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“Who can quarrel with death.”

“I wish you could have heard the choke I put in my voice,” she
giggled. “It was absolutely shameless, Norman.”

“An award-winning performance?”

“Well, I wouldn’t go that far. Must have been convincing,
though. But it’s very chancy, my being there just a couple of
months.”

“Chance islife’s only constant,” he said, because such thoughts
routinely came to him, and with her he was in the habit of vocal-
izing them. “If Heraclitus had it right.”

“Who?”

“An old Greek. Never mind.”

“Still was worth it,” she went on, clearly not much taken with
the warmed-over wisdom of the ancients, “to have these five days
with Michael. You too, of course.”

“Of course.”

On she chattered. He listened, but only at the edges.

For Norman, deep into a third deck of reds, puffing one
right now, it was shaping up a bad nicotine day. Unaccountably
restless day. Maybe it was the morning spent in stony gaze at
a yellow pad, memory and spirit stalled, both. Or a spiritless
afternoon with Montaigne’s easy pronouncements on repent-
ance (“I seldom repent, and...my conscience is satisfied with
itself....”), easy for a Frenchman. Or the surfaced recollection of
a morning’s chat with a thuggish Sherlock, vigorously repressed
in the wan hope it would all go away, all the nagging doubts
and suspicions and fears. Or yielding, against all good judgment,
to Lizabeth’s excited, insistent plea to come along tonight, meet
Michael’s plane.

More likely was it merely the swarm of people out on the
concourse, trooping purposefully from place to place, or the herd
of them in here, this feeding station, jostling for position, space.
Maelstrom of urgent appetites and agendas and uncertain des-
tinations. Proximity’s oppressive lockup, release from which he

271



TOM KAKONIS

knew, none better, arrived only through the cultivation of silence,
a mystery of the art of how not to need, not to will.

The sound of his name, borne on upward inflection, tugged
him back from these wandering ruminations. “Yes?” he said
absently.

“You seem awfully distracted. Is something bothering you?”

“No.”

“You're sure?”

“Perhaps a mild agoraphobia.”

“English, Norman.”

“An unreasonable aversion to crowds. Another Hellenism.
I seem to be in Greekish mode tonight. Must be the subliminal
influence of the gyros posted on the menu on the wall.”

Feeble quip, lost on her, or ignored, for she said (and said it
in those earnest purling tones grownups will inflict on whiners
either end of the age spectrum, sulky brats or querulous bonebags
no longer equal to the world’s commonplace rigors), “Do you
want to leave here? We could go down to the gate. It might be
quieter there.”

He stubbed out the cigarette and brushed the air impatiently.
“Not to fret. It will pass.”

“Are you sure it’s not something else?” she persisted, same
honeyed voice, but with an edge of skepticism in it now. “Be hon-
est, Norman.”

“Something else? What, for instance?”

“Rick, for instance. Is it still worrying you, what he might do?”

“Not so long as you continue to hear nothing from him.
Which I assume is the case.”

“That’s right, nothing,” she said. But after a hesitation, convic-
tion faltering, eyes sliding away: “Not exactly, anyway.”

“Inexactly, how?”

“Well, there was a call last night. Nobody on the other end of
the line. Nobody speaking, I mean. Just dead air.”

“You think it was he?”
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“Could have been. It’s happened before.”

“Have you considered an unlisted number?”

“I've considered it. But with my job it wouldn’t be practical.
Besides,” she added, brightening some, “I've got a better idea.”

“And that is?”

She reached into her purse, removed a small tin cylinder, and
held it up in display. Significantly lettered in bold reds and navy
blues on a field of white, its logo read Defender, and in subtitle,
“Your Protection Against Crime.”

“Mace?” Norman asked.

“No, the people who sold it to me said mace won't always work
against somebody on drugs or alcohol. Which Rick usually is, the
alcohol, whenever he’s acting crazy. No, this is the real thing. Tear gas.”

“May I see it?”

She handed him the cylinder. Near to weightless, it barely
filled a palm. He read the instructions, their fine print disclaimer
(“Warning: Device not effective against all persons. Do not place
undue reliance on this device”), remembered the towering size of
her ex, his incendiary temper. Remembered also this delicate wisp
of a woman, backed into a wall, cowed and weeping. “And you're
willing to put your faith in this?” he said.

“Absolutely,” she affirmed stoutly. “Next time I'll be ready.
Defend myself, next time.”

He gave back the formidable weapon, tin cylinder full of the
real thing, said, “Yet I'm always at your service, you know.”

She laid an affectionate hand over one of his. “I know,” she
said fondly. “And I do appreciate it, Norman. But I'm sure it won't
happen again. Not after what you did the other day. This is just a
precaution.”

“Just so you know who to call. In the unhappy event your
Defender there should fail you.”

She nodded, replaced it in her purse. “Let’s not talk about it
anymore, okay? Let’s just enjoy these next days.”

“As you wish.”
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“Speaking of which, can I ask a favor of you?”

“Ask away. Whatever’s in my power to grant is yours.”

“Will you not mention my birthday to Michael?”

“Not if you'd rather I didn’t. But may I ask in return why?”

“Oh,” she said dismissively, “I don’t want him to feel obligated
to get me a gift.”

“He’d hardly consider it an obligation. More a pleasure, I
should say. If there’s one thing Michael is, it’s generous.”

“Well, there’s another reason.”

“Care to confide it?”

“The difference in our ages,” she said, looking into her lap.
“Five years now.”

“Five years. What a yawning gap. Unbreachable.”

“Don’t make fun, Norman. It’s significant to me. Bothers me.
It’s something I've got to work out.”

“A scarlet older woman, corrupting innocent youth? Is that
it?”

“Will you be serious.”

“I'm trying, but I confess it’s difficult to share your distress.
And the vast difference is actually nearer to four and a half, if
that’s any small numerical comfort.”

“How is that?”

“His birthday is in April,” Norman said. “April first, to be
exact. All Fools’ Day. Conceived in summer, delivered in spring.”
And saying it, they came back to him now, both days, stark and
lucent and rich in detail, like memories preserved in ice, frozen
frames in the grim movie playing again and over again in the
theater in his head. April 1, 1962. Day of brittle blessing. Perhaps
the single blessing of his life. The one thing he did right.

From somewhere outside that darkened theater a voice peti-
tioned him. He wasn’t listening. “I'm sorry?” he said.

She gave him an indulgent smile. “Youre drifting again,
Norman.”

“Must be Alzheimer’s setting in. Say again.”
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“I said six months doesn’t change anything.”
“Narrows the gap.”

“All the same, I'd rather you wouldn’t mention it.”
“Whatever you like.”

“I'm grateful for the thought, though.”

“And I to you, for summoning it up.”

And while Norman and Lizabeth waited at the airport, and Michael’s
plane winged him steadily nearer to home, Victor Flam was spend-
ing a good part of the evening with a phone fused to his ear. Because
he knew there would be downtime between calls, he placed them
from the bank of phones in the lobby, returning to the bar to review
the encounter with Michael Woodrow, run it by in his head, and to
weigh and ponder his next moves. Even though he had a pretty good
figure on what they were going to be. If he was right about this pretty
boy—fuck, no ifs about it, his mind, but you still don’t go making
any head-up-the-ass moves off a hunch—but if he was, then he was
maybe looking at something big. Bigger maybe even than just the
Shelley case. Kind of score that gets your name in the papers and
your mug all over the TV. Gets you a national rep. That big.

But first you got to be grounded in something a whole lot more
standup than a nostril flare and a schizo glaze in the eyes and a zom-
bie pitch to the voice. Got to have more than that. Got to be sure. So
his first call had gone direct to Nathan. Where else? And not without
misgivings, coming to the Israel well this often. But he needed dish
and he needed it now, tonight, to confirm his assessment (hunch
he didn’t want to call it anymore). And that’s what he told him, the
urgent part anyhow, to mute the piss and groan sure to follow.

Not that it did. “Tonight!” he squawked after Flam read him the
list of questions and laid on the deadline. “You want all that tonight?”

“Be a big help.”

“Surely even you must understand,” he said, squawk turned
surly, “such information is not always easy to come by. Requires
time. Not to mention expertise.”
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“Time is what I ain’t got,” Flam said. The expertise part he left
unremarked on.

A long silence.

“Nathan? You gonna help me out here?”

“All right. T'll see what I can do. Call me back in about, oh,
say, three hours.”

“You got it.”

“And Victor,” he said, some sly in there now, along with the
surly, “we’ll need to have that little chat. About this ongoing serv-
ice 'm providing you.”

“Sure thing, Nathan. Any time.”

“Tonight.”

“You got that one too.”

Yeah, right, chat. You don’t need no book smarts, put an edu-
cated figure on what the little chat gonna be about. The Jew York
profit-sharing plan. Pay your friendly yid piper time. Nothing to be
done, though. Don’t matter, finally, not if he come through with all
the happy buzz Flam was hoping to hear, or even part of it.

So for the next three hours Flam held down a stool at the bar,
too wired to eat (except for a couple bags of beer nuts), pacing
himself on the Stars so’s not to fog his head. Scheming, planning,
juggling his options, which, if he had it right, reduced to one.
For now forget about going home, regrouping; nothing to group
there. No, track your man, stalk him, keep in tight, catch him in
a whacking, nail him to the wall. After which came all the good
stuff: gelt and glory. But only if he had it right.

Fifteen minutes short of the appointed hour, unable any longer
to contain himself, Flam walked back into the lobby (nearly deserted
now, approaching eleven), picked up a phone and pecked out the
number. Took ten—count em—dings (Nathan being world class at
making you sweat) before an oiled voice came snaking down the
line saying, “Let me guess. This wouldn’t be Victor Flam?”

“Bingo,” said Flam, fraudulent hearty, but thinking, Wisefuck
kike.
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“Calling in regard to the murder of one Shelley Russo, née
Swales, of the moneyed Palm Beach Swales clan, perpetrated on
the night of August 23, 1991, and currently unsolved? Am I right
about that also, Victor?”

Flam, momentarily dumbstruck, produced nothing at all in
the way of reply.

“Victor?”

“Yeah, that one too,” he said, because he had to say something,
wondering how the fuck he dug it out, impressed and dismayed
at the same time.

“Heavy case.”

“It’s that, all right.”

“And doubtless lucrative. For the person—or persons—able
to close it.”

“That what we're talking about here? That lucrative?”

“All in good time, Victor. First let me pass along what I've
managed to uncover. As a show of good faith.”

“You got something for me?”

“Something for us, Victor. Us. And rather a good bit, I should say.”

“So say.”

Fuckin’ A dog, it’s rather a good bit he’s got. Yes, there was a
woman murdered recently and in most bizarre fashion, as he puts
it, in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Last Saturday, in fact, and he goes
on to describe what he means by bizarre. Yes, there was another
one right here in San Antone, right around Labor Day, similar
stamp on the victim. Both women middle-aged, married, reputa-
tion for promiscuity. Not unlike Mrs. Russo. And yes, Michael
Woodrow, in the employ of Alexander Stoltz and Associates, was
in those venues on or about the time of both incidents. As he was,
of course, on the occasion of Mrs. Russo’s unfortunate demise.
Interestingly, in each of these instances he had just completed
the consulting project and was about to depart the vicinity. His
next assignment, to commence Monday, October nineteen, is in
Milwaukee, Badger Manufacturing, Inc., the consulting team to
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be headquartered at the Grand Milwaukee Hotel. In the interim
he can be found at home in Hinsdale, Illinois, address previously
supplied, taking a few much-deserved days off, his first in over
two years. Also of some interest, possibly incidental, possibly per-
tinent, the father, Woodrow senior, was convicted in 1971 of mur-
dering the wife/mother, second degree charge, currently released
and residing with the son. “So if this is your suspect,” Nathan
concluded, “it may be in the blood,” adding with small snicker,
“No pun intended.”

Holy shit, Flam’s thinking, everything coming together, all
the pieces falling in place. This last one about seals it, his mind.
No point mentioning he already had the little face-to-face with
the old man, never bothered to look into his sheet, and wonder-
ing now where his head was at. Nothing served, revealing that
bonehead move. Instead what he says, undisguised admiration in
his voice (say what you like about your Jews, they come out on the
long end of the brains pole), is, “Y’know, Nathan, you might just
be square on the money there,” immediately regretting his choice
of words.

“Thank you, Victor. I trust all this research of mine has been
of some use to you.”

Better'n some, Flam was thinking, but anticipating what was
due up next he said, cautious, neutral, “Could help.”

“In which case we can return now to that other matter.”

“What one is that?”

“Come on, Victor.”

“So what kinda damage we lookin’ at?”

“Oh, a sixty-forty split strikes me as equitable. The sixty yours,
of course. For the leg work.”

Flam’s turn to squawk. “Sixty-forty! Jesus! That’s stickin’ me up.”

“Ask yourself this, Victor. Could you have done it without me?”

“Goddam straight, I could. Just would’ve taken longer is all.”

“If you'd been candid with me at the outset, it would have
taken nowhere near as long as it already has. Time is money;,
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Victor, in our profession. And greed, I must say, is not only
unseemly but self-defeating.”

Ignoring the homilies, Flam said, “Who’s huggin’ the belt
here? That leg work you're sayin’, that’s me shootin’ cube with a
body bag. We're talkin’ certified whackadoo.”

“Point taken. Two-thirds, one-third?”

“S’pose I can live with that. Still a street muggin’”

“With an upfront retainer. In small compensation for my past
contributions.”

“Case I'm the one loses that dice roll? That it?”

“Perish the thought, Victor.”

“How much, this retainer?”

“Oh,” Nathan said, humming it out like he had to give it some
careful deliberation, like he hadn’t long since trimmed it down to
the last decimal point, “I should think five long would do.”

“Five long! No way! I'm workin’ off expenses and a flat per
diem myself. Large dollar’s strictly contingency.”

“I have expenses too, Victor. What would you consider fair?”

“Dime’s best I can go.”

“Four.”

“Two.”

“Three, Victor. Nothing less.”

Jesus, fuckin’ sheenies squeeze piss out of a stone. “Okay,”
Flam sighed, “three dimes it is.”

“Done. I'll look forward to your check.”

“Yeah, you do that.”

“And you will, of course, keep me abreast of your
progress?”

“Do that too.”

“Splendid. Because I'll know, Victor. You do understand that
I'll know?”

“Like you knew which case this was?”

“Exactly.”

“Tell me something, Nathan. How’d you put a make on it?”
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“Process of elimination. The screen reveals all, Victor. No
secrets from the magic screen.”

Except for the sour taste in his mouth about the bones it was
going to cost him (still maybe find a way to skim on that yet), Flam
was elated. Fuck, make that charged, impatient to roll out and bust
some moves. About Woodrow, anyway, he was surely right.

So his next call goes to Mama Swales, but that one don't
exactly turn up pure aces either. First mistake is he forgets the
time, past midnight in Florida, so he’s talking at a cranky old twat
who’s seriously hacked over a break in her ugly sleep. Second one
got to do with time too, because when he explains how he’s onto
a real promising lead, ought to have something solid for her real
soon, all she says is, “How soon?”

And when he tells her, “Oh, maybe two, three weeks, month
outside” (which is a tight fit but he’s trying to put the best face on
it, seeing it’s been seven weeks gone by already and he got noth-
ing to show but jack shit and a stack of expense vouchers), she
starts bitching about those expenses. She calls them “inflated and
outrageous,” says she’s not fresh off the turnip truck and that he’s
got four more weeks to put a ribbon around it and not a minute
longer. Four and counting.

Last mistake is telling her the four do just fine, giving her
the old Vaseline rub, letting her know where he’ll be staying in
Milwaukee and dropping in how he’s heading up to Chicago first
thing tomorrow morning, tracking that heavy lead.

“There’ll be no more flying first class,” she snaps. “Back of the
plane gets there same time as the front.” And then all he hears is
a dial tone in his ear. So much for Vaseline. Like he’s suppose to
be taking the fuckin’ Amtrak? Jesus, everybody bending you over
lately, everybody giving you grief.

One more call to make, secure a seat (coach, as directed) on
a morning flight to O’Hare, and he’s through for the night. Least
this one goes snag-free, or it does till he’s reciting his Visa card
number and he senses something behind him, a presence, or the
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ghost of one. Glances over his shoulder and sure enough there’s
a dude, sawed-off runt, strolling away. Easy, casual stroll on him.
Little too casual. Flam rings off quickly and follows him, hanging
back, keeping him in sight. Runt crosses the lobby, turns a corner
and ducks into a public john. Flam gives it a beat and then comes
through the door and finds him bellied up to the last pisser in the
file. Place is otherwise empty.

So Flam walks down the length of gleaming white urinal
scoops protruding from the wall and takes the one right next to
him. Only he don’t unlimber his dick. Instead what he does is
say (talking straight at the wall tiles, way you sometimes do when
you're leakin’ the lizard side by side to a stranger), “Havin’ a good
night, are you?”

“What’s that?”

“Ask if you're havin’ a good night.”

“Sure,” he says, shaking off and tugging at his fly. Knowing
something not right here, in a hurry to get gone. “It’s a nice
hotel.”

“Well, that ain’t exactly what I meant,” Flam drawls, and
now he turns and plants himself as solid as a roadblock, looking
squarely, though at a steep downslope, into the mobile eyes of a
pudding-faced little putz—could be twenty, could be more, with a
serious overbite and a swag of black, grease-gunned hair, strands
of which he’s playing with nervously, and who says innocently, “I
don’t get it.”

“You don’t get it?” Flam dances his eyebrows, mock disbelief.
This is the part he likes best. Likes to string it out, milk it, make
it last. “Lemme see can I help then. Kind of good night I had in
mind is surfin’”

“Surfing?”

“Yeah, you know, like shoulder surfin’”

Runt draws himself up to his full height, which got to be a full
five-seven, and says bravely, “I don’t know what the fuck you're
talking about. And if you don’t get out of my way I'll...I’ll...”
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“Call a cop?” Flam finishes for him. “Y’know what they say.
Call a cop, call an ambulance, call for a pizza, see which one shows
up first.”

Now he’s really pulling at the oil-slick hair. Gonna yank
himself baldheaded, he’s not careful. “Look,” he says, voice gone
wheedly, all the brave drained out of it, “what do you want off
me?”

“Want? Oh, that’s easy. All's I want is that Visa number mine
you nicked.”

“What number? I got no number.”

“Well, you better find it or the cleaning crew gonna be suckin’
you up with a Dustbuster.”

Runt’s boxed now, and he knows it. Reaches into a pocket,
produces a scrap of paper, and hands it over without a word.

Flam gives it a quick scan, says, “Now ain’t that a coincidence.
Same number as the one on my card.”

Gets back a squishy smile anchored by the two top front buck-
ers, badly stained. “Okay, I done it. I surfed you. Nothin’ personal,
man. It’s a living, is all.”

“Hey, I can understand that. Man’s got to make a living.”

“So you callin’ in security, or what?”

“Can’t see no need for security, now I got my number back,”
Flam says charitably. He tucks the paper scrap inside his jacket,
tilts his head, like a curious thought just come to him, and he asks,
same way, like he really wants to know, “What I'm wonderin’,
though, is how you surf rats do it, just hearin’ it read out loud
once. Must take a good memory, huh? Your line a work?”

“Well, yeah. Short term.”

“Also wonderin’ just how that short-term memory gets
scrubbed clean. So’s no funny charges turn up, next bill, or the
one after that.”

“Listen, you don’t got to worry none,” Runt says hopefully. “I
forgot yours already. Like you seen there, I gotta write 'em down
or they’re gone forever.”
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“Y’know, that’s a real comfort to hear. But I got another
thought. On that scrubbin’ procedure, I mean.”

Flam’s the one doing the smiling now. Wicked coil of a smile
as he steps in close and catches him in a melon-squashing head-
lock and drags him over to the scoop, unflushed in his haste to
get out of there, and slams his face down into the puddle of piss,
bright orange and still bubbling, not enough to drown in but
enough for some deep gargling. He holds it there a while, lifts it by
a hank of the greased hair, slams it down again, repeats the drill
a few times, pausing finally on an upswing to inquire, “Whaddya
think? That number gone outta your head yet?”

Head jiggles up and down.

“You're sure now? Cuz we can do it some more. Do it all night,
we got to. Always plenty piss.”

“I'm sure,” he splutters.

Flam releases him, and he sinks to his knees, clutching at his
mouth. A trickle of blood seeps through his fingers. “My tooth,”
he moans. “You broke my tooth.”

“Done you a favor, I did.”

Flam’s over at the sinks now, soaping his hands. Not your
most sanitary work, all that hair goo and splashing whizz. Which
sparks another thought. “Giveya word of advice,” he says, rinsing
and toweling off thoroughly. “You oughta watch your diet. Color a
that knob drip there, I'd say you been eatin’ way too many sweets.
Ain’t healthy.”

And then he’s gone, headed back to the bar, little swagger in
his exiting stride, smiling to himself, grimly but not without sat-
isfaction, feeling better now, whole lot better than when he was
getting a new asshole carved for him over the phone. And though
he was not a man given to introspection, he’s got a pretty good
idea why. His turn, for a switch, do some of that reaming.

And it was not long after Flam had resumed his station at the bar
that Michael’s plane touched down and taxied to a halt, and after
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the usual protracted wait (“Please remain seated until the captain
has turned off the seatbelt sign”) he fell in with the column of
passengers shuffling down the aisle. He came up the long sloping
tunnel of a ramp and through the gate, where he hesitated, glanc-
ing about, an expression near to dazed on his face, as though he
were uncertain which, of all the multiple terminals that marked
the destinations of his surface life, this one was.

Lizabeth spotted him first. She threaded through the swirl of
travellers and greeters and wrapped him in a joyous hug, stutter-
ing in his ear, “Michael, you made it. You're back. I'm so glad you're
back.” Longer than commonplace welcome would dictate, he held
her, clung to her as if to absorb all the electric glow from her slight
frame, sponge it right up; and charged so by its wattage the mus-
cles of his jaws trembled and a small stinging sensation pinched
at his eyes. Till gradually the crowd thinned around them, and
over her shoulder he saw his father backed up to a wall, removed
as far as was possible from the jam of bodies. Assembling his face,
drawing away, he said, somewhat stiftly, “You brought Norman.”

“That’s all right, isn’t it?”

“Sure.”

She looked at him doubtfully. “You mean it?”

“Of course. Let’s go collect him.”

They walked over to where Norman stood, one hand extended,
a rules-transgressing red cupped in the other, giveaway smoke
seeping through the fingers. Michael gave the greeting hand a
perfunctory clutch. They said each other’s names, Norman add-
ing, “Welcome to Bedlam.”

“This is nothing. You should try it midday.”

“That’s an experience I'm content to forfeit.”

“Oh, come on, Norman,” Lizabeth said teasingly. “It hasn’t
been that bad.”

“T'll be the judge of that.”

Rather too curtly, Michael said, “Then I expect we’d better get
you out of here.”
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She looked back and forth between them. Something going
on here, not sure what. To lighten things she said, “After just a
handshake? You two aren’t going to do your Muhammad Ali
impression?”

“Not tonight,” Michael answered for both of them, and to
Norman, “You'd better lose that cigarette. They can fine you now,
you know.”

“Legislated sanctimony?”

“Just get rid of it, okay?”

Norman shrugged and ground it under a heel, and off they
went, through the concourse and into the main terminal and
around a series of squared-off corners. Down an escalator and
past a long file of slow-spinning carousels thumping out luggage,
Michael in the lead, hustling them along, a peculiar urgency in
his stride. Lizabeth hurrying to keep up, Norman lagging a step
or two behind, panting a bit from the day’s nicotine spree, his
senses still reeling at this alien world of soaring walls and elevated
ceilings, and glass and marble and steel washed in fluorescent
glare, and thrumming with voices and voiceover alerts and warn-
ings, dazzled and appalled by its clamor and sharp-angled head
em up and move em out architecture. Architecture of tyranny.
Too much. Too many echoes here.

So he was not at all unhappy to find himself next in the
shadowy tomb of a high-rise parking lot, Lizabeth out front
now, leading them to her Camaro. With some difficulty Michael
squeezed his bags into its shallow trunk. They climbed into the
car, Norman in the back, Lizabeth at the wheel, Michael, master
of direction, pointing the way from the passenger seat, speaking
in short, clipped bursts, a curious edge to his voice. “Hard left
here. Careful now, watch the traffic flow. Hang right. Your exit’s
just ahead, quarter mile—"

“You realize,” Lizabeth broke in softly, “I've been here before,
Michael.”

“Sorry. Guess I'm too used to giving orders.”

285



TOM KAKONIS

“That’s okay,” she said and, partly to make a joke of it, partly
to include Norman, “but you don’t want to confuse me with your
father back there.”

On cue, Norman deadpanned, “Small risk of that.”

“Sorry,” Michael repeated, and then he lapsed into silence. No
more directions. No more idle chat.

On the short drive down the interstate, Lizabeth did her
heroic best to reanimate the talk, keep it alive, asking all those
bright, conventional questions one asks of the traveller and getting
in reply, and then only after prolonged pauses, answers terse but
not caustic or petulant or unkind (The flight? Good, uneventful,
and on time. The Texas weather? Agreeable, mild, generally pleas-
ant. His projects? All under control). Answers more depleted, as
though he were overtaken suddenly by an immense fatigue, or a
great sadness. And strictly a solo effort, For Norman, hunched
in the tiny backseat and gazing through the window at a lemony
slice of moon like a man transfixed, contributed next to nothing.
They seemed to have gotten off into zones remote and intensely
private, both of them. It was baffling.

Finally she said, lively as she could pitch it, “Come on, you
guys, cheer up. This is celebration time. We're all of us free for the
rest of the week. That should be reason enough to cheer.”

“There’s Columbus Day,” Norman said in apparent non
sequitur.

“What?”

“Yesterday was Columbus Day. Quincentenary of this hemi-
sphere’s discovery by that Great Admiral of the Ocean Sea. Five
hundred years of progress.”

“You're right. I'd forgotten.”

“There you are. A signal occasion. A day.”

“So why don’t we stop at my place for a drink,” Lizabeth
offered. “In honor of old Chris. Without him we probably wouldn’t
even be here.”

“Let’s do that,” Michael said quietly.
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“You want to? You're not too tired?”

“No, it sounds good.”

“Terrific!”

Norman said nothing. Not until they were pulled up outside
her condominium, and then, “Perhaps I'll pass tonight.”

“Norman, you can’t. It was your inspiration. You have to
come in.”

“Tomorrow. Or another of those free days.”

“Michael,” she said, adopting her mock schoolmarmish tone,
“talk to your father.”

He stood on the porch, volunteered nothing.

She turned to Norman, who was by then backing toward the
street. “This is very disappointing, Norman.”

“Trust me when I tell you all your disappointments have a far
distance to travel before they’ll overtake the charming fiction of
hope”

From the porch came a heavy sigh. Lizabeth shook her head
slowly. “I'm never going to understand you, Norman.”

“Don’t worry about it. I'll see you both later.”

