving not a wedding.”
 Paddy was as sharply dressed as usual. “I like your top too,” he said to Mike, who was wearing his usual grey sweatshirt.
 “Where’s everyone else?”
 “She’ll be right down. I don’t know where the hell my son is. Always late nowadays.”
 “Ah. Women will do that to ya.”
 “Ya, I guess that’s why you stay away from them.”
 “That and other reasons.”
 Paddy sat down on the couch and Mike rejoined his rocker. “Want some chips and dip?”
 “Naw, can’t eat that anymore. Too unhealthy.”
 “Everything is fucking unhealthy. Eat it.”
 “No. Really. Will take a drink though.”
 “Won’t eat chips and dip but he’ll drink whiskey.”
 Mike had been sober since retirement. Paddy was still working and still drinking. Barbara came down stairs just as Mike was setting Paddy’s glass of Jameson in front of him. She looked gorgeous.
 “You too, huh? Am I the only one that didn’t know this was a black-tie affair?”
 “How are ya, Barb?”
 “I’m fine, Patrick. How are you? You look great.”
 “Thanks, I feel like shit.”
 “No cursing in front of the women.”
 “Oh, you’re one to talk, Mike. You know it doesn’t bother me, Paddy.”
 “You know what? You’re right. I shouldn’t say anything I swore in front of Father Franklin today.”
 “Eternal damnation for you.”
 “Well, I was going there anyway.”
 “What do you call a sleep walking nun?”
 “Oh, come on Barbara, that one’s older than me.”
 “You’re one to talk. Go on and tell me Barbara.”
 “A Roaming Catholic.”
 “Hey, that’s pretty good.”
 “He’s charming you. That one’s old.”
 “You’re old.”
 “Ya, I said as much earlier.”
 “I’ll go check on the food.”
 The two men watched the football game apathetically. The Lions had fumbled the kick-off which led to an immediate 7-0 lead for their opponents. On the next Detroit possession, they threw a pick-six. Down 14-0.
 “I can’t watch the pros. I like the college football better,” said Mike.
 “I don’t watch either.”
 “Ya, you never cared much for football did you? Much preferred that little handball of yours.”
 “Don’t watch that either.”
 “What’s up with you? I can’t even trick you into an argument about basketball?”
 “Ehhh, forget it. I’m done with all sports. Too much politics now.”
 “Ya, suppose you’re right. Nothing else to do though. At least for me. There’s nothing on TV anymore.”
 As Paddy watched the TV, listless, Mike could vividly see him at six-years-old plunking down in front of their parent’s huge box. Deputy Dog was his favorite, and so inevitably that became Mike’s name for him. That then evolved into Deputy Dipshit-a name that Mike and their father loved but that Paddy hated. “Here comes Deputy Dipshit,” they’d say when he walked down the hall. Their dad had given Mike a pet name eight years earlier- “Joe Jerk”. Mike grew to love it. Where Mike found “Joe Jerk” hysterically funny, Paddy was brought to tears by “Deputy Dipshit”. Mike was now fighting a dastardly instinct to bring it up to him on Thanksgiving morning. Here they were, Jerk and Dipshit, parents long gone and they themselves old. It was too sad to consider, so Mike let it go.
 When Mike left for Vietnam in ‘68, Little Paddy was thrilled. He had the whole place to himself. Then his older brother had to go and even ruin that when he got shot clean through the thigh (or as clean as you can get hit by a K-50M submachine gun). Their mother came into his room early one morning and explained that Mike had been injured and would receive a medal called The Purple Heart. To an eight-year-old Paddy Innes the award sounded lame, but he was petrified by the tale of the gun fire. He couldn’t sleep for two weeks for fear of the Viet Cong coming through his window and assassinating him in his sleep. His parents tried to explain that they were thousands of miles and an ocean away but he wouldn’t listen. Mike landed home a few months later and most frustrating of all, he seemed like the exact same person. In his bag of military paraphernalia however, there was one picture of him over there with some of the other guys in his platoon. Uncharacteristically long hair tied in a red bandana. Shirtless, muscles glistening. Cigarette (or perhaps joint) in hand. Under the picture was a piece of paper with what Paddy was eventually able to decipher as the names of songs and the bands that sang them. “Light My Fire”- The Doors. “The Wind Cries Mary”- Jimi Hendrix. “Strange Brew''-Cream. Where was this brother? Where was the guy that smoked weed and listened to rock n’ fucking roll? In the military hospital Mike cut his hair and that was the last time he ever listened to Jim Morrison or any of that “hippie shit.” Matthew Innes would discover that same picture when he was a child and wonder the same thing- “When do I get to meet this guy?”
 “So, what’s the update with Matty? Any word?”
 “He’s probably going to get the disability. He might know before I do.” Paddy straightened his shirt and examined it for wrinkles. The more one watched him the more one wanted to strangle him to death. He never stopped moving. Perpetually checking himself out.
 “Ya, let me know when you have an update huh?” Mike suddenly had something else on his mind. “What do you think about this broad he’s with?”
 “Eh, don’t know much about her. Not my type really.”
 “Really? I remember your face when you saw her. Seemed like your type.”
 “She’s a kid. I don’t look unless they’re over forty.”
 “Wasn’t she supposed to meet up with you? Something about getting her working for the Police Union?”
 “Oh, yeah. That’s right. Guess we both forgot about that with everything going on.”
 “Ya. Guess you just forgot…” Mike’s mind wandered again.
 Swallowing pride hurts and knowing it was the right thing to do provides little relief. You can feel the regret spread in your bowels like food poisoning from a can of devilled ham past its expiration date. Mike Innes let one thing go in his entire life, and it was to stop himself from killing his brother. He buried it so deep that the first time it reared its head was on Thanksgiving morning thirty years later when he was almost too old for it to matter. Almost. On January 31st, 1993 Mike, Barbara, and his brother joined hundreds of others at a Super Bowl party in Florian Hall, the local banquet and function hall run by the Boston Firefighter Union. In those days the New England Patriots were perennial disasters so the game was much more about drinking and gambling for Boston residents-the teams playing were irrelevant. On that night the Dallas Cowboys would eviscerate the bridesmaid Buffalo Bills. The only thing the people at the party were paying attention to was the score for their squares. Late in the fourth quarter Cowboys defensive tackle Leon Lett recovered a fumble and had a clear shot at running it in for a touchdown. When he was ten yards away from Super Bowl glory, he decided to start his celebration. In one of the great hustle plays in sports history, Buffalo wide receiver Don Beebe would chase down the dancing Lett and knock the ball from his hands and through the back of the end zone. No score for Lett and a touchback for Buffalo. No one in New England would give a single shit if not for the fact that it would alter the final score. Instead of ending at 59-17 it ended at 52-17. Mike Innes, who had “9” and “7” for his square numbers, lost two thousand dollars because of Lett’s theatrics. Plastered and furious, he stormed out of the main hall where they were watching the game on a projector screen, and into the empty foyer. Nothing around but some chairs placed against the wall and a vending machine where you could buy smokes and scratch tickets. Someone walked behind him on the way to the bathroom and innocently remarked “gotta love that Don Beebe.” Mike turned to kill the person and realized it was a woman so he stopped. Cindy Murphy, one of Paddy’s old flames. When she went into the restroom, he punched a door beside him to destress. His fist dented the door badly. That was okay. It would be something he would be glad to pay for knowing he was in the wrong. As he stood ashamed of himself, the door unlocked and then opened from the other side and Paddy and Barbara walked out of it together. Things were too confusing to piece together, so Mike turned and walked home rather than do something even worse than breaking a door. Barbara followed him home and claimed that they were in there talking through one of Paddy’s relationship problems (of which there were many) but Mike wasn’t so sure. A locked office seemed like an odd place for a man and woman to be platonically alone. Barbara said it hadn’t been locked but Mike could have sworn he heard the corresponding sound. But… he also had just mangled a door, so his head may not have been perfectly straight. If a handle stuck and you had to jiggle it…that might make a sound like a lock being undone. This conversation happened in an unforeseen monotone, both of them surprised that Mike wasn’t demolishing everything in the house. Barbara asked if he thought she would cheat on him with his brother, and he didn’t. But that didn’t mean he didn’t think that was what Paddy was trying to accomplish. When Barbara fell asleep, Mike walked back down to the hall, which was about a five-minute walk from their house, unclear of what he wanted to achieve. By the time he returned everyone (including his younger brother) was home in bed and all of the lights were off. There was nothing there except the mural on the front wall of a pre-automobile era fireman driving a carriage led by horses, three glorious white stallions. He had seen it a thousand times but never stopped to look. It was beautiful in all its detail… except where were their big horse cocks? Maybe they were female horses? He tried to derive some meaning from his connection to it at that moment, but found none. There was no meaning to any of it. You just have to make choices and then live with them. He would pay for his damages to the door and then drop it forever. Or almost forever.
 “Hey, remember that time in the Super Bowl the guy got the ball hit out of his hands ‘cause he was dancing into the endzone?”
 “Oh. Um. Kind of. Yeah.”
 “Lost a lot on that play.”
 “Oh. Is that right? Because of the squares or something?”
 “Ya. We were down Florian. You hadta be there right?”
 “I don’t know. I can’t tell you where I was last week, nevermind thirty years ago.”
 “Ya. But you must have been there. Where else would you have been?”
 “Okay so maybe I was there. Jees, what’s the big issue?”
 “Deputy Fucking Dipshit.”
 “Did I do something wrong here, Mike? What’s going on?”
 “You were there.”
 “I said I probably was! It’s Thanksgiving and you want to talk about Leon Lett?”
 “So, you do remember.”
 “It is a famous play, Mike!”
 “Ya. What else happened that night, Paddy?”
 Barbara was on the phone in the kitchen, but when her call ended she came in to see why they were arguing. Neither man paid notice to her.
 “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 “What were you doing in that office with my wife?”
 “What the fuck is this, Mike? You’re the only family I got. Why are you doing this?”
 “That’s enough, Michael!” said Barbara.
 The two men turned to look at Barbara, embarrassed like they got caught smoking cigarettes in junior high.
 “It’s Thanksgiving, boys. Drop all this foolish talk. Please.”
 Reproved, Mike and Paddy stared down at their hands. Barbara waited to see if they were actually finished, and then continued like a teacher who had retained control of her class. She had plenty of experience with this, considering she had been a teacher at Fontbonne Academy, an all-girls private school, for forty years. Don’t let anyone ever tell you boys are worse than girls. If you’ve been a student or a teacher at Fontbonne you know that the female persuasion can be just as brutal as their male counterparts. The remorseless acts of savagery she had seen.
 “I am just off the phone with Cleo…”
 Mike could never really verbalize why he did what he did next. His gut was sure of something, that’s the best he could explain. Even though it would tear his family apart forever, he accepted it as inevitable. Something that had been brewing since Paddy was born in 1960. No use crying over spilt blood.
 “Ya, I’m sure Paddy tried to fuck her as well.”
 At this, Paddy stood up. Mike rocked twice to give himself momentum, then also got to his feet. Mike was eight years older than Paddy, which had always been an advantage, but at a certain point on the other side of age sixty-five, it became a major disadvantage. Mike was in his seventies, but it was yet to be seen if he had reached that point yet. Like an official weigh in for a boxing match, the two came nose to nose, eye to eye, at the exact same height. The elder Innes was in an entirely different weight class however, weighing some forty-five pounds more. Not all of it was muscle of course, in fact most wasn’t, but it was still certainly hard to move. Barbara of course pleaded for them to stop but the men had gone back to ignoring her. This was going to happen once and for all. Paddy slapped Mike across the face with an open hand but it merely rippled Mike’s giant red cheeks, like a falling leaf gracing a pond.
 “You tried to fuck her didn’t you?”
 “Who?”
 “You know who!”
 “STOP IT! BOTH OF YOU!”
 Paddy reeled back with a right and Mike knew with complete confidence that he could catch it. In addition to being a veteran, Mike had been in his fair share of street fights, both as a civilian and a police officer. Tough fucking bastard. Though he typically hated tattoos, he felt it was his and other vet’s right to get one. He inked a prison quality grim reaper tattoo around his bullet entry hole with the numbers “0-1” etched underneath it. When he just nearly beat diverticulitis later in life, he had it changed to “0-2”. There was no chance this was the reaper’s day, with the help of his brother Paddy of all people. He would catch this punch and then his body would instinctively tell him what to do. Maybe he wasn’t as strong as he was at eighteen, but who was? Paddy threw the punch and Mike caught it like he predicted, but not without taking some of the blow too. Paddy’s surprising power drove Mike’s hand into his own head. There was a slight grin on Mike’s face, signalling something close to respect for his younger brother. Mike then grabbed Paddy under the armpits, hoisted him off the ground, and slammed him through the wooden table that was holding the chips and dip. Paddy landed directly on his lower back and was down for the count as he rolled through French Onion and Tostitos. Barbara rushed in to stop Mike, but she didn’t have to, because Mike’s own back had given out on the deadlift and he collapsed back into his rocker moaning.
 Barbara walked into the kitchen and left the two men wailing in the destroyed living room. Before, while the two men were arguing, Cleo called to tell her that she didn’t know where Matt was and hadn’t been able to get in touch with him. Barbara hadn’t had a chance to call Matt yet, and she was too emotional to do so after the brotherly bashing. She sat on one of the wooden chairs at the kitchen table and cried into her hands. Mike then screamed “my fucking back!” from the other room and his agony made her burst out in uncontrollable laughter. What a horrible holiday it turned out to be and it wasn’t even 1 o’clock in the afternoon yet. She decided she better go check on the two men, and when she re-entered the living room, Paddy was still whimpering and rolling around in snacks. Her laughter came harder this time.
 “Barbara, this isn’t funny. Barbara, help me up,” said Mike.
 “You two sort yourselves out.”
 “Barbara, I’m sorry about the rug. Can you..can you..please help me up,” said Paddy.
 “Ha!” exclaimed Barbara. “I have to go call Matthew. I’ll tell him Thanksgiving is cancelled because his father and uncle are both old baboons.”
 “Don’t do that, Barbara. Tell him we’ll be ready in half…fuck… hour.”
 Barbara walked to the kitchen once again and then through it to their small back deck. She called Matt’s cell phone but he did not answer so she sent him a text asking where he was. He responded to it almost before it was sent and explained that he wouldn’t be able to make it because both he and Cleo weren’t “feeling well.” It was clear from her conversation with Cleo that this was untrue, but she felt it may be for the best. There would be no need to explain what happened between Mike and Paddy. They would never mention it to him. She texted him back telling him to “feel better” then she took a few minutes to admire the sun shining on the trees in the neighbor’s backyard. Gorgeous. It was a shame that what was going on inside of the house was so ugly. Guilt set in after a while and she went to check on the two injured beasts. She went through the back door and caught the tail end of Paddy limping out the front. There was a brief moment where she thought of calling out to him and asking him to stay, but the chip debris stuck to the sour cream on the back of his Polo made her think better of it. Forget the insults, the fight, the back pain-what he really wouldn’t stand was the indignity of wearing a dirty shirt. In all likelihood he would have slammed the door behind him in anger, but he didn’t have the strength to do so. Mike was still where she left him, one hand behind him trying to soothe his back.
 “I’ll get you some ice, you big brute.”
 “Hot water bottle, Barbara. It’s fucked, Barbara.”
 “Well, maybe don’t pick up your brother next time, huh?”
 “Barbara. He punched me, Barbara.”
 The hot water bottle had been with them since they moved into the house. An antique. Matt often joked that his parents thought a hot water bottle was the cure for all ailments. Stomach ache? Hot water bottle. Flu? Hot water bottle. Stab wound? Hot water bottle. It was mostly a rip-off of the comedian Chris Rock’s routine about Robitussin but no one including him recognized that or would have cared if they did. Sometimes popular jokes have a way of seeping into your family’s own routines and eventually their origin is inconsequential. Everyone got a lot of laughs out of the hot water bottle routine because it rang true. Barbara put the kettle on and impatiently watched until she saw steam, trying not to think about the sinful amount of food Barbara and Mike would have all to themselves. She was nervous about telling her husband their son wouldn’t be coming to dinner-it would break him. With the scolding water poured into the bottle, she plugged it tightly and brought it out to Mike’s back.
 “Honey… Matthew can’t make it today.”
 “What? Why not? Does he need a ride? Tell him I’ll pay for the Ubers.”
 “No. He isn’t feeling well. I think he’ll be okay, but he can’t make it. Maybe it’s better off with what just happened?”
 “Fuck. My back. The day is… the day is fucking …oh man… ruined.”
 “We can still have a nice meal. We’ll talk about what happened later. How about we get you on the couch?”
 “No. Fucking just leave me. Let me die, Jesus Christ.”
