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      Clifford was sufficiently aware to know he was lying on his back. He felt woozy. Although there was light all around him, he couldn’t see anything. He didn’t know whether his eyes were open or closed. His visual field was pinkish-orange, with bright yellow at the center. No shapes or images. Just a happy glow.

      He could feel a cold compress on the back of his neck. He was grateful for the sensation, but it was making him feel chilly all over.

      He felt them lift him onto a stretcher. They must have covered him with a blanket because he felt warmer.

      He guessed they were carrying him into an ambulance. It would be effortless to die now, to just slip away. But he was pretty sure he wasn’t going to die. Not now. He was in good hands, capable hands. They would take care of him, whatever needed to be done. Perhaps this feeling of confidence was from something they’d injected into him? If so, it was good stuff.

      “I’ve got Brady,” he heard a man with a commanding voice say.

      “Bee pee ninety-two over fifty-four,” a woman said, as if in response.

      Moments later, the guy repeated, “I’ve got Brady.”

      If Brady is on the phone, why don’t they take the call?

      Clifford couldn’t remember anyone named Brady in their group at the restaurant. Last he knew, he was getting up from the table at his friend Gabe’s eightieth birthday party. He’d had too much to drink and a lot to eat. He was a sucker for Italian food, and, the icing on the cake, Bea had insisted on paying for everyone, and not just the cake. Eleanor wasn’t there. She was already off on one of her juggernauts.

      “I’ve got Brady,” the paramedic said again.

      Had he taken this fellow Brady down in his fall? Clutched at the waiter and upended his tray? Maybe poor Brady was injured, with a broken arm or something, and required more urgent attention.

      Okay, okay. By all means, take care of Brady! But who’s got me?
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        * * *

      

      “Mr. Klovis, can you hear me?”

      Clifford opened his eyes. He was flat on his back in a bed with side rails. An IV bag was connected to his left forearm through a plastic tube, and an oxygen mask covered his nose and mouth. The oxygen was delicious.

      He was wearing a hospital gown, the kind that fastened in the back. He could feel the cool clamminess of the bedsheets against his backside. He hoped no one would ask him to stand up. At his age, there were divots of cellulite on his ass.

      He couldn’t read the information on his wristband. Stenciled on his sheets was “Rush UMC” and the medical caduceus symbol. He felt privileged, as though his case were sufficiently urgent to deserve priority treatment, the acronym perhaps meaning Urgent Medical Condition, when he realized the linen service had simply used a proprietary identifying logo for Rush University Medical Center, a Chicago institution he knew quite well, but till now, only from the outside.

      Towering over Clifford with his hairy hands on the bedrail on the right side was a burly man in mint-colored surgical scrubs. The obligatory stethoscope hung from his neck like a decoration of honor.

      “I am Dr. Garabedian. Mr. Klovis, you’ve had a hemorrhagic episode in the left frontal lobe of your brain. A significant stroke. How do you feel? Are you feeling dizzy?”

      Clifford didn’t answer.

      “If you can understand me,” the doctor said, “blink twice.”

      Clifford just stared at him.

      “I see,” he said. “You fainted at the restaurant. When the paramedics arrived, you had symptoms of bradycardia, that’s abnormally low heart rate, and low blood pressure. You’re in the hospital now, and we’ve stabilized you with medication. Your faculties may improve over time. For now, on the chance you can hear me, you should know that your friends gave us contact information for next of kin. We understand your wife is traveling. We’ll get word to her. We’ve notified your son Jeremy, who will be flying in from Los Angeles to make decisions about your care — if by that time you can’t express yourself. Your Medicare card was in your wallet, so Uncle Sam has your back. Any questions?”

      Clifford saw no need to respond. He wondered how long his generous uncle would stand behind him.

      The doctor walked away and was met by a colleague, presumably a nurse, a few paces away from the foot of the bed.

      They spoke in low tones. Clifford thought he heard “cognitive workup” and “assisted living.”