“Yes. Later.”

“What’s going on, Michael?”

“What do you mean?”

“Between you and Norman.”

“Nothing I'm aware of.”

“I have eyes, you know.”

He was slumped in a living room chair, gazing at the floor.
She sat perched on the edge of an ottoman opposite him. He lifted
the gaze, said, “Lovely eyes.”

“Talk to me, Michael.”

“About?”

“Are you angry that I brought him along?”

“No.”

“What, then?”
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“Well, there are times I get weary of his pompous riddles. All
that ersatz wisdom.”

“That’s just his way. It’s a cover.”

“Who should know better than I.”

“He cares about you, Michael.”

He swept the air with an impatient hand. “I know that too.
Why don’t we drop it.”

“All right. What can I get you?”

He seemed puzzled.

“To drink,” she said. “Remember?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe nothing.”

“Like father, like son.”

“I suppose you're right.”

She gave him a long, searching look. “If not a drink—what?”

“I'm not sure.”

“Tam.”

Later, she came out of the bathroom and found him sitting on
the bed in the dark—stork shouldered, palms at the sides of his
head, rocking and swaying. “What is it, Michael? What’s wrong?”

“Don’t know. Don’t know.”

“Tell me.”

“I didn’t do you much good tonight. I apologize. I'm sorry.”

She untangled the sheets and eased him back gently, slid in
beside him, twining him in her legs and arms. “More good than
you know,” she said.

And since for her all lovemaking was an expression of long-
ing, a denial of some nameless aching void, she was content to
hold him, this strange man-child, and to purr in his ear those
sounds transcending all speech.

And for him, head buried in her hair, breathing in its fra-
grance, enveloped in all the natural perfumes of her, it was
as if the candescence of her healing touch carried with it the
power to cast out demons, purge them forever, almost as if he
were reborn.
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And while they lay together, drifting into a clement sleep, Victor
Flam sat scowling into his glass, belly churning under the weight
of too much beer and too many nuts and chips and not a goddam
thing else to eat, nothing solid, like a man needs after a seesaw
night like this one been. Ask for a menu and the fuckin’ bartender
puts on a helpless face and goes, “Sorry, sir, our kitchen closes
at eleven” There go the chow plans, fart in a skillet. Everybody
dickin’ you over. Ball-bustin’ world.

Nevertheless and for all of it, all the grief, he was feeling pretty
good about himself (except for the burning gut, made you won-
der you got an ulcer coming on). Felt like he earned a little party
down. For a while he entertained the notion of calling back the
mattress, make it a double-feature day, but remembering his pin-
chass client (speaking of grief) he thought better of it and bought
himself a cigar instead, fat turd of a Macanudo, little indulgence,
treat. Not as much fun as poom poom, but cheaper.

And as he puffed away, semi-contentedly, his thoughts strayed
to money, to sugary visions of all those big buckazoids just around
the corner and up the block. And from there to Mr. Michael Pretty
Boy Woodrow, and he caught himself mumbling, “Gonna rain on
you, boy. Hurricane Victor, blowin’ in fast.”

Bartender gave him a funny look, said, “You speaking to me,
sir?”

“Uh, no. Just thinkin’ out loud.”

And while Flam was, quite uncharacteristically for him, giving
voice to his thoughts, Norman was doing much the same thing,
only on his feet, pacing excitedly, nerves twanging, synapses hum-
ming, addressing the stillness of his room, though unlike Flam he
was privileged to have a familiar and responsive, if not altogether
sympathetic, audience. And he was at that precise moment say-
ing: I think I have it now. It’s the days, you see, the days.

Days?

Yes. Those watershed days in our life.
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Explain yourself.

What I mean is those tiny islands surfaced by the tug of mem-
ory out of the currents of time.

How poetic! All that aquatic imagery. None of it, I must con-
fess, very clear to me.

Nor to me. Yet.

So illuminate us.

Try thinking of it this way. If it’s true, as somebody once
remarked, that all experience represents a fuddled and never-
ending process of returning to the source. If that’s true, then, don’t
you see, if I'm able to isolate those islands, reclaim them, maybe I'll
understand, finally, what went wrong, what I did.

Who?

I beg your pardon?

Your anonymous remarker. Who was it made that puerile and, it
grieves me to say, rather sophomoric observation about source tracing?

No idea. Might have been me.

I thought so. And it’s I, by the way.

Fuck you.

You’re awfully testy tonight, Norman.

With good reason. I come to you for help and get grammatical
niggling.

What kind of advice were you seeking?

Constructive.

Well, perhaps you’d agree you need something a bit more sub-
stantial than parlor poetry and water cooler philosophy. To keep
your earlier figure afloat, so to say. Ha ha.

Some help.

I'm doing the best I can. Given the murky parameters.

That’s your best? More mockery?

A little joke, Norman. Just making a little joke.

Hilarious.

Allright. Let me ask you this, then. How many of these “islands”
did you have in mind?
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A few. Not many.

A few. Would the Day be among them?

It’s possible. I hope so. We’ll see.

Hope? Not good enough. If it’s not, then you’re merely spinning
your wheels again. Another exercise in stalling.

I don’t think so.

Have it your way.

I intend to. Who needs you, anyway?

You, evidently. Why else are we speaking?

I'm listening. But I've yet to hear anything of value.

Here’s a thought. If you must persist with this dubious disinter-
ment of the past, at least do me the kindness of expunging your
idiom of all its astral elegance and limp wit. Speak plainly.

Thanks for all the kind words. I'll try.

Do that. Remember also, Norman, words are deeds. It was
Wittgenstein, I believe, remarked that.
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lainly, then:

Grace’s parlor. Late on a sun-blasted June afternoon. June 29,
1954, it is. The day after my discharge from the army. I've come
here because, well, rather like prison, when they let you out you
have to go somewhere. And nowhere else occurs to me.

The parlor (in truth, a tiny, gloomy alcove off the living room)
is, I remember, reserved exclusively for entertaining the rare guest
in her home. This day I suppose I qualify as guest. Certainly the
glass of iced tea in my hand and the plate of sugar cookies on the
coffee table between us would seem to confer that status.

Outside, the heat pours down. Thin blades of light pierce
the seams of the drapes drawn at the window, slant across the
carpet. There is, of course, no air-conditioning, and she bats at
her gaunt face with a newspaper folded into makeshift fan. She
looks smaller, shriveled, old. Older than what would have been
(as I calculate it now) her fifty years offered up to heaven. But
then, 'm a callow twenty-two. Invulnerable, immortal. What do
I know of 0ld? On the wall behind her a framed portrait of a cool
and ageless, and decidedly un-Semitic-looking, Jesus presides
over the room soulfully.

Now and again, at a gap in the stiff conversation (of which
there are many), she will offer up a querulous observation on the
steamy weather. “Sure is a hot one,” she’ll say. Or “Air’s awful
close.” Or sometimes simply a “Hot,” uttered in telegraphic hiss.

In pursuit of that topic she asks me, “Hot out east, is it?”

“Worse than here,” say I. “There’s more humidity.”
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She grunts at this intelligence, seemingly cheered to learn the
Lord dispenses His miseries evenly. Cheered enough, anyway, to
pop another cookie into her mouth and wash it down with tea, a
glisteny sugar bead left behind to ornament a lip. She stabs a bony
finger at the plate, directs me to help myself.

“I've had plenty, thanks.”

The meteorological talk apparently depleted, she inquires
about my trip. It’s a thing to ask.

I describe the journey. Caught a military transport flying
out of D.C., Omaha bound; arrived dead of night. Taxied to a
Greyhound depot; slept on a bench; rode a bus here. I'm still in
uniform (to secure the free flight), same one I've worn the past
thirty-six hours. Must project a godawful stink. Wasn’t too bad, I
tell her in summation, a little tiring.

“Where "bouts was it you were at?”

“Virginia. Fort Eustis.”

“No, up north, I mean.”

“Labrador, mainly. A couple of times in Greenland.” Thule, I
could have pinpointed for her but didn’t. A literal Ultima Thule.

“Musta been cool up there,” she says, the weather analysis not
quite exhausted after all.

“It can get cool,” I confirm.

“What was it you was doin’ up there, again?”

“Working on the DEW line.”

“Dew? What’s that?”

“Radar stations. DEW, for Distant Early Warning.”

“Hope you built 'em good. What with them comm’nists got
the a-tom bomb now.”

Scattered images of the military and all its waste, sloth, confu-
sion, incompetence, neglect—so unlike the heroic screen sagas of
my boyhood—flash through my head. But I say, “They’re coming
along.”

“Y’want my thought on it, we oughta just go over and bomb
’em right now, all them godless reds. China too. They’re no better.”
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The Grace Woodrow geopolitical theory and strategy. She
always fancied herself a well-informed citizen, had probably even
read the newspaper employed now to whisk the stagnant air. A
woman with an opinion on everything, and expressed in tones
that brooked no contradiction. So I say neutrally, “Well, that’s a
thought.”

The fog of international policy sufficiently cleared, she nar-
rows in on the more immediate issue of my future. “Now you’re
out,” she asks, “what you thinkin’ to do? Got any plans?”

I have none, and I tell her as much.

This is foreign to her. Disturbing. Everybody has plans. “Goin’
back to college?” she persists.

“I don’t think so.”

“Government pay for it, I hear. Read that someplace.”

“They’ll help you out some. Not a lot.”

“You don’t go back to school, gonna have to find work.”

“I expect s0.”

“Hear they're hirin” out to Oliver.”

Oliver being a small manufacturing plant on the outskirts
of town, its product farm machinery. “Really,” I reply, noncom-
mittally and perhaps a trifle smugly. With good reason. What
she doesn’t know is that tucked inside the money belt cinching
my waist are bills totalling very near five thousand dollars, this
magnificent sum acquired at great hazard through an illicit traf-
fic in the hard liquor denied, by arbitrary and whimsical edict,
the enlisted men working the DEW line (though readily available
to officers), the booze supplied by a corrupt lieutenant, myself
the middleman, equally corrupt. Five thousand. And here’s this
crabbed old woman pressing me for decisions, plans. Plans?
Assembling hay balers? Languishing in classrooms? Not likely.
Not for a devil-may-care gangster like me (like Burt had been,
often enough). Not with that kind of plunder.

Grace is frowning. To switch subjects, I remark with a nod at
the upright out in the living room, “You still have the piano.”
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“Been tryin’ to sell it, now your mother’s gone. No takers
though, so far.” The frown deepens. “Be a help on those burial
costs,” she adds meaningfully, “I could get rid of it.”

But I'm not listening. Rather, I seem to hear again the tinkly
strains of “Ciribiribin,” seem to see a gauzy specter bent like a
surgeon to the upright, pounding its keys. My mother of the trem-
bly smile and fragile heart. Six months “gone,” in Grace’s elegant
phrase, vanished by death in the gelid grip of winter. Gone by her
own hand, wrists opened with a pilfered blade in a nasty stall in
a dingy lavatory in a grim state hospital, frail spirit vanishing on
twin rivulets of bright blood leaking into a tarnished stool, while
just beyond the barred windows, just out of reach, a gusty wind
whipped the purifying snow. Unwilling, or unable, to endure
another visit to the room down the hall where, thrice weekly, in
small mimetic execution, strapped to a table, wired at the temples,
bit in the mouth (to forestall the severed tongue, electro-shock
therapy being somewhat more primitive in those days), a surge
of voltage thrashes the limbs and fries the errant brain cells, and
scourges the demons. The voodoo of electricity, inspiring terror,
healing nothing.

My spurious birth. Her madness, suicide. Grace’s god-lust.
My lawless nature. Quite a history we were compiling, the star-
crossed Woodrows, stalked, it seemed, like Orestes by the implac-
able Furies, but for which sins, what crimes, it was never given to
me fully to know. And though I couldn’t conceive it then, in time
they’d all be committed, including finally murder. But now, out of
an awakened need to know, I say to Grace, “Did she ever ask about
me, those last days?”

“Oh, few times. But she was pretty well out of her head toward
the end there.”

“What did she say?”

“She worried about you. "Fraid you was gonna get shot up.”

“But surely she must have understood I was in no danger. The
war was a continent and an ocean away. Nobody shoots at you in
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Labrador.” (Except once, pursued by MPs in a wild, heart-thump-
ing midnight chase over Goose Bay’s corduroy roads, the back of
my Jeep stacked with incriminating cases of booze, an incident
best left unremarked on.)

“Your mother never had much sense of geography. Much
sense at all, y’ask me.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Why!” she snaps. “Should think that’d be plain as a pig on
asofa.”

Since I'm the one sitting on her lumpy couch, there can be no
mistaking the true identity of the figurative pig. “You mean me,”
I say coldly.

“I mean pickin’ up and movin’ out to California, first place.”

“What was it prompted that?” I ask, my hostility smothered
by a natural curiosity.

“Her looks. She was always vain of 'em. Thought they were
gonna get her in pictures. Just traipse out there and be a Hollywood
movie queen. 'Stead they ruined her life. Lost her morals, lost her
honor, lost everything.”

“And gained only me,” I say quietly to this spiteful, shrunken
gnome in floral print housedress, shapeless sack to shroud the
withered dugs, unfondled, and the juiceless mound, impen-
etrated, unloved.

Who hears me not at all. Voice rising shrilly, make-do fan
swatting the air agitatedly, she delivers a choleric litany of slights,
offenses, assorted resentments and humiliations. Half a century’s
worth of nursed grudges, squirming in her chair at the venomed
memories, building to a wandering, ranting peroration.

“...always the pretty one, she was, your mother, always the one
somebody got to fuss over. Who cares about Grace? Then when
she got no place left on God’s green earth to go to, two mouths to
feed and not a penny to her name—then, mind you, Grace is good
enough for her. Good enough to take the both of you in. Put a roof
over your head. Food on your plate. I did it. Grace Woodrow.
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“Oh, you can bet the men come sniffin’ around, first thing
she’s back. I put a stop to that quick, I can tell you. Says to her,
‘Not if you're gonna live in my house. I got a respectable name,
this community, I says. Straightened her out good.

“What do I get for my trouble?” she asks rhetorically, and
without dropping a beat supplies the answer. “Teeth. Kick in the
teeth,” baring them now in injured grimace at this unsurprising
revelation. “Use to be I could walk down Main with my head held
high. No more. Not since your mother hadda be packed oft to the
institution and...did what she done.”

“Also your sister,” I remind her.

She looks at me baffledly. “What’s that got to do with any-
thing I'm sayin’?”

“Evidently nothing.”

“Darn right, nothin’. Got nothin’ to do with what I'm tellin’
you, now youre old enough to hear how it was. Which was not
easy.”

“Your many sacrifices, you mean.”

“I could tellya thing or two about sacrifice. Just give up the
best years of my life is all, for that woman. You too.”

The hour grows late. The light softens. On the wall the fea-
tures of the comely, placid Christ are no longer distinguishable
in the deepening shadows of the room. A quirky notion comes to
me. I unbuckle my belt, slip it off, remove the bills and stack them
neatly on the coffee table. “For you,” I say. “For all the suffering we
caused you, my mother and I.”

“Where’d you get that?” she demands, bug-eyed, mouth ajar.
“They don’t pay you that kinda money, the service.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“I don’t want your money,” she declares, but without much
conviction. “However you come by it.”

“Give it to God, then.”

I'm on my feet now, hoisting my duffel and worn travelling
bag, striding manfully toward the door. “Because now we're
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square, Grace,” I say in parting shot and, adopting some of her
homely vernacular. “Never have to write or speak or lay eyes on
each other again, ever.”

And with that ’'m gone. Headed, I know not where. Away
from here. Not exactly jubilant over the forfeited cash, but not
entirely displeased with myself either. It’s the sort of lofty gesture
of extravagant disdain Burt would make.

But I'm wrong, though. About those forever sundered ties,
I’'m wrong. Years later 'm on a jailhouse phone, frantically plead-
ing for her charity again, begging for shelter for a scarred son.
Like my mother, nowhere left to turn. So in the end it’s Grace,
God-shielded, who wins.

Four years later. Another torrid summer day. August, this one.
August 24, 1958. A Sunday.

Sunday morning, actually (as my memory, friction-free,
reconstructs it now). Early. A perfect silence hangs over the
permanent carnival that is the Long Beach Pike. Concessions
shuttered. Greasy tarps over the try-your-luck gaming booths.
Thrill rides motionless as metal stabiles. Oceanfront promenade
deserted, but for the occasional wobbly, retching drunk. A cloud
of smog, poison flatus from the urban sprawl to the north, rolls in,
pinches the nostrils and nips the eyes.

I'm slouched on a bench at the shore end of the pier. Exactly why
I'm here I don’t fully understand. A belated pilgrimage? Whimsical
search? Perhaps a resolution, of sorts. Impossible to say.

Lived only twenty miles up the road, yet in all the years I've
been out here never once undertook the journey. Have, in fact,
scrupulously avoided this place (though I've found my way to
Newport and Laguna and even down to San Diego often enough,
prowling for new scams, new marks).

But the true axis mundi of my existence is Santa Monica, that
oddly displaced community boxed between monster city and sea,
insulated, in those days, as a midwestern hamlet. Santa Monica
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generally, Vic Tanny’s Gym particularly. The original one, down
a flight into a cultish, iron-slinger’s world of slick sweat and hard
ripply flesh and a self-rapture near to swooning. And urgent
scheming. Anything to avoid work. Nobody works, this fraternity
of monomanic scufflers (“Job shafts your training,” I'm early on
instructed by a neckless gym rat). Myself included.

Over those years I've advanced from innocent idler (skating
by on the twenty-six bones a week provided for as many weeks
by a grateful government to its heroic Korean Conflict vets), to
petty thief. After those weeks expire (my mentor, a Mr. California
runnerup, explaining soberly how success in the shoplifting line
turns on the assembly of a sunny face and jaunty grin at the pre-
cise moment of the boost: “Think about gash,” he advises, “what’s
sunniern gash?”), to roller of fags (always in abundant supply,
haunting the Muscle Beach weights pen, flashing hundred-dollar
bills, smiling wetly). To, finally, hustler of lonely, well-off widows
(one of whom, a plump, lusty bluehead, generously pays the rent
for six full months before I'm absolutely incapable of perform-
ing any longer between those squishy thighs, and who threatens
suicide at my abrupt departure but who turns up at the beach
a couple of weeks later sporting a new, muscular trophy on her
leathery arm).

Now and then, during dry spells or when the local heat leans
on our tight little brotherhood of small-time, muscle-armored
grifters (or, conceivably, out of some Grace-inspired guilt, some
buried sense of shame), I'll take the occasional odd job, the most
recent of which is manning a searchlight at supermarket christen-
ings or car lot sale-a-thons. And maybe it’s that peculiar employ-
ment, its transparent symbolism—sweeping a stalk of light across
a black sky, probing the night—has brought me here this morning.
Or simply a nagging disenchantment with the perpetual scram-
ble, the sly hustle. Or, maybe, a sickness of the soul. Who can tell?

Time ticks by. A mild breeze picks up off the ocean, lifts the
smog. The beach shimmers under a blaze of sun. Out beyond the
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pier a vessel slips into the distance, lost in shifting perspectives of
sky and sea. The Pike stirs, unwraps for the day. Knots of tour-
ists, sailors, squealing kids appear, wander through it. I join them,
uncertain where to begin, or how. Aromas of roasting meat, con-
diments, sugary puffs of cotton candy thicken the salt air. Rides
begin to pitch and whirl. Brassy music shatters what’s left of still-
ness. Barkers loosen up their lungs.

I approach one of them, inquire after a Gilbert Ray Mercer
(the name overheard once in some domestic discord, spat out by
Grace, my mother dissolved in tears, has taken root in a memory
cell deep in my head). He registers a blank look, shrugs, says noth-
ing. I move on. Spot a pair of carnies perched like birds on a rail
circling the Ferris wheel. They look surly. I ask them anyway.

“Never heard of ’im,” one says.

“Before my time,” says the other after I describe that distant
time horizon. “Y’might try Sammy.”

“Sammy?”

“Yeah, Sammy Stokes. Geezer runs a dogs stand down by
the bump cars. Been here since—fuck, I dunno—forever. Knows
everybody.”

I head that way. Discover a dingy little box of a concession
whose sign boasts “Real Deals on Square Meals,” among which
are listed Red Hots, Kraut Hots, Chili Hots, and something called
a Hammy Sammy. I step up to the rectangular serving window.
Behind it, bent to a grill, his back to me, stands a stooped, wizened
spider monkey humming some unrecognizable tune. I clear my
throat elaborately. The humming stops. He turns, presents a tiny,
compacted, age-trenched face, chin collapsed and trailing long
cords of sagging flesh, myopic eyes sunk in withery sockets, nose
framed in purplish burst veins, the only color in skin otherwise
the cast of dry walnut. A nasty, grill-spattered apron girdles his
spindly waist, bony hips. T-shirt bears the chili tracks of one of his
own square meals. In a honking voice, startlingly big for so elfin a
figure, he booms, “What can I do y’for, sport?”
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I order a kraut hot.

He tilts his head slightly, revealing a tumorous-looking shell
planted in a nest of wiry ear hair. “Speak up, boy. Sing it out.”

I say it again, louder.

“Slaw? Fries?”

“Neither.”

“One kraut, comin’ up.”

An instant later it’s up, a tube of charred meat slapped into a
bun and slathered with oily shreds of cabbage. “Getcha anything
else?” he says. “Somethin’ to drink?”

“No.”

“Be six bits.”

I lay out three quarters. He scoops them in, is about to turn
away when I say, “There is one other thing.”

“What’d that be?”

“I was told you might know a fellow named Gilbert Mercer.”

“You was tol’ that, huh. By who?”

“Guy down the line there. Works the Ferris wheel.”

He takes a step back, looks me over distantly. “You the law?”

“Law? Hardly.”

“Who then?”

“A...relative.”

“Relative. Sure.”

“I'm his son.”

“Son?”

“Yes.”

Now he leans over the counter, pokes his head through the
window, squints me into focus. “Yeah, little likeness there,” he
allows. “Don’t prove nothin’”

“He had a shooting gallery here. With a trailer behind it,
where he and my mother lived.”

“This was when?”

“Early thirties.”

“That’d be about right.”
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To further establish my identity, I fill in those thin scraps of
intelligence gleaned as a child. Business is slow, nothing better to
do, he listens. Seems persuaded. Says finally, “Your mother from
back east someplace, was she?”

“Iowa.”

“I remember her. Little slip of a girl. Pretty. Forget her name.”

“Woodrow. Bonnie Woodrow.”

He snaps a recollective finger up by the mechanically tuned
ear. “There y’go. Bonnie. Tellya, best thing she ever done was flew
the coop.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Ol’ Gil, he was a drifter-grifter. Eye for the ladies an’ a taste
for the sauce. Always had the big dreams but couldn’t hold on to
a pee pot. See him kickin’ can a beans down the road, y’knew he’s
movin’ on.”

He punctuates this wit with a short, barking laugh. “Well,” I
say, “she’s dead now.”

“Dead? Shame. Course, so’s your old man, bettern likely.”

“He’s dead too?”

There’s a wavery note in my voice, impossible to contain. He’s
oblivious to it. “Be my guess,” he says. “Can’t say it for a fact.”

“What happened to him?”

“Way I heard it, they caught him bottom dealin’, some saw-
dust joint, Vegas.”

“Bottom dealing? I don’t understand.”

“Y’know, hand-muckin’. Skimmin’”

I stare at him vacantly.

“Cheatin’, boy. Where you been?”

“Who?”

“Who what?”

“Who caught him?”

“Wops, ran the place he was dealin’ at. They don’t take kindly
to that. Get you a dirt nap out in the desert.”

“When did he go to Vegas?”
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“When? Lemme see.” He brushes a hand over a perfectly
hairless skull, summoning the memory. “After your mother took
off. That'd be, what? 1934, 1935, somewhere in there. After that
he started hittin’ the juice hard. Gallery bellied. It was right over
there, yknow.”

I follow his rheumy eyes to the place now occupied by a
bumper car ride. Seem to see a column of ducks, hear the plop of
their fall. Feel a curious sense of time slip-sliding around me.

“He come to work for me awhile,” he continues. “Didn’t last
long. Not enough loot in the hots business for ol’ Gil. So he gets
on with a flat store here on the beach. Learns how to deal a cold
deck, skin the rubes. Gets pretty good at it too. Least that’s how he
tells it. Gets cocky.”

“Vegas?” I prompt him.

“I'm comin’ to that,” he says, a bit snappishly.

Humbled, I wait.

“Okay. One day he stops by, tells me he’s met a fella knows
a fella can get him a job dealin’, one a them casinos over there.
Wants my thought on it. This’d be bout 42, I remember right.
Vegas just openin’ up, them days, war and all.

“Forget it! Them dagos too sharp for you. This is me now,
talkin’ to him. ‘Eatya alive,’ I tells him. Think he’d listen? Fuck no.
Too smart, listen to Sammy.”

“When did you see him last?” I ask.

“He come back few times. Stopped by. Last time was, oh,
maybe seven, eight years back. All duded up, he was. Got a dish-
water blonde hangin’ all over 'im. Cockier’n ever. Says he’s mintin’
money over there.”

“How do you know he’s dead? For sure, I mean.”

“Don't, for sure. Like I said. But y’hear things.”

“Who from? About...Gil.” The word father too foreign to
frame, too strange to utter.

“Nother a your pike flatties. See, bunch of ’em picked up and
hauled over to Vegas. Gonna make the big score. Most of em,
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though, come slinkin’ back tail between their legs. Outta their
league.”

“And it was one of them told you what happened to him?”

“Correct.”

“When?”

He has to think awhile. Tugs pensively at a rope of flesh dan-
gling from the sheared-off chin. “Be couple years back,” he says at
last, “maybe more’n that. This fella come by, been over there him-
self. Used to work a two-way joint here on the beach, so we gets to
chewin’ over the old days. I asks about Gil an’ he tells me what I
already tol” you. Says the wops put in that eye in the ceiling, spot Gil
runnin’ his little game and disappear him. And ain’t nobody sayin’
where. One day he’s dealin’, next it’s like—Gil Mercer?—who’s he?”

“This man, is he still around here?”

“Nope, just passin’ through. Ain’t seen "im since.”

“You believe he was telling the truth?”

“Got no reason to lie. Anyway, it figures. Gil, he just never could
win for losin’. He call heads and the tails come up. I tellya,” he tells
me, and there’s a measure of not dissatisfied spite in the honk of his
voice, “it wasn’t for bad luck, ol’ Gil, he’d-a had no luck at all.”

Nothing more to ask, nothing left to say. And so for a moment
I contemplate the luckless Gil, his remains unearthed by scaven-
gers of the desert, bones bleaching by day under a furious sun,
by night chilling under a vault of cold and distant stars. O’ Gil,
sleeping the long sleep. Visions of cleansing snow appear to me
suddenly, much as they must have appeared to my mother, equally
luckless, on this very spot a quarter of a century ago.

“You okay, boy?”

“Yes.”