 They went on bickering like this for some time before she eventually got his hulking frame over to the couch. His stomach was big enough to serve as a table, and so she brought plates back and forth to it like a waitress. She poured herself wine which she thought might lead to further argument. Neither of them had a drop in the past six years. Mike didn’t make any snide comments or even mention it at all, so when she was done she poured herself another. They kept a supply in the house for guests, but she had the urge to finish it all. After her third, she just felt tired and so her and Mike eventually fell asleep on the couch watching some tedious NFL game.
 How many Thanksgivings do you remember? Were they all full of happy memories? Or do they all blend together in some combination of what you wish they could be, how you’ve seen them depicted on television, and a reality not sharp enough to pierce through the clingfilm? Pleasure may vary. It all depends on how much you enjoy turkey.
 For Matt, it was a strange one holed up in a Ramada Inn drinking alone and eating McDonalds.
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 Father Franklin heard a knock on his rectory apartment door and flicked his cigarette out the window. The church secretary, Mary Quinn, told him there was someone downstairs to see him. He wondered if it had anything to do with the horrible graffiti from the day before. He told her he’d be right down, and then something dawned on him. He shouldn’t have thrown the cigarette out the window. There was an incident in his youth where he almost burnt the school down by discarding one on a pile of dry leaves. Father put his head out the window trying to track down where the butt had landed. He couldn’t find it so he pushed more of his body out of the window to the point he almost fell out. Luckily, the frame prevented his feet from going over his head. Finally, he saw the cigarette lying next to a leaf, but thankfully it was no longer aflame. He wiggled back inside and found that his secretary had come back to tell him something, which meant she had seen the whole window incident.
 “You okay, Father? I just wanted to tell you the man downstairs is Matthew Innes. I didn’t recognize him. He looks so adult now,” said Mary.
 “Okay, that’s fine, Mary. Thank you.”
 “Was there something wrong with the window?”
 “No, I just… saw a bunny rabbit…and was trying to get a better look,” said Father Franklin, unsure of why he said that. “I’ll follow you down now. You know you can really go home if you’d like. It is supposed to be your day off,” said Father Franklin.
 Mary was a good woman at heart but an annoying co-worker. She was very nosy and always asking too many questions. When they got to the bottom of the stairs, Father Franklin was taken aback by Matthew standing just inside the doorway. Mary was right, he did look different. Awful really.
 “Hello, Matthew, long time no see. How can I help you today?”
 “Hi, Father. Would you mind if we went down into the church?”
 “If you would prefer that, we certainly can go down there,” said Father Franklin. He supposed that Matthew may want to make an official confession. Or maybe he just didn’t want to be in earshot of Mary. She was the town crier when it came to gossip. Forgive me lord, but she never shuts up. On their short walk outside to the church, Father remembered the discarded cigarette and wondered if he should go check to make sure it was totally extinguished. Oh, it would be fine. When they entered the church, he saw Matthew looking around for confession booths. They had gotten rid of them long ago which meant it had been a while since Matt had been to service. Confession was now done in a less formal, face to face way (to varied results). They both sat down in the first pew, and before Father Franklin could say anything, Matthew began.
 “Do you believe in the Bible?”
 “Well, I am a priest. Yes, I believe in the Bible,” said Father, trying not to nervously laugh.
 “I guess I meant, are the stories to be taken literally, or are they more there to teach a lesson or something?”
 “That’s a fair question. There is something called Ignatian contemplation where the stories are to be interpreted more for their morals rather than their historical accuracy.”
 “So, is that what you believe?”
 “Yes, I think so. To take it even further, the suggestion is to take the stories as far as you want in your imagination, adding new details, as long as it brings you closer to God and not further away.”
 “What is the like, general consensus on forgiveness then? What if someone has done something very bad? Are you supposed to forgive them?”
 “Ultimately, if the person has sinned they will have to ask forgiveness from God.” That cigarette couldn’t still be lit could it?
 “Okay, but you worked in a prison, right? You must have spoken to people that did really, really bad things. How did you feel about them?”
 Father Franklin had seen and heard the worst things you can hear or see. On his first day as a prison chaplain, an inmate, a former priest, was murdered in his cell. Despite knowing it was wrong, Father Franklin thought it was good that it happened.
 “I struggle with anger. I am fully human and have my own faults. Sometimes you have to work very hard to move past your own judgement and know that is something reserved for God. Our jobs are to be the best Christians we can be and try and help others to reach our shared goal, which is salvation.” What if the entire yard was on fire. Soon the rectory. Oh, what if poor Mary Quinn was engulfed in flame?
 “I am so sorry to do this,” said Father Franklin, “but I have to excuse myself for just one moment. I promise I’ll be right back.”
 Father Franklin started walking to the exit and then broke into a slow jog. Outside, he went into a full sprint to the back of the rectory. There, a small pile of leaves had caught fire. He quickly began stomping them out with his feet and after about thirty seconds, was able to make sure everything was snuffed. In the window above him he saw Mary Quinn staring down. Of course, she had seen the whole thing. Sweaty and embarrassed, he walked back down to the church out of breath. When he walked inside, Matthew was gone.
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 “Roger!”
 Monkey Bite knew who that was despite just having woken up to a spotlight in his eyes. There was only one person in the world that called him Roger and it wasn’t either of his parents. Billy Berky sat next to him for eight years at St. Anne’s Elementary School and was the only one in the city who stuck by Monkey Bite’s Christian name. Ya, don’t do me any favahs, pal. That’s what Monkey Bite thought then and that’s what he thought forty-five years later. He hated Billy Berky. At the second grade Christmas show, Berky ratted Monkey Bite out for stealing from the organist’s candy dish that he kept by his stool. Their teacher, Mr. Spangler, spanked him in front of the class when he got back from the holiday break. Monkey Bite howled in mock pain the entire time and laughter grew with each measly whack. Spangler was a mean old smelly bastard, but by 1978 he was a septuagenarian without much power in his swing. “I fought at the Battle of the Bulge.” Ya, who cares? Ya old creep. The punishment backfired. All it did was cement Monk’s legend as the pre-eminent class clown. However, the incident permanently etched Berky’s name on Monkey’s shit list. It was that exact moment when he tattletaled that he knew Billy Fucking Berky would become a cop. And here he was, on his boat, waking up Roger Stanley Guff for absolutely no reason. Monkey Bite had fallen asleep in Pope John Paul park in Dorchester which wasn’t really a crime was it? Monkey Bite had certainly done worse things in the last few months. His real mistake was sleeping close to the water. Berky had been a boat cop for the last ten years, patrolling the same small area and doing whatever he wanted most of the time. Honest to God’s truth, Monkey Bite had put in more days of hard work than Berky had in the last ten years. But who is going to believe me?
 “Come on, Roger. Don’t make me lock you up.”
 “I’ve nevah been arrested once in my life. Ah you really going to staht with this?”
 Insane. Unthinkable. Ludicrous. But it was true. Monkey Bite had never once been arrested. The general population thought this was an urban legend, but if you asked any cop they’d tell you it wasn’t. They checked once a week. Sometimes once a day. But he had never been arrested. Some people, like his best friend Ralph O’Connor (God rest his soul) got caught for every single thing they ever did wrong but the last thing Monk got busted for was that candy dish in the second grade. Wilt “The Stilt” Chamberlain, the 7-foot-1 basketball behemoth that once scored 100 points in a single contest, never fouled out of a single game. They say that’s partly because by the time word got out that that was a statistic-a talking point amongst players, fans, and announcers-no referee wanted to be the first one that kicked him out. A similar thing happened to Monkey. No one wanted to ruin the streak. There were plenty of times he was in cuffs and they let him go. So, was Roger Guff the Wilt Chamberlain of not getting arrested? Yes.
 “Roger… just get out of here will you? This weather won’t hold. You need to get someplace safe. No more sleeping in parks, brother.”
 A loving, warm breeze rolled over the grass. Spooky, unreasonable weather. Warmth is a gift and only the greedy ask for more. Spoiled babies. The scorned know there is something waiting behind every nice day out of seasona punishment for thinking it could last. At some point in the afternoon or evening, the cold will reveal its face and torment you. Mock you for thinking things could have been different. The cruel spirit of winter. However, on this Thanksgiving week the reprieve lasted a ridiculous eight days through morning and night. Even the stubborn let themselves hope it was permanent. Foolish, but understandable. What if it could always be like this?
 “Ya, save it. I’m going.”
 “One of these days life is going to catch up to you.”
 “Fat chance.”
 Roger Stanley Guff staggered away. He could hear the motor of the small boat fade in the distance behind him. Monkey Bite vs the Boston Police: 1087-0. The reigning, defending, undisputed petty criminal champ. As he walked under one of the bridges that led out of the park, he saw three shadowy figures heading towards him. They weren’t cops. His phone was dead and broken and he didn’t wear a watch-never did. There were rarely situations in his life that required him to know the time. But he figured it was around 6:15 in the morning give or take 45 minutes. Anxiety-like time-was an infrequent consideration but for a moment he was nervous. Normal people aren’t out at that time of day. To his relief, it just turned out to be some stoner kids. Pizza Man Lynch led the way. Less than ten people cared to remember his real first name. Monkey Bite didn’t like the guy and thus had no empathy for him having a nickname that stuck. When Pizza Man would die years later at age fifty-four, most people wouldn’t know. No one recognized “Douglas Lynch” when it popped up in the obituaries. That was far in the future though. The morning Monkey Bite ran into him he was seventeen and looking for a place to smoke weed. The way he earned his nickname was by looking eerily like a guy that delivered your pizza -and he looked this way from birth. What does a Pizza Man look like? Picture one in your head. Exactly like that except this one got uglier year by year. Who knew looking like an adult as an infant was the best it was ever going to get? Horrible thing for a kid to have to deal with. In a dire need to avoid the pitfalls of nominative determinism, The Pizza Man wouldn’t go near pizza and certainly refused to work for Dominos. He chose the other teenage job; selling drugs.
 “Fucking, Monkey Bite. What’s up, buddy?”
 There were dog faces and then there were actual dog faces. This ugly prick was pure canine, sure as shit to win “worst in show” at Westminster. Two girls around the age of fifteen trailed behind him. If you looked like that, you had to push drugs to meet girls. He really was a homely son of a bitch. The girls were both pretty but Monkey Bite tried not to notice that. He was a piece of shit but he wasn’t a monster. One of them had goofy exaggerated pigtails and wore a bra-sized top and small black denim shorts. The other one had a more standard hairdo but was mostly covered in an oversized white t-shirt with some sort of Japanese cartoon on it. What the fuck is the mattah with kids these days?

 “What’s up? You guys smoking weed?”
 “No one calls it weed anymore, man. Just call it bud.”
 The two girls looked at each other with uncertainty. Pizza Man noticed.
 “Oh, don’t worry about Ol’ Monkey Bite. He wouldn’t care if we were coming down here to snort black-tar heroin.”
 “That’s not exactly true, girls. Stay in school, ya know? What ah you doing down heah at 6 in the mawning?”
 “Is there a standard time we’re supposed to smoke?”
 “Well, Bill Berky is patrolling the water, so you gotta be ceahful. Listen, you mind if I get a few puffs?”
 “Sure, grandpa. Let’s go under the big bridge,” Pizza Man said grinning at him, sardonically. They moved together like a class of students that doesn’t quite know each other yet because it’s the first day of school. Monkey Bite could tell the girls felt awkward with him being there so he tried to make conversation as they walked. The girl with the Asian guy on her shirt reluctantly told him it was from a show called Naruto when he asked.
 “You eva watch that Speed Racah? That’s the show they had when I was a kid.”
 No response. Coupla fuckin prudes. Pieces of grass stuck to his clothes. He didn’t smell particularly good. Somewhere in the back of both girls' minds they wondered how they ended up going to smoke drugs in a park with a dog-faced loser and a borderline homeless man on the morning after Thanksgiving, but it wouldn’t be until years later that they realized the extent of the absurdity. When Kennedy Clarke (the girl with the pig tails) would have her own real estate company in twenty years she’d look back and think, “what the fuck was wrong with us?” As for Monkey Bite, this day would usually have been par for the course, one he would have forgotten within a month, if not for what happened under the big bridge.
 The smell of weed seeped into their clothes as they smoked the shabby blunt. The girls were happy about this as it provided an unconventional deodorant for the two reprobates they were with. Better to smell like pot than shit. After this Kennedy and Heidi (the girl with the Naruto shirt) would stop by CVS and use the Axe body spray without paying for it and then buy some gum to cover their breath. Their parents wouldn’t notice. They never did. Pizza Man’s parents had given up on him so it was of no consequence. The ship had sailed on Monkey Bite a long time ago and frankly people would be more concerned if he didn’t smell like marijuana. As they passed the blunt (or as Monkey called it “the gorilla fingah”) Monkey waxed about his days as a youth swimming in the polluted water. The Neponset River wasn’t meant for recreation, but that never stopped the local kids. The blueish brown stream spilled out on one side to the Atlantic Ocean and on the other to unremarkable marsh land. Where they were standing, you could only get a clear view of the girder overhead and the graffiti scribbled on the piles. “BIN LADIN SUCKS” in tall red letters. There was a rope hanging off the beams similar to the one Monkey Bite used to swing off. The cops would occasionally come and cut the ropes down, but the next generation would always manage a way to get one back up. Pizza Man also had a memory of using the rope swing, but the time he jumped in the water, it was too shallow and he broke his ankle. No fucking coordination this kid. Pizza Man now dared Monkey to jump in and aside from vegetables and brushing his teeth, there wasn’t anything that Monkey Bite hated more than turning down a dare. He stood there puffing his morning weed and considered. Kennedy and Heidi begged him not to. They said it was because it would draw too much attention but the real reason was that they didn’t want to see him undressed. He relented, partially relieved he had a valid excuse to chicken out.
 “Pussy.”
 Monkey Bite couldn’t believe Pizza Man called him that. His eyes zoomed in on every errant hair and pock mark on the younger rake’s face. Hideous imbecile. Classless. A fire grew inside Monkey and he was preparing to lash out. I will take his face and rub it so fah in the dirt it will be six feet undahground by the time I stop smushing it. He then realized those flames were actually bowel movements. It was crucial that he find a place to go to the bathroom. He scurried up the dirt hill behind them in search of a spot to void himself, kicking empty beer cans and an old MBTA hat along the way. There was an area behind one of the structural supports that provided some privacy but there weren’t many usable leaves in sight. If only actual toilet paper grew naturally. You could always use your socks. Something to consider if you’re ever under a bridge smoking weed with teenagers at 6AM in late November. Disgusting times call for disgusting measures. Monkey Bite moved as quickly as possible in order to pass his shit off as a piss to the group. He made do with what was available around him. As he was pulling up his pants, he heard a commotion below. Fucking Berky.
 In retrospect, he didn’t allow much time between his argument with Officer Berky and his toke session with the slackers. Now he needed an escape route. There was a half-buried drainage tunnel to his right. The gate blocking it had fallen off and no one had bothered to repair it. The only people that had been back here in the last twenty years were defecating derelicts and they didn’t seem to care much. It was just big enough for an adult to squeeze into. Monkey Bite quietly crouched on the ground and backed into the pipe like he was parallel parking a car. He was almost all the way in when his leg caught on a rusty piece of metal which tore it slightly. It was the same leg he injured in the meth house explosion. Oh, yeah. Remember that? He bit his whole fist in order to stop himself from screaming. The noises he heard were gone but it was too hard to tell if this was because everyone had left or if there was an elaborate ploy to smoke him out of his hole. They’re not gonna catch Ol’ Monkey Bite. There was a love/hate relationship with his moniker. Sometimes he couldn’t stand it. Other times he referred to himself as Ol’ Monkey Bite. Either way, he knew it sounded cooler than being The Pizza Man. Fucking Pizza Man. He’s probably down there negotiating with Berky right now. I’m going to kick his fucking ass next time I see him, I don’t care how old he is. If I punched that mongrel I’d be doing him a favor. Dog faced fuck. Man’s worst friend. HA! Man’s worst friend. Ten more minutes passed and there was still no sign of life emanating from the area where they had been smoking. Monkey Bite still didn’t feel comfortable enough to leave the almost-tunnel, even with his bleeding leg. Most of my cuts heal on their own anyway. People pass the time in different ways. You can try and name all thirty-two NFL teams, or maybe every member of the 2008 Boston Celtics. If you’re into rock n’ roll you might attempt to rattle off every song on The Rolling Stones Let It Bleed or AC/DC’s Back in Black. Monkey Bite had no interest in sports or music, so the way he passed the time was by trying to recall all of the blow jobs he had received in his life. Covered head to toe in dirt, blood, and grass and lying prone in a drain, he started counting from the beginning starting with Dolly Fife at age thirteen. Taken at an aerial view, his list was concerningly long, but on closer inspection it wasn’t nearly as impressive. If you factored in the fact that he was in his early fifties and had been searching for head every day since that fateful first exploration at thirteen, his success rate was rather low. Definitely nothing compared with his record against the Boston Police. Speaking of which, there was an opportunity to move his record to 1088-0. This could be his second win of the morning. Unprecedented even for Roger “The Dodger” Guff (no one had ever called him that but he wished they would). He was half way through counting his past lovers when he remembered he had half a packet of Ritz crackers in his pants pocket.
