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The chair accepted his weary body, its cushions and pillows giving like a lover's length, its arms and back comforting and firm as a partner's embrace.

Karen's smiling face was a vivid picture spattering his vision. Fading sepia prints moving through his memory's landscape like flipped flashcards, a taunting reminder of what had been, a broken promise of immortality and youth.

Matt tried to forget, give himself over to sleep. But sleep wouldn't come, had been evading his grasp for the past week now, like a naked wet toddler just out of a bath. He leaned forward as abruptly as he had flopped down, forearms resting on his thighs, head lowered between his legs. He looked as if he had imbibed more than his limit and was ready to pay for his binge with a vomiting fit. The service revolver gripped in his right hand was a blaring incongruity.

An hour ago he had paced the floor like a manic-depressive overdue for his next dose of Librium. Alternately pressed the gun's barrel to his temple or easily slid its cold head into his mouth, nestled it, enclosed it with his lips, greeted the firm steel with his tongue, sampled its metallic taste and guarantee of relief. But not even a graphic spark of the child's body splayed on a dark stretch of highway had been enough to push his finger against the trigger with enough pressure to end the new nightmares.

Matt lifted his head, raised the gun and stared at the narrow opening, down the barrel, imagined the six bullets beyond all burrowed in their warm chambers just waiting for a chance to burst through an electric-blue tunnel of death. Finally, he put the gun down on a nearby coffee table, forked a shaky hand through his hair.

He looked at his living room, marveled at the feel of domesticity emanating throughout the small but well-outfitted apartment. A solid oak bookshelf in one corner well stocked with contemporary and classic, fiction and non-fiction, hardcover and paperback novels. He'd read them all, a wide spectrum of work reflecting the history of his reading tastes.

His CD collection too was a testament to his entertainment moods and preferences. Everything from fusion jazz to blues, rap to hip-hop, country and western to opera, pop rock to heavy metal.

His brethren at the precinct called him an oddball. Karen had told him to ignore the Neanderthals, had admired his eclectic tastes and adaptability.

"They don't know what they're missing," she'd told him.

Matt let his gaze drift over the room again. Creature comforts. The mundane. Order. All a façade of normalcy.

He sprung from the chair, purposefully strode to his kitchen wall phone and snatched the receiver out of its cradle. The sight of a red Pall Mall pack atop the kitchen counter froze him mid-dial. Right there, reaching distance, a breath of tension-easing tobacco and tar, a token promise of quick, easy succor at his fingertips.

Karen had mercilessly rode him about the nasty habit, a constant loving harangue that had eventually forced him to quit several months into their marriage. He had returned to the abhorrent addiction only a week ago.

Matt closed his eyes, waited for the urge to wane as he deserted the pack and started dialing again. He listened to the quiet purrs, knew he was overstepping his bounds, but was beyond reason, beyond caring. 

...Three...four...five... Not even an answering machine to intercept and cut short his torment. Now that he had made the decision, he needed immediate satisfaction, but it didn't look like he was going to find it today unless--

She picked up on the seventh ring. "Hello..." A voice wearier than he felt, filled with unshed tears.

"Sasha...I need to see you..." Matt listened to the ensuing heavy silence, wondered if she had hung up on him but there was no confirming dial tone. Just a long interlude of empty air before her toneless reply sliced through the earpiece. 

"All right." 

Better than he had anticipated. Worse than disconnection. 

They made arrangements to meet and when Matt finally hung up, he took a deep breath, relieved she hadn't asked him how he had gotten her number.

* * *

Matt sat across from her, immersed in a private cubby of grief, trapped at the almost empty diner. He tried not to stare, tried not to examine or search for lies and sincerity. She was a stranger. Yet, with her he shared so much. Tragedy linked them, had forced this meeting.

With my enemy, Matt thought right before leaning forward. "I realize this is—"

"I don't understand why you called me."

He gaped, didn't understand it himself, only driven by a desperate need to end the ordeal as suddenly as it had begun. 

Matt took a deep breath, pulled air into his deprived lungs. Stale and flat, little relief, but he felt like he had been holding his breath since he'd arrived fifteen minutes ago. 

The heatwave under which the city had been broiling for the last several days was more evident inside the air-conditionless greasy spoon than not and despite a tall standing fan going full-force in one corner of the floor. The ancient metal grates were coated in dust and lint blowing in the hot wind. 

Matt wanted to pull on his collar but was reluctant to show any more weakness than he already had. He averted his gaze briefly, glanced out the window on his right, searched for a distraction, some inspiration that could get him through this. He looked back at Sasha, as if his determination alone could erase her grief. 

Bored and bedraggled, a young waitress came over to take their orders. "What'll ya have?"


Sasha seemed starved for the diversion, a terrified hostage facing possible release. 

Matt dragged his eyes away from her relieved expression, annoyed with the interruption and her reaction to it. He glanced up at the teen and immediately noticed the girl's indifference—with life and with them.

How rich, he thought, that someone could afford to be indifferent. He wished he had the luxury.

The girl carelessly tapped a foot against the sticky linoleum floor, impatient as she blew and popped a bubble. 

