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The house was white stucco, bordered by burgundy trim, with well-manicured hedges and a two-car garage. The drapes on the windows were pulled closed, and from out in the street, one could almost feel the cold darkness within. An ordinary house on an ordinary street, except for the lawn. The lawn was the only clue, with shaggy blades of grass that gently shook in the fall breeze. Like the drapes, this too was my fault, if only in a consequential way.


I sat in my car for what seemed like an hour, my eyes alternating between the house and the embroidered handkerchief on my lap as I breathed in the smell of new vinyl. No one came or went while I sat there, so part of me secretly hoped that the house was empty, that my knocks would echo through the halls and go unanswered. But the more emotional part of me – the part that kept pushing the unwanted guilt into my consciousness -- prayed for someone to be there, to listen and to understand.


I checked myself in the rearview mirror. My eyes were bloodshot, ravaged by facial lines that showed my lack of sleep. I’d lost count of the hours, but my best guess was that sleep had come for only about 15 hours in the past 20 days. Twenty of the worst days of my life. The night had become my prison cell. The night was when my memory was most clear.


It was now or never, I told myself – a phrase that my deceased mother used to use – and glanced into the side mirror before getting out of the car (a habit, I might add, that I had only recently found to be of the utmost importance). I imagined the stares of neighbors as I puttered up the front walk, as if I were the first brave soul to dare stick her toe in shark-infested waters. Yet this was just an ordinary house, in an ordinary neighborhood, and I was the one who felt haunted.


The chimes reverberated from inside the house when I rang the doorbell with a shaking finger. I wiped my mouth with the handkerchief, put it in my purse, and took a deep breath. I could hear wary footsteps, coming closer until they paused on the other side of the door. Several seconds passed. Finally, a small, broken voice.


“Can I help you?” it whispered.


“Mrs., um, Dunnibrammer?”


There was silence again, lasting so long that I almost repeated the question.


“This is Elaine Dannibrauer,” she responded at last, her tone guarded. She said nothing more.


“Mrs. Dannibrauer, my name is Florence Trask. If I may, I’d like to speak with you briefly.”


“Are you a lawyer? I’ve already procured representation.”


“Please,” I countered, choking back inevitable tears. There was a desperation in my voice that I did not expect. “I’m not a lawyer. Please let me say my piece.” I reached into my purse and took the handkerchief between my fingers. “It’s about your son,” I added carefully. “It’s about Keith.”


After another long silence, Mrs. Dannibrauer cracked the door, just enough to get a look at me. A single eye measured me, up and down, before finally resting upon my face.


“Are you an investigator?” she asked, and something about her crackling voice broke me. Tears began to flow. She just stared at me at first, the look of fear morphing into compassion as her eyebrows rose upon her foreheard. She pulled the door open, took me into her arms limply, and patted my back. Two women, of similar age and stature, brought together by one tragedy.


She let go too soon, looking at me with head tilted while waiting for an explanation. I wiped my face again, forced myself to look into her eyes.


“Mrs. Dannibrauer, I was there when it happened. I was there when Keith died.”


I continued to watch her face, which displayed several conflicting emotions. Her son’s name seemed to carry a weight that she had tired of lugging.


“Florence, was it?” she finally said in the kind of voice one uses with a door-to-door salesman. “I appreciate you coming by, and I’m sure what you have to say is important, but it certainly won’t bring my boy back.”


She said this to me with such strength, without the hint of a tear. She looked me in the eye as she spoke, never showing the pain she must have been feeling. We all find power in unexpected places, and I couldn’t begin to imagine the source of hers. I was about to go my own way, to thank her for her time and head back toward the new car and the highway and the lonely apartment, when the thought of another sleepless night overcame me. The thought of my conscience getting the better of me and clawing out my soul was what kept me there.


“Mrs. Dannibrauer, I was responsible,” I said in a voice that did not sound like my own. “I killed your son.”


Her eyes, still attached to my face, focused in a piercing way. It occurred to me that I knew nothing about this woman, that  she may well be the kind who would stick out her arms, wrap her fingers around my throat, and squeeze with all of her strength. But she did no such thing. She only stared, waiting for some sort of punchline.