 A fire ant crawled carefully around human waste and then proceeded to search for food, unsure of how he ended up in desolate space. The nest was a full day’s journey in the other direction, well outside of the seven-hundred feet usually travelled. The good news was, there was food up ahead. Antennae, unlike eyesight, didn’t have the capability to betray you. Danger may be lurking, but the antennae should sense that as well. No signs of it yet. Just a little further and sweet, sweet nourishment that would provide the strength for the walk home. After an interminable amount of dirt, the ant finally reached a cracker crumb. Oh, fuck yeah it thought. It then noticed an enormous creature waiting above it. It hesitated for a moment but there was no alarm. Whatever this monstrosity was, it wasn’t a threat. The big creature glanced down at the ant and saw it lifting the morsel of food. “YeaAHHH!” it screamed and then smashed its head off the pipe above it. The ant turned around to start its return, happy as hell he scored the goods. It did feel a little bad for that creature. They’re more afraid of you than you are of it, the ant thought.
 Rude sunlight beat onto the parts of Monkey Bite’s face not covered in dirt. He had banged his head hard at the site of the ant and it was unclear if he had passed out or fallen asleep afterwards. His upper body was mostly out of his hiding place, so he crawled the rest of the way out, sore all over, but his leg had stopped bleeding. The exact time of day was still a mystery, but like some type of idiot shaman, Monkey Bite predicted it was about 11:30am (give-or-take forty-five minutes). There was little chance that any police or stoner kids would still be at the bottom of the slope, but he peeked his head around just to make sure. Coast was clear. As he started to traverse down, he slipped on the old MBTA hat and ended up rolling down the entire way. This had been a rough twenty-four hours even for him. It was past time he got home to his mother’s for a shower and a change of clothes. She kicked him out the night before, but that was only part of their routine. She always let him back in the next day.
 When he was about to leave he noticed someone sitting on one of the rectangular cement bases of the bridge. They had yet to make a movement, and hadn’t even turned during Monkey’s tumble a few moments prior. From where Monkey Bite was positioned, he could only see the back of the person’s torso and head. Slowly a hand came up from the person’s body and lifted a gun to their own temple. Monkey Bite screamed for the person to stop and it startled them so badly that they fumbled the gun into the water before it discharged. The man turned now and Monkey Bite could see it was Matthew Innes.
 “Matty, what the fuck ah you doing, man! Get back over heah!”
 Matt stared at the filthy clothes and face of Roger Stanley Guff, his hair wilted to his head like spinach. He would have laughed if not for the unbearable, drowning sadness. Scrooge got three all-powerful ghosts, George Bailey got an actual angel, and he got Monkey Bite. He couldn’t find words but after a few moments he realized he was no longer crying. The two men stared at each other in perpetuity. Job titles and life stations were irrelevant. Clothes, hygiene, bank accounts unavailing. There was one only one fact that mattered, and that was that one of them stopped the other from blowing their brains out. Matt shivered but did not break his stare. He could see Monkey Bite in front of him and simultaneously see his own body floating in the dirty river, red blood mixing in with the fresh water and muck. A corpse drifting into the weeds and someone he knew-one of his colleagues, friends, relatives-coming to clean up. A wake, a funeral, and his father’s eventual death from the weight of it. Monkey Bite ultimately was the first one to speak, and though he didn’t know it, he saved Matt again-this time from the details of the dejection of an Almost-Christmas Future.

“I’m sorry about ya gun, man. They’ll probably give you anotha one though.”
 At this Matt did laugh and with the laughter came a downpour of tears. A bizarre reality to live in but now that he could acknowledge it was reality and not a mirage, he suddenly had only one desire; that Monkey Bite not come over and hug him. He was far too dirty. Matt stood up and made his way back to where Monkey was standing at the bottom of the dirt slope. When he reached him, he began to ask him if they could keep this between them. He stopped however, knowing beyond a shadow of a doubt that he would never tell a soul as long as he lived. He wasn’t a rat. They stood in reverence of the moment, as if in front of the casket. The sun formed walls on both sides of the bridge, and along with the shade underneath it, created a sort of an odd sanctuary. Cars rattled overhead and the sound danced off the impotent water.
 Matt drove Monkey Bite home to his mother’s place. There were tales of “Officah Cocksuckah” Bill Berky. They discussed the freakishly warm weather. Then an odd story about how a group of stoner children and Berky conspired to set him up when he was taking a piss. (It was clear to Matt, even without an accurate account of the story, that Monkey Bite had gotten paranoid and hid for no reason. The kids left when they were done smoking). And lastly, something about a coordinated attack by an army of fire ants (Matt didn’t pay much attention to that one). What they didn’t discuss was what had just occurred. Monkey simply asked him “are you going to be ok?” before he got out of the car. Matt told him “ya.” He was pretty sure he meant it. He at least knew he meant that he wouldn’t kill himself. It would be too hard on his parents. But he didn’t say any of that. For this situation “ya” was sufficient.
 When Monkey Bite was gone and through his mom’s door, it dawned on Matt that he did not know where to go from there. Metaphorically and physically. You don’t have to make plans for the whole day when your first scheduled meeting is with your 9mm. He had drove down to that park and walked to that bridge so sure that nothing would stop him. There was no perceivable out of the situation. Yet, here he was. Still alive and making morbid jokes to himself about his own near suicide. Gallows humor is what they call it. His father said he picked it up in Vietnam and then handed it down to Matt. Matt always thought that made sense until right now. There was definitely a lot of gallows humor in Vietnam, but in Matt’s case he didn’t just inherit it from his father. There was something about Boston where joking about death was akin to breathing and eating. You needed it to survive. A subconscious or conscious understanding that life is miserable, maybe not every day, but certainly taken as a whole. So, you mock it. Tempt it. Live by telling it to fuck itself. What else was there to do?
 What is there to do when your fiancée sleeps with your best friend?

6
 What do you call someone that betrays their best friend? This isn't a joke. It’s a real question. A piece of shit, Benedict Arnold, bastard, asshole, scumbag, coward? That’s probably the closest answer you’re going to get. Here’s another question. If you add up all the misadventures, ranging from the mischievous to the sanguinary, that two boys have during a lifetime -what do you get? An unbreakable bond? Hopefully. More likely you’ll find that the sum of all its parts means absolutely shit.
 It was the night after Thanksgiving, and Rich had been ignoring Matt’s text and calls for almost a month. He couldn’t face what he had done and all of his free time was spent fretting over it. When he was at work, there were only unwelcomed distractions. Aggravated assault, broken car windows, homeless drunks, stabbings, and whatever else you could think of. Just that night he responded to a domestic in a ramshackle apartment complex and was met with nothing but disdain. When he and his new partner, McCabe, arrived on scene, the first thing they noticed hanging over apartment 4 was a laminated wooden sign tacked onto a string. In big block letters it read “Fuck 12”. It was pretty good craftsmanship all things considered. Both officers were left wondering who even manufactures and sells those types of decorations, but they supposed you could order anything off of Etsy. Usually when Rich’s wife Colleen shopped online for signage it was more along the lines of “Happy Fourth”, but to each their own.
 A man and a woman opened the door a crack and expressed plainly that they would never call the cops under any circumstance. McCabe explained that one of the neighbors had called to report a disturbance. The couple told them “disturbance over. You can leave now”. McCabe, much more upset by the sign than Rich was, turned and left without saying anything. Rich told the couple to have a good night then followed his partner. This wasn’t exactly by the book. They should have said more. Asked more probing questions. But McCabe was too angry and Rich didn’t care. McCabe went on a rant back in the patrol car about how ungrateful the general public was. Rich was surprised at himself for not having a similar reaction. But when he stopped to think about it, the only thought he had was about the futility of life. Why were they doing this? Why was anyone doing anything?
 Things weren’t much better at home. There was a crying baby and a wife who was pretending (badly) that she wasn’t angry with him.
 There were brief moments throughout the day, when he was taking his first sip of coffee or biting into a buffalo chicken sub, that he found reprieve. But then, inevitably, someone would bring up Matt, or his baby, or his wife, and his peace would be shattered like so many car windows he was constantly called to. Sometimes it wasn’t even other people that interrupted his comfort snacks. Sometimes all it took was a glance at his own mangled right hand. How could he see that and not remember their bungled mission to find Cleo?
 There was some good news. Not a drink in a month and he was back in good graces at work. Record expunged. No one would ever officially bring up his waterboarding episode again. Rich managed to save himself. However, the means of accomplishing that feat were what brought him the most regret. He told himself it was to help Matt, but each day brought more uncertainty. It was. It was to help Matt. And to help me. But why can’t it be both things? As Colleen would say, “they’re not mutually exclusive.”
 Rich was done with his shift but he couldn’t face going home. He got all the way to the end of his street but didn’t take the right up the hill, and instead went aimlessly forward. A few blocks down on the left was a reading center that helped children with learning disabilities. When he passed it he laughed to himself, because that wasn’t there when he was a kid, and in fact it was something quite the opposite. Lucky Strike Bowling Alley. Like walking inside a lit cigar. There was a child friendly bowling alley called Boston Bowl only ten minutes away, but Rich’s father refused to take him there. All of Ralph O’Connor’s friends sat around shooting the shit, drinking Bud, and occasionally bowling. Thus, Ralph used to take Richie and Matty there instead-much to the chagrin of Barbara Innes. Rich and Matt were left to run around like it was a playground, when in actuality it was a saloon with pins. They were always up to something and therefore getting yelled at by dilapidated old men. Not one woman ever stepped foot in there as far as anyone knew. Why would they? Matt and Richie didn’t notice that then of course, because their attention was focused on other things. Particularly the vending machine. To them it was a magical mystery box because it was full of adult products. The things the two boys were most interested in securing were the packs of condoms. Prophylactics remained a secret for a few more years, but they knew they had something to do with the penis and this made them irresistible. Matt ventured a guess that their purpose was to keep the dick warm. Rich found this ludicrous. He knew it had something to do with sex but couldn’t figure out exactly what. If they managed to get a pack they might find out. They would sneak them into the bathroom and play with it, ooh and ahh at the lubricated ones, and ultimately leave them on the ground when they lost interest or got grossed out. The custodian was constantly confused by the empty skins, but just cleaned them up and kept it to himself.
 Ralph O’Connor didn’t take his son out much, but when he did it was to someplace like Lucky Strike. Richie would hop in his shit-brown 1980 Ford F-Series, ecstatic that he was getting to spend time with his dad. He thought of that big monstrosity and laughed harder thinking about a trick his father pulled on a young Matty. They were driving on a side street when Ralph said that he thought they might have hit a nail. He asked Matty to go check the tire and when Matty hopped down and walked to the back of the truck, Ralph sped off leaving him there. Richie howled in excitement. Ralph eventually drove back around to collect Matty, who was sitting on the curb crying his eyes out. Father and son both begged Matty not to tell his parents and he promised he wouldn’t, but inevitably did. Mike Innes also found it hilarious, but Barbara once again wanted Ralph’s head on a stick. Matt’s parents were nearly twenty years older than his dad, and often looked down on him as a young punk. Tears now came to an adult Rich as he realized he was older than his father had been when he used to take them on those little delinquent trips. In another six years he would be the same age as his father was when he died. A grim milestone to be sure.
 After the flat tire hoax, Ralph focused most of his pranks on his son. He wasn’t afraid of the Innes family, he just didn’t want Rich to lose his best friend. One afternoon he took the both of them to eat at a shitty diner in Quincy and when Richie went to the bathroom, Ralph poured tabasco sauce in his soda. When Richie came back and drank it, it made him puke all over the table. Ralph and Matty laughed their asses off but the waitstaff weren’t too happy. Rich was laughing with them by the time they were in the car. It was a rotten trick, but he was just happy to be with his two favorite guys in the world. Rich would never do anything like this to his own son, and he could see how outsiders think this might be some sort of child abuse, but these were good memories and not bad ones. A vivid image of his father in his dirty work clothes, cackling so hard that he was slapping his knee. The colors were still as sharp as they were two decades before. Even the cavities in his father’s teeth were visible. When you never knew your mother and your father had passed, you can’t spend too much time nitpicking what is special and what isn’t. His father’s smile made him smile then and it still did now. It was as simple as that.
 There was only one other person in these stories that was still around. So why couldn’t he just man up and call him? Wouldn’t have to explain the whole situation. Could just pretend like nothing had ever happened. It seemed like that’s what Matt wanted to do anyway. Just mention something from the old times. “Hey, do you remember those old drunks at Lucky Strike? What about that time we left you on the curb and you ratted my dad out?” Maybe, ease into that second one. Or just talk about the tabasco. It’s Matt for fuck’s sake. Just talk to him. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Rich knew something that Matt didn’t and hopefully never would. And that had changed everything.
 Three weeks prior when Rich drove a tattered and singed Monkey Bite home from Amherst, Monkey Bite provided the answer to the smaller mystery, and thus the larger one. Before the meth lab blew up, the couple that owned the house had been detailing a conspiracy theory they had. They showed Monkey a video of Matt being struck in the face with the baseball, but the video was not from the ESPN broadcast, but instead a phone-recording a fan in the stadium captured. They had no clue that Matt had been in the car that just dropped him off, and it was merely coincidence that they brought the incident up. Monkey Bite wanted so badly to brag that he was just with the guy, but he wasn’t a rat. He kept his mouth shut. The footage they showed him was of an older gentleman checking on Matt and while he was leaning over the unconscious body, it appeared he removed something from Matt’s pocket. It wasn’t exactly a high definition view of the event, but you could see something that looked like an iPhone being stolen. The couple claimed it was evidence that the Boston Police were trying to cover up their attempted murder of Patrolman Matthew Innes. Rich handed Monkey Bite his phone immediately and asked him if he could find the video. It wasn’t an issue because the person that posted the video online had a memorable Twitter handle; MadameDiarrhea.
 “How could you forget a name like MadameDiarrhea?”
 Rich took his eyes off the road and almost crashed into the median when he saw the video. It was evidence of something, but he knew what the person was trying to cover up, and it wasn’t murder. MadameDiarrhea only got three likes and one retweet on the video which wasn’t bad considering they only had nine followers. No one else shared the video and the only reason Rich came by it was because two blown-up meth heads showed his dead father’s best friend who was running drugs for them. Well, isn’t that how most cases are solved?
 Rich planned to never mention it to a living soul outside the people who already knew. But then his wife found a text to Cleo that he forgot to delete. Colleen was already on the verge of divorcing him so he was forced to explain the whole situation and show her the video. She laughed hysterically, and that was the first time Rich really understood what hysterical meant. He watched his wife rock back and forth like a half-wit, drool coming from her mouth, clapping her hands like a chimp. It was all too much for her to handle. When she did stop laughing finally, she looked unbearably sad, and from that point on she would always hold a lingering resentment towards her husband. He had exposed to her a ludicrous tale of betrayal and blood, explosions and death. That was not how normal people lived their lives. That was not the world she wanted her son to grow up in.
 He called Paddy Innes the next day, who did not answer until he also sent him the clip in the tweet. Their conversation took on a completely different dynamic than their last one had. Paddy at first indignant, then acquiescent. He no longer had the higher ground. There was no way he could explain away taking his nephew’s phone and never returning it. The deal was simple: Paddy went to bat for Rich, got him back to work immediately, and they never spoke of it again. Paddy still felt a small victory despite all of this. He knew Rich would never tell Matt about what happened for fear of breaking him. Paddy did as he was told and everything worked out, at least for Rich. As for Matt…
 Imagine things from Matt’s perspective. A line drive hits you in the eye and knocks you out cold. Your bowels release and you shit in your fucking pants. As you’re lying unconscious with shit in your pants, ESPN cameras are replaying you getting struck in the face and then zooming in on your shit covered, unconscious body. As this is all happening, your uncle comes over under the pretence of helping you, but the real reason he is there is to steal your phone. The reason he is stealing your phone is so that he can delete all of your texts and voice messages that mention his sexual relationship with your fiancée. Your fiancée fucked your uncle. Your fiancée fucked your creepy sixty-three-year-old Uncle Paddy. Fuck. Fuck. Fucking fuck. On top of that, your best friend in the world knows and isn’t telling you-under another false pretence of helping you. The actual motive to withhold the information from you is so that he can use it to get himself out of a jam. Because you don’t know any of this, you think your best friend is the one that your fiancée fucked, and the only reason you aren’t lying in the Neponset river dead from suicide is because a red fire ant attacked the occasionally homeless best friend of your best friend’s dead father. WOW.