      On the wall, Clifford noticed a poster with the headline “Let Us Know About Your Pain.” There was a bubble chart with a scale from one to ten, designating each increased gradation of discomfort with a more anguished emoticon. Clifford thought this considerate but odd.

      There is no negative scale! Zero pain must be the ideal. Where is the index for joy? If they shoot you up with morphine, how happy can you get? Maybe there’s a law against surpassing minus ten?

      As a marketing pro, he was well versed in the one-to-ten scale of the Net Promoter’s Score: “How likely would you be to refer us to a friend?” As an insider, he knew the dirty secret behind these scores. The score tends to go up the more often you ask the question. So, the value of a corporate brand is more likely to increase if you continue to spend more on asking marketing questions than actually improving the quality of your product or your customer service. Where this hospital was concerned, the practice would be doubly problematic. Many of the people who have “unsuccessful” outcomes and would therefore be less likely to recommend, won’t be able to vote. They’re dead!

      He was feeling drowsy when the often-retouched face of Gabe’s wife Bea appeared beside his IV bag. She clutched the left rail. Maybe that’s what those railings were for — to steady the visitors lest they be thrown by high seas or emotional turmoil.

      She could barely get the words out.

      Maybe they should give her a cognitive workup.

      “Clifford, darling. You gave us all such a scare.” She was sobbing. “Everything’s going to be fine now.”

      The choppy sea must have been too much for her. She let go of the railing and hurried away.

      Darling?

      Too late, Clifford realized he should have said something to her. With that darling, maybe the two of them had a history, and he couldn’t remember any of it, just now.

      He told himself he could speak if he wanted to. But he saw no need.
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      After the episode, Clifford Klovis experienced brief moments of stark clarity. He had a collection of puzzle pieces, each of them in sharp focus, with vibrant colors and shapes. Those elements should, in combination with others, become complex forms and scenes, around which he might be able to impart some meaning. He was still, at some level, in possession of his faculties. More like beads than puzzle pieces, these snippets were the glittering jewels of his past. It was just, at this moment, he was having difficulty stringing them together. Did this come before that? The answers made a difference.

      The Insiders have not spoken to me since I was hospitalized. The gap in communication affords some relief. Their intentions always seem beneficent and their manner of expression gentle, but the news they give me is distressing. Why should I even pay attention to them? Facing the truth can be uncomfortable, at best. Maybe they bring wisdom, but at what price? This situation feels like a punishment. Perhaps they will tell me what I did to deserve this, how to earn my way out. Am I supposed to wait for a message?

      Meanwhile, Clifford would commit himself to his personal struggle for survival — with as much clarity as he could achieve. After all, with what else did he have to occupy his days? There was sunlight on his face in the mornings. There were three meals served by the clock, the keen anticipation of which came fully an hour before the appointed time. The ingredients were indifferent. The soup, no doubt, came from a can. The meat had been boiled to grayish-ness, the vegetables cooked to mush. There was always coffee, as if anyone would care for instant crystals dissolved in lukewarm water with cornstarch cream-substitute and, if he was lucky, a packet or two of real sugar instead of some nameless sweetener. But, even then, the taste of food was spectacular, a feast to be perpetually craved. It was definitely something to live for. He had dim memories of wine, but such delights were in a paradise perhaps not to be revisited. That other, invisible people labored mightily over steaming kettles to deliver the riches of the here and now to him, with no special instructions from him, made him profoundly thankful. He must try to get their names someday and send them — what? — an enormous basket of fresh fruit? Cash tips would be the thing, especially during the holidays, but how would he get it? He had no idea where his money was. But he was confident of its existence. Something or someone was paying for all this professional, institutional treatment.

      They don’t bother with people who can’t pay. Not these days.

      He was wearing a wristband on his left forearm. It showed his name, followed by “Willoway Manor,” a number, and three two-letter alphabetic codes. He figured that was the name of this place, which would be neither a hospital nor a luxury hotel, and the number was the personal identifier of himself and his clinical file. The two-letter alpha codes must be medic-alert flags for conditions such as diabetes, high blood pressure, or drug allergies. He had no idea what his could mean. He just hoped none of those cryptographic messages meant “arrogant prick,” “charity case,” or “clueless idiot.”

