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“ Everything in the world gives us back our own features; night
itself is never dark enough to keep us from being reflected in it.”
—E. M. CIORAN, A Short History of Decay

PART ONE. A ROSE IN THE THROAT

“With you | am the woman everyone thinks | am.”
—James Salter

How much does a life weigh? Is it the product of our postive or worthwhile acts, divided by the
bad? Or isit only the human body itsdf, put on a scale-a twohundredpound life?

| hold agun to my son’s head. He weighs about one hundred and thirty pounds, the gun no more
then two. Another way of thinking about it: My son Lincoln’s life weighs only so much as this pistal in my
hand. Or the bullet that will kill him? And after the shot will there be no weight?

Heisamiling. | am terrified. I'll pull the trigger and he will die, yet he's amiling as if this fatdl metd
agang his head isthe finger of aloved one.

Who am 1? How can | do thisto my own son? Listen—

Mileage meant cloud ears. If it had been a good day, full of long fares and chaity customers, my
father often treated meto amed a Lee's, the Chinese restaurant across the street from our house. Two
dollars for the works, induding a dish of cloud ear mushrooms on rice. Mom and Dad hated the place
and would never go because everything there tasted “like grease pudding.” But he was nice enough to
trade me the two bucks for a hug and a kiss. | got the best of both deds because | loved hugging my
father. Both of my parents were great hug givers, as opposed to many parents who accept them as ather
their due or a necessary evil of living with children.

| was lucky. My father taught me generosity, how to live with a calm person when you are not, and
ventriloguism. He ddlighted in the art of throwing his voice, of putting words in someone else' s mouth.

My mother was judt like her maiden name, Ida Dax. Short, up front, no nonsense. To her dismay,
my father nicknamed her “Daisy” on one of ther firg dates and refused to cdl her anything else. He said
both she and her name reminded him of Daisy Duck. You can imagine what he had to do to win her
offended, practica young heart after that. But he did, because in spite of her seriousness, she loved to
laugh and Stanley Fischer liked nothing more than to make her laugh. Unfortunatdy, my father was dso a
men destined to be a mediocretorotten businessman. By the time | became fully aware of him, he had
bombed a alarge number of jobs, so both he and my mother were satisfied that he’d become the town’s
only (and thereby “successful”) taxi owner. Mama, dthough shortertempered and less forgiving than Dad,
was luckily not one who cared very much about wedth or maerid things. As long as hills were pad,
there was sufficient food and dothing for the family, and a little was |eft over for each of our “vices’ (my
egting Chinese food, their buying atelevison set or going to movies every weekend), then life was okay.
| cannot remember her ever badgering him for ending up where he did. In retrospect | don't think she
was proud of him, but she loved hm and considered hersdf wise for having chosen a man she liked
taking to, one who amiled with genuine ddight on seeing her every night when he came home.

My childhood memories are rather vague, but that's probably because | was safe and content
much of the time. | remember gtting in Lee's Restaurant and looking out the window at our house. |
remember playing catch with a Wiffle bal with Dad. When the white ball floated through the ar toward
me, he made it talk. “Outtamy Way! Here comes the Wiffler!”



My father dways had time to play, my mother bought only the best colored pencils and paper
when she understood how important drawing was to me. They loved me and wanted me to be whole.
What more can we ask from another human being?

When my brother Saul was born, | was dreedy twelve years old and more on my parents side of
the fence than his. As areault, he grew up with two parents and an intermediary, rather than a fullfledged
brother who gave him noogies or made hislife hgppily miserable. By thetime | went to college, Saul was
only sx and beginning dementary school. It was not until a decade later when he was a teenager and |
was working in New Y ork that we developed any kind of relationship.

A writer friend recently published an autobiographica nove that was badly reviewed. She told me,
“I'm not angry because it flopped: I'm angry because | used up my childhood on that book.”

Theideaisamusng, but | find it hard to believe anyone could “use up” their childhood on anything,
no matter how old we get. Like some kind of personal Mount Olympus, our youth is where the only gods
we ever created live It is where our imagination and belief were strongest, where we were innocent
before turning gullible, then cynicd. Whether we remember in detail or only smdl bits, it isinexhaugtible.

Luckily for my father, we lived in atown full of hills. Commuters getting off the train in the evening
would take alook at the twohundredstep staircase up to the town center and plod tiredly over to Dad's
black fourdoor Ford. He knew many of the people by name and, leening over the top of the car, would
greet these rumpled men with a thump on the roof and a“Come on, Frank. Last thing you need now is to
dimb those gairs”

| often rode with him and was assigned the job of jumping out when we' d arrived and opening the
back door for the customer. Sometimes they'd tip me a dime or a quarter, but more than the tip, |
enjoyed being there to hear what was said during the ride to their homes. These were successful people,
owners of big houses with river views, two cars, sometimes even a tennis court or a sMimming pool. |
knew their kids from school, but generdly they were a snobby, doof bunch. In contrast, their parents,
because they were ether tired and in the mood for comfortable smal talk or just plan adrift in their
wellgppointed lives, talked to my father about many surprising things. He was a good listener and at times
unusudly perceptive. All the way across these years | think, by their remembered slences and nodding
heads, that he might have helped some of them with what he said.

Once while home on vacation from college, | was with him when he took a woman named Sdly
O'Hara from the gation. She had a notorious hushand who dept with just about any woman in town with
a pulse. Unfortunately, Mrs. O’Hara was one of those people who would tdl anyone within hearing
distance about ther problems. That day was no different, but she dso said something that stuck in my
mind and later shaped My success.

“Stanley, I’ ve decided what | need mogt inlifeis a detective of the soul.”

My father, who was used to backseat philosophers, knew how to play the straight man.

“Tdl me about it, Saly. Maybe I'll get Max here to go into the business.”

“It ssmple. All you've got to do istrack down the people who know the big answers, Max. Find
the man who can tdl us why we're here. Ther€' s gotta be someone out there who can. Or the person
who can tdl me why my husband would rather spend the evening with Barbara Bertrand than me.”

| was dready doing cartoons for the college newspaper, often usng a geometric form I'd created
named “Paper Clip” to make zingy comments and complaints about life on campus. They were mildy
successful and funny, and the editors dlowed me to draw whatever | wanted. But when | returned from
that vacation, | gradudly began to turn “Paper Clip” into a whole new world.

Before, it had Imply been a geometric figure sanding in the middle of a drawing with perhaps an
object or two nearby that related to the caption. Now that strange character continued on one Sde of the
frame while a new one, a man, appeared on the other. In between them was a large drawing, very
redidicdly rendered. It looked like they were both staring at this “photograph” and commenting on it.
Thefirg cartoon with this new format was of the figureslooking at a very large hand applying mascara to
the lashes of a giant eye. The caption read, “Why do women dways open ther mouths when they’re
putting on mascara?’ We don’t know which one of them is saying it, and there is no response.

| refined as | went aong. The photograph part of the cartoon grew more and more redlitic, but



aso more obscure. Sometimes it took awhile for the viewer to even comprehend what was shown there.
For example, a cigarette butt stuck into a partidly eaten doughnut, but I'd gone in so close that seconds
went by before you'd figured out what they were. Apparently that became part of the fun of the new
“Paper Clip”"—people would firgt decipher the snapshot, then go on to the caption.

Sometimes the two figures would be placed on the same Sde of the picture, sometimes behind it
with only their heads showing, sometimes moving in or out of the frame. They dangled from gtrings like
grade school angedls, or sat in seats with their backs to us and looked at the photograph as if it were a
movie. They rowed by the picture, jogged across the top and bottom, shot arrows at each other across
its face. But dways the same format-the two dissmilar figures, the ever more redidtic but mysterious
photo “between” them.

| thought of Mrs. O’ Hara and her “detective of the soul” often because after drawing the new strip
some months, | redized what | was trying to do was address some of the cosmic, dbet smdl, questions
ghe' d wanted her detective to answer. Not that | had solutions, but it was clear from the reactions and
letters | was recaiving that my work was on target more often than not.

That iswho | am. Yes, “Paper Clip” took me right into adulthood, dight celebrity status, and a
comfortable life. As a cartoonist, you learn to cut to the bone of language. If three words say it better or
funnier than four, great, use three. It would be easy to indulge mysdf here and ramble on about my
various years, but there is redly only one important time and that began the day | met Lily and Lincoln
Aaron. So | will stop now and fastforward the story of my life twice: Once to my thirtyeighth year then to

my fortyfifth.

Picture a man walking toward the door of the Los Angeles County Museum. He has thick black
har cut short, wears trendy eyeglasses with blue frames, is dressed in weekend clothes—khaki pants, old
gray swester, expensve running shoes. Comfortable and colorless, it is his uniform when he works a
home. You think you might have seen him before. You have, because there have been some magazine
articles about him. But it is his work that has made him known, not his face or persondity. He thinks he
has the face of ahigh school science teacher or a knowledgeable stereo sdlesman.

It was three weeks after his, my thirtyeighth birthday. | had a greet job, some money, no girlfriend
but that didn’t bother me so much. In retrospect it was a time in my life when | was cam and on top of
things | would like to have been married and had children to take to the museum, | would like to have
hed “Paper Clip” syndicated in more newspapers than it was. But it was certainly possible for both to
happen. In retrospect it was a time when the only things | desired from life were not only possible but
Quite probable.

| saw the Aarons dmog as soon as | entered the building. Because her back was to me, my firgt
impresson was that the two were brother and sister. Both short, both in jeans and Tshirts. Maybe five
foot two or three, Lily was tdler than the boy but not by much. Her hair was swept up in a girl’s ponytall.
They were arguing. She was louder than she knew because her voice, very feminine and adult, carried
clear across the lobby to where | was.

“No. Firg the museum, then lunch.”

“But I'm hungry .

“That’'s too bad. You had your chance before.”

Although she turned then and | saw she was attractive, | aready had an unpleasant image of her:
one of those pretentious, superficid women who drag their kids around to “culchah” and force their
noses into it like a puppy’ s into its own shit. | turned away and walked into the exhibition.

| have a nasty, sometimes gothic imaginaion. Perhaps those are a couple of the requirements
needed to be a cartoonist. Whatever, that imagingion carried a picture of bitch mother and hungry child
around the museum with me that afternoon. | couldn’t shake the whinein the boy’ s voice or the woman's
closed eyes when she loudly told him tough luck. Why not just buy him a hot dog, let him walf it down in
five minutes as kids invariably do, and then go to the show? | was no expert, but had had a few
girlfriends with children and I’ d gotten aong pretty well with them. In severa cases, better than with ther



mameas. In my experience, you played a kid like afish once you have it hooked. Let it run with the line a
ways, then red it dowly back in. You know you've got control; the trick is to finesse the fish into thinking
it does.

| had been looking forward to this show for a long time. The title was “Xanadu” and the subject
was vidonay cities. There were works by artists, architects, desgners... There were even some by
cartoonists like Dave McK ean, Massmo losa Ghini, and me. I'd been invited to the opening a couple of
nights before, but at openings you don’t get to look a the work. People push you out into a crowd of
beaming piranhas and oglerstrying to play it cool but dso show off their new dresses, or cut or ded, or
sdeup to amovie gar. | liked to amble, take notes, and not talk to anyone.

“Hey, Max Fischer! ‘Paper Clip,” right?’

Blankfaced, | turned toward the voice. A young couple stood there amiling.

“Hi. How are you?’

“Hne | don't want to bother you, Max. Only wanted to tdl you how much we love your gtrip.
Read every one of them. And we saw your piece here. Terific! Right, honey?’ He looked at his wife,
who nodded vigoroudly.

“Wdl, thank you very much. That's kind of you.”

“It's nathing. Thanks for dl you've given us!” Both gave shy waves and walked off.

How nice. | stood there watching them disappear into the crowd. “Paper Clip” came s0 eadly that
part of me was dways vagudy ashamed at my good fortune. Other people worked so hard a what they
did but received <0 little in return. Not to mention those born damned, afflicted, handicapped. Why had
my bread fdlen butter Sde up so many years?

Thinking about thiswhen | should' ve been amiling over the compliment, | came out of my haze on
hearing a child's voice say, “Y ou know what redly scares me, Mom? Thin statues.”

| took a pen out of my pocket and wrote “thin statues’ on the padm of my hand, knowing I'd have
to use the phrase somewhere in the drip in the future. What would his mom reply to it?

“l know exactly what you mean.”

That was enough to make me turn around. Bitch mother and her hungry boy. She saw | was
looking at them and directed her next sentence & me.

“Thin statues and thin people. Never trust athin person. They’re ether vain or on the run.”

“I never thought of it that way.”

She scratched her head. “Because thisian't a thin society . We put such a premium on it because
we' ve been told to, but then we turn around and enjoy our fat: fat homes, fat meds, fat wardrobes. What
kind of car do you buy when you're rich? RollsRoyce. A amdl house? Nope. No matter how little
money you have, the point is to buy as big as you can afford. Why's that? Because deep in our hearts,
we love fat. People come into the restaurant where | work and pretend to like nouvelle cuisne, but they
don’t. You can see when they look at the hill that they fed cheated having to pay so much for such amadl
savings. That's dl nouvdle cuisne is anyway-a clever new way of chedating a cusomer out of thar
money’s worth. Give ‘em a couple of spears of asparagus, artisticaly arranged, and you can charge more
then if you gave them five. Jesus Chrigt, | talk too much.

“I'm Lily Aaron, and thisismy son Lincaln.”

“Max Fischer.”

As we were sheking hands, the men who'd complimented me a few minutes before returned,
holding a catalogue of the show.

“I'm sorry to bother you again, but would you mind Sgning this? | should' ve asked before, but |
fdt kind of funny invading your privacy. Isit okay? Assuming Lily Aaron was with me, he looked from
one to the other, asif asking both of us for permission.

Now, bitch mother or nat, there is nothing nicer than being publicly recognized right in front of a
pretty woman.

“Sureit’'s okay. What's your name?’

“Newdl Kujbishev.”

Ligten to our Slence after he said that.



“Newdl Kujbishev.”

| looked heplesdy at Lily. She amiled and grew a look on her face that said, “Get out of this one
gracefully, big boy.”

“I'm afrad you'll have to spdl that, Newdl.”

He did while | dowly took his dictation. Then we shook hands and he walked away. “There goes
aman who should be required to wear anametag at dl times”

“Your work isin this show?’

“Yes. | draw the comic gtrip Paper Clip.”

“l don't know it.”

“Thet's okay.”

“Have you heard of the restaurant Crowds and Power on Fairfax?’

“I'm afrad not.”

She nodded. “Then we're even. That's where | work.”

“Oh.”

“Mom, are we going in or what?’

“Yes, swestie, right now. But would you show us your piece, Max? I'd like to start that way.
Okay, Lincoln? You don’'t mind, do you?’

The boy shrugged but then, as we moved from the spot, tore off and disappeared around a corner.
This didn’'t seem to faze his mother. He reemerged a couple of minutes later to announce he had found
my picture and would lead us there. It was an endearing gesture, pure jelous child. He didn’'t know what
to make of me or his mother’s interest, so he'd sted my thunder by finding my work and, in announcing
its place in the museum, make it his own. We followed him, chetting as we went.

“Lincoln loves to draw, but modly battles. Catapults flinging bailing ail, warriors. Every picture has
hundreds of arrows flying about. | only wish they weren't dways so aggressive. That's why we came
today: I'm hoping hell be inspired by this and start drawing Xanadus, instead of soldiers with cannonball
holesin thar somachs.”

“But kids like violence. It comes with their territory, don’t you think? 1sn't it better if he works it
out by drawing, rather then if he were to conk someone?’

She shook her head. “Nonsense. That's only the easy way out. Redity is, my kid likes to draw
pictures of people getting shot. All the rest is psychofluff.”

Stung, | averted my eyes. It took a split second to redlize she had stopped. “Ligten, don't have thin
skin. Lifé s too short and interesting. Don't think what | said was an inault. It was't. I'll tdl you when
I’'minaulting you. I’'m aso wrong alot and you're dlowed to tdl methat. A far trade. | guess that's your
picture?’

Before | could catch dl these balls she was throwing at me, we came across her son, arms crossed
and gternfaced, standing in front of my drawing. His back was to it.

“What do you think, Lincoln?’

“Pretty good. You're sure you did it, you're tdling the truth? Swear to God?’

He wore a crigp white Tshirt. Without asking permission from ether him or his mother, | took out a
black marking pen, pulled him to me, and began drawing on the front of his shirt. He gave asmdl peep of
protest, which | ignored, and | kept going. His mother remained dlent.

“What's your favorite part of my picture?’

“l don't know. | can't see it from herel” He twisted and fidgeted but not too much. It was plain he
loved what was going on. Under my hands he fdt like a puppy getting its tummy scratched.

“Doesn't matter. Use your memory. Can't you remember things?’ | kept drawing. The pungent
ardl of fdttip ink was everywhere.

“Yes, | can remember! Better than you, probably! | like the part where those big buildings are
sheking hands”

“Okay, I'm putting that in right now.” | stopped a moment and turned to Lily. “Are you angry?’

“Not a bit.”



So | let fly. Dancing clocks, birds in top hats, buildings sheking hands. It took a few minutes to
complete but both of us had such fun (Lincoln squirming and giggling, me drawing fast) that it seemed no
timeat al. Sure | was showing off, but come on, it's alowed when you' re making a child laugh.

When | was finished, Lincoln pulled the shirt off and hed it up in front to see what I'd done. His
anilewas as wide as aplate. “You're crazy!”

“Think so?’

“Ma, did you see this?’

“It's great. Now you've got to take good care of it because Max is famous. Y ou've probably got
the only shirt like thet in the world.”

He looked up a mewith big eyes. “Is that true? The only one?’

“I've never decorated a shirt before, so yeah, it'strue”

“Cooll”

There were features on both their faces that gave away the fact they were rdated: thin wellformed
noses, long mouths that went straight across with no lift or curl a ether corner. When they weren't
amiling, dthough both amiled often, you couldn’t read what they were thinking by their expressions.

Linocoln was nine but amd| for his age and it bothered him. “Were you smdl when you were my
ning Max?’

“l don’'t remember, but I'll tdl you this-the toughest guy in my town was short and nobody messed
with him. Nobody . Bobby Hanley.”

“What would he do if you did?’

“Pul your ear off.” | turned to Lily. “That's true. | once saw Bobby Hanley, who redly was the
toughest kid in town, dmost pull someone's ear off at a basketbal game.”

“He sounds like a peach.”

Lily wore a man’'s white dress shirt and a long blue linen skirt thet came to the top of her ankles.
Intricate, beautifully woven legther sandals and toenails that were painted red.

“How come you do your toes but not your fingers?’

“Toenals are funny; painted fingernalls are sexy. | don’t want anyone getting the wrong idea.”

She was full of opinions, and she was glad to tdl them to you at the drop of a hat. At firg | thought
she was pompous and/or a tad screwy because some of her bdiefs were unrepentantly black and white,
others absurd. All tdlevison was bad. Travel was confusing rather than broadening. Gorbachev was a
sneak. She bdieved one should spray house plants with water whenever it rained because they “knew” it
was raning outside and longed to be there. She was reading a famous composer’ s biography but, as with
dl biographies, preferred reading it last volume to first because it gave her a better picture of the artist.

“It' slikethat in life-fird you meet a person as they are now, then only after you're interested in
them do you want to know more about their past or ther childhood. True?’

Seaing an exhibit with a new person is like doing your homework and ligening to the radio at the
same time. You want to look, but you dso want to make an impression. And remember the child who
likesyou but is suspicious a the same time. The only work Lincoln liked was a loony 3D city Street by
Red Grooms. The rest of the time the boy kept wandering away for long stretches, or asking his mother if
they could leave now.

Contrary to the first impression, | liked the way Lily Aaron handled her son. She paid red attention
to the boy, ligened carefully to wha he said, spoke to him with no condescension in her voice. If one
were to hear only that voice, it would sound like she was taking with a friend, someone she cared for but
inno way fdt superior to.

She was great, but was she married? Committed? | hinted left, right, and center. | prompted
unsubtly but none of it got me the answer | sought: Yes, | an married. No, I'm aone now.

“And what does your husband do?” We were stting in front of a bank of video screens watching
Lincoln walk back and forth from one to the other, checking the different action on each. The same film
ran on dl the screens, only at different speeds. congtruction workers putting up a skyscraper.

Lily turned and served me a look that had a lot of topspin on it. “You asked that question like
you're committing acrime. You're alowed to ask. I'm not married anymore. Lincoln's father hasn't been



around for along time. Rick. Rick Aaron. Rick the Prick.” Having said that, she amiled chearfully. “When
it comes to that man, | have no dignity. Only old words apply to him—rake or ‘scoundrel.” ‘ Shithead’
does very nicdy t00.”

| laughed. She did too.

“I think we have to leave soon, Max. | can tdl when Lincoln is getting grouchy.”

“Would you like to have lunch together?’

“That's athought. Wait aminute” She got up and went over to the boy. Squatting next to him, she
spoke in a low whispery voice. He stood 4ill, looking draight ahead & the tdevison monitors.
Sometimes life narrows to one laserthin word: yes or no. | watched closdly. What if he said no? She was
S0 pretty—

“Okay. But only if we go to Crowds!”

She looked over her shoulder at me and raised an eyebrow. “That's where | work. He loves to eat
there because everyone is his friend. Do you mind?’

Outside | waked with them to ther car, an old but beautifully kept Volkswvagen Bug. I'd just
noticed the black leather seats when indde rose afigure that took up the entire back sedt.

“|sthat adog or a Bulgarian?’

“That's Cobb. He's a greyhound.”

Lily unlocked the door and the giant dog dowly leaned histhin head out. His face was graying and
he had the calm faded brown eyes of an old boy. He looked a me philosophicaly and then stuck hislong
tongue out for no apparent reason.

“Helikes you. That's hisway of blowing you a kiss”

“Redly? Can | pet him?’

“No. He doesn't like to be touched. Only Lincoln gets away with it. But if he likes you he blows
you kisses, like that last one.”

“Oh.” Can you be interested in a woman while thinking she's nuts at the same time? | guess so.

The dog yawned and his tongue came out even further. It looked like athick pink belt unravding.

“How old ishe?’

“About ten. He used to be a champion racer, but when greyhounds get too old to run it's not
uncommon for their owners to put them down because they’re too expengve to care for. That's how we
got Cobb. They were gaing to kill him. Kill him or use him for blood.”

“Greyhounds have the richest, best blood of any dog. Veterinarians prefer to use it for trandfusons
into other dogs, so some people breed them just to take their blood out.”

“Isthat true?’ | looked a the old giant and fdt ingant pity.

Lily leaned forward and, puckering her lips a few inches from Cobb’s black nose, kissed the ar
between them. The dog looked solemnly at her. “Thet isthe sad truth. You know now how to get to the
restaurant?’

“Yes I'll meet you there” | patted the roof of her car as she did in. Behind me there was a loud
squed of brakes, then the brute meta crunch of a car accident. 1'd bardy turned to see where it was
when Lily banged the door back open into my side.

“Look out! Whereisit?’

“There. Nobody’ s hurt. Just looks like it's a fender bender.”

“You don't know. Lincoln, stay here. Do not movel” She legpt out of the VW and raced across
the parking lot.

“But nothing happened.” | said out loud to mysdf.

Lincoln spoke from ingde the car. “I know. She dways does this Whenever someone's hurt or
there’ s an accident, she goes and hdps. You can't stop her. She dways doesiit.”

“Okay, then | guess I'd better go see if | can help too. You stay here, Lincoln. WEl be right
back.”

“Don’'t worry. I've done this a million times. She's dways hdping somebody out.” He put his
gmdl am around the dog, who, at that moment, looked like a Supreme Court judtice.



Across the parking lot a amdl group of people had gathered around a black Jaguar XKE
convertible and a amdl pickup truck that were bashed together. The driver of the XKE, a thirtyish
pregnant woman, was glaring daggers a the truck driver, a young Orientd man in a straw hat. The back
of his pickup was filled with gardening tools. From her frown and his “I'm sorry” amile, it was clear the
accident had been hisfault. Lily stood next to the woman and looked at her worriedly.

“Are you sure you' re okay? Sure you don’'t want me to cdl an ambulance?’

“No, thank you. Maybe a cop, though. Look a my car, will you? Damnit! That's going to be a
leadt five thousand dollars to fix. | don’t even know if it'll drive now.”

The Orientad man said something in his own language, and to our surprise, Lily answered him back
init. The pregnant woman and | looked a each other while the man spoke again, in obvious rdief, to
Lily.

“He says he'sfully insured, or a least I'm pretty sure that’s what he's saying. He keeps repesting
you shouldn’'t worry.”

“What language is he speaking?’

“Vietnamese”

“Wow, you can speak that?”’

“The rudiments. The basics, but | can make out hisgig.”

Lily took over the whole scene. She got both causer and effected to cdm down and go through the
necessary steps so that when the police did arrive, there would be nothing for them to do. Both the
woman and the Vietnamese felow were so grateful for her help that they couldn’t stop thanking her. She
had nicdy and efficiently taken the venom out of thelr Stuation and helped when she had no stake in the
matter. How often does someone like that happen dong?

“Wdl, Max, now I’'m redly hungry. How about you?’

“That was very nice to do for them.”

“You know, it was. But I'm angry a mysdf for knowing it. I'd love to reach a point in life where |
do things like that for others but don’'t even know I’'m doing them, much less know it's a nice gesture.
That's progress. Wouldn't it be great?

“Do you read mystery novels?’

“Mysteries? | don't know, sometimes” | was beginning to learn her abrupt topic shifts weren't so
abrupt-they invarigbly arced back on themsdves but you had to get used to the strange angles at which
they turned.

She went on. “I don't. Too mideading. People buy them for the twists and turns and whodunits,
but not me. Life is complicated enough-figure it out. You don't need mystery noves or crossword
puzzles to keep you busy. Also, those stories imply people are confused because there’'s no Good or
Bad. Nonsense-we can recognize the difference. Most of the time we know damn well what's good and
bad, right and wrong. We just choose not to act on it. What | did back there was right—but only what
anyone should do in that sort of dtuation. That'swhy | deserve no credit.”

“Okay, but it was kind.”

She shook her head. “I don't like living in a world where ‘correct’ is so rare tha it becomes
‘kind." ”

There is a tarific sory in my family that needs tdling here. My grandmother was a dangeroudy
bad driver. Particularly because she drove so dowly, no one wanted to ride in an automobile with her
when she was at the whed. Once my grandfather wasin the hospita for a minor operation. On the day of
his release, hiswife went to get him in their car. Still wearing pgjamas and bathrobe, he was helped into
the back seat. Grandma set off for home a her customary crawl. Usudly so voca about her driving,
Grandpa lay in back absolutdly slent. She thought it was because he was ill suffering from the
operation. But his Slence was disconcerting. Once in a while, without looking in the rearview, she would
ask imif hewasdl right. “Yes, but speed it up alittle, willya?” “All right, dear.” Then she continued a
her fifteen miles an hour. Hafway home she stopped a ared light. It changed and afew minutes later she
agan asked if he was okay. No answer. She asked again. No answer. Concerned, she looked in the



mirror. No Grandpa. Horrified he' d fdlen out, she stopped the car in the middle of the Street to look for
him. No Grandpa. Since she was close to home, she drove there to cdl the cops to find her poor ill
husband. Guess who was Stting on the porch at home waiting for her. Guess who' d gotten out at that red
light, hailed a cab in his pgjamas...

Lily had a great sense of humor but | don’t think she ever redly got the funny in that story because
she drove like my grandmother.

Following her to the restaurant that firgt day, | got the feding something was serioudy wrong with
her car. Like the hand brake wasfull on, or the engine had fdlen out and she was pushing with her feet.
Little things like that. She called it cautious driving, | cdled it coronary driving. It had to be agang the
law to drive as dowly as this woman did. | couldn't believe she wasn't pulling my leg. But she
waan't-this was her, and from that day on there was no way | could convince her to speed it up. When |
drove the car, she was perfectly content at whatever speed | chose. But when Lady Lily hersdf was a
the whed, you went back to the days of the bullock cart. Only she held a gearshift knob instead of reins.

On the ride over, Cobb stared out their rear window at me. He resembled one of those giant stone
heads on Easter Idand. Once in a while Lincoln turned and gave a amdl wave, but urtil we reached the
place it was modly the old dog and me eyebaling each other through crosstown L.A. treffic.

| didn't know them, but | liked both very much dready. Lily was smart and talked too much. |
imagined waking with her, the greyhound taking up hdf the bed. Lincoln would come in degpily and St
on a corner warmed by sun faling across blue blankets. What did she look likein the morning? What did
they think of me? Would | see them again after today, or would something happen to spail it and make it
go awvay? | was a romantic and believed in ingtant recognition, ingant afinity. Why couldn’'t  this
happen? I'd had luck before and therefore faith thet it wasn't a onetime thing.

From the outsde, Crowds and Power was s0 lowkey and cool that | fird migtook it for a
warehouse. Then a parking attendant hurried over to Lily's car and | knew this mugt be the place. A
warehouse manned by parking attendants. It was bluegray cinder block, and only when you looked
closdy did you see the amdl salmoncolored neon Sgn saying the name of the restaurant. | have nothing
agang subtle or coal, but in L.A. they try so hard to cool you right into oblivion thet it is often both
noisome and dlly at the sametime,

“Here we are, Max. What do you think?’

“It's hard to tdl it's a restaurant. No big, uh, fanfare or anything.”

“Wdl, you should have seen it last month! No face is better than what we had. Wait'll you meet
Ibrahim. Come on.”

The parking attendant jogged back to us and | saw he was Orientd. Lily said something in what
sounded like the same language she' d used earlier a the museum. The two of them amiled.

“Max, thisisKy.”

“Hi, Ky.”

“Hdlo, Paper Clip. Helo, Max Fishah.”

“You know me?’

“Ky knows everyone famousin L.A. That's hisway of Sudying to be an American. Right, Ky?’

“Thisis right. | do not understand your cartoon but you are famous, so it mus be very good.
Congratulations.” He bowed deeply and took my car without another word.

“What'swith im?" We walked toward the restaurant.

“Jug what | said. Ky's Vietnamese and wants the green card here. He thinks America will like him
more if he memorizes its famous people.”

“Thet's the oddest thing I’ ve heard today.”

“Not so odd. What's more important in America than being famous? Famous is best, notorious is
second best. Come on.”

The moment she opened the door, the voice spat out like a zap of datic dectricity, sharp and
crackling with speed and random inflections.

“You think you're a skyscraper, lbrahim. You think you got a World Trade Center imaginetion.



Forget it. You've got one floor, ace. A malehill. You've got a strong antenna, b, but dl the stations're
coming in jammed. What you've got is enthusasm and money; they can only buy you material .
Popcorn and ail, but no heet to cook it up. Gays are supposed to have taste , man. Arabs have money,
gays have taste! Thank God you've got me.”

The speaker was short, dark, and handsome. He might' ve been an actor in an ethnic movie about
Brooklyn neighborhoods or Itdian immigrants But because he was so short and spoke so fast he dso
sounded like a standup comic who told crud funny stories about his family and himsdf. He was scolding
another dark man, much tdler and rounder, with an unmistakably Arab face. This bigger one wore a
wonderful expression—a combination of love and shame and enjoyment in one. He lisened carefully. By
the look in his eye some of what was sad registered, but modly he was just happy to be near his
haranguer.

“Oh, Gus, put acap onit,” Lily said, and walked sraight up to them. The little guy swiveled on his
hed like he'd been chalenged to a gunfight. The Arab stood where he was but his face glowed even
more happily.

“Hollow, Lily! It isyour day off. Why are you here?’

“Hi, Ibrahim. | brought a friend to see the place. Max Fischer, this is my boss, lbrahim Safid, and
his partner, Gus Duveen.”

Ibrahim threw both arms up over his head. “Hollow, Mox!”

Gus scowled and sad disgustedly, “Max , not Mox. How are we ever going to get the fucking
camd out of you? How' re you doing, Max? Hi, Lil, Finky Linky.”

Lincoln stepped forward and took Gus's hand. “We went to the museum and saw a car accident.”

“Probably a happening in the musaum and some art school geek got a goddamned grant to do
it

Lincoln looked puzzled. “Whasaat?’

“Forget it. Lily, guess what. lbrahim wants to redecorate.” He turned to me “My partner is
passionate about two things-me and this restaurant. Once he knew he had me, he started wooing this
place into becoming famous. He gives it whatever it wants—face lifts har trangplants, tummy tucks... In
the lagt two yearsit has had three entirdy different decors, but now we have reached the end.

“l promise you, Ibrahim, if you change this restaurant again I’'m leaving. | will not share a bathroom
mirror any longer with a man who has no fath in his own judgments. | don’t care if you can afford it
Narrowing his eyes, Gus gave his lover alook that would have made Medusa look away.

“Stop it, Ignaz. Fight when you're a home.”

Later, Lily told me she cdled them Ignaz and Krazy Kat because they were both so much like the
characters in the famous comic grip: Duveen never stopped throwing “bricks” while lbrahim never
stopped looking a him with love or, when he was redly mad at the other, absolute affection.

Luckily there weren't many people in the restaurant, so Gus's blast wasn't heard by many. Those
who did looked up and camly down. | got the feding they’ d heard it before but paid it no mind.

“Who's cooking today, Ibrahim?’

“Oh good! You can eat anything, Max. Foof is cooking.”

“Foof? Great. Who's Foof?”

“Ky'sgirlfriend. They met at the Immigration Bureau and have been living together ever snce. She
dternates cooking with Mabdean.”

“Mabdean?”’

“Mabdean Kessack. He's from Cameroon.”

“Very good at vegetables. But he does not like meet, so it isa bad ideato order it on aday heisin
the kitchen,” said Ibrahim, hirer and boss of meethating Mabdean.

Mabdean lived with Alberta Band, one of two waitresses at Crowds and Power. The other being
her sgter Sullivan, who, in her  offhours, performed with the infamous theater group Swift Swigger. Want
more? These Band women were the daughters of none other than Vincent Band, the
revolutionary/suspected murderer/bank robber extraordinaire of the 1960s, who is serving out his life



sentencesin San Quentin prison but may be due for parole any day now. According to the Bands, Father
would eat the world diveif and when he ever got out.

We findly ae lunch, but what did we have? What was sad a the table? Did | speak? The
restaurant was a fire gorm of energy, tempers, goingson. Customers knew each other, food came when
you weren't expecting it. Foof the cook appeared wearing a chef’s hat and a Tshirt saying “Butthole
Surfers” It pictured two circus clowns giving the finger.

Gengdly speaking, people ether loved this restaurant or never came back after one invariably
raucous med there. The food was ddicious, the rest depended on one's sense of theater or, too often,
thester of the absurd.

Ibrahim Safid came to L.A. years before as an exchange student from Saru, one of those amdl
Middle Eastern countries that have a hundred times more ail than citizens. He came to study economics
with the intention of returning home one day and injecting some Western knowhow into a land rich in
natura resources and old wisdom but not much twentieth century. Instead, he became addicted to
everything Cdifornia and stayed. His father was rich and indulgent, so when his only son said he wanted
to live in America and open a men's dothing store, Dad supplied the money. The store did wel but
Ibrahim grew bored and sold it. About this time he met Gus, who was working as a waiter at a swank
restaurant in Beverly Hills. After they’ d been together some time they decided to open their own place.

From the beginning it had been called Crowds and Power, and whatever ese you might say about
the restaurant, the food was good. Ibrahim had a knack for hiring cooks. He was aso a neophiliac. Neo ,
not necro: things congtantly had to be new. Paint the place, change the furniture, the cuisne. The most
dreaded word off his lips was “redecorate’ and the people who worked there heard it very often. Not
that he was looking to improve or refine ether. It didn't matter to himif the avocado soup was perfect,
the walls a wonderful blue, or that the strange hightech cutlery made people amile and heft the pieces in
their hands like ddighted children with new toys. Out with the old. Out! Out! Out! What was
exagperating was that the man was often right. Los Angdenacs love change. The more lbrahim changed
the yle, the look, the dishes at Crowds and Power, the more people came. Lily contended her boss
knew what he was doing, no matter how flutterbrained his decisons appeared. Gus inssted his lover had
only been lucky. One day he' d change everything again and suddenly they’d be empty “as a nun’'s cunt”
and it would stay that way because even the best customersfindly grow tired of never knowing what the
hdl they’ re coming to. Krazy Kat Ibrahim listened to Gus and amiled full of love but continued to do it his
way.

Lily managed to manage the place. | got the feding it was because she had the ability to stand back
from this melee at the right moments. She wasn't a particularly patient woman, but in her job she knew
how to wait till dl the information was in before making a judgment.

Everyone there liked and appreciated her, even the misanthropic Gus. You could see in the way
people looked at her or asked her opinion that she was specid to them, a vaued spirit and arbiter who
could see dl Sdes and was generdly fair with her assessments.

All this in one day. After lunch | walked out into the trombone blast of heat and light and was
momentarily stunned. But was it because of wha I'd walked into or out of? | had her address and
telephone number written in nervous script on the ingde of a pack of matches from the restaurant.

When Ky brought my car around, Cobb the greyhound was stting next to him in the passenger’s
Sedt.

“Does he dways do tha?’

“No! He' s very good dog, but sometimes thereisa car he likes and he just do it”

“Don’t people mind?’

“Yed Many hate it. Then Ibrahim give them a free med.”

| dimbed in and looked at the old boy, who had yet to move, dthough Ky had opened the door
on the other sde and was cdling for him to come ouit.

“l have to go home now-if that’s okay with you?’

Hedidn't look a me. | was about to pat his head but remembered Lily saying he didn't like to be
touched. After some more time he yawned enormoudy and dowly stepped down and out.



| drove home with good new smellsin the car—greyhound, hope, excitement.

My friend Mary Poe is the hardesthearted human being | know. She is a private investigator who
gpecidizes in divorce cases. She's dso a great fan of “Paper Clip” and on more than one occasion has
told me stories from her working life that I’ ve been able to usein the strip. That night while | was working
and dill basking in the events of the day, she cdled.

“Max? |’ ve got one for you. | don't know if you can useit but it's funny as hdl anyway. This cop |
know told me they got a cdl from a woman who just moved into some ritzy new apartment up off
Sunset. Said she was coming out of her place and heard someone cdling for help. But the weird thing
was, this‘hdp’ was red quiet, you know? Not like HELLLLP! But ‘help,” inamdl letters. So they shoot
asguad car over and the woman shows them the gpartment. Sure enough, they put their ears to the door
and hear it too—alittle quiet *hdllp.’

“Bang! They break down the door and charge in. The caler falows them in to see what's up.
Nothing in the living room. Nothing in the kitchen. Bingo! Guess what's in the bedroom. A totaly naked
woman tied down on a brass bed. S& M time, right? Even better, down on the floor next to her is a guy
ina Batman suit and he's not moving. Looks like he's maybe dead.

“The kinny s, it turns out these two lovebirds are married. The only thing that gets them hot is for
him to tie her down, then get dressed in his Baman costume, dimb up on the dresser next to the bed,
and jump down on her, screaming ‘BAAAATMAAAAN!" Only this time Mr. Romantic missed and
cracked his skull on one of the bedposts. He's been lying on the floor more than an hour and wifey’s
scared he's dead, but embarrassed about being where she is s0 dl she's been doing is cdling, ‘Help,
but red quietly, hoping only the right kind of person will hear and come.”

“Was Baman dead?”’

“Nope, only a concussion.”

“I likeit, Mary, but it an't for the strip. Listen, something else. Do you know a restaurant named
Crowds and Power?’

“No.”

“Do you owe me afavor?’

“No, Max. You owe me two.”

“Oh. How about making it three?’

She sighed. “I'll get a pen and paper.”

“No need. | only want you to find out about that restaurant.”

“Anyonein particular there?’

“Jug akind of generd looksee.”

“How come?’

| considered lying to her but what was the point? “I met someone who works there and | want to
know-"

“Very romantic, Max. You meet a woman and immediaidy want them investigated. What's her
name?’

“Lily—No, look, you'reright. It's terrible. Forget it. Forget | asked.”

“Hey, don't get me wrong—t's not such a bad idea these days. 1sn't love wonderful now? You
meet someone and get excited, but you can't deep together because they might have AIDS, and you
can't mary them because every other marriage breaks up, and who's supposed to give who flowers
now that we're dl liberated?... Tdl meif you do want me to look into it. | dways like it when you owe
mefavors”

“I will. How's Frank?’

“Frank’s Frank. He' s wrestling this weekend. Y ou wanna go?’

Mary’s husband was none other than Frank Cornish, better known as “Tackhead,” onetime world
wredling champion. One of Mary’s favorite pastimes was going to his matches, Stting ringsde and
booing him. I’d gone dong a few times and spent most of the evenings pulling her back into her seat. One
memorable night Tackhead leaned over the ropes, pointed a menacing finger a his wife, and growled,



“Dance on my dick, Rat Queen!” At home they watched Preston Sturges films read science fiction
novels, and she bossed him around. Not that he paid any attention. | never fathomed the dynamics of
their marriage dthough we spent a good ded of time together. They fought congantly and openly, and
even when they were a peace, it was like the loaded pause between lightning and its dow husband,
thunder. Any second now...

| had anidea. “Can | have two tickets?’

“Two? Ahhah, you want to bring Ms. Restaurant?’

“Why not? You can't get more romantic than heavyweight wrestling for afirs date.”

“It' sclever, Max. Shéll either be impressed or run screaming. Let’s hope she doesn't turn out to
be another Norah.”

“Amen to that.”

My lagt girlfriend, Norah Silver, was a brilliant, nervous woman who worked as an illugtrator for
medica textbooks. She loved to travel and we went many places | never would have gone without her.
She had surprisng stories-she'd gotten close to Mecca; an old boyfriend's pet python got loose in her
car and hid somewhere in the dashboard for five days. She was funny and had kept the most endearing
child's sense of wonder. Both of which helped her over a naturd pessmism about things and the belief
life was only a series of atoms and events bumping randomly into each other. | got used to her dark
moods and it appeared she got used to my unintended doofness. For a time, for a few months, we fet
the light of the world had fdlen on us as a couple and we were reedying oursaves for a life together. Or
0 | thought.

Then one night she admitted she'd started seeing a man who flew arplanes. That was how she
described him the firg time. “He flies airplanes.” Asiif his professon was enough to judtify her betrayal.
We werein bed, ten minutes beyond love in that drifting noman’dand where truth has a tendency to float
up like mig off the sweat and pleasant emptiness of the act.

Why is sax so often both the beginning and the end of a rdationship? What is there about it that
givesit such range and versatility? Whether Norah was afraid of getting further involved with me, or her
Airplane Man had irresigtible qudities | didn't, | honestly couldn’'t fathom her action, decison, choice...
whatever it was.

May Poe was sure she knew the cause. “She fucked the other guy to see how you'd react.
Smple as that. Max, I've known you most of my life and love you, but you act like getting married is the
same aslining a plane up to land on an arcraft carrier. Not until everything's perfect can you start going
in. But that boat’s on water and it's rocking back and forth, man! You can't keep dillyddlying, or
adjuding your flaps and waiting for the perfect moment before you start down. You've got to do wha
you can, then go in hoping God and vison will do the rest.”

“I believe in gticking to something once you' ve begun.”

“Maybe Norah didn’t think you'd begun yet.”

“Baoney! There s loydty and there' s trust. We dl know what they mean.”

Mary put her hand on my head and did it dowly down to my hot cheek. “I agree, swestie. It
depresses the hdl out of me every day in my job. Seeing these greedy people snesking around, grabbing
for as much as they can, but when they get their hands caught in the cookie jar, they start screaming like
gxyearolds, ‘It was't mel | didn’'t do anything! Wawal’ That'swhat | like about Frank—he's dumb, but
he's good and | can trust him. The only other women he sees throw tomatoes a him.”

My relationship with Norah spirded down into two dogs barking at each other through a chainlink
fence. It was hopeless. The last time we dept together was the best it had been in months. We taked
about that, sadly, until her telephone rang. She grabbed the receiver before the answering machine took
it. Ligening, she said, “I'll cdl you back,” then chuckled when she heard the other's answer. | got
dressed and left. A month later | received a postcard from the Robin Hood Museum in Nottingham,
England. On the back was a quote written in her flawless script: “ She would' ve been a good woman. .. if
there had been somebody there to shoot her every minute of her life”



Before | had a chance to invite Lily Aaron to the wrestling matches, she invited me to a birthday
party, Lincoln's tenth, to be hdd at his mother’ s restaurant. When | asked what sort of present he would
like, she said, “A mongter. Buy Lincoln any kind of mongter and hé'll be a happy man.”

This was one man | most definitdy wanted to be happy, so | set out to find the ne plus ultra
monger in the city of Los Angeles. | began by going to toy stores and saw attempts that were dumb or
only disgusting, but nothing that would bring any genuine ddight or surprise to a tenyearold. A friend
tipped me to a place downtown that sold only Japanese robots and mongers. | went and was
momentarily tempted to buy a sxfoottdl blowup Godzlla, but that was taking a chance-what if the
birthday boy aready had a sixfoottal blowup Godzilla? | could imagine the scene at the restaurant: right
inthe middle of opening his presents he'd either have to pretend to be pleased or, more like akid, tdl me
he dready had one. Disagter! This was a drategic purchase, an important moment in the birth of my
rapport with his mother. | needed to do it right.

In a pet store | looked hard and excitedly a a gigantic unmoving iguana, but there was dreaedy a
gigantic Aaron dog to consder and what if the two didn't mix? Sghing, | l&ft the monster and went
searching for one with neither heartbeat nor appetite. For an afternoon | tried sketching the world's
greatest cartoon ogre, Sx feet high too and enchased with dripping, cozy gore. But children like to do
their own drawings. Besides, what if my idea of horrible was only hohum to this boy? Another potentia
cdamity.

It gave me a good excuse to cdl Lily. Exaggeraing here and there to make my search sound both
srenuous and goofy, | quickly had her laughing. Although her spesking voice was midrange, her laugh
was high and tinkly.

“Don’t be crazy! Just go get im amask or one of those Beetlgjuice figures and helll be happy.”

“l don’t want him happy. | want im overwhelmed.”