 Rich was unaware of those last few bits, but he used the parts he did know to try and put himself in Matt’s shoes. It was horrifying. What he needed to do was come up with some way to make this up to Matt without blowing the lid off the whole damn thing. He continued to drive with no destination, and decided he would do so until he thought of a solution. Sixth-sense told him there was a coming interruption. It would throw him completely off course and he would have to return home for lack of an excuse. Colleen would call him in the next thirty seconds. He was so used to the rhythms of their relationship that he could sense almost exactly when she was about to call. Like Spider-Man, if he only held the ability to predict marital conflict. Like a pet but instead of a thunderstorm it was his wife about to yell at him. A vibration rippled through his body like a doctor took one of those little fucking hammers to his funny bone. When a feeling like this came on he hoped it would end immediately and that his phone would ring right then and there. The worst thing that could happen would be for it to be a full minute after his premonition. This night it took an excruciating forty-six seconds before the bittersweet brrrrrr of his phone.
 “Where are you?”
 “No hello?” He had finished crying a while ago and even if he hadn’t, this perceived rudeness would have snapped him out of it.
 “Ugh. Hello. You’re usually home by now. Did you go out?”

Did I go out? What you mean to ask is “Are you drunk? Are you a drunk shitbag? Are you having an affair with the girl from Kissimmee? Do you have a child with her now? Are you taking care of two families? Are both babies named Richie?
 “No…Uhh to be honest I am just driving in circles. My head is all fucked up over this Matt thing, babe.”
 “Ok. You must be exhausted. Why don’t you come home and we can talk about it.”
 “I am. I don’t want to talk about it, though. I’ll head home now. The guys at work said there’s some show on Netflix where it’s like a reality BBQ competition. Maybe we can watch that.”
 “Uh… Yeah. That sounds good. See you in a few?”
 He told her loved her and then went to hang up the phone by hitting the big red end button. The phone then flashed again which led him to believe his wife was calling back so he hit accept without thinking. This call wasn’t from his wife at all, but instead from his former best friend.
 “Richie?”
 Rich was nervous. Terribly nervous. Just talk. It’s Matt. When was the last time he was this scared? After getting caught almost burning down Dorchester Park? No this was worse. Proposing to his wife? Not the getting married part, the having to verbally ask. He hated public speaking. Still this was worse. Walking up to his father’s cask… Okay it wasn’t as bad as that. He could do it.
 “Richie?”
 “Ya, Matt. I’m here. What’s up man?”
 “I know about what happened?”
 “What happened with what?”
 “With Cleo.”
 “Oh, yeah? What happened?”
 “Come on, Richie. You know what happened.”
 “I don’t, man. You know I would have told you if I did. Listen, I’m on the way home from work but I can come grab you if you want…”
 “Stop lying. I know what you did.”
 “Okay, Jesus, Matt. I’m sorry. It was stupid but I wanted to get back to work and just move on from all of this shit.”
 “What the fuck are you talking about? What does work have to do with this?”
 “Wait… what are you saying? I’m so fucking confused.”
 “I’m saying… I’m saying I know you fucked Cleo.”
 “Are you fucking crazy? I did not! You piece of shit!”
 “Yes, you did! Wait… what the fuck were you talking about then?”
 “This isn’t something that can be done over the phone. Where are you?”
 “You’re saying it really wasn’t you?”
 “Of course not! Where are you?”
 “Ramada next to Boston Bowl.”
 “Holy shit dude. Okay. Fine. I’m coming now.”
 Rich texted Colleen and told her he needed to go see Matt. It was an emergency. On the drive, he tried to sort out how Matt would have come to the wildly incorrect assertion that he was the perpetrator. It was possible that he saw the aforementioned irresponsible text to Cleo- “never tell him ever”- or whatever it said. He couldn’t even remember at this point. But Cleo was much cleverer than he. She would have deleted it before he could have read it, surely. Nothing else made sense though. That had to be it. In any case, the assumption was wrong, so the origin was inconsequential. What Rich needed to focus on was how he was going to explain away this business about getting his job back. Explain away. What I mean is lie about. Rich had been lying his entire life to his father, teachers, friend’s parents, bosses, girlfriends, wives… but he had never lied to Matt. Okay, maybe one time when he told him his hair looked good when it didn’t, but they were already out at a bar and there was no use in telling him when he couldn’t do anything about it. The faux hawk just didn’t suit him well. One lie in twenty-five years. Now he would have to come up with one that could convince him that his comment about work was unrelated to Matt’s personal life. Fuck. This isn’t going to work, is it?
 Rich pulled into the Ramada Inn parking lot and took a moment to stare at the Boston Bowl situated next to it. He had just been thinking about a different bowling alley, and here he was in front of this one. Was this a message from the gods? Were there more to pins and pool tables than meets the eye? Or was it that his father was trying to send him some message from beyond the grave? No. It was just a stupid coincidence.
 He walked up to the second floor of the hotel and knocked on Matt’s door. The hallway smelled the only way cheap hotel hallways can smell, an offensive mix of cleaning products and sadness. When the door opened to his room, the stench became much worse. Empty brown fast food bags were littered across the room. A collection of half crushed beer cans eclipsed the wooden surface of the dining room table in the corner. Lying on the ground next to the twin bed was a pack of Marlboro Lights with a single cigarette missing. Matt didn’t smoke cigarettes, meaning he must have tried one and then gave up. The TV was on and currently playing Charlie Moore Outdoors, a fishing show that was only ever seen by the general public because of its time slot directly after every Red Sox game. Matt didn’t fish. The Sox had stopped playing weeks ago and the volume on the TV was off. Most curious of all was a giant Spongebob Squarepants doll tucked into the bed like a human child. The bruising on Matt’s face had cleared and there was no visible scarring or breaks. It would be too much to say he looked like his old self however, as his face was gaunt and expressionless, lines whittled beside and underneath his eyes. Cheeks the color of rusted bicycle chains.
 “Well, you look great.”
 Matt didn’t manage a laugh. He walked over to the side of the bed and Rich could not avert his eyes from his hunched, grotesque shoulders. Some type of sudden onset scoliosis. It would have to go on the back burner for now, for posture was the least of his worries. Still, he was moving like a perverted crypt keeper. He sat on the edge of the bed and continued to stare at Rich blankly.
 “Dude, you seriously look fucking awful. You smell like shit what the hell is going on?”
 This time Matt did laugh, and buried his face into his hands before also starting to cry. This combined giggle/whimper left clear snot hanging from his mouth and nose like strands of repulsive garland. Rich got the box of tissues from the bedside table and handed it to him.
 “Clean yourself up, bro. You’re a fucking mess. You watching fucking fishing shows with the volume off?”
 Matt finally let loose a real, hearty laugh and fell backwards holding his stomach. This made Rich burst out laughing as well and when they both settled down he started to consolidate the multiple bags of trash into one super amalgamation of hotel garbage.
 “I have so many questions. Did you go over to G-Wizz inside the bowling alley and win that Spongebob?”
 “Ya. I was shitfaced playing the game where you roll quarters in that machine and hit for a ton of tickets.”
 “Oh. So, things are looking up?”
 “Ya. Richie, tell me the truth. It really wasn’t you?”
 “I swear to God on my father and mother and whoever else you want to name, that it wasn’t me and it would never be me. I would never do that to you, man.”
 “Who was it then?”
 “How should I know? Have you asked Cleo? Why does it matter?”
 “It matters. I still have this feeling that it was someone very close to me. I can’t shake it. I know it matters. She won’t tell me. She’ll never tell me. She said it was a condition of us getting back together.”
 Rich stood looking down at him for the better part of a minute waiting for him to ask more questions. Ask what the hell he had been talking about only twenty minutes before on the phone. But he didn’t. He just sat there staring at the piss-colored patterns on the rug. Did he forget or did he just not have the energy to continue the conversation?
 “Hey, just before you called I was thinking about when my dad used to bring us to Lucky Strike. Remember that? We were obsessed with the condom machine. Remember the time I drank the tabasco and puked all over the table? How about that time you went to check the tires and we pulled away?”
 “Rich, open the draw on that bedside table and take the letter out.”
 Confused, Rich did as he was told. Inside the drawer was a blank envelope. Inside the envelope was a scarce letter with only the following typed out in black ink.

“Cleo, I am sorry things ended up like this. Good luck with everything in the future.”

- R.
 “Oh, come on man. I don’t talk like that. And do you think I’d type the time to type a fucking letter out?”
 “No. I see that now. Sorry, my brain isn’t working… literally. I just saw the “R” and freaked out. It made so much sense to me even an hour ago… but now I’m just more confused than ever.”
 “It’s a waste of time, man. A million guys' names start with “R”. Hell, it could be a nickname or a middle name…”
 “Or a first name!”
 “Well, yeah. Obviously…” 
 “No! You don’t understand! That’s it! Their name starts with R!”
 The letter had been left in Cleo’s neighbor’s mailbox. Matt had come to find out that the neighbors were a mother and her adult son who both happened to be terrible alcoholics. They didn’t pay any of their bills and spent most of their days trying to avoid the U.S. government. The mother had been given the property from her family and never worked a day in her life. The son collected unemployment and sometimes collected and returned cans to purchase lottery tickets with. The reason their mailbox sat unmarked, is because they didn’t want any fucking mail. When Cleo asked Matt to put their names on their box, he peeked inside the two-booze bag’s box just to see if anything was in there. There was a Verizon bill addressed to Cleo Karsh that had been mistakenly dropped in, and also an unmarked letter that he proceeded to open without telling anyone. It was that happenstance that led to all the destruction that came after it.
 “Rich, can we get out of this room for a little bit? I know not much will be open, but we could just take a drive around?”
 “Ya, definitely. You can stick your head out the window like a dog.”
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 A merlot bottle rolled across the floor like a steam roller, knocking over a wine glass. It then slammed into a charger cord which yanked the iPhone off the bedside table and sent it crashing to the floor. What a dreadful staccato. To make matters worse, the heat of the day was a brutal war with the blankets on the bed. A mushroom cloud of misery hung in the air like a specter. The glass of water on the bedside table survived the onslaught from the bottle, but also succumbed to that disgusting warmth of the afternoon. It tasted exactly like urine. And it’s fucking November!
 Cleo rolled over to struggle her window open and then immediately drew the shade, an effort to uninvite the sunshine from her apartment. It was the day after Thanksgiving, a day she spent embarrassingly alone. Her fiancée was missing and she had no family to call. Merrill Adams Karsh, her bohemian brother, didn’t believe in Thanksgiving. Mere-bear (as Cleo called him) claimed it celebrated the exploitation and genocide of indigenous people. Cleo agreed that the origins were a bit iffy, but she still celebrated the idea of family coming together. They would never see eye-to-eye on the subject. Brett Adams Karsh, her mother, was on vacation on the Iroise coast in Brittany, France. The Adams side of the family owned a picturesque house there. If you have ever seen Beauty and the Beast, it looks something like the town Belle sings and dances through at the beginning of the movie. That’s what Cleo thought anyway. It was a gorgeous getaway and the fact of the matter was that her mother would rather be there than with her children. She had an approach to life that was essentially “do what you want, when you want.” Cleo suspected she was there with an unmentioned boyfriend, but had stopped caring about that type of thing long ago.
 It would have been easy enough to spend a day alone, even a holiday, if the surrounding circumstances weren’t so chaotic. She had no success in locating Matt and drove herself to the point of insanity stressing over it. Even with the anxiety, guilt, and fear, she was confident she could have avoided drinking if it wasn’t for a specific memory dredged up by the thought of Brittany, France. When they were children, her parents used to take Merrill and Cleo there about once a year. One year, when Cleo was about eight and Merrill about six, they heard a local talking to their parents about Garfield telephones that would sporadically wash up on the shores of the beaches. Yes, Garfield the cat. No one knew where the telephones were coming from and why. Everyone had a guess as to their origin, some people surmising it was an elaborate prank being played by a local. Some people deduced (correctly) that a container ship must have sunk at sea and this was the precious cargo it was carrying at the time. Years later they confirmed the ship was caught between two rocks and on stormy days, the waves were strong enough to push the novelty phones all the way to shore. When the two Adams-Karsh kids found out about the telephones, they demanded they have one. They didn’t want a store-bought Garfield phone, they wanted an official, washed up, damaged, Iroise beach Garfield phone. Despite their affluence and connections, neither the Adams or the Karshs could manage to get their hands on one. Every Christmas the first thing Cleo and Merrill would put on their list was the Garfield phone. Santa brought them every toy imaginable. Gameboys, Nintendos, Segas, PlayStations, Tomagatchis, Giga Pets, Lite Brites, Etch-a-Sketches, Betty Spaghetties, Stretch Armstrongs, Polly Pockets, Mighty Maxes, Rainbow Brites, G.I. Joes, American Girl Dolls, Bop-Its, Brain Warps, Furbies, Tickle Me Elmos, Super Soakers, Easy Bake Ovens, Nerf Guns, Talk-Boys, Talk-Girls, and some fucking thing called a Poo-Chi. But no Garfield. Eventually, their father, Simon Karsh, bought a new Garfield telephone, brought it down to the Charles River and scraped it up and washed it, fully aware of how crazy he must have looked to passersby. He wrapped it, marked it for Cleo and Merrill, from Mom and Dad (Santa was not taking the credit for this one) and put it under the tree. When they unwrapped it on Christmas morning, he expected his children to praise him as a hero. Instead they interrogated both of their parents about the authenticity of the phone. Brett broke and spilled the beans. Sung like a fucking canary. The ensuing fight almost led the couple to divorce proceedings. Both children, petulant, stormed through the house crying.
 One night, long before the accident and the infidelity, Cleo told Matt this story as they were sharing secrets the way couples only do when they’re first falling madly in love. She realized on its retelling how spoiled she sounded (and indeed was), but he just found it hilarious.
 “Who the fuck cares about a plastic orange cat?”
 Well, she did, but she didn’t know why anymore. She asked him not to tease her for it, and he didn’t. Matt never said another word about it. That Christmas when they exchanged gifts, Matt told her there was one last present behind the couch. She pulled out a shoe shaped box, terrified that he may have tried to buy her heels (which would be the wrong size, style, and color). When she opened the box, she didn’t find footwear. Instead, there was an authentic Brittany beach Garfield telephone. She pestered him to tell her how he found one, but unlike her mother, he never cracked. As stupid as it sounds, she knew when she opened that present that she would marry him. Now, after all that had happened, it was the thing that made her saddest of all. She had explained so many old stories to him since his injury, but couldn’t bring herself to tell him about the phone. It sat in the back of her closet, hidden beneath old clothes. Cleo brought it out, alone on Thanksgiving, and wept for a future and a past that would never be. The tears paired nicely with two bottles of Château Haut-Bailly 2017.
 A phone call went out to her brother at some point during the night. Instead of celebrating Thanksgiving, he and a group of friends got together to watch movies and smoke weed. They had adopted the term “Danksgiving'' as their own creation even though countless people throughout the country also used that name. Dank, as in weed. Genius. Cleo tried to argue once that his holiday of joining with loved ones to enjoy life in a communal spirit was the same exact thing as the actual turkey day. When she called him though, she was half-hoping for an invitation to his unoriginal-original festivities. The conversation didn’t go well. It quickly disintegrated into an argument about Matt and the fist fight a few weeks before. Cleo was aware that Rich had punched him and threw Ada to the ground, but couldn’t bring herself to get angry about it. She was focused on her own mistakes. Merrill could sense her apathy and thought it unforgivable. He hung up the phone in a rage and it dawned on Cleo that she was grateful to have a reason not to see him. How horrible.
 A doctor did a study that showed our relationships with our siblings, more than our relationships with our parents, form how we interact with others later in life. A tiff with a brother or sister is the first experience with conflict resolution. Another terrifying thing out of your control. You get in a dispute, you’re four and your brother is two, and the way you handle it is going to mold your communication skills for the rest of your miserable days. If you’re asking which doctor did this study and where the link to the article is you can go fuck yourself. Just Google it, you lazy bastard.
