The problem with renting a house with your girlfriend is that one day she just might come home and shoot you and no one will know about it.  Oh, the neighbors may hear the gunshot, but the people around here won’t get involved.  Maggie knew it, too.  So when she met some ass at the gym, I guess she felt this was an easy solution to her problem instead of just breaking up.

She and the ass bring me to the basement and toss me on the couch not caring if I bleed on the fabric.  I know I should be dead, gone, tunnel with white light, relatives, friends and all that, but I’m not and I’m concerned.  As I lay staring at the ceiling—I can’t move a muscle; maybe I’m not dead but paralyzed—a shadow falls over me.  It’s not Mags or the asshole.  It’s Death.

Ready, Jeff?  It’s time to go.  Death has a filthy skeletal face with beady red eyes.  Not a pleasant guy to look at.

I want to set things right.
Death looks over his shoulder at Mags and the ass.  Then he leans over me and nods.  I swear he grins.  As soon as things are ‘set right’ I’ll be back and we’re going, no questions, no more time.
Deal.
And like that he’s gone except I forget to ask him how to make my dead body move.  Crap.  So now I’m stuck here staring at the ceiling listening to the bitch and her new boyfriend.

“What are we going to do with him?” Mags asks.

“I don’t know.  Let’s leave him here until we think of something,” the asshole says.

“Well, whatever we do, I don’t want to get caught.”

“Don’t you worry.”  The ass heads back upstairs with Mags trailing after him like a lost puppy.

She doesn’t want to get caught?  I’d laugh if I were still alive.  Dahmer got caught, Manson got caught.  They all get caught in the end.  Well, except for Jack the Ripper.  I know Mags and she ain’t no reincarnation of Jack the Ripper.  She’s a little bitch who doesn’t know a good thing when she’s sucking on it.

All right.  That was nasty, but Maggie wasn’t a bitch eight years ago when we first met and she wasn’t a bitch up until the moment she said, “Hey Jeff?” and pulled the trigger.  Boy, that hurt like a mother.  

No, Maggie was sweet, kind, beautiful, loving, and considerate; all the things we pretend to be when we first meet someone we’re attracted to.  Then slowly, over the course of time, we revert to the people we were the day before we met the love of our lives.  I did.  Maggie did.  It’s a game.  Who expected eight years later, she’d shoot me to go screw someone else?  She could’ve just moved out.

This had to be the ass’s idea.  Maggie wouldn’t have thought it up by herself; that’s not her style.  She would’ve moved out, told me she found “a better time” and it’s been fun, so long and see you later.

***

The basement is cool in May.  I can hear them above me, halfway between talking and arguing.  Guess what the conversation’s about?

“We should just cut him up and toss him with the garbage,” the ass says.

“Dan, Jeff and I were together for eight years.   I can’t just…toss him.”  Good old sentimental Mags.  Even after cold-blooded murder, she’s still nostalgic.  If I could puke, I would.

“Sure you can.”  He laughs.  He actually laughs!  Like this is some party they’re planning.  “I’ll do it.  You go out with your friends and when you get back, he’ll be gone.”

“But—”

“No buts, Mags, and no worries.”

Mags.  The f’er calls her Mags like I used to.  She hated it at first, but it became one of those ridiculous terms of endearment that seemed so cute until she found someone else to call her Mags, then it was goodbye, Jeff, nice knowing you!

“I don’t know, Dan.  It’s not a very nice thing to do.”

“Mags!  You shot him!  You killed him!  What were you planning to do with his body?”

“I don’t know, Dan!  All right?”  Footsteps hit the floor going from kitchen table to the sink.  “I—I hadn’t thought about it.”

“‘You hadn’t thought about it?’  Jesus Christ, Magggie!”  His footsteps head across the room, away from hers.  “I don’t understand you.”

A drawer slams.  Maybe Mags has a butcher’s knife out and she’s gonna skewer Dan the Asshole.

“This was such a mistake,” she says.  “I don’t know why I listened to you.”

“Because you thought if you didn’t kill him that he wouldn’t let you go.”

She’s silent.  And I’m right.  This was Dan’s idea.

He walks towards her until he’s near the sink then he stops, and his voice gets low.  I have to strain to hear him.  “It doesn’t matter now, Mags.”

“Don’t call me that.  He did.”

“He’s dead.”

“I know.”  She sobs.

Is the bitch feeling guilty?  I wish I could laugh; this is too fucking funny not to.  

“I’m sorry,” Dan says.  “Look.  Why don’t we just get away for a couple of days and when we come back, we’ll deal with Jeff.  Okay?”

“You just want to leave him down there?”  Her voice is filled with disbelief.