“| like a man with big plans. You were a hit a the restaurant the other day. I've brought people
there who think it'saloony bin. But | think you liked it. Anyway, they liked you. Even Gus. | caught him
looking at ‘Paper Clip’ the next day and he's not the kind of man who reads comic strips. Good luck
with your mongter. | don’'t know who'll be more excited to seeiit, Lincoln or me”

Beware the Ide(a)s of Max. It came while | was drawing and struck me as being wonderful but
adso something that could backfire eesly and cause trouble. So | chose to sacrifice surprise for sure
success and caled Lily again to sound her out. She liked it asmuch as | did and said if | could pull it off,
her son would be thrilled.

Full speed ahead!

| cdled the pet store that sold the iguana and, after some explaining, was told to cdl an animd
handler who specidized in training crestures for the movies. This handler heard me out, then quoted a
price so outrageous that | could easily have bought a smdl circus for the same amount.

“Y ou’ ve been living with your snakes too long, bud. | think they bit your brain.”

He was 4ill curang when | hung up on him and his price. | caled other pet stores and got more
numbers and names to contact. Fndly the name Willy Snakespeare was mentioned and that’s where |
found whet | was looking for.

Cdiforniaisful of people from the dark side of the moon. Whether it is the dimete or the fact it is
as far west as you can bring your madness before fdling into the ocean, there are species of human
cuckoos in the state like no others. Willy Snakespeare was a man who reputedly did nothing but talk and
live with two boa congtrictors named Laverne and Surly. | was told | could find him on Hollywood
Boulevard every day somewhere in the vianity of the Frederick’s of Hollywood lingerie store. Where or
how he lived | never found out in the two days | knew him. | smply drove to the street, parked, and
went looking for aman with a beard and snakes draped over his shoulders. It didn't take long. He was at
an outdoor newsstand looking a a computer magazine. Only one snake accompanied him, but the way
its head hung, it looked like it was reading over his shoulder.

“Are you Willy?’

“I'm Willy. If you want to take a picture, it'll cost you two dollars.”



“What if | wanted to hire you and your snakes for an afternoon? How much?’

“Depends on what for. Right off the bat, I'll tdl you | don’'t do no sexy duff. Don't let the snakes
do it neither.  Cause snakes know , you know.”

“Know what?’

“Wdl, I'll tdl you. Pigs know. Cats don’t. Some dogs do. But snakes know mogt.”

| wondered for a second if he was making some veiled biblical dluson, but there was such a crafty
look inhiseye that | got the feding that, to this man, snakes “knew” something infinitdy greater. | thought
it best to leave that knowledge to him and hisdim friends.

“No. | want to hire you to come with them to a boy’ s birthday party.”

It's heartbresking, the things we forget. Even experiencing them again later—the exact same
things-often cannot remind us of their red truth, which is what they were like when we were children.
Birthday parties are a good example. Sure, adults put on cute paper hats, scream, “Surprisel” and have a
good goofy time. But that is only them being fake children. At ared kid's party, joy goes hand in tightly
hed hand with greed, true rage, exultation. Winning musica chairs or getting a amdler dice of cake, a
dumb present from your most important guest, can lift or drop you off the edge of your amdl earth. And
mogt of dl what we forget as adults is the dead seriousness of these detalls. To a child they are nether
cute nor trivid, but rather the crux of those essentid days.

They had made the outsde of Crowds and Power look like a big birthday cake. No wonder
Lincoln wanted to have his party there! Ky stood outside wearing a Creature from the Black Lagoon
costume. That shook me.

“Ky, thisisn't a cosume party, isit?

“Cogume? No. Jugt me. | am the parking monster. Y ou go like that.”

“Who did the decorating?’ | gestured at the restaurant’ s facade.

“Wedl. Lagt night we come out and do it.”

That these many different characters had gathered in the middle of the night to transform a building
into a cake was the nicest thing I'd heard in along time.

“He s one lucky boy.”

“We are afamily. Heis our son.”

A ca arived and two children jumped out before it had stopped. Waiching them run into the
building, I didn’t notice the driver until she was ganding near me. It was Kathy Jerome, the tdevison
news commentator.

“l have been hearing about this party for weeks. We couldn’t go on vacation till it was over.”

We introduced ourselves and walked in together. It was funny to hear this famoudy serious woman
from the caling, duminumfail lightning bolts too; what appeared to be painted flats from horror movies
agang the wdls. Cobb the greyhound had a Superman cape tied around his shoulders. The Band sigters
were dressed as Frankenstein and Dracula, the sexiestiooking mongters in recent memory. It was dl
wonderful and much too much. But | redized the crazy mix had been done for a purpose-it was like a
Spook House at an amusement park, but one that smdl children could enter and not be frightened. The
excess in every direction made it comic and tame, not nightmare country. Kids raced by, eating chocolate
bats and marzipan rats. The red birthday cake—-a monumental haunted house-stood on top of the bar
and was one of saverd centers of atention. Games were held in one corner of the man room, run by
Gus Duveen, who was dressed to look like the Walf Man. Ibrahim dished out food and drinks wearing a
high chef’s hat and white outfit, his face painted the eerie tinfal Slver of the famous monder in the
Midnight films

What | liked most was that the many adults there were having as good atime as their children. The
noise and joy were infectious. People danced with their kids to rockandroll music, respectablelooking
fathers scuttled on dl fours across the floor with little ones on their backs in races (dl losers got to squirt
dads in the face with sdltzer bottles). A pizza large as a car tire was brought out to oohs and aahs and
quickly set upon by young and old. It was a vegetarian pizza, and when cook Mabdean emerged from



the kitchen, he was given a big round of applause.

“Wha do you think?’

“Oh, hi, Lily! I think it'sahdl of a party. Everyone' s having a ball.”

“Yes, | think so too. Where're your snakes?’

“Coming! They have to have alittle fanfare. Why aren’t you in costume?’

“Lincoln asked me not to. He was afraid I’d come up with something better than him. That’s okay,
because I'm not big on dressing up. Come on, let’swak around.”

Her company was a compliment. People knew her here, which meant they looked at me with eyes
wondering who was | to rate this companion. She was cordid to the guests but not effusve. They were
glad to see her; you could tdl they wanted her to say around and chat. But she played the room like a
consummete diplomat—a little bit to everyone, alaugh that sounded genuine and perhaps was, then on to
the next and “Hi! You madeit. That's greet!”

Linocoln kept coming over to ask about this and that. He was dressed as a sorcerer in red vevet
cape and turban, gold rings and bracelets, daborately worked lesther sandds that swept up a the toes
and looked like little gondolas. Today his mother stopped whatever she was doing to lisen and advise.
Normdly she didn't do that. She believed her son should learn proper behavior, to lose some of his
child's egotism and learn to wait until it was his turn. Once he made her bend over so he could whisper in
her ear. She heard him out and turned to me.

“He wants to know if you got him a present.”

“Mad You didn't have to tdlllll”

“That's okay. Course | got you a present! But it'll be here in awhile | had to order it and they
sad it wouldn't be reedy till alittle later.”

That satisfied him and he took off with a gifl who was wearing a Tshirt with a head coming out of
the ssomach, alathe Alien.

“How’re you going to do it with the snakes?’

“Walt and see. It's been choreographed to the minute”

Beware the Ide(a)s of ...

What was supposed to have happened was this: Although in his fullgetup wrestling togs he looked
bigger and meaner than a psychotic’'s nightmare, Tackhead Frank Cornish liked children very much.
Never in amillion years would he have wanted to scare them. But as his wife said, Frank is dumb and
I'm sure he only wanted the kids at the party to get their money’s worth. What we' d planned was for
Tackhead to open the door of Crowds and Power and wak nonchdantly in with Willy Snakespeare's
roommates, holding one in each hand. Willy fed them two days before, thus guaranteeing they’d be in a
postmed stupor. That was dl. The famous wrestler comes in brandishing red live snakes and cdls out in
anice friendly voice, “Where's the Birthday Boy?’ Finding Lincoln, he hands him the comatose snakes
and says, “These guys wanted to come to your party.” All the kids get to pet the snakes and ogle
Tackhead. It was meant to be a sweet showstopper. Just enough drama to amaze and ddight for a few
minutes. And when the air cleared, I'd be recognized as the giver and Lincoln would see me with new
and loving eyes.

Frank is 9x foot 9x and weighs close to three hundred pounds. His shaved head looks like a
blacksmith's anvil. Mary says he wears a sze 15 shoe. | asked him to wear his wredling costume
because | thought it would look flashy and crazy.

When the door exploded open hdf an hour later and an outrageous, seismic roar indantly sllenced
every other noise in the place, | thought for one second: Oh boy, this is better than | hoped! But then
agan, | knew what was happening. Besides, | was an adult. In the doorway, slhouetted by the burn of
Cdifornialight around his enormous form, arms extended, snakes adangle, Frank didn’'t look much like a
man, or even a human being. He looked like a shaved bear from Jupiter. A very furious bear. When he
howled, “WHERE' S THAT BIRTHDAY BOY?” and shook the poor snakes so they looked like black
lightning bolts, people were aready fresking out. If memory serves me right, a woman screamed fird, not
achild-the classc horrorfilm “AAAAAAUGH!”

Someone ydled, “ Snakes!”



Someone ydled, “He's blocking the way!”

Someone ydled, “Mama”

Someone ydled, “No, wait! Wait, it sonly—" That was me, but there was no holding anything back
by then.

Redizing what he'd done, Frank crumpled in the door, but when you're that big, you don't
crumple far. He was in the middle of saying something when a chair flew across the room and hit him on
the chest. The only effect that had was to make him drop the snakes. Which started dl new ydling:
“They're on the floor!” “Look out!” “Get out!” “ Snacsaaaakes!”

| didn't know whether to go for the snakes or Frank. | chose Frank. Somewhere in the uproar,
Willy Snakespeare shouted, “Leave ‘em done! They don't bitel”

For aningant | saw Lily down on her hands and knees, snake hunting. Thank God her face was lit
with laughter. In the midgt of that chaos she was laughing!

Others weren't. They were panicking. The birthday party had made many of them hyper, but this
shotgunblast entrance of ared roaring giant and writhing snakes helped push their gas pedas down to the
floor, way past their speed limits

So what could I, the accused, do? Firg, fight through the maob to the mongter from Jupiter and get
him the fuck out of there.

| was ten feet from him, arms dready outstretched to intercept, when the pain hit. It burst up from
the middle of my back and was unimagineble. | staggered, fdl to my knees. It went away, returned twice
as bad. | tried to wrap my arms around mysdf to protect from the agony insde, but no way. Part of me
was trying to kill the other parts.

| didn't pass out, though there was only black crushing pain. No party, snakes, earth. Only pain
and | couldn’t breathe and there was no doubt | was dying. Just let me die and this pan'll stop. Let me
die because nothing, nothing could be as bad as this.

If only | had been so lucky.

“What isthat?’

“That isakernd of rice, Mr. Fischer. Your stone was about hdf this big.”

“How could something so smdl hurt so much?’

My question seemed to satidy the doctor, as if | were a student who had asked the correct
guedtion in class. “The places it has to pass through are very samdl. Kidney stones are the mogt
excruading pain aman can experience. They're the equivaent of birth painsin women.”

“Women bear children, we bear rice kernels. And you said | might get them again?’

“They do tend to recur. But you can fight them by drinking water and keeping yoursdf flushed.”

He was a boring men who made himsdf more of a bore by repesting things congantly in a
pontifical voice only his mother or another doctor could have loved.

Asa pating gesture, he very dramdicdly placed the quilty rice on the bedside table and Ieft. The
kernd sat next to an art book opened to a poster that stated:

ADMIT NOTHING

BLAME EVERY ONE

BEBITTER

| had kept it on that page for two days and would probably leave it there until | left the hospitd,
despite the fact that amogt every vigtor ingsted the snake debacle hadn’'t been my fault. Gus sad it was
an asshole idea, but the result waan't “redly” my fault. Mary Poe split the blame between her husband,
hersdf, and me. “1 should' ve gone dong. | knew | should have gone and kept an eye on him, but | was
dfish. | admit, | wanted to finish my book.”

What Lily and Lincoln thought mattered more than anything, and both of them were unanimous in
their gpproval.

“There sthisgirl | hate, Brooke? | had to invite her ‘cause | went to her supid birthday party. But
you know what's redly cool? | know she peed in her pants when she saw the snake. Patrick Klinkoff
told me”



“Why are you embarrassed, Max? No one was hurt and they have something to talk about. How
many kids parties can you say that about? In ten years they’ll dill be saying, ‘ Remember that crazy party
where the snakes got loose? | was scared too for afew minutes, but | loved it. | dso haven't laughed so
hard in ages. Snakes, wrestlers, mongers... Did you see what happened to the birthday cake? Oh God,
it was fun!”

It's easy to love people who forgive us. Deep inmy secret heart | dso thought what had happened
a the party was funny, but other parts of methat didn't like to fal and didn't like to be embarrassed fdt
Max Fischer should go live on the bottom of the ocean with the other creeping creatures. To top it off,
fdling down in the middle of a disaster | had created was no help. | have been hedthy most of my adult
life, but have aso been haunted by the idea of suddenly collgpsing because my body fals or shorts out
like an dectricd fuse. Why had this longtime fear actudly happened at that party? Were the gods creating
the specid effects, or had | only overdosed on trying to make a good impression?

No matter what you are there for, hospitas humble a person. Without saying a word they tdl you
you're older, more fragile, susceptible to things you never imagined possible. You can assume someone
died in the bed you occupy. Y our backless nightgown covered people who had no hope of ever leaving
thisfind land of long corridors and the amdl hissng sounds of thick shoes and cart whedls. A day there is
waiting for medls and test results. The only thing you can be sure of is there will be old magazines on the
table at the end of the corridor. You try to remember where you were on the outsde when you read that
same magazine three months ago. It makes you inordinately happy to remember it was at a friend’s house
or the barbershop.

| had akidney stone. It was excruciaing but the doctors knew what to do with it. They shot some
kind of raysinto my side that broke the thing down and dlowed it to pass. Afterward | couldn’t get rid of
theimage of stones in my body . It was asif a part of me had dowly but secretly begun the process of
dying and returning to prima substances. | was shown a picture on a screen and proudly told, “There it
is, that’s your stone.” | looked because it was proof of me gone bad, defective, termind. Some essentid
organ had created it, the way it might normdly have cleaned my blood or processed food. How could |
do thisto me?

There are days or weeks in life where so much happens that it can take months, even years to sort
out dl that has taken place. Two weeks after | met the Aarons, boobytrapped ther birthday party, and
hed a firg serious meding with my own mortdity, | sat a home looking out the window at a bird feeder,
not much interested in doing anything ese. My mind was full of 9ghs and flimsy thoughts. The book I'd
been reading with enthusiasm only days before lay untouched by the bed. For something to do, | cleaned
the gpartment. Which only added to my dispiritedness because when I'd finished and was looking
around, it reminded me of a picture in a magazine. One of those anonymous, wellkept “homes’ you
glance a uninterestedly and flip the page. No persondity, no distinction. Whoever lives there does things
in the approved way, owns the right objects, even develops kidney stones at the daidicdly correct time
of life. In the hospitdl, a girl was pointed out who was alegedly dying of a mysterious unknown disesse.
People were in awe of this tragic child. She drew doctors like suitors and made milliondollar machines
work as hard as they could just to keep her dive | knew it wasn't her but the disease that made her
interesting, but ill. Still.

Waking in from collecting the mall one morning, | heard the telephone ring. | wanted to ignore it
because of what was in my hand, but unlike other people, | cannot disregard a ringing phone. It makes
me both excited and uneasy for the same reason—what’ s coming from the other end?

| was holding a child's drawing of asmiling man. The picture indluded his whole head and neck. In
the middle of the neck, looking as if it had been swdlowed whole, was a big red rose. Written in
unmistakably adult script at the bottom of the page was “We agree we both have a rose in the throat for
you.” | receive a far amount of fan mall, but my firg rushing hope was this had come from Lily and
Lincaln. Kid's artwork, grownup’'s handwriting. What did it mean, “a rose in the throat”? The phone
kept ringing. Onething a atime.



“Max? It's Pop. I've got bad news, son. Mom had a stroke lagt night. She's in the hospitd in a
coma. Y ou think you can come here and be with us?’

| was on an airplane heading east three hours later. By late evening | was holding my father’s hand
in a hospita room very smilar to the one I'd so recently left. Lying dill and pae in bed, my mother
dready looked dead. The stroke had done something to her mouth and it gaped open oddly to one side.

It was the third time my father had told me the story of what had happened. | knew it was
necessary for imto talk it out as much as he could, so | said nothing.

“We were watching TV. She said, ‘Do you want a little snack, honey? You know her, aways
wanting to feed you. Then she makes sure you eat every bit. | said no, I’'m fine. Then she stuck her hand
out like this, like she was pointing a something on TV. | even looked that way, but a second later she fdl
forward, right off the couch.

“Oh, man. Oh, Max. What am | going to do? If Mama doesn't get better, | don’'t know... | don’t
function... | can't do things right when she's not around. You know how | am, son.” He looked a me
desperately, asif waiting for me to explain him to himsdf: explain away out of the find dilemma that was
here now in the form of his too Hill wife.

“l think she's resting, Pop. She's in there sorting things out and seeing what she needs to do to
come back to us. Mom wouldn't leave us in the lurch like this. Hey, ligen, you know her—aways sets
lunch out for us before she'd go anywhere. She's not going to leave now without meking sure we're
taken care of!”

| meant it as a gentle reassuring joke, but the light in his eyes was suddenly bright and surer.
“That’sright! Ida never left things undone. She is in there, resting up for the next act. That's right. Shélll
wake up any minute now, ydling for usto take off our shoes.”

Inescapable. At some point, life orders us to our parents seat a the head of the table and
suddenly we're responsible for “feeding” them after a lifetime of vice versa. It is a moving and genuindy
disconcerting moment, one you can't fully bring into focus until later.

When the doctors spoke to us about Mother’s condition and treatment, my father congtantly
watched my brother or me, asif only we understood and could trandate what was being said. In the days
we spent there, he never stopped asking, “What do you think, guys?’ But what did we know that he
hedn't aready taught us? He was the one who had gone through the Depression and war, the loss of his
parents, and nine thousand more days of life Nevertheless, when Saul or | made a decison, he
accepted it ingantly. We never knew if he agreed, but | got the feding the loss of his wife had entirdy
sapped his strength. Like someone who sumbles and starts to fdl, any deadying am is welcome. The
fact it was his sons made it easier to grab and hold on. Plus any decison made quickly and with a
degree of certainty appeared to reassure him there was dill some order and baance in his now teetering
world.

He told us many things, both about Mother and about ther rdaionship I'd never heard before.
Some of these stories were intensdy persond, others boring. What was disconcerting was thet dl three
of us continualy referred to her in the past tense. Even the tone of our nogtagia, or the way anecdotes
were told, made it sound like the woman wasn't redly there anymore; she was hdf ghogt, or ectoplasm,
rather than aliving Ida Dax Fischer.

“Okay, so enough about your mother and me. What about you, Maxie? Have you got a nice
grifriend these days?”’

“I think s0, Pop. We only met recently, but so far | like her very much. You have to hear a story,
though. She has a tenyearold son and he had a birthday party the other day...” 1 went on to tdl him
about the party/snakes/Tackhead because he likes a good story and | thought this would make him laugh.
To my disgppointed surprise, he only half amiled and asked what had happened to the Aarons when |
was done. | said they’d come to the hospital and appeared to have forgiven me, but who knew? Maybe
I’d go home and never hear from them again.

“Do you think you'll get married one day?’

“l hope so, Pop. | like the idea of marriage but’ ve never met a woman-"’

“Liden to me. | wouldn't say thisif your brother was in the room, but you know how | fed about



the dragon he's married to. | got hitched young and was lucky. Saul got married young and Denise was
the biggest migtake of hislife. But now Mom'slike sheisand | fed like my head's cut off. So what does
ather get you? Know what | mean? If you're lucky, you end up feding headless. If you're unlucky you
got to get into bed for forty years with a monger from hdl. | don’'t know if you can win, Max. Maybe
you should stay sngle and play the fidd.”

“| want to have children, Pop. I'd love to know what it's like to see kids in a sandbox and know
they're yours. That mugt be a hdl of afeding.”

“It ends up the same—kids grow up and leave, and you fed like your head's been cut off.”

To our amazement and delight, Mother came out of the coma four days later and immediady
asked for a screwpound. When asked what a “screwpound” was, she said a vodka and orange juice.
With the exception of many of these eerie, funny “offnesses,” she returned to full consciousness in decent
shape. Her mouth remained crooked, as did many of the things she said, but nothing €se was damaged
and she wasin good spirits.

“How much is the hospitd costing?’

“l don’t know, Ma, but don’t worry about it. Saul and | will pay.”

“Then get your father in here to take the other bed. It would be the first vacation we ever had.”

My father waked on ar. He had dways treated her wdl and with the fullest respect and
appreciation, but the return and recovery made her even more specid in his eyes. He spoke of her in
glowing, reverentid terms. He spoke to her in dmost a whisper, asif afraid any loud noise might scare
her away, back to where she'd been or worse.

She chided him for his obsequiousness, but there was much lovein her expresson and she indsted
on halding his hand whenever he was in the room.

Stting there, | sketched them again and again. We talked, they held hands, Saul told stories about
life in London and the company he worked for there. Although the four of us got together for family
reunions once or twice a year, this was totdly different. We were dl bregthing reief, love, and
apprehenson as one. It warmed the emotiona temperature of that room fifty degrees. Mom had amost
left us forever, 1I'd had kidney stones, my father had turned over familid power to us and spoken of
marriage, family, and lifetime love as things that killed a person in the end. Perhaps he was right to
whisper. Perhaps we dl should have.

In my mother’s room one afternoon while she dept, | remembered the drawing Lincoln had sent of
the man with the flower in his neck. A rosein the throat. Wasn't that what was happening here? Choking
on life's good thingsif they went down the wrong tube, the wrong way? Roses are meant to be seen and
andled, not swalowed. My father’s love for Mother turned ingantly letha when he thought she was
dying. This way, not that. It made such sense. But what did the Aarons mean in saying it? It was ten in
the morning in L.A. There was a telephone in the room but | chose to use the public one out in the hdl.

“Hdlo?’

“Lily? ThisisMax Fischer.”

“Max! I've been waiting for you to cal! How are you? How's your mom?’

“Okay. She wasin acoma but she's out now and they think shell be al right. Listen, apropos of
nothing, | wanted to ask you something. Remember that drawing Lincoln sent me? The one of the man
with the flower in histhroat”’

“Therose. Sure | remember— told him to draw it! Exactly to my specifications”

“Okay, but what does it mean?’

| could literdly fed her amile through the telephone.

“Guess”

“You have to guess.”

“I’ve been guessing since | gat it, but the only thing | could come up with was depressing.”

“No, it's not depressng! Tha | guarantee you. You know how sometimes you're sStting
somewhere and, very faintly, you hear musc coming from the next room? Y ou St forward and cock your



ears, trying to make out what it is? After a while you do , and you st back like ‘Okay, life can now
continue.” That was me, Max. | figured out what musc you are to me you're a rose in my throat. Don't
you love mixed metaphors?’

“But it's good?’

“Yes, ddfinitdy good. When are you coming back?’

| looked a the door to my mother's room and fet a dap of guilt. Now that she was better |
wanted to leave and go back to my life, back to what might happen with Lily Aaron. “Soon, | hope. As
soon as they say €l definitdy be dl right.”

“Let’'s go bicyde riding when you're here. The three of us”

“Great.” | made amentd note to buy a bike the moment | set foot back in Los Angeles.

“Know what I've wanted to do for years? Ride a bicycle around Europe. Not with a backpack or
anything. You have a car and you day in hotels, eat good medls... but you have bikes too on top of the
car and when you stop in a dity or in the mountains, you only ride around or wak. No sghtseaing from
the car. Can you imagine how beautiful it would be to ride around the Alps?’

“Or Paris? That'd be a dream. Can | come?’

“l don’t know. Come home and wéell check you out. Like a job interview—see if you're made of
the right Stuff.”

Before he returned to London, Saul and | had dinner together. Although we have little in common,
my brother and | get dong very well. He loves business, women, traveling. When he's not working on a
giant dedl, he's ether in bed with a beauty or getting on a plane to some exatic place. Our parents know
only that he's successful and sends postcards or bizarre presents from the ends of the earth. His wife,
Denise, is a stupid woman who used to be very beautiful before her supidity and meanspiritedness wore
the beauty away. They have no children and she's quite content to live well, spend money, and have an
occasond affar when her sdfconfidence dips. Saul told medl this but says he doesn't care.

When my brother and | chat it's dways comfortable because we like each other but wouldn't for
the world wish ourselves in the other’ s shoes.

“What does thisLily look like?’

“Short, long dark fluffy hair. She looks sort of French.”

“Wha's the last name again?’

“Aaron.”

“IssheaJew?’

“l don't know.”

“And she's got a son?’

“Yes, he'snice”

“Are you sure you want to get involved with a woman who has a kid just entering puberty? Do you
know how to skateboard? Are you ready for Little League?’

“Saul, my brother, fuck you. How many women have you been with who had children?’

“Different, very different. You're sngle They dways knew | was married. They were given that
info before anything ever happened, bucko. | never gave any kid a chance to think of me as Papa. But
‘cause you're Sngle, the tighter you get with his mom, the more the boy will see you that way. Bedieve
me”

“That may not be so bad ether. Ingtant family. No digpers or teething. He Il probably even like the
same videos | do. Didn't you ever want kids? I'm sure Denise wouldn't, but | could see you jigdling a
nice little one on your knee.”

“I could too, kind of, but then the idea of spending half a lifetime parenting exhausts me. Anyway,
Denise would like kidsif the only thing they did was serve the drinks and hors d’ oeuvres. Other than that,
she envisons children as little monsters who' d make her breasts sag and put runsin her slk stockings.”

“Do you ever think of divorang?’

“Seventeen times aday | think of it, Max. But know what stops me? This is going to sound funny
coming from me, but we have a life together. That counts for something. | mean yeeh, | have a million
girlfriends and she's had her share too. Plus she drives me crazy, and I'm not & home enough to make



her fed like she's gat afulltime husband. But despite that, there is this life we ve made together. We like
to poke around in the Burlington Arcade, and go to Tottenham soccer games. Denise loves soccer.
Shelsill the best lover I've ever had and... | don't know, man. Put dl the good together and it counts
for something. She can be dubious, but she's my wife and my history. She's the only one who knew
what it was like ‘way back when.” That means something.” He talked on and | loved him very much both
for what he said and for what he implied. Marriage, even in the mogt difficult “dimate,” can be as sturdy
and sometimes as beautiful as cactus. Because now and then it surprises you without warning by
blossoming into the most delicate, vibrantcolored flowers. “Who cares when a rose blooms, you know?
A rose you expect to do what it does. But when a cactus flowers and it's gorgeous. ..

“Ligen to what happened the other night. | was getting into bed and on my pillow was a dip of
paper. It sad ‘sweet red splendid kissng mouth’ in Denise's handwriting. So | called out to her, ‘Hey,
Den, thisis redly nice. Did you make it up? ‘No, Swinburne’ ‘Swinburne ? You mean the poet?
When'd you gtart reading poetry? ‘I didn't—it was indde the wrapper of one of those Baci candies. Isn't
it sweet? Chrigt, Max, did | love her more for writing it out and putting it on my pillow, or admitting right
off she'd gotten it from a fucking candy wrapper!”

A woman waiting aone in public has a determined, closeddoor look on her face. To men it says,
“Yes I'm waiting, but not for you, bub. Go away.” To women it gives them the onceover, as if daring
them to say something. When a woman is waiting for me | like to watch a moment, unseen, before
meking contact. Pretend I'm seeing her again for the firgt time with no pregjudice or desire in my thoughts.

Lily was dready through the gate, gtting in a blue plastic charr and giving “the look” when | arrived.
Luckily I'd cdled Air France to make sure of the flight time and heard her plane would be ariving forty
minutes ahead of schedule. A mad dash in the car down from St.PauldeVence and no traffic had made
meonly alittle late. Little enough to take one good look before saying hello.

Her hair was shorter and curlier. Something else was different, but what? | was so glad to see her,
so flaout grateful she'd gone dong with my crazy, onechancainamillion ideac Cdl a woman you hardly
know. Ask her to drop her life for a week and fly to the South of France with the ticket you offer. If she
wants to bring her son that's fine, but you'd prefer her done. There is, was , a long pause on the other
end of the phone, which naurdly | take to be the beginning of “No.” Instead she asks only one
question—*Have you ever done this before with another woman?’ And you know she is saying yes once
you've said no, you never even thought of doing something so whimsicd and hopefully romantic. Before
she answers you know your whole lifeis about to change. God bless her.

Her lips were green. Her lips were green .

“Max! At lagt! What? What's wrong?’

“Lily, are you dl right? Y our lips are green!”

She gave alittle “Oh!” and brought a hand hdfway to her mouth. Then the “Oh!” turned into a
amile then a big laugh. “It's my stupid lipstick! That happened once before. It's this specid suff which
when you put it on is green, then turns the red which most suits you. But thet's right, the last time | put it
on and it stayed green, | was nervous too. Oh, Max, ign't that dramatic? | fly dl the way to Europe to
show you nervous green lips”

Close enough to touch her, | did-hands to her shoulders, friendly, warm, intimate enough. “How're
you doing, Lily? How was your flight?” Before she had a chance to say anything, | pulled her to me and
gave her along tight hug. She didn't do anything for a moment, then her hands moved tentatively up my
back.

“l didn't know if you'd do that. Maybe that’ s why my lips were green. Maybe if I'd known you' d
hug me right away, they’ d have been red as pomegranates!”

Sill holding her, | said into her hair, “You came. You goddamned came ! It'll be great. | promise
you wéll have abdl.”

She pushed alittle away and looked me sternly in the eye. “1 don’t need France, Max. And | don’t
need a good time. I've got lots to do a home. | came because of you. | came because you asked an
impossible thing that might end up meaning the world. Where are we saying?’



“St.PauldeVence. It's about hdf an hour from here”

“That's where the Colombe d'Or is. Gus sad | had to bamboozle you into taking me there for
dinner.”

“Done. Who is Lincaln with?’

“Ibrahim and Gustill the weekend, then Foof and Ky. He's in heaven—spoiled rotten for 9x days.
Foof and Ky are taking him to a Vietnamese wedding.”

“You won't be worried about him?’

“SureI'll be worried, but | gotta get used to it. HE's ten now. God, ten years old. Do you know
what he said before | 1€ft? * Are you going to make love with him, Mom? My son’s now asking who I’'m
having sex with.”

| laughed. More because of her lips—since | last looked they had turned a pale pinkred.

“You think that’s funny?’

“I think your lips are funny. They' ve findly changed color.”

She touched afinger to them and inspected it. “Don’'t you want to hear what | said to Lincoln?’

“That's a dangerous question.”

“You know you're dying to know. | told him yes, I'd be deeping with you after you've had an
AIDS test. Lincoln's very paranoid about me getting AIDS. He watches too much TV.”

| put @ hand on her ebow. “I dready did. | had atest when | wasin the hospitd.”

“Metoo. | did it there one day when we visted you.”

Fve steps ahead of me, she turned. I’d stayed planted, stopped both by the revelation and by the
coolness of her answer. Her jaw dropped open comicdly and she shrugged. “Hey, you can't have a
romantic week without sex. | knew you'd get a test. You're that kind of person. That's one of the
reasons why | agreed to come. Y ou' re interesting, but you're not nuts. | don’'t need any more nuts in my
life Let's go. The only other time | wasin France, | got hepatitis and had to go to the hospita.”

People take it for granted that most famous beautiful places are ruined because of today’s touriam,
pollution, greed, land developers... but | disagree. If you know beforehand what to expect, they can 4ill
be splendid and fulfilling. What our cynicd minds ignore is the fact that these spots are famous because
of their beauty. Certainly some have been ruined over time, but many others are hearty and reslient and
stubborn-they don’t take kindly to change and resist quite nicdy the chegp DayGlo cosmetics of our age.

After we'd checked in at the hotd | did something I'd rarely done with a woman: as soon as we
got to the room and were done, | took Lily inmy arms and brought her to bed. She was willing.

The firg time with anyone is often only soso, even if the rdationship later develops into wonder.
The newness and nervousness, the willl/willshebegood? worries make it more of an experiment than an
experience. But even consdering that, Lily made love so ardently and interestingly our firgt time that when
it was over, | looked a her and sad, “Zowie” She was dl opposites-hard and soft, fast and dow,
tender then mean. She kept me off balance most of the time, which enhanced the whole experience
incredibly. A kiss was suddenly a bhite, then a lick, a nip, a long soft kiss. Her mouth pulled abruptly
away, came back infor more, pulled away into adow erotic smile. She made noise but it was quiet and
low, noise meant only for us and no one dse. | found mysdf waiching her hands. They twisted and
curled, became fids or lay helplesdy open. They told the whole story. | was mad for those hands and
kept putting my face on them or pulling them to me so | could fed their strength and warmth and amdl
everything on them. Both of us were on them and our smells were sweat and funk and Kouros cologne
that had no chance againg the other aromas.

Much later, when we were finished, she went into the bathroom and started the shower. | got up
quickly and, going in there, reached around her and turned it off. She dropped her eyebrows and stuck
out her bottom lip. “What are you doing?’

“Don't shower yet. | love the idea of your waking around out there with our smdls on you. That's
one of the best parts, don’t you think? World's rarest perfume.”

“Okay. That's interesting. Most men | know legp for the bath afterward. It’'s nice hearing you like



the amdls Max. | do too, but I've been sort of brainwashed out of it over the years. You and another
men are the only ones I’ ve ever been with who were like that. | think most guys love pussy so long as it's
used properly. Takeit beyond that and a lot of them get real nervous”

“Who was the other man?’

“My exhuzz, Rick.”

“Rick the Prick?’

“The very same. Y ou have a good memory.”

“Will you tel me about him?’

“If you want. But it gings, so | can only do it in little bits.”

One of those hits came while we were egting. Looking at a dice of cucumber, she wiggled it on her
fork and smiled. *Y ou want to hear a Rick Aaron story? I'll tdl you one about cucumbers. It just came
to me thisminute. | haven't thought about it in years. After Rick and | had moved in together—this was in
college-we decided it was time | met his parents. He' d warned me about them for months but | thought
he was only being careful-you know, didn’'t want to build up my expectations. They lived a few hours
from school, so one Sunday we drove over there, dl dressed up, looking like Barbie and Ken dalls. |
was supposed to ask his father about their garden first chance | got because Dad was gonzo about
gardening. We arrived and | was introduced. The family gave me the big onceover, then it was time for
Sunday dinner. They put me next to Mr. Aaron, and hdfway through soup, | said sweetly, T hear you
have a beautiful garden, Mr. Aaron. Can | seeit after we eat?”

“He says, ‘“Wdlll, I don't know. Are you having your period? | was twenty years old, Max. I'd
never met this jerk before, but the firgt thing he asked was that . | was speechless. | looked across the
table at Rick for help but my hero over there was daring into his soup. But the rest of his family were
looking a me howdoyoudo and waiting for my answer! “What does that have to do with your garden,
Mr. Aaron? ‘Hah! Pretty darn obvious you don’t know much about gardening! Only thing | can tdl you
iswhen a mendruating woman gets near cucumber plantsit is pure deeth to the cukes. That's dl there is
toit””

The trees were moving ydlow around us. There was a glass of milkywhite Pernod on the table next
to my black eyeglasses. Plates with crigp salad and soft cheeses. My wallet was full of those marveloudy
large hundredfranc notes they hand you by the bundle in a bank with a smdl pin in one corner to hold
them together. Soon we'd go back to the room and bathe, then get ready for dinner. What would she
wear? No matter what, | knew now what she was like beneath her clothes. | knew | would be there
again soon and she seemed as eager as | about it. | believe both of us were so happy thet fird day thet it
could have been repeated again and again until it was time for us to leave France and we would dill have
been fully content.

It was the perfect land in which to begin our relationship, because the South of France is one long
caress to the senses. Much of what you experience there can fud afundamentd part of the spirit. For it is
the earth, physcd life, a its absolute best. That iswhat the beginning of love istoo if you are lucky. | told
Lily both “places’ are where dl the greatest ingredients in the world are found.

| could offer ahandful of snapshots or switch on the dide show and bore you with pictures of how
happy we were, how much fun we had, but rather than that, there are only two other scenes | must
describe.

She loved openair markets and we often came across them as we drove around that beautiful
countryside. Our rented car was soon filled with perfume essences, old linen dresses, dried Provencd
herbs and lavender. | loved sanding beside Lily watching her sort through boxes of old French
magazines, or rub dlive all on the back of her hand so she could better didinguish the qudity. She taught
me a great ded about food that week and | was both grateful and eager to learn. She laughed when |
told her how her enthusaam was o0 invigorating and different from the attitudes of the women 1I'd
recently dated (excepting Norah Silver), who rarely took off their sunglasses to even look at a menu.

“ ‘Say nothing, act casual,” huh? I’'m not very Cdiforniain that way, am 1?1 don’t even own a par
of sunglasses”

What was the name of the town? | can see it so wel in my mind's eye. The fast brown river



running next to it. The restaurant on the water where we ate. A higtorica plague announcing that
someone like Petrarch had lived there. A big market was being hed when we drove in, so we stopped to
et and browse. The river, the market, and the man road dl ran pardld to each other. Lily and |
separated because she wanted to look at the food, while | discovered a box of old cartoon books that
had me rubbing my hands together. We agreed to meet a the car in an hour, big kiss, see you later.
Ancther thing | liked about her—it was no big ded to go your separate ways awhile. More often than nat,
she was the one who suggested it when we were someplace but had our eyes on different directions.

| was so engrossed in the books, the sound of impact and the howl of the poor animd didn't
penetrate my skull for moments. People started cdling to each other and running in the same direction.
My French is basic, but | heard “chien ” and “accident .” Besdes, the screams were hideous and
unmistakable. 1t was clear what had happened. | only hoped it was a dog and nothing else.

“Oh pauvre-"

“Il n’est pas mort! ”

“Qui et la dame?”

“Sais pas .”

There was a crowd huddled in a ssmicircle over whatever was on the ground. | came up behind
and through their movement saw a blast of shiny blood, entrails, and the beautiful gleaming black coat of
ayoung dog. Its rear quarters were crushed across the pavement. Next to it on the ground was Lily. She
was shouting in French for something, loud enough to be heard over the screeching death walls of the
puppy. She said later she was asking for ring, wire-anything she could use to choke. | pushed through
and squatted down next to her. The dog moaned and snapped its jaws in a mad shudder and snarl. It
kept trying to twigt around to its burst rear. Black fur. White frothing mouth. Red. Hdlf its young blood
was over my love.

“Max, get rope or gring. No, give me your bet!”

I knew what she wanted, why. | did the belt out but said, “I'll do it, Lily. Get back—it can dill bite.
It'scrazy.”

When the dog turned away again, | whipped the bet around its neck and choked it with dl my
might. What little life was l€ft, it took only seconds. The noises were soft and very short.

“Hard, Max. Hard as you can! Kill it fast. Please kill it now.”

Besides the grimness of the scene, what | found remarkable about it, and what kept coming back
to me long after it was over, was how she reacted to what had happened. | remembered how she had
run to help the pregnant woman in the parking lot the first day we met. She was unquestionably one of
those rare good people whose fird impulse is to help whenever it's needed, but this was different.
Heping is one thing, putting a crazed, dangerous animd out of its misary is another. Pragmatic yet mord,
Hfsaorifiang, afirm good mother, funny, and aflamein bed... Thiswasit. Lily Aaron was God' s gift to
me | knew | mugt do everything in my power to win her.

There was another scene that happened in France, though the other is a story rather than a scene.
A story | told her at the beginning of our flight back to Los Angeles. But on second thought, | will not tell
it till later. Let this part end with desth and hope. The red possibility of joy. See us looking out a smdl
round arplane window together at the world below. A world that would have been ours, if not for the
child.

PART TWO. CROWS WITH BLUE EYES

“Why should we import rags and relics into the new hour?”
—Emerson

“Mary told me about a couple that went to Thaland for a vacation. They were waking down the
street in some town and saw a baby puppy just lying there. It was adorable but had been abandoned and
they knew if they didn't save it, it would die. So they took it and somehow snuck it back home with
them. Back to America.



“It grew up and was ared cutie-affectionate and swest. It liked to gt on their 1gps when they were
watching TV. But they dso had a cat that the dog hated and was dways after. One day the cat
disappeared and next thing they knew the man found little bones or something near the dog’s bed.”

“Get out! The dog ate the cat? Fur and dl?’

“Wait, it gets better. The dog ate the cat, fur and dl, which made the owners a wee bit suspect. So
they took the dog to the vet ‘ cause they were afraid it might start egting other things in the neighborhood.
The vet took onelook at it and said, ‘Thisig't adog. | don't know what it is, but it is definitdy not a
dog.™

“What was it? What' d they do?’

“Took it to azoo. Know what it was? A rat . It was cdled something like a Giant Samese Rat.”

“THEY KEPT A RAT IN THE HOUSE?

“A Giant Samese Rat.”

“What' d they do with it?’

“Put it to deep.”

Lincoln turned to his mother and asked, “Tha means they killed it?’

“Yes, sweetie. Hey, Max, istha gory true?

“According to Mary itis”

It was a winter Sunday. The three of us were gtting around the kitchen table dill in our pgjamas,
each with his different section of the newspaper.

Two months after returning from France we moved in together. It was a difficult change for dl of
us but Lincoln had it hardest. Lily and | chose to do this because of our hope and new love. There
would be difficulties, but there was a0 the dation that accompanies the possbility of redl and longlaging
satigfaction. So, like diplomats negotiating a nuclear test ban treaty, we fdt the boy out as ddicady as
we could and then worked our behavior and our wordsin such a way that he fdt he was involved in our
decison.

Lincoln was used to having his mother to himsdlf. | learned he was not a terribly egotigtica kid but,
like anyone, enjoyed being the center of another’s universe. They had lived done together ten years. He
was her history, while she was his rock and his truth. She had had boyfriends over the years, two of them
quite serious, but nothing ever serious enough to threaten the sraight distance between ther two points.
Lincoln's father, Rick Aaron, was a rumor and a ghogt to the boy. He seemed larger then life, ten feet
tal, an adventurer, Zorro, et cetera, but he was more of an event to his son than a red human being.

Lily and Rick met at Kenyon College. He was a handsome math whiz with a deek ponytal of long
hair, ablue Jeep, and a notebook of poetry he'd written two hundred pages long. He did photography,
cdligraphy, he knew a world about ornithology. Lily was enthrdled and disturbed by him in equd
messures. Why was this Mega Man interested in Lily Margolin, language mgor? She was goodlooking,
hed enough sdfconfidence to hold her own in conversation, and liked sex more than mogt of her friends.
Butttt Rick Aaron was one of those rare people who part the waters wherever they go. Men didiked
him, yet they wanted to be his friend. Women looked too long at him, sometimes their mouths hung open
a bit. He had a reputation, but from what Lily could gather, his old girlfriends were proud of their time
with him and few of them said bad things What bad was said was good: he was too intense, too hungry,
too selfabsorbed. She liked those qudities. Besides, with everything he had going for him, didn't he have
a right to be sdfabsorbed? It made Rick dl the more compdling when he shone his
thousandcandlepower attention her way. One night she even dreamed he was a lighthouse. A human
lighthouse with enough brilliance and power to illumine every part of the night. The only odd thing about
this dream, which naturdly she took as a crucid sgn from her deepest heart, was that Rick’s head
swiveled completdy around on his neck. But at the time, she took that as further proof of him as a true
lighthouse. To indude everything one must cover dl directions, swivd or not.

And he sure shone hislight in her direction! She had had boyfriends. There was even one now at
another college, but that guy, any other guys, stood no chance compared with this man. That was part of
it-dthough he was only a sophomore, Lily thought of Rick as a man. What was wonderful was that a
times he could be as slly and charming as a boy, but his strength and curiosty made him sure, cam,



adult . They met in September, and that Chrismas, Rick gave her a handtooled lesther dbum of poems
and photographs he had done especidly for her. She'd saved up for months and bought him a specid
lens for his camera but then fdt like a superficid twerp holding that beautiful black leather book, letting
pages dip down her thumb. A lens compared with poems?

The more atention he paid her, the more happy and nervous she became. She was watting for the
bomb to drop or at least someone to hand her the hill for what this man and their relationship redly cost.
Most people think they deserve better than they’ve gotten. Trouble is, if we ever happen to get “it” we
become terribly suspicious.

The bill arrived shortly after they moved in together and Lily had survived her cucumber episode
with Mr. Aaron. One evening Rick announced he was leaving school for a while. Just like that he was
dropping out for a semester and going to San Francisco to see what dl the fuss was about there. Like a
brain tumor or termind disease that lies dormant for years in our body until the day it comes to life and
begins to eat us away from the indde, Rick suddenly was dflicted with ether wanderlust or
irresponghility. 1t depended on how you saw it and on where you stood in rdation to him. Always the
good boy, good student, good good, he abruptly decided to hit the road and see what he was missng.
Judt like that. Unfortunately he left behind (among other things) a young woman hopelesdy tied to him
and willing to put up with this romantic bullshit so she could remain in hislife. She even asked if she could
go with him. That was an astounding redization to make. Emotions like this redly exised! She had
actudly met aman for whom she' d sacrifice everything. She would desert her old life too if he'd let her.
But he wouldn’'t. Not that he was thinking of her wellbeing. Borrowing from bad cowboyfilm diaogue, he
actudly said something dong the lines of a man’s got to do what a man’s got to do and left Lily Margolin
on the doorstep in Gambier, Ohio, watching his Jeep buzz off into the sunset.

We do many foalish things at the beginning of a relationship. Later we're apt to forgive oursdves
because it was that fird deep breath of big love, like high mountain ar, that made us dizzy and
consequently made us act so wrongly.

Lily waited for him. She should have wept and cursed his name for aandoning her, worn black
clothes and looked poeticaly tragic for a few weeks. She jumped back into the interesting life of a
college campus, but she had a streak of the Victorian in her. She once joked she would have been a
good sea cagptain’ s wife-the idea of waiting long months and writing longer letters that had little chance of
ever ariving was very gopeding to her senshilities. Besides, what better experience had ever happened
to her? She had grown up comfy middleclass. A pleasant life, but nothing in it ever shone, no, burned
the way her rdaionship with Rick did. She fdt lit by him, wattage she could never have conceived of
before knowing this man. Anyway, maybe that was what you were supposed to do with something as
magicd as this-cherish it when it was there, worship it when it was gone. Perhaps Rick was even teging
her—testing her longdistance dedication to him. No matter what the reason, she would show both him and
hersdf what kind of Suff she was made of.