“May I?” My voice now had a strength that I could not feel. It somehow broke through her exterior, easing the creases on her face. Her curious stare showed me what I needed to see – that we are all people searching for some sort of answers.

She stepped aside, invited me in with the wave of a hand, and closed the door behind me. The house was dark, as I had suspected, but unusually warm. The room to our right was filled with flowered vases. The front hall had several framed slogans, all of them biblical. I started to take off my coat. Her arms were folded when I turned around. I pulled my coat back on and began the speech that I had rehearsed in the car.


“Mrs. Dannibrauer, no one can possibly understand what you’re going though. It’s a difficult time for both of us, I’m sure.” She nodded but said nothing. I could not tell if her expression was resignation or contempt. “Is Mr. Dannibrauer home?”


“He left us sixteen years ago.”


“I’m sorry.”


She ran a long finger along her forearm, sensually, as she watched me carefully.

“Can I get you something? A drink?”

“No,” I said quietly, “thank you.” I removed my coat. She led me into the room with all the flowers. The light was so dim that I could no longer see the lines in her face.

“Please, have a seat,” she said. I sat on a couch, the coat in my lap, and she remained on her feet. I continued my speech.

“As I was saying, this must be a very difficult time for you. But what I have to say might bring some closure.”

She interrupted me.

“For whom?” Elaine Dannibrauer asked, her arms folding again. Her tone was sudden, accusatory. It was the first time I regretted being there.

“Excuse me?”

She stepped closer, her hands falling to her side. She looked down at me.

“You mentioned closure,” she said. “For me? Or for you?”

I felt the familiar pull of emotions in my throat. This was not a question I had expected. Perhaps I already knew the answer, but did not respond. I could not even open my mouth. And then my eyes met hers, saw a pain deep inside of them, and something reflected into my head. I felt all the sense of loss and loneliness at once, and the feeling overwhelmed me. The tears flowed, and I was unable to catch my breath. I felt so alone, so removed from anything human.

An arm wrapped around my shoulders. She held me in silence, gently patting my head and rocking as if I were a child. Only after several minutes, when my tears had dried, did she speak.

“’But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.’ That’s from Matthew,” Elaine Dannibrauer said. “A good Christian always forgives.”

I looked at her again, seeing something other than sadness. Something glorious. I saw what I had been seeking all along.

“Casting blame won’t bring him back,” she said, now holding my hands. I only nodded, trying to regain my composure. I was supposed to be the one comforting her. She, not I, was the one who had lost someone. After wiping my eyes and putting my handkerchief away, I cleared my throat.

“Do you want to hear how it happened?” I asked. 

She shook her head.

“It’s over. No need to re-live it. That would tear us both apart.”  She smiled an angelic smile. Her face seemed to glow in the darkness. I wondered at that moment how any human could ever hate.

“Thank you,” I said, and she just tapped the back of my hand. “Well,” I added, “maybe it’s time I go.”

“No hurry,” she said, although she started to stand. I followed her lead, each of us standing amid all the flowers and sympathy cards.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Certainly,” she said.

“What was he like? Keith. Tell me about him.”

Her face again displayed a contradictory appearance, the kind that I’d imagine from someone who recently found a family heirloom.

“Let me put some tea on,” she said, and before I could respond she disappeared into another part of the house. I looked around the room and spotted a photograph of a boy – no, a man – who looked happy and healthy and in love with life. His smile was warm, like his mother’s, and his eyes were wide with a look of wonder. His hair was shorter than I remembered, and his face clean-shaven. He looked so alive, so ready to take on the world. It was the first time I’d seen Keith’s face.

“Here we are,” she said, returning with a tray and two cups of hot tea. We could have been two friends spending a fall afternoon catching up on lost time. But we weren’t. Our only connection was tragedy.

The tea was too hot for my lips, but Elaine took a long sip and set down the cup.

“He was a seeker,” she said, staring toward an empty wall as if it weren’t even there. “Always searching for something.” I blew on my tea, listening to the tick of the clock. She took another sip. “Keith had an energy about him right from birth,” she continued, choosing each word carefully. “When the doctor first put him in my arms, he squirmed and looked all around the room. I could barely hold on.” She smiled. Elaine really had a beautiful smile, the kind that made her whole face shine. “I should have known from that point that he’d always be searching.”