 The saddest thing was, Cleo and Merrill used to be inseparable. They never had one fight. “Built in best friends” is the term Instagram moms like to use nowadays. Back in the 90’s there was no Instagram, but it was common knowledge then (and for centuries before it) that if you had two kids they could play with each other and save you a lot of grief in finding playdates. There was a massive, extravagant doll house in Cleo’s room and her and Merrill would convene there every morning. Inside the doll house there were masterfully crafted dolls with beautiful life-like hair. There were no male dolls however, and to play house successfully you need a dad, at least before the world progressed a little. That’s where Merrill came in. He had a plethora of action figures, but Cleo chose his Robin figure to be the head of the household. This particular Robin toy was modeled off of Chris O’Donnell from the movie Batman & Robin and he was the heartthrob at the time. So, a toy Chris O’Donnell in plastic spandex would date all of the female dolls and Merrill would simply watch his sister in awe as she created the stories. It was better than TV. There was comedy, drama, tragedy, and sometimes even a little stunt work. Do you remember the time Kimberly (the protagonist) was hanging off the roof and Chris O’Donnell needed to come save her? They sure do. That was the best day. Cleo went to overnight camp for a week and Merrill tried to write his own stories, but they were utter drivel. Something about the soil in the invisible back garden not being suitable to grow vegetables properly. Total shit. Everyone rejoiced when the show runner came back from camp, but as the years went by, the production eventually stopped completely. When was that? It was impossible to pin down a day, a month, or even a year. An untouchable magic cloud surrounded that era. The finale occurred sometime between when she was nine and eleven maybe. But you don’t know when playtime stops for good, do you? No grand goodbyes, no dramatic music. One day that dollhouse goes from being your life to being clutter.
 The first cracks in their friendship were easier to locate. Cleo went to Noble and Greenough, more commonly known as Nobles. Spes Sibi Quisque. Two years later, Merrill would enter Milton Academy and try to form his own path. Dare to be True. Different schools, different friend groups-different. When they passed each other in their house after school, they walked by ghosts. They tried to reignite the flame after college and it burned brightly for a few years. Then Cleo started dating Matt and it was back to acquaintances.
 After she called her brother, she tried to FaceTime Hattie who didn’t answer. Hattie texted a short time later that she was having dinner with the couple she lived with and her new partner, Jack. The exchange that followed went about as well as the one with Merrill did. Cleo commented carelessly that Hattie was a “cougar” for dating someone so much younger. Hattie, who usually took no offense to Cleo’s comments, was deeply offended by the remark. It touched a nerve. Instead of apologizing, Cleo turned it into a much bigger thing than it needed to be. She decided she would delete the entire conversation whenever she eventually picked up her phone from the floor. Cleo couldn’t face how combative she had been the night before. She went as far to say to Hattie that if a man that worked at a college dated a female student at the university next door, Hattie would call it out as inappropriate. But since Hattie was a woman, she found it acceptable to do. Wasn’t this a double standard? Hattie stopped responding at that point and didn’t answer either of Cleo’s subsequent two FaceTime attempts. It wasn’t that there wasn’t some weight to Cleo’s reasoning, but it was a blunder to alienate her only lifeline. There were other friends in her phone book, but they all existed on a superficial plane. Hattie was the only one that she had let inside. Well, except for Colleen, but she was on the other side of the fence in the Matt/Rich split. In fact, she hadn’t heard a word from her since before... Before I fucked a creepy old uncle.
 No brother, no mother, no father, no friends, no fiancée. Do they write sad songs for rich lawyer descendants of presidents? Well they should, she thought laughing to herself. “The Ballad of a Stupid Bitch,” she thought and laughed harder. None of this helped her headache. Her head felt like every musical act from Woodstock ’99 was playing at the same time inside of it. There goes the Limp Bizkit fans ripping the wooden paneling of the support structures. Here comes Korn to play “Freak on a Leash”. Her heart was pounding to the beat of those imaginary drums. She decided after ten minutes of listening to the pains of her body that it was time to pick her phone off the floor to see if the screen had been cracked after its plummet. A rational person would have gotten out of bed and walked over to it, but she wasn’t ready to be a rational person. Her fingers could reach it if she balanced her legs correctly on the bed and stretched. As she was about to fall goofily to the floor, her finger finally snagged the corner of the phone and pulled it closer. Yes, the way she went about getting it was actually harder. No, she didn’t care. The screen was undamaged which was a huge win. When the phone lit up however, there were even more concerning texts than she imagined. Her brother had sent what was at the very least three lengthy paragraphs of pure rage. When she scrolled (wincing and squinting as if it were a picture of a dead body) to see why he was so angry, she found a singular text that she had sent that said “may the force be with you!!!”. To understand why this was such an extreme message takes a little bit of explaining.
 Merrill went to Williams College in Williamstown, Massachusetts for his undergraduate degree. Williams was a private-liberal arts college with alumni that included nine Pulitzer Prize winners, a Nobel Prize Laureate, a Fields medalist, three chairmen of the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission, seventy-one members of the United States Congress, twenty-two U.S. Governors, four U.S. Cabinet secretaries, an Associate Justice of the Supreme Court, three foreign prime ministers, a President of these here United States, and most importantly, the guy that played Carmella’s boyfriend and season five of The Sopranos. E liberalitate E. Williams, armigeri. Go Ephs! On Merrill’s freshman Halloween weekend, he got himself into a jam. As a general rule, you should avoid all first-year college students on All Hallows Eve, but you would have definitely wanted to avoid Merrill Adams Karsh that night. He had been thinking about his costume since his arrival to campus in September. Obsessed with Star Wars since birth, he decided to go as a Jedi Knight. Not the most outlandish costume one could pick for the holiday and in fact there were other Jedi Knights at the party he went to that night. But the other people chose to go as Luke Skywalker or Darth Vader. These were far too basic of characters for him, and he would never stoop to something so basic. He decided he would go as the Cerean Jedi Ki-Adi-Mundi. If you’re wondering if you should know who that is, you shouldn’t. If it helps, he is the one with the giant penis-shaped head. Merrill ordered a mask meant for The ConeHeads of Saturday Night Live fame and cut out the face. He then used make-up and a fake white beard to complete the prosthetics. He found an old brown sweatshirt and a beige sweater at Goodwill to complete the outfit. The only thing he was missing was the light saber. He already owned red and green lightsabers, but Ki-Adi-Mundi didn’t carry a red or a green lightsaber. It simply would not make sense to walk around with one. What was he, a fucking fool? He wouldn’t embarrass himself like that. He ordered a purple lightsaber-the correct lightsaber-off of eBay but much to his chagrin, it didn’t arrive in time. His roommate told him to just take the red or the green one, but in Merrill’s mind it made more sense to go without one then to bring the wrong one.
 When he arrived at the party, no one cared if he had the stupid toy or not. No one even knew what the fuck he was. As the night went on and as Merrill continued to drink scotch and soda (what Hemingway drank) he was feeling more and more confident. Beyond confident, actually. He was feeling funny and he was not typically a funny person. He mentioned to his roommate that instead of buying a lightsaber, he could just make one by giving himself an erection. The roommate forced a laugh to appease him. Merrill didn’t pick up on this. In fact, not only did he think the laughter was sincere, he read it as encouragement to actually act on the idea. He began jerking off in the corner of the room in order to get himself hard. Success. He then approached the group of girls closest to him with cock in hand and allegedly said “may the force be with you”. The group of girls ran screaming away, and two of them ran all the way to the campus security building. Two security guards burst into the party and escorted Merrill to a tiny holding cell at their makeshift command center. Brett Adams Karsh received a phone call from the officers and had to drive all the way to Williamstown the next day to meet with her son and the dean. They begged for leniency. After about a week of deliberation between the dean and the families of the girls he revealed himself to, it was decided he would be kicked off the campus for the remainder of the fall semester but he could return in the winter. If the event had taken place a few years before, he wouldn’t have been punished at all. If it had happened a few years later, he would have been charged and made the national news. He happened to transgress in a weird interim period that allowed him to be rebuked and then continue unscathed. Cleo had to come to terms with the fact that her brother had drunkenly sexually assaulted a group of girls, and she did so by choosing to never think about it. The truth of the matter though was that she did think about it, and it reared its head in the worst way possible. In a drunk text fight on Thanksgiving ten years later. May the force be with you.

First thing is first. Forget baby bro. Forget Hattie. I won’t be able to mend things with anyone until I mend things with Matt. He had still not responded to any of her texts or calls. She felt it was time to suck it up and text Colleen. Cleo spent fourteen minutes working on the wording of the text and then twenty-six minutes waiting for her to respond. When she checked her phone again it told her that Colleen had read the message. But she hadn’t responded and it was evident that she wasn’t planning to. Why did you have to have read receipts on, Coll? I don’t need to KNOW that you’re choosing to ignore me! Uncomfortable times call for uncomfortable measures. She bit her lip even harder and texted Rich. Rich never liked her, that was clear from day one. But she was out of options. He might be able to at least tell her that Matt was alright. The worst possible outcome was that no one had heard from Matt and that he …. No. Can’t think like that.
 If Cleo was being completely honest with herself, which she had been trying her best to be, the thing that upset her most was that she didn’t know if Matt had found out. She went through everything over and over in her head. There were only two people that knew who she had been with and that was her and the other person. And the other person had even less incentive than she did to spill the beans. She made sure to wipe every device clean with serial killer proficiency. She had never been caught for a single thing she had done wrong in her entire life. If you had a Cleo Adams Karsh Almanac you could flip through every page and verify this was true. Most girls get caught shoplifting when they’re thirteen-not Cleo Adams Karsh. She certainly shoplifted, but she just never got caught. And she wasn’t caught for her infidelity to Matt either. She had chosen to tell him out of a sense of unconquerable guilt. If he had found out who it was with through some unforeseen circumstance, she was fucked. He was fucked. Everyone was fucked. Oh, why did I have to tell him in the first place!
 She spent the remainder of the day fretting and ordering in junk food from different delivery apps. At 7:30pm she fell asleep, only to be awoken a few hours later by her phone ringing. It wasn’t Matt’s mother, Colleen, or Rich. It was Matt.
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 The memory that stood out most from Matthew Innes’s childhood was a little league game in June of 2001. He would have more important games as an athlete, a no-hitter he threw in high school which made the papers, but this little league game was the one he remembered best. The little league Matthew and all the neighborhood kids played in, The Cedar Grove Little League, was not nationally recognized as an official part of Little League Baseball. This meant that they would never be able to compete in the national tournaments that you see on ESPN. It didn’t matter anyway, as most of the kids weren’t particularly good. There were future professional athletes that Matt played with, but those kids all found success in other sports. Matt happened to be the best baseball player out of his age group but never even sniffed at the pros. He had a long muscly frame as a youth which would slowly morph into a vague athleticism by high school and an almost unusable body by college. But, at age eleven in the summer of 01’, he was one of the coolest kids around.
 It was their league’s championship game (game five out of a best of five series). It was the third game of the series that Matt pitched and he would have pitched in all five if the rules had let him (he was forced to take a game off in between starts so as not to injure his young arm). The name of Matt’s team was the Marlins and they had replica tshirts and hats to look like the then Florida Marlins. They were facing off against the Orioles, who laid claim to the biggest bat in the league-Kenny Shiro. Kenny Shiro was a scumbag even as a child and, annoyingly, not in the traditional way. He received good grades in school and was an excellent free hand drawer. Everything he did was frustratingly fruitful. Despite having a head so large that it required him to order specialty baseball helmets online and unseemly facial hair on only one side of his face, there were rumors that he had already had sex with a girl. He walked as slow as possible wherever he was going, as if to prove that he was way ahead of everyone.
 “If there’s ever a fire, he’s not going to get out in time,” shouted Mike Innes from the sidelines during game one.
 In the first inning, Matt had struck out the first two batters. Backwards Ks. High and tight say good night. They both flinched in fear of getting hit and watched strike three go down the plate in front of them. The third batter, John C. Oates, a psychopath and future arsonist, leaned into a pitch so he could reach first base. It was dirty-pool but, in some way, he earned it. There were only forty-six feet between pitcher and batter and Matt flung the fucking thing as hard as he possibly could. Oates would bruise badly, but he didn’t care. In his mind he had won. Kenny Shiro was batting cleanup and took a full three minutes to walk to the plate. At this point in the series, even some of the other parents were booing him. In the two games Matt had not been allowed to start, Kenny hit three homers and a grand slam. The son of a bitch was a goddamn power house. With Oates’s speed on first, Matt couldn’t afford to let Kenny connect. Kenny fouled off two with a full count, the first one a home-run not in play. He had Matt on the ropes and he smirked under his giant helmet to let him know. On the final pitch, Kenny connected and it was a fair ball. Matt ducked so as not to get struck by the liner, but in reality, the trajectory was five feet to his right. A freeze frame of the play would show the left fielder completely out of position to make a play and anyone who knew baseball would assume Oates was getting home. Rich O’Connor made sure this never came to fruition however, as he never let the ball get to left field. People said Rich wasn’t a good ball player because he couldn’t hit but the real issue was that Rich couldn’t see. He wouldn’t have an eye exam until he was in his late teens. The doctor prescribed him contacts about twenty years too late. Even without the power of sight, he was somehow a standout shortstop. Pure determination. And so, when Kenny Shiro nearly knocked the cover off the ball, Rich shot straight up in the air. The older people get, the higher they say Rich jumped that day, and some of the estimates aren’t physically possible. But it sure did seem like he reached his glove ten feet in the air without a running start. He tore his rib cage but didn’t tell anyone, that day or ever. His dad was in the stands for the first time all season and there was no way Rich was going to let a coach take him out of the game. Needless to say, he caught the drive for the third out in a miraculous leap that will be talked about by that generation of boys forever. Did I say ten feet? It was more like fifteen.
 In the bottom of the sixth (the last inning in little league games), The Marlins were up 1-0. Matt just needed to hold on and he would have his shutout and a championship. Matt’s arm was killing him and, truth be told, it had been hurting since game three. The sun, which had been hiding behind overcast clouds for most of the game, decided to rear its powerful head and beat on Matt’s back. He could feel the trickles of sweat roll from his neck all the way down to his ass. Hurt, hot and tired. But he didn’t want to let anyone down. If he could just get through three more batters, he’d be home free. Unfortunately, 2-4 were up which included Pyro Oates and Kenny Shiro. The first batter up was a kid named Chris Middleton and the only reason he was batting second in the order was because his dad was the coach. He wasn’t much of a talent. As an adult, he would hit the lottery for thirty-three million down at Tedeschi’s, break up with his girlfriend, move out of the country, and never show his face again. So, who needs talent when you have luck? Matt thought he’d be a breeze to strike out again but on the first pitch Chris went to swing and then decided at the last minute not to. In a freak occurrence, the ball hit the direct bottom of the bat and dropped in play, similar to a bunt. His father yelled for him to run and he took off towards first. The catcher reacted horribly to the whole situation, first staring at the ball for too long and then overcompensating on the throw to first. The ball went deep into right field, and Middleton was not only able to get to first, or second, but all the way to third. Matt felt the disaster welling up inside of him. This was almost an impossible situation to get out of and it wasn’t even his fault. Oates was liable to do anything to get on base and then Shiro would be waiting to pounce on Matt’s carcass like a hyena. Oates approached the plate and smiled. There were hints of the future version of him-the guy that would burn down a tire factory-already on his face. Soulless. A combination of nerves and pain caused Matt to throw four straight balls. Oates took first fair and square and now there were runners on the corners and no outs. The coach couldn’t pull Matt from the game, there was no one else who stood a chance and everyone knew it.
 “Come on, Matty!” shouted Barbara from her lawn chair on the sidelines.

Great, now my mom is embarrassing me. Having your mom cheer you on was always insult to fucking injury. This was even worse than her applying suntan lotion on him before the game. Shiro took his sweet time getting to the plate and mocked “come on, Matty” on his way up. Matt’s coach called for time and walked up to him at the mound. His coach was an old timer, his kids all grown, but people kept asking him to come back and run the league so he kept coming back and running the league.
 “What’s up, kid? I think I’m supposed to tell ya to intentionally walk this big goof. I don’t want to do that though. Do you?”
 “Not sure, coach.”
 “Do you want to go through life hiding from everything, or do you want to face it like a man? Do you want to walk this kid? Do you want to hide?”
 “No. Fuck that coach. Let’s pitch. Sorry for swearing.”
 “I’ll let it slide… you’re a good kid, Matty. Remember-always go down swinging.”
 “But I’m the one pitching, coach.”
 “It’s a fuckin metaphor, kid.”
 Coach walked back to the dugout and Matt stared down the pipe at Kenneth Shiro. Always go down swinging. He used all the strength he could muster to throw his fastball. A swing and a miss from Shiro. Strike one. Next pitch, fast ball, foul ball. 0-2. Catcher signaling for heat. Shiro is expecting heat. Everyone here is expecting heat. Third pitch is a change-up. Shiro swings comically early and misses. The ball floats into the mitt for strike three. The crowd goes wild. Innes strikes out the next two batters with no problems and The Miracle Marlins win game five! Fucking pizza time, brother.
 Nearly twenty years later Matt was sitting in the empty dug out of the same field he played that game on, the morning after having it out with his ex-fiancée. So much had happened between then and now but he could still sense what it felt like to be that kid. It was as if he was the first one to arrive at the park and everyone else was on their way. They’d be walking down those stairs any minute and Matt would have to take the mound and play with the injured shoulder. He didn’t mind though, because it was going to be the best game of his life. But that wasn’t the case. Pyro Oates was in prison. Kenny Shiro was in a halfway house. Middleton had hit the lottery. Coach had passed. And Rich… Well, he still had Rich to bail him out. But for how much longer? How much longer could he go on like this?