He nods at the hot dog, uneaten, forgotten, cooling in my
hand. “’smatter? You don’t like your kraut?”

I set it on his counter. “You eat it,” I say, and spin on my heels
and walk away. I can hear him urging me to drop by again some
time, gab some more. But I never do.
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The next day, all my earthly possessions stuffed in the duffel
and travelling bag, I'm on a bus pointed for Iowa. All I know of
home.

July 4, 1961. Independence Day. I'm a guest in the Croop home, a
weathered frame two-storey located (in yet another of fate’s crude
jests) in Waterloo, Iowa. Invited there by the jade-eyed Suzanne,
valorously delivered from a bullying suitor only two months back,
and now the recipient of her generous favors.

Still, ours is not a tranquil relationship (as they’re nowadays
pleased to call such primal rutting). Mostly we battle. She doesn’t
much care for my type, still something of the arrogant swag-
gerer, a relic of the California years. And with a couple of degrees
now, testimony to a certain bunco glibness channelled into the
spineless world of academe, and a gift of memory that seals facts,
dates, theories, and tortured literary “interpretations” into neat
hermetic compartments and disgorges them on order. Doesn’t
appreciate my swellhead attitude, she says. Insulting her friends,
belittling her experiences (she’s been out of Iowa twice, both occa-
sions to the Twin Cities), quoting crazy flowery poetry when I'm
drunk (which is often lately). Little a that goes a long ways, is what
she always says. She’s probably right.

For my part of it ’'m not all that taken by her. Put off by the
Doris Day Weltanschauung, life as single-minded quest after Mr.
Right. A journey marked by numberless sidetrips—teasing flirta-
tions, endless dissections of mad adolescent crushes, calculating
appraisals of the available goods in the room and of the competi-
tion. I discover I'm capable of jealousy, or possessiveness, though
I'm incapable of understanding where it springs from, or why.
Jealous? How can it be? I dislike what I perceive as stubborn igno-
rance cloaked beneath a breezy candor, good horse sense. She’s
undeniably a beauty, sleek of figure, velvet of skin, with an abun-
dance of black curls tumbling over a broad, high forehead, wide-
set eyes, wide cheekbones with an elegant taper. While she’s all
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that, still there’s something about the mouth that annoys me, too
tight and too thin for the facial structure, too easily lifted in know-
ing sneer. Or maybe it’s the way her spiked green eyes seem to size
me up with incurious detachment, as though she were shopping
for a necessary, if unglamorous, appliance, a Mix-master, say, or
a three-cycle washer. No, I'm taken by none of it, but I hang on
perversely all the same.

So here I am, on a meet-the-mom visit, a long weekend sto-
len from my obsessive pursuit of another set of initials to tack to
my surname (“Ph.D.s like a nigger,” a jaded grad student at Iowa
City tells me, “everybody ought to have one.”). Suzanne is an only
child, a late in life afterthought, but they’re not affluent people, the
Croops. The father has been dead for over a decade, sainted in her
memory, a public school janitor by vocation. The mother, whose
single consuming passion, food, is given away by her mountain-
ous proportions (and who will eat herself into the grave but a few
years hence), scrapes by as a grocery cashier.

Mom is unimpressed with her daughter’s choice of the
moment—so unlike the parade of former boyfriends, real jocks
and regular young fellas, like to go dancing, have a good time—but
she’s stiffly polite. Puts me up in a closet-sized second-floor room
(Suzanne sleeps down below), studio couch for a bed. Allows it’s
“nothin’ fancy” but invites me, with slack enthusiasm, to “make
yourself to home.”

To fund her schooling (she aspires to be a librarian, god knows
why), Suzanne works summers schlepping drinks in a roadhouse
tavern. During her shifts I hold down a stool at the bar, swilling
beer, watching her sullenly, her Kittenish carriage, practiced hip
wiggle, the fuckeye leer on the coarse faces of the louts she services.
Wondering what I'm doing here. Powerless to flee. For three full
days we feud bitterly. Then have long solemn talks that restore an
evening’s truce and settle nothing. For her, a teetery disequilibrium
seems to fulfill some compelling jaundiced need. I make feeble jokes
about the incessant squabbling, but sometimes in the night I'll bolt
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out of a stupored sleep like an epileptic emerging from a seizure,
dazed and stricken with panic. Other times I feel like a suicide who
has wilfully elected to step into a pit of quicksand, too late changed
his mind, and can’t squirm free. A lunatic image sprouts in my head:
two fish, hooked and wriggling frantically on jagged lures at either
end of a taut common line.

It’s the last night of my stay. A Tuesday, I remember. The
tavern, predictably, is mobbed. A trio twangs out ear-shattering
country tunes. Couples prance or grope, depending on the beat,
across a dance floor blurred in smoke. Suzanne, clad in hot pants
and tight filmy blouse, flits through the crowd bearing trays of
drinks, a perky smile stuck on her face. I'm sitting, beer-fogged, at
a corner table. Been there since.. lost track...forgot. A long time.
Now it’s going on midnight. Through a window I see fireworks
igniting a distant sky.

She sashays over, drops into a chair, drops the smile. “Jeez,
what a night,” she grumbles.

To this I have no reply.

“How you holding up?”

“Still among the living. Last I checked.”

“Polished off enough beer.”

“It accelerates the hours.”

I'm still sulky from the routine morning quarrel, the nub of
which escapes me now. She makes a lemony face. “Don’t start in,
Wood” (her cutesy name for me), she says. “You know I got to
work?”

Nothing to say to that either. I shrug.

“Anyway, I'll be done, another hour or so.” She slumps back in
the chair. “Right now feels good just to be off my feet, ten minutes.”

“I'm sure it must.”

She removes a crumpled wad of bills from a pocket of her
blouse, flattens them on the table, runs a quick tally. The smile
revives. “Aw-right!” she exclaims. “Close to forty bucks here. Least
it’s been a good night, tips-wise.”
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I've seen her coy, breast-brushing moves, heard her high tin-
kling laugh at some rude quip, some salacious remark. “Good?” I
say. “Depends on what you have to do to come by it.”

Her mouth tightens. “Just what the hell is that suppose to
mean?”

“Whatever you want it to mean, that’s what it means.”

Her upper lip curls. “Cute. How long it take you to think that
up?”

“Approximately seven hours.”

“You think it’s easy, working this room? You try it.”

“I doubt the costume would become me.”

“Something wrong with what I got on?”

“Not a thing. Be sensational for a girlie show. Tips are even
better there, I understand.”

She shakes her head slowly, conveyance of supreme disgust.
“You're a shithead, Wood. Y’know that? Real shithead. I come over
here, keep you company on my break, and you got to pick a fight.”

Before I can get off the next round in this escalating duel, a
whoop rises from behind her and a pair of beer-toting, certified
Iowa corndogs—seed caps, denim shirts, leather vests, scrufty
jeans, shit-kicker boots—come weaving out of the throng. “ey,
Suzy-q, what’s up, sugarbuns?”

“Snooker!” she squeals delightedly, mouth stretched back into
the jaunty pleasured beam. “Moe!”

They pull up chairs, plunk bottles on the table, settle in.
Suzanne supplies introductions all around. Moe and Snooker are
identified as “pals from way back, ever since grade school.” I'm a
friend from college.

They look me over. No hands are offered, none shaken.
“Boyfriend?” Snooker asks, clearly the spokesman for the two.
He’s got a lean, muleskinner face, furry brows, hawkish eyes.

“Of record,” I say.

That established, he directs his attention on Suzanne. “So
how’s the edge-a-kay-shun business?” he wants to know.
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“Coming along,” she says. “Slow.”

“You still lookin’ to be one a them library honchos?”

“Sure. Why not? Beat this place.”

Moe nudges me. “Know why she want to do that? Work in a
li-berry?”

Unlike his buddy, Moe is plump, round, rosy, saucer-eyed—
a corpulent definition of simpleton. I give him a straight-man
“Why is that?”

“Cuz one she worked at back in high school there, old
McNamara—he was the sissy in charge—he always coppin’ a feel
off her. Got her all stoked on books. That right, Suzy?”

“Not true at all,” she sniffs, mock indignation. “Mr. Mac was a per-
fect gentleman.” Adding with a wink, “Well, most of the time, anyway.”

The three of them break into lusty haw-haw. Times remem-
bered. I wait till it runs down, say, “There’s an inspired career choice.”

She glares at me.

Snooker, sensing the sparks, launches into a long, convo-
luted joke whose bawdy punchline restores her temper. “That’s
naughty,” she giggles. Slaps at him playfully. “Cute, but naughty.”

Moe grins vapidly. Evidently heard it before.

“Picked that one up out to the auction barn,” Snooker informs
us. “Y’hear some good ones out there.”

“Veritable gems of wit, I'm sure,” say 1.

“Huh?”

Suzanne sighs. “Give it a rest, Wood.”

Snooker trains his eyes on me. Arches one of the woolly
brows. “You got a pro’lum, friend?”

“Matter of fact, I do. Nothing serious. It’s the humor. The
barnyard bon mots.”

“You don’t like a little joke?”

“Leave him alone, Snook,” Suzanne cuts in. “He’s pouting.”

Probably I am. Also spoiling for trouble. Hoping Mr. Snook
there will rise to the challenge. Instead he turns to her and says,
“Whaddya say youn me shimmy a number? For old times.”
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“Love to.”

They clasp hands, swirl onto the floor. Fred and Ginger. “Now
tread we a measure, quoth young Lochinvar,” I call after them.
Snook disdains to acknowledge it with so much as a glance back.
Suzanne, however, tosses over her shoulder, “Stuff a sock in it, shit-
head.” They break into a bootie-shaking jiggle.

Moe advances the conciliatory proposition. “They’re just pals,
is all.”

I ignore him.

“You a rassler?” he says conversationally.

“What?”

“Ask if you was on the rasslin’ squad, down at the college.”

My California-honed physique, the remnants thereof, is on
display in snug-fitting T-shirt. Muscles, for Suzanne, are cute (cute
being her all-purpose standard of measure), “sexy-wexy” in her
cute phrase. “No,” I say, “the eighteenth century literature squad.”

Moe’s not certain what to make of this so he says, by way of
apology for his friend, it seems, “Snooker ain’t no fighter. He’s
more a lover.”

I shift in my seat, inspect him narrowly. “Hers?”

Cornered, and with imbecile honesty, he allows, “Well, Snook
and Suzy, they was, y’know, at it. Once. Long time ago, though.”

“How long?”

“Shit, y’got me. Least six months. Year, maybe. Anyways,
Snook, he’s spliced now. Got a kid.”

Moe the diplomat, designated peacekeeper. I turn back to
the dance floor. The tempo slows. Some mournful ballad whose
whiney lyrics speak to the perfidy of the cheating heart (or should
if they didn’t, art a pale echo of vulgar life). Snook and Suzy are
locked in wraparound embrace. Undulating, pelvic-grinding
embrace. I watch, seething. At her. Him. This mean, tawdry place.
But mostly at myself.

“You from "loo?” Moe asks me, earnest at conversation.

“Loo?” (Snook’s hands creep down her back.)
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“Yeah.”

“Waterloo?” (Cup her buttocks, press her in.)

“Yeah. Here. Loo.”

“Not any more,” I say. Lurch to my feet. Grasp the chair a
moment, steadying myself. Then go careening through the crowd,
making for an exit. A purposeful man, arrived at a crossing.

But Suzanne, ever the bet hedger, has been keeping an eye
on me. She disengages herself from Snook. Beats me to the door.
“Where you think you're going?” she demands.

“Away from ’loo.”

“For chris’sake, Wood, I'm just dancing.”

“That’s what they call it now?”

She plants defiant hands on her hips. “You don’t own me,
y’know.”

“None better do I know,” say I.

With a temple-flicking salute I'm gone, out into the healing
night, trailed by her bawled and redundant epithet: “Shithead!”

Reeling, stagger-drunk, through the night. Chanting “enough
enough enough enough...,” mantra of survival, deliverance. Victim
of an affliction at once loathsome and ludicrous, like the heartbreak
of psoriasis, or thistle-sprouting warts, or wet dandruff multiplying at
the roots of the hair. But with a miracle cure—tomorrow’s early depar-
ture—on the horizon. Tomorrow I'm gone for good. Tonight sleep.

Somehow, on foot (for I have no car, no transportation), I find
the Croop manse. Tiptoe up the stairs. Collapse on the studio
couch. And from down the hall the mother’s roupy, adenoidal,
fat-lady snores rock me to sleep.

Abbreviated, agitated slumber. Somewhere in its twilight I feel
a presence in the room. Peel back crusted lids. See only blackness.

“Who’s there?”

“Ssh.”

“Suzanne?”

Presence materializes, climbs onto the couch. Coos, “I don’t
know why you got to be such a shithead.”
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“I don’t know why you can’t remember who you came in
with.”

“Ssh! You'll wake Mom.”

I'm still groggy. Head swamped with beer. She snuggles
against me. Soon enough were bucking away to the rhythmic
meter of Mom’s croaky snores.

And it is out of that angry, joyless coupling Michael Ray
Woodrow is conceived. And in time we’ll both discover my afflic-
tion is ruinous, fatal, final. Not so laughable after all.

It's April 1, 1962. Another Sunday. Almost seven months to the day
after she comes down to Iowa City and lays on the news. Hearing
it, I have a sudden elliptical vision of everything lying in ambush
just ahead: squalling infant, spats, scrambling after money, flat
obligatory sex, oppressive responsibility, expiring youth. But, bas-
tard child myself, I'm conditioned to do the right thing.

The scrambling begins. I shelve my personal timetable, turn
up a thirteenth-hour job teaching freshman rhetoric at the uni-
versity. Glorified grammar teacher, master of the mysteries of
the phantom antecedent. Forty-four hundred a year. Early that
September a sleet-eyed justice of the peace glances knowingly at
Suzanne’s swelling tummy, pronounces us man and wife.

The birth is not easy on Suzanne, induced as it is. Belly bal-
looned, she’s ten days past the projected delivery date. Her doc-
tor, a brusquely impatient young man fresh from medical school,
determines it’s time to get on with it, has her check into the hospi-
tal that morning. Gives a nurse some crisp instructions and then
vanishes. The nurse opens a vein in Suzanne’s arm and a colorless
liquid leaks into her blood from a bottle suspended above the bed.

I sit with her. Throughout that long and desolate day I sit.
Watch her pass from jittery apprehension through mild discomfort
to sharp stitching pain. I feel helpless as she twitches and moans.
Words of comfort never came easily to me, and I fumble now for
the good sturdy things one is supposed to say. Occasionally I'll
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leave the room, stretch my legs, gulp coffee, and suck on cigarettes
(a habit I've acquired recently, convinced it will be shucked off
once the graduate school seige is over). But I'm careful to avoid
the traditional cinematic role of expectant father, cluttering the
scene with his bumbling joyous presence. It’s a caricature I'm not
inclined to adopt. The truth of it is 'm vaguely, indefinably glum,
none too eager for this new and alien phase of my life to com-
mence. Still, I understand my duty and remain at her bedside,
offering up what limp solace I can.

Periodically the nurse pokes her head in the door and asks
with a cheery wink, “How’s it coming?” By late afternoon the
answer is little more than a groan from the girl tossing on the bed,
and from me a sickly smile. It occurs to me to wonder what that
coiled fetus, chemically assailed, violently roused from its perfect
slumber, would reply, could it speak.

A gray dusk seeps into the room. The nurse pops in again
and lays expert hands on the mount of belly. Her face presents the
inward-turning expression of a seasoned shopper testing the ripe-
ness of a melon. She nods wisely. “Time to call Doctor,” she says.

Now I'm instructed to wait in a small room at the end of a
hall. I plop onto a vinyl couch, leaf through the pages of a dated
Reader’s Digest. Smoke. Across from me an old man weeps quietly.
We exchange glances, say nothing. The dry air carries the hospi-
tal perfumes of antiseptics and sour bed sheets. An hour passes,
maybe more. Shortly after eight the nurse appears in the door-
way, beckons me. “Looks like you're a daddy now,” she announces
brightly. Gives me the child’s gender and vital stats. I work my
mouth into a smile.

I'm led up a flight of stairs and down a corridor to a plate glass
window. Beyond it, in an orderly file of cribs, squirming bundles
shriek soundlessly and tiny rubbery fists beat the air. It’s like
watching a silent film. The nurse points to the crib that holds my
son. With a closer look I can make out a red puckered face with
startled, panicked eyes. For a moment I'm reminded curiously of
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a fluttery bird in a durable cage. But she’s watching me, this nurse,
waiting for a response, and so I produce the proper fatherly ges-
tures and noises I assume are expected of me.

Next I'm taken to my wife. She looks very small in the bed,
very wasted and pale, but she manages a meager smile. It’s a night
for smiling. There are some dutiful kisses, exuberant words. Then
the chipper nurse, who clearly enjoys her minor though well-
rehearsed part in these happy-ending domestic dramas, shoos me
out. I'm free to go.

At last it’s over. I'm sitting at the kitchen table in our three-
room basement apartment, a glass of milk and an oatmeal
cookie in front of me. Exhausted, thoroughly drained. I feel at
that moment rather like an amateur actor winding down from
a mediocre performance. Some afterglow of the forced jubilance
still lingers. I have a son now and I want things to be right for
him. I try to think manfully of my new burdens as merely chal-
lenges, opportunities. Solemn vows and extravagant dreams spin
through my head. Perhaps, even at age thirty, I can redirect my
energies, change my life. Perhaps it’s not too late.

But the longer I sit there the more hollow the vows seem.
The dreams blur, refuse to stay in focus. What I see instead is the
shabby, yard sale furniture, the cookie crumbs on the pink Melmac
plate, chalky milk residue clinging to the sides and bottom of the
glass. Free glass, comes free with a fill-up at the Supergas station.
The gloom that’s dogged me all day long settles in again. What
do I know of babies or marriage or “providing”? Everything has
gone wrong. The future, on this second look, looms bleak as a rut-
ted backroad zigzagging across an arid plain. The past—the mean
places I've been and the shallow paltry things I've done, and not
done—is hardly worth memorializing. Up against the stunning
clarity of this vision the past is no comfort at all.

I hear someone, the landlord probably, stirring about upstairs.
A toilet flushes, water swirls through the exposed pipes directly
above my head. I feel like a man waking from a restless sleep to
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find himself in a cramped and stuffy room. Windowless, doorless,
and with walls of damp sponge.

Now it is time to skip ahead to that calamitous day. February 26,
1971. A Friday. Venue is De Kalb, Illinois. Specificially, a main
street tavern, student watering hole, crammed with raucous
cretins, throbbing with music. Reminiscent, in a way, of that
Waterloo roadhouse a decade back. Circle ending where it began.

Early evening and already my head is sloshy from the clash
of booze and drugs and assorted stimulants pulsing through my
veins. Caffeine, nicotine, and a dex on waking, to haul me up
out of a toxic sleep; red devil at noon, to glide down off my last
fevered classroom performance of the day (of my life, as it turned
out); mid-afternoon another jolt of crank swallowed on a wash
of brandy, to launch the weekend. Joyless riot of the lately liber-
ated man. Whose face—sallow, stringy, eyes rimmed in pink, hair
sleeted with gray—regards me from the mirror behind the bar.

He fires up another cigarette, that stranger in the mirror, lifts
his glass in toast. Discovers it empty, signals a bartender. A fresh
two-pop is set before him. But he’s forgotten what he’s toasting.
Maybe it’s the six weeks he’s been free. Maybe it’s Suzanne. Why
not? He hoists the glass in ironic tribute. Here’s to Suzanne Croop
Woodrow.

It would be easy for me to paint her a villainess, witchy of
design, crafty of scheme, scarlet of sin. But not wholly accurate.
Not entirely true. Not, at least, in the beginning. For a time, I sup-
pose, she did her best, tried. To be fair about it, give her her due.

But my kitchen table vision the night of Michael’s birth proves
to be prophetic. Rudely plunged from his mother’s womb, he
wails ceaselessly through the first six months of his life, as though
the wordless memory of his splenetic conception poisons his
blood. Soiled diapers, steamed baby food, excrement, and vomit
become the fragrances of home. One leaden day of domestic duty
stacked on the next. Vexed, peevish, preoccupied husband, head
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perpetually stuck in a book. Spiritless bed sessions, all the voltage
gone out of them. It must have seemed to her as if she’d stumbled
out of the sunlight of her youth into a dark and trackless swamp,
nothing in sight up ahead but the back of her sullen guide, himself
lost. An immense fatigue sets in. Nevertheless she endures. For a
time.

The swamp deepens. Her frustrations mount. Baffled and
impatient with my interminable schooling (man’s married, got a
kid, he settles down, gets himself a decent job), she grows tight-
lipped, wire-strung. Tension and exasperation set up housekeep-
ingin her face. Sometimes, in corkscrew non sequiturs introduced
into our stormy eruptions over money or the tedium of it all, she’ll
try to make me grasp the measure of her disappointment and dis-
may. Who wants to live like a goddam monk? Who needs it? Who
gives a rip over dead languages, dead poets, dreary dissertations?
Time is fleeting. She’s young yet, wants some fun out of life.

Before too many years elapse she’ll find it.

Anointed doctor at last, I secure the real job she’s been hound-
ing me about. Scrape together the down payment on a house. Fill
it with furniture. Pore over pension plans, insurance packages,
fringe benefits (among which is that most bizarre and, when you
think about it, dreadful of oxymorons, “death benefits”). Except
for the barbells secreted in the basement, the last vestiges of my
directionless youth are gone. I wear the wardrobe of the Practical
Man.

But it’s unfamiliar garb for me, a strange fit, comfortable not
in the least, like an outfit chosen by a blind man—coat too loose,
collar too tight, trousers riding up the crotch, distressing pinched
shoes. I'm learning my taint is to learn nothing from experience.
Nothing at all.

For nothing is changed. The wrangling persists. Intensifies.
Any topic, never mind how innocent, how ludicrous, can trigger a
firestorm. You name it. Artichokes, for a single memorable exam-
ple. Artichokes can be debated on grounds of taste, but for two
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seasoned marital pugilists taste could never long remain a simple
preference. If the innocuous vegetable were the departure point,
then matters of taste could readily be extended to a full menu of
recriminations and regrets, and what commences as mild dis-
cordance of opinion concludes with ugly imprecations hurled
along with the glasses and plates.

On such occasions the child looks on, mute witness to the
whirlwinds that seem to sweep, periodic and unannounced,
through the cheerless landscape of his young life. By now he has
given up weeping. Instead he broods. Once, after an exhausting
evening of battling, I climb the stairs and find him crouched in
the hall listening, his pale features furrowed into a map of all
the griefs peculiar to sorrowing old men. Map of the country of
unfathomable woe. In an anguish of guilt I scoop him up and
carry him off to bed, murmuring comforting sounds while he lies
there wide-eyed in the dark, his thin body rigid as a cadaver, bub-
bly noises rising to his lips.

It’s the guilt that holds me, or so I tell myself. The memory of
my own fatherless boyhood. Surely it’s guilt, or inertia. Yet there
are times I have to wonder if, in our sick alliance, Suzanne and I
supply each other some queer, distorted pleasure that annuls any
need for harmony, not to speak of that fanciful notion happiness.
Like some overarching malignant embrace that binds us closer
than any marriage vows ever could, closer than any hostile sweaty
coupling. Closer than addictive habit.

The day after Michael is enrolled in school comes the
announcement she’s taken a job. Education aborted by mothering,
she’s nonetheless found a place at the college library. Reference
desk clerk. An activity, a purpose, reason again to get out of bed
in the morning. Fulfillment, of sorts, or the dawn of it.

Often she’ll work evenings, and the boy and I eat some savor-
less gruel I've ineptly concocted. After dinner we play together,
vigorous physical games of our own invention. I'm the indomita-
ble wrestler Sweet Daddy Siki, the champion of that time; Michael
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my relentless challenger. “Find an opening,” I snarl fiercely, “find
an opening’; and he charges me, childish fists cuffing, shivery
with glee. We grapple across the floor. Inevitably, the challenger
overpowers this mighty Hector, brings him to shuddering tragic
fall.

Often she’s late. Comes breezing through the door long after
the library is dark. Hair tousled, face lit by secret smile, eyes full
of mischief, she offers as airy explanation, “Girls and I stopped by
for an after-work drink. Figured you wouldn’t mind.”

But in the beginning I do mind. Goatish images frolic behind
my eyes. Gales of impotent rage storm through my head. We
quarrel bitterly. I pitch furious accusations. She taunts me with
the reminder, once again, years after the fact, I don’t own her.

In time a lassitude sets in, exhaustion of the spirit. I abandon
the conflict, leave off accusation, stop petitioning fate for answers
to all its sportive mordant riddles. The glacial distance between
us widens.

For three more years this diseased union hangs together,
bound, it seems, by the force of an animus mysterious and power-
ful as gravity. And then one day she takes the pulse of her life with
me, finds it faint. Insists on a separation. Of the trial variety, no
lawyers involved (for this is a cautious woman, nobody’s fool). Too
weary of the struggle, I agree.

That night I take Michael aside, and in the professorial tones
adopted whenever instruction or wisdom is forthcoming, I say,
“Your mother and I have decided it would be best if we lived apart
for a while. It’s nothing serious, you see, nothing to be alarmed
about. It’s more like, well, an experiment. A little test. I'll be right
here in town. We'll see each other practically as much as always.”

I hesitate, watch him searchingly. He says not a word. “You
have to understand,” I continue, eminently reasonable, “it has
nothing to do with you. By that I mean we both love you very
much. No matter what happens that will never change.” He
remains silent.
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But the next morning, before I pack my clothes and some few
belongings, we pass on the stairs and he looks at me puzzledly, as
though it’s just now occurred to him something unusual is about
to happen, something he’s forgotten. “You can’t leave,” he says and
gives me a teasing playful punch, challenger assaulting the cham-
pion. “You can't leave. I'll beat you up if you leave.”

I gaze at my son through tight, pained eyes. Nevertheless, by
afternoon I'm surely gone.

So at last I'm free. Near to penniless, sodden with drink,
shrunken shell of myself, approaching the benchmark forty.
Wreckage of a marriage, hostage son—but free all the same. Yet
it’s nothing like I'd imagined it to be, this freedom. Sometimes,
after the bars close, I'll go tottering through the empty streets of
De Kalb. Often these nocturnal wanderings lead me to the street
fronting my former home. Always it’s dark at this hour, and
anguished visions of Michael tossing in his bed appear to me, fill
me with such a rush of desperation I'm tempted to storm the door,
gather him up, and flee to some safe refuge. But where to run?
Iowa? California? Goose Bay? Namaqualand? Wind voices in the
branches of trees spangled with blue snow croon, No place to hide,
Norman, nowhere left to go. The dwindling embers of my cigarette
glow like a red eye in the night. Time seems to fold inward. I stand
there shivering, grappling with the confounding riddle of my life.

But now, in the steamy warmth of the tavern, a firm hand
claps me on the shoulder. Chummy voice trumpets over the din,
“How’s she goin’, prof?”