I took a small sip, tried to think of something to ask. The room seemed to be letting in more light, although I’m not sure where it came from.

“Keith was loyal,” Elaine said, her tone more hollow than it had been. “Loyal to his family, to his friends, to anyone close to him. If Keith loved you, he’d be there for you.”

It struck me that Elaine sounded less like a mother than a good friend. And then the mother in her returned.

“He was so full of love,” she said, a tear finally floating on her eyelash. “God, I loved that boy.” She sniffled, wiped the tear away. “He wasn’t perfect, but I loved him.”

I couldn’t help thinking that she was being modest. He sounded perfect to me.

Elaine stood again, suddenly, and wiped her nose. I took the cue, stood myself. I had barely touched the cup of tea.

“I appreciate you coming by,” she said, reaching out her hand. “I don’t know how it happened, and it doesn’t really matter anymore, but I forgive you in my heart. Just like any good Christian would. You are a Christian, yes?”

I nodded, although I wasn’t sure anymore. We exchanged a forced embrace, walked toward the front door holding hands. She opened the door.

“Mrs. Dannibrauer?”

“Elaine, please.”

“Elaine. Can I ask one more question?”

“Sure.” The smile returned to her face, making me feel comfortable, and suddenly I didn’t want to leave. I preferred her openness to the closed doors of my own house.

“Where did he work?” I asked, and her reaction surprised me. Elaine laughed, not out loud, but under her breath as if she were emitting a sigh of relief.

“He was a bike messenger,” she said. “For an architecture firm downtown.”

“Which one?” I said too quickly. She displayed surprise, but then smiled again.

“It was called Webster and Sons.” She pulled  the door open just a bit wider, enough to brighten the hallway. I stepped into the sunshine.

“A bike messenger,” I said. “That explains why …”

“Yes,” she said softly. “Yes, it does. It was nice meeting you, Florence.”

She waited until I was back in my car before she closed the front door. The sun seemed to shine more brightly than it had a half hour earlier. I, too, felt different, as if a weight had been lifted. My eyes were heavy. It was time to go home and get some sleep.



#
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When the woman with the fancy handkerchief left my house, I returned to the upstairs patio, where the sunlight reflected through a thin blind. I sat in a wicker chair, the Bible on my lap and a glass of Amaretto in my hand. I wondered how Jesus had found it so easy to feel genuine forgiveness in a world where people could be so cruel.


My head told me to forgive Florence Trask, but I’m not sure my heart was so eager. I was still trying to find it in my heart to forgive Keith.



#
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In a city overflowing with skyscrapers and expansive structures, the offices of Webster and Sons were modest and difficult to find. It was, in fact, a temporary, one-story building tucked between two towers. The irony was difficult to ignore.


The inside was much more impressive, with mohogany desks, and fine art decorating the walls. A beautiful woman sat in a large chair, her short skirt barely covering her thighs.


“Good afternoon,” she said, her hand plucking a series of buttons. “Webster and Sons, how can I help you?”


“Yes, I was here to-“


She cut me off with the raise of her index finger, indicating that I would have to wait.


“No, Mr. Webster is tied up right now,” she said with robotic energy. “Can I put you into his voice mail?” She clicked another series of buttons and asked again, “How can I help you?” 

She was looking at me, but I refrained from responding.


“Hello?” she said, waving her hand in front of my face. “Can I help you?”


“Oh. Yes. I’m sorry. I thought you were …” The telephone was ringing. She seemed to be in a rush. “I’m here to talk to someone,” I said. “Maybe Mr. Webster.”


“Just a moment,” she said. She took another call, whisked it away, then looked back at me.


“Which Mr. Webster?”


“The boss?”


She scratched her chin with a long, well-maintained fingernail.


“He’s tied up right now. Did you have an appointment?”


“No,” I said, uncertain of where this was going. I wasn’t even sure why I’d come there, other than the feeling that I’d had that morning; the feeling that I had another itch I couldn’t scratch. “I just wanted to …” My voice trailed off, probably because I had nothing else to add. The phone continued to ring.