 When they got home from game five that night back in 2001, Mike got a phone call from his brother Paddy. Their mother had died. She had been sick, but they never accurately explained to Matt just how ill she was. Mike sat Matthew and Barbara down at the table to break the news. Neither guy cried but Barbara broke into tears. She had recently gone through it with her own parents, and death just seemed relentless. Paddy came over to pick Mike up and was in tears himself when he came through the door. Matt just watched his father stoic and relatively unchanged as the two other adults wept. He offered to go with his father and uncle for whatever it was they needed to do, but they told him he would be better off staying at home. Selfishly, Matt wished this hadn’t happened the night they won the championship but he knew that was a bad thing to think. He had loved his grandmother but their conversations had always been very limited. It was difficult for him to contextualize her passing. She was so old and he was so young. Most of the time they had spent together was sitting quietly watching The Munsters. The only time he had ever seen her laugh was an episode where Herman has to drag race to get the family hearse back. He didn’t understand why she found it so funny but her laughter made him laugh just as hard. Ya, it’s strange that the most memorable moment in their relationship revolved around a black and white TV show about a family of fucking monsters, but life is strange. Matt finally did cry at the wake a few days later. He joined his father to kneel before the casket and when he looked up at his enormous dad he could see the tears finally start to form in Mike’s eyes. Then he let loose and Mike let loose too. It seemed a vicious pattern formed that night. The brightest moments in his life would always be surrounded by the most morbid ones. No joy without sorrow. Everything was so damned overwhelming. He looked down at the gun in his lap and weighed his options for the second time in as many days. Such a nice morning, it seemed almost disrespectful to tarnish it. But how many options did he really have? He felt a different emotion that wasn’t present when he was under the bridge the day before: boredom. Wasn’t this all getting boring for everyone? If he does it or doesn’t do it, who really cares? Who would actually miss him?
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It must have been the noisiest vacuum cleaner in the world. Neighbors were convinced it was equipped with the same add-on that makes motorcycle exhausts louder. Monkey Bite had been able to sleep through half the cleaning but was finally woken up by the boisterous contraption (his mother not the vacuum).
 “I’m going to have to do your room next, Monkey.”
 People made a lot of assumptions about Monkey Bite but the most common misconception was that he must come from a trashy home. In reality, his mother kept her house pristine. In addition to vacuuming daily, she also dusted, washed, dried and did whatever task she thought needed to be accomplished immediately (and she thought every task needed to be accomplished immediately). The pink carpets were always cleaned in an orderly fashion and the only room of the house that had anything out of place was her darling son’s. It was also the only room without a framed picture of the lord and savior on the wall. Mrs. Guff had so many pictures of Jesus displayed throughout her home, you would have thought he was a member of the family who made it big.
 “Jesus Christ, Ma, I’m sleeping!”
 “If you want to stay in this house you do as you're told!”
 This dialogue was the only record that played in the house for the last fifty years. It was a choreographed routine and they both knew their steps perfectly. Monkey Bite groggily got out of bed and headed towards the kitchen to smoke a cigarette out the window. There was something off. This didn’t feel like all those other times. Was there something different about his mother? As he leaned over the sink to blow the smoke out of the house, his mother warned from the other room “you better not be doing what I think you’re doing.” Hmmm. That was right on queue. She seemed exactly the same. So, what was it? He put his cigarette out in the old seashell he used for an ashtray and sat down at the table to flip through the Herald. “Loose Change: Local Man Returns Bag Filled With 20,000 Dollars in Lost Money.” Fucking idiot. That’s just going to make me angry. He threw down the paper, but something still felt wrong. His leg was itchy but that wasn’t exactly groundbreaking. Plus, it was beginning to scab over which was good news not bad news. But wait! That’s it!
 Hadn’t he watched a guy almost kill himself the day before? Ya, but that’s not really my business is it? Who am I to say what someone does or doesn’t do with theah life? An unfamiliar feeling was creeping from the dead skin on his feet all the way to the tips of his strings of matted hair. Guilt? Feah, anxiety, now GUILT? What is happening? Matt Innes was a young guy with a good job and his whole life ahead of him. Monkey Bite mindlessly lit another cigarette and didn’t get up to puff it outside. He was sitting there inhaling hard on it when his mother came in.
 “Monkey Bite! You put that out right now!”
 “Oh, I’m sorry, Ma. I didn’t even mean to.”
 Mrs. Guff was taken aback by the sincere and somber tone. She couldn’t remember a time where he spoke to her like that. Her anger dissipated and she pulled out the other chair so she could sit down at the table with him.
 “Roger, is there something wrong?”
 “Can I ask for yah advice about something?”
 Mrs. Guff nearly passed out on her yellow and pink tablecloth. If her baby boy was asking for advice then something must be severely fucking wrong.
 “Roger… you’re scaring me. What is going on?”
 Roger hadn’t asked his mother for advice in decades because he never liked the answers she gave. When he first started tin knocking in mid-twenties, he did run into a situation that caused an existential crisis, but he made sure to go to his father instead of his mother. An older guy started bullying him the first day on the job. A despicable human being named Sparky Daly. Lots of guys on job sites do annoying things, like clog the port-o-potty urinals with toilet paper so that your piss splashes back up on you when you relieve yourself. But Sparky went way above and beyond that. Roger was used to taking shit from people but this guy took it over the line. First it was childish things like punching him in the balls or pulling his chair out from under him when he went to sit down. Then he put a rainbow bumper sticker on Roger’s shitbox car that said “Honk If You’re Homosexual”. Roger drove around with it on there for a week before he realized it was there. But things really went past the point of no return when he pissed in Roger’s coffee one morning without him knowing. Ralph O’Connor, who didn’t know Monkey Bite well at the time, saw it happen and warned him before he actually drank it. The fact the scumbag did it at all was unforgivable. Roger contemplated fist fighting him, but Sparky was a monster of a man and tough as nails to boot. Roger laid in bed that night crying, terribly ashamed and afraid. Would it be worth it to murder him and deal with the consequences? That way you’re at least sticking up for yourself. No. There’d be fifty guys like Sparky in prison. If only he could die randomly, that would be great. He prayed to God and requested that Sparky Daly die as soon as possible. When he got to work the next morning, Sparky wasn’t there. They found out later in the day that while Spark was driving to the job he nodded off at a red light and never woke up. A whole line of traffic beeped their horns as loud as they could at his fresh corpse, his head down on the steering wheel. Coronary thrombosis. Everyone acted like he was a fucking saint once they found out he was dead but Rog just kept his mouth shut. I killed him, didn’t I? When he got home from work, he explained the situation to his father. He asked him if he should feel responsible for this man’s death. He asked him if he was a bad person for praying for a man to die. His father responded instantly with “no, fuck him! It’s good he’s dead!” This made Roger feel infinitely better about the situation until his mother barged into the room.
 He didn’t even know she was home. She yelled at both of them for the sins they just committed, her son for asking God to kill a man and her husband for…well she didn’t really know what sin he committed but she knew it was a bad one! By that point he was already wary of discussing serious subjects with his mother, but afterwards he never told her anything. Ever. He was pretty sure how she’d react to the story about the bridge, but he didn’t know what else to do.
 “What is it, Roger? Talk to me!”
 “I saw a guy yestahday mahning and he…he was going to kill himself, I think, but I stopped him from doing it.”
 “You’re a hero!”
 “I don’t know about that. The thing is, I know who the guy was, young guy, good guy, local guy. When I asked him if he’d be okay, he said he would. But, I’m not so shua.”
 “You should have taken him to Father Franklin! Suicide is a mortal sin!”
 “I can’t force a guy to go see a priest, Ma. But I do feel like I should do something.”
 “Was it that Richie O’Connor? Tough life for that boy.”
 “No, it wasn’t. But he’s friends with Richie…”
 “Oh, my dear lord! It’s the Innes boy isn’t it. Always hated that mother of his.”
 “Bahbra Innes?”
 “Yes. Obscene woman. Cut me in line at Flanagan’s.”
 “Flanagan’s has been closed for thirty yeehs, ma!”
 “It still happened didn’t it?!”
 “Yuah no help!”
 “I’m sorry, I’ll try and focus. Why don’t you call that Richie O’Connor and tell him what happened? He’s close to the boy, he should be the one to help.”
 “You think so?”
 “Roger, if this boy takes his own life it will stick in your conscience forever. You call him right now.”
 “Can I borrow ya phone? I think mines is broke.”
 Roger called Richie and begged him not to hang up the phone when he heard his voice. Told him it was important news about Matty. Gave him an abridged version of the events from the day before. Because his dear mother was present he left out all of the details about marijuana, teenagers, police conspiracies, and coordinated fire ant attacks. He did include the detail about Matthew dropping his gun into the Neponset river. That was at least some good news wasn’t it? There were exasperated slams and grunts coming through the other line. Rich was shuffling through his truck for something but Roger couldn’t figure out what.
 “It’s gone! The fucking bastard. It’s gone!”
 “What’s gone?”
 “My gun. The bastard took my gun! Why didn’t you call me yesterday, you fucking idiot! You piece of fucking dog shit. Drug dealing creep! I’m going to rip your fucking head off next time I see you!”
 “Richie, Richie, I’m sorry. But I didn’t know what to do… Richie?”
 The line was dead.
 “That didn’t sound like it went very well,” said Mrs. Guff.
 “Oh, shut up will ya, Ma?”
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 The fridge was full of turkey and green bean casserole. Biscuits and gravy. Stuffing, cranberry sauce, and sweet potatoes with maple glaze. Apple, pumpkin, and blueberry pies. The bed upstairs belonged to a giant, but not even he was big enough to finish all of this food. Most of it would end up being thrown away. Barbara Innes was sitting in a chair in front of the open fridge door staring at it like it was a renaissance painting when her cell phone rang. She took a second to put on her glasses so she could see who was calling and ended up missing the call. Thankfully, they called back. It was Richie and he was asking if she had heard from Matthew.
 “Not since Thanksgiving why?”
 “We need to find him, he’s in bad shape.”
 Barbara had been trying to call her son for the last two days because he had stopped responding to her texts. She already knew he was in bad shape, but Richie’s call was still extremely discomforting. He suggested that everyone drive around and look for him immediately. She agreed in a monotone that would suggest she didn’t care, when in reality she was too worried to talk. Mike was laid up with a bad back and would be of no use. This was going to be something she would have to do without him. When Mike heard her white lie about “going to the Stop and Shop” he didn’t question it. Why would she need to go grocery shopping with all that shit in the fridge? He must not have been thinking clearly. Pain can do all types of things to your reasoning. Just as well. If he tried to interfere he would just slow her mission down, and she had a good idea of where her only child might be.
 When Matty and Richie got caught throwing rocks off the trolley down Cedar Grove Cemetery, cooler heads didn’t exactly prevail at home. Mike was so red with anger coming through the door that his head looked like a rotten tomato. Barbara tried to calm him down but he was incensed. He made Matty put his hands on the kitchen wall for a spanking. Matty cried like a baby but was going to go through with the punishment as instructed. Mike struggled with his belt, and in his fury fumbled the buckle multiple times before he finally got it open. It came off and went high in the air, but never came down. Mike couldn’t go through with it. Later, he would tell his wife he felt that he had become his own father when he took that belt off and that it made him sick to his stomach. He stormed off up to their bedroom and Matty, with no mad hulk behind him, saw the opportunity to run out of the house. Barbara tried to chase after him but he was quicker than a hiccup at that age. Cell phones weren’t in popular use then, and the people that had them were adults. It would have been absurd for a child in 1999 to own one. There was no way of getting in touch with them other than by calling their friends’ houses to see if they were there. He wasn’t there. She drove their 92 Ford Taurus all around Dorchester looking for him. A runaway. Likely to be on a train car with a stick and a bundle tied in a red and white bandana. Would he already have a beard? Be a dirty, shoeless graverobber?
 She found him at Ventura Park, which was a baseball field a decent distance from their house. Certainly not a walk that you would do regularly. He was sitting in an empty dugout, bouncing an old tennis ball up and down. When she went down and joined him he just broke down crying again and she asked him if he wanted to go for ice cream. It wasn’t until after she bought him a chocolate frappe from The Ice Creamsmith that she realized not only had he technically not been punished, he actually had ended up being rewarded. But wasn’t the fear of his father hitting him punishment enough? Probably. He was shaking like a cold chihuahua when he was up against that wall. They never talked about it again. That night, Mike confessed to her everything about his own father, going into far more detail than ever before. Soon, her husband was crying just like her son had. His father had beaten him pretty badly when he was young. Such is life.
 You didn’t have to be a detective or even a regular patrolman to figure out what was causing all the havoc on Thanksgiving week. Matters of the heart were one thing, but involving the whole family was a different thing entirely. Stupid, Paddy. Stupid! Nothing happened between the two of them in 1991, but that’s not to say he didn’t try. Well, did he, or didn’t he?
Who knows anymore? All she knew for certain is that nothing happened and that she was not trying to sleep with her brother-in-law. An attractive man to be sure, perhaps traditionally more attractive than her husband, but he wasn’t her type at all. Such a whiner. The only thing she ever showed him was kindness, it wasn’t like she was flirting. Maybe a joke here and there, but who doesn’t joke around? Paddy was just so determined once he got his mind on something. A nightmare to date, even from his own retellings of his dalliances. Needy bitch, really. Barbara laughed to herself thinking of this. What wasn’t funny was that she felt her husband was right in his suggestion that Paddy and Cleo had been together. Mike Innes was a lot of things. Huge. Loud. Inappropriate. Occasionally rude. But no one ever call him stupid. He could see through things that no one else could. The truth was, so could she. There was one thing that separated them, however. Mike was sometimes crazy enough to follow through on his gut. Barbara tended to let those sleeping dogs lie.
 Many things had changed since Mike began courting Barbara Ward in 1971, the first being that her other boyfriend was long gone. She had only been with two men in her life, a criminal and a cop. When Mike got out of the military hospital and joined the police, the first thing he did was move out of the triple decker where his parents lived and into a triple decker across the street from Barbara. He claimed it was coincidence that she happened to live so close by, but Barbara knew he had been sweet on her since they were children. Why her? Who is to say but there was one thing clear, Mike Innes was a one-woman-man. The issue was that she was dating Red Graham at the time, much to the chagrin of everyone (including her parents). Red was bad news, you could tell because he drove a motorcycle. Mike never interfered in their relationship, until one night he saw something that he couldn’t let go. The story goes that Mike was up late drinking Bud and listening to the radio for lack of anything better to do. Barbara’s father, Mr. Ward, always had his 1963 Buick Riviera parked proudly in front of the house. Mike heard the engine start at 2:45am and looked through the blinds of the window to see Red trying to lift the car. By the time Mike got his pants on and down to the street, Red was gone, but Mike hopped in his 69 Chevrolet Camaro ZL1 and chased in hot pursuit. You might be wondering why he’d steal the Buick instead of the Chevy. Two reasons:
 1. He was afraid of pissing off the Vietnam veteran and police officer who owned it. Red had got out of the war by somehow forging that he had been diagnosed with diabetes.
 2. He knew Mr. Ward kept a key in the gas tank of his car. Mike caught up with Red when he came to a red light and for some reason chose to obey the rules of the road. The next thing he would see is a pistol pointed at his forehead. If he had hit the gas Mike would have probably blown his fucking brains out, and he knew it. They both turned their cars around and parked them where they had been before all of the commotion started. By this point, the whole Ward house had woken up and watched Red get out of the Riviera. Don’t make me say it. Caught Red handed. That would be a joke until the end of time. The sad bastard didn’t even bother lying. That was the last time Barbara ever spoke to him because he never tried to make amends. Over the years, Mike had caught Red drunk driving a few times. The first instance, he let him off and just followed him home to make sure he got there okay. Things were different in those days. The second time he had to write him up because he was too shitfaced to drive in a straight line. In 1984, Red would try and boost a car from the wrong street. That time the guy pulled the trigger. Dead at thirty-four.
 Barbara was not sure why that memory came to her now but she did not have time to figure it out. She was just turning off of Medway St. onto Ventura St. (where the park was located) when she saw Matty pull out of a parked position and start driving away. Instinctively, she followed and then called Rich. He told her to keep pursuing and whatever she did, make sure she didn’t lose him.
 “If he gets out of the car, follow him on foot.”
 Oh, how much easier it would be if she had Mike with her. She wasn’t trained for this. Rich asked her if she had any idea where he was going, and she told him that she didn’t. Maybe she lied. He told her that he might know and confirmed it by asking only one question.
 “This might sound stupid, Mrs. Innes, so forgive me. But what’s Paddy’s real first name?”