      As with Rush Hospital, Willoway Manor was a place he knew about but had never been inside. He’d only seen it as a name on an architectural sign on a high security wall along Busse Highway in Elk Grove Village, out in the northwest suburbs of Chicago. Rush was closer to downtown. It must have been the nearest emergency room to the restaurant where they’d had Gabe’s party. He didn’t know much about Elk Grove Village, which was miles away from his home in Evanston. The town did have a literal elk grove, a public park where a few of those wild, horned animals still grazed. The park was a bubble of nature in the midst of the sprawling metropolis.

      He still thought of himself as an Angelino, which he’d been ever since he and Tessa had moved the family from Cleveland decades ago. But in the last year, he and Eleanor had moved back to the Midwest to supervise her mother Lillian’s hospice care. Clifford detested the weather — his blood had thinned in the perpetual Mediterranean climate of Southern California — but he didn’t miss driving on the freeway, and he enjoyed taking the CTA “L” train whenever he felt like going into the city.

      That’s where else I’ve seen Willoway — on a brochure in a file folder Eleanor had. It was one of the places we’d considered for her mother — before her health went downhill fast. Eleanor must have told Jeremy about it. Yeah, it’s not a hospital. But it’s not exactly a resort, either. Lillian’s insurance wouldn’t have covered it. I doubt if Uncle Sam will be so generous. Did they do the math on my prognosis? Expected lifespan days ahead times reasonable and necessary daily maintenance fee is greater than, equal to, or less than maximum benefit cap?
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        * * *

      

      Myra walked in. She was a vision.

      I’m guessing her heritage is East Indian, perhaps Pakistani. I really can’t tell the difference. Her skin is the color of mocha, and I swear she smells of lavender. Her uniform is immaculate and brilliantly white. She is tall and plus-sized, but well proportioned — my Wonder Woman.

      An angel, my angel.

      Her touch was a delight. As she bent over him, her breath was tinged with mint, which might have been merely the flavor of her toothpaste. Humans can be marvelous creatures, especially to other humans. He remembered sex could be more, far more, than simple copulation.

      If he chose to speak to anyone, it would be to her. But he hadn’t uttered more than a grunt since his admission. They’d given him all kinds of tests — including direct questions, pinpricks, and nefarious electronic scans — but he hadn’t given them the satisfaction of answers. Physical observation, as well as the scans, let them know his reflexes were working. A technician could ask him a question, and a region of his brain would light up. But there was no way for them to assess the degree of his understanding. When asked to blink an eye or twitch a finger, which he could easily do at other times, he hadn’t signaled his perception of any of their commands. Eventually, they concluded he couldn’t.

      It’s not that I can’t. I won’t.

      He wanted them to think he couldn’t communicate. Doing so gave him a new sense of power, of control, in a place where, in all other respects, he was entirely under the control of others.

      For example, even though he preferred strong, black tea to coffee, he refused to fill out the slip with his food choices for the day. He needed to make them think they were in control. Therein lay his freedom.

      They know I’m not helpless. I can pull on my sweatpants in the morning. I can get up and find my way to the toilet. I can lift the fork to my mouth. I can stir the sugar into my coffee. They see me do these things, but if they ask me a question, if they poke or prod me, I don’t — I won’t — give them the satisfaction. For all those years, I avoided the sugar. First it was aspartame, then Eleanor got me onto stevia. But what am I trying to prevent now? Unsightly weight gain? A bad case of the sugar blues? What’s good for me is whatever lights up my brain. So give me the caffeine and the refined carbs! They have all kinds of good drugs here, even morphine for people at death’s door. But there could be a problem with my program of noncooperation — how will they know if I’m in pain? I guess at that point I should give it up, fill my lungs with air, and just scream.

      In refusing to cooperate, Clifford had thus spared himself the burden and the stress of making decisions like food choices. In his opinion, this achievement was a milestone, a further step toward clarity. In the temperature-controlled, perpetually sanitized room of this efficient institution, he’d locked himself inside his own mind, where he was content to stay for however long he had left.