“What’s this pertaining to?” she asked impatiently. She flashed perfect teeth in a humorless smile. I cleared my throat, took a step forward.


“Keith Dannibrauer,” I said. “I’m here to talk to someone about Keith Dannibrauer.” Her plastic smile faded, and immediately the woman removed her headset.


“Wait here,” she said, standing. She went through a door and returned with a well-dressed man who appeared to be in his late 30s. He thanked her, called her Rebecca with a tender touch on the hip, and turned his head toward me with a look of concern.


“Hello,” he said, reaching out a well-manicured hand. “I’m Wes Webster. Can I help you?”


“I think.” I said nothing else.


“Are you a lawyer?” he asked, his face tight. I shook my head, and his chest appeared to exhale.


“Do you know Keith?” he asked.


“I was there,” I said. “When it happened.”


He stared at me blankly for a moment, then invited me to follow him through the door. Soon we were sitting in a large office on either side of his desk. As I started to take a seat, an older version of the man stepped into the room.


“This is my father,” Wes said, “Harlan Webster.”


I introduced myself, and they both sat down, the older one to my left.


“I understand you have some information,” Harlan said, his face eager as he leaned forward. My eyes must have looked blank, because he continued. “You were at the accident, right?”


“Yes.” I opened my purse, reached for the handkerchief, just in case. Wes Webster offered me a glass of water. They both waited for me to speak.


“I never got to meet him,” I said. “Keith, I mean. What was he like?”


The Websters looked at each other, leaning back and crossing their legs in unison. Finally Wes, the son, spoke.


“Keith was a good worker,” he said. “Not the most punctual, but he tried. He really knew his way around the city.” I sipped my water, tried to picture Keith biking around the busy streets. I’d never seen him on the bike. I never saw him at all. If only I had seen him.


“Mrs. Trask –“


“Miss.”


“Miss Trask,” the older Webster corrected. A bead of sweat gleamed on his forehead. “We are a very busy company. If I may get to the point. Keith’s case looks like it could end up in court, what with his accident happening during work hours. We’re very interested to hear what you know about the incident.”


I suddenly felt very warm, uncertain of why I had come. I wished I were back in the cold loneliness of my own house. I took another drink of water, this time a long gulp.


“Like what?” I asked.


“Like,” Harlan Webster said, leaning forward, “what happened? Exactly. This is very important.” His pupils constricted. “Who was at fault?”


They were both staring at me, each rubbing his hands together with similar vigor. If not for Harlan’s snow-colored hair, they could have been twins.


“Who’s asking?” I said, stalling for time. They looked at each other quizzically. “The lawsuit,” I added, “who’s filing it?”


Wes shuffled through some files in his desk drawer, finally handing a folder to his father. Harlan slipped on a pair of bifocals and fingered pages carefully.

“A woman,” Harlan said, pausing at a group of  papers held together by a clip, “named Leone Maples. Heard of her?”

“His fiancée, I believe,” Wes added.

Harlan took off his glasses and set the folder on his son’s desk.

“Whatever you can tell us might come in handy,” he said.

“Like what?”

“We just need to know what happened,” Wes responded.

“Look,” his father chimed in, “let’s not beat around the bush here. Did this Keith guy appear to be under the influence?”

I stared at him, wondering if he was serious. Harlan did not blink.

“Under the influence?” I asked.

“Of drugs.”

“Or alcohol.”

They were both glaring eagerly, rubbing their hands again.

“I, um, I don’t know. I never really saw … I mean, he really wasn’t …”

“This is important, Miss Trask.” I did not see which man was speaking. My eyes had welled up, and I could hear the sound of car brakes in my head. I could see a man’s legs under a car, his body twitching. I couldn’t see a head.

“I’m sorry,” I said suddenly. “That’s all I came here to say. That I am truly sorry.”

They were quiet as I buried my face in the handkerchief. I could only imagine what the two of them were doing – perhaps kinetically exchanging communication. One of them, it must have been Harlan because he sat the closest to me, touched my arm gently.