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Concrete is bad for your body at twenty-four so what the hell do you think it’s going to do to it at sixty-four? And with an injured back? It’s not even the back though is it? Well, not just the back. The hamstring is going to go any minute. I can feel it. So, slow down old man. Take your time, there's nobody here to impress. Walk the rest of the way back. No! That’s how they get you. You start taking it easy here or there and then before you know it you’re a fat loser getting pushed around in a scooter. Getting trapped in the doors at Walmart because they closed on your huge ass. Not going to be me. Never. Bury my fucking…oh, shit! There it goes!
 Paddy Innes tore his hamstring fifteen minutes from his house. He went down slowly, kind of like a deflated parade balloon, but he did eventually hit the ground. The first thing he did was look around to make sure that no one had seen. Coast was clear. Unless of course someone was peering through their shades. God damn it! They probably are! Nothing you can do about that now, though. There was a car directly to his right and he prayed that it didn’t have an alarm. Most cars didn’t have alarms any more. As soon as the tip of his finger touched the car an alarm went berserk. The damage was done, so he continued to hoist himself up by using the hood as leverage. The front door of the house to the left opened and the first thing he heard was braying laughter.
 It was Cindy Murphy, formerly Cindy Murphy (she found a guy with the same last name-something fairly easy to do in Boston). Paddy and her had dated at some point in their late teens. Now she was married with seven children, twelve grandchildren, and a red Toyota Prius with the world’s worst car alarm. Prius seemed a weird choice for such a big family until Paddy realized all of her children were grown. No more minivans. When they had dated a million years ago things had ended… well, the truth was Paddy couldn’t remember how they had ended. He assumed badly because that was par for his course. Whether good, bad, or indifferent, it was all water under the bridge at this point wasn’t it?
 “Paddy Innes as I live and fucking breathe.” She always swore unnecessarily. The car alarm was still going off too.
 “Hi, Cind. Just thought I’d examine your sidewalk. Some alarm you’ve got there.”
 “Oh, yeah. Jimmy and I don’t know how we even ended up with one. Too late to change it though.” The alarm was still blaring.
 “Does it have an off button?” He wasn’t sure if he was talking about the alarm or her. The braying laugh came back in full force. That must have been the final straw in their relationship. There was no way he could put up with that every day. But, it also could have ended for a million other reasons. He couldn’t recall how long they had been together or if they had ever even had sex. It was like a movie that you’re not sure if you’ve seen. You can usually remember once it’s on. “Oh, yes this is the scene where they shoot the guy in the head.” The only way he’d be able to tell in this case however, was if this pulled-hamstring-car-alarm-meet-cute led to some hot love making. Neither of them wanted that to happen though, and so it never would. She offered him a ride home but he said he would walk. Pride already came before his fall so he had nothing else to lose. Except potentially causing permanent damage to his leg. Cindy Murphy watched her old flame limp down the street. It was the last time they’d ever see each other, but there was no way for them to know that.
 It was a glorious day, which was part of the reason Paddy forced himself to go running in the first place, but he was starting to feel the heat of it, as if now that he had slowed down the sun could catch up to him. Feeling old was one thing, but looking old was humiliating. Each car that passed him served to further demean him. He didn’t know what hurt worse now his tailbone or his leg. Shuffling down the street like a wounded old mutt, he thought he might not make it. A patrol car pulled up next to him.
 “What the hell happened to you? What’d you get in a fight?” Brian McCabe. The drunk who lost his gun. Hey, that’s not a bad name for a novel. McCabe wasn’t a particularly peachy person in general, but he had a hard on for Paddy ever since his firearm was taken away. He said Paddy didn’t do enough to help him keep his weapon. The truth was McCabe fired his gun in public almost biannually throughout the 90’s. Times changed in the new millennium. Can’t exactly endanger the lives of citizens as easily with the advent of smartphones. Paddy felt no guilt when it came to this booze bag. Still, it was awkward to see him.
 “Pulled my hamstring running.”
 “You’re looking a little haggard there, Pat. Maybe it’s time we get you in a nursing home.”
 With this, he sped off. Asshole. Paddy was seething but impotent due to the current state of his body. He continued to shuffle home, in too much pain to even properly lift his head to the road in front of him. Maybe I should have taken that ride from Cindy. Eh, but she never shuts the fuck up does she? The rumble of a baby carriage was fast approaching on the sidewalk ahead. He lifted his head as far up as he could and noticed it was Colleen O’Connor. God damn it. They had never had any previous interactions but it would be foolish for either to pretend they didn’t know who the other one was. She said hello and asked him if he needed any help. Her concern was genuine, and even in his agony he could see this. Still, he politely refused and then accidentally locked eyes with the baby in the stroller. Poor bastard looks just like his father. The little twin of Rich O’Connor shrieked a sonic boom and the waves of it seemed to physically hit Paddy in the face. After asking him if he was sure he didn’t need help, she continued her journey the other direction. I have to get the fuck home as fast as I can.
 The majority of the nice homes in Dorchester were situated near the Ashmont train station. Some of them had been there forever, the biggest of which was a mansion that once belonged to famed jockey and Boston native Chris McCaron. You have to give a guy credit for making his living riding horses when there wasn’t a single one within fifty miles. Local kids would see these turn-of-the-century homes on their walks to the station and look in awe. They didn’t resemble anything within a five-minute walk in any direction. Paddy Innes happened to own one. Never married, had no kids, and lived with his mother until she passed away in 2001. Saved almost every dime he ever made and now he had a giant house all to himself. When it came into view as he was limping back, it was a site for sore legs. Then, suddenly, something felt wrong. He stopped for a moment and tried to straighten himself enough to take a look at the whole street. Something was definitely out of place. A car. One of the cars didn’t belong for some reason. He then realized whose car it was and dropped to the ground, purposely this time, to hide behind the van next to him.
 Mike Innes told him a story that always stuck with him. Maybe he remembered it because a million other people had retold it over the years but it was more likely he thought about it so often because it held a great piece of street advice. Before Mike went off to war, he got caught in Southie alone by a bunch of guys looking for a fight. Outnumbered seven to one, he had to do something to even the odds. Not even Big Mike Innes could take on that many people with his bare hands. Instinctively, or so he says, he snapped the antenna off of a car. In those days all cars had antennae, and they were long and solid. He swung it at their heads like he was Rico Petrocelli, incapacitating the first two instantly. Left one with permanent eye damage. He went back up a hill letting loose on each swing with everything he possibly had until eventually he was able to get within distance of a taxi cab and run for it. All in all, four of the seven left with some type of scarring. Every neighborhood kid passed the info along to the next generation.
 “If you’re outnumbered, snap an antenna.” Paddy never had to use that life hack before now, but he was happy to see an older model car parked in front of the van. He wasn’t outnumbered but he was hurt. Worst came to worst, he would follow his older brother’s advice.
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 Richie sped down Gallivan Blvd in his truck, hoping that if any officer saw him they’d recognize his plates and look the other way. There were more important matters at hand. Barbara followed Matt to Paddy’s street but then called to say it didn’t look like there was any parking available so she’d circle around. He wanted to yell at Mrs. Innes but felt it wouldn’t accomplish anything. Maybe he hadn’t expressed just how dire things were. Could he himself get there in time? Whatever Matt was going to do would have to wait about another minute and thirty seconds, because that’s about how far away Rich was from Rilee “Paddy” Innes’s house.
 When everything was said and done it would come out that Rilee, at the tender age of six, decided to go by his middle name “Patrick” rather than his androgynous birth name. His father had fought his mother tooth and nail over naming him that in the first place, but had lost ground when he burnt most of the kitchen wallpaper off in a drunken attempt at frying bacon. As a way to make it up to his wife, Mr. Innes let her name their second son whatever she wanted. Young Rilee got made fun of for it once on the playground and that was enough. He legally changed his name and would only ever tell one person his birth name, and though Mike teased him about a lot of things, he also kept it quiet. Barbara knew of course, but she was family. Matt found out from the writing on the back of an old family picture at his grandmother’s wake. The only person Rilee told was, apparently, Cleo.
 Rich took a right up Carruth St. at about 76mph. It was two-way and, on a hill, so if there was another car pulling out he was likely to obliterate it. Thankfully, there wasn’t. Halfway up the hill, it was time to take the left onto Rilee’s street, but before he got there, Rich noticed him sitting on the ground behind a white work van. Was he holding an antenna? Rich screeched his car to a halt.
 “Paddy? What the hell are you doing?”
 “Don’t come near me, Richie. I’ll swing!”
 “Oh, shut the fuck up. Is he here?”
 “Ya, I think he’s going to kill me.”
 “Shit! He’s going to hear us. Get in!”
 Paddy tried to get himself upright by using the bumper of the car, but couldn’t manage to do it. His old hands kept slipping off and each fall injured him more. Without thinking, Richie was out of the car and lifting him up. He had just tossed him in the backseat like an old duffle bag when he turned to see Matt now running towards them. Richie hopped back into the driver’s seat and went to pull out. Barbara’s Camry was now in front of his car blocking him in.
 “He’s right there, Barbara! Go talk to him!”
 Barbara turned onto the street which momentarily stopped Matt’s approach. Richie assumed he would now have room to pull out but another car appeared in Barbara’s absence. The driver gave Rich the middle finger and with everything else that was going on Rich couldn’t figure out why. Some vague memory of yoga came to his head. Goat Yoga Girl!
What are the fucking chances? She refused to move her car. Richie considered backing up and going down the rest of the street in reverse but there was now a car blocking him from behind.
 “Can you please move? I’m sorry. This is an emergency!”
 Is what Rich should have said.
 “Move or I’ll fucking shoot you!”
 Is what he actually said. She didn’t budge an inch and, in the meantime, Matt pushed past his mother and ran up to the back seat of the car. The door was locked and the window was up but that didn’t matter to a Beretta 92. He pointed it at Paddy’s head and Barbara jumped in front of the gun. It didn’t go off. Casually, almost gracefully, Matt moved his mother to the side so he could get a clean shot but by this point Richie was out of the car and running to tackle Matt. Matt braced for the blow and Rich found him much stronger than he expected. Adrenaline maybe, but Rich couldn’t bring him down. The two positives were that the tie up forced Matt to drop the firearm and the fight scared off Goat Yoga Girl. She and the car behind Rich’s both fled the scene. Barbara screamed for the boys to stop wrestling but they didn’t hear her. She tried to grab her son by the arms but wasn’t able to influence the stalemate in either direction. The backdoor opened, presumably for Paddy to limp away or to move to the front seat to steal Rich’s truck, but neither of those things happened. On one leg, Paddy hopped over to the combatants and swung the antenna at Matt, whose arms were occupied. Barbara put herself in front of the blow and it ended up slashing her cheek. She collapsed in shock and brought the two younger men down with her.
 Time slowed as the three of them were sprawled along the sidewalk like toys a child forgot to put away. Paddy, horrified at what he had just done, turned to flee in the truck. He was just too slow. Rich sprung for the gun on the ground and then popped up in almost one fluid motion. The full force of the Beretta handle went into the back of Paddy’s head and he crumbled to the ground unconscious, unable to brace his fall. His face and upper body smacked the open driver seat door and then he slithered the rest of the way to the ground. Matt watched from the ground in shock. Sirens broke his trance.
 “Get her to the emergency room! I’ll take care of him.”
 “Don’t hurt him, Richie. Please,” said Barbara wincing and trying to hold the blood in her face.
 “I won’t. Matt, get your ass in gear man your mother is hurt.”
 Richie, for the second time in five minutes, was hoisting Riley Patrick Innes’s riddled body into the backseat of his car. He sped off before the cops arrived and for once in his life, knew exactly where he was headed.
 --------------------
 By the time they got to Logan Airport, Paddy was beginning to stir in the back seat. Rich pulled into the departure area and patiently waited for him to come-to. When he opened his eyes, Rich wasted no time. Paddy had more money than God. He could afford to both retire and disappear to somewhere else in the country. It didn’t matter where as long as it wasn’t Boston. His clothes, house, and car could be figured out at a later point. They’d have to stay behind for now. Paddy said he would just kill himself instead. Rich thought that would be a fine idea, except he couldn’t trust him to follow through. Colleen once told him that narcissists have a hard time with suicide, and he knew that Paddy was, if nothing else, a narcissist. Paddy pleaded that he was too injured to fly but this was of no consequence to Rich.
 “Borrow a fucking wheel chair from the people at the front desk.”
 Everything could have probably been worked out if he didn’t hit Barbara with that foolish antenna. Mike Innes would kill him and happily die in prison for it and Paddy knew this. In mesh running shorts, he hopped his way to the front door of Terminal B, one hand placed on his head and one placed on his lower back.
 His house sold in a month. If he came back himself to handle the affairs, no one saw him. None of them saw him ever again. He was already at retirement age and had so many vacation days built up, his departure didn’t cause much of an issue at work. Nominally, he remained the head of the BPU for three months, and then at the end of that period his replacement stepped in seamlessly. Forty years of service. No party. No send off. Business continued as usual.
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 Yuppies, locals, and tourists bobbed past the L Street Bathhouse in a wave of excitement brought on by the enduring weather. Sleeveless men on their morning runs. Women walking in unison with their sweatshirts tied around their waist. Dogs and children being paraded down the street in the fresh air. Brave teenagers wading out to the water just to brag that they went under. It would come to be known as “Tanksgiving'' due to people wearing tank tops. Tales of that week eventually became stretched until they were outright lies. It was untrue that the world-famous burger joint Sullivan’s reopened just for that Saturday, but why should we let the truth get in the way of a good story? For most of the city, these would be happy memories. But there were others, of course, who would barely remember the sunshine.
 Cleo felt awkward walking amongst the joyous bustle. She didn’t have a baby or a dog or friends or a partner. Wouldn’t everyone know she was all alone? Everyone must have been looking at her and wondering what kind of fucking freak goes for a walk by themselves? Right? The rational part of her brain told her that she was imagining all of these things but the larger, irrational part of her brain was making it clear that the entirety of South Boston was judging her every moment and laughing hysterically at the sight of her. Oh, is the psychopath enjoying her little walk?
 When Matt called her two nights before she expected a blowout. In reality, it ended up being brutally civilized. No shouts or name calling. Only pointed questions in an eerie monotone. By the end of their phone call, part of her wished he had just screamed at her and told her she was a bitch. She admitted that she had slept with his uncle. He was fully sure of the truth so there was no point in arguing. That actually proved easier than his other question, which was about how his uncle got the pass code to his phone: 0545. This wasn’t either of their birthdays or something easily tied back to him. It happened to be Nomar Garciappara and Pedro Martinez’s jersey numbers when they were on the Sox. The only other person who knew this was the password was her. Cleo had to admit that she provided the code to Paddy, but she explained that stealing the phone in the first place wasn’t her idea. Paddy took it on impulse, and planned to return it… well planned to return it if the exact situation that happened didn’t happen. He was foolish to take it… but the plan worked. That was the last time she had even spoken to Paddy. Matt seemed to believe this when she told him and she was curious as to why. It was the truth, but why should he believe her about anything?
 In the time since their conversation, she hadn’t heard a single word from Matt or anyone else. Maybe that part of her life was officially over. Work resumed on Monday and that would keep her busy until at least Christmas, and then there would be work friends and parties. If she wanted to, she could always reconnect with her old college or high school buddies. They had spouses and children, but that didn’t mean they were now off limits. Houses that would soon have trees and presents underneath them. Probably no French Garfield phones though. Sam Adams (the company named for her distant relative) would be releasing that Cold Snap beer Matt likes so much. He’ll be excited about that. At least she wouldn’t have to go to midnight mass with him and his parents. Church was no place for her.
 Up ahead, physically and not metaphorically (at least she was pretty sure), something drew closer and closer. In the strange heat of the day it looked just like a gunslinger rising over the horizon to have one last duel with their arch enemy. It was Richie O’Connor pushing a baby carriage. Naively, she thought they may both pretend not to see each other, but the stroller slowed as she got within a few strides of it.
 “I thought you hated Southie?”
 “The baby likes it.” The cutest little baby anyone ever saw started smiling up at her. “Hey, I guess there’s some things you oughtta know.”
 Rich proceeded to explain to her the events of the last few days, including Matt’s suicidal and homicidal ideations. Cleo had never seen Rich like this and searched for a word to describe his demeanor. The only thing she could come up with was “exhausted.” There was no vitriol in his voice. It sounded like he was on a stand explaining why he gave someone a speeding ticket. She supposed she had a right to be mad with him about hitting her brother, but she couldn’t find the anger in herself either. She was tired too. Passersby would have never been able to guess the sordid details of their discussion. Rich didn’t ask her to, but Cleo promised him that she would stay away from Matt. He nodded and kept on walking. It really was like she got off with a warning for going 50 in a 45. “Do you know why I stopped you today, mam?” I think so. Is it because I fucked an old man?