      Yes, when necessary, he could get up, walk to the toilet, slip off his sweatpants, sit down, and do his business. (Standing up required better aim than he could manage.) No reason to signal those needs. They’d made the task harder for him by setting out diapers with his clothes. He was tempted to leave them off, but he knew it would invite confrontation. His noncooperation did not go thus far. They were just waiting for him to mess himself, and the thought distressed him. He could say, “I don’t need those,” but by breaking his silence, he’d be inviting all kinds of other discomforts.

      Myra’s touch today sent ripples of pleasure through his nervous system, and he dozed off. When he roused a few moments (hours?) later, she had left. Although she often talked to him despite his cluelessness, she hadn’t said a word during this visit. What had she done? Had she dressed his private parts? Scrubbed the stink off his languid body? He admired her for doing what she’d come to do, whatever that was. Like those busy people in the kitchen, she did her job and took satisfaction in its usefulness, despite its inherent imperfection, its mundane lack of transcendent artistry. The cooks were not chefs, and she was no etheric angel, despite his wish to see her so. As one of his old mentors used to say, there is no need in this life for perfection, nor are there sufficient resources or time to achieve it. How much more so when Clifford suspected he might not have much time left.

      He fell back to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      His dreams were vivid and colorful. He was in a cafeteria. The steam tables were fully stocked with food. Except they were closing, and he wasn’t permitted to have any.

      I dream about food because they don’t feed me enough or the right things or the things I want.

      He was in the airport, having urged the cabbie to arrive in haste. He was bound for New York. There was a flight in five minutes, but he had to exchange his ticket. He raced from here to there and couldn’t find the right counter.

      New York, the place where reputations are made, where the rulers of the planet live. I fear I will never get there, and I probably won’t.

      He was back in Cleveland. He boarded the bus for downtown, not sure of the route but confident it would drop him close enough to work so he could walk the rest of the way. But the driver took off in the wrong direction and would not stop. Eventually, Clifford had to disembark at the end of the line and had no idea where he was.

      Cleveland, a town where I went to work and made money. It’s a world I can’t begin to navigate now.

      He was six and invited to a friend’s birthday party. They played games, and he won every prize. It had not occurred to him to share, since he’d never won anything before. They must have chosen games that favored wits over luck. The boy’s mother stared at him coldly as he took up his winnings to leave. He was not invited back.

      I always tried to think of myself as a generous person. I tried to stay sensitive to what people around me were feeling, and, if they were upset, whether I’d done anything to cause it. But as I think about my current situation and as I anticipate how much more debilitated I may become, how much more I might need to depend on these people and their ministrations, I begin to think like a survivor. I get in touch with that part of my brain, which I know still works as it was designed, the semiconscious computer that obsesses only about my body’s needs, from one breath to the next.

      The house was a fixer, but it was perched on a sylvan hill in a sunlit glade that looked like the near side of paradise. He would mend the roof and staunch the water leakage. It would be a palace, but by that time, he would be forced to sell.

      I’ve owned three houses, two of them fixers requiring major renovations and tender loving care. What do I have now for my investment and effort? An extremely expensive rented room.

      He entered the familiar office space, which had been redecorated since he’d been there last, several years ago. It was on the eleventh floor of a gray building downtown. It was the same company he’d known, with the same faces. He’d been gone for all those years, but there was his desk in the same corner, and no one seemed to know he’d been gone. He knew he’d been cheating because he’d been collecting regular paychecks all during his absence. Should he tell them, or just sit down and pretend to work as if he’d never left?

      If I were to somehow recover miraculously, I wouldn’t know what to do, wouldn’t even know where to begin. There isn’t a way back to where I came from.

      He boarded the Metro in Paris, not far from his old digs. He took it to the north end of town, where there were narrow streets with bistros and nightclubs and sumptuous marvels everywhere you looked. He walked into a movie theater that ran only classic films. He climbed up to the dusty mezzanine, and there on the screen was a message just for him.