“What else?  You don’t want to cut him up, right?  So let’s get away and when we come back, we’ll figure something out.  It’s cool enough down there.  He won’t stink too bad.”

“But—”

“No buts, Mags—uh—Maggie.  Tomorrow’s Saturday.  Stay with me tonight and we’ll leave in the morning.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know.  We’ll find somewhere romantic and cozy.  Don’t worry.”

Silence and then Dan the Asshole says, “I’ve got to go.  Come by around eight tonight.  Okay?”

“All right.”

They walk to the front door and it closes slowly and softly.  One set of footsteps heads back through the house and pauses at the top of the stairs.  Is she planning to come down and apologize?  This should be rich!

Margaret Jill Borden turns on the light and comes down the stairs.  Is she afraid of me?  I’m dead!  Well, mostly.  

She sighs and takes hesitant steps towards the couch I lay on.

“I’m sorry, Jeff.  I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

I am laughing so hard inside.  She has got to be kidding.

“It’s just—I don’t know.”  She turns away from me.  “We were stale, Jeff.  Eight years.  I waited for the ring, but you never produced one.  Never even mentioned it.  What was I supposed to do?”

Not fucking kill me?  How’s that for starters?
She looks down at me and grimaces.  Maybe the hole in my chest isn’t pretty.  She never gave me that look before, so I assume that’s what does it.  I don’t even know what she used because we don’t keep guns in the house.  Someone could get killed.  Oh, wait.  Someone did!

“Dan thought if I tried breaking up with you, you’d get all angry and not let me go and get violent or something.”

Oh, God, violence!  That would be terrible!
“I’m sorry.  I know you’re not violent, but sometimes you can be—you used to be—too possessive.  I was afraid.  I never meant for this to happen like this.   I . . . I’ve got to go.  We’ll be back in a couple of days and then . . .”  She stares into my open eyes then starts crying.  She backs up and promptly collapses to the floor, sobbing hysterically.  Good timing, Babe.  Nothing like realizing the consequences after the fact.

She eventually whispers goodbye and leaves.  The click of the light switch plunges the basement into complete darkness.  As she walks through the house, my only consolation is that it’s not too hot down here.

***

Eight years of memories is a lot, with so many Kodak moments and Hallmark holidays.   I can’t keep track of them all as they come back to me, melting into one big happy life together.  I never gave her the ring because . . . because . . .

Oh, f’ it.  Who am I kidding?  I never gave her the ring because I was afraid.  All our friends were getting married and having kids.  For me, there was too much of the world to see.  Besides, Maggie’s attention had a habit of drifting every now and then when we were out.  I didn’t want to get married only to find her disappearing with one guy or another.  Good thing I prevented it.

But I think Maggie really wanted the ring, wanted it to be me who asked her.  Maybe one day she realized I wasn’t going to be giving her a ring any time soon and she decided to look for other options before she got too old.  I don’t know.  I thought I did the right thing.  Guess not.  But who knows?  I mean, you try to do the right thing, but what you’re really doing is the right thing for you and one day you wake up and the other person, your significant other, love of your life, looks at you and says, “You don’t give a damn about me, do you?”  You can’t win.  Period.

So now I have time to think, to remember, to let the memories wash over me like I’m a rock under rapids.  Eight f’ing years.  If I could cry, I would.  Instead, I just stare at the ceiling wishing I could make any sort of noise.  Boy, this sucks.

***

I don’t sleep.  I used to dream.  I used to sleep so deeply that an explosion in the bedroom wouldn’t wake me.  Now I can’t fall asleep.  I just gaze at the tiled ceiling, memories playing out behind my eyes, reminding me of what we once had and the memories of Maggie pour through me like syrup, slow and pleasant.  Every summer we drove to beaches up and down the Atlantic Coast.  God, she looked fantastic in a bikini.  Winters we’d sometimes fly to Florida and soak up more sun.  Her friends were jealous of her year-round tans.  I wish I could sleep.  I wish I could cry . . .

***

Sunday afternoon arrives with a bang and screaming, wakes me out of my post-mortem reverie.  Doesn’t anyone have respect for the dead any more?

“You know what?” Mags says.  “I’ve had enough of you.”

Is that Dan she’s talking about?  Dan “let’s-kill-Jeff-and-we’ll-be-happy-forever” the Asshole she’s screeching at?  Heavens!

“‘Enough of me’?  I saw the way you looked at the waiter.  As a matter of fact, I saw the way you looked at every guy.  What the hell is wrong with you?  I’m not good enough for you?”

So Maggie’s roving eye got her in trouble.  Good to see some things never change.