 Her primary thought walking away from the conversation was “poor Barbara Innes.” It wasn’t like she and Barbara had been best friends but they had been cordial… and even if they hadn’t, a seventy-year-old shouldn’t have their cheek gashed open by their brother-in-law. No one should. Cleo wasn’t ready to process her thoughts on Matt yet, but she felt this did close the book pretty tight on Rilee or Paddy or whatever the fuck you want to call him. That book should have never been opened.It was always going to have a heart-breaking conclusion.
 When she got home from her long walk, out of breath and possibly tanned, she sat on her couch like she had much of the week, not bothering to turn on the television. Then without consideration, she called Hattie and left a voice message when she did not answer. She did the same to her brother. Finally, she Facetimed her mother, who was still on vacation in France. This time the phone connected, and Cleo could see a kitchen ceiling on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean. Her mother’s voice floated in and out from the other side of the room, the sounds of chopping and chewing interrupting her speech.
 “Mom, can you hear me? Mom, I need you to listen.”
 “Go ahead, sweetheart. I’m just cutting some fruit. Would you like some?” With this she laughed and then came over to the camera, holding a piece of pineapple to the screen for Cleo to take. This meant she was drunk, for she never had time for tomfoolery when she was sober.
 “Can I talk to you about something?”
 “Sure, go ahead. You haven’t gone and got married at City Hall or some dreadful thing, have you?”
 “No. The opposite. We’ve broken up… I think I need help, mom.”
 “Oh, thank God! I told you if you’re going to dip into the civil service men at least choose a fucking firefighter. Get one that’s on steroids this time! Get a real fucking meathead.” Her boyfriend scolded her off camera. “Don’t you yell at me! You never saw her guy. He was cute, but come on. Let’s just say he led a very sedentary lifestyle.” Her mother was much more inebriated than she originally thought. She had never heard her speak like this. In the past she had always been so buttoned up and Cleo had prayed that she would loosen, but this was far too loose.
 “I’m in a really bad place. I don’t have anyone to talk to.”
 “Okay, okay. Jesus Christ. Why don’t you call Susanne? I’ll text you her number. She’ll sort your ass out!”
 Susanne was the family therapist. All of them had been to her at one point or another. Merrill was forced to see her after his flashing incident. Cleo was forced to see her after their father had passed. It had helped her at the time, but she hadn’t thought about it much since. Susanne might not be a cure-all but she would certainly be more helpful than her mother. With the Facetime call over, Cleo thought she may as well give it a chance. It was the Saturday after Thanksgiving, but the Adams and Karsh families had paid for this lady’s beach house with all of their sessions. She better fucking pickup. And she did.
 “Hello, Susanne Buchholz speaking.”
 They talked for three hours. Cleo told Susanne to bill her mother. After the way she behaved on that Facetime, Cleo hoped it cost her a shit-ton of money. Susanne had somehow talked Cleo into signing up for a CrossFit membership. Her first class was tomorrow at CrossFit 617 in Dorchester. The reasoning was that it would provide her a healthy outlet for frustration and at the same time introduce her to a new group of likeminded people. Was this something therapists usually did? Prescribe you a toned body? It didn’t matter. Cleo was going all in. She’d be the smartest, fittest person in the City of Boston and that’d show them.
 Show who?
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 The hallway looked like something you’d find in a Dresden home after World War 2. A crater expanded the length of the wall, creating an unwelcome window into the living room. Wooden boards lay exposed and drenched in blood. Mike Innes hadn’t taken the news of his wife’s injury very well. He stood in front of his damage now, examining it without self-judgement and describing it to a guy he knew did drywall. His father once told him that “If you can do it yourself, do it. If you can’t, you pay someone that can. Don’t complicate things.” It was good advice and Mike was too old and hurt to take on the task. Matt wouldn’t be able to do it even without his complications. He never had a knack for anything handy. Anything useful really. His son was pretty high on his shit-list, only second to his brother. When Matt had phoned him to tell him the news, Mike had just inched down the stairs, trying to get to a pie in the fridge. The call had started with “now, don’t freak out” which made him even angrier. How in the hell was he supposed to stay calm in this situation? He punched the wall with all the strength he could muster and destroyed a good deal of it. This did nothing to help his back. When he had tired himself out, he climbed up stairs to get dressed and then crept back down them to get his shoes on. All in all, it only took about forty-five minutes. He ordered himself a cab and refused the driver’s help when he tried to assist him down the front steps. When he got to the hospital, he used all of his remaining strength to pretend he wasn’t hurt, and walked laboriously to the room Barbara was in. At the first site of her bandaged cheek he broke down in tears. Matt tried to talk to him but he shot him a look that begged him off. Matt wished it was him back in the bed instead of his mother, and his father knew this but didn’t care.
 The next day with Barbara stitched and safe at home in bed, Mike tried to put the pieces of their lives back together. His son was hiding in his room, afraid to face both his parents and the world at large. Retirement was supposed to be easy. Instead he had a brother to kill and a man-child to whoop into shape. Maybe I should have hit him when I had the chance? But I couldn’t have. Could I? Those days were long past. No use spanking a thirty-one-year-old man. He needed to do something though. Something he hated. It was time to ask for help. From what he understood of the situation, Rich had saved the day. God bless the poor son of a bitch. There was a time where he hated that punk, but he ended up being something of a saving grace. He could make decisions that Matt was incapable of. Against all odds, he was the only person he could trust now. Mike called Rich up and asked him to come over for a family meeting. He then went upstairs and would have literally dragged his son out of bed if he had the strength. When he got to his own bedroom door, he knocked gently and then sweetly asked his wife to come downstairs, patting her head gently.
 Within twenty minutes, they were all sitting in the living room in an unhappy circle. Rich knew better than to mention the missing parts of the wall. Matt stared mostly at the carpet, still partially stained from French Onion dip. Mike watched his wife with love and concern. Barbara did the same with her son.
 “What do we want to happen?” said Mike.
 “What can be done now? All we can do is move on,” said Barbara.
 “I don’t know if I’m speaking out of turn here, but as far as I know I was the last one to speak to both… of them. It doesn’t seem like either one is going to be contacting any of you again,” said Rich.
 “Ya, they fucking better not. Especially my cock sucker brother. If I see him again I’m going to shoot him.”
 “Mike, stop that. He’s gone.”
 “Well, what about this one here? Putting his own mother in harm’s way.”
 “I didn’t mean for mom to get hurt. I’m so sorry, mom. I …” Matt broke down in tears.
 “I know, Matthew, I know.”
 “Running through the streets with a gun like he’s fucking Dirty Harry allofa sudden…”
 “Mike! You just said you wanted to shoot him too!”
 “Well… Do as I say, not as I do.”
 “Maybe we should ask Matt what he’s thinking about everything,” said Rich.
 “I just wish everything could go back to the way it was before. Or even back to…”
 “Back to what, Matthew? Speak up, you're mumbling.”
 “Like, even after the accident. I couldn’t remember any of the bad things that happened. If there was some way…”
 “That’s no way to live life. We’ll get through this. But what is done is done,” said Barbara.
 “You’ll be okay won’t you, Matty? You’ll shake it off,” said Mike.
 “Ya. I guess.”
 “I hate to butt in here again…”
 “No. Rich. Stop. That’s why I invited you here. We need help.”
 “Well, I think at this point we need to get everything out in the open. I’m happy to admit anything going on in my life that you have questions about to make this fair. But I don’t think any of my shit is really important to this conversation right now. I…”
 “Come on Richie, just say it.”
 “Matt, do you think we should tell them about under the bridge the other day?”
 Matt broke down into tears again, and despite her resentment with him for the blossoming scar on her cheek, Barbara went and sat next to him to console him.
 “What happened under the bridge? You’re scaring me,” said Mike.
 “I really think Matt should be the one to tell you.”
 After a few starts and stops and a drink of water, Matt began to tell his story. It wasn’t a long one, but he told it earnestly. He would have followed through with it if it wasn’t for Monkey Bite and the crystalline picture of a future without him. By the time he finished speaking, both of his parents were also bawling their eyes out. Rich was the only one in the room with dry eyes. Dehydration maybe. Barbara suggested therapy, but only half-heartedly. It may be a step in the right direction but no one believed it was the full antidote. But what was?
 “I’m not the smartest guy in the world, but I think I know by now what makes you feel good and what makes you feel bad. I haven’t drank in a month and I feel so much better. That’s not the full answer either, but maybe if we can do a combination of things, I'll do them with you. We exercise, stop drinking, get in shape. You’ve got money, all we’ll need to do is get you out of your parent’s house.”
 “I definitely agree with that last part,” laughed Mike.
 Matt was yet to smile. Understandable considering he had almost killed himself and his uncle within the span of three days.
 “What if we try what I mentioned before?” said Matt.
 “What was that, hunny?”
 “If I could forget all of this stuff. What if I like, got hit in the head again?”
 “Matt, this isn’t a TV show, man. There’s not just a button we can hit to make you lose your memory,” said Rich.
 “Why can’t we at least try?”
 “You want us to hit you in the head? What are you crazy? That makes no sense,” said Rich.
 “Matty, it does sound a little stupid…. Unless…” said Mike.
 “None of you understand. I don’t know what I’m going to do otherwise. Sometimes I feel like I can get past it but then other times…. I become this other person. It’s like I can’t reason with myself. I need to forget!”
 “Maybe we need to get you some professional help right now, Matthew. Just for a few nights until you’re feeling a little better…”
 “No, those places are nightmares, Barbara! He doesn’t want to be in there with all the looneys. Do you, Matty?” said Mike
 “It might not be such a bad idea, Mike. I think I’d want help if I was in this situation,” said Rich.
 “Ya, fucking right, Richie. You’re the most stubborn bastard I’ve ever met. There’s no chance you’d let them take you to one of those places!” said Matt.
 Mike felt a rumbling in his right arm. An unstoppable force. If you’ve ever been drunk and knew you were going to make a dumb, offensive joke, but couldn’t keep yourself from saying it….it was something like that. Should he do it? No. But was he going to do it? Yes. He delayed it as long as he could and then stood up with so much adrenaline that he couldn’t feel his injured back. No one moved to stop him, because they didn’t know that he needed stopping. His big bear paw cocked back and then swatted forward like it was attacking a salmon. The palm of his hand landed directly on the back of Matthew’s head and the sound of the smack was so loud that the neighbors on both sides of the house were able to hear it. Matt fell forward onto the ground. Barbara reached to catch him but didn’t react in time and he hit the carpet face first. The next few panicked moments were spent alternating between scolding Mike and trying to help Matt. He was out cold. Rich and Mike lifted his body onto the couch and Barbara placed a pillow under his head. They then sat back down and waited.




Epilogue

January 2nd


Our therapist told me to start writing in this journal. She says I have a lot to work through. I’ve never done this type of thing before. Or maybe I have once. In high school we had to write a personal essay and I wrote about my dog dying. The teacher said it was pretty good but I found the whole thing pretty embarrassing. Nothing against reading or writing, it just took all the fun away from me when I was forced to do it. There are some books I liked back then. Holes, and Hatchett were really good. And anything by that lady S.E. Hinton. My wife says Hinton wrote my favorite book, The Outsiders, when she was just sixteen years old. Impressive. When I was sixteen years old all I was doing was drinking and throwing bricks through people’s windows. Kind of like the kids in the book, I guess. I don’t know if this journal will help me any, but lately it seems worth it to try things I usually would be too stubborn to do.
 Colleen and I go together on one Saturday morning, and then the next week I go and see the woman myself. She’s got some crazy foreign name, but tells us just to call her Jan. I’ve started to refer to her as Jan the Man and now Colleen can’t stop calling her that too. Jan says there’s two separate things we need to work on that are interconnected. I need to work on my personal stuff so that my relationship with Colleen becomes better. Two dead parents are a lot to work through and I’ve never really talked about either of them except for sometimes joking about their passing. Like, I tell people I save a lot of money around Father’s Day. Or if someone tells me they have a dead parent, I’ll say, “my parents are deader than yours are.” Jan says this is a defense mechanism. I just thought it was funny but I do agree that it eats at me when no one else is around. I’m no spring chicken anymore and I’ve got a son. It’s worth it to try, like I said before.
 All I have been doing is working and spending time with the family. Sober two months and some change. Not drinking saves you a ton of money, and we need it with the kid. He’s going to go to college and be the first O’Connor to ever graduate. Let’s hope he’s got his mother’s brain. Little Richie is starting to become more of a real person. He’s a lot easier to play with and you feel like he’s really interacting instead of just lying there like a Cabbage Patch doll. Can’t wait to get a stick in his hand. He’ll get a PhD with his mom’s genes and win the fucking Stanley Cup with mine. How about that?
 The weather has been absolutely horrible lately, ever since that freak week of warm weather we got at Thanksgiving. That next week it snowed and it’s been pissing rain and sleet ever since. I can’t remember a colder December than the one we just had. I had to work on Christmas, which didn’t help my mood. That’s the last one I’m missing. The kid will be old enough to remember next year and there’s no way I’m having him wondering where I was. This year, I got him a pretty nasty dinosaur thing. It’s massive. Colleen says way too big for a child his age, but fuck that. He’s getting everything. If he wants to go to Jurassic fucking Park I’ll take him.
 I suppose there’s something else aside from my marital and parental issues that I’ve been working through at therapy. It’s actually harder to talk about than those things because I don’t know how to say my feelings. Verbalize them I mean. My best friend Matt had a series of accidents and bad shit happen to him at the end of last year. What’s that book with Jim Carrey or whatever? A series of Missed Events or something. Unfortunate events. His life was like that. Or maybe it wasn’t. I don’t even know what that fucking thing was about. But anyways, it sucked. His fiancée cheated on him and then he got smashed in the head and forgot everything and then he remembered everything and then…well he got hit in the head again.
 The second time he got hit in the head, his mom and dad and me were all sitting around waiting for him to wake up. We almost called an ambulance, but things were complicated so we thought we might wait it out. Eventually, his mother Barbara dripped cold water onto his head using a wet dish towel. He came to and looked at us with those big stupid eyes. We were all wondering what he was going to remember and what he wasn’t. He sort of had this idea that we could reset his brain like a computer. I’m not saying we did or didn’t attempt that, but he lost consciousness and it was too late to do anything else. It either had worked or it didn’t work. We asked him his name and what year it was and he told us Nomar’s batting average or some shit for absolutely no reason. His long-term memory was definitely still intact. As for his short-term memory…. We didn’t really know how to approach the question. We didn’t want to lead the witness, I guess. Barbara’s bandage saved us the trouble. Matt asked her what happened. She told him she’d explain later. Eventually she would tell him that she had skin cancer removed. A horrible lie on its own, but one that would get lost in all of the bigger ones.
 The thing is… after all that… he’s back with the girl. Cleo. It wasn’t my decision, but there were certain aspects of the situation that were unavoidable. A bunch of Matt’s shit was at her house. Yeah, one of us could have gone and got it, but then he would have wondered where the fuck it had been. There’d also be huge gaps in his memory of anything related to her. So, Mike developed a plan and before doing anything else, he actually drove to Cleo’s apartment and sat down and talked with her. She must have thought he was there to kill her. But the way he explained it was essentially, “Matt slipped and hit his head, he forgets who you are again, but we’re going to move him back over to your apartment. You’re going to pretend you never broke up with him, and never mention his uncle. We’ll tell him his uncle and I got in an argument over money and his uncle moved to Florida to retire.”
 Everything moved so fast, I never really put up a fight. Nor did Barbara. We let Mike quarterback the whole thing, and… I feel sick about it now. But it’s also what Matt said he wanted. So, what was I supposed to do? And shouldn’t Cleo have just put her foot down and said, “No, this is crazy. I’m staying away from the poor bastard?” Not only did she not do that, Barbara tells me that Matt has mentioned they might go any day now and get married by a Justice of the Peace because they are getting restless. No big wedding. I probably won’t even be there when they get it done.
 I find it very hard to be around him, and impossible to be around her. As a result, I’ve been avoiding him again. I just can’t do it. Colleen says I am right to stay away. She thinks the whole situation is ludicrous. Mike says I have to hang out with him, that we’ll lose him otherwise. Matt’s on lifetime disability from the Boston Police, so I won’t see him at work. But this all is just too fucking weird. It doesn’t make sense, frankly.
 I stopped at his apartment once right before Christmas to try and play along, but I was so anxious I almost puked. When Matt got up to go to the bathroom I pointed at a Garfield phone on their mantle to ask her what it was doing there. She whispered that Matt had found it in the closet and brought it out without asking her what it was. She said sometimes she catches him staring at it.
 When I left, he handed me our Christmas card. It said “Merry Christmas from Cleo and” then she had left him space to write his own name. He simply wrote “-M.”
 I am not sure what the new year holds. I don’t think I really have to make any resolutions, because I already made them. This is a new page. Literally. This time, I’m focused on a happy ending.


THE END
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