I shift slightly. Enough to make out a blur of a face. Male.
Young. Smirky grin. Dimly familiar. Must be a student. Going
fine, I tell him.

“Kickin’ back for the weekend, are ya?”

“I suppose you could call it that.”

“Enjoyed your lecture this morning.”

On Pope, was it? Collins? The melancholy Gray? Long since
lost.
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“Really learnin’ a lot, your class.”

“Gratifying,” isallI say. Not eager to promote this conversation.

Doesn’t discourage him. “Y’know that paper you assigned
us?”

“Yes.”

“Was workin’ on it today. Over at the library.”

I stiffen. Safe bet what’s coming next.

“Saw your wife.”

He’s watching me carefully. Longing for a reaction. Gets none
out of me.

“Yeah, she’s real helpful, reference room there, your wife.
Stacks too.”

Still watching. So finally I say frigidly, “Your thirst for learn-
ing is most laudable.”

Seems to serve its purpose. Dampens the chat. “Well, gotta
be gettin’ back to my frat rat buddies,” he says. “Good talkin’ to
ya, prof” He starts away. Pauses. The glued-on smirk enlarges,
fills his face. Counterweight to the wicked glint in the eyes. “Oh,
yeah, by the way, there’s a real funny thing somebody wrote on a
crapper in the back. You oughta read it. Get a hoot out of it. Third
stall on the right”

And then he’s gone, vanished in the crowd. But with mali-
cious seed planted. A “real funny thing” scribbled on a john wall.
Pertaining, doubtless, to me. Transparent motive for the dialogue,
done on a dare, no doubt.

I sip at my drink. Smoke another cigarette. Give it a decent
interval. Give the smirking shitsack—wherever he is, for certain
watching—nothing. Or little as possible. Then, moving with sol-
emn inebriate dignity, I walk on back.

What I discover, in among the profusion of scatalogical wit,
smutty rhyme, and deviant proposition gracing the wall of that
feculent stall, third on the right, is a blunt message in the form
of a catalog, compiled by many and various hands. Reads like
this:
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Suzy Woodrow is:

1. a cocksucker

2. the easiest lay in the county

3. a devout cummunicant (allegedly noted by a Father Timothy
Dooley)

4. gives good cumuppance

5. the sandwich spread of champions (followed by two sets of
initials in distinct scripts)

6. hostess at cumming out parties (the allegation here of a
local catering firm affiliation)

7. gives good cummiseration

8.a two handed handler of whoppers—Burger King,
International

9. steamiest shtup in the stacks

Though over the years I have chosen denial, the nature of her sin is
known to me. But not the extent. I remove a pen from my pocket,
add another notation, number ten, to the catalog: my wife.

As I'm writing I seem to hear a growly voice rising through
the room. John is empty, must be mine. I stumble out of the stall.
Catch a glimpse of someone in the smeary mirror above the sink.
Same stranger from back at the bar. Looks remarkably like me.

Lately I've taken to carrying a bottle of sleeping pills with
me wherever I go. It’s a comfort, knowing the balm of sleep is
only a swallow away. For no good reason I can think of, then or
now, some ruinous impulse possibly, possibly some self-immo-
lating need, I fill a cupped hand with icy tap water, gulp a couple
of those pills.

Astonishingly, perversely, their effect is tonic. Bracing.
Galvanizing. Dark apocalyptic visions swell behind my eyes. All
of life’s manifold indignities, angular treacheries, baffling defeats
telescope into a receptacle narrow enough to contain but a single
figure. Just one. Suzanne. I ache to lunge through the door, the
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tavern, out into the glacial night. To revel in violence, carnage,
blood. Yet I remain there, swaying slightly, rooted to the spot.

The stranger in the glass regards me with an arch, patronizing
smile. “You?” he sneers.

“Why not me?”

“The timid professor? Angel of vengeance? 'm sure.”

“Not so timid anymore.”

“Stout words. But of course that’s all they are. Words.”

“We'll see.”

The appalling visions fade. Another image—calm, familiar,
sustaining—emerges in their place: Burt at the tower, scores to
settle, nothing left to lose....

That enigmatic stranger in the mirror, that would be me?

The very same.

It’s a quaint way you have of ducking the burden of guilt.
Bending reality through the prism of an overheated imagination to
reflect your fancy of the moment.

And that fancy is?

Why, the devil made me do it, Your Honor. That awful man in
the mirror.

You know, there’s a truth in there somewhere. Behind all the
easy jeering.

Won'’t wash, Norman. Didn’t with the law, won’t with me.

Now who’s testy?

Certainly not L. It’s nothing to me.

Really? I'd never have guessed.

This becomes terribly tiresome. Why don’t you just get on with it.

What’s the rush? Afraid of something?

Afraid? Me? Aren't you confusing us? Whatever would I be afraid of?

I won’t need you anymore.

I'm your man in the mirror, Norman. Remember? You’ll always
need me.

Don'’t be too sure.
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You say no, I say yes. From tiresome to circular. Your last day is
incomplete. Are you going to get on with it or not?

Soon.

Don’t tell me I'm going to hear “another time.”

Something like that.

What a supercilious milksop you are, Norman. What a coward.
We'll see.
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TWENTY-ONE

oure sure you won't come in with me?” Lizabeth was
coaxing.

“I'd just as soon wait here.”

“Might be a while.”

“I don’t mind.”

“I could use another opinion.”

“On towels? Afraid I wouldn’t be much help.”

“On colors, dummy. I just want to see if I can match the shade
in my bathroom. Those green ones in there now are an awful
clash with the walls.”

“Really? I hadn’t noticed.”

“You’re such a ditz, Michael.”

“Ditz?”

“Yes. Ditz. Bad as your father.”

“Must be genetic. No eye for color.”

She gave him an affectionate scolding punch on the arm. “All
right,” she said. “You wait. I'll try not to be long.”

“Take your time. I'm sure I can keep myself occupied.”

He could too. Simply by observing. He was not in the habit of
frequenting these places. And this one, Yorktown, a mere twenty-
minute drive from home, was utterly unknown to him. And so,
while she fluttered through the entrance to a department store,
he took a seat on a hard wooden bench at the juncture of two
concourses and watched the dazzling swirl of mall crawlers and
Saturday morning shoppers. It was fascinating. Look over there. A
stout grandmotherly lady in velveteen stretch pants and Jordache
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sweatshirt, pink sphere of bubble gum inflating at her lips. There
a large family of orientals, mother and father trailed by a proces-
sion of stepladdered kids, all of them jabbering in high-pitched
singsong, marching choir. A lubberly youth, cheeks bulged with
popcorn, gigantic thighs sloshing back and forth as he waddled
along. Smiling young couple maneuvering a baby stroller through
the crowd, the infant, pacifier plugged, a limp bundle of inno-
cent sleep. All that urgent bustle, teeming life, mercantile hum of
churning money. All that...balance.

He felt very strange. Good, but strange. It was their first ven-
ture out in three days. Given her flimsy excuse at work, Lizabeth
didn’t dare risk being seen anywhere in the immediate vicinity.
And anyway, as she put it, the whole point of this fabricated little
holiday was for them to spend time together. And that’s exactly
how it had been. Three enchanted days hunkered down in the
tidy security and perfect isolation of her condo, the world at bay.
Norman had kept a curious distance, almost as though he were
deliberately avoiding them. Once, at Lizabeth’s insistence, he
came by for dinner, but he seemed to have an uncomfortable sense
of his own tinny presence, didn’t linger long.

Fine by him. For over the course of those days and under her
gentle ministrations, the contagion of her artless joy, some of the
unearthed horror at what he’d done, who he’d been, some of it, a
share at least, dissolved and scattered like ashes driven by a heal-
ing wind. He likened himself to a spelunker lost in the depths of a
black and terrifying cave, miraculously come across a narrow pas-
sage, tiny portal, and emerging, bruised and shaken, eyes stung
by the light, but rescued at last. So maybe it wasn’t too late to turn
things around. Maybe a shard of deliverance was not out of reach
after all. Even for him.

And while he was entertaining these rallying thoughts a short
trim girl outfitted in Chicago Bulls jacket, stonewashed jeans
fashionably rent at one knee, and scuffed Reeboks came strolling
over and plunked herself down on the bench in elaborate show
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of weariness. She lit a cigarette, sighed twin jet trails through her
nostrils and, on the exhale, said, “Wow, what a mob.”

Michael nodded an acknowledgment, polite but distant.

“You'd think it was day after Thanksgiving, all these people.”

He tucked back a corner of his mouth in sympathetic smile.
He was rusty chitchatting with strangers.

“Hope the smoke don’t bother you.”

This called for something in the way of reply so he said, “It’s
no bother.”

“Now-days y’gotta ask. All the weenies around.”

“This weenie doesn’t mind,” he said mildly, but he kept his
head angled away.

“Take it you don’t got the habit.”

“No.”

“Good for you. Helluva monkey on your back.”

“So I understand.”

“Gettin” expensive t00.”

No response required for that. He studied the patterns in the
tile at his feet. Let the unwelcome conversation expire.

She took a few more drags on the cigarette, crushed it under
a heel. Then, unfazed, it seemed, by the silence, she asked, “You
come here often?”

Now he lifted his head, turned, faced her. On closer look
he determined this was no girl but rather, under the plaster of
makeup, a woman easily his own age, or better. Hair was gamin-
cut, bleached; eyes a milky blue; wide white smile displaying the
kind of even, prominent teeth that seem to dominate a face, take
it over, lend it a certain sluttish appeal. He felt an uneasy stirring
deep in his chest. “No,” he said, “this is my first time.”

“No kiddin’. First time at Yorktown. Where you from?”

“Hinsdale.”

“Hey!” she exclaimed, smile levelling on him, enlarging.
“We're practically neighbors. I live in Westmont.”

“Really.”
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“Listen, you shoppin’ or just killin’ time?”

“Killing time. Why?”

“Well, I was thinkin’ about goin’ over to the food court, grab
a bite. You wanta come along?”

Michael hesitated. But only an instant. “I'm waiting for some-
one,” he said.

She looked at him steadily. Sly, conspiratorial look. “That
somebody be a wife?”

“Yes.”

“Too bad.”

He shrugged.

“Maybe another time.”

He said nothing.

“You could gimme a call. I'm in the book. Name’s—”

He put up a staying hand. “No. Don’t say it. I don’t want to
know your name.”

The smile slackened. Eyes narrowed. Then, recovering, upper
lip curling, she trilled, “Well la-dee-da. Mr. Clean.” Off she huffed,
hips swaying, to let him see what he passed up.

He followed her with his eyes. Watched till she was out of
sight, indistinguishable in the jostling crowd. The whirlwind in
his chest, risen now as high as his throat, gradually subsided.
Something approaching calm returned to his face.

Or did until his gaze, drawn as though by some sinister instinct,
shifted abruptly to the opposite end of the concourse. Where, for a
nanosecond, no more than that, he saw, or thought he saw, maybe
it was only a flicker of the imagination, a figure—tall, blocky, only
dimly remembered, all but forgotten in the quiet euphoria of these
past days. He tried to put a name to it. Elusive. Couldn’t bring it
up. The man from Texas. Flam. There, that was it. Victor Flam. His
breath quickened. Heart thumped. Eyes blinked wildly. He squinted,
to steady them, but the menacing figure, real or imagined, was gone.

Now an aggressive band of emotions tussled for control of
his face, confusion and panic for the moment dominant, but fear
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gaining ground, anguish in serious contention, and close behind
a terrible, stricken dread. He felt a light touch on his shoulder and
recoiled as though from an adder’s sting. He spun around, fists
balled.

“Michael?” Lizabeth said. “I scared you. I'm sorry.”

“Never mind. It’s all right. Startled is all.”

“You look like you've just seen a, well, a ghost.”

He loosened his fists. Reassembled his face. Generated a fee-
ble, wincing smile. “No. No ghosts. Unless you're one.”

“Ghost with a sack full of towels,” she said, indicating the bag
in her hands. “I think maybe, just maybe, I've found what I'm
after.”

“Good. Then we can get out of here.”

“You're not having fun at the mall?” she said teasingly.

“A little bit of mall fun goes a long way.”

She gave him a sudden impulsive hug. “You're such a good
sport, Michael. 'm glad you came along.”

But not pleasure enough to return for a second time that day.
Once was plenty.

Norman, however, fortuitously arrived in the middle of the
towels crisis (for she discovered, to her dismay, they were not
quite the proper shade after all, wouldn’t do, absolutely had to
be exchanged), agreed to accompany her. He had stopped by to
let Michael know of a letter delivered that very morning, Federal
Express. And it was all the out Michael needed: Nobody questions
the summons of an AS&A.

So here he sat, silence of his home office, letter and packet of
background materials on Badger Manufacturing, Inc., laid out on
the desk. Trying to corral his attention, bring it back to a sound
utilitarian focus. The anxiety-numbing comfort of work.

But it wasn’t all that easy. The letter, that was plain enough:
crisp instructions to rent a car, be at the Grand Milwaukee Hotel,
south end of town, near the airport, by 3:00 p.m. Sunday, no later.
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A meet-the-team session, suffer through a Russ Marks pep talk.
But the Badger Corporation facts, figures, executive profiles,
projections, goals, all of it seemed somehow oppressive, over-
whelming. Seemed tedious somehow. His thoughts kept stray-
ing. Dreamily, some of them (to Lizabeth, these past days, like a
honeymoon must be, he supposed, for normal people, in normal
life); others ominously (to the woman at the mall, the shameless
proposition declined, but only after a hesitation; worst of all to the
persistent image of that shadowy figure who, seen or not seen, like
some inarguable truth would not be blinked away).

Finally he gave it up. Put aside the materials, assuring himself
he’d get back to them in the morning. Time enough tomorrow.
He wandered into the kitchen and fixed a tuna sandwich, poured
a glass of milk (lunch forgotten in the speedy Yorktown exit). He
ate without appetite, out of habit, but, Grace-indoctrinated, out of
habit he finished the sandwich, drained the glass. A memory of
her hovering over him, watching, scowling, preaching the gospel
of parsimony (“Clean up your plate, boy. Food don’t come cheap.
Somebody got to pay for it”) arrived, unsummoned, across the
murk of years. He blotted it, drove it away. Only to find another
memory, nagging, related some way, nearer in time, insinuating
itself in his head.

He looked at his watch. They’d been gone now—what? Twenty
minutes? No longer than that. There was time. He descended the
stairs, entered Norman’s room, searched through the cluttered
piles of books and papers on the desk, discovered what he was
after. He took two thick stacks of pages, settled into the chair and
began to read.

And as he read these fragmented confessionals of juvenile
identification with some has-been actor, macho posturings, pro-
tracted adolescence, watershed days in a botched and blighted
life, endless ceremonial circling around the only one that mat-
tered—reading them he felt swamped by a dizzying mix of scorn,
pity, anger, forbearance, bitterness, and remorse, emptying, when
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he was finished, into a reservoir of sorrow aching and vast, and
with nothing to attach itself to. Perhaps not even a Lizabeth
Seaver. It struck him how little he knew this man, his father. But
enough now, from this evolving chronicle, to wonder if the virus
of madness must inevitably trample the innocence of everything
it touched. He didn’t know, couldn’t be sure.

He squared the pages, replaced them on the desk. Sat there
awhile, head cradled in his hands. His mouth felt dry. A curious
stinging sensation nipped at his eyes. They roved about the room,
out the window at an orange dome of sun settling on the hori-
zon, came back to rest on a calender bearing, opposite the date,
an ambiguous alert, at once inspiriting and alarming: Time to
reorder.

“Why so glum, Michael?”

“Who’s glum?”

“You are. Glum, or melancholy, or preoccupied. Whatever.
You've been quiet all evening. Is something wrong?”

“Everything’s fine. About as near to perfect as it gets. In my
experience, anyway.”

“You mean it?”

“I mean it,” he said, and there was in his voice a certain
strained sincerity. Why shouldn’t he mean it? Eased back on her
couch. Basking in the contented afterglow of an elegant dinner
at a secluded, intimate spot. Lizabeth snuggled against him, her
head nestled in the hollow of his shoulder. Glasses of Chambord
in hand. Flickering candlelight. Tranquil music sedating the air.
Soft rain pattering the roof. Perfect in the way of some saccharine
cinematic conception of romantic bliss. The world as it never was.
Reason enough for glum.

“It’s been such a lovely few days,” she said, almost wistfully.

“I know. Too bad they’re coming to an end.”

“Maybe there’ll be others.”

“It’s possible.”
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“I'hope so.”

“Sodol”

She lifted her head, searched his eyes. “If you mean that too,
if you're serious—"

“I'm serious,” he broke in, thinking, more serious than you
could ever understand, ever be allowed to know.

She laid a stilling finger on his lips. “Wait. Let me finish. If
this thing, with us, is going the direction I think it’s going, then
there’s something we need to talk about.”

“What would that be?”

“I want you to know that I know about...about Norman. And
your mother.”

He said evenly, “I see.”

“He told me everything.”

“Everything?”

“Well, what happened. What he did.”

He leaned forward and set his glass on the coffee table. Stared
atit for along moment. Said finally, “I'm not sure I want to get into
any of this.”

“I think we should, Michael.”

“Why? If he’s already told you, what’s the point?”

“So there’ll be no empty places between us.”

“What is it you want me to say? He killed her. Went to prison
for it. I went off to live with a shrewish aunt. End of sorry tale.”

“Somehow I don’t think that’s quite all of it.”

His eyes, loaded with suspicion, shifted from the glass to her.
“I don’t understand what you mean,” he said carefully.

“I care about you, Michael. I want to know how you feel about
all these terrible things that happened to you. It’s important to
me.”

“Which things, exactly?”

“About Norman, for one.”

“He’s my father. I feel what I'm expected to feel.”

“You're not bitter toward him?”
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“He did what must have seemed right for him. Can’t be
undone. I try not to think about it.”

“Your aunt. What about her?”

“Toward her I suppose I'm a little less kindly disposed.”

“Why is that?”

If it was bitterness she was probing for, there was more than
enough in that God-poisoned well. More than he cared to plumb.
He said, “It was not the happiest arrangement. For either of us.
Let’s leave it at that, all right?”

“All right. Tell me about your mother, then.”

“Nothing to tell. I barely remember her. It was a long time
ago.”

“You were nine, Michael. Norman told me. Surely you have
some memories of her.”

“Afraid not.”

“None at all?”

A pair of images, female, dispatched from opposite poles of
time, appeared to him suddenly, warred in his head, merged grad-
ually into the features of a single lewdly grinning woman.

“Michael?”

“Cards,” he mumbled.

“What?”

“She taught me card games.”

“Your mother?”

“Yes. We played together. The two of us. She liked games.”

“That’s what you remember? Card playing?”

“She was a spirited woman. Pretty, I think. Generous. As lav-
ish in the giving as in the taking away.”

“But you loved her?”

He swept the air with a vexed hand. “What do I know about
love?”

She smiled privately, said nothing.

“You find that amusing? Strange?”

“You know what’s strange, Michael?”
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“What’s that?”

“Your father said something very much like that. When I
asked him the same question.”

“You asked him that?”

“Yes I did.”

“Why is it you have to keep pecking at this? Why not let it
rest?”

“Because I believe you need to sort things out, Michael. I'm
five years older than you. I don’t want you mistaking me for her.”

He looked at her with the saddest of eyes. “You know,” he said,
“I'd rather you didn’t put it that way.”

“I've hurt you. I'm sorry. It’s just that I want you to be sure.
About us.”

To that he had no idea what to say. And because just then the
phone rattled he was spared a reply. She sighed, crossed the room,
picked up the receiver, and spoke an irked greeting. Then she was
silent awhile, appeared to be listening. From where he sat he could
see her foot tapping an agitated beat on the floor. After a prolonged
pause he heard her say “No...no,” and again, sharply, “No!”

Down went the receiver. She came back and dropped onto the
couch, shaking her head slowly, display of annoyance. “It was one of
those, you know, phone solicitors,” she volunteered in explanation.
“Wanted me to contribute to the fireman’s fund, or something like
that. I wasn’t paying attention.”

“Odd time to be calling.”

“Oh, they’ll call any time. You name it. Nights, weekends,
dinner hour’s big too. Always the worst times.”

As though in willed confirmation, the phone rang again. A
violent twitch shook her. She looked stunned. “I can’t believe this,”
she said.

“You want me to get it?”

“No,” she said quickly. “I'll handle it.”

It was handled in a voice short, flat, stony, almost callous. A
voice such as he had never before heard out of her, never imagined
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her capable of. “Yes? No. No, and I want you to stop calling here.
Is that clear? Do you understand me?” Evidently the other party
understood. All the same, the receiver, he noticed, was left off the
hook.

“They’re so obnoxious,” she said, sitting beside him again, her
shoulders tight, face grim. “So persistent.”

“They’re salesmen. That’s how you define persistent.”

“Still is maddening.”

“You need an answering machine. Screen your calls.”

“T'll think about it.”

“I could have Norman get you one tomorrow.”

“We’ll see,” she said vaguely and, waving the topic away,
“look, Michael, would you mind terribly if I had a cigarette?”

“Of course not. You don’t have to reform for me.”

“I want to, though. I'm trying.”

She fumbled through her purse. Produced a cigarette. Lit it with
a trembly hand and smoked it down to a tiny stub. For a time noth-
ing was said, the earlier conversation seemingly lost or forgotten. He
watched her curiously, not at all unhappy to leave oft poking into the
past, sorting emotions too tangled to identify or interpret or con-
front. But baffled too, wondering what was going on. Reaction all
out of proportion to trivial event. Curious side of her, new to him,
foreign and troubling. And so to put something into the widening
silence he said, “I guess it’s my turn to ask about glum.”

“I'm sorry,” she said, voice softened some, steadier. “I dont mean
to sulk. But things like that, intrusions like that, well, they bother me.”

“A couple of nuisance calls?”

“Yes. They're upsetting. Such terrific timing.”

He pointed at her glass, emptied along with the urgent pulls
on the cigarette. “Maybe you’d like another.”

“I think I've had enough to drink tonight.”

“And enough talk?”

“That too,” she said, and took his hand and led him back to
the bedroom.
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rue to her word, the castle dragon calls him at his room in the

Grand Milwaukee Hotel (nothing grand about either of ‘em,
sack-house or town, you want his take on it) and before he can even
grind the sleep out of his eyes says, “Your four weeks are up, Mr.
Flam, what do you have?” And when she hears what it is (which is a
handful of Jell-O, never mind how you slap on the whipped cream)
proceeds to bend him over, takes about five pounds of his ass, and
fires him on the spot. All the dancing, dodging, weaving, whee-
dling, squirming earns him is your basic squat. She’s snapped wise
to that gas, heard it all before. No shuckin” her. He’s oft the payroll as
of that moment, midnight, November 10, four weeks on the fuckin’
button. Old reliable Mother Swales. Freeze dry must of had a timer
going down there in sunny Palm Beach.

Up here though, scuz town, Flam’s wide awake now and
feeling like he just got the old fudge tunnel snaked with a rusty
flagpole. World-class ream job, do a D.I. proud. Course the hard
truth, you want to own up to it, is she’s probably right. Probably
chasing his tail. Four weeks gone by and he hasn't budged the
Woodrow needle, not one tick. It’s like trying to catch a pimple-
face kid chokin’ the chicken. Never know when the floggin’ itch
gonna come on.

You could bag the four-day stakeout, that Chicago burb. That
close to home base, nothin’ going down there. And after their lit-
tle San Antone chin’n grin his man’s maybe figured something’s
up, gone to ground. Only thing comes close to any action is when
he finally pops out of his hole, split in tow. Flam tracks them to
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a mall and, later, out to dinner and then straight back to her crib
again. Big night on the town. Some action.

Next morning she drives him to a car rental spot and after
a lot of gooey kissy-face farewells (twat plainly got to be the girl
back home, not a heavy candidate for a whacking), he’s on the
road to Milwaukee, Flam in his own Hertzmobile a couple of
car lengths behind. At the hotel he asks for and, with a little
juice, gets a room at the end of the same wing Mr. Woodrow’s
in, far end. His thought is to keep in close but to keep down too,
so’s not to spook him. What he’s looking for is to nail him in
the act or, more likely, right after the act. Shame, but you want
an omelette you got to break the eggs. Another one of those
hard truths.

First thing he does is grease a bellman, lock in a hot line to
our Mr. W’s comings and goings. Which are exactly none the rest
of that day, though Flam learns a bunch of suits show up at the
room, stay late. So next morning Flam’s up bright and early, hangs
out in a corner of the lobby and follows him and his squad of suits
to a big plant located in a bugspeck called Oak Creek, few miles
south. But he can’t charm his way past the security gate here. Best
he can do is get one of the toy cops aside and lay on some cush
to keep him posted, the Woodrow arrival and departure times.
Which leaves Flam with nothing to do but come back to the hotel
and sprawl on the bed and watch the TV and wait.

And that’s what he’s been doing, four weeks now. Four zippo
weeks. The Woodrow drill’s same as it was in Texas: out to the
plant all day, squirrelled in his room at night, eats off of room
service, avoids the bar like it’s an AIDS ward. Goddam monk.

Consistent though, got to give him that. And if his M.O. is to
wait till the end of a job, do his psycho number and blaze outta
town, then that’s the problem right there, and Flam knows it.
Could come to a whole lot of thumb up the ass time, all of it givea-
way, now the Florida float money dried up. And he’s never been
big on charity. Tells himself let it go, Victor, ain’t your problem
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anymore, world’s full of one oars, people getting smoked every
day, every place, crime’s a growth industry, plenty of work.

Except it’s all dog flop, all that good common sense, because what
he really wants to do is burn this pretty boy, spike him right to the tim-
bers, and he knows that too. If he could just get a fix on that wrap date.
Even ball park be a help. Least help him plot his next move. Or make up
his mind. Trouble is there’s only one way to find out and it’s for sure no
gimme, his PR. out in Jew York City being not all that sensational lately.

So he stalls awhile. Thinks it over. Checks the clock. Half
past twelve, hour later out east. That’s okay, Jews never sleep, too
busy scheming how to skin the goys. What the fuck. Might as well
gnaw the old dum-dum, Victor. What’s to lose?

He puts through the call, lets it ring, finally gets a sluggish
greeting and says back, pitching it real chummy, “Hey, Nathan,
how’s your hammer swingin'?”

“Hammer?”

“How you doin’?”

“This could only be Victor Flam,” he says, voice alert now, all
the drowsy finger-snapped out of it, lot of winter in there, though.

“Bingo,” says Flam.

“What time is it?”

“Oh, ’bout midnight out here in cornpone country.”

“Here’ being Milwaukee, no doubt.”

“Right again, Nathan.”

“And how are you finding that fine city?”

“Not so hot. Sun just don’t wanta shine, Milwaukee.”

“Is that a metaphor?”

“A what?”

“Never mind.”

The way Flam figures, thing to do is lube the gears a little,
slide into it easy. So he says, “Fact is, birds fly upside down out
here cuz there’s nothin’ worth shittin” on.”