Kid obviously had better things to do than wait on a couple of slowpoke adults to make up their minds about an order. How lucky for her.

Matt looked to Sasha and she mutely signaled that he could order for them both. He grudgingly complied.

"Two coffees. Black."

The word "finally" flashed across the girl's expression, a loud reflection as she took a pen from behind an ear.

Matt watched her peek at him and Sasha, saw the whites of her eyes before she lowered her lashes, poised her pen over her pad. When she heaved a harried sigh, dramatically rolled her eyes toward the grease-encrusted ceiling, he could well imagine her thoughts, wished he could tell her what his problem was. He would tell anyone at this point, if it meant he could get rid of the heaviness in his chest and gut. Do anything to exorcise his demons. 

Except talk to Sasha.

He watched her now lower her head, obscuring the big crystal tears shining on the surface of her Dondi-dark eyes. She opened the purse in her lap, searched for a tissue to stem the threat of waterworks. Matt helplessly stared, made no move to comfort or hand her a napkin from the holder on the table.

"Anything else?" the girl asked and Matt intolerantly shook his head. 

"Nothing," he bit out and watched as the teen shrugged before heading away. He wanted to trade places, wanted to be an insolent, carefree teen that had no time or inclination to worry about two traumatized adults in a coffee shop. He wanted to blow and pop a bubble with a nonchalant shrug. He wanted to leave.

"I had no right to call you," he began, voice a slash against the dense peace. "I needed to...I just had to see you, speak to someone who was close...who knew..." Matt groped, hated his impotence. The quality was not something he had ever owned and he didn't want to buy into it now.

The waitress shuffled over, popping bubbles as she saved him from further embarrassing himself. She set their meager order on the table with cloth napkins and silverware that seemed out of place and unnecessary then gave them an open, passerby-to-the-scene-of-an-accident look before shrugging, popping another bubble and strutting away.

"I did volunteer work on a suicide hotline when I was in college years ago," Sasha blurted, cleared her throat when Matt jerked up his eyes from his coffee cup to stare.

Does she know? How could she know?
Sasha took a deep breath, squared her shoulders as if readying herself for confrontation. "My first week," she muttered then cleared her throat again to give her voice weight. "I didn't take it too seriously, none of us kids did. We were all there for extra credit, to fulfill a psychology course requirement. Pretty much killing time."

Matt winced then almost laughed at the pun until he saw her serious look and knew it hadn't been intentional. 

"Things weren't so bad that first week. Couple of the kids got some calls. Sleeping pill ODs, aspirin ODs, kids threatening to slit their wrists. Even got some cranks ordering pizza, that type of stuff.

"I escaped unscathed that first week. The others said I was lucky. I didn’t' think so. I wanted to get my feet wet. You know, feel what it was like to talk someone down." 

Matt listened to her monologue, clear and strong, marveled at her growing resolve.

"Second week, I got one call. A girl, incest victim, said she couldn't take it anymore. She was eleven, said she had taken some pills from her mother's medicine cabinet, had no idea what they were." Sasha stopped at this, peered at Matt for a long moment as if she were trying to pierce his expressionless look before she finally gave up. "I had to keep her on the line, try to get an address for EMS. I managed to keep her talking for a half-an-hour before I finally got a building number and street.

"They got her to the hospital in time, thank God. Pumped her stomach and everything and I went to visit her, see how she was. Took her a teddy bear and a card."

Matt sat immobile, couldn't imagine such altruism, wondered if he had been in the job too long that his empathy and idealism had met such sudden violent ends.

"I felt important," Sasha continued. "I had contributed, earned my keep as a card-carrying member of the human race. I had accomplished something...something major..." She paused here as if waiting for input. When Matt didn't say anything, she continued. "You can't know how big and pure and alive I felt. Almost as if...almost as if..." Sasha stopped again, fixed him with a heated look.

Matt didn't realize he was still leaning forward in his seat until she touched him with that stare--of hate, of accusation. He sat back, thought she could hear his heart slamming his ribs from where she was sitting. He watched her struggle; waited, felt like he should do something to pull her through. But he was glued to his seat, just barely able to smother his disgust, envy a tight hard ball spiraling down from his chest to land in his gut with a heavy thud. He longed for the luxury she was denying herself, needed to release and he resented her capacity to emote. Why should she have all the freedom of choice? To cry or not to cry. He couldn't afford any such extravagance.

"Over the next couple of weeks I got scattered calls. People desperate. People angry and sad. People lonely who just wanted to talk. Things got to be pretty routine. Even wrist-slitters and ODs were no big deal. We adjusted, got used to it. The calls...the calls inured us.

"One day, real slow night, I got a call. I'd been on the job two months, felt I could handle just about anything. Walter changed this. He got on the line, said he had a .357 and was going to shoot himself."

Matt flinched, frowned at her, waited for the rest.

Sasha continued, unmindful of his distress. "This was a first for me. Most of the calls I got were teens. They'd lost friends to suicide or were just upset with life—school, parents—these types of hassles. They'd taken pills—aspirin, Tylenol, anything they could get their hands on. Mostly, they'd all been crying for attention. None of them had ever sounded like Walter: serious and so ready to die.