She became a hermit. She went to class, she went home. She studied too much for tests and took
obscure courses that would never do her a bit of good. It pleased her to discover and read authors
whose work had not been checked out of the library for years. Wyndham Lewis. James Gould Cozzens.
She was the firgt because she had love stime on her hands. One book she found and kept renewing, not
because it was good (it was incomprehensible), but because of the titte — The Desire and Pursuit of the
Whole . What dlly things won't we do for love? Others asked her out but she wouldn't go. Her refusd
mede her more dluring and mysterious. She was neaither. She was smply in love with one man who had
blown her up like a hotair balloon and then, with no ingtruction, cut her ropes and sent her drifting off into
space. The view up there was great but when you don't know what to do next it becomes frightening.
What would she do if he didn’t come back? Did the pain she had begun to fed ever go away? Was there
any way to survive the loss of someone so important? She would willingly float above the world, amless
and logt for awhile, but what happened after awhile?

She didn’t have to worry. Rick reappeared two months later in a tiedyed shirt, an Indian vest, and
a beard that didn't look very good on him. But she was so happy, he could have had a third eye
implanted and she'd 4ill have been ecstatic. Despite his new ook, he was unimpressed with what he'd



seen. That didn’'t mean he was home to stay, however. The son of a bitch said he'd returned to Ohio
only to see her, because his next stop was Europe. He was home! He was leaving! But he'd come only
to see her! She said his vist was like going through a whole amusement park of emotions. What could
she do but love him and give her dl in the little time they had together?

Part of thet dl was sex. Lily said she never screwed so much in her life. She used a digphragm. A
month after Rick left for Luxembourg, she redized her digphragm hadn’'t worked. She went home to
Clevdand to tdl her parents she had been living with a man, was pregnant, was going to have the baby.
And oh yes, the man wasn't around anymore. Joe and Frances Margolin were the kind of progressve
parents who wore dashikis and gave money to various revolutionary causes. If their daughter wanted to
have a child, right on.

But before she'd completed her third month, Lily miscarried. When Rick returned from Europe,
she told him for the firgt time what had happened. He was so touched and astonished that she'd been
willing to have ther child, even in the face of not knowing whether he would ever return, Mr. Wonderful
decided then and there to stay put. They were married and lived happily ever after for two more years
until he graduated and headed out for the territories again. Thistime it began via a job with a fledgling
Cdifornia computer company in the days before Slicon Vdley when that whole new industry consisted
of only a bunch of brilliant experimenters and enthusiagts flying by the seat of ther pants. Rick liked the
whole setup. One year short of her degree they moved West to disaster.

Sx months. That selfobsessed asshole lasted Sx months at his good new job before complaining it
was redricting and he had to split. That was the word he used. Where was he glitting to this time?
Isradl. A kibbutz on the Syrian border. He' d been taking with a guy... She stopped him in midsoliloguy
and asked pointblank if he was planning to take her this time. His answer was the beginning of their end:
“Lil, you have to decide for yoursdf about your own space. It’s fine with meif you want to come.” When
she told me about that conversation, a hardness entered both her voice and her facid expression that was
years old and not the dightest softened by time.

“Decide for mysdf? | was his wife , for Christ’s sake! Just the way he sad it made me redize
where | stood with him even then. He honesily thought it was enough to be Bighearted Jake and let me
tag dong. But what if | wanted to do something else at that moment in our life? Did he care? NO. Rick
the Prick. | think that's when | named him that. Rick the Prick. *You have to decide for yoursdf about
your own space.” Can you imagine saying that to your wife?’

Asgently as possible | asked, “Then why’d you go?’

“Because | loved him. | couldn’t get enough of him.”

Her parents, who had been giving liberdly for years to Israd, thought it was a greet idea and
financed ther trip. They lived on the kibbutz three months, both of them working in its cardboard factory
until Rick had a figfight with one of the managers and the Aarons were on the road again. They went to
France, where Lily caught hepatitis and ended up in the hospital. The last straw was her husband coming
to her bedside, aglow with excitement, saying he’'d met a men in a cafe who was an editor in London.
Thisguy read some of Rick’s poetry and wanted to publish him. Would Lily mind if he flew up there for a
few days and talked to the people?

“l was s0 excited for him, Max. There | wasin a French hospitd, feding two steps from death but
tdling him to use my parents money to fly to London. God, he was gone two weeks!”

Like arock dimber going up a sheer face, Lily'slove for her husband had reached the point where
there were absolutdy no handholds left with which to move further. It was as if the surface she was
dimbing had gone from craggy granite a the low points to brushed duminum now way up higher where
any dip meant death. Unless you are mad, you look for other ways to get over this. On discovering there
are none, you dimb down. Lily climbed down. Or rather, the day she I&ft the hospital she used the last of
their money and bought a plane ticket home.

No gregt love ever redly ends. We can shoot it with a gun or stick it in the back of the darkest
clost of our hearts, but it's clever; it knows how to survive. It can find its way out and shock us by
regppearing when we were so damn sure it was dead or a least safdy hidden benegth piles of other

things



Rick reappeared. Shaven, contrite, he reminded her of a man who was entering the priesthood.
Sufficeit to say shefdl for im again. She had read an interview with an aging actress who said she loved
the wrinkles on her face because each one came from a different man in her life. Lily had no lines on her
face but wdl understood what this woman was taking about. She fdt scarred by her husband, fet he had
caused her spirit to walk with alimp. But he dso knew how to wake the dead in her because it had never
redly died—only hibernated. It took time but he succeeded. She got pregnant again. She was twentythree.

A year after Lincoln was born, his father walked into a market in Windsor, Connecticut. He
bought a pack of cigarettes, but before the cashier had his change, the handsome man with the long hair
collgpsed and died of heart falure.

When Lincoln grew old enough to understand and began asking questions about his father, Lily
told him the story of ther rdationship. He could not understand how she could love someone so much
but end up hating him. Neither could he understand how this wonderful man could treat his even more
wonderful mother so badly. She answered as best she could, but like a psychiatrist who rephrases the
same question again and again to get to the heart of the matter, the boy never stopped grilling her about
the subject.

After | began to gain histrust, he put me on the hot seat and asked why | thought these things had
happened between the two most important peoplein his life. | was reading every child psychology book
| could find, but there were so many different and valid ways to respond to his questions that | was often
a ared loss as to what to say. How many times did | come up with the perfect answer to Lincoln’'s
questions, but too late? Too damned many. Also there was the difficulty of not saying what | redly fdt
about Rick in front of his son. | thought the man was a sdfish, unconscionable bastard. | couldn’'t say that
to Lincaln. But | wanted him to trust me. | knew | would never be able to replace his father, but if I could
become a trusted friend, that was good enough. | was redizing that to gain a child's trust you mugt be
adept at being both adult and child &t the same time. Y ou must show who's boss but make them happy
and a ease with that power. Lily did it beautifully. As a result, she'd singlehandedly raised her son to be
a secure, sdfconfident fdlow who was generdly farr and willing to listen to reason.

What | found mog interesting was how much | enjoyed living with both of them. They were like
two new exatic tastes or andls that sartle you at first but make you want more a moment later. Lily sang
in the bath, read hersdf to deep every night, liked sex firg thing in the morning followed by a big
breakfast. When she argued or got angry she often became unfair and overemationd. She expected me
to do things but wouldn't dways say whet they were until I’ d exasperated her and she started to fume. It
was hard caming her down. It was easy meking her laugh. From the beginning | knew how much | liked
and wanted her. It came as a genuine shock how quickly | grew to love her.

Lincoln was different. Actudly living with a child for the firgt time, | was congantly stopped in my
tracks by both his presence and his perception. People are forever commenting on the different ways
men and women see the world and how agtonishing it is that we get dong neverthdess. That's certainly
true, but even more implausble is how adults and children function together on the same plane. They are
more comfortable in life, we are more informed about it. Both see the other’s vison as unred and often
ridiculous.

“Max, | have to tdl you this terrible dream | had last night. | was being chased down a street by
guyswith big bags of salt. They caught me and said they were going to put my fingersin it. And then they
did” He sat back, satisfied. Nothing could be worse than your hand in a bag of sdt. His expresson sad
anyonein their right mind understood how terrible it was and what an ordeal he’d undergone just making
it through the night in one piece. An adult would fed foolish even tdling this dream. Lincoln was shaken
by it. In sharing, he was giving me the radicd gifts of his fear and wonder. Things like this are not samdl.
They are not cute or sweet or kids say the darndest things. | was expected not only to listen, but to
understand. His standards were high. If | was going to live with him, share his mother and hislife, | would
be tested continudly until he reached a conclusion. | had no say init. There were no inbetweens. Triumph
or falure. He would be the only judge.

But having him there was aso ddightful much of the time. | waked him to school most mornings
We taked about everything and he knew he was dlowed to ask whatever questions he wanted,



particularly man's suff. As a result, | once found mysdf leaning on a mailbox doing a quick sketch of a
vagina, which he took but immediady shoved into his back pocket. “Do you mind if | look at it later?
I'm kind of embarrassed.” While riding in the car one time he sniffed his armpit, sniffed it again and said,
“I'm beginning to amdl like aman.” He wanted to know about my family, my old girlfriends, what | was
like when | was young. He confided he wasn't popular a school because he was too bossy and
impatient. | agreed he was bossy, but interesting too, which canceled out the other. Lily said he asked her
for a picture of meto carry in hiswalet, but not to tell. The three of us went to Disneyland, Marinland,
the wrestling matches. There's a photo of Tackhead Frank Cornish holding an ecstatic Lincoln Aaron
over his head as if about to throw the kid ten rows out into the audience. In the next shot, blown up to
poster 9ze and on the wdl of his room, Lincoln's standing with his foot on the downed giant’s chest,
victorious. We ate hamburgers and played video games way past his bedtime. We shared reading stories
with Lily.

One of the unexpected pluses was a constant flow of new ideas for “Paper Clip” from both of
them. People often asked where | got idess for the drip. Usudly I'd mumble something brilliant like
“They just come to me” But now | could honestly say, “From the people | live with.” | used the sdt
dream in there. | used the way Lily jerked vidently awake from segp, no matter what the circumstances.
And Lincoln’sway of praying at night. My life became more involved and in ways more difficult, but aso
much fuller and more interegting. Interesting was the word. When you live with others you never redly
know what’s coming next. New noise, movement, life The door opens after school or the phone rings
and there they are with things to tdl you that can turn a day upside down or its volume up a thousand
wonderful decibels. Their presence aone changes the terrain.

Taken to an extreme that can be maddening, but that wasn't the case for me. Quite the opposite. It
was only after we' d lived together some weeks thet | redized that before the Aarons my life had become
S0 predictable and dull, | could've driven its flat road blindfolded. Worse, whenever there was a dight
bump or detour on it | became nervous and unhgppy. How dare existence be different from yesterday!
Obvioudy that sameness was nather hedthy nor productive. Then came the moment | waked in thar
door and TOTAL TRANSFORMATION. Living with this woman and child forced me off my old path
onto new ground. It was not easier to live, but richer. So much richer.

Linooln was crazy about basebal. | had been too as a kid, so we had rea empathy there. The
difference between us was my obsession had centered on the gods of mgor league basebal-who played
on what team, their batting averages-whereas Lincoln only liked to play. For him, going to an L.A.
Dodgers game was fun, but nothing beat going to the park and having a catch or hitting popups and
grounders. He believed deeply in sports. Reputations made in an afternoon, adulation or totd falure
aways near. The grest thing about them, especidly for kids, is they are immediate black and white
good if you win, bad if you lose.

He played on a little leegue team and practiced two afternoons a week in a schoolyard a few
blocks from our house. What I'd do those days was finish work as quickly as possible, then dip Cobb
onto hislong leash and the two of us would wak over to watch our friend play. Once there, the dog sat
next to me on the lowest bleacher looking like a sphinx with a nose. When he got tired, he'd dimb dowly
down and lie on his side in the sun. | relish the memory of those afternoons. In retrospect, they were
when | fdt mogt like a father to Lincoln. Being there for him, watching him play, waking home together
afterward talking about how he' d performed made me fed a bond with him that was solid and true. We
hed baseball on our minds. Both of us listened and considered carefully what the other said.

Inevitably, one of his sworn enemies played on his team. Inevitably the kid was better than Lincoln.
Andy Schneider. | can Hill see his amdl lips curling in utter disdain and didike when he said Andy’s last
name, asif it were arare disease and another name for “fart” dl in one word.

When it happened | was thinking about what to cook for dinner. Cobb was stretched out on the
ground wetching a bee buzz his head. Lincoln was playing shortstop, pounding his glove in anticipation of
whatever was about to come off the bat of Andy Schneider.

“Strike out, turd!”



Lincoln'svoice? | looked up. If it was, | wasn't happy. He could hate Schneider, but razzing hm
that way was lowrent behavior and I’ d tdl him as soon as—

CRRRRRACK!

Andy hit the next pitch so hard that the sound of the bal meking its second impact came only
seconds after it left his bat. The second sound came when it struck Lincaln in the face. He dropped
where he stood.

| legpt out of the stands and ran onto the fidd, empty of any thought other than to reach him. He
lay in a heap, one arm covering hdf his head. Herb Score. Thefirgt other thing inmy mind. When | was a
boy, Herb Score was a famous pitcher for the Cleveland Indians who was hit in the face and dmost
killed by aline drive.

There was no blood. | bent down and gently moved Lincoln'sarm so | could see.

“Mother of God!”

Hisright temple was aready swdling. Apparently he' d been able to turn his head a moment before
impact and thus avoid being hit square in the face. But his temple was blowing up so fadt that it was
dready the sze of agalf ball and a hideous purple blue. His eyes were closed. He didn't move.

From behind, | heard a boy’ s voice ydling, “What'd | do? Is he dead? What'd | do?’

The coach squatted down next to me and tried to speak but kept dropping his sentences hafway
through.

“We cdled an ambulance. It's not thet far to...”

“Do you know anything about medicine?’

“No, My father was a doctor but... Hey, ligen, maybe theré s a...”

We spoke to each other but never made eye contact. Both of us watched Lincoln for sgns of life
There were none. | kept bending down and putting my head againg his chest. | needed to know his heart
was dill beeting. Somewhere insde that sill body, work was on to keep him dive.

“Do you think we should do artificid...? Look at the damned sweling!”

There was no blood. That scared me mogt. | kept thinking of dl the angry exploded blood blocked
up ingde his smdl head. If it could only burst out somewhere in one horrid flood he'd be okay. He d
wake up screaming with pain but be okay. But there was no blood. Swelling and sweling, but no blood
besides the lethd purple beneath the skin.

“Did | kill im?1 didn’'t do anything! | only hit the ball!”

The worst moments. He is dive but hurt so badly and ther€' s nothing on earth you know to do.
Only watch and pray and clench your figs at how stupid and inept you are. Why didn’t you ever go to a
firgad class? What if he dies and you did nothing but watch? What will his mother say? What will the
rest of life be like? Everything in your head is terror. Everything in your heart is dread.

There was a maobile telephone in the ambulance but 1 was too busy wetching the atendants work
on Lincaln. | didn’t think to cdl Lily until we' d dready arrived a the hospita and they were wheding him
into the emergency ward. A doctor strode into the room and brusquely told me to leave.

“He smy son, Doctor.”

“Good. I'll treat him like he’s mine. Now please go. I'll tdl you what | can in afew minutes”

At the reception desk | filled out the necessary papers and caled Crowds and Power. Lily wasn't
there but | told one of the waitresses what had happened and she said she would find her.

What do You want? A few years of my life? Let im live What can | do to save hm? Let him live
| felt ten years old. | wanted to get down on my hands and knees. Oh, God, please hdp him out of this
and I'll be good forever. | swear to You. Just let this kid live and I'll do whatever You want. I'll go to
church. I'll stop drawing. I'll leave Lily. Let im be dl right. Oh, please.

The look on peopl€e's faces in a hospitd emergency ward is both broken and yearning at once.
Part of them is prepared for the worst, the other part shows the snesking hopefulness of a dog you've hit
but which sdles up to your leg to seeif their coast is clear.

One man leaned againg awal chewing his finger like it was a spare rib. He looked only at that
hand. A child in a beautifully ironed ydlow dress tried to play peekaboo with a woman who rocked back



and forth with closed eyes. The child hid her face behind an am, then popped it up agan, looking
ddighted. Peekaboo. She saw me looking and quickly hid a the woman's Sde.

“Stop it! Stop it, will you?” She grabbed the astonished girl by the am and shook her hard. |
wanted to go over and stop her but knew I'd caused enough damage. “Jugt stand here and st 4ill.
Please ! Will you just please stand 4till , for God's sake!”

The child's face was dl shock and fear. Nothing that happened in this hospital, nothing that
happened to the hurt person she was wating for, would be worse than this scold from her guardian.
They'd tdl her, “Daddy isdead” or “Mommy’s very sick,” but it would touch her far less then the other’s
scared fury. That was the end of the world as far as she understood it. Standing 4ill, she stuck her
thumb in her mouth and looked at me with absolute hatred.

A hand touched my shoulder, and before | turned, a man's voice sad, “Mr. Aaron?’ For an
indant | knew they’d mistaken me for someone else. Aaron? Then a weird unnatura rustle, like leaves
before a storm, went across me when | redlized they thought | was Rick Aaron.

Tumning, | was about to correct them when it came to me they thought that because I'd brought the
boy inand said | was hisfather.

The doctor’s name was Casey. William Casey. Faced with the moment of truth, | looked at his
name tag too long. William Casey.

“Mr. Aaron, everything is going to be dl right. You've got one lucky boy. The bal hit him on the
temple and knocked him out. We ve got a large hematoma there and he's going to have a hdl of a sore
head for a while, but other than that he's okay. No fracture or serious concusson. He regained
consciousness right after you left.”

“YES!” | punched both figs sraight up into the air and closed my eyes. “YES”

“We d like to keep him here for observation overnight, but that's only standard procedure. I'm
sure nothing iswrong.”

| shook and shook and shook Dr. Casey’s hand until he gently pried himsdf loose and told me to
gt down, take a breather.

“But his head will be dl right? Theréll be no aftereffects or—’

“Not from what | can see, and we checked him thoroughly. He's going to have a bad headache
and won't be able to wear his baseball cap for awhile That'sit. He's going to be okay.”

“Thank you, Doctor. Thank you so very much-’

“Mr. Aaron, when | was ayoung doctor and very pleased with mysdf, a patient would say thank
you and I'd accept it as my due. In twentyfive years of medicine I’ve learned to stop teking credit for
only doing my best. I'm happy for you. Happy | could give you good news. | must go now.”

| sat down and inadvertently looked directly into the eyes of the woman with the child. She amiled
and gestured toward the other room. “They’re okay?’

“Yes Yes, avery bad hit on the head but he's going to be okay. It's my son.” Tears came to my
eyes. My son.

“I'm glad it worked out.”

“Thank you. | hope... | hope yoursiswedl too.”

“It' smy daughter in there. This one' s mother. Know why we're here? Because that Miss Smartso
daughter of mine got her fat tongue stuck in a CocaCola bottle! It's the truth. Don't ask me how. We're
dl gttin’ around comfortable and happy at the girl’s birthday party. Her mama s drinking a Coke and the
next thing we know, sheé swavin' her ams like she's drowning or something. But no, it's not that, it's she
can't get her tongue out of the damned bottle. Can you believe it? We had to take a cab here because
my car's broke and the cabdriver laughed at us the whole way down. What the hdll, | was laughing too.”

Whether it was because of the rdief | fdt, knowing Lincoln was going to be dl right, or the way the
womean was amiling at the end of her story, whatever, | amiled, then heeheed, then cackled openly. She
did too. Each time we looked at each other we laughed harder.

“How do you get your tongue stuck in a Coke bottle? The opening's so smdl!”

“Don't ask me. My daughter’s dways had specid tdents”



A doctor bustled by but stopped abruptly when she looked in and saw dl of us laughing so hard.
Even the finger chewer was going by then. How srange we mus have looked. Who laughs in the
emergency room? Were we ghouls or madmen? The litle girl didn't understand why we were having
such a good time but it was fine with her. She started skipping around the room snging, “CocaCola.
CocaCola”

And that's what Lily saw when she flew around the corner with lbrahim right behind: everyone
laughing, skipping child, Party Time.

“Max! Where is he? What's going on?’

Between the laughter, the surprise a seeing her, and rdief ill ralling around in my stomach, | only
waved and smiled, which was gppdling behavior. She didn’t know her son was out of danger. As far as
she knew, he might have been dead.

“Max, for Christ’s sake, where's Lincoln 7’

| stood up, dill amiling. “Lily, he' sdl right. Y ou don’t have to worry.”

“What do you mean? Where is he?’

“In the other room. But the doctor was just here and sad he's dl right. He got hit and was
knocked out—"

“Knocked out ? They didn’t tdl me that. They only said he was hit. Knocked out? Oh Chrigt—"

| took her by both arms. “Lily, ligen to me. He was hit on the head and knocked out. But he's dl
right. HEll have abig bruise there and his head'll hurt for some time, but they did dl the tests and he's dl
right. He s al right .”

“Why did you bring hm here? Why didn’t you cdl and tdl me?’

“Wait, cdm down. He got hit and was knocked out. We were afraid, so we brought him to the
hospita. We had to: it could have been very bad.”

“Jesus Chrigt, you shouldn't have brought him here” She broke off angrily and shook her head.
“Did you have tofill out papers? What did they make you fill out?’

Ibrahim was standing right behind her. He shrugged asiif he didn’t understand what she was ranting
about.

“What did you fill out, Max?”

“Papers, Lily. You have to give them generd information. It's normd in a hospitd, honey.”

“Normd for who? What did you say on there? What kind of information did you give?’

She was vary angry. | did it off to the pressure of what had happened. | spoke as cdmly as |
could. “His name, how old heis, our address. And whether he' s dlergic to anything.”

“What ds?’

“Nothing. Just the standard form.”

“Standard form, huh? Shit on the standard form.”

“Lily, calm down . Tha's what you do in the hospitd. Y ou gotta give them certain information"’

She grabbed the front of my shirt and pulled me to her very roughly. “You don't give them
anything , Max. Nothing ever.” Her voice shrank down to a gravdly growl.

Ibrahim had his hands on her then, pulling her back, taking quietly, pulling her away from me. It
was bizarre and very disturbing. She had every right to be capsized by her son’s accident, but her facid
expression, voice, wha she was saying dl had to do with something else. Something way far away from
this Stuation. What she said next confirmed that.

“Do you think they take fingerprints?’

“Of Lincoln? No! He's a patient, not a prisoner.”

She listened, then turned to hear what Ibrahim thought.

“Lily, come on, please. Don't get cuckoo now. They don't take fingerprintsin the hospita!”

“We don’'t know for sure, but dl right. Now | only want to get him out of here. When can we take
him home?’

“Tomorrow. The doctor sad they’ll keep him here overnight for observation. He can go home
tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? Where s this doctor? | have to talk to him. We're leaving here.”



What she meant by “we’ was she wanted her son out of there that ingant. We found Dr. Casey,
who fird tried to cdm her, but grew ingstent and coldly professond on redizing this distraught woman
wanted to take her child home now . He said it was unwise, then not a good idea, then dangerous. There
hed been cases where-

“l don't care, Doctor. We're leaving. I'm his mother and | want to take him home. If there are any
problems well come back.”

Nothing he said could dissuade her. Nothing, that is, until they’d ended their faceoff and he'd logt
and was leaving to go arrange the necessary papers to release Lincoln.

“You are very peculiar, Mrs. Aaron. | don't know why you're so set on this It's certainly aganst
the better interests of your son and what you' re doing makes me extremey suspicious.”

Because he was scanning his clipboard, he didn't see her face change. In seconds it went from
Fuck you! aggressive to “uhoh” to cringe. Before speaking again she looked at me. Behind the cringe
was something awvful & work—rats under her floor, a hidden knifein the padm of her hand.

“Dr. Casey, I'm so sorry. | just— can't... It's how this happened... Yes, et him stay here. You're
right, of course. I’'m sorry.”

Doctors know the tone of the confused and desperate. It is part of their human agenda. When he
spoke again, Casey was dl sympathy and quiet power. “I fully understand, Mrs. Aaron. Bt it redly is
the best thing to do. Let us keep him here tonight, and if you want, you can stay in the room with him. But
it's best if he's here overnight.”

“Right. Absolutely. I'm sorry.”

“You needn’t gpologize. I'll tdl the nurse you'll be gaying with him.”

| watched her throughout this weird exchange. What the hell was going on? Which Lily was red
here? Which Lily was the truth? Like the doctor, | might have fdlen for her lineif | hadn’'t seen her face
working, or the fear and loathing in her eyes, the wriggle and pull of her mouth fighting againgt itsdf. She
was a good liar if you didn’t watch closdly.

How could this be her? The woman who was so hdpful and generous to others, so good in
emergencies, the firg one to run and hep strangers out of trouble. Part of it was the fact it was her
trouble now, her son. But not dl of it, not dl.

“Lily?’

Her eyes stayed on the doctor as he strode down the corridor.

“Lily?’

“Hmmm?’

“What's the matter? What is the problem?’

She looked a me asif I’d dapped her face. “Big misake, Max. You made a very big mistake,
Vey dupid.”

“What? What did | do wrong?’

“l don’'t want to tak about it now.” She waked away.

“Ibrahim, what isgoing on?’ Besides being upset, | fdt like such afodl: | lived with the woman, but
now that our firg crisgs was here, | had to ask her boss why she was behaving so oddly.

“l don't know. She is very strange about the boy. It is more than protective. Gus thinks that she
is~" He pointed to his head and gave the universal sgn for loony.

“Have you seen her like this before?’

“Yes, but only when it is about Lincoln. She is a good woman, but with him she is alittle crazy.”

The shock of the accident, the confusion events like that can cause, emation pulled and released
like rubber bands... any of those were good reasons for her outbursts and contradictions. But none of
them were satisfying because | had seen that terrible sneak in her eyes. There was no other way to say it.
Sneaking. Lying. Not to be trusted.

“Ib, can you stay with her for awhile? I'd like to go get a cup of coffee and cool out.”

“Yes, sure, go. But, Max, don’t be hard on her. Remember, before you, she had only this child.”

“I know. | undergtand. It s only... Don't worry. I'll be back in a hdf hour.”



| sat in the hospita coffee shop five minutes. Long enough to buy coffee, but once a cup was in
front of me | knew what | redly wanted was air, some space. | paid and left. There was a park a few
blocks away and | graefully went in. Lateafternoon people strolled around. Women with baby carriages,
old couples in bright clothes, kids on skateboards and bicycles. A few feet from where | was stting, a
womean played on the grass with a young Boston terrier. They're sweet little dogs and this one was
having the time of its life chasing after a bright green bl the woman had brought dong. | concentrated on
itsfunny play because | needed mentd space from Lily and what had been hgppening that day. The dog
dropped the bdl and barked at the woman to throw it again. | never had a dog do that. The ones I'd
known, you threw the bdl, they fetched, then ran with it in the opposite direction.

Thisbdl flew, the puppy scampered off, snatched it up whileit was dlill ralling, ran back. This went
on until the pigeons arrived. A large flock of them dropped down out of nowhere and landed nearby. It
was unusud: fifty birds suddenly there, preening and fussing, flgoping their wings. People looked and
pointed. The dog was staggered by it. He stood a moment in shocked surprise. Then, classc canine,
lowered his head into attack postion and tiptoed toward them. Ther€'s nothing dogs like more than
charging birds. Sinkdinkdink POUNCE. They rardly catch one but who cares? What must fed good is
having dl those scared lives legping off the earth because of you.

Sinkdinkdink. The terrier got to within afew feet of the flock, stopped, poised to jump, one paw
henging in the air. | was ready for its triumphant spring when an odd thing happened. Almost as one, the
birds turned. Lots of cooing and fluttering wings, but they moved in a grayishpink wave at the same time.
Asif underganding he was outnumbered, or that something was wrong when so many things moved the
same a the same time, the little dog dowly relaxed its body and, watching them closaly, lay down on the
ground. Maybe next time.

The world is full of mysterious connections, especialy when we're going through strong times in
our lives. The puppy’s reaction to the birds made people laugh. 1sn't that cute? It made me shudder.
Frisky and sure of himsdf, he walked up to what he knew by dl rights was his. Done it before and had
great fun. This time, though, these fifty heads, one hundred wings, sudden same movement... All sad
Stop! It ig't the same, doggie. Don't even try.

It isn't the same, doggie. What was hagppening with Lily? Her behavior at the hospitd stopped me
hard. Birds are birds until they turn as one smdl amy. Lily’s familiar face gone bad, her words, this
strange migtrust and paranoia that had surfaced for the firs time since we' d been together. It stopped me.
What was happening here?

| am not a truding soul. | don’t even trust mysdf. Often | have no idea what I'll do in certain
gtuations. Who does? If one cannot say | trust mysdlf, how can one say | trust you and genuindy mean
or fed it? Because of that, people hurt but rardly wound me. When Norah Siver admitted she was
degping with another man it was a brutd blow to my spirit, but was neither crippling nor unexpected.
Somewhere in my soul is a twofootthick door with a giant sumo wrestler sanding guard outsde, not
letting anyonein. It's the door to Command Center, Misson Control, the heart of the matter. Whatever
your credentias, the sentry keeps you out. | am not sorry it is like this My parents are truging people
who raised my brother and me to be that way too, but we aren’'t. Saul is afinagler in business, a libertine,
and an dlaround truth stretcher. He likes scoundrels because he is one himsdf. Between us, we have
enough trugt to fill another person threequarters. It is one of the few things we agree on.

The night Lily spent at the hospital with Lincoln | went through our house like a burglar. | had never
hed any reason to question what she had told me about hersdf and her life, but | fet | did now. Snooping
around your own home looking for clues about the person you love is perverse, but | fdt totaly detached
doing it. | thought only thet thisis her place, thisis where her life is, so this must be where it is-a Sgn, a
lead, the key. | knew what | was looking for might be so obscure and indecipherable that even on finding
it there was the distinct possihility | wouldn't recognize what | had. A photograph or aticket stub, a letter
from a friend with one unimportant sentence that, once deciphered, told al.

| began in Lincoln’'s room. Through his closet, through his dresser, his desk, toy trunk, books. Hip
through the pages of each one, turn them upside down and shake. The due could be there-a bookmark,



something written on a piece of scratch paper. Under his bed, indl of his boxes, the obscure corners of
his room where things could be hidden or taped. | kept a pad of paper nearby. Anything that sad
something to me | either noted or put in the middle of the floor to be considered later when | was Sfting
the information through my mind.

| found nothing, so operations were moved to our bedroom. Same approach there-over, under,
around, through. | even checked my own beongings to make sure they hadn’'t been used as new hiding
places. Lily kept a diary, which | read, but | found nothing other than smdl gripes and triumphs,
philosophical musings Events and ideas that meant something to the day but would be quickly forgotten if
not recorded. A touching note, but one that did not deter me, was how many times she wrote about us
and how much better life had become snce we met. There was progressvely more nothing as | worked
through our home from room to room, object to object. What was | looking for? Often | held something
inmy hand and stared at it asif | were the fird archaeologist to discover hieroglyphics. You know they
are of the greatest Sgnificance, there are stories and information, whole worlds here, but dl of it is a
million miles away from your understanding dthough only twelve inches away from your eyes.

Working for hours, | cut my hands and tore a fingernail reaching and pulling, twigting things apart. |
stopped to make a sandwich and ate it looking at the amdl pile I'd assembled on the floor that might
mean something. None of it meant anything. 1 knew it. | knew Lily was hiding something. The more |
worked and thought about it, the more | was convinced her outburst was only the tip of one big iceberg
of alie The proof was here, but | could not find it.

In the end, a three o'clock in the morning, when | had filled the pad with notes, checked and
doublechecked that everything was back exactly as I'd found it, finished curang, finished double- and
triplechecking... | had come up with exactly two things There was absolutely no trace whatsoever of
Rick Aaron. No letters, no diary entry, no old shirts shoved in a back drawer with his name tag sewn in,
no photographs, nothing. How could that be? How could you love someone so much and, despite a
bitter end, not keep something of theirs to remind you of a time in your life when you thought of nothing
but them? | knew couples who'd thrown each other’s clothes out the window when they broke up, or
gave the other’ s belongings to the Salvation Army, but all of these people kept something. Not Lily. To
judge by what | had “excavated,” the only proof of Rick Aaron or Lily’s rdaionship with Lincoln's father
was the stories she had told.

The second thing | found was a couple named Meer. Gregory and Anwen Meier. At the bottom
of her underwear drawer was a smdl dipping from a dog magazine announcing Somerset Kennedls, home
of champion French bulldogs. Proprietors Anwen & Gregory Meier. An address and telephone number
were given a the bottom. Lily loved dogs, so at firg | thought she'd saved the paper because she was
planning on buying one of these bulldogs when old Cobb passed away.

The next mention of these people came in a newspaper aticle | found dipped into one of her
books. The article was old and ydlowing, whereas the book was new-the copyright date only a year
old. Mrs. Anwen Meer miraculoudy walked away from a colligon on 195 that totaled her automobile.
Mrs. Meer was admittedly driving over the speed limit when she lost control of the vehicle. It left the
road and crashed into the pillar of an overpass. Although suffering from mild shock, she was treated and
later released from the hospitd. In the margin of this article, Lily had written: “Anwen = Very beautiful’ in
Wesh.” So they were friends, old school pas? | thought the connection must be with Gregory. Why dse
would she look up the name of the other woman?

Thethird “piece’ of the Meiers was another newspaper dipping, dso ydlowed. It appeared to be
from the same paper, smply announced the couple were leaving Fowler and moving back to New
Jersey, their home state. Gregory Meier is quoted as saying they had had a greet four years here but fdt
it was time to go back home “to fuffill alifdong dream for both of us, which isto raise pedigree dogs.”

Lily had some other dippings and photographs but not many: a group shot of the gang a her
restaurant, one of an older couple | assumed were her parents, a few of strangers (none fitting her
description of Rick), but the Meiers won the contest with three items. Interesting.

| was embarrassed going to Mary again with my suspicions, so | asked around and found another



good detective agency. As if snesking into a porno movie, | hurried through their door and explained
what | wanted to a sympathetic middleaged man with fishing trophies on his wal: Anwen and Gregory
Meier. Here' sthe address in New Jersey. Please find out everything you can about these people. It was
abrief, comfortable conversation. But when it was over and | was driving to my next appointment, two
things struck me. Firg, the detective, a Mr. Goff, hadn’t once asked why | wanted to know about the
Meiers. Who was | and where did | get off siiffing into ther lives? What if | were someone bad, or
dangerous, and compiling this information to use againg them? Goff wasn't interested. Just the facts, bud.
You want to know about ther foibles and affairs, blemishes, hidden scars, what they eat for breakfast
when they’ re done together and feding very inlove? You pay and I'll find it.

| did not fed wrong doing this so much as stained. Sometimes it is right to look al around
another’slife; yet the act, however correct, lessens us. Thisnotion led to the second thing that chilled me
about the medting with this detective: no matter what | discovered about Lily Aaron viathe Meiers, | was
bregking the trust between us by taking this course of action. Even if it turned out she was hiding
something surprising, or dubious, | was the one to blame. Granted, | had dready looked through our
house for tdltde sgns, but that was only between us. We both lived there. Now I'd crossed the
line-gone “out” to search, and that changed our world.

In the meantime Lincoln was home, energetic and apparently fit as afiddle, despite a big ugly bump
on his head. Lily alowed them to keep him in the hospitd the necessary twentyfour hours, but was
dipping the kid into his sneakers and jacket the moment he was cleared. We were told to keep close
watch on his aertness, reflexes, and orientation. If anything was amiss, we were to get him the hdl back
fast. We kept him home from school three days, but by then he was so itchy to get back to hislife, we let
him, after tdling his teachers to watch him too.

For the mogt part Lily returned to her old good sdf once she fdt the criss was past, dthough there
were exceptions. For one, she didn't gpologize, much less mention, her behavior a the hospitd. Instead
she acted asif nothing had happened. Even Lincoln's accident was like a yearsold ink smudge on a white
handkerchief: yes, if you looked hard you could see the faint shadow of a mark, but why look when its
presence was dl but invisble?

One Sunday the three of us drove down to Venice beach to peoplewatch and have dinner. The
skateboarders, bag ladies, beach bunnies, Ragtafarians on roller skates playing guitars, flatout insanes,
and other beings from the great beyond that congregate there were out in force and we walked among
them asif they were the surred topiary and greet loony statues at Bomarzo or Disneyland.

In the past we' d spoken severd times about having our pams or tarot cards read one day. Feding
this was as good atime as any, | suggested going to one of the many fortune telers who'd set up card
tables dong Ocean Front Walk. Lily wasn't interested. | didn't push it, but Lincoln got excited and
gtarted in. She said no three times before permitting him, but ingsted she choose the one, who turned out
to be a hippie so stoned out and vacuoudooking that 1 was surprised he was even able to cut and lay
down his cards without dropping them. A strange choice of soothsayers.

“Phew, kid, thisis adamant guff. The Ace of Wands is your card. | mean, there are multiple
wands here.” That comment and afew other forgettable earwigs cost five dollars.

There was a combined restaurant/bookstore nearby where we ate. After the med, we went into
the store to browse awhile, each going in his own direction. About fifteen minutes later | looked up and
by coincidence saw Lily outsde taking with Lincoln's stoned fortune teller. Still gtting, he pointed to
something on the table in front of him. | couldn’t make out what but assumed it was one of his cards. Lily
paid close attention and wrote hurriedly in asmdl notebook she often carried. He'd speak, tap the card,
gesture, and she' d scribble scribble scribble. | watched until they finished. She took out money and gave
it to him. They shook hands and she started back toward the store. | lowered my head to the book in
hand. Don’'t ask me whet the title was. | couldn’'t say. She came in and right over to me, amiling and
friendly.

“What do you say, lover? About ready to go?’

“Give me another five minutes. | want to check one other thing.”

She went to find Lincoln while | asked the woman at the counter for the section on tarot cards.



There were two books. The firg said, “Wands. This suit indicates animation and enterprise, energy and
growth. The wands depicted in the cards are dways in leef, suggesting the constant renewd of life and
growth. The associations are with the world of ideas, dso with creation indl itsforms” The second said,
“It is the suit of beginnings, of formless fire energy. It requires clear gods and plans, it requires a firm
foundation for the energy not to burn itsdf out. Notice that the knight rides through a desert, devoid of
houses and people aswdl as trees and water. Without something to carry that energy to a purpose, the
desert will not open up to life”

Theway | usudly do “Peper Clip” isto draw the two figures and their surroundings firdt, then write
the caption. Normdly | know how | want it to look and sound, but there are times when the drawing
completely changes the find words.

A line | came up with, driving back from Venice, was “Truth islike oxygen-get too much of it and
it makes you sck.” | envisoned my two characters with fishing poles in hand, their lines going into the
screen behind them. One of these guys has hooked a fish so enormous thet the only detall we see of it is
the beginning of amouth and a colossAl eye. Where did the idea come from? | hadn’t found out anything
red “bad” about Lily, no terrible new truth. Yet. Sill, way down deep in my bones | fdt something big
and surely bad was coming. Heavy intuition. The sound of devils whispering...

| drew my two guysfishing, drew their fish, wrote the words “Truth is like...” a the bottom of the
page, and stopped.

Take out a new sheet of paper. The two are running away from gigantic images of themselves on
the screen. | wrote, “Honesty is the Scariest Policy.”

New sheet of paper.

| did four different variations on the idea and would have done a fifth if Lily hadn’t come into the
room and asked me to come to bed. As was her way, she put a hand on my shoulder and looked a
what | had on the drawing board. My stomach tensed. What would she say? Could she know why I'd
donethis?

“Gee, Max, these are cynicd. They're not like you. Or are you in a bad mood? Do you redly
bdieve this?’

“I beievetruthign't dl it's cracked up to be.”

“Redly? You told me you're not abig liar.”

| wanted to say this, | wanted to say that. To turn around and look her in the eye, demand, “Are
you a hig lia? Because you got me running scared, Lily. The more | pursue this the more my
imaginaion’s going bad. What's going on? Tdl me your secrets. Tdl me the truth. No, tdl a lie Say
everything' sfine Evenif | don’t believe you for aminute”

When she left | started another drawing. The two face the reader. Risng out of the screen behind
them is a big hairy mongter’s arm. It's clear in the next second it'll snatch them up and eat them for
dinner. Oblivious to what's coming, one says, “Bdieve me, Paranoid s the only sure growth industry in
the nineties.”

“Mr. Fischer? Thisis Tony Goff.”

“Tony Goff, of the Known/Unknown Agency.”

“Ohyes, of course. Excuse me”

“| gathered a dossier for you. Whenever it's convenient, I'd like to arrange a mesting.”
“Isthere alot?’

“Yes, it's quite subgtantid. | have, oh, dmost a hundred pages of materid.”

“A hundred pages?’

“Yes, wdl, in afederd case ther€ sinvariably a great ded of paperwork.”

“Federd? Oh Chrigt, okay. Can we meet today?’

“I'm at your disposa.”



“My God, they're both so beautiful!” | looked up quickly to see how Goff reacted to my gush.
But it was impossible not to exdam when you saw the Meers for the fird time. HE'd shown me three
pictures. Y ou can be fooled by photographs, tricked by light or angle into beieving someone is more or
less than they redly are. But line up three and you get a good idea of what's true. Anwen and Gregory
Meer were beautiful. They belonged at gda openings, in glossy megazine ads for tanning ol or skimpy
underwear. See a couple like this on the street and you love and hate them in equa measure. The lucky
ones. Golden People. Without knowing a thing about them you assume they’re rich, successful, have a
fabulous sex life, a wonderful life generdly.

“Wait till you see this lagt one” He found a sheet in his thick folder and did it across the desk to
me “A little different, huh?’

“That’'s not the same woman!”

“Itis”

“Unbelievable. She looksfifty years old and dying of cancer.”

“She's only thirtythree now, and that shot was taken severd years ago. | tdl you, though, I've seen
the life sucked out of people for alot less reason than the one she had. Would you like a cup of coffee?’

“No, thanks. Tel me the story, Mr. Goff.”

He rubbed the back of his head and stared a me a long fev moments. “Are you a journdist, Mr.
Fischer?’

“No. Why do you ask?’

“Because of this” He pointed at the folder. “I know those nonfiction crime books are very popular
these days. You know Michad Mewshaw’s? He's my favorite. The one about the boy who murdered
his parents? Outgtanding.”

“What does this have to do with the Meiers?’

He didn't appear to be in any hurry. Pushing his chair back from the desk, he locked his hands
behind his head, elbows out, and looked at the caling. “A million kids a year disappear in America now.
One million. That's the newest finding. No big thing anymore. In my opinion, it started going out of
control back in the sixties when they began vanishing and turning up on communes. Drugs were suddenly
for cdebrities and not just weird things beatniks took. And Free Love! Since being a virgin didn't matter
anymore, kids could do what they wanted with their bodies and fed grownup the minute they reached
puberty. What can my parents tdl me | don't adready know? Ingtant independence. Now, to make it
worse, there' s a fiftypercent divorce rate, which means every other kid comes from a broken home. The
red datistics are coming out on child abuse in the home. And these new, cheap killer drugs... Ah,
don't get me gtarted. I'm not even talking about teenagers here. Kid fifteen or sixteen runs away, they're
old enough. Maybe not enough to know better, but they can fend for themselves.

“The Meers baby was kidnapped. Two months old. They were livingin Garamond, Pennsylvania,
a the time. Gregory Meier was a banker in Philade phia. He went to Haverford College, his wife to Bryn
Mawr, which isright next door. Both of them came from New Jersey. High school romance, from what |
can make out. They’d been married two years when the baby was born. A boy. His name was Brendan.
Brendan Wade Meier.”

“A boy. This was how long ago?’

Goff looked through his papers. “Nine years. Nine years and... three months”

“Goon.”

He didn't. He stared a me instead. “Y ou don't know any of this, do you?’

“No, nothing.”

“You don't know these people?’

“No.”

“That's funny, because | would have sworn you did. Just by the way you talked to me about them
thefirg day. Gave mether name and said look into it... Asif you expected me to know who they were
too.

“Anyway, Mrs. Meer went to the Garamond Shopping Plaza one afternoon. Her husband liked
French bread, so she'd goneto buy aloaf a a specia bakery there. According to her testimony, she left



the baby carriagein front of the store, but only because there was a big plateglass window that alowed
her to seeit dearly from indde. Said she'd done it many times before. There was no one e<se in there, so
the exchange took no more than two, three minutes. She left the place, stuck the bread into a bag hanging
off the Sde of the carriage, and wheded it away. Now comes a very key point. She said when she left
the store, she did not look into the carriage. Only did the bread into the bag and walked to her next
errand. At the door to this next place she looked down to see if the baby was okay and discovered for
the firg time it was gone.”

“What—" | stopped; | had to clear my throat. “What happened after that?’

“What happened? It's dl in the folder, but basicdly another amdl face went onto the milk cartons:
‘Have you seen this child? The boy’s been missng nine years, Mr. Fischer.

“The Meers did everything they possibly could but turned up nothing. My sources told me they’re
dill spending a great amount trying to find him.

“But, you know, a lot of the time with a tragedy like this dmogt worse is what happens to the
parents. What | gathered was Mr. Meier suffered some sort of breakdown. Then they moved from
Garamond to Missouri—’

“Fowler, Missouri?’

He looked awhile through the file. “'Y esHFowler, Missouri. That'sright.”

“Where she had a car accident?’

Goff nodded, ill scanning hisfile “I’m not on any kind of firm ground when | say this, but | don’t
think it was an accident. There' s ared feding here she was trying to kill hersdlf.”

“Why do you say that?’

“A hunch.”

“Can’'t you be more specific?’

“Look at that last picture of her. It was taken right before they left Missouri. That's a very tortured
person. And the only description | found of her car accident makes me just as suspect.”

“l read the same article”

“Think about it.” He put up a hand and started counting off the details on hisfingers. “She admitted
she was going too fast. She logt control of the car on a deadflat interstate, dthough the weather was
good-*

“How do you know that?’