“You know, Dan, we’ve been together a couple of months now and I’m coming to realize you’re self-centered, egotistical, and you don’t give a damn about me unless it affects you.”

A couple of months?  So the bitch was cheating on me for a few months before she pulled the trigger.  Nice.

“Oh, and you looking to screw every guy that walks past you?  That’s real caring.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.  I wasn’t looking at anyone but you.  Of course those women at the bar seemed to have your attention for quite some time.”

“Now you’re just making shit up so you don’t have to admit the truth!”

They walk through the house and the basement door opens.

“What are you doing?” Dan asks.

Maggie just walks down the stairs, pounding her feet on each step like she used to do when she was pissed.  I expect Dan to be right behind her, but he’s not.  Maggie comes right up to the couch and looks down at me.  “God, did I screw up.”  She shakes her head and a tear drops on my cheek.  How sweet and endearing.  “I’m turning myself in, Jeff.  I know you can’t hear me and it doesn’t matter now, but I’ve got to make this right.  I made such a mistake and now—”

“And now you’re going to do nothing,” Dan says, out of my vision.

“What are you doing?”  

Dan laughs.  “You’re gonna call the police and turn yourself in?  I don’t think so.  Because I’m stuck in this with you and I’m not going to jail again.”

“Again?”  Maggie’s voice trembles.

Dan chuckles in that deep obnoxious voice that makes me want to get up and rip his vocal cords out of his throat.

“Yeah.  For beating the shit outta my ex-wife.”

“Your—”  Maggie trembles; I see it out of the corner of my eye.  I’ll bet Dan has the gun and it’s pointed right at her chest.  She deserves as much.  But she doesn’t.  Not from Dan.  From me, yes.

“She wanted to leave me.  I didn’t want her to go.”

So now we know who the angry, possessive one in the room is and it’s not the dead guy.  I will myself to get up before something bad happens.  Sure, I’m pissed at Maggie, but she doesn’t deserve to be another one of Dan’s victims.  I will my body to do something, anything, but it refuses my demands; it just lies there.

“I don’t—”  Maggie takes two steps backward, almost falling on top of me.

The gun goes off.

Maggie collapses on my chest.  “I’m sorry, Jeff.”  Then she slides to the floor.

“Bitch,” Dan the Ass says.

Death pulls at me to come along.  Hey, Jeff, don’t mean to trouble you, but it’s time to go.
Not yet.  I force myself to get up and stand on creaking, weak legs that haven’t moved in a couple of days.  My arms are stiff, too.  Taking a breath hurts with this bullet lodged in my chest.  My body almost tumbles to the ground with muscles atrophying from lack of use.  I don’t feel my hands or feet or arms or legs, but through sheer will, I move forward.

“What the fuck!”  Dan stares at me, his wide eyes filled with terror and disbelief.  The gun drops from his hand.

‘I’m going to rip you apart, you dumb f’er comes out as “Mmarrgghhh”.

He backs away from me, and keeps backing away until he trips over his own feet.  “Stay away from me!”

Fat chance.  I’m stiff in all the wrong places from rigor mortis setting in so when I walk, it’s more of a lurching motion. But I’m suddenly starving from not eating in several days.  My weakened eyes stare at Dan and he looks like an all-you-can-eat take-out because when I get my hands on him, I’m going to take most of his organs out.

I lumber towards him.

His hands slip on the stairs.  “You’re dead!”

As if telling me is going to make me drop to the floor.  ‘Really, Dan?  I wasn’t aware!’ comes through my lips as “Rrraaggghhh”.  

He’s too slow.  For a guy who works out at the gym, he’s sure uncoordinated when faced with certain death.  He only manages to crawl up three stairs before I’m on him.  

Dan protests and kicks and thrashes like a drowning swimmer.  But I dig into his belly like a starving man at an all-you-eat buffet.  His protests turn to cries, then begging, finally a pathetic whimper, until he’s still, his body moving only because I’m digging into him.

Finally, spattered with gore, I back away from him. I’m dizzy and as the room tilts, my muscles seize up.  I collapse to the cold, cement floor.  It’s over.  Done.  Finito.

It’s time, Jeff, Death says.

Yeah.  No shit.
The way I’ve fallen, I’m staring into Maggie’s blank stare.  Blood, from the hole in her chest soaks into her blouse.  In a way it’s all been set right.  The bitch is dead.  The asshole’s dead.  I just wish I wasn’t.

Let’s go.  Death touches my forehead and I stand up.  My legs don’t ache, neither do my arms.  But then I realize I have no body.  It’s on the floor, dead.  And I was right.  It was a nasty-looking bullet hole.  I shrug and follow Death, hoping whatever’s next is better than this place.  Cause here, no matter what, you just can’t win.