      He wished he could remember what it said.

      Am I waiting for God to give me a message? Perhaps the Insiders have an urgent message for me. Is there anywhere for me to go from here? If so, is it even on this planet?
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        * * *

      

      He woke to the smell of fresh flowers. Jasmine? Magnolias? Who had bothered to send them? What a blessing, and such a shame that he could not guess the name of the sender.

      He had a visitor. Her name was Charlayne. He remembered they’d called her Cherry and made jokes about wanting to enjoy her as some after-dinner drink.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t resent what you did to me,” she said, almost too softly to be heard.

      “What did I do to you?” was the obvious question, and he thought he’d said it out loud. He realized he’d just broken his first rule by responding. But then, he wasn’t quite clear about the reality of her visitation. Was there a real woman — his old almost-girlfriend from way back — sitting there? No, she appeared to be in her mid-thirties, the same age she’d been when he’d known her almost fifty years ago. He relaxed when he decided not only was she a phantasm, but also his responses were only in his head. His vow of silence was unbroken.

      Nevertheless, he was thrilled to have a visitor, doubly pleased because he could at last have an intelligent conversation with someone he recognized. It was all so unreal, and yet this apparition was a realistic fulfillment of his fondest wishes. Part of his remembering was, after all, to rewrite history, perhaps to remember it in terms more favorable to his opinion of himself.

      “It was the Christmas season. In Cleveland,” she said. “They drink like fish there, as you know. We did.”

      “I know,” he replied, remembering. “We used to take customers to the strip bars on Lorain Avenue.”

      “That’s where we were,” she said, “at one of those supper clubs. You and me and our boss Ron and his pal Zig. And we’d all had a lot to drink. We hadn’t even begun to think about dinner. So, three, four drinks in, Ron ordered Perfect Manhattans — a jigger of sweet vermouth, a jigger of dry, and a jigger of whiskey. He wanted them with a twist. Zig drank the same but with two anchovy olives. Sweet and sour. When Ron ordered, he called for a ‘Perfect Man.’ The wait staff in the place always knew what he meant, and he tipped them extra for knowing what he wanted and agreeing with a smile. That man had an ego the size of a Mack truck.”

      “Okay,” Cliff said. “We must’ve had a good time.”

      “Oh, we did,” she said. “Way too good.”

      “I don’t understand. Did you enjoy yourself or not? Why are we having this conversation?”

      Or, are we having a conversation at all? Is it against the rules for you to tell me?

      “I was wearing pants with an elastic band and an angora sweater. Tight, so it emphasized my boobs. I knew I looked hot. That was the idea. As I say, it was Christmas, and everybody was in a party mood.”

      “As I remember,” he said, “you did look hot. I wanted you. Yes, I admit, there was lust in my heart.”

      “So, we get a few drinks in, you were feeling no pain, and in front of those guys, you shoved your hand down the back of my pants.”

      “Wow,” he said. “That took some nerve.”

      “You had no idea at the time. I bet you didn’t even think they’d know. Stupid, yes. That’s how drunk you were — we were. Ron and Zig, they were all eyes. But me, I have to tell you, I was thrilled. I’d been waiting for you to pay attention to me for months. You were so tight-assed, so worried about appearances, it took the alcohol to help you do what you — and I — had wanted you to do all along. Just without the company. Yeah, you could say it was crude. I was too smashed to be embarrassed. Like I say, I’d been waiting for you to do something for a long time.”

      “It sounds gross. Disgusting, even,” he said.

      “Like I say, it’s what we’d both wanted. It just wasn’t exactly what you’d call correct under the circumstances. I’d kept waiting for you to make the first move, and here you go and do it in that bar in front of those guys. Might as well be in Macy’s window with the whole world watching! That was the stupid part. But we were both really getting high off being stupid at the time.”

      “And are you saying it was all okay?” he asked.