“l checked the weather bureau’s records. Lot control of the car just when she happened to
come up on one of those sevenfootround reinforced concrete pillars that hold up an overpass? No, it's
too fighy.”

“You think she tried to do it because of the loss of her child?’

“Yes, and other reasons. A happy young woman marries her high school boyfriend, goes to a
good college, graduates into safety and affluence. Has a baby fast and sets up house in the suburbs. Her
husband lands a good job at the bank. 1t's dl alittle dull, but very pleasant too in its way.

“One day this farytde princess, so pretty and so safe, hops into the sation wagon with her new
baby and toodles down to the store to buy her man's favorite bread. Sounds like Little Red Riding Hood
going to Grandma's house.” Goff stood up and, turning his back to me, touched the face of one of the
fish mounted on the wall. “Then within what? — thirty seconds? — her entire life became incomprehensible.
Like an unknown foreign language. Every word she once knew and relied on suddenly had a completely
different definition. Imagine waking up one morning and discovering every word you knew yesterday has
anew meaning. ‘Child" doesn’t mean child anymore, it means terror, loss, dread. You speak yesterday’s
words and phrases the way you dways did, but no one understands today. Not even you, findly. ‘Where
ismy baby? now means ‘Death’s here or *God died today.’

“Mogt of us had trouble with foreign languages in school. What happens when in one second our
own becomes Russan or Fars? And after that second, it never ever goes back to the way we knew it
before.

“Anwen Meer had had a gentle, protected life She had no preparation for wha hit, not that
anyone ever does. Her baby was stolen, her husband broke down, nether of them could ever get over



theloss... | can understand damned wel why she'd try to kill hersdf.”

“From Missouri they went back to New Jersey?’

“Right. Bought an old chicken farm in the town of Somerset. That's near New Brunswick, where
Rutgers University is. They run a dog kennd out of their farm. Raise French bulldogs. Ugly little things.
Ever see one? They look like potatoes. Potatoes with bug eyes.”

| sat there hungry for more, yet dready ovefilled a the same time. Who were these people with
their beauty and tragedy? What were they doing three timesin the bottom drawers and hidden corners of
Lily Aaron’slife?

“Mr. Fischer? Are you okay?’

“Yes, | was jud thinking about what you said.”

“| thought so. | want to tdl you something | tdl every dient a this point in an investigation. I1t's only
apiece of advice but | fed compelled to tdl it to you. How we proceed afterward is your decison.

“I’ve been doing this work twentytwo years. People ask me to look into things... whatever their
reasons. Although it may sound contradictory, I’'m not a curious man. The work interests me because it's
logicd and clearcut: gather facts, present them, let a dient decide what to do with the information.
Sometimes | fed like a librarian—you tel me what subject, I'll go back into the stacks and pull out dl the
things we have on it.

“But now | givemy little talk, free of charge.

“What | want to tdl you is-stop now. | can guarantee the further you pursue this the more it'll
upset you no matter how important you think it is. Chances are, you're upset dready. Most people are.
It gets worse. People are curious, so they hire me. But once | give them a first bunch of suff it begins to
chew them up. Chesating wives, dishonest parents... there's many good reasons to hire an investigator.
But finish it now, I'm tdling you. Unlessit’s absolutely imperative, or doing it'll save someon€'s life, stop
now. Pay me, wak out the door, and forget it. That may sound strange coming from me, but | tdl ya,
I’ve seen s0 much pain inthis job... | don't get a charge out of seeing people disolve. | lose some
customers, but there's never any lack of themin this business”

“You're probably right.”

“I know | am. Infact I'm so right, I'll bet | know exactly what you're thinking this minute. You're
thinking: He' sright and | will stop—after | ask hm to look into only one more thing. But that's the killer.
The *one more thing' usudly ends up bresking your soul. What a dient usudly has now is ther firg whiff
of samoke. It makes them suspicious, if not downright paranoid. ‘What do you mean, you saw my wife
leaving Bill's Bar? She doesn't drink!” Things like that. So please ligen to me, take your suspicion and
try to work through it. Go back to your life as it was and |leave this done-”

| don’'t know where it came from, but | was ingantly furious with this man. Where did he get off
condescending to me, saying in so many words he knew what was best and | should go home like a
good litlefdla...

“Thank you for the advice, Mr. Goff. But I'll make my own decisons. If | do choose to pursue
this, and it’s too difficult for you to handle-’

“One more piece of ‘advice, Mr. Fischer. Don't be an asshole when someone who knows what
they're taking about gives you a worthwhile tip. Number one-l know how to ‘handl€ this. I'm only
tdling you I’ ve seen a thousand people wak right off the gangplank with information they asked me to
gather. Number two- don't care what it does to you. | don't care if it makes you happy or sad or
shocked. I'm the librarian, remember. | only bring the books. You read them and most of the time they
do change your life. Guaranteed. I’'m only saying: be careful with these books because too often"

“l get your point.”

Pursng hislips, he crooked his head a few inches to the side. “Maybe you do.”

| have a very good memory. Often too good. People tak so much that sooner or later something's
not true. They have good reasons: they want to impress, or be loved or funny. You are not expected to
remember thar exaggerations, the amdl lies, the big ones added to the recipe of a terific story tha
needed that tasty digtortion to make it sound perfect in the tdling. But | do remember. Naturdly with Lily



| was more aware than ever. Two days before my medting with Goff, she said something in passing that
stopped me then, but made me go forward now.

I’d bought a new shirt and showed it to her. Seeing it was made by a company named Wingted,
she gave agmdl Sart.

“Winged! How drange. Tha's the name of the town where Rick died.”

Thefird time she told the story of Rick Aaron, she said he'd died in Windsor, Connecticut. Now it
was Winsted.

| casudly asked again, “Where?’

She pointed to the shirt Iabel and looked a me. “Winged. Why?’

“l used to know aguy from Wadlingford. Is that near?’

“Pretty near. Did he go to Choate?’

“Choate. Right!”

If she hadn’t known about Wallingford or Connecticut geography, it wouldn't have struck me so
hard. If she hadn’'t said her husband died here one time, and there the next. But she did, so | did too.

“Yes, you'reright, there is one more thing. I"d like you to find out everything you can about a men
named Rick Aaron. He went to Kenyon College and died in ether Windsor or Winsted, Connecticut.”

My detective wrote this down on a pad. “Windsor or ‘Winsted 7’

“I'm not sure. Check both.”

He cdled back three days later. No Rick or Ric or Rich or Ricky or Richard Aaron ever attended
Kenyon College. No one by tha name had ever died in Windsor, Windsor Locks, Windham,
Winchester, or Winsted, Connectict.

So | told my own lie After a long telephone conversation with my brother, | told Lily he was
coming to New York. | wanted to take a break and fly there to be with him. Maybe we'd go see my
parents too. That'd be a nice surprise for them, eh?

She sad it sure would. When are you going? Day after tomorrow. So soon? Then | guess we'd
better make up for the time we're going to lose. She did into my arms, looking, smeling, feding lovdier
then ever. | redized, though, after she grunted the second or third time that it wasn't her lust for me but
thet | was hugging her too tightly. Holding on for dear life, squeezing as hard as | could in hopes I'd find a
red Lily in there somewhere behind or beneath skin and bones. A red Lily with a red child and true
higory of her own. How can you trust someone's love when you can't trust them? | remembered Mary’s
story about the people who thought they owned a dog but it turned out to be a giant rat. Her other story
too, the one about the naked woman tied to the bed while her husband lay on the floor in his Batman uit.
Dogs that are rats, love so complicated one needs bondage and Baiman to make it work. Perhaps
without knowing it, Mary was tdling me at the beginning of my reationship with the Aarons the same
thing as the detective: Stop now. Stop before you redize what you've brought home, before you start
meking the ridiculous or terrible changes necessary to fit this Stuation into your life

“| particularly like the comment one critic made about Beethoven: ‘We fed he knew what can be
known.” Wouldn't it be wonderful if someone said that about us?’

“Fuck you, Herb!” Reaching forward, | snapped off the car radio with a vicious flick. Fdl in love
and everyone everywhere, everything, every other word's suddenly “love” Lose someone and the same
goplies. Since leaving Cdifornia, 1I'd been hearing nothing but references to full knowledge, insgt,
clarity, underganding. Even an introduction to a Beethoven symphony on the radio reminded me of my
feared task. On the plane, aterminaly obnoxious woman behind me with a voice like a muscd handsaw
spoke for five loud hours about a woman named Cullen James whose autobiography had changed this
woman'slife. According to the acolyte, Cullen had somehow left her body and traveled to another land
where (as usud) she went through dl sorts of hairraisng adventures. But by gally she persevered, learned
THE TRUTH, and returned home a Whole Person. I'd seen this book in stores but one glance a the
summary on the dust jacket made me put it down fast. Beethoven is one thing. It seems possible that via



their gifts, geniuses might be able to find their way through life's maze. However, deranged housewives,
agng movie dars, or Retro 1960s gurus who announce unashamedly they hear God or
tenthousandyearold warriors tdling them the secrets of the universe... give me pause. | know if God
contacted me , I'd at least be a bit humble. The way these nuttos describe it, they're dl on a firgname
bass with Him. Besides, little dally truths are hard enough to bear. Told THE TRUTH by one who
knows would, if we survived, surdy scorch usingde and out like ablown fuse. It did me.

Driving down the New Jersey Turnpike toward Somerset, | tried to imagine the worstcase
scenarios so thet I'd be at least partidly prepared for whatever guillatine blade was about to drop across
my life | had cdled the Meers from L.A. and made an gppointment, ostensibly to look at their dogs. |
talked to Gregory, who had a pleasant but nondescript voice. In the background was the sweet datic of
yipping puppies.

| got off a the New Brunswick exit and followed his directions to ther fam. Wha was |
expecting? Probably something smdl and lovely, like a spread in House & Garden or Casa Vogue .
You know—one black Bauhaus chair to a room, exquistey rustic beams and brass hinges, a svimming
poal in back. Or nothing. A house for two broken people who were limping through the rest of their
lives, having given up on the idea of anything beyond bregthing and a sufficient roof overhead.

Whét greeted me was far worse.

As | drove down a long and remote country road, the flat, Snglestory houses leading to the
Meers address dl ran together inmy mind's eye. The kinds of places and surrounding human geography
one would expect out in the middle of a seminowhere. Rusted mailboxes, cars up on blocks in the yard,
women daring suspicioudy at you as they hung droopylooking laundry on gray lines.

Whoa | did an exaggerated double take when | saw the house. | dso said, “What the hdlll!”
because it was s0 drangdooking and so utterly, utterly out of place there. The colors struck me
firs—bloodred, black, and anthraciteblue stone. Then you saw, redized, the dazzing everywhichway
angles a which they were set. Meta piping dithered up and dong the sides of the structure like stripes of
dlvay toothpaste. What was this thing? Who would build such an interesting provocation in the middle
of that undesarving countryside?

Asl closed inon it, my next thought was it's a downed UFO! They dwaysfdl in digant cornfidds
where only indifferent cows or farmers look on. I'd recently read a columnig in the L.A. Times who'd
specificaly addressed that question. If there are creatures from other planets snooping around Earth, how
come they never land in New York or Moscow, where both the leaders and the action are? Why are
they dways sted outsde places like North Platte, Nebraska? After a gander at this steelandstone
whatever thirty yards ahead, | thought maybe I’'m about to have a close encounter.

Better to wave the flag of one's supidity than try hiding it. What | was seeing was one of the early
versons of the now renowned Brendan House.

Anwen Meer sudied architecture in college and spent summers working in the offices of Harry
Raddiffe, the famous architect. Although she didn’'t continue her studies after graduation, the subject
remained a hobby. She was content to marry Gregory and set up house. After the child was kidnapped,
her husband broke down, and she had her car “accident,” she decided the only thing in the world that
would save them would be to start life over again doing only the things that truly mattered to them. Her
father had died and left her aamdl inheritance. Along with that they sold everything they could, induding
the stocks and bonds Gregory had been buying since he was fifteen years old. In the end they had a little
under seventy thousand dollars. Anwen wisdy decided to split it in haf-thirtyfive thousand would go to
the continued search for ther son, the rest toward their new lifein New Jersey.

She loved architecture, Gregory loved dogs. In their early thirties they did what most people fed
they can do only after they retire-live the life they want. Dessert at the end of the medl. In the case of the
Meers, it was not dessert. It was the only nourishment either of them could digest. They would buy
something smple and sturdy way out in farm country where land was cheap. Over the years she would
make it theirs. He would raise his beloved French bulldogs. If they were clever and hardworking they
would make it. Nether used the word “luck” anymore. Luck is the poor man's God. Both stopped
bdievingin Him the day ther child disappeared.



It gives me such pain to write this.

| pulled up in front of thelr remarkable home three thousand days after they logt the boy. | needed
to look some more and collect my thoughts before ringing their bell. What would | say? Could | pull off
looking them over, asking certain questions that had nothing to do with dogs, and dill get away without
their becoming suspicious? Do you people know aLily Aaron? Do you know why she would know you?
Have you ever been to Los Angdes or Clevdand or Gambier, Ohio? How about a man named Rick
Aaron? Although | have a strong hunch he doesn’'t exis—

“Hi! Areyou Mr. Datllow?’

Unaccustomed to my madeup name, | il turned so quickly in the seat it mugt have looked odd.
I’d been garing blindly at the road while thinking and hadn’'t heard her come up from behind, dthough
the driveway was gravel and her boots made loud crunches when she walked, as | heard later following
her back to the house.

Whether it was the years of auffering, a hard and active life lived outsde much of the time, or
amply premature aging, Anwen's face was beauty ruined. Deep sunken eyes and too thin dl over; her
cheekbones were as prominent as ledges. Still there was so much loveliness left in the face that you
wished her head was a baloon you could pump more air in. Rl it up and shape it back out to what it
mus have once been.

“WEe ve been waiting for you. Gregory’s back in the barn. Come on, wéell go find him. Or would
you rather have a cup of teafird?

“Some teawould be great.” | thought it better to talk to her done fird, rather than take them both
on & once.

“Hne, let’sgo in the house. Do you mind if | ask how you heard about us? Did you see the ad in
Dog World 7’

| got out of the car and stood near. She was taler than I’ d firg thought. Five eght or nine, some of
it from the boots she wore, most her naturd height.

“Yes | saw the ad, but | dso heard about you from Raymond Gill.”

“Gill?I'm afrad | don't know the name.”

Nether did I, having made it up a second before. “He' s awelknown breeder in the West.”

She amiled, and oh man, the beauty she once was was very plain to see.

“People know of us out there? That' s reassuring. Greg will be so glad to hear it”

| followed her across the driveway to a thick wooden door which had a great number of different
patterns running across it like an intricate parquet floor.

“That's quite a door. It's quite a house !”

She turned and amiled again. “Yes, you ather loveit or hateit. No on€'s ever wishywashy when it
comes to our house. What do you think?’

“Too early to tdl. Firg | thought it was a spacecraft from another planet, but now I’'m getting used
toit. Isit kooky insde too?’

“Not as much. But it ain't downtoearth either! Come in, see for yoursdf.”

We werein the living room when she mentioned the boy for the first time. Urttil then, her voice and
persona had been that of a friendly tour guide. She was dearly used to showing either bewildered or
agtonished people around her house and had thus created an appropriate sdf for the role. The room was
crowned by a giant cathedrd cdlling, parts of whichHike patchwork panels-were stainedglass windows
through which different colors of light streamed down and carpeted the floor.

“Amazing. | don't know what to say about your house, Mrs. Meer.”

“Anwen.”

“Anwen. One minute it's enthralling. The next, or the next room we go into, | think I've had too
much to drink. This room is extraordinary. The way you' ve combined the stone and metd and wood, the
windows up there... It isan UFO. Otherworldly!”

“But the other rooms? Where you fdt drunk?’

| shrugged. “You can't win ‘em dl.”

“I'm glad you're honest. I'll tell you why it's like this. My husband and | have a little boy. He was



kidnapped nine years ago. Until we find him, this house will be both Brendan and everything we want to
gvehimin hislifewith us”

There was no remorse or sdfpity or goicismin the way she said it. These were the facts of her life.
She was tdling them to me but asking for nothing.

“I'm very sorry. And you have no other children?’

“No. Neither of us can concelve of another child until Brendan comes home. So my husband raises
dogs and | work on the house. One day our son will come back and we'll have lots to show him.”

Right there, at the end of her sentencein those last four or five words, | heard the smdlest hitch of
panin her voice.

“When we bought the place it was only an ugly old chicken fam. My origind idea was to create
something Brendan would like. Childlike but not childish, you know? A place with moods and colors and
tantrums.”

“Tantrums. That's alovdy idea”

She surveyed the room with hands on hips. “Yes, but it changed after we'd taken away most of
what was origindly here. Firgt | wanted it to be for him. Then | redized until he came home it had to be
for ustoo. So | made more changes. More and more and more. | was sudying to be an architect before
we got married, just so you don't think I’m completely nutd”

Shetold a little of ther history, leaving out the parts about her husband's breakdown and her car
crash. The way her verson went, they’d lost the child, changed jobs afew times, findly got a strong urge
to return to their home state and live life the way they wanted. | asked no questions. Her lies were gentle
things liesto a stranger who needn’t know more about ther ongoing pain. | don’t think she wanted my
pity so much as my understanding of why their house was so different. It was both her child and her art,
for the time being. Like some kind of impossible and heartbreaking golem, she was trying to bring it to life
with her care, love, and imagination. When the boy returned she would direct it back to him. Until then,
dl of the energy and emation she had for her child would go into trying to make this inanimate thing
animate.

Eveay room of their house was a different world. They had cut through some of the wals and
calings s0 as to build bridges linking one to the next like surred dream sequences. One bedroom was
only crooked objects a cockeyed angles. Fictures in freform frames and the only mirror were dl
mounted on the caling. A hole had literally been punched through the wall at foot leve and filled with
glass. It took a moment to redize it was a window. Another, cdled the Fal Room, contained only soft
objectsin two colors.

There are eccentrics who build houses out of CocaCola bottles or Wyoming license plates.
Architects who design churches to look like mdting candles or arports like manta rays. But the most
angular and frankly exheusting thing about the Meier house was the raw obsession a work. Anwen said
nothing about it, but it was plain she knew that if her mind sat down for atime to rest, it would redize the
deadly hopeless truth of her Stuation and destroy her. So she never redly sat down. She planned and
built and tinkered with the only link she fet she dill had to her lost child.

A little black dog waddled into the room and over to my leg. | bent over and petted it.

“That's Henry Hank. My husband names dl the puppies after old boxers. We know the customers
change the names when they get them home, so Greg gets a kick out of having a whole stable of fighters
around him for afew weeks.”

Another one camein and was introduced as Gil Diaz.

“Hdlo!”

At firg | thought her husband looked fine. Much more robust and hedthy than Anwen. Very tan
and filled out. Those were the impressions that crossed my mind when | stood up to meet him. As we
were moving toward each other, one of the dogs started barking and Gregory looked down to see what
the hubbub was. Seeing him up close, | redized his skin was tanned the unnaturd brownorange that
come from tans in a bottle. When | was a boy and that junk had just been developed, a guy in town
bought some ManTan and dathered himsdf with it. For weeks he looked like he was wearing a kind of
dreadful burntsiena lipgtick, badly layered, dl over his unfortunate body. | suppose they have improved



the product since then, but not much, by the looks of Gregory Meier.

He shook hands oddly too—a much too big and powerful burst when we firg touched and
sgueezed, then nathing. His hand went completdy flaccid. | remembered he had had a breakdown. The
longer | watched him, the more Sgns of his fragility and eccentricity were evident. In the end | had the
feding they might have “retired” to the country from their previous life because the pressure had been too
much for this man, and would be for along time.

“Darling, he says a famous breeder in the West recommended us. A man named Raymond Gill?’

“Raymond! Sure, | know Raymond. Nice man. What does he raise agan?’

“Pugs, that’s right. Nice man.”

He cleared his throat much too often. He paid such dramatic, overly close atention to what others
sad, even when it was trivid lighterthanair chitchat, that it was disconcerting. He tried so hard and thet's
what made it so fucking sad. He wanted you to think you were a very important person to him, despite
having met only minutes before. He wasn't a sycophant or a gladhander either. He probably did like me,
because | was nice and pleasant while there, but the pathos was in hisrictus amile, a handshake that died
after too much fird squeeze, the scaryadoring way he looked at his wife. By comparison, she was the
strongest person on earth.

The most embarrassng moment came in the middle of a discusson about the merits of the French
bulldog over other breeds. Gregory broke off what he was saying and grinned. “Do you know whet H.
L. Mencken cdled Cavin Coolidge? ‘A dreadful little cad.” The tongue should never show in these dogs,
as|’'m sure you know.”

The change from dogs to Mencken to dog tongues came so fast it took several seconds to regigter.
I'm sure | overreacted, because when | turned to Anwen, she was frowning and puckering her lips a me
asif to say, “Sssh! Don't show him you heard.” This wild skid from one sde of his mind to another
happened again twice while Gregory spoke but | pretended not to notice.

So what was worse, his brittleness? The way the Meiers lavished their ghosily love on each other
and those gargoyle dogs? Or smply the power of ther house? The house/monument/golem they'd
needed and built to replace their lost child.

It was quiet torture remaining there that long, sad afternoon. | needed more than anything to get
away and think. To gt in a bar or a hotel room, a corner anywhere done where | could talk to mysdf
about whet to do next.

| was ninetyfive percent certain Lincoln Aaron was their son. But there remained things to do to
meke sure. | did them in New York by contacting yet another detective agency and having them check
out Lily's “parents,” Joe and Frances Margolin, in Cleveland. No one by ether name had lived in that
aty for thirty years. The same was true about a child named Lincoln Aaron, purportedly born in
Clevdand eight or nine or ten years before. No hospital or governmenta bureau there had any record.

Why am | getting ahead of mysdf here and tdling the most important part of the story before it
happened? Because | dready knew the truth that day Stting in the Meers' living room. Sitting on a soft
couch with a cup of aromatic tea, | knew the woman | loved more than any person on earth was a
caimind and a monger. Kidnapping is mongtrous. Like murder and rape, it undermines the only red
givenswe havein life my life, my sexudity, the issue of my blood are my own.

Lincoln once made up a story about crows with blue eyes. It wasn't good or interesting, but his
imege of those inky birds with azure eyes haunted me long after. Crows are smart, sneaks, loudmouths. |
like them very much for whet they are. If | saw one dtting on a branch smoking a cigar I'd laugh and
think yes, that’ s right. But blue eyes belong to babies, angels, Swedes; put them in a crow and the funny
goes awvay. The imp becomes perverse. Severa phone cdls away from knowing my love was a
nightmare, | couldn’t rid my mind of the boy’simage. A crow with blue eyes. His mother, my friend and
love, the very worst kind of human being. Crows with blue eyes. Lily Aaron, kidnapper.

When the vigt was over, after I'd seen the house and dl the dogs and we' d talked until the three of
us were in a lateafternoon stupor of too much information and too many words, they waked me to my
rentd car. | thanked them for their time. To get out of having to buy a dog, | told them what | redly



wanted was a gray one, which they didn’'t have. One of their femaes was due to give birth in a few
weeks and I'd cdl to find out if a gray was among the litter. When Anwen asked for my address and
telephone number in Portland (where | supposedly lived), I made them up.

As| was turning the key in the ignition, Gregory touched my arm and asked me to wait a second.
He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a sheet of white paper. While he carefully unfolded it, |
glanced at Anwen, who looked uncomfortable and embarrassed for the firg time thet day.

“I'm sure you haven't, but | ask everyone we mest. | know it's crazy, but I'm sure you'll
understand. Anwen told you what happened to our son. Thisis what they think he'd look like today. The
police have these machines that can draw a face in a kind of longterm projection. Take someone who's
five years old, press the button, and you get an idea of what they’d look like a twenty. It's redly
amazing, but they say with a baby it's very hard.” Gregory’'s face wavered, fel, rose, tried to amile,
couldn’t. “The bones are so soft when they’re that young. They don’'t have much diginctiveness in their
faces then. Y ou've never seen a boy out therein Portland who looks anything like this, have you?’

Cold, cold, such cold poured across my heart and froze me. Teking his bent sheet of paper, |
forced mysdf to look. But for long seconds | honestly couldn’t focus on what was there. My life was in
my hands and that isthe find danger.

When the anxiety settled some and | saw the drawing, it was with the most horrid rdief that |
redized it wasn't my boy! The eyes were wrong, the round cheeks, a chin that was soft when it should
have been unusudly prominent. This wasn't Lincoln. For a moment | fet absolved. Thereé's no way
Brendan Meier is Lincoln Aaron. Hooray! Thank God. Amen. Then came the most perverse synapse,
for | fdt aterrible urge to say, “He doesn't look like this. The eyes are much deeper. He has Lily’s wide
mouth. His hair—=" And | didn’'t know if | was meaning their boy or our boy or the same boy. My heart
was the firg to know. This was the moment to tdl the truth, but my heart went both secret and dead to
them. | was dmog sure of Lily's crime againgt this couple but could amogt physcdly fed my whole sf,
darting with my heart, turning away. There s a proverb tha says a person has a chance a the splendor of
God twicein hislife-oncein early adolescence and again when heisfortyfive or fifty. Conversdly, | could
literdlly fed mysdf embracing evil then. Perhaps | would come back later and tdll them the truth, or go to
Lily and confront her, but now | handed their picture back, made a smdl gpologetic amile, and said no,
sorry. What was worse, seeing the pain on Gregory's face as he took it and looked at the drawing for
the millionth time or Anwen's glance of pity a her husband? Or was it even the drawing itdf, this bad
counterfeit of a boy’s face that was so much handsomer and full of character in red life.

Driving away, | watched them in the rearview mirror until | passed over a smdl crest and they
were gone. Only then did | become aware of the pressure in my bladder. It fdt like I'd explodeif | didn’t
piss immediady. There were no houses around or cars coming down the road, so | stopped, jumped
out, undid my pants, and barely wrestled it free in time before the suff blew out of mein afury.

Despite dl of the terrible matters flying around in my head, it was bliss to pee. All the complicated,
perverse, and dangerous things that had happened and were sure to come, none was maore important
then this dumb little function | did ten times a day.

“Winner and dill champeen, the cock!” | announced to the New Jersey countryside. Which
reminded me of Lily's sweet curiogty about my penis. One of the firg times we went to bed, afterward
she hed it in her hand and inspected, jiggled, poked it until 1 raised my head from the pillow and asked if
she was conducting a science project. No, she'd just never had the nerve to look at one so closdly.

“Never? You didn't even look at Rick’s?”

“Naa, | was dways too shy. | dways fdt sdfconscious, you know?’ She looked up from her
position across my thighs and beamed. Partners in crime. Such a happy, comfortable moment. So adult
and childlike at once, like playing Doctor. It was around thet time | began thinking how deeply | loved
this woman.

I had two options—fight or flight. | doubt if many people ever serioudy consider running away from
their lives dtogether. It is ether childish or desperate, and luckily few of us behave like that or experience
such dark extremes. | knew one woman who was beaten very badly by her husband. An hour after he
left the house for work, she packed asmdl bag and took ataxi to the airport. Charging a ticket to New



York on his credit card (wanting him to think she’d gone there), she paid cash for a ticket to London.
The ploy worked, and by the time he found her months later, she was safe and wdl protected.

In comparison, that seemed so cutanddried. Her life was threatened and she ran. My gStuation, “my
danger,” was more complex and tricky. Yet inthis era of quick relationships, when people go from A to
Z a the speed of light and then separate, | could have gotten away with saying to Lily: I'm sorry, but this
it going to work, byebye. The easy, despicable way out, but given the dternative... Plus what was
the dternative? I'm sorry, sweetheart, but | have to tdl the police about you.

Sometimes the solution to a problem comes so quickly and resolutely thet it leaves no trace of
doubt about what must be done.

While | was driving back up the turnpike toward New Y ork, my mind was fidgeting wildy about
what to do. Traffic was busy but not enough to heed. The radio was on loud, tuned to a rock gation; my
companion for the trip.

There were so damned many Lilys in this. The Lily | knew. The Lily | thought | knew. Lily the
kidnapper. Lily—

“Hey!”

Inafar part of my mind I had heard the sound of avery loud car ratling up behind on the left. But
turnpikes are full of danging clunkers you ignore and just hope they don’t strangle you with their exhaudt.

“Hey, fuckhead!”

In the middle of my muddle | looked quickly toward the shout. Right out my window, a man was
pointing agun a me. He wore a huge grin and every few seconds kept ydling, “Hey! Hey! Hey!” Then
he laughed a screech and, before | could move, pulled the trigger and the gun exploded.

| pitched the car to the right. Because | was in the dow lane, | hit no one. Screech and his driver
both howled with ddight and, danking louder, their car sped up and away.

Braking, | pulled further over onto the shoulder of the road. Why wasn't | dead? He mug have
fired a blank. Why would he do that? Why hadn't | panicked and crashed? Luck. Or blessed. Why had
he shot & me? Because. Life gives no explanations or excuses. We re the ones who think them up.

Sitting there trembling and cursing, thanking God Almighty for this break, | fdt the moment dowly
uwind and pass. Adrendine stopped pumping terror and rdief through me and shakily my own life with
its present and future returned.

Lily returned too, and what filled my mind once the scaredtodeath feding passed was immense
love for her. Love no matter what. Death one moment, Lily Aaron the next. | had survived and, returning
to life, thought firg of her. It was clear she was dl that mattered. Cars rammed and rummed by on the
left, night was purpling the sky. | would go back to her. | had to find a way to bring our love and a new
life together through thiswal, thisworld of fire we now faced.

| rang the doorbell but no one answered. After waiting a while longer | used my key. It was three
in the afternoon. Lincoln would 4ill be in school, Lily a the restaurant. Dropping my bag on the floor, |
andled the familiar bouquet of home-scented candles, dog, cigarette smoke, Lily's Grey Hannd
cologne. As | walked dowly through the place, it struck me as a kind of museum now—a museum of our
lifeasit had been. Everything the same, everything different. Thisis where we played Scrabble together,
that iswhere | spilled chili sauce on the carpet. A comic book of Lincoln's was on the table. | picked it
up and riffled through the pages.

Lincoln. This new world centered on him now, and the contradiction, if that was the word, was
that he was one terrific kid. Smart and wel adjusted, he often had a sense of humor and ingght that made
hm ared pleasure to live with. Who knows how much we're born with and how much is a result of
upbringing and education. From living with the Aarons and waching the way the two interacted, |
believed Lily was a great mother and had had a profoundly postive effect on the boy. That was part of
the problem: she was so good for him.

Cobb was lying on his big bed in the kitchen. When he saw me, his long tall whacked the floor a
couple of times. | waved helo and that was enough for him. He groaned contentedly and closed his eyes.



For want of something to do, | opened the refrigerator. In among the bottles and bags was a white
day figure of what looked vagudy like one of the charactersinmy “Paper Clip.” Why it was in the fridge
was a mystery, but such enigmas are common when you live with a tenyearold. Taking it carefully off the
meta shdf, | turned it dowly inmy hand. Was the artis ten years old, or nine as the Meiers had said? |
thought constantly about that sad fragile couple, their house and the scarred life they led. How thrilled
they would be if they were shown this figure and told who'd made it. How much joy it would give them
to know it was by their son, who was wel and happy. Likefilling ther lungswith ar dl the way instead of
shdlow bresths.

“Max! You're back!”

Log inthought, | hadn’t heard the door close. Turning, | fdt amdl arms grab me from behind and
hold tight.

“Max, where have you been? | missed you so much! Did you see my “Paper Clip” statue? | made
it for you. You know who it is? You like it?’

| took himinmy arms and closed my eyes astight as | could. That way the world stayed outside a
moment. Besides, | had begun to cry as soon as | knew it was him. There was no way to stop it.

“I likeit very much, Linc. It's the perfect welcomehome present. I'm redly happy to be back.”

“Metoo! We didn’'t do anything while you were gone. But we talked about you alot.”

“Redly? That's greet.”

He pulled away and looked up a me. “You're crying?’

“Yup, ‘cause I’'m o glad to see you.”

He grabbed me again and hugged harder. “You'll stay home now, won't you?’

| nodded, halding him to me, rocking us back and forth. “Yes, I'm here now.”

“Max, I've got alot to tdl you. Remember that kid Kenneth Spilke | told you about? The kid who
threw the chalk at me?’

Through a fog of jet lag, love, and concern about how | would react when | saw his mother, |
ligened as Lincoln unrolled the carpet of his life snce | had been gone. So much had happened! A
pitched playground battle with Kenneth Spilke over a girl, a tlephone conversation with that same girl
about kids they both hated, and a test in school on the digestive system, then two lousy medis Lily had
cooked one right after the other when he had spedificdly told her he didn’t want broccoli again... It was
grest to hear him toot on about these matters. | watched and listened to him with full attention. If only life
forever could be these minutes, full of fifthgrade news and expectancy about when his mother would be
home. Ironicaly, other times | would have listened with only haf an ear to this wrapup, the other hdf for
an opening door. Now he had it dl because he was the only normd |eft inmy life

“And what' s up with your mama?’

“| told you, she cooked these two gross meals—’

“No, | mean what dse ? What's she been doing?’

He shrugged and licked his tongue back and forth over his teeth. “I don’'t know. Working, |
guess”

| would' ve taken that as suffident if | had not happened to look up and see the expression on his
face. Lincoln wasn't good at hiding things. He was too open and friendly; wanted you to know what was
gaing onin hislife

“What, Linc? What isit?’

He glanced & me, couldn't keep his eyes there, looked away. It made me frown. “What's the
meatter?’

“l didn't know if you'd come back.”

“What ? What do you mean?’

“l don't know. | thought maybe you were leaving us for good.” His voice got much louder. “I
mean, why should you stay around? Maybe you don'’t like us anymore or something.”

“Lincaln, why are you saying this? Where did you get the idea—’

“I don’t know. It was jugt kinda surprisng when you went away like that. Zippo and you were
gone. How was | supposed to know?’



“Because | would never do that to you. | would never just wak out on you. I'm your friend.
Friends don't do that to each other.”

| gestured for him to come and St on my lgp. We talked some more but | could barely follow what
he was saying because my mind was working so fad.

“Max?

“Yegh?’

“Did you bring me anything from New Y ork?’

“Surel Sure | did. How could | forget? Come on.” | went to my suitcase and got out the Tshirt and
basketball sneakers I'd bought imin New Jersey.

“You got ‘em, Max! They're exactly what | wanted. Oh, you're great! Thank you!”

It's 0 easy to win akid's heart with presents. He' d been wanting the trendy shirt and shoes a long
time but Lily refused to buy them because they were ridiculoudy expensive.

“Do you want to see them? Should | put them on?’

“Of course! Are you kidding? Y ou have to wear them for the rest of your life”

He held the shoesin one hand, the shirt in the other. Looking a me, he dropped them and hugged
meagan. “You're the best, Max. Just the best .”

While he worked to put them on, | tried as best | could to grill im in a subtle way. Had anything
happened while | was gone? Anything specid or different? How had Lily acted? He was much more
interested in the new shoes- got modly “1 dunno” and 1 guess’ in answer to my questions.

A car door dammed outside, followed by the sound of a key turning in the lock. “Anybody
home?’

“Here we are, Mom. Max’s back!”

“Thank God.”

Suddenly there were flurries of sound in the kitchen—Cobb' s tall hitting the floor, Lily talking to him,
something being placed heavily on a counter, some chatter from her that was too far away to be
understood. Then there she was. It fdt to me like we were medting for the first time. My heart beat hard.

“You didn't answer. How's your brother?” She saled into the room on a cloud of love and
sdfconfidence. | was home, we were afamily again. She didn’t know what | knew. | was afraid of what
ghe hadn’t told me. How much different could our hearts have been at that shared moment in our lives?

My brother ? What did he have to do with this? At the last second | luckily remembered 1’d gone
to New York ogensbly to see Saul.

“He' s okay. Naughty as usud. Making lots of money.”

She strode over and gave me a big long kiss. “We missed you. Lincoln said | talked about you too
much.” She looked like a great med; you didn’t know where to start first. Sirens were going off in my
head and heart, love bats swooping and lifting, men on pogo sticks bouncing around wooden floors.
How was | supposed to fed about this? Or ded with it? | adored this woman. Lusted after her every
spent breath. She terrified me.

“Wel, bucko, tdl the truth, are you glad to be home with us?’

Before | could answer, Lincoln picked up a leg and stuck it in her face. “Ma, check out the
sneaks! Air Jordans. He got ‘em for mein New York.”

“Y ou bought those things? Are you out of your mind?’

“l guess 0.”

“l guess s too, but it's anice mind. We're extremdy glad to have it back.”

When Lincaln Ieft to show his shoes to a friend in the neighborhood, Lily and | stayed in the living
room.

“Why are we suddenly so quiet? Have we dready run out of things to tdl each other? How was
New York?

“Someone shot a me”

“What do you meaen?’

“A guy shot a me while | was driving.” Grateful for a story to tdl so | could stay away from the
important subject, | dragged it out, exaggerating here and there, meking it even worse than it was. Not so



that 1 would appear heroic or more levelheaded, but because tdling a woman a sory is one of the
greatest pleasuresin life. Holding ther attention, seeing thair reaction, making them laugh or rear back in
shock or wonder... The woman you love is the true listener, the supreme audience. Even when she is
dangerous and you are afrad of her.

Lily heard me out. When | was finished, she put her head down on her Iap and mumbled.

“What?

She looked up. “I don't know what | would have done.”

“| was very spooked.”

“I'm not talking about spooked, I'm taking about life . If I’d answered the telephone and heard
some Sate trooper in New York cdling to say you were dead, | don't know what | would' ve done.”
She closed her eyes. “I might have gone mad. Yeah, | think I’ d have gone crazy. | thought about you un
endingly when you were gone, Max. Like | was sixteen again and in love for the firg time. | passed a
flower store and wanted to go in and get you some for your desk, those white tulips you like so much.
Even though you weren't here. | bought stupid little presents and hid them under your pillow. | couldn’t
wait to hear what you' d say. But so what, that’s love, right? Remember | told you when | masturbate, my
fantasy is dways a face ess man who makes love to me? Even that changed. When | did it thistime it was
you there, and the more | could remember about you, your voice or the way your hands touch me, the
hotter | got. | masturbated dl the time, Max. You and | fucked and fucked and couldn’t get enough. We
never got tired. We did it on beaches, in cars, other people’s beds, everywhere. One time | imagined us
doing it on Ibrahim’s desk in the back of the restaurant. It was so strong. | couldn’t stop thinking about it.
| wanted you so much.” She stood up. “Come on, let’s do it now while Lincoln's out.”

“Lily="

“No, | don't want to talk anymore. | don’t want to think about dying or you being away. It was
hard enough for that short time. | want to make love now and smdl you. | want that great smdl dl around
me | just want more right now, Max. Okay? Tdl me your other Suff later. Come on.” She took my hand
and pulled me toward the bedroom. More eratic than anything was the way she hdd my hand. She kept
queezing it and letting it go dack, asif her hand itsdf had its own pulse, or a way of hurried breething.
Squeeze, stop, squeeze, stop.

She wore purple socks. White sneakers and purple socks. She sat on the bed and flipped her
shoes off but kept the socks on. The glver belt buckle on her jeans was jerked open, then the
stttttrrrrutttt when the pants buttons came undone one fagt after the other.

“Hurry. Hurry hurry hurry.” She pulled the sweater over her head and she wore no bra. Her
breasts dropped heavily out of the soft wool. She sat in bikini panties, aams stretched behind her, and
watched while | wrestled out of my clothes. When my dacks were off, she reached into my underpants
and touched my cock. Her hands were freezing cold. | amost jumped back. She wouldn't let go. Pulling
me gently toward her, she took it in her mouth and the coldtowarm was so sharp and quick that | fdt my
knees dmog go. Lily didn't like sucking cock because it made her fed cheap and whorey. Knowing that,
| never asked her to do it. What good is sex when it's not wanted? So was this a oneofakind
welcomehome gift, or did she genuindy desire to do it? Unsure, | eased mysdf out of her mouth and
kndlt down so we were face to face. “Don’'t. You don't have to—*

“l want to.”

“No. The other’s enough.” Pushing her back on the bed, | pinned her arms above her head and
ran my tongue up the long course of her neck. Her throat worked up and down and | thought she was
trying to swalow. But then she began crying, gasping. | got off her. Shelay on her back, arms above as if
dill held down. Eyes open, tears rolled down the sSides of her facein a steady stream.

“l missed you so much. | got scared, | missed you so goddamned much. It's not right to be like
that; it's not hedlthy. I'm not a weak person. I'm not , but look a how | was acting. You weren't even
gone that long.” She lifted her head off the bed and looked a me. “Maybe | shouldn’t be tdling you this.
You could kill mewith it if you wanted. You could twis mein haf.”

Waking in an hour before, | was resolved to have it out. Face her with what | knew and demand
an explanation. But my resolve began dipping with Lincoln's happy greetings and many kisses. Now this



Saing her inthe eye, | said the truth but she naturaly misunderstood. “1 know you.”

“You know me better than anyone. Better than anyone ever has”

“l know you.”

“Yes Fuck me”

“All these things you haven't’< entered her hard-*told me!”

“Yes” Her legs wrapped around my waist. | fdt the socks on my back. Her arms tightened
around my neck. “ Secrets. Crybaby. Secrets.”

“l hate them.”

She stopped moving.

“l hate your secrets.”

The fear on her face turned into a amile. “Take them. Take them al. Fuck me now. You can have
themadl.”

| pushed as hard as | could. She closed her eyes, chuckled.

“l want them. Promise me~”’

“Jud do this now. Yes, that. Whatever you want. Whatever you want. You...”

It was so good. And when it was over, the boy would come home and we three would st & the
kitchen table and be afamily again.

Lily came quickly, which was not like her, but then kept pumping and moving, keeping it going as
long as she could. “Max, | love you. Oh, Max.” She rose and fdl. Her eyes were shut above a huge
amile | watched. Haf of me swam in her like a sea, the other hdf watched. Watched her from as far
away as the moon.

“ Absence makes the heart lose weight.”

Gus Duveen looked at Ibrahim like he was a bad smell. “What does that mean?’

“Thisisasaying in Saru. It iswhat Lily felt when Max was not here. | had an unde who married a
woman who turned into paper. Thisis not uncommon, but he did not know it until it was dmogt too late”

Squeezing my knee under the table, Lily leaned over and whispered, “I love lbrahim’s stories.”

“My uncle went on a business trip to Umm Hujul and met a woman there. They fdl medly in love
and he asked to marry her. This was dl right and everything went according to plan. After the wedding,
they returned to Saru and he created a household for her. Then he is a businessman, so he must go out
and return to work. He is atraveling sdlesman dl over the Middle East but no big worry. He told his new
wife he would be coming back every week to see her. Now, the first time he returned, she was happy to
see him but was much, much lighter. When he picks her up in bed, she dmost floats out of hisarms. “You
mud eat something!” he says, but they are so glad to see each other nothing more is said about it. The
next time he returns to his house, she is fifteen times lighter. She can wak on water now, but no one is
impressed because she is not holy, only skinny. My unde thinks this is not love, but blackmail: this is her
way of making him stay a home. So hetdls her he did not marry a bdloon, and if she wants to lift off the
earth, he will not be interested in her anymore. Desperate, she says, ‘ Take me with you and | will do
anything.” ‘ Are you crazy? Women do not go with men to their business” But she is very stubborn and
says, ‘“Wel then, unless | can be near you dways, | will lose the rest of my weight and disappear. |
cannot hdlp it. My body loves you too and hasits own mind. | don’t want to die, but if it wants to it will,
husband.’”

Lily caressed the ingde of my thigh. Since returning from New Y ork, I'd experienced a completely
new sde of her: hungry, worried, agitated. We made love more than ever before, but her body stayed
tight as a Srung bow and never seemed to relax. Even when we' d finished and lay there in the cam dark,
| felt her tension. Too soon she would want to start again and | had to catch up to her desire. Out of the
bedroom, she was ovely bright and peppy. There were few quiet moments anymore; out of the
bedroom everything had to be ether in mation or in the planning stage. | had the feding she indinctively
knew what I’d discovered and wanted to steer our lives avay from that moment of truth, that moment of
impact. Aslong as she kept moving, taking, planning... the disastrous facts could be avoided. Yet how
could she know what 1I'd found? | knew about women's eerie sense of intuition, but did it go this far?



Were they that dairvoyant?

Onmy part, | amply hadn’t had the courage to confront her. | judtified this cowardice by figuring |
wanted to observe her a while with my new knowledge in hand. Scrutinize someone from a different
postion and you see new things. Look a them with Xray eyes and their beauty becomes bones and
blood, curves, dips, cdls, cause and effect.

“But God does not |et us love someone only alittle while” Tbrahim reached over and touched Gus
on the arm. His grumpy lover amiled back a him and nodded. “My unde was a man fird and a
businessman second. He loved hiswife and did not want to see her turn into air. What could he do? One
day right before he was to leave again, they were playing together. You know the way lovers play. He
had a balpoint pen, and because the point was not out, he pressed it to hiswifeé s neck and pretended to
write something. Now remember how thin she was. He kept on doing it. But you know what happened?
Shewas 0 dender that her blood rose up to the edge of her skin when the pen touched over it, like fish
to food in the aguarium. And then there was his name, written in blue blood benegth his poor skinny
wifé s skin! My uncle was horrified but fascinated too, of course. Once he saw this and showed her, he
wrote many other things too and dl of them stayed visble on her the longest time. Hours, probably.”

“Fucking guy used hiswife for a pad, and they lived happily ever after,” Gus said, ruining the end
of the story.

Ibrahim was delighted. “You're so smart, Gus. That's right. He took his wife to his busness
mestings now and could explain her presence there when he said he would be taking notes on her during
the meeting. If nobody believed him, he would just show them how it worked. She became his paper.”

A moment later Ib was caled to the phone and got up from the table, leaving the rest of us to ook
a each other in the wake of this story. Gus spoke firg.

“Sometimes | genuindy think he bdlieves them.”

Lily waved him off. “Oh, he does not. HE' s just being entertaining.”

“But they dl have some kind of point, don't they? They’re not just Arabian Nights” Sulliven Band
spoke. “What was that one about?’ She was due to go on duty in a few minutes. “Sometimes | use his
doriesin our drama group. As exercises. The only thing | got from this was women are weak and'll do
anything to be by their men. Sexigt!”