You think it gets a laugh? Not even a snicker. There goes easy.
“Amusing, Victor. But I suspect you didn’t call at this hour, and
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after this long silence, to discuss the relative demerits of heartland
communities.”

“Well,” Flam allows, “couple other items too.”

“Such as?”

“You remember the Swales case?”

Nathan snorts at that. Says, “Indeed I do.”

“Been meanin’ to bring you up to speed on it but the time just
got away, all the jackin” around I been doin’. You know how she
goes.”

“No, I've no idea ‘how she goes.’ Tell me.”

“Shapin’ up good. I'm on top of this dinger, got him wired in
tight. Just a matter of time till I yank his chain.”

“Very encouraging. You must feel cheered.”

“Oh, yeah. Except for this little snag come up.”

“Snag,” he says flatly, no question to it, like it’s what he’s wait-
ing to hear.

“Yeah, see, right now he’s playin’ at solid citizen. Doin’ the
righteous walk, straight and narrow. And we know his pattern is
to hold off on the icing till the job’s over with.”

Flam leaves it hanging there. Smart Jewboy oughta be able to
fill in the blanks for himself. But all he says is, “We, Victor?”

“That’s right. You'n me, partners all the way. Like we agreed,
last time we talked.”

“Which was, by my calender, exactly four weeks ago. This
very night.”

Flam knows what’s coming next but he tries to skate around
it anyway. Never hurts to try. Nothing else, buy a scrap of time.
“Been that long, has it?” he says innocently.

“That long. And I've yet to see the agreed-upon retainer.”

“We talkin’ about that three large?”

“Please, Victor. Don’t insult my intelligence.”

“Okay, here’s what happened. The old lady, Mrs. Swales, she
bounced me. Wasn’t bringin’ the felon to justice quick enough for
her, guess.”
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Flam figures Nathan don’t need to know the boot came lessn
an hour back. Nothing served, telling him that. Besides, rest of it’s
straight up, and the truth oughta be worth something.

Worth dick. In a voice coated with frost, direct out of cold
storage, Nathan says, “Whatever arrangement you have—or
had—with Mrs. Swales is quite independent of our own. No
longer any of my concern. But the retainer is. And I don’t appreci-
ate being stiffed.”

“Nobody stiffin’ you, Nathan. It’s just alittle glitch is all. Anyway,
them dimes gonna look like birdseed once we tie this one up.”

“Which one? You've been fired.”

“So we work on spec. Think about it. We bring him in and
they’ll put us on your 60 Minutes there. Pro’ly make a movie
out of it.” Maybe make the cover of Time, kike of the year, Flam
wanted to add but didn’t.

“Working for glory is hardly my style, Victor. Yours either.”

“Who’s talkin’ glory? Business gonna come pourin’ in. Big-
time offers, downtown. Fartin’ through silk, partner.”

“You're fantasizing, Victor. It’s not like you.”

Flam sucks in his breath. Hesitates. He’s not sure how to put
this, or if he even wants to. But the bait’s running low, down to the
last worm in the can, so he gives it his best cast: “Look, Nathan, we
both know he’s our man. No argument there, right? So we got to
nail him. It’s like a, y’know, duty.”

“What’s this? An appeal to ethics? Moral obligation? How
very quaint, Victor, coming from you.”

“That mean you're out?”

“To borrow your expression—bingo.”

“Okay, that’s how you want it. Okay. But you could maybe do
me one more service. Small one. Won’t cost you but a minute of
your screen there.”

“So at last we arrive at the point of this call. Took long enough.
Let me guess. This small service wouldn’t be the determination of
a completion date for the Badger project?”
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“Youre way ahead of me, Nathan. Like always. Whaddya
say?”

“No.”

“No? You're sayin’ no?”

“You heard correctly.”

“But I gotta have a target date,” Flam says, trying without
success to smother the pleading in his voice. “Even a range help.
Otherwise I'm out on a limb here.”

“It’s your tree of choice, Victor. You're sitting in it.”

On a sudden desperate impulse Flam says, “Do this one thing
for me and you can forget the two-thirds, one-third split. I'm will-
ing to go halves.”

“Half of nothing. You’ve been pink-slipped, and I'm still look-
ing for my three thou.”

“Suppose I was to get it to you?”

“Oh, I'm counting on it. Debt’s a debt, you know. But as for
the rest of it, I wash my hands.”

“Come this close and youre gimpin’ on me?”

“Let me give you a word of advice, Victor. Obsession—
and that’s clearly your problem—can be insidious, dangerous.
Malignant, even. Like any disease, it can take over your life. And
success in our line of work demands a certain clinical detachment.”

Flam’s had a bellyful. Begging’s not his style either. He growls,
“Yeah, well, detach your sheenie needledick,” and bangs down the
phone. Fuckin’ yid. Who needs him. Fuck his advice.

Curiously, it strikes Flam that in all their years of doing busi-
ness he’s never once met Nathan, never actually seen him. Nasal
whine coming over the line, across the miles, that’s all he really
knows of him, and for an instant he wonders if there was in fact a
real face behind that whine. Wonders if he hasn’t just dreamed him
up, all them years, imagined him into being.

That’s bughouse, thinking like that. Doing way too much of
it lately: pondering, reflecting, weighing, considering, analyzing,
disecting, fretting, brooding...talking to yourself, f’chrissake,

343



TOM KAKONIS

blowing bubbles out your ass. Ain’t healthy. Man needs action,
movement, decision.

So what’s it gonna be, Victor, that heavy decision? Fucked if
he knew. Smart thing be kill the light, clear the head, log some
Z’s, pack the bags in the morning, and catch the first plane south.
That’d be the smart thing.

What he does is get up and walk his gut around the room.
Glimpse of it in the bureau mirror there, bulging his skivs, reveals
just how flabby he’s become, these past weeks. Face peering out at
him displays the pained grimace of a guy holding back a thunder
fart. Comes of all that thinking.

So he yanks open a drawer and gets out his gear and brings
his shoes over by the bed and polishes them up to a spit shine, real
jarhead gloss, kind where you step in close to a fluff youre gonna
catch a peek of snatch reflected off ‘'em. And then he gets out his
cleaning kit and his ordinance (9 mm. Ruger P89 semiaut with the
Black Talon slugs, erupt on impact, claw the meat), and he gives
that a good oiling too.

Already he’s feeling better. Feeling like a regular strak troop
set to go waste some Cong, even though he’d never been to
Nam, never had hostile fire come his way, did his whole hitch at
Portsmouth reeducating the fuckups, and even though he’s sitting
here in his underwear, Milwaukee hotel, middle of the night, talk-
ing to himself. Still feeling good. So maybe a couple bridges gone
up in flames, and maybe it ain’t been exactly your banners and
bugles night for Victor Flam. So what? Don’t count him out yet.
Not yet. Life’s full of downs and downs, but his turn for an up got
to be coming. He’s overdue.
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ight days later that up Flam’s looking for arrives at last.

Along about half-past seven, just about the time the eagle
scout’s ordinarily tucked away in his room for the night, bellman
calls and tells him Mr. W’’s on his way out, better hurry.

Flam knows how to hurry when he got to. Grabs his piece
(dealing with a dinger, y'never know, always best to be strapped),
pulls on a jacket, bolts down the hall and through the lobby
and out into the lot in time to spot him swinging onto Layton
Avenue. Flam follows him west couple miles, then north, then
down some back streets, slowing to a crawl and watching his
head go bobbing back and forth, like he’s searching for a par-
ticular address. Appears finally to find it when he turns in at a
little restaurant on a corner, some dago name to it. Flam parks
in the row behind him, lets him get past the door, gives it some
wait time, shivering there in the chill air, before he goes on in.
Wouldn’t do, get made now, freak him. Not if it’s mischief he got
on his mind. Better to shiver.

Outside, place don’t look like much. Inside’s another story.
One of them cozy intimate joints, all soft lights and hushed music
and whispery talk. Gaslog glowing in a fireplace, some moon-eyed
fish floating in a tank. Flam picks a seat at the bar where he’s got
a slanting view of the dining room. Fair crowd for a Wednesday
night. Takes him a few sweeps before his gaze lights on Woodrow
sitting at a table off in a corner, his back turned. Sure enough, he’s
got a broad with him, and sure enough she’s a perfect match for
the mold. Older, late forties easy, little on the chunko side, pair of
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heavy headlights swelling her blouse, mane of bottle-black hair,
wide slash of red mouth, good bones, might of been dish in her
day, couple of reupholsterings back. Lookin” promising, Victor.
Except it don’t quite fit the pattern, seeing there’s been not signal
one the job’s anywhere near finished, and last he got off the bell-
man the Stoltz crew rooms booked ahead indefinitely. Still lookin’
good. Maybe his man got the itch early. Schiz, how you gonna
know? Breach like this one in his lockstep drill, tonight could be
the night. Never dog on the old gift horse, is Flam’s motto.

They order drinks. Talk, twat doing most of it, that red mouth
going mile-a-second, lots of smiley face and twittery gestures.
Probably fuckstrated, counting on her young stud there to lay
some steeler pipe, clean the cobwebs out of Little Miss Fuzzy.
Probably soaking her silkies right now. She had any idea what’s
around the bend she’d blaze for the nearest exit. Flam’s thinking
maybe, though, with some luck, she won’t have to end up crow-
bait. Depends on the circumstance, and on his timing. She still
gonna take a ton of hurts before this night’s over. Too bad, but
whatre you gonna do? That eggs-omelette thing again.

More drinks. More of the schmooze. Must be close to an
hour this drags on. Flam don’t mind. He’s patient, he can wait.
Something got to break soon.

But when it does, it’s like nothing he’s expecting. She’s yap-
ping away, and all of a sudden Woodrow just shoves back his chair,
lurches to his feet, wheels around, and comes weaving through
the tables. Flam ducks his head, follows him with his eyes. Sees
him get his coat from the check booth, stop at a phone by the
door, tap out a number, and start right in talking, free hand chop-
ping the air furiously. Back at the table the lady’s sitting there with
her jaw dropped to her chest, wide-open mouth looking like the
bull’s-eye on a target. Fuck’s goin’ on? No way to tell, and no time
either, because once he puts down that phone he’s gone.

Flam slaps some bills on the bar and takes off after him.
Tracks him onto the 894 freeway east, then south on 94 at the
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Chicago exchange. Flam’s first thought is he’s headed back to
the hotel, somehow must of got skittish with the winter chicken
back there, but when he zips on by the exit that don’t wash.
Same thing at Rawson Avenue, which would’ve taken him
over to the Badger plant, which was Flam’s only other thought,
though fuck knows what he’d be doing there, this late hour.
Don’t leave much. Chicago is what it leaves, and that looks to be
where he’s pointed.

Turns out that ain’t right either. One of the Kenosha exits
he peels off and pulls up outside a grunge motel. Flam keeps in
tight, parks near the entrance, and watches him march inside, get
registered, and vanish down a hall, stepping smartly, in a hurry.
Only thing Flam can figure is he’s maybe hired in a hooker. Still
stoked maybe, motor still in overdrive, still looking for some of
his sicko action so he decides to take it out of town. Could be, even
if it don’t square with the M.O. Whackadoos got their own logic.
Least that’s how Flam hopes it’s coming down.

Wrong again. Can’t be more’n twenty minutes later a Camaro
swings into the lot and a fluff climbs out and goddam if it ain’t
the girl from back home, same cunt, the very same. Fuck’s goin’
on here anyway? What is it with this guy? Date night? She goes in
and raps with the clerk, who gives her a smirk and points her to
the hall and then she’s outta there too. Leaving Flam shaking his
head, thoroughly baffled. Don’t make sense, none of it.

He sits there a while, trying to put some kind of figure on it.
Comes up zip. Two of ’em plainly bedded down for the night, he
mightaswell packitin, get out of the cold. That’s what he oughta do.
Except that ding-dong logic keeps coming back to him. Suppose
it was to take a serious twist tonight? Okay, not likely maybe, but
just suppose it did, and you ain’t in the immediate vicinity, you're
back in the hotel snoozing, then score of a lifetime’s flushed right
down the Chinese whizzer, Victor. Too much time and too much
money invested, let that happen. Even if it’s gotta mean a night
camped out in a vehicle in the fuckin’ Wisconsin deep freeze.
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So with his mind made up he goes inside and oils the clerk
for the room number (dumb fuck registered under his own name,
which is not your best sign; other hand, it requires only a saw to
get the buzz, sleep cheap like this, which is something of a bargain
and he’s been trying to economize lately). Then he brings the car
around to the end of the wing where that room’s located, but before
he parks he spots some golden arches, couple streets over. And
since his gut’s sending out distress signals and since there’s nothing
but time, he drives that way, indulges himself with an order of two
Big Macs, large fries, and a jumbo coffee. Night like this, man’s got
a little indulgence coming. He’d’ve known how it was gonna shake
down, would’ve brought along a jug, keep him winterized.

Back at the motel, he inhales the chow, chucks the bag out the
window, and watches the wind sail it across the asphalt. No lights
on in the room, far as he can tell with the drapes pulled shut.
Probably knocking boots in there right now. Whatever’s going on
got to be bettern out here, sitting with the collar of his summer-
weight jacket turned up (kicking himself in the ass for not getting
a heavier one) and teeth rattling quick time. Nobody said it was
gonna be easy, Victor.

He settles in. Sky is black, clear, dense with stars. Out on
the highway cars go shooting by, a steady, hypnotic whoosh.
Periodically, he starts the engine, kicks on the heater. Helps a
little, not much, and not for very long. Just makes him drowsy.
Visions of a brilliant Florida sun spin through his head, followed
by steamy images of his busty manicurist down there, and even of
the acrobatic Ms. Vatchek in all kinds of pretzel postures.

Caffeine’s wearing off. He reaches inside a jacket pocket,
removes a small plastic bottle, shakes out two pills, and swal-
lows them with the last of the chilled dregs of the coffee. He’s no
routine popper, but sometimes you need a little crank, keep you
pumped. Times like now.

Once the speed takes hold he’s feeling tight again. So wired
he could hear an ant pissin’ on cotton at a hundred yards. Except
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there’s no ants. And no cotton. And no action from out of that
dark room. He sits there listening to the accelerated thump of his
heartbeat, watching his breath appear and dissolve in a fine mist
and then appear again. Like watching your life leak away by the
numbers. And that’s how he sits, the long night through.

She was a meld of brittle charm and studied grace and sexy neu-
roses, this Dolores (“call me Dee Dee”) Bruce; and for Michael
she was, from the beginning, a vaguely disturbing presence, like
some dull subclinical affliction, a canker on the lip, say, or a kink
in a joint. Too trivial to medicate, too persistent to ignore.

They had met on the first day of the project, first wary once-
over for consulting and executive teams. The Badger CEO, one
Frank Root, supplied introductions all around, Ms. Bruce identi-
fied as VP in charge of something called Human Relations. Root
was himself a paunchy, fiftyish man with a repertoire of narcis-
sistic expressions and mannerisms that appeared to be mirror-
rehearsed. To convey a deep deliberation he shuttered his eyes and
stroked an earlobe. To suggest decisive commitment he squared
fatty shoulders and rippled his prow of a jawbone. Obviously
enamored of the baritone peal of his voice, he was given to pro-
nouncements on the health of the economy generally, the vigor of
Badger, Inc., particularly. The latter of which was not good. With
the sudden and entirely unforseen demise of the cold war, order
rates for their principal product, marine propulsion gear drives,
had fallen off an alarming forty percent in the past eighteen
months. No more warships, no more call for gear drives, and no
fat government contracts on the horizon. Business, in short (or
in long, if the interminable gas of his “opening remarks” was any
measure), had slumped dangerously, and the future of the com-
pany was in serious jeopardy. “But that’s what we’re all here to
turn around,” he declared stoutly, in merciful conclusion.

He invited each of his executives to spell out his/her (one
female and one solemn black the pair of conspicuous tokens at
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an otherwise all-male, all-white conference table) management
philosophy. Ms. Bruce’s, when it came her turn, was novel indeed.
She believed it vital to foster an atmosphere of warmth and trust
between management and labor. To that end she had initiated
a number of dramatic changes: the removal of all time clocks,
elimination of individual production incentives, implementation
of an equitable salary structure, standardization of benefits pack-
ages, expansion of employee participation in the decision-making
process. And the catalog of fashionable innovations rolled on.

Undeniably, she was good on her feet. A once-handsome, full-
bodied, plump-breasted woman, she presented an altogether sea-
soned get-to-business air in her tweedy power suit (except for that
swag of dark hair, stylishly coiffed but tumbling to her shoulders,
concession, it seemed, to a ghost of girlishness). Had her facts and
stats and sources at tongue-tip. Spoke in a husky assured voice
and, like any veteran speaker, established frequent and sustained
eye contact with a selected member of her audience. Who just
happened to be Michael Woodrow.

He showed her his thoughtful listening face, inwardly smiling
at her brisk recitation of a “philosophy” held in supreme contempt
at AS&A, whose own doctrine was securely grounded in the moti-
vational force of fear. Listening, but thinking of the substantial
overhaul ahead. And thinking also the earnest Ms. Bruce would
be among the first to go, once the Badger house was restored to
order. But in meeting that practiced gaze he detected, or thought
he detected, a familiar shimmer behind the ceremonial reserve
in her eyes; and he felt a queasy stirring in the pit of his stomach
that had nothing to do with conflicting management theories and
techniques, the troubling sense of having been down this road
before, more times than a few.

And so for the past four weeks he had done his best to avoid
her. It wasn’t easy. Impossible, in fact. Wherever he turned, there
she was. Executive staff meetings (of which there were many, Root
being the sort of leader who liked to, in his words, “keep a finger
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on the pulse of the plant”), she was there. Retreat to the factory
floor and she followed, shouting considered opinions and unso-
licited advice over the nightmare din of grinding metal, whirring
machines. She found reasons to pop into the bird room, unan-
nounced and uninvited. It was on one of those visits she urged
him to call her Dee Dee, adding with coy sidelong glance, “All my
friends do, you know, and I hope we’ll be friends.”

His hopes were something altogether different, and to shore
them up he buried himself in the project, numbing savage muti-
nous appetites with work and nightly calls to Lizabeth. But
of course eventually, inevitably, Ms. Bruce suggested they get
together for an after-work drink, run by some ideas she had on
productivity enhancement strategies. And with the adrenal rush
of a man courting disaster, he agreed.

“Terrific,” she said. She knew of a quiet little place, convenient
to his hotel. She gave him the address, directions. “Eightish?”

Eightish would be fine.

So it was he found himself, that Wednesday evening, in a
darkened corner of a small and elegant dining room, attending to
the animated chatter of this woman with the preposterously cute
name. As the brandy flowed, she steered the conversation expertly,
almost imperceptibly, from matters of business to personal rev-
elations. Without asking, he learned she had been with Badger
some seven years now (“Loved every minute of it,” she gushed.
“Frank’s such a sweetheart to work for, and so intelligent”); was
M.B.A. degreed; the divorced mother of a grown son. “His name’s
Bradley,” she said. “You remind me of him in some ways.”

One of those gratuitous observations for which there is no
adequate reply.

“You married?”

Negative toss of the head.

“Ever been?”

“No.”

“Take my advice. Don't.”
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“Yours was not a happy one?”

“I'd say, not! My ex was such a shit. He simply couldn’t bear
it when I finished my degree and went to work after Bradley left
for college. Much too threatening. He was a very insecure man.”

With good reason, Michael was thinking, but he asked, “What
was his profession?”

And, remarkably, she answered, “Teacher. High school math.
A wannabe egghead, but without the capacity. Math suited him.
He lived by the numbers.”

“Of course,” he said mildly, “so do we.”

“Believe me, there’s a difference.”

Perhaps, but he had no interest in exploring it. Echoes enough
here already. He said nothing.

Alert to the subtlest shifts in mood, she turned the talk
another direction, inquiring brightly, “Tell me, how do you like
Milwaukee so far?”

“No way to judge. All T've seen of it is the plant and the hotel.”

She wagged an admonishing finger at him. “You work too
hard. You know what they say about all work and no play.”

“And what do you do for play?”

The crimson-stained mouth opened in an impish, dimply
smile. “For diversion?” she said. “Or play?”

“Either. Both.”

“Well, for diversion,” she began, and proceeded with an
agenda of voguish activities that carried the tinny ring of a singles
ad: DWE, attractive, young forties, professional, loves golf, ski-
ing, Bucks and Brewers, symphonies, good books, travel to exotic
lands. Absent only was the ritual moonlight strolls on the beach.
A pathetic stab at making herself “interesting.” He listened, over-
taken alternately by chills and a peculiar burning sensation, like a
fuse ignited and burning fast. And when the salutary docket was
complete, she fluttered her lashes, brushed a hand through her
thick locks and said, “Those are my diversions. Play, now, that’s
something else again.”
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“How, exactly?”
“Can’t you guess?”
“No.”

“Try.”

“I'd rather you’d tell me.”

“No,” she said, voice dipped to a teasing purr, “you tell me
what it is you like. For play, that is.”

He lowered his eyes. Seemed to see in the theater of his mind
a panicked figure fleeing down a blackened subterranean tunnel,
walls of granite, floor of wet sand, a pack of howling beasts in
pursuit and gaining ground, narrowing the gap. Heard himself
murmuring, “Cards.”

She tilted her head, lifted a brow, coquettish smile gone
slightly askew. The puzzled look of someone eager to share in a
joke but uncertain of its punchline. “Cards? Hardly what I was
expecting to hear.”

“Do you play?”

“Well, yes, bridge sometimes, with the girls. And when Brad
was young we used to play gin.”

Legs pumping, breath coming in great hawking gasps, the
figure emerged at the distant end of the tunnel, escaped into a
blaze of light, vanished in the redeeming light. He wanted to
cheer. Instead, he hauled himself up out of the chair, said, “I have
to leave now.”

“Leave? Why? It’s early.”

“No, it’s time. I'm sorry.”

“But—what is it? what’s wrong? I thought—" Voice stuttery
now, eyes full of confusion.

“You were mistaken.”

He made it through the room, but unsteadily, swaying a little,
wavering. Made it to the door but, unlike the man in the tunnel,
the lucky one, he wasn’t delivered yet, and he knew it. Not yet.
He could stop right now, adjust his face, walk back to the table,
concoct a pacifying tale, resuscitate the suggestive dialogue, lead
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it wherever he liked, bring this ugly encounter to its foreordained
conclusion. All that was in his power to do. Or he could pick up
the phone on the wall, last slender, loosening link with the sub-
stance of a sanctuary formerly unknown to him, alien to his expe-
rience. But not anymore.

He called Lizabeth. And within an hour he was restored,
reclaimed. Delivered. Maybe even absolved.

“Only an empire in serious decline” Norman was pronouncing, “would
supplement the weather report with something called a ‘pain index’ ”

Lizabeth’s smile was tolerant, amused. “I'm not so sure about
that. Certainly can’t be all bad. At least not for those people with,
you know, arthritis, asthma, things like that.”

“An alert to the misery ahead? Only hurts when it rains, and
it’s about to rain? Is that what you mean?”

“Better to know what’s ahead.”

“Forewarned is foredoomed.”

“Ssh! I want to hear this.”

They were sitting in what she called her “person” room (a
small basement space converted into snug retreat, carpeted and
fully paneled now, walls and ceiling), she on a sofa, he in a cushy
chair, tuned to the local news: a couple of routine murders on
the south side, jittery-looking retailers confidently predicting a
brisk upturn in holiday sales, an armed robbery in La Grange,
charitable group shown piously doing good for the less fortu-
nate, sanguine prognosis on an injured Bear lineman, forecast of
showers and temperatures unseasonably chilly, clammy. All of it
periodically interrupted by commercial messages extolling the
blessings of deodorants and beers, or public service announce-
ments, earnest celebrities issuing calls to arms in wars on assorted
evils—drugs, illiteracy, AIDS—while background pianos plinked
buoyant chords of harmony and hope.

And Norman had an opinion on all of it, a running commen-
tary delivered in arch and ironic style, mannered enactment of
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his role as designated skeptic. Lizabeth, for her part, assumed the
tut-tutting character of concerned citizen, righteously appalled by
his perverse asides. It was a ritual they had fallen into lately, an
entertainment, he the extemporizing performer, she the willing
foil. A kind of good-humored fencing over polarized world views:
hyperbolic cynicism against determined cheeriness. In neither
case a perfect fit, but suitable for the lively little playlet.

What she wanted to hear was one of those signing-off dis-
patches designed to spark a wry chuckle. The anchorman smirked
into the camera and announced: “Now here’s a piece of news for
any of you who've run out of things to worry about. Seems some
British astronomers have discovered this giant asteroid pointed
in the general direction of Earth, and they’re telling us it’s due to
enter our atmosphere in the year’—eye-rolling pause for comic
effect—“2026. So you'd better not put off that vacation to Rio too
much longer.” Another pause, this one to allow the face to liquify
in a just kidding smile. “Of course, theyre also saying it could
miss us by a couple million miles, so you might want to wait on
those tickets. What can I tellya? G'night, folks.”

“Now that’s positively eerie,” Lizabeth said.

“Rather an intriguing notion, when you think about it. An
enormous chunk of rock come streaking out of the blackness of
space to cancel our assumptions with a cataclysmic sneer.”

“What a comforting thought.”

“Humbling, actually. All our petty human scrambling, lofty
aspirations and fretting dreams squashed in a fingersnap by a
Zeusian bolt from a cloudless sky. Maybe the Greeks were right.”

“You don’t really believe that.”

“Oh, but I do. Your asteroid is simply a metaphor for all the
random capricious elements of experience.”

“I haven’t the slightest idea what you're talking about.”

“Give you an illustration. I knew an inmate in Stateville, a
meek and gentle soul, embezzler, who had the wicked luck to choke
to death on a grape seed the day before he was to be paroled.”
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“Grape seed? You can’t choke on a grape seed.”

“Might have been a peach pit. Don’t be so literal minded.”

She looked at him dubiously. “And the day before he was
paroled? Sounds suspect to me.”

“All right, maybe it was a week. Or a year. Time tends to blur
in there.”

“Now it’s a year?”

“If the story grows a bit in the telling, in all the significant
aspects it’s essentially true.”

“Come on, admit it. You made the whole thing up.”

Fact was, as he summoned it now, the hapless embezzler had
been so relentlessly buggered he took his own life by swallowing
battery acid in the prison garage. Exactly when, in relation to the
abortive parole (if indeed parole was even a factor), he couldn’t
recall. No matter. The tale had the trappings of truth, and it
reinforced his point. “Believe what you will,” he said, shrugging.
“Anyway, as the imbecile on the tube there suggests, I wouldn’t
worry too much. In the long run we’re all wormfood.”

“You're a real treat to be around, Norman, you know that?
Real joy.”

“That’s what all you ladies say.”