      “I thought so. After dinner, I drove you in your car back to the parking lot at the office. I’d had less than you, but not a whole lot less. When we parked, we made out and you groped me for half an hour. Long enough, I hoped, for you to sober up. And I told you, nobody kissed me like that before. And I was serious. It’s the kind of moment you wish would last forever, but it never does. And it should never have happened, and the next day it seemed so stupid.”

      “Are you trying to flatter me? It doesn’t sound like I should have been proud of myself.”

      “Sure, but at the time I thought I loved you. I mean, as much as anybody can when they don’t really know each other. Love is a relative kind of thing. It was a time in my life when having hots for longer than a day or two meant the same thing. Who was serious? But what chance for me was there? You were married and my guy had left me and I had a kid at home. You’d be a lunatic to take me on, even if your wife got hit by a truck, which, believe me, I prayed for more than once.”

      “But then, word got around.”

      “It did,” she said. “I swear, not because of me.”

      “I’m listening,” he said. “But, remember, I’m memory impaired. I get to deny. It’s my show.”

      “I didn’t snitch, but apparently Zig told his pal Mike, and Mike told anyone who would listen. ‘You were all over her like some octopus!’ Zig said, as if it was some kind of nature show. And somehow it got back to the office. And there was our senior manager, Millicent. Ugh. She’d just come off a divorce. For her, all men were poison. She claimed to take my side. If it was nowadays, she’d push me into filing a lawsuit. But all we could manage then was a prank payback.”

      “Payback? How could you buy into that?”

      “How could I not?” she asked. “Once it had all come out, was I supposed to admit to the girls I wanted you to shove your hand down my pants?”

      “I remember another office party. You were seated beside me. You kept trying to put your hand on my knee, then on my thigh. But you were embarrassed. You didn’t want to do it, but it seemed like they encouraged you. The women at the table, and especially Millie, were egging you on. You seemed really reluctant, but you went ahead. Me, I was clueless, but you did it anyway. Somehow, I remembered it was before the hands-down-your-pants episode.”

      “No,” she said. “It was right after. They made me do it. Payback, they said.”

      “Makes perfect sense,” he said. “But that’s not how I remember it.”

      As I remember it, I always thought she’d groped me first. Funny how confusing the order of incidents jumbles the notion of cause-and-effect. And my real or imagined guilt.

      What I’d done, from the perspective of today’s morality, wasn’t just rude, it was probably a crime. From a legal standpoint, it might not matter whether I had her agreement or cooperation. If instead I’d shot her, it would be no defense that she’d asked for it.

      I always thought Ron was a class-A jerk. He was the head of our division and my immediate supervisor. I didn’t think he had earned or deserved the position, but I didn’t have the guts to push him out of it. (I didn’t know how. Maybe I wasn’t capable of thinking on his level of betrayal or dirty tricks.) We’d go to lunch together almost every day — just the two of us, he gave me no option. We’d have drinks before and after, run up quite a tab, and I’d pay. He would tell me which customer’s name to put on my expense report. There’s another crime, even though it was a common executive perk in those days.

      We first met Cherry at one of those restaurants. She was the hostess. Ron always memorized the names of wait staff and would soon talk himself into a regular table and whatever special treatment they could send his way. Cherry was pretty, poised, and personable. And since marketing was our game, Ron was a perpetual talent scout for “sales assistants.”

      So, when we needed to add a warm body for an assistant job, he hired her. Hostess for customer meetings? Pretty talking head for trade shows? But the morning she reported for work, she looked careworn and downright disheveled, as if she’d slept in her car. Ron pulled me aside and said, “Don’t tell anybody we knew her — before.” From her look and his evasiveness, I assumed he’d taken full advantage of her the previous night as a condition of employment. But from then on, in the three years I was with the firm, neither of them gave me the slightest hint they ever had a thing going. Not suspecting an affair between those two made me resent him even more, as though he was cold enough to exact a price but not look back. So I asked her —

      “Since we’re being so honest — and maybe since this is all in my mind anyway — can I ask you a difficult question?”

      “I’m all yours. Hey, better late than never.”

      “Okay, to get the job, did Ron make you put out for him?”