"Initially, I thought he was joking. Despite his seriousness, I didn't want to believe that he had a gun, that he'd actually use it.

"I went on automatic pilot, frisked my memory, ran through my mental Rolodex of diplomatic terms, calming phrases, dissuasive logic. Walter said he was ready and just wanted to tell the world to kiss his ass before he went."

Matt watched her; mesmerized by the frightening images Sasha conjured up with her narrative.

Walter's hopelessness. Walter's gun. Walter's surrender. The view of a man on the edge. A reflection of himself.

Cold fingers of self-hatred and revulsion crept along his skin, challenged him to deny. He couldn't let Sasha go on with her story, couldn't sit there and let her continue if he wanted to maintain his hold on sanity. And he did, didn't he? That was why he had asked her here today.

"I couldn't stop him. I tried. I...did everything I could. I...I..." Sasha lowered her head and sat back in her chair. She reached for her coffee with a shaky hand, grasped the handle like a branch on the bank of a raging river. She raised the cup to her lips, swallowed the lukewarm coffee and winced at the bitterness, seemed comforted by the distraction, glad for something to do with her hands. "He shot himself," she said, replaced her cup to its saucer. "I had the receiver to my ear and listened to the kid pull the trigger. I heard the click then...then...this deafening bang." She sat still for a very long moment, finally put her hands in her lap like a penitent confessor.

Matt leaned forward again, didn't recognize the ragged moan that escaped his lips as belonging to him. He wiped a hand across his face, raked his fingers through his hair as if trying to rid himself of all thought and feeling and memory. "God," he rasped, closed his eyes. "Why did...why did you...?" He shook his head, opened his eyes and took in Sasha's face. She looked, strangely, at peace. "Why did you tell me?"

Sasha shrugged, leaned forward, reaching a hand across the table to grasp Matt's clammy fingers. She squeezed, tried to emit some message that Matt was reluctant to decipher. He wasn't sure if she wanted to garner his strength or give him some of hers.

"I didn't want to meet with you today, Matt."

The term of familiarity injected intimacy that he didn't want to feel, was a harsh reminder of his own vulnerability. He forced himself to hold her look and not take his hand out of her grip.

"When I heard your voice on the other end of the phone, it was all I could do not to scream. I wanted to slam the receiver down. For God's sake, Matt, I was right in the middle of finalizing funeral arrangements!" She sucked in some air, hissed it out through her teeth and squeezed her eyes shut. She did not cry. Was all cried out. "I didn't want to come but I had to. I wouldn't have been able to go on...I wouldn't..."

Matt had unexpected flickers of his Karen at the park on a picnic with him, at church with his parents for Christmas mass, at the beach watching fireworks on the Fourth. Mischievous smiles, wicked giggles, warm laughs. Suggestions of passion and play.

"I had to come for Danny," Sasha said.

Matt held her hand so tight he thought he might hurt her. She didn't wince or bat an eye. He gentled his grip, but did not release. Held on to her, held on to his grief--owned them.

"It was an accident. I realize that but the knowledge hasn't made it easy for me to deal with all that's happened."

"I'm sorry, Sasha...so sorry..."

She pulled free her hand, cradled the cup in her hand before taking a healthy sip. She gave Matt a rueful smile, slid her seat back to stand.

He gawked, admired her poise, and wanted to take a piece of her magnanimity to help him fight off the nightmares.

Sasha put a hand on his shoulder, squeezed it then pat him on the back as if commending him for a good deed.

Matt felt sick at her selfless ministrations, closed his eyes against the rising nausea, tried to shut out the image of the child's body but the picture only came at him more insistently the harder he tried to block it out. The body. Broken. Bloody. Lifeless. He imagined the sound of his tires squealing against the blacktop, felt the car swerve beneath him as he jerked the wheel hard left and pumped on the brakes to avoid hitting the darting German shepherd. 

The child suddenly appeared in front of his bumper, a hapless specter. Matt had no warning, no time to avoid impact. The boy's body flew, loudly forcefully landed on the hood of Matt's car, crashed against the windshield before finally coming to rest at the side of the road. Still.

Matt wondered if he could have handled it better had the boy been a gun-wielding suspect threatening his life. Would he have felt justified? Like less of a thief than he felt now?

Matt convulsively swallowed over the knot in his throat, opened his eyes to glance up at the woman standing over him. He wanted to tell her about Karen, explain that he understood, but knew nothing he could say would make her feel her loss any less than he had felt his. He'd taken her eleven-year-old son. Nothing he could say.

The tears came now, hot and quick. Finally. At last. 

He hadn't been able to shed one when a DWI driver had taken Karen away from him a year ago, his need to emotionalize extinguished beneath the tires of a drunk's skidding car.

"Good-bye Matt," Sasha murmured.

He felt like a murderer, unworthy of amnesty or compassion yet deeply wanting them. He needed to hear the words.

He should have been glad to see the woman go but he wasn't. Her presence, seeing her across the table, had given him a certain measure of solace. Seeing her alive and functioning had fulfilled his need to know that life went on. She had helped him cope.

Now she had left him to deal with it on his own.

In the end, he realized, this was what it all came down to anyway.
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