She shook her head in mock disgust. Norman merely grinned.
Anymore it felt easy, natural, to allude to those dark days, the
whitewashed surface of them anyway, the rascally characters,
bizarre episodes, twisted humor, the sorts of things free-worlders
could handle. And in the waggish spirit of debate he was about
to amplify his ill-formed theory with another joint anecdote, of
which there was an abundant supply, when the phone sounded.

They exchanged quick glances. Calls to this house still car-
ried the potential for alarm. “It’s probably Michael,” she said, and
she glided across the room and lifted the receiver and spoke a
cautious greeting. Instantly, a relieved joyous glow came into her
face and, needlessly, for Norman’s benefit, she shaped the silent
word “Michael.” He nodded, turned away, fixed his gaze on the
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television. But in the confines of this tiny room it was impossible
not to overhear her end of the conversation:

“No, it’s fine. Your dad’s here. We were just watching the news.”

“Whatever you ask.”

“Now?” Voice faltered a little. “Tonight?”

“Is there something wrong, Michael?”

“Of course I will. Have to leave early in the morning, though.
I just can’t miss another day of school.”

“No, no, it’s all right.”

“I'm sure.”

“How far?”

“An hour?”

“Four? Yes, I'll remember.”

“But I do want to, Michael. I'll see you soon.”

She put down the phone and stood there a moment, brows
pinched, eyes on the floor.

Norman cleared his throat. No response. So he said quietly,
“You know, it’s difficult not to eavesdrop in here.”

“What?”

“I've been listening.”

“Oh.”

“Trouble?”

“He wants me to meet him.”

“I gathered.”

“In Kenosha. Tonight.”

“Rather short notice. For Michael. Spontaneity was never one
of his virtues. Or faults.”

“He sounded awfully...agitated.”

“No crisis other than romantic, I trust.”

She flushed slightly. “I don’t think so. Probably not. He
remembered to remind me there’s four tolls. Said I'd make better
time if I had exact change.”

“Well, no one ever accused him of inattention to detail,”
Norman said, trying to make light of it but distressed in spite of
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himself, all the unsettling thoughts of his son censors-subdued
over these past tranquil weeks, all but erased.

“Still is mysterious. Middle of the week like this, and his work
up there as demanding as he says it is.”

“But you're going.”

A small, private smile crossed her face. “Yes.”

“Drive with caution. Remember the predicted showers. And
the pain index.”

“You don’t approve, do you.”

In a voice detached, self-shielding, he said, “Quite the con-
trary. I think you should go. And if it should be anything else,
some other sort of...problem, perhaps you’ll give me a call.”

“Of course.”

“If you think I can help.”

“Help right now if you had some toll change to spare.”

He stood and searched his pockets, produced two quarters
and a dime, and came over and handed them to her. “Best I can
do,” he said.

“I'm sorry to run out on you this way.”

“Don’t be. I understand.”

“You can stay and watch television if you like. Just lock up
when you leave.”

“No, I should be getting along now too.”

She looked at him appraisingly. “Norman?”

“Yes?”

“Thanks.”

“For what? The coins?”

“For being who you are.”

Which was who? he wondered, watching her hurry up the
stairs, wondering also if in the end, after all the stealthy inspec-
tion of the past, with all its blunders and betrayals and rusted
hopes and collapsed dreams, and after all the anxious specula-
tion on the future’s murky perilous frontiers—if, after all of it,
the only thing that finally mattered was the simple longing in
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the heart for another guileless, blameless human presence in
the room.

Which was not all that far off what Lizabeth wondered, two hours
later, lying next to this man in the perfect buttery limpness that
follows on passion run dry. Wondering about the urgent and still
unexplained summons that brought her here, no hesitations, no
questions, and about these two strangers, father and son, like two
halves of the same man, come into her life at a critical juncture to
shape its course irreversibly and, she hoped, forever.

“Michael?” she whispered.

“Yes.”

“You awake?”

“Yes.”

“You want to know something?”

“What’s that?”

“I'm glad you asked me to come.”

“You're not sorry?”

“It was a beautiful idea.”

After a small silence he said, “Would you like to know
something?”

“Tell me.”

“Remember when you asked me about love?”

“Yes I do.”

“I never really understood how to speak about it before.”

“But now you do?”

“I think now I do.”
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y about 5:00 a.m. Flam’s coming uncranked. The numb in

his legs and ass creeping north, lids drooping, head sink-
ing toward his chest, mind a pleasant void. What saves him from
crashing right there is the urgent call of the trusty old hose in
serious need of a draining. He cracks open the door and steps
outside, every joint creaking, and gives the asphalt a splashdown.
The bitter air stings his face and nips at poor exposed Mr. One-Eye
down below. Braces him a little, but it’s not going to be enough to
do the job and he knows it. So he holsters his shlong and climbs
back inside the vehicle, and even though he don’t like to lean too
heavy on the wizard pills he pops a couple anyway, figuring two
more can’t hurt, swallows them with a juiceless gulp, mouth feel-
ing worse than dry, feeling like it’s coated with soot.

He switches on the ignition and the heater and waits for the
jolt to kick in. Takes a while but when it does it comes on a hotwire
rush, nerves prickling, thoughts tumbling, filling the vacancy in
his head. Most of them disjointed, some downright weird, none
exactly cheering. Looking at the gradually lightening sky, color
of a wicked bruise and not a trace of a sun anywhere in it, he’s
thinking how someday they’ll write in the history books that
people actually lived up here, strange place called Wisconsin, way
they write about Eskimos livin’ up in the Arctic now-days. And
watching objects emerge moment by moment out of the dark, he
speculates dreamily on the mysteries of shape, form, substance,
singularity, identity. Take that Dumpster over there, other cars in
the lot, one he’s sittin’ in, himself—in the borderless blackness of
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the night how you gonna know, for sure, where one ends and the
other begins. Which is probably what it’s like when you're dead
and there’s nothin’ but night, and when you been dead a million
years your stretch just gettin’ underway. And seeing the wing of
the motel framed in that gray cast of dawn, he gets to wondering
if maybe he’s been wrong all along, if maybe this ain’t his man
in there after all. Or even if it is if maybe Nathan’s right. Charity
don’t make no bank. It’s not like youre working for Goodwill
Industries, Victor, or got yourself commissioned captain in the
Salvation Army. And that’s about what this dead-end gig worth
to him anymore, fuckin® Salvation Army doughnut, unsugared
at that.

This last dismal thought is reinforced, a few minutes later, by
the sight of the happy couple coming through the door, hanging
all over each other, got the boinked-out beam on their faces. And
why not? Night of harmless bone-jumping, no law against getting
your nuts cracked, last he heard. Fuck, Flam, he’d be beaming too,
it was him. Instead of scowling like he is, wondering all the more
what he’s doing here, eight hours shivering through the cold and
the dark, scorching the brain to keep awake on the longshot odds
of scoring the big banana. Shoulda known better. Shoulda seen it
for a sucker bet right out of the gate. Can’t even trust your hunches
no more, f’chrissake.

After a long huggy-bear goodbye they head for their respec-
tive cars, roll out of the lot and onto the street leading to the inter-
state, Flam well behind, keeping a cautious distance. Fluff takes
the ramp pointing south, Woodrow north. No surprises there.

As for Flam, he’s arrived at a crossing of his own. Run out of
patience, fresh out of moves (not to speak of dwindling resources,
all the cush pissed away tracking a maybe, maybe not one oar),
starting to feel like a candidate for the cackle box himself. And
thinking that way, it comes back to him what Nathan turned up
on the old man, daddy Woodrow, smoked his missus. He won-
ders if it might do some good, go have another chat with him, see
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if he can see is there anything to that Jewboy theory says bug-
house infects the blood. Other hand, could be his own logic’s bent.
Might spook junior too, after father and son sit down for a heart-
to-heart, which for sure they’d be doing once Victor Flam come to
call. Course after last night it’s looking like junior ain’t too tightly
strung no more either, so a seed-planting visit with daddy may
be just the ticket, nudge he needs, boost him over into loopyland.
Could go either way.

Crunch time, Victor, shit or vacate the pot. He pulls over onto
the shoulder, ponders a moment. Consider where you are, where
you stand. What you got right now is a shrinking wallet, mount-
ing bills, headful of lame hopes, buy you a handful of dog flop. So
what’s to lose? Nothin’ else, get your head straight on this whole
kinked business. Put you on the bus or off it, one or the other.

He gives the dreary landscape a tough glance, swings back
onto the road, turns at the ramp and drives south.

At about the time Victor Flam was urinating on a motel parking
lot, some forty miles north, Norman was contemplating the drift
of papers on his desk, gazing at the pages of cryptic notes, murky
jottings, whimsical and irrelevant reflections (in the solitary life
there was a tendency to collect and hoard extraneous details),
anemic words strung together in senseless scribblings. Page on
page of false starts and bold new beginnings that invariably drib-
bled away in rambling, scarcely coherent digressions, their perti-
nacity (never mind meaning) long since lost. The sterile product
of five weeks™ grappling with the Delphic riddle of that terrible
night.

All his inventive and recollective energies seemed exhausted,
stalled in the arid mind wastes of this final expedition into the
abyss of the past. What he felt like was a magician no longer able
to whisk the rabbit from his sleeve. And what he was discovering
was the harsh and unforgiving truth that merely to label an object
or an act or a memory was in no way to penetrate it.
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Nevertheless, he remained stubbornly rooted to his desk.
Now and then he would swivel about and address the walls of the
room in long, troubled monologues. But mostly he sat in silence,
chaining reds and listening to the voice running like a tape in
his head, albeit a defective tape, its sound distorted, accelerated,
jeering quack of a spunky critter in an animated cartoon: Th-th-
th-that’s all, folks.

But it was unmistakably his own voice this time, none other,
furious voice of the man he had been that lurid lunatic night two
decades gone. If he could just slow it down, restore it to normal
pitch and tempo, perhaps then he could break the code, isolate the
fragments, secure the salient ones, and discard the rest. Perhaps
produce the bunny and exit to thunderous applause after all. Why
not? It was his tale to tell.

Was it fear that paralyzed him? If so, of what? Overlooking
something? Peering too deeply into your own mangled, scurvy
heart? Or an even more primal fear of arriving finally at journey’s
end and facing up to all those bedeviling doubts and confusions
over Michael that still assailed him whenever he allowed them in?
Impossible to know.

Beyond the window the darkness lifted slowly and without
auroral fanfare, exposing a leaden November sky. The promised
rain fell in soft soundless drizzle. Somewhere around seven the
familiar Camaro pulled into the Seaver drive. He watched her
step from the car and sprint to the door, hands shielding her head
against the rain. Thirty minutes later she emerged, outfit changed,
umbrella in one hand, satchel of books in the other, smiling
serenely to herself and moving purposefully but with an unhur-
ried, almost careless, grace. And watching her, Norman felt a sud-
den jarring dissonance between this delicate young woman, who
seemed to glide through the world in a state of perpetual dazzled
innocence, and himself, freighted with the gloomy substance of
experience and shackled by the compulsion of his own grim and
secret vocation.
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But not nearly the dissonance he would feel when, thirty min-
utes after that, the two-toned chime of the doorbell would rudely
snap him from these bleak reveries.

No sooner does he cross the Illinois line than the sky got to open
up and needles of rain start pelting the windshield. Jesus fuck,
youd think travelling south, even if it's only for a few miles, the
goddam weather cooperate a little. Way it’s suppose to work.
Deep-six that good idea, Victor.

No question about it, he’s amped. Jolt got him by the nuts now.
Fingers drumming the wheel, head going at breakneck speed, one
thought toppling into the next. Slow down, boy. Nothin’ but time.
Don’t want to get there too early, haul the old bugger out of the
sack, get a door in the face for your trouble. Anyway, you could
use some of that time, settle the tummy, which is still doing flips
under the weight of last night’s burgers and fries banquet. Back
door detonating some foul thunder off that feast. Worse’n swamp
gas. Good thing you don’t smoke. Light a match in here and the
vehicle go up in flames, you with it.

Traffic picks up. He slides over into the middle lane, sets the
cruise at fifty, lets the hacked-off drivers roar up behind and zoom
around him, either side. Fuck ’em. After a while he don’t even notice.
Too busy attending to the hypnotic rhythm of the wiper blades slap-
ping across the glass. Listen close and you can recognize some tunes
in there. Familiar ones, oldies. There’s “Lady of Spain.” Here comes
“Bye Bye Blackbird.” He warbles along. Helps get the mind right.

Ogden Avenue exit, dead ahead. He pulls onto it, stops at
the first station and bolts for the crapper. Nick a time too. It’s a
powerful load he’s got to lay, godawful stink to it. Next guy in
here a goner for sure. Pro’ly have to evacuate the area. That’s okay.
Chance to assemble all those vagrant rushing thoughts, set ’em in
order. Some of your better thinking gets done on the throne.

Thoroughly emptied and an easy ten pounds lighter, he
hitches up his pants, steps out of the stall and rinses his hands.
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Glances in the mirror over the sink, recoils, startled at what
the reflection gives him back. Hair matted, gluey; blue stubble
of beard; eyes a couple orange piss holes in the snow; cheeks
flushed color of a slab of raw meat. Not good, Victor. Looking
like a fugitive from the wig factory yourself. All the more reason
to bust a smart move, turn the corner on this shitsack case, one
direction or the other, don’t matter which no more. Get yourself
straight again.

So he scrubs his face, towels off, runs a comb through his hair.
Helps a little, not much. Best he can do.

Ten minutes later he’s standing on the porch of the Woodrow
condo. He squares his shoulders, sucks in the gut, and lays a finger
on the bell.

“So. We meet again, Mr. Flam”

“Lookin’ that way.”

“And what brings you by this time?”

“Thought maybe we could have another little talk, you'n me.”

“On what matter?”

“You got no idea?”

“Why don’t you tell me.”

“Well, same matter as before, more or less.”

“I expect that means you’d like to come in.”

“Be nice, get outta this rain.”

Norman looked him up and down. Almost unrecognizable.
Almost, though not quite, like a different man. Like he just came
off a three-day jag, laundry direct out of the tumble dryer, whiff
of sour rankness to him, face a shadowed bloat, cracked impres-
sion of a smile stuck on it, peculiar varnished sheen in the eyes,
but with all their flinty meanness still intact. That much was the
same. “I don’t think so,” Norman said. “Not this time.”

“You’re a hard man, Mr. Woodrow.”

“And not a very patient one. If you've got something to say,
better get to the point.”
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“Point,” Flam repeated, enunciating as though it were a word
unfamiliar to him. “Yeah, well, guess that point, you wanna get
right down to it, is I got reason to believe your son’s been whackin’
some ladies, his spare time after work.” He paused, let it settle in.
Mr. Chill there says nothin’, never once lifts the frosty glare. So
Flam asks, real cordial-like, “You know what that means, that
whackin?”

“Oh, I understand the term.”

“Figured you might. Man with your wide life experience.”

“And how did you arrive at this absurd notion?” Norman said
evenly.

“Couple ways. Y’see, seems like every city your boy’s doin’ a
consulting job, some poor lady turns up dead. That one down in
Florida I tol’ ya about, last time we talked, San Antone, one over
in Michigan—you name it, he’s there.”

“Along with several hundred thousand other people, those
places you've cited.”

“Well, that’s a fact too. But lemme finish here. See, pattern’s
always the same. Always a lady pushin’ into her forties, that range,
married, cheatin’ on the hub. Always gets herself iced on or about
the day your boy’s foldin’ his tent and bookin’ town. Real brutal
snuffs they was, too. Messy. I ever show you a picture, one a the
victims?”

“No, I missed that part.”

“Think I got one here,” Flam said. He fished the photo of the
butchered Shelley out of his wallet, held it up in display. Watched
him study it. Gotta give the old boy credit, he don’t flinch. Don’t
wince or stiffen. Don’t so much as blink. “She’s the Florida lady,
got me started on this case, first place,” Flam explained. “One that
worked the same plant your boy was at.”

“Life is full of coincidences, Mr. Flam. Have you established
any link between Michael and these incidents?”

“Not exactly. Just it happens he’s always in the vicinity.”

“But no solid link?”
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“Nothin’ stand up in a court of law. Least not yet.”

“Then how is it you've got the audacity to show up at this door
and advance this preposterous, offensive, and, I might add, poten-
tially litigable accusation?”

Flam swiped a hand across his brow, mopping phantom sweat.
“Whew!” he whistled. “All them words go right over my head.”

“Let me simplify it for you. I'm asking why, if you have no
hard evidence, you suspect Michael.”

“Call it a hunch.”

“That’s what brings you here? A hunch?”

“Something like that. Remember how I said I got a couple
reasons?”

“I remember.”

“Well, other one is, course a my research I come across the
fact you had a little trouble your own, while back.”

Flam leaves it hanging out there. Watches him steadily. Now
he stiffens. Locked-on stare don’t waver none but it glazes over
some, turns inward, like a nerve been tweaked. All he says is,
“That’s right. I did.”

“Done some time, I understand.”

“Eighteen years.”

Flam shook his head sorrowfully. “Lot a years. Musta been
tough, educated man like you. All them coloreds in there, joint
monkeys.”

“Not so bad. It’s how you carry yourself.”

“Listen, I know about that. Done some time myself. Only on
the other side of the lockup.”

Norman tucked his lips back slightly, a smile guarded and
molecularly thin. A hack. Should have guessed. Same oxen power
of stupidity, same rodent cunning. “And where was that?” he
asked.

“In service. Portsmouth Correctional Facility.”

“I would’ve tagged you for the Big Eight. Or Schofield.”

“I was Corps. Anyway, heard them places went pussy.”
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“But not Portsmouth?”

“Nothin’ pussy about Portsmouth. Real gladiator college.”

“Do any batting practice in there?”

“Yeah, we hadda do some a that, inmate got unruly.”

“Heavy slugger, were you?”

“I swung a few bats, my time.”

“Bet you did.”

Flam can see the hard bitter glint comin’ into them zombie
eyes. Don’t escape him. An image of that spook they zapped,
thousand years ago, Portsmouth, flashes behind his own. Have a
caution, Victor. Walkin’ the high wire here, in your combat boots.
“Well, them was the bad old days,” he said, dismissing them with
a brush of a hand. “Both of us.”

“Worse for some than others. Depends on your end of the
bat.”

“Ain’t that always the way. Nothin’ fair, this sorry old world.
Anyway, gettin’ back to what we was discussin’, time you done,
that was for poppin’ your wife, was it?”

“Why is it I think you already know.”

“Hey,” Flam said, voice lowered to a molasses purr, “I'm
makin’ no judgment calls, yunderstand. There’s some women
drive you right outta your skull. Known a few like that myself.
Like they say, be a bounty on 'em, they wasn’t sittin’ on top that
world-class persuader.”

“Appreciate the thought. Very comforting. But I'm still wait-
ing for your point.”

“You don’t see it?”

“Help me out.”

“Kinda touchy. Sure you wanta get into it?”

“Try me.”

“Okay. Long as you're sure. See, I got this associate, been con-
sultin” with him on this case. Real intelligent fella. Jewish.”

Significant pause. As though the elusive point were suddenly
deciphered, laid bare. “So?” Norman prompted.
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“Well, it’s his thought, mine too, there’s maybe a connection,
your boy, what happened to you.”

“A genetic link? Stain in the blood? Like father, like son? Is
that what you're suggesting?”

“Guess you could put it that way,” Flam said mournfully.
“Now I know it ain’t easy, thinkin’ bad about your own flesh and
blood—”

“What I'm thinking,” Norman cut in on him, “is you're sell-
ing wolf tickets here, Mr. Flam. You know about wolf tickets?”

“Believe I heard the expression.”

“Figured you might. Veteran like yourself. Corrections officer.
DiMaggio with a bat.”

“Could be you're right. ’Bout them tickets, I mean. Wouldn't
plunge to it, though.”

“I would. And this conversation’s over, Mr. Flam. I've got
nothing more to say to you.”

Flam put up conciliatory palms, backed away. “Hey, that’s
okay, I understand.” But before the door swung shut on him he
laid a thoughtful finger on the bridge of his nose, added, “Y’know,
we're all of us consultants, one way or another, you think about
it. All got our little areas of expertise, little secrets to share. And
I wanna thank you for sharin” yours with me this morning. Owe
you one.”

“Maybe I'll collect one day.”

Flam’s face crinkled around a huge nasty grin. “Maybe you
will at that.”

Wolf tickets, Flam’s thinking, steered north on the interstate and
tooling right along, chuckling to himself. Your hardcases same
the world over. Spook, spic, slope, white, old, young, educated,
pig ignorant. Peel away a thin layer of polish and you got the same
scarred oak underneath. Equal opportunity badass.

And this one about as badass as he’s leaned on, good long
time. Turn your back on that old joint dog, be a shank in it for
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sure. Flam’s got street eyes too, knows what he sees. Also what he
hears. Like father, like son? You said it, badass, not me. Stain in
the blood? Your words, wisefuck, not mine.

Other side of the Wisconsin line the rain lets up. Flam’s jazzed head
starts to quiet down some. A message, clear, emphatic, resonant in the
hush of the car, arrived like a signal beamed across a vast expanse of
space and time but delivered by a sturdy familiar voice, instructing him
to follow your instincts, Victor, hang in there a while longer. Ain’t over
yet. We'll see who it is peddlin’ the wolf tickets here. See.

Like Flam, Norman was, that same moment, attending to an inte-
rior voice counseling him to remain calm, still, to draw in long
slow breaths, the way you learned to do in the darkness of the
hole, let the whistle of the breathing and the steady rise and fall
of the chest persuade you of your existence. It wasn’t easy. Even
down here, returned to his desk, the air was thin. A man like Flam
takes all of it with him when he leaves.

He tried to get his mind around this utterly alien ideation, but
it was too staggering to comprehend, rather on the order of last
night’s asteroid hurtling through the heavens, targeting no one
but you. Michael a merciless killer? Unthinkable. Grotesque. A
concept so profoundly black it leached all the colors from either
end of the moral rainbow. Impossible to entertain, groundless as
coincidence, and certainly false as its loutish grinning courier.

Except if you've learned anything at all, Norman, it’s that cer-
tainty, like mercy, is one of those propositions for which there is
no corresponding reality. At the bottom of the heart anything is
thinkable, anything possible. And lurking around every treacher-
ous fork in the road is the ineradicable specter of the past, waiting
to confirm your grimmest forebodings.

And so to escape those auguries it was that past he retreated
into now, confronted at last, lifting a pen and spilling words across
an empty page with a burst of renewed energy, and an urgency
fierce and final.
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he thing about graffiti is that, like myth, it taps the darkest

well of our collective spirit, mocks our petty achievement,
cackles at our pride, dismisses all our loftiest institutions and
symbols and aspirations and received wisdoms with a snigger-
ing line, and it cautions that our noblest enterprises must come
ultimately to nothing more than, to invoke the vernacular of the
art itself, diddly squat. In his introduction to The Uses of the Past,
that seminal study of history’s abundant ironies, Herbert Muller
describes the satirical drawings of bishops etched on the columns
and balustrades of the Cathedral of Hagia Sophia in Istanbul.
On some of the more ornate panels he discovered the crudely
chiselled initials of artisans, made apparently to claim payment
for their work. (Though who can ever know for certain? Surely
your own initials are preserved in the concrete slab of a sidewalk
somewhere, your personalized plea to history: Remember me! I
lived! I was here!) At any rate, Muller concludes that the builders
of that magnificent monument to Christendom, that is to say the
men who actually did the dog work, were perhaps motivated by
something other than pietude and holy zeal.

But it’s those scribblings gracing the walls of men’s rooms
(some of them succinct little pearls of wit and whimsy and
convoluted irony) that, I think, best celebrate the sardonic
spirit of the underground man lurking in each of us, and top-
ple all our pathetic posturings with a jeer. Who, for example,
can forget his first introduction to the subtle paradox of that
familiar couplet:
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A man’s ambition must be mighty small
To write his name on a shithouse wall

Or its mordant, if for our time “sexist,” counterpoint:

But a woman’s ambition must be smaller still
To sell her ass for a dollar bill

What about the taunting indictment:

Some folks come here to sit and think,

But you come here to shit and stink.

Others come to sit and wonder,

But you come here to fart, like thunder (italics mine)

Or the pitiless judgment of:

People who write on shithouse walls
Roll their shit in little balls.

But those who read these lines of wit
Must eat those little balls of shit

And which male adolescent, puffed with pride over his magi-
cally sprouted organ, has not glanced up from a urinal to read the
deflating query/admonition:

What are you looking up here for?
The joke’s in your hand

Now, I would not want to overstate my case. To be sure, much of it
is coarse, uninspired, banal—the lackluster issue of dull, disgrun-
tled minds. Nevertheless, I would maintain that the finer models
of this folk art perform no less a service than, say, those hellfire
Sunday sermons whose function it is to remind us of our sickness
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of soul and mortality’s cankered rot. I would go further: Behind
all this anonymous twitting foolery and waggish good fun is the
somber message of catastrophe’s certainty, disaster’s foreordina-
tion. Or, put another way: The joke, my friend, is finally, inescap-
ably, on you.

I would, of course, like to believe such keen insights occupied
at least a share of my thoughts that calamitous winter night so
long ago, but the sorry truth of it is nothing of the sort occurred
to me. After reading the scurrilous catalog of Suzanne’s sins, so
bent was I on confrontation my fogged head would accommo-
date nothing more subtle than the wordless constricted vision of
a frenzied rush to reckoning. And so, propelled on a tidal wave of
fury, I strode manfully from the tavern john, shouldered my way
grimly through the crowd, pushed through the door and out into
streets clotted with snow, pointed purposefully in the direction of
what had once been home.

And soon discovered myself coatless, that garment left draped
over a barstool, forgotten in the theatric exit. I hesitated, ankle-
deep in exhaust-blackened curbside snow. And for a splinter of
an instant, shivering there in the gauzy silver light cast by a moon
flat as a coin embossed on the frigid night sky, I toyed with the
soundly practical notion of turning back, recovering the coat. And
many times since have I speculated, as old men are wont to do, on
the numberless scenarios that might have unfolded, the phantom,
happy-ending lives that might have been lived, had I done just that.

Here’s an alternate script:

I return to the tavern. Its steamy warmth and ersatz intimacy
calm me. Another drink dulls my passions. And the pills, gulped
so recklessly, gradually numb my senses. I stumble, coat-shielded,
back to my mean digs, fall into a sodden sleep. The next day, or
the one after that, I encounter a lovely, sensitive, compassionate
woman, a Lizabeth Seaver for that time (don’t ask how: my script,
my plotting devices). The affinity between us is spontaneous and
immediate. We become friends, confidants, lovers. Her gentle
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touch heals me. We marry. Produce children of our own—bright,
comely, well adjusted. Michael, recognizing his mother for the
slattern she is, elects to live with us. In that ambience of perfect
harmony he blossoms, flourishes. My career does the same. I pub-
lish the definitive critical biography of Mad Nat Lee, a work hailed
for its impeccable scholarship, trenchant style, and vast learning.
Professorships come my way, honors, distinguished chairs, fat sti-
pends, accolades of peers, the rich contentment of a productive
life, quietly and sensibly lived....