      “He was the type, for sure. I could tell the day I met you guys, he was the hustler and you were his straight-arrow wingman. And I think, after he glanced at my lame resume, he’d intended to do me and do me good.”

      “You say it as if he didn’t.”

      “After I’d been working for you guys a while, I heard stories. His thing was to pick up women in bars, not pros but underpaid ladder-climbing career girls, and end up getting a blowjob in the back seat of his Town Car. He was married, as you know, and Catholic. Somewhere he thought he’d read the fine print that oral sex isn’t cheating.”

      “Whoa. He had his own ways of bending the rules, for sure.”

      “The night before I started work, he asked me to meet him for drinks. I was on my guard, but I didn’t want to say no. I thought I could finesse it. Worst case, if he forced himself on me, I’d wriggle out of it and there’d be no new job. (I hadn’t actually given notice to the restaurant, but he didn’t know.) So we both had a couple of cocktails. I was feeling no pain, but I was far from drunk. One of the things you probably knew about him, he was a good talker. And an even better listener. I don’t know, did he take courses in salesmanship or was he born a con man? He asked a lot of questions, and I started telling him the story of my life: A boyfriend who was totally hot but beat me when I was way too young and totally dumb, a husband who gave me a kid and then disappeared, a shoplifting conviction that didn’t exactly put me on top of the pile as a job seeker — the whole disaster.”

      “Did he tell you anything about himself?”

      “Not much. Not much at all. The guy should have gone into psychotherapy — you know, as a shrink who never lets you know what he’s thinking.”

      “What happened? You were in no shape when you showed up the next morning.”

      “He took me home. To my home. I’d sent Robby to a friend’s for a sleepover. Don’t ask me why, maybe I was just suckered by Ron’s sympathy ploy, but I invited him in.” Then she added, “And, okay, maybe I’m thinking the guy isn’t so bad. Luxury car, nice clothes. He’s got money. So even if he doesn’t leave his wife — I was smart enough to know that almost never happens — maybe he sets me up in a new apartment? Maybe he lays enough bonus money on me so I can send Robby to a better school? I wasn’t going to get either of those things pushing fancy drinks and extra desserts at the restaurant.”

      “And he did have his way with you?”

      “Nope. We curled up, and I literally cried on his shoulder. He took off his jacket and tie, and those were the only clothes on the floor when he picked them up to go home before the sun was up. As he left, he swore my secrets were safe with him, he’d be a good boss, and anytime I needed an ear I should go to his office and close the door. All we’d done was some serious cuddling, and he never laid a hand on me after that night.”

      “So you figured he was a good guy at heart? You still think so today?”

      “I think he was a slick, silver-tongued devil who knew how to make a deal. And also how to keep his word.”

      “And what about me?”

      “Like I said, straight-arrow wingman. Was Ron square with you?”

      “Come to think of it, he was.”

      Clifford didn’t see Cherry go. The window of his room looked out on the parking lot, and he couldn’t help glancing out to follow a shiny, new Jaguar as it pulled into a space.

      I always wanted one of those.

      When he looked back at the guest chair, she was gone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Perhaps visitations from old girlfriends were part of a subconscious plan to achieve clarity. Life review. Shove your nose in what you did. Had Cherry really been here with him, staring at his reclining figure as the crotch slit in his pajamas gaped open? She was remarkably calm about it all. Perhaps it was just his version of Cherry, the Cherry he’d hoped for. He’d been visited by the Cherry he remembered, an eternally vibrant and voluptuous being, not the husk he supposed she’d become, not a senile throwaway like him. Her visit made him think of himself now as he’d been back then.

      Do the people in heaven (or hell) look like they did the day they died? Surely God’s favored ones are just as lucky as movie stars — whose images taken at their prime survive the generations.

      If someone checked in with Cherry today, would she even remember Clifford?

      Unless a child was at issue, what was the point? And where did he get off thinking about children all of a sudden? All they’d shared was sweat and saliva.

      He was sure there was no question of a child. Had they been lovers, it would be a lot to forget. You’d think it would be indelible.
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