“Miss Trask, what are you sorry for?”

“I should have seen him,” I said. I could feel their eyes staring at me. The guilt was weighing me down, like a hand pushing me deeper into water. “I should have seen him, and I’m sorry. I really have to go now.”

They both stood as I turned toward the door. Harlan reached for me, his fingers grazing the back of my coat.

“Miss Trask!” they shouted, almost in unison. I breezed past the woman in the miniskirt and out the door. I saw the Websters fumbling through the front door as I started my car and drove away.

Not until I was out of the city, on the highway, did I feel that familiar sense of relief. I had slept well the previous evening, and something told me I would again.


#
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My father is a genius at business and an artist when designing buildings, but he’s not a man without flaws. He heard this often from my mother, but the incredulous bastard never listened, and that’s probably why they are no longer married. Perhaps his biggest fault is being over-assertive. No patience. If Harlan Webster wants it, he wants it now.

That’s probably why the woman with the shiny handkerchief left so quickly. She’s got information, information we need, and Dad might have chased it off because he’s so goddamned impatient. Me? I think the woman is somehow responsible. Yes, Keith was probably fucked up. Probably had some heroin in his system – maybe we’ll find out at the trial. But I think whatever that woman knows, whatever she’s done, might keep us from ever going to trial.

Before I went out for my lunch break, I had Rebecca call our lawyers and give them the woman’s name. Florence Trask. And when you’re finished, I told Rebecca and her legs that go one forever, meet me at the Flamingo Hotel. Usual room. We’ll eat when we’re done.


#
#
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#


I checked the address twice. It was only six blocks from the swank offices of Webster and Sons, from the looming downtown skyscrapers, but it might as well have been another country. Bars covered the windows of the apartment, while the outside walls were spray-painted with messages I did not understand. This was not what I had pictured at all since hearing the previous day that Keith had a fiancée.

Her door looked much like the others, with chipped paint and a wooden plate that showed the apartment number. I knocked, gently at first, and then a bit more vigorously.

“Coming,” a tired voice said from the inside. A few seconds later, the door opened, and a tall woman with pink, blond and black streaks in her hair and a pierced eyebrow stared back at me.

“Leone?” I asked, hoping that I’d come to the wrong address. Something about the way I’d pictured Keith, his dedication and drive, made me believe he’d fallen in love with an actress.

“Yeah, I’m Leone.” I noticed them that her eyes were beautiful, almost hypnotic. She was the kind of woman that seemed to hide a depth only someone like Keith could unearth.

“Hello,” I said, my voice cracking. “I’m looking for Leone Maples.”

“I dropped the Maples,” she said. “Just Leone.”

“Leone. My name is Florence Trask.” I put my hand out. She shook it limply.

“Hey, Florence Trask. I’m Leone. Welcome to the ‘hood.” Her voice hinted at humor, but Leone did not smile. Her eyes held a playfulness, yet also exposed a deep sadness. I was pretty sure where that came from.

“You were Keith’s fiancée.” This was meant to come out as a question, but landed like a heavy statement. Leone’s eyes seemed to glaze over. The playfulness was gone.

“Maybe,” she said. “You some kind of fuckin’ lawyer?”

“No. But I hear that a lot.”

“So you know Keith or something? Or are you a friend of that bitch Elaine?”

I chewed on both questions for a moment, watching Leone shift her weight as she held the door open.

“Kind of,” I said. “I kind of knew your Keith.”

“Well,” she responded, tilting her head. “I knew him damn well.” She smiled at this, just a shy, apologetic kind of grin. “You want to come in or something?”

The apartment was smaller than any I’d seen before, with a kitchen and living room that were connected by a table littered with papers. Crumpled clothes were strewn all over the floor. There was an empty laundry basket in one corner, a television turned on in the other. The room smelled like apple sauce and stale bacon.

“He lived here,” Leone said, sipping on a bottle of Old Milwaukee. “For a while, anyway. I used to bug him about cleaning up his shit.” She laughed and lit a cigarette, her head tilting to one side as she did it. “Turns out, I was the slob.”