Music swelling, the scene dissolves, trailing a rosy afterglow.

Like most visions of peace and balance and order, this
one, needless to say, is pure fancy, a script unrehearsed, never
performed. Coat? Fuck the coat. Who needs it? Not Norman
Woodrow, aka the valorous Burt, who shrugs away discomfort,
feels no pain. He slogs on, a monster of vengeful appetite, for-
tressed in righteous wrath.

But the clashing stupificants in the blood—dex, booze,
sleepers—slow this monster. He staggers and reels in a muggy,
narcotized daze. His head feels swollen as an outsize tuber, one
of those botanic aberrations proudly displayed at country fairs,
tomatoes big as pumpkins, melons mammoth as barrels. He
stops to lean against a tree (an evergreen, in this reconstruc-
tion, its bark coarse to the gloveless touch, its needles spiky),
steady himself, stay on his feet. An icy wind pierces the thin
fabric of his shirt. He sustains himself with chanted maledic-
tions. For there’s a commitment here, something demanding
to be done. Exactly what, he’s not quite sure. Wrongs to right.
Lessons to teach.

Deliberately do I slip into third person here, not to distance
myself through the feeble fabrication of some brutish golem
composed, in my case, of malignant incantation and chemical
bravado, but rather in the spirit of fidelity to fact (to know all,
as some charitable soul once allowed, is to forgive all). No, this
was no doppelganger. Let it be understood, I was I, none other.
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Conscious of every thought, answerable to every deed to follow.
For consciously did I press on. Arrived eventually at the house.
Stormed through the door, fully expecting to discover some rut-
ting, two-backed beast.

And found only a woman and child sitting cross-legged
on the living room floor, a deck of playing cards spread out
between them. What I had burst in on was an innocent game
of cards.

My shoes were wet. Clothes flecked with snow. The moist
heat of the room dizzied me. For a moment I forgot why I was
here. To take my place on the floor, was it? Join in the fun?
Resume my rightful role in this ruptured household? Later,
doting father, to tuck the covers around a sleepy son, and
then, forgiving, dutiful husband, to lie down beside a sullen
wife, murmuring soft words of appeasement, renewal, repair?
Dumbstruck, I gaped at them both, stupored by confusions,
paralyzed by doubts.

Till a glimpse of those wicked green eyes, fastening me with
that look of revulsion ordinarily reserved for odious slimy bugs,
rekindled my purpose. For there was a flicker of fear in them too,
and if shame were foreign to her, it was time she made acquaint-
ance with something of fear. Past time.

Not that her stance, on her feet now, hands planted defiantly
on hips, or her strident voice, “Hell are you doing here?” she
demanded—gave any of it away. Not this harpy.

“To call you to account for the amplitude and enormity of
your sins,” said I, ever the pedantic schoolmaster.

“Look at you. Youre drunk. Disgusting. I got nothing to say
to you.”

“Ah, but I have a great deal to pass along to you, my love. And
I should expect by now you're no stranger to disgust.”

“I'm not having any scenes with you. Won'’t stand for it. You
got no right to be here.”

“No scene, Suzanne. Merely a lesson in the wages of sin.”
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She wagged a thumb at the child, still on the floor, cards still
gripped in a trembly hand. “Not in front of him,” she snapped
at me.

“And why not? It’s time he learned of his sainted mother’s
transgressions. Could be instructive.”

“Mikey”—that being her cute name for him—“go to bed.”

He watched us curiously, a puzzled fascination scrawled on
his pale, stricken face. An expectation. He didn’t move.

“Tonight’s topic, then, is betrayal, treachery, deceit,” I
declaimed in orotund, if slightly slurred, peal. “In a word, sin. As
recorded on the wall of a pestilent men’s crapper.”

“Hell’re you talking about?”

“The graven testament to your faithlessness.”

“Jesus, you are crazy. They oughta lock you up.”

“Remember that archaic notion, Suzanne? Sin? Probably not.
You wouldn’t recognize it if it snuck right up and buggered you.”

“Maybe not. But one thing I do know is you better get out of
this house, you sick son of a bitch, before I call the cops.”

She glared at me, fierce and unblinking, and with a loathing
bone deep, the riddled marrow, perhaps, of all cancered unions.
But I was unfazed. Unintimidated. Wasn’t I Burt, after all? Larger
than life. Bulletproofed by rectitude (and a variety of analgesics).
Indestructible. Who could touch me? Police? Laughable. “Call
them,” I growled toughly.

“Okay, that’s how you want it. Try out your big professor
words on them. See what they got to say.”

Here I must pause briefly and alert you to the fact that my
best recollections of everything that followed are little more than
a scattering of vagrant image linked only by that teetery, vertigi-
nous sensation peculiar to all fractured experience outside one’s
power to control. Don’t mistake me. This is not, I say again, to
condone my subsequent actions or to absolve me of culpability
(for that would test the charity of an angelic host, let alone the
earthly judgment of a jury of one’s peers), but simply to attempt to
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reconstruct my disordered state of mind. For you see, acts, events,
faces, voices, assorted sights and sounds—all tumbled together in
a firestorm of rage, seemed to flash by at time-warp velocity.

There is Suzanne, marching toward the kitchen, site of the
phone. There am I, unaccountably (in light of my fearless rejoin-
der to the threat) tracking her. And there is Michael, silently
watching us both.

I stumble over a coffee table, topple face first onto the floor.
The graceless fall thumps the wind from my lungs. My breath
comes in panting gasps. And lying there, I'm obliged to conclude
this is no movie, and I no cinematic hero. Rather, something of
a buffoon. Something of a fool. The acrid scent of ashes from a
heaped, upended tray stings my flaring nostrils. Over the years,
Suzanne has become a prodigious smoker, and it occurs to me to
wonder how many packs (cartons?) she’s consumed in langorous
stolen moments of post-coital bliss, naked beside some sated
lecher under soiled and sweaty sheets. And it’s just that image that
impels me to my feet.

I'm in the kitchen now. Suzanne is yelping frantically into the
phone (“. .yes, yes, that’s the number...and hurry, will you...he’s
acting crazy...”). I jerk it from her hands, rip it from the wall and,
employing the dangling cord as sling, sail it across the room. She
backs away, maneuvers behind a table still littered (for Suzanne
keeps no immaculate house, never did) with the residue of the
evening’s meal: cups, saucers, silver, food-spattered plates, the
remains of a roast chilling in a pan. I stalk her. She ducks left, I
right. She to the right, I left. No words pass between us. Deadly
mime of the child’s game of tag.

I soon weary of the game. With a single furious swipe of an
arm I clear the table, lunge over it, and bring us jarringly to the
floor in a tangle of flailing limbs. Suzanne trys to wriggle out
from under me, but even in my groggy and wilted condition I'm
much too strong for her. Much too charged. I straddle her waist,
pin her thrashing arms. Alongside my knee, in among scraps of
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food and slivers of shattered glass, is one of those pieces of kitchen
cutlery commonly and, as I see it now, aptly called a “butcher”
knife. I seize it. Lay its blade across her throat. Her face is chalky,
eyes steep with terror. In a burbly voice she pleads for mercy: “For
god’s sake, Wood! Don’t hurt me! Please!”

But mercy is for me, just then, a commodity in woefully short
supply. Vengeful voices howl in my head. Oddly, though, the
memory of a bit of dusty lore, long forgotten, returns to me now:
crusaders claiming for Christ, through the harsh redemption of
slaughter, the lost souls of infidels. And in the instant before I bear
down on the blade I declare: “Thusly do I claim thee.”

A fountain of arterial blood erupts. Sprays my face and neck
and hands in rhythmic pulsing spurts. I seem to hear a long siren
wail, piercing and unnaturally shrill. A shriek, is it? Not exactly.
More a whooping squeal. Ever so slowly, it dwindles to sluggish
groan, to raspy gurgle, then to no sound at all. She shudders once,
convulsively. Abruptly slackens. Her mouth is ajar, chin slick with
warm emergent blood. Rootlets of shock burnish those ice green
eyes. But all of the fear is gone out of them now, all the desperate
yearning; and a perfect serenity settles over her features, still deli-
cate, still lovely, as though she merely slumbered, her placid sleep
absent of any but the most enchanted of dreams.

I remove the knife from her torn flesh. Fling it away. Disengage
myself from her. Slump back on the floor. The spiraling screak of
a siren rises in the distance. Real one this time. Coming for me.

I sense a presence in the doorway. Michael, gazing at me qui-
zically. “Is Mom dead?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“Did you kill her?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” I reply, and speak the truth.

“Are you going to kill yourself now?”

“No.”
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“You promise?”

“I promise.”

“Because if you do, then I'll have to too.”

“You won’t have to, Michael. You can't. I need you. Want you
to go over to the neighbors now. Tell them there’s been...an acci-
dent. Wait there for me.”

“You’ll come get me?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“When I can.”

“You won’t leave again?”

My eyes are flooded with tears. “No,” I lie. “Go now. Hurry.”

Obediently, he turns and trots out the back door.

I try to stand. Want to be on my feet when they arrive. My
knees feel rubbery. I brace myself against a wall. There’s a toaster
on the counter and I catch a glimpse of a weirdly elongated reflec-
tion of my own face peering at me from a rippled strip of chrome.
Almost comical, that face, thin as an arrow, splotched with blood,
otherwise white as bone dust and punctuated by two damp sav-
age specks of eyes. 'm wonderstruck by the curious configuration
of events that’s led me to this moment, this grimy kitchen, this
irreversible act. Metaphysical questions occur to me: butterflies
with bizarre dreams of manhood; the silent echo of trees falling
in remote forests; the occult riddle of sin, its mysterious collabora-
tive essence.

But these are to be the last of my weighty deliberations for this
day. The siren is suddenly stilled. I hear footsteps in the outer hall.
Time running out. Pragmatic matters to attend to. Hastily, I fumble
through a pocket for my bottled deliverance, shake its contents into
a cupped palm, stoop down and stuff the pills inside a sock. Nick of
time. For when I'look up, two uniformed officers are standing in the
doorway, inspecting the scene gravely. No weapons are drawn, none
needed. One of the officers says, “You did this?”

“Idid.”
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“Gonna have to ask you to step over here, sir.”

I rise, approach them with bloody wrists extended in docile
acceptance of the cuffs. Solemn, courteous, they pat me down,
advise me of my rights. After some routine questions, routine
business, they lead me to their car.

At the local jail I'm stripped of belt, shoelaces, cigarettes,
lighter, wallet, change. Someone, the booking officer, I believe,
reminds me of yet another privilege. A single phone call. Just like
the movies. But who to call? What to say? Anyway, I'm having
difficulty staying on my feet. “Maybe later,” I mumble.

He looks at me narrowly. “Good idea,” he says.

Wobbling like a burlesque comic in broad imitation of a
drunk, I'm escorted to a cell. The barred door, first of many, clangs
shut behind me. Lord, Thou hast delivered me up into the hands
of mine enemies. But my sock runneth over.

In the corner of the cell there’s a rust-blasted sink. I retrieve
the stash of pills and, heedless of the pledge to my son, wash
them down with a mouthful of brackish water. I stretch out on
the bunk, head dangling over one end. Thin blades of yellow light
from a bulb in the corridor cast long shadows, blackening pockets
of the stone floor. My vision blurs. And the last I remember is the
sour stench of the dank woolen blanket covering the bunk and
gripped tightly in my blood-streaked hands.

Some thirty-six hours later I floated up from the bottom of a
dreamless sleep, peeled back crusted lids and discovered myself
strapped to a bed in the ward of a state hospital reserved (as I
would soon enough learn) for the criminally insane. In the adja-
cent bed a plump, rosy-cheeked youth with an IV vine sprouting
from an arm chanted in nursery rhyme singsong: “Plague is com-
ing, plague is coming.” Other inmates shuffled up and down the
aisle, trailing flatus.

Periodically, a surly attendant stopped by to lay two fingers on
my wrist and frown into his watch. After a while he unfastened
the straps and helped me sit, shaking, my bare legs hanging over
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the side of the bed. He brought me a bowl of soup and a plas-
tic spoon. Famished, I ate noisily, slurping. “Better go easy,” he
advised. “Your gut took a serious pumpin’.”

Soon I was pacing the aisle myself, naked buttocks exposed
in the floppy hospital gown. Part of the procession. I undertook
some knee-bends but my joints were stiff, my balance precarious.
Ten push-ups on the floor set my triceps quivering. The young
man with the needle in his arm watched these salutary exercises

curiously. “Why do that,” he asked, “when plague is coming?”

You'll remember this somewhat fragmented narrative began with
a meditation on graffiti. Not, I trust, without a certain relevance,
however oblique. For the walls of the ward’s squalid communal
john were, you see, adorned with a veritable riot of messages,
most of them purely scatological, but a few profoundly disturb-
ing. Among the former was a bit of doggerel verse composed, no
doubt, by some demented riddler. It read like this:

If a pig drinks buttermilk before he starts;
Can run a mile before he farts;

The farther he runs, the farther he gets;
How long will it be before he shits?

And, more ominously, among the latter a line of gloomy proph-
ecy penned by a lunatic of truly Sophoclean vision:

If Fate promised you to pass by here,
You will.

Each, in its own way, seemed addressed to me.

Now I ask you: Where do these seemingly alien voices come
from? What is their source? I would advance a theory:

They spring from a schizophrenic darkness latent within us,
all of us, and we write the messages to ourselves. They arise out
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of our disequilibrium in a world sundered in two, spinning off
on wildly divergent courses, the one elevated, purposeful, con-
stant, noble, and fine; the other swamped in mockery, subject to
no order, bearing witness to the arrogance of our pride and the
folly of our dreams. No accident the best of them are found in
those temples consecrated to human stink and ordure. Here the
grinning ape in dressup clothes squats to make his mess and is
himself made mindful of the noxious perfumes of all his own
soiled illusions. And here his devil of self-contradiction concocts
a wicked wit to thumb his nose at them all, the No in Thunder of a
shithouse jest. Saint, scoundrel, prig, renegade, and roaring clown
fused in one, he reminds himself of the death-bound road we
all travel, walking wormfood, armored in defiant mirth against
griefs of every measure and proportion and kind.

Fascinating theory, Norman. Speaking of lunacy, as I believe
you were in there somewhere.

You.

Surprised? Surely you didn’t think you were shut of me yet?
Your dependable scapegoat in the mirror? Or the toaster, in this
self-serving, not to say vulgar, chronicle.

I gather you’re unimpressed with my theory.

Well, I do have to doubt it would stand up to close scrutiny.

And why is that? Because it’s exclusively my own? Because you
had no hand in it whatsoever?

No. Because it’s preposterous beyond all credibility. Ludicrous.
Flimsy and transparent apologia for your crimes.

Aren’t you being a bit hyperbolic? A bit overwrought?

If I were—which I'm not—I daresay it would be perfectly jus-
tifiable. Shameful, it is, imputing your own dementia to an entire
populace, staining their innocence with the tarred brush of your
psychotic ravings.

Very touching, this sudden concern for others. But as you say,
it’s my dementia. I don’t recall soliciting your opinion.
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The more fool, you. I might have been of some help. At very
least might have steered you clear of these tortured circumlocutions.

Perhaps. But you see I didn’t need you after all.

So you didn’t. And look at the result.

I'm not dissatisfied.

Awfully smug, Norman.

With good reason, I think.

Which enigmatic reason is?

You and I are quits now. Finished. I'm free of you at last.

Free, are you? I wonder. Freedom, like adventure, is in the jour-
ney, Norman. Not the destination.

Now who’s enigmatic?

Not clear? Very well, let me put it another way. In fraternal,
parting gesture, you understand, since I'm being dismissed so
cavalierly.

I'm listening. Get on with it.

A timid reminder, then. Life has all manner and any number
of quirky surprises up its sleeve. As who should know better than a
lavatory philosopher like yourself.
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he morning of Thursday, November 26, came up murky

and sullen and gray, as if in ornery denial of the festive day
ahead. Dense, sluggish clouds packed the sky. Patches of ground
fog coiled in off the lake, nudged along by a raw breeze. A wintry
tang seasoned the air.

Inside the Grand Milwaukee Hotel, Michael sat alone at a cof-
fee shop table. He was dressed casually and for him uncharacter-
istically in suede sport coat, tieless twill shirt, chinos, sneakers.
An overnight bag lay on the floor at his feet. Apart from himself
and a uniformed couple, airline pilot, and stewardess, the place
was otherwise empty at this early hour. The sight of the woman
generated a fleeting memory of Max Stroiker and his Atlanta
“squeeze.” Poor Max. He wondered what the one-time mentor
would make of this impulsive decision, as uncharacteristic as the
wardrobe and as remote to his disciplined nature as the dark side
of the moon. Probably wouldn’t approve. Or, given his own reck-
less disregard for the iron Stoltz code (which recognized no holi-
days for the duration of a project), maybe Max would.

He was marking time, Michael was. Stalling, actually.
Wrestling with doubts, second thoughts. He was not in the habit
of taking unauthorized and wholly indefensible time off. Word of
his apostasy would certainly spread like a brush fire. Leak to the
Bunker. Blemish his flawless record. Still not too late to return
to the room, change into conventional suit, cancel the message
left for his deputy in command (at best a contrived and flimsy
excuse for his absence), gather up his materials, and proceed as
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always. Another routine business day. On the other hand, the
Badger project was beginning to shape up nicely, as testified by his
latest progress report. The modish Ms. Dee Dee (who no longer
acknowledged his existence or, if she did, cut him with a haughty
glare) had been effectively neutralized. And with her soft, ruinous
policies discredited and reversed, productivity, fear-inspired, was
on the rise again. So his performance, to date, could be faulted by
no one. So maybe there was nothing at risk after all. Or next to
nothing.

A chipper waitress intruded on these conflicting thoughts,
offered to fill his empty cup. “No more, thank you,” he said.

She knew him. By now he was an early morning fixture in
here, familiar insomniac sedulously poring over notes and charts
while nibbling at an unvarying breakfast of juice, muffin, coffee.
“All set for turkey day, are ya?” she asked conversationally.

“More or less.”

“You fellas gotta work today?”

He glanced at his watch. Six-thirty. Any minute now the other
team members would come trooping in. Join him. Look askance
at his outfit, puzzled. Want to know what was up. He arrived at his
choice. “They do,” he said. “Not I.”

“Hey, lucky you.”

Lucky, indeed. Or foolhardy. One or the other. Time would tell.

He signed the check, gripped the bag, walked through the
lobby and out the door. He crossed the parking lot, unlocked the
car, slung his bag onto the back seat, slipped behind the wheel
and pulled away. Out of habit he drove south on Howell. Passed
College Avenue. In the distance, emerging from the haze like
accusing fingers pointed at the sky, the line of Badger smoke stacks
spewed gritty black vapors, sooting the air. Plant was plainly run-
ning full steam. Everything in order, on schedule, under con-
trol. As he drove on by the gate he felt a small twinge of guilt,
but he took comfort in the knowledge that employee holiday pay
had been reduced, at his recommendation, from double-time to
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time-and-a-half. By that single stroke (presented to the union as
nonnegotiable, take it or we shut down for the day; pure bluff, of
course, but a successful one) had he saved the company large dol-
lars and set a significant precedent. In the finest Stoltz tradition, he
was doing his job. Doing it well. Tomorrow, the weeks ahead, there
would be other cost-cutting measures to uncover and implement.
For the remainder of this one stolen day he could erase all of it
from his head.

He turned west on Ryan Road, picked up the interstate a mile
over, and swung south again, headed for home. At a Kenosha exit
he caught a passing glimpse of the motel, site of last week’s trou-
bled rendezvous. Only last week, was it? Seemed a thousand years
ago. Another man’s life.

For he was not the same man anymore. Of that, he was certain.
An image of Lizabeth, catalyst for this magical transformation,
floated behind his eyes. He thought about her. Her satiny voice,
crossing the miles night after night, steadying him. Magnetic tug
of her smile, drawing him, this very moment, down the high-
way. Soothing balm of her touch. Almost mystical, it was, like a
God-licensed healer’s laying on of hands. He could picture her
astonished delight, discovering him at her door later this morn-
ing. Pictured the warm familial contentment of the upcoming day
(for Norman was in there too, on the periphery). Moved ahead in
time to picture their life together, wedded, parents perhaps, him-
self settled in a comfortable executive position somewhere nearby;,
no longer on the road, on the run.

Head full of dreams, he drove on.

The lingering scraps of fog scattered, dissipated. Off to his left,
ribbons of orange light appeared on the horizon. The brown fields
shimmered under a silvery crust of frost. A car passed him on the
right, edged over into his lane. A young couple, not unlike the
Lizabeth and Michael of his time-sprung vision, occupied the front
seat. He accelerated enough to keep in close behind. Close enough
to watch them. They seemed to be chatting animatedly, mouths in
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motion, heads bobbing, hands rending the air. The implied inti-
macy of their gestures and movements gladdened him.

Unless he was mistaken. Unless it was argument they were
engaged in. Some bitter squabble. Fiery verbal duel. Impossible to
tell, the way a caw of pain might be mistaken for passion’s pecu-
liar groan.

He eased up on the pedal. Watched their car speed away, mini-
aturize in the widening distance. He weighed the polar possibilities
of the snippet of life he’d just witnessed. Arrived at no conclusion. A
powerless sense of isolation overtook him suddenly, sealed there in
his own vehicle, an enduring loneliness, vast and incurable.

Norman was feeling something of a similar desolation, that same
hour, as he left the condo and set out walking, hands stuffed in
the pockets of his winter jacket, shoulders bunched against the
wind. Not so much loneliness, if he had to put a name on it, as
loss, the wistful sense that comes of emotions thoroughly tapped.
Habit’s gravity continued to wring him from sleep, rouse him
early, and draw him to the desk, but he was exhausted of words,
barren of memory, and he knew it. Nothing really left to say. A
useless appendage, a relic, whose only function anymore was to
gaze vacantly out the window, occupy space.

Been a week now, he’d felt this way. But this morning, on
mutinous impulse, he skirted the desk and took a walk instead.
Went over to Madison and up Fifty-fifth Street, turned west and
tramped through Clarendon Hills, Westmont, on into Downers
Grove. The sharp air nipped at his face and punished his smoke-
charred lungs. Sky was full of purple-bellied clouds, heavy with
the threat of snow. Streets were empty this holiday morning,
but for the occasional passing car, one of which arrived at an
intersection the same moment he did, came to a squealing stop.
Pedestrian and driver waited obediently, if less than patiently, for
the light to turn. A thunderous boom erupted from the car’s radio.
Norman glanced over and saw a punkish adolescent regarding
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him through the window and across the yawning generational
gulf with a patronizing smirk, as if to say, It’s our music, freeze-
dry, you wouldn’t understand. He gave back a sneer, and the punk,
pulling away, flipped him an impudent bird.

Oddly, the muffled whomp trailing from the receding vehicle
sparked an incongruous recollection of a different sort of music.
More precisely, of a theory he’d come across somewhere, advanc-
ing the proposition of a soundless sympathetic music capable of
transmitting the characteristics of one person to another, abstract
as readily as bacterial, evil, in this theory, as communicable as,
say, the flu. Flu? Why flu, exactly? Some repressed association. He
traced the vowel echo: flu, flom, flim, flem...flam. Flam. Victor
Flam. The image of that wickedly grinning hack (street clothes
notwithstanding, he was purebred hack, and once a hack, always a
hack); the ugly accusation bluntly delivered; the hostile music res-
onating between them, poisoning the air—all of it came rushing
in on him, unwelcome, unsummoned, and with it all the dreads
held at arm’s length this past week.

He confronted them now. Could it truly be he’d dispatched,
through the shrill symphony of a moment’s madness, some dis-
sonant chord amplified in his son to caterwauling wail echoing
down the years? Was it possible he’d transmitted, through the
toxic seed of an angry coupling, some monstrous genetic legacy?
No. Couldn’t be. Defied logic. Unless, of course, his own logic was
blurred and bent by whatever he knew or understood of the slip-
pery notion of love.

A noisy flock of southbound birds winged across the sky in
tight symmetrical formation. He was reminded of those ancient
seers who claimed to see the future in patterns of birdflight. He
saw nothing. He passed a church whose outdoor bulletin board
declared “Religion Can Be Holy and Hilarious,” insipid theme
for an upcoming sermon. He turned away scowling. On the
Downers Grove main street he spotted a bank marquee announc-
ing, in sniggery pun, “A smile increases your face value.” He was
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unamused. A sign in the window of a grimy eatery assured him,
“Your [sic] a stranger here only once.” He walked on by.

The world was full of messages, some more portentous than
others. But none of them spoke so eloquently to the inevitable
derailment of dreams than those angular, jeering communiqués
addressing us from the walls of men’s rooms. He wondered idly
if they were the exclusive property of males. Did women scribble
them too? Perhaps later today, over the holiday feast to be shared
by the two of them, he’d ask Lizabeth. Coming from him, it was a
question she’d not be uncomfortable with.

And soon (he made a sturdy vow to himself), next time
Michael was home, whenever that might be, he’d find a way to
approach him on that other matter. Casually, roundabout. Set the
dreads to rest. That’s what they’d do, have a chat about it soon.

Like the Woodrows, father and son, Lizabeth was experiencing
an acute distress just then, though of an altogether different vari-
ety and from a source much more easily identifiable. Source was
sprawled on her couch, face buried in a cushion, one arm limply
brushing the floor. Source snored rudely, dry sputtery honks.

When he appeared at the door last night she’d been too star-
tled to block his entry. Too slow. Also too fuddled, yanked up
out of sleep, to remember where she’d left her reliable Defender
(purse, was it? Dresser? Nightstand?). Turned out she didn’t need
it. Clutching a bottle, he ducked around her, tottered into the liv-
ing room, and sank onto the couch. She stood over by the table,
keeping a wary distance. Very coldly, she said, “It’s late, Rick. Past
midnight. What do you want?”

“Come say g’bye.”

“You're going somewhere?”

“Goin’ Omaha.”

“Omaha?”

“Omaha. Got a job there. Couldn’t take it anymore, bein’
same town as you.”
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“When?”

“Huh?”

“When are you leaving?”

“Couple weeks. Get my affairs in order.”

“I imagine that will take some doing.”

“Whaddya mean?”

“Your affairs.”

“Be nice, Liz.”

“Im trying. It’s not easy. And it’s Lizabeth, by the way.”

“Have a drink with me, Lizabeth.”

“No. Say your good-byes and leave.”

“It’s Scotch. You used to like Scotch.”

“Not anymore.”

“One. For old times.”

She looked at that sad crumply face, liquid-eyed, pleading, all
the princely arrogance gone out of it. Face of the man who had
once been an essential, defining part of her life. “One,” she said,
“and then you're out of here.”

That was her mistake, right there. For of course the one led—
for him, not her—to another, another, till finally he tilted the bot-
tle to his lips, bubbled down the last of the Scotch, and slumped
over, mumbling something about the anguish of lost love. Worse
than useless, all her best efforts to budge him off the couch, get
him to his feet. Easier to revive a corpse.