“It's not about weak women, it's about transformation. What happens to us, or what we are
willing to do for the people we love”

“That' s right, Max.”

‘| agree.”

Sullivan held up both hands. “1 think you're wrong, but c’'est la vie . | have to go be a waitress”
She stood and waked to the kitchen, passng lbrahim on the way. They spoke for a moment, then
continued in their different directions. When he got to the table, he grinned at me.

“You think my uncle s story’ s about love, Max?’

“Whatever it's about, | liked it. Would you mind if | used some of it in * Paper Clip'?’

“No, that would be an honor. Does everybody have enough to eat? Yes? Because I'm sorry but
Gus, Lily, and | have to go and tak to aman about sdmon. Come, partners, the sdmon man iswaiting.”

The three of them waked out together, leaving Alberta Band and me at the table. Lunch for
employees at Crowds and Power was a fullblown effar, sarting around eeven and continuing for the
mog part until they were done and not when the doors opened for the day to the public. | loved eding
with them, ligening to their stories, offering some of my own. The restaurant was a United Nations, a
hotel lobby of comings and goings, gredtings and goodbyes. The food was good, the people who
prepared and presented it intriguing.

“Max, can | ask afavor?

“Sure”

“l never told you, but I'm aredly big fan of your comic strip. Could you draw me a little sketch of
the two guys in it? Nothing elaborate or involved. 1’d love to frame it and put it on the wdl of my

gpartment.”
“Alberta, I'd love to. Do you warnt it drawn on something specid?’



“No, anything would be greet.”

“I’'ve got a nice sketchpad in the car. Let me go get it and I'll do one in there. But gick
aroundH’ve got an idea and need you hereto do it.”

When | returned, she had combed her hair and freshened her lipstick.

“Okay, gt right where you are. | need you for about ten minutes”

Albertaiis a goodlooking woman, so it was a pleasure to use her as amodd.

“What're you doing?’

“Keep your pants on. You'll see when I'm finished. Turn your head a little to the left. Yeah! Like
that. Stay Hill.”

We chatted while | drew and she gave up trying to guess what | was doing.

“Alberta, tdl me about Lily. Whatever comes to your mind. | dways like to hear what other
people have to say about her.”

Rather than ask what | meant, she folded her handsin her 1gp and looked into the near distance.

“She was the one who hired us, you know. Sulliven and I’d been working at this dreary deli up on
the Strip. The boss pinched our asses too many times, so we hauled freight out of there. Not many places
hire two people at atime, and you'd be surprised a how biased they are againgt hiring sisters. Like the
two of you'rein cahoots and' |l sted ‘em blind. Anyway, we heard there might be something here and we
came down for an interview. Firgt thing | saw when | camein the door was Mabdean, who'd just cut off
dl hishair and looked like abig black geniein a bottle. | turned to my sster and said, ‘I'll wash floors for
this placeif he works here’” Gus came around but wouldn't deign to talk to us, Ibrahim was out, and we
waited around till findlly Lily asked if she could help us. We thought she owned the place, judging by the
way people kowtowed to her. | don't think we talked ten minutes before she gave us both jobs and then
aweek later Mabdean and | moved in together.

“What do | think of her, asde from the fact the woman turned my life around so | was findly
happy for the firg time in years? | think she's solid and redly caring. But I'll tdl you something. The
moment you asked me that question, this one funny thing came to me immediately. You know how she
likes biographies? Always reading about someon€e's life, but it's never redly one kind of person or
another. Composers, businessmen, Hitler... | guess she judt likes knowing how other people lived, huh?
Anyway, once she was reading the autobiography of John Huston, the director. | asked if | could borrow
it when she was done. When she gave it to me, there was one thing marked. Love her as | do, | think
she's extremdy and retentive about her books, because every one I’ ve borrowed is in perfect condition,
no matter if they’re hardcover or paperback. All my books are very well lived in, you could say. But she
lent me this Huston autobiography and insde there was a passage tipped with one of those orange
markers kids use in school. | was so shocked to see it. That's dl-judt that one the whole three or four
hundred pages, but | remember it because I'd never seen it done in any of her books. It said, ‘I've had
ninelives so far, and | regret every one of them.””

I had to will my head to stay down and my hand to keep drawing. “What was it agan?’

“’I've had nine lives so far, and | regret every one of them.” | mean, that does not sound like Lily
Aaron to me. To tdl you the truth, | think she can be alittle screechy sometimes, and a bit tightlipped, but
intoto she hasit together. A hdl of alot more than me, that's for sure. | mean, a nice son, a semifamous
boyfriend... Hey, an | ever going to get to see your picture?’

| turned the pad around and handed it to her. Across the top was written: “Alberta and the Band.”
I’d drawn her and my characters holding hands, taking a bow, asif after a performance.

“Max, that's fabuloud Thank you.”

She pulled it carefully off the pad and kissed my cheek. “I know exactly where I'm going to put it.
I'll tell you one last thing about Lily. A few months before she met you, there were a couple of actors in
here one night making trouble. They were drunk and got uglyrowdy. Mabdean usudly takes care of
things like that, but it was his day off. Firgt Ib, then Gus tried to talk them down, but these assholes were
out of contral. This was ther party and they were goin’ to do it their way, fuck you very much. Things
sarted getting out of hand and someone said maybe we should cdl the cops. But Lily said no. She
reached into her purse, pulled out this little black gadget that 1ooked like a light meter, and went over to



them. Without saying a word, she touched one, then the other on the arm and these guys flipped off their
barstools onto the floor like they’d been shot. Neither moved, and the whole place got red quiet red
fadt. Lily stood there like Madame Gundinger and put the black thing back in her bag. The only comment
she made was ‘They’ll come around in a few minutes” She had one of those totdly illegd cattle prod
things you use againg muggers. The kind that shoot out five trillion volts into whoever’s trying to jump
you. ZAP and ZAP-on the floor like dead mest. That took bald | don't know if I'd have the nerve to
use one. I’ ve heard they can cause some serious permanent damage if you do it wrong or touch a guy in
the wrong place. But your girlfriend didn’t hesitate a second. These guys crossed the line and she zapped
them. ZZZZ7. You should have heard the sound. Like this high cracking. Phew. It dill gives me the
shivers”

“What happened to the men?’

“Nothing. We carted them into the kitchen until they came to and then they took off. No one ever
told them what happened either. They had absolutely no idea what hit ‘em.”

“Where d Lily get the zapper?”’

“Wouldn't say. Even when | said | wanted to get one, she wouldn't tell. What nerve, hun? Walk
up to a stranger and dtick ‘em with that. Something else too- was looking at her face when she did it.
Max, it was real cool. Not scared or nervous, like you'd expect. Tough. | would not make that woman
pissed off if | were you.

“Timeto go. Thanks amillion for the drawing. | can’t wait to show Mabdean.”

| sat at the empty table finishing my med and my drawing. | started by sketching a little boy and a
gant dog sanding Sde by side. Guess who? In the next frame, a basebal comes flying in from the sde.
Next frame, bdl hits boy on the head. Next frame he goes down. The drawing became amogt automatic.
| wasn't redlly sure what was up, so | let my hand continue. The kid lies motionless. His dog watches for
aframe, then picks him up in its mouth and carries him to a house. It's obvioudy not the boy’s home,
because when the people open the door and see what's there, both throw up ther hands and scream.
The dog is scared into dropping his bundle and running away. They pick up the gtillunconscious boy and
bring him insde. | stopped there and checked my watch. 1I'd been working dmos two hours but
something was definitdy up—my brain hatching an idea in this, its vocabulary for the day. | went on. At
fird, Alberta and Sullivan kept coming round asking if | wanted anything, but after | sad no, thanks
enough times they left me adone. The restaurant filled with the lunch crowd and the women were busy
enough with their customers.

The couple bring the boy into the bedroom and lay him down on their bed. Until now there'd been
no didoguein the story, no captions, no words. | decided to keep it that way. The man and woman ook
a each other and amile foxily. He runs out of the room and comes back in the next picture with a giant
tool and paint boxes. Bending over the unconscious child, the two of them go to work on him. Sawing,
painting, hammering, things fly up in the air—clothes, bones, a sneaker. Arms and legs, tools and flurries of
wild work. The woman runs out of the room and returns with a bizarre, forbidding tool. Holding it in front
of her, she literdly dives back into the high dust cloud that’ s risen above the bed. The two step out of it a
moment for a rest, but magicdly the melee of flying objects and dust continues without them. They leap
back in. The cloud disappears, but dl we see are their two backs and many working ams over the
bed/operating table.

In the next frame the boy is Stting up, but looks completely different. He is obvioudy 4ill dazed
from the smack on the head and the trandorming operation. Holding up a mirror, he looks a his
reflection with no recognition. Next, the three of them are at a table edting a big turkey dinner. The little
oguy’'s plate isfull and he's amiling. There's someone at the door. Closeup of a hand going BANG BANG
BANG. Closeup of “parents’ exchanging worried looks. Mom answers. Outside, two sadfaced adults
gtand next to the big dog who brought the kid here. Ther€ s a discussion. Closeup of four mouths taking
a each other smultaneoudy. But it'splain the new parents lie to the redl: Are you crazy? HE's our boy.
Look at him, does he look like either of you? Not at dl. Not one speck. The red parents and dog leave
together, brokenhearted. The dog looks back over its shoulder as the three of them wak away into a sad
sunset. In the meantime back at the dinner table, something el se terrible is happening-the boy’ s body and



face are coming apart and beginning to met.

“Cooool, Max. Definitdy gross” Lincoln dropped his school bag on the chair next to mine and,
leening on my shoulder, bent over for a better look. He was holding a sandwich they’d probably made
for imin the kitchen. “Elvis, you gotta see this”

Blvis Packard, Lincoln's best friend, came over and condescended to look while devouring one of
the restaurant’ s fat eclairs. | fdt like snetching it out of his hand. | didiked Elvis so much that anytime he
came within radar range, my tongue turned dry in my throat and | could barely greet the little shit. The
son of two movie agents, he had the manners of ahungry jacka and generdly behaved like a spoiled brat
gone nuclear. Worse, he was only ten but already capable of serioudy nasty things. Even worse, Lincoln
was fascinated by him and the two were inseparable.

“Hi, Linc. Elvis how are you?' He chewed. He stared a me. He said nothing. “Are you speaking
today, EIVoid? How about ‘Hi, Max, nice to see you'?’ Both Lincoln and | looked a him to see if
there'd be a response. There wasn't. “Elvis granted we don't like each other. But | don't like you for
good reasons-you' re rude and sneaky. You don’'t like me because you don't like anything, and because
I'm probably the only person who ever taked to you like this. Therefore, let’s work out a ded: we're
alowed to didike each other, but we must remain avil. Know what that means? We say hdlo, goodbye,
please, and thank you. That's dl. Those are the rules from now on. If you fal to follow them, | have the
right to squeeze your eyebdls into your sockets until you become avil again.”

Lincoln was giggling but Elvis was not.

“Why are you dways mean to me?’

“Because you threw a hamgter againg awall. Because you hit my son on the head with a flaghlight.
Because you step on our dog's tal whenever you don't think anyone's watching. Because of two
hundred other reasons. However, Lincoln likes you, so | will endure you. But behave around me, sweetie
pie. I'm bigger than you.”

We dueled with our eyes a moment until the little poltroon looked away. I’'m sure he was planning
some later outrage againg me, but for the moment I’d won and victory was swest.

“So, Lincaln, what's up?’

“Nothin’. What are you drawing? Can | see the whole thing?’

Siding the book closer to me, | dowly closed the cover. “Not yet. Maybe if it comes to
something. You know how | amH don't like people looking till something's finished.”

He turned and trandated for hisfriend. “Max’s weird about his cartoons. He won't show them ftill
he thinks they’ re ready. Y ou should see some of the great Suff he threw out!”

“My father doesn’t think your cartoons are funny.”

“Tdl him that’ s a compliment, coming from the father of Elvis Packard.”

“Huh?’

“Hey, Max, you wanna do something?’

“Like what?’

“I dunno. Elvis has to go home and | thought we could hang around. Y ou know.”

“Okay. What do you want to do?’

“Where'sMom?’

“At ameeting with lbrahim and Gus.”

“You think we could go to the movies? Remember we wanted to see the robot one?”’

“Right. Sure. Let’s do that.”

He threw a beaming look at Elvis that said, “Isn't my dad great?” and made me fed bulletproof.
He was such a nice fellow. Generdly it was so easy to please him. Looking at the two boys, | couldn’t
imegine what it would be like to live with BElvis Packard. If he didn't whing, he snuck. He lied
outrageoudy, but when caught, he denied ever saying any such thing. 1 am making him out to be a
dreadful human being but that's only because he was. I'm sure mogt parents know an Elvis P. Usudly
these Children from Hdl live next door (i.e., conveniently nearby for endlesdy frequent vidts) and for
some inexplicable reason are the favorites of your own normdly sane, welbdanced offspring. You ask
yoursdlf a hundred times what do they see in these weasdls, these snide whippersnappers who enter



your house every time like minor criminas casing the joint or snobs vastly amused by what they see.

Luckily Elvis took off after finihing his eclair. He said “See yd’ to Lincoln but nothing to me till |
put a thumb on my eye and demonstrated whet I'd do if he wasn't avil. The “Bye’ he offered could only
have been picked up with a hearing device.

“You hate him, huh, Max?’

“Well, there are other people | like more. Come on, let’s catch aflick.”

Both of us liked going to a four o’'clock show. Theeters are empty then and the whole place is
yours.

Despite Lily’s oftrepeated waning about ruining our appetites, | bought a superjumbo tub of
popcorn with extra butter and we hunkered down to watch the latest HighTech/Robot/Space Opera
extravaganza where the machines had dl the best lines while the humans spent their time running down
corridors or shooting a each other. Besides his mongters, Lincoln was aso going through a phase where
he loved robots. His walls were covered with photos of Robocops 1 & 2, R2D2, Robot Jox, etc. He
practiced walking and egting like one, drew pictures of them, the works. When | was a boy | had my
passions too, which induded comic books and autographs, among other things, so | fully understood
how these obsessions worked. Asareault, | was the one who usudly went to these godawful films with
Lincoln as wdl as anything e se that had to do with them.

Waking out of the theater into a warm early evening, we discussed whether it was better to build a
killer robot with Gatling guns for hands or only your regular crushing pincers.

“Lincaln, I’ ve got a question. 1t may sound a little funny, but answer it anyway.”

“Okay. Isit about robots?’

“No, about you. | want you to tel me your earliest memories. The things you remember from when
you were alittle, little kid. But don’'t make it up. Don't tdl any Stories, okay? Only truth.”

“l don't know. | don't think your memory is dive when you're thet little”

“Sureitis Try.”

“Okay. | remember dimbing out of my crib and waking into the TV room. Mom was watching TV
and edting oatmed. She took me on her Iap and gave me some. She was redly surprised | got out. That
was funny. | remember the oatmed.”

“Great. What es£?” We waked dowly down the street. He took my hand and held it in his soft
one.

“I’'m thinking. How come you want to know?’

“Because I'm interested in you. Don't you think it's interesting to know a person’s firs memories?
Likethe first thing they ever remember about the world?’

“l guess. What was yours ?’

“Riding in my father’s taxicab and smdling his cigarettes. The caling of the car was a kind of gray
upholgtery. | remember the color very well.”

That appeared to satisfy him. “I remember the oatmed thing. Also when we got Cobb. | remember
being very amdl and this big giant dog came into the house and scared me. Mom kept saying it was
okay, he was nice, but | wouldn't go up to him. But you know what's funny is he was scareder than me.
You know how he doesn't like to be touched or anything. That's because the guy who had him before
beat him up and made him scared. Mom said when we got him, he would go out a door but not come in.
He' d go down the gtairs but not up them.

“Ohyeah, and | remember my dad once.”

“That's not possible, Linc. You never saw your father.”

“Did too! | know | saw him once when | was a baby. | remember his face and | remember he put
hisfinger on my nose like this Once.” He tapped his nose with hisindex finger. “Redly, Max, | swear.”

“l believe you. It's jugt different from the story your mother told. She said you never saw your
fether. And he died when you were only a year old.”

But what if hed seen his real father? What if the man who'd touched his nose was Gregory
Meier, not the dl too mysterious Rick Aaron, who was turning more and more ectoplasmic as time went
by? It made sense.



“Tel me about it.”

“I remember Mom holding mein her arms and this big man's face like a baloon coming down on
me. Then he touched my nose like | told you. That'sdl, but | knew it was my dad.”

“Did he say anything?’

“l don't know. | don’t think so. Max, can | tak to you serioudy now?’ He stopped waking and
turned to face me. | stopped too.

“Sure”

“Blvis had this newspaper that said there was a woman in Europe who had sex with two hundred
menin one night. Is that possible? He said it was, but | think it's bull.”

“Where does he get these magazines? Was it The Truth agan? Where does he buy that rag?
Who sisit to a tenyearold boy?’

“He says he geds it from the drugstore. | don’'t know where he gets the others. He's dways
showing me suff with naked girls or things that say a guy cooked and ate his whole family. No, but redly,
isthat one true? Nobody can do it that much. Can you have sex that much?’

“No! Come on, you know those newspapers are goofy and full of baoney. We taked about it
dready. Most people are happy to have sex once or twice a week.”

His mouth tightened and | could see he was hiting the insde of his lip. “I never asked anyone
questions like this, Max. Not Mom or anyone. You're the fird, like, adult | know | can tak to who
doesn't get ticked off or upset or something.”

“Your mom’s a good egg. She' d answer you.”

“Unhunh! She gets redlly angry a me sometimes when | ask questions. You don't know, because
you're not ways there. You're different. You're likemy friend and my father at the same time. | know
| had a dad, but you take his place in every way.”

“Thank you very much, Lincoln. That makes me fed wonderful ingde”

He sounded indignant. “It’s true! Living with Mom was okay, but you know how we don’'t get
adong. She doesn't see thingsthe way | do. Sometimes | don't ask her things or tdl her what | fed in my
heart * cause €l flip out or something. Y ou're different. You and | talk about everything ‘cause | know
you won't dump on me or ydl ‘cause | asked something sexy or maybe stupid... | don't know. Ohh,
I’ve just got to have a hug from you!” Startling me, he grabbed me around the waist and hugged redly
hard. People waking by us on the sireet looked and smiled. A man and his boy and their love for each
other filling every corner of the world.

On the ride home, we had a pinbdling discusson about robots, sex, Elvis, Lily, me. Lincoln
continued hisendless lig of “best/worst” questions in the usud rapidfire ddivery: What was the name of
my best friend when | was ten? What was the grossest car accident | ever saw? Lig my qudlities for the
grestestiooking womean in the world. Was Lily the best kisser I'd ever kissed? When he did this, and it
was often, | imagined him compiling a neverending persondity profile of me for his inner files. Once after
apaticularly long and gruding session—with Lily off in a corner of the room amiling- drew her a picture
of the back of a amdl boy dtting at a giant desk with a giant quill pen in hand surrounded by calinghigh
piles of folders and messy papers. | titled the drawing “Reviewing Max Fischer.”

When we pulled into the driveway, he'd just finished asking if | thought God might be a plant.

Pulling up the hand brake, | stared ahead through the windshidd. “A plant ? Wha makes you
think thet?’

“l don’'t know. It's possble, ian't it?’

“Yes, | guess s0.”

“Max, remember the time you sad if God was so powerful, could He make a rock even He
couldn’t pick up? That's the coolest ideal”

“Itis, but | didn't think it up.”

“You didn’t ?1 told Elvisyou did. Know whet he said?’

“What?

“That you're weird. Max, | gotta ask you one more thing. | haven't told Mom about this yet
because | wanted us to tak about it fird. Since you can't be my red faher, you wanna be blood



brothers?’

| was touched yet horrified. Sure, I’d become his blood brother; then as “family” | could tdl him
not only isLily not your mother but she's going to have to go to jal too. What would happen when he
heard the truth about her? Understood what she had done to him? | wanted to be his father, wanted to
marry his fase mother and live happily ever after with both of them. But none of it was possible now. |
hed to do something about the predicament; | couldn’t ignore the gppdling truth any longer. If nothing
ese | had to confront her and ask: What are we going to do? What are we going to do with our love
and perfect life now that we're doomed no maiter how we dice it? I'd amiled on redizing that if she
weren't the cause of it, then logicd, dever Mrs. Aaron would have been the perfect person to go to for
help with this monstrous problem. Excuse me, Lily, could you step out of your body a moment and help
mewith this trouble I’'m having with you?

“What do you think?’

“About being blood brothers? | think it's a great idea. When would you want to do it?’

“Now! I'll go get aknife”

“Whoa, horsey! A knife ? Are you nuts? A little pin'll do just fine”

“Yeah, but aknife-’

“A pin, Linc. I'll give you my blood, but not my arm.”

He raced off, thrilled. We were about to go on an adventure together, just us two. His mother and
the rest of life would have to wait outside while we did it—it was only ours and that’s how he wanted it.

| did too. Tonight we'd prick our fingers, press them together, and vow eternd brotherhood. A
ceremony old as humen friendship. We'd smear our shared red over the lens and blot out the imminent
rest for amoment. So long as | didn’'t know whet to do next, being happy with the boy an evening more
was as good as things could be then.

Our house had been cleaned the day before. The wooden floors shone, pillows 4ill lay plumped
and in line on the couch, a sweet lingering amdl of soap or furniture polish was in the air, despite Cobb'’s
own ripe perfume. It would take three or four days of living in these rooms to make things wrinkled and
ours again. | liked both—the clean order followed by the clutter and jumble that came from three people's
full speed ahead across the same space.

“Max, do you think thisll do?’ He came running ful tilt into the room, a long sewing needle hdd in
front of him.

“Don’t run! I've told you nat to run with something sharp in your hand. It’s redly dangerous!”

“Yeeh, but 1-

“But nothing, Lincoln! Think about it a minute and see how dangerousiit is. You trip, you fdl on it,
and maybe it goesin your eye. Or into your neck -’

“Okay. | believe you.”

“No, you don't. You've got that look that says |’m being a drag. But ook here and my expression
saysyou're atotd dope, running around with something sharp like that in your hand.”

“A dope, huh?’ Dropping the pin, he came a mein hisusud bentover attack position for wrestling.
He went for my knees, but | grabbed him on ether Sde of his wais and, picking him up, turned him
upside down—a move that never faled to make him shout his ddlight.

“Cheater! No far! You're stronger. Let me down!”

“Damnright I'm stronger, dopo.”

“Dopo? All right, you're dead!” Upside down, he grabbed me around the waist and shook me
Sde to Sde as best he could. Off baance, | sumbled with him in my arms across the floor. We were
both laughing. He bit me on the leg, not hard but hard enough.

“Hey!”

“Attack!”

I loosened my hold just enough to make him think | was going to drop him. He squeezed harder.
“No!”

Wobhling us over to the couch, | dropped him there after making sure he'd fdl on a soft target.
Lying on his back, he puffed and wiggled his fingers at me like tentacles. When | dropped down next to



him, he grabbed my head. We went at it on the couch, the floor, the couch again. | let him put a full
nelson on me, then dipped out of it and put one on him. Y ou have to be careful, though, because kids are
sengtive about wrestling. Some want to win every time, others lose. It's a diplometic act which, if you do
it wrong, can end up a big insult. Lincoln liked it fiftyfifty. He liked being overwhemed, hedld in the air by
hisfeet so he could wall and thrash, but never too long. Next, he wanted you in his power a while-a long
headlock or gtting on your chest and twisting your nose usudly sufficed. The most endearing thing about
wrestling with him was when he had you in a hold, he never tried to hurt. One grunt or yelp and he'd let
go immediatdy and apologize like mad. In contrast, I’ d once been foolish enough to wrestle with Elvis, at
hisinggtence. Thelittle germ circus punched me square in the bals. “Accidentaly,” of course.

“l got you now!” Holding on tight, Lincoln rode the back of my leg as | €ephantclomped around
the living room, trumpeting like | imagined a wounded dephant would sound. Vocd effects were an
integrd part of our wrestling.

“Deeth to dl Bee Heed” He spanked me hard on the ass.

“What's a Bee Hee?”’

“Youl”

“Bee Hees forever!” | turned and, bending down to ped him off, banged my head a red whack on
ahanging lamp. It hit, | went to grab my head, the lamp swung out and back and hit me again. “Chrigt!”

“Max, are you okay?’ His voice was stricken.

“Yeah, yeah, I'm okay. Did you see that? It hit me twice! Undoubtedly one of the dumbest things
I’ve done in along time-twice by the same lamp. Y ou have to be very tdented to do that!”

“Let me see. It's bleeding, Max!”

| turned to a wal mirror and saw a thick lip of blood above one of my eyebrows. Gaudy, but
nothing serious. “It's okay. Would you go to the bathroom and get me a wet tissue and a couple of
BandAids?’

“Sure you don't want to go to the hospital or something?’

“No, it'snot that bad. Just get me those things, would you?’

He left and | checked mysdf in the mirror again. The perils of wredling a tenyearold. An idea
arived. | cdled out, “Lincoln, where' d you put that pin? The one we were going to use before.”

“| think it's on the table there” He returned with a dripping washcloth and a handful of BandAids.
“Why?

“Because this, compadre, is my hdf of blood brothersl All you've gotta do now is prick your
finger and touch my head.”

“Touch your cut ? That's disgugting, Max!”

“Hey, I'm ready with my blood, brother . You think I'm going to cut mysdf somewhere ese? This
isgood, and there' s cartainly enough of it. Come on, find the pin and let’s do the deed.” | took the things
from him and touched my head with the cloth.

“l found it.”

“Good. Poke yoursdf inthe finger carefully . We don't need two emergency cases.”

“Will you do it for me? I’'m alittle nervous.”

“Linc, we don’'t have to do this”

“No, no, | want to! | just don’'t want to do my finger mysdf, you know?’

“Okay, come here. Giveit to me. Put your hand out.”

“Isit going to hurt?” Through tightly squinted eyes, he watched me take the pin.

“No, it'll be one-

“Ow! You didn't say you were going to do it so fast! Let me see. Whoa! Look a that blood!
Heavy!”

“Look a my head! Want to compare who's worse?’

“Do you redly think | should touch you there? It's a pretty bad cut.”

“l don’t think you're diseased. Come on, let’s do it. What should we say? *With this blood, | thee
wed 7’

“Vey funny, Max. You're ared loser.”



“Thank you.” | dabbed my head. “What about ‘Blood on blood, Brothersin Arms’?’

“That's the name of the Dire Straits dbum. Wait a minute, | got itt What about ‘Bee Hees
forever'? Jud that done”

“You don't think it sounds too much like the Bee Gees?’

“No, Bee Hees . Like | cdled you when we were wrestling.”

“If you likeft, let’s go with it.”

He licked his lips and dowly moved his hand toward my head. “Okay. We say, ‘Bee Hees
forever at exactly the same time. Right? I'll count to three, and as soon as | touch you, we say it
together. Okay? Okay, onetwothree.” He touched his open finger to my open head.

Blood to blood.

“’Bee Hees forever!” Hey, Max, say it. Come on!”

She had shipped Lincaln off for the weekend to Elvis s house. She' d taken the night off from work
to cook us an elaborately exatic dinner. She wore a new dress. Afterward, she made love gormily and
with ddightful origindity. Not long after we'd finished and were lying on our backs in the dark, only our
fingers touching, she began to cry. That had happened a couple of times before with her after sex, so |
lay Hill and stroked afinger up and down her thumb.

“l have to tdl you something, Max. It's bad and I'm very scared, but | know | have to tdl you.”
She turned and did closer to me. | think she was facing me but it was so dark in the room that | had no
ideawhat she was doing. It fdt like she was having along close moment of me ether to give her strength
or to burn something into her memory in case what she was about to say destroyed us. Saying nothing,
she remained like that. | kept slent and didn't move. Findly groaning deep and sad, she mumbled,
“God,” and did away. She took my arm with her, pulling it across her flattened breasts. Kissng my hand,
she pressed it to the Sde of her face and kissed it again. “I love you more than any man I’ ve ever known.
| love you so much that | have to tdl you these things even though—" She undid my hand from hers and
pressed it to her lips. She kissed the pam, the fingers. She curled it into a fig and pushed it agang her
face. There was a strong and frighteningly fast pulse begting in her throat beneath one of my fingers. “I've
done terrible things. If you were anyone ese in the world | would never, ever tdl. You have to know
that. 1t's very important to me because | believe there has to be truth between people who want to spend
the rest of ther lives together. Even when it's something as bad as this. It's such a contradictiorH love
you so much that now | have to tdl you the thing that can kill me”

| didn’t turn to her and show her an expressionless cdm face which, if she could have seen it in the
dark, would have told her | knew dready. Instead, her confessor, | spoke quietly toward the celing.
“Wha would kill you?’

She sat up suddenly. The movement made a smal breeze that swept the smel of sexy funk and her
cologne past me. “A crime. | committed one of the worst crimes on earth. Me, Lily Aaron. | cannot
beieve I'm tdling you this. You have to have the history right from the beginning. Maybe thet’'Il make it
eader to understand. Probably not. There' s no way to understand this.

“When you were a kid, was there one thing you wanted more than anything in the world? | mean,
S0 much that your hunger for it tore you apart?’

“| guess being a cartoonist came closest. | wanted that pretty bad.”

“| wanted a baby. | wanted to be a mother. My earliest memories are of playing with dolls. But |
never saw them as adults, as other girls do. | never had tea parties for them or talked to them like | was a
woman and we were dl grownups. The only kind of dalls | wanted were babies. If someone gave me an
adult doll or even aBarbie, I'd throw it in the back of the closet. | could never understand why someone
would want Barbie. A teenager? Who would want to play with a teenage doll? | wanted babies. |
wanted my own.”

“Why?

“l don’t know. It was dwaysin my blood from the beginning. When I’ d see a baby carriage on the
street I'd race up and look into it like | was looking a God. Didn't metter if the kid was black or ydlow
or white. It was a baby and that was enough. If | was lucky, the woman would see my love and let me



hold it a few moments. | remember being so terrified. What if | dropped it, or it didn’t like me and cried,
or | did something ese wrong? But holding it made me so happy, Max. It was the greatest feding | knew
on earth.

“When | was twdve, my mother dlowed me to babysit in our neighborhood. | used the
mimeogrgph machine in my father’s office, printed up an advertisement for mysdf and stuck it up on
every telephone pole on our block. The younger the child, the better. You know how most gtters watch
TV or tak on the telephone to ther friends once the parents have gone out? | never did. I'd play with the
kid till it was dead tired, giveit a bath whether it needed one or not, then put it in bed and watch till it fdl
adeep. Lots of times I’d bring my homework into their bedroom and do it by the crib while they dept. |
was your ultimeate dream babystter; totdly trusworthy and in love with every kid | st for.

“Thisis boring, is7't it? I’'m boring you, but believe me, it'sdl important. Anyway, it'Stime to undo
ny fird lies My family name isn't Margalin, it's Vincent. And | come from Glensde, Pennsylvania, not
Cleveland.”

“Why did you tdl me those other things?’

“Because I’ ve been Lily Aaron from Cleveland for dmogt ten years. | became her so wdl that now
| have to remind mysdf of the name Vincent. It's not me anymore, I'm the Lily you know.”

“Soundslike | don't know Lily.”

“Yes, you do! You know me better than anyone. You just don't know this part because no one
has ever known it. No one ever could. Please let me go on and don't interrupt. I'm afraid if | don't tell it
dl to you now, I'll sart lying again and | don’t want that. It’s taken me this long to get up the courage to
do it, and the more I've grown to love you, the more difficult it's become. | guess it's like having a
baby—once it gtarts coming, you just want to get it out.” As she spoke the last part of the sentence, she
began crying again and thistime it went on and on. | asked if there was anything | could do but she said
no, just Say here, don't go away.

| was so cdm | was... interested. Interested to hear the detalls of her story and how she would
phrase saying she had stolen her son. Weeks before, | would have been sweating and shaking too at this
point in her tae, waiting for her to admit her secret Sn. Then | probably would' ve grabbed and shaken
her, screamed | know it! | know you did that! Not now.

The weegping ended and she tried to speak through those gasping hitches of breath that come after
you've cried hard and your body istrying to bring itsdf back from the brink.

“But whwhwhen | got to be a teenager it dl changed. 111 didn’'t cacare about kids anymore. | logt
dl interest iin them. There were boys now, and being popular in school was so important. All my interests
changed. | hung around with girls who thought if you died and went to heaven, you got to be a
cheerleader and had your own Princess telephone.

“And sex. Before, that wasn't redlly connected to babies: it was like one day you'll have a husband
and somehow the two of you together will make children appear. But in eghth and ninth grade, the
hormones began dnging and boys you once hated tarted looking wonderful. Remember that?
Everything's suddenly about sex and being noticed. Not actudly having sex, but dl the things buzzing
around it. Brasseres, flirting, who's going with who, who's rumored to be doing what. ..

“l wasn't noticed at first because | wasn't beautiful like Alexa Harrison or Kim Marcus, but | was
adventurous and willing to try things other girls wouldn't. | was the firg in our crowd to Frenchkiss and
word got around fast aout that . | liked it from the very beginning. | liked kissng and being touched,
dthough I’ d never let anybody touch mein the places because that just was't done. But | rolled around
alot! By tenth grade, a few friends of mine were making love pretty regularly, but I wasn't. Funny thing
was, | had the reputation for being fast and loose, while these *bad’ girls were seen as Little Bopeeps.
They could have done the whole footbal team but no one would've described them as being naughty.
Only me”

“Did that bother you?’

“Not as much as you might think. It wasn't true and | knew it. If someone believed | was a dut,
they weren’t my friends anyway. The people who mattered knew the truth; they knew who | was.

“So |l did as| pleased and didn't lose my virginity till | was eighteen. A senior in high school, which



was pretty old in those days.

“Thetricky part beganin college. | didn’'t go to Kenyon, as | told you. | went to NYU. I'd dways
wanted to livein New York, and & the time, | wanted to be an actress. But it didn't work out that way.
My sophomore year, | met a guy named Bryce who hung around with the most interesting bunch of
people | had ever met. Students mostly, but there were some writers and musicians, and actors sprinkled
inthere too. One of them had even been in an Andy Warhal film. You can imagine how | fdl for them.
Miss Glenside, Pennsylvania, meets the Lower East Side. Everybody did drugs and dept with everybody
ese After a couple of months | did too. It was no big deal. Besides, these people considered you
liberated if you dept around, not a dut like they had a home. And dope made it nicer, smoother, or
sometimesif you did have worries, it made them go away, so it got to be my dlpurpose curedl. Little Lily
Vincent makes the scene. The problem was, none of us was very talented, athough we taked a good
game. We knew dl the correct words to use to make it sound like we were up to big things.

“Right before summer vecation that year, | Sarted bleeding badly and having terrible cramps. I'm
very regular and this scared the hell out of me because | had never had any kind of trouble down there. |
had an IUD by then, so | thought it had something to do with that. | went to the universty hospitd and
they kept gving me tests. At the end they told me | had something called pdvic inflanmeatory disease,
PID, and it had dangeroudy infected dl through my insdes-the spleen, uterus, liver... They didn't know
whether it came from one of the men I'd dept with or the IUD itsdf. It was a horrendous experience. |
was in the hospitd three weeks. When it was over, my tubes were so badly scarred that it left me
infertile”

She sad the lagt line unemationdly. The word a the end was the most important in her life, the one
that eventualy razed everything, but she put no specia emphasis on it. No verba underlining or topspin.

“I'm not good with these terms, Lily. I'm sorry. Does that mean you could never have children?’

“I'm not derile, no, but the doctors said with the kind of extensve scarring | have on my fdlopian
tubes, the chances of me ever concalving are dmost none.”

There was a Slence thick as blood.

“Lincoln.”

“Lincoln.”

“And Rick.”

“Thereis no Rick. What | told you about Rick Aaron is based mogdly on this guy Bryce | knew.
He was in and out of my life for along time. Do you want to ask questions now or can | go on? I'd
prefer to tdl you the whole thing firdt. | don’t think you'll be confused after.”

“Go ahead. But I'd like to turn on the light. | want to see your face.”

“Please no! | can't do thisif we see each other. I'm afraid of your face. But your voice is so cdm.
How can you be so cam hearing this? That frightens me too.”

“Go on, Lily.”

“Okay. They told mein the hospitd | was lucky to be dive. My parents drove up to get me and
my mother started crying the moment she walked in the room and saw me.”

“Who are your parents? Ther nameis Vincent?’

“Laurie and Alan. My mother's dead. She had Alzheimer's disease and died not recognizing
anyone. My father dill works for a Ford dedership near Philadephia. We have very little contact. | told
Lincoln both of them were dead.”

“Does your father know about Lincoln?’

From blood to stone. Hot, dive, and tactile before, her slence now was cold and dead. It held.
She snorted once, asif I'd made asmdl joke not worth afull laugh. Her answer was superb.

“The only people who know about Lincoln are the people who know Lily Aaron.”

“And Lily Vincent?’

“She was eaten by Lily Aaron in ther one and only trip together across the U.S. | can dill
remember checking into a motd in lllinois and, without thinking, sgning the register ‘Lily V." Then |
stopped, put a period next to the V, like it was my middle initid, and wrote ‘Aaron’ after it. It's easy to
become another person. Y ou only have to be willing to leave who you were a the door and wak awvay.”



“Was Lincoln with you on thet trip?’

“Ves”

“Go back and tdl it from where you got sick in college”

“l came out of the hospitd and spent the summer a home recuperating. That was the year my
mom started showing Sgns of Alzhemer’s. My father ignored both of us. He doesn't like sickness and
only came up to get mein New York that time because she indsted. The two of us sickies sat on the
porch and watched Monm's portable TV.

“One day when | was very down and blue, Bryce pulled up a our door and sad everybody in
New Y ork missed me, so when was | coming back? It was such a compliment. | was so touched. In the
end he turned out to be a King Shit, but Bryce dso had a red, dangerous tdent for knowing when and
how to make the perfect gesture. Like driving dl the way to Pennsylvania to see how | was. Do you
know anyone like that? They'll do ten terrible things, but know exactly when to do one nice one that'll
erase the others from your mind. It's a nasty, interesting talent. But there's something ese I've thought
about with that. A person can do ten bad things, then one good one and it'll get you back into the hearts
of people. But if you do the opposite — ten good things followed by one bad—you' re no longer trusted. If
you're bad, they remember the good. If you're good, they remember the bad. Each man makes his own
shipwreck, eh?

“Clever old Bryce joined Mom and me on the porch and even went down to the showroom the
next day with Dad to check out the new models. What alaugh. Bryce didn’t give a damn about cars. He
didn't give a damn about anything but himsdf. I'd been awilling and convenient partner for him. | later
found out he let one of hisfriends fuck me so long as they supplied him with dope. Nice boyfriend, huh?
But most of it was my fault. At that point | should have told him to leave, then ether transferred to some
college nearby like Temple or dropped out dtogether and changed ny life

“But | didn't. | barely waited another week, threw my things in the car, and went back to New
York to be with him. That was sophomore year. The only good things about junior year were my
language classes and darting to work in a restaurant in the Village. | immediatdy redized how much more
| liked that than acting. The amdls of good food and seeing people happy... Sure, there are drunks and
idiots sometimes, but rarely. People come to restaurants to rdlax and do things they never do a home. |
love the way they dawdle over ther liqueurs or have another cup of espresso even though it's bad for
them and will keep them awake hdf the night. How women go to the bathroom and come back dl fresh
and madeup again, ready for another few hours. How they go in there and chatter like teenage girls at a
prom. | love that laughter. There's so much laughter. Red haha, or sexy, or totdly surprised. | love men
showing off for ther women and the women letting them do it. People holding hands and people you'd
never expect picking up the check. When they leave, men hold coats for their ladies and you know so
many of them'll go home and make love and tak or hold each other cozily after. That great cloud of
good feding that comes with a good medl and new perfume and a couple too many drinks. | love that .

“Tdk about yoursdf. Don't tdl me about restaurants.”

“I'm dmogt finished with college. Junior year was nothing but what 1 told you. Senior year | redly
thought | was getting mysdf together. Bryce and | split after | found out about his pimping me to his
friend. | was way down on the drug intake too. Usudly just some grass and a little coke if it was around,
but nothing else. The people I'd thought for so long were fascinating and going places started sounding
like old records I'd heard a thousand times before. It was then that | redized these guys spent dl thar
energy taking and planning, but never doing. They were so petrified of falling that they didn't dare take
chances because they might flop and embarrass themsdves. Since they were dl like that, though, they
were safe. But I'd reached the point where | wasn't interested anymore in getting into the La Mamma
troupe or Paul Morrissey’s new film, so their yakking turned me off. 1 spent more and more time at the
restaurant learning whatever they’ d teach me. It was like that grest moment in life when you' re young but
suddenly get an idea of what you want to do with the next forty years of your time. That was me I'd
sghted land. Know what | mean? Then the raisns came.”

“Wha do you mean?’

“That's a famous line from Lincoln. We were watching a documentary on TV once and the



announcer said in avery deep, impressive voice, ‘And then therains came!” Lincoln was four, | think. He
turned to me and in as deep a voice as he could find, said very proudly, ‘Then the rasins camel’” He sad
S0 many greet things like that when he was little. | wrote some of them down.

“Anyway, one fine day in March my father called to say Mom was dead and dready buried. He
hedn’t thought I’ d want to make the trip down just for that. ‘Just for that' was the exact phrase he used,
the meanspirited drunk. The truth was, he didn’t want to be bothered any more than he dready had. That
ended my relationship with my father. Never in amillion years could | forgive him for doing that. | got
there as soon as | could and stood at her grave gpologizing for having let her down. | went back to the
house and told my father he was a sdfish, evil prick and the greatest last blessng Mom had had was to
die from a disease that let her forget dl the lousy things he'd done to her for thirty years.

“The upshot was he threw me out of the house and cut me off finanddly. My mother Ieft some
money but | didn’t get thet till along time later. But fing, I’ d finish college on my own. Scared as | was, it
pleased me tremendoudy to know | would never have to come and see him again. Know what my last
words to him were? ‘When you're old and dying, Dad, know there is not one Sngle person on earth who
lovesyou.” And then | walked out.

“| left the old dumpy car he’ d given mein the driveway and took a bus back to New Y ork, feding
right and strong but so sad about Mom.

“| got to the Port Authority termind, the bus stopped, and | had one of those unbearable panic
attacks where you freeze in the middle of life without a fucking clue as to what to do. | sat on a bench for
an hour and shook. The only thing that entered my mind was Bryce's phone number. | thought that must
mean something important; an omen or a 9gn through al my confusion. | staggered to a phone and called
him. He sounded so happy to hear from me. Started off by saying | was completely right—d| the old gang
were a bunch of faled phonies and I’ d been the firg to see that. How perceptive of me. | told him what
was happening and he told me to come right over.

“I’ve never been able to figure out whether he was so nice to me that next week because he saw
how needy | was or because he was only setting me up again for one of his sucker punches. Whatever,
he couldn’t have been kinder. We talked about what mattered to me and he said smart, hepful things. He
took me to dinner and the movies. Didn’t touch metill one night | went to him and said please. He was
my knight in shining armor and by the end of that week | was hooked on him again. Only now | had so
little confidence, so much pain and confusion, that he could have told me to wak out the window and, if
he' d been nice about it, I'd’ve done it. He said | should take it easy and do whatever | thought would
help get me strong again.

“l didn't do anything. Didn't go to classes, didn't go back to work a the restaurant, didn't see
anyone besides him. When | needed money, | took a job for a couple of weeks a Kentucky Fried
Chicken or another quickfood place where they hire anybody off the street who doesn't look like a totdl
zombie

“One evening my knight brought home some opium and we smoked it up. | was a goner. About
thetime | was supposed to graduate, Bryce said it was pretty expendve living these days, implying what
with dope and food and dl, | was a mighty stone around his neck. Which was tota bullshit because |
never took money fromhim and | paid for the groceries. He was aso sHling dope at a steady dip, which
hefalled to tdl me, and had fat, fat pockets. But dl those velled complaints were only a smoke screen for
what he had in mind for me.

“Inview of dl the nice, selfsacrificing things he' d done recently, would | do him a big favor? It was
re smple. He had a friend coming into town for the weekend, but snce he'd dready committed to
something ese, would | be willing to go out with this guy and show him around?

“Max, we looked a each other, knowing exactly what he was asking me to do, and you know
what? We amiled at each other. Smiled like sure, it's only the last of my honor and dignity and probably
my sanity but take it, babe. Sure, I'll let your stranger fuck me.”

“Why didn’'t you leave?’

“Because | was frightened. Of everything. | couldn’'t go out the door of the apartment without
checking my pocket three or four times to make sure | had the key. The key to that door was the most



important thing in the world those days. It was my taisman. Aslong as | had it and could get back into
that dark, musty place | could function. Walk out on the street, do some errands, maybe go to work and
cook chicken for afew hours, just so long as the key was there and | could run my finger over it in my
pocket and fed its hard outline. My world had shrunk down to a tworoom apartment with kitchen, and
even that was too big for me sometimes, too much to handle. | had no strength and no desire to think
dearly about my Stuation or decide. Those things take redl, serious energy but there was none. Plus |
was thrown a red curve: the weekend came, this friend showed up, and surprise surprise-we hit it off
like we'd been pds a hundred years. | had such fun! We went to dinner, took a Circle Line cruise
around Manhattan, and ended up drinking champagne in bed in hisroom at the Biltmore Hotel. | fdt like
a queen and he treated me so swestly. I'll tdl you, | can understand why some women like being cdl
girls. Given the right kind of men, you' re treated well and with respect, and if you're not particular about
who you have sex with, there are worse ways to make money.”

“Lily, you're very particular about who you have sex with.”

“Exactly. That'swhy it left such a scar. | think | would have dept with this man anyway because |
liked him so much, but when it happened, | didn't know if | was doing it ‘cause | wanted to or because
it'd been arranged and was expected of me.

“The next moring | eft before he got up and thought okay, that’s that. I’ ve learned something and
itwasn't so bad. But it was. In the pit of my ssomach | knew it was.