When she turned away, I noticed a tattoo peeking out of the top of her skirt, crawling up past the top of her transparently-thin tank top and to the base of her neck. I wondered what had first attracted him to her. He was from a different generation, one I was still struggling to understand.

“Say your name was Flo?”

“Florence, yes.”

“Florence. Like the city. Cool.”

“Yes,” Florence responded, doubting that Leone had visited the Italian city.

“That’s rad. I always wanted to name my kid Rome.”

“Do you have any?” I  asked, knowing that it was an appropriate question for an unmarried woman in this day and age.

“Kids?”

“Yes.”

“Shit no. Still a kid myself.” We stood in the living room, staring at a television program on mute. A cartoon mouse was running from a large cat.

“Did you and Keith ever talk about having any?”

She exhaled smoke and took another drink of her beer.

“Sure,” Leone said. “Fantasy-like. Right after sex. Like we were playing house or something.” She seemed to be staring through me. “Couldn’t have afforded it anyway. Not on his salary. What about you? You got any?”

“No,” I said, shamefully.

“Married?”

“No.”

“Me neither.” She laughed. I was beginning to realize that she had a morbid sense of humor. “So,” she said, falling onto the couch, “how’d you know Keith?”

I sat down on a horribly upholstered chair, keeping my rear at the edge so as not to get dirty.

“Keith and I came together by coincidence,” I began. “Can’t say it was the happiest of coincidences, either.”

She put out her cigarette and took another gulp from the bottle.

“You were there,” she said, staring at me with her hand propped on one arm. “You were there the day he died, huh?”

“Yes,” I said softly. “How did you know?”

She chuckled, almost like a child.

“No offense, Flo. But the only way my Keith would hang out with someone like you is under dire circumstances.”

Leone rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. I still hadn’t figured her out.

“So you looking for some kind of answers?” she asked, “Or are you providing some?”

“Maybe a bit of both,” I said, feeling comfortable despite the surroundings.

“Careful,” she said. 

“Of what?”

She was still staring at the ceiling as if it was a cloudless blue sky.

“Be careful when you take a drink of sweet juice, because sometimes you’ll get a mouthful of pulp.” She turned, looked at me. “Keith used to say shit like that. That what you came for?”

“What was he like?”

“What do you know about him?” she asked, matching my stare.

“Seeking. Dedicated. Loyal.”

She giggled, rolled back onto her back.

“Bullshit. Bullshit. And bullshit.” Without looking, she grabbed a cigarette off the floor and put it in her mouth. “People thought he was trying to become something, but he wasn’t. He was dedicated to floating in no-man’s land, where he didn’t have to fit into anyone’s definition of what a person should be. And as for loyalty? Yeah, loyal to his drugs.” She lit the cigarette, inhaled slowly.

“Was he loyal to you?”

Leone exhaled.

“Doubt it. Loyalty’s an outdated philosophy – no offense.”

“None taken.”

“The truth, Flo, is that he was just a typical guy. Loved to fuck, loved to shoot heroin, and loved to be left alone.” She paused, turned onto her side, and looked at me through hypnotic eyes. “He was sweet, Flo, don’t get me wrong. But he was also pulp.” She continued to stare at me as she smoked methodically. “So you want a beer or anything?”

“No,” I said quickly, “thank you. I should be going.” I stood up.

“So what did you come to tell me?” she asked, staring at the silent television. I was beginning to believe that Leone was certifiably insane.

“I just wanted to meet you,” I said, turning my body toward the door. “And to say  I’m sorry for what happened.” I took a step. She put out her cigarette and sat up on the couch.

“So what did you do?” she asked.

“I don’t understand.”

“To Keith.” Her eyes had a relaxed look. “You wouldn’t have come here if you hadn’t felt some sort of guilt. Am I right?”

I clutched my purse against my waist.

“You are.”

“So?”

I owed her this. And the  weight was beginning to bear down on me again.

“I didn’t see him,” I said. My eyes were closed. I was inside my old car, parked along the side of the street. I opened the door blindly. “I didn’t expect a biker. I didn’t know he was there.” I heard the screech of bike brakes, saw a body hit the street. “I just opened the door, Leone. I didn’t know.” A crushing sound, blood everywhere. A bike pack resting against my foot. “It could have  been prevented, if only I had looked.”