And reflecting on it now, this morning, far too late, she had
to wonder what could have been in her head, where her wits had
gone. Out the narrow window of pity, she supposed, or some lin-
gering ghost of sentiment, or maybe just a blessed relief over the
prospect of all that geography between them. Unless he was lying
about Omaha, which he was perfectly capable of doing. Another
cunning ploy. Anything to repossess a discarded toy.

But her problems were more immediate than the honesty, or
lack of it, of Richard Charles Nagel, attorney-at-lie. One of them,
at least, was under temporary control. Last night, after she’d given
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up trying to wake him and gone to bed (chair wedged against
the door, recovered cylinder of tear gas at the ready on the night-
stand), it came to her like a phantom augury in the twilight of
sleep, an image of Rick’s Corvette, for certain parked in her drive.
She bolted out of bed, tiptoed into the living room, searched his
pockets, and came up with the keys. She went into the garage,
backed her Camaro out, and replaced it with the Corvette. Dead
bottom on the list of things she wanted or needed was for Norman,
notoriously early riser, to spot it and come storming over, replay
that violent scene. So that was one disaster forestalled. For the
moment, anyway.

Which didn’t do much to quiet her present anxieties. All of
which telescoped into that single source, snorting and wheezing
on the couch there. Somehow she had to get him up and out of
here. From harsh experience, she knew it wasn’t going to be easy.
Never was before, wouldn’t be now. Stiff, groggy, aching, he’d sur-
face from a boozy sleep spoiling for trouble. With Rick, that’s how
it always worked.

Had to be a way. She could try conciliatory, caring, kindly
even, if that’s what it took. She could try that. Or maybe firm
would be better, assertive. Threats, if necessary. She couldn’t
decide, didn’t know. Maybe coffee would help. Bring him around,
make him semi-reasonable. She’d try coffee.

Flam’s sleep had been spastic, tossing, and visited by weird dreams,
but once he was awake and on his feet he was jacked, no doubt
about it, locked, cocked, and ready to rock heads and stomp ass.
Must of been middle of the night, call come through, jangle of
the phone weaving itself into the crazyquilt fabric of one of those
dreams. Felt like middle, anyway. Voice on the other end a muffled,
urgent whistle: “Mr. Flam? Horace here. Got some buzz for ya”

Fuck was Horace?

As if in spontaneous reply to the unuttered question, voice
goes, “Horace Kurtz. Bellman.”
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“Oh. Yeah. Horace. Time’s it, Horace?”
“Bout half past six.”

“Six o’'fuckin’clock in the a.m. This better be good buzz,
Horace.”

“Think it is. He’s up. Been sittin’ in the coffee shop since it
opened an’ he’s—”

“That’s your buzz? He’s always in there this time a morning.”

“Lemme finish. Got a bag with him today. No suit on, like
normal. Don’t look to me like a man on his way to work.”

“Bag? Like a travelin’ bag?”

“Correct. Travelin. Overnighter.”

“Sure it ain’t a briefcase?”

“Bags my business, Mr. Flam.”

“And no suit?”

“Nope.”

Don’t compute. Word he got off his Badger security mole was
today just another workday, Stoltz people scheduled to turn in at
the plant, same as ever. “He’s there now?” Flam asked.

“Yeah, but you better hurry.”

“T’ll do that, Horace.”

He did too. Bounded out of the sack and flew into the head and
emptied his hose and splashed his face with cold water (no time
for your basic shave, shit, shower, and etc.) and pulled on some
laundry, not neglecting to remember his piece (could be nothin’,
could be the break he’s lookin’ for—either way, he’s strapped and
steady), and blazed on outta there. In the lobby, Horace, catching
the spirit of the chase, shot a tells-it-all glance at the door and, lips
barely parted, barely moving, said, “He just left.”

“Good man, Horace. I'll take care of you when I get back.”

Whenever that might be. Lookin’ late. Maybe even tomorrow.
Whole fuckin’ weekend maybe, all Flam knew. One thing for sure,
he ain’t goin’ to work. Horace dead on the dollar, that one. Tools
right on by the plant, spins over to the interstate, points south. Just
like last week. Maybe got the old itch again, gonna meet the twat
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at the Kenosha motel, scarf some Thanksgiving pussy today, stead
of bird. Jesus, Flam hoped not. Wasn’t sure he was up to another
all-nighter, that parking lot. Make that all day too, this time out.

But he got lucky, least the way he measured luck anymore. Got
spared the squat’n squint drill. His boy zipped past the Kenosha
exit, chewin’ up miles, man in a sweat to get wherever it is he’s
goin’ to. Which got to be home. Where else, this direction? Home
for the holiday. Some luck.

Except they got into Illinois and he starts drivin’ real strange, real
erratic, slowin’ down, pickin’ up speed, droppin’ back again. Fuck’s
goin’ on? Something rattlin’ the squirrel cage. Way a man drives tell
a whole lot about him. Tellin’ Flam it’s a strung-out schiz behind that
wheel. And what’s he doin’ here on the highway, first place? Ain't like
it’s in the Michael Woodrow profile, duckin’ out on work.

Something not right here. Something gotta be comin’ down.
Maybe the little chat with the old man last week finally min-
tin’ some gold coin. Maybe schiz senior finally got his nuts stiff
enough to put in a code red call: Hurry on home, boy, we got some
serious rappin’ to do, serious trouble. Got him tweaked. Why else
he doin’ that stutter step?

Flam cut him some road leash. Kept him in sight but put a
mile or so and a line of vehicles between them. Wouldn’t do, spook
him now. Not if there’s anything to that drivin’ theory. Hoped to
fuck there was. 'Bout time for a break, Victor. Past time.

He tracked him up the Ogden Avenue ramp, through the
quiet Hinsdale streets, on into the condo complex, still keepin’
a caution gap, givin’ good space. Watched him creep by the girl-
friend’s place, scopin’ it, and then pull up outside his own and
lug the bag inside. There was a small visitors’ parking area off the
street between the Woodrow crib and the twat’s. Flam nosed his
car into one of the spots, killed the motor, and hunched down in
the seat, eye level with the dash.

He waited. Tiny puffs of snow, airy as smoke, fragile as glass,
appeared on the windshield, melted instantly, vanished. Called
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to mind all his own dashed hopes, these three long months gone
by. No good thinkin’ that way. This time he’s onto something.
Something heavy. He can feel it. Right down in the old jingleber-
ries, can he feel it. Feels good. Like you’re on a moneyroll, Victor.
For a welcome switch.

The sedative power of the engine lulled him. Road-tranced, he
lost track of time, distance, velocity. Some cars swept around him,
others he passed. Familiar landmarks flashed by, gauzy as hallu-
cinations. Only the periodic toll booth stops restored a measure
of sensory perception. Without them he might very well have
missed his exit altogether. As it was, he veered off at the abso-
lute last moment, the driver behind him laying on a furious horn
blast.

He slid the window down a notch. The chill air, flecked
with snow, braced him, cleared his head. The streets of home,
tree-framed, domed in silence, all but empty of traffic at this
hour, comforted him, seemed to lift a share of that streak of
loneliness he’d felt back there on the road. Small share, but
something was more than nothing. More still, when he passed
Lizabeth’s. He slowed, considered stopping, thought better of
it. Too early.

Bag in hand, he came through the door, purposely banging
it behind him in announcement of his presence, fully expecting
to find Norman at the foot of the stairs, momentarily bewildered
by his unexpected appearance. No Norman. He called his name.
Perfect stillness. Curious. Mornings Norman was always here.
Vague misgivings stirred on a distant horizon in his head, rose
in dark funnel clouds of assorted catastrophe scenarios: brutal
crimes, seizures, collapses, self-slaughter. Any of which was
possible.

He dropped the bag and hurried down the stairs. Bedroom
was empty. He searched the house. No sign of Norman. But none
of any of those fancied disasters either. Windows were sealed,
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doors bolted, Nissan in the garage. Nothing out of place, no
cause for alarm. Probably out for a walk, honing an appetite for
Lizabeth’s holiday dinner.

His fears ebbed. He unpacked the bag, went through the stack
of accumulated mail. Some bills, some solicitations, nothing of
interest. He wandered through the house restlessly. Eventually
those wanderings led him back down the stairs and into Norman’s
room. Stealthy as a cat burglar, he crept over to the desk, parted
the sea of loose paper, and came across a slender sheaf of pages
clipped together, typed, numbered. He slid them out carefully,
cautious not to disturb some imagined order. He settled into the
chair and began to read.

And as he turned those pages the buried past seemed to unreel
in slow motion behind his eyes, and the amnesiac shadow of that
swamped, savaged night lifted; and as he read on, he experienced
a peculiar sensation of time’s undulations, rocking back and forth
in time, man to child to child masquerading as man; and when he
was finished, a powerful sense of release surged through him, of
purgation, repair, like a disease willed into miraculous remission,
no longer fatal. Sense of a kind of private triumph, resistant to
definition, too secret to yield up a name.

Lizabeth would understand. He’d tell Lizabeth.

Still clad in the oversize T-shirt habitually worn for sleep, Lizabeth
waited in the kitchen for the coffee—full pot of it, extra-strong—to
brew. She puffed feverishly on a cigarette ransacked from a dusty
pack in the back of a drawer. The clock on the stove read quarter past
eight. Time was ticking. A small turkey, centerpiece of her elabo-
rately engineered meal, thawed in the sink. Irrelevantly, she remem-
bered Normans wry description of a typical Stateville Thanksgiving,
feasting on turkey pot pie, Banquet brand, in commemoration of
the holiday. This year will be different, shed promised him. This year
theyd have a traditional dinner, all the trimmings, even if it had to be
scaled down to accommodate just the two of them.
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Maybe they would yet. She ground out the cigarette in an ash-
tray on the counter (the lead crystal one, Norman’s thoughtful
gift), filled a cup, and carried it into the living room. Set it on the
end table next to the drained Scotch bottle. Stood there for a long
moment, summoning her nerve. Or stalling. Why, she wasn’t sure.
After all, curled in the palm of a hand was her trusty Defender.
Nothing to fear. She raked the other hand through the tangle of
her hair, drew in a sustaining breath, kneeled down on the floor
by the couch, and touched his dangling arm lightly, gingerly. No
reaction. She leaned in close, murmured in his ear, “Rick, wake
up, it’s morning, you have to leave.” Got a smothered groan for
her efforts. She jabbed at the arm, not so gentle now. He grunted,
belched, rolled over on his side. Didn't stir. She reached for the
cup and held it under his nostrils. Maybe the steamy aroma would
rouse him.

And that was her posture—on her knees, T-shirt riding
up her bare thighs, hair disheveled, cup extended as though in
adoring service of a slack-limbed sot—when a key turned in a
lock and she glanced over her shoulder and discovered Michael
standing in the doorway, assimilating the scene, uttering not a
word but measuring her with a sorrowed stony gaze, the blood
pooling darkly in his face.

Norman’s first thought, seeing the unfamiliar vehicle parked
in their drive, was of some careless guest of some negligent
neighbor. It had happened before, visitors ignorant of or
indifferent to the rules, infringing on private space. That
was the trouble with all communal living, either side of the
walls: defending your space. Hed have to have a word with
the people next door or the ones across the street, whoever it
was entertained the intrusive visitor. Even though he had no
intention of taking the Nissan out today, it was still a matter of
principle. Relaxed holiday good fellowship notwithstanding.
A matter of standup.
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But not now. Later. Now he was weary from the extended
hike, bone-cold and ready for a smoke. Little bit of pure ozone
went a long way. But once inside, he sensed something altered,
nothing visible, some slight tonal variance in the silence of the
rooms. Occupy a place in solitude long enough and you pick up
every oscillation in the air. He went to the door of Michael’s bed-
room, peered in, saw the bag, and immediately made the con-
nection with the car in the drive. A surprise appearance. Very
unlike him. Nowhere in evidence, must have just popped in and
gone directly to Lizabeth’s, heedless of the early hour. She, of
course, would be joyed. Ardor embraced opportunity, passion
scorned clocks. His own feelings, however, were mixed: glad
Michael had somehow arranged to be here, but reminded once
again of that disquieting issue yet to be trotted out, inspected,
demystified, properly interred. Maybe later, if the occasion
arose, he’d get him aside, circle in on it. Or maybe not, not today,
disrupt the festive spirit.

He’d have to think about it. He descended the stairs, gravitated
naturally to his desk. And even as before, entering the house, he
was conscious now of something amiss, something out of order.
He fished through the confusion of paper, found the last install-
ment of his chronicle, held it in his hands. Bars of wan morn-
ing light filtered through the window, danced across the pages.
Instantly, out of a knowledge sturdier than reason, innocent of
proofs, he knew they’d been gripped by other hands, scanned by
other eyes. Michael? Who elevated privacy above all other values,
kept jealous guard over his own? Seemed impossible to conceive.
Yet who else? And if so, what new colorings would it bring to the
emotional electricity forever crackling between them? If indeed
it were true and not merely another baseless figment of an imagi-
nation infected with doubt, diseased by suspicion. Or, if it were,
to wonder if he had not in some way, by some unspoken signal,
invited the covert prying through his darkest secrets. To wonder
if confession hadn’t been the destination all along.

400



FLAWLESS

There would be no time to ponder it that morning. For when
he put down the pages and glanced out the window, what he saw
was a most remarkable sight: a blocky figure tearing across the
frost-burned grass, yanking a gun from a hip holster as he ran,
making straight for the flung-open door of Lizabeth’s condo-
minium. And even from the back, Norman could recognize that
figure as no one other than Victor Flam.

“Michael!” she said, voice full of genuine astonishment. And
then, setting down the cup, standing, turning to face him, she
said it again, rising inflection this second time.

He said nothing. He came through the narrow entry and
crossed the living room and seized the empty bottle and shattered
it on the edge of the table. His stride and his motions were not so
much hurried or agitated or even irate as methodic, deliberate.
Lizabeth took a halting step backward, stammering, “Michael,
please. You don’t understand. Listen—"

He wasn’t listening. Nor did he look at her as he came around
the couch and stooped over the lumpen figure, who was stirring
slightly, nettled it seemed by all the commotion and clatter, eyes
blinking, peeling back just in time to see something odd, the jag-
ged end of a bottle swooshing toward him, and to feel it puncture
his throat, cleaving the flesh in a grinding motion, choking off
what would certainly have been a screech of unbearable agony,
though from somewhere else in the room an audible scream,
shrill, vibrato, reached his rapidly closing ears. His hands clawed
at air. He gargled up a thick froth of blood. For a moment he shud-
dered and twitched, steady as an engine, eyes wide open now, and
spinning. Abruptly, the twitching stopped and his arms fell and
he sagged back, still squirting blood, but the dying done.

“Why?” Lizabeth wailed. “You killed him. Why?”

Michael gazed at her puzzledly. “You don’t know why?”

“He’s my ex-husband.”

“Was,” Michael corrected her. “He’s gone now.”
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“He was drunk. Passed out. Harmless. There was nothing
between us.”

“Well, now there’s nothing.”

“Whatare we going to do? We have to call someone. Norman...
the police...someone.”

“Why would we do that?” he said quietly. He lifted the bottle, exam-
ined it as though it were some peculiar surgical instrument, foreign to
him, yet stained from recent use. Then he lowered it, thrust it out ahead
of him like an extension of a greeting hand, and advanced on her.

Confusion, disbelief bleached her face. She backed away.
“Michael,” she said, her voice catching now, clotted with fear. “It’s
me, Lizabeth. You wouldn’t hurt me.”

“It shouldn’t hurt much.”

“You love me.”

A wild smile creased his lips. He kept coming.

She put up a quivery arresting hand. Gripped in the other was
the tin cylinder, pointed at his eyes. “This is tear gas, Michael.
Don’t make me use it. Please don’t.”

As it happened, she didn't have to, for Flam came charging
through the open door, piece levelled, bawling, “Freeze it right
there, dickeye!”

Michael spun around. A startled, almost sheepish expression
came into his face.

“Now lose that poor man’s shank you're packin’ there and get
your hands up top your head.”

Michael lowered his eyes. Gazed at the floor. Didn’t speak.
Didn’t move.

“Do it! Now! Or youre boneyard dead!”

He did it. Released the bottle. Clasped his hands on his head.

“Turn around and drop on them knees.”

He did as he was told.

“That’s good,” Flam said. “You learn real good. What I want
you do now is back over here, nice’n easy. Think y'can do that?”
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He could do that too, but only awkwardly. A slow, choppy
progress across the floor, like a defective windup toy winding
down, or like an awkward child engaged in some playful childish
game.

Flam took in the whole scene with a quick sweep. Stiff on the
sofa, twat shivering in a corner, lookin’ about to faint, or puke.
Stone dead stiff, witness, perp on his knees—all the goods. Flam
knew this was gonna be his day, knew it. He was feeling pumped
now, stoked. So when Michael got in range he said, “You're a
real assassin, boy, know that? Assassin likes the taste a blood, so
you better get down there and lap some up.” He planted a loafer
squarely between Michael’s shoulder blades and shoved, sprawl-
ing him face-first into a stream of blood oozing oft the couch and
threading across the floor.

Twat let out a pained yelp, like it was her the one takin’ the
hurts, said, “You don’t have to do that to him.”

“Lady, you just lucky you got a healthy set a lungs on you.
Otherwise be a pair a stiffs to draw to in here.”

“Who are you?”

“Man who just kept your mail from comin’ federal worm
express. Now I got a little chore for you. Want you to get on the
horn and dial your basic nine-one-one. Tell 'em send somebody
over here, collect this piece a dog shit.”

She hesitated. Only an instant, but in that sheared beat Flam
saw something in her eyes, and he whirled about, too late to dodge
the lunging figure and the looping arm that slammed something
into the side of his skull just above the ear, something solid, hard,
weightier than a fist. And though he did his best to hold on to the
Ruger, he could feel it slipping from his hand in the long, spiraling,
brain-swizzled plunge to the floor.

Norman flung away the ashtray, plucked from the counter in
the furious spearing tackle, and scrambled over on all fours and
recovered the gun and lurched to his feet, gasping and swaying.
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He surveyed the room. Sifted and processed everything he saw:
his son coiled in fetal posture on the floor, hugging his knees,
rocking and whimpering; ex on the couch in a puddle of blood, no
more briefs to prepare, fresh out of cases to argue; Flam a crum-
pled groaning heap, also effectively out of things, for a while any-
way, not long; Lizabeth backed against a wall, eyes glassy, smeary,
breath drawn in short gulping sobs. And then there was himself,
still standing, more or less, weapon in his hand. A thick nausea
bubbled up in his hammering chest. He swallowed, gagged it back
down. A notion, formless yet, more resolve than idea, gathered
in his head. He approached Lizabeth, reached for her hand, and
steered her gently toward the door, saying, “Come along now. It’ll
be all right?”

“He killed him, Norman. Michael killed him. Why’d he do
that?”

“I don’t know,” he said, that one a lie too, the way the flimsy
assurance everything would be all right was the purest of fictions;
the way he’d understood all week long, at some submerged level,
the absolute certainty of his son’s guilt, as ordained and inescap-
able as his own.

“I tried to stop him. Explain it. He went crazy. Nothing I
could do.”

“There is now.”

“What? What can I do now?”

“Listen to me, Lizabeth. Listen. It's important that you trust me.”

Some mournful keening spirit in his voice, at once collected
and grave, seemed to steady her. “I do,” she said. “I trust you.”

“I want you to go over to our place. Sit down. Smoke a ciga-
rette. Take your time. And when you're finished I want you to
call the police. Tell them to come out here. Don’t tell them what’s
happened. Say there’s been a...domestic disturbance. Can you do
that for me?”

“I'll do it, Norman. If that’s what you want.”

“There’s one thing more. Not to do. To know.”
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He paused, unclear himself what it was he intended to say.
Could he speak of connections? Distances shrunk, spanned? The
motley seasons in his life, this brief one perhaps the finest of all? In
the movies, fitting summary words sprang nimbly from the lips of
a Burt. Not so, he. What he required was time. Time to shape them,
revise, edit, pinch, and prod them for grace, implication, meaning.
No time. She stood framed in the doorway, watching him out of
those still-vacant eyes, sapphire blue. He looked over her shoulder
and, for something to say, said, “I think I just saw two alike.”

“What?”

“Two snowflakes.”

“What do you mean?”

“Nothing. Just making a little joke. Go now. Hurry.”

He turned quickly, stepped around the fallen Flam, and went
back into the living room, her retreating footsteps sounding in his
ears, carried along on a whisper of the wind; and along with them a
familiar voice rising from the far side of a long silence, murmuring,
What did I say, Norman? About those quirky surprises, what did I say?

He crouched beside his son. If the words had been elusive before,
in the doorway, they were fugitive here, skittering off in every
direction. He touched his shoulder.

Michael unlocked his knees, rolled over on his back and dug
at his eyes. Like a child emerging out of a hard sleep. “Dad?” he
said, peculiar cheeping tone. “That you?”

“Yes.”

“Is she dead?”

“She?”

“Mom.”

“Yes. Dead.”

“Will you stay?”

“I'm not going to leave you, Michael. This time I'll stay.”

But circumstance was to make a liar of him again. Over in
the entry Flam was boosting himself up on his elbows, looking
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around dazedly. To Michael, Norman said, “Wait here a minute.
Don’t move. Something I've got to attend to. I'm not leaving. I
promise.” He rose, hefted the gun, and came across the room,
stopping a few paces short of Flam. And to him he said, “Better
stay down.”

Flam massaged a purpling bruise blossomed from beneath
the roots of his hair and flowering over a temple. “That’s a mean
wallop you pack, Mr. Woodrow,” he drawled.

“It’s the ashtray,” Norman said, certifying it with a glance at
the floor. “Wasn’t me.”

“Still a thumper.”

“Smarts a little, does it?”

“Little. Guess that must be the one I owed you. Remember me
sayin’ that?”

“Vividly.”

“Guess that makes us square now, right?”

“Tabula rasa.”

“Huh?”

“Yes. Square.”

Flam hauled himself upright. Leaned into the wall for sup-
port. Shook his head vigorously, the way a drenched hound shakes
water from its fur. He smiled crookedly, said, “So maybe you
wanna hand over that artillery, mine.”

“I don’t think so.”

“C'mon, Mr. Woodrow. Youre a badass, but you ain’t no
shooter.”

He took a wobbly step toward him. Norman motioned him
back. “Don’t be too sure.”

“That’s a Ruger youre holdin’ there,” Flam said, patient, tuto-
rial, still smiling. “P89. Got them Black Talon slugs, put a wicked
hole in a man. You wouldn’t wanta do that.”

Norman backed away. This wasn’t part of his ill-formed
notion or idea or scheme, whatever it was. If indeed there was any
scheme. “Not unless I have to,” he said.
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“Face it, old man. You ain’t got the nuts for it. Gimme the
piece.”

Flam extended an open palm, took another step. His smile
had warped into tight, downslung sneer, skeptical and tough, but
with a hint of a crack in it too, dollop of fear. And in that thin
crease of fear Norman recognized the craven doubts of all the
spite-smirched bullies he’d encountered, one guise or another, all
his life. The pettifogging hoax of Authority. Cheered him to see
it. Quite mildly he said, “I never cared much for hacks, Mr. Flam.
You're the only hack in the house, so this is for all of them.”

He trained the gun on Flam’s left knee, and an explosion
shook the walls, and Flam let out an astonished bellowy whoop
and toppled, the whoop swelling to piping howl, then trailing off
in stuttery moan. Norman watched him. Gave it a moment. To be
sure. Flam elevated a jaw beaded with saliva and glared at him,
banjo-eyed, teeth bared. “You shot me,” he said, voice an uneven
mix of ragged whinny and snarl. “Cocksuck, you shot me!”

“Count your blessings. You're lucky to have a pulse.”

Norman returned to the living room. Michael, obedient to his
directive, lay there, stretched across the reddening carpet, gaz-
ing blankly at the ceiling. Norman positioned himself behind his
head, squatted down, and stroked his hair.

“Dad?”

“Yes.”

“You came back.”

“I said I would.”

“Where are you? I can’t see you.”

“I'm right here, Michael.”

“What was that noise?”

“Nothing. Thunder.”

“Is it raining?”

“Not yet.”

“What’s going to happen?”
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“Nothing will happen.”

“I killed him, didn’t I.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“I loved her. She deceived me.”

“Try not to think about it.”

“What will they do to me?”

Do? He didn’t dare allow himself to think what they’d do to
someone like this in a place like Stateville. A dreadful image came
streaking across the years: A joint queen, Boris by given name,
Heather by tag, discovered free-chipping by his jocker cellie, and
hobbled forever with a severed Achilles tendon. A cluster of other
like images, embalmed and buried, swarmed out of the tomb of
memory. He said, “I wish I'd been a better father for you, Michael.
Better man.”

“Maybe you still can, Dad.”

“How?”

“Come back for good. You and Mom try harder.”

“Begin again?”

“Yes. Again. Can you do that?”

“Maybe I can,” Norman said, and he lifted the gun and pointed
it downward and squeezed the trigger and reclaimed his son forever
from all his demons; and for Michael, who was about to express his
joy, there was for a shred of an instant a gigantic starburst, and then
a sudden darkness fell over him like a lid rudely slammed shut, and
the nothing he had searched for and anticipated all his life, the no-
thing, was upon him at last; and for Norman, staring at the min-
gling of bloods seeping into the nap of the carpet, hemorrhaging his
own current of grief, there was the curious whimsical thought that
God, if Plato was right, always revealed His mysteries through the
perfect symmetry of a celestial geometry, and that if blood could
sing, its song today would be, “T am the son of the father, closing the
circle, proclaiming a truce.”

He inverted the gun and slid the barrel partway into his mouth.
Its taste was hot, brassy. From somewhere outside his ears, a jeery
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voice squawked, “You’d better yank that trigger, suckwad, or they
gonna put you on permanent ice, they don’t fry you first”; from
within them another voice whispered, The freedom, you’ll remem-
ber, is in the journey, Norman, not the destination. He considered
that moist, spongy glob of tissue and fibers and charged neurons
at the end of the barrel, source of all the words yet to be strung
together in the improbable, uninventable history of his days.

Through the bay window he caught a glimpse of a black and
white fleeting by, crimson cyclops eye twirling. After a moment he
heard footfalls on the porch. A shadow fell across the open door.
He removed the barrel from his mouth, laid down the gun, and
called out, “I surrender.” And then he settled back on the floor
and waited for them to fall on him, and they did.

409






ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Tom Kakonis was born in California,
squarely at the onset of the Depression, the
offspring of a nomadic Greek immigrant and
a South Dakota farm girl of Anglo-Saxon
descent gone west on the single great adven-
ture of her life. He has worked variously as
a railroad section laborer, lifeguard, pool
hall and beach idler, army officer, techni-
cal writer, and professor at several colleges in the Midwest. He
published six crime novels before retiring for over a decade, then

resumed fiction writing with the novel Treasure Coast. Currently
he makes his home in Grand Rapids, Michigan.