“Luckily when | got back to Bryce's he waan't there. I've never been a snoop, but for some
reason that morning | felt this overpowering desire to go through our whole place top to bottom. I'm not
sure why. Maybe telepathy. Or maybe it was a strange way of getting back a my roommeate: due to him,
someone had looked indl my private places last night, so it was far | got to look in Bryce's. In his
shaving kit were twentytwo dime bags of heroin. He was deding smack! If we had been busted, |
would' ve been booked as an accessory, a least, and the son of a bitch never told me wha he was
doing. Heroin! Never gave me the chance to decide whether | wanted to live in a powder keg while he
played Mr. Smooth Operator. And next it hit me did that mean I'd dept with one of his customers last
night? More than likdy. He'd dready used me like that once. | was fuly aware of Bryce's way of
bartering for the things he wanted in life But then again, I'd had such a nice time, why should it make a
difference? Because it did. No matter how nice the guy had been, the only reason my old friend and
protector had put us together was to offer me as mattressmeat bonus to one of his good customers.

“I waked around the gpartment saying ‘Fuck you-fuck you—fuck you' under my breath and
snooping like a dog on a scent. Thank God for it, because way in the back of the closet, stuck in a pair
of hiking boots he never used, was a jumbo wad of hundreddollar bills Without any hestation
whatsoever, | took ten of them, threw some things in a duffd bag, and Ieft. | wanted out of there, out of
thet life, thet city, tutti .

“l got on a subway and rode to one of the last stops in the Bronx, saring at the floor the whole
way. One of the firg things | saw dimbing up the steps of the station was a usedcar lot filled with the
biggest automobiles I’d ever seen. Oldsmobiles, Pontiacs, Buick Rivieras. My memory is that they were
dl gold and purple and seafoam green, like rides at an amusement park. Maybe | was totdly out of it, but
these cars seemed gigantic . | guess my perspective on things was so offkilter... Anyway, | went over in
wonder, just to have a look before setting out wherever | was going. But the moment | got there, this
wonderful black manin a sharkskin suit and ydlow tie came out of a little office to the sde of the lot like
ameagicd character. He said, ‘I know | got what you're looking for!” | put down my bag and sad,
‘Maybe so, but what've you got for me under five hundred dollars? He clapped his hands together and
looked at the sky like ddiverance had arrived. ‘Lady, I'll answer that question with a statement: | got
cars here you could drive to , through , and back from World War Three in.’ | laughed and wanted to
hug him and buy any car he had to sdl. Instead, | said I'd been going through the worst period of my
entire life and was at the end end end. If | bought a car now, | needed it to take me a million miles from
New York and not break down, because | didn't have any more to spend on it. He gestured for me to
fdlow and we waked way to the back of the lot. Wedged behind dl those big baloon cars like the runt
of the litter was a toothcolored Opel Kadett station wagon. He said he'd sl it to me for three hundred



and fifty dollars even though it was worth twice that. He' d checked it out persondly, and far as he could
see, it was sound. | asked if that meant it was good and he said, ‘It’s tinny, but it'll take you out of hll.’
There was no one lft to trust and he’'d made me amile when | needed it, so | pulled out my money and
the ded was done in hdf an hour.

“l drove afew blocks down the street but pulled over when | came to asgn for the entrance to the
turnpike out of town. Where was | going? How about north to Boston? New Orleans? Chicago? But if |
was going to follow that kind of spontaneous ydlow brick road, | wanted to start from the red beginning,
which was back in old Glensde. Besides, even though | no longer had my mother, much less a home, if |
redly was going to leave this part of the country for good, | wanted to see the old somping grounds one
lagt time. Our house, the places where | used to hang out, my high school. So | made up my firg
dedtination of thet trip-Glensde, Pennsylvania

“You can get there from New York in afew hours, even driving dowly. | wasin no hurry. | didn’t
know what | was going to do when | got there. Take a last ook, andl the ar a little, get my bearings
back... whatever. There was aradio in the car and | sang dong with it the whole way down. Things fet
good. There redly is alot to be sad for traveling light. Dropping whatever you have in your hands and
movin' out. One of the games | played while driving was trying to remember what 1'd actudly packed in
the bag. There wasn't much.”

“Y ou're the second woman I’'ve known who's run away from her man. The other said when she
opened her bag later mogt of what wasin there was underwear.”

“Underwear, exactly! The samewith me. What does that say about girls on the run? With meiit's
not hard to figure out—being clean again. Taking a shower, then putting on fresh underpants and a bra is
adways a totd psychic lift. Sounds dlly, but it never fals to make me fed new again. And | definity
needed to fed new after what’d been going on those last weeks.

“| drove into Glensde about nine that night. First thing | did was cruise by our house, but no lights
were on and no car was in the driveway. It brought me way down. If only the place had been lit up like it
was when | was young. Waking home in the winter after volleybal practice when you were tired and
cold, you'd come over the hill a Teresa Schudler's house and there was your home, lit up and
warmlooking, the ydlow porch lights on in front, maybe smoke coming out of the chimney. Mom would
be in the living room reading her book till you came in, we'd kiss, and she'd go to the kitchen to finish
cooking dinner now that everyone was home....

“She was dead and my father was probably down at the Masonic Hal with his buddies or with a
aull woman who was as sad and stupid as him. Driving there, | thought I'd had no expectations other
then to see the place and then move on to wherever the rest of my life would happen. But there was our
house and it was dark, smdler than | remembered, and the bushes in front had been cut down so low
they had no more shape. Those sumpy bushes started me crying, and | peeled out of there like a kid in a
dreg race.

“| drove to a bar in town and was there about fifteen minutes when aguy named Mark Elsen came
up and said hi. Mark was one of those sweet guys from high school who are kind of drippy but have a
crush on you. Mogt of them go into the Army after graduation, but eventudly end up back in town
afterward running the family appliance store. In school | knew he liked me and would come over to talk
whenever he got up the nerve. He was actudly rather goodlooking and nice, but dull as an empty
cardboard box.

“On the other hand, who was | to talk? There | was a the bar, ladies and gentlemen, Miss Lily
Vincert, hdf a day away from a marvelous life as a burntout, dopedup loser who'd spent last night in a
stranger’ s bed as baksheesh for a drug dedl, mogst likdly.

“Mark was probably both the best and the worst person | could have bumped into that night on
the face of the earth. He was so0 ddighted to see me, so happy I'd come home and we' d bumped into
esch other. | fdt adored .”

“Waan't that good for your ego?’

“Yes, for about an hour, but then redity came back, and no matter what he thought, | knew who |
was and how close the demons were.



“To make matters worse, | did the mogt pathetic thing and could not stop mysdf. He kept asking
what | was up toin ‘the Big Apple.” He kept referring to it like that, like he was hip too ‘cause he knew
the nickname. Which only made him more heartbresking. ‘So what’'s going on with you up in the Big
Apple? Acting school, huh? Got a Hollywood contract yet? Not an ounce of cynidsm in the way he said
it. He assumed | was dready a great success and would be out in L.A. knocking ‘em dead in no time.
Know what | did? Started lying. Told him the most outrageous whoppers and fantasies. Like | wasin this
dite acting class at NY U taught by Dudtin Hoffman. | was going to be in an Andy Warhal film soon, and
| hung around the Factory with Lou Reed... It embarrasses me even now to think about it. Later he
admitted he didn’t know hdf the people I’d mentioned, but it sounded tremendous. That was his word:
tremendous. Whatever | said, he d say, ‘Tremendous, Lily. That's tremendous” He bought me drinks
and a steak sandwich while | dung the bullshit. He kept sheking his head and saying ‘tremendous,” like he
couldn’'t get over my magnificence. Such a nice guy. | didn’t have to do that. He thought | was great
without any fluff. | could just as eedly have cried on his shoulder and told im what was redly happening.
He would' ve been sympathetic.”

“You sad those lies for yoursdf, not him. Y ou wanted life to be the way you described it. It was a
performance. For him, you were the actor in the Warhal film, the girl who knocked them dead in New
Y ork. Nothing wrong with that.”

“No, nothing wrong. Sad. Endoftheline sad. It got so bad that he was asking me what Warren
Bedity was like. | sat there with a cigarette in my hand, looking off into deep space like | was serioudy
conddering his question, and said, ‘I like him, but | know people who don't.” ”

That made me laugh. Lily joined in and it was as if a wave of rdief flooded over us both in the dark
nervous bedroom. | knew what was coming, knew we were moving toward it like the top of a long
daircase, but this laughter now let us stop and catch our breath before the lagt push.

“Itis funny, isn't it? We taked for another couple of hours and got a little drunk. Not much, but
enough to make him more impressed and me more daring. | was the one who suggested we go out and
take a drive somewhere. Out in the parking lot, he asked if I'd like to go in his car. When | said yes, he
pointed to a brandnew Camaro Z28. A redly beautiful, soupedup thing thet sounded like a jet plane
when he started it. | remember * 228’ because it sounded so technical and dangerous, like a weapon, but
when | asked Mark what it meant, he didn’t know.

“We drove around and he told me more about what'd been going on in town since I'd left: who
married who, who moved away, what stores had changed, smdltown news. You think you don't care
about that once you' ve left and are out in the big world, but when you hear it you' re fascinated.

“We ended up a Dary Queen edting banana splits Mark kept asking about different famous
people he was sure | knew. Oh, the tdes | told How he ae them up. You're right, it was a
performance and | loved it. | remember him ligening so intently thet he held a spoonful of ice cream in
front of his face for minutes, not eating it because he was too enthrdled with what | was saying. That
handsome face, his mouth hanging open like a kid's, chocolate sauce dripping onto the table” She went
slent, Sghed, cleared her throat. “1 put my hand over hisand said | wanted to fuck him.”

“You didn't! That's bad.”

“Ssoh. Let me tak. | thought: What the hell, I'm going to act this out to its total end both for me
and for him. We got back in his car and | told him to drive to the parking lot behind the high school.
There were famous town rumors and jokes about people doing it back there, but you knew none of them
were true, because it was too dangerous, the police patrolled the area about five times a night. They
followed no fixed schedule, so no one ever knew when they’ d come next. Mark knew what | was getting
a and got scared. He didn't want to go, but | sad ether there or no place, ded’s off. If he'd sad no,
and was more scared of the cops than hot to have me, it would' ve been the crowning blow to my ego.
Asit was, he hedtated along time before turning the car around and going back. But that was the whole
point of tdling him to go there! 1t had to be dangerous, there had to be risk involved. Who'd remember
just another fuck a the end of a dark country road? | wanted it to be a solidgold memory. One that'd
make him chuckle and shake his head when he was fiftyaght and stting on a porch with arthritis and not
much else. How many of those do we have?’



“I've noticed something. You keep usng the word ‘fuck.” That's not a ‘you’ word. Plus, you
make it sound like you're trying to dub something with it. *“Who'd remember just another fuck— Why
are you taking like that?’

“Because that' s what this was—fucking. Fuck—hard, fast, get to the point and then get off. Men like
to fuck. Fuck and come. That'swhat | wanted to do with Mark—fuck him like he/'d never had it before,
and then disappear in a puff of smoke. A dream come true and gone a moment later before any of its
glitter fdl. Let him remember me that way. This one night in the back seat of his new car behind the
school when hefindly got to fuck Lily Vincent and she was a firecracker dduxe.”

“Were you a firecracker?’

“More! As soon as we got there, | straddled him and took my clothes off as sexily as | knew how.
When he reached out to touch me, | wouldn't let him, because | wanted him like corn in hot oil. Know
how it szzZles and dances around in the pan right before it explodes into popcorn? | wanted him
scrinching around in the seat and going crazy with sex for me. | wanted someone to want me ! And he
did”

“Were you wonderful?’

“l was.”

“Were you turned on?’

“A little toward the end. But no, not much. It was too much like gymnastics. | was working too
hard to make him hot and think he was driving me crazy.”

“I'm jedlous.”

| heard her turn. Her voice was high and excited when she spoke. “Redly? Why? It was so long
ago and | was faking the whole thing.”

“Because jedlousy is greed. | want it dl and don’'t want to share any of it ever. Sometimes when |
think about it, I'm jedlous of the men in your past and what they did with you. I'd like to go back and
take dl of the kisses and fucks away from them and keep them for mysdf.”

“That's nice, Max. | never thought of it that way.”

“I do. Go on, firecracker.”

“Wdl, we did it a couple of timesand | think | was satisfying. You asked beforeif it was good and
| said alittle, but that's untrue. It was good because | threw mysdf into it totdly. | licked him and kissed
him and hugged and groaned. At fird, | was thinking: What ese will make him hot, what d<g 1l make him
howl at the moon? But you get caught up init, even when it's a performance. | liked it and it was good.

“When we were totaly exhausted and done, we got dressed and sat there not speeking. After
counting dowly to a hundred, | said | wanted him to go now and leave me here. | wanted to wak back
through town done to my car. He was flabbergasted. Go away? How could | say such a thing after what
hed happened? | started growing impatient, wanting to be out of his car and done again. He sad he
loved me, and besides, how could | have done it so wonderfully if | didn’t fed anything for him? | didn’t
answer, but began to resent him dthough the whole spid had been my doing. He got desperate and
asked, wasit atimething? It had happened so quickly and spontaneoudy, wasit just that | needed some
time done to sort out what’ d happened? Luckily he supplied that excuse to escape, because | was in no
mood or shape to cook one up. Yes, you're right, Mark, | am confused and want to be aone to think.
That cdmed him. Ever snce then I’ ve wondered what would have happened if he had said no. Just been
drong and absolutdly indsted | stay with him the rest of the night. But old sweetie Mark Elson didn’'t do
it. Instead, he got out of the car and raced around to open my door. We kissed goodbye. He pulled me
close and out in the middle of that big empty parking lot whispered, ‘What's going on, Lily? Which was
abull’ saye question, because | hadn't the dightest idea, and had come today hoping to find a way home.
Or ésel did know what was going on: me breaking apart, faster than the speed of light. | pushed him
away and started running in the opposite direction. He caled me, but when | didn’t stop, he ydled out,
‘I'll be & the store tomorrow, if you need me!” | needed him, dl right. | needed everyone in the whole
world holding one of those giant firemen's nets people fdl into when they jump from a burning building.
But it was too late”

“Why? Why wasiit too late?’



“Because by then | was so far gone, | was jumping from every corner of the building, not just one.
They wouldn't have had enough nets to catch me.

“Rumning felt good. As | moved, for haf an ingant | considered going home and asking Dad to let
me spend the night. What alaugh! Home, Sweet, Dark Home.

“l could fed Mark’s warm sperm begin to run down the ingde of my leg. | thought of babies. All
those Markbabies that would never be. No babies would ever come out of me. The sickness and the
scars had put an end to that. Another possibility down, how many more to go? It had been so long since
I’d thought of children. This was the town where I’ d been achild, but | was running from it now, running
from my life, running out  of life, and knowing there was nothing to run to. | would never be adle to
cregte life. It hit me so hard then.

“l ran and ran. It was about three miles from school back to the bar but | got there fast. Gasping, |
hopped into the car and started it up. It bucked backward into a retaining wal because I'd forgotten to
take it out of gear when | turned it off. That lurch scared me into clearness a little. | put my hands on my
face and rubbed up and down till it got hot. Then | started the motor again and drove dowly out of the
lot.

“It was dill dark when | left, but moming birds were nging. | started crying as | passed by
different places in town. | said goodbye to them. Bye, library, Beaver College, Mailyn Zodda s house.
Some were important, others only part of my lifés map. They were dl about to disappear forever. |
knew I'd never go back there, so this was it. Byebye, Howard Johnson's. | actudly rolled down the
window and waved a that stupid restaurant! Bye, fried dams and cigarettes after school there with
Marilyn and Lynda Jones in our favorite booth. Bones Jones. Goodbye goodbye goodbye. Boom-end
of Glensde days. | rolled out on that highway and drove .

“Until the car died an hour later. Smoke began pouring out from under the hood and, poof, it
stopped. | was cam, ralled it onto the shoulder and turned it off. It was a beautiful morning. | got out and
stood beside the car while the sun came up over those hazy blue fidds. Not many cars drove by but that
was okay because | didn't fed like flagging one down yet. | assumed the Opel was a goner, which meant
I’d have to start out again some other way. The idea left me blank.

“A truck driver pulled over and took me to the next town. | got a mechanic a a gas ddion to
come back and look. Amezingly, it was only a broken fan belt, a ninedollar repair. Plus, the man had the
part with him in his van. | should' ve been ecdatic, but when he told me, | had nothing to say. He mugt
have thought | was a zombie. A zombie who was suddenly hungry. While he worked on the car, | asked
if there was a good place to get breskfast in town. He recommended the Garamond Grill.”

“Garamond? Garamond, Pennsylvania?’ Thiswasit: Brendan Wade Meer was kidnapped there.

“Do you know the town?’

“No, but | know what you did there.”

“What do you mean?’

“I mean Garamond. | mean Anwen and Gregory Meer and ther son Brendan, age about nine and
ahdf now. Last seenin a baby carriage outside a store at the Garamond Shopping Plaza. | know what
you did, Lily, I know you kidnapped him.” | turned on the light next to the bed and lay back down.
Cloang my eyes, | told her how I'd gone through the house after her bizarre and suspicious behavior
when Lincoln was in the hospitd. How 1’d found her newspaper dippings about the Meers and hired the
detective to investigate. Then about my trip East, meeting the desolate couple, being shot a on the New
Jarsey Turnpike.

It was my turn to talk. | didn't care about backseat fucks, Marilyn Zodda, or twentyoneyearolds
having nervous breakdowns. They were momentous to Lily, the stars making up the congelation of her
life Tdling me was her way of positioning them, ordering their past chaos so they would make sense for
both of us.

But | didn't care, because | knew things now that she didn't. In the end, it came down to a
fundamentd fact: She had kidnapped her son. Torn open the fabric of sanity and reached deep into the
darkness behind it for an act she thought would save her from fdling into that dark dtogether. The
horrors we' re capable of doing to save oursalves.



Initsdf, it made everything esein life, much less her story, supremely unimportant.

Later in passing, in anecdotes, in latenight confessons and midday conversations, | heard the rest
of the story. She fled with the infant across Pennsylvania, often with it on her 1ap, the hum and bumping of
the car over the roads a natura rockabyebaby that kept it quiet or gurgling happily. It liked to shake its
hands or take her little finger in its mouth and suck noigly. It, he (it was awhile before she thought of the
child as a boy) enjoyed music and often jiggled frantically when rock and rall was on the radio.

She “chrigtened” him Lincoln after a week on the road. To pass the time while driving, she thought
for hours about different men’s names. Twice when the weather got nasty she stopped a a chesp motel
and spent a contented evening scanning locad phone books and newspapers for names, then saying
interegting ones doud to hersdf and the child nearby on the bed. But “Lincoln Vincent” didn’t sound
good. Since she had to change her last name now, she decided to find one that fit wel with “Lincoln.”
“Aaon” came to her somewhere near Pepper Pike, Ohio.

At firgt she had driven west as fast as possible without bresking the speed limit. However, once
across the border into Ohio, she moseyed around the back roads of the state, each morning poring over
amap and then aming toward towns whose names interested her: Mingo Junction, Tipp City, Wyoming.

After buying the car, Lily began the trip with a little over 9x hundred dollars. She tried to spend it
caefully, but there was gas and food and so many things to buy for Lincoln that her money was gone in
three weeks. She stopped in Gambier, Ohio, and took a job a a combined occult bookstore/head shop
that catered to Kenyon College students. She told the hippie who owned the place she was running from
ajunkie husband back East who beat her. The boss said only, “Bummer,” and dlowed her to bring the
child to work. She rented atiny apartment near campus and, when not working, learned how to take
care of a baby.

From the beginning, people were kind and accommodating. She didn’t know if that was because
her luck had changed or because they saw how happy she was with her radiant, chuckling child. Joy
brings you quickly into the hearts of others. She knew what she'd done was monstrous, but she'd never
been s0 happy. Her life had two excusive purposes now which, miraculoudy, played againg each other
wonderfully and exdtingly: she was a new mother, she was acrimind.

Linooln and Lily Aaron lived in Gambier dmogt two years. The amdl college town was the perfect
place for them. It was rurd but simulating, liberd and diverse enough so0 that a pretty young sngle
mother and her toddler didn't raise eyebrows. Of course, she was careful about what she sad. If
pressed, only with the greatest reluctance would she tdl the story of husband Rick back in New York
who'd caused them to fleein the fird place.

When the bookstore went broke after a year, she began working as day manager and hostess a a
steak house in town. That meant putting Lincoln in a daycare center, but the onein Gambier was a lovey
lightfilled place, ful of teachers overflowing with a leftover 1960sish enthusasm for the care and
education of young children. At the same time, Lily was able to learn more about a business she had
redly grown to love. She made friends and for a short time had a boyfriend who was an exchange
gudent from Vietnam. He was gentle and smart and an extraordinarily good lover. When he suggested
she go back to New York, divorce Rick Aaron, and return to marry him, she left Ohio instead.

On ahot, quiet Saturday in August when everyone was out of town or ingde hiding from the sun,
she and her stolen child got into the loaded Opel (which had been checked and tuned for the occasion)
and drove away. She told Lincoln they were going on an adventure to someplace new and different, and
if they liked it there, they’d stay. That was fine with him, so long as she was around. Whether it came
from not knowing his father or an inherently unsure nature, Lincoln did not like to be separated from Lily
for long. 1t was dl right at the daycare center because he liked the people there and it was clear they
liked him. But his mother was the undisputed center of his universe. It didn't matter if he liked life here: if
Mom said it was time to go and it would be fun where they were going, he was the firg onein the car. So
long as she was there, so long as he knew she was dways an armv's length away, it was okay.

They drove north because of aman she had learned about and contacted in Milwaukee who could
create fase papers and passports for her and the child. Not having been near a big dity for two years,
she found the clash and clamor of it jarring. Once the forged papers were ready they headed north again,



ending up in Appleton, Wisconsin, Lawrence Universty was there, and dthough it was a much larger
town than Gambier, she liked it and they stayed.

Portland, Oregon, was the last stop before the Aaron family landed in Los Angdes three years
ago. Almost immediatdly after arriving, she saw an ad inthe L.A. Weekly for ajob in a restaurant. It had
been placed by Ibrahim Safid.

“Why didn’'t you tdl me you knew?’

“Lily, if you were in my position, what would you have done?’

“Run away long ago. But that’s because I’ ve been running for ten years. The dightest blip on the
screen and I'm outta there” Naked, she sat in the lotus position facing me. “Have you told anyone?’

“No one. Look a me! Believetha: I'vetold no one”

“All right. What can | say, | have to believe it. What are you going to do, Max? | cannot believe
this you know . You know about it. What are you going to do?’

| put @ hand on her throat and gently pushed her back down. Lifting mysdf, | dimbed on top and,
Soreading her legswith a knee, dipped very carefully indde her vagina Her eyes widened but she didn't
gpeak. | pushed until | was as deep as | could go, then moved her arms over her head and covered them
with my own. Slently, we lay like that for some time. The moment and the knowledge between us
transcended sex, yet | was very hard. Her mouth was to my ear when she spoke bardly above a whisper.

“l love you. No matter wha you do to us, or me, know | love you more then I've ever loved
anyone.”

“l do know that.”

“Itssotragic. Thisisdl | ever wanted from life you here, Lincoln degping in his room. | was just
praying, but stopped because | didn't know what for. Praying you won't tel, praying you'll never stop
loving me. It's dl mixed up. And who am | to pray? What God do | go to for hep? People say they
want judtice, but that’s not true. We only want things to work for us and no one else. Even now, a big
part of me keeps saying | don't deserve this ‘cause I’'m a nice person. | do good things for others. It
that crazy? lan't that Sck? Oh, Max, what are you going to do? Do you know?’

“Yes. I’'m going to marry you and try to be a good father to Lincoln.”

“Oh God. Oh God.” She began bresthing oddly, as if she were panting. Our faces were inches
away and we stared into each other’s eyes. Neither of us smiled, there was no joy in or near us. No
meatter how much she hoped for it, | don't think she was prepared for what | had said. Keeping her
unforgivable secret meant giving up most of what | believed.

“You would do that? You'd do that for me?’

“Yes, Lily. It wasn't a hard decison to make.”

She wrapped me in her ams and, rocking us from dde to Sde, started saying, “Oh God. Oh
God,” agan.

PART THREE. BEE HEES FOREVER

“Let us cover, O Slent One, with a sheet of fine linen, the stiff,
dead profile of our imperfection.”
—Fernando Pessoa

Mary and | watched the three of them cross the front lavn and wak toward the house.

“How old isLincoln now?’

“Hell be saventeen in afew weeks.”

“Good Lord, that's dl? He looks a hundred.”

“I know.”

“Good, clean living will do it every time, huh, Max?’

If it had been anyone ese, | would have snapped back something mean, but Mary did not need
more meanness. Her husband had died two months before and, tough as she appeared, her core was
mdting down toward pure hopel essness.



“What does his Tshirt say? Am | reading what | think I'm reading?’

“ ‘Fuck Dancing—Let’s Fuck.” It's one of hisfavorites”

“Oh, Max, you let im walk out of the house in that?”

“No. He waked out of the house wearing something different this morning. Probably had the shirt
in his bag and changed a school. We used to fight about these things, but he wised up and does it dl
different now. Diversonary tactics; the art of the end run. Never, ever argue, but if you don't like what's
sad, figure out a detour around thet lets you do exactly what you want. Our son is an expert sneek.”

“And the leather jacket is Blvis Packard?’

“Rignt. Thegirl isLittle White.”

“Why does that name sound so snigter? She looks like a woodpecker. What does her shirt say?”’

“ “Nine Inch Nails” That's arock group, in case you don't have their dbum.”

“| thought it was a manicuris.”

The door opened and the three clomped in. They dl wore overszed black combat boots that
laced hdfway up their shins. The rest of the uniform consisted of tattered jeans and Tshirts. Although it
was cold outside, Elvis was the only one wearing a jacket. It was covered with oversized safety pins,
chains, and buttons that said things like “Y ou Disgust Me.”

They shadowed through the room, making no eye contact, and would have passed without a word
if 1 hadn’t spoken. “Lincoln! Mary’s here. Can't you even say hdlo?’

“Hdlo, Mary,” he said in a monotone, then made an exaggerated face a me asif to say, “Okay,
are you satidfied?’ As one, the gang smirked and kept going. A few moments later a door dammed at the
back of the house.

“What a bunch of crimindd How do you live with it? Are they here every day?’

“Jugt about. They skulk into his room, lock the door, and turn on Carcass. Have you ever heard of
Carcass?’

“| take it that’s a rock group too?’

“Yes. Want to hear some of thair song titles?” | reached for my wallet and pulled out the smdl pad
| carry to write notes on possible ideas for “Paper Clip.” “Here it is. ‘ Crepitating Bowe Erosion.” ‘Reek
of Putrefaction’—"

“Ddidous Hey, they're not ‘Wake Up, Little Suse’ but don't kids dways have ther own
musc? We did. What one generation adores, the next thinksis stupid.”

“Mary, for Christ’s sake, ‘ Crepitating Bowel Erosion’ 7’

“You got a point. What dse do you think they do in there? Whose girlfriend is she?’

“Lincoln told me both of them do her, but ‘none of us are redly into fucking, ya know? So it's just
akindathing we do in between things, ya know?”

“Wow, he said that? Times have changed, huh, Max? We spent hdf our lives thinking about sex.
You think that’ s true, or was he only trying to impress you?’

“He doesn't want to impress me. Or anyone. He wants to lie on his bed and ligen to Carcass.”

“And do drugs.”

We looked at each other. | chewed the ingdes of my cheeks. “What did you find, Mary?’

“Names and places. | found what you expected.”

“And?”

“And he does lots of drugs. The girl usudly buys them because she's friendly with a guy in an East
L.A. gang who dedls. By the way, her human being name is Ruth Burdette. She got it because she was
the girlfriend of aguy in a gang cdled the Little Fish. When you' ve screwed a Fish, you get to be cdled a
Little”

The fact Little White had a red name and history surprised me dmaost more than the fact my son
took drugs.

“Assoon as Lily and | got married, we started taking to Lincoln about drugs. He was dways s0
afrad of them. A couple of times | remember he actudly had nightmares where bad guys were chasng
him around with giant hypodermic needles. What kind of quff is he doing?’

“Cocaine when they have money, crack when they don't.”



“Lily will go mad. She refuses to accept this She only thinks he's going through his rebdlious
period.”

“You've got to change that. Get her to accept it and work on the problem with you. Otherwise the
kid will die. Smple as that. Get some counsdling, maybe check him into a drug program-"’

“You sound like a public hedth pamphlet. Bdieve me, it's not so easy. He hates us, Mary. You
don’'t understand. Anything we do, say, or think, he gets a look on his face of pure revulson. We're the
enamy. Us with our dean sheets, paid hills, cable TV... We can do nothing right in his eyes. Whatever
we give im he assumes isrightfully his, but whatever we tdl him he disregards.”

“So he''s an ungrateful little shit. He' s dill under age. Stick his ass in a rehab center and too bad if
he doesn't like it.” Shelit a cigarette and flicked the match into the fireplace. “What the hdl happened to
thet boy? He was the most wonderful child. Funny, charming... Remember how Frank loved him? You
guys did everything right. He was loved, you gave him the right amount of discipline. Read to him, took
hm places... What happened?’

“He grew up. When she admits to anything being wrong, Lily thinks it might be partly due to
Greer.”

“No way! | don't believe that. Why would a little sster turn him into the Creature from the Black
Lagoon? Knowing you two, you probably bent over backward to give each kid their share of love. Plus
the fact Greer adores him. He likes her, doesn’t he?’

“Yes, | think so. He' s nice and gentle to her. They actudly have whole conversations and oncein a
while hell even hdp with her homework. He seemed to be happy when Lily got pregnant. And you're
right-we spent alot of time making sure each got their share, which wasn't easy in the beginning because
Greer was such a handful. Y ou remember.”

“l sure do! If you'd asked me then, I’d have picked Greer to grow up and look like that. She was
alagepaninthe ass”

“Yes, but look a her now. It's like the house is partitioned between Us and Them . Aliens and
eathlings. Lily, Greer, and | on one sde’- jerked a thumb toward Lincoln's room—‘the Three
Horsemen of the Apocalypse on the other.”

“What do you think they do in there? | mean, besides not screwing and ligening to Car Crash.”

“Carcass . They ligen to mudc and watch horror movies. Every once in awhile you hear a scream
and other goofy sounds from those films”

“Yeah, but what es2? Didn't you ever look through the keyhole or... you know?’

“I went in there once when Lincoln forgot to lock the door. That's another thing. He put a lock on
the door that could keep an ephant out. The only one of ushe letsinis Greer.”

“Wha did you see?”’

“That'swhat's srange; the place was spotless. He has no pictures on the walls, the bed was made
without one wrinkle, carpets swept... It reminded me of a Marine barracks. It was too cleeean . Creepy
clean”

“That doesn't fit, does it?’

| was about to answer when | saw Greer’s school van stop in front of the house. She got out,
immediately dropped her school bag, bent over, and patted her fanny with both hands for the benefit of
someone indde the van. Then she wiggled it, picked up her bag, and waked toward the house without
once turning around to see if her performance had had the desired effect.

She wore red jeans, a white polo shirt, and black sneakers. Her hair went up off her head in two
pigtails. The face was more mine than Lily's but there was a lightness that brought it dl together, an aura
of combined humor and naughtiness that came only from her mother.

Greer was five. Our miracle child. The child born when we thought there was no hope in the world
of Lily concelving. From the day she came into the world, she was trouble. Born premature, she gave the
impresson she was angry at having been brought in on our schedule rather then hers. She needed blood
trandfusons, experimenta medicines. For a shaky ten days they thought one of her kidneys was bad and
might have to come out. In her firg weeks we thought and talked of little else. One night | had to tdl
Lincoln his new little sster might not survive. Perhaps that is when it started with him. He asked



repeetedly if she was going to die. Ascadmly as| could, | told hm | didn’t know, three different ways.

“Wdl, why don’t you do something about it? Y ou're not just going to let her die, are you?’

“WEe re doing everything we can. The best doctors in the hospitd are working to help her.”

“So what? Why don't you get the best doctorsin the world , Max?' He began to cry, but when |
went to hold him, he pushed me away. “What if that happens to me? What if | get Sck? Are you guys
going to let me die?’

“We're not gaing to let anyone die. We're doing everything we can.” | was tired and frightened,
but that was no excuse for what | said next. “| think it'd be better if you thought about Greer now and
not yoursaf. It doesn’t look like you' re going to die anytime soon.”

He was allittle boy. Life had grabbed him by the back of the neck and shoved his face into its most
vidous truth. He didn't understand. He didn't know how to handle it. Who does? All he wanted was
reassurance that we would aways love and take care of him, but supidly | heard it as sdfishness and
dapped him down with a mean line.

Then again, thereis only so much you can do and there are find, unsolvable mysteries. With a clear
conscience | can say that for the years we lived together, Lincoln had been my great obsession. Our
children should be our obsession, but there is a criticad digtinction. Knowing they are a product of our
love, combined genes, and the environment we create from resources, hopes, and effort is one thing.
Knowing they are literdly us, only in another kin, is the difference between coincidence and fate. No
maiter how much trouble Greer was, dl we could do for her was to give everything we had and then
pray to God for the rest.

My parents began staying with us for a month every summer. When he could, Saul would join us.
Much of that time was spent reminiscing about our lives and | pumped dl three of them for forgotten
detalls, trivid aspects, and explanations about past days and experiences that would give me better
ingght into who I’ d been. What ingredients was | whally unaware of then that had gone into meking me
the man | was now? Can we ever redly know ourselves without hearing what others think of us?

Sometimes they wanted to know why | was 0 interested in our past. Saul got angry one night
when | overdid the questions. What the hdl did twenty years ago matter? Why did | persst in trying to
dissect or put those days under a microscope? Why not just leave them done, enjoy the memories of a
family that had held together and continued loving one another right up to today? Luckily | had a ready
answer which soothed dl of them and permitted more questions. | had read about an artist in Europe
who'd had a show of paintings she'd done of her own childhood. Pretending it was my idea, | sad
drawing my history had been a secret dream project for years but I’ d only recently gotten up the courage
to begin taking notes and do some prdiminary sketches. It was something that would take years to
complete but, if done successtully, might turn out to be my greatest work. The Fischers were proud of
My SUCcess as a cartoonist, and once they knew what was going on, they were charmed by the idea
Afterward, they talked and wrote letters or cdled me longdistance to say they'd just remembered
something that might be ussful....

| ligtened, read, worried. | worked so hard to learn the exact contents of, then clean up and order,
the room that was my life. Not so | could one day draw it asit redly was, but to use to hep my boy
make his lifeinto something magnificent.

Mary Poe was correct in saying we had tried to do everything right for our son. But beyond the
bedtime taks about God or how thunder wasn't dangerous, the carefully wrapped sandwiches and only
two cookies in his lunchbox, the circus, the bal games, vacaions, going over multiplication tables
together, popcorn, mowing the lawn, talking about the desth of the dog so that it became an acceptable
part of life ...

Despite knowing what | did, what constantly surprised me was redizing the only appropriate way
to raise this child was essantialy no different from any other good and concerned parent’s method. My
higtory, the secret knowledge, the huge number of books I read and thought about for years dl sad
badcdly the same thing-ove them, teach them humility, balance, and restraint, gpplaud them, tdl them no
when it is necessary, admit your mistakes.



Yes, you know these things dready and | needn’t go on. Maybe I’'m only taking to mysdf now.
Like the man who has gone over his checkbook ten times but dill cannot find out why heisin debt. | had
ahundred dollars. | spent thisfor this, thet for that. | can account for dl of it, but why, then, is there less
then nothing left? Why had our son turned into a dishonest, sullen, secretive knot of a human being?
There should have been something good Ieft over from the years of support, careful guidance, and love.
But there was't. There was nothing in this * account.”

“Hdlo, Mary Poe.”

“Helo, Greer Fischer.”

“Did you bring your gun?’

“l did.”

“Can| seeit?

“It's jugt the same old gun you saw the lagt five times”

“Please?”

Mary looked a me and | nodded okay. She opened her blazer and undid the thing from its
shoulder holster. Sipping the bullets out, she held it up for Greer to see.

“Isit heavy?

| knew what she was moving toward. “Greer, you can't hold it. Y ou know the rules”

“l was jugt asking .”

“l know what you were doing. Look, but no touching.”

“Smith and Wesssson. That's the guys who made it?’

“Right.”

“Do they make bombs?’

“l don't know.”

“Do you have a gun, Daddy?’

“You know | don't. Only police and private investigators like Mary have them.”

“Lincoln has agun.”

“What do you mean?’

Greer was veary smart but she talked too much. Whenever she was in a room she wanted center
stage and would do dmogt anything to get it, induding lie. Looking from me to Mary, she knew she'd
struck gold with this piece of information and her expression narrowed down into cunning.

Climbing into my lap, she cuddled up close to my ear and whispered. “Promise you won't tel?
Lincoln doesn’'t know | know. | went into his room and saw it behind the dresser. He has it stuck with
tape there”

| nodded asif it was okay. Your brother has a hidden gunin his room? That's okay. | managed to
sy inan even voice, “1 don't know what he needs that for. Ohwel.” Asgently as| could, | pushed her
down. “Okay, that’s dl right. Why don’t you go in the kitchen, honey, and get a little snack. Mary has to
go soon and we have to talk some more. I'll be inin aminute”

Disappointed her secret hadn't made a bigger splash, she put her handsin her pockets and scuffed
out of the room.

When she was gone, | told Mary what she’'d whispered. She closed her eyes and tightened her
lips “Shit. Okay, Max, stay cool. Don't fly off and get crazy, or you'll blow this Firgt, you've got to see
what kind it is. Maybe it sonly an ar pistol or something, a pellet gun, he doesn’'t want you to know he
has.

“If not, if it sared piece, try and get the serid number off it so we can find out if it's hot. You've
got to handle thisright or we'll be in big trouble.”

“I'll take care of it.”

“Max—"

“l sad I'll take care of it, Mary. I'll do what you told me. There snathing dse to do, isthere?’

“Not yet. But remember, it could be nothing. Teenage boys love this Suff, but it doesn’'t mean’

“I know that, but we dso knew Bobby Hanley, didn't we?’



Without making eye contact, she stood and buttoned her jacket. Bobby Hanley was a legendarily
violent, frightening kid from our hometown who had ended up dying in a gun battle with the police.

“Bobby Hanley was acrimind. Y our son’s a messedup brat, not acrimind.”

“He has afucking gun , Mary. How do | know he's not?’

“Because he ign't. Okay? Because he is not. I'm going to go right now and tak to my friend
Dominic Scanlan at the LAPD. I'll get him to check out... | don't know. | want to fed him out on this
Hell know what direction to take. But well find out. You look at that gun and get the numbers off it, if
it's the red thing. But don't take it. Don't touch it. If Lincoln's done anything wrong and knows you
know about his gun, it'll complicate things. I'll cal you in a couple hours.”

When she was gone, | went to find Greer. She was out on the back patio egting a brownie. | put
my am around her and sat us down on asun chair.

“IsMary gone?’

“Uhhuh. Listen, sweetie, | was thinking about what you jugt told me”

“About Lincoln's gun? | know | shouldn’'t have gone in his room, Daddy. | know you and Mom
sad not to. Are you mad?’

“I'm not happy. Plus, | know you wouldn't like someone snooping round in your room.”

She hung her head. “I’d hate it.”

“Okay, then that's that. Let's forget aout it. | know how much your brother loves you but he'd
probably be redly upset and disgppointed if he knew you were doing it again. Remember last time? So
look, if you don't tel him what you told me, | won't say anything either. It'll be our secret. But you've
got to keep the secret, Greer. ‘ Cause if anyone finds out, you're the oneit'll hurt.”

“Are you going to tdl Mommy?’

“Mom doesn’'t need to know either.”

Hearing that, she knew she was off the hook and could be mischievous again. “Okay, but
sometimes | can't keep a secret, Dad. | just have to open my mouth and scream it out ‘cause it's like a
burp, you know? Like it can't livein my ssomach or I'll explode.”

“Baby, do what you like, but if you tdl Lincoln, he's not going to let you in his room again, because
hewon't trugt you. If you tdl Mom, remember what she said last time about snooping where you're not
supposed to in the house. | don't think it's a good idea to tak about this with anyone, but the decison is
up to you.”

“Are you going to tdl anyone?’

“No.”

“It's bad, huh, Dad? About Lincoln having it.”

“I'm not sure yet. | think it's kind of bad because what does he need agun for?’

“Maybe he wants to protect ug”

“I'll protect us. He knows he doesn't have to worry about that.”

“Maybe he wants to show off. Or maybe he’'s going to shoot someone!”

“l hope no one we know!”

Looking to see if | was serious, her amdl concerned face relaxed as soon as | amiled and she
understood | was joking.

| could trust her not to tdl only for alittle while because sooner or later Greer spilled any bean she
owned. | cdled Lily a Crowds and Power and said we would be going over there for dinner. She was in
agood mood and wanted to know if anything new was happening.

“Nothing much, except | love you.”

“That's new? We' ve been together seven years but only now you're garting to love me?’

“l think we love differently every day. Like the guy who said you can’'t sand in a river a exactly
the same place twice. Today | love you differently than yesterday, or will tomorrow.”

“Oh. Uh, Max, are you okay?’

“Isthat Mommy on the phone? Can | tak to her?’

| handed the phone to Greer. She took it with two hands and pressed it tight up againg her face.

“Mom? Ms. Zuckerbrot says | have to bring two thousand peanut butter cookies to class



Thursday for our party.”
| heard Lily squawk, “Two thousand!?”” Greer giggled into her hand and grinned a me. “Just

kidddding . But | do have to have alot of cookies for the party. Will you hep me make them?’

We worked on her homework together and then played Chinese checkers for another hour.

“Max, I'm going out.”

| turned and saw Little White making a flity face a Elvis He grabbed her by the jav and
goparently squeezed too hard, because she squeded like a pig and dapped his hand away. “You dways
hurt me, assho—" Seaing us, she caught hersdf and gave alame amile. Lincoln ignored them.

“Be back by seven, huh? We're going to the restaurant for dinner.”

“I'm not hungry.”

“Lincaln, be home a saven o’ clock tonight. | don't care if you're hungry.”

Blvis whistled and shook his hand dowly back and forth at my “show of might.” The girl rubbed
her jaw.
“Whaddya want me to do there, St a the table with an empty plate and ligen to dl the fags?’

“If you want to be sarcadtic, tiger, you gotta be witty too. You dmost have the tone now, but you
an't got the funny yet.”

Little White thought this was hilarious. She clapped her hands ddightedly. Elvis put a finger out,
touched him on the arm, and, pretending to be burned, made a hissng sound and whipped his hand back
fadt.

“Guess he burned your ass, Linco.”

“| guess you better kissmy ass, Elvo . Come on, we're outta here.”

They trooped out in their sevenleague Gestapo boots and I'd guess it was my son who dammed
the door and then gave it aloud kick for good measure.

“How come you and Lincoln aways fight, Daddy?’

“Because | think he should do certain things but he thinks he shouldn’t. Come on, it's your move.”

Seven o' clock rolled around with no 9gn of him. | waited another hdf hour before going to dinner.
| tried to be as cdm and goodnatured as | could with Greer, while a the same time figuring out whét to
do with her brother. Getting into his room was no problem—a week after he put the lock on his door, |
hed alocksmith come in and make me a copy of the key. What I’d told Mary was true-l had been in his
room only once since the lock was inddled, but I'd dso stopped trusting our son long ago and fdt the
secret key necessary. No one knew | had it, not even Lily.

Crowds and Power was packed with pretties when we arrived. In the years snce Lily and | me, it
hed become one of the “power” spots in Los Angdes for people to meet and be seen. Articles were
written about it in trendy magazines, the parking lot was invaigbly full of the appropriate German,
English, and Itdian cars with license plates that said things like “L.A. Gent,” and getting a table
reservation was tough if you were not important. lbrahim and Gus were dill together despite their
neverending bickers, yet | liked them less because of how they had changed with thelr success. On the
one hand, they worked too hard to be cool. On the other, both were overtly sycophantic. This showed in
the way they dedt with ther increesngly famous clientde. If you were someone, a table was adways
ready. If you weren't, you might be dlowed to st in the back near the kitchen. The noman'dand Gus
cdled “Table Hdl.” There was little of the origind warmth and happy frenzy tha had been such a
precious trademark of the place when I'd firg known it. A few years back there had been a paace revolt
because of thisdementd change of heart. The Band sisters and Mabdean Kessack quit because none of
them liked how ditist and fase their bosses had become. In a move that troubled Lily because it erased
most of what was Ieft of the origind “fed” of the restaurant, Ibrahim replaced the women with a gay
couple named Ace and Berndt who were both very swish and snobbish but efficient.

“Hi, guys. Where's Lincoln?’ Lily had an amful of menus, and her hair, which had grown much
longer, was gticking out in dl directions. We kissed, then she bent over and traded big ones with Greer.

“He swith hisfriends. He might show up later.”

She gave me her “Isthiswhat | think?” look and | nodded. She grimaced and sghed. “He used to
love coming here so much, remember? We had fun. Remember how Mabdean used to make him that



Specid pizza?’

“And his birthday party with the snakes?’

“Golden days at Crowds and Power. How | wish it was like that now. Are you hungry?’

One of the waiters came up and, with the dightest head tip of recognition to us, started talking to
Lily in an urgent whisper.

“Jud tdl her it's not on the menu, Berndt. | don’t understand the problem.”

Offended, he looked at her asif she'd asked if he had farted. “The problem is, | did tdl her that,
but she ingsted we make it for her because we served it before.”

“Too bad. She can eat what’s on the menu, like everyone dse”

“Gus might be upset if he hears you said no. He loves this woman’s show.”

“I'll worry about that. Please do as | told you.”

Hashing a bitchy little smile, he walked off. Lily scratched her chin. “I miss Sullivan and Alberta at
leadt ten times a day, every day. Things used to be so much more merry around here. Once upon atime,
we would have made that actress what she wants because we' d have been so excited to have her here.
Not no more.

“Mom, can we est now?’

“Yes, love Let's find a table” Leading us through the packed room, Lily turned and asked,
“Where is HisMgesty?’

“Ladt | saw, he was shuffling off to places unknown with Mickey and Minnie We had a faceoff a
the door and | told him to stop being such awise guy.”

“I'm sure he loved that. Here, let's St here. Did you embarrass him in front of his friends? You
know how he hates that.”

“He hates mogt things. That' s the problem.”