There were no tears this time, only that uplifting sense of release. I opened my eyes. She hadn’t moved, nor had her expression changed.

“It was destiny, Flo. Had to happen that way.”

“No. I could have prevented it.”

“You weren’t meant to.” I heard her sniffle, and I looked away. “Happened the way it was meant to happen. It’s an evil, fucked-up world, Flo.”

“Yes,” I said, and nothing else came to mind. I waited, then took another step toward the door. She didn’t stop me. Only after I had turned the knob did Leone speak.

“Flo,” she said, her voice sounding tired again, “did you get what you came for?”

I had.


#
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I thought a lot about the lady for a long time, the one who came around asking questions about Keith. I hoped I hadn’t been too blunt. Should I have told the woman what a deep soul he had, how kind his heart was? Should I have told her about his calm exterior, about his quiet strength, about how goddamned misunderstood he was? Is that what she wanted to hear?

That’s the way we’re supposed to be, huh? A serial killer dies, and we call him a lost soul, a loner who never found his calling. A dead poet is the greatest poet of all. A dead musician: a misunderstood genius.

Keith was just Keith. He never tried to be anything else. He would have hated for me to see anything bigger.

I thought a lot about him over the next couple of days, about the way that he would be remembered. He was passionate. He fucked like a woman, more psychological than physical. He could fuck my mind better than my body.

Keith never raised his voice. He was never satisfied. Maybe he was a seeker, after all. Maybe that crazy lady did know something about him. Maybe he was searching for something he never found in me. Maybe if we’d had more time, I could have given it to him.

The more I thought, the more I realized that his biggest asset was not searching at all. He was content. Not many are content, but Keith was. Maybe that crazy lady could have used some herself.

Four days later, after I’d almost forgotten about her, the lady called and asked for the names of some of Keith’s friends. Her search continued.


#
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It was a Monday when some lawyer representing the Websters called, and I hung up the phone quickly. I had closed the door on that part of my life, and no court case was going to kick-start it again. The phone continued to ring throughout the day, until I finally left the house to go for a drive. I found a pay phone. I pulled a list of phone numbers from my purse.

Keith knew a lot of people, had a lot of friends. I wished I could have been one of his friends. Most of them lived in or around downtown, in the kinds of places I used to fear. Places where the sounds of sirens polluted the quiet of a typical afternoon. There was an underworld to the city that I had never known existed. Some people went there for drugs. I went there only to talk.

Charles Tate – CT, to those who knew him well – remembered Keith for his ability to talk his way out of trouble. Doug Dennis said he had a heart of gold. A guy named Hack remembered all the philosophical discussions they used to have while using drugs. He offered me something called X, but I politely declined. Hack seemed like the kind of guy who needed drugs. Keith, he was different. He used drugs because he was lost. A seeker, like his mother had said. Maybe he could have found himself if only he’d had the time.

Ryan Keys was the last one I met. He was the kind of person I expected Keith to be: soft-spoken and emotional. He cried when he told me about Keith’s potential, about how unfair it was for someone like Keith to die at such an early age. I told him I was sorry for what I’d done. Like the rest of them, Ryan Keys assured me that it was not my fault.

“He lived a good life,” Ryan said, softly patting my shoulder. I blew my nose into the handkerchief and looked around his apartment. It was clean, with photographs of his family. Two beautiful children, a wife who looked like an actress. He offered me a drink, but I politely declined. I thanked him for his time, asked if he knew anyone else. He gave me names, but I had talked to them all.

“What about Leone?” he asked after going through a series of male friends. “You’ve met Leone?”

Yes, I had. I had met them all. I went home, my mission completed. I put them all together, all the descriptions I had heard, and the picture of Keith in my mind looked nothing like the framed photo in Elaine Dannibauer’s living room. It occurred to me that the flowers in her house had probably all died.

I climbed into bed, eyes open, and stared at the ceiling. As if playing on a movie projector, the image unfolded in front of me. My car door opening, the bike skidding, his skin sliding along the pavement until I could hear the sound of scraping bone. Car brakes screeching, the wheel crushing his skull. Maybe he could have worn a helmet. Maybe he could have fallen the other way. Maybe the car could have been going slower, or could have taken a different street that day, maybe left five minutes later.

Or maybe I could have checked the side mirror. Maybe I could have saved a life. A beautiful, wonderful life. A life that ended too soon.
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How are they going to remember me? It’s a question we might ponder at some point in our life, but not nearly often enough. Will they remember my good deeds? My compassion? My deepest thoughts and most vivid dreams?

Probably not. They’ll probably remember stories, anecdotes, moments in time. They’ll remember the wind blowing through your hair on a brisk fall day. They’ll talk about the way your smile brightened up a room, about how you lived life at its fullest. And then they sit alone in a room, surrounded by the lonely void, and they see reality. They see your face, they hear your voice, they think about the conversations. And they wonder if they ever really understood.

And that’s what we want. That’s what we want to be left behind. We want to be understood. We want clarity, finality. We want everything to suddenly make sense. But I’m not sure that it ever does. I’m not sure we ever are understood.

What got me thinking about this was a strange lady who showed up unannounced at my house the other day asking a bunch of questions about a friend of mine, Keith. What was he like? How good a friend was he? Did you really know him?

Do we really know anyone? That’s what I asked her. Dissatisfied, she kept on. So I told her the good things about him, the things she probably wanted to hear. Left out the stuff about him being a stubborn bastard, about how he cheated on Leone two or three times, and about all the drug use. (Who the hell am I to bust on anyone else about drug abuse?) She seemed to meditate when I told her all his good qualities, gave off one of those proud maternal looks, as if I was talking about her own son. Then she makes this grandiose confession about being responsible for Keith’s death. Apologizes, tells me she would give her own life to bring his back. And she didn’t even know the guy. I couldn’t help but wonder, if this lady really did know Keith, whether she’d be apologizing at all.

She started to go on her way, but stood in the doorway and asked one more question. Asked if there was anyone else she could talk to. Any more friends. Turns out she had already talked to most of them. I didn’t know of any more. We flipped through the pages of my address book and after she realized there was no one else, she made this funny face. It was like I’d told her that the world was gonna end tomorrow – Armageddon or some shit. Then she got pissed. She made me go through the damn addresses again, like she was accusing me of lying. At one point – I think we were in the P’s – she pulled out this obnoxious handkerchief and buried her face in it. Then she just pushed me aside and let herself out. Lord knows where she went next. I was just glad she was gone.

 Got me thinking, though. A lot. I couldn’t get the scene out of my head. She told me something about parking her car along the side of a busy street, opening her car door, and causing Keith’s bike to skid into the street. I could see it with perfect clarity. 

I went down to the police station, got myself a copy of the police report. It was brief, pretty terse language, from what I could tell, and the guy at the desk said a lawyer had been by a few days earlier to take a look at it. Turns out Keith was more popular than I remember. Anyway, there’s nothing about a woman in the report. Nothing about a car door opening into the path of traffic. Nobody knew shit about this woman, far as I could tell. Yet she goes around town, telling all of Keith’s family and friends that she was responsible? Crazy old bird. Truly crazy. I hope I  never get that crazy. I hope I never get old at all. Pray to god I never get that old.

I’m lying in bed that night, kids asleep and my wife curled up, facing the wall, and I can’t close my eyes without seeing the bike. Clear as the day is long, I see that bike go skidding onto the pavement, the brake handle snapping off like a breadstick and the chain popping free and slithering away like a snake. When the bike comes to a halt, the wheels keep spinning. Just keep spinning and spinning. I look around, but don’t see Keith anywhere. Just that damned bike, all mangled and busted up. I keep trying to find Keith, keep searching the street, under the car, next to the curb. Nothing. Can’t find the guy. Not even any blood, a stitch of clothing, a broken bike helmet. Nothing. It’s like he disappeared. I find myself wondering whether he ever existed at all. I turn around, look for the lady. She is gone too.

I feel a tap on my shoulder. I open my eyes, see my son’s joyous face. It’s time for breakfast, he says. How come you slept so late?

THE END
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