“Sometimes he hates you , Daddy.”

“l know, but that can happen when you have two guys butting heads like we do. You know the
way we disagree about things”

“What did you tdl him to set him off?’

“To be home a a specific time so we could go to dinner. He said he wasn't hungry, | sad be
home . That was the extent of our discusson. Looks like he decided not to join us after dl.”

“Mom, Lincoln had his ‘fuck’ shirt on.”

“Thank you for tdling me, Greer, but you know the only reason you told me was so you could say
the word. Don't think you' re tricking me.”

“Lil, I had a couple of ideas for the strip coming over. I'd like to leave right after dinner to go back
and work on them. You' ve got early shift tonight, right? Can Miss Muffet go home with you?’

“Sure. WE Il have to stop at the market firdt, but you don’'t mind Staying up past your bedtime a
little, do you?’

Sounding out words on the menu to hersdf, Greer shook her head.

“You look great tonight. That long hair redly suits you.”

“Oh, Max, doesit? Thanks. | think | look like a hundred years old today.”

“No, you look great. You're one of those people who get betterlooking as they grow older. I'm
very lucky to have you, know that?’

We often complimented each other. | didn't know a happier couple. Neither how she had stolen
Lincoln nor what had become of him could affect the fact thet we loved each other more and more as the
years passed.

“Thank you. You're agood guy to say it.”

“It' sthe truth. What are we having for dinner?’

Although it was a good family med with lots of talk, gestures, and laughing, both Lily and | kept
scanning the room to see if the boy had arrived. Sometimes our looks crossed and one or the other
would raise an eyebrow asif to say, “What can we do? The kid isn't coming.”

But he surprised us.

“Max, | wastrying to tel someone today how many newspapers run ‘Paper Clip.” Isn't it around



three hundred?’

“Yes, afew more, but that’s good enough.”

“Hi, Mom.”

“Lincoln! Hi! Come, St down.”

“Hi, Lincoln. Wanna gt next to me?’

“Hi, Grrrreer. Naah, | want to gt next to Dad . Right in the heart of the old fam.”

The chair to my right did out noisly. Stting down, he dapped me on the shoulder. “How’re you
doin’, Max? How' s the old provider hanging?’

“Do you want something to eat?’

“l sad before | wasn't hungry. | only came by to see you guys” Petting out a beat on the table, he
started Snging a song about “raisng my famuhly.” We watched and waited but he didn’t stop. He sang
louder. People a other tables started staring and gave him a long onceover. He sang on while we three
went back to our dessert.

Greer said she had to go to the toilet and Lily took her.

Lincoln amiled at me. “Hey, Max, what's the difference between a refrigerator and a homosexud?’
He said it too loudly, wanting people to hear.

“| guess you're going to tdl me”

“A refrigerator doesn't fart when you take your meet out.”

A woman &t the table next to ours shook her head and said, “Jesus Chrigt, crude !”

| sat forward and put my hand on his forearm. “Lincoln, stop it. What are you trying to prove?
Y ou know you shouldn't tak like thet here. It's offendve and totdly ingppropriate.”

Instead of answering, he put a thumb in Greer’s peach ice cream. Sticking it in his mouth, he
sucked the finger. It was so incongruous seeing this mess of a kid sucking his thumb. He closed his eyes
in exaggerated ddight. | redlized it was the firg time in dl our years together | had seen him make that
innocent gesture.

“Lincoln! What are you doing? What is the matter with you? Why do you make trouble every time
you are coming in now?” Ibrahim marched over, seething. He was a kind man but had had enough of the
boy’ s behavior. Our son had caused a number of scenes and nearfights here in the lagt two years. Crud
comments, jokes as gross and loud as this one, rotten things that he shouted at us about how much he
despised the restaurant and dl those connected with it. Long ago we had given up asking him to join us,
but many times he chose to tag aong and then usudly wound up miking trouble. None of us knew why,
other than his very aggressive homophobia. The only reason I’ d wanted him along tonight was so | could
be sure he was away from the house when | went searching for his gun.

“Thisisthe end. | have had enough of you now. Y ou have no right to treat us like this Lincoln, you
are making everyone who loves you crippled. You cut off our legs and then cut out our hearts. Love goes
very far, mider, but it is not the universe. Someplace it stops and then that isthe end.”

“I'll try to remember that.”

When Ibrahim was gone, Lincoln asked if we could go outsde and tak done. | agreed and,
waking out, asked a waiter to tdl Lily we' d be back in afew minutes.

Standing in front of the restaurant, the boy shoved his hands into the back pockets of his jeans. “I
know , Maxie. | know everything! | found it dl out today. Tonight. It's so incredible how in one second
your whole life can move from here to way way way over there . Unbdievable. A red mind warper. But
| know every one of your dirty fucking secretsl” He was so happy. If | hadn’t known what was going on,
I’d have been shocked by his face of pure joy. “I cannot believe it. | can't beieve you didn't tdl me
anything dl these years. Would you have? Would you ever have told me?’

“l don't know.”

“Fuck you, Max. Fuck you for the rest of your shitass life. Fuck you and Lily and dl the lies and
everything about you two. Y ou want me to do something for you? Y ou're gonna pay for it. You're going
to pay for everything now, cocksucker.”

“How do you fed?”’

He thought a moment. “| fed... | fed weird. Like my life, um, has been lived on another planet till



now and it just landed here. Something aong those lines. I’'m sure you can understand what I’'m saying,
Dad ”

“Yes, | understand.”

“l bet. Well, good. | wanted to tdl you that, Max. But | don't think | want to inform your wife for
awhile because, um, one ‘parent’ at atime' s enough.”

| didn't understand what he meant but had no time to ask. A beautiful siver Mercedes pulled up
across the greet and stopped. The horn honked. Lincoln waved to it. “Gotta go now. I'll, like, tak to
you later, okay?’

“Where are you going?’

“Got some quff to do with Elvis”

“Blvis? That’shim in the car? He doesn’t own a Mercedes.”

“Itsafriend's”

“Lincoln, don't! We have to talk—’

“Thefuck we do!” Heran into the street without looking. Ydling over his shoulder, he stopped in
the middle of traffic, turned to me, then to the Mercedes, to me. “Now we do things my way, Daddyo.
Now that | know the big secret . Just today. It's likemy friggin' bar mitzvaeh! Today | became a man !”
He threw up both arms, hands in figts, and, waving them at the sky, howled like a wolf. Cars dowed to
look. One driver howled back a him. Another sped away from this raving punk. Elvis honked and
honked the horn. | stepped into the street but was stopped short when a maotorcycle came zooming by.
On the other sde, Lincoln rounded the Mercedes, ducked, disappeared, and the slver car roared off
before | heard the passenger’s door close.

Running back into the restaurant, | told Lily | had to go home right now, no explanation why. | had
to get to his gun. What might he do on the day he discovered who he was? Maybe go crazy. Or do
something crazy. Forget what Mary said. | had to get to that gun before him and put it someplace safe.
Then we would talk. Tak and talk until I'd made things as clear as | could to him.

There was a bad accident on Wilshire Boulevard, and the familiar ominous mix of whizzing lights
on police cars and ambulances, plus a sputtering orange flare lying on the ground, made the earlyevening
scene even more neon and ugly. For the fird time in years | remembered a day from childhood. On a
summe Sunday before Saul was born, my parents took me to Pdisades Park in New Jersey. | was
about seven and had never been to an amusement park before. The day was a complete success and
should have been one of those cherished memories of childhood because | had enough fun and
exdtement to exhaust ten boys. But funisn't often as memorable as death.

On the ride home, once across the Tappan Zee Bridge we were immediatdy stopped by a giant
traffic jam. Theline went on for miles and was so dow moving that severd times my father turned off the
engine to keep it from overheating. But there was a basebdl game on the radio, my mother had her
knitting, and if anyone got hungry there were dill a couple of sandwiches Ieft in the picnic basket. We
were happy. Dad and | ligened to the game for a while, but tired from the day and the sunburn it had
gven me as a goingaway present, | lay down on the wide back seat and fdl adleep.

| don't know how long | was out, but | awoke to the sound of Mom'’s voice. “Just don't make any
noise and he won't wake up.”

Dad made along quiet whistle. “I haven't seen one that bad in years.”

| opened my eyes, but with a child's intuition knew a moment before she turned that Mom was
about to check me. When she did, | pretended to be fast adeep.

“Max’sdl right. Still snoozing. Oh my God, Stanley! Oh my God !”

| couldn’t stand the mystery. What was happening? It probably wouldn’t have made any difference
if | had sat up and exdamed too, because both parents were transfixed by the scene outside. | did
across the seat and, peeking through the window, saw a smoking battlefidd of wrecked cars, flaghing
lights, fire engines, people running around. Police blue, firemen ydlow, doctors white.

There were bodies. Firgt | saw two together covered by a blanket, their feet sicking meekly out.
Next, and most amazing, was the child launched hdfway through the windshidd of a car. This was in the
time before unbreskable safety glass was standard in automobile windows. 1t was a child; | was sure of



that because despite being dmost entirdy covered by a coating of shiny blood, the vishble part of the
body was short and thin. The upper torso stuck up through the windshield like it had been shot from the
back seat but stopped halfway out. A amdl am wearing a wriswatch hung down. | could see the white
watch face. That samdl spot of white in dl the streaked, glaing red. A perfect white circle. The rest was
blood and crushed, formless chaos. | absorbed it dl in seconds. When my mother began turning around
agan, | zipped back to my degping position and wasn't caught. | was too scared to try for another 100k,
and a short while later we were past the wreck and sped up.

“Radl it up, pa.” Four decades later, a hdmeted policeman hed aflaghlight and waved it across my
face. “You've seen the show. Move on.” | accelerated, thinking about my sevenyearold sdf in a back
sedt, the dead child through the windshied, and my son.

When | got home there were no carsin the driveway or in front of the house. Good, but that didn’t
meen anything. He could have been dropped off aready and could beingde. | parked on the street and,
ganding next to the car, took severd long, deep breaths before moving. What should | say if he was
there?

| started for the house, running questions and answers through my mind, readying mysdf for
whatever he might ask. But would anything give im dlarity, or comfort, now that he knew?

| was dmogt to the door when | saw them. The front of our house is a couple of steps up to alarge
porch and the front door. There are metd chairs on the porch set back aways where Lily and | often sat
inthe evening and chatted when she returned from work.

Two little boys were gtting on these chairs. | stopped, startled to see anyone up there, knowing
our family was gone.

“Hi, Mr. Fischer!”

“Hey, Mr. Fischer!”

It was two of the Gillarigt boys from down the street. Nice kids, about nine and ten years old. You
aways saw them hanging around together.

“Hi, guys. What're you doing up there?’

“Edward dared me to come and st on your porch.”

“What did he dare you?’

“A quarter.”

| reached into my pocket, took out one, and handed it to him.

“How come you're paying? Ed lost!”

“Shut up, Bill! If he wants to pay, he can.”

“Did anyone come into the house since you two' ve been here?’

“No, sr. We' ve been around, | don’t know, hdf an hour?’

“You didn't see Lincoln?’

“Nope”

“Okay. Wel, | guess you' d better head on home now. It’s getting pretty late.”

Edward got up and gave Bill a shove when his brother was dow in risng. Bill poked him back.
Edward poked—

“Hey, guyd”

“He s dways darting!”

“’Cause you're supid!”

“l know you are, but what am 1?7’

| watched and thought what if they were Lincan and me? Kids, brothers, two years apart. |
blurred my vison and made believe. My brother Lincoln. Little brother Lincoln, who followed me around
and was a pan but dso was my best friend. Oddly, when | brought my eyes back into focus, the
Gillcrigs dill looked like us. | had to blink and blink to make the picture go away.

Edgy, | unlocked the front door and walked in. Quiet, ill, the rooms smdled warm and stale. The
norma wonderful comfort one feds waking in the door of your own home was gone. | lived here, but so
did he. Everyday objects, the things | knew and normaly used without thought, seemed larger and dl
cocked a drange angles. Like a picture that's been bumped crooked and needs draightening. Our



whole house fdt crooked and... expectant. Was that the right word? Asif it were waiting to see whét |
would do next. A car drove by out on the street. Freezing, | waited to hear if it would stop or pull into
our driveway. It didn’t. | figured | had about haf an hour before Lily returned.

“Lincaln? Are you here?” Waking dowly through the house, turning on lights, | was full of the
absurd idea that if he were here, he'd be hiding from me, ready to jump out and pounce when my back
was turned. Although that was more Greer’s dyle than his gill | moved cautioudy, waiting for him to
spring out of wherever. My son the JackintheBox.

| did agenerd careful look around before feding alitle more at ease. | amiled a mysdf for having
checked behind the couch in the living room and in a too smdl closet in the laundry room. But fear comes
from noticing the normd has suddenly grown fangs. After today’s revdations, that space behind our
couch was no longer the innocent place where Greer’ s tennis ball had falen.

I got my key to his room from its hiding place taped to the bottom of an unused kitchen drawer. In
stockinged feet | walked the long hdl to the back of the house. At his door | knocked and again called
out hisname afew timesto seeif he wasin there. No answer. | had no more time to waste. Opening it, |
reached in and switched on the light. Once again the stark white emptiness and order of Lincoln's room
was in such sniger contrast to what had probably gone on in there and what was hidden, like the
infected peace of an empty prison cdl or room at an asylum.

His chest of drawers was five or 9x inches out from the wall. Squatting down, | tilted my head and
did my hand dong the back of the thing. Bingo, there it was. Smooth flat wood for a foot, then a suspect
curl of tape peding up off an edge. Further, the hard angles of a gun.

“Thank God. Thank God.” | pulled it off and did it over. Other than what I've seen in movies, |
know nothing about guns, but | did recognize the shape of this one-it was a fortyfive. Whether it was red
or not was the next question. | knew the Japanese made remarkable fullscade modds of guns detailed
enough to foal the experts. This one was surprisngly light and ether coated or constructed of some kind
of rubber or plagtic. A plastic gun? How could that be? Engraved on the left sde was “Glock 21 Audria
45 AUTO.” On theright was the name “Glock” another time, a serid number, the address of the firmin
Smyrna, Georgia It was o light. I ve never fdt comfortable around guns, but this one was compdling in
its ample roughness. | turned it around and around. Carefully, after much figuring and noodling, |
managed to release the dip from the bottom. It was ful of twelve beautiful gold bullets. It was red.
Nothing was more red than that gun.

Before doing anything ese, | picked up the phone on his desk and cdled Mary Poe. While it rang,
| held the Glock in my hand and turned it from side to side, dghting down my arm at it from different
angles. Wha an indrument. What a sngular piece of machinery. Bang. That'sit. That'sdl it was made to
do. Bang-one hig hole. Mary wasn't home, but | told her tape I'd found the pigtal, thet it was very
fucking redl, and read the serid number off the sde. I'd be home for a few more hours in case she
wanted to get back to me.

Then | did a queer thing. | put the dip of bullets in my pocket, the pigtal in the middle of the floor.
Why not just shove the whole thing in my pocket? Because | didn't want it in my pocket. The bullets
were bad enough, but as the ugly heart of the gun, without them it could do nothing lying there but suck
up al of thelight and energy in the room like a black holein space.

The slence of heavy machinery turned off a moment ago, or of a mgor hignway a three in the
morning when no cars have passed for minutes. The quiet of an arplane miles above you traling its white
thread of vapor. There is so much noise in these things that their rare illness sounds a million times
quieter. It is ahush of waiting, not completion. Any minute the noise thet is the thing will come back with
aroar. That was the slencein Lincoln’s room &fter | put the phone down.

Closing my eyestight, | made figs and lowered my head to my chest. “I hate this. | hate it.” Then |
began to search.

In one drawer were three packages of condoms. How wonderful! He took precautions! If only it
were so tame and smple. | amiled, thinking that in the old days a parent would have had a fit finding
rubbers in a son's drawer. Ancther held a butterfly knife and a Polaroid photograph of Little White,
topless. She had lovdly amdl breasts and looked cute with both arms up, in the classic “make a musdée’



pose. What was her name? Ruth. Ruth Burnett? Burdette? What would her parents say if they saw this
photo?

Here iswhat dse | found. A postcard of a penis and hary bdls with a pair of black eyeglasses
over the dick so that the combination looked like a man's face with a thick beard. Written on the back
was “L. You can suck my dick when I'm dead.” Ancther knife and bullet in his desk drawer, two blurry
Polaroids of other handguns | assumed belonged to ether Lincoln or hisfriends. Nothing else.

The phone rang. | shuddered and had to lick my lips before answering. “Helo?” They hung up.
Whipping it from my ear, | shouted into the receiver, “Fuck you, asshole! Fuck you !” People like that
should gpologizel Say something. Say, “Excuse me, sorry, wrong number.” Something at least so I'd
know—"

“Mine. Oh God, my room!” Looking through the house before, 1’d ignored my study, teking it for
granted Lincoln wouldn't go in there because he never did. Putting the phone down, | looked a my
watch, checked around to be sure I'd not disturbed anything so he'd know | was in here. He was s0
secretive and scheming that | was sure he/d placed hairs across doors or other traps to find out in a
minute if anyone had been snooping in his room, but | couldn’t worry about it. Things looked good
enough. One lagt eye check around. Drawers closed. Photos back. Closet door closed. Nothing on the
desk. Okay, let's go. Whoops, the pigtal! 1I'd forgotten the goddamned gun on the floor and was
seconds away from leaving it there and turning out the light.

“Smart, Max. Very smart.” Picking the Glock up, | flicked the light and left the room. Outside, |
locked the door again and waked down the hal. How dangerous and wrong that must have looked.
What's wrong with this picture? Why is Max Fischer charging through his house with a .45 pigdl in his
hand? Who does he plan on shooting?

Where were Lily and Greer now? At the market. She' d said they were going to stop at the market
firg and then come home. But I'd been so nuts when | ran in to tdl her | had to leave, she might have
panicked and would return much sooner than planned. | hoped not. | hoped she'd stay away. | hoped
the phone wouldn't ring yet. | hoped my room was dill only a room and not awhole new crigs.

The house had grown even bigger since I'd gone through Lincoln's room. A amdl picture on the
wadl I'd drawn for Lily loomed, a yelow rug glowed so much on the floor that | stepped over to avoid
touching it. You grow smaler. You lose perspective, control. Something is egting you from indde out and
there is nothing you can do about it. It's your own fear.

At the door to my room | put a hand on the knob, paused a breath, turned it. Clicked the light on.

Nothing.

Nothing had been touched. The neatness that was my room, that dways was the room, was there.
Until | noticed the smdl. Shit. The place was clean and tidy and reeked vildy of shit. The smdl owned
the room.

It was on my desk. Two things were on my desk: one of Lily's favorite dinner plates piled with
ghit, a photograph stuck in the top. Next to it was a green manila folder. | owned only one green folder.
Purposdly. | kept it in a locked strongbox at the bottom of a locked filing cabinet. In that box was the
green file dong with copies of my will, insurance policies, and important bank certificates. Lily did not
know about the box but our lawyer did. No one but me knew the contents. If | were to die suddenly, he
would inform her and give her the extra key. | hadn’t told her because | knew she would have objected
furioudy to the exigence of the file It was dangerous and incrimingting, but | bdieved a fundamenta
atifact of our life and rdationship. | envisoned a day when we were older, going through the papers
together. | believed experiencing it dl again through sixtyyearold eyes and hearts would matter very much
to both of us.

Thefilewas thick. It held ninetythree pages of information gathered by the detective about Anwen
and Gregory Meier. It dso hed the diary I'd kept from the day | went to vigt the Meers in New Jersey
until the day before Lily confessed to kidngpping her son. Once she had told me the truth, | fdt no need
to write about what | thought was the truth anymore. | fdt no need to write about anything at dl. It had
changed from being what was feared to what was from that moment on.

As Lincoln grew older and more untrustworthy, 1’d twice moved the box to a safetydeposit box at



our bank. But having it there made me extremely uneasy and both times I’d brought it back. To lessen
the risk of discovery, | put the “Lily documents’ a the bottom and covered them over with stock
certificates and other boring papers that had no immediate value or interest to a snooper or athief.

Even reading through the papers from the detective agency, one would have thought | sSmply had
an inordinate interest in a couple named Meier. People who had tragicdly gone through one harrowing
experience after another and only barely survived to crawl out on the other shore of life. Those Xerox
copies adone said nothing.

It was my diary. | could quote specific, damning passages from it here, but what would be the
point? Y ou have dready heard my questions, darm, and pain from that time. The diary Lincoln found and
read said it dl. Except for the one other thing | discovered the night of Lily's confesson. But seeing the
shit and that deadly green folder so neeily side by side on the desk, | did not think of that one other thing.
The hideous smdl got stronger, closer; it made me want to retch. | walked over and sat down in the
chair. Bregthing through my mouth, | bent forward and plucked the photograph out of the top of the
gligening brown pile. It was of our son squetting on this desk, shitting onto this plate. He was grinning a
the camera and giving it the finger. Written in thick black marker acrossit was. “Look whet | found!”

The telephone rang. | glanced &t it. It seemed a hundred miles away on the other Sde of the desk. |
didn't have the strength to reach across the few inches for it. It rang again. It rang again.

“Hdlo?

“Dad !” His voice sounded so happy. “Now, | thought you'd be home. Get my message? It must
be pretty ripe by now. What did you tdl old Lil to get you home so fast? | bet you hightalled it over to
seeif I'd be there. Right?’

“Something like that. Lincoln-"

“Shut up. | don't want to hear a word from you. I'll hang up if you start talking. I'm at the airport. |
took your extra Visa card and am going to useit for awhile | dready got a few hundred out of a money
mechine with it. Bet you didn't know | knew your code, didja? Do not cdl Visa and stop the card,
understand?’

“Yes, ueit, but ligen-

His voice grew more confident. “Good, right. I'm catching a plane to New York in ten minutes.
Jugt s0 you and Mommy know, and don’t worry. Then I’'m going to get a car and drive out to vigt Mr.
and Mrs. Meier. We need to have a good long talk together.”

“Lincoln-’

“Shut the fuck up! I’'m going to talk to them and then I’ll think about you. Maybe. Maybe I'll come
back, maybe not. Don't try to follow me. Besides, there isn't another plane to New York for three
hours. | checked. Evenif you try, it won't do you any good.

“Stay away. Y ou owe me that, asshole. You and Lily owe me alot more than that. Stay away until
| get in touch with you. In the meantime, the only money I'll have will be from your credit card, so do not
cancd it

| had to say just onething to him. | had to chanceit. “Lincoln, the Meers—

“Shut up!” Theline went dead.

Before doing anything else, | took the plate from the desk, shook what was on it into the toilet, and
flushed. Then | rinsed the plate in fresh water until it was clean again. Not good enough. Taking it to the
kitchen gnk, | poured on liquid bleach and let it St in that chemicd bath a few minutes before deaning it
off with scalding water and soap. Still unsatisfied, | put the plate into the empty dishwasher and turned the
mechine on. | wonder what Lily thought later, opening the door and seeing only one plate. Strange things
afoot that night in the Fischer household.

| didn't want to be around to tdl her what had gone on in the last hours. For a short time |
considered admitting everything, induding Lincoln knowing because he'd read the diary I’d kept hidden
from her for years. But that would demand a discusson meant for a night when we had hours to weigh
and argue and hopefully come to a peace with each other about my having kept the book around in the
firg place. There was no time now. Lincoln was about to board a plane to New York and do whatever
the hdl he planned to do with the Meiers once he got there.



| cdled flight information at Los Angdes Airport. The boy had told the truth-the plane just now
leaving for New York was the lagt for three hours. No, there were no flights to Newark ether. One to
Hartford in an hour, ancther to Philaddphiain two. Both cities were too far away to be of any help. |
needed New York or New Jersey but neither was available for one hundred and eghty minutes, plus
flight time. For awhile | fdt hopeful on redizing that even with a vdid credit card, an auto renta place
won't rent a car to a Sixteenyearold. Right! HEll have to stay in the arport till he can figure a way out,
which will buy me badly needed time. Yet this was dso the young man who kept a loaded .45 pigtol
taped to the back of his dresser and had found my most secret of secrets. Which meant, of course, he
was enterprisng enough to find away to Somerset, New Jersey, alot sooner than | would.

Since | had no ideaif they 4ill lived there, the next step was to cal New Jersey information and
ask if Anwen and Gregory Meier dill lived in Somerset. They did. Goddamnit, they did. In that Strange
and spooky house that was supposed to be a replacement for ther logt child.

| sat and thought, then hopefully caled a couple of different charter arlines listed in the phone book
to ask how much they charged to rent a private plane and pilot to fly East. The prices were insane, but |
was willing to do it until they said they’d need at least three hours, minimum, to arrange it. | cdled the
arportsin Burbank, Sacramento, and San Francisco. Nothing worked. There were flights to New York
from these places but not the right connections to get me to themintime.

Seconds after | put the phone down after the lagt futile cdl, it rang again. Praying it would be
Lincoln so | could tdl him the one essentid thing he didn’t know, | snatched it up. Only to hear Mary
Poe' s voice.

“Hdlo?

“Max, it's Mary. I'm cdling from the car phone, so it'll be a bad connection. Lincoln's gun is
definitdy red, and it's stolen. The serid numbers say it's part of a shipment of gunsfrom a truck that was
hijacked in Florida 9x months ago. It's dso a mgor league weapon, very highpowered shit. Terrorists
love Glock guns because they’ re made maostly out of plastic and can be snuck by airport metd detectors.
It's no Saturday night specid, Max. It'sthe kind of piece that gives you the willies even when you carry a
oun yoursdlf. But you say it's dill there? Then it' s dl right. Just take it down and hold it in your lap, or
dick itin a safeftill boyo gets home”

| got off as quickly as| could, after asking her to be sure not to tdl Lily about the gun. Having no
idea how long | would be in the Eagt, | went into our bedroom and packed a smdl bag with jeans, a
couple of shirts, underwear... enough for three or four days. | knew | had to write Lily a note explaining
some of this so she wouldn't go mad with worry when she returned and found both of us gone. But what
could | say? “l am running after our son, who has discovered he was kidnapped...” What could be
sad? There was no time to think about it. | wrote that he had run away, possbly with Elvis and Little
White. | was going to try to find him before anything bad happened. That was why 1'd run out of the
restaurant earlier—because he told me he’ d had enough of us and was going to go and live life on his own.
It was the kind of lie that left out enough to be dmost true. She would go for it and that was dl | could
hope for at that moment. Lily was stubborn about Lincoln, but not supid. She knew how angry he was
and how unpleasant he could be. Hearing he'd flown the coop would not surprise her. | wrote | would
cdl her the minute | knew anything.

| ran out of the house, locked the door, and unthinkingly looked through the livingroom window
and saw tha I'd left on a number of lights One memory flicked through my mind of changing a bulb in
one of those lamps, cdling to Greer to please go to the kitchen and get me a new bulb. “Yes, Daddy.”
The soft sound of her dippered feet racing down the carpeted floor and in a far part of the house asking
her mother for alight for Daddy. What would our lives be like the next time | changed a light bulb in our
home? How long would it be before that happened?

In contragt to dl the frightening possibilities, the Los Angdes evening was lovdy and fragrant. It
would have been pleasant to St out on the back patio, drink a glass of brandy, and tak quietly late into
the night. We did that often. Greer would fdl adeep in one of our laps as Lincoln had years before. We
wouldn't disturb them. It was too nice baeing there together. When he was dill dive, the greyhound would
lie on his Sde near our chairs, his long legs stretched out straight. He was 4ill around when Greer was



very young. More than once we' d enter a room and see this tiny girl sanding close but never actudly
touching him.

“Cobb! Ohmy God.” | remembered something intriguing when | thought of our dog. Lincoln was
the only human being the old eccentric let touch him. Until one day the boy ran into the house in tears,
waling that Cobb had just snapped a him. Nether of us could believe it, knowing their specid
relationship. We reassured him, saying the dog had probably been degping and was in the middle of a
bad dream or whatever. The three of us went out to find him and see what was up. He was in his favorite
place-lying in the sun on the warm stones of the patio. We told Lincoln to go try petting him again. When
he bent down to touch the gray giant, Cobb ether grumbled or growled. The sound was not friendly.
That was the end of an era. From that moment until he died, he didn't want any of us touching him, not
even hisyoung pal. He dlill stuck his tongue out in those long, dow swipes Lily inssted were kisses, but
he wouldn’'t be touched. When was that? Waking to the car, | tried to figure out exactly when the
change happened in him. It seemed to have been after Lincoln and | became blood brothers. Or it could
vey wdl not have. My mind was racing so fast and trying to tie so many different strings together that it
was unhdpful and dangerous. | made up aline that has become a kind of alpurpose prayer for me “I
want cam and not control.” As | backed out of the driveway, window down for the cool ar needed
across my face, a part of medill couldn’t believe | was about to fly across country chasing a son who'd
found out too much too soon and was doing exactly what he shouldn’t.

Tuming the steering whed, | started repeating over and over, “I want cdm and not control.” Down
Wilshire, weaving through the red and ydlow tallight traffic, | said it. Down La Cienega Boulevard out to
the airport: “1 want cadm and not contral.”

The car was dmogt out of gas. | drove into a gtaion and stopped by a sefservice pump. The man
inthe cashier’s booth looked a me through apair of binoculars. No more than thirty feet away, he used
binoculars to seeif | was going to rob him. It was a greet idea for “Paper Clip,” but the life where | did
that job now seemed as fa away as the Ivory Coast. | went to the booth and did a twentydollar hill
beneath a bulletproofglass window thick enough to stop a Cruise missle. The man hed the hill up to the
light to see if it was fake. His face was dl suspicion. How many times had he been robbed, or smply
scared to the bottom of his bones?

“We get alot of counterfeit twenties”

“l canimagine”

My mother used to say, “You fed black, you see black.” The drive to LAX tha night was one
scene after another of worry or angst or hdl, beginning with the man with his binoculars. Was it
coincidence that | saw a drunken man standing in the middle of the Street screaming, or two police cars
screech up in front of a house and the officers jJump out going for their guns? Further on, a gang of black
kids stood in front of a Fatburger dl wearing the same blackandwhite Oakland Raiders baseball caps
and windbreakers. There mugt have been fifteen of them in this uniform and they dl looked ready for
murder. The road widened out and began to rise toward the oilwelcovered hills Streetlamps dumped
their fake orange glare over us. | looked to the Side and saw ugly, snider faces in the cars passng mine,
Drivers with narroweddown heads like weasdls, bad rats, and lipless ferrets pointed forward, so eager
to get somewhere that even ther heads were squeezed down by the G force of anticipation. A young
child in the back seat of a Hyunda had its hands and open mouth pressed to the window. A beautiful
passenger with long blond hair looked a me with such burntout, nothinginterestsme eyes. Was she dead?
Was the world | knew suddenly so macabre and threatening because of what had happened tonight with
my son? Or had it dways been thisway and only now was | able to see it with undersanding eyes?

| sped up. It was along time before my plane left but | needed to be at the airport. Needed those
clean long boring hdls and plagtic chairs where you sat looking at nothing, waiting for the time to pass
until you could get on a plane and continue looking at nothing for a few more hours.

Before you see L.A. Airport, you see the planes gliding in over the highway to land. They are
enormous there, eighty feet above the ground and sinking. Larger even than when they are parked at the
termind. They dwarf everything as they drop dowly in toward earth; you love thar 9ze and the fact
they’ re tame, that you can ride in one anytime you warnt.



| left the car in longterm parking and walked quickly to the termind. It was an evening in the middle
of the week and traffic was light.

So much emation at the doors of an airport. Hugs and tears, the joy on the faces of those who've
just landed and are coming out into the red air after so many hours on the plane. Cars pull up, pull away.
Above dl dse, everything is rushed. A rush to get there, to get out of here. The world on fast forward.
Where was Lincoln now? Rushing across the country toward two people—

“Cdl them! Jugt cdl them up!” Whatever is mogt obvious hides when you're stressed. Two steps
into the building, the idea to cdl and give them some kind of warning came to me. | looked around wildly
for atelephone. Over there! I'd taken a load of change when | |eft the house, which was good because
this was going to be one expengve cdl. | dided New Jersey information and for the second time that
night asked for Gregory Meer’s number. Those blessed pushbutton telephones. How long it took when
you werein a hurry but had to twist and twigt the whed of the old machines. Now stab stab stab... and
you're through. It was ridiculous feding so pressed for time when Lincoln was il four hours away from
landing, but | did. The connection was made and their phone began to ring thirtyfive hundred miles away.

“Hi. You've reached the Meers, but no one's home now. Please leave your name and message
and well get back to you as soon as we can. Thanks for caling.”

There was a peep and the demanding silence that expects you to talk. | couldn’t think of whét to
say. In one minute? If | had told them, “Be careful of a boy who's coming. He thinks you're his parents
and could be dangerous,” they might have called the police or gotten scared enough to make things even
more confusing and difficult. What if someone | didn't know caled and told me that? I’d think either that
it was a bizarre prank or that the speaker was a sadist. | tried caling four more times before taking off,
but their machine dways answered. What did that mean in terms of Lincoln? Would they be home by the
time he reached them? If not, if they were out of town and not due back for days, how would that affect
him? What would he do? Wait? Take his anger and frudration, get back on a plane with it, and fly
somewhere ese? Knowing our son, he'd wait a short time and then return home. | didn’t know which
Was WOrse.

Although the plane was hdf empty, | got stuck next to a woman who began talking the indant | sat
down and didn’t stop until | got up again, told her | had a great ded of work to do, and changed seats. |
was't in the mood to be avil. There were only so many hours before New York and | wanted to try to
figure out as much as | could. After we landed, there wouldn't be time for thought.

Once we were airborne, the stewardess came round asking for drink orders. | would have killed
for a double anything, but bit my tongue and asked for a ginger de instead. | was exhausted and a drink
would put meright to deep. Sitting by awindow, | watched as the plane tipped and banked, then found
its way and leveled out over the black and ydlow twinkling below. | remembered driving over tonight
and seeing planes coming in. How romantic and heartlifting the sght. Yet how lonesome and smdl | fdt
now, dimbing up into that same sky.

We passed over a basebdl gadium with dl its lights ill on after a night game. Seeing the fidd
reminded me of an unsettling discusson Lily and | had had a few weeks before.

Like Lincaln, | had dways loved baseball. Until | was fifteen or so, the nudeus of every summer
was the game, whether that meant waiching it on televison, playing catch with my friends, talking about
it with the barber when | went in for a balplayer’s crew cut, trading Topps basebal cards with others...

The minute | was old enough to play in Little League, |1 begged my parents to 9gn me up. They
did, and one of the proudest memories of my young life was waking into the living room after dinner one
night wearing for the firg time my robin’seggblue basebal cap and Tshirt that said the name of our
sponsor, “Nick’s Shel Station,” on the front. My team was named the Y ankees, thank God, which made
life even better because thiswas in one of the periodic heydays of the New York Yankees and dl of the
men who played on that great team were my heroes. Mom put down her crossword puzzle and sad |
looked “very nice” But Dad paid me the supreme compliment. Giving me a careful onceover, he sad |
looked just like Moose Skowron, Y ankee firg baseman and my favorite player.

Our firgt game was dso opening day of the season that year and many people came out to watch. |
was assgned to right fidd, the equivdent of Siberia in Little League because no child ever hits a bdl



there. However, our coach thought it was a good place for me because | couldn’t catch for beans and
would do the least damage there. Which didn’'t bother me a bit because hitting was my dream, not
fidding. Nothing fdt better than whipping that Louisville Sugger bat around and once in a spectacular
while feding the great “dunk” of wood connecting with the ball. That's what | lived for, not putting a huge
leather glove up in the air to stop a ball from saling by. Batting was heroic, fidding was only necessary.

Our opponents that first game were the Dodgers, a good team, but fearsome too because their star
pitcher was none other than Jeffrey Alan Sapsford. His fastbdl, even then, would have struck out Moose
Skowron.

By the fifth inning we were logng nine to nothing. I'd batted twice and struck out both times.
Beddes that, I’d dropped an easy fly bdl and been ydled a by hdf my team. | knew | deserved ther
hatred. | was a bum, we were losng, the world was doom. Worse, my parents were there witnessng the
debacle. | knew my father had skipped meeting the saven o'clock train (his biggest haul of tired
customers) so he could be on hand for my debut. Some debut. I'd faled him, my team, the name
Y ankees.

The lagt time | got up to hit, Jeffrey Alan Sapsford looked a me with glesful disdain.
Unforgettably, his second baseman yelled, “Easy out!” and he was taking about me. The whole world
hed heard. 1, the heir to Moose Skowron’s throne, was fixed in everyone's mind as an “easy out.” Try
eraang tha kind of mark from your record when you're that age.

Sapsford threw hisfirg pitch and, without thinking, | swvung and knocked the bdl five hundred and
forty milesinto deep center fidd. | hit it so hard and far that the other team froze as one watching the bdl
soar off into that deep green infinity. The people in the grandstand got up and started gpplauding before |
hed even rounded firg base. When | came in to home plate, my team stood there waiting for me and
chearing asif this were the lagt game of the World Series and | had saved the day. Pure glory.

We dill logt ten to one, but in the car riding home afterward, | was a hundred percent hero and no
one could take that away from me, ever.

My parents chattered on about how great it had been, while | sat in the back seat basking in fresh
memories and their praise. As we turned the corner of Main Street and Broadway, my father said with a
loving chuckle, “And did you know your fly was open the whole way round?’

“What?

“Your fly was down.”

“Oh, Stan, you said you weren't going to tdl him that.” Mom shook her head and amiled
sympatheticaly at me over her shoulder.

In poleaxed, sunneddtill shock, | looked down a my blue jeans. I’d hit a home run in these pants.
They were part of the legend's uniform! But there it was-the accusng white dip of my underpants
beaming out through my fly. Not much. Not enough to redly be seen unless you looked hard or someone
drew your atention to it, but there nevertheess. The apex of my life-and my zipper was open!

| honestly don’t remember if | got over it quickly or if that moment's brainblasting embarrassment
lasted along time. Until | told the story to Lily, it had been afond amile from way in my padt, the kind of
childhood memory you like to tdl your partner so they can share a piece of your past few others know. |
finished tdling her the story with a amile and a shrug. “Max hits a homer.”

“That's despicable. Your father isared asshole sometimes.”

“Why?

“Why ? Why'd he tdl you that? What was the point? You had your home run. It was yours,
nothing could take it away from you. But he did-he spoiled it forever by tdling you about your zipper.
Ligen to the way you tdl it nowike it's only afunny little amusng story. Right? ‘Max hits a homer.” You
should have heard your voice. It wasn't only that, it was one of the supreme moments of your childhood.
A home run! So what if your stupid zipper was down? So what if the whole world knew, so long as you
didn't? He' s an insendtive jerk.”

Cdl meblind. Or only in love with my father, whatever, | never thought of it like that. | knew the
men loved me and wasn't trying to ruin my moment. But like a hammer thrown across four decades, the
wrongness of what he did hit me square in the head for the first time.



Looking down from the arplane a the empty, lit basebdl dadium, | remembered my wife's
indignant voice as she spoke of him.

How many times had we done exactly the same thing with Lincoln? Was that what caused him to
turn out so disastroudy? Were there hundreds or thousands of things we'd done out of pure love that
were nonetheless so flatout wrong an enemy couldn’t have devised a more effective means of destroying
our boy?

Thisiswhat | thought about while crossng America that night. Pity the man who is not sure of his
ans Beware of the child who is his responghility.

Hafway through the trip, | thought if only | could stay up hereinthe ar for the rest of my life Asin
achildren’s story, it would have made things so much smpler: Once upon a time there was a man who
had made so many mistakes in hislife that he decided to leave the earth and never return.

It wasraningin New Y ork when we landed. Water rolled down the windows in strange patterns
as we taxied to the gate. Since it was such a late flight, there wasn't the usud rush of passengers to leave
their seats and then the plane itsdf. People rose dowly and shuffled forward to the exits like tired
zombies

Because | had only a carryon bag, | walked dsraight to a telephone and cdled the Meiers again. It
was saventhirty in the morning. No luck. Next stop was a car renta desk. Within minutes | was behind
the whed of anewsmdling ydlow Ford. | figured it would take about two hours to drive from Kennedy
Airport to Somerset, New Jersey, but once on the road, morning traffic was beginning. 1t would take
moretime,

In the years snce we' d met, | had thought very little about the Meers. The only time | put life aside
and concentrated on them wasin a dentis’ s office one morning. Sitting there waiting my turn, | picked up
an architecture magazine and started giving it the quick shufflethrough. | passed something, ignored it, and
only seconds later did it register. Leafing back fast, | found the large twopage spread on the house | had
vigted one depressing afternoon in the middle of that first criss. There it wasl Anwen and Gregory
Meer's remarkable home. A cockeyed cupola and what looked like a kind of giant bat wing had been
added on to the origind building, but it was such a memorable place that no matter what, it couldn’'t be
disguised. The text said Anwen Meer's Brendan House, one of the most famous examples of the
Corvdlis School of architecture, had received yet another prestigious award, this time from a European
architectura organization. It spoke of the house as if everyone knew about it and wouldn't be surprised
by this latest tribute. | tore the article out and showed it to Lily. Shaking her head, she began to cry. The
memory of her face reddening and the gligening tears on her cheeks stayed with me many miles.

Somewhere dong those miles was the rest stop where Lincoln bought his supplies. It was the only
place he could have gotten them in the middle of the night on the New Jersey Turnpike. He bought big
bottles of CocaCola. | would guess four of them. Four would do the trick if he was clever and careful
about it. Gasoline was no problem. Rull into a gtation, fill ‘er up, and ask the attendant if they sold those
jerry cans you keep a couple of gdlons of extra gas in for the lavn mower. Gallons of gasoline make
quite afire. What did he use for a wick? Probably underpants or a Tshirt. Maybe he took off his *Fuck
Dancing-Let’s Fuck!” shirt, toreit to pieces, and stuck them into the tops of the bottles. That would have
been appropriate: Coke bottles full of golden gasoline and “Fuck” shirt scraps. That's dl you need.
Anyone who watches tdevison knows how to make a Molotov cocktail, the poor man’s hand grenade.

| knew he was bad, capable of things | had never wanted to think about. But even later, after
retracing his steps and grasping his matives, | was appalled by what he did tha night. If only he had
stopped afew minutes to ligen, to ask questions and hear the truth, terrible as it was. None of it would
have happened. Other things would have, certainly, but not that and not to them.

He was afagt driver and had his threehour head start on me. He dso had a great sense of direction
and would have no trouble finding the house. When he was young one of his hobbies had been sudying
maps, particularly exotic ones-Cambodia, Mdi, Bhutan—and finding the shortest routes from one heroic
or otherworldlysounding point to another. Timbuktu to Nouakchott. Bu Phlok to Snhuol. One birthday we
gave him a beautiful brass calipers to mesasure his distances exactly. He dill had those calipers in a desk



drawer, dong with the bullet and the picture of Little White.

| envisoned him driving eighty milesan hour down the New Jersey Turnpike, stopping only to get
gas and the supplies he needed for the job. What went through his head in those hours? At home he
aways drove with the radio on loud, impatiently turning the did whenever a song came on he didn't like.
Add that to the picture. Add dicking on the overhead light while steering with one hand, looking quickly
from his map to road sgns gpproaching, then to the map again to make sure he was going the right way.

Lily had made this same drive Sixteen years before, fleeang New York in a car she'd bought with
money stolen from a drug dealer/pimp. She was only five years older then Lincoln was now. All three of
us had made this same drive south, dl for such different desperate reasons.

| got off a the New Brunswick exit and remembered certain landmarks from my lagt trip, adthough
the town itself had been cleaned up since then in the typical ways-homogenized, mdlified. Morning traffic
was heavy. Stuck inalong line a ared light, 1 fdt weariness creegp up the back of my head and spread.
The people around me had had their good night's deep, hot morning showers, brekfasts to get them up
and out and going. Not me. As the light turned green and | was off again, | hated every one of them;
resented them their somachsfull of savory coffee, the safe tedium of their jobs. They had children. Their
children were not like mine.

New Jersey farm country, the sun only just up. Cows far off in fidds, dogs running around free in
backyards. Kids sanding by the sde of the road waiting for the school bus. The closer | gat, the tighter
the knot in my stomach grew. One lagt Ieft turn and | was on their road. There's where | pulled over lagt
time because | had to pee s0 badly. Some of the tickytacky houses had been torn down and replaced
with attractive, much more expensivelooking places. The invason of the middle class.

The road dipped, rose, dipped again, and that’s when | saw the fird fire truck. It was a long hook
and ladder coming dowly down toward me. On such a narrow road out in the middle of that nowhere,
the red truck looked twice as large asit was. Wherever it was going, it was in no hurry to get there. Up
in the open cabin, the driver and another man sat with their hdmets off, amiling. The passenger was
amnoking a cigarette. We made eye contact and he lifted his cigarette hand in a amdl hdfwave. Another
two men stood on the ledge at the back of the truck holding on to siver handles. Both of them were in
ful uniform and one leaned his head againg the truck, looking ether exhausted or adeep standing up. |
kept driving, only faster now. Why was that truck out here? Where had it been so early in the morning? |
saw the smoke about a quarter of a mile further down the road. A police car passed going in the other
direction.

Smoke tells the whole story. When it's dow and spirdly, amless, you know afire has logt its fury
or its energy. Without seeing the flame itsdf, you can be sure its back is broken and will go out soon. If
the smoke is hard and fast and hillows sraight up into the sky, the fire is a bad one, dill very dive and
dangerous.

A wispy brown pillow of smoke hung unmoving in the pae pink morning sky over the Meers
house. Some was dill rigng off the burned part of the building, but it was more an afterthought than
anything ese. Two fire trucks and a police car were parked on the road in front. Firemen were curling
thick gray hoses back into form and generdly wrapping up ther work before leaving. Three policemen
stood close together, comparing notes. People stood around on the street and the edges of the Meiers
lavn watching the goingson. | parked my car back from the mass of other vehidles and got out dowly.
The house was unmigtakable except for one thing. Standing there looking &t it, | redlized the bat wing was
gone. The vagudy asymmetricd addition I'd seen pictured in the architecture magazine was no longer
there. In its place was a black, scorched, collapsed mess of burnt pieces of things scattered across a
wide area, danding, piled, amoking: the metd frame of a butterfly chair, a wooden table that had oddly
been burned on only one side, leaving it two legs to stand on, books strewn across the ground. Had the
bat wing been their library?

“Ta” An old woman came waking toward me and dowed a few feet away. It was clear she
wanted to tdl someone what she had heard. “One of the firemen says he thinks it was the tar. They've
been working on that kooky roof for weeks and he says the gasoline mugt've hit right on the tar for the
whole thing to've gone up so fast. Who on God's green earth would want to burn their house down?’



She thought her question over and suddenly stared a me with new, suspicious eyes. “You from around
here, Sr?’

Despite a hole as deep as hdl in my heart and growing, | thought fast and managed to come up
with “I’m from the newspaper. They sent me out to see what's going on.”

“You're from the Spectator ? Well, my name is Sandra Hagen, in case you want to use me as
your source.”

| could tdl she loved being able to use that word. “Thank you, Mrs. Hagen. Ligten, | just got here.
Could you tdl me what happened?’

Clearing her throat, she threw back her head as if the tdevison cameras were dready raling.
“Anwen wasn't around lagt night. She had to be up in New York for some thing or other. Brendan was
here by himsdf and was the one who saw the guy who did it.”

“Brendan ? Excuse me, did you say Brendan?’

“Yes, Brendan Méer, that’s her son. Don't you know about him ? That's a story too! Y ou ought
to write that one up first. Do one of those twopart series on them. It's a family that’'s had more troubles
then Job.”

“Brendan was kidnapped as a child”

“Rignt. And they searched till they found him. Rumor has it the Meers spent a couple hundred
thousand dollars looking. Then her husband, Greg, died right after they found the boy.”

“l don't believeit! They found him?I’ve never heard of that happening.”

“It's amazing. But anyway, Brendan was home last night when this guy threw these bottles full of
ges a ther house. He heard something outside, which must have been the glass bresking, and ran out.
Whoever did it was dill sanding there on their lawn, watching the whole thing go up. Can you imagine?
Nedda Lintschinger, who lives in that house there, the blue one? She woke up at the sound and looked
out the window too. Said she saw two men on the lawvn and recognized Brendan in his pgameas ‘cause
he's such atdl boy, you know? Their house was on fire but the strangest thing was, these two guys were
just ganding there taking! Nedda said it looked like they were having a nice chat.

“Suddenly out of nowhere, the other guy starts screaming, ‘What? What? What? Jugt like that,
then kicked Brendan youknowwhere. The poor boy fdl down but the other wouldn't stop. Stood right
there kicking and kicking him. Now that's what Nedda said. | can only tdl you what | heard, but she
swears it swha she told the police, so | guessit'strue.

“Whatever, the crazy man kept on kicking poor Brendan. Then he lit up another bottle and threw it
againg the house. Finally Nedda ran for the phone to cal for help and didn't see what €se happened.
All we know is the nut was gone by the time she got back to look. Brendan’s lying on the ground, not
moving. She thought for sure he was dead. Thank God he wasn't. HE' sin the hospitd with some broken
ribs and a cutup face, but they say helll be dl right.”

Thanking her for her help and ligening while she spelled her name so I'd get it right in print, | left
Mrs. Hagen and walked over to the policemen. Luckily | dways carry one of those smdl pocket tape
recordersin case an idea comes to me. Introducing mysdf as a reporter for the Spectator , | asked what
hed happened and held the recorder in front of them. Ther story was badcadly the same. They’'d gotten a
cdl reporting the fire and a possible assault in progress. When they sent officers to invetigate, they found
a burning house and an unconscious teenage boy on the lawvn. No dgn of the perpetrator. Fire
presumably caused by Molotov cocktails igniting buckets of roofing tar which stood near the building.
The Meder boy wasin satisfactory condition at the hospital and was going to be dl right. No idea who the
“perp” was. They kept repedting that word—*perpetrator.” “perp.” Brendan said he'd never seen the
other before. It was a boy, however, that much was sure. A teenager dressed like a punk, but the outfit
might only have been camouflage, a costume to throw them off the track. Damage to the house was
“expengve but not fata.” The cop who sad it liked the line so much he repeated it for his friends. If |
waited a day or two, | could interview Brendan at the hospitd. But | didn't need to, because | dready
knew exactly what had happened.

Lincoln had read my file on the Meers and in one dreadful implosve flash knew we weren't his
parents, Lily had kidnapped him.



How could he have remained sane? He did. But he came to the restaurant knowing. He flew East
knowing the only thing he wanted to do now, in those firs hours of his new life, was see his red parents
and punish them. Y es, punish them for not finding him. For not looking hard enough; for not having spent
dl their time and energy and money to get ther son back. Whatever they’d done over the years was not
enough. Yes, he read thefile and saw what tragic, wrecked lives they’d led since his disappearance, but
he didn’'t care. Whatever they'd suffered, he was the one who'd been kidnapped, violated, forced to
live alife away from his naturd family.

Nor did it matter that we had given hm everything we could; we were kidnappers, ciminds,
mongters. The same words that raged through my head a decade ago when | discovered Lily's secret.
And dill did. And ill did.

It was worse for Lincoln, though, because that secret had been kept and nurtured by people he
believed were his parents. Worse, as far as he knew, hisred parents had abandoned the search for him.

Whét he didn't know, what he hadn’t given me time to tdl him the night before, was the Meers
were not his parents. Lily had not stolen their child. The reason she had those newspaper dippings
about them and their plight was because she'd once spent an afternoon in Garamond, Pennsylvania. The
next day she kidnapped an infant from a car parked at a roadside rest on the turnpike a few hundred
miles from Garamond.

That'sright, Lincaln. If only you had listened. After her car was repaired, she drove west. Toward
evening the next day, her somach started grumbling and she knew she had to find a bathroom
immediatdy. Luckily there were d9gns for a rest stop. Speeding up, she got there in the nick of time.
Legping out of the car, she bardy noticed a Chevrolet Corvair parked ten feet down the way. No one
wasingde No timeto think about it. She ran to the bathroom.

Coming out, she saw the car again and would have ignored it except this time she heard a baby
aying indde. Concerned, she started toward it. Way off in the field behind the parking area two people
laughed. She looked and bardy saw two heads moving up and down just above the grass out there.
They were laughing, groaning, wrestling around. They were making lovel What nervel They'd fdt like
doing it, pulled right off the road, and ran into the nearest field. They were so lucky, whoever they were.
She envied them ther happiness and their guts. They had everything, she had nothing. Staring into the
fidd unashamed, she wasn't a voyeur; she was looking a happiness. She was drowning in her own life.
A drowning woman looking &t land for the last time.

But why was the child crying? It had to be theirs. Indde the Corvair on the back seat, a redfaced
baby strapped into a powderblue bassinet howled so savagdy that dl its festures seemed to have
congedled in the middle of its face. It certainly needed something—food, a new diaper, a hug-but Mom
and Pop were occupied.

Lily looked both ways, saw no one, opened the driver’s door, and pushed the seat forward. The
child stopped crying a second and glared at her. That meant nothing, but was dl she needed. Stepping
into the car, she took the baby in her ams and, without once looking back, ran to her Opd and drove
off.

One day months later she was in a supermarket and saw that shitty newspaper The Truth . The
one that talks about dien landings and cancer cures. On the front page was a headline “The Town
Where Babies Disgppear.” There was a picture of Garamond, which she recognized because right in
front was the gas station where they’d fixed her car. She bought the paper and read the article ganding
outsde the market. Two babies in three years had been kidnapped from there, and neither had been
found. They gave the names of the families One was Meer. There were pictures of them and she loved
how both of them looked. Wonderful faces. Intdligent in very different ways. They weren't Lincoln's
parents. She didn’t ever want to know who the redl ones were, but the same thing had happened to these
people so close to where she had taken him. It was too much of a coincidence. After that, she dways
envisoned them as his parents. So every once in a great while she’'d find ways of checking up on them
over the years. | saw the dippings. Fird she caled telephone information in Garamond for the address
there. When they moved, she got the forwarding address from the post office. A couple of years later she
wrote the newspaper in the new town where they lived and asked if there had been anything written



about them. She said she was family and was working on a scrapbook for a planned big reunion. She
adways used a fase name when she asked and had quff sent to a post office box. What difference did it
make? Who could connect them to her?

Lincoln could.

If he had torched the Meier house without ever having spoken to them, what would he do to Lily?
Now that Lincoln knew Anwen Meer was not his mother, he would leave her done. But he wouldn't
leave Lily done, that was sure. One way or another, now or later, Lily and me... And possbly even-the
thought was so horrendous and terrifying my mind dmaost wouldn't process it: What might he do to his
litle Sster?

| could have stayed and taked to Brendan, but what would it accomplish? Further prove what |
dready knew? Brendan's story was Smply too astonishing not to be believed. He had been kidnapped
but was found and returned to his parents years later. How maddeningly unfair and ironic that must have
been for Lincaln to hear! | pictured the two boys on the Meier front lavn early that morning. Was it light
yet? Two boys with histories no human being deserved. One shirtless, in tattered clothes and a porcupine
haircut, the other just out of bed in dillwarm pgjamas (such an endearing image-a teenage boy in his
pajamas), taking together on the lavn. What did they say? How had their conversation gone? Walking
back to my rented car, | went through haf a dozen scenarios of what they’d said to each other in the
short period before Lincaln, in an enlightened rage, attacked Brendan and kicked him in the groin. That
was his style—kick ‘emin the bals, keep a gun behind your dresser, drive off in a golen Mercedes. Our
son. My son.

When he was young and bored, Lincoln would wander into my room with an expectant ook on.
Checking to seeif | was busy, he'd come over and ask, “ So, what's going on, Max?’

“Not much, sport. What's up with you?’

“Nothin’. You wanna do something together? Only if you're free, you know. Only if you have
time”

I made time; | loved knowing thislittle boy liked to hang around with me.

| thought about that, racing out of Somerset for the second timein my life It made me amile. Many
of those good memoaries came during the ride back to New York, making it even more panful. It
reminded me of driving away from afunerd. The fine memories of the times you spent with the dead one.
All gone.

| had decided what to do by thetime | reached the turnpike. At the next rest area | would pull off,
find a telephone book, and start cdling different arlines. When was thelr next plane to Los Angeles?
What airport did it leave from? | had no doubt Lincoln would go home now. His anger a the Meiers had
boomeranged on him in the most shocking, unexpected way. What ese could he do but punish Lily a
double dose now? First make her tdl him who his red parents were so he could try to find them . And
then... But Lily didn't know. | was sure of that. Didn't even remember where on the road she'd
kidnapped him. That information could have eeslly been found by contacting the police in the area, but
neither of us did it. Why? Because she didn’t want to know and neither did |, having decided to keep her
secret dl those years ago for my own sdfish reasons.

| despaired, thinking of how great a head start he had on me. He was probably a an arport now,
if not aready on a plane heading home. I'd ask the airlines that too—how long ago did your last flight to
L.A. leave? Would it be possible to find out if a certain Lincoln Fischer was on board? Would they tdl
you that over the phone? No.

| had to cdll Lily too. Cdl and warn her to get out of our house, our life, take our baby girl, run as
fagt as she could from our son, who was coming because he knew . And he knew because it was my
fault. It was dl my fault. Everything bad now | made, | caused. Looking too hard two thousand days ago,
| should have It it done and trusted my love and not my suspicions. My fault. Raisng this lovey boy dll
wrong, not giving him what he needed to grow up a good soul. My fault. Giving him dl the wrong
directions to the right path. My fault. And taking notes!? Keeping a record of my life as a anful man?
Why?Why had | done these things? Y ou did what you could. You did what you thought was right. No,
you did what you thought would save you and Lily and fuck the rest of the world. That was the truth,



waan't it? Fuck the rest of the world. My fault.

Passng trucks and buses, | sped down the fast lane way over the speed limit, thinking how to
phrase this impossible phone cal to my wife. Lily, he knows. It's my fault. He knows and he's coming to
get you. Maybe Greer too. Blame me. No one ese but me.

| looked in the rearview mirror and saw an Audi driving up fast behind. Moving over to let him
pass, | did right back into the lane and tagged aong behind him a couple of miles. Lily, Lincoln found out
about the Meiers and flew to New Jersey. He read my diary—Another car appeared in the rearview. |
pulled over again. It pounded by, followed by another right after it. Lily, pack a bag for you and Greer...
| rolled the window down. Pack bags for you and Greer—

| was phrasing that one out when the sound came up on my left. Did | recognize it? Maybe, maybe
some part of me did. A whining and claitering of meta that could only be a car with fatd problems saling
too fast down the road toward blowup land or collgpse any minute.

Lily, I kept this diary—

“Hey!” The car was next to me, inches outside my window. “Hey, fuckhead!”

| snapped alook and there was Lincoln at the whed of the junker, amiling, pointing agun a me.

“Remember this?’ His gun exploded.

| jammed the whed to the right and braked. My car dewed wildly-too many things to do at once.
| tried to correct it, but it wouldn't go. A long overpass loomed. | skidded under it going much too fast.
Steering whed dill pulled to the right, | smacked into a cement wal and scraped down aong it forever.
The evil sound of stone tearing meta on and on. Dark. The dark of atunnd after the brilliant morning light
outsde. Scraaasaaasaaape!

| stopped. Fndly it stopped. The car was 4ill under the overpass in complete shadow. The smdl
of damp stone and hot rubber. | was dl right. Safel

Before my head cleared beyond that wonder, Lincoln's face was inches away and ydling. “Get out
of the fucking car, Daddy boy!” He must have opened my door because, dill confused and terrified by a
moment ago, the next thing | knew | fdt mysdf fdling out of the car onto the road. My hands hit gravel or
glass Very sharp and painful, it gouged deep. | tried to stand up. The close sound of traffic in a tunnd.
Whomp. Whomp. Whoooosh.

“C’mere, you fucking hump!” He took me by the ear and marched me forward toward the light.
The morning sun was blinding. Totaly disoriented, | didn't try to free mysdf from his hold even though he
was much shorter than me. He kept pinching my ear and, once we' d Ieft the overpass, pushed me off the
shoulder of the road to the grass embankment behind. The two of us didsumbled down it till the road
was high above us and we were crouched among sticks and wet earth. The traffic noise was dl up there.

“Lincoln-’

He had the gunin hishand and | recognized it was like the one a home. He had two guns? What
was the name? Clock? Crock? | wanted to know the name. It was important to know the name.

He punched me on the temple. Pain and dizziness splashed my face like water. | couldn’'t believe
he'd doneit. No one had ever hit anyone in our family. Never.

“Shut up. Remember that day, asshole? Remember that crazy guy driving up next to you and
shooting? Remember tdling me that story? | love that story! | loved when you told it to me! | was your
son and it was one of my father's great stories” He hit himsdf on the chest with his gun. Thump thump
thump. After the last, he punched me on the jaw with his other fist. Pain. The whomp of a big truck going
by overhead and then an angry long car horn. Lincoln's face up so close.

Through my panic and pain, | redized something for the firg time. “But there were bullets in his
ogun that day, weren't there? And you protected me, didn’t you, Lincoln? You stopped it from happening.
You were too young to know what was going on, but you dill saved me My God! | never knew till
now!”

He laughed in my face, his it hit my cheek. “You're so scared you're fucking crazy, manl So
whacked... Protect you? Save you , crimind? Kidnapper! You and that goddamned Lily! Save you?
Know what | want to do to you both? This, fucker, this!” He stuck the gun in the ar and shot it three
times very fast. The pain in my face was hot and pumping but | had to keep clear because within this



moment was the answer. | needed to wipe snot from my nose and chin, but | was afrad he'd take it
wrong and think | was trying something. | had to talk to him, tdl hm what | understood now; understood
after seven wrong years.

“Wipe your face, man. Go ahead, do it, for Christ’s sake. | don’t care. I’'m not going to shoot you,
yet.”

Hands shaking, | tried wiping but couldn’t do it right. Disgusted, he jerked my shirt out of my pants
and pushed it up across my face. “Come on, come on, get it off.” While | did, he started taking again.
“Ligen to me, and ligen redly good, because what I'm gonnatell you, you' re not gonna forget the rest of
your life. Look a me”

“l can't-’

“Look a me, Max!”

| raised my head from the shirt and saw—mysdf. No Lincoln, mysdf. This was because | knew
now.

“All dong you and Lily playing God, thinking: 1t's okay we stole him * cause we' re gonna bring him
up so wonderfully that hell be Superman. King of Kings. The champion of the world. But you were
wrong ! You can't take a kid away from his family and think it's going to be okay. There's no way he
can be okay. Why didn’t you give me back when you knew? When you understood what she'd done!”
Hisvoice was a cry.

My face on him changed back to his face, Lincoln's face. Teenage Lincoln's face, so full of hatred
for me. | had to tdl mwhat | knew. Had to tdl it to him exactly and well so he'd understand and know
why it had dl happened the way it had. Why Lily took him, why | had gone dong with it, why we'd
ended up here... How it was out of dl our hands.

“Lincoln, can |-can | talk?’

“What?

“Lincaln, you are my Guardian Angel. Do you understand? That's why it happened. That's why
we're here. Why Lily took you, why | met her in the firg place.”

“What are you taking about? What the hdl are you saying? What do you mean, ‘Guardian
Angd’?

“That'swhat you are! Angds can come, but you have to deserve them. But | ruined you by not
saying anything to Lily back then. See? | kept you from your redl parents because | wanted you and your
moather so much. | made you live the lie your whale life. I'm so much worse than her. As soon as | found
out what she'd done, | should have fixed it. Taken you back to your red family so you could've lived the
life you were supposed to.”

His face was dismay and confuson but that line went sraight into him. He reared back and stuck
theguninmy face. “Yed You should have taken me home! You should have let me live my red lifed Do
you know what it was like last night, reading those papers? Suddenly knowing your whole life has been
one big fucking fake? Finding about you two and who | redly was dl those years. All those years you
pretended to be my parents? All this-dl this Suff & once. Why did | even have to know? Why couldn’t |
just have lived and not ever found out? My whole life, dl you two thought about were yoursalved”

“Lincoln, you're right. Everything you said isright, but listen to me. Let me explain this. It'll hdlp, |
swear.

“Evenif you and | had never met, you were born my Guardian Angd. Isn't that beautiful? And it's
the truth; there redly are angds. If you let them be and don’t kill them ! But no, | met Lily and that was
my end. Because the moment | discovered what she'd done with you, | was supposed to make it right
agan. You're right—that was my test, my trid. | had one chance to truly deserve you, but my greed ruined
it. Thou shdt not stedl. | knew that. Thou shdt not covet. That's why it's dl gone bad. It's my fault. |
ruined us dl. You were such a terrific little boy before | found out, but once | did and did nothing...
That's how you were supposed to be your whole life. But | poisoned you. All the blood’s on my hands”
He looked at me with lightning bolts of pure energy and hate flashing, black, flashing across his eyes...
He swung the gun across and hit me on the nose.

“This is no fucking cartoon, Max! I'm not fucking ‘Paper Clip’! Stop taking shit! That crazy



fucking shit! I’'m not your cartoon. I'm not an angd! Why don't you say the truth! Why don’t you say the
truth for onceinmy life”

| think | could have stopped his arm the next time, reached out fast and blocked it, but | didn’t. He
hit me again on the cheek, on the throat, on the top of the head. | wanted to lift my arms to keep him
away, keep him off, but there was no strength. He hit me again and again until | blacked out. The last
thing | remember was he kept saying “Daddy” as he beat mewith dl his might.

“There once was a very great magician who, having grown old, decided to work his greatest meagic
by turning a mouse into a beautiful woman. After he had finished his masterpiece, he fdt that because she
was S0 exquiste, he had to find her the most powerful being in the world for a husband. After much
thought, he went to the sun and asked him to marry this woman. The sun was touched by the offer, but
sad no because ‘there is someone stronger than me-the cloud, who covers me when | shine’ The
meagidan thanked him for his honesty and went to the cloud with the same offer. Much to his surprise, the
cloud said no too because there was someone even dronger than him-the mountain, whose ragged
peaks stop the cloud’'s movement across the sky. Shaking his head, the magicdan went next to the
mountain but again heard no. ‘ There' s one stronger than even me; he said. ‘It is the mouse, because he
can burrow into my side as often as he pleases and | am powerless to stop him.” So at last the magician
went home and sadly turned the beautiful young girl back into a mouse so that she could take another
mouse for a husband. All things return to ther origin.”

Finky Linky sang his crazy goodbye song and the show ended. Lincoln turned to me and squinted
adisdbdieving eye. “A mouseis not the greatest thing in the world. It's not greater than the sun !”

| could fed a great fatherson mord lesson coming on here. | took a deep breasth and was about to
begin, but when | opened my mouth nothing came out. | could move my jaws and lips but there was no
voice in me, not a peep. | cleared my throat but even that made no sound. | tried again. Nothing.
Rubbing my neck, | nodded at him. He was waiting for an answer but his quizzica expression asked if |
was playing a joke on him. He began to amile. | tried harder to tak but couldn't. My slence began to
scare me. | pushed him off my lap and sat up sraighter. | tried again. Nothing. Again. Nothing. | began to
panic.

| woke up.

The dream was a recurring one | had had over the years and it would have gotten worse as it
invaridbly did if the pain hadn't woken me. | was conscious but there was only pain. My eyes were dl
right. | opened them and was not surprised to see an unknown white room around me. After a time it
made sense that this was a hospital room. My face fdt huge and hot. When | put a tentative hand up and
touched it, pan barked back a me to stay away, leave it done or it would redly get me. | sad okay,
okay, I'll be careful. But | had to know how bad the damage was. | had to know what was there. This
pain became a dog in my mind, growling in a corner of this big white room, ready to attack the moment |
did the wrong thing. As gently as possible, | touched my face and fdt a battlefidd of cuts, bruises,
swdling. Once sure that was dl, there was no more, | did the hand down and over as much of my body
as | could reach and prayed thanks when | fdt no casts or heavy bandages. He'd done my face. That
mug have been enough for him.

| saw a buzzer for the nurse and shakily got hold of it. | moved my head too fast and suddenly the
pain dog growled loud.

“Wdl, hdllo, Mr. Fischer! You're back on earth with us, huh? How’ re you feding?”

“Happy to dill be around. Can you tdl me what happened? But please go dow, I'm not redly here
yet.”

“Sure. The police found your car dl banged up and went lookin' for you. They found you down an
embankment and you were unconscious. We thought you might have a bad concussion or a skull fracture
aong with those cuts, but they did a scan and didn't find anything. Y ou're sounding pretty good now.
Wheat the heck happened out there?’

| 9ghed to give mysdf time, then redized a lie wasn't necessary because most of the truth would
do for now. | told her a stranger had forced me off the road and a gunpoint made me go over the



embankment with him. Once there, he started hitting me until.... 1 couldn’t say more and she didn't press
it.

“It's so crazy, so scary these days. Sometimes | get scared just going out of the house to buy some
milk. My husband told me-" She would have gone on, only a state policeman waked into the room and
asked if we might be done for a while. She took off. Sitting down on the chair next to my bed, he took
out a notepad.

| told him the same story, and with a few specific questions here and there, he appeared satisfied.
He was paticularly interested in what the assailant looked like. | described a man in his early thirties,
nondescript, but with a surprisngly deep voice. | thought it best to add one memorable characteristic so
thisfantasy attacker sounded more red. No, | had never seen him before. No idea why he would want
to hurt me. | said who | was, and when asked why | wasin New Jersey, | said business. The cop was a
nice guy, friendly and sympathetic. He shook his head often, asif he couldn’'t believe what had happened.
When | was finished, he asked meto 9gn aform and said it wouldn't be necessary to meet again unless |
hed questions. As he was leaving, | touched his am and asked how long | had been in the hospitdl.
Checking his watch, he said ten hours. Ten hourd | could barely keep from shouting. Ten hourst What
hed Lincoln done in thet time? All the possibilities were horrible.

Alone again, | eased mysdf up to the sde of the bed and picked up the telephone. It was difficult
but | talked the hospita operator into placing a longdistance cdl to our home in Los Angeles. What time
wasit there? It didn't matter. The phone rang and rang. Pick it up. Pick up the damned phone!

“Hdlo?

“Hdlo, Lily?Lily, it's Max-—"

“Max, Jesus Chrigt, where are you? It's Mary.”

“Who?’ | couldn’t understand. Why hadn't Lily picked it up?

“May. It's me, Mary Poe . Max, for God's sake, wherever you are, get home. Lincoln's dead,
Max. He hung himsdf. Lily came in and found him. Max, are you there? Do you hear me? Lincaln is
dead .

My clothes were in the closet. There was a mirror on the ingde of the closet door with a smdl
lamp over it. | turned it on and looked at mysdf for the firg timein ten hours. My face was as bad as my
fingers had said, but I'd seen worsdooking people at bus stops in Los Angdes. The pain dog was
bellowing as | dowly dressed. | l&ft three hundred dollars on the table next to the bed, dong with a note
sying if that wasn't enough to send the hill to mein Cdifornia

| opened the door to the room, saw no one in the hal, and walked out. Luckily there was a door
that opened onto a large garden. Outside smelled of good fresh things and made me want to cry. It was
evening. | walked on cobblestones across the garden and then through some high hedges into the hospita
parking lot. A taxi had dropped someone off at the front door and was just pulling away when | flagged it
down and got in.

“Hey, you're lucky. | was dmog out of here. Where to?’ The driver looked in the rearview mirror
and his eyes widened. “Holy cow! What happened to you?’

“Car accident. Would you please take me to Newark Airport?’

“You sureyou're dl right? | mean, it's okay to travel and dl?’

“Yes, please just go to the airport.”

Hanged himsdlf. It was absolutely the crudest, most brilliant thing he could have done. What had he
sad back there? “I'm no cartoon.” Did he say that? Y es, something like that. But now this and it was S0
hideoudy perfect that nothing in the world could have been more effective. | was certain he had done it
somewhere in the house where Lily would have been sure to find him. Lily or Greer.

“Greer. Oh God.”

“You say something?’

“No, nothing.”

The driver looked a mein the mirror and shook his head. My carryon bag was next to me on the
sedt in the dark. | reached into it and fdt around for the sketchbook and a pencil. Hipping the cover
over, | put the pencl to the paper and began to draw. Except for the dreetlights and the occasiona car



headlights flicking over us, it was utterly dark in the back of the taxi. But | drew and drew, never looking
down, only feding the pencil scratching across paper, doing whatever my hand fdt like doing. | drew until
we arrived at the airport, where | left the book and pencil on the seat and got out to catch a plane home.

There was afilm on the flight. The stewardess gave me a set of earphones but | left them in my lap.
It was better to watch without any sound, making up didogue in my head, guessng the plot as it skittered
slently dong. Anything to fill my mind.

A very beautiful blond woman has the world in her hip pocket, money, power, a handsome
boyfriend who seems to love her as much as the rest of the world does. But she grows tired of it dl. One
day she meets an enormoudy fat man who works as a cashier a a supermarket. They tak, she laughs
they talk some more. The next shot isof her waiting for him out in the parking lot after work. He comes
out of the store and sees her there, a blond Venus leaning on her red sports car, obvioudy waiting for
him. Cut to his face. His eyesrall up in his head and he faints.

As thefilm got worse, | became more and more involved. | put on the earphones and turned them
way up. The couple must fight the whole world to prove their love is red. Every diche you could think of
was in the film. Her rich parents are outraged, her once nifty boyfriend turns out to be a cad who does
whatever he can to break the lovebirds up. They dmost part, but true love wins ot.

Probably one of the dllier films1’d seeninmy life, but | laughed a the lame jokes, sat forward on
my seat when things looked bad for them. At the end, when they are off in an idyllic Vermont town
running a generd store together, | began to cry. There was no stopping it. A middleaged woman on the
other Sde of the aide watched me suspicioudy. What did she see? A man with a swollen, bruised face
aying like a child. At that moment | would have given anything to see that movie again, but the screen
went blank, then black. Unconscioudy | reached into my bag for the sketchbook, but remembered I'd
left it in the taxi. | looked a the staring woman but she had gone back to her megazine. There was
nothing left to do but close my eyes and think about my dead boy.

| got the car from the parking lot and drove toward town. I'd been gone a little over twentyfour
hours, but the only thing left in the world that was the same for me was this road with the orange lights
above and the familiar billboards for arlines, hotds, weekend package trips to Las Vegas and Lake
Tahoe. When | passed the gas dation where the cashier looked at you through binoculars, 1 thought of
stopping and asking him through dl his thick protective glass: Remember me? Forget how | look now; |
was the one who offered you a twenty last night and made no trouble. Last night when things were only
full of dangerous possibilities. Not like now with my purple split face and dead future.

| passed the hamburger stand where the murderous gang had stood, but it was empty and only full
of lonesome ydlow light. A few more rights, lefts, two red treffic lights, another right turn, and | was on
our street. Welcome home, Daddy. Lincoln rode his bicycde down this street. We had walked the dog
together here. “Lincaln, there are some packages on the lawn. Would you give me a hand bringing them
in?

Lily's car was nowhere to be seen, but Mary Poe's black Jeep was parked in our driveway. |
pulled up to the curb and turned the motor off.

“I'll count to fifty and go in. Just give me to fifty and I'll go.”

Thelights were on in the living room and, far awvay as it was, | tried to see through the window if
there was anyonein there besdes Mary. No movement, no forms going back and forth. | was counting
to fifty inmy head as | watched. At fifty | would go. Nothing moved.

Something tapped loudly on my window. | jumped. My mind screamed it's Lincoln, Lincoln’'s
back. He's here, he's dead but he's here. ..

The face at the window was a woman with tan skin and dark hair. Thirtyfive or so, she was pretty
but there were a great many lines on her face that showed both her age and her experience. | was 0
spooked by her tapping that | didn’t understand when she gestured with a finger for me to rall down the
window. | shook my head. She was close enough so that when she spoke | heard through the glass
“Could you put your window down? Please, only aminute”



| rolled it down hdfway. Cdming down, | redized | knew her face from somewhere. Was she a
neighbor? What was she doing out here at thistime of night?

“Thank you. Do you know who | an? Do you recognize me?’

“No”

“I'm Little White, Mr. Fischer. Lincoln's friend, Little White.”

When | saw her the night before, Little White was Sixteen years old with a head of spiky white hair
and aface so downwhite/deathly pae you' d have thought she wore speciad makeup. This woman was
close to my age, had short dark hair and... freckles. Yet the longer | looked, the more that familiar young
face came to the surface through this one. The eyes, mouth... they were the same. | had seen her 0
often in the months she' d hung around with Lincoln.

“Can we tak a minute?” She waited. | didn't move. “How about Anwen Meer, Mr. Fischer?
How about Lincoln shooting at you on the road?’

I looked again at the house and got out. We stood no more than three feet apart. She was wearing
adark chic dress, agold bracelet, high hedls. | remembered what she had been wearing yesterday: dirty
jeans, a Tshirt saying “Nine Inch Nalls” combat boots. Now this thirtysomething woman, eegant and
attractive, her perfume drifting over subtle and flowery, was saying they were one and the same.

“You're not redly surprised, are you?' The voice. Yes, it was the girl’s voice too, only dightly

deeper.

“No.”

“l knew you wouldn’'t be. Lincoln told me what he did to you in New Jersey. He told me why
too.”

| said nothing.

“l saw him today. Before he did that.” She pointed at our house. “He told me he was gaing to do
it, but | couldn’t stop him. He called from the plane and asked me to pick him up. Told me to come done
and not tdl Elvis. He got very upset and begged me to be there when he landed. That wasn't like him:
Lincoln never asked for anything, so | said sure, okay, I'll come.

“l can't tdl you how bad he looked when | saw him. In the car a firg he didn't say anything, just
kept dicking hislighter open and closed till it got on my nerves. | asked him what the hdl was going on
and he told me. About you and your wife and how she kidnapped him. And about how you told him he
was an angdl.

“After he was finished tdling me his whole story, he asked if | believed him. Know what | said? I'll
bdieveitif you proveit. That's the only way you can ever redly know, right? He said, ‘Okay, pull over
and I'll proveit. | didn't know what to expect, but | pulled into Loehmann’s parking lot and turned off
the car.

“He started tdling me things about mysdf no one in the entire world could have known. Things I'd
even forgotten, they were so deeply buried.

“l was dill shaking from it when he said, ‘ That's now, that's who you are today. Now I'm going to
show you your immediate future” When it was over and he brought me back, | had no doubt in the
world that that was what the next few years of my life were going to be.

“And you know what? They were totd shit. Fird, thanks to Elvis, there were bad drugs which
landed me in the hospitd twice for long stays. Then a withdrawd dinic. | got out and, to spite my
parents, married a painter who decided beating me up was more fun than panting. Worse, he wouldn’t
let go or give me a divorce until my parents bought him off. And even &fter that he made trouble for me,
the psycho.

“I mean, my life was one big horror story after another. Seeing them unfold like that, | knew they’'d
happen, because the way | was, they made sense . Lincoln showed me every disguding and pathetic
thing that was going to happen to me those next eighteen years. Unbdievable. Eighteen more years of
thet! I'd be a living disaster area for as long as I'd dready been divefill | findly got hold of mysdf and
got it together. Great, huh? Lots to look forward to.” She had been spesking nonstop for minutes but
paused now and smiled. “Your angd showed me the ghost of my Chrisgmas Future and it was red, dl
right.



“Then he brought me back and said, ‘That’s it. That's what your life is going to be like’ | asked
what | could do to stop or changeit. Nothing. But there was one thing he could do if | wanted: he could
make me older. He said when | was thirtyfour my whole life would change and begin to be satisfying. He
could skip me up thereif | wanted, over those gruesome eighteen years, but with my whole history in my
head, s0 I’d end up the same person. It'd just be like going over a bridge, and the water down below
was the bad years.”

“How do you fed?’

“Better than ever, and it'sonly been a few hours. The funny thing is, | went home and my parents
didn't see any difference”

| knew she wanted to talk more about it, but | couldn’t. | needed to ask other questions. “What
did Lincoln say at the airport? What did he tel you?’

“He made me promise not to tell. He aso said not to tel you what 1 think of you and your wife”
She stopped, considered this, went on. “The only thing he asked me to do specificaly was give you this”
She put her hand in her purse and pulled out a pistal. “He used it on you yesterday.”

“What am | supposed to do with it?’

“l don't know. Maybe he thought you'd want to use it on yoursdlf. | have to go now. | did what he
asked.” Turmning away, she waked down the dark street, some of her perfume dill in the air.

“Wait! How could he save you if he was s0 upset? And why didn’t you stop him from killing
himsdf?’

“Because we were friends and wanted the other to have what they wanted. Because of what you
did, Lincoln wanted to die; that was his choice. He was my friend, Mr. Fischer. He'd do anything for me,
even a the end. Too bad you didn't know him.” She turned again and left. | had no desre to cdl or
falow her. She meant nothing to me, and if her story was true, so what? Lincoln was dead. My fault. My
dead angdl.

| did the gun into my jacket pocket and walked across the street to the house.

“Mr. Fischer? The two Gillcrigt boys came up and Bill pointed toward Little White. “Do you
know her? Is that why you were taking to her? My mother told us we're never to tak to anyone like her.
She'sdl old and dirty. But you did. Do you know her?’

Before unlocking the door, | rang the bdl to dert whoever was insde. | hoped Lily wouldn't be
there, because | wanted to see things firs and hopefully hear the details. Give me time to think it over
before doing anything.

“Who's there?’

“May? It'sme, Max.”

“| thought it was you. What happened to your face? Where have you been?’

“It doesn’'t matter. IsLily here?’

The house amdled different. Clodang the door behind me, | tried to figure out what it was.
Cooking? No. A new perfume? No. Many people. The place ameled of many people being in it dl a
once.

“No, she and Greer are over with Ib and Gus. The doctor gave her a sedative and it kept her
pretty cam, but | wish you' d been here. She found him. He was hanging off the beam in your bedroom.”

“Was there a note?’

“Yes It sad, ‘Thisone sfor you, Lily. Thanks’ and was Sgned: ‘Not Brendan Meer.’”

“Did the police see the note?’

“Yes. They took it with them. Max, what's going on? What happened to you? Where did Lincoln
0o yesterday?’

“The police have the note? What did it say again?’

“"This on€'s for you, Lily. Thanks’ Signed: ‘Not Brendan Meer.” Do you understand it? Does
Lily?

“You said she found the body? Did Greer seeit?’

“Not asfar as| know. Lily cdled melast night after you left and asked what was going on. | gave
it to her very sketchily, and didn’t mention the gun. | said Lincoln had probably gotten into some trouble



and you were trying to get im out. She asked me over to spend the night and | came, just in case. Today
she was very disturbed because she hadn’t heard from either of you. | stuck around as long as | could,
then took off for what | thought would only be a few hours. Greer went to school, Lily did her errands,
and when she got back in the afternoon, Lincoln was... there. She found him when she walked into the
bedroom.

“Max, do you know why he did it?’

She was my oldest friend, the person | trusted redly more than anyone. “No. | don’t understand
his note ether. Brendan Meier? Who isthat?’

“Maybe a friend of his? That's another thing. The police went looking for his friends to question
them. Elvis and Little White especidly. They found Elvis but he doesn’'t know anything. Apparently he
started crying when he heard Lincoln was dead.

“Ancther thing, Max. Y ou've got to go down and identify the body. Lily wasn't upto it and | don’t
think she should. Before you do anything ese, you' ve got to go down to the morgue and identify him.”

“All right. I'll do it now.”

“I"d go for you, but they want—"

“l said dl right, Mary. I'll go now.”

She touched my shoulder, | pulled away. “Will you tdl me what happened out there? Was it the
gun? Did dl this have to do with his gun?

“No. It had nothing to do with that. | want to look at the bedroom before | go. | want to see
where it happened.”

“There' s nothing there. Nothing left. 1t's just your bedroom again. Redlly, there' s nothing left . Go
look, it'sjust anicdy made bed, a dresser—

“And a conveniently exposed beam? | want to see it. And | have to go into his room too. | just
have to be in both rooms awhile. Do you understand?’

She nodded and looked a me with pity. “ Okay. Do you want me to take you...”

“To the morgue? Is tha the word you want, Mary? No. I'll go done. Jugt tdl me how to get
there”

We were sanding close to each other. She reached over and embraced me. | hed on as long as
she did but didn’t give back much of a squeeze. We separated. There were tearsin her eyes.

“Are you sure you don’'t want me to drive you?’

“I'm sure. Ligten, thanks for what you've done. Thanks for being here lagt night, and today.”

“I'm so glad | was. | wish to God this hadn't happened to you two.”

“l once read an aticle tha said only one suicide in Sx leaves a note. The note rarely tdls the
survivors wha they want to know. At least we have some idea, huh? Lily and | can go around for the
rest of our livesknowing . . .

“Max—"

“Jud tdl me how to get there”

You think a place isgoing to rip you apart, even walking through the door will take dl your resolve
and whatever courage you have. Unlike other words, like “love’ or “hate” “morgue’ has only one
meaning. It is what it is-the place where bodies are brought for a last look. Funera homes are not the
same. If abody is a the morgue, something besides death went wrong, its last breath was suspicious.
Thereitisnot dressed in a suit and arranged tagtefully, but cut open and examined by someone looking
for clues. Unlike that other house of the dead, thisisnot alast resting place, but rather the last questioning
place. The questioners find their answers, not in words, but on the skin and under it.

I thought 1 would not be able to stand the morgue, but walking through the last door before coming
to Lincoln’s body, | choked, trying to suppress a big oldfashioned haha laugh. The doctor leading me to
the room looked over sympatheticaly.

“It's okay. You just look once, say if you recognize him or not, and it's over.”

He was way off. | had not laughed from anguish or lunacy, but rather because, putting my hands in
my jacket pockets, | discovered | was carrying Lincoln's pistol. A gun a the morguel Who was there to



shoot when everyone was adready dead?

“Areyou dl right?’

“Yes, fine” At another time | would have been very paranoid, but not now. | was in a morgue with
apigol in my pocket, about to be shown my dead son, who'd hanged himsdf earlier in the day purdy
because of me and my beloved wife. Thought of like that, a pistol didn’t mean much. His gun. My faulilt.
His death. My faullt.

“It's here. Thisone. If you'll just stand back afew feet, please.” There were rows of large drawers
agang the wdl and it took an ingtant before | redized there were bodies in them. In the middle of the
room were metd tables with drains a the bottom, but except for one, they were empty. We had stopped
a the one.

There was athin white sheet covering him. Undernegth that sheet was our son, our crime, my dead
Guardian Angd. The man pulled it down.

| didn’'t want to see the face fird. That would have been too much. As the sheet dipped down, |
purposaly looked at the middle of the body. He had such asmdl bdly button. When he was young, tickle
afinger into that bdly button and he'd laugh, laugh, laugh. The arms were thin, the hands delicate. They
were not yet a man's hands, but would be soon. | thought of them moving, touching things Pushing
french friesinto his mouth, cupping the back of his sster’s neck when he'd taught her to swim. My eyes
ran up hisarms to the narrow shoulders but stopped when they came to the red groove around his neck.
The dividing line a crud red gash around his neck Ieft by the rope. What was worse, the grayishwhite
skin on his face, the closed but protruding eyes, or the red cut around his neck?

“Mr. Fischer?’

“Yes? Oh yes, it smy son. Tha's Lincoln.”

“I'm afraid that dthough the cause is obvious, well have to do an autopsy on him because of what
we cdl ‘wrongful desth.” It's required-"

“l understand.” | fdt the gunin my pocket. It had grown warm since my hand had been on it. What
would thisman do if | suddenly pulled it out?

“I'm sorry, but | don't know what your rules are here, Doctor. Would it be possble to be adone
with him a few minutes? Is that alowed?’

“Certanly. I'll pull this curtain across too so you'll have privacy.”

I hadn’t seen the curtain pushed back againg the wal, but | was extreordinarily grateful to him for
hiskindness. He did it over and quietly said he would be in the next room when | was finished. | thanked
hm and listened to his footsteps waking away. The door opened and swung shut with a smal squeak.
Lincoln and | were donefor the last time.

| fdt my heart fill with alifefull of words | wanted to say to him, dl of them apologies, dl accepting
the blame for this waste and loss. | wanted to bow down to him... It became a confused mob of
thoughts and emoations, but | didn’t want words anymore. | wanted to say goodbye some other way. The
worst thing on him was the red gouge around his neck, so | lifted a hand and touched it. Touched the
bloody swollen groove with two fingers, ran them dowly down the red line. Thought: I'm sorry. So sorry.
I’m so sorry.

Uniil his head began to move.

Sowly & fird, Sde to sde. Wasit? Wasit redly moving? Yes. Oh yes, it very much was moving!
Faster, farther and farther Sde to Sde.

| looked and now there was nothing on his neck. It was clear, unblemished. No red cut, no death
mark. It had disappeared. Just pae skin now. The pae skin of a young man.

When | came into the room he was dead. When | looked directly a him he was dead, his throat
cut through by a rope. You know it the moment you see it; one look and there is no question about it.
Dead.

Now no mark and he was amiling. Then it sounded like he, this corpse, my son, was dearing his
throat. Hmm. Hmm. Ahem. Next there was no midaking it. A laugh. His head rocked back and forth.
Our dead boy laughing. His mouth opened and his tongue, his strangled tongue fat with dead man's
blood, burst out dry and obscenely large. His eyes opened. They were bulging.



Sdeto sde. Laughing.

Terrified, | put the gun to his head, to histemple. It moved with his head from sde to sSde. Side to
gde. His eyes, bloodshot but seeing me, focusing, were laughing too. The red mark was there again on
his neck. The desth mark. My faullt.

He stopped moving. He tried to speak but couldn’t with that tongue. He closed his eyes, opened
them again. They were norma size. Only the bluegray skin was the same,

He looked a me. Hislips were pde and dry, chapped. “What are you going to do, Dad , shoot a
dead man?’

| tried to speak but could not. Could not pull the trigger either. My eyes started to blink fast.
Tears. | tried to speak but could not.

“Pul the trigger, but it won't work. Or maybe it will if you do it. I'm not alowed to. | gotta Stay
and take care of you.”

“Lincoln-’

“l hate thid | want to die! It's no trick. I’'m not playing any fucking games. | want to die! Pull the
trigger, please! Maybe it'll work.” He amiled again, unable to go on. The amile went away. “I'm s0
scared! | don't want this. | just want to stop. | just want to go awaaaaay!”

| loved him s0. My son. “What can | do?’

“l don't know.” Closing his eyes, he ralled his head back and forth, back and forth. The bloodred
bdt across his neck. “They won't let me go! What else am | supposed to do? I'm so scared !”

| did my arm across his body. He grabbed it with his own and pulled it down to him, hugged it to
him. My son. My poor beautiful son. | dropped the gun on the floor and dimbed onto the table. | took
my soninmy arms, pulled him to me. My son. My faullt.

“Hug me. Hug metight.”

How long was | there? How long did | hold him, talk to him, try to reassure him I’'d do what |
could to make it right, to help, before | heard her voice? Lily.

“Max! What are you doing? Get off him! Stop it! Get off him. Oh God!”

Without redizing it, | had my head on his chest and was taking to him, tdling him things. | don't
remember what things. Firgt | heard her voice, then | understood it was hers, and only then could | lift my
head and look at Lily. She was so near. How could | not have heard her come in? She stood so near
with the curtain in her hand. Her other hand was on her mouth and she stared a me, disgud, pity, and
hatred dl together in one look.

“Get off him! Please, Max, get off!”

| was about to answer when | saw the girl over her shoulder. She mugt have been standing out in
the hal and came into the room when she heard Lily ydl. Seeing me on top of Lincoln, she raced over
and grabbed me by the har. | read her Tshirt. It sad “Nine Inch Nails” The same shirt shed worn
yesterday when Lincoln was dive. The same dirty pants and combat boots. The same white spiky har
and sixteenyearold face. Little White.

She grabbed my hair and pulled my head back, screaming at me to get off! Get off! In that hill,
furious, Sixteenyearold girl’s voice.

| let her pull me. | let her take me off and away from Lincoln. | let her, because seeing her there
then as she redly was, as she had been dl the time, | knew . Insgde me she had forced a terrible eye to
suddenly open and see the truth.

It was only then that | knew, or understood, or whatever the right word is. | knew this gil was
sixteen and had dways been sixteen. | knew thet there were no angels. Knew that short hours ago | had
been given one last chance to save my son but had logt it through my madness and excuses.

There was no place l&ft for me.

How lucky Lincoln was to be dead.

And he was dead.
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